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SAPIENT SPECIES OF THE GALAXY
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	Devorans

Homeworld: Devorus

Lifespan: 1,000+ Standard Years

One of the older space-faring species and members of the Galactic Confederation, Devorans possess a reptilian appearance and lay eggs but are warm-blooded. The Devoran homeworld is at the heart of the largest conglomeration of planets in the galaxy, the Devoran Union.
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	Ersidians

Homeworld: Ersid

Lifespan: 150+ Standard Years

A hulking, bear-like member species of the Galactic Confederation, Ersidians believe strongly in honor and that their ancestors watch over and guide them. They have colonized many systems in their local space. Their home planet is the capital of a small network of colony worlds. The current President of the Galactic Confederation is Ersidian.




	
Humans

Homeworld: Earth

Lifespan: 125+ Standard Years

Humans are the dominant species in the Earth-Alpha Centauri Alliance (EAC). They're more or less like you and me. Thanks to the marvels of modern medicine, humans can remain active well past their one hundredth birthday. Human civilization has expanded to included colonies on most of the inhabitable planets within ten light years.
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	Kerrolians

Homeworld: Kerrola

Lifespan: 100+ Standard Years

Kerrolians, close relatives of Traxians, average shorter in height than humans and are covered with fur, have pointed, upright ears (like a wolf or cat), digitigrade locomotion, have elongated snouts and prominent canines (though most don’t protrude), and bushy tails. Their homeworld is part of the Traxian Domain and is not a member of the Galactic Confederation.
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	Ryll

Homeworld: Mu Arae

Lifespan: 65+ Standard Years

Ryll are an amorphous species resembling giant amoebas. They typically wear bulky environmental suits as they are unable to interact with most technology otherwise, though they do possess contact telepathy. Their suit translators are unable to identify emotion or inflection in their thoughts, so they preface their monotone proclamations to ensure clarity. Despite this, they are friendly and have a good sense of humor. Their homeworld is a member of the Traxian Domain.
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	Uurts

Homeworld: Ersid

Lifespan: 100+ Standard Years

Resembling centaurs from Earth mythology, Uurts share Ersid with their cousins, the Ersidians. Where the Ersidians historically dwell in the mountains, Uurts roam the plains of their homeworld living as nomads. Of course, in the modern era, they share cities all over the planet and on their colony worlds. There are still some Uurt tribes who live a nomadic life, though they are comfortable with technology.
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	Valtraxians
Homeworld: Valtra
Lifespan: 35+ Standard Years

Valtraxians are an eight-legged insect-like species often described as a cross between a grasshopper and a praying mantis. Their species possess four genders: male, female, drone, and incubator, and they live in communal hives, much like bees or ants. Despite their short lifespan, many become brilliant engineers. Valtra is a member of the Galactic Confederation.
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Chapter 1
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The shuttle swooped through amber clouds, banking to avoid a dark thunderhead pouring acidic rain on the hellscape below. From his seat just forward of the shuttle’s swept wing, Zack regarded a multi-domed structure in the distance, partially obscured by the dun-colored haze.

As the shuttle hit a pocket of turbulence, one of Zack’s roommates, Ix, chittered and shifted in its seat as it secured its green felt fez. Zack clutched the armrests as the cabin lurched and dropped.

“Do not worry, Zack.” The Valtraxian cocked its head, the translator embedded in its upper thorax converting its chitters into words he understood. “If we fall, the emergency balloons will deploy and arrest our descent before we are crushed by the atmosphere.”

“I’m not worried.” Zack loosened his grip on the armrests. Grabbing them was a reflex. Previous flights to Cytherea well acquainted him with the bumpy nature of traveling to the floating city. Other passengers, mostly students, chatted among themselves as the shuttle leveled off and made its final approach.

Zack reached forward and switched on the screen installed in the seatback in front of him. He adjusted the picture until it displayed the shuttle’s forward view of its Cytherean approach. Half-a-dozen domes contained the upper levels of the city. Suspended in the clouds of Venus, it resembled a fairy-tale castle.

A flight of single-seat aircraft blasted past the shuttle, banking to approach one of the military hangars on the far side of the city. The Earth-Alpha Centauri Alliance maintained a small garrison on Cytherea, mostly for show.

Although the amount of air traffic around Cytherea seemed high to Zack, it occurred to him that his observation during last year’s arrival could have been the anomaly. Two years at Cytherean Academy did not make him an expert on local air-traffic patterns.

A rote affair, docking and disembarking moved swiftly, unburdened by complications. Automated luggage handling and modern fabricator units installed in each dormitory made traveling easy; Zack packed only enough clothes to wear during the journey from Earth to Venus.

He hefted his new blue-striped black duffle bag over his shoulder as he waited for Ix. The Valtraxian required only that which fit in its scant pouches, making Zack’s traveling light look like overpacking.

