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      From out of a clear blue sky the shuttle descended. A glint of sunlight on its metal skin was the first sign, then the vessel itself appeared. Snub-nosed, wedge-winged, it swooped down from the upper atmosphere gracefully.

      Then it blew apart.

      A fireball split the hull into flaming pieces and shattered the wings. A heartbeat later the deafening explosion arrived. Shattered wreckage shot out across the sky at crazy angles, spinning, whirling, and finally falling like fiery hailstones. Screams of those watching mixed with the thuds and clanks of smoking fragments hitting the ground.

      Cariad would never forget the first time she saw the vid of the shuttle explosion, which had arrived on her interface screen only a minute after it happened. Horror and dismay had gripped her. She’d nearly been sick. Next came the realization that she was supposed to be aboard the craft. A dreadful, guilty relief had flooded her.

      Now, as she gazed at the carefully collected and tagged remnants that the Guardians had collected, the vivid memory of the disaster and its accompanying emotions washed over her again.

      “Are you feeling all right?” Strongquist asked.

      She had almost forgotten the Guardian standing beside her. “I’m okay. Just remembering.”

      “It was a terrible shock to the colony. Weren’t you scheduled to be aboard?”

      “I was.” She glanced at him. It was a surreptitious peek that had become somewhat of a habit. She still found it hard to believe that her companion wasn’t human. Ever since the Guardians had confessed they were androids, she had become almost obsessed with trying to find visual evidence of their artificiality. As always, she could see nothing that gave it away. Yet the creepy feeling the Guardians had given her right from their arrival had increased tenfold.

      “You were very lucky,” Strongquist remarked.

      “What? Oh, yes. Yes, I was.”

      They were inside the large warehouse the Guardians had built to store the debris from the shuttle explosion. The place was so large they had been forced to build it outside the settlement site, which was already becoming cramped as the planned buildings went up. The warehouse was therefore also outside the electric fence that protected the colonists from the local predatory wildlife. It was daylight, which meant the threat of an attack was minimal, but she was uncomfortable nevertheless. Her and Strongquist’s voices echoed in the large space and the artificial lights were painfully bright.

      “All the evidence we found during our investigations of the stadium bombing and the shuttle explosion is in the Mistral’s database,” Strongquist replied, “but I thought it might be helpful if I pointed out the most significant pieces of wreckage and explain their importance. You can ask me any questions you may have before I deactivate.”

      “Right. So what is it you want to show me?”

      He set off across the gruesome sea of shuttle remains and she followed, carefully tiptoeing between the pieces to avoid disturbing them.

      She wanted to get this transfer of responsibility for the investigation into the Natural Movement saboteurs over as quickly as possible. After realizing the detrimental effect of their presence to the colony, the rest of the Guardians had already deactivated. Strongquist would be the last of them to voluntarily put himself in suspension for an undefined duration, possibly forever.

      She could hardly wait. The two groups of colonists—the Gens, descended from the first contingent of passengers aboard the Nova Fortuna, and the Woken, who had spent the nearly two-hundred-year journey in cryonic suspension—would finally be able to learn how to work together to survive.

      With the Guardians out of the way, only the Natural Movement would remain as a fat fly wriggling in the ointment. Determined to prevent the success of humanity’s first deep space endeavor—it was not how humans were “supposed” to live—the movement’s followers had terrorized the colonists since their first night planetside.

      “Here we are,” said Strongquist. He’d brought her to a corner of the warehouse where tiny pieces of shuttle strewed the ground like macabre, twisted, metallic confetti.

      “What did this use to be?” she asked, wondering if the Guardians had even managed to identify the minute scraps.

      “We believe these pieces are all from an area around the fuel supply. Material of this composition isn’t found anywhere else on the Nova Fortuna’s shuttles.”

      “Did you find the fuel supply section itself?”

      “We found no sign of it despite extensive searching. We concluded that it must have been atomized by the explosion.”

      “So you think that’s where the bomb was?”

      “We made that inference. It makes sense that if the bomb immediately exploded the fuel it would increase the devastation. A bomb in another section of the shuttle might not have had the same effect. If the vessel had only been blown in half, for example, it was so close to the ground there would have been a slim chance of survivors. The shuttles were built for maximum safety.”

