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Chapter 1



“Hey, Ix, check this out!” A Valtraxian
scurried over to the woodpile on four of its eight legs toward Zack
and waved at him with the other four. Zack held up a stick for Ix
to examine. On it was a bright green praying mantis, which seemed
to clutch the stick as though it was hanging on for dear life.

Cocking its head, Ix chittered to itself. The
click from its translator implant occurred just before the device
translated what Ix said. After spending the last several weeks with
Ix, Zack barely noticed the click. “The resemblance to my species
is superficial at best. It only has six appendages.” Ix held up
four of its hands. “I have eight.”

“Yeah, but it does look a lot like you,
except it’s green.” Zack looked more closely at the mantis. Ix’s
carapace was mostly a yellowish-brown color with stripes.

“I suppose. I am more interested in those
omnivores at your friend’s home. What did you call them? Pogs?”

Zack placed the stick back in the woodpile
and laughed. “Pigs, or hogs.” He did not understand what Ix found
so fascinating about Tom’s pigs.

“They appear to be fairly intelligent
omnivores, yet you humans make so many food products from
them.”

Nodding in agreement, Zack felt his stomach
rumble. “Yeah, bacon.” Just thinking about it made his mouth water.
He was glad it would be dinnertime soon. “Are you worried about
taking the exam tomorrow?”

While they camped together with the Junior
Rangers earlier in the summer, Zack learned that Ix had no
permanent home and educated itself by reading and taking classes on
the Hypernet. Normally, Valtraxians served their brood mothers and
queen, but if they exercised their right to choose to make their
own way in the galaxy, they were cut off from all the resources of
their home world. They were, essentially, outcasts.

When Zack found out Ix was homeless, he
invited the Valtraxian to stay with him the rest of the summer. He
decided to make it his job to get Ix into Cytherean Academy so they
could go to school together. His parents agreed to help as much as
they could.

Ix shook its head. “I am not concerned.
According to the preparatory materials I have been reading, it
appears to be a simple, standardized test of rote memorization. I
am not sure how memorizing these facts is sufficient to determine
whether or not I qualify for entrance into Cytherean Academy.”

Those tests always worried Zack, and he did
not understand their point either. I wish I had an eidetic
memory like Ix. Zack took his test a few weeks before leaving
on his Junior Ranger camping trip and received the results en route
to Bestic. The next term started two weeks from tomorrow. Zack
wondered how they would get the results back in time for Ix to go
with him. Cytherean Academy was on Venus, so it would take a week
on public transport to fly there from Earth, and students were
required to arrive several days prior to the start of the term for
orientation.

“Well, I hope you pass. I don’t know what
we’re going to do with you if you can’t come with me.”

Ix shrugged. “In the unlikely event that I do
not pass the examination, I will work and continue learning from
the Hypernet.” It looked at the setting sun. “It is almost time for
our evening meal.”

As if on cue, Zack’s mother opened the screen
door. “Boys! It’s time for dinner. Come on in and wash up!”

Zack shook his head. No matter how many times
he reminded his mother that Ix was not a boy, she did not seem to
understand. Valtraxians had four genders. Ix was not male, female,
or incubator. It was a drone. Zack still caught himself from time
to time referring to Ix as “him”.

Ix and Zack left the woodpile in the backyard
behind and walked up to the house. Zack’s dog barked continuously
at something inside. Through the window on the back door, Zack saw
his mother moving around the kitchen. The aromas of dinner wafted
through the door as they opened it, and Zack heard Ix sniffing the
air. A quirk of Valtraxian anatomy allowed Ix to identify how the
meal would taste just from the scents it could pick out of the
air.

“It tastes like pizza, Zack.”

“Yes!” Zack pumped his fist and dashed into
the kitchen. His mother extracted a pie from the oven. Zack could
see pepperoni and sausage peeking out from the bubbling, melted
cheese.

Zack overheard the program his father was
watching on the holoviewer in the next room. It sounded like the
evening news report.

“...the System Manager said he did not
anticipate any difficulties handling the influx of new business in
the coming quarter.” The reporter’s voice was deep and only
slightly nasal. Zack heard the click which signaled his father
shutting off the holoviewer.

“Come on into the dining room, boys.” Zack’s
mother carried the pizza out of the kitchen and into the dining
room. Ix followed her. Zack shut the back door and locked it before
he followed Ix. The lingering smell of the freshly baked pizza made
his stomach growl.

Since his parents did not have any chairs
suitable for Valtraxian anatomy, Ix stood at one end of the table.
Zack’s father sat across from Ix and ran his hand through his dark
hair as Zack’s mother set the pizza on the table.

“I hope pizza is okay, Ix.” Zack’s mother ran
the pizza cutter across the pie. “I’m starting to run out of ideas
for dishes that might appeal to you.”

“Your generosity overwhelms me, Mrs. Jackson.
My digestive implants are capable of extracting nutrients from what
you call garbage. The meals you have made, since I arrived here
with Zack, have been luxurious.”

Zack’s father coughed. “We can’t have you
eating garbage, Ix.”

Ix shrugged. “It is not garbage to me. There
is little that is unpalatable to a Valtraxian. If it is
unpalatable, it is not good to eat.”

Scrunching up his face, Zack took a sip of
his water. “I don’t know. There’s a lot of stuff I don’t like that
Mom says is good for me. Maybe I’d like it better if I had a
digestive implant.”

“I doubt that, Zack.” His mom placed a slice
of pizza on Ix’s plate and then served him. She served Zack’s
father and herself last.