Once Ix joined him, the pair made their way through the arrival terminal past the lines of first-years awaiting orientation. Zack spotted his counselor, Mr. McPheely, speaking to a group of students. The older man acknowledged his wave with a nod and a smile.

“After we drop off this stuff in our room, do you want to get something to eat?”

Ix chittered to itself for a moment. “I cannot. I have an appointment in forty-two minutes to discuss this year’s accelerated schedule.”

“You’re connected to the school’s Hypernet, right? Have you found where we sign up for extracurricular activities?” When they were on Valtra, Zack and his Devoran friend Dravs promised to attend a martial arts class with Xal. It felt like the best way to help their Ersidian friend gain some self-confidence.

“I have not. If I see it, I will send you a link.”

“Thanks.”

They made their way to the transport-pod platform, located near the docking bays and arrival terminal on one of the lower levels of the city. The distance between the terminal and Hathor Dome made walking to their dorm impractical. Over the public-address system, a melodious voice greeted new and returning students.

“Welcome to Cytherea where all the domes are named after goddesses of beauty and love from Earth mythology, in honor of the planet Venus itself. We invite you to visit all the plazas during your stay.”

Zack faced Ix. “That’s new, isn’t it? They didn’t have that kind of announcement last year, did they?”

“Not that I recall. Perhaps the information is intended for the large number of new arrivals this year.”

The pod whisked them away from the arrival terminal. Within a few minutes, they entered the lift in Hathor’s lower level that took them to their dorm. Each dorm suite in Hathor Dome comprised three, four-student bedrooms joined by a common area. Ix and Zack walked past half-a-dozen suites after exiting the elevator before arriving at the one they shared with Mickey, Steve, and four other students. As they approached, Zack noticed the door stood ajar, doubtless from other students moving in after the semester break.

As they entered, Victoria and Susan greeted them amidst their reorganization of furniture in the common area. Susan pointed toward the grey, sharp-angled sofa. “You boys are just in time!”

“I am not a boy.” Ix cocked its head.

Victoria lifted one end of the sofa while Susan grabbed the other. Susan grunted as she raised her end. “I didn’t mean it literally.”

Zack set down his backpack and helped Victoria with her side. Ix helped Susan. The four of them repositioned the sofa to face the room’s main holoviewer.

“Why are we rearranging the furniture?” Zack leaned on the sofa back and regarded the holoviewer. The sound was muted, but he determined from the images it was set to a nature program of some sort focused on Ersidian wildlife.

“Because Steve and Mickey rearranged it last time, and it was wrong all year!”

Scrutinizing the room, Zack failed to see improvement gained with the new arrangement. “Oh. Have Polly and Barbara shown up yet?”

The two young women giggled. “Your girlfriend isn’t here yet.”

“She’s not my...” Zack noticed neither paid attention to him. The girls retreated to their room. Their giggles faded as they lost interest in Zack’s relationship, and he overheard them discussing dinner instead. Zack followed suit, and he and Ix passed through the doorway into their room.

Zack sighed as he threw his duffle bag onto his bed. It bounced on the tight, cream-colored blanket. The summer passed far too quickly for his liking, particularly after returning home from his Junior Ranger trip to Valtra. 

The dorm room appeared different. He scanned the area. Ix’s nest, a pile of green and brown blankets, still sat next to his bed. Mickey’s bunk, unkempt as usual, featured blankets and sheets pushed toward the wall as if someone had just rolled out from beneath them. The neck of a guitar protruded from under the multicolored-striped blankets, and his tablet sat perched precariously on top of a stack of clothes on his desk. 

Both Steve’s bed and his desk appeared in a factory-fresh state; new sheets and blankets covered the mattress, and the desk area appeared neat and clean. No trace of Steve’s belongings remained. Ix skittered past and placed its pack on the floor next to its nest.

“Hey, Ix, do you know what happened to Steve?”

The Valtraxian chittered and cocked its head as it examined the dormitory. “No, I have heard nothing.”

“Well, that’s strange.” Zack opened his duffle bag and removed his effects, haphazardly shoving them into desk drawers. When he reached the iron sphere given to him by Professor Gladstone, he paused, rotating it in his hands as he examined its flawless surface. Reportedly a fragment from an iron star, an astronomical impossibility according to the good professor, the sphere’s clear, synthetic case protected it from corrosion.

Zack placed it on his desk.

“Oh, uh, hey, Zack, Ix.” Mickey entered the room and moved his guitar before plopping on his bed.

“Hey, Mickey.” Zack raised his hand in greeting before gesturing toward Steve’s bed. “Do you know where he is?”

The musician grunted as he retrieved the tablet from his desk and then tapped the screen. “He moved dorms.”

