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“Incoming. INCOMING!”

The alert blares from my helmet radio. 

Here we go again.

“INCOMING!”

An Offense supply ship has been detected approaching Callisto, where I am currently crouching in the shade of a giant kelp tree with Tancred by my side.

“You’re up, little scaly-butt,” I murmur to him. 

My Void Dragon is not so little now. The size of a Shetland pony. But he takes off from my side without so much as stirring the blades of the kelp. He wings into the sky, taking my heart, and the hopes of humanity, with him.

I’m still watching the dragon-shaped dot shrink into the blue when Francie drags on my arm.

“Incoming,” she says. “Idiot.” 

We join everyone else in dashing towards the nearest trench.

*

Three weeks earlier, I’m sitting on a crew shuttle, wondering: How can there be trenches on a water world?

After all, Callisto is covered with a single ocean 100 kilometers deep. There isn’t a bit of dry land in the place.

It wasn’t always like this. Callisto used to be an iceball orbiting Jupiter. Then a Void Dragon ate our sun, and we ignited Jupiter to be its replacement. Jupiter, the star, is much less hot than poor old Sol used to be … but it’s still plenty hot enough to have melted Callisto’s ice. Clouds of water vapor thickened the wispy atmosphere, and UV radiation from Jupiter cracked the water into oxygen and hydrogen. The hydrogen floated away. We projected an artificial gravity source into Callisto’s core so it would hold onto the oxygen, using the same gravity-casting technology that we used to move Earth into orbit around Jupiter. We repeated the trick with Ganymede and Europa. (Io was a non-starter—you try terraforming a moon while continent-sized volcanoes erupt at you.) So now Jupiter has four habitable satellites.

Well. Actually, thousands, but the army’s definition of ‘habitable’ includes ‘tin can buried on a 1-km asteroid’. I’m only counting the ones that have air. 

My mother says that Callisto used to be the best of the bunch. It was a holiday destination for people who live on Earth, which is still 97% of humanity. She told me that she and my father went there on their honeymoon. They swam in fathomless waters, played with dolphins, and sunbathed on the deck of their cruise ship. My father discovered that he actually liked nature. 

I remember all these details because Mom very seldom talks about my father. He left when I was two. 

And when I was eight, the Offense blasted out of interstellar space and attacked humanity, aiming to take our dwarf sun for their own. 

(There aren’t any other stars left nearby. That flock of Void Dragons cleaned out the whole neighborhood.)

That was the end of Callisto as a honeymooners’ paradise. After we repelled the Offense from Earth, they swarmed the Galilean moons. Not even they wanted to chance their arms—that is, tentacles—on Io, but they established beachheads on Ganymede, Europa, and Callisto. 

We’ve been trying to kick them out ever since. 

It is every conscript’s worst nightmare to be told they are going to Callisto. 

And now, here we are.

“The Offense have a new battle-raft,” my aunt Elsa said. “It’s called Chester the Molester.”

The Offense give their battle-rafts the same kind of names they give their ships: funny but nasty.

“It’s a new model, and it’s chewing our rafts up. Your mission is to cut their supply lines, so they can’t import any more of these beasts.”

I said, “But that means Tancred will be operating in space. What about me, Francie, and Jeremy?” Francie and Jeremy are coming because they’ve got a baby Void Dragon and a Void Dragon egg, respectively. “Where’ll we be hanging out?”

“In the trenches,” Elsa said.

I am still wondering if that means we’ll be safe, or not. 

It’s a scary trip down to the surface of Callisto, packed into the windowless crew shuttle with a hundred Marines and their false bravado. I don’t know which is worse—the fear that the Offense will blast us out of the sky, despite all the assurances that we are out of range of their ballistic missiles, or the girl next to me loudly telling her friends how she’s gonna fuck the jellies up. I’ve actually fought the jellies hand to hand, or laser to laser, which not one in a hundred Marines has done, so I know it doesn’t work like that. You do not fuck them up. They fuck you up. The only reason I’m alive today is because I implemented Plan B, the one the Department of Defense refuses to admit exists: I ran away. 

And I still would’ve died, had it not been for the ultimate fluke.

Tancred.

We burn straight down to Asgard, one of the navy’s island-sized staging rafts, on the other side of the world from the Offense’s staging rafts. I stroke my Void Dragon’s neck soothingly as the shuttle decelerates towards the launch pad. I know he thinks it’s whacked-out for us to be flying in a metal container, instead of on his mile-long wings (not currently visible in ordinary spacetime). He’s only six months old, and doesn’t really get that humans cannot breathe vacuum, drink radiation, or convert kinetic impacts into heat energy. 

The girl next to me says, “How come they let you bring your pet?”

Pet. Tancred is a star-eater, a destroyer of worlds. At least he would be if he didn’t like me enough to resist temptation. But he does look kind of cute, like a waist-high gecko, with a snaky neck and big eyes the color of Granny Smith apples. 

“He’s a gene-mod,” I say. This is the cover story Elsa’s outfit, ARES, a government-funded defense research agency, has given us. I stumble over the lie. “He’s—it’s part of a new program to introduce reptilians to Callisto.”

“Oh, I know about that program,” the girl says, straight-faced. “Genus Officerus. Specialty: ass-chewing.”

She waits a beat for me to get it, and then laughs loudly. So do all her Marine friends. 

The shuttle touches down with a bump. 

“Where’re you posted to?” the girl asks me, heaving her rucksack out of the overhead webbing.

“Um, Lofn.” 

“Um, Law-vuhn,” she mimics my careful attempt to pronounce it right. “Whoa man. Lofn is hell. 60% attrition rate was the last I heard.” All her friends guffaw again. Marines think that death and dismemberment are funny, or at least they pretend to think so. 

“Wh-where are you posted to?” I ask.

“Vitr.” She has black hair. She might be Korean or Chinese. Her face looks mismatched: her nose doesn’t go with her eyebrows or her chin. “Anyway, if you’re going to Law-vuhn, I won’t be seeing you again, so I better say bye right now.” She waggles her fingers—bye! and joins the disembarking stampede. 

I get busy collecting my gear to hide my red face and suddenly galloping pulse. Elsa said we’d be nowhere near the front lines. Have the front lines moved? They do that, especially on a water world where everything’s floating around all the time. Shit shit shit. I’m only a tech support guy, even if I am the adoptive daddy of a Void Dragon. I had hoped never to see the business end of an Offense weapon again.

Francie and Jeremy join me and Tancred as the shuttle empties. Francie’s Void Dragon, Pinkie Pie, sits docilely on her shoulder. Pinkie is only the size of a kitten. Jeremy is wearing one of those fashionable cross-body fanny packs. It holds his Void Dragon egg, as yet unhatched. 

“I just heard that Lofn is hell,” I greet them, trying to sound blasé about it.

Francie looks at me narrowly. “Who said that?”

“A Marine.”

“They were fucking with you.”

Of course, Francie is right. 

A seaplane transfers us from Asgard to paradise. 

I gaze at fields of sea wheat and sea barley, broken by channels of sea water, studded with giant kelp trees, and the birds spangling the hot sky. I inhale the weirdly delicious combination of farm and sea smells. And then I connect Lofn with my mother’s story of making a port call at an experimental sea farm. This was the way Callisto was supposed to be, if the Offense hadn’t come. I’ve ended up in the same place where my parents honeymooned thirty years ago.

Wheeeeee-SPLASH!!

Our three heads swivel to the alarming screech. A contrail stains the clear sky. A geyser is still falling back to the fields on the horizon.

“That was one of ours,” says our Navy escort. “Sometimes the jellies hack their guidance systems.”

Maybe that Marine girl wasn’t so far wrong, after all. 

“Are there trenches?” I ask. Hiding in a nice deep ditch suddenly doesn’t feel like such a bad idea.

“Sure. You’re looking at them,” the Navy guy says, pointing to the nearest sea channel.

“Ah.” 

How can there be trenches on a water world?

Duh. They’re full of water. 

*

And now I am finding out what the trenches are good for. We float with our heads below the surface. We’re wearing wetsuits with integrated air supplies, because we were picking dulse before the klaxon went off. 

The raft is a a slab—actually, many slabs—of high-tech foam ten feet thick. The trenches are the slits between them. Roots project out from the foam walls above and below water. 

The air crops grow up from the mat, and the water crops (nori, spirulina, wakame, dulse, and so forth) grow down from it. The trenches have mesh floors, with gates in the bottoms for divers to go out and pick the seaweed. They’re also full of fish. Baby sturgeon flit in front of my faceplate.

I hold onto the roots that stick out from the foam, watching Francie’s legs kick lower. At the same time I’m flying through space with Tancred. Our weird telepathic bond has gotten … richer? Weirder. I can taste the vacuum. It tastes of nothing, but nothing has a taste. When I’m in a bad mood it tastes like sucking on a gun. Right now, it tastes nice. I might actually be tasting Jupiter’s heat energy. I can see it blazing there in the blackness when Tancred turns his head. 

He’s a little scared, so he’s looking all around, letting me check everything out for him.

Jupiter looks all right, and Callisto looks all right, too, turning below us.

A blue world, the size of Earth’s moon. 

Rafts dot the ocean. They look like pinheads but I know they’re the size of islands, the size of cities. Some of them belong to us, some to the Offense. From up here you can’t tell which are which. The rafts move constantly, jockeying for position, trying to outflank each other, in a spherical game of chess with no rules except the rule of war: might makes right. 

Tiny black dragonflies pass across the blue, between Tancred and Callisto. These are satellites and orbital gun platforms. Again, some belong to us, some belong to the Offense. If you wonder why we don’t simply blow each other’s orbital assets to smithereens, you are forgetting about space debris. A couple of fragged satellites could ruin Callisto orbital space for everyone, even if they didn’t set off a lethal Kessler cascade. And Callisto is the prize that both sides in this theater want.

So instead, we attack each other’s stuff with cyber-torpedoes and code-bombs—a whole other war, going on at petaflop speed, 24/7/365. I’m a coder, but even I have no idea about that stuff. There’s a secret department of cyberwarfare somewhere, which accounts for a goodly portion of Earth’s pizza and amphetamines consumption. They need to get their fingers out of their asses.

Everyone knows the only way we can take Callisto—or at least not lose it—is to cut the Offense’s supply lines.

That’s what Tancred and I are here for. 

This ship’s coming in fast, according to the information being piped onto my faceplate. from the direction of Jupiter. 

But there’s no sign of it yet, and Tancred is getting frustrated. I can’t smell it, Daddy! 

That would be because its drive is pointing away from us. I try to explain this to him, but break off as realtime radar data plops onto my faceplate, blotting out the root wall of the trench. I wave my arms, instinctively trying to point the ship out to Tancred, and hit someone else’s helmet. “Hey!” 

“It’s over there,” I say. “There!”

“What?”

“I’m not talking to you!” I’m getting frantic, wishing I was really up there with Tancred, wondering if I could maybe ride on his back next time, if they could make me some kind of a harness that he would consent to wear, or if that would be a really bad idea, when the Offense ship suddenly blasts out of Jupiter’s limb.

It whooshes towards us, inflating from the size of a seed pearl to the size of a cannonball, sparkling all over where our pursuing patrol boats are hitting it with their completely useless energy weapons. A fiery sleet of projectiles streaks after it. The reason the projectiles look fiery is because the Offense ship is vaporizing or exploding them with pinpoint accuracy before they can get anywhere near it.

Tancred takes off on an intercept course, flapping as hard as he can. I feel spacetime itself sort of wobbling. Callisto appears to wrinkle like a rubber sheet, and then flattens out again. When a Void Dragon flies in space, it’s not what we think of as flying. There’s no air up here for his wings to push against. He’s doing something else with them. Elsa thinks his wings are actually wing shaped electromagnetic vortices that produce two complementary fields which create warps where the fields intersect. They refocus mass and energy to “wrinkle” spacetime. It feels like we’re hanging in the void while Callisto whirls beneath us. 

But Tancred is still considerably slower than an Offense ship.

Ahead of us, the enemy ship rips through the top of Callisto’s atmosphere, tearing out threads of lightning. It drops its payload, like a fish laying thousands of eggs. For a tantalizing second I can taste the spicy tang of its drive plume, and then it roars silently away. 

Tancred lets out a wail of disappointment. He powers after it, but it’s too fast for him. It shrinks and vanishes into the interplanetary blackness. Our patrol ships will pursue it, and fail to catch it, as usual. 

Come back! I shout at Tancred. You’ll get lost! Come BACK!

He gives up and drifts in the void, his wings rippling limply. 

I feel terrible for him. He tried so hard. He tries so hard every time, but they’re just too fast for him. I’m reminded of the dog we had when I was a kid. She’d rush out of the gate to chase passing cars, but she had no chance of catching them, none at all. 

As Tancred flaps lethargically back towards Callisto, I try to cheer him up by telling him he will catch the next one. But even I don’t really believe it anymore.

“Struck out again?” Francie says in my helmet. 

“How did you guess?”

“Um, because you strike out every time?” She’s working as she speaks, while the Marines bob around blowing bubbles. She’s knitting together the sides of a hole in the bottom of the trench, using special little clamps. 

I join her at the bottom of the trench. We’re looking down through the mesh of the exit gate, through waving fronds of dulse, between weighted ropes encrusted with oysters, at a bluey-green world 130 km deep. It looks so peaceful down there. The sea is a balm after the violence and frustration I just vicariously experienced. I try to share this soothing sight with Tancred, but he bats my thoughts away. He’s sulking. 

“It’s just not working, is it?” Francie says in my helmet.

Her sympathy brings me to the edge of tears, even though I know she’s self-interested. Whatever is not working for me and Tancred will not work for her and Pinkie Pie, either. Tancred and I are the guinea pigs for this whole experimental project. This is his audition as a secret super-weapon. What will happen if he can’t kill a single enemy ship? Elsa was so sure this would pan out. She thought we would be able to solve the problem of how to feed a Void Dragon, and win the war, in one fell swoop.

Because the other problem here is that Tancred is picky as hell. All he will eat is Offense spaceships. He can go a long time in between feeds, but what if he never catches one again?

“We’re asking him to do something a Void Dragon doesn’t normally do,” Francie says. “They don’t normally chase spaceships.”

“Right,” I say. “Normally they eat stars.”

“Which stand still.”

“Relatively speaking. What’s your point?” The light of our little, friendly star shines down through the water. I try not to imagine what would happen if I can’t figure out how to feed Tancred, and he gets so hungry he can’t hold back.

“Jeez, Jay,” Francie says. “I’m just trying to be supportive.”

Before I can take this in, or dwell on the fact that she used my first name instead of the more typical Scatter, I hear a click. She’s switched back to the public channel. 

“This trench is a disaster,” she says for the benefit of the Marines. “Look at all those holes. We’re probably losing hundreds of fish every day.”

“Finally, some good news,” a Marine says.

We are all sick of eating caviar, sashimi, and oysters. I know, I know: REMF problems.

If I could overlook the fact that Tancred keeps striking out, Lofn would actually be a pretty great posting. All we have to do is gather seaweed, maintain the trenches, and sunbathe. But the Marines don’t see it that way. They want action, and consider trench maintenance beneath their dignity. Sunbathing they’re good at.

Francie, on the other hand, likes to work. Me and her and Jeremy were originally supposed to pretend we were doing research for our imaginary reptilian introduction study. The army has thousands of studies going on at any given time, so there are always random people wandering around, mangling the unspoken etiquette of the front lines and cutting in line for chow. I thought it was a pretty good gig. But after a few days of doing not much Francie said she was bored, so she volunteered to join the Marines’ work rota. Then Jeremy and I had to volunteer too. If Francie thought this would endear us to the Marines, she was mistaken. They despise anyone who actually works. It shows them up for the prima donnas they are.

But Francie relishes their disgruntlement. She is beautiful, so she can get away with that. Humming a tune, she keeps mending the trench, and I glumly stick a few clamps in, until the all-clear sounds over our radios. 

We climb out of the trench and remove our helmets. The jarheads return to what they were doing, which is goofing off. Francie and I also return to what we were doing, which is laying out dulse to dry in the sun. There are acres of black rubber sheets spread out around that big kelp tree. It’s pretty amazing how the kelp can grow up as well as down. The blades spreading above our heads are green instead of brown, gene-modded to absorb energy via photosynthesis.

Jeremy lies amidst the drying seaweed, shirtless and bronzed. His cyborg eye glints in the sun. It annoys the Marines, who aren’t allowed body modifications. Jeremy was in the 44th Mechanized Horse before he accidentally joined the Dragon Unit. Even former cavalrymen think their shit doesn’t stink. 

“You didn’t take cover in the ‘blast protection facility,’” Francie greets him, with air quotes.

“I was busy,” he says, tapping his eye. It has a tiny built-in speaker. Classical music competes with the sighing of the wind. Jeremy cuddles a bundle wrapped in a towel: his Void Dragon egg. 

“Busy,” Francie echoes.   

“I’m playing Bach to her. Classical music is scientifically proven to enhance emotional intelligence.”

“Her?” Francie says. “Why are you so sure it’s a her?”

“I just am.”

“Mine’s a girl, Scatter’s is a boy.” I’m back to being Scatter. “They’re always the same sex as their owners.”

“Owners?” I murmur. I don’t think of myself as Tancred’s owner. If anything, it feels like he’s my owner. But that doesn’t accurately describe our relationship, either. He sees me as his daddy, and I am trying hard to be a good one. Jeremy will be the best Void Dragon daddy ever, if his attentiveness to his egg is anything to go by.

“It’s definitely a boy,” Francie needles him. 

“We’ve been over this before,” Jeremy says. “Your massive sample size of two Void Dragons doesn’t prove anything.” 

He grins, to take the sting out of it, but Francie is not appeased. She plops down in the pool of water that has leaked out of a basket of fresh dulse. “How can you decide what to call it if you don’t know what sex it is?”

“I do know,” Jeremy says with remarkable patience. “And actually I’m leaning towards Prudence.”

“Prudence.” 

“Or Charity.”

“Seriously?”

“It’s not as silly as Pinkie Pie,” Jeremy says under his breath, catching my eye. I feel bad for smiling, but Francie really can be touchy, especially about her Void Dragon.

With perfect timing, Pinkie Pie flutters out of the kelp tree. Cerise, kitten-sized, she cries, Mommy! and lands on Francie’s head. Francie winces, then lifts Pinkie Pie off and sets her down on the rim of the dulse basket. She’s not rough with the baby dragon, just … distant. I open my mouth, then shut it again. I feel like Francie is not giving Pinkie Pie enough love. That could have terrible consequences. But I don’t know how to bring it up without coming off as judgmental. 

So I say nothing. I take double handfuls of dulse and spread them out on the plastic, separating the fronds. Dulse is also known as carrageenan. It’s used in everything from yogurt to deli meats to bread. Tancred may be a failure as a secret super-weapon, but at least I’m contributing to Callisto’s food supply. Every gramme of food that doesn’t have to be imported from off-world helps. 

Despite the negative emotions roiling me, I keep sneaking glances at Francie. Her caramel hair is in a ponytail, showing off her slight widow’s peak. Sunlight glistens on her defined arms. She’s rolled her wetsuit down to her waist, so her top half is only covered by a tank-style bathing suit. It doesn’t quite hide her … 

No. Stop it, Scattergood. Just stop it.

I’ve never met another girl as beautiful as Francesca Collins. I know that she gets treated differently on account of her beauty, and I refuse to be that guy. (One of those 1,000 guys on Lofn alone.) But it’s getting harder to hide my enormous crush on her.

Especially since her boyfriend, Patrick, is not here.

He’s back on Earth, with the rest of the crew, hunting Void Dragon eggs in Europe.

Probably half the reason Francie is so touchy is because she misses him.

To distract myself, I squint up into the sky … and there’s Tancred, dropping towards Lofn like a green stone. 

The Marines over in the barley field yell in alarm. They know it’s just my ‘gene-modded lizard,’ but they’re so conditioned to view things falling out of the sky as mortal threats that they can’t quite take his behavior in stride. He snaps his wings out at the last second, braking, and skims above their heads. 

One of them shoots at him. 

I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t actually see the muzzle flash, and hear the report. 

The vast oceanic distances swallow the sound, and I’m off running, arms swinging, pounding through the barley. The raft does not sway or bounce underfoot: it’s just too big. But Callisto’s artificially enhanced gravity is only 65% as strong as Earth’s, so I run in great raking bounds. I reach the group of Marines at the same time as Tancred circles back, soaring lower. His direction of flight identifies the shooter.  

A wiry jarhead with zits on his cheeks, brandishing his sidearm. 

That’s all I see before Tancred engulfs him in a jet of flame.

For a second he’s silhouetted in the fire, screaming the most awful scream I have ever heard. Then the fire steals the oxygen from his lungs. His buddies charge at him, fearlessly braving the flames. They knock him to the ground and roll him over and over, smothering the fire with their own bodies.

Sparks smoke in the sea barley. 

One of the Marines performs CPR on the blackened corpse while another shouts the rhythm. “One two three four, stayin’ alive, stayin’ alive, uh uh uh uh, stayin’ alive …”

It is plainly futile.

The guy is dead.

I stand there at the edge of the chaos, my mouth hanging open.

