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“You’ve all been very patient while we go through the process of obtaining your DoD clearances, and I thank you. I’m finally at liberty to brief you on your first mission.”

The speaker is my aunt Elsa. She’s sitting in a wicker armchair with the light of Jupiter shining through the window onto her graying blonde hair, which is done up in a fancy pretzel. She’s wearing a shimmery blue pantsuit, a contrast to her usual lab coat and jeans. We are all gathered around her, sitting on the sofa and on the floor of her spacious living-room on Ceres. There’s a plate of homemade cookies on the coffee table, but for once, nobody’s eating them. I’m holding my baby Void Dragon, Tancred, on my lap. Head tucked under one wing, he’s a warm malachite lump. 

Patrick leans forward, disgustingly keen. Francie sits on the windowsill, as if poised to get up and go right this very minute. A part of me notices that they’re not sitting together, and wonders if that means anything. But mostly I am eaten up by apprehension. 

Where’s Elsa going to send us? Out into the Belt? To Ganymede? Europa? Callisto? Three out of four of Jupiter’s old moons are human-habitable. And they’re all pretty dangerous. Humanity’s war with the Offense spans the entire Jovian belt. I’ve felt safe here, in the dome operated by ARES, the defense research agency Elsa runs. I don’t want to go anywhere. 

But we must. Elsa recruited us as Void Dragon egg hunters. So we’ve got to go hunt for eggs. And I know the others can’t wait to get back into action. 

In the quiet, I hear a soft thwacking noise. I look around. Francie is tossing her Void Dragon egg from hand to hand, hand to hand.

Francie is the only other person who has a Void Dragon egg. She calls it Pinkie Pie. It hasn’t hatched, obviously, although Francie has tried various things, such as putting it under a laboratory laser, and shooting it with a .45.

“So,” Elsa smiles, “we are sending you to …”

“Callisto!” Patrick blurts.

“No, actually,” Elsa says. “Belgium.”

“Belgium?” everyone says, in tones ranging from outrage (Patrick) to hilarity (Paul) and relief (me). “That doesn’t sound very dangerous,” I say.

Elsa nods judiciously. “Our best confirmed report of a Void Dragon egg sighting comes from Brussels. Some kid found an egg and photographed herself with it. The photo has since been taken down from the internet, but—”

“Where is she now?” Huifang asks.

“Um,” Elsa says. “She was eaten by wolves.”

Uh oh. Maybe I spoke too soon.

“Wolves?” Patrick says enthusiastically. “The regular kind, or the human kind?”

Elsa opens her mouth to answer. At that moment the house jolts.

I was in an earthquake once, in Seattle. It’s my earliest memory. I remember everything shaking, and Mom dragging me under the kitchen table.

This is like that, to the power of one thousand. Unprepared, we all stagger to our feet. Frightened voices babble. WOWWW! screams a klaxon, piped through the house’s speakers.

Tancred twitches, flies off my lap, and heads for the window.

I should be taking cover. I plunge after Tancred, my hands stretched out. 

He flies straight into the window. Like a bird trapped in the house, he didn’t see the glass. A sharp crack cuts through the bedlam. The window holds, with a star of cracks running across it. Tancred falls to the floor.

Panicking, I grab for him—

—and miss.

He’s up again, battering his little wings at the window.

“Tancred! Tancred!”

Elsa stands on her chair, waving her computer. “We’re not hit!” she yells. “Calm down! The dome is not damaged!”

But the klaxon keeps whooping. My friends are taking cover under furniture, in the doorways. And now Tancred breathes a thread of white fire at the window. He’s trying to burn his way out. He must be really spooked. The glass starts to melt. Big shining globs fall to the floor inside the living-room and outside on the verandah. Smoke rises where the melted glass touches wood and carpet.

Francie drops Pinkie Pie and dashes out of the room.

I grit my teeth and reach for Tancred again. His body is almost too hot to touch. He struggles in my hands. I think desperately at him: Calm down, little scaly-butt! It’s OK! It’s OK!

Is it OK? Outside, Jupiter continues to shine through the roof of the dome. Birds wheel over the lake in the distance.

Daddy! That’s what he calls me, although I’m not his daddy. I just made the mistake of picking up his egg when I was eight years old. Daddy, Tancred hungry! HUNGRY!

A blast of high-pressure foam hits me in the face, blinding me. I reel backwards, hit something with the backs of my legs, and sit down on the floor. I paw the foam out of my face, still holding onto Tancred with one hand, and dig frantically in my jeans pocket. 

Francie looks in at the melted window, holding a fire extinguisher.

“Quick thinking, Francesca,” my aunt says approvingly. “Well done.” 

There it is! Tancred’s still fighting my grip. I drag a foul old gun-cleaning rag out of my pocket and push it at him.

It’s his blankie.

His tiny, needle-like claws fasten on it. He buries his head in it, trembling. I use its edge to wipe the foam off his hot back. 

It’ll be really foul after this, but what does it matter? He never lets me wash it, anyway.

Hungry, he says in a small, chastened voice.

I know, is all I can say. He’s always hungry. That’s all he ever says to me. And I don’t know what to feed him. 

Food. Please, Daddy. Food!

I grit my teeth. Sarcastically, I think, Like what? A nuclear reactor garnished with batteries, with a selection of spaceships for dessert?

Elsa’s bent over her computer. “It struck near here.” I get up, holding Tancred, and join the back of the scrum around the screen. Being tall and gangly, I can see over everyone except Patrick. The screen shows a map of Ceres with ARES marked. A red star flashes near us. “Only two klicks away from the dome. That jolt was the shockwave from the impact.”

“What was it?” I say.

“An Offense missile,” Elsa says flatly. 

The words send a chill through me. Ceres is supposed to be safe. This airless dwarf planet is the home base of humanity’s Outer Belt Command, or BeltCOM, and hosts a hundred different Department of Defense agencies and independent-ish research agencies like ARES. Its orbital space is closely patrolled, and there are missile defense installations on the surface. 

“They could have been aiming for BeltCOM,” Milosz speculates. 

“That’s a hundred klicks from here,” Francie says, still clutching her fire extinguisher like a weapon. “The Offense’s aim isn’t that bad.”

They could have been aiming for us.

“Do we know where it was launched from?” Patrick says.

“It seems to have been a long-range kinetic impactor,” Elsa says, scrolling through notifications. “Dumb launch from outside the Belt. Guidance systems did not kick in until it was too close to intercept. Those things are fiendishly hard to spot. But regardless, they didn’t hit anything. Just dug a new crater in the ice.”

She closes her computer with a snap. At the same time, the klaxon falls quiet. A loud trill of music sounds from the house’s comms system. I recognize it as the all-clear, although I’ve never heard it for real before. We blink at each other as if waking up.

Elsa smooths her hair back into its shiny updo. “Well, that kind of ate up our Q&A time,” she says, all business again. “I’ve got to get to the venue to help them prepare.” 

Oh, right. I’d forgotten about the reason Elsa is dressed up. They’re holding a reception for us this afternoon, in honor of our new mission. 

Belgium. 

“Clay’s picking me up, so I’ll leave you the car. Wear your best clothes, and I’ll expect you in one hour.” She nods at each of us. But her gaze passes over me, almost as if she’s avoiding my eyes. 

I’m standing here with the tiny green elephant in the room on my shoulder. 

What if the Offense has tracked us down?

What if they were aiming for Tancred?

*

I’m not the only one who has had this thought. Patrick comes up to me while I help Francie mop the floor. He lays one of his big hands briefly on my shoulder. “The jellies are gonna regret this,” he says.

I say, “Ceres hasn’t taken a hit in ten years.”

“Yeah. It’s too much of a coincidence.”

“But how would they have known we were here?” That’s the part I can’t puzzle out. Tancred destroyed that Offense ship with no survivors. They couldn’t have seen us being rescued by the Joscelin, the patrol boat that picked us up and brought us to Ceres.

“Maybe someone told them,” Patrick says. 

“Like who?” I say uneasily. Is he suggesting there are traitors on our side? I heard rumors about that back on Leda. Real tinfoil-hat stuff.

“I wouldn’t know,” Patrick says. “But the point is, if they were aiming for Tancred, it means they see him as a major threat. So that makes it even more important to find more eggs.” He looks around at everyone else and pitches his voice slightly louder. He’s giving a pep talk, so I decide not to voice my doubts about his holey logic. “Even if we have to go to Belgium to find them.”

“Europe,” says Badrick glumly. “It’s cold dere.”

“A little snow never hurt anybody,” Patrick says. “But we are gonna hurt the Offense good. We just have to find more eggs … and figure out how to hatch them.”

Everyone looks at Francie. She has stopped mopping. She is holding Pinkie Pie in one hand and the fire extinguisher in the other, gazing thoughtfully at the household implement and the Void Dragon egg. She is so beautiful when she looks like this, as if some thought has momentarily given her peace. She has a blob of foam in her caramel-colored hair. The knees of her sweats are wet. She’s heartstoppingly gorgeous … and I need to stop noticing that, because she’s Patrick’s.

They were obviously into each other before, but they never did anything about it, because Patrick was the squad’s sergeant and Francie was under his command. Now that we’re not in the army anymore, they are free to be together. 

“Spit it out,” he says, smiling.

“The laser didn’t work …” she says.

“Maybe an even stronger laser would do it,” says Huifang, who is Francie’s partner in crime. 

“Like a weapons-grade laser, yeah,” Patrick says. “Maybe Elsa can hook us up.” He takes my mop and uses it on the parquet with military efficiency—his way of thinking hard. 

I look around at the damage. The sofa is ruined. The window will have to be replaced. And we have to get dressed for the reception.

“Guys, let’s just leave this,” I say. “We can tidy up later.” Story of my life.
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The reception is held in one of the workshops that dot the shore of the lake. We park Elsa’s people-mover on the grassy bit in front of the building. The still water of the lake reflects the trees. Ducks break up the reflections with arrowheads of ripples. The sun is halfway down the sky. The roof of the ARES dome looks opaque from inside, but it allows Jupiter’s light to shine through during Ceres’s day, which is an hour longer than Earth’s. There’s a smell of mint from the herbs someone has planted in pots around the door of the ECAPP building. 

It is a far cry from the grungy cubicle farm on Leda where I used to work, that’s for sure. More than anything, it reminds me of Kenya, where I spent most of my childhood. I haven’t been home in ages. ARES felt like a substitute home, all the more so because Elsa was here. But I no longer feel safe here. I realize I’m unconsciously hunching my shoulders as if expecting that pellucid sky to fall.

Or maybe just because I hate crowds, and am dreading this shindig. 

I rearrange Tancred on the shoulder of my borrowed blazer. He’s still in sulk mode. His claws are latched inextricably into the fabric of the blazer, although I managed to get him to release his blankie so I could put it away safely. 

The sound of wheels on gravel pulls my head around. Elsa’s people-mover is reversing out, with Francie at the wheel and Huifang beside her. 

“Where are they going?”

“Francie forgot something,” Patrick says. “Let’s go in. I smell burgers.”

Inside, it’s like someone went crazy with toilet paper all over the workshop, except the toilet paper is white packing material. They’ve strung up a hundred miles of it to hide the dreary concrete walls and the lab equipment pushed to the sides of the hangar-sized room. The stuff diffuses the glare from the megawatt strip lighting. Scientists, engineers, lab assistants, military liaison officers, and their families circulate while juggling drinks and plates of buffet food. 

There are burgers.

And hors d’oeuvres, and a salad bar, and fruit baskets.

The squaddies fall reverently silent at the sight of a life-size duck made of chocolate ice cream in a transparent chiller box, surrounded by blueberry ice cream flowers. 

“I got a problem with this,” Paul says. His face is so solemn that I figure he’s going to say something about the injustice of a spread like this being provided for scientists, while the troops on the front lines are fighting and dying on crummy MREs. He says: “What do I eat first?”

Patrick is already constructing himself a triple-decker burger. “How about everything?”

This seems like sound advice. I load my plate. I just wish there was something here Tancred could eat. I cram a whole miniature bagel into my mouth, while aware that people are staring-not staring at him and whispering behind my back. What living person, after all, has ever seen a Void Dragon? We have been at ARES for weeks, but Elsa has kept us away from the rest of her team, pending our DoD clearance, so most of these people are seeing Tancred for the first time. 

Embarrassed by the attention, I’m glad there isn’t much for them to stare at. When he’s balled up like this, it just looks like I’ve got a bizarre green scaly lump attached to my clavicle.

Elsa grabs us and introduces us to Dr. Clay Joy, who is apparently the head of ECAPP, the most important of ARES’s research projects. “What does ECAPP stand for?” I ask. Behind me, Milosz and Paul are having fun with Dr. Joy’s name in too-loud whispers. 

“Energy CAPture Program,” Dr. Joy says. “We’re trying to devise better methods of energy storage.” He smiles benignly. He is a hefty guy in his forties with a little square beard that he has dyed the colors of the United Earth flag: a yellow dot on a field of blue. It makes him look like he has food on his chin. 

“Better batteries?” I ask, as if I were the idiot he seems to take me for. 

“That would be one application, yes. Battery performance is a major constraint on Fleet operability.” 

Unlike most people at the reception, Dr. Joy is openly staring at Tancred. In fact, it’s almost like he’s talking to the dragon, rather than to me.

“I used to troubleshoot autonomous mining systems,” I tell him, trying to draw his attention back to myself. “Most of what looked like battery performance issues were actually software problems. I think that’s probably true for larger systems, as well.” 

Patrick, standing next to me, interjects, “Yeah, but we’re talking about weapons systems, aren’t we?” Dr. Joy stalls. Patrick presses him harder. “The field performance of our energy weapons is shit. Even the ship-mounted systems can hardly toast a marshmallow, let alone an Offense ship. Is that what you’re working on?”

Dr. Joy haw-haws without answering. Patrick’s cheeks turn pink. Elsa smoothly takes over. “Everything we do here is tied into planned improvements in Earth’s warfighting capability. And that includes what you will be doing—Patrick, Jay, and all of you.”

Speaking of which, I wonder where Francie and Huifang are. Did they ever come back? It’s not like them to blow off a party. 

“Humanity faces two existential threats,” Elsa says, “which are separate but related. These are the Void Dragons and the Offense. There are no Void Dragons around at the moment …” She smiles wryly at the Tancred-lump on my shoulder. “No adult ones, anyway. But the Offense are actively assaulting Earth’s defenses.” It’s funny, but when my aunt does it I don’t feel as if I’m being talked down to. As long as I’ve been alive she has been telling me things I thought I knew, and making me realize I didn’t know-know them. “The Offense lack our gravity-casting and strong compactor technology, but they have better drive technology than we do. So we’re more or less evenly matched.”

Yeah. I used to think the Offense had massively superior technology. Then I spent a couple of months on the front lines, and found out they can be beaten. But that engagement cost us a ship and four lives, and actually, we’d all have died if it weren’t for Tancred. I would never say this out loud, but I’m really glad we’re going to Belgium this time, even if it does have a wolf problem. I’d rather face wolves than the Offense any day. 

Tancred is wriggling. I transfer my plate to my right hand and raise my left hand to hold him still. 

“The wild card …” Elsa pauses. “Is the Void Dragon eggs which we now believe to be scattered over Earth, and possibly in the Jovian Belt, as well. Based on the discovery of two Void Eggs so far, we have been able to reconstruct the event that we are calling Eggfall. Our hypothesis is that the Void Dragon laid its eggs when it died after consuming Sol. Its death was an explosive event which scattered its eggs in the direction of our planet.”

She is talking about Tancred’s mom. I wonder if he understands that, and that’s why he’s upset. He lost his mom before he was even born, and now all he’s got is a crappy dad-substitute, a.k.a. me. 

“Our models indicate that there may be as many as several hundred eggs scattered in locations ranging from Scandinavia to central Africa …”

THUD.

The floor comes alive and throws me off my feet. 

Everyone goes down like chess pieces when you shake the board. 

I land with one hand in a plate of food, breaking my fall, and with my other hand I instinctively reach out to help Elsa, letting go of Tancred.

He pops into the air, flapping his wings. 

Screams and curses fill the workshop. Everyone’s on the floor. Someone’s crying out in genuine pain—maybe one of those heavy lab instruments fell on them. The same klaxon from earlier starts wailing again. WOWWW WOWWW WOWWW. I feel like I’m reliving a nightmare. I can’t hear anything over the noise. 

Then it suddenly stops.

Thank God. Just another false alarm. I help Elsa up. 

All the lights go out.

There’s an instant of shocked silence, apart from that poor person who is still screaming for help.

We’re standing in the pitch dark, all bumped and bruised.

Then we’re not.

Flickering reddish light falls upon a hundred upturned, frightened faces, as the toilet paper-esque decorations start to burn.

Tancred’s flapping around up there, getting more and more tangled up in the stuff, panting fire in his panic. 

The decorations turn out to be highly flammable. The streamers look almost pretty as they burn along their lengths, until fragile worms of hot ash begin to fall on us.

Half the guests stampede for the exit, and the other half, led by Dr. Joy, rush to save their precious lab equipment.

The room fills with smoke. 

“Jay!” Elsa yells at me. “Control that dragon!”

What does she think I’m trying to do? Wading through spilled food, I right one of the buffet tables and drag it into the middle of the room. Standing on it, I yell, “TANCRED!!”

His panic shrills in my head. Smoke stings my eyes. 

“TANCRED! Tancred, GET DOWN HERE!”

He flies above my head, breathing fire as hard as he can, scorching the ceiling. I am six feet three, which usually just attracts attention to my lack of physical coordination. But sometimes it comes in handy. I leap straight up—this is easier on Ceres, as the artificial gravity in the ARES dome is only 0.75 Gs—and snag him. “Gotcha!” 

I am so scared and mad I could … I could … do something. Ignoring Elsa and everyone else, crushing Tancred against my chest, I blunder towards the exit. I have some trouble finding it in the darkness, especially as half of the guests have had the same idea. Distinguished scientists and military officers shout intemperately. I hear “Offense attack,” and “Void Dragon” and “loss of life support.” Sprinklers come on, putting out the burning decorations, and turning ash to mud underfoot. It’s slippery. 

Someone switches on a flashlight. “Steady, steady. Take it easy, people.” It’s Patrick. He grabs my elbow and steers me through the crush, respectfully easing people aside. He probably prevents a lethal stampede right there.

Outside, the fresh air tastes divine. But there’s still no light. No, that’s not right. There’s Jupiter, shining in the … in the blackness overhead. What it is is there’s no sky. 

The dome roof refracted the light of Jupiter, so it appeared like a blue sky. But with the power off, the active refraction is down. This is what it really looks like in the ARES dome in the afternoon. 

Yet we’re still breathing. “Dome … breached?” I gasp.

“Naw,” Patrick says. “We’d be dead. It’s just a blackout.”

How does he know? He doesn’t know. He’s just guessing. And now the silence intrudes on my ears. Never noticed, always humming in the background, the dome’s life support machinery has quit working. The air is not being refreshed. If they don’t get that back up soon, we’re all going to die.

Harsh, like bright moonlight, the Jupiter-light illuminates people dashing to their cars. The cars, of course, are backup life support systems. They can be sealed, and contain emergency consumables. More headlights move around the lake.

I start towards Elsa’s people-mover, but Patrick drags me off to the side, into the vegetation that surrounds the building. I can identify each type of tree by its familiar smell. Jacarandas. Banana trees. Mangos. Just like home. Apart from the part where we’re all going to die. 

“Where’re we going?” 

“Keep your voice down,” Patrick says. “Your aunt and that Joy guy were heading for the back exit. If anyone knows how to get the power back on, it’s them. I told Paul to stay on them.”

His flashlight is off now, and I’ve totally lost my bearings in the dense trees, yet Patrick seems to know exactly where he’s going, warning me in a whisper not to step on dry twigs, which he effortlessly avoids.

“How do you know this stuff?” I whisper. He’s a former sapper, a mine-clearance guy, not a ranger or anything. 

“I got us onto this wilderness survival course one time. Watch out for that branch.”

“Why’d they approve a wilderness survival course for a bunch of people who work on asteroids?”

“Oh, you know, it’s the army ...” Patrick grabs my arm. We halt.

Right the other side of the jacarandas in front of us, I hear a voice. 

“What a goddamn mess.”

It’s Dr. Joy. Breathless, furious.

I know how he feels. I’m about to move forward and speak to him when Tancred writhes in my hands. Oh please God, no, not this again.

“Have you got all the ECAPP backups?” Elsa’s voice. 

“Yes, I believe so.”

“Check. Now. If you’ve forgotten anything, we’ll have to go back in.”

They went back to save Dr. Joy’s data. 

Blue light filters through the undergrowth. Dr. Joy has switched on a computer. “There isn’t time for this,” he says.

Elsa says, “The dome is holding. If there is another impactor on its way, and our useless goddamn navy can’t intercept it, we will either die, or we won’t. So there isn’t actually any particular hurry.”

Dr. Joy clatters away on his computer. I hardly hear him, as Tancred is biting my palm, he’s so frantic to escape. 

I can’t let Elsa see me losing control of him again! In my desperation, I get down—quietly!—on my hands and knees and crouch down on top of him so he’s trapped between my chest and the ground. When he tries to wriggle away, I catch his forelegs in my hands. I’m the boss.

Daddy! HUNGRY!

I don’t care. You have to behave! 

He twists his head around on his neck and blinks up at me. His eyes catch a sliver of Jupiter-light that stabs through the trees. They are a different green from the rest of him, the color of Granny Smith apples. He’s so freaking cute. And so dangerous.

Do you understand me? You wrecked Elsa’s house, and then you set the workshop on fire! This cannot go on! I give his forelegs a little shake. Do you understand me?!

Patrick crouches down beside me. He puts his mouth so close to my ear that it almost touches, and says under his breath, “What are you doing?”

Still holding onto Tancred, I turn my head and breathe into Patrick’s ear, “Obedience training. My mom used to do this with our dog. You have to show them who’s boss.”

“You got a dog?” he whispers.

“Used to have,” I whisper back.

“What happened?”

“She ran away. Got hit by a car.”

“So that didn’t work.”

“No.”

“He isn’t a dog, anyway.”

“No.”

At this point, Patrick and I are both shaking with suppressed laughter. I don’t know what’s so funny. But our hilarity seems to calm Tancred down a little. Meanwhile, Dr. Joy is muttering to his computer on the other side of the bushes. He finally says in a calmer voice, “It’s all here.”