“Why?”

“Uh...” Mickey shrugged and flipped through pages of sheet music on his screen, “He said something about his parents making him. They wanted him staying with his sister.”

Zack perked up. “He has a sister? I didn’t know that.” He withdrew the sculpture Polly gave him on his birthday last year and placed it next to the iron star fragment. He turned the bust, so it didn’t stare directly at him. He found the accurate detail of her rendition of his head unsettling at times. As much as Polly annoyed him, she possessed talent in sculpting.

“Yeah, she wasn’t here last year. I guess she just transferred. Steve was bummed out about it.”

“Will we welcome a new roommate, or may we utilize the extra space?” Ix rummaged through its pile of blankets, like a chef tossing a salad.

Mickey scrunched up his face as he stared at Steve’s former bed. “New roommate, probably. Maybe a Devoran. Have you been to Ishtar Plaza yet?”

“No, we came straight here from the ship.” Zack hefted his duffle. “I had to unpack. This thing was heavy. Did Steve say anything else? Which dorm is he in?”

Mickey shrugged. “He was pretty mad. We’ll probably see him around.”

“I must leave.” Ix finished unpacking and touched Zack on the shoulders as it passed. “Professor Eckstein is expecting me.”

“Uh, I have to go, too.” Mickey shut off his tablet and left it behind on his bed. “See you later!”

Zack glanced around his now-deserted room. He pursed his lips. He knew sticking around would likely land him in a situation involving more physical labor with Victoria and Susan.

Maybe Jenny’s around. He activated his Personal Digital Assistant, once again pining for the day when he would be eligible for implants. “Skip, send a message to Jenny and see if she wants to meet in the plaza for dinner.”

“Acknowledged, Zack.” 

He had named his PDA’s Artificial Intelligence Skip as a hasty mistake, intending it as a temporary placeholder, but he never thought of a better name.

Zack rearranged the items on his desk while he waited for Jenny’s response. They corresponded last while she was on her way to Cytherea, having caught an earlier flight to get away from her overbearing grandparents. His parents had instructed him to give her space in consideration of her parents’ accident, but that didn’t seem right to him.

His PDA pinged when Skip relayed Jenny’s response. “Reply from Jenny: ‘Sure, I’ll meet you in front of the Neutron Café.’”

He peeked out of his room into the common area. The girls were nowhere to be seen, so he sped into the hall. More students filled the corridor now, all in the process of moving in after the term break. He passed Ian and Ben, two of the boys who shared his dorm cluster, in the hallway. They paused their conversation long enough to grunt greetings in Zack’s direction, but neither stopped to chat.

As he stepped into the lift to take him to Ishtar Plaza, Zack’s PDA pinged with another incoming message. This time, it was from his Junior Ranger Troop Leader, Bariss. “We need to talk about the Valtra situation, ASAP.”
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Jenny stared out the observation window. As always, she saw only the thick, sand-colored clouds below and the expanse of beige sky above. Still, it beat sitting in her windowless dorm room, and with students just now arriving for the new school year, this spot possessed something her room didn’t—quiet. 

Returning to Cytherea early gave her a chance to get away from her hovering, smothering grandparents. In relative peace, she could deal with the kaleidoscope of emotions whirling through her mind. Being able to live on her own schedule made leaving Earth the best idea she had in months. 

Following the accident, Jenny wanted more than anything to speed to Vilicus, the Ringworld of Sol, where her parents underwent reconstructive surgeries and convalesced from the crash that almost claimed their lives. Her father suffered the worst injuries. Even now, he could not effectively communicate without electronic aid. Her mother Amélie fared better, although she still needed daily physical therapy to learn how to walk again with the aid of cybernetic muscle stimulators. Unfortunately, travel times made visiting her parents in person impractical without affecting her attendance at school. Her mother assured her they understood and stressed that her continued education was more important than sitting idle in a hospital room.

Despite the cloudy haze, Jenny watched shuttles transport students from the ship that recently entered orbit. She thought it was Hermes, also known as the Venus Express, but she hadn’t bothered to check. If that was indeed the case, then she would at least be reunited with her friends, Zack and Ix. Though it had only been a few months since their trip to Valtra together, the time spent without them felt like agony in the wake of her parents’ accident. 

By now, her roommates—Cait, Gabrielle, and Astrid—were sure to have arrived, unpacking and catching up on what they did during the school’s designated summer break. Jenny had no desire to be in the middle of that. She liked her roommates, but the three of them together, especially cousins Gabrielle and Astrid, were a hurricane of insanity at times. The commotion of the other students arriving and unpacking in her dorm cluster added to the chaos, noise, and aggravation.

In the periphery of her vision, she saw an incoming message from Zack, routed through his old-style, handheld PDA, asking if she wanted to meet for dinner. She sent off a reply, relieved she had an excuse to do something other than return to her room and listen to her roommates chatter.

