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The asteroid 409663 Mingetty is a pebble drifting on the edge of the Jovian Belt. It has one surface feature of note: a crater, smooth-rimmed, weathered by the solar wind from a star—Sol—that no longer exists. I stand on the rim of the crater, EVA-suited, apparently alone in the universe. 

Down on the crater floor, dust hangs sparkling in the light of Jupiter. It’s sinking at a snail’s pace in Mingetty’s next-to-nil gravity, but it is sinking. 

Meaning it was stirred up recently. 

They came this way.

Well, of course they freaking did. I already knew that. The asteroid is so tiny there’s nowhere else for them to have gone.

I bound down the sloping side wall of the crater. Tancred flaps down from the blackness overhead, momentarily blocking out Jupiter with his wings. He joins me on the crater floor.

We move towards the shadow of the opposite wall, which is shrinking as the asteroid rapidly rotates. Drawing back like a black curtain, the shadow exposes two rovers with tools clamped down in their beds.

I squeeze between the rovers.

Tancred just hops over them.

Together, we shuffle into the darkness of the tunnel we dug ourselves, which will in future hide and protect a collection of inflatable habs. 

Francie actually did most of the digging. Well, not herself, but she volunteered to take charge of the operation. She designed the tunnel, did all the paperwork to validate her proposal, and drew up a work rota for the crew of the Ottokar, our cruiser and temporary home. Boy, were they pissed. They thought this was going to be a cushy posting. That was before they met Francie. 

To be fair, Francie has been down here every day too, slave-driving—sorry—helping and encouraging the work crews. She likes to keep busy.

So does Patrick. 

It’s Patrick’s fault Tancred and I are edging down a tunnel in the pitch dark, instead of sitting comfortably in my office on board the Ottokar while I work on my own stuff.

“You’re the commander,” Patrick said the other day. “You gotta participate at least some of the time.”

Meaning, that is what Patrick would do if he were commander. And as Patrick actually has leadership experience, which I do not, and more leadership ability in his little finger than I do in the whole of my lanky, awkward body, I feel like I have to listen to what he says.

Heigh ho.

Tancred skids on the floor of the downward-sloping tunnel, scrabbling for purchase with his claws, knocking stone chips from the drilling operation down ahead of us. Of course, there’s no sound down here, because there’s no air, but those bits of gravel are gonna bounce all the way down to the bottom. Try and be a bit more stealthy, I say to him, gently. The tunnel is not a good place for him. He is now the size of a large carthorse. The ceiling is too low for him to sit up on his haunches. And he can’t use his wings. 

He’s peeved, and not just because I made him come down here.

Why must Tancred be baddie? Why, every time?

I sigh. It’s just because you’re the biggest. It doesn’t mean anything—

My attempt to cheer him up is interrupted by a shout of “Fire at will!” 

Oh. 

I thought they’d ambush us at the bottom of the tunnel, in the big cavern where the drilling machinery is. 

Instead, they’ve lain in wait for us halfway down the tunnel, in the wide place where the work crew used to park their machines when they needed to get one vehicle out past another one. It’s a layby with an uneven ceiling that slopes all the way down to the floor on one side.

Rude Boy and Wiktor flap behind me, closing the box, while Smaug, Jade, and Beelzebub fly straight at me from my ten, twelve, and two o’clock. 

I see all this—the flapping of metallically glinting wings, the outstretched necks, the spread claws—in the light of the fire puffing from the babies’ mouths.

At Tancred.

Simultaneously, EVA-suited figures rise up from the shadows beneath the overhang of the layby’s lower side. Their faceplates reflect the stabbing dragon-fire. Their fists clutch energy weapons. 

I draw my own weapon, too late.

Their beams lock onto my chest. I hear a discordant ding-dong in my helmet, and an automated voice says: “You are dead.”

That didn’t take long.

Feeling a little ruffled that I got hit so quickly, but also relieved not to have to fight, I go and sit down under the overhang and watch Tancred play the bad guy. 

The little Void Dragons flap around his head, panting fire. Not one of them is bigger than a house cat. They could breathe fire all day and still not hurt him. But it does sting awfully, he’s told me, and I admire his patience and forbearance as he darts his head from side to side, carefully grabbing one baby after another in his teeth, and setting them down on the floor. He really doesn’t make a very convincing baddie. He’s scared of hurting them. The babies, on the other hand, are not scared of hurting him. They’re giving it all they’ve got, and having tremendous fun. Their joyous cheeping fills my head.

“You’re supposed to lie down where you got hit,” Francie says to me, on a private channel.

I glance to all sides until I see her sitting under the overhang, quite near me. She’s holding Pinkie Pie, her own Void Dragon, in both arms. “Sitting this one out?”

She sighs. “Pinkie would just eat the Bulldogs.” 

These are the non-lethal energy weapons we use for these training exercises. Even with the beam strength dialed way down, they’re Pinkie Pie’s favorite food. The little dragon is wriggling in Francie’s arms. Hungry! HUNGRY! She’s getting frantic.

“Guess I’ve got to feed her,” Francie says. She draws her own Bulldog and settles Pinkie Pie in the crook of her left arm. “Open wide.” Aiming carefully, she fires into the baby dragon’s mouth. It is a rather horrifying sight, even though I know Pinkie loves it. “I just don’t want her to get too big, you know?” Francie says.

I know. Do I ever know. I ruefully watch my half-grown Void Dragon kicking the butts of five humans and five other Void Dragons without even trying. He kicks Patrick in the stomach, gently, while totally ignoring the fact that Paul is shooting a Bulldog at him. Tancred doesn’t eat lousy rotten Earth-manufactured energy weapons. He eats Offense spaceships, and he is participating in this exercise for no other reason than that I want him to. 

The irony is that I don’t want to be here, either. We’ve been on Mingetty for eight months, waiting for something to happen. In that time we have run through every training exercise with dragons that Patrick can devise, most of them over and over. We’re all bored out of our skulls.

But I do, actually, have something better to do.

Saying nothing to Francie, I open a private connection to the Ottokar’s computer. A window pops up on my faceplate. With no keyboard, I can’t actually work, but I can review what Bolt and I did this morning. 

Bolt Galloway was my roommate when I was in the 11th Technical Support Regiment. I recruited him to be the 1st Dragon Corps’s IT specialist. Admittedly, I chose him because of his unparalleled ability to procure booze and goodies, even on a remote asteroid. But he’s actually a pretty decent coder. So I brought him into my secret project.

Hmm … looks like he’s still working. He’s tested our new code module against a dummy encrypted email … 

… and it didn’t make a dent in it.

Damn. Damn, damn, damn.

A wave of frustration rises up in me, so intense it borders on panic. 

How can this be so difficult?

I refuse to admit it may not be possible.

Bleakly, I raise my eyes from Bolt’s code execution analysis and check on the progress of the fight. Tancred has Rude Boy, Beelzebub, Wiktor, and Jade trapped under one hindclaw in a mewling pile. Orangey-yellow Smaug is still in the fight. He’s the fastest of the babies, and … I don’t want to say meanest, because he’s Patrick’s dragon. But in a fight, even a pretend fight, he’s maximally aggressive, just like Patrick. 

Now he’s clinging to Tancred’s hindquarters, out of reach of Tancred’s claws, clawing and panting fire onto Tancred’s back. That hurts, and Tancred is running out of patience.

“Heads up,” says a voice in my ear.

This voice instinctively brings a smile to my face, even amidst my worries. It is Sara, my XO. “What’s up?” I say.

She’s back on the Ottokar, acting as commander in my absence. And even before she speaks, my smile fades, because Sara is a former Marine. She does things by the book. She would not interrupt a training exercise unless it was very important. 

“We’ve picked up infrared drive signatures,” she says. “Four ships, heading this way.”

*

I switch to the public channel. “Hey guys, gotta call a halt.” Whoops. I am a lieutenant colonel. I’d better try to sound like one. “I’m terminating this exercise at the present time.”

My friends stop playacting. Smaug does not. He leaps up onto Tancred’s head and breathes fire right into his face.

OW! Tancred howls, and scrapes him off. 

Smaug eludes Tancred’s claws, rights himself in the air, dodges past Tancred, and zooms out of the cavern.

Tancred goes after him, galumphing up the tunnel, sending a shower of small stones and dust back into the layby.

“What’s going on?” Patrick says to me.

I tell them what Sara said, while we hurry up the tunnel after Tancred and Smaug. At that moment Sara gets back to me. “For your information, we have no data on any Earth ships headed this way at present. Nothing’s scheduled to pass through our sector.”

While she’s speaking, I key Patrick, Francie, Paul, Badrick, Huifang, and Milosz into the conversation. I do this because I am hoping they’ll give me some cues as to what to do. 

Eight months we’ve been here. Eight months, and no ships have ever entered our sector before, except for the occasional Earth patrol passing through, and our own supply ships. This is the first test of my abilities as commander of the 1st Dragon Corps. 

“Try hailing them,” Patrick says.

“Yeah, try hailing them,” I say to Sara.

“Will do,” Sara says. “Do you want us to also analyze the drive signatures and radar returns to see if we can identify them that way?”

“Good idea,” Patrick says.

“Do it,” I say.

“OK, and in the meantime you might want to know that Smaug is headed our way, but I can’t see any of the other dragons.”

“Oh Gawd,” Patrick says. “Coming.”

Tancred! I call out. Where are you?

I get a pulse of resentment back. No LIKE being baddie.

He’s floating in orbit around Mingetty, nursing his sore back and his hurt feelings.

I know how you feel, little scaly-butt. I’m not just saying that, either. Our weird mind-meld lets me feel what he feels, and see what he sees: the boring dark gray lump that is Mingetty, stars beyond. He’s on the opposite side of the asteroid from our base, sulking.

Is not FAIR, Daddy.

I know. It really isn’t fair. Listen, we won’t play that game anymore. We’ll change the rules. Or something. Promise.

I make a mental note to talk to Patrick about it. But I also hope that these unknown ships turn out to be a big, juicy Offense patrol that is flying right into Tancred’s claws. That would cheer him up. He was promised lots to eat, and he hasn’t had a bite since we left Callisto. He’s really being very good about it. 

How screwed-up is it that I hope these are Offense ships? I ought to be pissing myself with fear. But at this point, even I am so sick of the monotony, I’d welcome the change.

We burst out of the tunnel and jump into the rovers. Their cramponed wheels carry us easily out of the crater. Throwing up rooster tails of dust, we drive back across the barren, lumpy surface to our base, less than a klick away but hidden from the crater by the abrupt curve of Mingetty’s horizon. 

Our “base.” 

Two ships—the Melisende, a picket, and the much bigger Ottokar, where we all live pending the completion of the underground hab—plus a bunch of fuel and water tanks in V-frames.

The base is presently in darkness, but a white flame flickers at the top of the Ottokar’s gigantic cluster of engine bells.

“Patrick!” I yell, pointing at the candle of dragon-fire.

Patrick is at the wheel of my rover. He lets loose a string of swears that would make a Marine’s ears burn, and throws open the door. Without even bothering to hit the brakes, he hurls himself out, rolls and bounces in the micro-gravity, and engages his spacesuit’s mobility thrusters. Launching into a powered sprint, half-running and half-flying, he outdistances the rover. He’s heading for the Ottokar.

And Smaug.

I don’t see much of it, as I’m busy sliding into the driver’s seat, getting control of the rover before it crashes—not that there’s anything on Mingetty to crash into, apart from the other rover.

The others are all holding onto their Void Dragons for dear life, trying to stop them from flying to join Smaug. 

Who is so worked up from the pretend fight that he has forgotten Patrick’s strict orders. He is about to eat the reactor of the Ottokar.

Our ship.

That is the problem with the baby dragons.

In fact, I suspect that’s the real reason the 1st Dragon Corps was created, and packed off here, to the edge of the Jovian Belt, where nary an Earth ship calls in a blue moon unless it’s to bring us food and water. 

All the baby dragons—except Francie’s Pinkie Pie and Sara’s Faith—eat Earth ships. 

Patrick reaches the Ottokar. He flies up to the top of the engine cluster and makes a grab for Smaug.

Smaug flies inside the top engine bell.

Tancred! I yell mentally. Come back! Please! You’ve got to stop Smaug!

Smaug hurted me.

I know, I know, but he’s about to hurt everyone. Come ON, Tancred, please—

I brake the rover at the foot of the Ottokar’s landing stands. It’s a deep-space cruiser, which means it’s totally unaerodynamic. it looks like a metal city block on legs, with the engines at one end and the guns at the other. 

Tancred flies over my head. 

He can go pretty damn fast when he needs to.

He flies straight into the engine bell where Smaug disappeared, nearly taking Patrick’s head off with his wings as he snaps them shut. The engine bell is so big he can fit all the way in. 

The Ottokar wobbles from an interior impact. The landing stands on this side rise off the ground a millimeter and thud back down.

“Jay, wanna tell me what’s happening?” Sara says calmly.

But I don’t know what is happening. Patrick lands beside me, cursing. We should be running away, in case Smaug has burnt his way into the reactor, which would cause an uncontrolled explosion. Instead, we all stand staring up—

—until Mingetty rotates us back into Jupiter-light, and Tancred shuffles out of the engine bell, butt first, clutching Smaug in his jaws.

He thumps down to the ground, drops Smaug, and hops over to me. I hug his neck.

Smaug uncrumples himself and flies into Patrick’s arms. We all hear his wordless sobbing in our minds.

I breathe a sigh of profound relief. For a minute there I thought Tancred had killed him. The only thing that can hurt a Void Dragon is another Void Dragon. And Tancred and I both know, though we’ve never talked about it, that someday Tancred may have to kill one or more of the babies. If they pull this shit again. If they keep on pulling this shit.

“He’s just so hungry,” Patrick says. 

The others all nod their heads. Their Void Dragons are hungry, too.

*

Same goes for Jinks, the baby dragon belonging to the Melisende’s pilot, Luigi Peverelli, Francie’s grandfather. Same goes for Fleur and Buster, the dragons belonging to Marguerite and Tim Delacroix. The older couple were the parents of our lost comrade Jeremy. They are technically part of the Dragon Unit, but decline to participate in Patrick’s training exercises.

They meet us inside the Ottokar’s airlock. Shared looks say it all: what are we going to do?

I don’t know. I’m the commander, so this is my problem to solve. But I just don’t know what to do, except keep Tancred close to me. 

I peel off my EVA suit right there in the antechamber of the airlock, step into BDUs and a t-shirt, and head straight for the bridge. Tancred follows at my heels. He can just squeeze through the Ottokar’s interior corridors and pressure doors. 

The bridge is a ten-person space, designed as the command center of a unit considerably bigger than ours. It takes up most of one side of the ship. At present it is occupied only by Zach Croft—the captain of the Ottokar—and Sara. 

She rises from the XO’s seat. Unlike me, she’s wearing immaculate uniform. The Dragon Corps patch on her shoulder is partially obscured by Faith, her sapphire-blue baby dragon, draped around her neck like a scarf. Faith is always a bit … floppy. And clingy. She doesn’t eat ships. She eats Offense energy weapons. Another problem I cannot solve.

Sara pushes her straight black bangs out of her eyes. I watch the gesture in fascination, then shake my head. “So, any results from the drive signature analysis?”

“Yeah,” she says. “They’re ours.” 
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“Well, that was exciting,” I say with bitter sarcasm. 

I feel like throwing something. All tooled up and nowhere to go. Eight hungry baby Void Dragons and nothing for them to eat. 

And now Bolt is coming out of the IT office, which opens off the back of the bridge. Everything opens off the back of the bridge. There is no privacy on this ship. I should be used to it by now. “Well, that didn’t work,” he says to me, ignoring Sara and Zach. “Maybe try a side-channel attack?”

“Yeah, maybe.” I want to focus on what he’s saying, but the unknown Earth ships are still a problem, if only an administrative one. And nine-tenths of being the commander is administration. I hate paperwork—who doesn’t?—and am bad at it. I am all too aware that I rely utterly on Sara to cover my ass with BeltCOM, the regional command we answer to. “Did you file a report?” I ask her.

“Not yet. They didn’t respond to our hail, so I was waiting to see what you wanted to do about that.”

Turning to Patrick, who’s just come onto the bridge with Smaug under one arm, I say, “They didn’t respond to our hail.”

“Well, that’s weird,” he says. “Did you try resending by radio?”

We usually use laser comms out here. They’re extremely secure. The catch is you have to aim the beam very accurately. That’s not hard when you’re pointing it at something the size of Ceres or Earth. But when your target is a spaceship 6 million klicks away, which is moving at about 80 km per second, ‘accurate’ is a term of art. So it’s possible that our signal simply missed the ships by a mile, or rather several thousand miles.

“Not yet,” Sara says. “Wanna try it?”

If laser comms are like whispering into someone’s ear, radio comms are like shouting into the sky. 

“Sure,” Patrick says. “Let’s do it.”

Without asking my opinion, Sara goes over to the comms station. The Ottokar’s comms officer is on his lunch break, or maybe just watching dirty movies in his berth. “Mingetty Command to unknown ships—” Sara gives their coordinates. “Please identify yourselves and advise your planned trajectory and destination. Mingetty Command out.” She hits send and straightens up. “Let’s see what they say.”

“No freaking way should we be radioing these people,” I say.

“Huh?” Sara’s eyebrows shoot up.

I force a laugh. “I’m right here, you know.” Much as I rely on Sara and Patrick, and trust their judgment, it stings a bit to be completely ignored. 

Sara laughs. “Oh. Sorry, Jay.”

“Just kidding,” I say. But the fact is I’m starting to get a bad feeling about these ships. Not responding to a hail looks very suspicious. 

To distract myself from the tension, I meander over to Zach’s station and peek at his computer. He’s so immersed in his work, he doesn’t notice me standing behind him. 

I read over his shoulder: Yet the alien monstrosities exuded an uncanny fascination, which haunted him amidst the dreary quotidian routine … Zach stares at this sentence for ten solid seconds, and then his cursor backtracks and replaces dreary with soul-destroying. 

“Not that I disagree,” I say, “but you’re technically not supposed to be working on your novel when you’re on duty.”

He jumps a foot in the air. 

By now, the whole Dragon Unit is on the bridge. Laughter fills the room. 

“Hey, screw all y’all,” Zach says. “I’m gonna be a famous author when you guys are still earning army pay for looking after Void Dragons.”

Tancred sticks his head up close to Zach’s computer and bares his teeth.

“I think that means he doesn’t like being called an alien monstrosity,” I say. 

“Truth ain’t stranger than fiction anymore,” Zach says, very carefully patting Tancred on the head. “That’s the whole point.”

I like Zach, even if he is under the odd delusion that writing novels is a good way to make money once he gets out of the army. I’ve told him several times that he should start a blog instead. It would help to get people on our side, because the existence of the Void Dragons is not as much of a secret as it used to be. He could portray how nice they are … as well as being alien monstrosities. 

Sara is seated at the comms station, typing. She looks around at us. “Well, no response to that hail, either.”

Laughter fades as everyone takes in the implications of the unknown ships’ radio silence. And they all look at me.

They want me to make the decision, now that there are no good decisions to make.

I hit on a way to stall. “We need to model their trajectory.”

“Done,” Sara says promptly. “I’ve been tracking them since we first spotted them. We’ve got enough data to model their course now. Here it is.” 

On the big screen in front of the commander, captain, and XO’s seats, a 3D map of our sector appears in the form of a sphere littered with labelled dots—asteroids, mostly too small to matter. There’s Mingetty. And there, in the shape of moving red stars, are our four unknown ships. The computer has plotted their future trajectory.

They’re not coming here, after all. They are going to miss us by about 5 million klicks and proceed …

… out of the Belt.

Into Offense territory.

“XO,” I say, “could you zoom out?”

Sara enlarges the area covered by the map until Jupiter appears at one side of it. 

On the other side, 9 AUs away, is Saturn.

The computer-modelled trajectory of the ships curves out to Saturn and wraps around it. 

“Why the heck would Earth ships be going to Saturn?” Paul says. 

“Yeah,” Francie murmurs. “Doesn’t make sense.” 

Saturn has been occupied by the Offense for the last 15 years. It’s a frozen gas giant with no points of interest other than the moon Titan, where it rains methane. Not really much of a loss to humanity.

“Maybe they aren’t going that far,” Huifang says. “It could be a regular patrol into Offense space.”

“Could be,” Patrick says. “But you would think in that case they’d have hailed us.”

“Not if they don’t know we’re here.”

