
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE CRYONITE CAPER

 

A CAULDRON OF STARS

PREQUEL

––––––––

FELIX R. SAVAGE

––––––––

Copyright © 2018 by Felix R. Savage

 

The right to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by Felix R. Savage. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author.

 

Cover design by Jamie GloverPhotography by Andrew Dobell

First published in the United States of America in 2018 by Knights Hill Publishing.

 

Subscribe to Felix R. Savage’s mailing list to receive five FREE books, news and updates, and other exclusive content. Start reading your subscriber exclusives now: http://felixrsavage.com/subscribe

 

[image: logo]

 


1

 

I rang Risk’s doorbell with my chin, since I was balancing two hot coffees on top of a plastikrete crate of Barbie dolls. I was hoping one or the other would revive Risk from his lager-induced coma. We had celebrated a profitable cargo run to Diaz de Solis last night, but that was no excuse for spending the day in bed. I was an independent freighter captain and Risk was my weapons officer. We had to hustle just to keep up.

The doorbell echoed through the apartment on the other side of the peeling, pink front door. For some reason it gave me the chills. The apartment sounded empty.

I put down my crate and leaned on the bell. Then I cupped my hands to the window beside the door and squinted through the frosting of salt on the outside of the glass.

I saw nothing but Risk’s front hall, heaped as usual with boxes of stuff he was trying to offload on the side. I really had to talk to him about that. Through a chink between the boxes, I saw one of his deck boots lying in the kitchen doorway. 

It lay at a funny angle.

Toe up.

I pounded the window. “Risk!” I yelled.

The only effect this had was that his upstairs neighbor came out on her balcony. Many of these old townhouses in Shiftertown have been subdivided into four or more apartments. This one had only been divided into two. The neighbor looked down through the branches of the gravelnut tree growing up through the sidewalk. She was a surprise—an attractive, fit young woman with her hair pulled back in a tight braid. My mental image of Risk had him surrounded by felons and junkies. A toddler wriggled around the woman’s legs and waved hi. After giving me the once-over, Mom pushed the child back inside. Shiftertown folks are wary; they’ve got to be.

Midday traffic honked and crawled along 90th towards Shoreside. The cars crushed the malodorous nuts of the gravelnut trees, stinking up the humid air.Tourists clustered around stalls vending back-home specialties, basically meat burned in various ways. I moved my crate to one side of the porch and kicked Risk’s front door. Tourists glanced at me from the sidewalk. I smiled back at them. Just part of the local color, ladies and gents and aliens. Carry on as you were. I kicked the door again, and it popped open. 

It hadn’t been locked.

That was unlike Risk. 

Warily, I moved into the hall. My hand snaked inside my lightweight suit jacket and closed around the butt of my Midday Special. I picked my way between the boxes of crap that fell off the backs of spaceships, to the kitchen doorway.

Risk’s deck boot was on his foot.

Kinda.

His foot was a fox’s paw.

It was attached to a dog fox the size of a man, wearing a misfitting t-shirt and jeans.

The old fox lay on a sheet of polythene spread across the kitchen floor, like builders use when they’re painting. But he wasn’t exactly lying on it.

Risk was frozen.

He was encased in a transparent, slightly sparkly, six-foot-long ice cube.

*

What the everloving heck had the old fox done now? I crouched down and touched the slab of ‘ice’—and jerked back. I sucked my fingers. Goddamn stuff was as cold as frozen CO2.

Well, of course it was. And that was only the surface. The interior would be much colder. The material was cryonite, a substance invented by the long-gone Urush, which is disappointingly easy to manufacture. We don’t know if they used it to imprison people, to preserve fresh fruit on long voyages, or to make non-melting ice cubes for their drinks. On Ponce de Leon it was used for all three purposes.

I straightened up, drawing my Midday Special. I wasn’t even really aware of what I was doing until my eyes registered what my subconscious had already noticed.

Across the kitchen, the door of Risk’s refrigerator stood ajar.

And two size sixteen boots stuck out from under it.

Just…boots? It was so odd I still didn’t understand. Then the mystery solved itself.

The fridge door flew the rest of the way open. A human male the size of a linebacker charged out, straight at me. 

I had a split second to decide whether to shoot.

My long-dead commanding officer screamed, Blow the blanking hostile away, you blankety-blanking blanker! Rational me pointed out more quietly that the thug was empty-handed.

This inner debate ate up my split second of thinking time. The thug leapt onto the kitchen table and kicked me in the face. The kitchen spun like a carnival ride. My Midday Special went flying.

It was a glancing blow because by this point in my life, I had taken several kicks to the face and I knew I didn’t like them. I pivoted and missed the worst of it. Then my commanding officer was back with more advice, grab the blankety-blank’s leg, and I caught the thug’s foot in the air. 

This was more like it. Action hero stuff. Just like the old days—

Without a moment’s pause, the thug switch-kicked with his other foot. He landed his boot square in the middle of my chest and knocked me back from the table.

So, spinning head, and now good-bye air. Maybe I’d land on something soft. I’d been in this situation before, too—thanks to the army and then a sketchy career in space—and I knew I’d be in bad shape when I landed.

I held onto the thug’s foot. Not from any plan. It was basic reflex, my only way of being disagreeable to him.

I got lucky.

His kick knocked me back, and I took his foot with me, and he landed with a satisfying crash on the table. He bounced to the floor headfirst. He caught himself with his hands—on Risk. 

They probably heard him yell uptown.

I still had his foot. I twisted it, tumbling him off the fox-cube, and then pinned him in place with my boot on his ass. “Who are you?” I wheezed, breathless. “Why did you ice my weapons officer?”

“Screw you, man,” he growled.

I wasn’t thinking too clearly. Something about being kicked twice in one minute, by the biggest thug I’d seen in a year—it made me want firepower. 

I stooped to pick up my Midday Special, which had skittered next to Risk’s cube. I saw the thug’s fist just in time and took the punch on my shoulder. It still knocked me across the kitchen. I fetched up against the sink, my shoulder radiating pain. This time I didn’t drop the pistol. I leveled it at him. “Talk, asshole.”

The thug glanced at my .22 and gave a snort of disdain that the gun probably found demoralizing. I know I did. Really, unless I got a lucky shot, it wouldn’t slow this beast down.

He spun on his size sixteen heel and darted out the kitchen door, Great. I wouldn’t have to kill him—but he was taking all his answers with him.

I jumped to my feet and staggered after him—and tripped over Risk. Dammit! I stumbled out of the kitchen just in time to see him charging out of the front door, which I had considerately left open. 

When I reached the stoop, he was nowhere to be seen. You wouldn’t think a guy that size could successfully blend with the tourists, hustlers, and teenagers ambling along the sidewalk, but he had. With his speed and skill—he was obviously trained—he was the least thug-like thug I’d met. That didn’t bode well for Risk, and whatever trouble he’d gotten into.

I cursed some more while I caught my breath, and then went back inside. To satisfy my bruised pride, I cleared the rest of the apartment in tactically correct style, gun first, exposing as little of my body as possible to potential enemy fire. I never thought I’d end up putting these muscle memories to good use in Shiftertown, in my employee’s apartment. There were only two other rooms: his bedroom and the living-room, which currently served as a warehouse for Risk’s inventory. I checked under the bed. I even checked inside a few of the larger boxes.

I really was alone in the apartment now.

With a man encased in cryonite.

Well, a fox.

Same difference.

Nothing moved in the kitchen except flies crawling over a cereal bowl on the draining board. I smelled sour milk. I smelled cryonite. The fact that I could smell it meant it wasn’t dry yet. Cryonite takes hours to set fully. Whoever did this must have finished the job early this morning, then left Thuggy McThug to watch the stuff set—a job slightly more exciting than watching paint dry. Lucky that I’d come along to give him a workout, not that he needed one.

My shoulder still hurt. And my face. And my chest.

I stared at Risk. Bubbles frosted the tip of his tail. His eyes were half open. He seemed to be staring accusingly at me, although I knew he was suspended in a cryogenic coma. The way cryonite worked, unless it was keyed to a nanonic defroster, Risk would remain encased like that, potentially until the heat death of the universe. 

I should’ve fired him ages ago. Then I wouldn’t have to deal with this.

But one of the reasons I hadn’t fired him was that he was a good guy, as well as a good weapons officer. Yes, he mixed with some dodgy types, but I could not imagine who would have gone to these lengths to ruin his life. Bullets are cheaper. Actually, one blow from McThuggy’s fist would have done the job, if they—whoever they were—wanted to kill him. But instead, they’d turned him into a giant paperweight. 

When I started to run through species of aliens large enough to use him as a bookshelf ornament, I had to admit I was stumped.   

I righted the kitchen table and found Risk’s jacket on the floor. There was nothing in its pockets except a hundred, some change, and a receipt from Wally’s, a local seafood joint, dated three days ago. The refrigerator was full of dodgy herbal beer which Risk must have been hoping to sell. I checked all the windows. They were painted shut and clearly had not been opened in years.

I went back outside, closed the door behind me, and moved my crate of Barbies in front of it. “Ow! Please be careful!” said a chorus of teeny tiny robotic voices from within. Ignoring the dolls, I sat on the stoop and opened one of the coffees I’d brought. Although it felt like a lifetime had passed since I entered the apartment, the coffee was still hot. 

I’d brought the coffees from Kitty’s, the tourist-trap café on the corner of 90th and Shoreside, because I wanted Risk alert for the serious chat I’d planned. Now it would take more than Kitty’s coffee to wake him up. Maybe the caffeine would help me think. 

You may be wondering why I didn’t call the emergency services. Surely that’s what any normal person would do after finding one of his employees frozen in cryonite?

Not in Shiftertown. Risk was a Shifter, like me. We are alt-humans, and we aren’t wildly popular on Ponce de Leon. Any publicity is bad publicity. As a result, we tend to clean up our own messes.  

I drank the first coffee, then took out my phone and called Dolph, my pilot and business partner. He was at our office near Mag-Ingat Harbor, clearly working through his own hangover.

“What happened to good old carbonite?” he said, after I ran down the situation for him. 

“You need supervillain-level infrastructure for that,” I said. “Cryonite is stupid easy. Just mix and pour.”

“Plus, transparent is cooler than gunmetal gray,” he observed. “If you’re going for a conversation piece.”

“Or individual fox-flavored ice cubes.” 

Dolph made a noise halfway between a laugh and a cough of disgust. It was no joke, though. I had heard of exactly this happening in the Ponce de Leon underworld, which lies as close to Shiftertown as a shadow to the sunlight. It got worse the more I considered it. The illicit organ trade, indentured workers, even simple gang mob hits : freeze the victim and drop him in the ocean. Honestly, once you start freezing people in cryonite, there are no ‘good’ explanations.

“Did you get any pictures of Thug Life?” Dolph said. 

I shook my head. “I was too busy dodging. He was good but he didn’t strike me as having the smarts for this. It looks like a professional job.” I watched the street as I talked, wondering if any of the people meandering past were actually McThuggy’s cronies, now watching me and cursing their luck. I doubted it. I haven’t yet met a bad guy who’d be caught dead in an I Heart Shiftertown baseball cap.

“What did you go over there for, anyway?” Dolph said.

I sighed. “I was going to have a serious chat with him about showing up for work. And about his side business.” 

“Follow the money,” Dolph said.

“Yeah, could be related. He still seems like the last guy something like this would happen to.” In the background I could hear the professional voice of our receptionist, Mary, dealing with customers. Mary is a lovely lady and a mainstream human. In her world, people you know don’t get frozen in cryonite.

“Well, at least now you won’t have to fire him.” Dolph got up and went outside. The background noise changed to the hum of a train rushing past below. “Didja go through his pockets?” 

“Only a hundred GCs and change.”

“Can’t even buy lunch with that.”

This reminded me that it was thirteen o’clock and I hadn’t eaten. “Pick up sandwiches at Haughey’s and get down here.”

“Venison or gazelle?”

“Venison.”

“Beer?”

“Nah, there’s plenty in the fridge here.”

“Ole fox was hitting the sauce hard last night,” Dolph recalled.

“It wasn’t the booze that encased him in cryonite,” I said, and rang off.

As I drank the second coffee, I felt eyes on me. I looked up and saw Risk’s neighbor again. The young woman with the tight braid. She was watching from the landing above and she looked even more wary now, maybe because she’d heard fighting and yelling. She also looked a little stressed out, which comes with living in Shiftertown.

Shiftertown hadn’t yet gotten to the little girl peeking around her legs. She was a cute little thing of three or four. Blonde, elfish, chipper. 

“Hello mister,” she called down. “Why is your box talking?”

I glanced at the crate of Barbies and had a brainwave. If anybody had seen something, it would be the upstairs neighbor who came onto her balcony at the slightest noise. 

“Something for the guy who lives here. I’ll show you, if that’s OK with your mom.” I smiled up at them, 

Mom obviously thought I was skeevy as heck. But I was wearing a business suit, albeit somewhat rumpled now, and it was the middle of the day. The street was crowded with people. She didn’t know there was a Shifter-sized ice cube in the downstairs apartment. 

“All right,” she said grudgingly. She buzzed me in. I opened the door beside Risk’s and carried my crate up a flight of stairs. The Barbies exclaimed at each step, “Excuse me!” “No, excuse me!” The little girl burst out of a door at the top of the stairs and giggled. 

I followed her into a kitchen identical to the one below, except that there was no slab of cryonite in it. Also, it was sunlit, noisy with the combined wailing of a baby and a holovision, and smelled of dirty diapers. The baby lay in a cot on the kitchen table, next to the characters from a popular kids’ show, who danced and sang, two foot high, with the characteristic too-sharp edges of holographs. Mia’s mom switched them off, uncovering the noise of a second holovision in the living-room. She picked up the baby—a protective move. “Have I seen you around before?” 

“I work with Risk,” I said, smiling but not trying for a handshake.  “What’s your name?”

“Irene.” She shifted her weight from foot to foot, attempting to calm the baby. “I’d better say up front, if you’re selling something, we’re not buying.” 

She probably assumed I was part of Risk’s dodgy consignment sales business. She might not even know he had a real job. He sure didn’t act like it a lot of the time. 

“Mister!” Mia tugged my sleeve. “Open the box!”

This little one was fearless. My own daughter, Lucy, was the same age, but she tended to be quiet and watchful unless you had the honor of being on her OK list. That was partly my fault. I’m a wee bit paranoid. But not without reason. Some asshole or assholes unknown had just iced my weapons officer. 

I tried my damnedest to keep these thoughts off my face as I popped the crate open and revealed a mob of bubble-wrapped Barbies. All of them staring blankly up.

Mia squealed ecstatically and snatched one. 

“Oh! Hello!” it squeaked.

“Mia!” snapped her mother. “Did the man say you could touch that?”

“It’s all right,” I said. “In fact, Mia can help me out. I’m conducting a market research survey.”

This was actually true. I had received these Barbies from their manufacturer, a startup which wanted to try selling them in the Isaw Threnis system, one of my regular ports of call. Thing is, the company didn’t have any orders from Isaw Threnis yet. They wanted me to take a bunch of the dolls and try to sell them to local distributors, in exchange for a cut. I go where the money is, usually, but I’m in delivery, not sales. I couldn’t picture myself talking dollies with buyers. Risk, on the other hand, had no shame. I’d been going to run the idea past him, and then see how the Barbies went over with Lucy and her little friends in my apartment complex. 

Another child’s feedback couldn’t hurt, so I said, “Go ahead and unwrap her.” I glanced at the product leaflet taped to the underside of the crate lid. “She walks, talks, cries, and closes her eyes when she goes to sleep. Now with MORE!! realistic functions.”

Mia was too busy tearing at the bubble wrap to respond. Irene snapped, “Mia! Say thank you for letting me play with the dolly!”

“Thank you for letting me play with the dolly,” Mia parroted. She might be boisterous, but Irene had her well trained. She skipped down the hall, fighting with the bubble wrap. 

“Sorry about that,” Irene said, brushing loose wisps of hair out of her eyes and transferring the baby to her other hip. “She loves that kind of thing. Like that show? Lil’ Hellraisers? She adores that.”

“So does my daughter,” I said, and stopped myself. “Never mind.”

Irene finally seemed amused. “You have a daughter?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” I involuntarily touched my face. Because I’d just got beat up by a 250-pound thug, that was why. Family guys aren’t supposed to do that. I wondered how bad the damage looked.

Fortunately, Irene didn’t ask where I came by it. In Shiftertown, you don’t. “No reason.” A sparkle forced itself through the tired distraction in her eyes. “How old is your daughter?” 

