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ONE

Let me tell you of the worlds I’ve left behind.

Earth you know; everyone knows it. It’s the birthplace of humanity, although at this point not many
consider it our “home” planet—Phoenix has had that job since the Colonial Union was created and
became the guiding force for expanding and protecting our race in the universe. But you never forget

where you come from.

Being from Earth in this universe is like being a small-town kid who gets on the bus, goes to the big
city and spends his entire afternoon gawking at all the tall buildings. Then he gets mugged for the
crime of marveling at this strange new world, which has such things in it, because the things in it
don’t have much time or sympathy for the new kid in town, and they’re happy to kill him for what

he’s got in his suitcase. The small-town kid learns this fast, because he can’t go home again.

| spent seventy-five years on Earth, living mostly in the same small Ohio town and sharing most of

that life with the same woman. She died and stayed behind. I lived and I left.

The next world is metaphorical. The Colonial Defense Forces took me off Earth and kept the parts of
me they wanted: my consciousness, and some small part of my DNA. From the latter they built me a
new body, which was young and quick and strong and beautiful and only partially human. They
stuffed my consciousness inside of it, and gave me not nearly enough time to glory in my second
youth. Then they took this beautiful body that was now me and spent the next several years actively

trying to get it killed by throwing me at every hostile alien race it could.

There were a lot of those. The universe is vast, but the number of worlds suitable for human life is
surprisingly small, and as it happens space is filled with numerous other intelligent species who want
the same worlds we do. Very few of these species, it seems, are into the concept of sharing; we’re

certainly not. We all fight, and the worlds we can inhabit swap back and forth between us until one or
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another gets a grip on it so tight we can’t be pried off. Over a couple of centuries, we humans have
managed this trick on several dozen worlds, and failed this trick on dozens more. None of this has

made us very many friends.

I spent six years in this world. | fought and | nearly died, more than once. | had friends, most of whom
died but some of whom | saved. | met a woman who was achingly like the one | shared my life with
on Earth, but who was nevertheless entirely her own person. | defended the Colonial Union, and in

doing so | believed | was keeping humanity alive in the universe.

At the end of it the Colonial Defense Forces took the part of me that had always been me and stuffed it
into a third and final body. This body was young, but not nearly as quick and strong. It was, after all,
only human. But this body would not be asked to fight and die. | missed being as strong as a cartoon

superhero. | didn’t miss every alien creature | met trying very hard to kill me. It was a fair trade.

The next world is likely unknown to you. Stand again on Earth, our old home, where billions still live

and dream of the stars. Look up in the sky, at the constellation Lynx, hard by Ursa Major.

There’s a star there, yellow like our sun, with six major planets. The third one, appropriately enough,
Is a counterfeit of Earth: 96 percent of its circumference, but with a slightly larger iron core, so it has
101 percent of its mass (you don’t notice that 1 percent much). Two moons: one two-thirds the size of
Earth’s moon, but closer than Luna, so in the sky it takes up the same amount of real estate. The
second moon, a captured asteroid, is much smaller and closer in. It’s in an unstable orbit; eventually it
will tumble and fall into the planet below. Best estimate is this will happen in about a quarter of a

million years. The natives are not terribly concerned at the moment.

This world was found by humans nearly seventy-five years ago; the Ealan had a colony there but the
Colonial Defense Forces corrected that. Then the Ealan, shall we say, checked the math on that
equation and it was another couple of years before it was all sorted out. When it was, the Colonial
Union opened the world to colonists from Earth, mostly from India. They arrived in waves; the first
one after the planet was secured from the Ealan, and the second shortly after the Subcontinental War
on Earth, when the Occupation-backed probationary government offered the most notable supporters
of the Chowdhury regime the choice of colonization or imprisonment. Most went into exile, taking

their families with them. These people didn’t so much dream of the stars as had them forced upon
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them.

Given the people who live on the planet, you would think it would have a name that reflects their
heritage. You would be wrong. The planet is called Huckleberry, named no doubt by some Twain-
loving apparatchik of the Colonial Union. Huckleberry’s large moon is Sawyer; the small one is Becky.
Its three major continents are Samuel, Langhorne and Clemens; from Clemens there is a long, curling
string of volcanic islands known as the Livy Archipelago, set in the Calaveras Ocean. Most of the
prominent features were dubbed in various aspects Twainania before the first settlers arrived; they

seem to have accepted this with good grace.

Stand on this planet with me now. Look up in the sky, in the direction of the constellation Lotus. In it
there is a star, yellow like the one this planet circles, around which | was born, two other lives ago.
From here it is so far away as to be invisible to the eye, which is often how | feel about the life I lived

there.

My name is John Perry. | am eighty-eight years old. | have lived on this planet for nearly eight years
now. It is my home, which I share with my wife and my adopted daughter. Welcome to Huckleberry.

In this story, it’s the next world | leave behind. But not the final one.

The story of how I left Huckleberry begins—as do all worthy stories—with a goat.

Savitri Guntupalli, my assistant, didn’t even look up from her book as | came back from lunch.

“There’s a goat in your office,” she said.
“Hmmmm,” | said. “I thought we’d sprayed for those.”

This got an upward glance, which counted as a victory as these things go. “It brought the Chengelpet

brothers with it,” she said.

“Crap,” | said. The last pair of brothers who fought as much as the Chengelpet brothers were named
Cain and Abel, and at least one of them finally took some direct action. “I thought I told you not to let

those two in my office when | wasn’t around.”

“You said no such thing,” Savitri said.
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“Let’s make it a standing order,” | said.

“And even if you had,” Savitri continued, setting down her book, “this assumes that either Chengelpet
would listen to me, which neither would. Aftab stomped through first with the goat and Nissim

followed right after. Neither of them so much as looked in my direction.”
“I don’t want to have to deal with the Chengelpets,” | said. “I just ate.”

Savitri reached over to the side of the desk, grabbed her waste-basket and placed it on top of her desk.

“By all means, vomit first,” she said.

I had met Savitri several years before while | was touring the colonies as a representative of the
Colonial Defense Forces, talking it up to the various colonies | was sent to. At the stop in the village of
New Goa in the Huckleberry colony, Savitri stood up and called me a tool of the imperial and
totalitarian regime of the Colonial Union. I liked her immediately. When | mustered out of the CDF, |
decided to settle in New Goa. | was offered the position of village ombudsman, which I took, and was
surprised on the first day of work to find Savitri there, telling me that she was going to be my assistant

whether | liked it or not.
“Remind me again why you took this job,” | said to Savitri over the wastebasket.
“Sheer perversity,” Savitri said. “Are you going to vomit or not?”

“I think I’'ll keep itin,” | said. She grabbed the wastebasket and set it in its former position, and then

picked up her book to resume reading.

I had an idea. “Hey, Savitri,” | said. “Want my job?”

“Sure,” she said, opening her book. “I’ll start right after you finish with the Chengelpets.”
“Thanks,” | said.

Savitri grunted. She had returned to her literary adventures. | steeled myself and walked through the

door of my office.

The goat in the middle of the floor was cute. The Chengelpets, sitting in the chairs in front of my desk,

were less so.
“Aftab,” | said, nodding to the older brother. “Nissim,” | said, nodding to the younger. “And friend,” |
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said, nodding to the goat. | took a seat. “What can | do for you this afternoon?”
“You can give me permission to shoot my brother, Ombudsman Perry,” Nissim said.

“I’'m not sure that’s in my job description,” | said. “And anyway, it seems a little drastic. Why don’t

you tell me what’s going on.”

Nissim pointed to his brother. “This bastard has stolen my seed,” he said.
“Pardon?” | said.

“My seed,” Nissim said. “Ask him. He cannot deny it.”

| blinked and turned toward Aftab. “Stealing your brother’s seed, then, is it, Aftab?”

“You must forgive my brother,” Aftab said. “He is prone to hysteria, as you know. What he means to
say is that one of his goats wandered from his pasture into mine and impregnated this nanny here,

and now he claims that | have stolen his goat’s sperm.”

“It wasn’t just any goat,” Nissim said. “It was Prabhat, my prizewinner. | stud him out for a very good

price, and Aftab didn’t want to pay the price. So he stole my seed.”

“It’s Prabhat’s seed, you idiot,” Aftab said. “And it’s not my fault you take such poor care of your

fence that your goat was able to get onto my land.”

“Oh, that’s rich,” Nissim said. “Ombudsman Perry, I’'ll have you know that fence wire was cut.

Prabhat was tempted onto his land.”

“You’re delusional,” Aftab said. “And even if it were true, which it is not, so what? You have your

precious Prabhat back.”

“But now you have this pregnant goat,” Nissim said. “A pregnancy that you did not pay for, and
which | did not give permission for. It’s theft, pure and simple. And more than that, you’re trying to

ruin me.”
“What are you talking about?” Aftab said.
“You’re trying to breed a new stud,” Nissim said to me, and pointed at the goat, which was nibbling

the back of Aftab’s chair. “Don’t deny it. This is your best nanny. By breeding it with Prabhat you’ll
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have a buck you can stud out. You’re trying to undercut my business. Ask him, Ombudsman Perry.

Ask him what his goat is carrying.”

I looked back to Aftab. “What is your goat carrying, Aftab?”

“By sheer coincidence, one of the fetuses is male,” Aftab said.

“I want it aborted,” Nissim said.

“It’s not your goat,” Aftab said.

“Then I'll take the kid when it’s born,” Nissim said. “As payment for the seed you stole.”

“This again,” Aftab said, and looked over to me. “You see what | am dealing with, Ombudsman Perry.
He lets his goats run rampant across the countryside, impregnating at will, and then he demands

payment for his own shoddy animal husbandry.”

Nissim bellowed in outrage and began yelling and gesticulating wildly at his brother; Aftab followed
suit. The goat came around the desk and eyed me curiously. | reached into my desk and fed the goat a
candy | found there. “You and | don’t actually need to be here for this,” | said to the goat. The goat

didn’t respond, but I could tell she agreed with me.

