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Chapter One

The planet Miranda, Epsilon sector, June 2788.

On the day after Cella’s wedding, I came close to skipping school for the first time in my life. If I’d done that, stayed home on that crucial afternoon, I’d probably never have been faced with a choice between two different lives.

Even after I’d started walking down the track towards Lone Tree portal, I was tempted to turn round and go back home. Afternoon school shift started at one o’clock, and I was already late. Partly because I’d been babysitting my three youngest brothers and sisters all morning, partly because the water pipe from the spring needed unblocking for the third time this week, and partly because I’d heard the chickens squawking for help and had to go and rescue them from a moon monkey that was peering nosily into the chicken run. Moon monkeys were one of the original native species of Miranda, perfectly harmless herbivores, but our chickens were terrified of their round, glowing faces.

These things were all just excuses, of course. The real reason I’d set off late for school was because I knew exactly what would happen when I got there. In fact, it started before I was anywhere near the school, because Torrin Summerhaze was lying in wait for me at the portal that was shared between the dozen nearest farms.

It would take me an hour to walk to the next nearest portal, so I gritted my teeth and marched up to this one, pointedly avoiding eye contact with Torrin. That didn’t stop him happily jeering at me.

“Old maid! Old maid! Amalie is the old maid!”

I didn’t turn to look at him, just reached out with my right hand to slap him on the back of the head.

“Ow!” he complained. “That hurt.”

“It was meant to hurt.”

I reached out to set the destination for the portal, but hesitated at the last moment. It was one of the economy models, just offering the six most important local destinations: Jain’s Ford Settlement Central, Jain’s Ford School, Mojay’s General Store, the livestock market, the vet, and the medical centre over at Falling Rock Settlement.

If you wanted to go anywhere else, you had to portal to Settlement Central first. That had a proper portal you could use to travel anywhere on the inhabited continent of Miranda, though naturally the portalling charges were a lot higher. The only time I’d been through it was last year, when my parents took all eleven of us to visit Memorial. We’d seen the sea, and the hilltop monument marking where the Military handed Miranda over to the first colonists thirty-one years ago. It was a totally zan day, apart from the twins falling in a rock pool so they stank of seaweed.

Right now, I felt like going to Settlement Central and portalling to Memorial again, or even all the way to Northern Reach. I’d seen images of the great cliffs there on the Miranda Rolling News channel. I could see those cliffs for myself, and have a glorious day of freedom, far away from Jain’s Ford Settlement, Jain’s Ford School, and people like Torrin Summerhaze. The snag was that I’d have to come back and face them all at the end of it. I’d have spent credits I couldn’t afford, and it would change nothing.

I set the destination to the school, and walked through the second the portal established. I stepped out of the portal in the school field, and headed for the nearest of the six grey flexiplas domes, the one that was labelled with a large white number 6 and a lopsided pink hummingbird.

The number 6 was the official school dome label. The pink hummingbird was a legacy of when the boys in the year above us got drunk on their last day at school and found a stray can of paint. Rodrish Jain had climbed onto the dome roof to finish painting the hummingbird’s wings, stopped in the middle to shout and wave at the rest of us, fell off, and was portalled to the medical centre at Falling Rock with a broken arm. There was a rumour that Doc Jumi had fixed Rodrish’s arm, and then locked him in quarantine for twenty-four hours in case his pink spots were a sign of a previously undiscovered Mirandan disease. It was probably true. Doc Jumi had an evil sense of humour.

Torrin came through the portal and chased after me. “Amalie, I could help you solve your problem. Marry me!”

I stopped walking, looked him up and down, shook my head sadly, and gave him the standard frontier planet rejection line. “Come back when you’ve got a farm!”

He sighed, and trailed along after me to dome 6. As we went inside, twenty boys looked at me, stood up, and yelled it in unison. “Old maid! Old maid! Amalie is the old maid!”

Last year, there’d been twenty-one boys and eighteen girls in our class. Here on Miranda, as on most of the planets in Epsilon sector, you could have Twoing contracts at 16 and marry at 17. On Year Day 2788, we’d all turned 17, and seven of the girls instantly proved themselves perfect frontier world women by having Year Day weddings. Admittedly, in Rina’s case, there was a scandal over her last minute change of husband.

Norris was still fuming about that, and you could hardly blame him. He’d been Twoing with Rina for ten months, so when she dumped him in the middle of their wedding and married another man it was a shock for everyone. The fact the other man was Norris’s older brother, made things even worse. Jain’s Ford Settlement was pretty equally divided between those who thought Rina had done the right thing, those who thought she should have stuck with Norris, and those who thought she should have married both of them. I was the exception. I thought it would have been much more sensible for Rina to cancel the wedding, and think things over for a few weeks before she married anyone, but it was her life, not mine.

Over the next three months, nine of the other girls had got married as well, though without any more scandals. My friend, Cella, had held out for a further two months before caving into social pressure and marrying yesterday. Now there were twenty-one boys, seventeen empty desks, and me. I was the class old maid. Worse than that, I was the settlement old maid, because all the girls my age who’d left school at 15 were married as well.

Teacher Lomas let the boys enjoy their fun for a minute, before yelling at them. “Quiet!”

They reluctantly calmed down, and Lomas turned to Torrin. “Why are you late? No, don’t bother answering that. We can all guess the reason. We can all guess Amalie’s answer too.”

“Come back when you’ve got a farm,” yelled the mob.

Torrin blushed.

“Time for work now,” said Lomas.

I sat down at my desk, took out my lookup, turned it on, and frowned as I saw the display flicker wildly for a moment or two before focusing properly. My lookup had started doing this a couple of months ago, and it seemed to be getting worse. I hoped like chaos that it wasn’t going to break down entirely. I was the third eldest of eleven children. Schooling on Miranda was free, and my parents believed in education, but it was a struggle for them to afford the vital lookups we all needed to scan the school texts and send and receive work assignments. A girl of my age had no real need to be in school, so if my lookup broke down …

“We’re revising Farming Ecology today,” said Lomas, “starting with methods of limiting potentially harmful interactions between imported Earth and native Mirandan species.”

There was a chorus of groans, and one of the boys in the front row mimed strangling himself before collapsing on his desk.

Lomas sighed. “Year End is six months away now, and the school will be closed for a month during harvest. Those of you capable of subtracting one from six can work out you have barely five months of study time left before you leave school. You must pass all the modules of your Farming Studies Certificate before then, or you can’t register to do community service and earn yourselves a farm.”

“The others need to do community service to earn farms,” said Palmer Nott smugly, “but I don’t. I’ve already got a farm, because my father bought me one yesterday. We’ll be ordering my machinery next month.”

There was dead silence as every other boy in the room looked at him in shock, which rapidly changed to bitter resentment. Palmer was deeply unpopular in the class. That wasn’t because he was an incomer from Loki in Gamma sector, rather than born on this planet. Miranda had only opened for full colonization twenty-one years ago, so most of the class were incomers. Palmer’s unpopularity was because he constantly rubbed everyone’s nose in the fact his father was sickeningly wealthy. Since he arrived two years ago, we’d all had to suffer him showing off his expensive clothes that were totally unsuitable for farm work, and his fancy lookup with all the special features, but this …

All the other boys would have to do three years of community service to earn their farms. That was what my two older brothers were doing right now, patiently working to prepare farmland and build houses for others, waiting for the day that the next farm and house would be for them.

Palmer wouldn’t have to do that though. His father had just handed him a farm, and his easy ride wasn’t stopping there. All parents did their best to give their sons starting seed and livestock, especially the vital pair of horses, but Palmer’s father was buying him machinery too. No endless hours of backbreaking labour for Palmer. He was going to stand idly by, watching while his fields were ploughed by machines. Given how much I resented that on behalf of my brothers, chaos knew how the boys around me were feeling.

“Obviously I can’t start running the farm until I’m 18,” said Palmer, “but my father said it was best to buy me one now to make sure I get prime land by the river, and order the machinery early because there’s a waiting list for the next bulk shipment from Gamma sector.”

He turned to grin at me. “Amalie, I know girls don’t count marriage proposals from men without farms, but you’ll have to consider mine!”

If he’d been within arm’s reach, I’d have hit him. He wasn’t, so I gave him a withering look of contempt. “Come back when you’re a human being, Palmer.”

“Yaya! Yaya! Yaya!” All the boys in the room were shouting their approval of my words, hammering on their desks with their fists.

Lomas pointedly put his hands over his ears, waited until the noise started to flag, and then yelled at them. “Shut up!”

The shouting and hammering gradually petered out, and Lomas turned to Palmer. “Go home!”

“What?” asked Palmer.

“Go home!” repeated Lomas. “If you stay here and keep talking about your prime farmland, and ordering your machinery early to avoid the waiting list, someone is going to punch you. Quite possibly me.”

Palmer hesitated, and then stood up. “I don’t understand why you’re all acting like this. Rodrish Jain was in the year above us. Nobody minded when his father gave him a farm. In fact, the whole school cheered for him.”

Everyone had been angry already, but now we were furious. Torrin was the fastest shouting a reply.

“Your answer’s in our settlement name, idiot! This is Jain’s Ford. It’s called that because Rodrish Jain’s parents led the first colonists here when the Military cleared Miranda to enter Colony Ten phase. Those colonists came when there was nothing but a heap of supplies and flexiplas panels. They had to clear the farms. They had to build the houses. Most of all they had to live here for ten years in quarantine to prove the Military hadn’t missed anything dangerous, and that Miranda was safe for humans. If there weren’t just the usual problems between imported and native species, but something utterly lethal, those first colonists would have died!”

Torrin paused for a second to breathe before ranting on in an impassioned voice. “That’s why we honour the Founding Families, that’s why they were rewarded with land grants, and that’s why everyone cheered for Rodrish. Your father’s rich, Palmer, so you jumped ahead of us in the queue and took prime farm land from under our noses. Rodrish wasn’t queue jumping, his father owned that land at Jain’s Ford before any of our parents set foot on Miranda. Rodrish wasn’t taking anything from us; his father gave us our world!”

“Yaya! Yaya! Yaya!” The other boys shouted their approval again.

Lomas lifted a hand to stop them. “Go home, Palmer, and don’t come back for a week. You’re suspended.”

“You can’t suspend me,” said Palmer. “I didn’t break any rules. My father will complain to the school board. You could lose your job!”

“Watch me cower in fear,” said Lomas, in his most sarcastic voice. “Since Teacher Horath moved to the school at the new Twin River Settlement, I’m the only teacher in this school qualified to either teach or assess students working on their Farming Studies Certificate. I teach the 16-year-olds in first shift school from eight in the morning to one in the afternoon. I teach the 17-year-olds in second shift school from one in the afternoon to six in the evening. Four nights a week, I teach evening classes for all the boys who left school at 15 to work on their parents’ farms.”

He pulled a face. “I’m doing all that solo because the school board have been trying and failing to recruit another qualified teacher for the last fifteen months. If they fired me today, I could get a new job tomorrow, but everyone studying for their Farming Studies Certificate would have to join waiting lists for places at other schools, and given schools always give priority to students from their own settlement …”

He paused. “For the final time, go home, Palmer. You’ve been living on this planet for two years now, and you still don’t seem to understand the basics about a frontier world. You can’t buy respect with credits. You have to earn it yourself. Go home and think about that, before your classmates take you outside and beat the lesson into you.”

Palmer finally turned and left the dome. Lomas watched the door shut and then started talking again. “There are currently over two hundred known potentially harmful interactions between imported Earth and native Mirandan species. The following farming procedures must be enforced to prevent these interactions. Firstly, apple trees can only be grown within secure caging since their juice is toxic to …”

I stopped listening, because I’d completed all my Farming Studies Certificate modules four months ago. Most of the girls in the class hadn’t bothered doing the final assessments, since having the actual certificate wasn’t relevant for a girl, but my mother said that a farmer’s wife needed to know these things to be able to help her husband.

Once I’d finished all the Farming Studies modules, Lomas had started sending me other texts to keep me busy. To begin with, they’d been on random subjects, but lately they’d mostly been about history. The latest one was about how the near collapse of civilization back in 2409 had left many worlds totally isolated when their interstellar portals failed.

I dutifully started scanning the text, but it was hard to concentrate on the problems of humanity several centuries ago when I had my own problems right now. Ever since I was 16, family, neighbours and friends had all been busily asking me what man I favoured. When I turned 17 last Year Day, the pressure had increased, with them actively suggesting husbands to me, or even pointedly reminding me of my duty to marry.

Chaos, I knew it was my duty to marry. Miranda was a frontier world with exactly the same problem all frontier worlds had. Too many men. You needed a lot of people to build a new world, and there were always more male than female colonists arriving. Some men were happy to marry other men, but most wanted wives. It was a frontier girl’s duty to help solve that problem by marrying quickly, preferably to two men rather than just one, and having a lot of children, preferably daughters.

My parents had been patient at first, but three months ago they’d anxiously asked whether I had a problem about getting married. I couldn’t tell the full truth, which was that I didn’t have a problem about getting married, but I did have a problem about having children. As the eldest daughter in a family of eleven children, I seemed to have spent my entire childhood helping my mother change nappies and feed babies. Three of the Year Day brides had already proudly announced they were expecting babies. If I married now, then I’d probably be changing my own baby’s nappies within a year.

I didn’t want to go straight from caring for baby brothers and sisters to caring for my own baby. Saying that would sound like I was complaining, or criticizing my mother, and I wasn’t. Sons were expected to help their father with the farm work. Daughters were expected to help their mother with the babies. That was the frontier life. My parents had been generous, making sacrifices to let us stay on at school when most children had to leave at 15, and I was deeply grateful to them.

In the end, I just said that I didn’t want to rush such an important decision. My parents had accepted that, scolding my brothers and sisters when they made jokes about me, and saying I was sensible to take my time to make the right choice. A month later though, they started getting restless again, and my mother gave me a long lecture about being too choosy. She said that no man was perfect – even my father had had a few bad habits he’d needed to break when she married him – and it was silly to spend too long watching other girls marry the best men so I was left to pick from the rejects.

Since then, every time one of my friends got married, the nagging voices around me had got louder and more persistent. Now I was the last unmarried 17-year-old girl in my settlement, the old maid of Jain’s Ford, there’d be no respite at all.

I was going to have to marry someone, and it wasn’t as if I was short of options. What Palmer had said was right, girls didn’t count proposals from men who didn’t have farms, but I’d had plenty of offers from those who did. If I ignored the ones who’d been drunk at the time, were over 30, or had dubious reputations …

I made a list of names on my lookup, counted them up, and made it nineteen respectable offers. Nineteen men, or pairs of men, who’d make perfectly good husbands. Marrying two men had obvious advantages, because their two separate farms could be combined or traded to make one large one. If I was going to marry two men, I felt it was simplest to marry brothers.

“Amalie.”

I looked up, startled, and saw Lomas standing next to my desk.

“While the boys are working on their assignment, I thought we could have a private chat outside.”

Lomas turned and headed for the door. I frowned, stood up, and followed him out of the dome, aware of the boys giving us curious looks. What was going on here? Lomas had never taken me out of the class before, and mentioning he wanted a private chat …

I blinked as the obvious answer occurred to me. Lomas was unmarried, so he was going to make me an offer. That was a disconcerting idea. Slapping down the boys in my class was easy, but refusing an offer from my teacher would be embarrassing for both of us.



Chapter Two

Lomas sat on the bench outside, and gestured at the space next to him. I sat down, keeping a careful gap between us. I daren’t look at Lomas, so I faced straight forward, focusing on the mauve flowers of a field of Mirandan medcorn, our main cash crop for the vaccine industry. Now I was starting to get over the shock, I realized Lomas might have advantages as a husband. The main one being that because he’d been my teacher, Epsilon law said he couldn’t marry me until a year after I’d left school.

If I agreed to marry Lomas, then even if I left school today, I’d have a whole year before the wedding. A whole year when no one would call me old maid, or criticize me for not doing my duty, because I was going to marry Lomas, a man who everyone in the settlement, with the possible exception of Palmer and his father, respected.

“Amalie,” said Lomas, “I’ve been watching you with great interest for the last few months. As far as I know, you haven’t accepted any marriage offer, though I’m sure you’ve had plenty. Is there an arrangement that you’re keeping quiet for some reason? Perhaps there’s a man you like, but he hasn’t got his farm yet.”

I liked the way Lomas was doing this. Checking his offer would be welcomed before he made it. Making sure he wouldn’t put us both in a difficult situation. It showed he was a considerate man, and, looking at things practically, a teacher was a good match. It was one of the few jobs on Miranda that was paid solely in credits instead of bartered goods. Lomas might be a fraction over 30, but not much, so …

I took a deep breath and said the words that would reassure him that I was ready to hear his offer. “There’s no arrangement.”

“In that case …” He paused for a second. “Amalie, I’m a member of the Planetary Development Board Education Subcommittee.”

Those weren’t exactly the words I was expecting him to say. I turned to give him a bewildered look.

“Epsilon isn’t the newest sector any longer,” he continued. “The first Kappa sector worlds are coming out of Colony Ten phase and opening for full colonization. It’s time for the worlds of Epsilon sector to start thinking beyond things like basic farming. A century from now, we want Epsilon to be a proud, established, self-sufficient sector, the way Delta sector is now. That isn’t going to happen unless we start solving some major issues. What’s the biggest problem that Miranda has right now?”

I just stared at him. It was clear now that Lomas wasn’t making me an offer, so I’d absolutely no idea why we were having this conversation.

He sighed. “Think, Amalie. Remember all the things I said to Palmer about what would happen if the school fired me.”

“Oh. Miranda doesn’t have enough teachers.”

Lomas nodded. “Not enough teachers. Not enough doctors. Not enough skilled people of any type. Not many of them come to the frontier as colonists, so every world in Epsilon sector has the same problem. It’s crippling Epsilon’s efforts to educate our next generation and to build a proper infrastructure for our worlds. The only way forward is to train our own teachers and doctors.”

He paused. “The first few worlds colonized in Epsilon sector are all arguing about which gets to be the permanent capital planet. Miranda is one of the newer worlds, so they consider us insignificant, but the Planetary Development Board don’t intend things to remain that way. We’ve been studying what happened in Delta sector. No one expected Isis to become the capital planet of Delta sector. No one expected Hercules to have the huge influence that it does. They became the most important worlds in Delta sector because they were the first to have true universities and train their own skilled people.”

“I understand,” I said, still not understanding anything at all.

“Miranda is going to follow their example,” said Lomas. “Our planetary development plan involves concentrating a lot of our resources on founding University Miranda in four years’ time, so we have one of the first universities in Epsilon sector. Building a university isn’t a problem, but staffing it is. We hope to attract a few lecturers from the older sectors, but we also want some lecturers who were born here on Miranda. Their job won’t just be to teach students, but to be role models, showing the young people of Miranda that they can aspire to more than farming.”

He finally turned to face me. “We’d especially like the Miranda-born lecturers to include some women. I believe you could be one of those women, Amalie.”

I blinked. “Me? But … How could I? You need qualifications to be a lecturer.”

“Obviously you’d need to get your degree first, which will involve you going to a university in another sector.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. Leave Miranda, leave Epsilon, leave all my family and friends to go to another sector! That was …

For a second, I imagined myself travelling to a world in one of the established sectors, seeing the sort of amaz places I’d only ever seen in vids, getting my degree and coming home to be a lecturer at University Miranda, but then reality hit me. “I’m afraid that’s quite impossible, Teacher Lomas. The cost of it … My parents’ farm has fine land, the cash crops give a good yield, but they have eleven children to provide for. They can’t spend all their credits on me.”

He nodded. “I understand, but that needn’t stop you doing this, Amalie. The Education Subcommittee has arranged for our chosen students to be given a small grant from the Miranda Planetary Development Fund, and there’s also a cross-sector system where students can borrow the cost of doing their degree. You’d have to pay it back later through education tax, but that wouldn’t be a problem when you’ve a guaranteed post waiting for you at University Miranda.”

I shook my head. “But a university in another sector would never accept a student with just a Miranda Farming Studies Certificate.”

He seemed to be trying not to laugh. “Oddly enough, the Education Subcommittee has thought about that issue too. All universities have a small number of places available to students under the special access scheme. This scheme was designed to assist students who come from a background that limited their educational opportunities. As a girl from a frontier world, you’d qualify for the special access scheme anyway, but with our Planetary Development Board supporting your application and stating you’re a potential lecturer for one of the first universities in Epsilon sector …”

He smiled. “You don’t need qualifications, Amalie. You just need to prove you have the ability to do this, and I’m already confident about that. I knew you were a very bright girl, flying through your Farming Studies Certificate incredibly quickly, so I got you reading a lot of different texts. You responded best to the history texts, so we’re thinking of you as a history lecturer, though literature would also be possible if you preferred that.”

“History? But why would University Miranda want a history lecturer?”

Lomas did laugh this time. “If University Miranda is going to be respected, and make our world a leading force in Epsilon sector, it has to be a proper university that teaches everything. Yes, the Agriculture Department, Medical Department, and Teacher Training Department will be the biggest to start with, but we will have many others, including a small History Department.”

He stood up. “I knew this whole idea would come as a huge shock to you, Amalie, but please take a while to consider it. I’ll send some more detailed information to your lookup. If you think of any questions or issues that aren’t answered in that information, please message me about them.”

I watched Lomas go back into the dome, and then buried my face in my hands. I’d never travelled further than Memorial. The idea of spending years on another world in a distant sector …

I was distracted by the odd, warm feeling of my right foot. I peered down at it, and saw a small, furry, Mirandan panda mouse was sitting on my foot, trying to find a way to get inside my shoe. I waved my foot in the air, the panda mouse fell off, and landed on the ground with a plaintive mooping sound of complaint. The minute I put my foot back down, the panda mouse went for the shoe again.

I groaned, picked up the panda mouse, took it over to the nearest bushes, and dumped it there. Their fascination with shoes made panda mice a perishing nuisance. My eldest brother was always threatening to stamp on the next one he found sleeping inside one of his shoes, but of course he never did. Nobody ever had the heart to hurt a panda mouse. People said that their long, black and white fur, and huge soulful eyes, meant they were nearly as appealing as a human baby. Personally, I thought that panda mice were much cuter than human babies, and had the big advantage that they didn’t need their nappies changing.

I’d just gone back to the bench again, when my lookup chimed. That must be Lomas sending me the information. I tapped the screen, was startled to discover I’d actually answered an incoming call, and even more startled to recognize the male face that appeared on the display. It was a little green, because my aging lookup’s colour was a bit erratic, but this was definitely Rodrish Jain, painter of pink hummingbirds.

“Amalie!” He beamed at me. “It’s ready and it’s wonderful. No, it’s more than wonderful, it’s totally zan!”

“What’s ready?”

“My house! Well, not entirely ready, but the roof is on, and there are interior walls, so you can come and see it tomorrow.”

Come and see it tomorrow? I had the feeling I was missing some basic facts here. I took a closer look at Rodrish’s green face. “Are you drunk again?”

“Only a little,” he said. “A couple of glasses of Pedra’s home brewed whiskey.”

“A couple of glasses of Pedra’s whiskey would knock out an Asgard bison.”

“I know. I was just nervous about … Chaos, I’m not doing this very well, am I?”

I grinned. “I’m not even sure what you’re trying to do, so no you aren’t.”

“I thought I’d messed everything up falling off the roof like that. It had to be the worst offer of marriage ever, so I daren’t even message you afterwards, but given you’ve done what I asked and waited for me to get my house built …”

Offer of marriage? I tried to remember exactly what had happened on the day of the pink hummingbird. I certainly hadn’t noticed Rodrish offering me marriage. He had been shouting something before he fell off the top of the dome, but it hadn’t made any sense until the final “Oh nuke!” when his foot slipped.

“Rodrish Jain, are you offering marriage to me?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I wasn’t sure how to react to this. Normally, I slapped down any drunken offer of marriage without even pausing to think about it, but this was Rodrish Jain, the son of one of the Founding Families of Miranda. I hesitated before saying anything.

“Rodrish, you’re drunk. If you’re serious about this, you’ll have to ask me again when you’re sober. If possible when we’re face to face, rather than just calling me.”

He gave a despairing shake of his head. “But I can’t do this sober. I needed a couple of drinks before I had the nerve to say it in a call, and saying it in person is even worse. That’s why I got so drunk on my last day at school. I kept thinking another drink would help.”

I frowned. Actually, that did explain a lot. Despite being a son of one of the Founding Families, Rodrish Jain was a quiet, shy boy, who didn’t drink much. One of the reasons everyone remembered the pink hummingbird episode was that it was so out of character.

“I accept you find these things difficult,” I said, “but you wouldn’t have to actually say it again. If you call me tomorrow, I’ll take it as meaning you were serious about the offer of marriage.”

“All right,” said Rodrish.

“Goodbye then.”

There was a very long pause. Eventually, I tried again. “Goodbye, Rodrish.”

“Oh. Right.” He ended the call.

I frowned down at my blank lookup screen. If Rodrish Jain was serious, and I was certain he was serious despite the two glasses of Pedra’s whiskey, then my future was decided. Rodrish was a respectable, dependable boy, at least he was when he was sober, and given his parents’ status …

I was going to marry Rodrish Jain. I let that thought sink in for a moment, imagining myself announcing this to my stunned family, and all the interfering neighbours who’d been nagging me about my duty to marry. I could tell them that Rodrish Jain had offered me marriage last year, but we’d been waiting for me to be 17 and for his house to be built before telling anyone.

I pictured the look of shock and embarrassment on their faces. The ones who’d made pointed remarks about me not doing my duty would feel total idiots. They’d been criticizing a girl who was already betrothed to a son of one of the Founding Families!

My lookup chimed again. I checked it and saw Lomas had sent the promised information. There was no point in me reading it now. I was staying on Miranda, and marrying Rodrish. Information about travelling to a world in another sector to study history was completely irrelevant.

I tapped my lookup, and started reading it anyway. There was a short outline which more or less repeated what Lomas had already told me, and literally dozens of far longer texts.

I started scanning through the list of universities that were part of the special access scheme, and had a dazed moment as I saw the names of legendary worlds like Danae, Zeus, and Cassandra. Even Adonis, the first ever colony world of humanity, was on the list.

I tried picturing myself as a student living on Adonis, casually strolling through the Arch of Remembrance into the Courtyards of Memory, but basic common sense told me a frontier farm girl like me would be horrendously out of place on Adonis or any of the other wealthy worlds of the Alphan star systems. What I’d heard about clannish, sexually permissive Beta sector sounded impossible too, and everyone knew that Delta sector specialized in science. That meant Gamma sector was …

A rhythmic sound made me lift my head, and I saw a horse was coming along the track towards the school portal. The man on its back was my father’s best friend, Daxton. He couldn’t possibly see what I was studying from that distance, but I still stabbed a guilty forefinger at my lookup to turn it off.

Daxton gave me a wave as he passed by. I waved back and watched as he rode up to the portal controls and selected his destination. His horse was obviously used to travelling by portal, because it didn’t flinch as this one flared into life.

Daxton tugged at the reins, backing his horse away a few steps to line up facing the portal, then leaned forwards, flattening himself against his horse’s back and neck. The horse lowered its head too, paced slowly forward to the portal, and stepped delicately through.

That was the image the news channels of older sectors always used when they mentioned a frontier world. A man riding a horse through a portal. The symbolic mix of ancient and modern transport summed up the contradictions of life on the frontier. Cross-sector funding provided frontier worlds with certain basics like pre-packed buildings for use as schools and hospitals, a skeleton portal network, and medical supplies.

Any other imported manufactured goods had to be paid for in precious credits, so we used horses and carts instead of hover sleds, handmade wooden furniture instead of flexiplas tables and chairs, and a lot of basic metal items were hammered into shape on a blacksmith’s anvil.

There was a last swish of the horse’s tail, and horse and rider vanished. With Daxton safely gone, I looked down at the blank screen of my lookup, lifted my forefinger ready to tap at it and carry on scanning the documents, but stopped and shook my head.

I was naturally flattered that Teacher Lomas had suggested me as a future lecturer for University Miranda, and it was easy to get caught up in wild fantasies of going to study on distant famous worlds, but seeing Daxton had reminded me that would mean leaving behind my whole world and everyone I knew.

My first reaction to Rodrish’s call had been the right one. If he was serious about his offer of marriage, then my future was settled. Less than an hour ago, I’d been looking at a list of nineteen men, or pairs of men, who’d be good husbands. I’d made that sort of list a dozen times in the last couple of months. Every time, the Sozanski brothers had come out at the top of it because they were reliable, hard-working boys. Every time, I’d decided I should accept their offer before some other girl married them. Every time, I’d found another excuse to delay.

I’d pretended to my friends, and to myself, that my reluctance to marry was simply because I wanted to steal a bit more time as a single girl before becoming a wife and mother. Now I could admit the real truth. There’d been a major problem with the Sozanski boys and every other potential husband on my list. None of them were Rodrish Jain.

I’d been attracted to Rodrish ever since he transferred from Memorial School to study at Jain’s Ford School two years ago. When viewed in person rather than through the unflattering green filter of my lookup image, Rodrish was a handsome boy. He had wavy brown hair, skin a shade or two lighter than my own, and faintly arched eyebrows that gave him a slightly surprised expression.

During his first month at our school, I’d barely spoken to Rodrish, because he was in the year above mine. I’d been startled when he started attending a few of my classes as well as his own. I discovered that was because he’d failed a Farming Studies Certificate module at his old school, and wanted to do extra studying before retaking it.

I didn’t see why he was so concerned about failing a module, since most of the boys took a couple of attempts to pass the harder ones, but I’d ended up helping Rodrish with some revision. I found his shyness endearing, and I thought he liked the fact I was quieter than most of the other girls.

That was the point where I realized my initial attraction to the boy was in danger of turning into something much deeper. I’d known it would be foolish for me to start dreaming of marriage to Rodrish Jain, because he was different from all the other boys in the school. Rodrish’s parents had led the first colonists to this world. He wouldn’t marry an ordinary girl like me, but a daughter of one of the Founding Families of Miranda.

I’d done my best to block my feelings after that. Rodrish passed his Farming Studies Certificate module on the second attempt, and stopped joining my classes. We still chatted sometimes, but I told myself that what I felt for him was nothing more than friendship.

Since Rodrish left school, I’d only seen him occasionally in Jain’s Ford Settlement or on Community Days. Every time we’d met, he’d talked enthusiastically about his farm, and the progress of the house he was building. I hadn’t seen anything significant in that, because every new farmer talked about his farm in exactly the same way.

Now Rodrish had offered me marriage, those conversations took on a whole new meaning. My feelings for him hadn’t been so foolish after all, because he had feelings for me too. He hadn’t shown them in the way that the other boys in the school did, by pestering the girl of his choice with constant offers of marriage, but that was natural. It wasn’t just that Rodrish was shy. Boys from Founding Families wouldn’t behave that way.

Now Rodrish had offered me marriage, I could finally admit how I felt about him. I would have grinned with delight, but there was an unwelcome fact nagging at the back of my mind. Rodrish had called me to make his offer of marriage when he was drunk. I was certain he was serious about it though. Almost certain.

