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“Hello,” I said. “My name is Gretchen Trujillo, and I will be killing you today.”


It’s always interesting to me to see how this line is taken. Today, in the bare, wrestling-mat-covered multipurpose activity room of the Colonial Union Diplomatic Academy, there were two surprised looks, two smirks, one unreadable expression and one thoughtful expression.


And, well. This is actually a more varied response than I usually get; most of the time the room is evenly split between “surprised” and “smirking.” Most of the surprised looks would come from the recruits who weren’t aware that murder was part of their orientation session for their Colonial Union Diplomatic Security Force training. The smirking came from the ones who sized me up physically and were pretty sure they could take me in a fight.


A hand went up, from the recruit who had looked thoughtful. “Yes?” I said.


“Why will you be killing us today?” the recruit asked.


“What’s your name?” I asked the recruit, although I already knew; they give me files, after all.


“Jensen Aguilera,” the recruit replied.


“Well, Jensen, that’s an excellent question,” I said, and then drew the sidearm that had been hidden by my coat and shot him in the face.


The other recruits looked shocked. I shot them all in turn, one also in the face, the rest center mass.


“What have we learned today?” I asked the recruits.


“That you’re a good shot,” said another of the recruits, who I knew to be named Faiza Vega. She was the one whose expression had been blank. The glowing splotch on her chest, put there by the nanobotic paint round I shot her with, was beginning to fade. The rounds were designed to startle rather than to injure, or (obviously) to kill.


Still, the startle could be significant. No one expects to be shot on their first day of training. Especially not by someone who presents like a midlevel bureaucrat, and who looks like the closest they’ve ever gotten to a fight was a round of slaps with a frenemy after too many cocktails at a diplomatic mixer.


“You did learn I was a good shot,” I agreed. “But that wasn’t what I wanted you to get out of that.”


“We learned that when someone tells you they are going to be killing you, you should believe them,” Jensen Aguilera said. His face was now entirely paint free; the nanobotic paint was designed to fall off almost immediately.


I pointed at him. “Closer. What I want to impress on you is that, as a member of the Colonial Union Diplomatic Security Force, you will need to be prepared for threats to yourself, and those you protect, at any time.” I motioned around the room. “Even in places where you believe yourself to be perfectly safe.”


“All right, but your ambush wasn’t exactly fair,” began one of the smirkers, a man I knew was named Owais Hartley, and that was as far as he got before I shot him in the face—again—and then shot everyone else in the room as well, for good measure.


“Another thing you should prepare yourself for is the fact this universe is not fair,” I said. “Those who mean you harm will not be nice about it. They’re not going to give you time to prepare. You will have to work with what you have with you, whatever that is. Starting with your brain.”


“That’s easy to say when you’re the one holding the gun,” Hartley said. Being shot in the face twice, even with rounds designed to be (physically) harmless, had not improved his disposition.


“Fair point,” I said, and tossed the handgun to him. He reached for it, as much as in surprise as in opportunity, and by the time he’d caught it I was already well within his arm length and slashing at him with a training knife. Its edge was not at all sharp, but it was covered with red nanobotic paint, which streaked his right arm when I slashed down on it, followed by a curving diagonal mark across his abdomen down to his left leg. The two recruits closest to him took a step back, alarmed.


“Now your brachial artery is severed,” I said, stepping back from the stunned Hartley, who wasn’t expecting more death paint on him. “That probably wouldn’t kill you if you applied pressure to it. Unfortunately for you, I also severed your femoral artery, which would kill you, and fast. But you probably wouldn’t be paying attention to that, because I just disemboweled you. Chances are you would be so preoccupied with keeping your guts off the floor that you wouldn’t notice you were bleeding out from the leg.”


“Holy shit,” said the recruit next to Hartley, named Fatima Ali. She was looking at the bold streaks of red scrawled on her fellow recruit.


“Holy shit indeed,” I said, and then slashed at her. She yelped in surprise and took a step back, holding her throat, now covered in red.


“She wasn’t expecting that, was she?” I said to the recruit on the other side of Hartley, named Hamisah Meng, and before she could answer I slashed her too, one horizontal and one vertical slash across her torso, which would have opened her up like a box.


I dropped the knife and squared up against the next recruit in the group, a hulking mass with the name of Kostantino Karagkounis. He had been the other smirker, along with Hartley. “Well, come on,” I said, to him.


“Ma’am?”


I opened my arms. “No gun, no knife, and you have fifty kilos on me, easy,” I said. “Your file says you were a constable back on Erie. You know how to subdue an unruly person. Subdue me.”


To his credit, I could see Karagkounis thinking about where the trap might be. He was in fact at least fifty kilos more massive than me, and at least half a meter taller. He had mass on his side, and he knew it, and he knew I knew it too. He was trying to figure out how I would counteract his bulk, whether it would be with speed, with agility, or by using his own mass against him when he attacked. At some point he thought he knew how I was going to get one over on him and made his move.


Ten seconds later he was on the ground, my fingers jammed into his nostrils and the tips hooked into his sinus cavity. This wouldn’t kill him, and I wasn’t interested in injuring him at this point, but getting my fingers out of his face without my active cooperation would not be pleasant for him.


“Stay down,” I advised him.