“It’s going to be weird without you around
here, buddy.” Zack’s dad chewed around the words. “But, I know
you’ll make some good friends at the academy, and it’s an
incredible opportunity for you.”

“I already have one friend there. Hopefully
two, if Ix gets in.”

“Well, I just worry those awful Devorans will
try to shoot down your ship again. If you crash on Venus, it won’t
be like Bestic.” Zack looked at his mom.

His father stared at her in what appeared to
be disbelief. “What? How could that possibly happen? There aren’t
any Devoran installations anywhere in EAC space. Besides, they
weren’t shooting at Zack, honey. That was a wrong place at the
wrong time situation.” Zack’s dad reached over and patted his mom’s
hand.

“Not all Devorans are like that guy,
Mom.”

Ix nodded. “It is unlikely any of those
cultists have come to this system. They were not even interested in
humans until Zack made trouble for them.”

Pursing her lips, Zack’s mom leaned toward
him. “Don’t make trouble for any dangerous people while you’re
away, Zack. You don’t need to get involved in stuff like that. Keep
your head down and in your books.”

Zack rolled his eyes and took another bite of
pizza. Geez, she’s gotten paranoid. One Devoran tries to kill me
and suddenly all of them are out to get me. He shook his head
and listened to his dad tell Ix about his current work project.
At least Dad doesn’t think every Devoran wants to kill
me.



***



Zack awoke with a start and sat upright in
bed, panting. His sheets were wet with sweat, and his pajamas were
stuck to his body. He hoped he had not actually cried out loud when
the ferok-tog in his dream tried to eat him. Ix looked up from its
hand-held game and flicked on the light. Zack was not surprised to
see Ix awake; the Valtraxian slept far fewer hours than a
human.

“Another disturbing dream?”

Nodding, Zack threw off the covers and swung
his legs out of the bed. “I didn’t make any noise, did I?”

“I do not believe your parents heard you. You
should tell them, though. I know they would try to fix you.”

Zack shook his head. “I don’t need fixing.
They’re just dreams.” He left Ix to its game and padded down the
hallway to the kitchen. DD, the family dog, looked up from her bed
and wuffed at him. Zack scratched her head as he passed by and
grabbed a glass from the cabinet. He filled it from the water
dispenser.

The lights flickered on in the kitchen. He
squinted against the glare and looked around. He noticed his mother
standing at the threshold of the hallway that led to the master
bedroom. “Did you have another bad dream, honey?”

Shaking his head, Zack finished his water.
“No.”

“We heard you shout.”

“Ix said I didn’t make that much noise.”

Zack’s mom walked over to him and pulled him
into a hug. He grimaced and tried to pull away.

“It’s okay, honey. You’ve been through a
lot.”

“Mom, I’m fine.”

“We want you to talk to someone. If not us,
maybe a doctor. We can arrange for some counseling on Cytherea for
you.”

Zack sighed and pulled away from her. “I
don’t need to talk to a doctor. They’re just dreams!”

Pursing her lips, she shook her head. “I just
don’t want you to go all the way to Venus and have these nightmares
keeping you up all night. You can’t learn when you’re exhausted all
the time.”

Zack placed his empty glass in the sink and
walked back toward his room. His mother followed him. He flopped
back down into his bed, regretting it as soon as he hit the clammy
sheets. His mom looked at Ix. The Valtraxian was nestled in his
pile of sheets and blankets. Ix claimed the setup was more
comfortable for it than trying to fit into a bed designed for
humans. It worked out well for Zack and his family, as well, since
Zack’s room was not big enough for an extra bed.

“Don’t you ever sleep?”

Ix cocked his head. “Yes. I do not require as
much involuntary unconscious time as Zack.”

“Have you studied for your test?”

“As much as is practical, Mrs. Jackson. I
possess an eidetic memory. Looking at the material again will not
be helpful.”

Zack’s mom threw up her hands and turned out
the light. “Well, go back to sleep if you can, Zack. I’m going to
start breakfast soon. Ix will need a full stomach if he’s going to
do well on the test.”

Ix’s eyes reflected the glow from its game
and after Zack’s mother left, leaned toward Zack. “I do not have a
stomach. Valtraxians have gizzards. Also, have you explained to her
that I am not male?”

“I’m glad you waited until she left, Ix. I
don’t think she cares, and yes, I’ve told her more than once you’re
not a male. She doesn’t get how your species can’t just be boys and
girls.” Zack pulled the covers over himself and hoped the
ferok-togs would stay away this time.



***



Though Zack was not visited by any ferok-togs
for the rest of the night, he had a few dreams he did not
understand about that Devoran girl he met on the way to Bestic. He
noticed Ix was still playing its game when he awakened and pushed
himself out of bed. Rubbing his eyes, he stumbled toward the door.
Light filtered its way through his bedroom window into the house,
bathing everything in a soft orange glow.

Ix followed as Zack walked to the kitchen.
His mother stood at the beverage dispenser in her pink robe,
filling drinks for everyone. Zack’s father sat at the table in his
suit, munching on some bacon.

“Good morning, boys.”

“Ix isn’t a boy, Dad.”

Ix chittered. “I am a drone.”

“Well then, good morning, boy and drone.” He
took a drink from his coffee mug.

Yawning, Zack plopped down into his chair. Ix
assumed its place at the table opposite Zack’s father. His mom
placed a glass of orange juice in front of him and a glass of water
in front of Ix. She handed Zack a plate of eggs, bacon, and toast
and then worked on Ix’s special breakfast of shoots and leaves.