Single girls on Miranda wore their hair in a plait that was tied with a ribbon. Whenever anything worried me as a child, I’d drag my plait forward over my shoulder, and keep nervously untying and retying the ribbon. I caught myself indulging in that ridiculous old habit now.

Everyone said I was a sensible girl, and I should be sensible about this. It was pointless worrying over a decision until I was sure of my facts. It was positively silly to let myself get swept away by the idea of marrying Rodrish before I was sure he meant his offer. I should forget about both the idea of studying history and Rodrish’s proposal until tomorrow.

I stood up and went back into the classroom.



Chapter Three

Everyone said I was a sensible girl, but they were obviously wrong. For the next couple of hours, I tried to concentrate on the lesson Lomas was giving, but my mind kept alternating between replaying Rodrish Jain’s stumbling, shy offer of marriage, and dreaming of distant worlds.

It was a relief when afternoon shift school ended, and the boys coming to evening classes began flooding into the room. They weren’t due to start their lessons for another fifteen minutes, but they were always eager to stake their claims on desks. There were over sixty boys in the evening class, as well as a scattering of adult male colonists, so a lot would have to sit on the floor.

Technically the adult male colonists shouldn’t be in the class at all. They were given both practical training and teaching for the vital Farming Studies Certificate from their supervisors while they did their community service. If they hadn’t passed all the modules by the time they’d earned their farm, they were supposed to sign up for an extra year of community service to finish them, but they usually talked Teacher Lomas into letting them sneak into his evening class instead.

There was the usual fight between the boys trying to get into the room and the boys trying to get out. I waited at my desk while Lomas broke up the fight by tipping a fire bucket of water over the combatants, and then headed towards the door myself. I only managed three steps before one of the evening class boys deliberately blocked my way.

“Amalie,” he said. “I was wondering …”

“No!” I lifted a hand to stop him. “I’m working this evening, so I haven’t got time for random marriage proposals.”

“But I’m the eldest son in my family. I’m already doing a lot of the running of our farm.”

“I said no, Piers.”

“When I pass my Farming Studies Certificate, my father plans to …”

My head was busy with thoughts of Rodrish Jain, so my patience was wearing thin. “For the third time, my answer is no. Please get out of my way.”

“Shall we beat him up for you, Amalie?” asked Torrin Summerhaze.

“You’re not to beat anyone up in my classroom,” shouted Lomas. “I don’t want you damaging the desks.”

“We could drag him outside and beat him up there,” said Torrin.

“I’d rather he stepped aside and let me leave,” I said.

Piers grudgingly moved out of my way. Lomas called him over, handed him the fire bucket, and sent him off to refill it.

I made it outside on the second attempt. Most of the kids had left their classrooms by now, and were forming up into groups near the portal. We always portalled out in large groups at the end of the school day. The arrangement benefited everyone, avoiding massive queues to dial the portal, as well as reducing the cost per group member in precious credits.

I joined the crowd gathering to portal to Mojay’s General Store. The mob travelling to Jain’s Ford Settlement Central outnumbered us, so they portalled out first. Once they’d all gone, our group dialled the portal and streamed through it in a long line, arriving in front of the store with the huge glowing sign that simply said “MOJAY”.

Mojay’s General Store was on the outskirts of Jain’s Ford Settlement. There were several large fields opposite it, where Mojay’s customers could leave their horses to graze on the reddish, wiry Mirandan grass. Tracks led off in several directions, heading to groups of nearby farms, the dormitories where the incoming male colonists lived while they did their community service, and the centre of Jain’s Ford Settlement.

Most of the school swarm joined up with brothers, sisters, or friends, and set off in chattering groups along one of the tracks, but a handful of us went into the sprawling, single storey general store.

Everyone else went to the counter to do shopping for their families, but I walked on through the door at the back of the shop. This led into the vast, barn-like, adjoining structure that was Mojay’s Bar. I was confused to find it empty apart from Rina, the two bar runners, Delun and Jonas, and the short, rotund figure of Mojay himself.

“There you are at last.” Mojay bustled up to me, thrusting my elaborate, long-sleeved, barmaid’s apron into my hands.

I tugged off my jacket, hung it on one of the row of pegs on the wall, then thrust my arms into the long-sleeved apron and tied it round my waist. Viewed from the front, the blue fabric covered my workaday brown clothes, making it look as if I was wearing an impracticably long and ornate dress.

“You know I’m on afternoon school shift, and that means I can’t get here until at least ten past six.” I turned to look at the big double doors that led outside. A heavy length of wood was across them, keeping them closed, but they were shaking slightly as if someone was methodically kicking them from the other side. “Why aren’t we open?”

Mojay gave a despairing wave of his hands. “Cella hasn’t showed up yet, and I didn’t want to open the bar with Rina as the only barmaid when she’s so unpopular with the customers.”

I frowned. General opinion in Jain’s Ford Settlement had been divided over the scandal of Rina’s marriage, but the single men who frequented Mojay’s Bar had been totally united in thinking Rina had behaved badly to Norris. Every one of them could imagine themselves in his place; feel his delight at Rina agreeing to marry him, his elation as she arrived on the wedding day, and his pain and disbelief when she announced she was going to marry his brother instead.

The first time Rina appeared in the bar after the wedding, she’d been greeted with such hostile jeers that Mojay had instantly fired her. It was over three months before Mojay was desperately short of a barmaid and risked giving Rina a trial again. The first day or two had been a bit awkward, but there were no problems after that.

“I thought everyone had calmed down about the wedding scandal,” I said. “Well, everyone except Norris.”

Mojay pulled a face. “They had calmed down, but Shelby Summerhaze has been spreading rumours about Rina furtively meeting Norris.”

I groaned at the mention of Jain’s Ford Settlement’s leading gossip. “I’m sure that isn’t true. You know what Shelby Summerhaze is like. When she runs out of true tales to tell, she starts making them up.”

“I know I’m not employing barmaids who’re unpopular with my customers,” said Mojay grimly. “The men felt Rina treated Norris unfairly, but now they’ll be sympathising with her husband as well.”

I hastily changed the subject. “Have you tried calling Cella?”

“Of course I’ve tried calling her! I’ve been calling her every thirty seconds for the last ten minutes, but she isn’t answering my calls.” Mojay waved at Delun. “Let the mob in before the door gives way.”

I went to join Rina behind the bar, and Mojay hurried after me. “Do either of you know if Cella is quitting her job now she’s married? If she is, then she might have warned me.”

I exchanged glances with Rina. “Cella hasn’t said anything to us about stopping work,” I said.

“I hope her new husbands haven’t talked her into quitting,” said Mojay. “It’s a constant worry finding suitable girls to be barmaids. It’s all the Mayor’s fault for enforcing that ridiculous law about me not having under sixteens in my bar.”

I didn’t want to get involved in Mojay’s long running war with the Mayor, so I kept very quiet. The problem wasn’t really the issue of age limits in the bar – Mojay’s own rules on what and how much his customers got to drink were much stricter than the ones laid down by frontier laws – but a clash of personalities. The Mayor was an outspoken, blunt woman. On her first visit to the general store, she’d said the goods could be a lot better organized and the whole place needed a good clean. Mojay was over sensitive, holding onto grudges as tightly as a baby moon monkey clung to its mother’s back, so he’d never forgiven her for the criticism.

“I’ve barely time to get a new girl properly trained before she gets married,” said Mojay, “and then it’s less than a year before she leaves to take care of her first baby. I was counting on keeping Cella for at least a few more months.”

“Lisbet is 16 now,” I said hopefully. I’d been trying to get my eldest sister a job at Mojay’s Bar for months. She was currently doing some cleaning and cooking for the owner of a neighbouring farm, but a job at Mojay’s Bar would be far better because he paid his barmaids in genuine credits rather than farm produce or bartered goods.

My earnings from here had already paid for the precious imported lookups needed for both the twins when they started school at the beginning of this year. Now I was saving every credit I could, hoping to buy a new lookup for myself before my existing one broke down completely. I’d been proud of buying the twins their lookups, thrilled to be contributing to the family finances, and I didn’t want to spoil that by having to ask my parents for a loan.

“Lisbet’s a very capable girl who’d be good at remembering the customers’ names and faces,” I added. “I could call her and get her to come over right now.”

Mojay shuddered. “I’m sure Lisbet has a good memory for names. Given the size of your family, she has to be good at names to remember all her brothers and sisters, but I’ve told you before that Lisbet is never setting foot in my bar. I haven’t forgotten the way she used to stand outside my store, yelling rude comments about my waistline and sticking her tongue out at me.”

“I agree that was shockingly bad behaviour,” I said, “but Lisbet was only 7 years old back then, and she got in a lot of trouble with our parents over it. You remember how they made her apologize to you.”

“Yes, I remember that,” said Mojay. “I also remember telling Lisbet she was banned from my property for life, and I meant it.”

I sighed. Mojay hadn’t just banned my sister from the general store nine years ago, but the whole of the rest of our family as well. My mother had had to get the neighbours to do all our shopping for us for the next month, until the combination of her desperate apologies, and the fact my father was a highly respected member of Jain’s Ford Settlement Council, finally made Mojay relent and agree to limit his ban to my offending sister.

I couldn’t argue Lisbet’s cause with Mojay any longer, because a rush of men had arrived. Worryingly, only a handful seemed willing to be served by Rina, so most of them were jostling for positions at my end of the bar.

I turned to face my customers, and gave a sorrowful shake of my head. “You know I won’t serve anyone who doesn’t quietly wait their turn.”

To underline my point, I ignored the front row entirely, and pointed a finger at a lanky figure further back. “Fabian first.”

The crowd shifted aside to let Fabian through, and I smiled at him. Like most of the men at the bar, Fabian had come to Miranda as a single adult male colonist. Since then, he’d been living in one of the dormitories in Jain’s Ford Settlement, and doing his community service to earn his farm.

“I heard that you’re next in line to get your farm, Fabian,” I said.

“That’s right,” he said eagerly. “The whole community service team has been working out there today, building the cabin and ploughing the first field. You should come and see …”

The rest of his sentence was drowned out, as the mob pointed at the notice hanging on the wall behind the bar and bellowed its words in chorus. “Rule one: don’t hassle Mojay’s barmaids with marriage proposals.”

“I’m sorry, Amalie,” said Fabian hastily. “I didn’t mean that as a marriage offer, just that I’d like you to see what good land it is.”

The new farms were all virtually identical, but their owners had worked for years to get them and were always convinced theirs was better than any other. “I’m sure it’s totally zan,” I said.

Fabian nodded proudly. “It is.”

He’d had the congratulations he was due for getting his farm, so it was time to take his order. “Your usual beer, and …” I glanced across at the board on the wall listing today’s menu. “Pie, Mirandan ostrich eggs, or fish?”

“Fish, please,” said Fabian.

I handed Fabian his beer, and saw Delun shoot off towards the kitchen to fetch a plate of fish. Judging from the frustrated look on Jonas’s face, the two bar runners were having one of their regular competitions to see who could serve the most meals.

I dealt with my next three customers rapidly, but my fifth customer, Hammer, gave me a look of deep depression that meant he had a problem. Hammer wasn’t the man’s real name, but a nickname he’d picked up during his brief career as a blacksmith’s apprentice. He’d earned it by somehow managing to hit his own foot with a hammer on his first day and breaking his big toe. After which, he got fired for his own safety, and signed up to do community service and become a farmer instead.

“I got the results of my last two Farming Studies Certificate modules today,” he said.

The results clearly hadn’t been good news. “I’m sorry. You’re retaking them?”

“I’ll have to.” He groaned. “It’s so frustrating. Actually having my farm at last, but not being able to do anything with it.”

“You’re allowed to have Mirandan animals and crops,” I said.

“Mirandan cabbage may be wonderful for replenishing the soil, but you don’t earn any credits from it, and Mirandan ostriches keep making that ghastly screaming noise all night.”

“You can get a high price for Mirandan almonds,” I said.

He shook his head. “Nobody grows Mirandan almonds, because they’re impossibly difficult.”

“The key thing is allowing for the acid balance of the moon monkey digestive system,” I said. “You have to get moon monkeys to eat the acidic, first stage false fruits to fertilize the bushes before the second stage almonds will develop. The moon monkeys need to eat both clay and Mirandan cabbage to stop them getting indigestion, so …”

I let my words trail off, because Hammer was staring at me in blank incomprehension. In fact, everyone in the bar, including Mojay, had matching expressions on their faces.

“Sorry,” I said. “I’ve been studying information on Mirandan almonds because my father is experimenting with growing them. Hammer, do you want to retake your modules at evening class, or sign up for another year of community service?”

“Missing four nights a week in the bar with my friends will be hard,” said Hammer, “but I’ve just got a job working on the Jains’ farmland and I don’t want to give that up to do more community service. Teacher Lomas scares me to death though. I don’t suppose …”

Hammer was about seven years older than me, a head taller, heavily muscled, and had a thick beard. He gave me the pleading look of a desperate small child.

“I’ll do my best to sort out a place at evening class for you,” I said.

I didn’t bother asking Hammer what he wanted to eat and drink. Jonas was already hurrying up with a plate of pie. I handed Hammer a tankard of beer to go with it. Hammer was a creature of habit who never ordered anything but pie and beer.

I glanced across at Rina’s end of the bar, and saw she’d served her few customers now and was looking isolated and upset. She noticed me looking at her, and waved her hands in despair. I pulled a sympathetic face in return. I daren’t risk asking some of my queue to go to be served by her. If they refused, it would make the situation even worse.

As I carried on serving people, I could feel the ache in the centre of my forehead that meant one of my stress headaches was starting. I’d been working at Mojay’s Bar since I turned 16 on Year Day 2787. There’d been times when one of the barmaids had failed to appear so we’d had to cope with just two of us, but I’d never been in the situation where the customers were shunning the only other barmaid.

I was deeply relieved when the door from the general store opened and Cella swept into the room. She laughed at Mojay’s reproachful face, gave a toss of her head that sent her loose hair flying around her shoulders, and spoke in ringing tones.

“I know I’m late, but you’ll have to forgive me in the circumstances. Remember I only got married yesterday.”

Cella got her apron, put it on, took a single glance at the situation at the bar, and went to stand between me and Rina. The crowd in front of me instantly shifted position to be served by Cella as well as me. With two of us serving customers now, the mob at the bar gradually thinned out, and my headache eased a little. By half past seven, we finally had a break between customers, and Cella spoke in a cautious whisper.

“What’s going on? Why don’t the customers want Rina to serve them?”

“It’s that poisonous woman, Shelby Summerhaze.” Rina’s face was pale and angry. “She’s been telling everyone that I’ve been sneaking off to meet Norris behind Theo’s back. Now Mojay will fire me again, and Theo and I were depending on my wages to buy equipment for our farm.”

“Someone should drop Shelby Summerhaze off the cliffs at Northern Reach,” said Cella. “Don’t worry, Rina. You leave as soon as the bar closes, and I’ll talk to Mojay and make sure he doesn’t do anything drastic.”

“You can’t stop him firing me,” said Rina.

“Of course I can. I just need to delay things for a few days, and people will work out there’s no truth in Shelby’s story.” Cella paused for a moment. “There isn’t any truth in it, is there, Rina?”

“Of course not,” snapped Rina. “I would never treat Theo like that.”

Cella lifted both her hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I had the impression you really liked Norris.”

“I did really like Norris,” said Rina. “It was awful when … Well, it’s too complicated to explain what went wrong between us, but I’m definitely not doing anything behind Theo’s back.”

“Then there’s no need for you to worry,” said Cella. “I’ll tell Mojay that Shelby Summerhaze has been complaining about the dress fabric he’s selling in the store, and he’ll keep you on as barmaid to annoy the woman.”

I wondered if Shelby Summerhaze really had been complaining about the dress fabric, or if Cella was planning to fight lies with lies. Knowing Cella, it was better not to ask.

Cella turned to frown at me. “Amalie, you’ve got one of your headaches, haven’t you?”

“A bit of one,” I said.

“You’d better take your food break now then,” said Cella, “and don’t come back until you feel better. We can handle things here.”

As I headed towards the kitchen door, Jonas hurried out of it, juggling three plates of pie as if they were painfully hot to hold. He sprinted past me, and I heard a sudden crash followed by a round of applause from the bar customers. The chunky, locally made, china plates that we used in the bar were almost impossible to break, but Jonas had obviously managed it.

I didn’t bother to look round to see the extent of the damage, just went into the steamy, food-scented sanctuary of the kitchen, and leaned against a wall with my eyes closed.



Chapter Four

“Another headache, Amalie?” asked Guiren’s voice.

I opened my eyes, and turned to face where the elderly man was standing by the stove. “Yes.”

Guiren tossed a couple of fish into a pan. “You still haven’t heard when you’ll see a specialist about the problem?”

“I’ve got an appointment in February 2789.”

He shook his head. “That’s eight months away.”

I sighed. “I know, but I’m a low priority case. Doc Jumi says my headaches are a simple problem that will be very easy to cure.”

“If it’s that easy, why hasn’t he cured them already?” asked Guiren.

I shrugged, collected a plate from the stack on the kitchen table, and went across to the array of food keeping warm on the hot plate. I hesitated for a moment, unsure I’d be able to eat anything, but helped myself to pie, potatoes, and a dollop of red Mirandan cabbage. Guiren tugged a chair across to the table for me, and I slumped down into it.

“On any civilized planet,” said Guiren, “you’d have had expert treatment for your headaches months ago, and I’d be having at least two rejuvenation treatments a year instead of one.”

I laughed. Guiren was always grumbling about only getting one rejuvenation treatment a year. Aged 65, he was the oldest person I knew. When the Colony Ten group arrived on Miranda thirty-one years ago, they’d all been in their twenties except for their leaders. Vast numbers of other colonists had arrived in the last twenty-one years, but very few of them were over 30 years old.

Guiren picked up a bottle, poured out some virulently green liquid into a glass, and topped it up with water. “Of course, on any civilized planet I’d be in prison for poisoning people, which is why I came to the frontier in the first place.”

I frowned at him. Some of the single male colonists came to Miranda because they were caught by the frontier dream of building new worlds. Others came because they wanted to leave worlds where they were misfits and start a new life. Still more came because they were ordered to leave by worlds that wanted to get rid of troublemakers.

I’d known Cheng Guiren for well over a year now, but I still wasn’t sure what category of new colonist he’d been. He obviously hadn’t come to the frontier expecting to become a farmer, because he’d never done any community service, just started working for Mojay.

“On my first day as a barmaid,” I said, “you told me you came to the frontier to escape from an older brother who’d tried to murder you. I actually believed you for two whole days, until I overheard you telling Cella you came to the frontier in search of your long lost twin daughters. The next week, you told a newly arrived colonist that you had to leave your home world because you turned into a wolf every full moon.”

Guiren handed me the glass. “The truth is always boring.”

“You’ve never told me what world you came from.”

“I’m not going to tell you now either,” said Guiren.

“But what was it like? Was it very different to Miranda?”

“It had far too many interfering politicians who made the wrong laws about the wrong things,” said Guiren. “Now drink your medicine.”

I peered suspiciously at the pale green mixture. “What sort of medicine is this?”

“A traditional Mirandan remedy for fatigue, hangovers and headaches,” said Guiren. “I invented it last week.”

I’d no idea what was in this drink, but if Guiren really wanted to poison people he could have killed everyone in the bar by now. I took a cautious sip, and found the drink tasted of Mirandan limes with a hint of something that resembled Earth mint but wasn’t.

Guiren went back to cooking his fish. I sat still for a minute or two, enjoying the peace and quiet of the kitchen. No, quiet wasn’t the right word for this. It was never quiet in the kitchen. Guiren was always clattering his pans on the stove, or chopping vegetables, and every now and then either Delun or Jonas would dash in, pile food on plates, and dash out again. The point was that there was no pressure on me when I was sitting in here.

I didn’t know whether it was Guiren’s medicine or the freedom from stress that was helping, but I felt the throbbing in my head slowly ease to a faint ache. I picked up my fork and prodded at my pie. I had to force myself to eat the first mouthful, but once the taste of the rich gravy was in my mouth I started wolfing down the food as fast as I could. Once I’d finished eating, I sent a text-only message about Hammer to Teacher Lomas.

The reply came thirty seconds later. “No room.”

I sent a single word. “Please.”

This time the reply was longer. “No! This classroom is as overcrowded as Earth was before they invented interstellar portals.”

I tried again. “Hammer’s a very nice man. He’s desperately keen to start growing crops on his farm.”

I had a two minute wait for the reply this time. “Deity aid us, we’ll run out of air.”

I grinned, went back into the bar area, and across to the table where Hammer was sitting. “You can start evening classes tomorrow. Make sure you stay right at the back of the room and don’t say a word for the first week. You have to prove you’re a quiet, attentive pupil, or Teacher Lomas will throw you out.”

“Thanks,” said Hammer. “If this is my last night of freedom, then I’m having a few glasses of Pedra’s home brewed whiskey.”

Hammer was a working man who’d been coming to the bar for years and never caused trouble. According to Mojay’s rules, that meant he could drink what he liked. The only problem was Hammer’s bulky size.

“If you overdo the whiskey, have you got someone to carry you home afterwards?” I asked.

Hammer gestured at the other men at the table. They looked strong enough to manage it between them, so I waved at Cella, pointed at Hammer, and gave the hand signal that meant he was approved for a run on whiskey.

The rest of the evening was mercifully peaceful, except for a brief appearance by Palmer Nott. When he marched into the bar at ten o’clock, demanding whiskey, I was worried that he’d start shouting about his new farm and get himself beaten to a pulp.

Fortunately, Palmer seemed to have learned something from what happened at school. When he was given the one small whiskey that was his limit under Mojay’s rules, he just stood quietly at the bar, taking occasional tiny sips from the glass. Palmer’s expression told me that this was the first time he’d drunk whiskey and he didn’t like it. He still seemed determined to finish his glass though.

I was preparing for an argument if Palmer asked for another whiskey, working out a tactful way to insist he swapped to beer, when Palmer’s father arrived. Braden Nott marched up to his son, grabbed the glass from his hand and smashed it down on the bar, then caught his arm and dragged him off towards the door. All the men at the tables were jeering and laughing as they went by.

Palmer Nott had often annoyed me in the past, but at that particular moment I felt sorry for the boy. Colonists came from a host of different planets in every sector from Alpha to Delta, each with its own cultural rules on the age a person should be considered an adult, so Miranda had evolved its own system that involved other factors than age.

Girls were adults as soon as they married. A boy was entitled to some adult respect when he had his farm, and full adulthood was achieved by either reaching the age of 25 or marrying a wife.

Braden Nott had just given his son a farm, making him at least partially adult, and then publicly humiliated the boy by dragging him out of the bar as if he was still a child. I wondered how many of Palmer Nott’s faults were because of the way his father treated him.

The men who’d already got their farms left soon after that. Those still doing community service and living in the settlement dormitories stayed on until Mojay threw them out at closing time. The instant the door was locked behind them, Delun and Jonas began hurrying round cleaning tables. Rina tugged off her apron, and Cella grabbed it from her.

“Go now!” she ordered.

Rina scurried off through the store door. Cella and I were folding the aprons and putting them away when Mojay came over to the bar.

“Rina has already gone then.” He scowled in frustration.

Cella grinned at him. “Rina was here on time so she’d a right to leave on time too. Have you heard that Shelby Summerhaze has been spreading lies again? I hope she hasn’t upset you.”

“She hasn’t upset me,” said Mojay, “but she’s upset a lot of my customers.”

“I’m sure that isn’t true,” said Cella. “Nobody believes her stories about the bad quality of your goods.”

Mojay frowned. “Has that malicious woman been claiming my milk isn’t fresh again?”

“I’m not sure if it was the milk or something else,” said Cella smoothly. “I wasn’t paying attention to the details because I knew it wasn’t true.”

Mojay seemed to think about that for a moment, then turned to me. “You did a good job tonight, Amalie. I appreciate it.”

“Do you appreciate it enough to give me a bonus?” I asked hopefully.

“Times are hard.” Mojay gave his standard response to any requests for pay rises or bonuses, and hurried away.

Cella looked after him and laughed, then led the way out through the dark shadows of the general store. We skirted the piled sacks of flour and potatoes, dodged the milk churns, and went outside. It was a lot brighter there, as the light from Miranda’s single large moon combined with the glow from the illuminated sign over the general store. That sign could be set to be far brighter, and to flash rapidly in a bewildering variety of colours, but Mojay had to keep it at this muted level or a host of nosy moon monkeys would gather to gape at it.

Cella and I walked up to the portal. This was a second grade model that offered a list of twenty destinations, so we could portal straight to Lone Tree. Once the portal activated, we stepped through to where four tracks met among some fields of medcorn, and followed the eastern track into one of the conservation zones.

Native Mirandan trees crowded against both sides of the track now. Much faster growing than Earth trees, with wide, scaly trunks that erupted in a sudden burst of massive reddish-green fronds at the top, they blocked out most of the moonlight. We had to pick our way warily in the darkness so we wouldn’t trip on the ruts left by cartwheels, but I loved being in the conservation zones at night. This was when they came to life, with sparkling clouds of tiny sapphire, emerald and ruby coloured flutterflies performing their midair mating dance, and the glowing, childlike faces of moon monkeys watching us from among the trees.

Every world had conservation zones on its inhabited continent, but they were especially important here. These were the protected breeding grounds for the native species of Miranda. Without them, the farms would be nothing but dead land, because there were no earthworms or pollinating insects on Miranda. It was the wormlike larvae of the nocturnal flutterflies that worked the soil, and the Mirandan mammals like moon monkeys and panda mice that pollinated the crops.

I finally broke the silence. “You seem happy with married life.”

“I enjoyed being single,” said Cella, “but a girl has to settle down in the end, and I’ve got two of the best husbands in humanity.”

There was another pause. I had a question I wanted to ask, and there didn’t seem an obvious way to bring it casually into the conversation. I gave up and just asked it.

“You didn’t come to Miranda until you were 8 years old. I’ve just realized that you’ve never told me anything about your old world. I’m not even sure what sector you came from.”

Cella wrinkled her nose. “I was born on Osiris in Delta sector. I’ve never talked to you about it because I wanted to forget all about that horrible place.”

“You weren’t happy there?”

She shuddered. “It was dreadful. My family lived in a cramped dome house. There was a grassy area outside, but if my brothers and I tried playing there then the neighbours shouted at us. Going to school was a nightmare too. I was always bottom of the class, so the other kids called me stupid Cella.”

I frowned. “But you did well at school here.”

“Going to school on Osiris was very different to going to school here. A lot of the things the teachers were talking about seemed totally pointless, and they were constantly giving us tests, which I always failed. When my family came to Miranda, I felt like I’d escaped from prison.”

Cella smiled. “Suddenly lessons were about practical things that made sense to me. There weren’t any tests at all until we started doing the Farming Studies Certificate modules, and nobody cared if I passed those or not because I was a girl.”

“So you never wished you could go back to Osiris?”

“Not for a single moment. As a married couple with children, my parents got their farm right away. My father still had to do community service to pay for it of course, but we could live in the cabin, and my brothers and I could run wild on the farm. I loved the space and the freedom. I’d sit outside for hours in the evening, admiring the magnificent sky.”

We’d reached the point where the track came out of the conservation zone. Cella paused and pointed upwards. “Osiris had two tiny moons, and some boring stars that you could barely see for all the settlement lights. It was nothing like the amaz night sky we have on Miranda.”

The track divided into two now. I waved goodbye to Cella, and took the turning that led through my parents’ fields. A couple of minutes later, my lookup chimed. I reached for it, peered at the screen to check who was calling me, and felt an odd sensation in my stomach when I saw it was Rodrish Jain.

I’d told the boy to call me again tomorrow if he was serious about his offer of marriage. If he was calling me now then it must mean he’d sobered up, was regretting what he’d done, and wanted to tell me it was all a mistake.

Given I’d never considered marrying Rodrish Jain before today, it was ridiculous of me to find this so disappointing. I had to pull myself together, forget my hurt feelings, and concentrate on getting through the embarrassing call without making an idiot of myself.

I took a deep breath and tapped my lookup.



Chapter Five

Rodrish’s face appeared on my lookup screen. I wasn’t sure if the lookup’s display was getting worse, or it was the effect of the moonlight, but he looked even greener than last time.

“I know you told me to call you tomorrow,” he said, “but it’s nearly midnight. I’m perfectly sober now, and I was starting to get nervous again so … Chaos, I’m messing this up for the third time.”

Those words had to mean that he hadn’t changed his mind. I laughed in relief. “No, you aren’t. I’m happy with you calling me now as long as you’re sober.”

“I’m definitely sober,” said Rodrish. “Military Major Mason Morston made many mauve Mirandan moon monkeys march magically. You can’t possibly say that if you’re drunk.”

“So you’ve called because you still want to offer me marriage?” I asked.

He nodded eagerly.

“In that case, you can show me your farm tomorrow morning.” I gave the traditional response of a girl who was considering accepting an offer.

Rodrish smiled in delight. My words hadn’t totally committed me to marrying him, but they were an assurance that I wouldn’t turn him down lightly.

“What’s the nearest portal to your farm, Rodrish?” I asked.

“River North 2.” He hesitated a second before rushing on. “It’s quite a long way from the portal to my farm, but please don’t let that worry you. If you like, I can bring horses and we can ride to the farm.”

I’d never been confident on horseback, so I didn’t want to complicate the visit by having to ride a strange horse. “I’d prefer to walk,” I said hastily. “I’ll meet you by River North 2 portal at about nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” Rodrish’s face grinned at me for a few seconds longer, and then my lookup screen went blank as he ended the call.

I looked up at the glorious sky of Miranda, with the familiar constellations of the whirlpool, the fisherman, and the glow. For months, I’d been trying to resign myself to marrying some respectable man who would always be second best. Now the seemingly impossible had happened. Rodrish Jain had offered me marriage, and I felt almost dizzy with happiness.

I’d no regrets about giving up the idea of spending years studying on another world to become a history lecturer. It had been foolish of me to ask Guiren about his home world, because I couldn’t believe a word he said, but Cella had confirmed all the negative things I’d heard from other incoming colonists. Other worlds were harsh, unfriendly places, and the people there would look down on a frontier girl like me. If I tried studying at one of their universities, I’d be even more of a failure than Cella had been at her old school.

There was no point in me becoming a history lecturer anyway. I enjoyed reading about history, but Miranda had no need for historians. It was only thirty-one years since Kellan and Inessa Jain had led the first colonists to this world, and twenty-one years since it opened for full colonization. We were building the future here. We were making history, not studying it.

I would stay on Miranda, with the people and the frontier life that I loved. As a 7-year-old child, I’d been fiercely proud to help mix the fast setting concraz for the foundations of the first dome of Jain’s Ford School. A week later, I was sitting at a desk in that dome having my first school lesson. Every time I walked through Jain’s Ford Settlement, I could look at the buildings and feel a glow of satisfaction that I’d helped lay the foundations, assemble the walls, or fit the doors of so many of them.

Let others go to the distant worlds of legend and struggle to adjust to the demands and pressures of their university classes. I’d stay with the wonderful night sky of Miranda, and share my life with Rodrish Jain.

