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I’d try to hold on to my stass dreams as long as I could. It’s a game I would play, struggling to keep track of those misty images that were always so easily lost. I’d try to keep myself in stasis, keep my heart beating too slow to feel, refuse to wake up my lungs. Once or twice I managed to hold on so long that Mom panicked and turned on the resuscitator.

So when the electric-blue seascape I was trying to hold on to was interrupted, not by a hand but by the feeling of lips on mine, I was startled. I sucked in a breath through my nose and sat bolt upright, knocking my head against my would-be rescuer.

I couldn’t see. Everything was dim and painful, as if I had just opened my eyes into a bright light after days in the dark. An unfamiliar voice shouted unfamiliar words: “Holy coit, you are alive!”

I felt utterly lost. All I could do was grope for what I knew. “Where’s Mom?” My voice wasn’t mine; it sounded like a croak. I tried to take stock of my condition. My muscles ached, and my lungs seemed ﬁlled with ﬂuid. I coughed, trying to force air into the dormant passages. I tried to get to my feet. Piercing pains like knives shot through my legs and arms where I tried to lift myself. My very bones ached. I slid back down into the smooth, soft cushion of the stass tube.

“Whoa!”

My rescuer leaped toward me as I fell. Warm hands grabbed at me, and my muscles screamed with stiffness. “Don’t touch me!” I gasped. I didn’t understand why I was in such pain.

He let me go, but the pain didn’t diminish. “Coit, you scared me.” The voice sounded overly excited. “You weren’t breathing there — I was afraid I’d botched the system and exed you.”

I barely understood half of what he was saying. “How long?” I whispered.

“You only seemed dead for a minute,” he said as if to reassure me.

I’d meant how long had I been in stasis, but I abandoned that line of thought. It didn’t matter. I told myself that every time I woke up. It didn’t matter. “Who are you?” I asked instead.

“My name’s Brendan. I live in suite five. Do you know where you are?”

I frowned, or would have had my head not begun to ache. Suite five housed an elderly couple and their collection of tropical fish. At least that’s who had lived there the last time I’d been awake, but I had no idea how long I’d been stassed. “Unicorn Estates, of course. What are you doing here? Did you just move here?”

There was a long silence. “No, we’ve lived here all my life.” He sounded frightened now.

I blinked and directed my bleary eyes toward where I was sure he was. Brendan was a dark shadow, a blurry silhouette of a man. A young man, from his voice. I was confused. “Why did you wake me up?”

He started, as if surprised. “You wanted to stay in stasis?”

“No, I mean, why did you wake me up? Where’s Mom?”

There was a long silence. “Um . . .” He took a deep breath. “I don’t know where your mom is. Do . . . do you know who you are?”

“Of course I do!” I said, but my voice was still shaky and hoarse. I coughed again, fighting the stass fatigue.

“Well, I don’t. I’m Brendan, and you are?”

“Rosalinda Samantha Fitzroy,” I said precisely. I was annoyed. Who was this boy? I’d never had to tell anyone who I was before.

He took a step backward and then vanished out of sight. Alarmed, I tried to force myself back into a sitting position. My arms screamed, and my back seemed almost too weak to hold me up. Whatever strength my initial surprise had lent me, it was gone now. I pulled myself upright on the edges of the stass tube and tried to find my shadow man.

He was on the floor, less of a shadow now that I was sitting upright. He’d stumbled. His eyes were two white smudges in a dark circle of a head, opened wide to stare at me.

“What?” I croaked.

He scrambled backward, crablike, until he found purchase on a box and hauled himself back to his feet. A box? Where the hell was I? This was definitely not my own comfortable closet, carpeted in rose pink, with all the latest fashions neatly on their hangers. This was vast, echoing and cluttered at once, like a storehouse. Tall shelves full of dark shapes towered over our heads. “Did you say Fitzroy?” Brendan asked. “Rosalinda Fitzroy?”

“Yes,” I said. “What of it?”

“I need to go get some help.” He turned his back to go.

“No!” I yelled, or as close to a yell as my stagnant lungs and my parched throat could. I didn’t know why I’d cried out at first. Stass chemicals did a number on your emotional state, so sometimes it was hard to put a finger on how you were feeling. After a moment I realized I was terrified. Everything was wrong, nothing was what I expected, and I had a feeling that something truly terrible had happened.

He turned back to me. “I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t!” I breathed. “Don’t leave me alone here! I want my mom! What’s going on? Where’s Xavier?”

There was a moment of hesitant confusion, and then I felt his hand on my shoulder. This time it was gentle, and my muscles didn’t scream so loudly. “It’s okay. Really. Just . . . I can’t do this alone.”

“Do what alone? Tell me what’s going on! Where’s my mom?”

“Miss . . . ah . . . Fitzroy . . .”

“Rose,” I said automatically.

“Rose,” he repeated. “I came down here just . . . exploring. I didn’t know this place existed. I stumbled on your stass tube and accidentally started the revive sequence. No one has been in this corner of the subbasement since the Dark Times.”

“Dark times?” I asked.

“The Dark Times?” he said as if it should be obvious. “When the . . . Oh, God.” His voice fell to a horrified whisper. “That was sixty-some years ago.”

“I’m sorry . . .” I whispered, unable to grasp what he was saying. “Sixty . . . y-years?”

“Yeah,” Brendan said quietly. “And . . . if you’re really Rosalinda Fitzroy . . .” Whatever more he had to say would have to wait. The ocean from my dream returned in the form of a roaring surf, which blocked all sound and stopped my breath. Sixty years. Mom and Daddy, dead. Åsa, dead. Xavier . . . my Xavier . . .

I think I screamed. The last thing I felt as the shadows overcame my vision completely was Brendan’s strong arms catching me as I fell.
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I woke in strange surroundings with strange voices at my feet. I lay on my back, reclined rather than flat. Cool fabric under my fingers. A familiar smell — antiseptic and illness. Hospitals always smelled the same. Used to holding on to my stass dreams, I kept my eyes closed and my breathing even.

“What does the doctor say?” The voice was male, wavery with age. He sounded concerned.

“They’re having trouble figuring out who to give that information to.” That was a woman, brusque and kind, a voice I immediately liked.

Another voice cut her off. “Me, of course.” This one was strong and imperious, used to being obeyed. “Who else?”

“She has no family.” That was the older male.

“She has UniCorp, and that means me,” said the younger one. “Imagine waking up to discover she’s the sole surviving heiress to an interplanetary empire!”

“We aren’t an empire” was the older man’s gruff reply. “Honestly, Reggie, I think you have delusions of grandeur.”

“Well, who do you think should be responsible, then? You?” There was no response, so the younger man continued. “This is mostly your fault, anyway. This would be so much easier if you’d left well enough alone. If you’d let me sign her over to the social services anonymously, it wouldn’t even be in question. It’s not as if anyone would believe her story.” He sighed. “I don’t know why we even had to tell the board, or the state. We could have given her a new identity. I doubt her memory’s very strong.”

“Because that wouldn’t be right,” said the older man, with a bite to his words that kept even the imperious one from arguing.

“All of this is moot,” said the woman. “Dad, Reggie, calm down, both of you. The judge will be here in a moment. I think your proposal will be accepted, Reggie. No one disputes that you’re the president of UniCorp.”

