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Ponce de Leon was the most beautiful planet in the Cluster. Fawn clouds streaked the seas wrapping the brilliant green continents of Tunja, Pole, and Laraland. I’ve never seen Earth, but they say it looks a lot like Ponce de Leon, and if that’s true, I don’t know why our ancestors ever left.

I missed out on the view this time, because I was in the toilet, vomiting into the pee funnel.

After thirteen and a half days in the field, the toilet smelled mighty ripe, which didn’t help to settle my stomach. I retched up my breakfast of Ek protein cakes. The alien chow tasted no better on the way back up. Human-digestible, my ass—but that’s not why I was puking. Nor was it space sickness. Nerves, maybe a little. Bile followed the half-digested food, until my stomach was empty and my abdominal muscles ached.

I brushed my teeth with a wet finger and glanced into the mirror on the back of the door. Hollow cheeks, lank hair, bloodshot eyes. I was dying of IVK, and it was starting to show. My clean-cut, approachable look was definitely a thing of the past.

I massaged a grin onto my face, pointed gun-fingers at myself, and pulled the triggers. Then I floated back to the bridge.

My pilot and business partner, Dolph Hardlander, did not look up. He was busy guiding the St. Clare through the stacked orbits of Ponce de Leon’s satellites and orbital defense platforms. Robbie Wolfe, my admin officer, looked around from the left seat. He had no business on the bridge, but his crash couch aft was otherwise occupied. “Feeling better, cap’n?”

“I’ll feel better when we’re on the ground.” I strapped into my couch, put on my AR headset, and cued up the comms. “This is the St. Clare, independent freighter, confirming that we are on schedule to land at Mag-Ingat Spaceport at 9:07 local time.” I held my breath.

“St. Clare, thanks for confirming,” said a relaxed female voice. “Your paperwork has been processed, and y’all are cleared to land. Have a nice day.”

I wished her a nice day back and cut the connection. Robbie high-fived me. But Dolph’s face stayed set in a grim frown beneath his AR headset.

“Whatsa matter?” I said. “We can still fly faster than FTL drones.”

We had bailed out of Mittel Trevoyvox, a Hurtworld on the other side of the Cluster, thirteen days ago, leaving behind a Godawful mess. If the news of that disaster had preceded us, we would be under arrest right now. But we already knew it hadn’t, because the Fleet hadn’t apprehended us on sight. We had simply blended into the traffic in the Ponce de Leon system, unchallenged. It was business as usual at home, commerce and industry churning along in blissful ignorance of the fact that humanity was facing an existential threat.

I guessed that would soon change. Twenty-four hours from now, give or take, the system would be locked down and bristling with EM tripwires. But that gave us time to water up, before anyone found out the St. Clare was a wanted ship … and it gave me time to execute the secret plan I’d developed during the sleepless, nausea-wracked nights of our voyage.

I checked our orbital altitude and positioning. “Dolph, you have the throttle.”

“I have the throttle.”

“Initiate de-orbit burn on my mark. “

“Roger.”

“Three, two, one, and … mark.”

The main drive belched plasma. Rattling and roaring, we plunged out of orbit, down, down, down, until the St. Clare settled at the bottom of the atmosphere, like a coin falling to the bottom of a well, on the crosshairs of Freight Terminal 1028.

Gravity hugged us, nudging vertebrae and internal organs into their rightful places. Dolph swept his hands over the boards, powering down the ship’s systems. Outside, the clouds of water vapor from our engines blew away to reveal a crystalline autumn day. I shut down the consoles on my side of the bridge and unbuckled my straps. Robbie rose from the left seat, chuckling at the still-new, to him, sensation of suddenly being heavy again.

“We’re cutting it fine,” Dolph observed. “Conservative estimate, we’ve got twenty-four hours before the FTL drones from Mittel T get here.”

“Add in a couple hours for bureaucratic friction,” I said. The Fleet ruled space, but Ponce de Leon had its own planetary authorities, and they didn’t always see eye to eye. “Still, yeah. Clock’s ticking. We need to get back into space pronto.” I touched the intercom. “Marty, can you order up consumables? Water, LOX, LN2.”

“On it,” said Martin from the engineering deck.

“Robbie? Schedule sewage disposal, and buy some human food. The good stuff, not the dehydrated crap.” I’d need to give my failing body all the help it could get. “Meds, too,” I added. “More prochlorperazine.” That was the only drug that helped with my nausea. “And painkillers.”

Robbie hesitated, glancing at Dolph, and then he said, “Sure thing. After that, is it OK if I go see my folks?”

“Absolutely. Just be back before night.”

“Should I do the launch paperwork first, or—?”

“I’ll handle that.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “Goodbye ain’t a thing to half-ass. Go and do it.”

Dolph twisted past me in the trunk corridor, sniffing his armpits. “Want me to come out to the range with you?”

“Nah,” I said. “It’s better if I go on my own.”

He pulled off his ratty thermal shirt. “In that case, I’m gonna head into town. Got some loose ends to tie up.”

“Slob,” I said, ducking the shirt as he sailed it past me in the direction of his berth.

“Women, Mike, women. They notice little things, like if you stink like an Ek.”

“Not the women you know, they don’t.”

“I have no clean clothes. I should just go like this. Stick a credit chip over each nipple.”

I laughed. God, I was going to miss Dolph. Oldest friend, partner in crime, shit-hot pilot—losing him was going to feel like cutting off my right arm. But I had made up my mind. There was no turning back. No other way. “You go ahead,” I said. “I’ll call you when I’m on my way back to the spaceport.”

There was a pause. Long enough for me to wonder if he knew something. If he guessed … Then he said, “Ten-four. I’ll give your love to Vipe.”

I waited until he and Robbie had both left, and Martin had climbed down to the ground to connect the ship’s power lines.

Then I went back to the lounge to check on our prisoners.
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Thump. Thump. Thump.

The muffled blows came from inside the admin berth. Technically Robbie’s, the small berth doubled as our brig when necessary. Right now it held two men: Major General Akira Smith of the Iron Triangle, and Private Jim Kwok, a Marine who had been on secondment to the Iron Triangle when we took them off the Harnith Po, an Ek dreadnaught, in Mittel Trevoyvox orbit.

I hadn’t wanted hostages. It was just that I couldn’t run the risk of the Eks firing on us before we left the Mittel Trevoyvox system. I‘d hoped Smith and Kwok would understand my predicament. But you just can’t reason with some people.

Oh, Kwok was a decent guy, as jarheads go. We had played some games of poker, swapped war stories and shared our booze with him. But Smith? He flat-out hated Shifters. And he held a special place of loathing in his heart for me and my crew. Before long, his assholery, and Kwok’s reluctant allegiance to his superior officer, had forced us to lock them up.

Since then, this had been going on virtually 24/7.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

I frowned at the door of the admin berth. It was a retractable hatch, which slid into the wall, rather than swinging outwards. But it wasn’t a pressure door. Just a sandwich of shaped aerogel with an outer layer of dirty, scratched foam padding.

It bowed outwards visibly at each blow.

Thump. Thump.

They were taking turns, I figured, bracing their backs against the side of the crash couch in there, mule-kicking the door.

“Quit that ruckus,” I yelled, exasperated.

“What’s happening?” Smith’s hoarse voice shouted from behind the wall. “We landed. Where?”

“Ponce de Leon,” I said. “Where else?” There was no harm telling them where we were, as I didn’t plan to let them out until we were back in space. They wanted the head before that, they’d have to go on themselves.

“Motherfucker,” Smith yelled, his voice cracking with urgency. “Contact the Fleet, you idiotic mongrel! Tell them! You have to tell them! The Transcendence is loose! Humanity is facing the worst existential threat in history!”

“I know,” I said.

“What are you doing?”

“Don’t worry. The Fleet’ll find out soon enough. But we won’t be here when that happens. We’ll be far, far away.”

“Let me out! I’m the deputy mobilization director for the FCS! They need me!”

“You work too hard, Aki,” I said. “You could use a little holiday. Haven’t you ever wanted to see San Damiano?”

I smiled to myself. I knew the Shifter homeworld was the last place a committed anti-gene-modding warrior like Smith would want to go. He erupted into curses.

“Yup, that’s the plan,” I said. “So you see, we can’t leave you behind, either of you. You might rat us out.”

We had talked it over during the voyage—me, Dolph, Martin, and Robbie—and regretfully concluded that we would never be safe in the Cluster again. The Iron Triangle had hired us to hunt down Pippa Khratz, the exiled Darkworlds princess who had inherited the Transcendence. We had done it. Mission accomplished. But it turned out that Pippa wasn’t only carrying the Transcendence in an Urush thumb drive. She also had it in her brain. And she had fled, with her Sixer sweetheart, to an unknown destination. Whoops; mission not accomplished, after all.

To make matters worse, my ex-wife was also on the trail of the Transcendence. If Sophia and her Traveller allies got their hands on that kind of power, it would be game over. Homo sapiens, RIP.

You might think with a catastrophe like that looming on the horizon, there’d be no time for blame games. You would be wrong. We’re human. Blame games are what we do.

So who would the Iron Triangle hang for the Mittel Trevoyvox fiasco? Would it be the FCS deputy mobilization director who’d coordinated the operation, only to fumble it because he couldn’t bring himself to kill Sophia?

Ha. Not in this universe.

They would blame the Shifter subcontractors who’d witnessed his epic fuck-up. They would pin the whole thing on us.

Robbie had been born and raised on Ponce de Leon. The decision, ironically, was easiest for him. He would flee the Cluster rather than put his family in danger. Martin came from the Cloudworlds; he had been hoping to retire there, but he figured San Damiano would be an acceptable alternative. The decision to run was hardest for Dolph and me. We had made Ponce de Leon our home for the last twenty years. Our company, Uni-Ex Shipping, had grown and flourished here. We had friends, customers, suppliers, obligations to the community …

It was hard to throw that all away.

But spending the rest of our lives in jail would be worse.

So the decision had been made. We’d run to San Damiano, our homeworld. Shifters stick together. The San D planetary authorities would never dream of giving us up to the Fleet, even if they could find us. And surveillance on San Damiano is patchy at best. It’s nigh-on impossible to keep tabs on 35 million samey-looking wolves, tigers, lions, dolphins, bears, seals, and so forth. So we’d just melt into the deep woods and savannahs, and never be heard from again. Let the normies handle the threat to humanity. They broke it, they own it.

There was only one reason why we had had to come back to Ponce de Leon at all.

My daughter, Lucy.

I’d die rather than leave her behind.

Yet that’s what I was going to do.

I trudged out of the lounge, rubbing the small of my back. In my berth, I changed into the freshest clothes I had. I took my PdL phone and truck keys, plus my holobook. I had no present for Lucy, so I was going to give her this holobook, filled with all my photos of her and us together. It’d be something for her to remember me by.

Because I wasn’t going to run to San Damiano.

I had a different plan. Better for Lucy, better for my crew. In fact, it might be humanity’s best hope of avoiding extinction. I had not shared it with anyone, except …

“MF.” I turned my head as the robot rolled into the doorway of my berth. He was a 1,214-year-old bot built by the Urush. He resembled a large wheelie suitcase with gripper attachments. His big, owlish optical sensors goggled at me. “I’ll be back by lunchtime,” I said.

“Are you going to Alec Macaulay’s shooting range?”

“That’s where Lucy is staying, so yeah.”

“I do not think this is …”

“Advisable, wise, sensible. I know.”

“We should take off as soon as our consumables are loaded. Why wait until the last minute?”

He was right, of course. But I brushed past him. “She’s my daughter, MF. I can’t leave without saying goodbye.”

The bot let out a crackling sigh. “I understand. She is the only copy of your source code.”

That was one way of putting it, I guess. MF had been trying to find a copy of his own source code for the last twelve centuries. That’s why he’d made the ghastly mistake of reading the TrZam 008, and plunging the whole Cluster into danger. Too late, he had realized the magnitude of his screw-up. Guilt—a mental state that you don’t associate with robots, but MF had spent a little too long around us—had driven him to reach out to me, hoping that I could help him make it right. We’d devised our secret plan together.

I understood that MF didn’t want me to jeopardize the plan over a sentimental need to see my daughter one last time, but I said, “Dolph and the others expect me to pick her up and bring her out to the spaceport. If I don’t go out there, they’ll figure it out.”

Fresh air was blowing in through the open airlock hatches. I climbed up. The morning sun struck into my eyes. “Be as quick as you can,” MF quacked anxiously behind me.

Down on the ground, Martin was riding the cherry-picker out of the hangar, towing the on-pad water hoses. We would not be rolling the St. Clare into the hangar, as we would only be on the ground a short time.

“Fill ‘er up,” I yelled. “Then go get lunch.” For Martin, lunch could easily turn into a slothful hours-long indulgence. The longer the better. “MF will handle the post-flight and maintenance.”

Goodbye, ol’ snake. I remembered back when I had had doubts about hiring a reptile Shifter. Hundreds of light years, dozens of tall tales, gigabytes of off-color movies, and several firefights later, the quirky baldie had become one of my best friends. He waved casually, not knowing this was goodbye.

I jogged around the back of the hangar and got my truck out of the garage. Propping my phone on the dash, I started a timer.

6:00:00

I wouldn’t even need that much time to visit briefly with Lucy and come back.

5:59:58

When the others returned tonight, they’d find the tarmac empty, the St. Clare gone.

5:59:56

I would be on my way to the Borderworlds, to find Sophia … and kill her.

Or she might kill me.

Or both.

I zigzagged along the intraport roads, past ships of all makes and sizes, past the restaurants and bars where we used to eat after we got back from runs. Into the drive-thru customs building. Have a nice day. I was going to miss Ponce de Leon. All the little civilized touches. The flags flying from the customs building. The bronze-tinted blue sky. I wouldn’t miss the traffic on Space Highway. But these very things reassured me that my crew would be OK. Civilization would protect and shelter them. My disappearance would take the heat off them. That was part of the plan. With Smith and Kwok gone, too, there would be no one left to rat them out. Anyway, the Iron Triangle wouldn’t waste time chasing up a trio of no-account Shifters; they’d be too busy chasing me, believing I must know something they didn’t.

Which, as it happens, I did.

And by the time they caught up with me, this thing would be over … one way or another.

For better or for worse, Sophia.

For richer or for poorer.

In sickness and in health.

Coming to getcha.

I turned on my music and drove as fast along Space Highway as I dared. With the AI disabled, I’d ghost through the police surveillance network, as long as I didn’t get into a crash. And I’d gotten pretty good at driving manual.
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I took Upperway beneath the gleaming skyscrapers of uptown and out to the hills that ringed Mag-Ingat. A little-known shortcut through some normie villages spilled me onto the Cascaville road, and then all I had to do was hook back south until I reached the turn-off for Alec Macaulay’s Live Fire Shooting Range.

I slowed down, indicated … and then kept coasting downhill.

This really was a bad idea.

If Alec got squirrelly, he might call Dolph. He was more Dolph’s friend than mine. And he was squirrelly by nature. It’d only take one phone call—hey, Hardlander, your bud was just here … Did he take his kid with him? … No, he didn’t …

Was it really worth taking that risk? Just to reassure myself that Lucy was OK?

Half a klick past the turn-off, I pulled over. The two-lane highway had pretty much no shoulder, so I had to scrape my truck right in under the strimmed-back bushes. The branches of a giant weatherstopper spread overhead, mincing the sunlight. On the seat beside me, a screen-saver image hovered over my holobook: Lucy two months ago, with her best friend Mia, sitting crosslegged by the firepit at Alec’s place. Tanned, grinning, carefree. I knew she was OK. She loved it here. No school, no problem. She was born for the outdoor life. So let her genes tell the rest of her story, and thank the good Lord she doesn’t take after her mother. Don’t upset her by breezing in and then vanishing again, like you’ve been doing her entire goddamn life …

A tree slug splatted onto the windshield, startling me. I got out of the truck, picked the squirming blob off, and then paced along the verge, trying to talk myself into driving away.

The road bounded Alec’s property. The camp was just a couple klicks away on the other side of these trees.

In the quiet, I could hear my own feet slishing through the wet blades of the plant we call grass, and the faint, distant pop-pop of rifle fire from the range. Birds chirred and wheeped. Further away, an intermittent, subsonic thunder accompanied spaceship launches from Space Island. One ship took off every three to five minutes, all day long.

4:41:05

The air smelled rich and loamy. Autumn had lowered the humidity some, and culled the insect population to a few blundering bugs. Last night’s rain had left frippet leaves brimming with water, reflecting the foliage overhead, and my own tormented face.

“Starrunner.”

My hand flew to the Machina .22 in my waistband. Where had that hoarse whisper come from?

“Up here.”

I backed towards my truck, looking up into the overlapping branches of the weatherstopper.

And then I smelled it.

My nose wasn’t as keen in human form as in animal form, but I’d never mistake the rank odor of …

The weatherstopper trembled. Leaves and bark dust fluttered down to the road. I glimpsed a large shadow hauling itself through the branches.

Bear.

“Who’s that?” I yelled.

Crashing noises came from the undergrowth. I drew my Machina and levelled it at the grizzly bear that pushed out of the bushes.

“Thought you were never coming back,” said Buzz Parsec. “Then again, you probably thought the same about me.”

*

I lowered the Machina in astonishment. The last I saw of my old rival Parsec, he had been walking into the jungle, about 300 klicks from here. “The fuck you doing here?”

“Asking you for help.”

The grizzly bear shambled across the road. He stared at me with little piggy eyes. He was in bad shape. His formerly imposing bulk had dwindled. His hip and shoulder bones stuck out through mangy, ratty fur. I guess two months in the Tunjle will do that to you. I was just astonished he was still alive. The native jungle of Ponce de Leon is a green kill zone. If the flamecats don’t get you, the parasites or the narcosloths or the poisonous spiders will. Yet Parsec had survived. There was more strength in that gaunt frame than in ten average Shifters. I couldn’t believe Alec would have let them get this close to the camp unnoticed. Did he know they were here?

“Figured you’d show up sometime,” Parsec said. “Had someone watching the road around the clock.”

“How’d you get here?”

“Walked.”

Through the freaking Tunjle. “Why here?” There was no love lost between Alec Macaulay and Buzz Parsec. All they had in common was they were both Shifters.

Parsec lifted his muzzle and let out a guttural roar. One after another, eight more bears shambled across the road. Their ordeal had taken a shocking toll on them. Every bear looked like shit. Their fur was ragged, full of knots and dirt, balding in places where they had contracted skin infections. They were painfully thin. “Lizzie and Whitey are pretty sick,” Parsec said. “I was figuring I’d walk into Macaulay’s place, take my chances.”

By my count, two of the bears were missing. “Did you lose someone?” I asked reluctantly.

“Flamecat got Veronica,” Parsec said. “Steve just laid down and died.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“You were right, Starrunner.” This was historic. Buzz Parsec had never admitted I was right about anything before. “The Tunjle is no place for human beings, even if they wear fur.”

“No, it’s not.” Hands on my hips, I stared at the bears huddling around my truck. “Get off the road, can’t you?” There was very little traffic on this road, as there was nothing out this way except the logging industry, and the Fleet base at Cascaville. But little ain’t none. And Parsec was a fugitive with a rap sheet of impressive dimensions. A dozen cops had died on the Buonaville road when his cronies busted him out of custody.

The bears shuffled obediently behind my truck, trampling the undergrowth on Alec’s side of the road. My surprise built to anger. “You were waiting for me? Why?”

“I know I’m not Macaulay’s favorite person,” Parsec said. “I was going to risk it, but then we saw your kid walking along the road with her friends, so we decided to wait until you would show up. Took you long enough.” He coughed out an ursine laugh. “You don’t owe me shit, Starrunner. But if you help us, I’ll owe you. And coming from Buzz Parsec, that ain’t nothing.”

“I’ll say it again, how the heck do you think I can help a bunch of sickly bears that should rightfully be in jail?”

“You got a spaceship, don’t you?”

*

I drove through puddles and over fallen twigs, seething. Alec’s wolves surrounded my truck before I got halfway up the track. That may have had something to do with the grizzlies, black bears, brown bears, and one very bedraggled polar bear trailing after my truck like the world’s saddest circus parade.

I jumped out into a circle of gray wolves snarling at their ursine kindred. “This is your own damn fault,” I said to the wolves. I gestured to the sign hanging from the trestle barricade ahead of my truck. “‘Trespassers will be prosecuted’—but you didn’t even notice a bunch of ursine fugitives lurking on the other side of the road? Your security is a joke.”

I flung the last words at the dark-skinned, dour-faced man approaching along the track with more wolves yapping at his heels.

“I knew they were there,” Alec said. “I was hoping they’d go away.”

“Well, that makes it worse,” I said.

Alec was a former special forces colonel. He drew his magnum pistol out of his hip holster. “Now you’ve gone and made them my problem,” he said. “Guess I got to deal with them. Ryder, go get the day team.” One of the wolves loped back down the track. I knew that the “day team” was the three or four people designated to be in human form on any given day, so they could use guns.

Parsec made a choking noise. “Do you know who I am?” he growled.

“Yes,” Alec said. “That’s the problem.”

“You can’t just shoot us!”

“Why not?”

“There are laws—”

Alec seldom smiled, but at that he almost did. “There are laws? No shit. When did you notice? Before or after they threw you in Buonaville Penitentiary?”

Buzz Parsec’s saving grace was that he could laugh at himself. He did. So did I, and so did some of the wolves and bears. The tension eased a bit. But Alec was still holding a naked gun, staring at the bears. I knew what he was seeing: police raids, choppers landing, his people dragged away for priors.

“They can’t stay on my land, Mike,” he said. “Not for a day. Not for an hour. Not even for five minutes.”

I glanced down at my phone. 4:18:06. If I washed my hands of the situation, I would have the deaths of Parsec and his bears on my conscience, on top of everything else. On the other hand, how could I help them? I didn’t have time for this! Those FTL drones were arrowing through space, burdened with deadly information that would make me a wanted man. They were almost here.

“Even if I could take y’all off the planet,” I said to Parsec, “that leaves the problem of getting you to the spaceport. Customs would stop us. And my truck ain’t big enough. Who’re you gonna leave behind?”

“No one,” Parsec said. “I left too many people behind already.” Alec nodded in grudging respect. Some things, old soldiers and criminals have in common.

“If ground transport is the problem,” said Dolph’s voice, “there’s no problem.”

I wheeled around. Dolph was walking up the track, pushing his bike.

“Don’t use trucks. Go by boat. The customs at Space Island Harbor is wide open, compared to the road and rail routes. And I know who’s got boats.”

“Wasn’t expecting to see you here,” I said. My secret plan was falling apart in front of my eyes.

“Figured I would swing by and say hey.”

“Great timing,” Alec said. “I got some new pieces in. Sub-machine guns with butterfly stocks and auto-targeting. We can try them out on these mangy ursines.”

“Who’s got boats?” Parsec said.

“You know her,” Dolph said. He looked at me. His almond-shaped eyes were black and empty. “I went to see Marie.”
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Alec’s day team, two men and two women, came back with assault rifles slung on their backs. With them came Lucy.

I hugged her tight. Kissed her soft, tanned cheeks. Her hair smelled like woodsmoke. She was growing out of her jeans. “Missed you, sweetie.”

“I galactically missed you,” she said, clinging to my waist, and in that moment I knew I couldn’t leave her behind again. This was why I had counselled myself to drive away without seeing her. This was why MF had advised me not to come out to the range. He had known, and I had known, too, in my heart, that it would only make it worse.

But neither of us had anticipated that Parsec would gatecrash the party.

“That’s Buzz Parsec,” I told Lucy, pointing at the grizzly.

“I thought he was dead,” Lucy said.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Parsec said

Lucy giggled. Even in bear form, Parsec could be charming. She regarded him without fear, perhaps because I was here, perhaps because of the men and women with assault rifles. “At least something exciting is happening around here for a change,” she said.

“I don’t like excitement,” Alec said, glancing up at the sky, crisscrossed by the contrails of spaceship launches. Up there, too, were Ponce de Leon’s surveillance satellites. Thank God for trees. “You’ll feel the same way when you get older.”

“But my dad is as old as you,” Lucy said. “And when he’s around, things are always exciting.”

Even Alec snickered at that. I spread my hands and said, “That moment when you realize you’re doing this fatherhood thing all wrong.”

I was mentally calculating times and distances and surveillance risks. There had to be some way I could still make my plan work. The biggest obstacle now was Dolph. In that respect, the Marie connection could be a Godsend. If anything in the universe could distract him, she could. In fact, that must be why he looked so troubled.

“I swung by to see her at her office,” he said.

Loose ends, I remembered.

“Who’s Marie?” Lucy said.

“Someone Dolph used to know before you were born,” I said.

“I know Marie da Silva,” Parsec said. “She’s got those glass-bottomed boats. Takes tourists out to see the pseudo-krakens and shit. Heck, yeah. She’ll do it.”

“I think she will,” Dolph said.

“Call her.” Alec tossed Dolph a small satellite phone. There was no connectivity up here, so our own phones didn’t work. “Now.”

While Dolph talked on the phone, Parsec said, “Marie da Silva, huh. Lovely woman. Kinda different. I always told her, leave that shit to the flippered folk. Boating ain’t no occupation for a bear.”

*

Marie was a bear—a brown bear whose fur shone almost golden in the sunlight, the same color as her hair in human form. But as Parsec said, she wasn’t your average bear. When she and Dolph met, twelve years ago, they had connected instantly. They both loved the sea. Less auspiciously, they both loved to party. In fact, Marie’s reputation as a party girl came close to driving a wedge between Dolph and me. The police were always getting called on her house parties, resulting in citations for noise, fighting, and drugs. She might be able to indulge socially and shake it off the next day; Dolph wasn’t built like that. I thought she was a bad influence on him, and I said so.

But I was married to Sophia at the time, so who was I to criticize? Anyway, in retrospect, I might as well have saved my breath. Marie dumped him the same year Lucy was born, I think because the other bears got to her and persuaded her that dating a jackal / dolphin was a bad look. The year after that, Sophia left me, and Dolph and I went back to grumbling and drinking beer on the beach.

So I hadn’t seen Marie in nearly a decade. But when she drove up the track forty-five minutes later, she didn’t seem to have changed a bit. Hair shorter; it suited her. She wore bleached-out figure-hugging jeans and a t-shirt advertising her glass boat tours business. Her truck was big enough to carry a boat, and would certainly hold a few bears.

“This is our high season,” she informed us. “Summer’s too hot. Winter’s too stormy. Pseudo-krakens migrate south in spring. Right now, we’re doing five sold-out tours a day, so I need to get back quick.”

“All we need is a trip across to Space Island,” Parsec said, with a winning ursine grin. “You won’t regret doing a favor for Buzz Parsec.”

Marie’s face softened, and I knew he had her. It was uncanny the way ol’ grizzly could make other people want to do what he wanted them to. Look at me. I was supposed to be on my way to the Borderworlds, and I was still standing here. Admittedly, that had more to do with Lucy.

“We’d have to start after dark,” Marie said.

“Oh, heck no,” I said. “I don’t have that kind of time.”

“You on a tight schedule or something, Mike?”

“Yes.” I checked my phone again. 3:30:52. The sky had clouded over, and a gusty wind blew through the boughs, but it was still only noon. I could not sit around waiting for sunset.

“It’ll be cutting it fine, but we can do it,” Dolph said.

“Can we speak privately a minute?” I walked into the trees and waited for Dolph to come to me. “I am not taking these bears to San Damiano.”

“No, you’re not. Because you’re not going to San Damiano.”

I said lamely, “That’s the plan …”

“That’s what you told us. But that’s not what you’re planning.” He jammed his hands into his pockets. “I can read you like a high-rez holobook, motherfucker. Never forget that.”

He brought out cigarettes. I stood there with nothing to say. He’d known me since we were five. Why had I thought I could get away with fooling him?

“You’re figuring to go off and be a hero all by your lonesome. Fuck that. You might want to be a hero, but I don’t. And I’m not letting you go off on your lonesome, either.” He lit up without offering me one.

“You don’t know where I’m going.”

“Kind of place you need backup. The bears? They could be an asset.”

“You don’t understand.”

“I think I do.”

“I’m probably not gonna come back alive.” There, I said it, but he didn’t even seem to notice.

“I don’t get you, asshole. You were going to leave Lucy here, in this—” he glanced through the trees, and dropped his voice further— “survivalist compound.”

“Key word, survivalist.”

“How many times have I told you that I’ll look after her? I love that kid like she’s my own!”

He trod his cigarette out barely smoked, and I tried to think of some way to tell him that I had looked for track marks on his arms when he came up the trail, that I’d checked his pupils, that right now I was trying to decide if his jerky movements were natural or pharmaceutically boosted. He had run into a pharmaceutical brick wall on Mittel Trevoyvox. Most of the way back, he’d lurked in his berth in jackal form, blasting necro rock and licking his balls. I had believed he was handling the withdrawal, until I noticed that pills were going missing from the med cabinet. I’d emptied everything that was left into a disposal sack and thrown it out of the skip field into interstellar space. Then he’d come up with some other pretext to pick a fight with me.

And what’s the first thing he does when he gets home? Goes to see Marie da Silva, queen of the uppers.

We’d gone through all this twenty years ago, when he was kicking the habit first time around. I could not go through it again. It was just too disappointing.

“Sorry,” I said. “I respect the fact that your intentions are good, but no, I am not going to entrust my daughter to a fucking junkie.”

Hurt and rage exploded on his face. I turned away and went back to the others, shaking a bit.

“All right,” I said. “We’ll do it. Rendezvous at Space Island Harbor at nineteen hundred hours. I can’t push it back any further than that, so either you’re there or you’re not, got it?”

“Now I’ll have to dig out the anti-surveillance devices, I mean, the storm covers for my boats,” Marie said. She was smiling, and I saw that wild child Marie was still there, all right, inside the no-nonsense business owner. This escapade was taking her back to her days of living on the edge.

“You won’t regret it,” Parsec promised. “There’s just one thing.”

“Oh Jesus,” I groaned.

“Cecilia.”

I knew that was coming. Cecilia was Parsec’s wife. She had not fled into the jungle with the bears. She was a normie, and had more sense than that. She had gone into hiding separately.

“I want to see Cecilia,” Lucy piped up. Her affection for Parsec’s wife rankled with me. I saw it as symptomatic of her tendency to latch onto mother figures. But Cecilia Parsec was a good woman. She had saved Lucy from being shipped off-planet when Sophia tried to kidnap her.

“All right, we’ll pick Cecilia up,” I said, gritting my teeth. This thing was getting more and more complicated. But I couldn’t back out now. I turned to Dolph. He still had the sat-phone. “Call Marty, get the address.”

Cecilia was staying with some friends of Martin’s downtown—snake Shifters, but they passed: they lived as mainstream humans, running a vegan café, of all things. Dolph got on the phone again.

“So can I come?” Lucy said. “Please, Daddy!”

I hesitated, struggling with myself. “No. You cannot come.”

“Pleeease!”

“Got the address,” Dolph said.

“All right,” I said. “You go ahead. I’ll catch you up later.”

“So you’re not going, Dad?” Lucy wheedled.

I didn’t want to go. I belonged here, on this sweaty, sultry jungle planet, because Lucy belonged here. Fighting it, I looked at Alec. “If it’s all right with you, I’ll hang out for a while.”

“Yay!” Lucy said contentedly.

The bears clambered into Marie’s truck. Dolph got on his bike and peeled out ahead of them. The noise of engines faded down the track.

“I should’ve shot the lot of them,” Alec said. “But on the other hand, be nice to stick it to the PD.”

“That’s how I see it,” I said, thinking of my old friend Jose-Maria d’Alencon, a detective inspector. I had trusted him, until he sold me out to the Iron Triangle.

“One of these days,” Alec said, “one of these days …” He left the thought hanging. We walked up the track, with the wolves trotting behind us. Bugs whined over fresh puddles. The sunlight fell in freshly-cut slices, and Lucy’s hand was warm in mine.

“So you haven’t had any trouble from the cops recently?” I said.

“Just the usual. Drones buzzing the camp from time to time. Sting v-mails trying to get me to incriminate myself by selling guns to undercover cops. Owning firearms is legal, selling them ain’t. I stay on the right side of the law.”

I knew he didn’t. Dolph and I had both bought guns from him in the past. “You know, it might not be my place to say this, but …”

“Go on.”

“You make it easy for them to target you.” I gestured at the big timber house we were approaching through the trees. Rifle fire cracked out from the range behind the house. “Living out here, isolated—”

“It’s the San Damiano way.”

“I’m just saying, if, God forbid, they come for you some day, you’re gonna need friends, not just …” Slaves, I didn’t say. The wolves and the others who lived out here with Alec were not technically slaves. Even on San Damiano, we don’t call ‘em slaves. The accepted term is household retainers. Here on Ponce de Leon, their status was even more ambiguous. About all you could say was that they were too wild and disorganized to make a go of it as humans, so they relied on Alec to look after them. “The San Damiano way works on San Damiano. Here, we gotta beat the normies at their own game.”

“Oh, I’m ready,” Alec said. “If that day ever comes, they won’t know what hit ‘em.”

“What I’m saying is, firepower is only part of the equation, and not even the biggest part. Parsec gets that. He’s a scumbag, but he used to put a lot of his ill-gotten right back into the community, fixing people’s houses, donating to the church. After the big flood in 3412, he was out there delivering relief supplies with his own hands. That’s why folks like him.”

“Shifters should stick together,” Lucy said sagely, reminding me that she had been listening to the whole conversation.

“Out of the mouths of babes,” Alec said dryly.

“If we stuck together, things wouldn’t happen like what happened to Mia’s mom.”

“Irene?” I said sharply. “What happened to her?”

Alec grimaced. “Got arrested.”

“Shit. When did that happen?”

“Five minutes after you left for Mittel Trevoyvox. Pulled in just for knowing you, was what I heard.”
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The news about Irene marred my time with Lucy. My daughter’s company was always a balm for my soul. Her uncritical hero worship reassured me that I was a good father, regardless of how badly I screwed up in other areas of my life. But now I couldn’t stop thinking about Irene. Alec didn’t know any more details about her situation. Was she languishing in jail—because of me?

At three o’clock, Dolph called to say that the bears had reached Marie’s boathouse safely. They were going to hide out there and wait for dark.

Lucy dragged out our goodbyes. “You’re coming back, right? Right, Dad? Right?”

What could I do but lie? “Yeah, sweetheart. Real soon.”

I drove back to the city in a foul temper, and swung by 90th Street. It was on my way, anyway.

The sidewalk gravelnut trees were shedding their leaves. On the front porch of my building lay a majestic male lion, with a slight, dark six-year-old boy beside him.

I slammed on the brakes and got out, leaving my truck double-parked. “Rex! How’s it going? Hey, Kit.”

Rex froze. Recovering, he edged over to make room for me on the stoop. “Didn’t know you were back in town, Mike.”

“Just landed. I heard about Irene. Is she …?”

“She ain’t here at the moment.”

“She in … jail?”

“What? Oh, that. No, no. They hauled her in on some bullshit charge. Figure they wanted to ask her about you. Needless to say, she didn’t know jack, didn’t say jack. They let her go with no charges.”

I smiled in relief. “Thank God for that.”

“Yeah.”

“So how’s everything—in general?” I was trying to be tactful. I knew that the Seagraves’ financial situation was precarious. When I fired Irene, shortly before we left for Mittel Trevoyvox, I had eliminated their only source of income. I’d felt bad about that ever since.

“Could be worse,” Rex said.

“Mom got a new job,” Kit put in.

“She did?!”

I guess I had no cause to be so surprised. Irene was one of the best weapons officers in the business. Why I’d fired her had nothing to do with her job performance. It had been a question of trust. I had learned that she had concealed her history of working at the notorious Bull Rock prison on Tech Duinn. Bad enough that she had participated in the systematic, sordid torture of prisoners—she, and Rex for that matter, had lied to me about it ever since I’d known them. I could not go on trusting her after that.

But that didn’t make her any less of a skilled professional. “Congratulations.” I forced a smile. “What kind of thing is she doing now?”

“Same as before,” Rex said. “Ship’s weapons officer.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Whose ship? Anyone I know?”

I knew most of the independent spaceship captains flying out of Ponce de Leon. With Parsec out of the game, I was the only Shifter among the lot. The normies, cyborgs, and Zeroes were decent people, for the most part, but few of them would even consider hiring a Shifter.

“No one you know,” Rex said.

He was definitely being evasive. Didn’t want to tell me the details. It depressed me, as I used to consider him a good friend. But I guess that was over now. “Well—tell her hello from me. I gotta get on.” I stood up, and that’s when I saw Kit’s left hand.

It was a twisted, scaly gray claw.

Rex saw my shock. “It stuck like that after his last episode,” he whispered, as if Kit wasn’t sitting right there. “We’re hoping it’ll go back to normal …”

I nodded, although I knew how unlikely that was. Kit had Chimera Syndrome, the same genetic disease that I had suffered from as a child. In my head, I had recovered from CS, but I knew that wasn’t technically true. You don’t recover from genetic diseases. I’d just learned to live with it. And since my survival was a one-in-a-million fluke, I’d never told Irene and Rex that I had the disease. False hopes are worse than none.

Statistically, sometime within the next five years, Kit was going to get stuck in some nightmarish chimera form, linger on for a while, and then die.

“Cool freaking claw, buddy,” I said. “What is that? Iguana?”

Kit grinned, tickled that I wasn’t pretending not to see it, the way most people would. “Iguana delicatissima,” he corrected me.

“Kit,” Rex growled.

Ignoring his father, Kit uncurled his claw to show me. “See the gray scales? Iguana iguana has green scales. Delicatissima is the smaller member of the iguana family. You know what’s really cool about iguanas?”

“They excrete nitrogenous waste through their nasal glands,” I said.

“Yes, but that’s not it! They went extinct, and were brought back in the 30th century from stored DNA!”

“Heck, that’s nothing,” I said. “I brought back the sabertooth tiger with nothing but the power of my imagination. You should give it a whirl. Look up S. smilodon on the net.”

Chimera Syndrome kids tend to be omnivorously interested in all kinds of animals, but fixating on a single animal helps during their uncontrollable Shifting episodes. It minimizes the terrifying mixed-up-ness of chimera forms. I remembered that clearly.

Rex growled in his throat. Just like my parents way back when, he was trying to pretend this wasn’t happening to his son. “Kit, go upstairs and bring Nanny B down.”

Kit reluctantly got up. He crossed his eyes at me behind Rex’s back. I smothered a smile as he vanished indoors. Chimera Syndrome doesn’t do anything to your brain or personality. That is both the saving grace and the horror of it.

“Rex …” I wanted to say something, but wasn’t sure how to put it, without opening the can of worms of my own experience with Chimera Syndrome.

“The meds don’t work.” Rex’s nose rested on his paws. He stared at the traffic edging around my double-parked truck. His large leonine eyes brimmed with misery. “Cost a fucking fortune, and they don’t work.”

“Not really, no. But what does work—”

“Nothing works. It’s terminal. Why’s this happening to us?”

I couldn’t answer that. I could only tell him what had worked for me. “If he doesn’t want to have any more episodes—”

“Of course he doesn’t fucking want to! It’s killing him!”

“I know, sorry. It’s not that simple. I’m just trying to say it’s up to him how he wants to handle it. But you can help him. When he has episodes, does he try to go off by himself? Does he push you away?”

“He near as hell broke my jaw, trying to make me go away the last time.”

“Well, don’t let him. Stay with him. Hold onto him. I mean, literally hold onto him.”

“How do you hold onto a broken quantum-probabilistic equation?” Rex scoffed, and then Kit pushed back through their front door, followed by Nanny B.

Nanny B was a tubby, royal-blue, four-foot humanoid robot. She used to belong to me. When Lucy went to live out at the range, I had passed her on to the Seagraves. Although soulless and largely humorless, Nanny B was a competent caregiver—so I was surprised to see her lurching from side to side, and saying in a grating voice, “Warning. Warning. Ammo supplies are critically low—”

“Kit,” Rex growled. “Turn that crap off!”

“Sorry, that was my saved game.” Kit pushed buttons on Nanny B’s belly console. A dystopian city scene flickered on her built-in screen, and vanished.

“You taught her to play games?” I said, mightily amused.

“More like hacked,” Rex said. “She don’t do anything else now. And he wants to spend all day sitting in front of her, zoning out on these first person shooter scenarios. It ain’t healthy. So, if you would do me the favor of taking her away with you, Mike.”

I winced. I knew that he was taking out his grief and anger about Kit’s condition on the bot. Rejecting her because she couldn’t do anything to mitigate Chimera Syndrome. But it felt like he was cutting the last fraying tie between us. Throwing my friendship back in my face.

Well, I guess I had asked for it.

Friendship was a sacred value to me. But I hadn’t acted like much of a friend when I fired Irene.

I had lost more than I knew that day, and I almost wished I could take it back. But it was too late for that. Irene had found a new job. And I wouldn’t want to get her mixed up in this unholy clusterfuck, anyway.

“No problem,” I said. “Come on, Nanny B.”

“No!” Kit screeched, belatedly realizing that his father was giving away his favorite toy.

“Sorry, bud. It’s your dad’s decision.” I nodded to Rex. “Give my best to Mia and Irene.”

I went down the steps with Nanny B lurching behind me. I switched her off, stowed her in the back of my truck, and drove away. As I turned onto Shoreside Avenue, Dolph called me again. “Where you at?”

“On my way back to the spaceport.”

“What’s your ETA?”

“Depends on the Space Highway traffic. There a problem?”

“Not exactly. But Marie’s not comfortable with the bears hanging out here. There’s crowd control drones flying over the beach. She’s worried they’ll get spotted on infrared.”

“That’s …”

Possible, actually. The weather was cool enough that nine bears who shouldn’t be there would show up on infrared imaging, even through the roof of Marie’s boathouse. I had never thought I would miss Ponce de Leon’s sweltering summer heat. Now I did.

“So we’re changing the plan. They’re gonna Shift back and dress as tourists. Hats, sunglasses, the whole drill. We’ll put them in a boat and take them across right now.”

Dolph sounded stressed, as well he might. The new plan was even more craptastic than the original one. “There’s no reason for tourists to land at Space Island Harbor,” I said. “And facial recognition tech can correct for sunglasses.”

“You got a better plan?”

Yes, I thought. Dump their mangy asses. But I had an idea, one that would also protect Dolph from the fallout if it went wrong. “Send them over, but you come out to the spaceport on your bike, same as always. If you’re with them, that’s two algos gunning for them instead of one, makes the odds worse. Splitting up improves everyone’s chances.”

“Yeah,” he said. “All right.”

“Call me again when they’re en route.” I accelerated.
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I sat on the bridge of the St. Clare, watching the sky fade from blue to violet on the external cameras. The bears should be arriving any minute.

As soon as they did, we were taking off.

MF perched beside me in Dolph’s couch. “The ship is not built for ten,” he moaned.

“No, it’s built for fifteen Kroolth.”

“Who are, I must remind you, far smaller than humans.”

With the metal ceiling of the bridge pressing down a couple feet above my head, I didn’t need reminding.

“The extra passengers will strain our life support capability. The wastewater and sewage systems, in particular, may not be able to sustain the burden …”

“Right now,” I said, “that is way, way down on my list of worries. I’ve done the math on the food and air. We’ll make it to—” I didn’t like saying it out loud, even to MF. “Our destination.”

“Will the bears be content to go … there?” MF didn’t like saying it, either.

My lips peeled back in a humorless smile. “They’ll hate it. But you know what, Parsec has it coming to him.” I sighed. “Seriously, from their perspective, it’s still a better alternative than dying in the Tunjle, or dying in jail. And besides …” Dolph had made a good point, back at the range. “I might need the backup. The bears can handle themselves.”

“I do not doubt it.” MF rattled his grippers disconsolately. “Yet, if we are taking any backup, I would rather have had Martin and Robbie.”

“I know what you mean, suitcase. But see, I care about Marty and Robbie. That’s why I don’t want to take them … there.”

“And Dolph?” MF said.

“Right,” I said. “Dolph’s still not coming.”

Assuming nothing went wrong, the bears would get here long before Dolph could. Across the bay is a shortcut; Space Highway is the long way round. And on my drive out to the spaceport, I’d seen that the traffic was particularly bad today, self-driving cars and trucks tailgating each other so tightly that even a bike couldn’t squeeze through.

“By the time Dolph gets here,” I said, “we won’t be here anymore.”

MF let out a creaking sigh. He was too smart to say anything.

“That might be them,” I said, leaning towards the main screen. Two pads over, a bus with a red MAI logo was heading our way along the intraport road. Marie had called me to say that she’d put Parsec and his gang aboard a transfer shuttle. Those buses are dumb enough to go wherever you tell them to, even if it’s a freight terminal on the side of the spaceport where tourists never normally set foot. “I’ll go out and—”

Rising, I checked.

“What was that?”

I had thought I heard something, like the thunk of an airlock hatch. But standing there listening, what I noticed was what I didn’t hear.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

The prisoners had gone quiet.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t heard a peep out of them since I got back.

Had they finally decided to behave themselves, or …?

I hurried down the trunk corridor, reaching for the .22 in my waistband.

Behind me, MF let out a screech. “Captain! The brig door—”

Rounding the corner into the lounge, I saw what he was talking about. The door of the admin berth was not quite closed.

Gun in one hand, I shoved it with my other hand. It rattled loosely in its frame, and sagged outwards.

There was no one in the berth.

They must have kicked it until the locking mechanism broke. MF had been outside the ship for quite a while, doing the post-flight and maintenance checks. That would have given them long enough to smash the door unnoticed. But how had they escaped the ship without MF spotting them?

“MF,” I yelled, “did you see—”

His voice, amplified by the PA, drowned mine out. “Captain! The airlocks!”

So that was what I’d heard.

I dashed back into the trunk corridor. The starboard airlock hatch was closed. The port one open.

They hadn’t escaped while MF was outside. They were escaping right now.

I scrambled up into the chamber.

Private Jim Kwok’s knuckles clung to the outer hatch rim. I knew it was him because of his wedding ring. His fingers withdrew as my head came level with them. I lay flat in the chamber and wormed towards the open air, gun first. I always stored my .22 with a full magazine and one in the chamber. My thumb clicked the manual safety off as I leaned out of the hatch, keeping back in case Kwok had a weapon, but he didn’t. He was empty-handed, the better to swarm down the ladder.

“Stop,” I barked. “Hold it right there!”

Kwok looked up. “You ain’t taking us to San Damiano,” he yelled, going down two rungs at a time. “We’re getting off right here.”

“Get back on board, jarhead! Don’t make me have to hurt you.”

The St. Clare was sitting out on the tarmac. We were in full view of the passing vehicles on the intraport roads. Even if automated, all those tankers and cargo trucks had eyes in their sides. So did the sky. I knew, and Kwok knew, that I had already lost. He grinned up at me. “I don’t take orders from no animal,” he said.

I shot him.

I knew, even as my trigger finger tightened, that it was a pointless act of retaliation. That threw my aim off. Instead of hitting my foreshortened target in the head, the bullet plowed into his left shoulder.

He howled in agony. Instinctively, he reached for the injured shoulder with his other hand—

—taking both hands off the ladder—

—and fell.

The equivalent of a two-storey drop to the ground.

He hit the tarmac with a noise like a rotten bough falling off a tree. Bounced a little, and lay motionless. Blood spread out from under his body.

MF tugged at my legs, gibbering.

“I always knew someone would fall off that ladder and kill themselves someday,” I said numbly.

“The other one! Captain, the other one!”

That’s right. The other airlock had been closed. But that didn’t mean there hadn’t been someone in the chamber.

Someone such as Akira Smith.

I scrambled up to the top deck. The sun squatted on the diamond-bright horizon of the sea, about to set. Shading my eyes, I threaded between the cargo crane and the turret-mounted Gausses.

The transfer shuttle had just reached Freight Terminal 1028. It inched towards my hangar at a safety-first pace. The bears looked anxiously out of the windows.

Smith was running across the tarmac.

His shadow stretched behind him, stilt-legs scissoring. He waved his arms, and I guess he was shouting as he ran into the path of an automated tanker, flagging it down, but the noise of a nearby ship launch swallowed his voice, and I heard nothing except the little voice in my head telling me to stick the .22 in my mouth and end it right now.

As the thunder of spaceship engines died away, sirens split the air, closing in on us from every direction.

I safed the gun and dropped it to the deck.
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The spaceport police held us all on the pad until the PdL PD arrived in the shape of Jose-Maria d’Alencon. My old friend stepped out of a cruiser wearing civvies, befitting his rank of detective inspector. He looked like he needed a shave, a hug, and a change of career, in no particular order.

“Tiger.” He looked down at the handcuffs on my wrists. “We gotta stop meeting like this.”

“Ain’t how I wanted it, either, Bones,” I said.

D’Alencon turned to Parsec, who was back in human form, standing in front of Cecilia as if to shield her from the cops. “And you. This time you’re going down. All the way to hell.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Parsec growled, a claim so ludicrous that d’Alencon didn’t bother responding.

“Seriously, Mike. Aiding and abetting this piece of shit? And …” His gaze tracked to the place where Kwok had fallen. They’d taken the body away. The blood remained. “What was that?”

“I have absolutely no doubt,” I said, “you’ll find out soon.”

*

I had been locked up in the holding cells at Ponce de Leon PD HQ before. That time, it had only lasted a few hours.

This time, I didn’t want it to end, because whatever came next, it would unquestionably be worse.

*

Later on the same day, they brought Dolph, Martin, and Robbie in. I didn’t see them. It was dark down here. I just heard their voices—Martin saying he wanted a lawyer, Robbie shouting that he hadn’t broken any laws, Dolph telling both of them to shut up. After that, I guess the cops threw them in cells in a different part of the complex, because I didn’t hear them anymore. The complaints and curses of the regular population of drunks, addicts, and petty criminals formed a white-noise backdrop to my self-recriminations. It felt like I was enclosed in my own tiny spaceship, with a concrete floor and a lidless toilet and a too-narrow, too-short bunk to lie on, watching cops and captives pass like foul-mouthed constellations … but this spaceship wasn’t going anywhere.

I expected to be handed over to the Iron Triangle. I expected to be arraigned on murder charges. I expected to be taken out and shot.

I did not expect the voice I heard, on the second day or maybe the third, outside my cell.

“Mike?”

I sat up, peering through the gloom. The whole cell block was dark, but there were lights at either end of the central corridor. They gleamed on the face and hair of …

“Christy?”

Christy Day was the student activities coordinator at Lucy’s school in Shiftertown. She and I had had something. Don’t know if you could call it a relationship. It was more of a primal connection. Delicate and attractive, she did not belong in this damp, stinking hole. I turned away from the light that now flashed through the bars, probing my cell.

“Go on in if you want, ma’am.” The cop holding the flashlight punched in the code to open my cell. “According to Detective Inspector d’Alencon, he ain’t dangerous.”

“D’Alencon’s wrong,” I rasped. “Go away, Christy.” I didn’t want her to see me like this. I was dangerous. To her, to myself, to everyone who had the misfortune of knowing me.

She came in. The cop relocked the cell and stood with his back to the bars. “Fifteen minutes,” he said.

I resigned myself to getting this over with. “Short on chairs, but please, sit.” I straightened the thin blanket on the bunk.

She stayed standing. “You’ve got to help me.”

“Me? Help you?”

It had been the other way round. She had helped me to finally get over Sophia. She had helped me to believe that maybe I didn’t have to be lonely for the rest of my life. She had given me her body and more importantly, her trust. I couldn’t think of a single damn thing I’d given her in return.

“It’s Jan and Leaf.”

Jan and Leaf Khratz were Pippa’s cousins. They had received asylum on Ponce de Leon, and Christy had fostered them. That’s the kind of woman she was.

“They took them.”

“Color me unsurprised,” I said. Why had any of us ever thought that the Iron Triangle would leave them alone?

“Do you know who took them?”

“Don’t you?”

“They said it was Immigration. They were dragged right out of school. I was told they’d violated their terms of asylum—”

“Oh, bullshit.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Ten to one it wasn’t Immigration, either. It was the Iron Triangle.”

“Detective Inspector D’Alencon said you’ve been working with—the Iron Triangle.” She lowered her voice. She was a normie. They have an almost superstitious respect for the Fleet and all its shadowy, unaccountable agencies. “Can you help me find them?”

I would have laughed if it wasn’t so tragic. “Christy, look around. Look where I am. There’s nothing I can do for you.”

“D’Alencon said you weren’t going to be charged. You’ll be out of here in another twenty-four hours.”

“What?”

“I’m losing my mind, Mike. I’ve been making phone calls. Camping out in line at the Immigration and Asylum Agency. I even took a bus out to the Fleet base at Cascaville. They told me to quit making a fuss, or I might wind up in custody myself. I’m not scared of them, but I’m just a schoolteacher.” She laced that with self-contempt. She was so wrong. She wasn’t just anything. “You—you’re a … defense contractor. Mercenary. Whatever you really are. You could get them back—”

“I’m prisoner number 1638.” I figured D’Alencon had been bullshitting her about my imminent release, to keep her happy. “Christy, if there was anything I could do, I would, but there isn’t. Please just go.” I was feeling nauseated. It came in waves. I sat down on the bunk, not even caring that I was showing weakness.

She sat down beside me. “You could at least give me a hug,” she said, and the catch in her voice told me she had silently started to cry.

That broke down my restraint. I put my arm around her. The feel of her slender shoulders, the pressure of her thigh against mine, undermined my defenses. “Christy, I need you to forget about me.” Far from forgetting, I was remembering how she looked naked. How her body felt under mine. “Please; forget we ever met. I’m not good enough for you.”

“You keep saying that. But what if it’s me who isn’t good enough for you?”

“That’s crazy talk,” I said indignantly. “You’re beautiful, smart, independent, you have a heart the size of a human-compatible planet. You’re the woman I always wanted to meet, but never dreamed I actually would. Oh, dammit.”

“That’s flattering, but it isn’t me. I’m always harping on about honesty, but there’s a lot you don’t know about me. Like where I’m from.”

“I thought you were from here.”

“Here, yeah, but not Mag-Ingat. I’m from Madre Dias.” A small logging town in the interior. “My dad was a lush, my mom was chronically depressed. If neither of them hit me, it was a good day. Government service got me out of there. When I came back from the Hurtworlds, I got my teaching certificate, and I’ve never gone back. They’re both dead now. But Madre Dias is still in here.” She touched her chest.

“I didn’t know.”

“No, I don’t make a habit of telling people.” She caught her breath. “I always wanted a big family. I was an only child, and I hated it. I dreamed of getting married and having six, seven kids. But it never happened, and now here I am, thirty-five, alone in the goddamn world. And now I’ve lost Jan and Leaf, too. Shit, what a stinking mess it all is.”

“Christy, maybe … maybe it could still happen for you—”

“No, it won’t.” She stood up. “Because I keep picking the wrong kind of guy.” She pointed at me. “Like you.”

I pushed myself upright. Hearing that awful story, realizing how broken she was inside, made me long to hold her. Hug her. Heal her. But I couldn’t. She was angry at me for failing her, and it would be easier for both of us if she stayed that way.

“While we’re on the subject,” I said, “I lied to you about something else, too. I’ve got IVK.”

She stared at me. “IVK?”

“Yup. Interstellar variant kuru.”

“What Pippa had?”

“That’s right. Caught it at the same time she did.”

Christy took a half-step backwards, involuntarily recoiling.

“I’ve got maybe five years to live, but I’ll be bedridden within another few months.”

“Oh, Mike.”

“How the cookie crumbles.”

She backed up again, until her skirt brushed the bars. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“That’s the kind of guy I am.”

She stared. In the dim light, I could not decipher her expression. “They arrested you at the spaceport,” she whispered. “Where were you going?”

I decided to tell her the truth. That would scare her off for once and for all. “Come here. It’s a secret.” I rested my fingers lightly on her shoulder and murmured the name of my destination into her ear.

She flinched away again. “You’re nuts. Absolutely nuts. Isn’t it bad enough that you’ve got IVK, without going there? Or are you trying to kill yourself?” She walked to the bars and touched the cop’s elbow. “I’d like to go now, please. We’re finished here.”

After she left, I lay on my bunk, feeling so far away from everyone, I might as well be floating in a deep-space abyss between the stars.
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“Up and at ‘em, Tiger.”

I rubbed my eyes. D’Alencon stood outside my cell with a uniformed escort. How long had it been since Christy left? Days? Weeks? I remembered that she had said I was going to be released. I’d figured that for flim-flam. Now hope flared up. I’m dumb like that. “What’s happening?”

“Get your shoes on and you’ll find out.”

They took me up to the rooftop parking lot. It was night. The neon spires of uptown stabbed the sky. D’Alencon prodded me into a prisoner transport van. Dolph was already seated in the van, handcuffed to a burly officer. Martin and Robbie were there, too. Martin looked ten years older. Robbie, with his buzz-cut and thick arms, looked like the hardened criminal he may have become if I hadn’t given him a chance. So much for that.

“They arrested Marie, too,” Dolph said to me.

“Shut up,” said the officer next to him.

We sat a while, and then a woman officer led Lucy across the rooftop.

“What’s my daughter doing here?!” I exploded out of my seat, forgetting I was handcuffed to the police officer next to me. He jerked me back down none too gently. “Bones! What the hell?”

Lucy looked scared to death as the woman officer urged her into the van. “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy,” she sobbed, reverting to babyish neediness, reaching out for me. The woman officer pushed her into a front seat.

My whole body quivered with rage. I leaned across the aisle and hissed, “Bones, explain this shit! What’s she doing here?”

The van started. D’Alencon stared straight ahead. “She was removed from the location where she was residing, due to concerns about ongoing truancy and child neglect issues.”

They had raided Alec’s place.

“As Mr. Macaulay was unable to produce any documentation proving legal guardianship, Lucy has been made a ward of the planetary government.”

“You can’t do that. I’m her father.”

“And you’re gonna stand up in court and claim with a straight face that you are providing her with adequate care? Seriously, Tiger?”

The van rolled down the spiral ramp that wrapped around the outside of the building, and turned onto Esposito Avenue, heading downtown. My hands were shaking. I tucked the free one between my knees.

“In my view, they should’ve took all those kids away,” d’Alencon said. He had three boys of his own. “Fucking Shifters, letting their kids roam around in the woods with no shoes on. Some of them can’t even read and write.” The other police officers uh-huh’ed. Fucking Shifters.

I stared at the crown of Lucy’s head, which was all I could see of her. The thick, oak-brown hair was tangled. No one had made her comb or braid it. Like Jan and Leaf, she had been ripped away from people who cared for her and a place where she felt safe, abducted by psychopaths in uniform. I fought shame and guilt, trying to think clearly. D’Alencon had said they hadn’t taken all the kids away from the range. That meant the raid had been a pretext to grab Lucy … and use her as a pawn in—whatever was going on here.

We drove under the legs of Upperway and up the ramp to the elevated highway. Off to our left, the lights of the Strip curled around the beach. Fireworks blossomed in the sky over the bay. The starbursts told me what day and time it was. Ponce de Leon’s day is 24 hours and 11 minutes long; those eleven minutes are called the witching hour, and that’s when they set off fireworks on holidays. The only holiday around now was Victory Day, commemorating our triumph in the first human-Ek war. So it was just after midnight on October 19th. We had been in jail for only four days. It had felt like weeks. But that was more than long enough for those FTL drones from Mittel Trevoyvox to arrive. We were screwed, all right.

The van merged onto Space Highway and picked up speed. At the spaceport, we were whisked through customs and out to the cargo launch zone. I sat forward, tense. Were we actually going to my launch pad?

We passed Freight Terminal 1028 without slowing down.

The St Clare was gone.

The hangar stood open. Nothing inside except the cherry-picker.

“My ship,” I yelled.

“Uh huh,” d’Alencon said. “That bot of yours, the Urush antique—”

“What about him?” Dolph interrupted, twisting around as far as he could.

“When officers attempted to remove him from the St. Clare, he threatened to crash the information architecture of the spaceport. It was determined in light of his previous exploits that his threat was plausible.”

“Go, MF, go,” Robbie bayed, earning a hard shove from his custodian officer.

“It was decided to allow him to depart the planet in the St. Clare.”

So MF was at large in the St. Clare. Finally, some good news. But we were still in handcuffs. And I knew in my gut that worse was to come. The van stopped on a launch pad way out near the sea coast, in a forest of squat little independent shuttles. These bullet-shaped tiddlers can’t go FTL; they just lift stuff up and down from the surface for the cargo haulers and interstellar tankers which never land. There seemed to be nothing special about the one towering over us. The captain, a woman as thickset and ugly as her ship, stood at the top of the steps. She went inside without a word and climbed up to the bridge as the police officers herded us on board.

“Not exactly the luxury you’re accustomed to?” said Major-General Akira Smith.

As I had feared, we were back in the custody of the Iron Triangle.

When I last saw Smith, he was running barefoot across the tarmac of Freight Terminal 1028, yelling for help. Now he wore expensive boots, an aran sweater, and gray slacks that stretched across his big thighs. His hair was trimmed, his face scrubbed, and he smelled of mint chewing tobacco. He stood on top of a rampart of plastikretes in the middle of the cargo hold, a.k.a. the inside of the ship’s cylindrical fuselage. They normally pack these shuttles to the rafters. This time, about two meters of clearance remained.

Three thugs in holo-camouflage flanked Smith, aiming pistols at us. I figured them for plainclothes Iron Triangle officers.

“Lie down,” Smith barked. His smirk left no doubt that he relished having power over me again.

I held my ground. “No crash couches,” I said. “It ain’t safe for a child—"

“Lie down!” Smith shouted again, kicking one of the foam pallets that had been laid atop the cargo.

The PdL police officers exited the ship; d’Alencon stayed with us, his face like granite.

I lay down. Stacking two of the foam pallets, I whispered to Lucy, showing her how to lie flat on her back with her arms at her sides. This would be her first time launching into space. I had looked forward, one day, to sharing this experience with her. This was not what I had pictured, to say the least. Her eyes widened with terror as the engines howled and the gees kicked in. She struggled to move, despite my soothing whispers, straining so hard to sit up I was afraid she’d hurt herself.

Then we reached orbit.

We floated into the air.

Lucy’s terror melted into spontaneous amazement. She kicked her arms and legs the way newbies always do. “Wow!” Her voice pealed through the grim silence. “I’m flying, I’m flying! Look at me, Dad! Look!”

I even caught one of the Iron Triangle officers smiling.

They did not, however, let their guard drop. And a moment later the engines started again. A few percent of a G of thrust gravity sucked us back to the floor. We were leaving orbit.

The shuttle kept burning for another hour and a half. Then its maneuvering thrusters fired, lightly jolting us. There was a clunk—a jolt—and the engines cut out. We had landed, or docked with a larger spacecraft. Where? The Fleet base at the L4 Lagrange point? We hadn’t been travelling long enough, given the shuttle’s thrust capacity—

“Suit up,” Smith ordered. The Iron Triangle officers threw spacesuits at us. Off-the-shelf, plain black. They even had a little one for Lucy. Heck, did she look adorable in that thing. I held tightly to her gloved hand as we disembarked from the shuttle onto a fractally scalloped shell of nanocrete.

Ships in various stages of refurbishment or construction towered over the tightly curved horizon. The bright orb of Ponce de Leon’s moon filled half the sky. Ships of all sizes drifted across its face: shuttles, tugs, freighters, tankers. Carbon-fiber ribbons caught the sun, ruling a micro-fine, 50,000-klick line across the void to an anchor point just over the horizon.

Now I knew where we were.

Cortez Station.
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“Quite a ways out of your jurisdiction, d’Alencon,” I said on the suit-to-suit frequency.

“My jurisdiction, in one sense, is the Cape Agreste district of Mag-Ingat,” d’Alencon said, “but in another sense it’s the dark side of the human heart. So this is my neighborhood.”

Those carbon-fiber ribbons slicing through space were Ponce de Leon’s lunar space elevator. Cargo containers crawled up and down them, delivering raw materials, regolith-derived water, and antimatter from the surface of the moon to the L1 Lagrange point, where the mass of Cortez Station thumbtacked the space elevator to the fabric of gravity. The station itself was a captured 900,000-tonne asteroid. A loose shell of micro-gravity fabs, refineries, and antimatter depots orbited around it. Cortez Station was one of the largest deep-space shipyards in the Cluster … but it was also a notorious watering-hole for space professionals who, shall we say, would not find themselves welcome on the surface of Ponce de Leon. Even I had only stopped here a couple of times. The place made me feel guilty by association.

We clipped onto the motorized tether-runner, which towed us gently away between the landing shells. I stayed focused on Lucy, cautioning her not to bounce in the asteroid’s negligible gravity. Dolph threw an elbow into my side and motioned with his helmet.

The St. Clare’s head grinned in silhouette against the moon.

Our ship was sitting only a couple of shells away.

MF had followed us! With his decryption skills, he could’ve found out where we were going by simply listening to the radio traffic.

Hope jolted through me. But with Lucy at my side, and guns at our backs, I dared not even think about making a run for it.

A bank of personnel airlocks sparkled in a rocky cliff. We floated down a long, branching tunnel into a cavern filled with canned air and the smell of farts.

Cortez Station is a rock balloon enclosing a spinning cylinder the size of four aircraft carriers laid end to end. You float along zip lines from the zero-g facilities on the inside of the asteroid’s shell to the entry points at the cylinder’s tapered ends. The place smells like a cross between a sewer and a Fringeworlds fusion restaurant. Most of the folks you meet up here can’t go down to Ponce de Leon for some reason, generally related to active PdL PD warrants, and it shows. Shaven heads, shaggy beards, tats, cybernetics … clothes painted on, falling off, or missing altogether—it’s hot in here … security contractors, spaceship crews, mercs, hustlers, whores … and that’s just the humans. Eks, aiora, stargends, and yuriops added their own alien vocalizations to the background noise levels. The only Fleet personnel in sight were glassy-eyed drunk. Lucky bastards. I hadn’t had a drink in days.

Inside the cylinder, we trudged down a ramp crowded with bodacious holo greeters, into 0.7 of a standard gravity. The decks of the cylinder curved up to meet 500 meters above our heads, like a sky full of scatological neon constellations. We walked through “streets” reminiscent of a rundown spaceport somewhere in the Fringeworlds. Hole-in-the-wall noodle bars, smoke shops, full-service massage parlors, VR arcades, tattoo parlors, chop shops, software dealers, malware dealers, prescription mills, sexbot rental agencies, brothels catering to every kink from pedophilia to bestiality— “Sweetie,” I whispered to Lucy, “don’t look—” but she was looking everywhere. People stared back, with curiosity or worse, at the cute little moppet swinging her helmet on its strap. I wanted to kill every last one of them.

And Smith and his minions.

