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Dedication
For Dave Robison, an original Genrenaut

One: Saving the World with PowerPoint
WORKING AS A GENRENAUT was like being a member of a theater troupe run by a burnt-out hippie who melded Devising with MBA management: the ideas were outlandish and random, but the execution was 100 percent corporate. There were reports, meetings, and lots of emails—but while the format was familiar, the content was delightfully bizarre.
Emails had subject lines like “Cultural Trend Forecasting Report,” “Best Practices in Alien Relations,” and more. The required reading and viewing made Leah Tang feel like a double-booked media critic for the City Post, and the meetings, overseen by the alternately imperious and playful Angstrom King, were half weekly process and half crash course in graduate-level dimensional narrative theory, a subject that Leah hadn’t even known existed a week ago.
King advanced another slide as the team sat in a conference room. He stood at one end of the table, opposite the screen. Shirin Tehrani sat upright, taking notes longhand on a legal pad, never looking down, but somehow still writing impeccably. Leah would have to ask for lessons on that, too. To Leah’s right, Roman De Jagers had his boots up on the table, tablet in his lap, chair leaned back five degrees short of toppling. Roman tapped through a pattern-recognition game while King continued his breakdown.
King had never once chewed Roman out for his lack of focus, but Leah had realized over the week since she started the job that Roman was focusing—he just needed something to distract his hands and part of his brain. She’d had classmates like that—too much going on to only ever be doing one thing.
A poster on the wall opposite Leah showed the Genrenauts seal, a constellation of worlds, a regular blue-and-green Earth in the center, all of the others bearing a logo for their genre—crossed revolvers for Western world, a heart for Romance, a rocket ship for Science Fiction, and so on. Memorizing the logos had been a day-one job, right after her genre fluency evaluations.
The organization’s motto curled around the worlds:
Every World a Story, Every Story a Proper Ending

The latest slide was so corporate it hurt, showing a set of wire diagrams. But what they represented was anything but normal. “Our forecasters have reported increased dimensional activity,” King said. “All five bases corroborate, showing narrative breaches up fifteen percent year over year.”
“So we can expect overtime to continue, then?” Shirin Tehrani asked. “My son has a recital this weekend, and if I’m off-world, I’ll be in the doghouse for months.” Shirin sported a pashmina scarf and wore her hair braided, a steaming mug of coffee sitting at her place setting, making this her third cup of the day.
“I’m afraid not,” King said. “Twenty-four-hour on-call status will continue until disturbances taper off or until we’re back up to full strength.” 
Another Genrenaut had come back with serious injuries two days ago, putting their in-house medical wing up to capacity. Rachelle, their head nurse, was threatening to walk if she didn’t get the payroll to bring in temporary help.
King continued. “Forecasting expects the Romance world to be the next to show a breach, given the drop in use of and satisfaction with dating apps and a reduction in applications for marriage licenses. However, Wright’s reconnaissance run yesterday didn’t show anything amiss, and the readouts aren’t indicating a breach, so . . .”
“We wait.” Roman slid his feet off the table and leaned forward, setting his tablet in front of him.
“Indeed. You’ll find new genre briefing priorities in the team’s Cloud Box. Leah, this is your priority for today. Your entrance interview ranked you Yellow on Rom-Com, but Red on category romance.”
Leah shrugged. “My mom was the Harlequin fan. I never took to them.” 
“Your personal tastes will inform your perspective, but any field agent, probationary or no, is expected to be conversant in all of the genres for which we’re responsible, which means that you’ve got a date with your eReader.”
“Yes, O captain my captain,” Leah said, saluting with a fist over her heart.
King clicked through one more time, and the presentation ended with the Genrenauts logo.
“You have your assignments,” King said, shutting off the projector and walking out of the room. To Leah’s eyes, King had been harried over the week, way more stressed back home than he’d been in the field. She was still getting to know everyone, though, so maybe stressed was just his default. She’d noticed that this week he ate ham hocks, collard greens, and skillet cornbread, where all he ever ate the week she started was steamed chicken and broccoli.
Leah snatched up her tablet and turned to Roman. “Any favorites you think I should start with?”
Roman gestured to the tablet. Leah handed it over.
He swiped through to a text file and started tapping. “I’m partial to the romantic suspense. But the MacKennas are really witty historicals. Probably more accessible than other stuff the tastemakers put on the reading list. I’ll forward you some of Mallery’s favorites. She’s our specialist for that genre.”
Active agents were evaluated on their genre knowledge: the ability to identify and explain genre-specific archetypes, plot arcs, and aesthetics—the same skills that would let them operate effectively in that genre’s world to find and address story breaches.
Leah’s first mission had been a whirlwind. She’d only seen a tiny portion of the support staff required for the Genrenauts’ operation to function. Besides the field agents, there were medical, admin, and the tech division that kept their ships in order, as well as the quartermasters that worked on the various dimensional properties from different story worlds, from cybernetic enhancements to artifacts and spell books.
Leah was amused but not surprised to hear that the tech division recruited heavily from the Imagineers, in addition to the R&D departments of leading tech firms. There was the forecasting team, which brought Big Data analytics to the multiverse, studying stocks, cultural trends, sales patterns, and media coverage to try to forecast and identify ripple effects from story worlds.
Finally, there were the curators, who worked with the forecasting team to determine which films, music, TV, and books were making waves in Earth Prime—the manifestations of flows from story worlds. They studied viewer metrics, distribution deals, award lists, and more. Seeing everything from the outside, it looked and felt like a Rube Goldberg machine at times.
But it was still more fun and more profitable than answering phones and processing expense reports.
Leah plopped her tablet down on a beanbag chair and went to the kitchenette to pour herself more coffee.
Just as she was raising the mug, the divine smell of the local blond roast tantalizing her nose, a harsh klaxon went off.
The Breach Alarm.
Leah took a long swig of coffee, then set it down with the reluctance of leaving a new lover in bed to leave for work. She turned to Roman for commiseration. “Craaap.”
Shirin hadn’t even gotten to sit, instead turning in place as she walked into the break room to head right back out.
“What? This is the fun part. To Ops we go.”
Ops was the nerve center of Genrenauts HQ, where Preeti Jandran and a half-dozen other staffers monitored the weird science end of the business, using sensors and systems no one had bothered explaining to Leah and which she was happy to leave as a mystery, as long as they pointed her in the right direction.
Walking into Ops, Leah once again felt like she had stepped into NASA, or maybe an IMAX room. Or a NASA IMAX room. Twenty screens filled the far wall; the floor was packed thick with consoles and sensors and workstations.
King stood by one such station, looking over the shoulder of Preeti, the team’s designated handler. Preeti’s fingers whirred across a keyboard, one screen showing what looked like seismic activity, the other tuned to a CNN news feed.
“What’s up?” Shirin asked.
“We’re picking up several red flags. SpaceX just lost a shuttle in mid-launch, and the ISS is reporting cascading software failures.”
“Which means a breach in Science Fiction world,” Shirin said by way of explanation. Since each world had a thematic tie to Earth Prime,  when there was a breach on a story world, the ripples on Earth would come along specific lines, manifesting on Earth in mostly predictable ways.
On her first mission, a breach in Western world had rippled over to create a rush of gun violence. And when Fantasy world broke, its breaches would ripple over as sectarian violence and destructive tribalism.
Preeti nodded at Shirin’s evaluation. “Our latest recon to Ahura-3 showed everything in order, with an upcoming diplomatic summit. But sensors show the station as the epicenter of the ripples.”
“That’s enough to get started,” King said. “Suit up, team. Probie, you’re with me.”
Leah followed King as he set off again at flank speed.
* * *
King chewed up the floor as they made their way to Bakhtin Hangar. “This is not the ideal world to have for your second at-bat, I must admit.”
“I was raised on Trek and Battlestar, man. I’m good.”
“Genre awareness by itself is not sufficient for this world. This breach has been tracked to Ahura-3, in the space opera region. Ahura-3 is a hub to dozens of species, accommodating thousands of languages, biological and cultural variances. Only Roman, Shirin, and one other field agent on this entire base are rated to head an operation in that world.”
“But won’t it just be bumpy forehead aliens and pseudo-European political intrigue?” Leah asked, going off the first (and shortest) of the matryoshka-like cultural briefings of the story worlds in the base’s jurisdiction. The Science Fiction world was dominated by the Space Opera and Military SF regions, alongside Contemporary Action-Adventure stories and Cyberpunk. But the region hadn’t seen a landmark formal or narrative innovation since the reimagined Battlestar Galactica. At least, so said the Genrenauts analysts.
King let her question sit as he swung open the doors to the hangar, showing two of the three ships in their berths. The ship they’d taken to Western world was being rolled out to the launch pad, dozens of techs running diagnostics, checking gauges, and so on. The ship was one of three active in this hangar, and so carried the super-specific name of US-3.
Quite a production. And all buzzing away in a corporate campus that looked more like an insurance office from the outside than a base for dimensional adventurers.
“By that logic,” King said in the tone of a disappointed professor, “you’d tell me that the blues is simple because it only uses four chords. Try telling that to Nina Simone and B.B. King.”
Leah nodded. “But we’ve got universal translators, right?”
“Thankfully. We couldn’t do anything there without them. But linguistic translation and cultural translation are very different. You’ll stay with Roman, Shirin, or myself at all times. No running off, even if you have the best idea possible. Your initiative with the Williamsons was admirable, but there are too many pitfalls in this region for a green agent, and we’ve finally gotten you through orientation. It’d be terribly inefficient to replace you now.”
Leah caught the joking tone he was laying down, and replied in kind. “Gee, thanks. Y’all know how to make a girl feel welcome.” Leah looked over her shoulder as Roman strode in, already changed into sexy-grubby space-traveler garb—a ratty sweater over mesh shirt, loose cargo pants, and a shoulder bag which she’d bet dollars to donuts contained guns. Or blasters, or whatever the term du jour for the SF weapons of the world.
“Do you have a bag of guns for every world?” Leah asked.
“Of course not. No guns in Fantasyland,” he said, not missing a beat.
“But you should see his collection of wands and staves,” King said. “I want takeoff in ten. Roman, you and the newbie on walk-around.”
This part, at least, she knew. Roman went to stow his bag of guns and supplies, so Leah started her checks for hull damage or anything else that might cause minor to catastrophic failures during their cross-dimensional flight between Earth Prime and the story world.
She’d done the walk-around as they left Western world, so she knew ostensibly what to look for, but it didn’t stop her from starting over and doing another complete circuit when Roman thundered down the hatch stairs to do his own inspection.
“How do I tell the difference between a scuff and a mark that could become a tear or gash or another we’re-all-going-to-die kind of thing?”
“Scuffs will buff off. Plus, we don’t usually scuff. Dimensional turbulence dents and bends more than scuffs. We keep the ships clean, so you should be able to spot any we’re-all-going-to-die things pretty easily.”
Leah scanned the ship’s hull. “This looks good. Anything I missed?”
“Nope. I’ll check the circuitry here, and we’ll be good for preflight. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, this walk-around is just for show.”
“But nobody wants to be time number one hundred.”
Roman tapped his nose. “Especially if King’s around. We’ve got time, so you can change into your off-world gear now. We’ll arrive within sight of Ahura-3, though they use audio comms. Protocol says we all have to be in field gear when we launch.”
Leah turned to start dashing, ten minutes being nowhere near enough time to walk to the wardrobe room, find clothes that fit, change, and get back to the launch.
But once again, Shirin proved to be a little bit psychic. Crossing the hangar floor in an ankle-length maroon-and-yellow robe-dress-thing, she held up a black-and-silver duffel bag for Leah. “Dressing corner there,” she said, thumbing at a corner that had a tri-folding screen and a stool.
“High tech.”
“Quick changes don’t have to be fancy, but they do have to be done. Two minutes.”