I walked on through my parents’ fields, thinking of how Rodrish and I would work together to make a farm that was just as good as this one. To one side of me was a flourishing field of medcorn, on the other were rows of Mirandan almond bushes interplanted with rows of Mirandan cabbage. The occasional trees along the track side were Earth species, with spreading branches rather than fronds, and there was the peaceful sound of water splashing in the nearby stream.

I paused to look anxiously at the field of almond bushes. The year on Miranda was twenty-two Earth months long. Since the winters were very mild, most crops gave two harvests a year. The smaller harvest was in spring, and now we were only two months away from the larger harvest of autumn.

For spring harvest, I’d persuaded my father to experiment with growing a small area of almond bushes. The false fruits had done well, but only half the bushes had continued on to bear almonds. Even that patchy result had been very profitable though. The luxury food markets in Alpha and Beta sectors paid high prices for Mirandan almonds.

My father had been so impressed by that first experiment that he’d decided to expand to having a whole field of Mirandan almonds for the autumn harvest. In late spring, my whole family right down to the 6-year-old twins had put in weeks of work taking cuttings from our existing bushes, planting them in rows, and lovingly watering them.

Those new bushes had grown to full size with the usual startling speed of Mirandan plants, and now they were smothered with the orange false fruits. Everything depended on the moon monkeys now. If they came to eat the ripening false fruits, their eagerly nibbling teeth would break open the pollen pods hidden under each fruit. Those would explode, covering the moon monkey’s glowing faces and long red tongues with sticky yellow almond pollen, to be carried on with them from bush to bush.

What troubled me was that I couldn’t see a single moon monkey in this field. Moon monkeys weren’t totally nocturnal – a troop could come bouncing across the fields at any hour of day or night, calling out to each other in high-pitched piping noises as they nosily investigated any unusual sight or sound – but the first few hours after sunset was when they were at their most active. There should be at least a few of them here now.

The explanation could just be that most of the false fruits weren’t properly ripe yet. It was hard not to worry though. Pollination time for the almond bushes only lasted two or three weeks. If the moon monkeys came and ate the false fruits, the true almonds would grow and my family would make a small fortune from the autumn harvest. If the moon monkeys didn’t come, there’d be no almonds, and we’d have given up the reliable income of a whole field of medcorn for nothing.

Losing that income wouldn’t mean disaster for my family, but we’d have to economize in lots of small ways for the next year. There’d be no new clothes, no oddments from the store, no recharging of the home power unit that gave us electricity. Water would have to be carried to the house instead of pumped from the stream, cooking would be done on the old log burning stove, clothes would have to be washed by hand, and there’d be no hiring of machines to help with the farm work.

If that happened, if my family had a year of hardship ahead of them, then it would be my fault. I’d been the one who’d encouraged my father to try growing Mirandan almonds. I’d been the one who studied every scrap of information about them. I’d been the one who’d told my father to plant rows of Mirandan cabbage between the bushes, and regularly dig over a patch of clay soil to make sure it was easy for the moon monkeys to eat. If any crucial detail was wrong in this field, it was my mistake.

The fact I’d probably be married by autumn harvest and living on Rodrish Jain’s farm made me feel even worse. I’d be walking off and leaving my family to struggle with the financial consequences of my failure.

I was still standing there, lost in my guilty thoughts, when I caught a faint scent on the wind. Smoke!

I looked round in alarm. In theory, there shouldn’t be any risk of fire at the moment. There’d been plenty of rain lately – we’d had one of the typical Mirandan summer downpours only two days ago – but I could definitely smell smoke. It took me a moment to see the fire, because there were no proper flames, just a few embers glowing in the darkness close to the stream.

I hurried to investigate, coming to an abrupt halt as I saw the fire that had been carefully built on the stones by the water’s edge. There was a man sleeping next to it. He had his back to me, so I couldn’t see his face, just a tangle of black hair, but his jacket was lying on the ground and the gleam of the firelight reflecting on metal told me who this must be.

I backed slowly away from the man, moving as silently as possible to avoid waking him, then turned and walked back to the track. It was much too late to do anything tonight. I’d have to wait until the morning to tell my parents that Captain Koulsy Mobele was camping on our land.



Chapter Six

I woke at half past six the next morning. I usually shared a bedroom with my three oldest sisters, but after a late night working at Mojay’s Bar I slept on a mattress in the cupboard-sized room where my mother stored the linen. In theory, that meant I wouldn’t be disturbed when the rest of my family got up at six o’clock, and could slumber on until my lookup alarm went off at eight. In reality, something always woke me up before then.

On this particular morning, what woke me up was a small foot treading painfully hard on my stomach. I shot upwards into a sitting position, grabbed the offending foot, and shoved it aside.

“What the chaos are you doing in my cupboard?”

“We can’t find Tellon Blaze,” said one twin.

“We’ve looked everywhere else,” said the other.

I yawned and rubbed my eyes. The only Tellon Blaze I knew was the legendary hero who fought the chimera back in the twenty-sixth century. I was sure I’d have noticed if he was sharing my cupboard. “Who is Tellon Blaze?”

The twins gave me matching snub-nosed, reproachful looks. One of them was a boy and the other was a girl, but at 6 years old it was still hard to tell them apart.

“Tellon Blaze is our panda mouse,” they chorused. “Someone left the cage open.”

“Oh.” Panda mice were popular pets. As well as being impossibly cute, they only needed water, a few fresh leaves, and an old shoe to keep them happy.

I’d known the twins had a panda mouse, but last week they’d been calling it Fru Fru. I didn’t bother asking why Fru Fru had suddenly had a name change to Tellon Blaze, just crawled to the end of the mattress where I’d left my shoes and tipped them upside down.

There was the distinctive mooping sound of a displeased panda mouse, and Tellon Blaze tumbled out onto my mattress. The twins screeched their delight, scooped up the legendary hero of humanity, and carried him off to his cage.

I yawned. There didn’t seem much point in trying to get back to sleep now. I was working out what day it was, and which chores I’d be doing, when I remembered the events of yesterday. I’d agreed to meet Rodrish Jain and see his farm this morning!

A weird, fluttering feeling hit my stomach. I’d plenty of experience of turning down marriage proposals, but accepting one was entirely new territory. I knew the standard routine, every girl did, but the fact Rodrish Jain was the son of one of the Founding Families of Miranda complicated things.

I tried to thrust that thought aside while I got washed and dressed, only to have it bounce back and hit me in the face when I looked in the mirror. I wanted to make myself especially attractive for Rodrish Jain today, wear something flattering instead of my everyday plain navy or brown clothes, but everyone would start asking questions if I wore my best clothes on a school day.

I pulled a face at my reflection, battled to imprison my unruly hair in its plait, and headed downstairs to the kitchen. All the rest of my family were sitting at the table, finishing eating their breakfasts. I helped myself to eggs and a piece of bread. There were several conversations going on at once, the baby was trying to join in by repeating the word “mush” over and over again, and the twins were furtively kicking each other under the table. There was no point in waiting for a quiet moment, so I made my announcement in my loudest barmaid’s voice.

“When I was coming home last night, I saw Captain Koulsy Mobele camping by the stream in our almond field.”

There was instant silence from everyone except the baby. “Mush,” he shouted, obviously enjoying the sound of the word. “Mush, mush, mush!”

Father stood up. “You’re sure it was Captain Mobele? Falling Rock Settlement sent out a message saying he’d left their area, but they thought he’d gone up river.”

“I’m sure,” I said. “I saw the medals on his jacket.”

“It’s best if the Mayor contacts the Military about this. I’ll give her a call.” Father took his lookup from his pocket, and tapped at it as he walked out of the room.

Mother stood up as well. “It’s a pity we’ve only got yesterday’s bread.”

“Can we go and see Captain Mobele?” asked one of the twins.

“Certainly not!” said Mother. “None of you younger ones are to go anywhere near the almond field while he’s camping there.”

“Why?” asked the other twin.

“Because Captain Mobele doesn’t want to talk to you.”

“Why?” chorused both the twins.

My eldest brother stood up. “Because he doesn’t want irritating brats constantly asking him ‘why, why, why.’ Quiet now, twins. You’ve got chickens to feed before you go to early shift school. Chore time, everyone.”

There was a clatter of chairs as my other brothers and sisters got to their feet and followed my eldest brother out of the kitchen door. Only the baby, the toddler, and the 4-year-old were left at the table now. Mother would be expecting me to care for them all morning.

I moistened my lips before speaking. “Mother, can Odette take care of the babies this morning? There’s something I need to do.”

Mother put a small loaf of bread and a bottle of milk into a lunch pail. “I’m sure whatever you want to do can wait until another day. I need Odette to help me catch up with the laundry this morning.”

“This can’t wait until another day.” I could feel myself blush hot with embarrassment. “I’ve promised to go and look at a farm.”

Mother had just picked up one of our small, round, homemade cheeses. She stood perfectly still for a moment, holding the cheese poised over the lunch pail. “Well, that’s different.”

She added the cheese to the contents of the lunch pail, and turned to smile at me. “You’ve made up your mind at last then. Is it the Sozanski boys?”

I was startled. The Sozanski boys had been at the top of my list of potential husbands for months, but I’d never said a word to Mother about them. “I can’t tell anyone who it is until I’ve seen the farm and made my decision.”

Mother laughed. “Amalie, we both know you’ve already made your decision. Lisbet or Odette might rush into going to look at a man’s farm on impulse and then turn the man down, but you wouldn’t. You’re my cautious, responsible daughter, who thinks things through before you do them. You wouldn’t have agreed to look at a farm unless you were very sure you were going to accept the offer.”

She paused. “You won’t get any unpleasant surprises today. The Sozanski boys came to Miranda as small children and have been friends of Henri for years, so you don’t have to worry about them having dark secret pasts on other worlds. You know exactly what their farms will be like too. The community service rules insist all the new farms have an identical amount of land, a reliable water supply, a wooden cabin, and the first field ready ploughed. The Sozanski boys have only had their farms for a year, so they won’t have been able to do more than get a few extra fields into cultivation.”

I frowned. “I don’t know why you’re so sure I’ve chosen the Sozanski boys.”

“I just said you’re my cautious daughter, so you’ll want to make a safe choice when it comes to marriage, and there isn’t a safer choice than those two brothers. Your only possible worry is the issue of marrying both of them. It’s true that some boys rush into being team husbands without thinking through the complications, so the marriage doesn’t last, but you know the Sozanski boys have been planning to be team husbands for years. They arranged with community service to get neighbouring farms, and had their cabins built right next to each other on the boundary line so they could easily connect them together.”

She shrugged. “You’ve always been a sensible, practical girl. The Sozanski brothers are a sensible, practical choice. Am I right or wrong?”

If I told Mother she was wrong about the Sozanski brothers, she’d keep guessing. “I want to follow the custom, and not say who it is until I’ve accepted the offer.”

Mother sighed, and put two boiled eggs in the lunch pail, along with a few of the sweet-flavoured flat cakes she’d made yesterday. “Can you take the food to Captain Mobele on your way to the portal, Amalie?”

“Of course.” I stood up and took the lunch pail from her.

“Perhaps you could put some ripe fruit in the pail for him as well. Just tell me one thing before you go. Do you think your father and I will be happy with your choice of husbands?”

I held back a laugh. “Oh yes. I’m sure you’ll be very happy.”

I hurried out of the kitchen door before she could ask any more questions.



Chapter Seven

When I reached the caged fruit area next to the house, I saw a black-furred moon monkey was working its way along the netting, carefully inspecting it in the hope of finding a way through to the ripening fruit.

“What are you doing here?” I asked it sternly. “You’re supposed to be down at the almond field eating false fruits.”

The moon monkey ignored me and tried chewing at the netting.

I shook my head. “If you’re hoping to get yourself drunk eating apples, you’re wasting your time. Even if you managed to bite your way through the standard netting, the apple trees have extra reinforced caging round them.”

The moon monkey still kept gnawing at the netting. I clapped my hands, yelled at the top of my voice, and it finally let go of the netting, gave me a reproachful look, and loped away. Naturally it chose to go in the opposite direction from the almond field.

I sighed, let myself into the fruit cage, and picked some tangy blood-red fire plums to add to the lunch pail. The first of the apples were ripe now, but I’d need the key from my father to get into their special caged area to pick them. I was never very impressed with apples anyway. I didn’t think it was worth all the extra trouble and expense of growing them when native Mirandan fruits tasted so much better.

My parents, like most of the people who’d come to Miranda as colonists, felt differently. Whatever world they’d come from, apples were a comforting reminder of their old home. As the old joke said, the worlds of humanity only had three things in common with each other. Apples, potatoes, and chickens.

I let myself out of the fruit cage again, and walked off down the track to the almond field. When I arrived there, I was gloomily unsurprised by the fact that there weren’t any moon monkeys in sight. For a moment, I thought Captain Mobele wasn’t there either, but then I saw his bag and neatly rolled blankets near the remains of his camp fire.

I went over to put the lunch pail next to the bag so the Captain would be sure to find it, and stooped to check I’d clipped the lid on tightly. If the moon monkeys did decide to visit this field, I wanted them to eat false fruits rather than Captain Mobele’s food.

As I straightened up again, I saw a movement among the trees downstream, and Captain Mobele came into view. He looked younger than I’d expected, probably still in his mid twenties. He’d obviously been bathing in the stream, because he was carrying his jacket and tunic over his shoulder, and his black hair and skin were dripping wet. The moment he saw me, he stopped dead.

I pointed at the lunch pail. “My mother sent some food for you.”

He glanced at the pail, and nodded. “Thank you.”

“Is there anything else you need? I could bring more blankets.”

He shook his head, so I lifted my hand in farewell and turned to hurry back to the track. Word had been passed round the settlements that Captain Mobele belonged to Planet First, the section of the Military that prepared new worlds for colonization. He’d been hurt on his last mission, and had come to Miranda because he needed peace and quiet to recover properly. That meant he didn’t want people bothering him with conversations.

I followed the track to the edge of my parents’ farm, turned right, and walked through the conservation zone. Once I reached Lone Tree portal, I sat down on a handy rock, took out my lookup and turned it on.

I had to meet Rodrish Jain at River North 2 portal, and I’d never been to the River North area before because it was right on the other side of Jain’s Ford County. I could get there by portalling to Settlement Central and using the full model portal that could dial anywhere, but there was bound to be a cheaper route.

The lookup display did its usual wild flickering before settling down and letting me check the local portal network information. My journey turned out to be very simple. I could portal from here to Mojay’s General Store, from Mojay’s General Store to River North Central, and from River North Central to River North 2.

Two minutes, and two portal trips later, I was at River North Central. There was still just over an hour before I was due to meet Rodrish Jain at River North 2. Any boy who’d persuaded a girl to look at his farm was guaranteed to be at the meeting point early, but not quite this early. I could feel the dull ache that meant one of my headaches was starting, so I decided to spend a while sitting quietly by the river.

River North Central portal was positioned on high ground because portals were too expensive to take any risks of them being damaged by flooding. I wandered down the path that led to the river bank, and sat on a convenient lump of weathered rock to admire the view. Reddish-green reeds grew along both banks of the river, their tops bursting out into feathery, scarlet seed heads. The river flowed peacefully enough at this point for it to be dotted with the floating leaves and golden fruits of water stars. Mirandan native trees didn’t like growing right next to water, but a couple of Earth willow trees were trailing their branches down into the river.

My mind drifted to thinking about Captain Mobele, and the many, wildly varied worlds he must have seen. Any Military recruit would be trained on Academy in Alpha sector, before having a series of assignments on Military bases. Since Captain Mobele belonged to Planet First, he wouldn’t just have visited colony worlds in Epsilon and the older sectors, but worked on hostile, as yet unnamed worlds in the star systems of Kappa sector as well.

I pictured him battling to make a lethal world safe for civilian colonists, wondered how badly he’d been hurt, and why he chose to camp in fields instead of accepting offers of hospitality at farms. Some homes, like ours, would be far too crowded and noisy for him, but there were plenty of single male farmers living alone in cabins.

Cold water splashed over my feet. I drew them back, startled, then laughed as I saw a large, male Mirandan flying fish speeding out to the centre of the river. It took to the air, flaring its fins and tail to their full width. I admired its shimmering green and sapphire blue, as it skimmed low over the river for a full five seconds before landing in the water again.

Another, much smaller, flying fish broke the surface ahead of it, this one hastily retreating downstream. Mirandan flying fish paired off and built nests for their eggs at the river bottom, and the males were fiercely protective of their shoal of babies.

I turned my head to watch the retreating flying fish, and gasped as I saw something else swoop across the river and land on a nearby bush. It was a hummingbird, even pinker than the one Rodrish Jain had painted on the school dome, and with blue markings on its head and delicate, pointed beak.

I stared at the tiny, feathered creature in awe. The only time I’d seen a bird before was on the family trip to Memorial. Before men like Captain Mobele made this continent safe for humans, there’d been savage, gliding lizard creatures here. They’d hunted all the birds into extinction, so they only survived on offshore islands that the gliding lizards couldn’t reach. Now the lizards were gone, the birds were gradually expanding their territory across the main continent again. They were already quite common around Memorial, and now they’d reached us in Jain’s Ford County.

A second hummingbird arrived to perch next to the first one, and they made soft, chirruping noises to each other. A pair of feathered colonists arriving to repopulate the lost lands of their ancestors. They suddenly launched upwards and started darting round the bushes, hovering for a few seconds at a time as they licked up pollen from false fruits with eager tongues.

I sat there watching the birds until quarter to nine. My headache had vanished by the time I walked back up the hill to River North Central portal. A heavily laden horse and cart arrived there just ahead of me. The driver jumped down from his seat, and called out to me in a cheerful voice.

“If you’re in a hurry to get somewhere, you’d better portal now. I’ve got a whole cart of goods to send through.”

“Thank you.” It was about five minutes to nine now, so Rodrish would be at River North 2 portal waiting for me. I went up to the portal controls, and reached out to select my destination, but the portal lights started flashing for an incoming traveller.

I stepped aside to clear the arrival zone, and Shelby Summerhaze appeared in front of me. “Amalie!” she cried. “How surprising and delightful to meet you here.”

I felt the meeting might be surprising, but definitely wasn’t delightful. I gave a dutiful polite smile.

Shelby Summerhaze glanced across at the man with the cart. “You can go ahead and use the portal, Brendon. Amalie and I want to have a nice chat.”

“I need to get home quickly to help with chores,” I said.

“Your mother can spare you for five minutes.” Shelby Summerhaze went across to a nearby bench, sat down, and patted the space next to her.

Brendon was dialling the portal, so I held back a groan and went to sit on the bench. Shelby Summerhaze turned to study me intently for a moment. I waited nervously, wondering if something about my appearance had made her suspicious.

The portal was active again now, and Brendon was speaking into his lookup. “Tomas, are you ready for me to send the sacks?”

I didn’t hear a response, but there must have been one because Brendon started unloading sacks from his cart and tossing them through the portal. You could take a well-trained horse through a standard portal, but a cart needed one of the hideously expensive freight-sized portals, and the only one in Jain’s Ford County was at the livestock market. To avoid a lot of painfully long cart journeys on rough dirt tracks, goods were often sent though a portal on their own. You just needed to arrange for a friend to be waiting at the destination portal, ready to load the incoming goods into another cart and take them on the final leg of their journey.

Shelby Summerhaze finally spoke. “Whatever are you doing here at River North Central, Amalie?”

I wished I could tell her I was on my way to look at Rodrish Jain’s farm and enjoy watching her reaction, but if I did that then the news would be all round Jain’s Ford Settlement within minutes. “I was meeting a friend.”

Shelby Summerhaze pounced on my remark, like a predatory Mirandan weasel leaping on an unlucky panda mouse. “What friend would that be?”

I thought rapidly through the people I knew who lived on this side of Jain’s Ford County, and chose someone I knew wasn’t speaking to Shelby Summerhaze. “Rina.”

Shelby Summerhaze frowned at the mention of Rina, and abruptly changed from interrogation to attack. “Now that all your friends are married, it’s high time you made your own choice of a husband, Amalie. The 16-year-old girls will be starting to announce their betrothals soon. Think what it’ll be like for you if your sister, Lisbet, is a bride next Year Day and you’re still unmarried. You won’t just be the old maid of Jain’s Ford Settlement, but a laughingstock.”

I saw a movement behind Shelby Summerhaze, as someone came out from among the trees. No, I realized that wasn’t one but two people, Rina and Norris! When they saw people already at the portal, they hastily turned and hurried back to skulk among the trees. I frowned, torn between relief that Shelby Summerhaze hadn’t seen them, and anger that Rina had lied to me and Cella.

“There’s no point in pulling faces at me like that, Amalie,” said Shelby Summerhaze. “I’m only saying these things for your own good.”

I knew exactly why she was saying these things, and I could guess what she was going to say next as well. Shelby Summerhaze’s idea of subtlety was the verbal equivalent of hitting someone on the head with a hammer.

“My eldest boy, Tate, would be a fine match for any girl,” she continued. “You can come to dinner with us this evening and spend some time with Tate, perhaps even visit his farm.”

The fact I’d known she was going to say that didn’t make it any less infuriating. Did Shelby Summerhaze really believe that she could order me to marry her son and I’d meekly obey? If she did, the woman was a fool. She might think of me as a quiet and polite girl who’d give way under pressure, but I had ten brothers and sisters. I’d learned to compromise on trivial things to make others happy, while standing my ground fiercely on issues that I truly cared about.

Brendon had finished sending his goods through the portal, so I stood up. “Thank you for the invitation, but I’ve chores to do this evening. I’m afraid I really have to go now.”

Brendon climbed back onto his cart, clicked his tongue, and the horse moved off. I walked towards the portal, but Shelby Summerhaze stood up and followed me. “I’ll come with you, Amalie. I can explain to your mother that you can’t do your evening chores because you’re having dinner at my house.”

“Thank you for the invitation,” I repeated, “but I wish to do other things this evening.”

Any of my brothers or sisters would have spotted the warning tone of my voice and left me in peace, but Shelby Summerhaze just laughed. “Don’t be silly, Amalie. You’ll enjoy spending the evening with Tate.”

It must be well past nine o’clock by now. At River North 2 portal, Rodrish Jain would be panicking about my nonappearance. I couldn’t leave him standing there in suspense any longer, but it was impossible to call him or portal to meet him with the eagerly nosy Shelby Summerhaze trailing after me.

I had to get rid of the maddening woman. I’d tried giving her a polite refusal and a blunter one. Both times she’d ignored me, as if my views didn’t count for anything and she could bully me into doing anything she wanted. By now I was furious with her, and my fury had an extra edge of fear.

I knew any ordinary boy would stay waiting for me at River North 2 portal for at least an hour before giving up, but Rodrish Jain was a son of the most important Founding Family on Miranda. He might not wait for an hour before deciding I wasn’t coming. He might not wait for more than thirty minutes or even fifteen. At this very moment, he could be turning to walk away from the portal, feeling hurt and angry that I’d let him down. Given Rodrish was a shy boy, he was unlikely to contact me demanding an explanation. In fact, he’d probably reject any future calls from me, and do everything he could to avoid meeting me in person.

I wasn’t going to risk Shelby Summerhaze destroying my chance of happiness with Rodrish. I blocked her view of the portal controls with my body, selected River North 2 as my destination, and waited for the portal to flare to life before speaking.

“You’re wasting your time inviting me to dinner, Mother Summerhaze. The cliffs of Northern Reach will crumble to dust before I marry any son of yours.”

She gaped at me in shock. “You can’t speak to me like that, Amalie Roche!”

I ignored her words in the same way that she’d ignored mine, and stepped through the portal.



Chapter Eight

Rodrish Jain was standing facing River North 2 portal, his hands clenched and his face tense with anxiety. As I appeared in front of him, I heard him sigh with relief. I felt like sighing with relief too. He’d waited for me.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” I said. “I got trapped by Shelby Summerhaze. I knew you wouldn’t want her coming here with me.”

“Chaos no.” Rodrish shuddered. “You were quite right to delay rather than have that woman follow you.”

He’d accepted my explanation, and all my nightmare imaginings of a breach between us vanished. As I calmed down, I started uneasily thinking through what I’d said to Shelby Summerhaze.

“I’m afraid I lost my temper and was rather rude to her.”

Rodrish shrugged. “Forget her. You’ve better things to think about this morning.”

He was right. This morning I’d make the most important decision of my life. I had a panicky moment that forced the encounter with Shelby Summerhaze out of my mind.

“Welcome to River North 2,” said Rodrish. “I’m sure you’ll love it. I mean, I’m sure you’ll love my farm not the portal. I’m babbling again, aren’t I?”

I laughed. I found it reassuring that he was nervous too. “I’m getting used to it.”

This portal was on high ground like the one at River North Central, so I had a good view of my surroundings. The river was a short distance ahead of me. A cart track emerged from among the densely packed Mirandan trees of a conservation zone on my right and carried on to my left, running roughly parallel to the river.

“Which way is your farm, Rodrish?” I asked.

“Up river.” He pointed along the track to my left.

I turned to face that direction. The forest conservation zone was behind me now, and the river on my right. I could only see native Mirandan vegetation on the river side of the track, so that must be a conservation zone too, but on the other side of the track was a patchwork of fields planted with crops.

I looked for the scattered farm houses, frowned because they weren’t where I’d expected them to be, but then saw the large house in the distance that explained everything. This farm was on a massive scale, and the house was huge too, because they belonged to Kellan and Inessa Jain. I knew the first colonists on any world were given land grants and credit payments as a reward for enduring the hardships and dangers of the Colony Ten years. It made sense that those land grants would be far bigger than a standard farm plot earned with three years of community service.

“So that’s your parents’ farm,” I said.

Rodrish shook his head. “No, that farm belongs to my oldest brother, Bened. My parents chose this area of land to be one of their land grants because it’s between two rivers and that makes it especially fertile. My parents kept half the land to be their own estate, and marked out the rest to be farms for my three older brothers and me.”

I gave him a startled look. I’d assumed that Rodrish’s parents had given him a farm the same size as the ones men earned doing community service, but Bened’s farm looked as big as ten standard farm plots. Did that mean Rodrish’s farm was this large as well?

“When Bened was 17, he got to choose which would be his farm,” said Rodrish. “Since the four of them were more or less the same, he picked the one nearest the portal. Guess what happened next?”

If the four farms were the same, I had the answer to my question. Rodrish’s farm was just as large as this one. I forced myself to speak in what I hoped was a normal voice. “Your other two brothers chose the next two nearest farms?”

“Exactly.” Rodrish grinned at me. “That means we’ve got quite a long walk to get to my farm. Please don’t let the distance worry you. I’ve got plenty of horses you could ride.”

I’d been mocked as a child for being scared of horses, so I kept my lingering fear of riding as secret as possible, but I had to be honest with someone I was considering marrying.

“I get frightened on horseback,” I said. “I know that’s ridiculous, but the combination of the jolting and being so high off the ground makes me feel like I’ll fall off at any moment.”

Rodrish was frowning, but his expression seemed thoughtful rather than disapproving. “If you’ve only ridden the huge farm horses bred for pulling ploughs, you might find you’re more comfortable with a well-trained riding horse. If that doesn’t work, you could always drive some kind of small cart instead. I’ve got a two seater buggy in my stable.”

I smiled in relief. Rodrish wasn’t laughing at my problem, but trying to help. This was another reason for me to like him. “I’d have no problem driving a buggy.”

We started walking along the track. Rodrish was talking about the crops we were passing. I tried to say some sensible things in response, but my mind was thinking through the implications of Rodrish having a farm that was ten times the standard size. Even with the help of machinery, he couldn’t possibly get so many fields ploughed and into cultivation when he was working alone. I knew Rodrish Jain’s parents hired men to help work their land, because some of the customers at Mojay’s Bar worked for them. Once Rodrish had the first few fields bearing crops, he’d have to start hiring farm workers too.

When we reached the closest point to Bened’s farmhouse, I stopped walking to study it. My parents had extended their original wooden cabin several times over the years, first adding extra rooms at the sides, and then a large two storey extension that was bigger than the rest put together. The result was a rambling and oddly shaped wooden house, just about large enough for a family with eleven children.

Bened’s house was even larger than that, a stunningly elegant structure built of cream stone. It was two storeys high, and I could see from the windows that there were some attic rooms as well. An impressive array of barns, stables, and other outbuildings were off to one side, a fruit and vegetable plot was on the other, and there was what looked like an ornamental flower garden at the front.

I was quite bewildered by the flower garden, because I’d only seen gardens like it on the vids made on other worlds. Since there were no pollinating insects on Miranda, its plants didn’t have true flowers. The garden in front of me included some Mirandan plants with false fruits that resembled flowers, and a mass of the few species of Earth flowering plants that had been authorized for introduction to Miranda.

Rodrish gave a nervous cough. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather we didn’t stand around in view of Bened’s house. If he spots us together, he’ll probably come running down here to shout embarrassing remarks at me.”

I hastily started walking again. If I’d been going to look at any other man’s farm, and his friends or brothers tried anything like that, I’d give them a slap and tell them to stop behaving like toddlers in nappies. I couldn’t imagine slapping a member of the illustrious Jain family though.

Every Founders Day, people gathered in the settlements of Miranda to honour those who gave us our world. As the leaders of the Colony Ten group, Kellan and Inessa Jain led the ceremony at Memorial, the place where the Military had officially handed over Miranda to them. It was always Bened Jain who represented the family at the Jain’s Ford Settlement’s gathering.

No, I definitely couldn’t slap someone as important as Bened Jain. I frowned as I realized we’d have to walk past the farms of Rodrish’s other two brothers as well. “Is there a different way to get to your farm?”

Rodrish nodded eagerly. “There’s a path along the river bank, but it can get muddy sometimes.”

I shrugged. “I grew up on a farm. I’m used to mud.”

“In that case, we should take the next side path into the river conservation zone.”

The side path was very narrow, and kept twisting and turning to find a way between the red-barked trunks of the Mirandan native trees, but we soon reached a much better path running along the river bank.

We could walk side by side again here. Rodrish seemed much more relaxed now, and I was relieved to have escaped the hot sunshine on the track for the cooler air by the river. Either my encounter with Shelby Summerhaze, or the shock of learning the size of Rodrish’s farm, had started my headache nagging me again.

“I remember your father gave you your farm last November,” I said. “Did you start work on it right away?”

“Yes. Once I’d passed the last module of my Farming Studies Certificate, Father gave me the farm and some starting capital. That meant I could make my own decisions on what to plant for the autumn harvest. All the fields had been alternating between Mirandan cabbage for spring harvest and medcorn for autumn harvest up until then, but I’m starting to grow other crops now.”

I’d been comforting myself with the thought that Rodrish owned a daunting amount of land, but it would take many years to get it all ploughed and into cultivation. That wasn’t true. His father had given him a working farm. I’d never heard the phrase “starting capital” before, but it sounded like Rodrish had also been given the credits he’d need to run the farm and pay his workers until he got the income from his first harvest.

“Of course I couldn’t ask you to look at my farm until the house was built,” said Rodrish. “I’m sorry that meant keeping you waiting for months, but Father believes in building in stone wherever possible. He says that in a hundred years from now, all the flexiplas domes will have fallen apart and the timber houses will have rotted away. Our stone houses will be the ones that last and become the historic buildings of Miranda.”

