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THIRTY YEARS AGO
Shortly after sunrise on a planet known to its natives as Belantis, an annual solstice ritual was underway.
Thousands of Belantins — bipedal and highly intelligent beings of no more than three feet in height — stood around a large statue of their autocratic ruler. The light of their sun would very soon line up perfectly with the statue, as it did every year, and Laveq himself was sure to make an appearance before his subjects.
Although Laveq’s insular whims ensured that Belantin society had no space program to speak of, worship of the planet’s sun remained a cornerstone of everyday life. These traditions were many thousands of years old and long predated Laveq’s birth.
When that birth fortuitously occurred on a solstice like this one, however, the ruling house wasted no time in using the timing to their advantage. Successive poor harvests and technological stagnation had been threatening to erode the previously unquestioned power of the monarchy, with murmurs of dissent rumbling among the general population.
Laveq’s birth provided an opportunity for a reset which his father, the previous king, seized with both hands. For the first time in Belantin history, succession came via abdication rather than death. Laveq was presented as a gift from above, and as a smiling child king he united Belantin society like no ruler had for many generations.
The child grew into an unusually large adolescent, soon dwarfing his subjects at well over four feet tall. The citizenry considered this a natural result of Laveq’s apparent divinity. It further added to his mystique, while his well-honed skills of oration made him able to connect with the masses more deeply than any of his predecessors.
The honeymoon period never ended for the new king, who exercised power with an unfamiliar subtlety along with the more common ruthlessness. A skilled politician to boot, he was never scared to exaggerate a problem so he could look like a hero in solving it.
Like other members of the ruling house, Laveq enjoyed a longevity that far exceeded the planet’s average lifespan. While old age saw most Belantins die after forty to forty-five years, royal lifespans had been growing for many generations. Laveq’s grandfather was the first to reach a century, only for the next in line to pass that milestone by a full thirty years.
As with Laveq’s unusual height, this longevity was believed to be a natural advantage bestowed upon the Belantin royalty. Many believed that Laveq — the chosen one among chosen ones — would never die.
By the time his father died, Laveq himself was well over one hundred years old. The fact that he appeared in no rush to have a child or even choose a wife added to the feeling that he saw himself as immortal. Already having lived through three generations, he was by now considered something of an eternal presence.
The solstice being celebrated today was also the 149th anniversary of Laveq’s birth. Such was the size of the gathering around his statue, it was difficult to see how it could be outdone by the extra special anniversary that would surely follow a year later.
From his lavish Royal Palace, carved into a mountain overlooking the planet’s largest settlement, Laveq gazed at the crowds through his vision-enhancing trinoculars. His central eye, the best at discerning detail in well-lit environments, focused on the sunlight’s creeping position relative to his statue’s crown.
“Time is short,” he boomed, croaking out the comment in a series of clicks and guttural sounds. The antenna-like growth in the centre of his scalp straightened vertically, like the tail of a frightened animal, to emphasize his concern. “Why am I still here?”
Behind Laveq, his longtime minder shuddered at the sharpness of his tone.
Tamoon, who had been the only true member of Laveq’s inner circle for over a century, was responsible for the king’s schedule and just about everything else. Access to the same advantages as Laveq granted Tamoon a long life, and his carefully maintained anonymity in the public sphere ensured this would raise no questions.
The two grew up together, with Tamoon becoming a royal confidante during what was an otherwise lonely childhood for the king. Although every upper-class parent with children in Laveq’s school wanted their offspring to befriend the young king, his royal aura and privileged mannerisms pushed most away from developing any real connection with him.
Tamoon, the only real exception, saw his friendship rewarded with a life of comfort and excess he had never dreamed of before being brought into the royal fold. He had no life beyond the palace walls and sometimes wondered if a normal life — and death — might have been preferable to the endless monotony of his role.
“You asked to leave as late as possible,” Tamoon replied. “We have abundant time, unless you have changed your mind about the length of your address?”
Still gazing out from his throne, Laveq responded with a silent “no” by whipping his antenna from side to side.
“In that case, we can prepare to leave whenever you please,” Tamoon continued. “There is no need to rush. We need no more than—”
The dissonant croaking of Tamoon’s speech was interrupted by an even sharper sound as the stone door behind him quickly descended into its floor-based recess.
Tamoon’s antenna shot skyward, along with Laveq’s. Both of their gazes turned urgently towards the threshold.
Precious few individuals had access to the palace, let alone the top level, and all knew better than to open the king’s door without permission.
Both relaxed slightly when they saw Golaar, a highly trusted security officer. The natural relief that came with seeing him rather than an intruder, though, was tempered by the tension in his eyes and the stiffness of his own cranial antenna.
Golaar, normally unshakeable, was troubled.
“Speak,” Laveq boomed from his throne.
And speak Golaar did, succinctly and urgently revealing that the king’s sky-watcher had just arrived at the palace gate with an incredible message.
Golaar hesitated before getting to the details, as though disbelieving what he was about to relay.
“Spit it out,” Laveq demanded.
After exhaling deeply through his porous skin, Golaar continued. “Something has arrived from the sky,” he said. “An object, not of this world. Made not of rock nor anything else known to nature, my King. It arrived today, out of sight of the masses gathered for the ceremony. I saw the object falling and I set out to gather it before anyone else could reach it. The landing was hard but not explosive. The object is intact.”
Speechless and unsure what to think, Tamoon turned squarely to Laveq.
The king rose from his throne, instantly towering over the others. He walked slowly to the door.
“Who else is aware of this?” he asked.
“No one,” Golaar replied, his antenna shaking sideways in the Belantin gesture for no. “As far as I know, only I saw the object enter our world. I am certainly the only one who has seen it up close. It is secure, within the gates.”
At this, Laveq turned to Tamoon and signaled towards the door. “We must assess this,” he said. “But first…”
As his harsh-sounding words trailed off, Laveq faced Golaar once more. His next action was instant, and so was its result.
With neither hesitation nor mercy, Laveq wrapped his enormous hands around Golaar’s throat and squeezed the life out of him.
The king’s trusted security guard slumped to the floor — dead.
“He knew too much,” Laveq said to an understandably stunned Tamoon. “Now, come along. I must reach the masses in time. But before I do, we must attend to this so-called object from the sky…”
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Utterly taken aback by the viciousness of his king’s action, Tamoon descended the palace’s stairway with a lump in his throat.
Golaar had been a loyal and trusted member of the house, and Laveq had just unceremoniously killed him for nothing.
Worse still, Tamoon considered, Golaar was killed for doing the right thing. After all, he had brought the news of a mysterious falling object directly to the king, having ensured no one else could see it up close.
Showing no remorse for his callous actions, Laveq hurried ahead down the stairs. His size naturally allowed larger strides than Tamoon could keep up with.
By the time Tamoon got outside and caught a glimpse of the object, his king was already studying it with great intrigue.
The silver capsule-like object was roughly as large as the bed in Laveq’s royal quarters, which was to say several times larger than any other on Belantis. A coarsely tied rope was wrapped around the object, evidently having been attached to the mining vehicle Golaar used to towed it to this private spot.