“Including the test data?” Elsa says.

“Including all the shitty, worthless test data. When are you going to let me test the prototype on that Void Dragon?”

I freeze. Patrick freezes. Even Tancred freezes. 

I knew this beardy asshole was looking at Tancred as if he’d like to eat him. What he’d actually like to do is get him into the lab and use him as a guinea pig in his research!

“Never,” Elsa says, and I go limp with relief. 

“Come on,” Dr. Joy says. “The null field has potentially infinite energy storage capacity.”

“In theory,” Elsa says. “But that Void Dragon belongs to my nephew.”

I love you, Elsa. 

“Sorry, Clay.” Her voice moves away. “You’ll have to wait until they find some more eggs.”

Patrick snorts quietly beside me.

“Hurry up,” Elsa says. “The kids are probably waiting for us. I haven’t received an order to evacuate, but we ought to get into the car, just in case there is another impactor coming.”

Dr. Joy follows her, making enough noise for an elephant. Patrick holds me back. He needn’t. I’m perfectly aware that we must not let Elsa know we overheard that conversation. 

When they’re gone, Paul’s dark face emerges from the shadows, followed by the rest of him. “Did you hear that?” he says. He’s still got a piece of chocolate cake in one hand. He finishes it off in one bite. “Wheels within frigging wheels, mate.” 

“Everyone’s got their own agenda,” Patrick says. “Didja bring any cake for us?”

“Milosz’s got it,” Paul says, as Milosz comes out of the back door of the building, carrying a tower of paper plates with various delicacies sandwiched inside.

Elsa and Dr. Joy risked a smoke-filled building to rescue their data; Milosz risked it to rescue dessert. I can’t help smiling.

“This was on the floor? That’s nasty,” Patrick says, grabbing the top plate. It’s melting ice cream. He digs in as we walk back around the building. “Man, I can’t even remember the last time I had ice cream before this.”

Our near brush with death has killed my appetite, but I feel calmer, anyway. And Tancred has gone back to being a lump on my shoulder. I feel a bit bad for yelling at him, but mostly relieved that he isn’t spitting fire anymore.

We come out at the front of the building. Dr. Joy’s car is the only one left. “There you are,” Elsa shouts, waving at us from the driver’s seat. Badrick is already in the back, regaling Dr. Joy about the time his high school caught fire back in Jamaica. He’s throwing up a verbal smokescreen to distract them from asking where we were. Dr. Joy nods along dazedly. 

Elsa drives.

We’re halfway to her house when the power comes back on.

The sky lights up sunset-gold and violet. 

Spontaneously, we all cheer. 

A moment later, Elsa gets a notification from BeltCOM. It was another Offense impactor. This one struck so close to the ARES dome that the shockwave tripped the auto-scram on the dome’s reactor. Instant shutdown. Now it’s back on. 

Elsa places a call to BeltCOM. She’s still yelling at them when we pull into the drive of her house. Leaving her and Dr. Joy in the car, we get out. The cawing and twittering of disoriented birds fills the air. In the background, the life-support machinery hums quietly. Uplifted by happiness, I stroke Tancred with a forefinger— Hey, little guy, everything’s OK! He just tucks his head further under his wing.

Milosz sniffs the air. “Something’s burning.”

In the car, Elsa is informing BeltCOM that the blackout started a fire in the ECAPP lab. I feel another wave of love for her. She’s covering up for Tancred, letting us off the hook.

But Milosz is right. There is a smell of burning. 

We troop warily around to the lawn behind the house.

A long scorch mark stretches thirty feet across it.

In the middle of the scorch mark sits the metal workbench from Elsa’s garage, which I’ve been using. My stuff has gone off it. Now its vise holds Francie’s Void Dragon egg, Pinkie Pie. 

The bench is blackened, the plastic handle of the vise melted. 

Pinkie Pie looks just the same as ever.

Huifang pushes the lawnmower out of the garage. She stops guiltily when she sees us. She was clearly planning to mow the lawn in hopes of disguising the damage. 

Francie comes out after her, holding a homemade flamethrower. I recognize the tank bit of it as formerly belonging to Elsa’s fire extinguisher. Full marks for creativity.

“What the H E double hockeysticks,” Patrick says dangerously, “is this?”

Francie shrugs. “I had another idea for hatching her.”

Patrick swallows audibly. “Looks like it didn’t work.” 

“Nope,” Francie says. She has a grease mark on her lightly freckled cheek, and soot on her hands, and fury in her lovely green eyes. “It didn’t work.” 

I bet they still haven’t cleaned up the living-room, either.

“You can’t just do stuff like this,” Patrick says. 

“Says who? Says you? As you keep reminding me, we’re not in the army anymore. So that’s actually just your opinion,” Francie snaps, and I realize I’m seeing the corona of an ongoing argument, something to do with their relationship.

“OK,” Patrick says, getting red in the face, “but that doesn’t mean you can just—”

“We have a job to do. Thanks, I’m aware of that, and I was trying to do it, while you guys were partying.”

Patrick goes redder still. Paul says, “Wasn’t much of a party. The Offense crashed it.” He elbows Patrick.

Patrick makes a visible effort to deactivate his inner non-com. He exhales loudly. He stops thrusting his head forwards like a bull, and straightens his back. His beefy fists unclench. “Yeah,” he says lightly. “It was a mess. But we saved some nibbles for you.” Paul passes him a squashed piece of cake in between two paper plates. Patrick holds it out to Francie. He obviously planned this as a sweet gesture, but now it’s been spoiled. 

Francie just glares at him. “Do you realize everything here is imported at vast expense? Even the freaking air! The waste is just unbelievable.”

“So you don’t want this?”

“No, I don’t want it!” 

Patrick curses and hurls the cake into the bushes.

Badrick ambles around the corner of the house just in time to prevent a major explosion. “Hey mon. Have yuh seen de sky?”

We all look up—and gulp. 

A huge crack disfigures the dome’s zenith, like a bolt of frozen lightning

It obviously isn’t a breach. Just a stress fracture.

All the same … “Holy shit,” Patrick says, expressing my thoughts exactly.

I hurry back around the front. Elsa’s just ending her call. I point to the crack in the sky. “I think we’d better leave as soon as we can,” I say, striving to communicate to her with my tone all I cannot say. “As long as we’re here, no one’s safe.”
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Naturally, it takes another week to arrange transport. 

The crack in the sky is fixed by people and mechas scrambling about up there on ropes, a sight which makes Tancred tremble.

In a gesture towards normality, Elsa decides to bake cookies for Halloween. It’s coming up, but we’d all forgotten about it. She asks me to help her.

For a little while, it’s just like old times back home in Kenya. I keep expecting to turn around and see my mom. I roll and cut out the first batch of cookies, eating the bits from around the edges of the cookie cutters. Elsa creams butter and sugar for the second batch.

She clears her throat, and I feel a sudden pang of apprehension. “Where’s Tancred?” 

I point to the oven.

“Jay, it’s preheating!”

“He likes it,” I assure her. I know that putting him in a preheating oven sounds terrible, but he’s a Void Dragon. I go over and knock on on the oven door. He nuzzles the heatproof glass.

Elsa peers in, then goes back to her cookie batter. She still looks worried, but she manages a smile. “Can you grab the vanilla extract for me?” 

As I reach up to the cabinet, I glance out the window. Francie and Patrick are in the garden, trying to pry Francie’s egg out of the melted vise—a task Francie had been putting off. They’re sitting close together on the scorch mark, which doesn’t look so bad anymore. Have they made it up? It’s none of my business.  

I resolutely turn away and give Elsa the vanilla. “It’s funny … you never used to cook anything. Let alone bake cookies.” When we all lived together, my mom was the cook. Elsa’s sole domestic contribution was loading the dishwasher. 

“I know, right? I guess I felt like I was spinning my wheels, so I decided to learn something new.” Elsa dumps flour into her bowl. Some of it goes on the floor. I remember what Francie said: everything here is imported at vast expense. That’s not actually true of the air, which they get from cracking Ceres’s abundant water. But it sure is true of cookie ingredients. “Actually,” Elsa adds, “it was Jules who taught me.” 

“Mom?”

“Yeah.”

My mom moved up to the Great Rift Valley after I graduated college. I worry about her living alone up there, cooking for one. I roll cookie dough with all my strength. 

“I might be able to arrange for you to get down to see her while you’re in Belgium, if you don’t get eaten by wolves,” Elsa says, casually.

“So what’s the deal with these wolves?” I say.

“Oh, they reject civilization.” Elsa touches my shoulder with a floury hand. “Jay, I’m afraid I’ve got bad news for you.”

I knew it. I knew it. My mind manufactures catastrophic scenarios. Tancred responds to my anxiety by flapping noisily inside the oven. I open it and let him out. He tries to perch on my shoulder, but right now his skin is so hot it burns my neck and ear. I howl and shove him off. “Oven gloves!”

“Here.” Elsa shoves them at me. I drag them on and reach up for Tancred, but now he’s upset, and flaps away. He squeezes himself inside a cabinet, knocking down jars and bottles. “Jay, can you please control him!” Elsa exclaims.

My face is red. My ear stings. It feels like a bad burn. “Tancred,” I growl, and throw up my oven-gloved hands in exasperation. “Now he’s spooked. I just hope he doesn’t burn your kitchen down.”

Elsa sighs. “That’s what I’m afraid of. Well, I don’t care about my kitchen. But what happened at the reception was pretty bad.”

“It wasn’t his fault the Offense threw a missile at us,” I say defensively. But who set the decorations on fire? Tancred, of course.

“It’s not going to work, Jay.”

“What do you mean?”

“You can’t take him to Belgium.”

I can’t leave Tancred. “I don’t want to go to Belgium.”

“Fine,” she says, her exasperation matching mine. “Stay here and be a full-time Void Dragon nanny. At any rate, he can’t go.”

The truth is I do want to go to Belgium. We’ve all been building it up in our minds as a non-stop party. Supposedly, they have these walking towns with controlled environments which are designed to recreate various eras in history. Beer, chocolate, damsels in low-cut dresses, and more beer. I glance out the window again at Francie and Patrick, still sitting on the lawn. I think about them and the others heading off without me, and I feel like crying. It’s so unfair. 

I can’t drop out. But how can I leave Tancred?

“We’ll look after him well,” Elsa says. “I’ve ordered a special care and containment facility.”

“Containment facility? Nothing can contain a Void Dragon.”

“I’m fairly sure this can. It’s made of niobium. The same material they use for engine bells. He’ll have dedicated technicians caring for him, he’ll be safe …”

“But you won’t be safe!” I finally voice my fears. “The Offense are targeting him—”

“Jay. Jay. No, they’re not.”

“Those missiles—”

“Had nothing to do with him or you. As a matter of fact, I shouldn’t really tell you this, but that happens all the time.”

I’m astounded. “Really?”

“Yes.” She holds my eyes. “Ceres is the most important asset we have, after Earth. The Offense are always attacking us. Sometimes, a missile or two gets through. That’s all it is.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all, Jay. It’s war. That’s all.”

I think back to the conversation between her and Dr. Joy that I overheard. She didn’t seem so nonchalant then. But I want to believe her. 

“No one knows Tancred is here, Jay, except for my team, all of whom I trust implicitly. Plus, they’ve all signed non-disclosure agreements,” she adds with an impish grin. “This whole project is top secret. And that’s the way it’s going to stay.”

I’m still thinking about that conversation. “You won’t let anyone … test anything on him?”

“Absolutely not.” Elsa extends her little finger. “Pinky swear.”

Reluctantly, I hook my pinky around hers and squeeze. The action makes my knuckles hurt. I have idiopathic arthritis, a.k.a. young person’s arthritis, in my hands, and all the cookie-rolling has made it flare up. “I dunno …” 

As if sensing that we are talking about him, deciding his fate, Tancred shuffles around in the cabinet and knocks more spices to the floor. Hungry, Daddy, he says plaintively, in that little voice which only I can hear.

“He’s hungry,” I say. “I don’t know what to feed him.”

“Leave it to us.”

“I don’t know …”

Daddy! Now that he’s got my attention, he’s making the most of it. HUNGRY!

Leave me alone! I think in an unguarded moment of desperation. He falls silent. 

I feel terrible. But I can’t take this. I am not his daddy. I’m a coder. I can write a mean performance patch, and I was hoping to switch over to programming mechas. I don’t know how to look after a Void Dragon! As for controlling him, my dog-taming trick may have worked temporarily, but only because it shocked him. It won’t work again.

 “Jay.” Elsa reaches out and touches my face. Her gray eyes are unusually gentle. “You’ve got such a strong sense of responsibility. That’s great. But sometimes you have to—not let go, exactly … but let other people help.”

She’s right. I should leave it to the professionals. The decision brings a queasy kind of relief.

“All right.” 

“Good,” Elsa says, sounding equally relieved. “I knew you’d make the smart decision.” 

I touch my pocket. Inside is Tancred’s blankie. I almost take it out and say to Elsa, You’ll need this … 

But then I don’t.

If I’m leaving Tancred behind, I want something to remember him by.

“This way, you’ll be able to concentrate on your job.” Elsa grins. “Finding more Void Dragon eggs.”
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We travel back to Earth on the Bohemond, an asteroid survey ship. Believe it or not, there are still lots of asteroids in the Jovian Belt that have never been properly studied. When we moved Earth and Ceres into Jupiter’s orbit 150 years ago, using artificial gravitational masses, they also pulled a chunk of the asteroid belt along with them. Then when Jupiter’s gravity increased, it captured more space rocks, including some of its former trojans. So now the Jovian Belt numbers hundreds of thousands of rocks big and small. We hadn’t finished surveying them when the Offense arrived. The work still continues, although now the survey ships are operated by the DoD, and they’re mainly looking for rocks that would make good defense outposts. Top candidates will be visited again by mine clearance teams like the one the squad used to belong to.

So we carve a long, curving path around Jupiter, through the Belt, back towards Earth, which takes a total of seven weeks. I spend most of the voyage messing around with the scientific instruments on board, when the techs will let me, and watching movies with the others when they won’t. The most exciting thing that happens is that we have a scare, just a week out from Earth, when a prowling Offense posse targets our ship. We have to assemble at our evacuation stations, but we don’t evacuate. Which is a good thing. Evacuating in deep space is pointless. It just means you die of suffocation in your spacesuit instead of instantaneously. 

We aren’t told what’s happening, but after an hour or so the all-clear sounds, and we all disperse back to what we were doing. The funny thing is, I wasn’t that scared at any point. Maybe the scares I already lived through on Ceres immunized me. Or maybe my brain just couldn’t accept the brutal irony that we would die this close to home.

And we don’t. We get on a transfer shuttle and land at Paris spaceport, then fly to Brussels, where we take on new identities as newly employed fruit pickers. 

“Fruit picking?” Patrick said when we were told about our cover story, and burst out laughing. Personally, I’m relieved. I was assuming it would be something more dangerous. The others are disgusted. We’re all a bit puzzled. I mean, fruit picking is not an activity you immediately associate with Belgium. Like all the rest of Europe down to the shores of the Mediterranean, Belgium is covered with snow for 10 months out of the year.

Earth cooled down quite a bit after we lost the sun, and never warmed all the way back up again. The Gulf Stream stalled out. The El Niño weather pattern turned into El Hombre de Nieve, a cold current that regularly freezes the Pacific solid as far north as Uruguay. Fun times.

But people still live in Europe, cold as it is. They just don’t go outside much.

And underneath the snow, where geothermal and wind energy can warm deep caverns and liquefy frozen water sources, they grow all kinds of things, including fruit.

Mandarin oranges. 

Peaches.

Plums.

Apples.

We stare at the fruit trees and breathe their heady scent in a state of stupefaction. Even I’m impressed, and I grew up on the equator, where you can grow things outside. Well, I was born in Seattle. But that was when my father was around, so I don’t think about that part of my life much.  

Paul leans out of the train and tries to snag fruit from the burdened branches as we glide past. “Come on bruv,” he says, “give us a boost,” and Patrick lifts him up by the waist. Now Paul’s whole upper body is hanging over the side of the train. He grabs at the passing branches with both hands. 

“Hey! Stop daarmee!” barks a loud Belgian voice from the front of the train. It’s open-topped, like a version of Elsa’s people-mover that runs on rails. The reason it runs on rails is because this particular farm is located in the former Brussels subway system. They widened the tunnels and put in growlights. Hey presto, 160 kilometers of orchards. 

The driver wears a funny, ugly flat cap, a collarless shirt, and a vest which matches the rough navy material of his knee breeches. 

The people laboring in the orchards, glimpsed as we glide past, all wear the same kind of get-up, although they’ve taken off their vests because picking is warm work.

When we reach the head offices of Brussels Sprouts, the company that runs this farm, we are all issued with antiquey clothes, too. The girls get ankle-length skirts. 

This isn’t one of the famous walking towns—I’m a bit disappointed about that—but it does have a historical re-enactment theme.

“So that’s why they do not use machines to pick the fruit,” Milosz says in an undertone as we reassemble, laughing self-consciously at one another. “There were no mechas in the eighteenth century.”

“Nineteenth, actually,” says our new supervisor. His name is Maxime and he’s wearing a heavy wool suit. He has the largest moustache I’ve ever seen, and the littlest, stoniest eyes. “We are in the era of invention and imperialisme.” He points his actual, real fountain pen at Paul and Badrick. “Of course we do not recreate the ugly aspects of the era.” Paul and Badrick look blank; they’ve no idea what he is talking about. Nor do I. I studied coding, not history. “We celebrate the positive values of the nineteenth century, such as esprit de corps and ‘ard work. Perhaps you do not know what I mean by ‘ard work?” He laughs, rather evilly. He’s really into his character. 

“We can work hard,” Patrick says, probably thinking about crawling over asteroids, searching for radioactive mines.

But Maxime, of course, thinks we are freeters—young people with no particular career plans, who drift around the planet, trying to find the right community for them. People like that still exist, although we’re at war. There are some people even the army doesn’t want.

“Well, you will soon find out about ‘ard work,” Maxime says. “We ‘ave plenty of people to pick ze fruit. Now we need people in ze vegetable fields. ‘Ave you experience picking ze vegetables?”

We all shake our heads except for Badrick, who says, surprisingly, “Mi ave picked yams.”

“That is almost the same as sweet potatoes. Then you go to sweet potatoes. Also you.” He points at Huifang. “You three, big boys, go to ze zucchini.” Patrick, Paul, and Milosz nod OK. “Then you, m’selle, go to planting.” Francie shrugs. Maxime’s stony little eyes travel to me. “What is in zat box?” he demands abruptly.

My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. The ‘box’ is a meter-square, bomb-proof, scan-proof steel instrument case. 

Milosz comes to my rescue. “That’s his harpsichord,” he says. “It is a nineteenth-century instrument, right? He is very keen to participate fully in the experience.”

Maxime’s eyes get even smaller and stonier. “OK, but I don’t want any ‘arpsichord concertos in my dorms at night, you understand?” As an afterthought he adds, “Mister ‘Arpsichord, you also can go to planting. Use those long fingers to ‘elp feed the world.”

I will be working with Francie.

My stomach churns with anticipation and dread.

Descending endless stairs, we enter a realm of arched tunnels and vaults. Ancient masonry glows a soft yellow. Underfoot, perspex entombs prehistoric-looking flagstones. “It’s like we really have gone back into the past,” I say, awed.

“It’s like a castle!” Huifang breathes. 

“It is a castle,” says a passing picker. “Ruins of Coudenberg Palace. They built a new one on top of it, where the company offices are now.”

I trail after Patrick, Paul, Milosz, and Badrick to the men’s dorm, lugging my instrument case.

“Heck with the nineteenth century, this is like being back on the Bohemond,” Patrick mutters, taking in the barracks-like ambiance. He’s exaggerating. On board the Bohemond, we slept in racks, six guys to a berth. Here, individual cells line the long vault. Each man gets a bed with about five feet of headspace. Nineteenth-century people must have been short.

But the cells have doors. Wooden ones, with locks. 

I drag my instrument case into my cell. It smells of bleach, and the back wall is made of ancient masonry dribbling mortar from the cracks. 

I sit down on the rough blanket of my bed, press the heels of my hands into my eyes, and gasp, snuffling back tears.

I miss Tancred so much.

I never imagined I would miss him like this. 

Elsa has been emailing me pictures of him two or three times a week. They always look like the same picture, but she assures me he is doing well. She wouldn’t lie to me. He is fine. 

He’s doing fine without me.

I wipe my eyes roughly, wipe my nose on my sleeve. This is so stupid. 

We have a job to do.

Clumsily, I spin the combination lock of my instrument case and take out S2X458.

S2X458 is an Alsatian-class mine-sniffing mecha. She was with us on our last, nearly-fatal deployment. She got cut in half by an Offense energy weapon. I put her back together in Elsa’s garage. Then, while we were on the Bohemond, I thought of a new use for her. 

Now I need to find out if it’ll work.

I sort out my tools and set up my computer, using the instrument case as a desk. It just fits in the space at the foot of my bed, where I sit cross-legged. The only place left for S2X458 is on the bed. She slumps on my pillow, looking like what she is: a headless metal dog with a bright weld line around her middle. 

She’s not much of a substitute for Tancred.

But I have always been able to lose myself in programming. It requires a bit of willpower at first, but then I get into the flow. The next thing I know, my hands hurt, my back hurts, my neck is stiff, and someone’s rapping on the door of my dungeon cell. 

“Strategy meeting in ten,” Patrick says through the crack. 

*

We convene in the kitchen. It’s 8 P.M., and the pickers are trickling in for supper. Vats of soup simmer on gas hobs. A thick-armed girl is slicing about 1,000 tomatoes at the far end of a refectory table. Maxime mentioned that we get to eat for free. I hope there’s something else to eat besides tomatoes. 

There is one of those cool barista machines which makes lattes and frappuccinos at the push of a button. That’s not very 19th-century, but I guess even freeters seeking to escape from reality have their limits. We cluster at the other end of the table with pottery mugs of coffee-flavored milk topped with whipped cream. Patrick glances around stagily to make sure no one’s eavesdropping.  

“So our priority search zone,” he pulls up a map on his phone, “is here.” I crane to see the screen. Brussels is shaded in gradations from pale pink to dark red. The darkest red zone overlays a point called— “Albert.” 