      “If only they’d been built to prevent sabotage.”

      “Indeed. It’s reassuring that you came to the same conclusion as we did so quickly. Perhaps you’ll have more success in the investigation than us.”

      “I’m certainly going to try my best. It’s clear that the saboteur knew what they were doing by attaching the bomb to the fuel supply.”

      Strongquist asked, “Do you know where that section is on the shuttles?”

      “I’m not sure. Isn’t it under the tail?”

      “It is, but very few Gens would know that.”

      “Okay. I get it.”

      “I’m sorry I can’t tell you more than that regarding this detail.”

      “Well, we have the Natural Movement tattoo that we found on our suicide, Twyla,” Cariad said. “Dr Montfort is carrying out full body examinations of every colonist. By the way, there’s something I forgot to ask you—how did you identify the saboteur on the First Night Attack?”

      “You’ll find extensive records in the Mistral’s database, but basically, several people volunteered information that a woman had been loitering around the switch on the electric fence that day as dusk was falling. After we apprehended her, we had barely begun to question her when she confessed, just like that. She said she would rather die than live unnaturally on an alien planet, though when the time came for her execution, her fear showed. I wonder now if she gave up so easily in order to throw us off the scent. At the time, I don’t think anyone suspected that there might be other saboteurs.”

      “I think you’re right. Is there anything else you wanted to tell me?” Cariad was itching to leave. The pressure of threats from outside and within the colony bore down on her. There was so much she had to do.

      “You should know that the chemicals used to create both the stadium and the shuttle bomb were the same. The main ingredient of both bombs was derived from fertilizer.”

      “Fertilizer? So one of the terrorists could be a farmer?”

      “Possibly, but I believe the connection is weak. Anyone could have accessed the supplies. However, the fertilizer wasn’t used in its original form. It was refined.”

      “All right. I understand. Refining chemicals isn’t typical knowledge for a Gen. Perhaps it was information that was passed down along with their central beliefs.”

      Strongquist acknowledged her response with a nod. “Would you like to accompany me to the Mistral? It will give you the opportunity to ask me anything you feel is important before I deactivate.”

      They stepped carefully between the shuttle remnants as they went to the exit. Outside, the soft sunshine was a pleasant contrast to the artificial glare inside the warehouse. They walked the short distance to the settlement fence, treading over the rubbery ground cover clothing the open space. Tall fern-like plants dotted the landscape.

      Inside the protective fence the streets were busy. The Gens were re-settling the tiny town after the most recent Natural Movement sabotage had destroyed their breakaway, oceanside cave system home. Cariad and Strongquist navigated the streets leading to the shuttle field.

      Although her new responsibility weighed heavily, she was glad of the distraction. She had said good bye to her Gen friend, Ethan, only two days ago and she already missed him badly. Even her task of replenishing the colony’s gene pool after the great loss of life wasn’t sufficient to stop her constantly worrying about him.

      She was also worried by Strongquist’s earlier revelation that a nearby star system held sentient life. Though the presence of extraterrestrial intelligent life forms was an amazing discovery, there was no way to tell whether they were friendly. In its current state, Concordia could not withstand an attack.

      The truth was, the situation on the planet was dire. Not for the first time, she wondered whether giving up her life on Earth and leaving behind her family and friends had been worth it. But she had no choice except to go on.
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      After two days of searching, Ethan had been forced to conclude there were no survivors of the flooding at the caves. As he flew the flitter away from the last few remnants of the disaster that had been washed ashore, his mind turned to the journey ahead.

      He’d been forced to pack hastily for his expedition, aware that injured Gens might be clinging to life on the beach, hoping for rescue. He had warm clothes and blankets, plenty of dried food, a full water tank, and a water purifier. The portable appliance had been quickly put together by a mechanic called Osias. Ethan also had an instrument that tested for substances that were poisonous to humans. Cariad had advised him to only eat Concordian plant and animal life if he became desperate.

      The most essential items he had stowed were two weapons. He had the gun he’d been issued as a farmer and a second weapon Cariad had given him—one of the Guardians’ she’d persuaded Strongquist to donate.