As originally planned, the village ombudsman’s job was supposed to be simple: Whenever the New
Goa villagers had a problem with the local or district government, they would come to me, and |
could help them run through the red tape and get things done. It was, in fact, just the sort of job you
give a war hero who is otherwise useless to the daily life of a largely rural colony; he’s got just enough
notoriety with the higher-ups that when he shows up on the doorstep, they have to pay attention to

him.

The thing was that after a couple of months of this, the New Goa villagers started coming to me with
their other problems. “Oh, we don’t want to bother with the officials,” | was told by one of the
villagers, after | questioned why | was suddenly the go-to guy for everything from farm equipment
advice to frontline marriage counseling. “It’s easier and quicker to come to you.” Rohit Kulkarni, New
Goa’s administrator, was delighted with this state of affairs, since | was now handling the problems

that used to come to him first. It gave him more time to fish and play dominoes at the tea shop.
Most of the time this new and expanded definition of my ombudsman’s duties was perfectly fine. It

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Scal zi,%20John%20-%20[ Ol d%2...%620L ast%20Col ony%20(v1.2)%20[ html ,%20j pg,%20txt] .html (11 of 274)4-7-2007 2:23:52



John Scalzi - Old Man's War 3 - The Last Colony (v1.2)

was nice to help people, and it was also nice that people listened to my advice. On the other hand any
public servant is likely to tell you that just a few annoying people in their community will take up the

vast majority of their time. In New Goa, those roles were occupied by the Chengelpet brothers.

No one knew why they hated each other so much. | thought it might be something with their parents,
but Bhajan and Niral were lovely people who were just as mystified about it as anyone. Some people
just don’t get along with some other people, and unfortunately, these two people who did not get

along happened to be brothers.

It wouldn’t have been so bad if in fact they hadn’t built farms right next to each other and thus were in
each other’s faces and business most of the time. At one point early in my tenure | suggested to Aftab,
whom | regarded as the slightly more rational Chengelpet, that he might consider checking out a new
plot of land that had just been cleared out on the other side of the village, because living away from
Nissim might solve the majority of his problems with him. “Oh, he’d like that,” Aftab said, in a
perfectly reasonable tone of voice. After that | abandoned any hope of rational discourse on the matter
and accepted that my karma required me to suffer through the occasional visit from the Outraged

Chengelpet Brothers.

“All right,” | said, quieting the brothers down from their fratriphobic rantings. “Here’s what I think. |
don’t think it really matters how our lady friend the goat got knocked up, so let’s not focus on that.

But you both agree that it was Nissim’s buck that did the deed.”

Both the Chengelpets nodded; the goat stayed modestly quiet. “Fine. Then the two of you are in
business together,” | said. “Aftab, you can keep the kid after it’s born and stud it out if you like. But
the first six times you do, Nissim gets the full stud fee, and after that half of your stud fee goes to your

brother.”
“He’ll just stud it out for free the first six times,” Nissim said.

“Then let’s make the stud fee after those first six times the average of those first six,” I said. “So if he
tries to screw you he’ll end up screwing himself, too. And this is a small village, Nissim. People here
won’t stud with Aftab if they think the only reason he’s hiring out his goat is to mess with your

livelihood. There’s a fine line between value and being a bad neighbor.”
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“And what if | don’t want to be in business with him?”” Aftab said.

“Then you can sell the kid to Nissim,” | said. Nissim opened his mouth to protest. “Yes, sell,” | said,
before he could complain. “Take the kid to Murali and get an appraisal. That’ll be the price. Murali

doesn’t like either of you very much so you’ll get a fair estimate. Okay?”

The Chengelpets thought it over, which is to say they racked their brains to see if there was any way
either one of them was more unhappy with this state of affairs than the other. Eventually they both
seemed to come to the conclusion that they were equally displeased, which in this situation was the

optimal result. They both nodded their assent.

“Good,” | said. “Now get out of here before there’s a mess on my rug.”

“My goat wouldn’t do that,” Aftab said.

“It’s not the goat I’'m worried about,” | said, shooing them out. They left; Savitri appeared in the door.
“You’re in my seat,” she said, nodding to my chair.

“Screw you,” | said, propping up my feet on the desk. “If you’re not going to handle the annoying

cases, you’re not ready for the big chair.”

“In that case | will return to my humble role as your assistant and let you know that while you were

entertaining the Chengelpets, the constable called,” Savitri said.
“What about?” | asked.
“Didn’t say,” Savitri said. “Hung up. You know the constable. Very abrupt.”

“Tough but fair, that’s the motto,” | said. “If it was really important there’d be a message, so I'll worry

about that later. In the meantime I’'ll catch up with my paperwork.”

“You don’t have paperwork,” Savitri said. “You give it all to me.”

“Is it done?” | asked.

“As far as you know, yes,” Savitri said.

“Then | think I’ll relax and bask in my superior management skills,” | said.

“I’'m glad you didn’t use the wastebasket to vomit earlier,” Savitri said. “Because now there’s a place
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for mine to go.” She retreated back to her desk before | could think up a good retort.

We’d been like this since after the first month we’d worked together. It took her that first month to get
used to the fact that even though | was former military | wasn’t actually a colonialist tool, or at the
very least if | was, | was one with common sense and a reasonable sense of humor. Having established
I wasn’t there to spread my hegemony over her village, she relaxed enough to start mocking me. It’s

been our relationship for seven years, and it’s a good one.

With all the paperwork done and all the problems of the village solved, | did what anyone in my
position would do: | took a nap. Welcome to the rough and tumble world of colonial village

ombudsmanning. It’s possible it’s done differently elsewhere, but if it is, | don’t want to know.

I woke up in time to see Savitri closing up the office for the day. | waved good-bye to her and after a
few more minutes of immobility hauled my own ass out of the chair and through the door, on the way
home. Along the way | happened to see the constable coming toward me on the other side of the road.
| crossed the road, walked up to the constable and kissed my local law enforcement official full on the

lips.

“You know | don’t like it when you do that,” Jane said, after | was done.
“You don’t like it when | kiss you?”” | asked.

“Not when I’'m on the job,” Jane said. “It erodes my authority.”

I smiled at the thought of some malfeasant thinking Jane, a former Special Forces soldier, was soft
because she kissed her husband. The ass-kicking that would ensue would be terrible in its magnitude.

However, | didn’t say that. “Sorry,” | said. “I’ll try not to erode your authority anymore.”
“Thank you,” Jane said. “I was coming to see you, anyway, since you didn’t return my call.”
“I was incredibly busy today,” | said.

“Savitri briefed me on just how busy you were when | called back,” Jane said.

“Oops,” | said.

“Oops,” Jane agreed. We started walking in the direction of our home. “What | was going to tell you is

that you could expect Gopal Boparai to come by tomorrow to find out what his community service
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would be. He was drunk and disorderly again. He was yelling at a cow.”
“Bad karma,” | said.

“The cow thought so, too,” Jane said. “It butted him in the chest and sent him through a shop

window.”

“Is Go okay?” | asked.

“Scratches,” Jane said. “The pane popped out. Plastic. Didn’t break.”

“This is the third time this year,” | said. “He should be up in front of the actual magistrate, not me.”

“That’s what | told him, too,” Jane said. “But he’d be up for a mandatory forty days in the district gaol

and Shashi is due in a couple of weeks. She needs him around more than he needs gaol.”
“All right,” I said. “I’ll figure out something for him.”

“How was your day?” Jane asked. “Besides the nap, | mean.”

“I had a Chengelpet day,” | said. “This time with a goat.”

Jane and | chatted about our day on our walk home, like we do every day on our walk home, to the
small farm we keep just outside the village proper. As we turned onto our road we ran into our

daughter Zoe, walking Babar the mutt, who was typically deliriously happy to see us.

“He knew you were coming,” Zoe said, slightly out of breath. “Took off halfway down the road. Had

to run to keep up.”

“Nice to know we were missed,” | said. Jane petted Babar, who wagged up a storm. | gave Zoe a peck

on the cheek.
“You two have a visitor,” Zoe said. “He showed up at the house about an hour ago. In a floater.”

No one in town had a floater; they were ostentatious and impractical for a farming community. |
glanced over to Jane, who shrugged, as if to say, I’m not expecting anyone. “Who did he say he was?” |

asked.

“He didn’t,” Zoe said. “All he said was that he was an old friend of yours, John. I told him I could call

you and he said he was happy to wait.”
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“Well, what does he look like, at least?” | asked.
“Young,” Zoe said. “Kinda cute.”
“I don’t think | know any cute guys,” | said. “That’s more your department, teenage daughter.”

Zoe crossed her eyes and gave a mock sneer. “Thanks, ninety-year-old dad. If you had let me finish
speaking, you would have heard the clue that tells me you might actually know him. Which is that

he’s also green.”

This got another shared glance between me and Jane. CDF members had green skin, a result of
modified chlorophyll that gave them extra energy for combat. Both Jane and | had had green skin
once; | was back to my original hue and Jane was allowed to choose a more standard skin tone when

she changed bodies.
“He didn’t say what he wanted?” Jane asked Zoe.

“Nope,” Zoe said. “And | didn’t ask. I just figured I’d come find you and give you advance warning. |

left him on the front porch.”

“Probably sneaking around the house by now,” | said.
“Doubtful,” Zoe said. “I left Hickory and Dickory to watch him.”
I grinned. “That should keep him in one place,” | said.

“My thought exactly,” Zoe said.

“You are wise beyond your years, teenage daughter,” | said.

“Makes up for you, ninety-year-old dad,” she said. She jogged back to the house, Babar padding
behind.

“Such attitude,” | said to Jane. “She gets it from your side.”
“She’s adopted,” Jane said. “And I’'m not the smart-ass in the family.”

“These are details,” | said, and took her hand. “Come on. | want to see just how scared shitless our

guest is.”
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We found our guest on the porch swing, watched intently and silently by our two Obin. | recognized

him immediately.
“General Rybicki,” | said. “This is a surprise.”

“Hello, Major,” Rybicki said, referring to my former rank. He pointed to the Obin. “You’ve made

some interesting friends since the last time | saw you.”