Before we came here, I vowed to stop being such a wuss. To act instead of just standing there while the shit hits the fan.

Was there anything I could have done?

If I hadn’t been mindlessly mooning over Francie …

Tancred thumps to the ground beside me. He nuzzles my hip. My hand automatically goes out to rub his head. 

Sorry, Daddy. 

His voice is small with woe.

“It wasn’t your fault,” I mutter, although it obviously was. This is like what happened at the reception on Ceres, when Tancred got spooked and set the decorations on fire. The difference is that Tancred is bigger now. His dragon-fire doesn’t just singe. It kills.

The other Marines round on me. “Your pet murdered him!”

 “I’m gonna blow it the fuck away,” snarls one, advancing on us. His big, tattooed fists grip his sidearm, levelled at my nuts, which is also the level of Tancred’s head. I know this guy. He blatantly hits on Francie. His name’s Schultz.

I kneel and wrap my arms around Tancred. If Schultz tries to blow my dragon away, Tancred will barbecue him. I have to deter him. “Your guy shot at him first!” 

“That makes it OK to burn him to death?” Schultz gestures fiercely to his friends. They circle around and drag on my utility belt, trying to separate me from Tancred. I kick them. We’re all yelling at each other, while the dead guy lies there staring at the sky with eyes like a baked fish. Francie runs up with Pinkie Pie on her shoulder and screams at them to leave me alone. 

One of the Marines grabs Pinkie Pie. 

Tancred is very, very protective of Pinkie Pie. He rises on his hind legs, throwing me off. He lollops over to the Marine who’s got Pinkie Pie—No burn! I mentally yell—and slashes at him with a forefoot. Tancred’s claws are quite long now, and as sharp as cleavers. 

The jarhead stumbles back with a howl, clutching the side of his face, blood gushing through his fingers. 

Pinkie Pie flutters back to Francie. 

Didn’t burn, Daddy, Tancred says proudly. Blood glistens on his claws.

“Attenshun!!” An officer’s voice blares through the mayhem. “Marines! What the fuck you doin’?”

I have a fleeting memory of that girl on the crew shuttle telling me about genus Officerus, specialty ass-chewing. Now, I could weep with gratitude for the presence of this Marine captain. He stalks up to us and shoos his jarheads away from me and Tancred and Francie. His dark face is practically eggplant-colored with rage. 

The Marines erupt. “Sir, sir, sir, it killed Henriquez!”

“Quiet!”

Then the captain sees the body of Henriquez. His face changes, and I know that our stay on bucolic Lofn is over. 
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We’re told to remain in our quarters while they contact ARES. 

As ‘visiting researchers,’ we’re staying in the main building instead of in the barracks. Our rooms—three in a row—share the third-floor verandah that runs around the building. From here, we can see all Lofn spread out, shaped like two capital Es, back to back, with eight horizontals instead of three. The bottom two horizontals are plain green foam, unplanted. One of them is the pier for our support boats. They’re building some kind of new installation on the other one. Construction noise grinds away at us through the morning. 

There are a few chairs on the verandah. Francie and I sit side by side in glum silence. The construction crew has knocked off for lunch. The fourth-floor verandah shades us from the sun. Jeremy’s in his room, probably giving his egg a massage or something.

I feel slightly seasick. I haven’t felt this way since our first day here. Lofn is actually rising and falling all the time on Callisto’s long slow swells, but you stop noticing it. I raise my eyes to the blue horizon—this is said to be a cure for seasickness. There are no other rafts or ships in sight. We might be alone on Callisto. Under other circumstances I would quite like this feeling.

“I figure they’ll send us back to Ceres,” Francie says, breaking the silence.

I nod. 

“Goddammit!” she exclaims. “I hate letting Elsa down like this.”

A short laugh escapes me. She hates letting Elsa down like this? Elsa is my aunt. And I was the one who screwed up. Tancred, me; same difference. 

“What’s your problem, Scatter? You think it’s funny?” 

“No,” I fumble. A seaplane has just landed in Lofn harbor, alongside the bottom two horizontal of the righthand E. People are being ferried ashore, as we were three weeks ago. “Look: MPs.”

Military policemen. My favorite people. Not. Maybe they’re here to take us away.

“Oh, Pinkie,” Francie says to her dragon, curled on her lap. “Yummy yummies.”

Pinkie Pie hatched when a bunch of MPs shot at her, back in Brussels. She now has a taste for the output of their Bulldog energy weapons, just as Tancred has a taste for Offense ship drives. We verified this experimentally before we came here. Francie now has her own Bulldog and a whole crate of rechargeable power packs. I’ve seen her feeding Pinkie Pie as if she were giving a baby its bottle, just cradling the little dragon in the crook of her elbow and shooting the gun into her mouth. It’s cute and horrifying at the same time. I wish it could be that easy for me and Tancred. 

“Maybe you and Pinkie could stay on,” I say, trying to find a silver lining. “It wasn’t your fault, after all. And we can prove Pinkie’s harmless, as long as she gets her ten kilowatts a day …”

I’m trying to be selfless. After all, the last thing I want to do is return to Ceres while Francie stays here. So it stuns me when she turns on me, eyes bright with anger. “Yeah, rub it in, why don’t you? Your dragon eats Offense ships. Mine only drinks non-lethal energy beams. Thanks for reminding me how useless she is.”

Pinkie Pie burrows her head into Francie’s stomach, begging to be found worthy, begging for love, but Francie just dumps her on the floor and sits back, arms folded. I see tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. I swallow. I’m such an idiot. Why didn’t I realize that this is why Francie is unhappy with Pinkie Pie? It’s not because she isn’t close to Pinkie—it’s because she’s so close to her. If Pinkie is a failure, that makes Francie herself a failure by extension. 

Now, I sense, would not be the best time to remind her that Tancred barbecued a Marine this morning, so he isn’t exactly a paragon of warlike usefulness, either. 

“Um, well, Pinkie can kill ‘em with sheer cuteness,” I say, bending down and holding out my fingers to the poor little non-lethal dragon. She creeps across the verandah to Tancred and clambers behind his foreleg to hide.

“Do you actually realize,” Francie says furiously, “how sick I am of hearing that kind of thing? ‘Oh, you’re too cute to be in the army,’” she imitates a jarhead’s drawl. “Yeah, fuck you very much.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I say. “You’re not cute, you’re beautiful. There’s a big difference.”

Francie springs out of her seat. Too late, I realize I’ve once again said the worst possible thing I could say. I think for a split second she might actually hit me, but she just scoops Pinkie Pie up and stalks away towards her own room.

To get there, she has to pass Jeremy’s door. He calls to her from inside. She ignores him. 

A moment later he emerges, raises his eyebrows at me, and heads into Francie’s room without knocking. 

I slump in my chair and watch the MPs escort two men along the dock. These are the ones who just arrived on the seaplane. Prisoners or VIPs? VIPs, I think. Nothing to do with us. One’s tall and skinny, the other’s short and fat. They walk between the harbor buildings towards the main facility. Short & Fat is carrying a briefcase, Tall & Skinny is empty-handed. 

I listlessly rub Tancred’s neck. I feel more seasick than ever.

In Francie’s room, she and Jeremy are talking. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but I hear Francie laugh. Jeremy has a gift for cheering people up, something I didn’t realize when I first met him. I thought he was just an asshole. 

They both come out of Francie’s room. She’s carrying her computer. “I forgot about this,” she says to me. “I got it this morning. I was gonna show you.”

She no longer sounds furious at me. I can’t believe I’m forgiven, but I’ll take what I can get.

Which turns out to be a video from Patrick.

We cluster on the verandah to watch it. The video opens with a long-distance shot of reindeer grazing on a snow-covered slope. There are approximately ten thousand of the magnificent beasts. The camera pans, taking in a hilly white landscape. “Schleswig-Holstein,” Patrick intones in voiceover. “Once the breadbasket of Germany. Now the lichen-basket of Germany.”

Two riders canter into the frame. They are not riding horses. Well, they are, but the horses are mechas. I feel a pang of envy. Patrick and I rode horse mechas in the Netherlands. It was harder than I expected, but pretty fun. At least, it would have been fun if the 44th Cavalry, Jeremy’s former outfit, had not been chasing us. 

These riders are not being chased. They’re not trespassing in a military exclusion zone. They’re following the reindeer, making sure the herd stays together. “They need to work on their seats,” Jeremy says with a professional’s critical eye. But the riders in the video are clearly having a grand old time, making their horses rear, snow flying from their hooves. 

“There are wolves around here,” Patrick’s voiceover says. “The regular kind, and the human kind. Reindeer is a preferred food for both kinds. Good thing there are professional cowboys on the job—as well as us!”

The camera zooms right in on the riders, and one of them’s Patrick. He must have gotten someone else to film this. The other one is Badrick, or so I assume based on the strip of ebony skin visible between his ski mask and snow goggles. Patrick hasn’t bothered with either. His cheeks are red, his eyelashes are frozen, and he’s grinning hugely. 

“Hi, Francie.”

I shoot a glance at Francie. Staring at the screen, her face is soft. I suddenly feel like a turd for deluging her with longing looks, and for saying she was beautiful. She is, but she’s also dating Patrick. And I wouldn’t get between them for the world. I actually convinced her to give him another chance, back in Brussels. He deserves it. He deserves her. He’s one of the best friends I have made since I joined the army …

… and I’m jealous as hell that he’s getting to play cowboy in Germany, while I sit on a raft on Callisto, waiting to find out if I will be put in jail or just packed off to Ceres in disgrace. 

“So has Pinkie chomped on any MPs yet?” 

Francie chuckles when Patrick says this. She bit my head off for saying basically the same thing. 

“What about Tancred? Bet the jellies are trying to figure out what the heck is snacking on their supply ships.”

If only.

“You guys just wait. We’re gonna show you how it’s done.”

At this moment, Patrick’s horse sidesteps to avoid a moseying reindeer. He was in the middle of gesticulating, and falls off. The camera tracks him down to the ground. Laughter crackles on the soundtrack. 

“Ow fuck! Hey, turn the camera off, Paul. We’ll do another take.”

“No way, this is comedy gold,” says Paul’s voice, much closer to the mic.

“I’m gonna get you,” Patrick says, lumbering to his feet. The picture jolts wildly and then freezes on a shot of mountains piercing wintry blue sky. The camera has been dropped. 

Obviously they decided to leave that take in. Sound call. Francie is giggling, and Jeremy chortles. I smile wistfully. I’ve always wanted to be more like Patrick, but first I’d have to figure out how to roll with the punches, both literally and figuratively, instead of letting things snarl me up inside. 

The video picks up again outside a prefab structure, maybe a barn. Patrick stands at the door. “OK, start the camera.”

“It’s on,” Paul says from behind the lens. 

“Ahem. Welcome to Rendburg Ranch. This is the old barn; they used to keep pigs in here, but reindeer are more profitable. They eat lichen, did you know that? They just kinda snuffle the snow away and nosh on the moss and stuff. Come in.”

The camera follows Patrick into the high-ceilinged barn. Rows of stalls line it on either side.

“So the reason we’re doing this ridealong with the ranchers,” Patrick says, walking backwards, “is because reindeer actually make great egg hunters. They clear the ground. Then we can move in with the autonomous scanning platform, better known as Scatter’s mecha. She’s way better than the scanner they originally gave us.”

I grin, genuinely pleased. I wrote an egg-hunting program for my mecha, Aardie. That’s how we found Jeremy’s egg. I’m glad she is still helping out. 

“Watch out for that haybale,” Paul says, as Patrick almost backs into one. 

“Oops. So, this part of Schleswig-Holstein is a highest-probability zone on the Eggfall map.”

The data people at ARES reconstructed the event we call Eggfall, when Tancred and Pinkie Pie’s mother laid her eggs across a swathe of Europe and North Africa after consuming our sun. 

“Highest-probability turns out to be an understatement.”

“They found a few eggs,” Francie tells us, spoiling Patrick’s surprise. Of course, she’s seen this already. She presses her fingers to her mouth to control her grin. 

“We’ve found a few eggs,” Patrick says. He stops outside the last stall in the barn. “That’s the good news. The bad news is now we have a different problem.”

He flings open the door of the stall.

“Which ones are we gonna pick?”

The stall is full of Void Dragon eggs. Not just full, overflowing. They’re piled up three feet deep along the back wall, their metallic colors glowing through a coating of soil, so numerous that when Patrick opened the door there was a minor egg-valanche, and three or four eggs rolled out past his feet.

*

“Holy shit,” I say.

“Holy shit,” Jeremy says. 

“Can we see that again?”

“Yeah, replay it.”

Francie rewinds the video, and several more times we gaze in stupefaction at the mountain of eggs, and listen to the musical clinking they make as Patrick and Paul pick up the ones that rolled out of the stall and toss them back inside. I have never heard one Void Dragon egg touch another one before. We never before had two at a time. 

“Obviously,” Patrick says, “this is more than we ever expected to find. That raises the question, why has no one ever found them before? It turns out that Eggfall was noticed at the time. We went back through historical records and found that there was a big meteor shower in 2166. However, no one paid it much mind, because we were in the middle of moving Earth to Jupiter. Meteor showers were an everyday thing back then, especially when we were moving through the asteroid belt. People got blasé about them—if I’m still alive, I’m good, kind of thing. But what about since then? Well, our theory is that they sank really deep into the ground. And ever since then, they’ve been kinda working their way back up to the surface.”

“Because they’re ready to hatch,” I whisper to the screen.

And how many of them have we found, in Schleswig-Holstein alone? Hundreds?

“At least two hundred,” Jeremy says.

“More like two fifty,” I say.

“What are they going to do with them all?”

Part of me realizes this is an absolutely terrifying development. That barn now contains enough Void Dragon power to devour hundreds of stars. But mostly I’m carried away by wonder. And who knows, they might never hatch, anyway.

Tancred sniffs at the screen. Who that? he asks curiously. He can recognize pictures on a screen: he knows what he’s looking at.

“All your little brothers and sisters,” I say. God help us.

Suddenly someone bangs on the door of my room.

“Mr. Scattergood.”

I freeze, then say urgently to Francie, “Wipe the video.”

“Huh? This isn’t even all of it.”

“What was the rest?”

“Mr. Scattergood!”

“It was private,” she says, “from Patrick to me.”

“Just delete it. Please. In case they confiscate our computers.”

Her finger grudgingly moves towards the delete key as I rise and go into my room. I pull on a t-shirt. Open the door.

In the hall stand two MPs and the two men I saw getting off the seaplane. 

They are wearing civvies, which means either they are civilians or they’re four-star generals. 

Both of them, and the MPs, stare at Tancred, who stands by my side, staring right back. As so often in Tancred’s company, I feel invisible. “Um, hello,” I say.

“Mr. Scattergood,” says Short & Fat, finally looking at me. “We need to have a chat with you about the project. I know it’s short notice, but—” he shrugs: we’re at waaaar. An all-purpose excuse for rudeness, meanness, indifference, and outright cruelty. I know these types. 

 “We can do it downstairs,” interjects Tall & Skinny, who has been looking over my shoulder at the state of my room. 

I was actually wondering if they wanted to talk to Francie and Jeremy as well, but apparently not. Fair enough. It was my dragon that killed Pvt. Henriquez.

We go downstairs and into the base commander’s office. She greets the visitors with a salute, then sits on the corner of her desk, while Short & Fat helps himself to an espresso from her private machine and Tall & Skinny sets up his computer on the coffee table in front of the window. Yup, they’re top brass.

I perch on the edge of a chair with my hands laced together into one big fist to stop them from trembling. “I just want to say that Tancred was provoked. Private Henriquez shot at him for no reason at all. Tancred overreacted, and I couldn’t be sorrier, but it wouldn’t have happened if he hadn’t been attacked.”

Short & Fat blinks at me. “What are you talking about?”

“Um … what happened this morning?”

The base commander interjects a brief explanation. 

The visitors say, “Uh huh, uh huh,” only half-listening. 

“Well, that’s tragic,” Short & Fat says. “But we’re at war.” Sucks to be Pvt. Henriquez! Case closed.

They are not here about that.

What is this about, then?

“Your Void Dragon,” Short & Fat says, motioning to Tancred, who’s lying beside my chair, head tucked under one wing, in sulk mode. I take in the words Void Dragon. They know what he is. The base commander doesn’t look surprised; she’s in on it, too. 

Oh, who am I kidding? Everyone on Lofn has probably guessed by now. That would be why Pvt. Henriquez shot at him. 

“His performance is not meeting expectations,” Short & Fat says.

“Zero for eight,” Tall & Skinny says. 

“We’re not expecting perfection—”

“But a one hundred percent failure rate tells us there’s a problem.”

They haven’t offered me coffee.

They haven’t referred to Tancred by name.

They haven’t even told me their names.

I sit forward, jamming my hands between my knees again. “There is a problem,” I say. “Relative velocity. Tancred can fly very fast, but he can’t fly at forty klicks a second. He made two previous ship kills. The first time, the enemy was basically standing still. The second time, it was travelling fast, but Tancred was on board a courier ship that was also travelling fast, in the same direction. He didn’t have to accelerate much to catch up with it. Now look at the situation here. He’s launching from a standstill relative to these supply ships. They scream in from one direction, barely slow down, and scream off in another direction. There’s just no way he’s ever going to catch them, no matter how hard he tries.” I think about adding sir, but don’t.

“Yup, that was my prediction,” says Tall & Skinny. 

“Oh, was it?” I say. I’m feeling uncommonly reckless. “Thanks for letting me know.”

He glances up from his computer and cracks a smile. He’s not much older than me, actually. But he’s got threads of gray in his hair, and noticeable crow’s feet. It’s probably tough being a senior officer in your thirties. All that ass-kissing must be exhausting.

I never was an ass-kisser. But I did tend to accept reprimands in silence, even if it was unfair. I’m gonna try not to be like that anymore.

“Here’s what I propose,” I say. “Station us in space. Give us a pursuit ship of our own. One of those fast patrol boats. It’ll be like a running start.” I picture my dog chasing cars again, but this time she’s on a jet-powered skateboard. “I think you’ll see results.” 

Short & Fat says, “Nope.”

That’s all? Just Nope?

Tall & Skinny elaborates. “For the reasons you just mentioned, as well as other reasons, the project has been cancelled. Sorry, Jay.”

Cancelled.

Cancelled, before Tancred got a chance to redeem himself.

My pulse beats in my ears. I’m getting the feeling we were set up to fail. Dr. Joy, Elsa’s right-hand man at ARES, told us there’s a conspiracy in the upper echelons of the Department of Defense. Traitors are secretly passing intelligences to the Offense. Trying to help them win.

So why would they let Tancred undo all their good work? They wouldn’t. They let Elsa set up this trial for Tancred, is my guess, so no one could say it hadn’t been tried. But they made sure he wouldn’t have a chance to score a single ship kill. All along, their plan was to let the project run for just long enough to look plausible, and then shut us down. 

I’m breathing hard. I’m furious about the wasted time, all Tancred’s wasted journeys into space, the cruel manipulation of his instincts, and worst of all, this waste of an opportunity to actually win the war.

“Basically,” Tall & Skinny says, “it was an unrealistic concept. One dragon versus the entire Offense fleet?” He chuckles as if it was ludicrous to ever have thought Tancred could make a difference.

Maybe he could and maybe he couldn’t, but either way, we’re not talking about just one dragon anymore, are we? I remember the egg-valanche in Schleswig-Holstein. Suppose all those baby dragons hatched, and suppose all of them could be trained to eat Offense ships, like Tancred. We would win. We wouldn’t just win. We’d obliterate the jellies.

I suddenly wonder if these guys know about that, too, and that is why they’re axing us now. 

I sink back sullenly into my chair. I unlock my hands and rest one of them on Tancred’s head.

“I understand you’re upset,” Tall & Skinny says. 

When he puts on a fake-compassionate face like that, he looks elusively familiar, like I’ve seen him before somewhere. 

“Can I just ask what agency you’re with?” I say. “What’s your authority to shut us down?”

Short & Fat looks up from his computer. “You don’t need to know that. But you might as well know that the project has been cancelled owing to developments right here on Callisto.”

He nods to the base commander.

She stands up, drawing my eyes to her and the window behind her, and the view of seaborne fields and blue horizon. 

“Be aware this is classified at the moment,” she says, “but things are about to get more exciting on Lofn. We’ve enjoyed peace and quiet here for quite a while, but that is about to change. I’ll have more details for you in an all-hands briefing later today. For now, what you need to know is that Lofn will soon be a very dangerous place.”

My blood freezes. I remember—I’ve never forgotten—that girl at Asgard. Lofn is hell. Is her joke about to become reality?

“It has been decided that we cannot risk your safety in a combat theater, so you’re being pulled out.”

“Where to?”

“TBD,” Tall & Skinny says curtly. He doesn’t even look at me. He’s typing.

“What about Francie and Jeremy?”

“Ms. Collins and Mr. Delacroix,” the base commander says, when both men look blank.

“Ah,” says Tall & Skinny. “Why do you care?”

Why do I care? What do they think I am, a robot?

“They’ll be staying here,” Short & Fat announces, after consulting his screen. 

I stand up. “Then I’m staying, too.”