      Whenever he left the flitter he would be vulnerable. As well as the creatures that had preyed upon the colonists during the First Night Attack, capturing and quickly digesting their victims, Concordia was also home to predatory aquatic thread organisms. Cherry had nearly been dragged into a lake by one of them.

      What other threats the planet held he didn’t know, but he hoped to find out. Concordia wasn’t supposed to harbor any animal life larger than the average insect, but the information the probes had sent back was inaccurate or it had been tampered with. Now, no one knew what might be out here.

      Cariad had tried to persuade him to take an interface too. If he got into difficulties, he could comm the settlement and they could send a flitter out to rescue him. She’d said he would be able to access the network via satellite from anywhere on the planet. It might take a while to reach him, depending on how far he roamed, but it would be a safety net.

      He had refused. He was risking his life by going off alone. He couldn’t expect others to also risk their lives in order to help him. And he didn’t want to be in contact with the settlement. He couldn’t explain exactly why he felt so opposed to the idea, but it was something to do with the reason for his need to get away. His gut told him the answer to his problems lay in solitude out in the wilderness. The only electronic device he’d brought was a small recorder. It hung around his neck, ready to vid his journey and any organisms he came across, especially anything that seemed dangerous.

      Night was beginning to fall. The sun had set and the ocean waves and beach were growing shadowy in the dusk. Although the flitter had lights, he preferred a full view of his surroundings in this uncharted territory. He would have to stop soon, but he decided to while away the short time remaining by recording the events of the previous two days.

      He turned on the recorder. “This is Ethan, and it’s the third day of the fourth month, year one, Concordian Calendar. It looks like no one but Cherry survived the cave disaster. I haven’t managed to find anyone else still alive, though I saw one victim five minutes’ flight down the coast from the caves.” He paused and swallowed as he revisited the memory. “I was stupidly optimistic. When I saw the body, it didn’t occur to me that the person was probably dead. I flew straight at the figure, but then as I got closer, I realized that the body’s position and stillness could mean only one thing. I lowered the flitter to the sand and climbed out.

      “It was a man. He was lying face downward, the waves lapping at his feet, his arms at awkward angles. I lifted his shoulder and turned him over. His face was swollen and disfigured, and small sea creatures had already begun to eat it. I guess I should have made a vid of them but I couldn’t bring myself to. The sight was too horrible. I backed up. It wasn’t possible to tell if I’d known him.

      “I retraced my steps to the flitter. I called out several times, hoping other survivors might be lying nearby. When I didn’t hear a response, I took out a weapon and went to investigate the undergrowth, thinking someone could be unconscious in there and hadn’t heard me shouting. As I got close to the vegetation, I called out again, asking if there was anyone there and if they were injured. I told them to make a noise if they couldn’t reply. I didn’t hear anything.”

      All he’d heard was the waves on the shoreline.

      He had recorded a vid of the tall plants bordering the beach, which were different from the trees surrounding the settlement. They were smooth-skinned and branched out from a central point. Each limb split into four or five more at intervals roughly as long as his forearm. Cup-shaped receptacles stuck out from the ends of each branch.

      He’d peered between the stems to look for survivors but hadn’t been able to see anything. The plants were clumped so closely together, it wouldn’t have been possible to move through them without leaving a trail of damage, and there’d been none that he could see. Leaving the vegetation, he’d checked up and down the beach for signs of disturbance, but it was unsullied by any footprints other than his own.

      “I searched for hours that day and the next, but I didn’t find any more bodies. Even the wreckage of the supplies washed out of the caves petered out quite soon. There are plants here on the shoreline that are different from any I’ve seen before, and animals have left tiny tracks on the sand, but otherwise I seem to be the only living thing for kilometers. I don’t go near the water so I don’t know what’s in the ocean. That’s it for now.” He turned off the recorder.

      Was that the kind of information he should be recording? He guessed so. He was the first explorer of Concordia and his discoveries could prove invaluable to the rest of the colony. He resolved to record his observations every day.

      The sky was darkening quickly. He brought up the flitter’s display, which showed a map of the local terrain. He spread the map wider with his fingertips. The settlement was at the corner of it now. In one direction lay his farm and the lake. Cherry was taking care of his land while he was gone, though he didn’t know if he would ever want it back. He was finally doing what he’d always wanted to do, and not the occupation that the Manual’s role allocation system had decided for him.