“Hickory and Dickory.” | said. “They’re my daughter’s companions. Perfectly nice, unless they think

you’re a threat to her.”

“And then what happens?” Rybicki asked.

“It varies,” | said. “But it’s usually quick,”

“Wonderful,” Rybicki said. | excused the Obin; they went off to find Zoe.
“Thank you,” Rybicki said. “Obin make me nervous.”

“That’s the point,” Jane said.

“I realize that,” Rybicki said. “If you don’t mind me asking, why does your daughter have Obin

bodyguards?”

“They’re not bodyguards, they’re companions,” Jane said. “Zoe is our adopted daughter. Her
biological father is Charles Boutin.” This got a raised eyebrow from Rybicki; he was of sufficiently
advanced rank to know about Boutin. “The Obin revere Boutin, but he’s dead. They have a desire to

know his daughter, so they sent these two to be with her.”

“And this doesn’t bother her,” Rybicki said.

“She grew up with Obin as nannies and protectors,” Jane said. “She’s comfortable with them.”
“And it doesn’t bother you,” Rybicki said.

“They watch and protect Zoe,” | said. “They help out around here. And their presence with us is a
part of the treaty the Colonial Union has with the Obin. Having them here seems like a small price to

pay for having them on our side.”

“That’s true enough,” Rybicki said, and stood up. “Listen, Major. | have a proposition for you.” He
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nodded to Jane. “For both of you, actually.”
“What is it?” | asked.

Rybicki motioned with his head toward the house, in the direction Hickory and Dickory just went.
“I’d rather not talk about it where those two might hear, if it’s all the same. Is there some place we can

talk privately?”

I glanced over at Jane. She smiled thinly. “I know a place,” she said.

“We’re stopping here?” General Rybicki asked as we pulled up short, halfway across the field.

“You asked if we had someplace where we could talk privately,” | said. “You’ve now got at least five

acres of grain between us and the next set of ears, human or Obin. Welcome to privacy, colonial style.
“What kind of grain is this?”” General Rybicki asked, pulling at a stalk.

“It’'s sorghum,” Jane said, standing next to me. Babar sat next to Jane and scratched his ear.

“It sounds familiar,” Rybicki said, “but | don’t think I’ve ever actually seen it before.”

“It’s a staple crop here,” | said. “It’s a good crop because it’s heat and drought tolerant, and it can get
pretty hot around here in our summer months. People here use it for a bread called bhakri and for

other things.”
“Bhakri,” Rybicki said, and motioned toward town. “These folks are mostly from India, then.”

“Some of them,” | said. “Most of them were born here. This particular village is sixty years old. Most
of the active colonization here on Huckleberry is on the Clemens continent now. They opened it up

around the same time we arrived.”

“So there’s no tension about the Subcontinental War,” Rybicki said. “With you being American and

them being Indian.”

“It doesn’t come up,” | said. “People here are like immigrants everywhere. They think of themselves
as Huckleberries first and Indians second. In another generation none of it will matter. And Jane’s not

American, anyway. If we’re seen as anything, we’re seen as former soldiers. We were a curiosity when
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we arrived, but now we’re just John and Jane, with the farm down the road.”

Rybicki looked at the field again. “I’'m surprised you farm at all,”” he said. “The two of you have real

jobs.”

“Farming is a real job,” Jane said. “Most of our neighbors do it. It’s good for us to do it too so we can

understand them and what they need from us.”
“I meant no offense,” Rybicki said.

“None taken,” | said, interjecting myself back into the conversation. | motioned to the field. “We’ve
got about forty acres here. It’s not a lot—and not enough to take money away from the other farmers—
but it’s enough to make the point that the concerns of New Goa are our concerns, too. We’ve worked

hard to become New Goans and Huckleberries ourselves.”

General Rybicki nodded and looked at his sorghum stalk. As Zoe had noted, he was green, good-
looking and young. Or at least gave the appearance of youth, thanks to the CDF body he still had.
He’d look twenty-three years old for as long as he had it, even though his real age was some number
over one hundred by now. He looked younger than me, and | was his junior by fifteen years or more.
But then, when | left the service, | traded my CDF body for a new, unmodified body based on my

original DNA. | looked at least thirty by now. | could live with that.

At the time | had left the CDF, Rybicki had been my superior officer, but he and | went back before
that. I met him on my first day of combat, back when he was a lieutenant colonel and | had been a

private. He’d offhandedly called me son, as a reference to my youth. | was seventy-five at the time.

This was one of the problems with the Colonial Defense Forces: all that body engineering they do
really messes with your age sense. | was in my nineties; Jane, born an adult as part of the CDF Special

Forces, was sixteen or so. It can hurt your head if you think about it.

“It’s time you tell us why you’re here, General,” Jane said. Seven years of living with naturally-
occurring humans had not blunted her Special Forces-bred way of ramming through social courtesies

and getting right to the point.

Rybicki grinned wryly, and tossed his sorghum to the ground. “All right,” he said. “After you left the

service, Perry, | got a promotion and a transfer. I’'m with the Department of Colonisation now; the
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folks who have the job of seeding and supporting new colonies.”

“You're still CDF,” | said. “It’s the green skin that gives you away. | thought the Colonial Union kept

its civilian and military wings separate.”

“I’'m the liaison,” Rybicki said. “I get to keep things coordinated between the both of them. This is

about as fun as you might think it is.”
“You have my sympathy,” | said.

“Thank you, Major,” Rybicki said. It’d been years since anyone referred to me by my rank. “I do
appreciate it. The reason I’'m here is because | was wondering if you—the two of you—would do a job

for me.”
“What kind of job?” Jane asked.
Rybicki looked over to Jane. “Lead a new colony,” he said.

Jane glanced over to me. | could tell she didn’t like this idea already. “Isn’t that what the Department
of Colonization is for?”” | asked. “It should be filled with all sorts of people whose job it is to lead

colonies.”
“Not this time,” Rybicki said. “This colony is different.”
“How?” Jane said.

“The Colonial Union gets colonists from Earth,” Rybicki said. “But over the last few years the colonies
—the established colonies, like Phoenix and Elysium and Kyoto—have been pushing the CU to let their
people form new colonies. Folks from those places have made the attempt before with wildcat

colonies, but you know how those go.”

I nodded. Wildcat colonies were illegal and unauthorized. The CU turned a blind eye to wildcatters;
the rationale was that the people who were in them would otherwise be causing trouble at home, so it
was just as well to let them go. But a wildcat colony was well and truly on its own; unless one of your
colonists was the kid of someone high up in the government, the CDF wouldn’t be coming when you
called for help. The survival statistics for wildcat colonies were impressively grim. Most didn’t last six

months. Other colonizing species generally did them in. It wasn’t a forgiving universe.
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Rybicki caught my acknowledgment and went on. “The CU would prefer the colonies keep to their
own knitting, but it’s become a political issue and the CU can’t brush it off anymore. So the DoC
suggested that we open up one planet for second-generation colonists. You can guess what happened

then.”
“The colonies started clawing each other’s eyes out to be the one whose people got to colonize,” | said.

“Give the man a cigar,” Rybicki said. “So the DoC tried to play Solomon by saying that each of the
agitants could contribute a limited number of colonists to the first wave colony. So now we have a
seed colony of about twenty-five hundred people, with two hundred and fifty from ten different
colonies. But now we don’t have anyone to lead them. None of the colonies want the other colonies’

people in charge.”
“There are more than ten colonies,” | said. “You could recruit your colony leaders from one of those.”

“Theoretically that would work,” Rybicki said. “In the real universe, however, the other colonies are
pissed off that they didn’t get their people on the colony roster. We’ve promised that if this colony
works out we’ll entertain the idea of opening other worlds. But for now it’s a mess and no one else is

inclined to play along.”

“Who was the idiot who suggested this plan in the first place?”” Jane asked.

“As it happens, that idiot was me,” Rybicki said.

“Well done,” Jane said. | reflected on the fact it was a good thing she wasn’t still in the military.

“Thank you, Constable Sagan,” General Rybicki said. “I appreciate the candor. Clearly there were

aspects of this plan | didn’t expect. But then, that’s why I’'m here.”

“The flaw with this plan of yours—aside from the fact that neither Jane nor | have the slightest idea
how to run a seed colony—is that we’re colonists now, too,” | said. “We’ve been here for nearly eight

years.”

“But you said it yourself: you’re former soldiers,” Rybicki said. “Former soldiers are a category all
their own. You’re not really from Huckleberry. You’re from Earth, and she’s former Special Forces,

which means she’s not from anywhere. No offense,” he said to Jane.
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“That still leaves the problem of neither of us having any experience running a seed colony,” | said.
“When | was doing my public relations tour of the colonies way back when, | went to a seed colony on
Orton. Those people never stopped working. You don’t just throw people into that situation without

training.”

“You have training,” Rybicki said. “Both of you were officers. Christ, Perry, you were a major. You
commanded a regiment of three thousand soldiers across a battle group. That’s larger than a seed

colony.”
“A colony isn’t a military regiment,” | said.

“No it’s not,” Rybicki agreed. “But the same skills are required. And since you’ve been discharged,
both of you have worked in colony administration. You’re an ombudsman—you know how a colony
government works and how to get things done. Your wife is the constable here and is responsible for
maintaining order. Between the two of you, you have pretty much all the skills you’ll need. | didn’t
just pull your names out of a hat, Major. These are the reasons | thought of you. You’re about eighty-
five percent ready to go as it is, and we’ll get you the rest of the way there before the colonists head for

Roanoke. That’s the name we’ve chosen for the colony,” he added.

“We have a life here,” Jane said. “We have jobs and responsibilities, and we have a daughter who has
her own life here as well. You’re casually asking us to uproot ourselves to solve your little political

crisis.”

“Well, I apologize about the casual part,” Rybicki said. “Normally you would have gotten this request
by Colonial diplomatic courier, along with a full load of documents. But as it happened, | was on
Huckleberry for entirely different reasons and thought | would kill two birds with one stone. |

honestly didn’t expect I’d be pitching you this idea standing in the middle of a field of sorghum.”
“All right,” Jane said.

