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para mis sobrinos Kyla y Rory


Hope has two beautiful daughters

named Anger and Courage;

anger at the way things are,

and courage to see that they do not remain the way they are.

—SAINT AUGUSTINE



PART ONE


REFUGEES
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Zvezda Lunar Base: 1974

Nadia Antonovna Kollontai, the ambassador of her world, was not on her world.

She went walking on the moon. Sunlight bounced off the gray stone around her. She felt intense warmth through her bulky orange suit. The reflected glare blotted out all other stars. It turned the sky into absolute darkness. That felt close and comforting rather than infinite, as though Nadia had hidden both herself and the moon underneath a very thick blanket.

She looked forward to throwing that blanket aside.

“Nadia?” Her radio crackled and sputtered. “Zvezda base to Ambassador Nadia . . .”

“Hello, Envoy,” she said.

“By my count your oxygen is running low.” The Envoy spoke Russian, and sounded exactly like her uncle Konstantine. It had borrowed Uncle’s voice to seem familiar, familial, and comforting. It did sound familiar, but not especially comforting. Uncle Konstantine and Aunt Marina had had many practical virtues between them, but neither one of them had ever learned how to be comforting.

“Probably,” she said, as though she didn’t care how much air she had left. This wasn’t actually true. She had kept careful tabs on her oxygen.

“Please cut short your unnecessary moonwalk and come back inside.”

“On my way,” she said, but she circled back the long way around to give herself more room to run.

Nadia took huge and sailing lunar leaps, gaining speed. She felt like she could push herself clear of the moon entirely if she only kicked hard enough. She felt like she could fly through space as her own ship.

She took several smaller steps to slow down when the Zvezda base came back into view.

Gray-and-beige modules of the station lay half-buried in lunar dirt. The dirt was supposed to protect the modules from radiation and small meteors, and maybe it did protect the half that was actually covered, but the robotic shovel had broken before finishing the job. Now it looked like a ruin, a relic of some ancient space age rather than the cutting, rusting edge of Soviet engineering.

Nadia tried not to be cynical about it. The moon base functioned well enough. She lived there. She breathed and ate there. But Nadia was from Moscow, and asking a Muscovite kid to be anything other than cynical about grand Soviet accomplishments was like asking fish to have eyelids. Besides, Aunt and Uncle had designed most of this place (though only Uncle actually got credit for it), so even though Nadia was proud of their astroengineering, she had also overheard enough dinnertime grumblings about shoddy shortcuts to know that Zvezda barely held itself together with string and spit. And Nadia loved sarcasm. She loved how it could make any word mean both itself and its opposite.

“Nadia?” the Envoy asked, borrowed voice crackling over the radio. She imagined it peering through curved window glass in one of the unburied base modules, craning a long, purple neck to look for her. “Nadia, have you reached the airlock yet?”

“Not yet,” she said, her voice pitched to soothe the worried Envoy. “But I can see it from here. Just a few minutes away.”

“Stop,” the Envoy insisted. “Stop right there. Don’t come any closer. Find something to hide behind.”

Nadia shuffled to a stop and looked around. She stood on a flat, featureless stretch of rock with nothing at all to hide behind. “What’s wrong?”

“The Khelone ship is here. It is landing soon. It is landing immediately. I told you this would be a bad time to go for another idle walk.”

“Fantastic,” she said, and made the word mean both itself and its opposite. “You said it would be here soon as in days, not soon as in minutes.” She was already running, each step a lunar leap.

“Don’t pretend that the word soon is more precise than it really is,” the Envoy told her. “Have you found cover yet?”

“Maybe.” She spotted a small crater, a hole in the face of the moon where some small rock had smacked into it, months or centuries or millions of years ago. She skidded while shifting direction, took two more leaps, reached the crater—and sailed right over it. She had to take several small stutter steps to slow down and double back. Then she hopped into the shallow hole.

Nadia stood still, caught her breath, and finally looked up.

She saw the Khelone ship. It was the only visible thing in the sky besides the sun itself.

“Looks like a barnacle,” she said.