And d’Alencon.

Yeah, I’d start with him.

My empty fists felt like origami, crumpling under the pressure of my grip on nothing.

D’Alencon led us into a narrow alley fragrant with dope smoke, bordered with carwash curtain doors flashing chinks of hot light. It was crowded, people brushing against me. We strung out single file. I was thinking about grabbing Lucy and making a run for it when something hard dug into the small of my back.

I’ve been around. I know a pocket Gauss when I feel its wide muzzle shoved against my kidneys.

I walked where the gun nudged me, losing sight of the others as I stumbled through curtains into a secondhand electronics shop. Fans stirred smoke from a cigarette smouldering in an ashtray. A glass of amber liquid stood beside it on the top of a display case. Someone was listening to frontier blues in a back room.

“Hands up.”

I put my hands up.

My assailant came around the front of me. He was a small, wizened gent. Cyborg, actually. Both eyes, the hand that held the Gauss, and the regular sighing of his breath said he had more artificial parts inside his body. He spoke, metallically, through a throat implant.

“Tell me where Pippa Khratz went.”

“This seems a bit clandestine, even for the Iron Triangle,” I said, raising my eyebrows at the shelves of components, the screens showing sixty different channels—even though I now realized those were surveillance channels. The old cyborg was monitoring every access route to his lair. I caught sight of my crew and their escort, moving away. The whole point of this excursion must have been to drop me off.

“The failure of the operation on Mittel Trevoyvox is not yet widely known,” the old cyborg said. “It will not become widely known. Are we clear on that, Mr. Starrunner?”

Two plus two added up to four. I suddenly understood why they had brought us here in a chartered cargo shuttle, not a Fleet ship … and why we were on Cortez Station, not the Fleet base at the L4 Lagrange point. The Iron Triangle were keeping this secret, even from their own people. Schadenfreude is cold comfort, but I couldn’t help chuckling.

“You fucked up,” I said. “You fucked up bad. Your power over the Fleet depends on your reputation for invincibility. If the chiefs of staff found out that you lost the Transcendence, it would blow your reputation to hell. So you’re trying to cover it up. Am I warm, hot, middling?”

“Where did Pippa Khratz go?”

I shook my head, still smiling. So this was why they needed me. They had the trajectory data for the Minotaur, just like I did, but that data pointed to at least eighteen possible destinations. They didn’t have time to search them all before this shit blew up in their faces.

“Who did you speak to on Ponce de Leon? With whom did you discuss the operation?”

“I spoke with a bunch of people. I did not discuss the operation with a soul. Appearances notwithstanding, I’m not suicidal.”

“Yet you were planning to pursue Pippa Khratz and her companions into the Borderworlds.”

“Sophia,” I corrected him. “I was planning to pursue Sophia. Pippa and Justin are no threat to the Cluster. All they want is to be happy. They won’t trouble anyone … unless Sophia finds them.”

“The Transcendence must be eliminated.”

I looked into the wide muzzle of the Gauss. “No argument there.”

A readout on the cyborg’s metal arm flickered. He glanced at it with his steel-and-glass eyes. “That was not an entirely truthful answer.”

Shit, he was voiceprinting me. Probably analyzing my microexpressions and dermal circulation as well. That tech can be scary-accurate.

“You have interstellar-variant kuru, Mr. Starrunner. The Transcendence is a potential cure for that disease.”

It wasn’t a “potential” cure, it was a proven one. I had seen Pippa cure herself of IVK. I kept my mouth shut, but I couldn’t stop my heart from hammering.

“You intended to obtain the Transcendence for yourself. That was your real goal. Is that a truthful statement?”

I chose my words carefully. “My goal,” I said, “is to find my ex-wife, and kill her.”

The readout stayed stable.

“Shifters,” the old cyborg said. “Such civilized individuals.”

“But you don’t need a civilized individual, do you?” I said. “You need a dog.”

The old cyborg chuckled. “I already have a dog.” He glanced at the carwash curtains. Akira Smith shoved into the room, head down, shoulders tight. He sat down on a stool at the end of the counter and stared at me. Now I was scared. Ol’ cyberface seemed to be a comparatively reasonable person. Akira Smith was a monster.

“What have you done with my crew?” I said, too loudly. “Where’s my daughter?”

Smith stared at me for another second, then pushed some buttons on a console at the end of the counter. Suddenly, the shop filled with murmuring ghosts. Holos, their edges sparkly in the low light. A dark woman with a bindi dot on her forehead, which made me think of an entry wound. A heavyset man with a red beard. An old woman in an evening gown. Another cyborg with such a high metal-to-meat ratio I couldn’t tell if it was male or female. A thin man with mandarin mustaches and a bird sitting on his shoulder … and more and more, overlapping with each other in the narrow space of the shop. The whole Iron Triangle leadership, I figured. Here in spirit to watch the show. I fended them off, like brushing cobwebs away. My arms swung through nothing.

“Where’s Lucy?” I said hoarsely, sidestepping to see Smith through the kaleidoscope of holo projections. He had a ghost head growing out of his chest.

“She’ll be here in a minute.”

“A drink, Mr. Starrunner?” the cyborg said, enjoying my confusion.

“I think I will.”

Smith reached through the bindi-dot woman, got dusty glasses from under the counter, poured. Generation brand. The logo: one of the mountain-sized ships that brought us all here from Earth, centuries ago.

“Cheers,” I said.

As I raised the glass to my mouth, the door at the back of the shop opened. Lucy stumbled in, followed by d’Alencon. I instinctively started towards my daughter. The Gauss stopped me. Ol’ cyborg levelled the evil weapon … at Lucy’s head.
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The holos drew back to the corners of the shop. I stood with my glass of bourbon halfway to my mouth, paralyzed by the gun pointing at my little girl’s head.

“No,” I croaked. “Please.”

“What do you take us for? We do not kill innocent people … especially not children.” Ol’ cyberface passed the gun to Smith, who settled it on his thigh, still pointing at Lucy.

“Just making sure we have your full attention,” Smith said.

They had it.

“If you fail to answer our questions truthfully,” ol’ cyberface said, “little Lucy will be sold to one of the more sophisticated establishments you passed on your way here.”

D’Alencon’s face clenched, then went stony again.

“She will not be hurt. Well, maybe only a little. The first time.”

Lucy stared at me in panic. She was eight. She didn’t know what he meant. But I did.

“Ask me whatever you want,” I said thickly.

“Where did Pippa Khratz go?”

I knew the answer. On the way back from Mittel Trevoyvox, when I was analyzing the Minotaur’s trajectory data, doing the math to try to figure out where they could’ve got to, MF had drifted in and told me to stop breaking my brain over it. Pippa had told him exactly where they were going. It had to be somewhere with reasonably sophisticated genetic engineering facilities, so she could rent lab time, plug in her Code, and make her boyfriend, Justin, immortal. It did not have to be somewhere nice, or even survivable by ordinary human standards. “Lebrija!” I blurted. “She went to Lebrija!”

The readout stayed steady. The holos murmured in the corners.

“To confirm,” ol’ cyberface said, “Pippa Khratz, Justin Kventuras, and Zane Cole, flying the stolen ultra-stealth ship Minotaur, fled to Lebrija, a Borderworld seventeen light years from Mittel Trevoyvox?”

“Yes!”

“Lebrija, also known as the World of Storms, primarily inhabited by the alien race known as shrulbies, subject to a permanent travel advisory warning for human beings?”

“Yes!” Shrulbies are radical automorphs. Every shrulbie genetically engineers itself to be different from all the others. Fancy gene-modding equipment, they got.

“Thank you, Mr. Starrunner,” the old cyborg said. “You appear to be telling the truth. That is all we need.”

My heart raced, my armpits were waterfalls, my eyes ached. I started towards Lucy. Get her out of here first. Blow up the entire fucking station later.

“Kill him.”

I’d figured that was coming. As soon as I gave up the information they wanted, I was just garbage on legs. Still, I had hoped.

Smith swung the Gauss around to aim at me. He was smirking. He had wanted this for a long time. Now, for bonus points, he was going to get to shoot me in front of my daughter. After that, no doubt they’d sell Lucy to the pedos, exactly as they had threatened.

“If you hurt us,” I bluffed desperately, “Mechanical Failure will destroy you.”

“We’re inside a twenty-meter shell of solid rock,” Smith said. “I’m not worried.”

“You should be.”

“We’re targeting the St. Clare with kinetics and energy weapons. Worst that can happen is the AM explosion destroys a few hulls under construction, digs a new crater in the surface.”

“It ain’t Cortez Station you should worry about,” I said. “It’s Ponce de Leon.” I was still holding the glass of Generation. I raised it to my nose. Heady, with an elusive woodsy tang that made me think of home.

I threw the bourbon into Smith’s face, and hurled myself at him, grabbing for the Gauss. My momentum knocked him off his stool. The Gauss went off. I twisted it out of his hand and skimmed it across the floor. Both of us crashed into the display cabinets. Lucy screamed. The holos swooped in, blinding me with kaleidoscopic colors. I had landed on top of Smith, but he was heftier, and he hadn’t been in jail for four days, or living on booze and cigarettes for three weeks before that. He flung me off. I rolled into a back somersault, out from behind the counter. He came at me with his fingernails extruded into razors. “Run, Lucy!” I bellowed. “Run!”

Still on my knees, I threw up a clumsy block. Smith’s nails raked pain across my left forearm, but it was distant, submerged in the familiar pain of Shifting. My body melted into a sizzling blur of quantum probabilities. His next swing went right through me, like I was one of those holos, not real.

What is real? Reality is power. Every fight has two main aspects—kinetics and information. The information that defined me, Michael Starrunner, my unique energy signature, had baggy pockets loaded down with animals. I picked one at random. Smith stumbled over my tiger and sprawled on his face. I danced aside on four feet, pivoted, tore stripes in his shoulders. Blood welled through his nice hand-knitted sweater.

“See how you like them claws,” I panted. “Mine are real.”

I wanted to damage him more, but Lucy had already darted out of the shop with d’Alencon behind her. I barged past ol’ cyberface, knocking him over, and sprang through the rags of the holos, out into the alley. Shutters were slamming down. Lucy was running. Her small size allowed her to duck and weave through the crowd.

One of Smith’s thugs blocked the end of the alley ahead of her, levelling his gun.

People dived for cover.

I let out a tiger roar and broke into a sprint, but I was too far away—

Behind me, a gun barked.

The Iron Triangle man dropped his weapon and crumpled.

“Keep running, Tiger,” grunted d’Alencon, stepping out of a doorway. He racked another round into the chamber of his service weapon and fired back into the electronics shop.

I dashed past him. Lucy stood staring at the dead man. She had a Gauss in her hands. She’d picked up ol’ cyberface’s weapon so it couldn’t be used against us. Quick thinking.

“Throw that thing away, sweetheart,” I panted.

Out back of the alley, a decorative brook flowed longitudinally along the cylinder. That is, it may once have been decorative. Now it looked like a conveyor belt full of rubbish. In tiger form the smell was nigh-on unbearable. I made Lucy throw the Gauss into it. Then we dashed along the brook, heading for the nearer end of the cylinder. People stared at me like they were trying to decide whether I was real.

“Tiger.” My big ears picked up d’Alencon’s voice. He caught up with us and matched his stride to Lucy’s, breathing heavily.

“You need to lay off the cheese fries, Bones.” My way of saying thanks.

“I didn’t know what they were going to do to her.”

“What were they going to do to me?” Lucy said.

“Something bad, but it ain’t gonna happen,” d’Alencon said. “When I’m governor of Ponce de Leon, I’m going to eminent-domain the owners of this shithole and clean it up. The Iron Triangle’ll have to find somewhere else to hold their deniable interrogation sessions.” He laughed humorlessly. “In my dreams.”

“I need to find my crew,” I said.

“No, you don’t,” d’Alencon said. “They’re back in the loading and staging bay, waiting to be shoved into space in their shirt-sleeves.”

Another of Smith’s thugs strode out from between the buildings ahead, carrying his gun openly, like he owned the place. He saw us. Trapped in the open, we had no time to dodge back into the alleys. I yelled at Lucy, “Into the brook! Now!”

She jumped into the filthy water and submerged like a fish. I skidded to the edge.

I can’t swim.

It couldn’t be that deep.

Yet my paws trembled on the edge. I snarled at the thug, fur bristling..

Grinning like a big-game hunter, he centered his sights on me and fired.

Pain seared through my right hind leg. I roared in agony. The thug crouched to fire another shot—

—and toppled into the brook, splashing waves of foul water onto the promenade.

“Shit,” d’Alencon said, lowering his gun. “You OK?”

Blood ran down my leg, warm and sticky. The bullet wound throbbed sickeningly. I felt dizzy. “I can walk on it.”

“I’m gonna draw them off.” Sweat glittered in d’Alencon’s stubble. “I’ll clear you through security. I’ll try, anyway. If they bought off Cortez Station security, we’re all fucked.” He jogged away.

“Lucy!” I pawed the water. She surfaced, water and rubbish sliding off her helmet. The thug’s corpse wallowed past her in the current as she scrambled out. She glanced back at it, but didn’t say one word. “Run,” I said.

She took off like a bullet. Pain speared through my hind leg as I tried to catch up. I shouted, “No, honey, don’t run—walk—”

“You said run.”

“I meant metaphorically, in the sense that Shifters like us spend our whole lives running.”

“Oh.”

We passed restaurants, machine shops, printeries reeking of new polyester. The end of the cylinder rose like a glittering hill ahead. We hurried up the hill to the cylinder’s exit ramp. I was leaving bloody pawprints. Good thing the floor was so dirty, it wasn’t obvious. A security checkpoint blocked the way, but we were waved through with a grunted “Uh-huh.” D’Alencon had some clout around here.

Rocking across the void in a zipcar, clinging to my fur, Lucy pestered me with questions, but I brushed them off. Back in the shell of the asteroid, I retraced our tracks to the loading and staging bay.

Tethers and cargo rails crisscrossed a long, low cavern, one side studded with cargo locks and personnel locks. Dolph hovered by the side of a personnel lock, suited up, helmet visor open. His face relaxed. “I was about to go looking for you.”

“Marty? Robbie?”

“On board the St. Clare.”

“The guys who were supposed to throw you into space in your shirt-sleeves?”

Dolph nodded at a bin for storing empty oxygen canisters. Its lid flapped up and down a few centimeters in the wind from the fans. I glimpsed bloodstained flesh, and moved in front of Lucy so she couldn’t see. “In this changing universe,” Dolph said, “one thing is true, and will always be true: no one expects a dolphin on a space station.”

Lucy giggled.

High on his own supply of badassery, Dolph shoved her gently and said, “Seal your helmet.” Then he stopped smiling. “Seriously, Mike, this was a budget operation. The dudes were two-credit hitters. Not really up to the Iron Triangle’s standards. What gives?”

“Reality,” I said. “We aren’t here. We were never here. Neither were they.”

“Shit,” Dolph said, “I’m never anywhere. Just taking up space in the mass-energy continuum. What happened to your leg?”

“A two-credit hitter.” I Shifted back. The bullet wound went from being a leak in my fur to a through-and-through in my lower thigh. Christ, I’d gotten lucky. Couple of centimeters higher and he would’ve hit an artery. As it was, I was starting to feel woozy from blood loss. Dolph tossed me my spacesuit.

As I wriggled into the suit, I saw d’Alencon emerging from the access tunnel, holding cautiously onto a tether and looking around. I mustered the last of my energy and flew over to him.

“I’m getting the heck off this rock,” he said. “I advise you to do likewise. Your crew?”

I pointed out Dolph. “Bashed in the heads of the Iron Triangle’s thugs with his tail.”

“Fuckin’ Psycho,” d’Alencon said with a noise that wasn’t quite a laugh. He started towards the far end of the bay, where the dirtside shuttles docked, hand over hand along the roof. I followed, thinking that this was probably the last time I’d see him.

“Bones, what’s gonna happen to Parsec?”

“Why do you care? That bear’s a cop-killer. He asked for it and he’s going to get it, good and hard.”

“No, he ain’t. Because you’re gonna let him go. All of his friends, too. Deport them to wherever. They won’t trouble you anymore.”

“Just why am I gonna do that, Tiger?”

“Because I believe you’re a man of honor, and I’m about to trade you for them. I’m gonna give you something more valuable to Ponce de Leon than a bunch of bearskins.”

Kinetics, and information. Every good cop knows that you need both. And d’Alencon was a good cop. He braked on his tether. His eyes fixed mine hungrily. “What,” he said, “were you about to tell the Iron Triangle guys, before you changed your mind and went 15th Recon on their asses?”

“That’s it. Remember the Founding Day attack?”

“Like I could ever forget it.”

“You were gonna hang Parsec for that.”

“Only because, with my apologies, Mike, we couldn’t get our hands on your ex. She was the mastermind.”

“Right. But there’s something you don’t know about her.”

I had kept this information in my back pocket. After we were arrested, I’d thought maybe I could use it to win our freedom. But the opportunity hadn’t arisen. So I might as well give it to d’Alencon as a thank-you gift.

“She was working for the Iron Triangle,” I said.

The color drained from D’Alencon’s pudgy face. “Sophia Hart … was an undercover Iron Triangle agent?”

“Yup.”

“The Founding Day plot …”

“Funded, organized and executed by the Iron Triangle, using that Darkworlder scumbag, Ijiuto, as a cat’s-paw.”

“And the chief prosecutor, every time they come with an ask, like put these people on a shuttle for Cortez Station, she spreads her legs and thinks of Ponce de Leon. That’s the way she put it to me.” D’Alencon scrubbed his free hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “I can’t do anything with this, Tiger. It’s too big. We would need more proof than the say-so of a Shifter.”

“Let the bears walk,” I said, “and I’ll get it for you.” I uncoupled from the tether and kicked off from the ceiling into a freefall glide. When I reached our airlock, I looked back. D’Alencon was watching us. I saluted him, like in our army days, when we would head out into the green. Now we were heading out into the black, and I had to relearn what it felt like to have no expectations of returning.
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I dropped into the trunk corridor of the St. Clare, and kept on dropping. That’s what it felt like. The last thing I heard before I passed out was Lucy’s voice. “Nanny B! What are you doing here?”

“Replenish ammo immediately.”

“Huh? Nanny B, can you still do first aid? My dad got shot—”

*

I woke up in my own berth, strapped into my bunk so I wouldn’t float around in my sleep. How long had I been out? Felt like I’d been asleep for a year. I looked down and saw a lumpy bandage around my thigh. Guess Nanny B, post-hacking, could not do first aid anymore. If she could, the bandage would have been neater. But I wasn’t complaining. The agony in my leg had dwindled to a manageable throb. I had the cotton-mouth feeling you get from strong painkillers. The tick-ticking of the St. Clare’s skip generator, a steady backbeat to the hum of the fans and gurgling of pipes, told me that we were in the field.

Safe.

On our way to …

Where?

Consternation soured my sense of well-being. I unbuckled my straps and drifted out of my berth.

In the lounge I found Robbie doing pullups on the resistance machine, and Lucy floating in a tethered embrace with Nanny B, avidly pushing buttons on her belly console.

“Dad! Are you better?” Lucy pushed the nanny-bot away and flew over to me. Already she was a freefall pro, her movements agile and economical.

“Better as I’m ever gonna be,” I said, hugging her. I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the dark surface of the wall screen. I looked like a living skeleton. But I guess Lucy didn’t notice. To her, I was just me.

“Thank you for the games,” she said.

“What games?”

“Nanny B’s games. They’re great!” She launched into an overstimulated recap of the scenario she was playing.

“It’s a first-person shooter,” Robbie said. “We’ve been playing together, right Lucy?” He chuckled. “She’s better than me.”

I shook my head. “Ain’t a fan of those type of games. Too much like real life.” Grippers clattered. I turned. “Hey, MF. We owe you one.”

“No need to thank me, Captain. I only did what was necessary for our mission.” MF gave an exaggerated wink by lowering one optical sensor cover. At least he had the tact not to discuss the mission in front of Lucy.

“Yeah, MF, about that. How long was I out?”

“Almost two days.”

“And where, exactly, are we now?”

He goggled at me. “We are, of course, on our way to Kraggas Dol Amzitur.”

Kraggas Dol Amzitur.

Right.

“I need to talk to Dolph.”

I flew forward, knowing I’d find Dolph on the bridge. He slouched in the right seat, sipping from his zero-gravity mug. “Welcome back to the land of the living.”

I dispensed hot water into my own zero-gravity mug. “What did I miss?”

“Eh. A very large, unidentified ship targeted us on the pad at Cortez Station, but I knew they wouldn’t risk firing that close in. I entered the skip field about ten feet off the surface. Went fast, bumped the multiplier unpredictably. Dodged all the way out to the hydrogen pause. Then initiated the exhaust field and ran our acceleration up.”

Those maneuvers were, of course, illegal. But that hardly mattered at this point.

“Figure that ship was an Iron Triangle asset. But I shook it off all right. They’ll never catch us now.” Dolph looked around, his expression enigmatic behind his AR headset. “Unless you told them something you didn’t tell me.”

I topped off my mug with vodka. “I told them we were going to Lebrija.”

“Lebrija?” Dolph choked. “Shrulbie-world?”

I nodded. Remembering the unbelievably stupid risk I had run, I started to shake. “I lied to them.”

With Lucy’s life at stake, not to mention my own, with ol’ cyberface analyzing my voice and physical reactions in real time, I had lied, counting on the fact that my authentic distress and fury at the way they were treating Lucy, and my IVK tremors, would chaff up the analysis enough to fool them.

And it had worked. But now it sank in all over again that I had diced with my daughter’s life. It felt like the shakes were coming from the bones of my arms and spreading to my fingertips. I jammed my mug into my seat’s cupholder and clawed open the med cabinet on the aft bulkhead. Where was my prochlorperazine? There. Robbie had replenished all the meds, as I’d told him to. I grabbed a couple of pills, noting that the bottle of liquid painkiller was half empty. Hope I was the only person who had been taking it.

“Yeah,” Dolph said. “MF filled us in. He said you never planned to go to San Damiano. Much less Lebrija or anywhere else. All along, it was Kraggas Dol Amzitur.”

I dropped into my seat, washed the pills down with my vodka-laced hot water, and called up the navigation suite. The ship’s computer calculated our position with reference to our trajectory, velocity, multiplier, and the last star observations taken before we entered the field. It showed that the St. Clare was a good third of the way to … yes. Kraggas Dol Amzitur.

“Unbelievable,” I said, slumping back.

“What? You were planning to go to KDA all along. Without us.”

“Without Lucy!” I kept my voice level with an effort. “I can’t take her there!”

Dolph was silent for a moment. He looked uncomfortable. I remembered my words to him, back on Ponce de Leon—I’m not entrusting my child to a fucking junkie. Bitterly, I reflected that I’d gotten that one right.

“No one would bring their kid to that hellhole.” I reached for my mug again, but couldn’t grasp the handle. Guess prochlorperazine didn’t work on the shakes.

“Well, look at it this way,” Dolph said. “No one would bring their kid to that hellhole, which means it’s the perfect place for us to hide.”

“The perfect place to get shot, drowned, or enslaved by parasitical aliens. Not to mention tangling with Travellers, if Sophia’s gang are there. And let me remind you that catching up with them, before they catch up with Pippa, is the only reason we’re doing this.”

“Yeah?” Dolph said softly. “The only reason?”

I paid him no mind, digging into the St. Clare’s life support and reaction mass status, trying to see if we could divert to someplace safer. But we were already too far out from Ponce de Leon, and moving too fast, to course-correct to anywhere other than a different Borderworld.

The Borderworlds are those planets that lie on the boundary between the human half of the Cluster and the Ekschelatan Empire’s sphere of hegemony. They are horrible, but not uniformly horrible. In fact, I was forced to admit that Kraggas Dol Amzitur was the least horrible of our possible destinations at this point. Which said a lot about Lebrija and its other neighbors. My hands were shaking like leaves; I closed the course-simulation software.

“How long’s that been going on?” Dolph said, eyeing my hands.

“A while.” Inhale. Exhale. Inhale—stinky socks, hot dust, fur. Exhale.

“I have a theory.”

“Yeah?”

“You were OK for a while after Mittel Trevoyvox.”

He was right. I had felt pretty much normal during the first week or so of our return journey. “So? It’s not going to be a smooth decline. There’ll be plateaus … and lower lows. That’s what Dr. Zeb told me.”

“Well, Dr. Zeb told me that it could be linked to Chimera Syndrome.”

“When did you talk to him?”

“Same day we got back. I swung by the clinic before I went to Marie’s place.”

“What for?”

Dolph shrugged. “Anyway, I had a chance to talk with Dr. Zeb. So I bounced my theory off of him.”

“And your theory is?”

He steepled his fingers, getting ready to show off whatever kooky idea he’d come up with. “OK. Check it out. Shifting resets our bodies, to some extent—”

“To some extent.” The “reset” effect from Shifting is widely known. As soon as you Shift, in either direction, you tend to feel better. That’s why I could ignore the bullet wound in my leg for as long as it took to reach the St. Clare. But it’s never been scientifically quantified.

“And when you have a CS episode, you’re Shifting over and over and over. Right?”

I grimaced. I had had a CS episode in Mittel Trevoyvox orbit when Smith was shooting at me. It had been my first relapse in thirty years, and it had scared the shit out of me.

“So the reset effect is doubled, tripled, n-tupled—”

“Yeah,” I interrupted, “but IVK is a brain disease, and you can’t reset your brain. That’s the one part of you that stays the same through every Shift.”

“Are you so sure about that?” Dolph was getting a bit heated, as I kept interrupting him before he could make his point. “Maybe Shifting does alter our brains, a little. How would it not? Just think about how much smaller your brain is in animal form, in most cases. I know when I’m a dolphin, I don’t think exactly like I do in human form. When I’m a jackal, ditto.”

I nodded grudgingly. It’s true, in animal form, we do things that we would not dream of doing in human form, and vice versa.

“So anyway, Dr. Zeb said that the reset effect from a CS episode might be dramatic enough to reverse IVK-related neural degeneration. He speculated—”

“No, he didn’t,” I interrupted again. “Dr. Zeb doesn’t speculate. He’s a doctor. He’s professionally allergic to maybe and might. This is all you.”

Dolph flushed. “So what? What if I’m right?”

“So what? I can’t just decide to have a CS episode! I’ve spent my whole life trying not to have CS episodes. I’ve recovered.”

“Recovered, my ass.”

“Learned to live with it. Learned to live without it. Whatever you want to call it, I can’t throw that away.”

Dolph leaned back and examined his fingernails.

“And you know how I recovered?” I said.

“Yeah,” he said, acting bored. “You hacked your own brain. Willpower over genetics.”

“Damn straight.”

When I was about eleven, I had finally managed to focus my CS episodes on one animal form at a time, like I’d advised Kit to do. That meant my episodes were no longer CS, they were just Shifts. I had then taught myself to Shift only when I wanted to Shift. And saving the odd relapse, I’d had it under control ever since.

Of course, that wasn’t the whole story. Dolph himself had had as much to do with it as my own willpower. He had believed that I could do it, told me I could do it, held onto me when I thought I couldn’t do it. I would not have succeeded without him. But the central point was true. I had hacked my own brain so thoroughly that I couldn’t unhack it now, even if I wanted to.

“When I had that episode in Mittel Trevoyvox orbit, it was because Smith was shooting at me. It was Shift or die. I did not sit there and decide to have a CS episode. It just happened. I can’t make it happen again!” I was shouting. I forced my voice back to normal. “And you know what, if I have a choice, I’ll skip the part where some asshole tries to turn me into a spaghetti strainer.”

Dolph half-smiled. “On Kraggas Dol Amzitur? They don’t try to turn you into a spaghetti strainer. They turn you into the spaghetti.”

“Yes.” I popped my straps. This conversation was going nowhere productive. “That’s why I wanted to leave y’all home.”

Dolph’s smile vanished. “I discussed it with Marty and Robbie. They agreed: we started this together, we’re gonna finish it together.”

“Fuck it. I didn’t ask for this.”

“None of us asked for it, but here we are.”

I kicked out of my couch. “I’m going to check on Lucy.”

“She’s doing fine.”

I returned to the lounge. Lucy was immersed in her game again, this time with Robbie beside her, whooping and laughing. Electronic gunfire crackled through the lounge. Doing fine? She was pretending to sharpshoot Kroolth in an alien desert.

“Turn that shit off,” I said.

“But Dad,” Lucy whined. “There’s nothing else to do.”

Her first flight, and she had already discovered the secret of FTL space travel: it’s 90% boredom. And unlike the rest of us, she had no tasks to occupy her time.

“Exercise,” I said.

“I already did.”

“I shortened the straps so she could use the treadmill,” Robbie said. “Didn’t think she should be on the resistance machines.”

“No, not at her age.” I ran my hands through my hair. “Nanny B!”

The bot was still set to recognize my voice. “Yes, Mike?”

“You got any non-violent games?”

“I have an animal simulator. It enables role-play of four hundred different terrestrial and alien animals in their natural habitats.”

“OK,” I said to Lucy. “You can play that one.”

“Boring,” she muttered.

Robbie nudged her. “Maybe it’s got an orca.”

Great. Now she’d be role-playing a killer whale. I’d almost rather she stuck with pot-shotting Kroolth.

Giving up, I floated over to MF, who was watching Lucy with googly eyes. I frowned. The bot had a thing for cute human females. I figured that Lucy read as a juvenile to him, not a hot chick, but I had never been quite sure where his age cutoff was. That’s why I’d never let her spend much time around him before. Now, with all that sickening pedo stuff still rolling around in my head, I was extra sensitive. “Something interesting, MF?” I said neutrally.

He swayed his bendy neck back and forth. In a whisper, he said, “She looks like her mother.”

“She does not.”

“According to the laws of genetic inheritance—”

“Yeah, yeah,” I cut him off. I took a deep breath. How was MF to know that my worst nightmare was that Lucy would end up taking after her mother? I wouldn’t mind if she inherited Sophia’s beauty—but it’s what’s inside that counts. What if she inherited Sophia’s borderline sociopathy and taste for violence? “MF?”

“Yes, Captain?”

“I want you to guard her with your life. Where we’re going, they eat little girls for lunch. Anyone lays a finger on her—”

“Please, Captain,” MF interrupted. “There is no cause for concern! I would lay down my life before I allowed a hair of her head to be harmed. That I promise you.”

I eyed him for a long minute. “Swear it on—on whatever you hold holy.”

“I swear it on my source code,” MF said. I nodded in grudging acceptance. The bot was the only survivor of his kind. He had been searching for a copy of his source code, so that he could build more like himself, for centuries, but without success. I guess we were his compensation prize.
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Every habitable planet orbits a star, you say?

Define star.

Kraggas Dol Amzitur orbits a brown dwarf. Basically, a whopper of a gas giant that never quite got big enough to start fusing hydrogen. It probably wandered into our galaxy billions of years ago along with the M4 Cluster’s core population of stars. Nowadays, all those old stars in the Core are white dwarfs, that’s if they didn’t fall into the M4 black hole … but Kraggas Dol Amzitur’s little brown sun just keeps on trucking, radiating heat from its molten iron core.

It gives no visible light. From down on the star-facing surface of Kraggas Dol Amzitur, you can’t even see it, except when it partially eclipses the Core. Now that’s a spooky sight.

“Look, Lucy,” I said, pointing. “That’s the sun.”

“You said that was the Core.”

“No, that black curve blocking out part of the Core. That’s the sun.”

Lucy rubbed her bare arms, unimpressed by astrophysical oddities. “So where do we buy stuff?”

I grimaced. In Lucy’s mind, the Cluster was a place from which I brought her back exotic presents. But there was nothing exotic or nice to buy on Kraggas Dol Amzitur. You couldn’t even drink the water.

Water, contaminated with toxic chemicals, lapped all around. We were standing on the top deck of the St. Clare, which was parked on a flexicrete launch barge, one of hundreds left over from the war, in the middle of a swamp. In the treacherous Corelight, fleshy black ferns towered around the barge, the tips of their leaves charred off by sloppy launch trajectories, their lower fronds caked with cobwebs as thick as ropes. Flying creatures with no names in English squabbled, unseen. The wet heat stuck my shirt to my back. The breeze carried noxious fumes.

“Technically, we’re in the middle of the kraggas’ capital city,” I said.

“It doesn’t look like a city.”

“The city part is mostly under the water. Kraggas are amphibious.”

Speaking of which …

The water bubbled and slid away from a gleaming, truck-sized carapace. Spidery legs hauled the kragga up onto the raft. It started yelling out demands for money as soon as its mouthparts cleared the water.

“That’s a kragga,” I said, perhaps unnecessarily. “Go below, sweetie.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“Well, apart from being ten-legged crabs the size of pickups, they have a specialized third gender of babies that are called parasite offspring: they implant them in people’s brain stems to enslave them by controlling their limbic systems. So no, not dangerous at all.”

Lucy giggled. She thought I was joking. It was the Gospel truth. Kraggas are not nice. Maybe we wouldn’t be, either, if we’d evolved on the “day”side of a world tidally locked to a brown dwarf, without UV, but plenty of infrared and unhealthy amounts of cosmic radiation.

I climbed down the starboard ladder to talk to the kragga. It had overlapping titanium plates bolted to its carapace, and a stubby radio antenna sticking up from its head area. A cyborg kragga. I didn’t waste much time admiring its bodywork. I was more interested in the shiny, high-tech gun gripped in one of its front legs, which was pointing at my chest.

“Five hundred GCs,” the kragga barked.

“What for?” I said as pleasantly as I could.

“Landing fee,” the kragga snapped, through the translator box implanted above its hairy, foaming mouthparts. “I represent the First Kragga Nation! You have landed in our water-earth-air-place! You must pay! This is not negotiable!”

I knew better than that. “Three hundred GCs,” I said, and negotiated the kragga down from the price of a fancy restaurant meal on Ponce de Leon, to the price of pizza and ice cream.

The cost of living on Kraggas Dol Amzitur hadn’t gone up much since we were last here twenty years ago, to buy industrial-grade neodymium for shipment to the Techworlds.

The rare-earth mines were still going strong. I could tell by the fumes blowing on the wind, and the chemical runoff that rainbowed the water shivering in the glare of the St. Clare’s exterior floodlights.

Rare earths are not actually rare. What is rare is the will to extract them. That’s what put Kraggas Dol Amzitur on the map. That said, the margins on rare earths are crap, which is why Uni-Ex Shipping had got out of the business as soon as we could afford to. But there’s always a market for them on the Techworlds, so I’d decided to use that as our cover story.

“Many humans here at the moment?” I enquired, like I was concerned about competitors bidding up the wholesale price of europium.

“Tens,” the kragga said. “Hundreds. Millions.”

“I bet you keep excellent records of landings and launches.”

“We are the First Kragga Nation! Our records are the best in the Cluster!”

“I’ll pay for a data dump. Going back, say, two standard months.” One and a half months ago was the earliest Pippa and Justin could possibly have got here.

“What?! Our records are confidential! Not for sale!” The kragga foamed at the mouthparts, antennules waving.

“Six hundred GCs,” I offered.

“You attempt to bribe me?!? Odious biped! Interstellar scum! You shall pay for this insult to the honor of the First Kragga Nation!” The kragga’s antennules waved more violently, and it brandished its gun in my face, while the voice from its translation box stayed mechanically even. I stood my ground, hands by my sides. The kragga didn’t grasp an important fundamental of armed combat: two feet is way too close to brandish a gun at someone. I could grab the gun faster than the kragga could pull the trigger, and I would, if the alien didn’t cool it. I’d then have the other nine legs to contend with, but Dolph was lounging against the St. Clare’s starboard ladder, fingering his Koiler Mark 3. One of those rounds in the kragga’s mouthparts would turn what passed for its brain into scrambled egg.

Maybe the kragga wasn’t as dumb as it looked. Instead of following through on its threats, it scuttled backwards at top speed and tumbled into the swamp, submerging in a swirl of bubbles. The gun, held aloft in its foreleg, moved away through the water like a submarine’s periscope. I guess the rest of its technology was waterproof.

“Well, that was a pretty elementary fucking mistake,” I said to Dolph, annoyed with myself. “Just because a species eats its own young and enslaves its enemies, don’t mean they haven’t got a sense of honor.”

“I told you not to bother asking,” Dolph said. “MF’s hacking into their records.”

I looked around at the St. Clare. Martin was abseiling on the tail, connecting the water hoses. Kraggas Dol Amzitur may lack other amenities but it had on-pad water: the stuff lapping all around the barge. Of course, we’d have to filter out the slime and sediments. Robbie paced on top of the superstructure, acting as lookout. Lucy peeked down at us from between the radar and radio dishes. I frowned. I had told her to go below.

“Hasn’t changed much in twenty years,” Dolph said, gazing into the dark.

“That’s what I was thinking.”

“Remember when we were here before?” He pointed to the methane bubbles bursting here and there on the water. “Artie lit those on fire.”

I chuckled at the memory. “Then he fell in the swamp. Lucky his primary animal form was a seal.”

“What a bunch of clowns we were,” Dolph said nostalgically.

He went below, and I climbed up to the top of the superstructure.

“Looks dead,” Robbie said. He was cuddling a Peacemaker bolt action sniper rifle. It was Irene’s second-best rifle; he had found it when he was clearing out her berth for Lucy’s use. I wished Irene was here now. I had doubts about Robbie’s competence with the Peacemaker. On the other hand, I didn’t blame him for wanting firepower to hand, in this gusty, poisoned night, with the alien wildlife spitting out an unearthly soundtrack all around us. The rifle had a thermal scope. I held out my hand for it, settled the rifle against my shoulder, and turned in a slow circle.

Black ferns; black water. On the horizon, gas flares burned on higher ground. The kraggas had a sideline in crude oil extraction. Nearer to hand, the tails and nose-cones of spaceships stuck up here and there amidst the vegetation. Robbie had said the place looked dead, but to me it looked crowded. I could see several Ek ships, with their characteristic dunce-hat form factor. That wasn’t unusual: after all, this was a Borderworld, pinned in between the human sector and the sphere of Ek hegemony that extended beyond the Cluster in the anti-Earth direction. The Eks were the kraggas’ biggest customers. The other ships might be freighters, might be cruisers, might be scows or shuttles. Anything.

I adjusted the focus and moved the scope to a chain of orange and yellow blurs a couple of klicks away. That would be the infamous expat zone.

The wind gusted strongly. Lucy squealed, “Yuck!” I looked down and saw her wiping smuts out of her face.

“We stay here long,” I said, “we’re gonna have to wash the St. Clare down with a blowtorch. I’d rather not have to hose you off, as well. Let’s go below.”

“But Dad.”

“But Dad, nothing.” Evil premonitions itched at the edges of my mind. On the ground you are vulnerable. I had not seen any Fleet assets in orbit, and even if we did run into the Fleet out here, they wouldn’t necessarily know who I was. The Iron Triangle was trying to keep a lid on this thing. But that gave ol’ cyberface and his allies all the more reason to want to put a lid on me.

I reminded myself that they didn’t know where we had gone. It cheered me up some to think of Smith heading for Lebrija to tackle the shrulbies.

But that didn’t keep me from feeling hunted, as if any human ship could potentially be hostile. I gave Robbie back the rifle and herded Lucy below.

“Where’d all this trash come from?” she said, kicking empty food wrappers.

“Us,” I said. “You never notice how much crap is floating around in freefall, until it’s not floating around anymore.”

Dolph sat amidst the mess in the lounge, scowling at his holobook. “Well, MF got in. Got the launch and landing records. This is the list. And here’s the Minotaur.”

I grinned broadly. “That was easier than I expected.” I dropped down beside him and reached over to click the Minotaur. It had landed on September 38th, Ponce de Leon time, according to Dolph’s calendar conversion software.

There was no record of its leaving again.

“So they’re here somewhere,” I said. “We’ve got them.”

“I dunno,” Dolph said. “Something feels off about it.”

“What?”

“They didn’t even bother to change the ship’s name?”

“Just anyone can’t hack a transponder,” I said. “Zane’s not a computer genius. Neither is Pippa or Justin.”

“Who?” Lucy said.

We hadn’t yet told her anything about the mission. I had been hoping I wouldn’t have to. I’d slipped up by uttering Pippa’s name.

“You mean the girl you rescued from the Fringeworlds, who made me my Blobby doll?”

“Go in your berth, Lucy.”

“There’s nothing to do—”

“All right, you can play with Nanny B. Any game you like.”

Lucy slouched away. Dolph suppressed a smile.

“It’s not funny,” I said wearily. I lowered my voice. “I might have to shoot her mother in front of her.”

“No sign of the Alcazar,” Dolph said, referring to the Fleet ship that Sophia and her fellow turncoat, Jonathan Burden, had stolen from Mittel Trevoyvox. “But that don’t signify anything. She could hack a transponder in less time than it takes to brush her teeth.”

I poked at our orbital images of the spaceport, such as they were. The combination of perma-night and smog made the images pretty much useless. The ships on the ground were mere blurs. “Well, our next step is to go and ask around. Coming?”

To my surprise, Dolph said, “Nope, I’ll stay here.”

“You worried about the kraggas?”

“A little.”

“I paid the landing fee. That’s all they care about.”

“And insulted their honor. I’d better stay here in case we need to make a show of force.”

I sighed. “Yeah. Well, I’ll take the HF.”

My mind was already leaping ahead to the search. We were so close to the Transcendence now, I could feel it. I pushed myself to my feet, mentally rehearsing how I’d play it when I found …

Pippa.

Justin.

Sophia.

Whoever.

“Take Robbie, too,” Dolph said. “Ain’t safe out there without backup.”

“All right, all right.”

As I got ready to leave, Lucy reappeared. “Can I come?”

“No, sweetheart. I’ll be back soon.”

“We’ll hang out up top,” Dolph told her. “I’ll lend you my binoculars.”

“I’d rather she stayed below,” I said.

“It’s dark,” Dolph said. “Anyway, MF swore to protect her with his life, didn’t he? That’s gotta be good enough for you.”
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Spindly bridges connected low islands encrusted with buildings. Crumbling concrete, roaring A/C units, light spilling out over wrap-around verandahs. Music struggled against the swamp chorus. Same tunes you’d hear anywhere in the human sector, and the scene was familiar, too, God help me. Freighter crews, businessfolk, and locally based contractors bitching over pints of rotgut, hustlers of every species from 20 light years around trying to sell them 3D-printed knockoff goods. I moved through the bedlam with my professional smile in place, picking up the vibes and compiling a picture of low-level unease and tension. The Eks were throwing their weight around. Ain’t they always? Business was bad. Ain’t it always?

I bought consumables to be delivered to the St. Clare: locally produced chow and ammunition. The sellers wanted antimatter-based credits, or PGM-based credits, and only reluctantly accepted GCs. I was surprised at that. Shadow currencies are illegal. Well, maybe I wasn’t surprised. This was Kraggas Dol Amzitur, after all. But you’d think they would be more wary of crossing the Eks. “Fuck the Eks,” was the response I got to that observation.

“Yeah, fuck’ em,” I agreed.

“That’ll be a ten percent surcharge. Cost of doing business with the EkBank.”

I paid up with a shrug. This was my world. Robbie might look askance at the hard-bitten men and women second-guessing the universe from their bar stools, but I knew them. For twenty-five years in the shipping industry, I had been one of them.

And as drink followed drink, I wanted no more than to be one of them again. I never did do responsibility well, and right now I was carrying so much of it, it was a wonder I could stand up straight.

“What’s eating you?” I asked Robbie moodily, as we sat in our third or fourth bar, working on our third or fourth drink. A wall screen streamed the slave auction proceeding in the auction house next door. Mostly kraggas bidding; mostly humans up for sale. They say we make good hosts for their parasite offspring. Of course, there are laws against slavery. But there’s no way to enforce them in the Borderwords.

“Don’t look like Pippa and Justin are here, does it?” Robbie said.

“They’re here. We’ll find them sooner or later.”

He made a face, drank. “Just, if no one’s seen them …”

“Just means we haven’t yet bumped into the ones who did see them. It might take days. Not that there are days here, as such.” And I didn’t have days either, not to spare or to drown in locally brewed whiskey, but I needed the booze and the music and the women sashaying past in their skimpy shorts to distract me from the possibility that Robbie was right—we’d never find them.

“What a planet,” Robbie said, shaking his head, as a six-armed Ur-Ek prowled past with a wearable hookah draped around xis neck, smoke wreathing xis head.

“It used to be worse,” I said. “During the war on Tech Duinn, this was our rear supply hub. Did I mention that?”

“Only about a hundred times. Dolph said that’s how the kraggas got started digging in the dirt.”

“Right. We sold them extraction equipment at cost, so they could rape their own planet to provide raw materials for our war effort. Don’t say humanity never helps out our neighbors.”

As the closest human-compatible-ish planet to Tech Duinn, Kraggas Dol Amzitur had boomed during the war. Most of the Fleet’s processed consumables, from ration packs to engine parts, had come from here. In fact, that was the beginning of human interest in the system. To be sure, our interest had fallen off equally quickly after the war. The Fleet had picked up and left … leaving Kraggas Dol Amzitur with a medium-tech industrial base, and a community of expat humans and allied aliens who, for one reason or another, never went home. When Dolph and I first started Uni-Ex Shipping, we had relied on contacts here to pick up cargoes.

“Anyway,” I said, “in those days, they didn’t even have air-conditioning. So you see, it’s gotten better.”

Robbie laughed politely.

I meandered out to the verandah, carrying my drink. The Core squatted at the zenith like a fuzzy, elliptical full moon. But the stars twinkled brightly on the horizon, and one of them was Tech Duinn’s star. We were close enough to see it with the naked eye.

Tech Duinn. Where my youthful illusions about humanity died, and I learned to be all I could be, for better or for worse. Hard to believe how long ago it was …

Robbie interrupted my musings. “I just didn’t expect this,” he said, nodding at the neighboring island. On the other side of an oily black channel, a multi-species crowd spilled out of the slave auction house.

I realized the young wolf was in culture shock. Because he had his shit together, I tended to forget that he had never left home before he joined my crew. And I had thrown him in at the deep end. First Mittel Trevoyvox, and now this. “Sure is a long way from Shiftertown,” I said.

“I guess this is what I signed up for.”

“No,” I said, suddenly angry. “This isn’t what you signed up for. You weren’t supposed to get onto the Iron Triangle’s shit list and end up chasing fugitives in the Borderworlds, for a few drinks that I can’t actually pay for. We’re gonna have to get off-planet before my bar tab doesn’t clear.”

“Well, I guess we’ll get paid in glory.”

“Don’t say that. After Tech Duinn … Listen, that’s how they sold it to us. It was part of the recruitment package. Yeah, army pay is shit, but you’re getting paid in glory. Helping to save humanity from an existential threat. Well, I guess you could argue that was true. The rot was an existential threat, and we did save humanity from it. But after the war, Dolph and I had a talk. We agreed we would never let anyone pay us in glory again. And so we started Uni-Ex Shipping.”

I rested my elbows on the railing of the verandah, bitter all over again that all that had been taken from me. Then I tensed. “Look at that.”

“What?”

We could see into the covered walkway that led from the warehouse-like slave dormitory into the auction house. An armed kragga was chivvying a new lot of human slaves along the walkway. Their faces had caught my attention.

“Let’s go take a closer look.” I drained my drink and towed Robbie down the outdoor stairs. The bridge to the auction house rattled under our feet. Black water bubbled underneath.

We wedged ourselves into the sweating mass of sightseers and bidders. The auction house was built like an amphitheater, with tiers of VIP seating surrounding the main bidding floor. Many aliens are much taller than humans, and we couldn’t see a thing. We climbed the steps into the VIP seating area. All I needed was to get a look before we were kicked out …

On the stage stood two dozen men and women, wearing cheap printables, barefoot, their faces identically downcast. Their faces, in fact, were close to identical. Beige skin, sharp features, dull blond hair.

Human coloration is pretty varied. Our ancestral ethnicities have been more or less submerged into the distinctions that really matter: alt-human or not? Even within alt-human populations, you’ll get wide variations. For instance, here was I, light brown hair and fair skin, not-Han, and here was Robbie, dark hair and ruddy-brown skin, Han—both of us Shifters. That’s typical. You almost never see this many people with identical coloring in one place.

Unless they come from a planet that’s been isolated for generations upon generations.

“Lot twenty-three,” boomed the simultaneous English translation of the kragga auctioneer’s spiel. “Robust adult humans from the Darkworlds, available as a lot or singly.”

“They look like Pippa,” Robbie breathed.

“Yup.” Darkworlders. “How the hell did they end up here?”

“Hey, you,” hissed the kragga policing the VIP section. “Where are your passes?” It lumbered up the stairs towards us, mandibles clacking.

“They are with us,” boomed a loud voice.

I turned and saw a trio of Eks taking up a whole row of seats. To be precise, two Eks and an Ur-Ek with six arms. I recalled seeing xim earlier. There couldn’t be two wearable hookahs like that on Kraggas Dol Amzitur.

Xe took a drag from the nozzle conveniently positioned near xis mouth and smiled circularly at us, spreading xis middle arms in invitation.

I cautiously sat down at the end of the Eks’ row, keeping Robbie on the other side of me.

On the stage, buyers and jobbing doctors examined the Darkworlders, measuring their blood pressure, grip strength, lung capacity, etcetera. The Ur-Ek thumbed xis arm-mounted terminal with a lower hand. “Fifty KGCs for the lot.” Xe turned to me. “Michael Starrunner, I presume?”

I leaned back, making a show of being unfazed. The back of my seat pressed my .22 into my waist. “Have we met?”

“Not in person,” the Ur-Ek said. “But your exploits on Mittel Trevoyvox were noted.”

Damn. When we were on Mittel T, we briefly tangled with the Guardians—the Ek counterpart to the Fleet, rarely seen in the human sector of the Cluster. The Ur-Ek must have ID’ed me based on Guardian data from that encounter. In fact, scrutinizing the three Eks, I realized they probably were Guardians. The Ur-Ek’s hookah and the fashion gasmasks hanging around the necks of the other two Eks were mere lip service paid to the concept of dressing down. All three carried pistols the size of my arm. I considered what it might mean that my description had been circulated throughout the Guardians, and couldn’t come up with any answers I liked.

So I said, “I’m just here to buy neodymium.”

“And I am here to buy slaves,” the Ur-Ek said.

“Don’t y’all have a law against that?” Robbie said.

“We have laws against everything,” the Ur-Ek said. Xe extended a hand to each of us. Xis manners were as good as xis English. “Garallax Hrolgo.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “As a matter of fact, I’m interested in these slaves myself.”

Hrolgo left that hanging. Eks are not known for being straightforward conversationalists. “Have you heard the news from Tech Duinn?”

I blinked. “There can’t be any news from Tech Duinn. The war’s been over for twenty years. We won.”

“But what is winning?” Hrolgo mused.

I did not answer, because on Tech Duinn, winning meant this: Every man, woman and child on the planet, except for a few transports full of confirmed uninfected, had been wiped out. We’d fought for a decade to contain the rot and neutralize the Necros who spread it. Bit by bit, inch by inch, town by town, we had failed. The planet was down to just a few uninfected strongholds when Dolph and I got out of the army. The year after that, the chiefs of staff ordered up a new strategy: evacuation plus neutron bombs. They called that victory and slapped an interdiction zone around the planet. And that’s how we eliminated that existential threat to humanity.

“The planet’s under interdiction,” I said. “Rings of automated orbital defenses out to the moon. So there can’t be any news from Tech Duinn, ‘cause nothing’s getting in or out of there.”

“Ah,” Hrolgo said. “Perhaps you are unaware that the Empire also contributed to the interdiction of Tech Duinn. We placed a few sentinel drones in geostationary and lunar orbits. Nothing obtrusive. Just little robotic watchers circling in the dark.”

“Figures,” Robbie said. “Y’all are always sticking your noses in our business.”

“And what those watchers tell us is that the automated orbital defenses have been disabled. They have been breached. That is the news from Tech Duinn.”

I stared. Was xe telling the truth? Why would xe lie about something so odd … and consequential? “When did that happen?”

“Only a few kyzim ago,” Hrolgo said. “What you would call four standard days.”

That timing couldn’t be a coincidence. This had to be related somehow to the Transcendence. I just couldn’t see how. Much less could I figure out why the Ur-Ek was telling me about it. “What’s this got to do with me? I’m just an independent freighter captain.”

“Dishonesty is a vice, Mr. Starrunner,” Hrolgo said. “On Mittel Trevoyvox, you were working for Major General Smith, of the Iron Triangle. I believe you are still working for him. The Iron Triangle is not known for letting people go.”

So Hrolgo knew about that, but xe did not know how my relationship with the Iron Triangle had … evolved … since then. I breathed a little easier. “All the same, what’s it to me? Notify the Fleet.”

“One assumes they have been notified,” Hrolgo said, twirling a middle hand. “The orbital defense platforms are programmed to alert the Fleet, via an FTL drone stationed at the edge of the system, in the event of a breach. Of course, the FTL drone itself may have been compromised. We have no information on that.”

“Then why don’t you notify the Fleet?”

“Would your employers thank us for that?”

I stared at the enormous, horsey blue face. The yellow eyes met mine with alien equanimity. “What’s your game?”

Hrolgo fussed with his terminal. “One hundred KGCs,” he entered a new bid. The kragga auctioneer foamed, exhorting other bidders to top that. “Mr. Starrunner, the Empire is concerned about the stability risks associated with the human DNA patch known as the Transcendence.”
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The Ur-Ek knew about the Transcendence. I kept my face blank. “OK.”

“Should the Travellers obtain the Transcendence,” Hrolgo’s voice was low, and he leaned across his right-hand bodyguard, filling my personal space with the smell of Ek and hookah, “they will conquer humanity. They will become an immortal elite, ruling over billions of mortal slaves. As such, they will inevitably seek expansion.”

“So you got skin in the game,” I said. “I see that. Y’all have had us bottled up in our half of the Cluster ever since …” I hesitated. It seemed tactless to mention—

“The first human-Ek war,” Hrolgo said, “ended in an uneasy stalemate. You were allowed to assert hegemony over the systems you had conquered, in exchange for adopting the EkBank financial system.”

I remembered the consumables dealers who had wanted gray-market credits. Not everyone was happy with the EkBank financial system.

“The treaty was mutually beneficial,” Hrolgo said. “We are not particularly interested in conventional colonization, anyway. Planets are for peoples with small horizons.” Xe had to get that in there. “The peace accords have been remarkably stable. However, a second human-Ek war would force us to terminate human access to the EkBank. The economy of the Cluster would founder. Interstellar trade would be frozen. Millions would die, even before the shooting started.”

“Yes.”

“We do not want that, Mr. Starrunner, any more than you do.”

Robbie leaned across me. “Who says it would go like that? We would kick y’all’s blue asses. Y’all live on orbitals. We would pick those things off from millions of klicks away.”

I elbowed him: shut up.

“I’m scaaaared,” Hrolgo cooed mockingly. But something in xis eyes, or the way xe got right to sucking on his hookah, made me think xe really was. Or maybe I was wrong. Aliens are so hard to read.

“So what do you want from me?” I said.

Hrolgo’s attention went back to xis terminal. “A hundred and fifty KGCs, by the Law,” xe snapped testily.

“A hundred and fifty!” the auctioneer frothed. “Who’ll top that handsome bid? No takers?! Going once … going twice … sold to the Ur-Ek!”

“Come with me,” Hrolgo said. All three Eks surged down the stairs and took possession of Hrolgo’s newly purchased slaves. The Darkworlders looked no more cheerful for having been sold to an Ek. They wore electronic slave collars. The auctioneer transferred control of the collars to Hrolgo, and the Ur-Ek barged out of the building at the head of xis miserable flock. Robbie and I trailed behind them.

A large catamaran waited at the auction house’s jetty. The Darkworlders climbed aboard. “Stay here,” I said to Robbie, stepping onto the gunwale.

Ignoring my command, he jumped onto the foredeck beside me. The catamaran’s outboard motor started. We eased away from the jetty, riding so low in the water that I could have reached down to touch the surface. I lit a cigarette. “I told you to stay back there.”

“My mom used to worry about the way I was living,” Robbie said. “When I applied for that job with you, she went to church and prayed that I would get it.”

The wind ruffled our hair and clothes. The lights of the expat zone dwindled. The catamaran nosed into a pitch-black channel among the ferns.

“She lit candles. Prayed to St. Jude. And it worked. So I owe her, and I owe St. Jude. I have to do a good job.”

“I’ve never been sure the saints really care about us Shifters,” I said.

“Sir,” Robbie said, scandalized. “Your ship’s named after a saint.”

“True. The patron saint of San Damiano. But I ain’t been back since I was seventeen, and I got no plans to change that.”

The catamaran’s running lights pried into the cobwebby crevices of the ferns. Hrolgo came out of the cabin and pushed between the Darkworlders. None of them were more than chest high to xim, and neither was I. Xis shadow fell across me and Robbie. “I was raised to value all biological life,” xe said pensively.

“So was I.” Aware of Robbie’s eyes on me, I added, “We’re Catholic, if you’re familiar—”

“One of your religious sects.”

“Yes. Anyway, the Church teaches that aliens can be saved, too. You’re sapient, means you got a soul that can be redeemed. There’s no escape clause lets us put you on a level with animals.” In my way, I was trying to tell him that I didn’t want war, either. I really did believe that all of us, humans and Eks and all the rest, even the kraggas, could live side by side in the Cluster without hurting each other too bad.

“But protecting life,” Hrolgo said, “means protecting death.”

“I’m not following you.”

“Stupid human,” Hrolgo said, without heat. “The Transcendence negates death. Those humans who gain it will be functionally immortal: they will no longer be alive, ontologically speaking. They will be something else. An unnameable horror.”

The Ek piloting the catamaran killed the outboard. We drifted to a halt, deep in the swamp, in a cavern of rustling ferns and bubbling water. Now I was starting to feel scared. This place looked enough like hell, and smelt like it, too. The pungent reek of sulphur rose from the water. It wasn’t the methane bubbles popping—that gas is odorless—it was all the dead vegetation tangled in the glades, drifting in mats on the surface.

“We fear,” Hrolgo said, “that if the Fleet, that is, the chiefs of staff, the men and women who ‘won’ the war on Tech Duinn … if they learn that the Transcendence is loose in the Cluster, they will attempt to gain it for themselves …”

“Oh shit,” Robbie blurted.

My feelings exactly.

I guess I wasn’t cynical enough.

The Iron Triangle’s cover-up suddenly looked less like a bureaucratic CYA maneuver, and more like something … noble. They held tremendous power within the Fleet—they would benefit the most if the chiefs of staff gained the Transcendence—and yet they were trying to stop that from happening. Ol’ cyberface might just be the only person in this mess with integrity. Now there was a scary thought.

“Therefore,” Hrolgo said, “I break the law, to uphold the law. Therefore I destroy life, to protect life. Therefore I do this.”

He poked at his wrist terminal.

A Darkworlder woman in the crowd let out a cry of pain.

“Jump into the water,” Hrolgo said.

The woman clawed at her electronic collar.

“Jump into the water!”

The woman stumbled towards us. With a despairing cry, she brushed past me and jumped. Splash. She went under and didn’t come up.

“Down, down, to kragga town,” Hrolgo said with ghastly humor. Xe stabbed at the terminal again. A man cried out. “Oh, why don’t I just do them all at once?” Hrolgo said, slapping the terminal with the flat of xis hand.

The water was bubbling. I never saw methane bubbles that big. The woman’s fall must have disturbed the rotting vegetable matter on the bottom.

I looked at Robbie. His face was taut with rage. I looked at the lit cigarette in my fingers.

And tossed it into the water.

Whoomp.

Twenty years ago, drifting over this same swamp, Dolph and Artie and I had amused ourselves by setting the methane bubbles on fire. Singed off the hair on our forearms. Sang San Damiano songs while the little candles guttered out on the water.

This was nothing like that.

It was more like an explosion.

Hrolgo reeled back from the flames gouting alongside the catamaran. I grabbed xis belt, catching xim off-balance, rammed my shoulder into xis gut, and toppled xim into the water. There are some advantages to having a lower center of gravity.

Robbie was Shifting. He streaked between the Darkworlders’ legs in wolf form. The other two Eks started yelling. One of them got off a shot or two before the Darkworlders swamped xim, no longer hampered by their collars, since the control interface had gone into the water with Hrolgo. Robbie got the other Ek. His bloodthirsty growls followed me to the back of the boat. I started the outboard.

The catamaran ploughed through the flames flickering over the water. In our wake, heads bobbed amidst the fire. I stopped looking back and concentrated on not bumping into the ferns.

“Thank you,” said one of the Darkworlder women.

I dug out my handheld. The GPS would route me back to the St. Clare. “Think nothing of it.”

Turned out I didn’t need the GPS.

Kragga howls and screeches filtered through the ferns. Isolated gunshots cracked the dark.

“Shit,” said Robbie, still in wolf form. “Is that coming from …”

“The St. Clare.” I passed the tiller to the Darkworlder woman. “This might get hairy.”

I drew my .22 and crouched at the bows as the catamaran chugged out of the ferns, into the open water around our barge.

The St. Clare’s exterior floods were off. Corelight lit the barge. I could hear the kraggas howling, but I couldn’t see them. Then I caught a gleam of chitin between the St. Clare’s auxiliary engine pods. “Jesus!” I whispered to Robbie. “They’re under the ship!” Now, I could hear their claws scraping and scrabbling at the ship’s belly, as if they thought it was an enemy crustacean they could break open and eat. They were shooting, too. Or someone was.

The Darkworlder woman cut the engine. The catamaran drifted. The kraggas started howling at us. “Go away! Go away!” They thought we were just a random boat that had drifted into the middle of the fight. “Do not stand between us and these impudent biped scum! The honor of the First Kragga Nation must be satisfied!”

“Going,” I shouted, stalling. I dug the HF radio out of my backpack and crouched low. “Dolph?”

“Finally. Where are you?”

“See the catamaran?”

“Uh huh. Who are all those people?”

“Long story.” I peeked over the side of the boat. A couple of kraggas scuttled to the edge of the barge, screeching at us to go away, brandishing their guns. “Guess you were right about the crabs.”

“I’m always right.”

A kragga popped off a volley at the catamaran. The Darkworlders, no dummies, were already cowering low on the deck. The kragga’s bullets crunched into the cabin.

“We can’t get to the ship,” I yelled over the unearthly racket. “Any ideas?”

“Actually, yeah …”
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I crawled back to the stern of the catamaran and took the tiller. This had better work. I turned the catamaran back towards the ferns, as if we were obediently leaving. Behind us, a rusty metallic clattering drowned out the kraggas’ howls. I looked back, and let out a whoop of exhilaration.

The St. Clare was moving.

“What the heck?” Robbie yelped.

“She’s got caterpillar treads on the auxiliary engine pods,” I shouted. “We never use them, ‘cause they shred the tarmac to hell.”

“Who puts caterpillar treads on a freaking spaceship?”

The Kroolth do.

MF did.

The slimline treads, hidden inside the mouths of the auxiliary engine pods, turned with inexorable power. There wasn’t much room for the St Clare to move on the barge, but if you’re used to driving in Mag-Ingat traffic, three-point turns in confined spaces are not a problem.

A couple of kraggas got run over by 80 tonnes of spaceship.

Nicest noise I’d heard all day.

The rest of the kraggas scuttled out of the way and plunged into the water.

Around the catamaran, augmented carapaces broke the surface. Eyestalks and antennules waved furiously.

The St. Clare’s nose kept grinding around. The rim of the engine bell knocked down a fern, raising a mighty splash.

I started the outboard again and ran the catamaran straight at the barge. The boat actually scraped over a kragga or two. The prow bumped the barge. A Darkworlder jumped out with the painter.

The hull started to lift and tilt. A claw splintered the gunwale beside my hand. I shot it. But the deck kept on tilting.

“Everybody off,” I bellowed.

Robbie and the Darkworlders spilled off the boat, onto the barge. That left the catamaran lighter. It abruptly tilted up to an 80° angle. I grabbed ahold of the outboard engine. My hands were weak, shaky. I couldn’t hold on. I was going to fall into the water—

A sustained burst of gunfire rang out. Bullets spanged off the underside of the catamaran’s hull. It splashed back into the water. I threw myself towards the barge. Robbie, back in human form, stark naked, gave me a hand up.

The St. Clare had stopped moving.

The kraggas still surrounded the barge. Muzzle flashes twinkled. A Darkworlder boy screamed.

A low whine built up from the edge of hearing.

The serrated jaws of the St. Clare’s saurian head hinged wide.

Steam blossomed from the opening.

An eldritch, brainsplitting screech ripped the air apart, followed by a thunderous sonic boom.

Everything went quiet. Or maybe I had just gone deaf.

In space, you see, there’s no sound. So I’d never actually heard the St. Clare’s railgun fired before.

Holy motherloving crap, that was loud.

Red light danced above the fern-tops.

After an instant’s stunned immobility, the kraggas fled in all directions, churning up the water.

As my hearing recovered, I heard the radio inside my backpack. “Come in Mike, this is Marty. Get your ass on board.”

“Wait.” I fumbled with the radio. The kraggas had gone. The Darkworlders sat on the barge, stunned. I judged that the immediate danger was past. The light above the fern-tops grew brighter. “What did you hit?”

“Think it was one of those oil wells,” Martin said. “Should keep ‘em busy for a while.”

“Nice shooting.” I looked at the torn-up tread marks on the flexicrete. “Nice driving.”

“That was MF.”

I frowned. “Where’s Dolph?”

“Aha,” Martin said.

At that moment, movement on top of the superstructure caught my eye. Lucy was waving at me.

My blood ran cold. She had been on top of the ship while it was turning. While the railgun was firing. While kraggas peppered the hull with bullets.

Dolph’s head appeared beside hers. He covered her with the Peacemaker while she came down the ladder.

She was carrying Dolph’s Koiler Mark 3 in a waist holster that she’d slung over her shoulder. It looked grotesque on her small frame.

I was shaking, nearly speechless. “I told you to stay below!”

Lucy’s triumphant grin disappeared. Dolph jumped down the last couple of rungs of the ladder. “She shot the kragga that was trying to capsize you. She’s an ace.”

“Guess those video games ain’t completely useless,” Robbie said with a chuckle.

“Give Dolph back his gun,” I said. “Right this damn second.”

Lucy tore the holster off over her head and threw it down. “I was only trying to help,” she shouted, and ran back to the ladder. I heard her crying as she climbed back up to the airlock.

“That was pretty harsh, sir,” Robbie ventured.

“Go in the ship and put some fucking clothes on,” I said. “And send MF out here.”

Dolph gazed at the fern-tops, backlit by the glare of the burning oil well. “I was with her,” he said.

“She could have been shot.”

