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In 2160, a Void Dragon ate our sun.

In 2322, I was eight. We’d just moved to Kenya, where my aunt Elsa had landed a job at the spaceport. I didn’t want to leave Seattle, but of course no one cared what I thought. 

Malindi turned out to be less horrible than I’d expected. Although I refused to admit it to my mom or Elsa, I liked being able to play outside without bundling up in a snowsuit. The temperate equatorial weather opened up a whole new world to me: a green one. We rented a sprawling house in Kilifi, embedded in two acres of palms, wild garlic, and jacaranda. I took to vanishing into the garden every day after school, at first to show them how mad I was, but soon enough because I legitimately had stuff to do out there.

I was building a hideout. I approached the project like a coding challenge. Every broken brick and dead branch had to be the exact right one. I explored every square inch of the garden, collecting the best building materials, and that’s how I found the dragon egg.

A recent rainstorm had tipped over a jacaranda, leaving a claggy red hole with a puddle in the bottom. Something that looked like a piece of curved green glass peeked out of the muddy water. I imagined it as a green light on the pretend console in my hideout. I splashed into the puddle and started to dig.

Half an hour later, I’d completely forgotten about my hideout. I cleaned the egg with the tail of my t-shirt and held it up to the light of Jupiter. 

Ever so slightly translucent, the egg was the size of my two fists, mossy green, threaded with silver. A fossil, I decided—but I knew in the back of my head that it wasn’t. The damn thing was warm.

I stashed it in my half-completed hideout, in the broken cooler I used as a toolbox, before going in to supper. 

“By the way,” I said to my mom and Elsa, “no one is allowed in my hideout. On pain of death.”

“We know, honey,” Mom said.

“I really mean it.”

“Finish your green beans if you want dessert.”

My mom meant well. My dad had deserted us when I was two, and Mom tried her best to combine the roles of nurturing parent and authority figure. But she’d have been dead in the water—and I would probably have ended up in jail, instead of graduating from the University of Nairobi with a degree in robotics—if not for Aunt Elsa. Mom’s elder sister was the real authority figure in our household. Unmarried, she appreciated having my mom around to do stuff like vacuuming the floor and stocking the fridge with vegetables, not just Pop-Tarts and margarita mix. Elsa was a laser optics engineer who now managed the ground-based laser array for the Malindi spaceport’s launch system. Whereas my mom was medium height with China-blue eyes and a soft lap, Elsa was tall, gray-eyed, and forbiddingly blonde. 

Gangly even at eight, fair and newly freckled by the African sun, I looked more like Elsa, and was secretly pleased whenever people mistook me for her kid. I craved her attention and approval.

“Elsa,” I said after supper, “why are there no more Void Dragons?” You see, I knew exactly what I’d found in the garden. Even then, I knew. 

“There are,” she said. “Just not here.”

“Are we really safe now? What if another Dragon comes and eats the sun again?”

“If you’re going to stand there, pass me those plates.” Elsa was loading the dishwasher, a task that she religiously undertook—on the days she got home from work before midnight—to offset, I suppose, her sense of guilt that my mom did everything else. I passed her the plates and waited. I knew she’d answer my questions. This was the primary way we interacted: me asking, her answering. 

“Well,” Elsa said, “before 2160, we didn’t know about Void Dragons. We didn’t know much about anything beyond our solar system. But we already had gravity-casting technology. It was discovered while people were trying to develop artificial gravity for spaceships. When the sun began to dim one day, the whole world panicked … but some people came up with a way to save the Earth, and us.”

“Move the Earth.”

“Right. You know this stuff, don’t you, Jay?”

“Not really,” I said, to keep her talking.

“OK, well, they used gravity-casting to fool the earth that there was a large gravitiational mass nearby in the direction the Earth travelled in its orbit around the sun. The Earth fell towards this artificial gravitational mass, speeding up, which had the effect of increasing its distance from the sun. They kept moving the artificial gravitational mass away, and the Earth spiraled outwards from the sun …” Elsa demonstrated with a plate and a glass, her hands dripping on the linoleum. “It took a long time! Six or seven years, while everything slowly got colder, and the Void Dragon chomped away on the sun. But at last we arrived in orbit around Jupiter. And out here, another team had been busy. They’d used gravity-casting to fool Jupiter that there was a huge source of gravity right at its center. As Jupiter contracted, it heated up, and by the time the Earth got here, the temperature and pressure in the core had risen high enough to ignite stellar fusion. We turned Jupiter into a star, and that’s what you see in the sky today.”  

“But it’s not as warm as our old sun was.”

“No. Jupiter is a much smaller star than poor old Sol was. It’s just a red dwarf, really. We’re a lot closer to Jupiter than we were to Sol, but all the same, yeah.” She tweaked the sleeve of my sweater, which my mom had knitted for me. “In the old days, you wouldn’t’ve been wearing that on the equator in April.” 

The truth was I did know this stuff. I paid attention in school, because I’d set my heart on getting into Soyosoyo Primary’s highly selective robotics program. I’d let Elsa tell me the old story again because I thought she was leading up to what I really wanted to know. Instead, she started scrubbing the casserole dish. 

Disappointed, I said, “But what about the Void Dragon? Why didn’t it ever come back?”

“It died. We believe they consume stars and then die.”

“What about a different one? Why doesn’t another Void Dragon come and eat Jupiter?”

My aunt’s face softened. She thought I was scared. If I had any sense, I would’ve been scared, given what was in the cooler under the mango tree. 

“You don’t need to worry about that, Jay. Jupiter is too small for any Void Dragon to bother with. It wouldn’t even be a snack for them. Would you go all the way to Nairobi for one spoonful of ice cream? No. Same thing. We’re safe here, and we always will be.”

That’s what all the smart people thought, back then.

I persisted, “But what if the Dragon didn’t have to come all that way? What if it was here already?”

“I promise you, Jay, there are no Void Dragons around here. We haven’t seen any stars vanish since Kepler 452, and that was 1,400 light years away. Void Dragons travel in flocks … so maybe in another thousand years we should start to worry.” Elsa wiped her hands on her jeans and switched the dishwasher on. “Now let’s go find your mom and have a game of Scrabble.” 

I usually crushed the grown-ups at Scrabble, but that night I gave away so many triple-word scores and wasted so many Xs and Js that Mom insisted on taking my temperature. My talk with Elsa had not reassured me. The opposite, if anything. 

I woke up at two in the morning with a burning resolve in my mind: I had to get rid of the dragon egg. Now. 

I sneaked out into the garden. Traffic shushed past on National Space Centre Road. The scent of jacaranda weighted the cool, moist air. Under the mango tree, I opened the cooler and stared at my treasure. My flashlight picked up the threads of silver that ran through the shell. It really was beautiful. I hated the thought of destroying it. 

I banged it with my hammer a few times, half-assedly. Didn’t even leave a scuff mark. 

Well, something that had lasted 160 years in the ground—I assumed it had been there ever since the Void Dragon ate our sun—was hardly going to break when an eight-year-old whaled on it. 

I came up with a new plan. I’d take the egg with me to school tomorrow, and secretly leave it on my coding teacher’s desk. I believed at that time that coders were the smartest people in the universe. He’d know what to do with it.

Feeling better, I stuffed the egg into the kangaroo pocket of the sweater I had put on over my pyjamas. I headed back towards the house, intending to stash the egg in my backpack.

That’s when it happened.

A chorus of squeals, beeps, and buzzes filtered out from the house. Second by second it got louder. I stood frozen for a minute, then ran for the back door. I was afraid Mom and Elsa would wake up and find out I wasn’t in bed. Sure enough, I met them staggering downstairs, sleep-dazed. But neither of them said a word about where I’d been, or noticed the bulge in my sweater. Every networked device in the house was going off at once. 

We didn’t know it, but every device on Earth was doing the same thing at the same time. Passengers in cars and trains, farmers in their heated caves under the European permafrost, fishermen in their icebreakers, and even high-tech workers in their fabs in low Earth orbit, were all hearing the same noise, and seeing the same message that flashed on the screen of Elsa’s computer, filling our living-room with aquarium light:

PLANET-WIDE ALERT LEVEL RED

CREDIBLE THREAT DETECTED

CLICK HERE FOR DIRECTIONS TO YOUR NEAREST SHELTER

We didn’t click. Screw “nearest shelter.” We all thought we’d be safe at Elsa’s workplace: Malindi Spaceport. In retrospect, this was as dumb as me thinking my coding teacher was the smartest person in the universe. But it was a reasonable decision based on the information we had at the time, which was zero. Thanks, UNgov, for the openness and transparency.  

We jumped in Elsa’s beat-up Tesla and merged into stop-and-go traffic. Africans drove with their windows down. When the traffic stalled, they shouted back and forth, exchanging dark jokes about Void Dragons.

That was what everyone thought it was, of course. What else could trigger a planet-wide red alert?

You might think I’d have been racked with guilt about my dragon egg, imagining some connection. In fact, it didn’t even occur to me. I’d dropped the egg into my backpack and forgotten its existence. I chewed on the straw of a juice-box and hung by my elbows on the backs of Mom and Elsa’s seats, revelling in the excitement of 3 a.m. gridlock on the National Space Centre Road. Some people were just giving up and parking on the shoulder. Starting impromptu tailgate parties. Figuring they might as well grab a good seat for the apocalypse. But that left the other 900,000 inhabitants of Malindi on the road, trying to reach their nearest shelters.

“Damn this fucking traffic,” Mom howled. “What’s wrong with the fucking traffic AI?” 

“Its resources have probably been retasked to help deal with the threat,” Elsa said.

“Why don’t they tell us what the fucking threat is?” Mom was so upset, she didn’t even apologize for using the F-word. 

“They may not know,” Elsa said. “OK, I’ll call Zack.” Her boss at the laser array. “If anyone knows anything, he will.” She reached over and tapped her phone. 

The sky brightened. The taillights ahead of us dimmed to embers. Color returned to the fronds of the palm trees and the pastel garden walls. I thought for a confused second that morning had come.

People jumped out of their cars. I craned out of the window. Mom twisted around and tried to haul me back inside.

A fiery meteor streaked across the sky, trailing white smoke. 

Elsa jammed on the brakes.

The car behind rear-ended us, fortunately at only about 10 miles an hour. The edge of the window collided painfully with my ribs. 

The meteor fell behind the trees and vanished.

I felt the impact of the meteor’s fall physically. It travelled through my body like an electric shock.

“Fuuuuck!” my mom screamed. That made four F-words in five minutes. This was definitely a night to remember.  

A fireball mushroomed from the place the meteor had fallen. Horrible orange light drenched the traffic jam.

In its holder on the dashboard, Elsa’s phone rang and rang. Zack was never going to answer, because he was dead. 

*

The “meteor” was a titanium-alloy kinetic impactor launched from the Jovian Belt, targeting the spaceport. If Mom, Elsa, and I hadn’t gotten stuck in traffic, we would have died along with the other 11,203 people who lost their lives at Malindi. 

Simultaneously, identical missiles had targeted Earth’s other spaceports, killing another 100,000 or so. Fatalities at our orbital fabs added to the death toll. The aggressor had aimed to destroy our spaceflight capability, and almost succeeded.

It wasn’t a Void Dragon. 

Void Dragons, according to historical observations, are gigantic beasts with filmy wingspans of several thousand kilometers. They look like dragons, which is where the name came from, but instead of breathing fire, they consume fire—or rather energy. Their metabolisms are based on direct energy-mass conversion, which is another way of saying we don’t know how the hell their bodies work. They eat stars. 