She followed the promenade around the perimeter until she reached an elevator. A pair of older students held hands as they exited. Jenny greeted them as they walked by. “Daniel. Mercer.”

They nodded in acknowledgement and continued talking in low voices as they passed. She recognized them from one of her science classes the past year. Jenny made her way down to Ishtar Plaza. Another message popped up in her periphery. From Bariss. “We need to talk about the Valtra situation, ASAP.”

Jenny composed a quick response. “Zack and I are headed to dinner. Talk after?”

She hoped whatever Bariss had to say could wait until after she’d eaten. While wallowing in self-pity, Jenny had forgotten to eat lunch, and the knots in her belly reminded her in no uncertain terms that this transgression would not go unanswered. A location followed his acknowledgement—Shakti Dome, Toumba level, Atalanta Arms—presumably, his apartment.

The doors to the elevator opened, revealing Hathor Dome’s main transit hub. A short corridor, as wide as a city street, led to Ishtar Plaza. From there, she heard rhythmic drumming accompanied by Devoran horns and guttural singing. The central park area of the plaza resembled a festival, dotted with tents and pavilions, curved graceful Devoran-style structures.

Jenny had heard there would be an increased number of Devorans on Cytherea for the next several months, but she hadn’t realized they would be so visible and present. A crowd of Devorans lined the edge of the park and cheered. She noticed a brilliant emerald-and-sapphire-hued Devoran standing a head and shoulders taller than the rest of the crowd, a female, Jenny assumed from the traditional ivory-shell-and-feather adornment on her frill. She must be standing on a podium. Jenny turned to move in the opposite direction as the Devoran bowed her head. Being caught in a fervent crowd would unacceptably delay her dinner.

She didn’t see a human face among the throngs of Devorans assembled in the plaza until she traveled halfway around the promenade toward the Neutron Café. She encountered students agog at the spectacle in the park, while adults appeared indifferent to the commotion, or, in some cases, seemed annoyed. A squad of Devoran soldiers marched past, patrolling the plaza. While observing them, she spotted Zack standing in front of the café, his hands jammed in his pockets.

“Zack!” She waved as she approached him. He returned her wave. She noticed he stood stiff, as if afflicted with rigor mortis, when she hugged him.

“Bariss wants to talk to me about what happened.”

“Me too.” Jenny peered into the café, packed wall to wall with diners. “Can we go somewhere else? It’s too busy in there.”

Zack turned and nodded. “Where? I passed the Positron Café on the way here. It’s busy, too.”

Jenny chewed her lip and pointed down the hallway to the nearest elevator. “Next level down. There’s a place I know. Have you ever been to Bit Bytes?”

“No, I heard some other kids talking about it. It’s some sort of virtual reality place?”

She led him down the hallway to the lift. “If you have AR implants, you can select several different types of scenery, depending on your mood.” During her first year at school, Jenny had configured her augmented reality implants, a component of the ocular implants she received several years ago, to access Bit Byte’s systems as well as Cytherea’s. Even before they approached it, the heads-up display indicated a two-minute wait until the elevator arrived on their floor.

As they waited, Zack shuffled his feet as he regarded the crowd. “Do you know what’s going on? I’ve never seen it this busy, not even when they redecorated the whole plaza for our holidays last year. There seem to be a lot of Devoran Defense Force troops here, too.”

Jenny held up a finger to indicate Zack should wait while she searched through Cytherean News. A twinge of guilt gnawed at her. She should already know current Cytherea events, but preoccupied with her parents’ recovery, she paid little attention to things that didn’t directly affect her.

Found it. “It says Cytherea is being used as a staging area for Confederation citizens who are relocating to Vilicus from Al-Gehara. I don’t understand why they’re all crowded in Ishtar...”

Jenny whistled. The door to the lift opened, and two bear-like Ersidians exited. She recognized them as students whose parents worked on Cytherea, but she didn’t know their names. She and Zack stepped aside, allowing them room to pass. 

After they entered the lift and pressed the button to take them to the next level, she turned to Zack. “It looks like the former royal family of Devorus has been allowed to erect a temporary pavilion in Ishtar Plaza.”

His eyes widened. “Royal family? Didn’t the civil war happen hundreds of years ago?”

From the perspective of the Earth-Alpha Centauri Alliance, formation of the Confederation seemed akin to ancient history. The Devoran civil war, a relatively small conflict as it related to Confederation history, didn’t directly affect the EAC, so the subject received little attention in classes not focused specifically on Devoran history. Teachers spent so little time on the war, all Jenny could say for certain was before it occurred, the Devorans lived in the Devoran Empire and after it ended, the Devoran Union.

