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Chapter 1

 


“Come on, you guys! We don’t want to be
late!” Zack waved for Mungus and Ix to follow him as he ran through
the field toward Tom’s house.

“I detect the odor of something burning.” Ix,
the Valtraxian, who, like most of his species, appeared to be part
grasshopper and part praying mantis, skittered alongside Zack on
six legs. Ix was about the size of a pony and was a genderless
drone, a detail which confounded Zack’s parents, who insisted on
referring to Ix as “him”.

“I told you, it’s a cookout!”

Mungus, on the other hand, was a burly
Ersidian, whose species of bear-like humanoids originated from a
world thousands of light-years from Earth. Together, they were all
to embark on a Junior Ranger trip to Valtra, Ix’s home world, for
the summer. Zack felt as though he and his friends needed to cram
in as much fun as they could in the week they had together on Earth
prior to their departure, because once the Junior Ranger trip was
over, Zack and Ix would return to school at Cytherean Academy on
Venus, Mungus would return to his home world, and it would be at
least a year before they would see each other again.

“Is Jen-Jen going to be at this cookout?”
Mungus caught up to Zack, a stone-beaded braid flashing, catching
the light of the sun as they ran. Ersidians moved deceptively fast
for their bulk, and Mungus could easily outrun Zack if he wanted
to.

“No, she’s still on Messier Habitat. She’ll
meet up with us on the station when we leave for Valtra.” Jenny
went to school at Cytherean Academy with Zack and Ix, but hated
being called Jen-Jen. Mungus only called her that when she wasn’t
around.

“What is an out?” Ix tapped Zack on the arm
as it skittered alongside him. “I have never heard of cooking such
a thing.”

Zack laughed, almost stumbling as he tried to
keep pace. “It’s not something you cook. It just means they’re
using grills and stuff to cook outside instead of inside the house.
It’s like a big party.”

Tom’s house came into view as the three
crested a hill. Several grills were set up around the tables, their
aromatic smoke wafting across the field. Tom waved at Zack, and he
noticed several small children chasing each other. Zack recognized
some of his cousins, as well as other children from around town
with whom he went to school before transferring to Cytherean
Academy last year. Clusters of adults stood around, engaging in
conversation. Probably talking about boring politics and whose
auntie is sick with what this week.

“Zack!” His cousin Clara ran up to him. “Is
the bear-man gonna eat us all?” The precocious eight-year-old girl
stared wide-eyed at Mungus.

Mungus grinned, flashed his canines, and
nodded. “Yup. Humans, yum-yum!”

Clara squealed and ran off. Zack stifled a
snort and smacked Mungus on the arm. “She’ll believe you, you know.
We’ll get in trouble!”

Mungus gave Zack a playful shove. “Who cares?
What are they going to do to me? Wag their finger in my face and
tell me I should be nicer? I’m the son of Goreborrarius
Tonnarvassas, First Warrior of Clan—”

“Zack!” His mother approached them. “Did you
feed DD and walk her before you left?”

Zack nodded. “Yes, Mom.”

Zack’s mom took Mungus’s arm. “Come with me,
Mungus. There are people who are dying to meet you.” Ever since
Mungus arrived, Zack’s mother was obsessed with showing off the
Ersidian as if he were some sort of celebrity. Zack shook his head
and gestured for Ix to follow him. Mungus glanced back at Zack with
pleading eyes that seemed to say, “Help me!” Zack shrugged, smiled,
and waved. He knew better than to get between his mother and her
friends when she had her mind set on something.

As he led Ix over to where Tom and his father
were tending a grill, Zack noticed they were being followed by what
appeared to be all the young girls at the cookout. He rolled his
eyes and did his best to ignore them. They spotted Mungus and ran
over to him, since Zack would not engage with them.

“Oh wow!” Tom looked at Ix. “Is this Ix?”

“Affirmative. I recognized you from Zack’s
descriptions and photos. You are Tom.” Ix offered him a hand.

Tom shook it. “Zack told me all about the
Valpaxicans. It’s so cool his parents are letting you stay with
him. Are you guys still sharing a room at school?”

Ix bobbed its head up and down. “We are
Valtraxians, and yes.”

“Pleased to meet you, Ix.” Tom’s father
turned away from the grill to shake Ix’s hand. “I’ve heard all
about you from Zack through Tom here. It’s nice the boys take the
time to keep in touch. That school’s on Venus, right? Amazing how
technology brings us all together, huh?”

“Correct.”

Through the ever-growing crowd of people,
Zack saw Mungus. He was surrounded by all Zack’s female cousins,
most of whom clung to him like cockleburs stuck on a fuzzy sweater.
The other young girls were pulled away from the Ersidian by their
mothers, as Mungus pushed his way through the crowd toward
Zack.

