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There was this time, see, when I ran into the wall and burst into flames.  I did that from 
time to time.  My heavy farts would propel me away from the wall in the zero gravity 
environment of the school and the grease coating my body would ignite from the friction 
as I slammed into the opposite wall.  I’d burn for five or six minutes before one of the 
school’s ‘bots would come zipping out of the wall and squirt me with gel.  I hated that 
stuff. 
 
But at least I’d be grease free for awhile.  Until I went back home, that is.  That was the 
trouble with living in the outer spokes with all the machinery.  Everything was coated 
with the lubricant the school extruded from the walls, and with water being so precious 
no one would dare think of anything so crass as bathing.  At least the grease kept me 
from stinking.  That was more than could be said for the kids who lived in the rim where 
the waste treatment facilities were. 
 
And the burns never really hurt.  I mean, they did hurt, when I was burning, but the gel 
that the ‘bots squirted was full of nanites, so not only was the fire snuffed but my skin 
was rebuilt pretty fast.  Then, of course, I’d be flaking dried gel particles for an hour.  All 
in all, though, not a totally unpleasant experience. 
 
Lucky for me there were no girls at the school.  I mean, I’m not the type of guy who goes 
around expelling gas in front of girls.  It’s just that it was the polite thing to do when 
talking to an Ixtaxian.  They’re pretty much just big bags of gas anyway.  The resulting 
pyrotechnics got me in good with the Favorians.  They come from one of those hell-
planets, the kind roiling with liquid magma and winter means the average daily 
temperature drops below seven hundred degrees.  That’s Celsius, I’m talking. 
 
Forty-one different species of teenager all crammed onto an ancient pinwheel type space 
station orbiting a common center of gravity with about a thousand other crappy space 
habitats, that’s what the school was.  Sure, I was there to learn all about the latest 
advances in microspatial interdimensional transference, and inverse gravimetric 
polarization, but it was still school, and school to a teenager always sucks. 
 
“I miss gravity,” I said to no one in particular as I tried to shoo the ‘bot away.  It was still 
trying to squirt me, even though I was certain the fire was completely out. 
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“Gravity is a myth,” Torpo said, floating by.  He was a Ladian, and they were always 
speaking in clever little quotes taken right out of the textbooks.  I raked off some of the 
gel and flung it at him.  It was hard to miss his rotund body.  Unlike the Ixtaxians, the 
Ladians were solid flesh.  That was a lot of mass to move around.  Which meant Torpo, 
whose full name had about thirty syllables and seven different sound effects, only three 
of which a human could reproduce unaided, was very good at trajectories.  He would aim 
his body in a certain direction and not try to stop until he got where he was going.  It was 
a hollow triumph to see the gel I had flung at him impact right below his midsection.  He 
didn’t even try to dodge. 
 
“You’re no fun,” I accused.  He evidently had nothing witty prepared for that, so he said 
nothing.  I kicked off the wall, cursing as the gel made my foot slip.  I tumbled a bit, 
going into a brief orbit around Torpo.  Several of his eyes tracked me at the ends of their 
stalks.  I rebounded off the opposite wall and settled for a half-spiral, arcing around 
Torpo’s body as he made his way down the corridor.  “Where’re you going, anyway?  
Don’t you have class?” 
 
“Classes have been canceled,” he told me.  His voice was musical and I liked it.  “If you 
would attend a class upon occasion, you would not miss the announcements.” 
 
I grunted.  “I finished reading the textbook on the first day,” I grumped.  “Why should I 
bother going to class?”  Torpo turned all his eyes forward, his equivalent of a shrug.  The 
professors here all hated me because of my attitude.  None of them were human, though, 
so I didn’t care.  Humans might have come into the galactic community late, but we made 
up for it in brain power.  “You still haven’t told me where you’re going.” 
 
“I am aware of that,” Torpo replied.  That was Ladian humor.  I made a hissing noise, the 
closest I could come to Ladian laughter, just to let Torpo know I appreciated the attempt 
at a joke.  Humor was another thing humans had in greater abundance than our galactic 
neighbors. 
 