Jenny tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I remember reading that members of the family, particularly the former emperor and empress’s daughter, still have a lot of political influence, even though they abdicated and renounced their royal status.”

Jenny then realized why the Devoran female she saw appeared so tall—the Devoran royal family originated from a sub-species commonly called Noble Devorans and stood at least a head taller than other Devorans.

“Wow, bigwigs here. Maybe that’s why all the soldiers are here, too. How long are they here for?” Zack allowed Jenny to exit the lift first and followed her as she led him to Bit Bytes.

“Until the relocation is complete, I guess. A few months, maybe?” As they approached the restaurant, Jenny’s AR software kicked in. Beyond the doors, she perceived, through her implants, a Parisian café in the style of earth’s early 20th century. In reality, she observed a visual overlay that changed the appearance of furniture and decorations, fooling her brain with its flawless effect.

“Huh. I expected something more... digital, I guess.” Zack glanced around the café. Jenny knew from experience he viewed rather ordinary white tables and chairs. She turned off her AR overlay once, and the drab experience convinced her that augmented reality was much more interesting.

“It’s a whole different world if you have ocular implants with AR.” Jenny took a seat at small round table in the corner. Her implants showed her a window seat overlooking the Seine with the Eiffel Tower in the distance. “It looks like Paris to me.”

“I can’t wait.” Zack reached toward the middle of the table and pressed the button to call a server. An early model bioreplicant lurched toward them.

After placing their orders, Jenny updated Zack on the latest news of her parents. “Papa still can’t talk without a machine to help him, but his reconstruction is finished. They still have more work to do to make him look human again.”

“So, he has a bunch of metal bits showing where they fixed him?”

Jenny closed her eyes to will away the image of her father’s cybernetic visage and nodded. “His face was shattered, and his torso was crushed, so there was a lot of work to do. Mama mostly needed her arms and legs fixed. She’s still learning to walk again, and they have her hooked up to some temporary cybernetic muscle stimulators. They’re stuck in the hospital on Vilicus until they can travel on their own again.” 

“Oh.” Zack chewed on his lip. “How long will that be?”

“They couldn’t say. Another couple of months, I would think. Maybe longer.”

Once their meals arrived, they ate quickly, making small talk about their classes in the upcoming semester. Then, Zack and Jenny headed for the transport hub to pick up a travel pod to Shakti Dome. A squad of uniform-clad Devorans exited the pod and marched down the corridor toward the plaza. Jenny assumed they were protection for the nobility.

The travel pod whisked them away. As Zack droned on, fretting over his family’s impending move to Vilicus, Jenny’s thoughts strayed to a face half-covered with gleaming metal and red eyes glaring at her, yet, showing no sign of recognition—her father trying to remember he had a daughter.
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The apartments in Toumba level of Shakti Dome occupied squat, curved-facade buildings that surrounded a small park. Short-cropped grasses and ornamental shrubs of the grounds framed a double-lobed pond. Fish splashed in the pond as tall, yellow, and violet flowers swayed in the slight breeze provided by the city’s air-circulation systems.

The plaza directory showed Zack and Jenny the route to Atalanta Arms. The tallest building surrounding the park, it reached to the top of the dome. Balconies overlooked the greenery, and the two young humans observed families enjoying each other’s company in the warm evening air.

For evening, the city’s systems darkened the photovoltaic panels at the top of the dome to restrict the amount of light allowed through. Days on Venus, two hundred forty-three Earth days to one Venusian day, were so long Zack had never actually seen night. From what he understood, however, the way the thick atmosphere scattered light around the planet, little variance in luminescence separated night from day.

“Nice place. Way better than our dorms.”

Jenny nodded. “It reminds me of our apartment building on Messier Habitat. Our parks are long, though. They kind of stretch end to end.” A Bernal sphere, the interior of Messier Habitat resembled a long valley with curved walls. Jenny shared with Zack holoimages of Messier the last time he expressed curiosity about her home.

Together, they rode the elevator to Bariss’s apartment on the fifth floor of Atalanta Arms, number 5B. His consort Zaaliah answered the door. The orange-spotted, white Devoran decorated her backward-swept frill with a net of red and yellow jewels. Her lips spread in a pointy-toothed grin. “Zack! Jenny! So good to see you both. Please, come in. Bariss is expecting you.”

Decorated in typical Devoran fashion, their apartment featured flowing lines and sweeping curves. Zack noted wall-to-wall art and knickknacks reminiscent of vast seas and expansive beaches. Even their furniture, with its gentle curves and teal-trimmed white upholstery, reminded Zack of the ocean. 

Zaaliah directed the two human youths to sit on a curved sofa facing the holoviewer as Bariss padded across the tile floor, his claws clicking with each step. “Thanks for stopping by. I know the beginning of the semester is busy, particularly for those of you who don’t live here year round.”