Rodrish gave me an anxious look. “Does that make sense to you? Father is much better at saying these things than I am.”

“It makes a lot of sense.” After all the history texts I’d been reading lately, I was struck by this idea. History and historians had no place on Miranda now, but things would be different in a century or two. Jain’s Ford would be remembered as one of Miranda’s first settlements. People would come to admire the Jains’ stone houses, and historians would write about the families who’d lived in them and how they’d helped make Miranda into a famous world.

“We can put up wooden barns and stone outbuildings quickly and easily ourselves,” said Rodrish. “Even with the help of skilled builders, a large stone house takes far longer. Anyway, my house is finally finished, except for the doors, windows, and some painting.”

“Does it look much like Bened’s house?” I asked.

“My parents wanted each of us brothers to have houses that are the same size and built in the same local stone, but we chose the style and the details ourselves. I wanted something less stiffly formal than Bened’s house. I hope you’ll like the result.”

“I’m sure I will,” I said.

We walked on for a couple of minutes before Rodrish spoke again. “I should warn you that my parents are rather … dedicated to Colony Ten. I suppose that’s obvious from the fact they were the leaders of the Colony Ten group on Miranda.”

I nodded. “It must take true dedication to go through the Colony Ten years on one world, and then apply to do it a second time as group leaders on another. Your two oldest brothers were born during your parents’ Colony Ten years on their first world, weren’t they?”

“Yes. When Percival went into full colonization, and my parents’ application for Colony Ten group leadership was accepted, they left Bened and Caden with friends on Percival while they took their new Colony Ten group through the preparation phase and led them to Miranda.”

Rodrish paused to pull an odd face. “The colonists aren’t allowed to have children in the first two years of Colony Ten, because that’s when a world is most likely to hit serious problems. That meant Bened and Caden had to stay on Percival for nearly two and a half years before joining my parents on Miranda. Caden barely remembers that time, but Bened is always talking about it. He knows our mother still feels guilty about leaving them on Percival, so he just has to start whining about missing its flowers and butterflies to get her to agree to anything he wants.”

I’d only ever seen Bened from a distance or on Miranda Rolling News, never even said hello to the man in person, but I was already starting to dislike him.

“Patryk and my sisters were born on Miranda during the remaining Colony Ten years,” continued Rodrish. “Bened keeps pointing out that I wasn’t born until a couple of years after Miranda went into full colonization, and saying I’m the only one of us who isn’t a Colony Ten child.”

“I don’t wish to upset you by criticizing your brother,” I said, “but Bened must be nearly twenty years older than you. I think he should have grown out of teasing his younger brothers by now.”

Rodrish laughed. “You can criticize Bened as much as you like. Ever since I got my farm, he’s been really spiteful to me, constantly talking about me being the baby of the family. I think he’s jealous because Father approves of me trying to grow challenging crops. Father thinks Bened neglects his farm to waste time on his flowers.”

He shook his head. “Never mind that now. I wanted to warn you that my parents’ obsession with Colony Ten didn’t end when Miranda moved into full colonization. The age rules meant they couldn’t move on to yet another world themselves, but they wanted one of their children to follow their example and apply to Colony Ten. My brothers and sisters have all disappointed them in turn, so now I’m their last hope.”

I gulped. “If I agree to marry you, you’ll want us to apply to Colony Ten?”

“Naya.” Rodrish didn’t just use the Mirandan heavily emphasized version of no, but gave a theatrical shudder to make his position perfectly clear. “I’ve spent my whole childhood hearing tales of the hardship, and the time something went so badly wrong on Percival that they thought they might have to abandon the world. You’ll probably think me a dreadful coward, but the idea of applying to Colony Ten scares me to death.”

“It scares me too,” I said. “The ent vid channel shows too many of those old horror vids set in the Thetis chaos year.”

We walked on for a minute in silence. Thetis was the world where the frontier dream became a nightmare. The Military had been rushed into declaring it safe for colonization, quarantine measures had failed, and the horror of the chimera had been loosed on humanity. After what happened on Thetis, it was no wonder that everyone felt people like Rodrish’s parents were heroes.

“I’m glad you feel the same way as me about this,” said Rodrish. “I’m quite content to be a Mirandan farmer, so my parents will have to transfer their Colony Ten hopes to their grandchildren.”

He stopped and pointed at the ground ahead. “We’re getting to the muddy bit of river path now. I could carry you if you like.”

His tone of voice had changed, and his face was flushed and eager. Given how unattractive I’d felt when I looked in the mirror this morning, I found his expression reassuring, but it warned me what would happen if I agreed to let him carry me.

“We aren’t betrothed yet,” I said sternly.

“Yet.” He repeated the word, and grinned in delight. “You mean you’re going to say yes?”

I’d said the words without thinking, but I could see why Rodrish would see that meaning in them. I was caught totally off guard by this situation. I’d expected to have an hour or two wandering round Rodrish’s farm before committing myself to marrying him.

“I knew you were right for me from the moment you saved my life,” added Rodrish.

“What?” I stared at him. “When did I save your life?”

“When I failed a module of the Farming Studies Certificate, my father acted like it was the end of the world. I was lucky that he put the blame on the teaching at Memorial School and transferred me to Jain’s Ford School, but I knew I mustn’t fail again or he’d disown me. You helped me study to take that module again, Amalie. You helped me pass it with a high enough grade to placate my father.”

Rodrish was obviously joking, exaggerating his father’s disappointment and the importance of passing that module, but I was glad he’d appreciated my help.

“You saved my life, Amalie,” repeated Rodrish. “You are going to marry me, aren’t you?”

He looked at me expectantly, waiting for my answer. If I’d changed my mind about marrying him, I had to say so right now.



Chapter Nine

I wasn’t sure why I hesitated before speaking. Mother had been right when she said I’d already made my decision, and I had no reason to change it. I’d had some surprises this morning, but not exactly unpleasant ones.

Of course I was going to marry Rodrish. Not because he was a son of the famous Jains, or because I’d discovered his house and farm were staggeringly impressive. I was going to marry Rodrish because we loved each other.

It was a decision based on pure emotion, but I could back it up with some logical reasons as well. Things like the fact Rodrish felt I’d helped him with his Farming Studies Certificate, and wanted to help me with my fear of riding horses. I’d seen my parents supporting each other through the countless problems of a busy farm and a large family. I believed Rodrish and I could have a marriage like that too.

“Rodrish Jain, there are customs for when a girl goes to look at a man’s farm,” I said. “We’re going to follow those customs properly and do things in the correct order. I can’t tell you I like your farm when I haven’t even seen it yet.”

“Yaya!” Rodrish gave a mock Military salute, grabbed my hand, and started running.

“Mind the mud!” I yelled, as I was towed along with him.

He laughed as we splashed through a puddle. “You can always change your mind and let me carry you, Amalie.”

“Chaos take you, Rodrish Jain.” I started laughing too. The boy was literally running wild with exhilaration and I couldn’t help getting caught up in his mood.

“We take the side path here,” he said, and swerved into the trees.

We had to slow our pace on the narrower path, but it still only took us a couple of minutes to rejoin the track we’d left earlier. Rodrish waved his free hand at the fields in front of us.

“My farm, Amalie.”

I could see medcorn in the distance, but the field next to us was filled with rows of almond bushes. Some things, like the interplanting with Mirandan cabbage, were almost identical to the field back at my parents’ farm. One thing was totally different though. This field had a whole troop of moon monkeys roaming it, all greedily eating the false fruits.

Of course if anyone knew how to get moon monkeys to come to the almond bushes, it would be the first colonists to set foot on Miranda, and they would share their knowledge with their children.

Why hadn’t I thought of that before? I’d known that none of the farmers on our side of Jain’s Ford Settlement grew almond bushes, and it hadn’t occurred to me to search further afield. Instead of studying the few scanty details of almond growing that people had written and put on the Mirandan data net, I could have come to the Jain family farms and seen what the experts did.

I opened my mouth to ask Rodrish what I’d been doing wrong at home, but closed it again as I saw the answer for myself. The moon monkeys suddenly stopped eating, bounded across to the centre of the field, and started scooping up water from a muddy pool.

No, they weren’t just scooping up the water, they were deliberately churning up the ground to mix clay with the water before drinking. The moon monkeys needed clay to soothe their stomachs, but they didn’t want to eat dry soil. I’d been worrying myself sick over something that turned out to be so simple and obvious.

Rodrish pointed further down the cart track. “There’s my house.”

I gave a last look at the moon monkeys feasting on the false fruits, before turning to look at the house. It was precisely as Rodrish had described it. The same size as Bened’s house, built of the same stone, but definitely less formal. Bened’s house had been built for people to admire. This house looked more like a home.

There were two barns and the usual other outbuildings too. Some pink on the roof of the nearer barn puzzled me, but then I worked out what it was.

“You painted a pink hummingbird on the roof of your barn!”

Rodrish blushed. “Not exactly. You remember how I climbed on the roof to paint the pink hummingbird on the school dome, and fell off and broke my arm in the middle of proposing to you?”

“It would be hard to forget,” I said.

“Well, everyone heard about the story. After we built my first barn, Bened, Caden and Patryk sneaked over in the middle of the night and painted a pink hummingbird on the roof. I’m still trying to work out how to get rid of it.”

I grinned. “A shame Bened didn’t fall off the roof like you did.”

Rodrish grinned too. “He hadn’t made the mistake of getting drunk.”

“I saw two real hummingbirds by the river earlier,” I said.

“There’ve been a few sightings lately.” Rodrish paused to study me for a moment before speaking again in formal tones. “You’ve seen my farm now, Amalie Roche. Do you like it?”

I smiled and gave him the traditional answer that sealed our betrothal. “I like your farm, Rodrish Jain.”

“Yaya!”

Rodrish threw his arms upwards in jubilation, and then moved eagerly towards me. I lifted my face for our first kiss. His lips were gentle on mine to begin with, but then they pressed harder, and I felt his fingers running over my hair plait. I held my breath, a thrill running through me, as I waited for him to untie the ribbon and let my hair loose round my shoulders to claim me as his future bride. I was shocked when he pulled away and gave me an anxious look.

“I hope you understand that we need to keep our betrothal secret until I’ve got my parents’ approval, Amalie.”

I was utterly disconcerted by his words. I’d never heard of anyone asking for their parents’ approval before announcing a betrothal. If you were old enough to marry, you were old enough to make your own decisions about your partner. The man’s parents were always delighted and relieved that he’d succeeded in finding a wife. If a girl’s parents felt she’d made a dreadful mistake in her choice of husband, they’d comfort themselves with the thought that frontier divorce was fast and simple, so a bad husband could be quickly replaced with a better one.

“It’s an issue of respect,” added Rodrish.

Of course I only knew the customs of ordinary people like me. The Founding Families of Miranda must have different betrothal customs, or perhaps they were only different if you were marrying into the Jain family. Thirty-one years ago, the Military had presented the crystal globe representing Miranda to Kellan and Inessa Jain. As the symbolic father and mother of our world, they did deserve to be treated with special respect. One thing still didn’t make sense though.

“You didn’t seem worried about secrecy when you shouted from the roof of the school dome,” I said.

Rodrish blushed. “I’d meant to speak to you privately later, but I got a bit carried away by the moment. I was very drunk at the time.”

That was true. “I wouldn’t want to be disrespectful to your parents.”

Rodrish beamed at me. “I knew you’d understand.”

He stepped towards me again, trying for another kiss, but I pressed both my hands on his chest and pushed him firmly away.

“If you want to keep our betrothal a secret until you’ve got your parents’ approval, I’d better leave right now. We can’t risk the Jain’s Ford gossips seeing us kissing.”

“We’re absolutely safe here,” said Rodrish. “This track runs past my brothers’ farms and ends at mine. Nobody will be coming this far along it today. I gave my farm workers the day off to make sure we’d have privacy for your visit.”

“Nowhere is safe from Shelby Summerhaze,” I said, “and what if one of your brothers decided to come and visit you today? You wouldn’t want Bened catching us kissing, would you?”

Rodrish sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”

“I’m definitely right. My hair must look as if I’ve been tumbled in a medcorn field.”

I turned and walked back into the crowded Mirandan trees of the river conservation zone. I heard laughter and a farewell shout from behind me.

“If my parents approve this match, I promise to tumble you in my medcorn field by moonlight, Amalie!”



Chapter Ten

Once I was safely hidden among the trees, I stopped, took out my lookup and set it to mirror mode so I could check my hair. Chaos, my parting joke about looking like I’d been tumbled in a medcorn field was only too close to the truth. If Shelby Summerhaze saw my hair in this state, she’d spread lurid tales about me round the whole of Jain’s Ford County.

I wedged my lookup into a bush so I could see my reflection while I combed my hair and replaited it. The result wasn’t perfect, but no one would think that odd. I could never force my rebellious hair into the sleek smooth plait that some girls managed.

Reassured that I looked respectable again, I walked to the river path and followed it, picking my way slowly and carefully through the mud until I reached the drier section. When I’d left Rodrish, he’d been looking quite exultant, but I was feeling nervous and uncertain.

I wasn’t worried that Rodrish had got a little over excited at times this morning. That sort of behaviour was perfectly natural. All men had fantasies about getting betrothed to a girl, finally being able to touch her, kiss her, and let down her hair. I’d had a few betrothal based fantasies myself.

And that was the problem. Being held in Rodrish’s arms and kissed had matched my fantasies, but then there’d been the devastating moment when he pulled away and told me that we had to keep our betrothal secret.

There was the issue of Rodrish’s parting shout as well. I didn’t mind his promise to tumble me in his medcorn field. Once a girl accepted a man’s offer, he was entitled to make suggestions like that. It was the girl’s choice whether to respond with a reproving slap and tell him to wait until the wedding, or grin and suggest they should meet up that same night.

No, what bothered me was the way Rodrish had used the words “If my parents approve this match.” Did that mean that asking his parents’ approval was far more than a polite gesture of respect? Perhaps I’d been wrong to think that story about failing the Farming Studies Certificate module was a joke. If Rodrish was genuinely afraid of displeasing his parents, a negative word from them might mean an end to our betrothal.

Should I even be thinking of this as a betrothal? I’d been kissed, but Rodrish hadn’t let down my hair to claim me as his future bride. I’d accepted an offer of marriage, but I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about it.

I’d grown up on a world where the man suffered all the anxieties of making an offer and waiting for the girl’s decision. Now I was in a weird, unprecedented situation, where the standard roles seemed to have been reversed.

I told myself this situation wouldn’t last long. As soon as Rodrish had talked to his parents, we’d return to the normal pattern of betrothal and marriage. For the time being, I should concentrate on practical matters. If Rodrish’s parents approved our betrothal, I’d be getting married in a month from now. When I left home, it wouldn’t just change my life, but affect my family too.

Once I was gone, my younger sisters would have to do my share of the chores. There was no problem with that. Lisbet was 16 now, and more than capable of taking over the duties of the eldest daughter. Odette would take on Lisbet’s chores, and increased responsibility would cascade down to each of the younger ones in turn.

My parents had made sacrifices to give me schooling and the best start in life. I was happy to think that I’d given them something in return by buying lookups for both the twins when they started school.

If I could just make sure that the farm’s almond bushes would give a fine harvest, I could leave home feeling fully satisfied with my contribution to my family. After seeing the moon monkeys eagerly clustering round the muddy pool in Rodrish Jain’s almond field, I was sure that clay mixed with water was the extra factor we needed.

Every day was crucial during the almond bush pollination period. It was much too late to prepare a proper pool this year, but my father had already dug over an area of clay soil near the stream. All I needed to do was ferry a lot of buckets of water and tip them out onto the clay ground to create plenty of mud.

It was vital the moon monkeys had their mud patch as soon as possible, and I’d rather make it myself than drag my father away from his other farm work. I wondered if there’d be time for me to do some water carrying before afternoon shift school started.

As I checked the time on my lookup, my brain seemed to give an odd lurch, like a cartwheel jolting over a rutted track. I wouldn’t be attending school this afternoon or ever again. A girl left school when she got betrothed, so she could prepare for the marriage that was only one short month away.

I’d have to talk to Teacher Lomas again, of course. I needed to tell him I was grateful for his suggestion that I could get a degree and become a lecturer at the planned University Miranda, but I had to refuse. It would be much simpler to have that conversation when I could say I was betrothed to Rodrish Jain.

Skipping school this afternoon would solve two problems at once. I’d have plenty of time to create a wet clay patch for the moon monkeys, and I’d avoid any awkward questions from Lomas.

I’d have to be at the school tomorrow, but not for lessons. Tomorrow was a Community Day dedicated to adding a new classroom to the school. With most of the population of Jain’s Ford Settlement there to help with the work, it should be easy enough for me to avoid any private talks with Lomas.

I walked on down the river path to River North 2 portal. Once there, it only took a couple of minutes to portal to River North Central, on to Mojay’s General Store, and finally to Lone Tree portal.

The instant I arrived there, I was aware my headache was back. I thought that walking through the cool shade of the Mirandan trees in the conservation area would help it, but it actually got worse. By the time I was walking along the track through my parents’ farm, I felt as if someone was pounding on my head with a rock, but the sight of the almond bush field made me even more determined to try the mud idea. There was only a single moon monkey there, and that one was leaving the field.

I went on down the track to the farm outbuildings, collected a couple of buckets, and then trudged back to the almond field. When I took a closer look at the clay patch, I was encouraged to see it was more of a shallow trench than just soil that had been turned over. It should work well as a makeshift pool.

I didn’t just have a headache now, but felt sick too. It would be ridiculous to give up at this point though, when I only needed to carry a few buckets of water to finish what I’d started. I went across to the stream, filled both my buckets, picked them up, and staggered across to the trench. I tipped the water in, nearly fell into the trench after it, and decided that carrying one bucket of water at a time was a slower but safer option in my current state.

I left one bucket by the trench and took the other to get more water. I was emptying the bucket for the fourth time, watching with a frown as the water sank into the soil, and thinking this was going to take longer than I’d expected, when I was startled by a voice from beside me.

“You don’t look well. Can I help with this?”

I’d been so obsessed with thoughts of the moon monkeys that I’d forgotten about Captain Koulsy Mobele. After hearing all the warnings that he didn’t want people talking to him, I hadn’t been prepared for him to talk to me. My head was throbbing too painfully to think about how I should react, so I took the simplest and safest option, just nodding and pointing at the second bucket.

We ferried water in silence for the next ten minutes. At first, the water kept sinking into the clay, but then the level of liquid mud in the trench started rising. I’d just made the mistake of rubbing my painful head with a muddy hand, and paused to try to scrub the mud off with my relatively clean forearm, when Captain Mobele spoke again.

“You’re clearly extremely ill. I don’t have a lookup myself because I can’t use them. If you have one, I think you should call for medical help.”

I didn’t understand his comment about not being able to use lookups, but that wasn’t my business. I just had to reassure him there was no need to call for help. “It’s only a headache. I’ve been getting them for the last year, and I’ve already seen Doc Jumi. He’s sure they aren’t serious.”

Captain Mobele frowned. “This doctor just told you the headaches weren’t serious? He hasn’t done anything to help you?”

“Of course he did. I have some tablets to take when a headache is especially bad, and I’ll be seeing a specialist next February.”

“Then I think you should take one of your tablets,” said Captain Mobele, “while I finish carrying the water myself.”

I didn’t feel well enough to argue, so I put down my bucket and went to sit on a rock by the stream. Doc Jumi had told me to take either one or two tablets, depending how bad the headache was, but warned me taking two tablets could cause slight dizziness. I usually played safe by only taking one tablet, but this headache was the worst I’d ever had. The encounter with Shelby Summerhaze, followed by my secret betrothal, had made this a stressful morning.

I rinsed my hands in the stream, scrabbled in my pocket for the little box where I carried the tablets, and took two of them. After that, I closed my eyes for a while to let the tablets do their work. The pain in my head slowly eased, and my nausea faded. When I opened my eyes again, I saw Captain Koulsy Mobele had put down the buckets and was standing next to them watching me. “I’ve filled the trench with water now,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

“A lot better, thank you.” I saw the Captain’s uniform was heavily splashed with mud, and there were pale streaks of dried clay on the dark skin of his face and hands. I pulled a guilty face. “I shouldn’t have let you help me. Your uniform is ruined.”

He laughed, picked up one of the buckets, went to stand in the stream, and poured water over himself. “Military uniforms are made of a special fabric that resists attack by fire, acid, and weapons. I think it can cope with a bit of mud too. My uniform will dry quickly in this sunshine and be as good as new.”

I belatedly remembered to bathe the mud off my own face. There was no point in trying to do anything about my clothes. Nothing less than a full wash would get them clean.

“Can I ask why we were creating a mud bath?” asked Captain Mobele.

“For the moon monkeys.” I automatically looked round the field as I mentioned them, and caught my breath. “Look, one’s coming this way. Can we move over to the track and watch?”

He nodded. We picked up the buckets and retreated to sit on the Mirandan grass by the side of the farm track. I watched nervously as the moon monkey loped through the field, sniffed at an almond bush, nibbled at a Mirandan cabbage leaf, and then went to inspect the muddy trench. It definitely seemed interested in the makeshift pool, but that could just be curiosity about something new in the field. Any unfamiliar noise or sight would bring moon monkeys running to see what was happening.

The moon monkey inched closer to the water, lapped at it for a moment, then balanced precariously on its hind legs, lifted its face, and started howling a cry that sounded like the twins’ favourite word. “Why? Why? Why?”

“What’s it doing?” whispered Captain Mobele.

“That’s a young male scout, and he’s calling to his troop to tell them he’s found a good feeding ground.” I looked eagerly towards the conservation area, and saw the fronds of the trees were shaking. “Look, the troop is coming.”

A moment later, the moon monkey troop came into view, pausing on the bushy tops of the Mirandan trees to look across at their scout and see what bounty he’d found for them, before casually dropping down to ground level.

They bounced across the field, three long-limbed, elderly males in the lead, their glowing faces faded slightly with age, calling to the others to encourage them. Ten young females followed with last spring’s brown furred babies clinging to their black backs. Behind them came this troop’s wise aunties and their charges. Four elderly females, and a dozen juveniles born in the previous breeding season.

One of the juveniles, still noticeably smaller and browner furred than a mature moon monkey, caught sight of the Captain and me. He stopped to give us a nosy look, then started moving towards us, but the four aunties herded him back to the group, making a scolding, chattering noise.

I grinned in delight as the troop joined their scout by a row of almond bushes, and started stuffing themselves with the false fruits. Over the next couple of minutes, several more moon monkeys joined them. The distinctive crests on their heads showed they were males, so I guessed these were the troop’s other scouts coming to join the feast.

“Those monkeys are eating your crops,” said Captain Mobele, in an anxious voice.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “That’s exactly what we need them to do.”

The older moon monkeys gave a different, higher pitched cry, and the group abandoned the almond bushes to go and eat Mirandan cabbage. Some of the juveniles tried lingering by the almond bushes to eat more false fruits, but the wise aunties rounded them up, urging them to eat cabbage instead. Finally, the high-pitched cry came again, and the troop moved to the trench of muddy water and started lapping it up. I laughed as one juvenile was reluctant to drink, and got slapped on the head by the nearest wise aunty.

“I don’t understand what’s happening here,” said Captain Mobele.

“The orange fruits aren’t the proper crop. You see the way the moon monkeys keep stopping to groom the fur on their faces?”

“Yes.”

“That’s because they’re getting covered in almond pollen while they’re eating. They spread the pollen from bush to bush so the proper almond nuts will grow. Pollination gets a bit complicated here on Miranda.”

“This world is called Miranda?”

I gave him a shocked look. “You didn’t know which world you were on?”

“I knew I was somewhere in Epsilon sector, but not the exact world. I wasn’t in a good state when I first came here, and I’ve been avoiding talking to people.”

Captain Mobele had started the conversation with me, but his words reminded me that I’d been talking far too much and should leave him in peace now. I got to my feet. “I’d better get home.”

He stood up as well. “Do you feel well enough to walk to the farmhouse alone? I could come with you part of the way, but I can’t go too close to houses or portals or any sort of technology. It’s difficult to explain the reason.”

“You don’t need to explain anything,” I said. “The Military talked to the Mayor of Memorial Settlement when you first arrived, and word has been passed from settlement to settlement as you moved around. You were part of a Planet First mission making a new world safe for colonization, you were hurt, and you need to be left in peace to recover. That’s all we need to know.”

He frowned. “People have been very kind. Wherever I’ve been, they’ve brought me food. I just accepted that at first, because I wasn’t thinking clearly, but lately it’s been worrying me. I hope I haven’t been a burden on anyone.”

“Miranda is a frontier farming world,” I said. “We’re short of the manufactured goods imported from other sectors, but we have plenty of food. It will never have been just one farm providing your food anyway. As soon as the neighbouring farms heard you’d arrived, they would have been demanding to send contributions.”

He gave me a puzzled look. “They would? Why?”

If he didn’t understand what the uniform he wore meant on a frontier world, then he was right about not thinking clearly. I explained the obvious. “The Military Planet First teams cleared a host of dangerous predators from this continent to make it safe for the first colonists.”

He shook his head. “I wasn’t one of the people who did that. I’ve only ever been assigned to worlds in Kappa sector.”

“We know that,” I said gently. “This world moved from Planet First to Colony Ten stage thirty-one years ago, and you probably weren’t even born then. Whether you worked on our world or one in Kappa sector doesn’t matter. The people of Miranda are honoured to have a Military officer from Planet First among us. I’m sorry I disturbed you.”

I turned and walked off down the track, thinking of the First Families who’d taken risks to open up Miranda for full colonization and had the rewards of land grants and fine houses. It seemed entirely wrong that Captain Mobele had taken far bigger risks but was camping on our farm.

I was nearly home before I realized I’d left the buckets behind. I’d have to collect them another day, along with any empty lunch pails, because I needed to focus on a much bigger problem now. Mother would expect me to walk into the house as a betrothed girl with my hair loose round my shoulders. The second she saw my hair was still in its usual plait, she’d start asking questions.

It would be difficult to answer those questions. I couldn’t tell Mother I was betrothed when it was a secret. I couldn’t tell her I’d turned the offer down because I hadn’t. I couldn’t tell her I was waiting for a man’s parents to approve the match because that wouldn’t make any sense to her. I’d have to say I needed more time to think about my decision, and I knew Mother wouldn’t approve of me keeping some poor man waiting for an answer.

I sighed, trudged up to the house, and went into the kitchen. Mother must have heard the kitchen door’s habitual loud creak, because she came hurrying into the room. I braced myself for the expected torrent of questions about my betrothal, but then I saw there was a horribly familiar figure following her through the doorway.

My earlier comment to Rodrish had been perfectly right. Nowhere was safe from Shelby Summerhaze!



Chapter Eleven

When I set out to see Rodrish’s farm this morning, I’d expected to return and celebrate my betrothal with my family. Instead, I had Shelby Summerhaze ranting at me about my bad manners.

Mother kept trying to interrupt the lecture, but every time Shelby Summerhaze raised her voice even louder to drown her out. In the end, Mother and I both gave up, and let the Shelby Summerhaze storm rage unchecked, while a group of my younger brothers and sisters watched from the hallway in horrified excitement.

When Shelby Summerhaze finally stalked out of the house in disgust, Mother closed the door on the nosy audience in the hallway, sank down into a chair, and buried her face in her hands.

“What the chaos happened, Amalie? Did you really say all those insulting things to Shelby Summerhaze?”

“No, I didn’t,” I said. “At least, not all of them. I did say the bit about the Northern Reach cliffs crumbling to dust before I’d marry any son of hers, but the rest was her exaggerating.”

Mother groaned. “She’ll tell the whole of Jain’s Ford County about it.”

I was hit by a dreadful thought. What if Rodrish’s parents heard Shelby Summerhaze’s version of what I’d said? They’d never approve of me marrying their son after that.

I tried to reassure myself that couldn’t happen. The Founding Families of Miranda had their own separate social circle and wouldn’t spend time gossiping with Shelby Summerhaze. The only reason I’d got to know Rodrish was because he’d failed that module of his Farming Studies Certificate, stopped portalling over to the Memorial Settlement School favoured by the Founding Families, and begun attending Jain’s Ford School instead.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Shelby Summerhaze cornered me at a portal and was practically ordering me to marry her son Tate. I kept saying no politely, but she wouldn’t listen. You know that I’d promised to go and see a farm. I couldn’t do that with her trailing after me, and I lost my temper.”

Mother lifted her head. “You obviously aren’t betrothed, Amalie. Does that mean Shelby Summerhaze stopped you getting to see the farm?”

“She made me late,” I said, “but I did get there.”

“I hope you didn’t turn down the Sozanski boys’ offer just because you were angry with Shelby Summerhaze.”

“I never said it was the Sozanski boys, and I’m still thinking over the situation.”

“It’s unfair to leave them waiting for …”

I caught a glimpse of a small head bobbing outside the open kitchen window, waved a frantic warning to Mother, and hurried across to the window. When I leaned out, I saw the twin eavesdroppers huddled on the ground below.

I slammed the window closed, but it was too late of course. The twins had heard everything. They spent the rest of the day eagerly spreading the news. By the evening, my whole family knew that I’d been dreadfully rude to Shelby Summerhaze, and was keeping some man or men in agonized suspense over whether or not I’d accept their marriage offer.

Everyone, down to and including the 4-year-old, had strong opinions on my behaviour and was keen to discuss the rights and wrongs of the situation. When they weren’t shouting because they disagreed with each other, they were shouting just to make themselves heard.

I tried hiding in three different rooms, but I was the centre of this storm so the mob kept following me. I had to give up hope of escape, pick a comfortable chair, and hold a cushion against each ear to try to reduce the noise to a bearable level. I loved every one of my ten brothers and sisters, I really did, but there were times when I thought wistfully of what it would be like to be an only child.

When we went to bed, I was grateful that none of Lisbet, Odette, and Cara were speaking to me, because that gave me some desperately needed peace and quiet. It was only a temporary respite though. Next morning, the debate started up again at the breakfast table.

“I admire Amalie for saying that to Shelby Summerhaze,” said my eldest brother, Henri. “It was about time someone told the woman to stop snooping around and mind her own business.”

“I didn’t say that to her,” I said.

“I’d love to have seen Shelby Summerhaze’s face when Amalie said that she’d never marry any boy who had such a ghastly mother as her,” said my second eldest brother, Ansel.

“I didn’t say that either,” I said. “At least, not in those exact words.”

“You may admire Amalie for telling Shelby Summerhaze she’s a malicious, interfering gossip,” said Lisbet, “but I think Amalie should have thought through how this will affect the rest of us. Shelby Summerhaze won’t just be watching for the slightest excuse to criticize Amalie after this, but grabbing every chance to pick on us too.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m very sorry.”

“I’m not scared of Shelby Summerhaze,” said Henri.

“It’s easy for you to say that,” said Lisbet. “The Jain’s Ford gossips always pick on girls rather than boys. You could paint yourself purple and walk through Mojay’s Bar stark naked if you wanted and nobody would care.”

“Of course they would,” said Henri.

“Lisbet’s right,” said Odette. “A man walked through Mojay’s Bar stark naked only last week, and you don’t seem to have heard a word about it.”

“You’re making that up,” said Ansel.