The existence of the 1st Dragon Corps, for obvious reasons, is not public knowledge. The DoD even took Mingetty off the public starmaps. On the other hand, we’re emitting heat and radio signals. The ships could see us if they were scanning their volumes in depth, as patrol ships should be. 

“They know we’re here now,” Patrick points out. 

And everyone looks at me again.

I take a deep breath. “What if they’re not really Earth ships?”

Francie says skeptically, “Drive signatures don’t lie.”

“The Offense also use hydrogen as reaction mass in their ship drives,” I say. “They just use less of it, and it’s hotter.” 

Sara says, “Jay, the analysis results did match the standard Earth drive profile, right down to the fraction of xenon in the exhaust.” 

“They could be spoofing their drive signatures.” 

I am aware of how much I want these ships to be Offense ships, for Tancred’s sake. But I also think I’m making a valid argument.

“They could be artificially throttling down their drives to make their exhaust cooler, and injecting xenon into the combustion chambers to mimic the typical output of Earth ships.”

“Aha,” Patrick says. And grins.

I am the commander. I have to command. And this is a heaven-sent chance to prove that the Dragon Corps can actually contribute to the war.

Still, my natural caution hasn’t gone away. 

“Given that this situation is one big ball of unknown unknowns, I don’t want to over-commit our resources. So let’s intercept them …” Cheering fills the bridge. “With the Melisende.”

*

The Melisende, a fast picket, is way too small to take everyone. I solve this problem by spreading five hearts and six spades face down on a table. Whoever draws a heart gets to go. 

I don’t think this is what they mean by leadership, but it works.

The upshot is that the Melisende burns away from Mingetty with Luigi at the controls, Marguerite assisting him as co-pilot, and me, Patrick, Paul, and Milosz on board, with our dragons.

Excitement runs high, but the distances out here are vast. It will be 38 hours until we intercept the unknown ships, if they continue on their present course. 

I set up my computer in the common room and get to work on my secret project.

Wish Bolt could’ve come, but I couldn’t think of any excuse to include him. Anyway, we can coordinate remotely.

We are building what will hopefully be the world’s best decryption software. 

We’re not doing this for fun. I mean, it is fun. But it’s also a matter of life and death. 

All of us have known for a while that there’s a conspiracy at the highest levels of the Department of Defense, centered on the Directorate of Military Intelligence. They’re passing information to the Offense. Betraying humanity. 

Worse yet, I have good reason to suspect that my aunt Elsa, the head of the ARES defense research agency, is part of it.

I haven’t told a single soul about that. All my friends see Elsa as our fairy godmother. It would break their hearts, just like it has broken mine.

Last year, on Callisto, we met some of the conspirators in person. This asshole Hardy—not his real name—handed over 316 unhatched Void Dragon eggs to the Offense. And got away with it! While we ended up getting sidelined to an asteroid on the edge of nowhere.

The others may think there’s nothing to do about it, but not me. I am going to get Hardy if it’s the last thing I do.

But he works for DirMInt. I don’t even know his real name. He’s majorly protected. 

The only way I’m ever going to nail him is electronically.

Fortunately, I was a professional coder before I became a commander. I’ve even done a bit of hacking in the past, as has Bolt.

And yet—we have failed, and failed, and failed again, to hack into DirMInt’s internal comms. While our regular military comms security is a joke, DirMInt is better protected than the UNGov Central Bank. We ultimately had to give up on that. Instead, we decided we’d try to break into their outgoing email.

That should be possible, because I actually have a copy of the DoD’s zero-level email encryption software. It was given to me by Elsa.

Oh, Elsa.

What if I do get proof of Hardy’s treachery—and she’s right in the middle of it? 

It doesn’t matter. I can’t let it matter. The truth matters. We have to nail the conspiracy before they sign humanity’s death warrant.

So that’s where we are now. Examining the email software for vulnerabilities, using machine learning tools to attack them. 

I work and work, losing track of time. My back aches and my eyes feel like they’re full of sand. But it’s the pain in my hands that finally breaks my flow. I have idiopathic arthritis, a.k.a young person’s arthritis, a.k.a. the worst possible chronic condition for someone who spends a lot of time at a keyboard. Now my knuckles are killing me. I push my chair away from the table and lean over, resting my forehead against Tancred’s side, sliding my hands into the pocket between his foreleg and his body. The heat of his scaly-smooth skin soothes the pain.

No good, Daddy? He can feel my frustration. He sympathizes with it. He lives with similar feelings of frustration every day. 

No goddamn good. 

Maybe Bolt is right … we should try a side channel attack … look for instances of data remanence on their servers …

“Good morning!” It’s Milosz. Squeezing around Tancred to get into the common room, which is cramped enough without a half-grown Void Dragon in it, he looks disgustingly fresh. He’s got his little red dragon, Wiktor, on one shoulder, and a foilpack of coffee in his fist.

“Is it morning?” I say, removing my aching hands from Tancred’s armpit.

“For our local value of morning, yes.”

“Gimme that coffee.”

“Mine,” Milosz says, moving it out of reach. He takes another foilpack out of the locker built into the wall and tosses it to me. I don’t even bother to wait for it to self-heat. 

When he sits down beside me, I reflexively close my work. It’s not as if I don’t trust Milosz—but what’s the point of him knowing what Bolt and I are working on, when it seems so unlikely to ever bear fruit? That leaves my computer screen innocuously displaying my email inbox. 

Milosz rests his elbows on the table as if he’s tired, although he only just got up. His face is freshly washed, and he smells of toothpaste, but he’s got circles under his eyes. Maybe he didn’t get much sleep, either. 

“It’s good to get away,” he says.

“Yeah,” I say, although I’m hardly conscious of being on a tiny spaceship burning through the void. I’m just doing the same shit I would be doing on Mingetty, with fewer interruptions.

“Sometimes I wish …” Milosz shakes his head. 

“You wish you could quit?” I say.

“How did you guess?”

It wasn’t a guess. “Pacific islands.” It’s an ongoing topic of conversation between him and Huifang, who are an unofficial couple, like Francie and Patrick are. They can’t be official as long as they are in the military, but it’s hardly a secret how fond they are of each other. Nor is it a secret that the boredom and stress of life on Mingetty has drained their enthusiasm for the 1st Dragon Corps. Time and again I have heard them building their castle in the air: a remote Pacific island, equipped with a nuclear fusion reactor which they could use to feed their baby dragons, although it seems to me like they would have to get a new one every six months or so, and do they know what nuclear reactors cost? Of course they do. It’s never gonna happen. But sometimes Tim and Marguerite join them in their fantasizing, which makes more sense as the Delacroixes are in their fifties, independently rich, and never expected to end up somewhere like Mingetty. They have jointly outfitted this imaginary Pacific island down to the last solar panel and hydrangea. 

“It’s a pipe dream,” Milosz says, surprising me. “It might work for a while, but what about when the dragons get big?” He shakes his head. “Anyway, the army wouldn’t let us go.”

“You got that right,” I say bitterly.

“This is a crusade. Crusaders don’t get to quit.”

“A crusade?”

“Yeah, a holy war. You know all our ships are named after crusaders, right?”

I did not know that. There’s a database of approved ship names, but I never knew where they came from. “Wow. So who was Melisende?”

“Queen of Jerusalem in the twelfth century,” Milosz says, his eyes lighting up. He’s big on history.

So he tells me the story of Queen Melisende, and we drink our coffee, and the others filter into the common room with their dragons, and I get up to sit on Tancred’s back so someone else can have my chair. That someone is Marguerite, a trim Frenchwoman with gray hair who reminds all of us a bit of Elsa. And it is she who says, “Jay, have you read this email yet?”

She is sitting in front of my computer, which displays my inbox.

I slide off Tancred’s back and peer at the screen.

Marguerite points at the top email. It only arrived a few seconds ago, so no, I haven’t read it yet.

It’s from Zach.

Fwd: Explosive Allegations of Treachery Roil DoD, Could Bring Down Government, Sources Allege

Patrick, looking over my shoulder, says, “Oh my freaking God.” 

I click, convulsively.

Interesting? says Zach’s attached note. He, of course, does not know that there really is a conspiracy. Much less that we have personally met one of its ringleaders. Or a nothing-burger?

People are crowding behind me, trying to see the screen.

“Chill, guys,” I say in a strange, choked voice. “It’s only Raw News.”

I was excited for a minute there, too. But Raw News is … Raw News. An internet channel that specializes in non-news, fake news, and very occasionally news that should be but isn’t.

Paul says, “Could be they’re the only ones who would touch it.” 

We all read the article. 

It leads off with a summary of everything we already know about the conspiracy, naming no names. Every sentence is lawsuit-proofed with “allegedly” and and “according to sources”—and these sources themselves are not named. Looks like Zach was right: it’s a nothing-burger.

Then I scroll down to the last paragraph.

These allegations come as the DoD itself disclosed that it had approved a diplomatic mission into Offense territory, scheduled to exit the Belt at 9 A.M. on January 19th. The mission is unprecedented, as previous attempts to make diplomatic contact with the Offense have been uniformly rejected. Experts questioned the purpose of the mission, especially since the DoD refused to name any individuals involved.

Holy shit.

I look up. My eyes meet Patrick’s. 

“Nine o’clock on January nineteeth,” I say. “That’s … fifteen minutes from now.”

“These ships we’re chasing …” Paul says slowly, “are a diplomatic mission to the Offense?”

“I guess that’s why they didn’t respond to our hails,” Patrick says, sagging. “Security and everything.”

I shake my head. “No, it makes no sense—”

Luigi interrupts us. Over the PA, he says, “Good morning, guys. Just thought you’d like to know we have visual contact.” 
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Still struggling to digest the Raw News story, we all crowd onto the bridge. Luigi sits in the pilot’s couch with his baby dragon, Jinks, in his lap. I’m a little in awe of Luigi, even though he’s too modest to wear all his medals. He’s Francie’s grandfather, and shares with her the general attitude that life is an opponent to be wrestled into submission.

“When I say we have visual contact,” he says, “this doesn’t mean we can see the ships optically. The Melisende’s telescope is not big enough for that. But the ship’s computer has decided we’re close enough to render visuals of the ships based on radar data.” 

Marguerite takes her place in the co-pilot’s couch. “Luigi, we have new information about these ships. According to the news, they are a diplomatic convoy.”

“Is that so?” Luigi says. “They don’t look like it.”

On the biggest screen, which is where the windshield would be if the Melisende was a car, the computer’s rendering of the ships takes shape. 

One, two, three, four … balls of fuzz.

“What the fuck?” Patrick yells.

The tension on the bridge is as thick as pack ice, but Luigi remains imperturbable. “They are throwing chaff out of the back of their ships. Our radar is reflecting off the chaff, so we can neither image the ships nor accurately target them.” 

He stops and glances around at me as if asking for permission to continue. This unnerves me. Luigi is three times my age and never normally bothers to ask for permission from anyone, least of all me.

“Go on,” I say.

“This chaffing trick is a common Offense tactic.” 

“They can’t be Offense ships,” Milosz exclaims. “It’s a diplomatic mission from Earth!” 

“We don’t know that,” Patrick says, perking up once more—and Smaug has perked up, too. Fixated on the screen, he’s practically licking his chops.

“I agree,” I say. “It makes no sense. Why would the DoD try to contact the Offense diplomatically? Why now? And why announce it after the mission left, when it’s already a long way from Earth … coincidentally at the very same time as this story about the conspiracy broke?”

Then we have to show Luigi the Raw News story. 

He scratches his jowls. “I flew for the Directorate of Military Intelligence a long time ago,” he says. “When they were still working for humanity, before the scum rose to the top, you understand?” He points to the paragraph about the diplomatic mission. “This has disinformation written all over it.”

On the screen, the four balls of fuzz fly onwards. Towards the void beyond the Belt. Towards Saturn.

“They could be Offense ships, like you said to begin with, Scatter,” Patrick says.

Marguerite projects the balls of fuzz onto a starmap. She adds the locations of all the Earth patrol units that we know about. None of them are anywhere near here. The four mystery ships have cleverly, or luckily, slipped through a gap in our coverage. Actually, it wouldn’t have required that much cleverness or luck. Earth does not have enough ships to patrol the entire Belt perimeter, by a long chalk.

“What do you want to do?” Patrick says to me.

The bridge is a cave encrusted with epileptically dancing LEDs and screens full of numbers. It feels cramped, especially with Tancred taking up so much of it. I wish I wasn’t doing this on no sleep. 

“Keep going,” I say. “And hail them again.”

*

Five hours later, I still haven’t slept. And the unknown ships still haven’t answered our hails. 

We’re coming up behind them, overhauling them at a significantly faster speed than theirs. 

If they’re Offense ships, why don’t they put on a burst of speed and outrun us? 

The Melisende is the fastest type of ship humanity possesses. But the slowest Offense ship makes it look like a clunker. Their ships are capable of greater acceleration, for longer periods, than ours are. Their power plants put out more juice. Their drives run hotter, without melting off the backs of their ships, thanks to mysterious materials used in their construction, which our scientists have never been able to reverse-engineer. 

In fact, this is the main reason we’re losing the war. Hundreds of promising technologies have been trialed, and abandoned, without altering the basic fact that they are faster. Nothing’s stood a chance of changing the equation—until now. Until I adopted a Void Dragon.

And so I come to a decision: give Tancred a part to play in this mess of unknown unknowns. He can turn at least some of the unknown risks into known ones.

My mind teems with doubts, but I strive not to communicate them to him as he squeezes himself into the airlock chamber. It’s made for a maximum of four humans in EVA suits. He only barely fits. 

Go get ‘em, little scaly-butt, I think, patting his rump. 

Anticipation and excitement roll off him in waves.

I close the chamber, cycle it, and slide down to sit on the floor of the corridor. I lace my fingers together in a praying posture and push the knuckles of my thumbs into my eyes.

It helps that I’m so damn tired. Drowsiness washes over me the instant I shut my eyes. This makes it easer for me to immerse into my mind-meld with Tancred. My consciousness separates from flesh-and-blood me and follows Tancred out into the dark. 

I taste the vacuum—this far from Jupiter, it’s cold, insipid—and feel the weak currents of the solar wind.

It feels so good to stretch our wings, after all this time cooped up in a metal box.

Tancred rises over the Melisende, and I see from outside just how small and fragile our ship is. Then he gives a mighty flap, extending his wings into ghostly veils tens of klicks long, and everything—the Melisende, the stars beyond—wobbles.

His wings are electromagnetic fields. That’s our theory. Where they intersect, they create warps that bend spacetime.

Within a heartbeat, the Melisende shrinks to a shiny dot far behind Tancred.

He inherited our velocity, like a running start. Now he’s flying as fast and hard as he can, racing ahead of the Melisende, towards four bright and twinkly stars that aren’t stars, that are the wakes of chaff being spat out by the mystery ships.

We meet the chaff first. Tancred tastes it with a tongue of fire and spits it out. Yucky. 

And now the ships come into view, strung out in a diamond formation. We’re not coming up right behind them, so much as cutting a tangent through their gently curving trajectory. 

“I can see them,” I say in a voice that sounds hollow and far away. 

“Describe them, Scatter,” says Paul. 

Shock snaps me back into my body. I sit up on the floor of the corridor.

Paul’s kneeling in front of me with a tablet computer, ready to take down whatever I say.

“They’re not Offense ships,” I say hoarsely. “It’s two light cruisers and two couriers, all with DoD markings.”

*

Paul throws down his computer in disgust. 

Beelzebub rises off his shoulder, flapping, agitated.

At the same instant, Luigi’s voice blares over the PA: “Hostile fire incoming. Point defenses engaged.”

“They’re ours,” I shout, struggling to my feet.

“Doesn’t change the fact they’re shooting at us,” Patrick says, lunging out of the bridge. His eyes are stars, his smile mirthless.

He and Paul half-carry me onto the bridge and dump me in my acceleration couch. I lock my harness with shaking fingers.

The ship judders. Patrick catches himself on the back of my couch. “Nice shooting,” he yells jubilantly. 

On the big screen, explosions flower. Marguerite, who doubles as weapons officer, is shooting down the missiles zooming towards us, triggering their detonators before they get close enough to do any damage. 

Luigi says, “I’m saving our railgun for the hostiles.” 

In the blink of an eye, these Earth ships have become hostiles.

Using the auxiliary thrusters, Luigi yaws the ship, torquing at top speed to avoid the flak clouds left behind by the explosions. He has great reflexes. All the same, alarms shrill: microscopic pieces of shrapnel are lodging in our Whipple shields. The Melisende shudders at each impact.

I’m here but I’m also outside, ahead, flying through the storm with Tancred.

He flaps his wings—wobble—and lands with a thump on the hull of one of the larger ships.

It’s a light cruiser, a bit smaller than our Ottokar. A ship class you often see in the inner system, escorting transports and supply ships. 

So’s the one flying 3 klicks off its port side. 

The point and rearguard ships are fast couriers. They could technically give the Melisende a run for her money, but are being forced to dawdle along at the pace of their larger, slower companions.

That’s why they didn’t try to run away from us.

They couldn’t.

Tancred is still hoping against hope. He wraps his claws around the lip of the cruiser’s engine bell and sticks his head into the fiery plume of exhaust. The cruiser is burning, doing its level best to shake off the inexplicable enemy sitting on its drive housing, so the exhaust is voluminous and hot—but to Tancred, it’s luke-warm and nasty. He raises his head and bleats at the stars, crushed, Daaaaddy!

I’m right here, little scaly-butt. Don’t eat that.

NOTHING here I wanting!

I know. For a moment I feel even worse about disappointing him than about the terrible, shocking fact that these human-built, human-manned ships are shooting at us, their fellow humans.

But now they have to stop shooting, because Luigi has punched the Melisende into the gap between the first courier and the other cruiser. They must cease fire or risk hitting their friends. Our little picket is burning her heart out, engine roaring, so it sounds like we’re aboard an express train. Adding to the decibel level, the railgun emits a high-pitched, ear-splitting whine.

Marguerite unleashes a broadside at the other cruiser.

We flash out of the gap and away. 

Behind us, the other cruiser lights up from inside like a Halloween jack-o’-lantern, and then blows apart. 

“Nuclear rounds,” Marguerite says crisply.

The fireball expands very rapidly in a perfect sphere. That’s how explosions work in space. Bits of the cruiser hurtle out of it in all directions. Tancred regards it with unexpected emotions: a tinge of envy, and pride.

That is when I notice Smaug is not on the bridge.

Neither are Wiktor, Beelzebub, or Jinks. Marguerite’s Fleur is still here. 

Tancred lets out a high, wordless cry. 

A dragon flies out of the fireball, spreading his wings. The fire reflects redly on their metallic yellow undersides—for just a second, and then the explodey gases are all burnt up, and the heat goes out. 

Smaug was born in the explosion of a reactor just like this one. For him, this fireball was claw-lickin’ good. 

As Smaug flaps away from the destruction, the surviving cruiser shudders beneath Tancred’s haunches. The light of its engine dies. A second later, tortured hull plates gape apart. Tancred widens the gap with his claws. Air rushes out, and so do Wiktor, Beelzebub, and Jinks. Bigger than they used to be, they flutter around Tancred, rubbing affectionately against him. They’re sorry that he didn’t get anything to eat, whereas they did.

The whole aft end of the ship just sort of breaks up under us. We tumble behind it, amidst a high-velocity hail of equipment and deck segments … and people. They’re here one instant, distant debris the next. 

Meanwhile, Smaug is flapping madly towards the third ship in the erstwhile formation, the rearguard courier. He latches onto its hull—and grows to ghostly size. This is what they do when they’re going to eat bigly, as Tancred puts it. I’ve never seen one of the babies do it before. Now the same size as the courier, Smaug wraps around its drive like a python with legs, and worms his head into the engine bell.

Again, there are no fireworks. The courier just crumples. Its tailfins break off, flavoring the vacuum with ash.

That leaves only one ship: the lead courier. It’s burning for dear life. No longer forced to match the pace of the cruisers, it accelerates away from the Melisende.

We can’t chase it. We have to wait for the babies. They can’t go that fast yet.

Tancred! I yell mentally. I feel so sorry for him, and yet now I have to ask him to do one more thing. Can you catch up with that ship?

Easy, Tancred says stoically. He shepherds the babies towards the Melisende ... and wobbles.

As he overhauls the fleeing courier, I imagine the terror of its crew. They have just watched Void Dragons devour all three of their companions. 

Meanwhile, on the Melisende’s bridge, Patrick is trying to contact the courier. He’s sounding panicky as what we just did sinks in. Spots of red grace his white cheeks. “Come in, unidentified courier. Come in, come in!”