“She was the one doing the shooting.”

“That’s the goddamn problem. Where’d she learn?”

“Where did she learn?” Dolph echoed incredulously. “What do you think they teach those kids up at the range? Needlework?”

“Don’t try and make this Alec’s fault,” I snapped.

“It ain’t Alec’s fault. But it could be the fault of the guy who pissed the kraggas off unnecessarily, because he forgot there’s any such thing as honor.” Dolph lit a cigarette, his eyes jackally.

“Oh, come on,” I said. “I’m the one trying to save the goddamn Cluster!”

“I dunno, Mike. Are you?”

I took a deep breath. This argument was getting us nowhere. I told Dolph what Garallax Hrolgo had said about the Fleet, how they were trying to get their hands on the Transcendence. How the Iron Triangle might actually be the good guys, staving off the gene-modding apocalypse.

MF spidered down the ladder. He blinked at the exhausted huddle of Darkworlders. “Who are these people? They look like Pippa!”

“I know,” I said. “Can you get those collars off them?”

MF went to work with his cutter attachment. One of the women spoke up. I thought it was the same woman who had taken the catamaran’s tiller. “You mentioned Pippa. Do you mean—do you know our princess?”

“Yup,” I said. “We know your prince, too.”

“Rafael Ijiuto? Not our prince.”

“Where are y’all from? The auctioneer said the Darkworlds—”

“Our ancestors came from Old Gessyria. We are from a planet called Gvm Uye Sachttra.”

Dolph groaned. “Heard of it.”

“We lived in a refugee camp …”

“… until the Travellers came, rounded you up, and carried you off as slaves,” Dolph completed the sentence. The woman nodded. “Once the word gets around that a planet is vulnerable, they just keep coming back, opening that wound up all over again. Stripping off the flesh, picking the bones.”

“They brought us here,” the woman said. “Then the Ek bought us. He was going to kill us. He thought we knew the Code. But we don’t! The Transcendence was only given to royalty, like Princess Pippa, and the pretender Ijiuto.”

The last time we saw Rafael Ijiuto, he had been fleeing Mittel Trevoyvox with Sophia and Burden. Once their unwitting tool, he had thrown in with them in hopes of completing his vendetta against Pippa.

“We think Pippa was here recently,” I said. “Did you hear anything about that? Did you see her?”

“No,” the woman said. “But we saw the pretender.”

“Rafael Ijiuto? Here?” Dolph said sharply.

“I knew it,” MF wailed. “They got here before we did.”

“Only a few days ago,” the woman said, “we were in the—the slave pen. They allowed us out … for fresh air … A fence separates the pen from a—a sort of public area, where buyers gather to look at the—the slaves to be put up for sale at future auctions …”

I understood how difficult this was for her to say, but I gritted my teeth impatiently, willing her to get on with it.

“Rafael Ijiuto walked past. He saw us, and came up to the fence. He stood as close to us as I am to you. And he—he laughed at us. He told us that he knew where our princess was, and he was going … to kill her. Then the Code would belong to New Gessyria, and only to New Gessyria. He would win the war, at last.”

But he was wrong. The war would only just be starting.

“Was he alone?” I said. “Or was he with someone?”

“A woman. Tall. Pretty … She had dark hair, and a rose tattoo.”

Sophia. For a moment my ex-wife’s presence seemed to hover in front of us. I could almost hear her saying teasingly to me, Hey, Mike, where’re you going with that gun in your hand?

“Did Ijiuto say anything else?” Dolph demanded. “Where was he planning to go to?”

“Grem Kalaladiesh,” the woman said.

“Huh? Where’s that?”

MF, snipping the last collar off a Darkworlder’s neck, let out a sudden wail. “No! No! Not there!”

“Where the fuck is Grem Kalala-whatsit?” Dolph said.

“Kalaladiesh.”

“There’s no such planet.”

“Yes, there is.” MF rolled backwards across the barge. His grippers clattered wildly. His optical sensors rolled. He reached the ladder and started to climb. “It is the old Urush name for the planet you call Tech Duinn.”
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“I refuse,” MF wailed. “I am not going to Grem Kalaladiesh! You cannot make me.”

We were on the bridge, hurriedly readying the St. Clare for launch. I slurped coffee spiked with vodka, trying to manage my incipient hangover and my weariness at the same time. I’d talked to the Darkworlders for a while longer after MF’s outburst, but they had no more useful information. When I asked their spokeswoman how she knew the old Urush name for Tech Duinn, she had said: Every planet in the Cluster was an Urush planet, before they went away. That’s what the gods said, anyway. And then they went away, too.

Guess she was in shock.

We all felt bad about leaving them here. Dolph had offered them some money—he was the only one of us who possessed more than a few GCs right now—but he had no physical credit chips, and they had no way to accept a credit transfer. Coming from the Gvm Uye Sachttra camp, they had no credit dots, no EkBank accounts, no official identity documents at all.

But that can be an advantage in a place like this, the spokeswoman had said. Just leave us the catamaran. I think we’ll be OK here.

Darkworlders.

They had melted away into the swamp, and now I just had to deal with a sulking daughter, a pissed-off pilot, and a tantruming robot.

“I understand that you don’t want to go to Tech Duinn,” I said to MF. I could have been more tactful, but I was low on patience, short on sleep. We needed to get off the planet before the blowback from our stunt with the railgun hit. “Sorry, but that’s just too fucking bad. We’re going. You don’t like it, you can stay here with the kraggas.”

MF bounced on his wheels at the back of the bridge, gripping my and Dolph’s couches, practically shaking with vehemence. “It is not safe!”

I laughed.

Dolph was eating a chow bar. He bit a chunk off and spoke through it while his hands danced over his consoles. “Let me tell you something, suitcase. Mike and I fought on Tech Duinn for five years. We burned the best years of our youth on that planet. We learned to kill without remorse. Without even really thinking about it. Sometimes, we enjoyed it.”

The honesty of that admission startled me. Of course, I’d always known that. It was why Dolph earned the handle of Psycho. But I’m not sure he ever admitted it before.

“We learned a lot,” he went on. “We learned that nothing mattered, least of all our supposed war aims, apart from looking out for each other. We learned that the Fleet did not give a fuck about us. They told us we were fighting for humanity, and then they put the Shifters in the front lines. And the attrition rate was horrendous. Of the guys and gals from home that we joined up with, three were still alive at the end of the war. Three. There’s only the two of us left now.” He switched on the electrical power to the auxiliaries. The lights on the bridge dimmed and then came up again. “So yeah, MF. No shit. Tech Duinn is not safe.”

“But that was then,” I said. “Now? It’s a ghost planet. Skeletons and tumbleweeds.” I remembered Dagda’s Knoll. The things I had seen there. Nope, I wasn’t going to start remembering that. I forced myself to sound confident. “The only danger is the one we’re going to look for, by the name of Rafael Ijiuto and Sophia Hart.”

“We will all be killed,” MF said, in a low, grating voice that made me look around. His bendy neck was curved all the way down. His sensors glowered from the middle of his chassis.

Dolph bit off another hunk of his chow bar. He looked at MF, chewing, expressionless. “You’re just a fucking pussy, aren’t you?”

MF let out a moan and rolled off the bridge. On the internal feed screen, I watched him blunder down the trunk corridor, tumble into the engineering deck, and retreat to his favorite corner behind the AM ring.

“It’s true,” Dolph said. “He never leaves the ship except when he has to. He’s spent the last twelve centuries hiding on one ship after another, pretending to be a maintenance bot … ‘cause he’s scared of his own shadow.”

I hit the intercom. “Marty, what’s MF doing?”

“Hold on a minute,” Martin said. “Looks like he’s settling in to watch a movie. Whoa, MF, harem action and bestiality? Too hot to handle. Is there a problem, Mike?”

“No. No problem. What’s our AM power generation status?”

“All systems green.”

“Ten-four.” I cut the intercom. “You’re right,” I said to Dolph. “He’s a pussy.”

But if MF was a coward, I was a hypocrite. Although Tech Duinn might no longer be teeming with Necros, that’s not to say I wasn’t scared, too. Not for myself … but for Lucy. I was dragging her along on a hunt for the most dangerous woman in the Cluster. Her mother.

*

I was exhausted. I’d torn the partially healed bullet wound in my thigh open again, and added new bruises and scrapes to my collection. As soon as we cleared Kraggas Dol Amzitur orbital space, I got Martin to put a new bandage on the leg. That done, I wanted nothing more than to drink myself into a coma.

Instead, I went to talk to Lucy.

I found her in her berth, which had been Irene’s berth. She had Nanny B in there with her. But right now she was not playing one of those dumb video games. She floated in the bot’s arms like a baby, face pressed against Nanny B’s plush torso. She was sucking her thumb—something she hadn’t done for about five years.

My heart broke at the sight. “Oh, sweetheart,” I said. “Come here. I’m sorry. So sorry.”

After a bit of coaxing, she consented to snuggle with me instead. I might be skin and bones, dying of IVK, but I could still give better cuddles than a freaking robot.

I knew I had done wrong to leave Lucy in Nanny B’s care during her early childhood. But maybe it wasn’t too late to start doing better.

“I know you were only trying to help,” I said. “Sorry I blew up at you. I was just … scared.”

“I’m good at shooting. I was the best under-ten at the range.”

I forced a smile. “I believe it. It’s just—I want you to have a normal life, you know?”

“I just want to stay with you.” She pushed her face against my neck. “I want us to stay together forever.”

I heard the fear in her voice. She had seen with her own eyes what it was really like out here. She must have been afraid I’d never come back.

“I’ll always be here,” I lied. In fact, IVK would take me away from her in just a few short months. Rage and grief boiled up. I changed the subject. “Let’s do something fun.”

“Like play a video game?”

“Hmm. How about that animal simulator?”

“OK.” She scrambled out of my arms, grabbed Nanny B, and booted up the simulator. “What do you want to be?”

“What are you going to be?”

“An orca.” She shot me a glance. She knew my feelings about marine mammals. I had nothing against them in theory; I just didn’t want her to choose one, because I couldn’t swim. I would not be able to watch over her in the sea. “So you have to be something that lives in an orca’s habitat,” she added. “Or we can’t play together.”

I took a deep breath. “OK. I’ll be an orca, too.”

“Really?!”

“Sure. Orcinus orca, huh? Let me have a look at the anatomical information.”

The game had comprehensive resources on skeletal structure, musculature, and physiology. For a while I forgot that I was looking at a marine mammal, and slipped into the flow state of learning a new animal form. As a Chimera Syndrome survivor, I could get obsessive about a species on the slightest excuse. Whoa, look at that enormous dorsal fin … and the echolocation cavity, that’d be an interesting challenge … if only it didn’t involve swimming …

Lucy poked me impatiently. “You don’t have to learn everything about it. Hurry up, let’s play.”

*

Tech Duinn lay only three light years from Kraggas Dol Amzitur. We had taken it slow to give everyone some time to recuperate. Still, it felt like I had barely fallen asleep when Robbie shook me awake. I floated to the bridge, snagging a coffee from the galley on the way.

“Your Ek was right about the automated orbital defense platforms,” Dolph said.

“Not my Ek.” Yawning, I dragged my AR headset on. I woke up fast. “Huh? What the fuck?”

I had assumed we were still on the edge of the system. In fact, we were blowing in past Tech Duinn’s moon, where a bunch of batshit-crazy Fleet pilots had taught me and Dolph to fly spaceships long ago. Ahead, Tech Duinn itself floated serenely in the void. “You should’ve woken me earlier! The orbital defenses—" We were already inside the interdiction zone.

“Either they would be disabled or not,” Dolph pointed out. “If they weren’t, we would never have known it. Turns out they are. Anyway, you needed the sleep.”

Seemed like we couldn’t exchange five words without quarrelling anymore. I squashed the impulse to keep arguing, and adjusted my external optical feed, bringing Tech Duinn closer in my AR field of vision. Still a visual symphony of green and blue and white. Still deceptively serene.

“It has to have been Sophia that disabled the orbital defenses,” Dolph said. “She’s a genius at that shit. She probably has a cheat sheet of Fleet security codes.”

I nodded. “The Minotaur might have sneaked in past the defences. It’s an ultrastealth ship. And it’s a Fleet ship. It had Iron Triangle clearances. The AIs would have let it pass based on its transponder data … then Sophia came along and lobotomized them.”

“She was in a Fleet ship, too.”

“Figure she needed to take the planetary defenses down so that her backup could get in and out.”

“No sign of any backup.”

No sign of anyone. The orbital defense platforms showed up on the radar, as inert as weather satellites.

“Then again,” Dolph said, “I wouldn’t expect them to be hanging out up here, where any idiots could see them.”

He tapped the auxiliaries, adjusting our trajectory to a steeper angle.

“Decelerating for final approach.”

Jolt. We skidded down into orbit, shedding velocity in tooth-jarring chunks. When the radar altimeter hit 150 klicks, Dolph killed the exhaust field and the throttle, wedging us into an equatorial orbit. We stared down at the planet that had changed our lives forever.

Two large continents, covering a total of 21% of the planet’s surface area. A few islands. Wind-wrinkled oceans. Clouds swirled around the centers of both continents—each had a central mountain range, higher than anything on Ponce de Leon. Each continent was actually a gigantic shield volcano, caused by primordial impacts on the other side of the planet. Both continents had similar climates: forested coastal belts surrounding the high-altitude frozen wastelands in the middle. The colonists had mostly lived along the coasts.

I worked the sensor suite, activating our surface mapping protocol. “We’ll hang out in this orbit and scan the surface, until we either spot the Travellers, or the Minotaur, or they spot us.” It helped that both continents, Find and Eas Rudah, straddled the equator, so we wouldn’t have to do any orbital plane changes to map both landmasses. “Go grab a bite, Dolph. Catch some Zs.” I wanted to be alone with my memories.
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Alone on the bridge, I gazed down at the green north coast of Eas Rudah, where Dolph and I spent all three of our tours of duty. It had been a dirty, brutal war. But somewhere in the midst of it all, I, the Chimera Syndrome kid, had learned to be a leader. In a way, you could say Tech Duinn made me.

And as I watched the planet turn below us, I felt a wave of nostalgia. It was grotesque, but there it was. If I had the choice, I’d rather be a young, healthy soldier, kept in the dark and fed on shit, as we used to say, than 44 years old, knowing everything I knew now, with IVK eating holes in my brain.

A radar alert flashed. I cued the composite feed.

A computer-enhanced dot breasted the aquamarine curve of Tech Duinn’s horizon.

Uh oh.

I hit the PA. “Looks like we got company. Dolph, to the bridge. Lucy, Robbie, strap in. Marty, prepare for maneuvers. Move your ass, everyone, this is not a drill.”

Dolph flew onto the bridge, baggy-eyed and cursing. The image on the composite feed had already grown large enough to identify the silhouette of a Fleet delta-wing.

“It just launched into orbit,” I said.

Streamlined, atmosphere-capable, deadly. Kind of ship you see on orbital patrol duty everywhere in the Cluster.

But not here. Shouldn’t be anyone here.

“Could be the Alcazar.” I punched up the ship-to-ship frequency. “Hello, unidentified ship. Come in.”

Static.

“Unidentified ship. I’m talking to you. How much do you value your lives?”

More static.

“It’s the Alcazar,” Dolph said.

I nodded, remembering other times I had desperately tried to establish communication with an unidentified ship, and got nothing but empty air. It’s a Traveller thing. They consider that folks from the Temple—that’s you and me—are not even worth talking to. I unbuckled my straps to shift over into the left seat, for better access to the weapons consoles.

The radio came to life.

“You’re one persistent son of a bitch, aren’t you, Starrunner?”

“Who is this?”

The video screen flickered on. Jonathan Burden stared at us from the bridge of the Alcazar. His eyes were dark pits in the stark overhead lighting. “Don’t go down there. It’s a death trap.”

“Yeah,” I said, “I’m sure you’re real concerned for our health.”

Burden’s lips curved a couple of millimeters. “I like you, Starrunner. But I’d say the same to anyone. Do not go down there. You’ll never get away alive.”

I remembered how MF had spazzed out at the prospect of going to Tech Duinn. I remembered what I had seen—might have seen—on Tech Duinn twenty-five years ago. The little hairs on the back of my neck lifted. But Dolph leaned into the comms. “Yeah, it would be convenient for you if we believed you, wouldn’t it?”

“Believe me or not, I’m telling the truth,” Burden said. “Sophia’s joined them.”

“What do you mean, Sophia’s joined them?” I interrupted.

“I barely got away alive. I’ve been sitting in my ship for the last two weeks with all the doors locked. Figured the Iron Triangle would catch up with us sometime. When I saw you coming, I thought you had to be them. Just my luck.”

“What’s down there?” I was starting to get creeped out. It was Burden’s eyes. He looked like a man who had seen through a crack in the gates of hell. As far as I could see, there was no one else on the Fleet ship’s bridge. He was flying the Alcazar alone. “What happened?”

“Suffice it to say that I never believed in all that Traveller junk,” Burden said. “The old gods, the supernatural guiding forces that lead us towards union with the Divine, blah-de-blah blah. Mumbo-jumbo for the under-educated; tropes for the ship painters. Well, I’ve revised my opinion on that. Do not go down there.”

I pushed away my fears. This was nothing to do with what I had seen at Dagda’s Knoll. Burden was just spouting the same old, same old Traveller hoodoo. “Sorry, not buying it.”

“If you go down there, they’ll take your ship. They will escape. I can’t allow that to happen.”

I laughed. “They ain’t getting my ship.” To Dolph, I said, “Calculate his launch trajectory, and program our de-orbit burn. Wherever he launched from, that’s where we’re going.”

“You’re dead men walking!” Burden shouted.

I leaned closer to the camera and let him see my hollow cheeks and bloodshot eyes. I smiled, showing the gap where I had lost an incisor on Mittel Trevoyvox. “I’m a dead man walking anyway, compadre.”

“In that case,” Burden said, “it’s all one, isn’t it?” The comms went dead.

Incoming radar alerts speckled my screen.

“Son of a bitch just launched missiles,” Dolph said. “Looks like an AI-guided swarm.” He shook his head. “This is why we shoot first, ask questions later.”

I pulled my AR headset back on and shifted into the left seat. “And this is where I wish you hadn’t made me fire Irene.” I worked the masers. Missiles exploded and faded, a thousand klicks behind us.

“I made you fire Irene?”

I knew I’d spoken unfairly. “We might’ve been better off never knowing about Bull Rock.”

“Everything comes back to this damn planet.”

There were hundreds of missiles, and they changed their swarming pattern on the fly. One of those up the ass, and the St. Clare would be history. “Flip the ship and get ready to burn retrograde on my mark,” I yelled.

I powered up the railgun and dropped a slug into the cradle. Dolph pulsed the auxiliaries, spinning the St. Clare 180 degrees, so our railgun pointed towards the Alcazar. The leading edge of the missile swarm was closing. In a race against time, the rails whined up. The lights dipped. A 15-kg steel slug flew out of the St. Clare’s grinning mouth. Almost before it left the launch cradle, I yelled, “And mark!”

Dolph opened the throttle.

The main drive roared into life, burning against our direction of travel. If it had been a small, gentle burn, we’d actually have gained altitude. As it was, the tonnes of plasma belching out of the St. Clare’s drive delivered the opposite result. We instantly lost orbital velocity …

… and plunged towards Tech Duinn.

Far above, our slug screamed towards its target.

You can’t stop railgun slugs. You can get out of the way, if you’re a gifted pilot with great reflexes. After everything Burden had been through, I guess his reflexes were not that great anymore.

The Alcazar’s radar profile warped in front of our eyes as the slug tore through its nose shield. Hull plates blew off in an explosive decompression. The AM ring held. Fleet ships have massively redundant protection built in to prevent antimatter explosions. The relatively lightweight hull was not so resilient. As air and debris blew out of the gaping hole behind the nose, the ship went into a tumble and started to break up.

Unfortunately, the Alcazar’s missiles outlived it. A good half of the swarm pursued us down into the atmosphere.

And now we had worse problems.

We were hurtling towards Tech Duinn, ass-first, on a steep trajectory that would put us down in the middle of the ocean.


18

The AI-guided missiles dived into the atmosphere, chasing us at Mach 25. Re-entry plasma engulfed them. They sprouted fiery tails and began to glow like meteors. But it didn’t slow them down.

Maybe Irene could have stopped them all, but I wasn’t Irene. The ship flinched around us. A damage alert shrilled through the bridge. My HUD schematic flashed red.

“Direct hit on the nose shield,” I said through my teeth. “Integrity down to 30%.”

As we plunged deeper into the atmosphere, the superheated plasma killed the rest of the missiles, blacking out their radios and destroying their networked AI guidance. They wandered off to fall harmlessly into the ocean. But the same plasma also enveloped the St. Clare. And we were re-entering the atmosphere the wrong way round … tail first. My straps cut into my shoulders and waist something fierce. I couldn’t let myself think about what Lucy and the others were enduring back there.

“Tail’s got ablative shielding,” I yelled, over the rattling and creaking of the St. Clare’s hull. MF had thought of everything when he built this baby. I wasn’t worried about the back half of the ship burning up. I was worried about our trajectory. “Dolph, you gotta let her tip a bit more over the vertical. Our thrust vector is already away from the center of the planet.” We were coming in at about ten degrees with respect to the curvature of the planet. “Just shove the rear so she’s pointing up, without cancelling our overall ground track.”

“You’re nuts!” Dolph was playing the auxiliaries like a violin to keep the ship straight. “The nose shield is damaged. Right now the tail’s taking all the heat. Minute I start to flip her, the nose is exposed. We’ll lose the nose shield, lose stability, go into a tumble and break up.”

“Do you want to drown?”

“It can’t be done!”

We were running out of time. I reached out to switch the flight controls to my seat. Better to die by my own hand than go down in the water.

Dolph knocked my arm away. “Back off. I’m a better pilot than you are.”

“So flip her! It doesn’t have to be pretty, for God’s sake—”

It wasn’t.

With the main drive at full throttle, Dolph fired the auxiliaries, flipping the ship through 100 degrees. We went from almost flat and hauling ass from the left, through vertical, to about ten degrees past vertical but heading to the right. The bridge whirled around us. Loose items flew up, down, and sideways. My coffee mug whanged me on the cheek. The ship’s frame creaked so violently it seemed we must break up. Then thrust gravity slammed us back into our seats. We were gaining altitude once more.

Despite the elephant sitting on my chest, I gave Dolph a thumbs up. “Nice job, douchebag.”

“Fuck you, asshole. Look at the fucking nose shield!”

In those moments of exposure to re-entry heat, the crater left by the Alcazar’s missile had spread into a gaping red morass. I scrolled through the damage report. The ablative shielding in that area was gone, baby, gone. And the higher we climbed, the worse the damage was getting. The solid steel beneath the heat shield had begun to melt, and as Dolph had predicted, we were losing stability.

“So we won’t be going back into orbit until we get that fixed,” I said. “Flatten her out.” I switched to the exterior optical feed. A beautiful sight greeted my eyes: land. We were so low that mountain peaks cleared the horizon. Eas Rudah. “The silver lining is, this is where we were heading for, anyway …”

Burden’s launch trajectory had revealed that he’d launched from the north coast of Eas Rudah, our old stomping ground.

We shot over the forested shore, bleeding velocity ballistically. The St. Clare was not aerodynamic. Her auxiliary pods looked like wings, but they weren’t. We were not flying. We were falling like a bullet. Dolph worked the auxiliaries to keep the nose up, swearing monotonously. I desperately scanned the ground. Nothing but green. The forest had swallowed all the cities, roads, and towns we once knew.

“There’s gotta be some tarmac left on this dirtball,” Dolph cried.

“Curve her further north!” We were crossing the part of the continent we knew best. “There were a lotta settlements up there. Worse comes to worst, we put down on a road—”

—and then what? Never mind that now. My priority was getting to the ground without dying.

But there were no roads. What the war hadn’t destroyed, nature had taken back. Twenty-two years is a long time for weeds.

Mach 6. Mach 4.

The green thinned out into hilly grasslands streaked with rivers. This was no place for a spaceship. Shit, shit, shit. Now here came the mountains, snowy teeth pricking the overcast sky. We’d have to put down before we hit those. The nose shield couldn’t take another hard burn into the atmosphere.

Mach 2.

We were about to go subsonic, and there still wasn’t anywhere—

The uplands dropped away into a valley that pierced into the mountains like a green wound.

Memories stirred.

I urgently cued up the map we’d built in orbit. I matched it to what I was seeing, which was the same topography I’d seen twenty-three years ago from the helicopter that carried Dolph to hospital, and me to a field conduct investigation.

“This is the Eriu Valley! The airfield might still be there—there it is!”

A smudge of gray on the fast-flowing river’s bank.

“Are you kidding?” Dolph shouted. “Here?”

“There’s nothing else this side of the mountains! Put her down before we overshoot!”

“Jesus Christ.” Dolph’s face whitened as he killed the throttle and gimbaled the auxiliaries. We hit VTOL altitude right over the airfield with a bone-jarring jerk. The last 200 meters were anticlimactic: a controlled descent that sucked our stomachs lightly upwards.

The auxiliary pods touched down on weathered concrete.

The roar of the engines died.

Martin came on the intercom. “So, that’s all you jocks got? No barrel rolls, no loop-de-loops?”

I laughed. Now it was over, I was shaking. “Screw you, Marty.”

“Got some minor breakages back here, nothing too serious. Where are we?”

“Little place in the Eriu Valley. Dagda’s Knoll.”

“Wherever that is, I hope it has repair facilities. The nose shield’s fucked. Seriously fucked.”

“I noticed,” I said.

“Repair facilities?” Dolph said. “You want fried unicorn nuggets with that?”

Outside, the steam rising from the wet concrete blew away. I slapped the external camera feed up on the biggest of our physical screens and panned through 360 degrees.

Ruined terminal buildings, trees growing through their roofs.

Rusty hangars.

Conifer-analogs leaned over the 650-meter runway and crowded up against the terminal buildings. The airfield had not vanished into the green, like the settlements on the coast, as trees grew slower up here, and winter snowfall kept the weeds back. Lucky for us it was local summer; in another few months, the airfield would’ve been waist-deep in the white stuff.

The tail cameras pointed down the runway …

Zoom.

“Check it out,” I said. “I knew Burden was full of shit.”

We were not alone.

Another spaceship sat at the far end of the runway.

It appeared to be a crumpled wreck.
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Much as I itched to inspect the wreck, we played it safe, acquiring as much data as we could before venturing out of the ship.

We dug out the networked surveillance drones that the Iron Triangle had given us for the Mittel Trevoyvox operation. There’d been no point deploying them on Mittel T, on account of the snow, or on Kraggas Dol Amzitur, because the kragga capital is mostly underwater. But here, they’d be just the thing. The clouds hung low, but not too low to compromise visibility from the air.

We released the little quadcopters, ten in all, from the port-side airlock. Lucy stood in the trunk corridor. “Can we get out and explore?”

I hauled her up into the chamber with me. Fresh bruises peeked out of the neck of her shirt. I touched them. “From your straps?”

She nodded.

“I’m sorry. It must have been scary.”

“Not really.”

“You didn’t cry.”

She gave me a look like, what do you take me for? “So can we get out?”

“No. No one leaves the ship yet.”

The drones flew out of the hatch, and Tech Duinn air—fresh, piney, wild—flooded in. Nostalgia came with it, a queasy mixture of feelings that I had spent the last twenty years, or maybe my whole life, trying not to sort out. The closest I can describe it is a sudden urge to Shift.

I closed the hatch. We went back below and monitored the drones from the bridge.

Rising and soaring on the breeze, the little quadcopters circled the airfield. Their first target was the wreck. Thermal imaging detected some spots of warmth on the hull. It hadn’t been here long.

It appeared to be a Traveller ship. An explosion had blown off the top of its hull, exposing the twisted wreckage of bridge and crew quarters to the elements, but we could still identify the thermal inlays on the lower curve of the hull: Cipactli, Loki, Tonton Macoute, and the rest of the grisly Traveller pantheon.

The explosion had been secondary to the ship’s crash landing. Its nose was buried in a fresh crater.

It did not look as if anyone could have survived that, but I could see no bodies in the wreck, and I wasn’t making any assumptions. Burden had definitely implied that Sophia—and whoever else had been with them—were still alive.

We left one drone hovering above the wreck and sent the others to survey the little town of Dagda’s Knoll, on the bank of the river.

Rambeaks flapped up to investigate the drones, but backed off from their whirring rotors. Traces of Necro occupation remained—shattered windows, burnt-out houses, the hulks of rolled cars barricading the high street. Bones. Human skeletons lay here and there in the open, whole or dismembered. But thermal imaging revealed nothing living larger than a cat.

“The fallout from the neutron bombs probably didn’t get this high,” Dolph said. “These folks died of something else.”

“They died of being Necros,” I said bleakly.

The rot had put its victims through several stages of decay. First, there was what we used to call the evangelical phase. The earliest symptom of infection was that they stopped feeling pain. That, plus the changes in their frontal cortex, made them feel like gods, and they tried to infect as many other people as possible. The evangelicals were the ones that gave us the most trouble. Later, because they didn’t feel pain, their bodies would start to fall apart on them. Neglected wounds would go septic or gangrenous. We’d called that the zombie phase. It could last for a long time, and zombie Necros were still dangerous, as the rot got into their brains and made them even more aggressive and unpredictable. Thirdly, the infections would overwhelm their immune systems, and the lights would go out.

I figured we were now looking at the fourth and final phase: lying dead in the open, the flesh long since stripped off their bones by wild animals.

“Skeletons and tumbleweeds,” I said. “There is a God.”

“Got nothing to do with it,” Dolph said.

“Lighten up.” I was trying to keep it light myself. But I was all too aware that if we couldn’t repair the St. Clare’s nose shield, we would end up like those skeletons.

“Burden didn’t say a word about Pippa,” Dolph observed. “But why would he and Sophia have come here, if Pippa hadn’t come here first?”

“And why would she have come here? There aren’t any gene-modding labs on this planet. There aren’t even any people.”

“Maybe the Travellers caught up with them on Kraggas Dol Amzitur. They panicked and ran to the nearest planet. Figure they thought Sophia wouldn’t dare to follow them here.”

“They don’t know her,” I said. The theory seemed weak. And anyway, where was the Minotaur? We had not spotted it from orbit.

Dolph pointed the drones out of town. They whirred up the valley towards the mountains, ranging wide on both sides of the river.

I stood up. “Let’s go take a look at the wreck.”

Robbie came with us. All three of us wore our kevlar. Dolph took the Peacemaker. I had my .22, and Robbie had one of the machine pistols left over from our Mittel Trevoyvox jaunt. I told Martin, “Lucy’s on the bridge with MF, watching the drone feeds. Don’t let her off the ship.”

Outside, Robbie said, “Shit, it’s cold.”

“No, it ain’t,” I said. It actually was—but it was a good cold, damp and fresh. The low clouds flurried like wet gray rags overhead. I inhaled deeply, feeling my lungs expand like they hadn’t expanded in years. A sense of wellbeing came with each breath. This air was an elixir.

A rambeak flew across the runway, croaking. Robbie flinched, and made a face when he saw it was only a bird-analog. “Humans colonized this place? Why?”

“San Damiano is a bit like this,” Dolph informed him.

“Aw, come on.”

“Down in the south it’s warmer,” I said. “But we come from up north. The Shinakita Straits freeze solid in winter. The first thing we noticed when we got here was, it feels like home …”

“We were just kids,” Dolph said. “Younger than you are now.”

“In ’98, we fought a big engagement in this very place, out that way.” I pointed in the direction our drones had gone. “This dumbass won a medal that day, although he lost it a couple years later playing blackjack in the Techworlds.”

“And this dumbass took command when our colonel got his head blown off,” Dolph said. “Got us out of there alive, all that was left of us. That day, that was winning.”

Robbie’s eyes got round. “I never knew that.”

There was a lot else he didn’t know … that no one knew about the Battle of Dagda’s Knoll. Heck, I wasn’t even sure if I knew it myself. The brigadier had tried very hard to convince me I didn’t know a damn thing. I didn’t want to think about it now, anyway.

“You post up here, Rob.” We were about halfway to the wreck. “Cover us.”

Robbie slipped into the conifers. City boy or not, he knew how to hold still, and his camos blended into the treeline.

Dolph and I walked on with measured steps.

I’ll be honest here. The first thing I had thought about when I saw the wreck was: raw materials.

The St. Clare’s nose shield needed repairing. We weren’t carrying enough of what we would need to patch it up. If we couldn’t patch it up, we could forget about ever getting off Tech Duinn.

So the wreck seemed like a gift from God. I was praying we could cannibalize it for parts. It looked like it was pretty much totaled, but you never know …

We got right up close. Walked around it.

“The nose cone’s a writeoff,” I said at last, “but some of those lower hull plates would work. They don’t look damaged.”

“If you don’t count Traveller ship art as damage.”

“We’ll paint over it.”

“The trick’ll be getting the heat shielding off in one piece.”

“There’s got to be a standoff between the hull and the skin. Use the socket wrench with the two-foot extension. Slip that in there and remove the whole skin plus the tiles in one piece ...”

“Or MF could do it with his motile attachments. We find some sheet metal … somewhere. Shape a patch for the St. Clare’s nose shield, sand it down, weld it to the hull.”

“Then remove the salvaged tiles and attach them to the patch. It’ll work.”

“It just might,” Dolph agreed.

The blackened ruin of the ship’s upper half, and the engine bells pointing forlornly at the sky, made a sad sight, but I suddenly felt more cheerful. We were survivors, and we would survive this, too. I forgot all about IVK for a moment. Smiling broadly, I nudged Dolph. “You were right.”

“About what?”

“Flipping the ship through the vertical. It technically couldn’t be done. It was impossible.”

“That’s what I said.”

“But you did it.”

“It coulda been smoother.”

“We’re alive. Burden isn’t. What more do you want?”

Dolph finally smiled. “I want off of this planet. I want to be sitting on the beach back home, sipping a cold beer … with Marie,” he added wistfully.

“Mine’s a bourbon.” I pictured Christy by my side, in a swimsuit. How easily I’d let her slip out of my life. What a fool I was.

“Tell you something, I’m starting to think I’m nuts,” Dolph said.

“How so?” We were standing near the section of the hull I’d decided was mine. Cipactli glowered at us. “I’m gonna take the laser saw right to her head …”

“All right. But look at the top of the hull.”

“What about it? It’s a mess.”

“Does it not look like that tree, there, sticking up from behind the tail, doesn’t join up?”

I squinted at the treeline on the edge of the runway.

“Like there’s a sort of a break in the middle?”

“Uh. Yeah, actually, I see that.” I grasped my .22. Dolph raised the Peacemaker to his shoulder.

“Like maybe the bottom half of the tree isn’t actually there?”

I started to walk backwards. The St. Clare was 500 meters behind me. Robbie, half that far away. “Marty, come in,” I said into the radio embedded in the collar of my flak vest.

“Copy.”

“We may have a problem.”

“Got you on the drone feed. What kind of a problem?”

“Not sure yet.”

As I walked backwards, Dolph walked forwards. Towards the wreck. Holding the Peacemaker in his right hand, he reached up his left hand towards the toothed foot of Cipactli.

“No!” I yelled, instinctively. “Don’t touch it!”

He touched it.

The wreck vanished.

Just blinked out of existence.

Like a hologram …

… which is exactly, I now realized, what it had been.

The tri-engine tail, the ruined bridge, the hull plates I’d had my eye on, even the crash crater—gone. Where the wreck had been, the Minotaur sat on undamaged asphalt.
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Holos. You see them all over the place. Cavorting on the Strip, dancing and singing in people’s living-rooms. Folks with impure intentions, or just a bad case of car envy, put a holo projector in the trunk to customize the appearance of their ride.

I’d never seen a projection quite as big, or believable, as the fake Traveller wreck. Sure, it hadn’t been perfect—Dolph had spotted where it was slightly out of alignment with the background. But it had fooled us, and our drones too.

Well, the Minotaur was a Fleet-built ultrastealth ship. Stood to reason she would have top-of-the-line camouflage.

All this flashed through my mind in an instant. Dolph stumbled forward a couple steps. The Minotaur was half the size that the holo had been, so he was still a couple meters away from it, level with the airlock forward of the starboard wing. I was a few steps back.

The Minotaur spoke. Its voice was warm and friendly. Its words were … not.

“Warning, you have entered this ship’s security perimeter. Warning, this ship will enforce its security perimeter with lethal force.”

Dolph backed up.

A red beam lanced out from a port on the Minotaur’s side, above the airlock. It fastened on Dolph’s chest.

I grabbed the back of his flak vest.

“Warning, do not move,” the ship blared. “Remain where you are until scanning is complete.”

A second port opened, this one rectangular and dazzling blue. The light source found our faces.

“Warning, keep your eyes open for the iris scanning procedure!”

This was some high-level ship security, and all I could think was, how did Sophia ever crack it? She had broken the Minotaur’s security on Valdivia, ironically making it possible for Pippa and Justin to steal it from her again on Mittel Trevoyvox. Had they re-enabled the biometric security protocols? Would they even have known how to do that?

“Pippa?” I said, my voice thin. “Justin? Zane? You there?”

“Scanning complete,” was all the answer I got. I looked down. There was a laser targeting dot on me now, too.

“Well, what do you know,” the ship said. I nearly jumped out of my skin. The ship’s voice had changed. Now it was Sophia’s voice. “Hello, Mike. Hello, Dolph. I had a feeling you might get this far. That’s why I disguised this ship as one of ours, and recorded this little speech. Just to be quite clear, I’m not here. You will not find me. You will not stop me.”

A little raw edge there. To me, it was a flashing neon sign. She’d recorded this under immense pressure, although she was trying hard to sound amused, relaxed, normal.

“Where is Pippa?” I said. Some part of my brain believed I was actually talking to Sophia, although she’d just said it was a recording. “What have you done with her? And Justin, where is he? What about Zane?”

The recording continued. “If you’re here, it means Jon is dead. He let me down. Ran away at the last moment. He never did believe in destiny. But I will miss him, and not only because he was better in bed than either of you.”

I glanced at Dolph. He hadn’t visibly reacted to that last comment. He stared open-mouthed at the ship.

“I can’t let you get away with killing him. However!” Sophia’s tone became businesslike. “If you can answer some questions for me, and your information is good enough, I’ll let you live. You’ll have to stay on Tech Duinn, but I’m sure you’ll manage. You’re immune to the rot, anyway, right? Here’s my first question. Are you still working for the Iron Triangle?”

I opened my mouth to tell the recording to go to hell. Then a tiny voice whispered from my collar radio: “Keep her talking …”

MF.

Did the bot have something up his mechanical sleeve? He’d hacked a Fleet ship before. But that time he’d got in through a poorly secured wireless comms channel. I couldn’t see Sophia making an elementary mistake like that.

“Nope,” Dolph said. “We’re freelancing.”

“Please wait,” the ship said in the mechanical voice of the ship’s AI. After a pause, it said, “Your answer is acceptable.” I wondered if the AI was communicating with Sophia in real time. If so, she couldn’t be far from here. Was Pippa with her? I kept my mouth shut, unwilling to give away how little I knew. “Next question.” Sophia’s voice resumed. “What did Aki tell them about me? I know he threw me under the bus. I just want to know how bad it is.”

I glanced over my shoulder at the St. Clare.

And nearly had a heart attack.

Lucy was sprinting down the runway, carrying a bundle under her arm.

“Lucy!” I yelled, before my brain caught up with my mouth. “Go away! Get back on the ship! Now!”

“Please wait,” the Minotaur’s AI said.

Lucy veered into the trees where Robbie had posted up. Dolph’s hand clamped on my arm, reminding me that Sophia must have set the Minotaur’s point defenses to vaporize us if we made any sudden moves.

“Your answer is—” In mid-sentence, Sophia cut in. It really was her this time, live from wherever she was. “…there! She’s there, with you! You stupid, irresponsible, immature …”

The transmission faded into static. I looked around once more. Robbie had come out of the trees. He ran towards us, carrying Lucy’s bundle.

“… my child! You brought my child to fucking Tech Duinn? Are you out of your mind, Michael Starrunner? In what universe is dragging a CHILD into this mess OK?”

She did have a point.

“I can’t see her anymore. Where is she? Get her back on your ship! Don’t you know it’s DANGEROUS—”

“Butt out,” I yelled. “You know nothing. You aren’t her mother in any meaningful sense of the word. Come back and tell me how to care for MY CHILD when you’ve actually tried it!”

Footsteps pounded behind us. Robbie skidded to a halt beside me. The ship scanned his face.

“What’s this, your backup?” Sophia mocked, pulling herself together. “No grenades today?” She must have recognized Robbie from Mittel Trevoyvox. “Oh well, the more hostages, the merrier.”

Robbie had his very own targeting laser dot on his chest now. With slow, careful movements, he let the bundle he was carrying unroll.

It was the wall screen from the St. Clare’s lounge. Wireless, it could be toted around and used even outside the ship. It displayed an odd, abstract black and white pattern of lines, dots, and squares. As Robbie held it up, the pattern changed, the lines and squares moving around.

“Oh, very clever,” Sophia said. “Very … cleeee …”

The ship’s AI blared, “All systems shutting down. Please reboot.”

The targeting dots on our chests vanished. The bio-recognition camera went dark.

“Please reboot.”

“Oh, I will,” MF said, from the radios on our collars. “One reboot coming right up.” And he giggled.

“What the …” I stared at Robbie.

“It’s some kind of a virus,” Robbie said, rolling up the screen. “MF came up with it. Said to hold it up to the ship’s cameras. The virus is in the image. It latches up the whatchacallit.”

“The firmware!” Dolph grinned. “It must infect the firmware, so then every time the computer asks for an image dump from the optical sensors, the virus is ready to jump. Sweet.”

“Crude, but effective,” MF chirped over the radio, sounding pleased with himself.

As he spoke, I was already running. Adrenaline drove me back along the runway, shouting Lucy’s name. She came out of the conifers to meet me. She was under-dressed for the cold weather, pink-cheeked. “Did it work, Dad?”

“Yes, it worked. You saved our lives, sweetiepie. Now get back on the ship.”

“Can I please stay out a bit longer?”

“Who let you out?”

“No one. MF said someone has to take this to Mike, so I took it and ran. I’m faster than Martin. He’s old.”

I smiled fondly, but I couldn’t have her busting out of the ship whenever she felt like it. Sophia’s words throbbed in my brain like bruises: irresponsible, pathetic … “Come on, sweetie. I’ll walk you back.”

Martin met us at the airlock. “Sorry. She was too fast for me.”

“She could’ve died out there. That ship was about one second from vaporizing us.” I grabbed a self-heating coffee from the galley, put a couple more in my pockets for Dolph and Robbie. Then I went back to Engineering. Martin followed.

“No need to thank me,” MF burbled. “It was a pleasure to teach that self-regarding AI a lesson. What shall we do with the Minotaur? I have confirmed that there are no humans on board.”

It was nice to see MF in a good mood again. And all it took was an unfriendly AI for him to slice and dice. He might not do violence against biologicals, but he had a fighting spirit, in his bloodless way. “Just open her up. I’ll need to get into the schematics.” I searched around the workshop area, which was littered with Martin’s tools.

“What are you looking for?” Martin said.

“The socket wrench and the two-foot extension.”

“You OK?”

“There it is.” I grabbed the socket wrench. “Gonna pry a couple of hull plates off of the Minotaur. Care to help, MF? I could use some of your motile drones to get inside the standoff. Where’s the laser saw? We might be able to salvage some sheet metal from the interior, as well.”

“Man,” Martin said, “that’s vandalism. That beautiful ship . You hack up her hull, she’ll be unflyable.”

I smiled at him. “That’s the bonus. With the Alcazar gone, the Minotaur is Sophia’s ride home. We wreck it, she’s stuck here.”

“Where is she?”

“That, we’re not sure of. Somewhere not too far away. It sounds like she and Burden had a bust-up—if you go down there, they will escape. I can’t allow that to happen. That’s what he said. He didn’t want her to escape the planet.” I picked up the laser saw. “And I’m more than happy to fulfill his dying wish.”
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While we worked on the repairs, we explored the airfield and the town, and sent the drones ranging further afield in search of Sophia. Or Pippa. Or anyone.

On the second day, one of the little quadcopters found a clue near the head of the valley: fresh discarded trash. Empty food packets, toilet paper. That stuff was not decades old. It wasn’t even weeks old. The topsoil was thin and dry up there; there was no way to bury trash. Whoever left it must’ve weighted it down with a rock, but then animals had rooted it out.

So someone had trekked up the valley, into the mountains.

Into the snow.

Why?

I asked MF again if there was anything he wanted to share. I might as well have saved my breath. All he wanted to do was repair the St. Clare and leave. When I told him we were going to search the mountains, he refused to come, or even help out with technical support.

“Fine,” I said. “Stay here and finish the repairs.”

A rare stroke of luck had boosted my spirits: we’d found a couple of light airplanes in the airfield’s hangars. Whoever was here before us hadn’t bothered to explore the airfield properly. The planes were two-seaters, no heavier than cars, with propellors and low-speed ramjets. They ran on jet fuel—and there was still some of that, too, stored in big jerrycans. The little craft felt like a gift from the long-dead colonists of Tech Duinn, as if they were asking us to uncover the secrets of the planet that had given them a home, and then taken their lives away.

While Dolph calibrated the electronics, and Robbie fussed with the guns and ammo, I went back on board to give Lucy a final safety lecture.

“There’s this disease called the rot,” I said. “It’s an engineered prion disease.” Kinda like IVK, although we had not known that during the war. We used to think it was a necrotizing disease. Same difference, from the perspective of the Shifter facing a horde of zombie-phase Necros. “It will kill you. And that is why you mustn’t leave the ship. OK?”

“But Marty said Shifters are immune to the rot,” Lucy mumbled.

“Right. But that’s because Shifting clears the infection. At least that’s the theory. And you won’t be able to Shift for another three or four years. So you are not immune. Got it?”

A frightened nod.

“I want you to promise me you will not leave the ship.”

She nodded again.

Maybe I was coming on too strong. I could have told her to stay on the ship without terrifying the life out of her. “Hey, sweetiepie …”

“Will you come back?”

“I swear on my life,” I said, “I will come back.”

“MF said you’re going to look for—”

Oh, he didn’t. He did not tell her about Sophia.

“For a cure for you.”

That was almost worse. “What, exactly, did MF say? Did he say I was sick?”

“I know you’re sick,” she yelled. “You throw up all the time.”

“Baby, I didn’t want to worry you. I’ve been under the weather, but I’m going to get better.” I looked around. We were in the lounge. No one was listening, except maybe MF, remotely, and screw him, anyway. No one else could hear me lying to my daughter. “It’s nothing. Just a virus.”

She nodded doubtfully. She knew I was bullshitting her, but she wanted me to be telling the truth. It ripped my heart to pieces. Sophia was right about me. I was a crap father. Pathetic, irresponsible, all the rest of it.

Climbing out of the ship, I radioed MF.

“Yes, Captain?”

“Guard. Her. With. Your. Life.”

“I swore that I would,” the bot croaked. “Unlike some, I do not break my promises.”

*

It had been a while since I flew an airplane, but these light planes were so basic, it was no trickier than driving a car. I took one of the planes, with Robbie in the back seat. Dolph took the other one, with our supplies: food, spare fuel, radios, weapons, polar gear, even tents. I did not plan on landing in the mountains, but better safe than sorry.

We taxied down the runway and lifted into the air 100 meters short of the Minotaur, where Martin was levering off a hull plate. He waved. I waggled my wings. Then we circled over the airfield and flew south, following the course of the river.

A few klicks out of town, we passed over Dagda’s Knoll itself. It was a hill swelling up out of the forest, crowned with a ring of stones. The townsfolk had told us those were Urush ruins. They had looked more like boulders to me, but I hadn’t looked closely. I’d been too busy fighting for my life.

Even though our drones had already overflown the Knoll, I shivered when I saw it again with my own eyes.

But all the Necros were dead.

And there was nothing else here.

The brigadier had sworn to me that I hadn’t seen what I thought I saw.

And I had made myself believe him.

The biggest threat on the planet was Sophia … and she wasn’t behind us. She was ahead.

Somewhere.

We covered the sixty-odd klicks to the head of the valley in less than an hour, even with a headwind blowing down from the mountains. Flying abreast with a klick’s separation between my plane and Dolph’s, we passed over the spot where the drones had found that rubbish cache. From here, the valley rose to a saddle. Though treeless and windswept, the glacial crevice was still below the snowline. The drones were ranging out ahead of us now, and had returned enough images to build up a map of the terrain beyond the saddle. However, they would soon run out of power, if the sun didn’t come out so they could recharge their solar batteries.

That was not likely to happen. All my memories of Eas Rudah, especially the uplands, came with a backdrop of damp gray skies. In fact, mist had begun to descend on the airfield before we took off. Now, when I looked back, I could no longer see the town, the airfield, or much of anything except the crown of the Knoll itself, sticking up out of the whitish blanket that smothered the valley.

“Carry on?” Dolph said over the radio.

“Yup,” I said. “It’s still clear higher up.”

There were only two ways that Pippa’s group, and/or Sophia’s group, could have gone, assuming they were on foot. Above the saddle, the valley split into two rocky defiles either side of a buttress that shelved down from Mt. Moy Itha. These were channels carved out by ancient glaciers. Each one must have been ten klicks across at its mouth. The scale of the whole mountain was ridiculous: the peak of Moy Itha rose no less than 9,000 meters above sea level, not that we could see it amidst the clouds. Up there, the wind would be ferocious, but down here it wasn’t too bad. The cold air flowing down the defiles fed our low-speed ramjets, taking the load off the propellers.

“I’ll go left,” I said to Dolph. “You go right. See anything, you know what to do.”

I pointed my plane up the left-hand defile, and flew zigzags from one rocky scarp to the other, staying just a couple hundred meters up, below the tops of the cliffs. There was some tricky turbulence. I concentrated on the controls while Robbie watched the drone feeds. The plane had a basic imaging suite, and we’d synced the drone network with its computer.

“Ahoy! Joytime,” Robbie exclaimed, dropping into street cant in his excitement.

“What?”

“Drone Six just picked this up.” He forwarded a clip to my screen.

An oddly shaped hump of blue half buried in snow.

Couldn’t tell what it was. But it was something.

“Mapping the location.” I already knew it was nowhere near where we were, because the valley floor below us was bare rock. The only snow in sight was on top of the scarps. But still my heart sank when I saw Drone 6’s position on my screen. It was 50 klicks ahead of us, in the same defile, higher up, where the glacial valley became an actual glacier.

“It’s almost out of juice,” Robbie said.

“Instruct it to put down where it is.” I glanced at the clock, the sky, the temperature, the wind speed. “We’ll head up there.”

“We go that far, we won’t be able to get back before dark.”

“It’s a glacier. We can land on it.”

I radioed Dolph and told him what we’d found. His whoop almost broke my eardrums. “Coming right over.”

“You got enough fuel? Because it’s a long way round—”

“I didn’t say round, I said over.”

We were halfway to Drone 6’s location when Dolph’s plane battled over the top of the scarp and dropped down to join us. “Careful, Psycho,” I said.

“I’m a better pilot than you,” he teased.

“Yeah, but you can’t balance three shot glasses on your nose.” That used to be my party trick about twenty-five years ago.

Dolph burst out laughing. We joked around, in high spirits, as we sped towards the foot of the glacier.
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I approached the blue hump with my .22 out. Snow lay thickly in nylon folds. I holstered my gun. Dirty-blond hair; a blue-white nape.

We rolled the body over.

Zane Cole.

A moment of silence descended on the glacier, while the wind whistled like a dirge.

Zane’s tattoos had switched themselves off when he died. It made him look younger. Like the guy we knew right here on Tech Duinn, before he went over to the Travellers. He’d worn the black coat for years, but in the end he’d rejected the Travellers’ ideology. He’d died in a cheap-looking blue down coat, probably bought on Kraggas Dol Amzitur, where the Minotaur had stopped for supplies.

Standing there with my hands in my pockets, I no longer hated Zane for walking off with my wife. He had paid the ultimate price for it in the end. I felt sorry for him, and angry with him at the same time, for being dead, and unable to tell us anything.

“Frozen solid,” Dolph broke the silence.

“Yeah, but that wasn’t what killed him.” I pointed at a red patch in the snow where he had lain.

We pried away the frozen folds of his clothes and exposed a gunshot wound in the side of his torso. “That’s nasty,” Robbie said.

Dolph turned Zane over again and poked at the exit wound. “This looks like a shotgun. I can’t see Sophia blasting away with a 12-gauge. Ain’t her style.”

“I think she’d pick up whatever came to hand,” I said. “But I can’t see her actually hitting him with it.” Sophia was a notoriously bad shot.

“It’s hard to miss with a shotgun at close quarters,” Dolph said. “And we don’t know how many Travellers were on the Alcazar.”

Robbie glanced uneasily into the gathering dark.

I studied the cliff face nearer to us. Flecks of snow whirled on the wind, stinging my exposed cheeks. “Looks like there’s an overhang over there. Let’s set up the tents. We’ll keep searching in the morning.”

“Really?” That was all Dolph said.

“It’s gonna be dark soon, and the wind’s picking up. You might could fly back in that. Not me.”

But the truth was, I couldn’t bear to abandon the search … not now. I could feel in the bones of my head and the chambers of my heart that we were close. So close. Sophia might even be watching us right now.

Robbie and Dolph got the tents and the rest of our gear out of the planes, while I scouted out the overhang. It was actually a shallow cave, with a dry, snow-free floor. We set up both of the two-man domes inside the cave, fumbling, our fingers starting to turn numb despite our self-heating gloves. The temperature had dropped to minus twenty, and was still sinking. Being out of the wind made a difference, though.

We’d recovered five of our drones. I connected them to the portable charger. Dolph stood in the mouth of the cave, now and again peering through the night scope of the Peacemaker. “It’s starting to come down heavy,” he said, and a little while later, “I feel like we should go drag poor fucking Cole in here, get him out of the snow.”

The darkness did not last long. An hour after nightfall, the Core rose over the cliffs in the east, lighting up the clouds from behind. Green and blue auroras danced around the unseen peak of Mt. Moy Itha, like ragged curtains blowing in the wind. The auroras on Tech Duinn were caused by the extremely high mountain peaks that stuck up through the layers of the atmosphere, which also tilted the planet’s magnetic poles way over sideways relative to its spin axis. They were beautiful, but eerie at the same time.

We huddled inside the cave, wrapped in our self-heating blankets. Even in here, we had to raise our voices to speak over the wind. Flurries of snow streamed along the glacier like smoke, veiling the shapes of our airplanes, which stood in the middle of the white sweep, exposed to the gale. We’d chocked the landing gear; I hoped that was enough to stop the planes from blowing away. It was a good thing we had not attempted to fly back to the airfield in this.

Dolph messed with the HF radio. “I can’t get through to the St. Clare,” he said, giving up in disgust. “It’s the auroras. They mess with the ionosphere.”

“That always used to happen,” I said. “It’s OK. Marty and MF know we might end up spending the night here. We’ll try them again when the weather clears.”

I pulled the tabs on the last of our long-life rations from Ponce de Leon. Chicken casserole or beef stew. I used to like both of those flavors, but now the smell turned my stomach. Robbie inhaled his stew in about five seconds flat and practically licked the inside of the packet.

“Have this,” I said, passing him mine.

“You sure, sir?”

“Yeah, I’m good.” I sat on the floor of the cave, cradling my flask of vodka mixed with coffee.

Robbie ate his second helping at a more human pace. “So what happened at the Battle of Dagda’s Knoll?”

“Total shitshow,” Dolph said. At the same time, I said, “A lot of good people died. We didn’t. The end.”

Robbie raised his eyebrows. “OK.” He waited a moment, then went back to eating. I wondered if I had been too brusque. He came from a totally different war culture, if you could call the ripper scene a war culture—and why not? Kids got their tails cut off, their ears split, their bones broken. Sometimes they got dead. And the rippers vidded all of it and put it up on the internet, to please their fans and collect micropayments. So Robbie came from a paradigm where it was all out in the open. Our generation was different: we buried our war stories way down deep. No amount of money could induce me to revisit Dagda’s Knoll now. “No one wants to remember the time they failed,” I said, half in apology, half in explanation.

But Dolph saw it a bit differently. He had never really moved on from Tech Duinn the way I had. Those years remained the central pivot of his life, on which everything else turned, and he was well known for telling war stories, especially when he was drunk or in a good mood.

Now his eyes glinted. He pulled his blanket up around his jaw and lit a cigarette. “Heck, it’s not like we got any better way to pass the time …”

Irritated, I paced towards the mouth of the cave and gazed out across the snow. The blizzard had thinned out to flurries. In the treacherous luminescence pulsing through the clouds, our planes cast fuzzy shadows on the snow. The wind howled like a cry from hell.

Behind me, Dolph was telling Robbie the story of Dagda’s Knoll. Unwillingly, I let the memories trickle back. We had been stationed in the town of Dagda’s Knoll. Amidst reports from our scouts that the Necros were massing for an attack on the town, the Fleet had been trying to arrange evacuation for the uninfected to the coast. But there wasn’t enough air transport available—the usual story. We hung on, defending a shrinking perimeter.

Then one of our patrols vanished, somewhere near the head of the valley. As a newly minted captain, I led the patrol that went out looking for them. My promotion had been recent enough that it still felt weird to be in charge of a platoon. Maybe that affected my judgement. I felt like I had to prove myself to Dolph, to my commanding officer, to everyone.

That patrol numbered fourteen. Five wolves, Dolph, five tigers including me—that was my primary form at the time—and two hyenas. I could reel off all their names for you right now.

None of the others survived the day.

The Necros ambushed us at the foot of Dagda’s Knoll.

We retreated up the Knoll, where the ring of boulders, or ruins, or whatever they were, made a defensible position.

I took stock of the situation and radioed for evac.

There wasn’t any air transport within five hundred klicks.

Instead, the colonel in command of our company led two hundred troops out to relieve us, leaving the town scantily defended. Nobody knows why he made that decision, because he didn’t survive the day, either.

I half listened as Dolph regaled Robbie with the gory details of what came next. Our premature relief when the rest of the company arrived. Chaotic skirmishes as more Necros flooded out of the woods. Our second retreat to the crown of the hill. The counter-attacks, the bodies piling up in front of the boulders, or ruins. The slow, grinding attrition over the course of that long day. The moment when the colonel took a bullet in the neck, and I looked around and realized I—a captain of a whole one month’s standing—was the only officer left alive.

Dark had fallen by then. I decided we had to try and break out, or none of us would see the morning. I ordered everyone who had Shifted back to Shift into their animal forms again.

We charged down the Knoll in a rampaging tide of teeth and claws.

That’s when it happened.

“I got shot right before we reached the trees,” Dolph said. “It went through here. Blood was fucking pouring out of me. The last thing I remember is Shifting back. Mike dragged me up a housewood tree. He saved me, and he saved several other people the same way. Our evac finally arrived the next morning. I woke up in a chopper, en route for the coast. A little while later, the Necros overran the whole town.”

I walked back to them. “Nope. That isn’t what happened.”

“Yes, it is,” Dolph said.

“Well, yes, it happened. But something else happened before that.”

“No, it didn’t.”

“Yes, it did. It wasn’t a Necro that shot you! That so-called bullet they dug out of you wasn’t a Necro bullet! All the Necros had was rifles and a few shotguns. That was a high-tech flechette.” I talked over him. “Anyway, I saw them.”

Hovering in the dark, above our heads. Silent as ghosts. Corelight gleaming on their brushed steel sides.

“Saw what?” Robbie said.

“Bots.”

“Bots? Like surveillance drones?”

“We didn’t have any. They’d all broken down by that time. Anyway, who needs drones for reconnaissance when you’ve got Shifters? Cheaper to replace.”

“Offensive drones?”

“Same. We didn’t have any. And these were bigger than any drone I ever saw in theater. They were bigger than—than MF. They just came out of nowhere, and kind of hovered above us. Shooting at us, while we tried to escape. They took us down, one by one.”

My hands were shaking, my voice shaking too. I felt around on the ground for my flask.

“I’ve never heard of anything like that,” Robbie said doubtfully.

“Nor had we. But they were there.” I drank. “Back at Red Hill—that was our rear base on the coast—brigade launched an investigation into my conduct. The colonel was dead, so they couldn’t blame him. And I was a Shifter.” I drank again. “Anyway, while that was in process, Dolph was in hospital, and I had no duties, nothing to do apart from kick around the base. Those bots preyed on my mind. It got to be kind of an obsession. I asked Bones—”

“Your friend d’Alencon? He was there?”

“Sergeant in the intelligence section. But he never heard of anything like that, either. I went around asking everyone I could find. Finally, I guess, doubts about my sanity trickled up to the top. I was called in to see the brigadier. And he told me I was right.”

Silence. Dolph had heard this before. I wondered if he would believe me this time.

“There were bots at Dagda’s Knoll. Experimental battle-bots. Ours. They malfunctioned and started shooting at us instead of the Necros.” I ground my teeth with the same rage I had felt standing in the brigadier’s office that day. “I had to sign a form saying that I would never breathe a word about it. Next day, lo and behold, the investigation against me went away.”

“Freaking normies,” Robbie said.

He was missing the point, but I didn’t know how to get it across. There had been something otherworldly about that flotilla of smooth-sided metal forms, gliding over the roaring, struggling, dying Shifters. The brigadier had insisted they were ours. But they sure hadn’t looked human-built to me.

“You know what’s funny?” Dolph said, trying to lighten things up. “When we first met MF, back when we bought the St. Clare. MF came with the ship, right? Mike freaked out. He said MF reminded him of those battle-bots. He was going to put him out of the airlock.”

“Wish I had,” I said sourly.

Then I heard it.

A human voice, carried on the wind.

Cortisol spiked through my brain. I grabbed my gun.

We had company.
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The cries sounded bestial, and yet human. We crouched beneath the overhang, straining our eyes. Out on the glacier, human figures jostled around our planes. The light was so bad, and the flurries of snow were so thick, I couldn’t even count heads—twenty? Thirty? More?—let alone identify the attackers.

“Necros,” Dolph breathed.

“Can’t be. They’re all dead.”

“Do they look dead to you?”

“Travellers?” I said.

“Bad guys,” Robbie said decisively.

I snorted. He was right. That’s all we really needed to know. “Let’s get ‘em.” Whoever they were, the fuckers were messing with our planes. The old red haze was already kicking in, bringing with it the disregard for consequences that the Fleet calls courage.

Adrenaline notwithstanding, peeling off my warm clothes, boots, and gloves took an act of will. The cold shrivelled my skin. Hypothermia threatened within minutes.

But it only takes a few seconds to Shift.

And cold doesn’t much bother a sabertooth tiger.

Robbie Shifted into his wolf. Dolph stayed in human form. His jackal’s short-haired pelt would not insulate him enough at these temperatures. Anyway, we needed a shooter.

In silence, Robbie and I streaked across the glacier. The wind screamed down the canyon, carrying sharp-edged granules of frozen snow. The bad guys, intent on the planes, did not see us coming until we were on top of them.

I powered off the ground in a flying leap. My target turned. Too late. My paws landed squarely in the middle of his chest. He took two more of them down with him as he fell in a kicking, yelling tangle of limbs. I raked them with my claws, tearing through nylon, leather, and skin. A crowbar whirled in my peripheral vision. I sprang out of the melee. The crowbar whistled past my nose. As the guy wielding it struggled to recover his balance, I got my first good look at him.

A suppurating hole in one cheek.

Mouth open in a howl that revealed mostly-missing teeth.

Unnaturally wide, crazy eyes.

If those signs hadn’t been all too familiar, the smell would have given him away. He stank of rot.

I sank my teeth into the Necro’s right arm, tasting smoke and dirty nylon. Yanked him off balance. He fell face down. A quick, powerful bite to the back of his neck guaranteed he would not get up again.

“So,” Robbie panted, bounding back to me. “The Necros are all dead, huh?”

“I was wrong. It happens.”

The first three Necros were struggling to their feet and fumbling for the weapons they had dropped in the snow—a hammer, a simple wooden club. Robbie dashed at them, snapped at their legs, knocked them on their asses again. “Gotta say, sir, I ain’t impressed.”

“In the old days, they had guns.”

No sooner had I spoken than gunshots cracked through the noise of the wind. I couldn’t tell if it was Dolph or the enemy. More Necros loomed through the snow. The ones around the other plane had come to join in the fun. I let out a low, coughing roar. That sometimes used to stop the Necros all on its own; they were still human, and still had enough of a brain to recognize that sound, the way all humans do, whether or not they’ve ever seen a real tiger. Beware, the brain stem says. Predator.

It didn’t work on these guys.

They surged at us in a frenzied charge. I bit at legs and bellies, mauled them with my claws. Impacts struck my back and head. I barely noticed. Each time my teeth sunk into Necro flesh, it sharpened my bloodlust. Just like in the old days, they were hardly even dressed for the weather, let alone wearing body armor. Advantage: us. The downside was that wounds which would drop an ordinary human barely slowed them down. They did not feel pain. They just kept coming, even when they were bleeding out. And there were so many of them …

The more I put down in the snow, the more seemed to take their places. I had lost sight of Robbie, and as I began to tire and give ground, I realized I was being pushed away from the planes.

More gunshots.

Snow flying in my face, half-blinding me.

Paws so heavy. Muscles burning with fatigue.

Out of nowhere, an enormous Necro rushed me, whirling a club around his head. I dodged too late. The blow landed on my flank—same place where I got shot on Cortez Station. My right hind leg gave way, dropping me onto my side. The Necro howled in triumph and hauled off to swing his club at my head—

Robbie exploded out of nowhere, crashed into the Necro, and ripped his stomach open.

Hiring this kid had been a good decision.

The Necros closed in again, wielding clubs, lengths of rusty chain, and steel pipes. A couple of knives. They may have been reduced to caveman-level tech, but I had a feeling they were going to win this one. My right hind leg was dragging, almost useless. Robbie covered my right side, but at some point a fatal blow was going to get through …

The tempo of Necro attacks from my left slackened. Dolph stood over me, swinging the Peacemaker like a club.

“Out of ammo,” he said, between swings. “So many of them.”

“Back to the planes,” I gasped. “Only chance—”

It was our only chance, but it wasn’t happening. We could not stop the Necros from herding us towards the foot of the cliff. The wind let up some. Fleeting relief dissolved when my back paws hit rock. We could not retreat any further.

The Necros closed in.

“Stop.”

The voice came from behind and above us.

“Mike? Dolph? Robbie?”

We wheeled around, staggering, giving not a thought to the Necros behind us. It came as that much of a shock to hear that voice.

We’d been searching for Pippa so long, I’d almost stopped expecting to find her.

