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Prologue: A New World

The main deck of the mothership was very quiet. Only the whirring and clicking of machines, but no sound came from the three Phis'irs standing at their posts. Their small mouths weren't for communication, more an adaptation to their symbionts.

They communicated telepathically as they studied the data on their screens.

"This looks too good to be true!" Kraaks' tendrils worked frantically on the dashboard in front of him. The main screen of the mothership was showing something they thought they'd never see.

"The Old One was right, it's very similar to our home world!" Xottex added, excited, its own tendrils fine-tuning the sensors.

"Pity it won't be able to see it in person," Tritaks added mournfully.

The Old One who had sired them all was dying when the mothership had reached this solar system. It almost didn't fit into the room it had carved for itself anymore.

Kraaks, Xottex and Tritaks were all saplings, still green and with no trace of the exoskeleton that had helped the Old One to stand and move. The centenarian being had managed to lead them to a place where they could settle, and had pointed at the third planet from the sun as soon as it appeared on their screens.

"It's beautiful." Kraaks couldn't keep its compound eyes off the screen where the blue ball of atmosphere with only one satellite was growing bigger and bigger. Its stick-like arms opened as if it wanted to hug the whole planet.

"Our world had two moons," Tritaks commented, clearly unhappy.

"Wait, I'm receiving signals!" Xottex moved to the comm. Sounds like their symbionts' voices filled the cockpit. Xottex looked at the other two, puzzled. "What gibberish is this?"

"It looks like there's plenty of indigenous intelligent life," Kraaks said. "I wonder what they look like!"

"I hope that either we or the Brix'iens will be able to mingle with the locals," Tritaks said.

"I'm sure we'll be fine," Kraaks said. "We should reach the outer orbit soon, and then we can take a closer look."

"I look forward to landing on that blue marble!" Xottex beamed.

"What if the gravity is higher or lower than we're used to?" Tritaks asked. "What if the air is toxic?"

Kraaks whipped it with a tendril.

"Stop being so pessimistic!" it snapped. "We can't stay on the mothership forever!"

"Why not?" Tritaks complained. "We have living spaces, an artificial womb for the Brix'iens..."

"But we'll never be able to plant our seeds," Kraaks replied. "And when we grow our exoskeleton, we won't fit in here anymore."

"True, we need a planet to thrive on," Xottex added. "And that one looks just perfect!"

"Whatever." Tritaks turned its back to its companions as best as it could while still working.

When the mothership entered orbit, some alarms blared and more Phis'irs joined the crew of three. The friction of the atmosphere was burning their screens.

"We'd better find a place to land, fast!" Kraaks said.

"We're going to crash," Tritaks replied.

"No we're not!" Xottex snapped. "Look, there's a wide plateau over there, and it looks mostly empty!"

The planet's surface was coming closer, faster. At least the air was breathable, with the right mix of oxygen, and the gravity was more or less the same as the mothership's. None of the Phis'irs had been present when the mothership had left their home world, so none of them knew what would happen when the huge silver disk reached its destination.

Hopefully the Old One's programming would allow them to land safely. They must trust the mothership mainframe in this instance, it knew how to handle a planet better than they did.

"Whoa, look at those mountains!" Xottex said.

"We're going to crash into them," Tritaks repeated.

"No we're not," Kraaks muttered.

It was half-landing and half-crashing in the end. The mothership slid against a mountainside and came to a stop. No signs of life around them, except for birds high up in the sky. There was a lake not too far off and mountains all around.

"Right, we're here," Kraaks said, relaxing. "Now I need to rest and feed."

"Wait, I'll set up a holographic camouflage," Xottex said. "Just in case."

The others approved. The sensors would warn them if something or someone approached the mothership. The Phis'irs headed back to the living quarters, a huge area with ten floors. At the center, the brown body of the Old One awaited to be cut into pieces and taken out of the mothership.

When it was gone, if one stood at the center of the circle, one would be surrounded by balcony-laden condominiums – the cabins and suites, each with their private verandas. The Brix'iens had come out of the staterooms and eagerly awaited the saplings on the verandas.

Two quite different species with a mutualistic relationship shared those living quarters. The invertebrate Phis'irs fed on the mammalian Brix'iens' brainwaves, giving them better brain functions and longer lifespans in return. Not as long as Phis'irs, hence the mammalian artificial womb to produce more Brix'iens.

Whilst the Phis'irs were hermaphrodite and looked very similar to each other, the Brix'iens had different physical appearances. Xottex's symbiont, Lalma, was female, Tritaks's symbiont, Dinniel, was male, and Kraaks's symbiont, Belvaids, was intersex, neither male nor female.

The Brix'iens were divided by age on each level, with the children on the lowest level and the oldest ones at the top. They aged much faster than the Phis'irs and their lives were much shorter, hence the tower of residences where one went up every twenty years or so.

The Phis'irs retired to their staterooms with their symbionts who allowed them to feed on their brainwaves through the microchips implanted in their temples. The telepathic conversations continued as Belvaids asked Kraaks what was going on.

"We've reached a planet," Kraaks said. "The sun is setting on this side of the world. Tomorrow we'll send out some drones and try to figure out how we can settle while we lay the Old One to rest. I'm sure at some point we'll have some contact with the intelligent local life, but at the moment their languages are all gibberish to us."

"I'm sure we'll find a way to communicate!" Belvaids brightened, their big brown eyes wide in wonder. "Do you think they look more like you or like me?"