“Apt comparison,” said the Envoy. “Khelone ships are living things. The pitted outer hull is a grown shell. Are you somewhere safe?”

“I think so,” Nadia said. “Mostly. Probably.”

The Envoy made a pbbbbbbt noise of nervous exasperation. “The force of the Khelone landing will throw a wave of dust and stone in all directions. One of those stones might shatter your helmet, or puncture your suit. That would be almost fitting. We survived a harrowing rocket launch, nearly exploded before we left the atmosphere, and barely managed to land out here. You have lived through impossible dangers already. Now you might be killed within sight of safety, by the very ship you summoned here, because you couldn’t resist another unnecessary moonwalk.”

“Can’t bite your own elbow,” Nadia said. It was one of Uncle Konstantine’s expressions, and meant essentially the same thing as “so close and yet so far.” He always said it with a shrug. Uncle had had lots of expressions, as though he were in some sort of hurry to become a folk-wisdom-dispensing old man—which would never happen now. He had lived long enough to become grumpy, but not long enough to be old.

Nadia turned her thoughts around to walk carefully away from memories of Uncle Konstantine and Aunt Marina.

“I have no elbows, Ambassador,” the Envoy said with Uncle’s voice.

She tried to crouch down in the crater. It wasn’t easy. Cosmonaut suits did not lend themselves to crouching. “Say something nice. I might be about to die, and then your scolding complaint about elbows will be the last thing I’ll ever hear. How sad. Say something nicer than that.”

“Keep your head down, Nadia,” the Envoy said. “Please don’t die.”

The Khelone ship threw a burst of energy at the ground to slow itself. That kicked up a wave of dust and stone, which expanded outward from the landing site in silence. Nadia tried to keep her head down, but small stones still smacked into her suit and helmet.

She had very carefully appropriated this suit before coming to the moon. It had once belonged to Valentina Tereshkova, the first female cosmonaut—and, prior to Nadia’s flight, the only female cosmonaut. At that moment Nadia worried more about damaging the space suit of Valentina Tereshkova than she worried about dying from the damage. She idolized Valentina. The cosmonaut had repaired and reengineered her Vostok spacecraft while already in orbit. It never would have landed again otherwise. That was an embarrassing state secret, but Nadia came from a family of rocket engineers so she knew about it anyway.

The small, pelting debris settled down. Nadia didn’t hear any hissing noises from Valentina Tereshkova’s borrowed suit.

“Nadia?” the Envoy asked, worried.

“Still here,” she said.

“Excellent,” said the Envoy. “Now please hurry back. Try to reach the station before our guest does.”

*  *  *  *

Nadia Antonovna Kollontai was born on April 12, 1961. Yuri Gagarin launched into space on the same day. He was the first human to do so—or at least the first to come home again afterward.

In 1969 Nadia became the ambassador of Terra and all Terran life. She was eight years old at the time. Ambassadors are always young. She lived with her aunt and uncle, and she handled intergalactic incidents on behalf of her planet. She did so in secret. Most human ambassadors do.

Meanwhile her aunt Marina and uncle Konstantine worked on the Zvezda base. Americans had just landed on the moon, so lunar goals had fallen out of favor in the Soviet space program. Uncle Konstantine convinced his project leaders to send a few rockets and drop a few modules of moon base by remote control, but the project ended there. Zvezda sat unfinished, unoccupied, and already abandoned.

Then Ambassador Nadia needed an off-planet site to arrange a meeting and hitch a ride.

She stowed away aboard the last N-1 rocket to Zvezda in August 1974. After that she spent more than a month eating cosmonaut food from toothpaste tubes, taking long moonwalks, and waiting for the Khelone ship to arrive.

Up close it still looked like a towering barnacle.

Nadia wondered what it was like to swim through space the way fish swam in water, no barrier between yourself and all the nothing that there ever was. She wondered what it was like to be a living ship. Then she stopped wondering so she could wrestle with the Zvezda airlock latch. It opened on the third try. Nadia climbed through the airlock, sealed both the outer and the inner doors, and then lifted her helmet visor.

