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Chapter 1



Zack Jackson lined up the pistol with the
center tin can standing on a fence railing full of cans. Taking a
breath, he held it in and prepared to pull the trigger. The
tight-fitting ear plugs he wore muffled the sounds of the world
allowing him to focus solely on the target he held within its
sights.

"Okay, Zack." The voice of his friend's
father cut through his concentration. "Release your breath slowly,
and squeeze the trigger. Don't jerk it."

Sighing, Zack lined up the sights again.
Though he liked shooting targets for practice with Tom, Tom's dad
had a habit of telling him what to do just as he was about to do
it. He squeezed the trigger. With a pop the gun fired, recoiling in
his hands as it ejected a shell. A can flew off the fence post.

"Not bad. Not bad." Tom smacked Zack on his
back. Zack smiled and took aim again. Tom's family owned a lot of
property in central Wyoming, the perfect place for plinking. He
fired again and sent another can flying.

After he fired all of his shots, Tom's father
took the pistol from him.

"All right, boys. Stay here while I set up a
new target." He holstered the pistol and jogged down range. Tom sat
down on a stump near the portable table they set up to hold their
ammunition. A shotgun was leaning against the table.

"So, you're leaving tomorrow, right?"

Zack nodded. Tomorrow was the big day–the day
Zack embarked on his first interstellar camping trip with the
Junior Rangers, a group similar to the Boy Scouts or Girl Scouts.
They were so similar, in fact, that when folks in the Earth-Alpha
Centauri Alliance, the EAC, first discovered the Galactic
Confederation had such an organization, conspiracy theorists went
wild claiming the Boy Scouts on Earth had always been part of an
alien plot and attempt at infiltration.

Of course, it was determined that, like the
Boy Scouts, the Junior Rangers was solely a youth organization
designed to support the young people of the greater galactic
civilization in their physical and mental development. Unlike the
Junior Rangers, the Boy Scouts supported spiritual development
possibly because it was most prevalent in Christian nations. This
was easier to do on Earth where all of Christianity shared the same
basic belief system than it was on other planets where it was an
insurmountable task to try to support the hundreds spiritual
beliefs of dozens of species, each with its own unique belief
system and mythology.

"Are you scared? I'd be scared. All those
aliens. I'll bet half of them want to eat your face and the other
half want to suck out your brains!"

Zack laughed. He knew none of the non-humans
he would meet in the Junior Rangers would be like that. He didn't
think he would encounter anything or anyone at all dangerous on
this trip.

"No, it won't be like that. I think the only
non-humans in my troop are Devorans and Ersidians.”

Tom scrunched up his face. “Those are the
lizard guys and the ones that look like bears, right?”

Zack nodded. Tom gasped. “They’re going to
eat your face! Just you wait and see!”

“Will not!” Zack gave Tom a playful
shove.

Tom's father set up several water-filled
plastic jugs and ran back toward them. He grabbed the shotgun.
Loading it, he winked at Zack and Tom.

"Watch this, boys."

He took aim and fired. The report of the
shotgun was much louder than that of the pistol Zack shot. He could
actually feel the concussion from where he was sitting. Downrange,
nothing happened.

"Good shot, Dad!" Tom laughed. His father
frowned and squinted down range. He racked the shotgun, which
ejected the spent shell and loaded another. He brought it up to aim
again.

Another blast rocked the table, and a water
jug exploded, spinning through the air as water spewed in every
direction. Zack whooped and stood up.

"That was so cool! Can I try?"

Tom's father looked at Zack and shrugged. "I
don't know. This thing kicks pretty hard."

"I can take it!" Zack didn't actually know if
he could, but he wasn't going to pass up the opportunity to explode
a water jug. Tom's father handed Zack the shotgun.

The shotgun was almost too long for Zack to
hold, and he had trouble keeping the barrel up and pointed at the
water jugs. He aimed along the barrel and squeezed the trigger.
Nothing happened.

"You have to take the safety off."

"Oh, yeah." Zack felt his face flush. He
clicked off the safety and aimed again. When he pulled the trigger,
the butt of the shotgun slammed into his shoulder, knocking him to
the ground. It was as if someone took a sledgehammer and rammed it
into his shoulder. The shotgun spun end over end, clattering into
the dirt. Tears welled in his eyes as his shoulder throbbed. He
could hear Tom's guffaws. He looked down at his shoulder to make
sure his arm was still attached.