“I found these at the market, Ix. I thought
you would like something special before your test.” She sat a plate
of it in front of the Valtraxian and then finished assembling her
own breakfast.

“Thank you, Mrs. Jackson.”

“Ready for the big test, Ix?” Zack’s dad
spoke in between forkfuls of scrambled eggs. Mrs. Jackson brushed
some lint off his shoulder as she walked past him to take her seat
at the table.

“I am ready. Do you know how long I will have
to wait to learn of the results?”

“It was a few weeks before we received Zack’s
results. They came back when you were on your way to Bestic,
remember?”

“Dad! That’s not enough time. School starts
in two weeks!” Zack slammed his juice down, splashing some out of
the glass and onto the table.

His mom clucked her tongue and tossed Zack a
rag. “Clean that up, Zack, and be more careful.” She thought for a
moment. “Perhaps they have some sort of expedited scoring for
people who are taking the exams so close to the start of the
term.”

Zack’s dad shrugged. “Yeah, maybe. Ask when
you drop Ix off. What are you going to do today, Zack?”

Zack assumed he would go with Ix to the
testing center. He had not thought about any alternatives. He
shrugged. “I don’t know. Go see Tom, I guess. I can’t go with
Ix?”

Shaking his head, Zack’s dad took another
drink of coffee. “They say only students who are taking the test
should go to the testing center.” He looked at his watch and jumped
out of his chair. “Nuts! I’m running late.” Zack’s dad kissed his
mom and waved goodbye to Zack and Ix. “Good luck, Ix!”

Mrs. Jackson shook her head as he left.
“Zack, be a dear and clear your father’s plates when you take care
of yours and Ix’s.” When they were all done with breakfast, Zack’s
mom left with Ix and headed to the testing center in Cheyenne.

“Good luck, Ix! I know you’ll be going with
me to Cytherean Academy!”

Ix shook Zack’s hand. “I do not think random
chance will assist me, but I appreciate your good intentions.”

Zack’s mom kissed him. “Don’t get into any
trouble while we’re gone. Call me if you need anything.” Zack
watched them leave and went back into the house. Since they would
be gone most of the day, Zack decided it was a good thing he was
not going with them. After cleaning up the dishes, he called Tom on
his C7 compad. When the automated answering system picked up, Zack
remembered that Tom and his father were still on an extended
fishing trip in Canada, and since Tom’s mother worked in Salt Lake
City, she was not home to answer, either. He left a message.

“Hey, Tom, it’s Zack. I forgot you were away.
I wish we could’ve hung out at least once since we haven’t had an
opportunity to catch up after my trip to Bestic, but I don’t think
you’ll be back before I have to leave for Cytherean Academy. I’ll
try to remember to send you a message once I get there.
Well...bye.”

Sighing, he clicked off the screen on his C7
and settled into the family Virtual Reality pod to play some
games.



***



By the time Ix returned from the testing
center, Zack was outside playing with DD. They were playing her
favorite game of fetch. Zack hated how slobbery the ball became
after a few rounds, though, and kept having to squeeze the juice
out of it.

His mom’s car came into view as he squeezed
the ball for the umpteenth time. DD barked and jumped around him,
impatient for him to throw the ball. He threw the ball toward the
backyard as the car turned into the driveway.

DD ran after it, stopping halfway through the
yard to chew on a spot on her hip. After a few seconds of that, she
appeared to remember she was supposed to be chasing a ball and
sprinted after it. Zack shook his head and watched the car pull up.
The backdoor opened, and Ix scuttled out of the car. Earth vehicles
were not designed for Valtraxians, so Ix had to lie across the
backseat whenever they took it somewhere. It skittered over to Zack
at the same time DD returned with the ball. She barked with the
ball in her mouth, jumped around, and pawed at Ix. Ix squealed and
tried to push her away.

“She likes you, Ix.” Zack laughed at his
friend’s discomfort.

“Perhaps. I find her enthusiasm for me
uncomfortable. Sometimes, I wonder if she finds me appetizing.”

Zack grabbed DD’s collar and rubbed her ears
in an attempt to calm her. “Maybe. I have seen her eat bugs
before.”

Ix chittered and chirped, though its
translator remained silent. Zack’s mom walked around the car and
took hold of DD’s collar, shooing her toward the house.

“You boys can stay outside for a little
while. I haven’t decided where we’re going to eat, but I think
we’ll be eating out tonight. Maybe I’ll have your father bring
something home.”

“Okay, Mom.” Then and there, Zack decided
there was no point in trying to get his parents to stop referring
to Ix as a boy, and the Valtraxian seemed resigned to the fact that
Zack’s parents would assign Ix a gender regardless of what they
were told. His mom let the dog inside as he and Ix walked to the
backyard.

“How did the test go?” Zack scuffed his feet
on the ground, kicking up dirt as he walked.

“I believe I may have missed one question. It
was worded poorly, and I may have misinterpreted the meaning.”

Zack looked at Ix. Sometimes, he could not
tell if the Valtraxian was joking. Ix looked serious. “Gee, one
whole question. I hope they don’t disqualify you for that.”

Grabbing his arm, Ix stopped. “I understood
the margin for error was larger than that!” Ix chittered and tilted
its head.

Zack laughed. “I was joking, Ix. I know that
I sure as heck missed more than one, and they let me in.”

When they reached the back fence, Zack hopped
up on the top rail. The fence was old and weathered, designed more
for decoration than to actually keep anything in or out of the
yard. Ix propped itself up against one of the vertical posts. The
sun descended in the west, coloring the sky in hues of orange and
red while the hills and mountains cast long shadows.