He exhaled through his mouth and nodded. I extracted my fingers and wiped them on his shirt, and then patted him on the shoulder. “Sorry,” I said. He moaned.


I stood up and there was Faiza Vega, my knife in her hand, waiting.


I smiled and pointed at her weapon. “Why not the firearm?” I asked.


“It’s probably keyed to your biometrics,” Vega said. “Ours were.”


I nodded. “You’re former Colonial Defense Forces.” Which, again, I knew already.


“I got bored with farming,” Vega said, and attacked.


She was good, I’ll give her that. Her initial thrust was smartly timed, and had I been a tenth of a second less attentive, I would have one less lung, virtually speaking. After that, we both spent a considerable number of seconds sizing each other up for strengths and weaknesses.


I don’t know what she thought mine were, but in less than a minute I knew hers: She thought she was still in the Colonial Defense Forces. Before the current state of affairs, the CDF had been recruited from the ranks of the elderly back on Earth. In exchange for their service, these old people were given new, highly engineered bodies that were super strong, super fast and super resilient.


This was great (well, except for the appallingly low survival rate over just two years), but when you mustered out of the service you were given yet another new body, this one designed within normal human parameters. You became ordinary again, in other words.


Now all your combat skills, honed in a super body, were mapped onto a body far less capable and strong. Unless one had a job regularly involving combat after the switch, it meant that when you went to fight, everything was just a little . . . off.


Vega’s job after her service was, as she mentioned, farming. A noble profession. But not one requiring the skills she was currently trying to use on me. Which is why, in another twenty seconds, my knife was out of her hand, and she was on the floor.


“That wasn’t supposed to happen,” she said, looking up at me.


“I get that a lot,” I said, and stood.


I looked over at Jensen Aguilera, who was the only recruit I hadn’t killed this round. He put his hands up, clearly not wanting to die for the third time. I nodded and then looked around. “All right, I’m done murdering you for now. Gather round, please.”


They did, standing there in various stages of embarrassment as I gathered my knife and handgun and put them away.


“How did I beat you?” I asked. “All of you? Three times?”


“You cheated,” Hartley said. His ego was still hurting, poor man.


“There would have to be rules in order for me to cheat,” I said.


“You surprised us,” Aguilera said.


I nodded here. “Yes, I did,” I agreed. “That first time I shot you all was absolutely a surprise. It was meant to be, to shock you out of your complacency. But then I kept killing you. Why?”


“We underestimated you,” Vega said.


I pointed. “Yes.” I looked at Hartley. “When I shot you, you thought the reason you were dead was the gun.” I looked over at Karagkounis. “Then, when I dropped the gun, you thought the reason you were dead was the knife.” I brought my attention back to Vega. “And when I had neither, you thought your skills would be superior to mine.”


“You’ve been trained,” Vega said.


“Sure.”


“CDF?”


“Not exactly,” I said. “And not relevant right now. The point was, at every step, you underestimated me, even when I came through that door”—I pointed at the entrance to the multipurpose room—“and told you I was going to kill you all. You kept underestimating me as I did it, over and over again. And even as I did it, you never used the advantages you had to stop me.”


“What do you mean?” asked Ali.


“There are six of you and one of me,” I said. “As we’ve seen, I can take any one of you down. But more than one at a time? Less likely. If you’d thought to organize and coordinate, you probably could have stopped me. It would have been messy. But you could have done it. As it was, only one of you ever thought to confront me on your own accord.” I nodded to Vega here. “The rest of you either didn’t put up a fight or had to be goaded into one.”


“You don’t look like a threat,” said Karagkounis.


“I told you I was one.”


“Yes, but you . . .” Karagkounis gestured, in lieu of admitting sexism.


I looked over to Vega. “You knew better, at least.”


“I was in the CDF,” she said. “We fought aliens of all sorts.”


“And now we come to it,” I said, to the whole group. “The people you’ll encounter as part of your job are not all human, or human-sized. Some are vastly larger. Some are smaller. Some are bipedal. Many are not. Some will look cute and harmless to your eyes. Others will look like walking nightmares. What your expectations might be for any of them will be subverted. And any of these species—any of them—have a means to be a threat to the people you’re assigned to protect. And to you.”


“But this is the age of diplomacy,” Aguilera said. He nodded toward Vega. “No offense to my colleague here, but there’s been détente for a decade now, between the humans and the aliens. We don’t need to go into battle every time we see an alien species.”


“Who said anything about battle?” I said. I looked around. “We’re right in the middle of Phoenix City. Any of you from here?”


Meng raised her hand.


“What parts of the city don’t you go into at night?” I asked.


“South Docks and Bedford,” she said. “Everybody knows that.”


“Every major city on every alien world has a South Docks and a Bedford,” I said to Aguilera. “And our diplomats will have reason to go out into those cities every day. As just one example.”


“So you want us to kill any alien who tries to mug an attaché,” Hartley said.


“We’d prefer it if that wasn’t your first impulse,” I said. “And if it is, you’ll be out of a job. But we want you to get used to the idea that your situational awareness needs to include things and people you might not otherwise view as threats. Détente does not mean no danger.”


“When I was in the CDF, we would escort diplomats from time to time,” Vega said. “Are we not doing that anymore?”


I smiled. “Believe it or not, the CDF makes our alien colleagues nervous. It’s to do with them killing so many of their people over the last couple of centuries.”