      Cherry had been one of the few people he’d said goodbye to. Saying goodbye to others would have involved difficult conversations and questions he didn’t know how to answer.

      In another section of the map lay the ocean and the cave system that had recently been destroyed. The rest was unknown territory. The continent he was about to explore was the largest on the planet, which he assumed was one of the reasons it had been chosen as the site for humanity’s first extra-Solar colony. He had plenty of space to roam. For the first time in a long time, a feeling of calm and peace settled over him. He closed the flitter’s roof, shutting out the rapidly cooling nighttime breeze.

      He was traveling south, keeping the vehicle a short distance above the beach so that he had a close view of it and the bordering land. In the fading light, the landscape was changing rapidly. The many-branched plants were giving way to low, spindly bushes similar to the ones that had once covered his farm. The terrain inland was turning flat, and the sand extended from the beach between the bushes. He hoped to find some kind of hilly ground soon. Sleeping inside the only raised object for kilometers around would make him feel exposed.

      No hills appeared, however, and consulting the map told him there were none for kilometers. When he could no longer see into the distance, he stopped the flitter and increased its elevation until it was about his own height above the ground. He set it to hover. A breeze was blowing in from the ocean that would probably push him inland overnight, but it wouldn’t matter much. If the flitter encountered raised ground it would automatically lift upward to avoid a collision.

      He was about to take out a food parcel when he thought of something else to record. After turning on the device hanging around his neck, he said:

      “From as far back as I can remember, I was told I was coming to a new home. Everyone said we were special because we would be the first Gens not to die aboard the Nova. They also told us that we were deep space pioneers. If we succeeded in building a settlement outside the Solar System, it meant that humans weren’t confined to a place that would eventually no longer support life. If we could build a deep space colony, it meant that, as a species, we could be immortal. They said our descendants would grow so numerous and so advanced that one day a colony ship would depart our planet just as the Nova Fortuna had departed Earth. And so on and so on, throughout the galaxy, perhaps even billions of years into the future, maybe even spreading to another galaxy and on into eternity.”

      He paused briefly to collect his thoughts, then went on, “I was a kid at the time I was told that, and not a smart one. I didn’t really get what they were saying. But I think I understand now. I’m the first human who ever saw the things I’ve seen today and the first to pass over the ground I traveled. And for the rest of my journey it’ll be the same, whether I make it back or not. In a way, I don’t care if anyone remembers what I’ve done. I don’t want this land or that ocean named after me. But I finally get what I was told all those years ago. Though others will come after, I’m the first. When my ancestors decided to come down from the trees they didn’t know what they were doing. They had no understanding of where it might lead, and to be honest I’m not sure my own understanding is that much better. But I do get this. I feel it. I’m at the very tip of a finger of human life that’s reaching out. I just wanted to say that I’m glad and happy to be doing this, no matter what happens.”

      He turned off the recorder, deciding not to play it back to check it. He’d probably spoken nonsense and made a fool of himself, but he’d spoken from the heart and he felt better for it.

      Outside the flitter, all was dark except for starlight. He turned on the flitter’s light and pulled out some food. A lot of the supplies he’d brought were dried and required rehydrating and heating up, but some of them were ready to eat. He chewed some protein strips and washed them down with water. He also took out fresh algae cakes. They weren’t a favorite but they were nutritious and light to carry.

      After his long day’s travel, he found he was soon ready to go to sleep. He packed up loose items scattered around the cabin and pushed down the seats to make a bed. One folded blanket served as a pillow. He covered himself with the other. The soughing of the waves quickly sent him to sleep.
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      It was nighttime and he was barefoot on soft, mossy ground. Darkness surrounded him except for a row of lights shining from behind, their glow quickly fading into black night. He was heading away from the lights, looking for something, though he didn’t know what exactly. Something had disturbed his sleep and he wanted to know what it was. The air was strangely thick and he was having to force himself through it.

      A shape moved in the darkness ahead. Darker than the surrounding black, it was long and low down to the ground. The creature seemed to glide rather than walk and it was moving across his view. Was this what had made the sound he’d heard? He wasn’t sure if he wanted to get close to the thing. For some reason, it scared him.