"I have no idea, Bel," Kraaks answered. "We'll see!"
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The only noise in the living quarters was the chatter of the Brix'iens. Even though their microchips allowed them a form of telepathy, they preferred to use their voices, which pleased the Phis'irs, especially when they sang. The sound of their laughter was also nice to hear and added some spice to their brainwaves.

The night cycle was anticipated to match the planet they were on. The mainframe was programmed to switch on the lights when the sun appeared again in the sky outside the mothership. Kraaks and Belvaids were both quite excited when they got out of bed. After a quick breakfast, they joined the others.

The Phis'irs got to work on the Old One's body with the help of robots, but the Brix'iens stayed mostly on the balconies and verandas, chatting among themselves. They had no chores on the mothership except feeding the saplings.

Belvaids joined Lalma, who had long blond hair and almond-shaped light eyes, and blue-eyed Dinniel, who was a cyborg, since he had more than just the microchips to feed Tritaks.

"Are we going out?" Belvaids asked, excited. "Can we breathe this planet's air?"

Dinniel, who had circuits instead of hair on his head, didn't look convinced. He was as pessimistic as his symbiont, Tritaks. Lalma looked thoughtful.

"I think we should learn more about the inhabitants," she said. "We should study our surroundings today, and go out tomorrow."

"This would also give the drones time to gather more data," Dinniel added. "We should take turns in studying them."

None of them could work around the clock, not even the enhanced Dinniel. Belvaids was a little bummed, but they followed the other two to the main deck. Belvaids was younger than Dinniel and Lalma, and watched as the other two sat at the mainframe. Dinniel's "hair" grew tendrils that allowed him to use the computer like the Phis'irs, since their fingers were too clumsy for the delicate equipment.

During the night, the mainframe had gathered some data on the planet. The mothership was on the world's highest and largest plateau, surrounded by imposing mountain ranges that harbored the world's two highest summits.

"I guess we are on the Roof of the World," Belvaids commented. "Animal life?"

"Plenty," Dinniel grumbled. "And we know nothing of animals. There are none on board."

"What about people?" Belvaids asked, frowning. "I thought there was intelligent life?"

"There is," Lalma answered. She turned and grinned. "I think they're like us. As soon as we learn their language, we can try to meet them!"

Belvaids hid a giggle behind their hand.

"Let me hear those transmissions," they said.

It did indeed sound like gibberish, and also like different languages. Belvaids exchanged a glance with Lalma. The local population clearly hadn't found a common language yet. Maybe it was the same on their home world, but the mothership was a small, enclosed world, so they all spoke the same language.

"We could get lost on this planet," Dinniel muttered. "It's huge."

"We have a lifetime to explore it," Belvaids said. "Learn the languages, make friends..."

"I don't think they'll like your pink hair," Lalma teased. "Or Dinniel's circuitry. You should both wear wigs when we go out there!"

"We'll have to study their fashion too," Belvaids said, undaunted in their optimism. "But what can we give them in return for permission to stay?"

"Technology," Dinniel answered. "They seem to be quite restricted. They have radio signals, but no digital connection, not worldwide, at least. I'm pretty sure they don't have personal computers yet."

"What's that thing that leaves a white trail in the sky?" Belvaids asked, frowning at the main screen. "It's not a bird, is it?"

"It's a plane," Lalma answered. "They have planes and trains and automobiles like the ones we see in the old documentaries from our home world. But Dinniel is right, they're quite behind, technologically speaking. We can negotiate with them."

Belvaids grinned, and then exhaled to calm their excitement. After years wandering through the galaxy, they had found a new home. They looked forward to exploring it.

Eventually Dinniel agreed to go out. At lunchtime Belvaids and a couple of other symbionts pleaded with him, so he relented. He ordered them to cover their bodies with the warmest clothes they could get, though.

It took about an hour to produce the warm clothes with 3D-printers, then Belvaids followed Dinniel and Lalma to the external hatch. The Phis'irs were still busy with the Old One's body, but Kraaks transmitted to them to be careful. Dinniel took down the holographic camouflage, since there didn't seem to be anyone around.

They stepped down the ramp and took a few steps on the planet's surface. A sharp wind blew around the small group of Brix'iens, and Belvaids shivered. They stepped forward to see more of their surroundings, and they were soon breathless.

And then their head started feeling like it was going to come off, with nails in their temples right on the microchips. It felt almost as if someone had their hands around their head and were squeezing. They started to feel nauseous and took deep breaths to calm their stomach.

They noticed others were in the same state, but Dinniel looked fine, with his sensors all out to get more data. All stared wide-eyed at the openness around them, none of them daring to move too far from the mothership.

Belvaids saw there wasn't much around them. A desert in red, orange, yellow, black and brown, with no flowers, hardly any shrubbery. There were no crops, and nothing much grew, in spite of the many rivers, streams and lakes. The mothership had landed in a very bleak and barren place.

"We should go back in," Dinniel said. "We're at a high altitude, and the low oxygen level in the air is what's giving you problems. It might be the reason nobody lives here. I suggest we explore farther when we know more about this world."

Belvaids was breathless and had a splitting headache by then. They could only agree and slowly went back on the mothership. In spite of the comfort of their stateroom, they vomited up their lunch and had to lie on the bed for the rest of the day.