Vega grimaced. “Fair enough.”


I nodded. “By and large other races are doing the same thing with their diplomats, giving them nonmilitary security. Call it a general drawing-down of overt hostilities.”


“Until there’s a mugging,” Hartley muttered.


“Or any other number of events,” I concurred. “You’re not military. But we need you prepared. This exercise was meant to bring that point home to you, before you started your actual training.”


“You could have just told us,” Aguilera said.


“No,” I said. “Just telling humans anything has never worked in the entire history of people.”


“Are you going to murder us every day to keep the point fresh, then?” Vega asked.


“Me? No,” I said. “I’m not one of your instructors.” The recruits looked confused. “I’m an analyst. I work the Obin desk.”


“You’re an analyst,” Hartley said.


“That’s right.”


“Un-fucking-believable,” he muttered again, threw up his hands, and turned away. The idea of having his ass handed to him by someone who was not a professional combat trainer clearly bothered him.


“Are all Colonial Union diplomatic analysts trained like you?” Aguilera asked.


“I’m an unusual case,” I admitted. “Which is why they had me come in today and kill you all three times.”


“To make the point that you can’t ever tell where the danger is coming from,” Vega said.


I smiled at her. “That’s right. Hopefully you’ll all remember it now. We’re counting on you to remember it.” I nodded to the recruits and left the room the same way I came in.


As I came out, Hector Barber, assistant deputy undersecretary for Diplomatic Affairs, was waiting for me. “Hello, Gretchen,” he said. He nodded to the room I just left. “Scaring the children again?”


“Only a little,” I said.


“That’s a weird little side gig you have there.”


“Your boss asks me to do it, so I do it,” I said. “Well, her boss, actually. It seems to work. And I get paid extra for it.”


“If the recruits knew where you got your training, they might shit themselves.”


“And that’s why I don’t tell them, isn’t it?” I said. “Now, is there a reason I’m seeing you, Hector?”


“Maybe it’s a social call.”


“You don’t like me that much.”


“I like you a little.”


I laughed. “I’m delighted,” I said. “Tell me what you’re actually doing here.”


“You’re being asked for, and I’ve come to collect you.”


“Being asked for by whom, and for what?”


Hector held out his hands imploringly. “I was just told to come get you. Beyond that, I know only two things.”


“What’s the first?”


“That whatever it is has got Janine in a fit.” Janine was Hector’s boss, the deputy undersecretary for Diplomatic Affairs.


“She gets in a fit a lot,” I reminded him.


“Yes she does,” Hector agreed. “This is more.”


I nodded at this. “What’s the second thing?” I asked Hector.


“Whatever it is, your father is involved.”










TWO
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“Where are you going?” Hector asked. At a critical juncture in our walk across the Colonial Union State Department’s campus of buildings he started angling toward the deeply impressive Bainburger Tower, where all the important people of the CUSD had their offices. I was heading to the rather less impressive cinderblock construction of the North Annex, where less important people kept their business. Like me.


“I have to check in with Ran,” I said, continuing to walk.


“You do not have to check in with Ran,” Hector replied, turning to follow, which meant he had already lost the argument, he just didn’t know it. “You have a meeting with at least one of my bosses.”


“It’ll be five minutes at most.”


“And your father.”


“Maybe ten,” I said.


“Gretchen.”


“Did they tell you what time this meeting was?” I asked Hector.


“No,” he admitted.


“Which means that when we get to your boss’s office, I’ll probably be sitting there for an hour until they finally get around to me.”


“Or it means they are waiting for you right now.”


“You really believe your boss and my dad are waiting for me.”


“They could be,” Hector said.


“How long have you had your job?”


“As long as you’ve had yours.”


“Then you should know better.”


“They had me drop what I was doing to get you,” Hector pointed out.


“But didn’t tell you when the meeting was,” I said.


“No.”


“Well, then, if I’m late, I’ll just blame you.”


Hector looked unhappy with that.


Two minutes later we were in the depressing square confines of the North Annex and in an elevator to my office on the sixth floor.


“How long will this take?” Hector asked.


“I told you, five minutes.”


“Can you do it faster?”


I looked at Hector. “Are you sweating?”


“No.”


I ran a finger across Hector’s temple and showed it to him.


“It’s hot in this elevator.”


“Try again,” I said.


Hector sighed. “Fine. Your underling makes me nervous.”


“Why, Hector,” I said. “You xenophobic monster.” The elevator door opened and we exited. I headed to my office, on the far wall of the floor.


“It’s not that.”


“It’s a little bit that.”


“He’s just a lot.”


“It. Ran is hermaphroditic and prefers ‘it.’”


“It’s a lot,” Hector amended.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.


From a cubicle in front of my office, a head seemingly attached to a python popped up, spied me and Hector, and made an inhuman squawking sound. Then the head dropped down, and from the cubicle a body emerged, looking like a spider crossed with a giraffe. It galloped down an aisle of cubicles at us.


“Don’t run,” I whispered to Hector. “You’ll engage its prey drive.”


“Shut up,” Hector said.


The creature stopped roughly two centimeters in front of me and peered down with unblinking eyes. “You have messages,” Ran said, to me.


“Of course I do,” I said, and motioned to Hector. “You remember Assistant Deputy Undersecretary Barber, of course.”