They do not throw kinetic missiles at unsuspecting planets.

Those missiles came from a warship rejoicing in the name of Blood-Drinking Yobbo. This is the kind of name the Offense give their ships. Other Offense ships that have troubled Earth since then: Planet Crusher, Kiddie Fiddler, and my personal favorite, Beware My Tentacles Of Doom, or Beware for short. All these translations are courtesy of the Offense’s own propaganda department. Opinion is divided on whether it’s a reverse-psychology gambit to make the Offense seem cute and harmless, or a sign that they completely lack any sense of humor. 

The Offense are not cute and harmless. They are three-meter air-breathing jellyfish with a habit of fatally poisoning each other, never mind any soft-skinned prey beings they happen to meet. Their homeworld—we think—is a super-Earth that formerly orbited HD 181433, a subgiant star 87 light years from here. It doesn’t anymore, because HD 181433 got eaten by the same flock of Void Dragons that chomped our sun. The Offense didn’t have a handy gas giant to set alight, or they didn’t think of it at the time. So now their planet is wandering through space, sunless, crusted over with the frozen remnant of its atmosphere. I wouldn’t want to live there. And I guess they don’t either, because they want Earth, and our cozy little pocket-sized sun.

That volley of missiles on the night of April 6, 2322, was their way of saying, “Hey, two-legged prey beings, this is your eviction notice.”

We managed to chase the Blood-Drinking Yobbo away, but far from giving up, they’ve been throwing missiles, rocks, and bombs at us ever since.

It’s war. 

And that is how I wound up troubleshooting mining droids in the Jovian Belt. 

 


2

 

When I was a kid, I wanted to build robots when I grew up. Animal mecha were really popular back then. I used to drool over videos of cowboys riding robotic horses on the North American tundra. I wasn’t interested in the woolly mammoths they were herding, even though those are pretty cool, too—they’re elephants with actual mammoth DNA spliced into their genome, so they can deal with the sub-zero temps in the Midwest. I guess you could genetically engineer horses for cold weather, as well. But robots are cheaper, and to my pre-teen mind, they were way cooler. I had this dream of building a robot sabertooth tiger and riding it through the snow. 

Of course, I’m hardly the first guy who ever had to stash his childhood dreams in the embarrassing-memory drawer. (Although I still think a sabretooth tiger mecha would be the coolest thing ever.) And I had a good excuse for abandoning my aspirations: humanity’s existential war for survival. 

But man, I hung onto that dream as long as possible, all the way through undergrad at the University of Nairobi, until the government came calling. 

Hey, STEM grad. We want you.

Not to build autonomous drones to seek out and destroy Offense ships. 

(That would’ve been fun.)

Not even to work on designing better mechas for our troops in space.

(I have some awesome ideas for semi-autonomous combat systems.) 

Not, in fact, to do robotics at all.

They issued me a uniform and an ID and told me to improve the MTBF averages of the mining droids that chew rare elements out of the asteroids ringing Jupiter. 

So now what I do all day is I stare at error reports, figure out what tripped the automatic debug software, and go into the code to fix it.

Thousands of lines of code.

Every day.

In a cubicle barely big enough for my desk and chair, in the new industrial cluster on Leda, which used to be Jupiter’s 13th satellite until we moved it further out to make room for Earth.  

Six days a week. 

52 weeks a year. 

Oh, I understand. I do understand. The Defense Corps already has the world’s top robotics guys working on the fun, cutting-edge projects. Someone has to do the other stuff.

But man, oh man, my eyes get tired, and my mind gets tireder, and my heart gets tiredest of all, and after twelve hours in front of the screen all I want to do is shuffle back to my room and curl up with my face to the wall, hugging my dragon egg like a teddy bear. 

Yeah, my dragon egg.

I never did get rid of it. 

The attack on Malindi Spaceport changed our lives. Elsa, as one of the few surviving senior engineers, got sucked into the reconstruction effort. She was soon working so hard we hardly ever saw her. My school got converted into an evacuation center. I knocked miserably around the house for a few months until Mom, focusing her worries about the future on me, sent me off to boarding school in Nairobi.

I took the egg with me.

By that time I’d had it for months. I slept with it. I couldn’t imagine giving it up.

So I brought it with me to boarding school, and then to university, and then to basic training—encased inside a bunch of stinky socks, proof against kit inspections—and then to Leda.

Yeah, I’m an idiot.

*

“You’re an idiot.”

These words are uttered, crisply, by the hottest girl who’s ever spoken to me. Her hair, caramel streaked with blonde, is tied back in a ponytail which falls past her face as she leans over me. She’s so close that I can see the green flecks in her eyes. The beads of sweat in her eyebrows make her more human. 

Unfortunately we’re not at one of those secret parties where people (who are not me) hook up with strangers in an alcohold-fuelled frenzy. We’re at the gym at Leda Tech City. I am lying on the bench press, resting between sets. She’s standing at the head of the bench, tapping on the barbell.

“You shouldn’t be lifting this much without a spotter.”

She’s so beautiful I almost don’t care what she’s saying. She could call me a pencil-necked REMF and I’d ask her to repeat it. But I have to answer her. An intelligent answer would be good. “It may look like I’m lifting weights, but I’m actually meditating.”

Answer: achieved. Intelligent: failed. I know this even before her unamused sniff drives the point home. “You could drop the bar on your face and break your nose. Or drop it on your throat, and strangle yourself. Or drop it on your chest, and crush your ribcage. We’ve got the Offense smacking the shit out of us; we don’t need guys killing themselves in the weight room.”

I’m only lifting 70 kilos. And I’ve been doing this for eighteen months, ever since basic training, when Sergeant Grouchy McGrouch informed me that my fitness was poor even by the standards of conscripts destined for cubicles. I say, “Even if I did die in a freak weightlifting accident, the Offense wouldn’t notice.” 

“I’ll spot you,” she says, sighing. “Ready?”

“OK. Thanks.”

I try to concentrate on my form, not the lycra-clad goddess standing over me. When I’m done she proceeds to critique my grip and the position of my elbows. She pulls a towel back and forth behind her neck as she speaks. I’ve definitely never seen her in the gym before. There are girls in Tech City, but they either don’t lift weights, or they don’t look like this. 

“So, just bear all that in mind,” she finishes, flashing a smile, and strolls back to her friends.

Her friends. Buzz cuts, regimental tats, biceps the size of my head. Mystery solved. For some reason a bunch of soldiers have chosen to descend upon us, instead of using the undoubtedly superior gym at their own base, a couple of klicks away across Leda’s barren surface. 

“We had an outgassing problem,” the girl tells me fifteen minutes later, falling into step as I head for the treadmills. “They sent us new equipment, which would’ve been great, except they used the wrong kind of acrylics. So the new equipment has to go back, and they already took away the old stuff. So we don’t have a gym for however long.”

“Your gym must be cleaner than ours,” I say.

“Huh?”

Ours smells of sweat, mouldy carpet, uncleaned ventilation filters, and rotting jockstraps. “Never mind. It was a lame joke. This place smells so bad, we wouldn’t even notice any outgassing.”

“Oh. Ha, ha.” She steps onto a treadmill. I hop onto the next one over, although I’m not sure why I want to continue inflicting the torture of her company on myself. 

We jog for a while.

“So, is that your name?” she says, jerking a thumb at my torso. Like a moron, I look down at my t-shirt. On the front it says CODE-BLOODED ANIMALS, which is the excruciatingly stupid nickname of the 11th Technical Support Regiment. On the back, of course, is my last name: Scattergood.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m Jay. Nice to meet you.”

We accomplish a handshake across the gap between the moving treadmills. 

“Jay Scattergood?” Like she’s double-checking.

“Yeah.” 

“Any relation to Elsa?”

I blink. How in the world would this beautiful soldier know my aunt? Granted, Scattergood isn’t the most common name. But Elsa isn’t famous or anything. After her stint at Malindi, she moved on to Ceres, which now orbits Jupiter at the outer edge of the Jovian Belt. We captured it into Jupiter orbit to use it as a colony world, and kept it after the war started as a defense outpost. Everyone who still lives there is employed by the Defense Corps. Obvious inference: my aunt is now doing something weapons-related, although she isn’t allowed to tell us what. 

Maybe she is famous among the people who actually get on ships and go out patrolling the Belt, and sometimes come home in body bags, and sometimes don’t come home at all.

“Yeah,” I say. “Elsa is my aunt. Um. My mother’s sister. I use my mother’s last name, because my father wasn’t around, so …”

Shut up, Scattergood, just shut up. She isn’t interested in your biography. 

Too late. Her face goes blank like a computer shutting down. I must have said something wrong, but I don’t know what it was. She stabs the off switch on her treadmill, steps to the floor. “Well, it was nice chatting with you.”

“Hey, Francie, who’s your new buddy?” One of the watermelon-biceps guys saunters up to us, smiling. I feel like I know him already. He’s my age, but in his life, nothing is complicated. Work out, eat, sleep, kill aliens, repeat, and so it will continue until the aliens kill him. 

A guy like this doesn’t have a Void Dragon egg in his laundry bag. He doesn’t have weird dreams. 

“He’s just some coder,” the girl—Francie—says, her whole body turned away from me now, that towel working back and forth across the nape of her neck. 

“A coder? Hey.” He crushes my hand in his capable paw, practically yanking me off the treadmill. “I’m Newcombe, but those knuckleheads—” the rest of the watermelon-biceps crew, now standing around and watching— “call me Patrick.”

“Patrick, nice to meet you. Jay Scattergood.” Flustered, I climb off the treadmill.

He doesn’t react to my last name. Maybe his warm brown eyes crinkle a tiny bit more, but if so, the micro-expression is gone in a flash. “So you’re a coder. Do you know anything about mechas?”

“Dude! I built mechas. OK, they were just student projects, but if you’ve ever heard of the St. Bernard …”

The St. Bernard is one of the most famous defense R&D flops of the last five years. It was an autonomous offensive / defensive mecha, designed to retrieve soldiers from hostile environments, like a lethal little rescue dog. It never made it into active service. Everyone’s heard of it.

“You built the St. Bernard?” Patrick bellows with laughter, but I don’t get the impression he’s laughing at me. It’s more like an invitation to laugh with him at life’s absurdities. 

“I didn’t build it. I was still in university at the time. But some of my code was in there.” It was the St. Bernard’s hardware platform that failed, not the code. There’s just no way you can squeeze that much instrumentation onto a compact mecha without either shortchanging the power requirements of the weapons systems or overheating the electronics. While they were tweaking the thing, I won a student competition for insect mechas. The Defense people noticed, and asked if they could use my code in the St. Bernard. Of course I said yes. 

It would have worked, if the performance board hadn’t fused into a lump of carbon every time they tried to operate the sensor suite and the beam cannon at the same time.

I don’t bother to tell Patrick all this. I just say, “The St. Bernard was a classic example of overpromising and under-delivering.”

“Tell me about it. We use the Alsatian mecha, you heard of that one?”

“Sure. Autonomous explosive detection and neutralization system.”

“That goddamn thing …” Patrick shakes his head, and all his friends shake their heads, like bison responding to danger. “It worked fine until the Offense switched to using these new ultra-sensitive detonators. Now we’re screwed. Two times out of three, the Alsatian fucks up, gets itself blown to shit, and then we have to go out there and we get blown to shit by the secondary devices.”