“Four.” 

 I hadn’t intended to use Lucy as an icebreaker, but that’s how it panned out. Within the next five minutes, I’d told Irene that I was raising Lucy on my own, and that my ex was offworld. I’m well aware, thank you, that the single-dad thing is a surefire sympathy play with women. I won’t even pretend I have never used it. But this time, I wasn’t trying to charm Irene. I was in shock from the whole Risk thing and my encounter with McThuggy, more so than I’d realized. I even told this stranger that we lived uptown, in Majesta Gardens, safely away—although I retained enough sense not to put it like that—from the dirt, frequent flooding, and hoodlum-haunted streets of Shiftertown. I wanted a better life for my little girl. 

I knew I shouldn’t be chatting with this woman. But I never usually got to talk about Lucy, and Irene seemed more relaxed with each piece of information she pried out. 

I drew the line, however, at the mug of tea she made for me. It was that disgusting herbal stuff. After lunch hour, my body is trained to only accept bourbon, or beer in an emergency. 

Irene sat with the baby on her lap, giving him a bottle. “So what does your daughter want to be when she grows up?”

Irene would be aware that I was a Shifter, although I hadn’t said so, and nothing visibly distinguishes us from mainstream humans. I also knew she and her kids were Shifters, for the same reasons. If we weren’t, we wouldn’t be here. Simple as that. 

All the same, the question represented a first acknowledgement of our shared heritage, and it would’ve killed the increasingly friendly ambiance if I had deflected it. I laughed. “She changes her mind twice a day on average, but as of this morning, she wants to be a cheetah.”

“A cheetah! That’s ambitious. Mia wants to be a fox.”

I thought of the old dog fox lying downstairs, encased in cryonite.

“She got the idea from your friend downstairs,” Irene added, as if reading my thoughts. Her eyes were blue, rather large, and she had skin so perfect it looked nano-fixed—although there was no way she could have afforded that. Wisps of pale blonde hair escaped from her tight mom-braid. She had baby dribble on the shoulder of her t-shirt, but it did not detract from her uncommon aura of self-possession. 

I wondered what she knew. Call it paranoia, but I had a feeling she was hiding something. 

She’d given me an opening, so I asked, “Do you know Risk well?” 

“Is that his name?” she responded. 

So much for that.

“We say hello. What I mean is, Mia says hello. But that’s about it.”

“Guess she must have seen him going in and out in his fox form, huh?”

“Yeah. She’s always out on the balcony, talking to whoever comes by.” 

At that moment Mia’s voice pealed from the living-room, “No! Stop it!”

A deep-pitched, threatening growl answered her.

I was down that hall so fast, I practically broke the sound barrier. I had a clear picture in my head of this sweet little child peeking down from her balcony last night, when she should have been in bed, and seeing the rest of the fox-cubing crew. Had those villains now come back to silence her? Not while I was around—

I skidded into the living-room. The balcony doors stood open. Thin curtains blew into the room, splashing sunlight over a floor littered with toys … and over a seven-foot male lion sprawled on the couch, watching a horde of wee rugby players tussling amidst the clutter. 

One massive paw trapped Mia against the couch. She was wriggling, squealing, and beating on the lion’s leg with the Barbie. “Lemme go, Daddy!”

The doll echoed her in its tiny, but very shrill, voice. “Let me go!”

“Owww!” Mia whined.

“Not letting you go until you turn that doll off,” the lion rumbled.

“Oh. Ha ha,” I said. “Hello. I’m responsible for the doll.”

“What’s it called, the Headache Generator Mark 2?” said the lion. “Like it’s not enough to have those shows playin’ all the time …” He lashed his tail once against the back of the couch. Thump. “You gotta be quiet when your mom has guests, Mia,” he admonished her, over the noise of the rugby game. 

I could have taken his side against all things noisy (that weren’t rugby) and cultivated another potential witness, but I don’t like lions. They tend to be, well, lazy. And let their women do all the work for them. 

Besides, by now I was fairly sure the family hadn’t seen anything. King of the Beasts here obviously had little interest in the world outside of his holovision projector, and Irene had her hands full with the kids. If she was hiding something, it was something mundane, such as that they were behind on the rent—not unlikely given that neither of them was at work, on a weekday afternoon. I felt sorry for her, but it was none of my business. I needed to quit wasting time here and do what I could for Risk.

“Well, I’d better be going,” I said. “I can see you’re busy.”

“Not a problem, man,” the lion yawned. He scooped his squealing daughter up, rolled over on the couch, and deposited her on his pale-furred chest. She cuddled down with the Barbie in her arms. 

“Give that back to the man, Mia,” said Irene. I jumped. I hadn’t heard her coming up behind me. 

“Can I keep it? Pleeeeease?”

“Of course,” I said warmly. “It’s yours.” I packed up the crate and left, foreseeing hours of shrill torment for King of the Beasts. You have to get your satisfaction where you find it in this world. 

*

Dolph was waiting for me on the stoop, eating a venison on rye. He looked up and waved to Irene, who’d come out on the balcony again. Then we went into Risk’s apartment. “Who was that chick?” Dolph said.

“Upstairs neighbor. Married with kids,” I added, before he could get any ideas. “Pretty sure they didn’t see anything.”

“Naw,” he said. “They wouldn’t have. These guys were professionals.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because you said it on the phone.”

We went into the kitchen. The pathetic sight of comatose Risk dismissed Irene and her family from my mind. I remembered why I had concluded that this was a professional job. “Number one, they got the drop on Risk.”

We agreed this would not have been easy. Although in his sixties, Risk was no slouch in the self-defense department. He had not been in the army, much less in the special forces like Dolph and me, but he had grown up right here in Shiftertown, Mag-Ingat, Ponce de Leon. That’s an education in situational awareness and the use of weapons, rolled into one. 

“Number two?” Dolph said.

“Number two? There is no number two.”

“Oh.” 

We ate our sandwiches at the kitchen table. It felt a bit wrong, when Risk was lying there on the floor. However, I was hungry, and Haughey’s venison is the best this side of San Damiano. 

Dolph finished his sandwich first. He mooched around the kitchen. He checked the catch on the small window above the sink, as I had done. Then he got a herbal beer out of Risk’s fridge, tried it, and made a face. 

I balled up the foil wrapping of my sandwich and put it in my pocket. “Number three,” I said, “the total absence of any clues.”

“Total absence?”

“This is where you whip out your portable DNA scanner,” I said, hopefully.

“That’s on my wish list, right after a flying bike.”

I was starting to think we might have to call the cops after all, and that my delay in reporting the crime was not going to look good, when Dolph had one of his occasional flashes of brilliance. “Clues? His living-room is full of ’‘em.”

We spent the next hour going through Risk’s inventory. It was a grueling exercise that challenged my faith in humanity. Instant muscle-building leech pads, still half-alive. Kits for dyeing flowers black. Invisible beach towels. Artificial self-licking ant-eater tongues. Knockoff designer fanny packs. Ground-up Yuriops horns (for enhanced sexual performance). Diamond-encrusted ear scrapers for the neo-Victorian Shifter in your life. Artificial diamond paperweights. Wireless jammers. A travel cage full of live fuzzy-wuzzies from Kabath Noor, which Dolph and I released out of the bedroom window, committing a minor crime against the ecological conservation laws of Ponce de Leon. Ecological integrity is a joke on a hub world like PdL, anyway. May the most invasive species win.

Some people think the title of most invasive human species should go to the Shifters, although we have no interest in conquering anyone, even if we had what it takes. Which we mostly don’t. Risk was a good example. 

He bought this stuff cheap from his contacts in the shipping industry, and tried to sell it for a hefty markup to the tourist tat emporia on Shoreside. It was the inverse of my potential Barbie export business, with the minor difference that Risk and his contacts thought taxes were for losers. Sometimes he made bank. The rest of the time, the goods ended up cluttering his living-room. 

He had smuggled his crap aboard my ship a couple of times, until I caught him at it and had the first of what would turn out to be multiple serious chats with him. If I’m caught dodging customs, I could lose my landing license for the PdL, I’d explained. Sorry, Mike, he’d said. It won’t happen again.

I surveyed the worthless junk spread out across the living-room, the sum total of his life. 

Damn straight it won’t happen again, Risk, not with you frozen stiff. Poor dumb fox. 

I could sigh, throw up my hands, and move on to the next crisis—as an independent freighter captain, I’m rarely short on them. Dolph was silent, reading the fine print on the bottle of ground-up Yuriops horn. He was waiting for the captain’s decision on this.

My old commanding officer came to my mind, and this time, for a change, he was here to help. You are responsible for every blanking blankety-blank under your blanking command! 

Risk was my crew, for better or for worse. Even when he was frozen in cryonite. I’d get to the bottom of this. Righteously. 

“Well, no one iced him for this crap, anyway,” I said. 

The corners of Dolph’s mouth ticked up a millimeter. We’ve known each other long enough that we can settle the important stuff without talking about it. He knew the decision I’d made, and he agreed. “Oh, I dunno,” he said, holding up the bottle of ground-up Yuriops horn.  

“That stuff doesn’t work,” I said.

“Why, have you tried it?”

“Who me? Never.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

I sighed. “This would be a pretty nice apartment if it wasn’t so …”

“Filthy? Old? Turquoise?” He was referring to the color of the living-room walls. The bedroom was terracotta and the kitchen was yellow. A typical Shifter color scheme. Irene’s apartment upstairs had been green, hot pink, and baby-blue. “It might be nice if it wasn’t in Shiftertown.”

“Right,” I said, snapping my fingers. “That’s the word I was looking for. Shiftertown.”

Dolph tried out an exercise band, which sproinged back and wrapped around his forearm. “Ow. Maybe they did kill him for some of this crap … but the crap in question is now gone, because they took it.”

That did seem likely, tying in with the fact that the front door had been unlocked. Risk had known his assailants, and let them in. 

If only you could talk, I thought, back in the kitchen. It was now unnaturally cool in here, as the cryonite achieved its minimum temperature of 14 Kelvin. Some people use cryonite for air-conditioning. Paradoxically, the surface of the slab now felt slick but no colder than your average freezer. 

“Those Urush definitely knew their shit,” Dolph sighed, grabbing the beer he had set down on Risk to keep it cold. 

His remark gave me an idea. I got down on my hands and knees and heaved at the slab.

“What are you doing?” 

“Help me turn it over.”

It wasn’t that much heavier than Risk himself would have been. Now the old fox lay face-down. I peered closely at the back pocket of his jeans. “Aha!” I exulted.

“What?”

“Look.”

A slim metal tag stuck out of Risk’s jeans pocket. 

“You can deactivate cryonite, if it’s keyed to a nanonic defroster,” I said. “Otherwise it wouldn’t be much use as a preservative, would it? So whoever did this was planning to defrost him at some point.”

“But?”

I did an Ekschelatan voice. Ekschelatans, or Eks, are reputed to be super-intelligent. “Deactivation key we have not. Bust the encryption we cannot.”

“No problem,” Dolph said. “We’ll find the bad guys, kick them in the face until they give us the key, and then restore Foxy to his unsavory old self.”

The thing about Dolph? When he says something like that, he means it. I really did wish this hadn’t happened.

“Then you can fire him,” he added, draining his beer.

“Worth a try,” I said, pushing away my uneasy thoughts. 

There was just one hitch: we still had no idea who’d done this, or why, nor did we have any clues … apart from the restaurant receipt I’d found in Risk’s coat pocket.
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We split up outside Risk’s place. Dolph went back to the office. At least he said that’s where he was going.

I called my truck. While I waited for it, I glanced up at Irene’s balcony. Nothing was there except their laundry carousel.

“Yo, Mike,” my truck shouted, double-parking in front of the building. “Hurry up, bro, I don’t wanna get ticketed.”

I keep meaning to give the truck a new personality module.  

It was the company truck, which we normally use for picking up smaller cargoes, so it had a mini-forklift slaved to the onboard AI. I coaxed the forklift up the steps. It wouldn’t fit through Risk’s front door. I had foreseen this. Before Dolph left, he’d helped me move Risk into the hall. We’d packaged him neatly in some of those invisible beach towels. 

They weren’t really invisible, of course. They just changed color to match whatever was wrapped in them. So they now appeared to have a pattern of a large fox’s butt on one side, and his face on the other. It was not ideal, but the bedsheets had been too damn nasty. Anyway, the towels’ photoreceptors overloaded and whited out as I pushed Risk onto the waiting tines of the forklift, into the sultry afternoon light.

No one gave me a second look as I transferred the slab into the back of the truck, although I did hear some laughter from the sidewalk when the truck cussed me out for not securing the load properly. Honestly. Shiftertown.

I instructed the truck to drive away from this traffic-choked, malarial tangle of streets, up into the cool breezes and tasteful glass-and-concrete canyons of upper Mag-Ingat. 

I freely admit that uptown isn’t to everyone’s taste. Some folks say that hundred-storey shopping malls, mid-air pedestrian throughfares garlanded with flowering vines, streams of flying cars swooping under and over the topside streets, and stacked apartment buildings shaped like ice cream cones, are not their thing.

They aren’t mine either, really.

But Majesta Gardens is not like that. It’s an apartment complex way up on Cabrera Hill, with sensational views of the sea and the spaceport. The grounds are sealed with an electric fence and two rows of caltrops, thank you. Residential buildings arranged in a C enclose shrubbery, playground equipment, and a community barbecue area.

Home is where the heart is, they say. I’ll never be entirely at home on Ponce de Leon, but my heart was definitely in Majesta Gardens. Because that’s where Lucy was. 

She was playing by herself on the jungle gym. A pang of familiar anxiety melted into the equally familiar joy of just seeing her. Lucy has wavy oak-brown hair, hazel eyes, and a sturdy, long-limbed build. She looks more like me than like her mother, in my own opinion. 

Instructing the forklift to go ahead of me, I jogged to her and lifted her down. “Hello, sweetie-pie.”

“I almost made it to the top,” she told me seriously. 

“Well done. Guess what? I’ve got a present for you.” 

This sent even my solemn little girl into overdrive. “Where? What is it?”

I pointed to the forklift, which was vanishing into the foyer with the crate of Barbies balanced on top of Risk. 

Nanny B toddled after us as we followed it. Nanny B is my daughter’s live-in nanny. She’s not human, she’s a bot. Robot caregivers are not uncommon uptown, so our fellow residents didn’t blink at the tubby, four-foot, royal blue humanoid with a screen on its tummy and antennas bobbling on its head. 

“Aren’t you home early, Mike?” she quacked guilelessly. I gave her a dirty look.

Upstairs, Lucy ignored the plastikrete crate and pounced on Risk. She pulled at the outermost towel. “I love this towel, Daddy! It’s exactly what I wanted!”

I hastily jumped between her and the towel-wrapped fox-cube. The forklift had leant Risk upright against the wall of my living-room. “That’s not the present, sugar. Sorry.”

“Oh,” she said, crestfallen.

“It’s only a towel. What’s interesting about a towel?”

“But it changes colors. I saw it on the holovision. It becomes the same color as anything you put under it.” She reached around me to wriggle her hand inside a fold of towel. A blush of tawny pink spread across the terrycloth. “Look, Nanny!” She was enraptured.

I questioned whether bringing Risk home with me had been the smartest thing to do. But I couldn’t have left him in his apartment. The villains would have come and grabbed him as soon as Dolph and I turned our backs. They might well have followed me here, but I had confidence in Majesta Gardens’ security systems.

I also had confidence in Nanny B. 

“Do not let her touch that … those towels,” I said in an undertone.

“As you wish, Mike.”

The nice thing about having a bot for a nanny is that it never asks why.

I opened the plastikrete crate and invited Lucy to pick a Barbie. Unenthusiastically, she took the topmost one and shelled off the bubble wrap. “Hello,” she said to it. “Why do you look so stupid?”

“Meeeeehh,” said the Barbie. 

“Daddy, it’s not working.”

“Let me try.” I took the Barbie. “This is Lucy,” I said. “You are going to be friends.”

“Urrgggghhhh,” said the Barbie.

“Hmm,” I said. 

“Daddy,” said my daughter, “you should tell your suppliers that these are stupid. Even aliens do not like things that don’t work.”

She should be running the company.

“Let’s try a different one,” I said.

The next doll worked properly, but Lucy lost interest in it after only a few minutes. I mentally compared her reaction with Mia’s delight, and decided that half a year makes a big difference at this age. Lucy had also had a much easier time with the bubble wrap than Mia had had. She had greater dexterity, and the emotional intelligence to tell real things from fake ones. 