Next time they'd go to an inhabited place, at a lower altitude. But first, they had to learn the local languages to be able to communicate. Kraaks's tendrils sent soothing waves to their mind, and eventually they dozed off.
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Kraaks felt the cool air of the planet against its skin. It had a flat nose more for show than for use, but its skin could feel the changes in temperature. It could feel the wind and breathe the low-oxygen air, but this didn't bother it as much as it had bothered Belvaids.

Its symbiont had different senses than it had, and it usually felt them when it fed. It knew Belvaids was cold out here, so it had left its symbiont inside the mothership. It didn't wear clothes, unlike its frailer companion, and the light was bothering its compound eyes more than the cold air.

The Phis'irs were almost done with burying the Old One. The living quarters of the mothership had a nice round space at the center now. But the silver disk looked very vulnerable under the planet's sky. They must find a way to hide it.

The place might be scarcely inhabited, but surely someone must have seen the mothership arrive and they'd show up to check if it was a meteor or something else. The holographic camouflage wouldn't last forever. Besides, they took it down when they went out, lest they lost sight of the mothership.

The other saplings agreed, and the drones were sent to look for caves they could enlarge and use as a hangar, and possibly carve into living quarters away from the locals' eyes.

Night fell as they were still outside, and Xottex was the first to point at the darkened sky. Kraaks gasped at the sight. There were so many stars! To think they had come from one of them, so far away as to be invisible now!

The sky was lit up by a diamond necklace that glittered down at them. It was different to watching it on the mothership's main screen. Kraaks wished Belvaids could come out and see it, but the night was even colder than the day.

After a full day under the sun, the Phis'irs decided they'd go out only at night from now on. The following day, drones located a good place for the hangar, and robots started carving and enlarging the cave to fit the mothership, while the saplings worked on a hologram that would hide the entrance from external eyes. They worked as fast as they could and moved the mothership in its new safe haven in under three local days.

The Brix'iens longed to go out again and explore inhabited places, but they didn't know enough about the local civilizations yet. The Phis'irs could only help by enhancing their learning functions so they'd pick up some local language and be able to communicate.

Dinniel was the fastest, thanks to his enhancements, but Lalma and Belvaids were close seconds. Kraaks was very proud of its symbiont who looked so eager to communicate with the locals. The camera drones had brought back enough images of the closest cities that the Brix'iens could 3D-print clothes and wigs that would allow them to pass for locals and get closer to gather more data.

They all hoped the Brix'iens were compatible with the locals, because it would mean they could settle here. Kraaks was a little worried for Belvaids, since their youth made them rash, but hopefully they'd listen to Lalma and obey Dinniel, who was in charge.

Then there was the problem of getting the Brix'iens' delegation to a city. The mothership had landing shuttles, but the silver disks were too different from the local aircraft. Xottex suggested they flew the symbionts at night, so that nobody would see them. Tritaks muttered as usual, but the others agreed, so Kraaks, Xottex and Tritaks fed from their symbionts one last time before releasing them into the wild.
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Belvaids couldn't help but smile at the sight of their friends. Lalma had simply changed clothes, discarding her silver-green minidress for a local shirt and pants, but Dinniel had to cover his head with a beanie hat. Belvaids had covered their bob of pink hair with a similar beanie and looked like Dinniel's skinnier younger brother.

The landing shuttle had deposited them on the outskirts of a town and the buildings meant the place was less open than the desert plateau. They were also at a lower elevation, and breathed more easily. They walked through town as the sun rose in the sky, wondering what they'd find.

When they mingled in the streets of the local city, though, Lalma was the one who got more stares. Apparently the locals with almond-shaped eyes were all raven-haired, so she covered her eyes with sunglasses, since the light was hurting them by now.

Dinniel asked to a plump middle-aged man with brown skin and a black moustache, standing behind a stall of food that smelled weird, for information. Belvaids was overwhelmed by the smells of the city, and the noises and the people around them.

There were animals among the people as well, and it was the most crowded place they'd ever seen. When the sun had risen, revealing the local life, Belvaids almost had a panic attack, but they wouldn't be able to go back to the mothership until the sun went down again.

Kraaks had mentioned how it hadn't liked the sun, and soon Belvaids had to secretly agree with it. Their pale skin reddened and the heat made them sweat so much they thought they would melt!

After a few hours of wandering, they ascertained that they needed money to get anything – be it food or water or a lift somewhere – and that the country was called India. They were also lucky in that they had reached the capital, New Delhi, so if they wanted to talk to someone in the government they were in the right place. Unfortunately it was easier said than done.

By the end of the day they were tired, hungry and happy to go back to the quiet of the mothership. The locals were definitely more noisy and smelly than the Phis'irs. Dinniel had managed to scan many locals with his implants, so he downloaded everything to the mainframe before heading for dinner.

All three were slightly sunburned, and had to put ointment on their exposed skin. Belvaids's freckled nose was all red and itchy, and they kept scratching at it for the whole meal, until the ointment seemed to ease the discomfort.

Belvaids opted for a shower before bed, and when they came out of the bathroom, feeling finally clean after the overdose of smells, Kraaks waved at the house tablet.

"You're identical!" it said cheerfully. "You and the locals are the exact same kind of mammal! You're compatible!"

"Oh, so we'll be able to mate with them?" Belvaids brightened, but then their shoulders slumped again. "Maybe I should have a specific set of genitals, then?" they asked, worried.

"If you want," Kraaks said. "Otherwise Lalma or Dinniel can do it. Don't decide right now, Bel. Sleep on it, and tomorrow you'll have a clearer mind."

"Right." Belvaids nodded, still frowning.