I swooped around a Terpsichorian that stuck its head out of an adjoining doorway, 
startling it.  The purple skin of its crest flared bright yellow as it ducked out of sight.  My 
new course brought me to a ladder and I clung to it momentarily.  Torpo sailed 
majestically by.  It was a main corridor, a kind of highway leading to branching halls that 
connected everything in the school.  He could be heading just about anywhere.   
 
The Terpsichorian stuck its head out of the doorway again and chattered angrily at me.  I 
gave it a toothy smile and waggled my tongue at it.  It chattered again, then its voice 
dropped two octaves and became a quick vibrato.  I sighed as I turned my back on its 
laughter and launched myself down the corridor. 
 
If I lived here the rest of my life, I’d never get used to the differences between all of us.  
And living here the rest of my life seemed to be a distinct possibility if only half the news 
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I’d gotten in the last letter from home was true.  After nearly a thousand years, the 
Nihilists had finally gotten a candidate elected to the Majestic Overlord’s office.  That 
didn’t mean the same thing it did a couple hundred years ago, not after the MO’s power 
was largely stripped following the debacle of Cherovichian’s term of service.  Still, the 
MO held the keys for the Defense Ring circling the Earth.  Those guns could be turned 
planetward as easily as they were pointed at the stars.  If Earth got turned to ashes, I’d be 
stuck here at the school, because I had no sympathetic relatives on any of the colonies. 
 
“You have been silent longer than usual, Bosch,” Torpo said.  “That leads me to believe 
you are melancholy.  Perhaps you should visit the Grief Coordinator.” 
 
“Jasper?  He doesn’t know what he’s doing.  He makes it up as he goes along.”  I sprang 
from the wall with renewed vigor, grazing Torpo’s body.  The muscles of his back 
rippled as he flinched.  Finally, a reaction.  I somersaulted, turning my body so that I 
landed feet first on the wall.   
 
Torpo thought for a moment before speaking.  I could tell he was thinking because his 
eye stalks retracted almost all the way into his head.  “I have read about your planet’s 
civic difficulties.  Is it true that your world’s new leader wishes to destroy civilization.” 
 
“That’s what the Nihilists are all about,” I agreed.  “But it’s just politics.  Each of the 
sixty-two major parties has some kind of platform they preach about every year.  The 
Purples want an end to genetic alterations, the Whispers want everyone to live 
underground and turn the surface into one big park, and the Republicans…” 
 
A loud klaxon shook the walls and the air, cutting me off.  The sound died away as 
quickly as it had come, but the walls continued to vibrate.  Torpo extended all his eyes, 
turning several toward me in alarm.  “Was that the...” he began. 
 
“Yeah,” I said.  “Hull breach.”  The air started to shimmer in front of Torpo, solidifying 
into an opaque wall.   It happened at least once a month, so I should have gotten used to 
it.  No one ever did.  Just the idea that all the air could be sucked away into vacuum 
leaving us to boil away from the inside out gave me a major case of the creeps.  
Sometimes, we just forgot that we were in a metal can far from home.   
 
Torpo retracted all his eye stalks and went catatonic.  That was the way he dealt with 
imminent disaster.  It seemed only humans had the instinct to fight when danger raised its 
ugly head.  I let myself drift away from the wall.  It was growing cold.  The lights 
flickered.  I noticed the air wasn’t circulating anymore.  The corridor behind us was 
empty and ended just beyond the junction in another force field.  I decided Torpo would 
be just fine without me and kicked off the wall, aiming myself like an arrow down the 
middle of the corridor.   
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The doors I passed were all locked.  The indicators all had little purple lights meaning 
there was pressure inside, so I guessed security had locked down the doors.  Hopefully it 
also meant that things weren’t too bad outside my little sealed universe.  The lights 
flickered again as if to remind me that being optimistic was for sissies.  I reached the 
junction and grabbed a handhold, wincing as I was jerked to a halt.  The port corridor 
ended in another shimmering wall.  The other way wasn’t any better.  That was the 
Greenway, off limits to us oxygen breathers.  There was another force field that way, but 
it was semi-permeable.  The section beyond was filled with chlorine gas.  It was as good 
as a dead end to me. 
 