Leah hustled over, pulling the curtain across the floor behind her as she shrugged her sweater off. While in HQ, all field agents were required to wear VDUs, Versatile Dress Units—aka underwear that could pass in any number of worlds. VDUs didn’t apply to all worlds, but eight out of ten wasn’t bad, and SF world was one of the eight.
Leah zipped open the bag and pulled out the first item, a black underskirt. She swapped out her jeans for the skirt, and then drew out the expected big damn Science Fiction dress-robe hybrid, similar to Shirin’s, but emerald green and less fancy. The bag also had a variety of jewelry—anklets and bracelets and earrings—which would have to wait until they got on-world. No way was she going to try to put on earrings during dimensional chop. Four holes per ear were enough.
That was another thing she missed. Regs meant that she was only allowed the “normal” stud earrings, which meant her other earrings and bar had to stay at home.
Unless SF world turned out to involve Bajoran levels of ear-bling.
She stuffed her Earth Prime clothes in the duffel and then jogged across the hangar floor to climb into the ship. She stowed her bag in one of the airline-esque locked-and-secured box cubbies, and then climbed up the rungs along the side of the ship and slid into her seat to buckle the X-straps that would keep her roughly in place even if they ran into more dimensional chop.
“Not bad, Probie. But next time, finish the job,” Shirin said, pointing to her own resplendently adorned ears. “And when we get there, there will be makeup.”
“It’s the future! Haven’t they outlawed makeup already?”
Shirin shook her head. “It’s the only way Xenei can tell human women apart, unfortunately.” 
“Well, that sounds horrible and rife for abuse,” Leah mused.
King climbed into the ship. “Hasn’t even touched down, and Probie already plotting to abuse Xenei? I knew you were a quick study, but this is above the call of duty. Keep this up and you’ll make the rest of the team look bad.” King closed the hatch and spun the wheel tight. “Preflight?”
“Finalizing now,” Shirin said. “Preeti says we are clear for crossover, forecast indicates minimal friction between here and our destination.”
Roman gave Leah a smile. “Looks like you lucked out this time.” 
Leah crossed her fingers as King climbed into the copilot seat and strapped in. The team lead opened up the comms, joining Shirin in the switch-flipping game. “Mid-Atlantic Actual, this is US-3, initiating launch sequence.” Leah had never been much for flight simulators, so from where she sat, they might as well have been making it all up. As long as it worked.
Leah dug her fingers into the seat as the ship began to rumble.
“Here we go,” she said under her breath as the ship lurched ahead, punching through the dimensional barrier between Earth Prime and the story world. Through the view-screen, the inside roof of the hangar disappeared, replaced with a coruscating rainbow and VFX that looked for all the world like the Kirby Krackle from silver age comics.
The ship rattled, shaking her in her seat, but in just a few moments, the shaking receded, replaced by comparatively gentle gravitational force pushing her back against her seat. And the Kirby Krackle out in the void was replaced by . . . actual void. As in space. Stars and distant nebulae and a grayish dot in the distance.
“So, we’re in space now. Like, actual astronaut space.”
Shirin said, “You got it.”
Leah’s hair floated up and around, wrapping around her head, bouncing back and forth. The edges of her dress rippled free, held back at the waist by the straps.
Not only were they in space, but their ship didn’t come with artificial gravity, which meant zero-g. Honest-to-goodness, Sally Ride is my homegirl zero-g.
“I’m in space right now,” she said, her brain processing the reality of the situation through the excitement of a five-year-old who had watched shuttle launches like they were the World Series, who had made cardboard spaceships several years beyond the time frame when child psychologists said was “normal.” Fantasy had been her first love, but her heart had made space for, well, space.
“Quite something, isn’t it?” King asked.
“Permission to squee, sir?”
“Just don’t get it on the seats, Probie.” Leah could hear the man’s smile, an old theater trick for reading tone when you were upstage of your castmates.
“Aye, captain. Sanitary squeeing only.”
“Carry on.” Her grin went ear to ear, watching the interplay of light and darkness play out for infinity. What she wouldn’t give for a 360-degree view-screen right about then.
“One hundred thousand klicks to broadcast range of Ahura-3,” Shirin said. “No anomalies or other ships within sensor range.”
“That is what a dimensional crossing should feel like. Well done, team.”
Leah took a few minutes to stare out into the nothing. Internally, she was doing a class-A booty dance.
King turned in his seat. “Leah, see if you can squee and finish getting dressed at the same time. We’ll be hailing Ahura-3 in about ten minutes.”
Leah unbuckled and floated out of her seat, hands out to brace herself against colliding with the seat in front of her or the hull above.
“How’s it feel?” Roman asked.
“This is so cool!” Leah said, failing to keep her voice professional.
“Get it out of your system—we won’t be able to mess around once we port,” Shirin added.
Fly in zero-g. That’s another one off the bucket list, she thought to herself, grabbing her chair and pulling herself toward the bulkhead, applying Ender’s lesson and interpreting the base of the ship as “down.”
I need to be able to talk about this with someone outside the team. They’ve got to have allowances for best buddies or something, right? she thought. But the orientation package had specifically said that no one, not even loved ones, were allowed to know the reality of Genrenauts operations. So she’d have to contain her excitement with friends.
For a moment, she was content to tool around the ship and tackle the challenge of applying jewelry and makeup in zero-g. Necklaces would be . . . interesting.

Two: Not Remotely in Kansas Anymore
LEAH COULD NOT BELIEVE her eyes, even as Ahura-3 filled the windshield, then grew too wide to see all at once. It followed the ring-and-spokes design model, three massive tubes with a dozen corridors, each connecting the tube to the central axle. Shuttles and maintenance drones swarmed around the station, and ships moved in and out of the axle, which seemed to be the main port.
She’d wrestled her jewelry into submission and applied a base layer, ready for whatever weird science fictional makeup job would be required for the station.
“That. Is. Awesome,” Leah said, gobsmacked.
Roman chuckled. “It’s not even the biggest thing around. Ra’Gar battle-moons are more than five times this size. Around a third of the size of Mercury.” On base, Roman was always doing two or things at once. Here, in the field, he was steady, both calm and more animate. Focused.
“Mercury?” Leah asked, her brain stuck in “WOW” since Ahura-3 had gotten large enough to make out as its own thing.
“Okay, opening comms. Everyone shush and act like you belong.” Shirin flipped a switch, and then held a button. “Ahura-3, this is Free Trader Grendel, come in, Ahura-3.”
Leah restrained from laughing at the name.
A woman’s voice crackled through the radio, speaking with a Russian accent. “This is Ahura-3 Command, we copy you, Grendel. Welcome back. We don’t have a flight plan from you, but what else is new?”
“Hey, Commander. No plan? Again?” Shirin asked, slipping seamlessly into character. “That’s what I get for hiring a new assistant. She must have flubbed the form before sending the Ansible. My apologies. We’re about twenty minutes out, what are my chances of getting into the docking queue this side of moonrise?”
“You do like to play right on the edges, don’t you, Grendel?” came the commander’s response.
“What can I say? Keeps things interesting.”
The station-side audio stayed on, chatter and beeping audible through the staticky connection.
“Come on over to bay five. You’re behind the freighter Salex Crown.”
“You’re a peach. Catch you in the Bazaar?”
“You know it,” the commander responded. “Mallery with you this time?”
Shirin winced. “Sorry, Oksana. She couldn’t make this circuit.”
“So be it. I will be happy to claim those apologies in vodka. Twenty-one hundred.”
“Got it. See you then.” Shirin released the comms button.
“Over and out.”
“Okay, we’re good.” Shirin turned to speak to Leah, one eye still on the dash. “Oksana’s the executive officer on the station. She’s tapped into anything that happens officially and most of the stuff under the table. If we haven’t gotten the problem sniffed out by then, she’ll be able to point us in the right direction.”
Leah asked, “Last trip was you and Mallery, then?” She didn’t need to finish, just judging by the shift in Shirin’s demeanor.
Maybe ask a few less obvious questions, there, self, she thought.
Shirin flipped some switches and then unstrapped and swung herself down toward the gear. “Okay, newbie, let’s get our faces on.”
“So, what did you mean by lots of makeup?”
* * *
Walking across the gangplank into the customs and clearance area, Leah felt like an utter fool. And not just because she was still wobbling after having been in zero-g for less than a half hour.
Mostly it was because she had on more makeup than she’d ever worn in her life, maybe even more than she’d worn for a makeup final in college, which was impressive, since her assignment had been “zombie.”
But apparently, the custom for human women traveling in space was to wear red carpet levels of makeup. Red carpet followed by a David Bowie birthday rave.
Though that would be pretty awesome, to be honest.
The embarrassment was made somewhat better by Shirin being as dolled up as she was, but the older woman wore the cosmetic face with enviable nonchalance.
May I give so few fucks when I’m her age, Leah thought.
King went ahead, wearing an outfit that was a combination of shabby chic and Han Solo. He wore a sweet forearm tablet-computer-wearable thing on his left arm, and code-switched into a patois of English, French, and something else with the customs agent, a black woman of maybe twenty-five, wearing a prim-and-proper black-and-silver uniform.
The rest of them stood by at the gate, a glass wall that ran twenty feet up toward the hundred-foot-high ceiling. Light projectors of some sort formed a red laser crosshatching across the only open way through the glass. Beyond, a similarly uniformed man with dark tan skin, in a silver beret, stood by a console.
King bade the guard farewell, and her companion pushed a button, which changed the color of the laser netting to green. King went first, then Roman.
“Go ahead,” Shirin said, and so Leah stepped through the netting. The light filled her vision for a second, but it didn’t feel like anything else, no pressure, no tactile sensation, nothing. The guard nodded, and she stepped forward.
They passed from the customs area into a long hallway.
“I have to clear our cargo, so you three go ahead and start asking around, discreetly, to figure out what the source of the breach is. Roman has your covers for this mission.”
They approached a T-juncture. A sign overhead said CUSTOMS with an arrow pointing left, the other way labeled STATION ENTRANCE. King broke off to head toward CUSTOMS.
“And Probie, don’t go wandering off alone. This place is big enough, we might not be able to find you.”
Leah watched King stride down the opposite corridor. “Well, that’s not terrifying or anything.”
Shirin tapped her neck. “Don’t worry. We’re all chipped, so the wrist-comps can find us anywhere on the station.”
Leah rubbed her own neck, though the injection site wasn’t sore anymore. “Yeah, I remember that from orientation. But he couldn’t resist the chance to be alarming, could he?”
“Nope,” Roman said, picking up the pace. “Come on, this place is amazing.”
* * *
Roman was not lying.
As they stepped out into the station proper, Leah was greeted by complete sensory overload.
Lights, speech, music, and the sensation of standing on something that was moving. There was no way she could feel the specifics of the rotation on a station this big, but it was distinct from standing in a car or a plane or bus. It was . . . its own thing.
The main building looked half like an airport terminal and half like an open-air version of the Star Wars cantina. She spotted a dozen different non-human races, and guessed at another dozen human-ish races, with different head shapes, skin colors, or some combination of the two, from walrus-looking people with large whiskers to tree people to a race that looked like big versions of fantasy dwarves—proportionally short limbs, but instead of being around four feet tall, they were six feet tall, nearly all in the torso, with massive, golden beards in elaborate braids that swung down to their belts like strands of Viking jewelry.
One race walked on all fours, legs as thick as a telephone pole, torsos built like rhinos, but red-scaled with the heads a mixture between a rabbit and a Gila monster. Another seemed to be nothing more than brains in jars, floating along on personal hover-disks.
“I should be trying not to stare, right?” Leah asked.
Shirin passed Leah. “Your cover’s as a tourist from Mars who has never been off-planet, so you’re good. This gives you a bit more leeway, but you’re still responsible for knowing the whole setting dossier.” The older woman wove her way through the crowds, working the room like she’d done on Leah’s first mission. Judging by how many people seemed to recognize her, Leah wondered about the boots-on-the-ground reality of the “don’t make waves” commandment that King had hammered home right away, and the orientation material repeated.