“And as for it being a little political crisis, you’re wrong about that,” Rybicki said. “It’s a medium-
sized political crisis, on its way to becoming a large one. This has become more than just another
human colony. The local planetary governments and press have built this up as the biggest
colonization event since humans first left Earth. It’s not—trust me on that—but that fact doesn’t really

matter at this point. It’s become a media circus and a political headache, and it’s put the DoC on the
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defensive. This colony is getting away from us because so many others have a vested interest in it. We

need to get on top of it again.”
“So it’s all about politics,” | said.

“No,” Rybicki said. “You misunderstand me. The DoC doesn’t need to get back on top of this because
we’re counting political coup. We need to get back on top of this because this is a human colony. You
both know what it’s like out there. Colonies live or die—colonists live or die—based on how well we
prepare and defend them. The DoC'’s job is to get the colonists as prepared as we can get them before
they colonize. The CDF’s job is to keep them safe until they get a foothold. If either side of that

equation breaks down, that colony is screwed.

“Right now, the department’s side of the equation isn’t working because we haven’t provided the
leadership, and everyone else is trying to keep anyone else from filling the vacuum. We’re running out
of time to make it work. Roanoke is going to happen. The question is whether we manage to do it

right. If we don’t—if Roanoke dies—there’s going to be hell to pay. So it’s better that we do it right.”

“If this is such a political hot potato, | don’t see why throwing us into the mix is going to help things,”

| said. “There’s no guarantee anyone will be happy with us.”

“Like I said, | didn’t just pull your names out of a hat,” Rybicki said. “Over at the department we ran a
slate of potential candidates that would work for us and would work for the CDF. We figured if the
two of us could sign off on someone, we could make the colony governments accept them. You two

were on the list.”

“Where on the list?” Jane asked.

“About halfway down,” Rybicki said. “Sorry. The other candidates didn’t work out.”
“Well, it’s an honor just to be nominated,” | said.

Rybicki grinned. “I never did like your sarcasm, Perry,” he said. “l understand I’'m dropping a lot on
you at once. | don’t expect you to give me an answer now. | have all the documents here,” he tapped
his temple, signifying he’d stored the information in his BrainPal, “so if you have a PDA | can send
them to, you can take a look at them at your leisure. As long as your leisure is no longer than a

standard week.”
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“You’re asking us to walk away from everything here,” Jane said again.

“Yes,” Rybicki said. “I am. And I’'m appealing to your sense of duty, too, since | know you have one.
The Colonial Union needs smart, capable and experienced people to help us get this colony going. You
two fit the bill. And what I’'m asking of you is more important than what you’re doing here. Your jobs
here can be handled by others. You’ll leave and someone else will come in and take your place. Maybe
they won’t be as good, but they’ll be good enough. What I’'m asking of you two for this colony isn’t

something that just anyone else could do.”
“You said we were in the middle of your list,” | said.

“It was a short list,” Rybicki said to me. “And there’s a steep drop-off after you two.” He turned back
to Jane. “Look, Sagan, | can see this is a tough sell for you. I’'ll make you a deal. This is going to be a

seed colony. That means that the first wave gets in and spends two or three years preparing the place
for the next wave. After the second wave comes in, things will probably be settled enough that if you
want, you and Perry and your daughter can come back here. The DoC can make sure your house and

jobs will be waiting for you. Hell, we’ll even send someone to get in your crop.”
“Don’t patronize me, General,” Jane said.

“I'm not,” Rybicki said. “The offer is genuine, Sagan. Your life here, every part of it, will be waiting for
you. You won’t lose any of it. But | need the two of you now. The DoC will make it worth your while.
You’ll get this life back. And you’ll be making sure Roanoke colony survives. Think about it. Just

decide soon.”

I woke up and Jane wasn’t beside me; | found her standing in the road in front of our house, staring

up at the stars.

“You’re going to get hit, standing in the road like that,” | said, coming up behind her, and placing my

hands on her shoulders.

“There’s nothing to get hit by,” Jane said, taking my left hand in hers. “There’s hardly anything to get

hit by during the day. Look at them,” she pointed to the stars with her right hand, and began tracing
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out constellations. “Look. The crane. The lotus. The pearl.”

“I have a hard time with the Huckleberry constellations,” | said. “I keep looking for the ones | was

born with. I look up and some part of me still expects to see the Big Dipper or Orion.”

“I never looked at stars before we came here,” Jane said. “I mean, | saw them, but they didn’t mean
anything to me. They were just stars. Then we came here and | spent all that time learning these

constellations.”

“I remember,” | said. And | did remember; Vikram Banerje, who had been an astronomer back on
Earth, had been a frequent visitor to our house in our first years in New Goa, patiently tracing out the
patterns in the sky for Jane. He died not too long after he finally taught her all the Huckleberry

constellations.
“l didn’t see them at first,” Jane said.
“The constellations?” | asked.

Jane nodded. “Vikram would point them out to me, and I’d just see a clump of stars,” she said. “He’d
show me a map and I’d see how the stars were supposed to connect together, and then I’d look up at
the sky and just see... stars. And it was like that for a long time. And then one night, | remember
walking home from work and looking up and saying to myself ‘there’s the crane,” and seeing it. Seeing
the crane. Seeing the constellations. That’s when | knew this place was my home. That’s when | knew |

had come here to stay. That this place was my place.”

I slid my arms down Jane’s body and held her around the waist.

“But this place isn’t your place, is it?” Jane asked.

“My place is where you are,” | said.

“You know what | mean,” Jane said.

“I know what you mean,” | said. “I like it here, Jane. | like the people. | like our life.”
“But,” Jane said.

I shrugged.
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Jane felt it. “That’s what | thought,” she said.
“I’m not unhappy,” | said.

“l didn’t say you were,” Jane said. “And | know you’re not unhappy with me or Zoe. If General

Rybicki hadn’t shown up, | don’t think you would have noticed that you’re ready to move on.”
I nodded and kissed the back of her head. She was right about that.

“I talked to Zoe about it,” Jane said.

“What did she have to say about it?”’ | asked.

“She’s like you,” Jane said. “She likes it here, but this isn’t her home. She likes the idea of going to a

colony that’s just starting out.”

“It appeals to her sense of adventure,” | said.

“Maybe,” Jane said. “There’s not a lot of adventure here. That’s one thing I like about it.”
“That’s funny coming from a Special Forces soldier,” | said.

“I say it because | am Special Forces,” Jane said. “I had nine years of nonstop adventure. | was born
into it and if it wasn’t for you and Zoe | would have died in it, and not had anything else. Adventure

is overrated.”

“But you’re thinking of having some more anyway,” | said.

“Because you are,” Jane said.

“We haven’t decided anything,” | said. “We could say no. This is your place.”

“*‘My place is where you are,” ” Jane said, echoing me. “This is my place. But maybe somewhere else

could be, too. I've only had this one place. Maybe I’'m just frightened of leaving it.”
“I don’t think you’re frightened by much,” | said.

“I’'m frightened by different things than you are,” Jane said. “You don’t notice because sometimes

you’re not too observant.”

“Thanks,” | said. We stood there in the road, entwined.
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“We can always come back,” Jane said, eventually.
“Yes,” | said. “If you want.”

“We’ll see,” Jane said. She leaned back to kiss my cheek, untangled herself from my grasp and began

to walk down the road. | turned back toward the house.
“Stay with me,” Jane said.
“All right,” I said. “I’'m sorry. | thought you wanted to be by yourself.”

“No,” Jane said. “Walk with me. Let me show you my constellations. We have time enough for that.”
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TWO

<N >

The Junipero Sena skipped and suddenly a green and blue world hovered large outside the window of
the Serra’s observation theater. In the seats, a couple hundred invited guests, “m reporters and
Department of Colonization officials oohed and aahed as if they’d never seen a planet from the

outside before.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” said Karin Bell, Secretary of Colonization, “the new colony world of
Roanoke.” The room burst into applause, which faded into the hiss of reporters quickly whispering
notes into recorders. In doing so most of them missed the sudden appearance in the middle distance
of the Bloomington and the Fairbanks, the two CDF cruisers that were accompanying this little press
junket in the stars. Their presence suggested to me that Roanoke might not be as entirely domesticated
as the Colonial Union would like to suggest; it wouldn’t do to have the Secretary of Colonization—not
to mention the aforementioned reporters and invited guests—blown out of the sky by some alien

raider.

I noted the appearance of the cruiser to Jane with a flick of my eyes; she glanced and nodded almost
imperceptibly. Neither of us said anything. We were hoping to get through this entire press thing
without having to say anything. We had discovered that neither of us were particularly good with the

press.

“Let me give you just a little background on Roanoke,” Bell said. “Roanoke has an equatorial diameter
of just under thirteen thousand kilometers, which means it’s larger than either Earth or Phoenix, but
not as large as Zhong Guo, which retains the title the CU’s largest colonized planet.” This prompted a
halfhearted cheer from a couple of Zhong Guo reporters, followed by a laugh. “Its size and
composition means the gravity is ten percent heavier here than on Phoenix; most of you will feel like
you’ve put on a kilo or two when you go down. The atmosphere is the usual nitrogen-oxygen mix, but

it’s unusually heavy on the oxygen: close to thirty percent. You’'ll feel that, too.”
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“Who did we take the planet from?” asked one of the reporters.

“I’m not there yet,” Bell said, and there was a little grumbling. Bell was apparently known for giving

dry press conferences off notes, and she was in fine form here.

The image of Roanoke’s globe disappeared, replaced with a delta, in which a small river joined in with
a much larger one. “This is where the colony will settle,” Bell said. “The smaller river here we’ve
named the Ablemare; the larger one here is the Raleigh. Raleigh drains this entire continent, like the
Amazon does back on Earth or the Anasazi does on Phoenix. A couple hundred kilometers to the

west”—the image scrolled—*“and we’re at the Virginian Ocean. Plenty of room to grow.”
“Why isn’t the colony at the shore?”” someone asked.