The wall bumped into me.  I don’t mean that I drifted into the wall, because I was still 
holding onto the wall grip.  The station had moved.  A sharp vibration ran up my arm 
from the handhold.  Reaching into one of my pockets I produced a stylus and set it 
floating in front of me.  It moved side to side, then up.  I could feel the same tugs from 
the handhold.  The beauty of microgravity.  I made some quick calculations in my head 
and I didn’t like the results. 
 
Using the handhold I swung myself back toward Torpo.  He was still dormant.  I rapped 
his head sharply.  “Torpo!  You’ve got to come out of it.  I need your help.”  I was 
shouting, as if that would do any good.  I struck his head again.  It was like hitting a 
brick.  He quivered, so I knew he was at least able to hear me.  “Somebody’s moving the 
station.  Or trying to anyway.  I thing the Commander has fired the engines to stop it.” 
 
One eye stalk slowly extended, but the eye pod remained closed.   I opened my mouth to 
say something else and my ears popped.  It hurt.  Covering my ears with my hands didn’t 
help.  I had to yawn widely, making them pop again, before the pressure normalized and 
the pain stopped.   
 
“Uh, oh,” I said aloud, mostly to myself.  There was a leak in this section.  The air 
pressure was dropping.  I looked at the row of sealed doors and understood suddenly why 
they were locked down.  I thumped Torpo’s body with my fist again with more urgency.  
“Come on, buddy.  You’ve got to snap out of it.” 
 
The station was moving again.  I couldn’t feel it, floating like I was, but I saw the wall 
suddenly rush at us.  When Torpo struck the metal all his eyes suddenly popped out and 
began blinking rapidly.  He said something in his native language, something that 
sounded like hundreds of bubbles popping.  At least he wasn’t comatose anymore.  My 
ears popped again before he settled down enough to remember to speak Common again.   
 
“We are dying,” he said.  Not the most encouraging thing to hear coming from a guy five 
times your size. 
 
“No, we aren’t dying,” I told him.  “The corridor is leaking air someplace.  We’ve got to 
do something.” 
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Torpo shivered.  “I’m cold,” he said.  “The temperature is dropping.” 
 
He was right.  I was beginning to see my breath frosting on the air.  The walls were 
starting to glisten as moisture condensed on the metal.  “We’ve got to get out of this 
section,” I said. 
 
“Agreed,” Torpo replied.  He began moving his limbs, swimming in the air to turn 
himself around.  
 
“That’s no good,” I said.  “There’re barriers back that way.  Do you know of anyway to 
deactivate them?” 
 
“Not from inside a corridor,” Torpo said.  He floated next to the wall and kicked off, 
sailing majestically, albeit slowly, back the way we had come.  I had to twist around in 
order to get my feet close enough to the wall for a purchase.  My trajectory sent me to the 
opposite side of the corridor and rebounding in a crazy arc over Torpo.  It looked like I 
was curving, but I knew that was just the station moving again. 
 
“Why would the station be moving?” Torpo asked. 
 
“How should I know?” I shot back.  “I’m stuck in here with you.” 
 
“Is there a communications station nearby?” 
 
“Not in this section,” I said.  “I looked already.”  By then we had reached the junction.  
Torpo grabbed onto the handholds with four of his limbs and came to an abrupt halt.  I 
sailed past him to the opposite corner and fetched up against the handholds there.  Torpo 
had to angle his body this way and that in order to see the other barriers. 
 
“This is not right,” he said sonorously.  “That is an emergency barrier,” he pointed to the 
truncated corridor leading starboard.  “According to the station’s emergency plan, no 
section is supposed to be without a communications station.  The fact that we do not have 
one with us indicates that something drastic has happened.” 
 
“Thanks for the news flash,” I said sarcastically.  “The million dollar question is what are 
we going to do about it?” 
 
Torpo turned several eyes toward me.  “What is a dollar?” he asked.  Then, “Never mind.  
I don’t believe we have time for the explanation.” 
 
He was right.  My ears popped again, and this time the pain didn’t go away.  My breath 
was becoming labored as well.  The air was thinning fast.  With no way to call for help, 
and no way to get into one of the pressurized rooms, we were pretty well screwed.  I 
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turned to look toward the Greenway.  “Do you think we can make it through there?” I 
asked. 
 
