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PROLOGUE [image: image]




I lifted up my dad’s PDA and counted off the seconds with the two thousand other people in the room.


“Five! Four! Three! Two! One!”


And then there was no noise, because everyone’s attention—and I mean everyone’s—was glued to the monitors peppered around the Magellan’s common area. The screens, which had held starry skies in them, were blank and black, and everyone was holding their breath, waiting for what came next.


A world appeared, green and blue.


And we all went insane.


Because it was our world. It was Roanoke, our new home. We would be the first people to land there, the first people to settle there, the first people to live our lives there. And we celebrated seeing it for that first time, we two thousand settlers of Roanoke, all crammed into that common area, hugging and kissing and singing “Auld Lang Syne,” because, well, what else do you sing when you come to a new world? A new world, new beginnings, a new year, a new life. New everything. I hugged my best friend Gretchen and we hollered into the microphone I had been using to count down the seconds, and hopped up and down like idiots.


When we stopped hopping, a whisper in my ear. “So beautiful,” Enzo said.


I turned to look at him, at this gorgeous, beautiful boy who I was seriously considering making my boyfriend. He was a perfect combination: heart-flutteringly pretty and apparently entirely ignorant of the fact, because he’d been spending the last week trying to charm me with his words, of all things. Words! Like he didn’t get the teenage boy manual on how to be completely inarticulate around girls.


I appreciated the effort. And I appreciated the fact that when he whispered his words, he was looking at me and not the planet. I glanced over at my parents about six meters away, kissing to celebrate the arrival. That seemed like a good idea. I reached my hand behind Enzo’s head to draw him to me and planted one right on his lips. Our first kiss. New world, new life, new boyfriend.


What can I say. I was caught up in the moment.


Enzo didn’t complain. “ ‘O brave new world, that has such people in it,’ ” he said, after I let him breathe again.


I smiled at him, my arms still around his neck. “You’ve been saving that up,” I said.


“Maybe,” he admitted. “I wanted you to have a quality first kiss moment.”


See. Most sixteen-year-old boys would have used a kiss as an excuse to dive straight for the boobs. He used it as an excuse for Shakespeare. A girl could do worse.


“You’re adorable,” I said, kissed him again, then gave him a playful push and launched myself into my parents, breaking up their canoodling and demanding their attention. The two of them were our colony’s leaders, and soon enough they would barely have time to breathe. It was best I get in some quality time while I could. We hugged and laughed and then Gretchen yanked me back toward her.


“Look what I have,” she said, and thrust her PDA in my face. It showed a vidcap of me and Enzo kissing.


“You evil little thing,” I said.


“It’s amazing,” Gretchen said. “It actually looks like you’re trying to swallow his entire face.”


“Stop it,” I said.


“See? Look,” Gretchen tapped a button, and the vidcap played in slow motion. “Right there. You’re mauling him. Like his lips were made of chocolate.”


I was trying very hard not to laugh, because she was actually right about that. “Wench,” I said. “Give me that.” I snatched the PDA from her with one hand, erased the file, and handed it back. “There. Thank you.”


“Oh, no,” Gretchen said, mildly, taking the PDA.


“Learned your lesson about violating the privacy of others?” I said.


“Oh, yes,” Gretchen said.


“Good,” I said. “Of course, you already forwarded it to everyone we know before you showed it to me, didn’t you?”


“Maybe,” Gretchen said, and put her hand to her mouth, eyes wide.


“Evil,” I said, admiringly.


“Thank you,” Gretchen said, and curtsied.


“Just remember I know where you live,” I said.


“For the rest of our lives,” Gretchen said, and then we did embarrassingly girly squeals and had another hug. Living the rest of your life with the same two thousand people ran the risk of being dead-bang boring, but not with Gretchen around.


We unhugged and then I looked around to see who else I wanted to celebrate with. Enzo was hovering in the background, but he was smart enough to know that I’d get back to him. I looked over and saw Savitri Guntupalli, my parents’ assistant, conferring with my dad very seriously about something. Savitri: She was smart and capable and could be wicked funny, but she was always working. I got between her and Dad and demanded a hug. Yes, I was all about the hugs. But, you know, look: You only get to see your new world for the first time once.


“Zoë,” Dad said, “can I have my PDA back?”


I had taken Dad’s PDA because he’d set the exact time the Magellan would skip from the Phoenix system to Roanoke, and used it to count off the last few minutes before the jump. I had my own PDA, of course; it was in my pocket. No doubt the vidcap of me smooching Enzo was waiting for me in my in-box, just like it was in the in-boxes of all our friends. I made a note to myself to plot revenge against Gretchen. Sweet, merciless revenge. Involving witnesses. And farm animals. But for now I gave Dad back his PDA, gave him a peck on his cheek, and found my way back to Enzo.


“So,” Enzo said, and smiled. God, he was even charming when monosyllabic. The rational part of my brain was lecturing me about how infatuation makes everything seem better than it is; the irrational part (meaning, most of me) was telling the rational part to get well and truly stuffed.


“So,” I said back, not nearly as charmingly, but Enzo didn’t seem to notice.


“I was talking to Magdy,” Enzo said.


“Uh-oh,” I said.


“Magdy’s not so bad,” Enzo said.


“Sure, for certain values of ‘not so bad,’ meaning ‘bad,’ ” I said.


“And he said that he was talking to some of the Magellan crew,” Enzo said, forging along (charmingly). “They told him about an observation lounge on the crew level that’s usually empty. He says we could get a great view of the planet there.”


I glanced over Enzo’s shoulder, where Magdy was talking animatedly to Gretchen (or at her, depending on one’s point of view). “I don’t think the planet is what he’s hoping to view,” I said.