I opened my eyes at that. “Daddy’s president of UniCorp,” I croaked.

The three people at the foot of my hospital bed jumped. The woman came toward me. She was Eurasian, slender, and well groomed, though her clothes seemed casual. The two men wore business suits, but the cut had changed from what I was used to. I couldn’t make out their features, as my eyesight was still blurry. The younger man looked like a blur of gold, while the older one no more than a blur of white, with a dark suit beneath it.

A finger tapped on the glass wall of my hospital room. A blurred figure fidgeted in the hallway. “The judge is here,” said the younger of the two men. “I’m on it. Ronny, Annie, I’ll leave this to you.” He gestured at me as he left. Apparently the judge was the important one, and I was nothing more than a “this.”

“Who are you?” I asked the two who were left.

“We work for UniCorp, dear,” said the woman, while the man turned away from me. “My name is Roseanna Sabah, but you can call me Annie. This is my father, Ron. I’m Brendan’s mother. You remember Brendan?”

Brendan. My shadow man. “The one who woke me up?”

“Yes.” Mrs. Sabah smiled. “He found you yesterday. You’ve been in stasis for so long, we had to bring you to the hospital.”

Something clutched at the back of my throat, something dark and terrified. “So it’s true, what he said?” I croaked. “Sixty years?”

“Sixty-two,” said the old man from the back of the room. His words fell like lead weights.

“And my mother and my father . . . and everyone I knew . . .” My vision disappeared completely as I started to cry. I tried to force the tears back, as Mom had taught me, but I couldn’t. The tears ran down into my mouth. They tasted strange, oversalinated and thick.

“I’m afraid so, dear,” said the woman. “Mark and Jacqueline Fitzroy died in a helicopter crash while you were still in stasis. But you are alive, and we’re all going to see that you’re well taken care of.”

“How?” I managed to whisper.

“I’m afraid your parents died without making a will,” said the woman. “By default, their company went to their shareholders and the board of directors. However, now that you’re back with us, all their assets revert to you.”

“Are you telling me . . . I own UniCorp now?”

“No,” the old man snapped brusquely. For some reason, his voice frightened me. “Unfortunately, UniCorp owns you. At least until you come of age.”

“Dad, don’t frighten the girl.”

“She should know where she stands!” He was almost yelling now.

The woman pulled away from my bedside. “Until you can control yourself, Dad, you should stand outside!” she hissed. “I’m sorry your company is in shambles, but that’s no call —”

“It was never my company,” growled the old man. “It was Fitzroy’s. And now it’s Guillory’s. Give this speech to him!” He took a deep breath and turned away. “But you’re right. You should be the one to talk to her. I have some things to take care of.”

He strode out the door. Mrs. Sabah came back to my bedside. “Sorry about that,” she said.

“It’s all right,” I lied. Now that the stass chemicals had faded further, my fear bubbled beneath my voice.

“I should let you sleep,” Mrs. Sabah said, touching my hand gently. “Don’t worry about anything. Right now all you should think about is getting better. We can deal with everything else when you’re stronger. I’ll be back in the morning. Bren would like to see you’re okay, too, if that’s all right.”

I nodded for her, even though it hurt my neck.

“Get some rest, dear. Don’t worry. We’ll sort everything out.”

Six days later, I was perched before the backdrop of Unicorn Estates while at least a hundred reporters snapped pictures of the miraculous Sleeping Beauty. Or so they called me. I didn’t feel very beautiful.

Despite six days in the hospital, plus twenty-four hours of primping and preening, health monitors, vitality injections, and a thousand other ministrations to which I had been subjected, my hair was still lank and brittle, my skin sallow and sensitive, and my bones protruded so much I looked like a skeleton in a bag. My eyes were weak, my breath was shallow, and I felt ill when I tried to eat. I felt like an old woman. Technically, I was one.

More than eighty years old at the age of sixteen. I’d never spent so long in stasis. No one ever had. Even the astronauts and colonists on their way to the outer planets were revived every month, to prevent stass fatigue.

Mr. Guillory spoke now at the podium, back straight, goldtinted hair immaculate. Mr. Guillory —“Call me Reggie!”— was apparently my designated executor. Since I had no living relatives, he was the one responsible for finding me a guardian and a home. He was in his late fifties, and though I knew he deserved my respect, I was hard-pressed to like him. His light-brown eyes didn’t seem to look directly at me when he spoke to me, and he seemed to me like an expensive golden statue. Something about him frightened me, but he also reminded me of Daddy, so I was very polite to him.

“UniCorp is thrilled to have discovered young Rosalinda,” Guillory said. “When Mark and Jacqueline Fitzroy died without an heir, it was a great tragedy. To have their issue returned to us is a joy beyond imagining.”

One of the reporters shouted out a question. “What about the rumor that you tried to have knowledge of her discovery suppressed?”

Guillory didn’t even flinch. “Six days ago, Rosalinda was suffering extreme stass fatigue and was subjected to a severe shock. We thought it would be best for her to spend a few days acclimating to her situation before the press descended and scrutinized her every move. We never intended to suppress the truth beyond what we thought was best for Rosalinda’s mental and physical health.”

“So what is the state of the UniCorp organization, and what will be the future of the corporation’s assets?”

“Rosalinda is, of course, the sole heir to the finances of her parents’ immediate holdings. However, until she reaches the age of ascension, her finances are to be held in trust by our company. A lawyer has been appointed to her through UniCorp, and she will be taken care of to the best of everyone’s ability.”

The reporter’s face was deeply skeptical. She tried to follow up. “But what about ownership of the company itself?”

Actually, even I didn’t know the answer to this question, and I watched the back of Guillory’s head with interest. But the reporter was ignored as Guillory pointed to someone else.

“How is it that Rosalinda was left in stasis in the first place?”

Guillory sidestepped. “As you know, the Fitzroys were financial giants of their time. With their considerable assets, the Fitzroys purchased the stass tube for their family’s personal use long before the Dark Times. It is presumed that it was lost during the unrest that followed. Next?”

“Rosalinda is underage,” someone called out. “Who is going to care for her?”

“Rosalinda’s lawyers have already found a suitable foster family. The family that resided in her old apartment has generously agreed to move to a comparable apartment nearby, so Rosalinda will be able to return to the home she knew before. The foster family has been thoroughly vetted and is beyond all reproach. Next?”

“How was she discovered? The rumors are garbled.”

Guillory smiled. “For that I’ll turn you over to my young friend Brendan Sabah, who made the startling discovery. He is the son of one of our most prominent executives, and a remarkable young man. Bren, if you would step up to the microphone?”

I studied Bren as he approached the podium. He exuded confidence, not a tremor of stage fright. Little, it seemed, ever fazed Bren. I’d learned a bit more about him during my week in the hospital. He was my age, athletic in a streamlined way, and he moved like a panther. Mrs. Sabah told me he played competitive tennis. His dark skin came from his father, who had emigrated up to ComUnity from off the Ivory Coast. He looked more like a holostar or a fairy-tale prince than a high-school student.

“My parents bought Unicorn Estates six months ago, when it came up for sale, and I started poking around to help,” Bren told them. “It turns out there were a lot of rooms and storage facilities that no one knew about. A set of biometric cards was handed over with the deed. Some of those old cards opened the storage rooms in the subbasement, and it was in one of those rooms that I found Rose’s stass tube.”