“Albert,” Huifang snickers.

“That’s where the late Natalie De Smet posted her photograph of a Void Dragon egg from. Lots of people go aboveground at the end of their shifts, to see the sights or whatever. We’ll do the same. I’ll divide the zone into a search grid with GPS coordinates. Each person will fingertip-search their assigned area until they find something, or until their nose freezes off. Questions?”

I am still coding inside my head. Noticing a silence, I return to planet Earth.

Everyone is on their phones, nodding absently as they scroll, tap, and smile at new memes.

Phones! They gave us these just before we reached Earth. None of us has had a phone for years. You aren’t allowed them in the army. Now, to a man and woman, the squaddies have fallen face-first into these handheld cornucopias of games, videos, news, and chat. I’m no better. I didn’t see anything of Brussels on our way here, because I was watching funny videos of people falling off snowmobiles. I only meant to order some new sensors for S2X458.

Selfishly, I’m glad I don’t have my phone out now, because Patrick is going red. 

“Fucking pay attention!” 

Even the tomato-chopping girl does.

“I am gonna confiscate those phones if you can’t stay off them when we’re working!”

Francie says, deliberately missing the point, “We’re not working now.” 

“Actually, we are. We are not here to pick freaking zucchinis and whatever. We are here to hunt for Void Dragon eggs. And I want everyone to take this as seriously as if this was a rock in deep space. Think of it like your ass could get blown up at any minute. And I’ll have those phones.” Patrick points at the middle of the table. “Put ‘em here, squaddies.” 

There is a breath-held moment of resistance. Mutiny is in the air. This is fascinating, but also terrifying. I can see them remembering that they are no longer squaddies, and Patrick is no longer their leader, and they don’t have to do what he says. I can see Francie getting ready to say something that will set Patrick off. 

The tomato-chopping girl marches up to us. She goes straight to Patrick. It is obvious to her that he’s our leader. She doesn’t even have to think about it. The incipient mutiny subsides. 

The girl is oblivious to the tension among us. “Excuse me, but phones are not allowed here.”

“Not … allowed?” Francie says.

“No. They are not period. Please turn them in to the office.”

Patrick says, “What if we keep them in our rooms?” 

“Your cells,” the girl corrects him. “No. I am sorry, but it is not allowed.”

“Why not?”

The girl stares at him like he’s braindead. “They are not period. Please read the sign.”

She flounces back to her tomatoes.

Sure enough, there is a sign on the wall, hand-lettered in Victorian script: NO PHONES, COMPUTERS, OR OTHER ELECTRONIC DEVICES.

As everyone slowly pockets their phones, I feel a prickle of anger at Elsa. Did she realize how strict this place is? It really is like being back in the army.

A second later, I think maybe she chose it for precisely that reason. Maybe she realized that we would need rigid rules to live by, to help us readjust to life on Earth.

Patrick leans over the table, cueing us to huddle around. “Fuck that,” he says in a low voice. “We’re not turning them in.” 

A minute ago he was ordering us to turn our phones in to him, but no one reminds him of that. 

“We’ll need them to pay for shit, after all. And we’ll also need the GPS functionality when we go egg hunting.”

*

As it turns out, we have neither the time nor the energy to mess around on our phones, anyway. When Maxime mentioned hard work, I didn’t know what he was talking about. Now I do.

Francie and I shuffle across bare dirt on our knees. Every ten centimeters, Francie digs a hole (precisely 2.5 centimeters deep, garçons et filles!) with her right index finger, and drops a single seed into it with her left hand. I am doing the same thing, except I’m using a stick to dig the holes. I used my finger for the first half a day, until the pain made me want to curl up and cry. I’ve never told anyone about my arthritis, though, so I said my stick was an agricultural innovation and I might patent it.

“Better forget about that patent, Scatter,” Francie teases. “I’m a whole row ahead of you and it’s only nine thirty in the morning.”

She’s disgustingly chirpy. I’d forgotten how she thrives on hard work. She’s happiest when she has a job that she can do well—and if she’s not an expert planter yet, she’s a heck of a lot better at it than I am.

She also looks great in her peasant blouse and high-waisted skirt, whereas I look and feel like an idiot in my shapeless, scratchy period garb. I don’t even have any pockets. I have to leave Tancred’s blankie in my cell while I’m at work. 

The stretch of tunnel where we are is long and straight. There is not a single green growing thing in it. Of course there isn’t. Our seeds will turn into the green growing things, months from now. Francie’s planting broccoli and I am planting cauliflower. Stooped figures like ourselves dot the distance. Someone’s playing authentic 19th-century music further down the tunnel—there are these groups called wassailers who go around annoying everyone. They’ll be here soon, which will give us an excuse to take a break, anyway. Right now the music is a mosquito buzz, deformed by the echoes. Crumbs of soil lie on the train tracks that run between me and Francie. It’s chilly, yet the growlights burn the back of my neck. 

“I can’t believe people do this for fun,” I whine.

“Not exactly fun,” Francie says. “It’s more like meditation. Getting in touch with the planet. Our roots. What it means to be human. Y’know.”

Jab the stick into the soil.

Drop a seed in. 

Cover it up.

Jab.

Drop.

Cover. 

“So I guess you’re not having fun, Scatter?” Francie says when she comes level with me again, on the other side of the train tracks.

I have thought about, and dismissed, the idea of telling her how much I miss Tancred. She’s the only other one with a Void Dragon egg of her own. But she was allowed to bring Pinkie Pie with her, and anyway, I don’t think she feels the same way about Pinkie as I do about Tancred. 

I say, “Yeah, well, I guess this isn’t as much fun as I thought it would be.” 

She breaks her planting rhythm to glance across at me while tucking a lock of hair behind her ear, and even that she does athletically, and for an insane moment I think about saying, I’m in love with you. I’ve been in love with you since the first minute I saw you in the gym in Tech City. 

What I say is, “Is everything OK with you and Patrick?” They weren’t getting along that well when we were on the Bohemond. I get the impression they still aren’t. “If there’s anything you want to talk about …”

At the exact same time, Francie says, “Well, what did you expect?” There’s a tiny pause and then the moment is lost. We will pretend I didn’t say that. “This isn’t a real job, after all,” she adds with a smile.

“Oh, of course,” I say, breaking my own rhythm to gesture grandly. “It’s not a job, it’s a way of life. An escape from reality.”

“That’s not what I mean,” she says.

“What do you mean?”

There’s a pause. Francie starts to say something, then changes her mind. “Nothing.” A second later, “Our real job is hunting Void Dragon eggs, of course. That’s what I mean.”

I wince. The shameful fact is that Patrick is the only one who’s been hitting the egg-hunting metrics he himself devised. We’ve been here ten days. He’s been up top every single night, grimly searching his area. The rest of us? Paul, about half the time. The others, maybe once or twice. Me … well … this is absolutely awful, but I haven’t been up top even once. 

“I’ve been busy working on my mecha,” I mumble. 

This is true. I’ve been devoting every spare minute to S2X458 when I’m not working, eating, or sleeping. But I know it’s a pretty lame excuse, so it doesn’t surprise me when Francie raps out, “Patrick could use some help. So how about you quit messing with that mecha and go up top tonight?”

I find courage somewhere. “Why don’t you?”

She’s silent for a moment—shocked, maybe, that I’ve dared to call the kettle black. “I’m busy, too,” she says at length. 

“With what?”

She is not busy. I know from Huifang that she plays with her phone in her cell every evening after curfew.

And now she’s turning white with anger at being called on it. Hastily, I offer her an out. “Pinkie Pie? Are you busy with her?”

“What’s to be busy with? She’s just an egg. She’s probably dead in there. I probably killed her, shooting her with a flamethrower and shit. And runnng her through all those scanners probably didn’t help.”

“Francie—”

“Whatever you’re thinking of now, it’s not going to work.”

She is referring to some tests I ran on Pinkie Pie when we were on the Bohemond. I thought it would be useful to have more information on what her shell is made of. Admittedly, we got no closer to hatching her.

“She’s never going to hatch,” Francie says.

“That’s what I thought about Tancred, too—” Thoughtlessly, Tancred’s name crosses my lips, and it affects me so much that I can’t say anymore.

Which is just as well, because Francie clearly doesn’t want to hear it.

Jab.

Drop. 

Cover.

*

But after our lunch of pottage and dry bread, after the wassailers have passed through and put us in a slightly better mood, towards the end of our working day, Francie says abruptly, “Remember how I said this isn’t a real job?”

I nod. It feels plenty real to me just now, however. We are lying on the ground, a couple of feet apart. As usual, Francie finished her side of the tracks early and came to help me finish my side. Also as usual, come four o’clock or so, we are too tired to do the knee-shuffle anymore, so we have resorted to the side-shuffle: lie on your side, jab, drop, cover, hitch yourself forward on your elbow.

“It might not feel real to you,” I say, too tired to be tactful. “You used to crawl around on asteroids, clearing mines. But to keyboard-warrior me, this is as real as it gets.”

Francie sighs, still jabbing and dropping. “I’m not talking about this. I mean egg hunting.”

“Huh?”

“It’s bullshit.” Emotion thickens her voice. “Patrick doesn’t believe me. He’s like, oh, it’s for real, this is so important, we’re going to save humanity. Yeah, fucking, right.”

I’m almost too tired to take in what she’s saying. From down here, the end of my patch looks like some distant horizon. A rope-and-stake fence delineates it from the next patch. It’s knee-height, but looks about ten feet tall.

“What it is, Scatter, is they need to get rid of us. Even the Department of Defense isn’t quite cold enough to shoot us in the back of the head. Plus, we’ve got Elsa’s protection. So they just decided on the next closest thing to killing us.”

“Make us plant cruciferous vegetables? Yeah, I can see that.”

“Actually, sweet potatoes are worse. And the guys picking zucchinis are getting their hands cut to hell by all those little hairy spikes.”

“Heat helps,” I say, thinking mournfully of Tancred. He used to warm my hands when they really hurt. 

“Stop changing the subject. I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s true. They don’t expect us to find anything. Come on. Needle in a haystack? Try a Void Dragon egg in Belgium. They expect us to give up and just sort of … go away. Then, once we’re off the reservation, when we’re private citizens, by our own choice, with no official protection … then the deniable hitters show up at the back door.”

A chill runs down my spine. But I don’t believe it. She’s wrong. “Where did you get that idea?”

“It’s obvious,” she says pityingly.

“Elsa wouldn’t let that happen,” I mumble.

“Your aunt is not God,” Francie snaps. Then she sighs. “OK, I could be wrong. But I really don’t think I am. Remember Clappy Clappy Joy Joy?”

She means Dr. Joy.

“He couldn’t wait until we were out of the way, so he could test his shit on Tancred.”

“Nuh uh, you’re totally wrong about that.” Elsa sent me a picture of Tancred just today. Admittedly, it wasn’t a very good one …

“Fine,” Francie says. “Ask Patrick what he thinks. Tell him what I said … and tell him that if he doesn’t change his mind, I’m going without him.”

“Going where?” I demand nervously. 

“Italy.”

“Italy?” 

“Yep. That’s where my mom is from. My granddad still lives in Padua, so I’m going to stay with him. That’s the safest place I can think of. Patrick can come if he wants. So can you and everyone else, I guess. But you’ve got to forget this egg hunting shit.”

I jab, drop, and cover. “Have you talked to anyone else about this?”

“Paul might come,” she says. “But he wants to be in their stupid Christmas pageant. Badrick is, well, Badrick. He’s like, ‘Let dem try fi kill me. Mi kill dem.’”

“What about Huifang and Milosz?”

Francie snorts. “They’re hopeless. They aren’t even at work today, did you know that? They went into the city to go horseback-riding or something.” She jabs an earth-caked finger into my chest. “But they’ll go if Patrick does. Talk to him. Make him change his mind.”
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After my shift, I gobble a quick meal of roast pork, boiled potatoes, and pea soup—the dinners here are actually pretty good—and go to my dungeon cell, as I think of it. The floor is a minefield. I’ve adapted too readily to no more room inspections. I step barefoot on a screwdriver and howl in pain as I wriggle into thermal leggings. 

The temperature in the tunnels is what I would consider normal. The temperature up top, I know, is not normal, in fact it is weather—something I haven’t experienced in years. Patrick said the other day that Elsa underestimated how much warm clothing we would need. Accordingly, I put on my entire wardrobe: a thermal undershirt, snowpants, a fleece, a parka, two pairs of socks, and snowboots. 

I transfer Tancred’s blankie from my suitcase into the inside pocket of my parka. Who me, superstitious? 

I’m also going to take S2X458. I haven’t quite finished modifying her, but we’ll call this a field test. I changed out her wireless comms chip for one that works on the frequency of my phone. I also removed her satellite uplink functionality. I know full well that hackers use hardened military comms systems as chew toys. Phone security is way better. No callow prankster in Lagos or Jakarta will be hijacking my mecha. I type in the security key and issue a voice command. “Heel!” 

S2X458 rises from the floor. Fur brushing the flagstones, she obediently follows me (actually, my phone) out of the room.

I pop into the parlor. This is what they call the rec room. Paul and Badrick are there, but they’re with a group of neo-Victorians, talking about the Christmas pageant, so I don’t speak to them. I just grab my share of the eggnog and cake that is served in here before curfew, feeling self-conscious in my modern clothes. I keep waiting for someone to mention S2X458.

“What is zat?”

It’s Maxime. I didn’t see him in the corner. My luck is so horrible. 

“Um, it’s …”

“It looks like aardvark.”

Hallelujah! Achievement unlocked. “Um, it is an aardvark. It’s my pet.”

“Aardvarks are …”

“… not period,” I mutter resignedly.

Maxime laughs out loud. “Mais non! Aardvarks are known in our era. However, fluorescent ski parkas are not. ‘Urry up and get out of here.” He winks at me. “By ze way, I ‘ope you will play your ‘arpsichord at our Christmas pageant. I am looking forward to it!”

Sometimes I think Maxime is a bit more clued up than we give him credit for.

Anyway, I now have confirmation that S2X458, in her fake fur costume which I bought online and altered with my new sewing machine, does look like an aardvark. It had to be an aardvark because of the nose, which is actually a robot arm. I swallow the last gulps of my eggnog, then climb the long flights of stairs up to the real world.

Brussels 2.0.

The trees are underground and the houses walk. 

In front of the Brussels Sprouts head office, which stands on top of the old palace, walking houses crowd the Place Royale Koningsplein. They’re sort of big RVs with legs instead of wheels. Wheels would get stuck in the snow. It’s four feet deep where it has drifted against the walls of the historic buildings, trampled in the middle of the plaza. I thread between the crooked, powerful metal legs of the visiting houses, hoping their object recognition algos are good enough not to suddenly start moving and squash me. Their locomotion algos are great, anyway—that’s one thing we humans do really well.

S2X458 uses the same locomotion technology. She handles the snow with ease. On the other hand, her fur is dragging, and will soon be wet and filthy. Snowflakes sting my face, borne on a bitter wind. 

“Nice night,” says Patrick, when I meet him in the Gare Centrale.

Nice night? My nose is already frostbitten and I only just walked around the corner.

“It was really snowing yesterday,” he explains. “It cleared up this afternoon. We might even get a moon tonight. What’s that?”

“Aardie,” I say into my phone. She is dripping on the platform, holding her nose high in an un-aardvark-like way. “Shake!”

She lifts a paw. Patrick laughs and stoops to ‘shake hands.’ “It’s that mecha of yours, isn’t it?”

She used to be their mecha, but none of them were interested in repairing her. Anyway, if I’m honest, they haven’t got the technical background. So I guess she is mine now. You break it, you own it. “S2X458 doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue, does it? So, meet … Aardie.”

“Scatter …” Patrick shakes his head. Glances down the platform. “Here’s our train.”

“Is anyone else coming?” 

The train drowns out Patrick’s answer. The throng carries us into the carriage and mashes us against the doors on the other side. Patrick taps the glass. “See? There’s Huifang and Milosz.”

“But they’re on the other platform.”

“Right. They’re not coming with us. They’re going to Amsterdam.”

“Amsterdam?” 

“Yup,” Patrick says flatly. “They met some people at that horseback-riding thing who invited them to go clubbing.”

All the neo-Victorian discipline in the universe can’t keep the real world at bay, can it? Whatever Elsa may have hoped for, it’s not working. The team is breaking up. Drifting apart.

And Patrick knows it. I can see it in his eyes.

Our train starts to move. Patrick uses his elbows to clear a space large enough to take out his phone. “When we get there, you can have the park. That was supposed to be Francie’s zone, but …” He shrugs.

“Is she coming?” I say, hoping against hope.

“No,” Patrick growls. 

Screw it. I’ll talk to him later. 

As we travel, the crowd gradually thins out. By the time we reach Albert, at the end of the intracity line, we’re almost the only people left on the train. We exit the station. 

Now as ever, the suburbs are uncool. There are no walking houses out here. People still live in real houses, on the ground. Hardy commuters scatter into snow-choked cul-de-sacs. At a windowless convenience store, we load up on self-warming foilpacks of coffee and soup. 

“I’ll switch with you if you want,” Patrick says, at the entrance to the park. 

I am tempted to take him up on it. The park looks dark and spooky. But this is my job and I’ve got to do it. “No, this is fine.”

He hesitates, then pulls a knife out of his pocket. “You might need this.”

A knife. I take it from his glove without thinking. It is actually more of a dagger. It feels heavy and lethal. “Where’d you get this?”

“Guy on the zucchini crew.” Patrick grins lopsidedly. “It’s period. Uh, do you know how to use a knife?”

I’ve never used a weapon that wasn’t computerized, and precious few of those. “I’m guessing it’s pretty intuitive.”

“You probably won’t even need it. Just in case, you know.”

“Have you ever run into any of these wolves?” I ask.

“Naw. I’m not sure they even exist. But … you know.”

“Thanks, man.”

“See you at midnight.”

He turns and trudges off into the snow. He will spend the next two hours climbing wolf-proof fences, sneaking through people’s back gardens, waving an infrared imaging scanner around, having to check out endless hits on dropped self-defrosting car keys and—yes, this is a thing—underground bulb incubators. Apparently, it used to be a big deal here when the crocuses and tulips would bloom in the spring. And the Belgians have not given up on their spring flowers, even though Earth now orbits Jupiter. They just plant the bulbs in electrically heated frames that stop them from freezing solid.

I have a scanner, too, but I don’t expect to need it. Sliding Patrick’s dagger into my pocket alongside it, I enter the park with Aardie at my heels.

It’s even worse than it looked from the street. The moon emerges fleetingly from the clouds, but doesn’t make it through the canopy of snow-laden needles. Birches and chestnuts used to grow here; now it’s all black spruce. I have to rely on my flashlight, and on Aardie’s headlamps. When I built her new headpiece, I installed 1,000-lumen LEDs where the eyes would be. She goes loping ahead, slinging her high beams through long-neglected shrubberies. Treacherous shadows entangle my feet as I hurry behind her. Once I crash through snow-covered ice into a forgotten ornamental pond. The water comes in over the tops of my snowboots. 

Aardie stops to dig in the snow. Leaning against a tree trunk, I take off my left boot and put an unopened foilpack of soup inside. The boots are too big, anyway. By loosening the velcro I can get the foilpack to sit on top of my toes. Hopefully the heat will dry my socks. 

As I start to repeat the performance with my right boot, I hear a growl.

I freeze, one boot on and one boot off. 

That wasn’t a dog’s growl.

It sounded …

… human.
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The wolves slink out of the shrubbery at my twelve o’clock, my eight, and my two. There’s probably one on my six, as well. 

Their eyes glow yellow in Aardie’s headlights. Snarls contort their furred faces.

Ragged thrift-shop coats hang off their bony shoulders.

These are not the wolves we know from history books. They are the human kind.

Gene-modded, by their own choice, using biotechnology developed for livestock, which has not been approved for human use.

I’ve heard that it sends them crazy. And their eyes seem to bear that out. I can’t see anything human there. 

“Geef me je jas,” snarls the one right in front of me.

I can smell its fur—a wild, nose-prickling smell, not the smell of homeless person, but the smell of something that is homeless by choice, because it has rejected the very concept of home. Warm buildings, money, electronic devices, history, the wolves have rejected it all. Instead they’ve chosen this way of being ‘at home’ on the mostly-frozen planet Earth has become.

“Wh-what did you say?” I stammer.

The wolf’s lips curl back, flashing over-developed teeth. “Give coat!” He, or she, reaches out and yanks at the front of my parka with a furry hand. 

I wrench away, and the wolf slaps me in the face, tearing my cheek open with its claws.

Bleeding, gasping, I can’t get the coat off fast enough. I hate myself. I’m such a wimp. But there are at least three of them and one of me. The pack leader tears the coat out of my hands and puts it on, and believe it or not, I don’t remember Patrick’s knife, which he lent me for just this purpose, until the wolf finds it.

“Nice!” The wolf slashes air with it and laughs. The sound is barely different from a snarl. “Merci.” 

That is when I remember what else is in my coat.

Tancred’s blankie.

I can’t let them take that!

“Can I have the—the other thing in the pocket?” The cold grips my torso like pincers. Aardie roots in the snow, lighting up the scene to no purpose. 

“What? This?” The wolf takes out my infrared egg scanner, holds it up, and throws it into the nearby pond. It breaks through the thin ice and sinks.

Then they all start to fade into the trees.

They’re not going to give me the blankie.

One of them kicks Aardie in passing, just because.

Aardie. 

My phone, thank God, is in my pants pocket, so I’ve still got that. I fumble it out and take a picture of the pack leader. I send it to Aardie and gasp a voice command: “Sic ‘em!”

Obediently, she rises. She spins around like a furry ballerina until she spots the person in the picture I just sent her, and then she gathers her hind legs under her and launches off the ground in an awesome leap. 

I programmed an attack string into her because I was afraid. Back there in my cozy cell at Brussels Sprouts, I didn’t know what I was afraid of. Now I know, and I’m more afraid than ever. 

But Aardie is not afraid. She’s just a machine. She hurtles straight at the pack leader. 

Who is already spinning back to face me.

Aardie is fast, but she’s not faster than a wolf. 

The pack leader dodges. Aardie lands in the shrubbery and struggles to get free. 

