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Year 2472:

After the failure of its Titan settlement, the Cusk Corporation determined that the second planet orbiting Sagittarion Bb was humanity’s best hope for an existence beyond Earth.

On day 171 of year 32,481, the first settlers landed there, clones of Ambrose Cusk and Kodiak Celius, long-dead spacefarers who had never left their home planet.

Though Cusk mission control had done its best to assess the exoplanet’s viability from thousands of light-years away, they knew that the chances the colony would succeed were low. The clones and any offspring they successfully raised would face a multitude of threats.

Some of those threats were those mission control anticipated for vulnerable strangers in an unfamiliar world.

Others were not.





Part One

MINERVA (SAGITTARION BB)

YEAR 17

OWL





Chapter 1

Ambrose watches digits count down. Clad in the gauzy blue fabric of a regulation Fédération suit, he pulls out a tray of water pouches and sifts through them while he’s waiting for his meal to heat. He holds two up to the ship’s fluorescent lights: identical sleeves marked water, though the word is printed in different fonts. He centers one in front of each seat of the dining chamber.

The light inside the device blinks off, and he removes a food packet from inside, setting it on a plate. He puts another in and resets the timer, then goes about preparing the rest of the table: straws for the water sleeves and a simple printed runner, playing cards centered in the middle. While he waits, Ambrose shuffles them and straightens the stack.

I know what comes next, because I’ve seen this recording many times before. A shadow from the doorway, then Kodiak is beside him. This younger space-borne version of Father is jacked up, networks of veins standing out on his arms, his back a thick triangle.

Ambrose says something I can’t hear—a side effect of the blind room they’d set up nearby is that there’s no audio on this reel, just moving images—and Kodiak smiles. He curves his larger body around Ambrose’s where he waits at the counter. Ambrose settles in, hangs his head back so Kodiak can kiss his neck. Kodiak presses himself tighter against him.

It’s romantic, but gross. These are the dads, after all.

I avert my eyes to the window—the screen—behind them to see what it’s showing. Revolving stars, among them the glowing clots of galaxies. I study the newness of the ship’s materials. Some relics of the Coordinated Endeavor still exist at our settlement—like the chair that Ambrose is currently settling into as the reel continues to play—but the ones we use are dingy and cracked.

The dads play cards, take drags of water (the label printed sans serif for Kodiak, serif for Ambrose), and converse easily, probably about the subtleties of their sleeves of roasted eggplant and tofu curry. It makes my heart pang with nostalgia, even if it’s for something I’ve never known. I’m jealous of them, even though I don’t think I want what they have. This life—one with a romance—is not in my future. I’m the only human alive with a womb, so I might end up carrying a child if the gestation device goes down, but it won’t be the result of sex.

Just when I get hopelessly moody and internal, Father interrupts. Real Father. He walks right through the projected reel, causing the images of his younger beefcake self to jump and stagger across his face. “You’re late,” he says. “Turn this off. I don’t see why you’d want to watch that, anyway.”

I tap my bracelet to stop the projection. “Really? You want to take this away? There’s basically nothing I’m allowed to watch already, since you won’t let us learn anything about Earth.”

Father passes through his own image, stalking toward the mucklands. I fall in line behind him. We pass along the inside of the settlement’s perimeter fence, until Father deactivates the gateway and we slip through to the outside. I’m relieved when the pneumatic guns resume their protective buzz at our backs. Once we’ve scanned the area for malevors, we start slopping out the reserve cistern.

We use polycarb paddles to scoop out clods of soil and glowing microorganisms. Each scoop makes a thwuck noise as it hits the ground. It’s the sound equivalent of my slurpy mood. Thwuck thwuck thwuck.

Father prefers to stay silent unless there’s something important to say. And normally that’s fine, I guess. But not today. I’m going for it. “So far it hasn’t happened, but what if this makes us sick at some point?” I ask. “I mean, look at this stuff that lives in our water. It’s gross, and it grows quick.” To emphasize my point, I hurl the next scoopful to the ground, so it makes an extra loud thwuck. It also sprays Father’s pant leg. Whoops.

He looks down at his stained pants, then at me. His face is perfectly controlled. “What do you propose we do instead, Owl? Your usual idea?”

“Well, yes, actually,” I say as I resume scooping, leaning deep into the cistern to scrape the seam where wall meets bottom. My words echo on the polycarbonate. “The usual. What if the rains go from occasional to never happening at all? What then? You need to let me go search for standing water. A sea or a lake.”

“Not likely,” Father grunts.

“Sure, okay, but if the rains did stop, it would be too late to go searching for water because we’d be lying around, all dried out,” I say. I drop my paddle and lean against the cistern, glaring out at the horizon. We’ve explored almost none of this planet. It’s ridiculous.

“If the water gets unhealthy, we can reprioritize how we use our metals,” Father says. “We can print some advanced filters.”

“You’re being obtuse!” I say. It just comes out of me. I’m not even sure if I used that word right. I read it for the first time yesterday, and I’ve been wanting to try it out. Judging from Father’s expression, it’s maybe a little harsh? I make a mental note to try out new words only on Dad, not Father.

Father stares at me, then goes back to scooping out the cistern. “We’re done here.”

I pretend I’m not scared of Father, so I can push further. “We’re not done!” I say. “Yarrow will be sixteen in a few days. I’ll be sixteen a while after. That would have been adult age in most any Earth frontier society. We can’t hide away in some tiny little safe corner of this planet forever.”