“Your mother asked if they could expedite my
results. They were non-committal.”

“Oh. Well, I hope they figure out if you can
come to the Academy before I leave tomorrow.”

Ix nodded. It stared off into the distance,
though it was difficult to determine that for certain since the
species Ix belonged to did not have eyelids. Zack did not want to
be the one to break the silence, but sometimes when Ix became lost
in thought, he found the lack of motion and sounds from his friend
unnerving.

Coughing, Zack tried to get Ix’s attention.
“You do want to come to the Academy with me, don’t you?”

“Yes. The education would be far superior to
what I could achieve on my own without formal instructors.”

“Yeah.” Zack watched a lizard scurry around
on some rocks on the other side of the fence. I hope Ix’s scores
come back soon. Tomorrow would be good. Maybe my nightmares
will go away soon, too. If Ix came with him, he would have a friend
entering with him at the same time, which would make going to
Cytherean Academy easier. Jenny started last year, so he doubted
they would share any classes.

Zack picked at the fence, plucking off small
pieces of wood and tossing them to the ground.

Ix stroked his arm. “You seem anxious. Is
something wrong?”

Zack sighed and shrugged. “For some reason,
meeting new species doesn’t bother me, but I hate meeting new
humans.” Zack wished he knew why that was, but he knew it was the
reason he was more nervous about going to Cytherean Academy than he
was about going camping on Bestic with the Junior Rangers last
month.

“Humans can be unpredictable.”

“Anyone can.”

Ix cocked its head. “That is true, but
perhaps you have preconceived notions about the way non-humans
should act. From experience, you know you can’t predict how humans
will act.”

Zack shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe.
Maybe I just don’t like people as much as Ersidians and
Valtraxians.” He stared at the horizon. Ix chittered to itself.

The sound of an approaching skycar broke the
silence surrounding them. Zack looked into the western sky,
shielding his eyes from the sun. It looked like his father’s car.
His father often flew by the house before landing on the expressway
to give the family notice that he was near home. Zack didn’t
understand why he did not just call.

Ix looked at Zack. “Why does he fly so
perilously close to the house each night before landing?”

Zack shrugged. “Beats me. Maybe he thinks
it’s fun. Come on, Ix. We should go inside.”



***



Dinner turned out to be Chinese take-out
Zack’s dad brought with him from San Angeles. While his mom was
happy she did not have to cook tonight, she seemed less than
thrilled that she would still have to clean up the dishes.

“I can do that for you, Mrs. Jackson.” Ix
skittered behind her, carrying an armful of plates to the sink. It
turned on the water and searched for the soap.

“Oh, that’s not necessary, Ix. You’re a guest
in our home. Normally, I’d make Zack do it, but I’m giving him time
off since he’s going away.” She tousled Zack’s hair as she went
past.

“Yeah, just recycle them, Ix.” Zack walked
his empty glass to the recycling unit. Since every house had a
fabrication unit, they recycled everything into raw materials for
the fabricator to manufacture whatever they needed. His mother
intercepted him and grabbed the glass from his hands.

“We’re washing them for now, Zack. We’ve
spent too many energy credits making you new clothes. It won’t kill
us to wash the dishes and reuse them for a few weeks.”

Zack ran his fingers through his hair to fix
what she messed up and returned to the table to listen to his dad,
who was in the middle of a story.

“So, this big Ersidian comes up to him and
says ‘Well, I heard that you’re nothing but a big, slimy
krunkhead,’ and he pushed him off the building!”

“Oh my!” Zack’s mom put her hands up to her
mouth. Zack thought she must have missed the part earlier in the
story where his dad mentioned the guy was a Ryll.

“As he’s falling, we see him reach up and
mess with his helmet. Out he comes, pouring out of that suit like a
slimy bucket of clear pudding. SPLAT!” Zack’s dad hit the table
with his hand. “We all rushed downstairs to see if he needed help.
By the time we got there, he was back in his suit, but it was so
dented from the fall that he looked like he’d been hit by a truck.”
Zack’s dad laughed. “So he’s there, herking and jerking like
Frankenstein’s Monster, trying to walk in a flattened environment
suit, and get this—when we get there, he turns to the Ersidian and
says ‘Smug retort phrased as a rhetorical question: I know I am,
but what are you?’”

Ix chirped and cocked its head. Zack just
looked at his dad as he laughed, wiping tears from his eyes. His
mom sat down, shaking her head.

Zack’s father shrugged. “I guess you had to
be there.”

“Why do Ryll always tell you what they’re
going to say before they say it, Dad?” Though Zack had never seen a
Ryll before, he knew they were large amoebae-like sapients, who
were required to wear sophisticated environmental suits, which made
them look like old twentieth-century astronauts, so they could
interact with the rest of the galaxy.

“Well, their translators speak in an absolute
monotone, so they preface what they’re saying so you know what mood
they’re in.”

“Humans cannot detect the pheromones and
other chemicals they use to convey moods and intentions when
communicating amongst each other.” Ix scooped a helping of what
looked like lo mein onto its plate while pouring itself a drink.
Zack thought it must be convenient to be able to use four arms at
once.

“Can Valtraxians?”

Ix shook its head. “Not with Ryll. They just
smell strange.”

Zack’s mom changed the subject. “Ix finished
his test very quickly. I was impressed.”

Ix shrugged with two pairs of arms. “Rote
memorization tests are not difficult.”