Groaning, Zack sat up. Tom's father helped
him stand. "Are you okay? I told you it had a kick."

"Did I hit it?" Zack eyes were clouded by his
tears, but it looked as if there were fewer water jugs on the
fence.

"That was awesome!" Tom was still
laughing.

"You sure did, Zack." Tom's father walked
over and picked up the shotgun. "Let's get this stuff cleaned up,
boys."

Rubbing his shoulder, Zack walked over to the
fence and started to pick up the tin cans and water jugs at which
they had been shooting. It was pretty late in the afternoon, and
his mom and dad would be expecting him for dinner. He hoped tonight
she was making something he liked. If he hurried, he might even get
some game time in before dinner.

His house had a Virtual Reality Network. One
of Zack's favorite things to do when he came home from school was
to plug into the VRN and play Galactic Explorer, a game in
which players were put in charge of Galactic Confederation or
independent spaceships that were charged with charting and
exploring the galaxy. Zack was playing a Martian trader. He hoped
he would be able to make it to a good stopping point before dinner;
he had ship upgrades he wanted to buy!



* * *



"Zack! It's time for dinner!" His mother's
voice called up to him. Zack sighed and unplugged himself from the
house VRN. I hate not getting back to port before saving. My
first trip off world and I’m going leave my ship stuck in the
middle of nowhere for weeks. Tonight was really his last chance
to use it, for tomorrow he'd be boarding a Galactic Confederation
Ship bound for Bestic.

The GCS Baden-Powell was a light
cruiser of Devoran design donated to the Junior Rangers for use in
transporting members on various trips. Zack frequently saw pictures
of the Devorans; he thought they look like big lizard people. They
were colorful and often had spines or frills.

His parents convinced him to join up only six
weeks ago, so he was still only a Junior Scout; he hadn't even met
an alien yet. Kids in places like Great Lakes Megatropolis in North
America or the Tokaido Corridor in Japan were exposed to citizens
of the Galactic Confederation every day, but the aliens didn't have
any reason to visit rural areas like Wamsutter, Wyoming.

The hinges on the virtual reality pod creaked
as Zack pushed it open and rolled out of it. The cracked leather
seat scraped against his pants. He wished he was old enough to have
implants. With VR implants, he could lounge around in his nice,
soft, comfy bed instead of in their old pods. Unfortunately, he was
only twelve, and Earth had strict laws about cybernetic
enhancements and body modifications.

As he walked down the stairs, Zack could hear
a man speaking from the news program his father was watching. “A
Confederation representative responded to the allegations, saying
the reports of stolen missiles were greatly exaggerated and
security on all terraforming projects was tighter than ever. The
Devoran Defense Force declined to comment on the—”

Zack heard his mother call to his father.
“Dinner’s ready!” He heard the holoviewer go silent as his father
shut it off.

Sniffing the air, Zack curled his nose; his
mom must have cooked one of her "gourmet" dinners again. Their dog
DD looked up and woofed as Zack passed. She was a
genetically-modified Labrador retriever, altered to have short,
soft, blue-ish fur that rarely shed and was hypoallergenic. So his
dad called her "Designer Dog,” "DD" as a joke.

His parents were sitting at the nook table
nestled in a corner of the kitchen. A skillet of greens with shiny
grey-brown strips sat on a trivet in the center of the table. It
smelled pretty good, but it didn't look appealing. Zack poked
around in it with his fork, looking for meat, but only found small
pieces of bacon. His mother scooped a portion of the stuff onto his
plate.

"What's this?" He poked at it with his
fork.

"Kale and portobello mushrooms. It's good for
you." She stuffed a forkful into her mouth and chewed, the sound
reminding Zack of walking on fresh snow.

“How was work today, dear?” Zack’s mom smiled
as she handed his father his plate.

Zack’s father shrugged. “Not bad. I showed a
group of Devorans and Ersidians around the construction site today.
They have some really interesting ideas on how to make our
buildings stronger.” He worked as civil engineer in San Angeles,
making sure all the buildings were up to code and quake-proof. He
often returned home telling stories about how strange, yet cool,
the aliens and their alternate points-of-view were. His mother
taught at a local school, though fortunately, Zack didn't have her
as a teacher.