He pauses, the cords in his neck tight. Then he goes back to scooping.

“Listen to me for once! Send me out. You three can keep the settlement safe. I’ll be careful.”

“I know you think you’re capable of going on a solo expedition,” Father says, his words evenly spaced. “But you’re still my daughter, and I’m the one who will make the decision of when and if you go adventuring.”

“I don’t care how many kids died before and after me and Yarrow. That’s not our fault.”

All goes still. It’s like the planet itself is in shock. I’m hot with anger, and being mean is the only way I know to get rid of that sort of heat.

Father stands, looking down at the paddle in his hands. Then he hurls it to the ground, hard enough to spray his pants in muck all over again. “Don’t come back in until you’ve finished cleaning this cistern,” he says, his gaze somewhere over my head.

He stalks to the gate in the perimeter fence. Its defensive buzz pauses, then he’s inside, and I’m alone.

I look at the cistern, with its stupid, sloppy, boring mats of microorganisms that stubbornly spread inside. I won’t spend my life cleaning out algae. I fling my paddle down on top of Father’s, hard enough that I hear it crack.

Then I hurl myself to the ground, curl up, and hug my knees until they press against my eye sockets, so I’m almost a sphere like Rover.

Slowly, the heat drains, and takes with it my intense this-discussion-is-the-end-of-the-world feeling. I’m left with the fact that Father and Dad had a bunch of babies that filled them with love and hope, that those kids all died except two of us, and I just threw it in Father’s face because I want to go on an adventure.

I am a bad daughter.

I wish I would cry, so I could prove to this whole boring planet how upset I am.

“Owl.” I look up. My brother is holding out his arm. “Come on.”

Yarrow looks at me with his all-seeing expression and nods, meaning let’s walk barefoot along the packed dirt and have a sit with our backs against each other so together we can see in all directions and won’t we feel better then?

He and I go sit on one of the smooth, soft slopes, back-to-back. Our usual position. I sift the loose glowing grains of Minerva’s soil between my fingers and enjoy the sensation of my brother’s lungs rising and falling against my ribs. I can feel his bones and the muscles between them.

The wide-open flatness of Minerva spreads out before us. The microorganisms that abound in the soil—the only life we’ve found here, except of course for the malevors—glow in all directions, excited by our friction. Our footprints leave a glowing trail all the way back to the settlement, like Yarrow and I are ghosts. Father’s footsteps have already faded.

Yarrow let me chop off the sides of his black hair yesterday, and he scratches absently at his exposed scalp. There’s plenty of Father in his long-lashed eyes, his sturdy and thoughtful presence. That’s just a coincidence, though, since he’s genetically unrelated to any of us.

“Do you want to tell me about that fight just now?” Yarrow asks.

I shake my head.

“It helps to talk,” he says.

“Don’t even start with that sensitive brother nonsense,” I say, giving him a strong enough shove with my back that he has to reach a hand out to prevent himself from sprawling flat. “It’s the same fight Father and I always have. I don’t want to talk about it.” Playing it safe is one of the family decisions we make so wordlessly now that it’s not a decision anymore, it’s a law. I know that cautiousness can be our doom just as easily as recklessness, but no one else seems to see it.

Yarrow moves to face me, wipes his tunic free of glowing soil the best he can, and rubs his hands together. Slick organisms bioluminesce along the ridges of his fingerprints. Little Sister glows palely on him, the first rays of Big Sister appearing beneath her. “I hate to tell you, but you did just talk about it,” Yarrow says.

“You think you’re so clever.”

“Don’t worry,” he says, his wide eyes taking on luminous gray-red tints from the rising suns. “Someday you and Father will find something new to bicker about.”

“I’ll cherish the day.”

I do a mental countdown until Yarrow speaks again. Three, two, one. And there he goes.

“There’s good reason they’re terrified about losing us. You know that’s what this is about, right? Father’s not just being a hardnose. He doesn’t want us to have an accident out there and die. They’ve lost too many kids already.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I know.”

Before I’m even aware that I’m doing it, my eyes go to the unmarked spot outside the settlement walls where they buried the babies. Some days the dads will spend a few minutes there, kneeling and whispering, and that’s how we know it’s the birthday of one of our dead siblings. Some emerged from the gestation device gray and unbreathing, their zygotes gone inert during the thousands of years of travel, and some died in their first years of life. Sparrow and Purslane failed to draw enough of Minerva’s air; Thistle fell into a pit; Kestrel never adapted to the extra nitrogen in the atmosphere, her lips nothing but blue; Crane had a fever that left her body only once she was dead. Children one and two, four and six and seven. Every one except Yarrow and me.

Now I feel even worse about my fight with Father. My brother is excellent at making me feel bad. He doesn’t ever try to; he doesn’t need to, he’s that skilled at it. His constant reasonable goodness is enough.

I stand and reach out to him. He takes my hand, lets me pull him to his feet. “Big Sister is fully up in the sky,” I say. “The dads will be expecting us any moment. Which means you should go.”

“You mean ‘we should go,’ right?”

I hitch my sack over my shoulders, tighten the straps. My spear is lashed to the side as usual, waiting to finally be used. “I meant what I said. I’m going to find a river. Or something.”

“You’re just leaving? Now?”

I make myself look at him. “I’ll be back today. I’m not going too far yet.”

“Father is going to be furious,” Yarrow says. I notice that he hasn’t asked me not to go.