She sat crosslegged in an old-fashioned personal floater, like a sedan chair that floated on its own small levitation bubble. It had a striped canopy and neon rim lights, which flickered in an artificial parody of the auroras overhead. The colonists used to use floaters like this in the old days. It bobbled in the wind. Despite the cold, Pippa was wearing nothing but a sleeveless top and trousers. Her hair flew sideways like a flag. Her chin rested in her hands.

“Did you come for me?”

“Yes,” I said.

“You shouldn’t have.”

“Believe it or not,” Dolph said, “I’m starting to agree.”

The aurora light gleamed in the hollows of her face. “Bring them in,” she said to the Necros. “They are not to be touched except on my command.” She spoke like a queen.

*

The Necros jostled us along a zigzagging path up the cliff. After the grueling fight, the climb demanded everything I had left. At last the path flattened out into a ledge, which the wind had cleared of snow.

I glanced back down the cliff. There were about thirty Necros strung out along the path, roughly the same number as my initial estimate. I had thought we were facing hundreds of them. It wouldn’t be the first time the heat of battle had warped my perceptions … but none of the rotmongers even moved like they were hurt. “I know I killed some of them,” I muttered. I couldn’t see if there were any bodies out on the glacier.

Ahead, Pippa’s floater swayed into a crack in the rock and disappeared. We stumbled after her into blessedly warm air. It was dark. I collided with the floater. It had sunk down to tiger-height. Pippa’s hair brushed my face. “They’re holding Justin hostage!” she whispered. “I have to do what they say!”

I struggled to process her meaning. “Ain’t they following your orders?”

“The Necros obey the gods. And I have to obey them, too, or they’ll kill Justin.”

“Gods?”

A Necro slapped my hindquarters, pushing me away from the floater. “Walk.”

We stumbled along a tunnel that ran uphill, into the mountain. It looked like it had been bored by machinery. My confusion deepened. The colonists had never built anything like this that I knew of. We followed the bobbing flashlight of the Necro leader, stumbling as if in a nightmare.

The tunnel opened out into a cave.

Dim LEDs scattered around the walls hinted at a cathedral-height ceiling. Paintings covered the walls, colorful but faded by age. Although ventilation blew from some unseen source, the smell of Necros filled the air. In here, there were hundreds of them, milling around us, all inexplicably alive, when everyone else on the planet was dead.

Steam rose in the middle of the cavern, as if from a giant bubbling cauldron. The Necros pushed us forward to the rim of a pool covered with mesh. I accidentally put one paw on the mesh, and jerked back. Hot. The water in the pool was at a rolling boil. I guess that’s one way to heat your underground hideout.

Pippa sat on her floater on the other side of the pool, gazing sorrowfully at us. Now that I knew the Necros were holding Justin hostage, I understood why she was playing along. But I still did not understand why she and Justin had come here. And where was Sophia?

“Only they that believe in the gods shall have eternal life,” Pippa said. “Unbelievers shall perish, and their bones shall be stripped clean.”

Dolph nudged me and nodded at the pool. I made out white things on the bottom. Bones.

“Confess.” The murmur started low, and swelled as more Necros joined in, until they were all shouting at us. “Confess! Confess!”

I flattened my ears. Confess what? Forgive me, Lord, for I am a fucking idiot. I thought I could save the Cluster. I can’t even save myself.

“Shift back,” I muttered to Robbie. “If we’re gonna die, we may as well die as men.”

Both of us writhed back into our human forms. Surprisingly, the Necros retreated, staring. It sure wasn’t our physiques that impressed them—the fight had left us bloodied and bruised. Pain signals flooded my brain as I stood up, wincing. Someone thrust clothes at us. I realized the Necros were offended by our nudity. We put on the filthy rags.

“Kneel,” Pippa said. “The gods are coming.”

Some of the Necros started to drum on pans, buckets, whatever they had. Those who had nothing clapped time. They gathered at the far wall of the cave, in two groups, leaving an aisle down the middle.

A doorway yawned in the wall. More Necros walked out, escorting three floaters similar to Pippa’s.

On each floater lay a five-foot rectangular cuboid, like a giant’s suitcase.

I fell to my knees. If I could, I would’ve dug myself a hole in the rock and climbed into it.

The battle-bots from Dagda’s Knoll.

Their brushed steel sides seemed to breathe in the steam-clouded light, just as they had shone in the Corelight that night.

They were—they ARE—real …
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The floaters halted around the edges of the pool, and settled to the floor.

“See,” I said to Dolph, numbly. “Told you they were real.”

“I always believed you,” he said.

But when these bots hunted us through the forest at the foot of Dagda’s Knoll, they had had levitation fields, and arms with which they tore the undergrowth away. And flechette guns. Now they were just enormous suitcases, with wrinkled dents here and there on their sides, lying inert on their floaters.

The clapping and drumming died away. A mechanical voice spoke. I now saw that each bot had a home stereo unit on its floater, wired up to its housing. The bot in the middle was speaking, equalizer lights flickering. “More … invaders?” it said.

“These are believers,” Pippa said, with a quaver in her voice. “They have come to worship you, my lords.”

“Outsiders. For years we were undisturbed. Is the whole Cluster now going to invade our … paradise?”

Creaky, cackling laughter emerged from the jury-rigged speakers of all three bots. A milder version of that cackle had been the unwelcome laugh track to my career for some years now. They really did remind me of MF, or rather MF reminded me of them, in the same way as a puppy reminds you of a pit bull. I guessed I now knew why he had been so reluctant to come to Tech Duinn. He must have known or suspected that these things were here.

“But a new era has begun, my lords,” Pippa said, pleadingly.

“Yes,” the middle bot said. “You came …at last. Our pretty little queen. Heiress of the Darkworlds. Long-awaited savior of humanity.” The bot’s voice thickened with creepy affection. “So pretty …all the way down to the DNA.”

“These, too, must swear fealty to you … as their queen,” said one of the other bots. “These, too, must confess their faith in us.”

“Confess.” The Necros started yelling again. “Confess! Confess!”

Someone shoved me in the back. I fell forward on my hands and knees. Steam seared my face. I flinched back. “Tell us what we have to say and we’ll say it!” I yelled.

“Like fuck,” Dolph said clearly.

I shot him a look—he couldn’t be serious.

“Say, ‘I believe in you,’” Pippa cried. “Say, ‘I trust in you. I love you.’”

“No.” Dolph bared his teeth in a jackally snarl of defiance. “This is where the rubber meets the road. No fucking way.”

It was all right for him. He didn’t have a child. I opened my mouth to give the bots what they wanted, but my tongue stuck to my teeth. We were being shoved closer to the pool. I frantically fanned away the steam.

“Just say it.” Pippa wrung her hands. “Please!”

“I believe,” Dolph started, “in God, the Father almighty, and in Jesus Christ, His only son …” Sweat and steam poured down his face as he recited the Creed. Robbie glanced desperately at me, and then joined in. “Our Lord, who was conceived of the Holy Spirit …”

“Shut up!” the bots yelled. “No… false gods … here!”

Necros shoved Robbie and Dolph in the back. They sprawled on their faces on the hot steel mesh, in the scalding steam. They screamed. I hit out, struggling to reach them. Necros pinned my arms—

“Stop!” shouted a female voice.

The Necros let go of me. I crawled to Dolph and Robbie, grabbed their legs, hauled them back. They collapsed on the floor, faces red, gasping and croaking.

A woman pushed through the crowd and fell to her knees in front of the bots.

“Oh, Cannibal Cipactli!”

It was Sophia.

“Trickster Loki! Baron Samedi!”

My ex-wife held up her arms in supplication. Her dark hair cascaded down her back. She was a vision of raw sex appeal, despite wearing baggy snowpants and a thermal shirt.

“Speak, little one,” the bot in the middle cooed. Sophia had referred to that one as Cipactli.

“My lady, my lords, hear me! I do not claim to be as wise as you, but I know these men. They could be useful. I beg you to spare them!"

“They are of the Temple,” Cipactli grated.

“Not really,” Sophia said. “My instincts tell me they are freelancing. But they may have valuable information.”

“Our purpose … our destiny … requires the destruction of the … Temple … and all its adherents!”

“Exactly,” Sophia said. “But we have to be attentive to the signs the universe is sending us. If they’re here, it’s because they’re meant to be here.”

“Yes,” Pippa said gratefully. “It’s a sign!”

“A sign of what?” grated the bot that Sophia had called Loki.

“A sign,” Sophia answered with perfect aplomb, “that your increasingly immanentized divinity is instantiating an asymptotic rebalancing of probabilities on the spiritual plane. It is an auspicious escalation of the mystical-historical process that brought Queen Pippa the Magnificent, and then my wretched self, here to help you fulfill your destiny, which is also the destiny of the human race.” She did have a master’s degree in religion.

There was a short silence.

“Very well,” Cipactli creaked grudgingly. “There is no need to kill them … immediately. We shall question them first. Cage them … for the moment.”

“I rejoice in the perspicacity of your divine judgement.” Sophia stood up, tall, limber, beautiful. All the Necros stared at her in awe. I had to hand it to her, she knew how to get her way.

She circled the pool and grabbed my hand. “Come on, idiot,” she muttered. With a final bow to the three bots, she led us out of the crowd and away from the boiling pool.

I heaved a shaky sigh. “I don’t know why you did that. But thank you.”

“That pool? It’s the waste water from the fuel cell they use to power this place. They use the fuel cell for everything—lights, heat, machinery, food production … and boiling unbelievers alive. That’s what happened to the others who came with me. For some reason, when it came time to confess their faith in the gods, they just couldn’t say it.”

“Maybe,” I said, “they weren’t expecting their spirit guides to turn out to be Urush bots.”

Sophia smiled. “I don’t think the Urush bots were expecting to turn out to be Traveller spirit guides, either. Oh, they’ve seen themselves as gods of some sort for a long time. That’s what happens when enormous AI egos are turned loose among biologicals …” She slanted a glance at me. “You’ve got an Urush bot on your ship, don’t you? That’s who booted me out of the Minotaur.”

“Yes,” I said, “but he’s never claimed to be a god.”

“Well, I imagine these ones are a more advanced model. But they don’t really understand human psychology. And they’re a little …” She twiddled a finger at one temple. “So it wasn’t hard to persuade them that they are, in fact, the ones we’ve all been waiting for. The second coming of the Traveller pantheon. The deities who will lead humanity out of the darkness into the light. Etcetera.”

“Sophia,” I said, “you don’t actually believe that stuff, do you?”

“The ends justify the means,” she said. “I believe that. And so do you, Mike, even if you pretend not to.”

As we moved away from the steam pool, the temperature dropped. Pallets and sleeping bags dotted the floor of the cave, like a homeless encampment. Teetering accretions of boxes, salvaged foot lockers, and broken electronics testified to the permanency of the arrangement. The Necros must have been living like this for decades, in a sick symbiosis with the three Urush bots. Sophia led us to the far side of the cave, where a large cube stood in the gloom. It looked to be crudely welded together from sheet metal—the hoods and side panels of trucks, solar roofing panels that would never see the sun again. A hasp and padlock secured the panel that served as a door. The key hung on a hook nearby. Sophia unlocked it.

“There’s some food and water in there. Make it last. I might not be able to come back for a while.”

Dolph finally spoke up. His voice was hoarse and raspy. “What’s the plan, Sophia? Where are you going with this?”

“First, I have to figure out how to get out of here without being hunted down and boiled alive,” she said. “Then I’m going to conquer the galaxy.”

I rolled my eyes. “You always did dream big.”

“Someone has to, and it’s never going to be you.”

“The Iron Triangle will be here soon,” I bluffed. In fact, thanks to my deception, they had no idea where we were. Smith was probably scouring Lebrija for the Minotaur at this very moment.

“Yeah, right,” Sophia said. She looked at Dolph. “You’re freelancing. That’s what you said when you had no reason to lie about it. No one is coming to get us, or to save us.”

Without warning, she hauled off and slapped Dolph in the face. He screamed. The steam from the pool had scalded his skin raw.

“That was for Jon,” she said. “I probably should have let them boil you alive. But I prefer to do my own killing. I’m weird that way, I guess.”

A group of Necros stood at a distance, watching, cradling their crude weapons.

We shambled into the cage.

The door shut behind us. The padlock rattled as Sophia relocked it.
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Darkness enveloped us, although there were some chinks of light in the scrap-metal jigsaw walls. A miasma of body odor and feces assaulted my nose. The floor flexed with hollow pops under our weight.

Near one of the chinks in the wall, firelight gleamed on something shiny.

A human eyeball.

“Who’s there?” I snarled.

My eyes adjusted. A tall young man sat with his back to the wall of the cage.

“Me,” said Justin Kventuras.

*

Justin Kventuras, the former king of New Abilene-Qitalhaut, the biggest city on Mittel Trevoyvox, was a Sixer. He had four arms, like an Ek, but he was human—well, alt-human—like us. Two arms wrapped around his shins. The other two clutched my hand in a death grip.

“Did you talk to Pippa?” he asked. “Is she all right?”

“She’s holding up,” I said. “Worried about you.”

“There’s water.” Justin gestured at a jug.

I drank some. It tasted foul. I’d just have to hope my Shifter immune system was on the job. I gave some to Dolph, then shook Robbie. “Hey, Rob. Hydrate.”

He was crying. The grisly business at the pool had broken him. Well, he’d just have to get over it, like we got over the shit that happened when we were young. I left the jug beside him and returned to Justin.

“Maybe I’m dumb,” I said, “but I do not understand why it ever entered your minds to come here.”

“It was Pippa’s idea.”

“But why?”

Justin had been raised to rise above adversity. He was down, but not broken. He took a moment to pull himself together, and then began to speak.

*

After the disappearance of the Urush—Justin said—roughly a thousand years ago, the Eks had set out to purge the Cluster of Urush technology. They had been thorough. Only a few scattered AIs survived in hiding. Among those were the clade of bots who now called themselves “the gods.” They had taken refuge in the Darkworlds. Since the Darkworlds lay 150 light years outside the Cluster in the Earthwards direction, the Eks hadn’t gotten around to searching the system before humanity showed up.

I could imagine the reaction of the first human colonists when they stumbled on the bots’ bunker on Old Gessyria. It would have been something like my own reaction when I met MF. I had wanted to space him, but he’d won me over by offering to help me and Dolph with whatever we needed. He could repair a skip generator, set a broken bone, write a sonnet, unclog a toilet … The difference being that MF’s hideout was a spaceship. A very good spaceship, but still, just a spaceship. The bunker on Old Gessyria, by contrast, had had its own geothermal power plant, an Urush supercomputer, and a fully equipped genetic engineering laboratory.

That was a subject the colonists were already interested in. The “gods”—helpful and handy—had gladly assisted them with their research.

And when natural disaster struck the Darkworlds, the gods had given the humans the clues they needed to engineer the ultimate solution to famine, sickness, and death.

The Transcendence.

I felt vindicated. I knew the colonists couldn’t have come up with the Transcendence on their own.

The trouble was, the gods wanted something in return for their help.

“They wanted,” Justin said, “the colonists to pick up where the Urush had left off. They felt betrayed by their old masters. The Urush had conquered the whole Cluster, and then … gone away. No one knows where they went. The gods saw the human colonists as potential inheritors of their mission. Armed with the Transcendence, they were to conquer the Cluster and then go on to conquer the whole galaxy …”

But grandiose notions of destiny collided with ordinary human psychology. The Darkworlders weren’t up for it. Exhausted by their struggle to survive, and the infighting that resulted from the gift of the Transcendence to a privileged few, they laughed at the gods. Conquer the galaxy? It was all they could do to stay alive. They didn’t even have any spaceships left.

The gods did—one, the same small craft in which they had come to Old Gessyria. Piqued by the colonists’ ingratitude, they packed their stuff into it and flew away.

“‘Your species will die in the dirt, as you have lived in the dirt.’ Those were their last words to my father,” said a new voice—one I knew.

The chink of light blurred. It wavered like a mirage, and Rafael Ijiuto appeared, in the act of walking through the wall.

Yes, through the wall.

That’s what the Transcendence can do for you.

Ijiuto grinned at our surprise. He sat down and dug some green, crumbling chunks out of his pocket. “Food? It tastes like crap, but it’s nutritious. They’ve got a nifty little molecular recombiner that can make edible food out of pine twigs and dirt. Couple of forage parties a month bring home enough biomass for everyone.”

“No thanks,” I said. Ijiuto’s flat-nosed, beige-skinned mug kept on grinning. He looked just the same as when I last saw him on Mittel Trevoyvox. Nothing fazed this guy. He was two and a half centuries old, but looked twenty-something. He bit a mouthful off one of the chunks and chewed it.

“I couldn’t resist eavesdropping,” he said to Justin. “You got it more or less right. The real tragedy is that Pippa didn’t know how much the gods came to despise us. She’s too young. I was there when they left. Just a kid, but I was there. And I tell you, I’d never, ever have made the mistake of coming to look for them.”

“She thought they would help us,” Justin said. “That’s not how it worked out, obviously. We were met on the glacier by a pack of Necros. They killed Zane. Took us captive. Brought us here. And here I have been ever since, while Pippa is compelled to play the part of their queen.”

“Talk about a royal screw-up,” I said dryly. I felt sorry for Justin. But he had brought this on himself … and on us, and the whole Cluster. “Why did she think they could help you? They got a lab in here or something?”

“Yup,” Ijiuto said. “That’s how they treated the Necros.”

Dolph stared. “Shit. I knew the rotmongers weren’t going down like they should be.”

“Right,” Ijiuto said. “They’re Transcendent.” He shook his head in disgust. “Did you ever see a more undeserving bunch of tools?”

Well, that explained why we had fought them for what felt like hours, and yet there were just as many of them at the end of the fight as there had been at the beginning.

They couldn’t be killed by teeth or claws or bullets.

They were immortal.

The horror of it silenced me. It was Dolph who said, “For Transcendents, they don’t seem very smart.”

“Garbage in, garbage out,” Ijiuto said. “The Transcendence can’t fix degraded cognitive functionality. The gods need servants. They don’t need ‘em to be able to think.”

I drank a swallow of water. “What happened to the gods, anyway? Why do they have to use floaters to move, and home stereo units to talk?”

Ijiuto chuckled. “Apparently, they used to live down in the valley. Place called Dagda’s Knoll. But the Fleet bombed their hideout during the war.”

Dolph and I exchanged a shocked glance.

“So they did believe me,” I said. “The brigadier lied. Said the battle-bots were ours, to stop me from asking questions. But he knew they weren’t. So … we must’ve gone back. And bombed them.”

“That sounds right,” Ijiuto said. “Most of the gods were killed. These three survived, but they were badly damaged. So they recruited a gang of Necros to be their legs, and eyes, and hands. They’d lost their mobility, you see. Their force field generators are kaput, their weapons got broken, none of their attachments work anymore. Their integrated RTGs are dead. They retreated up here to survive. They’re dependent on top-ups from the fuel cell. They’re basically helpless. But they’re still dangerous.”

“No kidding.” All the same, it was nice to know they could be hurt. Damaged. Killed …

Like we’d ever get the chance.

I took one of Ijiuto’s nutrient blocks and gnawed on it. The taste reminded me of everyone’s least favorite army ration-pack, the type made from seaweed.

“I did warn Sophia that they were unlikely to be friendly,” Ijiuto said. “Of course, she ignored me. So we walked straight into the same trap Pippa and Justin did. Jon got away, because the two-faced bastard was lagging behind us, planning to back out anyway. Did he get away?”

“No,” I said, noting that Sophia had not told Ijiuto about Burden’s fate. They clearly weren’t getting along very well. “We shot him down in orbit.”

“Oh,” Ijiuto said. “Well, that’s just great. Now we’ll never get out of here. The gods still talk about conquering the galaxy, as you heard, but it’s just talk. They’re never going to leave this cave. And they’ll never let Sophia leave, either. She’s the first person with an actual brain they’ve had to talk to in centuries. I’m not counting Pippa and Four-Arms here.”

Justin did not rise to the bait. He just let his head fall back against the wall of the cage. I could see he was done with hoping and praying. He was simply waiting for whatever would happen next.

“Why don’t you escape?” Dolph said to Ijiuto. “You can walk through walls.”

Ijjiuto shot him a look of loathing. “Escape, and do what? No one knows we’re here. No one’s coming to rescue us. Sophia managed to conceal our HF transmitter and stay in contact with the Minotaur … then you kicked her out of the system, and the Necros found the transmitter and destroyed it. Way to go, assholes.”

He started to walk back through the wall. Then his top half turned around, his neck and shoulders stretching grotesquely.

“By the way, she got the OK to host a party in honor of your arrival. Get some rest so you’ll be fresh.”

“What’s that involve?” I said. “Boiling us alive, with musical accompaniment?”

Ijiuto grinned and vanished.
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“Showtime.” Sophia stood in the doorway of the cage, bouncing on the balls of her feet. If it was someone else, I’d have thought she was on drugs, but Sophia had never needed pharmaceutical assistance to get wired. Her smile exploded like a firework. “This is where you guys pay me back for saving your lives. Come on. I’ll give you something to help you get in the mood, if you need it.”

“In the mood for what?” I rolled to my feet.

“You’ll see.”

Outside the cage was better than inside, anyway. I stepped out, followed by Dolph, Robbie, and Justin. Straightening up to his full height of eight feet plus, Justin towered over the rest of us.

“Like our bunker on Mittel T,” he said.

Light now filled the cavern, and I saw what he meant. Those paintings on the walls depicted shaggy quadrupeds having sex in every imaginable position. Just like the frescoes in the disused Urush temple on Mittel Trevoyvox. The Urush seem to have been sex-obsessed. Coming from a human, that’s saying something, I know, I know … but at least we don’t paint porn on the walls of our religious sanctuaries.

The bots lay on their floaters at the edge of the pool, as before. The Necros were all up, sitting around expectantly. Whatever they were waiting for, it couldn’t be good. A Necro woman with a limp and a missing eye passed out cups of black liquid. I sniffed mine. Alcohol.

Music suddenly burst from the bots’ speakers. Electronic, weirdly syncopated, threaded through with melodic wails.

“Urush disco?” I yelled, as the music rose to a deafening pitch.

“It’s a religious ceremony,” Sophia yelled back. “But you can think of it as a party.”

Dolph tasted his drink, shrugged, gulped it down. He didn’t turn green or curl up, so I followed suit. Anything to take the edge off this nightmare. It tasted like licorice, but it was alcohol, all right.

“Maybe they’ll all get shitfaced,” I muttered. “Then we can Shift and run.”

“Here’s hoping,” Dolph whispered back. Out loud, he said, “Damn, this stuff is potent.”

“They brew it in the molecular recombiner,” Sophia shouted. “They can make pretty much anything. That’s how they made the rot.”

“They made … the rot?”

“Of course they did. They’d come here to get away from humanity, so you can imagine how they felt when we showed up. They brewed the rot here, seeded carrier animals around the area …”

“Carrier animals?” Dolph said.

“Rambeaks, I think they’re called. Those big, ugly bird-analogs.”

Dolph and I stared at each other. The Fleet had spent billions, and ruined its own reputation at Bull Rock, trying to find out where the rot came from. Now we knew. The rambeaks. Colonists in poorer areas, such as this, had been known to shoot and eat them when pickings were slim. We had even eaten them ourselves. Well, goddamn.

“Where’s this molecular recombiner at?” Robbie said.

Sopha gestured towards the far wall. There was no doorway in sight. In fact, there were no doorways anywhere. Even the one we’d come in by yesterday had vanished as if it had never existed. I remembered the exodiamondite wall of the Mittel T bunker. It had opened for MF, but not for anyone else.

“They’ve locked us in,” I muttered. “So much for Shifting and running.”

“They’ll have to open the doors at some point,” Dolph said. “Ventilation.” The steam from the pool was rising and gradually filling the cavern like mist.

Pippa came and stood with us. She and Justin hugged for a long time. The music pulsed. Necros gathered around us, drinking and staring.

At last Pippa broke the embrace. “I can’t do it,” she said to Sophia. The pleading look in her eyes reminded me how young she was.

“You have to do it,” Sophia said, not ungently. “The gods expect it.”

“I can’t, Sophia. It’s too—too—I wasn’t raised like that!”

Watching them, I realized that Sophia had become Pippa’s pillar of strength. Pippa had been afraid of my ex-wife in the past, with good reason. But here, there were much worse things to be afraid of. I guess it was only natural that she’d lean on the clued-up older woman.

Sophia sighed. “Hon, I know it doesn’t float your boat. But we have to stay on the gods’ good side. Stroke their egos. Show them what they want to see. That’s the only way we’re ever getting out of here.”

Pippa took a deep breath. “All right,” she said resolutely. “I’ll—I’ll do it.” She glanced at Justin, and then moved off through the crowd of Necros, head high.

An open space had been cleared near the pool. An old pile carpet had been unrolled on the floor, and cushions strewed around, like the worst kind of stoner bar. Pippa shucked off her shoes, stepped onto the carpet, and began to dance, with teenage awkwardness.

As she moved, she disrobed.

I stared in disbelief. “She’s doing a striptease?!”

“I told you, this is a religious ceremony,” Sophia said. “What do you think the Urush religion was like? Look at the pictures.”

Oh.

“MF’s porn fixation is starting to make more sense,” I whispered to Dolph.

He was staring at Pippa. I shook him.

“Get your mind out of the gutter. She’s a kid.”

“No, she’s not.”

Sophia said to Justin, “Go on.”

“I can’t,” Justin said.

“If you don’t, someone else will.”

“I can’t.”

“I will,” said Rafael Ijiuto, joining us with a beer stein-sized cup of liquor. “If you can’t kill ‘em, fuck ‘em.”

Justin let out a despairing moan and stumbled towards the performance area, where Pippa stood stark naked, her hips undulating, her eyes empty.

The music sank to a lascivious, throbbing pitch.

After a few seconds, I turned my back. I stared into my drink, titillated by the short glimpse I’d had, hating myself for reacting that way—for reacting at all. Urush religious ceremony, my ass. The gods had learned to push our most primitive buttons. The worst of it was that even though I saw through it, I still felt a lowdown itch. This stuff works on a deeper level than willpower. Dolph had moved away, maybe to get a refill. That seemed like a good idea.

Sophia jogged my elbow. “Well? How about it?”

I glanced into her face. Her eyes shone like stars. God, she was beautiful. “What?”

“Come on, Mike. For old times’ sake.” She reached for the waistband of my borrowed trousers.

She had to be kidding.

She ran her fingernails up my bare stomach, hiking my shirt up to my chest.

I jerked back. “Jesus, Sophia.”

“Where’d these come from?” She’d found the thin scars that trailed down my chest and around my right nipple.

I was going to lie, but then I decided we could both use the reminder. “Your old boyfriend, Akira Smith.”

Sophia chuckled. “You slept with him too?”

“Christ, no.” She knew I never swung that way. “I was tied up at the time.”

“That sounds like fun. But I prefer sex without props.” She balled her hand in my shirt and pulled me closer.

“You ain’t—you ain’t serious.”

Her smile dropped away. “Didn’t you hear what I said to Pippa? I’ve convinced the gods that I worship them, I trust them, I love them, I get them. Now I have to prove it. This is the sacrament of their religion. I have to participate.”

“By having sex in public, in front of hundreds of Necros?”

“You’re such a prude.”

“You don’t need to do this, Sophia. We should focus on getting out of here. They gotta open the doors sometime—”

“You’re really not going to help me out, are you? Well, maybe Dolph will.”

I followed her through the crowd. Necro couples were going at it here and there on the floor. Dolph stood spectating, bopping to the music, sipping from his cup of Necro liquor. He startled when Sophia shimmied up to him. “Give me some loving,” she purred, “like you used to.”

Dolph shot a scared glance at me. “No, uh uh—”

“What’s the problem? You fuck anything on two legs, don’t you?” Sophia wrapped her arms around his waist and rubbed herself against him, with full body contact all the way down to the groin.

I felt like my head was going to explode. I grabbed her shoulder. “Sophia—”

She pulled me in. “Jealous?”

“This isn’t appropriate,” Dolph said desperately, freeing himself.

“Not appropriate. Jesus Christ.”

“It’s not civilized.”

“Not civilized.” Sophia rolled her eyes. “Where the fuck do you think I’ve been all these years?” She stepped back, dropping her seduction attempt like a half-smoked cigarette. “San Damiano must be the most boring planet in the universe. Not to worry. I’ll conquer it, too.”

She moved away. Dolph and I were left alone in the crowd.

“Did you ever fuck her?” I said.

“Never.”

“Not even once?”

“Shit, Mike, what do you think I am?”

“It sounded like she was referring to something in the past.” She had said something similar over the Minotaur’s radio. Like she and Dolph had a history I didn’t know about. For a long time, when we were working together, it had just been the three of us on our ship. I had struggled with insecurity in those days. Now it came back, twisting me up inside. “Say it. Say ‘I never even fucked her once.’”

“Never fucked her. Never laid a finger on her. You want brutal honesty? Way back in the day, I thought about it. Not like I was going to do anything about it. But she’s hot, she’s there all the time. She’s giving me hints.”

“She didn’t.”

“She did. And fuck it, I tried to ignore it, but I’m human. You two are screwing like rabbits, and I’m on my own.”

“You’re not on your own.”

“I’m lonely. So yeah. Once. I jerked off to an internal feed capture of her in her underwear.” He stared at the floor, speaking through his teeth. I could see that the admission was grotesquely humiliating for him. I felt ashamed of myself for forcing it.

“OK, OK, you don’t have to tell me—”

“In her underwear. Not naked. Felt like shit about it, never did it again. That’s all there is. Believe me or not.”

“I believe you.” I did. At last, I believed him. That’s all there was. But I didn’t feel much better, because now I had that image in my head, proof positive that my fears had not been entirely baseless. I looked away, gritting my teeth. “Sorry,” I muttered.

“I feel sorry for her,” Dolph said.

“For her?”

“She doesn’t believe in Hell. But she’s already there.”

“So are we,” I said, gesturing at our surroundings.

“Point.”

We drank for a while. The party escalated into a full-on orgy. Standing on the sidelines, I oscillated between disgust and arousal. Rotmongers or not, some of these women still looked pretty good …

“This is fucked up,” Dolph said, as if from a long way off. I had to swing my gaze around like a telescope to find him. When I did, I suddenly flashed on that image of him masturbating to a vid of Sophia. It should’ve been a sad thought, but instead it gave me a big old groin-quake of desire. That’s when I knew this really was fucked up … or rather, I was.

I stumbled away from the fire. I had a raging hard-on and a head full of noise. I held onto the conviction that these lustful desires were not me. I could ignore them. All it took was willpower. I tripped, sprawled flat, and lay on the floor, shaking, weeping.

That’s where Sophia found me.

She was naked. Her pupils were dilated, her body an irresistible symphony of tautness and softness. Behind her, the orgy had tailed off into isolated couplings. The music had quit. The cavern was dark, except for the pilot LEDs on the bots’ floaters, fuzzed by the mist that covered the cooling pond.

I must’ve slept a while. My head felt muzzy, but my cock was still rock-hard. Fragments of lurid dreams about Sophia dissolved as the real thing sank down beside me, smelling of sex.

“I’ve never been able to get you out of my head,” she said. “No one compares to you. I hate it. I hate you for it. But it’s true.” She beat lightly on my chest with a loose fist. “Damn you.”

With stoned naïvete, I blurted, “You said Jon Burden was better in bed.”

“I did. He was tender, sensitive, thoughtful …”

“Tender.” I sat up. “Sensitive.” I yanked my borrowed clothes off. “Thoughtful. Suuuure. But could he do this?” I Shifted into my wolf.

Her favorite form.

The one she used to ask for.

Bestiality isn’t my bag. I prefer to have hands during sex. But Sophia had a real thing for being screwed by a wolf, and I had learned to enjoy it for her sake, to hear her cry out, “Oh God! Oh Mike, I love you … you fucking animal …”

*

Afterwards, still in wolf form, I sprawled on top of her, smelling her, idly licking her skin and tasting myself on her. In some ways, this was my favorite part of sex.

Yeah, the tenderness.

“Whatever’s in that drink,” I murmured, “the bots should bottle it and sell it. They’d conquer the galaxy without a shot fired.”

“It’s potent, huh?”

“And then some. Didn’t you try it?”

“Nope. It’s very important to keep a clear head when being held captive by insane twelve-century-old AIs.” Lying on her back, Sophia giggled and raised her knees. “This is all me.”

She always was a jump ahead of me. But I had the answer to her intellectual superiority. I licked down her flat, toned belly. “Just like the old days.”

“Oh, Mike. Why are you so hung up on the old days?”

“Things were good.” I licked lower.

But instead of opening her legs, she pushed me away and sat up. “Things were never good between us.”

“Yes, they were,” I said, still fuddled with lust.

“Oh, sure, we had hot sex. But it was all so limited! You, the business … it was holding me down. Holding me back. And then when the baby came …”

The mention of Lucy quenched my desire faster than a cold shower. I rested my nose on my paws. “Do you even remember her name?”

“I wonder if you remember,” she said, without answering. “When I was pregnant, I wanted to go to the Fringeworlds for an abortion. I knew I wasn’t cut out to be a mother. But you talked me out of it. Do you remember? You promised me anything I wanted, if I would only go through with it.”

“Sure, I remember.”

“Then why don’t you understand? The only thing I wanted from you was a divorce.” She started to put clothes on. They were actually my clothes, not hers. Nice to see that she was a wee bit flustered.

“But it didn’t make you any happier when we split, did it?” I said.

“It freed me up to seek my destiny.”

“Your destiny.” I remembered all the people she’d killed. All the times she’d tried to kill me. I couldn’t believe I’d actually fucked this woman again.

“Humanity needs to expand. We’re not a static species like the Eks. They plateaued thousands of years ago, and now they’re holding us back. Being stuck here in the Cluster is degrading us, psychologically, socially, even physically. The Transcendence will change that. We’ll break through the Empire, colonize the rest of the Orion Spur—”

“Is that the kind of moonshine they teach at Montemayor University? Glad I only ever graduated high school.”

“Ugh! This is what I mean. You don’t know how to think big.”

“I know what matters. And it ain’t galactic conquest.” I spoke sorrowfully, waking up to the tremors of IVK in my muscles, the budding nausea in my gut. “All that matters is staying alive.”

“Yes, exactly. Staying alive.”

I reached for her.

“Forever.”

My hand went through her thigh as her leg blurred and stretched. She fell gracefully onto half-visible hands, cartwheeled like a human Moebius strip, and landed on her feet.

“You see, Mike? It’s too late. I’ve won.”

She fled across the cavern, blurring like a ghost.
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“She’s got the Transcendence.”

I clouted Dolph with a forepaw. He woke up, limbs jerking, and bounded to his feet.

“She’s Transcended, Dolph.”

“Sssh.” He glanced around. All the Necros were sprawled out snoring. That drink had knocked them out like a sledgehammer.

“She’s gone,” I said, despairing.

“Get them all shitfaced and make a run for it,” Dolph muttered. “So obvious, even we thought of it.”

We had. But Sophia had thought of it first. And executed it perfectly from start to finish. Had her reunion with me been part of the plan? Or just a way to kill time until the last Necros passed out? Or a spontaneous surrender to desire? I didn’t have time to ponder it.

On the far side of the cavern, a doorway stood open. That wasn’t the same way we had come in, but it was the way Sophia had gone. It had to lead somewhere.

“Fuck it. We’re getting out of here.”

I Shifted back into human form, found Robbie, and woke him up. It took a while, and even then he was woozy. Hauling him to his feet, I looked around for Dolph.

In the swirling steam, a shadow lifted the mesh cover of the cooling pond.

By the time Robbie and I reached Dolph, he had dragged the cover a meter sideways, sleeves wrapped around his hands against the heat. The gods just lay there. Dolph had pulled out the wires of their speakers. But the scraping of the pool cover was too loud for my liking.

“Dolph, the Necros are gonna wake up—”

He got his hands under the edge of “Baron Samedi’s” floater and heaved.

Robbie said, “Aw yeah,” and stooped beside Dolph, wedging his shoulder under the floater.

It tipped up at a sixty-degree angle. The ancient Urush bot slid off into the pool.

Splash.

Boiling water slopped over our boots.

“How do you like that, huh?” Dolph darted to the next floater.

“Deus vult!” Robbie cried as they rolled “Loki” into the pond.

The water boiled more furiously than ever. “They’re probably waterproof,” I said. “Jesus! Come on!”

“Two down, one to go,” Dolph said.

A Necro sat up, eyes glinting in the now near-total darkness.

I spotted Pippa’s floater. Wondered for a second where she and Justin were. Shelved the question, and jumped onto the floater. A simple joystick controlled it.

Necros closed in on Dolph and Robbie, silent, mouths open, as if they could not quite believe what was happening.

I took the floater as high as it would go and pushed it over the Necros. The levitation bubble knocked them to the floor. I reached down to Dolph and Robbie. “Hop on!” They were struggling with “Cipactli.” “Leave it, for God’s sake!”

Dolph grabbed the edge of the floater. Robbie clambered up behind me. Our combined weight pushed the floater down to a couple of feet off the floor. Robbie and Dolph kicked out at the Necros who grabbed at the floater. I drove it towards the doorway in the far wall. I was squatting over the controls, stark naked, while Dolph and Robbie struggled to hang onto the armchair part of the floater behind me. We must have looked like the world’s smallest clown car. But it was no laughing matter.

Behind us, Necros stood up, emitting those dreadful, bestial wails.

The doorway led into the lab Sophia had mentioned. Vats, centrifuges, refrigerators, computers—I guessed that’s what I was looking at, although everything was shaped wrong. Somewhere in this Urush-built, Necro-cabled mess was the Code for the Transcendence, and the rewriter viruses that had made the Necros Transcendent, which Sophia had injected into herself. She hadn’t needed to build the DNA patch from scratch. The process had already been perfected on several hundred test subjects.

I would have stopped to poke around if those self-same immortal test subjects had not been following us, howling.

The first Necros spilled into the lab as I guided the floater towards the only other door, hoping for a way out.

“Ventilation,” Dolph yelled.

“I know!”

“There isn’t any!” He pointed at a Necro laundry line stretched amidst the lab equipment. The rags hung unmoving. There was no breeze blowing. Yet a bunker complex this big and deep must be ventilated. I’d seen the steam leaving the cave, in this direction, yesterday.

I plunged the floater into another tunnel. A dim red dusk dawned ahead. I coughed on a strong smell of gas.

This third cavern was the power plant. Red and green LEDs glowed on the fuel cell Sophia had mentioned, a silver cube the size of a shipping container, nestling in a tangle of pipes and valves. Off to the side, a riser pipe sprouted from a circular plate on the floor. The fuel cell ran on natural gas, piped up from an underground seam.

“Can you smell that?” I yelled.

“Gotta be an airshaft somewhere!”

“Smells like a gas leak.”

I drove the floater around the fuel cell. Behind us, the Necros hurtled into the cave, carrying their clubs and lengths of pipe.

“There!”

A few feet off the ground, a shaft sloped out of the cave, easily large enough for a man to walk upright.

Unfortunately, it was blocked by a fan.

The giant blades hung still.

That’s why it was so quiet.

The ventilation had shut down.

Or more likely, Sophia had shut it down on purpose, because this was the way out.

The bad news was, a cat couldn’t have fit through the gaps between the fan blades. That would have made no difference to Sophia. She was Transcendent. She could walk through walls. It did make a difference to us. We’d have to smash the fan.

I drove the floater at the fanshaft.

We never got there.

The Necros closed in behind us and grabbed the floater. In a few seconds of tumbling violence, they upended it and tipped us off. The floater bobbed up out of reach. We rolled into a forest of Necro legs and slashing clubs and lengths of pipe.

They hadn’t the sense to spread out, and they were getting in each other’s way. But we were unarmed. A blow landed on my already-bruised back, driving me to the floor.

I Shifted into my sabertooth tiger. Blur, twist, reset. My fangs carved a chunk out of a Necro shin. Their screams of rage redoubled. On either side of me, jackal and wolf chewed through the rotmongers. The reek of gas mingled with the sharper smell of blood. We skidded over a floor now slick with gore, up to the fanshaft.

But they were right behind us, and we still couldn’t fit between the blades of the fan. We might have been able to smash one or more of the blades in human form; not with paws. I might have been able to Shift and fall through the fan, and maybe Dolph could, too, but Robbie didn’t have that kind of control. He scrabbled at the blades with his front paws, trying to force his nose between them. Dolph and I set our backs to the fan and bit and clawed at the Necros mobbing us.

But with no room to dodge, we could not avoid their blows. A pipe crashed down on Dolph’s shoulder. He yipped piercingly and fell to the floor. I stood over him, snarling—

—and the Necro in front of me crumpled, his skull sliced in half, leaking gray and red.

Justin waded through the mob, towering over the Necros, laying about him with all four arms at once. Club, pipe, club, and he’d found a sword somewhere. Giant-sized, coldly furious, he was a true king in that moment. The beauty of Sixer DNA and Sixer culture revealed itself in his four-armed, perfectly coordinated fighting technique. The Necro rabble fell away, discombobulated.

Justin’s length of pipe whistled over my head and smashed into the fan. The force of the blow spun the fan around. I wedged my hindquarters into the small gap made by the bent blade, holding the fan still. The blades cut into my flank as Justin whaled on the top ones. It took only a couple of blows for him to break one of them off. Sixers are strong.

“Go,” he yelled.

Robbie needed no encouragement. He leapt through the gap. I bit Dolph’s scruff and snarled at him until he dragged himself to his feet and limped after Robbie. All this time the Necros were howling in rage and throwing themselves at Justin, but they couldn’t get through the screen of steel created by his four arms. He also had a longer reach than any mainstream human, or anything that had been a mainstream human once.

“Go, Mike!”

“Where’s Pippa?” I yelled.

“She went.”

My heart sank.

“With Sophia.”

Pippa’s disloyalty stunned me. I rallied. “We’ll catch up with them. Come on!”

“I can’t fit.”

“Smash more of these shits!” I butted at the fan blades, trying to show him how easy it would be.

“No … not the fan …” He spoke in grunts while laying into the Necros. Bodies littered the floor in front of him. I knew better now than to think they were dead—in fact, they were already twitching and blurring, their bodies knitting back together. “The intake shaft. Saw … the top end … when we were captured. It’s just … a crack.”

“Shit, Justin! You have to try!”

He glanced over his shoulder at me for a split second. His smile shocked me. “I have a better plan.” He threw the club he held in his lower right hand at the Necros, and felt in his pocket. “Go, Mike. Tell them … I did it for them.”

“Them?”

“Humanity. We’re all human … aren’t we?”

His hand came out of his pocket holding a cigarette lighter.

A grating screech drowned out the Necros’ battle yells. The sole surviving bot, “Cipactli,” swayed around the fuel cell on its floater. It blared at earsplitting volume, “The valves! Check the … valves!”

It all came together in an instant. The smell of gas. The lack of power. Sophia must have slammed the valves of the fuel cell’s natural gas intake.

I cursed, dived through the gap in the fan blades, and ran for my life.

A few meters up, the shaft kinked sharply. That’s what saved my life when Justin flicked his lighter.

The spark ignited the gas in the cave, just as I’d known it would. Flame leaped past the corner behind me. A massive shockwave flattened me to the floor. Searing heat washed over me. The yellow-white glare threw my crouching shadow ahead of me.

Further up the tunnel, Dolph scrambled towards a pinpoint of daylight.

I stumbled to my feet and ran. I was almost there when I felt a trembling underfoot.

With a deep roar, the light behind me vanished. Thousands of tonnes of limestone, fractured by the blast, slid into the shaft, sealing it.

*

Justin had been right about the top end of the intake shaft. It was a mere chink. In human form, even ordinary-sized men couldn’t have squeezed out. Luckily, animals have narrower shoulders, and are good at wriggling through tight cracks.

I scrabbled out onto a ledge, high above the glacier. Jackal and wolf sprawled panting beneath a beetling overhang.

It was broad day, overcast but bright. The wind jerked tears out of my tiger’s eyes. I squinted up and down the blinding-white glacier.

Our planes were gone.


28

We walked.

What else were we gonna do?

No clothes, weapons, or supplies.

It was walk or die.

I told Robbie that this is what it was like patrolling in the field when we were in the 15th Recon. Living as animals, hunting our suppers, huddling up in a furry pile at night.

He said, “Nuh uh. We ain’t the animals. The Necros are.”

“Were,” Dolph said. “Past tense, champ.”

We debated the fate of the Necros and the bots. We couldn’t decide whether Justin’s gas explosion would have brought down the bunker complex. On balance, we thought not. On the other hand, the intake shaft had been sealed by a rockfall—I’d seen that with my own eyes. That still left the main entrance tunnel, but could any of the Necros have made it out, even if the bots survived to open the door for them?

Probably not. The overpressure from the shockwave would have popped their eardrums and burst thousands of little blood vessels in their bodies, causing their blood pressure to drop catastrophically. Even if they survived that, they would have been trapped in a dark cavern, the atmosphere rapidly filling with CO, smoke, and heat in the region of 200 to 300 degrees. The Transcendence might give them awesome powers of regeneration, but not that awesome. Right? They wouldn’t have stayed conscious long enough to escape, even if there was a way out.

“They’re dead,” I said.

Wishful thinking? Maybe. But we needed something to boost our spirits, when every minute was otherwise consumed with cold, fear, and the endless struggle to kill enough calories. Up on the glacier, there was little to hunt except rollouses, a sort of giant woodlouse that dug holes in the snow. When we got back to the Eriu valley, we caught scramps—cat-sized rodent-like animals—and a couple of unwary rambeaks.

Good thing Shifters are immune to the rot.

We cracked bones and spat out feathers, and talked around and around about Sophia.

She had the Transcendence. She had Pippa. She had the Code. Presumably, she had Rafael Ijiuto as well—none of us had seen him in the bunker when we escaped. That suggested he was now on board with her scheme of galactic conquest.

The only silver lining was that they were trapped on Tech Duinn.

But it had now been four days since we broke out of the bunker. A lot could happen in that time.

Fear travelled with me like a shadow, only held at bay by my drive to get back to Lucy.

Dolph was withdrawn and grumpy. He limped when he ran, and finally admitted that his shoulder, where the Necro had hit him, was hurting him something cruel. Robbie and I had to do the hunting. In fact, Robbie did most of it. No exaggeration, we would not have made it back if not for the young wolf.

“You’re a natural,” I teased him. “Living off the land.”

“When we get home,” Robbie said. “I’m gonna get me a Twelvepoint burger and fries with mustard, and a jumbo soda. And I’m never stepping foot off of concrete again.”

When?

If, I thought, but I didn’t say it out loud.

The closer we got to Dagda’s Knoll, the harder my worries drove me. I pushed the other two faster, until even Robbie complained about the pace I was setting. Nothing mattered except getting back to Lucy.

*

On the sixth day after our escape from the bunker, we trotted onto the Dagda’s Knoll airfield. Heavy rain blew along the runway.

The St. Clare wasn’t there.

“I knew it,” I said emptily. The shadow of fear had been telling me something. It had been telling me, in Sophia’s voice, that I had lost.

“Aw, you’re fucking joking,” Robbie yelped. Despite having been loping at a demanding pace for hours, he broke into a sprint. I didn’t bother. The urgency that drove me this far had drained away, leaving … nothing. Just a stunned numbness.

The Minotaur was still there at the end of the runway. Closer, the airplanes that Sophia, Pippa, and Ijiuto had stolen from the glacier stood near where the St. Clare should have been. Robbie sniffed around the planes, and then he sat back on his haunches and howled. “Motherfucking son of a bitch!”

“Our ship,” Dolph breathed, roused from his morose silence. “Where is she?!?”

Where is she?

The same question reverberated through my mind.

But I wasn’t thinking about my ship.

I was thinking about my daughter.

*

We cast aimlessly around the runway, fur soaked, picking up no scents except for wet asphalt and earth. The rain had washed away the scorch marks left behind by the St. Clare’s VTOL plasma jets. The ship had probably taken off days ago, while we were slogging down the flank of Mt. Moy Itha.

“But how’d she do it?” Dolph’s voice cut into my spiral of despair. “Even if she got past Marty and MF—”

And Lucy, I thought. Lucy.

“—how did she break the security on the flight controls?”

“She’s good with computers,” I said.

Dolph shook his head. “Remember? Back at Mittel Trevoyvox, she tried to hijack the St. Clare, but she couldn’t get past MF’s encryption. How did that change?”

I shrugged my tiger’s shoulders, but Dolph had a point. I had heard the story of what happened at Mittel Trevoyvox from him. Unable to hack the flight controls, Sophia had resorted to compelling Dolph at gunpoint to take off.

But this time, there’d been no one on board who could fly the ship for her.

No one, that is, except …

“MF.” Fury flowered out of the emptiness inside me. “The goddamn bot flipped on us. Trust an Urush bot? I must have been out of my mind! I should have spaced him as soon as we met him. He’s been hiding stuff all along. He knew about this place, but he never bothered to warn us. That useless goddamn hunk of steel. Ball-less, porn-addicted mechanical wonder. He promised me he would protect Lucy. I’ll dismantle him with a fucking flamethrower—”

A howl from Robbie interrupted my rant.

We chased the lonesome sound into the trees, and found Robbie standing over a limp black hosepipe, howling his heart out.

How do you even take a snake’s pulse? How can you triage its injuries? Martin was the closest thing we had to a medic, and now here was Martin lying in a puddle, eyes staring blankly through his snake’s transparent eyelids.

I crouched on the wet needles, nuzzling his scaly head.

“He’s breathing,” I shouted in relief. “Marty! Marty!”

Martin surfaced into consciousness. “Sophia …”

“I know. I know.”

“Took the ship …”

“Where to?” Dolph said. “Where did she go?”

Robbie pushed up between us. “Shift back.” He butted Martin with his nose. “Make you human, jiji. Reset yo.”

Martin shivered, blurred, and bulged back into the baldie we all knew and loved. While he was doing that, Robbie went into the trees and came back dragging Martin’s parka and jeans. One thing about being a snake, I guess, is you don’t rip your clothes when you Shift out of them. However, the clothes were singed as well as soaked. We bundled the jeans under Martin’s head and pulled the parka over him, for all the good that would do. By now he was talking in feverish, broken sentences.

“Can’t move. My … legs …”

Now that he was back in human form, it was plain to see what he meant. Both his legs were broken in two or three places. It would have been painful to look at, if I wasn’t brimful of pain already.

“Been lying here … days … drinking rainwater. Thought about not drinking … why prolong the agony?” Ol’ snake looked about eighty, face sunken, white stubble coming in. “But something told me y’all would be back. Sooner or … later.”

“Don’t talk,” I said. “Rest.”

Martin looked up at the dripping trees, and laughed. “Been resting. Let me talk.” He breathed heavily. “Middle of the morning. We were all on board. Lucy’s playing one of those games. MF is watching a movie. I’m watching the rain. I finished the repairs … got the nose shield patched up … nice and tight. The planes come in and land. Thought it was you. So we went out to meet you.”

“We?”

“Me and Lucy.”

I snarled.

“Mike, she knows she ain’t gonna catch the rot from walking along the runway. And she was so excited to see you …”

“OK.”

“Then … Sophia got out of the first plane. If looks could kill, I would be dead. If she had a gun … I would be dead. But she didn’t. I had my .45. That don’t scare her. She tells me to fuck off. I ask her, lady, what’s going on? She gives a strange kind of smile, and walks right up to us.”

“What did Lucy do?”

“She hid behind me. ‘Where’s my dad?’ she says. Sophia says, ‘He’s coming later. I’m your mom. Do you remember me?’ ‘Yes,’ Lucy says. ‘You tried to kidnap me.’ And she takes off running back to the ship.”

“That’s my girl,” I muttered.

“Sophia went after her. I yelled at her to stop. She didn’t stop, so I … shot her.” Martin grimaced. “A woman … unarmed … I don’t like doing that, but I did it. But …”

“The bullet went straight through her,” I said.

“How’d you know?”

“She’s got the Transcendence.” I prowled back and forth, unable to contain my agitation.

Martin moved his head slowly on his makeshift pillow. “So I’m running and shooting. Can’t work out why she ain’t going down. Then I have to stop shooting, ‘cause Lucy’s in my line of fire. Lucy’s on the ladder. Sophia’s on the ladder. I never saw anyone climb that fast.” Tears trickled into Martin’s crowsfeet. “I’m too old for this shit.”

“It’s OK,” Dolph said.

“It ain’t OK. I start climbing the ladder. I get about halfway up … and someone grabs my ankle. It’s that fucker Ijiuto.” Martin met my eyes. “Shoulda put him down back on Ponce de Leon, Mike, when we had him cornered.”

“Wouldn’t have done any good,” I said. “He’s Transcendent, too. Shoot him, stab him, push him out of a freaking spaceship, and he just comes back pissed.”

“He pulled me off the ladder,” Martin said. “I fell.”

He was crying again, and all I could think about was Private Jim Kwok, falling off the St. Clare’s access ladder after I shot him. I knew that was wrong. Someday someone’s gonna fall off that ladder and kill themselves … And this time it had been Martin.

“Lucky you didn’t kill yourself,” Dolph said.

“Wasn’t that high up. I didn’t even know I broke my legs at first.” He chuckled through his tears. “I Shifted right there and slithered away as fast as I could go, you bet. I left Lucy … with them. I—I—oh God, I’m sorry, Mike. I lost her.”

“Ain’t blaming you,” I rasped. “What was MF doing all this time?”

“Hiding, I expect. Goddamn bot … got no balls.”

“You got that right,” Dolph said.

“I slithered into the trees. Looked back. Pippa’s walking to the St. Clare, looking like she’s carrying the whole Cluster on her shoulders. I called out to her … but she didn’t hear me.”

“She ain’t on our side anymore,” Dolph said.

“Figure she never was on anyone’s side but her own,” I said.

“I didn’t think they could launch the ship. But they did. I couldn’t do anything but lay there … and watch her shoot into the sky … like a star.” Martin turned his head aside. “Hurts,” he gasped, as if to make excuses for crying.

“You’ll live, ol’ snake,” Robbie said robustly.

But for how long?

We were shipless.

Helpless.

Trapped on Tech Duinn.
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The Minotaur was functionally a wreck. Still, the little ship had a few resources to offer. Most importantly, shelter from the cold and the rain.

We found some Traveller clothes on board. Sophia’s people must have left them there before they started their trek up Mt. Moy Itha. Black shitkicker boots, frilly shirts, and leather trenchcoats adorned with mummified body parts are not ideal mountain-climbing gear. Not my ideal, either, but we were beyond being picky. Dolph and I Shifted back to human form, dressed in Traveller blacks, and rigged a stretcher. We moved Martin to the Minotaur’s crew quarters. The motion of the stretcher jolted his legs, no matter how careful we tried to be. He moaned all the way, and then lost consciousness.

We laid him down in the Minotaur’s dinky crew lounge. His skin felt burning hot to the touch. I met Dolph’s eyes across the stretcher. “We gotta set his legs.”

“Do you know how to do that? ‘Cause I don’t.”

“When he wakes up, we’ll get him to give us instructions.”

I went back out and inspected the ship’s hull. Martin had removed a 4-meter by 4-meter section of thermal shielding to fix the St. Clare’s nose cone, leaving hull plates and wiring exposed to the rain.

“She’s scrap,” Dolph said brutally.

Robbie was still in wolf form. He had said he preferred his own fur coat to a Traveller coat. “Guess I should go hunting,” he said, sniffing the wind.

I fought off a sudden vision of the rest of our lives. Hunkering in a wrecked spaceship, eating whatever bony, scrawny animals we could catch.

“Yeah,” I said. “We need to eat … What’s that?”

I squinted at the sky. The rain had stopped, but clouds hung low over the valley, the same way my fears for Lucy hung over my mind, darkening everything.

I shook my head. “Thought I heard something.”

Then I definitely heard it.

Far-off thunder.

“A ship!” Robbie yelped.

“But whose ship?” I said.

“Well, who knows we’re here?” Dolph said.

“No one,” I said, “except whoever Sophia told to come back and nuke us from orbit, just to be sure.”

It crossed my mind that we should hide in the trees. Then it was too late. The thunder of ship engines filled the valley. A silver spearhead tore through the mist and sank on a pillar of plasma.

It was a deltawing, not dissimilar to the Alcazar, but twice the size.

The familiar meatball stared off its tail like a blue eye.

“The Fleet,” Robbie breathed.

“The Iron Triangle,” Dolph said.

“How’d they find us?” I said.

“Sure you didn’t tell anyone we were going to Kraggas Dol Amzitur?”

“No,” I said, even as a memory plucked at my mind. I had told one person …

The ship’s jackstands thumped down on the runway. From hatches on her aerodynamic sides, drones swarmed out. They scattered over the airfield, rotors buzzing like giant wasps. Gun ports flashed, and bangs echoed around the valley. Several of the drones made straight for the Minotaur. We had no time to run. They pounced on our heads, digging metal claws into our scalps and shoulders, forcing us down to the ground. I lay prone with half a dozen of them clambering over my back like giant insects.

Footsteps pounded on the asphalt. The drones lifted off me. Gauntleted hands dragged me to my feet. My wild-eyed, stubbled, hollow-cheeked reflection danced in the mirrored visors of Marine helmets.

Akira Smith jogged up to me in Fleet uniform.

Further away, more Marines were pushing Dolph down on his knees, whipcording his hands behind his back.

Eyes slitted with rage, Smith cocked his fist and punched me in the face. My head bobbled. Pain starred my left cheek. The Marines stared straight ahead.

“Where’s Sophia?” Smith yelled.

“Dunno,” I slurred.

He punched me on the other cheek. “You lying piece of shit.”

“Hey, at least I found her,” I lisped through the blood.

“Where is she!?”

“Best guess, halfway to the Core.”

Smith’s jaw worked. He fought visibly to control his rage. “The Transcendence?”

“She has it.”

I told him about the bunker, the Urush bots, the Necros, and our escape. I did not mention my interlude with Sophia. I was hoping Smith would realize that we were, at least for now, on the same side. He was genuinely committed to eradicating the Transcendence. We could work together. We could have been working together all along if he wasn’t such a shithead.

Unfortunately, he was still a shithead. “You let her go,” he accused me.

“She jacked my ship.”

“You let her go!” He socked me in the face again. My head rang. Blood filled my mouth. “Look what you’re wearing.” He jerked the lapel of my Traveller coat. “You’re working with her. Aren’t you? The two of you are running a long con. She gets the Transcendence. You get what you’ve always wanted. The end of history. Rise of the genetically engineered master race—”

“All I want is my daughter!” I threw my weight against the Marines’ servo-reinforced gauntlets. “She’s got my daughter!”

I writhed and kicked in blind desperation. The Marines held my arms, letting me exhaust myself, until I had no strength left to do anything except curse them.

“She’s got his daughter? That’s bad.”

I dimly realized there were more people around us. One of them was Jonathan Burden, haggard in a Fleet uniform. I had to be seeing things. Did IVK cause hallucinations? I hung limply in the Marines’ grip. “You … alive?”

“The ship broke up. The escape pod didn’t. Nice try, though.”

“We detected his emergency beacon on the way in.” Smith smirked. He clearly thought I’d be dismayed to see Burden in one piece. In fact, it was a few micrograms of guilt off my conscience. I kind of liked the guy. “Scooped him out of orbit.”

“My daughter,” I rasped.

“Her daughter,” Smith said. “Yours? Really? Ever done a paternity test?”

I spat at him.

Smith agitatedly wiped the bloody loogie off the front of his uniform. “Did you see that? Did you see what this animal did?” He unholstered his pistol. “Fuck this. You’re superfluous to requirements.” He jammed the pistol into my forehead. I closed my eyes.

“Aki,” Burden said. “You went off-piste on Ponce de Leon—”

“Shut up.”

“Don’t make it worse.”

“Who’ll know?” The cold metal ground into my forehead.

“You’ll know.”

“Stop trying to save my soul, Jon.”

“I’m trying to save the Cluster.”

“So am I.”

“He might know more than he’s told us—”

“We already know enough. Unless you know something you haven’t told us?”

Burden fell silent. After flipping over to the Travellers, and then flipping back, he had no moral high ground to stand on.

The universe shrank down to the cold pressure on my forehead. I opened my eyes, suddenly determined to look my killer in the face.

And twitched involuntarily.

Once again, I had to be seeing things.

Irene jogged towards us, her blonde hair loose over the collar of a Fleet spacesuit.

Smith lowered his gun.

“Damn,” Irene said. “Did you have to mess him up that bad?”

“Less attitude,” Smith growled, but without anger. In fact, he was smiling at her.

I remembered sitting on the stoop at 90th Street, catching up with Rex and Kit. Mom’s got a new job, Kit had said. Rex had not wanted to discuss it.

Now I knew why.

“So this is your new job,” I slurred. “Same as your old job. Guess people never really change.”

“What are you wearing?” Irene jerked the lapel of my Traveller coat, as Smith had.

“Figure everyone doesn’t want to look at my scars,” I said.

“You’re lucky we found you.”

“I don’t feel lucky.”

Smith holstered his gun. He wasn’t going to shoot me in front of Irene. That was something. He leant closer to me, smirking. “Know how we found you?”

“Figure you’re gonna tell me, anyway,” I drawled, lightheaded from having believed I was about to die. I still kind of believed it. The look in Irene’s blue eyes was not reassuring.

“When you lie to the Iron Triangle, you really shouldn’t tell the truth to someone else … who can’t keep a secret.” Smith smirked. “Ms. Day came to us and volunteered the information that you had gone to Kraggas Dol Amzitur.”

“Bullshit,” I blurted. “What did you do to her? Did you torture her?” I threw the question at Irene. “Applying your expertise from the old days?”

I didn’t know much about what Irene had done at Bull Rock. But I knew the kind of thing that had gone on there. The whole Cluster knew about that. And I remembered how, when we were questioning the Ek, Timmy Akhatli, Irene had taken over the session. With a calm, business-like manner, she had cut off xis ear and threatened to make xim eat it.

“No one’s been tortured, yet,” she snapped.

“Ms. Day thinks we’re the good guys,” Smith said. “It’s kind of sweet. She thinks we’re helping you. And from the looks of things she was right. You were going to die here.”

“Marty’s on board the Minotaur,” I said hoarsely. “He’s got two broken legs and a septic fever.”

A crease flickered between Irene’s eyebrows. She walked away to speak to the Marines who were casing the Minotaur. A couple of them hurried back to the Fleet ship.

“Is that a Fleet ship?” I said.

“Yes, it is,” Smith said. “Your stunt on Cortez Station blew the situation wide open. The chiefs of staff now know everything. True to venal, power-hungry form, they’re seeking Sophia to negotiate with her for the Transcendence. If they succeed, it will mean the end of humanity as we know it.”

So that Ur-Ek, Garallax Hrolgo, had been right. Damn. It took an alien to see us at our worst, and foretell that we would sink even lower.

“Our only chance is to find Sophia before they do,” Smith said. I tensed, sure he was going to hit me again, or worse. “All you had to do was kill her! You had a chance, and you failed. What use are your teeth and claws?”

What use, indeed? My teeth and claws hadn’t been able to stop Sophia from taking my daughter.

Irene came back to us. “I’ve requested a stretcher. I think we should take them all with us.”

“What for?” Smith said.

“Proof,” Burden said. “We need to get their statements truth-checked and transmitted.” He cocked his head, briefly making eye contact with me. I felt a tiny, unexpected flicker of hope. Burden was a deep one. When he wasn’t talking, he was thinking. And maybe he was thinking more clearly than Smith, whose reason was clouded by his personal loathing of me.

“I agree,” Irene said. “We should at least interrogate them properly.”
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I felt a pang as the airlock closed on Tech Duinn’s misty sky and dripping trees. A little while ago, I’d dreaded that we might have to spend the rest of our lives here.

Now, I dreaded what was coming next.

The Marines tossed me and Dolph into an empty locker on the top deck of the Bifrost, as the Fleet cruiser was called. Steel walls, floor, and ceiling. No light. Lentil dust in the air.

“How’s the shoulder?” I said in the darkness.

“Fine,” Dolph grunted. He had gone morose and silent again. No matter how dire our plight, that wasn’t like him.

“Irene, huh?” He may not want to talk, but I needed to. I still could not accept that I had been so wrong about her all these years. “I guess it’s all about the KGCs. She’s always wanted to be rich …”

“She’s a woman,” Dolph said. “That’s all it is. She’s a goddamn woman.” He turned his back on me and curled up in a fetal position, taking up more than his share of the tight space.

The ship launched. We lay on the floor and waited out the gees. Freefall relieved the pressure. I drifted off into an exhausted sleep, woke again, and we still hadn’t felt anything like an acceleration burn. We were just sitting in orbit around Tech Duinn. Why? What was Smith waiting for?

At last the locker opened. Marines hauled us out. The dim light from the corridor stung my eyes. My bruised face throbbed.

They took us to a two-man berth equipped with officer-class amenities such as a water dispenser, mirror, and wall screen. I guessed by the smell of mint chaw that it belonged to Smith. The Marines allowed us to use the head and drink some water. Then they strapped us onto the bunks with whipcords, and left.

Irene floated in. She’d changed out of her spacesuit into an Iron Triangle uniform. More than ever, she looked like someone I didn’t know.

“That navy blue suits you,” Dolph said from the bunk above me. “Definitely your color.”

“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” Irene said. She turned to Smith, who was drifting into the berth, followed by Burden. “Every single day. Comments about my appearance, disgusting jokes about sex, and let’s not even mention how they used to screen porn flicks in the lounge.”

I’d never thought she really had a problem with that stuff. Sure, she used to complain, but it had just been a part of our shipboard banter. Hadn’t it?

“What do you expect from animals?” Smith said. He was still in his spacesuit but now he stripped it off. He didn’t even bother to turn his back.

“They used to drift around naked, too,” Irene said, with a noticeable grimace.

In the lower bunk, I had an unwanted close-up view of Smith’s hairy legs and abundant black pubic hair. His cock waggled as he floated to a locker and took out clothes. He didn’t put them on immediately, but tucked the bundle under his arm and took out something else.

A bowie knife.

I spoke fast, without thinking. “Question, Irene. Why are you working for this piece of shit? You could’ve got any job you wanted.”

“With a resume like mine?” she said. “I was at Bull Rock. That’s not going to endear me to prospective employers, so I’m limited to people who don’t ask many questions. Like you.”

“I knew you were hiding something,” I said. “But I figured it couldn’t be too bad, since you’ve got a family.”

“That proves you don’t understand people,” she said. “Rex and I have a deal. He looks after the kids. I do whatever it takes to look after our family. Emphasis on whatever it takes.”