Another thing she’d like to ask about, but probably shouldn’t. Instead, Leah took the opportunity to rubberneck, taking in the brains in jars, the lizard-rhino-people, and everything else.
A short walk and a longer elevator ride later, they reached a trade district, with more market stalls, airport-esque kiosks, and a two-floor bar called How Bazaar.
Shirin chatted up the hostess, a green woman wearing a dress that was half rave-wear, half space-opera gown, bands of cloth crosshatching an otherwise bare back as the alien woman led them to a black leather booth in the corner of the first floor.
“So how many people here do you know?” Leah asked as they filled the booth.
“I know a lot of people. And they think they know me. But it only takes one or two odd details for people to fill in a whole painting about someone they barely know. It’s just another mask, like the others we pick up and put down on the job. Which reminds me, covers.”
Shirin slid the sleeve of her dress back to show the wrist-screen. “Works like a tablet. The first file that pops up should be your cover, and then the details for the rest of the team. Read up, there will be a quiz. There’s a ton of material to get through, and you’ve got a couple of hours at most before we’ll be working the room trying to sniff out the source of the breach.”
Leah poked at her wrist-screen, which pulled up a text file establishing her as Leah Summers, assistant to Freelance Attaché Narissa Shirin. Summers was a country girl from Mars, graduated summa cum laude from Olympus Mons University and aced the Stellar Service Exams, now two months into her apprenticeship with Shirin.
Many of the other details were drawn from Leah’s real life—parents’ names, Han Chinese heritage, and so on.
Roman and King were the Head of Security and Pilot, respectively. Other files showed the team’s last three visits over two years, the stories they’d stitched together, breaches they’d resolved. The reports were hyperlinked, with names and races and events linking over to other files. It was a whole story universe wiki, but for a story that was real, was all around her in its three-eyed, antennaed, spinning space-station glory.
“Turn it up,” someone across the bar said, piercing her rabbit-holing fugue state.
Leah looked up to see a view-screen above the bar turned to a news feed. A Chinese woman in a sequined suit addressed the camera.
“Gentlepersons of Ahura-3, good evening. This week is expected to see a historic event as Ambassador Kaylin Reed finalizes negotiations for an Interstellar Alliance, binding Earth with the Ethkar, Gaan, Enber, Xenei, Jenr, Nai, and Yai civilizations. This alliance is expected to create a huge surge in interstellar trade, as well as serving as a mutual defense pact in case of another Ra’Gar invasion.
“For the changes to traffic during the negotiations, we go now to Security Chief Gary Michael . . .”
As the anchor continued her report, Roman emerged from the crowd, metal-toed boots clanking on the floor as the crowd parted for him, his presence making its own wake. Roman jumped right in, saying “Smart money says our breach has something to do with this. Shirin, you and Probie work the room here until the commander shows up. I’m going to get King and start working the fringes, see if we can’t scare up some gossip.”
And then, as quickly as he’d appeared, Roman was off, power-walking in a way that looked entirely badass and not at all like the dorky white people exercise regimen that it was.
“Do we usually get this much of a road sign?” Leah asked.
Shirin wobbled her hand. “Depends. We’ve gotten to the point where we trust our instincts in the field. When you think you’ve got the lead isolated, you work it until it’s done.” Shirin tapped her own sternum. “That instinct that told you you’d spotted Frank in the kitchen, that led you to dig with Maribel, that’s what you trust here.”
She continued. “Our team in particular has an incredibly high accuracy on breach identification. I’d like to think it’s intuition, but King insists it’s because of the frankly ridiculous amount of primary-source research he makes us do. It helps that everyone he recruits is already an expert in code-switching from life experience. Easier to see something out of sorts when you’re used to being on the outside looking in.”
“Does it often go like this, boys’ team, girls’ team?” Leah asked as a blue woman with four arms set glasses of white liquid with ice cubes in front of them.
“What’ll you have tonight, Ms. Shirin?”
“A Venusian Sunrise for me, and a Manhattan for my apprentice. Commander Bugayeva will be joining us presently, if you can make sure the hostess sends her our way.”
“Of course, Ms. Shirin. Good to see you back.”
Leah checked her wrist-screen. It showed 2040, just twenty minutes from their appointment with the commander.
Shirin looped around to Leah’s question. “We divide and conquer according to our skills.”
“Anything I should know about this commander before she shows up?”
“She’s proud, she’s aggressively competent, and she would be much happier if Mallery were here in your place. She carries a bit of a torch. Chances are, it won’t make things pleasant for you, unless you want to charm her yourself. Best bet is to sit back and listen. You’ll get more to do when we learn where the breach is. This place is so big, I’ll probably have to assign you to tasks on your own. Click through to the Interstellar Alliance briefing. I need you up to speed as soon as possible.”
No job, not even stand-up, had put Leah’s improv comedy training of “always say yes” to the test nearly as much as this one, and this was only her second mission.
Leah speed-read her way through the briefings about the Interstellar Alliance while Shirin tapped away on her own wrist-screen.
There were six principal civilizations involved in the proposed Alliance: The Terrans; the Ethkar, a race of warrior-priests with bumpy heads and pointy ears; the Gila-monster-elephant people, who were called the Gaan; as well as the Enber, the tall bearded race she’d seen earlier; the Jenr, the four-armed blue people; and a pair of races that had purple and pink skin, but otherwise looked like humans, called the Nai and Yai, who shared common origins.
The Nai (purple) were ruthlessly capitalistic, and the Yai (pink) had embraced communalism. The Nai lived on a planet, the Yai its moon, and only stopped fighting with one another when the Ra’Gar started nibbling at the edges of their overlapping territories.
“Wait, so no one actually knows what the Ra’Gar look like?” Leah asked as she swiped through the briefings.
“There are various reports. But they differ for every race. There’s a ‘speculation and lore’ tab on the Ra’Gar page you should be checking out. They’re the Big Bad right now, the reason for the Interstellar Alliance. Ambassador’s been banging this drum for years, but now people are scared enough to listen.”
“What do you think the breach is? Someone sabotaging the Alliance?”
“That seems the most likely. Assassination attempt, kidnapping, blackmail, maybe even a staged attack on one allied civilization faked to look like it came from another. Or the threat could come from one of the would-be allies, a minority faction trying to throw a spanner into the works.”
“Lots of options. How will we run them all down?”
“We won’t. We’re going to find out what’s going on from Commander Bugayeva, or Roman and King will squeeze it out of some low-grav lowlifes.”
The server came by and delivered their drinks. Shirin’s looked for all the world like a Tequila Sunrise, while her own was a blissfully familiar Manhattan, complete with maraschino cherry.
“Is this how missions usually go?” Leah asked.
“Often enough. I’d rather schmooze my way through the station than spend days crammed in a prop ship or gathering intel at the end of my fist.”
“Schmoozing sounds like more my game.” Leah raised her Manhattan for a toast.
Lots of toasting and drinking in this job. Mom would approve.
Leah took a sip of her brilliantly mixed drink and went back to the briefing. She devoured the material, happy for the years of improv practice and LARP experience. It was like diving into an ongoing game half a world away. The rough sketches were familiar, thanks to a lifetime of SF reading and viewing, it was just the particulars that were different. Names to learn, specific cultural biases to apply. Faction A hates Faction B because Reason 1, Faction B distrusts Faction C because Backstory.
And so on, and so on. Until Shirin said, “Eyes front, Probie.”
Leah looked up to see a muscled bombshell in a black-and-silver uniform walk into the bar, a waterfall of hair thrown over one shoulder, wearing makeup that was both more excessive and more dynamic than hers or Shirin’s put together.
“Game face,” the older woman whispered.
Leah gulped.
* * *
Shirin slid out of the booth to stand and greet the commander. Bugayeva was one of her favorite on-world contacts—smart, sharp, if unforgiving of slights. She was a real intelligence operator, though her official position was Executive Officer.
“Oksana, it’s been too long,” Shirin said, throwing her arms open. The two hugged collegially, then Shirin turned and offered the woman a space in the booth. Leah slid out and extended a hand.
“My new apprentice, Leah Summers. Leah, I give you Commander Oksana Markovna Bugayeva, Executive Officer of the Ahura-3.”
“A pleasure, ma’am,” Leah said. “I can honestly say I’ve never seen anything like the Ahura-3.” 
Good, Shirin thought. Polite and concise.
The woman met Leah’s handshake with firm strength. “Thank you, Ms. Summers. We’re very proud of the old girl.” The women resumed their spots in the booth, Commander Bugayeva sitting opposite the Genrenauts. “Nothing like her in the system. Some of the Plutocracy stations are larger, but nothing beats the Ahura for productivity and diplomacy.”
“I’ve been bringing my assistant up to speed. How is everything going with the Alliance talks?”
“Speaking of which—” The commander raised a hand, and the Jenr server appeared as if conjured. “Dirty martini, two olives. And a Red Stripe back.”
The server nodded and vanished as quickly as she’d come. Impressive. As a rule, the Jenr were light on their feet, but this woman was a step above.
Oksana spread out, her presence unfolding until she filled half of the booth. Shirin had seen Oksana stop a turf war between Gaan and Nbere, browbeating each of the leaders until they all put their weapons away and then spent a half hour cleaning up after themselves. She was The Impressive Woman to a T—cast in the mold of characters like Honor Harrington, Commander Janeway, and so on. Not as hands-on as an SF version of Strong Female Character™, but all the more formidable for her choice to command socially rather than physically.
“It’ll get sorted out,” Oksana said. “The Alliance will move forward or they won’t. Get that group together and there’s so much waffling you might as well call it a brunch party.” Then Commander Bugayeva waved the topic away. “I didn’t come here to talk shop, no matter what you might have thought. Tell me what you’ve been doing with yourself. And how is Mallery?”
Shirin leaned back in her seat, gesturing with her drink like a practiced socialite. “She’s a lunar moth, here and there and back again.” Had to keep up appearances. If she let slip that Mallery was still in traction after her last mission, they’d never get anything out of the commander; the conversational thread would go too far out of her control.
The commander’s face darkened, betraying more than Shirin imagined she meant to let on. “Well, please give her my best, and tell her to not be a stranger. I’m just an Ansible away, after all.” Then the commander held her drink out in a pose for the question, “So what brings you to our humble little station?”
“The same old same old. I wanted to show my new apprentice the sights, and no diplomatic tour is complete without a visit to Ahura-3. Plus I figured I could pick up some work and top off the gossip tanks while I was here, what with the treaty signing and all.”
“I don’t think you’ll have any difficulty getting nibbles. Everyone’s scrambling to be in the right position when the Alliance is solidified or blows up in Reed and Laran Do-Ethar’s faces. Do-Ethar is wound so tight on this she’s likely to go off like a grenade of mysticism and metaphors.” The commander leaned forward, her voice dropping. “And I’m pretty sure the Ethkar can actually do that with their battle-songs. You want work, show up on her doorstep and tell her I sent you and you’ll be set.”
“I’ve already beamed her a message. Just waiting to hear back.”
* * *
Leah watched the poised women talk like it was a tennis match. But instead of a ball, they played innuendo and subtleties between them, body language and tone their forehand and backhand forms, questions and intimations their rackets. Back home, she’d be paying master class prices to study these women and their verbal fencing, friendly banter over deeper agendas, power plays back and forth from rough equals still jockeying for position. Bugayeva was a straight shooter, responding well to Shirin’s polite but direct questioning.
“We’ll want to talk with the Enber first. They’re dealing with a miner’s revolt on Greyen-7, and a trade deal with the Yai and Nai would help them settle things down. They’ll be Reed’s staunchest allies outside the Ethkar,” the commander said, clearly offering an olive branch or trading a favor.