As Ix explained the four genders of
Valtraxians in his lineage to Tom and his father, Zack left them to
meet Mungus. The Ersidian appeared very unhappy with both Clara and
Connie clinging to his legs, and the twins, Darlene and Charlene,
hanging onto his back.

“A little help here.” Mungus tried to shake
Connie off his leg but succeeded only in making her pigtails whirl
around her head as she giggled.

“No! Big teddy bear stays with us!”

Zack grabbed Clara and pried her away from
Mungus. “Come on. He’s not a teddy bear. He’s an Ersidian, and he
might eat you if he gets mad.”

The twins sounded off in stereo. “Nuh uh!
He’s fuzzy!”

Mungus growled and grabbed at the twins, but
they ducked out of reach, somehow remaining attached to his
back.

“Look, I don’t want to hurt them, but I’m
getting hungry smelling all this meat cooking, and I’m not for
climbing on!”

“Girls! Girls!” Zack’s mom and her sister
came over and pulled the children off Mungus. “Leave Zack’s friend
alone. It’s dinnertime!”

“Aww.” The girls collectively whined as his
aunt led them away to one of the picnic tables.

“Are they always like that?”

Zack shrugged. “I’ve never seen them act like
that. They’ve probably never seen an Ersidian before.”

“Whatever, let’s get some food.” Mungus
passed the table with various salads and side dishes, heading
straight for the platters of meat. Zack wished he could do that but
knew his mother would disapprove. He took a spoonful of coleslaw
and a couple of carrots before following Mungus to the meat
platters.

The platters were full of steaks, burgers,
and sausages grilled by Tom’s dad. Zack spied a steaming platter of
Joann’s pulled pork BBQ, as well as a platter of smoked fish that
could only have been prepared by one of his mother’s colleagues,
Amanda Gruber. Zack didn’t want to be greedy, but he noticed
Mungus’s plate piled high, yet none of the meat platters appeared
to have been touched, so he took a large helping of pulled pork,
two sausages, and a sampling of the smoked fish.

A cacophony of conversation and laughter
filled the air as all the people heaped food upon their plates and
stuffed their bellies. Zack’s mom left her sister’s side to visit
with Zack and Mungus as they ate.

Zack shoved a mouthful of meat into his
cheeks when he saw his mother. “Where’s Dad?”

She frowned, and Zack knew it was because he
had spoken with his mouth full. However, she did not admonish him.
“He’s still at work. He hoped he wouldn’t have to work this late
today, but…” She shrugged. His father was involved in a big project
at the San Angeles Spaceport this year, and it required much more
of his time than previous projects.

Mungus grunted and swallowed. “Mm, the sire
works hard to provide for the dam and cubs. Very honorable.”

“He’s gone too much lately.” Zack’s mom
looked toward the horizon, her eyes unfocused.

“He’s not Ersidian, Mungus. We’re used to him
being around more.” Zack shoveled a forkful of pulled pork into his
mouth, the sweet, smoky meat covered in a tangy, peppery sauce.
While Zack didn’t mind the vat-grown meat he ate at Cytherean
Academy, nothing compared to meat from farm-raised animals, cooked
with skill and care by home cooks, using recipes that had been in
their families for generations.

 


~ * * * ~

 


“Geneviève! You’re going to be late!”

“I’m coming, Mother!” Jenny answered in
Galactic Basic instead of the French her mother used. She found
spending months speaking one language exclusively made the
transition back to school more difficult. Jenny tossed her tablet
on her bed, her letter to Zack unfinished. She checked the time in
the periphery of her vision, projected there by her ocular
implants. They had plenty of time, but her mother always worried
they would be late. It was almost a pathological obsession.

Her mother, Amélie, waited for her by the
front door, tapping her foot impatiently. Jenny was similar in
height and build to her now; they could wear each other’s clothes.
People often told them they could pass for twins. Jenny disagreed,
privately, of course. Her mother was much older.

“The doctor won’t wait forever,
Geneviève.”

“We have plenty of time, Mother.”

“You always say that.” Amélie opened the door
and waited for Jenny to leave the apartment before shutting it
behind them.

“And you are always worried we’re going to be
late. They’re not going to see me on time anyway.”

Amélie clicked her tongue. “They’re very
busy. You don’t want your eyes to fall out, do you?”

Jenny rolled her eyes. Her implants were
replaced recently and felt better than the originals ever did. A
power surge on Bestic, while she was with the Junior Rangers last
year, damaged the original ones, but they didn’t give her any
trouble until shortly before the end of the past term at Cytherean
Academy. This trip to the doctor’s office was a final checkup to
clear her for the Junior Ranger trip to Valtra.