All three of them stare at me. It’s almost funny. They’re completely wrongfooted by the fact that I have a mind of my own.

“I’m afraid you can’t,” Tall & Skinny says.

“I’m afraid,” I mimic him. “I am. I’m not asking for your permission.”

“But I am denying it.”

“Oh? You are?” My heart is thudding. I beckon to Tancred. He slinks to my side. “Let me remind you that this is a Void Dragon. Do I need to remind you what Void Dragons do? Do I need to remind you what Tancred could do and will do if he gets pissed?”

On cue, picking up my anger, Tancred huffs a wisp of fire at the carpet. It starts to smoke.

“Well?” I stare fiercely at them. “Still think you can get away with ordering me around?”

When things were at their worst, I asked Tancred: Are you really going to destroy all humanity, just because you’re mad at me? I have now issued pretty much the exact same threat. The irony is not lost on me. But I don’t take it back.

There’s a moment of shocked, tense silence.

The carpet starts to smoulder.

Tall & Skinny rises calmly from his chair, draws a gun, and shoots me.
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Ow! OW!

He shot me in the arm. 

He freaking SHOT me!

I hop around, gripping my bicep, gasping through my teeth in agony. 

Tancred crouches low and snarls out dragon-fire. It singes the table and blackens Tall & Skinny’s computer. I smell burning plastic. 

My arm is killing me, but I retain just enough presence of mind to overcome the rage that’s in me, the instinct to hit back. No, little scaly-butt. No burn. Not … now! 

Later?

Yes.

The base commander picks up Short & Fat’s espresso and dumps it on the burning computer. She grabs the fire extinguisher from the corner and aims it at the smouldering carpet.

A smoke alarm goes off.

Through the din of the alarm, and the hiss of the foam spurting from the fire extinguisher, Tall & Skinny stares at me impassively. “You’re not hurt.”

I look at my arm. I expect to see blood gushing through my fingers. Nothing.

Cautiously, I peel my fingers away. 

No gunshot wound. Just a red bump above my elbow, below the sleeve of my t-shirt. 

It stings like hell. “What kind of gun is that?”

“Non-lethal.”

“Obviously.”

Tancred doesn’t much like the fire extinguisher. He crawls on his belly around the base commander and directs a puff of fire at Tall & Skinny’s shoes. I laugh out loud as Tall & Skinny jumps back with a curse.

“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” I tell him. 

He looks me up and down with sarcastic amusement. “All right,” he says. “You’ve made your point.”

“Which is?” I challenge him.

“You can do whatever the hell you like.” 

“All I want is to be treated fairly.”

“Be more specific.”

“Stop jerking us around.”

The Lofn volunteer firefighters pile into the office. Leaving the base commander to deal with them, we retreat to the verandah. I rub my arm—it still stings.

The two men exchange a glance, and then Short & Fat says, “You want a pursuit ship? You can have it.”

I think about that. I reflect that I’ve now given them reason to distrust me, if they didn’t before. They daren’t hurt me, for fear of how Tancred would react, but they might try to shuffle me out of the way. I decide I am not getting on any ship owned by the DoD unless I really, really trust the pilot. 

“No thanks,” I say. “Changed my mind about that. I might end up on Mars or something.”

Surprisingly, Short & Fat laughs. “He’s pretty smart, Hardy.” 

So Tall & Skinny’s name is Hardy, not that that tells me anything. It suits him. His gray eyes are hard now, like steel. “Not that smart,” he says, “if he wants to stay here.”

Look, I’m terrified, of course. But I have had years and years of practice at hiding fear. 

I shrug. “I kinda like it here. This is where my parents honeymooned.”

Hardy looks grim. “I know.”

How much does he know about me? Probably everything. Shit. “So … mind if I get back to work?”

I don’t go back to work, of course. I go back upstairs and tell Francie and Jeremy what just happened. 

*

“You’re insane,” Francie says. “You could’ve had a ticket out of here and you said no?”

“Email Patrick,” I say. “Right now. Tell him to hide those eggs somewhere the DoD can’t find them.”

We are in Jeremy’s room, having decided to skip the all-hands briefing. Whatever may be happening with Lofn feels far less important than what is happening or may be about to happen to us. Anyway, none of us dare show our faces in the chow hall, as the Marines are still steamed up about Pvt. Henriquez. We’re drinking soda and eating pretzels from the vending machine down the hall. 

Hardy and Strong—that’s what Short & Fat’s name turned out to be, although God knows if it is his real one—left in their seaplane half an hour ago. In a peculiar sense, they’ve left us without protection. It feels like we’re under siege, holed up in this third-floor room, with the construction lights and noise continuing outside.

“All right,” Francie says. “Emailing Patrick now.”

She and I are lying side by side on Jeremy’s bed, each with our computer in front of us. Jeremy lies across the top of the bed, curled up around his egg the way I used to do when I felt blue or scared. “Did I ever tell you why I joined the cavalry?” he says. “Because everyone knows the cavalry never do anything dangerous.”

“Doh,” I say. “I used to feel the same way, kind of: it sucked to be in a technical support regiment, but at least it was safe. Right.” 

“We’re still safe here,” Francie says. “Probably.” She opens her email. Elsa gave us this email program, which has an integrated encryption module. I’ve looked at the code, and I think—I hope—it really is secure. “Hi, Patrick. OK, there’ve been some developments on our end.” She presses pause and glances over at me. “I don’t know what to say. You explain.”

“Budge over.” I gently scoot closer to her, so my face appears on the screen next to hers. Even in the midst of my shock and worry, I think how this is going to look to Patrick, me and Francie side by side, shoulder to shoulder, and I move away a fraction of an inch, so our shoulders aren’t actually brushing. Then I press record.

“Yo, Patrick. We had a visit from the DoD today. I don’t know, specifically, what department these guys came from. But I believe they’re part of the conspiracy.” On what grounds am I saying that? Just because I didn’t like them? But I have to say it, to make him take seriously what I am going to say next. “It turns out that they set us up to fail. Sending the three of us here was just a trick to take away Elsa’s leverage, so she can’t claim that the Void Dragons would win the war for us. They threatened to split us up, so …” I glance at Tancred, who’s lying across the door of Jeremy’s room like a guard dog. “I threatened them with, um, death by dragon-fire.”

“Go, Jay,” Francie says, nudging me. I see her smile in the screen and it’s one of the most beautful ones she’s ever given me.

“They pretty much came out and admitted that they want to exile me to Mars or somewhere, so I can’t interfere anymore with their lovely, lovely war.”

“I knew this was going to turn out to be a trap,” Jeremy mumbles. 

“So I don’t know what they’re going to do next,” I continue, “but I’m betting they’ll come for you. That’s why I’m saying you’ve got to hide the eggs. Get your reindeer to dig a hole or something. Or Aardie can do it. I’ll write a digging program for her and send it to you—"

“Never mind that,” Francie interrupts. She bumps me with her shoulder, but it’s a friendly bump. “Just use shovels. And if they try to split you guys up, Patrick—” her face is serious now. “Don’t let them.” She bites her bottom lip for a second. “Look after our people, Sarge.” 

For a moment I glimpse the relationship they used to have, when Patrick was a sergeant and Francie was a corporal, and they shared responsibility for their little family of squaddies.

“Love ya,” Francie ends quietly. 

And that is the relationship they have now.

I edge further away from her as she presses send.

The noise from outside washes back into the silence.

“Guess I better email Elsa,” I say, moving back to my own computer. “I’m going to ask her if she knows anything about Hardy and Strong.”

I prefer typing to vidmail, even though I have idiopathic arthritis in my fingers. Go figure.

I have gotten no further than “Dear Elsa” when Jeremy rolls off the bed and goes to the verandah door.

“Whoa,” he says. “They’re having the all-hands briefing outside.” 

“I thought it would be in the chow hall.”

“Guess they couldn’t all fit in.”

We crowd onto the verandah. Outside, the noise is far louder. It wasn’t construction: it was clapping and sound effects, and the base commander’s nasal, relentless voice. 

The entire population of Lofn is assembled in the PT yard in front of our building. Marines, services contractors, sailors, other random bods. They’re overflowing the yard, sitting on the rifle range beyond the construction site. 

At the end of the range, a video presentation plays on a big screen. In front of it struts the little figure of the base commander. 

The screen shows the globe of Callisto, a blue circle dotted with battle-rafts. It looks like a snapshot of some chaotic children’s game: Cops and Robbers, or Freeze Tag. 

A laser pointer wobbles over Lofn.

“Oh my God,” Jeremy says. “What are those?”

Lofn is not alone on the waters, as it definitely was when we got here. 

I count no fewer than six rafts in our immediate neighborhood, between a hundred and a thousand klicks away, if this thing is to scale.

The base commander identifies each of them in turn.

“Alfr,” she says. “Vitr.”

These are two Earth battle-rafts, temporarily docked together. We’re moving towards them for a scheduled transfer of provisions and personnel rotation. I already knew about this.

Moving on to the other four battle-rafts, the commander says, “And these are School Shooter…” 

Only a couple hundred klicks off. 

“Redrum …” 

Right behind it. 

“Droog …” 

Closing in from the north.

“And Chester the Molester.” 

The Offense’s big, fancy new-model battle-raft. The one Elsa warned us about.

It’s the furthest away of the four, but it’s hustling up fast from the south pole, eager to partake of the triple scoop we humans are putting together for the jellies.

“Yes, those really are their names,” the commander adds. Cue booing from the crowd. Offense craft always have funny-sinister names in English. We think it’s supposed to make them seem scarier. It is superfluous: the sight of those four evil black dots closing in on us is enough to chill the the pit of my stomach.

“It looks like we could still get away,” Jeremy says. “Doesn’t it? If we did a 180° right now and steamed southwest, we could slip between Redrum and Chester the Molester …”

“Yeah,” I say. “But we aren’t going to do that, because Alfr and Vitr need their seaweed.” I’m paraphrasing what the commander is saying now, with fewer syllables.

“Shit,” Jeremy says. He’s got his egg in both hands, pressing it to his mouth. If anyone looked up at this dark verandah they might see it. But that is the least of our worries now. 

Our lightly garrisoned supply raft will be joining in a battle with three heavyweight Offense battle-rafts and one impregnable super-raft, air support promised but not guaranteed, and listening between the lines, even the base commander is worried about the outcome. 

In a lull, I hear a funny clicking sound. It takes me a moment to realize that it’s Jeremy’s teeth chattering. 

Francie, in contrast, leans out over the guard rail, as if to get that bit closer to the action. Pinkie Pie, sitting on her shoulder, mirrors her intent posture. The light of the presentation casts a blue sheen on Francie’s cheeks and Pinkie’s hide.

As if she can feel me looking at her, Francie turns her head. “Patrick so wishes he was here,” she says softly. 

I say, “Did you know his brother was killed on Callisto last year?”

“Yeah. Jacob. Patrick and Jake were really close. I remember when he got the news.” This would have been before I met them. “He went on a bender. Got wasted, got his rifle, went outside, and emptied the mag in the direction of Saturn.”

I can’t picture it. Patrick’s so easy-going. Sure, he can be scary when he flips out, but he’s a soldier—he’s got to be aggressive. What Francie is describing isn’t aggression, but something else, a raw and futile gesture that seems out of character. But then again, how would I know what it feels like to lose a brother? I don’t have one. I’m an only child.

 “They gave him latrine duty for a month,” Francie says. “Boy, is he going to be pissed that he missed this!” 

“Guess we’ll just have to take lots of pictures.”

Francie misses my irony. “Yeah! Oh my God, I’ve got to tell him.” She skips, yes, actually skips inside.

“It’ll be censored,” I say, following her.

“Duh, that’s why we’ve got a special encrypted email program.”

She flops down on Jeremy’s bed and opens her computer. The next minute she lets out a startled croak.

“What is it?” I say, alarmed.

“I don’t believe this!”

I peer past her at the screen.

Our previous email to Patrick has bounced. 

Your email was not delivered for the following reason: the address patrick.newcombe@ares.com was not found.

My blood turns to ice water. “We’re such amateurs,” I say, mentally kicking myself. Scattergood, you idiot.

“What do you mean?”

“We warned him that they’d be coming for him next. But of course, they knew we would warn him. They probably picked them all up at the exact same time as Hardy and Strong were talking to me here.”

“But why?” Francie is frantically resending the email, over and over. I watch it bounce back into her inbox, over and over. “What do you figure they’ll do with them?”

“I don’t know.” The evasion is mealy in my mouth. I don’t know, but I have a pretty good idea. 

They’ll get rid of them, of course. Eggs and all. 

We should never have agreed to being split up. 

Thank God I didn’t let them split me up from Francie and Jeremy, anyway. 

If I had, it’s a sure bet Francie and Jeremy would not survive the upcoming engagement with the Offense.

We may not survive, regardless. But as it is, we have Tancred on our side, a half-grown Void Dragon who eats Offense ships, and that is a mercy my heart can scarcely contain. I roll off the bed, go down on the floor beside him, bury my face in his neck and rub his shoulders. 

Francie gives up on the computer and lies flat on Jeremy’s bed, cuddling Pinkie Pie as if the little dragon were a cat.

Jeremy comes in and flops in the chair in the corner with his egg.

We sit like that for a while, each one with his or her Void Dragon, and I’m not too far gone to be unaware of what a weird scene it is, all of us sprawled here in the dark, while outside the Marines are going apeshit with excitement. The briefing has broken up. They sing about screwing the jellies as they straggle back to their barracks.

Eventually I rouse myself. “I’d better finish that email to Elsa.”

By midnight I have a response from her.

*

“Hardy and Strong aren’t their real names, Jay. It would help if you had pictures of them. I can’t find them in the database. But I did find a fast courier travelling from Ceres to Callisto, arriving yesterday, with a redacted passenger list. That was probably your guys. By the way, they only redact names if it’s Level Zero personnel.”

Level Zero, I know, is beyond Top Secret. It’s for top managers and appointed officials in the Directorate of Military Intelligence, the DoD’s secret squirrel agency.

“We think our friends, or at least some of them, are in DirMInt,” Elsa adds. 

She puts a slight but unmistakable stress on our friends. I gulp. So she agrees with me. Hardy and Strong probably are part of the conspiracy.

I’d begun second-guessing myself, figuring they wouldn’t be that blatant. Guess I was wrong. They were that blatant. They aren’t scared of being found out … by a 25-year-old former tech support cubicle rat. Well, you wouldn’t be, would you? 

“As regards Patrick and the others,” Elsa says, “I can’t reach them, either. Unfortunately, Clay is travelling back to Ceres as we speak, or he’d be on it.”

Dr. Clay Joy is Elsa’s righthand man at ARES. We once suspected him of being part of the conspiracy. The very memory heats my cheeks with embarrassment. 

“I’ll try to find someone who can visit Rendburg Ranch and let us know what’s going on.”

“My grandfather!” Francie says. “He lives in Padua. Hell, he used to be in military intelligence! He was a pilot for DirMInt.” She immediately starts a new email to Elsa.

My aunt has bags under her eyes. Her graying blonde hair is down around her shoulders, and there’s a coffee stain on her lab coat. She looks old.

When she rescued us on Ceres, it felt like she had swooped in and waved a magic wand to fix my life. But she doesn’t have a magic wand. All she has is the directorship of an independent defense research agency. Moment by moment, I’m realizing how powerful she isn’t. 

“I’m fighting for you, Jay,” she says. “I will do every goddamn thing in my power to get you kids off that moon—”

But there’s nothing she can do, is there? She’s 110 million klicks away, and our friends have more leverage than she does. I glance out at the horizon, which will soon be blotted out by Offense seapower. We’re on our own.  

“—and I will never forgive myself for agreeing to it in the first place. I thought it was a good-faith offer from the DoD. I should have known better. Silly me, I thought there were enough people in the DoD who actually wanted to win the war!”

I turn off the computer on her assurances that everything will be OK. I feel worse than I did before. 

“Ahem?”

Jeremy stands in my doorway, wearing only pyjama bottoms, carrying his egg. 

“Can I come in? I’m bored.” He flips on my TV. “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he murmurs, staring sightlessly at a DoD-approved cooking show. 

I recall his panic last night. He isn’t bored. He’s scared. When he was in the 44th Mechanized Horse, he was a master of the universe. Now he’s way out of his element. I’ve lived most of my life like this: carrying around a deadly secret, not knowing who I can trust. But it’s all new to Jeremy.

I go and get us coffees from the vending machine, and sit beside him repeating Elsa’s empty assurances, telling him everything will be OK. 
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We work round-the-clock shifts during our approach to Alfr and Vitr. The Marines are laboring to make Lofn more battle-worthy. The base commander asks the three of us to pitch in, which we do amidst dirty looks and whispered threats. 

There’s not much anyone can do to improve the defensibility of a big floating farm. But the trenches can always be improved. We put up fences around the edges of the raft, which can later be electrified. And the construction site outside the main facility turns out to be a new Gauss gun. After it mistakes a cloud for an enemy raft and scares the shit out of everyone, I get roped in to troubleshoot its programming.

So I’m in the windowless IT office, lost in a swamp of kludged-together automatic target recognition algorithms, when I feel a tap on my shoulder. I jump. Knock over my cold vending-machine coffee. 

Francie grins palely. “Boo.”

“Uh. Everything OK?”

“As if. Did I startle you? You looked so … peaceful.”

The truth is I was feeling peaceful. I like coding. I’m good at it, and when I get into a flow state, I forget everything else. 

Now it all comes rushing back. “Never mind,” I say. “This ATR program is for shit, anyway. The training database is too small to accurately model the probability that a cloud is not an Offense battle-raft. At this point I’m just putting lipstick on a pig.” 

Francie looks blank. The entire Lofn IT department is prairie-dogging. 

I stretch my spine. “What’s up?”

She pulls me out to the stairwell. Jeremy is waiting with his computer open on his knees. “Email from Patrick,” he says.

“Whoa! Fantastic!”

Jeremy opens an email from t.delacroix@euromail.com. “My father’s email account,” he says.

A video starts playing. It’s Patrick, talking, in a room with rose-pink and ivory striped wallpaper. (“My mom and dad’s place in Paris.”) Jeremy has the sound muted, so I follow along with the automatic captions. 

“Hey, Delacroix, still got cavalry cooties? Hi Francie, hi Scatter. So here we are in Paris.” Patrick looks around, grinning. “Jeremy, dude. Your parents are seriously loaded, aren’t they? This place is right in the middle of the city. Paul went to a concert at the Theatre des Champs-Elysees last night. Today everyone’s gone to see the Eiffel Tower.”

I grab Jeremy’s elbow. “Wait. What? How? When?”

“Pause it,” Francie says. 

Jeremy pauses the video. He shrugs modestly, but I can see the old cavalryman’s smirk playing around the corners of his mouth. “I forwarded Patrick’s video of the egg-valanche to my mom and dad.”

“You never mentioned that.”

“Better to ask for forgiveness than permission, right?”

“And it just so happens,” Francie says, “that Jeremy’s parents run a military outsourcing company.” She digs him in the side with her elbow, but I can see she’s not pissed at him. She’s overjoyed, and so am I, because Patrick and the others are not in jail or on their way to Mars. They’re safe in Paris.

“I suggested Mom and Dad should send some contractors to Rendburg Ranch, because honestly, the security at that place looked like shit. So they did. And the contractors were still there when the DoD arrived.”

Jeremy presses play. 

“Saved by the cavalry!” Patrick says, chuckling.

“Damn straight, digger,” Jeremy says. “Well, sorta.” He explains to us, “The contractors we sent were mounties, like the ones on Ganymede.” The war on Ganymede is famously a war of mechas, fought from the backs of armored horses through the dry canyons and gullies of Jupiter’s closest-in moon. 

“I wish I had video for you of that fight,” Patrick says reminiscently. “They were expecting us to come quietly, like yes sir, no sir. Fuck that. We knocked the bastards down, grabbed the eggs, and took off. They pursued us, but we lost ‘em in the hills. I figure they didn’t have access to military-grade sat coverage, so whoever they are, they’re not all-powerful.”

I nod. Mercifully, EarthCOM, the agency that oversees Earth’s planetary security, is on our side—Elsa and Clay have friends there. 

“We camped out for a couple of nights, then rendezvoused with Tim and Marguerite’s plane at Lubeck airport. Man, that’s the way to travel!”

“Your parents have a private plane?” I say to Jeremy, awed.

“Um,” he says. “A private spaceplane, actually. Watch the video.” 

Patrick grins. “I’ll stop embarrassing you now, Jeremy. Right after I introduce Francie and Scatter to the God of the Gaps.”

The camera pans to a wall that is mostly taken up by an oil painting. It’s a painting of a spaceship lifting off. To be precise, it’s what Jeremy just said: a spaceplane, capable of in-atmosphere supersonic transits as well as interplanetary flights. It’s delta-winged, pointy-nosed, with engines like an elephant’s balls. The painting is done in an Old Master kind of style, which works surprisingly well.

“And now for the best part,” Patrick says. “Tim and Marguerite have offered us the God of the Gaps to come visit you on Callisto.”

My jaw drops. “No,” I say out loud. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Transporting Void Dragon eggs through interplanetary space? Nopey nopey no. Look what happened the last time we did that.