The entrance module looked like the body of an airplane without passenger seats. It did not look hospitable or welcoming. It was a mess, an inauspicious place to make first contact. Engineers had no sense of ceremony. The ones in her family didn’t, anyway, and she expected other engineers to be pretty much the same.

The Envoy scootched across the metal floor. It raised up its long neck and puppetlike mouth.

“Ambassador,” it said, borrowed voice dryly formal.

“Envoy,” Nadia answered. “Have you heard anything from our guest?”

“Not yet.”

Nadia nodded. Then she started to pace. She could see the Khelone ship outside, through the module’s single actual window. The opposite side of the module held a video screen pretending to be a window, one that showed looping footage of a scenic mountain view. Someone back home—definitely not Uncle Konstantine, but someone else on his team—believed that artificial scenery would benefit homesick cosmonauts. Nadia didn’t find the fake window beneficial. She tried to ignore it.

“Please stand still,” said the Envoy.

“I’m thinking,” said Nadia.

“Must you always walk while thinking?” the Envoy asked. “Does your brain even work without the kinetic motion of your feet? You’re making me nervous.” It tinkered with a lumpy piece of machinery in its nervousness. “I hope the translator works. I did the best I could, but we have only so much equipment to work with here. Visual information may be distorted.”

“We’ll make do,” said Nadia. “But stop fiddling around. You’re just going to break it.”

She expected the translation device to break anyway. She had expected the rocket that brought them here to explode on the launchpad. She inherited this kind of cheerful hopelessness from Aunt and Uncle—especially from Aunt Marina. “Engineers, rocket scientists, cosmonauts; they all know that things will probably break, fall over, and explode,” her aunt would say. “But they’re always so happy to be wrong.”

Something knocked on the outer hatch of the airlock.

“Poyekhali,” Nadia said. “Here we go.”
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Nadia resealed her helmet and climbed back inside the airlock, closing the inner door behind her.

She had met aliens before. She was an ambassador. Her whole job was to meet and communicate with the representatives of alien civilizations. But none of those meetings had ever happened in person. Nadia had never spoken with one of her colleagues while actually awake. Ambassadors used very strange physics to dream themselves elsewhere. They met in the Embassy, in the very center of the galaxy, without actually having to physically travel—which was good, because it would take many thousands of years to travel so far, even at the speed of light.

Unless you knew how to take shortcuts.

The knock came again. Nadia opened the outer door.

A turtle-shaped suit climbed inside on four legs. It kicked the door shut with one hind leg, stood up, and considered Nadia through a dark helmet visor. She considered it back. Then she reopened the inner door and gestured inside.

In the Embassy, while dreaming Embassy dreams, Nadia’s fellow ambassadors looked human to her. Communication always required more than words. Facial expressions, gestures, postures, behaviors, and games all needed translation, so her colleagues always looked human. Nadia would see them smile, frown, and wave hands in familiar sorts of ways. But she had also learned how to squint and sneak secret glances at the actual shapes of the other ambassadors. She could see them as they saw themselves, if she wanted to. And whenever she did that, she always compared their alien appearance to familiar sorts of animals: That one looks like a flying bear. This one looks like a wolf-fish—or a wolf-mermaid. A fish bitten by a werewolf, maybe. The other ambassadors never really looked like the animals she compared them to; they looked like themselves, and utterly alien to her. Nadia’s brain would just try to fit new shapes into old words, because brains like to do that.

The Khelone really did look like turtles, though—or else like tortoises, the kind with long legs and very long necks.

Nadia lifted her helmet visor. The Khelone’s helmet folded back inside its suit to reveal large eyes and a turtle-like beak.

“Translation ready?” Nadia whispered.

The Envoy pushed the lumpy translation node toward them. Pale lights flashed and flickered in the center of it.

Nadia’s surroundings shifted. She no longer saw the inside of the Zvezda station pod. Instead she saw mountains. Footage from the fake window screen leaked out of its frame to surround her. The view looked grainy, awkward, and false. It gave her a headache.

“Can you turn down the scenery?” she whispered.