Enzo glanced back. “Maybe not,” he said. “Although to be fair to Magdy, certain people aren’t exactly trying hard not to be viewed.”


I crooked an eyebrow at that; it was true enough, although I knew Gretchen was more into the flirting than anything else. “And what about you?” I said. “What are you hoping to see?”


Enzo smiled and held up his hands, disarmingly. “Zoë,” he said. “I just got to kiss you. I think I want to work on that a little more before moving on to anything else.”


“Ooh, nicely said,” I said. “Do these lines work on all the girls?”


“You’re the first girl I’ve tried them on,” Enzo said. “So you’ll have to let me know.”


I actually blushed, and gave him a hug. “So far, so good,” I said.


“Good,” Enzo said. “Also, you know. I’ve seen your bodyguards. I don’t think I want them to use me for target practice.”


“What?” I said, mock-shocked. “You’re not frightened of Hickory and Dickory, are you? They’re not even here.” Actually, Enzo has a perfectly good reason to be utterly terrified of Hickory and Dickory, who were already vaguely suspicious of him and would happily cycle him out an airlock if he did anything stupid with me. But there was no reason to let him know that yet. Good rule of thumb: When your relationship is minutes old, don’t freak out the new squeeze.


And anyway, Hickory and Dickory were sitting out this celebration. They were aware they made most of the humans nervous.


“I was actually thinking of your parents,” Enzo said. “Although they seem to be missing, too.” Enzo motioned with his head to where John and Jane had been standing a few minutes before; now neither of them were there. I saw Savitri leaving the common area as well, as if she suddenly had someplace to be.


“I wonder where they went,” I said, mostly to myself.


“They’re the colony leaders,” Enzo said. “Maybe now they have to start working.”


“Maybe,” I said. It was unusual for either John or Jane to disappear without telling me where they were going; it was just a common courtesy. I fought back the urge to message them on my PDA.


“So, the observation lounge,” Enzo said, getting himself back to the topic at hand. “You want to check it out?”


“It’s on the crew deck,” I said. “You think we might get in trouble?”


“Maybe,” Enzo said. “But what can they do? Make us walk the plank? At worst they’ll just tell us to get lost. And until then we’ll have a heck of a view.”


“All right,” I said. “But if Magdy turns into all tentacles, I’m leaving. There are some things I don’t need to see.”


Enzo laughed. “Fair enough,” he said, and I snuggled into him a little. This new boyfriend thing was turning out just fine.


We spent some more time celebrating with our friends and their families. Then, after things had settled down enough, we followed Magdy and Gretchen through the Magellan and toward the crew observation lounge. I thought sneaking into the crew area might be a problem; not only was it easy, but a crew member coming out of an entrance held it open for us.


“Security is not a huge issue here on the Magellan,” Gretchen said, back to me and Enzo, then looked down at our clasped hands and smiled at me. She was evil, sure, but she was also happy for me.


The observation lounge was where it was advertised to be, but alas for Magdy’s nefarious plans, it was not empty as promised; four Magellan crew members sat at a table, intent in a conversation. I glanced over to Magdy, who looked like he had just swallowed a fork. I found this rather amusing myself. Poor, poor Magdy. Frustration became him.


“Look,” Enzo said, and still holding my hand, guided me to a huge observation window. Roanoke filled the view, gorgeously green, fully illuminated with her sun behind us, more breathtaking in person than she was on the monitors. Seeing something with your own eyes makes a difference.


It was the most beautiful thing I think I’d ever seen. Roanoke. Our world.


“Wrong place,” I heard, barely, from the conversation at the table to the left of me.


I glanced over at the table. The four Magellan crew there were so engaged in their conversation and so closed in to each other that it looked like most of their bodies were actually on the table rather than in their seats. One of the crew was sitting with his back to me, but I could see the other three, two men and a woman. The expression on their faces was grim.


I have a habit of listening in to other people’s conversations. It’s not a bad habit unless you get caught. The way not to get caught is to make sure it looks like your attention is somewhere else. I dropped my hand from Enzo’s and took a step toward the observation lounge window. This got me closer to the table while at the same time keeping Enzo from whispering sweet nothings in my ear. I kept myself visually intent on Roanoke.


“You don’t just miss,” one of the crew members was saying. “And the captain sure as hell doesn’t. He could put the Magellan in orbit around a pebble if he wanted to.”


The crew member with his back to me said something low, which I couldn’t hear.


“That’s crap,” said the first crew member. “How many ships have actually gone missing in the last twenty years? In the last fifty? No one gets lost anymore.”


“What are you thinking?”


I jumped, which made Enzo jump. “Sorry,” he said, as I turned to give him an exasperated look. I put a finger to my lips to shush him, and then motioned with my eyes at the table now behind me. Enzo glanced behind me and saw the table. What? he mouthed. I shook my head a tiny bit to tell him he shouldn’t distract me anymore. He gave me a strange look. I took his hand again to let him know I wasn’t upset with him, but then focused my attention back to the table.


“—calm. We don’t know anything yet,” said another voice, this one belonging (I think) to the woman. “Who else knows about this?”


Another mutter from the crew member facing away from me.


“Good. We need to keep it that way,” she said. “I’ll clamp down on things in my department if I hear anything, but it only works if we all do it.”


“It won’t stop the crew from talking,” said someone else.


“No, but it’ll slow down the rumors, and that’s good enough until we know what’s really happened,” the woman said.


Yet another mutter.


“Well, if it’s true, then we have bigger problems, don’t we?” said the woman, and all the strain she was experiencing was suddenly clear in her voice. I shuddered a little; Enzo felt it through my hand and looked at me, concerned. I gave him a serious hug. It meant losing the rest of the conversational thread, but at the moment, it’s what I wanted. Priorities change.


