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Prologue​
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The Wrong Star Map

It began, as so many catastrophic events in the Veloraxian Survey Corps did, with a decimal point.

More specifically, it began with a single misplaced decimal point in a navigational coordinate string that ZAX-9, Survey Officer Second Class of the Veloraxian Survey Corps (Geological Division, Sector 7, Subsection B), had been entirely confident was correct. He had triple-checked it. He had, in fact, quadruple-checked it, because ZAX-9 was the kind of being who quadruple-checked things — who kept his field journal organized by date, by subject, and by a secondary subsystem indexed to cross-reference entries involving what he privately categorized as "unexpected variables." He was meticulous. He was methodical. He was, as his supervisor Councillor Prexx had noted on his most recent performance review, "almost aggressively thorough."

None of this had prevented the decimal point from being wrong.

The intended destination had been Murn-4: a small, thoroughly unremarkable geological survey site approximately 2.3 light-cycles from the Veloraxian home system, notable chiefly for its rich deposits of triaxite sediment and its complete and utter absence of complex life. Murn-4 had no atmosphere to speak of, no liquid water, no fauna, and — most relevantly — no inhabitants who might take exception to a survey officer poking at their rock formations with a mineral analysis stylus. It was, in short, exactly the kind of place where nothing interesting could possibly happen, which was precisely why ZAX-9 had been assigned to it.

He had prepared for the mission with his customary thoroughness. The geological survey kit was packed and inventoried: 47 distinct instruments for core sampling, seismic analysis, mineral classification, and atmospheric composition testing, each wrapped in protective foam and secured in their designated case compartments. The field journal — a handsome volume of pressed synth-membrane pages with a burnished clasp — was freshly charged and indexed. Seventeen mineral broth ration packs (ZAX-9 did not trust expedition food prepared by others; he found the texture imprecise) were stacked in the cargo hold, labeled by consumption date.

And then there was the Chia Pet.

ZAX-9 had, in the months preceding the mission, conducted an extensive research program into Earth culture. He had not been assigned to Earth, of course — Murn-4 was nowhere near Earth — but a Survey Officer of his caliber believed in thorough regional preparation, and Earth fell within his broader survey sector. He had obtained, through the Veloraxian cultural archive, a comprehensive collection of Earth media for study.

The archive's Earth collection, it turned out, consisted almost entirely of 1970s infomercials.

ZAX-9 had watched them all. He had taken notes. He had catalogued what he understood to be the fundamental pillars of Earth civilization: the importance of non-stick cookware, the transformative power of rotisserie ovens, the spiritual significance of cubic zirconia, and — most relevantly, from a diplomatic standpoint — the Chia Pet. A terracotta figurine, moistened, that grew vegetation. Several infomercials had presented this item with what ZAX-9 could only interpret as profound cultural reverence. The host's voice had taken on a quality he associated with ceremonial declaration. "Ch-ch-ch-Chia!" had seemed to him almost liturgical.

He had packed a Chia Pet sheep in bubble wrap in his cargo hold alongside the mineral broth. First impressions, as the infomercials had also confirmed, were critical. He intended to make a good one, should he encounter any Earth beings during a layover.

He had not expected to encounter Earth beings quite so directly, or quite so immediately, as it turned out.

The navigational error announced itself at 9:31 PM Earth time — not that ZAX-9 knew it was Earth time — as a gentle but insistent alarm from the navigation console. ZAX-9 had looked at it. He had looked at his coordinates. He had looked at the coordinates again. And then, because he was ZAX-9 and this was not how he operated, he had calmly pulled out his field journal, uncapped his glowing stylus, and begun to write.

He had gotten approximately as far as "Navigational anomaly detected — " before the vessel clipped a satellite dish belonging to a telecommunications company that would spend the next three weeks filing an insurance claim it had absolutely no framework for, and began its descent.

The crash itself was not, by Survey Corps standards, particularly dramatic. ZAX-9 had been through worse in training simulations. The primary stabilizers compensated. The secondary hull integrity held. The Chia Pet, thanks to its bubble wrap, survived without incident. The seventeen mineral broth rations achieved momentary independence before being recaptured by their cargo netting. ZAX-9's pen — his glowing stylus — was flung across the cabin and came to rest behind the navigational console, where he would later retrieve it with some difficulty.

What was dramatic, in the calm and undeniable way that facts tend to be, was the landing site.

The vessel came to rest at 9:47 PM local time in a residential garden in Boise, Idaho, United States of America, Earth — specifically in the raised vegetable bed that one Claire Novak had spent four years cultivating and which currently contained, among other things, her prize zucchinis. The impact was, ZAX-9 would later note in his field journal, "sufficient to compromise the upper vegetation layer." This was a diplomatic way of saying the zucchinis were gone.