“What are they going to do, ground me?” That’s what the parents in Pink Lagoon call arresting their children. It was weird back on Earth.

Yarrow’s eyes dart around my face, searching for answers in my expression. I don’t think he’s finding any. “I don’t know how I’ll explain it to them.”

“You won’t have to. Let me deal with the consequences. Look, they’ll be so overjoyed by the fact that I’ve found a water source, and maybe a whale or a sea serpent or something, that they’ll forget that I’ve even broken the rules.”

Yarrow raises an eyebrow. “Really. That’s how this is going to go?”

“We’re happy enough here now, but our life could get bad. Hiding away isn’t the solution. It’s the problem. We have to find standing water we can use, more metals so we can build exploration drones. Maybe I’ll even find us some company. It’s going to take old-fashioned exploration. Me with a spear and my two feet, like some caveperson.”

My brother’s meaty body presses deeper into the soil than mine does, and the life-forms glow prettily around his bare feet. I think they like him more. “You’re crazy,” he says. “But I know better than to try to stop you.”

“Wise as ever,” I say.

“Go quickly,” he says. “I’ll try to keep the dads distracted so they don’t notice for a while. Also, I really don’t want Father to see me letting you go.”

“Thank you, Brothership,” I say, giving him a hug. “I really will be fine.”

He chuckles. “I think that’s probably true. If any one of us is going to survive whatever disaster you’re about to bring raining down on our heads, it’s the clone of Minerva Cusk.”

That’s who I am—my aunt. I’m the spitting likeness of the star spacefarer of twenty-fifth-century Earth, dead for over 30,000 years. Everyone avoids talking about it, but around when Yarrow’s face started breaking out in pimples he also got very touchy about the fact that I had a heroic spacefarer to compare myself to when he had no one. That I was related to Dad and he had no blood relations. Then he abruptly stopped talking about it.

I kiss Yarrow’s cheek and start off across the wide plains of Minerva, choosing a direction almost at random. When you’ve discovered as few landmarks as we have, every direction is basically the same—so long as I avoid malevor territory. “Think about what we can make the dads for their arrival anniversary while I’m gone!” I call behind me. “Maybe you can create a special reel? You’re so good at those.”

Here I go, assigning my brother to be the one to show our dads we care while I go satisfy my wanderlust. I dig my nails into my arm. Selfish Owl.

Yarrow gives one long wave in reply, then starts back toward the settlement, shoulders slumped. He’s the solid one who holds us all together, and he’s really good at it—but I’m asking a lot, even of him.





Chapter 2

The way I figure it, if advanced life here were land- or air-based, it would have wandered past us by now. But maybe there’s an aquatic civilization somewhere on Minerva. If I can discover a lake or even a sea, then it’s a double win, because I’ll have located a natural source of water if the rains stop—and we also might find out we’re not alone.

I imagine dinosaur-like creatures paddling their massive fins in a tropical sea, Yarrow and me riding on the back of one and whooping up into the salty sunshine. How could I not go search that out? The dads are crazy not to have prioritized exploration.

Already, just an hour’s walk from the settlement, I make a discovery. A minor one, but still: the soft, moist yellow green of the land rolls far in either direction, but there, in the lee of two hills, the old ethylamine pond has disappeared. The same one the dads mistakenly logged as methane when they first arrived. See? Something has happened. This expedition is already paying off.

Big Sister has shrunken almost to the size of Little Sister, which means I’m well into the day’s long twilight. I have time to investigate this dried-up pond bed before I need to get back. Maybe. During the twilight, time stretches long and then snaps into night. It can surprise you.

The dads’ voices play in my mind: Father saying I’ll get no algal sugar for a week for sneaking away even as Dad quietly protests that I’m basically an adult now, that fifteen is plenty old enough to manage my own risks on a frontier exoplanet, Father replying that even at fifteen I need rules and consequences, even if I claim that I don’t. It makes me smile: they’ll fight bitterly, not because they’re upset but because it’s far more interesting to fight than to find something to say about another identical day tilling the soils of Minerva for hydrocarbons.

I’ve read books. I know people can die from boredom. I know versions of the dads did, back on the Coordinated Endeavor. They’re lucky I’m here to do interesting things.

I tie my straps tight over my shoes, cinch my belt over my long tunic. All my gear has been printed from elements we’ve extracted from Minerva’s soil. This newest tunic is OS’s best work yet, a fabric that’s slippery-smooth across my shoulders.

The ground turns loose as I approach the pond bed. I’ve been going at a fast walk, but now I slow. I don’t want to twist my ankle and make someone come rescue me.

The soil pitches downward, steep and crumbly. As soon as I’m heading down the slope, it becomes clear what happened here. No big tentacled alien monster attacked from below and drained the fluid, unfortunately. The ethylamine boiled off. Minerva was cold when I was born, according to the dads, and its temperature has been rising ever since. It’s not exactly hot now, except for the daily Scorch, but who knows when this warming will end.

It all makes perfect scientific sense. No big story here. I should head back. I might already be too late to make it before dark.

But!

In the tumbled soil, something gleams. Something white. A few white things, actually, poking up out of the litter. Not a color we find in the wilds of Minerva.

I pretend to debate whether to investigate, I guess so I can tell the dads later that I did, but it’s not even a question in my mind. I use my spear like a staff, testing out the loose soil as I make my way down.

You’re doing fine, Owl. They’ll be grateful for what you’re discovering.