Tancred overtakes the courier, and soars alongside it for a moment, scanning its length.

Spaceplane configuration. Room for maybe fifteen people in there.

By the light of distant Jupiter, I read the name inscribed on its nose in flowy script: Raimbaut.

I crash back into my body, into my acceleration couch.

“It’s them. Guys, it’s them.” 

As I speak, I’m staggering to my feet. I lurch to the comms station and grab the handset from Patrick. 

“Hardy!” I yell. “I scarcely recognize my own voice. “Hardy, IS THAT YOU?!”

Silence fills the bridge, so thick and heavy it’s hard to breathe.

“HARDY!”

Finally, a male voice snarls from the radio. It could be Hardy. I don’t think so. Grief and rage distort it. “Who’s this?”

For some dumb reason, I don’t want to implicate the Dragon Corps, even though the people on the Raimbaut just saw Void Dragons destroy three-quarters of their convoy. “This is Jay—”

“You wanna speak to Major Scattergood?”

My heart almost stops. 

Something clatters to the deck—I dropped the handset.

Milosz picks it up, fumbling. Everyone else sits frozen in nerveless shock. 

Before I can think of what to say, a female voice takes over the courier’s comms. “Go to hell!” it screams. “Just go to hell! And take your monsters with you, before they destroy humanity!”

Click.

After about a million years, Patrick croaks, “Was that Elsa?”

“I don’t think so,” I mutter. t didn’t sound like her voice. And I can’t imagine her screaming Go to hell! or calling the Void Dragons monsters. 

On the other hand, they did act like monsters just now. They ate three human ships.

And I guess I never knew Elsa as well as I thought I did. 

Milosz says in a hoarse whisper, “It has to be her. Major Scattergood. Elsa’s a major.”

I nod. Brokenly, I say, “Guys, I—I suspected she was part of the conspiracy. But I didn’t say anything … I didn’t say anything.” 

I’m literally about to break down in tears. This cannot be happening.

The baby dragons save me by scrabbling at the outside of the airlock. Patrick goes to let them aboard. They crowd into the bridge. Every one of them is bigger than they were before, a living testament to the atrocities they just committed. Smaug, having eaten two ships, is biggest of all, the size of a German Shepherd or a wolfhound, the kind of dog that can knock you down. Patrick slaps his side and rubs his head, calling him a good dragon. His voice lacks all life. 

Dim spots of infrared dot the blackness on the big screen. Some of those spots will be human bodies, slowly cooling.

Tancred’s back. I go to let him in. As he squeezes into the passage, I bury my face in his mighty side. His hide—not scales, but some warm, dry material beyond the understanding of human or Offense science—smells like gunpowder. A minute ago I thought I was going to bust out crying, but now my eyes are dry. 

Marguerite’s voice pulls me back to the bridge. “Commander, I have a call from XO Moon for you.”

Sara. They’ll have seen the fight from Mingetty. Well, they won’t really have seen it. They’ll have seen that there were four mystery ships, then stuff exploded, and now there’s only one.

I take the handset. “Hey, Sara.”

“What the heck just happened?”

The sound of her voice rocks me. Emotions threaten to return. I push them away. In a wooden tone, I fill her in on the fight.

“So it was a diplomatic mission?” she says in horror. 

“No.” I’m not explaining properly. Too broken up. Too confused. “There never was a diplomatic mission. That was just the DoD trying not to faceplant in public. This was the conspiracy. They didn’t ask permission to go, much less get approval. They just ran. Of course, as insiders, they knew where our patrols were going to be, and they slipped between them. The DoD announced this diplomatic mission after they left, to make it look less like they were played for fools.”

“But why’d they run?” Sara says. She’s a former Marine. For her, it’s difficult to conceive of running for any reason. 

“Because their cover was about to be blown, I think. You saw Raw News, right?”

There’s a light-speed lag of about 1.5 seconds between our exchanges, which makes the conversation feel stilted and unnatural. 

“Yeah,” Sara says. “Zach was showing that to everyone, going, ‘This is huge, this is huge.’”

“I think it is kind of huge,” I say. “The conspirators must’ve found out about these unnamed sources going to the media. Maybe the sources were even part of the conspiracy themselves … whistleblowers. Anyway, they knew the shit was about to hit the fan, so they got out before they could be arrested.”

“Well, the traitorous little bitches,” Sara says. She goes on to unleash her considerable Marine vocabulary of swear words upon the conspirators. She’s trying to make me feel better about having destroyed three Earth ships and killed God knows how many people. I appreciate it, but it doesn’t help.

Patrick breaks in. “Sara, one of the ones that got away was Elsa Scattergood.”

“Jay’s aunt?”

“Yup.”

“She’s … what? They’re holding her hostage?”

For an instant, my brain latches onto this seductive explanation. Then discards it as false hope. “No,” I say tonelessly. “She’s one of them. She’s part of the conspiracy.”

“Shit,” Sara says after a moment. “I’m sorry.”

“We should go back and scan the debris,” Milosz says, still staring at the images of the destruction we caused. “Someone might’ve survived—”

I cut him off. “No one survived that.”

And in a sense, we didn’t, either.

My faith in humanity died today.
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But false hope is as pesky as the real kind. It just won’t go away.

On our way back to Mingetty, I sit staring at a picture of Elsa. 

This is the last email I received from her, a month ago. She had been on Earth, coordinating a new Void Dragon egg hunt. At least that’s what she said she was doing. At any rate, she managed to squeeze in a week of leave, which she spent with my mom in Kenya. This picture was taken at Mom’s house in the Great Rift Valley. Adam, Mom’s boyfriend, took it; I can see his shadow on the lawn. Elsa and my mother stand side by side, holding up a sign that says HAPPY BIRTHDAY JAY! On the garden table in front of them, candles on a birthday cake flicker palely in the sunlight, arranged in the digits 26. 

My eyes prickle. My throat feels tight.

How could she have betrayed humanity?

How could she have betrayed me?

I start a new email. Re: Re: Happy Birthday!!

Dear Elsa …

What to say? Will she ever see this email? Do they even have email on the Offense’s arkships? 

Of course they do. Captain Gutmangler, the jelly who captured us on Callisto, bragged about how the Offense has infiltrated the DoD’s IT systems. He showed me how he could break our zero-level encryption. That’s how I know it is possible. I was trying to replicate his feat. But I don’t think I’ll be doing much work on our secret project in future. There doesn’t seem to be any point anymore. 

Dear Elsa, how’s Saturn?

“They won’t make it,” Patrick says. 

I look around. He’s standing behind me. I don’t bother minimizing the email I’m working on. I’ll never send it, anyway. “What do you mean they won’t make it?”

“They’re in a courier. Those ships are built to go fast, not far. They don’t have the life-support capacity for long journeys.” His eyes are red-rimmed. Smaug stands beside him, looking hangdog. “Figure they were going to refuel and top up their consumables from the cruisers. Now they can’t.”

“Oh … fuck.”

“Yep.”

We have killed Elsa and whoever else is on board the Raimbaut, as surely as if we put a nuke into them. Without the support of the rest of the convoy, they will die in the dark long before they reach Saturn.

I mash my knuckles against the table, welcoming the pain.

“You better notify BeltCOM, anyway,” Patrick says, wandering away.

“Yeah, I’m gonna do that,” I yell after him. He seems to be laying it all on me, and anger gets the better of me. “Just as soon as I figure out how to explain that your dragon killed a hundred people.”

He swings around. “Was seventy, eighty, tops.”

“Christ, Patrick, I’m sorry—”

“No, it’s OK.” Patrick’s shoulders slump. “I knew he’d do something like that, someday.”

“It’s OK,” I say feebly.

“No, it fucking isn’t,” he says, and leaves the common room. Smaug trots after him like a worried dog. He doesn’t know what he did wrong. 

Left alone, I make up my mind. On the spur of the moment, I write a completely fictional report for BeltCOM, denying any responsibility for the decimation of the convoy. I spin a tale about how we went to investigate, just in time to see an Offense patrol blowing the conspirators to shit. We barely escaped with our lives. Reading back over it, I’m surprised how convincing it sounds. I should be an author, not Zach. 

Anyway, it’s not like Hardy and Elsa will be coming back to prove I’m lying.

I hit send, and then I go to sleep.

When I wake up, it takes me a minute to figure out where I am. The world puts itself together like a puzzle around me. Tancred’s head, resting next to mine on my flat inflatable pillow. One apple-green eye, opening. I’m in my berth on the Melisende. Tancred is standing beside my bunk, has been sleeping on his feet like horses do. I’ve been hugging his neck in my sleep. One arm has gone totally dead. A smell of sour laundry: Tancred’s blankie, a disgusting old gun-cleaning rag which he will not permit me to wash, hangs from his jaws.

Agitated voices resound through the ship.

And Patrick’s yelling at me from the doorway. 

“Scatter! Scatter!”

Over Tancred’s back, I can see Patrick’s head poking out of the ring collar of his EVA suit. Why’s he wearing that?

“Trouble,” he barks, and vanishes.

I shake the sleep out of my head and reach the bridge in two seconds flat, still wearing sweatpants and nothing else. “What the hell?”

Francie’s voice answers me, blaring from the comms station. 

“—holed up in the tunnel. I’m pretty sure we’ve lost the Ottokar. Zach took off and engaged them but—”

“What?!” I yell. “What happened?”

“Mingetty is under attack,” Patrick says tautly. He’s standing behind Luigi’s couch, flexing his EVA-gauntleted fists. Paul and Milosz are climbing into their own EVA suits. Luigi and Marguerite are changing seats. Bubble-headed, blue and yellow-skinned, Luigi drops into the pilot’s couch. Marguerite goes to suit up. 

“Buy a fucking clue, Scatter,” Francie yells. The speed of her response tells me we’re at effective zero latency distance from Mingetty. Almost there. “We’re under attack by the Offense. They snuck up on us in stealth mode, with their heat emissions shielded, travelling inertially until they were right on top of us.”

I knew, I knew we shouldn’t have sent that radio comms blast.

“Then they fired on the Ottokar. Totally destroyed the ship’s crew quarters, so we couldn’t evacuate in the ship. So Sara decided we should retreat to the tunnel, and that’s where we—uh!—are now,” she finishes at shrieking pitch, as static overwhelms her voice. 

“Is Sara OK?” I yell back. 

The Melisende accelerates so suddenly that the inertial dampeners can’t compensate in time. I’m thrown off my feet and hit my elbow on the step leading down to the crew couches. 

“Incoming,” Luigi shouts. “Attempting to evade—”

I’m just picking myself up when the ship jolts, and I fall down again. 

The lights go off. Alarms wail. Emergency LED strip lighting throws the bridge into a spooky green twilight. 

“Solid slug,” Marguerite says. “Port shield integrity down to 10%.”

Patrick shoves my EVA suit at me. “Helmets, everyone!” he orders. “Going to radio comms in ten, nine …”

Lying on my back, I wriggle my legs in. The smart alloy snugs up around me. “Luigi, do we have visual contact with the hostiles?” 

“Port side sensors destroyed,” Luigi says, tinnily, from the EVA helmet lying next to me. Two-thirds of a panorama appears on the big screen. 

Mingetty. A dull gray blob. The gray part is the dayside, facing Jupiter. The other half is lit by a blue chemical flame jetting from the surface like a welding torch.

That would be our consumables depot. The blue flame is our liquid oxygen. 

The glare lights the bellies of two ships drifting dangerously low above the asteroid, locked together: the Ottokar and an Offense ship about half its size—

“Go, Zach!” Patrick yells. “He rammed them!” 

It takes me another instant to see what Patrick saw immediately. That Offense ship is only half a ship—the back half. The Ottokar is welded crosswise to what remains of it, embedded in the raw end of the Offense ship’s severed fuselage. Its nose is a crumpled mess. Zach must’ve rammed the Offense ship head-on, punched through its hull on sheer momentum, and let the Ottokar’s drive do the rest of the work. He’s a hero. He’s definitely dead. Is Sara dead, too?

I fumble my helmet on. “Was that the only—”

BAAAAM-SCREE …. eeeeech.

My helmet seals shut out the horrendous noise ripping through the Melisende. Just in time.

The noise takes the front of the bridge with it. 

The big screen vanishes. In its place, I get a real-life view of Mingetty, hurtling at me like a fastball. 

The atmosphere blows out of the ship. I am swept off the floor, suddenly weightless. Together with my friends and their dragons and everything that was not riveted down on the bridge, I tumble into the void.
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I’m freefalling through space. If I had eaten any breakfast, it would be on its way back up. Up is down, left is right, and right is wrong. I pulse the mobility thrusters in my spacesuit’s backpack, trying to orient myself towards the gray blob of Mingetty. But debris keeps clipping my legs, sending me tumbling in different directions. 

The blunt pearly snout of an Offense ship eclipses Mingetty. My nausea turns to cold terror. 

Obviously, the ship Zach destroyed wasn’t the only attacker, after all.

The Offense ship is so close, I can see the bouquet of guns beneath its forward sensor blister swivelling in every direction, targeting me and the other spacesuits plummetting towards the asteroid. 

Tancred flies up beneath me. Daddy! he cries, and collides with me from underneath. I end up winded, splayed across his back. I have just enough strength to wrap my arms around his neck as he flaps straight at the Offense ship. 

He is not dismayed by the loss of the Melisende. He doesn’t even really understand what just happened. As far as he’s concerned, it’s breakfast time.

The Offense ship flinches, pulling in its guns. It dodges away from us, down towards Mingetty.

They know what they’re facing! Tancred’s fame must have spread far and wide among the jellies. 

“Fuck you, goopheads!” I croak. 

It was a trap, wasn’t it? They were waiting for us to get back. Their plan was to let the Melisende land, and then destroy both ships on the ground. Sara said that Zach took off in the Ottokar to engage them. His brave action forced their hand.

Giving us a chance to save whoever is still alive.

I urge Tancred on, not that he needs urging. He swoops after the ship. It’s heading for the entangled Ottokar and the Offense frigate—

—and past them. It’s going to land on the surface.

I hear Patrick and the others, still stranded in Mingetty’s orbital space, cheering over the radio as Tancred picks up speed, stooping on the Offense ship like a falcon on its prey. 

Mingetty fills my field of vision. It has turned, carrying the former location of our base back to the dayside. The oxygen fire has gone out. There’s nothing left of our surface depot except a few V-frames that used to hold tanks, and scorch marks on the regolith. I can see the stark edge of the big crater, the black mouth of our tunnel, and armored jellies clustered around it.

The Offense ship throws up a linear plume of asteroid dust and surface rubble. It’s landed on the crater floor, right outside the tunnel.

Tancred thumps onto its engine housing, and—

“Wait a minute! Please!”

That is not a human voice. It’s speaking English over my suit radio, but it’s electronically generated. 

It is the voice of—

“Gutmangler! I am your friend! We met on Callisto!”

I’m startled enough to hold Tancred back for a moment. Wait, little scaly-butt—

Tancred vibrates with impatient hunger. He can smell the ship’s drive, just a tantalizing hull-thickness away. He’s desperate to feed.

Hold off, little scaly-butt. Let me do my human thing. Then you can do your Void Dragon thing. 

“Gutmangler!” I yell. I know this jelly. He took me, Francie, and Sara captive on Callisto. He threatened to pull our arms and legs off. I wonder if it really is him. “Stand your troops down, NOW! Tell them to come out with their hands, I mean their tentacles in the air!”

Put me down on the ground, I tell Tancred. 

I’m not at all sure he will listen to me. He didn’t on Callisto. Nothing gets between a Void Dragon and its food. 

If they don’t do what I say, burn ‘em. ‘Kay?

To my surprise and relief, Tancred snakes his head back and fastens his jaws gently around my arm. Scooting around on top of the Offense ship, lowering his top half so he’s clinging to the side engine nacelle with his foreclaws, he lowers me by one arm to the ground. This might be sore if the gravity on Mingetty were not 0.016% of Earth’s. When my boots hit the ground, I remind myself not to push off from the surface, to move in low strides, with my body angled so far forward I’d be falling on my face, if this were Earth.

“Do it!” I yell at Gutmangler. “NOW!”

I stride into the entrance of the tunnel complex. A shallow ramp rakes downwards into darkness. I kick something, lose my balance and stride forward uncontrollably, hands out in an automatic reflex to break my fall. But I don’t fall, because this is not Earth. I look back and see an EVA suit drifting across the bright exit of the tunnel, limp in silhouette. I can read death in the curled, empty fingers of its gloves. Which of my crew was that? God, I hate the jellies so much—

And here’s one of them gliding towards me, a ten-foot flying saucer standing on an inverted cone—a cold gas thruster. If I had a weapon I’d blow it away. Luckily, I don’t. Its guns, mounted on the top and edges of its dome, point upwards, in lieu of raising its tentacles. 

I grit my teeth and give it a kick in the cone to help it on its way out of the tunnel.

Striding deeper into the tunnel, I meet jelly after jelly, withdrawing from the fight on Gutmangler’s orders. My orders. Some of them salute me with their guns. 

My headlamp picks out more bodies—human and Offense. In several places the roof has collapsed, testifying to a fierce firefight. All our hard work, wasted. I climb and jump over piles of rubble, calling out for Sara.

At last, far down at the end of the tunnel, I meet the survivors of Mingetty Base. They walk out of the half-constructed cavern where we were going to put our habs. My heart constricts. Eleven … twelve … thirteen? That’s all? They are carrying dead and wounded comrades in their arms.  

“Sara?” I blurt desperately. “Sara?”

One of the dusty EVA-suited personnel steps out ahead of the group. She’s holding a jackhammer like a weapon. It’s Francie. “What took you so freaking long?” 

I can’t get a word out. Sara’s dead. She must be, or Francie wouldn’t have taken command.

“I’ll tell you why any of us survived at all,” Francie says. “Apart from my tunnel. Hey guys, you’re not sorry I made you work so hard on it now, right?” Weak laughter crackles from the survivors. “That’s why.” Francie jerks a thumb behind her.

Faith prowls out of the cavern. I don’t recognize her for a second, because she is now as big as the new-look Smaug. She slinks low to the ground, panting little wisps of fire—and Sara crawls beside her, on hands and knees, one arm wrapped tightly around Faith’s neck. She’s down there because she is managing Faith. The blue dragon has always been a bit … different. She needs careful handling.

“Faith ate their energy weapons,” Francie says. “Soaked ‘em up and asked for more. It was awesome.”

Sara stands up. “Welcome back, sir,” she says formally. “Mingetty Base is yours.”

“Sara—” My voice breaks. Emotions surge, firewalled by the vacuum between us. 

“Are the jellies all dead?” she asks.

“Unfortunately not,” I say.

We climb back out of the tunnel. Our mood turns somber as we pass the human corpses along the way, and reaches a cold boiing point as we emerge onto the crater floor. 

Patrick and the others from the Melisende have reached the surface. with the help of their dragons. Now they’re facing off with a crowd of jellies. Gutmangler’s ship towers over the confrontation, a mother-of-pearl teardrop balanced on stick-legs. 

Tancred stands between the two sides, rearing imperiously, the smaller dragons flapping around him. He is keeping the two sides apart.

And he still hasn’t eaten Gutmangler’s ship. He kept his promise, trusting me to keep mine. 

So now I must. 

Searching the sky, I point up at the Ottokar and the other Offense ship—they’ve drifted closer to Mingetty; they’re going to crash-land in a few minutes. “That one,” I say to Tancred. Mercifully, the Offense ship’s aft half is intact. The reactor’s still in there. “It’s all yours.”

Tancred takes off in a swirl of emerald wings. The next thing we see is a fiery explosion of hull plates as he burns and tears through the Offense ship’s hull to get at its drive. He was really hungry. 

That leaves us and the jellies yelling and hooting at each other. Flying saucers and twenty-sided shock troopers surround the small crowd of two-legged spacesuits. 

Francie pushes through the jellies to Patrick. 

I step into the rapidly narrowing space between the two sides which Tancred vacated.

“Out of the way, Scatter,” Patrick says calmly. Him and Francie are two of a kind. They want to slaughter every jelly they can reach.

Maybe they could. But we’re outnumbered pretty badly. And the horrible fact is, we need the jellies’ help.

“Gutmangler!” I yell.

One of the jellies shoves forward. “My little two-legged friend!” Gutmangler booms. He wears a state-of-the-art Offense EVA suit, with each tentacle individually encased in armor. He walks on the tips of his outer tentacles, each of which is as thick as my thigh at its base. “You are stickier than ever!” 