“You can ask Amalie if you don’t believe me,” said Odette. “She was there at the time.”

Everyone looked at me. “Did that really happen?” asked Mother.

“I didn’t notice if he was totally naked or just not wearing very much,” I said.

Odette gave me a look of exaggerated disbelief. “Hah!”

I ignored her. “The man was a newly arrived colonist from some planet in Beta sector. He’d been on Miranda for less than a week, and it was a very hot day. He’d taken off a few too many clothes without thinking about it, and was terribly embarrassed when we reminded him that people here aren’t as casual about nudity as they are in Beta sector.”

“Well, you have to make allowances for greenie colonists because even the best of them are bound to make a few innocent mistakes,” said Mother. “I hope you didn’t ban the poor man.”

“Of course not,” I said. “He apologized to everyone, so we gave him an old tablecloth to wear and let him stay.”

“Anyway, whether the man was totally naked or not,” said Odette, “it still proves my point. It’s easy for you boys to laugh and approve of Amalie’s behaviour, because Shelby Summerhaze won’t bother trying to cause trouble for you. She’s going to target Lisbet, Cara and me.”

“I never said I approved of Amalie’s behaviour,” said Henri. “I think that going to see the Sozanski boys’ farms and then not giving them a definite answer is shockingly cruel.”

Odette instantly swapped from attacking me to defending me. “A girl should be allowed to take a few hours to think about such an important decision.”

“She should have done her thinking before she went to look at their farms,” said Ansel.

“Amalie wouldn’t be able to think properly if she had one of her headaches,” said Lisbet.

“That’s right.” Cara joined my defence team. “You know how bad Amalie’s headaches can be.”

“Well, Amalie had better make her decision today,” said Henri. “It’s unfair the way she’s leaving them in suspense. I’ll tell them that myself.”

I’d been trying to eat the last few mouthfuls of my breakfast while they argued about me, but now I put down my fork. “You mustn’t do that, Henri.”

“The Sozanski boys are my friends,” said Henri. “I’ve a perfect right to tell them what I think about you treating them so badly.”

“But I’m not treating them badly,” I said. “It’s not their farms that I went to see.”

Everyone stared at me. “If it isn’t the Sozanski boys, who is it?” asked Odette.

I stood up and glared at them. “You should understand exactly why I can’t tell you who it really is until I’m definitely betrothed. It would be horribly unkind of a girl to go round gossiping to people about the men who’ve offered her marriage and been refused.”

“It’s not gossiping if you only tell your family,” said Odette. “We wouldn’t tell anyone else.”

“I know some of you wouldn’t, but others might.” I looked pointedly at the twins. “Remember how certain people hid in the barn and overheard Henri discussing Cella with Ansel. Remember how those certain people went to school the next day, and told all their friends about it.”

Henri gave a moan of despair. “Did you have to remind me that the whole of Jain’s Ford Settlement knows my private sexual fantasies about letting down Cella’s hair?”

“Not in front of the children!” said Mother sharply.

“You can’t expect me to worry what I say in front of those two evil little spies.” Henri gave the twins a look of loathing. “They’ve already heard it all. They’ve already spread the story to the whole of Jain’s Ford Settlement. They’ll probably send details to Epsilon Sector News as well!”

“We didn’t know it was private,” chorused the twins in the voices of cruelly misjudged innocents.

Henri ignored them. “The worst thing is knowing that Cella must have heard all about it. Whenever I see the girl, I suffer agonies of embarrassment and have to run away and hide.”

“Henri, you really don’t need to worry about meeting Cella,” I said. “She heard the story, of course, but she didn’t care about it.”

“I’m not sure if that’s reassuring or even more humiliating,” said Henri.

“We need better vid channels on Miranda,” said Mother. “There’s nothing to watch but that dreadful ent vid channel that never shows anything less than a century old, Epsilon Sector News, and an hour or two a week of Miranda’s own news channel. It’s not surprising people spend so much time gossiping.”

“The Mayor said a proper Miranda Rolling News service is in the five-year development plan,” said Father. “Amalie, I hope you’re going to settle this situation today. If we have another day of arguments, I’ll be the next one seeing Doc Jumi about headaches.”

Chaos, I wanted this situation settled quickly too. I hated being left uncertain about my betrothal. I’d had a hideous dream last night, where Rodrish’s parents were appalled at the idea of me marrying their son. Rodrish and I tried to run off together to Delta sector, but when we stepped through the interstellar portal to Epsilon Sector Interchange 1, an alarm went off because we had a troop of moon monkeys hiding in our luggage. We were charged with trying to break interstellar quarantine, and were just being dragged off to separate prisons when I woke up, gasping and confused.

“I’ll do my best,” I said, “but things will be complicated by it being a Community Day. I have to go now because the Mayor wants designated drivers and the track clearing crew to be at the livestock market freight portal by half past seven.”

Mother pointed across at a lunch pail with the lid already fixed in place. “You’d better take the Captain’s food to him on your way to the portal, Amalie. The Mayor said it would disturb him less if the same person takes his food each day.”

I thought guiltily about how much I’d disturbed Captain Mobele yesterday. With all the fuss when I got home, I’d barely had the chance to mention the makeshift pool at the almond field, let alone explain how Captain Mobele had helped me.

I collected the lunch pail and frowned as I felt the weight of it. “What’s in here? Rocks?”

“I made a pie and baked some potatoes for him,” said Mother. “I thought he could heat them up on his camp fire and have them for dinner tonight.”

Given the weight of the lunch pail, I thought he could have them for dinner three days running. I went out of the kitchen door, and strolled along the track. I was pleased to see we had a bright, sunny day for the building work at the school.

When I reached the almond field, I was relieved to see Captain Mobele was still at his camp site. He turned his head to look at me, and I gave him a wave before leaving his lunch pail at the side of the track and hurrying on to Lone Tree portal. Once there, I just had to select the livestock market as my destination, and step through the portal to arrive in front of a mob of about forty young people.

The second they saw me, they waved a terrifying assortment of cutters and axes and screamed at the top of their voices. “Yaya! Yaya! Yaya!”

I took a nervous step backwards, wondering if I should run for my life, but then Cella and Rina walked up to me.

“What’s going on?” I asked them.

Cella laughed. “We’re cheering your bravery at being so rude to Shelby Summerhaze. She’s been complaining to half of Jain’s Ford Settlement about it.”

I groaned. “That wasn’t bravery. That was desperation. If I’d had time to think about it properly, I’d never have done it.”

I was wondering if I should try to get Rina alone, and ask her why the chaos she’d been meeting Norris yesterday, but the vastly magnified voice of the Mayor interrupted our conversation.

“Track clearing crew will get into formation and move out. Designated drivers will report to me at the freight portal.”

Rina sprinted back to join the mob armed with cutters and axes, and they formed up into a column and marched out of the field. Cella and I headed across to where the Mayor and three other people were standing near the giant portal. They were looking at a line of hover sleds. There were three big transport sleds at the front, followed by two of the smaller heavy lift sleds we’d need to move heavy dome sections into position.

Each of the transport sleds was carrying a huge package that was covered in grey plastic. The one on the nearest transport sled was labelled in giant white letters. “Basic Dome Size 5. Package 1 of 3.” The next two in line had packages labelled as 2 and 3 respectively.

When Cella and I arrived, the Mayor nodded at us. “Amalie, you’re driving the lead transport sled. Cella, you’re driving the second one.”

I went across to the lead sled, climbed into the driver’s seat, and was disconcerted to find the Mayor getting into the passenger’s seat next to me. I admired the way she’d arrived on Miranda as a single woman colonist in her late thirties, and adjusted so quickly that within a year she had two husbands, one baby, and was elected Mayor of Jain’s Ford County. I respected the way she’d run Jain’s Ford County with brisk efficiency for the last fifteen years. However, I was also terrified of her brusque manners and legendary bad language.

“I'm riding in the lead sled to make sure the convoy doesn’t move too fast,” said the Mayor. “We can’t afford to have an accident, because we’ve borrowed these hover sleds from Miranda Central Supplies and we’re legally responsible for the cost of repairing any damage. Do you know how much it costs to import a transport sled from Gamma sector, Amalie?”

“No.”

The Mayor held out her lookup towards me. I read the numbers on the screen, gulped, and started the transport sled moving across the field at the walking speed of an elderly panda mouse with a tummy full of Mirandan cabbage. The Mayor leaned out of the window to check the convoy behind us were all in line and behaving themselves.

Once we were on the main track, I dared to speed up a fraction, and soon caught up with the slow moving track clearing crew who were trimming any bushes and trees that crowded too close to the track.

“Your father tells me you’re the one taking food to Captain Mobele,” said the Mayor.

I turned to give her a startled look. “That’s right.”

“Nuking hell!” yelled the Mayor. “Look where you’re going, not at me!”

I hastily faced forwards again. “Sorry.”

“Captain Mobele’s commanding officer has contacted me,” said the Mayor. “He’d like a situation report.”

“I don’t know what you mean by a situation report.”

“Does Captain Mobele seem to be eating properly? Does he look physically well? Do you think he needs more clothes, or other supplies like an all-weather sleep sack? The Military will send anything we think would be helpful.”

I frowned in thought. “He seems perfectly well. I haven’t seen a sleep sack, but he’s got plenty of blankets. When he came and talked to me, he said he hadn’t got a lookup, but he also said he couldn’t use one.”

The Mayor spoke in a sharp voice. “Captain Mobele came and talked to you?”

“Yes. I was doing some work in our almond field, and I had a very bad headache. He was worried I needed medical help.”

“Ah.” She drew out the single syllable into a long sigh of understanding. “A distressed civilian who looked in need of medical help. Yes, if anything could drag the man out of his nightmares and into the real world then that would do it. Over 90 per cent of Military recruits are born into Military families. The odds are that Captain Mobele grew up living and breathing Military values, especially the duty of the Military to protect civilians.”

I daren’t turn my head to look at her again. “You seem to know a lot about the Military.”

“I should do. I was married to one of them for five years.” She paused for a moment. “I’ve told you that so you’ll know to come to me if you think Captain Mobele has any problems, but you’d better not repeat it to anyone else.”

“I won’t,” I said.

We drove on in total silence after that. I wondered how long ago this marriage had been, how the Mayor had got involved in a relationship with one of the Military, and why they’d split up, but I daren’t ask.

Eventually we reached the school. There was a mass of people there already, some digging the trenches for the foundations of the new dome, while others set out refreshment tables. Yet more people were arriving through the school portal. The Mayor got out her lookup and spoke into it. I was shocked when her voice bellowed out at deafening volume.

“Everyone get out of the way while we park the hover sleds.”

I hadn’t known a lookup could act as a microphone. Possibly basic models like mine couldn’t. I hoped they couldn’t. If the twins found out how to magnify their voices like that, they’d deafen everyone in Jain’s Ford County.

The Mayor pointed out where she wanted me to park the transport sled. I carefully moved it into position, and we both got out. I stood watching her wave her arms, pointing out where the other sleds should park. They’d just reached the right places, when the babble of voices around us stopped.

The Mayor looked round to see why everyone had gone quiet. She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “We’re honoured. One or two of the Jain boys usually come to help on Community Days, but this time the whole family are here.”



Chapter Twelve

I turned round, panicking about whether a massed arrival of the Jains meant good or bad news, and saw the group of people standing in front of the portal. It was bigger than I’d expected, including all six of the Jain children and what must be their husbands and wives.

Rodrish was standing next to his parents. When he saw me looking at him, he waved and came running towards me. “Come and meet my parents, Amalie.”

It was good news then. As I looked at Rodrish’s smiling face, all my doubts suddenly seemed foolish. Rodrish was as committed to our betrothal as I was, and asking his parents’ approval had just been a polite gesture of respect.

I relaxed, smiled back at Rodrish, then realized that I was about to meet his whole family. Worse than that, half the population of Jain’s Ford County would be avidly watching and listening to every word we said.

I gulped and hesitated, but Rodrish caught my arm and towed me along with him to face his parents.

“Mother, Father, this is Amalie,” he said.

Rodrish’s mother, Inessa Jain, hugged me in a warm, perfumed embrace. “Welcome to the family, Amalie.”

She released me, and Rodrish’s father, Kellan Jain, gave me an approving nod. “Welcome indeed.”

An unnerving thought hit me. Rodrish’s parents would naturally call me Amalie, but what was I supposed to call them? Even after Rodrish and I were married, it would seem strange to use the words mother and father to refer to anyone but my own parents.

“I’m sure you know our boys, Bened, Caden and Patryk,” continued Kellan Jain. “Our girls, Mirrie and Sara, have been living near Great Lake Settlement since they got married, but they portalled over here to meet you.”

He was pointing rapidly at people as he named them. When he started introducing the husbands and wives as well, I gave up any hope of remembering names and faces. I ended up with just one image firmly fixed in my mind. Bened Jain, an older, taller, and bulkier version of Rodrish, looking at me with an expression of dismissive superiority.

“We didn’t want to overwhelm you too much, so we didn’t bring our grandchildren,” said Kellan Jain. “Now, where are your parents, Amalie? I’ve met your father at Jain’s Ford Settlement Council meetings, but I don’t think I’ve met your mother yet.”

I turned to look for my parents, and saw my family had gathered into a shocked huddle at the front of the crowd. I beckoned them over to join us.

“I’m delighted to meet my new daughter’s family.” Kellan Jain directed a confident, practised smile at my parents, and held out a hand in greeting.

My father shook his hand. My mother was holding the baby, so she hurriedly passed him to Lisbet so she could shake hands in turn. Kellan Jain seemed to be waiting for them to say something, but they were clearly too shocked to speak.

I was still struggling with what to call Rodrish’s parents. It seemed disrespectful to even think of Kellan and Inessa Jain by just their first names. Cella would chat happily to my parents, calling them Mother and Father Roche, but some people considered that a low class habit and faintly insulting. I wouldn’t have addressed Shelby Summerhaze as Mother Summerhaze if I hadn’t been angry with her, and I certainly couldn’t casually refer to the most respected couple on Miranda as Mother and Father Jain.

I felt the only solution was to avoid calling Kellan and Inessa Jain anything at all. “This is a bit of a surprise for my parents,” I said.

“Of course.” Kellan Jain aimed his smile at my parents again, obviously used to people being awed into silence by his presence, and then turned back to me. “Rodrish told us that you’re the brightest girl in the school, Amalie. You passed your Farming Studies Certificate with the highest possible grades, and you’re one of eleven children as well.”

I was disconcerted by the way he said that, and unsure what to say in response, but Inessa Jain quietly intervened. “Please introduce us to your brothers and sisters, Amalie.”

It was my turn to point at people and gabble a long list of names. I was deeply grateful for the fact the twins were too stunned to misbehave.

“Eleven fine children and six of them daughters,” said Kellan Jain. “Excellent.”

He had a greedy look in his eyes as if he was counting potential grandchildren. I flushed with embarrassment, but didn’t say anything. It didn’t matter if Kellan Jain thought I’d have a dozen children or none at all. Rodrish and I would be the ones to decide the size of our family.

Inessa Jain touched her husband’s sleeve, and murmured his name in a warning tone. I’d heard whispered jokes that one word from Inessa Jain was more significant than all Kellan Jain’s eloquent speeches. I saw the truth of that now, because he gave her a guilty look and went abruptly silent.

Bened took this chance to step forward and join the conversation. “I don’t understand why Rodrish’s girl still has her hair tied back.”

Rodrish looked at him in irritation. “It should be obvious that Amalie had to keep her hair plaited like an unattached girl until our betrothal was announced.”

“I think everyone knows about your betrothal now, baby brother,” said Bened. “Go ahead and let down your girl’s hair, or are you so shy that you need me to do it for you?”

Rodrish glared at him and took a step forward, right hand clenched, as if he was about to punch Bened in the face.

“Not in front of the children!” I snapped the words at Bened in a voice of contempt, grabbed Rodrish’s hand, and turned to walk towards the nearest of the school domes with its lopsided pink hummingbird. I felt the tug on my hand as Rodrish hesitated for a moment, but then he turned to walk with me.

Neither of us said a word until we were inside the classroom with the door closed behind us. I let go of Rodrish’s hand, and checked the room carefully to make sure there was nobody in here with us, particularly no spying 6-year-old twins.

“I could kill Bened,” said Rodrish. “How dare he say that in front of everyone?”

“He seems to be trying to spoil our betrothal for us,” I said. “I don’t know why he’d want to do that, but you mustn’t let him succeed.”

“He wants to spoil our betrothal because he’s feeling threatened,” said Rodrish. “Bened was promised the Great House before I was even born, but Father isn’t happy about the arrangement. He thinks Bened is a lazy farmer, who wastes time on his flower garden rather than caring for his crops.”

“What’s the Great House?” I asked.

“My parents’ house on the main Jain’s Ford Estate,” said Rodrish. “They’re supposed to be handing it over to Bened next Year End, and the main Jain’s Ford Estate naturally goes with it. As I said, Father isn’t happy about it, but Mother insists they should honour their old promise.”

Given the size of the houses each of the Jain boys had already, I guessed that the Great House was massive. “I don’t understand. Why would your parents give Bened the Great House if they’re living there themselves?”

“My parents have built a new, even more splendid house for themselves on Mother’s land grant near Memorial,” said Rodrish. “They originally meant to give the Great House and main Jain’s Ford Estate to Bened last Year End, but he behaved dreadfully at their Year End party so they delayed the transfer for a year. Bened has been sulking ever since, which has annoyed Father even more. Bened’s totally dependent on Mother fighting his cause now, so I think he felt threatened when he saw her hugging you.”

I was still thinking that through when Rodrish gave a sudden shake of his head. “Nuke Bened. This is our moment, Amalie.”

He took a step closer, put his arms round me and kissed me. He was still kissing me as his hands moved up to my hair. I could feel him struggle with the cord tying my hair plait for a second, and then his fingers were running through my hair, setting it free to tumble round my shoulders.

He broke off the kiss on my lips, and moved to kiss my hair instead. I closed my eyes to focus on the warmth of his hands and lips, and the sound of his rapid breathing, but opened them again when I felt myself lifted into the air.

“Rodrish Jain, what are you doing?”

He laughed as he carried me along. “You have wild hair, Amalie. They say that girls with wild hair are wild in other ways too. Which was your school desk?”

“Rodrish Jain, you aren’t tumbling me on my old school desk.”

He laughed again. “We can use my desk if you prefer. This was my school classroom too. I had lessons in here last year.”

He put me down on a desk, presumably the one he’d sat at last year. I hastily slid off onto the floor, and slapped him on the side of the head. “Remember that both our families are standing outside this dome. What if one of them comes marching in here?”

Rodrish sighed. “You’re right. Bened just might do that, and then I’d really kill him.”

I found my lookup, tried to set it to mirror mode, and waited while it did its usual flickering.

“That reminds me,” said Rodrish. “I have a betrothal present for you, Amalie.”

He took an oblong, flat object from his pocket, and held it out to me. A brand new lookup. A fancy one with all the special features, exactly like the one Palmer Nott had gloated about here in this classroom.

“I’d noticed you needed a new lookup,” said Rodrish. “I hope you like it.”

I stared at the lookup. I’d been saving every credit I could for a new lookup. I’d calculated that in another three weeks I’d be able to buy myself the basic model. Now Rodrish was casually handing me a lookup that must be at least three times as expensive.

“You shouldn’t have spent so much money,” I said.

“I wanted to buy you a present,” said Rodrish, “and lookups don’t cost very much.”

He didn’t think that lookups cost very much. For me, that lookup represented over a hundred evenings working in Mojay’s Bar. I stood there for a moment longer, realized that Rodrish was starting to look upset, and told myself not to be stupid about this. Rodrish had given me a generous and thoughtful present. It was ridiculous to see it as some symbol of the difference between us.

I took the lookup and smiled at Rodrish. “It’s a stunning gift. Thank you.”

He was content again now, watching happily as I turned on the new lookup. I used it as a mirror, discovered I’d forgotten to bring a comb, and had to do my best to tidy my hair with my fingers.

I slid the new lookup into my pocket with the old one. “We’d better go outside now.”

Rodrish pulled a face. “If we must.”

It felt strange to be walking out of the classroom with my hair loose round my shoulders. When we were outside, I was startled by Cella running up to us.

“Stand still, Amalie!” she ordered me.

I looked at her in bewilderment, then saw the hairbrush in her hand and understood what was happening. I obediently stood still as she brushed my hair properly into place, gave me a hug, and ran off again.

Rodrish took my hand, and we walked on towards our families. Our route took us right past where Shelby Summerhaze was standing. I hesitated, let go of Rodrish’s hand, and walked up to her.

“I’m sorry I was rude when we spoke yesterday. I was in a hurry to leave because I was on my way to see Rodrish’s farm. You’ll understand that meant I couldn’t agree to have dinner with you and Tate.”

Shelby Summerhaze glanced over my shoulder at Rodrish, and then gave me a painfully forced smile that failed to hide the resentment in her face. I wasn’t sure my apology had done any good, but at least I’d tried.

Rodrish and I were turning to walk away, when Rina’s husband, Theo, marched up to Shelby Summerhaze and spoke in a maliciously loud voice.

“You should have been satisfied with trying to poison my marriage, Mother Summerhaze, instead of screaming your outrage about Amalie’s rudeness to half of Jain’s Ford Settlement. We all know the truth now. You were trying to stop Amalie from going to look at her chosen husband’s farm, and force her to spend time with your own son instead.”

By now everyone in the area was staring at the two of them. Theo turned to gaze round at the crowd. “I’m sure everyone will agree that would be appalling behaviour whoever Amalie was going to marry, but trying to prevent the betrothal of the son of Kellan and Inessa Jain was totally disgusting.”

He looked back at Shelby Summerhaze. “People may be interested in hearing the truth behind some of your other lies as well, Mother Summerhaze. Rina hasn’t been meeting Norris behind my back. We’ve both been meeting him, to discuss what happened and try to make peace between us. All three of us would appreciate it if you’d stop spying on us and mind your own business for once.”

Theo stalked off to where Rina was waiting, and pointedly kissed her. Shelby Summerhaze watched them for a second, flushed red with anger, and threw a vindictive look at me.

I’d thought an apology would make things better, but I’d only caused more trouble. I daren’t say anything at all now, in case it made the situation even worse, so I rejoined Rodrish. We headed on towards where my parents were talking to a woman. I thought she was the older of Rodrish’s two sisters, Mirrie.

Rodrish’s parents saw us coming, and started walking to meet us. I tensed as I saw Bened was at their side. I leaned closer to Rodrish, and whispered to him.

“Don’t hit Bened!”

Rodrish barely had time to pull a face at me before his parents and Bened arrived.

“Bened wishes to apologize to you both for his embarrassing remark,” said Inessa Jain.

Bened gave her a sulky look.

“I’d prefer to forget it,” I said. “It didn’t upset me.”

“I’m glad to hear it didn’t upset you, Amalie, but it upset me very much.” Inessa Jain turned to look at her eldest son, and waited a bare two seconds before snapping at him. “Bened!”

“I apologize for my inappropriate remark,” said Bened.

“Thank you for your apology,” I said.

Inessa Jain glanced at her husband. “I think you’re right about reconsidering our plans.”

Bened spun round to frown at her. “What does that mean?”

“Your father and I will discuss that later,” said Inessa Jain. “We’ll now leave Rodrish and Amalie in peace.”

The three of them walked away. Rodrish looked after them and whistled softly. “I don’t think I’ll need to punch Bened after all. Mother’s furious that he made such a suggestive remark about my future wife. I think it may have cost him the Great House. In which case …”

His expression suddenly changed to one of calculating greed. I was unpleasantly reminded of Kellan Jain picturing how many grandchildren I might give him, but Rodrish was thinking of vast estates not children.

“This changes the whole situation,” he said. “The girls had their share of the land grants when they married the sons of other Founding Families. I was hoping that my marriage would convince my parents that it was time for me, Caden and Patryk to have land to start our own estates too, but the Great House and the main Jain’s Ford Estate would be even better. If they aren’t going to Bened, there has to be a chance they will go to me!”

He faced me, and spoke in an urgent voice. “Amalie, the next few days will be crucial. It’s absolutely vital that we do everything possible to please my parents. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I understand,” I said.

Shelby Summerhaze hated me. Bened Jain must hate me too. Even more worrying, the Rodrish Jain standing next to me at this moment bore no resemblance to the shy boy I’d known at school. This Rodrish Jain was a coldly ambitious stranger.



Chapter Thirteen

I normally worked hard on Community Days, but for the rest of that day I didn’t do any work at all. Other people laid the fast-drying concraz foundations for the new dome. Other people assembled its sections. Other people used the glowing beams of the heavy lift sleds to move the sections into position to be bolted together.

I could only stand and watch that frantic activity. Rodrish had gone off to talk to his parents, and I’d hoped to get some peace and quiet to think, but the whole of Jain’s Ford Settlement wanted to wish me happiness. The second I escaped from one person, another would start talking to me. It was tiring being the centre of attention, I was feeling self-conscious about having my hair loose round my shoulders in public, and I was startled by the things people said to me.

They kept repeating the same words over and over again. “You’re a lucky girl.” That bothered me because people said those words to a man, congratulating him on being lucky enough to get a wife, but never to a girl. They said she’d chosen well and wished her joy, but never said she was lucky.

Intermingled with the general mass of people barraging me with good wishes, were a few more memorable conversations. The first was with Teacher Lomas. He walked up to me, directed a frown at the work on the new dome, and spoke in an angry voice.

“The Mayor seems to think this bigger dome is the solution to the problem of me being the only fully qualified teacher here.” He made an exasperated noise. “Oh yes, the evening class will all be able to sit at desks instead of on the floor. That’s very nice, but it doesn’t give me any more time to help students with their individual problems, does it?”

“No, I suppose it …”

Lomas interrupted me. “I’m disappointed that you won’t be getting your degree and joining University Miranda, Amalie, but I understand why you’d choose to marry Rodrish instead. I’m sure you’ll be very happy together.”

He walked away before I could reply. I stared after him, frowning. There was nothing wrong with the words he’d said, but I didn’t like the faint scorn in his voice as he said them, as if he thought I’d taken a cowardly, lazy option.

I shook my head and told myself not to be oversensitive. Lomas was only speaking in harsh tones because the Mayor had annoyed him.

There was another flood of well wishers before the Mayor appeared to announce in a booming voice that I was a lucky girl. She was followed by some friends of my parents, who told me I was a lucky girl as well. I was relieved when a group of three girls, all old school friends of mine, came up to me. They didn’t tell me I was a lucky girl, but they gabbled their best wishes in nervous, respectful voices, and hurried away again before I could say a word.

I gazed after them in bewilderment, heard a familiar laugh from behind me, and turned to face Cella. “Why did they act so strangely?” I asked.

“Because you aren’t one of us any longer, Amalie,” said Cella. “We’re very happy for you, we’ll dance at your wedding and wish you well, but we know we’ll have nothing in common with you in future. We’ll be working hard with our husbands, building up new farms, and scraping around for credits. You’ll be living in luxury as a member of the most important Founding Family of Miranda.”

I bit my lip. “You’re saying you can’t be my friend any longer?”

“I’m saying they can’t be your friends,” said Cella. “I’ve always been a rebel, and I’ll still have the odd private chat to you in future. In public though, I must always treat Amalie Jain with deepest respect.”

Amalie Jain? I’d expected to follow the usual custom on Miranda, either remain as Amalie Roche, or combine Roche and Jain into a surname for both me and Rodrish to use, but of course everyone would expect me to use the famous Jain surname.

Cella glanced to her left. “Here comes Mojay. He’s looking unhappy about something, so I’ll leave you to talk to him alone.”

Cella ran off, and I turned to Mojay. He looked reproachfully at me. “You could have given me a hint you were leaving, Amalie, so I had time to look for a replacement barmaid.”

“I’ll keep working until the wedding,” I said. “I haven’t decided what I’ll do after that, but you’ve got at least a month to find a new barmaid.”

His eyes widened in disbelief. “You expect to walk into my bar tonight and carry on working as a barmaid?”

“Why not?” I asked.

“At least twenty of our regular customers work for the Jain family, either as farm workers or as household staff in the Great House. The rest would love the chance to work for them too. The Jains don’t just pay their men well. They’ve got a lot of machinery, and will let their more trusted workers borrow it to plough their own fields.”

He paused and sighed. “Our customers wouldn’t even dare to speak to you, in case a wrong word caused offence and stopped them ever working for the Jains.”

“I’ll reassure them that I won’t be offended.”

Mojay gave me a pitying look. “They won’t be afraid of offending you, Amalie, but of offending Rodrish Jain.”

That problem hadn’t occurred to me. Both Cella and Rina had decided to keep working in Mojay’s Bar after their marriages. Their husbands had to accept them giving the customers a professional smile, because an unreasonably jealous husband could be quickly divorced and replaced.

I’d assumed my situation would be the same, but Mojay was right. All the bar customers would be nervously aware that Rodrish Jain could get them banned from ever working for his family in future.

I’d thought I could carry on working as a barmaid, but I couldn’t. I wondered uneasily how many other things I’d taken for granted about a marriage would be different when the marriage was to Rodrish Jain.

“I suppose you’re right,” I said aloud.

Mojay groaned. “I’ll have to give your sister, Lisbet, a trial as barmaid after all. I’ll go and find her now, and tell her she can take your place in the bar tonight. You’d better make sure she understands that any mention of my waistline will get her fired.”

“I will.” I tried to shake off my feeling of stunned hurt and be sensible about this. I’d thought I’d be the one deciding when to quit my job, not have Mojay tell me to leave, but I should be feeling pleased about Lisbet getting her chance as a barmaid. It wasn’t as if I needed to keep working to buy myself a new lookup. Not when Rodrish had given me a brand new one.

I found it wasn’t that easy to be sensible. My whole world seemed to have turned upside down in the last few hours. My betrothal had cost me my school life, my job as a barmaid, and my friends. I’d grown up learning a set of rules about marriage, and now I was discovering those rules wouldn’t apply to mine.

On top of everything else, all the comments about how lucky I was to be chosen by Rodrish Jain had started me worrying about my appearance. I’d noticed the women in Rodrish’s family all had dauntingly perfect hair and clothes. Even when I wore my best dress, I never looked that polished, and my outfit today was one of my mother’s cast offs that I wore to help with building work.

I frowned down at the fabric that was limp with age, its colour faded to an unflatteringly drab brown. When all those people kept saying I was a lucky girl, they probably meant that they couldn’t believe such an unattractive girl was betrothed to Rodrish Jain. Chaos knew what Inessa Jain had thought when she saw me.

“Amalie!”

Rodrish’s voice made me jump. I turned to look at him, and saw he was grinning at me.

“At breakfast this morning, Mother was making plans. Since it’s only a couple of days until Founders Day, my parents have a whole host of important engagements, but Mother said she’d make time tomorrow to take you round my farmhouse and discuss what furniture and colour schemes you’d like.”

I’d grown up in an overcrowded house, where the main question was how many beds you could fit in a room. I’d no idea what would be suitable for Rodrish’s farmhouse, so I’d have to agree with whatever his mother suggested. “That’s very kind of her.”