“Because it doesn’t have to be,” Bell said. “This isn’t the sixteenth century. Our ships are crossing
stars, not oceans. We can put colonies in places where it makes sense for them to be. This place”—Bell
rewound to the original location—*is far enough inland to be insulated from the cyclones that hit at
the mouth of the Raleigh, and has other favorable geological and meteorological advantages as well.
Also, the life on this planet has incompatible chemistry to ours. The colonists can’t eat anything from
here. Fishing is out. It makes more sense to put the colony on an alluvial plain, where it has space to

grow its own food, than it does on a coast.”
“Can we talk about who we took the planet from yet?”” asked the first reporter.
“I’'m not there yet,” Bell repeated.

“But we know all this stuff already,” said someone else. “It’s in our press packs. And our viewers are

going to want to know who we took the planet from.”

“We didn’t take the planet from anyone,” Bell said, clearly annoyed at being knocked off her pace.

“We were given the planet.”
“By whom?” asked the first reporter.

“By the Obin,” Bell said. This caused a stir. “And I'll be happy to talk about that more, later. But first
—” The image of the river delta vanished, replaced by some furry tree-like objects that weren’t quite

plants, not quite animals, but were the dominant life form on Roanoke. Most of the reporters ignored
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her, whispering into their recorders about the Obin connection.

“The Obin called it Garsinhir,” General Rybicki had said to me and Jane a few days earlier, as we took
his personal shuttle from our transport to Phoenix Station for our formal briefing, and to be
introduced to some of the colonists who would act as our deputies. “It means seventeenth planet. It was

the seventeenth planet they colonized. They’re not a very imaginative species.”
“It’s not like the Obin to give up a planet,” Jane said.

“They didn’t,” Rybicki said. “We traded. We gave them a small planet we took from the Gelta about a
year back. They didn’t have much use for Garsinhir anyway. It’s a class-six planet. The chemistry of
the life there is similar enough to the Obin’s that the Obin were always dying off from native viruses.
We humans, on the other hand, are incompatible with the local life chemistry. So we won’t be affected
by the local viruses and bacteria and whatnot. The Gelta planet the Obin are taking isn’t as nice but
they can tolerate it better. It’s a fair trade. Now, have you two had a chance to look at the colonist

files?”

“We did,” | said.

“Any thoughts?”” Rybicki said.

“Yes,” Jane said. “The selection process is insane.”

Rybicki smiled at Jane. “One day you’re going to be diplomatic and I’m not going to know what to

do,” he said.

Jane reached for her PDA and pulled up the information on the selection process. “The colonists from

Elysium were selected from a lottery,” she said.

“A lottery they could join after proving they were physically capable of the rigors of colonization,”

Rybicki said.

“Kyoto’s colonists are all members of a religious order that avoids technology,” Jane said. “How are

they even going to get on the colony ships?”

“They’re Colonial Mennonites,” Rybicki said. “They’re not whackjobs, and they’re not extremists.
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They just strive for simplicity. That’s not a bad thing to have on a new colony.”
“The colonists from Umbria were selected through a game show,” Jane said.

“The ones that didn’t win got the take-home game,” | said. Rybicki ignored me. “Yes,” he said, to Jane.
“A game show that required the contestants to compete in several tests of endurance and intelligence,
both of which will also come in handy when you get to Roanoke. Sagan, every colony was given a list
of physical and mental criteria that every potential Roanoke colonist had to fulfill. Other than that we
left the selection process up to the colony. Some of them, like Erie and Zhong Guo, did fairly standard

selection processes. Some of them didn’t.”

“And this doesn’t cause you any concern,” Jane said. “Not as long as the colonists passed our own set
of requirements, no,” Rybicki said. “They presented their potential colonists; we checked them against

our own standards.”
“They all passed?” | asked.

Rybicki snorted. “Hardly. The Albion colony leader chose colonists from her enemies list, and the
colonist positions on Rus went to the highest bidder. We ended up supervising the selection process
on both those colonies. But the end result is that you have what | think is an excellent class of
colonists.” He turned to Jane. “They’re a damn sight better than colonists you’re going to get from
Earth, I’ll tell you that much. We don’t screen them nearly as rigorously. Our philosophy there is that if
you can walk onto a colony transport, you’re in. Our standards are a little higher for this colony. So

relax. You’ve got good colonists.”

Jane settled back, not entirely convinced. | didn’t blame her; | wasn’t entirely convinced myself. The

three of us fell silent as the shuttle negotiated the terms of docking at the gate.

“Where’s your daughter?”” Rybicki said, as the shuttle settled in. “She’s back at New Goa,” Jane said.

“Supervising our packing.”
“And having a good-bye party with her friends that it’s best we not think too much about,” | said.

“Teenagers,” Rybicki said. He stood up. “Now, Perry, Sagan. Remember what | said about this colony

process having become a media circus?”
“Yes,” | said.
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“Good,” he said. “Then prepare to meet the clowns.” And then he led us off the shuttle to the gate,

where apparently the entire news media of the Colonial Union had camped out to meet us.
“Holy God,” | said, stopping in the tunnel.

“It’s too late to panic, Perry,” Rybicki said, reaching back and taking my arm. “They already know

everything about you. Might as well come out and get it over with.”

“So,” Jann Kranjic said, sidling up to me not more than five minutes after we had landed on Roanoke.

“What'’s it like to be one of the first humans to set foot on a new world?”

“I’'ve done it before,” | said, toeing the turf under my boot. | didn’t look at him. Over the last few days

I’d come to loathe his smooth vocal delivery and telegenic good looks.
“Sure,” Jann said. “But this time you don’t have anyone trying to shoot that foot off.”

Now I glanced over to him and saw that annoying smirk of his, which was somehow regarded as a
winning smile on his home world of Umbria. Out of the corner of my eye | saw Beata Novik, his
camerawoman, do her slow perambulation. She was letting that camera cap of hers record everything,

the better to be edited down later.

“It’s still early in the day, Jann. There’s still time for someone to get shot,” | said. His smiled faltered

slightly. “Now, why don’t you and Beata go bother someone else.”

Kranjic sighed and broke character. “Look, Perry,” he said. “You know that when | go in to edit with
this there’s no way you’re not going to look like a jerk. You should just lighten the tone a little, hey?
Give me something I can work with. We really want to work the war hero thing, but you’re not giving

me much. Come on. You know how this goes. You did advertising back on Earth, for God’s sake.”

I waved him off, irritably. Kranjic looked over to my right at Jane, but didn’t try to get a comment out
of her. At some point when | wasn’t looking, he had crossed some sort of line with her and | suspect
she ended up scaring the hell out of him. | wondered if there was any video of the moment. “Come on,
Beata,” he said. “We need some more footage of Trujillo, anyway.” They wandered off in the direction

of the landing craft, looking for one of the more quotable future colony leaders.
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Kranjic made me grumpy. This whole trip was making me grumpy. This was ostensibly a research trip
for me and Jane and selected colonists, to recon our colony site and to learn more about the planet.
What it really was was a press junket with all of us as the stars. It was a waste of time to drag us all to
this world just for a photo opportunity, and then drag us all back home. Kranjic was just the most

annoying example of the sort of thinking that valued appearance over substance
| turned to Jane. “I’m not going to miss him when we start this colony.”

“You didn’t read the colonist profiles close enough,” Jane said. “Both he and Beata are part of the
Umbrian colonist contingent. He’s coming with us. He and Eeata got married to do it because the

Umbrians weren’t letting singles colonize.”

“Because married couples are more prepared for colonial life?”” | ventured.

“More like couples competing made for better entertainment on that game show of theirs,” Jane said.
“He competed on the show?” | asked.

“He was the emcee,” Jane said. “But rules are rules. It’s entirely a marriage of convenience. Kranjic

hasn’t ever had a relationship that’s lasted more than a year, and Beata is a lesbian in any event.”
“I’'m terrified you know all this,” | said.

“I was an intelligence officer,” Jane said. “This is easy for me.”

“Anything else | need to know about him?”” | asked.

“His plan is to document the first year of the Roanoke colony.” Jane said. “He’s already signed for a

weekly show. He’s also got a book deal.”

“Lovely,” | said. “Well, at least now we know how he weaseled his way onto the shuttle.” The first
shuttle down to Roanoke was meant to be only the dozen colonist representatives and a few
Department of Colonization staffers; there was a near riot when the reporters on the Serra figured out
that none of them was invited on the shuttle with the colonists. Kranjic broke the deadlock by offering
to put the footage Beata shot into the pool. The rest of the reporters would come down in later
shuttles, to do their establishing shots and then to cut to Kranjic’s material. For his sake it was just as

well he was going to become a Roanoke colonist; after this some of his more resentful colleagues
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would be likely to walk him to an air lock.

“Don’t worry about it,” Jane said. “And besides, he was right. This is the first new planet you’ve been
on where someone wasn’t trying to kill you. Enjoy it. Come on.” She started walking across the vast
expanse of native grasses we had landed on, toward a line of what looked like—but weren’t exactly—

trees. For that matter, the native grasses weren’t exactly grasses, either.

Whatever they were precisely, not-grasses and not-trees both, they were a lush and impossible green.
The extra-rich atmosphere lay moist and heavy on us. It was late winter in this hemisphere, but where
we were on the planet, latitude and prevailing wind patterns conspired to make the temperature
pleasantly warm. | was worried what midsummer was going to be like; | expected | was going to be

perspiring a lot.

I caught up with Jane, who had stopped to study a tree thing. It didn’t have leaves, it had fur. The fur

seemed to be moving; | leaned in closer and saw a colony of tiny creatures bustling about in it.
“Tree fleas,” | said. “Nice.”