Tamoon crouched to the ground and got as close to the object as he could without touching it. There was a shine to the object’s material like nothing he had ever seen, and the amazement on Laveq’s face suggested the whole thing was just as alien to him.
“This is not natural,” the king solemnly declared.
Tamoon pondered those words. “So where did it come from?” he asked.
“That is the question,” Laveq replied. “And until we have some kind of answer, no one can know of its existence. I must leave for the ceremony and you must remain here until we can assemble a team to fully analyze whatever this is. The timing is good, with everyone else in the city square. And that timing can be no coincidence. Today of all days… the day of my birth and the day of our solstice. This is a gift, Tamoon. From where and from whom is the real mystery.”
More speechless than ever, Tamoon gazed back at the object towards a section that looked different from the rest.
Laveq encouraged him to touch it and grip what looked passably like some kind of handle.
As Tamoon grasped the cold material, motivated by curiosity as well as duty, he quickly felt a release of tension as the handle gave way and allowed him to slide open a panel.
“Well, well, well,” Laveq mused, peering into the now-open capsule. “I truly must make my way to the square, but you should take it upon yourself to look inside. Fetch your chemical and genetic sampling kits before you begin. We must be thorough. And Tamoon… I don’t think I have to remind you that this stays between us.”
After what just happened to Golaar, there really was no need to say this.
Tamoon, who oversaw King Laveq’s all-important and highly secretive genetics programs, went to the lab to gather his sampling kits as soon as the king was gone. He found two workers were on duty, among the only citizens unable to attend the solstice ceremony due to the need for constant monitoring of the growth chambers.
Looking at those chambers and their occupants as he passed, Tamoon understood perfectly well what the kits would be used for. He wasn’t as clear on the why, but naturally knew better than to question Laveq. Likewise, the on-duty workers knew better than to ask Tamoon why he was here rather than at the ceremony, let alone why he was leaving with two sampling kits.
Back outside, Tamoon soon heard rapturous roars from the distant crowds. Their king had evidently arrived. The cheering continued at sporadic intervals, no doubt in response to comments Laveq was making.
While the relatively short ceremony was taking place, Tamoon bravely climbed into the bizarre capsule. Keeping something like this secret for long would be no mean feat given its size, and he feared that Laveq would hold him responsible if any other palace staff saw it from a window and especially if word got out to the citizenry at large.
Everything had happened too quickly to allow time for any serious reflection, but Tamoon already knew that the object laying before him could change everything.
Harmony on Belantis rested upon several facts that might have just been exposed as invalid assumptions, such as the notion that King Laveq was the biggest and wisest being in existence. That potential to undermine royal authority was why Tamoon felt surprised that Laveq ordered a study of the object rather than its immediate destruction.
The only explanation was that he truly did see it as a gift from above, and Tamoon considered this to be a particularly bold assumption.
The capsule’s interior was without question the strangest environment Tamoon had ever been in. The sights all around were so alien that he hardly knew how to make sense of them.
All he could do was focus on running the sampling kits over everywhere he could reach. The ceiling — assuming the capsule had crashed right-side up — proved too high. Tamoon wasn’t even sure if Laveq would be able to reach it unaided. For now, that left him to focus on the walls and floor.
His chemical sampling kit picked up all kinds of interesting things, but the real showstopper came when his genetic kit returned a positive discovery while scanning the floor.
Within a few moments, things got even more incredible as the displayed result changed from “positive discovery” to “viable sample.”
Tamoon felt both of his hearts racing as the reality sunk in:
There was a viable DNA sample in this capsule, from beyond the sky.
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Beyond the sky.
Until today, Tamoon had never even considered there could be anything beyond the sky.
Belantis was the centre of the universe and its life-giving sun had sent King Laveq as a vessel of light to ensure continued prosperity.
This was how it had always been and how it would always continue to be.
Or so he thought.
Rattled by everything that was going on, Tamoon sat down and analyzed the sample as much as he possibly could. This was limited by the powers of the sampling kit — far below what the instrumentation in the lab would allow — but still provided more than enough to convince him that nothing would ever be the same.
Genetic manipulation was already a cornerstone of Laveq’s rule, even more so than had been the case under his predecessors. A continued educational focus on genetics meant that embryos could now be grown like plants in artificial pods, cloned from DNA samples with no parental involvement.
Combined with a prohibition on autonomous biological reproduction, which continued under the guise of controlling a plague of inheritable diseases, this granted Laveq total control of the planet’s population.
Under the surface, however, the motives for the massive investments in this research were even darker than this. Indeed, they were far darker than almost anyone knew.
The initial leap and the continued extensions in life expectancy for members of the planet’s royal house, and indeed for Tamoon since Laveq could barely function without him, owed everything to the genetics program.
While most embryos were birthed and passed to an approved family after a standard period of artificial gestation, some were kept in the growth pods all the way to physical maturity.
This method ensured that fully grown organs, free of any decay, could be regularly harvested and used to rejuvenate the planet’s upper classes.
A growth hormone, whose potency was amplified by the chemical mixture used to grow the embryos, had also been isolated. Unbeknown to almost anyone on Belantis, childhood access to this hormone — rather than anything innately divine in his nature — was responsible for Laveq’s unusual size.
Even more incredibly, however, a previously unknown biological secretion was now routinely extracted from the growth pods’ liquid and used by Laveq and his hand-chosen few as a bona fide elixir of youth.
The upper classes died older than they used to, but still aged along the way and rarely passed 50. This contrasted with Laveq and Tamoon, who didn’t seem to age at all.
Trial and error over the course of a few generations, during which time Laveq’s predecessors lived progressively longer lives, had led to an understanding that it was necessary to consume a small amount of the liquid every week.
And since each embryo produced only a small amount of the secretion in the eight years it took to become fully grown, two pods had to be harvested every week just to keep Laveq and Tamoon sufficiently supplied.
The Belantin individuals who emerged fully grown had functional muscles and physical senses due to the careful processes that had been perfected over the years. They were, however, intellectually stunted. That was in fact a significant euphemism, and many struggled even in their roles as manual laborers in the planet’s many mines, where Laveq indifferently put them to use.
Tamoon regularly felt torn by all of this and was only able to continue in his work and his elixir regime due to Laveq’s insistence that it was all for a good cause. He insisted that Tamoon was a unique genius whose work was going to benefit society in ways he couldn’t yet see, and that doing whatever it took to ensure his life of service continued indefinitely was the opposite of selfish.
In moments and discussions like those, Laveq’s skills of oration and persuasion really came to the fore. And while Tamoon was intellectually gifted, he was also socially naive and more than a little gullible. In reality, Laveq needed Tamoon for his own ends and that was all there was to it.
When Laveq returned from the ceremony in his honor, he looked even more energized than when he had left. “Of all days…” he said. “It came today, Tamoon. It came for me — for us — and it came today. Now tell me, what have you found? Anything viable?”