I hear crashing in the trees behind me. Oh God, there are more wolves. I knew it! 

Insane with fear and anger, I run straight at the pack leader, howling, hands extended in claws as if in imitation of the wolves themselves.

The pack leader actually freezes for a second. Perhaps it’s sheer surprise, or not knowing which threat—me or Aardie—to face first. 

I plough into the wolf and knock him or her to the ground with my momentum. I land on top of him or her and grab the zipper pull of the parka. “You can have the damn coat!” I howl. “Just give me my blankie—”

Steel flashes in the moonlight.

I roll, on sheer instinct, and now the wolf’s on top of me.

Its eyes reflect Aardie’s beams, red with inhuman ferocity. 

I bite into the hairy hand gripping my face, knowing that I’m finished. The wolf is raising my own knife to stab me in the throat—

Without warning, the wolf’s weight lifts off me. It flies into the snow.

I scramble up, and nearly collide with Patrick.

“Earth! Earth!” he yells. “Come on, you fuckers!”

He’s wielding a broken branch like a sword, and he looks as inhuman as the wolves, his face transformed into a mask of aggression. 

I lunge past him and pounce on the pack leader again, landing on the wolf’s back as it starts to rise, clawing at its shoulders. This time I have no trouble getting my parka back. The wolf shucks it off and leaves it in my hands as the whole pack flees, silently blending into the shadows.

They leave one of their number lying on the ground. Looks like Patrick took care of it.

“Is it dead?” I’m hurriedly putting my coat on, checking that the inner pocket is untouched. 

“No, it’s not fucking dead. I didn’t hit it that hard.” Patrick kicks it, and it moans. “They’re not like real wolves,” he says. “Real wolves don’t leave each other behind. They back each other up in a fight.”

Tancred’s blankie is still in my pocket. Hallelujah. My mouth tastes of wolf. I spit. Then I realize I still have only one boot on. I find it in the snow and drag it on over my double layer of wet socks. Every motion I make, even the discomfort and the pain in my cheek, reminds me that I’m alive … but I wouldn’t be if Patrick hadn’t turned up. “I didn’t know you were there,” I say, not knowing how to thank him. 

“I called you, but you didn’t pick up.”

“Oh. Sorry. My phone was in Aardie command mode.” I stumble over to my mecha. She’s stuck fast in the shrubbery, caught by her stupid fur costume. I free her with shaking hands. 

“I thought something might’ve happened, so …”

“They tried to mug me for my coat.”

“I shouldn’t’ve sent you in here,” Patrick says.

“It’s OK!” I find a laugh. “I mean, I came this close to dying a horrible, meaningless death. But apart from that, it’s OK.”

“Your face is a mess.”

“Yeah, I’ll probably get rabies.”

“You did good. Scatter, taking on a pack of wolves singlehandedly … I should’ve taken pictures! No one’s gonna believe it.”

Little does he know that the only thing which gave me the courage to attack the pack leader was my fear of losing my last tangible connection to Tancred. 

I reach inside my parka and fondle his blankie as I walk, my relief turned bittersweet by the reminder of how far away he is.

Patrick stays in silent, wary, wilderness-survival mode as long as we’re in the park. When we pass through the rusted iron gates, back to the street, he transitions back to normal. It’s actually scary how normal he sounds, considering what we just went through. “So what were you doing with Aardie?”

I’m shaking a lot now. Like, a lot. My voice comes out wobbly. “I was using her to hunt for eggs.”

“Not the scanner?”

“No, the scanners are crap.”

Patrick nods. “They’re too sensitive. I was getting false positives out the ass. Think you could reprogram them?”

“No, I mean they might not even be looking for the right thing.”

“They’re looking for heat.”

“Right.” This was the only criterion the eggheads at ARES could agree on. I probably could reprogram them to define the imaging criteria more narrowly, but I don’t think it would help. “If there are any eggs around, they may be at ambient temperature. Tancred’s egg was warm after I dug it up—” I just about manage to say Tancred’s name without stumbling. “But what about before I dug it up? We don’t know. So …” 

I gesture at Aardie, who is following us, looking considerably the worse for wear. The fur is gonna have to go. 

“I programmed her to hunt for eggs using different criteria.” Remembering my work calms me down. While we were on the Bohemond, I put Pinkie Pie through every kind of scanner that I could persuade the ARES techs to let me use. I found that a magnetic field would induce a slight amount of magnetic activity in the egg, and I also found that the egg would absorb ultraviolet light at the 15nm wavelength, returning a characteristic spectral signature. Of course, Elsa’s people must already have done these experiments, but they did not share the results with us, so I had to do them all over again. 

I was hoping to find some information that would help Francie to hatch Pinkie Pie. But that didn’t work out. So I used the test results to modify Aardie for her new job. In plain English, I tell Patrick, “She’s got a metal detector, a UV light source, an active spectrograph, and a wide-angle photon detector.” I tap her furry nose. “All in here.”

Patrick rips open a sterile pack with his teeth. “Stand still.” He attacks my face with an antiseptic wipe. He really is the perfect Boy Scout. “You probably ought to take a course of antibiotics, just in case,” he adds.

I realize I can see him fine, because we’ve walked all the way back to the station. “Are we calling it a night?” The antiseptic burns like fire.

Patrick shrugs. “Did Aardie the wonder scanner find anything?”

“No.”

Actually, I now recall that she was digging in the snow when the wolves mugged me. Maybe …

Fuck it. I’m not going back in there.

“I didn’t find anything either,” Patrick says. He checks his phone. “We can catch the 12:29. Come on.”

“Are we going home?”

“Home,” Patrick echoes bleakly. I suddenly wonder where home is for him. Then he grins. “Fuck, no. I’ve had enough of this. We’re going to Amsterdam.”

*

It is a two-hour journey on the mag-lev from Gare Centrale. Patrick sleeps all the way. Not being a grunt, I never developed that knack. I periodically wipe the condensation off the window and cup my hands to the icy glass, peering out at the moonlit snowscapes of northern Belgium. For some reason, all that whiteness makes me think of Tancred.

Oh, who am I kidding? Everything makes me think of Tancred. I take out my phone and type another email to Elsa, pestering her for more pictures.

Amsterdam, of course, got wiped out in the Age of Terror, way back in the 21st century. Flattened by a suitcase nuke, it was left as a blackened monument to the human condition until the Void Dragon came. Now it is covered with snow. Genemodded reindeer wander through the ruins, eating mildly radioactive lichen, while walking towns circle the old Museum of Terror in a pre-programmed gavotte, using the frozen canals as access routes.

We call Huifang and Milosz. They say they’re in a town entitled The Moveable Feast. It has cheery fairground flags flying from its castle-shaped hull, unlike some of the other ones, which look like heavy metal octopi, or pirate galleons—or spaceships. The walking towns are spaceships, really, minus the going-into-space capabilities. They’re pretend spaceships. It’s another way that people have come to terms, or refused to come to terms, with the reality of life on Earth.

Our snowmobile taxi bounds along a canal until we catch up with The Moveable Feast at one of its regular stops. We scurry up its drawbridge, into a perfect recreation of what winter in Europe should be. 

Oily flames leap from torches and barrels. Smells of chocolate, fresh pastries, and marijuana tint the cold air. Fur hoods frame pink-cheeked smiles. A procession of bicyclists ride hands-free, playing accordions, along the main concourse. A random dude prancing around in a loincloth with a crown of twigs on his head swoops upon us and puts a Santa hat on Aardie. All this at 0340 in the morning!

“This was a good choice,” I say. “I wonder if it’s always like this?”

Patrick gives me a funny look. “Dude. It’s Christmas Eve.”

I’d lost track. 

We find Huifang and Milosz in a nightclub where people are dancing with no clothes on. After my first beer, I wish Francie was here. After my second one, I’m glad she isn’t. Patrick—who drinks beer much faster than I do—homes in on some infantry guys, who are wearing their BDU pants as headdresses and nothing else, and picks a fight with them for disrespecting the uniform. You would think he had had enough fighting for one night, but apparently not.

Milosz says, “He needs to blow off steam.” 

Patrick lays one of the guys out on the floor. 

“OK, now that is too much.” 

Milosz is good at smoothing things over. He helps the victim up, persuades all of them to put their trousers on, and brings them over to our table. Meanwhile I just sit there shaking. The fight in the park is repeating on me. I guess it’s repeating on Patrick, too, but differently.

He and the BDU-headdress guys are now best buddies, of course. He buys them all drinks out of our expense fund to apologize. I’m still in no state to make conversation. It does not matter, as I am invisible to guys like this, anyway. They “no WAAAY” and “fuckin’ RIGHTEOUS” and “Happy Christmas” us, and the one with a cyborg eye asks Huifang if she sat in a pile of sugar, because she has a sweet ass. Sadly, she does not deck him.  

“Nice place to be stationed,” Patrick says, after a naked woman gives us all cookies shaped like sprigs of holly.

“Fuck, man, we aren’t stationed here.”

“I wish.”

“We aren’t even supposed to be here. We’re way out in the boonies. Gotta be back at oh seven hundred for sick call.” Wink, wink. 

“Whatcha doing out there?” Patrick says.

“Aw fuck, man, we’d have to kill you if we told you.”

“It involves fast cars, beautiful women, and piles of moolah.”

“Remember the big thump on December second?”

“No,” Patrick says.

I don’t remember any big thump, either, for the very good reason that we were not here on December 2nd. We were still about two million kilometers from Earth.

“Well, that’s why we’re here.”

“And that’s all we can say.”

“Hazard pay for deploying to the freaking Netherlands,” says Cyborg Eye with immense self-satisfaction. “WINNING!” These guys are the most boring and annoying characters I’ve met in a while. Why are the others tolerating them? Cyborg Eye now compounds his odiousness by holding his elbow out to Huifang. “Wouldst thou favor moi with the next dance? It’s Christmas Eve. That means it is time for all lovely ladies to flash their assets.”

Huifang looks trapped. She may have a punk haircut, and she may be wearing a high-fashion tank top that says Baby Me, but she’s basically a serious, down-to-earth girl. She clearly does not want to take her clothes off and dance naked with a guy who has replaced his left eye with an augmented-reality lens. Yet she starts to pull her tank top off, robotically, as if she’s scared not to. And Patrick and Milosz just hide their noses in their beers.

Fuck it. These guys are not a tenth as scary as gene-modded wolves. Forcing myself not to stop and think, I stand up and move in between Huifang and Cyborg Eye. “Hey guys, I don’t think she feels like it. Maybe some other time, huh?”

As fighting words go, mine are pencil-necked. Still, they force Cyborg Eye to notice my existence. “Did I ask you, geekface?” 

Hur hur hur from his buddies.

“It’s OK, Scatter,” from Huifang. 

“No, it isn’t OK,” I say. When in a hole, dig deeper—Scattergood’s Guide to Life. “In fact, I think you guys better head back to wherever. You wouldn’t want to miss sick call, because you clearly are sick … in the head.”

“Oh, funnee,” says Cyborg Eye. He grits his jaw. I flinch in anticipation of his punch. But instead of hitting me, he turns away, beckoning his friends. “Fuck this shit.” They shoulder away through the crowd.

As I gape after them, my phone buzzes in my back pocket, but I ignore it. Then something bumps my leg. It’s Aardie, of course. That’s why they backed down. I ought to feel triumphant, but honestly, I wouldn’t want to mess with a guy who’s got a robot aardvark, either. 

“You fucking dumbass, Scatter,” Patrick says.

He’s gazing after them, stricken. Now he switches his focus back to me. Furious. 

“You can’t say shit like that to the cavalry!”

“Ca … cavalry?”

Their voices tumble over one another as they school clueless me. I thought the guys were infantry, but no, they were obviously cavalry. The cyborg eye, for one thing, and another of them had a Fu Manchu mustache. Apparently these are dead giveaways. The clincher is that one of them had a 44th Mechanized Horse tattoo on his backside. Patrick saw it when he knocked him down. That’s why he started being nice to them. Because if you are a mere sapper, you must never, ever say boo to a cavalryman. This isn’t some kind of false humility. It’s just The Way It Is, a pecking order that’s in the blood of all grunts, which I never even knew about, much less imbibed with my bug juice back in basic, because technical support guys aren’t real soldiers. A fact I have never been more conscious of. 

“But we aren’t in the army anymore,” I say feebly.

“It doesn’t matter! It’s about respect.”

“Respect means Huifang taking off her clothes?”

“It would’ve been a laugh,” she says, although there was no laughter on her face when she was raising the hem of her tank top up to her breasts. It is now tightly tucked into her jeans again, by the way.

“There’s no way they could tell you guys ever used to be sappers …” 

“That’s right,” says Patrick. “We used to be sappers, now we ain’t shit. Got it in one, Scatter.”

I give up. I should have asked Elsa to give me a job on Ceres. I would have been outstanding at sweeping the floors of the labs and taking out the recycling. 

For want of any better ideas, I check my phone. I have an email from Aardie. 

She is sitting right here at my feet, but she can only communicate with me by phone since she has no voicebox and I have no field radio.

Hello, Jay! We have a potential positive. I’ve detected traces of ringwoodite. Do you want me to dig and see what we find? 

“Oh my God.” I show the message to the others.

“Ringwoodite?” says Milosz.

“It’s a polymorphic mineral. It looks like blue diamonds. It’s extremely rare. Found in the mantle of the Earth, and in some meteorites, and, um … there’s a lot of it in Pinkie Pie’s shell.” Technically, the mineral in Pinkie Pie’s shell isn’t blue, so it’s probably forsterite, another member of the olivine solid solution series. I just added the whole series to Aardie’s scan parameters. “So she’s telling us that she may have found an egg.”

Silence.

“Where?”

I think back to when the notification hit my phone. I was nose to nose with the cyborg-eyed cavalryman. Aardie was beside me. She stands 90 cm high. “Don’t shoot me if I’m wrong,” I say, “but I think the traces of ringwoodite were on those guys’ trousers.”
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“Quick!” Patrick hardly pauses to grab his coat. “We gotta catch up with them!”

Outside, the Christmas Eve chaos is ramping up. It is 0515 in the morning. A troupe of carollers wends its way down the main concourse.

“Shit. We’ll never find them.”

“Well, we know where they went,” Huifang says.

“We do?”

“Sure. Back to their camp, or barracks, or whatever it is.”

“Did they say where it was?”

“Yeah. Guy was trying to get my phone number. He gave me his address …” She checks her phone. “Oekel.”

Oekel. Oekel. We disembark from The Moveable Feast at its next stop, and snowmobile it back to Amsterdam Centraal, which is in the same massive building as the Museum of Terror. 

Oekel. It’s on the Belgian border. The local’s leaving in ten minutes. We cram ourselves aboard. 

As the train whirs smoothly across the snowy wastes of the southern Netherlands, I start to fall asleep. It’s not that I’m not excited about possibly finding an egg, but I’ve been through a lot today, and I already have an egg. Had one. I have Tancred. Had Tancred. Is he getting along OK without me? I’m so worried about him. In the steamy, drowsy warmth of the carriage, a tear squeezes out of my left eye and tickles down my cheek.

Milosz shakes my elbow. “C’mon Scatter, we’re getting off.”

We tumble out onto an exposed platform. The frigid wind wakes me up. There is snow on the platform. The train leaves. No one else got off. The cavalrymen must have taken an earlier train, or else they’re still in Amsterdam. 

Dawn pinkens the sky. The air is as fresh as Perrier. In every direction but one, we can see nothing but snow, broken by sparse lines of trees. The other direction is behind the station, where there are some houses with steep-pitched, snow-covered roofs that come right down to the ground. 

This is not a walking town. It is not a town at all. It is a non-walking, regular old village. 

We meander down the one and only street. One of the houses is a café, open early. In the garage next door, half a dozen robotic horses stand plugged into chargers. 

Huifang gasps, “Look at the horses! Those are just like the ones we rode in Brussels.”

“Uh huh,” Patrick says. “’Cept these are cavalry horses. Look at their markings.”

As for me, I’m drooling. When I was a kid I wanted to build mechas when I grew up, and horses were my first love. I’ve rarely seen them in the flesh, as it were. The mighty titanium-alloy steeds, with their curved necks and graceful legs and undoubtedly amazing locomotion algos, fill me with inspiration. Then I look down at Aardie, and feel disloyal to her. Anyway, Patrick’s right. These horses have serial numbers stenciled on their chests, military style.

Patrick strides into the café. We follow. It’s warm and smells deliciously of chocolate. “Are the horses for rent?” he asks, despite having seen the serial numbers. 

“Goedemorgen. Yes, we have for rent. You want?”

Patrick hesitates. Then he beckons us into a huddle. “Huifang, Milosz. You guys head back to Brussels. You’ve already missed too many days of work. Scatter and I haven’t missed any yet.” He states this not as an accusation, but as a simple fact. “We’ll just hang out for a while. If anything happens we’ll call you.”

Huifang rolls her shoulders as if they ache. They probably do. She works in the sweet potato fields. You have to crawl. “I hate picking,” she says. “It’s for normies.”

 “All the same,” Milosz says, “I like the nineteenth century better than Amsterdam. The work is hard, but it is real.”

Huifang nods. I would say Francie was right. Her plan to run away to Italy is not going to get much traction with these two.

“So go on,” Patrick says. “If you leave now, you’ll be in time for work.”

Still they hesitate. We all buy pastries. Not exactly pastries: more like slices of thick toast covered with butter and chocolate sprinkles. 

“Actually,” Huifang remembers, “we have a rehearsal for the Christmas pageant today.” 

“That’s right,” Patrick says. “You wouldn’t want to miss that. Quick march. We’ll call you.” 

“OK,” Milosz and Huifang say dubiously. Munching, they return to the station to await the next train. 

“What are these called?” Patrick asks the lady behind the counter. “They’re tres bon.”

Wrong language, but she doesn’t correct him. “Muizenstrontjes. In English, this is mice shit.”

“Mice shit?!? OK. I’ll have another.” 

With our mice shit toast and tulip mugs of coffee, Patrick and I sit by the window. We watch nothing happening in the street.

“They’ve got to be back by six thirty-ish,” Patrick says. “If sick call is really at seven.”

“Yeah.”

“Mice shit, huh?” 

“My mom used to make these fried dough things called elephant ears,” I say with my mouth full.

“No shit? My mom made those, too.”

I think about how many of the ingredients for this slab of bliss were grown in farms like Brussels Sprouts, and I don’t feel so bad about the hours I have put in on my knees. Milosz was right. Picking is real. As real as chocolate-sprinkled toast crunching between your teeth. 

I lick my fingers and bend over to undo my boots. The foilpacks of soup aren’t warm anymore, so I take them out and lay them neatly on the side of the table. When I straighten up, Patrick’s watching me with amusement. “Hey, Scatter?”

“Yeah?”

“Sorry I yelled at you back there. There was no way you could have known.”

“About the cavalrymen?”

“Yeah.”

I notice he hasn’t admitted I was right. He’s just forgiving me for my ‘misunderstanding.’ All the same, I shrug. “It’s forgotten.”

After that, we talk trash about Maxime and argue about whether picking zucchini is worse than planting or vice versa, and 0600 becomes 0700, and I still haven’t told him that Francie is planning to run away to Italy, and there’s still no sign of Cyborg Eye and friends … 

Wait.

The street outside has become busier, if six people counts as busy. I am standing at the counter, about to buy another slab of muizenstrontjes from the nice lady, when I recognize Cyborg Eye’s face in the depths of a pink fleece cagoule. 

I slam my phone on the payment terminal, grab my muizenstrontjes and dash back to Patrick. “There they are.”

“Yup,” says Patrick, not moving. Watching.

“Aren’t we going to follow them?”

“Wait.”

The cavalrymen come towards the café. For a heartstopping moment I think they’re coming in. But they’re just collecting their horses from the garage. They ride away in single file, slumping in their saddles and looking green. If they weren’t sick before, they are now. Ha, ha!

Patrick goes up to the counter. “If you don’t mind, ma’am, we would like to rent those horses after all …”

*

The rental horses are not titanium-alloy stallions with hooves of steel. Mine is gray. Patrick’s is dappled. Their metal bones jut through worn hi-impact polymer skin, and they have baggage platforms on their withers. Still, they go. Ten minutes later we are trotting along a road that would be impassable were the snow not packed solid by the treads of tanks.

Or maybe farm machinery.

The countryside isn’t as empty as it looked at first glance. Lots of the humps in the snow are actually houses or barns. When we pass them, the smell says dairy farms, and once we get mixed up with a herd of cows—shaggy, rhino-sized, gene-modded with the same cold-tolerance techology that the wolves stole for their own use. The cows are being driven out to the fields by a woman on a horse identical to Patrick’s. She touches her woolly hat in greeting.

So we aren’t too egregiously out of place, except for the fact that we cannot ride. My childhood dreams of galloping over snowy plains have suffered a literally bruising collision with reality. My horse kept telling me off until I muted it—the sound of its kind Dutch voice was too embarrassing. I have Aardie on the howdah-like baggage platform behind me. Patrick, ahead, thumps up and down in the saddle.

Far ahead, the cavalrymen disappear into some trees.

“Oh, not another park,” I moan.

“Nope,” Patrick says excitedly. He’s got his phone out and is looking at the map. “This is a forest.” 

The road goes into it.

So do we. 

It’s a mystery to me how all these spruce and fir trees ended up here, where there were birches and elms before. These trees belong in Siberia, whose climate closely resembles that of the Netherlands now. I’m sure no one went around planting them. Did their seeds float down south on the wind as the atmosphere cooled, and settle into the cold ground as naturally as a circuit closing? Must’ve, the same way as the penguins came north and coral reefs formed in the Mediterranean. Earth is really an amazing planet. Any other planet, I’m sure, would have lain down and quit after being towed 600 million kilometers and plugged into orbit around a new sun. But not ours. Earth just kept on spinning, and held on for dear life to all the creatures that it could.

I’ll be damned if we let the Offense have it. 

I am still thinking these thoughts when my horse stops—

—because Patrick’s horse has stopped—

—because we have reached a roadblock.

Two snowproof Hummers sit slantwise on the road, and a cavalryman, this one unmistakable in the bumfreezer jacket and bearskin cap of the Mechanized Horse regiments, is saying to Patrick, “Doorlopen, het is hier off limits.”

“What?”

The cavalryman registers that Patrick is speaking English, but repeats anyway, “Doorlopen, het is hier off limits.”