There was the sound of chairs pushing back. I turned and the crew members—it was pretty clear they were actually officers—were already heading toward the door. I broke away from Enzo to get the attention of the one closest to me, the one who had had his back to me earlier. I tapped him on the shoulder; he turned and seemed very surprised to see me.


“Who are you?” he said.


“Has something happened to the Magellan?” I asked. The best way to learn stuff is not to get distracted, for example, by questions relating to one’s identity.


The man actually scowled, which is something I’d read about but had never actually seen someone do, until now. “You were listening to our conversation.”


“Is the ship lost?” I asked. “Do we know where we are? Is something wrong with the ship?”


He took a step back, like the questions were actually hitting him. I should have taken a step forward and pressed him.


I didn’t. He regained his footing and looked past me to Enzo and Gretchen and Magdy, who were all looking at us. Then he realized who we were, and straightened up. “You kids aren’t supposed to be here. Get out, or I’ll have ship’s security throw you out. Get back to your families.” He turned to go.


I reached toward him again. “Sir, wait,” I said. He ignored me and walked out of the lounge.


“What’s going on?” Magdy asked me, from across the room. “I don’t want to get in trouble because you’ve pissed off some random crew member.”


I shot Magdy a look, and turned to look out the window again. Roanoke still hung there, blue and green. But suddenly not as beautiful. Suddenly unfamiliar. Suddenly threatening.


Enzo put his hand on my shoulder. “What is it, Zoë?” he said.


I kept staring out the window. “I think we’re lost,” I said.


“Why?” Gretchen asked. She had come up beside me. “What were they talking about?”


“I couldn’t hear it all,” I said. “But it sounded like they were saying we’re not where we’re supposed to be.” I pointed to the planet. “That this isn’t Roanoke.”


“That’s crazy,” Magdy said.


“Of course it’s crazy,” I said. “Doesn’t mean it might not be true.” I pulled out my PDA from my pocket and tried to connect with Dad. No answer. I tried connecting to Mom.


No answer.


“Gretchen,” I said. “Would you try calling your dad?” Gretchen’s dad was on the colonial council my parents headed up.


“He’s not answering,” she said, after a minute.


“It doesn’t mean anything bad,” Enzo said. “We did just skip to a new planet. Maybe they’re busy with that.”


“Maybe they’re still celebrating,” Magdy said.


Gretchen smacked him upside the head. “You really are childish, Magdy,” she said. Magdy rubbed the side of his head and shut up. This evening was not going anything like he had planned. Gretchen turned to me. “What do you think we should do?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “They were talking about keeping the crew from talking. It means some of them might know what’s going on. It won’t take long to get to the colonists.”


“It’s already gotten to the colonists,” Enzo said. “We’re colonists.”


“We might want to tell someone,” Gretchen said. “I think your parents and my dad need to know, at least.”


I glanced down at her PDA. “I think they might know already,” I said.


“We should make sure,” she said. So we left the observation lounge and went looking for our parents.


We didn’t find them; they were in a council meeting. I did find Hickory and Dickory, or rather, they found me.


“I think I should go,” Enzo said, after they’d stared at him, unblinking, for a minute. It wasn’t meant as intimidation; they don’t blink at all. I gave him a peck on the cheek. He and Magdy left.


“I’m going to listen around,” Gretchen said. “See what people are saying.”


“All right,” I said. “Me too.” I held up my PDA. “Let me know what you hear.” She left.


I turned to Hickory and Dickory. “You two,” I said. “You were in your room earlier.”


“We came looking for you,” Hickory said. It was the talker of the two. Dickory could talk, but it was always a surprise when it happened.


“Why?” I said. “I was perfectly safe before. I’ve been perfectly safe since we left Phoenix Station. The Magellan is entirely threat-free. The only thing you’ve been good for this entire trip is scaring the crap out of Enzo. Why are you looking for me now?”


“Things have changed,” Hickory said.


“What do you mean?” I asked, but then my PDA vibrated. It was Gretchen.


“That was fast,” I said.


“I just ran into Mika,” she said. “You won’t believe what she said a crew member just told her brother.”


The adult colonists may have been either clueless or tight-lipped, but the Roanoke teenage rumor mill was in full swing. In the next hour, this is what we “learned”:


That during the skip to Roanoke, the Magellan had wandered too close to a star and had been thrown out of the galaxy.


That there was a mutiny and the first officer had relieved Captain Zane of command because of incompetence.


That Captain Zane shot his own traitorous first officer right there on the bridge and said he’d shoot anyone who tried to help him.


That the computer systems had failed just before the skip, and we didn’t know where we were.


That aliens had attacked the ship and were floating out there, deciding whether to finish us off.


That Roanoke was poisonous to human life and if we landed there we’d die.


That there was a core breach in the engine room, whatever that meant, and that the Magellan was this close to blowing up.


That ecoterrorists had hacked into the Magellan’s computer systems and sent us off in another direction so that we couldn’t ruin another planet.


No, wait, it was wildcat colonists-turned-pirates who hacked in, and they were planning to steal our colony supplies because their own were running low.


No, wait, it was mutinous crew members who were going to steal our supplies and leave us stranded on the planet.


No, wait, it wasn’t thieving crew, wildcat pirates or ecoterrorists, it was just some idiot programmer who messed up the code, and now we don’t know where we are.


No, wait, nothing’s wrong, this is just the standard operating procedure. There’s not a thing wrong, now stop bothering the crew and let us work, damn it.