Tamoon turned his entire sampling kit around so Laveq could see the device for himself. The king’s cranial antenna curved in an unconscious display of glee.
“I knew I could count on you,” Laveq stated. “And look around, Tamoon. Look at the size of this capsule. Not even I can reach the top! Just look at these surfaces, the sheen, the grooves. There is no telling what we can learn by studying this technological marvel. But just think about what we can learn by studying the brain of the being who created it. The being who sent it here… to us, on this most glorious of days.”
“So you’re really going to use this DNA sample to clone whoever built this? A being from another world?”
Laveq reached out and placed his six-fingered right hand on Tamoon’s shoulder. “Well, my dear friend, I’m not going to do it. After all, you are the expert…”
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PRESENT DAY
In the thirty years following an alien capsule’s landing on Belantis, which remained entirely unknown to the planet’s general population, King Laveq was heralded more loudly than ever for ushering in a new age of technological development.
Public support for Laveq’s rule remained total, even when no security guards were listening in on private conversations.
Careful study of the object had led to countless breakthroughs in the science of materials and other fields, and only a select few senior workers knew the source of the sudden leaps.
Fewer still knew anything about the project that had both intrigued and frustrated Laveq more than any other.
He never expected it to be easy to clone an alien being from a sample of DNA found inside the capsule, but he had certainly never expected it to take as long as it did.
His longtime minder, Tamoon, had devoted himself entirely to the project. Although it was Laveq who pushed him into it, after a while the king intervened when he saw Tamoon exhibiting a level of sleepless obsession that didn’t seem sustainable.
The first few years were hard, with progress slow and initial attempts to grow a viable alien being falling at various hurdles.
The only silver lining for Tamoon was that incidental discoveries made in the course of his accelerated research had led to improvements in other areas. Once such example was a four-fold increase in the concentration of the potent elixir that prevented cellular aging.
That particular improvement didn’t yield the result he wanted, however, as Laveq opted to maintain their current rates of embryo growth and turnover in order to stockpile the elixir, rather than opting to reduce the number of collaterally stunted individuals born into their world by a factor of four.
Laveq and Tamoon appeared as young as they had on the day the capsule fell from the sky, but that fact was by now so taken for granted that it barely merited any thought.
A full ten years of alien-focused DNA experimentation passed before Tamoon cracked the alien growth code, perfecting the conditions and chemical nutrition required to maintain embryo growth in the alien life form.
When that day came, he had never been happier. It was a true happiness rather than mere relief, too, because Tamoon had come to see the growth, birth and particularly a potential public revelation of the alien as an epoch-shifting moment for Belantis.
King Laveq, although an old friend, was growing increasingly paranoid and sometimes cruel. Tamoon could never say so in public, but he thought a change could be good for his society.
The problem was that there was no successor, what with Laveq having doubled down on his quest for immortality and choosing not to birth a child in case he would one day be pressured to abdicate as his father had been.
One possible outcome of the alien’s public debut, in Tamoon’s mind, was that Laveq’s position as a supreme being — the supreme being — would be challenged by the presence of a larger and seemingly more intelligent being who had somehow sent a miraculous object to Belantis from a world so far away that it couldn’t even be seen.
Tamoon was surprised Laveq was considering showing the being to the public when it was finally fully grown, but chose not to try to talk him out of it.
There was no clear plan for what would happen when the alien was ready… or at least not one that had been shared with Tamoon.
It took longer for the alien embryo to finish growing than anyone had anticipated. After eight years, by which point Tamoon’s kind reached full size, the alien was of a similar size to them.
There weren’t many other similarities, though. The being’s two small eye sockets, five-fingered hands, antenna-less head and disproportionately elongated legs all made it a very bizarre sight to the handful of trusted staff whose oversight work required them to see it for themselves.
Long after the eighth year, the alien continued to grow.
Laveq checked on the progress frequently and congratulated Tamoon for nailing down the processes by which the alien’s muscles were developing well despite disuse in a coma-like growth phase that was as unnatural as anything could be.
When the growth time reached an almost unfathomable twenty years, Tamoon was finally satisfied that the being’s brain had stopped developing. The body had more or less ceased growing two years earlier, but the neurological changes that came with its final passage into adulthood were as important to the process as anything else.
After all, Laveq wasn’t interested in this colossal alien for menial labor — even if its size and evident muscular power did make it an excellent candidate for such a role. This was all about the brilliant brain that created the sky-crossing capsule, and the all-consuming goal of growing another one as similar to it as possible.
Belantin embryos were now growing into adults with better-developed brains than had once been the case, and hopes were high that progress on that front would translate to this project, too.
Laveq, always one for symbolism, wanted the grand awakening to occur on the day of the Solstice.
Since the next Solstice was very soon after Tamoon’s announcement that the alien was ready, he had no complaint about waiting. Laveq kept many of his plans to himself so Tamoon couldn’t be sure if a public proclamation or even a public revelation was on the cards, but the timing made him consider that it just might be.
On Solstice day, everything was in place for the grand awakening. When that moment of truth drew so near as to be just the press of a button away, only a handful of people were present in the lab.
There was Tamoon, naturally, and there was a scientific specialist in the behavior of the planet’s non-intelligent native wildlife. Laveq posited that this scientist might be able to interpret the alien’s emotions or actions in ways others couldn’t, since he was well versed in studying other life forms.
The only other individuals in the room were two young security guards, who had both been given moderate doses of the isolated growth hormone that made Laveq so much bigger than the rest of his kind. They were halfway between Laveq-sized and regular-sized, but they were utterly awestruck by the enormous alien who had to be at least six feet tall.
Laveq insisted that Tamoon should be the one to push the button that would drain the oversized growth pod of its liquid and awaken the alien, on account of just how tirelessly he had devoted himself to the project for so long.
Grasping an emergency sedation gun in his left hand, Tamoon gratefully accepted this offer and reached for the button with his right.
He pressed the button and held his breath, watching in silence as the liquid drained away and his alien Seedling — the fruit of so much labor and so many attempts — finally opened its eyes.
I’ve done it, Tamoon thought to himself, suddenly feeling less joyous than he had long expected to.
Whatever it is… I’ve done it now.
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In front of Tamoon, advanced screens relayed all kinds of data about the alien’s vital signs.
These screens had been built using electronic technology reverse-engineered from the crashed alien capsule, but he was paying no attention to them whatsoever.
Tamoon didn’t need any medical instrumentation or digital readings to know that the huge alien was okay… at least in strictly physiological terms.
It was holding its weight with its own two feet, for one thing, which was a very positive sign. The methods responsible for this had been perfected in the pod-based growth of native Belantin embryos, but no one had been sure that the alien’s muscles would have developed sufficiently without any use. They certainly looked like they had, with his legs and shoulders in particular making it look like it would be an imposing threat even at regular size rather than its towering six-foot height.
However, Tamoon also didn’t need the animal-reading expertise of his colleague to know that the alien was the opposite of calm. Developing any kind of common language was a challenge Laveq had already set for other educational experts who weren’t here to see this big moment, but the alien’s body language spoke for itself.