Ix and Zack’s parents dominated the
conversation, as they finished dinner and continued discussing the
benefits and drawbacks of various types of tests. Zack merely
grunted in reply when asked his opinion on the matter since he did
not like taking any sort of academic examinations. The best test
is the test I don’t have to take. He interrupted once to ask Ix
to pass more lo mein.

After dinner, Zack decided he would see if
any of the casual games on the Virtual Reality pod appealed to him.
He already transferred all his saved games to a portable unit to
take to Venus with him, so it would have to be something simple
that would not affect those games and did not require a commitment
of time. He cleared his place at the table and asked to be excused.
His mother’s facial expression and the way she picked at her food
indicated she wanted to be excused, too. 


Chapter 2


While Ix and Zack’s dad continued their
discussion around the kitchen table, Zack went into the den. As he
pulled up the VR pod’s menu, his C7 chimed, alerting him to an
incoming message. He checked the log and saw the message was from
Mungus. It was addressed to Jenny, as well. The Ersidian cleared
his throat and tossed his braids over his shoulders. Zack could see
a couple of the braids were cut short where Mungus had given one
each to him, Jenny, and Ix.

“Hey, Zack, Jenny. I finally got home. The
ship from Goddard Station broke down, and we had to wait for a
repair tug from Devorus. I tell ya, some of these public transports
are total pieces of junk. At least we traveled along a major
shipping lane, so we didn’t have to worry about pirates.”

“Anyway, I got back home, and my sire put me
to work right away. He decided we needed another hand on board one
of the cargo haulers running up in the mountains between Taella
City and Orrinaas. I don’t know why he sent me. I was supposed to
be going to school for administrative training, not busting my butt
loading and unloading ore. Oh well, at least I won’t get fat and
squishy, and he says it’s only until we get a load of bots to do
this work for us. Personally, I think he likes makin’ his kids
sweat. I overheard him talking with my dam one day, and he said it
builds character or something stupid like that.”

Mungus coughed, covering his mouth with his
hand. One cough turned into a fit, and when it was over, his eyes
watered. “Oh yeah, and I caught something from a dirty Uurt on that
transport. You think he would have cleaned that muck off himself
before getting on. The doctors say it should pass in a few days. I
hope so. My sides hurt from coughing so much.”

His eyes flicked off screen and then back.
“My break’s almost over, so I should go. I’ll call again later,
when I get some more time. Maybe after this next run. Zack, don’t
forget to send me those pictures. My sire doesn’t believe my story
about the ferok-tog. I should’ve left its blood on my blade. Take
care, you two!”

The call flickered and ended.

“Who was that, honey?” Zack’s mom walked into
the den. She sat down in one of the chairs opposite the vidscreen
on the wall.

“Mungus. He just got home.”

“Is that the Ersidian boy you met on your
trip?” She turned on the vidscreen and muted the volume while she
browsed through the channel guide.

“Yeah.” Zack sat down in the chair next to
his mother. “He said his ship broke down on the way back to
Ersid.”

Shaking her head, Zack’s mom clucked her
tongue. “He’s lucky pirates didn’t kill them all. It’s so dangerous
these days.”

Zack rolled his eyes and rose from his seat.
“Is it okay if Ix and I go outside?”

“Don’t stay out too late. We have to get up
early tomorrow.” Zack’s mom settled on a program and turned the
volume back on. Zack left the den and went back to the kitchen. His
dad explained to Ix how they reinforced buildings to withstand
earthquakes.

“Hey, Ix, want to go outside?”

“It’s getting late, don’t you think, buddy?”
Zack’s dad pushed his chair back and took his glass to the
recycling unit and then shook his head and took it to the sink.

“It’s the last time I get to go outside until
the term is over, Dad.”

Ix shook its head. “I still need to gather my
possessions and secure them for transportation in case I am
admitted.”

Zack’s dad harrumphed. “If you want to go
outside, go ahead. Just don’t be out there too late. We have an
early day tomorrow. I’ll be in the den if you need me.”

Sighing, Zack watched his dad go into the
den. “I guess I’ll finish packing, too.” He followed Ix down the
hall to their room.

“Oh, hey. I got a call from Mungus.”

“Is he well?”

“Yeah, seems like it.” Zack played the
message back for Ix. The Valtraxian chittered to itself.

“Public transportation to Ersid always has
difficulties. I do not understand why it is not better
maintained.”

Zack shrugged. He did not know anything about
public interstellar transportation, other than it existed and was
used by most of the populace to travel from system to system.

The disarray in his room gave the appearance
that he was moving out. In a way, I guess I am. Each
first-year student was permitted one parcel of personal
possessions, and every dorm room had a fabrication unit at the
disposal of the four students who shared it, so there was no need
to bring a lot of clothing. Zack’s bag contained just enough
clothing for him to have clean clothes each day while he was on the
transport between Earth and Venus.

He looked around the room again. Ix put the
few trinkets it had collected over the last few weeks away with
care. Zack could not find anything else of value he wanted to take.
He had his portable VR interface, his reader, and a tablet. His C7
and the braid Mungus gave him would remain with him on his person
for the whole trip.

Sitting on his bed, he flicked on his C7. He
activated the artificial intelligence.

“Good evening, Zack. How can I help you?”
Skip was always ready to help.

“Skip, download all the newest guides for
Venus and Cytherea. I want to make sure that I have the most
updated information this time.” Zack discovered too late during his
trip to Bestic that the Junior Ranger guidebooks he downloaded were
fifty years out of date. They proved less than helpful when he and
his friends were lost in the wilderness.

“Acknowledged. They will be ready for you by
tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks, Skip.”