Kraaks was wiser than them. But then, Kraaks had a couple of centuries on its shoulders while they had barely what? Twenty cycles? They were called "years" on the planet... maybe they should start counting time like the locals?

"I think it's wonderful we've found a planet with the same life cycle as the mothership," they said as they climbed into their single bed. "I'm a little overwhelmed at the moment, but I'm certain we'll be all right."

"Of course we will, don't let Tritaks's and Dinniel's pessimism get to you," Kraaks answered. "Sweet dreams, Bel."
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Kraaks watched, pleased, as Belvaids grew in confidence with the locals. After the first shock, they started enjoying the outings with Lalma and Dinniel. Belvaids was more like it than any of the other Brix'iens, and it was glad they had chosen not to alter their body to match the locals.

Kraaks tried to go out with its symbiont, but the locals didn't seem to notice it. Probably because it needed Belvaids's mouth to communicate with them, but they seemed to think it was a plant or an animal of some kind, not an intelligent species that came from outer space.

The Phis'irs and the Brix'iens went out in small groups, trying to connect with the locals. They watched their movies and their TV programs from the mothership, trying to learn as much as they could, and then made small expeditions, usually moving at night in their landing shuttles to reach places they wanted to explore more.

A year went by, a full turn of seasons that filled both the Phis'irs and the Brix'iens with awe. Even Tritaks had abandoned its pessimism and seemed content to have found a place to live. It decided to start building a town for them under the mountain that housed their mothership, so they could move out of it.

Meanwhile Kraaks, Xottex and the other Phis'irs kept going out with their symbionts to meet with governments and offer their technology in return for a place to stay. Lalma had sex with a local from the country called China, and nine months later the artificial womb expelled the first half-blood child.

Other symbionts started mingling with the local humans, but Dinniel and Belvaids weren't interested. Belvaids was curious about the history of the planet, but since there was no global connection, they had to go from country to country to gather data.

They ended up with some kind of global calendar, although some countries didn't follow it, and gave a lecture about the planet that would be their new home. The population had grown to five billion people in the current century, a rapid growth that meant they probably didn't feel threatened by a starship with a hundred thousand living beings in it, only half of which were human.

"We can actually grow our numbers faster than them," Lalma said. "Since their women lose nine months to gestation, while we put the fertilized eggs in the artificial womb."

"We should build more artificial wombs," Dinniel agreed. "We'll have a birth clinic in our town!"

"And many levels for the different stages of life," Belvaids added. "At least for us, since our symbionts age slower."

"But we're not introducing the local traditions," Dachie, symbiont of Xuudeth, said. In her twenties like Belvaids, she was very pretty. She had a silver pixie cut and beautiful black eyes. Apparently some local had fallen in love with her and wanted to marry her in spite of her strange hair color. "We're not interested in marriage, families and all that stuff."

"Or working for a living," Lalma added with a smirk.

"Useless stuff," Yamala said. A cyborg like Dinniel, she had long brown hair and artificial tendrils that allowed her to use the Phis'irs' computers. Her hazel eyes stared at Belvaids. "Thank you for your research work. Now we know what we can use and what we can ignore."

"And also how to deal with the locals," Dachie added. "I suggest we don't let them into our town until we're sure we can trust them."

"They don't know where we're settling, unless you tell them," Dinniel said. "And we won't let them in just yet."

"We will finish building our town and then we'll decide what to do," Lalma concluded. "But I don't think the Terrans are ready to share living quarters with us just yet."

Probably not, but both Kraaks and Belvaids were happy to be on a planet and experience it. On the self-sufficient mothership they'd had no idea of what they were missing. Belvaids in particular had so many stimuli for their five senses, their brainwaves were more fulfilling than ever for Kraaks.

The other Phis'irs were equally pleased by the connection between their symbionts and the planet as well as the locals. There was no way back to their home world, but this beautiful planet seemed to be just perfect.

They had found a place where they could grow like the Old One, and plant their seeds, and watch their saplings grow and bond with more Brix'iens – no, humans – than they could ever dream of.

The Old One might have gambled with their future when it had left their home world, but they were going to carve out a life for themselves on this new planet with the help of their symbionts.

Sometimes Kraaks wondered if they would have been welcomed if they didn't have the Brix'iens aboard. From what he had seen of the locals, probably not. Those humans seemed to be terrified of different people – for example with darker or lighter skin tones – let alone different sentient species.

Let them think the Phis'irs were plants. Their symbionts would infiltrate the Terrans' society and start building a new civilization right under their noses.

Part one: The First Generation (1994-2001)

1. DINNIEL (1994-1995)

Dinniel leaned on the bathroom sink to take a closer look at his face in the mirror. The circuitry on his head gleamed in the artificial light. He already knew that if he covered it with a beanie hat it would look as if he had cornrows underneath, but at the same time it would press everything against his skull.

He could cover his bluish neck with a turtleneck, but his "hair" was becoming bothersome. After more than ten years on the planet, he no longer needed the enhancements he'd had implanted on the mothership. They had actually become a hindrance if he wanted to mingle with the Terrans.

When the mothership had half-landed and half-crashed on the Himalayas, he'd been one of the first to go out and explore the new world, hiding his circuitry under hats, wigs and turbans. But now they had settled they had computers and machines that could be worked with their hands and there was no need for tendrils.

He'd heard from Yamala, who'd had artificial tendrils implanted on the mothership. She'd had them removed, since she no longer needed them. Heck, even Belvaids had genetically modified their pink hair color to a more natural brown!