“What did you do when you first realized there was a girl inside?”

“I didn’t know it was a stass tube right away,” Bren said. His eyes glinted in the light of the flashbulbs. He’d picked up his mother’s stunning eyes, which shone hazel-green in his dark face. “It was covered in dust, but a light was still flashing on it. I tried to wipe off the light to see what it was, but it turned out the light was a button, and when I pressed it, I had started the revive sequence.”

“So the tube opened, and you found Rosalinda?”

Bren shrugged. He seemed a little uncomfortable. “Yeah.”

I knew why he seemed uncomfortable. When he’d seen that I wasn’t waking up, he’d been afraid he’d botched the revive sequence, which was why he’d started rescue breaths, and I think he was a little embarrassed to discover they weren’t necessary.

“When did you first realize who Rosalinda was?”

“She told me,” Bren said. “My granddad had the hospital confirm it.”

At this point, Guillory stepped forward and nudged Bren out of the way. “Bren contacted his grandfather, one of our top CEOs, and he brought the matter to my attention. Are there any more questions?”

A reporter’s hand shot up. “I have a question for Rosalinda!”

Guillory turned to me and gestured for me to stand up. I flung Bren a panicked look. His face softened sympathetically. “Go on,” he mouthed.

I took a deep breath. I wasn’t one for cameras. Even the idea that they had been recording me sitting behind Guillory had frightened me. I didn’t want to go up there, but everyone expected it of me. . . . My mother’s voice echoed in my memory. It doesn’t always matter what you want, dear. Sometimes you have to do what others expect of you. I didn’t have to like it. I just had to do it. I made myself rise from my chair.

More cameras flashed as I stood. I swallowed. One step. Two steps. Three. And then I was at the podium, and Guillory’s firm hand kept me from backing away.

“Miss Fitzroy, how does it feel to wake up in a new century?”

I swallowed again. I was in constant pain, weak as a kitten, and perpetually exhausted, but I didn’t think that was what she meant. In truth, I didn’t know how I felt. And I didn’t want to know. Between the shock and the pain and the stass chemicals, my emotions seemed distant, like they didn’t belong to me. “It’s good to be back,” I said, handing them their sound bite. Cameras flashed. It was a lie, but that didn’t matter. That was all they wanted to hear.

He was covered in dust, but that didn’t affect him. He was past noticing such things. Then the name passed through the net and tickled his programming. “Rosalinda Fitzroy.”

Electrodes fired that had long been dormant. Systems slipped into active mode. He accessed the file that had triggered the response program.

This world was shocked last week at the discovery of the daughter of Mark and Jacqueline Fitzroy, the founders of the interplanetary corporation UniCorp. Apparently kept in stasis for more than sixty years, Rosalinda Fitzroy was found beneath Unicorn Estates. Today we see Rosalinda for the first time as UniCorp . . .

His programming scanned the file. If it had only been the name, he would have let himself go dormant again. But then the voiceprint confirmed a match.

“It’s good to be back.”

TARGET IDENTIFIED: ROSALINDA SAMANTHA FITZROY.

Once, his response would have been instant. Now his processors were wearing down. Slowly, after an eternity of seconds, his primary directive flickered into awareness.

DIRECTIVE: RETURN TARGET TO PRINCIPAL.

His directive active, he implemented a net search for the principal.

SCANNING . . . SCANNING . . . SCANNING . . . SCANNING . . .

It took a good twenty-four hours before his programming came up with the result.

PRINCIPAL UNAVAILABLE.

His programming wandered around for another eternity, and it was some minutes before it finally found its secondary directive.

SECONDARY DIRECTIVE: TERMINATE TARGET.

That was a difficult one. Pathways that had never before been implemented were suddenly called into action. The recovery pathways of his primary directive were always on the alert, but this secondary directive had never been necessary before. He put the secondary directive on standby, awaiting a second scan. The principal might become available by the time the target was acquired.

Only then did his system begin the required status check.

STATUS REPORT: .03 PERCENT EFFICIENCY, LOW POWER, STANDBY MODE.

The report recommended a refit, and after some painful moments of wandering, his central information processor agreed. The recharge cable was already connected to his heart, but it took him more than five hours to turn it on.

RECHARGING. 100 PERCENT EFFICIENCY PREDICTED IN 687.4 HOURS.

The fact that it would take him nearly a month to achieve a reliable efficiency rating did not bother him in the least. Time meant nothing to him.

Systems whirred. Nanobots powered up one by one and scurried around his systems, cleaning his veins of detritus, lubricating his joints. His vision cleared as the nanos swarmed over his eyeballs, removing a heavy layer of dust.

As he awaited the completion of his recharge, he performed another scan for the principal, a scan he would perform again and again before his directive was carried out. The secondary directive was not his main program. If he had had feelings, he would have said that termination made him uncomfortable.

But he had no feelings. All he had were updates.

STANDBY RECHARGE.

STANDBY . . .

STANDBY . . .

STANDBY . . .
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The next month was a bit of a blur. It was all too big, too dark, too terrible. I’d been ripped from my own time, and my world had died around me. Nothing belonged to me. Not the world, not my life, not even my own feelings.

My new parents were not really mine. Barry and Patty Pipher, a pair of accountants from Uni Florida, had been called in by Guillory. Their work had been reassigned to ComUnity, and I was a replacement for their two children, who were, apparently, off at college now. Not that I ever met them. The Piphers didn’t even put up photos of them. For all that the Piphers were my new parents, children didn’t seem to be a top priority for them. Barry was friendly but distracted, seemingly unwilling to think about anything but work. He smiled easily, at everything, but it always seemed like habit more than actual pleasure. Patty was frighteningly prim, even more straitlaced than my mother had been, with skin that looked like it had been airbrushed and hair that seemed molded out of plastic. She made me feel about twelve.

My home was not my home. Unicorn Estates hadn’t changed much, of course. Some things keep plodding along in their prescribed patterns for decades, and Unicorn Estates was like that. But Unicorn had never felt like it belonged to me. It wasn’t the kind of place that “belonged” to anyone.

By definition, Unicorn Estates was a condominium building, but such a one that would make regular condos weep. My parents had it built when I was seven, just after the UniCorp Building had been established and the town of ComUnity was beginning to spring up around it. In truth it was less of a condo complex than a vast mansion that housed many large and spacious apartments.

The population boom in my childhood had made owning one’s own mansion prohibitive. Space was guarded zealously by the governments. But the wealthy still wanted their mansions, so while each apartment was self-contained, every amenity — fine chefs, indoor and outdoor swimming pools, hot tubs, saunas, billiards, ballrooms, stables and tennis courts, a gymnasium, private theaters, everything — could be had at Unicorn, without the bother of having to maintain it. Bren’s parents ran it now. Before I was stassed, my mother had managed it, while Daddy spent his time with UniCorp. It was all very familiar to me.