“You’re welcome, Zack.”

Still fully clothed, Zack lay back on his
bed. That’s that. The last thing I needed to do. He still
wanted to go outside one last time but did not want to go alone. He
wondered why it took so long for Ix to pack. The Valtraxian did not
have that many things. As he watched his friend putter around the
room, his eyelids grew heavy.

Drifting off to sleep, Zack forgot all about
going outside for one last look at the Wyoming stars.


***


“Zack. Zack.”

Something nudged Zack’s foot. He bolted
upright in bed, certain a ferok-tog was about to eat him. He
clicked on the light. It was only Ix.

Zack yawned and rubbed his eyes. “What? What
time is it?” He looked at the window. The sky was lighter than he
expected. He felt as though he had just fallen asleep. Looking down
at himself, he saw that he had, in fact, slept all night in his
clothes.

“It is 5:45 a.m. I think your family canine
wants to devour me.” Ix pointed at DD. She wagged her tail and
woofed.

They needed to be up at six. Zack stretched
and yawned again. At least Ix waited until it was close to waking
time. Calling DD over to him, Zack scratched around her ears.

“You don’t want to eat Ix, do you, girl?”

DD ruffed and licked Zack’s hand. Hopping out
of bed, he shooed DD out of his bedroom and then headed for the
shower. By the time he finished cleaning himself up and getting
dressed, Ix was already at the breakfast table. His father poured
drinks for everyone while his mother shuffled around putting food
on plates and sighing. DD relaxed in the corner, watching everyone
move around the kitchen.

His mother made spiced chocolate chip waffles
with sausage. The smell of the maple syrup reminded Zack of the day
he left for Bestic, just a few short months ago, when his mother
served up a similar breakfast. He normally preferred chocolate chip
pancakes, but his mom’s experimentation with a new waffle recipe
was, for once, not a bad thing.

Zack poured an ample amount of syrup on his
waffle, making sure every indentation was covered. He passed the
jug to Ix. The Valtraxian poured a bit on its plate and tasted
it.

“This is not that insect vomit, of which we
spoke, is it? Honey?”

Laughing, Zack covered his mouth to keep bits
of food from flying across the table. Aghast, his mother’s jaw
dropped. He knew whatever trouble this caused would be worth
it.

Zack’s father looked at his son with a raised
eyebrow. “Would you like to explain that, son?”

Swallowing his food, Zack sipped some milk
while he formulated a response. “Mungus teased us about how honey
was insect puke while we were flying to Bestic. He thought it was
gross.”

Zack’s mother shook her head and frowned. “It
is gross, dear. Ix, honey is not vomit, and this is not honey.”

“Well, technically...”

Zack’s father cleared his throat and gave
Zack a look he knew to mean that he should not continue his current
train of thought. “We don’t think of it in that way, Ix. Honey is a
manufactured product. It’s just not manufactured in the way humans
would do it. Humans can manufacturer a product similar to honey,
but it is not nearly as flavorful and lacks many of the health
benefits natural honey possesses.”

“Understood. What is this viscous liquid,
then?”

“It’s maple syrup, dear.” Zack’s mom drowned
her butter-covered waffle in the syrup. Zack did not understand why
she used so much butter and syrup. It was probably all she tasted.
He liked the way even plain waffles tasted.

“It’s tree sap, Ix.” Zack shoved another
forkful into his mouth. He did not know what spices his mother put
in the waffles besides cinnamon, but they added a kick that was
almost tropical.

“I am beginning to wonder if there is
anything on this planet you humans do not eat.” Ix tilted its head
and helped itself to a waffle.

“That’s not going to make you sick, is it?”
His mother eyed Ix’s plate as if it were a nest of vipers.

“I boosted my implant last night. It should
allow me to enjoy Zack’s special breakfast with no ill effects.” Ix
ate with mechanical precision. It was a stark contrast to the way
Zack and his father shoveled the food in and the way his mother ate
with dainty movements, almost as though she were afraid of
upsetting the food she ate.

“You certainly eat quickly, Ix. You should
slow down, enjoy the food. Analyze the flavors. It’s a whole
experience.” Zack's dad talked around a mouthful of sausage. Zack’s
mother pursed her lips and stared at her husband with narrowed
eyes. Zack chuckled. At least she gets on him about talking with
a mouthful, too.

Ix shrugged. “While my digestive implants
allow me to extract nutrients from a wide variety of organic
materials, I do not really taste food the way you humans do. To a
Valtraxian, eating is just the way we fuel our bodies. That is one
reason I can subsist on what you find unpalatable or even
poisonous.” It pushed its cleaned plate away.

“However, I do have preferences for certain
food textures over others. The crispy outside coupled with the
light interior was most pleasing.”

“Thanks, Ix!” Zack mom smiled. She rose from
her seat and took Ix’s plate and her own plate to the sink before
finishing her cup of coffee.

“Big day today. You boys ready?” Zack’s dad
finished his last bite of sausage and laid his dishes in the
sink.

Zack nodded. Ix rubbed one of its antennae.
“I still have not received word about my test scores.”

“No?” Zack's dad walked over to one of the
Hypernet terminals. He searched through the messages that arrived
during the night. “Aha! Here it is. Arrived after we went to bed
but was shunted to the Junk folder for some reason. Sorry about
that.” He tapped at the screen to send the results to Ix’s internal
Hypernet-access implant.

Ix stood still for a moment and then dipped
its antennae. “I answered one question incorrectly. I maintain it
was poorly worded.”

Zack looked to his mom and dad and then at
Ix. “So, does that mean you’re admitted?”