The ophthalmologist’s office was at the
opposite end of Messier Habitat from where Jenny lived with her
parents. As they waited for the lift that would take them down to
the plaza from the apartment, Amélie tried to make small talk with
Jenny, mostly about what kind of boys she should date and what she
should do with her life. Yes, yes, you have grand plans for me,
but you never bother asking if it’s what I want.

“Now, don’t be late tomorrow, Geneviève. If
you miss the transport, you’ll be stuck here by yourself until we
return.”

Jenny shook her head. “I won’t miss it,
Mother.” Her parents were leaving tonight to visit her father’s
worksite on Vilicus, a ringworld around the sun, which was under
construction. It was all her father talked about. He even talked
about moving the family from Messier Habitat to Vilicus now that
residential sections were open and operational. Jenny didn’t like
the idea of leaving her homeland behind. She supposed she would not
have any say in the matter.

“Geneviève DuBois? Doctor Lavigne will see
you now.” A nurse stood in the doorway that led to the examination
rooms.

As her mother rose to accompany her, Jenny
put out her hand and shook her head. Amélie took the hint and sat
down again. The nurse led Jenny to the examination room. By the
time Doctor Lavigne completed his exam and gave Jenny a clean bill
of health, her mother was pacing in the waiting room.

“Now I’m going to be late. Let’s go.” Amélie
grabbed Jenny’s arm and dragged her out of the office. She tore
herself from her mother’s arm.

“It’s not my fault. You picked the time for
this exam.”

“Yes, yes. I know.” Amélie sighed. “I’m not
angry with you, Geneviève. Please, let’s not fight right now. I
have to meet your father, and you have preparations to make.”

Jenny looked at her mother, her mouth agape.
It sounded as if she would not see her father before her parents
left for Vilicus. “Father’s not coming home?”

“He came home during your appointment.” They
boarded the transport that would take them home. Amélie shook her
head. “He said he did not have time to wait until we returned; he
wanted to make sure all his requests for the finest staterooms and
service were being accommodated.” She reached over and stroked her
daughter’s hair. “He passes on his love and hopes you have a fun
trip.”

Jenny stared at the floor, brushing her
mother’s hand away. “He was so busy trying to get special treatment
for himself, that he didn’t have time to tell me goodbye in
person.”

Amélie sighed again. “He’s very busy,
Gene—”

“He’s always busy. Never home. Always too
busy.”

The silence in which they finished their
journey home was palpable. While she thought her mother defended
her father’s actions too much, he did some things that were, in her
opinion, indefensible. Not making the effort to come see her to say
goodbye before she left for her trip was one of them. Jenny felt a
small sense of pride that she was able to hold back her tears until
after her mother said goodbye and left to join her father.

 


~ * * * ~

 


Zack looked on in amazement as he watched
Mungus finish off his second rack of ribs. This was in addition to
the plateful of pulled pork BBQ, handful of smoked fish, half-dozen
sausages, and three burgers with buns at last count. His mind
filled with images of riches and fame if he could find some sort of
eating competition in which to enter Mungus.

So engrossed he was in watching Mungus eat,
Zack jumped when someone tapped on his arm. It was his cousin,
Clara. She looked up at him, her eyes wide.

“Can I ride your pony-bug?”

Zack blinked. “My what?”

She pointed at Ix. “Icky. Your pony-bug.” The
Valtraxian skittered away from DD as the dog chased after it,
apparently convinced again that DD wanted to eat it.

“Ix is a Valtraxian, not a pony-bug, and it’s
not mine. It’s umm… itself. You cannot ride Ix!” He tried to shoo
her away, but Clara continued tugging on his arm.

“Come on, please? Can you ask Icky for
me?”

“No.” Zack looked around for an adult to help
him. He saw his mother carrying a plate of cookies and waved to
catch her attention. “Mom, please tell Clara Ix isn’t for
riding.”

She set the plate of cookies on the table.
Mungus grabbed a handful and stuffed them into his mouth, dropping
crumbs everywhere. She put her hands on her hips and looked down at
Clara.

“Now, Clara, what did your mother say about
asking everyone for pony rides?”

Clara shrugged. “I don’t know. But I didn’t
ask him for a pony ride. He’s a pony-bug, and I wanna ride him!”
She pushed out her bottom lip and stamped her foot. Zack’s mom took
her by the hand. “Come on. Stop bothering the boys. Let’s go talk
to Ix.”