Before he can get any further, the jeering from our side crescendos. Someone throws a rock at Gutmangler. His jellies surge around him protectively. A laser beam lances towards the rock-thrower. 

Faith pounces over our heads. She latches onto the energy weapon, drags it out of the jelly’s tentacle, and drinks its power source dry. Black cardboard drifts down.

Sara grabs her dragon around the neck. Pulling Faith along with her, she boldly turns her back on the jellies and faces our people. “Shut the fuck up, all of you! We know this guy!” She jerks a thumb at Gutmangler, now looming over me. “He’s OK!” Click. She mutters privately to me, “He better be OK, Jay—”

I take a deep breath. Am I doing the human thing? Or am I being a wimp? I don’t know. All I know is I have to do this, or more people will die.

“Gutmangler, you are also very sticky and viscous.” These are Offense terms of praise. “But we have kicked your ass this time.” A piece of the other Offense ship’s hull crashes to the ground behind us, both underscoring my point and undermining it. We did not kick the Offense’s ass. Tancred did. “We will let you live—”

Mutters from our side. I raise my voice.

“I said, we will let you live! But only if you give us your ship!”

More protests. 

Can’t they see? Don’t they realize how desperate our situation is? The Ottokar is a wreck, the Melisende is trashed, and our supply depot is a memory. The only way we are going to live past the expiration of our personal air supplies is if we get aboard Gutmangler’s ship. That’s why I didn’t let Tancred eat it. It is our only chance of survival. 

Gutmangler isn’t stupid. He sees it. The same considerations, of course, apply to the jellies. 

He tilts his dome. “I have no choice, do I?”

“Not if you want to live,” I say. 

And it seems that Gutmangler does want to live, more than he wants to die for his cause. He raises a tentacle and points at his own ship. 

“This is the Gatecrasher Wielding A Broken Beer Bottle. It is yours.”

I stare up at the gargantuan teardrop. “Maybe I’ll rename it,” I mutter.

A startled cry from Tancred interrupts me. I crane up.

The other Offense ship is now a black husk, coming apart. 

Tancred pops out of its side.

Something wriggles in his claws.

Daddy! Look what I finding!

All the other dragons take off and flap up to meet Tancred. They escort him back to the surface. Jellies and humans scatter to make room for him to land. He is now the size of a young elephant.

He lifts one foreclaw to reveal a black lump the size of a mouse.

It raises its head and peeps.

Gutmangler gargles joyfully. He rushes forward. Tancred breathes fire, keeping him at bay.

“My Void Dragon!” Gutmangler burbles, stretching out his manipulator tentacles. “Huh, huh, huh.” He coughs out an Offensive laugh. “It worked!”
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Last year, when the conspiracy shot down the Delacroixes’ private spaceplane, 316 Void Dragon eggs fell into the oceans of Callisto.

In regions held by the Offense.

Since then, the jellies have been scooping them out of the sea by the bucket-load, according to Gutmangler. 

They know what a threat Tancred is to their ships, and they hope to hatch an equivalent threat to our ships. 

There’s just one catch.

Our energy weapons are crappy, compared to the Offense’s. We pretty much never use them in battle. So to hatch a dragon that eats Earth ships, the Offense would need to either capture one of our ships and blow it up with an egg inside—not easy, given that our entire war effort is organized around not letting the Offense capture our stuff—or engineer the one-in-a-million scenario where a human commander, believing he is doomed, rams an enemy with his ship. 

Which is exactly what Zach did. 

He survived, by the way. Being on the side of the ship, not at the front, the Ottokar’s bridge didn’t get crumpled. We retrieved him, Bolt, and a few other people from the wreck with nothing worse than bruises.

That brings the total number of Mingetty survivors to 22. 

We buried our dead in Francie’s tunnel. Now it’s a tomb where they will rest for all eternity. Paul played Taps on his violin. Everyone cried.

Except me. I feel like crying all the time, but I can’t. I’m still in command, even if the Dragon Corps has been reduced to a third of its strength. And I have a new mission.

22 people eat less than 65.

We salvaged some of our supplies from the wreck of the Ottokar, as well as Paul’s violin. But the food isn’t going to last long, so I have another decision to make.

Right now I’m putting it off, eating rehydrated mashed potatoes and chicken Kiev with my fingers, aboard the Gatecrasher Wielding a Broken Beer Bottle. 

Our unlikely refuge is a Demolisher-class corvette. Gutmangler’s flagship was the other one—this is just the scout ship, what the Melisende was to the Ottokar. 

However, it seems plenty big to us. The Offense are ten feet tall and nearly as wide at the circumference of their domes, so corridors feel like two-lane highways, and the bridge ceiling soars like the nave of a cathedral. 

It was painfully bright when we came aboard, with the temperature in the range of 5° C. The jellies’ home planet orbited HD 181433, a subgiant star which was much brighter than Sol, far enough away from it to be freezing cold. I made Gutmangler turn down the light and turn up the heat. This has the added benefit of forcing the jellies to stay in their exoskeletons, so we don’t have to look at their internal organs pulsating inside their translucent domes. 

There’s nothing to be done about the smell. I remember it from the submarine that Gutmangler used to command. Briny, putrid, sick-making.

“How come you were a submarine captain, and now you’re flying a spaceship?” I ask Gutmangler suspiciously, chewing my cold, rubbery chicken.

“Aha,” Gutmangler rumbles. “I was rewarded for my part in the capture of the Void Dragon eggs.”

“But we shot that ship down.” Actually, it was the conspiracy who did, but he doesn’t need to know that. “It was nothing to do with you.”

“Do not tell the Empress that.” 

Patrick laughs. I am afraid he’s starting to think Gutmangler is funny. That’s partly because Patrick’s default setting is to get along with everybody, and partly because Gutmangler—with his jokes and his air of not taking the war too seriously—does come off as the kind of alien you could have a beer with. It was a surprise to me at first, too. But I have not forgotten, will never forget his threat to murder Francie and Sara in cold blood to make me do what he wanted, much less the way he shot Jeremy for daring to stand up to him. BAD human …

Now he’s holding his newborn baby Void Dragon, stroking its head with a manipulator tentacle as thin as a grass snake. The others think he’s fallen for his dragon the same way we all fell for ours. I’m not buying it. To Gutmangler, I am certain, that dragon means only one thing: more dead two-legged prey beings in the future. 

“How’d you find me?” I say.

“I read your email, of course. Your family wishes you a happy birthday. May I add my felicitations?” 

Bolt says to him, “You got some pretty good decryption software, huh?”

“Better than anything you have,” Gutmangler says smugly.

“Yeah, I heard about that.” Bolt shoots me a significant glance.

I just chew. Our secret project is the last thing on my mind now. 

We are all sitting around the bridge, some in the crew nests (shallow, circular couches ten feet across) and some on the floor (bare metal, covered with wavy ridges like a beach). Some of the survivors are still wearing their EVA suits on account of the lingering cold. Gutmangler and his crew-jellies squat on bowed tentacles outside our circle, grumbling about the heat. All of my people have their weapons to hand as they eat, and they flick their eyes continually at the jellies. They are battle-weary, but can’t relax. They’re victors, but they feel like prisoners. After all, this is an Offense ship.

And that’s exactly the point.

My mouth is dry, my heart fluttering. I put down the empty container of my MRE, drink a mouthful of water, and lean back against Tancred’s side. He radiates well-fed calm. I stretch my legs out across the ripply deck and steeple my hands in front of my mouth. 

“So, guys,” I say through my hands. “I think we have a good chance of intercepting the Raimbaut.”

There’s a moment’s silence. Then Francie says, “Well …” 

And Patrick says, “Maybe, but …” 

A chill comes over me. Maybe I underestimated what a crazy idea this actually is.

“We’re the only ship that has any chance of catching them at all,” I plead.

For we are not an Earth ship, which would be jumped by Offense patrols as soon as it ventured into trans-Jovian space. 

We are a Demolisher-class corvette, which looks as if it were still manned by the Offense.

“Yeah, but …” Sara says, her dark eyes full of anxiety.

What did I expect? Enthusiasm? They’ve just lived through a horrifying battle. We’re down to one-third strength. And now I’m asking them to venture into Offense space. Actually, I’m lucky they aren’t flat-out mutinying. 

“We haven’t received orders to pursue the Raimbaut,” Sara points out, and everyone else murmurs in agreement. 

“We haven’t received any orders at all,” I say, “because our ships were blown up, so we have no long-range comms. And even if we establish contact with BeltCOM, what do you think they’re going to say?”

“They’d order us home,” someone says, hopefully.

“Yeah, I expect they would.” I’m lacing my fingers together now, squeezing tight to contain my emotions. “They’d send us back to Ceres, so that we can’t pursue the Raimbaut.” I might be right about this, I might be wrong, but I trust no one at the DoD anymore. “Do you really think that was the whole conspiracy on board the convoy? I don’t. You think they all ran, and didn’t leave any buddies in place? Yeah, right.”

There is a brief silence. I don’t let it last long.

“But if we catch the Raimbaut, we’ll have the ringleaders. We’ll make them tell us everything. We’ll nail the whole conspiracy!”

Glaring around the circle, I accidentally meet Francie’s gaze. Her eyes reflect my urgency. She, too, knows that Elsa is probably—almost certainly—on board the Raimbaut. She says, “I think we should go for it.”

Suddenly, Gutmangler booms, “And so do I. These conspirators dishonor the Offense, as well as humanity! Hard and rough backstabbery! What happen to noble cause of pulverizing the enemy? This is shit! Must pursue, catch, mutilate, torture, and MANGLE them!”

“I was actually thinking of capturing them so they can stand trial before a jury of their peers,” I say. “But, details.”

I get a bit of weak laughter for that.

“Is not moment to lose!” Gutmangler hoots. “Engage sensor array! Plot course! Initiate burn!” This is followed by a string of deafening gargles to his crew-jellies.

“Hold up,” Patrick says, standing. “We’ll do this. OK? We’ll do it.” I don’t miss the irony: he’s doing it so that he won’t look less competitive and aggressive than Gutmangler. “But we’ll fly the ship. We’ll do the engaging, plotting, burning and all the rest of it. You just show us how to work the controls.”

Luigi rubs Jinks’s head. He looks older than he did this morning. “To think I could have been relaxing on my farm in Italy …”  

“It’ll be worth it, Nonno,” Francie says. “This is our chance to save humanity.” 

Within the hour we are accelerating away from Mingetty so fast that I can see Jupiter, Earth, and all the other familiar Jovian system objects visibly shrinking on the big screen. This is spaceflight on fast forward. We aren’t even feeling the thrust gees—Offense in-hull inertial dampeners are as good as their engines.

At this rate, we’ll overtake the Raimbaut in— “Forty-seven hours,” reports Zach. “We got ‘em.”
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But forty-seven hours can seem like a long time when you’re cooped up on board an Offense ship. I brainstorm with Sara and Patrick, organizing tasks for the crew. We sort out the life-support and ration our limited food supplies. Knowing that our scientists have been jonesing for ages for the chance to get a look at a functioning Offense drive, I send several people to the engineering deck to crawl all over it, taking pictures of everything with their helmet cams and trying to make the crew jellies explain how it all works in English. 

Meanwhile, Bolt and I get to work learning the Gatecrasher’s computer system.

Our first and biggest obstacle is the fact that the Offense script looks like Arabic on LSD. We can’t read a word of it. But the Offense have an AI translation program. It’s a bit sketchy, giving the impression that the jellies’ English fluency fluctuates from moment to moment, but it’s a whole lot better than nothing. So Bolt and I decide to start by translating the entire Offense GUI. 

It’s a huge job, even though we can partially automate it. While that’s running, we modify the translation program and integrate it with our own suit-mounted comms software, so we’ll be able to understand the jellies when they talk amongst themselves. 

It’s a nice, clearly defined task, in which I successfully lose myself for a while.

But reality is never more than a click away, and when Sara approaches my terminal on the bridge, I’m not working. I’m sitting with my sore hands squeezed between my knees, occasionally lifting one of them to click over to a different article about the conspiracy.

Of course the first thing Bolt and I got Gutmangler to tell us was how to access Earth’s internet. 

“Whatcha doing?” Sara says, climbing up beside me. I’m sitting on an Offense table balanced on top of another table, as is Bolt, ten yards away at his own console.

Sara has managed to have a shower, or at least a wash. She smells fresh. Her short black ponytail bounces, glossy. Sometimes I fantasize about taking her hair out of that ponytail and running my fingers through it. She has a mismatched sort of face, with a little flat nose and a square chin. I can’t believe I once thought she was plain. She’s extraordinarily beautiful, in a way you have to be looking to see ...

… and I should not be having these thoughts, because I am her commanding officer.

“Um, what am I doing?” I say, idiotically. “Taking a break. My hands …” I trail off. I’ve never told anyone about my idiopathic arthritis. At first I didn’t want it to look like I was trying to use this totally manageable condition to get out of military service. Now, I guess I don’t want to show any weakness. So why was I about to mention it to Sara? Oh God, Scattergood, just shut up. 

“Yeah, I’ve noticed you have trouble with your hands,” she says. 

I flinch and reflexively change the subject. “Look at this. It’s eaten the internet.” 

“Loss of Diplomatic Mission Fuels Questions About DoD Secrecy,” Sara reads aloud.

“This is one of the mainstream news channels. You ought to see the fringier ones.”

“Mission accomplished?”

“Not really. Everyone’s got questions, no one’s got answers. The DoD is stonewalling. UnGov is running interference for them. So there’s just this tornado of paranoia and accusations without proof. We might have actually made things worse.”

“Like I said, mission accomplished,” Sara says, straight-faced. “I can now reveal that I’m in the pay of the Offense. Bwahahahaha!”

I probably turn white. I definitely flinch. I stare at her, mouth working in shock.

“Jeez, Jay. I’m just kidding!” Her eyes open wide. “Just trying to make you smile, you big goof. You actually thought—”

“No, no, I didn’t—”

“Yes, you did.”

I rub my forehead with the back of one wrist, because my hands hurt too much at the moment. “I’m going through a lot, Sara.”

An awkward pause follows. I want so badly to open my heart to her. I want to tell her how broken up I am about Elsa, and how scared I am that I may be doing the wrong thing. But I’m her damn commanding officer. And ironically, that means that if anyone’s going to let their emotions show, she has to go first. She has to give me permission. 

“I was actually looking for Faith,” she says.

“Where is she?” I mumble.

“I don’t know. This ship is so darn big, there’s a million places for her to hide. And sometimes she doesn’t talk to me.”

I look around the bridge. No one’s here except Bolt, working on the computer, and Zach, who’s either flying the ship or mentally working on his novel.

What I notice is that Tancred isn’t here, either.

Zach catches my eye and calls out, “Contact with the Raimbaut in two hours. Better start getting ready.”

I nod, but now I’m worried about Tancred. I can’t feel him in my mind the way I usually can. He’s hiding. “Let’s go,” I say to Sara. “We’d better track them down.” 

Together, but apart, we roam the ship. 

“Tancred!”

“Faith!”

Not only do we not find our dragons, we can’t find the rest of the Dragon Unit, either. Where have they gone? Have the jellies rebelled and tossed them out the airlock? 

I’m about to melt down with worry when we find them at last, on the engineering deck.

All of them, humans and dragons, are standing in a loose circle around Tancred and Faith.

My first thought is a horrible one. Tancred must have tried to eat the Gatecrasher’s drive, after I explained how important it was for him not to … 

But a second later, I feel bad for doubting my Void Dragon. He and Faith are standing back to back with Gutmangler’s little black dragon between them. It cowers on the floor, chirping in fear.

“Um, did something happen that I should know about, guys?” 

Patrick jerks a shoulder. He’s red with anger. “Your Void Dragon is trying to protect a clear and present threat to humanity, that’s all.”

Now I can hear the other dragons twittering. They sound like a flock of enraged budgies. Smaug is the loudest. Yah! Me burn you! he threatens the tiny black dragon. My fire big and much! Biggest fire EVER!

The little black dragon peeps in terror and tries to squeeze underneath Tancred’s foot.

Pick on dragon your own size! Tancred says, puffing himself up and rustling his wings. 

I feel incredibly proud of Tancred, but also conflicted. It is true, the little black is a threat to humanity. It will grow up into an eater of Earth ships … just like Smaug, Jinks, Wiktor, Jade, Rude Boy, Beelzebub, Fleur, and Buster. 

The difference, of course, is that these dragons belong to us, and the black belongs to Gutmangler.

Where is Gutmangler, anyway? He should be looking after his dragon!

Francie comes over to me, holding Pinkie Pie. “He’s been ignoring it, Jay,” she says quietly. “He carried it around for a few hours, then stuck it in an empty cabin and left it there. The fact is the Offense don’t know how to love.”

I swallow. Everything in our experience as a species suggests this is true.

“It’s going to go bad,” she continues. “Like … you know.”

She is referring to the time I left Tancred on Ceres when he was just a baby. I haven’t forgiven myself for that yet. All that saved our bacon that time was Pinkie Pie. She talked Tancred into giving me a second chance.

The Void Dragons are a species of their own. They have their own instincts, their own relationships. What’s more, all these Void Dragons are brothers and sisters. They were all begotten by the dragon that ate Sol. “Maybe we should let them work it out,” I say.

Huifang comes over, holding Jade. “But don’t you see, Jay, that’s just going to end up with Tancred bossing all the other dragons around?” Jade is one of the smallest dragons now, because she did not get a chance to snack on Hardy’s convoy. I can see the echoes of her hunger in Huifang’s nettled gaze. “Is that fair? Just because Tancred is the biggest?”

Milosz joins us. “I think we need to face that there is evil in them,” he says. “We have to train them to be good, not just leave them alone.”

“No, of course I don’t mean leave them alone,” I say. “The problem is just …”

“The problem is you’re not a soldier, Jay,” Patrick says. His smile makes the words cut even deeper. I suddenly realize just how pissed off he is. It’s not only about Gutmangler’s dragon. It’s about the fact that he would make a better commander than me. It’s about the fact that he didn’t really want to come on this mission, and he knows it, which makes him less of a soldier in his own mind. Now he’s taking it out on me. But realizing this doesn’t make his words sting any less. “Go back to coding. That’s your area of expertise. Leave this to us.”

“Fucking A,” says Paul, because he always backs Patrick up, right or wrong.

And while we’re not paying attention, the dragons start scuffling. Smaug and Beelzebub flutter around Tancred, spitting fire at him. The other dragons flap into the air to join the fight. It’s like one of those training exercises we used to do on Mingetty, but this time for real. I feel Tancred’s increasing panic and anger. He can’t hold them off and protect the little black dragon at the same time. 

Cool it, little scaly-butt. You’re in the right. I’m on your side. No burn. NO BURN—

Tancred snorts angrily, controlling himself. But my words have no effect on Faith. 

She screams, rearing on her hind legs, and spits out a stream of dragon-fire that catches Fleur—Marguerite Delacroix’s little dragon—like a bird in a flamethrower.

Fleur’s scream mingles with Faith’s, piercing the insides of our heads. Everyone pointlessly claps their hands to their ears, except Marguerite. She stumbles forwards, shrieking Fleur’s name.

And collapses over her stiff, ashen corpse.

Only a Void Dragon can hurt another Void Dragon.

Faith’s killed her.

Stupefied with shock, I become aware that an alarm of some kind is whooping. Faith’s dragon-fire crossed the entire engineering deck and melted something. Smoke issues from the wall.

Sara tackles Faith and rolls on the floor with her in a crazy clinch, yelling at her in Korean. 

I stumble forward and pick up the little black dragon. It’s alive and well. Fleur is dead.

Marguerite sits back on her heels. Tears streak her ash-smeared cheeks. It is terrifying to see this lovely older woman losing it. Her husband, Tim, puts his arms around her. How will she ever get over this? How would I survive if Tancred died? I can’t even begin to imagine it.  

Gutmangler rushes onto the engineering deck. I stride over to him and shove the black dragon at him. “Try, you know, looking after it?” I yell in fury.

Gutmangler wraps the dragon in a tentacle. “Huh, huh, huh,” he laughs. “Nightmare is causing trouble?” He goes over to the control panel and turns off the alarm, carrying Nightmare casually, like an inanimate object. 

With Gutmangler for an owner, what chance does the poor little black dragon have of not going bad?

In the sudden silence, Zach’s voice comes over the PA system. He must have been talking at us all along, but we couldn’t hear him over the alarm and the dragon-noise in our heads. “Guys? Guys! Are we good to go? We’re closing with the Raimbaut in forty-five minutes!”
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Offense radar does not look like our radar. It must work the same, but instead of the familiar concentric circles, there’s a 3D cone on the big screen. I can’t see how it’s supposed to cover the whole sky.