They were physically similar to the Terrans, definitely compatible with them, but there were some things the Terrans didn't have yet. And his being a cyborg was definitely not an asset with their current technological level. He only needed the microchips to feed Tritaks and interact with Rainbow Town's appliances and utilities now.

He straightened with a sigh and realized his symbiont had been standing behind him. But it was so tall and thin that his own body had hidden the sapling. The elongated face with compound eyes seemed to be studying his reflection as much as he had been.

The Terrans called them disdainfully "Sticks on legs" – clearly oblivious to the benefits of a symbiosis with them. The saplings fed on human brainwaves and gave better brain functions and longer lifespans in return.

The humans on the mothership had no chores, since the saplings were the ones doing all the work. Well, the saplings, the mainframe and a few robots. There was room for construction robots, androids and small drones on the mothership, as if the Old One had expected them to be needed once the mothership reached a new habitable planet.

Which had happened in Dinniel's lifetime. He'd moved out of his stateroom on the mothership more than ten years earlier, and now lived in an underground town that was still being completed. The interactions with the Terrans meant they had more human-made machines now, and Dinniel and his peers could contribute more in rebuilding their society, mostly under the Earth's surface.

Dinniel sighed, stepping away from the sink to face his symbiont. Tritaks was as tall as him but much thinner and only vaguely human-shaped, hence the Terrans didn't consider it an intelligent being. The big round eyes, small mouths and flat noses on the elongated heads looked cartoonish in the Terrans' eyes.

The saplings were invertebrates, not mammals. They were hermaphrodite and their stick-like body looked closer to vegetation, with ridges resembling leaf veins, bark-like tubercles, and mossy or lichenous outgrowths.

They had two feeding tendrils that they also used to operate the machines, and didn't use their mouths to speak or feed. It was more something to please their symbionts, an adaptation to the humans who bonded with them. They were literally still green, while the Old One that had sired them had been brown.

Dinniel wasn't sure when they'd shift color, probably when they grew taller and needed some form of exoskeleton to sustain them. The Old One had been huge, like the giant sequoias of this planet.

I must get rid of all this, Dinniel transmitted to Tritaks, caressing the silver circuits covering his scalp. I don't need any of it anymore.

Tritaks's tendrils caressed his head but didn't latch onto the microchips.

You're right, Dinniel. We want you Brix'iens to mingle with Terrans, and you can't do it like this.

Humans, Tritaks. We're all humans – us and the Terrans.

You were born on the mothership, and even if you take out the implants, you'll never be a Terran.

I know, they refuse to bond with you. They think you're plants or something. But it will be easier to deal with them if I can really pass myself off as one of them.

Tritaks had felt his discomfort at wearing wigs and hats. It agreed to let him get rid of the implants on his head, since they were the most obvious. The rest could be covered with clothes. A bald head wasn't uncommon, not even on a young man like him.

He left the bathroom and picked up his tablet, booking the hospital to have his head implants removed. He was supposed to go out and attend a convention soon, therefore he'd better be ready.

Tritaks accompanied him. They took an automated electric car from the apartment building to the hospital.

Dinniel was proud of everything they had accomplished since they had reached the planet. The first underground town attached to the hangar in the Himalayas was giving rise to sister cities all around the world, built by the mothership robots that had become proficient at carving mountains and recycling the materials for construction.

Rainbow Town, as it had been called, had spawned more hidden settlements after the eldest saplings, including Tritaks, had laid eggs resembling seeds in shape and size, with hard shells, that had hatched after seventy days.

Instead of doing it all under the Himalayas, they had started building other underground towns like that first one. Dinniel and Tritaks had moved to the United States, one of the more advanced countries of the planet.

Lalma and Xottex had gone to Japan, and Belvaids and Kraaks were in Europe, with others spread around the world. Dinniel's Rainbow Town was complete. Built by carving out Mount Mitchell, it was close enough to the nations' capital that their leaders could be brought in if necessary.

During the recently ended Cold War, Dinniel and his companions had been on both sides, with Yamala in Russia and Dinniel in the United States, but neither had told the Terrans about the other. Terrans weren't allowed inside Rainbow Towns yet, with the excuse that they weren't finished.

Dinniel and Tritaks didn't want the Terrans to see their fully connected smart-homes just yet. Earth was slowly getting connected, but the World Wide Web was still in its infancy and the Internet was the next big thing in technology – hot enough that TIME did a cover story on it, but so unfamiliar that they'd had to begin by explaining what it was. A few months earlier, computer-book publisher Ziff-Davis Press had released Mark Butler’s How to Use the Internet that barely mentioned the World Wide Web.

Rainbow Town looked like a smart-town of the future, with thorium generators giving it power and the internet of things allowing for a smooth service, like on the mothership. Robots had built the two- and three-story buildings with apartments for one or two people, neatly aligned along grid streets.

Driverless electric cars that could be called with an app through the microchips allowed transport on the various levels, built around a central tower that served as an elevator. There were no plants or animals around, but that didn't bother the residents in the least.

The people of the mothership didn't have the Terrans' sense of family or property. Being a small, enclosed world, they had no real sense of borders, but both races had assumed they should ask permission before settling, even if it was in underground towns because the saplings didn't like the sun.

The doctor at the hospital was a robot, that removed Dinniel's circuitry and put a layer of silicone skin over the scars so it would look like a natural bald head. He could still hide it under a beanie or a wig, if he felt so inclined.