I want to be clear about something: We knew most of this was crap and nonsense. But what was underneath all the crap and nonsense was just as important: Confusion and unease had spread through the crew of the Magellan, and from them, to us. It moved fast. It told any number of lies—not to lie but to try to make sense of something. Something that happened. Something that shouldn’t have happened.


Through all of this, nothing from Mom or Dad, or Gretchen’s dad, or any of the colony council, all the members of which had suddenly found themselves called into a meeting.


The common room, previously deserted after the new world celebrations, began to fill up again. This time people weren’t celebrating. They looked confused, and concerned and tense, and some of them were beginning to look angry.


“This isn’t going to turn out well,” Gretchen said to me when we reunited.


“How are you doing?” I said.


She shrugged. “Something’s happening, that’s for sure. Everyone’s on edge. It’s putting me on edge.”


“Don’t go crazy on me,” I said. “Then there won’t be anyone to hold me back when I lose it.”


“Oh, well, for your sake then,” Gretchen said, and rolled her eyes dramatically. “Well. At least now I’m not having to fight off Magdy.”


“I like how you can see the bright side of any situation,” I said.


“Thanks,” she said. “How are you?”


“Honestly?” I asked. She nodded. “Scared as hell.”


“Thank God,” she said. “It’s not only me.” She held up her thumb and finger and marked the tiny space between them. “For the last half hour I’ve been this close to peeing myself.”


I took a step back. Gretchen laughed.


The ship’s intercom kicked on. “This is Captain Zane,” a man’s voice said. “This is a general message for passengers and crew. All crew will assemble in their respective department conference rooms in ten minutes, 2330 ship time. All passengers will assemble in the passenger common area in ten minutes, 2330 ship time. Passengers, this is a mandatory assembly. You will be addressed by your colony leaders.” The intercom went dead.


“Come on,” I said to Gretchen, and pointed to the platform where, earlier in the evening, she and I counted down the seconds until we were at our new world. “We should get a good place.”


“It’s going to get crowded in here,” she said.


I pointed to Hickory and Dickory. “They’ll be with us. You know how everyone gives them all the space they want.” Gretchen looked up at the two of them, and I realized that she wasn’t terribly fond of them either.


Minutes later the council came streaming in from one of the common area side doors and made their way to the platform. Gretchen and I stood in the front, Hickory and Dickory behind us, and at least five feet on every side. Alien bodyguards create their own buffer zone.


A whisper in my ear. “Hey,” Enzo said.


I looked over to him and smiled. “I wondered if you were going to be here,” I said.


“It’s an all-colonist meeting,” he said.


“Not here, in general,” I said. “Here.”


“Oh,” Enzo said. “I took a chance that your bodyguards wouldn’t stab me.”


“I’m glad you did,” I said. I took his hand.


On the platform, John Perry, the colony leader, my dad, came forward and picked up the microphone that still lay there from earlier in the evening. His eyes met mine as he reached down to pick it up.


Here’s the thing to know about my dad. He’s smart, he’s good at what he does, and almost all the time, his eyes look like he’s about to start laughing. He finds most things funny. He makes most things funny.


When he looked at me as he picked up the microphone, his eyes were dark, and heavy, and as serious as I had ever seen them. When I saw them I was reminded, no matter how young he looked, how old he really was. For as much as he could make light of things, he was a man who had seen trouble more than once in his life.


And he was seeing it again. Now, with us. For all of us.


Everyone else would know it as soon as he opened his mouth to tell them, but right then was when I knew—when I saw the truth of our situation.


We were lost.
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The flying saucer landed on our front yard and a little green man got out of it.


It was the flying saucer that got my attention. Green men aren’t actually unheard of where I come from. All the Colonial Defense Forces were green; it’s part of the genetic engineering they do on them to help them fight better. Chlorophyll in the skin gives them the extra energy they need for truly first-class alien stomping.


We didn’t get many Colonial Defense Force soldiers on Huckleberry, the colony I lived on; it was an established colony and we hadn’t been seriously attacked in a couple of decades. But the Colonial Union goes out of its way to let every colonist know all about the CDF, and I knew more about them than most.


But the flying saucer, well. That’s novel. New Goa is a farming community. Tractors and harvesters and animal-drawn wagons, and wheeled public buses when we wanted to live life on the edge and visit the provincial capital. An actual flying transport was a rare thing indeed. Having one small enough for a single passenger land on our lawn was definitely not an everyday occurrence.


“Would you like Dickory and me to go out and meet him?” asked Hickory. We watched from inside the house as the green man pulled himself out of the transport.


I looked over at Hickory. “Do you think he’s an actual threat? I think if he wanted to attack us, he could have just dropped a rock on the house while he was flying over it.”


“I am always for prudence,” Hickory said. The unsaid portion of that sentence was when you are involved. Hickory is very sweet, and paranoid.


“Let’s try the first line of defense instead,” I said, and walked over to the screen door. Babar the mutt was standing at it, his front paws up on the door, cursing the genetic fate that left him without opposable thumbs or the brains to pull the door instead of pushing on it. I opened the door for him; he took off like a furry heat-seeking slobber missile. To the green man’s credit, he took a knee and greeted Babar like an old friend, and was generously coated in dog drool for his pains.


“Good thing he’s not soluble,” I said to Hickory.


“Babar is not a very good watchdog,” Hickory said, as it watched the green man play with my dog.


“No, he’s really not,” I agreed. “But if you ever need something really moistened, he’s got you covered.”


“I will remember that for future reference,” Hickory said, in that noncommittal way designed for dealing with my sarcasm.


“Do that,” I said, and opened the door again. “And stay in here for now, please.”


“As you say, Zoë,” Hickory said.


“Thanks,” I said, and walked out to the porch.