“Can’t understand you,” Patrick growls.

“Sir, here is off limits. You must detour.”

“Fine.” Patrick turns his horse around. “Hope they freeze their nuts off,” he mutters. I follow him back the way we came. Out of sight of the roadblock, he guides his horse into the trees. 

I hunch over in my saddle. Branches brush my hood and spill snow over me and Aardie. “Where are we going?”

“We’re detouring.” Patrick flashes a grin. “Around that roadblock.”

“But he said it was off limits …” to civilians, I finish silently. In Patrick’s mind, we are not civilians.

“That’s the point. There’s something weird going on here.” We are now far enough into the forest to be hidden from the road. Patrick gets out his phone. “Paul,” he says to it. Ring, ring. “Hey, yeah. Are Huifang and Milosz back yet? No, well, OK. We’re on the trail of an egg.” I hear an exclamation from Paul. “Yup. All we have to do now is make sure the 44th Mechanized Horse don’t find it first.”

*

I know this was my idea in the first place. But having seen the lay of the land, my opinion is that there is no egg. “If someone had found one in this forest,” I say, cold and grumpy, “the authorities would have just taken it away. They wouldn’t have called in the cavalry to set up a cordon around the whole area.” And maybe there was never an egg in the first place. Those traces of ringwoodite might have come from … from … well, I can’t think of any plausible origin for a mineral that is expensive to synthesize, has no practical applications that diamond can’t do better, and only forms 500 km deep in planetary mantles. However, I can think of another explanation for the scan result: Aardie was wrong. It was me who programmed her, after all.

But I can’t quite bring myself to dump on Aardie out loud, and the possibility of a false reading doesn’t occur to Patrick. He has a non-techie’s faith in my skills. In support of the egg theory, he shows me the Eggfall map again—sure enough, Oekel is also shaded deep red, meaning that the model predicts with high confidence that an egg or eggs fell in this area—and I can’t bear to point out that it is just a model, created by ARES programmers working with limited historical data. 

Leaving the horses switched off, we yomp through the trees, parallel to the road. Birds twitter and bounce over our heads, flashes of color in the two-tone maze of white snow and evergreen boughs. I get hot from walking and unzip my parka. My fingers automatically slip into the inner pocket to make sure Tancred’s blankie is still there. I’m paranoid about it now. 

Patrick, hunched, intent, places his feet as carefully as a cat. But even he is not as quiet as Aardie, whose clawed feet slide into snowy crevices as neatly as she once navigated the surfaces of asteroids. 

Suddenly, Patrick halts. “Did you hear that?” 

Engines grind and whine, not very far ahead. 

We proceed even more cautiously than before, and now we notice that the trees are leaning towards us, like spectators at a concert craning back to see the big screen. I whisper, “Drunken trees.”

“What?”

“When the permafrost melts, they end up toppling over. Their roots aren’t deep enough.”

“It melted in the middle of winter?”

“Um …”

As I’m searching for an explanation, we come to a fence. It winds between the leaning trees, seven-foot chicken wire looped around steel posts two meters apart.

Patrick kicks a post. It doesn’t budge. 

“So, the ground melted,” he says sarcastically. “That’s why they had to drill holes for these.”

“Whatever’s in there, they really don’t want us to see it,” I say. “Let’s get out of here.”

Patrick comes up close to me. He’s got a strange expression on his face, thoughtful and excited at once. In a low voice, he says, “Remember the attacks on the ARES dome?”

“Yeah.”

“How did the Offense know we were there?”

“Elsa said—”

“Let’s just consider an alternative explanation, Scatter. I like Elsa, too. Hell, I trust her. And there’s damn few officers I would say that about.”

Technically, my aunt is a major, so she counts as a military officer.

“However, you have to figure she’s not telling us everything. That’s just how it is. And I think there’s something hinky going on.”

I’m cold. I haven’t slept for 24 hours. I want to go home. And now I remember Francie’s paranoid-seeming theory. “What if they’re trying to get rid of us?”

Patrick’s expression turns even more contemplative. “When we were stationed on Leda,” he says, “whenever shit went wrong, people used to blame it on traitors. Spies for the Offense.”

“Those rumors are pretty old.”

“Doesn’t mean they’re wrong.”

“What could spies have to do with this?”

“I have no idea. Maybe nothing. But I want to find out what this is, because where weird shit is going on, it tends to be connected.” He pauses. “You can go back if you like.”

So of course I follow him. 

We walk along the fence, among the leaning trees. Aardie ascertains for us that there are no motion sensors. They clearly only put this thing up a few days ago. You can tell by the raw look of the undergrowth they chopped back to make room for it. 

I notice that the angle of the leaning trees changes as we go. That is, they’re always leaning at right angles to the fence. 

And after half an hour of walking, we come to a place where the fence has a big old hole at the bottom. A tunnel has been dug underneath it and disguised with brush. We only find it because Patrick steps in it.

Tufts of brown hair are caught in the wire where it passes over the tunnel.

“Wolves,” Patrick murmurs. 

Nervously, I say, “You think they’re still around?”

Patrick grins. “I think they just did us a favor.”

He drops to the ground and wriggles through the tunnel.

“Stay,” I mutter to Aardie, and follow him.

Inside the fence, we only have to crawl a short distance before we come to the end of the trees. 

Well, not quite.

The trees in front of us are lying down. Flattened. Their branches shivered to pieces. New snow has coated them since they fell, so the broken boughs sticking up look like a field of brambles. 

A circular field, almost a kilometer across, ringed by leaning trees.

And in the middle of this field sits an enormous beached whale the size of a three-storey building, with its tail buried in the ground, which has risen in ripples, but the ripples are snow-covered berms of discarded soil, dumped there by the army-gray earth-movers which are digging the object out. The engines growl as their blades bite into the hard earth. 

The sun is now all the way up. It reflects off the upper surfaces of the alien object. Distended curves are heat-blistered, their thermal skin flaking off. But we can still see that the object used to be pearly white. The reflections hang above it in little prismatic rainbows, a strikingly weird effect. 

“That can’t be …” Patrick breathes.

But it is.

It is an Offense spaceship.
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The Offense ship looming in the sunlight is a Pulverizer class fast cruiser. The same type of ship as the one that nearly killed us near the asteroid Beachy Head. The one Tancred ate. 

The 44th Mechanized Horse are encamped at the edge of the field—that is, the impact zone—at four o’clock to us, in a mess of tents and horseboxes and catering wagons. They are wandering around in the morning sun, brushing their teeth and sipping coffee. I can see the steam rising from their cups. More people stand around the Pulverizer, directing the earth-movers. They seem to be taking it very slowly and carefully, but not because they fear the Pulverizer. It has been trashed by its fall through Earth’s atmosphere, and is obviously not capable of pulverizing anything anymore. 

And yet the very sight of the thing liquefies my guts. Mentally, I’m back in deep space, floating helplessly as that thing frowns over us like a fat man selecting from a tray of canapés. Tancred will save us. No, he won’t, because I left Tancred on Ceres. My heart races and my palms sweat inside my gloves, and it’s a good thing we are already kneeling on the ground because otherwise I would have had to sit down. 

Patrick makes just the tiniest sound, not a normal sound, a soft low moan.

Then he gets hold of himself. Pulls me down lower behind a fan of branches that should be horizontal and are now vertical. “The big thump,” he says.

“What?” 

“The guys in the club. They mentioned a big thump. Said that’s why they’re here.”

“Oh. Yeah.” 

“Clearly, the big thump was caused by an Offense ship crash-landing in Belgium.”

“We’re still in the Netherlands.”

“Fine, the Netherlands.” He’s tense as a loaded gun, peering between the branches. “This never happens!” 

“That’s what we thought about Offense attacks on Ceres, too,” I mumble. I want to get away from here and go back to Brussels and hide in the cruciferous vegetable fields. I suddenly remember those traces of ringwoodite. “Maybe … the Offense was looking for the same egg we’re after?”

Patrick gives me a pitying glance. “So they crashed their ship and killed themselves?”

He’s right, of course. Offense ships are not built to land anywhere with significant gravity and / or an atmosphere. They usually sally forth from their horrible arkships, whack a few of our assets, and then go straight back home. They have attacked Earth and the Moon in the past, but now we have orbital defense platforms out the wazoo, known as the Constellations, so they don’t do that anymore. “Maybe the Constellations shot it down,” I say.

“Yeah, I guess that’s a possibility. But why would it have been in range of the Constellations in the first place?”

I suddenly remember something else. “Could it be the same one that attacked the Bohemond? We were pretty close to Earth when that happened.”

“A survey ship kiling a Pulverizer? Does not happen, Scatter.”

“Well, something stopped it from killing us. Maybe one of our patrol ships got it.”

“I guess. But then how did it end up crashing into Earth?”

I have no idea. We crouch in the snow, breathing into our collars so that our breath doesn’t rise in clouds that will be visible from the cavalry camp. Patrick takes out his phone and taps around. I try to decide how I will persuade him to leave. We definitely, definitely shouldn’t be here. The 44th’s security is not great, but their intention of excluding all but need-to-know personnel from the impact zone is clear. 

Patrick shows me his phone. The screen is mostly white. “I always knew they could fuck with the sat maps if they wanted to,” he says, and I realize what I’m looking at: a high-res satellite image of this very forest, Voorst Bos as it is apparently called, with no Offense ship in it. The army has looped the imaging data for this tiny corner of the Netherlands to erase the ship’s existence from the public record. Staring at the screen, I feel a stupid wash of relief—I was just imagining it! Then I look up. The ship’s still there.

“They’re digging it out,” says Patrick. “They’re probably going to take it apart right here, then truck the pieces away.”

They went to the extraordinary lengths of twisting UNGov’s arm to alter the satellite data. They really don’t want people to know about this. And no wonder. All our fragile confidence rests on the assumption that the Offense cannot reach the surface of Earth. That belief is the only thing keeping our dairy farms and our cafés and our walking towns and our minds intact. If it were known that a Pulverizer—even a crashed wreck—were sitting in the Netherlands … people would just lose it. 

“I’m not sure we’ve ever captured an Offense ship,” Patrick whispers. “Even if it is totaled, I bet they can’t wait to take it apart and analyze it.”

“That’s what I’m saying. We shouldn’t be here.”

“Heck with that, Scatter.”

“We could wind up in jail.” I would be letting Elsa down in the worst way. I’d never see Tancred again! I begin to edge backwards, desperate to get out of here before we’re seen. 

Patrick’s hand clamps on my arm. “Don’t move, they might see us.”

“If we don’t move they will see us.”

“No, they won’t. They aren’t even looking this way.” Patrick’s gaze is fixed on the ship. “We can’t leave without at least searching for that egg,” he murmurs.

He sounds reasonable. Virtuous, even. Like we’re just doing our job. But I know that he has been doing our job pretty much by himself ever since we got here, making up for our apathy and laziness. And now even he has ceased to care about Void Dragon eggs. It’s the Offense ship he’s thinking about. He wants to … to what? To know what’s being hidden from us, and why. 

Oh, screw it all.

My one consolation is that at least Francie isn’t here.

*

“Call Francie,” Patrick says. We have returned to where our horses are waiting in the forest. “Tell her we need back-up.”

“You call her.”

“Scatter, you may not have noticed, but she’s not speaking to me.”

I swallow. “So let’s call Paul.”

“I just did. He’s not picking up.”

I fiddle with my phone, reluctant.

“What’s the problem? Call her. She likes you.”

That is news to me. All the same, it stupidly cheers me up. I dial.

“Yo,” Francie says.

“Francie, um, did you talk to Paul?”

“No. Should I have? He’s rehearsing.”

“All right. Listen, we may have found an egg.” I fill her in, conscious of the increasingly electric silence on her end. “So we need you to come out. Bring food, energy drinks, water, um, what else …” I lost my flashlight during the wolf attack. “If you could go in my cell and get my miniature flashlight—”

Francie cuts me off. “Did you tell him what I said?”

My silence is a no.

“I knew you wouldn’t. You have a chronic case of ballless-ness. Well, fuck it. Tell him I am not coming to the Netherlands. I’m going to the States.”

“Wh-what?”

“You heard me. I have a ticket for the subsonic red-eye tonight.”

“I—I thought you were going to Italy.”

Patrick, on his knees in the snow, looks up.  

“Changed my mind,” Francie says.

“Aren’t you scared they’ll—get you?” 

“They’ll get me anywhere, if they want to. But I’d still rather be home when they get me than crawling around in some freezing Dutch forest, searching for something that is evil. Yeah, Scatter. That’s the thing about Void Dragons, remember? They eat stars. So if there is one out there, my advice is dig a hole and bury it deeper.” Pause. “Tell Patrick … oh, never mind. I already tried.”

She hangs up.

Patrick’s face is strangely blank. He rubs his gloves together distractedly.

“She’s leaving,” I say.

“Yeah, I heard.”

“She thinks we’re being set up.”

“Yeah, she always thinks that.”

“Are you going to …”

I trail off. This conversation is clearly over. And Francie is going to the United States. I’ll never see her again.

Patrick has gotten our horses to lie down. Real horses don’t do that, but these are mechas. He has laid both saddles across their backs, like a roof, and heaped dead branches on top of the whole arrangement. Now he piles snow over the branches, hiding the horses, so it just looks like a large bush with a hole at the bottom. 

“The wilderness survival course pays off again, huh?” I say.

He grins. “You know it.”

Then we must crawl inside the hide and wait until the darkness returns. 

It is just as well we won’t be getting any backup. There’s barely room in here for the two of us plus Aardie. In the semi-dark, I sit with my back against one horse and Patrick sits with his back against the other. Our heads brush against the undersides of the saddles. Our knees are bent. We’re like sardines in a can. The chill of the ground seeps through my snowpants. There’s a stone digging into my ass, and there isn’t room for me to move so it doesn’t stick into me. 

Despite all this, I immediately fall asleep.

Patrick wakes me at noon. It’s amazing what a little sleep can do. I feel much better, even optimistic. We share the last foilpack of soup and my second slice of muizenstrontjes—I’m glad I bought another one.

“When I was little,” I say, “I built a secret hideout in the back garden.” Well, I never finished building it, but it was going to be great. That’s when I found Tancred’s egg, but I don’t mention that. “This is kind of like that.” 

Patrick laughs. “We had a secret hideout, too! Me and my brothers, we built a genuine treehouse. Took shit from the house, like nails, an old carpet, candles. My dad whipped us good when he found out.” 

I can’t imagine having a dad, much less a dad who whipped me. But Patrick doesn’t sound resentful. It’s more like: yeah, those were the good old days. 

“I didn’t know you had brothers and sisters,” I say.

“Just brothers. Both younger.”

“What are they doing now?”

“Jacob was killed in action last year, on Callisto.” 

“I’m sorry,” I mumble, horrified.

Patrick shrugs. “Barney’s getting his degree in biotech. He’s gonna be the one who supports Mom and Dad in their old age.”

“Where do they live? Your parents.”

“Vermont. That’s where I grew up. Wayyyy out in the woods. Dad hunted, Mom grew everything else we needed in the greenhouse. So picking zucchini is nothing to me,” he adds, fiercely. “See, Dad was in the army, and when he got out … he didn’t want to have anything more to do with the human race. So it was just us. I never even went to school until I was ten.”

I have heard of people like this. Off-gridders. They reject civilization in favor of self-sufficiency. I never imagined Patrick came from that kind of background, but now his Boy Scout qualities make perfect sense. “How was your dad about you joining the army?” I say tentatively.

“Me and Jacob. God alive, was he pissed. When he finds out I got shit-canned …” Patrick actually shudders. 

“I never knew my dad,” I say, rashly opening up.

But Patrick is still absorbed in his own story. He leans forward, with a pained twist to his face. “Scatter, there was no wilderness survival course.”

“Huh?”

“I told you we went on a wilderness survival course, right? But we didn’t. Everything I know about surviving in the wilderness I learned from my dad.” He sighs. “I don’t know why I lied to you. You could’ve just asked one of the others and they would have said there was no such course.”

But I didn’t doublecheck his story, of course, because it’s a totally unimportant factoid, and because I trusted Patrick to always tell the truth. And the funny thing is I trust him even more now. Sitting here in the dark with our butts freezing off and chocolate on our lips, just the two of us, feels almost … cozy. When I was little, I had to play in my lame, uncompleted secret hideout all by myself. Now I’m in a real secret hideout with a real friend. Patrick would go through hell for me, I’m sure, and I’d go through hell—correction, I already am going through hell—for him. Maybe it’s not entirely a bad thing that I went into the army, after all ...

But all good things must come to an end, and just as I’m saying, “The School of Dad is probably better than any crap-ass army course,” Patrick suddenly shushes me. 

Outside, someone says, “What’s that over there?”

Crunch of feet in snow.

“Better check it out,” says another voice.

Of course, of course the 44th are patrolling their exclusion zone. They may be cavalrymen but they’re not amateurs.

“The snow’s all messed up,” says another voice. 

Yes, because we hid our footprints by scraping branches through the snow. 

“What’s that, some kind of animal’s burrow?”

Patricks shoves my knees out of the way and crawls silently to the exit of the hide. He crouches between the horses’ immobile metal heads, reaching into the pocket of his parka. I freeze in terror. 

A shadow falls on the snow just outside the hide.

Thump, thump! One person jumps down from a horse, and then another.

“Hey, look, there’s something—”

That is as far as the unseen cavalryman gets, because at that moment Patrick surges to his feet, bearing the roof of the hide up and away on his shoulders. It falls on me. I get a faceful of snow and dead branches. I hear a grunt and a choked-off scream. I desperately claw the branches off me. Standing up in the ruined hide, I see one cavalryman lying on the snow and Patrick wrestling with another one. 

I lunge towards them, and trip over Aardie.

“Aardie!” 

Phone, phone, where’s my phone? 

Patrick kicks the guy in the knee, but the cavalryman is wearing some kind of armored kneepads under his tight red trous, and he just grunts and shoves Patrick backwards while he’s off balance. I snap a picture of him. The sound distracts Patrick, and the cavalryman lands a punch on his jaw. 

Send to: Aardie.

“Sic ‘em!” I hiss into my phone, and Aardie rises. Again, she performs her awesome leap, and this time, unlike with the wolf last night, she doesn’t miss. She head-butts the cavalryman right in the kisser. 

Beneath the bedraggled fur is a headpiece I put together myself from aluminum plates. It’s as hard as, well, metal. The cavalryman goes down like a falling tree. 

Patrick is on his hands and knees, bleeding from his mouth. 

His dagger sticks up from the other cavalryman’s chest. 

I thought we lost it in the park in Brussels. Patrick must’ve picked it up when I wasn’t looking. 

The two cavalrymen’s horses (those big beautiful silver ones) calmly start to walk away. 

“Whoa shit,” Patrick slurs, but I do not respond because I’m ripping my right glove off with my teeth so I can type commands into my phone. I took it apart the other day and installed some extra RF chips, including one for the most common military frequencies … Ha ha! No one’s ever bothered to change the hard-coded firmware settings. I’m in as default user. I command the horses to stop and turn around.

Patrick stands up, shakily. “Way to go, Scatter!”

“I wish I had a proper keyboard,” I mutter, stabbing with a claw-like finger at the screen. I load a rootkit into the horses’ memory. This will make them mine for good.

They come back to us and say in deep voices, “Welcome! Please enter login information.”

“Did you just hack them?”

“Military comms are a total joke,” I say. “Hackers use them as chew toys.” And the problem’s getting worse, not better. Some people blame it on the Offense breaking our comms security faster than we can iterate it, so the whole system ends up being a mass of patches and vulnerabilities.

Patrick pulls his knife out of the first cavalryman’s chest.

It’s Cyborg Eye. 

So the medic saw through his bullshit. He didn’t get to go on sick call after all. He had to go out on patrol with a hangover. And now he’s …

“Dead?”

Cyborg Eye opens his eyes, sees Patrick, and draws breath to yell.

Patrick picks up a branch and hits him in the side of the head, knocking him out. 

“Body armor,” he says in disgust. 

I don’t know whether to be relieved or horrified. We have just fought, and beaten, two cavalrymen.

I help Patrick drag them into the ruins of our hide.

Then Patrick does something terrible.

He undresses both of the unconscious cavalrymen, and directs me to undress, as well, so that we can steal their uniforms.

I can’t exactly argue. I already stole their horses. 

But this feels worse, especially when Patrick ties their hands and their ankles with the luggage cords from our horses, jerking the knots tight. 

I struggle into Cyborg Eye’s uniform, leaving behind his custom-fitted body armor. Shivering, I kneel in the snow and dig through the pile of our own discarded clothes.

“Hurry up, Scatter.”

“Just …” I unzip the inside pocket of my parka and take out Tancred’s blankie. Hiding it in my glove, I transfer it to the breast pocket of my stolen jacket. “OK.”

Patrick takes my parka and tosses it, with his own, on top of the unconscious men. “That’ll keep them warm enough.”

It is ten below.

“They’ll be fine,” Patrick assures me. “I spent a whole night outside in my underwear when I was twelve. Didn’t even get frostnip.”

I have a feeling that wilderness survival tactics are not the only things Mr. Newcombe taught his eldest son.

If I had had a father like Patrick’s, instead of my actual, no-good father, who was so uninterested in being a dad to me that he left when I was two, would I be more like Patrick now?

Well, maybe it’s not too late.

Maybe I’ve already started to be more like him.

I’ve still got a long way to go, though. As we ride away from the scene of the crime, Patrick sits his new horse confidently, and looks plausible in his borrowed uniform, whereas I feel (and am sure I look) like a complete fraud. I cannot even enjoy riding this military-grade mecha, whose locomotion is as beautiful as its network security is shitty.

“Slow down,” Patrick says. “We want to look like bored cavalrymen on a routine patrol.”

Aardie follows us, nose waving, having reverted to egg-hunting mode. 

She’s the only one hunting for eggs anymore. 

The sun was shining brightly earlier, but now clouds cover the sky. I bet it’s going to snow again. I take out my phone and mutter a command.

Aardie obediently turns around and returns to the hide.

“Where’s she going?” Patrick says.

“I sent her back. To stay with them. Just in case they freeze to death.” I’m still typing. Being designed for the front lines, Aardie knows the difference between live human and dead human and about-to-be-dead human. “If they exhibit signs of distress, she’ll notify me. Then we’ll have to go back and help them.” I meet Patrick’s eyes, expecting him to disagree.