Never mind. It holds the paper-airplane shape of the Raimbaut like a bug trapped under a cup. 

We’re a few thousand klicks behind them, and closing fast. 

“Comms, please,” I say. I’m standing beside Gutmangler, him on the floor, me on my stacked tables. Everyone is on the bridge, suited and helmeted, looking warlike—our differences set aside, for now. 

The small screen in front of Gutmangler lights up. 

“Hello, Raimbaut,” Gutmangler oozes. “This is Gatecrasher Wielding A Broken Beer Bottle. How you like Offense space?”

Hardy’s voice emerges from the console. This time it’s definitely Hardy. I would know his voice anywhere. “It’s space,” he says. “Thank God you’re here, Gatecrasher. We are severely short on water and other consumables.”

Helmets shake, and the survivors of Mingetty exchange shocked sighs. No human should ever greet an Offense ship with those words. Hardy is knotting the noose around his own neck.

“We are here to help,” Gutmangler rumbles. I swear he’s enjoying this. “You have exciting journey?”

“Exciting is one word for it. I need to speak with the queen, urgently.”

The jellies have a queen? I never even thought to wonder about their political arrangements.

“Can you provide assistance?” 

I elbow Gutmangler out of the way. “Sorry to hear that, Hardy,” I say. “I’ll be happy to assist you to jail!”

There’s an instant of silence from his end. My heart starts to pound. I glance around—everyone’s grinning at my mic-drop line.

The screen flashes, and there’s Hardy, wearing a t-shirt with a rip at one shoulder. His face is puffy, his eyes red-veined, his jaw stubbled. “You,” he states flatly.

I enable visual transmission at my end. “Yup. And this is my new ship. Surrender or we blow you away.”

“Yadda yadda,” Hardy says, recovering his poise. “Gutmangler captured you, huh?”

“No!” I’m infuriated that he doesn’t believe me. “I captured him. As you recall, I have a Void Dragon.”

“That won’t save you,” Hardy says bleakly.

“We’ll have to agree to disagree on that. Who else is on board the Raimbaut?” I hope he can’t tell how much I care about the answer to this question.

“Oh … my buddy Sponaugle. You know him as Strong. Muramoto, you remember her, too. Tran. A few other people. Seven all told.”

He doesn’t want to reveal that Elsa is on board. OK. “You have five minutes to exit the ship. You’ve got a lifeboat of some kind? Get into it. Anyone left on board will be killed—” I can’t believe these words are coming out of my mouth, but I mean them. “In ten minutes precisely, I am going to feed your ship to my Void Dragons.”

The Dragon Unit are waiting in a group by the airlock, ready to release their dragons into space. Patrick circles a hand: keep him talking, we need to get a bit closer.

“I don’t have time for this shit,” Hardy says with an impatient glance off-camera. “I’m trying to end the war. All that crap they’re saying on the internet is true but wrong. Right now, I really need to speak to the queen, so ... I’ll explain to you later if I have time. Help you see it my way.”

I completely lose it. His patronizing tone and language pushed my buttons on Callisto, and now he’s doing it again, in front of all my friends, even though he is clearly in my power, without a leg to stand on. I snarl, “We can talk when you exit that fucking ship!” 

I jump from table to table. You bet I got Gutmangler to show us where the weapons console is. One of our NCOs, a woman named Nerys Sullivan, is standing in front of it. I reach across her and mash my finger on the button that fires the charged-particle beam cannon. The Gatecrasher’s auto-targeting software does the rest.

On the big screen, a graphic shows my beam hitting the Raimbaut amidships. Clouds of ablated shielding jet into the vacuum. It was just a warning shot, but it looks spectacular. Our people cheer.

“All right, all right!” Hardy yells from the comms console. “We’re coming out! Jesus, are you completely nuts?”

“Just helping you see it my way,” I say.

On the radar plot, a minute dot moves away from the Raimbaut. I wish we had a proper visual image, but it’s all just computer-generated, anyway. “Is everyone out?!” I yell. 

“Yes,” Hardy says sulkily.

“Glad you decided to be reasonable.”

But I am still not feeling reasonable. I decide to put a hole in the Raimbaut, so that Hardy can’t change his mind. I fire the CP cannon again at the little courier. 

 Our people, in desperate need of even a symbolic win, cheer themselves hoarse as clouds of vaporized metal fog the radar cone …

… until the clouds take on a familiar shape.

Long, ghostly wings.

Flapping. 

Coming nearer.

The truth hits me like a punch to the stomach. I crumple over the weapons console. Sullivan hauls me aside. “Cease fire, cease fire!” she screams.

Too late. 

A newborn Void Dragon, hatched in the heat of an Offense energy weapon, closes with the Gatecrasher. 

The lights on the bridge go out. The fans whir down to silence. The screens stay lit long enough for me to see the dragon coiling its spectral form around the ship. 

Then the screens go dark, too.

In the pitch blackness, we all charge for the airlock. 

Fortunately, these airlocks are made for Offense shock troopers. They can take ten humans at once. 

Three cycles later, we are all floating in the void, watching the newborn Void Dragon devour the Gatecrasher from the stern up. Its luminous, ghostly wings beat ecstatically as it feeds. 

Tancred sticks close to my side; he’s as stunned as I am. 

“Hardy had an egg,” Patrick says glumly over the radio.

“Looks that way.” I double-check that we’re on a private channel. “I can’t believe how stupid I am. God, God, God.”

The newborn dragon, having consumed the Gatecrasher, shrinks until it’s too small to see. But through Tancred’s eyes, I can see it winging back to the Raimbaut’s lifeboat, a reddish dot in the distance. 

“What’s that?” Patrick says suddenly. 

“That’s their lifeboat, I guess.” Is Elsa on board? I guess I’ll soon find out. It hardly seems to matter in the wake of my monumentally, crashingly stupid action. We are now stranded in Offense space, tens of millions of kilometers from home, with no spaceship. I have just killed everyone.

“No, that!”

Weightless, I struggle to orient myself with my thrusters until I face in the direction Patrick’s pointing.

“What … is that?” 

It looks like a very strangely shaped, dim star. A group of stars. Like a bunch of pearls on a string. Or …

“Huh, huh, huh.” Gutmangler’s laughing. “I constrained the radar angle so that you do not see it! Huh, huh! That is the Grief Merchant, one of our arkships. Do you think I have no emergency radio protocol? Of course I do! I requested Her Majesty to come and pick us up, and she has most graciously complied.”
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So all of us are taken, shivering and speechless, aboard the Grief Merchant, one of the original arkships that brought the Offense to our solar system.

The first thing the jellies do is kill four of us. Seemingly at random, they choose Nerys Sullivan and three more of Zach’s crew—Azam Said, Maggie Schmidt, and Chris Walsh. They pull their arms and legs off, followed by their heads.

I look away. I am deeply ashamed of looking away, but I can’t help it. Something hot splatters on the side of my face. The sounds I am hearing are not sounds a human being should make. 

Tancred butts my shoulder with his head. I reach stiffly into my suit’s utility belt and take out his blankie. It’s about the size of one of his nostrils now. I hold it in my hand and let him nuzzle it.

The Grief Merchant is the size of a small moon. This part of it is pastoral: a river runs sluggishly, in three-quarters gravity, over glistening red-tinged rocks, into a lake fringed with ice, where jellies are at play, frolicking in the water or sprawling on stepped, fake-natural outcroppings of fake rock. The smell is unspeakable. The vegetation all looks like dead bristlecone pines—stuff that belongs above the snowline. 

The jelly soldiers tip the dismembered bodies of my people into the river. They bump down over a short waterfall into the lake. 

The bathing jellies fall on them. Shortly the water is tinged red, reminding me of a documentary I once saw about sharks. 

“That was for my crew you kill on asteroid,” Gutmangler booms. “Only four, because we are friends!” He whacks me on the back with a tentacle, sending me staggering. 

I catch sight of Sara’s face, red-speckled to the hairline. She did not look away. 

The rest of the Dragon Unit are standing defiantly together, holding their dragons, pretending like they don’t give a shit. The way they are standing shields the other survivors. 

Cold resolve hardens in the pit of my stomach. They took us off guard when they snatched Sullivan, Said, Schmidt, and Walsh. But I won’t lose any more people. Not one. 

“Where’s the queen?” I say thickly.

“Not so fast,” Gutmangler says. He has changed into Offense casual wear—a drapey blue lampshade, which is only held together by strings at the top, so that it doesn’t obscure his vision. The jellies guarding us, on the other hand, wear those high-end armored exoskeletons. 

As one, they turn to face the circular port in the cliff which we came in at. It’s an airlock, which opens onto the gap between two of the Grief Merchant’s gargantuan habs, an area that acts as a dock. I counted forty ships out there before I gave up. The Grief Merchant is a roving fuel depot, shipyard—and city. We humans might have built this kind of thing by now if a Void Dragon hadn’t eaten our sun, forcing us to dedicate all our efforts to gravity-casting and stellar ignition technologies.

The airlock doors scissor apart. 

“Now,” Gutmangler says, “we welcome the other …” He is standing very close to me, and I feel as much as hear him say, “Filthy traitorous scum.” I tense. Out loud, he booms, “Two-legged prey beings! Welcome to the Grief Merchant!”

Hardy, Strong—I mean Sponaugle—and five more humans stumble out of the airlock, removing their helmets.

Elsa isn’t among them.

WHAT?!?

I recognize Muramoto, an efficient-looking woman in her forties, and Tran, an elderly professorial type. 

There’s also a statuesque, red-headed woman, who is stooping to help two midgets with their helmets.

Midgets? Children.

Jellies surround the newcomers in a booming, gargling welcome committee. How very different from our own reception. Of course, Hardy’s gang are not captives. They are (filthy traitorous scum) friends. Hardy gargles back to the jellies; he knows their language. 

I charge through the welcome committee, slipping and sliding on the wet rocks. Tancred lollops behind me. The jellies do not make way for me. They make way for Tancred.

Hardy stands his ground. He has a tiny Void Dragon on his shoulder. It’s topaz with orange markings.

“Where’s Elsa?” I yell at him. “What have you done with her?”

Hardy blinks. His confusion looks genuine. “Elsa?”

“Elsa Scattergood! Major Scattergood! She was on board your ship! Where is she?”

Understanding flashes in his eyes. “That’s for me to know and you to find out,” he taunts me.

I stand with my gloved fists clenched, panting. Hardy stares back at me, unmoved. He is no longer the suave bureaucrat I met on Callisto. His gray hairs have multiplied, and a week’s stubble makes him look skeevy. His eyes are more red than blue. 

Belying his apparent poise, his hand rises to shield the guinea-pig sized dragon on his shoulder. 

I think I would urge Tancred to burn the horrible little runt to death, anyway, except for the fact that there are two children watching.

One of them is a boy of five or six. The other’s a girl of maybe two, riding in her mother’s arms.

Hardy follows my gaze. “These are my kids, Troy and Ottilie. And my wife.”

The woman dips her head briefly to me. “Cate.”

“You brought your kids?” I say in astonishment.

“Sure did,” Hardy says.

Sensing that he’s got the attention of the grownups, the little boy grabs his face dramatically and says, “This place stinks!” 

He didn’t see the carnage ten minutes ago. He has no idea. I feel an unwelcome urge to protect these children from the awful place they’ve been brought to. What a shitty father Hardy is. 

Tancred snakes his head out to sniff the dragon on Hardy’s shoulder. The baby sniffs back, unafraid. Of course, he will grow up to be like Tancred: an eater of Offense ships. 

Maybe it’s just as well I didn’t encourage Tancred to kill him.

Anyway, if he did, I’d probably end up getting my arms and legs pulled off.

Not even Tancred can take on the entire jelly population of the Grief Merchant.

Gutmangler rounds us up. Captives and guests are now being treated alike, with Offense bonhomie that’s all the more grotesque, considering what they just did to our people. The guards escort us onto an elevator that goes up the cliff-like wall and curls around to meet a sort of train platfom suspended from the roof. We’re so high up that the waterfall and the lake look like models in a diorama. The stony, watery landscape tapers in either direction, rising so that we’re looking uphill both ways. It must be a band running around the inside surface of the giant habitat.

The platform we’re standing on twitches into smooth motion. It’s not a train platform, it is a train.

We rocket along for several kilometers. Hardy’s son stares down curiously, going, “Cool!” Tancred whips his head suspiciously this way and that. The blood spatter dries on Sara’s cheeks. 

Where’s Elsa?

That’s for me to know and you to find out.

Was I wrong all along? Could she have nothing to do with the conspiracy? In that case, what was with the Major Scattergood business?

Gutmangler plays tour guide. “This is the lake of the Bloody Beak Clan. Those are pens where we keep the prey species known as fattoes. They have few tentacles and meaty bodies. They are bred in the life-support band and brought here to be fattened for the hunt …” Hardy’s friends Tran, Sponaugle, and Muramoto eagerly ask questions. I understand them. They are scientists who care more about knowledge than the good of their own species. Zach joins in the impromptu seminar on Offense ecosystems, until I give him a fierce stare. 

We change trains several times. Each change takes us from one band into another. Once, in an industrial band, we pass through a hub where a zillion suspended maglev tracks clover-leaf around each other like rollercoasters. Hardy’s son yells, “Wheeee!” 

But even he has gone quiet and tired by the time our journey finally ends, a couple of hours later, on a rocky crag in a band so cold we can see our breath. Snow cakes the crevices of the fake rocks. We stumble down a trail with only a coarse rope for a handrail. 

Then there’s more walking, past trees that look like dead octopi covered with snow. 

Hardy’s wife, Cate, stops. “This is getting ridiculous,” she says angrily. I suddenly recognize the voice that told me to go to hell. It was hers. “The kids are exhausted. I’m exhausted. Where are we going? I thought we were going to see the queen?”

Gutmangler lifts a tentacle and points up at a straggle of buildings, from which foul smoke drifts. This band of the hab must have a smaller diameter, because it looks like the town is hanging above us, ready to fall on our heads. 

Patrick sniffs. “Woodsmoke,” he says in amazement.

“This,” says Gutmangler, “is the way we once lived. This is the nearest you, or me, will ever come to life on Thussa, fifth planet of our glorious star Habidrid.” He gestures with his tentacles at the shacks we are now approaching. Though they are the size of factory buildings, their ramshackle appearance reminds me of mountaineering base camps on Alpine peaks. Jellies amble past, their tentacles drawing commas in the snow. “This is resource-intensive lifestyle. Now only for nobility.” 

Gutmangler leads us into a smoky shack the size of an airplane hangar. A dozen jellies lounge on age-darkened leather nests. A screen babbles. A pot bubbles on a bonfire in a hearth the size of an industrial forge. An enormous jelly, wearing a bead curtain over her tentacles, half-rises from her nest, her dome rippling. “This is the queen,” Gutmangler hisses.

“Welcome, guests,” she says, and huh-huh’s at our confusion. “Yes, I bid you welcome. I do not pull your arms and legs off. I am a traditionalist.” 
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Offensives never stop growing, the queen says. By her count, she is 319 Earth years old. She has had thousands of children. She is one of three queens serving under the Empress of the Offense, who lives on another of their arkships, somewhere nearer to Saturn. 

I have to assume she’s telling us all this stuff because it is a given that none of us will ever leave the Grief Merchant alive. 

While she drones on, bowls of hot stew are served to all of us. The queen promises that this is human food. It actually smells great. The jellies are eating something very different, with bits of tentacle in it. The two dishes come from different cauldrons simmering on the fire in the back of the shack. Is it safe? Paul is the first to pluck up his courage. “I’m so hungry I could eat a wolf,” he says, and tastes the stew. Waits a minute, while everyone stares at him. “Hey. I haven’t turned green and curled up yet.” He carries on eating, and one by one we all follow his example. 

The queen even produces some oranges and packets of digestive biscuits for the kids. They’ve been capturing our stuff, despite our best efforts. 

Nothing comes without a price, and I am waiting to get the bill for our meal as I chase the last chunks of my second helping of stew around the bowl. 

The shack is very dim, and warm enough for weary people to start yawning. I’m tired, too, after all I’ve been through today. But every time my eyelids sag, I can hear my people screaming as they were torn apart. We are not safe here. They’re just trying to put us off our guard.

Jellies glide in and out all the time, getting a good look at the two-legged prey beings and the Void Dragons. The walls are decorated with elaborate mosaics formed from bits of shell and bone—including human bones, I expect. The blue glow of computer screens from behind a partition gives the lie to the low-tech ambiance.

The queen finally addresses the big, green elephant in the room. “That Void Dragon is much bigger than the others.”

“That’s right,” I say. “This is Tancred.”

“Yes, we have heard of … Tancred.” The queen pauses. “We also possess Void Dragon eggs. However, we have had … difficulties … hatching them.”

“My queen,” Gutmangler burbles, “I have succeeded where others failed.” Squatting submissively before the queen’s enormous nest, he brings little black Nightmare out from under his dome to show her, for the tenth time. 

“Yes, yes. You are too attached to that thing,” the queen says, which explains why they’ve been failing, doesn’t it? As Francie said, they don’t know how to love. Gutmangler is a bit different from most jellies—I’ll give him that. He is at least capable of liking. 

“Yet in humans,” the queen goes on, “weakness can be forgiven. It may even—” she hesitates, as if this is hard for her to get out— “be useful. Therefore, I invite all of you to join the victorious host of the Offense.”

I look around to see how my friends react to this. We’re sitting in a semi-circle in front of the royal nest on wooden chairs. They had human-sized chairs and human-palatable food ready to go. Of course, they knew Hardy’s lot were coming …

Sara’s face is set in a pout. Francie’s eyes are half-lidded. Patrick looks interested.

“For your service,” the queen goes on, “I would award you free choice of nests and mates, as well as first lance privileges in our hunts.”

All the jellies in the shack gurgle in awe at her munificence.

Hardy butts in. Squeezing his wife’s hand, he says, “I would be honored to accept your generous offer, Your Majesty, although I already have a mate I’m partial to.”

Patrick says, “Fuck that shit. I’ll die before I betray Earth.”

He has said what I should have said, setting an example for our people. Francie gives him a look of pure molten love. 

“Also,” Francie says to the queen, “if you kill us, our dragons will kill you, and then they’ll eat Jupiter, and every living thing in this star system will die.” Pinkie Pie is flapping on her knee, rubbing her head against Francie’s wrist, trying to calm her down. Francie closes her lips tightly. I can see how she and Pinkie have become a working team, and it’s beautiful. She adds more restrainedly, “So that’s something for you to think about.”

“But no one has spoken of killing,” the queen burbles. 

“But we know you’re thinking about it,” Francie says. “Do jellies ever think about anything else?”

“Of course,” says the queen. “Hunting, eating, mating, fighting …”

I think the jellies are all taken aback when we start laughing.

“… the art of life,” the queen finishes over our laughter.

“The art of life?” Laughing has given me my voice back. I gesture at the shell and bone mosaics on the walls. “You call this art?”

“No,” says a human male voice from behind us. I glance around. A new group of jellies has just come in, taking off mushroom-shaped umbrella-hats, shaking snow onto the floor … and among them are four humans. 

The sight jolts me like a cattle-prod. We are not the only human beings here.

“The art of life is something we humans have forgotten,” says one of the men. Same voice. He pushes back the hood of his white leather cloak. He’s silhouetted against the doorway, so all I can really see is a bushy beard and long hair. “We used to know it, but then technology distracted us. Phones. Computers. Games. Mechas. What are we fighting for? What does UNGov stand for? No one knows.” 

Hardy brushes past me, going to the man. He hugs him. His wife is right behind her. The man kisses her on the cheek— “Cate, so good to meet you—” and picks up each child in turn, juggling them while he warmly shakes hands with Tran, Sponaugle, and Muramoto. His three friends also greet the Raimbaut gang with affection.

Of course we aren’t the only humans here. Hardy was not the first person to defect to the Offense.

He was just the first to fuck it up.

“You’ll like it here,” Beardy tells us. 

“Excuse me,” Patrick says, standing. “I’ve been here.” Smaug coils around his legs. “I grew up off the grid. No phones, no computers, no games, no mechas. We hunted deer, trapped rabbits, planted cabbages, dug potatoes. Got our electricity from solar and a genny. Winter nights, we read books, sang songs, told stories … living the dream, right? Now one of my brothers is dead on Callisto, and I’m here. Because of you! So take your bullshit and shove it.” Patrick pauses, mutters “Damn,” in the dead silence of the shack, and then modulates his voice. “You’ve gone over to the enemy. Own that shit. Don’t try and justify it. Because however you spin it, you’ve betrayed humanity, and there will be no mercy for you when we win.” 