“Yes, but the plans have changed now,” said Rodrish eagerly. “My parents have decided to invite us to lunch at the Great House, and show you round that instead. Do you realize what that means, Amalie?”

I had a bad feeling I did. “Not really.”

Rodrish spelled it out to me. “I never thought it possible, but it’s really happening. My parents are thinking of giving me the Great House and its estate!”

Rodrish’s house and farm had seemed vast to me. Now I pictured an even bigger house with four times as much land. That was terrifying enough, but then I remembered what Mojay had said. There wouldn’t just be a host of farmworkers helping Rodrish. I’d have a lot of household staff working for me too.

Chaos, this situation was ridiculous. Ever since I turned 17 last Year Day, I’d been trying to delay marrying because marriage meant babies, and babies would need their nappies changing. I should be delighted at the idea of having people doing the cooking, the cleaning, and the nappy changing for me, but somehow I wasn’t.

If all those things were done for me, what was there left for me to do myself? Was Rodrish Jain’s wife supposed to stand around like a delicate, ornamental vase? I didn’t see myself as a delicate, ornamental type of girl, but someone solidly practical and useful. I wasn’t a vase, but a bucket.

Rodrish gave me a puzzled look. “Isn’t that wonderful, Amalie?”

I tried to hide my panic and smile happily. “Yes, it’s totally zan.”



Chapter Fourteen

Amazingly, I made it through the rest of the Community Day without getting one of my stress headaches. I returned home to spend the evening with an unnaturally polite family. Now I was betrothed to Rodrish Jain, even the twins spoke to me with awed respect. To make things worse, several sets of neighbours came to visit, and told me what a lucky girl I was.

The next morning, I dressed in my best clothes ready for my visit to the Great House. Mother didn’t let me help feed the baby at breakfast, or do any chores, in case something stained my pale blue, floral dress. I sat there feeling useless, and worrying that my whole life would be like this after I married Rodrish Jain. When Mother suggested Odette could take the lunch pail to Captain Mobele, I rebelled.

“I can take the lunch pail on my way to the portal. It’s important that Captain Mobele doesn’t get disturbed by a lot of strangers.”

Mother frowned. “There’s more than just the lunch pail to carry. The Mayor has sent her eldest son over with a Military all-weather sleep sack and a bag of uniforms.”

“I’ll manage,” I said.

I slung the carrying handle of the sleep sack bundle over my shoulder, picked up the bulky bag of uniforms in one hand and the lunch pail in the other, and set off towards the almond field, moving a lot slower than usual because of the heavy load.

I was only halfway down the track when I saw some figures in the distance, obviously yet another deputation of neighbours on the way to our farmhouse. I couldn’t bear to listen to any more people telling me I was a lucky girl. I instinctively left the main track, walking along the side of a medcorn field to reach a group of young willow trees by the stream.

I’d put down everything I was carrying, and was peering cautiously through the trailing foliage of the willow tree to check I couldn’t be seen by the people on the track, when I heard a whisper from behind me.

“Why do we need to hide? Is there something dangerous coming?”

I looked round, and was startled to find Captain Mobele crouched beside me. “There’s nothing dangerous, and I’m not hiding,” I said hastily. “I just wanted to sit in the shade of the willow trees for a while.”

“Ah,” said Captain Mobele. “I felt there should be limited dangers on a world that hadn’t just been cleared by Planet First as safe, but gone through the Colony Ten years and into full colonization as well. On the other hand, I lost my right arm as a Lieutenant fresh out of the Military Academy because I didn’t have the sense to run when everyone else was running. Since then, my policy has been to run when people run, hide when people hide, and ask why we’re doing it later.”

He saw my instinctive look at his right arm, and laughed. “Planet First bases have medical centres that can handle virtually any physical injury that doesn’t involve brain damage. I just had to spend a few weeks in a regrowth tank getting a new arm.”

I didn’t want Captain Mobele to think people on Miranda were ignorant of advanced medicine and technology. “Of course I know about regrowth tanks. They have to be reserved for serious injuries because frontier worlds have a shortage of medical experts, but I’ve seen the amaz things they can do. When I was 9 years old, one of the boys in my class at school was watching some men felling trees. He didn’t stay where he was told, and a tree came down on him and crushed his left leg. He had to have that regrown like your arm.”

I preferred not to mention what had happened when Jorge got back to school six weeks later. Proudly waving his regrown leg at us, he’d told us the whole story in graphic detail. The blinding agony and the blood, the ride on the hover sled ambulance with Doc Jumi, and the trips through portals on a hover stretcher to reach Hospital Miranda’s Major Injury Unit.

The bit about lying there screaming while people cut his leg off, and how he’d hung helpless and paralyzed in a tank for weeks with tubes sticking out of him, horrified us so much that Torrin Summerhaze threw up and we all went home and had ghastly nightmares.

The school got so many complaints from parents afterwards, that Doc Jumi came to the school to reassure us that Jorge had been telling us a pack of lies. The truth was that Jorge had passed out from loss of blood before the hover sled arrived, and been kept unconscious through the entire treatment process until the doctors woke him up to get him to exercise his newly regrown leg. After that, I’d refused to believe a single word Jorge said unless he had at least two reliable witnesses.

“The Military sent some things.” I pointed at the sleep sack and uniform bag. “I was taking them to the almond field for you. Have you moved your camp site to somewhere else?”

“No,” said Captain Mobele. “I came this way to look at the farmhouse, but I couldn’t make myself go near it. I couldn’t even go close to whatever those netting things are.”

“I think you must mean the caged areas where we grow fruit.”

“It was ridiculous of me to react like that,” he said. “It was only netting, but my mind still saw it as an enclosed space where I could be trapped. My fear of technology makes no sense either. It was a power generator that exploded, so why am I scared of things like portals and lookups?”

The Military had said Captain Mobele had been hurt on a Planet First mission on a world in Kappa sector. I put the clues of his words together, and pictured an explosion leaving the man lying trapped somewhere, injured and helpless, surrounded by monstrous creatures.

“Fears aren’t always logical,” I said. “I’m nervous of horse riding, which makes no sense at all. I was born here on the frontier. I’ve been around horses all my life. I’m perfectly happy standing on the ground next to them, but the second I’m in the saddle I start worrying about falling off. Chaos knows why.”

“Perhaps you fell off a horse when you were very young,” said Captain Mobele.

I shrugged. “Perhaps. Anyway, it’s horribly embarrassing, so I try to hide my fear from people. I’ve got a whole host of excuses I use to avoid riding horses.”

“I understand the embarrassment problem.” He pulled a face. “When I first came to Miranda, I was avoiding people because I was too confused to cope with conversations. Once my head was clearer, I kept on avoiding them because I was worried everyone would laugh at my fears.”

He paused for a moment. “You might find a psychologist could help you with your fear of horse riding. I’m supposed to contact my Military psychologist when I’m in a fit state to talk about my problems. I don’t think I’m quite ready for that yet.”

“We don’t have a lot of psychologists on Miranda.” I sneaked a furtive look towards the neighbours on the track, then realized I didn’t need to hide any longer. The neighbours wouldn’t come near me while I was with Captain Mobele.

I stood up and reached for the lunch pail. “We’d better get your things to the almond field.”

“Let me carry them.” Captain Mobele hung the sleep sack from his shoulder, picked up the lunch pail in his left hand, glanced at the bag, and sighed. “I see someone in Military Support has helpfully sent me a hover bag despite the fact my current fear of technology means I won’t be able to use the hover attachment. It was very considerate of you to struggle across the field carrying it, rather than turning on the hovers and letting it float along behind you.”

He picked up the bag in his right hand. “Which is the best route back to the almond field?”

I was staring at the bag. I’d thought it was unusually large and heavy, but hadn’t worked out that was because it had a built-in hover system. I’d only seen hover luggage floating along after its owners on vids from other sectors. I wished I’d known what the bag was earlier, so I could have seen it chasing along after me.

I saw Captain Mobele was still waiting for me to answer him. “We can cross the stream on the stepping stones and take the path through the next medcorn field.”

I led the way along the stream, picked my way carefully across the smooth flat rocks, and waited on the other side as Captain Mobele followed me. When he joined me, he suddenly stopped, laughed, and pointed at the tall stem of a stray Mirandan cabbage that was growing by the stream. There was a cluster of young leaves at the top of it, with a panda mouse nestled among them. It was blissfully asleep, lying on its back, with a bulging tummy filled to bursting with leaves.

“Those little furry things seem to be everywhere,” said Captain Mobele. “I’ve even found one in my shoe. What do you call them?”

“Panda mice. Their main predator is the Mirandan blind weasel, which hunts using its sense of smell. Panda mice like to sleep among strong smelling plants like Mirandan cabbage, because those mask their scent from the weasels. I think that’s why they like shoes too.”

“That panda mouse is enjoying the sunshine. I’m not sure how long I’ve been on Miranda or where I’ve travelled, but it’s been warm and sunny most of the time, with just the occasional heavy rainstorm. My theory is that it’s summer here.”

“It’s nearly the end of summer,” I said. “You arrived through the interstellar portal at Memorial a few weeks ago, kept walking west until you hit the river at Falling Rock, and then turned down river and found your way here.”

Captain Mobele seemed disconcerted. “You seem to know far more about what I’ve been doing than I know myself. I couldn’t stay on my Military base in Kappa sector because I had to be heavily sedated all the time I was indoors, and it was too dangerous for me to stay outside the domes. My psychologist agreed with my idea that going to a frontier world without much technology would help my recovery, but of course the interstellar portal trip was a nightmare. I needed so many meds to get me through it, that I was barely conscious of anything for the first few days.”

“People have been worried how you’ve been managing in the rainstorms. They tried giving you a tent, but you left it behind.”

“I’ve mostly been getting wet in the rainstorms. I think I remember the tent. I left it behind because I couldn’t go inside it.” He jerked a thumb at the sleep sack he was carrying. “I won’t be able to use this either. Chaos, I was awarded the Thetis medal, which makes me an official Military hero, but I’m too scared to take shelter from the rain.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I kept quiet.

“Planet First always choose colony worlds with a day and night cycle similar to those of Earth,” he added, “but this one seems especially close to the interstellar standard Earth day.”

“It is,” I said. “The Mirandan day is only four minutes and six seconds longer than an Earth day, but the Mirandan year is nearly two Earth years long.”

He nodded, stroked the sleeping panda mouse’s forehead with a gentle fingertip, and laughed again when it made a faint snoring noise but didn’t wake up. As we started walking again, I asked a cautious question.

“Captain Mobele, do you know much about Colony Ten?”

“Please call me Koulsy,” he said.

“I’m happy to meet you, Koulsy. My name is Amalie.”

It was strange that I found it easier to call Captain Mobele by his first name than to even think of calling Kellan and Inessa Jain by theirs. That couldn’t be because of the difference in ages, because I was comfortable talking to Guiren. Of course I’d never seen Guiren making speeches on Miranda Rolling News.

Koulsy smiled. “I’m happy to meet you too, Amalie. I’ve been assigned to Planet First teams, but never to a Colony Ten support team. That means I know quite a lot about some aspects of Colony Ten and almost nothing about others.”

“Do you know what payments are given to the first thousand colonists on a world?”

He raised an eyebrow. “You’re thinking of applying to Colony Ten?”

I made a noise that could mean either yes or no. “I’ve been reading the information about Colony Ten on the Miranda data net, but it doesn’t include any details about the payments.”

“My Colony Ten classes at the Military Academy included a brief overview of the colonist reward system,” said Koulsy. “At the end of their ten years in quarantine, each colonist gets a land grant to be handed down through their family in perpetuity. There’s also a credit payment, and a bonus payment for each child they have during the Colony Ten years. I can’t remember the exact payments involved, but if you send an application enquiry then Colony Ten will provide you with full details.”

“What about the man and woman who lead a Colony Ten group?”

“The Colony Ten group leaders each get double the usual rewards.”

I frowned. Rodrish’s parents would each have had a land grant on Percival, and two here on Miranda. They’d also have had three credit payments each, and extra bonuses for the five of their children that were born during the Colony Ten years on Percival and Miranda. Kellan and Inessa Jain must be staggeringly wealthy.

“I’ve just realized something,” I said. “When I was a little girl, my mother used to tell me a story from her home world in Gamma sector. A girl called Cinders worked as a cleaner at a vast Gamma sector shoe manufacturing company. All the staff were invited to the company Year Day party, and Cinders danced with the son of the owner of the company. He fell in love with her, and they ended up getting married.”

“I know that story,” said Koulsy. “It must be very old, dating back to the days when humanity only lived on Earth, because each of the established sectors has their own version of it and they all involve a shoe. In Alpha sector, Cinders is a girl from an obscure family and she marries the son of the Aadi of Alpha sector. In Beta sector, the story is set during their Second Roman Empire years. Cinders is a boy from a low class clan, and he marries the daughter of the Emperor. In Delta sector, Cinders is a girl student at University Hercules and marries a Nobel Prize winner. There’s even a Military version. In that, Cinders is a boy, a cadet at the Military Academy, and marries a General.”

He shrugged. “Epsilon sector hasn’t got its own Cinders story yet, but I expect it will in the end.”

I pulled a face. “I’m sure it will, and it’ll probably be about me removing a panda mouse from my shoe when my lookup chimes with a call from Rodrish Jain.”

“What?” Koulsy gave me a bewildered look.

“The Jains are the incredibly rich couple who led the first colonists to Miranda,” I said. “I’m the humble farm girl that’s just got betrothed to their youngest son. I’m Cinders.”



Chapter Fifteen

I didn’t want to arrive at the Great House on my own, so I made the three portal trips to meet Rodrish at River North 2, then we portalled together to River North 1.

The moment I stepped out of the portal, I got a clear view of the Great House. It was even more massive and intimidating than I’d expected. The mere sight of it was enough to start one of my stress headaches, but I’d been prepared for that and had my tablets ready in my pocket.

Rodrish turned to point at the house. “Beautiful, isn’t it? As you can see, Father is an admirer of the Palladian style of architecture.”

I wanted to tell Rodrish about my headaches, but there wasn’t time for complicated explanations now. I grabbed my chance to gulp down a tablet without him noticing. After a moment’s thought, I decided this was going to be a stressful day, and took a second one as well.

“The towers at each end are Mother’s addition,” said Rodrish. “She actually only wanted one tower for her telescope, but Father said that would imbalance the symmetry of the structure.”

I barely knew what architecture was, and I’d never heard the word “Palladian” before. Buildings on Miranda were mostly either flexiplas domes or rambling wooden houses.

“The pillars by the main door remind me of the images I’ve seen of the Beta Sector Parliament building on Zeus,” I said.

Rodrish nodded. “They should do. Palladian architecture was originally inspired by the buildings of ancient Rome and Greece. The style of Beta sector public buildings technically isn’t Palladian, but it was inspired by the same buildings.”

“You seem to know a lot about architecture,” I said.

“I’ve suffered eighteen years of lectures from my father. His twin passions are agriculture and architecture, and he never stops talking about them. Mother loves star gazing, but she never forces the rest of us to get involved, just quietly goes off at night to spend an hour or two with her telescope.”

We started walking towards the house. The area of reddish grassland round it had a scattering of trees that were an odd mixture of Earth and native species. I saw a herd of the elegant Mirandan unicorn deer grazing nearby, their flanks striped in brown and white, and their single spiral horns gleaming in the sunshine.

“I’ve only ever seen those running wild in the conservation zones,” I said.

“The unicorn deer are one of Father’s farming experiments,” said Rodrish. “He thinks the deer may be the secret to successfully growing Mirandan mushrooms on a commercial scale. Whether he’s right or not, they’re lovely creatures.”

He paused for a second before speaking again. “I warned you that my parents are obsessed with Colony Ten. I had to risk telling them we weren’t going to apply, because they wouldn’t consider giving me the Great House if they thought we were planning to go to a new world. I think they’ve accepted that, and are focusing their hopes on their grandchildren now, but if they mention Colony Ten then try to let me do the talking.”

As we neared the house, Rodrish’s parents came down the steps and stood there waiting for us. I was disconcerted to see Bened was with them.

“Nuke it!” said Rodrish. “What’s Bened doing here? Does that mean my parents are giving him the Great House after all?”

He seemed to be asking himself the question rather than me, because he didn’t glance in my direction, just hurried on to meet his parents and older brother.

“Welcome to our home, Amalie.” Inessa Jain gestured at Bened. “I wasn’t expecting Bened to join us today. I hope his arrival doesn’t trouble you.”

“I thought I was free to visit this house whenever I pleased,” said Bened, in an acid voice. “Apparently that’s not the case.”

Kellan Jain made a despairing noise. “Your mother and I are only concerned about you intruding on this visit because of your embarrassing behaviour when you last met Amalie.”

I looked Bened straight in the eyes. “I’m happy for you to join us, Bened, so long as you treat both me and Rodrish with appropriate respect.”

Bened raised his eyebrows. “Treat Rodrish with appropriate respect? You surely can’t object to a little friendly banter between me and my baby brother.”

“For chaos sake, stop belittling me by calling me a baby!” said Rodrish. “I have a farm of my own, and I’m about to marry a wife. That makes me as adult as you, Bened.”

Bened raised his eyebrows. “Really? You’re a year younger than my eldest son, but you’re claiming equality here? The truth is you belong with my children’s generation, not with mine.”

“Your children,” repeated Rodrish. “You mean your two sons. Amalie and I are planning to have a large family.”

“Oh yes,” said Bened. “I realize that you’ve chosen your future wife very carefully, Rodrish. A girl who’s bright enough to help you deal with the academic things that you find hard. A girl who passed the Farming Studies Certificate with the highest possible grades and can discuss agriculture with Father. A girl who has ten brothers and sisters too.”

He laughed. “I’m sure your farm girl will dutifully bear you a dozen children, baby brother, and Father will be delighted that one of us finally has what he considers a good sized family. It’s just a shame that your horde of children will be as low class and common as their mother.”

“Bened!” Kellan Jain bellowed the name. “You will be quiet!”

There was an excruciatingly awkward silence. I moistened my lips. Bened’s words had upset me. No, actually it wasn’t Bened’s words that had upset me, but what Rodrish had said about us planning to have a large family. The two of us hadn’t discussed the subject of children yet. Did Rodrish think he could decide the size of our future family without even consulting me?

I reminded myself that Bened had been saying a string of spiteful things to Rodrish, seemingly uncaring of the consequences so long as he hurt his younger brother. It wasn’t surprising that Rodrish had said something he didn’t really mean in an attempt to hit back at him. This was exactly like when I lost my temper with Shelby Summerhaze, and lashed out at her with a random insult.

“Amalie,” said Inessa Jain, “I must apologize for Bened’s conduct. Again! Bened, I wish to speak to you. Again!”

She shepherded Bened away to my right. Rodrish had turned to watch them, and his father was clearly too furious to say anything. There was another painful silence. Rodrish had said his father was passionate about agriculture. I faced Kellan Jain, and made a desperate attempt at conversation.

“Rodrish was telling me that you think the unicorn deer may be the key to growing Mirandan mushrooms. I’ve been helping my father with his almond crop for the last two years. Do you think there’s a pollination link between unicorn deer and mushrooms like the one between moon monkeys and almonds?”

Kellan Jain looked startled. “That’s right, Amalie. The mushrooms appear at random in patches of grass. My theory is they’ve linked themselves to the unicorn deer, using them to carry their pollen and spores between areas of grassland when they’re grazing.”

He waved his hands. “It’s vital that we learn more about the ecosystem of Miranda. Medcorn is a safe and easy crop to grow. It only needs panda mice running up the stalks, or moon monkeys bounding through the field, to spread the pollen on their fur. The problem is we have to buy the seed corn from the vaccine manufacturers and sell the crop back to them. The key to true independence and future prosperity for Miranda is to work with the native species instead of against them.”

The bored expression on Rodrish’s face told me he’d heard all this a thousand times before. The bit about working with the native species of Miranda sounded familiar to me too. I had a feeling Kellan Jain was repeating part of a speech he’d made on Miranda Rolling News.

Kellan Jain seemed to have almost forgotten Bened in his enthusiasm for what he was telling me, but I was conscious of Inessa and Bened Jain having a whispered argument over on my right.

“Look what Osiris has achieved with its lilies,” continued Kellan Jain. “They export them to the perfume manufacturers on hundreds of worlds. We’re starting to export almonds for the luxury food markets, but ideally we should diversify so we aren’t totally dependent on one crop.”

Kellan Jain droned on about export markets. The argument between Inessa Jain and Bened was getting more heated, so I could hear some of it now. Rodrish was a little further away from them, so hopefully he couldn’t. Taking two tablets had saved me from having an aching head, but I was feeling a touch of the dizziness Doc Jumi had warned me about.

“Your attitude is deeply embarrassing for your father and me, as well as upsetting for your brother,” said Inessa Jain.

“I can’t believe you’re in favour of this marriage,” said Bened. “The girl was practically wearing rags yesterday.”

“That was your father’s fault for insisting on making a dramatic surprise entrance,” said Inessa Jain. “I liked seeing Amalie was prepared to join in the building work. It reminded me of the days when I helped build …”

She seemed to realize she was talking too loudly because her voice abruptly dropped in volume. Kellan Jain paused a moment later, probably expecting me to say something in response to his explanation of export markets. Unfortunately, this coincided with an angry outburst from Bened.

“Of course Rodrish wouldn’t ask a girl from one of the Founding Families to marry him. A girl like that would expect to be treated as his equal instead of humbly accepting his decisions. There’d even be the risk of her turning down his offer.”

I reminded myself that Bened was a troublemaker and I should ignore his poisonous remarks. I’d lost track of what Kellan Jain had been talking about, but I had to say something.

“I’ve never understood why the false fruits of almond bushes are so acidic when they depend on moon monkeys to pollinate them.”

“You have to remember that almond bushes used to be a rare species,” said Kellan Jain. “They designed their pollen to be carried by moon monkeys, because the troops travel far enough to reach widely scattered bushes. The false fruits were acidic enough to deter panda mice from eating them, but there weren’t enough fruits on a single bush to upset a moon monkey’s digestion.”

“I see,” I said. “So we’ve really created the problem ourselves by growing whole fields of almond bushes.”

Inessa Jain led Bened back to us, and gave me a strained smile. “You’re most welcome to our home and our family, Amalie. Kellan, shall we show our future daughter-in-law the Great House now?”

Kellan Jain nodded, and led the way up the stairs to the main door of the Great House. I followed him, taking the steps carefully because of my dizziness. When we reached the top, Kellan Jain stood aside and gestured at me to go through the door first.

I took a single look at the airy white entrance hall and gasped. In front of me, on a stone pedestal, stood a crystal globe etched with the outlines of the continents of Miranda. I moved closer, and saw the inhabited continent was inlaid in gold.

“Is that the globe that the Military gave you at Miranda’s handover ceremony?” I asked, in a shaky voice.

Kellan Jain came to stand next to me. “The original is over at Memorial,” he said, in smug tones. “The Military gave us this copy to keep for ourselves.”

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

“We call this the hall of the Mirandas,” said Inessa Jain.

I didn’t understand her use of the plural, but she pointed at the wall ahead of me. There was an image of a woman wearing what seemed to be an archaic version of the impact suits that the Military wore, and next to it a confusing image. It might be a moon, but it definitely wasn’t Miranda’s moon.

“The planet Uranus in Sol System has twenty-seven moons,” said Inessa Jain. “That image shows the smallest of them. Its existence was discovered by an astronomer in the year 1948, and it was named Miranda after a character in a play written by William Shakespeare.”

“The Tempest,” I said.

Inessa Jain looked delighted. “You know about the play, Amalie?”

“Rodrish will have made sure she knows about the play to please you, Mother,” said Bened, in a cynical voice. “Just like he made sure she knew about moon monkeys and almond bushes to please Father.”

“I’m not giving you another warning, Bened,” said Inessa Jain.

“I know about The Tempest because Teacher Lomas gave me a text of it at the start of this year,” I said. “It was translated into Language, so I wasn’t sure if the character names were the originals or not, but of course I noticed there was a character called Miranda.”

I studied the moon for a moment. It had curious surface markings, as if it had been involved in a huge collision at some point.

“The woman in the portrait next to it is my ancestor,” said Inessa Jain. “Inessa Andreyeva was the first and last human being to stand on the surface of Miranda. After the invention of interstellar portals, no one bothered visiting the moons of Uranus again, but most of my female ancestors were named Miranda and Inessa.”

She pulled a pained face. “My own mother was called Miranda. She was killed in an accident while our Colony Ten group was on standby to come to this world. We couldn’t break quarantine to go to the funeral, but we decided to call this world Miranda in her honour.”

“We had a long debate with the Military over it,” said Kellan Jain. “The rules for naming colony worlds say names must be from mythology. We pointed out that Shakespeare wrote his plays many centuries before the invention of interstellar portals, so they surely counted as mythology. It turned out that humanity already had worlds called Oberon and Titania from another Shakespeare play, so we won the argument.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said.

“You can see a portrait of my mother over there.” Inessa Jain pointed at a side wall.

I turned to look at the portrait, moving incautiously fast. My dizziness suddenly increased, a black curtain seemed to swoop down on me, and I toppled sideways.



Chapter Sixteen

If I lost consciousness at all, it was only for a second. I was aware of Rodrish catching hold of me to stop me falling, and then the dizziness went away as suddenly as it had come.

“What happened, Amalie?” Rodrish was still holding my arm, and looking at me in bewilderment. “Did you catch your foot on something?”

Inessa Jain was studying the stone tiled floor. “I can’t see any uneven tiles.”

I gave a groan of embarrassment. “There’s nothing wrong with the floor. I just had a sick and giddy moment.”

“Ah, you’re expecting a child already!” Kellan Jain laughed. “That’s excellent news.”

I heard a despairing mutter from Bened. “Chaos, those two really did have their campaign planned down to the last detail.”

Rodrish was frowning. “No, it can’t be a child.”

“The dizziness is a side effect of my tablets,” I said hastily. “I’ve been having headaches for the last year or two, and Doc Jumi gave me some tablets for the pain. I took two this morning, so …”

Kellan Jain interrupted me. “What’s causing these headaches?”

“Doc Jumi doesn’t know.” I was aware that Rodrish had let go of my arm, and all four of the Jains were staring at me. Rodrish and his parents looked worried, but Bened had a curious expression on his face that I didn’t understand.

“He doesn’t know!” Inessa Jain repeated my words in tones of disbelief. “Hasn’t he referred you to a specialist?”

“Doc Jumi is sure it’s nothing serious,” I said. “I’ve got an appointment to see a specialist, but I’m low priority so it isn’t until next February.”

Kellan Jain interrupted me again. “February! That’s not good enough.”

“Everyone will expect the wedding to take place next month,” said Inessa Jain.

“We need to know what’s wrong with Amalie right away,” said Kellan Jain. “Any health issues related to the brain can be extremely serious. I’ll call a few people.”

He took his lookup from his pocket and strode off. I turned towards Rodrish. He hadn’t said a word since I mentioned the headaches, and now he was avoiding looking at me. Inessa Jain seemed to be avoiding looking at me too, but Bened was watching me closely.

Endless minutes dragged by, and finally Kellan Jain returned. “We’re taking Amalie to see a specialist right away.”

“Now?” I shook my head. “But …”

“Can I come along?” asked Bened.

“No, you can’t,” snapped his mother.

Rodrish gave his brother a look of pure loathing. “Nuke off, Bened!”

Bened pulled an oddly sympathetic face at me, and walked towards the door.

Kellan Jain called after him. “Bened!”

Bened paused, but didn’t turn his head. “Yes, Father?”

“You will go home and not mention this to anyone, not even your wife or sons,” said Kellan Jain. “Do you understand?”

“I understand exactly what’s happening here, Father,” said Bened. “Let’s hope that Amalie understands it too.”

“Amalie, are you well enough to walk to the portal?” asked Kellan Jain. “Getting a hover stretcher would attract a lot of unwelcome attention.”

“I can walk,” I said.

We all went outside and down the steps. As we walked towards the portal, Rodrish was at my side, but he was leaving a pointedly large gap between us.

I thought of the sympathy I’d seen in Bened’s expression, and what he’d said about hoping I understood what was happening here. There was a point in the story about Cinders where she put on a shoe and it fitted perfectly. In my case, the shoe had just fallen off.

Rodrish Jain’s parents had discovered a possible flaw in me as a daughter-in-law, and were rushing me off to be inspected by an expert. Worse still, Rodrish Jain’s way of dealing with that wasn’t to give me support, but to pretend I didn’t exist.

I’d thought Rodrish loved me in the same way that I loved him. He’d acted as if he cared for me, he probably did have some genuine feelings for me, but they couldn’t go very deep. He’d worked out that he might have to choose between marrying me and getting the Great House, and was already preparing to discard me.

We walked in silence towards the portal. Bened had been in the lead, but he stopped and moved to one side to let the rest of us portal first. As Kellan Jain selected our destination, I glanced across at Bened. He waved both hands as if to indicate he was sorry that he couldn’t help.

“Amalie!”

Inessa Jain called my name to get my attention, and pointed at the portal. I saw Kellan Jain had already gone through it. Rodrish gave an impatient wave of his arm, gesturing at me to go through next.

I went through the portal, and found I’d arrived at Jain’s Ford Settlement Central. I should have realized we’d be portalling here as the first step on our journey. I didn’t know where we were going, but you could use the Settlement Central portal to travel to anywhere on the inhabited continent of Miranda.

My head was throbbing with pain, and another wave of giddiness hit me. As I swayed, a hand took my arm to steady me. I looked down at it in confusion. Was that Rodrish’s hand? I thought it was. Obviously Rodrish and his mother would have followed me through the portal.

Kellan Jain checked his lookup, turned to the portal controls, and entered a long code. The moment the portal flared to life, he stepped through it. Inessa Jain gestured that I should follow, but I didn’t move. I’d never felt this ill before. I couldn’t think properly, and I kept remembering those nightmare stories I’d heard years ago from Jorge about his medical treatment.

“I need to call my mother and tell her what’s happening,” I said.

“We don’t have time for that,” said Rodrish.

“I need to call my mother,” I repeated. “I want my mother to be with me when I see the specialist. I’m having trouble thinking. I won’t be able to ask the right questions. I won’t understand what I’m told.”

“I’ll take care of everything for you, Amalie,” said Inessa Jain.

“That’s kind of you,” I said, “but I want my own mother with me.”

“We can’t wait hours for your mother to join us,” said Rodrish, in a voice of strained patience. “We have to get this settled today, because tomorrow morning my parents and I will be leaving for the Founders Day celebrations at Memorial.”

I hadn’t cried since I was 10 years old, but I was on the edge of tears now. “I’m sorry, but I want my mother to come with me.”

“Chaos take it,” said Rodrish. “We can’t stand here arguing like this. Shelby Summerhaze has spotted us.”

I’d just turned my head to watch Shelby Summerhaze striding purposefully towards us, when Rodrish grabbed my arm and dragged me through the portal with him. I went through it sideways, arriving off balance and feeling horribly sick.

“If you’ll follow me,” said a man’s voice.

There were agonizing pains behind my eyes, and the world around me was flickering between darkness and light. For a moment or two, Rodrish was almost carrying me, and then I was lowered into a chair. I was sitting down now, definitely sitting down, but I could still feel the world swaying around me.