Privately proud of my daughter’s discriminating taste, I rang Dolph while Nanny B was fixing supper and Lucy was giggling at Lil’ Hellraisers. “These Barbies ain’t gonna fly in the Isaw Threnis system,” I said. “Unless the natives all have a mental age of three.”

“Where are you?”

“At home, of course.” I lowered my voice. “Risk’s in my living-room. He doesn’t go with my wallpaper. As soon as Lucy goes to bed I’m gonna get in touch with Craig.” I referred to a guy we both knew, who lived in a Shiftertown basement and had two claims to fame: that he spent all his time in his animal form as a man-sized duck, and that he had once hacked into the EkBank. If anyone could bust the encryption on Risk’s deactivation tag, it was Craig the Duck. 

“Yeah, Craig, uh huh,” Dolph said distractedly. “Can you get downtown?”

“When?”

“Now. I was just gonna call you.”

“What’s happening? Where’re you at?”

“Wally’s.” I could hear laughter and loud yelping barks in the background. “I figured I’d go and see if any of the regulars looked guilty.”

“And do they?” 

“I dunno about guilty,” he said. “But one of them looks a hell of a lot like Risk’s upstairs neighbor.”

“King of the Beasts?” I was surprised. I’d never met the guy before today. How would Dolph have?

“No. The chick. Irene.”

*

Wally’s is a weathered, neon-crowned wart on the end of St. Andrew’s Pier. My truck dropped me off on Shoreside. It was mayhem, as usual. I jaywalked across six stop-and-go lanes, between cars arguing and flirting for right-of-way. The ferris wheel on the pier turned sedately above the cacophony of the tourist strip. The real sound and light show, of course, is Mag-Ingat Spaceport, on its own island at the harbor mouth. Ships speared into the night sky, or fell out of it like tightly controlled meteors, every ten minutes. Their engines reverberated faintly across the water, as if a thunderstorm were threatening the city but never quite getting here. It was still sticky-hot.  

I zigzagged along the pier, between fairground rides, stalls of stuffed animals struggling for freedom, laser shooting galleries, and make-your-own candy shops. Carnies mugged in furry costumes. Tourists wandered in nervous, excited groups. Visiting Shiftertown at night is regarded as a risky adventure. They don’t know the half of it. 

Outside Wally’s, I had to decide whether to go in on four legs or two. Dolph was in human form, he’d said. But Irene had only glimpsed him for a moment, whereas she’d definitely recognize me. All the same, I opted for staying as I was. 

The doorman looked me sourly up and down. “How ya doing this evening?” I gushed, pumping his flipper.

“All right,” he grunted, and waved me in, while sliding the 100 GC I’d just passed him into his money belt. He was very dexterous for a walrus.

They do let mainstream humans in, of course. Just not ones in my income bracket.

The interior of the restaurant formed a horseshoe, sunk into the end of the pier. I had entered on the topmost of three terraces. The lowest terrace was the VIP floor, just a couple of meters above a pool of floodlit sea. They have an underwater fence to keep out krakens and other nasties, and to prevent guests from swimming off without paying. A toothsome smell of grilled fish tinged the air.

As I edged along the top terrace towards the bar, sleek bodies and whiskered heads churned the sea pool below. Every other minute a seal, or a sea lion, or a walrus, would waddle up the access ramp, grasping a fish in its jaws. Wally’s slogan is Catch Your Own! They mean it literally. That was one reason I’d stayed in human form. It’s not a hard and fast rule, more of a policy, but Wally’s is a place for Shifters who favor marine forms. 

Me, I have a lot of forms. But none of them are fond of water.  

When the flippered folk emerged from the pool, they entered a tent-like changing room at the top of the ramp, so they could Shift back without flashing the whole restaurant. The fish went straight onto the grill, or onto the sashimi chef’s chopping board. You don’t come to a restaurant to gobble your fresh catch with the scales on.

Some of the Shifters would be locals—date night, birthday party, fun for the whole flippered family. Others worked at the restaurant, catching fish for the mainstream human customers, mostly well-heeled tourists. You could call it prostitution of our unique abilities. Wally calls it damn good business. 

I spotted him down at poolside, working the secret traps that restock the pool with fish. With his bald head and droopy mustache, he looked a bit like a walrus even in human form. He probably cleared several multiples of what I do annually. That’s what I get for trying to distance myself from Shiftertown and compete in a mainstream human industry, on mainstream human terms.

Yet here I was, back in Shiftertown again, because of Risk.

On a quick scan of the restaurant, I couldn’t see Irene. I slid onto the bar stool Dolph had kept for me. “She left?” I said in an undertone, after ordering a beer.

“She’s down there.”

The mirror behind the bar reflected me and Dolph: my square face, with cheekbones like doorknobs and floppy brown hair; his thinner, longer face, sallow, almond-eyed. His black hair was out of its usual ponytail and hanging in a lank mass, in what I guess was an attempt to look different from this afternoon. His eyes met mine and flicked up.

I followed his gaze to the curved mirror on the ceiling of the bar, and saw, between the optics, an upside-down Irene sitting with an upside-down man in the VIP section, right at poolside.

I hadn’t even thought to look for her down there.

“She got here first,” Dolph murmured. “She was all by her lonesome, sipping a glass of wine. That guy showed a couple of minutes ago.”

“Didja get a look at his face?” 

Dolph shook his head. Irene’s dinner partner, a thick-set guy, sat with his back to us. There was something familiar about the back of his head, but I couldn’t be sure. 

“Left Rex at home with the kids,” Dolph said, tutting. I had told him about Irene’s domestic situation. “That’s pretty cold.”

“Rexipoo probably hasn’t even noticed she’s not there,” I said. “The question is, does this have anything to do with Risk?” Just like when we were in the special forces, Dolph tended to go off on any tangent that seemed juicy. 

“That’s what we’re here to find out.” 

I sipped my beer. I was gonna be pissed if Dolph had dragged me away from Lucy just to spy on Irene’s extramarital hijinks. Her life was none of our business, anyway.

A course of sashimi was delivered to their table. “How does she afford this?” Dolph said. “I can’t even afford a plate of calamari at this place. Oh, never mind. Mr. Big’s paying, of course.”

Irene’s companion turned to thank the waiter, and I saw his face. 

Fleshy, cleft-chinned. Malevolent even when arranged in a condescending smile. 

Both Dolph and I instinctively ducked, although the man was looking nowhere near us. 

“Curiouser and curiouser,” I said as lightly as I could manage. “What’s she doing with Buzz Parsec?”

*

A few things about Buzz Parsec:

He’s the only other Shifter freighter captain that I know of flying out of Ponce de Leon.   

His favored animal form is a grizzly bear. 

His ship masses twice as much as mine, and he makes ten times as much money, not all of it legally. 

That just about sums him up, but I’ll add one more pertinent factoid: he’s an asshole. 

Dolph and I slouched at the bar, eaten up by resentment and curiosity. The bartender slid another beer in front of me. I passed him a hundred. This was turning into an expensive night. “Wally let him in?” I jerked my chin poolwards to indicate who I meant.

The kid took my meaning, sort of. “Money talks, don’t it?”

“You gotta do what you gotta do,” I parried his cliché. 

“Just as long as he don’t go grizzly and start fishing salmon out of the pool with his paws,” the bartender said. 

I chuckled appreciatively, thinking how awesome it would be if Irene’s lion husband were to charge in here right now and savage Parsec’s expensively suited ass. Of course, that wouldn’t happen. Rex didn’t even have the motivation to get off the couch. Which was probably why Irene’s gaze had wandered elsewhere. 

I stole a peanut out of the complimentary bowl of stale nibbles. “Parsec come here often?”

“Sure. He was in here just a coupla days ago.”

“With her?” 

“Her and some canine-looking dude.” 

I felt a jolt of adrenaline. Canine, vulpine … these flippered folks often can’t tell the difference. “An older guy?”

“Yeah. I guess it’s a safe place to talk business, seeing as we don’t regularly allow four-legged folks in.” The bartender wiggled his multiply pierced eyebrows, asking an unspoken question. He was a friend of Dolph’s, so he knew who I was, but he didn’t know as much about me as he wanted to.

And I wanted to keep it that way. “When the moon is full,” I answered him, “I Shift into an orca and eat seals.” 

The bartender laughed and drifted away to serve other customers.

“Actually, how did you get in?” Dolph said. 

“Like the kid said, money talks.”

I didn’t have near as much money as Parsec.

But I now had a hypothesis. It was incomplete but plausible enough to make my blood boil.

“Freaking Parsec was trying to headhunt Risk,” I said, grinding my teeth. 

“Right, because ol’ fox was the best weapons officer on the PdL. Not.”

“Actually, he was in the top five,” I said. I noticed that we were talking about him in the past tense, and corrected myself. “He is. Sure, he has issues. But when the excrement hits the air circulation, he can make the guns sing. You’re not gonna deny that. Remember when we tangled with those Travellers in the Cloudworlds? It was Risk who got us out of that alive. I would have wanted him in a foxhole with me on Tech Duinn.”

“Not me,” Dolph said. “Guy’s name is Risk. That tells you something.”

I shrugged. “Only that Shifters have a thing for picking stupid names.”

Dolph did that thing with his eyebrows that I find so annoying. I knew what he meant: Risk was in his sixties and had been fired from his last two jobs. I’d given him a chance because he was a Shifter, like us. Who me, inconsistent?

But I was now carried away by the idea that Parsec had been trying to steal my crew. “They were here together. It fits.”

“So where does Irene come in?”

“She’s a marine mammal,” I guessed. “I can see her as a leopard seal. She did Risk a favor, came with him so they’d let him in.” 

Despite the fact that she hadn’t even admitted to knowing him.

“I can’t see her as a leopard seal,” Dolph disagreed. “A harp seal, maybe.”

“Or a dolphin.” 

“I don’t think so. Anyway, if Parsec was trying to headhunt Risk, how does that end up with Risk frozen in cryonite?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we’re going to find out.”
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It wasn’t over half an hour before Parsec called for the check. Irene sat icily immobile while he paid. As they moved to the exit, I slid off my bar stool. 

Dolph was already gone. Sidling around the top terrace, I glanced at the pool. Brown backs, spotted backs … and one hairless gray one. 

I shortened the strap of my bag, so its bulk wouldn’t swing around when I moved. I stepped out into the humid night twenty seconds after Irene and Parsec. I glanced around, certain they’d still be close by—vehicles aren’t allowed on the pier.

But boats are.

After panicking for five seconds, I remembered the moorage. I quickly circled the restaurant and saw Irene and Parsec descending the steps to the jetty that stuck out at right angles to the end of the pier. Dozens of boats bobbed on both sides of the jetty, ranging from Wally’s two live-catch trawlers to sleek carbon-fiber sailboats. 

I was kidding about having an orca form. I don’t care for the sea. Especially not when it’s surging around the end of the pier and foaming under the jetty like the Devil’s cappuccino. 

However, I settled my Panama on my head, to shade my features, and went down the steps.

Irene and Parsec stopped in front of a blinged-out speedboat at the end of the jetty. If she got aboard that boat with him, she was a bigger fool than I’d taken her for. But although he gestured as if inviting her to jump aboard, she folded her arms and stayed put. 

Halfway along the jetty was a shack where the boat rental guy sat during the day. I stepped into its shadow and eased to the corner, where I could see them and almost hear what they were saying.

It was incredibly frustrating. Every time a swell passed under the jetty, the noise of the water drowned out their voices. 

Parsec: “… money.”

Yeah, it was always about money for him. Well, it is for me, too. But I try not to be an asshole about it.

Irene: “I will get it.”

So she owed him money. Why?

Parsec: “… sold it already?”

Irene: “I swear to you, OK? I haven’t sold it. It was—”

Another wave crashed on the pier just as I was about to find out what it was. My imagination ran wild, trying to connect this conversation with Risk’s icy misadventure, and failing. This was probably some completely unrelated pickle Irene had got herself into. None of my business.

Parsec took a threatening step towards Irene. She backed away. His huge hands hung at his sides, but his face, in the light from the pier, was demonically contorted with anger. “If you even think about ripping me off—”

As the next wave hit, I dropped my bag and unbuckled my belt. I pulled my shirt off over my head and stepped out of my jeans and boxers. This took approximately 3 seconds. 

The next bit took a few seconds longer.

“—bury you and your useless slob of a husband,” Parsec ranted, “and sell your kids to the Travellers.”

I’d seen Parsec work himself up like this before. Irene, whatever her financial troubles, did not deserve what would come next. I dropped to all fours.

“Are we clear? Are we clear?”

“What’s clear,” I growled, “is that your mom shoulda flushed the toilet after she crapped you out, Parsec.”

I stalked out of the shadow in the form of a jaguar.

Both Irene and Parsec turned to me, stunned.

Irene’s financial troubles may not have been any of my business, but I couldn’t let Parsec threaten her like this. 

“Leave the lady alone,” I said.

Parsec’s dropjawed expression quickly resolved into a sneer. “Says who?”

“Your face is about to find out.” I hunched my shoulders low and let out a deep jaguar growl.

Parsec chuckled. “Take your white knight act on the carny circuit, Spots, ‘cause we’re not buying it. We’re fine.” The menace had melted out of his body language. If I hadn’t just heard him threatening Irene, I wouldn’t have believed this jovial gentleman capable of it. “The lady’s fine.” He moved towards her, as if to drape his arm around her shoulders.

She dodged his arm, nimble on the balls of bare feet.

She had been wearing high heels, but when she moved away from Parsec, she’d stepped out of them. She had been preparing to defend herself. 

Now, lightning-fast, she scooped up one of her shoes and stabbed its heel into Parsec’s face.

He raised a hand in time to save his nose, but the heel ripped his cheek open. 

Irene took off down the jetty, passing me in a thrum of bare feet and a hint of perfume.

Parsec grunted in fury and started after her—

—only to find his way blocked by an 80-kilogram package of claws and rippling muscle.

“Everything’s fine, huh?” I taunted him. My voice sounded different in jaguar form. Growlier. “You’re gonna need reconstructive surgery, Grizzly. While you’re under the needle, you should see if they can reconstruct your immortal soul.”

“Out of my way, kitty-cat.” He aimed a kick at me.

He wasn’t the first man to make that mistake today.

In jaguar form, it was even easier to duck under his kicking leg. I slammed my shoulder into his shin. It was the same shoulder McThuggy had punched earlier. But I was too angry to feel the pain of the impact.

Parsec went down hard on the jetty, but he didn’t yell. He did not want to attract attention, any more than I did. If I had not already known he and Irene were up to something illicit, that clinched it. 

I pounced on him before he could rise. I gripped his arms and stood on his thighs, digging my claws in enough to remind him that I could disembowel him with a couple of kicks. 

“Leave that woman alone,” I snarled into his face. Blood was flowing from his cheek. In jaguar form, I had half a mind to tear at the wound. But probably Parsec’s blood was as poisonous as his personality. “If you ever go near her again, I will find out, and the docs won’t be able to fix what’s left of you.” 

“Who are you?” He breathed heavily under me, his face dark with rage.

“Just a concerned citizen.” My jaguar features gave no hint of my relief. He genuinely had no idea who I was. I have several forms, as I’ve mentioned. This jaguar was one I’d not used for years and years. Now I’d never be able to use it again. Oh well. It wasn’t one of my favorites, anyway. 

That gave me an idea. A very bad, tempting idea. 

Parsec was my nemesis. He stole contracts out from under my nose with low bids cushioned by his ill-gotten gains. Whenever we met in human form, he never failed to rub it in my face.

I could eliminate him right here and now.

The sea would gently erase my DNA from the gaping hole in his throat. 

Picturing it, while knowing I’d never do it, I laughed a nutty little jaguar laugh. And didn’t notice his body quaking under me. 

His chest burst his shirt and suit jacket. A button hit me in the eye.

He flung me off and rolled to his feet in the form of a grizzly bear, still wearing the shreds of his trousers. 

“Now who’s laughing?” he growled, and strutted forward, swinging his arms in the grizzly’s lethal boxing rhythm. 

I sprang at his throat before I could stop myself. Jaguars aren’t the deepest thinkers. One of Parsec’s forepaws caught me on the side of the head like a dinner plate with claws. It spun me full circle in the air, seeing stars, and I landed badly. It takes a lot of power to knock a jaguar off its feet. Parsec had that much power, and more.

I twisted upright and tried to scramble away. I fell badly and scrambled backwards, my head ringing.  My back foot found the edge of the jetty and slipped off.