      Yet he followed the creature, moving deeper into the night until he couldn’t see it any longer. It didn’t matter. He had something else to head toward. Lauren had appeared ahead. She was wearing a little girl’s playsuit, though she was grown up. She saw him too and waved.

      Relief overwhelmed him. He felt he’d lost her for a long time, but now he’d finally found her. He began to run toward her. He wanted to reach her before she went away again. He would tell her he wanted her to stay with him forever, and that she mustn’t ever leave.

      Then he saw the creature. It was ahead of him, moving toward Lauren. He shouted out a warning, but she didn’t seem to hear. He yelled again and again, and all the while the creature was getting closer to her. Why wouldn’t she move? She only smiled and waved and waited for him.

      He was running as fast as he could but he was getting nowhere. He couldn’t catch up to the creature. It glided along swiftly, bearing down on unsuspecting Lauren. It would reach her before he could. It would—

      He started awake, his hands reaching for Lauren. He almost cried out to warn her, to tell her a predator was about to kill her, but then the realization that he’d been dreaming hit him. His arms slumped down and the words died before they left his mouth. Where was he? He saw the starlit sky through the flitter windows and heard the waves. His memory of the last few months returned.

      Lauren was dead, and so was Dr Crowley.

      He sighed, turned over, and tried to go back to sleep. The same dream about Lauren had visited him many times. His subconscious mind couldn’t seem to accept that she was gone. It wanted to give him the chance to save her over and over again. Recurring nightmares were one reason that he’d wanted to go on his expedition, hoping that the journey might give him time to process the deaths he’d witnessed.

      Dr Crowley had always been full of good advice. He liked to think back over his conversations with her, but he couldn’t remember her saying anything about how to cope with the death of someone you loved. He guessed that if she’d been comfortable with death or wise about how to accept it, she might not have joined the Nova Fortuna Project. The doctor had outlived her natural lifespan by at least one hundred and eighty-four years. It was a shame she’d only spent one night on the planet she’d worked so hard to reach.

      Sleep was refusing to return. He moved onto his back and stared at the roof, wondering if he should give up and read for a while. Cariad had uploaded all the Wokens’ data covering what they’d discovered about Concordia. Maybe he might read something useful.

      Suddenly, the flitter tipped, rolling him over. He sat up, trying to maintain his balance as the vehicle leaned farther to one side. Something was pulling at it or trying to climb onto it in the darkness. He felt for his weapon. His fingers touched cool, smooth metal.

      Where was the thing? It was too dark for a clear view. Then he saw it. Tens of scrabbling legs appeared at the window. He knew those legs. It was a sluglimpet. He had to get it off the flitter fast. The creatures exuded a powerful acid. If the thing disabled his vehicle he would be at its mercy.

      He lowered the window and fired into the organism’s underside. The air immediately filled with choking, acrid smoke. He couldn’t breathe. He opened the other windows. The flitter was tipping precariously on its side, borne over by the creature’s weight. Though he’d hit it squarely, the sluglimpet continued to cling on. He fired at it again and another burst of suffocating smoke erupted.

      He couldn’t touch it to try to push it off or his skin would be eaten by the corrosive, digestive acid. He pulled a boot onto his foot and kicked at the thing. He’d managed to break it free a little, so he kicked harder and fired at it again. At last, the creature released its grip. A thud resounded from below.

      He raised the flitter higher and took off his boot, taking care not to touch the sticky gloop. He quickly wiped the sole clean and dropped the rag from the open window. Peering out he saw the predator hobbling slowly away into the undergrowth, black against the shadowy gray sand. It wasn’t the only one, however. As it retreated, more were emerging. He quickly raised the flitter higher still, doubling its previous elevation. He’d thought that setting the vehicle at roughly his own height above the beach would provide sufficient protection from the local wildlife. He’d clearly been wrong. These sluglimpets were larger than any he’d ever seen before.

      Had they followed him all the way from the settlement? It seemed unlikely. The creatures appeared to be widespread, living in low undergrowth as well as among trees. He watched the animals as they milled around and lifted the front halves of their bodies every so often, reaching up toward the flitter with groping legs. They knew he was here. What were they sensing? His body heat?