“That’s how I feel,” I said, and then I was shouting. “Sophia’s got Lucy! For the love of God, Irene—”

I had thought I was all fought out, but I struggled against my bonds until the whipcords tightened and cut into my arms and legs. Irene watched with a stony face.

When I ran out of strength, Smith bent over me, knife in hand. “Want free?”

I snarled incoherently.

“All you gotta do …” He dragged out the pause. “Is suck my dick.”

He laughed. The worst of it was that Irene laughed, too. I might have Shifted there and then, risking the whipcords, but I accidentally caught Burden’s gaze past Smith’s legs. He shook his head minutely.

I subsided, breathing hard.

“No?” Smith laughed again. “You may change your mind … when I’m fucking you in the ass with my big, human dick.” He gave one or two illustrative pelvic thrusts. He actually did have the beginnings of an erection. He couldn’t rape me in front of three people, on board a Fleet ship, could he? No. Couldn’t happen. But shit like that had had happened to some poor guys on Tech Duinn—

“We need to get this done,” Burden said.

“Sure.” Smith tossed his knife to Irene, who plucked it deftly out of the air, and put on his uniform. Adjusting his collar in the mirror, he said, “All right, Jon, ready to record?”

Burden tapped a Fleet-issue holobook. “Ready.”

“And this time we want the whole truth.” Smith turned from the mirror and pointed at Dolph. “You first.”

Dolph told them what I had already told Smith. He left out the episode with Sophia, because he didn’t know about it, and when it was my turn, I left that out again, too. Queerly, at this stage, it was Dolph that I really didn’t want finding out about it. I was way beyond trying to manage Smith’s reaction. I figured he was going to kill us, regardless of what we did or didn’t say. If we were lucky that was all he’d do to us. Either way, I didn’t want Dolph to think too badly of me at the end.

My evasions were futile. Burden’s holobook chirped. The technology could tell I was lying.

Smith examined his razor fingernails. “What aren’t you telling us?”

“Sophia called the bots Cipactli, Loki, and Baron Samedi,” I said. “She won them over by worshipping them as gods. They gave her the Transcendence as a reward.”

“You already said that.”

“Did you worship them?” Irene put in. She was a Mass-going Catholic, on the judgey end of the spectrum, probably because of all the un-Christian shit she herself did.

“Hell, no,” Dolph said.

“No,” I said.

“Oh, bullshit!” Dolph exclaimed. “You did! You worshipped them doggy-style, missionary style—”

So he had seen me with Sophia.

“The Urush religion was a sex cult. You’d fit right in,” Dolph told Smith, his voice thick with pent-up anger. Smith, floating above me, released Dolph’s straps. The bunk creaked. Dolph rolled off the bunk into the air. “They were going at it like animals.” He nodded at me, red in the face. “Body and soul.”

Now I understood why he’d been so quiet. It was nothing to do with his supposedly injured shoulder. The hurt was in a deeper place. He had risked death to defy the Urush bots … and instead of backing him up, I’d caved in, and done it their way.

“Too bad you never got a chance to claim your reward, huh?” he sneered at me.

I stammered, “It wasn’t like that.”

“Who’d he screw?” Irene said. “Not a Necro, I hope.”

“Worse,” Dolph said. “Sophia.”

“Hoo boy,” Burden breathed.

“Oh, well, then, that’s different,” Irene said. “She’s his wife.”

“Ex,” I said.

“Is this true?” Smith grated.

“Nope,” I lied, doubling down. This time, the polygraph software stayed quiet. Maybe it was because I wanted so badly for my denial to be true. I would have given anything to be able to do it over again, and this time resist temptation.

“That’s a goddamn lie,” Dolph barked.

“No, I think you’re the liar.” Smith grabbed Dolph’s belt and backhanded him across the face. His razor nails left parallel bloody trails across Dolph’s forehead and nose. “Lying animal.” Smith needed to believe my denial, too. “Admit it!” I watched in horror as his nails sliced Dolph’s shirt open. Blood welled on Dolph’s chest.

“Aki. Control yourself!” Burden yelled.

“This one’s too pretty. Need to grunge him up some.”

“I’ll do it,” Irene said.

Still grasping Dolph’s belt, Smith peered at her as if he couldn’t see her properly. His breath was coming in short pants. “Go for it.”

Irene still had Smith’s bowie knife. She tested the blade with her thumb. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”

The knife flashed.

Dolph screamed.

*

A few minutes later, the wall screen chimed. It lit up and displayed a junior officer on the Bifrost’s bridge. “Commander Smith to the bridge, please. I have the commander of the Cisquibet Spume on the S2S for you.”

“Just when we were having fun,” Smith said. “Let’s go.”

He straightened his clothing.

“Bring the prisoners.”

Irene dragged Dolph out of the berth. Dolph’s face was a mask of blood. His eyes looked like a dolphin’s, liquid pools of pain in that red mess.

Burden released the whipcords that held me to the bunk. I was shaking so bad I couldn’t have stood up, if there was gravity. Fortunately there wasn’t.

“You got lucky there,” Burden said.

“Lucky,” I echoed.

We were momentarily alone in the cabin. “He’s throwing errors,” Burden said. “This is bad hoodoo, and we’re running out of time to contain it. That’s why he’s taking it out on you.”

I jammed my hands into my armpits, trying to control the shakes. “I’m going to kill him.” Smith’s rape threat kept replaying in my mind, mixed with images of Irene cutting Dolph. Yet … she could have hurt him much worse, couldn’t she? It was almost as if she’d been … acting.

Burden grimaced. “The best part? We didn’t even need to interrogate you. We already know where Sophia went. I worked with these people for years, remember.”

“Where?”

“Henchley’s Beacon.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s in the Core. A Traveller orbital. Lovely place. You should visit sometime.” He produced a taser from his thigh webbing and nudged me in the back. I drifted ahead of him through the quiet roar of fans, and the louder roaring in my head.
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Like other Fleet ships I’d been on, the Bifrost had an open-plan foredeck, dotted with command stations. The bridge was the central group of command stations, an arc of consoles and screens. The pilot and comms officer wore full-face headsets, jacked into their AR visualizations. Smith floated in stirrups in front of the largest screen. Dolph hung limply beside him. Irene floated out of the way, at right angles to the rest of us, like a bloodstained angel. The Marines and Fleet officers studiously ignored us.

Burden pushed me at the others. I found stirrups on the other side of Dolph. “OK?” I whispered to him.

He just bobbed his head, smiling through the blood. Of course he wasn’t OK.

Smith gestured at the screen in front of us. The Bifrost’s composite feed materialized, showing the blackness of space and the glowing blue curvature of Tech Duinn. As I had thought, we were still in orbit.

But we were not alone.

Heads-up tags labelled computer-enhanced visuals of other ships in orbit.

A Fleet destroyer and a supercruiser, the Siddhartha and the Lourdes.

More tags appeared: the Calspriffen Dek, the Mysozo Horan, and the Cisquibet Spume. I stared. These were Ek ships. Correction: they were Guardian ships. Each one was a pointy oblong, like two cones joined together at the base. The central rings rotated, pulsing with red and blue light.

“Each of those things is the size of a city,” Smith said. He put on a headset. “Smith here.”

I kept staring. This was the first time I had ever seen a show of Guardian hardware on this scale.

“Understood,” Smith said into his headset. “Yes. Acknowledged. We will be recording this.”

The composite feed panned. The surface of Tech Duinn filled the screen. I spotted the central mountain range of Eas Rudah, cloud-wreathed. The clouds were boiling. They looked oddly dark—

Fiery lava jetted out of the clouds, reddening them. I flinched, even though we were two hundred klicks up.

Smith took off his headset. “The Guardians have courteously provided us with a demonstration of their security policy,” he said tightly.

“Was that …”

“Dagda’s Knoll,” Dolph slurred. “Or roundabouts.”

“Correct,” Smith said.

If any Necros, or any of the Urush bots, had survived the gas explosion, they survived no longer. I guess I should have been cheering. But as the mushroom cloud climbed into Tech Duinn’s upper atmosphere, I remembered Justin flicking his lighter. His body had been interred in the bunker amidst his fallen foes. Now, it was vaporized, along with half of Mt. Moy Itha. The clouds swelled higher, a fiery epitaph to his bravery.

Smith interrupted my thoughts. “That was just a demonstration,” he shouted to the Fleet personnel within line-of-sight of the bridge, who were gaping at the screen. “The real fireworks are yet to come. They’ve lodged notice of their intentions—”

He broke off.

“They want to talk to you,” he snapped at Dolph and me. “I anticipated this. Let me be clear. They will talk. You will not say a solitary goddamn word unless I give you the OK.”

The screen in front of us displayed the interior of a Guardian ship, with Eks walking around. They have gravity in the rotating sections of those huge ships. The furniture was all earthtones and computer equipment that looked like angular trees, designed for people with four arms.

Or six.

The camera panned and steadied on an Ur-Ek lounging in a lotus-shaped couch. Xe wore a Guardians uniform with gems sprinkled across the chest, symbols of rank.

Eks all tend to look the same to us. They all have blue skin, horsey faces, pebbly bald skulls, and round mouths crammed with sharp brown teeth. This one was no different, six arms or not.

Still, I had a feeling I’d seen xim before.

There couldn’t be two wearable hookahs like that in this volume of space.

The Ur-Ek blew smoke at the screen. “How did you like our demonstration?”

“Impressive,” Smith said.

“Good. Our next demonstration will take place at Diaz de Solis in three standard weeks’ time.”

“Diaz de Solis,” Smith echoed. I could see this blindsided him. It blindsided me as well. Diaz de Solis is the third of humanity’s Heartworlds in the Cluster, after Montemayor and Ponce de Leon. It has a population of almost a billion. And the Guardians were threatening to nuke it from orbit?! “That would be tantamount to a declaration of war,” Smith said, winning the understatement of the year award.

“So would the covert acquisition of the Transcendence by your superior officers. We will not permit it. The law requires us to notify you in advance of planned measures. Consider yourselves notified. The same message will be transmitted to Fleet headquarters.” The Ur-Ek smiled circularly. “Of course, it may not arrive before the deadline expires.”

And even if it did, what could the Fleet do to defend Diaz de Solis? The Heartworlds garrisons were set up to defend against pirates, not the Ekschelatan Empire. They would have no chance against an Ek strike force that popped out of the skip field too close to be stopped. FTL skews the odds overwhelmingly in favor of the attacker. It’s just a fact. And vulnerability to orbital bombardment is an occupational hazard of living at the bottom of a gravity well. We train ourselves not to think about it. Now, everyone on the Bifrost was thinking about it. I could feel the anxiety in the air like static.

“Your ultimatum is acknowledged,” Smith said. “What are your conditions?”

“Simple,” the Ur-Ek said. “Provide us with proof that the Transcendence has been obliterated, within one standard week’s time.”

“You can’t be serious,” Smith exclaimed, and then he got a handle on himself. “You cannot hold humanity to account for this.” He gestured at us. “These are the culprits. They are Shifters. They are not human.”

I could see myself and Dolph in the little selfie window in the corner of the screen, and we sure didn’t look very human right now. Bloody, bruised faces. Traveller gear.

The Ur-Ek hummed in amusement. “You owe me 150 KGCs, Michael Starrunner. Not including the cost of replacing my garments and hookah.”

Now I was certain of his identity. “Bought any slaves lately?” I said, ignoring Smith’s command to stay silent.

“That operation is ongoing, but is no longer a priority,” Garallax Hrolgo said. “The Fleet eliminated the background of the threat. We have less confidence that they will eliminate the threat itself. It is evidently too much of a temptation.” Xe sucked on xis hookah. “Humans are so weak.”

Beside me, Dolph stretched, popping his neck. “Who ya calling weak?” He rolled his head from side to side and hunched his shoulders.

In my peripheral vision, Irene drifted down, closer to the bridge.

I flashed a glance around the foredeck.

All the Fleet officers were glued to their screens, or immersed in their AR displays. The Marines floated at their posts by the aft bulkheads. They were armed with flechette pistols, but there’s a big difference between having a gun and firing it.

“My friend’s got a point,” I said to Garallax Hrolgo. “Before this, the Iron Triangle thought the Shifters were the most dangerous of the alt-humans. And you know what? Could be they were right all along.”

Smith looked over his shoulder, signalling Burden to tase us.

Burden tased Smith.

Dolph crumpled into a writhing knot of flesh and hair and claws.

Irene dropped down on top of the other bridge officers. She Shifted as she fell. Her Fleet uniform floated in rags around a lithe, muscular black panther. She kicked the pilot away from his screen and opened his throat with a slash of her claws. With her teeth, she yanked the comms officer out of his couch and sent him tumbling into the Marines as they flew towards us, weapons out. Flechettes shrieked through the air: zzzip, zzzip.

Dolph let out a loud, long howl. He was savaging one of the Marines. Irene flew towards them, writhing herself back into human form. Stark naked, she pounced on top of another Marine and seized his flechette pistol. She pushed off from the man’s sternum, flipped in the air, and shot him in the face. The body shielded her from the other Marines’ flechettes, but they were closing in on her and Dolph both.

I threw myself on top of Smith. He was twitching, drooling. Getting tased puts you out of the action for at least a few minutes. I got my fingertips on the bowie knife in his holster and dragged it free, while both of us rebounded from the deck and spun into the other Marines’ line of fire.

They stopped shooting.

Holding Smith in a headlock, I moved the knife near his throat. “I’ve got IVK,” I told them conversationally. “My hands shake pretty bad.”

The Marines caught themselves on computer housings and couches. They hung in the air. The bridge was silent.

My blade wobbled near Smith’s jaw. Nicked the skin. Someone gasped, and then the silence came back, like a held breath.

“Off the ship,” I said. “All of you.”

I waited out their choked-off protests.

“I hear no, and I hear fuck you, Shifter. What I want to hear is yes, sir. Right away, sir.” I gestured with the knife. “Airlock’s that way. Whoops,” I added, as I nicked Smith again.

The Fleet officers and Marines were mostly wearing their spacesuits already. We gave those few who weren’t time to suit up.

The last to get into his suit was Burden.

“Oh no,” Irene said. “He doesn’t get to live.”

“Yes, he does.” I pushed him toward the airlock. I said under my breath, “He tased Smith.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Yup.” As I had thought, I was the only one who saw that. I had not said anything about it in front of the other Fleet and Iron Triangle personnel. Didn’t want them to wonder about Burden’s loyalties. They would need him to lead them until the Siddhartha or the Lourdes could pick them up.

Burden rebounded from the edge of the airlock hatch. “I left the coordinates of Henchley’s Beacon in the system,” he said to me in a low voice. “When you get there, ask for Wroth. Use my name if it helps.”

“Appreciate it.”

He eked out a crooked smile, then got into the airlock with the last of the Marines.

The hatch sealed. The chamber pressurization dropped towards zero.

“He’s using you,” Irene said.

“I figure, yeah.”

“He doesn’t want to do it himself. He got spooked down there. I heard him telling Smith about it. Then you slagged his ship, and he had to spend ten days in an orbiting escape pod with a bunch of corpses. That was the last straw. So now he’s wimping out. Using you to do his dirty work.”

“Works for me.” The airlock completed its cycle. The spacesuited Fleet personnel fell away from the ship. I hesitated. “Do you want to go with them?”

She stared. “Are you kidding? I just killed two Fleet officers and a Marine. They would cut my oxygen lines.”

“You were phenomenal back there. I’m sorry I … sorry I doubted you.”

She shrugged. “Let’s get moving.”

“This Henchley’s Beacon place. We don’t know anything about it. Are you sure you want to go with us?”

“Of course I am!”

“Why?”

She let out a sharp, mirthless laugh. “Because I want this guy’s head on a stick.” She pushed off from the wall, whirled around, and kicked Smith in the chest. His eyes bulged, but he did not speak. I had found one of those whipcords and tied it around his neck. The other end was around my wrist. I was dragging him around like a dog. Yes, I can be petty sometimes.

But I got between them. “Don’t hurt him.”

“Come on, Mike! I’ve been waiting twenty years for this.” The hatred in her eyes when she looked at Smith made me shiver. I didn’t know how I could have missed it before. Yes, I did: Irene had concealed it with her famous poker face, which had also hidden her thoughts and feelings, and her past, from us for all these years.

“You were playing him all along.” I shook my head, still amazed.

“Yeah, idiot.” She leaned past me towards Smith. “Did you really think I’d forgiven you? Did you think I was really grateful for your shitty job as an Iron Triangle enforcer? Did you really think I would turn on my best friends? I’m going to flay you and tie your guts around your neck.”

“Leave him alone,” I said. “I’m going to kill him myself. But not yet.”

We returned to the bridge. Robbie floated in front of the screens. We had found him in another storage locker, unhurt but pissed that he had missed all the fun. Martin was in the Bifrost’s sickbay.

Dolph slumped in the pilot’s couch, back in human form. He scowled at the scrolling displays. Blood had dried on his face and in his hair, turning it into stiff spikes. “I need access.”

“Aki, give him access,” I said, jerking Smith’s leash.

Smith thumbprinted the system and showed it his irises. I watched him carefully to make sure he wasn’t doing anything except giving Dolph access to the ship’s computer.

Then I turned to the main comms screen.

Robbie floated out of my way, grinning. “Xe says xe couldn’t have done a prettier job ximself.”

On the screen, Garallax Hrolgo lounged in xis lotus-shaped couch amidst blue wreaths of smoke. “First a catamaran, now a spaceship,” he said.

“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” I said.

Relief washed through me. Irene had gambled on Burden. She’d gambled on the Siddhartha and the Lourdes. But most of all, she had gambled on the Ur-Ek. She’d bet that xe would keep the other ships off our backs until we had control of the Bifrost.

Xe had done it.

And now, I had to ask xim to do it again.

The two other Fleet ships were flooding our comms with a deluge of threats. I ignored their transmissions.

“We’re leaving,” I said to Garallax Hrolgo. “I would appreciate it if you could ensure that the Siddhartha and the Lourdes don’t put slugs up our tail. We have a hostage—” I jerked Smith into view— “but I’m not sure he’s worth more to them than a fully-armed cruiser.”

“Where are you going?”

“Henchley’s Beacon.”

“I may have heard of it.” Xe consulted a screen built into one arm of xis couch. “I will accompany you.”

“Jesus, no,” I blurted, and then grimaced. “We will be attempting a covert infiltration. A trio of Ek battleships would kinda blow our cover.”

“There is that.”

“Give us one week,” I said. “The timeframe you mentioned. If we’re not back by then—”

“I shall not be here. My colleagues and I are under orders to return to Kraggas Dol Amzitur.”

“Then so will we. If we don’t return, then …” I shrugged. “Do what you have to do, I guess. Deal?”

“Deal,” the Ur-Ek said. “You had better go. The Lourdes has almost finished picking up the humans you threw off your ship.”

My ship.

I liked the sound of that.

The Bifrost wasn’t the St. Clare, but her mil-spec AM drive threw her through space so fast that we could watch Tech Duinn shrink visibly, like a deflating balloon, until it was gone.
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Dolph and Irene fought, stripped to skivvies, across the foredeck. Both of them were empty-handed. They grappled, separated, and bounced off the walls before returning to the attack. Irene’s skin glistened with sweat. The jigsaw of fine red lines on Dolph’s face and torso stood out lividly.

“Don’t hold back or anything,” he grunted.

Irene had held back when she was cutting him up under Smith’s lustful gaze. She had been careful to make it look worse than it was. Head cuts bleed like a son-of-a-bitch, but none of these were deeper than paper cuts. They would heal without scarring, with the exception of the three parallel scratches across Dolph’s forehead and nose, left by Smith’s fingernails.

I had guessed at the time that Irene was faking it. But she sure didn’t seem to be faking it now. She was a good foot shorter than Dolph, and thirty kilos lighter, but freefall is a great equalizer. With no weight or height advantage, Dolph’s only real edge was his longer reach, and Irene’s agility negated that. Closing with him once more, she kneed him in the gut, shoved her thumb into his eye, and somersaulted away. “I win.”

“She wins,” I said, calling a halt before either of them could get too worked up over an exercise bout.

Grumbling, Dolph pulled himself down to the fore lockers and took out the sterile wipes. He swabbed sweat off, wincing as the alcohol got in his cuts. “Ain’t fair. I’ve been living rough,” he said. “You’ve been flying in taxpayer-funded comfort.”

“And using the taxpayer-funded exercise equipment,” Irene said smugly. “Seriously though, Dolph, you should be recuperating, not sparring.”

“I’ll recuperate when I’m dead.” Dolph pulled on a black t-shirt and headed for the galley.

Irene drifted over to me. “ETA?”

“‘Bout another five hours, but we’re going to exit the field in another minute,” I said. The navigation console was a hair-raising spectacle. We were already inside the Core, threading between stars so tightly packed together that their gravitational fields significantly affected our trajectory. I was having to compensate with precisely timed split-second burns. The exterior camera feed showed a blurry waterfall of stars, so dense that the screen was almost white. I’d have loved to spacewalk and see that with my own eyes, but I couldn’t leave the bridge, not with only two of us to fly this big, over-complicated ship.

Dolph came back with a double handful of Fleet ration packs. He stuffed them into the webbing pocket in the side of the pilot’s couch and put on the rest of his clothes. Apart from freshly printed t-shirts, we were still in our third-hand Traveller gear. Dolph strapped in and tore open a packet of chicken cacciatore with his teeth.

“Deactivating skip field in ten,” he said around the foilpack’s nozzle.

“Exit coordinates confirmed,” I said.

“Nine … eight …”

Irene jackknifed into her clothes: a new pair of black trousers and a tight shirt with cutouts, printed on the Bifrost’s full-spec printer.

“Four … three …”

Irene sank into the couch on my left, which had belonged to the Bifrost’s weapons officer.

“One.” Jolt.

Suddenly, we were no longer travelling at a thousand times the speed of light, but only at seven percent of light speed. The rainfall of stars on the exterior feed snapped into a static blaze. We seemed to be floating inside the universe’s biggest chandelier, heading straight for its central lamp. “Oh, wow,” Irene breathed.

It was like nothing I’d ever seen before. So many stars.

The Core is jammed full of white dwarfs. We’re talking about thousands of the little galactic senior citizens. And it’s no news to anyone who has seen the Core illuminate the night sky from several light years away that white dwarfs are bright. They pump out huge amounts of UV, because they’ve burned up all their hydrogen. So we were now looking, via the Bifrost’s cameras, at the hot, exposed cores of stars almost as old as the Milky Way. “Wish I’d brought my shades,” I said.

“Where’s Old Rip?” Dolph said.

Old Rip is what we call the Cluster’s very own black hole. 130 solar masses, it’s thought to have formed billions of years ago from stellar collisions.

“Right there,” I said, straight-faced. “You just can’t see it.”

The star ahead of us—which had no name, only coordinates—swung around Old Rip at a distance of two light years. To a surburbanite like me, that felt way too close for comfort, but there were other dwarfs even closer. Old Rip don’t eat—at least, not for the last million years or so. He just squats there, invisible behind his event horizon.

I rolled my shoulders, and reviewed my calculations one last time. “OK, Dolph, initiate deceleration burn.”

“Taking it kinda fast,” Dolph said when he saw the parameters I’d calculated.

“I want to get as close as possible before they start asking questions.”

Once we started our deceleration burn, Dolph had the throttle and I could relax some. The smell of his chicken dinner nauseated me. I sorted through my own stash of Fleet goodies and chose an energy drink. This was my best bet for keeping some calories down. Vodka would have been better, but the ship had run out of alcoholic beverages. Funny, that. I took small sips of the citrus-flavored sludge, and thought about Lucy. A couple of hours passed.

“Picking up some traffic,” Irene said. We were now only two AUs out from the no-name star. “This is wild.”

I could see the same blips on my radar plot. At least a dozen ships, all approaching from different directions, all making for the same place … the same place, presumably, we were. “The news can’t have got out that fast,” I said. “There must be something else on. Or else Henchley’s Beacon is the Heartworld of the Core.”

“Or else,” Dolph said, “Burden was screwing with us, and we’re about to walk into a trap.”

I contemplated the dot that orbited at the coordinates Burden had given us. It was in an orbit so tight that it would whip around the no-name white dwarf in just a couple of days. The Bifrost’s sensors measured it at 500 kilometers in diameter.

“That’s one heck of a big orbital, even if most of it is solar arrays,” Dolph said.

“Yeah.” I swallowed the last drops of my energy drink. “I think it’s time to have a chat with Smith. Maybe he knows something about this place.” I hit the intercom. “Robbie?”

“What’s up?” Robbie answered. He was in sickbay with Martin. The Bifrost’s medical robot had set Martin’s broken legs and applied a smart cast. Ol’ snake floated in a cot behind Robbie, encased in a black plastic exoskeleton from the hips down.

“How are you feeling, Marty?” I said, seeing he was awake.

“I’d be feeling better if I could Shift,” Martin said.

“You know you gotta hold off until the legs are better. If you Shift now, you’ll have to get a whole new cast.”

“I know, I know.”

“Robbie, when you get a minute, can you bring Smith to the bridge?”

We had stashed Smith in the same storage locker where Dolph and I had briefly been held captive. Five minutes later, Robbie towed him onto the bridge by the end of his whipcord leash. Robbie was wearing freshly printed blacks and carrying a flechette pistol. Smith looked considerably the worse for wear. Irene stared at him, her eyes as pitiless as blue lasers.

“Henchley’s Beacon,” I said brusquely. “What do you know about it?”

Smith’s gaze focused on Irene. “The Shifting mutation affects the mid-orbitofrontal and cingulate cortex, causing a bias in favor of appetite-based short-term rewards,” he said. “That means Shifters are impulsive, emotional, and bad at long-term thinking. But every population is distributed along a bell curve, so there are always going to be right-tail outliers with a greater capacity for future-oriented thinking and planning. I believed you were one of them. But in hindsight, you’re the exception that proves the rule, aren’t you? Your ethics are strictly situational, you’re ruled by your impulses—at the end of the day, you’re just another animal.”

Robbie jerked on the whipcord. “Remember who’s wearing a leash right now, dipshit.”

“You made me do things no Shifter would ever do,” Irene said. “So who’s lacking in the ethics department?”

This was going nowhere useful. “Save it,” I intervened. “Henchley’s Beacon.”

Smith shrugged. “It’s a Traveller orbital.”

“Yeah, and what else?”

“I’ve never been there.”

Martin interrupted. “I have.”

He floated onto the bridge, looking like some kind of eccentric homeless guy, thermal blankets billowing around him. His cast held his legs as stiff as a nutcracker.

“You’re supposed to be in bed,” I said.

“What’s the point of staying in bed when I ain’t got to walk, anyway? You want to know about Henchley’s Beacon, I can tell you a bit.”

Ol’ snake was full of surprises.

“My first job. Assistant drive engineer on a Cloudworlds freighter. Well, the captain called it a freighter. One of the cargoes that we carried was people. Folks that had signed contracts to work in deep space construction, or in the Fringeworlds. Or in the arenas.”

“Uh huh,” I said. Gladatorial games were illegal in both the human and Ek sectors. But that didn’t make them go away. People, and aliens, do like their blood sports, and the Travellers had filled the demand gap. It was common knowledge that the Travellers owned, via complex shell company structures, the arenas in the Hurtworlds and on several Fringeworlds. And apparently also on …

“Henchley’s Beacon,” Martin said. “It’s got a huge arena. Maybe more than one. So we delivered a bunch of people to a promoter here. It was a totally illegal shipment. Off the record, off the map. Everyone except the captain thought it was a horrible idea. Even the wannabe gladiators thought it was a horrible idea, when they saw the place. Captain don’t care. He goes drinking and comes back with a new tattoo, carrying a bottle of tequila with a fetus inside it. I say to him, maybe we shouldn’t leave those people here. They’re gonna be slaughtered. He says, go crawl under a rock. God, he was a shit.”

“Did you quit?” Irene said.

“I got fired,” Martin said. “For eating the fetus outta his souvenir bottle of tequila.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“It wasn’t a human fetus or anything,” Martin said with dignity. “Anyway, what you need to know about Henchley’s Beacon is first of all, the place is huge. It’s the size of a moon, and it gets as much shipping traffic as a planet. I heard it’s an Urush relic. That sounds about right. Travellers can’t build anything that size. The Eks could, but they wouldn’t put it here. Two light years from Old Rip? No way. But that’s exactly why Henchley’s Beacon is so important to the Travellers. Because the Urush built it, with millions of tonnes of water shielding, it’s the only place in the Core where you’re totally safe from radiation.”

“Interesting,” I said. “What’s it got to offer apart from blood sports?”

“Money,” Martin said succinctly. “And when I say money, I don’t just mean GCs. I mean alternate currencies. Henchley’s Beacon is a black-money trading center. I figure more gray-market credits change hands here than anywhere else in the Cluster.”

“Now that’s interesting.” I stared at the radar, deep in thought. If Henchley’s Beacon was a black-money hub, that explained the in-system traffic. The EkBank thinks it controls the Cluster’s economy, with its monopoly on GC transactions … but that’s only half the picture. Well, maybe 90% of it. As the consumables dealers on Kraggas Dol Amzitur had reminded me, there are other currencies in circulation, ranging from antimatter-backed credits to wafers of physical californium. While illegal, they’re used for transactions in industries that are also illegal, and hence barred from participating in the official credit markets. So the Cluster is studded with hidden pools of value. Kinda like a sewer system. But if you’re clinging on by your fingernails in the mainstream economy, like me, you would never know the details. You wouldn’t want to know about a place like Henchley’s Beacon.

Because that would mean you’re just as dirty as the Travellers.

I said to Martin, “When you were there, did you hear of a character named Wroth?”

Martin paled. “Is that bastard still alive?”

The radio squawked. The ship-to-ship frequency. I glanced at the others and picked up. “Yeah?”

“Welcome, stranger,” a male voice drawled. “What tribute do you bring to Emperor Wroth today?”

“That’s the very man I’m looking for,” I said.

The guy on the other end of the radio laughed. “Ha, ha; watch your mouth, stranger.”

What had I said? Martin cleared up my confusion. “He’s not a man,” ol’ snake hissed. “He’s a shrulbie.”

A shrulbie? Good God. The native sapient species of Lebrija, shrulbies are among the weirdest aliens in the Cluster. I had thought I’d get through this without actually meeting one. Well, with luck, I still wouldn’t have to meet him.

Irene sent an alert to my screen. A ship was screaming towards us, going even faster than we were. It was targeting us with active radar.

“Y’all look like a Fleet cruiser,” the guy on the radio continued. “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt for another five seconds. Then I blow you away. Five … four …”

“I’m glad you brought that up,” I said. “This was a Fleet cruiser. It’s mine now.” I enabled video, letting him see my face. My thin, bruised face, with fake tattoos painted on my forehead and left cheek, dark enough to alter the perceived contours of my face and defeat facial recognition technology. Irene had drawn the designs on my face, and Dolph’s and her own, using waterproof camo paint we found in the Marines’ berths. They went with the grisly decorations on my third-hand Traveller coat. “Does the emperor accept tribute in the form of spaceships?”

A delighted laugh crackled out of the radio, and the other ship enabled video transmission. I was speaking with a man who had cybernetic horns curling out of his forehead. He was so heavily tattooed, you couldn’t tell what color his skin had been to begin with. His smile flashed silver tusks. “You bet your ass he does.”
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One Traveller ship passed us off to the next one, all the way down. These guys were professional, for Travellers. They believed us to be on their side, but they still weren’t taking any chances.

Henchley’s Beacon was the size of a moon. But it was shaped like a donut, and it rotated once every sixteen minutes, which is pretty fast for something 500 kilometers across and 150 kilometers thick. 

We landed on the inner circumference. It took some fancy flying. Dolph had to match the crazy angular velocity of 650 meters per second, while continually pulling up to avoid crashing into the surface. We had a few knuckle-biting moments before the St. Clare touched down. But we were not the only ones who’d managed it. Ships clustered thickly at two spots on the inner circumference, about 30 klicks apart, grouped around two blisters on the surface.

The dimpled silver surface curved up in either direction. I figured the entire surface was a solar collector, soaking up the rays of the no-name white dwarf as the orbital turned. The dwarf was only the size of your average rocky planet, but being so close, it filled a quarter of the sky. When we disembarked from the ship, my spacesuit registered a temperature of over 100 degrees, and my faceplate filter automatically maxed out.

We left Martin on the ship. There was spin gravity inside the orbital—in fact, there was about 0.4 of a full gravity out here—and Martin couldn’t walk, so he was going to stay to hand over the Bifrost to the Travellers. Robbie stayed with him. The young wolf was crestfallen not to get to go inside. I told him he needed to be Martin’s legs in an emergency. I wasn’t trying to keep him out of danger. We were past that. He’d proved himself on Tech Duinn, and then some. The truth was, I honestly didn’t think they’d be any safer out here than we would be inside.

I took Smith, reattaching his leash to the collar of his spacesuit. With Dolph and Irene, we bounded across the silvery surface, between other parked ships, to the mountainous blister of a terminal. No human ever built something that looked like this. I figured Martin was spot on about Henchley’s Beacon being an Urush relic.

The security personnel, however, were typical Travellers, foul-mouthed and suspicious. We were scanned, patted down, and questioned. But just like everywhere, it’s not what you know, it’s who you know. I dropped Sophia’s name, implying that we had been a part of the Gvm Uye Sachttra raid. It wasn’t even a lie. We’d just been on the other side. When the security guys heard that, they let us through.

“If Sophia’s here, she’s going to know we’re here inside of five minutes,” Dolph said.

“Good,” I said. “That’s what I want.”

We emerged from the immigration center into the main area of the terminal. It was a concourse crammed with bars and hustlers looking to rip off new arrivals. Reflections from buildings tricked out with holos danced and flashed across the low ceiling. The warm air smelled salty-milky-sweet and stomach-turning. For every one human that walked past, a dozen yuriops, stargends, aiora, and so forth clopped, swayed, or pranced along. In fact, the only major species not represented was the Eks. I saw species that I’d never seen before, species I couldn’t name. These were the little guys that couldn’t even get onto the EkBank’s credit ladder.

“Little,” of course, was figurative. Something the size of an elephant, covered with shaggy lavender-colored hair, lumbered along the concourse, hooting to clear a path for itself. We pressed back into the crack between two buildings to let it pass. I took hold of Dolph’s shoulders and whispered into his ear, “Lots of ships out there.”

“Saw them.”

“I didn’t see the St. Clare, but she’s gotta be here.”

“Yup.”

“Find her.”

“What’re you gonna do?”

I let go of his shoulders and stepped away. The elephant-sized alien had walked its bulk off elsewhere. We filed out to the street again. “What I always do,” I said out loud. “Track down our customer and deliver our trade goods.”

Irene said, “We don’t have any trade goods.”

“Oh yes, we do.” I took Smith’s leash and jerked on it. “How’s it feel,” I enquired, “to be a slave?”

*

A couple of hours later, I sat on the deck of a cruise ship. Yes, a cruise ship. 

From the terminal on the inner circumference, we’d taken a half-hour ride in a gimbaled, articulated elevator that ran through a tunnel inside the thickness of the orbital’s hull, all the way to the inside of the outer circumference. Half an hour, at maglev speeds of up to 500 kph, ending in near-as-spitting to one full gravity. It really brought home the scale of Henchley’s Beacon, and the technological prowess of the Urush who had built it.

The elevator ride ended on an island that shelved out from the orbital’s side  wall, overlooking the ocean that covered the inside of the outer circumference. The ocean provided radiation protection and potable water supplies, all in one. Personally, I wouldn’t want to drink this water without processing it hard. Rubbish eddied, and the surface looked soapy. Travellers are such pigs.

The cruise ship was a floating food court and barter market, one of several moored at the island. Dart-shaped, 500 meters long, it teemed with aliens carrying out complicated multi-currency transactions. I had tracked down a bottle of no-name whiskey and paid for it by converting a few GCs to gray-market credits. Now I sat with Smith on a bench on the bows with the bottle between my thighs, drinking and looking at the water.

“I was a lonely kid,” I said. Smith said nothing. I was fine with that. I was just talking to myself, using him as an excuse. “That’s how it is when you have Chimera Syndrome. Even your own parents are ashamed of you. They sent me to a residential school for CS kids, way down south. They thought they were doing the best thing for me. The place sure cost enough. But my family owns half of the Cascadera coast, so they could afford it.”

I took a pull on my bottle. In the stagnant water off the bows, huspathids dived and splashed.

“The philosophy of that school was normality at all costs. We went to classes, played games, the usual. But all of us were drugged up to the eyeballs. That’s why I’ve never gone near drugs since. It made everything feel … unreal. And those meds don’t really work, anyway. CS is stronger than clonazepam. Every day, several times a day, some kid would have an episode. When that happened, the staff would scoop him up and carry him out. We were supposed to pretend nothing had happened … but we all knew what was happening. They would put that kid into a dark closet with padded walls, kind of a sensory deprivation room, and leave him there until the episode was over.”

Smith said, “Did that work?”

I glanced at him. I’d almost forgotten he was there. “It worked in a sense, because you were so fucking terrified of going into the closet. I think I had fewer episodes because of that. But I still had them. Everyone did. You don’t recover from CS. The whole goal of the program was keeping kids alive as long as possible, so they could go on collecting fees.” I shook my head. “The upper classes were full of chicken-boy-snakes and walrus-dog-goats, getting pushed around in wheelchairs, breathing through respirators. Still gives me nightmares.”

“How did you escape?”

“Escape.” I chuckled. “That’s the right word. I literally escaped. After my last time in the closet, I couldn’t take it anymore. I climbed over the fence and ran away. They caught me twenty miles down the road, trying to stow away on a ferry to Shinakita. My parents were notified. They ended up removing me from the school and taking me back home with them. I suppose they thought, ‘If he hates the school that much, let him die at home.’ That’s all I wanted.”

I drank.

“But my mother wouldn’t leave me alone. She forced me to attend the local elementary school. The school didn’t want a CS kid, I didn’t want to be there—but I had to go. It was a mile there and back, along the coast road. Some of our sla—I mean, household retainers, would walk with me in animal form in case I had an episode along the way.” Thirty-five years later, I treasured the memory of those walks. The morning dew glittering in the sunlight. Our wolves, or coyotes, or tigers, sniffing at roadkill, or chasing birds. The smell of the nearby sea. “At first I hated that school, too. But then I made friends with Dolph.”

I had admired him from a distance, without any expectation of friendship. He was the most popular boy in our class. Rich, athletic, a star student. My folks were just as rich as his, but I knew I could never win races or math tournaments. No one would ever follow me around, unless it was to stare at the freak, and ghoulishly wait for me to have an episode.

Inevitably, I did. Right there on the playground.

My family’s retainers, who lazed on the roof of the bike sheds while I was in school, rushed to stand over me and keep the other children away.

I writhed on the grass, falling from Panthera leo to Diceros bicornis to Meles anakuma, getting my forms more and more mixed up, never getting any of them right.

Dolph pushed through the crowd of kids, slapped our retainers away. I dimly saw his head blocking out the sun, and then I felt his hands on my shoulders. “I got you,” he yelled. “Hold on.”

To this day, I don’t know why he did that. He said later it just seemed like something he had to do.

I didn’t want pity, and I didn’t believe, at first, that his impromptu “treatment” had helped or could help. But I came out of that episode intact—I was already unusual, among CS sufferers, in still looking fully human at the age of ten—and Dolph and I walked home together. His family lived out beyond our place, on the promontory overlooking Shinakita Harbor. We discovered we had stuff in common: an interest in spaceships, and the determination, somehow or other, one day, to get off this backwards planet.

“Things changed after that,” I said. “I wasn’t alone anymore.”

“Everyone,” Smith said, “is alone.”

“That’s true. But for a long time it didn’t feel like it. I had my school friends, and then my guys and gals in the Fifteenth Recon, and then my crew.” I offered Smith the bottle. He shook his head. “Then I contracted IVK. And all of a sudden I was alone again.”

“I’ve always assumed that loneliness is the human condition,” Smith said.

“I didn’t say lonely, I said alone.” But actually, now that I was a quarter of the way down the bottle, I realized that lonely was what I’d meant. Ever since I’d been sharing my headspace with interstellar variant kuru, I’d felt so lonely I could curl up and cry, like I used to cry at the age of seven in that pitch-dark closet.

But you can’t do that on a spaceship with three other guys, and you sure as heck can’t do it on a Traveller-operated orbital, with your worst enemy sitting by your side.

I gazed across the quays at the ingress island. It was a shallow-sided cone encrusted with buildings. In the center of the island, gantries supported a water pumping tower. From the top of the tower, pipes and cables rose in taut curves into the clouds that hung over the ocean. No telling how far away the roof was, or what else was up there.

Balconies encircled the water tower. There were shops up there, restaurants and cafes. On one of those balconies, I knew that Irene was sitting with a Fleet-issue folding-stock rifle under her fake Traveller coat, waiting for me to tell her who to shoot.

I checked my new phone. We’d all bought burners on the concourse before we split up. Still nothing from Dolph.

“Do you even have a plan?” Smith said.

“Shift and run,” I said lightly.

In fact, we did have a plan. Dolph, Martin, and Robbie were going to find the St. Clare and steal her back. Meanwhile, I would find Lucy and grab her. Irene would cover our retreat, while the St. Clare backed us up with her firepower. Dolph would pick us up on the surface. Then we would take off and destroy Henchley’s Beacon from orbit.

It wasn’t a bad plan. It was the same kind of thing we’d always done, with higher stakes and a bigger boom at the end. We were professionals. We had a good chance of pulling it off.

But of course, the plan was riddled with potential failure points.

Not least, my own body.

I had struggled, successfully, I thought, to keep the others from realizing how crap I felt. There was nothing anyone could do about it, and it would only dent morale. I just had to power through it. But the effort of concealment itself made me feel worse. On the other hand, I didn’t give a shit what Smith saw. When my nausea grew too bad to contain, I rose, staggered to the rail, and puked into the sea. The no-name whiskey burned my throat on the way back up.

“Try pressing on the inside of your wrists,” Smith said.

I looked at him through a blur of tears. “What?”

“Pressure points. Works for space sickness.” He demonstrated on his own wrist.

I think if someone had told me that standing on my head would help, I would have tried it. I clamped the finger and thumb of my right hand, which was less shaky than the left, on my left arm, and copied the circular rubbing motion Smith demonstrated. Wonder of wonders, it actually did settle my stomach.

“Huh. You got any other tips?”

“There’s a boat coming.”

As I squinted at the black speck in the haze, my burner buzzed. I fumbled it out. Dolph had sent me a hundredth of an antimatter-based credit and a text message, in the space where you would enter your instructions to seller.

Eyes on St. Clare now. Approaching with caution. No hostiles in area, looks good.

“Yes!” I breathed. I sent him a quick micropayment to let him know I had received the message. I didn’t have time to write out a reply. The boat Smith had seen was actually a hovercraft. Black-coats crowded the deck. And it was coming this way.

Kicking up spray, the hovercraft swung alongside our cruise ship and moored. Travellers leapt over the rail, knocked aliens out of the way, and surrounded me and Smith, pointing assault rifles at us.

I placed my hands in full view.

The Travellers drew apart, leaving a gap in front of us. Sophia leapt over the rail. Her lustrous dark hair billowed. She sprang onto the deck with the grace and agility of a teenage gymnast.

Time seemed to stop and run backwards. I was looking at the girl I had fallen for when we were twenty-five.
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Dolph had returned to the surface and collected Martin and Robbie from the Bifrost. Travellers were swarming all over the ship like flies on a turd, Dolph told me later. They couldn’t believe their luck. Before Dolph got there, they had pushed Martin and Robbie around some, trying to get them to admit that the Bifrost was a trojan horse which would infect Henchley’s Beacon with malware.

“No malware,” Martin had told them, “unless you count fifty-year-old propulsion software that’s been patched more times than a Traveller’s coat. If this was my ship, I would do a clean reinstall with third party ware, even if it means changing out a heap of components.”

The Traveller technicians apparently agreed. The last Dolph saw, they were physically ripping the Bifrost’s main computer out of the bridge, and attacking the ship’s dispersed subsystems with screwdrivers.

Dolph, Robbie, and Martin walked away from the ship towards the endlessly upcurving horizon, from day into darkness and back into day. The terminator swept over them every sixteen minutes like a sword falling.

As we had seen on our way down, there were two spaceship parking areas on the inner circumference.

If the St. Clare wasn’t here, it had to be there.

They didn’t get picked up, I believe, because it simply did not occur to the Travellers that they may have set out to walk thirty klicks over the surface of Henchley’s Beacon. You just don’t do that. You stay where there’s light and air. You stay around other people. Going off on your own, in space, is suicide. At least that’s the common wisdom. But Dolph and Martin were old hands. They reassured Robbie that there was no real danger as long as they didn’t run out of oxygen.

They almost did run out of oxygen, mostly due to Martin’s slowness. He was on makeshift crutches. Despite the low gravity on the surface, he found it tough going. A couple of times he broke down and pleaded with them to leave him. Dolph knew that Martin’s ordeal on Tech Duinn had affected him badly. He was not anywhere near recovered yet, physically or mentally. “Shut up,” Dolph said. “We ain’t leaving you.”

“No,” Martin said. “You don’t get it. You saw what Wroth almost did to us for trying to give him a ship. Now imagine what he’ll do to us for trying to take one.”

It wasn’t Wroth that Dolph was worried about. They climbed the endless silver hill, towards the dots that appeared to perch like flies on the cliff ahead of them. Alone in his spacesuit, cooped up with his own thoughts and the sound of his own breath, Dolph brooded on what had happened in the Tech Duinn bunker. He remembered reciting the Creed, believing he was going to die for it. He wondered if he would have the guts to do that again. He also remembered how I had caved in to the “gods.” In his mind, I hadn’t apologized sufficiently for that. He was right: I hadn’t apologized for it at all. The whole business had slipped my mind amidst my preoccupation with Lucy.

At last the spaceships ahead of them, which had appeared to be parked sideways, sank down to the flat. They were nearing the second terminal blister. The unmistakable shape of the St. Clare reared in the distance. Dolph sighed in relief. They were back in wireless range now, so he sent me a message: Eyes on St. Clare now. Approaching with caution. No hostiles in area, looks good.

A few minutes later, the situation no longer looked so good.

Dolph, Martin, and Robbie approached the St. Clare with growing shock and disbelief.

The airlocks on both sides of the fuselage stood open.

Inside the airless ship, loosened wall panels and cables floated. Our belongings had been pulled out of our lockers and scattered in the trunk corridor and lounge. Drifts of stuff rose up when Robbie kicked them. Dolph searched through the wreckage for supplementary oxygen tanks. Martin dived into the engineering deck. His curses filled their suit radio frequency. “Damn them. Damn them.”

Dolph found a few oxygen tanks behind the spare CO2 filters in the life-support storage compartment, where he remembered stashing them years ago. The Travellers had not found those. He passed them out to Martin and Robbie. Then he hurried through the slow-motion hurricane of debris to the bridge.

The panels below the consoles had been torn out. The ship’s mainframe was missing. The Travellers had done to the St. Clare exactly what they had done to the Bifrost.

Nor had they stopped there.

MF’s s headless chassis was strapped into my seat. His housing had been cut open like a crabshell. It looked like someone had taken a blowtorch to his innards. One of his grippers fell down from the ceiling with wires trailing from its raw end. Dolph struck it away. He searched the bridge for MF’s other attachments and appendages, and found his optical sensors stuffed into the trash receptacle under the hot water dispenser.

“The bastards killed Mechanical Failure,” he said over the radio. He questioned his own use of the word killed. But MF had been alive, in his mechanical way.

And now he was dead.

Martin came and looked at the pieces. He made a half-hearted attempt to fit MF’s sensor stalk back onto his mutilated chassis. “He gave his life for Lucy,” Martin said, with a break in his voice. He, more than any of us, had considered MF a true friend.

“He gave his life for nothing,” Dolph said. “He did what Sophia wanted, and then she killed him anyway.”

“I think I can fix him.”

Dolph laughed. “Seriously?”

“Never say never.”

To Dolph, the pillaging of the St. Clare was a devastating blow. But it had had the opposite effect on Martin. It had jolted him out of his despairing mood. Back in his natural shipboard habitat, with engineering tasks to do, he was energized. He pulled himself down between the seats and ducked under the console. “Looks like the physical displays are OK. Engineering is a mess, but they didn’t take the secondary mainframe out of the propulsion console. Probably didn’t know it was there. Ain’t standard to have that much computing power in the propulsion loop.”

“So?”

“So this ship has redundancy out the ass. I think I can use the secondary mainframe to reboot the life-support systems. They didn’t take the reaction mass, and they didn’t touch the antimatter containment ring …”

“Yet.” Dolph knew they’d be back for the AM. A ship’s drive is 90% of its value, and the antimatter in the drive accounts for half of that.

“I’ll get the electrolysis unit up and running. Close the doors and start pumping oxygen. Make a start on reconnecting the wiring. Once she’s pressurized, I can try to fix MF.”

Dolph shook his head dubiously. He didn’t think Martin would be left in peace long enough to repair anything. The Travellers would return to pick their prize clean.

He found Robbie in the starboard airlock chamber, watching the surface, toying with one of the flechette pistols we had confiscated from the Marines on the Bifrost.

“That needler can’t penetrate a spacesuit,” Dolph said. “Take this.” He gave Robbie his Koiler, which he’d found in its hiding-place in his berth.

“Why? Where are you going?”

Instead of answering, Dolph said, “I want you to stay here. They’ll probably come back. Marty’s too crocked to fight, and anyway, he’s gonna be busy. He thinks he can repair MF.”

Robbie had seen MF’s remains, too. He laughed cynically.

“Yeah.” Dolph held up two fingers and switched channels, so Martin couldn’t overhear them. “Tell him don’t waste time on the suitcase. He needs to get the weapons systems up and running, and then the flight controls. In that order. Got it?”

“The weapons systems, and then the flight controls,” Robbie echoed. “Where are you going?” he asked again.

Dolph felt for Robbie. The kid had already been through a lot. Now Dolph was telling him to stay out here by himself, watching this eerie artificial moonscape and waiting for MF’s killers to come back.

“If worse comes to worst, just shut the airlocks manually and hunker down. The hull can take a hell of a pounding.” He squeezed Robbie’s shoulder and climbed past him. “I’ll be back soon.”

He went hand-over-hand down the ladder and bounded towards the second terminal. He had tried to sound optimistic, but he knew—and he expected Robbie would soon figure out—that barring miracles from Martin, our chances of survival had just dropped close to zero.

He cut between other ships scattered here and there on the surface. It struck him that one of them looked familiar, but there were thousands of arrowhead ships like that in the Cluster.

As he walked, he cued another black-currency micropayment and composed a message to me: Scratch previous. St. Clare unflyable. MF dead. Where you at?

He waited for a reply, but none came.
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Sophia sauntered up to us. I couldn’t get over how young she looked. I was sure her bust had never been quite that eyecatching, or her waist that tiny. But I guess that’s the beauty of the Transcendence: you can remake yourself the way you always wanted to be.

She plucked the whipcord leash out of my hand and used it to pull Smith to his feet. “Are you still into this stuff, Aki? Doesn’t it ever get old?”

“You look—amazing.” He reached out to touch her face. His hand went straight through her. He drew back, wringing his fingers as if he had pins and needles.

Sophia smiled at his stunned expression. “Let’s take this off.” Her fingers worked at his neck. The whipcord fell to the deck. “I’ve missed you, Aki. We’ll have to make time to catch up.”

“Yeah.” He was no longer leashed, but he seemed transfixed, staring at her.

Did he think she had changed on the inside, too? Not me. I knew she was just the same old Sophia, so I wasn’t surprised when she suddenly shoved Smith away, so hard that he stumbled against the other Travellers. “Search them.”

We were roughly patted down for the second time that day. They took my burner, and that’s why I never received Dolph’s second message.

“Where’s Lucy?” I yelled at Sophia. “If you’ve hurt her—”

“Jesus, Mike, what do you think I am? She’s fine.” A complicated mixture of exasperation and triumph flitted over Sophia’s face. “Come and see for yourself.”

My heart sank—I couldn’t quite say why. She was going to take me to Lucy, and that’s what mattered, right? It didn’t really matter that I’d lost my burner, because Dolph was boarding the St. Clare at this very moment, and we had agreed that he would issue an ultimatum as soon as he had control of the ship. I just had to get to Lucy before he started the wrecking ball rolling. So this was going my way, regardless of Sophia’s posturing …

We took an elevator up to the topmost deck of the cruise ship. More Travellers stood guard outside a glass-walled cupola atop the superstructure. A cable, clamped above the cupola, described a graceful curve into the clouds. I looked across at the water tower on the island, and pictured Irene over there, nursing a cup of herb tea with her rifle on her lap. I prayed she wouldn’t need to shoot anyone today.

We crowded into the cupola. I leaned on the glass, getting my breath back. With a whine of motors, the whole room suddenly started moving. It shot into the air and rose along the cable, rocking on gimbals. It was a cable car. As we rose, I glimpsed more cruise ships dotted over the concave surface of the sea.

After a two-minute trip through increasingly bright clouds, the cable car jolted into a portal in the roof. Wisps of cloud dispersed in the red luminosity from deck lighting. We disembarked on a metal platform overlooking the clouds.

“Isn’t it amazing,” Sophia said, “how everything still works after all these years? The Urush built this place to last as long as Last Stop keeps shining.”

“Last Stop?” I said.

“This star. Last stop before Old Rip. Oh, there are stars closer, but their orbits around Old Rip are projected to decay in the medium term—say, another milion years or so. That wouldn’t have been long enough for the Urush. They thought in aeons.”

“So where did they all go?”

Sophia shrugged. “There are hundreds of levels above this one. All fitted out for Urush habitation. All empty. It’s like they just walked away.”

It was noticeably warmer up here, and the gravity was a touch weaker, which made it easier for me to walk tall. We traipsed along echoey metal corridors, through crowds that pressed back against the walls to make way for us. Water gurgled and machinery hissed and thudded behind the walls. The personnel were a cross-section of Homo sapiens: old and young, fat and skinny, dark and fair—the detritus of the Travellers’ Clusterwide depredations. A hundred thousand burners, burned out, waiting to contribute their bodies as gun fodder. No aliens, not up here. This was the back office.

A door swung open. Sophia led us into a hall so big that my hangar on Ponce de Leon could have fit into it twice over, with enough room left for a rugby game.

Lit by electric candles, the vast room evoked memories of our human past with carved stone-look pillars and holographic tapestries, mostly depicting explosions. A raised dais held a row of spiky thrones. The dais was so far away that the people sitting in the thrones were just dots. Like all Traveller creations, the hall was a mashup—I couldn’t tell if we were in the Middle Ages or the post-Collapse era, and it didn’t matter. The overall point came across loud and clear: you’re in the presence of royalty, bub. A string quartet was playing apocalyptica. Guests browsed along ravaged buffet tables.

We had walked into a party.

“You missed the wedding,” Sophia said. “But the reception will probably last a couple more days.”

Her voice faded out of my awareness, because I had just spotted a dozen children playing tag, crawling under the buffet tables. One of them was Lucy.

I hurried towards her, shouting her name, grinning the biggest dumb grin.

She didn’t sprint to me, like she always had in the past. She edged into one of the furnished alcoves along the walls. Right then, I knew that something was wrong.

I followed her into the alcove. “Sweetie.” I held out my arms. “Daddy’s here.” She looked fine. She had sparkly blue and green ribbons braided into her hair, and she was wearing new jeans. On her feet were a pair of those levitation shoes she had been bugging me to buy for ages. “What is it?” She came to me, but reluctantly, and only let me hug her for half a second before she twisted away. “Lucy, what’s wrong?”

She swung on the back of a fancy loveseat, keeping the piece of furniture between us. She wouldn’t look me in the eye. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

“What’s that b—your mother been telling you about me?”

“You’re sick.”

I rubbed one hand self-consciously over my jaw. It trembled. I stuck both hands in my pockets. “I’m fine.”

“What’s going to happen to me when you die?”

“Who said I’m going to die?”

“Mom.”

“Mom, huh? What exactly did she tell you?”

“You have interstellar various—variant kuru.” Lucy stumbled over the name of the disease, bouncing up and down on those gimmicky shoes, holding onto the back of the loveseat for balance. “It’s fatal. You’re going to die before I get to be twelve. That’s why you throw up all the time, and you lied to me! You said it was just a bug!”

Oh, Christ, Starrunner, way to fucking go. Lucy’s mouth squared, tears imminent. She glanced at the other children bouncing around the hall. She was about to try to escape from the conversation by running away, just like I had escaped shit by running away from it all my life. I caught her by the tail of her shirt. “Sweetheart, I am not going to die.”

Lucy no longer believed my empty reassurances. “Yes, you are. Interstellar thingy is terminal. I looked it up.” She added, deliberately twisting the knife, “But Mom said I can live with her, so you don’t have to worry about me anymore!” She broke free. She was a strong child, and my hands were shaking too much to hold onto her.

“We’ve been having some great talks,” Sophia said, coming into the alcove, minus Smith. Lucy immediately tackled her with a hug. It meant nothing to her that her mom looked young enough to be her elder sister. The key point was that Sophia didn’t look like a scary Traveller. I surmised that Sophia had transformed her appearance before hijacking the St. Clare, purposely to fool Lucy.

She patted Lucy’s shoulders—awkwardly; she really didn’t know how to relate to kids—and Lucy snuggled against her with a big cheesy smile. I couldn’t tell whether Lucy had really warmed up to Sophia, or whether she was just putting on a show of affection to spite me. Either way, I had lost her trust. No matter what kind of bad shit I did, I used to believe I was a good father. But that, too, had been a lie. Through trying to protect her from the truth, I had set her up to quit believing anything I said.

I stood there with my hands in my pockets, feeling like the biggest loser in the universe, and the only thing I could think of to do was to lie again. “I am not going to die. That’s a promise.”

“You never keep your promises,” Lucy yelled.

Sophia grimaced. “Go and play, darling,” she said. “Say goodbye to your father.”

“I don’t want to say goodbye to him. I hate you!” Lucy stuck out her tongue and made an evil face at me, then ran back to the hall.

Sophia sank onto the loveseat and propped her boots on a coffee table. “Those kids mostly belong to Wroth’s officers,” she said. “They have the run of the place.”

I followed Lucy, but the children had taken off like a pack of monkeys. I couldn’t find her. I needed to get in touch with Dolph and tell him I had failed, but I didn’t have any means of contacting him. I saw some bottles on a buffet table and snagged one. I sat down in an armchair opposite Sophia. Collapsed would be more precise.

“You had no business telling her.”

“She’d already guessed that something was wrong with you, Mike. She’s not dumb.”

“She’s gone through enough.”

“Don’t blame me. I want the best for her. Believe that, no matter what else you believe about me.”

I did believe it. I also believed that she was a monster. Sophia was living proof that monsters can give birth, and want the best for their children, even if that turns out to mean oscillating between neglect and manipulation. “You actually think Henchley’s Beacon is the best place for her?”

“Oh, I don’t expect to stay here long-term. When we conquer the Heartworlds, we’ll move to Montemayor.”

I drank from my new bottle. Wine. I’m no grape juice fan, but it had alcohol in it. After a few minutes, I looked up. Sophia was staring vacantly at the ceiling. Amidst my despair, I finally keyed into the signs of dejection. “It’s not all going your way, Sophia, is it?”

She sighed. “It’s not going to be easy to overthrow the Temple. I’ve known that all along. That’s why I need to work with Wroth. He has the standing to bring people together.”

“But?”

“But … well. Come and see.”

She got up. I fell into step with her. We walked halfway up the hall. In the largest of the spiky thrones reclined a shrulbie, who had to be Wroth.

Shrulbies are radical automorphs. They use genetic engineering techniques to fiddle with their own bodies, often winding up with outlandish physiologies. I’ve no idea what they look like fresh out of the egg. I’ve seen ones that look like giant earthworms, or sea anemones. Wroth resembled an eight-foot centipede with a tapering tail. The bulge of gray flesh at his fat end supported a neckless head with black eyes and a wide, slab-lipped mouth. He was holding court, gesturing with his little arms, or forelegs, at the group of humans sitting in front of him in regular chairs.

“I should have killed her. The trouble is, she’s immortal,” Sophia said with a dry laugh.

“Who …?” I had hardly looked at the people in the other thrones. Now I saw that they were all women. The one on Wroth’s right was Pippa.

“Look at her,” Sophia said in disgust. “Wallpaper would have more to say for itself.”

“What’s she doing up there?”

“You never asked whose wedding it was,” Sophia said. “I know men find it difficult to get interested in these things. Hell, I struggle to care, myself. But royal weddings are rather more momentous, especially when the bride is the heiress of the Darkworlds, the savior of humanity, and so forth. I made that all up myself. The gods swallowed it whole. But so did Pippa. She’s been raised from childhood, after all, to think of herself as a princess. And what do princesses do when they grow up? They marry emperors.”

“She’s married …”

“Wroth. That fucking polygamist.”

“Wife number what?”

“Fourteen, I think. I’m number eight.” Sophia dropped that in without emphasis. My brain snapped at the factoid like a lizard snapping at a fly. I reminded myself how much it didn’t matter to me anymore. “But she’s numero uno right now. Understandable. She’s got the most to offer. Including the Code.”

“But you have the Code, too.”

Sophia touched her temple. I remembered hearing from Dolph that she had a wireless uplink with memory storage implanted in her skull. “Of course I do. I snagged it off the mainframe in the bunker. The bots had left it lying out in plain sight, virtually speaking. But their filing system was a mess. I just had to grab everything and sort it out later. I copied it all onto a holobook I found on your ship … and when we got here, I couldn’t find the holobook.” She pointed at Pippa. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure she’s got it. Or else, she’s already given it to Wroth. So not only has he got the Code, he’s also got the instructions for building it into a rewriter virus.”

I shook my head. Pippa had lost Justin, and run straight into the arms of the shrulbie emperor of Henchley’s Beacon. I wouldn’t have thought it of her. But trauma makes people do terrible things. “Who are those people Wroth is talking to?”

“They’re from the Fleet, of course,” Sophia said. “And they’re supposed to be talking to me!”

I stared at her in astonishment. Smith and the Ur-Ek, Garallax Hrolgo, had both predicted that the Fleet’s chiefs of staff would attempt to get hold of the Transcendence for their own use. But no one, least of all me, had predicted that Sophia would offer it to them herself.

“Seriously, Sophia? The Fleet? They put a price on your head. Since when are you the forgive-and-forget type?”

She sighed. “Mike, I know these people. I met them socially when I was working with the Iron Triangle. That guy over there I went to school with. They’d murder their own mothers for power. The Iron Triangle is a little different. They’re ideological purists. You know Aki; you know what I mean. That’s what I was attracted to, at first. But ideology is limiting. These people aren’t limited in that way. They want to live forever, and they want to conquer the galaxy.”

“You ought to get along just fine.”

“Maybe, but they know they can’t trick me. That’s why they’re negotiating with Wroth. This way, they figure they’ll get the Transcendence for free.”

“That doesn’t sound right. Shrulbies are shrewd operators. What’s in it for him?”

“Follow the money,” Sophia said. “The black money, that is. He’s been working with the Fleet for years to build up a basket of gray-market currencies as an alternative to the EkBank.”

My jaw dropped. The Fleet … and the emperor of Henchley’s Beacon … scheming together to sideline the EkBank? Guess I really wasn’t cynical enough.

“But now he’s out of his depth. I know for a fact that the Fleet has infiltrated the orbital’s IT systems. They have better cyberwarfare tools than we do. Pippa may or may not have copied the Transcendence files onto the orbital’s servers. Either way, the files are on that holobook, wherever it is, and it only has consumer-level security. So all the Fleet has to do is drag the negotiations out until they can grab the files, and then bail.” Her fists were white-knuckled balls. “This is our chance! This is our destiny! And that fat old insect is going to let it all slip away …”

“I’m not seeing the problem,” I said. “All you have to do is get rid of the Fleet delegation before they find the files, right?

“Yes. I’m working on that. But I can’t talk Wroth into breaking off the negotiations.”

“Bet I can.”

“You and whose army?”

I didn’t answer. I just headed for the dais. Sophia followed at a distance. Pippa turned her head as we approached. She was wearing a high-collared black dress that was mostly lace. She gave me a hostile stare, like, You again?

Ignoring her, I climbed the stairs to the dais. Smith slumped at the foot of Wroth’s throne between beefy bodyguards, a living trophy. This kind of debate is all psy-ops. It’s not about the arguments, it’s all about your ‘tude and your gonads.

The bodyguards closed in on me. I swigged from my bottle of wine. “Need to talk to your boss.”

Wroth’s Traveller coat, encrusted with mummified body parts, had ten sleeves, for all his legs. Rolls of gray flesh bulged out of it. He was a truly revolting sight. But his level black eyes commanded the room. As soon as he transferred his attention to me, the two-star admiral who was talking stopped.

“Throw them out,” I said to Wroth.

“Excuse me, but who the fuck is this?” the admiral said.

I studied him for a moment. Sixties, gray-haired, with a mean set to his mouth that reminded me of my old commanding officer. Here was a man with balls of titanium who cared about nothing apart from winning. The Fleet is rich in them. “I’m a Shifter,” I said. “I’m a veteran of your war on Tech Duinn. My name is Mike Coldwater, and my father is a senator on San Damiano.”

That’s true, by the way. A San D senatorial connection and 2 GCs will buy you a coffee on Ponce de Leon, but it’s still true. That’s why I don’t use my real last name—Coldwater. It’s one of the less common Shifter surnames, so people might associate me with Senator Coldwater. My father would die of shame if he heard me dropping his name like this … but that’s a hell of a lot better than dying when the normies get around to wiping the Shifters off the face of the universe.

“I don’t pretend to speak for all the alt-humans in the Cluster, but I live on Ponce de Leon, so I can speak for the Shifters there. And I can tell you we’ve had enough of being treated like shit. Same goes for the Zeroes on the Cloudworlds. Same goes for the Gillies, everywhere. Same goes for the Sixers on the Hurtworlds.” I thought of Justin. I hoped that his spirit was smiling on me. “Same goes for the Brights, I figure, wherever they are.”

“There are no Brights left,” the admiral said. “They died out.”

But Sophia, at my shoulder, said, “I’m a Bright.”

I glanced at her, trying not to let on how stunned I was. She had concealed so much from me, but I had never suspected her of being a Bright. On the other hand, that explained a lot.

The Brights were one of the alt-human strains developed during the Age of Adaptation. They tweaked their DNA to boost their IQ several standard deviations above the mainstream mean. Sounds great, right? It turns out that human beings can’t be too smart without going mad. The Brights suffered from schizophrenia, anxiety, sociopathy, and suicidal tendencies. They were not much for breeding, and as far as I knew, they died out a couple of centuries ago. I had just thrown them in there for effect.