Bariss sat on the sofa and turned to face Zack and Jenny. “Jenny, how are your parents?”

“They’re—” Jenny’s voice caught in her throat. She swallowed her emotions. “They’re going to be fine. It will be a long recovery, especially for my fath—” Her voice caught again, and she squeezed her eyes shut as she covered her mouth with her hand and stared at the floor.

“Anything you need, just let us know.” Bariss turned his attention to Zack. “And you? Everything going all right?”

“I guess.” Zack shrugged. “All my parents talked about this summer was moving to Vilicus. Mom isn’t sure, but Dad’s excited. He says she’ll be able to get an even better teaching job there, and we shouldn’t worry.”

“What does your mother teach?”

“Um, life skills.” Zack’s mother insisted people needed to learn budgeting, basic cooking techniques, first aid, and the like. He figured if he ever wanted to know any of those things, he could just look them up on the Hypernet.

The Devoran nodded. Zaaliah sat alongside her consort. “A practical subject. Very valuable.” Zack’s expression must have belied his skepticism, because the female Devoran chuckled and patted his knee. “You’ll appreciate it when you’re older and living on your own.”

Jenny cleared her throat. “Sorry, I’m better now.”

“I know it’s difficult.” Bariss tapped his temple to activate one of his implants. The windows overlooking the park darkened, and soothing, light piano music started playing. “Look, I’m not supposed to be talking about this with you, but I wanted to make sure we were all on the same page before school started.”

Zack furrowed his brow. “About the Athosians on Valtra?”

“Or the whole thing with Valtraxians being uplifted by them?” Jenny glanced at Zack, then at Bariss.

“Both.” Bariss chuckled. “I’m sure you’ve noticed the increased number of Devorans on Cytherea, yes?”

They both nodded.

“There’ve been some... disagreements back home about whether the stratocracy has been performing satisfactorily and”—Bariss waved his hand—“Look, just try your best not to speak of either subject, all right? You never know who is listening, and I’ve heard that members of the former royal family might be coming.”

“They’re already here.” Jenny eyebrows rose. “I saw one of them in Ishtar Plaza. I think she was about to give a speech.”

“She?” Bariss snapped his mouth shut with a click of his teeth and eyed Zaaliah. “Princess Valianna?”

Their troop leader's consort crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. “If she’s here, then things are worse than we’ve been told.”

Zack frowned and glanced at the female Devoran. “What’s going on?”

“Politics. Devoran politics.” Zaaliah forced a smile. “You probably should avoid Ishtar Plaza until they’ve gone. It has nothing to do with the EAC.”

Bariss cast a sidelong glance at Zaaliah and sighed. “I moved here to get away from all that.” He waved his hand. “It doesn’t matter. Just keep quiet about all things Athosian, and it should be fine. I’ve already spoken to Dravs and Bob. We can talk more after you’re settled, maybe after the Junior Ranger meeting next week.”

The Devoran stood and ushered them out, reminding them once again to be careful to whom they spoke and to not speak of the events on Valtra related to Athosians.

Jenny and Zack stood in the hallway, staring at the closed door. Zack threw up his hands. “That’s it? He could’ve just said that in his message.”

“He didn’t seem like he expected to hear about the Noble Devorans.” Jenny tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. He noticed she didn’t seem so much taller than he was anymore. They left the way they came, walking through the park rather than around it this time, before bidding each other good night and returning to their separate dorms. The travel pod proceeded to Anahita Dome and Jenny’s dorm, en route to Hathor Dome, and Zack’s dorm.

“I’ll see you around, Zack.”

“Yeah, I should finish unpacking.” Zack rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe my new roommate will be there now.” Although Steve lived in a different dorm, he hoped he would still get to see his friend from Alpha Centauri outside of any classes they attended together.

“New roommate? Who is it?”

Zack shrugged and related what Mickey told him. “I didn’t even know Steve had a sister. I hope the new guy is easy to get along with.”

Jenny squeezed his shoulder. “You’ll be fine. Good night.”

“Night!” He waved as she exited the travel pod. The doors hissed shut, and the pod whisked Zack away, exiting the dome and speeding along the exterior perimeter of Anahita Dome. The soft amber glow of the Venusian sky permeated the interior of the pod.

His C7 pinged with an incoming voice message. It was from Polly, the Alpha Centaurian student who seemed obsessed with him. “Zack Attack! Where are you? The girly-girls and me are meeting Dravs and Steve at the Neutron Café. Be there!”

Zack sent no reply. As much as he wanted to see Steve again, he’d rather finish getting settled before meeting up with Polly. Some days, Zack felt the universe couldn’t lend him enough energy to interact with her.