“And if the Enber can get the Nai on, the Yai won’t be left out,” Shirin said.
“And once both of them are on board, the writing’s on the wall. You’ll need to run rumor control about the Ra’Gar. Linnan’s the gossipmonger there. Calm her down and the proceedings will be much more steady.”
Shirin set her glass down and asked, “How is the ambassador holding up through all of this?”
Bugayeva flinched a bit, eyes looking slightly up as she responded. “Tired, but determined. The Alliance will be the capstone of her career, and she will see it through.”
Nope. Don’t like it. Years of improv and reading the crowd at stand-up shows told her that something was fishy, and it sure as hell wasn’t the food. Shirin and King had told her to trust her instincts.
Leah glanced sideways to Shirin, who shifted, eyes locked on the commander. Leah wished for telepathy, or another few months of working together to be able to read her senior colleague better.
Well, Bugayeva liked it straight, so Leah’d give it to her straight. Breaking her silence, Leah said, “Sorry, but you’re hiding something. Is this just about stability, trade traffic through Ahura-3, or is there something else? Who’s driving the Alliance? Reed, Terran brass, what?”
Bugayeva smiled a predator’s smile. “That’s a bit direct. But I appreciate the ovaries.” The commander took a long sip of her drink, then set it down on the table, making a too-loud clink. “But next time, do me the favor of getting to that answer without breaking your boss’s flow. We were having a conversation between adults, and I don’t need a knobby-nosed adolescent bumbling through to ask the question that might as well be spelled out in the constellations.”
Leah flinched as if hit. Daaamn. Harsh. Too harsh. 
Commander Bugayeva gestured to the station. “This place is a complex system of interlocking parts. Millions of them. If I can get a few thousand of those parts to start using the same time signature, start working in direct relation to one another, it makes everything else smoother. Smoother operation means freeing up resources for other tasks, means a chance to take this station to the next level, start to think about things outside our system. And that, that will get back to Terran High Command. The Alliance is Reed’s baby, but I’m happy to be its godmother. You read me?”
“I read you,” Leah said.
The commander downed the rest of her drink, then slid out of the booth. “I should get to bed. Duty rotations are accelerated with the Code Orange during the negotiations. Look me up before you go, preferably without Junior here.”
She set her drink down, along with a circuit-chip the size of a quarter, then strode out of the bar.
“What just happened?” Leah asked once the woman was out of earshot.
“You made the right guess, but in the wrong way.” Shirin took a sip from her drink. “Next time, hold your questions for the end. But for now, get Roman on the line. We need to download this to them ASAP. I was hoping Oksana would tip us off to what’s gone south, but it looks like she’s passed that hot potato to the ambassador. Might be a plausible deniability thing.”
Not two hours on-station, and she’d already screwed up. Fantastic.

Three: On the Job
AFTER A HALF HOUR of trolling the bar for tidbits about the ambassador, Shirin’s wrist-screen got a ping. She called Leah back to their booth.
“Finally got a beam back from Laran Do-Ethar. We’re off to meet her in the diplomatic wing.”
Leah set down her drink, number two for the evening and thankfully not more. There’d been no side-eyes from Shirin or the commander when she didn’t keep up with their cocktail-pounding, so she was still on this side of tipsy, probably good for meeting alien dignitaries.
“What do I need to know about Laran, then?”
“First, it’s Lah-ran, not La-ran,” Shirin said, the difference subtle enough that Leah uselessly narrowed her eyes trying to process it. “And second, expect bluntness and evasion in equal quantities. The Ethkar are one of the most culturally alien species in this story world, as far as humanity’s concerned.”
Shirin swiped a credit stick for the server, and then tossed the bags to Leah, who struggled to rearrange the weight while Shirin made for the lift.
“Their value system works deeply off of personal conviction and mystic communion. It’ll be like talking to a zealous recent convert,” Shirin said, a wake forming ahead of her as she strode, one of those tricks of presence that some people (not Leah) could just make happen.
Leah watched the scenery and little moments playing out in the bazaar as best as she could while also keeping up with Shirin, both physically and verbally.
“The Ethkar don’t take slights well. This time, we will want me to do all the talking, but I want you to study her as best as you can without staring too much. Laran is an easier read than some of her colleagues, she’s a good Ethkhar to meet first. And ultimately, she’s on our side. Let’s keep it that way.”
Beeping told Leah that she had another message. Unfortunately, her wrist-screen was buried under twenty pounds of awkwardly bulky bags.
“Why don’t we have roller bags?”
“They’re considered gauche now. Thank god. If I never see another roller bag in my life it will be too soon.” Shirin pressed a key in the elevator and the doors closed, leaving them on their own.
* * *
The diplomatic wing was anything but peaceful. Robed humans and aliens buzzed around like locusts, moths, or whatever other annoying, buzzing, flying things this science fictional world used to represent chaotic clouds of activity.
All of the races from the Bazaar were present, and more, though they had some things in common—the cost of their clothes. More robes here, but also sashes, coronets, and fancy hats and helmets, some more Upper Kingdom Egypt, some more Project Runway, and others that could have been straight out of the Thor movies.
Shirin wove through the crowds, coming and going with polite hellos and brief chats, translator earpieces feeding her the English equivalent to the clicks, warbles, and other alien tongues. One race—shorter gray-skinned aliens with smooth faces—communicated only in sign language, but it sure as hell wasn’t American Sign Language, judging by the translations.
“Here’s where my years of groundwork pay off,” Shirin whispered in the gap between two groups. “The Ethkar are none too trusting of humans, but Bugayeva has a lot of sway here. Let me take the lead and we’ll worm our way into the story and start driving.”
Leah spotted the Ethkar in a larger crowd in front of a door guarded by security in station black-and-silver. Her translator changed over everything at once, so she had two sets of cacophonous voices coming in. The ambassador was around five-six, but filled the space around her, her movements precise, powerful. And where aural confusion had Leah twitchy, Laran was all smiles. But none of that warmth touched her eyes. Was that an Ethkar thing, or was she just playing good diplomat? Another thing to watch.
“Great light, we bid thee welcome,” Shirin said, hands straight out in some kind of special gesture.
“Bright visitor, you are welcome!” Laran answered, throwing her arms open. With this, warmth did reach her eyes. So that’s a genuine reaction. Noted.
“Quickly, in here,” the ambassador said, waving at the door, which irised open. “This is your apprentice, I assume?”
Shirin nodded, waving Leah into the suite.
And sweet it was. The front room was the size of a penthouse, but clearly lived in. One whole side of the suite was filled with books, but a ten-foot-long dining table dominated the other half, with hallways in back, presumably leading to personal chambers.
Another guard stood astride the hallway, her arms crossed.
“And for a moment, the mob will have to wait,” Laran said. She extended a hand and squeezed Shirin’s opposite shoulder. Shirin returned what Leah took to be an affectionate greeting. Or a secret handshake. Leah’s mental RAM was working overtime, trying to contextualize everything going on. Just as long as she didn’t have to actually speak the alien languages. She’d never gotten past “mellon” in Sindarin.
“Can I put these down somewhere?” Leah asked.
“Let’s not waste thought on such banality,” Laran said.
And that came out of nowhere, Leah thought. Got it. Culturally alien.
“Anywhere is fine,” Shirin said.
Leah put the bags down as gingerly as she could. She shook out her hands, which had gone partially numb carrying the sack around for a half hour.
“Sit, and I will explain,” Laran said, gesturing to the dining table.
“Explain what?” Shirin asked. Leah had only known the woman for a couple of weeks, but she could already tell when the woman was playing a bit. If Laran was going to break silence and read them in, then all the better.
Laran tapped through some commands on a panel by the door, then joined the Genrenauts at a pair of half-circular couches, surrounding a circular coffee table adorned by a three-tier board game that reminded Leah of Star Trek’s three-dimensional chess, but with way weirder-looking pieces.
“Commander Bugayeva recommended your services, and her word carries great weight with me. I dare not use the local operators, as the walls have ears, so I put my trust in you. But that trust is as thin as a blade. Fall wrong, cross me, and you will be cut upon the razor.”
“We understand,” Shirin said.
“Once we pass this juncture, your hearts are pledged to the service of the station.”
Shirin nodded. “So pledged are we.” She looked to Leah.
Leah repeated Shirin’s words, hoping that was the right thing to do. Laran nodded.
The ambassador took a breath. “Kaylin Reed has been kidnapped.”
Boom. There’s the plot.
“I see,” Shirin said. “How can we help?”
“Two blades will ward off doom and doubt. One must strike at darkness and cut through to truth, the other must deflect doubt and guard the light against twilight.”
Shirin leaned to Leah. “Find out who did it, get her back, and keep the Alliance from falling apart in the meantime.”
“Got it,” Leah said.
The older woman gave a formal nod. “Such blades as we have are yours.”
Laran pulled back a sleeve and tapped out commands on her wrist-screen. Hers was sleeker, more ergonomic, the screen curved to the shape of her arm, the bezel made of pearlescent coral or something that looked close enough.
“Then we begin with all haste.”

Four: Hands-On Information-Gathering
ROMAN TIGHTENED HIS GRIP on the Nbere rough, twisting his grip into the man’s shirt.
“So you’re sure that you don’t know what merc groups came through the station, despite the fact that you say you can set me up with whatever crew I need. Seems like one of these things doesn’t add up, doesn’t it?”
King stood a meter to Roman’s left, arms still crossed. “It’s very strange. Seems like a proper fixer would know something like that. Unless he’d been paid to stay silent, and in that case, he’s no good as a fixer to anyone else, since he’d become someone’s lapdog, not a real Free Agent and rider of the fringe.”
“Seems like,” Roman said, his mouth just inches from the Nbere’s elongated, whisker-filled ears. A part of him wanted to just rampage through the whole bar and interrogate the one guy left alive, but he’d play by this world’s rules, and King’s—less murder, more intimidation. “Now what are you, Do Mal? Are you a lapdog, or are you a rider?”
Do Mal’s friend, a thick-set Yai, shuffled forward, but King headed him off, leaving Roman with the Nbere.
The Nbere’s attenuated arms pinwheeled. The crowd around them had cleared out, no one interested in butting in. The Deep Dive was that kind of bar. You didn’t come for the company, you came for the discretion. Which included leaving aggressive negotiations be, unless they involved personal friends. And it seemed like Roman and King were the closest this pair had to friends.
“So, maybe I did hear something,” the Nbere said. “But I remember a lot better when my beard ain’t yanking on my brainstem, you get me?”
Roman released some slack on the alien’s beard, but kept his grip. “That jog your memory?”
“I’m jogging, I’m jogging!” the alien said. “I saw three, no, four crews come through over the last week. Three of ’em left today, one said they was staying around for another week, bleeding off credit before their next long run on the rim.”
“And those three that left?” Roman asked, releasing some more pressure, letting the Nbere stand up to a stoop instead of a full crouch.
“There was the Dark Stars, the Widowmakers, and, which was it, Garro, Velocities?”
“I think it was the Seventh Sons,” the Yai said.
“The Seventh Sons it was! See, no hassle, no bother. So how about you let me go like a civilized ape.”
“Ape?” King asked. Roman tightened his grip.
“Sorry, habit. Like a civilized and upstanding totally evolved Terran.”
Roman let go, then turned to the bar, cupping hands in a low-tech megaphone. “Can I get some shots for my new friends?!”
* * *
Do Mal and Garro were, when not being threatened or browbeaten, rather friendly company.
Roman realized he should have gone for the Yai first—he was far chattier than Do Mal.
“The Widowmakers like to gab, they does. Anyone with grease under their nails and a functioning set of ears, flesh or tech, can find out what they’ve been up to.”
King leaned forward. “Especially when they have friends like you. What were the Widowmakers talking about this time around?”
