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The bridge of the Amadeus VII is silent. 

It’s never silent here. 37 people make noise. They type, chat, laugh, eat snacks. Their computers chime and beep alerts. 

But right now, it’s so quiet that I can hear the fans circulating air through the ship, keeping me and my 115 crew members alive, and I hear a junior NCO gasp back a sob.

We are looking down at an asteroid where no one is alive.

To get technical about it, we are not actually looking at an asteroid, but at the approximately one zillion pieces of an asteroid—some big, some little, some microscopic.

This asteroid was named Elara. It was one of Jupiter’s original moons. It had a base as big as a town, which had 13,000 residents, until yesterday.

We didn’t quite get here in time.

It’s my job to break the agonized, outraged silence. I am a full colonel, the commander of the Amadeus VII, which is the flagship of the new, expanded Dragon Corps. I’m well aware that I suck at this. But I’m determined to do it right. We have to prove our worth to humanity.

Even if, today, all we’ve proved is that we can’t be everywhere at once.

“XO,” I say, turning to Sara, “initiate a full infrared scan of the debris, sensitivity level high.”

I know this is a waste of time. There aren’t any survivors down there. But Sara nods, as if the order makes sense, and relays it to the appropriate staff officers. I catch a flash of approval in her eyes. It’s important to be seen doing something, rather than nothing.

“Also, tell the Montferrat to scan for radioactivity,” I add. On one of my screens, I can see the other two ships of the Dragon Corps that came with us—the Montferrat, Huifang’s ship, and the Exeter, Francie’s. Huifang is maneuvering closer to the debris than I would consider safe just yet. 

“Roger,” Sara says, picking up her comms handset.

I lean back in my couch. My consciousness slips out of the bridge, away from the ship, and merges with Tancred’s.

My Void Dragon is a couple of thousand klicks away, winging through the loosely cohering rubble field. Dust from the catastrophic explosion that tore Elara apart makes him sneeze. I see the little puffs of fire through his own eyes. Each white-hot sneeze illuminates sheared-off rock surfaces, startlingly white in contrast to the dull, weathered gray surface that Elara used to have, like bones. Tancred finds a twisted, unidentifiable scrap of metal debris and noses around it. 

No survivors, Daddy, he observes in a melancholy tone.

Well, there wouldn’t be. The Offense blew Elara up with deep-penetrating missiles tipped with nuclear warheads. 

They used to not do this shit. We thought that was because they wanted our stuff for themselves. That’s what they came for, after all: to take Earth, and our moon, and all our other moons and moonlets and asteroids, and Jupiter, the new dwarf star that warms them all. You can’t take something you have blown up. 

But something’s changed. Just since the New Year—about the same time the new, expanded Dragon Corps entered service—they’ve been getting really explodey. In January, they blew up Leda, where I used to work when I was in technical support.

It feels like a lifetime ago.

Leda was their biggest score yet. Elara is small potatoes in comparison. But that’s the point. We now consider 13,000 people a small loss. That just kills me. 

It kills me even more that the jellies who did it got away. Couldn’t they have done me the favor of hanging around, like good villains, to attack the first responders? 

They’d never have known what hit them. 

Tancred’s rage boils out in a lance of fire that chars a fragment of the Elara base. He’s as frustrated as I am. 

If I could breathe fire, there’d be nothing left but ash and fumes of the screens in front of me.

Oh well. I’d better notify BeltCOM.

I fold out my adjustable ergonomic keyboard. The rank of colonel does come with some perks. I also have a special memory-foam headrest and a cup holder that keeps my coffee at the perfect temperature—needed, considering how many hours I spend in this couch. None of it makes me any happier about telling BeltCOM that we’ve failed, again. I’m going to wuss out and notify them by email instead of by voice comms. Even the thought of talking to General Shockley, my superior officer, makes me feel sick. 

Shockley’s not a bad officer. He’s on the side of humanity. But he expects the Void Dragons to win the war. And what we, and they, have discovered is that they can’t. The Belt is just too big. Tancred is the only dragon who’s militarily effective against Offense ships, and he can’t be everywhere at once. 

As I rehearse my excuses, Sara touches my elbow. “Commander Collins on the radio for you, sir.”

“Thank you, XO.” 

In the second before I pick up Francie’s call, I stare at Sara’s profile. Because we’re in an active combat theater (supposedly), she, like everyone else, is in an EVA suit. These blue and yellow color-blocked skinsuits flatter no one. Yet I’m not looking at the suit. I’m looking at the woman inside it—and not in that way. I don’t like her in that way. Not exactly. It’s hard to work out. I’m trying to see her inside the suit, Sara. Sometimes I feel like we, Jay and Sara, are vanishing into the command structure. 

I pull my headset over my ears. Francie pops up on my comms screen, her face set in a frown. She’s beautiful, and I used to have a brainless crush on her for that reason. Now I’m able to see past the beauty to the professional who commands her ship, the Exeter, with a lighter touch than I would have expected. 

“Find any survivors?” I say, hoping against hope.

“What? No.”

“So what’s the problem?” I put it that way because she’s scowling down at something on another screen at her end.

“I got an email from your mom.”

I flop back in my couch, which ergonomically reconfigures itself with my movements, depriving me of the satisfaction of banging the back of my head on my headrest. “Couldn’t it wait?”

“Oh, you mean we’re in an active combat theater, so I shouldn’t be checking my email?”

“Yeah,” I say, although what I mean is: I don’t want to hear about it. Don’t make me.

“The jellies that did this are halfway back to Saturn by now,” Francie says, brutally stating what we all know.

“Just forward it to me.”

“You’d ignore it. I’ll read it to you.”

I know my mother is trying to get in touch with me. She’s been emailing me every week since … since we got back from Offense territory. I wrote back once, to ask if she was in trouble. She said no, she just wanted to talk. Since then, I have been ignoring her emails. 

I’m not being thoughtlessly unkind. It’s not as if she has any reason to think I might be dead or something. The Dragon Corps is all over the news on Earth, albeit a lot of the recent coverage has been critical of our failures. I’m just mad at her, and hurt as hell.

I can’t believe she’s emailing my friends to put pressure on me. “Make it quick, Francie, please.”

“Let’s see. She says it was really nice having us to stay with her last year.” Francie is referring to the weeks we all spent at my mom’s house in Kenya after our adventures in Europe. “And we’d be welcome back anytime.”

I feel a dull pang at the thought that I may never visit my mom again. Never again see the flamingos feeding on Lake Nakuru. Never again smell the acacia trees in Mom’s garden. How can I go back there, after what she did?

She lied to me. She’s been lying to me all my life. She told me I was an only child. It turns out I have an older brother … who’s now in jail, on charges of treason against humanity. 

“Did she say anything about … him?” I interrupt, as Francie continues to relay my mom’s polite chit-chat. 

Francie knows who I mean. My brother. James Scattergood.

“No, but—”

“See? She wants to pretend he doesn’t exist. She wants to pretend I still don’t know the truth.”

On my right, Sara bends over her screens, apparently concentrating. She flicks me a look. I can’t read its significance.

“Maybe she just thinks that isn’t a conversation to have over email,” Francie says. “Which is why she’s inviting all of us to come for Easter, and actually, I think I’ll go. I’m owed leave. And it’s not like we’re doing any good out here.”

I grit my teeth. “What does it say at the end?”

“‘Love, Jules.’” My mother’s name is Jules, short for Juliette.

“Nothing else?”

“Oh, there’s a P.S., actually. ‘Tell Jay I’m fine.’”

“Is that in all caps, by any chance?”

“Yeah. F, I, N, E. Why? Does that mean something?”

“Fucked-up, Insecure, Neurotic, and Emotional.” I stare sightlessly at the consoles wrapping the arms of my couch, and the staff officers wandering around consoling each other, like victims in the aftermath of a disaster, while a completely different disaster unspools in my head: the disaster of my family, splashed across the stars. I used to think we were fine. Ha. F.I.N.E.

“Well, there you go,” Francie says. “If you don’t get in touch with her, you’re a total douche.” She starts to type on the other screen at her end. “I’m going to tell her I’m coming for Easter, anyway. I bet Patrick will, too.”

“Sir,” Sara suddenly interrupts. “We have a possible contact. Francie, it’s in Huifang’s sector. Notifying her now.”

“Shit, I see it,” Francie says, and vanishes off my screen.

“Gimme radar imaging.” I sit bolt upright. “Tancred!” I shout my Void Dragon’s name out loud. Heads turn all over the bridge. God, they must think I’m weird. I overheard a group of privates recently speculating about the rumor that the CO talks to his dragon with his mind. Well, yes, I do, when I remember to, when I’m not distracted by thoughts of my family. Tancred!

Where is it, Daddy? Where?

The sensors officer throws a radar plot up on my main screen. It shows something that looks more and more like an Offense ship every second, as the Amadeus VII’s imaging sensors flesh it out. It’s on the far side of the 1000-km heart of the rubble cloud. I concentrate so hard on the image that it starts to swim before my eyes. Tancred picks it up from me, like satellite guidance. We’ve been working on this. 

The Offense ship stealthed itself by hiding next to a warmish piece of debris, but now it’s moving away from the debris. 

Tancred flaps towards it.

Wobble, goes the rubble cloud as his wings fold spacetime in their warp vortices. No human scientist has ever come close to figuring out how the Void Dragons do this. I don’t care. I only care about catching these jellies and barbecuing them.

Tancred covers the 800-km distance to the Offense ship in about one minute, while it edges away, as if hoping to slip between the Exeter and the Montferrat. 

A tiny part of my mind wonders why a single ship stayed behind. It’s a big one, but it couldn’t hope to take us all on, even if we were just a regular quick response unit and not the Dragon Corps. 

Tancred does not pick up on my dubiety. He is thinking about one thing only, and that is FOOD.

Burning and eating are separate but intimately related activities for a Void Dragon, but they like it best when they can burn and eat at the same time. That’s when they are most fully expressing their magnificent, deadly nature. And the luck of the draw made Tancred a Void Dragon who likes to chow down on Offense spaceships.

Now his hunger merges with his rage at the enemy. 

The Offense ship lurches out of the blackness, a white whale. It’s a big one. A destroyer, at least. Without a second’s hesitation, Tancred blasts dragon-fire at it. 

Cheers ring through the bridge of the Amadeus VII.

But wait. 

The ship is cracking open. Its whole forward bulge is coming off. It’s just a wreck!

Tancred flies closer, lands on the larger part of the dismembered ship, and begins to crawl inside it, like a monstrous bee, lighting the hulk up with fire.

On my screen, the detached forward bulge breaks apart into an empty hull fragment … and a Pulverizer, the Offense’s smallest and fastest ship class, a teardrop that’s mostly engine. 

Numb with astonishment, I put the picture together. The larger ship is just a hulk. The Pulverizer was hiding inside it. But why? Why go to the trouble of actually hollowing out a wreck and leaving it here?

Halfway inside the hulk, Tancred reacts to my warning. He wriggles out again and twists to face the Pulverizer.

Turning his back on the hulk. 

So he’s not looking at it anymore … and I can’t see it up close, either.

But I feel it, both of us feel it, when something spears into the back of his neck.

Ow! Ow ow ow ow! DADDY!

Tancred forgets the Pulverizer. He flaps as hard as he can for the safety of the Amadeus VII, wobbling like never before. Spacetime crumples around us.

I fold over my consoles, rubbing vainly at the phantom pain in the back of my neck. Sara shakes me, asking what’s wrong. 

“Not me,” I choke. “Him.”

Ow ow ow, Tancred wails, fleeing back to me.

When we were stationed on Mingetty, we used to do training exercises where all the other Void Dragons would pile onto Tancred. They’d blast dragon-fire at him. It stung, but never really hurt him. Imagine a gang of toddlers whaling on a teenager. No damage done. 

This felt like that … but it hurt.

It burns like fire.

*

Huifang is the closest of us to the Pulverizer. The Montferrat arrows at the Offense ship, spitting slugs from its railgun. The rubble cloud foils Huifang’s attack. Shards of rock break into smaller shards of rock, a lethal threat to both ships. 

And still the Pulverizer doesn’t flee. It cozies up to the hulk of the larger ship where it was hiding, and waits.

I fight to detach my consciousness from Tancred’s pain, trying to concentrate on my screens. Our optical instruments have great resolution. At this distance, I can even see the psychedelic Offense script on the Pulverizer’s nose. My AI translation program renders it as Designation: Up Yours. 

A rock drifts across my field of vision, blocking my view of the ship, and I grit my teeth in frustration.  

“Sir, we are obstructing the Montferrat’s field of fire,” my chief NCO says to me. “We need to clear the area!”

“We need to wait for Tancred,” I snap.

Huifang, clearly aware that I’m in her field of fire, should her rounds make it all the way through the rubble cloud, keeps her powder dry. In a virtuoso display of flying by her pilot, the Montferrat twists through the rubble, corkscrewing down into can’t-miss range. 

That rock drifts away and I can see the Designation: Up Yours again.

Its bridge airlock opens like an eye. 

Something very small and fast flies inside.

The airlock closes.

The Designation: Up Yours suddenly goes into a deliberate tumble, using off-axis thrust to impart spin to itself. Now it’s a much harder target. 

“Permission to engage?” Huifang yells.

“Go for it, Captain,” I yell back.

The Montferrat scuds past the tumbling Designation: Up Yours, haircut-close, and scores a hit. The Pulverizer’s pearly hull absorbs the rounds—it’s actually a stand-off shield, like the ones we use. But it can’t take much more of that kind of abuse. “Gonna get this fucker!” Huifang exults, giving commands to turn the ship. I have her on split screen now. Her face is as hard as a diamond behind her faceplate. When Milosz, her boyfriend, died on the Grief Merchant, it seemed to age her overnight. She’s been waiting for a chance like this. Her dragon, Jade, perches on the arm of her couch, stretching her neck forward, mirroring Huifang’s intent posture.  

The Designation: Up Yours sprays slugs that sparkle off the Montferrat’s shields. Huifang’s eyelids flutter rapidly. “Now I’m really mad.”

The two ships are so close together the imaging software can hardly pick them apart. They spin through the rubble cloud, trading positions like dance partners. Each of them is trying to execute the time-honored tactic of soaking the other guy with superheated plasma exhaust. Everyone on the bridge of the Amadeus VII watches open-mouthed—it’s like watching a pair of champion ice-skaters or ballet dancers.

And then I remember.

I blurt out, “Captain Lin, I believe there is a Void Dragon aboard that ship!”

“What?” Huifang’s gaze jerks to me in astonishment. 

The Designation: Up Yours shrugs sideways, turning tail-on to the Montferrat. Its plasma exhaust fries the Montferrat’s sensors. My split screen goes black.

On the other half of the screen, electrical currents arc over the Montferrat’s steel-gray hull. 

The Designation: Up Yours keeps turning a full 360°, and rakes its charged-particle cannon across the Montferrat. The front half of Huifang’s ship explodes in a cloud of vapor and metal dust. The back half explodes in a white fireball as the reactor’s containment is breached.

“Huifang!” Francie screams on the radio. “No!”

The Designation: Up Yours seems to wiggle its tail at us. It throttles up. 

I fire on it. 

Francie fires on it. 

Its exhaust plume blazes and rapidly shrinks. Our slugs chase it vainly into the void. 

There’s no point pursuing it. The Offense’s ships are much faster than ours. On Earth, scientists are working frantically to reverse-engineer the Tears of the Horror Squish, the Offense ship we brought back from the Grief Merchant. But they say they’re looking at a five-to-ten year timetable. By that time we’ll all be dead.

Huifang is dead right now.

Spots appear on my vision. I’m holding my breath. Exhale. Inhale. 

I toggle my PA system. “UNS Montferrat has been lost.” The words torture my tongue. “XO, initiate scan for survivors.”

“Roger.” Sara’s voice is leaden. 

“If I hadn’t distracted her,” I say to Francie, on my way to the auxiliary ship bay.

“It was her pilot that fucked up, not her.”

“She was pursuing them too closely. I should have told her to back off.”

“She was never going to back off.”

“She should have taken leave after Milosz died.”

“She didn’t want to.”

“I should have made her.”

Francie does not care to debate it any further. She clicks into professional mode. “I’m approaching the site of the ship kill. I see Jade.”

Void Dragons are pretty much indestructible. Jade will have survived the destruction of the Montferrat without a scratch. But she won’t survive the death of Huifang. Without their humans, Void Dragons go kind of crazy. The best way to put it, I guess, is that they go back to being Void Dragons.

“What would happen,” I say, “if we just let her go?”

“What would happen? Scatter, she’d eat Jupiter. That’s what would happen.”

“But they only eat their preferred food.” This has occurred to me in the past, but never with such clarity. We’re all terrified of a repeat of the disaster of 2160, when a Void Dragon ate Sol. But all the evidence says that our Void Dragons, hatched on different forms of energy, will only eat their favorite thing. “Tancred eats Offense ships. Jade eats Earth ships—”

“Yeah,” Francie says, “and she is approaching my ship right now. Wanna bet why? I’m sending Pinkie Pie out, and I am ordering my people to stand by for evacuation.”

Out in the void, Pinkie Pie and Jade engage in fiery combat. I see it through Tancred’s eyes as he looks back at the rubble cloud. His thoughts and mine are identical. We hate this. Hate it, hate it. Until five minutes ago, Pinkie Pie and Jade were best friends. Now, Pinkie is burning Jade with murderous ferocity. Tancred thinks that he should be doing this, because he’s the oldest. I think that this is something Pinkie Pie has to do, but I also can’t risk the possibility that Pinkie might lose. That would mean losing the Exeter, on top of the Montferrat. And it might mean the end of everything.

Go help Pinkie—

But Tancred has scarcely turned in the void when Jade’s fire dies. Pinkie Pie lets out a long, keening cry of triumph and grief.

“Pinkie won,” Francie says in a remote, toneless voice. “Rescinding my evacuation order.”

“Roger and out,” I say. 

My EVA boots click on spotlessly clean corridor floors. Crew members stand back and salute me. I respond floppily. My thoughts are with Jade and Huifang, now ashes in the void. 

I reach the auxiliary ship bay just as Tancred squeezes out of the airlock. A destroyer like the Amadeus VII is meant to carry a handful of unmanned droneships. But the concept never really got off the ground. The droneships aren’t useful enough to justify their mass. Commanders always find some excuse to leave them behind and carry extra ammo and consumables instead. I went a different route. I made the Amadeus VII’s auxiliary ship bay into a Void Dragon den. 

It’s heated and pressurized, the artificial gravity is turned on, and there is a mess of blankets and cushions in one corner.

Tancred fixes me with a woeful stare from one apple-green eye, then limps towards this nest. 

He’s as large as a genetically engineered woolly mammoth. He can’t fit through any of the ship’s interior airlocks anymore. I don’t like being separated from him for long periods, so part of his nest is actually my own off-duty hangout, with a computer setup and a mini-fridge. 

Tancred lies down on his blankets with a thump that makes the deck vibrate. He tucks his head under a foreclaw. I scramble onto his back, hauling myself up by the edge of one folded wing. Show me where it hurts! I slide down his neck, searching for the source of the pain still throbbing remotely in my own neck. The ship bay techs gawp from a distance. I ignore them. 

Here, Tancred moans. He stretches his head out along the floor. This smooths out the folds of hide at the back of his neck. I have to look closely before I see a thin red line scored across his green, scaly hide.

I smile in sheer relief. You big baby! That’s nothing.

It HURTS!

My smile fades. Of course it hurts. It may not hurt much, but it’s not nothing, either.

Void Dragons are pretty much indestructible. They are invulnerable … except to other Void Dragons.

Tancred, did you see … what did this to you?

Didn’t see her. But she laughing at me. He starts to tremble at the memory. Daddy, I scared! She say she EAT me! 

I scramble off his shoulders and delve through the mess in search of his blankie. It’s a foul old gun-cleaning rag he has had since he was hatched. It was getting way too small, so a few months back I sewed it onto a larger blanket, hoping that the magical powers of the old blankie would transfer to the new one. It’s a king-size tartan throw from my aunt Elsa’s house on Ceres, now with one dirty gray patch. Tancred balls it up in his claws and buries his nose in it.

When was the last time I saw Tancred get scared like this?

Never, that’s when. 

Chilled, I sit down with my back to his side. I toggle my suit radio. “Francie? Sara?”

“Here.”

“Copy.”

“I meant to ask you, Scatter,” Francie says immediately. “Why did you say there was a Void Dragon on board the Pulverizer?”

I close my eyes. “Because there was. They hid an egg in the hulk. Tancred accidentally hatched it. With his dragon-fire.”

“Uh oh,” Sara says.

“Yup. After it hatched, the Pulverizer rescued the baby. And vamoosed.”

“It was a trap,” Francie snarls. 

And now there is a Void Dragon out there with a taste for one kind of food, and one only. 

Tancred.
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As soon as we return to our base on Ceres, I’m summoned to the BeltCOM dome to testify at the investigation into the loss of the Montferrat. These days, ship loss investigations tend to be pro forma. There are just too many of them, so the old song and dance about determining causes and enforcing consequences doesn’t add value anymore. 

But somehow, the more I talk, the grimmer are the faces of General Shockley and friends, and the more I apologize, the more they criticize me. Before I quite know what’s happening, the whole thing snowballs into a decision to review the performance of the Dragon Corps to determine whether we’re worth keeping.

I guess I should have seen this coming, shouldn’t I?

When you’re touted as a war-winning weapon, anything less than winning the war equates to failure.

“We are placing you under ADCON,” General Shockley says. “That gives the Inspector General of BeltCOM, who is leading the Montferrat investigation, administrative control of the Dragon Corps.” 

The IG is a small, take-no-crap woman with the face of a pit bull. She says, “I am placing all members of your unit on administrative leave, subject to recall at any time. If unit members leave Ceres, they must report where they are going and means of being contacted by my office.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” I say.

General Shockley surprises me with a smile. “According to my records, you haven’t taken any leave since 2339. Get the hell out of here, Colonel Scattergood, and catch up on your sleep.”

I salute like a robot and leave. Outside the headquarters building, my legs carry me automatically along the brushed-steel concourse to a sports bar. I start to order a coffee. Then change it to a whiskey. Drinking in the middle of the day? This is not me.

I take out my laptop and open my email.

Mom, 

I was thinking of coming for Easter, after all. Is that OK?

Send.

I am halfway through my second whiskey when her reply arrives. 

Of course it’s fine, honey! If you come before April, I’m afraid it’ll still be hot, but Adam fixed the air-conditioning, so the house is cool, anyway. Let me know when you’re coming—or just turn up!

Much, much love,

Mom

I am re-reading this brief missive for the second time, looking for hidden nuances, when Bolt rocks up. Bolt Galloway is the Dragon Corps’s IT expert. I let him come to BeltCOM with me as a procurement opportunity. I didn’t know we were going to end up placed under ADCON. As I start to explain, he interrupts me by holding up a hand.

“Already heard it on the grapevine.” His gaze alights on my glass. “What are you drinking that piss for? I just scored us two bottles of Chivas Regal 30. And approximately a metric shit-tonne of Cheeze-Os.”

I close my laptop. “Gutmangler will be psyched. Let’s go.”

*

Gutmangler is our pet Offensive. I’d never say that out loud. He deserted from the Offense, but insists that he hasn’t deserted at all. He remains committed to the glorious cause of pulverizing all Earthlings. He just thinks the Offense’s leadership isn’t. 

He gives wide-ranging interviews, enjoying his fame, and gorges himself on human snack foods—which turn out to be nutritious and delicious to the jellies—in the safety of his new home in the ARES dome.

He lurks in the lake, occasionally surfacing to swipe more Cheeze-Os, as Patrick, Bolt, and I make a heroic assault on the Chivas Regal. 

We’re sprawling on the jetty attached to Patrick’s house, which backs onto the water. Jupiter-light bathes the lake. It feels decadent to get drunk in the middle of the day, but I’m kind of starting to like the feeling. I have been living by the military’s rules for so long, even when I didn’t have to. 

In the back of my head I can hear a little voice, which sounds like Sara’s. She’s saying I need to pick myself up off the deck. Set to: Ignore. 

“They’re blaming us for the fact that we’re losing,” Patrick says. He inhales a mouthful of cigar smoke, holds it for a moment, and lets it dribble out of his nostrils. He’s taken up cigar smoking for the same reasons I’ve taken up drinking before lunch. 

Patrick passes the cigar to Bolt, who takes a hit and offers it to me. “We took a fucking chainsaw to the DoD last year,” Patrick goes on. 

He’s referring to our data dump of evidence against the Ceres Conspiracy, which resulted in hundreds of politicians and highly-ranked military officers going to jail. Including my brother. 

“No wonder they’re punishing us.”

I take a cautious draw on Patrick’s cigar, and immediately start coughing. Bolt ignores me. “Yeah, but they didn’t expand the Dragon Corps for no reason,” he says. “Something’s changed.”

I get my coughing under control. “It’s the Offense. They’ve changed.” I roll over onto my stomach and lower my head over the side of the jetty. 

“Are you going to puke?” Patrick said.

“Nope.” I wait for my eyes to adjust from the sunshine to the cool purple shadows under the jetty. I inhale the smell of mud and duck poop … and a unique, putrid, briny smell that doesn’t belong in this biome. “You’ve changed your strategy, haven’t you?” I shout.