“Where better to hide the eggs than under their noses?” Patrick goes blithely on. “And who knows, we might even get there in time for the action.”

Francie was right. He so wishes he was here. And all too soon, he will be. It takes less than a week to reach Callisto from Earth.

“No,” I say. “Jeremy, email him back. Tell him to bury the eggs or something. Or heck, your parents must have a bank vault.”

“Too late,” Jeremy says.

“See you on Friday,” Patrick says.

“Knucklehead,” Francie says fondly.

“Oh, I almost forgot!” Patrick points at the screen—actually, I realize, at the person holding the camera. “You have to say hello. No, you have to. Francie’s going to see this.”

The camera is set down on a table, pointing at the God of the Gaps painting. Patrick stands in front of it. An old man walks around the table to join him.

“Nonno!” Francie squeals.

“Hello, kids,” the old man says in a rich Italian accent. “Francie, if you are watching this, do not tell your mother I am here.”

“Luigi offered to pilot the Gaps to Callisto,” Patrick says. “Their regular pilot noped out. Wonder why.” He chuckles.

The old man—Francie’s granddad—smiles. “Exactly, so not a word to Mamma, OK? She would worry.”

“Promise,” Francie says. She kisses her fingers and reaches out to touch the screen. One kiss for Patrick. One for her grandfather. 

The screen goes black. I say aloud, “Friday? Did he mean this Friday?” Today is Monday. 

“They might even make it before this shitshow kicks off,” Jeremy says hopefully, and I realize, duh, why the Delacroixes agreed to lend Patrick their spaceplane. To rescue their son from almost certain death. “We just have to get back to Asgard. It shouldn’t be impossible—”

At that very moment, a violent bump shudders through the floor.  

“We’re hit,” Jeremy and I yell.

“Nope,” Francie says, rapidly deleting Patrick’s email from Jeremy’s computer. “We’ve docked with Alfr. I saw it when I was working outside this morning.”

We crowd outside to the first-floor verandah, together with the IT and admin divisions. 

Our starboard view is utterly transformed. Battle-Raft Alfr looms over our little pastoral world. Its armored sides slope outwards. Sailors wave from decks on a level with the roof of our building. Behind them, guns poke out from the sides of a steelclad superstructure. The grinding of engines overwhelms the sounds of seagulls and wind we are used to.

“Now that,” says one of the IT guys, “is a raft.”

Alfr is shaped like a catamaran with 28 keels instead of just two. Its keels have slotted into our harbors—the horizontals of our starboard-facing E. Now each strip of farm lies at the bottom of a steel canyon, partially roofed over by Alfr’s decks. They were designed this way. They fit together like puzzle pieces. 

A shadow falls over us. We all charge around to the port side of the building. An identical behemoth is edging up to Lofn on this side. Bump! Vitr docks.

For the first time in weeks, I feel optimistic. We might even survive until Friday. The two battle-rafts protect us like parents protecting a child. Their big guns face outward. Their auxiliary ships cruise up and down across the narrow strips of sea that are still visible to Lofn’s port and stern. Surely they will rebuff the Offense before Chester the Molester and company get anywhere near us. 
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That afternoon we’re allowed to board Vitr. The Marines scatter to check out the battle-raft’s superior recreational facilities. Francie, Jeremy, and I, with Tancred in tow, climb up as high in the superstructure as we’re allowed.

The air vibrates with noise. Planes are landing on Alfr and Vitr’s flight decks, disgorging reinforcements from other parts of Callisto. Marines tramp down the ramps, armored and helmeted. 

“There,” Jeremy says. “That’s our ride back to Asgard.”

Francie gives him a sideways look. “How are you gonna persuade them to take you?”

“The planes are just going back empty …”

“Jeremy, that’s not the point. You are not a Marine is the point.”

I interrupt. “Look.” Shading my eyes against the sunset, I point at the horizon. 

“Well, hello,” Francie says. “Wonder if that’s Redrum? Or Droog?” 

“Shit,” Jeremy says. “We have to get out of here.”

The Offense raft is just a shadow on the horizon, and when we return to the flight deck, we can’t see it anymore. But awareness of the enemy’s approach crackles through the work parties belowdecks. They are loading bales of seaweed and sacks of sea barley from Lofn into Vitr’s hold as fast at they can go, trying to complete the scheduled transfer of provisions before the enemy gets here. 

As we wait for an empty winch bucket to return to Lofn in, I hear a familiar laugh. 

“I have the worst luck,” says a loud female voice. “You guys have to leave some jellies for me, OK?”

It’s that girl from Asgard, the one who was on our crew shuttle. She’s waiting in line for a different winch bucket.

She sees me at the same time as I see her. “Hey! Lizard guy!”

She bounces over and— to my astonishment—hugs me. She smells like disinfectant and feels like body armor.

“Who’s this?” Francie says.

Francie is not one of those girls who get all competitive around other girls. She doesn’t need to. But she does take against some people, be they male or female, at first sight. She took against me, and I still feel sometimes like she’s never entirely gotten over it. I can tell immediately that she’s taken against …

“Sara.” The girl holds out her hand, grinning, and Francie has no choice but to shake it. “I was on the same crew shuttle as you guys. Hard to forget that … lizard.”

Tancred butts Sara’s leg, as if he remembers her, too. I don’t laugh. It is clear that rumors have spread far and fast. No one thinks he is a gene-modded lizard anymore. But if Sara understood what he was capable of, she wouldn’t be patting his head like that.

“Oh wow, you’ve got one, too,” Sara continues, spotting Pinkie Pie on Francie’s shoulder. “It’s so freaking cute!”

Wrong thing to say, Sara. Francie takes a step backwards. “Well, it was nice to meet you.” She pulls me towards the winch bucket scraping against the lip of the cargo bay. She’s actually touching me. Her fingers are warm on my wrist.

“Wait up!” says Sara, hurrying after us. “I’m coming, too. I’m rotating onto Lofn.” She touches her rifle. “If the jellies try and steal our seaweed, well, they’d have to be nuts to want to, but it’ll be the last thing they ever do.”

“Don’t worry,” Francie says. “We’re expecting Alfr and Vitr to take the brunt.”

Sara pulls a rueful face. “Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.”

We are halfway down to the surface of Lofn, descending by jerks, when a thunderclap shatters the air. It’s so loud we flinch. Sara is mouthing words, but cotton wool fills my ears. I can’t hear her. 

“ … use these,” she says as my hearing returns. She pulls a handful of earplugs out of her rucksack. “I guess they didn’t issue them to you guys.”

“What was that?” I shout, staring into the sky. All I can see is airplanes. 

Boom. I grab Sara’s earplugs and fumble them into my ears.

An airplane falls from the sky, painting a cloudy trail on its way down to the ocean.

It’s started. 

*

Boom.

Ba-da-da-da-da.

Zzzzzoik!

The guns go on all evening and into the night. It gets so I can tell our battle-rafts’ railguns from their missile launchers from their torpedo launchers from the guns on the Offense rafts, even when I’m trying not to think about it, even when, like now, I’m stumbling along the edge of Lofn, hanging onto Tancred with one hand, peering into the water, at bits of Lofn’s main facility. 

A lucky Offense missile obliterated it. Took off the whole stern of the raft, never-used Gauss gun and all. There went all my hours of programming. 

At least I wasn’t inside the building at the time. 

But I think Francie and Jeremy were.

I was doing trench maintenance, so I’m wearing my wetsuit. The helmet comes in handy because bits of burning stuff are raining down on me. Steam rises when they fall into the water, making it even harder to see. 

Lurid light bathes the wreckage. Missiles are exploding in the sky, intercepted before they can reach their targets. Oily smoke fills the air, making my eyes water and my throat burn—I’ve got my visor partway open, so I can hear what’s going on around me.

“Francie! Jeremy!” I scream into my helmet radio. It is like shouting into Victoria Falls. The comms channel is pure chaos on every frequency, radio protocol long since abandoned.

I should have accepted Hardy and Strong’s offer of a ticket out of here. Should’ve leaned on them, threatened them to make them give Francie and Jeremy a ride, too. 

I never knew it was going to be this bad. Never knew it could be this bad.

I stayed because of Francie and Jeremy, and now I’ve lost them anyway.

Those are definitely bodies floating out there. Any of them could be my friends.

I’m never going to find them.

Tancred, can’t you see Pinkie Pie anywhere? Smell her? Hear her?

No smelling, Tancred answers absently. Daddy, big boom-booms! He’s excited. I would have thought the noise and the constant impacts juddering through the raft would spook him. But instead, the mayhem seems to fascinate him. Tancred go see?

NO. We are not going any closer to those big boom-booms. We’re too close as it is—

Boom.

—as I was saying.

Lofn judders beneath me, wallowing in the troubled sea, and I crouch down and knit my hands over my helmet. 

Marines rappel down the sides of Vitr and plop into the trenches of Lofn like so many ducks. 

“JAY!!”

Crap, it’s Sara. She dashes towards me across the trampled sea barley. 

“Get in the blast protection facility!” she howls, skidding up to me.

“Have you seen Francie and Jeremy?” I scream.

“Everyone’s to take cover! It’s an ORDER!” She drags at my arm.

“My friends,” I yell, jerking my arm away. “Francie and Jeremy! I need to find them!”

A bit of humanity comes back into her face as my words force her to stop reacting and think. “Jeremy, yeah. He’s over there somewhere.” She waves at the less damaged portion of Lofn. “Francie, I think she’s on Alfr.”

“On Alfr?!”

“She said something about her boyfriend’s brother. Maybe she went to find him?”

Jacob Newcombe is not here, except in spirit. But Francie probably is on Alfr. 

She’s gone to avenge him.

Before I can talk myself out of it, I pull Tancred close. OK, little scaly-butt. Guess we’re going to go see the boom-booms after all.

Another missile slams into Vitr, and Sara yells at me again to get in the trench. 

I swing my leg over Tancred’s back.

“Sorry, Sara, I’ll be back in a few—” 

Tancred spreads his wings and leaps into the air, with me half-kneeling and half-lying on his back.

Lofn shrinks to a murky strip between the bulwarks of Alfr and Vitr.

*

Oh.

Look at that.

Vitr is on fire. 

That’s where all that smoke was coming from.

Muddy red flames boil from the open cargo bays on the raft’s port side, which is facing the same way as Lofn’s (now gone) stern. The people on deck are all running one way: towards Lofn. 

Now I understand the order to take cover in the trenches. They think something on Vitr—or maybe Vitr itself—is about to blow up.

And where’s Francie?

Tancred! Can you find Pinkie Pie?

All burn, Daddy!

Crap, he loves this, doesn’t he? But he must be a sitting duck, soaring over the steel tableland of Vitr, gaining altitude on a hot updraft from the fire on board. I flinch as something whistles out of the sky. An explosion rears its mushroom head from Vitr’s flight deck. 

Beyond Vitr, two of the Offense battle-rafts hulk less than a mile away. They look like ginormous torpedoes, their decks enclosed. Gun ports along their sides wink in unison, belching fire.

The wrecks of auxiliary ships rock on the sea in between us and them. Red-lit oil slicks stain the water. Some of the ships are still moving, like wounded animals, swiping at each other with their cannon. 

The noise is indescribable. 

The smoke is choking me.

The funny thing is I’m not scared. Not of death. I’m scared of failing to find Francie, and I’m scared of falling off.

That harness idea I had … I should have tried to put something like that together myself. I was afraid Tancred wouldn’t like it, but as it turns out, he’s delighted to have me riding on his back. Fierce happiness radiates from him. He’s wondering why we never tried this before. 

Well, because your wings make it really awkward, little scaly-butt. I can’t sit on his neck, I’d be too heavy, and there’s nowhere to put my legs, so I’m basically lying flat with my knees hooked around his haunches, my arms around his neck. I peer down on one side of his neck, then the other, fruitlessly trying to find Francie amid the hordes of Marines and sailors. We’re flying back over Lofn now. Over Alfr. 

Alfr is not on fire. 

It’s worse than that.

Another of the Offense battle-rafts has grappled it. 

This one’s half again as big as the others, and it looks different—not a torpedo, but a mountain. A hideous gunmetal iceberg, with a flat top that functions as a flight deck. This must be the famous Chester the Molester. 

It looks like its hull is made out of the same material as their spaceships: pearly, catching the light of the fires on Vitr near its summit. It’s a beautiful, appalling sight.

For hatches are opening on its near side. And out of these tears in its weird skin, Offense soldiers scramble and bounce down to the deck of Alfr like twenty-sided dice, their legs tucked up. Our projectiles sparkle on their armor, but do not seem to do them any serious damage. 

The Offensives aren’t built to run and climb and fight like us two-leggers. They are ten-foot air-breathing jellyfish. They walk on their outer tentacles. Their bodies are bags of goo, which can quite easily be punctured. This is proof that evolution is neither convergent nor particularly smart.

Unfortunately, their physical vulnerabilities drove the Offensives to develop armored exoskeletons for every occasion. So it doesn’t really matter what’s inside the armor. Our Marines are facing bulletproof commandos with built-in weapons that put ours to shame.

Tancred circles lower over the Offense boarding party and the Marines now engaging them in combat on Alfr’s deck.

Oh God, is Francie down there?

A flash lights up one of the upper mouths in the Offense raft. An explosion spurts out, heavily salted with jelly bits. 

Someone grenaded them! That’s the way to do it! Yeah, humanity! Earth, Earth—

“Tancred, where are you going?”

He is soaring out past Chester the Molester. As the cacophony of the battle falls behind, I hear a loud, tuneless jingle coming from the raft. “I’m Chester the Molester and I’m here to have fun! Ravage and savage and maul everyone,” in English, over and over, to an accompaniment of oompah music. Do the Offense really enjoy this? Or do they just pretend to?

More jellies swarm on the aft side of their raft, which slopes down to the water like a half-submerged glacier. They’re getting onto cigar-shaped boats, the better to board Alfr from every conceivable angle.

It’s official. We’re losing.

“Tancred, go back to Lofn! It’s too dangerous!”

He stubbornly ignores me, flying lower and lower. We’re right over the jellies’ heads. 

Just like human beings, they never bother to look up.

Now Tancred burn.

And my Void Dragon breathes fire.

It washes across the jellies on the glacier slope. Their armor turns black. Their power packs, or whatever they use, catch fire and explode. They turn into spinning fireworks, careening this way and that, crashing into each other, cartwheeling into the sea, and I pump my fist and yell, “Oorah! Got them!”

Tancred radiates satisfaction. Burn more?

“Heck yeah! Go for it!”

Instead of pursung the fleeing jelly boats, as I expected, he jinks in the air and breathes a long stream of fire at the side of Chester the Molester, right above the waterline.

The metal skin of the battle-raft melts. Drips into the water. Clouds of steam rise. 

“Holy shit, scaly-butt, you’re good at this …”

A hole gapes in the side of the raft. We fly in, through the steam. Tancred folds his wings away to nothing to get through the hole. His momentum carries us through a smoking tunnel of destruction, into a painfully bright cavern. Unarmored jellies, wearing primary-colored lampshades, work around a vast tangle of electrical equipment. 

Tancred lands on the floor.

I fall off.

Now burn bigly, he announces.

And he grows. I’ve seen this only once before, when he saved our lives at Beachy Head. His body inflates and sort of thins out to a hundred-foot ghost of himself. His wings fill the cavern. The jellies scatter in panic. 

Tancred coils around the biggest piece of equipment, which looks like a high-tech soda bottle. He claws at it and nuzzles it like a cat playing with a catnip-filled toy. The jellies are going nuts, shooting at him, but their bullets go straight through his spectral form. I lie flat on the floor, praying to stay un-shot, peeking between my fingers. 

Dragon-fire snakes along the conduits and pipes of the equipment, which I now recognize as an Offense power plant. It’s the same as the one in the Terrorflop, the Pulverizer that Tancred ate on the way to Earth! And as it turns black and shrivels, I feel itchy with embarrassment and regret, because I didn’t realize that of course, they use the same type of power plants in their battle-rafts.

Because I didn’t realize that for Tancred, burning and eating are two different slants on the same thing. 

All this time, we’ve been surrounded by a floating Void Dragon buffet.

I didn’t realize.

My nostrils fill with that weird incense scent I remember from the Terrorflop. The power plant caves in on itself like a black cardboard house of cards.

All the lights go out. 

The hateful “Chester the Molester” jingle stops.

For a second, there’s dead silence. The only visible thing in the place is Tancred, a dragon of light, his head buried in the debris of the power plant, sucking the last yummy drops of energy out.

Then the jellies start shooting again, as he shrinks, shedding his spooky sixth-dimensional form, and returns to—

—well. Not quite his own size. He was as big as a Shetland pony before; now he’s as big as a full-size pony. 

The lights come back up. They’ve got a reserve power source. Fuel cells, I suppose. Tancred shakes his head irritably at the bullets zinging around him.

Daddy?

“Right here,” I croak.

Jellies rush towards me. They have finally noticed the unprepossessing two-legged prey being lying on the floor of their reactor room.

Tancred blasts puffs of fire, charring the jellies to ash, and lollops over to me. He dips his head. I look into his appley eyes for an instant, trying to manage my conflicting emotions of pride and love and dread, and then I scramble onto his back. 

The raft lurches under us. A distant boom reverberates through the cavern. 

The floor tilts to a 40-degree angle. All the jellies slide down to one side of the cavern. Tancred flaps and scrambles back towards the hole we got in by, but it’s no longer there. 

In its place, a smooth green torrent of sea gushes in.
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Inch by inch, blast by blast, Tancred fights his way out of Chester the Molester. I’m not doing anything except clinging onto his back. I can’t do anything else. My muscles have locked up. My head is ringing, and my throat feels like I swallowed broken glass. 

The only reason we survive is because Chester the Molester is sinking, and the jellies are less interested in killing us than in saving their own lives. We finally burn through the top of the hull as water swirls over the shoulders of the iceberg. It slides beneath the water, taking a bunch of their cigar boats down with it. 

Tancred flaps wildly into the air.

I get a tip-tilted, nightmarish view of Vitr burning, Alfr littered with corpses, Droog closing in for the kill. 

Tancred, burn more! I command wildly. Burn that one too! 

I feel like I’m dying, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t care if I die if we can kill them all.

Daddy said no burn, Tancred reminds me, virtuous after the fact.

Well, I changed my mind!

No more burn now. Maybe later.

As he levels out and turns back towards Alfr, I feel his contentment. Well, dammit. He doesn’t want to burn anymore now because he’s full. 

We fly slowly above Alfr. It looks like everyone on deck is dead. 

Now finding Pinkie Pie, Tancred says.

He flies straight to the superstructure of Alfr, where we find Francie crouching in someone’s office. She has a rocket grenade launcher set up on a tripod at the broken window.

“That was a good idea,” I cough, leaning off Tancred’s back to look in the window, my face upside-down to her.

Francie jumps, whipping out a pistol. Then she sees it’s me. 

Pinkie Pie is curled up under the rocket launcher, her head hidden beneath one wing. 

“Since my dragon is just a useless ball of cuteness,” Francie says, “I had to improvise.”

She stuffs Pinkie Pie into a pocket and climbs onto the window-sill. Tancred sinks his foreclaws into her bulletproof vest. We take off again, into the noise of Vitr burning and things exploding on board. I can feel the heat of the blaze from here. Why doesn’t it just sink? I try the radio again, hoping to get through to Jeremy, but it doesn’t seem to be working at all now.

Suspended from Tancred’s claws, Francie swings above the fiery chaos. “We’re losing,” she shouts up at me. 

“When did you notice?” I shout back.

I can hardly see Lofn through the smoke. 

Tancred spirals down and lands, with a splash.

Water surges around my ankles, slops into my boots. 

Lofn is waterlogged. The whole raft is now one giant, shallow trench in between the behemoths of Alfr and Vitr. 

Small boats nuzzle at the stern end of the raft. Marines clamber into them, overloading the already crowded craft. 

Francie and I cling to each other to keep our balance as Tancred splashes around. I remember how much he enjoyed the swimming pool at my mom’s house. He just has no idea that we’re in the middle of a freaking war, does he? He thinks this is fun! Big boom-booms, a yummy snack, and now a swimming pool. Exasperation surges up. “Tancred,” I yell, “can you stop fucking around and look for Jeremy’s egg?”

A dripping sea monster rises up from the water a short distance away, and flounders over to us. “There you are!” It’s Sara. 

“Did you get any jellies. Sara?” Francie says. “I did. I got lots of them. I found an RPG launcher, and—”

“Shut up! I don’t care!” Sara yells. 

Francie blinks rapidly. 

“Get in the goddamn lifeboats!” 

I hesitate, agonized. 

“We can’t leave Jeremy,” Francie yells, voicing my thoughts. 

“He’s already in that boat! I found him on the flight deck! Come on!”

We follow her to the nearest lifeboat. It’s so packed with Marines, it doesn’t look like there’s any room for us, but Sara jumps aboard and makes room by kicking people. 

Jeremy’s hand reaches out of the scrum. I grab it. He hauls me and Francie over the gunwale. 

Water sloshes six inches deep in the bilge. Pumps squirt it back into the sea. The motor throttles up. We growl away from Lofn.

Tancred flaps uneasily above the boat. 