      He turned on the recorder and pointed it downward to capture a vid. Then, when he thought he’d recorded enough, he flew the flitter down the beach away from them. Although the predators wouldn’t have been able reach him at the new elevation, he didn’t think he would be able to sleep knowing they were roaming underneath, hungry and waiting.

      Was nowhere on the continent safe from the sluglimpets? Wherever he went, would the horrible creatures always be there waiting to attack as soon as the sun went down? He flew on, wondering what the coming weeks or months might hold.
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      It chilled Cariad to the bone to see the forty or so deactivated Guardians. They were standing still and silent, lined up in ranks in an empty room on the lowest deck of the Mistral. Part of the creepy effect was because they’d deactivated while upright, not lying down like humans in cryo. Yet they looked as human as ever, aside from the fact that none of them breathed or moved even a millimeter. Some hadn’t even bothered to close their eyes before shutting themselves down. They stared blankly ahead, their gazes unfocused. The lighting in the room was dim, yet it was bright enough to glint on the Guardians’ eyes.

      Cariad mused that if she reached out to touch an eye it would feel smooth and dry, or perhaps greasy. The impression given of moist eyes was an illusion, like everything else about these strange androids from an Earth she had never known.

      “I’m not sure whether you will believe me,” Strongquist said, diverting her attention from the motionless Guardians, “but I would like to assure you that neither we nor our creators meant any harm to the people of Concordia. I hope the fact that we have voluntarily chosen to take this hiatus from the colonization is evidence of that.”

      “To be frank, I still don’t know what to make of you all or what you intended to do here. And I think I speak for most Woken and Gens. We feel deeply deceived. I don’t know how long it’s going to take us to process and understand what you’ve done.” As she spoke, her obsession with staring at the android’s skin and hair reawakened. Strongquist looked perfectly imperfect. Uneven skin coloration, five o’clock shadow, flecks of gray in his eyebrows—everything about him was convincingly human. She marveled at the skill and artistry that had gone into making him.

      “We are aware of the problems resulting from our presence, but—”

      “Are you? Do you really understand what you did? Are you even capable of understanding? It isn’t only that you disrupted the colony, dividing us into factions by lending your support to one group. There are wider effects I can barely guess at. When it was just Woken and Gens, everyone knew the score. Sure, the two groups didn’t mix much, but they would have been brought together by the work of colonizing the planet. We had the Mandate and the Manual and we had to make a go of the colony as best we could because there was no going back. We were on our own, sink or swim.

      “Now we don’t know anything any more. Our foundation has been ripped from us. You’ve come here and told us we aren’t only the first deep-space colony, but we’re also probably human civilization’s last gasp. Can you understand how that feels? I don’t think you can. You aren’t human. You have no empathy, and you don’t even grasp basic human rights. If you did, you wouldn’t have sedated Aubriot. You’ve behaved like the machines you are from the moment you arrived. I don’t know why it took us so long to see it.”

      Strongquist looked down, as if in shame or regret. Was he only mimicking the emotions, responding appropriately to the conversation? She didn’t know. The Guardian Faina had said their minds were programmed with information from many human personalities, giving them some semblance of humanity, but Cariad didn’t know what to think about the androids anymore. “Is there anything else you want to say to me before you deactivate?”

      “Aubriot has been taken out of sedation,” he replied. “And there are some things I haven’t told you—things that we deemed inexpedient to divulge at the time.”

      “Like what? What have you got to say now? Are you going to tell me everything you said about what’s happened on Earth isn’t true?”

      “No, not that.”

      “Why should I believe you?” She gave a huff of frustration. “You could have been lying when you told us about what’s happened on Earth since we left, or you could be lying now. Why did your creators make it possible for you to lie?”

      “We were never given any information on the rationale behind our programming. If I were to guess, I would say that it wasn’t possible due to the organic origins of our mind, or to prevent us from divulging information that could be harmful to the success of the colony, or in order to make us seem more convincingly human.”

      His final comment took the wind from her sails. The android had a point. Humans could be just as deceitful as the Guardians had been. Strongquist’s guess also reminded her of something she’d wanted to ask him about before he deactivated.

      Although he had explained the reactivation process, she had no intention of waking up any of the Guardians ever again if she could help it. She wanted to get all the important discussions over while Strongquist was conscious or “switched on.”