A smooth, semi-translucent dome rises from the deep water under the jetty. Six fist-sized eyes mass at its apex. Gutmangler surfaces further, wrapping a tentacle around a piling, and tilts one edge of his ten-foot dome out of the water. His blunt beak travels from underneath his dome to its upper edge, in a forest of smaller tentacles. Around it, small orifices flare and noisily suck in air. 

“The Empress has abandoned caution,” Gutmangler rumbles, referring to the leader of the Offense, who allegedly lives near Saturn. “She believes that your Void Dragons threaten to overturn our otherwise inevitable victory.” He points a tentacle at Tancred, who is sunbathing on Patrick’s lawn with all four clawed feet in the air. “They are an existential threat to the Offense.” 

“If only,” Patrick mutters. He casts a rueful glance at Smaug, his Alsatian-sized dragon, who’s lying on the other side of the lawn. Smaug and Tancred are not the best of friends, but right now they are united in enjoying a well-earned rest. ADCON doesn’t mean anything to them. They only know that for once they are not confined on board spaceships. I feel a pang of guilt that I’ve been pushing Tancred so hard. 

“Nightmare!” Gutmangler lets out a whistle. His baby Void Dragon flaps up into my face, making me flinch. He was under the jetty. He grabs two clawfuls of Cheeze-Os and drops them into Gutmangler’s open beak. Crunch, crunch, crunch. Patrick and Bolt nearly piss themselves laughing.

I can feel it all slipping away from me—the Dragon Corps, Sara, our chances of winning the war. 

“I have a different take,” I say, sitting up. “I think the Empress is buying time to stand up her own Void Dragon army.” In my mind is the newborn Void Dragon that hurt Tancred. I haven’t told Gutmangler about that—he would be jealous: he thinks his Nightmare is the only Offense dragon in existence. But Patrick and Bolt know what I’m talking about. Anyway, we all know that the Offense has its own cache of Void Dragon eggs, which they’ve been trying to hatch. “I think the Empress is blowing shit up to keep the Dragon Corps on the defensive.”

“If only she knew she didn’t need to blow up thousands of people,” Patrick says bleakly. “All she needs is BeltCOM.” 

“I wonder about the IG,” Bolt says.

“Nuh uh,” Patrick says. “It’s not the conspiracy this time. It’s just the army.”

“I agree,” I say. “We’re going to doom ourselves to death by bureaucracy.”

Patrick lifts the Chivas Regal bottle, finds it empty. “Open the other bottle?” 

“Call Paul,” Bolt says.

“He’s practising his violin.”

“Call Francie, then.” 

“Guess I will.”

Patrick goes inside. I lie on my stomach and gaze across the lake. Although I can’t see it from here, I’m looking towards Elsa’s house. I still think of it as Elsa’s house, although I threw out most of her stuff before I moved in. 

Elsa is my aunt. She was like a second mother to me. Then she defected to the Offense. I wonder if she did that because she guessed they were going to win?

Motionless groves of banana trees and water pears hides the house. My head feels heavy from the whiskey and the sun. Elsa designed this biome herself, taking inspiration from the scenery of Kenya, where I spent the best years of my childhood. I wonder how she’s liking life on an Offense arkship orbiting Saturn. She said that she wasn’t betraying humanity. She said that she was just running to save herself and her team. Doesn’t change the fact that she went.  

The sound of a car distracts me from my dark thoughts. Francie comes around the house with Paul, Badrick, and Sara, plus their dragons. It turns out that they were working on an original tattoo design. It has Huifang and Milosz’s names inside a heart, with “Dracones superáre”—the Latin motto of the Dragon Corps—on a scroll underneath. Paul did the design and Badrick did the needlework. Francie shows off her newly inked arm. 

“Tattoos are against regs,” Sara observes. 

“Fuck the regs,” Francie says. “And also, fuck BeltCOM. And fuck ADCON. And fuck Ceres. I’m going to Earth.”

“So’m I,” Sara says. The two girls look at each other and laugh their heads off.

“Guess I’m going, too,” Patrick says.

“Of course you are,” Francie says. “Bolt, I know you’re in.” Her gaze rests on me. “Scatter?”

I swallow. “My mom said to just turn up.” 
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So here we are, ringing my mother’s doorbell. 

I figure the whole Great Rift Valley knows we’re here. It’s not every day that a Void Dragon flies over the suburbs of Nakuru, impatiently trailing a couple of rented jeeps.

The IG approved our home leave, but refused to let me use any of the Dragon Corps ships. Just pure bureaucratic petulance. So the Amadeus VII, the Exeter, the Hoveden, and all the others are rotting on the tarmac on Ceres. I can’t fly commercial with Tancred—and there are pretty much no commercial flights to and from Ceres, anyway. In the end we pooled our money and bought a clunker. We had to ask Francie’s parents, who are commercial farmers in New Jersey, to co-sign on the loan. She promised to swing by the United States to see them after this. I can’t think any further ahead than the doorbell echoing through my mother’s shabby brick house. 

We left our clunker at Malindi Spaceport, as there are no landing facilities up here. Bolt stayed on board to score duty-free whiskey and cigars at the spaceport. I almost wish I had stayed behind, too.

It’s a damp morning, gray out here, dark on the other side of the big checkerboard windows. Footsteps approach the door. I lay my hand on Tancred’s leg for reassurance. 

The door opens. 

It’s not my mom. 

It’s Adam. 

“Hey!” he says. “Jules is down at the sanctuary.”

So much for just turning up.

Adam is my mother’s boyfriend, although that seems like the wrong word when they’re both in their sixties. He is a conservationist, working at Nakuru National Park, but I’m not sure what sanctuary he’s talking about, or why my mom is involved with it. I’m tonguetied, waiting for him to comment on my colonel’s stripes, on the mess of jeeps, dragons, and military officers milling in the front yard.

“Someone’s grown,” he says, looking up—and up—at Tancred.

To my astonishment, Tancred dips his head and gives Adam a friendly nuzzle. I remember! he says. He makes swimming for me and Pinkie!

The last time we were here, Adam cleaned out the pool in the back garden for Tancred and Pinkie Pie to splash around in. “Tancred says it’s great to see you again, and maybe he could go swimming while we’re here.”

“Well, the pool’s still here, although I’m not sure he’ll fit in it anymore.” Adam looks past me and Tancred. Smaug and the other babies are flapping around the front yard, stretching their wings after our long drive from Nairobi. Although this is a quiet neighborhood in the hills of Nakuru, with no sidewalks on the twisting, tree-lined road, several children have already collected at the front gate, magnetically attracted by the dragons. 

Adam clears his throat. “Well, come around the back.”

My mom’s garden is in full green explosion mode. Kenya no longer has clearly defined rainy seasons, as the cooling of Earth broke the monsoon winds. However, as a rule, the end of the year is dry and hot, while the beginning of the year is wet and cold. This is late March, a transitional season. It’s wet and warm. The air feels like a damp towel wrapped around my face. 

All used to be bigger, Tancred says in confusion, glued to my side.

I smile. No, it’s the same size as before. YOU’VE grown, so everything looks smaller.

Swim pool was big like sea, he insists.

It’s the same size as ever. Go play.

Safely hidden from prying eyes, we mill around on the wet grass, drinking tea that Adam makes and discussing whether to take the cover off the swimming pool for the dragons. I’m having an out-of-body experience. It doesn’t feel real that I am back here. Commander Scattergood doesn’t belong on Earth. I should be back out in the Belt, smiting jellies or at least trying to. Coming here was a mistake.

Then my mother appears, in jeans and a work smock, with dirt on her knees and a scratch on her cheek—and now it feels real. Painfully real. Under my mother’s unsparing gaze, I cease to be Commander Scattergood and revert to an overgrown eight-year-old in a badly-fitting uniform. Earth’s powerful gravity locks my boots to the fertile earth under the grass. I shift my untouched mug of tea to my left hand, looking for somewhere to put it down.

My mother doesn’t try to hug me. Maybe because of the tea, but maybe because she just … doesn’t want to hug me. 

To break the awkward silence, I say, “What were you doing at the sanctuary? What sanctuary?”

“It’s new,” my mother says. “Shrews and rats.”

“Rats?”

“Mole rats. They’re critically endangered. Everyone focuses on the large animals, but the little ones matter, too. So Adam managed to get funding for this sanctuary, and I’ve been helping out on the weekends.”

“I, uh, didn’t know about that.”

“No, you didn’t, because you’ve been deleting my emails without opening them.” Her eyes are bluer than Elsa’s, but they have the same mystical ability to bore right into my skull and divine my darkest secrets. 

“I just thought conservation was Adam’s thing.” I can’t keep a trace of hostility out of my voice. Although my dad’s been gone since I was two, I can’t quite get used to the idea that Mom has replaced him. 

“Well, I’ve lived here almost twenty years now,” she says. “And I suppose I have picked up some of Adam’s passion for his work.”

“I just thought you were more into …” What is she into? Apart from baking, and being a mother to me?

She smiles wryly, once again sensing my thoughts. “I do have a life of my own, you know.”

I shout, “Yeah, that’s the whole problem! You have a life of your own that I never knew about, because you never told me anything! You never told me that I have a brother!”

*

Silence spreads through the garden like a shockwave. It’s broken only by splashes from the pool, where Tancred is removing the cover with his teeth so that the babies can go swimming. 

I hear Patrick mutter, “Shouldn’t have even bothered to bring our bags in.” He anticipates that we will now be kicked out on our tushes. 

But this says more about his family, as it turns out, than it does about mine.

My mother forces her features into the sweet, gentle smile I’ve known all my life. “I knew this would come up,” she says quietly. “I’ll tell you everything, if you promise to listen.”

*

I follow her up the hilly bit at the back of the garden, and wipe rain off the stone loveseat with my sleeve. Mom perches beside me. Last time I was here, we could see a sliver of the lake from this seat, but now exuberant foliage hides it. The sky is cottony gray. The air is so saturated with moisture that I’m sweating. Sticky dark moons sprout from my armpits.

Mom sits with her hands wrapped in the sleeves of her mole rat sanctuary smock, staring straight ahead of her. 

“Your father was a bastard,” she says. “I’ve always tried not to badmouth him. I didn’t want you to feel any more bitter towards him than you had to.”

“I don’t feel bitter towards him,” I say, truthfully. “How could I? I never knew him.” Right now, I feel bitter towards her.

“Well, that’s good. But our divorce wasn’t as straightforward as I’ve always led you to believe. It’s true that he simply walked out one fine day. But what I’ve never told you is that he … he took your brother with him.”

Brother.

“So it’s true,” I say, only now realizing that I hadn’t fully believed what James Scattergood, alias Jim Hardy, said that night on Ceres. “I had a brother.”

“You have a brother. Jamie is eight years older than you.”

I could tell her that he doesn’t go by Jamie anymore. That he has a wife. Children. Oh my God. My mother has grandchildren. On second thought, I’d better not mention that, as they’re presently hostages on the Grief Merchant. I start to feel nauseated.

“Jesse said it was fair for us to get one kid each,” my mother recalls. “Jesus, that man. I think if we’d had three children, he would have cut the third one in half like King freaking Solomon. I moved heaven and earth to get Jamie back, believe me. But the DoD protected their golden boy.”

I take in the factoid that my father used to work for the DoD, without really processing it. I’m trying to picture my brother at age ten. Jamie. Was he happy to go with our father? Or did he get dragged away kicking and howling?

“Their lawyers stonewalled me,” Mom remembers. “Elsa persuaded me to give up before I completely ran out of money. Actually, I already had run out of money. That’s why she moved in with us. Or rather, I moved to Seattle to move in with her.”

I’m briefly distracted by the image of Elsa, a hotshot optics researcher, taking time out of her career to intervene in the car crash of her younger sister’s life, and then giving up her independence for us. Upending her own life to share her home with Jules and her now-fatherless two-year-old. It’s so incongruous with the last image I have of her: drive plumes fading in the direction of Saturn.

But then I circle back to Jamie. “Why did Dad take him and not me?”

My mother’s chin crinkles. “I imagine he couldn’t face looking after a toddler.”

Jamie had a different take on this story. He said—shouted—She left us! She left me and took him! Someone’s not telling the truth here. But I do not feel like admitting to my mother that I’ve seen my brother, talked to him … and tried to kill him, before I found out who he was. 

“What was he like? Jamie?”

My mother quickly swipes a knuckle under her eyes. The movement is so sudden that I flinch. Looking at me with wet eyes, she says, “After they left, you were inconsolable. You wandered all over the house, shouting, ‘Jamie! Jamie!’ If I didn’t keep my eye on you, you would go outdoors and toddle down the street, as if you could catch up with them. He was your idol, of course. He used to play all kinds of dangerous games with you. Putting you in a box and sledding down the stairs, letting you ride on his skateboard …”

“I don’t remember anything.” The admission tears me apart inside. I feel like I might actually like my brother, if only I could remember him.

“Jaybird, you were two. Nobody remembers anything from when they were two years old. After a while, you just stopped asking about him. But while we were a family, you loved Jamie very much. And he loved you very much, too.” 

I could have had a brother. A much-older brother who’d have taught me to skateboard, to wrestle, to play shoot-‘em-up games, and later, maybe he’d have taught me how to drive and how to talk to girls. Maybe I wouldn’t have ended up as a socially deficient nerd. 

Maybe I would never have found my Void Dragon Egg.

I jump to my feet, irrationally fearing that I’ve lost Tancred. Then I feel warm contentment from him, and through his eyes, I see the babies splashing in the swimming pool. Is OK to play, Daddy? he asks.

Yeah, little scaly-butt. It’s fine. Resolutely, I shield my own feelings from him, hiding them behind a screen of amusement at the babies’ antics. A second later I realize this is how it must have felt to be my mother, when she had to pretend everything was fine for my sake, although she was falling apart inside. The insight softens my sense of betrayal. But I still can’t forgive her for lying to me all these years. 

I peer suspiciously at her. “You were married much longer than you said.”

“Yes. I told you we were only married for four years. It was actually twelve.”

“Why did you stay with him that long?” I know the answer before she gives it.

“Jamie. And then you came along. But it was really over by that time.”

Someone’s coming up the path. We both fall awkwardly silent. Francie climbs around the fountain tree, pushing a spray of flame-red and yellow blossoms out of the way. “Sorry to interrupt,” she says.

“What’s wrong?” I say, alarmed. But back down in the garden, the dragons are still playing in the pool, while my friends have put aside the pretense of drinking tea and moved on to the beer we brought with us. Nothing’s wrong. Nothing that wasn’t wrong before, that is. 

“I was just wondering, Ms. Scattergood, if you had heard from Elsa?”

My mother looks at her with dazed perplexity. She’s having trouble mentally shifting gears away from our intense conversation about the past, and so am I. Francie has zero tact. Why couldn’t she wait until later to get onto the subject of Elsa? That’s a whole other tragedy.

“Because,” she says, “I have.”
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Francie has heard from Elsa?!

I practically leap off the loveseat. “You have?”

“Yeah.” Francie calmly sits down in my place. “A bunch of times.” 

From my mother’s expression, I see that this is not news to her. 

“When were you planning to tell me?” I say.

“Now,” Francie says. “But actually, I’d better let Patrick do it. He understands the technology better than I do.”

On cue, Patrick shoulders around the fountain tree. Now the outlook point feels crowded. Patrick is carrying his computer on a shoulder strap. He braces his hands on his thighs, groaning exaggeratedly at the strain of the climb. Francie tells him he needs to get back into Earth shape.

“Lemme sit down, woman.” 

She hops up, only to immediately plop down on Patrick’s knee when he takes a seat. Ever since we left Ceres, their self-imposed restrictions on physical affection have been fraying. Patrick absently caresses her waist as he reaches around her to open his computer on her lap. 

I feel a twinge of jealousy. Then my attention snaps to Patrick’s computer screen as he boots up the ultra-secure email program Elsa gave us. It proved not to be secure against Offense decryption technology. But what does that matter? Elsa is honeymooning with the Offense right now, anyway.

But evidently, they’re not keeping her busy enough. She’s been emailing my friends. 

I glimpse a whole stack of emails. That’s quite the thread. Patrick opens the most recent one. 

“I’m just grateful to know she’s alive,” my mom says, touching her heart. 

“Yes, ma’am,” Patrick says. “And she needs our help.”

I clear my throat. “I wonder why she didn’t get in touch with me.” 

Francie meets my eyes. “Because you’re the CO of the Dragon Corps. You’d have notified BeltCOM. Well, I don’t know if you would or not. But that’s what she was afraid of.”

I don’t know if I would or not, either. Conflicting emotions tug at me. It hurts that Elsa didn’t trust me. But it’s also flattering to know that that’s how she thinks of me—as someone who feels duty-bound to do the right thing. 

My mother glances at the screen and then looks away as if she accidentally saw something pornographic. “Please, guys. I don’t want to get involved with this.”

Patrick says, “Well, ma’am, you kind of have to. It’s nice that you’re working to save Kenyan shrews and mole rats. But that’s going to mean fuck-all if we lose the war.” He speaks in his most amiable tone, so that it takes a moment for the words to sink in. 

My mother flushes. “I watch the news. But Adam thinks it’s even more important, in this situation, to focus on what we can do in our daily lives. We can’t panic. We can’t forget what makes us human. Otherwise they win!”

I exclaim intemperately, “I don’t give a crap what Adam thinks,” and at the same time, Patrick says, “I kind of agree with Adam. But only if there’s nothing else you can do. And in this case, there is.”

“There isn’t,” Mom says, still looking away from the computer. Her jaw is set, her arms folded. For an instant I see a spooky resemblance to Jamie, my brother. 

“Juliette, please don’t be like this,” Francie wheedles. “You have to help.”

They don’t know my mom. Neither wheedling nor logic will change her mind once she has made it up. “What does Elsa need help with?” I crane around to read Patrick’s laptop screen. It frames an insanely complicated schematic, filename FIELD COMPACTOR. That rings a bell …

“You’re on Elsa’s side,” Mom says to Francie.

“No, I’m not!” Francie exclaims.

“But we have to help her,” Patrick says. “Listen to this!” He clicks back to Elsa’s email and reads aloud, “‘This is probably our last shot at resolving this thing without genocide. I’ve persuaded the Empress to let me try. And now I look freaking ridiculous—worse, I look like an incompetent who can’t deliver—because we can’t replicate the field compactor. The circuit diagrams we have turn out to be incomplete. I believe they were deliberately left incomplete. I need the full, original set of diagrams, if they still exist ...’” Patrick stops reading. “If we can’t get her these diagrams, she dies. Everyone with her dies. Ms. Scattergood, she’s your sister. How can you refuse to help her?”

“Yes, she’s my sister,” Mom says. “And I know, better than anyone else, about her amazing ability to inspire loyalty in everyone around her, including those who should know better, and those who don’t.” She glances at me. The pain and sorrow in her eyes strikes guilt into the very core of me. I remember how I used to wish Elsa was my real mother. I look more like her than I do like Mom. She was cool, whereas Mom was just … Mom. I thought I had hidden those disloyal thoughts successfully, but now I realize Mom was always aware of how I felt.

I want to go to Mom, hug her and tell her that I always loved her best, but being me, I don’t. Anyway, Francie and Patrick are in the way. They’re agitated, talking over each other about how Mom has to help. Looking at them, it’s clear that Elsa really has won them back again. By email. From Saturn. After we escorted her to the edge of the Belt and watched her disappear into traitorous obscurity, along with well over a hundred of her people from ARES, including those who should have known better. Such as Dr. Clay Joy and his team of advanced energy scientists.

Mom says, “I don’t even know what this thing is, this—this field compactor. What does it do? Why do the Offense want it?”

“That’s easy,” I say. The circuit diagram I saw rang a bell, which has since evoked an answering echo from the grad level physics course I took when I was a senior. “It basically compresses everything inside the field until it’s ultra-dense.”

“I don’t get it,” Patrick says. “I thought this was the machine we used to turn Jupiter into a star.”

“It is.” And there is proof positive of Elsa’s treachery. She insisted to us that she was only running to Saturn to preserve her cover, so that she wouldn’t be killed for whistleblowing on the Ceres Conspiracy. When does a cover story become the reality? When you try to steal humanity’s most advanced technology and give it to the bad guys, that’s when. 

 The original conspiracy passed the Offense lots of military intelligence, including the keys to our zero-level encryption systems, leading to countless human deaths. 

But even they never gave away the jewel in humanity’s scientific crown, the one big thing we can do that the Offense can’t: stellar ignition.

“She must have offered to turn Saturn into a star for them,” I speculate. 

“Yeah,” Francie says. “You got it. I know what you’re thinking, I really do. But it might just work.”

“Why are they fighting us?” Patrick says. “Because they want a star of their own. So, we give them one.” 

I can’t believe I’m hearing this from Patrick, of all people. “It’s complete bullshit. This is just a bigger and better version of giving them stuff to make them go away! It never worked before. It won’t work now. And plus, orbital disruption. It would play havoc with the Jovian system. And Saturn’s too small, anyway. It doesn’t have enough hydrogen mass.”

“Elsa thinks it would work,” Francie says obstinately.

“It wouldn’t. And anyway, what’s it got to do with my mom?”

Patrick looks down, shamefaced. “Elsa said she knows where the original diagrams are,” he mutters.

My mom? Knows the whereabouts of sensitive technical information a century and a half old?

But she’s shaking her head. “No, no, I don’t. Francie, Patrick, could you go away, please? I need to speak to Jay.” 

When necessary, my mom lets the Scattergood steel show through the nicey-nice padding. She doesn’t need to repeat her request. Francie and Patrick pack up their computer and go away, saying that they’ll be down by the pool. 

But I guess they won’t be, after all, because they’ve hardly left the outlook point when rain starts to splat down. Through Tancred’s eyes, I see everyone running for the house. The dragons stay outside. Heavy rain is a brand-new experience for the younger ones. They spit streams of fire into the rain and delightedly watch it turn to steam. 

The thick foliage above our heads protects the loveseat somewhat from the rain, but that won’t last. Big drops are already falling on my mom’s jeans. I sit down beside her again. “We should go in,” I say.

“Jay, I’m going to ask something of you that I have no right to ask.”

Immediately I know that we’re not talking about Elsa’s treachery anymore. This is a return to the subject nearest to both of our hearts right now. My brother. “What is it, Mom?”

“I know where they’re holding him. He was allowed one phone call. He called me.”

“Oh … wow.”

“After all these years. It was such a shock to hear his voice …” Drops of water glisten on her cheeks. Is it rain? Or is she crying? Panic grips me—my mother never cries. “I knew it was him immediately. He wasn’t allowed to say where he was. But he managed to tell me in code.” Yes, she’s definitely crying. “We had lots of little family codes. Things like F.I.N.E.”

Devastation tugs at me again as I realize how much I lost when our family was broken. Growing up, I never knew what I didn’t have. 

“For example, Seattle was Rooktown, don’t ask me why. And Thailand was Snorky-Snorky. Because we went there once on holiday before you were born, and Jamie went snorkeling and got water in his nose. Anyway, he managed to work in a reference to snorkeling. So I knew that’s where he was. Later, I looked it up … and yup, there’s some kind of a maximum security UNGov facility outside Bangkok.” Her voice shakes. Awkwardly, I put my arm around her. She leans heavily into my side. “That’s where he is, Jay.”

Rain is running into my mouth. I lick my lips, knowing what’s coming next.

“They’re going to execute him.” My mother buries her face in my shoulder, struggling to control her sobs. I stiffly pat her back. There’s a throbbing noise in my head. The branches over our heads whip in the wet wind. “Can you get him out?”

“I c-c-can’t …”

“I have never asked you for anything before. I’m asking you for this.”

I can’t stand to see my mother crying. She gave me everything. I owe her everything. But what she’s asking for is completely unrealistic. “Mom, I’m only a colonel. I can’t …”

She sits upright, pulling away from me. “You have a goddamn Void Dragon! What do you mean you can’t?”

“Mom, please don’t cry!”

I get no further, because the throbbing sound is not in my head, after all. It is the noise of a helicopter. 

A black insectile shape plummets out of the clouds. It hovers over my mother’s house, low enough to tear the flowers off the jacarandas. Tancred tries to hide in the swimming pool, looking like a half-submerged green elephant. “Come out with your hands up,” blares an amplified voice.

Sirens wail through the rain, approaching the house. 

We’re surrounded. 

 


5

 

Black helicopters mean EarthCOM. That’s the UNGov agency responsible for security on Earth. I guess someone called them about a big green Void Dragon flying over Nakuru. 

I gallop down to the garden. “Give me a fucking break!” I howl up at the helicopter.

A guy crouches in the side door behind a fixed gun. He shoots at me. 

I automatically hit the ground. 

Da-da-da-da-da goes the gun, as if this were a war zone.

Chunks of soil and grass pelt my back. 

He can’t have meant to hit me, or he would have. He’s just being an asshole—

—but Tancred doesn’t know that. 

The green shape half-submerged in the swimming pool rears to its hind feet. A wave slops across the lawn. Tancred looks ungainly as he scrambles out of the pool. Then he leaps into the air, and he’s beauty and grace in motion. His wings spread across the treetops. He is the same size as the helicopter. Before I can tell him to cool it, he belches dragon-fire at my attacker. 

White-hot flame engulfs the helicopter. 

I see the side gunner silhouetted in the blaze, a burning mannequin.

The chopper’s nose pitches down.

I stumble to my feet and sprint for the house.