Even though I was in my old apartment, it didn’t feel the same. Barry and Patty hadn’t seen any reason to redecorate, but the apartment had changed owners many times since my mother’s hand had arranged the furnishings. Mom had favored pastels and off-whites, leaving my home something of a blank canvas on which I could paint whatever I wanted to see. Now most of the apartment had been washed with earth tones, the formal crisp edges rounded into something quieter, homier. I did like the previous occupants’ taste in artwork. Whoever they were, their taste favored large surrealistic Dalí-style landscapes and small striking portraits of historical figures, like Nehru and van Gogh. It reminded me of some of my own work. I liked it, but it didn’t feel like the same place I had lived with my mother and father.

The first time I walked into my room, though, I nearly burst into tears. If my life was going to be different, if my world was going to be dead, I wanted everything to have changed. Maybe I could slough off whatever or whoever I had been before and become someone completely new. Or that’s what I’d been telling myself.

But when Barry and Patty had opened the door to what had once been my room, I was shocked into a life I’d been carefully shutting out. Suddenly I was forced to remember who I was. And it hurt.

My room was the same. Almost exactly. I wondered if they’d found a photo of it in some computer archive, because it was nearly identical to what it had been sixty years ago. There were subtle differences — the patterns on the rug had changed, the furniture was a slightly different shape — but the bed in the corner had a rosebud coverlet, just as mine had had. There was even a print from Monet’s water lilies sequence, though it was different from the one I’d had before.

It actually hurt to see it, to stand on my rose-pink carpeting, looking up at Monet’s lilies, and know that when I turned around, it wouldn’t be Mom or Daddy or Xavier standing behind me, but Patty and Barry and Guillory, all watching me like I was some nature program.

Then the sun slid through the clouds, and my eyes caught on one subtle but fabulous difference, something that had not been in my room before. In the window hung a tear-shaped prism. It caught the late-afternoon light and shattered it across the room into a thousand tiny rainbows. My tears died before they were born. I went to the prism and touched it, letting the rainbows dance around me.

The pain faded a bit. Someone had hung this for me, only for me. I suspected Mrs. Sabah. It seemed as real as a kiss. This room wasn’t just some exhumed corpse of my old life. It was a gift. From Guillory or Mrs. Sabah or even the decorators, I didn’t care. It was kindly meant. Which meant . . . what? That I wasn’t alone?

There was another gift across the hall, something I had never expected. A dream of another life come true in this one.

It was a studio.

Not just any studio. A full, complete artist’s studio, with an art sink and cups full of paintbrushes. A bookshelf stood at the ready, packed floor to ceiling with art books. Books on technique, on style, on history, from ancient Egyptian sculpture to Neo-Dadaism. A drying rack for paintings, followed by the strict geometric lines of a cutting shelf, for matting or collage, and tools for stretching my own canvases. The drawers beneath the windows held multicolored chalks, charcoal and blending tools, a vast array of untouched colored pencils, and ream upon ream of paper, from blacks for my chalks to rough watercolor blocks. An entire spectrum of tubes of watercolors. A smattering of little pots of acrylic. Best of all, a whole big drawer of oil paints, bright and new and untouched, just waiting for my hands. Another drawer held more brushes and paint knives and palettes and everything I could possibly have desired.

I could make masterpieces in this room. There were two easels and a drafting table, with a light fixture for night work. Behind them, against the wall, a vast tank of tropical fish brought the colors of the paints to vivid life. It was a dream. A vision. The heart of every secret wish, the one thing I’d known I could never have. Even looking at it, my whole dark, fathomless future seemed a little brighter.

Things were hardest when I thought about my old life. How Mom used to take me to lunch, how Daddy would tousle my hair as he passed me on the way to his study — the same room that now held my studio. I missed Åsa, who would make me Earl Grey tea and drop terse one-word compliments in her smooth Swedish accent on my latest paintings or my most recent test scores.

And I missed Xavier with a constant drone of pain, like the sound of the ocean, occasionally washing over me to leave me drowning. I didn’t know how I was supposed to get through without him. Deep down, I knew I could have endured losing Mom and Daddy and the world I was born into if I could just have Xavier back, the way he always had been.

I’d tried typing his name into the net while I was still in the hospital, just to see if by some miracle he could still be alive. Not that I knew what I’d do if he was. But I wasn’t surprised when the name didn’t come back in the current population files. After all, if Xavier had still been alive, he’d have taken me out of stasis decades ago. I didn’t dig any further back; I didn’t want to know how he’d died. I didn’t want to know any more details about how Mom and Daddy died, either. They’d probably all died during those Dark Times that I still hadn’t caught up on. If I didn’t know how it happened, it was like they were still alive, if only in my head.

Losing all of them hurt, but my love for Xavier was still as sharp and agonizing as a blade, and I was sliced on it. Of course, my friendship with Xavier had always been a problem sharp enough to wound. Even when he was a child, he could tear at my heart.

There was one time back when he was five and I’d just come out of a stint of a few months. I couldn’t have been much more than ten. I came out to the gardens. Xavier and his mom were outside — his mother working on some project, him playing with a pile of sticks. It was awfully bright outside, and I’d only just gotten out of my stass tube. My eyes weren’t quite up to it. I was considering going back inside when I was bowled over by two-and-a-half feet of irrepressible energy.

“Rose!”

I blinked at the tornado of blond hair and freckles that had been the toddler I’d been playing with before I went into stasis. “Xavy?”

“Rose, Rose, Rose, Rose, Rose!” Xavier began dancing around me, singing my name over and over. “Rose, Rose, Rose!”

Mrs. Zellwegger looked up from the picnic table, where she was working on a portable screen. “Looks like you have a fan,” she said absently, before she turned back to her work.

Xavier was so big I was surprised he even remembered me. “Look at you,” I said down to the little boy. “You’ve grown so tall.”

“I’m five years old now,” he said proudly.

“Really?” I had no idea how long I’d been in stasis this time, but I knew Xavier had been four the last time I played with him. He’d been only half-articulate before, his conversation difficult to understand and wandering off on tangents that I couldn’t follow. I’d played with him much the same way as I would have a dog, hiding behind trees and romping on the grass.

“I had a birthday in June, and now I’m five years old, and I’m going to school in the September!”

“Are you?” I asked.

“Look what I got! Look what I got!” he demanded, pulling on my arm. I followed, amused, as Xavier led me across the lawn to a small pile of toys under a tree. “I got it for my birthday. It’s a treasure box.” Nestled in the grass was a toy pirate chest made of plastine-infused wood, with a skull for a keyhole. He opened it up and started plying me with treasures.

Xavier had put all his most precious items in this box, and now he set me on the ground and started piling them all in my lap, showing off his new alphabet computer game box and his monster doll with “Five sharp teeth! Five, like me.” And here was a box of crayons, and some kind of funny-shaped stick, and a feather, and his mother’s old cell, broken, but he could pretend, and a toy fish, and, “Rose? Why are you crying?”

I blinked. “I’m not really crying,” I told him, wiping at my watering eyes. “The sun’s just really bright for me. My eyes hurt a little; it makes them watery.”

Xavier’s excited face turned serious, and he stared at me for a long moment. He frowned. “Here,” he said. He dug in the bottom of his treasure box and pulled out a pair of toy sunglasses. “Keep them.” They were made of plastic, and at least two sizes too small to fit on my face, but he handed them to me with such earnestness that I couldn’t refuse them. With difficulty, I pulled them over my eyes. They didn’t reach near my ears and hung wide on my temples, sticking to my head like a mild vise, but it was a very sweet gesture. “Thank you, Xavy.”