“Yes, hello, Assistant Deputy Undersecretary Barber,” Ran said, bobbing its head over to Hector.


“‘Hector’ is fine,” he said, to Ran.


“That is good to hear,” Ran said. “Ran is also fine.”


“Uh,” Hector started, but Ran was looking over to me again.


“I just made a joke,” Ran explained to me. “Assistant Deputy Undersecretary Barber wanted me to address him informally, but I pretended to misinterpret his intent, and responded to that feigned misinterpretation.”


“No, I got it,” I assured Ran.


Ran turned his attention back to Hector. “I have an artificial consciousness,” it said, tapping the consciousness harness that was positioned at the base of its neck, and which was in fact the only thing close to apparel that it had on its body. “It is good for many things, but humor is not one of them. I am learning humor.”


“Good for you,” Hector said.


“Did you like my joke?”


“It surprised me,” Hector replied, after a moment.


“I do not think he liked my joke,” Ran said, to me.


“I am sure he appreciated the spirit in which it was offered,” I replied.


“And now you are attempting to mollify me!” Ran said, triumphantly.


“Yes, that’s correct!” I agreed.


“We Obin are also bad at catching the subtle undercurrents of human verbal communication,” Ran said to Hector.


“Are you, now,” Hector said.


“Yesssssss,” Ran replied, looking at Hector suspiciously. Hector suddenly looked nervous again.


“Ran, why don’t you give me my messages in my office,” I said.


“Of course.” Ran motioned me and Hector toward my own office.


“You have had several messages from Deputy Undersecretary Janine Chu-Ward, on the nature of a meeting she wished for you to attend today,” Ran said to me, once we were in my office. I had an office by dint of being the lead Obin analyst for State, which would be more impressive if I were not the only Obin analyst for State, with exactly one assistant.


An analysis of the thoughts and motivations of the Obin and their government were, how to put this, a lesser concern for the Colonial Union. The Obin were perhaps our closest allies among the hundreds of alien species we knew of, and as Ran hinted, their artificial consciousness, given to them by the Colonial Union in the first place, tended them toward being utterly direct and nondissembling. If we needed them to answer a question, we could just ask them. They were capable of lying, and deceiving, and withholding information, but it stressed them out individually and as a species. Here was an entire nation of exceptionally poor poker players. It made analysis of them an afterthought at best.


Why did I have the job at all? Well, that’s a whole story.


“I know about the meeting,” I said, and pointed to Hector. “That’s why he was sent to retrieve me.”


“At one point the deputy undersecretary asked me why you did not have your personal data assistant with you so that she could contact you directly,” Ran said.


“What did you tell her?”


“I told her that you regularly abandon your personal data assistant because you don’t want to be bothered.”


“Ooof,” Hector said.


Ran looked over to him. “It’s not inaccurate.”


“Maybe not,” Hector allowed. “But still not something that makes for a great performance review down the line.”


“She’s not my boss,” I said. “Anyway, I was doing a thing for her, she knew exactly where I was, and you found me just fine.”


“And there’s nothing I like more than taking time out of my day to haul you from one place to another,” Hector said. He motioned to my office. “Not that I have managed even that yet.”


“We’re going,” I promised, and turned back to Ran. “Who else?”


“Representative Trujillo also called, several times,” Ran said, referring to my father. “He seemed to become more agitated with every call.”


“That’s Dad,” I said.


“He also questioned your lack of personal data assistant.”


“He and I once went for an entire year without using a PDA,” I said.


“Why did you do that?” Hector asked.


“We were being hunted.”


Hector tilted his head.


“She is talking about when she was part of the founding colony of the planet Roanoke and the Conclave was looking for them,” Ran said to Hector, helpfully.


Hector looked back at me. “That happened to you?”


“Dad was the administrator for the colony,” I said. “The second administrator. Maybe the third one, depending on how you count.”


“I thought you two were from Erie.”


“We are. We came to Roanoke from there. When the second wave of colonization was completed, we moved back.”


“I don’t remember any of that from the movie,” Hector said.


I narrowed my eyes at him. “You work for the State Department of the Colonial Union, and the only thing you know about a major historical event from your actual lifetime is from a movie.”


“In my defense, I was eight standard when it happened,” Hector said. “And the actual story of it wasn’t declassified until I was in college.”


“That’s a terrible excuse,” I said, although in fairness it probably wasn’t. The Colonial Union kept incredibly tight control of information between its colonies until a decade ago, when the three-way treaty with the alien government called the Conclave, and with Earth, significantly opened up official lines of communication.


Hector was originally from Kourou, one of the smaller and thus frequently forgotten colonies. It’s entirely possible that news of the events of Roanoke Colony didn’t reach there until fairly recently, and instead of being a monumentally significant moment in Colonial Union history—which it was, thank you very much—it was just another part of a gigantic flood of new information they’d had shoved onto them at the same time. In which case, learning about it mostly from the movie made sense.


But I didn’t have to like it. The movie, unimaginatively named Roanoke, was about as factually correct as a fairy tale. Historical events were switched around or left out of the story entirely, entire plot points and characters were made up out of thin air, and any real people the filmmakers deemed inessential to the plot were chucked over the side, including my dad and (thus, logically) me.