Zack tried a small bite. The greens caused
him to wrinkle his face, and there was a slightly pleasant
aftertaste. "It’s a little sweet."

“That’s the wine, dear.” His mom talked
around a mouthful of food.

Zack’s dad continued his story. “We’re
supposed to have a group of Ryll and Iridians next week.”

“What are those?” Zack looked up from his
meal.

“Well.” Zack’s dad swallowed a mouthful of
food. “Ryll are like giant amoebeas, blobs, if you will. They can
only interact with us if they wear special suits. The suits look
like one of those old space suits the astronauts used to wear when
we first start exploring space in the twentieth century. Iridians…”
He looked for the words. “I’m not sure how to describe them. I’ve
never actually seen one. They’re supposed to be absolutely
beautiful, like living works of art. Delicate, graceful, flowing. I
don’t know. I’ll find out next week, I guess. They don’t leave
their home world much.”

Zack’s mom wrinkled her brow. “Why are they
coming here, now?”

“I think it has to do with Vilicus.”

Zack poked at the food on his plate. "How
come I don't get something special for my last meal?"

His father drained his glass of iced tea and
then set it down before poking Zack. "It's not your last meal here,
kiddo. There's still breakfast tomorrow."

"I get a special breakfast?" Zack thought
they were going to eat something on the road. They had to leave
early for the train station so he could make it to the spaceport
down in Las Cruces on time.

"Well, sure, honey. We want you to have a
good breakfast to start the day. Goodness knows what those aliens
are going to be serving you while you're camping on that strange
planet." His mom had a way of making his camping trip with the
Junior Rangers sound sinister and dangerous.

"The aliens will eat alien food, and the
humans will eat human food, dear."

"I'll be fine, Mom." Zack pushed his food
around his plate. The mushrooms were earthy and meaty. He didn't
actually dislike this meal, but he would have preferred pizza as
his last dinner.

Going camping didn't worry Zack. He and his
friends did it around home all the time. Being stuck on a spaceship
and strange planet with a bunch of kids he didn't know did. A
couple of other kids from Wamsutter were members of the Junior
Rangers, but they were assigned to different troops. Though Zack
might see them on the ship, Earth kids who lived close together
tended not to be assigned to the same group. The whole point was to
introduce them to other species and broaden their horizons.

At least, that's what the Junior Rangers
recruiter told his parents. All he cared about was being able to
leave Wamsutter for a couple of weeks.



* * *



One thing Zack liked about living in the
boondocks was that he had an unparalleled view of the night sky.
Lying back on the hill behind his house, he could see the Milky Way
stretch across the sky above him from horizon to horizon. It
appeared as if someone took a giant paintbrush and splashed white
paint on the black canvas of the night sky.

There were so many stars in the heavens he
couldn't count them all. He tried once, but kept losing count and
eventually fell asleep. An impossible number of pinpoints covered
the sky so that even with a new moon, it was never truly dark. In
contrast, when he went to San Angeles with his dad once and spent
the night there, the sky was so bright from all the city lights, he
could see only the moon and a handful of the brightest stars. It
was like being in a different world.

"Hey, Zack!" Tom's voice cut through the
night air, interrupting his thoughts. Zack waved him over. His best
friend sat down next to him.

"What'cha doin'?"

Zack shrugged. "Just looking at the sky one
last time." Tom wasn't in the Junior Rangers, so he would remain at
home all summer while Zack went to Bestic. Tom was Wamsutter born
and bred and liked it that way. He was planning to be a farmer when
he grew up. It was a little more rustic a career than Zack wanted,
especially since most Earth-based farms did little more than
produce the next generation of seedlings to be shipped up to
orbital hydroponic farms that fed the space habitats.

"Last time? You're coming back, aren't
you?"

Rolling over to his side, Zack propped
himself up on his elbow so he could look at Tom. "Yeah, but it's a
long way from home. I don't know what the sky will be like there or
if I can even see it." His dad told him Bestic was something like
two-hundred and sixty light years from Earth, which didn't mean
anything to Zack, even when his father explained that meant light
coming from Bestic's sun, which was 39 Cygni in the Cygnus
constellation, took two-hundred and sixty years to reach Earth.
Since light moved at something like a billion kilometers per hour,
that meant it was close to two quadrillion, six hundred trillion
kilometers away.