Parsec dropped to all fours and loped towards me, his massive shoulders rolling.

If he caught me in his hug, I was finished. Even worse, I was already sliding over the edge.

I gathered myself—

—and sprang backwards.

Onto Parsec’s boat.

I landed on the mirror-smooth foredeck, and slid down its slope, scrabbling with my claws, making a horrible fingernails-on-blackboard noise. I fetched up against the six-inch guard rail. That gave me enough purchase to launch into a leap. I landed on the cabin roof—sooner than expected, because the entire speedboat suddenly tilted up against my paws. With a mighty thump, Parsec landed with all four feet on the deck behind the cabin. 

I swiped down at his head, and missed. 

He leaned over the side and bit through the mooring rope. 

Within seconds the swell carried the boat further from the jetty than I could jump.

Oh, crap.

“Look,” I said. “I’ve had a long day. I’m not in the mood for this anymore.”

“You think you’ve had a long day,” he grunted, staring up at me with his mean little grizzly eyes.

“What’s eating you, Parsec? Why’d you threaten that lady?”

“She’s no lady, and how’d you know what we were talking about? Because you were eavesdropping.” He rose briefly on his hind legs as if to go for me, but dropped down to all fours again as the boat rolled. We were slowly but surely drifting out out into the harbor. “What’s your angle, Spots? And don’t give me any crap about chivalry.”

I had been trying all along to think of a way of asking him about Risk that wouldn’t tip him off to my identity. I still couldn’t think of one. “When Shifters fight, it hurts all of us.”

“Which is why you didn’t attack me in jaguar form, in full view of the freaking tourist strip.”

He had me there.

“The difference is you’re a piece of shit and a smuggler, Parsec.” Everyone knew that much.

“And that lady, as you call her, is a professional sniper and a thief.”

“What?” 

“Yeah. This ain’t the peewee league, and you should’ve kept your cute little kitty nose out of it. Too late now.” 

I glanced back at the lights of Wally’s. The expanse of glittering black water between here and there looked terrifyingly wide.

Jaguars, in general, are not bad at swimming.

But this jaguar was me, and I couldn’t swim a stroke.

“Tell you what,” I said. “Drop me back to the beach, and I won’t breathe a word to the cops.”

Parsec laughed a grizzly laugh. He surged forward, and I tensed my tired muscles. But instead of reaching for me, he leapt into the cabin. I heard and felt the door slam shut.

I scanned the water desperately. Could that be a dorsal fin breaking the surface? 

The cabin door burst open again. 

Out rolled Parsec in human form, stark naked,a sight I never hoped to see. In his hands was a sight I liked even less: a heavy pistol. He came up on one knee and fired at me. The only reason I’m here today is because the boat pitched.

“You can’t just freaking kill me,” I yowled in disbelief.

“Sure I can,” said Parsec, steadying himself on the yawing deck. “This is a million-credit play, and you’re not gonna mess it up for me. Because you’re gonna be dead.”

As his finger tightened on the trigger, a sleek gray shape burst out of the water behind his shoulder. It landed right on top of Parsec. Squeaking madly, it battered him with its powerful tail. 

The gun skidded across the deck.

I leapt down, avoiding Parsec’s flailing legs, and with the greatest delicacy picked the gun up in my mouth. I dropped it into the ocean.

The bottlenose dolphin was hammering Parsec’s head into the deck with its flippers. Bash. Bash. Squeak! Bash. 

“Don’t kill him,” I yelled. 

"Why not?” Dolph said. In dolphin form, his voice was a maniacal squeak.

“Because.” I couldn’t come up with any reason that would make sense to Dolph in this mood. Then I had a brainwave. “Because there are millions of GCs at stake.”

Dolph reluctantly rolled off Parsec. He would rather have blood than money when he really gets going, but he wasn’t far enough gone right now not to listen to me. “As in, right here on this boat?”

I searched the cabin while Dolph guarded the bleeding, semi-concussed Parsec. I did not find millions of GCs. Or any at all. That said, there were several lockers which I couldn’t open in jaguar form, and I was sorely tempted to Shift back, but I refrained. It was even more important now not to let Parsec find out who we were. We were already pushing our luck: there are quite a few dolphin Shifters, but not many of them are prone to psychopathic violence. 

I did find the keys to the boat, in the ignition. 

“You,” I said to Parsec. “Start ‘er up.” I prodded him in the ass with my claws to get him moving. 

Groaning and befuddled, Parsec started the boat and navigated drunkenly back to his mooring at the jetty. Dolph went over the side and returned under his own power. When we reached the jetty, I gave Parsec another gentle clout, knocking him out, and left the boat before the devil could tempt me to do anything worse to him. 

The coast was clear, so I went straight back to the boat rental shack, where I’d left my clothes. Thank God, they were still there. 

I was dragging my jeans back on when naked, wet Dolph climbed out of the water in human form. I handed him my bag, which held a change of clothes for him.

“Thought you were never gonna show,” I said.

“Had to convince Wally to open the gate in the underwater fence.”

“Better late than never. Put those clothes on and I’ll tell you what happened.” He was shivering. He doesn’t really have enough body fat to be a dolphin. But ‘Dolph’ it’s been ever since we were about fourteen. 

I’ve sworn on the Bible not to tell anyone his real name.

We walked, pretty fast, back down the pier. The Ferris wheel had closed down for the night, as had the kiddie-oriented concessions. I hadn’t finished telling Dolph everything that happened by the time we reached Shoreside, so we turned north along the strip. The tourist tat emporia leaked amphetamine-fueled music. Curtains fringed the pink caves of peepshows. Barely-legal girls and boys teetered on stilt shoes, tossing interactive flyers for nightclubs into the air. We breathed a soup of alien and chemical odors. Human, Ek, Ur-Ek, yuriops, tasvagga, stargends, and even a family-group of Kroolth brushed shoulders, cilia, horns, and tentacles. The familiar, but still real, atmosphere of danger kept my adrenaline high, making me into a motormouth. By the time I got through telling Dolph just how much I hated Parsec, we’d reached 90th. 

“I should’ve smashed his skull in,” Dolph said, for about the tenth time. “You never make the right call in this kind of situation.”

“Hey,” I said, surprised by the unexpectedly harsh comment. Never? But his face still looked a tad bit bottlenosed; he wasn’t all the way back from the killing zone yet. I let it drop. 

Peering up 90th, I changed the subject. “Let’s take a walk past Irene’s.”

90th is one of the few commercial-traffic streets connecting Shoreside and Creek, so it’s never deserted, even at midnight. I gradually became aware, however, that it seemed busier than usual. Traffic was backed up. Cars complained bitterly as they tried to reverse out.

Ahead, red and blue light splashed over the gravelnut trees in a familiar strobing rhythm. 

We quickened our steps, and then slowed down again as we neared Risk’s place, on the other side of the street.

Light blazed in Irene’s apartment, flinging the shadow of the laundry carousel on the balcony across the street.

A police van and two police bikes stood in the street. One officer was wrangling traffic. Several more stood on the sidewalk doing nothing of any obvious utility. Another stood on the stoop in front of Risk’s front door, arguing with King of the Beasts, who filled his front door in lordly silhouette.

I could tell it was KotB because he was still in lion form, although he now stood on his hind legs, towering over the cop. I could tell it was an argument because he was practically roaring. “Why ain’t you chasing them? That’s your job. Why’re you still standing here talking to me?”

Mumble, mumble, went the cop.

Dolph muttered, “Doesn’t that guy ever Shift back to human form?”

“Maybe not,” I said. Some don’t. They get too comfy, and cease to care what other people think of them. That only works, however, if they have a job that doesn’t require human contact—Craig the Duck comes to mind—or if someone else is bringing home the bacon.

Thinking of Irene, I edged sideways, to see if I could see into their living-room. That put me in the midst of a group of rubberneckers. I said, “What happened?”

“Oh, it’s terrible,” an old lady said. “Armed robbery! And this is the good end of town.”

“Thank goodness Rex was at home,” someone else said.

His name really was Rex. I heard Dolph snigger. But it didn’t seem like a sniggering situation to me.

“Was anyone hurt?” I said. 

“Fortunately not.”

“Praise be to God.”

“Amen.”

“Amen,” I agreed. “The kids are OK, then?”

The old lady pointed across the street. “They’re over there with her,” she said with a sniff. 

I scanned the other side of the street for Irene, but Rex distracted me. He interrupted Mumblecop with an outraged roar. “Whaddaya mean, you got nothing to go on? I gave you descriptions. I gave you great descriptions! There was three of them, they were nine foot tall, they had blue skin and four arms—"

A collective gasp went up from the rubberneckers.

Into the ensuing silence—so deep that I could hear a pingo dropping from the gravelnut tree over my head—Mumblecop said clearly, “Yes, sir. They were Ekschelatans. That’s the problem.”

*

Eks committing armed robbery?

Never happens.

Never.

Oh, I’m not saying they’re good guys. But busting into a human’s house while his kids are home, with the intention of menacing and robbing him? It’s laughable. They don’t need to do that. They have a freaking empire. They own half of all the valuable IP in the Cluster, thanks to their legacy rights in this, that, and the other, and the extraordinary canniness of their lawyers.

They also have a few star systems. 

So my first reaction was that Rex was making it up. 

But Irene said otherwise, when Dolph and I found her huddling outside the police cordon on the other side of the street, with the baby on her hip and Mia clinging to the leg of her sweatpants. 

She’d found time, somewhere, to change out of her evening dress. Quick on her feet, that one.

“I saw them, too. And smelled them,” she said. Eks notoriously smell terrible to humans. “But the filth don’t believe us. Just because we’re Shifters.”

Dolph said, “Or they do believe you, but they can’t go after them, because they’re Eks.” 

I said, “Or they’d like to go after them, but ‘blue skin and four arms’ isn’t much to go on.”

Irene nodded miserably. “Or,” she said, “the damn Eks knew no one would believe us.” Her gaze stayed on her husband. She didn’t inquire what Dolph and I were doing back here again in the middle of the night. 

“So you were at home when it happened, too?” I said gently.

She nodded. “Kit and Mia were in bed. We were just sitting on the couch, watching holovision …” Her mouth trembled. “They could have hurt my babies!” 

I silently marvelled at this woman. I knew for a fact that she had not been here when it happened. She had not been sitting on the couch watching holovision. She had been on the jetty at St. Andrew’s Pier, trying to kill Buzz Parsec with a stiletto heel. 

I wondered what she’d do if I or Dolph confronted her with the truth, and decided I did not want to find out. Not now. Not here.

“Will you be OK?” I said.

Her disagreement with Parsec had to have something to do with this. I could not imagine how Parsec’s bottom-feeding trajectory through life intersected with anything Ekschelatan, but it was just too big of a coincidence to be unrelated. I was worried, sensing unseen forces and connections at work.

“Maybe you should go to a hotel,” I said.

“We can’t afford it,” Irene said wearily. Then she straightened up and faced me, suddenly decisive. “Could you take Mia for the night?”

“M-me?”

“Yes, you. Mike.” She knew my name. Had I told it to her? I couldn’t remember, but I didn’t think so. “Your daughter is the same age, right? And Risk always said you were the best boss he ever had. I trust you.” Supporting the baby’s head with one hand, she bent down and detached Mia from her legs. “You’re going to stay with Uncle Mike tonight, ‘kay, honey?”

Mia was too traumatized to speak, but like the well-trained child she was, she stumbled in my direction. It appeared this was happening. I picked her up. “You’ll be safe, honey, and your family will be safe, too,” I told her.

“I can ask my mom to take Kit,” Irene said. “She doesn’t have room for all of us.” 

“Will the bad aliens come back?” Mia said in a tiny voice.

“Nope. They won’t come back,” I said, although Irene obviously wasn’t so sure about that, or she wouldn’t be so keen on getting the kids to safety.

Dolph shot me a disbelieving glance and said, “I’ll hang out here for a while.”

“I’ll come and pick her up tomorrow,” Irene said. “Thank you, Mike. Really, thank you so much.”

I brushed off her thanks, but her previous words rang in my head. Risk always said you were the best boss he ever had … Funny. Earlier today, she’d pretended not even to know Risk’s name. Now she knew not only his name, but mine.
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I decided to work from home the next day. It wasn’t that I didn’t think Nanny B could handle Lucy and Mia. I wanted to be on the scene when Irene came to pick Mia up. We needed to talk.  

“Call me if anything comes up,” I told Mary, our receptionist, over the phone. “Or Dolph can handle it.”

“Oh, he’s out at the spaceport today,” Mary said. “Didn’t he tell you?”

Huh. Wherever Dolph was, I was pretty sure he was not out at the spaceport, even though our ship always needed working on. But if he’d wanted me to know where he was going, he’d have told me. I just had to trust him. 

However, it was one more thing to niggle at me as I sought to concentrate on my v-mail amidst a backdrop of squealing voices and thudding feet. 

Lucy had taken it in stride when she woke up to find another little girl in the apartment. After an initial standoffish period—typical when she doesn’t yet know someone well—she had succumbed to Mia’s outgoing personality. The two of them were now galloping around the apartment, each wearing half of Lucy’s Hellraiser Miracle costume. It was nice to see Lucy playing so well with a friend. As for Mia, she seemed to have completely forgotten about her traumatic experience last night. 

I hadn’t. After hacking my way through some work-related emails, I anonymized my virtual assistant and started digging for dirt on Buzz Parsec.

It wasn’t like I had never done this before. But now I was looking for something different: any connection between Parsec and the Ekschelatans. 

On his publicly filed cargo manifests, I found numerous items supplied by Ek-owned firms. Nothing out of the ordinary there. I carried Ek cargoes, too. It’s not that the Eks don’t have their own ships, it’s that they are not on political speaking terms with most of the lesser alien races in the Cluster. Nor, officially, is humanity. That’s where indie freighters like myself and Parsec come in. We fly where others won’t, run risks others don’t.

It’s a living.

Unfortunately, I did not find anything more than usually dubious in Parsec’s public profile. No surprise: I didn’t even really know what I was looking for.

I had just about resigned myself to calling Craig the Duck when Mia ran up to me in tears.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” 

“It’s broken!” She held up one of those Barbies. It was missing its head.

Lucy appeared from her bedroom, looking guilty. “Sorry, Daddy,” she muttered. “I didn’t do it on purpose. It just came apart.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “There are more where that came from. Many more.” I indicated the crate of dolls still sitting on the floor.

“But I want that one!” Mia cried.

“Is this her one, Lu?”

“No. It’s my one. But I don’t want it, so I gave it to her.”

“This is the funny one!” Mia wept. “It says ‘Meeeehhh’ and ‘Urrrrghhh.’” Through her tears, she gave a passable imitation of the broken Barbie’s voice.  

“Ah,” I said. “Well, maybe I can fix it.” I was sitting in my office nook off the living-room, which was surrounded on three sides by a fantastic view of Mag-Ingat Bay, spread out below like a tourism advertisement. Sun flooded my terminally cluttered desk. I pushed my computer away, put the Barbie’s head down, and squinted at the tangle of wires and chips inside its body.

“She looks even more stupid now,” Lucy said to Mia, encouragingly.  

Sunlight glinted on something in the doll’s body. That didn’t look like part of its innards. 

I found a pair of needlenose pliers in my desk clutter and wriggled the thing free.

A memory stick.

“Girls,” I said, “I need to work on this for a bit. Why don’t you go ask Nanny B for a snack?” 

Nanny B toddled in at the sound of her name. “Mid-morning snacks are verboten, Mike,” she reproved me. “But I have a better idea. We shall bake cookies together.”

The girls charged off to the kitchen, and I examined the memory stick. Slim, chrome, half the length of my index finger. Looked like a high-end item, holding maybe a petabyte of storage. It was clearly not part of the doll’s electronics. 

In fact, this probably explained why the doll had not worked properly.

Sitting there in the sun, I felt a chill as I recalled how easily Lucy had removed the factory-sealed bubble wrap.

I’d credited her dexterity, but what if the bubble wrap hadn’t been factory-sealed …

… because someone else had opened it recently?

The manufacturers had not put this memory stick in the doll. But I thought I knew who had.

I had to find out what was on it.

But no way was I plugging it into my own computer. I grabbed my phone and called Craig.

“This is Craig. You know what to do.”

“Yo, Duck. Pick up.”

“What the freak, Starrunner? It’s the middle of the night,” Craig said sleepily.

“It’s eleven in the morning. The sun’s above the yardarm, and I have something I need you to look at for me.”