Torpo turned a few eyestalks to see where I was pointing.  “The Greenway,” he said in a 
monotone.  “Ignoring the fact that you could not possibly hold your breath long enough 
to get through to the other end, the chlorine and ammonia atmosphere would poison you 
through your skin.” 
 
I wasn’t sure he was right about that.  Humans aren’t as fragile as other races wanted to 
believe.  I might not have paid attention in biology class when I was in school back on 
Earth, but I was betting I knew more about human physiology than Torpo.  “Why 
couldn’t I hold my breath long enough?” I asked.  “There’s no section in the station 
longer than two hundred meters.” 
 
Torpo gave me a look I recognized.  “What?” I demanded.  “I don’t know what units of 
measure Ladians use.” 
 
“You should attend classes more often,” he admonished.  “The Greenway is not just one 
section.  It occupies a full spoke.  This section is only a branch.  We would have to fly 
through it to reach the spoke, then angle down the spoke to another connecting section.  
Only then would we be within reach of an oxygen atmosphere again.” 
 
“How long could that be?”  I asked. 
 
“So long that I do not know if I could make it,” Torpo said with finality.  And that settled 
it.  Ladians could hold their breath for up to twenty minutes at a time.  Even if I just held 
onto his hind limbs as he flew, I’d never make it.  At best I could hold my breath for four 
minutes. 
 
“Then you have to try,” I said.  “I figure at the current rate of depressurization, we’ve got 
less than two Standards before I black out.  That’s the only way out, buddy.  You have to 
go.” 
 
“I won’t be able to get to anyone in time to send help,” Torpo said.  “You will die.” 
 
I tried not to shudder.  “Everyone dies,” I said.  “Sooner or later.  Today doesn’t have to 
be your day.” 
 
Torpo stared at me in silence long enough to make me uncomfortable.  “I will never 
understand humans,” he said at last.  “You can be so destructive, so exploitive, and yet 
you can be suddenly and unexpectedly altruistic.  Do you really have no sense of self 
preservation?” 
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“Don’t demean my gesture of good will,” I laughed.  “Of course I want to live.  I want to 
live very much.  It’s just human nature to deny the obvious.  I can’t believe I’ll really 
die.” 
 
“But you will.” 
 
I sighed.  “Jeebus, man.  I know that.  I know that.”  I shook my head at him.  I couldn’t 
stop the shakes then.  “You just don’t understand.” 
 
All his eyestalks were focused on me by then.  “You’re shaking,” he commented. 
 
“It’s cold.” 
 
“Of course.”  He began to back away from me.  “Very well.  I have made up my mind.” 
 
“It’s about time,” I chastised, but I forced a smile onto my face to let him know I was 
making an attempt at levity.  “Just do me one favor.” 
 
“What is it?” 
 
“Don’t let them send my body back to Earth.”  I made my smile wider.  “If they get me 
back, they’ll just send a replacement.  And I know you don’t want another human 
floating behind you.” 
 
Torpo didn’t stop his backward motion, but I could see his body quiver.  A sound like 
burbling water erupted from him.  I laughed along with him.  Finally, I made him laugh. 
 
His hindquarters touched the shimmering barrier cutting off the opposite section and he 
stopped.  “I will go quickly,” he said.  “You might survive.” 
 
“Sure,” I pretended to agree.  “So long, buddy.  And good luck.” 
 
Torpo grunted.  His body launched forward faster than I’d ever seen him move.  He 
didn’t aim directly for the Greenway, though, like I’d expected.  He corkscrewed around 
the cylindrical corridor, gaining speed each time his limbs contacted a metal surface.  It 
was an impressive thing to see.  On Earth, Torpo might have weighed more than a ton.  In 
the zero gravity environment of the station, he was as graceful as a swan. 
 
I experienced a brief moment of clarity as I watched him gathering speed.  This was it for 
me.  The air was going to run out in ten or fifteen minutes, but I’d be dead before then.  
The temperature was dropping faster than the air pressure.  I figured a blood vessel would 
pop inside my brain, and it’d be lights out forever.  But I wasn’t scared.  I’d been scared 
plenty of times in my life, most of those times on Earth.  I complained about the school, 
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about the life I had here, but the truth was it was better than most of my peers would ever 
know back home. 
 