The helicopter crashes on the lawn. Heat washes over my back, and a shockwave hurls me up the porch steps, in through the open door. 

Paul throws me face first onto the hall floor, flings a carpet on top of me and rolls me against the wall. I smell burning hair. I was on fire. He’s putting me out. 

“Where’s your mum?” His yell sounds like it’s coming from a thousand miles away. 

“Up on the lookout point!” I fight free of the carpet. The helicopter is exploding outside. I’m back in the trenches on Callisto. Through the open living-room door, I see the windows blow in. Broken glass hails down on the floor and on our bags, which we brought in but hadn’t yet unpacked. I turn to the back door, only to see a wall of fire licking at the porch steps.

Paul drags me through the house, out to the front yard. I fight him all the way but he’s bigger than me. He pushes me down the front steps. Patrick and Sara are turning our jeeps around, spraying mud. I catch my balance and dodge towards the side of the house. “Mom! Mom!”

Two figures stagger out of the trees ahead of me. Mom—and Adam. 

Indescribable relief gives way to new guilt and fear. “Mom, I’m so sorry.” I support her from the other side. Her hair’s full of leaves and petals, and she’s coughing. Smoke billows over us. The crashed helicopter has set fire to the roof. My mom’s house is on fire. Adam saved her.

“I’m fine,” she gasps. 

“We’re alive, that’s all that matters,” Adam says. I’ve been unfair to him. He really loves my mom. And now he’s telling me it’s OK, when I just ruined their lives.

Francie gets out of Patrick’s jeep and races over to us. “Juliette, I’m so glad you’re OK!”

A burning hulk blocks the bottom of the drive. It looks like it used to be an EarthCOM security van. Tancred sits on top of it, picking with his claws at its blackened, melting roof. Amidst the flames, he looks like a monster, and I understand, I do, when my mom shies away from him, from Francie and her winged cerise shoulder ornament, from all of us. 

“We’ll take our own car,” Adam says. Clamping his cell phone between ear and shoulder, talking in Swahili, he pulls my mother towards the 4X4 parked at the bottom of the drive. It has Nakuru Sanctuary printed on its side. Some sanctuary this has turned out to be—for them, for us.

“Juliette,” Francie pleads. “Tell us where the diagrams are. Please! This is just insane!” She gestures at the burning house. “They’ll stop at nothing! They’ll kill you to keep us from getting the information!” 

Oh no. No no no. Could she be right? I thought EarthCOM were just being assholes. The war has come closer to Earth, so they’re acting like they’re in a war zone. That’s what I thought. They’ve jumped to the conclusion that Tancred was a threat to planetary security. Which he is.

But what if Francie is right? What if this actually has nothing to do with Tancred? What if, in fact, he just saved us from UNGov’s wrath?

“I can’t tell you where the fucking diagrams are,” my mother screams at Francie, “because I don’t know!” 

Raindrops run into my mouth, tasting of ashes. I stick out an arm to protect my mom as Sara fishtails her jeep in front of us. 

“I haven’t talked to the bastard in twenty years,” Mom yells. “And he wasn’t in the habit of discussing his work with me, anyway! If anyone knows where the diagrams are, it’s the person he was closest to. His son.”

Mom turns to me. Her eyes are red. 

“Not you, my darling. Your brother.”

Francie’s mouth forms a silent O. I hardly see her. Sara shouts at us to get in the jeep. I distractedly wave her off. Right now it’s like my mom and me are the only two people in the world.

“Please,” she says, with a catch in her voice. “Get him out of there. If they execute him, it will fucking kill me.”

Two f-bombs from my mom in as many sentences. This is serious. 

I don’t give a crap about these diagrams, and I don’t think we owe Elsa anything. But my mom is still talking.

“I don’t want to lose you. If it’s too dangerous, don’t do it. I just have this dream of having you both back with me. I remember the day you were born. Jamie held you for the first time, with this look of wonder and amazement on his face, and you looked back at him with total, total trust.” Emotion whipsaws her voice. Her hair sticks to her face in wild, wet strands. “I just want my babies back.”

“Oh, Mom,” I say hoarsely. Before, I felt like she was trying to corner me, but I don’t feel that way anymore. I see where she’s coming from. It gives me a weird sense of serenity. “OK. I’ll try.”

She pulls me into a hug, then lets go. Adam leans across to open the door of the Nakuru Sanctuary 4x4. Mom falls in, and says to me, “I love you.”

“I love you,” I say back to her.

“I just spoke to the local police,” Adam says, dropping his phone between his thighs. “I’m going to drive to Nakuru police station right now. I’ll sue the asses off these bastards.” He glances up at me. “And I will make sure Jules is safe.”

I believe him. He’ll keep my mom safe, even if he has to hide her. In multi-ethnic Kenya, she won’t even stick out that much. “Thank you,” I say.

“Do you forgive me, Jay?” my mom says. “I wrecked your life.”

“Oh Mom, no you didn’t.” That sense of serenity is still there. “If everything had been different, I wouldn’t have Tancred.”

Mom looks at the monster sitting on top of the burning EarthCOM security van. A smile touches her mouth. “He’s quite something.”

“He is,” I agree.

“I’m sorry I didn’t say hello to him properly. Please tell him—”

“Tancred!” I call, out loud, for Mom’s benefit. “Come here a second!”

With a single flap of his wings, he hops off the top of the van and lands beside Adam’s 4x4. He snakes his head down to the window and blinks shyly at my mom. 

She reaches out and pets his nose. “I guess you’re like my adoptive grandbaby,” she tells him. “Look after Jay for me, ‘kay? I’m counting on you!”

Yes, Grandma! Proud to be trusted, Tancred lets out a hot pant. My mother snatches her fingers back. “Careful,” she says, laughing.

“Jules, we gotta go,” Adam says. “How are we going to get out past that?” He’s looking at the burning wreck that blocks the end of the drive.

Patrick leans out of his jeep window. “Like this,” he yells. Then he drops the jeep into low gear and drives straight at the wreck. He rams it with the bull bars and keeps the pedal down, pushing it across the road. The wreck topples into the far ditch. The jeep reverses through 90 degrees, ending up pointed back towards Nairobi. 

Paul leans out of the passenger-side window, squinting through the rain, pistol clamped in two hands. He fires at something coming along the road. 

“We’ll cover you,” Francie yells at Adam, pushing me towards the other jeep. “Wait until we get out on the road.”

Francie and I crush into the back seat of Sara’s jeep. Badrick is in the front, holding a sub-machine gun across his thighs. Where’d he get that? 

Francie slaps Sara on the shoulder. “Go!” I clamp my hands over my face. Through the eyes of Tancred, now high above us, I see whirling lights coming in both directions along the narrow road. Not one of them is a fire engine.
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The EarthCOM people catch up with us on the Nakuru-Nairobi road. I talk to them, for a low value of ‘talking.’ It’s all yelling and blaming and threats, which is understandable, under the circumstances. They accuse Tancred of killing their agents and destroying their vehicles, and point-blank refuse to explain why they assaulted my mom’s house in the first place. They tell me my permission to be on Earth is revoked, which is bullshit. It wasn’t EarthCOM that gave me permission to be here in the first place. I was freaking born here.

“Go right ahead and report me to BeltCOM,” I yell, standing on the muddy red shoulder of the road, surrounded by an entire fleet of security vehicles.

“You can bet on it,” says the furious EarthCOM official in front of me. “And at the present time—”

“At the present time,” I override him, “I’m going to pick up my spaceship at Malindi.”

“No, you stay right here!” 

“Try and make me,” I say, with Tancred looming over my shoulder. “That’s right. Out of the way.”

“EarthCOM sucks,” Sara says, shrugging, as she maneuvers the jeep back into traffic. 

“Dey used to be pon wi side,” Badrick says, toying with his sub-machine gun. “Dat was wen Dr. Joy was still here. Now dey blame wi fah iz treachery.”

I never thought of that. He’s probably right. In EarthCOM’s eyes, we are linked to ARES, and ARES betrayed humanity. They were just waiting for us to put a foot wrong.

“We played right into their hands,” Francie says, slumped against the window. 

“How do you mean?” Sara says.

“Obviously,” Francie drawls, “we aren’t the only ones who know that Juliette’s ex worked on stellar ignition technology.” She slants a glance at me.

I hate sitting in the back seat. I don’t have enough leg-room. I shift my knees around restlessly and look out the window.  

We are racing along the highway towards Nairobi. Headlights of oncoming traffic glitter through the rain. To Tancred, soaring high above us, the road looks like a veiled strand of Christmas tree lights. I hope it keeps raining. As long as Tancred can stay hidden in the clouds, he won’t trigger another panic.

Yes, for what it’s worth, I really wish I had asked my mom what my father’s job was. I should have asked her about that years ago. But I never did. I just wasn’t interested in learning anything about him. 

From the front seat, Badrick says, “Mi fada also left wen mi ena pickney. Mi know nothing bout him. Mi moda neva talk bout him. Mi neva asked. Mi tink he’s ded, but mi don’t care.” 

“That’s the way it is,” I say. Badrick gets it. 

“I don’t even know what my dad does for a living, and my parents are still together,” Sara says, with one of her braying laughs. 

Francie sighs stagily, takes out her phone, and tries to call my mom. It goes to voicemail. I flinch as my mother’s recorded voice fills the jeep. She’s got to be OK. She will be OK. We will be OK, in some distant future, on the far side of this mess. No longer F.I.N.E., but genuinely good with each other. 

But right now, she’s got her phone turned off, and Francie says, “Dammit.” She slams her shoulders back against the seat, then takes a deep breath. “Well,” she’s on her phone again, talking to Patrick in the other jeep, “I guess we’re going to Bangkok.” Pause. “Yeah, we’ll try to do it without murdering any more people.” She laughs. 

*

By the time we get back to Malindi, it is dark. I called Bolt along the way, explained what happened, told him to get the clunker refuelled. I told EarthCOM that we’re going back to Ceres, so we’ll soon be out of their hair. In reality we’re going to make a ballistic hop to Bangkok, and that’s as far as I’ve gotten. 

It’s still raining. The wet tarmac reflects the lights of Malindi Spaceport. This very spaceport, 16 years ago, was destroyed by the first wave of Offense attacks. They caught us off guard and nearly won. At the time I was stuck with Mom and Elsa in a traffic jam. I remember how pretty the orange glow of destruction looked as it dawned behind the palm trees.

Our clunker stands on an isolated stretch of tarmac. Bolt seems to have had it cleaned and maybe even painted. It has a name, where there was only a registration number before. I read it. Shake my head. 

Tancred descends out of the sky in a slap of wet wind and lands by my side. I can feel his woe.

None of this is your fault, I tell him, urging him up the ramp into the clunker’s cargo bay. It’s no more than a glorified shipping container, not cozy in the least, even though I brought Tancred’s blankets from the Amadeus VII. 

He flops heavily down on the blankets, neck stretched out, chin resting on the deck. Not your fault, I repeat.

Yes. ALL Tancred’s fault.

Dear God, he reminds me of me.

I burn house of Grandma.

Is that what he’s upset about? I smile. Grandma doesn’t mind, I tell him. And I’m sure it is the truth. Mom may have taken pride in her house and garden, but  all she really cares about is getting her sons back in one piece.

Me. And Jamie.

I promised her I would try to save him, so I’m going to.

I haven’t really thought about the details yet. 

I seal the cargo bay and go forward to strap into my acceleration couch. “Bolt?”

“Yeah?”

“Sticky Surprise?”

“Ha, ha, ha, ha,” Bolt is laughing his ass off. “Like it?”

“That’s not a name for an Earth ship. It sounds like an Offense name.”

“So? When they say sticky, they mean heroic. And surprise, well, that’s the aspirational bit.”

“I like it,” Francie says, grinning. “Now let’s get the hell out of here.”

Everyone’s quiet as we take off. You can’t talk, anyway, over the fearful rattling and vibrating noises off the clunker’s fight against Earth’s gravity. Badrick is piloting. He’s qualified—well, on paper, anyway. And there is no trick flying involved in taking off and landing. The computer basically does all of it. 

After eight minutes, Badrick announces engine cut-off. The rattling stops, and we float up in our straps. We’ll only be sub-orbital for two minutes, not long enough to bother turning the artificial gravity on. I swallow nausea—I’ve always been prone to space-sickness. 

Sara leans across, offering me tablets. I nod thanks, swallow them dry. 

The space-sickness meds have hardly hit my system when my butt reestablishes contact with my couch, and my internal organs resume their rightful places. This is where we should initiate a new burn to break orbit in the direction of Ceres. Instead, we hurtle down towards Southeast Asia. 

The radio erupts with angry challenges. 

“Engine trouble,” Paul transmits, over and over. He has a British accent, and he’s doing a fuck-off version of it that sounds like someone in authority. “Request emergency landing slot at Bangkok Interplanetary. We have engine trouble …”

They can’t exactly say no, you don’t. They do scramble a couple of fighters to accompany us down, but that’s SOP. I let out a deep sigh of relief as we touch down in Bangkok, barely fifteen minutes after we left Malindi. 

Francie gathers us all in the cargo bay, while Paul parries queries from the emergency response team zipping out across the tarmac to meet us. “OK, everyone, as of now we are tourists. They’ll be suspicious, but having Void Dragons in public isn’t a crime, yet.” 

Francie has somehow become the leader of this expedition. I’m happy for her to do it. Welcome to the joys of command, Francie. 

“What if they connect us with the shit that went down in Kenya?” Sara says. “It won’t exactly be hard.”

“That’s why we’re taking the Void Dragons,” Francie answers. She strokes Pinkie Pie. 

Bolt hands out tourist gear: backpacks, bush hats, big neon cell phone holsters. “Where’d you get this stuff?” I ask him.

Bolt clips a sunshade visor onto his hat. “Picked it up at Malindi. It didn’t take all day to paint a new name on the ship. I actually wanted a new computer, but they didn’t have the specs I need. Maybe we’ll get time to do some shopping here.” 

You would think this was normal, what we’re doing. And that’s what scares the shit out of me.  

I change my fire- and water-stained t-shirt for one that says Hakuna Matata, and then go over to Tancred. I whisper to him and cuddle his head and neck—all that my arms will go around—while Francie wraps up her little strategy meeting.

“They’re here,” Paul says over the PA system. “I’m gonna have to let them on board.” 

“OK. Keep Beelzebub with you. If they mess with the ship, let him get his dragon-fire on, scare ‘em off.” 

Patrick opens the cargo bay. Sunlight blazes in, instantly borking everyone’s body clock. It was night in Kenya, but that means it’s the middle of the day here. Outside: a spaceport fire truck, two maintenance trucks, a ground transfer bus, and—bad sign—a spaceport police car. Men and women in short sleeves speak into handheld radios, their sunglasses making them look like snakes. 

As we file down the ramp, Francie frowns at my gangly, unaccompanied form. “Tancred?”

“I’m not taking him,” I say.

Her face turns a shade whiter, so that the pale freckles on her nose stand out. “You have to take him.”

I shake my head. “You guys’ dragons look like pets. Mine looks like a monster.”

Tancred lies in the shade of the cargo hold, covered with blankets. He does not look like a monster. He looks like a small patchwork hill. I hate to leave him behind, but I have to.

“Look,” I say. “That’s a media van out there. That’s a media chopper.” It is hovering at the edge of the spaceport’s airspace, beyond the distant terminal. “Everything they see, EarthCOM is seeing. I don’t want them to see Tancred flying over Bangkok. We told them we have engine trouble, so I want to kind of minimally pretend it’s true, you know?”

The hard, cold truth is that I can’t take Tancred anywhere anymore, at least not on Earth. I believe—I hope—he is mature enough now to handle a short separation from me. I told him I’d be right back, as I absolutely plan to be. Whether this works or not, we’ll be reunited within 24 hours. But it is also the truth that I’m afraid of repeating the Nakuru fiasco. 

No more people are going to die for Jamie Scattergood, if I can help it.

Francie’s lips thin out. “Your dragon. Your call,” she says, and I know in that instant that playing tourists wasn’t really her game plan. She intended to use Tancred’s monster factor to simply bludgeon our way through. “There’s sunscreen in your backpack,” she says, walking past me into the light of Jupiter. 

Fortunately, Francie is flexible. If she doesn’t get her way one way, she’ll get it another. 

Hey guys. Yeah, the ship’s FUBAR. See if you can find out what’s wrong with it. The pilot’s staying on board, so talk to him if you need the specs. We’re just gonna ride into the city. You know! See the sights …

This? Oh, this is a Void Dragon. So’s that, and that. Yeah, the Dragon Corps. You’ve heard of us … You wanna take a selfie? Sure, go ahead. Click. Click. Smile! Click. Click.

The officials of Bangkok Spaceport are a little bit in awe of the Dragon Corps. They are untroubled by anything they may have heard from Africa. All these vehicles are here to welcome us, not arrest us. They want to believe we are a force for good.

Half an hour later we are committed to our performance as tourists, riding the bullet train to Chiang Mai.

I press my forehead against the cool window glass, but I don’t see the greenery outside. I’m watching the Thai ship mechanics whisper and shuffle around the silent, menacing hillock in the cargo hold.

I’m so torn right now, I don’t even notice that Sara has taken my hand, until she lets go.
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Southeast Asia missed the worst effects of Earth’s cooling. For complicated climatological reasons, the near-total failure of the monsoon winds warmed the South China Sea, instead of cooling it down. Thailand no longer enjoys tropical heat, of course, but we’re told that much of the vegetation which covers these hills is original to Earth’s pre-Void Dragon climate, when we still orbited Sol. 25 degrees of latitude to the north, Korea and Japan shiver beneath a blanket of snow. But here, March is t-shirt weather.

Chiang Mai, therefore, is still one of the most popular tourist destinations in Asia. We amble through the old city, with the four dragons—Smaug, Pinkie Pie, Faith, and Rude Boy—riding on shoulders, or lolloping ahead of us, according to size. And they aren’t even the most-photographed objects around. There are street performers. Lion dancers—Chinese New Year was just a couple of weeks ago. And elephants. Elephants! Yes, I come from Kenya, but African elephants are rarely seen outside the parks. Here, they follow their trainers along the streets, wearing garlands and sort of capes with mirrors sewn into them, patiently allowing the curious to pat their flanks. 

“You could’ve brought Tancred, after all,” Francie hisses. 

I say nothing.

But I do stop at a stall selling replica elephant capes, and buy the blingiest one they’ve got, as a souvenir. I think Tancred will look great in it. 

When I stuff it into my rucksack, I discover for the first time what else the rucksack contains. 

Sunscreen, a change of clothes—and a sub-machine gun, and three 30-round magazines, plus accessories. A bipod, a telescopic sight, and I think this is a silencer.

Jesus. I zip the rucksack up again hastily.

Bolt looks innocent. 

“This is us,” Francie sings out, tugging me towards a tram stop.

The tram is packed: standing room only. I sway next to Patrick, with Smaug jammed between our legs. “What are you guys planning,” I hiss, “a massacre?”

“Need to be prepared for all eventualities,” Patrick says without moving his lips. 

We dismount from the tram and walk through a tangle of residential streets to our destination.

It looks to me as if it would take a fleet of bombers, not just a few machine pistols, to break into Chiang Mai Supermax. 

The complex looms over the roofs of the town like a concrete fortress. We cross a local park where kids are swinging on the swings and digging in the sandpit, and confront a fence of rusty chicken wire, enclosing a swath of weed-choked waste ground, which encloses an eight-foot wall topped with a double fence of razor wire. The inner fence is certain to be electrified. Those pillars sticking up at intervals inside the wall are probably automated fire towers. At the center of this heavily protected perimeter, the prison itself rears against the backdrop of green hills around the city. It is an eight-storey cube, windowless. No way in, no way out. 

“Well,” I say, “it’s been fun. Let’s head back to Bangkok.”

“Not yet,” Patrick says with a grin. He leads the way out of the park and across a busy road to the prison’s entrance. 

Officers stand in front of a solid crash barrier. They ask us what we want, politely. In Thailand everyone is polite. 

Francie has zinc smears across her cheekbones. Her hair is dragged back in a barrette. Her shorts show off her long, shapely legs. “We want in,” she says, and walks straight past the guards, towards their little kiosk alongside the gate. 

“Hey! Miss! This is not allowed! Please show your ID!”

Francie keeps walking. 

The guards draw their weapons.

Pinkie Pie flies off Francie’s shoulder.

The tiny cerise dragon flutters up to the guards—so cute!—and alights on their weapons. She drains one after another, transforming the high-tech energy pistols into black husks that fall apart in their owners’ hands. 

While the guards are wringing their hands in shock, Patrick and Sara step up to them and confiscate their radios and batons. 

Meanwhile, Badrick is taking care of the two guards who stayed in the kiosk. 

One of the guards manages to activate the emergency lock on the kiosk door before he is felled by a large Jamaican fist. A shutter slams to the floor. Badrick sighs, gestures to Rude Boy. The pale blue Void Dragon melts the shutter in half with a controlled jet of dragon-fire.

Francie swings one long leg over the truncated shutter and pushes open the door on the other side. 

The metal detector beeps piercingly as her rucksack passes through it. 

She ignores the noise and strolls up the concrete pathway alongside the crash barriers, her ponytail bouncing.

Sara takes my elbow. “Just take it easy,” she says under her breath. “Deep breaths.”

Guards stream out of the prison to meet Francie. Pinkie Pie disarms them, moving at wobble-speed, feasting on their weapons. When she goes to land on Francie’s shoulder, she finds that she’s too big to do that anymore, and drops to the floor, the size of a retriever. Francie delightedly rubs Pinkie Pie’s head. Then she spins and kicks the nearest guard in the kneecap.

By the time she drops the guy, we have all caught up with her. No bullets have yet been fired. It’s all dragon-shock and awe and fists and head-butts. I’m starting to think this might actually work. 

All the same, I don’t join in the fight, and neither does Bolt. He drags me over to the security desk inside the concrete-and-chrome foyer. We plop down in the security guards’ chairs, facing their screens. “Race ya,” Bolt says. 

Our challenge: to break into the computer system of one of the world’s most secure prisons, spoof their outgoing comms links, and find out where Jamie is being held.

Difficulty level: same old same old. 

The UNGov prison system software suffers from the same flaws as every other UNGov system I’ve ever worked with—it is decades old, riddled with patches, and saddled with employees whose idea of a secure password is P@SSW0RD. On a more meta level, they think it’s enough to have electrified fences, armed guards, and six zillion cameras. Why would they need extra IT security, as well?

This is why:

Within 5 minutes (me) and 7 minutes (Bolt), we have acquired admin permissions, re-routed the camera feeds to our phones, shunted every landline in the place to voicemail, locked all the electronic gates in the entire prison, and discovered that prisoner J. Hardy (still using his old alias) is occupying a solitary cell in K Wing on the eighth floor. 

We didn’t even need the Offense cyberwarfare tools loaded onto our phones. It was completely doable with just the skills we learned in the 11th Technical Support Regiment.

“Long live the Code-Blooded Animals,” Bolt says. We high-five, and then Patrick pushes us out of the way and shoots the computers, just in case the moaning, terrified security guards think about undoing our good work. 

These are the first bullets fired during the operation. I hope they’ll also be the last.

I use my phone, which is now a mobile command center for the whole prison, to summon an elevator.

Sara stays at the front desk to cover our retreat. The rest of us pack into the elevator. It smells of bleach and is a tight fit for five people plus three Void Dragons.

Up we go.

During the smooth, slow ride, I find a camera feed from K wing. 

And freeze.

“Oh, shit, guys—”

I show Patrick my phone. And the guards waiting outside the elevator on the eighth floor—in fact, on every floor—for us to emerge. 

These guards don’t have energy weapons. They have assault rifles. 

Patrick jams the muzzle of his sub-machine gun to the seam joining the elevator doors. Before they have parted an inch, he’s firing. Before they part a foot, Smaug flies over his head, belching dragon-fire. By the time I exit the elevator, the charred corpses have stopped twitching. The magazines of their weapons are still exploding from the heat. My eyes sting from the smoke as I search through the clumsy interface on my phone for the controls of the next electronic gate. 

More armed guards wait behind it.

K Wing is a corridor running halfway around the eighth floor. They can come at us from up ahead, or from behind us. They do both. Badrick takes point. Patrick is our rear guard. Francie drags me along by the phone, while Bolt runs back and forth, resupplying the shooters with ammo. In the confined space, the gunfire rings deafeningly. The dragons add jets of white-hot fire to the mayhem. Automatic sprinklers come on, filling the corridor with hard rain. 

A ricochet shatters the screen of my phone, numbing my fingers and rendering the phone unusable. Stumbling against the locked door of J. Hardy’s cell, I yell for Bolt to open it. He shouts back that he lost his phone, too.

Smaug help, says Patrick’s ever-willing dragon. He melts the triple lock of the solid steel door in two seconds flat. 

I kick it open. My brother stands in the middle of the tiny cell, mouth opening and shutting. He might be talking but my ears are ringing. I’m deaf.

I grab him by the neck of his prison t-shirt. My sub-machine gun has made it into my other hand. Letting him go, so that he stumbles backwards, I level the gun at his stomach. 

“Why shouldn’t I kill you?” I scream at him. “Why shouldn’t I bury your ass for the shit you’ve done?”