To my surprise, he nods. “OK. Good thinking.” 

Our horses’ hooves crunch through a rind of new frost on the snow.

“And now,” Patrick says, “we are going to get a proper look at that Pulverizer.”
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We circle all the way around the exclusion area and hook in towards the impact zone as night is falling. The sun goes down at four o’clock at this time of year, and the gathering snowclouds make it even darker, quicker. By this time Patrick has fielded two check-ins on the cavalrymen’s radio. He reported that he had nothing to report, speaking into his gloves to distort his voice, barely able to contain his laughter. 

There’s no laughter in his voice as he says, “OK, here we go. Sit up straight and remember it’s all about the attitude.”

“What is the correct attitude for a cavalryman coming off a long and boring patrol?”

“Entitled asshole, same as always.”

We find a place where there are fewer trees around the fence.

Then ride our horses straight at it, and command them to jump.

Over they go, smooth as flying.

It’s fun being a cavalryman.

Whoops. Attitude check. Bored, entitled, cold … and yet hopelessly awed by the sight before me.

We have entered the impact zone on the opposite side from the cavalry camp. This was on purpose. To reach it—not that we actually are planning to reach it—we will have to pass the Pulverizer. 

The earth-movers have knocked off for the day. The giant machines stand motionless, headlights off. Vapor wisps from their tailpipes. The engineers will idle them like this all night so the engines don’t freeze.

On the far side of the impact zone, the cavalrymen saunter around in the warm light from their tents and catering vans. Another couple of vehicles have just arrived and are getting directed to parking spaces. These guys probably get fresh fruit and sushi trucked in every night.

There are no lights on the Pulverizer. Of course; floodlights would be visible to the people happily leading their lives just a few klicks away. The ship is a black silhouette against the almost-black sky. 

As we trot closer to it, I get a prickling sensation all over my shoulders, like the damn thing is watching us.

Targeting us. 

It’s just my imagination. 

It’s a wreck.

And up close, even in the twilight, it looks more wrecked than it did from a distance. From horseback height we can see over the berms, down into the hole—like a moat with the outer side gently sloped—that they’ve dug around it. It must’ve hit so hard that it burrowed and melted its way a full three, four meters into the ground.  

A tangled mass of metal down there was the ship’s drive.

Shame. That’s the part our scientists would have most liked to get a look at. Offense drives are better than ours by an order of magnitude. They use hydrogen as a propellant, like we do, but they get twice the thrust on half the wet mass, and we don’t know how they do it. 

“It’s holed,” Patrick whispers. He’s slowed his horse to a walk and so have I. We’re dawdling along like kids rubbernecking at a traffic accident. 

“Where?” But then I see it myself: a warped, melted-looking hole just north of the drive, where the hull begins to flare into that ugly zeppelin bulge. 

“That wasn’t made by the crash.”

“I guess it was the Constellations that got it.”

“Burnt right through that shit,” Patrick says in awe. “I didn’t know our energy weapons were that good.”

I didn’t, either. In fact I know they aren’t. As Patrick has said in the past, our average beam weapon could hardly toast a marshmallow. “Well, I guess that’s all there is to see,” I say. “Let’s go back …”

My voice peters out. 

A group of riders are trotting out of the camp, directly towards us. 

This is it. We’re done for. 

Their horses’ eyes are headlights, fingering the berms and the earth-movers. As they’re about to finger us, we frantically kick our horses and turn in a tight circle, retreating into the shadow of the biggest berm. Our horses’ shoulders meet with a metallic scraping noise. We tumble out of the saddles and crawl up the berm, slipping on snow-coated earth and rocks. 

The group of riders has stopped at the edge of the moat. Their horses’ eyelights shine down into it, illuminating the hole in the side of the Pulverizer. 

“Well, this is it, sir,” says a cavalryman’s voice. “The Terrorflop, according to its final comms blast.”

“I’d like to take a closer look,” says an older, authoritative voice.

“Um, I’m afraid it’s off-limits …”

They weren’t after us! They’re just showing some bigwig the Pulverizer. Relief washes through me. We’ve still got a chance to get away. 

“It really isn’t safe, sir.” I almost laugh out loud at how young and tentative the cavalryman sounds.

“Of course it’s safe.” I feel like I know the older man’s voice, too. Is it someone famous? “Anyway, I need to examine the interior.”

Famous Person slides down from his horse and waddles into the beams of the eyelights. He appears to be wearing about six pairs of snowpants and two parkas. But his face is uncovered.

There can’t be more than one beard like that in the galaxy. 

Patrick elbows me. I nod.

This person is famous only to us. He is, in fact, Dr. Clay Joy of ARES.

“What the fuck’s he doing here?” Patrick whispers.

“Maybe …” I have no idea. He’s supposed to be on Ceres. Is it wrong that my first reaction is relief? If he’s here, he’s not testing his prototype energy weapon on Tancred. This thought makes me realize something cold and dark and undermining: I don’t actually trust Elsa to keep Tancred safe. That is why I’ve been so worried about him.

Dr. Joy descends into the moat. He makes the last part of the descent on his well-padded bottom. 

“Sir, it’s not safe,” the cavalrymen bleat from up top.

Dr. Joy stands up and shades his eyes at them. “Take it up with your commanding officer, lads,” he says, not unpleasantly. “The Department of Defense has authorized me to examine this ship, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

Something dark and humped scuttles down the slope to him. It is a porter mecha, the approximate size and shape of a giant spider crab, carrying a suitcase. Dr. Joy’s scientific instruments and computer, I guess. 

He turns and clambers into the hole in the side of the ship. The mecha scrambles in after him.

You have to give Clappy Clappy Joy Joy credit.

I wouldn’t go in there. Not for anything.

Patrick nudges me again.

“What?” I’m watching the cavalrymen turn their horses and trot back to camp. Wise decision, lads. 

“We’re going in there.” 

Before I can argue, Patrick crawls over the top of the berm and slides down into the moat. It’s so dark down there now I can barely see him picking himself up, climbing over the wreckage of the drive. 

I hurl myself over the berm and scramble after him. 

“Quick,” he says, and ducks into the hole. 

I cannot go in there. It’s pitch black and it smells strange, like some weird kind of incense. It’s an Offense ship. I can’t.

Then a saving thought flashes through my mind. Dr. Joy will be able to get us out of this mess! I didn’t take to him on Ceres, but he does have DoD authority ... or does he? I thought ARES was an independent agency … anyway, he just said he did. So he probably outranks everyone in this camp. He’ll be able to explain to them … we had no choice … we’re just doing our jobs … we had to knock those guys on the head … and leave them in the cold with no clothes on … Oh God. 

Still, it’s the first glimmer of a plan I have had so far. Gritting my teeth, I climb into the hole.

“Careful,” Patrick whispers. “There’s a drop.” 

He isn’t kidding. I have to hang by my elbows from the lip of the hole before my feet find the floor. It’s just as well I left Aardie back at the hide—she wouldn’t have been able to handle this. 

We grope around in the dark. The floor is weirdly crackly. “I think this was a propellant tank,” I whisper. We’re in a fuel tank that once held cryo-cooled liquid hydrogen. But Dr. Joy is obviously not in here and soon we find another hole, matching the first one, on the opposite side of the tank. We clamber into the Terrorflop’s engineering deck. We do not manage to do this silently.

A suggestion of light wavers through a translucent, badly buckled deck overhead. “Hello?” Dr. Joy shouts, his voice sharp. 

I draw breath. “Dr. Joy—"

Patrick’s gloves clamp over the back of my head and my mouth, cutting my shout off. His breath burns my ear. “Quiet! Quiet! What’re you thinking? We can’t let him know we’re in here!”

I can’t breathe. I nod frantically: I will be quiet.

Patrick lets go. Too late, I understand that he has not for a second contemplated throwing ourselves on Dr. Joy’s mercy. “He’s not supposed to be here. He’s up to something,” he whispers. “We’re going to find out what.”

Does Patrick think that is how we’re going to get out of this mess? By heroically exposing Dr. Joy’s nefarious intentions? 

“Hello?” Dr. Joy shouts again. Shadows move on the translucent deck high above our heads. Him and his mecha.

What if he does have nefarious intentions?

“Don’t move,” Patrick breathes. “Hopefully he’ll think it was just the cavalrymen trying to get him to come out …”

And apparently Dr. Joy does come to that conclusion, because the two shadows, big and little, wobble away, taking the light with them.

Patrick tiptoes towards the twisted, slumped staircase that leads to the upper decks. I glance the other way. I guess that used to be the reactor, or whatever kind of power plant these ships use. Now it’s a gnarled nightmare of molten and recooled metal like one of those awful abstract sculptures they put in front of government buildings. I’m drawn to it. I could be the one who discovers how Offense drives work …

No, I couldn’t. I don’t know very much about propulsion systems, and anyway it’s going to be pitch dark in here in a second, and I haven’t got a flashlight. I asked Francie to bring my other one, but she’s not coming. She’s on her way to the States, and the others have all noped out for reasons of their own. It’s just me and Patrick now.

I catch up with him. He didn’t even notice my moment of agonized indecision, so intent is he on tracking Dr. Joy.

The staircase has narrow treads that are five feet apart. It would be very difficult for a human being to climb if it were still vertical, but it’s lying at a sixty-degree angle, as is the whole ship. We tiptoe up it to the upper deck, and follow the faint glow of Dr. Joy’s flashlight as he climbs deeper and higher into the Terrorflop. The decks and companionways have very high ceilings because the Offense are ten feet tall. They’re also very broad because the Offense are almost ten feet wide. I realize that for the jellies, this ship was probably just a dinky little two- or three-man fighter.

“He’s got to be heading for the bridge,” Patrick whispers— “Oh shit fuck don’t step on that!”

The floor is sticky. I hadn’t thought anything of it, beyond the fact that it’s odd when the temperature is below freezing. But now I see that my right boot is about to come down in a puddle of goo. In it floats what looks like a tangle of burnt spaghetti.

Oh my God. I was about to step on an Offense, singular. An Offensive.

“We’ve been walking on them,” I whisper. It is hard to whisper because I’m a bit hysterical. Patrick is, too. We cling together, shuffling our feet away from the gooey mess around us. 

We call the Offensives ‘jellies’ because they look like giant jellyfish. Their tentacles are so strong they use them to walk with, and they breathe air, and obviously they have brains—giant brains—but just like Earth jellyfish, they have no bones. The proof is under our feet. They are mostly made of high-spec goo. 

Speaking of Pulverizers, the crash must’ve simply pulverized them. 

I suddenly remember, and say to Patrick, “When I was about twelve, I stepped on a jellyfish on the beach. It was dead, of course. It just went squish.” 

“Squish?”

“Yeah, squish.”

We’re both laughing, desperately trying not to make a sound. 

“Stepped on it. Went squish,” Patrick groans. “Hey, where was that? Ain’t no jellies on the beach in the States.”

“No, this was Africa. I grew up mostly in Kenya.”

“Kenya! You’re an international man of mystery, Scatter.” Patrick grins, puts his finger to his lips—and brings his boot down on the dead jelly. “Squish!” he hisses.

We dance around on top of it for a minute, fighting to contain our hilarity. Then we see footprints in the goo, leading straight through it.

Dr. Joy didn’t stop to do a stupid touchdown dance on a jelly that was already dead. 

The next companionway, it turns out, is the last one. Patrick goes first, and stops with his head just barely through the hatch. He beckons. I climb up beside him. 

Our eyes are at deck level. There’s a huge saucer in the way, which I guess is an Offense crash couch, because it’s dripping with goo, but by craning around it, I can see Dr. Joy’s back. He’s standing in front of a giant console, on his porter mecha—it’s giving him a boost with its gripper arms so that he can reach the dashboard. Blue light strobes. There’s a fizzing, cracking sound. I smell burning plastic, or something very like it.

He’s taking a freaking laser saw to this priceless treasure trove of enemy intelligence.

“He’s cutting something out of the dash,” Patrick breathes. “I knew it. I knew it!”

“What?”

“He’s a spy for the Offense! He’s trying to steal the computer before the DoD can get ahold of it.”

“The computer? Spaceships are—this whole ship is a computer. It isn’t a box under the dashboard.”

“Well, he’s trying to steal something.”

It does look that way. 

Patrick eases a knee up onto the deck, reaching into his pocket.

The crab mecha lets out a piercing squeal. 

Of course, the damn thing has eyes in the back of its head. Motion sensors. The whole ball game.

It dumps Dr. Joy to the floor and scuttles up the slope of the deck towards us, terrifyingly fast. Its eyelights are blinding but I can still see the grippers waving menacingly. And now it raises another attachment and something goes pop and zings off the wall behind me. 

It’s got a gun!

These porters double as personal security mechas, and Dr Joy must have illegally set his crab to Armed & Dangerous.

Even Patrick does not think of standing up to this nightmare. We tumble back down the companionway and flee back the way we came, in the pitch dark, with Dr. Joy’s scared, angry shouts of “Who’s there?” pursuing us, and the mecha’s legs clicking on the deck. It is better than we are at climbing the slopes. It’s gaining on us. 

“Can’t you hack it?” Patrick yelps. I don’t bother to answer. Dr. Joy is definitely smart enough to install two-factor authentication on his mecha. And if he’s in league with the Offense, they wouldn’t have borked his stuff the way they do to our regular military systems. Anyway, I’m busy climbing for my life. But the question reminds me of my phone. I drag it out of my pocket and hold it up as a flashlight, just in time—Patrick was about to go right through a hole in the translucent deck. He veers to the stairs. 

As I follow, I see a notification on my screen, and my thumb automatically taps it. It’s a message from Aardie. She’s found more traces of ringwoodite. Oh, that’s really helpful, Aardie. 

I’m only looking at the phone for a split second but that is long enough for me to miss my footing on the stairs and fall headlong into the twisted wreckage of the power plant. 

I smash through minimal resistance. Dust stings my eyes and nose. My shoulder hits the floor before my head does. Sometimes I think I really do have a guardian angel looking out for me. I should be dead but I’m sitting up, winded, listening to Patrick clamber through the hole we got in by. “Scatter? Scatter! Wait!” he shouts from within the tank. He thinks I got out ahead of him, and I’m too winded to make a sound. As I gasp for breath, the crab mecha skitters down the stairs and heads for the hole. It didn’t see me fall into the power plant. It’s chasing Patrick.

I inhale, trying to steady my racing pulse, and grope around. My hands encounter what feels like cardboard, but it crumbles when I grasp it, and more dust finds its way into my wide-open, unseeing eyes. There’s that weird smell again, like incense.

I fell into the power plant … and through it.

It looked like a scary tangle of twisted metal, but the metal is so embrittled by whatever happened to this ship, it’s now no stronger than cardboard. I feel the prick of curiosity. I could at least take pictures …

Nopey nopey no. I’m getting out of here. 

I blunder towards the holed fuel tank.   

At least, that is where I think I’m blundering to, but I’m still in the dark, and I’m all turned around. in every direction my fingers brush these walls of crumbly post-apocalyptic cardboard. Like a sheep, I follow the path of least resistance between the walls, keeping my left hand on the cardboard. Then it goes away. I’m in an open space. 

That prickling sensation is back, stronger than ever. The feeling of something looking at me, calmly considering me in terms of nutrition. 

It’s just my imagination, just—

Uuhhhhrrrr. 

A trickle of sound, throaty and palpably evil.

I lose my nerve. Phone in hand, I dash a weak beam of light over ribbed black walls, curved like the inside of a giant bottle. I’m in the freaking combustion chamber, where temperatures as hot as stellar cores once reigned. Now frost coats the walls. They narrow ahead of me to a bottleneck, the nozzle out of which the plasma exhaust would have roared, but something’s blocking the nozzle, something gleamy and lumpy—

—with eyes, which blink and go slitty in the light.

Uuhhhhrrrr. 

This time, I realize the sound isn’t in my ears. It’s in my head. 

It is the voice of pure evil, the voice of a thing that eats spaceships and would like to eat stars.

And I recognize it.

Aghast, I stare at the glistening lump which used to be my Tancred.

What is he doing here? I don’t even think to wonder. I’m paralyzed with sadness and an overwhelming premonition of doom that—I retain just enough self-awareness to realize—comes not from me, but from him. 

Then I scream and do what I should have done straight away. I kick a hole in the wall of the combustion chamber and run like hell, trampling through the embrittled husk of the drive.

Bursting free, I slam into Dr. Joy. He’s still got his suitcase. No words are exchanged. My terror infects him. We practically step on each other’s heads to get into the empty fuel tank. Cavalrymen in the moat are shining high-powered torches into the hole in the hull. I pop out into the midst of them. No sign of Patrick. I shove between them and keep running and they don’t follow me, because Dr. Joy is not tall enough or skinny enough to get out of that hole without help. By the time I reach the top of the moat, the cavalrymen have extricated him. I can hear him yelling about sabotage and spies and treachery—what a freaking nerve he’s got. 

But he’s not wrong, is he? I was a traitor to humanity when I kept Tancred’s egg. I sabotaged our war effort and perhaps the survival of the human race. I’m not an Offense spy but that hardly seems worth mentioning in comparison.

My horse is still waiting for me, out of sight behind the berms of frozen soil. Thanks, unknown person in Moldavia who sold me that rootkit. I scramble on and gallop across the impact zone, away from the 44th’s camp. Every instant I expect to hear Tancred’s wings flapping behind me, and to be burnt to a cinder for my temerity in supposing that I, that we, were different, somehow, from all the lessons taught by history. 

*

I reach the false refuge of the forest and keep on riding, hunched low so I don’t get my head taken off by branches. I’ve told the horse to retrace our route and that is what it faithfully does, going the long way around, just as Patrick and I did on our fake patrol. I catch up with him before we reach the site of our hide.

“I thought you were ahead of me,” he exclaims, appalled.

He doesn’t know about Tancred. He’s horrified because he thinks he left me behind.

Now is the time for me to tell him that Tancred is hiding in the Terrorflop. That he is very likely responsible for the hole in its hull and the total destruction of the power plant. That he has grown bigger. I only saw him for a moment but he was at least the size of a collie. 

That he spoke no words to me, and our weird mind-meld has thinned to a one-way trickle of hate. 

I say, “What’s that?”

My horse’s eyelights reveal a tangle of metal legs hanging across the withers of Patrick’s horse. It rattles like cutlery as he rides.

“Oh, it’s Clappy Clappy’s porter mecha. I thought maybe you could fix it. It might know what he was up to.”

“It’ll need a lot of fixing.” Its headpiece is mangled. “What happened to it?” I urge my horse forward so we’re riding side by side, knees almost brushing. I’m trying to draw companionship around me like a blanket to keep the world out. If I pretend nothing happened, maybe nothing will happen. 

Patrick taps the pocket of his stolen bumfreezer jacket. “I shot it.”

Patrick has a gun?!

Of course he does. The cavalrymen we took these uniforms off had guns. I didn’t take one, but clearly Patrick did.

“I had to,” he says defensively. “It was trying to tase me.”

That pop-zing was just a taser?

“But that stirred up the cavalry, so then I had to ride for it.” He knuckles his forehead. “I thought you were ahead of me!”

No, he couldn’t have thought that. He’d have seen my horse still standing there. 

“You’re a fucking lunatic, Scatter!”

He fled without me. Tough, fearless Patrick ran for it and left me in the lurch, and now he feels terrible about it, and is taking it out on me. That’s not fair.

“Why’d you go into the ship in the first place?” he demands, almost tearfully.  

“It was your idea!” I say. 

“Why didn’t you try to stop me?”

“I did!”

“No, you didn’t!”

He is right. I didn’t. I’ve just been bouncing after him from one bad idea to the next, all the way from Amsterdam. 

Just as I am thinking of something really mean to say to him, I see movement in the trees ahead. Is it Francie, after all? Or the others? 

No, it is not. It’s a cavalryman wearing my parka and snowpants, running like hell. 

We kick the pressure plates in our horses’s sides and ride after him, but the horses can’t go as fast as a man on foot among the trees. We give up the chase and rein in at the hide. Cyborg Eye is still there, rolling around in the snow, trying to get the luggage cords off his ankles. The other guy just ran off and left him. There isn’t much loyalty in Voorst Bos tonight.

Patrick jumps off his horse and pounces on Cyborg Eye. They wrestle, kicking snow. I don’t know if Patrick is trying to free him or kill him, and Cyborg Eye doesn’t know either. He’s struggling and yelling—

“Mine! It’s MINE!”

“MINE!” Patrick responds.

Aardie wriggles clear of the fight. She lollops up to me, holding a dirty stone in her robot arm, which was impersonating an aardvark’s snout, although now the fur is hanging in bedraggled strips. My phone vibrates. I don’t need to look at it. In a trance, I slide off my horse, take the object, and rub it cleanish on my coat.

I am holding a Void Dragon egg. 

It’s a deep, beautiful turquoise, with paler streaks that shade into white veining. 

I thought I was sitting on something hard when we were in the hide.

“That’s mine!” Cyborg Eye yells. “I found it!”

“Hell with that,” Patrick says. “It’s mine, I mean ours.” He holds out his hand.

But I’m mad at Patrick. And anyway, he doesn’t know what he’s asking for. A Void Dragon egg is not a treasure. Francie was right about that. It’s a weapon of mass destruction. The smart thing to do with this egg would be to give it to Dr. Joy so he can—

—give it to the Offense?

Things can hardly get any worse at this point, so I walk past Patrick and shove the egg at Cyborg Eye. “Yup, you found it.” While he’s cradling it, I instruct Aardie to snip the luggage cords around his ankles. “Put those clothes on.”

“I’m not cold,” he says. “It was keeping me warm. It was, like, radiating through the snow.”

It didn’t do that for me and Patrick, which suggests I made the right call. It belongs to Cyborg Eye. Poor bastard. I have just written The End underneath his life, but he doesn’t know that. He can hardly let go of the egg long enough to put his clothes—that is, Patrick’s clothes—on.

Beams of light shine through the trees. I hear horses crashing through the snowy undergrowth, bellowing in their deep robotic voices, and something that might be a cracking branch, but sounds a whole lot like a gunshot.