We churn through the floating wreckage. We’re actually getting away! I can’t see any Offense assets in the gap between Alfr and Vitr, although I can’t actually see much of anything, as I’m half-kneeling in the bilge, half-sitting on some stranger’s lap.

“Hey, hey. Lizard boy.”

Or, not a stranger. 

Twisting around, I find myself looking into the ugly, tattooed face of Schultz, the Marine from Lofn who threatened to shoot Tancred that time. 

I slide off his lap in a hurry. Someone else shoves me in the back.

“You don’t deserve to be on this boat,” Schultz growls. He nods at the wreckage. Some of it is people, desperately calling out to us. “They deserve it more than you.”

“Throw him off,” someone else grunts.

“Damn straight.”

“There’s another of ‘em over here.”

“Throw ‘em all off.”

Hands push Francie past me, into the water. “Swim, bitch.” 

“Francie!”

“Hey, you can’t do that!” Sara is sticking up for Francie. It should be me.

“Can’t?” Schultz sneers. “I just did.”

“They’re with us!”

“That what you think? Then you can fucking swim, too.”

Sara is manhandled out of the boat. She lands with a splash. Jeremy fights to keep his place, but he goes next, yelling and cursing.

And all the time I’m kneeling there frozen.

Schultz looks down at me with contempt. “Got nothing to say, lizard boy?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Fuck sorry.” He backhands me, knocking me over the gunwale. “That’s for Henriquez.” The water swallows me.

*

I surface, spitting. The water tastes of oil. For a horrible moment I think I’m alone, then I see Francie and Jeremy treading water nearby. 

Sara kicks towards us, clinging to a piece of the green foam from Lofn’s torn-off stern.

We all join her, too shocked and stunned to do anything except follow Sara’s instructions. Take your boots off. Dump your weapons. That’ll make it easier to stay afloat. 

The last lifeboats power away, leaving us stranded in the steel canyon between Alfr and burning Vitr. We’re hardly alone—there are hundreds of people in the water—but most of the others are dead. 

Tancred perches on another piece of foam, looking like a giant shipwrecked cat.

Francie and I exchange a quick look. This look says: Tancred can’t carry four people.

Even three would be a struggle, actually. I felt it while he was carrying Francie and me. He was straining. 

And we cannot leave Sara at this point. Not after she stood up for us and got thrown out of a lifeboat for our sakes.

We’re screwed.

“We should climb back aboard Alfr,” Jeremy gasps hoarsely. “Might be able to hide from the jellies. Wait it out.”

None of us can think of a better plan. We all arrange ourselves on the same side of our improvised float and start to wearily kick towards Alfr.

And then things get worse.

The light, already dim, fades further. Something is blocking out the other end of the canyon we’re in.

It is the nose of a gigantic, city-sized torpedo.

Engines roar.

The near end of Lofn thrusts into the air.

Beyond it, the giant torpedo moves closer, grinding between Alfr and Vitr, slowly driving them apart. It booms: “I’m the School Shooter, and I don’t give a shit. Shoot ‘em all, kill ‘em all, blow ‘em to bits! I’m the School Shooter …”

“Oh, no,” I breathe.

I know what is going to happen. 

Lofn is still moored to Alfr on one side and Vitr on the other.

School Shooter is forcing the two battle-rafts apart. 

Even faster than I expect, it happens.

Lofn rips up the middle like wet cardboard, and the two halves fall back into the sea with an almighty splash. 

Waves crash over us. The float is torn from my grasp. I go under with my anguished, rheumatic fingers wrapped into Francie’s hair. 

Tancred’s teeth fasten on my wetsuit, and on my shoulder inside it. He drags me to the surface, with the others clinging to me. 

“I’m the School Shooter, and I don’t give a …”

A new noise drowns out the jingle: the thwocka thwocka of a helicopter. 

No sooner have we heard it than we see it, buzzing bravely into the canyon, searchlight raking the water. It’s one of ours, painted in our familiar yellow and blue colors. Arms flail at it. A surprising number of the floaters are not dead after all. 

“Jay Scattergood!”

An amplified voice from the helicopter calls me.

“Here! Here I am!” I yell, as if they had any chance of hearing me. But they’ll see Tancred, they’ll know I must be nearby—

“Jay Scatter—"

School Shooter interrupts with a burst of gunfire. The helicopter dodges lower. Unable to face the battle-raft’s guns, it roars above the water in a tight curve, out of the canyon and away. Our hopeless cries follow it.  

School Shooter continues its slow, grinding advance, looking down at us with the wide black eyes of open gun ports. We tread water. I know the end is near now. School Shooter is just going to grind us down, like a semi running down a bunch of pedestrians. It’s a hundred meters off. Fifty.

Suddenly a sleek dark hull breaks the surface a stone’s throw away. 

“Yesss!” Sara shouts deliriously. “A submarine!”

Oh. Wow. A submarine.

This is a war on a water world. Of course we have submarines. They just tend to be out of sight, out of mind, like the cyberwarfare department.

The bad news is that—like cyberwarfare specialists—the Offense has them too.

A hatch in the submarine’s conning tower pops open. An armored tentacle snakes out.

It straightens, pointing at me and Tancred.

It might as well be saying in English, “There. Those ones.”

Tancred tries to take off from the water with four humans hanging onto him. It’s a doomed effort.

With a whirr of drone rotors, a net flies out from the Offense submarine and lands softly on top of us. It wraps around us like sticky spaghetti, carries us to the submarine, and drops us into the waiting hatch.
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We fall into the hatch in the conning tower. Trapped inside the net, we bump against each other and the instruments on the walls all the way down. 

We land on a hard cold deck in bluish light so bright it hurts my eyes.

Tancred might be able to burn through the net, but he’s too scared to try. He knows now that I can be hurt. I could be killed. His love for me has taught him the meaning of fear. The glorious destroying angel that sank Chester the Molester is gone. Now he’s just a pony-sized lump, his foreclaws possessively wrapped around my leg. My sadness for him forms a dreary backdrop to my own terror.

Above us, the hatch slams. I’m on my back looking up, so I see an armored Offensive dropping down after us, now upside-down, now right side up, wrapping its tentacles around this hold and that, like a gibbon swinging around on its tail. 

It lands next to the net. Its exoskeleton reflects rainbows from the painfully bright light. The exoskeleton encases all umpteen of its outer tentacles separately. Four of them hold four guns, which are pointing at our four heads.

“I am Captain Gutmangler,” it rumbles from a speaker on its exoskeleton. “I have captured you.”

“He should call himself Captain Obvious,” Sara mutters, underneath me.  appreciate her attempt to keep our spirits up, but I do not feel like laughing at the giant alien. Not even a little bit.  

Shadows fall across us: more jellies, gawking at the prisoners. Captain Gutmangler booms something, which I suppose means Get back to work, you maggots. They rush away on their tentacle-tips, except for one, which frisks us with its tentacles through the mesh of the net. It takes away our radio headsets, as well as two pistols, a boot knife, three grenades, and a Void Dragon egg. All that stuff belonged to Sara except for one of the pistols—Francie’s—and the egg. That was Jeremy’s, of course.

The net retracts.

“Stand up!”

Weaponless, soaking wet, we stand up. I can feel Tancred wrapping around my legs, but I can’t see him because I have my hands over my eyes. It’s unbearably bright. It is also very cold.

“Hmm,” Captain Gutmangler says.

The lights dim to a more tolerable brilliance. I lower my hands.

We are in a steel tunnel broken up with partitions that form compartments. Consoles fill the nearest compartments at about my head height. Jellies jab delicately at screens with the tips of their smaller tentacles. These ones are dressed in primary-colored lampshades with holes for their inner tentacles, like the jellies I saw in Chester the Molester’s reactor room. I guess this is Offense battle-dress, when they’re not in exoskeletons. 

The jellies can brush the ceiling with their tentacles: for them, this is a typically cramped submarine. For us, it’s cavernous.

I feel pressure in my ears.

The submarine is diving.

Captain Gutmangler yanks my attention back. “You are my prisoners,” he bellows, twirling his blasters at us.

“Yeah, you already said that,” Sara grunts. 

“That is a Void Dragon.” He’s pointing a tentacle at Tancred. 

“You got it,” I say. I’m surprised how normally my voice comes out. I’m croaky and hoarse, but I don’t sound the way I feel, which is about to pass out from fear.

“That is another Void Dragon.” Gutmangler points his tentacle at Pinkie Pie, clinging to the front of Francie’s wet t-shirt, her weight dragging it off Francie’s left shoulder. 

“Yup,” Francie agrees. 

“This is a Void Dragon egg.” Gutmangler displays the egg he took off Jeremy, holding it in two tentacles at our eye level. 

They know all about Void Dragons and their eggs. Well, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. A Void Dragon ate their sun, too. That’s why they’re here 

“Yeah,” Jeremy says. His voice sounds normal, too. But in the brilliant light, his eyes hold a wild determination I have never before seen. “And it’s MINE YOU FUCKER!” 

With the last words, he leaps at Gutmangler, reaching for the egg.

The move is so sudden and unexpected that he actually gets his hands around the egg. He drags it towards himself with Gutmangler’s tentacles still wrapped around it. Turning his back on the jelly, he throws his weight forwards to wrench the egg out of Gutmangler’s grasp. 

All this happens in a microsecond.

In the next microsecond, Gutmangler roars, “BAD human!” and shoots Jeremy in the back.

With an energy weapon. 

That’s what you use on board a ship, or a submarine, where you don’t want to risk puncturing your own hull.

The beam is faintly visible, cherry-red. It drills a hole in Jeremy’s back and comes out of his chest. It hits the egg.

The egg shatters.

A periwinkle blue baby dragon flaps out into the submarine, screaming in my head. Tancred can hear her, too. Her anguish reverberates around the inside of our skulls. 

No wonder she’s upset. She hatched in the same instant her companion, who had showered her with love and round-the-clock attention, died.

Jeremy topples to the deck. Pink steam rises from the hole in his back. His limbs jitter. Maybe he’s not dead! Heedlessly, I drop to my knees and shake him.

Meanwhile, the baby dragon flutters at Gutmangler. The jelly keeps shooting her, and she keeps drinking the energy. Gutmangler winds up throwing the gun into the baby dragon’s face, which does not deter her one bit. The other jellies surge around us. They shoot the baby dragon, too. 

Francie, Sara, and I are on the floor, trying to revive Jeremy. It’s no good. Now I know how those Marines felt about Pvt. Henriquez. I would have thrown us out of the lifeboat, as well. I hate the fucking jellies so much—

The baby dragon flies up higher, dodging their slapping tentacles. She’s already grown to the size of a cat on all the energy they’ve fed her, and she’s still screaming.

Tancred! I think frantically. Can you calm her down?

Tancred is diffident. But Pinkie Pie responds. Cooing sympathetically, she takes off from Francie’s shoulder and flies up to the baby dragon. No cry! It OK!

Tentacles whip at them. Pinkie Pie breathes out a puff of fire. Tentacles jerk back. 

Inspired, I shout, “Leave us alone or we’ll burn your submarine! Remember what happened to Chester the Molester? Yeah, that was us! And we’ll do it again if you don’t let us go!”

No, Daddy! Tancred thinks. No burn! Is water out there. No good for you!

I know, little scaly-butt. I’m trying to bluff them. 

“So ask yourselves this question: do you feel lucky?” I yell. “Well, do you, goopheads?” 

Gutmangler barks at the other jellies. They rustle back, forming a circle around Pinkie Pie and the baby dragon, who is now breathing fire at the ceiling. It’s like she’s reinforcing my bluff. But I don’t think she is bluffing. She neither knows nor cares that we’re hundreds of meters below the surface of the sea. She just wants to escape, and Pinkie Pie’s entreaties aren’t working.

“You stop that dragon, now!” Gutmangler bellows.

But I can’t stop her. Ceiling-stuff drips onto the floor. Electrical wires, exposed, start to short out. I smell burning.

Me kill her, Daddy? Tancred says urgently.

What? 

Me big. She little. Kill her, stop her burning. 

You can DO that?

Course. Am Void Dragon. 

Shit. How much do I want to live? How much do I want to live on board an Offense submarine?

Before I can decide, Sara steps forward. She no longer looks angry and defiant. She no longer even looks like the same person. A rapt expression transforms her face. Her uniform drips. She’s beautiful. She holds up her hands to the baby Void Dragon. “C’mere,” she says.

The baby dragon stops burning through the ceiling.

“C’mere,” Sara repeats. “It’s OK.”

The baby’s final, anguished scream turns into a sob. It flutters down into Sara’s hands. 

She cups it against her face, then sinks to her knees, murmuring to it.

“You were right. It was a girl,” Francie says quietly, to Jeremy’s corpse. She sits down and strokes the hair off his dead face. She’s crying.

Somehow, I muster a smile. “There you go,” I say to Gutmangler. “All they want is love. There’s a lesson there for you guys. If you ever feel like not being assholes, it might pay off.”

“I am asshole!” says Gutmangler, tetchily. 

“Yes,” I sigh.

“I am biggest asshole on Callisto!”

“I don’t doubt it.”

There is a moment’s silence. 

“I want Void Dragons!” Gutmangler says.

“Believe me,” Francie snarls, tears all over her face, “you don’t.”

One of his gun tentacles points at her. She holds up her hands and shrinks back. 

“You will give me Void Dragons, or I will kill you!” Now his other gun tentacle is pointing at me. 

“Well, uh …”

Suddenly, one of the other jellies rushes up to Gutmangler and gargles at him. It waves a tentacle at me. 

“So!” Gutmangler booms. “You thought you could trick us!”

“Uh?” I have no idea what he’s talking about.

The other jelly rushes at me. Two tentacles grip my arms. A third and a four rip the blouse of my sodden BDUs off. The tentacles feel horrible on my naked skin, like that slime stuff I had when I was a kid. I once dropped it down my mom’s neck. I still remember how she screamed. 

I cringe as Gutmangler seizes my right arm and drags it up, raising me onto my tiptoes. 

“Aha!” One of Gutmangler’s tentacles prods the raised bump on my right bicep, where Hardy shot me.

It stopped hurting the next day, and I never thought about it again. But the bump is still there.

“A radio transmitter!”

A what? 

“How fortunate,” Gutmangler gurgles, “that you did not try to hide it anywhere more … vital.”

The front edge of his dome tilts up. His exoskeleton retracts from the underside of the dome. Amidst the forest of manipulator tentacles, his maw gapes open. Rows of teeth ring a purple, pulsating throat.

He brings my arm up to his maw, and bites.

I scream my throat raw. 

Gutmangler spits something bloody out on the floor. 

Just before I pass out, I see what it is.

A chunk of my arm. 

*

The pain in my arm wakes me. I push up on my elbows and stare in disgust at the blood-crusted wound on my bicep. Gutmangler literally took a chunk out of me. 

I’m lying across Tancred’s flanks, in the bottom of a shallow bowl ten feet across. It is an Offense couch / chair / bed. It takes up most of a large cubicle. Well, large for a human.

The other occupant of the cubicle is Gutmangler, standing at one of those high consoles.

Tancred nuzzles my shoulder. I feel his love and worry. He’s been watching over me. 

Francie and Sara? I ask, silently.

They not hurt. I not LET goopheads hurt them.

You rock, little scalybutt.

But not even Tancred can get us out of here, nor ease the pain in my right arm, which seems to echo throughout my whole body every time my heart beats.

Gutmangler hears me moving, looks around. “Feel better, two-legged prey being?”

“No.” At least they’ve turned up the heat. It is no longer frigid, and my clothes have dried. Silver linings.

“You take this, feel better.” Two manipulator tentacles extend a cup of water and a paper cup of pills. In disbelief I read the lettering stamped on the pills: CODEINE 60 MG. They’re ours. Of course, the jellies have had ample opportunities to capture our stuff. 

I feel so crap that I don’t hesitate to down two of the pills. Sure enough, within a few minutes the pain dulls, and I’m capable of coherent thought again.

Gutmangler doesn’t want me to die.

Why?

“Now,” he rumbles, “you give me Void Dragons.”

Oh. That’s why.

“What did you do with the … the radio transmitter?” If I could get a look at it, I might be able to tell where it came from.

“Huh, huh, huh,” Gutmangler burps. After an instant I realize he’s laughing. “Put it into the pocket of dead human. Push him out the airlock.”

So much for that.

Well, I know where it came from, anyway. 

Hardy fired it into my arm, as if I was an endangered animal, so that he could keep track of me.

“Earthlings will find it … on floating corpse!” Gutmangler laughs some more, pleased with his hilarious prank. Then he stops laughing and turns his armored dome to face me. “Now you give me Void Dragons. Or I push one more human out of airlock.”

“No!”

“Brown hair one? Or black hair one? You choose.”

No. I cannot let him kill Francie or Sara. My mind is crumpling. 

Then I have a brainwave. 

“All right,” I say. Scrambling to my feet, I fold my arms and stare up at the monster. “But you’ll have to let me use your computer.”

*

After I explain what I’m going to do, Gutmangler sets up his computer so I can see the internet. 

The screen is above my eye level, and the console is out of reach, so Gutmangler makes a seat for me out of one of his walking tentacles. It’s like sitting on an armored tree branch, legs dangling. I flinch every time I involuntarily lean back against his dome. I can smell jelly—briny, organic—through the vents of his exoskeleton. 

I need to hack into DoD CalCOM’s timetables of scheduled ship departures and arrivals. I did this before, just messing around to see if it was possible. It was, but now it’s not working. I figure that’s because I am on an Offense submarine. Even the DoD has to have some access monitoring in place. 

Gutmangler slides a tentacle over my shoulder to tap the screen. I flinch violently. He laughs: huh, huh, huh. “You try to inject SQL?”

“Yes.” 

“You are loser script kiddy. We already exploit this system. Execute arbitrary code, inject our own ghostware. I show you.”

My mouth hangs open. I knew, I knew our military comms software has privilege escalation vulnerabilities that have never been satisfactorily patched. Hackers on Earth use this system as a chew toy. Some people say the crappiness is a result of the Offense messing with our systems. I never really believed that, but I guess it’s true, after all.

What the heck are our cyberwarfare specialists doing? Holding jello shot competitions? 

Gutmangler demonstrates root access by replacing the CalCOM logo with a graphic of a farting Offensive. He switches it back two seconds later, but I’m shaken. These kind of random hacks happen all the time … and I thought it was human pranksters with too much time on their hands. 

“You could do anything!” I say.

“Yes, but then they know we have access. Not worth it. Better keep tentacles curled and gather information.”

No freaking wonder the jellies always know when our supply ships are due, and attack them—a whole lot more effectively than we attack their supply ships. 

I glance at Tancred, find his green-apple eyes watching me. Trusting me to get us out of here.

“OK.” I swallow. “All I need to do is look at the arrival timetables.”

I scroll the lists of ship data until I find the God of the Gaps, Jeremy’s parents’ private spaceplane. 

It’s scheduled to arrive day after tomorrow.

They actually got permission to land on Callisto. Well, Mr. and Mrs. Delacroix run a military outsourcing company. I guess it wasn’t that hard.

And the jellies just chucked Jeremy’s body out of the submarine, with Hardy & Strong’s radio transmitter in his pocket. 

What’s it going to be like for his parents? I imagine them flying towards Callisto right now, anxiously making arrangements to retrieve their son from Lofn, not knowing he’s dead. 

I hate the jellies so much.

Hide it, Scattergood. Hide the hatred and the fear. 

I tend to be very secretive. I got it from my dad, who disappeared on my mom without even telling her why or where he was going. Deception is in my blood. I was trying to get over it, start being more open with people. But now I can use my own flaw.

“This is so freaking cool,” I say admiringly. 

“Of course it is cool. We are cool,” Gutmangler rumbles contentedly.

I click around in the data a bit. Tonnages. Thrust parameters and landing requirements. Passenger lists.

Passenger lists.

Wait a minute.

An outrageous idea strikes me. What if I push my luck a bit further? 

My fingers fly over the on-screen QWERTY keyboard Gutmangler set up for me. SEARCH: Point of departure = Ceres. Date of departure … let’s see … 80 days ago, plus / minus two weeks. RESULT: five ships. I immediately eliminate the four military transports that called at Ceres before proceeding to Callisto. That leaves one ship, the Raimbaut, a fast courier.

Heart racing, I click on the passenger list.

Bingo.

The data is redacted. Nothing but black bars.   

“What are you doing?” Gutmangler says with a sharp note in his electronically generated English. 

I twist on my uncomfortable tentacle-bench. Now I’m looking Gutmangler in the eyes. All 20 of them.

The Offense captain has opened his visor, which means the pearly dome of his exoskeleton now has an oblong gap in it, framing what I suppose is his face. 20 fist-sized eyes cluster together, covered by the translucent outer membrane of his skin, unblinking. The jellies can move their organs around inside their bodies at will. Now he’s training all his eyes on me. 

“Can you decrypt this data?” I ask.

Some of his eyes focus past me, on the screen. I hold my breath.

“Easy peasy,” he says. 

“Will you?”

He brings up a manipulator tentacle and pokes me in the nose. It hurts. “No. I let you live. You give me Void Dragons. Classified information not included in deal.”

“I just changed the deal.”

“You are my prisoner,” he reminds me.