We went to see the movie when it came out, paying for it like common trolls because why would we have been invited to the glitzy premiere, and I nearly murdered Dad because he was derisively snorting through the entire film.


He wasn’t wrong to do it. It just got repetitive after a while.


Anyway, it was a huge hit and won a bunch of awards and there was even talk of a sequel, which never went anywhere because they wrote the second administrator (or third, depending) entirely out of the script of the first film, now, didn’t they.


“Sorry,” Hector said. “I am properly ashamed.”


“I think that’s sarcasm,” Ran said to me.


“I knew that, Ran, thank you,” I said. “Any other messages?”


“One more, from Deputy Ambassador Clock,” Ran said. “It wishes to reschedule your two p.m. meeting with it into the evening.”


I frowned at this. My meeting with Ambassador Clock, who was the rough equivalent of my counterpart with the Obin diplomatic mission to the Colonial Union, was why I had needed to come back to the office in the first place. Since I didn’t have my PDA with me, I needed Ran to ask Clock’s office for a reschedule. “Did it say what time?”


“It said any time after six p.m. local would be acceptable.”


“Did it give any explanation for the delay?”


“No.”


This was unusual. Unusual for Ambassador Clock to want to reschedule a meeting, and unusual for an Obin diplomat of any sort not to offer a reason.


“What time is it now?” I asked.


“It’s just after one, local,” Ran said. The “local” was important because Phoenix’s day was slightly different from the Colonial Union standard day, which was based on Earth’s rotational period, and was used for official dates and communications. As a result, an official Colonial Union appointment time and a local appointment time would often have nothing to do with each other as clocks wandered in and out of sync.


“Let’s schedule for six thirty local,” I said. “If I need to change that I will let you know.”


“You may need your personal data assistant for that,” Ran noted.


I groaned and reached into my desk and pulled out my PDA. “Fine,” I said.


“You will need to turn it on,” Ran observed.


I groaned again and turned it on. It immediately blasted through a long series of notification sounds.


“You’re popular,” Hector observed.


“It’s not that,” Ran said. “She hasn’t turned it on in some time.”


“Is that so,” Hector said, dryly. “Gretchen. We really have to go now.”


I nodded. “Make that schedule change for me, please,” I said to Ran.


“I will do it.”


I looked at Hector. “Why are you not walking?” I said. “I thought we were in a rush.” I walked past him and out the door of my office.


“She is attempting humor,” I heard Ran say to Hector.


“‘Attempting’ is the word for it, yes,” Hector said to Ran, and then followed me out the door.


“You did very well with Ran,” I said to Hector several minutes later, as we walked into the atrium of Bainburger Tower.


“When it ran up to us I almost had an incident,” Hector confessed.


“I didn’t notice.”


“This would be where your assistant would tell us you are attempting to mollify me.”


“You would be correct about that.”


“How did you get Ran as an assistant?”


“I run the Obin desk,” I said. “It’s useful to have an actual Obin around.”


“No, I get that. I mean why . . . it?”


“Your boss suggested having an Obin on staff might be helpful,” I said. “The Obin embassy suggested Ran. I interviewed it. I found its enthusiasm charming.”


“‘Charming,’” Hector said.


“You disagree.”


“Like I said, it’s a lot.”


“Well, I’m a lot, sometimes,” I said. “We match.”


“Gretchen,” someone else said, before Hector could reply. I turned and saw Dia LaBelle, my father’s personal assistant, coming up to us.


“Dia,” I said, and motioned to Hector. “This is—”


“Assistant Deputy Undersecretary Barber, yes, hello,” Dia said, and then turned her attention back to me. “I’m here to take you to your meeting.”


“We were just on our way to the deputy undersecretary’s office,” I said.


“It’s not there,” Dia said. “Your father booked a conference room on one of the secure floors.”


“That feels like overkill,” I said. Which was in keeping with my father’s way of doing things, to be honest. But I knew what I was working on at the Obin desk and the level of security clearance I needed to do it. Overkill it almost certainly was.


Dia said nothing.


“Seriously?” I replied.


Dia looked over at Hector, pointedly.


“Oh look, I need to be absolutely anywhere else at the moment,” Hector said, and then disappeared, hastily.


I turned back to Dia. “You have to be joking.”


“By all means, Gretchen, let me explain to you why I am not joking, here in the public atrium of Bainburger Tower, with several dozen people within earshot,” Dia said.


I held up a hand. “All right.” I looked around the atrium. “Do I at least have time to go to the restroom?”


“Of course,” Dia said. “You’ve already kept your father and the undersecretary waiting for fifteen minutes, what’s a few more minutes between friends?”


“Wait, they’re already there?” I asked, surprised.


“You were expecting to be waiting for them?”


“Well, yes,” I admitted.


Dia shook her head. “The meeting has been going for some time,” she said. “They paused it for the sole purpose of bringing you in. They’ve been waiting for you, Gretchen.”


“I think my bladder just locked up,” I said to this, after a moment.


Dia nodded. “Smart bladder.” She motioned toward a bank of elevators. “Shall we?”










THREE
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“At the risk of being insulting, given where we are, I will nevertheless remind you, Gretchen, that this meeting and everything discussed in it are highly confidential,” Janine Chu-Ward said to me.