Feeling much lighter, Dinniel went back home, to his self-cleaning apartment, to prepare for his trip to San Francisco to attend the first conference devoted entirely to the subject of the commercial potential of the World Wide Web.

He'd been trickling technological secrets since he'd first made contact, and Terrans were catching up. Keeping an eye on them was his duty, though. Especially the hackers from the programmers' subculture who worked openly and used their real names, focusing on creating new software and improving existing infrastructure for video games.

He took a selfie of his new, bald look, and uploaded it to a program that allowed him to print out fake passports that looked real. He might have been known only as Dinniel 27102500 on the mothership, but since he'd reached Earth, he'd forged himself a new identity, adding "family name" and a fake place and date of birth.

He had slightly changed the spelling, so his passport read Daniel Smith, born in New York on October 28, 1970, which made him twenty-four. He wasn't sure it was his actual age, since on the mothership they counted time slightly differently, but it matched his looks, so it would do for now.

His smooth, clean-shaven face hadn't changed one iota since he'd reached the planet, but he avoided the sun as much as he could, since his fair skin didn't seem to like it much. His blue eyes had seduced quite a few Terrans of both sexes, but he wasn't interested in a relationship – or even breeding – with them.

Forty-eight hours later he was ready. He packed and headed out of Rainbow Town along one of the exit tunnels. Dinniel had never bothered learning to drive the local cars, so he paid for taxis or took public means of transportation when he went to the Terran towns.

Since they had reached Earth, the saplings and their symbionts had learned a lot about the local culture. They had set up a multinational corporation, Rainbow Towns MNC. They had money to pay locals for services or to employ them.

They had Terran travel agencies who arranged their trips, and Dinniel found his driver at the Mount Mitchell Campground. Dinniel reached the closest town with an airport and boarded his flight for San Francisco.

***
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Dinniel caressed his bald scalp and sighed. He felt both lighter and more vulnerable, but there was no way back. He zipped his hoodie closed and headed out of the hotel room. He walked briskly through the busy streets of San Francisco until he reached Pacific Bell's Yerba Buena Media Center and joined the crowd of advertisers, publishers and multimedia producers who had gathered for the first major conference devoted exclusively to the subject of commercial opportunities in web publishing.

Dinniel found a seat and listened with interest to the talk given by Ken McCarthy, the Internet Gazette's founding publisher. Apparently the Bay Area was the undisputed capital of digital media, but there was virtually no conversation between the multimedia industry and the world's largest collection of internet gurus.

Dinniel was interested in a more global communication system that would make the world "shrink" and allow people to connect better. Rainbow Towns might have their own network, but attaching it to the World Wide Web might be an improvement for all parties involved.

Sitting next to him was a young man with dark hair and hazel eyes who listened raptly to all the talks. During the lunchbreak, Dinniel noticed that, like him, the young man had pulled up his hood, as if he were trying to hide, and wasn't really talking to anyone.

Was it just another Terran computer geek? One of those enthusiastic hackers who knew more about coding than other people? Dinniel was an introvert, but he decided to introduce himself to the young man.

"Daniel Smith," he said, offering his hand in the local greeting.

"Alain Jones," the young man answered, eyeing him warily. He kept his hands in his pockets, and Dinniel dropped the hand.

"Where are you from?" he asked, trying to break the ice.

"I flew in from London. You?"

"Much closer, I came from the East Coast." Dinniel smiled. "What attracted you to this convention?"

As he talked, Alain slowly opened up and became more lively. He wanted to meet Marc Andreessen of Netscape, Mark Graham of Pandora Systems and Ken McCarthy of E-media. Wasn't that talk they'd just listened to wonderful?

The World Wide Web looked like Fairyland to him and he looked forward to seeing it come to life. The ideas floating around had made him decide to abandon his video game programming to start working on servers and web crawlers.

He was very eloquent when it came to explaining what he did on his computer, but most people glazed over after some time. He wasn't interested in using his technical knowledge to make bugs or break into computer systems.

Dinniel thought he had met a kindred spirit. Alain was very much like him, not interested in relationships with people, but addicted to technology. By the end of the day, Alain admitted he had settled into a lonely routine and didn't have any friends – much like Dinniel.

"They said I'm dyslexic," he said with a shrug. "That I have ADHD."

"Funny, I have significant difficulties in social interaction and nonverbal communication, along with restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior and interests," Dinniel commented, thoughtful.

"So do I." Alain nodded gravely. "They call it Asperger Syndrome."

"Huh?" Dinniel stared at him, puzzled. He knew about the Terran shrinks, but had never been to one. Why Terrans had to classify all their behaviors was still a mystery to him.

"I don't care what they say." Alain shrugged again. "My cousins call me the Little Hacker."

He was a computer genius. He simply did what he liked to do and couldn't be bothered with the rest. He was only nineteen, but he hoped to become someone in the hacker subculture.

Dinniel liked him more and more. Definitely a kindred spirit. He decided to ask for Alain's email address, then he'd open an account on Yahoo or AOL or any other Terran provider to keep in touch with the European young man.

***
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Going home and starting an email conversation with Alain was a nice change to his routine. Since they were in different time zones, they wrote to each other once daily. Every now and then, they met in chat rooms, even less frequently they talked on the phone. But intercontinental calls were very expensive, and neither liked to talk much.