Like I could forget that. “You let all three of us live, and decrypt this data for me. And in return, you get …” I motion with my head towards Tancred. “Void Dragons.”

“I get Void Dragons anyway.”

“No,” I say, “you don’t. Not unless you decrypt this passenger list.”

“I kill you,” Gutmangler threatens.

“Then you definitely don’t get Void Dragons. Plus, my Void Dragon burns the crap out of your submarine and you all die.”

A manipulator tentacle wraps around my neck, firmly but not roughly. It forces my chin up. The huge eyes roll, looking me over, up and down. They come back to focus on my face. It’s like having 20 wet black guns trained on me. “You are interesting human,” Gutmangler rumbles softly.

I shrug, as best I can with a tentacle wrapped around my neck. “I never thought I would end up talking to a jelly,” I say, honestly. “I mean, an Offensive. I never thought it was even possible to talk to you.”

Gutmangler’s dome bulges slightly out of his visor. That might be a nod. “Mostly humans do not talk. Mostly they just scream and say ‘Fuck.’ Even before we pull their arms and legs off.”

“I understand that reaction,” I say, with a tentacle wrapped around my neck. “But now I think there’s a better way.”

“Me, too.” Another tentacle wraps round my right thigh. “Maybe I pull one of your legs off.”

Tancred raises his head and breathes out a pale gust of fire. It comes near enough to Gutmangler’s walking tentacles to make him jump. I cough in pain as his tentacle tightens on my throat. 

“Or maybe,” I wheeze breathlessly, “you just decrypt that data, huh?”

Grumbling and tapping his manipulator tentacles on the console, he whizzes through some arcane decryption routine. If I survive this I will have to find some way to let the DoD know that even our zero-level encryption is not safe from the Offense. After a few minutes, he reloads the ship data and shows me the Raimbaut’s passenger list in clear. 

“Howe,” I read aloud. “Samuels. Sponaugle.” Only last names. None of them mean anything to me. But they wouldn’t. According to Elsa and Dr. Joy, most of the traitors are DirMInt insiders who stay out of the public eye. I inscribe them in my memory, making up a mnemonic on the fly to help me remember them. “Muramoto. Hoefler. Ilyukhin. Yu.” His Sticky Sweets Made Holes In Your … “Tran.” Teeth. “Scattergood.”

That last one comes out as a squeak. 

Gutmangler thinks it’s because he’s strangling me. He releases his tentacle-grip around my neck. 

The words on the screen blur in my vision, but don’t change. 

Scattergood.
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Later, I sit on the edge of a different Offense nest in a different compartment, my arms around Tancred’s neck, thinking up excuses for my aunt.

She’s trying to infiltrate the conspiracy.

But she doesn’t work for DirMInt.

Gutmangler’s decryption program is crap.

But why would it come up, randomly, with a name that happens to be mine and Elsa’s?

Gutmangler deliberately inserted my own name into the passenger list as a joke.

But he doesn’t know my name. And I saw him reload the page. And anyway, why would he bother? He didn’t know why I was interested in the Raimbaut. Besides, he thinks, sure as shooting, that he’s going to cleverly kill us all once he’s got his Void Dragons. He’d never have said a word to me otherwise.

It’s a different Scattergood.

But Scattergood is a really rare name. I’ve never met another one. What are the odds there’d be two unrelated Scattergoods working on Ceres?

Or, OK. Elsa was on the Raimbaut, for reasons unrelated to the conspiracy … and she didn’t come to see us, or even tell me she was coming, because … because …

I mash the heels of my hands into my eyes.

I cannot believe my aunt would betray humanity.

I can’t believe she would betray me.

This nest is a flabby, shallow cup ten feet across. Francie and Sara lie side by side with their heads at one edge, and Tancred and I are curled up with our heads at the other edge. Since the nest is concave, we keep slipping down towards each other. Whenever my foot accidentally touches Francie’s foot, she kicks me to make me move.

These kicks are her only acknowledgement that I still exist. 

None of us have said a word since Sara asked to use the head a couple of hours ago.

I told them what I’d done, and now they think I betrayed humanity. Maybe they haven’t worked it out yet. Or maybe I’m not as clever as I think I am. Maybe they’re right, and I ought to just commit suicide by jelly.

That wouldn’t be hard. One of Gutmangler’s crew-jellies occupies the top nest in the dimly lit compartment, a few feet above us. Its tentacles dangle over the edge of the nest and switch back and forth like an impatient child’s legs. It’s just waiting for us to do something strangle-worthy.

So we lie there without talking, occasionally kicking each other, while the submarine churns on through Callisto’s deep waters. 

Offense hoots and huh, huh, huhs punctuate the steady throb of the engines. 

Somehow, I fall asleep.

*

Gutmangler tickles me under the chin with a tentacle. I startle awake, on the floor outside the nest.

“Huh, huh, huh,” he rumbles. “Come with me.”

I struggle to my feet, wondering how I ended up on the floor. Francie and Sara lie motionless, back to back, in the middle of the nest. They must have rolled me out, and I was so exhausted I didn’t even wake up. I still feel woozy, fuzzy-headed. My arm is hurting again.

I place a hand on Tancred’s head, steadying myself.

Gutmangler takes me forward to the conning tower. He lifts me up inside it, carrying me in his tentacles like an action figurine. Tancred flutters and scrambles up beside us, suspicious and alarmed. 

The hatch in the top of the conning tower is transparent. Outside, the submarine’s running lights dimly illuminate a few feet of sea.

Gutmangler switches on a searchlight. It probes into the murky depths.

“The battle for Callisto,” he rumbles, “is also biological warfare.”

“OK,” I mumble—and freeze. 

A mass of light purple spaghetti is drifting up to the conning tower. 

“What’s that?”

Gutmangler steadies me with his tentacles, laughing. “This is krikiolo from our home planet. We brought embryos. It is low on food chain. Eats garbage, plankton. When there are enough krikiolo, we will introduce azazat. This is like shark. Eats krikiolo. Eats anything.”

I prod at the reinforced glass of the hatch. The purple spaghetti follows my fingers as if hoping to taste them. Depression saturates me. The Offense are way ahead of us, aren’t they? They’ve already populated Callisto with their disgusting jelly-bodied alien animals. Meanwhile, our terraforming effort stalled out at seaweed.

“Sighting of krikiolo tells me we are near destination,” Gutmangler says. “Submarine is now ascending.”

As he speaks, my ears pop. 

The searchlight goes off. It isn’t needed anymore, because the water is turning from black to blue to aquatic green.

We break the surface.

Water sluices over the hatch and drips away.

I’m looking across the waves at—a raft? 

Well, it’s floating, anyway.  

*

“Boy, this is gross,” Sara says.

We’re clambering up a rusty scaffolding encrusted with pink and purple seaberries—that’s what Gutmangler called them—that pop under our fingers, covering us with sticky, putrid-smelling juice. What’s more the juice seems to be mildly toxic to humans. My hands sting. Francie has a rash of red irritation on her cheek where she wiped her face with her hand. 

A mat of seaberries comes away in my hand, and a hundred spotty brown worms swarm out from underneath it. They move much faster than worms. More like cockroaches. They flee the daylight … up my sleeves. 

Francie and Sara both laugh as I howl and let go with one arm, then the other, trying to shake the worms out. It is the first time Francie has laughed since we were captured. 

“Glad I could provide some comic relief,” I gasp. Her face instantly reverts to stoniness.

Once we reach the surface of the raft, 30 feet above the sea, I pull off my t-shirt and shake out the rest of the worms. Sara wolf-whistles.

This raft is a seaberry jungle. All around us are random items of Offense scrap, completely or partially shrouded with seaberries, depending on how long they’ve been here. Little legs scurry in the shade of the root mats that hang from the junk  like curtains. Gutmangler said this raft is unmanned. It’s a floating rubbish dump, deep within Offense territory, in the region of Callisto known as Utgard—on the other side of the moon from our Asgard base. 

Our lives, for Void Dragons. That was my deal with Gutmangler, and the Offense captain proposes to keep his end of it by dumping us here.

But I still have a trick up my sleeve. I know more about Void Dragons than he does.

“Stay there,” bellows Gutmangler’s hated voice.

He’s bulging out of the conning tower of his sub, which idles beyond the raft’s outrigger floats.

“Do not fear, I will be here. Huh, huh, huh.” Laughing, he drops back into the conning tower.

The sound of the hatch slamming carries across the water. 

Now, Tancred! I think.

Tancred needs no urging. Almost before I complete the thought, he’s off, winging across the water.

As the submarine begins to sink beneath the slow-rolling swells, Tancred lands on the conning tower. A flap and a scrabble, a blast of dragonfire—and he’s in, vanishing like a rat into a hole.

Sara claps.

Francie just stares.

“Down,” I yell. 

We dive into the seaberry jungle on top of the raft, concealing ourselves beneath hanging mats of the disgusting berries. More of those nasty little worms drop down on my head, but now I scarcely notice, staring at the partially submerged submarine.

For a long moment, nothing happens.

Then an underwater explosion geysers into the air.  

The spray has scarcely fallen back to the surface when Tancred shoots out of the water. The sun turns his wings to sheets of emerald. He’s crowing victoriously, a sharp kind of barking noise I have never heard from him before. 

“He did it!” I yell. “He ate Gutmangler’s power plant!”

The submarine rolls on its side and goes down in a vortex and a swirl of bubbles.

Tancred flaps back towards me and lands on his hind legs, still doing his victory crow. We all crowd around him, hugging and petting him.

“Well done, Tancred!”

“Rock on!”

“Oorah!” 

Pride in my Void Dragon almost makes me forget how much my arm hurts. 

Then some subconscious instinct tells me to scan the water.

Several Vs of ripples move away from the place where the submarine sank, towards the opposite end of the raft.

“Shit! Some of them got away!”

The sub had an airlock. And the Offensives, of course, have exoskeletons that enable them to swim underwater.

“Tancred, go get ‘em! Burn!”

Tancred flies in a circle over the water, but by the time he reaches the jellies, they have dived out of sight. He comes back to me, disappointed. I hug him and tell him it’s OK.

“Hmph,” Francie says. “So now we’re stuck on an Offense garbage raft with a bunch of homicidal jellies. This just gets better and better.”

“Oh, give it a rest,” Sara says. “Would you rather still be on the submarine?”

“And they’re armed, and we aren’t.”

“But we have Tancred,” Sara says, with a smile for him. She caresses the dragon that used to be Jeremy’s, and is now hers, who is clinging to the collar of her shirt, curled into a sapphire lump. It makes me nostalgic for the days when Tancred was small enough to do that. 

We explore our end of the raft, keeping an ear out for any hint of Gutmangler and company’s whereabouts. Somehow I just know Gutmangler was one of the survivors. I figure they will stay submerged beneath the raft for now, however. They won’t want to jeopardize their chances of grabbing their prize.

In the middle of the raft, there’s a raised platform. It is the only thing not covered with seaberries. Gutmangler said it was solid steel, and located at the raft’s center of balance. It is in fact a launch pad.

That is where the God of the Gaps, with its cargo of Void Dragon eggs, will land—if they got the email that I sent Patrick from Gutmangler’s computer—at 16:00 on Friday, which is in sixteen hours’ time.

Sara finds a cracked Offense nest and asks Francie to help her free it from the seaberries. They balance it on top of some other junk as a canopy to keep off the sun. 

Guessing that I am not welcome in their shelter, I go and sit down on the edge of the raft. I stare out to sea, left hand cupping the crusty wound on my right arm.

Francie kicks me in the back. I throw my weight sideways and back to avoid falling straight down into the water. Seaberries pop under my shoulders. I lie there in the rancid juice, looking up at her. Her head precisely covers the sun. Her hair is a blazing corona. “I can explain,” I say.

“Just so you know,” she says, “the only reason I’m not kicking you into the sea is because Tancred would toast me.”

“I couldn’t explain while the jellies were listening.”

“They’re not listening now.”

The only sounds are the soft slop of the water against the outrigger floats, and the voice of Sara, in the shelter, murmuring to her dragon. 

She leaves off and comes out to join us as I explain why I told Gutmangler about the God of the Gaps.

“They were going to kill us. If they killed me, Tancred would probably go on a rampage that would end with him eating Jupiter.”

Yes, Tancred says contentedly. Anyone hurt Jay, I burn bigly and muchly.

Sara gives a squeak. Francie says, “It’s so nice that you’ve still got one friend, Jay.”

“So I figured, what’s less bad than that? The Offense getting Void Dragon eggs is less bad.”

“That’s still pretty bad,” Sara says.

“But it might not come to that,” I say. “There are two ways this could play out. The God of the Gaps lands here. Patrick won’t give up the eggs. There’s a big fight, and we win.” I stroke Tancred’s back. I have total confidence that he could win this theoretical fight on his own, if it came to that. Unfortunately, I’m pretty sure it won’t.

“And the other possibility,” Francie says flatly, “is that Patrick does give up the eggs. Congratulations, we just lost the war.”

“Do you think he would?” I say, honestly surprised that she would even consider this a possibility.

She twists her head, lips sealed flat. Oh. I see. She thinks he might sacrifice the eggs for her. 

“The other possibility I was thinking of is that they land, Patrick won’t give up the eggs, there’s a big fight, and we lose.” I hesitate. “But even if we lose … especially if we lose … you have to figure a bunch of the eggs would get shot.” 

Sara completes my thought. “They would hatch, like mine did! Buh-bye, jellies!” 

Francie says furiously, “Yours? Sara, that egg wasn’t yours! It was Jeremy’s. Respect, if you don’t mind.”

Without giving Sara a chance to answer, she stands up and goes into the shelter.

“What’s with her?” Sara mutters.

“I guess she didn’t mention … Her boyfriend’s on that ship. Patrick. The one whose brother died here last year.”

“Oh.”

“He’s my friend, too. They’re all on board. All Francie’s old squadmates. My friends.”

“Oh,” Sara says again. “That makes it tough.” 

I nod. All of a sudden I’m horrified by the risk I have taken with their lives. And I can’t take it back. It’s too late. The email has gone. Either Patrick’s read it or he hasn’t. 

The sun slides quickly down the sky.

My arm hurts worse with every passing hour.
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Night on the raft. 

The jellies gave us some water before we left the submarine, but they didn’t give us any food. And they didn’t give me any more codeine.

Sara is in the shelter, sleeping. 

Francie is somewhere nearby, keeping lookout. She’s concerned that the jellies at the other end of the raft might try to sneak up on us now that it’s dark.

Theoretically, I’m concerned about that, too. But on a minute-to-minute level, I’m only concerned about how much my arm hurts.

It’s now swollen and hot to the touch. I think maybe Gutmangler’s bite was poisonous.

Tancred radiates worry, but he can’t do anything about it. He and I are lying outside the shelter, in the area we cleared of seaberries earlier, on sticky rusty metal that still radiates the day’s heat. 

If the God of the Gaps arrives on schedule, it will be here in two hours’ time.

Go, I tell Tancred. 

He doesn’t want to leave me. He’s afraid I won’t be here when he gets back.

Little scaly-butt, I will always be with you. Until the end of time. 

He nuzzles at my pocket. I take out his blankie and let him snuggle with it for a minute. He holds the dirty—and now salt-stained—rag in two claws and rubs it against his face. He doesn’t need it as much as he once did, but it’s still a comfort in times of fear and uncertainty.

Daddy keep blankie for Tancred? he demands.

Yup. promise. 

He takes off and wings into the night, satisfied now, believing my promise will magically keep me alive until he gets back. 

When he’s out of sight, I lie down again.

Goddammit, my arm hurts.

In my head, I hear the voice of someone I haven’t thought about in ages: Bolt Galloway, my former roommate on Leda. Bolt was a poker player. He had his own system, which worked about half the time. Never stopped him bending my ear about his principles of poker, which he also applied to life in general. What I hear him saying now is: Scattergood, don’t tilt. 

Bolt was very big on not tilting. By this he meant: Don’t make risky decisions when your head is in a bad place. 

Too late for that, Bolt old buddy.

Look at all those stars.

After some time, I don’t know how long, a dark shape blots them out. Francie’s voice says, “Can’t sleep?”

“No,” I confess.

“Me neither. Sara’s taken over as lookout. Honestly though, I think the jellies are going to keep their heads down until morning. They don’t want to risk not getting the eggs.” Francie sits down beside me. 

“I know it’s going to work, Francie.” I know no such thing. “Patrick would go to the ends of the universe for you.” I start to sit up, but she pushes me down again with light fingertips on my chest. 

“I’m not worried about Patrick, you idiot,” she says. “I’m worried about you.”

She lies down with her head on my shoulder. My left shoulder, thank goodness.

“Can I lie here?”

“Uh, y-y-yes.”

Her hair tickles my nose, stiff with salt. I can feel her breath on my neck. Of its own accord, my arm rises to fold over her back, holding her closer.

“I was a total bitch to you, Scatter,” she says. “I apologize. We’re in the worst situation imaginable, and you were just trying to play it smart. You did play it smart.”

Pinch self to make sure this is real. Francie has her head on my shoulder. Her body is pressing against my side. It no longer matters how much pain I’m in. “It’s OK,” is all I can manage.

“No. No, it’s not OK. You can’t die. You’re not allowed!” She props herself on one elbow, staring fiercely down at me. This causes her breasts to brush my chest. “I already have one wannabe hero in my life. I don’t need another one.”

“I’m not planning on dying. I’m just …” Trying to think about troubleshooting  algos, poker hands, mean time before failure averages. Anything to stop my body responding to her. In the condition I’m in, I wouldn’t have thought I had it in me. Turns out I was wrong about that, too.

“You’re just hiding how much pain you’re in,” she finishes for me. “It takes one to know one. Oh, I mean, I’m fine now, but I do that too.”

“I know.”

“Bullshit, Jay. That arm looks really bad. How does it feel? Honestly.”

“Fine” I say, because right now I honestly do feel fine, just because she’s here.

“You sure?”

“Sure.”

“OK, have it your way.” She sighs, dipping her head. “I just want you to know you can talk to me. Tell me the truth. You know.” 

Her lips brush my cheek, a dry caress.

Without thinking, without planning it, I catch the back of her head and pull her down for a proper kiss.

Her lips are so soft, chapped or not. Her tongue silky. Then she starts to pull away. 

I sense it in time to pull away first. “Sorry,” I say. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Sorry.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it. You’re a guy, you can’t help it.” Her voice is matter-of-fact, but not harsh. I remember, ashamedly, that she has to deal with guys hitting on her all the time. She drops another quick kiss on my cheek. “It was my fault. Shouldn’t have done that. I just wanted you to know you’re not alone.”

“Thanks.”

I sound so woebegone that even I laugh. Francie laughs, too. “I really like you, Jay.”

“As a friend.”

“As a friend,” she confirms. “And there is no freaking way I’m letting you die.”

“I’m happy about that,” I say, and add with daring honesty, “although right now I’d be happy to die if you would only kiss me one more time.”

“Uh uh. Anyway, if you die, Tancred would wig out.” She looks around. “Actually, where is he?” 

“I sent him to scout out the area.” On the heels of being schooled about telling the truth, I’m bending the truth again. But it’s only a little white lie.

“Good,” she says. “Because he might not like this.”

She suddenly flings a leg over my torso and sits on my chest, pinning my upper arms with her hands. 

Any notion I may have had that this is a romantic move dies when Francie calls out, “Sara!”

Sara comes out of the shelter. Something gleams in her hand. 

“Quick,” Francie says. “Help me hold him!”

Sara stoops over my right arm. She kneels on my outstretched hand. Her weight grinds my arthritic knuckles into the deck. I howl in agony. 

Francie lets go of my left arm to clap her hand over my mouth.

Just in time.

Pinkie Pie flaps out of the darkness. Her wings rustle as she lands on my right shoulder. 

Her dragon-fire lights up the night.

I have never in my life experienced such pain.

*

Tancred drifts high above Callisto. His wings are crooked electromagnetic fields, barely visible to the naked eye, invisible to the electronic eyes that ceaselessly scan orbital space. He doesn’t even show up on infrared, because nearly all of his energy is packed away in the null field. It’s like he’s lurking in an other-dimensional hole with only his eyes showing. 

I fly with him. Of course, I’m actually lying on the Offense’s garbage raft, with Francie and Sara worriedly patting my forehead. Waves of agony bump at my consciousness, but the pain feels kind of distant. I think I might actually be unconscious.

Maybe that’s why Tancred’s perceptions feel so real to me, why the stars look so clear.

Before he hatched, we used to have dreams like this. We’d be floating in space, while he wept about how hungry he was. It always bugged me that in those dreams I’d be spacesuit-less in the vacuum, mysteriously not freezing and suffocating. I thought even in my dreams, I ought to be more rational. But now I get it. I was dreaming about this experience: here but not here, riding along with Tancred in spirit.

Hungry, Daddy, HUNGRY!

Instead of stressing me out, his predictability comforts me. I smile in my sleep.

Don’t want these!

He’s turned up his nose (thank God) at our satellites, and the Offense satellites as well. They only have wee chemical engines and solar panels. Not yummy. And there’s nothing else in the sky. 

Just hold on, I tell him. Something good’s coming. I promise.