He’s talking about mine clearance, one of the most important and dreadful duties of the infantry. The Offense, from their opportunistic roosts in the Jovian Belt and beyond, have seeded our territory with mines. We’re talking hundreds of thousands of the damn things. They’re small, self-propelled, and programmed to emulate ordinary Jovian orbits, so even if you see them, they just look like tiny space rocks. But they pack yields of 1 kiloton and up. Worse yet, these are nuclear payloads, deliberately dirtied up, so even targets that are not destroyed become unusable. 

They attach themselves to cargo ships. Bury themselves in asteroids. Sidle into orbit around our bases. You never know what’s going to explode next. From the Offense’s point of view, it’s terror for pennies. 

I now know that Patrick, Francie, and their friends are part of a mine clearance squad, and I feel like I should say something to acknowledge their courage.

All I can come up with is, “Have you tried Technical Support?”

“Have we! We’ve been round the goddamn mulberry bush with them twenty times.” Patrick puts on a whiny nerd’s voice, and I don’t take offense, maybe because I’m still picturing him crawling across the surface of a booby-trapped asteroid, sweating through his suit liner as he searches for the near-invisible traces of a self-burying mine. “‘Um, that can’t be happening.’ Well, it is happening. ‘It doesn’t happen when we run our tests.’ Well, it is fucking happening in space, OK? You wanna go out there and run a field test, shithead?”

“Cool it,” Francie says, softly.

Patrick shrugs. “Sorry. I get kinda steamed up.”

I say, “I’d be happy to have a look at the code for you, if you like.”

Did I just say that? That could get me dishonorably discharged. It could land me in jail. I am not cleared to work on the Alsatian mecha. I am not cleared to work on mechas at all.

But I offered, and now Patrick is grinning. He bro-punches me on the shoulder hard enough to leave a bruise. “That would be awesome. Maybe you can spot what they’re missing.”

“I worked on the St. Bernard,” I intone, mocking myself. “I know failure modes when I see them.”

All the soldiers laugh. “Fan-fucking-tastic. Someone’ll bring it over later,” Patrick says. “What’s your room number?”

*

As if my life wasn’t complicated enough.

I spend the first hour of my free time that evening lying on my bunk, staring at the ceiling, praying that Patrick forgot about my stupid offer as soon as I moved out of his line of sight. I’m near-catatonic with dread of the grim future that awaits if the information security department should find out what I said to him.

I can feel my dragon egg calling to me, but I don’t get it out of its hiding place. 

At 21:05, with 55 minutes to go until curfew, a soft knock comes at my door.  

I leap up, while my heart plummets. It rebounds partway when I open the door and see Francie. She’s wearing a tank top with sweats and fleece-topped slipper boots, a look that mysteriously manages to be sexier than lycra.

“Nice place,” she says, coming in without being asked, looking around at the scabby gray walls, the rickety computer desk and chair, the bunk with a modular storage unit underneath.

I assume her praise is sarcastic. “Tech support doesn’t qualify for the best views. If I ever make corporal I’ll be eligible for a carpet.”

“Have you ever been over to Gruntsville?”

I admit I haven’t.

“We don’t even get single rooms. If I live long enough to make sergeant, I’ll get to share with three other women instead of seven. And no one, not even our officers, has their own shower.” 

I follow her glance to the door of the bathroom that opens off my room. “Oh, that’s not mine,” I say. “I mean, I share it with another guy.” Bolt Galloway will be in the rec room, fleecing our fellow Code-Blooded Animals at Texas Hold’em, until 30 seconds before curfew. I hope. 

Francie shrugs. “It’s OK for me to be here, right?”

“Um. Sure.” There’s no rule against visitors, and in fact Bolt often holds poker parties in his room. He’s never had a girl over, though. 

Part of me is ecstatic just to have Francie pacing the 2-meter space between my desk and the wall, flipping her caramel hair and cracking her knuckles. Another part wants to beg her to go away, right this second, before we both wind up in handcuffs. 

“Well, I brought the code,” she says, extracting a portable drive from the pocket of her sweats.

I can practically hear the bars of my future cell rattling. “Great. Shall I have a look at it now?”

She glares as if to say: that’s why I’m here, idiot. 

So I slot the portable drive into my personal computer, which probably looks like another unearned REMF luxury to her, although the reason we are allowed computers in our rooms is so that we can continue to work during our legally mandated free time, and very soon I forget about the information security department and I even forget about Francie herself as the code sucks me into my usual flow state.

She taps me on the elbow, breaking my trance. “I have to be out of here in ten minutes.”

“Oh.” I check the computer clock. Half an hour has passed. “OK, well, I think I’ve found the problem, but—”

“You have?”

“Whoa, whoa. I’ve found the part of the code that needs to be updated. That wasn’t hard, because I can see where they updated it. But every time they updated it, they’ve broken more stuff, because code is … it isn’t … it doesn’t just do one thing. The programming languages we use today are really high-level. Every command has a whole hidden world of assumptions and conditions built into it, so it has to all fit together on multiple levels …” I jam my fingers together like the interlocking teeth of an airlock. I suck at explaining things.

“Can you fix it?” she says impatiently. She’s perched on the edge of my cot, and I notice that my photo album is lying on the ratty brown blanket, displaying a picture of my mom in Sri Lanka 30 years ago. 

While I was in my coding trance, Francie took the album out of its drawer and flipped through my old photos without asking. That’s not really legit. But I wouldn’t dream of saying anything about it.

“I’d have to start by finding a restore point and undoing these crappy patch jobs. Then, yeah, I can see which parameters to adjust for greater sensitivity, but it would be a trial and error thing. I’d have to run simulations—” 

“Can you do it?”

“Yeah, I can do it, but not tonight. I would need a simulation environment, too.”

I’m about to add that I’m not sure that I have the capacity to run a high-fidelity sim in the sandbox I set up on my machine to examine the Alsatian code, but she doesn’t give me any more wiggle room. She springs up, and her green-flecked eyes brim with the joy of a woman on death row who’s just been pardoned. I realize that if I can repair this piece-of-shit code, it might actually, literally, save her life, and I don’t try again to wiggle out of it. 

“Fucking ace,” she says. “Scattergood, you rock. I bet Patrick can get a copy of the sim environment they were using. Now, I have to get back to base. Can I just use the head before I go?”

She bops into the bathroom. 

Shaking my head at myself, I return my photo album to its drawer, and then, because I’m paranoid, I start peeking into the other drawers of the modular storage unit to see if anything else is out of place. I didn’t notice at all what she was doing while I had my head in the code clouds. 

My dragon egg is in the bottom of my dirty laundry bag, where I usually hide it. I’ve just worked my hand past the sedimentary layers of underwear and socks to touch its smooth, warm surface, when a crash shudders the partition wall between my room and Bolt’s.

Crap. 

Bolt is home.

He’ll strip nude and shamble into the bathroom to shower before bed, because that’s what he always does, and either he’ll walk in on Francie, or he won’t be able to get into the cubicle because she’s locked it on his side. 

Either way, he’ll know I had a visitor, and he’ll ask around and figure out who it was. And then I’ll really be screwed.

I kick the storage unit drawers shut and fly into the corridor, along to Bolt’s room. He’s already down to his Y-fronts. He looks confused to see me, as well he might. We’re not friends, just next-door neighbors. “Yo. What’s the problem?”

I lean casually on the door of the bathroom, blocking him from entering. “Did you lose tonight?”

“How’d you guess?”

“Way you slammed the door.”

“There’s no such thing as losing, there’s only working the system,” he claims, unconvincingly. 

“Too bad the Offense don’t play poker, huh?”

Bolt scratches his balls through his underwear. He’s a husky guy with pimples on his shoulders. A mediocre coder. Could be good if he didn’t devote 90 percent of his mental resources to his poker system, and to assorted other schemes for feathering his nest. He’s got a screen the size of the wall, a gaming setup; there’s a faint smell of apples from the e-hookah he keeps in his storage unit. He’s not meant to have any of this stuff, but our warrant officer turns a blind eye. In short, Bolt is a fixer. I don’t know any of the murky details, but I know he’d make a good friend and a bad enemy. Unsurprisingly, he’s always blown off my halfhearted attempts to befriend him. 

“Listen up, the Offense are playing poker, and we’re playing checkers,” he says. “We’re in the wrong game.”

I can’t hear anything from the bathroom. I strain my ears for the sound of running water or a flushing toilet, while half-listening to a rant of Bolt’s I have heard before, about changing the rules and taking the fight to the enemy. As if Francie, Patrick, and their comrades weren’t doing that every day of their too-short lives. 

At last I decide she must have finished in there by now. “Hey, Bolt, have you looked at the mine lethality ratio recently?” I cut him off. I checked this stat earlier. “It’s all there, in the public domain. All the information you need to understand how and why we are losing the war. But you have to know what to look for before you can look for it. Anyway, the ratio is up to 27 to 1. We’re taking one fatality per every 27 devices found. That’s terrible. It’s doubled in the last six months. So forget the nifty analogies. There are plenty of actual problems we need to solve, right here on Leda, and we aren’t doing it, because why? Silos. Everyone’s in their own little information security box. Even you and me. I know you fix things, but I don’t know what or how, even though I know what your farts smell like, and I know you use baking soda instead of toothpaste.” 

I’ve never spoken to him like this before. I give him a sort of crooked smile combined with a salute, hoping he won’t get too mad at me for calling him on his bullshit, and head for the door without giving him a chance to respond. 

“Hey, it gets your teeth really white,” he yells after me.

I know this, as Bolt’s teeth would blind oncoming traffic. I actually tried the baking soda trick myself but it didn’t work for me.

Back into my room.

Francie’s not there.

Check the bathroom door. 

Locked on my side. As I’m standing there, the shower starts. Bolt isn’t too mad to alter his evening routine, anyway.

*

My heart rate slowly drops back to normal.

She left while I was talking to Bolt.

Left the portable drive in my computer, too.

I remove it and look around for a good hiding place.

Wait a minute.

Wait a goddamn minute.

My pulse speeds up again.

I know I shut those drawers.

The bottom drawer is now sticking out ten centimeters.

Dread swallows rational thought. I drop on my knees and yank the drawer onto the floor. Try frantically to remember how the contents looked before Francie came over.

Did I knot the drawstring of the laundry bag?

It’s not knotted now.

It’s open wide enough for a hand to slip in and out.

I bury my nose in the opening, to see if I can smell Francie. I remember from when she was sitting next to me that she uses some hair product that smells like roses. 

Of course, all I get is a noseful of my own disgusting laundry. I cringe for a second at the thought that she may have smelled that, before circling back to the cataclysmic possibility that she snooped in the bag.

I paw madly through the dirty clothes, scoop out my egg, and roll onto my cot, hugging it against my sternum.

A chime sounds.

The lights go out.

Curfew.

In the dark, my computer screen glows, and the crevice between my chest and my pulled-up knees glows, too. The light is coming from the dragon egg. It started doing this when I was going through a miserable phase in university. The silver threads in the malachite-green shell look black against the diffuse light from within. The light pulses between my fingers, and every pulse makes the shell warmer. My hands aren’t the little paws of an eight-year-old anymore; they’re stupid-big, my fingers long and thin, my knuckles swollen because I have a mild case of idiopathic arthritis. Young person’s arthritis, brought on (in my opinion) by too many hours at the keyboard. 

The egg’s warmth soothes my knuckles, calms my racing mind.

It’s like a vacation in a bottle.

The egg doesn’t do this every night.

Only when I need it. 