The Envoy made adjustments. The grainy mountain landscape flickered and faded away. Then the Khelone changed shape to become human-looking. He wore a brown leather jacket and an aviator’s scarf, like a kid dressed up as a biplane pilot. He also looked like a young Yuri Gagarin—the very first cosmonaut.

Nadia did not approve. Everyone she knew in school had had a huge crush on Yuri Gagarin. The whole Soviet Union had had a huge crush on Yuri Gagarin. And Nadia had squeezed her aunt’s hand while filing by Yuri Gagarin’s coffin at the grand state funeral. It felt wrong in every way to see an illusory version of him now.

She concentrated hard and tried to change how the Khelone looked to her, but it didn’t work. Nadia had never been good at manipulating her own translated perceptions. She wasn’t any good at fooling herself.

The Envoy scootched off to the side and shifted between several uncomfortable shades of purple. It didn’t like being there. Its purpose was to choose and guide ambassadors, not to participate in diplomatic conversations. Nadia was responsible for the actual talking.

“Hello,” she said to her invited guest, voice carefully formal and respectful. “I am Nadia Antonovna Kollontai, ambassador of Terra and all Terran life.” (The word Earth always sounded more official in Latin.)

“Hi,” he answered, his voice neither respectful nor formal. He grinned with Yuri’s wide grin. “I’m Remscalan of the Khelone Clusters. Call me Rem.”

“Welcome,” Nadia said, a little wary now.

“Thanks.” Rem looked around. Nadia wondered what he saw, exactly. She wondered what the makeshift visual translation looked like to him. He used to be an ambassador himself, when he was still a Khelone kid and not yet an adolescent pilot, so the translator should work well for him—but it was a clumsy sort of translation compared to the Embassy. “I’m amazed you’re alive out here,” he said. “This is a bare-bones tent you’ve pitched.”

Nadia bristled. She tried not to. Hadn’t she just called Zvezda the rusting edge of Soviet technology in the privacy of her own head? But she lived here, and her own family had helped to design this place, throw it through the void, and build it on the moon. She had every right to mock her own home. The Khelone didn’t.

“We’re only just learning how to leave the planet,” she said, her voice barely diplomatic. “It wasn’t easy to arrange the neutral meeting place that you needed.”

Rem gave her a long look, and then held up both hands. “Khelone ships can’t land on planets as large as yours. Well, we can, but we’d never be able to take off again afterward. Escape velocity is difficult for those of us who’ve never had to bother with planets at all. And getting stuck planetside wouldn’t be useful. You did call me here for transportation, right? You gave our new ambassador rare maps in exchange for a ride.”

Nadia had pieced together maps and information from the Seventh Fiefdom, the Volen Enclaves, and the People of the Domes. Those maps were all rare because the Outlast had since swallowed the Seventh Fiefdom, the Volen Enclaves, and the People of the Domes. Those three civilizations were now extinct.

“I’ve heard you can travel fast,” she said. “That you’re good at taking shortcuts.”

Rem rested both hands behind his head. “True. I made it here almost instantly.”

I sent you a message more than a year ago, Nadia thought, but didn’t say. Time flows differently when you move fast.

“Excellent,” she said aloud. “Then I need you to accomplish a momentous and probably impossible feat of piloting skill.”

“I’m interested,” Rem said, and smiled wider.

The silly leather jacket and aviator scarf is a good translation, Nadia thought. He really is that sort of pilot. He’s delighted to try some new and dangerous thing.

“We are going to fly into the Machinae lanes,” she said.

Rem gave her a sideways look. “I think your translation node just broke. I definitely heard the wrong preposition.”

“We’re going inside the lanes,” Nadia said again.

He shook his head. “Are you joking? I can’t tell if you’re joking. No one goes into the lanes, silly human. We skip across the surface instead. We can sidestep light speed by riding in the Machinae’s wake, skimming right across those rippling waves of warped space-time. Barnacle and I are better at that kind of wake-hopping than anyone—”

Nadia tried not to laugh. The ship’s name probably sounded more dignified than Barnacle in Rem’s own language.