More specifically, the way the alien began thrashing around almost immediately made it clear that he wanted out of the growth pod.
The pod held up, to the credit of its developers — who admittedly owed their progress to some of the technological leaps enabled by close study of the crashed object. The pod was reinforced, far stronger than those used to grow run of the mill Belantin bodies for harvesting, and everyone standing on the other side of it as the alien flailed its powerful arms was very glad of that fact.
The alien was squinting its oddly beady eyes, too, having initially covered them with both hands in apparent protest at the bright yellow artificial lighting the natives were used to using indoors. It seemed to have far more sensitive eyes than they did, at least to this kind of light.
Like its ability to stand on two legs, though, this itself was something of a success. After all, it meant that the eyes were working despite never having been used throughout a massively elongated artificial gestation period.
“I’m going to partially sedate it,” Tamoon announced. Like everyone else on his side of the pod, his antenna was standing as concern swirled over the alien’s continued anger. He leaned forward and slightly turned a dial on the interface in front of him, pumping a small amount of a calming gas into the pod.
Within seconds, the alien stopped flailing. It didn’t slouch but did look somewhat calmed. It returned one of its hands to its eyes, making an instinctive and rudimentary shield against the brightness, and peered out towards its audience.
“Give it this,” the animal expert said, handing Tamoon a filter-like sheet of some kind of artificial material. “Even native species can’t handle our indoor lighting. We like it bright, they don’t. And this guy’s species could come from a world with a sun that’s nothing like ours. We could make an eye shield to fit him, like we have for other animal test subjects, but this will do for now. And it’ll show him you mean well.”
“He’s not an animal,” Tamoon said, taking the filter. He then knocked on the pod until he became the sole focus of the alien’s attention. At that point, he held the filter up to his own eyes before placing it in the pod’s double-sealed handover compartment, which enabled items to be passed in and out without danger.
The alien took the filter and quickly held it up to his eyes, where it suddenly looked small.
“Fast learner,” Laveq said approvingly, speaking for the first time since the awakening.
Tamoon placed the palm of his six-fingered right hand against the pod. It took a few seconds, but the alien soon did the same with its hand — one finger short, but much larger.
“That’s communication,” the animal expert said. “Tamoon, you’re already building trust.”
A positive feeling flooded through Tamoon. He would be hard-pressed to describe it, but it was certainly there. Explaining it was a whole lot easier, since none of the worst-case things that could have gone wrong had come to pass. So far, things were going very right.
The first victory, which he had never taken for granted, was that the alien woke up at all. The second was that the pod held up to its understandable flailing, and the third was that the flailing stopped with a safe dose of atmospheric sedative and no need for anything more invasive.
Best of all, however, was the fourth victory Tamoon hadn’t dreamed of securing so quickly. Because this hand-to-hand contact, albeit with the pod in between, was more than communication. It was connection.
“Give him more sedative and let him out for the capsule inspection,” Laveq instructed. “We know our air is okay for him, because it’s the same in there. He clearly evolved somewhere with a similar atmosphere, which makes sense when you consider that this planet was the identified target for his capsule.”
Instantly, Tamoon’s eyes tore away from the alien. “Capsule inspection?” he asked.
Laveq held his eyes. “Our scans found a hollow compartment. We don’t know how to open it without damaging whatever could be inside, but he might.”
“And you just didn’t want to tell me that?” Tamoon replied, so irked that he spoke to the king in a tone he would never normally dream of.
Laveq didn’t seem to take notice. “You were fully focused on this, Tamoon. The discovery was recent, like so much else enabled by our study of the capsule. It’s inside, of course, and he won’t leave this building. You will have your sedation gun, too, in case he acts unexpectedly. Your work has gotten us to this point, but this point is not where we stop. We are going further, and the inspection is happening with or without you.”
Tamoon looked back at the alien and hovered his hand over the Release button, slowly lowering it and pressing down.
“I’m in,” he confirmed.
Tamoon sounded calm as the alien wasted no time in stepping out of its pod and looking directly at him, with the safety of the reinforced pod a mere memory. His upright antenna, however, was a telltale sign that he was anything but calm on the inside.
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Tamoon felt his three eyes unshakably locked on the alien’s two, watching closely as the being took its first tentative steps out of the pod.
He had absolutely no idea what the creature had to be thinking. The best he could do was to imagine himself in its shoes, awakening in a bizarre world surrounded by a group of smaller beings who didn’t look much like him at all.
The thought process was all but impossible to wrap his mind around, and even if Tamoon had more time he didn’t think he would be able to come up with much.
One thing the alien didn’t look was scared. It had no cranial antenna, which made it difficult to be sure, but there was little hesitation in its movements once its feet first left the pod and touched the stone floor of the laboratory.
“It should feel the effects of your minor sedation for a while, shouldn’t it?” Laveq asked.
“Should,” Tamoon replied.
Laveq hesitated. “Well, like I said: you have the gun in case you need it.”
Tamoon then stepped aside as Laveq called the animal behavior expert forward. Tamoon didn’t know the guy well, or really at all, but his hunch about the visual filter had been correct.
The scientist held his hands up, palm outwards, in what he clearly thought was a universal sign of peace. “Let it come to us,” he said to the others. “It has to think it has agency here. It has to feel like it is in some degree of control, not imprisoned or threatened.”
Whether such a gesture had any cross-cultural meaning was very much unknown in Tamoon’s mind, and there was also the small matter that this alien effectively had no cultural understandings whatsoever. After all, it had “grown up” inside a liquid soup of chemical nutrients without any mental stimuli, with the exception of some electric pulses that had shown good trial results in improving the mental function of native Belantin embryos gestated to full size.
Tamoon really didn’t know what they were dealing with. Was this alien functionally a child because of how it had been grown? Or was it a genius beyond their comprehension, with its innate biology set to shine through? He imagined the truth was likely to be somewhere in the middle, but where exactly on the continuum it would remain a mystery for now.
One question was answered when the alien raised its hands to mimic the scientist, and from that point no one had any doubts that it was not only capable of consciously mimicking their movements but also willing to do so.
“My King, I will guide it to the capsule if you would be so kind as to lead the way,” the scientist said. “Tamoon, stay behind me with that gun pointed right at it, okay? The guards will flank you in case anything goes wrong.”
“It won’t,” Laveq stated very flatly. “If it was going to, it would have by now.”
While there was a large degree of hubris in this view, it was one that Tamoon broadly shared. The alien was exhibiting a willingness to cooperate, and the largest hurdles had been navigated.
Laveq then led the way to the capsule, with the procession moving as planned. It took a few attempts for the scientist to successfully communicate that he wanted the alien to walk behind him, but it did so as soon as the message got across.
Slowly and steadily, they walked the short distance to the study room where the object was housed. The alien turned around a few times, studying its surroundings with the aid of the light filter. Each time, Tamoon fought the urge to raise the sedation gun and fire in premature self-defense. It got easier with each instance.