By this time the green man had gotten to the porch steps, Babar bouncing behind him. “I like your dog,” he said to me.


“I see that,” I said. “The dog’s only so-so about you.”


“How can you tell?” he asked.


“You’re not completely bathed in saliva,” I said.


He laughed. “I’ll try harder next time,” he said.


“Remember to bring a towel,” I said.


The green man motioned to the house. “This is Major Perry’s house?”


“I hope so,” I said. “All his stuff is here.”


This earned me about a two-second pause.


Yes, as it happens, I am a sarcastic little thing. Thanks for asking. It comes from living with my dad all these years. He considers himself quite the wit; I don’t know how I feel about that one, personally, but I will say that it’s made me pretty forward when it comes to comebacks and quips. Give me a soft lob, I’ll be happy to spike it. I think it’s endearing and charming; so does Dad. We may be in the minority with that opinion. If nothing else it’s interesting to see how other people react to it. Some people think it’s cute. Others not so much.


I think my green friend fell into the “not so much” camp, because his response was to change the subject. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t think I know who you are.”


“I’m Zoë,” I said. “Major Perry’s daughter. Lieutenant Sagan’s, too.”


“Oh, right,” he said. “I’m sorry. I pictured you as younger.”


“I used to be,” I said.


“I should have known you were his daughter,” he said. “You look like him in the eyes.”


Fight the urge, the polite part of my brain said. Fight it. Just let it go.


“Thank you,” I said. “I’m adopted.”


My green friend stood there for a minute, doing that thing people do when they’ve just stepped in it: freezing and putting a smile on their face while their brain strips its gears trying to figure how it’s going to extract itself out of this faux pas. If I leaned in, I could probably hear his frontal lobes go click click click click, trying to reset.


See, now, that was just mean, said the polite part of my brain.


But come on. If the guy was calling Dad “Major Perry,” then he probably knew when Dad was discharged from service, which was eight years ago. CDF soldiers can’t make babies; that’s part of their combat-effective genetic engineering, don’t you know—no accidental kids—so his earliest opportunity to spawn would have been when they put him in a new, regular body at the end of his service term. And then there’s the whole “nine months gestation” thing. I might have been a little small for my age when I was fifteen, but I assure you, I didn’t look seven.


Honestly, I think there’s a limit to how bad I should feel in a situation like that. Grown men should be able to handle a little basic math.


Still, there’s only so long you can leave someone on the hook. “You called Dad ‘Major Perry,’ ” I said. “Did you know him from the service?”


“I did,” he said, and seemed happy that the conversation was moving forward again. “It’s been a while, though. I wonder if I’ll recognize him.”


“I imagine he looks the same,” I said. “Maybe a different skin tone.”


He chuckled at that. “I suppose that’s true,” he said. “Being green would make it a little more difficult to blend in.”


“I don’t think he would ever quite blend in here,” I said, and then immediately realized all the very many ways that statement could be misinterpreted.


And of course, my visitor wasted no time doing just that. “Does he not blend?” he asked, and then bent down to pat Babar.


“That’s not what I meant,” I said. “Most of the people here at Huckleberry are from India, back on Earth, or were born here from people who came from India. It’s a different culture than the one he grew up in, that’s all.”


“I understand,” the green man said. “And I’m sure he gets along very well with the people here. Major Perry is like that. I’m sure that’s why he has the job he has here.” My dad’s job was as an ombudsman, someone who helps people cut through government bureaucracy. “I guess I’m just curious if he likes it here.”


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“I was just wondering how he’s been enjoying his retirement from the universe, is all,” he said, and looked back up at me.


In the back of my brain something went ping. I was suddenly aware that our nice and casual conversation had somehow become something less casual. Our green visitor wasn’t just here for a social call.


“I think he likes it fine,” I said, and kept from saying anything else. “Why?”


“Just curious,” he said, petting Babar again. I fought off the urge to call my dog over. “Not everyone makes the jump from military life to civilian life perfectly.” He looked around. “This looks like a pretty sedate life. It’s a pretty big switch.”


“I think he likes it just fine,” I repeated, putting enough emphasis on the words that unless my green visitor was an absolute toad, he’d know to move on.


“Good,” he said. “What about you? How do you like it here?”


I opened my mouth to respond, and then shut it just as quickly. Because, well. There was a question.


The idea of living on a human colony is more exciting than the reality. Some folks new to the concept think that people out in the colonies go from planet to planet all the time, maybe living on one planet, working on another and then having vacations on a third: the pleasure planet of Vacationaria, maybe. The reality is, sadly, far more boring. Most colonists live their whole lives on their home planet, and never get out to see the rest of the universe.


It’s not impossible to go from planet to planet, but there’s usually a reason for it: You’re a member of the crew on a trade ship, hauling fruit and wicker baskets between the stars, or you get a job with the Colonial Union itself and start a glorious career as an interstellar bureaucrat. If you’re an athlete, there’s the Colonial Olympiad every four years. And occasionally a famous musician or actor will do a grand tour of the colonies.


But mostly, you’re born on a planet, you live on a planet, you die on a planet, and your ghost hangs around and annoys your descendants on that planet. I don’t suppose there’s really anything bad about that—I mean, most people don’t actually go more than a couple dozen kilometers from their homes most of the time in day-to-day life, do they? And people hardly see most of their own planet when they do decide to wander off. If you’ve never seen the sights on your own planet, I don’t know how much you can really complain about not seeing a whole other planet.


But it helps to be on an interesting planet.