“I understand,” I answered. Where we were was a hermetically sealed, glass-encased conference room in a sub-basement level that appeared to be constructed out of concrete and despair. I knew the conference room had to have an air exchange system, if only because the occupants who were in it before me had not passed out from oxygen deprivation. But I couldn’t hear it working or see evidence of where it might be. The sound dampening of the room was so complete that even inside the room it felt like voices died the instant they got past the border of the conference table. I found myself leaning in to make sure I could hear and be heard.


I was at the table with Janine; her boss, Zawadi Mbalenhle; my father, Manfred Trujillo; a Colonial Defense Forces officer named Colonel Bridgers, no first name given; and a representative from Earth, Mateu Jordi, no position given although I assumed he was part of Earth’s diplomatic service. Earth and the Colonial Union’s official mutual position was best described as “frosty,” even with the tripartite trade and diplomacy agreement that had been in place for a decade.


And well, who could blame them. If I had been literally farmed for colonists and soldiers for a couple of centuries by an off-world government that directly interfered with my social and technological development to keep that flow of bodies coming, I would be frosty, too.


Jordi seemed to turn that frostiness against me personally when, after I confirmed my understanding of the nature of the meeting, he turned to Mbalenhle and said, “I want to reiterate my strong objection to Ms. Trujillo being in this conversation at all. She is clearly out of her depth, and this is obviously some attempt at nepotism on the part of Representative Trujillo.”


“She’s been called into the meeting to get her to the correct depth,” Mbalenhle said. Then she turned to my dad. “But perhaps you should address the nepotism angle, Manfred.”


“That’s fair,” my dad said, and turned to me. “Gretchen, what is your current position within the State Department?”


“I’m the head of the analysis desk for the Obin,” I said.


“And you’ve been in the role for how long?”


“As head, for six years, and I was under Jervis Hocking for a couple of years before that.”


“Do you have any experience with colonization?” Dad asked.


I smiled at this. “Well, yes,” I said. “I was part of the first wave of colonists for Roanoke Colony, along with you.”


“And when I became colony leader after the departure of John Perry and Jane Sagan, you acted as my unofficial second-in-command, yes?”


“Yes,” I said, and then turned to Jordi. “That was definitely nepotism.”


Jordi did not seem impressed with this confession.


“Last question,” Dad said. “In a fair fight, who at this table could you beat?”


I blinked in surprise at this question, but answered it. “You, and Secretaries Mbalenhle and Chu-Ward for sure. I don’t know Mr. Jordi’s training history, but if it’s similar to most diplomats then him too. Colonel Bridgers is CDF, so he could probably take me in a fair fight.”


“What about an unfair fight?” Bridgers asked. I smiled and made a seesaw motion with my hand. He grinned back.


“Why are you so confident about your fighting skill?” Dad asked.


“Back when I was on Roanoke, I was trained for combat by a pair of Obin military commanders, and I’ve kept up with it since,” I said. I turned back to Jordi. “I should be clear that I got this training because they were training my best friend, and she insisted that I get to be trained along with her. Zoë always got her way with the Obin.”


There was an about two-second lag while Jordi put together that the “Zoë” in this conversation was Zoë Boutin-Perry, adopted daughter of John Perry and Jane Sagan. I knew when he’d gotten it because his eyes went wide. As I understand it the status of the Perry family on Earth was something between royalty and “actual living saints,” even if all of them had expressly chosen not to capitalize on that status. They were all living as quietly as actual living saints could in a small town in Ohio, wherever that was.


I wondered what Zoë thought of her portrayal in that terrible movie about Roanoke. It was so very inaccurate.


For his part, Jordi recovered his skepticism. “I don’t see how any of that is relevant, especially the last part,” he said to my dad.


“It’s relevant because every part of Gretchen’s resume is relevant,” Dad replied. “She’s an expert regarding the Obin, and in fact the expert for the entire State Department. She has a history regarding colonization both as a colonist and, unofficially, as an administrator. If this situation is as bad as we’re worried it is, then we know she can handle herself. And she is a known quantity for us, which adds a measure of security and confidence. Now, you might call it nepotism, but if nothing else I’ll point out that Gretchen took her State job over my objections.”


Jordi turned to me. “That true?”


“Dad wanted me to work for him,” I said. “I got enough of that on Roanoke.”


“So you think you’re qualified for this?”


“I don’t know what this is,” I confessed. “I just now sat down.”


“You’re being volunteered,” Mbalenhle said.


“That much I got, ma’am. Someone please tell me for what.”


Mbalenhle nodded to Chu-Ward. “You know that colonization has been on pause,” Chu-Ward said.


“Yes,” I said. One of the points on the tripartite treaty between the Colonial Union, the Conclave and Earth was that all new colonization by each party would be put on pause for an indefinite period. The reason for this was simple enough: Colonization was the primary cause for conflict between the Conclave and the Colonial Union, and Earth, being only a single planet and farmed as it had been by the Colonial Union, was at a distinct disadvantage in any event. It was a pain point for everyone, so everyone decided to take a time out.


This like many things was great in theory, and less than perfect in practice. Alien species who were not part of the Conclave still attempted to colonize, and the Conclave found itself being the colonization police, which kept it in continual conflict with everyone besides the Colonial Union and Earth. Within the Colonial Union and the Conclave, unsanctioned “wildcat” colonies were still happening, despite the prohibition and despite the fact that most of these colonies were dead within three years because colonizing a new world is hard, especially when you don’t have your entire civilization’s resources to fall back on.