“Please wait here,” said the man’s voice. “The doctor will be with you in a moment.”

I pressed my hands against my face, trying to blot out the flickering lights and force the world to be still.

“I’m Dr Johal,” said a woman’s voice. “It’s an honour to meet the Jains.”

“Thank you for arranging to see us at short notice,” said Kellan Jain. “This is Amalie Roche, a friend of the family.”

Even through the giddiness, I noticed that. I wasn’t Rodrish’s future wife now, but a friend of the family.

“Amalie, I’ve been checking your medical records,” said Dr Johal. “Have you taken any of your medication today?”

“Two tablets,” I said.

“How long ago did you take them?” asked Dr Johal.

“I don’t know. I can’t think.”

“Earlier this morning?” she prompted. “Not last night?”

“This morning.”

“I’m afraid I can’t give you any more medication until I’ve performed some scans of your brain activity,” she said. “Please lower your hands, but keep your eyes closed during the scanning process. That will take a few minutes, and you may see some odd flashes of light or hear some strange noises.”

I reluctantly took my hands away from my closed eyes. There was a humming sound so low that I felt it more than heard it, and a lightning flash made me gasp.

“A couple more minutes, Amalie,” said Dr Johal.

The humming sound changed note, gradually getting higher pitched, and then abruptly stopped.

“The scanning process is now complete, Amalie,” said Dr Johal. “I’m giving you an injection that should help your current symptoms.”

I felt the familiar chill of something being sprayed through the skin on the back of my neck, just like the inoculations I got from Doc Jumi every year. The world gave a last lurch before suddenly stopping moving. I opened my eyes cautiously, and found my vision was back to normal too. I was sitting in the centre of a small room with white walls. Dr Johal must be the elderly woman sitting opposite me, and I guessed the strange device on a stand next to her was the scanner she’d been using.

“You’re feeling better now?” asked Dr Johal.

I looked round for Rodrish and his parents, and saw they were sitting on a row of chairs by the wall. Rodrish was staring down at his own feet rather than looking at me. I felt a surge of pure anger, but it wouldn’t be fair to take that anger out on the doctor who was trying to help me.

I faced Dr Johal again. “Much better, thank you.”

“Scanning someone while an attack is actually in progress is very revealing, Amalie,” she said. “I saw some very distinctive reactions, but it’s important to make sure a diagnosis is correct, especially one related to the brain. I’d like to check a few details. Your headaches began over a year ago. Was that soon after an unusual journey?”

I frowned. “I’d spent a day with my family at Memorial.”

“You’d never been away from your settlement area before?”

“No.”

She nodded. “You then started having what your doctor described as moderately painful headaches. He performed basic scans. Those showed no severe issues, so you were referred to me as a low priority patient. When you arrived here, you were obviously in far more than moderate pain.”

“The last few days have been very stressful,” I said, “so my headaches have been particularly bad.”

“Have you been making longer or more frequent portal journeys?”

I frowned again. “Yes. I normally portal directly to local destinations, but lately I’ve been travelling to … making a journey that involves three portal trips.”

Dr Johal smiled. “Amalie, I’m happy to tell you that you have an unusual but simple condition known as type 4 portal intolerance. Everyone experiences disorientation on long interstellar portal trips. Some people are especially sensitive. After even short portal trips, they can experience both disorientation and additional symptoms such as headaches, dizziness and nausea.”

I blinked. I’d thought my headaches were caused by stress, but now I stopped to think about it the portal connection made sense. It explained why I hadn’t had a headache yesterday. That had been a dreadfully stressful day, but I’d only made a single short portal trip in the morning and another in the evening.

“I believe your condition was aggravated by your first lengthy portal trips to and from Memorial,” said Dr Johal. “After that, short portal trips were sometimes enough to give you headaches. Multiple short portal trips in quick succession would give you more serious symptoms, and the longer portal trip here triggered an especially bad attack.”

“What’s the treatment for this?” demanded Kellan Jain.

Dr Johal kept her eyes focused on me. “Fortunately, there’s a simple and completely effective treatment for your condition, Amalie. I’ve already given you the initial medication. I’ll now insert a pellet into your arm. This will slowly release medication over the next three months to perform a permanent correction to your system imbalance. You should have no further problems portalling anywhere on Miranda.”

“Does this condition have any hereditary implications?” asked Kellan Jain.

“Research indicates the condition has an environmental rather than hereditary cause,” said Dr Johal. “There’s a higher incidence of portal intolerance syndrome on some worlds than others, farmers are most likely to have it, as are people with a past history of problems on boats or on horseback.”

“I’ve always been uncomfortable riding horses,” I said eagerly. “I think I’ve only been in a boat once, but …”

Kellan Jain’s voice spoke over the top of mine. “What about the condition where babies have to be portalled to Earth to survive? Are Amalie’s children likely to be at increased risk of having that?”

Dr Johal turned to frown at him. “The condition you’re talking about is an immune system problem where a baby has a fatal reaction to being on any world other than Earth. Portal intolerance is an unrelated reaction to the portal travel itself, and one that everyone will experience on a lengthy enough portal journey.”

“So there are no hereditary issues at all? Nothing that would raise problems on the stringent Colony Ten medical checks?” asked Kellan Jain.

Dr Johal faced me again. “Amalie, I’d strongly advise you to wait until your three month treatment is complete before attempting even the shortest interstellar journey. After that, it should be perfectly safe for you to portal interstellar or cross-sector distances, and there would be absolutely nothing preventing you or your children applying to Colony Ten.”

“That’s wonderful news,” said Kellan Jain.

Dr Johal collected a sealed packet from a shelf and ripped it open. “Please roll up your sleeve, Amalie.”

I tugged up my sleeve, and she sprayed something into my arm that made it tingle and then go numb.

“You may want to look away while I insert the pellet into your arm, Amalie,” she said.

I turned my head, and saw Rodrish was giving me an encouraging smile. The specialist had given the right answer. My children would be able to apply to Colony Ten. As far as Rodrish and his parents were concerned, Cinders’ shoe fitted again. We could now forget the whole unfortunate incident and carry on as before.

I looked back at where the doctor was carefully cutting a hole in my arm. I watched as she inserted a pale blue pellet. For some reason, I’d assumed the pellet would be solid and round, but it was oblong with a lot of tiny holes punched through it. I’d been making a lot of wrong assumptions lately.

Dr Johal stuck a small white patch over the cut on my arm. “You should keep the regrowth fluid patch in place for twenty-four hours to let your arm fully heal. You’ll be able to feel the lump of the pellet under the skin for a while, but it will be fully absorbed at the end of the three months.”

“Thank you for helping me, doctor.” I rolled down my sleeve and stood up.

Rodrish and his parents started saying their farewells to Dr Johal, but I opened the door and went out. I was startled to see a room of people sitting and waiting. I must have come through this room when I arrived, but I’d been staggering along, totally unaware of my surroundings.

I could see some of the people sitting here were clutching their heads, and knew the pain they were feeling and the horrible way the world was spinning round them. They all had relatives or friends sitting close to them, holding their hands and comforting them. Several distraught children were being cuddled on their mothers’ laps.

I went across to a man sitting at a desk in the corner of the room. “I hope my coming here doesn’t mean anyone else misses their treatment.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to help the Jains, and we’ll catch up the missed appointments within a few days.”

Chaos, that meant some people would have to portal home without treatment, and come back again another day. They’d make two more lengthy portal trips. They’d go through two more spells of agony. All of that extra suffering was my fault because I’d jumped the queue.

I remembered how much I’d despised Palmer Nott for boasting about getting his farm ahead of the other boys. I’d done something far worse here, and I wasn’t going to take the easy option of blaming everything on the Jains. The harsh fact was that I’d escaped my pain at the shameful cost of making others suffer, at the unforgivable cost of making children suffer, and I couldn’t do anything to change that. Even if I got the Jains to buy another scanner for this medical centre, I couldn’t magically make another specialist appear to use it.

I looked at the room full of people, and thought how many more must be on the waiting list. This was why we needed University Miranda. I couldn’t make medical specialists appear now, but perhaps I could do something to help them appear in ten years’ time.

The Jains had come in and were looking across at me. I went to join them, and we headed out through another door into a large foyer with a central portal. Kellan Jain entered a code, the portal flared to life, and everyone looked at me expectantly.

I took a deep breath, stepped through the portal, and appeared back in Jain’s Ford Settlement Central. I’d no trace of a headache, and the ground was solidly stable under my feet. A moment later, Rodrish and his parents were standing beside me, studying me.

“No problems at all,” said Kellan Jain, in a satisfied voice. “Amalie, our whole family except for Bened will be portalling to our new house near Memorial tomorrow. We’ll be staying there during the celebrations to mark Founders Day. Now your portal problem has been treated, I see no reason why you shouldn’t come with us.”

Inessa Jain smiled at me. “Yes, you must come with us, Amalie. Your own clothes will be perfect for both the Founding Families Reception tomorrow evening, and the official ceremony on Founders Day, because it’s traditional for everyone to dress very simply for those. You’ll need a proper ball gown for the Founding Families Memorial Ball, but that isn’t until the third day. We’ll have plenty of time to get a suitable dress altered to fit you.”

“That’s a wonderful idea,” said Rodrish eagerly. “We could announce our betrothal during the Epsilon Sector News live coverage of the celebrations!”

I pictured Epsilon Sector News showing live coverage of Rodrish kissing me, and tried not to shudder. “It’s very kind of you to invite me to Memorial,” I said, in carefully polite tones, “but I need some recovery time after what happened today. I can’t risk fainting during the Epsilon Sector News live coverage.”

The three Jains thought that over. “Yes, it might be best if you rest for the next two days, Amalie,” said Inessa Jain. “Rodrish will take you home now. You can come and join us for the Memorial ball on the third day, and we’ll make the betrothal announcement then.”

“Thank you, but there’s no need for Rodrish to take me home.” I turned back to the portal, selected Lone Tree as my destination, and stepped through. I was frustrated and angry to find Rodrish appearing beside me.

“I’d rather walk home alone,” I said.

Rodrish shook his head. “I have to make sure you get there safely. You must still be feeling unwell, or you wouldn’t have said you needed recovery time.”

“I’m feeling perfectly well,” I said. “I just thought I should wait a day or two before making another long portal trip.”

“I’d still prefer to see you safely home,” said Rodrish.

His caring, supportive manner made me want to scream abuse at him. Where had that care and support been when I really needed it? The second I’d mentioned my headaches, Rodrish had turned into a cold, unfeeling, distant stranger. Worse than that, when I’d been sick and distressed, pleading for the Jains to get my mother, Rodrish had physically forced me through the portal.

Now the headache problem was solved, Rodrish was all loving affection again, and expected us to get married as planned. I was furious with him, desperate to make him leave me alone, but I mustn’t lash out at him the way I had at Shelby Summerhaze. I had to think through the consequences of my actions, not just for me but for my family, before I did anything drastic.

“I need to go alone so I can stop and talk to Captain Mobele,” I said. “I’ve just realized he won’t know about our Founders Day celebrations.”

Rodrish frowned. “Captain Mobele avoids people so he won’t want to be at any of our celebrations.”

“You can’t make other people’s decisions for them,” I said.

I was aware of the edge of bitterness to my voice, but Rodrish didn’t seem to notice anything wrong. He leaned forward to kiss me.

“Well, if you insist. I’ll see you on the day of the Memorial ball, Amalie.”

I watched Rodrish Jain walk through the portal and vanish, then used the back of my hand to scrub away the feel of his lips on mine, and walked off down the track.

My head was a confused mass of emotions, but I was very sure of two things. I wasn’t Cinders, and I wasn’t going to the Memorial ball.



Chapter Seventeen

I found Captain Koulsy Mobele sitting next to his camp fire, eating a bowl of stew. He looked up at me, studied my face for a couple of seconds, and frowned. “Is something wrong?”

I’d come here because everyone I knew would have deeply ingrained loyalty and respect for the Jains. Everyone except Koulsy. He wasn’t just an outsider, but a Military officer from Planet First. He’d no reason to be in awe of the Jains for the hardships and dangers they’d endured, because he’d been through far worse himself.

I could say things to Koulsy that I daren’t say to anyone else. I could even say the words that I was having trouble thinking in the privacy of my own head. “I’m not going to marry Rodrish Jain.”

There was something shocking about hearing myself say that, and I choked up at the end of the sentence, but Koulsy gave an untroubled nod. “When we talked first thing this morning, I got the impression that you were having doubts.”

He used his spoon to point at a metal container standing on the glowing embers at the edge of the fire. “Would you like some stew? There’s far more than I can eat.”

I knew he wasn’t just offering food, but an invitation to sit and talk with him. “Yes, thank you.”

I sat on the ground near the fire. Despite the bright sunshine, I found I was grateful for its warmth, and shuffled a little closer to the flames.

Koulsy put down his bowl, used a stick to hook the metal container clear of the fire, and protected his hand with a corner of blanket as he tipped a helping of stew into another bowl. He passed me the bowl, a spoon, and a chunk of bread, then continued eating himself.

For the next few minutes, I tried to clear the turmoil of thoughts in my head by focusing on trivial things. The strong taste of the stew, that had been sent from a neighbouring farm and had more seasoning than the stews my mother made. The heat and weight of the bowl, which seemed to be made of the same chunky local china that was used in Mojay’s bar. The strange dent in the handle of the spoon, which looked as if someone had accidentally trodden on it.

Finally, I’d calmed down enough to speak some more. I put down my half-empty bowl, and turned to face Koulsy.

“I cared about Rodrish. When he asked me to marry him, I thought that he cared about me too. Silly of me.”

“It seems a completely reasonable assumption to me,” said Koulsy. “Most people propose marriage because they care about someone a great deal.”

“Not Rodrish. He wanted his parents to give him a great estate, and thought marrying the right girl would help his chances. He had a list of things that his parents would want in a daughter-in-law, and I matched the list.”

I paused and pulled a rueful face. “I should have known something was wrong when Rodrish said we had to keep our betrothal secret until he’d asked for his parents’ approval. I suppose that was a safety precaution. If he’d made a mistake on his list, and his parents weren’t as pleased as he expected, then he could back out of the marriage.”

“Is that what happened this morning?” asked Koulsy. “Rodrish’s parents didn’t approve, so he broke your betrothal?”

“Oh, they approved at first,” I said bitterly, “but then they found out about my headaches. They started having second thoughts about me, and Rodrish … He wouldn’t even look at me. The Jains decided I had to see a specialist immediately, to find out if I was fit to marry into their family or not. I told them that I wanted my mother with me before I went to see the specialist, but Rodrish dragged me through the portal anyway.”

“What did the specialist say about your headaches?” asked Koulsy.

I gave a choke of a laugh. “Doc Jumi was right. My headaches were easy to treat. Now Rodrish’s parents are happy, so Rodrish wants to marry me again, but I don’t want to marry him.”

“You’re sure?” asked Koulsy.

“I’m perfectly sure.” Anger flared up in me. “I don’t want to marry a man who’ll turn his back on me when I’m in pain and distress. I absolutely refuse to marry a man who’ll use physical force to make me do something against my wishes!”

There was silence for a moment before Koulsy spoke. “I understand your reasons, and I think you’re making a very wise decision. I don’t wish to be disrespectful to the frontier culture of your world, but by the standards of the Military and worlds in other sectors you’re extremely young to be thinking of marrying anyone. You’ve plenty of time to find a partner you can truly depend on for help when you need it.”

“I’ll never find another husband on Miranda,” I said. “People disapproved of my friend breaking her betrothal to an ordinary farmer’s son, but they’ll be appalled at me breaking my betrothal to a son of Kellan and Inessa Jain. I can’t expect any man to risk offering me marriage after this. After all, if I announce my betrothal to Rodrish Jain one day, and casually discard him the next, then I’m not going to stick to my word to marry anyone else.”

Koulsy was frowning. “You think people will blame you for this rather than Rodrish?”

“I know they’ll blame me. The whole population of Jain’s Ford Settlement has been telling me how lucky I am to be marrying Rodrish. He’s rich, good looking, and a member of the most important Founding Family on Miranda.”

I waved my hands in despair. “If I try to explain my reasons for breaking my betrothal, they’ll sound ridiculous. Just think about it. I’m complaining because Rodrish wanted his parents to approve of me. I’m whining because he didn’t look at me for a few minutes. I’m angry because he made me have vitally needed medical treatment.”

“I can see it’s a difficult situation,” said Koulsy.

“Rodrish seemed so genuinely nice in school,” I added sadly.

“People show their true characters in a crisis.” Koulsy stood up, collected the bowls and spoons, stacked them on a rock by the stream for washing later, and then returned. “There must be some way to make it clear to people this isn’t your fault.”

I shook my head. “There isn’t. Even if Rodrish was blatantly in the wrong, everyone would support the Jains. Especially now. This is the worst possible time for me to break my betrothal, because the day after tomorrow is our Founders Day. The day when everyone honours the Military and the Founding Families who gave us Miranda, particularly Kellan and Inessa Jain.”

“You’d better wait a while before you break your betrothal,” said Koulsy.

“I can’t,” I said. “I have to tell Rodrish I’m not going to marry him by the morning after Founders Day at the latest, or the Jains will announce the betrothal on Epsilon Sector News.”

Koulsy groaned.

“Everyone will hate me, but I may only have to cope with it until the end of this year. A few days ago, my teacher suggested I could study for a degree on another world and return to become a lecturer at University Miranda. If I haven’t left it too late, I’ll accept that offer. I don’t think I’m good enough to keep up with the other students at an off-world university, but I have to at least try.”

“Your teacher obviously believes you’re capable of getting your degree,” said Koulsy. “This sounds like a wonderful opportunity, but is it truly what you want for your future? You shouldn’t be forced into leaving your home world over a failed relationship.”

He paused. “Try to imagine the situation if Rodrish was an ordinary farmer’s son. Would you still want to go to another world to study?”

I ran my fingers through my loose hair, triggering the thought that I’d soon be plaiting it like a single girl again. If Rodrish had been an ordinary farmer’s son, things would have been very different. I’d still have cared about him, still been interested in marrying him, but Mother was right when she said I was her cautious daughter.

If Rodrish had been an ordinary farmer’s son, I’d have taken longer to re-establish our old friendship, arranged a few meetings before going to see his farm, and asked more questions about what he hoped our marriage would be like. If I hadn’t grown suspicious of his motives before accepting him, I’d have backed away instantly at the suggestion of keeping our betrothal secret, and then … I knew exactly what decision I’d have made after that. It was the same decision I’d have made if Rodrish had never called me to offer marriage.

“The fact that Rodrish is a son of the Jains, and knowing how much everyone would approve of me marrying him, probably did pressure me into getting betrothed.” I shrugged. “I’m not being pressured into leaving Miranda though. This is my own choice. The idea of getting my degree and becoming a lecturer at University Miranda both thrills me and terrifies me. I think it will be easiest for me to apply to a university in Gamma sector. Do you know any Gamman worlds?”

“My parents were assigned to the Asgard solar array for a year when I was 14. We had a dome house on the planet surface, and my parents portalled up to the array to work each day.”

I blinked at the idea of casually portalling up into space every day. “All I know about Asgard is that it’s the capital planet of Gamma sector and has a huge, scary native species called Asgard bison.”

“Asgard bison are herbivores, and very friendly animals despite their large size,” said Koulsy. “You don’t want to annoy the Asgard butterflies though, or they’ll give you a sharp bite to remind you to keep your distance. I enjoyed living on Asgard, and …”

He broke off his sentence. I’d been so intent on my problems that I hadn’t even looked to see if any moon monkeys were in the almond field, but now they thrust themselves on our attention. A whole troop bounded past us at full speed, the nearest one so close that I could have reached out and touched it. They didn’t turn their heads to look at us, just rushed on towards the thick mass of Mirandan trees in the conservation zone.

Koulsy gave a startled laugh. “The moon monkeys must be getting really used to me to come that close.”

I frowned. “Moon monkeys have no reason to be afraid of people, but they are afraid of fire. The troop leaders wouldn’t have brought them past so close to your camp fire unless they were in a real hurry.”

I stood up and looked anxiously at the sky. I’d been feeling cold ever since I arrived here and blamed it on my distress. Perhaps it had been partly due to that, but the temperature had definitely dropped now, and the wind was picking up. I saw the first black clouds sweeping across the sky, in the distinctive, wave-like motion that could only mean one thing.

“There’s a storm coming,” I said urgently. “The summer storms come in fast on Miranda, and this looks like it will be a bad one. We need to take shelter now.”

“I can’t take shelter,” said Koulsy, “but you’d better get home right away.”

“There’ll be very high winds,” I said. “Lightning too, and the rain will come down in torrents.”

Koulsy produced a shiny, cloak-like object, and swung it round his shoulders. “The Military sent me a waterproof cape as well as new uniforms, so I’ll be fine.”

I groaned in frustration. “You must stay well away from the native Mirandan trees. They grow very fast, they only put down shallow roots, and they’ll fall in a storm like this with no warning at all. That’s why the moon monkeys were in such a hurry. They need to reach the trees in the centre of the forest, because those are sheltered and less likely to fall.”

Koulsy nodded, kicked some loose stones over his camp fire, and then started methodically folding his blankets and thrusting them into his all-weather sleep sack. “Thank you for warning me. I promise I’ll stay clear of the trees. Now please get home to safety.”

I felt the first large, cold drops of rain on my face. I wanted to stay longer, try to persuade Koulsy to come with me and shelter in our house, but knew there was no point. Koulsy couldn’t enter our house or barn. He couldn’t even get inside his all-weather sleep sack, so he was using it to keep his blankets dry.

“Be careful,” I said.

I grabbed the previous day’s empty lunch pail, sprinted across to the track, and then turned to glance back at Koulsy. He was striding towards the centre of the almond field, the bulky sleep sack tucked under his right arm. His cape billowed round his shoulders, as he faced where the clouds were turning an ominous black with the oncoming storm.

I stood watching him for a second or two longer, but the gusts of wind were getting stronger, and then the rain started pelting down. I ducked my head and ran down the track towards the farm house, aware of the wind blowing weird, swirling patterns across the fields of medcorn.

By the time I reached home, I was drenched from head to foot. Mother gave a sigh of relief as I tumbled in through the kitchen door and closed it behind me.

“You’d better go and change into dry clothes, Amalie.”

I dropped the lunch pail to the floor with a clatter. “I’ll just put a jacket on. I need to go out again and see to the chickens.”

“They’re already safe in the barn,” said Mother. “The window shutters are all closed, Father’s checking the stables, and Henri and Ansel are getting the last of the outdoor oddments under cover.”

She took a closer look at my face and frowned. “Have you got one of your headaches?”

I chose my words carefully. “I had one earlier today, but the Jains took me to see a specialist. I’ve had the treatment I need, so the headaches won’t be a problem in future.”

Mother smiled in delight. “I’m so grateful to the Jains for helping. I was getting really worried about you.”

I winced. I couldn’t tell her about the people I’d seen in the waiting room. How could I confess I’d stolen their places in the queue, taken the treatment they should have had, and been freed from my pain while they were sent away still suffering? There’d been small children in that room!

“You’re a lucky girl to be marrying Rodrish Jain,” Mother added.

I winced again. If I told Mother I was going to break my betrothal, it would destroy all her enjoyment of the Founders Day celebrations. There’d be a risk of the twins finding out and telling the whole neighbourhood as well.

“I’d like to lie down in bed and rest quietly for a while,” I said. “Can I sleep in the linen room tonight?”

Mother shrugged. “If you prefer that.”

I went upstairs, shut myself in the tiny linen room, sat on the mattress, and took out my lookup. Not the fancy lookup that I’d have to return to Rodrish Jain, but the old, familiar, flickering lookup that was truly mine.

Jain’s Ford School would have closed the moment it was clear there was a storm coming. I needed to know if I still had the chance to study off world. I used my lookup to send Teacher Lomas a one sentence, text-only message.

“Have you found another candidate to be a lecturer at University Miranda?”

I was startled when my lookup instantly chimed for an incoming call from Lomas. I hesitated before tapping it to accept the call.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt your plans for the rest of the day,” I said.

A faintly green version of Lomas’s face frowned at me from the lookup screen. “What plans? Nobody’s going out to visit friends in this storm. What the chaos did your message mean, Amalie? You want to be one of our lecturers after all?”

I wasn’t stealing anyone else’s place again. “Only if you haven’t found another candidate.”

“We haven’t,” he said. “Oddly enough, unattached intelligent girls with an innate love of history are in short supply on Miranda. I don’t see how you plan to combine studying on another world with marrying Rodrish Jain though.”

I pulled a face. “You have to keep this secret for a few days, because I can’t break my betrothal in the middle of the Jain’s Ford Founders Day celebrations, but I’m not marrying Rodrish Jain.”

Lomas raised his eyebrows. “Breaking your betrothal to a son of the Jains is going to make you dangerously unpopular whenever you do it. What went wrong, Amalie?”

I flushed. “You won’t understand the problem. No one will. Rodrish Jain could give me a life of luxury.”

“I may understand more than you think,” said Lomas. “I wouldn’t be comfortable with unearned riches either. It’s going to be difficult to explain it to other people though.”

He paused to think. “Your course won’t start until after next Year Day, but in the circumstances I think we should arrange to send you off world as soon as possible.”

“That’s a kind thought,” I said, “but I can’t run away from this. I’ve just been diagnosed with type 4 portal intolerance, and need to finish a three month course of treatment before I can portal off world.”

Lomas groaned. “Moving you somewhere else on Miranda won’t help.”

“I’ll just have to cope with the consequences of my own stupidity,” I said. “I wondered if there was any chance of me studying medicine rather than history. We desperately need more doctors on Miranda.”

“Our medical candidates started their studies two years ago,” said Lomas. “It takes a long time to become a medical specialist, but Miranda needs a history expert just as desperately as it needs doctors. Didn’t you listen to any of the things I told you about University Miranda?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

He sighed. “I told you the Planetary Development Board decided to concentrate a lot of our resources on founding University Miranda. I told you they came to that decision after studying what happened in Delta sector. If we want to make the best decisions for Miranda’s future, we need to look at the lessons of the past. We need a history expert to tell us what’s succeeded and what’s failed on multiple other worlds, even on Earth itself.”

I considered that for a moment. “Yes, I see that now. I’ve been misjudging a lot of things recently.”

“It’s sometimes hardest to see the thing that’s right under your nose,” said Lomas. “If I’d been a wiser man ten years ago, I’d be talking to someone else on a different world right now. Good night, Amalie.”

He didn’t wait for me to say goodbye, just cut off the call at his end. I stood up, went across to the tiny window, and looked out. The black clouds and pouring rain made it almost as dark as night, but then a flash of lightning briefly lit up the sky. Somewhere out in the darkness, a Military figure was standing alone with a storm raging around him.



Chapter Eighteen

The storm didn’t blow itself out until late the next afternoon. A quick check outside showed the only damage was a broken shutter on the house, and a torn section of roof on one of the outbuildings. Lisbet hurried off to her new barmaid’s job, and the rest of my family started making minor repairs and trying to coax the chickens back to their run. I packed a lunch pail of food and headed down the track to the almond field.

I passed at least a dozen fallen trees on my way, and had to climb over another that sprawled across the track. I was relieved to find Koulsy was safe and well, inspecting the wreckage of his old camp site.

“You were quite right about the trees, Amalie.” He pointed to where a Mirandan tree had fallen across the stream, burying his camp fire under a mass of its fronds. The two bowls we’d eaten from yesterday had narrowly missed being crushed by the trunk.

“Mirandan trees never die of old age,” I said. “They just grow taller and taller until they’re top heavy and blow over in a storm. We’ll be clearing them off the tracks for days, and cutting the trunks up to be used for building work and firewood.”

“I’ve been thinking about your local Founders Day celebration,” said Koulsy. “What is it like?”

“I thought the Founders Day ceremony was the same on every world.”

Koulsy laughed. “The ceremony is, but each world has its own individual celebrations as well. I’ve been to them on a dozen worlds. Adonis in Alpha sector has very formal celebrations. The Adonis Knights gather to walk the desert crossing at night, carrying with them the symbolic torch of Alpha sector that represents the flame of human civilization.”

I was awed. “You were actually on Adonis and saw the Adonis Knights?”

He smiled. “Yes. My parents had a posting at the Military base on Adonis when I was 16 years old. The Military and their families had special places reserved for them at the main Founders Day celebrations, and I was stunned by the spectacular clothes and pageantry.”

His smile faded. “The following year, we were on Sobek. Founders Day there was … painful. I remember how the blue uniforms of the Military officers stood out amongst the crowd. All the civilians were wearing white on Founders Day, because that’s the colour of mourning on Sobek.”

I gave a nod of understanding. Everyone in Epsilon sector knew that making Sobek safe for colonization had cost a hideous number of Military lives.

Koulsy spoke in a brisker voice. “So what are the celebrations like on Miranda? Is it like other worlds, with each settlement having its own gathering?”

“Yes, but we don’t have any impressive traditions,” I said. “After the formal ceremony, there’s a rather silly children’s pageant, and then a big party.”

“I can’t portal to your local gathering,” said Koulsy, “so I’ll have to walk there. How long will the journey take me?”

I gave him a startled look. “I didn’t think you’d want to come.”

“If I’m on this world on its Founders Day, it’s my duty to honour the roll call of the Military dead.”

I told myself that I’d been an idiot to mention our Founders Day celebration to Koulsy. Now he was under pressure to attend it, and I’d no idea how big an ordeal that would be. If he’d lost friends in the accident that brought him here, then listening to the names of the Military who’d died on Miranda would be the mental equivalent of walking barefoot through a field of broken glass.

On the other hand, Koulsy might have felt even worse about missing the ceremony through ignorance. What I’d said to Rodrish earlier was right. You couldn’t make other people’s decisions for them.

“I can walk there with you to show you the way,” I said. “It shouldn’t take us more than an hour. There’ll be a lot of people at the gathering, but you wouldn’t have to stand with the crowd. You could watch things from the nearby hillside.”

“That would …” A chiming sound made him break off and look round in alarm.

“Sorry, that’s my lookup,” I said.

I moved a few steps away, checked my lookup, and gave a bewildered shake of my head as I saw Mojay was calling me. I couldn’t see why he’d want to speak to me, but if I didn’t answer then knowing Mojay he’d keep calling me every thirty seconds.

I tapped my lookup. The second Mojay’s face appeared he started speaking. “Amalie, I need you here right away.”

“What?” I checked the time on my lookup, and saw that Mojay’s Bar should have just opened for the evening. “Lisbet must be with you at the bar by now. Is Cella late again?”

“No!” Mojay snapped the word impatiently. “I don’t need you as a barmaid, but because you were always boring us to death talking about moon monkeys. We’re surrounded by hordes of the creatures. The minute I turned on the bar sign, they started staggering out of the trees and staring at its lights.”

“Nuke it,” I said. “That sounds like a troop has got drunk on apples.”

“It’s not just one troop, Amalie,” said Mojay. “There are hundreds and hundreds of them already, and more arriving every minute. Everyone knows what happens when moon monkeys eat apples. They stagger around acting drunk, then they get sick and lie down, and then they die. We’ve got a full scale ecological disaster happening here. What do I do? Turn off the sign or …?”