I lace my hands over the egg, pressing it into my stomach, as if I’m trying to keep my guts from slipping out. 

After a while I sleep.

*

Daddy? the egg says in its plaintive, familiar voice. 

When I’m awake, it comforts me.

When I’m asleep, it makes demands. 

I’m floating in space, magically alive without a spacesuit. The voice is coming from the kangaroo pocket of the sweater my mom knitted for me when I was eight, because this is a dream, so I can still wear the sweater even though I’m six feet two.

Jupiter burns reddish-white in the blackness. The dot crossing its orb could be Io or Ganymede or Europa or Callisto—which are all still there, if rather hotter than they used to be—but I know in my heart it’s Earth, the planet we saved from the Void Dragon, the planet we are spilling our best blood to save again, from the Offense. 

Dad. Daaaaddy. I’m HUNGRY.

The forlorn cry slices my heart into ribbons. I reach into my kangaroo pocket, intending to pluck the egg out and hurl it away into space, where it won’t be able to pester me anymore. But my fingers stick to the shell. I’m like the proverbial monkey with its hand stuck in the cookie jar.

Daddy. DADDY! 

The baby dragon in the egg starts to cry, a mewling torrent of sobs. I can’t stand it. I have to—

Wake up. 

Fully clothed on top of my bunk. 

The egg glows, very faintly, through my fingers.

I roll it into the crack between the mattress and the wall, cover it with my blanket to hide its light.

Get up, drink some flat soda.

The egg’s cries are still rasping my emotions, but my thoughts focus on Francie, and what she may or may not have done when she was alone in my room. 

If she snooped in my storage unit, and saw the egg, would she have known what it was?

Yes.

I knew, and I was only a kid.

But maybe I knew because I was a kid.

Adults are better at rationalizing away the impossible.

Maybe she thought it was a paperweight or something.

Fat chance, but leave that aside for a moment. If she did guess that I’ve got a Void Dragon egg, would she snitch on me?

This is a tougher question. I don’t know her well enough to know if she’d go straight to the military police … or say nothing … or try to use my secret in some way. For instance, to blackmail me into fixing their code, regardless of the trail of shattered rules we would leave behind us.   

This last seems the likeliest possibility.

But I’m going to fix their code anyway. And whether she saw the egg or not, it doesn’t change what I’ve got to do now. 

What I should have done years ago.

I owe Francie, actually. I needed a scare like this to kick me in the pants, make me go through with it. 

I sit down at my desk and smear a sore fingertip on the screen to wake my computer. 

I have to get rid of the egg. Irretrievably. Forever. 

And Francie may have given me a way to do it. 
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I hit the faceplate dimmer switch on the wrist control pad of my EVA suit. 

The Jupiter-bleached surface of Leda darkens into a sinister landscape of dinosaur ribs and inky chasms. 

The ridges that look like half-buried fossils are the rims of ancient impact craters. The “chasms” are actually only a few feet deep. We’re on the far side of Leda, 500 klicks away from Tech City as the hopper flies. The infantry have a small facility over here—a test-firing range—but the curve of the little moon’s horizon hides it. 

I feel like the only human being in the universe.

Until Francie, Patrick, and their teammates—Paul, Huifang, Milosz, Dilip, and the two noobs who haven’t earned the right to be called by name yet, as they replaced dead guys of whom the others were fond—bobble into view over the horizon. 

Their fluorescent spacesuits, orange and electric blue, soar closer in micro-gravity bounds. They’re clearing the area for today’s test.

My suit, acid yellow, has VISITOR stenciled on the front, making it clear that I am not part of the team.

I’ve started to feel like part of the team, sometimes, but Francie never misses an opportunity to remind me that I am not. She reaches me before the others do, shoves me hard in the back, and says on the radio: “Get down, idiot.”

I lie on the dusty rock, the wind half knocked out of me, conscious of the fragile electronics pumping oxygen into my helmet and the 17-millimeter thickness of insulated memory alloy protecting my body from the vacuum. 

How did I end up here, hundreds of klicks from my nice safe cubicle?

It’s all Bolt Galloway’s fault. 

I apparently made an impression on him with my rant about mine lethality ratios. A couple of days after that, he dropped by my room and grilled me about Francie. Of course, people had seen her on the night she visited me. She’s hard to miss, harder to forget. And Bolt, having found out who she was, made the connection with my sudden interest in mine clearance. The only part he didn’t work out was that Francie had already slipped me an illegal copy of the Alsatian code.

So, when Bolt arranged a meeting between me, our team leader, and the team in charge of the Alsatian mecha, I was able to wow them by instantly grasping their turgid overview of the Alsatian’s issues, and suggesting ways that our mining droid performance enhancements could be used to fix them. Of course I’d worked this all out beforehand in marathon late-night coding sessions. 

Our team leader, with Bolt hovering at his side, dazedly approved my transfer to the Alsatian team. I think he knew my heart wasn’t in MTBF averages, anyway.

“You owe me,” Bolt said after my transfer went through.

“I don’t owe you shit, Galloway,” I said with a big smile, clearing my desk.

“You should have it made in the shade with that hottie now. If you can’t close the deal, it’s your own damn fault.”

“All I want to do is improve the odds for our brave men and women at the front.”

“Ask her if she’s into threesomes.”

I think me and Bolt are friends now.

And next time I see him, I will tell him that I do owe him. 

I owe him a punch in the goolies for getting me into this.

Yes, my work on the Alsatian mecha is now out in the open, officially sanctioned. I’m not committing information security violations every time I boot up my computer, and that’s a huge relief.

But now I have to mess around on the surface of Leda in a spacesuit. I’m so far out of my comfort zone, I need a telescope.

The nine of us lie in a row behind a crater rim, peeking over its rounded summit.

“There she is!” Patrick breathes.

Our Alsatian lopes over the horizon. 

She’s four-legged, with a blast shield in place of a head. Her manipulators extend past the edges of the blast shield. She carries them high in front of her as she runs.

Incidentally, the algorithms that enable her to run are superlative coding achievements. That must have been way, way more difficult than anything I’m doing. I would like to shake the hands of the guys who did that work, if they hadn’t been dead for a hundred years. The Alsatian covers the rocky surface of Leda in an apparently effortless lope, avoiding micro-craters, circling chasms, never once losing her footing.

At a distance of 160 meters from us, she slows.

“She’s got the scent!” Patrick says.

The Alsatian reorients herself and minces down a steep slope to the bottom of a crater. Her lamps disperse the darkness down there. She pokes at the rock with her manipulators.

“She went straight to it,” Dilip exults. 

“Are you sure you buried it properly?” Francie snaps at Noob One.

“Yes ma’am,” he insists. He has to call Francie ma’am because she is a corporal. Patrick’s a sergeant, the leader of the squad when they’re in the field. This counts as being in the field, although it’s actually a welcome break for them.

“He did bury it properly,” Patrick says to Francie. “The Offense couldn’t have done a better job. I checked. It’s totally invisible.”

What Noob One buried, and what the Alsatian is now uncovering, millimeter by millimeter, is a dummy mine identical in every way to the ones that kill our troops on a daily basis. With one difference, of course: it won’t blow up. 

Nevertheless, I find myself terrified for the Alsatian, clenching my fists in their insulated gloves, willing her to be careful. 

Delicately, she cracks through the rocks that Noob One cracked with a sledgehammer and then replaced on top of the mine like a jigsaw puzzle, gluing them together with heat-stabilized silica paste. It took him and Noob Two all night. Real Offense mines bury themselves autonomously, no grunts required. We’ve yet to develop the technology to pull that off. But that doesn’t matter. What matters is whether the Alsatian can safely dig the mine out, and defuse it.

Zoomed in, I watch her add shards of rock to a neat little pile beside the hole. 

Come on, come on …

Of course, I’ve got a personal stake in this. We’re testing the latest iteration of my sensitivity upgrade. I incorporated all the available information on next-generation Offense mines: the spectrographic absorbance spectra of the explosives, data on the casing material, and the tolerances of those damn detonators. They’re sensitive to as little as half a gramme of pressure, when all other detonation criteria are satisfied. The Alsatian will need to be as patient as a snake and as deft as a neurosurgeon …

She blows up.

Not really. But the dummy mine disintegrates in a puff of smoke and light so bright that it washes out my faceplate filter, and for an instant I see the Alsatian in silhouette, sitting back on her haunches, surprised.

“Another thirty million bucks down the crapper,” Patrick sighs. 

Theoretically, we are now looking down into a smoking crater. Theoretically, half of Leda is now radioactive.

The Alsatian gets up, and of course, in her programmed drive to retreat from the “explosion,” she steps on one of the secondary devices—smaller, less sensitive mines buried around the big one in a random scatter pattern. This time she leaps off the ground with all four feet, springing so high that the squaddies wonder out loud if she’ll achieve escape velocity. 

It would be funny, if it weren’t my fifth failure in a month.

“Sorry, guys,” I say, near tears. “Sorry.”

We trudge back to our temporary quarters at the test range facility. The Alsatian trots after us, as perky as ever. She seems to know it’s not her fault that her programmer can’t get his shit together. 

As we’re stripping off our spacesuits, Francie says to me in a venomous whisper, “I thought you said you could fix it.”

“I’ll review the Alsatian’s video and sensor feed,” I say, knowing this is a fool’s errand. 

“We’ve only got three more weeks.”

They gave us two months to try out my suggested fixes. If nothing comes of my efforts in that timeframe, the squad goes back into their regular rotation, wrangling real, deadly Offense mines in deep space, with the help of inadequate mechas. I feel as if I’m on a deadline to save them from ritual execution. 

And I’m failing. 

“I wanted to get this right,” I say to Patrick in the mess.

“You can do it,” he says. “We got real close today!” 

Getting real close to safely defusing a mine is like getting real close to winning the lottery. You end up with a double handful of nothing. Slump-shouldered, I ladle mashed potatoes onto my plate. 

“Hey,” Patrick says, “you’re under a lot of pressure.” He tops his mystery meat with a mountain of potatoes that makes mine look like a molehill. “Why don’t you hang with us tonight? Spend some time away from that computer, you might get a fresh perspective.”

I want to say no, I have to work. What stops me is the realization that Patrick is under more pressure than I’ll ever be. His life is on the line, and as leader of the squad, he also feels responsible for their lives. Yet he’s still able to laugh and joke around, and even to notice that one skinny, lumpy-knuckled coder has ravines under his eyes from sleeping three hours a night.

I say yes.

Naturally, I’m aware that Francie will also be there.

It’s time I took a temperature reading on that situation. 

The mess turns into a bar after hours, with multicolored fairy lights blinking over the counter where kegs of beer have replaced the trays of spinach and mash. We stake out a corner table, beneath a speaker playing excruciating muzak. Paul, a taciturn man with an afro trained into horns, sets up his computer and plays loud rock tracks until whoever is in charge of the muzak surrenders and turns it off. The squad breaks into a victory chant. The REMFs drinking at the other tables pretend to ignore us.  

Francie leans over to remind me that I am, in fact, a REMF, and not part of the team. “Are you looking forward to getting out of here?”

I shrug, while parsing her words for hidden meaning. I still don’t know if she knows about my dragon egg. The uncertainty hangs over my head like a sword.

“If you leave any of your stuff behind, they’ll use it for target practice,” she says.

She does know. What else could that be but a veiled reference to the egg?

“Then again, you’ll probably have to turn in your computer when you leave, anyway. They won’t take the risk that you could leak our test data.”