The Yai tipped back his third stout, belching. “Just some good honest smuggling. Heavy metals towing through the Gaan blockade.”
Roman scoffed. “They’re still blockading? I thought those lunks would have just swallowed their pride and accepted the tariffs by now.” 
“The Gaan are as likely to swallow their pride as I am to ask one to be my wife,” the Nbere said. “Could you imagine that? Bearded lizard-babies thumping around making an abysmal racket with their trunks.” He stomped his feet, wavering.
King extended a hand and steadied the drunkard. “And the Dark Stars? What’s the word from them?”
Garro shook his head. “No, they don’t talk. Uriah whips them if they gab outside the compact. You gotta go direct to them to find anything out.”
“Any Stars stick around more permanent-like?” Roman asked.
“Zoor retired from the Dark Stars last cycle, settled down with his Ethkar partner and opened a flower shop, if you’ll believe it.”
“Flowers?” King lurched forward, as if he’d just remembered something. “It’s my anniversary! I need to get flowers, or my wife’ll space me. Where’s the shop?”
“Too far, friend. They set up on wheel three,” Garro said, waving for another pint. “There’s a half-dozen shops between here and there.”
Roman kept on track while King worked the angles. “If we’re going to find the right crew for our job, my client needs to know that we found only the very best.”
“Zoor ain’t the one to talk to, though. He can maybe get you an introduction, but not like I could. Me and Uriah are like this,” Do Mal said, holding up a braid of his beard, wet with backwash from his beer.
“Soggy and matted?” Roman asked.
The Yai pounded the table, roaring. “A tongue on this one! How come I haven’t met you in this hole before?”
“Just passing through, looking for work.”
King watched the room, checking for prying eyes. The nearest table of drinkers had moved farther away, but that was more likely due to the Nbere’s wild swings than anything they were saying.
Roman mimed drunkenly counting to three, mouthing the names of the crews. When he reached three, he asked, “And what’s the other crew up to, Seventh Sons? What’s their specialty?”
“Wetwork and banditry, son. You want someone bled or something stolen, you call the Seventh Sons. Bloody folk they are. Ain’t no one a proper Seventh Son until they’ve been painted in the blood of a kill.”
“That’s right,” the Yai said. “A clutch-mate of mine joined the Sons, vicious egg he was. He was going to meet me here, but they blasted out like a comet earlier today.”
“He say why?”
“No, his beam just said he couldn’t make it, that he’d be back in maybe a month.”
“What a cutter!” Roman said. “I thought clutch-mates were supposed to stick together. Am I right?”
The Yai cheered at that, then again as the next round appeared.
Roman nodded to King. They’d have to keep tabs on this pair. They were leakier than the bathroom pipes in the men’s room at HQ. Hopefully, Shirin and Leah were turning up good information on the higher-class side to go with their greaser gossip.
* * *
Laran led Shirin and Leah out, the three of them pushing their way through the sea of supplicants to the corner and around to another door. Two station security guards flanked the entrance. They nodded to Laran as she lifted her wrist-screened hand, which opened the door.
“Quickly, now.”
Ambassador Reed’s apartment was even bigger than Do-Ethar’s, but this one was decorated with more familiar material—Terran art and artifacts, though alien affectations were still present—here a pearlescent vase with horizontal handles, there an incomprehensible musical instrument, and so on.
“Whispers have not yet reached the public, though the station staff knows,” Laran said. “Without Reed, the fragile Alliance will collapse.”
“Shouldn’t we be worrying about contaminating the scene?” Leah asked, indicating the room around them.
“The detectives have come and gone. Only the bedroom remains forbidden, for now.”
Shirin slid into one of the floating chairs and patted the one next to her, which Leah took, holding back the lip curl of disdain that usually accompanied her response to being led around like a child. She was new to the job, not a toddler. “We received word six hours ago,” Laran said, “when the guardian system returned after being struck down by a fell blow. They were silent as shadows, but they failed to disable the automated resets.”
“The redundancies still on an alternating four-hour rotation?” 
The Ethkar nodded.
“Then the kidnapping had to have occurred between 1400 and 1600, judging by the camera data. What does security say?” Shirin asked, leaning forward.
“Multiple assailants, all wearing working boots. All bipedal.”
“So none of them were Gaan, though there might have been some Xenei as well,” she said, listing off the possible races of the attackers.
“So it would seem. The shadows knew their prey, knew the terrain, there were no tracks anywhere else in the suite. They were well-informed, lucky, or—”
“They had her itinerary.”
“Possible. The light of truth will scatter shadows, but dawn is yet hours away at best.”
“What happens if Reed doesn’t come back? Does the Alliance have a chance?”
Laran looked away, glancing back at the bedroom. “Without the sun, the system will spin out of control, the cosmos of consensus we’ve built will dissolve. A lesser alliance might be found between the Ethkar, Terrans, and some others. A dagger forged from the shattered steel that might have been a sword, but a dagger is of little use when hunting a Vren.”
Leah hung “Vren” in her mental overhead-storage space, not sure if her cover would be expected to know. If she was, but went to her encyclopedia right away, Laran might twig to their deception. Instead, Leah did her best to sit still, not fidget, not ask follow-ups, and to generally ignore every inclination she had in the strange and marvelous place.
That part of the job she’d still have to get used to. But she wouldn’t be new forever.
“When Reed’s absence is revealed, the day’s proceedings will begin to unravel almost immediately. The day will devolve into distraction, deflection, and bribery to keep the ambassadors on-point. My team cannot preserve the nascent web alone. Tend to the web’s more disagreeable nodes. As Ambassador Reed would say, we will ‘plug holes with our fingers until the dam breaks.’”
Shirin nodded. “We’re all yours. Just beam over the dossiers and any notes you have on who to speak to first, we can begin first thing in the morning.” Shirin reached a hand out to Laran. “I know how long you and Reed have been working on this. We won’t let it wash away like a sigil in the sand.”
Laran stood. “It will be done.”
“I have a colleague working this case with me,” Shirin said. “He was once an investigator. I’m sure he’d want to take his own look at the room, if it would be permissible. I’ve gotten clearance from Commander Bugayeva.”
“Bring him. May he shed light.”
Laran and Shirin shared another gesture of greeting, which apparently doubled as “goodbye.”
“Good luck, Shirin, and to your apprentice, too. Next time, perhaps you will allow her to speak. I would be very interested to hear what she has to say.”
And with that, Laran strode out, the door irising open and closed automatically. The Ethkar stepped into the waiting mob without hesitation, the commotion filling the room for just an instant before the door closed once more.
“Get on the line and beam the boys to tell them we’re clear to scrub the bedroom. Then you can look up what Vren are.”
“How do you do that?” Leah asked, hands thrown out to the side.
“Practice, newbie. Now let’s get to it. King and Roman will be back from their slumming intel trip soon.”
King and Roman arrived fifty minutes later, coming from the nearest wheel wing of the station.
Roman took video of the room while King sprayed an aerosol can around the room, stepping carefully in boots coated with plastic booties. Leah watched from the hallway. The spray stayed visible, didn’t dissipate into the air. It just hung there, gray and passive.
Shirin sprayed the other side of the room, similarly tiptoeing in covered shoes. They’d have to empty two whole cans to cover a room this big. Luckily, that’s what they’d brought. Not that the quartermaster would be happy to see them return empty-handed. This stuff wasn’t cheap, and the High Council wasn’t made of money. Well, not endless amounts of money.
“These are versatile particles,” King said, taking the expository role. “With stimulus from the wrist-screen, they’ll react with various chemicals. Each spectrum covers a different type of search. But they’ll take a little while to change between types.”
“So what will this tell us?” Leah asked. “Can we get genetic scans, find out what species the kidnappers were, what material their shoes were made of, Sci-Fi Sherlock stuff?”
“Basically. We’re looking for as well-rounded a picture as we can get. I read the security report on the way over, and I’m not impressed.”
“Why not?” Shirin asked.
“Station security has never impressed me here,” King said. “Makes sense, since that allows the crimes to happen in the first place that move stories forward. But it doesn’t make our jobs any easier.”
“If this is normal, then why does it count as a breach?” Leah asked.
Finished with his scan, Roman stepped lightly out of the room to join Leah in the hall. “It’s a breach because the forecasting team back home says it’s a breach, and because our guts tell us it’s a breach. Unless something else is going on and we’re totally missing it.”
“How likely is that?”
From in the room, King said, “More likely than I’m comfortable with. But bringing the ambassador back will stabilize this region, and that’s better for this world’s stability, regardless. And judging by the intel we got out of our chatty, drunk friends, my gut tells me we’re on the right track.”
Roman pulled up a feed on his screen while the others worked.
Leah asked, “What are you looking at?”
The Genrenaut rotated his arm to show her. “News reports. Trying to sort out which of the local gangs kidnapped the ambassador. So far it looks like the Dark Stars are probably small potatoes for the job, but I can’t count them out yet. How’s forensics coming, King?”
“Just a second.” King tapped his wrist-screen, and the versatile particles disappeared from sight. “We’re coming up now. Leah, watch this.”

Leah squinted as King tapped his wrist-screen, trying to tell where the versatile particles had gone.
King slipped the aerosol can into his belt, then pulled out a pair of sunglasses. “Up in three. Cover your eyes.”
Leah slipped the glasses on in a hurry, poking herself in the eye with the plastic earpiece before getting the shades into place just as King shut off the light, revealing . . .
Green. Tons of green, all in a cloud, catching the light that King’s screen was putting out. But it was all undifferentiated, some kind of neutral.
King tapped his screen. “Infrared is first.” The screen changed colors, and the particles in the air moved to the ground, showing footprints in cool blues and greens, as well as a residual shape on the bed.
“Signs of struggle here.” He walked to a cluster of overlapping footprints. “I’d say . . . three attackers, and one more in the room.”
“They threw her to the ground here, then she was pinned, probably hooded or gagged,” Shirin added.
King and Shirin circled the heat signatures in opposite directions, leaving their own tracks on the floor.
The pair stopped, their eyes meeting for a moment. An understanding passed between them, and King tapped his screen. The color changed to blue, and some of particles pulled up off of the ground. A group rushed to the doorframe and the door, spilling out into the hall behind her.
The lit particles settled on scratches and scuffs and shapes on the floor, as well as on the door, swung open into the room, and the door hinges.
“Door was kicked in, superficial scratches to the floor corroborates the struggle,” King said.
“Now for the real lottery. Do we get any particulates, hair, saliva, or fibers?” Shirin asked, glancing up to Leah by way of indicating context.
The light changed to yellow, and the particles shifted again, some staying on the door, others moving to scatter along the floor like a dusting of snow.
Ew, yellow snow. Bad comparison, she thought. Like dust, she thought, reframing the sight.
Shirin looked to the door. “Residue on the door, that’ll give us the boots.”
“It’s in the report,” Roman said from the hallway. “Work boots, size twelve. Available a hundred different places on the station.”
“We’ve got biological material all over the floor, but distribution looks like hair, dead skin. Did station security already take samples?”
“They’re running them now. They usually take six hours on analysis, should be done before you bunk down,” Roman said.
“You?”
“King and I are going to head back to chase down more leads on the working class side.”
Shirin turned to Leah. “And by chase down leads, they mean drink and fight until answers spill out of people’s mouths along with teeth and blood.”
Roman shrugged. “It works.”
King said, “We tried a mission all-diplomacy style a few years back. Shirin called the shots. And we almost let the killer get away.”
Shirin raised a finger. “Objection. Extenuating circumstances. It was a brand-new alien species. How was I supposed to know it was preying on the fears and hunger of the poor people living in air ducts?”
“And that,” Roman said, “is why we cover all of our bases.”
“It just happens that covering bases in the rougher parts of the station tends to be fairly hands-on and high risk.”
Leah asked, “So a little brutalization and casual violence to see you through?”