Another second of silence. Then Francie starts clapping. Everyone in our group joins in. Sara does that wolf-whistling thing of hers with two fingers in her mouth. I clap, too, carried away by Patrick’s full-throated defense of humanity.

The queen’s eyes, all fifty or so of them, cluster like grenades at the front of her dome. 

Smaug rears on his hindlegs, flapping his wings, belching dragon-fire at the roof. Fortunately the roof is too damn far away to catch alight. 

The traitors recoil in fear.

I’m thinking, Go on, Smaug, burn this shit down— 

But Tancred is wiser than I am. He realizes that if the baby dragons start burning, we will all end up dead. He stretches out a foreleg and cuffs Smaug. The smaller dragon rolls head over heels twice and ends up sitting by the fire with all his limbs splayed out. 

NO burn! Tancred orders. 

Smaug crawls sulkily into the fire—yes, into the fire—and curls up among the embers.

“Impressive,” the queen gurgles at last. Surging forward to the edge of her nest, bulging over it, she points a tentacle at the group of traitors by the door. “You may leave us. Show them where the Earthling quarters are. I wish to speak to these humans alone.”

When the traitors are gone, the queen stretches out several tentacles towards us. Her voice is a liquid hum.

“You have seen how content our friends are to live with us. They have found more freedom here than they ever had on Earth. Sample our art of life—that is all I ask of you. Give us a chance.”

We’re all blinking at her like morons. 

I have to get us out of this somehow, but how? Maybe we should pretend to accept, for the time being. “Your Majesty,” I say, “thank you for your generous offer. Could we have some time to think about it? We’ve all been through a lot today.”

“Of course, of course,” the queen says. “You shall taste our hospitality, and I give my word that you shall be unharmed until such time as you make up your minds.”

*

“It’s obvious what the alternative is,” Patrick says, later. “Getting our arms and legs pulled off.”

We are in another shack, in the middle of the royal village. If this is Offense hospitality, I still don’t think much of it. We’re lying on a circular bed heaped with sticky, hairless hides that come from alien prey animals. One Offense bed is big enough for 18 humans, which is all that’s left of the 1st Dragon Corps now. They are keeping us away from the traitors, no doubt to prevent us from comparing notes.

The smell is nauseating. Nevertheless, there’s a fire in the hearth, and many of the survivors have gone to sleep. 

I was asleep, too, until Patrick started muttering in my ear.

“We gotta make a break for it.”

At this point I have zero confidence in my own judgment. I got us into this. I got four people killed. I have no credibility left with the unit. Yet I can’t see how Patrick’s way doesn’t end up getting all of us killed. “Even if we could break out, then what?” I whisper. “We don’t have a ship.”

“Ahem,” Bolt whispers, from my other side. “We skinned their GUI in English, remember?”

“Yeah, so?”

“I’ve got a copy in my suit’s memory.”

“So do I. So what? We still don’t have a ship.”

“So we capture one,” Patrick says, as if that would be the easy part.

And maybe it would be. What do I know? Nothing. I thought Elsa would be here. She isn’t. I know nothing. 

“Tancred doesn’t want to do it,” I say.

“Smaug does,” Patrick says.

“If I had a Void Dragon, it would want to,” Bolt says, and Patrick buries a snort of laughter in his elbow. My old roommate and my best friend are teaming up against me. Great. 

I wriggle off the bed, trying not to disturb anyone else, and go to stand by the fire. The weight of responsibility for all of our lives feels like a barbell too heavy to lift, that’s pinioning my chest, constraining my breath. I hunker down and hold my hands out to the banked embers. 

“Incidentally,” Tim Delacroix says, “Marguerite and I have decided to stay.”

Tim’s head pokes off the end of the bed nearest to me. I can see Marguerite’s gray head beside his shoulder. She’s curled up, maybe asleep or maybe pretending. She’s hardly said a word to anyone since Fleur was killed. 

“You’re … staying?” I say to Tim.

“Sorry, Jay, but we’re too old for this. We’re packing it in.”

Marguerite raises her head. Not asleep, then. “Tim and I ran a military outsourcing company on Earth,” she says in her crisp, French-accented English. She sounds surprisingly … together. Normal, even if it’s only a façade. “To put it bluntly, we rented out mercenaries to UNGov. We were neck deep in this war. We enabled it and profited from it. Now the war has taken our son and it has also taken Fleur.”

Sara’s voice comes quietly from the corner of the bed. “That was me, Marguerite.”

Marguerite ignores her. “We have nothing left to lose. So—yes. We are staying here.”

I say, “You know they only want you because Buster eats Earth ships, right?”

Tim shrugs. “We never could’ve gone back to Earth, anyway.” 

“Same for me,” says Luigi out of the darkness.

Francie pipes up, “Nonno! No!”

Is no one asleep?

“Sorry, Francesca,” Luigi says. “Tim is right. They will never let us go back to Earth. And for me and Jinks, we’d rather live on an Offense arkship than an asteroid. New worlds to explore, eh? I leave the farm to you and your mamma.”

Someone mutters in the dark: “No loss to our side, anyway.”

I think that was Paul. He’s right, of course. Jinks and Buster both eat Earth ships. Here among the Offense, they will presumably be well fed.

“Fine,” Patrick says. I can hear him struggling to be fair. “You’ve all got the right to make your own decisions. But—”

“I’m staying, too,” says someone else.

“Me, too—” and the floodgates open. Inspired by the Delacroixes’ and Luigi’s example, more than half the survivors declare that they’re staying.

Patrick sits up, white-faced in the darkness. “Hands up who’s with me, then,” he says. 

I am supposed to be in command of this Corps. It’s increasingly clear that I am no longer in command of anything, and what’s more, there’s no Corps left, just a mess of scared and angry human beings. 

“Got your back, bruv,” Paul says.

“Your problems are my problems, Newcombe,” Francie says, squeezing Patrick’s arm.

“Anyone who stays here is getting into bed with the Devil,” Milosz says.

“And the Devil’s bed smells like shit,” Bolt says. 

“I’m still holding out for my Pacific island,” Huifang says.

“Mi seh wi should steal an Offense ship an trade it to de DoD for a Pacific island,” Badrick says.

“I like the way you think, bro,” Patrick says, like he’s ready to go and steal an Offense ship right now.

With God knows how many miles of the Grief Merchant in between us and anything resembling freedom. 

“Fucked if I’m staying here,” Zach says. His NCOs and surviving crew mumble in embarrassment, but do not change their minds. He has lost command, too. 

“Sara?” Patrick raises his eyebrows towards the corner where her voice came from before.

She stands up—or rather, Faith stands up, and I see Sara an instant later, hunched around Faith, gripping her neck in that way she does. “I need to speak to the CO for a minute,” she says.

I guess that would still be me.

“Are you gonna go with Patrick?” she whispers, standing with me near the door. Tancred screens the door itself with his bulk. Outside it, I am sure, is at least one armed jelly. At the other end of the shack, Patrick is huddling with the others, planning their escape. “Because if you’re not going, I’m not, either.”

I’m startled. Does she mean it? Why would she say that? “They’re all going to get killed.”

“Sure, it’s scary. But I think we have to try.”

She’s giving me a pep talk. Humiliation lacerates me. “Honestly, I think you would have a better chance without me,” I say.

“Oh, come on, sir—”

“My head’s not in the game.” I take a big breath, like a suffocating man gasping for oxygen, and plunge on. “When it comes right down to it, I brought us out here to look for my aunt. I thought she was on Hardy’s ship. I was wrong. I got my personal shit mixed up with my duty, and four people died for it, and now more people are gonna die. So please quit calling me sir, because I’ve failed about as badly as a commander can fail. Shit, I never wanted this job, anyway!” 

I stop there. I have a weird, lightheaded feeling. It’s the honesty. Have I ever told someone how I really feel before? Not since I was a kid, could be. I’m more afraid of Sara’s reaction than I am of facing the jellies.

“Well, too bad,” she says.

“Huh?”

“Too, freaking, bad. You screwed up. Now pick yourself up off the deck, sir, and try again.” 

“What’s the point?” I say morosely.

“The point is staying human.”

“Death before dishonor?” I say sarcastically. “You sound like a Marine.”

“I was a Marine,” she snaps. “And maybe I liked it better than I like being a Void Dragon mama. But I don’t get to choose, and neither do you! You have a duty to humanity!”

“I know you think I’m wimping out,” I say. I shouldn’t have been honest with her. I’ve become a despicable object in her eyes.

“I don’t think you’re wimping out. I’m just wondering about your motives. Are you still trying to protect your aunt?” 

Before I can say a word, the door of the shack springs open. 

Tancred rears on his hind legs, poised to attack. 

But only two jellies stand there, clad in the bead-curtain outfits that seem to signify noble status. Outside, it’s daylight again. 

“Good morning, two-legged prey beings?” one of them says, convivially. “Time for breakfast!”

Were they eavesdropping on us all the time?

Have they heard every word we said?

The shack could well be bugged. This low-tech ambiance is just an artistic statement. 

“Are they inviting us for breakfast? Or to be breakfast?” Bolt mutters, as he pushes past me.

Caught on the back foot, we all follow them docilely out into the snow-colored daylight. 

The street of the village is no busier than before. A freaky animal like a walking octopus snuffles around the door of the royal shack. The snowy hills curve up calm and pristine in both directions. This Offense habitat has a timeless ambiance, and I actually can see the appeal of it, in comparison to the herky-jerky intensity of my own life. 

“You will eat at the Earthling quarters,” our jelly escorts say. They lead us uphill through the village. So high above us it looks to be hanging sideways, a human-size chalet stands a little way from the Offense’s scrofulous hangars. Smoke rises from the chimney. It does look cozy.

The ones who’ve decided to stay here speed up, while the would-be escapers lag behind, so that we gradually separate into two groups. 

As we near the Earthling quarters, some of the traitors come out and wave at us. There’s Beardy, gripping a staff like some kind of Old Testament prophet, and Hardy—he doesn’t wave.

Hardy.

All I’d need is five minutes alone with him. I’ll make him tell me how Elsa is involved in this. If she’s involved at all—

Wait. Something’s happening. Jellies glide out of the shacks on our left and right, joining the untidy procession of humans and dragons.

An armor-clad tentacle snakes out to grab Patrick’s arm. He jumps back. “Hey!”

One of the courtiers booms gaily, “You rejected our queen’s gracious offer of hospitality, did you not?”

Shit. They were eavedropping on us!

“Her Majesty’s orders are unchanged. Those who wish to stay, may stay. Those who do not wish to stay, will be fed to the lower classes.”

The armored jellies dart in among us, sorting us out. We were already walking in two loose groups. Now I’m looking at Sara through a palisade of armored tentacles.

I’m on the wrong side.

Patrick scuffles with a jelly, dodging its tentacles. “Smaug!” he yells. “BURN!” Dragonfire licks palely over the snow. The jellies trumpet in rage.

I spin to face to Tim, Marguerite, Luigi, and everyone else who decided to stay. “Run,” I tell them, pointing to the chalet. “I hope—”

I hope they’ll be all right.

I hope I’m not making another mistake.

All I know is I can’t leave my friends to die.

Tancred dips his head. I swing a leg over the base of his neck and scramble onto his back. I hang on for dear life as he leaps into the air. Swooping over the melee, he blasts dragon-fire at the jellies, boiling them alive inside their exoskeletons.
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If the jellies smell bad alive, they smell much, much worse when their skins are smouldering and their goop is boiling. Putrid smoke billows into my eyes. Wheezing, I fumble with my wrist control pad and find the button that makes my helmet hinge out of my collar. It closes over my head, sealing me into a microcosm of clean air and radio crosstalk. 

“On me. Back to the airlock we came in at,” Patrick yells.

Soaring down the street, Tancred and I have a dragon’s-eye view of the royal village. 

My friends charge down the street in one of the formations we practised back on Mingetty, a moving square. Dragons on the outside, humans on the inside. 

Jellies rush out of the shacks to intercept them. Some of them are armored, some not. 

Playing the role of air support, like we practised all those times, Tancred scythes dragon-fire across these courtiers, or guards, or bystanders. Tentacles shrivel. Power packs explode. Unarmored jellies burst like water balloons. Tancred is kicking ass … but he’s trembling with misery under me. He hates this. He may be a Void Dragon, but killing is not his thing. 

It is Smaug’s. He’s dashing ahead of the square, popping his head inside the shacks and setting fire to them, one after another. Lurid yellow and blue flames leap up to join the white candles of dragon-fire stabbing through the village.

Suddenly, someone in the front line goes down, and the whole square skids to a halt, folding up around the person on the ground. It’s Milosz. Shit! Wiktor stands over him, panting fire, but he’s not even ankle-high to the twenty-sided soldiers rushing into the street. Where did they come from? Who the heck knows? Royal bodyguards, I imagine. The beams of energy weapons lance through the smoke. Faith zooms from one soldier to the other, lapping up their power, but she can’t be everywhere at once. Meanwhile, Patrick and Huifang are struggling to get Milosz back on his feet.

From my commanding position up here, I can see a couple of things clearly. One: Our only hope is to move fast. Every nanosecond of delay improves ther chances of stopping us. Two: The others won’t be able to move fast if they’re carrying Milosz.

Tancred lands behind the assaulting jellies, immune to the energy beams that sparkle off his wings. He takes three of them out at once with a blast of dragon-fire, clearing a path for me. I scramble off his back and run through the puddles of hot goop and burning debris in the street.

“We’ll carry him,” I yell, dragging Milosz out of Huifang’s anguished grasp.

He’s a big guy. With Patrick’s help, I get him draped over Tancred’s back, and we take off again. 

At first I thought Milosz was basically OK. Then I see a hole in his stomach. It was made by an energy weapon, so it’s not bleeding. It’s just smoking a bit. His spacesuit is struggling to self-seal, its material damaged by the heat. I can see into his body. I can see his organs.

“Stay with me, Milosz!”

His lips move inside his helmet, and blood comes out of them. 

“Where are you hit?” I’m an idiot. I can see where he’s hit. I can see how bad it is.

“It’s going to be all right,” he says clearly. “God is with us.” A shudder rolls through his body, and through me, as if his faith were contagious. He is clearly looking at something I cannot see. 

Then he is not looking at anything.

He’s dead.

I hold onto him, anyway, until a swarm of drones zoom down from the cloud-white ceiling, shooting so fast and furiously that Tancred has to twist around like an eel in the air to burn them, which makes it impossible to stay on his back. He swoops low over the snowy track and I slide to the ground with Milosz’s corpse on top of me.

*

I’m quite a long way from the village, or rather, from the flames and smoke where the village used to be. The hilly terrain hides the track in between me and there, so I can’t see the rest of the unit. 

The burnt carcasses of drones plummet to the ground around me. 

I lay Milosz straight in the snow and fold his hands on his chest. Then I stumble uphill, back towards the others. I almost step on a dog-sized Void Dragon corpse. There’s still a hint of red on his tail.

I kill Wiktor, Tancred says remotely, still fighting the drones.

I inhale and exhale, feeling sick on Tancred’s behalf. I know he had to do that. Milosz’s death would have sent Wiktor into hate mode. Mad with bereavement, he would have ended up eating Jupiter. 

Can you see the others? I say, dreading Tancred’s reply.

Yes. They coming. They fighting.

Go and help them. 

No leave Daddy, Tancred says obstinately.

Go! I’ll be fine!

Shocked by my mental yell, Tancred flaps heavily away. 

And then I am alone. 

I stand staring uphill, catching my breath. 

Suddenly, from the unseen roof, snow falls in targeted mini-avalanches on the village. It douses the fires and covers the burnt shacks with a blanket of white. 

Wonder what happened to the queen? She probably fled as soon as it kicked off. She’ll have had a secret elevator or something. After all, the Grief Merchant, so huge that for chrissakes it’s got weather inside, is, at the end of the day, just a spaceship. The rocky track under my feet isn’t real. It’s just a decorated deck. 

Without warning, Hardy lunges out from around a snowy hillock, gripping a gun.

He’s lucky I don’t have a gun. I’d have shot him before I noticed he’s holding the gun the other way round.

Offering it to me.

He’s carrying a satchel and wearing one of their white cloaks. In the shadow of his hood, his mouth moves. I open my visor so I can hear what he’s saying.

“You haven’t got a fart’s chance in a hurricane. But this might help.” 

I numbly take the gun. Hasn’t it occurred to him that I might shoot him with it? If I can figure out how to work it, that is. It’s an Offense gun, a black rectangle that weighs about ten kilos, with no visible trigger. 

“That button there,” Hardy says. “You gotta hold it in both hands. It’s one of the ones they use for hunting.” He drops his satchel with a thump. “Couple more weapons, plus power packs.” 

“Why … are you helping me?”

“Because I don’t want you to die, obviously.”

“Did the others … my people? Did they make it?”

“Yeah, they’re in the chalet.” Hardy straightens up, obviously eager to return to the chalet himself. We can hear the noise of fighting from up the track. “This is nothing,” Hardy says. “You should see their festivals.” His little dragon huddles inside the hood of his cloak, not as sanguine as Hardy is, or pretends to be.

I stride after him. “Where’s Elsa?” 

“Oh, not this again.”

“Major Scattergood was on your ship!”

“You really don’t know anything, do you?” Hardy swings to face me again.

His eyes widen as he sees the gun he just gave me in his fist.

He gets out half of a yell before I bring the butt end of the weapon down hard, overhand, in a crashing axe blow on his skull.

He topples face first into the snow.

*

I bend over Hardy, turn his head to the side, and make sure he’s breathing—then fling myself flat in the snow beside him as a rocket screams overhead.

Poking my head up, I follow the rocket’s contrail out of sight. CRUMP, it explodes on the other side of the nearest hill.

A second later, Smaug flies over the hill towards me, black with ash, his body encrusted with carbonized goop. 

The entire Dragon Unit follows him, pounding down the track. 

Over their heads, Tancred is a blur of green wings and dragon-fire, singlehandedly keeping off the drones. 

I drag Hardy and his bag of guns back onto the track. My friends are covered with ash, giving a camouflage effect on their asteroid-gray spacesuits. Patrick says that they just fought their way through the entire royal bodyguard. He and Paul pick up the other two guns Hardy brought.

Just as more twenty-sided jelly commandos pour down the hill, from the direction of the airlock.

Francie stands with her hands on her hips. “We’re not gonna make it.”

“Sorry, guys,” Patrick says. “I thought we had a chance. Sorry.”

“No,” I say. “We aren’t done yet.”

I stamp on the track. It isn’t rock. It’s just a decorated deck. We’re actually only a hull’s thickness from freedom.

“Tancred! Burn down!”

The other dragons take over from Tancred, fighting the drones in the sky, apart from Jade and Rude Boy, who zip away to harass the commandos. 

Tancred lands heavily on the track in our midst. Crouching, he breathes fire on the snow.

First it melts.

Then the fake rocks underneath it melt. 

Then the circuitry inside them melts.

Alarms go wild, screaming so loudly I can hear them through my helmet.

Badrick shouts, “Heads up! Hostiles high on mi two!”

Bullets skip through the snowmelt flowing around our ankles. I catch sight of new, bigger drones zooming overhead. The jellies have wised up. They’re using solid ammo now. 

Tancred burns through insulation, a mere shadow inside a cloud of toxic smoke. 

The smoke hides the jelly commandos rushing up the track towards us—and hides us from them.

I go to look for Hardy, find him groaning in the snow, drag him back to the others. 

Tancred hits a conduit.

A powerful arc of water sprays into the air, scattering the drones that are still diving at us.  

But water does not stop Tancred’s fire. He keeps burning through the water, like a spear of molten thermite, flashing the water into steam.

Patrick and Paul sprint back to us. “Didn’t even slow them down,” Patrick grunts. “We got about half a minute before they’re here.”

Tancred’s burning through solid steel now, while steam envelops us in foggy clouds. He’s getting tired. The other dragons gather around him, adding their fire to his. They’re comparatively small and weak, but maybe it’s the thought that counts. 

They break through the hull. Depressurization starts to suck the steam and smoke away. 

The jelly commandos burst into view, guns levelled. Bullets crunch into the melting snow around us. Francie screams.

I kneel and fire Hardy’s gun into the armored phalanx. 

Faith slinks around me, seizes the weapon in her teeth, and eats it. So much for that. 