I don’t just mean the Ceres Conspiracy. I don’t even mean giving the Offense 300-plus Void Dragon eggs, although that is possibly the single worst act of treason in the history of the human race. I’m talking about the pain he has caused our mother, the years of anguish she endured in silence, not knowing if he was alive or dead.

But he scarcely seems to hear me. “My dragon!” He comes at me, clawing at my arms, not to hurt but to beg. “I know he’s in here somewhere!”

Oh, shit.

How could I have forgotten?

My brother has a Void Dragon of his own.

Pleading, frantic, he tells us that they took it away from him when they booked him into this joint. 

That means it, too, has been in solitary confinement for six months.

That is less time than it took for Tancred, left alone on Ceres in a “dragon care facility,” to go into hate mode. 

*

But Jamie says he has been talking to his dragon the whole time. He says that’s the only thing that stopped him from going crazy. The mind-meld thing works across short distance, so Jamie knows that his dragon, which he calls Octesian, is somewhere nearby. 

Bolt has gone back for his phone. He trots up to us, stabbing at the screen. “The property room,” he says. “Where they keep the shit they confiscate from the prisoners. Gotta be.”

Back to the elevators. No shooting this time. They’ve pulled back, or else we’ve killed them all. I am numb. This isn’t how it was meant to go. 

But didn’t I, in my heart, know this is how it would go? 

The property room is on the B2 level, underground.

The elevator seems to travel even more slowly than before. It’s filled with the stink of scorched flesh, the rasp of panting breath, and Jamie motormouthing about how grateful he is. Like he thinks we did this out of the goodness of our hearts. He’s completely self-centered. When he saw the corpses in the corridor, he actually laughed. 

The elevator opens on darkness and silence.

We must’ve somehow glitched out the lights when we were messing with the computers, so the cameras are no use. Time to affix those handy barrel-mounted flashlights. 

Patrick steps out of the elevator first.

Suddenly, he grunts and reels backwards, crashing into Francie. Blood is pouring down his cheek. He hasn’t even finished falling when he pulls the trigger, firing into the darkness, burst after burst blending into a sustained roar of automatic fire.

A bloody, man-sized rag slides down a wall into Patrick’s flashlight beam.

Before anyone else can move, Smaug flies out of the elevator, belching vengeful fire. 

The light splashes into the corridor ahead of us, over a dozen muscle-bound figures with dead eyes, gripping shivs, mops, and homemade stilettos.

They are the first people I’ve ever seen not scream and run when confronted by an angry Void Dragon.

“Just found something else,” Bolt says, cowering next to me in the back of the elevator. “The underground levels are where they hold the violent offenders.”

These are the worst of the worst residents of Chiang Mai Supermax. The serial killers, murderers, rapists, pedophiles, and terrorists. Yes, even in the middle of an existential war for our very survival, humanity has its share of sickos right here on Earth. 

And either our fun and games with the computers, or a warden in the mood for payback, has let them all out. 
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Francie talks the violent offenders down, with an assist from Smaug. Even these sick bastards are not too far gone to understand the choice she offers them, over my violent objections. A couple of them hurl themselves, howling, at Smaug. By these signs shall ye know the terminal headcases. They are duly crisped. The others make the smart choice.

We find Jamie’s tiny brown dragon, Octesian, in a gun safe in the property room. It flies at him, latches onto his collarbone with all four claws, and goes into lump mode. 

While he is murmuring sweet nothings at the runt, we hash out our exit strategy.

We ride back up to the main foyer. Several fresh corpses add to the décor. Sara hails us from behind the security desk. Her eyes go big as the other elevators disgorge the violent offenders. “Wow. I feel like I’m back in the Marines,” she says. 

A familiar thudding sound vibrates the air, even through the closed and locked doors. The external camera feed shows us at least two EarthCOM helicopters hovering over the prison. More security vehicles block the entrance. 

As soon as we step outside, we’ll be cut down.

Good thing we have Void Dragons, huh?

We crack the door and let Smaug, Faith, and Rude Boy out.

I can’t imagine how Francie and Patrick ever thought this would go down without terrorist-level violence.

Of course, they didn’t think that. They were planning for this eventuality all along. 

While the Void Dragons are doing their Void Dragon thing, Bonnie and Clyde here interrogate Jamie about the circuit diagrams.

“Oh yeah, I know what you’re talking about,” Jamie says, his gaze sliding away. He strokes Octesian. Maybe he’s just preoccupied with his Void Dragon. Or maybe he’s lying. I’m watching him closely. “Dad spent his whole career working on that stuff. It’s at the UNGov Center for Stellar Physics.”

“Where’s that?” Francie demands. 

“In Busan,” Jamie says. “Korea.”

“Korea.”

“Yeah. We lived there for a while when I was a kid. I could show you—”

“No need,” Sara interrupts. “I’m from Busan. I know where CSP is.” She looks at me. “How do you want to play this?”

As I’m trying to find an answer in the smithereens of my rational brain, the last helicopter crashes on the burning wreckage of the last EarthCOM security van. Bolt opens the doors with his phone. Sunlight floods in, making me feel like I’ve been resurrected from the grave. 

“After you, gentlemen,” Patrick says to the violent offenders. 

Thirty or so of the worst criminals in the world scurry towards the gates, pausing momentarily to spit on or give the finger to the wreckage of the security vehicles.

“We couldn’t have released, oh, say, the political prisoners instead?” I say.

Patrick shrugs bleakly. “These guys will be a better diversion.”

We sprint out of the facility and across the park. Every last kid has vanished, leaving hats, strollers, and toys abandoned in the sandpit. We drop back to a brisk walk along the tree-lined residential streets. The whole neighborhood seems to be on lockdown. People are cowering in their homes, and rightly so. 

“So someone’s got to go to Busan,” Francie pants. “Looks like we’ll have to split up.”

“Why?” I demand.

“Duh, Paul’s stuck in Bangkok with the ship. And he can’t fly it.”

“I’m going to Busan,” Sara says.

“I’m going,” I say, surprising myself.

“Then you don’t need me,” Jamie says. He sticks out his hand to Patrick, ignoring me. “Great to see you again.”

Patrick looks him in the eye. “In what universe do you think we’re just gonna let you walk away?”

Jamie is a lot older than Patrick. He used to work for DirMInt, the most exclusive employer in the world. He masterminded a conspiracy that turned the whole world on its ear. 

He shrivels under Patrick’s gaze.

“That’s right. You’re our prisoner now,” Patrick says.

I smirk.  

“Patrick, I think you should go with them,” Francie says. 

“Yeah,” Patrick says. “This guy needs watching.” He implies, accidentally or not, that Sara and I are not capable of watching Jamie vigilantly enough.

We walk all the way back to the train station, stopping first at a public restroom to clean up, and then at a fast food joint for fuel. I’m too nervous to eat a bite, but no EarthCOM officers surround us. No policemen tap us politely on the shoulder. We just get the usual oohs and aahs from children drawn to the dragons. 

Patrick’s face looks pretty bad, and he can only eat on one side, but he’s stuck the cut together with flesh-toned butterfly sutures. Bolt thinks of everything—we’ve got butterflies in every flesh tone, from Badrick-dark to Patrick-pale. Amazingly, no one else needs them. We jailbroke Jamie almost without a scratch. This is what having Void Dragons can do for you.

Sunset bathes the hills in gold. Ye olde style lanterns transform the ancient city into a magical maze. We toss our phones off a bridge into the Ratchamanka. This makes me feel a bit better, but not much.

Even supposing EarthCOM is deliberately keeping a lid on the uproar around the prison, what gives? Don’t try and tell me they didn’t know it was us. They saw our Void Dragons destroying their armed response units. What’s more, there are cameras everywhere. 

They’re watching us. They have to be. They know now they can’t stop us. So they’re waiting to see what we’ll do next.

What we do next is walk back to the train station. There, Francie and Patrick exchange a searing kiss. Then we part. 

Francie, Badrick, and Bolt head back to Bangkok. The rest of us board a bullet train going the other way. 

North. 

Across hilly Laos, the rice fields of Vietnam, and the mind-boggling industrialized expanses of China—every minute bringing us closer to the ultimate betrayal of humankind. 
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The Center for Stellar Physics stands on the campus of Busan’s Institute for Advanced Science and Technology, which is a college. I think back to my own college days in Nairobi and shake my head. We had to book time on the supercomputer weeks in advance, and our robotics lab was a trailer with a marabou stork’s nest on the roof, which we were all rather proud of. But it isn’t the contrast with the gleaming obelisks of the Institute that makes me feel nostalgic. It’s the unbridgeable gulf of time and experience that separates me from the students scuttling along the impeccably snow-ploughed paths.

“Well, this is it,” Sara says, waving at the mirrored glass building in front of us. CSP is shaped like an O2 molecule—two huge spheres joined by a walkway high above the ground. 

Sara looks expectantly at Jamie. 

My brother rolls his eyes. “I wish you’d tell me why you need this technology so bad.”

“Just fucking show us where it is,” Patrick growls. He’s in a bad mood without his Void Dragon. We sent Smaug back to Bangkok with Francie and the others, both because he’s too big to hide in a rucksack, and because I hoped it would cheer Tancred up to see his friend. I feel really bad about breaking my promise that I would come back within 24 hours. I just hope Tancred understands that I have to be here. 

If for no other reason than to stop the others from stealing the circuit diagrams.

I’ve kept my promise to my mother. I broke Jamie out of jail. All I want to do now is get off-world to safety … somewhere. 

But Patrick is determined to go through with this heist, and Sara is supporting him for reasons I can’t fathom. I can’t abandon them. I can’t abandon her.

“OK, fine,” Jamie says. “Come on.” 

The bastard’s smirking. Why? 

We follow him into the left-hand sphere. Faith trots along behind Sara, occasioning stares from the security guards—the same type of stares that have followed us all the way from Thailand. 

The ground floor is open to the public. It’s a museum, featuring exhibits from humanity’s glorious era of stellar ignition, 150 years ago. In those days, before UNGov was formed in response to the crisis, the world’s premier space companies and advanced physics institutes acted as a kind of unofficial leadership gang. Or to put it another way, nerds saved humanity. If this were a normal day, I could spend hours in here, wandering among the machines and models bearing the legendary logos of NASA, Roscosmos, JAXA, CNSA, SpaceX, Airbus, and more. 

But this is normal for me now: slinking around on my own home planet, feeling like there’s a target on my back, in the company of a felon on the run.

Jamie stops at a huge exhibit near the doors.

A glass display case, three meters a side, encloses what at first glance appears to be a piece of space wreckage. Crumpled, blackened, its gold-foil insulation torn.

I read the plaque at the bottom of the exhibit.

FIELD COMPACTOR. This unit was originally used in the stellar ignition process which transformed Jupiter, then a gas giant, into a star. Six units were used in the process, but this was the only one recovered. 

Astonished, I stare at the ‘debris.’ Wowee. This thing has actually been in the heart of a star.

Jamie says, “It was a two-step process. First, a number of compactor units like this were sent to the core of Jupiter. They took the hydrogen there, which was already so compressed that it was a metallic solid, and compacted it more until it turned into neutronium.”

He waves his hands as he talks. For an instant he reminds me of Elsa. I already know this stuff, but Patrick and Sara gape at him, seduced by his narration of the science that shaped our history. 

“When there was enough neutronium in the core to sustain a stellar gravity well, the gravity-caster—that’s the same gizmo we used for the Big Move, basically a supersized version of the artificial gravity fields we use on spaceships—was turned on to greatly increase the gravity well around the core. At last ignition was achieved. Then it handed around until the surface reached six thousand, at which point it flew away before it melted. The field compactor units were meant to fly away, too, but only one of them made it.” 

Jamie nods at the battered, well-travelled machine looming in the gentle lighting inside its glass case.

“This one.”

Patrick clears his throat, breaking the spell. “So where are the circuit diagrams?”

“Awww,” Jamie says. “Don’t you get it? There are no circuit diagrams.”

Well, thank God for that. I would let out a whoop of relief, if Patrick didn’t look so horrified. 

“This is what my father spent his career on,” Jamie says, blithely omitting to acknowledge that his father was my father, too. “He was part of a project to iterate and improve the field compactor technology. But there were funding problems, bureaucratic obstacles, you name it, and worst of all, they didn’t have access to the work of the original inter-agency group that developed the thing. My father believed the records had deliberately been lost after the Big Move. There were political reasons for that—some people wanted to repeat the process with Saturn, UNGov didn’t want them to. Anyway, the diagrams were gone.”

Patrick says, “So why did Elsa think Jay’s mom had them?”

There’s a moment of silence. Patrick flushes beetroot as he realizes that he’s just given the game away.

“Oh, so that’s what this is all about,” Jamie says softly. “Elsa’s asked for the diagrams.”

“You know where Elsa is now?” Sara says, raising her eyebrows.

Jamie nods. “I was permitted fifteen minutes of internet access a day.”

He covers his mouth with his hand, like he’s trying to hide a smile.

“What’s so funny?” Patrick growls.

“She asked you guys for the diagrams. Sorry; sorry. It’s just … this circus.”

“Who was it that busted your ass out of jail, hotshot?” Patrick growls. “Was it your buddies in UNGov? Riiight. You think anyone else, anyone, could have done that? We did it. And got away with it. Because we’ve got Void Dragons.”

“I know,” Jamie says. “I’m grateful, as I’ve said before. Every day I get to walk around without bumping into a wall after three strides is like a gift from God.” He raises his gaze momentarily to the distant ceiling. His left hand rests on the lump of Octesian under his coat. “Cameras in here,” he says. “We better not hang around.”

We walk out into the bitter cold. I say, “Screw the cameras. There were cameras on the train, in the stations. They probably ID’d us even before we left Thailand. Count on it, they know exactly where we are and what we’re doing.” I drive my hands into my coat pockets. Shivering, I feel a pang of longing for Tancred. I should be with him, not mooching around on a college campus in Korea. 

We go to a café to get out of the cold. While the others wait in line for the coffee machine, I look around until I spot the cameras pointed at the paypoint. “They’re watching us,” I say, jerking my chin at the cameras. “They’re just holding off on arresting us because … du-du-du-dummm,” I hum the famous bit of Beethoven’s 5th. “We’ve got Void Dragons.” I’m missing Tancred more than ever. I need to get in touch with the gang in Bangkok. I wish I hadn’t dumped my phone. We’re definitely being tracked via facial recognition, anyway. 

“That’s one possibility,” Jamie says. “Here’s another. My friends in UNGov are protecting us.”

This, oddly, is not a reassuring thought. It makes me take a second, paranoid look at all the students laughing over their lattes at the communal tables.

“Bullshit,” Patrick says. “Your friends are in jail.”

“Yep,” Jamie says, pushing the button for a large hot chocolate. “Thanks, Elsa. Heckuva job.”

“She doesn’t give a shit about whose side she’s on,” Patrick says, adding a new wrinkle to the unravelling illusion of Elsa’s loyalty to UNGov. “She’s on the side of humanity. Period.” 

Sara gets herself a cappuccino. I am thinking about getting the same when Jamie moves to the paypoint. We all bought prepaids on the train to pay for things with. Jamie touches his phone to the payment terminal. Frowns. 

Patrick steps past him and tries his phone. Shakes his head.

Then Sara tries hers, and then I just have to try mine, as well, to ascertain for myself that it’s no good. We have no money. They’ve escalated the situation in the most subtle but effective way, by cutting off our funds.

“Fuck …” Patrick breathes, as we go out into the snow without our coffees. “You were saying, about your friends protecting us, Scattergood?” He stares aggressively at the passing cars.  

My paranoia is kicking into high gear. I circle back to Patrick’s unanswered question. “Why did Elsa think Mom had the circuit diagrams?” 

“Oh,” Jamie says. “Dad did manage to replicate the diagrams. But then he … he lost his work.” I notice a slight hesitation. There’s something he’s not telling us. What else is new? “So Elsa’s wrong. The diagrams don’t exist. All there is is that.” He jerks a thumb back in the direction of CSP. We can still see the top of the oxygen molecule over the lower buildings of the campus.

Patrick raises his chin from the collar of his coat. “Your father replicated the diagrams based on studying the original unit, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Then that’s what we gotta do.”

“What?” I say, with an awful premonition.

“Steal it.”

*

We are nowhere near finished discussing Patrick’s insane idea—me against, Sara and Jamie for, with varying reservations—when we arrive at Sara’s parents’ place.

We have no money. Our phones aren’t working. We are extremely lucky that Sara comes from this city. 

All the same, I am not in the right frame of mind to visit her family. I cudgel myself into a weak approximation of a person with manners. Even so, I forget to take my shoes off at the door, then bump into a chandelier with my head.

Sara’s parents are well-off. Nothing like on the level of the Delacroixes, the Anglo-French couple who bailed on us aboard the Grief Merchant. But their house is big by snowbound Korean standards, located in a light industrial area where factories rub shoulders with apartment buildings and old-timey houses like this one. They’ve stuffed every room with antiques and art. The chandeliers are hung high enough for the Moons—it’s easy to see where Sara got her diminutive stature—but not for six-three, terminally clumsy me. 

Worse yet, I can’t decide if I’m supposed to act like Sara’s commanding officer, or a friend, or … a guy meeting his girlfriend’s parents.

Sara is not my girlfriend. But the way Mr. Moon looks at me gives me the feeling that he is weighing my worthiness for that role.

I try to eat my soup without slurping, until I remember that it’s OK to slurp in Asia, and then no one can beat my noisy gusto. 

“Mom and Dad have a trucking company,” Sara says.

“I thought you didn’t even know what your dad does,” I quip.

Sara turns red and hunches her shoulders. I bite my lip, realizing that of course, that was a joke. She only said it to make me feel better. Now I’ve embarrassed her in front of her family. Why, oh why can I never get anything right?

“Yah,” says Mr. Moon, whose English is spotty. “Big trucks, carry goods all over China, even in Vietnam and Thailand!”

“Oh, cool,” I say limply.

Granny Moon tops up my cup of soju. She has understanding eyes, and wears a crucifix the size of my palm. There are crucifixes all over this house. All the art is religious. It feels like a little pocket world away from the real world. A place of peace and quiet, warmed by underfloor heating turned up to gonzo level, and by the affection that the Moons have for each other. Sara’s brother and sister came rushing home from school and work, respectively, to hang out with their big sister. When Sara hugged them, I had to look away. It made me feel jealous. Why couldn’t I have a family like this?

I accidentally meet Jamie’s eyes across the table, and am startled to see the same resentment burning in his eyes. YOU’RE why we can’t have nice things, his gaze says, and mine says back to him: No, YOU are.   

Then he goes back to charming the Moons. He’s asking all about their trucking business. 

“Trucks are good, but drivers are shit,” Mr. Moon sighs.

“They’re self-driving trucks,” Sara’s brother explains. Everyone laughs. 

“Algos cannot handle human problems,” says Mrs. Moon. “Example, algos cannot pay bribes to border guards.” There still are borders in this part of the world, albeit they’re really just excuses to levy more taxes. “So we must put humans in the cab for long-haul runs. We hire grad students. They work on their studies all the way. Is good job for entry level.”

I clear my throat. “I used to work on mechas,” I say. Finally, I have something to contribute to the conversation: I can impress Mr. and Mrs. Moon by proposing a truck-driving mecha. I could even offer to look at the onboard AIs of their trucks, to see if they could time their runs to avoid bribe-hungry guards based on data analysis …

As I’m getting my thoughts into order, Jamie carries on, as if I hadn’t spoken. “I bet this time of year is tough. It’s the end of the school year in Korea, right? All your grad students are busy with exams.”

“Yes, yes, exactly. Is very hard to hire this season,” says Mrs. Moon, beaming at him. The conversation swirls on to exams and job applications: Sara’s brother will be looking for a job come April. He wants to go into agronomics. 

Well, it was a stupid idea, anyway. A truck-driving mecha? It would just freak people out. And my expertise is growing moss at this point, anyway. I haven’t actually done any robotics work since I lost my last mecha, Aardie, in the seas of Callisto.

What was I thinking? I can’t hang around in Busan working on truck algos. I have an apocalypse to manage. 

Hot self-pity prickles my eyes. I push the last of my tofu stew into my mouth, and tune back into the conversation to hear Jamie saying, “Well, if you need a couple of warm bodies to sit in the cab, me and my buddy Patrick are available. We’re heading back to Thailand, anyway …”

“Sure are,” Patrick says, gazing at Jamie with admiration. 

That hurts.

“You want a job?” Peals of laughter from the Moons.

But their laughter, it swiftly transpires, does not mean they think Jamie’s proposal is a joke. In fact they welcome it. They are delighted to do friends of Sara’s a favor, and solve their temporary hiring problem into the bargain. Over more soju, the deal is sealed. 

I stumble off in search of the toilet, and fetch up in a musty-smelling bedroom mostly taken up by a huge picture of the Virgin Mary blessing a horde of Lilliputian sinners. I sink to my knees on the plushly carpeted floor and bury my face in the poufy satin bedspread. 

“What happen your hair?”

I sit upright, startled. Granny Moon has toddled into the room. Oh God, it must be hers. “I’m sorry,” I mumble.

Before I can stand up, she comes over to me and ruffles the back of my hair, not that there’s much there to ruffle—just a crisped fuzz. The gentle touch makes me want to cry. “You burn?”

You burn.

I burn.

Tancred burn. 

I suddenly hear his voice in my head. I stumble to my feet. My misery crystallizes into a sense of urgency. I have to get back to Bangkok, now.  

But there stands Granny Moon, her wrinkly face full of concern, and I can’t just blow her off. “It got burnt off when an EarthCOM helicopter crashed in my mom’s back garden.” My laugh doesn’t come out right. “Oh, ma’am, you don’t need us hanging around here.”

“Others go,” she says, motioning at the door.

“Yes. Sorry.” I shuffle past her, dismissed. 

She catches my arm. “You stay? Make Sara stay, too. Her mom and dad very scared.”

They hid it completely. I had no idea. But of course they’re scared. They’re not freaking clueless! They know the blue ‘dog’ that sat beside Sara’s chair throughout dinner is a Void Dragon. 

“I—I can’t stay.” Tears threaten again. I definitely had too much soju. “But thank you. Maybe—maybe sometime.”

While Patrick, Jamie and I put our coats on, Sara hugs each of her family in turn and speaks to them intensely in Korean. I’m pretty sure she’s telling them goodbye. 

She says to us outside, “My dad gave me the keys to the trucks.” She flips one e-key, a slim strip of plastic, to Patrick, and keeps one for herself. As we pass under a streetlight, I see that her face has already gone back to what I think of as her resting-Marine face: mouth smiling, eyes empty. 

The trucks are parked in a huge garage around the corner from the Moons’ house. Sara points Patrick and Jamie to a smallish one which, she says, is already loaded up with canned goods. I climb up after her into the cab of the largest truck of all. She folds a stick of chewing gum into her mouth and turns the heat on. “Lead the way, chief,” she says over the radio. To Jamie.

We drive back to CSP. 

It’s the middle of the night, but that doesn’t mean much on a university campus at exams time. On the flip side, it’s so cold that everyone is hurrying to get where they’re going. No one stops to ponder the odd sight of an 80-ton truck backing up to the entrance of CSP. 

Patrick parks his own truck on the other side of the road and comes to stand next to me. “I wish Smaug was here,” he mutters.

“Do you have a bad feeling?” I blurt. 

“About this? Nah. We’re about to rob a science museum with two Void Dragons and a forklift. What could possibly go wrong?”

He grins, and before I can say no, that isn’t what I meant, do you have a bad feeling in general? he swings up into the back of Sara’s truck, and comes back out driving the forklift. It goes with the truck, for loading and unloading purposes. Mr. and Mrs. Moon lent us this, as well. Can they have guessed what we were going to do with it? Did Sara tell them?

Patrick drives the dinky little vehicle across the snow-caked verge of the road and in through CSP’s front doors.

Literally through them.

The place is closed. The doors are closed, too. The forklift’s tines shatter them. Alarms wail. The forklift keeps going, its snow-chained wheels crunching over broken glass. 

Jamie runs past me, following the forklift. Two shapes dart over his head: a tiny one—Octesian—and an eagle-sized one—Faith. 

The forklift shatters the field compactor’s display case. More alarms give tongue.

Patrick lowers the tines. Jamie skids around in front of the forklift and heaves at the field compactor. 

“Help!” he yells at me, straining.

I don’t want to be here, don’t want to do this, and yet I join him. The unit is lighter than it looks, but it’s too big to balance on the forklift’s tines. We have to walk with it, leaning into it, keeping pace with Patrick as he backs up. 

The icy night wind throws snow into our faces, and a gruff voice yells something in Korean which I assume means “Stop!”

Faith’s dragon-fire lights up the night. She darts from one security guard to the next, spitting flame into their faces. She hasn’t eaten in a long time. Her preferred food is Offense energy weapons. There’s nothing on Earth for her to eat. Her fire is weak. But it is enough to spark total chaos. Students run screaming, crashing into the security guards. 

Patrick starts to turn the forklift so he can slide the field compactor into the truck. 

It starts to slip off.

It’s gonna fall on top of Jamie. Fall on the street and be broken. 

I lift my hands off it. 

A bronze dart flies past me. Jamie’s dragon, Octesian.

Hanging onto the field compactor with his claws, this little dragon, no bigger than a guinea pig, flaps his wings at wobble speed. He’s pushing the field compactor back onto the forklift. 