Dinniel called Alain for Christmas because he knew it was an important holiday for the Terrans, but Alain wasn't too keen on it. He had loved it as a child, but since his father's death, the holiday had lost all meaning.

For the new year it was Alain's turn to call and hope 1995 would make all their dreams come true. Then Dinniel called for Alain's twentieth birthday, which also marked the last phone call. Too expensive and awkward. The emails continued, though.

Dinniel preferred videocalls with his friends to the Terran landlines. The first cell phones were expensive and had no screen anyway, but Rainbow Town had smartphones and tablets already.

By March, Dinniel had created a connection between their network and the World Wide Web, so he joined a couple of Newsgroups to stay updated, since there was no cable TV inside Rainbow Town.

He jumped in his seat when his newsfeed showed him the Tokyo subway sarin attack. The act of domestic terrorism perpetrated on 20 March 1995 by members of the cult movement Aum Shinrikyo made him try to call Lalma immediately.

He got no answer while the news scrolled on his screen. In five coordinated attacks, the perpetrators released sarin on three lines of the Tokyo Metro during rush hour, killing twelve people, severely injuring fifty and causing temporary vision problems for nearly a thousand others.

Tritaks suggested he wrote an email, so that Lalma's symbiont could see it and answer it. The saplings had no voices to speak of, but they could read and write. Dinniel immediately obeyed, hoping Xottex would see the email and answer him – although Lalma's inbox was probably flooded by now.

While he waited for news, he kept scrolling the newsfeed, frowning more and more. The group, led by Shoko Asahara, had already carried out several assassinations and terrorist attacks using sarin, including the Matsumoto sarin attack nine months earlier. They had also produced several other nerve agents, including VX, and attempted to produce botulinum toxin and had perpetrated several failed acts of bioterrorism.

Asahara had been made aware of a police raid scheduled for March 22 and had planned the Tokyo subway attack in order to hinder police investigations into the cult and perhaps spark the apocalypse they believed in. The leader also wanted to start a Third World War.

Dinniel shook his head and sighed, trying to relax in his comfortable armchair. Terrans were definitely more violent than the Brix'iens ever were, probably because they didn't have the Phis'irs nurturing them.

It looked as if Earth was still governed by the law of the jungle, although it had been half a century since the end of the last world war. Clearly there were still people who wanted total annihilation for humanity, though.

The tablet pinged with an email that startled him. Xottex had sent a general message to all the worried parties, including Dinniel. Lalma had been close to the attack, but she'd been a moderate casualty with just miosis (excessive constriction of the pupil).

By mid-afternoon, she'd been among the mildly affected victims who had recovered from vision problems and was released from hospital. She had gone back to Rainbow Town, though, trusting their own facility more than the Terrans'.

She was now resting and would be in touch as soon as possible. Dinniel sighed in relief and managed to relax. Again because of time zones, he had to wait til the following day to see Lalma on his screen.

Her light, almond-shaped eyes were still a little red, but the pupil had gone back to normal. Like Belvaids, she had genetically modified her hair color to be more similar to the Terrans'. Even though some East Asians might color their hair light blond, it was more acceptable if she was raven-haired. And she wore dark contact lenses when she went out, which had also sort of protected her eyes during the attack.

She'd chosen Japan precisely because she looked Japanese with minor modifications. Japan had been the most technological country in the world when they had reached the planet, and they had to have someone there.

"This is a dangerous planet, not because of the animal life, but because of the humans," she commented, unhappy. "I wonder if we'll ever manage to educate them."

"Well, if we fail, we'll just lock down inside Rainbow Towns," he replied with a shrug. "They obviously don't deserve us."

"With some exceptions," she agreed with a half-smile.

She'd had a baby with a Terran when they first got there, and possibly more – fertilized eggs that she had deposited in the artificial wombs of her Rainbow Town's birth clinic. The Brix'iens females didn't waste time gestating like Terran women.

"True." He smiled back, thinking of Alain. "Stay safe, my friend. We don't want to lose you to those crazy Terrans."

"You too," she replied.

She had heard about hacker Kevin Mitnick, arrested by the FBI and charged with breaking into some of the United States' most secure computer systems back in February. She knew Colin Ferguson had been convicted of six counts of murder for the December 1993 Long Island Rail Road shooting and that members of the group Patriot's Council had been convicted in Minnesota under the Biological Weapons Anti-Terrorism Act of 1989 for manufacturing ricin.

The United States weren't much safer than Japan, apparently, despite Mississippi ratifying the Thirteenth Amendment and becoming the last state to approve the abolition of slavery. Too many guns around for Dinniel's tastes. Despite this, he suggested they met in LA in a week.

"What for?" she asked, puzzled.

"The 67th Academy Awards, hosted by David Letterman," he answered. "Fancy a trip and a visit at the Shrine Auditorium?"

"Mm... what movies are competing?"

Dinniel checked on his laptop.

"Forrest Gump, Four Weddings and a Funeral, Pulp Fiction, Quiz Show and The Shawshank Redemption," he said. "I've seen two out of five, you?"

"One, suggested by Dachie." She giggled. "Guess which one."

"The only British one." He smiled. "I didn't see it. So, shall we go and see who wins Best Picture?"

"If it's a reunion with Dachie, Belvaids and Yamala, why not?"

Dinniel was glad Lalma was okay, and willing to travel. He was sure spending some time with her friends would help her forget the sarin attack. They could have some fun trying to guess who would win the Oscar, and relax for a weekend under the planet's sky.