No, she doesn’t know. She thinks I am exactly what I appear to be, a geek who rashly vowed to save her life because she’s beautiful, and now can’t keep his promise. Jesus, how she must despise me.

Her sneering tone breaks through Patrick’s beery haze. “Leave him alone, Francie.”

“I was just asking him what he’s going to do with his stuff.”

She does know, she doesn’t know, she does, she must. Otherwise, whence this inexplicable interest in my “stuff”?

I was going to put my dragon egg into an Alsatian. That was my brilliant idea. 

I know, I’ve known for years, that I have to get rid of the egg before it talks me into doing something terrible. But I also know it won’t be easy to get rid of an object—a living object—that has survived 160 years underground and 16 years in my possession. One time I was in a car crash on my way home from university. I searched the roadside with blood running down my face, cutting my hands on the smithereens of the other cars in the pile-up, until I found the egg in a thornbush, not a scratch on the freaking thing. I think it’s pretty near indestructible. So smashing it is out … not that I could bring myself to do that, anyway. 

Discarding it on Earth, also out. Someone else would just end up finding it again, and I couldn’t bear that. If I can’t have it, I don’t want anyone else to have it, either.

Discarding it on Leda, same problem squared.

The only sure, safe way to get rid of it is to discard it in space.

When Francie and Patrick asked me to work on the Alsatian code, I thought I saw how to do it. Their regiment, the 6th Sappers, has lots of Alsatians. They wouldn’t miss one. And it just so happens that the Alsatian has a spare battery compartment the right size for the egg. Tuck it in there, close the compartment, bork the lid so it can’t be opened—five minutes’ work with a screwdriver and a soldering iron; then program the Alsatian to go feral on its next trip into deep space. Cold shutdown, transponder off, destination Pluto, which now orbits 80 AUs from the dark cinder of the sun. No one would ever see it again. 

Well, the Offense might find it. Their ships stalk the darkness beyond Jupiter, as far out as Saturn (now 17 AUs from the ex-sun). And they’re certainly good at finding our patrols. It’s not unthinkable that they would pick up a drifting mecha. But they don’t like Void Dragons any more than we do. They’d destroy the egg. (I’m sure they would know how.) Then I wouldn’t have to. 

That was my great plan. 

But pretty much as soon as I arrived at the test facility, I realized it wasn’t going to work. They never leave me alone with the hardware. I naïvely thought I’d be working on the mecha, like I worked on my robot dragonflies in university: just me, my computer, and parts all over the lab bench. Bliss. But that isn’t how they roll in the military. You have your hardware guys and you have your software guys and never the twain shall meet, even if people are dying on account of flawed system integrations. It’s like I said to Bolt: silos. 

So here I am, in the same underground complex as a hundred Alsatians, and I’m not cleared to go near them, let alone attack them with a screwdriver.

I stare into my beer as the squaddies argue about football. 

I’m failing at my job, I’m no closer to getting rid of the egg, and Francie hates me. 

Reflected fairy lights wobble.

Patrick’s huge hand falls on my arm. “Hey, Scatter.”

This is my new nickname, courtesy of the squad. They leave the “good” off. Wiser than they know.

“How much stuff you got with you?”

Again with the bizarre interest in my stuff. Now Patrick’s at it. What the heck?

“I mean in kilos,” he clarifies.

“Uh. Not that much?”

“Kilos, K, G, man.”

I make a wild guess. “Fifty?”

Patrick makes a sad face. “That’s way, way too much. The max allowance is twenty. And they’re gonna make you throw away whatever you can’t take. So you better decide what you really need.”

“Wait. Wait. Take where? Where am I going?”

To jail for possessing a dragon egg, says my paranoia, and it must show on my face, because Patrick roars with laughter. “Into space, numbnuts.” He manages to make this sound like an endearment. “Didn’t Francie tell you? Change of plan. We’re going to run the next tests in live situations. They think maybe the problem is our dummy mines, they aren’t close enough copies, something like that. So we’re gonna try out your upgrades in the field.” 

“That’s not the problem,” I say, while I’m marvelling at the military euphemisms he uses unselfconsciously. Live situations. The field. What a way to talk about going nose to nose with the Offense in deep space. I feel a liquid clenching sensation in my bowels.

“Well, anyway, they want to try it.” Patrick shrugs. “So weigh your stuff and get the seals from the quartermaster’s office. We’re deploying in two days.”

“When—when did you find out about this?”

“Today after we got back.” He grimaces. “Told you if you hung out with us tonight, you might get a fresh perspective.”

Francie leans over. She’s had a lot of beer and her eyes are glassy. “You’re not scared, are you, Scatter? You look kind of scared. Actually, you look like you’re shitting yourself.”

“Oh, stop ragging on him,” Patrick roars. 

The table goes quiet then, as they remember that this is an incredibly scary thing they do, that one or all of them might not make it back alive, that the only difference between them and me is their fragile, courageous pose of not giving a damn. I have spoiled their game of let’s-pretend. I’m the wolf lolloping in at the door. The Ghost of Abject Terror.

I take a deep breath, force a smile. “So, do they have sick bags on these minesweepers …?”
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They do not.

I throw up four times in the first 24 hours. I knew this was going to happen, because I puked on the voyage out to Leda, too. They say it’s something to do with adapting to different gravitational forces—1 G on Earth, 0.5 Gs of artificial gravity on your typical spaceship, the transition messes you up—but I was fine on the surface of Leda, when we were trekking back and forth between 0.7 Gs in the test facility and micro-gravity outside. 

I think it’s just that I don’t get along with spaceships.

This one, the minesweeper Tancred, doesn’t even have artificial gravity except on the bridge and in the berths. I lurk in my berth, which I share with Milosz, for our first week out, because it’s easier to clean up puke from the floor than when it’s floating in the air. Milosz is really nice about it, and brings me microwaved foilpacks of bouillon.

When I finally venture forward, we’re three million klicks from Leda, burning through the Jovian Belt.

Jupiter hasn’t always had an asteroid belt of its own. It had seventy-ish small moons in addition to the Big Four, but now it has millions of satellites, ranging from the size of a teacup to 624 Hektor, which is 400 kilometers long. When the Void Dragon ate the sun, it consumed 68 percent of its mass. Everything spiraled further out as the sun’s gravitational field weakened. Imagine our solar system expanding like a balloon being inflated. The relative locations of solar system bodies would have stayed the same. But in the midst of this, we dragged Earth out to Jupiter, and because Earth is a massive body in its own right, and it was preceded by an artificial gravity point, it dragged some of the asteroid belt along with it. 

On top of that, the artificial gravity point we cast into Jupiter’s core increased the size of its Hill sphere—the region where its gravity rules supreme—from 0.36 AUs to 0.71 AUs. As a result, it captured a bunch of its former trojans, plus more asteroids whose orbits had been perturbed by Earth’s transit.

What this means for the minesweeper Tancred, and me, is that there are thousands of places out here for the Offense to hide. 

I visit the bridge and watch asteroids with numbers but no names float across the big screen in front of the pilot. 

“It’s not to scale,” the pilot says. “These rocks are millions of klicks away.”

I appreciate the reassurance, although I’m not sure that’s how he means it. “Can we see Beachy Head yet?”

Beachy Head: the name given by the squad to Jovian Satellite 38759, our destination, a 2-klick radius rock where the Navy wants to set up a surveillance outpost. The squaddies take it in turns to name “their” rocks. This was Paul’s pick. Apparently, Beachy Head is where he comes from on Earth. 

The pilot laughs at me, not unkindly. “Another week.” 

It’s very quiet on the bridge. The pilot must get bored. The Tancred has only two crewpersons: the pilot and co-pilot, who alternate 12-hour shifts. Sheer monotony, and yet we’re travelling through unsecured space, among asteroids that may be crawling with Offense for all we know. It’s possible—likely—that no humans have travelled this way since the war began.

A red line like a windscreen wiper swishes back and forth across the screen, representing our tight-beam radar, which can supposedly find objects as small as an orange. It pauses. Wobbles. A beep sounds. 

The pilot stretches out a languid forefinger and presses a button. 

A green flash irradiates the screen. The radar goes back to traversing our path.

“What was that?”

The pilot gives me a funny look. “A mine.” 

“What did you just do?”

“Vaporized it with the CO2 laser.”

I leave the bridge with mixed emotions. I have just seen my first Offense mine. I wish it could always be that easy. I want to go home.

But since I’m here, I cannot pass up the opportunity to implement my grand plan. 

We have five Alsatians on board. It should be easy for me to get a few minutes alone with them.

Should be; isn’t!

The squad are solicitous of me, as if I’ve been at death’s door, not just space-sick. They go out of their way to include me in their cook-offs (mixing and matching packets out of MREs), workout challenges, and Go Fish tournaments. I can’t even make the excuse that I’ve got to work, because, as predicted, I wasn’t allowed to bring my computer. I was told I could use the ship’s computer if I needed to. But the terminal is in the common area, and the others are always queueing up to watch movies on it—which is all that the antique piece of crap is good for. 

And as the days pass, I go from feeling cranky and unmoored to taking each day as it comes. I waste hours shooting the shit with Patrick, Paul, and Dilip. I watch movies. I even help to invent a new variant of zero-gee basketball, played with a ball of socks and a helmet for the hoop. Is this how the others experience life? Slipping easily in and out of immersion in whatever activity offers itself, killing time without guilt? If so, I’m beginning to understand how they cope with the war. And I’m envious of them. 

I wake up on Day 16 of our deployment to realize that I’ve been slacking off. We’re there, we will reach Beachy Head in a few hours, and I haven’t done anything to implement my grand plan at all. 

In the corridor, I pass Noob Two creeping to the head. All the others are in the common area, checking their gear. I don’t have to check my gear, because I will not be leaving the Tancred when we reach our destination. I continue on, past the galley and down to the cargo hold. 

The Tancred is so small that the cargo hold doubles as the gym. Resistance training machines and a treadmill at one end. The Alsatians at the other end. They lie on their sides, neatly lashed down, in the workshop area where Patrick painstakingly took me through the steps of breaking down and reassembling a rifle. That was torture, and not just because I’m no good with guns. The Alsatians were right there but I didn’t dare touch them.

Now, for the first time, I am alone in the hold. I can hear the voices of the others overhead. Sound carries through the ventilation ducts. It sounds like they’re fully occupied with their duties, but at any moment one of them may come down to retrieve some piece of kit. 

I’d better work fast.

I free the top Alsatian and strap it to the workbench. Its legs sprawl limply in freefall. I use the power screwdriver to open both battery compartments, the main and the backup. I remove the cover over the primary printed circuit board, too. If I get caught I will say I’m double-checking the wiring. 

I brought my egg with me. Feet securely wedged into the tethers in front of the workbench, I wiggle it out of my waistband. I had it in my underpants. I’m wearing an extra-long t-shirt to hide what must have looked like a joke codpiece. Yeah, life with a dragon egg is a laugh a minute. I test the fit in the backup battery compartment.  

It looks dead in there, like a lump of green stone, its lustre dulled by the cruel lighting.

There’s too much room around the sides. It might rattle. Packing material, packing material …

When Patrick was walking me through Rifle Maintenance 101, he used a soft cloth to wipe the cleaning rod. I find the cloth in a junk drawer. I tuck my egg up in it, as gently as if I’m putting a baby to bed. But this bed is dirty and smells of solvent, and will soon be cast into hard vacuum.

I can’t do this. 

My eyes well up.

Don’t be a goddamn pussy, Scattergood.