“Rose?” he asked, all earnestness. “Where were you?”

I shook my head. “It’s hard to explain. I went to sleep for a little while, but I’m awake now.”

“Can’t you come live with me?” he asked. “You can sleep in my room.”

I smiled. “I have my own room.”

“But then I could wake you up and you wouldn’t sleep so long and you wouldn’t miss my birthday.”

“I’m sorry I missed your birthday,” I said. “I won’t be going to sleep like that for a while.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

Xavier pulled the toys off my lap and then took their place. His little arm sneaked around my waist, and he buried his head in my shoulder. “Don’t ever go to sleep again, Rose,” he said. “Stay with me forever and ever and ever.”

“Absolutely,” I told him, nuzzling his soft child’s face. “Forever and ever.”

I’d been a child myself, and I didn’t understand how deeply I’d been lying to him. Now I’d been asleep for sixty-two years, and I’d missed every one of Xavier’s birthdays.

Barry and Patty barely saw me those first few weeks. I wasn’t really there. My world dwindled to my bed and my studio. I sketched remembered faces — especially Xavier’s — and painted intricate landscapes. The stass fatigue made me slow, and I tired easily, but I realized quickly that my skills had actually improved as I’d slept. My artwork was the only thing I cared about. I showed up to meals when Barry and Patty asked me, and trotted off to buy underwear when Patty told me, and put away my laundry, because that was what was expected. And when Barry told me that I had an appointment with a psychologist, I dutifully climbed into the limoskiff and let him take me to a professional office in town.

“This first is just an informal session,” said my psychologist after I’d sat down on the comfortable sofa. “Just so we can get to know each other a bit. Have your foster parents told you anything about me?”

I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I was just told I had an appointment.”

“Ah.” Dr. Bija turned to her notescreen and touched it a few times. I was still trying to get the hang of my own notescreen. I knew touch-screen computers fairly well, but these flexible handheld things that pretended to be notebooks were new to me. It was nice that you could toss them around the room, accidentally sit on them, pile them under real books, and still use them to access the net and take all your school notes on, but they weren’t really notebooks. Not as far as I was concerned.

My psychologist was in her midforties, with rich black hair graying around the temples, her skin a warm brown. She was wearing a smart linen pantsuit. Her name was Mina Bija. “Mee-na Bee-ja,” as Barry had sounded out for me. He had dropped me off at one of the hundreds of buildings that had sprung up in ComUnity in the sixty years I’d been in stass. I didn’t want a psychologist, but Barry assured me it was just so that I would be sure to assimilate. I rather thought Guillory wanted to spy on me, but it wasn’t my place to argue the point.

“So you’re Rosalinda. Do you prefer to be called Rose or something else?”

“Rose is good,” I said, surprised she’d asked. Guillory still called me by the full Rosalinda, as if I were in some kind of trouble.

“Feel free to call me Mina,” Dr. Bija said. “Your case was referred to me by Mr. Guillory, yes?”

“I think so.”

“Of course, I saw you in the news about a month ago. Have you ever seen a psychologist before?”

I shook my head. “No. I have a physical therapist I’m going to, but never a psychologist.”

“So I’m your first, eh?” she asked. She grinned with something of a self-deprecating air, which helped me drop my guard a bit. “Well, just so we have everything out of the way, you should know that I do work for UniCorp, here out of Uni Prep.” I looked around her office again. I hadn’t realized we were in my new school. “I understand you are to begin attending here soon?”

“Monday,” I said.

“So soon? That must be scary.”

I shrugged. “No scarier than everything else.”

Her face turned concerned. “Yes, you’ve been through quite a shock.”

I squirmed uncomfortably. “I’m not sure I really want to talk about that.”

“Of course. Let’s talk about school. How do you feel about being enrolled at Uni Prep? Do you think you’re ready to go back to school?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I guess.”

“Not worried at all?” Mina pressed. “You have sixty years of technology and history to catch up on.”

“I doubt I’ll notice a difference,” I said ruefully.

“Oh, really? I hope you do find it easy to assimilate. It would make things much more pleasant for you.”

“That wasn’t what I meant,” I said. “It’s just . . . I was never very good at school. I can’t imagine it could be much worse, even with all the new stuff.” I looked down at my knees. They were clad in Uni Prep’s gray linen school uniform. I had a choice of skirts in the Uni plaid of green, blue, and gold, or the same gray or dark-green linen as the uniform jackets. Guillory had arranged for several changes of the entire spectrum of Uni Prep selections to be delivered to me at Unicorn. I was actually relieved. It meant I didn’t have to go shopping for clothes. Patty had taken me to get some nightclothes and undergarments, and I’d found it a nightmare. I was used to fashions changing, but not at all used to choosing what I was going to wear. I wished Uni Prep had regulation pajamas.

“You don’t do well in school?” Mina asked.

I shook my head. “Never have.”

She frowned. “You do realize that Uni Prep strives for excellence in all fields.”

“You think I should ask to be sent somewhere else?” I asked, somewhat afraid she’d say yes. Her primary loyalty had to be toward the school, after all. I didn’t want to go somewhere else. For one thing, I’d have to give up the comforting uniform. For another, Uni Prep felt like an extension of my parents’ protection, the closest thing I had to the kind of life they’d have given me if they were still alive. I didn’t want to leave that behind.

“No,” she said, “but I think we should have a talk with your school counselor, maybe arrange for some tutors.”

Now it was my turn to frown. “Aren’t you the school counselor?”

“No,” Mina said. “I’m the resident psychologist. The school counselor’s records are the school’s records. Mine are private. I work through the school so there is easy access for the boarders. Many of them are away from home for the first time and need support. But I also have clients outside of the school and outside of ComUnity.”

I did feel better. “I’d work with tutors. But it might not help — I’m not very smart,” I admitted. “I used to try, but it never worked, so I don’t bother much anymore.”

“This is before you were in the hospital?”

“Before I was stassed,” I clarified, wondering why she’d avoided the word. “Sometimes I’d get so far behind that we all just gave up and I’d start fresh in a new school.”

I couldn’t read the look on Mina’s face, but she hesitated a moment before she asked, “And would that help?”

No one had ever asked that before. “Not really,” I admitted.

Mina was okay, but I didn’t feel quite right talking to her. I dodged most of the rest of her questions. She was part of this world, and I didn’t fit properly into it. I was a child out of time. Nothing seemed to make sense. I didn’t know how to program the holoview, and I couldn’t even figure out how to work the stove. Which was ironic, since the stove and the refrigerator were a UniCorp’s subsidiary’s specialty, with their tiny NEOFUSION™ labels stamped on the front.

The all-but-everlasting NeoFusion power source had been UniCorp’s master patent, the first step that had made the rest of the interplanetary corporation possible. Before I’d been put into stasis, it was only used for expensive, important devices, like central power plants, as well as interplanetary shuttles and the rare self-contained units, such as my stass tube. Now, apparently, the same NeoFusion batteries that powered my tube were everywhere. Unfortunately, so were the subtle, heat-activated SubTouch™ controls, which reacted before I’d even touched them. In theory, they prevented infection, something people seemed much more worried about after those Dark Times. In reality, I couldn’t get the stove to work, and then I nearly burned down the condo.