They’re coming for us.
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Our Lord and Savior saves us. Or rather, Christmas Eve does. I forgot it was the 24th. Even sleepy little Oekel, it turns out, pushes the boat out for Jesus’s birthday. The building next to the café is a church. The doors spill golden light. People throng the single street, herding a shaggy cold-tolerant cow and a bemused donkey towards the church for Midnight Mass. The café lady has a table outside where she’s giving away hot wine and Christmas cookies. I grab a cookie as we sidle past, but it almost chokes me. These poor people have no idea that a few klicks away, a Void Dragon is waiting, preparing to burn Oekel to the ground, and move on. 

They’re not completely oblivious to the goings-on in Voorst Bos, however. The cavalry detachment chasing us runs into a roadblock of amiable Dutch revelry. The lads are pulled from their horses, wine cups thrust into their hands, and Santa hats balanced on their bearskins, while children are set on their steeds for fun. Komaan, kerels, it’s Christmas! If I didn’t know better I would think they were helping us to get away.

I see all this from the window of the 22:07 mag-lev for Brussels as it pulls out of the station.

We’ve done it, we’ve escaped. But I feel no relief at all. No place in the solar system is safe anymore. 

The 22:07 is a party train. Apparently this is a tradition. These revellers will travel by rail all over Europe, celebrating Christmas in as many countries as possible within 24 hours, while getting shitfaced. They are already well on their way and no one pays much mind to a pair of very muddy cavalrymen keeping close watch on a guy who sits on the floor, gloating into the cave of his half-zipped parka. Cyborg Eye is really doo-lally over his egg. His actual name is Jeremy Delacroix. I feel sorry for him. He’s got it worse than I ever did (and Francie hardly has it at all). 

Gliding back into Brussels, I have an end-of-days feeling. Everyone in our carriage is braying “Silent Night” in Dutch. They’re unknowingly participating in humanity’s last sing-along before the end of the world. I recognize the same choking sense of doom I had inside the Terrorflop, and glance up in a panic, but all I see is the paper chains strung along the overhead luggage racks. 

The awful feeling follows me back to Brussels Sprouts. Patrick does not ask me why I’m so quiet. He’s equally quiet himself, his face like freshly poured concrete. Jeremy is the only one talking, and he’s talking to his egg. “Awww you gorgeous thing … aren’t you shiny … lemme polish you a bit more …”

“Shut up,” Patrick snarls. 

We descend the stairs to the 19th century. 

It’s noisier than usual, and as we slink past the kitchen, I see why. The Brussels Sprouts Christmas pageant is in full swing. 

“Is that Paul?” 

He’s on the DIY stage, playing second violin in a string quartet. 

Patrick’s concrete grill cracks. “Ha ha, that lunatic.” He cups his hands to his mouth and shouts, during a soulful diminuendo passage, “Y’ALL NEED MORE PRACTICE!” 

Everyone turns around and shushes us furiously. Then Maxime spots me, and before I know what’s happening, I am waiting at the side of the stage with the next lot of performers. “You ‘ave lost your ‘arpsichord? Tant pis,” Maxime smirks. “But your aardvark can play ze role of dog. Real dog performer failed drug test. I ‘ave to fire her.” 

Taking in the costumes around me, I realize it is a Nativity skit. What’s more the Virgin Mary is being played by Huifang. “Francie was gonna be the dog,” she whispers under cover of the applause for the string quartet. “But she didn’t show up for rehearsal. Then Maxime says she failed that drug test. I dunno what the heck’s going on. What are you wearing?”

“Long story,” I say, feeling faint. This cannot be happening. I’m about to take part in another last: the Nativity Play at the End of the World. We are herded onstage. The cow trips over the top of the stairs and comes in half. Laughter washes over me. 

“How did it go at Oekel?” Huifang whispers. 

She has no idea, absolutely no idea, and I can’t even begin to explain. Fortunately at that moment a shepherd shoves me to the back of the stage and tells me I’m a Roman legionary. I tap with trembling fingers on my phone, instructing Aardie to lie down near the cardboard-box manger. 

It’s a comic Nativity skit. Mary requests an epidural. Joseph (played by Badrick) calls 911. The Three Kings arrive dressed as paramedics. 

The audience are in stitches until, just as Mary is giving birth behind a carpet splattered with ketchup, Aardie rises to her feet. 

My phone buzzes. 

Aardie leaps off the stage and bounds through the audience, heading for the door.

Huifang forgets that she’s meant to be in labor. She sits up, saying, “Hey, where’s she going?” It is thus that she catches sight of Jeremy, a.k.a. Cyborg Eye, who’s worked his way to the front of the audience, apparently wishing to give his egg (poorly concealed inside the edge of my parka) a better view. “Oh my God!” Huifang screeches. “That’s the guy who letched on me at the nudist club in Amsterdam!”

Gusts of hilarity batter the stage—this is her best line yet. People nudge Jeremy, asking him if he’s the real father of Baby Jesus. 

I can’t take any more of this. I jump off the back of the stage and work my way around the edge of the crowd. 

Where’s Aardie gone? That stupid, stupid mecha. I wish I had never put her back together. All she’s brought me is grief. I should really cease having anything to do with other living creatures, be they biological or robotic.  

In the hall, I find Aardie tussling with Francie. She’s got her robot arm wrapped around one of Francie’s legs. Francie is hopping on one foot and trying to kick her. 

“Down, Aardie,” I say tonelessly into my phone. 

“I came back for Pinkie Pie,” Francie says through gritted teeth. “Why’s your goddamn mecha attacking me?”

“She’s detected traces of ringwoodite …” I consult my phone … “Perovskite, and forsterite … on your pants.” I also notice several previous notifications. Aardie tried a bunch of times to tell me about the egg that Jeremy was sitting on. 

“Get her off me.” 

Aardie releases her grip and retreats, obedient to my command.

“Thanks.”

Francie strides off down the hall. Aardie and I keep pace with her. “Aren’t you supposed to be in the States?”

“I’m going tomorrow. The flight was delayed on account of some dumb airspace restriction order.”

I think I know what that’s about, too. It’ll be the DoD landing a spaceplane in Voorst Bos to waft Dr. Joy back into space, when they should actually be arresting him. 

“So I figured I might as well come back for Pinkie Pie. I was planning on leaving her, but …” Francie shakes her head, doesn’t finish. Maybe she has got it, after all. The connection that doesn’t break, but breaks worlds. I should tell her to forget it, get on that plane. America would be as good a place as any to wait it out when the sun dies. But I selfishly want to be in her company for a few more minutes.

Mooning over her profile, I notice that we’re heading for the fields. “Where did you leave Pinkie Pie? Not in your cell?”

“I’m not that stupid.”

The train platform lights up as we walk along it. The train isn’t running, so we jump off the end of the platform and plod through the zucchini fields. Sensor-activated ceiling lights—dim red-tinted ones, not the UV growlights—follow us. As the noise of the Christmas pageant fades behind us, it’s very quiet. Irrigation sprinklers hiss. Our boots squelch.

Zucchinis.

Butternut and acorn squashes.

Onions.

Cucumbers.

Cabbages.

We’ve walked more than a kilometer before Francie speaks. “I hated every fucking minute of this.”

She hated working with me, my brain interprets.

“I grew up on a farm, OK? We had one point five hectares underneath Newark. Old subway tunnels. Same kind of setup as this. And this was before anyone had the idea of marketing stoop labor as a historical recreation experience.”

“Did you help out on the farm?”

Her face looks red in the awful Hadean lights. “No. That’s the point. Me, help out? I was the boss’s daughter. I would go down after school, maybe pick some salad for supper, and think, ‘Boy, these guys work hard.’ I had no fucking idea.” 

She holds up both hands. There’s still dirt stuck in her nails, even though she’s clipped them down to the quick. 

“So I’m going to go home and tell my parents I want to work on the farm.”

“I thought you hated it.”

“I do hate it! That’s the point!” She rolls her eyes: I just don’t get it. But I do get it. I think. I’m starting to.

“That’s why you broke up with Patrick, isn’t it?”

“Huh?”

“You feel like you have to make yourself do things you hate.”

“Oh, bullshit, Scatter.”

“To … I don’t know … prove something to yourself.”

“You’re totally off-base.” But she’s eyeing me in a funny way, and I’m pretty sure I’m right.

“Patrick’s the same. He’s always pushing himself.”

“Yeah,” she says quietly. “He’s all about doing his duty.”

I nod. “You and him were a great team. You made our team work.”

“Now you’re giving me too much credit.”

“Look what happened after you guys broke up. The team just … fell apart.”

“Hmm.”

“You should get back together.”

What am I doing? Jay Scattergood, world-class self-saboteur. But it hardly matters, does it? The world’s about to end, anyway.

“Well,” Francie says, and then, “Huh,” and then, “Maybe you should mind your own business.”

I don’t answer. I’ve got the doomy feeling again, worse than ever. I hardly notice that we’re now walking across ‘our own’ fields, where we spent two weeks planting cruciferous vegetables.

Francie counts rope fences. “Three, and … four. Now five stakes from the train tracks.” 

Aardie is excited, prodding at the ground with her robot arm. Francie drops to her knees in the dirt, nudging Aardie aside. She pulls up a stake and scrabbles in the earth underneath it. When she straightens up, she’s holding Pinkie Pie.

“You buried it under the future broccoli?” I say.

“I thought it was a pretty good place. Sure, it would get ploughed up sooner or later. But then it would be someone else’s problem.” She hesitates. “But when the plane was delayed, and I had time to think, I realized Pinkie Pie is my problem. Whether she ever hatches or not.” Another pause. “And, uh, I should say thank you, Scatter. For trying to help me hatch her. Even though it didn’t work.”

“Ungh.”

“Are you OK?”

I’ve got my hands over the top of my head. I don’t know if I’m trying to protect myself, or pull the top of my own skull off. “I just feel like something really bad is coming,” I choke. 

And then something really bad does come.

The train.
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The train clatters down the tunnel at its full speed of 40 km/h, and decelerates to a stop, pinning us in its headlights. 

An amplified voice yells, “Ola! Arrete cá!”

Bulky shapes leap out of the train. Dashing into the headlights, they’re body-armored, riot-helmeted. In fact they’re military police, the guys I really hate. I’ve been scared to death of them ever since I got caught with a black-market role-playing game back in the 11th Technical Support Regiment. They sent two MPs to my room to confiscate my computer. One of them punched me in the nuts, just because he was an asshole and I was a nerd, and I didn’t even file a complaint, I was so terrified. They kept my computer for a month, and when I got it back the memory was chock-a-block with really nasty porn.

So that’s what the military police are like and now they’re fanning out around Francie and Aardie and me, training their guns on us. 

I should have known we wouldn’t get away with it. 

“Place ze egg on ze ground, mademoiselle,” blares the amplified voice. “Put your ‘ands on your ‘ead.”

Francie clutches Pinkie Pie to her heart, turning this way and that.

“Place it on ze ground!”

“No!” Francie screams. “It’s mine! Fuck off!”

The semi-circle of MPs tightens. There’s more than one gun pointing at my chest now. 

I slowly raise my hands. One of them has my phone in it. As it passes my face, I take a picture, and whisper: “Aardie, sic ‘em!”

Brave, obedient Aardie leaps at the nearest MP. Shouts erupt. I was hoping she could distract them while Francie and I make a run for it, but I don’t get any further than plucking at Francie’s sleeve before the MPs pour fire into Aardie. Those stubby guns of theirs are energy weapons and they’ve got them on the highest setting. My poor mecha stiffens, blue fire sparking over her fur, and falls to the ground—in two halves. I guess my welds weren’t that great. The smell of burnt artificial fur taints the air. Oh, Aardie.

But now half of the MPs swing around to point their guns the other way. There’s a commotion on the train. Another figure jumps down to the ground. I recognize the cavalry-jacketed silhouette: Patrick! 

He barrels through the MPs, leaps over Aardie’s halves, and plants himself in front of Francie, shielding her. “You want it that bad, come and get it!” 

The MPs advance. 

“Yeah! Bring it the fuck on!”

“Patrick, fuck off! This isn’t your problem,” Francie yells.

“Oh yes it is,” he says. I only hear this because I’m right next to him. His voice is low and thick with feeling. “Your problems are mine.” 

“Stop being a hero!” Francie shoves him. 

Patrick shoves her back. 

Pinkie Pie flies out of her hands. It tumbles through the air, towards the train tracks, the gold veins in its shell sparkling. 

And Mr. Newcombe must have taught his eldest son the rudiments of American football, too, because I’ve never seen a save like it. Patrick springs up, catches Pinkie Pie, and rolls onto his back with the egg in both hands. 

At the same time, an MP shoots him. 

The energy beam hits Pinkie Pie.

A blue spot flashes on the egg. The shell cracks and bursts, showering Patrick with fragments. 

Out flies a tiny, pale cerise Void Dragon.

“Oh, no,” Francie yells, as the baby dragon finds the source of the energy that cracked her shell. She drinks the laser beam. The gun in the MP’s hands turns into crackly black cardboard. Pinkie Pie touches down on his hands for a moment and then flies back into the air. All the MPs shoot at her. A dozen laser beams cluster on her, and she drinks the lot, flapping her wings in delight. 

The MPs finally understand that the more they shoot at Pinkie Pie, the happier she’ll be. They run away, radioing in panic. 

Francie helps Patrick to his feet. They struggle towards the train. As they climb the steps, Pinkie Pie lands on Francie’s head.

I scoop up Aardie’s halves, burning my fingers on metal that’s still hot to the touch, and follow.

We fall into dirty seats in the first carriage. Everyone’s here, huddling in wide-eyed shock: Paul, Milosz, Huifang (still in her Virgin Mary outfit), Badrick, and even Jeremy. 

“Fasten your seatbelts, boys and girls!” It’s a different voice from before. Not French.

The train accelerates. 

I’m sitting right behind the driver. His seat is only enclosed by a low partition. I can see his face in the mirror.

It’s Dr. Joy.

Panic overtakes me, but it’s all of a piece with the premonition of doom that has me in its grip. I just sit there with the two halves of my broken mecha on my lap.

The tracks rise. The whole tunnel is sloping upwards. 

We zoom out of the fields, into a storage area, and through it. 

“This better work,” Dr. Joy says grimly. 

There’s a blank wall ahead of us. No, it isn’t. It’s a door. 

It rises, not quite fast enough. 

“DUCK!” Dr. Joy yells.

The edge of the door scrapes along the tops of the train’s sidewalls. With a hideous screeching noise, the train clears the tunnel, and accelerates into the open air.

It is snowing again.

*

“This branch line connects to the freight rail network,” Dr. Joy shouts. 

Snow drives into our faces. We’re barrelling through a snowy canyon between gloomy fir trees. The train’s headlights reveal a worrying amount of snow on the track. 

I glance back at Francie and Patrick. Pinkie Pie is still clinging to Francie’s hair. Francie is trying to get Patrick’s coat open. Shit, how badly is he hurt? 

The others are crowding around. There’s nothing I can add to their efforts. And with Patrick down for the count, I’m the only person who knows about Dr. Joy’s treachery.

I transfer Aardie’s halves to the seat beside me and lurch forward. I squat on the floor beside the driver’s cubicle, holding on as the train sways. “I know what you did.” 

“Hello, Jay. You know what I did? I just saved your asses.”

“Before that.”

“What are you talking about?” Dr. Joy frowns into the little windshield in front of him. The wipers are going like crazy.

“The Terrorflop,” I say. “The Offense ship that crashed in Voorst Bos. You stole something from it. What was it? The comms log?” This is my best guess. He may have wanted to destroy the evidence that he was communicating with the Offense. 

“You’re accusing me of treachery,” he says slowly, “no, of outright treason, as well as theft. While I sit at the controls of a train that could take you and your friends to safety, or to a nasty, brutish, and short future in the trenches of Callisto. Do you think that’s wise?”

I shrug. What is wise is that I’ve got my phone concealed in my sleeve, set to record. If he says anything incriminating, I’ll send the recording straight to Elsa.

“You don’t trust me,” he diagnoses. 

“You’re pretty perceptive for a scientist.”

He laughs. Then stops laughing. “It was you, wasn’t it? In the Terrorflop.”

“Yeah.”

“What happened to my porter mecha, out of curiosity?”

“Pat—we had to disable it. I guess we left it at Brussels Sprouts.” Unfortunately, I had a look at it on the train on our way back to Brussels, and I doubt anyone will be able to recover its memory. Its circuitry was shattered.

“Ah well,” Dr. Joy says, touching his outermost layer of cold-weather gear. “I’ve got the Terrorflop’s power management block, anyway. At least I hope it’s the power management block. Never seen an Offense console before, and the interface was non-functioning … I had to guess.”

“The power management block?” That would be the bit that controls and logs the ship’s consumption of energy. What would he want that for? I can’t see how it all fits together. 

And the big unanswered question in my mind is Tancred. Does Dr. Joy know it was Tancred that downed the Terrorflop? Does he know Tancred was still in the Terrorflop when we were there?

I don’t think Tancred is there anymore. Just a feeling. A black and heavy feeling, as if the sky is about to fall on my head.

Ah well; if Dr. Joy doesn’t know about Tancred yet, he soon will. Everyone will. I say nothing.

Then I remember we’re in the middle of a conversation about Dr. Joy’s treachery.

“So what did you want the PMB for? Are you going to destroy it so we’ll never be able to work out how the Offense get 200 kilo-newtons of thrust on 15 tons of engine? Bet your jelly friends will be pleased with you.” Until Tancred eats them, too.

“Are you implying I’m working for the Offense?” 

“Yes.”

“That is … extraordinarily insulting.” He actually does sound hurt. “I was protecting ARES … and your aunt.”

These words chill my blood so rapidly that I feel like I’m shattering into pieces. My aunt?

“Elsa is in on it, too?” I choke out.

Dr. Joy adjusts a lever. The train begins to decelerate. “Of course Elsa is in on it. She’s the boss. The egg-hunting program was her idea. And now, thanks to you, she’s in the extremely awkward position of having to conceal a live Void Dragon.” He glances in the rearview mirror. “Two live Void Dragons. If this gets into the media, we can kiss ARES goodbye. And bang goes our only chance of winning this war.”

“Yeah, OK. I know that. I get that.” 

“You can put away your phone now,” he adds, glancing at the corner of high-gloss chrome sticking out of my sleeve. “I’m not going to confess to anything else, because I haven’t done anything, apart from, as I said, trying to protect my research.”

Embarrassed, I pocket my phone. I turn his words over in my head and decide that I believe him. If there is one thing Dr. Joy cares about it is his research. Patrick was wrong, I was wrong—and it’s a tremendous relief. If he stole evidence, it was only to shield ARES. And Elsa. And us. 

“I believe you. Sorry.”

“Apology accepted. But why on earth did you accuse me of treachery?”

I don’t know. Patrick jumped to that conclusion, and I accepted it. But I can’t remember why … Then I do.

“You told them you had DoD authority. That’s not true. ARES isn’t part of the DoD. It’s a separately funded agency.” 

“Yes, thank God, or we wouldn’t still be in business.” Dr. Joy shakes his head at me. “I did say that. I had to. But you’re right, that was the riskiest part of the whole operation.”

“They could’ve just made one phone call and caught you out?” 

He smirks. “It wouldn’t have been quite that easy. I have friends in EarthCOM.” He’s referring to the directorate that specifically oversees the defense of Earth, which is one node in the DoD’s Medusan hierarchy. “No.” The smirk vanishes. “It was risky because the point of this operation was to steal evidence from the DoD itself.”

“What?” 

“Do you remember a certain general who was at that reception on Ceres? Big guy, white hair, weird laugh.”

“Yeah, I think so.” 

“We’re fairly sure he’s part of it,” Dr. Joy says curtly. “But it goes much higher than that.”

“What does?”

“The conspiracy, of course.” I am silent. Dr. Joy turns his head, clocks my expression of utter shock. “Yes. That’s why I asked you to turn your phone off.” He sighs. “Elsa didn’t want you to be told at all. It takes some coming to terms with, I know. But it’s unfortunately the truth. An unknown number of people in the upper echelons of the DoD are passing intelligence to the Offense, in direct contravention of their oath to protect and serve humanity.”

The track curves. We crawl out of the woods onto a siding in a massive rail yard. Our train stops. Several tracks away, a freight train loaded with shipping containers stands in the snow. We run across the tracks to it, slipping in the snow.  Dr. Joy flourishes his handy laser saw and slices a meter-square hole in the side of the nearest container. Paul, Milosz, Badrick and I heave sacks of grain out through the hole until we’ve made a space big enough for nine people. We all squeeze inside in the nick of time. The freight train’s far-off locomotive blows its horn. I feel a pang of guilt at leaving all that grain, the fruit of someone’s labor, lying there with snow collecting in the creases of the sacks … but now the train’s shuddering into motion, and I forget about the grain. I forget about everything except Tancred.

***

As the freight train slips through southern Belgium, Dr. Joy tells the others what he told me. They pelt him with questions. He answers patiently. I contribute nothing beyond the occasional “Uh huh.” I’m sitting on a grain sack beside the halves of Aardie, staring mindlessly into the dark. 

Patrick didn’t get shot. He got egged. Shrapnel from Pinkie Pie’s shell is lodged in his chest, his cheek, and the palm of his right hand. The wounds are not serious, so we’ve decided not to try to remove the shrapnel, on a moving train, in the dark, with no medical kit. 

He’s lying down. Francie sits beside him, holding one of his hands. A pinkish glow radiates from inside her parka, illuminating her face. She’s got Pinkie Pie in there. Despite the cold, despite Patrick’s injuries and the frustration of her own plans, she looks like a Leonardo da Vinci Madonna. She looks peaceful. I remember when I felt that way. 

Everyone else huddles together among the sacks. None of them are wearing cold-weather gear. Huifang is still in her Virgin Mary outfit. Milosz is cuddling her, ostensibly to keep her warm. I think there may be something going on between those two. Too bad they won’t have a chance to discover what it might be.

Dr. Joy says we will sneak off the train when it reaches Paris. We will hide out in the city until he can get in touch with his friends in EarthCOM, who will figure out transport for all of us back to Ceres. It’s a good plan, I guess. As good as it could be, considering that he doesn’t know what I know.

What I know is that doom is following this train. Doom is stalking us across the fields of Flanders. Doom lies on my mind like a blanket of snow, getting heavier and heavier until I can hardly breathe.

I’m not even surprised when the train stops suddenly. 