2. DACHIE (1996-1997)

Dachie sipped her tea, sitting on her single bed in the top room of the house with her laptop open in front of her. Her flatmates didn't know she had such an advanced computer, and she liked to keep it that way.

She had rented a room in Greater London in a semidetached house located in a quiet street. The family living there had small children who could still share, thus they rented out the two top rooms to students.

Dachie was officially a student and hid her silver pixie cut under a wig whenever she left the room. She was probably much older than the other students, but she still looked in her early twenties, so it didn't matter much.

She missed her symbiont, Xuudeth, but the term was almost over. She looked forward to going back to Rainbow Town and spending the summer months with it. She had tried to bring it along, pretending it was a plant, but her microchips were worthless outside of the technology of Rainbow Towns, so they'd had to give up the thought.

Her course was almost done, although she liked living in London. Her current room might not be smart or self-cleaning, but it was cozy, with a sliding roof and one small window that let in the sunshine. It was smaller than her single apartment in Rainbow Town, but it was enough to sleep at night.

She usually studied at the library, and didn't need a desk in her bedroom, hence she had taken the smaller of the two available rooms. The other room was bigger, with two single beds and a desk between them, where the two lodgers could study. It was currently shared by two other girls, Abby Taylor and Lucy Wilson.

Dachie liked the taste of the British tea, and the company of the Johnsons as well as her other flatmates. She enjoyed the courses at the University of London and had already gotten herself a couple of degrees.

For each she'd had to change her name and date of birth, including the first degree she had earned in Oxford before coming to London. She had moved from college to college and from rented room to rented room as well, which meant she had quite a few British friends by now.

Dachie 27192505 was left in Rainbow Town every time she went out to attend a course. Currently she was officially known as Darcy Miller, born in 1974 in Oxford, which was the closest town to the British Rainbow Town. The fake first name was close enough to her real name that she could easily remember it. She had changed surnames through the years, though.

It was almost dinnertime and Dachie quickly checked her emails before Mrs. Johnson called her down. She skipped over the messages from her university mates when she saw one from Dinniel. He was writing because he had heard that Stephen Dorrell, the Secretary of State for Health, had announced that the Mad Cow disease had spread to humans, and Dinniel was worried for a friend who lived in London.

Dachie replied that the first known death from that Mad Cow disease had occurred the previous year when the nineteen-year-old Stephen Churchill had died of it, although the UK government had continued to emphasize the safety of British beef. She wasn't much of a meat eater herself, but she'd check on Alain Jones, if it made Dinniel feel better.

She sent the email, finished her tea and closed the laptop. Time to don her wig and go help Mrs. Johnson with the kids and dinner. The house had steep stairs down from the roof rooms. The middle floor had the bathroom and the loo as well as two big bedrooms and two smaller rooms. Mr. and Mrs. Johnson had the master bedroom facing the backyard, and next to them slept Ellie, their youngest, who was five.

Facing the street, the boys – Sam, eleven, and Antony, nine – shared the bigger bedroom while the small one was a guest room, sometimes rented like the two upper rooms, sometimes empty like now.

Downstairs there was the living room in the front, the dining room in the back, the kitchen and another loo. The children were currently gathered in the living room, fighting about what to watch on TV. Seeing that Abby and Lucy were already there with them, Dachie continued to the kitchen to help Mrs. Johnson set the table.

Mrs. Johnson was plump and shorter than Dachie, but she was always smiling. She thanked "Darcy" for the help, and didn't ask personal questions. That was something Dachie liked about all the Brits she had met in the almost fifteen years she had spent in England – they minded their own business.

Then Mr. Johnson came back from work, and soon they were all gathered around the dining table. That was another thing Dachie liked, that family feeling. Although she wasn't really interested in starting her own family and guarded her privacy fiercely, some moments with the cheerful Terran family and their guests were to be cherished.

Mr. Johnson, a tall, thin man with greying hair, asked all the "girls" about their studies. Abby was blonde, Lucy was a redhead, and "Darcy" was a brunette with a short bob and bangs that made her look younger and matched her big brown eyes.

All three reported on their day at the uni, and how their studies were going, filling the Johnsons with pride. During the summer they boarded foreign students and usually couldn't talk to them much, since most of those youngsters came to learn English.

Abby and Lucy were going home for the upcoming Easter break, and Dachie was still unsure. It might be a good way to videocall Dinniel and tell him what she had found out about Alain Jones. She hadn't booked her train to Oxford yet, but there was still a fortnight to do so.

She asked Mr. Johnson what he thought of Mr. Dorrell's announcement, and he shook his head. He said it was bad for business and that the European Union would probably ban exports of British beef. The household was more a fish & chips kind of family and they didn't eat much beef themselves, so they should be safe.

"Especially you, Darcy, since you seem to be more or less vegetarian," he added with a smile.

"I don't particularly like beef," she replied with a shrug. "And I definitely don't like fish."

"We noticed," Mrs. Johnson said, amused. "As long as you don't starve under my roof..."

"I could never," she replied. "You cook too well to allow me to starve!"

Which was true. The fresh produce Mrs. Johnson cooked tasted better than anything coming out of a Rainbow Town food dispenser. It was really hard to choose where it was better to live. With her symbiont in an hyper-technological underground town or out here with the Terrans?

Her dilemma would probably never find a solution. When she went back upstairs to get ready for bed, she saw Dinniel had written back with more information on Alain Jones. She'd check the London directory tomorrow, though. Time to get some sleep and hide
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