I tumble on the last stretch, rolling down the slope, microscopic spores puffing into the air around me. Up close, it becomes clear what I’m seeing. Bones.

I’ve seen bones in my learning reels, and in real life from dead malevors and that one time when Dad fell from a habitat roof and sheared off half his pinkie finger. I’ve broken bones, too, but they never punctured the skin, so generally I have to imagine what they look like, like teeth but encased in muscle and blood and skin.

Here’s a complete rib cage, almost intact. Could it be Crane, whose body my parents buried far from the settlement after she got sick? But this skeleton is not human, and it’s not malevor. Horror prickles the back of my neck as I push away the loose soil to expose more. A spinal column branches out into . . . arms? No, or at least they’re not like any arms I’ve ever seen. These are broader and finer, and they don’t end with hands. The skeleton has feet, too . . . but no legs. I shiver. Long-boned feet, fragile toes ending in narrow points. The skull is long, light, broad-planed, ending in a sort of spade where a mouth should be. The whole thing is small, the size of Rover.

If it’s not human, and it’s not malevor, then it’s some sort of alien we haven’t seen before. My breathing turns shallow. This might be the most important thing I’ve ever found. New alien life. That lived in a pond.

Proof that this scouting isn’t unnecessary. That reckless, impulsive Owl is useful to the family after all.

I gingerly tap one of my fingers against the creature’s dreadful spade-mouth, then snap back, ready for, I don’t know, for it to infect and devour me, spring into motion and . . . I guess I don’t really know what. But the skeleton remains a skeleton. Inanimate like skeletons should be. I work my hands under it and shake, so the dry flakes of soil tumble away. My sack is far too small to carry it—I was figuring I’d find water today, not proof of new alien life—but I wrap the skeleton in the hem of my tunic and roll it up and over so it’s bunched at my waist, where I can tuck the bundle in my arm as I run. It means exposing my whole bottom half to the microfauna of Minerva—and my family, once I’m home—but it’s not like there’s anything down there that all of them haven’t seen many times before.

The skeleton is light, so light that I can barely feel any weight. I can keep the bundled fabric of my tunic together with just a pinch of two fingers, which is the only reason I’m able to get out of the pond bed as easily as I do. Then I’m speeding back toward home, spear in one hand and bundle awkwardly pinched in the other while I check the sky for signs that twilight is ending.

Little Sister is already halfway down the horizon, flushing the sky’s edge to the color of my inner lip. If I return via the same route, it will be hours until I make it home, long after Big Sister has set. The dads will be beside themselves with worry. That’s if I don’t fall into a pit and fail to get there at all; even the glowing creatures in the soil aren’t enough to light my way once the long night arrives. Thistle died in a pit in the dark.

Without losing speed, I consider my options. The way I figure it, I have three: I can continue the way I am, and arrive at night; I can camp out alone away from home for the first time in my life, here in this place where aliens once lived (currently live?), and finish the trip at first light; or I can take the most direct path, which would get me home before the twilight is over . . . but only by bringing me through malevor territory in the process.

My hand gripping the spear turns slick as I make my decision. Malevor territory it is.

The malevors roam the felty hills to the south of the settlement, where the liquid water from Minerva’s occasional rains puddles on the slopes and microorganisms cluster in edible mats. Maybe elsewhere on Minerva the malevors are healthy and thriving, but here they barely get by—the herd numbers only nine. Those nine are really irritable, though . . . the four adult males have long, sharp horns, and charge any of us who get close.

We have a tenuous sort of peace: the malevors have learned not to get near the perimeter fence anymore, with its pneumatic guns that maim and kill. In return, we leave the territory south of the settlement to them. But because of my arcing route to the dried pond, the only direct route home is from the south.

“All this to get you back,” I say to the alien skeleton bundled in my tunic. “You’d better be worth it.”

The moment they come into view, I find the malevors are already alert to me. Even though I’m still a few hundred meters away, the females and their two calves are in the center, while the horned males circle them, each one facing me.

“I’m not coming for your young,” I shout to them, in Fédération and then Dimokratía. Not that malevors speak any language I know.

I stand motionless on the hilltop, fingers flexing so hard on the spear that one of my knuckles makes a popping sound. I’m just wasting time, because I’m scared. Which is stupid of me. The light is almost gone. I need to buck up and get moving.

There’s Father, at the gate that we used this morning. He’s pacing back and forth, looking out to the west, the direction Yarrow would have told him I left from. My poor distraught father.

“I’m here!” I yell as hard as I can.

The malevors feint toward me, stop and stamp their hooves. Father cocks his head, as if uncertain whether he heard something.

“I’m over here!” I yell.

He faces my direction, his eyes widening.

I begin down the hill.

“Owl! No, stop!” he yells back.

But what is he going to tell me, to sleep out here? Is he going to put himself in danger, too, by coming out to rescue me? I’m not going to let Father risk his own life because of my recklessness. “Open the fence when I get there!” I cry.

Then I’m tripping down the hillside. The horned malevors grunt and growl, shift their weight, their shaggy gray hair trembling with each agitated movement. Yarrow and I have been taught all our lives to fear them. But maybe the dads have been exaggerating. I haven’t seen a malevor attack anyone, after all.

“I’m not here to hurt your young,” I call as I go. If I can somehow convince them of that, I think I’ll be okay. I mean, their favorite meal is green goop—there’s no sign that they’d be interested in eating human flesh. But those horns have to be used for something.