Beyond all that, the colonization pause was just incredibly unpopular politically. No one likes being kept in a pen, even if that “pen” was dozens of planets, many of which were not even at an ecologically sustainable holding capacity for their particular species. Rabble-rousers of every species railed against the pause, and a lot of those rabble-rousers were in government.


There wasn’t any doubt that official colonization would happen again. The question was when, and who would be the first to officially start it up again, and whether a new race for planets and resources would plunge us all back into a continual state of war.


Chu-Ward nodded curtly at this acknowledgment. “Well, we’ve been colonizing again.”


“What?” I said, looking around the table.


“Not only us,” Dad said, holding up a hand.


“No, not only us,” Chu-Ward agreed. “All three members of the Tripartite Agreement have come to understand that the prohibition on colonizing is unsustainable and that we have to find a way to continue to allow it without all of the . . . negative side effects.”


“Like war,” Bridgers said. “Which we are not equipped to fight like we once did.” He nodded to Jordi. “Our traditional source of recruits has been—rightly—curtailed, and our drive to bring in recruits from within the Colonial Union has been far less successful than we’d like.”


“The Colonial Union citizens don’t mind aging?” Jordi asked Bridgers.


“They mind aging just as much as anyone else,” Bridgers said. “They object to having to join the CDF to get the new, younger bodies. They’re demanding all the CDF medical trade secrets get opened up to the public, and eventually they’re going to get their way. Which makes colonization even more of a priority.”


I nodded at this. It was an open secret that the CDF had been shrinking, first slowly and then more quickly as the years went on. The relative peace brought on by the Tripartite Agreement had done a lot to minimize the issue; if you’re not actively fighting as many enemies, you don’t need to have as large of a military force. But there’s a point at which you can’t ignore it any further. We were apparently getting to that point.


Chu-Ward cleared her throat and continued. “To avoid some of these negative issues, and to see whether there could be a peaceful path forward with colonization, the members of the Tripartite Agreement decided to create a test case, where citizens of the Colonial Union, the Conclave and Earth would live together in a single environment to see whether they could successfully mix on a permanent basis.”


“The Conclave was already doing that,” I said. “The whole point of the Conclave was that any new colonies would have a mix of species.”


“Yes,” Chu-Ward said. “The innovation here was the addition of humans.”


“There was no confidence that we would mix,” Bridgers said, archly.


“Nor is there any appetite, on any side, for the human governments to merge, or join the Conclave,” Mbalenhle said. “The Conclave doesn’t want any of us, and we don’t want to be part of the Conclave. It makes colonizing together difficult and a special case.”


“But you did it,” I said.


“We did a test,” Dad said, emphasizing the word “test.” “One colony. Not on a planet. Not even on a moon. On a hollowed-out asteroid space station that we got from the Obin, in a system they intended to colonize but then abandoned. Using the Obin station meant that we could do it discreetly. We call it Unity. A population of fifty thousand. Five thousand humans, three thousand from us, two thousand from Earth, and the rest all other species from the Conclave.”


“How long has this test been going on?” I asked.


“Three years,” Jordi said. He nodded to Dad. “Your father was the one to negotiate with us and the Conclave about it, and he convinced the Obin to lease their station to us for it. That’s why he’s here.”


“And how has it been going?”


“Until two days ago, it was going just fine,” Dad said. “The usual problems with any colony, but it turns out that humans integrate just fine. Well, most of them. There are always a few who turn out to be assholes. But overall, it was a positive test.”


“You said ‘until two days ago,’” I said. “What happened two days ago?”


“It disappeared,” Dad said.


“What do you mean, disappeared?” I asked.


“Two days ago the daily skip drone from Unity didn’t arrive,” Colonel Bridgers said. “We sent an observation drone, and it skipped in and looked for Unity where it should have been in orbit. It wasn’t there.”


“And it can’t be moved,” I said. “The space station.”


“It’s an asteroid. It has an orbit. It can be moved out of that orbit, but it would require effort and planning. Even then it couldn’t have been moved that much in the time between the last skip drone we received and when we sent the observation drone.”


“And to answer your next question, it hasn’t been destroyed,” Dad said. “There’s nothing that looks like obvious debris. There’s nothing natural in the system that would have hit it. Unity tracked anything that would have been a threat. And neither we nor anyone we know could have destroyed Unity so completely that there would be no observable debris.”


“If it can’t be moved and it’s not destroyed, what happened to it?” I asked.


“We’re putting together a mission to find out,” Chu-Ward said.


“And we need you to go on it,” Mbalenhle added.


I gaped at this. “Why me?” I finally said.


“Thank you,” Jordi said, gesturing toward me.


“We already explained why,” Chu-Ward said, glaring at Jordi briefly before turning her attention back to me.


“All right, but there are other people who have those qualifications,” I said. “There are other Obin experts. Other people who know about colonization.” I pointed to Bridgers. “Other people with combat skills.”


“Not all in the same body,” Chu-Ward said. “And not with the level of discretion this will need.”


“What does that mean?”