“Mom!” Zack couldn’t believe his mother would
consider letting Clara ask his friend if she could ride it. Zack’s
mom narrowed her eyes at Zack and shook her head in a way he knew
meant he needed to let it drop. He sighed and looked back at the
plate of cookies, smiling as he recognized his mom’s snickerdoodles
and chocolate chip cookies. Zack pushed the plate out of Mungus’s
reach and then grabbed one to munch on.

“I can’t believe you’re still hungry.”

Mungus looked up and wiped his mouth. “I’m
getting full. I just didn’t want to miss out. Everything looked so
good.”

Zack couldn’t argue with that. Tom and Ix sat
down next to him before he could reply. “Hey, Ix here was telling
me about your trip. I kinda wish I’d joined the Junior Rangers
now.”

“It’s not too late.” At times, Zack wished
Tom had joined up with him, so they had more time to hang out,
given such a large portion of the year they didn’t see each other
while Zack was away at school.

Tom shrugged. “What’s the point now? I’m not
going anywhere when I’m done with school anyway. I gotta stay here
and be a farmer.” Zack thought Tom did not sound as enthusiastic
about it as he usually did.

“I though you humans didn’t get assigned jobs
by your parents.” Mungus tossed a bone aside and grabbed his water
glass. It looked like a child’s cup in his hand.”

Looking at Mungus and then back at Zack, Tom
shrugged. “I wanted to at first… now… I don’t know. Everything else
seems more exciting than Wyoming.”

Ix cocked its head. “Exciting is often
dangerous. Many seem to prefer a quiet, safe existence.”

The thought gave Zack pause. He ended up in
the hospital both times he went on a Junior Ranger excursion. It
was a small miracle his parents permitted him to remain in the
organization, let alone go on this trip to Valtra.

“I guess.” Tom flicked some of Mungus’s
crumbs across the table. “But nothing happens here. All the cool
things happen to you guys.”

Mungus laughed. “Yeah, something cool
happens, and Zack gets put in the hospital. You’re really missing
out.”

Zack offered a weak smile. “Yeah, it’s not
that cool.”

Tom did not seem convinced, and when Ix
filled him in about all the dangers they faced alone during their
trip to Bestic—the sub-zero temperatures, being chased by ravenous
predators, and listening to boring lectures by adults—Tom’s smile
grew larger and larger. By the time the party ended, Zack was sure
Ix did more to convince Tom having dangerous adventures was better
than staying safe at home.

He had to admit that he wasn’t sure he
disagreed with Tom on that point.

 


~ * * * ~

 


Jenny was relieved to discover the ship
taking the Junior Rangers to Valtra had a scheduled stop at Cassini
Station, at the apex of the Olympian Beanstalk before heading to
Gagarin Station near Earth. Connecting the summit of Olympus Mons
with Cassini Station, the Olympian Beanstalk was a space elevator
used primarily for low-cost transfers of cargo and personnel. She
stopped a moment to check the Messier Spacedock map before walking
toward the departure gate for the shuttle that would take her to
Cassini Station.

Travel between Messier Habitat and Cassini
Station took just a few hours. Since Cassini Station was the main
launch point for all manufactured goods leaving Mars and all raw
materials shipping in, shuttles regularly flew between the two
locations, carrying passengers and supplies.

The journey was uneventful, and Jenny was
glad that her parents did not send messages to her every couple of
hours, reminding her to do this or that. As she sat in the cramped
transport, pressed between a wall and a Ryll dressed in a bulky
environmental suit, she supposed her parents were enjoying the
luxury of their first-class accommodations on the transport to
Vilicus. She pushed against the Ryll’s arm, trying to create more
space for herself. The Ryll’s suit crumpled as the protoplasm of
its body oozed into other sections of the environmental suit. It
pulled the smashed arm over into its lap.

“With sincerity: my apologies. It is
difficult to judge how much space my suit occupies.” Ryll prefaced
everything they said with the appropriate, corresponding emotion
because the translator units in their environmental suits were not
capable of expressing emotion.

Jenny sighed. “Thank you.”

One quirk of forty-third century travel was
that it was impossible for any ship to perfectly accommodate all
the different shapes and sizes of every species that traveled the
galaxy. Most people tried to adapt to the sizes and shapes of the
seats as best as they could, and Jenny noticed the crew, on all the
ships on which she traveled, happily accommodated those with
special needs. The Ryll didn’t require his environmental suit to
travel, and his amoebic nature meant he could occupy a fraction of
the space than he did in the suit, but as far as Jenny knew, he
wouldn’t be able to communicate with others very well without
it.