Jane smiled, which was rare enough to note. “I think it’s interesting,” she said, petting a bough of the
tree. One of the tree fleas jumped from the fur to her hand; she looked at it with interest before
blowing it off her with a gust of breath. “Think you could be happy here?”” | asked. “I think | could be
busy here,” Jane said. “General Rybicki can say what he wants about the selection process for this
colony. I’ve read the colonist files. I’'m not convinced most of these colonists aren’t going to be a
danger to themselves and others.” She nodded in the direction of the shuttle, where we last saw
Kranjic. “Look at Kranjic. He doesn’t want to colonize. He wants to write about other people
colonizing. He’s under the impression that once we get here he’s going to have all the time in the
world to do his show and write his book. He’s going to get to the edge of starvation before he figures

it out.”
“Maybe he’s an outlier,” | said.

“You’re an optimist,” Jane said, and looked back at the fur tree, and the crawly things in it. “I like that

about you. But | don’t think we should operate from an optimistic point of view.”

“Fair enough,” | said. “But you have to admit you were wrong about the Mennonites.”
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“I’m provisionally wrong about the Mennonites,” Jane said, looking back to me. “But, yes. They’re

much stronger candidates than | expected.”

“You just never knew any Mennonites,” | said. “I never knew any religious people at all before | got to

Huckleberry,” Jane said. “And Hinduism didn’t do much for me. Although | can appreciate Shiva.”
“I'll bet,” | said. “That’s a little different than being a Mennonite, though.”

Jane looked up over my shoulder. “Speak of the devil,” she said. | turned and saw a tall, pale figure
coming toward us. Simple clothes and a wide hat. It was Hiram Yoder, who had been chosen by the

Colonial Mennonites to accompany us on the trip.

I smiled at his form. Unlike Jane, | did know Mennonites—the part of Ohio | had lived in had a lot of
them, as well as Amish, Brethren and other variations of Anabaptists. Like all sorts of folks, individual
Mennonites had the usual range of personalities, but as a class they seemed to be good and honest
people. When | needed work done on my house I’d always picked Mennonite contractors because
they would do the job right the first time, and if something didn’t turn out right, they didn’t argue

with you about it; they’d just fix it. That’s a philosophy worth getting behind.

Yoder raised his hand in welcome. “I thought I’d join you,” he said. “I figure if the leaders of the

colony are looking so intently at something, | might want to know what it is.”

“It’s just a tree,” | said. “Or, well, whatever it is we end up calling this thing.”

Yoder looked up at it. “Appears to be a tree to me,” he said. “With fur. We might call it a fur tree.”
“Just my thinking,” | said. “Not to be confused with a fir tree, of course.”

“Of course,” Yoder said. “That would be silly.”

“What do you think of your new world?” | asked.

“I think it could be a good one,” Yoder said. “Although much will depend on the people in it.”

“l agree,” | said. “Which brings me to a question I’d meant to ask you. Some of the Mennonites | knew
in Ohio kept to themselves—would separate themselves from the world. | need to know if your group

will do the same.”
Yoder smiled. “No, Mr. Perry,” he said. “Mennonites vary in how we practice our faith, from church
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to church. We are Colonial Mennonites. We choose to live and dress simply. We don’t shun
technology when it’s required, but we don’t use it when it’s not. And we choose to live in the world, as

the salt and the light. We hope to be good neighbors to you and the other colonists, Mr. Perry.”
“I'm glad to hear that,” | said. “Looks like our colony is off to a promising start.”

“That could change,” Jane said, and nodded off toward the distance again. Kranjic and Beata were
heading our way. Kranjic was moving animatedly; Beata was moving at a distinctly more sluggish
pace. Chasing after colonists all day was clearly not her idea of fun. “There you are,” Kranjic said to
Yoder. “I have comments from every other colonist here—well, except for her,” he waved in the

direction of Jane. “And now I just need something from you to put into the pool stock.”

“I've told you before, Mr. Kranjic, that | would prefer not to be photographed or interviewed,” Yoder
said, pleasantly. “This is a religious thing, isn’t it,” Kranjic said. “Not really,” Yoder said. “I’d just

prefer to be let alone.”

“The folks back on Kyoto are going to be disappointed if they don’t see their hometown...” Kranjic

stopped, and stared behind all three of us. “What the hell are those?”

We turned, slowly, to see two deer-sized creatures about five meters into the fur trees, eyeing us

placidly. “Jane?” | asked.

“I have no idea,” Jane said. “There’s not a whole lot on the local fauna in our reports.”
“Beata,” Kranjic said. “Go get closer so we can get a better shot.”

“The hell I will,” Beata said. “I’m not going to get eaten so you can get a better shot.”

“Oh, come on,” Kranijic said. “If they were going to eat us they would have done it by now. Look.” He

started to inch closer to the things.

“Should we let him do that?” | asked Jane.

Jane shrugged. “We haven’t technically started the colony yet.”
“Good point,” | said.

Kranjic had snuck up to within a couple meters of the pair when the larger of the two decided it had

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Scal zi,%20John%20-%20[ Ol d%2...%620L ast%20Col ony%20(v1.2)%20[ html ,%20j pg,%620txt] .html (36 of 274)4-7-2007 2:23:52



John Scalzi - Old Man's War 3 - The Last Colony (v1.2)

had enough, bellowed impressively, and took a quick step forward. Kranjic shrieked and took off like

a shot, nearly stumbling as he sprinted back toward the shuttle.
| turned to Beata. “Tell me you got that,” | said.
“You know | did,” she said.

The two creatures in the trees, their work done, sauntered casually away.

“Wow,” Savitri said. “It’s not every day that you get to see a major colonial news figure wet himself in

fear.”

“This is true,” | said. “Although to be entirely honest I’'m pretty sure | could have gone my entire life

without having seen that and still died happy.”
“Then it’s just a bonus,” Savitri said.

We were sitting in my office on the day before my final departure from Huckleberry. Savitri was

sitting in the chair behind my desk; | was sitting in one of the chairs in front of it.
“How do you like the view from the chair?” | asked.

“The view is fine. The chair is kind of lumpy,” Savitri said. “Like someone’s lazy ass had deformed it

beyond all recognition.”
“You can always get a new chair,” | said.

“Oh, I’'m sure Administrator Kulkarni would be delighted with that expense,” Savitri said. “He’s

never gotten over the idea of me as a troublemaker.”

“You are a troublemaker,” | said. “It’s part of the job description of being an ombudsman.”
“Ombudsmen are supposed to resolve trouble,” Savitri noted.

“Well, fine,” I said. “If you want to get snippy about it, Miss Literal Pants.”

“What a lovely name,” Savitri said, and swung back and forth in her chair. “And anyway, I’'m only an

assistant troublemaker.”

file:/lIIK|/eMule/Incoming/Scal zi,%20John%20-%20[ Ol d%2...%20L ast%20Col ony%620(v1.2) %20[ html ,%20j pg,%20txt].html (37 of 274)4-7-2007 2:23:52



John Scalzi - Old Man's War 3 - The Last Colony (v1.2)

“Not anymore,” | said. “I’ve already recommended to Kulkarni that you be made village ombudsman,

and he’s agreed.”
Savitri stopped swinging around. “You actually got him to agree?”

“Not at first,” | admitted. “But | was persuasive. And | convinced him that at least this way you’d be

required to help people rather than bother them.”
“Rohit Kulkarni,” Savitri said. “Such a fine man.”

“He does have his moments,” | allowed. “But he did give his approval, finally. So just say yes, and the

job is yours. And so is the chair.”

“I definitely don’t want the chair,” Savitri said.

“Fine,” I said. “Then you’ll have nothing to remember me by.”
“I don’t want the job, either,” Savitri said.

“What?” | said.

“I said, |1 don’t want the job,” Savitri said. “When | found out that you were leaving, | went looking for

another job. And | found one.”

“What is it?” | asked.

“It’s another assistant job,” Savitri said.
“But you could be ombudsman,” | said.

“Oh, yes, be ombudsman in New Goa,” Savitri said, and then noticed my look; after all, that had been
my job. “No offense. You took your job after you’d seen the universe. I've been in the same village all

my life. I’'m thirty years old. It’s time to leave.”

“You’ve found a job in Missouri City,” | said, naming the district capital.
“No,” Savitri said.

“I'm confused,” | said.

“This is not news,” Savitri said, and then continued on before I could retort. “My new job is off-planet.
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On a new colony called Roanoke. Maybe you’ve heard of it.”
“Okay, now I’m really confused,” | said.

“Seems that a two-person team is leading the colony,” Savitri said. “l asked one of them for a job. She

said yes.”
“You’re Jane’s assistant?” | asked.

“Actually, I'm assistant to the colony leader,” Savitri said. “Since there are two of you, I’m your

assistant, too. I still won’t get you tea.”
“Huckleberry’s not one of the colonies that was allowed to send colonists,” | said.

“No,” Savitri said. “But as the colony leaders, you are allowed to hire whomever you like for your
support staff. Jane already knows and trusts me and knows that you and | work together well. It made

sense.”
“When did she hire you?” | asked.

“The day you gave notice here,” Savitri said. “She came in while you were out to lunch. We talked

about it and she offered me the job.”

“And neither of you bothered to tell me about this,” | said.
“She was going to,” Savitri said. “But | asked her not to.”
“Why not?” | asked.

“Because then you and | wouldn’t have had this wonderful, wonderful conversation,” Savitri said, and

then spun around in my chair, laughing.

“Get out of my chair,” | said.

I was standing in the bare living room of my packed-up and stored-away home, getting misty, when

Hickory and Dickory approached me.

“We would like to talk to you, Major Perry,” Hickory said to me.
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“Yes, all right,” | said, surprised. In the seven years that Hickory and Dickory had been with us we
had conversed a number of times. But they had never once initiated a conversation; at most, they

would wait silently to be acknowledged.
“We will use our implants,” Hickory said.

“Fine,” | said. Both Hickory and Dickory fingered collars that rested at the base of their long necks,

and pressed a button on the right side of the collar.

The Obin were a created species; the Consu, a race so far advanced of ours that it was almost
unfathomable, had found the Obin’s ancestors and used their technology to force intelligence on the
poor bastards. The Obin indeed became intelligent; what they didn’t become was aware. Whatever
process that allowed for consciousness—the sense of self—was entirely missing from the Obin.
Individual Obin had no ego or personality; it was only as a group that the Obin were aware that they
were lacking a thing all other intelligent species had. Whether the Consu accidentally or intentionally
made the Obin nonconscious was a matter of debate, but given my own encounters with the Consu

over the years, | suspect they were simply curious, and the Obin were just another experiment to them.