All I wanted to do was fall into my drawings. I most assuredly didn’t want to go to school.

But what choice did I have, trapped in a world that wasn’t mine, with my life belonging to everyone else? Eat dinner, talk to a psychologist, prepare for class. I did whatever they asked of me. It was all I could think of to do.
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The building was tall, frowning and ancient in style — jagged-stone construction, arched windows and high gables. It was the House of Usher, the home of the undead, a dark, dreary dungeon of a place. And it was my school.

Uni Prep was considered the best school in the solar system. Most of the upper echelons of the colonies sent their children to be educated there. The day students, such as myself and Bren, were the cherished young citizens of ComUnity itself.

I’d seen it before, of course — Dr. Bija’s office was around the west wing — but I hadn’t been through the imposing front entrance. The whole place had been built in a style known as Gothic Revivalist, built in the years after what Bren called the Dark Times. Uni Prep looked like a massive mausoleum, with some entirely incongruous chunky bits of modern artwork around the moldings that reminded me of fungus. I half expected Nosferatu to leap out of the nearest exit and go for my throat. People must have been really depressed during those Dark Times.

I dragged myself up the dungeon stairs and across the entry foyer to the central quad, where Bren had half promised to meet me. The interior of the school was pleasant enough, I supposed. The arched windows did, in fact, let in the sun. There were dozens of students milling about here and there, folded notescreens under their arms, laughing and smiling as if they weren’t living in a crypt. But the cadence and accent of their speech was slightly different, and I kept hearing things that made no sense. “Noid, that’s so sky!” “You’re such a burning sped!” “I comm, already!”

I shuddered.

“Welcome to Uni Prep,” Bren said from behind me. I whirled. I felt so relieved to see him I could have cried. “Sorry, this is it,” he said, gesturing sadly at the quad. The quad was a sort of cement pit in the center of the school that pretended to have something to do with a garden and so had several exhausted trees swaying gloomily in pots. Bren began pointing things out to me so quickly that I could barely keep my balance. “Down that way are the grav-courts for interplanet games. They have the weights for Mars, Luna, Titan, Callisto, and Europa. See that group of girls over there?” He pointed to a handful of girls who looked as squat and square and sturdy as tortoises, yet who moved as gracefully as dancers. “That’s the Uni volleyball team. They think they’re so sky. They’re mostly boarders, and they’re thick as thieves. Get one of them angry, and you’ll get exed in your next phys ed class, and probably have most of your homework hacked.”

He turned me in another direction. “Over there are the scholarship students.” A tight knot of students chatted beneath one of the hapless trees. They looked like a perfectly ordinary group of kids to me. “They mostly stick together for protection. They’re pretty harmless and they’re all okay individually, but don’t be seen with them as a group or you’ll be branded forever. You’ll never see the end of it. I comm, it burns, but that’s the way it is.”

He pointed out the narrow entryway of the quad at a pair of buildings that flanked the back of the school like bodyguards. Also like bodyguards, they were squat and bulky compared to the Gothic Revivalist majesty of the school proper, though I could see the hand of the same dismal architect. “Those are the dorms for the boarders. Insane security. Everyone’s scanned the moment they get in, and they’re very strict about girls and boys. Make sure you have a boarder with you, or you’re likely to get a reprimand. There’s a bit of a rivalry between boarders and day kids. Nothing to worry about, but there’s been some vandalism, so don’t let people think you’re up to the same thing.”

He glanced over the rest of the quad. “Can’t see anything else you need to watch out for. You comm everything?” I guessed he meant Do you understand?, but I hadn’t picked up the new slang. I managed a nod, which seemed to work. “I have to get to class. Do you have your schedule yet?”

“No,” I said. He had gone through everything so quickly and so dizzyingly that I began to suspect he wanted to get rid of me. The thought made me sad. Bren was the closest thing I had to a friend in this insane new world. “Do you know where the office is?” I asked.

He pointed at an imposing door behind me. “Through those doors and to your right. You need me to show you?”

I smiled. Even if he was doing it under some kind of duress, he was taking very good care of me. “No. I think I can manage. Don’t be late.”

“Okay. I’ll see you at lunch.”

I let loose a relieved, and somewhat shaky, sigh. “Thanks.” Whenever I started a new school, it was always hell trying to figure out where to sit at lunch. But if Bren was looking after me, I knew it would all be all right.

To my surprise, Mr. Guillory was waiting for me in the office. “Ah! Rosalinda, I was just talking to your school counselor here, just to make sure you’re to be in all the right classes. We’re putting you into sophomore history because they’re about to start the turn of the century, which is about where you . . . ah . . . left off. I thought it would be good for you to catch up on some of what you’ve missed.”

I swallowed. I wasn’t actually sure I wanted to know what I missed. “Thank you, Mr. Guillory.”

“Please, call me Reggie,” he said again. “Now, I trust that you should be able to take up where you left off in math, English, and Chinese, yes? I found your . . . ah . . . most recent school records in the city archives. You were taking Chinese, weren’t you?”

My parents had thought my learning Chinese would be good for me, as it had been the second most used commercial language after English. They’d signed me up for Mandarin in every school I went to. I hadn’t been very good at it. “Yes, thank you.”

“We were discussing about what sciences to put you in. Is social psychology all right, coupled with elementary astrophysics?”

There was such a thing as “elementary” astrophysics? “That will be fine,” I said, collecting the paper copy of the schedule, even though I knew it would also be downloaded onto my notescreen.

“I thought astrophysics would be useful for you, considering the interplanetary empire you’ll be inheriting, eh?” Guillory and the counselor laughed, and I forced out a laugh to be gracious.

“I’ll show you to your first class,” Guillory said, and took my shoulder in one golden hand before he snatched the schedule out of my grip. “Social psych. I think that’s right down here.”

Most students were hurrying through the halls, afraid they’d be late for class, but when they caught a glimpse of me walking with Mr. Guillory, everyone seemed to hit a brick wall. If they had any doubts about who I was, Guillory’s presence quashed them. I created a sea of stillness everywhere I went, with all eyes fixated on me. I could hear people muttering behind me. “Is that the Sleeping Beauty?” “Noid, she doesn’t look so beautiful!” “I heard she stassed herself because she wanted to preserve her longevity.” “I think she’s a fake. UniCorp just wants a figurehead.” “Look at her with Guillory, sucking up.” “Already a sped puppet.” I kept my head down, refusing to meet the eyes of any of the people staring at me. Any hope I had of fitting in had been quashed by Guillory’s bold appearance. He, of course, strode through, oblivious.

“Here we are,” said Mr. Guillory. “Would you like me to talk to your teacher and find you a seat?”

“No, that’s quite all right —” I began, but Mr. Guillory strode right up to the teacher, his golden skin all but glittering with efficiency.

“This is Rosalinda Fitzroy. I trust that you’ve been briefed as to her treatment?” he said, not nearly quietly enough.

I blushed bright red and tried to hide it beneath my hair. I wished I were not blond and fair and so quick to turn as red as the rose I was named for. My skin was practically translucent. Daddy always called me his “little rose.” The students who were already seated stared at me, some in wonder, some with unabashed curiosity, a few with blatant loathing. I wished I could disappear.