“Apparently.”

Jumping up, Zack knocked over his glass of
milk. “All right!” He held up his hands to give Ix a double-high
five. Ix stared at Zack’s hands. DD jumped up from where she lay
and hopped around Zack, barking.

Zack’s mom righted the glass. “Zack, really!”
She walked over to the cabinet and tossed him a rag.

Zack cleared his throat and lowered his
hands. “Sorry, Mom.” He looked at Ix. “I guess you haven’t learned
that one yet.” He grabbed the rag and sopped up the milk on the
table.

When breakfast was over, Mr. Jackson cleaned
up the kitchen while Mrs. Jackson went back to Zack’s room to make
sure he and Ix packed everything they would need. Zack’s father
acquired a ticket for Ix to go to Venus, they loaded up the car,
and they were on their way to Mojave Spaceport five minutes ahead
of schedule. As they ascended to the long-distance sky lane, Zack
looked down at his home receding into the distance. I guess I’ll
see you later, old house.


***


Mojave Spaceport was located in the desert of
southern New Mexico. Due to its remote location and predictable
weather, it was one of the major hubs for surface-to-orbit commerce
and transportation on the North American continent. Skycars and
buses flitted around the parking lots like flies. In the distance,
Zack could see space vehicles taking off from runways and launch
pads. Despite the flurry of activity, Zack thought traffic seemed
to move slowly this morning.

His father maneuvered the car into a
landing-approach vector. Zack tapped his foot on the floorboard and
bounced in his seat as they got stuck behind what looked like a
fleet of buses. His mom asked him to stop, and even Ix shot him
what could pass as an annoyed look from a Valtraxian.

When they finally pulled up to the departures
terminal, Zack was the first one out of the car. He tugged at the
trunk lid to no avail in an attempt to open it. It popped open only
when his father unlocked it from inside. A skycap walked over and
helped them unload their luggage, checking their destination tags
and tickets before whisking the bags away to be processed.

Zack’s mom took Ix and Zack inside the
terminal. It had a high, arched ceiling. Judging by the signs and
advertisements, the terminal was supposed to be evocative of an old
airplane hangar as seen through the eyes of someone fascinated with
neon lights. While they waited for Zack’s father to park the
skycar, Ix watched passengers come and go. Zack’s mom fussed with
Zack’s clothes and hair. Her eyes seemed misty and were red-rimmed,
though Zack did not see any actual tears. As he tried to brush her
away, they were bombarded with audio from myriad advertisements and
announcements.

“Tired of your busy modern life? Rustic
Excursions has the answer for you! Go camping on the slopes of
Olympus Mons! Cuddle the night away with a once-in-a-lifetime trip
to the Ice Palace of Europa! The adventure of a lifetime can be
yours today! See a Rustic Excursions representative for more
information.”

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

“Why waste time and energy recycling those
dirty dinner plates? Hyperion Corporation’s new dish washing
cabinet uses recycled wastewater from your home to clean the dishes
so you can reuse them over and over. So easy, even a Series 1
Bioreplicant Laborer can use it!”

“EAC Federal Flight 827/3 for Vilicus
Construction Habitat 3 now boarding at Launchpad 7.”

“Introducing the new 4213 Zephyr from
Neptronium Motors! Come test drive one today, and fall in love with
the luxury you never knew you were missing!”

Zack’s dad marched in from outside, shaking
his head. “Sorry about that. There was an overturned luggage cart.
Bags everywhere!”

They got into the check-in line as Zack
adjusted his carry-on bag. The line moved quickly, and they arrived
at the security checkpoint with over an hour to spare. Zack’s
parents did not have much to say to Ix as it moved through the
checkpoint.

“Good luck, Ix. Watch out for Zack. It was
good having you stay with us.”

“Thank you for your hospitality and
assistance.” Ix bowed to them and scurried through the
checkpoint.

When it was Zack’s turn, his mother could no
longer hold back the tears. He found himself choking up as well but
managed to keep it together.

His father offered him his hand. “Good luck,
son. I know you’ll make us proud.” When Zack took his hand, his dad
pulled him into a hug. He hugged Zack with enough force that he
found it difficult to breathe until his dad released him. “Don’t
let anyone intimidate you or push you into things you’re not
comfortable with. Remember, some of the other first-years will be
older than you, maybe some will be younger. But don’t go growing up
too fast, okay?” His mom wiped her eyes and nodded in agreement.
She hugged Zack but said nothing, save for a whispered, “I love
you.”

The words Zack wanted to say caught in his
throat. He just nodded and walked through the security checkpoint.
See you guys in a year or so.


***


Zack thought waiting for boarding time was
always the worst part of travel, no matter where he traveled. He
and Ix played some games on Ix’s handheld system to pass the time,
but whenever he would check the clock, it appeared as though no
time had passed at all.

Finally, though, the announcement Zack had
waited for blared through the Spaceport’s public address
system.

“Venus Express Flight 327 for Cytherea now
boarding at Gate 42.”

Zack jumped up, handing the game back to Ix.
“Finally!” He grabbed his bag and jogged up to the gate. “Come on,
Ix.”

They moved through the boarding line and were
ushered onto the shuttle. While it was announced as Venus Express
Flight 327, it was actually a shuttle that would take them up to
the ship, which waited in orbit to transport them to Venus: Venus
Express’s Hermes. Once the shuttle was loaded, the flight
attendants sealed up the cabin doors and double- checked everyone’s
restraints, and then they were off.