I called one of Majesta Gardens’ couriers. It landed on my balcony five minutes later, rotors blurring to a stop, chiming to warn people out of its path. I stepped outside and placed the memory stick—now wrapped in old socks and duct tape—in its gripper. “Thank you, sir!” It confirmed Craig’s address and helicoptered away. I stood on the balcony for a moment, watching it shrink into the hazy air, descending towards the jewelled, insectile streams of the uptown flyways. The air was filled with the faint throb of traffic. I tasted the faint acridity of rocket exhaust, carried on the sea breeze from the spaceport, and I felt a powerful desire to be on board my ship, taking off for the other side of the Cluster.  I had a bad feeling about Ponce de Leon right now. 

I shook it off and went back inside. Risk stood in his place against the wall of the living-room. I had added a spare duvet cover to his wrappings last night, so now I was staring at Hellraiser Beautiful, another of the characters in the Cluster’s biggest cash cow franchise targeting preschoolers. To the old fox cryonically slumbering in his inappropriate shroud, I murmured, “Hang tight, Risk. We’ll get you out of there.”

I hoped the memory stick would turn out to contain the key to Risk’s nanonic defroster. 

How it had got inside the Barbie was a separate problem.

Craig phoned me while we were having lunch. “Got your package,” he said. “I’ll try and get to it today.”

“Put a rush on it; I’ll pay.”

The girls ate not much lunch and a lot of chocolate chip cookies. Sugared up, they were bouncing off the walls, so I asked Nanny B to take them down to the playground. 

As soon as the circus moved out the door, I called Dolph. “Mary said you were at the spaceport.”

“Can’t talk right now, Mike,” he muttered. “I’ll catch you later.”

He rang off. I called back. Voicemail.

Bad feelings were coming at me thick and fast now. I’d had these kinds of feelings before, and I had learned to trust them. At various times in my life, they might have even saved my skin. Something was coming my way …

I glanced around, wondering what was going to break next.

Right on cue, the apartment’s intercom chimed. It was the front desk concierge—the security desk.

“Got a visitor for you, Mr. Starrunner. A Ms., uh, Seagrave?”

Seagrave?

I toggled the video feed, and saw Irene standing uncertainly in front of the security desk. 

“She’s OK,” I said. “Send her up.” 

I checked my teeth and ran my fingers through my hair, then went out to the open-air hall and leaned on the guard wall. When Irene stepped out of the elevator, I waved her over. She seemed a little out of her element, glancing up and down the long hall, and then sizing me up as she approached. She had dressed up in slim-cut black trousers and a blouse with fluttery short sleeves for this trip out of Shiftertown. It was kind of touching.

“Look,” I said, pointing down. “There they are.”

Lucy and Mia were playing on the smaller slide set. Mia, it seemed, was scared to climb the plastic mountain that led to the slide. Lucy stood behind her, coaxing and steadying her. The sight warmed my heart, and made me sad that Lucy didn’t have a sibling. 

But Irene saw something different. “They’re playing by themselves.”

It was true. The playground teemed with little kids and their parents, nannies, or robot caregivers, but they were all doing their own thing. 

“Does Lucy always play by herself?”

The question took me aback. The answer, which felt like a hot screwdriver in my heart, was: Yes. But I didn’t want to admit it, so I said, “They’ve been getting along like a house on fire.”

“Mia always plays by herself. When I take her to Neverland, or World of Fun, or somewhere like that, I mean.” Shiftertown is short on public playgrounds. “I sometimes wonder if the other kids  can … tell.”

I had been wondering the same thing ever since we moved in here. The HOA knew we were Shifters. That didn’t mean every toddler in the playground knew it. But I couldn’t help wondering if some instinct told them that my little girl was different. And it was true that I’d never seen Lucy hit it off with another child like she had with Mia. It was as if some instinct told them they were the same …

I said, “Well, let’s let them play a little longer before you rush off. Come in, and I’ll stun you with my coffee-making skills.”

I left her in the living-room while I brewed two cups of java. This was a deliberate ploy. Carrying the cups, I returned to the living-room as quietly as a Shifter can—and that’s very quietly, even in human form.

I had hoped to catch her looking at Risk. 

She wasn’t anywhere near him. 

She stood in my office nook, holding the decapitated Barbie, looking as if she’d just received the news that a killer asteroid was headed for Ponce de Leon. 

I backtracked into the kitchen, rattled some china, and trod loudly down the hall. 

This time I found her sitting on the sofa and smiling. “You have a lovely place here.”

“Thanks. We like it,” I answered. “The security’s great.”

“It sure is. I haven’t been wanded that invasively since I was in the army.”

She was a vet, too? Intriguing. It tied in with what Parsec had said about her. But I resisted the bait. I wanted to get to the point. “The kids were playing Lil’ Hellraisers this morning.” I indicated the frilly costume draped over the sofa, and the six-foot image of Hellraiser Beautiful leaning against the wall. She couldn’t not have noticed it. “Whoever created that franchise, they’re laughing all the way to the EkBank.”

She twitched. “It’s a human franchise,” she pointed out. 

“Well, of course it is,” I said, slightly puzzled. Laughing all the way to the EkBank; it’s just an expression. The Eks may have banking sewn up in the Cluster, but humanity has a lock on the entertainment business. Everyone loves our stuff. Whether they have two legs, four, or eight, whether they see in color or black and white, whether they live on land or in space stations or on the backs of cloud whales (yes, really), there isn’t a species in the Cluster that doesn’t go cuckoo for human shows, books, and games … and buy the tie-in merchandise. It’s just a certain spark we have. 

“Yeah,” Irene said, “but the Eks own it.”

“Seriously?”

“One of their IP troll companies sued. The courts found that Lil’ Hellraisers was suspiciously similar to another franchise from, like, the twenty-first century, which the Eks already owned. The settlement gave them a controlling interest in Lil’ Hellraisers Inc.” 

“Damn Eks, huh.” I gave in. She was determined not to notice Risk. That was actually pretty telling. “So, any updates on your own plague of Eks? I don’t guess the cops tracked them down?”

“No, and they never will. Because they don’t know what the Eks were looking for.” 

She looked me in the eye. I felt a tiny electric thrill. Not because—well, not only because—her blue eyes were as deep and clear as mountain lakes. She was going to fess up. About time. 

“Can I use your toilet?” she said.

Oh.  

“Sure. First door on your right.”

She vanished down the hall. I leaned around the corner to make sure she really did go into the toilet, and then flopped back on the sofa, frustrated as heck. 

No, not that way. 

Well. Maybe a bit.

It had been three years—three dateless years—since Lucy’s mother left.

But Irene was married, and … 

What was that?

The apartment filled with a throbbing noise. It was as if the hum of traffic outside was suddenly louder, coming through the window. 

Something heavy clunked against the outside wall of the apartment. I felt a vibration through the sofa. For a crazy minute I wondered if I was aboard my ship. It was exactly like the sound of a grapple locking on before someone tries to board your spacecraft.

Not a sound you ever want to hear. 

I jumped up and turned to the windows. Maybe I’d be able to see—

The windows flickered. Shadows swung across them. Into them.

The windows exploded inward in a spray of glass gravel. 

I hurdled the sofa and covered the distance to the kitchen in two strides. Guttural grunts and zzzzip sounds filled the living-room behind me. My Midday Special was in the gun safe built into my desk, and based on the noises in the living-room, I was already blocked off—I had no hope of getting to it. The sofa scraped along the floor as someone pushed it, and I snatched a cleaver out of the knife block over the sink. 

A horrible stench assaulted my nose. 

I knew that smell.

Spinning, I confronted a blue individual with four arms. Xe was at the kitchen entrance, and so tall xe had to duck under the lintel of the door. When xe looked up xe saw me—xis glossy eyes widened, and xis nearest arm whipped around. It was holding a pistol. I couldn’t see what kind and it didn’t matter. 

I was already charging xim. 

Xe had to duck to get xis head under the lintel of the door. I used that moment to lunge at xim and slash xis lower right arm open with the cleaver.

Xe let out a moo and dropped xis pistol. 

Then xe shot me anyway, with the gun in xis other right hand. Phut. 

That’s the problem when you fight someone with a four arm loadout: there’s always another gun.

Pain streaked along my thigh. Behind me, the plates in the draining rack exploded.

I slapped the pistol away as xe fired again. The round drilled into the wall over my shoulder and exploded a moment later. Armor-piercing rounds! Overkill much? I slashed again with the cleaver but didn’t connect, because xe flinched back.

This wouldn’t last long. Xe had more arms with more weapons to bring to bear, and as if that wasn’t unfair enough, xe had height and reach too.

A gunshot boomed from the living-room. 

My Ek grunted, staggering. 

Another gunshot. This one wasn’t an Ek weapon, it was throaty and over-the-top loud—human manufacture.

My Ek pivoted away from me and back into the living room. 

First things first. The reason I’d charged forward in the first place was the button beside the kitchen door. It was the panic button. When I punched it, it gave a satisfying whoop that fit perfectly with the general atmosphere of chaos. 

Then I stooped and grabbed the Ek gun off the floor.

Boom. Another deafening gunshot rang out. Someone was trigger happy—or really pissed off.

I stopped myself from lunging into the living room, instead shifting to the far side of the doorway. The living room came into view. 

Risk’s cube was sliding across the floor. The Eks were  dragging it out through the shattered window, using smart zip-ropes that clutched the duvet-wrapped slab. 

Two Eks stood on the balcony, but only for a moment. Ropes dangled from the roof. Risk rose up, up and away and the Eks followed.

Boom, the other gun spoke again. My Ek was the last one in the apartment. Xe staggered when xe was hit, but bounced off my desk and fell out the window. A moment later xe rose back into view, hanging by xis last good arm. Xe was bleeding from half a dozen wounds, the unhappiest Ek I’d ever seen. Xe glared at me as the rope pulled xim up. 

Irene jumped up from her prone position in the hall. We reached the balcony at the same time.

Rotors thudded. A bullet-shaped SUV lifted off from the roof a few floors above our heads. Risk stuck out of its trunk. My Ek was dangling half in and half out of its open side door. I loosed a few rounds at xim, pointlessly. The SUV roared over our heads, accelerating at top speed, and within seconds it disappeared into traffic.

I lowered my gun. Well, their gun. Mine now. Cold comfort. 

Irene’s gun looked like an adult toy, but I’d seen the holes it made in that Ek. 

“Ceramic,” she said. “Your security’s fine.”

“Oh no it clearly isn’t,” I gritted, incandescent with rage. 

The intercom in the kitchen gargled, “Yes, Mr. Starrunner? What is your emergency?”

I stomped inside, yelling, “Take a wild guess. Do you think it might have anything to do with the Eks who just landed their SUV on the roof, rappelled down to my balcony, and robbed me in broad freaking daylight?!”

“And shot you,” Irene said.

I followed her gaze to my right thigh. Blood had seeped through my jeans. “I’ll live.” I’d spent five years in the army, knew what was serious and what wasn’t. The Eks had been firing armor-piercing rounds, and this one had gone through my thigh like paper. It was a through-and-through so narrow it probably wouldn’t even leave a scar.

 “Sit tight, sir,” Security boomed. “Do not let anyone in. We will be with you in just a moment.”

“This isn’t what I pay for,” I yelled back. 

Irene was eyeing the exit and I felt the same. No way could I get bogged down with building security, or the actual police. I grabbed my Midday Special from the gun safe in my desk and dumped both of my side-arms in my shoulder bag. With Irene half a pace behind me, I slammed out of the apartment. I confirmed Lucy’s whereabouts with a glance over the guard wall, then ran down all eight flights of stairs rather than wait for the elevator. 

“Thank God the girls weren’t there,” Irene panted, behind me.

“No kidding.” The thought that Lucy could have been in the apartment chilled my blood. And amped up my rage. I forced myself to jog to the playground, rather than sprinting. I wanted to scoop Lucy up and rejoice in her unhurt-ness, but she was playing contentedly with Mia in the sandpit, so I just waved. 

“Nanny B!” The droid turned, placidly smiling as usual. “I’m heading out for a while. Take them to Burgermeister’s for supper, if we’re not back.” The complex had a couple of kid-friendly restaurants on the premises. “Do not take them up to the apartment.”

“As you wish, Mike.”

“Mommy!” Mia exclaimed, spotting her mother. She ran to Irene. “Are we going home now?”

Irene opened her mouth to answer. I cut in. “Not yet. Think you’ll be OK playing with Lucy for a bit longer?”

“Yay!” Mia dashed back to Lucy. “Your dad says we can play longer!”

“I didn’t say that,” Irene said, low.

I held her eyes. “You’re coming with me. You owe me a new living-room. But I’ll settle for information.”

Five minutes later we were in my truck, bouncing over the caltrops that hadn’t done a damn thing to protect my home. 

*

 “I don’t know why they took him,” Irene said in a low, pissed voice. I had explained to her that the object stolen by the Eks was my employee, who currently happened to be encased in cryonite. I’d kept waiting for her to admit that she knew all this already. But she stayed stubbornly mum.

“These have to have been the same guys who robbed you last night,” I said. “You said you knew what they were looking for.”

“No, I didn’t.” 

“But you do know.”

“I guess I do now,” she snapped. 

Exasperated, I lightly banged the steering wheel. “Can you at least admit that you know Risk? Not just to say hello to.”

“All right, yes, I know him. We were friendly. But when a guy vanishes, it’s not smart to let on that you know him, is it?”

“How did you know he’d vanished? I didn’t say anything about that when I was at your place.”

She clammed up again.

My phone rang.

I snatched it up.

Dolph.

“Yeah?”

His voice was thick with excitement, barely above a whisper. “Get here as fast as you can.”

“Guess what?” I started to tell him about the Eks. He cut me off.

“Never mind what happened to your fancy condo. Parsec is the bad guy. I decided to follow him, OK? He spent the night at Dr. Zeb’s.” Dr. Zeb is a Shifter doctor who runs a private hospital. It wasn’t surprising Parsec would have gone to him to get patched up, rather than have to explain his unusual injuries to a mainstream sawbones. “Discharged himself this afternoon and called his ride. I tailed him. Guess where he is now?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“At home.”

I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. “Dolph, that is not an unusual place for him to be.”

“Maybe not. But wait’ll you hear who else is here. His whole bad-news crew. I’ve been watching them arrive in ones and twos all afternoon. Those grizzly twins, the Kodiaks, just showed up. He’s getting ready to roll deep on someone,” Dolph said. “And it might be us.”

*

I had just been robbed by armed Eks. Compared to that, I couldn’t find it in my gut to be scared of a bunch of bears. 

On the other hand, I had no idea where the Eks were, and I did know where Parsec was. And Irene had gone slightly pale when I gave her Dolph’s news. Although she still wasn’t admitting anything, the thought must have occurred to her—as it had to me—that maybe Parsec was getting his ursine crew together to roll on her. 

I told Dolph we were on our way.

Parsec lived in one of the exclusive gated communities out on Cape Agreste. These are lovely places. Their only disadvantage—if you’re limited to ground transport—is that you have to take the spaceport road to get there.

Space Highway is the single most congested stretch of asphalt on Ponce de Leon. Today was no exception. We sat in a long narrow tide of vehicles that now and again surged a few inches forwards. I opened the windows and regretted it when the hot afternoon air rolled in, richly tinged with the smells of rotten fish and raw sewage. The seaward side of the highway is barnacled with slums. Wooden jetties and stilt-houses crowded the shoreline. Gillies swam around, tending their mom ‘n’ pop fish farms. “Makes you never want to eat shrimp again, huh?” I said to Irene, breaking the increasingly pregnant silence. 

“I never eat shrimp, anyway,” she said coldly. 

“Fish?” I had seen her tucking into sashimi at Wally’s last night. I was curious to find out what animal form she espoused. I still leaned towards leopard seal or dolphin. 

I should have known by now she wouldn’t gratify my curiosity. “We’re not made of money,” was all she said.

Lightly, I said, “I’m not in the flying-car tax bracket. As you will have noticed.”

“Yeah, but look at where you live. I can only dream of living somewhere like that.”

“I’m not sure I’m gonna be living there much longer,” I said. I had been replaying the Ek invasion in my mind and wondering if I would ever feel safe leaving Lucy at home in Majesta Gardens again. “I’ll never get the smell out of the carpets.”

“We might have to move, too,” she said. “The landlord is threatening to kick us out. Like it’s our fault.”

“Wow, I’m sorry.”

She shrugged. Silence descended on the truck once more, soggy and fraught. It got so uncomfortable that I put on my music—necro rock, the music of my misspent youth—and pretended not to notice Irene’s grimace of distaste.