A horrible thought crosses my mind as I run. What if this ultralight skeleton is some ancient enemy of theirs that they thought had gone extinct, and now I’ve brought it into their midst? What if they sense it, and attack me for it? What do I really know of life on Minerva?

It’s too late to turn back. The Sisters have almost disappeared, the final rays of twilight highlighting the terrain in shades of gray, deepening the shadows in between.

As the slope shallows out into muckland, the malevors stamp toward me. “No, no,” I say, shifting my path so I’ll stay even farther from their young.

I thought that I could avoid them. But they’re moving toward me.

I guess they do eat people? But if I shift any more to the left I won’t be heading toward the fence at all anymore.

“Turn around, turn around!” Father yells.

I don’t dare look in his direction. I don’t want to see how angry he is.

I’ll have to veer toward the malevors. There’s no other option. I adjust my course to go back toward them, and when I do the two closest horned aliens startle, then charge halfway to me before stopping. They raise and lower their heads; their horns point to the sky, then to me, again and again. The message is unmistakable: Go away.

And yet I have to continue. “Okay, okay, it’s okay,” I say as I pass along the muckland, to myself more than the malevors.

It’s not okay.

One and then another charge toward me.

I break into a sprint. Father’s screaming in my direction, and I’m grateful for his voice, since it means that I don’t have to look up to know where to run, that I can concentrate on keeping my footing over the wet and choppy ground, hummock to the right, hummock to the left, leap over puddle, clutch the skeleton and my spear . . .

A roaring sort of grunt, loud enough to feel the vibration in my gut, a hoof in the edge of my vision, and then the malevor is upon me. I leap to the side, barely keeping the skeleton pinched in my tunic as I roll. My temple bashes against the dirt, and then I’m bathed in a hot stink as the malevor passes over me. I unstick my spear from the ground, get to my feet and back to running.

The fence isn’t far off now. I can hear its lovely lifesaving buzz, the whine of its pneumatic guns. I look up to see Father at the southern gate, urging me on, his face ashen.

I pick up speed.

Father sees something behind me, and his mouth drops open.

Before he can say anything, I feel a weight against my back, not like an animal but like an attack from the landscape itself, like a boulder has fallen on me. It knocks me to the ground, presses all the air out of my lungs. I’m aware only of a great pressure on my waist and hips, crushing them into the slick, glowing mud.

Thwuck, thwuck. Then the weight is off my back. I stagger to my feet, managing to get the tunic back up in my hands with the light bundle still in it, and I hurl myself through the open gateway. Roaring with some emotion that’s too deep and primal for me even to identify, Father slams the gate shut before another malevor can get through. “Seal it, OS!” he cries.

The fence and gateway crackle to life. I whirl around, hands against the pressed soil of our settlement, getting up onto my elbows to look behind me. One horned malevor has stopped a few feet from the fence, grunting, nostrils wide and eyes manic.

Another malevor is on the ground. Or its corpse is. The shots from the pneumatic guns ripped its body right open. One horn dangles at an unnatural angle from its blasted skull; its rib cage is rent open, white of bone and red of blood and purple of organ. I see a heart, still pumping.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, but look!” I’m referring to the alien skeleton, I guess, but of course Father can’t see it, because it’s trapped under my body.

“Owl, stop moving. Just breathe deeply. OS, Ambrose, Yarrow, I need you!” Father calls frantically.

Why does he sound so frantic? A malevor is dead, yes, but I’m not. Right? Then I look down and I see what that weight was, what that pressure was. The tunic at my waist is a wash of blood. It’s my blood. The pain of it is big but not in feeling range yet, a far-off thunderhead.

Numb, almost curious, I press my hand against my flesh. It parts wetly. I’ve been gored. “Daddy, I’ve been gored,” I say. My voice is so soft, my voice is so quiet.





Chapter 3

My body aches from being in the same position too long. I try to roll over on the gurney, but even considering it feels awful. There’s something gurgling and sharp and newly wet on my backside, and it hurts. Only by concentrating do I manage to say something about it. “Oof” is that thing I manage to say.

Dad hovers before me, his face drawn. He’s here. Dad will make all this better. “You’re up, darling.”

“Yeah, I . . . oh wow, I just remembered what happened. Am I dead?”

“You’re going to be fine,” he says. “You lost a lot of blood, enough to pass out. But I took that opportunity to bandage you up without having to listen to you complaining every second of it. Well, I had help. Rover did most of the bandaging, if I’m being honest.”

Rover—OS’s mobile form, a sphere with various tools that can emerge from its diameter, some of which undoubtedly just saved my life—whirls about the chamber. A tireless nurse. “Your chances of infection are very low,” OS reports in a voice that I’ve been told is the chilled-out version of a long-dead pop star named Devon Mujaba. Dad had a bit of a crush on him back in the day, apparently.

“How long was I out?”

Dad taps his lips. “Overnight and into the next twilight. The wound isn’t so bad; the horn tore into the muscle of your abdomen but didn’t inflict any major organ damage. You’ll be lying here for a few days, but it shouldn’t be anything worse than that. Our main concern is preventing infection. You and Rover will be sharing a lot of quality time on that front.”

Dad has his gardening duds on, bioluminescent xenobacteria lighting up the seams of his clothing, rimming his dirty fingernails. We’re not in one of the printed greenhouses, though. We’re in the learning habitat, which doubles as the infirmary. I’ve been told I spent the first weeks of my life here, with Rover as wet nurse. Closest I got to a mother.