Mr. Guillory finally departed (taking the copy of my schedule with him), and I tried to make sense of the class. If they had asked me, I would have told them to give me all remedial freshman classes and then ply me with a dozen tutors. But that would have been too much trouble. If Dr. Bija had spoken to the school counselor, as she had suggested, her recommendations had been completely ignored. After a little while I gave up and started sketching a landscape on my notescreen. It was one of my stass dreams, all twisted tree-scapes and melting horizons. But the notescreen just wasn’t a sketchbook. Though I could pull up palettes with a thousand and one shades of color, it didn’t feel like real artwork to me.

As the tone sounded for the end of class, I dutifully copied down the homework assignment, but I knew I wouldn’t get very far with it.

In English we were supposed to be studying turn-of-the-century authors, which Mr. Guillory had thought would be old-school for me. I didn’t have the heart to tell the teacher that I’d never even heard of half the authors or that I hadn’t read a single book on the syllabus. The authors they thought were classics must have been utterly obscure when they first came out.

As far as Chinese went, it was all Greek to me.

I had phys ed right before lunch and was horrified to discover we were doing a track unit. I ran approximately twenty yards before the coach put me on the sidelines. I was panting and shaking and I would have thrown up, but I had eaten so little that all I did was retch ineffectively. Stass fatigue still impeded most of my motor functions. The coach said he’d try to arrange a pass on my phys ed credits for this term. “That’s . . . not . . . necessary. . . .” I panted.

“It is,” he said. “Mr. Guillory’s orders. I’m to make sure you’re well cared for.”

I was most chagrined to discover that after Mr. Guillory had left me in my social psych class, he had traveled to each of my teachers in turn, interrupting their classes, to inform them of the special treatment I merited. If most of the school hadn’t already been resentful toward me, they certainly were now. I’d ask Dr. Bija if she could arrange for my physical therapy sessions to be counted toward my gym credits. I could do some of the exercises the doctors had set for me while everyone else ran laps or shot baskets.

When I was finally released, I fled to the cafeteria, hoping to find Bren. But the crush of bodies defeated me. Finding one beautiful boy in a school of two thousand wealthy members of the elite was next to impossible. I stood in line and carefully collected the standard meal.

People had been parting around me like Moses and the Red Sea for most of the day, with expressions ranging from selfish curiosity to outright loathing, and I’d gotten used to being the elephant in the room that everyone looked at but no one spoke to. But when I stepped away from the line, I was immediately accosted by a well-dressed boy who looked like an Asian version of Mr. Guillory.

“So, you’re the Sleeping Beauty,” he smarmed. “I’m Soun Ling. Pleased to meet you.” His tone suggested that the opposite were true. Still, he stuck out a soft hand for me to shake. I couldn’t figure out how to touch him without dropping either my tray or my notescreen, so I left his hand hanging in the air. He ignored this slight. “Would you care to sit with us?”

A handful of the kids behind him, male and female, snickered. I wasn’t sure what they were laughing at, but they made me uncomfortable. I’d been the new girl in school enough times to know full well that things could get very unpleasant very quickly if you allied yourself with the wrong group of people. Either you alienated others or, more often, ended up the butt of some horrible conspiracy. That was why I had treasured my friendship with Xavier so dearly. I wasn’t sure why, but I knew without a doubt that Soun Ling was the wrong person to have my name attached to. I stood helpless, wondering how to extricate myself from this predicament without making an enemy of Soun, or anyone else.

“Rose!”

The name cut through the bustle of the cafeteria, and my head turned toward the lifeline. Bren’s hand shot up over the heads of the other students, and I sighed with relief. “My friend is waiting for me,” I said. I wasn’t sure if Bren actually counted as a friend, but it was close enough.

Soun Ling’s eyes looked daggers at Bren. “Already sucking up to the CEOs, eh? I should have known.” He turned his back on me.

I swallowed, relieved but still nervous. What had he meant?

Bren had saved a seat across the table from himself. When I approached the table, he pulled his notescreen off the spot and nodded at the empty chair. “Thanks,” I said, sliding into the seat.

“Don’t mench.” He pointed at some of the people around the table. “This is Molly, Anastasia, Jamal, Wilhelm, Nabiki, and Otto. Everyone, this is Rose.”

The others looked at me blankly, as if they had no idea why Bren had dragged me over but weren’t going to argue with what he thought best. “Hi,” they all said, almost in unison, then seemed to forget I was there as they turned back to one another. I hoped I wasn’t supposed to remember all of their names. They were a rainbow of diversity, but their hairstyles looked uniformly expensive, and the cells around their necks were universally top-of-the-line. Their notescreens were all top-notch, too — I recognized the same logo as on my own wildly expensive screen.

I sat quietly at the table, nursing my food. I still couldn’t eat much without feeling sick to my stomach. The doctor told me it might be some years before I could eat normally. The others chatted on, making jokes and teasing one another. Usually when I was at a school for the first time, people asked me questions, and I answered. But this time all the questions had been asked by the reporters, and they’d heard the answers on the news. They didn’t seem to have anything to say to me, and I didn’t know what to say to them.

After I had nibbled for a while in silence, Bren cleared his throat. “So how’s the day going?”

I shrugged. “Okay.”

“I saw you get set on by the jackals.”

“Jackals?”

“Yeah, Soun and his cronies. Bunch of burning speds. Their parents are wannabe rich. They like to hook up with the real rich kids and milk them for presents. Sorry, I should have warned you about them this morning.”

“It’s okay,” I whispered.

“No, I thought you’d be safe. We aren’t in their grade. I underestimated your fame.”

I shook my head. “I’m not famous.”

“I didn’t say you were an idol or anything, but absolutely everyone knows who you are.”

I sighed, unable to look at my barely touched tray any longer. I felt nauseated. “Bren? Soun said to me . . . that I was already sucking up to the CEOs. What did that mean?”

Bren grinned, self-deprecatingly. “That’s just what they call us. It’s because of our families. My grandfather’s just one rung down the ladder from Guillory. Executive CEO, not quite chairman, but really powerful. My dad’s on the board, about four steps down from that, and Mom’s head of research for the Central Graphics Department.” He started nodding to the other kids around the table. I noticed most of them had stopped talking the moment Bren opened his mouth. It reminded me a bit of the way people deferred to Daddy at company picnics. I wondered if Bren knew how powerful he was, or if he was oblivious. “Nabiki’s dad is the leader and creator of the Neuro-Linguistic Research Department.”

“My mom is vice president of Research, Development, and Human Factors,” said one of the boys, a tall Nordic blond with a thick German accent. He had to be Wilhelm. “My father controls Uni Germany, back home.”

“My parents head up the Bio-Chem Agricultural Quality Control Team on Titan,” said the girl named Anastasia. She sounded so Russian I could barely understand her.

“And Jamal’s own half of Europa,” said the fiercely redheaded girl with the freckles.

Jamal threw back his dark head and laughed. “Only about a third.”

I gulped. “And you?” I asked the redhead.

“Molly,” she supplied, reminding me. She grinned through her freckles. “Me, I’m just a scholarship student. My parents were some of the first colonists on Callisto, which makes me kind of royalty there, but that doesn’t get me so much as a supper invite on Earth.”