We finally reached the turnoff for Ville Verde. Leaving the traffic behind, we climbed a steep, winding road through thick forest. The only vehicles we passed were self-driving delivery vans. 

The residents up here don’t drive, they fly.

That, obviously, did not apply to Parsec’s bad-news bears. Half a dozen rustbuckets disfigured the Ville Verde visitor parking lot. I saw Dolph’s bike in a remote corner next to a dumpster. I hopped out of my truck and told it to impersonate a catering vehicle or something until I needed it. This was one of the times I was glad I had eschewed a fancy corporate logo. 

Hidden from the security checkpoint by my slowly reversing truck, Irene and I jogged to Dolph’s bike.

Dolph wasn’t there. But a hole in the fence was. 

I smelled fresh sap from the vines he had severed along with the chicken-wire.  

We squeezed through the jungly vegetation outside Ville Verde. My heart sank as I realized how far Dolph had gone in his pursuit of Parsec. 

He hates climbing trees.

Yet there he was, thirty feet up in a murder oak, beckoning to us. 

Irene and I climbed the tree to join him. Irene climbed so nimbly that I revised my guess about her having a marine form. Or maybe, like Dolph and me, she had more than one.

Dolph moved out along his branch to make room for us. “Looky looky,” he whispered. 

Twitching aside the leaves, I found myself gazing into Parsec’s back garden.

In between here and there was a weed-choked trench. A fence marched on this side of it, half hidden by the foliage. Another fence bounded the far side of the trench, curving outward at the top. Between the fences, the air shimmered slightly. There was a force field on top  of the inner fence. I saw a dinoroach fall out of the air like a pebble, and noticed drifts of dead bugs, and even some dead birds, among the weeds at the bottom of the trench. The electronics in the outer fence were zapping the critters … and would probably zap any larger invader, too.

It didn’t seem fair. Out here, we were getting bug-bitten, prickled by the murder oak’s twigs, and covered with sap from the vines that were trying to murder it. In there, Parsec and his bear buddies lounged in deck chairs on a lawn as smooth as velvet, drinking martinis. A couple of the bears were mock-fighting in his swimming pool. His house cast an evening shadow across the lawn. It was three graceful brick storeys, with French windows and just the right amount of ivy climbing up the walls. Parsec himself sat with the Kodiak twins in human form, showing them something on a laptop.

His black hair had been shaved off, and bandages wrapped his head. I suddenly felt ashamed. Because I had caused his injuries? Because I was spying on him? I don’t know. It was a powerful feeling, but it soon passed.

Dolph whispered, “They’ll get good and drunk, then they’ll roll out. They’ll have to go by road. Too many people for his flying car. We could wait until they leave, and tail ‘em. Or …” He made his hand into a gun and jerked it up lightly to simulate recoil. “We could take ‘em out right now.”

I stared at him to see if he was serious. He winked. I was not entirely reassured. 

“You wouldn’t get them all,” Irene said dispassionately. “But I might.” 

“You might?” Dolph echoed. 

Kneeling on the branch, Irene visually raked the garden, as if her eyes were targeting lasers. “There isn’t much wind,” she said. “I’ve only got a .38, but I think Mike still has the pocket Gauss he took off the Eks. Yeah? With that, it would be doable.”

“Heard you were a shooter,” Dolph said. I elbowed him. That information came from Parsec, not her. 

She shrugged. “I served with the Ghost Gators on Tech Duinn. I haven’t totally lost my touch.”

The Ghost Gators, a.k.a. the 129th Sharpshooters, had been easily the best sniper outfit on our side. Dolph raised his eyebrows, clearly feeling a new respect for Irene. When he opened his mouth I knew he was about to tell her about his own service, and probably mine as well. 

She forestalled him. “But I’m not gonna try it. Because I have a better plan.”

Before we could ask what it was, she dropped off the branch to the one below. Quiet rustlings told of her unseen descent to the ground.

Dolph and I exchanged a look of panic and followed her. We were bigger and not as agile. We only caught up with her at all because she stopped by the hole in the fence to pick the twigs and leaves out of her hair. She smoothed down her nice pants and blouse, although the sap stains were never going to come out. 

“Irene,” I said, “what’s the idea? You’re not gonna just walk in there?”

She gave me an odd look: half apologetic, half teasing. “Yes, I am. I’ll be fine. He’s not exactly going to knock me on the head and bury me in his garden. And if he is dumb enough to try it …” She took out her phone and touched the screen.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I accepted the call and stared dumbly at the screen.

“I’ll get you video if I can,” Irene said. “If not, I’ll just keep the line open. Should you hear Parsec threatening my life, I’ll be counting on you big tough men to rush in to the rescue.” She suddenly rose on tiptoe, pulled my shoulder down and whispered in my ear, “I know what you did.”

She knew what I’d done. But which part? I’d done a bunch of things in the last thirty hours, and most of them, in retrospect, appeared mindblowingly stupid. I was still trying to formulate a response as she walked up to the security checkpoint. 

“Crap,” Dolph said, grabbing my phone. “She’s gonna drop us in it.”

I grabbed the phone back. “Dolph, her daughter’s at my place.” As a parent myself, I knew Irene would not do anything that placed Mia in danger. Dolph didn’t have that gut instinct, but he subsided, cursing. 

“The security guys have seen us,” he said a second later. “Back through the fence.”

“No!” I hung onto him as one of the beefy guards started our way. Fleeing into the woods would be just about our worst option right now. How stupid could he get?

No stupider than me: ”Hey, there,” I called out, all smiles as I yanked Dolph towards the guard. “Is this Ville Verde?”

“It is.” He had his hand on his gun.

“Great! I’ve been trying to find this place all afternoon. It’s well-hidden. I like that. See, I’m interested in buying in this area, but I’m looking for something genuinely exclusive. Restricted access. Neighbors that are my kind of folks. Know what I mean?”

Taking Dolph as a guide to how I looked right now, the security guard would have been forgiven for thinking ‘my kind of folks’ were homeless guys who slept in trees. But he must have had orders to be nice to prospective buyers.

And that is how Dolph and I ended up in the Ville Verde realty office, which happened to be kitty-corner to Parsec’s house on a cute little street called Hibiscus Court. We were due a piece of luck, no matter how trivial. 

The realtor on duty was petite and buxom. Dolph took on the arduous task of boring her with our long list of requirements. I played the skittish one, wandering around and examining the VR model houses set up in the front of the office, while pretending to talk on my phone. 

I was actually listening to this:

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Irene said. “It was stolen. When I got back home last night, these Eks—”

“Heard about that. They rolled your place, huh?”

I imagined the scene. Irene had gained access to Parsec’s house. It wouldn’t have been difficult. From his perspective, the salmon was jumping into his jaws. I could hear the other bears in the background, so I figured he must have taken her through to the garden. I pictured them ripping her clothes off with their nasty little ursine eyes, and gritted my teeth. 

“That was plain dumb keeping it at your crib,” Parsec said. Strangely, he didn’t sound all that upset. The next minute I learnt why. “See this?”

“What is it?” Irene said. “It looks like a map of Mag-Ingat.” She was narrating what she saw for my benefit. “What’s that red dot?”

Parsec let out a rich pleased-with-himself chuckle. “Package tracking.”

“Package … Oh.”

I froze with my hand inside a holographic doll-sized living-room where I had been rearranging the furniture for kicks. 

“Risk has a tracking tag?” Irene said.

That piece of metal sticking out of his jeans pocket. It was a tracking tag?

“Honey,” said Parsec, “you married dumb, so I understand that you have low expectations. But Buzz Parsec isn’t dumb.”

God, I wanted to kill him so bad.

“Yes, the nanonic defroster has an integrated tracking beacon. Why did I request that feature? Because I foresaw that something like this might happen.”

There it was. Confirmation—and because I was recording, evidence—that Parsec and Irene had worked together to ice my weapons officer. I should have been elated that the mystery was solved, or at least partly solved. I just felt cold. 

“Uh uh,” Irene said. “I don’t care how smart you are, you did not foresee that freaking Holoventures would come after us.”

“You got me,” Parsec said easily. “My prediction was that you’d try to cut me out of the deal and sell it yourself.”

Now I was confused again. Sell it? Were they talking about Risk, as if he were an inanimate package? More to the point—sorry, ole fox—what possible monetary value could a cryonite-encased 62-year-old Shifter have to anyone, let alone Holoventures, whoever he, she, or they were? 

“I’m not stupid, either, Buzz,” Irene said. “I wouldn’t try to cheat you. All I want is my fair share.”

“Your fair share,” growled a different voice. I guessed it was one of the Kodiak twins. “All you done is screw up.”

“Cool it, Kody,” Parsec said easily. “In fact, get the lady a drink.”

“I have to get back to my kids,” Irene said. 

“They’ll survive without you.” 

Irene hissed between her teeth at the not-so-veiled threat. “What’s taking so long?”

“This tracking dot. See? It’s just sitting there.”

“Quetatl Hospital,” Irene read.

“Yup. You must’ve put the hurt on those Eks.” 

“I did. Winged a couple of them good.” 

She was leaving me out of it. Letting Parsec think Risk had been stolen from her place last night, instead of from mine today. I felt a shameful, selfish rush of gratitude and admiration. 

“Now see, I just don’t think that’s true,” Parsec said in the same easy, conversational tone. “If you and hubs winged ‘em last night, why’d they wait until today to go to hospital?”

Irene was silent. Her lies were catching up with her. I could almost feel her heart racing in panic over the phone. 

“And why did this tracking beacon spend the night at this location here? Majesta Gardens.”

My own heart started to race.

“That’s one of those crummy mid-rent communities,” Parsec mused. “Their security looks good on paper, but in reality it ain’t shit. Now here we have defensive laser installations on the perimeter, and a communal anti-spaceship plasma toroid gun. But I guess Majesta Gardens is a step up from Shiftertown. In fact, I know someone who lives there. Small-time freighter captain, Michael Starrunner.”

Small-time?!

“You ever met him?”

“No,” Irene said. “I think Risk mentioned him a couple of times.”

“Yeah, he might have, seeing as he was his boss!” On the last words, Parsec’s voice deepened to a growl. I heard loud crackling and rustling noises and a cry from Irene. I stiffened, ready to fly across the street, guns blazing. 

“Sorry ‘bout that,” Parsec said. “I get a little carried away when I think someone might be trying to rip me off!”

More loud rustling. I took a step towards the door.

“All right,” Irene said, her voice high and breathless. “Put that gun away! I’ll tell you the truth. Someone is trying to rip you off. It’s Starrunner.”

And she spilled everything. She told him that I’d removed Risk from his apartment on 90th. That she had cleverly come up with an excuse to go to my place, but before she could re-steal Risk, the Eks had. And that I had called Parsec a mangy fleabag. 

The only thing she didn’t mention was that I was in Ville Verde right now.

My pulse felt thick in my head. 

She was talking at gunpoint. She wouldn’t have given me away otherwise.

Regardless, the fact remained that Parsec now knew all about my attempts to free Risk. He still didn’t know that I was the jaguar who’d attacked him outside Wally’s, but that was only because Irene didn’t know about that, either.

Parsec called me a string of filthy names, impugning my parentage, my service, the condition of my ship, and my crew, with special attention to Dolph, whom he called a grass-eating psycho. He speculated that my preferred diet was also grass, and my animal form must be a rabbit, because all I was good at was running and hiding in holes. 

I thought of one silver lining: he didn’t know I was across the street from his house right now, hiding in the local realty office.

“When I catch up with him,” he finished, “he’s gonna wish he was never born. No hole’s deep enough for him to hide from Buzz Parsec.”

“Well, he won’t be going back to his crib anytime soon,” Irene said. “The Eks destroyed it.” She giggled girlishly. “God, that was funny.”

I reminded myself that she was talking to save her life. Still, did she have to say that?

I glanced around at Dolph and the realtor, who was laughing and twirling a lock of hair around one finger. It didn’t sound like they were talking real estate anymore. 

 “But Starrunner’s gonna have to wait,” Parsec continued. “First things first. We gotta get the package back. I’m not rolling on an Ek hospital. We’ll wait until they move, then we move, too. And you’re coming with us.” 

“Hell yeah,” Irene said. “I want my share. And maybe you need a reminder of how good I can shoot.”

Parsec burbled laughter, appreciating her feistiness. Just like that, he was back to being Mr. Congeniality, calling for drinks and telling one of the bears to get Irene one of those burgers. 

I yearned to cross the street and wreck their pool party. Disciplining myself, I stared at the front of Parsec’s house. A beautiful house like that deserved a better owner than him. His front garden had the bland, generic look that said maintenance was left to a yardwork robot. His neighbor on the left had a fishpond, and his neighbor on the right had a jungle gym. As I watched, two grade-school kids bounded up the street, wearing those levitating shoes that Lucy wanted for her next birthday.

I peered down into the model house I’d been idly playing with. I had arranged a big sofa in front of the fire, added a bookcase display all around the living room, and resized the kitchen furniture to accommodate Nanny B’s diminutive stature. This house had five bedrooms and six bathrooms.  

I lowered the volume on my phone to a whisper and strolled back to the realtor and Dolph. “I was just wondering if you had anything smaller?”

They did have smaller houses. I took a virtual tour, and the realtor made sure I knew about the defensive laser installations, the plasma toroid gun, and the bug-zapping perimeter, as well as the excellent reputation of Ville Verde Elementary. I ended up with a stack of electronic brochures and pricing guides, and an appointment to view the smaller houses in person next week. 

“You’re taking this pretty far,” Dolph said under his breath. “Now Bonita thinks she’s gonna get a sales commission.”

“She might,” I whispered back. 

Yes, Parsec lived here. No, I didn’t want to live in the same community as Parsec. But the way I felt, he wasn’t gonna be living here much longer.

Out loud, I said, “You’ve been amazingly helpful. Thank you so much.”

“See you next week!” said Bonita the realtor, all smiles.

We couldn’t feasibly kill much more time in here, so we walked back to the gate, aware that the Ville Verde AI was surveilling us through a multitude of concealed cameras and constantly updating its threat assessments. Unsure how good their audio surveillance was, I kept quiet until we were back in the visitor parking lot.

There, I faced Dolph. “I was wrong. You were right. She dropped us in it.”

“Uh oh,” he said.

“He was holding a gun on her. But still. The damage is done.” Taking out my phone, I replayed the key bit of the conversation between Irene and Parsec. I even let Dolph hear Parsec calling me a rabbit. 

As he listened, his face grew grimmer and grimmer. But all he said was, “This is why Shifters can’t have nice things.” 

“Yup,” I said.

“I’ll cut off Parsec’s stubby little tail and feed it to him.”

The way I felt right now, Dolph would have to get in line. But I clung to my purpose. “Right after we rescue Risk.”

I got in my truck. Dolph got on his bike. We drove down the winding road, almost back to Space Highway, and found a place to conceal the vehicles in the woods. Branches scraped along the roof. Ripe pufferplant pods burst on my windshield. I killed the engine. We were sitting in the middle of a cage match among a hundred species of flora and insect life from different parts of the Cluster, all duking it out for supremacy. Dolph came and waited in the truck cab with me because the bugs were eating him alive.

We sat in tense silence. My phone continued to transmit the unlovely sounds of a bear pool party, and the even more depressing sound of Irene bantering cheerfully with Parsec.

I borrowed Dolph’s phone to call Nanny B and check on the girls. She said they were eating at Burgermeister’s, and there was a tasvagga conjuror. Hopefully that would keep them distracted for a while. 

After that, there was nothing to do but wait. The sun went down. Glowbugs danced through the jungle. Visions of mauling Parsec while Irene watched danced through my mind.

“Did you hear that?” Dolph said.

I sat up. The first thing I noticed was the silence from my phone. Irene had cut the connection. 

Then I heard the sound of engines. 

I glanced in the rearview, hoping the back of my truck was adequately concealed. 

In a chink between the leaves, I saw the bears’ rustbuckets bouncing past, followed by Parsec’s sub-limo. I even caught a split-second glimpse of Irene in the sub-limo’s passenger seat.

Dolph slid out of the truck cab. I started the engine.
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Dolph took lead on his bike. “They’re heading for the spaceport,” he reported through the phone hookup in his helmet. 

“Got it.” I yanked the steering wheel over manually and followed.

Although the sun had set, the horizon still glowed orange, silhouetting the control towers and warehouses of Space Island. Ships launched into the blood-orange clouds. Traffic on Space Highway had finally thinned out. I stayed in manual mode, lane-hopping to keep up with the tail lights of the sub-limo, while my truck complained at me, and I wondered if, even at this speed, we’d get there in time to stop the Eks from putting Risk on a spaceship bound for God knows where. I assumed that was their plan.