In case this ever gets back to Huckleberry: I love Huckleberry, really I do. And I love New Goa, the little town where we lived. When you’re a kid, a rural, agriculturally-based colony town is a lot of fun to grow up in. It’s life on a farm, with goats and chickens and fields of wheat and sorghum, harvest celebrations and winter festivals. There’s not an eight-or nine-year-old kid who’s been invented who doesn’t find all of that unspeakably fun. But then you become a teenager and you start thinking about everything you might possibly want to do with your life, and you look at the options available to you. And then all farms, goats and chickens—and all the same people you’ve known all your life and will know all your life—begin to look a little less than optimal for a total life experience. It’s all still the same, of course. That’s the point. It’s you who’s changed.


I know this bit of teenage angst wouldn’t make me any different than any other small-town teenager who has ever existed throughout the history of the known universe. But when even the “big city” of a colony—the district capital of Missouri City—holds all the mystery and romance of watching compost, it’s not unreasonable to hope for something else.


I’m not saying that there’s anything wrong with Missouri City (there’s nothing wrong with compost, either; you actually need it). Maybe it’s better to say it’s the sort of place you come back to, once you’ve gone out and had your time in the big city, or the big bad universe. One of the things I know about Mom is that she loved it on Huckleberry. But before she was here, she was a Special Forces soldier. She doesn’t talk too much about all the things she’s seen and done, but from personal experience I know a little bit about it. I can’t imagine a whole life of it. I think she’d say that she’d seen enough of the universe.


I’ve seen some of the universe, too, before we came to Huckleberry. But unlike Jane—unlike Mom—I don’t think I’m ready to say Huckleberry’s all I want out of a life.


But I wasn’t sure I wanted to say any of that to this green guy, who I had become suddenly rather suspicious of. Green men falling from the sky, asking after the psychological states of various family members including oneself, are enough to make a girl paranoid about what’s going on. Especially when, as I suddenly realized, I didn’t actually get the guy’s name. He’d gotten this far into my family life without actually saying who he was.


Maybe this was just something he’d innocently managed to overlook—this wasn’t a formal interview, after all—but enough bells were ringing in my head that I decided that my green friend had had enough free information for one day.


Green man was looking at me intently, waiting for me to respond. I gave him my best noncommittal shrug. I was fifteen years old. It’s a quality age for shrugging.


He backed off a bit. “I don’t suppose your dad is home,” he said.


“Not yet,” I said. I checked my PDA and showed it to him. “His workday finished up a few minutes ago. He and Mom are probably walking home.”


“Okay. And your mom is constable here, right?”


“Right,” I said. Jane Sagan, frontier law woman. Minus the frontier. It fit her. “Did you know Mom, too?” I asked. Special Forces was an entirely different thing from regular infantry.


“Just by reputation,” he said, and again there was that studied casual thing.


Folks, a little tip: Nothing is more transparent than you try for casual and miss. My green friend was missing it by a klick, and I got tired of feeling lightly groped for information.


“I think I’ll go for a walk,” I said. “Mom and Dad are probably right down the road. I’ll let them know you’re here.”


“I’ll go with you,” Green man offered.


“That’s all right,” I said, and motioned him onto the porch, and to our porch swing. “You’ve been traveling. Have a seat and relax.”


“All right,” he said. “If you’re comfortable having me here while you’re gone.” I think that was meant as a joke.


I smiled at him. “I think it’ll be fine,” I said. “You’ll have company.”


“You’re leaving me the dog,” he said. He sat.


“Even better,” I said. “I’m leaving you two of my friends.” This is when I called into the house for Hickory and Dickory, and then stood away from the door and watched my visitor, so I wouldn’t miss his expression when the two of them came out.


He didn’t quite wet his pants.


Which was an accomplishment, all things considered. Obin—which is what Hickory and Dickory are—don’t look exactly like a cross between a spider and a giraffe, but they’re close enough to make some part of the human brain fire up the drop ballast alert. You get used to them after a bit. But the point is it takes a while.


“This is Hickory,” I said, pointing to the one at the left of me, and then pointed to the one at my right. “And this is Dickory. They’re Obin.”


“Yes, I know,” my visitor said, with the sort of tone you’d expect from a very small animal trying to pretend that being cornered by a pair of very large predators was not that big of a deal. “Uh. So. These are your friends.”


“Best friends,” I said, with what I felt was just the right amount of brainless gush. “And they love to entertain visitors. They’ll be happy to keep you company while I go look for my parents. Isn’t that right?” I said to Hickory and Dickory.


“Yes,” they said, together. Hickory and Dickory are fairly monotone to begin with; having them be monotone in stereo offers an additional—and delightful!—creepy effect.


“Please say hello to our guest,” I said.


“Hello,” they said, again in stereo.


“Uh,” said Green man. “Hi.”


“Great, everybody’s friends,” I said, and stepped off the porch. Babar left our green friend to follow me. “I’m off, then.”


“You sure you don’t want me to come along?” Green man said. “I don’t mind.”


“No, please,” I said. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to get up for anything.” My eyes sort of casually flicked over at Hickory and Dickory, as if to imply it would be a shame if they had to make steaks out of him.


“Great,” he said, and settled onto the swing. I think he got the hint. See, that’s how you do studied casual.


“Great,” I said. Babar and I headed off down the road to find my folks.




TWO [image: image]




I climbed out onto the roof through my bedroom window and looked back at Hickory. “Hand me those binoculars,” I said. It did—


(Obin: “it,” not “he” or “she.” Because they’re hermaphrodites. That means male and female sex organs. Go ahead and have your giggle. I’ll wait. Okay, done? Good.)


—and then climbed out the window with me. Since you’ve probably never seen it I’ll have you know it’s a pretty impressive sight to watch an Obin unfold itself to get through a window. Very graceful, with no real analogue to any human movement you might want to describe. The universe, it has aliens in it. And they are.