But if Brights still existed, would they advertise it? No.

And if Sophia was a Bright, a lot of things made more sense. Primarily, the fact that she was so much smarter than other people.

“I’m not the only one.” She pointed at the Fleet officers. “He’s a Bright, and so is she. There are a bunch in the Fleet hierarchy, and I think there are even one or two in the Iron Triangle. What do you expect? It’s a meritocracy.”

“Yes,” Wroth said. “And many of the original Travellers were Brights. They resorted to piracy because they were rejected and mistrusted by mainstream civilization. Like the Shifters on Tech Duinn, they were not thanked for ther services in the first human-Ek war. Instead, they were anathematized and driven to the margins.”

Sophia shook her head. “Not all of them. That’s my point. The Fleet is a Bright-led organization, and you’re seriously underestimating them, Wroth. They’ll take the Transcendence and leave us with nothing—”

“Quiet,” Wroth snapped. It’s hard to tell when a shrulbie is scowling, but I didn’t need to be an expert in alien physiognomy to see that Sophia’s intervention had pissed Wroth off. She’d just called him stupid in front of the Fleet delegation. It’s the kind of mistake a Bright would make.

“These baseless accusations are best ignored,” the admiral said, making the same type of mistake. “You have no reason to doubt our friendship, Your Imperial Majesty.”

“We are not friends,” Wroth said testily.

I saw my opening. “The Fleet is actually a lot weaker than it looks,” I said.

“How so?” Wroth tilted his neckless head at me, deliberately slighting the admiral.

“Because you have the power to take them apart. You already do business with all the alien small-fry in the Cluster. Add the alt-humans, and you’ll have a coalition with enough spaceflight capacity to run the table. Space is big. The Fleet can’t be everywhere at once. And the way they’ve been cutting the budget, I don’t guess their readiness is anywhere near what they would need to defend the entire human sector at once. They would have to fall back on the Heartworlds … and that’s where I can help you. If the Shifters on Ponce de Leon take over the dirtside facilities, and deny access to the Fleet, their days will be numbered.”

Smith stared blearily at me. “Traitor,” he mouthed. I shrugged, and swigged wine. Smith had betrayed humanity first—the humanity that we’re all supposed to share. I lost my faith in that dream twenty-some years ago, but it took this long for me to finally let go of it.

The Fleet officers were protesting. Wroth silenced them with a shout of, “Let’s be civilized.” He grinned at me, ogreishly. “I like what you’re saying, Shifter. But who are you, anyway? Can you actually deliver Ponce de Leon?”

I strove to project confidence. “I know a lot of people, both on San Damiano and on Ponce de Leon. And I know things about the Fleet that would turn public opinion against them, if the truth got out. I can prove that the Iron Triangle wants to wipe the Shifters off the face of the universe.”

“You can’t prove anything,” Smith shouted.

I ignored him. “More importantly, I know that the Fleet is going to be in big trouble very soon. The Eks are planning a strike on Diaz de Solis.” I let that sink in for a moment. “This is an opportunity that’ll never come again. Send me back to Ponce de Leon with a few ships, and we’ll overthrow the Temple, together.”

I could already see how it would work. Put a slug through Ponce de Leon’s space elevator. Cut Cortez Station loose. Scoop up the AM depots. Destroy the Fleet base at the Lagrange point, and the system would be ours.

Had I ever pictured myself teaming up with the Travellers? No. But I had not expected to be dying at the age of 45, either.

Wroth’s grin got wider. “A fascinating proposal. What’s in it for you?”

I heard myself promising Lucy: I’m not going to die.

You always break your promises, she’d shouted at me.

Not this time, baby girl.

“Simple,” I said. “I have IVK. I can’t help you if I’m dead. I want the Transcendence.”
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Wroth scratched his folds, dislodging crumbs of gray, cottage-cheese-like dead skin. “Are you trying to fuck me over, Shifter?”

“I wouldn’t dare.”

I was being totally honest. That’s why I had succeeded in the shipping business. I was always straight with my customers, no matter how much I might bend the truth in other arenas of my life. And right now, Wroth was the most important customer I had ever had.

I want the Transcendence. The minute those words came out of my mouth, my mental walls of denial had shattered. It wasn’t really about saving the Cluster, or winning justice for the Shifters. This was my last chance to stay alive, plain and simple. My desperate longing for a cure urged me to add more embellishments and inducements. But two decades of business experience told me to keep my yap shut. Let the customer talk himself into the sale.

“Philosophically, it’s a no-brainer,” Wroth mused. “Logistically? Not unworkable. The threat from the Eks makes the prospect of a military alliance with you—” he pointed at the admiral— “much less appealing.”

“But no one can predict the future,” Sophia jumped in. Oh, she was angry. “My ex-husband has a tendency to be recklessly overconfident. In fact, there are too many variables to make an informed decision. False predictions have killed more people than wars.”

“Yes,” Wroth purred. He locked eyes with Sophia. I saw the bond between them, based on their shared smarts and acquisitiveness. “The gods must be given the final vote on this policy decision.”

So the shrulbie had embraced the Traveller pantheon of malevolent gods. I guess it was the price of admittance to the Traveller hierarchy. Well, if he wanted to throw knucklebones or read a chicken’s entrails, it was all one to me … but Sophia was now smiling in a way I didn’t like.

“All of you will fight in the arena, to the death, against opponents of my choice,” Wroth said, looking from me to the Fleet delegation. “When only one of you is left, that man or woman will receive the Transcendence, and we will conclude an alliance for the future of humanity. Do you agree to these terms?”

Oh, fuck.

The Fleet officers went white. The admiral pushed back from the table and stood, threatening to destroy Henchley’s Beacon. So much for diplomacy.

“Sure,” I said. “Bring it.”

Gasps and cheers erupted. Even Pippa clapped. The admiral stared at me furiously, realizing that he would now have to agree to Wroth’s terms, too.

I raised my voice. “I have one condition.”

“Name it,” Wroth said.

“I want a shower, a shave, a barbecue hoagie, and a bottle of genuine Alvarado cask-distilled bourbon. A man can’t fight on grape piss.”

*

I got my sandwich and I got my bourbon. I consumed them, fighting off nausea, while the meeting deteriorated into a shouting match. The Fleet delegates couldn’t accept that Wroth was actually going to make them fight in the arena. Wroth revelled in their discomfort. Chance had landed him at a fulcrum in human history, and he was loving it.

After the excruciating party concluded, I was shown to a guest room. Clean sheets, climate control, entertainment center. Better than a lot of hotels I’ve stayed in.

The door, however, was locked from the outside. So it was actually a jail cell, cleaner than the one I had escaped back on Ponce de Leon, but no less secure.

Worse, I couldn’t get in touch with Dolph. He had not issued an ultimatum to Wroth, presumably because he was waiting to hear from me. But I had no way of contacting him.

Edgy, I flicked through highlights from recent games fought in the arenas of Henchley’s Beacon, vidded for export to blood-sport fans throughout the Cluster. Humans fought humans. Humans fought yuriops, kraggas, shrulbies, and even the odd Ek. Aliens fought aliens. There were various weapons conventions, ranging from energy guns and mirror shields all the way down to clubs, but I focused on the bare-knuckle bouts, since Wroth had assured me that my own bout would be fought without weapons.

I saw a chilling pattern.

These guys were good.

In a different place, they’d be martial arts experts, champion boxers, or the kind of guy that no one, but no one, brushes up against at the bar.

Cybernetics were disallowed.

The professional gladiators of Henchley’s Beacon didn’t need them.

I saw windpipes crushed, limbs dislocated, eyes gouged out, and in one horrifying bout, a bare-handed disembowelment.

I saw men taking out wild beasts—actual lions and tigers, to say nothing of various alien predators.

I had been figuring that Shifting would hand me an easy win. But now I had to recalibrate the odds. These guys were beating actual animals on sheer strength, speed, and raw aggression.

As the holographic blood spattered over the foot of my bed, reality sank in.

I was going to lose.

Unless Wroth rigged the bout to pit me against some weakling—but why would he?

More likely, he would rig it in the other direction, to make sure the Fleet delegates got the message: if they tried to fuck him over, my fate would be theirs.

I switched off the holovee and sat on the edge of the bed, biting my knuckles.

Heck, Wroth had probably caught Dolph and the others by now. And if he had them, he knew what we’d originally been planning. He knew we had come here with the intention of destroying Henchley’s Beacon. He’d make us all pay for that.

I could’ve cut my losses and backed off at the moment when Lucy rejected me. I should have. At least that way, I wouldn’t have doomed my crew along with myself.

My mind darted in search of any sliver of hope.

I found two.

First, there was Irene. She would not be easy to capture. She might still be on the loose. Hard to imagine what one woman could do against the entire Henchley’s Beacon security apparatus, but I didn’t underestimate her ability to wreak havoc.

And then there was Dolph.

He must be wondering what had happened to me. Ol’ jackal wouldn’t let me down, right?

Right.

*

What I did not know was just how much Dolph hated me at this point.
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When Dolph left Martin and Robbie aboard the wreck of the St. Clare, he had not told them where he was going. He didn’t want to wreck their morale. But it was obvious to him that the St. Clare was unflyable, and likely to stay that way, no matter how much Martin futzed with the wiring.

Therefore, we needed another ship.

There are a few ways to get hold of a spaceship. The easiest is the Traveller way: steal one. But on a Traveller orbital, Dolph was hesitant to try that. So—buy or hire a ship? Nice thought, but Dolph didn’t have a seven-figure bank balance, or anything near it. He had saved up a few hundred KGCs over the years, and he had spent a lot of it on this trip already.

That left only one option.

He sent me another message, saying what he was going to do. (Of course, I never received it.) He then flashed the pass he’d got from immigration at the first terminal, and took the high-speed maglev elevator down to sea level. He ended up on an island similar to the one I’d visited, a harbor for ancient Urush cruise ships. Dolph wandered along the quays, sniffing the air. He spoke to some aliens and learned that he would not find what he was looking for at sea level. There were, they told him, hundreds of levels above this one. But only a handful of them were inhabited. The innermost inhabited level housed most of the orbital’s life-support machinery, and that’s where they told him to go. “Try the Random Walk, or the Royal Flush.”

“Or Sam’s,” someone else said.

“Yes, Sam’s. That’s the place.”

Dolph boarded a cable car, as I had done about an hour previously. He stood with his back pressed to the glass and checked his burner again. Still nothing from me.

At the top of the ride, instead of diverting into the level that I had thought of as the “back office”, he followed the crowd up a sequence of long, long escalators, hung from flexible cables that curved with the Coriolis force. The escalators rose through four levels of dingy, poorly lit Urush ruins, now inhabited by Traveller flotsam and jetsam. Everyone got off on the life-support level, which had a far higher ceiling than any of the others. Makeshift scaffoldings teetered up tens of storeys high, supporting fragmentary streets and hanging plazas. Holos fluttered and blinked. Creaky Urush air-conditioning units dripped onto the street. It was sweltering, despite the A/C, and the gravity was down to 0.5 Gs. Dolph spotted Zeroes swinging through the overhead gantries, holding on with the hands that they have in place of their feet.

Bred for life in space, Zeroes are the strangest of the alt-human strains. Not only have they got four hands and no feet, their pigeon-chests and large heads make them look even more alien than the Sixers. Their skeletons are so weak, they can’t survive long in more than three-quarters of a full gravity. But in micro-gravity, they get twice as much done as anyone else. You’ll find them on space stations and freefall manufacturing facilities everywhere in the Cluster, and in fact, when the Travellers took over Henchley’s Beacon, they had found a large population of Zeroes already there. They were too useful to kill off, so they became Wroth’s biggest constituency after his customer base of alien currency traders. I later learned that that’s one reason why Wroth was interested in my proposal. He knew from first-hand experience that the Cluster was full of Zeroes working on sensitive industrial facilities, who all wanted more from civilization than amiable contempt. No one ever thought of them in the same breath as the dirt-loving Shifters, but when I had suggested it, Wroth had immediately seen the possibilities.

Anyway, up on the life-support level of Henchley’s Beacon, the Zeroes ran the show. They maintained the orbital’s vital machinery. They also managed the casinos.

The casinos.

Can’t afford a ringside seat at the arena? No problem. Head upstairs and watch the action in real time via holo streaming. Place your bets from “close enough” to see the gladiators’ muscles quivering. The blood looks real, but it vanishes into the floor like shadows.

Or, if stage-managed carnage isn’t your thing, you can play any of the usual casino games. Blackjack, roulette, poker, baccarat, mahjong, four-handed lambda, stoneflip, 3D chess, eat ‘em … every game enjoyed by humans and aliens was on offer somewhere.

Sam’s turned out to be a giant casino full of aliens shouting at three rings of lifesize holo streams from the arenas. Dolph wasn’t interested in betting on people getting killed, so he gave Sam’s a pass and followed his nose to a smaller joint, up on a third-floor walkway where people were sleeping it off on the gratings. Cigarette smoke drifted out of the door. Inside, dim lamps hovered above several roulette tables surrounded by serious gamblers. Cooler buckets full of beer streamed dry-ice fog. Electrojazz rippled through the air. It reminded Dolph of some dive bar in Shiftertown, apart from the weak gravity that made the roulette balls bounce high around the insides of the wheels.

There weren’t many aliens in here. Roulette is a human game.

Dolph watched the play for a while, getting a feel for the betting.

He checked his burner one more time. Still nothing.

When a seat at one of the tables opened up, he slid onto it and plunked down 10 KGCs for a stack of magnetic chips. “The first dozen,” he told the Zero croupier, pushing 1 KGC across the table.

When he lost, he doubled his bet.

When he lost again, he doubled down again.

On the third spin, he won 8 KGCs, so he was now up by 1 KGC.

It could take a while to win enough money to buy a spaceship.

But Dolph was starting to think he had a while. Maybe, he had forever.

I had not answered any of his messages since the first one. Something had gone horribly wrong. I’d ignored his advice, insisted on doing it my way—and now, he figured, I’d paid for it. I was either dead, or soon would be.

So what else was new?

I’d been a dead man walking ever since I contracted IVK.

Dolph had tried to help me. He’d spent his own money on experimental IVK research data. That came to nothing. He had talked to my doctor—Dr. Zeb, of the Tau Clinic in Shiftertown—and come up with what seemed to them both like a promising possibility: maybe I could Shift my way out of this disease. But I had refused to even try.

Instead, I’d tried to leave him behind on Ponce de Leon.

I’d lied to him.

After all the years we had worked together, that hurt.

But what hurt even more was the truth I had spoken at Alec’s place.

I’m not entrusting my daughter to a goddamn junkie.

Those words still festered like a wound that wouldn’t heal.

What did I know about it?

I had no idea how fucking hard he’d tried to stay clean.

Yes, he’d fallen off the wagon on Yesanyase Skont. That had scared him. On top of that had come his overdose on Mittel Trevoyvox, although that wasn’t his fault. But what happened on the way home capped it all. Me scooping the entire contents of the med cabinet into a disposal sack. Saying nothing. My face saying everything.

Goddamn junkie.

So, back on Ponce de Leon, Dolph had gone to see Dr. Zeb. He had been intending to ask for a detox prescription. He knew there were meds that could kill the craving for a fix. People said the side-effects were horrible, but Dolph was at the point where he was willing to try anything—or maybe not; in the end he got sidetracked into talking about IVK, and never raised the subject.

He never told me about that, either, because what was the point? Nothing had come of it, and it turned out I’d already written him off.

Goddamn junkie.

Like I didn’t have problems of my own.

Like I wouldn’t be dead if not for him.

Hold on, he’d told me on the playground of Shinakita Elementary when we were ten, I gotcha, and in a way it felt like he’d been holding onto me ever since, trying to hold me back from doing dumb shit for money, or just for the heck of it. Sophia, though; he couldn’t do a damn thing there. From the very first time we met, he’d known she would ruin me, but whenever he tried to say something, I had brushed it off as if he was just jealous.

Now it had happened.

I’d chased that woman to my death.

Goddamn junkie.

“What will you have to drink, sir?”

“I’m good.”

“We do have a one-drink minimum. Might I recommend a High Roller? Very popular with serious players.”

“What’s in it?”

“Pure ice, lashings of rum, and a curated cocktail of acuity enhancers.”

“You mean stim.”

“Yes.”

“Sure, I’ll try that.”

The wheel clattered, the croupier called the numbers, the gamblers watched their piles of chips shrink or grow. There was no hype in this joint. No holo confetti fell from the ceiling to celebrate big wins. These people were not here to have a good time. They were here for the money. Most of them were also drinking High Rollers. Dolph found that the drink lived up to its focus-enhancing reputation. He was up 80 KGCs, placing his bets with mechanical discipline, when his burner buzzed.

It was Irene.

Anything from Mike?

Dolph raked in another 5 KGCs of winnings and took a break, wandering between the tables. A girl drifted past him, murmuring, “Coke, shabu, whites, blacks, custom orders.” He cold-shouldered her and typed in the instructions box of a micropayment.

Nothing. You?

Nope. The St. Clare?

Terminally fucked. Left Martin and Robbie trying to fix her. They’ll give up eventually.

Where are you?

Dolph gave her the location of the roulette room. About an hour later she showed up, wrinkling her nose at the fog of cigarette smoke and the hunched, unblinking men and women around the tables.

“You always find the nicest hangouts,” she said.

“It’s a gift.”

“So what happened to the St. Clare?”

Dolph told her. She took it in stoically. Her eyes tightened when he described MF’s death, but that could have been the smoke. At the end, she said, “If they got the St. Clare, they probably also got Mike.”

“Agreed.”

“Sophia isn’t going to let him go alive. It’s the classic Traveller m.o. She’s scalped him.”

“He asked for it,” Dolph said.

Irene breathed out hard. “That means they’ll be looking for us.”

“I’m not so sure,” Dolph said. “If they were going to pick us up, it would have happened by now. Figure they don’t care what we do, as long as we don’t start a ruckus. So I’m taking it nice and easy.”

He led her to the table where he had been playing. The other gamblers gave her the once-over. Irene gave them cold eyes. They hastily looked down at their chips.

“Two K on the first dozen,” Dolph said, shelling out chips. “Another High Roller, and a lemonade for the lady.”

“But this is just gambling,” Irene said.

“No, it ain’t,” Dolph said. He lowered his voice as the wheel spun. “Roulette gives you the best odds of beating the house, as long as you work a system and stick to it.”

The wheel stopped.

“You just lost.”

“Four KGCs on the second dozen.”

The wheel spun again. This time the ball landed on one of Dolph’s numbers.

“You bet the dozens,” he told her. “33% chance of winning. Two to one payout. When you lose, you double down.”

“That would only work if you have a big enough bankroll to keep on doubling down.”

“I got savings.”

“And when your savings run out?”

“We knock over the table and start shooting.” Dolph laughed. “I’m just kidding. The reason folks lose at roulette is because they go crazy.”

“And you never do that.”

“Sure you don’t want a real drink?”

Irene shook her head. “What’s that you’re having?”

“Mostly water.”

She tasted it. “Shit, that’s a headrush. No, thank you.”

Perched on a stool beside Dolph, she watched the game for a while, but he could tell she was bored and uneasy. It was throwing him off.

“What?” he said. “I’ll double my money tonight. Do it again tomorrow at a different joint. Before you know it, I’ll have enough for our tickets out of here.”

“And leave Mike?”

Dolph placed another bet, doubling down again. The wheel spun. “He ain’t worth your loyalty.”

“Did something happen?”

Again, Dolph remembered my silence in the bunker on Tech Duinn. The glimpse he had had of me humping Sophia on the floor. He could not forgive me for that. “He’s always been a douchebag,” he said brutally. He didn’t want to talk about the bunker. He found another example of my douchebaggery. “He hasn’t spoken to his parents in twenty years.”

“You haven’t been back either, have you?”

“I ain’t been back, but I stay in touch. When my sister was alive, I used to send them money. I still write to my brother. He runs the family company—fishing, canning. He’s running it into the ground, but that’s not my problem. It was my dad who was the business genius. He built the company from one boat and a couple of dolphins. Now Tom’s treating the company as his personal piggy bank … thank God my parents aren’t alive to see it. But Mike’s parents are still alive. His father is a senator. Forty years representing the Cascadera in the planetary senate.”

“I never knew that.”

“Well, Mike never talks about it. He still blames his parents for sending him away to that shitty CS school.”

“CS … what?”

Too late, Dolph remembered that Irene did not know I was a Chimera Syndrome survivor.

Fuck it. Dolph was through with lying for me.

“Mike has Chimera Syndrome. That’s something else he’s running away from.”

Irene tensed. Her knuckles went white on her lemonade glass. “That’s impossible.”

“Didn’t you ever notice how many different animal forms he has?”

“I thought … I don’t know what I thought. He was born with CS? He survived?”

“So far.”

“You mean Kit might …”

“Might survive. Might. It’s a million to one.”

The wheel spun. Dolph lost 64 KGCs.

“See,” Irene said. “You’re going to lose everything.”

“Nope; I’ll just keep doubling down.”

“If there was a cure for CS, I would do anything to get it for Kit. Anything. I love him so much.”

“I know you do.”

“I love them both. I love them all. Rex, Mia, Kit—they’re my whole world. That’s why I’m here.”

“I get that,” Dolph said wearily. “You have to pay the bills. It’s all about the KGCs, as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever will be, world without end, amen.” At the same time, he wondered just how Irene thought that coming with us to Henchley’s Beacon was going to pay off financially. It was more likely to ruin her. After this, she really never would work again. Of course, that’s if they even survived to get home, and war didn’t break out. He lit another cigarette, and looked across to see why she was so quiet.

“It’s not all about the money,” she said. “Not anymore. Money can’t buy absolution.”

“I’ve known that for years,” Dolph said.

“Good for you,” Irene said. “Then maybe you understand how I feel. I look OK on the outside, but inside … I’m a black hole. I’ve done too much killing.”

Dolph didn’t know what to say. He joked awkwardly, “At least you look OK on the outside. Me, the bad shit shows.”

Irene stood up. “Oh, no, it doesn’t.” She put out her hand and lightly stroked his hair. “You don’t look like a junkie. Give it time, I guess.”

She moved away between the tables, leaving those words ringing in Dolph’s ears.

“Irene! Where are you going?”

She didn’t turn around.

“Place your bets, please, ladies and gentlemen …”

Dolph shoved a stack of 20 KGC chips onto red. He was in no mood to take it nice and easy anymore. Yes, he was deviating from his system, but so what? Betting the colors was also a system. And if he lost, he’d just double down.
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The gun under Irene’s fake Traveller coat bumped gently against her back as she climbed down from the scaffolding. She told me later that she had given up on me at this point. If even Dolph thought it was hopeless, it probably was.

She ground her teeth, uselessly regretting … pretty much her entire career.

I had always admired Irene’s ability to balance dirty jobs with a solid family life. What I did not know was that despite giving every appearance of having mastered that balance, she actually struggled with it. The darkness inside her—what she had described to Dolph as a “black hole”—constantly threatened to pull her away from her husband and children. That pull was the gravitational force of her past.

She still had nightmares about Bull Rock, twenty years later. And when Akira Smith crashed back into her life, her fragile work-life balance had spun apart. I had fired her from the crew. That had sent her into a tailspin. Her job with Uni-Ex Shipping had not only provided for her family, it had made her feel like an OK person. A killer, yes, but one of the good guys. Now that illusion was gone.

So when Smith returned from Mittel Trevoyvox and offered her a job, she thought: why not?

Maybe, just maybe, she could use this chance to redeem herself. To prove—to everyone, but especially to herself—that she could do something good. Even if it was only killing the right person for a change.

That had gone well. She’d missed her chance at Smith. I was AWOL, presumed dead or captured. The St. Clare was a wreck, and Dolph was gambling away his life savings.

Irene walked through the life-support level, trying to figure out what to do next. Shoulders hunched, hands free in case of trouble, she mechanically scanned her surroundings. No one bugged her. It was the Traveller outfit, but more than that, it was the don’t-fuck-with-me vibe that she gave off without even trying.

A roar of noise, and a splash of light, caught her attention. She sidled up to an open storefront. This was Sam’s, the famous holo-streaming casino. A spillover crowd cheered deliriously, their gazes fixed on whatever was inside. Irene was petite, and many of the crowd were tall aliens, but low gravity has its advantages. She stood on tiptoe and jumped high enough to glimpse the live stream from Arena One. A Kimberstine haulasaur had just torn the body of a human man in half. The halves appeared to be wearing Fleet uniform.

“What’s that?” Irene said.

A yuriops swung its horned head down towards her. “Many amateurs are fighting today,” the alien rumbled. “This makes the odds unreliable, but that is the fun of it.”

“Wow,” Irene said, thinking to herself that the dead Fleet officer would not have been pleased to be described as an amateur. Then again, everyone was an amateur versus a Kimberstine haulasaur.

Curiosity piqued, she edged inside. The crowd was loosening up now, winners collecting and losers complaining, everyone getting in drinks. In the railed-off floor area reserved for the holo stream, handlers cautiously jabbed the haulasaur with cattle prods. It backed out of the arena, dragging its gory meal. The stream showed the ring only—a rubberized enclosure with a ten-foot wall. A blur at the top of the wall was the spectators actually present at the arena.

Irene glanced at the screen behind the bar, which listed the upcoming fights together with the official odds.

She blinked.

Right down at the bottom, it said: Michael Coldwater AKA Michael Starrunner. Shifter. Not ranked.

That was the first Irene knew of the deal I had made with the devil called Wroth, although she didn’t know that’s what it was at the time. She figured I must have been captured, just like that Fleet officer.

My opponent was listed as TBA, the odds flickering between 1:1 and 1:3.

Irene dragged out her burner. She messaged Dolph:

Just found out Mike is going to be fighting in the games. Fight starts in approx. 5 hours.

While she waited for Dolph’s answer, she read the rest of the docket.

Another familiar name jumped out at her.

A dark haze rose up in front of her eyes. Her pulse sped up incrementally.

Dolph messaged back: Fighting who?

TBA.

Irene waited a couple of minutes, bouncing from foot to foot. Then she could wait no longer. She fought her way out of Sam’s and headed for the down escalator.

Before, she had been walking at an easy low-gravity trot.

Now she was almost running.

*

Back in the roulette room, Dolph had just won big. He was almost 600 KGCs up. In a few hours, he’d made as much money as Uni-Ex Shipping used to make in a year. Why had we ever bothered to work our asses off, anyway? What had we got out of it? Only stains on our souls.

He decided to take a break. He scooped his chips into his pocket and staggered away from the table. A pair of Zero hookers moved over to make room for him on one of the squashy sofas along the wall.

Dolph sprawled with a forgotten cigarette burning in his fingers. He was a little bit drunk and a lot wired. He re-read Irene’s message.

Just found out Mike is going to be fighting in the games. Fight starts in approx. 5 hours.

So they’d caught him, huh?

Not like Dolph hadn’t predicted it.

Fighting who? he messaged.

TBA.

Dolph stubbed out his cigarette on the metal floor. He slumped on the sofa. When he closed his eyes, he saw stars sleeting past like rain.

Irene messaged him again. Can I have 200 KGCs?

What for?

I need it.

Fine, whatever. If he kept all this money, he’d just spend it on drugs, anyway. He sent her the equivalent of 200 KGCs in gray-market credits, and then switched his burner off.

“Something wrong, honey?”

He looked around at the Zero girl sitting next to him.

“Your girlfriend left,” she said with teasing sympathy. She had huge dark eyes and small breasts on her outsized Zero ribcage. Her over-large head gave her the appearance of a doll.

“Not my girlfriend,” Dolph said.

“You’re on your own?”

“That’s right.”

“I’m on my own, too,” the girl said. Her friend had melted away. Yup, definitely a hooker.

“What are you having?” Dolph waved at the waitress. It was the same chick who had been pushing drugs earlier.

“Whatever you’re having, honey.”

“Stim,” the waitress murmured. “Shabu, whites, blacks, custom orders.”

“I’ll make a custom order.” Dolph wound his arm around the Zero hooker’s shoulders. She snuggled against his side. Her hair smelled like candy. Her body felt alien. “How much for oblivion?”
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Irene took the escalator down to sky level, and a cable car back down to sea level. She scanned the sea—really a giant, walled canal—on the way down. Derelict cruise ships drifted in the upcurving distance. When powered, they would all have had the ability to maneuver underneath the skyhooks that dangled from the roof in improbable Coriolis curves, and hook onto them to let people transit to the inner levels of the orbital. Nowadays, only the ships permanently moored at the islands had skyhooks. The others drifted randomly around the orbital’s inner surface, some of them flourishing as Traveller seasteads, others foundering.

Still other ships had been refurbished by Wroth for use as arenas.

After a twenty-minute hovercraft ride, Irene stepped onto the deck of Arena One, a ship that towered above the water like a steel-sided mountain. Access was strictly limited to ticket-holders. Security scanned Irene’s holo lanyard. The 200 KGCs she scrounged from Dolph had barely paid for a ringside seat. This was a sport for the rich, and it showed in the cocktail-party atmosphere on deck, where alien VIPs moved in shoals with their retinues, networking. An old instinct flickered in the back of Irene’s mind—just think how much she could steal from these people—but she squashed it. She wasn’t doing that shit anymore.

Anyway, security had confiscated her rifle.

She’d expected that. Before getting on the hovercraft, she’d dumped the .38 she had also been carrying in a concealed ankle holster. Didn’t want them to think she was an assassin or anything.

But that meant she had few self-defense options apart from teeth and claws, and if it came to that, she wouldn’t be getting out of here alive.

So she slipped down the stairs, past the concessions and the bars, towards the throb of bilge pumps. Double doors admitted her to the arena itself.

The spine-tingling smell of blood and dung washed over her. It permeated the air, even though nothing was going on at the moment. The room was cavernous, its vaulted ceiling lost in darkness. Irene figured it must once have been a ballroom. Knowing the Urush, I think it was more likely a temple. The Travellers had put in stadium seating for a couple of hundred. In the sunken ring, novices hosed down the rubberized floor. The parapet of the ring bristled with AV equipment.

The ringside seat Irene had purchased—the most expensive class of ticket—came with backstage access.

She found her way into a cafeteria-type area where aficionados were fawning over gladiators and pinching their biceps. She didn’t see who she was looking for, so she took her courage in her hands and asked a Traveller steward. He courteously led her along a corridor. Irene was learning something she’d always known, in theory: if you can drop the price of a new car on a ticket to a sporting event, you don’t get asked a whole lot of questions.

The steward stopped outside the door to a cattle-class cabin. “Are you sure you’d like to go in, ma’am? He’s dangerous.”

Irene just managed to stop herself from answering, So am I. She said, “He’s restrained, isn’t he?”

“Of course.”

“Then I think I’ll be OK.”

The steward unlocked the door. “Fifteen minutes,” he said apologetically. “That’s all I can give you.”

“That’ll be enough.”

Irene went in and closed the door behind her. The first thing she looked for was cameras. There was one right above the door. She took her fake Traveller coat off and hung it over the camera housing.

Then she looked at the man sprawled on an Urush bed, essentially a large, square pallet, chained hand and foot to a bolt in the floor.

“Hello again,” she said to Akira Smith.

*

Once, more than twenty years ago, Necro prisoners had been interrogated in the basement of a former resort hotel in a little town called Bull Rock. Irene could still smell the blood and shit, a lot like the smell of the arena. She could still hear their screams. They had been chained to the floor, so they could not resist the interrogation methods dreamed up by Akira Smith and implemented by him and his team of torturers, including Irene.

Now Smith lay chained to the floor of a former Urush cruise ship in the Core … and his one-time protégé stood over him with a knife.

They hadn’t found that when they frisked her. Even Travellers were too polite to put their hands inside a woman’s bra, when said woman had paid 200 KGCs to be there.

“When I was in the Ghost Gators,” she said to Smith, “someone told me there’s nothing in the universe so black as the heart of a sniper. That’s always stuck with me.”

“Soldiers are superstitious,” Smith said. He scarcely even seemed surprised to see her. His gaze was vacant. She recognized the signs of a prisoner who was nearly at his breaking point.

“It’s not superstition. It’s the truth. By the time you recruited me to work at Bull Rock, I’d already had too many hours on the gun. It was easy for me to slide into doing the stuff you wanted me to do. And after that, I felt like I was a lost cause. So I reconciled myself to doing bad shit for money.”

“You and millions of others.”

“But my little boy is sick. He’s getting sicker. And money can’t buy a cure for him. It can’t buy me back the time I’m spending away from him. I have a daughter, too. She’s at an age when she really needs her mom. Hell, they always need their mom. And I’m always away.”

Contempt flashed dully in Smith’s eyes. “Am I supposed to feel sorry for you?”

“No. I’m just telling you why I’m here.”

Irene let out a shaky sigh. She felt nervous—an unusual thing, for her. Well, maybe it was natural. After all, this man had once controlled her whole life. But she didn’t have time for nerves. Had to make these minutes count. Everything depended on it. Impatient with her own hesitation, she lashed out with the knife and scored a gash along Smith’s bare arm.

He gasped in pain. “They aren’t going to like that.”

“You’re going to be torn in half and eaten, anyway.”

“What do you want?”

She stood there for a moment, watching the blood trickle down his arm. Then she sat crosslegged on the floor and opened the top two buttons of her shirt. Smith’s gaze went straight to her cleavage. It reminded her of the reflex twitch of a dead animal that still moved as if it was alive. She adjusted the ornate crucifix she wore around her neck. “What I want,” she said, “is for you to tell me how Mike got infected with IVK.”

“You know that, surely.”

“I’d like to hear it from you.”

“It was a standard technology control operation. We used undercover agents and a biological weapons system developed for the operation. The primary agent was Sophia Hart, and the weapons system was IVK, packaged for wide dispersal on Gvm Uye Sachttra. Starrunner had the bad luck to trigger one of the dispersal packages early.”

The toneless recital made Irene’s blood boil, but she kept her expression neutral. “The dispersal packages, so-called, almost got triggered on Ponce de Leon. If that had happened, my kids would have died. Along with most of Shiftertown.”

“That wasn’t us. That was Sophia.”

“Who worked for you.”

“The whole point of using undercovers,” Smith said, “is so that the Iron Triangle won’t be associated with these types of operations.”

Irene fingered her crucifix. “Sure. That makes sense. Because the attempted attack on Ponce de Leon was an Iron Triangle operation. Wasn’t it?”

The theory that she now explicated had never occurred to me before. I’m still not sure I believe it. It sounds too much to me like one of Irene’s conspiracy theories. But nothing says once in a while a conspiracy theory won’t turn out to be true.

“You ordered Sophia to proceed with the attack, knowing exactly what would happen. Suppose the IVK fairy dust had been released. The prevailing winds in summer blow offshore. It would have blown on the wind … down into Shiftertown.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Smith said.

“Uptown, the suburbs, they would have been OK. Yes, there would have been a lot of normie casualties downtown. But those people are mostly working stiffs. They aren’t the ones that pay the taxes that fund the Fleet. No great loss. So you ordered Sophia to proceed.” She leaned closer. “If she’d succeeded, at a single stroke, you would have eliminated your targets and wiped out the largest Shifter community outside of San Damiano. Two million Shifters infected with IVK in one afternoon. Result! Right?”

Smith hesitated. At last he made a rueful face. “Yes. Ponce de Leon is halfway to being a Shifter planet, Demographic trends predict a Shifter majority within a few decades. We can’t risk alt-humans gaining control of a Heartworld.”

“You admit it. You admit what you did.”

“If it had worked, we wouldn’t be here now. The Cluster would not be on the verge of war. Humanity would not be on the verge of destroying itself. So yes, I think our cost-benefit analysis was solid.”

“You—you scumbag. You baby-killer. You—”

The black hole expanded. It pulled Irene in, stretching her out to raw instinct and muscle memory. She raised the knife. Smith tilted his head back to expose his throat.

Just in time, Irene lowered her arm. She scuttled backwards across the room, adrenaline fizzing.

“Almost got me there,” she said.

Smith chuckled, a raw, tormented sound.

“You figured you could goad me into killing you. At least that way it would be quick. Right?”

She slid the knife back into the concealed holster in the underwire of her bra, and buttoned her shirt all the way up again.

“Sorry, you’re out of luck. I’d get into trouble if I did that. And frankly, you don’t deserve a clean death. I hope the Kimberstine haulasaur kills you slowly.”

She grabbed her coat off the camera housing, shrugged it on, and opened the door.

“Thanks, I think I know which way I’m going to bet,” she said brightly. And then her throat closed up.

The man outside the door was not the Traveller who’d escorted her here.

It was someone she’d never expected to see again in her life, nor wanted to.
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Up on the life-support level of the orbital, Dolph lay in a capsule hotel room, watching the stars inside his head. The Zero hooker had left. Nice girl. She had made a real effort to help him get it up, but it hadn’t worked, even when she took him in her mouth. It’s not you, he’d told her, it’s the drugs. She had cuddled him for a while after that, and she hadn’t had to do that. He’d paid for sex, not tenderness. So he did not begrudge her the handfuls of chips she’d lifted out of his coat pockets when she slipped out of the room.

He’d only have spent it on drugs, anyway.

This custom mix was really something.

Oblivion.

Looked like stars.

Like he had the whole Cluster inside his head.

A cauldron of stars, bubbling over with human misery.

So many people. So many lives. So much suffering. What was the point of holding on?

The stars dissolved into steam rising up around him. He tensed, clawing at the sheets. Bones carpeted the bottom of the cauldron, more numerous than the stars. The mute metal cuboids of the gods floated in the abyss. Confess! Confess!

When Dolph tried to explain this vision to me, he insisted that it was the most terrifying thing he had ever experienced. I suspect you had to be there. But I was there in the bunker on Tech Duinn. I saw what it did to him.

It forced him to make a choice.

“I believe,” Dolph muttered, “in God, the Father almighty, and in …”

The steam was choking him. Scalding his face off. And I just stood there like a rock, saying nothing.

“… Jesus Christ, His only son, our Lord …”

“Open up!”

The steam evaporated. The cauldron of stars shrank into a capsule hotel room. Startled, Dolph sat up. The motion pushed him off the mattress in the low gravity, and he cracked his head on the ceiling. He saw stars again. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered.

“Open up!”

Now he was hearing voices. This was getting stupid. Stop holding on, he told himself. Just stop holding on.

“Open up!”

Blows thundered on the door of the capsule. “I’m coming. Jesus. Coming.” He crawled to the door and unlocked it.

Black-gloved hands dragged him out. He fell into the hall of the capsule hotel. Light shone in his eyes.

“Is this him?”

“Facial matching 100%.”

“Hey, you junkie piece of shit. Are you Randolph Meadows?”

That was Dolph’s real name.

You can see why he didn’t use it.

His family had farmed the equatorial grasslands when we first colonized San Damiano. But the Big Shift and the subsequent population explosion had forced the colonists to spread out, and Dolph’s ancestors must’ve been something like him, because they were among the first to push into the north. There, they found icy seas so packed with fish that, as Dolph’s mom once told me, you used to be able to walk across the straits on their backs. Other people came north and spoiled it for them, but the Meadows family stayed on, Shifting into dolphins and orcas and seals, fishing the deep cold ocean. Dolph had grown up with that story of being able to walk on water.

“Yeah,” he said. “You got me.”

*

“Well, hello,” Irene said, mastering her surprise. “Wasn’t expecting to run into you here, Buzz.”

“If you fucked with the haulasaur fodder, there’s gonna be thousands of KGCs to refund,” said Buzz Parsec.

He looked into the room and satisfied himself that Smith was not dead. Parsec was wearing black, albeit with more of a Shiftertown than a Traveller vibe—faded black jeans and a Grizzly’s Bar & Grill t-shirt. The Tunjle had left him lean and mean. An army of silver hairs was on the march from his sideburns towards the top of his head, but this only added to his trademark air of menace.

He gestured to the two bears with him, who were dressed similarly. Irene knew them as well: Gary Kodiak and Suzie Shivers. In between leaving the army and coming to work for me, Irene had frequently worked with the bears. So had Rex. Heists, stickups, delicate con jobs … Irene had plenty of dirt on Buzz Parsec.

So actually, she wasn’t all that surprised that he and his crew had ended up here. She knew Parsec had done business with Travellers in the old days. Oh, he’d kept it off-world and off the books. But it had been common knowledge that some of his smuggling pals wore black coats.

On the other hand, she also knew he’d been jailed after my failed attempt to get him off-planet. She wondered how he’d got out of the clink.

Gary and Suzie dragged Smith out of the room. He smelled like he had pissed his pants.

“OK, take him down to the ring,” Parsec said, glancing at the wrist tablet strapped to his arm. “His bout starts in five minutes.”

Irene followed them along corridors and down a flight of stairs. The smell of animals was overpowering down here, the deck wet. Menacing roars echoed through the bowels of the ship. The bears shoved Smith into a metal tunnel with light at the far end. A portcullis grille slammed down. Smith stood on its far side, flexing his fingers, staring helplessly back at them.

“You ain’t supposed to be down here,” Parsec said to Irene.

“I have a ticket. What about you?”

“We’re employees,” Gary Kodiak said, flashing a lanyard. It said SECURITY. “Lucky for you it was us caught you messing with the cameras.”

Recorded music boomed out. A roar went up from the unseen crowd in the arena. The bears urged Irene back the way they had come. Through the crack of a closing steel door, Irene glimpsed a Kimberstine haulasaur prancing down the tunnel, bent almost double, its forelimbs brushing the floor.

“I’m going to go watch,” she said.

Parsec came with her. There were no vacant seats at ringside, until Parsec got there. Then there magically were. He sat beside her and lodged his boots on the bracket holding a holo camera. Down in the ring, Smith stared frozen at the portcullis in the wall. The haulasaur was sticking its forelimbs through the bars and howling to get at its prey, while the MC boosted the tension with hyperbolic commentary.

“Now I know how Mike ended up on tonight’s menu,” Parsec said. His little dark eyes were unfriendly, cold.

Irene turned to him. “What are you implying?”

His lips formed a word.

“Say that again,” Irene said levelly. “I didn’t quite catch it.”

Another man might have cringed. But Parsec was not afraid of Irene. He knew her secret. He leaned forward and repeated, “Snitch.”
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In Shiftertown, there’s nothing worse than snitching. Most Shifters would rather go to jail than squeal on other Shifters. It’s more than a cultural thing, it’s almost genetic. Born and raised on 79th Street and Shoreside, Irene had inhaled that taboo in the air she breathed since birth. It was in her bones.

So I know how she’d have tensed up when Parsec called her a snitch. Her lips would have tightened, her eyes gone to a hard blue like ice. “Fuck off, Parsec,” she said.

“Once a snitch, always a snitch,” Parsec said calmly. “You snitched on Mike, huh? You told them where to find him. That’s low, even for a double-dealing broad like you. That’s real low.”

“I did not,” Irene said. Below, the portcullis clattered up. A howl reverberated through the arena as the haulasaur sprang into the ring. Irene did not even look down to see the denouement she had been waiting twenty years for. It was more important to her to defend her good name. “I owe Mike everything. I’d never squeal on him.”

“That’s nice,” Parsec said. “But it looks to me like he’s on tonight’s docket, opponent TBA, which probably means it’s a haulasaur or a kragga. Those fuckers can flay you with their claws, one inch at a time. And you’re sitting pretty in a ringside seat, watching the show.”

Reminded of why she was here, Irene glanced down at the ring. Smith was dodging the haulasaur. The giant, shaggy alien beast could spring fast, but the five-meter diameter of the ring constrained its movements, allowing the human to evade its pounces with quick changes of direction. The haulasaur thudded into the walls with such force that Irene could feel the vibrations through her seat. Smith wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long.

Underneath the waves of laughter and cheering, she hissed, “Since when do you give a fuck, anyway? Mike put you in jail.”

“Aha,” Parsec said. “You’re wrong there. I put myself in jail. I didn’t do what they charged me with, but I did enough other shit for twenty life sentences. Mike got me out of jail.”

“How?” Irene said. I had told her how the bears got rolled up at Freight Terminal 1028, five minutes from freedom.

“He musta pulled strings,” Parsec said. “His cop buddy, Jose-Maria d’Alencon, let us out of our cells in the middle of the night.” Irene twitched at d’Alencon’s name, but it didn’t show on the outside. “‘Y’all’s files have mysteriously been deleted,’ he says. ‘Damn computer errors. Got no further cause to hold y’all at this time, so get gone.’ I told him thanks, and he told me: ‘Don’t thank me. Thank Mike Starrunner.’”

“I think he was expecting us to help Mike out of his jam,” said a new voice from Irene’s other side.

Irene nodded cautiously to Cecilia Parsec, who had just squeezed past alien knees and tentacles to sit with them. Irene had never warmed to Cecilia, but she admired her for standing by Parsec through thick and thin.

“You gave him your word, Buzz,” Cecilia said. “And then you set a course straight for the Core. It’s embarrassing.”

“He told us Mike went to Lebrija,” Parsec grunted. “Fuck that. I’m gonna risk my ship on shrulbie-world? I only just got her back.”

It was the Great Bear Dolph had seen on the surface. It had been missing its custom nose inlay of a bear’s head, but that’s because the fake charity Parsec had paid to hold the ship for him had removed it to make it look more like a real sale.

“At least here, there’s only one shrulbie,” Parsec said.

“Among the many, many other attractions of the place,” Cecilia sighed.

Parsec scowled. “You know how much black money flows through Henchley’s Beacon? We’re making bank.”

“Ha,” Irene said. “You’re working as glorified bouncers. How do you say ‘minimum wage’ in shrulbie?”

A roar interrupted the conversation. Irene craned forward. Smith had vanished from sight. For an instant she thought the haulasaur must have swallowed him whole. Then the haulasaur writhed, clawing at its own belly.

The gigantic beast rolled onto its side. Smith clung to its belly hair, repeatedly punching it with stiff fingers. Livid green and purple haulasaur guts cascaded out over him. The haulasaur shrieked. Smith plunged both arms into the gash he had made, dragging out handfuls of its innards. He must have darted under the haulasaur’s belly and evaded its grasping forelimbs for long enough to disembowel it with his razor fingernails.

The crowd cheered deliriously. Smith leapt clear of the dying haulasaur. He pumped his bloodied fists triumphantly, turning in a circle to accept applause from all the spectators. Over on the far side of the ring was the royal box. When Smith faced that way, he blew a bloodstained kiss.

Irene slumped back, biting her lip. Waves of anger and impotent regret rolled through her. She should have killed him when he gave her the opportunity.

“Not the result you were hoping for?” Parsec said shrewdly.

“He’s got cybernetics,” Irene mumbled. “Neural nanotech fingernails.”

“Aw, fuck,” Parsec said. “I was supposed to catch anything like that.”

Smith leaned against the wall of the ring, exhausted. The dying haulasaur’s hind legs thumped the floor with the force of jackhammers. Attendants jogged out of the entrance tunnel, giving the haulasaur a wide berth. They helped Smith out of the ring.

Irene rubbed her hands over her face. “Dammit. I’ve been waiting half my life to see him get what he deserves.”

“I know,” Parsec said.

Cecilia cocked her head on one side. She didn’t know.

“It was before we met,” Parsec explained to his wife. “When I was running that personnel contracting agency. The Fleet was desperate for Shifters to work on the army bases on Tech Duinn. They were paying five-figure signing bonuses. One of the guys I sent out there was Nunak. Another was Irene’s husband. Future husband, at the time. When they met, she was working at Bull Rock. That fucker down there was her boss. After the war, Rex introduced Irene to me … and we started doing business together.”

“I see,” Cecilia said doubtfully. Irene gave Parsec a nod. She was grateful to him for not spilling her secret in public, even though he probably would tell Cecilia everything later.

If there was a later.

Cecilia put a cool hand on top of Irene’s. “I don’t know you very well, so this may come off as presumptuous. But living for revenge is no way to live.”

Irene stared bleakly at the older woman. In the ring, another bear, Hokkaido, gave the haulasaur the coup de grace with a bolt gun. Spectators rose from their seats and brushed past, smelling of money, of sour milk, of alien planets. “This is no way to live,” Irene said.

Parsec stood up, jostling her. “Think this is the kind of retirement I had in mind? Gary, Nunak, Suzie, Hokkaido, they followed me all this way, and now they get to kiss Traveller ass and clean up haulasaur poop for gray-market credits. Marie da Silva, she had her own business back home, now she’s crewing Traveller hovercrafts. Cecilia’s cleaning up explicit holo footage eight hours a day. Think she likes that? Think I like it? And now I’m gonna be in the shit because I didn’t take a microscope to that fucker’s fingernails. Oh yeah, I’m living the dream.”

Irene stood, too. “So why not go home?”

Parsec laughed. “D’Alencon made it extremely fucking clear that if I come back to the PdL without Mike, there would be no more second chances.”

“So you can’t go home without him,” Irene said.

“That’s the shape of it,” Parsec said.

“Well, that makes two of us,” Irene said. “I’m not going home without him, either.”

“What do you have in mind?”

Irene looked hard at Parsec. She could tell he was holding something back. Buzz Parsec was not a man to settle for working as a glorified bouncer. His complaints proved it. She knew him, and so she knew that as soon as he got here, he’d have started scheming to improve his situation.

“What have you got in mind?” she said.

“I don’t know if I trust you that much,” Parsec said.

Cecilia said, “Buzz, she might be able to help.”

“Try me,” Irene said. “I’ve got a mind to do something good for a change.”
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I lay face-down on a mould-spotted mattress on the bottom deck of Arena One. I had lost track of time. I had thrown up on the bare floor more than once. Shouldn’t have eaten that barbecue hoagie.

Wroth dragged himself through the door, his bulk bulging out on either side of the doorway, like an octopus slithering through an implausibly small crack. He was smoking, a cigarette jammed up each nostril. His bulk filled most of the room and the smoke filled the rest of it. “Smith won his match,” he said.

I lifted my face off the mattress. “Bet you he cheated.”

“He did. He has cybernetic fingernails. You might have mentioned that. The nanomaterial is organic, so we missed it on our initial inspection. All the same, the result stands.” Wroth’s tongue flickered over his slabby lips. “There’s nothing wrong with cheating, as long as you don’t get caught.”

“Are you telling me to cheat?”

“I am telling you that Smith is the only winner so far. All of the honorable gentlemen from the Fleet have perished.”

That rocked me. I hadn’t believed that Wroth really planned to drop the whole Fleet delegation into the games.

“So Smith is now your only rival for the Transcendence. Perhaps that will motivate you.”

Wroth surveyed my prone form, and chuckled. Then he oozed out, leaving me with the certainty that my opponent would be none other than Akira Smith.

Actually, that did motivate me.

I stood up, waited for my head to stop spinning, and then staggered to the washstand in the corner. I splashed brackish water over my face. Rinsed my mouth out.

Wroth had left his cigarettes and lighter on the corner of the washstand. I shook one out and lit it.

The pack rattled.

I stood by the smeary porthole. Outside, hovercrafts and dinghies crisscrossed the sea. I emptied the pack of cigarettes into my hand. The last thing that came out was a ring. A plain gold band, like the wedding ring I used to wear, with a swirly inscription too faint to read. It looked too big, but when I slid it onto my ring finger, it auto-tightened to a perfect fit.

A note inside the cigarette packet read: Turn inscription to outside of your hand and activate by clenching your fist.

I tried it.

A two-inch spike shot out from the inscription.

Whoa.

There’s nothing wrong with cheating, as long as you don’t get caught.

I unclenched my fist. The spike melted back into the ring.

A messer ring. Nifty.

Messerite is a cunning nanomaterial that reacts to pre-programmed cues. In this case, it had been programmed to extrude a two-inch stiletto.

I suddenly liked my chances better.

Standing by the porthole, smoking, I thought about why Wroth had supplied me with a secret weapon. He may pretend to believe in the Traveller gods, but he wasn’t about to leave the future of the Cluster up to chance. That was one possibility. Another was that Sophia was behind this. At some point since we talked, she may have made a decision to stick with the devil she knew … me. But it was too late to cancel the bout, so she induced Wroth to pay me a visit and leave me a little present.

It really did look just like the wedding ring I’d dropped off the end of St. Andrew’s Pier after our divorce.

I held it up to the light and squinted at the inscription.

MS & SH 37/05/3406

Our wedding date. It was an actual replica. Or maybe it was her wedding ring. For all I knew, she might have had hers made out of messerite. All the time we were married, she might’ve been walking around with a deadly weapon on her ring finger.

I shook my head and lit another cigarette.

A while later, the Travellers came for me and escorted me down to a wet steel tunnel. A portcullis slammed behind me. I hitched my jeans and walked into the ring. Crowd noise swelled like surf. The floodlights around the parapet fifteen feet above my head were so bright, I couldn’t see the spectators, but I had viewed enough match vids that I had a map of the arena in my head. I turned in the direction of the royal box, where I guessed Sophia would be, and saluted.

*

I was ready for this. I was going to take Akira Smith to pieces. Sophia and Wroth would give me the Transcendence. I’d be Lucy’s hero again. Then we’d start the war … not the war the Fleet wanted, but the war I wanted. A war against the Fleet itself. A war to make the Cluster a better place.

The Eks might even help.

The future would belong to Lucy—half-Bright, half-Shifter, all human—and others like her.

And I’d be around to watch over her.

Forever.

Go for the kill right off the buzzer, I counseled myself, standing loose and easy in the floodlights, waiting for Akira Smith to appear. I knew my stamina was in the toilet, and willpower could only keep the shakes at bay so long. Let him see me Shift. I had practiced in my cell. The ring would stay on my hand as it turned into a paw, provided I was fast enough. And I could still Shift faster than anyone else I knew. He’ll try to attack me while I’m Shifting, ‘cause he’s that kind of a shithead. Then I’ll either bite him in the throat, or rake his eyes out. If none of that works, I’ll use the ring.

The portcullis rattled up.

I turned, ready.

A tall, lanky, black-clad figure stumbled into the ring, shading his eyes against the floodlights.

That wasn’t Smith. Too tall and thin.

What was happening?

I had been so certain it would be Smith, I hadn’t prepared for anything else.

The fact that this was a biped didn’t mean much. There were a lot of bipeds more deadly than a haulosaur, or Akira Smith for that matter.

I stepped forwards to get a better look. And froze like a deer in the headlights of a freight truck.

It was Dolph.

*

I stood rooted to the deck.

Shivering waves of horror washed over me.

Sophia wasn’t going to make me fight Akira Smith. That would have been too easy.

She was going to make me fight my best friend.

*

Dolph shambled towards me. “Hey,” I said. “Hey.”

“Put ‘em up, Starrunner.” He dropped his coat on the deck.

“I’m not doing this.” I had to shout over the noise of the crowd. “You’re not doing this.”

“Don’t you pussy out on me.” He jabbed the air, circling closer. His pupils were pinpoints.

“You’re high,” I said despairingly. “You’re flying with the fucking angels.”

“Oblivion is a hell of a drug.”

“Jesus!” Fury boiled out. I swatted an exploratory punch aside with a forearm block. “Can’t you control yourself for five fucking minutes?”

“Obviously not.” He came at me with a one-two combination too fast to block. The lowercut clipped my chest. Grunting out the pain, I realized oblivion must be the local name for some Fleet-developed combat drug, one of those shabu-plus formulations that makes you speedy and stupid at the same time. Dolph was probably not living in the same universe as the rest of us right now. He was shadow-boxing around me, throwing mock punches, or jabs that only connected as light taps. I flashed back on that time I caught him dancing by himself by the lake on Yesanyase Skont. This was like that. Only this time, I was the shadow partner he was circling. How could I get through to him? I didn’t have a handy lake to throw him into.

“This is to the death!” I yelled. “Do you understand that? Only one of us is supposed to survive!”

“Yeah,” he said, “but it’s always been like that, hasn’t it, Mike? It’s always been either you or me.”

While that sank in, he landed a cross on my jaw. My head snapped back. I crumpled onto my ass. Instead of following up, Dolph pulled off his t-shirt and stepped out of his jeans. His naked body glistened in the floodlights. All those scars.

He Shifted.

The 80-kilo black-backed jackal I knew so well gathered himself, tensing his haunches, and sprang at me.

Just in time, I Shifted, too.

Right out of my clothes, and right out of Sophia’s ring. It fell on the deck. I had planned to keep it on my paw, but I had planned to have paws. I knew I could not defeat Dolph as a wolf or tiger. He knew those forms too well. As a matter of fact, he knew all my animal forms too well.

Except for one.

The one I learned on my honeymoon with Sophia on Diaz de Solis, killing time while she swam and surfed. We had spent most of that fortnight apart, even though we were newlywed, coming together only to wear out the bed-springs at night. I should have known even then that it wasn’t going to work out. All I got out of that trip was an animal form that I never used again.

Until now.

The jackal pounced at my blurring body. I drew out the final moments of the transformation. Thank Chimera Syndrome for that. My unique energy signature shivered, wavering in a state of quantum uncertainty for just a second longer than it was supposed to. Then it resolved into the 100% probability of black rhino.

The crowd roared.

Dolph hit the floor with a yelp of surprise, and danced away, shaking his ears. He spun, claws digging into the rubberized deck, and sprang at me again.

I lowered my rhino’s head and swung my three-inch horn up at him. I was, of course, a whole lot smaller than a real rhino. I was no bigger than Dolph, now that IVK had pared me down to bone and muscle. But when I first learned this form, I had “improved” the rhino’s horn a bit. So sue me. If Dolph could add a couple centimeters to his cock in animal form, I could add a couple centimeters to an appendage that might save my life someday.

Like today.

My swing could have gored him in mid-spring and disembowelled him, but he was fast enough to twist in the air. I knew he’d do that. He landed on all four feet, darted in, and bit my shoulder. I didn’t have the weight advantage I was used to, or anything like my old speed. I wrenched away, bleeding. I didn’t get an instant to breathe before he was on me again, coming in low, canine style, trying to get his teeth into my throat or belly.

Jesus, he was really going for me!

I felt a ripping pain in my side, and frantically shook him off before he could get a grip with his teeth. My horn’s sharp point scored his face. He backed up, bristling, uttering his jackal’s distinctive creaky, choppy howls.

The crowd was howling, and a motormouth MC was yelling over the top of the noise, but I only heard it as background white noise, like the sound of spaceship systems.

“Quit it, man,” I begged. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

“I’m gonna hurt you, asshole.”

“That’s the drugs talking.”

“No, it ain’t. You’ve been asking for this for years. You act like you’re some kind of a hero—”

“Not me. That’s you.”

“—but that’s just another lie. It’s all about you. What you want. What you think you can get away with.”

He was hammering on my guilty conscience. He knew me better than anyone else. He knew all about my sorry history of lying, killing, and dodging the consequences.

“This isn’t about me,” I gasped. “It’s about the future of humanity.”

“Not this again.” He lunged at my flank. I barely pivoted in time to turn his strike with my horn.

“We can save the Cluster! We—Shifters—team up with the other alt-humans—with the Fringeworlds aliens—and the Travellers—”

“The Travellers? Mike, can you hear yourself?”

“It’s the only way to defeat the Fleet!”

“Oh, sure,” Dolph said. “Sure, that’ll work. But first you have to win this fight. Right?”

“Right.”

“Go on, then.” Dolph sat back on his haunches, his jaws agape in a jackal laugh. “Kill me.”

“Man, I can’t.”

He pushed his forepaws along the deck, head low, eyes fixed on me. “How are you gonna defeat the Fleet if you can’t even kill a dog?”

The fatuity of my own ambitions hit me like a blast of plasma exhaust, stripping away my illusions. He was right, of course. Sophia and Wroth had given me this chance to prove I had what it takes, but the answer was now staring me in the face, shivering up and down my muscles: I didn’t.

I was going to fail the test.

The last promise I ever made to Lucy would turn out to be just like all my others: not worth jack.

Frustration and anger filled me, and right in front of me was someone to take it out on.

“You’re right,” I snarled. “You’re a dog. You chose the perfect secondary form. All you ever do is roll around in shit. Bite the hand that feeds you, and anyone else’s as well. You never could think more than five minutes ahead. I had to make all the decisions because you fucking wouldn’t!”

I lowered my head and charged. We collided head-on. The crowd went nuts. I tossed him on my horn, felt it break the skin of his belly, but his weight pulled me off-balance, and his claws caught me in the face, making me flinch. He got his hind legs under him and slammed into my shoulder. I toppled over sideways. His weight crashed down on top of me, driving the air out of my lungs, crippling my reflexes.

He crouched over me, pinning me. This was a human move, not a jackal move. Of course, we were not really animals but men wearing quadruped bodies. Dolph’s slaver dripped on my rhino’s face.

I bellowed and struggled to rise. He nipped my neck. I went still, knowing his teeth were centimeters from my jugular.

“Come on, Mike.” The whisper was oddly intimate. “Stop holding on.”

“I can’t just lay down and die.”

“I gotcha.”

The words came out as a buzz, as his teeth pressed on either side of my throat. All at once, the fight went out of me. I owed Dolph my life. I could not take his life, no matter what the potential reward. It simply wasn’t an option.

For the first time ever, my drive to survive sputtered out. The relentless pressure I had lived with since I contracted IVK was simply—gone.

“Ah, just get it over with, ya douchebag,” I said, rhino-laughing in a way that made my chest hurt.

“I’m gonna rip your throat out,” he yelped. “I mean it!” His teeth clamped down, breaking the skin. Despite my resolve, panic flooded my adrenal system. I had to escape the fangs that were about to end my life. I couldn’t squirm away, but I could Shift out of this.

Dolph’s teeth clacked shut on nothing.

He bumped to the deck as I blurred out from under him in an electric haze of quantum possibilities. I had not decided what I was going to be before I started to Shift. That was always dangerous. Before the possibilities could overwhelm me, I grabbed onto a familiar form.

Wolf.

The reset restored some energy to my muscles. I rose up in a shaggy gray coat still stained with rhino blood—

Pop. Pop.

My body recognized the sound of gunshots before my mind did. I flicked a glance up into the dazzle of the floodlights.

The crowd noise ebbed to a confused murmur. The MC broke off his commentary. “She’s shooting!” he yelled. “The boss is down! Get the gun away from her!”

The power cut out, plunging the arena into darkness.
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I couldn’t see shit up there before the lights went out, and for a couple of seconds afterwards I still couldn’t.

But wolf eyes adapt to the dark fast.

Above the black frieze of AV equipment on the parapet, human and alien silhouettes bobbed, clambering over the seats. The spectators were stampeding for the exits. Reports echoed. Sounded like a small-caliber handgun.

I skittered to the nearest wall. Something hit my flank. An emergency access ladder unfolded down from the parapet and anchored itself to the deck inside the ring.

“Climb, ya mopes,” yelled a voice that I knew I knew, but how could it be? I didn’t stop to ponder it. I Shifted back—benefiting from another reset—and grabbed at a pile of rags, hoping it was my pants. What I grabbed was Sophia’s ring. I slipped it onto my finger.

Dolph snarled at me, seemingly trying to burrow into the heap of clothes, his jackal’s eyes reflecting the red pinpoints on the holocams.

“Shift back, dummy,” I said, dragging my jeans out from under him.

“Bonehead,” he groaned. “Why didn’t you do it?”

“Do what?” I hopped on one leg, pulling on my jeans, then started up the ladder. Halfway up, it bounced. Dolph was climbing after me, in human form, wearing nothing but his skanky Traveller drainpipes.

I pulled myself over the parapet and came face to face with Cecilia Parsec. She crouched in front of the seats with a handheld radio pressed to her ear.

“Cecilia,” I said in shock.

So that had been Parsec that yelled at us to climb. What in the heck were the bears doing here?

“Yes, all right, go for it,” Cecilia said to the person on the other end of the radio. “Kill the power to the cable cars. That’ll trap most of the Travellers on the sky level.” She looked up at me and Dolph. “Go help Nunak start the engines. We’re going to run this tub into harbor.”

Chaos swirled through the arena. Crowds struggled around the exits at the top of the stadium seating. Screams, hoots, and bleats of panic mingled with ursine snarls. Shaggy, four-legged shadows bounded through the rapidly emptying seats, pulling down the guards. Some of the Travellers were shooting. A little consideration like hitting their own customers never gave pause to that lot. But more of the black-coats were fleeing for their lives. Very few people, Travellers or not, can stand their ground against a charging bear.

A smaller crowd clustered around the royal box. Muzzle flash lit their heads, cilia, and horns for an instant. I heard another report from the small-caliber gun that had started this shitshow.

I ran to the royal box and ruthlessly elbowed humans and aliens aside. Two Travellers had guarded the half-height door to the box. They now lay dead. On top of them crouched a grizzly bear, ears flattened to his skull, snarling at the crowd. “Tell your kid to quit shooting,” he panted in Gary Kodiak’s voice. “Damn near took my head off.”

I vaulted over Gary, wrestled with the door, stumbled into the box. Kicked overturned tables and chairs out of the way. Stepped in the remains of a dish of fruit salad.

In the middle of the box, Wroth lay on a recliner the size of a pick-up truck. He was groaning and thrashing, his legs pedalling the air.

The top of a small head, and the muzzle of a gun, popped up from behind a sofa on my left.

I hit the floor. “Lucy,” I yelled, breathless. “Lucy!”

I crawled around the sofa. Lucy knelt on the floor, reloading her gun. My gun. The Machina .22 that I had left behind on the St. Clare when we went up Mt. Moy Itha.

“I asked Mom if I could have it,” she said. “As a present.”

If that wasn’t just like Sophia, to think a loaded pistol was an appropriate present for a child.

“She doesn’t know I know how to shoot,” Lucy said, slamming the magazine home with the heel of one small hand.

“Did you shoot Wroth?”

“Yes. I had to stop you fighting Dolph. I couldn’t think of any other way.”

“You did good, sweetie,” I said. “Let’s finish the job.” I reached for the .22.

She raised it in a textbook two-handed grip. Aiming at me. “Go away,” she shrieked. “Get away from me!”

I extended my hands in a weak gesture as if I were trying to pacify a wild animal.

All these years, I had worried about Lucy taking after her mother.

I should have worried about her taking after me.

I had set an example of reckless violence, and she had learned her lesson. It ain’t rocket science. Maybe that’s why I never saw it coming. Rocket science I could do. Fatherhood I sucked at.

Lucy fired.

Over my head.

Sophia, who had crept up silently behind me, leapt past me. The bullets tore straight through her perfect body and swirling coat. Lucy cringed back against the wall and kept firing, emptying the .22 into the stretching, blurring nightmare that had been the woman I loved.

Unharmed in the slightest, Sophia bent over her.

I threw myself at my ex-wife. I still had her ring. I punched the back of her left leg. The messerite stiletto drove deep into her hamstrings.