The Obin desired consciousness enough that they were willing to risk a war with the Colonial Union
to get it. The war was a demand of Charles Boutin, a scientist who was the first to record and store a
human consciousness outside the supporting structure of the brain. Boutin was Killed by Special
Forces before he could give the Obin consciousness on an individual level, but his work was close
enough to completion that the Colonial Union was able to strike a deal with the Obin to finish the
work. The Obin went from foe to friend overnight, and the Colonial Union came through on Boutin’s
work, creating a consciousness implant based on the CDF’s existing BrainPal technology. It was

consciousness as an accessory.

Humans—the few who know the story, anyway—naturally regard Boutin as a traitor, a man whose

plan to topple the Colonial Union would have caused the slaughter of billions of humans.

The Obin equally and naturally regard him as one of their great racial heroes, a Prometheus figure
who gave them not fire but awareness. If you ever needed an argument that heroism is relative, there
itis.

My own feelings on the matter were more complicated. Yes, he was a traitor to his species and
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deserved to die. He’s also the biological father to Zoe, who I think is as wonderful a human as I've
met. It’s hard to say that you’re glad the father of your beautiful and terribly clever adopted daughter

is dead, even when you know it’s better that he is.

Given how the Obin feel about Boutin, it’s not in the least surprising they would feel possessive about
Zoe; one of their primary treaty demands was, essentially, visitation rights. What eventually got
agreed to was a situation where two Obin would live with Zoe and her adopted family. Zoe named
them Hickory and Dickory when they arrived. Hickory and Dickory were allowed to use their
consciousness implants to record some of their time with Zoe. Those recordings were shared among

all the Obin with consciousness implants; in effect, they all shared time with Zoe.

Jane and | allowed this under very limited conditions while Zoe was too young to really understand
what was going on. After Zoe was old enough to grasp the concept it was her decision. Zoe allowed it.
She likes the idea of her life being shared with an entire species, although like any teenager she has
extended periods of wanting to be left alone. Hickory and Dickory turn their implants off when that
happens; no point wasting perfectly good consciousness on time not spent with Zoe. Their wanting to

be conscious talking to me alone was something new.

There was a slight lag between the moment Hickory and Dickory activated their collars, which stored
the hardware that housed their consciousness, and the moment the collar communicated with the
neural overlay in their brains. It was like watching sleepwalkers wake up. It was also a little creepy.

Although not as creepy as what came next: Hickory smiling at me.

“We will be deeply sad to leave this place,” Hickory said. “Please understand we have lived our entire
conscious life here. We feel it strongly within us, as do all Obin. We thank you for allowing us to share

your lives with us.”

“You’re welcome,” | said. This seemed a trivial thing for the two Obin to want to discuss with me.

“You sound as if you were leaving us. | thought you were to be coming with us.”

“We are,” Hickory said. “Dickory and I are aware of the burden we carry both to attend to your
daughter and to share our experiences with all other Obin. It can be overwhelming. We cannot keep
our implants engaged for long, you know. The emotional strain is so great. The implants are not

perfect, and our brains have difficulties. We get... overstimulated.”
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“l didn’t know that,” | said.

“We would not wish to burden you with it,” Hickory said. “And it was not important for you to
know. We managed it so that you would not need to know. But recently, both Dickory and | have
found that when we turn on our implants, we are immediately overwhelmed with emotion for Zoe,

and for you and Lieutenant Sagan.”
“It’s a stressful time for all of us,” | said.

Another Obin smile, even more ghastly than the first. “My apologies,” Hickory said. “I have been
unclear. Our emotion is not formless anxiety over leaving this place or this planet, or excitement or

nervousness about traveling to a new world. It is a very specific thing. It is concern.”

“I think we all have concerns,” | began, but then stopped when | saw a new expression on Hickory’s
face, one | had never noticed before. Hickory looked impatient. Or possibly it was frustrated with me.

“I'm sorry, Hickory. Please continue.”

Hickory stood there for a minute, as if debating something with itself, then abruptly turned from me
to confer with Dickory. | spent the time reflecting that suddenly the names that a small child puckishly

gave these two creatures several years ago no longer seemed to fit in the slightest.

“Forgive me, Major,” Hickory said, finally, returning its attention to me. “I regret | may be blunt here.
We may be unable to fully express our concern. You may be ignorant of certain facts and it may not be
our place to provide them to you. Let me ask you: What do you think is the status of this part of

space? The portion in which we the Obin and you the Colonial Union reside among other species.”

“We’re at war,” | said. “We have our colonies and we try to keep them safe. Other species have their
colonies and try to keep them safe, too. We all fight over planets that fit our species’ needs. We all

fight each other.”
“Aah,” Hickory said. “We all fight each other. No alliances? No treaties?”

“Obviously there are a few,” | said. “We have one with the Obin. Other races may have treaties and

allies with a few other species. But generally, yes. We all fight. Why?”

Hickory’s smile passed from ghastly into rictus territory. “We will tell you what we can,” Hickory
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said. “We can tell you about things already spoken of. We know that your Secretary of Colonization
has claimed that the colony you are calling Roanoke was given to you by the Obin. The planet we call

Garsinhir. We know that it is claimed we have taken a planet from you in return.”
“That’s right,” | said.
“There is no such agreement,” Hickory said. “Garsinhir remains Obin territory.”

“That can’t be right,” I said. “I’ve been to Roanoke. I’'ve walked the ground where the colony will be. |

think you may be mistaken.”
“We are not mistaken,” Hickory said.

“You must be,” | said. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but you two are companions and
bodyguards to a teenage human. It’s possible whoever your contacts are at your level don’t have the

best information.”

A flicker of something crossed over Hickory’s face; | suspect it was amusement. “Be assured, Major,
that the Obin do not send mere companions to guard and care for Boutin’s child or her family. And be

assured that Garsinhir remains in Obin hands.”
| thought about this. “You’re saying that the Colonial Union is lying about Roanoke,” | said.

“It’s possible your Secretary of Colonization may be misinformed,” Hickory said. “We cannot say. But

whatever the cause of the error, there is an error of fact.”

“Maybe the Obin are allowing us to colonize your world,” | said. “I understand that your body
chemistry makes Obin susceptible to native infections: Having an ally there is better than leaving the

world unoccupied.”
“Perhaps,” Hickory said. Its voice was noncommittal in a very studied way.

“The colony ship leaves Phoenix Station in two weeks,” | said. “Another week beyond that and we’ll

be landing in Roanoke. Even if what you say is true, there’s not anything | can do about it now.”

“I must apologize again,” Hickory said. “I did not mean to suggest there was anything you could or

should do. I would only wish for you to know. And to know at least some of the nature of our concern.”
“Is there more than that?” | asked.
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“We have said what we can,” Hickory said. “Except for this. We are at your service, Major. Yours,
Lieutenant Sagan’s and especially and always Zoe’s. Her father gave us the gift of ourselves. He asked
a high price, which we willingly would have paid.” | shuddered slightly at this, remembering what
the price had been. “He died before that price, that debt could be repaid. We owe that debt now to his
daughter, and the new debt accrued in her sharing her life with us. We owe it to her. And we owe it to

her family.”
“Thank you, Hickory,” | said. “I know we are grateful that you and Dickory have served us so well.”

Hickory’s smile returned. “I regret to say you misunderstand me again, Major. Certainly | and
Dickory are at your service and always shall be. But when | say we are at your service, | mean the

Obin.”

“The Obin,” | said. “As in, all of you.”

“Yes,” said Hickory. “All of us. Until the last of us, if necessary.”

“Oh,” I said. “I’m sorry, Hickory. I’m not quite sure what to say to that.”

“Say that you’ll remember it,” Hickory said. “When the time comes.”

“I will,” | said.

“We would ask you to keep this conversation in confidence,” Hickory said. “For now.”
“All right,” | said.

“Thank you, Major,” Hickory said. It looked back at Dickory and then back at me. “I fear we have

made ourselves overly emotional. We will turn off our implants now, with your permission.”

“Please,” | said. The two Obin reached up to their necks to switch off their personalities. | watched as

the animation slid from their faces, replaced with blank intelligence.

“We rest now,” Hickory said, and it and its partner left, leaving me in an empty room.
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THREE

<N >

Here’s one way to colonize: You take two hundred or three hundred people, allow them to pack what
supplies they see fit, drop them off on the planet of their choice, say “see you,” and then come back a
year later—after they’ve all died of malnutrition brought on by ignorance and lack of supplies, or have

been wiped out by another species who wants the place for themselves—to pick up the bones.

This isn’t a very successful way to colonize. In our all-too-short ramp-up period, both Jane and | read
enough reports on the demise of wildcat colonies that were designed in just this fashion to be

convinced of this salient fact.

On the other hand you don’t want to drop a hundred thousand people onto a new colony world
either, complete with all the comforts of civilization. The Colonial Union has the means to do
something like this, if it wanted to. But it doesn’t want to. No matter how close a planet’s gravitational
field, circumference, land mass, atmosphere or life chemistry is to Earth’s, or to any other planets
humans have as yet colonized, it isn’t Earth, and there’s no practical way of knowing what sort of
nasty surprise a planet has in store for humans there. Earth itself has a funny way of devising new
diseases and ailments to kill off unwary humans, and there we’re a native species. We’re foreign
bodies when we land on new worlds, and we know what any life system does to a foreign body in its

midst: it tries to Kill it as quickly as possible

Here’s an interesting bit of trivia | learned about failed colonies: Not counting wildcat colonies, the
number one cause of abandoned human colonies is not territorial disputes with other species; it’s
native bugs killing off the settlers. Other intelligent species we can fight off; that’s a battle we

understand. Battling an entire ecosystem that’s trying to kill you is an altogether trickier proposition.