Hickory was on the roof with me; Dickory was outside the house, more or less spotting me in case I should trip or feel suddenly despondent, and then fall or leap off the roof. This is their standard practice when I climb out my window: one with me, one on the ground. And they’re obvious about it; when I was a little kid Mom or Dad would see Dickory blow out the door and hang around just below the roof, and then yell up the stairs for me to get back into my room. Having paranoid alien pals has a downside.


For the record: I’ve never fallen off the roof.


Well, once. When I was ten. But there were extenuating circumstances. That doesn’t count.


Anyway, I didn’t have to worry about either John or Jane telling me to get back into the house this time. They stopped doing that when I became a teenager. Besides, they were the reason I was up on the roof in the first place.


“There they are,” I said, and pointed for Hickory’s benefit. Mom and Dad and my green friend were standing in the middle of our sorghum field, a few hundred meters out. I raised my binoculars and they went from being hash marks to being actual people. Green man had his back to me, but he was saying something, because both Jane and John were looking at him intently. There was a rustle at Jane’s feet, and then Babar popped up his head. Mom reached down to scratch him.


“I wonder what he’s talking to them about,” I said.


“They’re too far away,” Hickory said. I turned to it to make a comment along the lines of no kidding, genius. Then I saw the consciousness collar around its neck and was reminded that in addition to providing Hickory and Dickory with sentience—with their idea of who they were—their collars also gave them expanded senses, which were mostly devoted to keeping me out of trouble.


I was also reminded that their consciousness collars were why they were here in the first place. My father—my biological father—created them for the Obin. I was also reminded that they were why I was here, too. Still here, I mean. Alive.


But I didn’t go down that road of thought.


“I thought those things were useful,” I said, pointing to the collar.


Hickory lightly touched the collar. “The collars do many things,” it said. “Enabling us to hear a conversation hundreds of meters away, and in the middle of a grain field, is not one of them.”


“So you’re useless,” I said.


Hickory nodded its head. “As you say,” it said, in its noncommittal way.


“It’s no fun mocking you,” I said.


“I’m sorry,” Hickory said.


And the thing of it was, Hickory really was sorry. It’s not easy being a funny, sarcastic thing when most of who you were depended on a machine you wore around your neck. Generating one’s own prosthetic identity takes more concentration than you might expect. Managing a well-balanced sense of sarcasm above and beyond that is a little much to ask for.


I reached over and gave Hickory a hug. It was a funny thing. Hickory and Dickory were here for me; to know me, to learn from me, to protect me, and if need be to die for me. And here I was, feeling protective of them, and feeling a little sad for them, too. My father—my biological father—gave them consciousness, something the Obin had lacked and had been searching for, for the entire history of their species.


But he didn’t make consciousness easy for them.


Hickory accepted my hug and tentatively touched my head; it can be shy when I’m suddenly demonstrative. I took care not to lay it on too thick with the Obin. If I get too emotional it can mess up their consciousness. They’re sensitive to when I get overwrought. So I backed up and then looked toward my parents again with the binoculars. Now John was saying something, with one of his patented half-cocked smiles. His smile erased when our visitor started talking again.


“I wonder who he is,” I said.


“He is General Samuel Rybicki,” Hickory said.


This got another glance back from me. “How do you know that?” I said.


“It is our business to know about who visits you and your family,” Hickory said, and touched its collar again. “We queried him the moment he landed. Information about him is in our database. He is a liaison between your Civil Defense Forces and your Department of Colonization. He coordinates the protection of your new colonies.”


“Huckleberry isn’t a new colony,” I said. It wasn’t; it had been colonized for fifty or sixty years by the time we arrived. More than enough time to flatten out all the scary bumps new colonies face, and for the human population to become too big for invaders to scrape off the planet. Hopefully. “What do you think he wants from my parents?” I asked.


“We don’t know,” Hickory said.


“He didn’t say anything to you while he was waiting for John and Jane to show up?” I said.


“No,” Hickory said. “He kept to himself.”


“Well, sure,” I said. “Probably because you scared the crap out of him.”


“He left no feces,” Hickory said.


I snorted. “I sometimes question your alleged lack of humor,” I said. “I meant he was too intimidated by you to say anything.”


“We assumed that was why you had us stay with him,” Hickory said.


“Well, yeah,” I said. “But if I knew he was a general, maybe I wouldn’t have given him such a hard time.” I pointed to my parents. “I don’t want them getting any grief because I thought it would be fun to mess with this guy’s head.”


“I think someone of his rank would not come all this way to be deterred by you,” Hickory said.


A list of snappy retorts popped in my head, begging to be used. I ignored them all. “You think he’s here on some serious mission?” I asked.


“He is a general,” Hickory said. “And he is here.”


I looked back through the binoculars again. General Rybicki—as I now knew him—had turned just a bit, and I could see his face a little more clearly. He was talking to Jane, but then turned a bit to say something to Dad. I lingered on Mom for a minute. Her face was locked up tight; whatever was going on, she wasn’t very happy about it.


Mom turned her head a bit and suddenly she was looking directly at me, like she knew I was watching her.


“How does she do that?” I said. When Jane was Special Forces, she had a body that was even more genetically modified than the ones regular soldiers got. But like Dad, when she left the service, she got put into a normal human body. She’s not superhuman anymore. She’s just scary observant. Which is close to the same thing. I didn’t get away with much of anything growing up.


Her attention turned back to General Rybicki, who was addressing her again. I looked up at Hickory. “What I want to know is why they’re talking in the sorghum field,” I said.