A red light blinked in the periphery of her
vision, indicating she had an incoming message. She sighed with
relief as she determined it was a video message from Cytherean
Academy, and not a message from her parents. She closed her eyes to
watch it. While it wasn’t necessary for her to do so, she found it
easier to block out the rest of the world and direct her attention
to her implant’s ocular display while she reviewed messages. In
addition, it was an unspoken etiquette of sorts, serving to let
people know she was occupied and not staring blankly off into
space.

A dark-skinned female smiled and nodded,
light glinting off gold dangle earrings. “Hello, Miss DuBois. I’m
Kathy Monroe with the Registrar’s Office. I’m calling to let you
know one of your classes, Confederation History 316, has been
canceled. Due to a family emergency, Professor Braxta has returned
home to Devorus. We hope to be able to offer it again next year.
Your credits have been refunded. Please let me know as soon as
possible if you wish to substitute another class for those
credits.”

Jenny saved the message and pinched the
bridge of her nose in frustration. She hoped to not have to deal
with school tasks while on this trip, and now she would have to
brave spotty Hypernet connections while traveling to download a new
course listing for third years and investigate if she could
substitute another course. The one time I delete the course
listing…

By the time her transport docked, Jenny was
still trying to download the course listings. She gave up and
entered Cassini Station. She rechecked her itinerary. Jenny saw the
Valorian Jewel, a Devoran passenger liner, through the
viewports as she settled into the waiting area. The transport’s
sleek lines reminded her of a majestic bird soaring through the
sky. She noted several rotating cabin rings, which would provide
the effect of gravity during flight. The ship appeared to be
fresh-off-the-assembly-line new.

Maybe this flight won’t be so bad after
all.


Chapter 2

 


“Zack! Mungus! Ix! Time to go!”

Zack rolled off his bed at the sound of his
mother’s voice and grabbed his bag. Ix strapped on its pack and
opened the door for Zack. Mungus was already waiting in the hallway
at the top of the stairs. He nodded as Ix and Zack approached.

“Ready for another summer of uncomfortable
beds and cruddy food?”

“Ready!” Zack grinned. They stampeded
downstairs. Zack’s mom waited for them by the front door. She
ushered them out. A skycar waited for them, a familiar form leaning
against it, smiling.

“Dad!” Zack ran up to his father and hugged
him.

“Hey, buddy! You didn’t think I’d miss
sending you off on another whirlwind adventure, did you?” Zack’s
dad looked down at him, his face covered with stubble and bags
under his eyes.

“I’m glad you’re back, Dad! I was worried you
wouldn’t make it.”

“I couldn’t miss seeing you boys off. I took
the red-eye to get here on time. Come on, get in. I have news.”

Zack’s mom kissed him and made sure they were
all secure. She helped Zack into the front seat next to his father,
while Mungus and Ix secured themselves in the back.

“You’re not coming?”

She shook her head. “Not this time, honey. I
have to be in Denver this afternoon for a workshop.” She shot a
look at Zack’s father. “I’m sure your father can send you on your
way by himself.”

Zack’s father nodded. “Sure thing. I’ll see
you tomorrow, hon.” Zack’s mom leaned in through the window and
kissed him goodbye.

His mother waved at them as they flew away.
Zack noticed his father turned west, instead of south toward Mojave
Spaceport. He double-checked the skycar’s navigation system and
looked at his father.

“We’re not going to the spaceport?”

Mungus kicked the back of Zack’s seat.
“Didn’t you read the itinerary?”

Zack felt his face grow hot. He mumbled a
reply. He should have read it but never made the time to do so.

“For some reason, your flight departs from
the Kennedy Spaceport. I need to take you to the rail station in
Salt Lake City.”

A grin spread across Zack’s face. A system of
underground, high-speed, maglev trains connected most of the major
cities on Earth. It was an alternate and often less expensive form
of global mass transit than the suborbital shuttle system. Although
Zack had been to space twice, he’d never taken the vactrains.

“A vactrain? Seriously?” Zack bounced in his
seat. “That is so cool. How long will take us to get there?”

Shaking his head, Zack’s father set the
autopilot. “A couple of hours and then another hour or so to reach
Gagarin Station.” He looked into the rearview mirror at Mungus and
Ix. “You two okay back there?”

“Mostly. The seat belt’s really tight.”
Mungus forced a finger in between the belt and his body to
illustrate his point.

“They do not fit me at all.” Ix was tangled
in the various seat belts as he lay across the seat and over
Mungus’s lap. Safety features made for humans rarely worked well
for Valtraxians, and the backseat was not really big enough for Ix
and Mungus to occupy together.

Zack knew from experience Ix was strapped in
quite securely, despite the appearance otherwise.

“Zack,” his father looked over at him. “This
will be your last Junior Ranger excursion.”

“What?” Zack looked at his father, his mouth
agape.