I sag on all fours, empty-handed. The sheer faces of the jellies’ exoskeletons loom like the grilles of twenty-ton trucks, barrelling up the path at me. Their faceted domes tear through the steam like the battleships of hell. I remember what Milosz said: God is with us.

A short stone’s throw away, the commandos suddenly pitch forward into the snow. 

All except one of them, who lowers his gun. 

Actually, all ten of so of his guns. 

With which he just shot his buddies in the back. 

Nightmare flutters off the top of his exoskeleton and scribbles a thread of dragon-fire across the fallen jellies, for good measure.

“As they say, fuck this,” Gutmangler booms. “I will not stay where I am not wanted.”

Before the words are out of his mouth, Tancred breaks through the hull. Parts of the ground crack away and fall into the void below. Dizziness seizes me. I snatch at Hardy’s cloak—

—and someone shoves me in the back. Still holding onto Hardy, I fall into the dark.
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I fall about ten feet.

And land on a metal deck. 

Not outside. Oh, hell. This is some kind of inter-hull space. I can’t find the toggle for my helmet lamp. People are falling on top of me. I drag Hardy aside, and then a baby dragon lights up the darkness with fire. I glimpse a dark tunnel with conduits snaking along the ceiling. 

“Run!” Patrick’s shout cuts through the radio crosstalk. 

I don’t run. I wait, amidst the blizzard of snow that’s being sucked into the hole in the ceiling. This tunnel is in vacuum. Was in vacuum.

I wait for Tancred.

He squeezes through the hole last of all, twisting in mid-air to direct a last jet of fire at the pursuing drones. Lands at my side with a thump. He’s really tired now.

I panic, suddenly remembering that Hardy isn’t in a spacesuit. Then I see he is in a spacesuit. His white cloak has moulded itself to his body, turning into a skinsuit. His hood has turned into a transparent bubble over his head. Offense technology for the win. Hardy’s little runt of a dragon is stuck inside the bubble, too, crawling over his master’s unconscious face in a panic. 

And now I have to ask one more thing of Tanced. Can you carry this asshole? The headlamps of the others are shrinking into the distance. We’re getting left behind.

My exhausted Void Dragon bows his head and picks Hardy gently up in his jaws. I’m asking so much of him, it breaks my heart. He’s already saved our lives several times. But it will all be meaningless if we can’t escape, and we aren’t out of here yet. 

The drones pursue us through the tunnels. The small dragons fight a running battle with them, picking them off one by one with dragon-fire. 

I’m nearly delirious with exhaustion when I bump into someone. We’ve stopped.  

“Service hatch,” Gutmangler gurgles, stabbing with his tentacles at a console.

It’s an airlock. The chamber’s small by jelly standards, but there are only ten of us now, plus Gutmangler and the dragons. 

The airlock cycles. 

We float out into a gargantuan geometry problem, the scaffolding of a modern architect’s wet dream, encrusted with ship-sized industrial units whose sides reflect the light of distant Jupiter. 

The truss of the Grief Merchant. 

It curves away from us, a moon-sized ring, appearing to balance like a Ferris wheel on the white plain of the hab below us.

Just for a second it looks beautiful, a work of art. 

Then, tumbling in freefall, I get my bearings. The white plain is not below us, it’s above. Ships nuzzle inside the truss below my feet. This is the same place we started out at! 

Ships. 

We need … oh. 

Tancred has seen the ships, too. He takes off from my side. Wobble, wobble. His wings spread out for miles as he zooms towards the nearest ship, a white dolphin the size of an aircraft carrier. 

“Leave this to me,” Gutmangler booms.

“What are you doing?” My attention’s split between him and Tancred and the ship. 

“Emergency radio protocol! Huh, huh, huh. I inform the ship we are in need of assistance.”

The dolphin ship is turning gracefully, curving around the outside of the truss. bearing down on us. 

“Ship’s AI is stupid,” Gutmangler chortles.

“Where’s Tancred?” I can’t see him anymore. I thought he was chasing this ship. He’s not responding to me, but I can feel his hunger burning a hole in my mind. 

“Here it comes, here it comes!” Zach yelps.

The ship slides past us, blotting out Jupiter. We’re in its shadow. Bright whips lash out from low down on its landscape-sized side. We all scream. Then the whips wrap around us as gently as tentacles—which is to say, not very. They whisk us towards an opening in the ship’s side, and dump us into a barren airlock chamber.

“Tancred!” I yell. “Tancred!”

Me here, Daddy. 

Sliding down the wall of the chamber, I let myself go, let my consciousness join Tancred’s.

He is sitting on this very ship’s engine housing, like a dog riding in a pickup. Sipping the residual heat from its last burn. Holding back his hunger. If they be mean to you, I eat ship. So you can tell them, no be mean.

Tears spring to my eyes. Nothing can get between a Void Dragon and its food … except love. 

The inner door of the airlock scissors apart. We face a wall of armored jellies with guns.

Gutmangler starts to hoot at them. Paul cuts him off. “We’re hijacking this ship.”

The jellies point their guns at us with less conviction than before.

“Do as I say, or my Void Dragon will eat your ship.” I shrug with fake nonchalance. “We’re getting in. You’re getting out.”

“Out of the way!” Francie yells. “Patrick’s bleeding to death!”

*

Francie’s freak-out terrifies everyone, but it turns out that Patrick just has a flesh wound. He took a bullet through the thigh. Mercifully, it didn’t hit the artery, and his suit sealed itself, preventing him from losing too much blood.

Badrick has a similar wound in his hand.

Hardy has a concussion.

Sara has a burn on one arm, from restraining Faith.

And worst of all, we are leaving Milosz behind us, dead on the Grief Merchant.

The cost of our escape mutes our joy at being alive, especially when every fighter in the Grief Merchant’s escort pounces on our hijacked ship, mere moments after we finish throwing the original crew out of the airlocks.

Tancred is equal to the occasion. He eats enough of the fighters to scare the rest away, and squeezes into the airlock complaining that he’s still hungry.

He’s now the size of an African bull elephant. My heart sinks a bit. I can’t wrap my arms around his neck anymore, even when I stand on tiptoe. He lowers his huge head down to me and nuzzles my shoulder, almost knocking me over by accident. His skin is searing hot, although he purposely spent some time outside to cool down after eating the fighters. 

Tancred too big? he says anxiously.

He isn’t even two years old yet. Where is this going to stop? It’s my fault for making him fight so much. For training him to be a living super-weapon.

However big you get, you’ll still be my little scaly-butt, I say, swallowing my misgivings. I embrace as much of him as I can reach. We owe you our lives.

I’m just glad Offense ships are so damn big. If this were a human ship, he wouldn’t even be able to fit through the doors anymore. 

I lead him along the highway, I mean corridor, to the bridge. It’s another cavernous, cold, too-bright alien cathedral. Crew nests make beds for the casualties. Zach is in command, using our English-language GUI to control the ship. Incidentally, this ship glories in the name of Tears of the Horror Squish. I don’t think I’ll bother renaming it. Gutmangler says it’s a destroyer, one of the most advanced battleships the Offense has.

Not having suffered enough yet, the Grief Merchant’s fighters continue to shadow us as we burn across the empty void. There’s a bit of conventional give-and-take with railguns. Patrick—wounded or not—challenges  Francie to a target shooting competition. They’re so cute. 

Hardy wakes up. 

“Fuck,” he says. The first thing he sees is his baby dragon, sitting on his chest. “Hello, you,” he says, and cups his hands over it.

I sit on the floor to talk to him. My heart’s in my mouth. “Well?”

“Where am I?”

“Somewhere in trans-Jovian space. You’re my prisoner.”

“Oh yeah?” Hardy grins dopily.

I turn to Sara, who’s acting as medic, despite her own burn injury. “What’d you give him?”

“Just painkillers,” she says with a shrug. Her eyes are empty, flat. This expression is what I think of as her resting-Marine face.

I want the old Sara back. I want to see her smile. I want to joke around with her again. 

But that’s no longer possible. I think—I’m not sure, but I think I burnt her trust in me by voicing my honest doubts, back on the Grief Merchant.

If I can get Hardy to talk, her doubts will be resolved. And so will mine … one way or the other. 

We all need the truth.

“You,” I say, levelling my index finger at Hardy. “Talk.”

He yawns. “How are you gonna make me?”

“I …”

“Gonna torture me? Or throw me out of the airlock?”

“Maybe just stick you in a cabin with no food or water,” I say, watching his eyes.

Sara says, “No need. We don’t have any consumables for ourselves, either. Oh, correction: water, we got. But food? It’s gonna be a hungry journey.”

“Bolt went to look for food,” I say. “He might find something we can safely eat.” He went with Gutmangler, whose conversion seems to be genuine this time. It’s all due to Nightmare. I think Gutmangler has finally got it: the connection to a Void Dragon that ends up mattering more than anything else, more than honor or family or home.

Hardy caresses his baby dragon, murmuring to it under his breath.

I slap him in the face. “Talk to me!”

Color rushes into the handprint I left on his cheek. “My wife and kids are on the Grief Merchant,” he says. “I don’t know what’s happening to them, what’s gonna happen. Their lives are in jeopardy. Because of you. So why don’t you just shut up and go away, you little punk?”

“Listen, I’m sorry about your family–”

“Save it.” His gray-blue eyes are hard and cold. Nothing’s getting out from behind them.

I get up, dizzy with anger and frustration. I don’t have the stomach to torture anyone, even if it were morally acceptable. I weave across the bridge and clamber onto the table that Patrick is standing on to reach the weapons console. 

“Just a minute, Scatter.” He’s got one knee up on the edge of the console, peering through a jelly targeting optic. “And … bam.”

“Are they still chasing us?”

“They’re dropping back. This baby can go.”

“Stop worrying, Scatter,” Francie says, from the next console over. “We got this.” 

I rub my hands over my face. “At this speed, we should make it back the Belt in a day or so. If they quit harassing us.”

On cue, Badrick shouts over from the navigation console, “De lass of de jellies ave turned back.”

“Yeah man,” Patrick yells. Badrick runs lightly along the consoles to us and exchanges a fist-bump with him. 

“The thing is, Scatter,” Francie says. She’s still hunched over her optic, and I suddenly realize she’s avoiding my gaze. “We don’t think going back to the Belt is such a good idea.”

“Huh? Why not?”

“Duh, we’re in an Offense battleship.”

Patrick takes a painkiller with a swallow of water. His spacesuit has a shiny band around one thigh, like scar tissue, where it’s holding his blood in. He’s probably in a lot of pain. “Mars,” he says, wiping his lips.

“What about Mars?”

“We’ve got a base there.”

“I know.”

Mars is still orbiting the cold remnant of Sol. It is itself a cold rock, scarcely better than a large asteroid with a bit of water. We’ve hung on to it, ostensibly for strategic purposes, but truthfully just because humanity always was emotionally invested in the place. The Offense don’t want it, anyway. It’s too far from their territory to be any threat to them. And almost equally far from the Belt.

“Why would we want to go there?”

Badrick spits on the floor. “Mi am sick of dis,” he says with raw eloquence. 

“We’re all sick of this, Scatter,” Francie says. 

Paul ambles over to the table we’re standing on. “The DoD is rotten to the core, man. If we go back to Ceres, what’ll happen? They’ll take this ship off us … and park it somewhere, and we’ll never see it again. Same way they parked us on Mingetty. You know it.”

He probably is right about that, realistically.

“We need to put distance between ourselves and them,” Patrick says. “Regroup. Assess our position. Have a real discussion about our strategy going forward.”

They’re talking about taking the war into their own hands. Disillusioned as I am, I recoil.

“Plus,” Francie says softly, “the dragons need to be fed.”

I look from one face to another. “But what about the people at our Mars base?”

Francie shrugs. “There’s only about a thousand personnel out there.”

“And how’re they gonna react when an Offense battleship turns up? They have ships …”

I trail off. Francie’s words echo in my ears. The dragons need to be fed.

They’re planning to feed their dragons on the ships attached to our Mars base. 

I can actually see the logic of it. They think it would be better to remove their dragons from temptation by separating them from our main force concentrations in the Jovian Belt. 

We’d also be putting ourselves out of reach of reprisals from the conspiracy … or from the DoD itself. 

For at least a while, we’d be safe. 

But we would be crossing a bright line. We’d be deliberately attacking our own side.

I shake my head. “Patrick, remember what you said to the queen? You said you would die before you betrayed humanity—”

“What are you accusing me of?” His face is blotchy. He’s in pain, doped up, emotional. He’s in no fit state to make decisions. Neither am I, probably. But I know I’m right this time.

“I’m not accusing you, I’m reminding you. Look at Huifang.” She’s a balled-up spacesuit on the other side of the bridge, about a mile away.  Jade nuzzles her face. Is a Void Dragon’s love going to be enough to get her through this? She’s often spoken about her family in Hong Kong. Looking at her now, what I see is a girl who needs a hug from her mother. “She needs to go home,” I say. “We all need to—”

“Yeah, and Milosz is never going to go home!” Patrick says. “I’ve known that guy since basic. I loved that guy.” His mouth twists upside-down like a little boy’s. 

“We’ll get them, Patrick,” Francie says in her most cold and unfeeling voice. When things are at their worst, she and Patrick feed off each other, and not always in a good way. Francie left her grandfather on the Grief Merchant, too. 

“Shit, I don’t like it either,” I say, pleading with them. “But we have to go back and make things right. We can’t just turn our backs on the DoD, not least because they’d definitely find a way to get at us. For example, through our families.”

I don’t think they had thought of that. Even Paul, who has no family that I know of, looks thoughtful.

I plunge on, voice cracking with sincerity. “We can take them on head to head, because we have the truth on our side!”

Laughter interrupts me. My head snaps around. It’s Hardy, laughing out loud at what I said. “Oh man. Ha, ha, ha, ha, ha.”

Goaded by his contempt, I forget caution. “I didn’t want to say anything about this yet, because I don’t know for sure if it’s going to work or not. But I guess I might as well tell you what I’m planning. Uh … where’s Bolt?”

Any delay and I’d risk losing them forever. By a miracle, Bolt chooses this moment to stroll onto the bridge with Gutmangler.

“Where’s the food?” Patrick snaps, seeing that Bolt is empty-handed. 

Bolt ignores him. The truth is, he wasn’t searching for food. I asked him to do something different. And now there’s a grin on his face that tells me he may have succeeded.

“I’m all up in their inboxes, Scattergood,” he exults. “It’s all over except the data analysis.”

I jump off the table and give him a high five. “Thank God,” I say quietly. 

“Your aunt’s in there,” he says under his breath. “I did a quick search for Major Scattergood, got a hundred instances, easy. You sure you want to take this public?”

I hesitate. Then I hear Sara’s voice in my head. Is this still about your aunt?

No. I will not let it be about my aunt anymore. This is about my duty to humanity.

I raise my voice for the others to hear. “Lemme tell you what this is about. Back on Mingetty, Bolt and I were working on cracking DirMInt’s comms platform. If we could see their private emails, we’d know exactly who was involved in the conspiracy. Well, we never really got anywhere. But I knew it was possible because I’d seen Gutmangler break our zero-level encryption before. So I asked Bolt to see if this ship has the same decryption software on board.”

“Turns out it’s a standard part of the Offense operating system,” Bolt says. 

“So basically, we’ve got the DoD by the balls.” I can’t resist rubbing it into Hardy’s face. “Didn’t need you, after all.”

His supercilious poker face crumples into shock. I savor the sight. Escaping from the Grief Merchant didn’t feel like a victory, but this does.

Is it enough of a victory for Patrick and Francie?

Patrick shakes his head slowly. 

Behind me, Sara says, “Hey, Patrick. Remember when you told the CO he should stick to coding? Guess you were right, huh?”

Patrick scowls for a second. Then he breaks into laughter. It’s the big old Patrick laugh, an unforced appreciation of the absurdity of life. This is what makes Patrick such an awesome leader (and still, actually, a better leader than I’ll ever be). He can laugh at himself. “Screw Mars, anyway,” he says. 

“But–” Francie says.

“Fuck it. My leg hurts.” Patrick sits down, leaning against the giant-sized consoles. 

Francie sits down beside him and holds his hand. 

And I compose a transmission to BeltCOM.
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As we make our final approach to Ceres, curving through the fringe of the Belt, human battleships swarm us. I have to let some officers come aboard, to prove that we really are who we say we are. 

Of course the first thing they want to do is interview Zach. Raw News snapped up his debut non-fiction article, and it’s been reposted about 1,000,000 times in the last twenty-four hours. 

“I see this as a crucially important service to humanity,” he says. “Truth is everything. Military effectiveness, unity, and truth, but of these the greatest is truth.”

Zach really is wasted on the army. He doesn’t even have to rehearse this stuff. It just rolls off his tongue. 

“Little to the right,” says the military cameraman. 

Zach obligingly moves a little to the right, so they can get the navigation console of the Tears of the Horror Squish in shot. It’s the coolest-looking, with all those alien graphs and screens, and the radar now shows a full 360°. It looks like Zach is sprouting a joystick out of his head, but never mind. 

“So this idea basically came from my commanding officer, Jay Scattergood,” he says. I fidget as the cameraman pans to me, standing with the colonel in command of the boarding party. It doesn’t stay on me for long. I have a big nose, freckles, and sticky-out ears. Dark and dashing Zach is more photogenic. “Lieutenant Colonel Scattergood said we should use the Squish’s decryption tools to find out the truth about the Ceres Conspiracy.”

That’s what the media is calling it now. Snappy. 

“Our friend Gutmangler helped with that …”

The camera pans left and up, up, up. That’s going to give the viewers at home a shiver. Gutmangler waggles a tentacle at them. “I deem it my duty to expose these filthy, traitorous conspirators,” he booms.

I can almost hear the cogs in the colonel’s brain seizing up. I hide a smile. One of the nicest things about this is watching the brass realize that they’ve got to actually talk to an Offensive. And if Gutmangler insists that he’s here to stop the conspiracy, how are they gonna disagree with that?

“Our IT expert, Bolt Galloway, also helped.”

Bolt looks modest. I know he is dying to cash in on our coup. He’s already had several job offers. He said that every day he has to stay in the army is costing him four figures. 

“So we wound up with an enormous haul of documents. That’s the data dump we released. Literally tens of millions of words of decrypted emails and so forth. Specialist Galloway and CO Scattergood wrote machine-learning algorithms to identify the good stuff, and I put it all together in a narrative format.”

“UNGov is not happy,” the colonel beside me mutters.

This, I know, is an understatement. Zach’s 10,000-word article on the conspiracy, in which he names names—or at least email addresses—and quotes at length from the emails we decrypted, has triggered a political earthquake. Heads are rolling as we speak. In some cases, literally. There has been a string of interestingly timed plane crashes and ship fatalities, as well as famous politicians and completely un-famous (but very powerful) military officers doing perp walks. 

I think we got all of them.

I think we did.

As Bolt warned me, the data dump contained numerous references to a Major Scattergood. But I looked at every one in context, and it just doesn’t sound like Elsa. It sounds like someone who works for DirMInt. Plus, I’ve been watching the news, and I haven’t seen Elsa marched away in handcuffs yet. 

On the other hand, she hasn’t responded to any of the emails I’ve sent her from the Squish.

Maybe she’s too busy dealing with the fallout herself.

I had no idea how many people would turn out to be involved. It’s chilling and depressing to know that so many of our leaders were negotiating with the Offense, offering to surrender this and that—there was a detailed proposal to offer them Callisto!—if only they would go away. And all this was happening at the same time as we gained a war-winning advantage, a.k.a. Tancred.

The Void Dragons are watching the officers watch us. They look like they are posing for their close-up: Tancred sits on his haunches, with Smaug at his right claw, Pinkie Pie and Nightmare at his left, and all the other dragons perching on his shoulders. I could put this on my bedroom wall and stare at it every night. 

“So, in your article,” the colonel addresses Zach, “you listed several email addresses belonging to whistleblowers. These were the people who started the ball rolling by making allegations to Raw News and some other sites. Are you protecting their identities?”

 This is why the officers are here, isn’t it? They want the names of the original whistleblowers. But do they want to give them medals and rewards, or …? 

It’s a moot question, anyway. Zach shakes his head. “If we knew their names, I would have published them. Truth is everything, remember? Unfortunately, no, every unattributed email address you see in the article is one that we were unable to trace to an individual. No matter how good your decryption tools are, they can’t decode information that isn’t there. So if a person creates a secret email address, using a handle that machine learning can’t link with their identity—something completely random, like superfragile_2316, that’s one of the ones we were unable to trace—and they log onto it from a widely shared network, and they never divulge any information about themselves, we’re not gonna be able to identify that person. But in this case, it doesn’t really matter, does it? The whistleblowers have already done humanity an enormous service. If they don’t want to come forward and be …” A tiny pause. “… rewarded for it, that’s fine.”