“No!” I’d been lost in blind panic for a moment, but I forced myself to start thinking. “Keep the sign on. In fact, you should turn it to maximum brightness. If that many moon monkeys are drunk, a troop must have broken into an apple orchard and called every moon monkey this side of Jain’s Ford Settlement to join their feast. Now they’ve run out of apples, they’re scattering across the countryside. We can’t help them if we can’t find them, so we want all the moon monkeys to gather outside your bar and stay there. If they’re drunk, they’ll be even nosier than usual, so your sign should attract all of them that are still on their feet.”

I paused for a second. “We’ll need lots of wet clay and Mirandan cabbage. Call the Mayor, Teacher Lomas, and the vet, and tell them what’s happened. And for chaos sake, get hold of the Jains, because they know far more about moon monkeys than the rest of us.”

“Clay, cabbage, Mayor, Lomas, vet, Jains,” gabbled Mojay.

“I’m on my way now.”

I cut off the call, thrust my lookup into my pocket, and started running for Lone Tree portal. A few seconds later, I discovered Koulsy was running alongside me.

“Sorry, got to go,” I gasped. “There’s an emergency at Mojay’s Bar.”

“I heard that,” said Koulsy. “You’ve got an ecological disaster happening.”

I hadn’t got the breath or the time to say anything else. I was concentrating on running and worrying how we could save hundreds of drunken moon monkeys. There’d be plenty of men at the bar to help. A stream ran through the nearby fields, but I’d no idea whether the soil there was clay or not. I couldn’t even remember if there was a crop of Mirandan cabbage nearby. Chaos, I was useless.

I reached the portal, selected Mojay’s Bar from the destinations, ran through, and literally fell into Mojay’s arms. He grabbed me and stood me upright. I looked round, saw the dazzling flashing colours of the bar sign at full power, and the mob of swaying, drunken moon monkeys in the nearest fields.

Mojay hadn’t exaggerated the numbers. There were definitely hundreds, possibly over a thousand moon monkeys here. The horses that had been grazing in the closest field had sensibly moved down to the furthest corner from the bar, and formed into a nervous defensive group.

There was a crowd of customers and staff standing outside the bar. Several men were pointing at the moon monkeys and laughing. All my panic changed into fury, and I screamed at them.

“Stop laughing!”

Everyone turned to stare at me, and there was suddenly dead silence. I didn’t understand the shock on their faces until I realized they weren’t staring at me at all, but at the figure in Military uniform standing next to me.

I threw a single sideways glance at Koulsy, saw he was still dazed from the effort of making himself follow me through the portal, then faced the crowd again.

“This isn’t funny,” I shouted at them. “We’ve got half the moon monkey troops in Jain’s Ford County here, and they aren’t just drunk, but poisoned. If we can’t help them, they’ll all die. If you’re so totally unfeeling that you don’t care about their suffering, then remember that years of our harvests will die with them. The fire plums only need panda mice to pollinate them, but the medcorn harvest will be halved without the moon monkeys, and the almond harvest will fail entirely.”

I didn’t know if it was the thought of hundreds of pathetic, furry corpses, or the financial ruin of Jain’s Ford County that had made an impact on them, but the guilty parties had stopped laughing now. I looked at Mojay.

“Where’s the Mirandan cabbage?”

“We’ve got a few sacks of it in the general store,” he said, “and Guiren’s called a couple of the nearest farms. They should be loading more cabbages into carts right now.”

I looked round and spotted Guiren in the crowd. “Get Delun and Jonas to bring the sacks of cabbage out here.” I faced Mojay again. “What about the clay?”

Mojay waved his hands in despair. “How should I know where to get clay? I don’t sell soil.”

I groaned and pointed at Fabian and a group of other bar customers. “You lot get spades from the store, go into that field, and start digging in different places near the stream. If you find clay soil, start yelling.”

The men headed into the store to get spades, and I continued questioning Mojay. “Did you call the Mayor and everyone?”

“Teacher Lomas and the vet are on their way,” said Mojay. “The Mayor is calling the Jains and then coming here.”

The men came back out of the store carrying spades. Fabian led them towards the field, then stopped and turned to give me an anxious look. “There’s a chaos lot of moon monkeys in that field. They won’t attack us, will they?”

I glared at him. “If you don’t get into that field and start digging right now, Fabian, I’ll grab that spade and attack you myself!”

The men hurriedly went through the gate into the field. A moment later, Guiren arrived, followed by Delun and Jonas carrying sacks. They dumped them at my feet.

“What do we do with the Mirandan cabbage, Amalie?” asked Guiren.

“We need to get the moon monkeys to eat it,” I said. “Can you find some buckets too?”

“We’ve got lots of buckets,” said Mojay.

I grabbed the smallest sack, carried it into the field, dodged my way through the drunken moon monkeys, and tipped the cabbage into the trough that usually held feed for the horses. I retreated out of the field and watched anxiously.

“The moon monkeys don’t seem very interested in the cabbage,” said Guiren.

“I can see that,” I snapped. “They’re so drunk they don’t know what they’re doing.”

I shook my head and called across to the men digging. “Has anyone found any clay yet?”

“No, but I’ve found a skeleton of something really big with nightmare teeth,” said Fabian.

“That must be one of the big lizard predators the Military cleared from this continent to make it safe for colonization,” I said.

Guiren’s band of helpers arrived laden with buckets and put them next to the sacks of cabbage.

“You mean those things still exist on the other continents of Miranda?” asked Fabian, in an appalled voice.

“Yes,” I said, “but they can’t swim so they’ll never bother us.”

“I’m not finding that very comforting,” said Fabian. “Why didn’t the Military get rid of them everywhere?”

Koulsy spoke for the first time. “To avoid a repeat of the environmental devastation inflicted on Earth, only one continent is colonized on any new planet. The remaining continents are left untouched wherever possible. Global extermination of some dangerous migrant species may be unavoidable. Non migrant dangerous species should be limited to sufficiently distant land masses.”

There was something odd about his voice. I had the feeling he was quoting from some Military manual.

“I still think …”

Fabian was interrupted by a shout from another man. “I’ve found clay.”

“Thank chaos for that,” I said. “The rest of you move and start digging where he is. Make several trenches. Someone bring me some buckets of clay and water.”

Koulsy picked up a bucket and headed into the field, and a gaggle of bar customers followed his lead. I was feeling more optimistic as I dragged another sack of Mirandan cabbage through the gate into the field, but then I saw one of the nearer moon monkeys topple over. It was a female, with a young baby clinging to its back.

I ran over to kneel down next to the mother and baby. The baby dug its face into its mother’s fur, scared by me being so close to it, but it didn’t loosen its grip. I pictured the mother dying and the baby staying clinging stubbornly to her until it died itself.

I bit my lip, told myself we weren’t going to let that happen, grabbed some cabbage leaves from my sack, and held them under the mother moon monkey’s nose. She didn’t respond at all. She seemed barely conscious.

Koulsy arrived back with two buckets of water and clay. I tried rubbing the wet clay on a cabbage leaf and holding it to the moon monkey’s mouth, but she still wouldn’t take it. A couple of minutes later, there were buckets of wet clay and scattered cabbage leaves everywhere round me, but the drunken moon monkeys were ignoring them. More moon monkeys were lying on the ground now, and I didn’t have the faintest idea how to help them.

Someone knelt down beside me. I turned and saw it was Teacher Lomas. The vet was with him, and a whole mob of young men and boys that must be Teacher Lomas’s evening class.

“We’ve tracked down the source of the problem,” said Lomas. “Braden Nott’s apple orchard is just down the track from here. He hadn’t obeyed the rules about keeping the area round the orchard clear of Mirandan trees, and one blew down in the storm and smashed a hole through the protective fruit caging. We’ve got people repairing it now, but of course the moon monkeys had already eaten all the apples and leaves from the trees.”

“Never mind the orchard,” I said. “How can we help these moon monkeys? They’re too drunk to know what they need to eat, and once they pass out it’s too late.”

“You’ve already tried everything I know,” said Lomas.

I dropped the useless cabbage leaf, stood up, and turned to the vet. “How can we help them?” I repeated.

“I’ve only been on Miranda for three months,” said the vet. “My training covered all the standard Earth farm animals kept on colony worlds. I’ve learnt a bit about the Mirandan species kept as farm animals too, like the Mirandan ostrich, but I haven’t had time to learn about the wild species.”

I looked down at where Lomas was still on his knees by the moon monkey mother and baby. “We need the Jains. We need them right now.”

I was about to ask where the Mayor was, when her brusque voice came from behind me. “Nuking hell!”

I sometimes said the nuke word in a crisis, but I’d never gone as far as saying nuking hell. I had to admit I felt this situation deserved it though. I swung round to look at the Mayor. “Where are the Jains?”

“Bened’s on his way,” she said. “All the rest of the family are at the Founding Families Reception at Memorial.”

I should have remembered that all the Jain family, except for Bened, would already be at the celebrations at Memorial. “Chaos! Can’t we get someone to drag Kellan Jain out of there?”

“Not when he’s being interviewed live on Epsilon Sector News,” said the Mayor. “We don’t want Miranda getting a reputation for mishandling its ecology. Ah, here comes Bened now.”

I saw Guiren was leading Bened Jain over to us. I’d no reason to like Bened, and he’d every reason to hate me, but I hoped he’d realize what was happening here was more important than our feelings.

I pointed at the fallen mother moon monkey, and the pathetic scrap of brown fur that was the baby clinging to her back. “Bened, please tell us how to help them.”



Chapter Nineteen

Bened made a helpless gesture with his hands. “You need my parents for this. I’m the lazy farmer who only grows medcorn and wastes his time on flowers.”

“You must know what to do, Bened,” I said fiercely. “You’ve lived on Miranda since the second year of Colony Ten. You were here when people first discovered the effect apples had on moon monkeys. Given the passionate way your father talks about the Mirandan native species, you must know a huge amount about them.”

“I did once,” said Bened. “It’s been a long time. I lost interest after …”

“You have to remember or they’re all going to die.” I waved at the other moon monkeys. Almost half of them were lying on the ground now.

Bened knelt down and gently touched the baby moon monkey with his forefinger. “It was Year Five. We’d worked out the clay thing by then. Apparently, some Earth species of monkeys and birds used clay to soothe their stomachs after eating poisonous fruit and leaves.”

I wanted to tell him to hurry up and get to the point, but he was obviously talking to himself to try to retrieve half-forgotten memories.

“For the moon monkeys, the clay worked best combined with cabbage leaves,” he said, “but there was an incident. We didn’t find the moon monkeys until they were unconscious and …”

He broke off and almost shouted a single word. “Soup!”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“It was Father’s idea. Equal parts of Mirandan cabbage soup and wet clay. We scooped it up in cups and poured it down their throats.”

“The carts of extra Mirandan cabbage have arrived,” said Guiren. “I’ll start making soup using the fast method. That doesn’t taste as good, but it should still work for this.”

He ran off towards the bar, shouting at people to come and chop cabbage for him. I stood watching Bened stroke the baby moon monkey’s head, and was surprised when the bar runners, Delun and Jonas, appeared only a couple of minutes later. Delun was carrying a huge china jug, and Jonas had a tray of empty tankards.

“Guiren says this is some soup left from yesterday,” said Delun. “He’ll have fresh soup soon.”

Delun handed the jug to Bened, Jonas put his tray of tankards on the ground, then they both hurried back to the bar. I watched Bened pour the cabbage soup into a bucket and mix it with clay and water. He dipped a tankard into the mixture, then lifted the mother moon monkey’s head and coaxed her mouth open.

“Don’t pour it in their mouths too fast or they’ll choke,” he said. “Just a little, wait for them to swallow, then give them a little more. Half a tankard each should be enough to start with.”

I watched him slowly feed the greenish brown glop to the moon monkey, nodded, picked up a tankard myself, and scooped up some of the mixture. There were plenty of moon monkeys lying nearby, so I picked another female with a baby because that meant there were two lives to save rather than one. Giving her the mixture was oddly like feeding my baby brother.

The vet and Lomas started feeding the clay and soup to monkeys as well. By the time I was working on my third moon monkey, more jugs of soup were arriving. Bened was mixing them with clay and water, and the vet and Teacher Lomas were giving lessons to the bar customers and the evening class on how to feed medicine to moon monkeys. If things hadn’t been so serious, I’d have laughed at the sight of Hammer cradling an elderly male moon monkey on his lap.

“Look,” said the Mayor, “that one’s getting up.”

I turned to see where she was pointing. The first moon monkey we’d treated was back on her feet, staggering because she was unsteady rather than drunk, and drinking more medicine from a bucket herself.

“It’s working!” I said.

“There must be more monkeys who didn’t make it here,” said the Mayor. “I’ll contact all the farms, and tell them to send out search parties looking for fallen moon monkeys.”

An hour later, we had a system in place. All the original moon monkeys had had half a tankard of medicine. That was enough to get the adults on their feet and helping themselves to cabbage leaves and wet clay. The juveniles usually needed an extra dose of medicine. The totally limp moon monkeys being brought in by search parties needed two or three doses of medicine each, and a few still didn’t make it.

I was helping Bened prise a baby moon monkey loose from its dead mother, carefully freeing one tiny finger at a time, when I heard shouting from the direction of the portal. Palmer Nott had just arrived. He was holding an unconscious juvenile female moon monkey in his arms, and facing a group of a dozen angry boys from the evening class.

“How dare you come here, Palmer Nott?” yelled one of them. “Your father did this!”

“I hate this too.” Palmer Nott held out the moon monkey. “You can hit me all you want, but for chaos sake someone help this poor little thing.”

I stood up and shouted across to him. “Palmer, bring the moon monkey to me!”

Palmer stumbled across to me, with the other boys following him. Once he’d handed me the moon monkey, Palmer turned to face the mob. I could see this wasn’t going to be a fight, but a massacre.

“Nobody hits Palmer,” I said. “What happened was his father’s fault, not his.”

“It was my fault too.” Palmer seemed to be deep in a potentially suicidal fit of remorse. “I told him we should take down that tree, but he ignored me the way he always does. I should have made him listen, or cut it down myself.”

The other boys advanced a pace on their prey, but Teacher Lomas appeared and stepped in front of them. “If anyone is going to hit Palmer, it’s me. The rest of you get back to work.”

They reluctantly moved away. Lomas took the moon monkey from me, and started showing Palmer Nott how to feed it medicine. I went back to helping Bened with the baby moon monkey.

By sunset, a horde of filthy, clay covered humans were outside the bar, sitting on upturned buckets, and watching a field full of moon monkeys. Some of the monkeys were still nibbling cabbage leaves and wet clay, but they were mostly just sitting down and resting.

The Mayor got up with a moan of pain. “After all that crawling round helping moon monkeys, I could use an extra rejuvenation treatment.”

“Think how I feel,” said Guiren. “The Medical Subcommittee has announced that people over 60 will move to a full rejuvenation schedule next year. If that doesn’t happen as promised, I’m going back to Gamma sector.”

“Earlier this evening, you told me that you faced five years in prison if you went back to Gamma sector,” said Lisbet.

“Prison would be better than having my bones ache like this until I reach my hundredth and die,” said Guiren.

“I’m sure you’ll get your rejuvenation treatments as promised,” said the Mayor. “There are only a tiny number of people that old on Miranda anyway.”

“Now I feel really ancient,” said Guiren.

I had the cynical thought that Guiren would definitely get his rejuvenation treatments, because Kellan and Inessa Jain had just passed the age of 60.

The Mayor turned to Teacher Lomas. “On your feet, Zachary. We have to start drafting a major ecological incident report. Worse than that, this will be the tenth major ecological incident report involving apples on Miranda, and you know what that means.”

“What does it mean?” I asked.

Lomas stood up. “Miranda will get a mandatory full ecological inspection by Colony Ten Command, and the inspectors will order us to stop growing apples. Chaos knows this was bound to happen one day. Colony Ten would never normally clear an Earth animal or plant for introduction to a world when it had such potential to harm the native species. Apples are one of the golden triad though. Every world of humanity has apples, potatoes, and chickens, so we were allowed to grow apples under strictly controlled conditions.”

He sighed. “Every school has been hammering home the importance of following the rules on apple growing, but we’ve still had ten major incidents and a host of minor ones. Now this apple harvest is going to be the last one on Miranda. Afterwards, the trees will be cut down and burnt, and apples will become an imported luxury food that most people can only afford for a special occasion.”

I frowned down at my grubby hands. I didn’t care about apples myself, but my parents would hate destroying their much loved apple trees.

“We wanted Miranda to be famous,” said the Mayor, in a grim voice, “but not for being the only world in humanity without apples.”

Koulsy was sitting a short distance from the rest of us. He hadn’t said a word in the last hour, so I was startled to hear his voice.

“Apple trees are a non migrant species.”

Everyone turned to stare at him. “What do you mean?” asked the Mayor.

“Global extermination of some dangerous migrant species may be unavoidable. Non migrant dangerous species should be limited to sufficiently distant land masses.” Koulsy repeated the same words he’d said earlier in the evening. “Any use of the other continents of Miranda would be both illegal and lethally dangerous, but if you have any neighbouring islands then they’re counted as part of this continent.”

The Mayor clapped her hands together. “You mean that we could use one of the islands off the Northern Reach coastline to grow apple trees. Captain Mobele, if I didn’t have two husbands already, I’d offer to marry you! Zachary, we have to draft both a major ecological incident report, and a proposal for moving young apple trees to a contained area on an offshore island.”

The Mayor and Teacher Lomas went to sit on a fallen tree trunk. Lomas started tapping away on his lookup, with the Mayor peering over his shoulder and offering what she probably felt were helpful suggestions. I wasn’t sure how Lomas would describe them.

I turned to Koulsy and smiled. “Thank you for suggesting that solution. It will make things a lot easier for people like my parents.”

Bened stood up. He had two baby moon monkeys clinging to him, one on each shoulder. I had one myself. It was hanging on to my hair, tugging it painfully hard, but I didn’t have the heart to make it let go. I’d already had to force the poor thing to let go of its dead mother.

“I think it’s time to find our orphans new mothers,” said Bened.

I stood up too. I’d been wondering how I’d cope with a baby moon monkey clinging to me day and night for months. “How do we find them new mothers?”

“On rare occasions a moon monkey has twin babies,” said Bened. “When that happens, the mother will only care for one baby, while one of the wise aunties in the troop takes on the other. One of the aunties would also adopt a baby if the mother is killed in an accident. Feeding the baby isn’t a problem. The wise aunties help feed the babies in a troop anyway.”

He walked slowly out into the field. “We need a wise aunty who looks as if she’s recovering, but is still too ill to run from us.”

He went down on his hands and knees, and crawled up to an older female. It was a struggle to prise one of the moon monkey babies loose from his shoulder, but then it happily grabbed hold of its new mother. She sniffed at it cautiously for a couple of minutes, then coaxed it into moving round on to her back.

Bened and I found new mothers for the other two orphan baby moon monkeys. As we moved back towards Mojay’s bar, there was a harsh, staccato yelp from somewhere in the field, quickly echoed by a second, and then a dozen more competing cries.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“The older males are trying to call their groups together.” Bened shouted across to Mojay. “Get your sign turned off. We don’t want those blazing lights distracting them now.”

A moment later, the bar sign went off. It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the dimmer light of the setting sun, but then I saw the older male moon monkeys were clustering into small groups. Females with babies were moving to join them. Older females were bounding round the fields, making chattering scolding noises at juveniles, and herding them back to join their groups.

After about twenty minutes, the moon monkeys had gathered into troops, and were busily grooming dried clay and oddments of leaves from their fur. A few confused juveniles were still scattered round the fields. One of them started making high-pitched wailing cries of distress, and within a few seconds the other lost juveniles had joined in. It was such a penetrating sound that I put my hands over my ears to block it.

The troops of moon monkeys seemed to find the noise annoying too. They broke off their grooming, and groups of wise aunties bounded over to chatter at the nearest distressed juveniles. I watched, fascinated, as juveniles cowered, were groomed ruthlessly hard by the wise aunties, and then herded into the troop for more grooming in what seemed to be an acceptance ritual.

“Juveniles often change troop,” said Bened, “though it usually happens later in the Mirandan year.”

Once the last of the lost juveniles had been adopted into a moon monkey troop, things went quiet again. One after another, the troops began heading for the conservation zones, until finally the fields were back to normal. The beleaguered horses moved out of their corner and began grazing again, and Mojay shouted at the top of his voice.

“Normal service is now resuming in the bar. If you want food, you’ve got a choice of Mirandan cabbage soup or omelette.”

“Omelette!” shouted Hammer. “I never want to smell cabbage soup ever again.”

“No one under the age of 16 is allowed in the bar!” yelled the Mayor.

I saw Mojay glare at her. I cringed, expecting an argument, but Lomas swiftly cut in, speaking in a voice of exaggerated innocence. “Does that include moon monkeys?”

There was laughter, and people started moving into the bar or heading for the portal. Koulsy came over to me. “I’ll be walking back to my camp site. Which track should I follow?”

I opened my mouth to say that I’d take him there, but saw the strain on his face. The man had been in a crowd of people for the last couple of hours, and needed to be alone now.

“You go along that track.” I pointed the way. “Follow the signs for Lone Tree.”

He nodded and walked off, leaving Bened and me alone outside the bar. I expected Bened would start insulting me again now, but I didn’t care. Whatever the man said to me in future, I’d still be grateful for the way he’d helped us save the moon monkeys.

“I owe you an apology, Amalie,” said Bened. “I knew Rodrish had carefully chosen you as a future wife to please Father and Mother. I’m afraid I assumed you’d been equally calculating in accepting his offer, and were more interested in Rodrish’s land and status than him as a person. I realized my mistake when he turned away from you after you fainted, and I saw the bereft look on your face. I’m really sorry.”

I was both startled and embarrassed. “There’s no need for you to apologize for Rodrish’s behaviour.”

“I’m apologizing for my behaviour, not his,” said Bened. “I wanted to anger my parents to breaking point, and being horrendously rude to you was a good way to do it, but I’d never have treated you that way if I’d known you genuinely cared for Rodrish.”

I shook my head in bewilderment. “Why would you want to make your parents angry?”

“Because I want to go home,” said Bened. “I was born on Percival in Year Three of its Colony Ten phase. It’s a very different world to this one, a place of glorious colourful flowers with a constant background hum of bees.”

He paused for a second. “I was almost 10 years old when my parents sent for me to come to Miranda. It’s pleasant enough here, but I could never forget that Percival was my true home world. When I was 18, Miranda came out of Colony Ten quarantine, and I told my parents I was going back to Percival. Mother was upset, and Father made impassioned speeches about how they’d taken Miranda through Colony Ten so their children could live here and be its future leaders.”

“So you agreed to stay?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Bened. “My parents were working on the plans for the Great House back then. They promised me that the house would be mine one day as a reward for staying on Miranda, and I was fool enough to accept the bargain. I married and had a couple of sons, but my marriage was never a happy one because I was so miserable here.”

He pulled a face. “I felt I had to stay on Miranda until my sons were 18. After what had happened to me, I wasn’t going to drag them away from their home world as well.”

Things suddenly made a lot more sense to me. “Your younger son is the same age as me, so he’ll turn 18 this Year Day. You’re planning to go back to Percival after that?”

“Exactly,” said Bened. “Everything started falling into place for me this year. My younger son wants to be a doctor, so he’ll be leaving next Year Day to study medicine in Gamma sector. My older son loves growing things, he’s already a much better farmer than I am, so he can take over my farm. My wife is willing to come with me to Percival in the hope that we can make a fresh start together.”

Bened shrugged. “The only remaining problem was that my parents still didn’t want me to leave. I knew Rodrish would love to own the Great House where he was born and grew up, while all I wanted was a flower farm on Percival. It seemed the best way to help both of us was to tease my baby brother, be rude to you, and make my parents so angry they’d be glad to see the back of me. You’ll be pleased to know my plan has worked beautifully.”

“It has?” I asked warily.

Bened nodded. “After taking you to see the specialist, my parents came home ecstatically happy that your headaches had turned out to be something trivial. Father was eulogizing about you and Rodrish, I picked a brilliant moment to say something unspeakably rude, and my parents finally despaired of me. They made the legal arrangements right away. I gave up all claim to the Great House in exchange for part of their land grants on Percival.”

He laughed and stood up. “So we all get our happy ending. My wife and I will go to Percival and grow flowers to supply the perfume industry. Caden and Patryk will get land and credits to set up their own estates on Miranda. You and Rodrish will have the Jain’s Ford Great House and its estate as a wedding present.”

Bened walked off to the portal, dialled it, and vanished. I sat down on an upturned bucket, and buried my face in my hands. Rodrish would be celebrating right now, thinking he would marry me and live in the Great House, but I was going to destroy his dreams.



Chapter Twenty

I stood at the edge of the silent crowd, facing the huge sheet of flexiplas covered in white paint that had been set up at the far end of the gathering field. One of the Mayor’s husbands was in charge of projecting the live coverage of the Founders Day ceremony onto the makeshift screen. The images from Epsilon Sector News were perfect, but it was a minute or two before he got the sound working properly. That didn’t matter. The first bit of the ceremony was the massed members of the Founding Families saying the words of the Colony Ten oath, which we all knew by heart anyway.

Everyone stood at attention while the giant screen figure of Kellan Jain recited the names of the twenty-three Military officers who died making this continent of Miranda safe for the first colonists. When the last name was reached, the screen image changed to show the flag of humanity. There was two minutes of silence, followed by the music of the hymn. When it got close to the final high note, everyone gave furtive glances sideways at where Koulsy was standing on the nearby hillside, so they could time their salute to match his.

Salute over, everyone relaxed, and the screen swapped to showing Kellan and Inessa Jain. Kellan Jain was holding the crystal globe of Miranda now, the original one that the Military had presented to them when Miranda opened for full colonization.

The image focused in on Inessa Jain as she repeated the words she’d said back then. “This world is called Miranda.”

The crowd responded with the ritual reply that had been said on every new colony world since the handover ceremony for Thetis was interrupted by torrential rain. “May the sun shine brightly on Miranda.”

I couldn’t stop myself giving a surreptitious glance at the sky. I didn’t think that rain at this particular moment would make the nightmare chimera appear from the shadows. I didn’t even believe the superstition about it meaning the next harvest would be a poor one. I was only looking upwards because rain would spoil the rest of the day’s celebrations.

The sky was still a reassuringly clear blue, the solemn ceremony was over, and the screen went blank as the children’s pageant started. Six fearsome green and black lizards appeared from where they’d been hiding behind the flexiplas screen. My brother, Henri, was inside the cloth costume of the leading one. He’d spent weeks practising how to use the wooden poles to snap its jaws together, and had added some red painted blood on the teeth as an extra gory touch.

The crowd booed the lizards, and the children came running forwards. In the front were a group of 12-year-olds, wearing a homemade approximation of Military uniforms and carrying bags of over-ripe fire plums. Behind them was a mob of younger children. Most were wearing the usual glowing moon monkey masks, black and white panda mouse masks, or silver flutterfly masks, but I spotted a couple of girls wearing pink and blue masks that I guessed were supposed to be hummingbirds.

The lizards made snarling noises and charged the children, but the Military stood their ground and fought them off with a hail of well-aimed fire plums. The lizards retreated, rallied, charged again several times, and finally dropped dramatically to the ground and lay still. The mob of Mirandan animals cheered, and danced round the fallen lizards in a victorious circle. I glanced across at Koulsy, wondering what he’d think of this. It was hard to be sure when he was so far away, but I thought he was smiling.

Battle won, the children streamed across to the food tables to get their reward of lurid green cakes decorated with lizard shaped icing, and the rest of the crowd broke up into chattering groups. The flexiplas screen started showing the scene at Memorial again, vision only this time.

I caught sight of Rodrish standing next to his mother. He was looking happy right now, but tomorrow he’d be furious with me. Everyone else was going to be furious with me too. Even my own family would be shocked and horrified at my behaviour, while Shelby Summerhaze was going to be gloriously triumphant, telling everyone how she’d been right about me all along. It was strange to think that Rodrish’s brother Bened was probably one of the few people who’d understand why I was breaking my betrothal and sympathize with me.

I remembered how Koulsy had been alone in the storm, standing among the rain, the gale, and the lightning that night, while the trees tumbled around him. Tomorrow, I’d be facing a different sort of storm. The next few months were going to be ugly, but last night I’d studied the information that Teacher Lomas had sent me, and discovered there was a light in the darkness that was even brighter than the sign over Mojay’s General Store.

I was going to apply to study history at University Asgard, but I wouldn’t be going to Gamma sector at Year End. I needed to complete the Pre-history Foundation course before moving on to do my full degree, and that course wouldn’t be held on Asgard but on Earth itself!

I’d been born on a frontier colony world, only a few years after it opened for full colonization. I loved the fact we were building the future here, but I also loved learning about the past, and I was going to spend next year on the oldest of humanity’s worlds.

Next year I’d be studying history on the world where Sean Donnelly sang his songs, Carla Maria Ortiz founded rejuvenation medicine, Thaddeus Wallam-Crane invented the portal, Amita Patel built her staggering triumphs of engineering, Shakespeare wrote his plays, and Leonardo da Vinci mastered science and art.

Rodrish would hate me for breaking my betrothal and costing him his dream of owning the Great House. I was sorry about that. Breaking my betrothal would hurt me too, because I’d cared about Rodrish far more than he cared about me, but Koulsy was right. People showed their true characters in a crisis. Now I’d seen what Rodrish was truly like, I couldn’t marry him. Bened had wasted decades of his life, living a life he didn’t want for the sake of houses and land. I wasn’t making the same mistake.

I was going to study history on the world where history began, and come back to Miranda to teach others about how the lessons of the past could guide our decisions for the future.



Message from Janet Edwards

Thank you for reading Frontier. Amalie is one of the characters in Earth Girl, Earth Star and Earth Flight, and I have plans for further stories featuring her. You can make sure you don’t miss future books by signing up to get new release updates.


Best wishes from Janet Edwards



Books by Janet Edwards

The prequel novellas:-

EARTH AND FIRE: An Earth Girl Novella

FRONTIER: An Epsilon Sector Novella

The Earth Girl trilogy:-

EARTH GIRL

EARTH STAR

EARTH FLIGHT

The Earth Girl prequel short story collection:-

EARTH 2788: The Earth Girl Short Stories

Other short stories:-

HERA 2781: A Military Short Story

Make sure you don’t miss the next book by signing up to get new release updates

More information at: www.janetedwards.com



About the Author

Janet Edwards lives in England. As a child, she read everything she could get her hands on, including a huge amount of science fiction and fantasy. She studied Maths at Oxford, and went on to suffer years of writing unbearably complicated technical documents before deciding to write something that was fun for a change. She has a husband, a son, a lot of books, and an aversion to housework.

Visit Janet at her website: www.janetedwards.com

Follow Janet on Facebook: www.facebook.com/JanetEdwardsSF

Follow Janet on Twitter: https://twitter.com/JanetEdwardsSF

Sign up for new release updates: www.janetedwards.com/newsletter


cover.jpeg
i

\JﬂA

. JANET EDV

FRONTI

An Epsilon Sector Novella






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