“Father . . . ,” I say, my voice trailing off.

“. . . is very upset with you,” Dad finishes. He sighs. “I get why you want to push us. But you can’t put Father through the wringer like that. Or me. It’s not fair.”

I let out a long breath, wincing at the end when it laces with pain. “You don’t understand,” I say. “You don’t know what I found.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Dad says, gesturing at the desk built into the far wall. “Can I assume you’re referring to that?”

On the desk, where Yarrow and I have spent hours a day getting our lessons from OS, is a pathetic jumble of white bone fragments.

“They used to be in order,” I say. “Like they were connected. It was a skeleton. An alien skeleton. Not a malevor, either. Something else.”

“I can see how discovering something like that would have felt important,” Dad says.

His tone is weird. Maybe not, maybe I’m the weird one, because I’m in pain, and feeling thirsty and achy. I swipe my matted hair back from my forehead. Father used to comb it for me, using algal oils to get the tangles out. Even though I loved the feel of it I still made him stop last year . . . but I never started doing it myself, so now it’s a disaster. “You don’t sound surprised, Dad. Is that because you’re too worried about me to care about the skeleton?”

“No,” Dad says. He smiles wanly. “I mean, of course I’m worried about you. But I’m also not full of shock and awe over that skeleton.”

My eyes narrow. I blow a chunk of hair away from my face. “Why aren’t you full of shock and awe?”

Dad goes to the entrance of the learning habitat, looks left and right, pulls down the translucent polycarb covering so we have relative privacy. He turns around. “That’s not an alien skeleton.”

“What’s all this secrecy for?” I ask. “Are you trying to keep this from Yarrow?” My brother is probably crying at the fence right now, mourning that slain malevor and pleading to the Sisters to bring it back to life.

“No, from Kodiak,” Dad says. “You know we have differing opinions on how much to tell you two about life back on Earth. Now that you found that skeleton, it’s time we told you the truth.”

“This creature came from Earth?”

“Not this very one. But it’s an Earth animal. You’ve seen reels of ducks in your lessons? This was one of those.”

I try to sit up, which makes my back light up with pain. Ow! That was a bad idea. “So wait, Minerva had ducks on it when you arrived? I don’t understand.”

“No, it didn’t. We brought the ducks.” He starts to sit, and the moment he does, Rover positions itself below him to serve as a chair. It’s one of OS’s coolest tricks. “When we arrived, the resources we needed were behind a gray portal on the exterior of the Coordinated Endeavor. Neither we nor OS had access to it during the voyage. The first thing we discovered was the gestation device, and inside it were the zygotes, like yours and Yarrow’s and . . . your siblings’. But there was more in there, too. Zygotes of animals we could use to populate Minerva, to create a farm here. We had—what did we have . . . ducks, goats, pigs, and yaks.”

“Wow,” I say. “Earth animals.” They were here and now are not. I sigh. “What happened? Did they get sick?”

Dad nods. “We could produce feed for them from the algal farms, but the animals had the same problem that most of our children did, not thriving. Some of them survived, though the ducks still found it hard to fly in the different gravity here. The big problem, however, were the yaks.”

A horrible thought occurs to me. “The malevors.”

Dad gives a grim smile. “On Earth, yaks were peaceful and adaptable creatures. They produced milk we could drink. It made sense that Cusk selected them to send out to Minerva. But they’d overlooked something important. Just like a human child, a baby yak learns how to socialize and behave properly from the yaks around them. Lots of the other human orphans Father was raised with in isolation had severe mental problems from having lack of love and care when they were young.”

“It’s not like our Kodiak doesn’t have severe mental problems,” I grumble.

“Owl, that’s enough,” Dad says sharply. Sometimes he conspires with me against Father, other times he’s the stern parental partner. I’m never totally sure which Dad I’m going to get from one moment to the next.

He continues. “We raised them as best we could, but humans aren’t suitable parents for a baby yak. Because they had no culture, the new yaks didn’t behave like the ones on Earth did. They were . . . disturbed. We hadn’t built all our fencing and gunnery yet. They trampled out of their enclosure, escaping onto the countryside. Do you remember any of this? You and Yarrow were very little at the time.”

I shake my head. I have maybe a few murky early images of yaks around the settlement, but nothing like what my dad is describing. “Crane was alive then,” Dad says, “but her fever came shortly after. We paused gestation and stopped raising animals, fearing that somehow they were passing pathogens to you children. We slaughtered the other animals, but the malevors were too ferocious. They escaped our control and began living and mating on their own outside of the settlement.”

“Why didn’t you tell me and Yarrow all this?” I ask. “Why did you let us believe the malevors were some alien monsters?”

Dad cuts his eyes to the tarp over the entrance to the habitat—a sure sign he’s thought of Father, which means I’m about to get official parental messaging instead of the truth. “We knew it was inevitable that we’d introduce terrestrial microorganisms to Minerva, but a complex mammal like the yak, left to wreck native ecosystems on a pristine new planet—we felt like we had failed. Father took it especially hard. He’d already wanted us to sever as much connection to Earth and the Cusk Corporation as we could, and this only convinced him further. I agreed, and so since we couldn’t eliminate the yaks, we decided to present them to you as malevors. We didn’t want you to know about the animal zygotes, to start trying to introduce more Earth animals. Better not to know that was even an option, so you could concentrate on this new world here.”

“That’s stupid,” I say.