“—We can fly close to the lanes and their scrambled sense of gravity more skillfully than anyone else you could possibly find. But no one ever flies into the lanes.”

“Untrue,” Nadia said. “Witnesses tell me otherwise. The astronomers of the Seventh Fiefdom saw ships emerge from inside the lanes. So did the People of the Domes. Cartographers of the Volen Enclaves heard it happen while making their song-maps.”

Rem looked serious now. His posture lost its casual, adolescent unconcern. “I hear bad things about the Fiefdom, Domes, and Enclaves. What happened to them after they saw ships fly from the lanes?”

“They all died,” Nadia told him.

In her memory she heard heavy boots outside a cupboard door, though she tried very hard not to.

“You used to represent the Khelone,” she went on. “Honor the trade I negotiated with the ambassador who took your place.”

And you’re curious, she added, just to herself. Now that you’re starting to think this is possible, you really want to try it. I can tell. Even through the fuzzy translation, I can still tell.

Rem tossed the end of his aviator scarf over one shoulder in a cartoonishly rakish way.

“Fine,” he said. “Come aboard. Are you ready to leave?”

Nadia nodded. “I will be in just a moment.”

The Khelone stepped aside and turned away, waiting. The Envoy scootched closer to Nadia. “You did well,” it whispered.

“I suppose,” said Nadia—which was her way of saying “Yes, I know I did.”

“It’s good that you didn’t share much more about your intentions,” the Envoy added. “The pilot will be less likely to make this venture if the trip seems entirely futile.”

Nadia laughed. The Envoy sounded even more like her uncle whenever it said something so pessimistic. “Do you think this is futile? It’s a little late to say so, if you do.”

The Envoy held its puppetlike mouth at a low, despondent angle. “No,” it said. “I hope not. But your post is here. Your world needs its ambassador.”

Nadia reached over and gently poked the Envoy’s nose with a fingertip. It didn’t actually have a nose, but she poked its purple translucent skin just above the sock-puppet shape of its mouth. She wanted to offer a hug, but the smooshy Envoy didn’t hug very well.

“Go home,” she said. “Don’t wait around for me to come back. No telling how long that’ll take. Use the return capsule and go choose a new ambassador.”

The Envoy gave a slow and heavy nod. “The capsule was damaged when we first launched, but I should be able to repair it.”

“Be careful landing,” Nadia warned. “Those things don’t land very well. They just ram into the planet.”

“Then I’ll try to aim for an ocean,” the Envoy said. “I might even select a whale as your successor. Whales are less impulsive than humans, and aquatic mammals already know what it’s like to belong to more than one sort of world.”

“Sounds good,” Nadia said. “Choose a whale. Choose whoever and whatever you like—except Vanechka Vladimirovna. If you end up back in Moscow I absolutely forbid you to choose her.”

“Your classmate is both charming and harmless,” the Envoy said.

Nadia knew that the Envoy was just trying to annoy her. It worked. “She’s neither. She’s willfully ignorant. She thinks Father Frost is real and not just someone’s drunk grandfather mixing up all the New Year’s presents. She thinks you can get pregnant by holding hands.”

“Some species probably can,” the Envoy said thoughtfully. “Life enjoys infinite variety in infinite combinations.”

“Then you may browse the magnificent variety of life on Earth to pick whatever ambassador you see fit. Choose a whale. Choose a squid. Choose a beetle. But do not choose Vanechka Vladimirovna.”

“Very well, Ambassador. I can promise you that much.”

“Good-bye, Envoy.”

“Good-bye, Nadia.”

She hooked up a new breathing unit to her bulky orange suit. She wouldn’t need much oxygen to cross over to the Khelone ship, and the air inside Barnacle was supposed to be breathable, but she still intended to travel with a full tank and a spare tank.

Rem stepped back inside the translation matrix, clearly impatient. “Ready?”

“Just about,” Nadia told him. She grabbed a duffel bag already stocked full of food, water, spare clothes, a spare ventilation unit, and a notebook. Luckily, it didn’t weigh nearly as much as it would have on Earth.