“You crashed on Bestic, and you got spaced
just a few weeks ago. It’s too dangerous.”

“That is so unfair! Those things weren’t my
fault!” Zack had begged Coach Dagon and the rest of Cytherean
Academy’s administration not to tell his parents about the incident
on Lomonosov-Schröter Station in which Barry blew him out of that
airlock. He knew his parents would overreact.

“Nevertheless, we feel it’s just too
dangerous, and the Junior Rangers can’t keep you safe enough for
us.”

Zack looked back at Ix and Mungus, hoping
they would jump in to help. Ix chittered, but Mungus grabbed his
arm and shook his head. Fat lot of help you two are.

“I wanted to cancel this trip, but your
mother felt since Valtra is one of the capitols of the
Confederation and is Ix’s home world, it would probably be safe
enough. Plus, your friend came all this way.”

“Well, what if the next excursion is to
another capitol world, like Ersid?” Zack had to get some kind of
concession from his parents. “This isn’t fair! All my friends are
Junior Rangers, and now I won’t get to hang out with them anymore!
How am I supposed to become a Galaxy Ranger if you won’t let me go
anywhere?”

Mungus finally spoke up from the backseat.
“Yeah, you know, if he went to Ersid, I’d keep him safe.”

“If that were the case, we could maybe talk
about it.” Zack’s father patted his knee. “You know we just want
you to be safe. Besides, I seriously doubt the Confederation Fleet
takes Junior Ranger status into consideration when considering
officer candidates.” He glanced over at Zack for a moment before
returning his attention to flying the skycar. “Besides, who knows
if they’ll have begun accepting humans by the time you’re out of
school?”

Zack shook his head and crossed his arms over
his chest. He glared at his father. “Was that the news?”

“No, there’s something else.” Zack’s father
glanced over at him and smiled. “Something good! I’ve already
talked it over with your mother, but I wanted to know what you
thought. I’ve been offered a promotion. It would require us to
move, though.”

“Move?” Zack didn’t like the idea of leaving
Wamsutter. First they want me to quit the Junior Rangers, and
now we’re going to move? I wonder if I can stay on Valtra. “To
where?”

“Vilicus.”

Zack’s misgivings evaporated. Visions of him
and Ix exploring a ringworld nearly the size of Earth’s orbit came
to mind. Parks, lakes, and groves of trees under an ever-glowing
sun, while the endless city stretched ahead and behind him as far
as he could see.

“It’s ready for habitation?” Mungus’s
question shook Zack out of his daydream.

“Congratulations, Mr. Jackson.”

Glancing into the rearview mirror to look at
Mungus and Ix, Zack’s father nodded. “Several of the habitation
sectors are open. They’re actually paying people to relocate there
as part of the Environmental Reclamation Initiative.” He looked
back at Zack. “We wouldn’t have to find someone to buy our property
under the ERI; the government will take care of all of that. It
should shorten your travel time to school, too. You’re going to be
spending most of the year on Venus anyway, right?”

Zack thought about it for a moment. It was
true he spent most of his time away at school, but something about
coming home to Wamsutter each summer warmed his heart. It was a
feeling he would miss. “What about Tom?”

“Oh, well, you could still talk to him over
the comm unit. It wouldn’t be real time, of course, with the
distance, but the delay shouldn’t be too bad. Just a couple of
minutes, I think.”

“What if I don’t want to move?” Zack felt his
anger rise. He wasn’t sure why, but he knew he didn’t want to leave
home, even if he was hardly there anymore.

“We’ll… take that into account.” It was
obvious his father hadn’t expected him to object. Zack stared out
the window and wondered how his summers would be without being able
to visit Tom. There would be no more shooting lessons, no more
cookouts. The skycar gained altitude as the hills gave way to
mountains, and the Rockies whisked past.

“Reminds me of home.”

Zack looked back. Mungus looked out the
window at the mountains. Ix sat motionless, and though one might
wrongly conclude the Valtraxian was sleeping, Zack knew it was
normal. It turned its head precisely enough to look at Zack and
then turned to look out the window. Zack faced forward again. His
father eyed him.

“You don’t have to decide now, Zack. I have a
project on the East Coast to finish before I have to give them my
answer. Think about it while you’re away, okay?”

“Fine.” Zack crossed his arms and regarded
the landscape through the window. As tight as the schedule was,
going to Valtra and back before school started again, Zack knew it
could be the last time he saw Earth for a very long time.

 


~ * * * ~

 


“All right.” Zack’s dad activated the
skycar’s parking locks and opened the doors. “We’re here. Everyone,
out!”