Once inside the room, the scientist stepped into the capsule and beckoned the alien to follow. Understandably, it took more convincing to enter this confined space than it had to exit the growth pod.
The alien eventually stepped inside when it understood exactly what the scientist was requesting: that it place its hand near the spot on the floor where advanced scanning techniques had detected a hollow area.
“Don’t come out,” Tamoon called. “It might think you’re trying to trap it.”
The scientist silently signaled his understanding, standing beside the alien as it crouched down to touch the all-important spot. While Tamoon did his job of holding the sedation gun ready, the alien looked very intrigued by whatever it was touching.
“Its fingers could be more sensitive than ours,” the scientist reported with interest. “It seems to be feeling something. Yes… definitely. My king, could we dim the light out there so its eyes can look closely without the filter?”
King Laveq gave the order to one of his guards, who immediately did as he was asked.
The alien just as quickly reacted, lowering the visual filter and beginning to explore the point of interest with both hands. Only a matter of seconds later, a clicking noise punctured the otherwise silent air and a hidden compartment opened.
Evidently, the alien’s sight was better attuned to the inside of the capsule than the Belantins’, and its powerful hands were likewise more adept at the pushing motion required to engage the opening mechanism. Given that the capsule and everything in it was a creation of the alien’s race, this was no real surprise to anyone.
“There’s something in there,” the scientist announced right away.
Tamoon’s ears perked up. Because whatever it was, he simply had to see.
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“Get the alien out,” Laveq boomed in response. “Don’t let it see.”
The alien turned in reaction to Laveq’s raised voice, which Tamoon quietly suggested he should try to keep at a lower volume. Tamoon was concerned the alien would be spooked, but he was even more curious about what exactly Laveq expected to be in the compartment and why he didn’t want the alien to see it.
Regardless, the scientist kept his cool and stood upright, thinking on his feet to smartly direct the alien’s attention to another part of the capsule and making it think there could be another compartment to open elsewhere.
Tamoon couldn’t help but think this would all have been smoother if Laveq had shared his full plans upfront, so everyone involved could have discussed these kinds of obvious eventualities. That just wasn’t the way the king operated, though, with his paranoia ensuring that he tended to keep things as close to his chest as possible even when it wasn’t the wisest course of action.
While the alien searched for another compartment, the scientist reached into the one it had already found and removed a handful of items.
Tamoon, eagerly positioned at the threshold of the capsule, couldn’t resist stepping forward to look.
One of the items was a metallic plaque engraved with various symbols. It looked to be made of a similar material to the capsule itself, while the other was a harder piece of material. What seemed to be its back side was mirrored, while the front had an image printed on it that showed five aliens in bizarre garments.
Tamoon got a better view of the printed image, in which one of the aliens looked exactly like the newly released clone. Evidently, it was the alien whose DNA was discovered in the capsule.
“What does the message say? Can you make sense of it?” Laveq asked the scientist.
Tamoon turned to him in surprise. “How could he possibly make sense of it?”
“He’s been working with a team of linguists. Tamoon, there’s a lot you don’t know about our planet’s history. Sacred knowledge has to be carefully guarded and passed down only among those with whom it can be trusted, and to those who need to know. What counts on this subject is that there are ruins in our oceans, of bygone civilizations who carved images on rocks and built towers not much smaller than our own. Our ancestors were smaller than us and their bones have nothing in common with this creature. I want to stress that this creature is undoubtedly from another world beyond the skies. But we have experience in decoding unknown symbolism. You see, our companion’s work is in studying extinct Belantin cultures as well as our planet’s current animal life.”
Surprise was now too weak a word for what Tamoon was feeling. For Laveq to have kept truths of this significance from him for so long, after how unquestioningly loyal he had been throughout everything they had experienced, was a kick in the teeth like no other.
“Some of it seems very clear,” the scientist stated, taking Tamoon’s attention from his understandable anger and back into the core issues at hand. “If we assume the aliens sent this with the intention of it being discovered, it makes sense they’ve made it as clear as they possibly could. I believe these engravings are trying to tell us that their world is dying. We need second and third opinions, but it looks to me like they’re saying they have sent a message like this to seven locations, including our own.”
Seven worlds?, Tamoon pondered in amazement. Eight, in fact, since the aliens were sending the messages from their own.
He could hardly believe it. Belantin society was so insular, effectively by continued royal decree, that before the capsule’s arrival no one had ever looked skyward and considered that there could be anyone else out there.
The idea that this evidently advanced alien race had detected so many worlds and deemed them possible hosts of intelligent lifeforms was absolutely mind-blowing.
“I can’t tell much more from this right now,” the scientist said. “There is more, but the symbols get smaller and more complex. My King, I suggest we open this up to the public. Someone may have greater insight.”
The alien, meanwhile, continued to explore.
Rather than reply to the scientist, Laveq turned directly to Tamoon. His antenna was upright, signaling a fear or discomfort that Tamoon neither shared nor even understood. For his part, Tamoon still felt extremely slighted over everything that had been kept from him.
“This cannot get out,” Laveq told him. “The fear and uncertainty would be too much, Tamoon. Seven more possible intelligent races. Our appeal to natural authority would be shot. We would no longer be the automatically presumed apex of life. And the image… that blasted image! Look at what it tells us: five aliens working together were responsible for this capsule reaching our world. Not one supreme being… a team of beings more advanced than us, but equal to each other. It’s a worst-case scenario. If the public knew about all of this, our whole system of unitary rule would be in danger from both sides of the argument. In a world that is one of eight, they would no longer see me as the divine being of supreme power. And from the other side, they might start thinking about what they could achieve if they united as one. Our position—”
“I feel that this is too big to suppress, my King,” the scientist dared to interrupt, breaking away from the pattern of total deference he had shown so far. His antenna stiffened, betraying the natural fear that came from questioning the king’s wisdom in any way. “The importance for our people and our world is too great. Forgive me for speaking out of turn, but my conscience cannot allow me to leave this unsaid.”
“I am glad you made your feelings clear,” Laveq said. “Now, lead our alien helper back to the pod, why don’t you? We have what we need to move forward from here. We can talk about it when he is safely contained.”
A new tension filled the air, but the scientist got to work on his task.
He asked the guards to turn up the brightness of the lights within the capsule, where they had been installed to aid in its study, so they would be brighter than they were in the room outside.
This made the alien uncomfortable and less keen to hang around. Following the scientist’s lead, it stepped out.
Tamoon had no idea how Laveq thought they could persuade the alien to reenter the pod, which was apparently the plan. A public appearance seemed out of the question now that Laveq was so troubled by the implications and potential societal effects of the truths that had just been illuminated, but what was going to happen next remained a mystery.
For a few moments, at least.
For the few moments it took until Laveq, this time hanging back as the scientist led the way, leaned in close to Tamoon.
Coldly and without emotion, King Laveq delivered the most troubling of instructions:
“Tamoon… before they reach the lab, I need you to shoot them both.”
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Tamoon stopped walking and stood stunned for several seconds.