I heard my grandfather say once that I should cherish my time in school.  He said I’d look 
back on it one day and realize it was the best years of my life.  All I could think was that 
if these were the best years I’d ever know, I might as well kill myself and be done with it.  
Now, I was going to die, and the crazy thing was that I didn’t have any regrets.  Well, 
maybe one.  I’d never get to brag to anyone that I’d made a Ladian laugh. 
 
Torpo angled away from the wall sharply.  I realized too late that I was in the way and he 
was headed straight for me.  I kicked away from the wall too late.  I had a flashing 
glimpse of his huge bulk bearing down on me, his eyestalks extended in all directions, his 
mouth opening as he tried to suck in as much air as possible.  I twisted around like a 
diver, hoping I’d get out of his way.  I didn’t.  The impact felt like being struck by a 
runaway train.  I saw lights flash in my vision, then darkness fell over me like a hammer. 
 
I don’t know how long I was unconscious.  When I came to my senses I was still in 
darkness.  My first thought was that the power had failed.  My head hurt terribly, and my 
left eye was sticky, sealed closed.  Not that I could have seen anything if I could have 
opened it.  I tried to reach up and check myself for injuries, but my arms were stuck.  In 
fact, I couldn’t move anything.  I was completely surrounded by something, hemmed in 
on all sides, trapped.  I squirmed, but that didn’t help.   
 
The blow to my head must have slowed my thinking.  It took me awhile to realize that I 
wasn’t cold anymore.  The substance encasing me was soft on the surface but firm and 
resilient, and it gave off a moist heat.  I was still breathing, but it was my own breath over 
and over.  The air was stale.  I was starting to gasp a little as my body became starved for 
oxygen.  With no way of knowing how long I’d been knocked out, there was no way to 
guess how long I had before I suffocated.  Of course, it’d still be a better way to go than 
dying in vacuum. 
 
Slow thoughts again, I guess.  Only then did I remember Torpo.  Why was I wrapped up?  
I couldn’t remember anything on the station that would keep me alive like this.  Some 
kind of emergency spacesuit I’d found while delirious?  Why did my head hurt so bad?  I 
remembered Torpo hitting me then.  I hoped I hadn’t messed up his trajectory.  Ladians 
were so good at trajectories. 
 
I think I blacked out again.  My tomb moved, and the shaking jarred me back to 
awareness.  The walls around me were cooling.  I was gasping.  I coughed and choked on 
something, probably just my lungs trying to seize.  The walls around me shook again, 
more violently, and suddenly I tasted fresh, cool air.  There was light pouring in from one 
direction.  Light and sound.  I sucked in lungfuls of sweet oxygen rich air and coughed 
hard enough to nearly black out again.  The walls around me tightened on my body, 
squeezing me.  They were wetter now, oozing some kind of slime that burned my skin 
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where it pooled.  I was forced forward, or outward, whatever direction the light was.  
Then I was out, flying through air that felt wonderfully cool.   
 
Of course, when I hit the wall I passed out again.  It was some time before I was lucid 
enough to find out what had happened.  When my brain finally came back into focus I 
found myself laying in a bed in the infirmary.  The mattress pressed firmly against my 
backside meaning I was in the hub.  That was the only part of the station outfitted with 
artificial gravity.  Most of the other beds were occupied with students and a few teachers.  
I couldn’t identify most of them. 
 
Moving around must have attracted attention because a nurse soon appeared by my side.  
I knew she was a nurse because she wore a cloth band around her head that had “Nurse” 
stenciled on it in Common.  And I use the word head loosely.  I’ll never get used to 
aliens, I think. 
 
“You’re awake,” he said to me in a deep bass voice.   
 
“Astute observation,” I commented.  “What happened?” 
 
“You have a concussion,” the nurse told me.  Tentacled arms appeared and began probing 
me.  He used some kind of handheld medical scanner, waving it over my body as it 
beeped reassuringly.  I couldn’t tell what he thought of the results.  I still hadn’t decided 
which part of his anatomy was his face.  “You are very lucky to be alive.” 
 
“Tell me about it,” I agreed.  “The last thing I remember was…”  I frowned as the 
memory of my wet tomb floated to the surface of my thoughts.  I remembered the air 
pressure was dropping, the air was getting colder, and Torpo was going to fly the 
Greenway.  My head was hurting and it hurt worse the more I tried to dredge up more 
memories.   
 