“Owl,” Dad warns.

I bite my lip. “What I mean is, I guess I get what you were thinking, but it’s still ridiculous. You should have told us the truth.”

Dad shrugs. I know he agrees with me.

“It makes me feel bad to be lied to,” I venture, taking the sort of diplomatic tack I know Dad will appreciate.

“I know,” he says.

“It’s only because I found that skeleton that you had to come clean,” I press. “Does Father know you’re telling me this?”

“Yes, we discussed it,” Dad says, with a glance at the polycarb curtain.

I let out a long sigh, exaggerating the wince at the end so Dad can know how very much I’m suffering. That he really should be treating his poor gored daughter better. “I thought I’d made an amazing discovery,” I say, in this mournful self-centered tone that I instantly hate myself for.

“And yet. It was just a duck,” he says. His tone is carefully neutral.

“A duck skeleton is still amazing to me,” I grumble, wincing as my ribs grate. I hate it when I wallow, and yet here I go. “I’ve never seen one.”

Dad busies himself untying and retying the straps of his shoes. His face is turned away from me, so I can’t see his expression, but I think . . . his shoulders are shaking? “Dad, are you laughing at me?” I ask. “Tell me that you’re not laughing at me right now.”

He doesn’t answer, just unties and reties his straps again.

“You’re laughing. At your precious daughter who’s been maimed by a yak,” I continue.

His whole body is shaking now.

“Dad!” I say. “I can’t believe this. I nearly died out there, because you’ve kept a central reality of the world from me, just like your mother did to you, I might add, and my dad, my own dad, finds this state of affairs hilarious. Gah!” I started talking with my hands, and it makes my ribs flash in pain again. “Ow!”

“I for one do not find this situation humorous,” interrupts OS. “I know how fragile your physical body is. We have seen that children can be terminated forever as simply as tumbling in the wrong location.”

Dad’s face falls. He stares at his shoes.

“Thank you, OS,” I huff. “At least someone gets it. But that made Dad feel bad.”

When Dad looks up, his cheeks are red. He’s still laughing. Unbelievable. He’s an absolute monster.

He must see the fury on my face. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m not sure exactly what’s funny. I’m just tense and ready to find relief anywhere, I guess. The truth is that the malevors are no joke. They’re way more aggressive than we’d ever have expected yaks to be. That’s why we had to print the perimeter fencing and the pneumatic guns. It’s why we haven’t been brave enough to risk hunting them. We’ve been lucky that the low-nutrition muck out there limits their health, otherwise they’d have spread more by now and would be a real problem.”

“Do you really think one of them gave Crane her fever?”

“It’s hard to imagine. But something made her sick.”

I try not to think about Crane, who had just turned two when we buried her. Yarrow got that fever, too, but he survived it.

The malevors aren’t aliens after all. Damn.

Dad strokes my hair. “I’ve been running isotope data in the lab—the processor has been overheating, and we need to keep all our precious metal in good shape, so I should get back to it. Rover will be here to take care of you. I’ll send Yarrow in to say hi, too. Just rest easy until dinner, okay? Shout if you need anything. I love you.”

He’s gone, and I’m left in the infirmary. With the pain in my lower back—I just want to scratch, scratch, scratch that wound, even though it would hurt, hurt, hurt—what I’d most like to do is start my rewatch of Pink Lagoon, season four. Anything to stop thinking about the charging malevors and the duck skeleton and how we’re alone in the universe after all. And how mad Father must be at me.

I look over at the skeleton, and feel something bigger and sweeter than disappointment. I don’t regret what I did. Even if a duck is an Earth creature, Yarrow and I have never seen one. We will never see one, unless the dads become willing to try to raise any more of them . . . or we do, after our parents are dead.

I touched the skeleton of a small, fragile winged creature that lived its short life on a planet tens of thousands of light-years from its home, before it failed to thrive and the dads killed it. Whose flesh was slowly eaten away by alien bacteria, after its zygote was transported across the galaxy in a spaceship. What an awful and brief and magnificent existence. The big mystery of our life on Minerva is how quickly it can turn from grimy to majestic and back.

The printed walls are translucent, which means we can’t ever fully block the outside light. It’s why I got OS to reschedule my free time away from the Scorch, because the intense midday light from the Sisters makes the Pink Lagoon reels harder to watch. But now the twilight is in its rapid finish, and the settlement walls have started to emit the solar energy they were storing all day. Since the light-processing cells are embedded in every permanent surface, the evening illumination doesn’t come from any one place; it’s part of everything.

A shadow passes the wall, pauses by the curtained doorway to the learning room, then moves on. The figure is tall and broad-shouldered. Father, unmistakably Father. Not willing to see me yet.

“You don’t get to be mad at me,” I mutter, wincing again. Of course ambition comes with risks. The fact that I got hurt this time doesn’t mean I had the wrong idea.

“I am not mad at you,” OS responds. “I’m not even remotely thinking of you through pathways that could be ascribed to anger.”

“Thanks, OS, but you’re not the one I was talking to,” I say. I know that the fact that I just spoke out loud to try to convince Father that he can’t be angry—when he’s not here—means I’m feeling guilty. Yarrow would say maybe I could be the one to start the conversation, just apologize, tell Father the story I’m telling myself about why he’s angry. That’s how he’d phrase it, and he’d say it all with that bland sweet smile on his face that makes me want to shove his nose into the nearest puddle of bioluminescent goop.