Roman bristled. “Nothing casual about it. But we do what we must to get the story back on-track, Probie.”
“I’m good, I’m good. Just be careful, and don’t whack anyone you don’t have to.”
Shirin shook her head. “The local security does enough of that as is.” 
King took charge. “We’re done here. Shirin, you and Leah start first thing tomorrow. You’ll have the materials analysis, and we’ll send updates from the fringe if we get any leads.”
“Okay, newbie, you’re with me.” Shirin walked toward the door, smiling with her whole body. “Let’s go find ourselves an overpriced diplomatic district hotel and charge it to HQ.”
* * *
Their quarters were literally a quarter of the size of the ambassador’s suite, but Leah’s own room was still as large as her entire apartment.
The door opened into a common room with couches and comfy seats, a wall-sized screen, and space-faux-homey details like digital paintings of nebulae and a selection of plant life. Each painting was more science fictional than the last—from something that looked like carnivorous orchids to fiber-optic grass and a bush that had leaves made out of flattened rocks.
That was, of course, until Shirin started rearranging everything, enlisting Leah for extra muscle.
“We’re going to be taking meetings here, which means doing a bit of no-cost redecorating.”
Shirin repositioned the furniture to create a two-on-one chair-to-couch space, and moved another couch across the room to just inside the door. She pointed at the chair by the door, designating it as the “waiting area,” and the couch-and-chairs section as the “meeting room.”
“Why not make them wait outside?” Leah asked.
“Some we will, others we’ll want to see who we’re talking to and for those people to see who we’re about to talk to.” Shirin tossed a pillow across the room, turning toward her bedroom. “A lot of diplomacy is managing public image, the interplay of information, who knows what, and who knows who else knows what they know.” She paused as she went into the bedroom, then returned with a trio of throw pillows.
Shirin placed one pillow on the couch, then eyed the other two, one white-and-blue, the other green-and-yellow-green. She tossed the white-and-blue into the same corner, and then set the other one in the lap of one of the chairs. “If we’re going to help Laran triage this Alliance until the ambassador’s back, there’s a lot of confidence-building to be done, and we can save ourselves trouble by using tricks like this to offload some of the gossip workload onto the diplomats themselves.”
“Through the power of interior design?”
“Design shapes the narrative. Setting is as important a part of a story as character and action. Constrain setting, and you constrain and shape character. Now let’s strip your bed and get this couch a cover.”

Five: Friends in Low (Gravity) Places
THE FIBER AND DNA TESTS came back just before midnight. There were more common fibers from working clothes, two sets of DNA not in the system—one human, one Nai—and an industrial cleaner that was used mostly on long-haul rim ships, used to create a lasting seal and protection against micrometeors.
And so Roman and King found themselves in a seedy bar in the roughest level of the station’s third ring.
Here, the station’s organized crime world flourished, operating discreetly and effectively enough that they had an understanding with station security.
Walking among toughs and mercs, people living on the fringes, Roman felt dangerously at home. Fitting in here would be all too easy. But he’d have King to pull him out if he got too deep.
Which meant that everyone in the bar—literally everyone—noticed when the two of them walked in not wearing colors of any of the station gangs.
The bar was an old industrial facility, assembly lines turned into long bar rows, with wandering servers and a central bar at the far wall. The bar was maybe two hundred feet wide, and Roman guessed that there were around a hundred gangers and hangers-on present, just as the night was getting rowdy.
Roman claimed the first open space, which wasn’t actually open. It was a stool beside a cluster of four gangers, all wearing red bandannas. He nodded at a server to get her attention. The server denied eye contact and kept going.
“Seats’r taken, rando,” said a husky voice. An Ethkar woman with cut ears turned from the circle and loomed over him and King.
“Sorry, looked empty to me.” Roman stood, hands up and back. “Not looking for trouble.”
“Then why’d you come to a Dead Dwarf bar?” asked one of the Ethkar’s companions, a short man with a torso like a keg.
“We’re just looking for a quiet drink,” King said. “We can go somewhere else.”
“Dawn smiles upon the prudent,” the Ethkar said.
Roman read the scene. Too many to seduce all at once, even for him, and if they threw down with a brawl, they’d subsequently be thrown out.
Strike at their pride, instead. Roman adjusted his hat, preparing to go. “Damn. Guess that Widowmaker was right, this place is shit.”
The wide man bristled, blocking Roman’s exit from the bar. “Widowmaker said what?”
“Met a Widowmaker. Ex-Widowmaker, I guess. He said this place was shit, but he was an ass, so I thought maybe it was something to see, he was keeping it to himself.”
“Real contrary guy, you know,” King said. “Like those Junai—they’re always saying the opposite of what they mean.”
“Dwarves nest, fuck the rest,” the Ethkar said.
“If this is a colors bar, why’d the bouncer even let me in?” Roman asked.
“We’ll take your money, don’t mean we want you here,” the wide man said. “Someone’s gotta pay for these drinks.”
Roman puffed himself up, eyes locked on the wide man. King held him back. “Cool it, Ro. We’ll take our money and our action somewhere else.”
“Action?” asked the Ethkar.
“Yeah, action,” said King. “Good action. Alliance is doomed, right? That makes a lot of opportunities for someone smart. I heard the Dwarves were smart. Fleecing people without offering service, that’s just debris. We’ll find someone else for the job.”
The wide man dialed the aggression down a tick, then waved the server over. “What kind of job?”
“Big job went down on-station. You know about it, right?” King asked.
“Course we do,” the wide man said. He didn’t. Roman knew that flavor of puffing up, the need to be in on the joke.
“That was a choice grab,” Roman said. “We find who did it, we’ve got some work for them.”
“Dwarves have many hands and more eyes, willing for the right price,” the Ethkhar said. Basically, they could have done the job, or could do one like it.
A server stepped up, a small man with gray skin. The wide ganger took the beer off his platter.
“What’ll you have?” the ganger asked Roman and King.
“Royal Deep, Sol back,” Roman answered. “And a FUBAR for my friend.”
The server slunk away.
“So what’s the word? You know about the job or not?”
“We know about the missing ambassador. Ain’t nothing happens on Ahura-3 that doesn’t make it to the Dwarves,” the wide man said.
“’Cause it seemed like an outside job. My snitch says Security pulled DNA off the job, but they didn’t get no matches,” King said.
The gangers nodded. Anyone who’d been in organized crime on the station for this long would have been printed, their DNA taken for record in case they did something truly heinous, something bad enough that station security couldn’t look the other way.
“We know some merc companies, maybe the type that could have done it. Some real deep voiders, you know.”
“So out with it, then.” King followed up his request with a chuckle, softening the demand.
“A stiff drink loosens lips,” the Ethkar said.
And so they drank. This time, it only took an hour and three rounds to get the Ethkar and her friends to finger the Dark Stars for the job.
* * *
With the culprits identified, it was time for a trip to wheel three to talk to Zoor, the retired merc-turned-florist, and his Ethkar paramour.
Roman and King cleaned up for the visit, planning to lead with Good Tough instead of Bad Tough.
There were seventeen florist shops in wheel three. Only twelve were owned by humans or Ethkar, and of those, two had gone out of business but hadn’t lost their station registry.
Which meant that Roman and King spent four hours making the rounds, crossing florist shops off their list, smelling of gardenias, fanar, gerry rasps, and an abundance of roses when they walked into the Twin Bloom.
The storefront was small, just a ten-by-ten room of displays and sample product, a glass-covered wall of more flowers, and a reinforced glass cash register, blocked off from the rest of the store by a reinforced door.
A smaller Ethkar woman stood at the cash register as they walked in.
The Ethkar greeted them, voice coming through on a PA. “The road swells to meet you, friend.”
“Greetings,” Roman said. “I’m looking to have a few arrangements made for our friends. They’re receiving guests of all races, so it’s going to be a pretty big job. Can you accommodate?”
“My husband has the fastest hands you’ve ever seen work a pair of shears.”
A man walked up from the back, entering the glass display area. He was around six feet, and despite his inoffensive white collared shirt and khaki pants, he still looked like a tough. His hair was short, only mostly covering the tattoos that extended up onto his scalp.
“That’s great. She prepared a list.” King held up his wrist-screen. “Can I beam it to you?”
The woman wobbled her head in an Ethkar affirmative. “LAN handshake coming up now.”
King tapped at his screen while Roman studied the ex-merc.
“Can you have these over to the diplomatic wing by 1800?”
The man squinted at something above his head, presumably a screen. “That’ll be tight,” the man said through the PA. “But yeah, we can do it. Except for the whistala—we’re fresh out.”
“I’m getting more in two days, if that will suffice,” the Ethkar said.
“No problem. I can get whistala somewhere else. Delivery by 1800 for the rest?”
The Ethkar assented again.
“Beautiful,” King said.
Roman made a small gesture toward the man’s tattoo. “Friend, I don’t mean to dredge up old business, but your skin tells me you used to run with the Dark Stars.”
“Can’t prove it,” Zoor said, not facing the pair.
“It’s just, word on the spin says that the ambassador is missing, and that the Dark Stars did the deed. Damn shame. Way we figure, if the Alliance had gone through, maybe that’d make it easier for Terrans and Ethkar to live together,” Roman said, looking from the man to the Ethkar woman.
“That the case?” Zoor said, hands clipping and arranging flowers, assured but not quite unconscious in his confidence. He hadn’t been at it too long. There was a difference between dexterous competence and the ease of thousands of hours of practice.
“I know someone people who could get the ambassador back, maybe salvage the Alliance. You’ve got a nice shop here, a nice life. Just as long as nothing happens to the fragile peace between the Terrans and the Ethkar. If you know anything about where the Stars might have taken her, you could do a lot of good, Zoor.”
The man turned, brows narrowed, fear touching his eyes.
“You can leave now. We don’t need your business,” the Ethkar woman said.
“But you have our business, and we need your help,” King said. “The Terran council has established a generous finder’s fee for anyone with information about the ambassador’s whereabouts,” he lied.
“Shadows and vapor,” the Ethkar said, calling his bluff. The station staff were keeping as tight a lid on the news as they could. Good for morale, maybe not as good for their immediate plans.
“Because they don’t want to be flooded with void facts brought to them by opportunists. Our friends, the ones hosting the diplomats, they heard about the finder’s fee. Five thousand credits. That’d go pretty far out here on the wheel, I think.”
The Ethkar hardened, pointing to the door. “Out.”
Roman stepped forward. His kind recognized their own. So he’d tell Zoor what he’d want someone to tell him. “We need your help, Zoor. You got out of the Dark Stars for a reason. I bet you wanted peace. Stability. A life that didn’t involve looking over your shoulder, didn’t count on balancing favors and lackeys and alliances, always waiting for the other boot to drop.”
“Get out,” Zoor said, shaken.
Out of the corner of his eye, Roman saw King give him the nod. So instead of leaving, he pushed it, riding that edge between conversation and combat.
“Sure, I’ll leave. If you can look me in the eye and tell me that you didn’t leave so you could find a way to make things grow, to create and preserve life instead of taking it by force. Getting out of that life isn’t hiding. It’s choosing to push against the death instead of riding the tide of blood. You want peace? You want a real chance at a life worth living? Kaylin Reed can bring both of those to the station and beyond, but not with a bolt through her brain. Where would they take her?”
The man’s knuckles were white, fists clenched.
“I’m calling security,” the woman said.
Roman and Zoor shared another moment that dilated into infinity. Zoor’s body language showed anger, resentment, shame, fear, and finally hope. The ex-merc slumped, setting his shears down beside an arrangement. “No, Fela. They’re right.”
Roman smiled. Not as eloquent as the speech King had given him back in the wasteland, when he was on the end of his rope, but it was close enough. 
Zoor continued. “There’s a hideout in the rings of Aeros, just one jump from here. Anytime we bugged out of Ahura-3, we stopped there first. It’s big enough to fortify, but out of the way of commercial traffic.”