“Where’s my friend?” I asked.  “Where’s Torpo?” 
 
“Your friend was the Ladian?” the nurse asked. 
 
“Yeah.  Ladian.  Really big guy, hard to miss.”  I tried to sit up higher.  The nurse pushed 
me back down gently but firmly.  “Did he make it through the Greenway?” 
 
“The Ladian did make it, yes,” the nurse told me.  He turned to the monitoring equipment 
by my head and fiddled with the dials.  “And he didn’t make it.  It is very complicated.” 
 
I closed my eyes to make the room stop spinning.  “What are you talking about?” I 
demanded.  “Either he made it or he didn’t.” 
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“You do not understand Ladian biology,” the nurse said.  “They are a species with a 
decentralized nervous system.  No specific brain, in other words.  Memory and 
intelligence is housed through out the body.  Most of your Ladian friend’s body died, but 
enough survived that we will be able to regenerate him.” 
 
“Oh,” I said, still a little confused.  “So he’ll be all right?  Is that what you’re telling me?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Good.”  I relaxed back onto my pillow.  “What happened to the station?” 
 
“A meteor struck the abandoned stellar research station in a different orbit,” the nurse 
said, still adjusting knobs.  It clicked to itself, or maybe it was cursing the machinery.  
“The Commandant moved the school to avoid a collision by debris from the destroyed 
habitat.  We were struck anyway.  Nine section were breached.” 
 
“I was in one,” I said.  “I didn’t think I’d get rescued.” 
 
“There were no fatalities,” the nurse said.  “You were lucky.” 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
The nurse halted it’s seemingly random motion and focused on me.  “You don’t know, do 
you?” 
 
“Know what?”  Someone was starting to beat a drum inside my skull. 
 
“You don’t know how you were rescued.”  The nurse clicked to itself.  Maybe it was 
laughter.  I was on a roll.  “Do you remember being in a tight, confined space?” 
 
“I remember,” I answered as the memory came flooding back to me.  “Was that a rescue 
bag or something?  I didn’t know the station had anything like that.” 
 
The nurse’s clicking increased in frequency.  “A rescue bag.  That’s an interesting way to 
put it.  The Ladian swallowed you.” 
 
“Excuse me?” 
 
“Was it not planned?”  The nurse sobered only a bit.  I was no longer happy that I was 
amusing him.  “Whose idea was it?” 
 
I swallowed hard.  “His, I guess.”  I remembered Torpo’s odd corkscrew in the corridor 
as he’d gathered speed.  I thought I had been in the way.  Not to a Ladian.  He planned 
that trajectory perfectly, knowing I couldn’t get out of the way fast enough.  And I 
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thought he was opening his mouth so wide to suck in air.  I began laughing and couldn’t 
stop, not even when my headache threatened to tear my head apart. 
 
“He swallowed me,” I gasped, holding my stomach and shaking.  He’d carried me 
through the Greenway in the only way he was certain I wouldn’t die.  In his belly.  I 
made a mental not to never get in front of another Ladian. 
 
“His last act before his major functions ceased was to regurgitate you,” the nurse said.  
He took a step back, looking at me oddly.  I didn’t understand aliens, and none of the 
aliens understood humans.  Except for one. 
 
“I guess I’ll have to change my name to Jonah,” I said as my laughter faded.  The nurse 
pressed a button on one of the machines.  There was a hiss, and nirvana flooded through 
me.  I didn’t want to be sedated, but at least I wouldn’t feel my head hurt when I was 
asleep.   
 
The school is a crazy place sometimes.  I think it’s a model for life.  We have to learn to 
get along together, to help each other, even if we don’t understand one another very well.  
That’s the way it’ll be for the rest of our lives, even if we don’t go to the stars and mingle 
with other species.  Just getting along with your own species can be hard enough.  But if 
an alien can make the kind of sacrifice Torpo did for someone like me, then maybe being 
human isn’t the unique condition we thought it was.  I guess we’ll have to redefine all our 
definitions one day. 
 
That’s the real lesson we learn from school.  We learn how to live together.  I guess 
school had a purpose after all. 
 
Sleep closed in then, and my last thought was that I owed Torpo a meal. 
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