      “Do you have anything else to tell me about the Natural Movement terrorists? You didn’t lie about that, did you?”

      “I believe we’ve been entirely transparent about our investigation into the Natural Movement infiltration of the colony. If there’s anything we didn’t tell you, it was an inadvertent omission. In any case, all of the files relating to the investigation are on the Mistral’s databases along with the historical data from Earth that we brought with us. You may be able to discover information there that eluded us.”

      “There was something else I wanted to ask you about that: Why did you invite me aboard the Mistral when you wanted to show me the vids of Aparicio? It occurred to me later that you could have just sent them to the Nova.”

      “The reason for that ties in with something we didn’t tell you because we feared it might destabilize the colony. Cariad, from the moment of the stadium bombing, we undertook extensive covert assessments of the psychological profiles of each of the Gens and Woken. Our initial motivation was to attempt to discover the bomber. However, as events unfolded, we began to use the assessments to look for individuals who were best suited to steer the colony in a more favorable direction.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? You were spying on everything we did and said?”

      “Not exactly, but we did look deeply into each individual’s history of behavior as far as it was possible. I’m aware we may have appeared ignorant to exactly what was happening politically among the colonists, but we understood more than you probably supposed. We were seeking ways to attempt to heal the schism that was developing between the Woken and the Gens. To do that, we tried to support those we identified as most likely to be able to move the divided relationships in a better direction. One of those we identified was you.”

      “Me? So you invited me to the Mistral to…?”

      “As an act of conspicuous support. We were aware of the aura of mystique we had. By inviting you to our own vessel—you were the first person we invited, remember?—we were attempting to raise your profile and status among the Woken. Your personality type isn’t the kind to seek out power over others, yet we felt you possessed the qualities needed to bring the two sides together.”

      She wasn’t sure how to take the android’s statements, but his words spurred another question. “So was it for the same reason that you helped me defuse the situation when the Gen farmers refused to hand over their weapons?” At the time, Strongquist had dropped a broad hint that gave her the means to assume temporary control and prevent any of the farmers from being hurt.

      “That’s correct. We could not openly defy Anahi after she declared herself Leader, so we did what we could to support you, knowing your actions would calm things down.”

      His words kind of made sense but she wasn’t convinced. If the Guardians had truly wanted to play politics to promote the success of the colony, they would have thrown their support behind someone else. If anyone was born to lead the colonization of Concordia, it was Ethan.

      She asked, “Is there anything else?” It felt like long past the time to say goodbye to the android, hopefully forever. She couldn’t wait to leave and close the door on the room of eerie mannequins.

      “Only one more thing,” said Strongquist. “I see that you’re irritated and impatient. You don’t feel any confidence in anything I have to say.”

      “You got that right.”

      “It’s regrettable, but perhaps inevitable in the circumstances. Well, in that case I’ll deactivate myself in a moment. The reactivation process is simple if you ever need our services in the future.”

      “Yes, it’s easy enough to start you all up again,” she said, almost flippantly. Yet now that it came to saying goodbye to Strongquist, her emotions did a somersault. Her irritation gave way to something else. She could hardly believe it, but she felt a little sorry for the machine. After all, it was self-aware, or it seemed to be, yet it was turning off its consciousness without knowing if it would ever reawaken.

      She was reminded of the moment she’d been sedated prior to her cryonic suspension for the long trip to Concordia. She’d fallen asleep not knowing if she would ever awake. If she was honest with herself, she’d been terrified. Right up to the moment the anesthetist put her under, she’d been reconsidering her decision to join the colony. In the end, it was partly the notion of how foolish she would look backing out at the last minute that had prevented her from calling the whole thing off.

      As he watched her, Strongquist suddenly looked more human than ever.

      “Doesn’t it bother you?” she asked. “Turning yourself off, I mean? We might never reactivate you, you know. Especially not after everything that’s happened. I don’t think anyone will want to take the risk.”

      The Guardian gazed directly into her eyes before answering. “I have no choice in the matter. As I’ve always said, the success of the colony is prioritized in our programming. We understand that our presence at this time is detrimental, so we must deactivate. However, I would be lying if I were to say that the action carries no personal cost. I try to think of it like this: While I am shut down, I shall be in the same state as I was before I was created. It didn’t bother me then. Why should it bother me now?”