Through the cracked viewport — a hairline fracture, structurally negligible, cosmetically unfortunate — ZAX-9 found himself looking at a woman. She was standing at the back door of a small house, holding a mug of something that steamed gently in the September evening air. She was wearing a cardigan the color of old moss. She had paint — or possibly crayon pigment; he would confirm this later — on her left wrist. She was looking at the crater where her garden had been.

She took a sip of her drink.

She did not scream. She did not run. She did not faint, summon assistance, or brandish any kind of implement. She simply stood there, in the September dark, and looked.

ZAX-9 found this extraordinarily interesting.

He retrieved his field journal from where it had slid under the navigation console. He uncapped his stylus. He began to write.



	Field Log — ZAX-9, Veloraxian Survey Corps
Entry 001 — Date: Earth Tuesday, September [current], 9:47 PM Local Time
Navigation error: confirmed. Nature of error: decimal displacement of 0.0003 degrees in coordinate string ZX-447-MURN. Result: arrival at Earth, third planet, Sol system, rather than Murn-4, a barren geological survey site, rather than a inhabited residential zone of the continent known as North America. Error magnitude: significant. Error source: under investigation. Current status: vessel integrity compromised (hairline fracture, viewport panel; secondary hull: intact; propulsion: offline; estimated repair timeline: 2-3 Earth weeks pending parts assessment).

Geological survey of Murn-4: postponed indefinitely.

Local contact: imminent. An Earth female is observing the vessel from a distance of approximately 4.2 meters. She has not fled. She has not escalated. She is consuming a hot beverage. This is, by any metric, a calm response to the arrival of an extraterrestrial survey vessel in one's garden. It is also, I note, somewhat exceptional.

Action items: (1) Retrieve Chia Pet from cargo hold. First impressions are, according to research, critical. (2) Conduct preliminary survey of impact zone and apologize for the cucurbita pepo. (3) Locate glowing stylus (behind nav console, confirmed).

Note to Cartography Division, Sector 7: We will be discussing this. At length. With documentation. Please ensure Councillor Prexx is available for what I anticipate will be a comprehensive debriefing.

— ZAX-9, Survey Officer Second Class



He tucked the journal under his arm, squared the lapels of his burnt orange and avocado green plaid leisure suit — he had selected it specifically based on infomercial research indicating that Earth garments of this style conveyed both authority and approachability — and went to find the Chia Pet.
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Chapter One Houston, We Have a Houseguest: The Zucchini Incident
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The thing about Claire Novak was that she was very, very difficult to surprise.

This was not a natural condition. It was a hard-won professional achievement, the result of four years teaching kindergarten at Brightwood Elementary School in Boise, Idaho, during which time she had developed the kind of unshakable composure that most people spend decades and considerable therapy bills trying to acquire. Kindergarten, she had discovered in her first week, was essentially a daily exercise in managing the full spectrum of human chaos — emotional, physical, creative, and occasionally biological — without visibly losing one's mind.

There had been the hamster incident of her second year, when a small boy named Theo had released their class hamster, Sir Reginald Fluffworth, into the ventilation system "to go on an adventure." Sir Reginald had reappeared three days later in the second-grade classroom, none the worse for wear and significantly more confident. Claire had handled it with a parent newsletter, a gentle conversation with Theo about the concept of consent as it applied to hamsters, and a quiet glass of wine at home that evening.

There had been the finger paint incidents — plural, and spanning multiple school years — including but not limited to: the ceiling event, the radiator event, and the incident involving a substitute teacher's car that was still, technically, under administrative review.

And then there had been the legendary Marcus Delgado Glitter Cannon Incident of 2023, which had entered Brightwood Elementary folklore with the speed and permanence of an asteroid impact. Marcus, who was five years old and possessed of an engineering aptitude that Claire found both impressive and deeply alarming, had constructed a pressurized glitter-delivery device from a bicycle pump, a plastic bottle, and what turned out to be a genuinely sophisticated understanding of pneumatics. He had deployed it at the spring arts showcase. The principal had found glitter in her office drawer for the next eight months. Claire had not lost her composure once — had, in fact, told Marcus, with complete sincerity, that his mechanism was structurally quite sound, and that perhaps they could discuss channeling his talents toward projects that did not result in district-wide memos.

Marcus was going to be someone's problem and also probably someone's CEO someday. Claire had written as much in his progress notes, phrased more diplomatically.

The point was: Claire Novak had seen things. She had developed a genuine, durable, load-bearing calm. It was not the calm of someone who did not feel things; it was the calm of someone who had learned to feel things thoroughly and efficiently and then decide, with great deliberateness, what to do next.

She felt it come into service at 9:47 PM on a Tuesday in September, when a small silver vessel of clearly non-commercial manufacture dropped out of the sky, clipped what she later learned was a telecommunications satellite dish, and embedded itself with a sound like a very large, very disappointed teacup into her raised vegetable bed.

Claire stood at her back door in her garden cardigan and
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