“Good,” said Rem. He poked the module wall with one gloved finger. “This bare-bones tent of yours makes me nervous. I expect it to collapse at any moment.”

“This is my home,” Nadia said, with just a touch of warning in her voice. “I’m the first member of my species to live off-world. That’s no small accomplishment, however bare-bones the tent.”

“I meant no offense,” Rem said—though he clearly enjoyed causing offense. “But what you say isn’t actually true.”

“Excuse me?” Nadia asked, her tone extremely diplomatic. “Which part?”

“You aren’t the first member of your species to live off-world. Not even close.”

He walked away from the translation matrix and turned back into a turtle before Nadia could respond.
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Zvezda Lunar Base: Present Day

Gabriel Sandro Fuentes, the ambassador of his world, was not on his world. He stood on the moon, inside the abandoned Zvezda base, face-to-face with an alien ambassador who looked far less alien than he had expected.

“You’re human,” he said. “How can you be human?”

Ambassador Kaen answered in a language that Gabe did not understand.

The two of them stared at each other, tense and wary, still unsure how much they could trust their new and fragile truce.

The Kaen fleet is an ancient, nomadic, and absolutely alien civilization of migratory starships, Gabe thought. How can they have a human ambassador? We haven’t ever traveled farther away than the moon, this moon, the one we’re both standing on.

He took in a deep breath of stale, Zvezda-processed air and let it out slowly. Ambassadors usually met in the Embassy, in the very center of the galaxy, where all of their languages and perceptions filtered through universal translation. They usually understood each other.

“Envoy?” Gabe called out. “Help?”

The Envoy scootched around the floor, reached out with a purple, puppetlike limb, and fiddled with old equipment.

“Just a moment.” It sounded almost exactly like Gabe’s mother when it spoke. Almost. “Let me dust off this old translator. Just a moment . . .”

Gabe made eye contact with Kaen, tapped his ear, and then pointed at the mess of machinery the Envoy was fiddling with. Kaen seemed to understand. She folded her hands, looked away, and waited.

He tried not to stare at her. Most human cultures considered staring rude, challenging, and aggressive. Most mammal species on Earth seemed to feel the same way about prolonged eye contact. And Gabe had worked hard to avoid aggression between them. They had a truce. They had a deal. Neither one of them was currently trying to get the other killed. So he tried not to stare. This wasn’t easy. He took in a sideways glance and then looked away.

The other ambassador wore a green space suit, jade-colored. The helmet of her suit looked very much like the headgear of Olmec statues, carved in ancient Mexico long before the Spanish came conquering across the ocean, before even the Aztecs came conquering southward from North America. Gabe’s family had kitschy salt and pepper shakers carved into the very same shape at home—or at least they used to, when they still had a home, before the house was swallowed by a small black hole in the Kaen’s first attempt to assassinate him.

Gabe tried not to dwell on that.

The Olmec heads look like astronauts, he had once said of the salt and pepper shakers.

His mom had absolutely hated that idea. They’re ball players, she’d insisted. Ancient ball players wearing football helmets. It would hurt to get hit in the head with a great big lump of solid rubber. They are definitely, definitely not astronauts.

Gabe wondered how to explain his current absence to his mother. I’m so sorry that I had to disappear on the very same day Dad got deported. The timing alone probably broke your heart and stomped on the pieces. But I had to go to the moon. . . .

Gabe tried not to think about either one of his parents.

He risked another sideways glance at the Kaen ambassador.

She looks a bit tense, he thought. Not tense as in anxious, but tense like a guitar string, or a bow string—or maybe a string stretched between two tin cans to make a telephone. I wonder if I look just as tense. Probably.

“There!” the Envoy said. “That should do it. Say something.”

Gabe didn’t notice any difference. He had expected to feel something when the translation matrix turned on, something like the mild headache he always got, right in the middle of his forehead, whenever someone spoke Spanish faster than he could follow.

He turned to Kaen. “Ambassador?”

“Ambassador,” she answered, voice equally formal and now understandable.
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