“How do we find it once we’re in the rings?” Roman asked.
The man tapped his wrist screen. “The coordinates. But you keep me out of this, you hear? I don’t want any of this getting back to the Stars. You’re right, I got out for safety, for me and Fela. And I expect that finder’s fee in our account the minute you get the stuck-up noble back.
“Your arrangements will be there by 1800. Now get out of here before I regret this and decide to piss in your flowers.”
“Thank you, Zoor,” Roman said. “It’s not exaggerating to say that you may have saved the galaxy from war.”
Zoor’s tone changed. It was softer, uncertain. “Where do you come from?”
“The hell next door. Same shit, different quadrant.”
“So what’s it like? To really leave it all behind?”
“When I find out, I’ll let you know.” They walked out, and once they’d turned the corner, Roman leaned against the wall, took a moment.
King raised a hand, set it gently on Roman’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”
Pull it together, Roman told himself. We’re not done here.
He stood. “I’m fine. Wasn’t sure how that one would go.”
King squeezed Roman’s shoulder. “You did good. We’re on the right track.”
“Get Shirin on the line. We’re going to need to call in some favors to get a ship. With guns. And a cloaking field.”
* * *
Shirin woke Leah at 0505 the next day, already decked out in her diplomatic robes, a mug of coffee wafting liquid wakefulness as she walked into the newbie’s room. Shirin had been up since 0430.
One advantage of aging was Shirin found she could get by on less and less sleep, especially if it was undisturbed by children jumping on her bed or the cat deciding that 3 a.m. was the time to flip out and run laps in the bedroom hall.
“Is privacy not a thing on Ahura-3?” Leah croaked as she emerged from her room.
“Not when the new kid on the block is late for her first day of diplomatic duty. Shower’s all yours, we need to be out of here and over to Laran’s offices at 0530.”
“Give me that coffee and we’re square,” Leah said, shaky hand pointing at the mug.
“It’s yours if you can get to the kitchen.” Shirin turned and left the room.
Leah hopped to, padding into the kitchen fully dressed at 0523 as Shirin watched the clock, rewarding the newbie with the first pour from the fresh pot.
The pair made the short walk from their apartments to Laran’s residence one level down, finding a small mob of robed and fineried aliens waiting in the hallway, talking among themselves in a dozen languages, gesturing with mandibles, multiplicitous arms, and so on. The mood was nervous, a bit impatient, but not panicked. The morning news feeds showed rumors of the ambassador’s health taking a turn for the worse, but the update from Do-Ethar dispelled those with Ethkar flair:
“Rumors of the ambassador’s health fading are but the contrails of cowards adrift without her guiding hand.”
Shirin waved her wrist-screen at the door. They moved past the sound of several complaints and into Do-Ethar’s quarters. 
In the foyer, standing arms crossed in front of her, today’s robes in red and yellow, stood the Ethkar ambassador.
“One minute early, as usual. Bright morning. May the light of truth guide us, and the wings of triumph lift us up so that we might pierce the guard of doubt and dissent to achieve unity.”
Leah leaned over to Shirin. “She’s like a Lao Tzu MBA course.”
Shirin held back the laugh that was building at the back of her throat. Even half-awake, the girl had a tongue on her. But it would be up to her to make sure the girl’s tongue didn’t get them spaced or tank the Alliance. This world had such a gigantic learning curve, with dozens of cultures and histories, alien technologies, and more. Shirin had gotten three months to study up on the world before she’d had to go on her first mission here. But a lot had changed in the Genrenauts’ world, and they had to play the hand they were dealt.
Or find a way to sneak the ace out of their sleeve.
“Good day, honored friend,” Shirin said. “We are at your disposal. How may we help?”
The ambassador wasted no time putting them to work. There were fifty appointments scheduled for the day, and Laran could attend to twenty-four at most.
Shirin and the Ethkar divided the appointments. Which meant that Shirin and Leah were assigned to the guest room and given half of the queue, told to stall and dissemble, but most of all, to not let anyone leave angry.
Their first appointment was a Yai merchant representative, the agent for a conglomerate that stood to make a great deal of money if the Alliance went through.
Shirin wore her diplomacy face, placating but firm. “I assure you, Lord Reeve, the ambassador will be well in time to conclude negotiations and preside over the signing. In the meantime, pulling your contract would be disastrous for all involved. Merely the time rewriting contracts would cost your guild hundreds of thousands of credits.”
The Reeve moved her hands, weaving wrists and fingers through the air like a dance, then speaking, as if she’d thought the matter through with movement, then responded.
“But I have hundreds of ships across the system ready to begin trade, and without an alliance in place, I cannot guarantee their safety. With that many ships exposed, my pilots will revolt!”
“What routes will they be taking where they did not already have protections and agreements in place?” Shirin asked.
The Yai’s hands waved back and forth, then oscillated up and down like a conductor.
“I . . . I don’t have that information in front of me. But this is an unprecedented commitment from my guild, and one that cannot be made on faith alone!”
“But any alliance is about faith, is it not?” Shirin asked. “If I recall my Endera-Na, it says, ‘Two hands clasped fear not daggers, though they can see the hilts.’”
“Well put, Ms. Shirin. But while faith may shield against doubt, it does precious little against lasercannon fire.”
“The ambassador is receiving the best care the station can afford. Give her forty-eight hours. By your accounts, most of the shipments will not be ready to load out until then, anyway.”
The Yai thought a bit more, wringing her hands, then nodded. “So it will be. Please pass on my best wishes to the ambassador for her recovery.
“But of course. Thank you for your time, Honored Reeve.”
The Yai stood, and the women traded bows, Shirin’s a shade deeper.
Once the woman was out of the room, Shirin slumped back in her chair. “One down, twenty-five to go. Who’s up next?”
“Ugn Fa, assistant to the Nbere ambassador. It looks like he’s complaining that his boss is being seated next to the Gaan. He says they stink.”
“This one will at least be easy.”
“Why’s that?”
“I don’t give a crap about this complaint. He just wants to be heard.”
“Got it,” Leah said, heading to the door to let the Nbere in.

Six: Rescue Op
IT HAD TAKEN FIVE HOURS, three calls, and a generous transfer of cash, but by 1600, Roman and King were strapping in to a Fader-7 HX with an after-market pulse cannon and a thoroughly illegal Ethkar cloaking system.
Commander Bugayeva pulled rank and got them jumped ahead in the flight schedule, cleared for departure at 1610.
Roman loaded the coordinates they’d gotten from Zoor, setting the computer’s navigation system to the task of plotting a course that would bring them to the hideout with minimal exposure and maximum speed.
“How certain of this lead are you?” King asked as they squared the gear away.
“It fits the region’s tale types, and presents a good, rounded story—we go and fight on the rescue op while Shirin and Leah cover. This type of world pulls on me differently than the rest of you. We’ll each have a couple of twists along the way, but  my gut tells me we’re on the right path.”
King nodded. “Then we’re on the right path. Are we forgetting anything?”
Roman tapped a few more controls, then left the pilot’s seat to grab one more crate from the docking area, dragging it inside.
“Almost. This here’s our doorknocker.” Roman patted the crate. Gently.
“That’s not what I think it is,” King said.
“Unless you outright say what you think it is, we have plausible deniability. You can call me reckless once we’ve gotten in and secured the ambassador.”
“I’ll call you reckless any damn time I want to. But if it works, it works.”
“It’ll work,” Roman said. “I’ve had to lean into the Action Hero archetype, so let’s use it. Keep me from going overboard, and let’s sew this up quick.”
King pinched the bridge of his nose, clearly not comfortable with the risks Roman was suggesting they take. “Finish up the start sequence. Let’s get this disaster on the road.”

* * *
Ten hours in, Leah wanted to throttle someone. Many someones. Gray people, green people, brains-in-jars people, and four-armed contrarian people.
Every meeting, Leah had to digest another lump of background information, political history, cultural context, species dimorphism, and beyond.
Possibly worse than the information overload were the dinners. So. Many. Dinners.
At 1500, they’d moved from Laran’s apartment to a nearby restaurant, where they’d taken five back-to-back dinner meetings, each running around 45 minutes.
“Sharing a meal is a powerful social adhesive, not just for humans,” Shirin had said when their partners for dinner number three walked into the restaurant.
Now, hustling to another restaurant for dinner number six, Leah’s stomach sloshed like she was an overfull water cooler. Thankfully, one of the dinners had been nothing but tea (Nai), and another — the one with the Xenei guildmaster — just involved little fish being dumped into the guildmaster’s fishbowl, whereupon the brain opened up a fleshy maw and gobbled the fish up.
Leah’d excused herself to the restroom, but managed to keep her three dinners down.
Tolerance, Leah, she told herself. Chances were, the Xenei would think human eating was just as disgusting.
“Can I just have water at the next one?” Leah asked, as plaintive as she could manage while keeping her food down.
“Of course not,” Shirin said. “This next meeting is with a Gaan prelate, and he notices everything.”
“Can we at least explain that this is our sixth dinner, and that when I say I really couldn’t have another appetizer, it’s not politeness, but physiological reality?”
“No.”
“Also, how are you keeping up without hurling? Aren’t metabolisms supposed to slow down when you get older?”
Leah was a half step behind Shirin, but she could see the older woman’s smile move her hair. “I didn’t eat anything for breakfast.”
“You told me I needed to get my strength!”
Shirin turned the corner and stopped. “Yes, and you did. I’ve learned to portion out my strength. Plus, I dealt with this a lot growing up. You should see the dinner parties I went to as a teen. Five hours, twelve courses, and pots of tea so caffeinated you could practically see through time.”
Leah caught up to Shirin and saw the new restaurant, which looked like a wallow. Actually, it was a wallow. A wallow with flattened stone disks beside muddy pools, Gaan servers carrying platters on their noses.
“Really?” Leah asked.
“Hey, at least here we get to recline. It’ll be good for your digestion.”
“But the mud! And none of that looks like food?”
“Keep your voice down. We don’t want to offend. The prelate is there, third from the left. And don’t comment on his size.”
When in Rome, Leah recited to herself, putting on her polite smile as she followed Shirin through the less-muddy parts of the artificial wallow, making their way to the prelate, already on his side, covered in mud.
“Prelate!” Shirin said, throwing her arms open wide. “It’s been too long.”
The prelate snorted in response, trunk rising and waving in a more-than-passable imitation of a diplomatic wave.
It’s just another improv sketch, Leah told herself, trying to stay cool as she sat down (in mud) to converse at length with a talking, nude, and self-bathing elephant-lizard-person.
Like you do.
* * *
The artificial floor only looked muddy. So while Leah was still lying prone beside a mud pit, the prelate half in the pit and still bathing himself, she was not herself asked to bathe herself or sit in dampness.
Luckily, Shirin was even more at home, charging ahead conversationally.
“But Prelate, certainly you can’t be thinking of rescinding your endorsement. You and I both know what happened to the last prelate who stepped back on a treaty.”
The prelate lifted a strip of barely cooked meat with his trunk and dropped it into his mouth. He spoke while chewing (which Leah’s wrist-screen said was a mark of trust and respect and should not be met with grimaces, despite teeth).
“Prelate Mevk’s failures are his own, his time is his own. The broken promise here is Reed’s, not mine. I will support a healthy alliance, but the Terran has let a simple illness waylay her from this historic agreement. How are we to partner with a people so delicate? How can I entrust Gaan lives with such fragile Terrans ?”
The Gaan were very proud of their toughness, they valorized it. Her dossier included a half-dozen Gaan sagas and when she’d glossed over the summaries, it seemed like they were all about persevering, stoicism, and the like.
She cut in, tired of holding her tongue. “But doesn’t that mean that Terrans know all too well the value of life? We live on a razor’s edge, and so we empathize, we come together and gather friends so that if we fall, someone is there to pick us up. And we don’t forget those that help us.”