Worst part is that Yarrow’s right, of course. I’ll try out this “I’m sorry” thing. Even though I’m not sorry. Even if I am, I don’t need to be. I’m just choosing to be. They should be apologizing to me!

Hmm. Maybe I’m the problem.

I sit up, gritting my teeth against the pain in my lower back.

“I don’t advise sitting up right now,” OS says. “You heard what your father said.”

“Yes, and we both know that I’m not doing anything too dangerous,” I say. “I’m old enough that you should weigh my opinions equally alongside my fathers’. You don’t want to serve as referee around here, anyway. That’s no fun.”

Rover makes a little hop, tapping the hard earth expressively. “It is true, I would rather be a compatriot than an arbiter,” OS says.

“Amen,” I say.

“Amen?” OS asks. “Where did you pick up that vernacular?”

“Pink Lagoon, OS. Obviously.”

“Ah yes, in season three alone it appears in seconds 391 and 1,208 of episode one, seconds 1,006 and 2,601 of episode two—”

By now I’m on my feet. I hobble to the doorway and throw open the polycarb curtain.

Sky Cat is up there, the constellation with her perky ears and twinkling eyes and five whiskers. With a face like that, I know she’d be just fine with my going on expeditions.

I look for Father, but I don’t see him anywhere. He’s probably in the room behind the gray portal, one of the few parts of the Endeavor that haven’t yet slipped into the muck.

Rover ticks behind me for a few moments, probably in case I fall, then buzzes away across the hard soil of the settlement, off to prep dinner.

Yarrow is near the southern gate. He’s kneeling in front of a large slumping corpse, the malevor’s remaining horn spiking into the starry sky. Yarrow places his hands on the dead creature’s bloody forehead, gives it a long stroke.

I hobble over to him. I can’t decide what to say. Luckily I have time to figure it out, since I’m not moving very fast at the moment.

Yarrow glances up at me as I approach. “Owl, you’re awake!”

I stop a meter shy of him. “Yeah, I guess I lost some blood. But now I’m alert and all sanitized and stitched up. I’ll be fine.”

Yarrow returns his attention to the dead malevor. His eyes aren’t sad, not exactly. More like he’s acknowledging some primal and basic unfairness that’s old news at this point. That the universe has always been sad and he’s made it his work to notice.

“I know. He wasn’t trying to kill me, just defend his young. I’m really sorry I got him killed,” I say.

This is when Yarrow is supposed to say it’s not my fault, but he misses his line. “He looks so peaceful,” he says.

I look at the dead malevor. Or yak. The pneumatic gun ripped his body right open, exposing a mass of gore in his abdomen. His eyes are dull. “He does look calm,” I say. “So . . . is Father mad?”

“Yes and no. Not really mad. More scared,” Yarrow says. “Even if you felt like it was your right to go venturing off on your own, he would have felt it was his fault if you’d died.”

“Well, that’s crazy,” I say. “I did this to myself. It wouldn’t have been his fault. Parents are nuts.”

Yarrow chuckles. “It’s more accurate to say our parents are nuts. We have a pretty small sample size. But, Owl . . . you can’t expect them not to get worked up about their kids being in danger. Not with the survival rate of children around here. Two out of seven. Tough odds.”

I gingerly sit on the earth next to Yarrow. “Ow, ow, ow. Crishet.”

“Want to go play in the Museum of Earth Civ?” Yarrow asks. “Would that make you feel better?”

“We’re not kids anymore,” I say. “Thanks, though.”

He runs his hand through his thick black hair. “Someday Father will let us look at actual reels of Earth, not just the science fiction reels on the ship. Then we’ll have more data for the ‘are our dads nuts’ project. And we can complete our Museum of Earth Civ. Make it into something actually special.”

Yarrow’s almost a year older than me, but sometimes it doesn’t feel like it. “I don’t know that we’ll have time to work on that museum again. And there’s no chance Father would turn back from his whole ‘fresh start’ fixation.” I drop my voice. “Where is he, by the way?”

“That’s too bad about the museum. I made the reel for the dads’ arrival anniversary and it’s a perfect addition. And Father is off to get the saw. The malevor has to be butchered before too much time goes by. Apparently, he wants us to do it instead of Rover. In fact, he wants you to do it.”

I look at the mass of split flesh. A pellet from the pneumatic gun gleams between two rent-open muscles. “Whoa. We’re going to eat it? This creature?”

Yarrow nods. He strokes the malevor’s forehead. “I understand the symbolism of it.”

“Eating flesh? As a symbol? I thought you were the sweet one.”

Yarrow goes quiet, his hand on the head of the malevor, as if soaking in the thoughts the animal once had. “This is an Earth creature, it turns out,” I say.

“Father told me while Dad was in there telling you. I’d sort of figured as much. You and I came up with that theory once, too.”

“One of hundreds we had. I guess I forgot. I hate that they kept the truth from us.”

“That’s the way they were raised, remember. The biggest truth about their existence was kept from them. Much as they might not want to do it, they’re repeating what they learned. We’re getting older. There’s probably more and more weird truths we’ll be learning. And we’ll do better for our kids, Owl.”

Our kids. Yikes. He just means co-parenting, but I’m also well aware that I’m the only person on this planet with a womb. I prefer not to think about that. I nod, not that Yarrow can see it. He’s still staring into the malevor’s wide and unseeing eyes. “I wonder what it tastes like,” I say.

“Probably disgusting,” Yarrow says.
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