Come on, Patrick. Don’t make me a liar. Come on …

I’m not sure how many times Callisto turns beneath us, or how many times I half-wake up to excruciating agony, before they come.

It doesn’t matter. Here they are. 

Stars shoot out of the blackness, rapidly approaching. 

The God of the Gaps looks even better in real life than it did in that oil painting. Its engines blaze beneath its wings. It’s coming like a bat out of hell. 

And it has five Offense ships on its tail. 

This is what I was expecting.

Old Gutmangler got the word out to his buddies.

They’re planning to capture the Void Dragon eggs before the God of the Gaps can land.

Where the heck is our fleet, huh? How useless do you have to be to let five Offense ships get this near Callisto?

Never mind. Right now, I’m thankful for our crap interception skills. 

Because that means Tancred gets to intercept them.

Yummy, he purrs, and accelerates into wobble mode. 

Callisto wrinkles. Space shimmers.

We’ve failed at this so often before, I almost can’t look. 

But this time is different. The God of the Gaps is slowing down, braking hard for insertion into Callisto orbit. So the Offense ships in pursuit have to slow down, too.

They’re shooting at the Gaps. Energy beams lance across the void and dig clouds of ablated molecules out of the Gaps’s hull. I can see the beams! Normally, in space, they’re totally invisible. But Tancred can see them, so I can, too. It’s like a cheesy sci-fi movie.

With a convulsive wobble, Tancred meets the Gaps, going in the opposite direction, and passes it. He darts his head this way and that on a neck that stretches kilometers long, snapping at the high-power beams. But these are only aperitifs. The main course is up ahead, five Pulverizers committed to an orbital insertion trajectory that cannot be altered fast enough for them to escape Tancred.

Our wings span a thousand kilometers of orbital space. They wrap around two Offense ships at once. We gather them in and slurp up their exhaust like a milkshake. Tancred sticks his head up a plasma nozzle to get to the power plant’s abundant energy output—

Leave it! We have to catch the others!

Sulky, but seeing my point, he drops the ship. The other three ships have overtaken us. They’re closing in on the defenceless Gaps.

Tancred pivots 180 degrees in space. A spaceship cannot do that. Once you’re moving, you can either go faster or slower. When you’re in orbit, you can either rise or fall. That’s it. You cannot spin on a dime. But Void Dragons don’t play that boring orbital mechanics stuff. 

We pounce on the three remaining Offense ships from behind.

This is where I could make a war-winning choice, if I were a stone-cold gambler like Bolt Galloway. 

I could let one ship survive long enough to destroy the Gaps. 

Thus hatching the dragon eggs on board.

But they might not hatch, anyway, and more importantly, I can’t risk my friends’ lives. 

So I don’t try to hold Tancred back. I let him play with the three ships, sucking out every erg of energy, transforming these marvels of Offense engineering into dead hulks. 

Eventually he lets the last ship go. He makes a noise that sounds a lot like a burp. 

That was dee-LIC-ious. He pronounces the big word with pride.

Good. I’m so glad. Despite everything, it feels great to feed him properly.

While Tancred was eating, the Gaps whizzed away in orbit. By now it’s almost vanished around the curve of Callisto. I imagine the mood on board—astounded, relieved. Patrick and the others will have thought they were done for. They’ll know who came to their rescue. But they’ll still be worried about us. They will be zeroing in on the coordinates I emailed to Patrick, the coordinates Gutmangler gave me. They’ll be preparing to land that beautiful spaceplane on our floating rubbish dump.

We have to catch up with them, I tell Tancred. 

I can’t let them land. 

The Offense’s missile defences would 100% get them on the way down.

What I need them to do is drop survival gear to us. We can make it back to human territory with the dragons, if only we have food and water and some other kit—ropes, lifejackets, radio beacons. The stuff we need to not die.

I don’t know if Tancred will be able to make them understand. What exactly are we gonna do? Tap on the portholes? Scratch a message on the hull? But I have to try. 

He catches my urgency and flies after the Gaps. Wobble, wobble. 

In the middle of a wobble, a spaceship burns past us. Really close, by orbital standards. It didn’t come from space, it rose up from Callisto’s surface. In the split second of its proximity, I register the angular gray fuselage of an Earth frigate, the yellow tint of hydrolox rocket exhaust. Here’s the fleet, at last. Woot.

Maybe I won’t have to attempt to communicate with the Gaps. Maybe Patrick and the flyboys can work out between them what needs to be done, and what must not be risked.

That is what I’m thinking when our frigate fires on the Gaps. 

Tancred recoils in the void, startled.

I’m so stunned, I nearly wake up. Pain rolls through me. I have to fight to stay with Tancred.

For real? Did one of our own frigates really just fire on a defenceless, privately owned human ship?

The frigate resolves my confusion by shooting at the Gaps again. No energy beams for us, as we can’t build useful energy weapons to save our lives. The frigate is firing plain old steel slugs accelerated to about Mach 9. All I see is a muzzle flash, and another, duller flash when the slug strikes the Gaps, tearing its tail off.

The reactor cooks off in an angry fireball. Debris arcs away from the ship in all directions. The frigate whizzes past at don’t-give-a-shit speed.

I shake with rage and shock. Let’s get them, Tancred! I storm, forgetting that he would not touch an Earth spaceship if you offered it to him on a silver platter.

Look, Daddy.

I stare at the swiftly receding frigate that just killed my friends. 

That’s funny. Some of the debris from the Gaps is chasing it. 

The debris has wings. 

Rapt with curiosity, Tancred flaps at wobble speed to catch up. 

By the time we get there, there are baby dragons crawling all over the frigate. They cling to it, converging on its engines. They’re going for the reactor. They grow to ghostly size as they suck down its yummy, yummy heat energy.

Tancred obligingly breathes fire on the frigate to stop it from using its point defense guns on the babies, not that projectiles would hurt them anyway. Tiny voices peep thanks.  

More Earth ships roar up from Callisto. CalCOM is responding to the crisis in orbit in the prescribed manner, by scrambling everything they’ve got.  

Thus dooming our space fleet.

The baby dragons greet the new arrivals with cries of joy, and make short work of them. Tancred looks on fondly.

I can’t bear to watch. 

I urge Tancred to return to the God of the Gaps, now a mangled wreck drifting in low orbit. Maybe it’s not as total a loss as it looks. 

Halfway there, I notice that the baby dragons are streaming after us. 

There aren’t as many of them as I thought. Only eight. 

Only eight.

Despair settles in. The Gaps is an even worse mess than I thought. It’s half a ship, the aft end sheared off, the front end hollowed out. Bits of junk drift past Tancred, falling slowly down towards Callisto. I look down. Little fireworks go off as the larger debris burns up in the atmosphere. 

The baby dragons are heading for that burning debris cloud.

Sick, passive, I let Tancred chase them. 

We descend in the midst of a flaming hail of meteors.

Some of the meteors are the shape of spacesuits.

Hey!

They are spacesuits.

The babies catch up with them and latch on with their claws, flapping hard, desperately braking their fall.

*

I sit up on the raft. My head spins. Francie and Sara stare at me as if I’ve just risen from the dead. 

My mouth is so dry it takes me three tries to speak. 

“Look!” I manage to croak, superfluously, as Patrick and the others, with their newborn dragons, plop into the ocean around us.
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The three of us crowd to the edge of the raft, calling out as loudly as we can, wild with hope. It seems to take forever before the helmets resurface.

One, two, three … eight. 

They swim towards the raft, each with a Void Dragon in tow, except that’s not really accurate—the Void Dragons are towing them. 

Are they alive? Or dead inside their suits? 

Pinkie Pie and Sara’s dragon fly out to meet them. The dragons nuzzle and squeak at each other, but the newborns aren’t really talking yet. So we’re kept in suspense until the spacesuits reach the raft … and haul themselves wearily between the outrigger floats, and climb the scaffolding. 

Patrick reaches us first. I look away as he rips off his helmet and greets Francie with a passionate kiss. The tears in my eyes are tears of joy. Honest.

“Scatter,” he says next, dragging me into a hug powered by the servomotors in his spacesuit. “My man.”

“OW!” I howl. He’s squeezing the burn wound in my upper arm. He grabs my other arm to hold me upright as my knees buckle.

“Holy shit, that’s nasty. What happened?” 

“Actually, it was Pinkie Pie,” Francie says.

“Huh? He pissed you off that much?” Patrick grins. I catch Francie’s eye and we silently exchange a vow that Patrick will never know about that kiss. It happened; it’s over. 

“These guys from DirMInt put a tracking beacon in my arm,” I gasp through the agony. “One of the jellies bit it out. The bite went septic.”

“It was swollen up like a freaking football,” Francie says. “So I got Pinkie to sterilize the wound with her dragon-fire. I think it helped. He’s still alive, anyway.”

“Where are the jellies now?” Patrick says, uneasily scanning the empty horizon. 

“Somewhere over there,” says Sara, pointing to the other end of the raft.

“Hi,” Patrick says. “I’m Patrick. Sorry for arriving out of the blue. Heh heh. Pun intended.” 

“Sara Moon, 190th Marine Company. This is … my dragon, I guess.”

“Nice to meet you. This is mine,” Patrick says. He reaches up to pet the orangey-yellow dragon sitting on his shoulder, his face softening into that look of dazed amazement I know so well by now … the look of a person who does not yet quite realize that their life has just changed forever. “Hey, where’d you get a dragon? And where’s …”

Then we have to explain what happened to Jeremy.

As Patrick is swearing to slag every jelly on Callisto, Paul, Huifang, Milosz, and Badrick clamber onto the raft, helping the other three survivors up. These are a stunned-looking couple with gray hair—oh my God, they’re Jeremy’s parents—and the old man from the video, whom Francie greets with a hug. “Nonno!”

It is her grandfather, Luigi Peverelli. The Delacroixes’ usual pilot refused to fly to Callisto, so Luigi volunteered to fill in. He may be 74 but he still knows his stuff, as he demonstrated by outrunning those Pulverizers. 

Unfortunately he could not outrun our frigate. “I didn’t even try,” he says gruffly. “I thought it was friendly.”

“It should have been,” I say. “I still don’t get it.” That is, I think I do get it. But I don’t want to think about it, so I change the subject. “And I really don’t get why you aren’t all dead.”

Patrick and Paul explain, interrupting each other every two seconds.

“When your spaceship takes a point-blank hit, and the reactor cooks off, you die.”

“End of.”

“But not when the ship is stuffed with Void Dragon eggs.”

“Booyah.”

“Know how many we had?”

“Three hundred and sixteen.”

“Your mecha is the business, Scatter.”

“I guess you won’t be getting her back. Sorry.”

Poor Aardie. That hurts more than I would have expected. “It’s OK,” I tell them, and myself. “It was only a mecha.” 

“So where are all these eggs?” Francie says. We’re sitting in a circle outside our shelter. Everyone has a dragon. Even Grandpa Luigi. Even Tim and Marguerite Delacroix, who are cuddling theirs tightly as they hold each other. I hope the dragons can comfort them in some small way for their loss. But that still only adds up to eight new dragons, not three hundred and sixteen.

“I guess they fell into the sea,” Huifang says with a shrug.

“But eight hatched, and that was enough,” Patrick says. “The cargo hold was aft of us, between the reactor and the passenger cabin, OK? The cabin didn’t get torn apart, hardly got damaged. These guys absorbed the explosion!”

“They drank it,” I mutter.

“Wiktor came flying out of the cargo hold onto my lap,” Milosz says. He has a bright red dragon. “I know this is the one I picked. There was only one red one.”

“And this is definitely my one,” Huifang says. She has a green dragon, so pale it’s almost white. She is calling her Jade.

Patrick has called his Smaug, for reasons unknown. “I guess they only hatch if they’ve got people,” he says. “It must be, like, a feature of Void Dragon evolution.”

“That makes sense,” Tim Delacroix says. “I believe the Void Dragons must choose stars with intelligent species nearby. They become our … children.” 

The Delacroixes have lost their own child, and instead they have Void Dragons on their laps. It’s so tragic no one knows what to say.

Luigi clears his throat. “At any rate, it was chaos. Ship shot in half. Depressurizing. Void Dragons fluttering everywhere. So I triggered the emergency ejection protocol.” He winks. “I always like to do things by the book.” Laughter lightens the dark mood. Luigi is clearly not a by-the-book kind of gentleman.

“So we all went flying into space,” Paul says. “Next thing I know, I’m crashing into the bloody sea. Shot down by our own side and rescued by Void Dragons! What a life.” Paul’s new dragon is magenta, and has little stubby horns, reminiscent of Paul’s own afro when he doesn’t have helmet hair. He’s calling it Beelzebub.

“At least wi a alive,” says Badrick, who is calling his baby-blue dragon Rude Boy.

This is true. We’re alive.

But we’re still sitting on a garbage raft in the middle of Offense territory.

*

The new arrivals have radios, with which they attempt to tune into our navy frequencies. All we get is static, and the occasional panicky-sounding blurt of acronyms. I suspect the feeding frenzy in orbit damaged quite a lot of the sats up there, as well as cluttering orbital space with dead ships. Everyone must be freaking out. 

Meanwhile, down here, nothing happens.

We share the hydration fluids from the new arrivals’ spacesuits. I get two swallows of a grapefruit-flavored electrolyte drink from Patrick’s helmet nozzle, and one swallow of an orange-flavored one from Milosz’s. The grapefruit is better. The overall effect leaves me even thirstier. 

And nothing happens.

The Delacroixes have special, expensive emergency beacons. Against our advice, they trigger them. 

And nothing happens.

Until Tancred comes winging out of the heat-hazed distance like some kind of prehistoric monster. He lands behind us in the seaberry jungle. Crash, clatter, splash, he wades towards us, kicking Offense rubbish into the sea as he goes, with seaberry vines tangled around his legs.

He is now the size of a dray horse. No one, but no one is going to take him for a gene-modded lizard ever again. 

I’m so happy to see him, I fling my arms around his neck and yell at him for taking so long to get back. His arrival raises spirits that have sunk very low during our long, hot wait. 

But he has brought bad news.

Is enemy near! I see in air, on sea. 

“I can hear him talking!” Patrick exclaims.

“Uh, yeah, Patrick,” Francie says, knuckling his head affectionately. “But did you hear what he said?”

Not so big. Not yummy.

“Offense aircraft and ships,” I guess, my heart sinking. 

I am counting— Tancred looks at his claws and folds them over to count— one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight ... He runs out of claws on his front feet, lifts up a back foot. Nine, ten … 

“Many,” I summarize. “Many, many enemies.”

Everyone gets up and scans the horizon. On cue, we hear the faint drone of jet engines. 

“This is our fault, isn’t it?” Marguerite Delacroix says. “We should not have triggered those beacons.”

“I don’t think it made any difference,” I say. “They’d have seen you guys fall out of the sky, anyway. On really weird trajectories.” The passengers of the Gaps only fell straight down for a little way. Then their dragons caught them and pulled them onto differently angled trajectories, so that they’d land near us. “They know where we are.”

Francie adds, “Gutmangler probably told them, anyway. He’s bound to have a radio.” She casts a sour glance towards the seaberry jungle. “Unless he’s dried up in this heat. We can only hope.”

The noise of engines gets louder. We all cringe as the first Offense plane flies into view. 

It is a small craft, no larger than a jet fighter. It’s flying straight towards us, low over the sea.

“Take cover,” Patrick yells. Everyone stands up, responsive to his leadership—even me, though I immediately get dizzy and have to lean on Tancred.

But before we can hide amidst the junk, the plane banks and flies off at nine o’clock to us. 

“Huh?” Patrick says.

“They definitely saw us,” Francie says. “What gives?”

Another plane flies towards us from the other direction. It almost overflies the raft before banking and flying in the opposite direction from the first one.

Luigi Peverelli, former pilot for the Directorate of Military Intelligence, puts his finger on it first.

“They are not looking for us,” he says. “They are flying boxes. That is a search pattern.”

“Oh, no,” Huifang murmurs.

“They’re looking for the eggs,” Patrick says heavily.

“Do they float?” Milosz says.

Ridiculous as it seems, no one can answer this suddenly crucial question. Do Void Dragon eggs float? Of all the tests that were done at ARES, they never to my knowledge did the simple one of dropping an egg into a bowl of water. 

I think back over my years of minding Tancred’s egg. I gave it a bath once or twice. I clearly remember being about eleven, sitting in a bubblebath up to my chest, rubbing the egg with a soapy washcloth. I remember my mother’s step in the hall— “Jay, are you still in the bath?” I remember how the egg slipped from my fingers. I had to fish around in the bubbles for it. I think … I think … it wasn’t on the bottom of the bath. It may have been floating under the surface, as if it were very slightly more dense than water. But I can’t be sure, and the oceans of Callisto are more buoyant than a bubble bath, and the memory is too embarrassing to share, anyway. So I don’t say anything.

The Offense search plane flies away.

“They will search for floating debris from the Gaps,” Luigi says. “That’s where they will hunt for the eggs.”

“They’ll be looking a while,” Patrick says, gamely. “The debris is probably spread out over half of Utgard.”

After a few minutes, a ship steams into view. It is, of course, an Offense ship, a floating meringue like the top half of a baked Alaska. It does not approach the raft, but cruises along the horizon, assisting in the search.

We’re suddenly in the middle of a busy intersection on the seas. But no one pays the least attention to us, even when Gutmangler and crew rashly emerge from their hiding-place at the far end of the raft and hoot at the ship. 

Tancred leaps into the air and zooms off to spit at the jellies. Patrick and Paul climb onto the rubbish to watch the brief exchange of fire. It is inconclusive, as the jellies retreat underwater. Tancred returns to me and lands with a cross thump, shaking the raft.  

“Wish you would do that, Smaug,” Patrick says, tickling his little orangey-yellow dragon. 

The comment falls into an awkward silence. Smaug is very cute, but he will never do that. Nor will any of the other new dragons, unless the jellies suddenly abandon their own advanced technology and adopt human-style fusion reactors. These dragons only eat Earth stuff. They are worse than militarily useless: they’re loaded guns pointed at our own heads.

Whine, goes another jet engine, approaching.

Sara, who has been silent, suddenly looks up.

“That’s one of ours,” she says, instants before it drops out of the sky.

She’s right. It is a spaceplane on a sub-orbital ballistic trajectory, with its conventional jet engines engaged.

It flies right over the Offense ship a few miles away, without shooting at it. Neither does the Offense ship shoot at it.

That’s the first inkling I have that something is very wrong here, and although I would like to share in the sudden flowering of hope, the cheers and cries of “Down here! Helloooo!” I cannot. I just lean against Tancred, staring up at the spaceplane and cradling my right arm. 

The spaceplane glides to a slow stall in the air above the raft, flaps fully engaged. It swivels its engines downwards and descends to a noisy vertical landing on the launch pad. The whole raft shakes.

The flowy writing on the spaceplane’s nose says Raimbaut.

The others do not get the significance of this. I never said anything about the Raimbaut to Francie, never told her and Sara about the information that Gutmangler decrypted for me. 

They all run and clamber towards the plane, yelling for help.

Naturally, the jellies are not idle. As soon as the Raimbaut switches off its engines, they start shooting at it from the water.

A gun turret rises from its fuselage, swivels, and shoots back, blowing off a corner of the raft.

The jellies think better of it.

So it is in the silence of wind and sea that steps hinge down from the spaceplane’s belly, and Hardy lopes down them. 

He’s bulked out with a bulletproof vest, and a flak helmet shadows his face, but I can tell it’s him. 

Strong trots down the steps behind him, almost circular in his Kevlar.

None of the others, of course, have ever seen Hardy and Strong before. Even Francie didn’t actually meet them when they were on Lofn. They have no idea that these seemingly heaven-sent rescuers are not on our side.

Hardy shades his eyes, turning to search for—

Me. 

I have been wondering if I should just not say anything. Now I realize I’m falling back into my old pattern of secretiveness and silence. It’s a reflex, not a choice.

“I’m feeling kind of crap,” I say to Tancred. “Can you carry me?”

He floods me with love and joy in response. It brings a prickle to my eyes. At least I can always count on Tancred. I swing a leg over his dipped neck, and he sits back on his haunches, kind of shaking me down onto his back.

He flies across the seaberry jungle to the launch pad: one flap, two flaps, bump and hop and scrabble. 

I slide off his back in the shadow of a delta wing. 

 “Wasn’t that dragon a whole lot smaller last time?” Hardy asks.

Francie pulls on Patrick’s arm and starts whispering in his ear. Looks like she’s figured out who Hardy is. 

“Yeah,” I say, leaning against Tancred’s side in what I hope looks like a casual pose. In reality, I’m too weak to stand up straight. “He grew some.”

“Where are the rest of the eggs?” Hardy says, getting straight to the point. 

I gesture at the sea. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Ah.” Hardy shows no sign of disappointment or surprise. He squints out to sea. “Do they float?” 

“Dunno,” I say. 

“Way to go, ARES,” Strong grunts.

“Don’t blame this on ARES,” I say.

On the horizon, the search ship sits still. Clanking noises carry across the water. If I had to guess, their sonar has found something that looks like an egg, conveniently floating at a neutral buoyancy point not far below the surface, and they’re lowering a mini-sub.