“Just shoot them both with the sedation gun,” Laveq continued. “And the guards, right afterwards. We’ll keep the alien alive for a while for further study, given all you’ve done to get it to this point, and I’ll dispose of the others. You don’t have to do anything else. We simply cannot allow these dangerous truths to infect our public consciousness. We have worked too hard to build and maintain our system of rule, and our position depends on—”
“Our position depends on nothing,” Tamoon snapped. “Our, our, our! Our system of unitary rule? Our position? Our nothing! This has only ever been about you! I watched you kill Golaar the day the capsule arrived, all because you thought he knew too much. I stood by and I said nothing, and that haunts me every day. But you’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to help you kill anyone else. And for what?”
“What’s this about killing?” the scientist asked, stepping back towards Laveq. The alien didn’t follow, staying instead in the spot where they stopped walking.
“He doesn’t want any of this to get out,” Tamoon explained. “He just asked me to sedate you and said he’d dispose of you later.”
“Guards!” the king boomed.
“And you two,” Tamoon said. “All three of you. He would kill me, too, if he didn’t depend on me for every damn thing he does.”
Everyone looked squarely at King Laveq, whose upright antenna said more than a thousand words ever could. In an act of desperation, he lunged forward and rapidly wrapped his large hands around the scientist’s neck. As with Golaar thirty years earlier, death came almost instantly.
Laveq then grasped the recovered alien items the scientist had been holding and turned to face the others.
“He was the danger to our societal harmony,” he tried to convince the guards. “We can move on from this and talk about—”
A guttural roar filled the air as the alien reacted to the violence it had just witnessed. Even if only to a small extent, it had developed some kind of bond with the scientist, as it had with Tamoon, and the air of calm around it had just been murderously punctured.
Rather than attack Laveq, however, the alien simply roared and ran. It ran the only way it could go — back towards the lab — and Tamoon, holding the sedation gun, had no option but to follow.
“What the hell have you done?” he barked at Laveq as he ran.
The king stayed where he was. “Deal with both of those problems,” he demanded of his guards. “First the alien, then Tamoon. This ends now.”
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Tamoon heard the king’s order. It cut him to the soul, far deeper than had the recent revelations of how much Laveq had been keeping from him, but he couldn’t stop moving.
The unrestrained alien was some combination of angry, scared and confused. It was also a very evident combination of huge and powerful.
If it were to escape the lab altogether, which wasn’t far-fetched given that all of the reinforcing work had been done on the pod rather than the walls and doors, there was no telling what havoc it could wreak.
Especially with masses of citizens already gathering in the city square for the Solstice ceremony that was scheduled to take place later in the day, a rampaging creature of this size could be a full-on disaster.
As soon as that thought of the gathered masses entered Tamoon’s mind, it took over. His brain was in full-blown reactive mode, dealing with unexpected developments at every turn and trying to see a path forward.
But all of a sudden, one idea changed his mental paradigm. Quite simply, he came to see that as well as presenting the obvious danger of casualties if the angry alien got out, the mass gathering could be an opportunity… if the alien wasn’t angry.
Tamoon knew that Laveq was now a paranoid shell of the king he used to be, which was saying a lot since he had never been much more than a selfish tyrant. But what Laveq wasn’t was crazy.
As ever, there was a method to the king’s madness. He wasn’t wrong in thinking that a sudden revelation that a team of aliens from a faraway world had worked together to send a message to Belantis would be a destabilizing event. After all, how couldn’t it be?
His manic concerns about the consent for his autocratic rule being undermined by the existence of a larger and more technologically advanced race struck Tamoon as well-founded, too, and that was where the opportunity came in.
A line had been crossed when Laveq asked Tamoon to take out the scientist and the guards, then quickly crossed again when he ordered those same guards to take out him.
But a much more emotive line, drawn in the blood of an innocent individual, had been irrevocably crossed when Laveq maniacally strangled the scientist to protect his own position.
It was different and worse than the Golaar incident, which Tamoon had more or less been able to convince himself was excusable since Laveq was apparently acting in the common good.
But now that Laveq had shown himself willing to conceal important truths about Belantin history even from Tamoon, simply to protect his own position, and far more importantly that he had shown himself willing to kill for the same selfish reason, all previous illusions had been shattered.
The king was a callous, murderous, self-serving tyrant.
And as that realization sunk in for Tamoon, the king’s confidante for more than a century and a half, another realization followed right behind it:
The king’s time was up.
Laveq had to go, and Tamoon was the only one with any chance of ensuring a peaceful transition of power.
It wouldn’t be easy and the very thought had his antenna standing straighter than ever, but he had to try.
“Guards!” he boomed. “Grab everything from Laveq’s hands and come with me. If you kill me, you’ll be right behind. We have one chance, but it has to be now…”
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Tamoon continued forward after the towering alien, following it towards the lab. He heard raised voices from behind and then loud footsteps, at which point the two guards appeared complete with the items from the capsule’s hidden compartment.
That message from another world and that image of a group of cooperative aliens did have the potential to be as world-shattering as Laveq feared, but this was not necessarily a bad thing.
After all, in a world where one individual had ruled by autocratic diktat for well over a century and where biological reproduction was banned, was a shattering of the status quo really something that anyone besides the dictator should be scared of?
Tamoon took hold of the image, receiving it from the guards. They had clearly seen enough sense to know that Laveq had gone off the deep end and was no longer someone whose orders they should follow.
There was no coming back from that, Tamoon imagined, since a rule as centralized as Laveq’s demanded total obedience at all times — not least from his security staff.
Now that the paranoia that came from ruling and indeed living for longer than any individual should had led the king into an avoidable spiral of terrible decisions and reckless acts, his bubble was well and truly burst.
“Hey,” Tamoon yelled, calling towards the alien as it smashed its way around the lab in search of an exit.
When it glanced over, it caught sight of what Tamoon was holding towards it: the rear-side of the image, which was a crystal clear mirror.
For the first time, the alien caught sight of itself.
Tamoon then quickly flipped the object around so that the alien was looking at the front, which showed four other aliens alongside the original ‘twin’ from whose DNA it had been cloned.
Flipping back and forth a few times to hammer home the message, Tamoon focused on the alien’s eyes as it studied the image and its reflection in turn.
After Tamoon settled on holding out the mirror, the alien eventually looked away and met his gaze. It extended a hand, peacefully, requesting the item.
Tamoon handed it over.
“Nice work,” one of the guards said, impressed by how effectively Tamoon had calmed the alien. “But what now?”
“We take this guy out to the city square and tell the public everything,” Tamoon said.
The guard’s antenna shot up. “The king is already on the way there. He ran out immediately when we turned. No one is going to believe us over—”
“Believe?” Tamoon interrupted. “This isn’t his word against ours. You wouldn’t have believed he was as heinous as he is if I had only told you about it, but you do believe it now because you saw it with your own eyes. We’re not going to tell everyone about the alien. We’re going to show him. And if Laveq is already there, all the better. His tyranny ends today and I want the world to see it happen.”
“So how are we going to get this thing to come outside and stay beside us?” the other guard chimed in.