Zack stumbled as Mungus pulled himself out of
the car, rocking the chassis. Zack squinted as he looked around,
the sun shining brightly high in the sky, waves of heat rising from
the pavement. The deafening roar of skycars passing overhead added
to the bustling atmosphere, as he observed various cargo transports
pulling into and away from the terminal.

While his father handed Mungus and Ix their
packs, Zack grabbed his from the trunk. Impulsively, he opened it
and mentally inventoried its contents. Although all the Junior
Ranger leaders assured him he need not worry about another crash,
he wanted to be prepared.

“Let’s go.” Zack’s father waved for the boys
and Ix to follow him. When they walked into the terminal, they were
greeted with a cacophony of announcements and advertisements. Zack
wondered if there were aural implants capable of filtering out all
the noise.

Zack’s father led them to the security
checkpoint. He turned to the three of them. “Okay, now remember:
when you get to Kennedy Spaceport, there should be signs to lead
you to the transport to Gagarin Station. If you get confused, or
can’t find it, don’t hesitate to ask someone wearing a Courtesy
Associate uniform.”

“Yeah, yeah. We got it, Dad.” Zack wanted to
pass through security as soon as possible and see the trains.

“Zack…” His father held him by the shoulders.
“Look, don’t worry about this Vilicus thing, okay? We can talk
about it when you return. Nothing is going to happen for at least a
year anyway, okay?”

Zack looked at his father and then nodded.
“Yeah, fine. I can’t believe you’re making me quit the Junior
Rangers.”

“What? No one said that. We said you can’t go
on any more excursions. You can still participate at school.”

Zack shrugged. “The excursions are the best
part. I’ll never advance by going only to the boring meetings at
school.”

Ix touched Zack’s arm. “That is not the case.
Advancement might be slower, but there are no rules that state
excursions are mandatory.”

Zack glared at Ix.

“Anyway, we’ll talk more when you return.
Have fun. Be safe. I love you, kiddo. We’ll see you when you get
back.” He looked up at Mungus and Ix. “You two, also. We’ll have a
nice, big dinner when you all come back.”

“Sounds good to me.” Mungus grinned. “You can
feed me until I’m fat and gross if you want!”

“Thank you for your hospitality, Mr. Jackson.
You have been very kind to me.”

Zack’s father stood up and clasped Ix on the
closest thing the Valtraxian had to a shoulder. “A pleasure, as
always.”

Zack grabbed his pack and walked through the
security checkpoint. He turned, waved to his dad from the other
side, and sighed. Don’t worry. Yeah, sure.

The trio found the escalator that led to the
vactrain bound for Kennedy Spaceport. Zack was disappointed when he
saw it. The curved side nearest the platform looked like part of a
cylinder, and it was unadorned. Heavy doors allowed entry. They
entered the passenger compartment where bioreplicant attendants
helped them stow their bags. Zack thought they might be Series 1
Labor models because they looked like steel skeletons. He wondered
why they didn’t use more lifelike ones, like that bioreplicant who
worked at the Neutron Cafe.

Ix looked at the seats, clicking and
chittering to itself. “How bumpy is this ride? I will not be able
to secure myself.”

Mungus took up a seat and a half by himself
and barely fit within the restraints. “Built by humans, for humans.
Typical.”

Zack frowned and wedged himself in next to
Mungus. A bioreplicant paced the aisle between the rows of seats
and stopped at Ix. “You must secure yourself in the seat, sir.”

“I do not fit.”

“These seats are designed to accommodate a
wide variety of human body types. Please fasten your
restraints.”

The Valtraxian cocked its head and chittered.
“I am a Valtraxian. These seats do not accommodate me.”

The bioreplicant paused. Its head twitched.
“Please fasten your restraint. Regulations mandate the following of
all safety protocols. If you do not comply, I will be required to
contact security.”

“I am unable to comply. Neither the seats nor
the restraints fit properly.”

“Noncompliance noted. Please wait here while
I contact security.”

On the ceiling, red lights flashed. Zack
buried his face in his hands. Stupid bioreplicants. Other
passengers boarding the vactrain were forced to walk around the
bioreplicant near Ix’s seat. They looked with concern at the red
lights flashing over the three young Junior Rangers.

“At least there isn’t an alarm to go with the
lights.” Mungus yawned and leaned against the wall, straining
against his restraints. “Think this will delay us?”

“I hope not.” Zack watched as a security
officer, his hand resting on the butt of his weapon, approached
Ix.

The officer looked at the bioreplicant. “What
seems to be the problem?”

“This passenger refuses to engage the safety
restraints.”

Ix clicked and tugged at the restraints. “I
did not refuse. I am unable to comply because these seats and
restraints will not accommodate Valtraxians.”