“Don’t let her kid you,” Bren said. “It got her a scholarship. Besides, she’s got the most brilliant mind for fundamental economics. She’ll change the entire economic structure of the planet the second she gets out of college. My granddad’s already considering inviting her to board meetings.”

I felt rather uncomfortable. “I’m nothing so interesting,” I whispered.

Jamal and Wilhelm laughed as one. Tall as a mountain, Wilhelm had to bend down to peer into my eyes. “You own every one of us, Liebchen,” he said fondly.

I knew I had turned red again, but I whispered, “No, I don’t.”

“Might as well,” said Jamal. “Particularly —” But whatever he had been about to say was cut off by Nabiki, who elbowed him in the ribs. Jamal threw a surreptitious glance toward the only one of the party who hadn’t spoken yet, and then he closed his mouth. I searched through the names Bren had rattled off. Otto, that was it.

I couldn’t see Otto’s face. He had long, shaggy black hair, which he did not keep pulled back as the other boys did. He hadn’t looked up from his plate. “So who’s Otto’s family?” I asked.

There was an uncomfortable silence. I didn’t understand it until Otto finally looked up at me. I froze. I had thought him either Asian or Caucasian, but he was neither. His eyes were yellow, and his skin, now that I looked at it more closely, was nearly blue. He was pleasant-enough looking, with a strong nose and a fine-featured face. But his coloring simply wasn’t human.

“Otto doesn’t talk,” said Nabiki. She smiled at Otto, whose face remained entirely expressionless. She touched his shoulder in a way that told me their relationship wasn’t entirely platonic. “He kind of doesn’t need to.”

“Wh-what is he?” I realized as I said it that I was being rude, but I couldn’t help it. He unnerved me.

“Genetically modified from alien DNA found on Europa,” said Anastasia. “Technically, you own him. And the technology as created him.”

It took me a moment for the words to make sense. Her accent was so thick, and the words were impossible. “Me?”

Bren looked annoyed. “It was one of Guillory’s pet projects. They banned most genetic modification just after the Dark Times, but Guillory’s been lobbying for eases in the restrictions his whole life. Otto here is one of a hundred human embryos who were implanted with the Europa microbe DNA. Only thirty-four of them survived full gestation. Only a dozen survived past puberty, and of those, only four seem to function with adult minds. It was carnage. Otto is the biggest success, but he doesn’t talk.”

“Why not?”

Otto opened his mouth, with a hint of a smile edging the corners of his lips. A strange noise erupted from his mouth, as if someone were screaming by sucking in breath rather than exhaling. It was very quiet, and it sounded more dolphin than human.

I jumped, and everyone at the table laughed. “He loves teasing people,” Nabiki said. She nudged him. “Otto, come on — be nice. She’s almost as weird as you.” Otto seemed to think for a long moment, then slowly held out one long-fingered bluish hand. I blinked at it. Nabiki looked annoyed. “Go on, take it!” she hissed.

I gingerly put my fingers on his palm, and with great gentleness, Otto’s fingers wrapped around my own.

“Good afternoon, Princess,” I thought in a voice that wasn’t really my own. “I am Otto Sextus.” The name came to me as 86 at first, and I knew, without explanation, that he and all the others had for some reason been named as numerals. Another thought came to me that wasn’t as clear. It was almost, for lack of a better term, inaudible. Treat us well, treat us well, treat us well. It was a plea, accidental, a background drone of a thought. For a brief second, I saw Otto, and three other blue-skinned teenagers, with a background shadow of half a dozen half-formed figures.

I gasped. Those words and images had been my thoughts, but they hadn’t come from me.

“Shh,” was the word I thought, but the feeling connected to it was something along the lines of, Don’t worry, fear me not.

My thoughts seemed to drift for a moment, until I wasn’t sure what I was thinking about. “Your heart is troubled. Your experience . . . interrupted. . . .”

The first real expression I had seen flashed over Otto’s peculiar face. I felt a blast of disconnected fear. “I am sorry, dear Princess,” he thought at me. “Your troubles are greater even than my own.”

He pulled his hand away rather quickly and stared at me for a moment before he looked back to his tray.

Everyone was staring at me as if they’d just seen an alien. Which was ironic, considering the circumstances. Nabiki’s eyes shot sparks. “What did you say to him?” she demanded.

I was trembling from the experience. I understood hardly any of what just happened. “I said nothing.”

Nabiki frowned and then gently put her hand on the back of Otto’s neck. He sighed, and the troubled look faded a bit from his eyes. Nabiki frowned again, but this time more chagrined. “Sorry,” she said to me. “I thought you’d been rude to him.”

I shook my head. “Never,” I said earnestly. His circumstances horrified me, but he didn’t.

I tried to find what I needed to say. “If what you say is true, and somehow I’ve inherited you and your family . . .” I hesitated a moment and took a breath. It was so horrific a thought, akin to human slavery. “I swear to you, the moment I come into my inheritance, I’ll — I don’t know — give you back to yourself or something. Sign the rights over. I don’t know how it works. But I’m so sorry.”

Nabiki smiled. “He says thank you. It isn’t your fault.” She hesitated, her brow furrowing. “He’s sorry about this. But, ah, if you don’t mind, he doesn’t plan on touching you again.” She turned to Otto, confused. “Really?” she asked. Otto slightly lifted one hand, either a shrug or a signal to go on.

Nabiki tossed her head. “Okay.” She turned back to me. “He says there are too many . . . ‘gaps’ in your mind. Too much space. He nearly got lost.” She shrugged. “Sorry — what he thinks doesn’t always translate perfectly into language. What does he mean by gaps?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know,” I said, but I was afraid I did. Stass had been a series of breaks in my life. I stared at Nabiki. She seemed like a perfectly ordinary girl, Japanese descent, expensive earrings, fashionable haircut, but whatever relationship she had with this strange semi-alien-being spoke of a hidden depth to her. “Are you two . . . ?”

“Together?” Nabiki said, indulgently embarrassed. “Well, yeah.”

Otto turned his head deliberately to her and flashed his hint of a smile.

“What are you . . . ?” I realized Otto wouldn’t answer. “What is he doing when he . . . does that?”

Nabiki shrugged. “No one really knows all of it. Somehow he’s able to manipulate the electronic impulses in your brain so you can think what he wants you to think. He can’t control your actions or feelings or anything, though. It only touches surface thoughts. Apparently those little microbes on Europa have some kind of rudimentary communication via electro impulse, probably for breeding purposes. It came out in Otto like this.”

“Can all your family do that?” I asked.

Otto shook his head slightly, then glanced at Nabiki, who took his hand again.

“Only one other of the . . .” She seemed to find the subject difficult, too. “The four,” she finished. “And then three of the simple ones, but they don’t think very clearly, so it’s pretty useless.” She glanced at Otto’s expressionless face. “It breaks his heart.”

“All right, that’s enough drama,” said Bren. “Speaking of which, Ani, you doing drama this year?”

I was too shaken by my encounter with Otto to concentrate. I tried for a few more bites of my meal before the tone sounded to send me back to class. As everyone stood up from the table, I caught Otto staring at me. I had the unnerving sensation that he was staring right through me, as if I were some magical creature made of glass. He blinked when he caught me looking back at him, and then he hurried to catch up to Nabiki.

What had he seen in my mind that scared him so?
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