Zack always had a pretty good head for
numbers, even if he couldn't make sense of them sometimes. He knew
San Angeles was about fifteen hundred kilometers away, and Bestic
was a whole heck of a lot farther away than that. He hoped he would
have a better understanding of how much farther after actually
making the voyage.

"I heard that Bestic has mushrooms as big as
your house, and if you're not careful, they'll eat you up and spit
you out so you look like a big mushroom man."

Zack heard that story, too, but didn't
believe it. He laughed. "Yeah, I'll come back, and my mom will try
to cook me."

"That blue dog of yours will chase you around
and use you as a chew toy, I bet."

They laughed. Zack was going to miss Tom.
They grew up together; Zack's mother bought most of her vegetables
from Tom's family who made most of their money selling seeds and
seedlings to the hydroponic farms, but grew enough real vegetables
so that would-be gourmets like Zack's mom could always find
something to cook.

"Zack! It's bedtime!" He didn't know why she
shouted instead of sending him a message on his compad. He pulled
out his compad and looked at it. It showed the time was ten
o'clock. They let him stay up late tonight.

Pushing himself up, he said goodbye to Tom
and went home. He was determined to enjoy his last night in bed.
Camping was fun, but after a couple of days of sleeping with rocks
under his back, he missed his soft bed.


Chapter 2


The next morning, Zack was in a panic. He was
sure he forgot to pack something. DD looked up at him from his bed
and whined. She saw his suitcase and knew something was going on.
His mother packed for him while he showered after breakfast, but he
knew she didn't pack everything he wanted to take. He tugged at his
pants. The Junior Camper uniform was still new and a little stiff,
fresh off the printer. Most homes in the EAC had fabrication units
that could make things like clothes, cooking utensils, and other
household necessities as families needed them. He hoped his clothes
would loosen up a little soon.

Breakfast was special, as his parents
promised. His mom made him chocolate chip waffles with real maple
syrup from Vermont and maple-cured bacon. It was his favorite
breakfast, but even the lingering flavor of maple couldn't make up
for the fact that he couldn't find his compad.

"Come on, buddy! We're going to be late!" His
father called up to him from the bottom of the stairs.

"Dad, I can't find my compad!" Zack slammed
the lid shut on his suitcase. He knew he had plenty of clothes;
hopefully his mom packed the right ones for Bestic's weather. He
told her it was probably colder than home, maybe like a Wyoming
winter.

"I've got it, Zack!" It sounded like his
mother was already out the front door.

Why would Mom have my compad? Zack
sighed, dragging the suitcase off his bed. It clunked onto the
floor. DD nearly ran him over as he dragged it out of his room and
down the stairs. When he reached the bottom of the staircase, his
dad grabbed it.

Zack scratched DD behind the ears and gave
her a hug. She whined and tried to lick his face, but he was able
to escape before getting a doggie bath. He climbed into the car as
his father loaded his suitcase in the trunk. His mom was sitting in
the back seat.

"Why are you back here, Mom?"

She reached over and hugged him, tears in her
eyes. "I can't believe my baby is going away!"

He squirmed out of her grasp, rolling his
eyes. The car lurched as his dad pulled away from their house. It
only took a few minutes to drive to the express lane, at which
point the car's autopilot took over, rocketing them into the sky
toward the spaceport.

"Give it to him, honey." Zack's father looked
back at them from the front seat.

"Here, Zack, a new compad for you." She
handed him a flat, shiny, blue and silver card: A Cydent
Communications Cyborg, Series 7. It was about ten centimeters long
and five centimeters wide and thin enough to fit in his back pocket
without feeling like he was sitting on a lump. The C7 was one of
the newest and best external compads available. His eyes widened as
he turned it over in his hands. He knew it could hold all the games
and music that were on his old compad, with room for twice as many
on top of it, plus it had a fully functional artificial
intelligence. His old compad didn’t have an AI. It was the next
best thing to having an implanted AI assistant. For once, he could
keep up with some of the other kids in school,

"We've synced it up with your old one.” His
dad looked at him in the rear view mirror. “So everything you had
is already on it. You have some credit for the CyberStore, in case
you find something else you want or need while you're away. Try not
to spend it all on games and music before you get to Bestic."