Patrick completes his 180, raises the tines, and Jamie hauls the thing into the truck. We don’t even bother to take the forklift. Just leave it standing there. Never mind that it’s someone else’s property. Never mind that it could be traced back to Moon Transport Inc. of Busan. We run around to the truck cabs, jump in, and haul ass off the campus of the Institute for Advanced Science and Technology.

Sara opens the door as she drives, leaning way out. Faith flies in and scrambles over both of our laps, claws digging into our thighs, almond-scented heat gusting from her jaws. She’s wild. Sara heaves the door shut and throws herself sideways on top of Faith, on top of me. 

It’s a good thing this is a self-driving truck. We’re lying in a pile across the front seats, a dragon sandwich with Faith in the middle. Sara wraps her arms around her Void Dragon’s neck. Eyes squinched shut, she yells in Korean, the same words over and over. Faith struggles.

I reach up and wrap my arms around both of them, lacing my fingers on Sara’s back.

“Oo ree rul she hum eh deul jee mahl geh ha op see go—”

Sara’s face slides down beside Faith’s neck. Her cheek presses against mine. She’s yelling into my ear.

“Dah mahn ark eh suh koo ha op so suh—”

I hold her tight. Tight. Thinking, I’ll never let you go. Faith kicks me in the stomach. I kiss Sara’s ear.

“Nah rah wa kwon seh wa young Kwahng …”

Faith stops struggling.

The tension goes out of Sara’s body.

I kiss the side of her face.

She turns her head and places a kiss on my mouth. It’s just a peck, but it leaves me dizzy. Then she hauls herself back into her own seat, with Faith sprawled across her lap, quiet now. 

“She’s so hungry,” she says.

“What was that you were yelling at her? It’s the same thing you always say.”

“It’s the Lord’s Prayer.”

“Oh.”

“When she can’t think about anything except food, it gives her something else to think about.”

“Right.”

“Jay, I can’t keep her here on Earth any longer.” Sara stares straight ahead. “I’m going with them.”

“To Saturn.” The word feels strange and angular in my mouth. We’re driving through central Busan. The self-driving truck primly stops at every light. No one is chasing us. No sirens, no helicopters. They can’t stop us. Or they don’t want to stop us. It comes to the same thing. They won’t stop us from going—

—to Saturn.

The pointlessness of my struggle crashes in on me like exhaustion. I tilt my seat back to the same angle as Sara’s.

“I have to go back to Bangkok,” I say. The dullness of my tone belies my urgency.

“Well, the next ferry isn’t until two, so …”

I poke my head up. I thought we were heading for the Busan-Shanghai tunnel. In actuality, we’re winding through an industrial area towards the docks. Though the Yellow Sea is icebound most of the year, ferries run between here and China along sea lanes kept clear by robotic icebreakers. Of course, these trucks are too big for the tunnel. We’re going to have to go by sea. 

I clench my aching fists and turn my head from side to side, trying to shake the dark and doomy feeling out of my brain. 

 


10

 

How fast can an 80-ton truck drive from Korea to Thailand?

Answer: not very goddamn fast.

How fast can an 80-ton truck be driven from Korea to Thailand?

Answer: let’s find out.

I spend all of our first day on the road hacking the self-driving algorithm, basically destroying it, which is not as easy as merely switching it off, as it controls every part of the truck’s engine. I remember I thought about offering to fix these algos for Mr. and Mrs. Moon. This isn’t what I was picturing. But I get it done, basically reverting the trucks to manual control, all safety overrides disabled.

Then we drive.

2,000+ kilometers. 

Overtaking, redlining the engines, risking blind curves on the steep grades of the Chinese border country.

We don’t stop.

Sara, Patrick, and Jamie trade shifts in the driver’s seats, one of them napping while the other two drive. I can’t take a shift, because I don’t know how to drive manual. Oh sure, I can sit in the driver’s seat of a car. Anyone can do that. But I never had any reason to learn about shifting gears, applying brakes, indicating, all that fun stuff—unlike Sara, a trucker’s daughter, or Patrick, who was driving snowmobiles through the woods at the age of ten, or Jamie, who apparently knows how to do everything. 

I hate my brother more every time I see his face. He’s cheerful and peppy. He even jokes around with the Laotian border guards who confiscate half of our canned goods.

Patrick’s silent, his eyes hooded, his mouth permanently attached to a squeeze-pack of something caffeinated from the automated truck stops where we pull in for restroom breaks. I can tell he’s got the doom-and-glooms, but he can’t think about it properly. I couldn’t either, the first time it happened to me. Now, it’s all I can think about. I have another new phone, a cheapo model from a truck-stop vending machine. I bought it with Granny Moon’s phone, which she lent to Sara for the journey. But it is useless: I can’t get through to Francie, Bolt, or anyone in Bangkok. I call them over and over and over, first annoying Sara, and then frightening her.

The satellite mapping app reassures me for a while. Bangkok Spaceport looks normal. I can even see the Sticky Surprise sitting on the tarmac. But then I notice the same damn ships taking off today as yesterday, the same maintenance guys gathering in the same spot for a vape break. This footage is old. They’ve looped it. 

The last time they did that was when an Offense ship crash-landed in the Netherlands.

News channels. Social media. Nothing about Bangkok. And I mean nothing. It’s like the city no longer exists.

*

On a sunny afternoon three days after we set out from Busan, we come to the cloverleaf of Yothin and Rangsit Roads, where you exit for the spaceport. The suburbs roundabout look OK. But there’s very little traffic on the highway, and a gray haze on the horizon. Police barriers block off the exit.

“Sorry, sir, no throughfare.” They are still polite. But I can see they’re scared. Only one of them faces the road. The others are all watching the horizon.

Patrick finally snaps. “Screw you!” He sticks his sub-machine gun into the police officer’s face. “Outta my way!”

He drives his truck straight through the barriers. The police officers scatter. Crime scene tape catches on the bumper of Patrick’s truck and stays there, snapping like banners. 

Sara shrugs and juices our truck’s engine. I hang onto the door as we roar down off the highway into a ghost suburb, a zombie town—cars deserted slantwise on the streets, kids’ school rucksacks left lying on the sidewalks—the people here dropped everything and ran.

From our Void Dragons.

We drive into the spaceport. It’s a charred landscape of burnt-out buildings and vehicles sagging on melted tyres. Blistered corpses lie here and there, swelling up in the sunlight. This is the apocalypse I’ve been dreaming of. But I didn’t expect this smell. Burnt chemicals. Rotting bodies. The wind carries unpredictable gusts of it into the cab, and Sara sticks her head out of the window and throws up, all without losing control of the truck. 

Ahead of us, Patrick drives faster, faster. His truck is shimmying all over the place. He must have driven over something sharp that took out the tyres. We follow him out into the tarmac, past the hulks of burned spaceships. 

There’s the Sticky Surprise. A blotch of pale gray in this scorched, ash-black world. 

Patrick accelerates. 

Figures come out of the Sticky Surprise. Two of them are elephant-sized dragons. 

Tancred and …? 

Smaug. 

He’s almost as big as Tancred now, a beautiful golden monster.

He flaps into the air, lands on top of Patrick’s truck, and it rolls. Seemingly in slow motion, it hits the ground and skids on its side all the rest of the way to the Sticky Surprise. 

Smaug pries at the cab with his claws. He’s trying to get at Patrick, either to save him or to kill him. 

I scramble down to the ground almost before Sara brakes. Screeches of tearing metal rip the air. I run to Tancred. 

He flings a stab of hatred at me that stops me in my tracks. I clutch my gut, dry-heaving. 

But his hatred is not pure, the way it was when I deserted him on Ceres. It’s mixed with guilt and self-loathing. He is a more complex being now, with gaps and cracks in the hard surface of his hate.

I take advantage of his weakness. Straightening, I fling my own hatred back at him. Everything I feel about Jamie, our mother, and Elsa, my self-disgust and feelings of uselessness—I take it all out on Tancred. You think YOU’VE got problems?!

He cowers in the sunlight, his tail scritching across the tarmac as it coils around his flanks. His head begins to travel towards the nice dark safe place under his wing where he need not see anything.

“No!” I howl aloud. Leaping at him, I grab his head and make him look up. “Look at what YOU DID!”

Tancred wrenches his neck sideways in my grasp. I hang on, though he almost pulls me off my feet. 

Smaug am eating ships! he says. Then Rude Boy and Beelzebub eating ships also!

He’s blaming the other dragons. This incenses me even more. “You should have stopped them! You’re the oldest!”

Near us, Smaug rips the door of the truck cab off and throws it away. Clatter, it hits the tarmac. 

“Stop him! Stop him!” I yell at Tancred.

He angry.

“I know he’s angry! STOP HIM!”

Smaug lifts an unconscious Patrick out of the truck cab in his jaws, and rears his head back as if to hurl him to the tarmac, too. He is about to kill his favorite person in the world. 

Tancred makes a snarling sound in my mind. He takes off from beside me, hitting me in the face with the edge of one wing, and pounces on Smaug. 

The golden dragon lets go of Patrick, who slides down the side of the truck into Francie and Paul’s arms. 

Fire blasts over our heads. Smaug and Tancred roll around, intertwined, clawing and biting, now in the air, now on the ground, puffing flames, screaming in unbearably shrill voices.

Surely only one of them can survive this.

But all of a sudden they break apart. Tancred flies up into the air, shrieking triumphantly. 

Smaug thumps back onto the tarmac and lollops after Francie and Paul. He stretches his head out to nuzzle Patrick as they lug him on board the ship. His guilt and worry flood over us all in a hot wave.

Tancred comes back to me. He listen me now, he says flatly.

Swallowing my shock, I rub his neck and allow myself to rest my cheek for a moment on his smooth, warm scales. I’m so sorry I broke my promise. 

I sorry too, Daddy, Tancred whispers.

But sorry won’t bring Bangkok Spaceport back, or bring those hundreds—thousands?—of corpses back to life.

We have blood on our hands. Human blood, the blood of our own people. 

Paul comes up to me, accompanied by a horse-sized Beelzebub. “We refuelled the ship before this mess happened,” he says in a low voice. “We can take off anytime.”

“Yes,” I say. “We should go.”

Everyone’s grouped around the back of Sara’s truck. Jamie stands on the tailgate. He looks unhurt. Trust him to survive without a scratch. He’s showing off the field compactor unit as if this were all his idea.

“You got it?” Bolt says disbelievingly. 

“We got it,” Jamie says. “Now we just have to get it to Elsa.”

I wanted to stop them from doing this. I still want to stop them. But I can’t make them stay. There is no place for us on Earth anymore. 
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It must be a strange sight when the Sticky Surprise takes off: a small spaceship with four Void Dragons clinging onto the fuselage. Rude Boy has grown to elephant size, too, having partaken mightily of the feast on the tarmac. There simply isn’t room in the cargo hold anymore. They have to ride outside, not that this bothers them. Imagine you’re skateboarding at top speed. Now imagine you’re skateboarding into orbit. The dragons love it. They carry on ‘skateboarding’ after we burn out of orbit, taking turns to ‘push’ the ship faster by flying at wobble speed for a short distance, then roosting on the hull to coast. 

I let them. Tancred lets them. EarthCOM lets them. I suppose they’re relieved to get rid of us. The whole world knows by now that the Dragon Corps went rogue on Earth and destroyed an entire spaceport. Pics of the destruction fill the media, now that we’re safely away. 

We are besieged by requests for interviews. I turn them all down.

The President of UNGov wants to speak to me. I blow her off, too. 

Jamie takes a call from someone else with an @ungov.com address—no video, just a scrambled robotic voice—which makes him go all pink and squirmy like a six-year-old girl. I make fun of him for kissing ass to politicians, until he reveals that that was his mother-in-law. She is a politician, he says—she sits on the DoD oversight committee, and you can bet your ass she belongs in jail. But she’s also desperate for news of her daughter and grandchildren. Jamie tells her, “I’m going to rescue them.” He knuckles his closed eyes. “I will get them back, no matter what.”

I take advantage of his filial frame of mind to make him call our mother, which he has so far been refusing to do. 

“Hi, Mom,” I say. “Where are you?”

I can see water in the distance. She’s sitting outside on a shaded porch. Adam is in the background, working on a computer, or pretending to.

“I’d better not tell you exactly where we are,” Mom says. “But you ought to recognize it. We used to come here for Christmas when you were in high school. Remember?”

She picks up her computer and pans the camera over the river. Scrubby islands stick up out of the wide, silver flood. Ibises and herons stand in the shallows. A distant hippo harrumphs, and I know where she is. Lake Naivasha, way up in the north. Adam must have friends who work in the sanctuary there. 

“God, yeah!” I smile spontaneously. “Remember when the hippo chased our car?”

 We exchange reminiscences. I can sense Jamie, who’s sitting out of my computer’s field of view, getting stormier and stormier. I was going to spring him on Mom as a surprise, but suddenly he scoots up beside me and butts in. “Jules,” he says with a tight smile.

My mother—our mother—brings her hands to her mouth. “Jamie!” 

“This is difficult for me,” Jamie says. “Dad told me that you left us, taking Jay. I had no reason to doubt what he said, until I heard Jay’s side of the story. Your side.” He pauses. I can see how hard he’s trying to be straight with her. I feel a twinge of respect for him. “But when I hear you talking to Jay, when I hear how much you shared, when I think about the life you had together—which I wasn’t part of … well, it’s very difficult.”

“Oh Jamie,” Mom says. “It killed me that I wasn’t there to see you grow up.”

Jamie nods, jerkily. “I could kill him.”

“No,” Mom says, to my surprise. “I want you to forgive him. Both of you. Forgive him. I’ve forgiven him.”

“Mom!” I say. “After what he did?”

“I’m just so happy right now,” she says, shaking her head. “I’ve got you both back. And—and you’re a million miles away, and going further away every second.”

Then she breaks down, insisting over and over that she’s crying tears of happiness. Jamie and I sit in my cramped, smelly cabin on board a third-hand spaceship, staring at the screen, and the tension between us gets thicker and heavier.

Mom wipes her eyes. “At least you’re together. Promise me you’ll stick together. Don’t let each other down.”

“I promise,” I say.

“I promise,” Jamie says.

“If you find Elsa, tell her from me that we need her back on Earth. Tell her I miss her.”

“We’ll bring her back,” I say. “We’ll bring everyone home safely. I swear it … Mom.”

Disgusted, I make an excuse to end the call. I close my computer. “Way to lie to her,” I hiss. “We’ll bring everyone home safely? Exactly how are we going to do that? You douchebag.”

“It was a white lie,” he says. “You douchebag.”

Then he goes off to play poker with Paul and Patrick, who broke his arm in the truck crash and needs distracting. Jamie is great at that.

It feels like he’s taking my friends away from me, too. 

But I have one other friend who won’t let me down. 

“Yo. Gutmangler?”

*

When we touch down on the familiar landing pad near the ARES dome, the Amadeus VII stands proud on the flexible concrete. I asked Gutmangler to get it back from BeltCOM, and get it refueled, checked over, and loaded with enough consumables for a long voyage. As we disembark from the Sticky Surprise, my suit helmet display lights up with wireless telemetry from the Amadeus VII. I quickly run through the familiar checklists. Every box has been ticked, every t crossed, and every i dotted. “Good work,” I say to Gutmangler over the radio. “Do I want to know how you pulled this off?”

“Huh, huh, huh. I permitted Nightmare to eat a few ships.”

“Say no more.”

We bound towards the enormous, butterfly-like battleship. The Void Dragons accompany us, flapping through the black sky. I feel like I’m going home.

Gutmangler waves from the foot of the steps to the bridge airlock. He’s wearing his battle spacesuit, the one that encases each individual tentacle in armor. Beside him stands Nightmare, who is now so big that I don’t notice the human standing between him and Gutmangler until I’m walking up to them. 

“Well, Scattergood?”

It is my CO, General Shockley of BeltCOM.

In the dim orange gleam of the Amadeus VII’s pilot lights, I can see one side of Shockley’s face through his helmet. He is not smiling.

“You’ve been busy,” he says.

I check that we’re on a private channel. “Sir, request permission to engage on a solo mission beyond the Belt.”

“You’re going to Saturn.”

“Sir.”

“If I say no, you’ll go anyway.”

“Sir.”

The side of Shockley’s face that I can see tautens. “You can do whatever you like, Scattergood. If you want to destroy the Earth and Jupiter, you can. No one can stop you. I’m only surprised it took you so long to realize it.”

“Sir, I do not want to destroy the Earth and Jupiter.”

“No? Then what are you going out there for?”

I hesitate to mention the field compactor unit, even though Shockley has eyes in his head, and Francie and Paul are carrying it to the Amadeus VII right now, making light of its mass in Ceres’s microgravity. 

“Sir, I intend to mount a diplomatic mission to the Offense. I believe that I can persuade them to end the war.”

Shockley’s jaw bunches as if he were chewing on something nasty. “Just like your father,” he says.

“Sir?!”

“Get the hell off my moon, and the devil’s luck to you.”

Shockley pushes past me. He strides past the rest of the Dragon Unit, ignoring their weak, reflexive salutes. He gets into his waiting rover and drives away. 

And we get into the Amadeus VII and power back into space. 

Just like your father.

What was he talking about?

Shockley is old enough to have known my father, if their paths ever crossed. Same generation. 

My thoughts tumble around like clothes in a washing-machine. I go in search of Jamie. I catch him in the act of claiming one of the best berths by sticking up pictures of his kids on the walls.

“Did our father ever go on a diplomatic mission to the Offense?”

“Look,” he says. “This was Troy’s sixth birthday party.”

A bouncy spaceship. Clowns. Face-painting and games, all in the misty green grounds of a building that looks like a castle. My sixth birthday party was me, Mom, and Elsa sitting around the kitchen table, eating a cake that Mom made. I wonder what Jamie’s was like. I get the picture that he’s worked very hard to give his children what he never had.

“Ottilie had just turned one.” 

The baby girl with chocolate smeared on her cheeks is adorable, but I say, “Why did you give your kids such weird names? Troy. Ottilie.”

“My wife’s choices,” he snaps. “She’s the Honorable Lady Catriona. Her father is a viscount. We had to name them after her relatives.”

“Whatever. I feel sorry for them. And what about Octesian?” I gesture to the little dragon curled up on Jamie’s bunk. “That’s the gayest dragon name I ever heard.”

Jamie laughs in my face. “It’s a literary allusion. Didn’t Mom read to you?”

“She didn’t have time.”

“Dad read to me. When I got older, we took turns reading to each other.” He flaps a weary hand at me. “Go away, Jay.”

“You never answered my question.”

He takes another photograph from his stack of printouts and tapes it up. This one shows a much younger Jamie—a teenage Jamie—hugging a thin-faced man with sticky-out ears, and a hooked nose, and gray eyes. 

My heart does a strange sort of pitter-patter thing.

I have never seen a photograph of him before, unless you count the blurry one Elsa showed me once, where he’s holding me as a newborn. 

“That’s him, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Do you recognize him?”

“How would I? He left when I was a baby.”

Jamie gives me a disappointed frown. He takes a deep breath. Lets it out. Then he says in a measured voice, “The truth is more complicated than that. He got a new job, and she refused to go with him.”

“The job at CSP?”

“Ye-es …”

“No. That’s not it, is it?”

“Yes and no. The job at CSP was the real deal. But at the same time, Dad was approached by a … a different agency. They were recruiting candidates for a diplomatic mission to the Offense.”

I suddenly remember what I learned when Hardy, as I knew him then, made his desperate escape into Offense territory. The DoD tried to play it down as a diplomatic mission—but as many commentators pointed out, there was a precedent for diplomatic missions. A terrible one. Eleven years ago, our first-ever diplomatic mission to the Offense got chewed up and spat out. No apologies, no explanations. Standard Offense style.

“The 2330 mission,” I breathe. “He was a part of that?”

Jamie nods shortly. “Never came back.”

I shiver. Stupidly, I feel a sense of loss.

“But that was the culmination of a long process of recruitment and training,” Jamie says. “And I guess Mom didn’t want to get mixed up with—”

“Spies.”

Jamie nods.

“Like you.” 

“Can you give it a fucking rest, Jay? Can you quit moralizing at me every fucking minute?”

I fold my arms, lean against his wall, rumpling his pictures with my shoulders. I’m not scared of him, and I’m not going to give him a pass on betraying humanity. “I know what you’re planning,” I say. “You’re going to trade the field compactor unit to the Offense for your wife and kids. And the rest of humanity can go to hell.”

Jamie doesn’t deny it. He doesn’t even bother to look embarrassed. “I’m going to ask for Elsa, too,” he says. “We did promise Mom. Apart from that, have you got a better plan?”

“Actually, I have,” I say on the spur of the moment.

“Do share.”

Knowing that silence will annoy him more than anything else, I just smirk and leave the room.

The fact is, I don’t have a plan. Only some half-assed glimmers of ideas.

But now I will have to come up with one. 

I go to the bridge, where Sara is sleeping in her couch. I don’t wake her. I sit in my own couch, chin in my hands, and watch the dragons playing around the ship. If Milosz were here, he’d find something historically symbolic in it. They take turns to give the Amadeus VII a wobble-speed push, which briefly overcomes the inertial dampeners and makes me feel like the pit of my stomach dropped out. Absent any friction, the pushes are cumulative. The result is we’re moving faster than top speed. Faster, perhaps, than any human spaceship has ever travelled before. 

Smaug and Rude Boy tussle, breathing fire. It’s a bit worrying to see, but Tancred assures me that they’re just playing. His authority over the younger dragons is as secure as it’s ever been. His public victory over Smaug at Bangkok really boosted his standing. All of them, even Nightmare and Octesian, now accept him as leader of the flock.

I need a plan. I told Jamie I had a plan. I have to come up with something.

Absent-mindedly, I nose around the bridge, looking for food. I find a stash of Gutmangler’s junk, and devour a whole bag of tortillas and another one of cheese things before I realize I’m not eating because I’m hungry. I’m eating because Tancred is. 

I wipe my cheesy fingers on my BDUs, and go down to the auxiliary ship bay to let the dragons back in. They still prefer to sleep on the ship. One by one, they squeeze in through the airlock, taking up more and more space, until I feel like a modern-day human being inexplicably transported back to the time of the dinosaurs. Their skin crackles with heat. Tancred comes over to nuzzle me. His breath is oven-hot, and smells like almonds. A bad smell. I instinctively recoil, and realize I’ve noticed that smell before.

Wait a minute.

The smell of almonds …

Among my half-baked glimmers of ideas, a new one sprouts, quickly dwarfing all the rest.

God, I hope we’ve got the right lab equipment …
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We travel for three months and two days. This is the longest voyage I’ve ever done. It’s the longest any of us have ever done, except for Gutmangler, of course. He was born on an arkship. He has spent his entire life on spaceships, except for his deployment to Callisto and his holiday on Ceres. He has nothing good to say about conditions on the Offense’s original six arkships, except that the ceilings were higher. “We lived under military discipline. My first memory is eating my clutchmate.”

“Yuh ate each oda?” Badrick says in disgust.

“Huh, huh, huh,” Gutmangler laughs. “This is normal. A female lays thousands of eggs. Hundreds of babies hatch. Only the strongest survive.”

“And you started training when you were a child?” Sara says. 

The three of us are sitting on the floor around his nest, cross-legged like children at story hour.

“Of course.” Gutmangler sprawls in the nest, which he built himself. It’s in the Amadeus VII’s mess—the only room big enough for him. There’s a mini-nest attached to the side of it, which is occupied by Nightmare, sucking his claws and sharing his master’s contentment. 

Gutmangler’s tentacles hang languidly over the sides of the shallow chipboard cup. One of them wraps around a sheaf of beef jerky strips and conveys them to his beak. “We were the warrior generation. We came of age as the arkships approached this system. We were taught that our destiny was to rip you limb from limb, devour the good parts, and use your bones as fertilizer.” Gutmangler yawns. 

“Curb your enthusiasm,” I tease him.

“Quite. Now that I am going home, I must get back into practice.” He flicks a lazy tentacle at me, coils it around my shin, and jerks—hard enough to put me on my back, although I know he’s just teasing. Sara and Badrick laugh. “It is nice not fighting all the time,” Gutmangler says contemplatively. 

“Mi know what yuh mean,” Badrick says. “Dis de longest vacation mi ave in years.”

He has spent the last three months goofing off, sleeping in, watching movies, playing games, reading, and lifting weights—the things you do on spaceships. Everyone else has passed the time in similar ways. Except me.

We trail out of the mess, leaving Gutmangler cozily nested up. I seal the mess doors, and then lift a hatch cover on the wall and flip a couple of switches.

“I feel sleepy, too,” Sara says, rubbing her eyes. But she and Badrick are curious enough to hang around and watch as I press my nose to the glass panel in the pressure door. I glance at my tablet, checking the time.

After thirty seconds, Gutmangler reaches for another helping of jerky. His movements are slow.

Two seconds later, the jerky falls from his limp tentacle as he sags in his nest, sound asleep.

“Dat’s weird,” Badrick says.

I hurriedly flip the switches back to their original positions. I watch Gutmangler for another couple of minutes to make sure he’s breathing normally, and then take some notes on my tablet. 

Sara watches me closely. “What did you just do?”

“Just experimenting with the air circulation,” I say. “Ol’ goophead uses a lot of oxygen. I’m worried that we’ll run short. I’ve been trialing lower O2 levels. But it won’t work if everyone’s going to fall asleep on me. Oh well, back to the drawing board!” 