Tamoon looked in his direction. “Those are two different questions. He’ll stay close if you two walk slightly ahead and I stay behind. I’ll have the emergency sedation gun. And he will come outside. Now that he knows there are others like him, and especially now that he knows it because of us, I think we’re good.”
Actions spoke louder than words, however, and in the spirit of showing rather than telling Tamoon got the aliens attention and pointed to the beings in the image. He then took several steps towards the doorway and pointed back at the image.
Implying like this that the alien could see its own kind again by following along wasn’t the most honest thing Tamoon had ever done, but in the moment he felt like the ends justified the means.
He felt sorry for the alien in a way he hadn’t expected to, perhaps because of how similar to his own kind some of its mannerisms seemed, despite the obvious and manifold physical differences. The evident longing it felt for company was very relatable, though.
The alien followed Tamoon’s lead and then fell into the formation he desired, stepping behind the guards as they left the research compound.
No one else was around, what with it being the day of the annual Solstice ritual. Indeed, the group immediately heard a rapturous roar, indicating that the king had already arrived at the very nearby city square.
The alien turned towards the sound. When it looked back, Tamoon was pointing again at the image of the five united alien teammates.
This once more calmed the alien, who gladly headed in the direction of the sound with its three chaperones.
What would happen next was anyone’s guess, and Tamoon could only hope he wasn’t about to cause more trouble than he could imagine.
The stakes were high, with the harmonious future of his entire society quite literally on the line. There was no telling how things would play out, but if seeing was believing then the truth was about to hit Belantis like an object falling from the sky all over again.
“We’re already almost there,” Tamoon told the alien. It couldn’t understand his words and seemingly believed it was going to see some members of its own kind, but Tamoon tried to ease his own consciousness with thoughts that he wasn’t lying.
Truth was a complicated thing and he was setting out to deliver as much of it to the general public as he possibly could. He would have had no good news to share with the alien if he could speak in a language it understood, but Tamoon felt that the message he was about to deliver to his own people — as massively and perhaps recklessly destabilizing as it might prove — could ultimately be an empowering one.
Reaching freedom from tyranny wouldn’t be easy… but it was worth a shot.
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There was no time and no opportunity for stealth.
Indeed, there was no grand plan beyond the simplest of all: show up and tell the truth.
Now that the presence of an outsider had so quickly led to developments exposing King Laveq for his true self, and now that the image of its kind’s cooperative nature had shown that it was possible for a team to achieve great feats rather than for everything to rest upon one supreme leader, things felt different.
Now, Tamoon couldn’t help but wonder how different life on Belantis might have been if “show up and tell the truth” had been a mantra by which he had always lived.
He had kept countless big secrets over the years, on everything from the nature of the genetics program to what happened to the well-liked Golaar. In every case he had fallen for Laveq’s fast-talking assurances that it was for the greater good, only for the clarity of hindsight to show that up for the nonsense it was.
As the unlikeliest of foursomes made their way across a wide open space towards the crowd gathered around the large statue of King Laveq in the city square, all it took was one member of the crowd to point and yell something about the incoming giant for everyone to turn and look.
Many fled, but the crowd was dense enough that most couldn’t have escaped even if they wanted to. Tamoon soon saw Laveq standing on the statue’s plinth and encouraging his citizens to push forward against the arriving group.
Tamoon didn’t know what Laveq had told everyone so far, but he knew that none of them were following the order.
“Look at what he has kept from you,” Tamoon yelled as loudly as he could, bringing an instant hush to the crowd as he gestured at the alien.
“Ignore this ingrate,” Laveq boomed, similarly choosing to address the crowd rather than his longtime minder and latest obstacle. “He secretly created this abomination in a laboratory that I did not know—”
“Bullshit he did,” one of the guards spoke up.
Tamoon glanced at him approvingly. In doing so he also caught sight of the alien, who must have been disappointed to see none of his own kind but who really only looked angry at the focus of his attention: King Laveq.
Laveq killed the scientist in front of him, Tamoon figured, and they had been bonding fast. This guy is going to hate Laveq almost as much as I do.
“He came from the sky,” Tamoon revealed, still moving towards the crowd while gesturing to show that he wasn’t scared and they shouldn’t be, either. “There are other worlds and other intelligent races. Ours is not the only world full of life and it may be one of many.”
As expected, this elicited widespread gasps from the crowd.
“Thirty years ago, an alien capsule landed on our planet,” Tamoon went on. “The sudden advances we’ve made in materials science since then all came from studying the technology built into it. But more than that, we found a sample of DNA. We tried to clone the being responsible for the capsule, because we knew someone capable of making something like this had to be incredible. Their brain had to be something we could learn from, just like their capsule was. We failed — over and over again. Through trial and error and refinement after refinement, we eventually succeeded. And today, he was awakened. But today we also learned that he wasn’t an incredible supreme being responsible for creating the capsule. Because today, he led us to this image, which was secured inside it.”
Tamoon held out the image. Only those nearest could see it, but the crowd as a whole shifted slowly in its direction.
“Ignore this nonsense,” Laveq ordered the crowd, but few were listening. “I have delivered peace and prosperity, acting in your interests every step of the way! Who is this traitor to claim otherwise?
“I’m not claiming anything,” Tamoon said. “The presence of this alien speaks for itself, and so does this image. Everyone… look at this team of equals. A team of equals built the capsule and sent it here. If a capsule left Belantis for another world, whose picture do you think would be inside it? A team’s, or a dictator’s?”
Everyone turned to Laveq and then back to Tamoon, who continued:
“Exactly… the question answers itself. But the bigger point is that a capsule hasn’t left here for another world, and maybe our system of worshipping one supreme leader has held us back from achieving such things. King Laveq didn’t want this truth to get out today because he knew it would harm his position. He is held up as special among us, but his primacy is defeated as soon as we realize that we are not special among others. We are part of a vast tapestry, not the be all and end all. No one intelligent race is all important in the context of a broader collection of planets, just like no one individual is all important in the context of a broader collective of equals. We may be smaller than King Laveq, but we can band together to form a fist and a heel far larger than his. He fears what we can become when the truth illuminates our potential. That is why he has strived for so long to keep us in the dark.”
“Us?” a member of the crowd yelled. “You’re not one of us.”
Tamoon had no immediate comeback to that, but more pertinently he didn’t know what to say next.
With the crowd still listening — not turning on him, but also not yet visibly turning on Laveq, either — Tamoon had a feeling he had to get more specific about the lies the king had been feeding his subjects for well over a hundred years.
He had to get less abstract and more explosive.
Tamoon still held the emergency sedation gun in his hand and knew he could shoot it at Laveq any time. But that wasn’t what this was about. This was no attempt to seize power, but rather an attempt to motivate the masses into taking it for themselves.