Dr. Joy, who is nearest to the hole, slides aside the square piece we removed and peers out. Shrugs. “We’re not in Paris.”

I take my turn peeking out of the hole. We are in the middle of nowhere, halted amid low snow-blanketed hills that reflect back a dim nowhere sort of light to the clouds, in the early hours of Christmas morning. The wind is howling.

A gust of snow blows into the shipping container. Dr. Joy starts to slide the piece of metal back into place. 

Orange light splashes the snow outside.

A shudder jolts through the train, like an impact.

I step on people to reach the hole.

Twenty cars ahead, the locomotive is burning.

These trains are unmanned. That’s the first thing that goes through my mind. There’s no driver, so no one died in the electrical blaze engulfing the engine. But actually, that’s pretty meaningless, since everyone is going to die anyway.

Unless …

“‘Scuse me.” I zip up my parka and jump out of the train.

It’s further down than it looked. I hit gravel under the snow, stagger to one knee, then get up and stride away towards the hedge.

A jagged cleaver of shadow cuts off my view of the blazing locomotive. Then it rises. Two cleavers, end to end. I track them higher. The light of the fire gleams on the metallic underside of a wing.

“Scatter!” It’s Patrick. He’s trying to get out of the train. Hands are holding him back. “Where ya going, you lunatic? Just sit tight! It’ll be OK!”

No, it won’t. It will never be OK again. Anyway, sitting tight has not worked for me so far. It’s time to try something different. 

“I’ll be fine,” I yell back. Then I add, idiotically: “Happy Christmas!”

The wings descend. 

Tancred’s claws snag into the back of my stolen cavalry jacket, my feet leave the ground, and I am lifted up into the icy wind on an updraft of pure hate. Hatepower. Our pathetic horsepower doesn’t hold a candle to it. 
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Tancred is the size of a Shetland pony now. His wings easily span 20 meters. He adjusts me in his claws so that he’s gripping my upper arms, not just my coat. Dangling like that, I’m carried through the sky, through a blizzard of snow. Higher and higher. Colder and colder. I stop struggling when I realize that the fall would kill me if he let go. Then I realize that’s exactly what he’s planning.

Not yet, though. 

He wants to drop me in a specific place, a place that means something to him.

I know all this without hearing it from him in so many words. He doesn’t have that great a command of language, and he isn’t talking to me now, anyway. But the connection is still there. 

“Tancred,” I say, or think—it doesn’t matter which— “are you really going to destroy all humanity, just because you’re mad at me for leaving you?”

The answer is a stab of hatred which means: Yes.

“Couldn’t you just kill me, and leave everyone else alone?”

Stab, meaning: No.

Now I understand. Probably, when Tancred’s mommy ate Sol, it went down just like this. There was some one human who found her, cared for her, and then let her down. Left her behind like spare luggage. Excess to requirements. Too knobbly, too many claws, too flamey, too sulky, too too too. That one thoughtless, imperfect human being, trusting perhaps in the authorities to shoulder this burden for her, trusting too much, doomed our sun. And now Tancred and I are starring in the remake.  

I cling to his forelegs with numb hands, in an effort to ease the awful strain on my shoulders. I can’t track the passage of time, as every minute feels like an hour, but I notice when the sky turns gray. Then the sun rises, bright and blinding. We’re above the clouds. 

The parts of my face not covered by my parka hood are frozen solid. The wind rushes down my throat like freezing water.  

The clouds below us part and I see glittering water, way way down. That’ll be the Mediterranean. 

Where are you taking me, Tancred?

But I know. Our direction of flight makes it clear. He’s going to drop me in Malindi, on the coast of Kenya, where I pulled his egg out of a muddy puddle beneath a jacaranda tree.

I treasured his egg, cherished it, hatched it, allowed him to call me Daddy … and then dumped him on some nervous ARES lab technicians. 

He’s told-not-told me about the ‘dragon care and containment facility’ they put him in. It was actually a kind of tomb. Stone doesn’t burn or melt, at least not at the temperatures Tancred can muster at his age. He lay on the cold floor, hour after hour, day after day. He was so hungry that he cried, the way babies cry when they have given up on anyone coming, on and on and on. 

They did come to look at him, but they weren’t his daddy, so they just looked and went away again. Alone in the dark and cold, he was so lonely that he started to wonder if he even existed. 

(I know that feeling.)

At last he reached some sort of breaking point. The next time they came to look at him, he spat at them. Just a weak thread of fire, but it scared them.

They decided they couldn’t keep him there any longer. 

I’m guessing it must have been Elsa who made that call. She’s got a softer heart than people know. She made a big mistake in encouraging me to leave him behind. But at least she tried to fix it.

They put him in a travel cage, made of metal, and put him on the fastest spaceship they could scare up, in the care of Dr. Joy, who was the only person Elsa trusted enough to handle such a risky mission.

The idea was to rendezvous with us at Earth and give Tancred back to me. Elsa figured that I’d be able to control him. I’m touched that she thought so. But by that time, had she known it, it was already too late.

Tancred had already started hating me, and by extension, all humanity.

As Dr. Joy’s ship overhauled ours, an Offense ship—the Terrorflop—targeted the Bohemond. It was just a typical Offense drive-by shooting. But this time the Terrorflop had unwittingly flown into the range of something much, much worse than a military survey ship’s guns.

As the Pulverizer engaged the Bohemond and circled back to deliver a kill-shot to our reactor, it passed near Dr. Joy’s ship.

Locked away in his travel cage, Tancred smelled food. 

This was what he’d been starving for all these weeks.

He melted a hole in the side of the box.

He melted a hole in the side of the ship.

He drifted in the void, his true native habitat, as the Terrorflop approached.

He pounced on the Offense ship and ate its exhaust plume.

Then he wormed inside and ate its power plant. 

“You saved my life, Tancred.”

Stab, stab. Clearly he regrets it. 

However, his attack completely disabled the Terrorflop. Cold and dead, invisible to EarthCOM’s scans until it was too close to deflect, it continued on its trajectory, crashed through Earth’s atmosphere, and landed in Belgium.

This was a terrifying experience for Tancred. He huddled inside the dead power plant, afraid to move, a tense little ball of dread and loathing. 

And there he might have stayed forever, or at least until they dismantled the ship for research. 

But Dr. Joy—putting two and two together—made it his business, as soon as he reached Earth, to recover the Terrorflop’s power management block. He knew that it would have recorded the sudden catastrophic failure of the drive, followed by the power plant … telltale signs of a Void Dragon attack. Dr. Joy needed to ensure that the DoD would never see those signs, nor realize that ARES had let their Void Dragon escape.

I don’t know why Dr. Joy didn’t tell me the whole story. For the same reasons, I guess, that Elsa kept telling me via email that everything was fine. They thought if they told me the truth I’d curl up in a fetal ball, and be no more use to anyone. 

Anyway, if they had told me the truth, what would I have done? 

Exactly what I did do. Blunder inside the Terrorflop, find Tancred, and restart the chain reaction that is now leading towards the destruction of Earth.

North Africa passes below us, luxuriantly green.

I can’t feel my arms at all anymore. 

Tancred, I try tentatively. Would it help if I said sorry?

This time he’s so stabby it feels like an icepick through my head. 

That’s a no, then.

With Void Dragons, you get no second chances.   

Libya.

The Sudans.

Orchards, cropland, herds of cows so big they look like brown lakes.

The Great Rift Valley unrolls below us, green and dotted with water, and I know we’re almost there. 

Is it time for my life to flash in front of my eyes already?

Why is my life pink?

It’s Pinkie Pie.

She came after us!

Wings blurring like a hummingbird’s, Pinkie Pie flies upside-down and round and round Tancred’s head. She’s so small by comparison that it’s like a robin dive-bombing an airplane. Tancred sulkily breathes fire at her. Go away.

Pinkie Pie will not go away. I can overhear what she’s saying. “Big brother! Big brother why mad? Why hurt? Why burn?”

You don’t understand, Pinkie Pie. Have to mad. Have to hurt. Have to burn. 

“Why leave? Me needing you! Want be with you!”

Tancred realizes that he did to Pinkie Pie, his little sister, exactly the same thing I did to him: ignored her, left her behind, because she’s just a baby. This realization agitates him. He flaps his mighty wings aggressively, powering ahead, leaving her behind again. 

Pinkie Pie puts on a desperate burst of speed and catches up. She’s so upset she drools fire. Tancred snakes his head around and breathes on her again. The dragonfire licks over her wings, pale in the morning sunlight. Then, still hauling me in his foreclaws, Tancred catches her in his hindclaws. She struggles madly.

Clawing, struggling, spitting fire, the two dragons roll over and over in the air, tumbling down towards the savannah. We’re not exactly falliing, nor flying. It’s sort of a controlled plunge.

My jacket catches on fire.

Through the smoke, I see the ground rising up. 

Thump, I hit rough grass, and roll over and over, frantically trying to put out the flames. 

When I’m pretty sure I am not on fire anymore, I sit up. This is not as easy as it usually is, as I cannot use my arms. They’re stuck straight up above my head.

Grass blows in the wind. There’s a line of trees in the distance. Pinkie Pie lies nearby, a cerise lump. Has Tancred killed her? 

He stalks towards me, wings folded away to nothing, a pony-sized monster with a gait like a panther. The fangs overlapping his jaw could take my hand off. He fixes me with those appley green eyes.

“Tancred, what can I say except I’m sorry?”

He stalks closer. I can feel the heat from his jaws, and smell something like almonds.

“I shouldn’t have left you. I just … I felt so overwhelmed.” My head is swimming. “I don’t know how to be a daddy. Especially not to a Void Dragon.”

He cocks his head on one side.

“But anyway. Before you burn everything up, you might want this,” I say, jerking my chin towards the breast pocket of my stolen cavalry uniform. “To remember us by.”

Tancred rips off my pocket with his teeth, knocking me over backwards, and retrieves his blankie.

It used to be big enough to wrap him in. Now it’s a handkerchief in his claws. 

Nevertheless he rubs it over his face, smells it, rolls over and over with it like a cat with catnip, somersaults in delight ... and winds up with his head sprawled across my legs.

“Will you let me try again?” I whisper.

I long to pet him, but can’t, because my arms still aren’t working. I hope he knows the intention is there. Of course he does. He knows what I am thinking, and I know what he’s thinking. What he is thinking is: Daddy, WHY leave Tancred?

“Because I’m a doofus,” I say. “And you’re a dragon doofus.” 

Me dragon doofus?

“Like none other,” I affirm. 

Doofus good?

“Yes. Good.”

Not hurt. Not burn. Maybe other time. 

“Yep, let’s take a rain-check on that, scaly-butt,” I say.

Then I pass out, with my head on Tancred’s warm, musclebound shoulders. 

*

It turns out that we landed near Lake Nakuru, in the national park. The first living being to find us was a rhinoceros. Tancred saw it off with dragon-fire. I was still out cold at the time. He told me about it later. He was about to repeat the performance that afternoon, when a white jeep bounced out of the trees. But mercifully, the first person to jump out was Francie. She sprinted across the savannah, yelling, “Pinkie! Pinkie!”

Not Jay, Jay.

Oh well.

It was nice to wake up to the sound of her voice, anyway.

Pinkie Pie is fine. Tancred said she was in a sort of stunned state for a while, but when Francie appeared she revived. Soon she was once again trying to sit on her adoptive mommy’s head. 

As Dr. Joy drove back to the road that connects with the A104, he and Francie told me what had happened. The Kenyan authorities had spotted Tancred as he crossed the northern border. They mistook him for an electric glider. When the firefight between the dragons started, they freaked out and called EarthCOM. Fortunately, Dr. Joy had already alerted his EarthCOM buddies to the situation via the first responders who came to see why a freight train from Brussels to Paris had caught on fire.

EarthCOM flew him and Francie to Kenya supersonic. That’s faster than a Void Dragon can fly at two months old, especially if it is carrying an 80-kilo human being. So Francie and Dr Joy arrived at Nairobi only an hour or so after we landed in the savannah. They rented a jeep and drove up to Nakuru, zeroing in on my phone signal. There was just 4% of the battery left when they found us. 

“This place is beautiful,” Francie said in wonder, as Dr. Joy navigated through the tourist vans clogging the yellow acacia woodland along the shore of the lake. Tancred was sitting up in the back seat of the jeep with his head out the window, enjoying the ride.

I wanted to say something cheesy like “Life is beautiful.” But I held off. If they don’t know how close a call we had, it’s just as well. 

So I only said, “Yeah, I always used to like coming up here. By the way, my mother lives on the other side of the lake.”

“I know,” Dr. Joy said. “That’s where we’re going now.”

So here I am, sitting on a rickety lawn chair in my mom’s garden, watching two Void Dragons play. Pinkie Pie loves the swimming pool. Adam cleaned out the algae for her.

Adam is my mom’s boyfriend.

My mom has a boyfriend.

I’m not sure how I feel about this. She might have told me. On the other hand, I never quite worked out how to tell her that I had become the adoptive father of a Void Dragon. When I finally did tell her, she said, “He calls you Daddy?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you … OK with that?” Her eyes were glimmering.

“I guess I’m OK with it,” I said. “Anyway, I’m going to try.”

Adam was not there for that conversation. He’s a conservationist. Locally born, he works at the national park, protecting what remains of the wildlife against intense pressure from UNGov to give up more land to crops and livestock. He tells me that Tancred is the most unusual animal he’s ever seen. “I’d love to see his genetic profile.” 

He thinks the Void Dragons are gene-modded lizards. 

That … actually works. 

Dr. Joy agrees: Tancred is too big to hide anymore, so we will use the cover story Adam inadvertently gave us. That makes me the kind of doofus who walks around with a unique gene-modded pet. But never mind. Tancred and I know the truth: we’re both doofuses, and we do better together than apart.

Playing tag with Pinkie Pie, my ‘gene-modded lizard’ snorts out a wisp of fire in his enthusiasm. 

Tancred! I think sternly at him. No burn! That’d blow our cover story to hell.

Sorry, Daddy. 

I glance nervously around to see if Adam noticed. Whew. He’s on the far side of the garden, chatting with Paul, Huifang, Milosz, and Badrick, who are showing him their flamingo photos from their two-day camping trip around the lake. They all arrived the day after we did. 

Patrick was the last to arrive, this morning. He had to be treated for his shrapnel wounds in some secret EarthCOM clinic, as it would have raised too many questions if he walked into the emergency room with pieces of pink metal eggshell stuck in his hands. 

He and Francie are indoors. I can guess what they’re doing. 

I’m happy for them.

I really am …

OK, I’m not. I’m so jealous and lonely I don’t know what to do with myself. 

Tancred, sensing my dark thoughts, lopes over to rub his head against my leg. That helps with the loneliness, but it doesn’t take the jealousy away, and when Pinkie Pie chases up to Tancred and he nuzzles her with his mouth, as if kissing her, I blush. He’s way too sweet on her. Someone’s bound to notice. 

My hopeless crush on Francie may have saved humanity, but it isn’t doing a thing for me. 

I eye Jeremy, our new teammate. He is walking around the garden with his egg in a sort of sling he has devised, showing it the flowers. He has some hard lessons awaiting him. 

Life in the Dragon Unit isn’t all safari holidays and home cooking.

Dr. Joy has said we’ll probably be going back to Belgium. He wants us to check out that potential positive in the park at Albert. With all due respect to Maxime, I can’t think of anything I’d like to do less. But what choice have I got? 

My mom comes out of the house. She’s carrying a tray of freshly baked cinnamon rolls, which she distributes to the group at the other end of the garden. By the time they’ve ravaged the tray, there are only a few rolls left, which she brings over to me. The smell is wonderful. She sits down beside me. “How’re you doing, Jaybird?”

My mom, Juliette Scattergood, is short and rounded, with a quick smile and a graying chestnut bob. She doesn’t look much like her sister, Elsa, but they share some traits: a will of steel, and the ability to see straight through me.

“Fine,” I say.

“Ah, yes. Fucked-up, Insecure, Neurotic, and Emotional,” says my sweet-faced mother.

“Mom!”

“I got that from your dad, you know,” she says, surprisingly. She never mentions him.

“What? Was he F.I.N.E. too?” I know next to nothing about him.

“He wrote me just once after he left. It was an ordinary email, full of funny stories about his new job. Even when things were falling apart, he could always make me laugh. But that’s not enough, you know? Not one word about how our marriage was in ruins on account of his closed-off, secretive, refusal to … to connect.” Mom brings her index finger down on a stray piece of icing on the tray, sucks it off her finger. “Anyway, he made out like everything was hunky-dory, so have a nice life, Jules, and look after my kid, willya? Jesus, that man. But right at the end, in a PS, he put: ‘I really am FINE.’ In all caps. So I sometimes wonder if he was trying to tell me something.”

“Like what?” I’m in shock. Not because she’s finally talking about my dad, but because he sounds … oh dear … so much like me. 

“I have no idea.”

“And you never heard from him again?”

“Not a peep. Have a cinnamon roll.” She takes one and makes as if to toss it to Tancred, who’s nosing around our legs—then remembers that Void Dragons do not eat regular food, and pushes it on me. 

I’m on my second one when Dr. Joy comes out of the house. “Oh good, you’ve got your computer,” he says, settling in on my other side. “Elsa wants to talk to you. Put a call through.” 

I have been dreading this.

I place the call request, and find a message from Elsa awaiting me. “Please make sure you’re someplace private when you respond to this, Jay,” she says, looking haggard. 

I glance around at the garden, full of squaddies, Void Dragons, my mom, and Adam … and shrug. My dad was secretive, and refused to connect. He abandoned his kid and pretended everything was F.I.N.E. I‘m not going to be like him. Not anymore. 

Opening the secure video call function, I give Elsa a rundown of everything that happened. Dr. Joy interjects clarifications from time to time. My mom’s eyes get huge when I describe my intercontinental flight dangling from Tancred’s claws, but she doesn’t interrupt. 

Then, bcause there’s a 20-minute round-trip delay to Ceres, I close my computer and we have lunch. Dessert turns out to be a chocolate ice cream duck, sculpted with loving care by Francie and Patrick. So that’s what they were doing indoors. Maybe … No. Never mind. I eat a chunk of the duck, and join, self-consiously, in the food fight that finishes off the meal. Advantages of eating outdoors in Kenya: the pelicans are on the scraps as soon as they fall, so no one has to clean up.

Elsa has called back.

I take my laptop up to the nook in the top of the garden, where Adam has installed a stone loveseat. From here you can see a sliver of the lake over the treetops. 

The scent of wild sage turns me queasy as I listen to what Elsa has to say.

“So, I blame this on myself. I should not have advised you to leave Tancred behind.”

“No,” I mutter. “That’s on me.” Tancred hops up on the loveseat and sprawls across my lap. “Oof!”

“In future he’ll have to accompany you.”

“Yup,” I say, to him.

“And Pinkie Pie will have to accompany Francie. This is going to be tricky. The gene-modded lizard story is pretty thin.”

“And what about when mine hatches?” says Jeremy, plopping down beside me. 

“If yours hatches,” I say. “You never know, you might get lucky.” 

“It’s not yours, anyway,” says Patrick, popping up behind the loveseat. 

“Try and take it off me, digger,” says Jeremy. 

“I’d never get the cavalry cooties off of it.”

“Yo, this lady got me discharged from the 44th. Just like that,” Jeremy says.

“She’s Scatter’s aunt, you know.”

Then we have to rewind.

“Bearing this in mind,” Elsa says, “I’ve decided that we should split you up. Those without eggs or dragons will go back to Europe.”

Patrick goes pale. Francie pops up behind him and says, “What? No way. Ma’am.”

But Elsa can’t hear her. She goes on, “Those with eggs or dragons—that is, Jay, Francie, and Jeremy—will be assigned to a different mission. I’ve have more details for you shortly, but …” 

Is she going to talk about the conspiracy in the heart of the Department of Defense? The highly placed spies passing information to the Offense, betraying humanity with every breath they take?

No.

“You’re going to Callisto.” 
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Military Sci-Fi with Space Dragons

In 2160, a Void Dragon ate the sun. 

In 2322, eight-year-old Jay Scattergood found a Void Dragon egg in his garden. 

 

Humanity survived the death of the sun, but now we're under attack by the Offense. These intelligent, aggressive aliens also lost their sun to a Void Dragon. They lost their home planet, too. Earth, now orbiting Jupiter, is still habitable - though much colder than it once was. The Offense will do whatever it takes to destroy humanity and take Earth for themselves. 

 

Our last hope against the alien aggressors is Jay Scattergood ... and his baby Void Dragon, Tancred. 

 

Guardians of Jupiter

Protectors of Earth

Soldiers of Callisto

Exiles of the Belt

Knights of Saturn
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A Quartet of Present-Day Science Fiction Technothrillers

 

Ripped from the headlines: an alien spaceship is orbiting Europa. Relying only on existing technology, a handful of elite astronauts must confront the threat to Earth’s future, on their own, millions of miles from home.

Can the chosen few overcome technological limitations and their own weaknesses and flaws? Will Earth’s Last Gambit win survival for the human race?
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Hard Science Fiction With a Chilling Twist

 

Humanity has reached out into the stars - and found a ruthless enemy. 

 

It took us two hundred years to establish fifteen colonies on the closest habitable planets to Earth. It took the Ghosts only 20 years to destroy them. Navy pilot Colm Mackenzie is no stranger to the Ghosts. He has witnessed first-hand the mayhem and tragedy they leave in their wake. No one knows where they came from, or how they travel, or what they want. They know only one thing for sure:

 

Ghosts leave no survivors.

 

Save From Wrath (short story, subscriber exclusive)

The Chemical Mage

The Nuclear Druid
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Near-Future Hard Science Fiction

 

A genocidal AI is devouring our solar system. Can a few brave men and women save humanity?

In the year 2288, humanity stands at a crossroads between space colonization and extinction. Packed with excitement, heartbreak, and unforgettable characters, the Sol System Renegades series tells a sweeping tale of struggle and deliverance.

 

Keep Off The Grass (short origin story)

Crapkiller (prequel novella, subscriber exclusive)

1. The Galapagos Incident

2. The Vesta Conspiracy

3. The Mercury Rebellion

A Very Merry Zero-Gravity Christmas (short story)

4. The Luna Deception

5. The Phobos Maneuver

6. The Mars Shock

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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