“General Rybicki asked your parents if there was someplace they could speak in private,” Hickory said. “He indicated in particular that he wanted to speak away from Dickory and me.”


“Were you recording when you were with him?” I asked. Hickory and Dickory had recording devices in their collars that recorded sounds, images and emotional data. Those recordings were sent back to other Obin, so they could experience what it’s like to have quality time with me. Odd? Yes. Intrusive? Sometimes, but not usually. Unless I start thinking about it, and then I focus on the fact that, why yes, an entire alien race got to experience my puberty through the eyes of Hickory and Dickory. There’s nothing like sharing menarche with a billion hermaphrodites. I think it was everyone’s first time.


“We were not recording with him,” Hickory said.


“Okay, good,” I said.


“I’m recording now,” Hickory said.


“Oh. Well, I’m not sure you should be,” I said, waving out toward my parents. “I don’t want them getting in trouble.”


“This is allowed under our treaty with your government,” Hickory said. “We’re allowed to record all you allow us to record, and to report everything that we experience. My government knew that General Rybicki had visited the moment Dickory and I sent our data query. If General Rybicki wanted his visit to remain secret, he should have met your parents elsewhere.”


I chose not to dwell on the fact that significant portions of my life were subject to treaty negotiation. “I don’t think he knew you were here,” I said. “He seemed surprised when I sicced you on him.”


“His ignorance of us or of the Obin treaty with the Colonial Union is not our problem,” Hickory said.


“I guess not,” I said, a little out of sorts.


“Would you like me to stop recording?” Hickory asked. I could hear the tremble on the edge of its voice. If I wasn’t careful about how I showed my annoyance I could send Hickory into an emotional cascade. Then it’d have what amounted to a temporary nervous breakdown right there on the roof. That’d be no good. He could fall off and snap his snaky little neck.


“It’s fine,” I said, and I tried to sound more conciliatory than I really felt. “It’s too late now anyway.” Hickory visibly relaxed; I held in a sigh and gazed down at my shoes.


“They’re coming back to the house,” Hickory said, and motioned toward my parents. I followed its hand; my parents and General Rybicki were indeed heading back our way. I thought about going back into the house but then I saw Mom look directly at me, again. Yup, she’d seen me earlier. The chances were pretty good she knew we had been up there all that time.


Dad didn’t look up the entire walk back. He was already lost in thought. When that happened it was like the world collapsing in around him; he didn’t see anything else until he was done dealing with what he was dealing with. I suspected I wouldn’t see much of him tonight.


As they cleared the sorghum field, General Rybicki stopped and shook Dad’s hand; Mom kept herself out of handshaking distance. Then he headed back toward his floater. Babar, who had followed the three of them into the field, broke off toward the general to get in one last petting. He got it after the general got to the floater, then padded back to the house. The floater opened its door to let the general in.


The general stopped, looked directly at me, and waved. Before I could think what I was doing, I waved right back.


“That was smart,” I said to myself. The floater, General Rybicki inside, winged off, taking him back where he came from.


What do you want with us, General? I thought, and surprised myself by thinking “us.” But it only made sense. Whatever he wanted with my parents, I was part of it too.




THREE [image: image]




“How do you like it here?” Jane asked me, as we were washing the dishes after dinner. “On Huckleberry, I mean.”


“This is not the first time I’ve been asked that today,” I said, taking the plate she handed me and drying it.


This got a slightly raised eyebrow from Mom. “General Rybicki asked you the question,” she said.


“Yup,” I said.


“And what did you tell him?” Jane asked.


“I told him I liked it just fine,” I said. I put the dried plate into the cupboard and waited for the next one.


Jane was holding on to it. “But do you?” she asked.


I sighed, only slightly dramatically. “Okay, I give up,” I said. “What’s going on? Both you and Dad were like zombies at dinner tonight. I know you missed it, because you were wrapped up in your own heads, but I spent most of dinner trying to get either of you to talk more than a grunt. Babar was a better conversationalist than either of you.”


“I’m sorry, Zoë,” Jane said.


“You’re forgiven,” I said. “But I still want to know what’s going on.” I motioned to Jane’s hand, to remind her I was still waiting on that plate.


She handed it over. “General Rybicki has asked your father and me to be the leaders of a new colony.”


It was my turn to hold on to the plate. “A new colony.”


“Yes,” Jane said.


“As in, ‘on another planet’ new colony,” I said.


“Yes,” said Jane.


“Wow,” I said.


“Yes,” Jane said. She knew how to get mileage out of a single word.


“Why did he ask you?” I asked, and resumed drying. “No offense, Mom. But you’re a constable in a tiny little village. And Dad’s an ombudsman. It’s kind of a leap.”


“None taken,” Jane said. “We had the same question. General Rybicki said that the military experience we had would cross over. John was a major and I was a lieutenant. And whatever other experience we need Rybicki believes we can pick up quickly, before we set foot on the new colony. As for why us, it’s because this isn’t a normal colony. The colonists aren’t from Earth, they’re from ten of the oldest planets in the Colonial Union. A colony of colonists. The first of its kind.”


“And none of the planets contributing colonists want another planet to have a leadership role,” I ventured.


Jane smiled. “That’s right,” she said. “We’re the compromise candidates. The least objectionable solution.”


“Got it,” I said. “It’s nice to be sort of wanted.” We continued washing dishes in silence for a few minutes.


“You didn’t answer my question,” Jane said, eventually. “Do you like it here? Do you want to stay on Huckleberry?”


“I get a vote?” I asked.


“Of course you do,” Jane said. “If we take this, it would mean leaving Huckleberry for at least a few standard years while we got the colony up and running. But realistically it would mean leaving here for good. It would mean all of us leaving here for good.”
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