I stroke the egg tenderly with one finger. Then I replace the battery compartment cover, jamming the screwdriver viciously against the screws, purposely jarring my sore knuckles. I can hardly see what I’m doing for the tears in my eyes, and I don’t see Francie floating across the hold until she’s right in front of me.

“Eeeyowp,” I yell, or something like that.

“What’re you doing, Scatter?” Her tone is unfriendly. 

The Alsatian’s circuit board is still exposed. I’ve got a bunch of tools out, stuck to the magnetic holder on the bench. To my own eyes, it looks suspicious as hell. I mutter, “I was checking the wiring.”

“Yeah? Well, put it back together. You need to check your suit and sign out a weapon and ammo.”

“Me … weapon … ammo?” My jaw drops.

“Noob Two is sick. She’s running a fever.”

“She was fine this morning—”

“You can give yourself a fever by injecting a large dose of steroids.” Francie slaps the Alsatian’s blast shield, as if she wishes it were Noob Two. “Anyway, we aren’t allowed to deploy under-strength. So you’ll just have to put on a suit and get out there. Don’t worry,” she adds, as she pushes off from the workbench and flies away, “you won’t have to actually do anything.”

Two hours later, I am tumbling headfirst out of the Tancred’s airlock, getting my rifle (actually, Noob Two’s rifle) tangled up with my legs.

Patrick, last to exit, catches me and stalls my spin. “Just hang out here,” he says. “You’ll be fine.”

Desperate not to screw up, I do exactly as he said. I hang beneath the belly of the Tancred, tethered to the ship by a cable that undulates with my movements in the void. 

The others have already untethered. They fan out, propelled by the cold-gas jets on their mobility units. 

The Tancred is holding position 500 meters above Beachy Head. It looks like Leda down there, but dimmer. Rounded hills, soft-edged craters, as if the asteroid had been tumbled in the sea. That’s solar weathering. The gentle topography of Beachy Head, and all its sister asteroids, stands as a memorial to Sol. Our sun shone peacefully for 4.6 billion years, not bothering anybody. Until a Void Dragon came along and ate it. For the first time, I feel a sharp stab of rage at the creature that stole our sun before I was born. How dare it?!?

I peer across the swells of rock, looking for the Alsatians.

I had just time, while the others were carrying out their last-minute checks, to get on the computer and reprogram my Alsatian, serial number S2X458. I’d already written the Destination Pluto code in my head. I felt sick while I was typing it in. Now I feel righteous, drunk with the joy of revenge. I pray I didn’t make any mistakes. I pray S2X458 gets far, far away before anyone notices she’s missing.

Oh, that’s right: my suit’s got a transponder tracking function. 

I turn it on. Callout tags appear above each human and Alsatian. The mechas are down on the surface, running this way and that, scanning for explosives. 

I spot S2X458 just before she vanishes over the horizon.

Radio chatter crackles in my helmet. The squaddies are laid-back, all business, no urgency. There’s no reason to get excited yet. We may be here for days. 

Reassured by their calm voices, I unclip my tether from my belt. 

I’m still wearing my yellow VISITOR suit, because Noob Two’s suit would have been way too small. But I’ve got her mobility unit strapped onto my back. I fumble with the thruster controls, almost go into a spin, get the hang of it. 

“Hey, Scatter!” It’s Dilip. He’s on EVA monitor duty, tracking everyone from the bridge. “Where you going?”

“I just want to see if my code works.” I fly off after the others. Dilip grudgingly OKs my excursion. He thinks I’m talking about the sensitivity upgrade. He doesn’t know that I want to see S2X458 off on her journey, and wave goodbye to the passenger in her battery compartment.
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I catch up with the Alsatians 8.12 klicks from the ship, according to my suit. I can just see the Tancred hovering above the horizon. The Alsatians are behaving oddly. S2X458 and two of her sisters have teamed up to search a small area. They are moving one step at a time, prodding the rock with their manipulators before setting a paw down. This is what they do when they’ve detected suspicious chemical traces.

Patrick, Francie, and Paul float high above them, like kites waiting for a doomed elephant to die. Francie makes a hawking noise in her throat when she sees me. Patrick doesn’t seem bothered. “Hey, Scatter. Looks like they’ve found something.”

“Already?” I am freaking out. If the Alsatians have found a mine, they may get themselves blown up. If S2X458 gets blown up, she won’t be able to execute my Destination Pluto code. If she can’t execute the code, the egg will be recovered from her carcass. I’ve watched hours of video of live situations like this. The Alsatians rarely get blown to dust. You’ll find a leg, a blast shield, a manipulator. An egg.

Paul decides to make conversation. “Beachy Head is a notorious suicide spot.” 

“I did not know that,” Francie says.

“People come from all over the country to jump off the cliffs.”

“Shut up, Paul.”

“It’s not right, is it? We work that hard keeping them safe, and the ungrateful sods don’t appreciate it.”

I was once one of those ungrateful sods. Not anymore. If this works out, the squad will have saved my life. My heart’s thudding. My jaw aches with tension. The Alsatians have narrowed it down to a small depression shaped like a heart. Now, in accordance with procedure, two of them withdraw behind nearby hills, while S2X458 gets to work. Why do I have such crappy luck?

Patrick says, “Statistically, if we’ve found one mine in our first hour on the surface, we’re probably looking at multiple devices emplaced all over the rock.”

“Let’s retreat,” Francie says. “We’re too close. I don’t want a face full of gamma rays.”

I blurt, “Wait a minute. She’s not digging.”

S2X458 sniffs the ground with her sensors, circles the depression, repeats the behavior.

“She’s pinging me,” Patrick says. “Preliminary analysis … the traces do not match known mine signatures. Huh? This is weird. Scatter, check it out.” 

S2X458’s data scrolls over my faceplate. There is a trace of radioactivity on the surface. That’s what the Alsatians glommed onto in the first place. But there’s also carbon, in a much higher concentration than is generally found on rocky asteroids, and what’s this? Shock compressions in the quartz grains in the rock?

“Um. Guys. I think these traces might have come from …”

As I’m hesitating, reluctant to embarrass myself, the Tancred blows up.

A wash of light, a squeal of static, gone.

By the time I get turned around, there’s nothing to see except some flecks of fiery debris shooting away from Beachy Head.

Francie grabs my arm. She motors down to the surface, right behind Patrick and Paul, towing me like luggage. 

Patrick’s on the radio. “Huifang, come in. Milosz, come in.”

He doesn’t bother radioing the people who stayed on the ship: Dilip, Noob Two, the pilot and co-pilot. They’re dead. 

“What the fuck?” says the tinny voice of Huifang.

“We’re under attack. Tancred’s gone.” Patrick lands on the rock, near the Alsatians. We clump up behind him. There’s no need to be careful where we put our feet. There are no mines here. Those traces that the Alsatians found were emissions from an Offense ship’s drive.

A ship that was here very recently, and obviously hasn’t gone far.

“Regroup at my position,” Patrick tells the other team. 

Francie and Paul kneel, facing in opposite directions, rifles snugged into their shoulders. 

“Cover your arc,” Francie snaps at me. 

It seems completely pointless. We no longer have a ship. We are millions of klicks from help. We’re going to die, no matter what.

My eye falls on S2X458. She’s sitting on her haunches, awaiting instructions. I open my back-door channel to her. It’s a text interface, but now I have no keyboard so I have to vocalize. “Come here,” I say.

Patrick shoots me an irritated glance. “Radio silence,” he hisses, like I should have known that.

S2X458 prances over to us. I put my arm around her neck, behind her blast shield. 

The Offense must have landed here before we did. They saw the Tancred coming. You can’t hide a ship drive. The heat emissions are detectable from millions of klicks away. They took cover—Beachy Head has a surface area of 50 kilometers squared; we didn’t see any overt signs of occupation, but the Offense are well known for digging deep and covering their tracks, just like they bury their mines. They took our measure, and then struck. 

An orange speck breaks the horizon. Callout tag says ZHOU. It’s Huifang, flying towards us, hugging the terrain. 

Paul lets out a soft grunt.

I swivel on my knees, lose my balance in the micro-gravity, fall on my ass.

A miniature flying saucer is zipping towards us. A flattened sphere balancing on an inverted cone. Its armor captures distant Jupiter’s light, flashes rainbows.

Chips of rock spurt and fall lazily. 

Francie and Paul shoot at the flying saucer. Radio silence forgotten, they’re screaming, “Die motherfucker die.” Their bullets ping soundlessly off the pale metal monster. 

It is an Offense warrior. 

Inside that metal armor is a toad-green jellyfish 3 meters across with a clever brain—some say a superior brain—and a strong desire to kill two-legged prey beings on sight.

Patrick says calmly, “More jellies at my ten o’clock.” He opens fire at four or five Offense who are angling towards Huifang, cutting her off from us. 

I huddle against S2X458. My terror is so great that it approaches a disembodied state of calm. I examine the rifle in my hands, recalling what Patrick told me about it. This model is a combination weapon that fires regular projectiles from its primary barrel and energy pulses from the stubby laser on top. The laser gobbles power, so you only get about thirty seconds out of it before the battery dies, Patrick said. It’s pretty much useless. 

I’m sure he’s right, but Paul and Francie’s bullets are not having any effect on Offense Warrior #1. It’s bearing down on us, pouring fire into the two Alsatians stuck in between us. 

I aim the laser at the vertice between the bottom of its dome and the inverted cone, and depress the trigger.

A white spot appears in the shadow of the vertice. Within seconds, it turns red. White gas jets out.

The warrior lurches backwards, propelled by the air escaping from its suit. It nearly turns over. Then it rushes away, rocking and swaying.

I scream, “The lasers, use the lasers! Aim at the vertices, not the dome, not the dome, it’ll reflect it off!”

Francie and Patrick get the idea. They leap to their feet and target the warriors converging on Huifang, Milosz, and Noob One.

Paul lies face down. I shake him. He doesn’t move. 

Francie and Patrick have further to shoot than I did, but they’re better shots than I am, and there’s nothing to degrade their pulses in this pure, freezing vacuum. The jellies scatter, air jetting from their suits. We’re routing them!

But they’ll be back.

I pick Paul up and drape him over S2X458’s back.

Huifang and the others hurtle down to us. Looks like Milosz is hurt. Noob One is dragging him by his tether.

“Destroyed the motherfuckers,” Huifang screeches. She and Francie hug. Noob One is roaring some victory song in a patois I don’t know. 

Patrick yells, “You think that was all of them? We’re gonna be buried in jellies in a minute. Check your batteries and …” 

He trails off. He doesn’t know what orders to give. We have no ship, nowhere to hide, no escape route, no way to recharge our rifles. 

But we do have S2X458.

I finish tying Milosz and Paul to the mecha with Milosz’s tether. I fasten my own carabiner to Paul’s belt. “Clip onto me,” I say.

“What are you playing at, Scatter?” Patrick groans.

“Please! Just do it!” We have to get away before the Offense sends reinforcements to wipe us out. I grab Francie’s hand, grab Patrick’s elbow, hope that Huifang and Noob One are hanging onto someone. “S2X458,” I say in a shaky voice, “execute string: Destination Pluto.”

Beachy Head is a small asteroid with no gravity to speak of. Escape velocity is scarcely greater than walking pace. S2X458 engages her mobility thrusters and labors into space, with all seven of us hanging onto her back.
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We fly for an hour. 

And then another hour. 