This sounds plausible to me, but Sara narrows her eyes. Of course, she knows I would never do anything that might endanger our lives. 

“You know me,” I say. “Always worrying.”

Sara tilts her head. “Actually, Jay, sometimes I feel like I don’t know you at all.”

I feel like a teenager, umming and ahing, all too conscious of Badrick’s amused gaze.

I wish I could tell her about my plan. But I can’t. I don’t know if it’s going to work. And if it does work, it will only work because it comes as a complete surprise to everyone. Even Sara.

I extricate myself by mumbling that I’ve got to go and check on Tancred, which is perfectly true. 

I find him where I left him, on the engineering deck, breathing into a funnel which is connected to my home chemistry set-up. The funnel is made of metal, and glows red-hot. My eyes itch. There’s a faint scent of almonds. I quickly seal my helmet—I changed into my spacesuit before coming down here. Stop, stop, I tell him. The funnel is not properly sealed around his nose. I put this kit together from bits and pieces I found on board. I wonder if Sara has noticed the missing oxygen cylinders. You did great! Time for a break.

I’ve been brushing up on my chemistry. With Tancred’s help, I ran some experiments that had been rattling around in the back of my mind. It has been a long, frustrating process of trial and error. Just as well this voyage has taken so long, even at plus-wobble speed.

Tancred’s been really cooperative, but as he backs out of the chemistry corner, he reminds me, plaintively: Hungry.

“Little scaly-butt,” I say, removing my helmet, “you had two Pulverizers last month. How can you be hungry again?”

Our voyage has not been excitement-free. We ran into an Earth patrol just outside the Belt. They shot at us. The dragons ate them. Then we ran into an Offense patrol. They also shot at us. The dragons ate them, too. 

I keep waiting for her to show up. The baby dragon who hurt Tancred. I know she’s out there somewhere, and I also know that she’s got to be really, really, really hungry. 

Tancred has not forgotten about her, either. The closer we get to Saturn, the edgier he gets. He’s been having nightmares about their first encounter, which means I’ve been having nightmares, too. 

We break radio silence after another two weeks, when we can see Saturn in optical detail. The vast beige globe. The rings, weakly lit by far-off Jupiter. 

Offense craft orbit the gas giant at every inclination, over the poles and around the outside of the rings, sparkling, emitting the occasional burst of orbit-boosting plasma.  

Dear God, there are a lot of them.

“There’s the Grief Merchant,” Francie says suddenly. 

She’s zoomed in on one of the Offense assets. She shares her image capture with the rest of us. We are all on the bridge. I feel wrung out and arthritic, and nothing’s even happened yet. I didn’t get enough sleep last night. Nightmares. And that definitely is the Grief Merchant—or an arkship just like it.

“What’s it doing here?” Patrick says. “You figure they would steer clear of us, after last time.”

Last time, we destroyed the twee alpine habitat of the queen of the Grief Merchant, killed a bunch of her crack troops, and made our escape in a stolen Offense battleship. The damage, however, does not show. The vast string of pearls looks the same as ever, orbiting Saturn at a 10° inclination to the rings. 

“Maybe it’s a different one,” I say.

“No,” says Gutmangler, who has moved his nest onto the bridge for the occasion. “That is the Grief Merchant. In fact, the arkships are all here: the Grief Merchant, the Inappropriate Jollity, the Gratuitous Sex And Violence, the Infernal Revenue Service, the Several Guys Named Vinnie, and the Behold My Tentacles Of Doom.” He laughs: huh, huh, huh. “Home, sweet home.”

“The Several Guys Named Vinnie?” Paul says. “Now you really are fucking with us.”

“Paul,” says Gutmangler, “we have never been doing anything else. The Empress is a paragon of cruelty. She wishes to not only obliterate humanity, but also violate your minds, so that your pathetic remnant shall be fouled and twisted into a trophy for her nest.”

There is a moment’s silence.

“Well,” Francie says, “should we initiate contact?”

“Go for it,” I say. 

Francie smooths her hair, puts on a smile, and punches the transmit button. “Greetings, Empress. We would like to speak with Elsa Scattergood.”

After a moment, the big screen lights up. An armored jelly fills it. I assume this is not the empress. It looks like an ordinary, ten-foot, air-breathing, homicidally-inclined Offensive. “First,” it booms, “we must confirm that you have brought the field compactor unit.”

Francie sighs. “Actually,” she says, “screw you. We have Void Dragons. So you have two choices. Play this our way, or get chomped.” 

The armored jelly vanishes.

“Do we really think that’s wise?” Sara says. “I’m not trying to be negative. But there’s a whole lot more Offense ships out there than even Tancred can eat.”

“Octesian eats Offense ships, too,” Jamie reminds us, fondling his baby dragon. Octesian is cat-sized now, having eaten an Offense ship or two en route.

Sara gives Jamie a long stare.

“I don’t know if it’ll work or not,” Francie says. “But we might be able to bluff them.”

I keep quiet.

A few minutes of tense silence pass, while Saturn gets bigger and nearer. I compulsively flick through the sensor feeds, looking for any ships headed our way. At last the same armored jelly, or an identical one, gets back to us. 

“You may dock with the Behold My Tentacles of Doom,” it thunders. Click, and the screen goes blank again. 

“This is an honor. The Behold My Tentacles of Doom is the Empress’s own ship,” Gutmangler says, contentedly.

I flick him an uneasy glance. I really don’t feel comfortable trusting him. On the other hand, the way he’s been talking about the empress, I don’t think he’s looking forward to this, either. 

Minutes drip by like glue as Badrick eases us up to the Behold My Tentacles of Doom. The thing is half the size of Titan, which it orbits in a luminous circle. It is built on the string-of-pearls design, but this string goes all the way around Saturn’s largest moon. It is thousands of kilometers long. Ships continually rise up to it and drop down into Titan’s thick orangey shell of gas. Gutmangler says they are mining Titan for resources, as well as harvesting nitrogen from its atmosphere. 

The others scowl, resentful of the Offense’s despoliation of what used to be our solar system. I guess I should feel the same way, but what I actually feel is a sneaking sense of admiration for the technological achievement looming before our eyes. Blame the nerd in me. 

We dock with one of the larger pearls, amidst the crazy pavement of gantries and struts where it connects with the moon-encircling truss. Or rather, we try to dock. Their ports aren’t made to fit human ships, and Badrick doesn’t really have the piloting skills to improvise at this level. Jamie yells at him, he yells back, and we end up deploying our own grapples to secure the Amadeus VII to the truss. 

To defuse the tension between Badrick and Jamie, I take my brother aft to the auxiliary ship bay, where the field compactor unit sits, wrapped in shockproof foam, between the hungry mountains of Rude Boy, Smaug, Beelzebub, and Tancred. 

“What is it?” Jamie says bad-temperedly, holding Octesian in his arms.

I take a deep breath. I think we’ve been getting along better recently. I think we’ve begun to establish some kind of a rapport. I wouldn’t call our relationship brotherly, but it is, at least, not as hostile as it used to be. “I want you to stay here.” I hold my breath, braced for argument. I know he’s been waiting months for a sight of his wife and kids. 

“Hmm,” he says. His eyes dart. That’s rarely a good sign. But his voice is pleasant. “What’s your thinking?”

I’m flattered to be asked. “We have to play this smart.” I nod at Octesian and then at Tancred. “These are the only two dragons that eat Offense ships. We need one of them with us, and one of them here.”

“Why don’t you stay here, then?”

I tense. “I’m the commanding officer.”

He raises his eyebrows at me.

I flush. “I know, I know, I’m nobody’s idea of a leader. But still. I think I’ve kind of got to go.”

Jamie laughs. “I’m just fucking with you,” he says, and for an unpleasant instant I’m reminded of what Gutmangler said. “Of course I’ll stay.” He slaps me lightly on the shoulder. “You got this.”

I grin. “Thanks … bro.”

A shadow passes across his eyes. But we have no time to talk further. Francie announces that she’s about to depressurize the auxiliary ship bay. Jamie goes back to the bridge. 

I’m scrambling to get my helmet on when Sara comes into the bay.

“Why aren’t you suited up?” I say in alarm.

She’s got her dual-function rifle slung over her shoulder, but she’s still in BDUs.

She shakes her head. “I’m not going.”

“What?”

“You’re leaving Jamie here, right? That’s what he said. I think I better stay with him.”

I bite my lip. “I trust him,” I say feebly.

“Sure. I do, too.” She grins. “But he might need someone to play Go Fish with.” She holds the rifle out to me. Numbly, I take it. “You’re going to crush this thing, Jay.”

She takes a quick step forward. Brushes a kiss across my lips. I reach for her, but the rifle gets in the way, hanging between us, and then she’s dancing back. 

“Good to depressurize,” she yells into the air, and slips away.

I touch my tongue to my lips, trying to taste her kiss. Wondering if this is all I’ll ever have.

Tancred says crossly, Daddy putting helmet on! 

I do as my dragon says. A few minutes later the others troop into the ship bay, suited and helmeted, garlanded with guns and ammo belts. They look like they’re going into combat. I really hope we won’t be.

The ship bay doors open. Not just the airlock, this time. The big cargo doors.

Armored jellies float outside in twenty-sided, cannon-equipped exoskeletons, like miniature spaceships. 

Gutmangler hoots over the radio.

I move closer to Tancred.

But all that happens is the jellies bang their armored tentacles together. They’re applauding.

We exchange wary smiles, pick up the field compactor unit, and float out, into the heart of Offense territory.
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The jellies make no efforts to intimidate us. They might actually be playing fair with us this time. We’re ushered onto one of their indoor maglev trains and whisked at dizzying speed from one biome to another. Hot springs, industrial zones, hunting parks, seaberry farms, jungles of oxygen-generating algae, Olympic-sized aquatic nurseries for the baby jellies, this habitat’s got it all. And this is just one of a hundred or more habitats spaced out around the stupendous length of the the Behold My Tentacles of Doom. It is intimidating … no effort required. 

“Stay cool,” I mutter, as much to myself as to the others. “Remember, whatever happens, we’ve got Void Dragons, and they don’t.” 

Tancred reminds me about the baby she-dragon. He is more nervous than ever, afraid of coming face to face with her at any moment.

I know, I know …

Truth be told, I’m starting to wonder if Tancred—if we—imagined her somehow. The other jellies are acting like they have never seen a Void Dragon before. They’re especially impressed by Nightmare. 

Apart from the baby she-dragon, if she exists, Nightmare is the only Void Dragon ever to be hatched by an Offensive. That’s partly our fault for letting it happen—but it’s got more to do with Gutmangler, in my opinion. He’s probably one of very, very few Offensives who could even conceive of talking to a human instead of ripping their arms and legs off. What I mean to say is he’s got some capacity for empathy. After an initial stumble or two, he bonded with Nightmare, and is now proudly showing him off to his fellow jellies, honking and rumbling away. They swivel their eyes in fascination from Nightmare to the other dragons, who only fit onto the train because it’s Offense-sized. 

The train finally halts in a snowy habitat that instantly puts me in mind of the queen’s band on the Grief Merchant. But here, instead of a fake-humble village, the horizon rises to an ice palace, bristling with spires and turrets. It is rather beautiful, and absolutely huge. 

An Offense band greets us with a fanfare blown on instruments like digeridoos. It sounds like a symphony of farts. 

Shaking with nervous laughter, we walk in under an ice portcullis, and scramble up a flight of Offense-sized stairs … along highway-sized corridors, past armed guards … and I’m just starting to think this may have been a bad idea, when we reach the empress’s audience chamber. 

The first thing I notice is: no Elsa. Unless she’s hidden by the ranks of courtiers and bodyguards lining the room. 

The second thing I notice is … the empress. 

She is three times the size of a normal jelly. She’s the size of a house. They keep growing as long as they live, so she must be—what? A thousand years old? Her tentacles sprawl over the edges of her nest—her throne—and straggle down the center of the room towards us. Within her unusually translucent dome, her organs swim like lumpy fish in an aquarium. Her eyes cluster at her forward edge.

“Is that the field compactor unit?” she says.

It’s not her actual voice, of course. Like Gutmangler and in fact all the jellies, she wears technology like clothes. The auto-translated English voice that comes out of her speakers is sweet and breathy, completely incongruous with the monstrosity at the end of the audience chamber.

“Yes,” I say, “it is.” Several jellies move towards it. I hold up a hand. My heart is pounding. “First, we require the return of the human hostages you are holding. Elsa Scattergood … Cate, Troy, and Ottilie Scattergood … and, um, all the others.”

“Hostages?” says the empress. “They are not hostages. They are our guests. Refugees, if you will, from Earth.”

“Whatever, we  want them back. Don’t touch that!” —as the jellies make a move towards the field compactor unit.

“The only hostages here,” the empress purrs, “are yourselves.”

Suddenly, a hundred energy weapons are leveled at us, and all I can think is: Why didn’t I bring Sara? Her dragon, Faith, could have disabled these weapons quicker than the empress could give the order to fire.

“Hey!” Francie takes a step forward, scowling up at the empress. “We have Void Dragons!” 

“So you do,” the empress says carelessly. 

“Where’s Elsa? Bring her out now! Or you’ll be the first to die!” Francie is escalating the situation, even as I scramble mentally to keep up, dividing my brainpower between a panicky risk assessment—is the empress bluffing?—and Tancred. Now? he’s asking me. I think back to him, No, not now, not yet—

The empress laughs. It is a very different laugh from her speaking voice, a deep and gravelly guffaw. “Elsa is not here,” she says. “I have no idea where she is. Stupid Earthlings. Did you really believe those emails were from her?”

Francie and Patrick share a look of horror.

“As if we could not master the art of graphic manipulation.” 

A screen behind the queen flashes on. “Surrender or die, pathetic two-legged prey beings,” says an image of Elsa, but now I can tell it’s not the real Elsa. There’s a hint of jerkiness in her facial expressions. A slight buzziness in her voice. Staring at the fake Elsa, I feel sick to my stomach.

But they have to have raw footage of her to base this off, and they have access to her email, which means— “She is here, isn’t she? Where is she?” 

“I neither know nor care,” the empress says. 

Which means she’s on one of the other arkships. Or one of their spaceships. Or that the empress is lying.

“Now drop your weapons and step away from the field compactor unit, or die.”

Is it time? 

I expected—it embarrasses me to remember it now—that they’d at least let us see the hostages before the shit hit the fan. 

My plan, half-assed as it is, was based on the assumption that we would have the hostages with us, and would have to fight our way out like we did on the Grief Merchant. 

The others glance at me in panic. I stand paralyzed by indecision, until—

“Huh, HUH! Your Imperial Majesty, your humble subject begs to demonstrate his prowess as a warrior,” Gutmangler yells suddenly. He surges forward. Energy weapons score his exoskeleton. Then Nightmare—horse-sized, deserving of his name, a storm of black wings—lashes dragon-fire at the armed guards, unleashing chaos. 

Evidently I was not the only one who had a secret plan.

Shit.

Gutmangler rushes at the throne, hooting an Offense war cry.

Burn? Tancred demands urgently. Daddy! Burn?

I drop to the floor. Might as well, I tell him despairingly.

And Tancred and the other dragons add their fire to Nightmare’s, boiling the courtiers in their exoskeletons. At the same time, my friends wheel into a defensive formation. I scramble off the floor to take my place in the square. Sheltering behind the largest dragons, we pour rounds into the guards. 

Between the jets of dragon-fire, I glimpse Gutmangler and Nightmare locked in combat with the empress.

Gutmangler looks child-sized next to the monstrous jelly. She whips her tentacles at him, blindingly fast. Catches one of his tentacles. Tears it off. He keeps going, trailing fluid that smokes on the freezing floor. Leaps on top of her dome. Skids, scrabbles for purchase with his remaining tentacles.

I tear my gaze from the gladatorial battle, looking for the field compactor unit. it was in the middle of our defensive formation at first, but now we’ve spread out, each person moving with his or her dragon, pushing our perimeter out towards the exits. I have a clear line of fire. 

I’m carrying a dual-function rifle with a grenade launcher attachment, which Sara foisted on me. A grenade would result in dangerous shrapnel flying everywhere. I switch the lever to burst setting and hose the field compactor unit with bullets, aiming at the central module which holds the electronics. It may have been tough enough to stand up to the heat of Jupiter when it was new, but now it’s decrepit and embrittled. Teeth clenched, I fire a whole mag into it, shredding its circuitry beyond the possibility of successful analysis.

There.

That’s one less thing to worry about.

No one will be igniting Saturn any time soon. 

I return my attention to Gutmangler and the empress. Only a couple of seconds have passed, but old Gutty’s definitely getting the worst of it. He’s whaling on her dome with the butt of his weapon. Nightmare clings to the back of her throne, breathing fire at her, but he doesn’t seem to be doing any damage.

She’s wearing some kind of super-exoskeleton. I can see it now, because Nightmare’s fire has blackened patches of the previously invisible material … but he hasn’t burnt through it. The exoskeleton is fireproof up to a temperature of 7,250-degrees. (I measured the temperature of dragon-fire a while back with Elsa’s flame photometer.) That means it must also have an integrated air supply. 

My plan was never going to work. 

And it looks like Gutmangler’s isn’t, either.

The empress has massed all her eyes on top of her dome, the better to see him. Her tentacles batter at him. Gutmangler’s hitting back, but now she’s got hold of two of his walking tentacles. She’s going to rip him apart.

We don’t have time to intervene, even if we wanted to. More jelly reinforcements are rushing into the audience chamber—

—past us. 

They surround Gutmangler, and wrench him out of the empress’s tentacles. 

Then, hooting and gargling, they fling themselves on the empress, firing into her dome at point-blank range.

We stop shooting. No one’s shooting at us anymore, anyway. 

Smoke hazes the audience chamber—many of the dragons’ kills are still burning. The garish leather hangings have burnt right up. They were curtains. Now light floods in through gigantic windows, while the smoke drifts out. Instant by instant, we get a better view of the jelly courtiers and guards hurling themselves against the empress.

“It’s a coup,” Francie says.

“Gutmangler must’ve been in touch with them all along,” Patrick says.

“I knew ol’ goophead was up to something,” Bolt says.

“She can’t fight them all,” Paul says, hopefully.

For another minute it looks as if she can. Her massive tentacles flail, hurling smaller jellies against the walls and out of the windows. The material of her exoskeleton seems to absorb their energy beams. Kinetic rounds drop to the floor, doing no damage. 

But the impacts must be transmitting shockwaves through the empress’s body. That can’t feel very nice.

The empress surges out of her throne, hauling her immense bulk towards the windows, dragging her attackers with her. 

That is when I see the tiny, crumpled shape at the bottom of the throne.

It looks like a piece of mouldy green garbage.

Tancred presses against my side, nearly knocking me over. 

That am her! HER!

My mighty Void Dragon is trembling with terror.

I barely have time to see that the scrap of ‘garbage’ is, in fact, a baby Void Dragon, before one of the empress’s tentacles snakes back and grabs it. 

She cuts a furrow through the courtiers, simply squashing some of them beneath her tremendous bulk. Goo squirts across the floor. The empress topples out of the window at the end of the chamber.

Overcoming my paralysis, I rush to the nearest window, just in time to see the empress land on a ledge. She whisks inside an opening in the wall of the palace. 

Seconds later, a small ship blasts out of the opening. Small by Offense standards, that is. It’s a Pulverizer.

I flinch back as the corona of its exhaust licks the wall of the palace. Crouching, I watch the bright star of the ship’s drive head for the ceiling of the hab. Just as it seems like it’s about to crash, the ceiling opens with the boom of a sudden pressurization breach. The empress’s ship vanishes.

The ceiling stays gashed open. I can see a sliver of Titan. Objects hurtle out of the gap, carried on the same wind that is dragging at me. The air is rushing out of the hab. I fling myself flat on the floor, but there’s nothing to hold onto. I’m getting tugged out of the window. My feet kick over the dizzying drop to the snow. I scrabble at the floor—

Tancred’s foot comes down on top of me. I’ve never been so glad to get half-squashed. He digs the claws of his other feet into the floor, crouching over me.

At last the wind stops. 

I wriggle out from under Tancred’s foot and shakily stand up. My helmet display announces that I am in vacuum. All the air’s gone from this portion of the Behold My Tentacles of Doom. 

The lights have also gone. The sky is now just a dark ceiling, with a rip in it. The dim orangey light of Titan filters down.

The others stand up from behind their dragons, rubbing their bruises.

Gutmangler slumps on the empress’s throne, surrounded by jellies who are urgently repairing the damage to his battle spacesuit. They’re all in armor, too. 

“I turn off power,” Gutmangler rumbles, “to disable empress’s booby traps. If she cannot rule, she would blow arkship sky-high.”

“She got away,” I say.

Gutmangler twirls a tentacle indifferently. “Nightmare!”

Nightmare flaps across the audience chamber and snuggles up by Gutmangler’s side. Gutmangler caresses him. 

“Now I am emperor. I am the biggest asshole of them all!” 

“Oh, no you’re not,” I say. “You’re the only one who’s actually kind of OK.”

“Do not tell them that,” Gutmangler rumbles. The other jellies laugh. Huh, huh, huh.

“You planned this, huh?” Francie says.

“Of course. Many, many of us agree that the war is being prosecuted poorly. But we need a war-winning weapon to defeat the empress. We need a Void Dragon.” Gutmangler cuddles Nightmare. “I am only Offensive with Void Dragon. So now I will rule. Stickily, viscously, and most offensively!”

Despite the fighting words, he sounds about ready to pass out. I’m not surprised, after the battle he just fought. He’s lost two tentacles. His battle suit sealed itself over the stumps.

“Your Stickiness,” says one of the other jellies, “shall we pulverize these two-legged prey beings?”

“No,” Gutmangler says. “They are actually kind of OK. Also, they have Void Dragons.” He perks up a bit. “Our dragons are clutchmates. So shall we be honorary clutchmates.”

“We’ll be a fraternity!” Patrick says. “Like a brotherhood of knights. Milosz would have loved this.” 

“Knights of Saturn!” Paul says. 

But I am scarcely listening. I’m staring out of the window, through the rip in the ceiling.

“Jay?” Francie shakes my elbow. “Jay?”

I lick my lips. “There’s just one problem,” I tell Gutmangler. “You aren’t the only Offensive with a Void Dragon.”

“Of course, we have many eggs. None have hatched. But now, under my regime, we shall be able to hatch them. It is as you once said: all you need is love.”

“Or dragon-fire.” I face my friends. “The empress has a Void Dragon. It’s very small. But it’s the most dangerous Void Dragon in existence.” I’m speaking over the drumbeat of Tancred’s terror in my mind. It feels like shouting over an unendurable noise. My voice comes out loud and strange-sounding. “We have to go after her.”

No. NO. Tancred not liking.

I don’t care! I exert my willpower. We have to do this, or it’ll never be over! 

Unwillingly, Tancred bends his neck. I scramble on and slide down to straddle his broad back. 

He dives out of the window, spreads his wings, and circles through the devastated, airless hab. All the snow has gone, leaving only bare, lumpy decks—the reality behind the illusion of the Offense’s ‘art of life.’ Tancred stretches his neck out and powers up through the rip in the roof. 

I look back.

All my friends are following me.

 


14

 

We can’t find the empress’s ship. 

Of course we can’t. She’s probably a million kilometers away by now. 

“Let it go, Jay,” Francie says. “We have to locate the hostages. That’s our top priority right now.”

“Gutmangler said he’d try and find out where they are.” I uselessly scan the sky. I can see a black loop floating on the ring-crossed sphere of Saturn. That’s one of the smaller arkships, the Grief Merchant or one of its sisters. I can also see ships lifting off from various points on the Behold My Tentacles of Doom. Any one of them could be the empress’s ship, but I know in my bones they’re not. 

“Shame about the field compactor unit,” Francie says, pointedly. “After we brought it all this way.”

Bolt is riding behind Patrick on Smaug. He says, “That was our only hope for an alliance.”

Patrick interrupts, “I’m trying to contact the Amadeus VII. They’re not picking up.”

“Mi don’t like de look of dem ships,” Badrick says.

Patrick chivvies us all into motion. Astride our dragons, we fly back to where we left the Amadeus VII. 

The rows of humongous docking ports are now empty, which makes it easy to see that the Amadeus VII is not there.

“It’s not there,” I say blankly. 

“Fucking Jamie,” Patrick says.

I’m having a hard time focusing. I struggle to put the pieces together. When I do, I feel even worse. “He took the ship.”

“Him cyaan fly it,” Badrick says. 

“He can do everything,” I say bitterly. “Remember how he was riding you about the docking operation? He was all, do it like this, not like that. He definitely knows how to fly a spaceship. And now he’s flown off with ours.”

I trusted him. I thought we had built up a rapport. What an idiot I am.

But Sara didn’t trust him.

Sara …

I wonder if he talked her into running. Or got the drop on her. I can’t picture either thing. But what do I know? I know nothing.

Titan yawns below us, bisected by the Behold’s trusses. My premonition of doom is getting worse and worse, scraping the backs of my eyes like a headache. I can’t understand it. Tancred’s right here with me. I cling onto his neck as he circles the vacant docking port. 

Badrick, on Rude Boy, points in the direction of Saturn. “Dat’s coming closer.”

He’s pointing at the arkship I saw earlier. Or it could be a different one. Actually, I can see three of them. 