She jumped sideways, cursing at me. She hadn’t seen that coming, so now she’d have to heal it. That would buy us a few seconds.

Lucy scrambled to her feet and dashed out of the box through a Wroth-sized door in the back wall.

I bent over Wroth. “You might call this cheating,” I whispered. “I call it justice.” I plunged the messerite stiletto between his eyes. He bucked and went still.

I collided with Sophia in the doorway. She had the Transcendence but I was on fire with determination. I got through the doorway ahead of her and pounded up a flight of stairs on the other side, in pitch darkness. A shot echoed through the stairwell overhead. A body thumped down the stairs, dead or dying. The smell said Traveller. I gave him a kick to help him on his way and kept climbing. The stairs were too deep for human legs. Urush-built.

Daylight, or what passed for daylight here, knifed down the stairs. Lucy’s small silhouette vanished through a door.

Twenty seconds later, I staggered breathlessly out onto the stern of the ship. The deck was deserted. I could hear gunfire in the distance, and some kind of repetitive banging noise. I looked around for Lucy.

She stood on the stern, backed up against the guard rail. Her hair flapped in a breeze that hadn’t been blowing before. The ship was moving. A greasy wake curled behind us. Nunak must have got the engines started.

“Lucy, come here.” I lurched towards her. I was queasy, dizzy, my legs trembling from more than just the climb.

Sophia charged past me. “I shouldn’t have let you keep that gun,” she shouted at Lucy. “Stop being stupid and give it to me.”

Lucy still had the .22, but the way she held it dangling at her side, I knew it was empty.

Sophia, on the other hand, was gripping a rifle. She must’ve taken it off the guard Lucy shot in the stairwell.

Lucy shot me a desperate, pleading look. Then she threw the .22 into her mother’s face, scrambled over the guard rail, and flung herself into the sea.

I veered to the rail. I was just in time to see her hit the water. The splash melted into our wake.

Lucy could swim like a fish.

I could not.

I cursed and heaved myself up and over the rail. For an instant I stared in sheer terror at the water twenty feet below. Then I let go.

Sophia leaned down from the deck, shooting at me. But I was a moving target, and she never could aim for peanuts.

I hit the water feet first, and sank.
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A moment after I hit the water, Dolph dashed out on deck. Tipped off by Gary Kodiak, he had followed me up the stairs. But now neither I nor Lucy were anywhere in sight.

Sophia leaned over the railing as if she’d dropped something.

“Mike? Lucy?” Dolph yelled.

Sophia spun around and shot at him. The bullet ricocheted off a stanchion. She sprinted away towards the prow of the ship.

Dolph followed her. Aliens huddled on the walkway. Dolph dodged them, hurdled Traveller corpses, and glimpsed Sophia climbing over the rail ahead.

Several small craft had been moored alongside the cruise ship when it began to move. They were still there, bobbling on the bow wave, knocking against the cliff-like hull. Sophia was descending a powered zipline to the largest of these. It was a hovercraft. Someone was at the controls, holding the hovercraft steady on the swell, but the cabin had a tinted glass roof and sides, so Dolph couldn’t see who it was.

Sophia dropped onto the hovercraft’s deck. She cast off the zipline and released the mooring cables.

The hovercraft rocketed away with a roar scarcely audible over the throb of the cruise ship’s engines.

Dolph looked at the boats moored alongside. One of them was a dinky little speedboat.

He went over the side, hand over hand down the abandoned zip line, pushing off from the hull with his bare feet. He dropped off the end of the zipline into the water, swam to the speedboat, and climbed aboard.

Needle-prowed, with a moulded composite hull, it was basically the same as the boat his parents had kept moored in the little rocky harbor below their house. They’d take that boat out into the bay to check on the buoys that marked the channel for the trawlers, and to check on the movements of the shoals. Dolph had learned to pilot speedboats before he learned to Shift.

This boat had one feature his parents’ boat had lacked: a machine-gun mounted on the prow, which could be fired by the pilot using push-button controls behind the windscreen.

Spitting out water, Dolph dropped into the pilot’s seat and opened the throttle.

The battery-powered inboard engines screamed into life. The speedboat sprang across the water, chasing the hovercraft up the curve of the orbital’s wall.

*

Martin had got the power back. He’d got the electrolysis unit pumping out oxygen. Seven, eight hours into his repair marathon, the air on board was once more thick enough to breathe, so he and Robbie could finally remove their spacesuits. Martin had added enough N2 to the atmosphere to make it safe to use his spot welding gear. Patching cables together, he ran ad hoc power and data lines from the secondary mainframe on the engineering deck to the bridge. The cables snaked up the trunk corridor like a nest of baby pythons.

Martin had five younger siblings. None of them had ever left Girondola, their Cloudworld home. He used to joke that he was the black snake of the family. But really, why would anyone ever want to leave the Cloudworlds? A loose confederation of planets located light years apart, the Cloudworlds prided themselves on their freewheeling, anarchic societies, where humans lived in comfortable association with the cloudwhales—a spacegoing species that colonized only worlds suited to their unique physiology: those, that is, with atmospheres so dense that rain fell fifty klicks up, and evaporated long before it ever hit the burning ground, unless it was intercepted by farmballs, giant floating mats of vegetation that the cloudwhales exported from their homeworld. The placid, herbivorous whales tended their farms with the mandibles that served them as both teeth and hands. But they had never evolved efficient methods of cultivation, so they were delighted when humans came along and offered to farm for them, freeing them up to spend more time in contemplation of eternal philosophical verities.

Standing on the surface of his family’s farmball, Martin used to hear their chants drifting through the fathomless expanses of the atmosphere. Until he was at least seven he had believed it was the music of the stars.

He’d always been a misfit. Killed his first man at the age of fifteen. Just a rustler, one of the airship scum who’d swoop down on small farmballs to steal their livestock, but you can’t get away with that kind of thing on the Cloudworlds. The whales are very picky about moral transgressions. Martin sometimes joked that that had been his first lucky break. His family shipped him off to work on the docks at Girondola Spaceport, for his own safety, and from there it was a hop, skip, and a jump into space.

He never went back.

But lately, he’d started to wonder why he ever left. His body was wearing out on him, and the jokes had worn thin. The idea that space was a place of safety had turned out to be the biggest joke of all.

Floating through the St. Clare’s engineering deck with his tool belt bumping against his lower-body cast, Martin felt a painfully deep yearning for the skies of Girondola. He even seemed to hear the faint strains of a cloudwhale chant.

Hold up.

He could definitely hear something.

It wasn’t a squeaky fan.

It was coming over the radio built into the collar of his flak vest, which he had put on because this was Henchley’s Beacon, for fuck’s sake.

He tapped his collar mic. “Robbie?”

“Yeah?”

“You singing?”

“Not me, jiji,” Robbie said.

Robbie was on the bridge. He was strapped into the left seat, Irene’s seat, where I had frequently reminded him he had no business to be, but who else was there now? He was using the turret-mounted Gausses to shoot at the Travellers who had been trying to retake the St. Clare for the last four or five hours. They had fallen back after he plugged the first wave of would-be boarders. Sent them tumbling into space with their nasty black suits venting. But then they had come back in an armored rover. Robbie had taken that out with a missile from the St. Clare’s underslung launcher. Now the scumbags were lying low in the solar dunes, throwing the occasional rocket-propelled grenade to remind him they were there. They couldn’t hit him with anything too explodey, seeing as he was sitting on a giant antimatter bomb. Still, he had to remain vigilant. His eyes were scratchy, his throat as dry as cotton wool.

“Nope,” he said to Martin. “I’m definitely not singing.”

“OK,” Martin said over the radio. “I just thought I heard something.”

“We gonna get the comms back anytime soon?”

“That’s low priority. We got the weapons systems, now I’m working on the propulsion.”

“Just, these guys out here ain’t thrown anything at us in the last thirty minutes. They might be trying to talk.”

“Son,” Martin said, “take my word for it, all they got to say to us is fuck you, wish you were dead. And all we got to say to them is sayonara.”

“If we had the comms … Mike and Dolph might be trying to get in touch.”

“Then they would use their burners.”

“Maybe they lost them.”

Martin was leaning towards the view that one or both of us were dead. He couldn’t think of any other reason for eight hours of radio silence. But he could not let his pessimism show, because if we were both dead, he and Robbie were also fucked. They couldn’t fly the St. Clare on their own—especially not with jury-rigged, bare-bones flight controls, no MF, and only a quarter of the computer’s usual processing capacity.

Still, if Martin didn’t get the drive back online, no one would be flying the St. Clare anywhere, period.

So he said, “Stay frosty. I’m gonna get on with the propulsion checks. Let me know you see anything.”

He thumbed the radio off.

On again.

Open channel.

Dammit, he could still hear singing. And dammit, it was a cloudwhale chant.

Martin’s neck prickled. But even after everything he’d been through, he was not the type of guy to get spooked easily.

If it was on the FM channel, it was a wireless signal. And if it was a wireless signal, it was coming from somewhere. He floated over to his workbench and dug out his portable RF detector.

There.

That weak of a signal had to originate nearby.

He locked the direction-finder onto the signal source, and floated across the engineering deck, pushing off from the overhead coolant pipes, to …

The cable trace that carried the power and water lines forward.

The Travellers had cut the main power line. The severed end of the cable floated outside the trace, spot-welded and duct taped to Martin’s improvised power lines. He had not bothered trying to find the other end of the cable inside the trace, because he would have to be in python form to fit in there, and he couldn’t Shift while wearing this damn cast.

The signal was coming from inside the trace.

Martin peered into the dark.

He remembered our hectic retreat from Yesanyase Skont. Pippa had hidden in this very trace and refused to come out for hours.

He covered his collar mic with his hand. Didn’t want Robbie to hear him talking to ghosts. “Yo,” he said. “Anyone there?”

There couldn’t be anyone there. The ship had been in hard vacuum for hours before he sealed the airlocks and began to repressurize it.

Something flew out of the cable trace and almost hit him. He caught it with an oath.

Irene’s holobook.

On the screen, a cloudwhale pod swam through a blue sky. The holobook was playing a chant. Irene was always listening to them. Martin’s radio had picked up the wireless signal from the device. He stabbed the screen, pausing the track. The chant stopped.

Inside the trace, something scraped. Dust puffed out.

Martin reeled back as Pippa Khratz hauled herself out of the trace, coughing. She was wearing nothing but Irene’s headphones and dingy underwear. She was so pale, Martin told us later, that he got the impression he could see right through her.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he muttered.

“What? What?” Robbie said.

Martin breathed deeply, forcing his heart rate back down. “We got a stowaway.” He cautiously approached the young woman who had hidden on an unpressurized spaceship, in hard vacuum, for hours.

That’s what the Transcendence can do for you.
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“Something’s wrong,” Parsec said.

“No shit,” Irene said. “We’ve lost Mike and Dolph and Lucy.”

“They can’t’ve gone far,” Parsec said inattentively. He was scowling at his wrist tablet and listening to someone bitching on his handheld radio. “What are you talking about? Iron blocks? What iron blocks? What?”

The quacking voice on the other end sounded panicky. Irene could not decipher the words over the still-considerable racket in the arena. She started to crawl towards the royal box, staying low behind the seats. There were still a couple of Travellers loose in the arena, although the bears had pulled most of them down. Wroth’s death had unleashed carnage. The bears were chasing surviving Travellers all over the cruise ship.

And throughout the orbital, similar scenes of slaughter were unfolding.

Parsec caught up with her. “That was Jeremiah Zero.”

The Zeroes were Parsec’s allies. Trust ol’ grizzly. Just as Irene had suspected, he’d hardly stepped foot on Henchley’s Beacon before he began scheming against Wroth. It was not Buzz Parsec’s style to play second fiddle to anyone. Much less would he ever be satisfied with a security job at a gladatorial arena. So he and Cecilia had been reaching out to the Zeroes on street level. They had found artistic souls, kindred spirits, and legions of ordinary people who weren’t any too happy working as janitors while the Travellers skimmed all the profits off the top.

In his outreach to the footless folk, Parsec had played the alt-human solidarity card, exactly as I later did when proposing an alliance to Wroth.

Great minds, I guess.

By the time we reached Henchley’s Beacon, most of the pieces were already in place for Parsec and his Zero buddies to take over the orbital.

Irene had convinced him to pull the trigger early.

Unfortunately, there’d still been a few kinks to be worked out.

“Unbelievable,” Parsec said, crawling behind Irene. “Fucking Wroth.”

“What’s happening?”

“He knew this day was coming sooner or later. And he wasn’t gonna go quietly. It looks like he put a poison pill in the orbital’s computer systems.”

“Is it gonna bite us in the ass?”

“Can’t get no fucking sense out of Jeremiah. Zeroes always fall apart in a crisis. They got spirit but no guts.” Parsec’s alt-human solidarity had limits. “He’s talking about iron blocks blowing off the skin of the orbital. Balanced pairs, blowing off each side at the same time.”

“Is that bad?”

“Pressurization’s nominal, power generation is uninterrupted, we got control of both ingress shafts. Can’t be that bad,” Parsec said. “He’s gonna get back to me when they got more information.”

Irene halted at the edge of the aisle that separated their block of seats from the royal box. She unslung her rifle from her back (the bears had retrieved it from security) and poked the muzzle out into the open.

A shot ricocheted off the steps.

“Thank you,” she murmured. “Now I know where you are.” Kneeling, she rested the rifle on the back of a seat and swivelled it until the pesky Traveller bobbed in her optical sights. She inhaled, exhaled, pulled the trigger. “Bye-bye.”

Irene had been planning to shoot Wroth. A shrulbie would have been the crowning notch on her belt. She had not got the chance to do it. Before she could get into position, Lucy had started shooting. Lucy! That was all kinds of wrong. A child should not be shooting. A child should not even be here, although obviously it was too late for that.

Irene crossed the aisle at a stooping run and plunged into the royal box. She crammed her back against the low wall around the box and traversed the rifle in an arc.

Wroth lay dead on his recliner. There didn’t seem to be anyone else in the royal box.

Irene crawled around the overturned furniture, breathing through her mouth as she passed the grotesque, lolling corpse of the shrulbie.

A slender figure rose up from behind a sofa in the corner.

Irene sat back on her heels and centered her sights on Pippa Khratz. “Reach for the sky.”

“Fuck this shit,” Pippa said. In front of Irene’s astonished eyes, she blurred to an electric haze, as if she were Shifting … and turned into Rafael Ijiuto.

Irene blinked. Shrugged. Shot him.

The bullet passed harmlessly through Ijiuto’s torso and crunched into the wall behind him.

“Oh, that’s right,” Irene said, heart pounding. “You’re Transcendent, too. I didn’t know it came with a sex-change option.”

“That’s because you didn’t think it through,” Ijiuto said, in his own voice. “If Sophia could make herself look twenty years younger, there’s no reason I can’t make myself look like my sixteen-year-old cousin.”

“You’re still a fucking weasel, though,” Parsec said, entering the box.

Ijiuto scratched his chest through the lacy insert of Pippa’s formal gown. “Hey, this wasn’t my idea. I told Sophia, this whole conquering the galaxy thing, it’s not going to end well. There’s a reason my ancestors noped out. They had a realistic grasp of the possibilities. The Urush tried it, and where are they now, eh? But noooo, Sophia had to rush in where angels fear to tread. So here we are. When we were getting ready to leave the ship, I couldn’t find Pippa. She was sulking in her cabin the whole way. Couldn’t get over her Sixer boyfriend. I figure she jumped overboard while we weren’t looking. Sophia was busy with the kid, so I took the opportunity to take Pippa’s place. It was one of those spur-of-the-moment things. I knew I would have a better chance of undermining Sophia as Pippa than as myself.” He chuckled. “Even Wroth would have had second thoughts about marrying me.”

“Anyone would,” Parsec said with distaste. “Where’s Sophia now? Where did she go?”

“I dunno, but listen to me. She doesn’t matter anymore. She’s finished. She bet the wrong way, and lost.”

“What do you mean?” Irene said.

Ijiuto rolled his eyes. “Look around you. She should have bet on the alt-humans, obviously. Mike had a good idea, the right idea. But she rejected it just because it came from him.”

“So what would you have done?” Parsec said.

“I did do something. I convinced Wroth that teaming up with the alt-humans was the way to go. He gave Mike a secret weapon so he’d win his match. You guys fucked that up, but we can still make it work.” Ijiuto sat down on the back of the sofa. Irene kept her sights on him, although she knew shooting him would have no effect. She felt the rising sense of futility that everyone got around the Transcendent. There was just nothing you could do against these people. “So how about it?” Ijiuto said. “I’ll give you the Transcendence. We can kick the Fleet’s ass back into the last millennium.”

“I thought you weren’t interested in conquering the galaxy,” Irene said.

“I’m not.” Ijiuto’s face twisted with the first real emotion that Irene—and maybe anyone else—had ever seen from him. Grief. “I’m interested in revenge. They bombed my homeworld. I heard that from the admiral who was here. He showed me video of the orbital bombardment. Rubbed my face in it. They sent a strike force to the Darkworlds and dropped neutron bombs on New Gessyria and Old Gessyria. Confirmed 100% fatalities.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Parsec said.

“They should have just done that in the first place,” Irene said.

Parsec gave her a sorrowful look. “The fact that they didn’t, is the only silver lining to this whole clusterfuck. Shows some of them, at least, still got their humanity.” He addressed Ijiuto. “I’m not the Fleet’s biggest fan, either. But as a certain wise woman I know has been heard to say, living for revenge is no way to live. So why don’t you quit babbling and tell us where Sophia went?” On the last words his voice deepened to an ursine growl. Ijiuto paled.

“I don’t know, man! She went that way.”

He indicated the door in the back of the royal box.

Irene ran up the deep Urush stairs, with Parsec behind her. He was yelling at Jeremiah Zero on the radio again. “Jesus fuck. So how much of a loss of angular momentum are we looking at …?”
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The water was the temperature of blood.

I sank down and down.

You figure you’ve got to hit bottom sometime.

But the bottom could be further down than you ever imagined.

My eyes were open. The water changed from pale green to dark green, to plain old dark.

Where was Lucy?

I strained to see through the murk. Crap was floating all around me, like it was rising up from the depths. Fragments of trash. Something that looked like a body, but turned out to be a plastic sack.

She could swim.

She wouldn’t have sunk this deep.

But what if she’d hit her head on the cruise ship’s hull? Or its turbines?

Then I wouldn’t be able to help her, would I? I couldn’t even help myself.

Bubbles trailed from my nose.

My lungs were starting to ache.

I thrashed with my arms and legs. I wasn’t swimming, just flailing, on the desperate theory that any kind of movement would bring me back up to the surface. I felt like a spacewalker who’d come off my tether, floating in the vacuum, trying to get back to the airlock by kicking my legs. That wouldn’t work in space, and it didn’t work underwater, either. The daylight got further and further away.

The same sense of acceptance I had felt in the ring, when Dolph’s teeth closed on my throat, set in.

It was time to quit fighting to live.

Just breathe in.

It’ll be easier this way.

When I threw the fight, I had given up any hope of getting the Transcendence. The only cure for IVK had turned out not to be worth the price. I had condemned myself to a slow, horrible death.

Better to drown.

But this was the very death I had always dreaded. My lungs burned. My whole body was screaming for oxygen. My vision was going patchy.

Far above, a small human figure kicked in the water.

Lucy.

I opened my mouth to call her name, and the water rushed in.

*

Choking.

Dying.

In my head, a voice said, Shift.

It sounded a bit like Dolph, and a bit like my father, but it wasn’t either of them. It resonated with warm, loving authority.

Shift.

Oh. Of course.

When you’re just a blur of possibilities on the mass-energy spectrum, you don’t have to breathe.

With the last of my strength, I Shifted.

Again, I had no form in mind when I began my Shift. At the last minute I settled on my sabertooth tiger, but the moment my lungs took shape, they filled with water. I was still choking. Still drowning.

I flinched back into another Shift. The pain of Shifting, the agony of nerves and muscles and bones realigning into a new physiology, was as familiar as breathing, and almost comforting, in comparison to the sheer terror of drowning. But how long could I keep this up?

Well, how many forms did I have?

Tiger.

Coyote.

Wolf.

Jaguar.

Zorilla.

Jackal. (I learned that one for a joke. Pranked Dolph by impersonating him in front of a girl he liked. I feel bad about that now.)

Lion.

Rhino.

Donkey. (Don’t tell anyone. I did it anonymously for Midnight Mass when Lucy was four.)

Fox.

Cheetah.

Wolf-tiger-anaconda …

The inexorable momentum of Chimera Syndrome took over. My Shifts sped up.

Coyote-serval cat-tortoise …

Pig-bear-condor …

Chimera.

Chimera.

Chimera.

I was a monster, falling through the water, morphing from one hideous form into another. And maybe I was finally nearing the bottom. I could see light ahead of me. It got brighter, so bright it should’ve been dazzling, but weirdly, I could look straight into it.

Shift. The voice came out of the light.

I am Shifting. I can’t stop.

No, Michael. SHIFT.

A new image popped into my panicked, oxygen-starved brain. Not a new one, an old one. The one I had gone over with Lucy aboard the St. Clare, trying to be understanding about her interests.

Turtle-wolf-orca …

Tiger-orca …

Orca.

Orca.

ORCA!

My legs fused into a tail. My fingers spread into powerful flippers. My body swelled into the streamlined form of a killer whale.

I thrust with my tail and cut through the water, heading for the surface.

No one needs to teach an orca how to swim, any more than a human being needs to be taught how to walk.

Above me, the water turned paler and paler green. For much of the time I must actually have been falling upwards.

I broke the surface like a bullet from a gun and spewed water out of my blowhole. Air filled my lungs, bringing an ecstatic sense of relief.

Panting, I flopped back into sizable, choppy swells.

What the hell?

A few minutes ago, the sea had been flat as a puddle. How did you get a storm inside of an orbital?

Never mind.

Where was Lucy?

Leaping out of the water again, I spotted her not far away. She was floating on her back, eyes closed.

I cut through the swell and dived under her, catching her on my back and bearing her up out of the water.

She struggled, shrieked, fell off.

“Oh, thank God,” I squeaked. “I thought you were—”

“Dad?”

“—drowned—”

“I was floating to save my strength.” She trod water, her eyes round with astonishment. “Dad? Is that really you?”

“I stole your idea.”

She started to laugh. “You sound all squeaky.” She hooked her arms over my back, so that I was supporting her, and laid her cheek against my black-and-white hide.

The water was warm, but not so warm as my tears.

Orcas, like other cetaceans, can cry. They do it in times of danger and distress. I was crying for joy.

But we were in just as much danger as ever. Arena One had shrunk to a speck in the distance. Lucy and I were alone on the ocean, and the waves were getting bigger.

*

Dolph drove the speedboat over the rising swell. Back on San Damiano, he would have thought twice about going out in seas like this. The storm had come up so suddenly, without a whisper of wind. What could be causing it? The boat hydroplaned across the waves—bump—bump—bump—slamming his tailbone against the pilot’s seat. Spray lashed the windshield.

Ahead of him, the hovercraft grew steadily larger. They’d had a head start, but his boat was faster. He was going to overtake them before they reached harbor.

Next to impossible to aim in seas like this, so he held off until he was staring up the hovercraft’s ass. The spume from its fans blew over the speedboat. Timing it to the rise and fall of the waves, he engaged the prow-mounted machine-gun’s automatic targeting function, and fired.

The glass of the beetle-backed cabin frosted over.

Sophia ducked out, crouching low, rifle in hand. She took cover on the stern of the hovercraft and returned fire. Dolph fired the machine-gun again. Such was his rage that he had forgotten it wouldn’t hurt her. She rose to her feet and spread her arms mockingly in the hail of lead.

“Where are Mike and Lucy?” Dolph yelled.

The racket of engines and waves swallowed his voice. Sophia turned and went back into the cabin, hanging onto the rails for balance. Moments later, her voice came from the speedboat’s radio. “You were going to win. Why in the hell did you let him live?”

Dolph didn’t answer. He was concentrating on trying to target the hovercraft’s engines. At the top of the next wavecrest, he glimpsed the water tower on the ingress island. Shit. Not much time left. He pushed the firing button. Bullets stitched across the hovercraft’s skirt.

“Would you quit that?” Sophia said on the radio. “We’re leaving.”

“No, you’re not,” Dolph gritted.

“You know, I always liked you, Dolph. But I’m done with you. I’m done with the entire human race. I was too optimistic. I believed in humanity. I thought we had the capacity to grab hold of our destiny with both hands. First the Cluster, then the galaxy! We were made for this! We were made to expand, to conquer, to break the limits of spacetime! That’s what I thought. But I was wrong. You’re all just pathetic, self-interested monkeys with room-temperature IQs. So we’re leaving.”

“Who’s we?”

“Me, of course, and the only man who always believed in me.” Click.

Dolph pumped the firing button again. The machine-gun yammered. This time he hit something vital. The hovercraft lurched to one side. Its starboard gunwales carved through the water. Dolph gunned the engine of the speedboat. He wasn’t really thinking, just riding a high of murderous rage and stim. He had always wanted to find a cause good enough to die for. Putting Sophia on the bottom of the ocean would fit the bill.

The speedboat scraped the hovercraft’s gunwale. Through the shattered glass of the cabin, Dolph glimpsed Sophia. Beside her, a dark-haired man hunched over the controls. Dolph couldn’t see who it was.

He unbuckled his seatbelt, preparing to jump the gap onto the hovercraft’s deck.

As both craft rose on the crest of a towering wave, he glimpsed someone farther away, higher up the curve of the orbital, struggling in the water.

Lucy!

She was clinging to the dorsal fin of a—dolphin?

The speedboat slid down the other side of the wave, and Dolph lost sight of us.

He cursed, pulled the tiller over, and turned back to pick us up.
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Lucy and I tumbled up and down walls of water. At the thin tops of the waves, light glowed through the water, revealing the garbage floating within each one, and then they broke over our heads and we slid down the backsides, with scarcely time to catch our breath before the next wave lifted us up. Lucy clung to my dorsal fin. “Hold on,” I kept yelling at her, “hold on!” But she was weakening. I was tiring. How much longer could we stay afloat?

Something hit me in the head. Lucy cried out and let go of my fin. I dived, thinking I’d lost her again.

Overhead, her legs churned the water. She was clinging to a rope that dragged along the back of a wave. I broke the surface. A small speedboat was approaching. Dolph stood at the controls with the other end of the rope tied around his waist.

He hauled Lucy aboard. I summoned the last of my strength, leapt over the side of the boat, and flopped on the deck behind the pilot’s seat. My orca body felt all wrong out of the water, unwieldy, too heavy.

“Who’s that?” Dolph demanded.

I Shifted back. “Don’t judge,” I said, when the pain went away.

Dolph could hardly speak for laughing. “Jesus, Mike. An orca? Really?”

“It was my idea,” Lucy said.

“High five,” Dolph said, tapping her palm. “No one else could’ve gotten him into the water.” Despite his grin, he looked haggard and twitchy. He was coming down, I guessed. Not flying with the angels anymore, but heading for a hard landing. The miracle was he’d made it this far.

But while he snickered about my new animal form, the boat was drifting broadside-on to the waves. A green monster towered over us. “Look out,” I yelled, instants before several tonnes of water sluiced down on the deck.

When the wave passed, the boat was upside-down. The three of us clung to the hull, coughing and spitting. I boosted Lucy out of the water, so she could lie astride the keel as if the overturned boat were a fat donkey. I had a precarious grip on the centerboard. But the fathoms of water beneath us didn’t terrify me anymore. I knew I could swim if I had to.

“What happened?” I said.

“We capsized,” Dolph said.

“Before that.”

“I had to make it look good.”

“I thought … I almost thought you meant it.”

“You had to think I meant it. If you really believed I was going to kill you, you would have gone Chimera Syndrome. That was the theory, anyway.”

I breathed out. “Well, it worked. I had an episode … down there. Came back up as an orca.”

I decided not to mention the light, or the voice. It all seemed unreal on the surface, with the waves tossing us up and down like ice cubes in a blender.

Lucy sat up. I grabbed her ankle, afraid she was going to attempt to stand up on the capsized boat. She waved madly. “Over here! We’re over here!”

A hovercraft ploughed across the waves towards us. Dolph howled that it must be Sophia, come back to finish us off. But this hovercraft was undamaged.

Flotation rings frisbeed into the sea. Stargends, yuriops, and other soaked, miserable aliens helped us scramble onto the deck. The pilot turned out to be Marie da Silva.

“It’s bad,” Marie said, when we joined her in the cabin, wearing towels and spare overalls. Her honey-blonde hair sprayed over the collar of a too-big lifejacket. The hovercraft bucked and bounced over the waves. “Parsec and the Zeroes are in control of the orbital. They’ve secured all the key life-support facilities, captured most of the ships on the surface. But they did not anticipate Wroth’s last act of assholery. It appears that when he took over Henchley’s Beacon, he refined a bunch of high-tonnage blocks of iron from a nearby asteroid and tethered them to the surface, in diametrically opposed pairs. And he put the tethers on a dead man’s trigger. So now all that mass is blowing off, pair by pair, in the direction opposite to our direction of spin. Have you noticed we’re getting lighter?”

“I thought that was the drugs wearing off,” Dolph said.

Marie shot him a complicated look. “Do you want to take over?” She got up. “I’ve been out here rescuing people too long.”

We were getting lighter. The hovercraft was staying airborne for longer between its bump-downs on the wavetops. Lucy’s wet braids swung too slowly when she turned her head to watch Dolph replace Marie. “The orbital’s spinning down,” I said.

“Bingo,” Marie said. “But the sea didn’t get the memo.”

My throat tightened as I thought about what that meant. Billions of tonnes of water, still rotating at the same speed as before, while the orbital itself was slowing down. Massive drag against the sea floor … and waves. Big waves.

“Surf’s up, baby,” Dolph said with a cackle.

“Careful,” Marie said. “We’re coming into harbor.”

“You mean, where the harbor used to be.”

I crowded beside Dolph and peered through the water-streaked windscreen. The island had changed. Titanic waves crashed over the quays. The cruise ships in harbor had been thrown sideways against the quays, tipped onto their sides, or in one case lifted right up onto the island like a beached whale. The waves sucked at the buildings around the water tower, carrying rubble away each time they retreated.

The waves had not reached the customs building in the center of the island … yet.

Dolph turned the hovercraft at an angle to the surf. “Hold on tight,” he yelled. “Here comes our wave.”

A mountain of water lifted the hovercraft into the air. I wrapped one hand around a grab handle and the other around Lucy as we rose up—and up—and up. Our fans chewed air, then dug into the wavecrest. The hovercraft surfed over the inundated quays and flew between the roofs of drowned buildings. “Yippee!” Lucy screeched. Dolph glanced around at her for a split second and grinned.

Halfway up the hill, the wave broke into a boiling sheet of water, spilling us down to ground level. Even then, Dolph drove the hovercraft on. Fifty meters from the customs building, we ploughed into a tideline of debris and ran aground.

A solid mass of refugees surrounded the customs building.

“We might have to shoot our way through.” Marie opened a locker and distributed Traveller weapons—blinged-out assault rifles, handguns.

“I lost my gun,” Lucy said, holding out her hand.

Marie looked at me.

“It’s OK,” I said. “She knows which end is which.”

“All right, this is a Gauss,” Marie said, handing Lucy a snub-nosed pistol. “No recoil.”

We jumped off the hovercraft into water swirling around our shins. The waves had gotten fiercer just in the last few minutes. I figured the whole island was going to be scoured to the deck if the Zeroes could not spin the orbital up again. And meanwhile, Sophia was getting away. I was not waiting in any damn queue. I yelled and waved my gun, forming the aliens up into a wedge, with Lucy in the middle. We charged into the crowd around the customs building.

The VIPs and Traveller hangers-on were more scared of the water than they were of our guns. We had to do quite a bit of shooting. Lucy did some of it. I bit my tongue. I had to let her be who she was.

At last we fell into the lobby where the maglev elevator terminated. Stargends had replaced the Traveller security personnel. It appeared that a bunch of the tentacled aliens had been in on Parsec’s conspiracy, as well. “They always did know a profit opportunity when they saw one,” Marie said. They were not letting anyone use the elevator. Leastways, they weren’t until Marie got Parsec on the radio to yell at them.

I spoke to ol’ grizzly, too.

“Glad ya made it, Starrunner,” he said.

“Did you send Marie out to look for us? I owe you one.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. She went out to look for Hardlander.”

I raised my eyebrows at Marie. She turned pink.

“Where you at, Buzz?” I said.

“We got out before the sea got too rough. I’m sitting on the bridge of the Great Bear, running my pre-launch checks. The Zeroes think they can fix this. They’re trying to engage the thrusters to spin the orbital up again. Good fucking luck to them.”

“Irene?”

“She came out with us and headed over to the St. Clare. They’re expecting you to join them.”

We were in the elevator, speeding through the tunnel that led back to the inner circumference, getting lighter and lighter. “Dolph says the St. Clare’s unflyable. We might need a ride.”

“I can make room for you. But hurry up. I’m exposed out here. The Travellers are jumping in their ships and running like rats. Don’t mean one of them won’t stop to put a missile in my hull. And that fucker Ijiuto is still wandering around somewhere.”

“Ijiuto? Where’d he spring from?”

“He was Pippa.”

“Huh? Ol’ grizzly, did you get a bump on the head?”

Parsec laughed mirthlessly. He explained how Rafael Ijiuto had masqueraded as Pippa. I listened in amazement. When the elevator reached the terminal on the outside of the inner circumference, I had to cut him off. “We’re gonna find, borrow, or steal spacesuits. We’ll be out on the surface shortly.” 

The bars, pawn shops, and phone shops on the concourse were deserted. Most of the holos had gone dark. 

“We’d better not hang around here,” I said. “Suits.”

There were thousands of spacesuit storage lockers in the lobby of the immigration center. Most of them had already been ransacked by folks running for their ships. We shot the doors off the remaining lockers until we had enough suits for everyone. I wound up with a reeking black Traveller suit, but as long as it held pressurization, I wasn’t complaining. I helped Lucy into the smallest suit I could find. We joined Dolph and Marie in the airlock.

Outside, the white dwarf’s brilliant light baked the upcurving plain. Few ships remained on the orbital. The rats had fled the kitchen. Dolph pointed. “St. Clare’s that way.”

I activated my suit radio. “Irene, come in! Marty? Robbie?”

No answer. Either they weren’t there, or the ship was out of range of the suit’s weak transmitter.

“Parsec?”

A ship shot off the cliff that appeared to rise ahead of us, heading out of the orbital’s rotational plane. In the few seconds it was overhead, I recognized the Great Bear.

Parsec’s voice crackled into my helmet. “Sorry, folks. Ships approaching from the edge of the system … told me … evacuate or get fried. The St. Clare …”

Static swallowed his voice. The Great Bear vanished into the sun-drenched black.

“Fucking Parsec!” I said. “He hasn’t changed. Only person he cares about is Buzz Parsec.”

“He said something about the St. Clare,” Marie said. “Didn’t you hear that?”

“Nope,” I said, feeling sorry for her. Parsec had left her behind, too.

“Maybe he got in touch with them,” Marie said optimistically. “Either way, looks like I’m taking my chances with you guys.”

“Well, we better start walking,” Dolph said. “Even if the St. Clare’s a wreck, we’ll be safer on board when those ships get here.”
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We bounded across the surface of the orbital. It was a much shorter walk than Dolph, Martin, and Robbie had undertaken earlier, since we had egressed from the terminal nearer to the St. Clare, but with so few ships remaining on the surface, it felt lonely and exposed. I kept my eyes peeled for Parsec’s unidentified ships, although I knew that realistically, they’d be able to kill us long before we saw them. “Figure it’s Traveller reinforcements,” I said.

“Or the Fleet,” Dolph said. “Hard to say which would be worse news.”

We passed the slagged frame of a surface rover. A few minutes later, I heard Robbie’s voice in my helmet. “Hey, assholes. Back up, or eat vacuum.”

I squinted through the glare. The St. Clare grinned down at us from the slope ahead. “Robbie, it’s me. Pay no attention to the suits; they’re loaners. I’m with Lucy, Dolph, and a friend named Marie da Silva.”

“Hey, the glass-bottomed boats lady?” Robbie said. “My sister rented one of those boats for her twenty-first. That was a bashie party.”

“Thanks for the testimonial,” Marie said. “But the only boat I’m interested in right now is yours.”

“Tell me Marty recovered the flight controls,” I begged.

“Yeah, he did.” Robbie’s voice broke on the last word. I heard sniffling. Then Martin came on the radio.

“Ready to fly when you are, Captain.”

I grinned inside my helmet. “Guess you got the comms back, too.”

“Yup. First call I got was from Buzz Parsec. That was a surprise. He wanted to know if we needed rescuing. I told him we can rescue ourselves.”

So Marie had been right. I mentally apologized to Parsec for having thought he’d dumped us in the shit. “We’ll be there in five.”

“Ten-four. Just to warn you, we’ve got a stowaway. You’ll see when you get here.”

We half-flew, half-scrambled up the St. Clare’s ladders and squeezed in through both airlocks at once. Robbie met us in the trunk corridor, still teary-eyed. He had been under a lot of strain, and it wasn’t over yet. He let out a glad shout when Lucy wriggled out of her suit. “The kid is back!”

“I shot Wroth,” Lucy bragged.

“Oh yeah? Well, I shot more Travellers than you’ve had birthdays.”

“Amazingly, he managed not to wreck my guns,” Irene said on the intercom. “I might even let him use them again sometime. But right now, I’d like to get out of here before we become a target.”

I hurried forward with Dolph. Irene smiled tiredly at me. It was one of those rare smiles that reached her eyes. “You look good, Cap’n.”

I felt good. Even after our ordeal in the sea, that hair-raising hovercraft ride, and shooting my way through a crowd of alien VIPs, not to mention walking a couple of klicks over solar dunes, I was … holding up. Tired, sure, but not sick nor shaky. On the other hand, the inside of my head was a pulsating snarl of worries. I ducked into the hole under the consoles where the mainframe should’ve been. Tangled wires branched, connecting the physical displays to the improvised data line running aft. I picked up a jointed metal rod, and realized it was a piece of MF. I dropped it. Poor old suitcase. Goddamn. “So what was Marty talking about? A stowaway?”

“Oh God,” Irene said. “Guess who followed me here.”

“It’s only me,” Rafael Ijiuto said. I backed out from under the consoles in time to see him walking through the wall of the bridge.

“You—” Dolph swung at him. Ijiuto blurred out of the way of his punch like a human rubber band.

“I’m only trying to help,” he said.

“You can help,” I said, “by getting off my ship before I throw you off.”

“Can’t throw him off,” Irene said wearily. “He can walk through the hull. Shoot him, it goes straight through him. Push him, you fall.”

“I know where Sophia went,” Ijiuto said.

“Oh yeah?” I said.

“She’s gone to find the Urush.”

“The Urush, huh?” The reference reminded me of poor MF. “Just stay out of our way.” I strapped into my seat without waiting to see if he went away or not. He presumably wanted to get off Henchley’s Beacon as badly as we did.

Dolph was already seated, bending over the physical displays. Without the main computer, we couldn’t use the AR headsets. We would have to do this the old-fashioned way, staring at screens. “Marty deserves some kind of medal,” Dolph said, shaking his head. He punched the intercom. “We good to power up the drive?”

“Ready when you are,” Martin said from the engineering deck. It seemed odd that he hadn’t popped his head out to say hello, but I figured he was busy.

“Cross your fingers.” Dolph threw the switches.

The main drive roared. We shot off the surface of Henchley’s Beacon at a low angle, as smooth as butter. Everyone on board cheered in relief.

But I had my eyes glued to the radar display. Where were those unknown ships?

“Put her into a high parking orbit, Dolph,” I said. “I want to get a feel for the tactical situation before we burn. Irene, prep the railgun.”

Dolph killed the throttle. The St. Clare went quiet again, spinning around Henchley’s Beacon.

The radar collected dozens of blips as I manually scanned the sky. Looked like they were all going away, their radar tracks turning into dotted lines as they accelerated to FTL speed. They were fanning out over a split 270° arc of trajectories that would take them to one side or the other of the white dwarf, out of the Core and back to the Cluster.

Just one ship was going in the wrong direction.

“There she is!” Ijiuto squealed.

He was hanging onto the back of my seat. Since we were on the physical displays, he could see everything I could. He reached over my shoulder and stabbed his finger on that lone ship.

“That’s Sophia? How do you know?” I said.

“Look at where she’s going!”

“Towards Old Rip,” Irene said. “What the heck?”

I reached for the comms. “Unknown ship on a fucking crazy trajectory, come in. This is Mike Starrunner on the St. Clare. Come in.”

I put the comms on speaker. While we waited, Ijiuto said, “That’s where the Urush went.”

“Try making sense for a change,” I said.

“I’m just telling you what the gods told my parents. The Urush migrated into Old Rip.”

“Into a black hole?!” Irene said.

“I thought they all Transcended,” I said.

“They did. But …” Ijuto trailed off. “Being Transcendent kinda sucks sometimes.”

I looked around at him. His beige, flat-nosed face was set in lines of troubled preoccupation.

“I bet it does,” I said. I shuddered to think how close I myself had come to gaining the Transcendence for myself. If I had, I’d never have conquered my fear of drowning. Never seen that light at the bottom of the sea.

“It’s like, what’s next? Nothing’s next. Everything gets old. You just go on and on.”

The comms chimed. Sophia flickered onto the screen.

She was seated in the commander’s couch of a Traveller ship. Akira Smith sat beside her in the pilot’s couch, one hand on the controls, the other on her leg.

“Damn,” Dolph breathed. “Smith! So that’s who was in the hovercraft!”

So they’d ended up together. Maybe I should have felt something. I didn’t.

“Hello, Mike,” Sophia said. “You’re probably wondering where we’re going.”

“Rafe here just explained,” I said. “You’re following the Urush into Old Rip.”

“That’s right.” Her mouth quivered. For a moment she didn’t look twenty-five, she looked about Lucy’s age. “I hope you’re happy now.”

“You know what’s going to happen, right?” Irene broke in. “As you approach the event horizon, tidal forces will pull your ship apart. You’re going to get stretched out to infinity. No one can survive that!”

“How would you know?” Sophia said, but the riposte held barely a shadow of her old combativeness.

“That’s the point,” Smith said. He patted Sophia’s leg. “We’re doing something no one has ever done before. Going beyond the limits. When we get to the other side, we’ll compare notes with the Urush and all the other Transcendents who went before us. It’ll be a blast.”

“You’re not Transcendent,” I said.

“He’s going to be,” Sophia said, sounding a little more like herself. “We’ll take it slow enough for me to give him the Transcendence along the way. By the time we reach the event horizon, he’ll be immortal, too.”

She reached out for Smith’s hand. Taking it, he looked up for a split second at the comms camera. Our eyes met across the thousands of klicks between our ships, and I understood what he was doing. He was sacrificing his life to eliminate the Transcendence. In that moment I felt respect for the man.

“You never gave up on me, did you, Aki?” Sophia said. I heard in her voice something that had always been hidden from me by my own insecurity and sense of intellectual inferiority: her need for love. In the end, she wasn’t much different from the rest of us space monkeys. Smarter, sure. But no less desperate to find someone who would understand her complicated heart. I had failed her. Smith had stepped up.

“I always believed in you,” he assured her.

Was he doing this because he loved her? Or because he was willing to die for his principles? Or both? Either way, it was pointless. Even if Sophia and Smith flung themselves into Old Rip, I’d still have a Transcendent on board my ship, and no way of getting rid of him. “You don’t have to do this, Sophia,” I said urgently. “Come back. We’ll find some way to work it out.”

Sophia shook her head. “This is my destiny.”

I said the words I never thought I would say. “Lucy needs her mother.”

“No, she doesn’t. She has her father.” Sophia smiled sadly at me. To Smith, she said, “Aki, we need to program our acceleration burn.”

Dolph leaned over and said, “Respect, Smith, you asshole. Give my best to the angels.”

“Wherever we’re going,” Smith said, “I’m pretty sure there are no angels there.”

He cut the transmission.

Dolph fell back in his couch. “God’s mercy is infinite,” he said, like he was trying to convince himself. “God’s mercy is infinite.”

“They’re going to hell,” Irene said flatly. “And so are we, on the express route, unless we skip out of here.”

She punched my arm, drawing my attention to the radar display.

Five ships blipped big and bright. They had decelerated out from behind the white dwarf while we were talking.

Active radar alerts filled the bridge with urgent tones.

The newcomers were targeting Henchley’s Beacon.

And the St. Clare.
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I bent over the comms again. “Unknown ships, identify yourselves. This is Mike Starrunner in the St. Clare, independent freighter out of Ponce de Leon. Who are you? Over.”

“I can’t hit all of them before they hit us.” Irene lifted her hands off the weapons console.

“They’re Ek ships,” Dolph said. The newcomers had coasted close enough for us to acquire their visual profiles. Five double-pointed gems. Their targeting lasers held steady on our hull. “They’re Guardians.”

The comms screen came back to life. Garallax Hrolgo lounged in xis lotus-shaped command couch, blowing hookah smoke at the screen. “Your time is up,” xe said.

“No, it isn’t,” I said. We had parted from Hrolgo in the Tech Duinn system only four days ago, not the week Hrolgo had promised me.

“It is if the Emperor says it is.”

I studied xim. “Bullshit,” I said quietly. “You haven’t had time to contact headquarters. In fact, I’d bet no one else knows you’re here.”

Hrolgo rested xis lower and middle hands on the arms of xis couch. “I do not want to see the Cluster ravaged by war. You, I think, do not either.”

“I sure don’t.”

“The diplomatic situation is deteriorating. The planned strike on Diaz de Solis has been brought forward. I may be able to prevent it if I dispatch FTL drones to the Guardians units involved, today, with proof that the Transcendence has been eliminated. Has it?”

I swallowed. “If you point your sensors towards Old Rip, you’ll see a ship accelerating to FTL speed.”

“Yes.”

“Sophia Hart is on board that ship. Keep watching, and in a couple of days you’ll see her being sucked into Old Rip’s event horizon.”

“We do not have a couple of days.”

I sent xim the recording of our last conversation with Sophia. “Review that,” I said. “Good enough for you?”

Minutes later, Hrolgo looked up from his screens. “Sad.”

“Yes.”

“But it is not enough.”

“What more do you need?”

“I need to destroy Henchley’s Beacon. Please move your ship out of the way, or I shall have to destroy you as well.”

“If we engage the skip field now, we can probably evade them,” Dolph hissed.

I shook my head. “Henchley’s Beacon is no longer a threat. The Transcendence isn’t there anymore. And they’re dealing with a catastrophic spindown. The orbital may break apart under the stresses involved. But there are thousands of people in there. Please give them a chance.”

“I thought it was not rotating as fast as it should be,” Hrolgo said with interest. “What happened?”

I rapidly described Wroth’s evil strategy to ensure the orbital did not outlive him.

“Hmm,” Hrolgo said. “They will not be able to recover the thrusters. Assuredly, those things have not been operational for several centuries. The orbital would require an external boost.”

I crossed my fingers. “Your ships could give it a boost. Park on opposite sides, tether the ships to the surface, and burn your drives for a couple of minutes—”

“Yes, yes. But why should we?”

“Because Henchley’s Beacon was a black currency trading hub,” I said. “Because it was the Cluster’s biggest one-stop shop for shadow credits, which are in direct competition with the GCs issued by the EkBank. Wroth’s long-term strategy was to ramp up an alternative financial system. That would undercut the Empire’s strategic position. He was actively discussing it with the Fleet.” I thought for a second about how fast the Fleet would kill me if they heard me spilling this stuff to a Guardians commander, and pushed the thought away. “If you destroy Henchley’s Beacon outright, the shadow currency trade will just move on. You’ll be playing whack-a-mole with the antimatter-based and PGM-based issuers forever. But if you occupy Henchley’s Beacon—if you help them spin the orbital back up—if you treat the Zeroes decently—you could gain inside access to the biggest shadow currencies. You could shut them down. I’m certain the Zeroes would cooperate. They care more about respect than they do about money.”

I ran out of words and stopped talking. The active radar alerts, muted, continued to flash on my screen.

“How do I know all this is true?” Hrolgo said at length.

“Listen,” I said. “You can call me a dirty animal, you can call me a traitor, you can call me a merc. But don’t call me a liar. I’m telling you the Gospel truth, Hrolgo. Land your soldiers on that orbital and go over it with an electron microscope. You’ll find no trace of the Transcendence.” I remembered the holobook Sophia had mentioned. Jesus, I hoped she’d taken it with her. “You will find financial intelligence worth trillions to the Empire.”

“To avert the strike on Diaz de Solis, I would have to dispatch my drones now,” Hrolgo said.

“Yes.”

“I would have to … trust you.”

“Yes.”

“Why should I trust you, Michael Starrunner?”

“Keep watching,” I said, “and I’ll show you.”

I got up from my couch.

“Where did Ijiuto go?” I hissed to Dolph. He gestured aft.

*

I found Ijiuto in the lounge. He floated in a fetal position, staring dully at the screensaver of Ponce de Leon scenery on the big screen. “Why haven’t they slagged us yet?” he said when he saw me.

“Because I know the commander. But I have to give him physical proof that the Transcendence has been eliminated.” I rubbed my hands over the salt-stiffened spikes of my hair. “That would be you.”

Ijiuto’s head jerked up. “You’re crazy.”

“Get into your suit.”

“You can’t make me.”

“No,” I said. “I can’t.” I floated beside him. “Why did you pretend to be normal for so long? When you were on this ship before, we locked you up in the admin berth. You stayed there for two weeks. But you could’ve walked through the wall anytime. Why didn’t you?”

“You answered your own question. I was pretending to be normal.”

“Why?”

“Wouldn’t you?”

I opened my mouth, and then closed it. I remembered my childhood. Normality at all costs. My spell at that terrible CS school had shaped the rest of my life in ways I hadn’t fully appreciated until now. Look at the lengths I had gone to to live a normal life, up to and including lying and breaking the law. Look how hard I had tried to raise Lucy in a cocoon of normality … at all costs. That was over now. My half-Bright, half-Shifter daughter was the best kid in the Cluster, but she was not “normal.” That was OK. My job was to let her be who she was. And that meant that normality at all costs was over for me, too.

“Yeah,” I said. “I would’ve. I did. But it doesn’t work in the long term.”

“They bombed my fucking homeworld. No shit it doesn’t work.” Ijiuto had tears in his eyes as he stared at the beautiful, airbrushed normality of Ponce de Leon’s beaches, jungles, and glittering highrises.

“You’ll never be able to be who you are as long as you stay where the Fleet can reach you,” I said.

He nodded.

“With the Eks, you might have a chance. Sure, they’ll want to poke and prod you. But they can’t hurt you. If they try, you just walk through the wall. My bet, they’ll want you to tell the whole story to the Emperor in person. You’ll travel to the Ek homeworld … wherever it is.” This information was an Ek state secret. “You’ll see things no human being has ever seen.”

“New frontiers,” he murmured.

“That’s right. I’m almost jealous.”

“No, you’re not.”

“No,” I acknowledged. “I’m not. But I’m not the one who’s going to live for another couple millennia, anyway.”

Ijiuto grimaced. “Listen man, I really am sorry. You weren’t meant to get a faceful of IVK.”

I shrugged. “These things happen, right?”

He didn’t get the irony. “And about shooting your admin officer. That was a mistake. I was trying for Pippa. Sorry.”

I couldn’t quite bring myself to accept the apology, but I dipped my head. “You wanted to have the Code all to yourself. Now you will. Forever.”

Ijiuto climbed into his borrowed spacesuit. I got into my own loaner suit and went out with him. I asked Dolph to patch my suit into the bridge comms, so I could speak to Hrolgo on the radio. “I’m outside my ship, on the top deck. Can you see me?”

The Guardian ships were so close now that I could watch them through the faceplate of my suit, orbiting Henchley’s Beacon at a higher altitude, lit up like Christmas trees in the black.

“I see you,” Hrolgo said. “Who’s that with you?”

“This is Rafael Ijiuto,” I said, “the last Transcendent in the universe. He’s hoping you will give him sanctuary. He’s got quite a story to tell.”

Hrolgo was silent for a moment. “You continue to surprise me, Michael Starrunner. I’ll send a tug to pick him up.”

“Would you be able to see your way to dispatching those FTL drones anytime soon?” I asked, praying.

Hrolgo laughed. “I already have.”

“Thank you.” Giddy with relief, I added, “For an Ek, you’re a good man.”

“For a man, you are a good Ek,” Hrolgo said. “There’ll be no war on our watch.”

A small craft broke away from the aft cone of one of the Guardian ships. It fell towards us. “That’s your ride,” I said to Ijiuto.

“Neat,” Ijiuto said in tones of profound gloom.

“Good luck,” I said.

“I always said I’d rather have you for a friend than an enemy,” Ijiuto said. And then he unclipped his tether and jumped into space. Before I could react, inertia had carried him many meters from the St. Clare. He fell towards Henchley’s Beacon.

The Ek tug flared its thrusters, turning to pick him up.

I went back inside.
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I slid out of the port airlock chamber, suddenly bone-weary. It wasn’t until I removed my helmet that I keyed in on the people floating in the trunk corridor.

Martin, Lucy, Irene, and …

… Pippa?

I rubbed my eyes in confusion.

“Is he gone?” Pippa said. “Really gone?”

“What the …”

“Say hello to our stowaway. She’s been hiding in the engineering deck,” Martin said. “Scared to death Ijiuto was gonna find her.”

“But Parsec said that Ijiuto was Pippa. It was him all along. I thought Ijiuto was the stowaway.” And I had just watched Ijiuto jump overboard. My brain jammed on the apparent paradox.

“The stowaway was Pippa,” Irene said. “Ijiuto told me she had jumped overboard. Obviously, he was just guessing. He was wrong. Marty found her hiding in a cable trace.”

“It was cold,” Pippa whispered. “I had to hold my breath for ages.”

Lucy glanced worriedly at Pippa’s pale, strained face. “Dad, this is the lady who made me that Blobby doll.” Lady. To Lucy, Pippa was a grown-up. To me, she was a frightened child. I wondered how I could possibly have believed that she would really marry Wroth and plot the conquest of the Cluster. I should have believed my gut over my lyin’ eyes. “You can’t throw her off the ship,” Lucy warned me. “I won’t let you!”

“Do I look like I’m gonna?” I released my suit seals. Martin helped me peel the thing off. “Shit.” I had just told Garallax Hrolgo that Rafael Ijiuto was the last Transcendent in the universe. He had trusted me to be telling the truth. My assertion had averted war in the Cluster. And now it turned out that I had been lying?!? “Shit, shit, shit. If the Eks find her, we’re all screwed.” I kicked my suit in the general direction of the suit lockers. “We gotta burn like hell.” I threw the words over my shoulder, heading for the bridge.

Lucy followed. “Where are we going?”

“Haven’t decided yet,” I said. “Where do you want to go?”

“Home,” she said instantly. “I want to go home.”

I groaned. How could we take Pippa back to Ponce de Leon? We couldn’t, but what were the alternatives?

“If we go back to Ponce de Leon,” Dolph said, “the Fleet is going to vaporize us.”

“Maybe not,” Irene said.

“Why wouldn’t they?” Dolph said. “We’re escaped criminals.”

Irene turned to face us. “Listen,” she said levelly. “Rex and the kids are on Ponce de Leon. So that’s where we’re going. We’re not even discussing this.”

“I’m going home even if I have to walk,” said Marie, poking her head into the bridge.

“Me too,” Lucy said.

I threw up my hands. “Dolph, ain’t no use arguing when the girls gang up on us. Calculate our trajectory for Ponce de Leon.” After all, I thought to myself, there were plenty of other planets along the way.

Martin’s kludged-up flight controls worked, but without the main computer or MF, every calculation took twice as long and had to be triple-checked by hand. We had to nurse the St. Clare along like an injured animal. It took nearly a whole day of micro-burns and manual debris clearance to get her up to 0.4 Gs of acceleration, the minimum needed for an FTL hop short enough that we wouldn’t run out of air, water, and food.

We finally entered the skip field 24 hours after leaving Henchley’s Beacon. I popped my straps, delirious with tiredness. The tick-tick-tick of the skip generator unzipped the tension along my spine. It was the sound of safety, at least for now. I yawned hugely and stretched in the air. “Y’all go get some sleep.” I floated towards the vodka dispenser. “I’ll take the first bridge shift.”

“No, I will,” Dolph said.

I filled my zero-gravity mug to the halfway mark. “I said go get some sleep. Don’t want you nodding out on me.” Truthfully, I wanted to be alone to consider the Pippa thing. The best solution might be to drop her off somewhere.

“I’m good,” Dolph said. I frowned at him. He did seem unusually alert, for someone who’d been awake almost 48 hours.

“Oh, man,” I said, not caring that Irene was right there listening. “If I went and looked in the med cabinet right now, what’d be missing?”

“Nothing,” Dolph said. “I picked up some stim tabs when we were going through those storage lockers.”

“That stuff isn’t good for you,” Irene said prissily. In her oblivious way, she had no idea that Dolph had a real problem.

He smiled. I laughed, angrily. “All right. You take the first shift. Keep bumping up the multiplier.”

Turned out I couldn’t sleep, anyway. I went aft and spent the next couple hours tallying our food and water supplies, calculating how much water we could afford to crack for oxygen. Trying to figure out if we actually could make it to Ponce de Leon with no fewer than eight people on board, eating, drinking, and breathing.

And using the toilet.

That was the first thing to go.

Five days out, I floated in the dark interdeck space behind the port-side interior wall, with my feet hooked over the edge of the access hatch above the refrigerator. A portable fan clipped beside my feet blew down past me, providing enough air circulation so I wouldn’t asphyxiate. I held onto the pipes with one hand and held a flashlight in the other, shining it on the sewage filtration system. The toilet was next to the galley, for reasons of plumbing convenience. My flashlight illuminated pipes, pumps, the waste tank, and the water reclamation apparatus.

Which had stopped working in the small hours of shipboard morning.

I gagged on the reek of feces. That in itself told me that there was a problem. The waste shouldn’t be exposed to the air at any point.

“Smell that?” I said to Dolph.

He was all the way inside the interdeck space, removing the cover of the filter assembly. “Trying not to.”

“You need help with that cover?”

“This should be Marty’s job,” he grumbled.

Ol’ python would be able to fit down here better than we could, but he was still in his cast. “It should be MF’s job,” I sighed.

Martin had been working on the remains of Mechanical Failure. I figured he was just doing it as a displacement activity to distract himself from not being able to Shift, because there was no way he could bring MF back to life. No one alive today knew how to build an Urush bot, let alone repair one. All the same, Martin kept at it, extracting circuits from MF’s carcass and rewiring them on a test board.

Dolph released another screw in my direction. I caught it in my flashlight hand. “If we can’t fix the toilet,” I said, keeping my voice low, “we’re gonna have to stop at Digeritom Bassus.”

Digeritom Bassus lay right on our route. It was a tidally locked planet—everyone lived in the mountainous, windy twilight zone—but everyone was an amiable mixture of stargends and humans. For a Fringeworld, it checked nearly all the boxes to qualify as a civilized planet. We had gone there a bunch of times on cargo runs. I figured Pippa would be OK there.

“Why’re you so hot to get rid of her?” Dolph said, from down in the darkness.

“Because obviously—”

“Because she offered you the Transcendence?”

I scowled. “I didn’t know you heard that. But if you did, you also heard me say no.”

Pippa had made her offer in all innocence. She was grateful to me for not tossing her off the ship—yet—and she knew how desperate I was to be cured of IVK. She was the only person who did know just how desperate I was, because she’d been there.

My God, it had been hard to say no. And Dolph was right. If she repeated the offer, I did not trust myself to say no a second time. That’s one reason why I wanted her off the ship.

“You don’t need the Transcendence,” Dolph said.

“Dunno about don’t need,” I said. “But I don’t want it. I’ve made up my mind. I’m gonna die. So be it.”

Dolph set the screwdriver into another screw head. “This is why I fucking hate you sometimes,” he said.

It took a minute for the words to make sense. When they did, I felt like he’d stabbed me with the screwdriver. “Whaaaa?”

That’s when he finally told me the whole story of his binge on Henchley’s Beacon. He described his vision of the cauldron of stars. He admitted that his resentment of me had built up to murderous proportions, so that when they pushed him into the arena, he hardly even needed to rationalize going for my throat.

I listened, hanging by my feet, feeling sick. “Jesus,” I said at last. “I’m sorry. I’m an asshole. I wouldn’t be alive without you, ol’ jackal, and I know it, but I guess I never thought I needed to say it—”

“You don’t need to say it—”

I homed in on what I thought was really bothering him. “And I’m sorry I called you a junkie.”

“For Christ’s sake. Why shouldn’t you have said it? It’s true.” He paused. His voice softened. “I should’ve been dead a hundred times over by now. Like Artie. Overdosed, buried somewhere in the Cluster. But you didn’t let it happen. You’ve spent the last twenty years holding onto me. I don’t know why you even bothered.”

I let out a long, shaky breath. “It just seemed like something I had to do.”

Dolph laughed. “You got me.” He sailed the cover of the filtration assembly towards me. I took my hand off the pipes and stretched to catch it. A wet, warm glob of something hit me in the eye.

“Oh, shit.” Literally. Soft brown putty oozed out around the connecting valve that joined the waste tank to the water reclamation apparatus. I wiped my eye with the back of my hand. It came away smeared brown. “Tank’s overflowing,” I groaned. “This is what I was afraid of.”
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“It’s backed up all the way to the filter,” Dolph said.

I sighed. “Put the cover back on. There’s nothing we can do about this until we’re back in gravity. If you try to open the tank, we’ll have a poop explosion. It’ll get into the wiring, and then we’ll really be in trouble.”

We screwed the filtration assembly cover back on, getting our hands—and other parts of us—covered with concentrated feces in the process. Then we backed out of the access hatch into the galley. Lucy was waiting for us. She squealed in delighted horror at the poop-smeared apparitions. I pretended to chase her.

We met Marie in the corridor. Lucy dodged behind her, giggling.

“Did you get it fixed?” Marie said.

“Nope,” I said, “and now comes the really fun part: trying to get this crap off without flushing any water.”

“Let me help,” Marie said. “You can’t see yourselves. Which is probably a good thing.”

She herded us into the lounge. Robbie and Pippa were in there, playing Go Fish with the magnetic cards. “She didn’t even know what cards are,” Robbie told us in amazement. “I’m teaching her the easy games.”

“I’m a quick study,” Pippa said proudly. “Robbie, do you have a queen?”

“I think I do,” Robbie said, holding her eyes. “But will she have me?”

Pippa turned red and swatted him. He ducked, laughing. Cards scattered in the air.

“You guys are being silly,” Lucy said severely. “Let’s play properly.”

I watched Pippa chase the cards, reflecting how her terrible experiences had forced her to grow up in a hurry. Yet in some ways she was still a child. She felt safe enough on the St. Clare to play card games and horse around with Robbie and Lucy. Could I really put her off the ship on Digeritom Bassus?

I told everyone the bad news about the toilet while I cleaned my hands with a damp rag. Marie worked on Dolph’s face with another rag. She was efficient rather than tender. But let’s face it, no woman volunteers to clean poop out of a guy’s eyebrows unless she likes him.

They had been spending a lot of time together. Not bunking together. But she kept him company on his bridge shifts, talking until all hours. What about? None of my business. But I had been keeping an eye on the med cabinet, so I knew Dolph had stayed clean since Henchley’s Beacon, and I was pretty sure Marie was helping him with that. She might even be the reason for that conversation while we were trying to fix the toilet. She may have told him he needed to level with me. Why do women always think that talking helps?

Well, maybe it does. We’d cleared the air, and I felt more cheerful than I had in ages, despite the unsolved toilet problem. I changed my filthy rag for a clean one. The rags were pieces of our Traveller clothing, cut up. This one still had a trophy sewn to it. “Jesus,” I said. “Give this thing a decent burial.” I unpicked the stitches with the tip of my Phillips screwdriver, and looked up to find Dolph watching me.

“No shakes,” he said, pointing at my hands.

“And?”

“Why’s it so hard to accept?” he said quietly. “You went Chimera Syndrome on Henchley’s Beacon. Since then, no shakes. A week ago, you couldn’t even hold a gun, let alone use a screwdriver. You’re not puking anymore. The reset effect knocked the IVK right out of your brain, just like I thought it would. Face it: I was right.”

I wadded the rag in my hands. “But what if you’re wrong? What if it’s temporary, and it comes back?”

Marie briskly changed the subject. “It looks like someone needs to pee.” She nodded at Lucy, who had her legs crossed. “We need to think about alternative toilet arrangements.”

I had a brainwave. “Let’s get Nanny B on it. Lucy, where is she, anyway?” I hadn’t seen Lucy playing with Nanny B since we left Henchley’s Beacon.

“Maybe the Travellers took her,” Dolph said.

“We can always hope,” I said.

“Nope,” Lucy said. “She’s still on board, but Marty’s using her.”

Dolph raised his eyebrows. He hit the intercom and yelled, “Yo, Marty, what are you doing with the nanny-bot?” I suppressed a snigger.

“I wondered how long it would take y’all to notice,” Martin responded.

“Huh?” I said.

“I’ve been working on Nanny B. Giving her a few … upgrades. I’ll bring her through and show you.”

Except for Irene, who was on bridge duty, we were all there when Martin floated in with Nanny B behind him.

She had changed.

Her tubby royal-blue chassis now sprouted two sets of multi-jointed grippers. The screen on her tummy had been replaced by an array of sockets for other attachments. And the cartoonish eyes in her round head had been replaced by lamp-like optical sensors.

She spoke.

In a grating mechanical voice.

“Did I hear we’re having some trouble with the toilet?”

“MF!” Dolph yelled. “Holy hell! Is that you, suitcase?”

“It is,” said Nanny B—or rather, it would seem, MF, transplanted into Nanny B’s body. “Martin recovered my memory and installed it into this shockingly ugly chassis.” He rattled his grippers, just like he always used to do. “When I woke up, I wondered if I had died and gone to some kind of plush, royal-blue hell.” His eyes brightened. “But now that I see all of you, I know that I am neither having a nightmare, nor dreaming.”

I have never come close to hugging a robot, humanoid or otherwise, but at that moment I was tempted. Lucy, less restrained, flew at MF and kissed him on his moulded button-nose. “You can have her,” she said generously. “I’ve gotten too old to have a nanny-bot, anyway.”

I smiled fondly. But something was bothering me. “How’d you do it, Marty? Nanny B’s operating system wouldn’t support MF’s personality, even if it was compatible with his memory. Which it ain’t.”

“Well,” Martin said. “I upgraded Nanny B’s processors, and salvaged a few pieces from what was left of MF’s chassis. But apart from that, I had a little help.”