"Thanks, you guys! This is awesome!" He
turned it on. The C7 logo appeared on the screen for a second while
it booted. His mother handed him the earpieces. He stuck them in
his ears. The voice was mechanical and tinny.

"Welcome to the Cydent Communications Cyborg,
series 7. Please state your name."

Zack spent the rest of the trip to the
spaceport setting up his new compad. While he changed some settings
and downloaded a couple of Junior Ranger apps he thought might be
useful, he thanked his parents again for the gift.

"This is really awesome, but um...when do I
get implants?"

The look on his mother's face told him what
she thought of that question. His father looked back at him. "You
have to be sixteen, Zack."

Sixteen. Four more years. His mom was
always telling him how awful it would be to have implants that kept
him continuously connected to the cyber world. Neither of his
parents had them. He didn't really care about any of that. He
wanted to have implants in his eyes that would let him see in the
dark and could tell him about everything around him. People with
eye implants could zoom in on faraway objects and never got lost
because they could see a map of the surrounding area whenever they
wanted to. It sounded so cool.

"You don't want those implants, honey." His
mother reached over and stroked his hair. She often tried to smooth
his hair when she tried to convince him to give up on something he
wanted, but it never worked, and Zack hated that when she touched
his hair like that. "What happens if they mess up and electrocute
your brain?"

"That stuff only happens in movies, Mom." At
least he hoped it only happened in movies.

Zack took a moment to look out the front of
the car. The spaceport loomed ahead, gleaming silver and black in
the desert sun. They flew in low around the north end of the
spaceport, and Zack recognized the needle-like shape of a
Pan-Galactic Gamma Ray on the tarmac. That was the ship that was
going to take him up to Goddard Habitat where the GCS
Baden-Powell would be waiting for him.

"There it is, buddy. Do you see it?" His
father pointed out the Gamma Ray to him. It was bigger than the
atmospheric vehicles in which they flew when they vacationed on
Earth. It disappeared behind the spaceport's buildings as their
car's autopilot interfaced with the spaceport's guidance network,
and they headed for a parking lot.

By the time they landed, they were so far
away from the main terminal building, Zack couldn't see it. His dad
carried his suitcase as they boarded the shuttle. He played with
his new compad, still trying to finish the setup. It kept bugging
him for a designation.

"Mom, the AI on this C7 keeps prompting me to
name it. What should I call it?"

"I don't know, honey. Why don't you call it
'DD' to remind you of home?"

Zack rolled his eyes. His father was a little
more helpful.

"It doesn't really matter, Zack. You can
always rename it later."

"Hm. Skip."

The compad replied in a mechanical voice.
"'Skip' accepted. Hello, Zack. I am 'Skip,' your new assistant.
What can I do for you today?"

That wasn't really what Zack meant to do, but
he decided he would worry about it when he had more time to think
of a better name. When they arrived at the terminal, it was
bustling with activity. He could hear announcements and
advertisements blaring over the various speaker systems.

“Altair Galactic flight 30-Alpha-436 for
Kranton VII now boarding.”

“Tired of implant-induced headaches? Genome
Corporation has the answer! Speak to one of our representatives to
learn how our patented genetic therapy can give you eyes to rival
the most acute Antean vision.”

“Warglebrax Criknorg, your escort is waiting
in the VIP lounge.”

“Hyperion Corporation has what the frequent
traveler needs. Portable fabricators on sale now. Never pack
clothes again!”

“The white zone is for immediate loading and
unloading of passengers only. There is no parking in the red
zone.”

Zack scanned the terminal and saw other
groups of kids in Junior Ranger uniforms with their parents, saying
tearful goodbyes. He hoped his mom wouldn't make a big scene. After
checking his bag, she knelt by him and gave him a hug. She looked
as though she was about to cry but was holding it together, putting
on a brave face for him. The expression on her face was the same as
the one she had when she told him his grandmother died a few years
ago. His father simply shook his hand, wished him luck and a good
time, and told him to be careful. Other mothers were wailing as if
they expected to never see their kids again.