The officer relaxed his stance. “Return to
your duties. I will handle this.” He tapped a button on his tablet,
and the lights in the cabin stopped flashing.

“Acknowledged.” The bioreplicant turned in
place and walked forward into the train, resuming its task of
helping passengers stow their luggage.

“Sorry about that. They’re single-minded in
their devotion and don’t react well to unusual circumstances.” The
officer examined the restraints and seats. “We can accommodate you.
Would you mind stepping outside for a moment please? I need to
remove this seat.”

Ix dropped the restraints and exited the
vactrain. The officer knelt down and released several latches on
the base of the seat. He stood up and tapped his temple. “I need an
acceleration couch in tube three, platform one…”

Mungus grunted and nudged Zack. He pointed at
a female Ersidian boarding the train and grinned. Zack wasn’t sure
what he was supposed to be looking at. The female scooted past the
officer, nodding at Mungus as she passed. They were the only
Ersidians on the train.

“Copy that…”

“Do you know her?” Zack watched the Ersidian
as she found her seat. She was almost as tall as Mungus. Her
clothes fit snugly over her muscles; she looked leaner than Mungus,
but appeared more athletic than bulky. Her braids were bundled up
on her head like a crown.

Mungus shook his head. “Nah, but I would like
to. How old do you think she is?”

Zack shrugged. “Beats me. I can’t tell how
old Ersidians look. Devorans neither.”

The officer cleared his throat. “Valtraxian…
Acknowledged.”

“Why didn’t they do that before we boarded?”
Zack nudged Mungus as two labor-model bioreplicants entered the
vactrain and removed the seat.

Mungus shrugged. “This is your planet, not
mine.”

Two different labor bioreplicants entered,
carrying a long, padded bench with a padded shelf at one end. The
top had several indentations, and three sets of restraints dangled
from it, clattering as they locked it in place. After they exited
the vactrain cabin, the officer escorted Ix back in. The Valtraxian
maneuvered itself onto the couch, its legs fitting into the
indentations. It rested its upper thorax against the shelf.

“Do you need assistance fastening the
restraints, sir?”

Ix used the pairs of its legs nearest each
set of restraints to secure and tighten them simultaneously. He
looked at the officer. “No, thank you.”

“Enjoy your trip, sir. Thank you for
traveling with Gulf Express.” The security officer touched the edge
of his hat and exited the vactrain. As soon as he left, the doors
slid shut.

“Attention, passengers: we will depart in one
minute. Please ensure all loose items are secured.”

The train vibrated, and Zack heard the sound
of clamps disengaging. From outside, he heard a hiss as the air was
evacuated from the transit tube and then silence.

“Acceleration in ten, nine, eight, seven,
six, five, four, three, two, one.”

A great weight pressed Zack into his seat. It
reminded him of his first surface-to-space flight last year. He
found the lack of sound unnerving. He dug in his pocket, searching
for the C7, but it was beyond his reach. After a moment, the
pressure subsided, allowing his hand to brush against it at the
bottom of his pocket.

“Acceleration complete. Our current speed is
one thousand one hundred fifty kilometers per hour. Estimated time
of arrival in Orlando is fourteen hundred thirty hours. We ask that
you remain seated as much as possible. An attendant will pass
through shortly with refreshments.”

“I wonder why there’s no sound. We’re going
really fast.” Zack looked at Mungus, but the Ersidian was fast
asleep. Zack switched on his C7.

Ix twisted in its seat to face Zack. “This is
a vactrain, correct?”

“Yeah.”

“Apart from the boarding platforms, vactrains
travel in underground tunnels out of which all the air has been
evacuated. Since there is no air outside of the vactrain, no sound
can be transmitted.”

“Oh, just like when we’re in space, but what
about the sound of the train on the rails?”

“I believe these are maglev trains. Since the
cars are magnetically suspended between the rails, they’re
technically not touching anything. There is no sound being
made.”

“Freaky. You expect that in space, but not on
a planet.” Zack looked around the passenger compartment. He noticed
a display built into the back of the seat in front of him. “I wish
there were windows.”

“There would not be much to look at.” Ix
tapped its head. “Do you have Hexcube on your compad?”

Zack shook his head. “Not yet, but I can
download it real quick. Hang on.” He tapped the screen on his C7
and downloaded the game from the CyberStore. “Got it now.” I
guess I have three hours of losing to Ix to look forward to. I hope
the flight to the space station has more interesting
scenery.

 


~ * * * ~

 


Jenny tapped her foot and checked her
chronometer. Waiting for transports to dock was the worst; they
always took longer in space than one thought they should. The neon
glow of advertisements bathed the commerce module of Gagarin
Station in electric
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