He nodded at Pippa.

“Fess up,” I said mock-sternly.

“When we were in the … the bunker, Sophia copied everything off their computers,” Pippa said. “She only wanted the Code. But she took a bunch of other stuff as well. So while we were on our way to Henchley’s Beacon, she downloaded it all onto a holobook to sort through it and see what she’d got. I watched where she put the holobook. And … and when I hid in the cable trace, I took it with me.”

“So that’s where my holobook went,” said Irene, listening in over the intercom. “I want it back, Marty.”

“Sorry,” Martin said. “It had the Code on it, so Pippa asked me to trash it. But before I did that, I copied some of the other files onto our mainframe.” He grinned broadly. “Including MF’s source code.”

MF bounced in the air. Had he been human, he’d have been doing a happy dance. “I have been searching for my source code for centuries. Now, at last, I have it. I can make more AIs of my own class. I can transfer myself into a more simpatico body … although I may decide to stay in this one,” he added, as Lucy’s face fell. “I could, perhaps, get used to being cuddly.”

“Either way, it’s good to have you back, MF,” I said. “Damn good.”

“It is good to be back, Captain, although I must say the ship is in a dismal state.” MF clacked his grippers in a business-like way. “What was that about the toilet?”

“Ah. It’s bust. We’re not going to be able to fix it until we’re back in gravity.” I chewed my lower lip, remembering my half-formed decision to make an emergency stop at Digeritom Bassus.

“We’ll see about that,” MF said. He snagged a handhold and propelled himself out of the lounge. “Let me have a look. I am, after all, the janitor.”

I went after him. “MF, I just want you to know—”

“I guarded Lucy, Captain,” he said quietly. “With my life.”

“I know.”

“Sophia threatened to hurt her. Lucy is more important than any ship. Therefore, I gave her access to the flight controls. After that, I remember nothing.”

“Thank you,” I said. “That’s what I wanted to say. Thank you.”

“Think nothing of it, Captain. Only doing my job.”

MF floated along to the galley, grumbling about the mess of cables that still stretched along the trunk corridor. Lucy pulled Pippa after him in hopes of witnessing a poop explosion.

I turned to Dolph. “Forget Digeritom Bassus,” I said. “I can’t leave her on some goddamn Fringeworld.”

“If you tried,” Dolph said, “I figure you’d have to fight Robbie. For starters.”

“We’ll take her home.”

Dolph shook his head. “But what’s gonna happen when we get there?”

“We’ll figure something out."
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“This is the St. Clare, independent freighter,” I said. “Requesting permission to land at Mag-Ingat Spaceport.”

Jolt. Dolph bumped our field multiplier up, reducing our speed. Ponce de Leon ripened in the black. The silence on the bridge felt suffocating. Had it been a mistake to come back?

“Lot of ships in orbit,” Irene broke the silence, working the long-range sensors. “Fleet, Fleet, and more Fleet.”

“Permission to land denied,” crackled the comms. “Go fuck yourself.”

I blinked. I’d half-expected the rebuff. But that didn’t sound like the Space Authority. “Who are you?” I double-checked that I was, in fact, talking to traffic control.

“Who are you?”

“Mike Starrunner.”

“Hang on.”

While we waited, Dolph counted up the Fleet ships in orbit. “If this wasn’t Ponce de Leon, I’d say that looked like a siege.”

Traffic control came back on the comms. This time it was a different man’s voice. “Starrunner, OK. We’ve been waiting for you for weeks, dude. You are cleared to land, but unfortunately, as you can see, there are a bunch of Fleet ships in the way. You have our permission to vaporize them as necessary.” The guy cackled. “Give it to those motherfuckers Shifter style. No mercy, no surrender.”

“Who the hell are you?” I said.

“Dude. It’s Ryder.”

The name was so unexpected in this context that I struggled to place it. Then it clicked. “Ryder from the range?!”

His maniacal laughter confirmed my guess. Ryder was a fellow vet. Younger than me and Dolph, he had fought in a different and even nastier undeclared planetside war, and come back with markedly sociopathic tendencies. He was Alec Macaulay’s right-hand wolf. What in the hell was he doing at the Space Authority, in charge of traffic control?

Dolph reached over and grabbed the comms mic. “Naw. You ain’t Ryder. Prove it. Enable video.”

“Ain’t got the bandwidth. The fuckers shot down all of our satellites except a few for surveilling us with. But I can prove it’s me. Remember when we busted into the Mujin Inc. office? Remember how you told me and the guys to go home before security came? You took the heat for all of us that day. Now it’s our turn.”

Dolph pushed the mic away. “It’s him.”

A million questions competed to get out of my mouth. Before any of them could win, Irene broke in, “Ship on our three o’clock, 5,000 klicks out, on an intercept trajectory.” She threw a composite visual up on the main display. The ship was a featureless torus, like a small scale model of Henchley’s Beacon, except with engines in the middle. “It looks like an interstellar liner,” Irene said, “but it’s moving too fast.”

“No markings,” I said. “Fleet or otherwise. No active transponder tag.”

“Let’s take it out,” Irene said.

“No way,” I said. “Whatever Ryder’s smoking, I don’t want any of it, at least until we figure out what’s going on.” I hit transmit. “Listen, we got company up here. I’ll get back to you.” I cut Ryder off. The toroidal ship was pinging us. Sweat trickled down my back as I accepted the transmission. “Yeah, what?”

“Michael Starrunner?”

“That’s me.”

“You will insert into Ponce de Leon orbit at 50,000 kilometers. We will rendezvous with you and initiate docking maneuvers. You will comply.”

The tone of command got my back up. “Why do you think I’ll comply?”

“We wish to speak with you in person.”

“And you are?”

“This is the Repulse. We are the mobile headquarters of the Iron Triangle. You will comply with our requirements if you wish to live.”

I counted the Fleet ships in orbit.

I counted the railgun rounds remaining in the St. Clare’s arsenal.

I said, “OK.”

*

We docked with the Repulse. The giant torus dwarfed the St. Clare by a factor of ten. Their docking facility was a pad in the center of the torus, opposite to the engines. Magnetic grapples locked the St. Clare to the larger ship. It was an embrace of mutual vulnerability: at this range, any use of firepower would destroy both of us.

“Wish me luck,” I said, choosing the least smelly and offensive of our motley collection of borrowed spacesuits.

“Don’t go, Dad,” Lucy said.

“I have to,” I said. “If they try to board us, show ‘em that nice little Gauss you got on Henchley’s Beacon. If they start shooting, hide.” I looked at Pippa. “Don’t let them find you.”

Pippa nodded, unsmiling. “I’ll go through the hull,” she said. “I’ll hold my breath and hide inside the engine bell.”

The very idea made me wince, but I knew she could do it. Inside, she was still the tough little survivor we had met in the Gvm Uye Sachttra refugee camp.

At the end of the trunk corridor, Dolph and Marie were embracing. He broke away from her and clambered into his spacesuit. I bit back the urge to tell him to stay behind. He had earned this just as much as I had … for better or for worse.

We exited into the vacuum. A welcome committee of armed Marines greeted us with cold politeness. We floated into an elevator inside one of the torus’s spokes, and sank into spin gravity—a half-G, or slightly better. Uniformed officers strode along the radial corridor. Jargon-heavy PA announcements mingled with snatches of urgent conversation. The air smelled of anti-bacterial chemicals and burning dust.

The Marines frisked us for weapons. Satisfied that we were unarmed, they led us up a flight of corkscrew stairs.

Leaving behind the noise of the ship, we stepped through double doors into a sudden hush, broken only by fans sighing in an animal rhythm: in and out, in and out. A Marine knocked on an inner pair of doors, threw them open, and stood back. Dolph and I walked into a war room.

That’s what it immediately felt like to me. Like the intelligence section at Red Hill, our rear base on Tech Duinn. Civilians and officers mingled around desks in an open-plan room, amidst a sensory onslaught from flashing, cheeping, chiming, morphing holos and screens. I caught sight of aerial surveillance feeds from the Strip, Smith’s End, and Pennock Tower, one of the uptown skyscrapers.

A woman with a bindi dot on her forehead came up to us. “This way,” she said curtly.

I’d seen her before somewhere … that’s right. She had been one of the holo observers in Admiral Spaekhugger’s electronics shop on Cortez Station, when the Iron Triangle threatened to kill me and sell Lucy to a brothel. She was part of the Iron Triangle leadership. Now that I was seeing her in the flesh, she seemed no less chilly and inscrutable.

She escorted us into a conference room. Around a horseshoe-shaped table sat all the rest of them. The fat red-bearded man. The old lady in an evening gown eight centuries out of date. A cyborg with a titanium mask for a face, his or her body more metal than meat. The thin man with mandarin mustaches and a bird sitting on his shoulder. And Spaekhugger, ol’ cyberface himself, at the head of the table. I remembered knocking him to the floor and running out of his shop in pursuit of Lucy. His cybernetic stare suggested that he remembered it very well, too. Cold sweat prickled my back.

“Better late than never, Mr. Starrunner,” Spaekhugger said in his dry, toneless voice.

The bird on the mustached man’s shoulder—a falcon of some sort—stretched its neck, flapped its wings, and screeched. The wild animal sound sounded strange in that sterile room with its smell of anti-microbials.

“Nothing to say for yourself?” Spaekhugger grated.

I took a deep breath. Straightened my spine. “I did what you wanted. Mission accomplished.”

Silence.

“Guess you aren’t gonna pay us, then?”

*

Back on the St. Clare, Irene was trying to contact the Space Authority again. She was in my seat. MF was in her seat. Robbie, Marie, Martin, and Lucy crowded the back of the bridge, watching tensely.

“Hello, Ryder? Hello, hello?”

An Iron Triangle schmuck broke into the frequency. “Comms are unavailable at present.”

“You’re jamming me.”

“Yes.”

“Well, quit jamming me.”

“No.”

“I see some fancy radar and radio instruments on your hull,” Irene said. “Are they bulletproof?”

“You’re bluffing,” the schmuck said, with less certainty than before.

“Wanna find out? Then keep jamming our comms.”

After a second, the shmuck said, “Your transmissions will be monitored.”

“That’s fine,” Irene said. She radioed the Space Authority again.

“Hey. Starrunner?” Ryder sounded agitated. “What’s going on up there?”

“It’s Irene Seagrave.” She leaned into the comms and closed her eyes. Lucy told me that she was holding onto her crucifix the whole time she spoke. “I need to talk to Jose-Maria d’Alencon.”

“The shithead detective that led the raid on the range. What do you want him for? He’s in jail with the rest of the normie pigs. This planet is ours now. Ponce de Leon belongs to the Shifters.”

*

Spaekhugger said, “You may be unaware of what’s been happening on Ponce de Leon.”

“Of course we’re unaware,” Dolph said. “We’ve been in the Core, doing your dirty work for you.”

“The Shifters have launched an insurrection. Two weeks ago, they stormed the seat of Ponce de Leon’s planetary government. A considerable number of lives were lost. They took the governor and the surviving members of the senate hostage.”

I immediately knew what had happened. Or rather, who. Alec Macaulay. He had been predicting for years that the shit would hit the fan one day. If that day ever comes, he had said to me on the day I left Ponce de Leon, they won’t know what hit ‘em … And I, God help me, had given him some friendly advice about making connections with the community in Shiftertown, to reinforce his base of support.

Guess he took it.

“The insurrectionists continue to occupy the planetary government offices in Pennock Tower and Marguerite Tower,” Spaekhugger said. “They have also neutralized the planetary police force and grounded all flights in and out of Mag-Ingat Spaceport. The standoff is costing an estimated forty million KGCs per day.”

Dolph let out a jackally laugh. “The horror,” he said. “Have they made any demands? Issued a manifesto? Anything like that?”

“Nothing that fancy,” said the fat man on Spaekhugger’s left, whose beard was dyed the color of blood. “Alec Macaulay has declared himself the new governor, and offered to restore normal service if the Fleet recognizes his claim, and grants him the full scope of customary powers.”

“Damn, Alec,” Dolph murmured, shaking his head and smiling.

I thought fast. “Seems like the Fleet doesn’t have much of a bargaining position.”

“What do you mean?” the bindi-dot woman said. “We are blockading the planet. We can surveil every centimeter of the surface from orbit. If Macaulay sets foot outdoors, we’ll blow his head off with a pinpoint strike.”

“OK,” I said. “But perhaps you aren’t aware that high-ranking representatives of the Fleet were recently on Henchley’s Beacon, where they’ve been negotiating with the Travellers for years, trying to ramp up alternative currencies that would sideline the EkBank, not so accidentally triggering a second human-Ek war? Hmm?”

The Iron Triangle honchos turned to each other, murmuring. Well, well. They hadn’t known. Not so omniscient, after all.

“Ironic,” I said. “You know everything that happens in the Cluster … except what the chiefs of staffs have been doing behind your backs.”

“You can’t prove any of this,” the man with the falcon said angrily.

“Well, the Fleet representatives in question got eaten by haulasaurs,” I said. “And the boss of Henchley’s Beacon got shot. He was a shrulbie, by the way, to give you an idea of the company they keep. But Henchley’s Beacon is now under the protection of my buddy Garallax Hrolgo, the commander of a Guardians strike force. You could talk to him.”

“Who are you people?” the falcon man said.

“Shifters,” I said, shrugging.

The red-bearded man said quietly, “The threatened strike on Diaz de Solis was cancelled.”

“I can vouch for their honesty,” came a new voice. I turned my head to see Jonathan Burden walking into the room. Spaekhugger stared at him coldly. Guess he wasn’t supposed to be here. But for my money, he was worth two of any of these bureaucrats. Wearing civvies, he dropped into an empty seat at the end of the horseshoe table. “These men risked their lives to eliminate the Transcendence. They risked mine, too. But no harm, no foul. They got the job done. If we disbelieve them, just because they’re Shifters, we would be shooting ourselves in the foot.”

“Sophia flew into Old Rip,” I said to Burden. “Smith went with her.” Burden’s face crumpled at that news, but only for an instant. “He sacrificed his life to eliminate the Transcendence and prevent war from breaking out in the Cluster. Don’t let his sacrifice be in vain.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” snapped the falcon man. “The Eks were only bluffing, the way they always do. There was and is no danger of war in the Cluster, except from genetically engineered menaces such as you.”

“Speaking of genetically engineered menaces,” I said, “have you ever run DNA tests to find out how many people in the Fleet hierarchy are Brights?”

There was a dead silence.

“You can’t rely on the official DNA records. Brights are smart. They’ll have faked their test results. You’d have to shadow them and pick up loose hairs and discarded coffee cups.”

The falcon man turned and looked at the other honchos. Spaekhugger’s cybernetic eyes locked onto his face. He went pale.

Suddenly, the falcon man pushed back from the table and stood up. Spaekhugger moved so fast that his hands blurred. Something glinted, rising above the edge of the table, and then the falcon man collapsed with a grunt. A neat hole steamed in his forehead. The falcon flew off his shoulder and flapped over the table, screeching.

“I’ve suspected him for some time,” Spaekhugger said to me. “He was one of the Brights who sought to advance a policy of aggressive expansion. You’re right. Intelligence cannot be allowed to rule us. We must give a higher place to the human virtues of justice and fairness.”

Burden leapt after the falcon, caught the tether trailing from its legs, reeled it down to his wrist, and spoke softly to it.

“Sophia was a Bright, too,” I said. “She knew the Fleet officers on Henchley’s Beacon by name.”

“You might find that a big chunk of the Fleet’s budget has been diverted to the shadow-currency market,” Dolph said. “And other initiatives designed to piss off the Eks.”

The old woman in the evening dress said, “Yes, we have a problem. But you also have a problem. We cannot let you leave this ship, knowing these things … having seen that.” She gestured at the body of the falcon man, lying face-up on the floor.

Uh oh.
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“D’Alencon speaking.”

“Finally,” Irene said. She had had to wait for Ryder to phone downtown, for d’Alencon to be brought up from his cell, and for a radio connection to be established. “How are you doing, Detective-Inspector?”

She was clutching her crucifix with white knuckles.

“I’ve been sitting in a jail cell for a week, along with the chief prosecutor, the police commissioner, and the entire detective branch,” d’Alencon said. “They tell me my wife and sons are OK, but they won’t let me go home. There’s wolves patrolling the halls. There’s one sitting in front of me right now, licking his chops and waiting for the go signal to eat the stinkin’ normie alive.”

Robbie pushed forward. “That shouldn’t be happening. Let me talk to that wolf.”

Irene elbowed him away. “Listen,” she said to d’Alencon. “The Shifters aren’t your problem.”

“Coulda fooled me.”

“Your problem is the Fleet. They have to be stopped. You can stop them. But you need to work together with Alec Macaulay. Is he there?”

“Here,” came Alec’s laconic voice, patched through from the government offices uptown. He’d been listening in on the conversation.

“Good,” Irene said. “I want you both to hear this.”

“Whatcha got?”

Irene hesitated for a moment. Then she spoke all in a rush, like a soldier hurling herself forward into enemy fire.

*

“I’m a snitch.”

Irene’s voice suddenly swelled into the conference room aboard the Repulse.

“That’s my weapons officer,” I said in astonishment.

“I gave permission for her to contact the surface,” Spaekhugger said. “Let’s hear what she has to say.”

Irene’s disembodied voice filled the room. “When I was in the army, I worked at the Bull Rock military prison. That’s when I first saw the Fleet’s rotten side. I was complicit in it. I was doing their dirty work—but I couldn’t take it. So I secretly recorded some of the torture sessions. Hours and hours of video and audio. And after the war, I turned them over to the Ponce de Leon prosecutor’s office.”

“That was you?” Jose-Maria d’Alencon’s voice cut in. “I was in uniform at the time, but I heard about that. The identity of the whistleblower was never revealed.”

“Whistleblower? You mean snitch,” Irene said. “Yes. That was me.”

Dolph and I stared at each other. Irene had let us think she was a willing accomplice of the Bull Rock torturers, rather than admit that she had been a snitch. That’s how strong the taboo was. But we came from San Damiano. We had a slightly different cultural perspective, with a stronger emphasis on Catholic values. The Bull Rock perps had been brought to justice, thanks to Irene’s courage. My throat swelled up with admiration for her.

“I didn’t act alone,” she said. “My husband, and a guy named James Whitehead, alias Nunak, also helped. I’m just mentioning this so you’ll know I have credibility. It was established in court that I didn’t fake those recordings. They were real. And so is the recording I’m about to play for you.”

We heard a click.

Akira Smith’s voice spoke from the grave, into the thick silence: “The whole point of using undercovers is so that the Fleet won’t be associated with these types of operations.”

Spaekhugger’s cybernetic eyes flashed. “Jam that signal,” he barked. Irene’s voice died. For a few seconds no one moved. Then an almost imperceptible vibration travelled from the floor into the soles of my boots.

“Sir,” an agitated voice shouted, “she shot off the jamming array!”

I heard Spaekhugger’s teeth grinding together. He flung his hands up in a gesture of angry helplessness.

Irene’s recording started again.

Irene: “Sure. That makes sense. Because the attempted attack on Ponce de Leon was a Fleet operation, wasn’t it?”

Smith: “Yes. Ponce de Leon is halfway to being a Shifter planet, Demographic trends predict a Shifter majority within a few decades. We can’t risk alt-humans gaining control of a Heartworld.”

Irene: “You admit it. You admit what you did.”

Smith: “If it had worked, we wouldn’t be here now.”

Click.

Irene cleared her throat. “That’s the gist of it. There’s more than that. It’s a full confession. Got video, too. I’m sending it to you right now.”

D’Alencon said jubilantly, “Oh, you beauty. We’ve got them cold. You hear that? Hear what she said, Macaulay?”

“I heard,” Alec said. “But I’m not getting how she obtained that confession.”

“It’s a long story,” Irene said. “But basically, this Smith character offered me a job with the Iron Triangle. I didn’t know if I should take it or not. I needed the money, but I couldn’t stand the thought of working for him again. So I had one day to decide. I went to pick my daughter up from school, and that’s when d’Alencon approached me, making it look accidental. He told me that the Iron Triangle were out for Mike’s blood. And he further told me that according to Mike, they were behind the Founding Day attack on Ponce de Leon. But Mike didn’t have any proof of it. So d’Alencon asked me to get proof. He said it could be the best thing I ever did for Ponce de Leon.” She paused. “I took the job. And I got the proof. What happens next is up to you.”

Alec drawled, “It ain’t exactly news that the Fleet wants to wipe us out.”

“Not just us,” Irene said. “A couple million normies as well. D’Alencon, you live downtown, don’t you? They would’ve got your family. And mine.”

“This is pure fantasy,” the bindi-dot woman shouted. “Smith was lying.”

Burden stroked the falcon with one finger. “No, he wasn’t,” he said without looking up.

“Whether he was lying or not,” I said, “you’re this close to everyone on Ponce de Leon finding out about it. You’re a few heartbeats from the reputation of the Fleet going down the toilet. You’ll lose Montemayor and Diaz de Solis as well. You’ll lose humanity.” I scanned their faces. They knew I was right. “Patch me into that transmission. Now, goddamn it!”

Burden nodded to me. I moved towards his seat.

The red-bearded man lumbered around the table to block my way.

Dolph feinted a punch at him and kicked him in the kneecap.

I dodged past them. Burden pushed back from the table. Transmission lights flashed on a console built into its edge. Dolph and Red Beard were wrestling on the floor. Everyone else was on their feet, yelling.

I leant over the comms console and raised my voice. “Irene, Bones, Alec, it’s Mike. You reading me?”

“Loud and clear,” Alec said.

“Say on, Tiger,” d’Alencon said.

“Given what we just heard, I gotta think it makes sense for y’all to work together. Alec, if you let Bones and his colleagues out of those cells, and release the hostages uptown, the Fleet will lift the siege.”

“Why are they gonna do that?” Alec said.

“Because if they don’t,” I said calmly, “Irene is going to fire on the Repulse. The St. Clare has a military-spec railgun. That would kill every living soul on board.”

Dolph twisted away from Red Beard and rolled to his feet. Red Beard groaned, clutching his knee. The rest fell silent.

I stared at Spaekhugger. “You don’t want to die, do you, Admiral?”

If his cybernetic eyes were gun barrels, I’d have been leaking in a dozen places.

“You’ll make the Fleet lift the siege, and you’ll grant Alec’s demands. In return, we’ll let y’all live. And we’ll keep what we just heard to ourselves.”

Sometimes—very occasionally—lying can be the right thing to do. Sometimes, it can save lives.

Spaekhugger walked around the table to Burden and me. Both of us flinched. But the old cyborg only slapped Burden on the shoulder, startling the falcon. “Sir?” Burden said.

“I’m resigning,” Spaekhugger said. “I appoint you chief of the Iron Triangle. I’m signing all my permissions over to you as we speak, together with the back-channel codes. This isn’t a favor: I’m leaving you the worst mess in the history of this agency. May you do a better job than I did.”

Before any of us could move, Spaekhugger raised his energy weapon and jammed it into his mouth. He pressed the trigger.

The falcon flew up again, screaming.

“What was that?” Irene yelled from the comms.

I gazed down at Spaekhugger’s body. “There’ll be no war on our watch,” I said.
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St. Andrew’s Pier had reopened. The Ferris wheel turned against a pale blue winter sky. Carnival music and the smell of fried bread laced the morning air.

The streets of Shiftertown remained cratered and littered with debris, and even the Strip was dotted with wrecked cars—but the mess was not a result of the insurrection.

While we were away, Mag-Ingat had suffered record winter flooding. The water had reached second floor windows in Smith’s End. Help from the government had been slow in coming. It was only Smith’s End, after all. Alec and his jungle wolves had stepped into the gap to provide disaster relief for the community. That’s when they noticed that the torrential rain had downed the PdL PD’s crowd control drones.

They’d seized their chance, uncorking a century’s worth of pent-up anger. The insurrection had snowballed unstoppably. Now it was un-snowballing. The violence in the streets was at an end. But Ponce de Leon would never return to what used to be normal. All those drones had been broken up for parts, and the surveillance regime had been pared back to a minimum. Alec had promised the people of Ponce de Leon that from now on, their lives were their business. Turned out a lot of normies liked that idea, too.

All in all, Alec was shaping up to be a better governor than I’d have expected. Of course, he had help. Dr. Zeb, of the Tau Clinic in Shiftertown, had reluctantly accepted the newly created position of planetary prime minister. Noted for his neutrality and fairness, he had won the trust of the normies by moderating Alec’s ruthlessness, and prioritizing the restoration of municipal services.

I suspected Dr. Zeb had given the OK to reopen the pier. It made a big, highly visible sign, right here on the waterfront, that Mag-Ingat was open for business again.

Surf the color of milky tea crashed on the beach. A strong, fresh wind blew. Although normal operations at the spaceport had resumed, few tourists had yet ventured back. Lucy and I walked past short lines for the funfair rides.

I was carrying a takeout bag from Kitty’s café. Lucy was holding hands with our new friend, Tessa, who kept looking around, wide-eyed, nervous.

I was nervous, too, for different reasons.

My heart did the polka in my ribcage when I spotted Christy, sitting on a bench, looking out at the sea.

“Ms. Day!” Lucy yelled, speeding up. Christy rose and hugged her. Then she turned to me.

“Got coffee,” I said, holding up my takeout bag.

“Wow, thanks. It’s great to see you guys.” She took the bag and set it down on the bench, leaving me wondering if there was any subtext to the banal exchange, or if I was imagining that she’d been about to say something else, something meaningful, before I opened my mouth.

Jan and Leaf stood at a distance, sizing Lucy and Tessa up.

“So that went OK?” I said. “There were no issues with the paperwork?”

Jose-Maria d’Alencon had taken time out of his hectic schedule to locate Jan and Leaf. They had been in detention at the Fleet base in Cascaville. As part of our new modus vivendi with the Fleet, we had taken control of the base. It was now going to serve as the headquarters of the Ponce de Leon Local Fleet, an organization that was still in the planning stages.

“No issues at all,” Christy said. “I picked them up last night. Your guys have demolished not one, not two, but all three of the electrified barbed wire fences around the base. That was nice to see.”

Leaf interrupted. Still staring at Tessa, she took a hesitant step towards the older girl. “Are you … Who are you?”

Lucy giggled delightedly. “I told you they’d guess,” she said to Pippa. I mean, Tessa. I still kept forgetting to use her new name in my head.

“Yeah, it’s me,” Tessa said, her voice cracking. “Oh, guys. I have missed you so much.”

Leaf flew into her cousin’s arms.

Jan held back, scowling. He was thirteen, and scowling was his default mode. “Did you get surgery or something?”

“Or something,” Tessa said. “I don’t look that different, do I? Whereas you’ve grown about a foot. I think you’re taller than me now. Come here, you stupid boy.” She pulled him into the group hug.

It was true: Pippa, I mean Tessa, didn’t look that different. She had darkened her skin by a couple of shades, and her hair a few shades more. A millimeter off the bridge of her nose, a couple millimeters onto her chin, minute tweaks to the spacing of her eyes and the shape of her ears … just enough so that no facial-recognition algorithm would ever identify her with Pippa Khratz, the last Transcendent in the universe.

“Is she …” Christy said.

“Of course not,” I said. “This is Tessa Barkley, a Ponce de Leon resident. She’s in the system and everything.” I winked.

“Tessa,” Christy said. “Tessa.”

It took a minute for Pippa to respond to her new name, but I couldn’t be too hard on her for that. She had just been reunited with the only family she had. These three kids were the only Darkworlders left in the universe. It had to be a bit overwhelming. “Ma’am?” she said politely to Christy.

“Don’t call her ma’am,” Leaf said. “I call her Mom.”

“And Jan calls me Christy. Either one is fine. Tessa, do you have a place to stay?”

“Well, I’ve been staying with Mike and Lucy. But …”

“Our apartment is a disaster zone,” Lucy informed Christy. “We’re on the ground floor, so we got flooded. It’s actually just as well that we already didn’t have any furniture or anything. We had a fridge, but now that’s broken, too. Dad says we might have to move.”

“All I said was Shiftertown property values are going through the floor. A flood and a revolution will do that,” I said. “Now’s the time to buy, before every speculator in the Cluster swoops in.”

“Interesting,” Christy said. “In the meantime, I was just going to say, Tessa, you’re welcome to come and stay with us. I know that Jan and Leaf would love to have you, and I would, too.”

I marvelled once again at the generosity of her heart. She had only just met Tessa, and she was offering her a home.

“I—I would love that,” Tessa said. “Thank you.” On the last two words, her voice dissolved. She sat down on the bench and bawled. Leaf sat on one side of her and Christy sat on the other, patting her shoulders and telling her it was all right.

Jan edged up to me. “Is it going to be all right?” he muttered. “When we were in detention, they kept asking us for the Code. We don’t have all of it, but she does. What if they come after her again?”

I studied the boy. He was growing up. He deserved to know the truth. “She doesn’t just have the Code,” I said quietly. “She has the Transcendence.”

“So that’s how she changed her face.”

“Yes. But she has promised me she’ll never use the Transcendence again. I think she means it. On the other hand, there are a lot of days ahead. She may need you to help her stick to her resolution.”

Jan squared his shoulders. “I can do that.” He added with some vehemence, “I wish the Transcendence had never existed.”

“Me, too. And I think she feels the same way.” I remembered Pippa swearing to me, on the Bible, on her cousins’ lives, that she would never write down the Code or speak of it to anyone. “Without going into detail, because she can share it with you herself, she’s been through hell. All she wants, I think, is to have a normal life with you guys.”

“That’s all we ever wanted,” Jan said.

“I think it really might work out this time,” I said. “Just one piece of advice. Don’t try to be too normal. Space is big. There’s room for everyone to be themselves.”
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The children wandered away towards the end of the pier.

“Don’t go near the broken places,” I yelled. Several sections of the guard rail had been crumpled by the recent storm. Outsized waves still crashed under the pier, discolored with dirt carried into the sea by the swollen rivers and creeks. “Did you hear me, Lucy? Be careful!”

“Mike,” Christy said. “She’ll be careful. And even if she isn’t careful, she’ll be OK. She can swim, right?”

I smiled ruefully. “I’m working on being less overprotective. But if she falls in, or any of them fall in, you’re going to get an introduction to my new animal form: an orca.”

Christy raised her eyebrows. They were such lovely eyebrows, cinnamon-brown, strong punctuation in her delicate face. “An orca? That’s quite …”

“Rugged? Sexy? Irresistibly predatorial?”

“I was going to say, fishy.” She turned pink, and laughed, and I laughed with her, entranced by that flush on her cheeks, while at the same time I noted the new hairline wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, and a single white hair near her crown. She’d been through the wars. Literally.

“How bad was it?” I said. “All I’ve heard is from Alec’s crowd. They say there wasn’t much violence, but they don’t consider it violent unless people are getting dismembered in the streets.”

“Well, there wasn’t any of that. At least, I didn’t see it if there was.” She sat down on the bench and opened one of the coffees I’d brought. I copied her. “Let’s see. The power went out. The internet went down. We kept the school open as a refuge for families who’d been flooded out. No one really knew what was going on, but we kept hearing awful rumors about people getting shot and thrown out of windows uptown. Combine that with the floods, and people looting the shops, fighting over bottles of water … it was … exciting.” She considered, sipping her coffee, and then nodded decisively. “But I support the new government. They’re serious about keeping the peace, as far as I can tell. And I’ve had enough excitement to last me a lifetime.”

“So’ve I,” I said.

She tipped a skeptical look at me.

“I mean it,” I insisted.

“I’m sure you do.” Her small smile was more like a wince. She arranged her fingers precisely around her coffee cup. Something was bothering her. I was afraid it was me.

“Christy.” My words came out in an unplanned rush. “I don’t want to bore you with the details, although I’ll tell you anything you want to know. But I came closer to death out there than anyone ever should. Lucy went through bad shit, really bad shit, all because of me. No half-truths, I’ve been living a double life for a long time, and the part you never saw was not fit for human consumption. But I want to change. I want to be there for Lucy on a full-time basis. So I’m gonna stop flying. Matter of fact, I’m thinking about a career change. I might go into property development.”

“And snow will fall in Mag-Ingat,” Christy said.

“Well, I’m not selling my ship,” I admitted. “But I was talking yesterday with Buzz Parsec—”

“Our new mayor,” Christy said dryly. “Heaven help us.”

I had trouble wrapping my head around it myself. But it was a typical Parsec move. The day after he returned to Ponce de Leon, he’d convinced Alec and Dr. Zeb to hold an election to fill the newly vacant post of Mayor of Mag-Ingat. The next day, he’d won it.

“Do you think Alec Macaulay can keep him in line?” Christy asked.

“Yes,” I said. “And if he can’t, his wife can. But I believe he’s somewhat of a reformed character.”

“If you say so.”

“So we were conversing about Shiftertown real estate. Parsec has big plans to develop Smith’s End. Buy up a bunch of those filthy tenements, tear ‘em down, and give the tenants a say in the reconstruction. Who knows, we might end up re-wilding the Slumps. Or making a killing off of rich aliens that want to buy into the property market. Or both.”

“Mike.”

“What?”

“Stop for a minute. What are you actually saying?”

I took a deep breath. “That I want to be with you. If you would give me another chance.”

The next heartbeat of time was scarier than anything I had experienced in the Core. It felt like falling into the water on Henchley’s Beacon, before I learned to swim. Holding my breath.

Christy put down her coffee and took my arm. Electricity thrilled through me at her touch. “So many scars,” she said, gently touching the parallel ridges where Akira Smith had raked me with his fingernails.

“I’ll show you the whole collection,” I joked nervously. “But we might want privacy for that.”

“Mine are all on the inside.” She was still holding my hand. I laced my fingers through her delicate ones.

“Show me.”

“I’ve shown you everything. I even told you about my childhood. That’s more than I’ve told anyone before.” She hesitated. “But there’s something else I have to tell you. While you were gone, I did something … something that you’re not going to like.”

“You told the Iron Triangle where to find me,” I said. “Yeah.”

“You know?”

“I was informed of it.”

“I thought they were the good guys. I really did.”

“It’s understandable.”

“I feel so stupid now.”

“Don’t,” I said. “You didn’t know what was going on. And that’s my fault for being so damn secretive. Anyway, it worked out for the best in the end.” I smiled at her. “I wasn’t even going to mention it.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t have brought it up. But I don’t want there to be any more secrets between us.”

“That’s what I love about you,” I said huskily. Love. Did I say that? I did. Too late to take it back.

Her eyes glittered brighter. Then she let go of my hand. “They’re coming back.”

The children were scuffling back along the pier. Even from a distance I could see that Lucy was drenched. They must’ve gone all the way out past Wally’s Seafood, where the waves broke over the end of the pier. “Oh well,” I said. “I was going to take her shopping, anyway.”

“If Pippa, I mean Tessa, is going to live with me,” Christy said, “I’ll need to move again. Somewhere with more bedrooms. Maybe you could give me the details on some of those real estate opportunities in Shiftertown.”

“Sure. In fact, I was looking at a colonial yesterday. Needs a lot of work, but it’s got six bedrooms …”

“Whoa. I’m not ready for that yet,” Christy said, smiling. I realized she thought I had suggested that we move in together. I hadn’t meant it that way … but actually, was it such a bad idea?

As I imagined what it might be like for me and Lucy, sharing our lives with Christy and her foster kids, my hands started to tremble. I stepped away from her as the children approached, nailed a smile onto my face, and stuck my hands in my pockets.

“Dad! The waves are huge!”

“So I see,” I said. “Lucky we got towels in the truck.”

We all walked back to Shoreside together. Christy kept giving me puzzled looks. She had noticed my abrupt disengagement. As we passed through the noisiest part of the funfair, she murmured, “I have to ask you something.”

“Go ahead.”

“Pip—Tessa had IVK.”

“Yeah.”

“But she doesn’t look sick at all. She looks … OK.”

“She is OK. She beat the disease. She’ll live a long, healthy life.”

“Well, that’s wonderful. So there is a cure.”

I nodded. There was a cure. That wasn’t a lie.

“And … you?”

In my pockets, my hands twitched uncontrollably. The smell of cotton candy blew over us. A hard knot of bile rose in my throat, mocking my pretense that everything was OK. “Me, too,” I said. “Knocked those evil prions right out of my brain.”

Half an hour into our reunion, and I was already lying to her again.
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I was feeling so crap I wanted to get away, but Christy pinned me down to a date for the day after tomorrow. Frothofee at the downtown café where we’d had our first date. Maybe by then I’d be able to tell her the truth: I wasn’t cured of IVK at all. I had had a temporary reprieve, but now it had returned.

Faking that I was feeling fine, I took Lucy shopping.

The uptown mall level was open for business, although there was still a visible security presence—Alec’s army of Shifters, mostly in animal form, sniffing along the greenways. Their sheer numbers underlined how inevitable the revolution had been. It felt weird to see folks in animal form on the mall level, but I guessed it would be good for everyone to get used to it.

We found a boutique that still had textile stocks, picked clothes for both of us, and had them printed on the spot. Lucy changed out of her damp things into a new pair of shorts and a sparkly sweatshirt.

“Do you want those levitating shoes?” I said, pointing into a display window.

“Nope,” Lucy said. “They actually aren’t all that great.” She eyed me hopefully. “You know what I really want?”

“What?”

“One of those.”

She pointed across the greenway at an auto dealership. This being uptown, it was not just any auto dealership. It was a showroom that exclusively sold flying cars.

“We can’t afford a flying car,” I said, automatically.

But actually …

I let Lucy wander around the dealership, charming the staff with questions, while I called Martin. Turned out he was nearby. He’d gotten roped into Alec’s engineering team, who were repairing the electrical and computer damage from the assault on the government towers. He didn’t need much persuading to take a break and come over to chat with us.

“Oh boy, don’t let Lucy see that,” I said when he floated up on his levitating wheelchair.

Too late. Lucy burst out of the dealership. “Wow, Marty, cool. Can I have a go?”

“You’ll never get it back,” I warned as Martin levered himself out of the wheelchair and sank on the sculpted fake-stone bench in front of the dealership.

“I can’t wait until these legs heal,” he grumbled.

“Well?” I said quietly.

Martin stroked his mustache, hiding a smug smile. “Well, we’re in the money. I’ve been very circumspect about reaching out to buyers. But I’ve got three different interstellar corporations bidding against each other. Pretty sure one of them is fronting for the Fleet. Hell, they might all be. But I don’t see the harm in that, seeing as we’re also keeping it ourselves.”

“No, I think that’s OK,” I agreed. “It ain’t weapons technology, anyway.”

Martin and MF had analyzed the rest of the files that Sophia stole from the bots on Tech Duinn. Many of the files were in the Urush language, or even worse, in Urush computer language. But that obviously presented no obstacle to MF. He had found some things that made his optical sensors go dim with horror, and had deleted them without telling us what they were. He had also, however, found a couple of useful things.

One was the recipe for the rot—the very mystery that the Fleet had fruitlessly sought to solve at Bull Rock. This information might lead to cures for all kinds of weaponized prion diseases. But it would also be dangerous in the wrong hands, so we were sitting on that until we decided what to do with it.

MF had also found technical specifications for a molecular recombiner.

This was the gadget that the bots had built for their tame Necros, which turned twigs and roadkill into tasteless but nourishing food. Neither humanity nor the Eks had anything like it. And that was not lost on the corporations to whom Martin had quietly offered to sell the specifications.

“How much are you asking for it?” I said.

“I started at twenty million KGCs.”

“Did they go for it?”

Martin’s smirk broadened. “Planetary Solutions agreed in a hot second. Then Star Trax offered twenty-five. Then Hivemind offered thirty. As of now we’re up to fifty. Hang on.” Martin checked his phone. “Scratch that; Hivemind just raised their bid to sixty.”

“Sixty, as in sixty million KGCs.”

“Ten zeroes, Mike.”

I stared at the sky. It was an unbelievable amount of money. “I like Planetary Solutions the best. They’re a pure-play tech company, not a vertically integrated giant. That means they’re less likely to rip the end user off. See if you can get them up to sixty. If not, we’ll settle for fifty.”

“Aw, come on, Mike. Thought you were a salesman.”

“We’re looking at a billion-credit payday either way. A few million more or less ain’t gonna make much of a difference.”

“True.” Martin shot off some v-mails. In the middle of the greenway, Lucy drove the wheelchair in figure eights around storm-damaged trees. Martin suddenly chuckled out loud. “Funny, ain’t it?”

“What is?”

“The legendary treasure of the Urush. It turned out to be real after all.”

“Yeah. What are you going to do with your share?”

“Buy a farmball back home,” Martin said. “Or twenty farmballs. Or maybe not. Alec wants me to stay on. Says they ain’t got enough Shifter engineers.”

“Hey, you still work for me,” I said, but I was mostly joking. Martin had definitely earned the right to retire from space. “Guess MF will also want your help with his project.”

No prizes for guessing what MF was going to do with his share of our jackpot: build himself a bunch of metal mini-mes. His source code was the biggest treasure we had got from Tech Duinn, and that was not for sale.

“What about you, Mike? What are you gonna do with your share?”

I stood up, waving to Lucy. “First thing: buy a flying car.”
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“Hey, man. Sweet.”

I had just put my brand-new Titanium Falcon down on 51st Street, outside the headquarters of the Shoreside police precinct. Uniformed officers and random loiterers crowded around, admiring the projectile-shaped, racing-striped vehicle. I’d chosen the latest, fastest model. Lucy had chosen the blue and silver color scheme. We’d flown it out of the showroom. “No one scratch my paintwork,” I said, glaring at a leopard that looked like it was thinking about sharpening its claws. “And anyone that pisses on the tyres will get booked by the PdL police commissioner in person.”

I added this because the police commissioner himself had just come out on the steps of the precinct house. Jose-Maria d’Alencon hitched his belt and bellowed in his best police voice, “Can’t you read where it says no parking?”

The street was half blocked by flood debris and puddles, anyway.

“Y’all need to clean this town up,” I said. “Make these punks Shift back, deputize ‘em, and put ‘em to work.”

“Quit telling me how to do my job, Tiger. Singlehandedly defeating the Fleet only gets you so far.”

D’Alencon came the rest of the way down the steps. We hugged. Don’t think I had ever hugged him before, but it felt right. He had more salt than pepper in his hair now, and he’d lost weight. It gave him the right look for a police commissioner. He had reluctantly taken on the job of PdL PD supremo at the urging of Alec—and me, and everyone else who knew him.

“So how’s it feel,” I said, “being in charge?”

“I’d say it’s a nightmare, except I ain’t getting enough sleep to remember what nightmares are like. And here’s Lucy. Welcome home, kiddo.” She was sitting in the driver’s seat of the Falcon, playing with the controls. “Your daddy lets you fly that thing?”

“It hasn’t got any guns,” she said. And grinned cheekily at him. “Do you know what I did? I shot the boss of Henchley’s Beacon. I shot some other aliens, too.”

“So I heard,” d’Alencon said. “But here on Ponce de Leon, you ain’t old enough for a firearms license, so dial back the derring-do until you’re at least of age to join the Local Defense Force.”

Lucy blew the horn of the Titanium Falcon. It played the first few bars of a modern symphony. “Dad, I actually feel kind of bad for our truck. It’s like we don’t care about it anymore.”

“Don’t worry, we’re not ditching Rusty,” I said. “We can’t tote construction materials in a flying sports car.”

We all walked into the precinct house together. Sandbags cluttered the steps, and a floodwater tidemark ran around the raised foundation, but the familiar flags snapped proudly on the gable end: the Ponce de Leon flag and the Earth flag, which looked like the Fleet meatball, but stood for all humanity.

The officer on duty was a brown bear.

“Hi, T-Bone,” I said. “The boss bear around?”

“You mean the mayor?” T-Bone squeaked, in an unexpectedly high voice, glancing nervously at d’Alencon.

“Yes, that’s who I mean.”

T-Bone made a couple of calls. A few moments later Parsec lumbered in, grinning all over his face. He was in human form, wearing jeans, flipflops, and a wifebeater. It was not appropriate dress for the mayor of Mag-Ingat. But when you got your job for being a badass, you don’t have to dress appropriately. D’Alencon greeted him, “Here comes the last person on Ponce de Leon I thought I would ever end up working with.”

“Nope,” Parsec said, pointing at me, “that would be him.”

“I ain’t looking for a job,” I said hastily. “I just want to talk real estate.”

With Parsec’s security detail scuffling behind, we crossed the street to the Bearclaw Diner, where the Shoreside precinct officers always used to fuel up on coffee and donuts before going out to … well, to do nothing much. I hoped that was going to change under d’Alencon’s leadership.

I ordered a decaf, hoping that it wouldn’t make my shakes any worse. Parsec and d’Alencon had the fully-leaded version, and Lucy had klimfruit juice. Through the stars of duct tape on the windows, I watched the local leopards, hyenas, and bears prowling around my new car. “As I was saying to Bones,” I commented, “you need to put those guys to work clearing the streets.”

“Got no use for lowlifes like that,” Parsec said, with breathtaking hypocrisy, considering his former career.

“I hear you, “ I said. “But here’s the thing, and I was discussing this with Alec as well. Folks feel freer to hang out in animal form now. Saw a pack of coyotes on the mall level earlier. That’s good. But we don’t want this planet to go the way of San Damiano.”

“How do you mean?” d’Alencon said.

I reprised what I had said to Alec. “We don’t want a freerider class. Or a slave class. We want folks to have a stake in civilization, and that means keeping them in human form as much as possible. Pay them in bottled water, pay them in glory, but pay them something for working with their hands.”

D’Alencon said, “If you ain’t careful, I am going to offer you a job.”

“Shifters will be Shifters,” Parsec said. “But they ain’t got to be slaves, or criminals, or slackers. In the old days, the Shoreside police did nothing to prevent crime—”

“Because they were all on your payroll,” Lucy piped up. I winced. She’d heard me grousing about Parsec too often in years gone by.

But d’Alencon roared with laughter, and so did Parsec himself. “That might have been the case, missy, I’m not saying it was or it wasn’t. But I’m not in that kind of business anymore. I’m the mayor of this town. So I got to keep my personal business dealings whiter than white.” He slurped his coffee. “You want in, Starrunner? It’s the opportunity of the century. Buy now, flip later, make millions.”

“I’m thinking about it,” I said. Much as my business instincts told me to jump in with both feet, the fact was I already stood to make millions from the sale of the molecular recombiner. If I never wanted to work again, I didn’t have to.

And I still had IVK.

“I really just wanted to talk about that colonial on Armstrong. The one I looked at yesterday. I’m ready to pull the trigger on that, if it’s still available.”

“Hell yeah, it’s still available,” Parsec said. “Needs a lot of work.”

“I got tools and time.”

But did I have time? I saw myself buying that colonial and fixing it up for me and Lucy. Maybe someday sharing it with Christy and her kids. But my hands were trembling under the table, and even the weak, watery decaf coffee was making me feel sick.

“Oh come now, Mike,” d’Alencon said. “You can’t just retire and take up drywalling. Ponce de Leon needs you.”

The bells at the door of the diner jangled. Dolph came in with Marie.
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Dolph was in uniform. In a sense, he had never taken off the uniform after Tech Duinn. It had left its photo-negative imprint on his heart, and now he was wearing his heart on his sleeve again—a sharply creased short sleeve, attached to the plain khaki uniform of the newly created Ponce de Leon Local Defense Force.

Marie wore a dress. It was simple, but still a big change from her usual jeans and tool belt. She smiled at us and sat down, tucking her skirt under her.

“Dig the wheels,” Dolph said, punching me on the arm as he pulled up a chair. “What can she do in the air?”

“Seventy kph,” I said. “Makes it look like Creek Avenue traffic is standing still.”

“That’s gonna feel kinda slow after the St. Clare. Marie, you want anything?”

“I’m good,” Marie said. She explained to the rest of us, “We’re going out to eat after this.”

I had called Dolph with the news from Martin about our upcoming sale of the molecular recombiner technology. Figure he and Marie were going out to celebrate.

We couldn’t say anything about the sale until it was finalized. Even then, we’d have to be discreet. Folks get jealous easily.

But Dolph’s comment about the St. Clare confirmed that he wasn’t here to discuss the money, anyway. For him, that was never the point.

We chit-chatted about flood, revolution, and policing strategies—you know, small talk—until Lucy began to kick the legs of her chair and whisper loudly, “Dad, can we go home?”

“I gotta get home, too,” d’Alencon said, rising. “Ain’t seen my boys awake in three days.”

“Give my regards to them and your wife,” I said.

“The guys at HQ are gonna make me take a day off sometime. Bring Lucy over and we’ll fire up the grill.”

“Looking forward to it,” I said, and I meant it.

As we left the diner, a flying limousine descended from the sky, chirping loudly to clear a space for itself on the street.

“Yours?” I said to d’Alencon.

“Mine,” Parsec smirked. “You keep your Falcon; my flying car’s got a holovee, a wet bar, and a private satellite connection.”

“Sometimes I wonder if he really has changed,” d’Alencon said, as Parsec lifted off.

“He’s never not gonna be an obnoxious SOB,” I said. “But Ponce de Leon needs him.”

D’Alencon gave me a penetrating look. “You think about what I said, Tiger.” He headed for his own, unmarked flying car parked on the corner.

“Room for us in the back?” Dolph ran a hand over the Falcon’s roof-mounted force field generator.

“Sure, but I thought you were going out to dinner.”

“We came on my bike. I guess I can safely leave it parked behind a police station.”

In the old days, if you left your ride behind the Shoreside precinct house, you’d never see it again. But if Dolph wanted to gamble his bike on Parsec’s newfound allergy to corruption, I wasn’t going to stop him.

We all climbed into the Falcon—me and Lucy in the front, Dolph and Marie in the back. They could not stop holding hands. I remembered what that felt like. I had felt the same way on the pier with Christy this morning.

“So how much did this baby set you back?” Dolph said, as I took the Falcon up into the sky. The sun was breaking through the clouds. I enabled the window polarization.

“Two hundred KGCs. Plenty left over to buy a house.”

“A hundred houses,” Lucy said dreamily. “All with swimming-pools.”

“Know what I’m going to buy with my share?”

I did know. Dolph told me anyway.

“There’s the sweetest little ship out at Cascaville. Modified arrowhead, atmosphere-capable, 80 tonnes dry mass.”

“Not one of the patrol boats we got from the Fleet?”

As part of our agreement, the Fleet had turned over to Ponce de Leon the Cascaville fleet of orbital patrol ships. Those would form the kernel of the PdL Local Defense Force. There were twelve of them, all fast fighters smaller than what Dolph was describing.

“Nope, this one belonged to the Iron Triangle. Jon Burden’s a dick. He won’t give it to me, but he’ll sell it to me for three million.”

“That’s a steal, if it’s in good condition,” I said.

“I know. He’s just pissed because I’ve been busting his balls about the jurisdiction thing. The Local Defense Force won’t be effective unless we control a ten light year radius, minimum.”

Dolph had been appointed chief of the Local Defense Force, by universal acclaim, but also by default. There were only four Shifters on Ponce de Leon who could fly a spaceship; the others were me, Parsec, and Parsec’s pilot George “Whitey” Kumamoto. Dolph was scrambling to train up more pilots and fill the gaps with normie veterans.

“Are they opposed to giving us that large of a jurisdiction?” I hadn’t been keeping up with the discussions.

“They’ll cave,” Dolph said confidently. “The problem is capacity. That’s twenty-one Farmworlds and Fringeworlds, and we don’t have the ships to effectively patrol even half of them.”

I changed the subject. “How’s Robbie doing?”

“He’s a fast learner. But we knew that. Going up for his first solo training flight tomorrow.”

“Be scared,” Lucy intoned. “Be very scared.”

I laughed. “He’ll survive. If only so that he can take Tessa to see the fireworks on the weekend.”

“With those tweaks MF made to the onboard AIs, the patrol boats practically fly themselves,” Dolph said. “But even so, they have limited range. There’s a reason they’re called orbital patrol ships, not interstellar. The ship I’m gonna buy can get out to forty light years and back without tanking up, but there’s only one of her.”

“What are you gonna call her?”

“I’m thinking the St. Jude,” Dolph said.

“The saint of impossible causes,” Marie said. She reached across Dolph and tapped the window. “Look, there’s my boathouse.”

We were flying in the offshore aerial traffic lane, a couple hundred meters out from the beach. A row of boathouses stood at the foot of the sea wall between 50th and 60th. Even from up here I could see that many of them had been damaged by the storm. But one—raised higher than the others on concrete blocks—was open for business.

“Those dumbasses built on the sand,” Marie said. “I built mine on a solid foundation. A little damage to the glide ramp is all.”

“I’d like to go out in one of your boats,” Lucy said.

“Sure thing, honey,” Marie said. “I hear you’re thinking about being an orca. It’ll be good for you to learn about the currents and the tides in the bay.”

While they talked boats, Dolph leaned over the back of my seat and said near my ear, “We need the St. Clare.”

“I knew this was coming.”

“We need you.”

“When MF gets his family built, he’s gonna put a mini-MF in every Local Defense Force ship,” I said. “That’s enough of an operational edge, without the St. Clare. Heck, he’ll probably fly the St. Clare for you himself, once he gets bored of building robots. You can talk to him.”

“I’m talking to you.”

I turned my head to look him in the eye. “And I,” I whispered, “have IVK.”

I unclenched my white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel enough to let him see my hands trembling.
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The storm had torn up many of the sidewalk gravelnut trees on our street, and left them lying across the street, or jammed through people’s windows. Neighbors were out clearing the debris in the afternoon sunlight. The sounds of chainsaws and axes replaced the usual background noise of traffic. The street looked naked with few cars on it, and fewer trees.

My truck had found its way home and parked itself outside our building. I put the Falcon down behind it.

People came to greet Dolph, now a celebrity for his work with the Local Defense Force. I left him rolling up his sleeves to take a turn with a chainsaw, and unlocked my apartment.

Lucy and I had been staying in a hotel, as the apartment was uninhabitable. The smell of stagnant water greeted us. Our steps squelched.

“I don’t really want to move,” Lucy said.

A few minutes ago, she’d been fantasizing about buying a hundred houses with swimming-pools. But I understood her contradictory impulses. To tell the truth, I felt the same way myself.

“It’s not a question of want to, it’s a question of have to. If we stay here, we’d need to take up the floors. Tear out all the walls.” I pointed at speckles of mould climbing the baseboards in the hall. “The whole place is gonna be black with that stuff in a week.”

“I don’t want to move away from Mia’s family.”

“Let’s go upstairs and see if they’re home.”

It seemed odd that Irene and Rex hadn’t come out to investigate the Falcon. Maybe they were out.

Marie joined us as we climbed the stairs, and Dolph came after her. All those years living in ascetic squalor in Smith’s End, he had been missing her without being able to do anything about it. Now their fingers were intertwined. Small steps.

“Anyone home?” I knocked, then pushed the Seagraves’ front door open.

No one in the kitchen.

“Hello?”

“Up here.” It sounded like Rex’s voice was coming from somewhere overhead.

“They’re on the roof,” Lucy said.

“The roof? We don’t have a roof.”

“Something’s keeping the rain off,” Dolph joked uneasily.

“We don’t have a roof that we can go out on,” I said.

“Yes, we do,” Lucy said. “It’s where the AA gun used to be.”

The history of humanity is a history of war. The first human-Ek war was only the opening salvo of a century of skirmishes with other alien races, covertly backed by the Eks or not. Add the growing threat from the Travellers into the mix, and it was not surprising that Ponce de Leon had been on a war footing for the first 150 years of the colony’s existence. This building, and the other old rowhouses around here, had been built at the end of that period. While the threat of alien invasion had receded by that time, people still feared the sky. I guess it’s human nature to some extent. So many of these houses had once had AA guns on the rooftops, intended to be fired by the citizenry at descending spacecraft.

The guns had never been used as far as I knew, and the government had taken them away decades before I moved in. Couldn’t have Shifters getting their hands on that kind of firepower, even if the barrels were clogged by a century of rust. But the platform and mount of our building’s gun remained, on a flat section of the roof, hidden from the street.

“You can’t get up there,” I said.

Lucy looked at her feet. “Yes, you can. Me and Mia and Kit made a hideout up there.”

She led us into Mia and Kit’s bedroom. The window was open, overlooking the narrow slot between our building and the house next door. A rope ladder hung down through the window.

I jerked on it. “Are you kidding? This is dangerous as heck. You shouldn’t have done this without telling me …”

Marie caught my eye. I trailed off.

“Full marks for creativity and adventurousness,” I finished.

“I should have told you,” Lucy said. “Sorry. I just didn’t want you to yell at us. When we weren’t using the ladder, we rolled it up by pulling on this string, see?”

Dolph had his head and shoulders out of the window. “How did you fix the ladder in the first place?”

“I climbed,” Lucy said in a small voice.

I took a deep breath, and let it out again. “Well, let’s find out if it will hold an adult’s weight.”

“It held mine,” Rex rumbled, looking over the edge of the roof.

Dolph climbed up first, followed by Marie, Lucy, and me. I had to use the crooks of my elbows to grip the ladder, as my hands were trembling worse than ever. We crowded onto the old AA platform under a now-clear, pale blue sky.

The kids had fixed their ladder to the rusty, but still solid, gun mounts. The platform took up half the flat area of the roof; the other half was occupied by a weatherproof plastikrete storage box, like people put their garden tools in. It was the size of a large closet.

Mia sat at the edge of the roof with her arms around her knees. Lucy spoke to her softly. The two girls scrambled up the slope of the roof on their hands and knees and perched astride the ridge. Again, I bit back words of caution. They were smart, careful kids. They were going to be OK.

But what about Kit?

Irene and Rex knelt by the open door of the plastikrete. Irene sat back on her heels. “He won’t come out,” she said despairingly.

Kit had voluntarily sought out a dark, enclosed place, similar to the closet that I had dreaded as a child. Maybe the proprietors of that terrible CS school had been onto something, in a backwards way. Like animals, CS kids hide in the dark when they know they’re going to die.

“We all came up here during the flood,” Rex said. “Thought the whole street was gonna be swept away. That’s when he had his worst episode yet.”

I said, “I guess this is not the time, but did Marty call you?”

“Yeah,” Irene said. “We’re gonna be billionaires.” Her voice was lifeless.

“With all that money, we can send him to that residential school the doc told us about,” Rex said. “They’ll be able to help him.”

I cringed at the echo of what must have passed between my parents, decades ago. I heard myself saying, “Maybe there’s another way.”

“Like what?” Rex said angrily. “Hold onto him?”

I grimaced. My hands were doing jive moves. I locked them into my armpits. “Forget it.”

“No,” Dolph said. “Say what you were gonna say.”

Irene faced me. “Yeah, Mike. You’ve got Chimera Syndrome, don’t you?” Her face was lead-white, except where tears had reddened her eyes and nose. “You survived. How did you do it? How did you stay human?”

“Him.” I nodded at Dolph.

“All I did was what anyone would have done,” Dolph said.

“Yeah, bullshit,” I said.

“Anyone could have done it.”

“Well, whatever it is, can you do it for Kit?” Irene yelled. “Can you bring him back? Can you cure him?”

“I’m right here, you know,” Kit’s voice came from inside the plastikrete. “I can hear you.”

Irene broke away from me. I followed her to the plastikrete and knelt down to peer inside. The light from the door shone on a scaly green tail.

Lion-crocodile.

No—I realized, as the little chimera shifted, dragging itself around with its forelegs—boy-lion-crocodile.

Kit’s head and shoulders were still human. Below his collarbone, his body was a fuzzy lion-cub torso. At the hips, it turned into a crocodile’s hindquarters and tail. He had had to use some of his mass for the tail, so his rear end was grotesquely wizened.

“Hey, buddy,” I said. “Stuck?”

He nodded. Face stony, like his mother’s. Eyes bottomless wells of fear.

I was scared, too. The sight of the chimera reawakened a primal dread nearly as old as I was.

I thought about the light at the bottom of the sea.

Remembered what it had felt like to hold my breath for that long.

Mustered a calm, soothing tone.

“We’re going to unstick you,” I said. “I need you to Shift for me. How about showing me Iguana delicatissima again?”

“I can’t do it on purpose.”

I looked over my shoulder. Dolph, Marie, Irene, and Rex stood watching. Behind them, a spaceship burnt its fiery path up into the sky from Space Island. A moment later the sonic boom reached us, far away but distinct, due to the lack of traffic noise. The faint thunder of engines crackled across the bay.

“OK, kid,” I said. “Close your eyes.” Kit closed them. “Remember what it was like when the city flooded? Picture this. The rain’s falling so fast, you can see the drops bounce off the roof. The street is gone. It’s a river down there.” Kit moaned, his eyes still closed, and tried to huddle himself up in a corner. I crawled into the plastikrete. “Everyone was wrong. This planet ain’t fit for human colonization. The water’s rising.” I reached for him. “Think of a form that can survive in the sea. What’s your favorite marine mammal?”

“Harp seal,” Kit squeaked. “Pagophilus groenlandicus.”

“Then that’s what you have to be now. Come on. Pagophilus groenlandicus. It’s that or drown …”

My hands found bony boy-shoulders … which melted in my grip into electric nothing. Static jolts travelled up my arms. My fingers closed on the rounded collarbone of a seal. Flesh solidified, pushing my hands out onto smooth speckled fur. Pagophilus groenlandicus. He’d done it! I copied his Shift, busting out of my t-shirt, kicking my jeans away. Pain sang along my nerves. When it was over, I was gripping his shoulders with seal-flippers… as he Shifted away from me again, his upper body and lower body morphing out of sync into a tiger-dolphin-goat.

Someone grabbed my legs, trying to pull me away from Kit. More than one person was yelling. But it was only Dolph’s voice I heard. “Hold on!”

Hold on.

I gotcha.

Tiger-dolphin-goat.

Shark-wolf-elephant.

Woodlouse-rhino.

(The things kids come up with.)

Lion-anaconda-gerbil …

Kit Shifted uncontrollably from one chimera form to the next, and I followed him. We were ricocheting crazily along the mass-energy continuum … but I was no longer being jerked around by panic. I was in control, riding the momentum of Chimera Syndrome like a wave, steering it in whatever direction Kit was going. I hurled myself willingly into the fear, the way I had hurled myself off the deck of Arena One. Throughout Shift after Shift, my hands, or claws, or paws, gripped firmly onto whatever passed for Kit’s shoulders at that instant.

Boar-cougar-aardvark …

Flamingo-harp seal …

Harp seal-boy …

Boy.

Boy.

Boy.

I gave Kit a minute, to make sure he had worn himself out, and then completed my own Shift back. We flopped side by side on the grimy floor of the plastikrete, naked, dripping like swimmers fresh out of the sea.

I turned my head a couple inches. Smiled wearily at him. “Good job.”

“You unstuck me,” he said in wonder.

“Nah,” I said. “Wasn’t me.”

“Kit!” Irene dragged her son into the daylight. She cradled him, whispering thanks to God.

Rex gave me a hand out of the plastikrete. “If we didn’t owe you before,” he said huskily, “we do now.”

“You don’t owe me jack,” I said, sitting on the rooftop, limp with exhaustion. “It’s the other way round.”

Mia let out a laugh, breaking the tension. “Mr. Starrunner, that was horrible—”

“Yeah, Dad,” Lucy said. “I’m never gonna be able to unsee that woodlouse. I didn’t know you could do that.”

“Only on special occasions,” I said. “How about fetching me some of my new clothes out of the car? Mine are a write-off, and I’m flashing the neighbors.”

Lucy climbed down the ladder. Mia went, too, to get some clothes for Kit.

“If he wasn’t stuck yet, anyone could have done what I just did,” I said to Irene and Rex. “But because he was already stuck, it had to be someone with CS. That’s my theory, anyway.”

“Will it happen again?” Kit said nervously, sprawled on his mother’s lap.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’ll probably happen again. You’re only six. I didn’t get over it until I was eleven. On the other hand, I didn’t get help until I was ten. Anyway, don’t worry. When it happens again, I’ll be here to help you again.”

I realized that this promise meant we wouldn’t be able to move, after all. Or else the Seagraves would have to move next door to us again. Oh, well.

Lucy and Mia brought clothes for me and Kit. We all climbed back down the rope ladder and went through to the Seagraves’ balcony. The storm had carried away their laundry carousel, but the old loungers were still there. Irene sat with Kit on her lap, fingering his hair and patting his arms, as if she were trying to convince herself he was real. “Mom, can I have cookies?” he took advantage.

“You can have anything you like,” Irene said. “You both can. Cookies. A new robot. A big house with a garden …”

“There are some nice old colonials going cheap in Smith’s End,” I said.

Rex fetched cookies and milk for the kids, and beer for the rest of us. Down on the street, a teenage wolf raised his leg against the rear bumper of my Falcon. “Hey,” I yelled, and then sat back. To heck with it. Shiftertown would always be Shiftertown.

“How are you feeling?” Dolph asked me.

Lucy was sprawling over my legs, and that was the best feeling in the world. Apart from that, a profound but pleasant weariness loosened my muscles. I held up my beer bottle and watched the golden liquid stop rocking and settle to equilibrium. The shakes had gone. “I could murder a plate of barbecue.”

“I’ve revised my theory,” Dolph said. “The reset effect of a CS episode does knock IVK back. But it doesn’t knock it out entirely. Maybe it would have if you’d tried my idea sooner, but you didn’t.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m stubborn.”

“So when you finally did go CS, the disease already had too much of a foothold. After a few weeks, it returned. And the next time, the same thing happened again.” Dolph shrugged. “It’s probably gonna keep returning as long as you live.”

“So I’m going to have to keep knocking it back,” I said. “I can live with that.”

“I guess maybe you need to do scary stuff,” Kit said.

“You could be right about that,” I said, looking at him with respect. This kid was as smart as all get-out. With a next generation that included him, Mia, and Lucy, Ponce de Leon had a bright future.

“Scary stuff. Like flying the St. Clare for the Local Defense Force,” Dolph murmured.

“We’ll see,” I said. Right now, the sun was shining and the beer hit the spot. I was home.

 

 

THIS IS THE END OF A CAULDRON OF STARS.
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Space Opera Adventure

 

Far in the future, in the distant Messier 4 cluster, humanity coexists with the legalistic Ekschelatan Empire, a host of lesser alien species ... and an age-old mystery that could shatter the balance of power. The long, uneasy peace is about to boil over into war.

A foiled terrorist incident on a backwater planet lights the fuse ... and drags freighter captain Mike Starrunner and his crew into an intrigue spanning thousands of light years, with all the wealth and power of the Cluster at stake.
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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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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?

 

Freefall
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Shiplord
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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 Venus Assault

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?

 

 

Skint Idjit

Intergalactic Bogtrotter

Banjaxed Ceili

Supermassive Blackguard
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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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