“There was never any increase in hereditary disease,” Tamoon revealed. “I’ve been around for as long as Laveq because we both have access to an elixir that is secreted as a byproduct of artificial gestation. I was alive when he outlawed biological reproduction, and I can tell you that it was for no reason other than to entrench his power by breaking the autonomy of the family unit and positioning himself as the giver of life. Our genetics program has secrets of which I am gravely ashamed, and if I have any defense it is that I foolishly believed the king’s lies regarding the justification for much of what I am exposing now. I just want those of you who have had biological children confiscated to know there was no good reason for it. There was no real societal health scare. There was no need.”
At this, and at last, it was as though a switch was flipped. Murmurs in the crowd turned to roars, and a tearful mother suddenly stepped forward and yanked the sedation gun from Tamoon’s hand before her approach even registered.
Just as quickly, she dashed forward and fired at Laveq, registering a clean hit that sent him first to his knees and then writhing to the ground as his body rolled from the plinth with a thud.
Both literally and figuratively, the king had fallen.
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As a section of the crowd moved in around Laveq, who was stunned rather than dead, Tamoon sent the two guards beside him to carry the fallen king out of the area.
With someone already having shot him with the sedation gun, which she handed back immediately, Tamoon wanted to avoid any further violence. That wasn’t what this was about. Belantis had seen enough killing for one day, and indeed for all days, and it was time for the just rule of law to take over from the whims of a supreme leader.
Several individuals began climbing the plinth and attempting to knock down the statue of Laveq that stood above it. The statue was large but not colossal, and Tamoon saw an opportunity in this moment to decisively convince the public that the alien — whose future was very uncertain — was nothing to fear.
Tamoon ushered it forward and then climbed the plinth himself, gazing at the alien with wide eyes as he pressed his hands against the statue. The alien followed, continuing an established pattern of communication, and stepped up to do the same as Tamoon.
With a fair degree of effort but not too much difficulty, the alien decisively toppled the tyrannical dictator’s statue to deafening roars from the approving crowd.
He then quickly climbed down, leaving Tamoon in the limelight. The crowd continued to roar and cheer, displaying their gratitude that Tamoon had exposed the truth and facilitated a peaceful revolution.
“A new king has risen!” someone yelled.
The supportive cheers that followed lasted until Tamoon’s antenna began flicking from side to side.
“No,” he said, addressing the suddenly silent masses. “Don’t you see? We have to unlearn this idea of putting someone on a pedestal above all others. We have to stop idolizing one individual and corrupting them with the absolute power that brings. I knew Laveq when he was a child, and he was far from the paranoid tyrant he has become. We must not keep making the same mistakes. We must spread power amongst our collective and spread knowledge, too, rather than operate under layers of secrecy as Laveq did for so long. I learned things about our planet today that he has kept from me for over a hundred years. He has kept everyone in the dark about everything besides their own specific field of work. By breaking that structure of secrecy we give ourselves a chance to improve our lives and to reform our institutions of education, of government, of culture. We must move towards progress and away from fear.”
“On that point of atomized knowledge…” a loud voice boomed from very close to the front of the crowd.
“Yes?” Tamoon asked.
“I have been watching the skies for twelve years, at Laveq’s direct order,” the individual continued. “I knew nothing about any alien object, much less your genetic project to clone this remarkable being that stands before us. What I do know is that something unnatural is approaching our world. I have been tracking it for almost a year, since it became visible, and my observational projection is that it will arrive in a small fraction of that time. Far less than a year. Do you have any insight on that? Or does anyone else, based on any isolated projects they might have been working on?”
“I have an idea,” Tamoon said, his antenna curving in a sign of relaxation and hopefulness. He grasped the message-bearing plaque that the guards handed him before carrying Laveq’s stunned body away from the crowd. “This message was inside the capsule, too, and we believe it signifies that the senders — this guy’s species — had to flee a dying world. I’ll need help making sense of all the symbols, but that’s what we’re going on so far. We also believe they sent the capsule and message as a means of announcing themselves as peaceful travelers… perhaps to set the scene for a peaceful meeting if or when they get here.”
“We will be blessed with the arrival of supreme beings from above?” someone asked with barely contained glee.
“There are no supreme beings from anywhere,” Tamoon replied. He sensed now that facilitating a cultural unlearning of the desire to give power to one individual or small group deemed supreme over all others would take longer than he first thought. He had taken the first steps, though, and that was the only place to start.
With Laveq down and out, statue and all, there was true hope in Tamoon’s heart that Belantis would have a bright future.
He then gazed again at the placid alien and climbed down from the plinth to join him. The alien looked calmed by what had happened, evidently satisfied that an individual whose violent tendencies he had seen up close was no longer at large.
It truly was all but impossible to discern anything that this just-awakened clone from another world was thinking, but his body language — antenna or not — at least seemed to reflect some of his feelings.
Tamoon held the image of the alien team in front of the giant creature once more, then pointed to the sky. Again, a positive change in the alien’s posture appeared to indicate that he understood.
Back when Tamoon was persuading the alien to come with him to this very spot, he had implicitly twisted the truth to imply that he thought the alien would be in line for a meeting with others of his kind. Now, though, there was no need for twisting anything.
The Laveq-appointed stargazer was unequivocal in his belief that a large object or vessel of some kind was on the way to Belantis, and the context provided by the day’s earlier discoveries left Tamoon in little doubt as to who was on their way inside it.
In the meantime, he would make it his priority to ensure the alien he grew in a liquid-filled pod would be as happy and comfortable as possible until it was no longer alone.
Tamoon held the view that for his own species and for the alien race, which were both seemingly emerging from very challenging circumstances, a harmonious existence on Belantis was possible.
It had taken meeting an outsider for the Belantins to look inside themselves and opt to overthrow the tyranny that had held them down for so long, and Tamoon was very hopeful about what further contact could bring.
Free from the suffocating shade of a supposedly supreme leader, and with a team of star-faring equals on the way, Tamoon believed one thing more than any other:
Whatever path his fellow citizens and any incoming visitors might ultimately choose, their future held bountiful promise. But most importantly of all, that choice was theirs.
The future, whatever it might be, was theirs.





    
Author’s Notes   
Thank you for reading Seedling!
The next Sci-Fi Sizzler is another great space-themed tale, Empty Nesters, which you can order on Amazon now by clicking here:
http://www.amazon.com/B0C3DHMGRF
    
Seedling has been my first Sci-Fi Sizzler in almost 18 months, and it’s one I’ve been excited to write for a long time.
As always, I’ve loved diving into a whole new world for a one-off adventure and I hope you have, too!
If you enjoyed this story and could spare a few moments to leave a review on Amazon, that would be very helpful. Even a few words is great!
Reviews are an important way for readers to find books that might interest them and every kind word really does help.
You can click here to view the book’s Amazon page and leave a review. Thanks again!
    
To make sure you don’t miss any of the most important updates on future books, simply sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.
To reach me directly, discuss anything related to my books, keep up to date with what’s coming next and even have a chance to read it early, you can also join my Facebook fan group — Craig A. Falconer’s Sci-Fi Tavern — by clicking here. It’s an awesome group of friendly readers and it’d be great if you could join us!
    
www.craigafalconer.com
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