*  *  *
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Jenny kept her head tilted downward and avoided meeting anyone’s eyes as she walked toward her dorm. It was rude to respond to her classmates’ greetings with mere grunts and nods, so avoiding them seemed her best bet. As the evening dragged on, recurring thoughts of her parents worsened her mood. She dared not hope her roommates would be out socializing with other students, so she could slip into her room and her bed without interacting with any of them.

Her pessimism bore fruit; all of her roommates, as well as all the others who shared her dorm cluster, congregated in the common area. Crossing to her room reminded her of shoving her way through a crowded sale, and she forced herself to nod and smile at each person who greeted her. Jenny hurried past attempts to hug or convince her to linger and socialize, and when she reached sanctuary in her room, she shut the door behind her.

Her roommates, save for Cait Walsh, had yet to unpack. Arranged around their desks, Astrid and Gabrielle’s packs and crates waited for the two cousins to sort through their belongings. Cait, on the other hand, had not gone home over the break, and her area lay in the telltale disarray of one who needed clutter to think and feel comfortable.

Jenny regarded her own bed. Hastily made up, floral pink sheets peeked out from under a solid black bedspread. Gifts from her parents, the sheet pattern featured a higher thread count than standard bed linens students ordered from the fabricators.

“Nothing but the best for our Geneviève,” they’d say.

Jenny growled and leapt at the bed. She tore off the comforter and sheets, tossing her pillows across the room. The mattress shifted and nearly toppled off the frame when she yanked at the fitted bottom sheet in her attempt to remove it. The elastic finally gave way and sent her sprawling to the floor. She landed hard on her butt and bit her lip to avoid crying out in surprise. No matter how hard she fought, though, tears came unbidden, and she buried her face in her bedding to hide them.

The door hissed open, and the clamor of half-a-dozen conversations snapped her out of her frustration-fueled rage. Closing, it muffled the noise from the common area.

“Jenny?” She recognized the voice as that of Kim Hiriko, a fourth-year student hailing from Kaku Habitat—one of the EAC’s Saturnian colonies—who shared one of the rooms in her dorm cluster.

Jenny concealed her face in the bedding she held. “What?”

“Are you all right? We heard a commotion. The others are worried.”

Jenny wiped her face and stood, keeping her back toward Hiri as she nodded. “Fine. I’m fine. I just wanted to change my sheets.”

Hiri stepped around Jenny and handed her one of the pillows. “I see that. How are your parents?” Long strands of dark hair escaped her ponytail, and sideswept bangs framed her warm, bronze face and large emerald eyes.

Jenny squeezed her eyes shut and bit her lip to keep it from trembling. Hiri touched her arm. “I’m sorry. I’m here if you want to talk. We all just want to help.”

She nodded and sat down on the edge of her bed. News of her parents’ accident traveled through the dorms like wildfire. Half her class walked on eggshells around her; the other half offered to help. Jenny wanted neither.

“For years, I just wanted my father to pay attention to me, to show me that he cared.” Jenny hugged the pillow tight against her body as Hiri sat down next to her. “He”—she sucked in a ragged breath and sniffled—“he doesn’t even know who I am now!”

As Jenny sobbed, Hiri put her arm around her shoulder. “He will remember.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s like he’s not even the same person.”

“As the brain heals, his memories will return.” Hiri gave Jenny a gentle shake before tapping the side of her own head. “I know.”

“How...” Jenny regarded Hiri. “How do you know?”

Hiri brushed away her straight, black hair from where it had fallen around her face. “About five years ago, I was almost killed in an accident. My skull was crushed. They fixed me. I remember almost everything from before the accident now.”

She took Jenny’s hand and squeezed it. “There are a few memories that are missing, but all the people? I remember all of them from before the accident. It just takes time.” Hiri chuckled. “I probably looked worse than your father does right now. They had to replace my eyes, most of my skull, my jaw, my teeth. My head is so hard now, I have to be careful, or I’ll split the skin when I hit it on something. You’ve never heard anyone scream as loud as my little sister that time I knocked my head on a tree branch a couple of years ago and peeled away part of my scalp. It didn’t really hurt that much, but there were about two-and-a-half centimeters of titanium-alloy skull catching the sun.”

Jenny winced at Hiri’s graphic description. Her mother told her the same thing about her father’s memories, but with much less confidence. “I hope you’re right.”
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Chapter 4
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Upon his return, Zack found the common area of his dorm deserted. The furniture, in complete disarray, served as the only audience for the activated holoviewer. A news reporter stood in front of a digital representation of Saturn, illustrating the route for the upcoming regatta; a competition for solar sailing ships touring the Saturnian moons. 

As he avoided cushions strewn about the room like rubble from a collapsed building, he hoped Susan and Victoria would decide on the correct arrangement for the furniture before he went to bed. He heard soft voices coming from inside his room and paused before opening the door. One voice belonged to Ix; the other, he assumed, belonged to the new student.