His parents couldn't go through security with
him because only ticketed passengers were allowed through, so he
was on his own now. The guard grouped him with a bunch of other
kids so Spaceport Courtesy Associates could escort them to the
gate. He once asked his dad why they weren't called Spaceport
Security, but he only chuckled and said something about how
Courtesy Associate was less intimidating, especially to flyers from
Germany. He would have to try to remember to ask him about that
again when he returned home.


* * *


The Pan-Galactic Gamma Ray was even bigger
than it first appeared when they flew by the spaceport. Zack stared
at it from the terminal window. Several Courtesy Associates were
trying to gather the kids together.

"Come on, children. Line up. We're going to
begin boarding in a few minutes."

Lining up with the rest of his group, Zack
tried to find someone he knew. There were so many of Junior Rangers
all bunched together, he couldn't recognize anyone in the few
seconds he had to scan the group before they started shuffling
toward the gate. Some of the younger kids were sniffling. The older
kids were trying their best to look cooler than the younger ones by
ignoring them completely.

Zack played with his C7 while the line moved.
Several of the other kids commented how cool it was, except for the
older kids who scoffed, rolled their eyes and told him that
"hand-helds were so forty-second century."

He ignored them. His parents were not rich
like some of the older kids’ parents seemed to be, but they managed
to give him nice things. When he finally boarded the Gamma Ray, a
flight attendant showed him to his seat, A9. The Gamma Ray had
three seats down the center, with an aisle on either side. Along
the sides of the ship were rows of two seats each, for a total of
seven seats in each row. He almost jumped up and down when he saw
that A9 was a window seat.

Adults were starting to filter in with the
kids now. A woman in a navy blue uniform sat next to him, strapping
herself in. There were waist belts, like in regular airplanes, but
there were also shoulder belts that fastened to a latch in the
middle of the waist belt. Zack watched her buckle her straps, then
tried to do his the way he saw her do it.

"Here, let me help you." She reached over and
strapped him in. "Junior Ranger, huh?"

He nodded. She held her hand out to him.
"Lieutenant Elizabeth Herd, EAC Fleet."

Zack gazed up at her and shook her hand.
An Earth-Alpha Centauri Fleet officer on this ship? Her hair
was tied back in a bun, with only a few wisps sticking out at the
nape of her neck. Her dark skin contrasted his own light skin, and
her grip was so firm it almost hurt.

"Wow. Are you a pilot?"

"Heh. Yeah, kid, I am."

He narrowed his eyes. "Then why aren't you in
the cockpit?"

"Because this isn't my bird. My ship's docked
at Goddard Station. I was visiting some family in El Paso, so this
was the quickest way to get back up there." She flipped through a
magazine and then stuck it back in the seat pocket.

"Is it a battleship?"

Lt. Herd shook her head. "No, it's just a
light frigate. It's new. Well, new to the EAC. The Devorans donated
it for Junior Ranger use." She looked at him, an eyebrow
cocked.

"You're the pilot of the
Baden-Powell?" Zack felt like he was sitting next to a
celebrity.

"One of many, kid."

A sleepy-looking man in a similar uniform
stopped in the aisle, slapping Lt. Herd in the shoulder. "Hey,
Lizard, watch the fraternizing with the civvies."

She rolled her eyes at him. "Shut it, Rick.
There are no regs against it. Besides, this is one of our
passengers."

"Great. A boatload of kids."

"Get to your seat, Rick."

The sleepy man grinned at her and left. Zack
decided he didn't like him much. Though he knew he was a kid, he
still didn't like adults referring to him that way, especially the
way Rick said it.

"Don't mind him. He's a jerk."

"Why did he call you 'Lizard'?"

Lt. Herd looked at Zack and smiled a crooked
little smile. "It's a nickname I picked up at the Academy. Liz.
Herd. Get it?"

Zack nodded and laughed. She patted him on
the leg. "Hang on, kid. This is going to be a wild ride."


* * *


Lizard wasn't kidding when she said it was a
wild ride. Once they were airborne, the pilots engaged the rocket
engines for an extra boost of speed. When they ignited, it felt to
Zack like a kick in the
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