Francie says hesitantly, “So you came to rescue us, because …?” 

“Because I’m a good guy,” Hardy says.

“Heads up,” Strong says, suddenly reaching for his rifle. 

We all spin around. 

Gutmangler and his crew are flowing over the rubbish towards the launch pad, walking on four or five tentacles each, brandishing their weapons in the other tentacles. They shoot at the Raimbaut. All of us go prone. I am close enough to Hardy to hear the turret gunner saying in his headset, “Blow ‘em away?” 

“Just a warning shot,” Hardy grunts.

Boom. A fountain of rubbish and seaberry juice sprays up just ahead of the jellies.

Hardy raises his head and lets out a gargling hoot. 

I stare. Did he …?

From across the raft, Gutmangler hoots back.

Hardy stands up, gargling at the top of his lungs.

“Mercy,” yells Gutmangler in English. “Stop murdering our beautiful language, and we will surrender.”

Hardy hoots again.

“OK, OK, we will not really surrender. But we will stop shooting.”

“We mean you no harm,” Hardy yells. “Leave us alone, and we’ll leave you in peace.”

Raising up on my left elbow, I see suspicion crystallizing on my friends’ faces. Hardy speaks the Offensive language. He just offered Gutmangler a free pass. This is a good guy?

“How did you get here without being pulverized?” Gutmangler demands. He undulates warily closer. 

“I have an agreement with your Callisto command,” Hardy says. 

Case, fucking, closed. Realization dawns on my friends’ faces …

“They consented to let us come and retrieve these people, in exchange for the eggs.”

… and they crumple into expressions of guilt and shame. That’s some high-level verbal ninjutsu Hardy’s got there. With a few words, he’s managed to give my friends the impression that this is all our fault.

“What about us?” Gutmangler demands.

Hardy shrugs. “You can swim, can’t you?” 

Gutmangler’s dome bulges out of his visor and retracts. “Thank you.” He pauses. “May I speak briefly to that human?” A tentacle points at me.

I move cautiously to the edge of the launch pad. Gutmangler is so big he can reach up to it. A tentacle tip wavers in the region of my shins. 

“What do you want?” I say, stumbling back.

“To shake hands,” Gutmangler says. “That is what humans do, no?”

“Nuh uh,” I say, taking out my anger on him. “You killed my friend. Those are his parents, by the way. Hell if I’m shaking hands … tentacles … with you.”

Gutmangler bulges at the Delacroixes. To my surprise, he booms, “Your offspring was valiant. He died in action, fighting for his cause. My highest regards to your clan.”

The Delacroixes’ eyes well up. I think this actually means something to them.

“I too fight for my cause,” Gutmangler says to me. “I fight long and stickily. But I rarely meet such a viscous opponent as you. I hope we will meet again in battle. Then I will pulverize you.”

Viscous? That doesn’t sound like a compliment. All the same, I suddenly realize that I respect Gutmangler, an honest enemy, more than I respect Hardy, a dishonest ally. 

I stoop down and shake his armored tentacle, very briefly. “Same to you.”

“Goodbye, two-legged prey beings.”

The jellies undulate to the edge of the raft and belly-flop into the water.

“Well,” Hardy says, “we should be going, too.”

Everyone looks at me.

They’ve heard enough to know that Hardy is not the good guy he’s pretending to be.

But saying nothing is a choice, even if it doesn’t feel like one. And I’ve already made it. The plain fact is the Raimbaut is our only way out of here.
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I thought that Elsa might be on board the Raimbaut. But she isn’t. Three other people are. 

His Sticky Sweets Made Holes In Your Teeth, I recall the dumb mnemonic I made up. I’m guessing these are Muramoto, Yu, and one of the other Westerners. 

Maybe-Muramoto looks at my arm and tells me I’m a few hours from having to have it amputated at the shoulder. Then she gives me enough drugs to knock out an elephant. 

When I wake up from that, I have a clean bandage on my arm, and it doesn’t throb as much. My head feels clearer, too.  

I’m no longer on the Raimbaut. I’m in a hospital room much nicer than any REMF has a right to expect. I suppose they had to give me this one because Tancred would not have fit into a normal-size cubicle. 

I fling my arm weakly over his neck, and push buttons to make the bed angle up until I can see out of the window. I could sit up on my own, but c’mon. Who can resist a hospital bed? 

I’m looking down from a high floor at a barracks raft. Beyond that, a sea channel sparkles in the sunlight. Beyond that is a flotilla of launch rafts. The soundproof windows of the hospital buzz faintly in their frames as a ship lands on a pillar of fire. Surprise: the war is still going on.

I watch landings and lift-offs while I eat some of the grapes on the nightstand. A nurse comes in, changes the bandage on my arm, and takes my blood pressure. She tells me that I am on Asgard, and that’s it’s been two days since my friends brought me in. I just nod. I feel like I don’t really care about anything. 

She goes away. A moment later, I realize I could have asked her for a computer. I press the nurse call button. 

This time, instead of a nurse, Hardy comes in.

I wish I wasn’t lying in a hospital bed, wearing a hospital gown.

Like I could have intimidated him, anyway. But I’m at about as much of a disadvantage as it’s possible to be. 

Of course, that’s how he planned it. 

“Hey,” he says. He’s wearing jeans and a leather jacket, and looks younger and cooler than he did when he was in uniform.

He sits down on the edge of my bed, across from Tancred. 

“How’s your arm?”

I shrug. The fact that I can shrug without pain proves it’s better. 

Tancred raises his head, stretches his neck across the bed, and bares his teeth at Hardy. He doesn’t breathe out fire. Just a zephyr of dry heat. Yet Hardy recoils, paling under his suntan.

And I remember that actually, I have all the power here. Because I have a Void Dragon.

I eat a grape. “Thanks for chipping me, by the way,” I say. “I really appreciate being treated like a pet.”

“I was just trying to keep track of you,” Hardy says. “That was Strong in the helicopter, by the way.”

“The jellies found the transmitter straight off. They bit it out of my arm. That’s how come I almost died of blood poisoning.” 

“I was trying to save your life!” Hardy says.

I didn’t expect him to sound so defensive.

“So why’d you shoot down my friends?”

He’s silent. I think that means I’m doing this right.

“Where are they now, anyway?”

“Enjoying themselves,” he says. “Relaxing. Shopping. This is the officers’ wing of the hospital, you know. It’s got a spa, a tennis court, two restaurants.”

I speak over him. “You blew their ship to shit. It was unarmed! Defenceless! They thought you were friendly!”

“Wasn’t me,” Hardy says. 

“Who was it, then?”

“A pilot named Jane Nagumo and her co-pilot Nate Thompson, who scrambled in response to my order to destroy the God of the Gaps, because they were on call. And now they’re dead.” 

I’m astonished. I had expected him to deny it. But maybe he realizes there’s no point anymore. What I know I know—and maybe he thinks I know more than I actually do know.

“Reason I gave that order,” he says. “I believed you and your friends had betrayed humanity. Gone over to the jellies.”

“Wow,” is all I can say, but I’m thinking: Projecting, much?

“That ship was about to land in Offense territory with a cargo of several hundred Void Dragon eggs. What did you expect us to do? Let it?”

“Maybe give me credit for not being a complete moron?” I yell. “Yes, it was a risk! I know it was a risk! But as you may have noticed, when Void Dragon eggs get shot at, they hatch!”

“Nope, did not know that,” Hardy says.

I’m still raging at him. “Knowing my friends, I was one hundred percent certain they’d come out fighting, so there was a better than even chance the Offense would have ended up shooting the eggs. Presto, lots more Void Dragons that eat Offense armaments! Instead of which, we’ve got eight Void Dragons that want to eat our ships. Thanks to you.” My voice drops. I mentally replay what Hardy said a minute ago. “You didn’t know that they hatch when you shoot them with energy weapons? Or, like, explode a reactor at them?” Although actually, I did not know that last bit myself until two days ago.

Hardy shakes his head.

I cannot tell if he’s lying or not. I just … cannot … tell. 

“Didn’t Elsa explain that to you?”

A change comes over Hardy’s face. He recognizes Elsa’s name. My heart sinks. The evidence against my aunt is piling up.

Of course, there could be innocent reasons he recognizes her name. For instance, he knows we work for ARES—

“I only found out about your project when you landed on Callisto,” he says. Liar, liar, pants on fire, I think. “Of course I contacted ARES for information regarding the Void Dragons. They didn’t give me anything. If they had, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“Of course they didn’t talk to you!” I throw caution to the winds. “Because you’re conspiring with the Offense!”

As the words leave my mouth, Hardy goes quiet and somehow distant, like he’s here and a million miles away at the same time. For a second he looks more familiar than ever. But I don’t let it distract me.

“That’s why you shot the God of the Gaps down! Isn’t it? You promised your Offense buddies, not to worry, these Void Dragons will be on your side. And it worked!”

“That’s so byzantine, it’s ridiculous,” Hardy says angrily. 

“I know who was on your ship when it arrived from Ceres.” I recite the names that are burned into my memory. “Howe, Samuels, Sponaugle, Muramoto, Hoefler, Ilyukhin, Yu, Tran … Scattergood.” I can’t see any reaction in his eyes this time. “Which one are you? I’m guessing you’re not Muramoto, Yu, or Tran. Howe? Hoefler? Could be.”

“I don’t have time for this,” Hardy says abruptly. “I only came to see how you were doing.” He stands up and leaves the room, slamming the door as hard as a hospital door can slam, which is not very hard. And I’m left sitting there with Tancred, heart beating hard. 

He didn’t tell me anything new … and yet it somehow feels like I won. 

But my victory is bitter, because he does know Elsa. And it looks really bad that he refused to admit it.

An hour or so later, Francie and Patrick come to see me. They’re both in uniform, neat and clean and full of bounce. They smuggle in half a cold pizza and some beers, which are much appreciated. We drink to survival. Judging from the sparkle in their eyes, survival tastes truly sweet to them.

“The R&R here is something else,” Patrick says. “Know what they’ve got?”

“A spa and a tennis court,” I say, having trouble picturing Patrick at either one.

“No, no, over in the officers’ quarters. They got a bowling alley! I got five strikes in a row. Then Smaug set fire to the scoreboard,” he says with a hint of pride, tickling his baby dragon. 

Francie rolls her eyes fondly. “They sell these everywhere,” she says, showing off her Asgard souvenir tote bag, which is serving as a carrier for Pinkie Pie. Is it my imagination, or is the undercurrent of resentment in Francie’s voice when she talks about Pinkie Pie gone? Maybe she doesn’t feel so singled out now that everyone else has a militarily useless dragon, too. 

They fill me in on the various scrapes the unit has gotten into. I half-listen, processing the things Hardy said, the things he didn’t say. Wondering how much Francie and Patrick have figured out for themselves. Wondering what I should tell them, and how.

Francie breaks into my reverie. “Scatter, you’re scaling new heights of obliviousness.”

I frown. They do seem oddly cheerful, given that we have failed in our mission and participated in a massive military setback. Oh, and Jeremy is still dead. 

Of course, Francie and Patrick used to serve on the front lines. Their cheerfulness could just be their way of bouncing back. But it doesn’t seem that … superficial?

“Give me a hint, guys.”

“Ta dah,” says Patrick, thrusting out his chest. 

Two bars. He’s a captain.

“You got a commission!” I’m stunned for a second. This is the last thing I was expecting. 

“So did I,” Francie brags, pointing out her first lieutenant’s stripe.

And I know.

What to say, how much to tell them. Nothing.

Hardy has already bought their silence. 

Oh, they probably don’t know he was behind it. But if he can scramble a frigate with a single phone call, he could definitely arrange for two irregular personnel to be reinstated and promoted. To make them happy.  

“Congratulations, guys,” I say, forcing a smile. 

“And that’s not all,” Patrick says. He taps the new platinum earbud in his left ear. It’s a comms headset so high-end, it’s no bigger than an earring. “OK, guys, ready for you.”

“Surprise!!!” 

The rest of the squad bursts in. All of them are wearing new uniforms. There isn’t a private left in the bunch. This is getting ridiculous … and that’s all I have time to think before they throw a new uniform at me. It lands on Tancred. I retrieve it and check the insignia.

A oak leaf?

My mouth hangs open. They’ve made me a lieutenant colonel?

“Congratulations, Commander Scattergood,” says Elsa, coming in on the heels of the horde, beaming.

Same Elsa. Same smile that rewarded me for my first perfect math test when I was six. Same gray eyes that lit up with pride when I won the Micro-Mecha design prize in college. 

But I no longer trust the woman behind those eyes. 

It amazes me that that no one else can see how I’ve flash-frozen, or hear the hostility in my tone. “Great to see you, Elsa. Commander of what, anyway?”

Instead of answering, she says softly, “I got on a ship as soon as I heard about Private Henriquez.” She sits down on the side of my bed. Everyone goes silent and respectful at the mention of the tragedy that kicked this whole mess off. “Of course, I should have guessed, by the time I got here you would have fixed the problem yourselves!”

She’s over-explaining. Can’t the others tell how fake her concern sounds? She did not get on a ship when she heard about Pvt. Henriquez. She came with Hardy and Strong on the Raimbaut! Her name was on the freaking passenger list! And here she is in the flesh, proving that it was her, not some other unlikely person sharing the name of Scattergood.

My world is falling apart, but I paste an amiable expression on my face. It wouldn’t be smart to have it out with her now. I need real, solid proof. 

“I dunno about fixed it,” I say. “Giving the Offense a free gift of three hundred Void Dragon eggs is not what I call a resounding success.”

“Three hundred and sixteen,” Patrick says, gloom momentarily clouding his face.

Elsa grimaces. “They may never hatch, anyway.”

How many times have I heard that?

“So let’s celebrate our successes. Tancred personally destroyed five Offense ships. They can’t take that away from us.”

I had almost forgotten about that.

“So, building on that achievement, we’ve got the green light to continue with the project.”

I can’t help saying, “So Hardy changed his mind about shutting us down?” 

Alarm flashes in her eyes. “There is no Hardy,” she says, sticking to her old line, but I can see I’ve rattled her. 

Francie squashes in beside Elsa. She always has liked and got along with my aunt, and now she’s upset on Elsa’s behalf by my lack of enthusiasm. “You’re a commander, Jay! Smile!” She reaches over and pushes the corners of my mouth up.

I pull away. “I remember when you were going to go home to your family farm in the States,” I say. “You were going to ask your parents to let you work in the fields.”

Francie purses her lips. 

Elsa draws a line with her finger underneath the regimental patch on my new dress shirt. It’s not the patch of my old outfit, the 11th Technical Support Regiment. I’ve never seen this patch in my life. It features—

Me? Tancred says, nosing at it.

—a dragon.

“Introducing the 1st Dragon Corps,” Elsa says. “Congratulations, Commander Jay Scattergood.”

*

Is it this easy to make me happy? To buy my silence?

I feel like I’m scrabbling at the edge of a cliff, about to go over.

The others can feel legitimately proud of their promotions. All they have is suspicions, easily papered over with excuses—it was all a mistake, yadda yadda yadda, or, even subtler, it was all our fault. I think Patrick, for one, genuinely blames himself for the decision to bring the eggs to Callisto. And who can resist the seductive pull of forgiveness? 

But I’m in a different position. I saw that goddamn passenger list. I had Hardy in this room just a few hours ago, sitting on my bed, admitting to my face that he gave the order to shoot the God of the Gaps down. 

What am I going to do?

“I wonder what happened to that Marine?” Huifang muses. “The girl who got Jeremy’s dragon.”

Elsa sits up. “There’s another Void Dragon? Why don’t you kids tell me these things?”

A glance flits between Francie and Patrick. The suggestion of collusion, small as it is, cheers me up. They were going to leave Sara out of it. They were hoping—what? That she’d get away?

“Sara,” I say, emerging from my indecision. “Her name was Sara Moon.”

Again, I’ve chosen to remain silent. 

But this time it is a conscious decision. 

I will play my cards close to my chest, so that I can gather evidence against Hardy … and see him jailed for the rest of his miserable life.

*

I’m not really supposed to leave the hospital yet, but they don’t dare say no to a Commander, clad in his brand new dress uniform.

Booyah.

So we all trek over to Battle-Raft Nerrivik, temporarily docked at Asgard.

They don’t fuck around, the Marines.

They threw Sara straight into detention, in a solitary cell so small that only Tancred and I can fit in with her. The others have to watch on the screen in the hall. 

The first thing I say is, “Here’s your dragon.”

They had put her newborn Void Dragon in a lockbox in the confiscated property room. I know from experience how dangerous it is to separate a Void Dragon from its companion. The Marines don’t know that. We may just have averted something awful here, which makes it worthwhile in and of itself. 

Sara grabs the baby dragon and presses her to the chest of her orange coverall. Then she looks up at me, eyes glittering—with happiness, not tears, I am relieved to see. “I’m gonna call her Faith,” she says. 

And Jeremy was thinking of Prudence or Charity. All virtue names. What a weird coincidence.

“I had faith that you would remember me. That you would bring her back to me.”

“I’m really sorry it took this long,” I say.

“Meh,” Sara says, recovering from her momentary fit of sincerity. “It’s only been three days. I did three weeks in the brig after our New Year’s party last year. I gotta tell you about that sometime.”

“Well, we’re springing you out of here today. That is, if you agree.”

“To what?”

Her smile’s so bright, I feel like teasing her, the same way she once teased me about Lofn.

“To leaving the Marines.”

The smile droops.

“Losing your seniority.”

The smile vanishes.

“Leaving Callisto.”

A wry twist of the lips.

“Joining my new outfit.” I point to my shoulder patch.

“The 1st … what?”

“Dragon Corps. The attrition rate is unknown as of yet, but anticipated to be pretty high.”

“Asshole,” she laughs, fake-punching me. “This is, I don’t know what to say! Amazing! But hang on, where’s this outfit based?”

“We get to pick our own asteroid.”

“And?”

I relate to her what Elsa told me. “We’ll be engaging in space combat. It’s time to really see what Tancred can do.” He’s hunkered behind me, neck bent to fit under the ceiling, embarrassed about taking up so much of the cell—but at the reminder of the challenge ahead, he perks up. Lots to eat, Daddy?

“That’s right, little scaly-butt,” I say out loud. “Fingers crossed, there’ll be lots to eat.” 

“I’m in,” Sara says. “Oh boy, I’m so in.”

“Awesome.” I don’t know if it’s her smile or Tancred’s anticipation, or both … but I admit I am starting to get excited about this.

An out-of-the-way asteroid will be the perfect place to watch and wait for Hardy to make one false move.
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Military Sci-Fi with Space Dragons

 

In 2160, a Void Dragon ate the sun. 

In 2322, eight-year-old Jay Scattergood found a Void Dragon egg in his garden. 

 

Humanity survived the death of the sun, but now we're under attack by the Offense. These intelligent, aggressive aliens also lost their sun to a Void Dragon. They lost their home planet, too. Earth, now orbiting Jupiter, is still habitable - though much colder than it once was. The Offense will do whatever it takes to destroy humanity and take Earth for themselves. 

 

Our last hope against the alien aggressors is Jay Scattergood ... and his baby Void Dragon, Tancred. 

 

Guardians of Jupiter

Protectors of Earth

Soldiers of Callisto

Exiles of the Belt

Knights of Saturn
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A Quartet of Present-Day Science Fiction Technothrillers

 

Ripped from the headlines: an alien spaceship is orbiting Europa. Relying only on existing technology, a handful of elite astronauts must confront the threat to Earth’s future, on their own, millions of miles from home.

Can the chosen few overcome technological limitations and their own weaknesses and flaws? Will Earth’s Last Gambit win survival for the human race?
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Hard Science Fiction With a Chilling Twist

 

Humanity has reached out into the stars - and found a ruthless enemy. 

 

It took us two hundred years to establish fifteen colonies on the closest habitable planets to Earth. It took the Ghosts only 20 years to destroy them. Navy pilot Colm Mackenzie is no stranger to the Ghosts. He has witnessed first-hand the mayhem and tragedy they leave in their wake. No one knows where they came from, or how they travel, or what they want. They know only one thing for sure:

 

Ghosts leave no survivors.

 

Save From Wrath (short story, subscriber exclusive)

The Chemical Mage

The Nuclear Druid
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Near-Future Hard Science Fiction

 

A genocidal AI is devouring our solar system. Can a few brave men and women save humanity?

In the year 2288, humanity stands at a crossroads between space colonization and extinction. Packed with excitement, heartbreak, and unforgettable characters, the Sol System Renegades series tells a sweeping tale of struggle and deliverance.

 

Keep Off The Grass (short origin story)

Crapkiller (prequel novella, subscriber exclusive)

1. The Galapagos Incident

2. The Vesta Conspiracy

3. The Mercury Rebellion

A Very Merry Zero-Gravity Christmas (short story)

4. The Luna Deception

5. The Phobos Maneuver

6. The Mars Shock
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Near-Future Non-Hard Science Fiction

 

An Irishman in space. Untold hoards of alien technological relics waiting to be discovered. What could possibly go wrong?

 

Rubbish With Names (prequel story, subscriber exclusive)

Skint Idjit

Intergalactic Bogtrotter

Banjaxed Ceili

Supermassive Blackguard
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