He opened the door. Ix, perched on its nest, gesticulated with four arms as it told the story of their trip to Bestic. Across the room, a student wearing little more than a pair of shorts over his head-to-toe black-spotted reddish-brown fur sat on what had been Steve’s bed. A red bag sat next to him. The student’s triangular ears swiveled to face Zack before he turned his dark-furred muzzle in the young human’s direction.

Is he a Kerrolian? Maybe a Traxian? I can never keep them straight. He tried to remember what he learned about the two, closely related species. Traxians have upright ears, or do Kerrolians? Traxians are vegetarians, I think. I wish I could see his teeth.

Ix paused its story. “Kaneer, this is my friend, Zack Jackson.”

“Um, hello?” Zack shut the door behind him and seated himself at his desk. The new student hopped off his bed and offered a fur-covered, clawed hand to Zack.

As Zack took it, the student bowed. Pressing his nose against the back of Zack’s hand, he inhaled deeply several times before standing straight again. “You are Terran.”

Zack glanced at Ix and then to Kaneer. “Yeah, I’m human.”

“Yes, but you are from Terra.”

“The human olfactory sense is not that keenly developed.” Ix settled in so only his top two arms remained free. “They cannot distinguish by smell where each other are from.

Kaneer cocked his head as his black tongue protruded from between his lips. “Pity.” He bowed again. “This one is Julani-Kaneer zin Fallah Hammurabi Al-Gehara. Zack Jackson may call this one Kaneer.”

Zack’s mind reeled at the rapid-fire introduction. I’ll never remember a name that complicated. “Nice to meet you, Kaneer. Where are you from?” He didn’t want to appear ignorant and ask the new student about his species.

Kaneer huffed. “Al-Gehara.” His tone was that of one scolding a child for not listening.

Zack remembered hearing that in Kaneer’s name. “Oh, I haven’t heard of that planet.”

The Valtraxian chittered for a moment. “It is the planet where the rebellion started.”

“The rebel...” Zack stared at Ix before he remembered. “Oh! The one that replaced the Devoran Empire with the Confederation? Oh yeah, I remember that now from Confederation History.” He scratched his head. “Sorry, a lot happened this summer. Sometimes I feel like whenever I learn something new, old stuff gets pushed out of my brain.”

“It is fine.” Kaneer returned to his seat on the edge of his bed. “I believe you were really asking what species this one is. This one is Kerrolian. We do not understand why humans have such trouble telling Kerrolians and Traxians apart.” He stroked his fluffy tail. “They have pitiful tails, not this magnificence. And stupid ears.”

Zack kicked off his shoes. He shoved them under his desk before swiveling his chair and laying his feet on his bed. “You’re the first Kerrolian I’ve ever met. Are you the first one to come to Cytherean Academy?”

“First ever? This one does not think so.” Kaneer rummaged through his bag and produced a file with which he smoothed the claws on his hands. “This one’s parents are relocating to Vilicus, and they heard this is the best school in the EAC.”

“Hey, my parents are thinking of doing that, too! Is everyone moving to Vilicus?” Zack pursed his lips. “Why don’t you say ‘I’?”

Kaneer dropped his hands into his lap and peered over his muzzle at Zack. “This one is too young to have earned the Right of Recognition. Even Father has not, though Mother, Julani, has. Father is very proud of her.”

Zack shifted in his seat. “What do you have to do to earn the Right of Recognition?”

Kaneer shrugged, and his ears drooped a bit as he returned to filing his claws. “It varies. Great accomplishment, saving lives, being very, very old. It is a great honor. This one hopes something will come up over the next several years during school to allow Kaneer to be recognized.”

“Ersidians talk about honor a lot.” Zack fingered the braid of Mungus’s hair at his waist.

“Yes. They talk.”

“I was just telling Kaneer about our trip to Bestic where we received our honor braids.” Ix clicked its mandibles together.

Zack turned to face the Valtraxian. “Yeah, when did you get yours? I don’t remember you getting it on Bestic. Did Mungus send it to you later or something?”

“I was not present when you and Jenny received yours.” Ix pressed one of its hands against its thorax. “Mungus gave me mine later, when you were sleeping. The painkillers you were given were quite strong.”

“Oh, heh, yeah. I remember those.” Mostly, Zack recalled how goofy he felt after leaving the hospital. He rubbed the tender spot on his arm where Xal bit him over the summer. “I hope I can avoid any serious injuries this year. It’s getting old, getting hurt all the time.”

Kaneer snorted. “If you keep getting hurt doing Junior Ranger activities, maybe you should quit doing them.”

Frowning, Zack stared at his hands and sighed. “That’s what my parents seem to think, too. I’m not
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