“It means that just as Unity itself is off the books, so is this mission,” Bridgers said. “It needs to stay small and close to the vest, by us and by the other principals of Unity Colony.” He nodded to Jordi. “We, the Conclave and Earth are each sending a small group of observers. We’ll be traveling in an Obin ship because while they abandoned the system for colonizing, they still claim the system for future use. You will be the deputy lead for our contingent and our liaison to the Obin.”


“When?”


Dad looked at his watch. “The ship for this mission departs in twenty-two hours.”


“I can’t do that,” I said. “I don’t have a cat sitter.”


This got a small murmur of laughter. “I can have Hector watch your cat,” Chu-Ward said.


“I’ll have Ran do it,” I said. “It’s already met Lucifer. Lucy loves it. I think he thinks Ran is a big weird cat.”


I noticed Dad looking at me appraisingly. “You’re not reluctant because of your cat, Gretchen.”


“No, not really,” I confessed, and then pointed to Jordi. “But he’s not wrong either. This is a job for a field agent, not someone who does analysis. Even if I am proficient in combat.”


“So you’re refusing to be volunteered,” Mbalenhle said.


I shook my head. “No, ma’am. I’ll go if you tell me to go. But I need to be sure you understand that if I were in your shoes, I would not be my first choice.”


Mbalenhle was about to say something, but my dad spoke up first. “May I have the room for a moment?” he said. “I’d like a word with Gretchen privately.”


“Is this really necessary?” Mbalenhle asked.


“If I didn’t think it was, I wouldn’t ask.”


Mbalenhle looked like she was going to say something. Then she nodded, and made a gesture to the others. Thirty seconds later everyone but me and Dad were in the corridor, looking anywhere else but at the conference room.


“Well, this doesn’t look like nepotism at all,” I said, to Dad.


He ignored this. “There’s another reason I want you on this mission,” he said to me.


I glanced at the group in the corridor. “Are you keeping secrets from the rest of them?” I asked Dad.


“It’s not a secret, and there’s nothing I’m going to tell you that they, or you, can’t find out just from looking at the files. It’s something I figure you would want to know, just not in front of a room of people.”


“What is it?”


“The group of colonists who we sent to Unity had to be carefully selected,” Dad said. “They had to have certain skills. They had to have a certain psychological makeup. They had to understand the nature of the colony would mean a certain amount of isolation. If they had ever been early-generation colonists before, so much the better.”


“All right,” I said.


“So it will not surprise you that more than a few of our colonists for Unity came from Roanoke Colony,” Dad said.


“You’re saying that people I know from Roanoke might be missing right now.”


“Yes,” Dad said. “And, I’m afraid, one person in particular.”


I stared at my dad stupidly for a moment, not getting it. Then it felt like my heart got dropped down a chute.


“Magdy,” I said, so quietly it was almost a whisper.


“Magdy,” Dad agreed. “Dr. Magdy Metwalli. He signed up to head up the Colonial Union’s medical detachment, at my request and on my recommendation. Your old boyfriend went because I asked him to, Gretchen.”


“Oh, God. Dad,” I began, but he held up a hand.


“Zawadi thought of you for this mission because of all the reasons I told Jordi in the room, and I agreed with her, and so did Janine,” Dad said. “All of that is true, and all of those reasons are why you should be on that ship tomorrow.


“But this,” Dad said, and shrugged. “One day, one way or another, the story about Unity is going to come out. When it did, you’d find out I was responsible for putting Magdy on that colony. I figure you might forgive me if you knew I sent him out there. But if you knew that you could have done something to save him, and I didn’t at least give you a chance to do it, that you would not forgive.”


“You think he’s dead,” I said, looking at Dad, trying to read him. “Him and everyone else on that colony.”


“I think something’s happened we can’t explain,” Dad said. “And I think you need to be the one to find out how to explain it. If you can save Magdy and everyone else on the colony, Gretchen, then do that. But if you can’t, tell us what happened to them. We need to know. The answer could be what keeps us and the Conclave and Earth from falling back into war. A war that none of us are going to survive.”


“Jesus, Dad,” I said, after a minute.


“I know it’s a lot to put on you.”


“You think?”


“But am I wrong that you would be angry with me if you found out I sent Magdy to the colony after the fact? Am I wrong that you would find it hard to forgive me?”


“No,” I admitted.


“I know you never really did get over Magdy.”


“What are you talking about? There was David.”


“Obviously you had other relationships.”


I narrowed my eyes at Dad. “Dad, we got engaged.”


Dad nodded. “How is David these days?” he asked.


I pursed my lips at this. I had no idea, and it wouldn’t be easy to find out. David and I breaking off our engagement was not why he decided to take a posting on Rus, but it didn’t hurt in terms of his decision-making.


Dad caught the thinned lips. “It’s not you,” he said. “It’s both of us. I never got over your mother, you know. We Trujillos are like this. We imprint.”


“I’m not a baby duck, Dad.”


“You’re not,” he agreed. “But I’m not wrong about Magdy, either.”


“No, you’re not,” I acknowledged, after a minute.


“Go find out what happened to him,” Dad said. “Him, and Unity Colony. Do it for the both of us. I’m probably going to have a lot to answer for, Gretchen. All of us who authorized this colony are. I can take the judgment of everyone else who might condemn me. Yours is the only judgment that would break me.”
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