Patrick made us disable our suits’ heat rejection functions, on the theory that we’d have a better chance of escaping unnoticed if we weren’t radiating in the infrared spectrum. It seems to have worked. The Offense must have mistaken S2X458 for just another piece of debris from the Tancred. We’re boiling in our suits, drowning in sweat, but we’re alive. 

Alone in deep space.

Beachy Head just a dot in the blackness.

“Fuck it, I’m dumping heat,” Francie gasps. We all follow her lead. My suit begins to cool. I take a big gulp of water from the hydration tube in my helmet, and then, before I can prevent myself, another one. 

Stop. Stop. Mustn’t drink it all.

Then again, what does it matter?

I’m going to run out of air before I run out of water.

We all are.

I steel myself to look at my oxygen gauge.

Oh, God.

3 hours and 45 minutes of air remaining.

Patrick says, “Only twenty million klicks to Ceres!”

That would be the nearest human outpost. Ceres orbits the outer edge of the Jovian Belt like a guardian, Demeter of the green shoots, watching over her human children. But she can’t be everywhere at once. 

Francie says in a funny voice, “Remember what Paul said about Beachy Head?”

Paul is alive, but unresponsive. His suit telemetry says he took a bullet in the chest. He’s probably bleeding internally. The suit sealed itself over the wound. It can’t doctor him. 

Milosz also got shot, but only in the shin. Only. Voice taut with pain, he says, “What about Beachy Head?”

“He said it was a notorious suicide spot. Apparently it’s a cliff where people often jump to their deaths.” Francie makes a strange clucking noise. It might be laughter. I can’t imagine Francie crying.

But it does feel like she’s blaming me for our plight. And maybe she’s right. If we had stayed put, we’d be dead already. This way, we’ll die slowly, seven kids riding a small bronco, slowly running out of air. Which is worse? I don’t know. My only consolation is that at least my egg did not fall into the Offense’s clutches. I was going to throw it away, but if I’m going to die, I’m glad it’s here with me. I’m floating with one glove on the cover of S2X458’s backup battery compartment. I imagine I can feel the egg’s warmth in my aching fingers. 

“Heads up,” Patrick says wearily. “Six o’clock high.”

At first I can’t see what he sees. Then Noob One breaks into an ululating war cry. “Ah, dey come fi fight. Mi ready, mi ready! Gwan mash up dem ship!” He’s wheeling around on the end of his tether, unslinging his rifle. Everyone yells at him to quit unbalancing the mecha.

Because a rifle is going to be no use at all against an Offense warship. 

It heaves out of the blackness, a pearly beluga whale crowned with spikes. It’s probably not much bigger than the Tancred was, but it fills my entire universe. Those spikes are antennas, sensor stalks, and guns.

Why did I ever think we could get away? 

They’ve probably been watching us ever since we left Beachy Head. They fixed their spacesuits, had some coffee or whatever the Offense equivalent is—fresh human blood, I expect—then climbed into their ship to mop up the seven little loose ends floating around their neighborhood.

The ship edges closer, panting ghostly plumes of gas from the engine nacelles that stick out on fins from its sides.

Patrick says, “I just want to say, this is the best team I’ve ever been a part of. You are fucking excellent soldiers, and it has been an honor to lead you. I’m sorry I didn’t do a better job.” 

Milosz touches his arm. “I’ve never talked about this, but I believe in Heaven. I know I will see you guys there.”

And all this time the Offense ship looms closer to us, until I can see the weird swirly Offense script on its bows.

“Spread out,” Patrick sighs. “Might as well make it a little bit tougher for them.”

We untether from S2X458 and scatter into the blackness. Only Paul remains with the Alsatian, tied across its torso behind the blast shield. I feel that bone-deep pang of loss I had expected to feel when S2X458 vanished into space. My egg’s lost to me forever now.

The Offense ship shoots at the mecha. Smart thinking: take out the potentially dangerous machine first, then the helpless humans. 

A brilliant spot of light appears on S2X458’s back, inches from Paul’s limp body. It’s a powerful energy weapon. You can’t see laser beams in vacuum. You only see their targets coming apart. 

S2X458 breaks in half.

Out of the vaporous chasm between her hindparts and forequarters, a pale green shape rises, glowing, growing at an astounding speed, uncurling handkerchief-pointed wings. 

Within seconds it’s bigger than the Offense ship.

Ghostly silver claws grab the ship like a kitten playing with a ball of wool, and toss it 180 degrees.

The Offense pilot panics. The ship engages its drive. Blue-hot plasma gushes from the engine bells at its tail …

… straight into the Void Dragon’s mouth.

My baby dragon drinks the Offense ship’s fiery exhaust. It sticks its tongue into the main engine bell, licking it out, sucking the fire out of the combustion chamber in the ship’s belly. 

The ship is moving away, but only very slowly. The dragon is draining its thrust at the source, while holding onto it with all four legs, flapping its wings ecstatically. 

The last flicker of plasma goes out. 

The dragon bats the ship away, stretches out its neck, and engulfs it in a stream of emerald fire. 

The Offense ship doesn’t blow up. I suppose its reactor has already shut down, and its liquid hydrogen tanks are drained. There’s nothing left to explode. It just turns black and bubbly all over. Its sensor stalks and gun barrels wilt. 

The dragon noses around it, as if making sure there is nothing good left to eat, and then wings back through the void to us.

To me.

As it comes it shrinks, digesting all that fire, or tucking it away inside the hidden quantum dimensions of its impossible body, until it is the size of a kitten. In fact, it’s about the same size as the egg it just hatched from. It no longer glows. It is malachite green with silver claws and eyes, and beautiful silver veining on its wings.

It lands on my shoulder and rubs its head against my helmet. I’m not sleeping, not dreaming—at least, I don’t think I am—but I hear its voice in my head: Daddy! Daddy! 

The voice is not the plaintive whine I’m used to. It’s a contented coo. 

I drink good?

“Yes,” I say in a strangled voice. “You drink good.”

Sleep now.

The baby dragon folds its forepaws over its face and digs its hind claws into my suit, so it’s floating from my shoulder like a bat. Those claws are extremely sharp. They might puncture my suit. I gently unhook the tiny thing and cradle it in the crook of my left arm.

No one’s cheering. 

No one’s saying a word.

Even Noob One is silent.

Patrick and Francie retrieve the halves of S2X458. 

Paul is still tied to the mecha, still unconscious. 

The dragon fights out of my grasp, flaps to the mecha. It claws something out of the wreck and returns to me. It’s got the solvent-stained cloth that I packed around the egg. It goes back to sleep in the crook of my arm, clutching the filthy rag in one claw. 

Patrick says, “Everyone says they don’t breathe fire.”

“Guess everyone is wrong,” I say. It comes out in the impatient, superior tone I struggled to drop so that the squaddies would like me. 

“Guess so,” Patrick says flatly.

And these are the last words anyone speaks to me until we regroup on board the Joscelin, a corvette that happened to be inbound from Ceres. 

The Joscelin detected the explosion of the Tancred and raced to investigate. It finds us about five minutes before we would have run out of air.

We’re given liquids, first aid, sympathy. 

While we’re waiting to see if Paul pulls through, Francie says to me, “Where is it?”

I know what she’s talking about. I touch my stomach. I tucked the dragon inside the sweatshirt someone on the Joscelin’s crew lent me. It’s sleeping, with its blankie clutched in its claws. I know I should have ditched it in space, but I just couldn’t. 

“We’re gonna have to turn you in, you know.” Francie’s staring straight ahead. Her beautiful profile is drawn with shock and sadness. 

“I know,” I say. 

She nods once. 

No one speaks to me or even looks at me again until we reach Ceres. 

 


7

 

Ceres is a world of briny puddles.

I walk along the shore of St. Jude’s Lake. On account of the micro-gravity, my gait is one continuous stumble. It doesn’t help that my hands are cuffed in front of me, steel handcuffs pinching my wrists. 

The sky is gray, the roof of the dome hazed with dirt. Updrafts ruffle the water. There’s a tang of ozone in the air and the pressure is headache-inducingly low. Either a storm is coming, or the dome’s atmosphere maintenance AI is trying to do too much with aging equipment. 

We built thousands of these domes in the century before the Offense crashed our party. Now half of them lie in ruins, and people on Earth complain about how much it costs to protect the surviving half. 

Mom used to forward me photos from Elsa, which contrived to make Ceres look a bit like Kenya—dun vegetation, hazy skies, windsurfing in the blue Indian Ocean. But that’s not what it looks like at all in real life. The lakes are only a few tens of meters deep, and the pockets of vegetation around their shores are as sparse as the population.

I think about veering away from the military policemen who are escorting me on this walk to nowhere. I could run into the water and drown myself. 

Then I see a group of fly fishermen bounce-hopping across the lake, literally walking on the water—the AG is off in this dome, to save money, and Ceres has such low gravity that the surface tension is enough to hold a person up. So much for that idea. I couldn’t drown in this lake even if I tried.

Anyway, the cops wouldn’t let me try. They have orders to execute me in a place and at a time of their choosing, not mine. 

That’s my theory, at least. They haven’t told me where we’re going, which is a bad sign in and of itself.

They arrested me as soon as the Joscelin touched down. They found the dragon nestling in the debris of S2X458, where I had told it to hide in the stupid hope that it wouldn’t be discovered. 

S2X458, still in two halves, is following us right now on a sort of golf cart, the only form of transport allowed inside Ceres domes. This one has police flashers on the roof. Its wheels crunch on the pebbles. 

I stumble yet again. Tiny claws dig into my shoulder. I reach up with my cuffed hands to steady the dragon. I’m sure the cops aren’t happy about letting it stay with me, but if they try to take it away from me, it spits fire at them. It burned one of them quite badly while they were arresting me. 

They direct me away from the lake, up a stony hill. Scattered tufts of grass foul the golf cart’s wheels. The cops guide me with light blows to my elbows. 

I wonder how they’ll kill me. Patrick and the others have told them how my dragon destroyed the Offense warship, first drinking its laser pulses, then eating its high-temperature exhaust. My dragon consumes heat energy, just like its parent consumed the sun. So they won’t use any kind of energy weapon on us. It’ll be more primitive and sure than that. 

I keep picturing a pit. Stones falling on my head, until the dragon and I are covered up. I dug him out of the Kenyan soil when I was eight. Now we’ll be going back into the ground, together.

The slope flattens out into barren highlands. I snatch one look back at the lake, and then the cops are pushing me in the direction of a small concrete building. A group of people are walking towards us, also converging on the building. Four dark blue uniforms, one tall skinny guy with his arms held stiffly out in front of him. We get quite close before I realize those people are the cops and me. We’re walking towards the reflective wall of the dome, and the small building is an airlock.

The domes of Ceres are connected by underground tunnels. There’s no reason to ever use the airlocks.

Unless you are going to toss someone outside.

So that’s how I will die. Gasping in the vacuum, as if I never got away from Beachy Head at all. 

The cops unlock the building. In the shadows I see a bunch of EVA suits hanging up, spare oxygen canisters and water, consoles monitoring the outside terrain. I don’t get an EVA suit, of course. A round door in the far wall stands open. They shove me into the tunnel-like airlock chamber, push S2X458’s golf cart in after me. 

The teeth of the airlock door grind together and seal.

I totter over to the golf cart and sit down on it, waiting for the air to be sucked out of the chamber.

The dragon licks my ear.

I pry him off my shoulder and balance him on my cuffed hands, hold him up so we’re face to face. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I suck.”