To my great surprise, Parsec’s gang didn’t head for the freight launch terminals.

They hooked left as soon as they were over the Space Island causeway, and drove out along the shore, towards the cargo warehousing and ground shipping area. 

Huge godowns lined the shore of the island. Long-haul trucks glided the other way in self-driving convoys.

“They’re going into the Nittsu Fresh parking lot,” Dolph reported. “I’m gonna double back.”

I reached a layby in front of the Nittsu Fresh complex, which was mostly full of long-haul rigs. I slotted my truck in between two articulated monsters and got out. The Ponce de Leon trucking industry isn’t entirely automated, only about 90%. Human drivers still own certain destinations in the interior where the insurance companies fear to tread—an analogue of my own precarious niche in the space freight industry. These drivers have it tough, and often sleep in their rigs between runs. I wondered how they could manage it with the noise of launches thundering through the air, so loud and close that the very ground seemed to shake. I checked that their blackout curtains were drawn. Then I leant against my truck and watched through the fence as the Bad-News Bears and Irene left their vehicles and sauntered towards the entrance of the Nittsu Fresh complex.

Dolph’s bike crunched gravel. He stood beside me, pulling his helmet hair into a ponytail. “What the heck are they doing?”

The complex was closed. Glass walls enclosed a foyer in which the Nittsu Fresh logo glowed behind a deserted reception desk.

“Nittsu Fresh, Nittsu Fresh,” Dolph said. “Where’ve I seen that name before?”

“On our cargo manifests,” I said. “It’s a cryo-shipping company.”

Inside this huge, featureless building, many tons of fresh fruit and other perishable goods were packed every day in cryonite, to be shipped across the Cluster. 

“Ek-owned?” 

“I figure yeah, partly,” I said. “Lot of companies are …”

I trailed off. Scanning the parking lot, I’d just spotted a familiar SUV. 

“Bingo,” I said, pointing. “The Eks are here.”

“Which means Risk’s in there.”

As we watched, Parsec’s gang rolled on the Nittsu Fresh complex.

They may give the impression of rank stupidity, but the Bad-News Bears have never yet paid for their crimes, and there’s a reason for that. They are good at what they do.

One of the Kodiak twins strolled up to the doors. There was a brief flash. The doors slid open. The other twin dashed inside and did something behind the reception desk. I assume he was disabling the alarm system. 

The rest of the gang crowded in, chatting and laughing, as if they were employees. They were even dressed for the part, in black coveralls that wouldn’t show blood. They carried soft-shell briefcases. I was betting those briefcases did not hold computers.

Parsec and Irene brought up the rear.

I heard a click, and looked down. 

Dolph had just powered up the pocket Gauss I took off the Eks. 

“Can I use this?” he said, and loped towards the gate. 

I grabbed my Midday Special and caught up with him halfway across the parking lot, with my Midday Special in my hand. We slid in through the ruined doors and cleared the foyer, working together like in the old days. Beyond the reception desk, a long gray corridor stretched into the building, with a set of swing doors at the end.

Somewhere in the building a motorized whine started up. 

Dolph raised his eyebrows. 

I shrugged.

We carried on to the end of the corridor, watching for threats and moving as quietly as possible. I cracked the swing doors open, then edged into the cryo-packing plant.

In the feeble light from standby LEDs, the place didn’t look like anything special. Just a lot of hulking machines with conveyor belts running through them. There was a strong smell of liquid cryonite, and a fainter aroma of strawberries. And of course, it was cold.

Darkness swiped at my face.

I ducked just in time. The paw of a black bear swished above my head.

The bear followed up with an immediate left hook. I spun sideways and the fan of long yellow claws raked just above my eye. One claw sliced my eyebrow, but in bear terms that’s as good as a miss. I reeled back, catching my balance.Behind the bear, something went phut. It was the same sound that had shattered all my chinaware this morning. 

The bear toppled forward.

I caught him—or he landed on me, depending on your perspective. Either way, he weighed a ton, but I got him to the floor without making a sound.

 “Can I keep this?” Dolph whispered.

Sticky blood covered my hands, but the bear was still breathing. I hoped he wouldn’t die. I decided I’d call an ambulance. 

Later. 

Right now we had to find Risk.

Dolph and I dashed to the shadows along the wall, as quietly as possible, and stopped behind a cryo-packing machine. 

In the distance, the whining noise stopped, then started up again.

We sidled along the that wall for what felt like a mile. Then I froze. Ahead, dim light shone from through a window in the same wall we were moving along. 

It glowed on the eyeballs of bears standing and squatting around the window, watching whoever or whatever was inside.

Yes, bears.

The whole gang had Shifted.

I identified Parsec’s grizzly form in their midst, and spotted Irene crouching on top of a cryo-packing machine. She was still in human form.

I hand-signaled to Dolph. We backtracked, split up, and circled around behind Irene and the bears. Of course a couple of them were facing away from the door, watching their six, but they neither saw nor heard me and Dolph. Special forces training is an advantage you never quite lose.

When Dolph and I were safely crouched behind a machine on the other side of the hall, we studied the window. 

A room adjacent to the packing floor held a dozen steel tables. All of them were unused except for one. 

On that one lay my weapons officer in his cryonite prison.  

All three Eks were there, too, as big and blue and four-armed as ever. One stood guard and was not doing a very good job of it—xe clearly couldn’t see the bears on the other side of the window, as it was dark out here and bright in there. Another one was holding Risk’s cube steady. The third one, heavily patched and bandaged, was working the diamond saw suspended over the cutting table.

That’s what was making the whine.

Slowly, but relentlessly, the blade carved into the cryonite over the helpless old fox’s stomach.

They were cutting him in half. 

That’s why they had brought him to the Nittsu Fresh complex. 

A cryo-packing facility is the only place you find saws rated for cryonite.

Dolph gave me a look. His bottlenosed psycho look. “Let’s kill them all.”

I opened my mouth. I don’t know what I would have said.

Parsec brought his paw down in a slashing motion. 

The Kodiak bear beside the window wound up and smashed it with one blow from his mighty paw.

The other Kodiak bear was at the door just past the window. He smashed it open with a roar. The other bears piled through the opening, bellowing.

The Eks around Risk glanced up in a moment of perfect confusion.

The Ek guard got off a few shots that went wild, but that was all. The wave of ursine muscle pummeled the aliens to the floor. Teeth and claws lightly savaged them until all three were cowed. Eks curled into fetal balls and whimpering for mercy—it was a sight to behold.

Parsec rested his front paws on the fox-cube, sniffed the groove that the diamond saw had made in it, and let out a triumphant growl. 

He turned to say something to his thugs—and then hell broke loose.

The cryo-packing plant flooded with brilliant light—all the overheads going on at once. 

Ten more Eks thundered down the aisle between the packing machines, guns out. 

You can do the math: ten armed Eks means forty handguns. That was bad for Parsec but then it got a smidge worse: the tenth Ek, the boss, had six arms, and in each hand was a shiny new Gauss Railleur Ultra.

With one look, the bears scattered in every direction. 

Some fled back toward our door, others deeper into the cutting room. 

All around the room, on every wall, loading doors suddenly flew up with a crash. 

More Eks stepped in. Rows of them, armed to the teeth. How many more I couldn’t say, but it seemed like every Ek in existence. I couldn’t get a firm count on them because a barrel pressed into my spine.

Someone had a gun on my back, and it was humming and ready to discharge. 

I glanced over. Dolph’s hands were already up. Yet another Ek towered behind us, and he had two guns for each of us. 

In seconds, the bears were herded back together, and Dolph and I were forced to join them. Irene sat above the fray, still on her packing machine, her hands in the air. Parsec growled at me, Dolph glowered back at him, Irene avoided my eyes altogether, and the bandaged—now mauled—Ek from my apartment saw me and tried to crawl away. 

For a moment the place was quiet, and gloriously awkward.

Then the six-armed Ur-Ek fired all six Gauss Railleur Ultras into the ceiling. If he wanted our attention it was overkill, but he got it.

 “So,” xe boomed. “All of you we have. For cooperating, I thank you.”

The original trio of Eks winced to their feet, gabbling in their own language. The Ur-Ek silenced them with a look. “Resume the retrieval operation,” xe ordered. “Be very careful not to damage the memory stick. We must ensure it has not been tampered with, or … copied.”

The memory stick.

I finally understood.  All of it: what had happened to Risk, how Irene fit in, why Parsec was going up against the Eks in his ‘million-credit play.’

But first things first. My yelp of horror was drowned out by the whine of the diamond saw as it started up again. 

They thought the memory stick was in Risk’s pocket.

They were going to cut my old fox in half for a prize that wasn’t there.

While I was desperately thinking, the Ur-Ek ordered xis minions to herd all of us into the middle of the cryo-packing floor. They disarmed me, Dolph, and Irene, and frisked us. The reek of the Eks, and the touch of their clammy hands on my skin, gave me the willies. That was nothing to what the Ur-Ek said next.

“Laws against murder there are.” Xe rubbed xis long square chin thoughtfully. “However, laws against cryo-freezing there are not.” Xe smiled horribly at us. Ek smiles are perfectly circular, giving us a great view of two rows of blunt brown chompers. “I know of a ship departing for the Hurtworlds later tonight. It has room in its hold for thirteen … passengers.” Xe surveyed the bears. “Very fond of Shifters, the Travellers are.”

If animals could go pale, Parsec and his gang would have turned into polar bears. I was feeling none too sanguine myself. The Travellers are fond of Shifters … as combatants in their gladatorial games. If Six Arms had his way, we would finish up fighting giant land crabs or Raptivans for the viewing pleasure of those vile pirates, and end our lives on blood-soaked sand. 

“You can’t do this to me,” Parsec blustered. “I’m a ship-owner, a successful captain! If I vanished, everyone on PdL would—”

“Breathe a sigh of relief, I expect,” the Ur-Ek said. “And that for your whole crew goes. Start the machines.”

Some of the Eks powered up the two nearest cryo-packing machines. The stench of cryonite got stronger as the evil mixture began to churn inside the mixing tanks. I looked at the size of the openings that the conveyor belts fed into. Yes, a full-grown human could easily fit in there. 

Irene said desperately, “I’ve got children. They need me. Please, please let me go! I had nothing to do with this.”

The Ur-Ek stared at her coldly. “Lying to us, a waste of time is. We have already obtained a full confession from the Holoventures employee who sold the memory stick to the fox Shifter. Ex-employee, I should say, and in fact,” xe added, “ex-person.” Another of those hideous smiles. “Remind you, shall I? There was the fox Shifter; browsing idly through oniline online offerings of black market goods, he was …”

So it had all started with Risk’s sketchy side business. 

“Spots an interesting item, he does, and purchases it on a whim. Later, realizes the true value of the memory stick, he does. His fortune is made, he thinks. But safely sell it on Ponce de Leon he cannot. He comes up with a clever plan, and that is where you, madame, come in. He asks you to encase him in cryonite, with the memory stick.”

I met Dolph’s eyes for a moment and saw he understood, too.. Our initial blunder had been to assume that someone had iced Risk against his will. He had arranged it himself.

And Irene had helped him. I glanced at her and found her fixing me with an expression of fierce pleading.

“You were to package him up and ship him to … where?” The Ur-Ek directed the question to Parsec. 

“San Damiano,” Parsec said glumly. 

“Of course. To retire in comfort on his homeworld, he wishes. But he needs a ship to get him there with no questions asked, and that is where you come in. You agreed to ship him to San Damiano in exchange for a cut of the proceeds from selling our property. On arrival, revive him and arrange the sale, you would. This business with the cryonite was necessary because otherwise, murder him en route and take the memory stick for yourself, he thought you might.”

There it was, the whole caper explained. It had Risk’s pawprints all over it. A classic Risk plan, including the final detail that screws everything up and sends the plan spiraling into failure. 

If Parsec had the key to the nanonic defroster, he could’ve—and would’ve—murdered Risk anyway. 

So maybe Risk had sent the key to someone he knew on San Damiano. He’d never been there to my knowledge, but every Shifter has at least a few tenuous connections with our homeworld. 

Apart from that, it all fitted. Trust the Eks to put the puzzle together correctly. There’s a reason they’re said to be super-intelligent. 

“Have anything to say, no one?” the Ur-Ek asked, dripping with contempt,  as xis minions herded prodded the first bear towards a cryo-packing machine. The poor bear left a trail of yellow urine on the floor, it was so terrified.

I threw a glance into the cutting room. Half of the saw’s width had now sunk into the Risk’s cryonite block. 

“I have something to say,” I said. “Stop the saw.”

“What?” The Ur-Ek looked around to see which two-armed being had spoken.

“Stop the saw!” I moved forwards, holding out my empty hands. A vast number of handguns oriented in my direction. “Your memory stick’s not inside that block!”

The Ur-Ek issued a command to the minions in the cutting room. The saw stopped, leaving only the cryo-packing machines gurgling away in the silence. 

I continued, “That item you can see in his pocket is a tracking tag. I know where the memory stick is … and it’s not here.”

A micro-smile flashed across Irene’s face. I remembered her words to me at Ville Verde: I know what you did.

“I’m the only person who knows where it is.” I folded my arms. “If you want it back, you’re gonna have to let us go.”

The Ur-Ek stalked over to me. Xe seized my shoulders in xis topmost set of hands and gave me a sharp shake. “Talk, you will!”

“Here’s how we’re going to do this,” I said, staring  up into xis hideous blue face. Fear pulsed queasily through my guts but I kept my expression stony. “You can go ahead and ice the bears.”

A howl of rage from Parsec. 

“Also, her,” I said, pointing to Irene. “When that’s done, I give you the memory stick, you verify its contents, and myself and him—” I pointed to Dolph, who was staring at me with dawning delight— “walk out of here with ol’ fox. We’re done then. All debts and grudges cancelled.”

The Ur-Ek’s tongue circled its lips like a black worm. “By icing the bears and the female, we would be doing you a favor, I infer.”

“Yes, but you still get to sell ‘em to the Travellers.” I recalled how Parsec had threatened to do the same to Irene’s kids, and I felt no guilt as I observed the bears’ distress. “Do we have a deal?”

An agonizing moment passed. “Torture the information out of you, I could,” the Ur-Ek said reflectively.

“There are laws against that, too,” I pointed out.

The Eks know the importance of laws. No surprise: the shrewd exploitation of laws is how they make their money. Our joint buy-in to the Ek legal accords is the only reason humanity and the Eks have managed to coexist in the Cluster this long. The Ur-Ek gave a grudging nod. “A deal we have.”

Xe released me and extended xis middle right hand. We shook on it, then—yuck—exchanged a ceremonial Ek kiss. 

“So I’ll need to make a phone call,” I said, moving towards the pile of electronics they had taken off us, and resisting the urge to wipe my mouth on my sleeve. 

The Ur-Ek watched the screen of my phone as I dialed to make sure I wasn’t calling the cops. 

“Hello, Mike,” quacked Nanny B. 

I momentarily forgot everything else apart from my daughter. “Is Lucy OK?”

“Yes, Mike. She is asleep. So is Mia.”

Relief warmed me. I wanted to ask where they were asleep, as my apartment was not fit for a dog to sleep in, but I knew Nanny B would have found someplace cosy. “Wonderful. Now, I need you to do something for me. Call the Duck and tell him I need my package back. Pronto. Tell him to send it to the Nittsu Fresh cryo-packing plant on Space Island.” Good luck to the Ur-Ek if he tried to trace Craig based on no more than those words.

“As you wish, Mike.”

“I’ll be home later. Could you fix me a pot of herbal tea ? Thanks.”

“As you wish, Mike.”

Bless my nanny-bot’s imperturbable programming. 

The Ur-Ek regarded me with no more than xis usual amount of suspicion. “How will it be delivered?”

“By courier,” I said. “Armed courier, and I’ll have to sign for it personally, so don’t get any ideas.” 

I turned to the cutting room window. 

“Now if your boys … um, girls … um, henchpersons … wouldn’t mind bringing my friend out here.”

I was afraid of what I’d see, but Risk had not been hurt yet. The saw’s groove stopped a few millimeters short of his stomach. 

I sat down heavily on the fox-cube. The cryonite had finally cured enough that it was room temperature. 

“Proceed,” I said with a benign wave.

Dolph sat down beside me. “Mind if I smoke?”

So we sat on ol’ fox and enjoyed a cigarette while the Eks encased the Bad-News Bears in cryonite.