      His words sounded like mind games. “Maybe we will need you again at some point. I guess we should stop drawing this out. What was the final thing you wanted to tell me?”

      “It’s only a suggestion. There is a holo on the Mistral’s database that might help you and the other colonists, but I would advise you to watch it alone before showing the others. You may judge it to be too alarming. I wasn’t able to show it to you previously because it gives away the secret of our origins, but I’m aware you doubt the veracity of our statements regarding the conditions on Earth prior to our departure. This holo was prepared for the time when we revealed our true identity. One of our creators explains the history and reasons behind our manufacture. I’ll send it to your personal files. If you view this holo, I’m confident you’ll be assured that we were not lying when we told you that Earth is all but uninhabitable now. It’s imperative that the colonists remain on Concordia and do their best to build a thriving settlement. There’s no future for them on Earth.”

      “Okay, I’ll watch it.”

      “Very well. It’s goodbye, then.” He smiled. It was a sad smile—a rare expression for the android.

      “Goodbye,” she replied, then she realized he couldn’t hear her. He had already deactivated. The smile on his face was frozen and would remain so until someone decided to wake him up.

      She wished he had given her time to leave before he’d turned himself off. Now she was the only living thing in a room of figures like life-sized mechanical dolls whose gears had wound down.

      She quickly went out and closed the door, then pressed the key that locked it. Despite all of Strongquist’s words, she didn’t fully trust the Guardians not to reactivate themselves. As well, Natural Movement members roamed free among the colonists, and there was no telling what any of them might do. She wouldn’t have been surprised if one of them tried to reprogram the androids and turn them into killing machines. Not very “natural” killing machines, it had to be said, but the terrorists had already shown themselves capable of truly impressive feats of cognitive dissonance. Bombs were also “unnatural” but that hadn’t bothered them.

      She paused outside the locked door. There was so much she had to do, yet for a moment, she couldn’t move. Although the Guardians’ interference had nearly brought the colony to its knees, their presence and the high tech they’d brought had felt like a safety net. Now, the colonists of Concordia were on their own.
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        * * *

      

      She walked through the corridors of the Mistral to the bridge, where the second-in-command of the Nova Fortuna had taken control. Addleson was reclining in the captain’s chair where the Guardian Faina had once sat. Addleson was a very different character from the cold, aloof android. He was suave and convivial and had a penchant for luxury. Cariad wasn’t sure where the man’s traits had come from. They weren’t ones she had deliberately selected for. Perhaps they were an unforeseen expression of certain genes or were conjoined with other attributes. Though she had been at the top of her field when she’d departed Earth, the discipline of genetics still held mysteries neither she nor other experts had managed to solve.

      “Cariad,” Addleson said when he noticed her enter the bridge. “Been tucking our friends in? It was way past their bed time.”

      “You can say that again.” She went over to him. “What have you found out about the Mistral?”

      “Well, first off, she seems to be pretty much an open book. We haven’t hit any security lockouts. Everything we encounter in the ship’s system opens easily, but frankly, a lot of what we’re finding is beyond our understanding. We’re reading the instructions the Guardians left behind.”

      “They left instructions?”

      “It’s all set out in English.”

      Cariad recalled how Strongquist had told her that English had evolved and the Guardian spoke a version the colonists wouldn’t understand. It looked like the Guardians had prepared well for their deactivation. “When do you think you’ll be able to take full control of the ship?”

      “Probably another couple of days. One thing that concerns me a little is the weapons. We don’t have anything like them aboard the Nova. All we have on her are a handful of pulse lasers to blow apart asteroids we encountered on the voyage. If we have to use the Mistral’s weapons, I don’t think I’ll have much of a clue what I’m doing. Are we likely to need to use them? When I realized the Mistral is equipped with rail guns etcetera, I thought it seemed overkill. Did the Guardians think we might attack them when they arrived?”

      “They weren’t intended for us.” She recalled Strongquist’s earlier divulgence that there was sentient life on nearby star systems.

      “Then who…? Whoa. I hope you don’t mean what I think you mean.” Addleson’s customarily upbeat expression took a hit from the new information.

      “I do. So maybe you should prioritize familiarizing your crew with the scanners. We have to keep a close watch for unexpected
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