It’s OK, Daddy. He stretches out his neck and licks my nose. A wave of fierce love fills me. And I know I just said I was sorry, but I’m not sorry. If I could travel back in time to Malindi, if I had the choice of leaving the egg buried … I wouldn’t. I’d do it all again. 

It was freaking awesome the way he took out that Offense warship. 

He hops down to my lap, nuzzles at my pocket. I smile weakly. “Yeah, your blankie’s in there.” He drags out that foul old gun-cleaning rag and settles down to knead it with his front claws. 

Time passes. 

I cry a bit, thinking about Mom. I’m not ashamed of the tears. I have been a crappy son. I wish I could tell her I’m sorry. I wonder what bullshit story they’ll tell her to explain my death …

The airlock opens.

Not at the far end. At the same end I came in by. 

I jump to my feet, tipping the dragon off my lap. He flutters to my shoulder and hisses.

A woman walks into the chamber, EVA-suited, carrying her helmet in one hand and a second EVA suit in the other. 

It is my aunt Elsa.

*

Elsa puts down the EVA suit and removes my handcuffs, fumbling with the key. She hugs me fiercely. When I was a kid, she towered over me. Now her head only comes up to my shoulder. I feel trembling, and I don’t know if it’s her or me or both of us.

“You don’t look too much the worse for wear,” she says, holding me off.

Nor does she. We haven’t met for years. She looks older than she does in recent photos, but just as vibrant. Her shoulder-length blonde hair is streaked with silver now. Her gray eyes glitter with emotion. Then they narrow as she studies the dragon critically.

What in creation is she doing here?

I know she works on Ceres. But I didn’t mention her name when they arrested me. Didn’t want to get her in trouble, too.

“Elsa—” I have to clear my throat before my voice cooperates—“can you tell me what’s going on? Am I going to be executed?”

“Executed? Hell no! If those goons laid a finger on my favorite nephew, they would have to answer to ARES. Advanced Research. That’s my outfit. I’m senior management now, for my sins.” 

“Then …”

“Put that on.” She points at the EVA suit. It’s not one of the ones that was hanging in the antechamber. It says ARES on the back. “You have to vanish. That was the Army’s stipulation. Officially, you didn’t escape from Beachy Head, and neither did … that.” Her eyes keep going back to the dragon. She’s staring at it. Entranced by it. “The record will show that you tragically died in action. But unofficially, we’ll find a way to let Jules know the truth.” 

Jules, short for Juliette: my mom. Lightheaded with relief, I turn my back and wriggle into the EVA suit. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you,” Elsa says. 

“For what?”

“One Offense ship the fewer.”

“It wasn’t me. It was him.”

“I heard.”

I turn around, fastening my chest seal. Elsa puts on her helmet, gestures for me to do the same. “We need to get out of here. He doesn’t need any protection, does he?” she asks, indicating the dragon, who has returned to his favorite perch on my shoulder.

I almost laugh. “Um, Elsa, he’s a Void Dragon. He’s OK with vacuum.”

“Right, right,” She shakes her helmet. “Sorry, this is just so … it’s all new to me. Let’s go.”

She operates the airlock cycling mechanism. We walk out onto the surface of Ceres. A grayish-brown plain. Salt deposits sparkles in Jupiter’s light. The ruins of another dome rise ahead of us. Ahuna Mons juts on the horizon. 

“We’ve got a ways to go,” Elsa says. We climb onto the golf cart and ride along with the wreckage of S2X458, bumping over the lightly cratered terrain.

Elsa tells me that she’s known about my dragon egg since I was about twelve. 

Oh.

Mom apparently found the egg in my trunk one time when I was home from boarding school. That’ll teach me not to do my laundry. She and Elsa discussed it and agreed not to say anything, because I hadn’t said anything to them, because they didn’t know for sure what the egg was, and because Elsa was confident that even if it was what it seemed to be, it would never hatch. 

“But it did,” she finishes.

“Yeah. It did.”

“Do you know why?” she asks, with a hint of tension that suggests the answer is important.

“It was the Offense. They shot it. A high-powered laser turned out to be just what it was waiting for.”

Jolting past the ruins, I feel tension sawing at my ribcage. The joy of my reprieve from death is wearing off. I hate not understanding what’s going on. 

A smaller, intact dome comes into view once we’re past the ruins. We drive past a big-bowl telescope standing on its own outside the dome, and pull into an airlock. “Well, here we are.” Elsa takes off her helmet and brushes her hair back in an uncharacteristically nervous gesture. “ARES.”

The airlock opens onto what looks like an African country road. Green trees. Yellow dirt. This is the scenery from her photos. Artificial gravity takes hold: a welcome heaviness. 

A slender figure stands in the road, waiting for us. 

I jump off the moving golf cart and sprawl on the dirt, having forgotten that I now weigh 80 kilos again. The dragon flutters clear, trilling laughter. Thanks for the sympathy, little guy.

“You OK?” Francie says, approaching. 

Unlike Elsa, she’s looking at me, not the dragon. She reaches out to help me up. Our fingers make brief, electric contact. 

“I’m fine,” I mumble.

“Francesca works with me,” Elsa says. “She’s been part-time for the last few years, but she may have to go full-time now. We’ll see.”

“Your name’s Francesca?” I say.

“Yeah, idiot. My mom is Italian.” Now she’s looking at the dragon. He’s trying to perch on my head. I distractedly fend him off. He nips my wrist, causing me to yell in pain. “I wonder if mine will do that,” Francie says in an envious whisper.

*

They’re all here.

Patrick. Huifang. Milosz. Paul. (The Joscelin’s medic saved his life, but he may need more surgery. He’s in a wheelchair, complaining nonstop about it.) Even Noob One—who’s now earned the right to be called by his name, Badrick—is here, wandering around the verandah of Elsa’s house, eyeing the bird feeder as if it were a bomb. There were dozens of sparrows fluttering around it when we got here. My dragon chased them away, and is now shaking the feeder, trying to turn it upside down. 

The squaddies all had to vanish, for the same reason I did. Their disappearance was less of an ordeal. They were put on indefinite leave from the 6th Sappers, and Francie brought them here. 

To the headquarters of ARES. 

Prefab roofs poke out of the trees on the slope below Elsa’s house. A lake glimmers in the distance. The warm, still air smells of leaf mould and wild garlic. These are Earth smells, transposed to this distant dwarf planet. 

Elsa points out her office, the various research facilities scattered around the lake. I sit with a glass of sweet tea in my hand, feeling overwhelmed, not really getting it. 

Patrick leans on the verandah railing in front of me. His arms are folded, his jaw squared. “We can’t go back,” he says. “Six years of service, down the crapper.”

“I pay better than the infantry,” Elsa says. 

Badrick lifts his glass to her in a courtly toast. “Mi deh yah. Jus mek mi know wut yu need.” I think he means Just show me where to sign.

Francie comes out of the house, carrying a wire cage. Inside the cage is a steel box with beads of condensation forming on its sides—it’s been kept somewhere cold. She sets the contraption down on the table in front of me, next to a plate of homemade cookies that we have all been working on: chocolate chip, oatmeal and raisin, rice krispie treats, all the grade-school favorites. 

The cage looks wrong and ugly next to Elsa’s Willow Pattern, which is actually our Willow Pattern. I remember it from our house in Kenya. I can even see the crack where Elsa broke that plate when she was washing the dishes. She glued it together, and we never told Mom.

Francie sits beside Patrick on the rail, close enough that their thighs touch. I feel a pang of jealousy, before realizing how stupid I’m being.

“Well, this is mine,” Francie says. She spins combination locks, opens the cage and then the box inside.

A dragon egg, nestled in a baby blanket. 

Pale cerise with gold threads embedded in the shell.

Francie strokes it with a finger. “I found it in a field behind my grandparents’ house in Padua. I was seventeen.”

My dragon lands on my shoulder, startling me. He’s interested in the egg. I hold him back.

“My grandfather used to be in defense intelligence,” Francie continues. “He got in touch with ARES. That’s how I met Major Scattergood. She offered to look after Pinkie Pie for me.”

My face burns. Francie is describing what any rational person would have done when they found a dragon egg. Pretty much the opposite of what I did.

No wonder mine was the one that hatched.

Patrick’s laughing. “Pinkie Pie?” He digs Francie in the ribs. “Pinkie Pie, Francie, really?”

“What’s wrong with it?” Francie says, lips twitching. The others are chortling, too. It’s great to hear Patrick’s laughter again. 

“I’m just kidding,” Patrick says. “It’s a fine name for a goddamn egg. Ask him what he calls his.” 

Now they are all looking at me and I have to confess, “I haven’t given him a name yet.”

For some reason that sets them off again. Paul groans, “Oh God, don’t make me laugh. My stitches are gonna come out.”

“Sweetie? Sparkles? Honeypuff?” Each of their suggestions is dumber than the last. Elsa looks on, smiling. 

Do you want to be named? Do you have a name already? I think, stroking my dragon under the jaw with one finger.

What is name? he trills in my mind. 

OK. I guess it’s up to me, then. 

“Tancred,” I say decisively. “His name is Tancred.”

“Way better than Pinkie Pie.” Patrick reaches over and gives me a fist bump.

“Screw you, Newcombe,” Francie says, smiling. “Anyway, as I was saying, I’ve been working part-time for Major Scattergood.”

My aunt Elsa is a major? I suppose she’d have to be, to work in a place like this. Still, it’s intimidating, as if I were eight years old again. 

“My job was looking for more eggs.” Francie grimaces. “But I never found any. And the one that was right under my nose? I had no freaking clue.”

So that’s that cleared up. She never saw my egg. She was just interested in me because I’m related to Elsa.

“Any more secrets you’re hiding from us, Scatter?” Francie’s green-flecked eyes challenge me. The blonde streaks in her hair sparkle in the Jupiter light that falls through the dome.

“Nope,” I say. “That’s it.”

“Sorry, Francesca,” Elsa says. “Maybe I should have told you about Jay’s egg. But I took the liberty of running a little live test of my own. I have a theory that you were unconsciously drawn to Jay because of the egg …”

“I only noticed him because of his last name.”

“Maybe that’s what it felt like. But our experiments suggest that dragon owners have a special sensitivity to the presence of eggs, or anyone who’s been in contact with an egg.”

“Dragon owners?” Patrick says, in the same tone of voice in which he said “Pinkie Pie”?

Elsa shrugs. “That’s just what we’re calling people like Jay and Francesca … and the rest of you, too, perhaps, one day.”

“Us?”

“We believe there are hundreds of eggs out there. On Earth, on the moon, maybe even on asteroids. They’re buried, like mines. Waiting to be found. Waiting to hatch.” My aunt’s eyes bore into each of us in turn. “We have to find them … before the Offense does.”

I clear my throat. I’m still a timid coder. But maybe I can be more than that, too. “Sounds like more fun than troubleshooting mining droids. I’m in.” 

Elsa shoots me the same smile of approval I used to crave when I was a kid. “I knew you’d be on board. The rest of you, take your time. Think about it.”

Patrick shakes his head. “I don’t need to think about it. I’m good at digging things up. It’s my specialty. I’d like to try digging up eggs, not dirty bombs, for a change.”

“Excellent! I hope the rest of you will join us, too,” Elsa says. She gestures at the plate of delicious morsels on the table. “We have got cookies.”
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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

Warriors 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?

 

The Signal And The Boys (prequel story, subscriber exclusive)

Freefall

Lifeboat

Shiplord

Killshot
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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

7. The Callisto Gambit
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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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