Landing a hundred thousand colonists on a planet just to watch them all die of a fast-moving native

infection you can’t cure in time is just a waste of perfectly good colonists.
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Which is not to underestimate territorial disputes. A human colony is exponentially more likely to be
attacked in the first two or three years of its lifespan than it is at any other point in time. The colony is
focused on creating itself and is vulnerable to attack. The Colonial Defense Forces’ presence at a new
colony, while not insignificant, is still a fraction of what it will be once a space station is built above
the colony a decade or two later. And the simple fact that someone has colonized a planet makes it
rather more attractive to everyone else, because those colonists have done all the hard work of

colonization for you. Now all you have to do is scrape them off the planet and take it for your own.

Landing a hundred thousand colonists on a planet just to have them scraped off it is also a waste of
perfectly good colonists. And despite the Colonial Union essentially farming Third World countries on
Earth for colonists, if you start losing a hundred thousand colonists every time a new colony fails,

eventually you run short of colonists.

Fortunately there is a happy medium between these scenarios. It involves taking twenty-five hundred
or so colonists, landing them on a new world in the early spring, providing them sustainable and
durable technology to address their immediate needs, and giving them the task of becoming self-
sufficient on the new world, and of preparing the world, two or three years down the line, for roughly
ten thousand more new colonists. Those second wave colonists will have another five years or so to

help prepare for fifty thousand new colonists, and so on.

There are five formal and initial waves of colonists, by which time the colony ideally has a population
of a million or so, spread out over numerous small towns and one or two largish cities. After the fifth
wave becomes established and the colony’s infrastructure is established, everything switches to a
rolling colonization process. When the population reaches ten million or thereabouts, immigration
stops, the colony gets limited self-rule within the CU federal system, and humanity has another
bulwark against racial extinction at the hands of a callous universe. That is, if those initial twenty-five
hundred survive a hostile ecosystem, attacks from other races, humanity’s own organizational

shortcomings and simple, ever-present damn bad luck.

Twenty-five hundred colonists are numerous enough to start the process of making a world a human
world. They are few enough that if they die, the CU can shed a tear and move on. And, indeed, the
tear-shedding part of that is strictly optional. It’s an interesting thing, to be both critical and

expendable to humanity’s effort to populate the stars. On the whole, | thought, | might have been
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smarter to stay on Huckleberry.

“All right, | give up,” | said, pointing to the massive container that was being maneuvered into the

cargo hold of the Ferdinand Magellan. “Tell me what that is.”

Aldo Ferro, the cargo foreman, checked the manifest on his PDA. “That contains all the mixin’s for
your colony’s sewage treatment plant,” he said, and pointed at a row of containers. “And those are

your sewer pipes, septic tanks and waste transports.”
“No outhouses for Roanoke,” | said. “We’re going to poo in style.”

“It’s not a matter of style,” Ferro said. “You’re going to a class-six planet, complete with a
noncompatible ecological system. You’re going to need all the fertilizer you can get. That sewage
treatment system will take all your biological waste, from crap to carcasses, and make sterile compost
for your fields. It’s probably the single most important thing you have on this manifest. Try not to

break it.”
I smiled. “You seem to know a lot about sewage,” | said.

“Yeah, right,” Ferro said. “More like | know about packing a new colony. I’ve been working in this
cargo hold for twenty-five years, and we’ve been transporting new colonies all that time. Give me a
manifest and | can tell you what sort of planet the colony’s going to, what its seasons are, how heavy
its gravity is and whether that colony is going to make it through its first year. You want to know how
I knew your colony had a noncompatible ecosystem? Besides the sewage plant, | mean. That’s

standard on any colony.”
“Sure,” | said.

Ferro tapped something on the PDA screen and handed the screen to me, with a list of containers.
“Okay, first off,” Ferro said. “Food stores. Every colony ships with a three-month supply of dry goods
and basic foodstuffs for every member of the colony, and another month supply of dry rations, to
allow the colony time to start hunting and producing its own food. But you have a six-month supply
of foodstuffs and two months of dry rations per colonist. That’s the sort of load out you see for a

noncompatible ecosystem, because you can’t eat off the land right away. In fact, it’s actually more than
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usual for an NCE; usually there’s a four-month supply of dry goods and six weeks of rations.”

“Why would they give us more food than usual?” | asked. | actually knew the answer to this—I was
supposed to be running the colony after all—but | wanted to see if Ferro was as good as he thought he

was.

Ferro smiled. “Your clue is right in front of you, Mr. Perry, you are also shipping with a double load of
soil conditioners and fertilizers. That tells me the soil there is no good, as is, for growing human food.

That extra food buys you time if some idiot doesn’t condition a field properly.”
“That’s right,” | said.

“Yup,” Ferro agreed. “Final thing: You’ve got more than the usual load out in your medical supplies
for poison treatment, which is typical for NCEs. You’ve also got a hell of a lot of veterinary detoxifiers,
too. Which reminds me,” Ferro took back the and pulled up a new list of containers. “Double load of

feed for your livestock.”
“You are a master of manifests, Ferro,” | said. “You ever think of colonizing?”

“Hell no,” Ferro said. “I’ve seen enough of these new colonies go out to know that some of them don’t
make it. I'm happy to you up and load you out and then wave good-bye and come home to Phoenix to

my wife and cat. No offense, Mr. Perry.”

“None taken,” | said, and nodded to his manifest. “So, you said you can tell from a manifest whether a

colony is going to make it. How about us?”

“You’re loaded for bear,” Perro said. “You’re going to be fine. But some of your stuff is a little weird.
There’s stock on your manifest | haven’t seen shipped before. You’ve got containers full of obsolete

equipment.” Ferro handed back the manifest to me.

“Look, you have everything you need for a blacksmith’s shop. In 1850. | didn’t even think this stuff

existed outside a period recreation fair.”

I looked at the manifest. “Some of our colonists are Mennonites,” | said. “They prefer not to use

modern technology if they can avoid it. They think it’s a distraction.”

“How many of your colonists are whatever it is you just said?” Ferro asked.
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“About two hundred, two hundred and fifty,” | said, handing back the PDA.

“Huh,” Ferro said. “Well, then, it seems you’re pretty much prepared for everything, up to and

including time travel back to the Wild West. If the colony fails, you can’t blame it on the inventory.”
“So it’'ll be all my fault,” | said.

“Probably,” Ferro said.

“I think the one thing we can all say is that we don’t want to see this colony fail,” said Manfred
Trujillo. “I don’t think we’re in danger of that. But | do worry about some of the decisions that have

been made. | think they make things more difficult.”

Around the conference table was a round of nods. At my right, | saw Savitri take notes, marking
which heads were nodding. On the other end of the table, Jane sat impassively, but | knew she was

counting heads, too. She was in intelligence. This is what she does.

We were coming to the close of the inaugural official meeting of the Roanoke Council, which consisted
of me and Jane as the colony heads, and the ten representatives of the colonists themselves, one for
each world, who would act as our deputies. Theoretically, at least. Here in the real world, the

jockeying for power had already begun.

Manfred Trujillo was primary among them. Trujillo had started the push to allow colony worlds to
seed a new colony several years earlier, from his perch as Erie’s representative to the CU legislature.
He had been miffed when the Department of Colonization took his idea but neglected to install him as
leader; he’d been even more miffed when the colony leaders turned out to be us, whom he did not
know, and who did not seem to be especially impressed with him. But he was smart enough to mask
his frustration in general terms, and spent most of the meeting trying to undermine Jane and me in the

most complimentary way possible.

“For example, this council,” said Trujillo, and looked up and down the table. “Each of us is charged
with representing the interests of our fellow colonists. | don’t doubt each of us will do that job
admirably. But this council is an advisory council to the colony heads—advisory only. | wonder if that

allows us to best represent the needs of the colony.”
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We’re not even out of the dock and he’s already talking revolution, | thought. Back in the days when | still
had a BrainPal, | could shoot that entire thought over to Jane; as it was she caught my glance to her,

which told her well enough what | was thinking.

“New colonies are administered under Department of Colonization regulations,” Jane said. “The
regulations require colony leaders to wield sole administrative and executive power. Things will be

chaotic enough when we arrive that mustering a quorum for every decision is not ideal.”

“I’m not suggesting that you two not do your jobs,” Trujillo said. “Merely that our input should be
more than symbolic. Many of us have been involved with this colony since the days it was only on the

drawing board. We have a wealth of experience.”
“Whereas we only have a couple months of involvement,” | prompted.

“You are a recent and valuable addition to the process,” Trujillo said. Smooth. “I would hope you

would see the advantages to our being part of the decision-making process.”

“It seems to me that the Colonization regulations are there for a reason,” | said. “The DoC has

overseen the colonization of dozens of worlds. They might know how to do it.”

“Those colonists came from disadvantaged nations back on Earth,” Trujillo said. “They do not have

many of the advantages that we have.”

I sensed Savitri tense up next to me; the arrogance of the old-line colonies, which had been founded by

Western countries before the CU took over colonization, had always appalled her.

“What advantages are those?” Jane said. “John and I just spent seven years living among ‘those
colonists’ and their descendants. Savitri here is one of them. I’m not sensing any notable advantages

among those at this table to them.”

“I may have phrased that poorly,” Trujillo said, beginning what | suspected was another conciliatory

knife-twisting.

“You may have,” | said, cutting him off. “However, I’'m afraid the point is academic. DoC regulations
don’t give us much flexibility on the administration of first-wave colonies, nor do they make

allowances for the previous national affiliation of its colonists. We are obliged to treat all colonists
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equally, no matter where they come from. | think that’s a wise policy, don’t you?”
Trujillo paused for a beat, clearly annoyed at the turn of rhetorical events. “Yes, of course.”

“I’m glad to hear it. So for the moment, we’ll continue to follow regulations. Now,” | said before

Trujillo could ramp himself up again, “anyone else?”

“Some of my people are complaining about their berth assignments,” said Paulo Gutierrez,

Khartoum’s representative.
“Is there something wrong?” | asked.
“They’re unhappy that they’re not closer to other colonists from Khartoum,” he said.

“The entire ship is only a few hundred meter