“Dey all coming closer.”

Four. Five.

Are they all descending into Titan orbit?

Why?

Bright flashes dot the sky.

Oh. That’s why.

It almost looks pretty, but I know what we’re seeing. The first clashes of an Offense civil war. 

“Guess the junior queens aren’t too happy with Gutmangler,” Francie says.

“They’re shooting at each other,” Patrick says.

The heavy, scratchy feeling at the back of my eyeballs gets worse. A segment of the Behold My Tentacles of Doom shatters. Fiery shrapnel sizzles out in the void.

“What happen if dat ting breaks?” Badrick says. 

By common consent, we fly further from the Behold. Five kids on five dragons, drifting in Titan orbit. Not all that much air left in our life support backpacks. Screwed again. 

“Still can’t raise anyone on the radio,” Patrick says. 

Tancred twitches. Daddy!

Pulled in by his urgency, I look through his eyes, instead of my own weak human ones.

A ship is flying towards us, trailing fire across the blackness. 

We don’t even have time to move before it’s on top of us.

Guns flash.

Chaos detonates in my head. Void Dragons scream. My friends yell in panic. 

Tancred lunges at the ship. His wings extend to ghostly size as he prepares to burn and eat it. 

And I fall off his back. 

You can’t ride a dragon that mainly exists in the null field. 

I spin through the void. I glimpse the spacesuited forms of my friends, hurtling helplessly towards Titan. Their dragons reel, shaking off explosions. Static swallows their screams. 

The Offense ship decelerates to match the speed of my tumble. It extends whip-like grapples.

Tancred, in spectral form, closes with the ship from behind.

The grapples coil around my chest and legs. They yank me inwards like the tentacles of a jelly carrying food to its mouth. I have just time to read the name etched on the ship’s nose cone. My suit’s translation software renders it as Designation: Up Yours.

The grapples thrust me into a gaping airlock and drop me on the floor. 

“Call off your dragon,” the empress purrs. “Or die.”

*

I can’t call Tancred off, because I’m winded. I collapse on my back in the airlock chamber. The black mouth of a gun mounted on the ceiling swallows my thoughts. 

Tancred sees the gun through my eyes. Fear kills his appetite. It was me he was afraid for all along, and now the peril he foresaw is staring me in the face. He shrinks. Flies around the ship and scrabbles at the outside of the airlock. 

“That’s right,” the empress croons. “Come in, little ones, come in.”

Even Tancred is little, next to her.

She takes up the whole inside of the Pulverizer. Tancred and I stand—well, Tancred stands, and I slump—on a catwalk encircling her enormous nest. 

“Remove your helmet, two-legged one, so that I can see your repulsive simian visage.”

I numbly obey. The briny, putrid smell of jelly assaults my nose.

“Just a moment.”

The empress’s nest is ringed with consoles. Some of her tentacles dance over the screens, while another one rises to wrap around my neck, hauling me upright. I claw at the slimy, cold appendage. This is what Offense skin feels like.

And this is what Offensives smell like.

She’s not in her exoskeleton anymore.

Of course, it was damaged in the battle. She’ll have had to remove it. 

My plan could still work.

Now! I think at Tancred. Do it!

But he does not respond. He’s staring in fascinated horror at the baby she-dragon.

She sits on top of the empress’s vast dome. She’s as small as a fallen leaf. She stares back at Tancred. 

“There,” the empress rumbles. She pays no attention to her dragon. It’s like the tiny creature is not there. “All done! Would you like to see?”

She’s no longer choking me, so I can speak. “You can’t win,” I croak defiantly. 

“But I already have won!” She taps a screen with a tentacle, drawing my attention to it. A shaky, long-range shot of a spacesuit silhouetted against Titan. Falling. The picture zooms in—and in—and in, until I can see the terrified face behind the visor. 

“Francie!”

A bright spot stabs into her faceplate. It shatters. Red pulp jets out, freezing into icicles of blood. 

“No! Francie!” I lurch forward, instinctively reaching for the screen. As if I could reach her. As if I could still save her.

“Target shooting is one of my hobbies,” gurgles the empress. “Your friends provided me with a stimulating challenge.”

Another spacesuit.

Another high-precision laser beam.

Patrick’s guts spurt into the void.

I start to retch. I hardly see the lovingly filmed deaths of Paul, Badrick, and Bolt. I’m too busy puking my guts out.

My vomit splashes over the edge of the walkway, onto the empress. She wipes her dome with a wad of material, and then pushes the material under the edge of her dome. I think she’s eating it. 

“Now we should discuss terms,” she says.

“Terms?” I cough.

“You are at my mercy. But I respect you as an opponent. In that sense, I am a traditionalist.”

“You killed my friends.”

“I will kill you, as well, unless you vow to serve me.”

“What happened to their dragons?”

“As I said, I have won.”

The picture on the screen changes. Now it shows the Behold My Tentacles of Doom. It used to look like a pearl necklace around Titan. Now it looks like a chewed dog collar. The smaller arkships are harrying it, blasting away at its habitats. Jets of fire and wreckage spew into space. It does indeed look like Gutmangler’s losing. Not that I care much, with the deaths of Patrick, Francie, Paul, Badrick, and Bolt ricocheting around the inside of my head. 

“All that remains is to conclude the terms of your surrender.”

“Let me go. I—I can’t think.”

Instead of dropping me, the tentacle picks me up by the neck and casually slings me across the bridge. I crash into the far wall. Stars explode in my brain. I fall onto a sticky, firm, cold surface.

I’m lying on top of the empress’s dome. Pain spears through my body when I try to move. 

Tancred! DO IT!

But Tancred is not listening to me. He breathes fire at the empress—

—and the baby dragon leaps into the air and swallows the jet of white-hot dragon-fire. Flapping her wings joyously, she grows bigger before my eyes. 

Tancred flames harder. 

The baby dragon grows bigger. She’s flying towards him, as if to fly down his throat. The more he burns, the stronger she’ll get. 

I focus my thoughts into a mental shout. TANCRED! NO BURN!

Daddy she hurt she eat—

NO BURN! Remember what we practised? DO IT!

Through the fog of rage, Tancred remembers. 

He stops burning.

The baby dragon flies up to his head and lands on his nose. She nuzzles at his lips, as if hoping for more.

Tancred doesn’t even bother to swat her off. Stretching out his neck towards the empress, he breathes.

Void Dragons don’t ordinarily breathe, as such. They sort of taste the air, but they don’t need oxygen. 

Their fire contains its own oxidizer. I analyzed it. That was difficult, since it’s so hot it tended to melt any instruments I used. But the ARES gang left some high-end instruments behind in their dome, such as a laboratory flame photometer the size of a truck, which I guess they were using for Dr. Joy’s project, the ECAPP. So I got Tancred to breathe fire into that.

It turns out that dragon-fire is most similar to the flame you get from burning dicyanoacetylene in nitrogen tetroxide. Yes, my dragon is a walking sack of rocket propellant. 

But that’s not even the most interesting bit. Dicyanoacetylene is a dangerous compound. Incomplete combustion results in the production of cyanogen gas. 

Normally, incomplete combustion is not a thing. Either a Void Dragon is breathing fire or it isn’t.

But Tancred figured out, when I put it to him, that he could breathe without breathing fire.

He could breathe out pure, toxic cyanogen.

And that is what he’s doing now. 

I smell almonds. My head starts to swim. Fumbling, I seal my helmet. 

As I gasp clean air, one of the empress’s tentacles swipes me, knocking me face down on her dome. All her tentacles flail. One of them thrashes over the catwalk, knocking Tancred in the air. He flaps awkwardly and keeps breathing.

The empress goes limp. 

I feel a certain stillness, almost a feeling of serenity. Rising on my knees, I see the empress’s little Void Dragon curled in a green ball in the curve of one limp tentacle. 

I pick her up. She’s rolled up like a pillbug.

Tancred lands beside me. He nuzzles her. His eyes are shining.

She hurt, Daddy, he tells me. She eat because she hurt.

I don’t really understand what he’s telling me. “What are we going to do with her?” I say. I’m wobbly and spacey from being knocked around so much. My neck hurts. I think I have whiplash.

I look after. Tancred takes the baby Void Dragon in his jaws. It’s like he’s taking over from me. We win?

I look around vaguely. Fluid is running out of the empress’s bulk, sloshing around the stanchions. The screens are still flashing and babbling away. One of them shows the long-range optical feed. The arkships are still gnawing at the Behold My Tentacles of Doom. 

No, little scaly-butt, I say exhaustedly. We haven’t won yet. 

I point at the screen. On it, I can see the distant shapes of dragons silhouetted against Titan.

Kill them all.

*

I’m floating in the vacuum. Tancred said I should stay aboard the Designation: Up Yours, but I needed to get away from the empress’s grotesque corpse, so I opted to just float here. I can hear my own breath in my helmet, an oppressively rhythmical rasp. The Designation: Up Yours slowly drifts away. 

I absently wonder how much air I’ve got left, but I can’t be bothered to look, and anyway, I can’t tear my eyes away from the battle. There are more explosions around the Behold My Tentacles of Doom, which might be Tancred. I don’t know. I’ve fallen out of tune with his thoughts. I can’t feel him anymore. I suppose there is no room for me in his head right now. I’m alone with my despair.

Francie.

Patrick.

Paul.

Badrick.

They’re all dead, which means their dragons are about to go berserk, or already are. When they’re finished here, they’ll head for Jupiter. 

I told Tancred to kill them all. But he refused. At the end of the day, they’re his family, not me.

Plus, there are all these Offense ships around, and he’s hungry. 

Oh, well. At least the Offense won’t survive, either. By the time the Void Dragons are done, there’ll be nothing left in the solar system except cinders.

Eventually I notice that the Behold My Tentacles of Doom has got smaller. I must be falling away from it quite fast. 

Then, as I continue my tumble, something large and pearly blots out Saturn.

It’s one of the other arkships.

There, and gone, going like a bullet. 

I try to follow it with my eyes, lose it—and then see it bright and clear, because it is blowing up.

Whoaaaa.

To a mind saturated in despair, the sight of an Offense arkship blowing up is sweet mood music. I’m incentivized for the first time to use my mobility thrusters to stabilize my spin, so that I can watch it, like a rubbernecker standing on a non-existent sidewalk with Saturn below my feet. Look at that baby burn. There must have been a reactor or several in each pearl on the string, and they’re going off like nukes. I’m probably getting saturated in radiation, but who cares? 

That was sweet, Tancred.

I know it was him. Who else could have done that?

Do another one.

The next one is further away, which is a bit disappointing. I can’t actually see the individual habitats blowing apart, so it’s harder to imagine the dying screams of millions of jellies. But I’ll take it. 

I stare around, waiting for the show to continue. 

Instead, what I see is a veil blotting out everything, luminous and mossy green.

My faceplate’s fucked, I guess. Or I’m dying of radiation poisoning, and this is what it looks like. 

Agonizing pressure grips my ribcage. Oh, OK. CO2 poisoning. They say it’s a painless death. As usual, they lied. Well, it can’t last long. Francie, Patrick, Paul, Badrick, Huifang, Milosz, I’ll see you soon—

Tancred’s presence stabs me in the heart. Hatred and joy and fear, all blended into a single strong emotion. I’m feeling his appetite. There is an elusive undercurrent of shame. He didn’t want me to see him like this. And at first I can’t see him. It just looks like space has turned mossy green. 

Then my inner ear tells me I am shifting position, and the greenness goes down like a car window. And I see the side of his head, the size of the Amadeus VII, with one appley eye looking at me.

He has picked me up in his claws. He is so big now that just one of his claws wraps entirely around my body.

Tancred! I can’t BREATHE!

Appalled that he’s holding me too tightly, he relaxes his grip. I inhale a gulp of air. My ribs ache.

His eye is the size of a swimming-pool.

I see the anxiety in that eye. He needs my approval all the more now. I nod slowly, wincing at the pain in my ribs, hiding my shock at his monstrous size.  

Did you do it? Did you kill them?

No, Daddy. I not kill.

He lifts me up so I can see over his wings. There’s another Void Dragon following behind him. It is green, a darker green than Tancred, and about half his current size.

After a second I recognize it as the empress’s baby dragon.

She’s not so little anymore, I say bleakly.  

I feed her. She burn ships. I eat more. I feed her more. She burn more, Tancred explains. She want keep burning. Daddy, she HATE jellies. 

Me too, I say. 

Since destruction of the Offense is my only remaining goal, I point to another Offense arkship which has come into view while we were speaking. It appears to be aiming to dock with the Behold My Tentacles of Doom. Or maybe destroy it. Either way, we’ll take the smaller one out first. Then—what happen if dis ting BREAKS? We will find out, Badrick. I suspect tidal forces will drag it down until it crashes into Titan. Should be pretty. 

That one is Grief Merchant, Tancred says, displaying an unsuspected ability to recognize individual Offense ships. Burn it, Daddy? Really?

My initial instinct is to say yes. But Tancred knows me better than I know myself. I hesitate—

—for long enough to spot the Amadeus VII, an incongruous steel-gray arrowhead, docked at one of the Grief Merchant’s habitats. 

Fucking Jamie. 

As I waver indecisively, the Amadeus VII lifts off and rises, at a stately pace, towards us.

That has to take some guts. Imagine what they’re seeing: a dragon the size of a moon. In fact, a Void Dragon much like the one that took out Sol.

“Jay?”

When my suit radio comes alive, the voice on the other end makes me shiver and grit my teeth. 

“Elsa?” Or is it Fake Elsa again?

“We just need a few more minutes!” she says desperately.

“What for?”

No answer comes except a crackle.

I glance up, as the world turns to blue-white light. 
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The burst of dragon-fire goes over my head and singes Tancred’s left wing. He screams, not so much in pain as incomprehension, and turns to face his attacker. 

Two attackers.

A topaz-brown dragon and a sapphire-blue one, both of them elephant-sized—that is, the size of mice compared to Tancred now. 

Octesian. And Faith.

On their backs: two spacesuited figures whom I take to be Jamie. And Sara.

She’s with him. He’s with her. 

This feels like the ultimate betrayal. “What the hell, guys?”

“So that’s what it takes to get your attention,” Sara says. “There was a time when I thought you liked me. Dumb old Sara, huh? Aaaanyway, not here to discuss my broken heart.”

Her broken heart? What about mine? 

“Where is Jay, anyway?” Jamie says irritably. “I can’t see him. This dragon is the size of a freaking planet.” They’re swooping around Tancred’s head, scanning the hills and valleys of his neck ridges. 

Jamie’s words hurt and embarrass Tancred. He doesn’t like being this big. He starts to put his head under his wing, which sends both Faith and Octesian fluttering upwards in fright. 

Sticks and stones, little scaly-butt. I’ll handle them. 

I wriggle up and out of Tancred’s claws. Gasping at a twinge from my ribs, I sit astride his long middle claw like it’s the branch of a tree. “Yoohoo,” I say flatly, waving.

Octesian comes flying down. “Way to go,” Jamie says. “You’ve ruined everything.”

“How about you just fuck off?” 

“So mature.”

“You were supposed to wait for us to get back!”

Faith flies down and hovers in the void beside Octesian. “Can it, you two,” Sara says. 

“They’re dead!” I shout. “Francie, Patrick, Paul, Badrick, Bolt, they’re all dead!”

Sara is so close I can see her face through her visor in the light spilling from the Amadeus VII. It crumples. “Oh man,” she says in a choked voice. “Oh man oh man.”

“You should’ve waited!” I yell at Jamie.

He’s silent for a moment, his face in shadow. Then he says, “My kids were on the Grief Merchant. If you seriously thought I was going to wait, you don’t have kids. Oh, that’s right, you don’t. You’re just a kid yourself.”

“We rescued everyone,” Sara says. “All the people from ARES, plus the survivors of Jamie’s convoy, plus the survivors of the original diplomatic mission.”

There were survivors? I let that pass. “Why didn’t you stop him, Sara? I gave you an explicit order!”

“Well, forgive me for thinking our relationship was a little more nuanced than that,” she yells. Then she gestures at Baby, who’s wallowing in the void above us. “Jeez! That’s why! Elsa got through to the Amadeus VII. She warned us that the empress had a Void Dragon. She was gonna sic it on our Void Dragons—”

“She didn’t understand the first thing about Void Dragons,” I say. But she sure did understand about target shooting. I involuntarily relive what I saw on the screens of the Designation: Up Yours. Francie’s faceplate exploding. Patrick’s guts streaming out of the hole in his spacesuit. I’m shaking. Nauseated. I have to concentrate for several seconds on getting my body under control.

“—the real enemy,” Sara is saying.

“What?”

Sara spreads her gloves hopelessly as if giving up on getting through to me. Jamie tilts his helmet, looking up at Tancred, who has swivelled his head around on his long snaky neck to stare at us as he takes in every detail of the conversation. 

“The Offense,” Jamie says, speaking slowly, as if to a child, “are not our real enemy. The Void Dragons are.” 

I nearly choke on my laughter. “Too right,” I say. “Smaug, Beelzebub, Rude Boy, and Pinkie Pie are somewhere out there right now, heading for Jupiter. Unless Baby already ate them.”

Sara nods. “Faith just ate her way across the Grief Merchant.” She strokes her dragon’s neck with a tenderness that puts a lump in my throat. “She’s still hungry, as well.”

“So’s Octesian,” Jay says. “Can’t you see the end-game, Jay?”

“Sure,” I say. “If you don’t get out of my face, Baby will eat your dragons, as well.”

A stab from Tancred, not exactly reproachful. More like wretched. It’s another flavor of that appetite he’s finally let me see, or I have finally come to understand after meeting Baby. Hungry, hungry! Now, at last, I know what he means. I’m hungry, hungry! too. Hungry for food, hungry for love, hungry for forgiveness. Hungry to burn. 

“Say she does,” Jamie goes on. “Say she eats all our dragons, and Tancred’s the only one left. Say he eats all the Offense ships, and there are none left. What comes after that?”

I can feel Tancred desperately trying to be small, trying to hide from what he is and what he will become. But it’s useless. Evolution designed him this way.

“They mate,” Jamie says. “Then Baby eats Tancred. Then she eats Jupiter. Then she lays eggs and dies.”

Tancred is curling his third and fourth claws around. They’re coming at me like wickedly pointed battering rams. I duck. 

“They’re a cuckoo species,” Jamie goes on.  “They exploit the instincts of sapient beings. They use us to raise their young. And then eat our stars.”

Tancred’s claws are prying at my back. It’s like he’s trying to flick me away. I hang on desperately. 

“The end-game is they eat the whole fucking galaxy,” Jamie yells. “You won’t be around to see it. None of us will …”

The rest of what he says is lost to the pounding of my pulse in my ears, the desperate rasp of my breath. Tancred is lifting me away from Sara and Jamie. 

Lifting me towards his mouth.

Silhouetted against Titan, his jaws open. His fangs are like the pillars of a cathedral. The roof of his mouth glows green. Fiery strings of green drool boil off his house-sized molars. I could walk in there and lose myself. My friends are dead. Sara’s broken my heart. My family is a hot mess. And it’s all my fault. I want everything to go away. In fact, Tancred eating the galaxy doesn’t seem like such a bad plan. 

But I guess he needs me out of the way, so he and Baby can concentrate on their epic orgy of destruction. I wait for the killing blast of dragon-fire. Come on, Tancred. Make it be over. 

He raises me delicately to the tip of a lower eyetooth. Now the tooth is poking at my suit. At my utility belt. Is he trying to impale me? Panic whites out the inside of my head. I start to struggle desperately.

Want blankie! he wails at last, giving up on his attempts to get my utility belt off.

He throws me away.

Towards Titan.

I fall, spinning, into the orange mouth of hell. 

As I fall, I reach down to my utility belt. It’s all twisted around. I finally get the main zip pouch open. 

I unpicked it from the tartan throw, as Tancred didn’t seem to care about it anymore. I was going to throw it out but it had such sentimental associations for me that I couldn’t bear to just dump it in the recycling. I think, I think I put it in here—

Yes. 

Clumsy in my spacesuit gloves, spilling tools from the open zip pouch, I wave the dirty rag over my head. It was once white, like a flag of surrender. Now it’s gray.

Here it is, little scaly-butt. I kept it for you.

Tancred blocks out the universe. He dives down with a ululating cry. I tell him wordlessly, with all my heart and soul, that I have never stopped loving him, that I never will stop loving him even if he eats the galaxy. That’s what unconditional love is. Jamie said I couldn’t understand because I don’t have kids. He’s the one who doesn’t understand.

Tancred has almost reached me. 

Then the Amadeus VII shoots past him. Who’s at the controls? Whoever it is, they can really fly.

Decelerating around Tancred—tiny in comparison to his bulk—the battleship lets out a funny low whine.

It’s doing something that is causing interference on my open radio channel. 

The whine rapidly gets louder, until it hurts my ears and I have to turn the radio off.

So it is in silence that I see Tancred breathe fire at the Amadeus VII.

He doesn’t eat Earth ships, but he’s hurting, wretched, devastated by his new awareness of his own nature, so he blasts fire at the annoying thing in his way, like I might swat a mosquito.

The Amadeus VII drifts on unhurt.

Huh?

Petulantly, Tancred blasts it again. 

Again, the ship seems to absorb his dragon-fire without a trace. It’s drifting with its drive off, between me and him, an obstinate gray sliver. 

Now Tancred is pissed. He grabs the ship in his claws and sticks his head up its engine bell, the way I’ve seen him devour Offense ships before. But that shouldn’t be possible! He’s way too big to get his head inside of there now! 

Am I seeing things?

He isn’t as big as he was ten seconds ago. 

It looks like the ship is sucking him up. 

Shrinking him. 

“Tancred, Tancred!” I yell. My voice breaks. “Leave him alone!”

All the answer I get is a hum of pleased surprise. Even smaller now, he crawls further into the engine bell. 

“TANCRED!”

Spacesuited figures fly towards me. If I had a weapon, I’d shoot at them. As it is, they surround me and grab my arms. They must’ve spacewalked from the Amadeus VII. Titan’s reflection in their visors leaves their identities a mystery. I fight until I’m out of strength, then sag between them. They tow me back to the Amadeus VII and dump me into the cargo airlock. 

“Why did you turn your radio off?”

The voice is Elsa’s. I carry on staring at the floor of the airlock chamber. I’m on my hands and knees. My ribs hurt. My neck hurts. My helmet is off. I don’t remember unsealing it. I’m breathing the usual shipboard smell of ozone, machine oil, and toilets. Not the weird incense odor of a ship that has been attacked by a Void Dragon. 

“Interference,” I say without raising my head.

“That was the ECAPP.”

Now I raise my head. Elsa stands before me in an engineer’s coverall. Beside her stands Dr. Clay Joy.

“We finally got it working,” he says with a broad grin. 

“So?” I say, struggling to my feet.

Then I forget the conversation. I forget everything. Because the cargo hold is full of people—and two Void Dragons. One is the size of a collie. The other one is the size of a Shetland pony.

Tancred. 

He knocks people aside in his eagerness to reach me. His wings are folded away, and his scales reflect the artificial lighting with a healthy sheen.

He barrels into me and knocks me flat on my back. If that didn’t take my breath away, the sheer joy radiating from him would. I hug him until my ribs hurt and tears spring from my eyes. 

At some point while I was struggling against my rescuers, I lost his blankie. But I don’t think it matters anymore. 

*

“The ECAPP— Energy CAPture Program—is a method of storing energy in the null field,” Dr. Joy says. “Think of it as the ultimate battery.”

“It was the raison d’etre of ARES,” Elsa says. “All our work was connected with it in one way or another.”

“This baby,” Dr. Joy slaps the constellation of black boxes hooked up to the Amadeus VII’s generator, on the engineering deck, “projects a field that I call the Joy Field.”

“As humble as ever, Clay,” Elsa teases him. 

“When heat energy or kinetic energy is transferred to the Joy Field, it’s instantaneously nulled out. That means it’s stored in the null field. You can think of energy stored in this form as the opposite of energy.”

I spread my hands. One hand holds a foilpack of coffee, the other hand holds a homemade-tasting cookie. “I’m just a tech support guy.”

“He’s talking about dark energy,” Elsa explains. “In a nutshell, we’ve invented a way to not only create dark energy but get it back. By inverting the Joy Field, we can release all the dark energy stored within its range.”

“Uh, still working on that part,” Dr. Joy says. “We haven’t yet figured out how to release it in a controlled manner. The amount of energy stored in this unit’s Joy Field right now would blow up not only this ship, but the Grief Merchant and quite possibly Titan as well. Not to worry, however. The storage capacity of the field is essentially infinite.”

I look down at Tancred, who’s sleeping on the floor with my left foot trapped under him. Baby cuddles against his side. They’re both worn out. “You pointed the ECAPP at them.”

“They flew into range of the field, yes.”

“And it sucked up their dragon-fire. The more they kept trying to burn the ship, the more energy was, um, subtracted from them.”

“I didn’t know it would shrink them,” Elsa says ruefully. “But I have to admit, I like Tancred better this size. Don’t you?”

“He likes himself better this size.” 

Tancred sighs in his sleep. I catch the edge of his dream: a dream of chasing spaceships through a meadow of stars. May it stay a dream. Nothing good ever happens to the dog that catches the car. We know that for sure now. 

I shake myself. “You can release the stored energy, though?”

“In the form of an uncontrolled explosion,” Dr. Joy admits.