The colonel turns to me. She looks like she just stepped out of a full-dress review, spotless in her yellow-and-blue color-blocked EVA suit. I haven’t cleaned my asteroid-gray EVA suit since the fall of Mingetty, and I can see the colonel’s eyes drawn to the matte smears on the fabric. These are baked-on jelly slime from the Grief Merchant. 

“It’s a shame,” she says quietly, “the ringleaders of the conspiracy will never be brought to justice.”

This is where I should confess that our Void Dragons killed them. It turns out that a lot of the people identified in our data dump were on board that convoy. The official version of their deaths is based on my fictional report that the Offense attacked them—a supposition reinforced by Gutmangler’s loud insistence that he certainly would have. I ought to tell the truth … but I can’t shake the feeling that we’d somehow end up being punished for it. 

So I tell Colonel Perfect, “There’s a higher justice than ours.” I am thinking of Milosz, who died saying that he could see God. 

“I hope so. They dumped their buddies in the shit.” She shakes her head. In the military ethos, this is an even worse crime than selling out humanity. 

I suspect that if the army gets its hands on Hardy, he won’t live to see the inside of a jail cell. 

Which is why I am not going to tell her that he is on my ship right now, eating his heart out in a locked cabin, with only his baby Void Dragon for company. 

*

I let Hardy out as we make our final preparations to land on Ceres. 

“Didn’t expect to be coming back here so soon,” he says. 

“Just sit down and shut up,” I tell him.

Each of us occupies one of the nests around the vast semi-circle of consoles. I automatically start to make a headcount, and stop myself. It hurts too much to think about everyone who isn’t here. Lying in my squashy shallow cup, I watch Ceres growing from a white blob to a moon dotted with the reflective pinheads of domes. It fills the cinema-sized screen over the consoles, giving me a sense of vertigo. 

I didn’t expect to be coming back here so soon, either.

We land outside the ARES dome. Our military escort remains in orbit, keeping an eye on the Squish. There are no other ships at the terminal. No doubt they moved them all out of our way, just in case, but the emptiness of the landing zone reinforces my hope that Ceres will now be a quieter but a better place. Many of the bad actors who’ve been carted off to stand trial worked here. There’s a reason they’re calling it the Ceres Conspiracy. 

As of yet, however, no one from ARES has been arrested. 

The Squish touches down with a feather-light bump.

“And that concludes my military career,” Zach says, making a show of dusting off his hands. “See y’all on television.”

“Not if I see you first,” I tell him, and give him a hug. “Write that memoir.”

“Sure will.” His expression goes somber. “To be dedicated to those who lost their lives on the Grief Merchant.”

We mill around, saying our goodbyes. I’ve decided that Patrick, Paul, Zach, and Huifang will stay with Gutmangler on the ship for now. That’s insurance against the DoD trying to confiscate the Squish. Francie will come with me to ARES. That’s insurance against Patrick and Gutmangler deciding to take off and invade Mars, after all. 

Badrick and Bolt are also coming with me. That’s insurance against the DoD’s kinetic and cyberwarfare capabilities, respectively. 

I have to leave Sara behind, because she’s my XO.

The stay-behinds line up at the side of the airlock. I salute them, and they salute back. 

“Take care of your hands, sir,” Sara says. 

Our eyes lock for a second, and I hardly see the others, until—

“Mek your aunt send us some of dem cookies,” Badrick says.

“Wait a minute. You’re supposed to be coming with me, Badrick.”

“Mi switched with Huifang,” Badrick says. I read in his eyes that this was a selfless gesture. I swallow, realizing he’s right. Huifang really needs to get off this ship, the very sight and smell of which must remind her of Milosz’s death. 

“You got it, Badrick.” I jerk my chin at Hardy. “You’re coming with us, too.” I just decided that this instant. 

“You sure about that?” he drawls. “I might get away.” 

Tancred smiles—well, curls his lips menacingly—at Hardy and the kitten-sized dragon on his shoulder. He is so clearly saying, Go ahead and try it, that we all laugh. It is a good note to part on.

The five of us seal our helmets, exit the airlock, and half-slither, half-climb down the ramp to the tarmac.  

“Hey.” Huifang points at the distant hangars. These giant Quonsets are where they park smaller ships. They offer some protection against micrometeorites and, theoretically, Offense bombardment. “There’s at least one ship left here.” The arrowhead shape of a picket or courier is rolling out of the nearest hangar, making for the terminal building. 

“Maybe that’s Patrick’s pizza delivery,” Bolt says. “Doh.”

“Not to worry,” Francie says. “We can get something to eat at Elsa’s. God, I hope she’s there.”

“So do I,” I mutter. 

“Huh,” Hardy grunts, like the sound escaped him involuntarily. 

“What?” I glance suspiciously at him, but all I can see is the reflections on his faceplate. Earth and Callisto, un-twinkling blue stars in the sky. 

“Nothing,” he says. 

I don’t trust his nothing. Even though Tancred is right here, keeping pace with us at a stately prowl, I decide to take extra precautions. I unclip a pair of handcuffs from my belt. I got them off Colonel Perfect, anticipating this very moment. What I told her was I might need them for Gutmangler. Ha, ha, like you could put handcuffs on a jelly. “Francie, do me a favor?” I hold out my left wrist. “Cuff this asshole to me.”

“You sure?” she says dubiously.

“Yeah. Remember, he’s an escape artist.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” Hardy says, submitting. “Douche.”

“Same to you.”

We walk diagonally across the tarmac, bypassing the terminal building. It is a pain in the neck being handcuffed to Hardy—we have to exactly match our strides, in Ceres’s micro-gravity. If his legs weren’t as long as mine are, it would be worse. As it is, we’re constantly jerking at each other. People press against the fish-eye windows of the terminal building, looking out at us. When they see Tancred they flinch away from the glass. 

A half-klick beyond the terminal, we hit the road to ARES. It’s really just a track bulldozed out of Ceres’s ice-and-rock surface. The dome looms ahead, mountain-sized. From outside it looks as black as the sky above it. 

Ceres, slowed down by the same gravity-casting operation that moved it into Jupiter orbit, has a 25-hour day. This is its night, so it’s dark inside the dome, too. But not totally. This is not the darkness of space. It’s broken by the twinkling lights of the labs and fabs around the lake, and the houses set back in the woods. The dirt road from the airlock also has little lights set into the verges, turning it into a fairy path through ground-lit trees. 75% gravity grips our bodies. We unseal our helmets and breathe the familiar smells of wild garlic and banana trees and leaf mould, the smells that to me are like coming home.

“I’m kinda surprised it still recognized us,” Huifang says with a nervous laugh. 

She is referring to the ARES airlock’s biometric recognition lock, and as she speaks, I realize that it recognized Hardy, too. If it didn’t, it would have piped up. He has been here before. He has permission to be here. What does that mean?

I’m still thinking about it as we turn the corner and run slap into a pickup. Its AI auto-brakes inches from me, chiming indignantly. These pickups are used for transporting heavy equipment. Squinting past the headlights, I see that this one’s loaded with lab instruments.

Dr. Clay Joy jumps down from the cab. “Jay! Oh my God! Francie! Huifang!” He hugs us.

Dr. Joy is my aunt’s right-hand man. He is moon-shaped— “optimized for low gravity” is his joke—with a goatee dyed in the colors of the Earth flag. It is great to see him again, but as I embrace him, I feel like something is off about his effusive welcome. 

“Didn’t know you already landed,” he says. 

But wouldn’t everyone on Ceres have been glued to the arrival of the Squish? Most of all, one of the scientists who has a professional interest in studying it? Well, maybe that’s where he’s going with all these instruments, at this time of night. Can’t wait to get started. 

He greets Bolt, and then— “And you are?”

“Oh, don’t play innocent, Dr. Joy,” Hardy says. “You know exactly who I am.”

Dr. Joy’s mouth opens and shuts soundlessly. A cold premonition squeezes my bowels. 

“I’m Jay’s new toy boy, isn’t it obvious?” Hardy lifts up our handcuffed wrists. After a second, Dr. Joy laughs. Everyone laughs. 

“Well, I have to be going,” Dr. Joy says. “Everything’s so chaotic. But it was great seeing you. I hope we’ll meet again soon. Tell Elsa I said hello!” He jumps back into his pickup. We press ourselves into the foliage to let the over-laden vehicle squeeze past. 

“That was weird,” Francie says, looking after his taillights.

“Yeah,” I say.

“I guess he was in a hurry,” Huifang says.

We shuffle back onto the road and continue towards Elsa’s house.

As we walk, I notice that lights are going out one by one in the facilities around the lake. Every time we turn a curve so I can see over the trees, more of the buildings have gone dark. The residences are going dark, too. Well, it’s late at night. Even the workaholic ARES staff have to sleep. Right?

When we reach Elsa’s house, however, it’s blazing with light. 

Her people-mover—a big SUV, all the passenger seats currently converted into cargo space—stands on the drive. 

As we walk towards it, Elsa herself backs out of the house, carrying several boxes stacked one on top of another, securing the load with her chin. She lets the door go. It closes with a snap that seems to echo all around the dome—which, I somehow know now, is completely empty. Elsa is the only person left in ARES. She’s the last to leave.

She turns around on the porch.

Sees us, standing in a row on the drive.

Drops her boxes.

“Hell,” she says, absently. “That was my variable neutron generator.”

“Hi,” I say. My feet seem to be nailed to the ground. 

“Jay.”

“Yeah, it’s me.” 

“Clay warned me you were on your way,” she says.

This is not the reunion I was expecting. No hug. No “favorite nephew.” Unbelievably, my mouth is wobbling. If I tried to speak right now, it would come out as a sob. I feel like I’m eleven years old again. That was the year she took the job on Ceres and left us.

Francie jumps in. “Where’s Clay going?”

“Same place I am,” Elsa says. “Would you help me pick these up, Francesca?”

Francie climbs the steps to the porch and helps Elsa gather up the boxes. In the light from the porch, I see a tear-track on Francie’s cheek. She’s crying silently. She loves Elsa almost as much as I do. 

Elsa sees the tears, pulls Francie into a hug. “I’m so sorry.”

“Fuck you,” Francie cries, jerking away. She picks up the boxes once more and puts them into the people-mover. Throws them in, actually. Elsa bites her lip but does not say a word about the variable neutron generator this time. 

When she moves around the vehicle, as if to get in and drive away, panic breaks my paralysis. I stride up the drive, hardly aware that I’m dragging Hardy with me. I position myself in front of the driver’s side door. “Where are you going?” 

Her gaze ticks from my face to Hardy’s. From mine to his. “You look so much alike,” she whispers.

I don’t know what she’s talking about. “Where are you GOING?!”

Elsa draws a deep breath. I notice that her hair is slicked back in a professional updo, and she’s wearing make-up. The thought flickers across my mind: she’s dressed up for her professional execution. I also notice the outline of an EVA suit collar under her blouse. 

“Are you Major Scattergood?” I demand.

“Yes, and no.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“I’m not the Major Scattergood in the data dump. I was not involved with the conspiracy. But that hardly matters now.” She meets my eyes. “Jay, I am going to Saturn.”

Saturn. The word, though spoken quietly, seems to reverberate around the front yard.

“But you just said you weren’t involved!” I shout.

She rolls her eyes, and for a second I glimpse my beloved aunt. Then the remote impostor is back. “Jay, I was superfragile_2316.”

“Oh, shit,” Bolt says, behind me. 

“I was also luminous.pretzel and y.uk.y.uk. In fact, I was all of them except kompromat_100.”

“You … were the whistleblower?”

“Yup. Me and Clay, a.k.a. kompromat_100. We infiltrated the conspiracy.” Her eyes slide to Hardy. “We offered to leak data on the ECAPP, and they took the bait.”

The ECAPP is Dr. Joy’s baby. I never have grasped the details, but it’s some kind of energy storage project. 

“We wanted to gather more proof before we exposed them. But when the Offense obtained Void Dragon eggs, we realized that we had to act immediately, before any further damage could be done. So we contacted Raw News and told them everything we knew. That started the ball rolling. The rest … well, you guys did the rest.”

“So why are you running away?” Huifang cries. “You’re heroes!” 

“Being heroes can be the most dangerous thing in the universe.” Elsa sighs. “Jay, you and your friends published our email addresses. It might take time, but they will figure out who we are. It doesn’t matter that they’re in jail. The walls of a supermax facility can’t contain these people’s networks of influence.”

I did this. 

“Besides,” Elsa adds, “they think I was on their side. If Clay and I are the only ones not arrested, the only ones who didn’t run—well, it’s kinda obvious, isn’t it?” 

Now she’s trying to make it not be all my fault. But it is. 

I have driven her to run away to— “Saturn?” I circle back to that terrible revelation.

“Yes,” she says. “The only way we’ll survive is to do exactly what they expect us to do: defect to the Offense.”

“Good luck,” Hardy says. I think I would strangle him with my bare hands if I weren’t so weak with grief and guilt. 

“We won’t let you go,” Francie yells. “You can’t betray us like this!” 

Exactly how I felt eight months ago. My aunt was not a conspirator. She did not run. But now she’s running, because of me. 

“Elsa!” 

“You don’t need me, Francesca,” Elsa says sadly. “You just think you do. You’ll be fine. All of you will be fine.”

On that farewell note, she eases me and Hardy out of the way.

Opens the door of the people-mover. 

She really is leaving, and I, typically, am frozen, conflicted, torn between a thousand different things I want to say. Shout. Scream.

She settles into the driver’s seat. Her gaze rests for a moment on me and Hardy. “I hope you two can work it out,” she murmurs.

Suddenly I find something to say. “Elsa! What did you mean, he looks so much like me?”

“Nothing.” She starts the near-silent electric engine.

I don’t trust her nothing any more than I did Hardy’s. I kick the side of the people-mover. “Tell me the truth!”

The vehicle rolls forward a few feet, then stops. Elsa looks back at us. “It’s not for me to tell you, Jay! Ask Jules.”

Jules, short for Juliette: her sister, my mother.

Hardy takes a short stride towards the people-mover, dragging me along. I stumble against him. Because of the handcuffs, we are uncomfortably close. I smell his sour breath and feel his voice vibrating through his body as he yells, “Fuck that bitch! I needed her, and she left! She took him, but not me! Fuck her!”

“Have some goddamn respect,” Elsa says and she slams the people-mover into gear. The crunch of dirt under her wheels swallows her last words, but I think they are: “—for your mother.”

Hardy swings around and stares at me, panting. Our eyes are on a level. He’s as tall as I am. His hair the same brown as mine, even though his is half gray. His eyes are the same gray-blue.

“I never wanted a brother, anyway,” he snarls under his breath.

It all comes crashing together in my mind like an explosion in reverse. “Major Scattergood was you.”

“Of course it was.”

“Why’d you use my mom’s name?”

“I’ve got a right to it, too!”

The people-mover screeches to a halt at the bottom of the drive, pointing out into the road. Its headlights shine on malachite wings. Ping ping ping goes the collision avoidance system. A snaky head darts down into the headlights, eyes glowing red. A wisp of fire licks the people-mover’s bumper. 

Elsa starts to scream.

Tancred says in my head: Me stop her? 

No burn! I yell.

But you no like her, Daddy. He sounds hurt and confused, in contrast with his menacing posture. He picked up my rage at Elsa and drew the obvious conclusion. Now I’m telling him not to hurt her. No wonder he’s confused. 

That makes two of us. Saturn and the conspiracy and Hardy and my mother are all mixed up in my mind. I don’t want Elsa to go. I never want to see her again. “Just let her go!” I shout, at wits’ end.

Tancred lifts into the air. He drags his claws over the luggage piled in the back of the people-mover, knocking some of it into the road. Elsa madly guns the engine, drives underneath him and away. 

Tancred thumps down in front of us.

I fall against his side. Tancred is the only one who never lies to me, never lets me down. I try to hug him. Unfortunately, I forgot I’m still handcuffed to Hardy. He stumbles into my back, curses me, and kicks me in the ankle.

I have to get away from him. But my head is such a mess that I can’t remember the combination to the fucking handcuffs. It’s gone, just gone. I spin and hold up the hand that’s cuffed to Hardy’s. Scattergood’s. “Tancred, burn this shit off me! Please?”

It is a tricky operation, requiring multiple rests, as the metal of the cuffs rapidly gets hot enough to burn through our EVA suits. We’re still attached by a thread when the military police screech up the drive in a vacuum-capable rover.

“Lieutenant-Colonel Scattergood,” they say, smartly saluting me. “Thanks for apprehending this fugitive. And holding onto him for us.”
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I’m not sure how the last month’s passed.

Lots of paperwork. I often look out the window and see Jupiter dawn through the roof of the ARES dome, turning the lake rose-colored, while I’m still up to my elbows in paperwork from the day before.

I can’t keep relying on Sara for everything. So I do my own paperwork now.

This was one of those mornings. As the sky brightens, I leave my desk and walk out to the front yard. I’m barefoot. The grass prickles my feet and the dew washes my ankles. You can set your watch by the dew in this dome. It falls every day before Jupiter-rise.

I’m living in Elsa’s house. I threw out a bunch of her stuff. Cleared her junk out of the kitchen cabinets. The big kitchen table makes a good desk. And the garage makes a good den for Tancred.

On cue, I hear the shutter door of the garage clatter up. Tancred has learned to work it with his claws. He prowls out, rubbing his huge eyes with the tiny scrap of his blankie. He’s gone back to sleeping with it again. To be honest, if I had a blankie, I’d be sleeping with it, too. As it is, I often just sleep with Tancred. 

When I drop off on the couch or someplace, I have horrible dreams. But when I zonk out on the floor beside Tancred, I just dream his dreams about chasing and eating ships. It’s much more restful.

But tonight, I didn’t sleep at all. I had to finish the paperwork for my new ships. 

They’re not letting me keep the Squish. I knew that would be too much to hope for. Our top scientists are disassembling it as we speak. But I drove a hard bargain with the DoD. Leveraging my role in exposing the conspiracy, I got their commitment to give me ten ships—a whole wing—and the people to man them.

Maybe the dome’ll feel less empty after they move in.

I don’t think my heart ever will.

Elsa took all her people with her. She can’t have been thinking straight. It was a repeat of Hardy’s convoy, except the other way round: instead of intercepting them, my dragons protected them until they escaped from the Belt. 

I thought, if she wants to go, let her go, you know? 

Yeah, the DoD was plenty pissed at me for that. 

But they couldn’t exactly do anything about it, so they split the difference by giving me a promotion.

Another one. I’m a full colonel now. I got a special eagle that looks like a dragon.

Patrick’s a major and Francie’s a captain. They helped to protect Elsa, of course. Everyone helped. She had half of BeltCOM chasing her at one point, but they didn’t dare try and get past Smaug, Beelzebub, Nightmare, Jade, and Rude Boy. We followed along in the Squish; after Elsa was safely away into Offense territory, we brought the dragons back to Ceres. Walk out onto the tarmac and there’s a rear admiral offering us some new shoulder jewellery. 

Each member of the Dragon Unit will command a ship in the new, expanded Dragon Corps, and each of them got to pick a house that once belonged to some ARES high-flyer. Car, private gym, the works. 

Gutmangler picked the former ECAPP lab, as it has nice high ceilings. Media people come to interview him all the time. He loves the attention.

But right now, the dome is quiet. With Tancred, I walk around the front of the house and gaze across the lake. All I see is reflections of the sunrise. Doesn’t look like anyone else is awake yet. I don’t mind. I like being alone. 

We pace across the dew-jeweled front yard, man and dragon, heads down, not talking even with our minds. 

I don’t want to burden Tancred. And yet I think he knows. He’s a lot more mature than he used to be.

Eventually I cave in.

I got an email last night, I tell him.

From HIM? 

HIM, between me and Tancred, now means only one person: James Scattergood, alias Jim Hardy. 

I shake my head. He’s languishing in a maximum security facility on Earth, with no access to email. Serve him right.

It was from my mother.

Understanding and concern radiate from Tancred. He has a unique view of mothers. His mother ate the sun. 

It was just one line.

I picture it in my mind, the way it looked on my screen before I deleted it and buried myself in paperwork:

Please get in touch, Jay. I need to talk to you. 

P.S. I’m FINE.
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