The industrial machines mixed the stuff to a colder temperature before pouring it, so it set faster than Irene’s home pour. The bear-cubes accumulated on the floor quickly. The Eks ranged them around us like… like a crowd of frozen bears. I gazed at their frozen expressions of terror and thought about how much grief they’d collectively caused to Shiftertown. Still no guilt. 

Only four bears, including Parsec himself, and Irene remained to go when my phone rang. I asked the Ur-Ek’s permission with a glance before lifting it.

“The courier’s here.” 

The Ur-Ek and I went out to the parking lot. Xe carried Risk in two of xis arms, leaving four free for xis guns. I showed xim my truck. Xe placed the fox-cube in the back. Then we went back into the parking-lot. 

The courier swooped down out of the hazy night sky, verified my identity by pinging a code to my phone, and handed me a soggy bundle of socks and duct tape. It looked like Craig hadn’t even opened it yet. That was the last time I gave him an important rush job. I passed the memory stick to Six Arms and watched xim plug it into a port in—I kid you not—the side of xis head. The Eks go in for cybernetics. 

Xe smiled, circularly. “You have kept your word.”

From a launch pad on the opposite side of the island, a spaceship roared into the sky. It flooded the parking lot with light and drowned out my answer. I watched it rise out of sight, once again wishing I was on my way off this lousy rotten world I call home. 

When I looked back at the Ur-Ek, xe was pointing a gun at my midsection. 

Of course xe was.

“Really?” I sighed. “Did our kiss mean nothing to you?”

“Dispose of you right now, I could,” xe said.

I didn’t move a muscle. “But dispose of me right now, you won’t,” I said. “Because a cop behind you there is.”

Xe spun around with an Ek oath. A spaceport police car was pulling into the parking-lot. It was the first of what looked like dozens of law enforcement vehicles. The noise and light of the spaceship launch had masked their approach. 

My final request to Nanny B had been a code phrase. I’d programmed it into her long ago, just in case. Herbal tea—a phrase I was not ever likely to use in daily life, given that I don’t drink weeds in hot water—meant Call the cops. She had traced my phone signal on the spot, a two-second task for a bot, and placed an anonymous call to the spaceport police.

The police officers lumbered out of their ride, radios squawking. They yelled in fury as they saw the Ur-Ek menacing a human—me—at gunpoint.

“Explain, I can!” Six Arms insisted, as the cops surrounded xim. 

“This way, officers!” I sprinted inside before they could get a good look at my face. 

I beat them into the cryo-packing plant and Shifted at a dead run, shedding my jeans and t-shirt and catching them in my mouth, so I wouldn’t leave any DNA behind.

I loped up to the Eks and the remaining bears in the form of the same jaguar that had attacked Parsec outside Wally’s.

It was an absolute pleasure to watch Parsec’s eyes widen in understanding and fury.

“Squeak,” Dolph said, and cackled.

All the other bears except one Kodiak twin had been iced. I couldn’t see Irene. 

“Shut off the machines,” I told the Eks. “Boss-man, um, boss-person, um, your Ur-Ek associate will be right back.” With half a dozen police officers, I added silently. 

I figured I had about ten seconds before the cops charged in. I gestured with a paw for Parsec to climb down from the conveyor belt. 

Once again, jaguar and grizzly bear stood nose to nose.

“I’ve changed my mind,” I said. “You need to pay for your crimes. A one-way trip to the Core? That’s nothing like as bad as you deserve.” I let him see my fangs. 

“Bite his throat out,” Dolph said. “Or step aside so I can shoot him.”

That’s exactly what I wanted to avoid. If only my stupid business partner would appreciate it, I was trying to save his neck. Sooner or later, Dolph and Parsec would meet again on the streets of Shiftertown, and Dolph would end up killing Parsec, or vice versa. Unless …

“You’re going to jail,” I said, as the cops burst into the other end of the cryo-packing plant. “Seeya.”

I snatched my phone up in my mouth and took off as fast as a jaguar can run. I knew there was another exit at the back of the cutting room, and the Eks had left it unlocked. 

As I reached it, a jackal caught up with me, still wearing Dolph’s t-shirt, and carrying Dolph’s phone in his teeth. He, like me, has more than one form.

We bounded out into the night air. As the door swung to behind us, a lithe, black, four-legged shape darted through it. 

I said around my phone, “Irene?!”

She was a black panther.

No wonder she was so good at climbing trees. 

“We’re two of a kind,” she said indistinctly, around her phone. 

“No, we’re not,” I said. Not least because I was never going to be this jaguar again. 

In front of us, stone and scrub fell away to the tumbled concrete tetrapods  of the shore. Mag-Ingat twinkled brilliantly across the water. A fishy breeze blew. We cleared the fence of the complex in one high bound and circled around outside it, three four-legged beasts carrying phones in our jaws. Modern technology made Shifters, but Shifters aren’t made for the modern world.

More cop cars were converging on the Nittsu Fresh complex, self-importantly sounding off. We sneaked through the strobing shadows to my truck and leapt into the back with the fox-cube. “Drive,” I commanded.

The cops had blocked off the whole road. When my truck started arguing with them I instructed it to pop the rear doors. “There a problem, officers?” Now back in human form, I yawned and peeked out of the blanket I keep in the truck. “Was hopin’ to sleep as far as Gamaville.”

All they saw was a long-haul driver with a cargo packed in cryonite.

Once we crossed the causeway to the mainland, I felt safer. I called Nanny B and told her I’d be home soon.

“But we are not at home, Mike.”

“What?!”

“You instructed me not to take the girls to the apartment. I therefore took them to Mia’s apartment. My threat assessment indicates that it is acceptably secure.”

I heard Irene chuckling in the darkness.

Bad-temperedly, I directed the truck to Shiftertown. 

As well as the blanket, I keep several changes of clothes in my truck. Leaving Risk where he was for now, we trooped up to Irene’s apartment, clad in bargain-basement t-shirts and shorts. 

Thuggy McThug opened the door.

“You,” I said. 

“You,” he said. 

“The lion,” I said.

“Lucy’s dad,” he said. 

“You ran out of the apartment … and vanished into thin air.” I shook my head. “I should’ve guessed you just ran upstairs.”

“Sorry about that, man,” he said, looking awkward.

“It’s nothing.” My shoulder still hurt where he’d punched me, but right now, all I cared about was seeing my little girl.

I knelt beside Mia’s bed. Lucy sprawled beside her new friend, her hair sticking to her forehead, beneath a Hellraiser Adorable sheet. 

“I’d do anything for you,” I whispered to her.

“You took the words out of my mouth,” said Irene, coming in behind me with the baby in her arms. 

“‘Anything’ is relative,” I told her.

“Is it, Mike? Is it?”

I was too tired to grapple with philosophical questions. I went back downstairs and helped Rex and Dolph move Risk back into his own apartment. After that, Dolph and I decided to just crash there. 

I woke in the small hours in Risk’s fox-smelling bed. Dolph snored on the floor. My phone was ringing. I blinked sleep out of my eyes. Craig.

“Don’t you know what time it is?” I mumbled.

“Got a result for you,” he said cheerfully. “Are you ready?”

I blinked again. “You sent that package back to me.”

“Duh,” he said. “I copied it. I thought you wanted me to.”

“But the Ur-Ek said …”

“I reset the tamper indicator, of course. Mike, this is the Duck you’re talking to.”

“So you’re saying you… you quacked it?” I said, waking up. I gave Dolph a kick and put Craig on speaker.

“I’ve never heard that one before,” Craig said. “Anyway, what this is, is it looks like a bunch of Lil’ Hellraisers episodes. I guess that’s a kids’ show?”

“It’s easy to tell you don’t have kids.”

“I’m just lucky that way. So, sorry the files weren’t anything special. I’ll send them over now with my invoice.”

Craig hung up. 

“That makes no sense,” Dolph said. “All this, for a few bootleg episodes of Lil’ Hellraisers?”

I didn’t get it either … until the files dropped into my v-mail a minute later. I couldn’t play the holos on my phone, but I glanced at the file names.

Lil’ Hellraisers Season 16 [Full Episodes]

“Oh my crucified Lord,” I breathed.

“What?”

“This is Season Sixteen. We’re only on Season Fourteen now.” I actually felt slightly sick as I realized what I was holding in my hands. “These are pre-release bootlegs. They’re worth … I don’t even know.” Visions of millions danced through my mind. 

I could buy that house in Ville Verde.

I could buy Parsec’s house.

I could buy a new ship.

I could buy a flying car.

I could send Lucy to St. Anne’s, the best girls’ school on Ponce de Leon.

“I could …”

Dolph lit a cigarette. Exhaling smoke, he said, “But you won’t.”

He took my phone out of my hands. In a daze, I watched his thumb press delete. Poof went my new house, my new ship, my flying car, and Lucy’s place among the daughters of the .0001%. Delete. Delete. Delete.

Even in that stunned moment, I knew what he was doing. Back at the Nittsu Fresh complex, I’d saved him from himself. Now he was saving me from myself. 

“Tomorrow,” he said around his cigarette, “we’ll go over to Craig’s and make sure he’s deleted his copies. He doesn’t know what they’re worth. We won’t make a big thing of it.”

“Leave one episode,” I said.

“Why?”

“Just one.”

“OK,” he said after a moment, and handed my phone back to me.

I slept the rest of the night through in an untroubled slumber. Thanks to Dolph, I had a clear conscience, despite everything I’d done.
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The next morning, however, we still had a fox-cube in Risk’s kitchen.

“I guess I’ll need to get in touch with his family back home,” I said, scratching my head. “Does he have any family back home?”

Dolph shrugged, wrestling with Risk’s coffeemaker. “Dunno. He needs a new coffeemaker.” 

The sun streamed in the kitchen window. Risk’s holovision babbled softly on the counter, reporting on the arrest of ‘local shipping entrepreneur’ Buzz Parsec on unspecified charges. Heh, heh. 

Lucy and Mia’s voices came down the hall. They were playing on the stoop. I had asked Nanny B to keep them out of Risk’s apartment for the time being, as I was afraid the sight of the fox-cube might be traumatic.

“No,” Irene said. “He doesn’t have any family back home.” I jumped. As usual, I hadn’t heard her come in. Now that I knew she was a panther, that made more sense.

“How do you know?” I said.

“It seems like I knew him better than you did.”

She was still pissed at me for returning the memory stick to the Eks, as she thought. I wasn’t going to tell her about the copy that had died a delete-key death on my phone. That would just make her even more pissed. 

“We were friends,” she continued. “In fact, Rex and I may have been his best friends.” 

I grimaced, feeling guilty.

“Sorry, Mike, but he wanted to quit working for you. He was getting older. He was tired of danger, tired of flying. He’d never been to San Damiano, but that’s where he was planning to go. He used to say that’s where we all belong.”

Dolph and I held our tongues.

“When they got there, Parsec was supposed to send me video of them delivering the cryonite block to Risk’s second cousins in Mazepardo. Then I would send him the key.”

She took her phone out of her pocket, touched the screen, and read off a 32-character alphanumeric string.

The nanonic defroster in Risk’s jeans pocket lit up. The cryonite went cloudy, and then melted all at once. Water that smelled of chemicals and fur gushed over our shoes as we jumped back. 

Ol’ fox sat up and stretched. When he saw me and Dolph, a familiar look of gloom settled on his vulpine features. “So what went wrong?”

Irene pinched my arm. Her eyes pleaded for me not to tell Risk that she had stolen his memory stick, the prize that would have kept him in comfort for the rest of his life. Had this gone according to her plan, he would have arrived on San Damiano as broke as when he started.

On the other hand, it hadn’t gone according to her plan, so … did it really matter what had happened to the damn thing, in between Risk buying it and the Eks getting it back?

Dolph shook his head a few millimeters.

I hesitated, and then said, “It’s a long story, Risk. What matters is, you’re among friends.”

*

I did take Risk out to lunch, not that day but the next, and we did have our serious chat. But it wasn’t the kind of chat I had originally planned.

I offered him a big enough severance payment to fly commercial to San Damiano and set himself up when he got there. In exchange, he signed over to me the deed to his apartment.

I had decided to move back to Shiftertown.

Majesta Gardens was nice, but I no longer had faith in the illusion of security it provided. Lucy was over the moon when I told her about our move. “So I can play with Mia every day!”

As I had foreseen, Mia’s parents were less enthused. 

I took Lucy upstairs to visit on the day we moved in, bringing a bottle of wine as a peace offering. While the girls romped, I sat down in the kitchen with Irene and Rex. “Well,” I said, “I no longer have a weapons officer.”

“Sucks to be you,” Irene said.

“Sucks to be us,” Rex said gloomily. “We needed that money. Don’t judge, Mike. We needed it.”

“I understand,” I said. “You still shouldn’t have double-crossed Risk.” I wanted Irene to know I was not going to forget about that.

But Rex said, “No. You don’t understand.” He glanced at Irene. She had her arms folded, was sending him a big silent signal to shut up, He kept talking anyway, holding their baby on his knee. “Kit’s got Chimera Syndrome.”

That rocked me back. “Whoa. I didn’t know.”

Chimera Syndrome is a genetic disease that strikes one in 10,000 Shifter babies. The extraordinary capabilities coded into our DNA by the Big Shift go haywire. Instead of growing up and learning to Shift, Chimera Syndrome kids start Shifting in childhood. They eventually settle into some ungodly mashup of forms that neither they nor anyone else can control. And they never Shift back. In a sense, it’s a blessing that they usually don’t live long.

“I’m sorry.” Words seemed inadequate as I looked at cheerful, babbling Kit, sitting on his father’s knee. Would he end up as a bat-snake-orca? Or a giraffe-squirrel-vulture? “I knew a kid with Chimera Syndrome on San Damiano,” I said, and then shut my big mouth.

“Yeah,” Irene said. “So we’ll need to care for him for the rest of his life.” She was tight-lipped. “So that’s why.”

“It was still wrong, though,” Rex said, ruffling Kit’s fine quiff of hair. “I knew it was wrong to begin with.” 

“I don’t know how we’re going to manage,” Irene said.

I took a deep breath, and decided this didn’t fundamentally change what I had come here to say. I had run the plan past Dolph. He’d agreed with guarded enthusiasm. “Well, I can’t promise you millions. That’s the difference between me and Parsec. Apart from the difference that he’s in jail.” 

“I’ll drink to that,” Rex said.

“But I would like to offer you, Irene,” I said delicately, “the position of weapons officer on my ship.”

Her face was unreadable.

“The pay’s industry standard. And it would mean being away from your family for weeks at a time.” Especially with a kid with Chimera Syndrome, that might be a deal-breaker. “I’d understand if you felt it was not for you, but the offer’s there.”

She and Rex conferred with silent looks, the way married couples do. Then Irene turned back to me. Her face was alight with an expression of glad relief. “Yes. Thank you. Yes.”

We drank another celebratory toast. Then I wandered into the living-room. The girls were playing with their Barbies.

“You are doo-doo caca,” Mia said to her doll. The doll responded with a prim, “This is not about me, it’s about you.” Both girls shrieked with laughter. I had told the manufacturer I’d take a consignment of the Barbies, after all; they were unexpectedly versatile.

“Girls? How about watching Lil’ Hellraisers?”

“I don’t like Lil’ Hellraisers any more,” Lucy said. “It’s silly.”

“Yes, it’s silly,” Mia agreed.

Ah, how quickly they grow up. The bloom went off my surprise a bit, but I persevered, “Well, this is an episode you’ve never seen before. And no one else has ever seen it before, either.”

Irene, behind me, said, “Really?”

“You get to watch it one time,” I said, for Irene’s benefit, “and then it goes away. So it’s special.”

“Well, I suppose I could watch it,” Lucy said, doing me a favor.

We all got comfy on the couch. I settled Lucy on my lap and let my thoughts drift into the far beyond as the familiar music started. 
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Our last hope against the alien aggressors is Jay Scattergood ... and his baby Void Dragon, Tancred.

 

Guardians of Jupiter

Protectors of Earth

Soldiers of Callisto

Exiles of the Belt

Knights of Saturn


THE RELUCTANT ADVENTURES OF FLETCHER CONNOLLY ON THE INTERSTELLAR RAILROAD

 

Near-Future Non-Hard Science Fiction

 

An Irishman in space. Untold hoards of alien technological relics waiting to be discovered. What could possibly go wrong?

 

Rubbish With Names (prequel story, subscriber exclusive)

Skint Idjit

Intergalactic Bogtrotter

Banjaxed Ceili

Supermassive Blackguard
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