“Sounds yummy.” I lower my head, chewing my cookie. So damn tired. I wonder if the Void Dragons would be able to eat the output of the ECAPP. Well, if not, we can build reactors to feed them on. I’m sure Gutmangler would give us the specs for the Offense’s reactors if he understood that the survival of the galaxy was at stake. 

Reminded of Gutmangler, I look up. “How did the civil war come out?”

Elsa and Dr. Joy laugh. I suppose that did sound kind of funny. Like I’m making light of the millions of jellies that Tancred and I murdered. But I’m not. I will never forget those explosions, or the way I felt when I was watching them. I genuinely did not give a damn. I, and Tancred, were so close to the edge. I shudder, and silently thank God for the ECAPP … and for Elsa and Clay. They left Ceres for Saturn rather than see their work halted by Earth politics. I won’t say they were wrong. 

“Gutmangler won,” Elsa says. “After Tancred destroyed the Infernal Revenue Service and the Inappropriate Jollity, the other queens sued for peace. They seem to have assumed Tancred was on Gutmangler’s side. And understandably, Gutmangler was in no hurry to correct them.”

“I think he really is on our side,” says a new voice.

My heart skips a beat.

Sara.

She stands at the entrance to the engineering deck, wearing clean clothes—an embarrassing contrast to my own sweaty t-shirt and underpants, which I now notice for the first time. I also notice the glow of her skin, the shininess of her hair, and the anxiety in her eyes.

I stand up, drag my foot out from under Tancred, and go to hug her. I don’t think twice about it. I don’t second-guess myself. I just do it.

I only meant to hug her. An apology. 

We end up kissing.

Though it lasts for a mere second or two, her soft lips change the whole world for me. The familiar old engineering deck looks brighter. I fumble for her hand, hesitate, and meet her eyes for the go-ahead before taking it.

“As I was saying,” she says. “Uh …” she turns pink. “What was I saying?”

We all laugh, especially Elsa and Clay, those heartless middle-aged folks. Well, they’re holding hands. If they can, we can, too.  

“Gutmangler,” Elsa says. 

“Right,” Sara says. “All that stuff about being the biggest asshole in the universe is just for show, if you ask me. Basically, he wants to spend his life lazing around, eating junk food, and being famous. And now he’s the emperor of the Offense. So we should be able to make a deal with him. But it depends …” She trails off.

“On what?” I’m wondering if she knows Francie, Patrick, Paul, and Badrick are dead. Wondering how I can bring myself to tell her. 

“Jesse,” she says in a low voice.

“Jesse?” I know I’ve heard that name before, but I can’t remember where.

There’s an odd silence, filled only by the hum of the ship’s life support systems, and the ECAPP’s subsonic whine.

Sara won’t meet my eyes. 

Elsa won’t, either.

Clay clears his throat. In the instant before he speaks, I guess the truth.
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Jamie meets us in the Behold My Tentacles of Doom. The Amadeus VII is now docked with one of the intact habitats of the mighty arkship. Gutmangler built a human-size docking port while everything else was going on. The jellies are amazing, the way they can just throw stuff together with a tool in every tentacle. This docking port opens straight onto a dark, cold biome filled with flappy-leaved ferns and giant fireflies. Fireflies inside a spaceship … 

I really am glad Tancred and I didn’t destroy the Behold My Tentacles of Doom. Gutmangler says he’ll show us how to build orbitals like this. I think Ceres would look really great with a necklace of pearls, although knowing humanity, it’d probably end up being a necklace of steel-gray boxes. All kinds of technology exchanges are on the table—if Jesse comes through …

“Wh-where is he?” I ask Jamie. I have to clear my throat before my voice comes out right. 

Jamie smiles. It’s the first real smile I’ve ever had from him. He is rumpled, his eyes bloodshot and baggy, and he looks kind of ridiculous in a too-small coat borrowed from somewhere. But that smile lights up the darkness.

His wife and children stand beside him.

“Up there,” he says, pointing into the darkness behind them.

“It’s so nice to meet you properly at last,” Cate says, taking my hand in both of hers. Her breath clouds in the cold air. “I’m sorry I told you to go to hell. I was a bit emotional at the time.

“Um, that’s totally OK,” I say. “Nice to meet you, too.”

“Thank you for everything.” Cate turns to Sara, beside me. “Both of you.” 

“Just doing our duty, ma’am,” Sara says, robustly. Then her face melts into a smile as she peeks at baby Ottilie, asleep in an improvised baby carrier on Cate’s back. “Awww. What a lovely little one.” 

Sara likes babies. Who knew?

“What are you doing?” I say to Troy, who’s got his little freckled face in a screen. The device is a weird combination of human and jelly tech, like a remote control car with a screen on top, and tentacles instead of wheels. Troy puts it down; it walks, then falls over.

“I made it,” he says. “I need to work on it more.”

Guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. “I might be able to help you with it,” I say tentatively. “I used to build mechas …”

I feel a prickle of amusement from Tancred, who’s playing in the snow with Faith, Octesian, and Baby.

“The computer skills skipped a generation in my case,” Jamie says. “I got Dad’s gift for languages. You got his coding skills. Your kids will probably be bilingual.”

I’m too embarrassed to look at Sara, but her elbow rubs against mine, and she doesn’t move away. 

“We ought to get a move on,” says Cate diplomatically. “It’s too cold to stand around out here.”

We walk slowly along a road, or rather, a jelly-sized forest trail, through the ferns. Slowly, because of the kids and the dragons, who are acting like kids, delighting in their ECAPP-ified smaller size, crashing around in the extraterrestrial undergrowth. And slowly because I’m dawdling, asking Troy about his mecha, trying to catch fireflies to make Sara laugh—anything rather than face what, or rather who, is waiting for us …

My father.

He appears suddenly out of the ferns. A tall man with a bushy beard, wearing a cloak made from the skin of some Offense prey beast. 

“Gotta be careful in this biome,” he says. “It’s full of free-range vorstickers. They’ve got beaks as long as your arm.” 

Jamie’s jaw tightens noticeably. “It’s fine, Dad,” he says. “We’ve got Void Dragons.”

Tancred galumphs out of the ferns, followed by Faith and Octesian. My father jerks his cloak clear of a wisp of dragon-fire. “So you have,” he says. “As if it wasn’t enough to have Nightmare flying around like a miniature dive-bomber, setting this and that on fire. And Gutmangler just roars with laughter.” His gaze settles on me. I hastily straighten my face. I wasn’t really laughing. I’m just so nervous I feel sick.

“This is Jay,” Jamie says. He slings his arm around my shoulders.

“I can see that,” our father says. And I can see, too, how much he looks like me and Jamie—or should that be the other way round? His beard hides his bone structure, but I should have noticed his eyes, and his ears. 

I met him once before, on the Grief Merchant, for about five minutes. But I didn’t know who he was then, and he didn’t know who I was, either. He lectured us about the Offense art of life and then wandered off.

“I expect you think your mother and I are idiots,” he says. 

I bristle, ready to defend Mom’s honor.

“Juliette, Jesse, James, and Jay. The Four Js, we used to say. Dumb, huh?”

His name is Jesse Ruhle. He came here as part of humanity’s first diplomatic mission. When it all went wrong, he and a handful of colleagues changed sides to save their lives. And here they have lived, among the Offense, from that day to this, not quite guests, but more than hostages. 

In my father’s case, they spared him for his expertise in stellar physics. 

“I hear you do a bit of coding,” he says to me. 

“Yeah,” I say, my heart pounding. I have this stupid desire to tell him I won a prize for building micro-mechas in college. “I wrote the analysis software that cracked the Ceres Conspiracy.” Honesty compels me to add, “Well, I had the help of a friend.”

 Sadness darkens my mood. It hits me like this, every so often—every ten minutes or so, actually. I’ll never again hear Patrick’s laugh, or see Francie applying herself 200% to some meaningless task, or hear Paul playing the violin, or Badrick complaining, or have to listen to Bolt droning on about his latest greatest life-hack. 

“Bolt Galloway,” my father nods, to my astonishment. “Yeah, he’s helping me now. He’s a decent electrical engineer, for a code monkey.”

“Dad,” Jamie says, with a mixture of exasperation and warmth. “You ruined the surprise.”

I don’t stop to hear anymore. Neither does Sara. With an excited yelp, she takes off running down the trail. I follow and quickly overtake her. Tancred and Faith show us the way. I thought they had gone suspiciously quiet. 

Turns out they were in on the surprise. 

We hook left at a fork in the path, towards a hangar-sized door spilling light through the ferns, and Void Dragon gladness bursts over me, amplified times six. 

I stumble into a rainbow of flapping wings and lashing tails, and a roar of “Scatter! Sara!”

Sara bursts into tears.

I just stand there, feeling dizzy, until Patrick pounces on me and hugs me so hard that my still-sore ribs hurt, followed by Francie, Paul, Badrick, and Bolt. 

“I thought you were dead,” I say, punching Patrick in the arm, because I don’t want to cry. 

“Have some goddamn faith,” he says.

*

“I fell and fell and fell,” Francie says, her face darkening at the memory. 

“Thought I was gonna fall all the way to Saturn’s rings,” Patrick says. 

“I saw you die,” I say. “I saw it.”

“No, you didn’t,” Patrick says. “You saw graphic manipulation. Remember Fake Elsa? The empress was great at that stuff.”

I grimace. I was totally fooled. That’s what comes of expecting the worst all the time. “But she did try to kill you. I saw the explosions.”

“Sure,” Bolt says. “The Void Dragons soaked up the kinetic impact, but we fell off. We all went spinning in different directions.”

“Thought I was done for,” Paul says. “Running out of air, no reserves in the tank. Then here comes Beelzy, like a flipping angel of mercy.” He slaps Beelzebub’s shoulder. “Might have to change your name to Gabriel, something like that!”

Not only did the Void Dragons rescue their owners, Smaug also rescued Bolt. They carried them back to the Behold My Tentacles of Doom, and Gutmangler let them in.

“We still thought we were finished,” Francie says. “The other arkships were chewing up the Behold. Gutmangler’s rebels were totally outnumbered.”

“Den Tancred came along!” Badrick says.

Everyone looks at Tancred. He is now one of the smaller dragons. He’s play-fighting with Smaug all over the floor of the workshop, like a bolt of green lightning wrestling an elephant. A far cry from the moon-sized monster they last saw—yet the monster is still there, in his speed and aggression, even in play, and his resolute authority. 

“Baby also helped,” I say, pointing to the collie-sized Void Dragon lolloping at Tancred’s heels.

“Are you going to keep her?” Francie says.

“Yes,” I say.

“I’m going home after this,” Patrick says.

“After our vacation,” Francie says.

I look from one of them to the other. 

“You mean our honeymoon,” Patrick says, grabbing Francie around the waist. “We’re going to Callisto.” When our cheering dies down, he adds, “When Francie gets bored we’ll come and visit the rest of y’all. Should take about twenty-four hours.”

They are fantasizing about an easy future, a beautiful future. I’ve seen them build these castles in the air countless times. Could the dream of peace really come true this time? 

It all depends on my father.

This end of the workshop is the dorm where Jesse, his colleagues, and Jamie’s family have been staying since their transfer from the Grief Merchant. Beds of fern fronds and animal skins, a log fire in the hearth, gruesome trophies on the walls—the Offense art of life at its finest. The children are asleep. Someone, somehow, has managed to procure a package of marshmallows. I leave my friends toasting them on sticks and walk the length of the workshop to the horseshoe of computer desks where the action is.

Jamie and Jesse are discussing technical terms with a brace of jelly engineers. They’re speaking the Offense language. Elsa and Clay are relying on translation software to converse with Gutmangler himself. Bolt’s typing like fury. I tap him on the shoulder. “Where did you get the marshmallows?”

His scowl relaxes. “Off of a capture. I also got a couple of ship’s computers and all the peripherals. Makes our old setup look like a handheld.”

“Is that what this is?”

“Yeah, mostly. I gotta work.”

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to read your dad’s handwriting,” he says, jerking his chin at a stack of scraps of parchment. 

“This might help,” I say, offering him a thumb drive. I brought it from the Amadeus VII. I was going to give it to my father, but he seems to be busy.

Bolt takes the thumb drive and drops it beside his keyboard. 

My father swings around, sees me, beckons. When I stand beside him, he smells like pine trees—a smell that momentarily disorients me, triggering lost memories of my early childhood, an impression of warmth that’s there and gone. “What do you think this is?” He points to a computer. On the screen is a live feed of Saturn. I can tell it’s a live feed because of the Offense ships moving around the periphery of the rings. 

“Saturn.”

“Good. See that ship?” He stabs the screen.

“Yeah.”

“That’s carrying the gravity-caster.”

“Great,” I say, not sure where he’s going with this.

“Your father is a genius,” Gutmangler rumbles, slapping his back with a tentacle so hard that my father staggers and says something angry in the Offense language. Gutmangler laughs.

“For fifteen Earth years the empress held him captive,” Gutmangler says, “and he claimed he could not accomplish anything without his data. He had her fooled! He has truly mastered the Offense art of life.”

My father smiles sourly, and explains.

“You destroyed the field compactor unit, and UNGov destroyed my data. But all is not lost. I’ve still got the data.” He taps his skull. “In my head.” 

“He has offered to build us a field compactor unit,” Gutmangler booms. 

“It’ll take four to six units to ignite Saturn,” my father says. “And I’m not guaranteeing anything. I’ve said I’ll try, that’s all.”

“Yes, yes! Take your time.”  

Genial as Gutmangler seems, I know that our truce depends on his ability to deliver. Otherwise we’ll be back to mutually assured destruction, now with more Void Dragons. 

“We’ll see how it goes,” my father says. He lopes over to a computer running a 3D model of Saturn on his computer. “This is my working model for testing the field compactor design. I’m about to run the latest iteration.” We all gather around to watch the simulation run.

A dull spark glows in the heart of Saturn … and then fizzles out.

One more time.

Fizzle.

The watching jellies gargle unhappily. 

“Well, I warned you,” my father says curtly. 

Everyone stares glumly at the screen. Only Bolt obliviously keeps typing. Clay starts to say something about how we might be able to leverage the ECAPP’s capabilities to compensate. Elsa shuts him up with a nudge. 

“Models are often wrong,” I say.

My father ignores me. “Recall the gravity-casting ship, Gutmangler.” He’s red under his beard. I can see how difficult it is for him to admit to failure. Same as me. “Back to the goddamn drawing-board.”

“While your human fleet draws closer,” Gutmangler rumbles, his dome pulsating with displeasure.

An Earth fleet is, of course, on its way to investigate the chaos out here. They might be peaceful envoys, as they say. or they might be armed with nukes. I really, really don’t want to have to weaponize the Void Dragons again.

My father shrugs. “Not my problem.”

“Nothing’s ever his problem,” Jamie whispers to me. “You can see why I decided to go by Scattergood. I used his last name up until he left on the diplomatic mission. Then I decided: OK, I’m not his problem … so I won’t be anymore.”

“He always like this?” I whisper back.

Jamie shrugs. “Mostly. Well, not always. He’s under a lot of pressure right now.”

“I can see that.”

Suddenly, Bolt says, “Hey, what’s this?” He looks up and waves to my father. “Dr. Ruhle, I think you better have a look at this.”

Bolt’s got my thumb drive plugged into his machine.

My father leans over him. “Pictures …” He literally leaps in the air. “Holy! Fucking! Crap! That’s the field compactor unit!” He seizes Bolt’s mouse and flicks through the whole set of pictures. “Close-ups of the circuit boards. Oh yeah, baby!”

Jamie says out loud, “Where did those come from?”

“I had the thing on my ship for months,” I say. “I was going to try taking it apart. But then I got cold feet. So I never got any further than taking pictures.”

My father hugs me. His embrace is unfamiliar, and yet it feels right on some deep level. “I’m proud of you,” he whispers fiercely. “I’m sorry I didn’t say it before.” 

All I can do is nod. 

“I owe Jules a big apology,” he says, louder, grinning. “She did OK.”

“Ahem,” Elsa says. “If Jay turned out OK, you’re looking at half the reason why.”

My father, exuberant, hugs her, too. “You’re good people, Elsa.” Then he spins back to me and Bolt. “Let’s get these pictures rendered as diagrams, labelled, and analyzed. Everyone who knows a capacitor from a gate, grab a keyboard!”

I would, but my arthritis is acting up pretty bad. I hang out awkwardly, nursing my claw-stiff hands, while everyone else gets to work. 

Tancred, sensing my discomfort, leaves his game and comes to butt against my hip. I rest my hands on the sides of his shoulders, letting his warmth soothe my knuckles. I had forgotten how good this feels. 

OK, Daddy?

Yup, little scaly-butt. I’m OK.

I owe a lot to my mom and Elsa, but the biggest reason I am OK is right here. My Void Dragon.

 


EPILOGUE

 

Four months later, I’m on board Gutmangler’s newly built flagship, the Size Matters. It’s got a swimming pool. Actually, a hatching pool. It’s full of baby jellies, but Tancred, Baby, and Faith aren’t letting that stop them from playing in the water. 

I take Sara’s hand. “At least someone’s having fun,” I say ruefully, watching the dragons splash around.

“Don’t worry, Jay. It’s going to work.”

But is it? Is it?

We have spent the last months tweaking the field compactor design, trying it out, and tweaking it again. When I say we, I mean mostly me and my father. Bolt has been sharing the coding duties with us. Meanwhile, I finally found a use for my mecha-building skills, helping the jelly engineers to build the prototype unit. 

It’s been an interesting few months. My father is not easy to work with. That’s an understatement. He is arrogant, doesn’t listen, and gives up too easily, while also being the most tenacious person I’ve ever met—I know, that’s a paradox, but it’s one I recognize when I look in the mirror. 

When our first prototype failed, he got into a shouting match with the UNGov representatives who are here to observe the process. He dredged up the whole saga about how they destroyed his data back on Earth. It took all Jamie’s diplomatic talents to defuse the situation. Wonder of wonders, Jamie got the UNGov people to admit they had destroyed Dad’s data … and after that, Dad calmed down. He just needed to be right.

He’s actually talking to them now, on the bridge over the hatching pool. To be precise, he’s talking to the curvy brunette from the newly organized Bureau of Interspecies Affairs. 

“I hope that works out,” Mom says, following my gaze.

She’s sitting in the nest beside me and Sara, side by side with Elsa. The jelly nests make comfy sofas for two or three human beings. Mom and Adam came out on the same convoy that brought the Interspecies Affairs people. They came to see us, but Adam is also recruiting jelly sponsors for his conservation efforts in Kenya. We’ve given the jellies Callisto; they had already seeded it with their own marine lifeforms, but the terms of the 124,000-page (and counting) Human-Offense Peace Treaty allow for human settlements on Callisto, such as the sea farm that Francie and Patrick are running. And also jelly settlements on Earth.

That is really controversial. I agree that it might be good if humans and Offensives live side by side and come to understand each other. But as long as there’s only one star to go around, the element of competition is never going to go away. 

That’s why this has to work.

Outside the giant observation window beyond the pool, the beige globe of Saturn floats. The gas giant looks the same as ever. But now it has no rings. The rubble that composed them has fallen into Saturn, attracted by its now-greater gravity. All the Offense assets that used to orbit the gas giant have retired to the safe distance of Titan’s orbit.

In the heart of Saturn, our version 2 field compactor units have been hard at work for weeks, forming neutronium out of Saturn’s metallic hydrogen core. Yesterday, the gravity-casting unit joined them to play its part in increasing the planet’s gravity well. Remote telemetry from the units reports that two of our eight field compactor units have failed. Will the remaining six be able to produce enough neutronium to sustain a fusion reaction? My stomach bubbles with nerves.

“The Scattergood men,” my mom is saying to Sara, “need to keep busy.”

“I know,” Sara says confidingly. “Jay’s so involved with this project, he types on my back in his sleep.” 

“Hey!” I mean, I’m glad my mom and Sara get along so well, but do you see me telling her family that she shouts “Oorah!” at … well … certain times? I wouldn’t dream of it. 

Elsa snorts. “Clay’s just as bad.”

“Pot, kettle,” my mom says, digging her elbow into Elsa’s side. 

The two sisters laugh. Elsa sips her champagne. She has nerves of solid steel. She appears not to be worried at all. “Get him something to look after,” she says to Sara.

“Thanks, I’ve already got two Void Dragons,” I say. I lean forward, noticing that the Void Dragons are climbing out of the pool. Blithely shaking water onto the guests, they crowd close to the observation window. Humans and jellies draw back, still nervous around the dragons. Now Faith is in the air, clawing at the window. “Shit, Sara, we better get over there.”

“I was thinking of something less demanding,” Elsa yells after us. “Like a baby.”

“Jay,” Sara says, as we hurry down from the seating area and around the pool, “this feels like the right moment to tell you I’m pregnant.”

I stop walking and stare at her in shock.

“Gotcha,” she says, stretching up on tiptoes to kiss me.

“Oh man,” I say. “this was about to be the best day of my life.”

The look she gives me is teasing, but burns with something weighty. The love I never thought I’d have.

We cross the bridge and skid down to the observation window. Sara jumps on her tiptoes, reaching up for Faith. The blue dragon comes to her side. She’s much calmer these days. Francie says it’s because Sara is calmer. “Because you guys finally got together.”

Huh. I guess maybe. Anyway, it calms me to watch Sara caressing Faith’s head, murmuring prayers, instead of yelling them at her like a drill sergeant, the way she used to.

Tancred and Baby press against my legs. Daddy! Tancred’s excited. What that?

What’s what, little scaly-butt?

THAT!

“They might’ve seen one of the inner moons fall into Saturn,” Jamie says, coming up to us. “Mimas went yesterday. Enceladus was predicted to go today.”

It strikes me again what an enormous project we’ve taken on. Is this how they felt 150 years ago? “The Big Move was nothing to this,” I say. 

“C’mon,” Jamie says. “We’re not even moving Titan. It’s already far enough out.”

“It’s still pretty big.”

“It’ll be OK,” Jamie says. “The Void Dragons will hold the peace together, even if this fails.”

His worried eyes belie his confident words. A minute later our father comes over. For a wonder, he doesn’t make the tension worse. He just puts his arms around me and Jamie. “My boys,” he says softly. “This is it. Here we go. I just want to say, whether we succeed or fail, working with you two has been the highlight of my existence.”

His brunette friend passes him a mic. “Dr. Ruhle—”

“Right.” Dad takes the mic. Turning to face the guests, he says, “Here we go. Countdown to stellar ignition. Cross your fingers, toes and tentacles! Ten, nine …”

Human and Offense voices boom through the room. “Eight, seven, six, five …”

I grab Tancred’s shoulder. He’s nosing right up to the glass ahead, pressing his nose against it. 

“Four, three, two, ONE!”

It’s like the simulation we have run countless times. But this time it’s for real.

The white spark of nuclear fusion lights up in the gas giant’s core. 

And it does not die. It grows brighter, bigger. It spreads before our awed eyes until suddenly, with a flare, the whole beige globe turns white.

Enceladus, Tethys, and Dione cascade inwards, to be swallowed up by the newborn star.

Cheers, applause, and gargling hoots of joy deafen me. I wrap my arms around Sara and give her a huge kiss.

And Tancred stares in wonder at the sight before us. All the Void Dragons stare. They know what they are looking at. Their fascination’s understandable—built in by evolution, in fact. But evolution can be overcome by love. 

We’re not in the business of eating stars anymore, I tell Tancred. Now we’re building them. 
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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. 
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A Quartet of Present-Day Science Fiction Technothrillers

Ripped from the headlines: an alien spaceship is orbiting Europa. Relying only on existing technology, a handful of elite astronauts must confront the threat to Earth’s future, on their own, millions of miles from home.

Can the chosen few overcome technological limitations and their own weaknesses and flaws? Will Earth’s Last Gambit win survival for the human race?
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Hard Science Fiction With a Chilling Twist

Humanity has reached out into the stars - and found a ruthless enemy. 

It took us two hundred years to establish fifteen colonies on the closest habitable planets to Earth. It took the Ghosts only 20 years to destroy them. Navy pilot Colm Mackenzie is no stranger to the Ghosts. He has witnessed first-hand the mayhem and tragedy they leave in their wake. No one knows where they came from, or how they travel, or what they want. They know only one thing for sure:

Ghosts leave no survivors.

 

Save From Wrath (short story, subscriber exclusive)
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Near-Future Hard Science Fiction

A genocidal AI is devouring our solar system. Can a few brave men and women save humanity?

In the year 2288, humanity stands at a crossroads between space colonization and extinction. Packed with excitement, heartbreak, and unforgettable characters, the Sol System Renegades series tells a sweeping tale of struggle and deliverance.

 

Keep Off The Grass (short origin story)

Crapkiller (prequel novella, subscriber exclusive)

1. The Galapagos Incident

2. The Vesta Conspiracy

3. The Mercury Rebellion

A Very Merry Zero-Gravity Christmas (short story)

4. The Luna Deception

5. The Phobos Maneuver

6. The Mars Shock

7. The Callisto Gambit
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Near-Future Non-Hard Science Fiction

An Irishman in space. Untold hoards of alien technological relics waiting to be discovered. What could possibly go wrong?

 

Rubbish With Names (prequel story, subscriber exclusive)

Skint Idjit

Intergalactic Bogtrotter

Banjaxed Ceili

Supermassive Blackguard
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