The shuttle raced to orbit. Within minutes
Zack felt the familiar queasy feeling of zero-gee as the shuttle
entered an interception orbit, scheduled to bring them within
docking range of the Hermes within the hour.

Unlike on his trip to Bestic, Zack had a good
view of the Hermes as the shuttle approached it. The main
hull of the ship was a long tube. One end contained the command
center, in which the crew worked in zero-gee for the duration of
the trip. The other end held the massive engines which would push
them out of orbit and toward Venus. Four counter-revolving rings
were positioned between the command center and the engines. Zack
thought they looked like four hula hoops around the ship’s middle.
On either side of the vessel just beyond the rings, two arced
structures connected the command center with the engineering
section. Zack could see docking ports between the rings on the main
hull of the ship.

Zack pulled out his C7 and activated the
artificial intelligence, Skip.

“Hello, Zack. What can I do for you?”

“Skip, what are those two things that run
along the side of the ship?” He pointed the camera on his C7 at the
Hermes.

“On a Falcon-class Swift Transport like the
Hermes, those serve as observation decks. The viewports are
open at the captain’s discretion, usually when departing or
arriving at a planetary body or other scenic destination.”

“Thanks, Skip.”

“You’re welcome, Zack.”

Zack clicked off his C7 and watched as the
shuttle neared the Hermes. The shuttle and ship were locked
in a slow ballet as they drew closer and closer until the
Hermes filled the viewport.

“Beginning docking procedure.” The pilot’s
voice preceded the closing of the viewport shields. Zack checked
the time on hic C7; only two more hours before the Hermes
would fire up its main engines and move out of Earth’s orbit on its
way to Venus.

If there had not been an announcement, Zack
would not have been able to tell when the shuttle connected with
the Hermes. The pilot achieved the smoothest docking Zack
ever felt in his limited space flight experience. Flight attendants
helped the passengers transfer themselves and their belongings to
the Hermes, and Zack and Ix were directed to their cabin in
Beta Ring, berth forty-four. Attendants were posted at regular
intervals along the corridor to help passengers find their way.

As they moved away from the shuttle and
toward the cabin rings, Zack saw more and more kids near his own
age. No doubt, they were all students awaiting transport to
Cytherea. Each cabin ring consisted of a central corridor
containing cabins on either side. The rings spun at a rate which
allowed them to simulate seventy-five percent of the gravity
inhabitants felt on Earth. Passengers could make the whole trip
experiencing zero-gee only during their flight from Earth to orbit
and during the transfer from shuttle to their cabins. Zack felt
light-headed from the lighter-than-Earth gravity in the cabin
rings. He had to concentrate to keep from staggering into a wall or
one of the other passengers, as he and Ix walked to their
cabin.

The cabin was smaller than what they shared
on the Baden-Powell earlier this year. It lacked a private
bathroom and was little more than two beds and a small table with
two chairs under a viewscreen. Zack was originally assigned a
different cabin mate, but when Zack’s dad acquired Ix’s ticket, he
contacted Venus Express and arranged for Zack to share his cabin
with Ix instead.

Zack tossed his bag on the bed and turned on
the viewscreen. It had full Hypernet access. “Hey, the viewscreen
works! This will be way better than our trip to Bestic!”


***


A knock at their cabin door interrupted their
exploration of the cabin. Zack opened the door to see one of the
flight attendants standing there holding a tablet. He wore a simple
two-piece blue and silver uniform. The attendant tipped his hat at
Zack.

“Just making a final check. Is everything to
your satisfaction?”

“Sure, I guess. Ix?”

The Valtraxian scuttled up behind Zack. “I
can find no defects.”

“Very good.” The flight attendant bowed. “The
captain has requested all passengers remain in their cabins until
we have made our transorbital-insertion maneuver.”

“Okay. Hey, where do we get food?” Zack was
hungry again. Travel always made him hungry, plus, he wanted to see
what kind of food he could expect over the next week.

“Cafeterias are located in berths one through
fifteen of each cabin ring. They will be open once we’ve completed
our transorbital-insertion maneuver.”

“Okay. How long will that take?” Zack hoped
they would depart soon. Sitting around in the cabin would get
boring fast.

The attendant checked his tablet. “We’re
scheduled to leave Earth’s orbit in twenty minutes. Say an hour,
hour-and-a-half until the captain gives you leave to walk around
the ship.” He bowed and turned to leave, pausing to make sure Zack
did not have any further questions. Zack let him go and shut the
door. Ix turned to the viewscreen and read through the user
guide.

“The viewscreen can be paired to your
communications device, Zack.”

“Oh cool.” Zack went into his C7’s setting
and looking for the device-pairing menu. Ix finished reading the
user guide and flipped through the channels.

“This is going to be a longer trip than last
time.” It found a message from the ship’s Chief Steward, who was an
older man, wearing the blue and gold uniform of a Venus Express
officer. His grey hair was neatly styled, and his Queen’s English
accent reminded Zack of his history professor, Mr. Baker, back home
in Wamsutter.

“Good day to you, ladies, gentlemen, and
beings of neither gender. Welcome on board the Hermes, Venus
Express Flight 327. We have a variety of programs scheduled to make
your trip more enjoyable. Of course, our VR Pod Lounge is open
24/7, except during engine burns and docking maneuvers. Tomorrow
afternoon at 1500 hours, on Channel 938, you may enjoy a live
performance of Les Radicaux Libres live from Titan U. Later in the
week, we’ll be bringing you Ryll Wrong, the Amorphous Comedian’s
pre-recorded show from the Capital Coliseum on Trinity. We
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