The Gaan snorted a huffing exhale. Leah couldn’t tell if it was dismissive or something else. “Well said, child.”
Shirin jumped right in and took the conversational reins.
“Terrans’ mortality is one of the major reasons we build alliances. We seek out those who complement our skills. We have many trade hubs, but a marketplace without goods is a crossroads without carts.”
The Gaan chuffed again. Which meant he was still angry, or these were positive expressions.
“Of course, but surely you know this illness is just a cover for the ambassador’s kidnapping. An illness is one thing, but if the crown jewel of the Terran’s trade hubs is not secure, how am I to entrust my people to you?”
Boom goes the dynamite.
Leah snuck a look to Shirin, and that bomb shook even her still-as-deep-waters poker face.
There was no way they could have kept it all under wraps, but if the prelate knew, then word would be getting around. This wouldn’t be the last they’d hear about it. And things would deteriorate quickly.
Leah wished she had enough room in her stomach for a drink.
To her massive credit, Shirin recovered. “And isn’t it an indication of the potential of the Alliance that someone would go to the audacious lengths of kidnapping a Terran ambassador off a Terran station? That kind of boldness comes only from great fear.”
This snort was clearly a dismissive one. “Or from great confidence. To know your target so weak that you can strike without reprisal.”
“Without reprisal?” Shirin asked, waving a dismissive hand. “By initial reports, at least three of the attackers were killed in the attempt. And I have heard from Commander Bugayeva herself that she has her top agents hunting down the kidnappers even now. They will be brought to justice, and the Alliance sealed. When the story of this mighty Alliance is sung, do you wish to be the reluctant prelate without vision who was won over after his doubts, or the resolute leader of a proud people whose resolve never wavered?”
“Ever the optimist, Shirin. The galaxy could use more with your vision and your boundless hope. But my responsibilities are deep, and wading through them is far less comfortable than this fine wallow.”
The prelate gestured to the pool around him with his trunk. “For now, I will stand by. The Xenei have said they will give the Terrans two days. That is enough time for your agents to retrieve the ambassador and show that they can protect their own people.”
Two days to find the ambassador, get her out of the mercs’ hands, and back onto the base. Leah hadn’t gotten to the information about space travel yet, didn’t know how fast ships could really move if they needed to get somewhere yesterday. She tapped out a note on her wrist-screen, another question to ask later. Her list was up to thirty-eight such questions. She’d have to do triage since their schedule showed no signs of letting up.
Shirin kept up niceties for a few minutes more, then the senior Genrenaut excused the pair and they departed, leaving the prelate to his luxurious wallow.
“Now off to a dinner party. They’ll just have appetizers there, you’ll be safe.”
“Thank God,” Leah said. “Two days? Is that viable? And what if the word gets out to everyone else? Will we be facing riots and shit?”
“Two days will have to be enough time. It has to be. The mercs only had about an eighteen-hour lead on Roman and King, and our informant said that the hideout was only a twelve-hour burn away. The timing should line up.”
“Which dinner party is this again? There were like three.”
“We start with the Xenei, then the shipwright’s guild, and then we round the day out at Laran’s small soiree for Alliance diehards. At least we get to end the day with a friendly crowd.”
“Remind me to pick up a stim habit before we come here next time. This is insane. My feet are going to fall off any minute.”
“At least we’re not making you wear heels,” Shirin said.
Just a block’s walk away (or what Leah mapped in her head as a block, since the station had branching hallways like no one’s business, every hundred feet or so), they came across a thick crowd, all waiting in line for something.
“Is this the party?”
“Yes. Oonar Th’Nal is a major information broker, and his parties are paid events—there’s nowhere better to dig up information or trade favors. Today’s was just announced three hours ago. Oonar never misses an opportunity to capitalize on a crisis.”
The crowd included several other Xenei, hovering anxiously on their classic UFO-shaped discs. Representatives of every race were there as well, the same cantina-ready mix she’d almost actually started getting used to. There were more Xenei than she’d seen together elsewhere, and fewer of the pink race. A quick check of her wrist-screen reminded her that those were in fact the Nai, the hippie-communist ones.
“Do I actually get to talk this time?” Leah asked.
“Of course. I’ll need to go off and work my magic, and there’s too much going on for us to not split up. Don’t engage in any conversations where you feel you’re out of your depth, and don’t be afraid to lean into your character.”
The pair rounded a corner and found the end of the line, more than two hundred persons deep.
Leah restrained a sigh. “How long is this going to take?”
“As long as it takes to introduce everyone ahead of us.”
“At least I don’t have to wear a ridiculously frilly dress.”
“I thought you were more the Captain Tightpants type, anyway.”
“True story.”

Seven: Graveyard Pit Stop
SIX HOURS INTO THEIR FLIGHT—almost halfway to the coordinates Zoor had provided—Roman picked something up on his radar. They were flying around a patch of debris from a centuries-old battle, the mass of a wrecked behemoth carrier ship forming a gravitic biome. The ship was Ra’Gar, left over from the last invasion.
The shattered ship looked like an imploded grenade, all yellow metallic sheets and sharp edges. Around it floated wrecks of Terran, Nbere, and other ships, ranging from fighters close to the size of their own ship to mid-level cruisers, nearly half as big as the Ra’Gar behemoth. The last alliance had only brought together three civilizations, but from the reports of new Ra’Gar movements, it’d take a hell of a lot more to stop them this time.
 “Radar ping, two hundred thousand klicks out. Looks fighter-sized, but it could just be hot debris or a meteor.” His adrenaline kicked in, ramping up his reaction times and making him giddy. He kept a lid on the giddy, as it unnerved his teammates. Even King.
King roused from the rack in the back room and made his way up to back into the copilot seat. He blinked the sleep from his eyes and studied the readouts. “Could be, but let’s not take that chance. How long will the cloak on this last?”
“Ten minutes, with a ten-hour recharge.”
“What’s the sensor range on commercial fighters?” King asked.
Roman sorted through his mental inventory of systems available. Every member of the team had their genre specialties, and this region was one of his. He could look up the information on the wrist-screens, but if all he did was rely on the database, there was no reason to be a specialist.
“One hundred and fifty thousand klicks at best. Unless they’ve got a satellite booster nearby, a sentry or the like.”
“That seems likely. Come in under the sensor shadow of the debris so we can get a better sensor read. We don’t want to break hearts before the final hand.”
“As long as we can make it to the final hand. There’s room for any number of traps in this debris field, boss. It’s a great scavenger’s hunting grounds.”
King clapped Roman on the shoulder. “Then it’s good that our best pilot’s at the helm, isn’t it?”
“You’re too kind.”
“I have my moments.”
“You could stand to be a little more kind and back me up on the sensor suite. Start on thermal and radioactive. Most of the traps big enough to cripple a ship run hot enough to give off a signature.”
King flipped some switches, and several screens blinked off for Roman, popping up in the copilot seat.
Roman leaned into the controls, banking close around a wrecked Terran transport, lazily spinning head over stern in place, the same spin that had been born of its doom. Void-crawlers would have picked any biological matter clean long ago, leaving only the metallic corpses.
“Sensor suite extended to maximum,” King said. “The ship is locked in a consistent patrol route, orbiting this location.” King highlighted a point in space and swiped the display back over to Roman’s screen. Free space on his screen zoomed in to show a sensor readout of the ship, its route, and a stable hull of something at the center.
“Any bounce-back?” Roman asked.
“Nothing yet. Coming up on jamming range.”
“Shut them down before they see us. If the scout can rabbit and inform the rest of the Dark Stars, we’ll be up to our ears in lead the moment we set foot on that station. But get us within range before the scout twigs and we’ll be fine,” Roman said, cutting main thrust and pushing the attitude adjusters, turning up to slope over a cluster of shattered fighters, keeping a solid chunk of the Ra’Gar ship between them and the solo fighter.
Roman turned and twisted and snaked his way through the ship graveyard until they were within sensor range, but shielded by the still-hot cores of a trio of frigates.
“I’ll jam, you scan,” King said. Their fingers danced across the consoles, lights blinking, alarms and acknowledgments beeping as they worked. Roman ran a deeper scan on the ship, pulling IFF information as well as ship specs.
It was a retrofitted freighter flying under Nbere tags, though he doubted that a Nbere was at the helm. The Nbere were happy to sell ship tags to anyone who could pay, so the void was full of “Nbere” ships. They were the Panama of space, and all an Nbere tag told you was the owner wanted anonymity. The IFF, however, was clearly spoofed, a weak cover proclaiming them as an Nbere messenger easily penetrated to reveal a Dark Stars IFF signal, running the same ping address as Zoor had indicated.
“It’s a Dark Star, alright. Flimsy-as-hell IFF. They need a better tech.”
“I think Zoor was their tech.” King chuckled. “Jam is up, but I think they’ll notice her right quick. They’ve been spamming radar pulses like rats on an endorphin lever.”
“Closing distance. Keep the jam up, and hold on to something.”
Roman grabbed the stick again and floored the thrusters, punching out of the field of dead freighters and looping down out of the debris to make a hard half-Immelman and come at the fighter as it broke from its route and made for the jump node.
Roman pushed the thrusters to cut off the merc ship’s escape.
“Weapons systems spooling up,” he said, vocalizing the actions as he tapped through the menu to activate the lasercannon. Years of running with heavily armed packs and working around vehicular weaponry had prepped him to think nothing of saying aloud every single thing he did. There was a long while where he had to keep from announcing, “Brushing teeth,” and “Taking a dump,” which was fair, since several of his pack-mates took to doing just so, sharing every little bit of their lives with the squad out of a clownish perversion of group cohesion. Hellish circumstances made for weird traditions.
“They’re rabbiting. Impressive speed for a ship that size. They’ll lose us in . . .” King ran the numbers. “Five minutes. Let’s hope that cannon we picked up can pick them off in time.”
“Ready to fire in five. Take the wheel?” Roman asked.
“Assuming navigation control,” King said, grabbing his control stick.
“Releasing control,” Roman answered, wrapping both hands around the firing stick, exaggerated curves around the hand and into the base, three buttons on top, wired to activate up to three different weapon systems. Roman had only bothered with the one, and hoped it’d have the range to pick off the merc before they could get to a jump point.
“Locking on,” Roman said, holding the ship in his sights. As the targeting circles clicked into place, the ship started banking and juking, responding to the incipient lock.
“They’re evading. Pursuit pattern beta,” King said, matching their movements to the merc’s.
King was rated for this class of ship, but Roman was the one with the real stick time. But when you were the top gun and the top pilot . . .
“Sorry, boss, this isn’t going to work. Resuming navigation. I’ll have to dogfight them. Keep on the jammer, in case they’ve got a copilot and try to get sneaky.”
“Roger,” King said, releasing the controls, slipping back into drumming on the console to work the sensor suite.
With piloting and gunnery back under his control, Roman leaned back into his seat and found his happy place. He’d logged more flight time than any active North American Genrenaut, though not nearly as much in the field as he’d prefer. The simulators couldn’t quite match the way the G-forces work, never gave the full suite of randomness that a real sortie always brought.
Roman opened fire, without a lock, hoping to shoot into the mercs’ evasive maneuvers.
But their pilot was no slouch, either. The merc ship banked and twisted and looped through and around his laser fire. Roman followed a deep sloping turn, letting up on the stick and hoping for another lock, the merc ship flipped stern over prow and floored its jets, coming right for them.
“Bold,” Roman said, hauling the stick to one side and firing the attitude thrusters, moving them off to the side as the merc ship unleashed a barrage through the empty space where they had just been.
“Come on, then. Show us that all of that simulator time was worth letting you slack on your readings,” King taunted.
“Yes, Your Majesty.” Roman pushed forward, flying at a relative forty-degree incline to the merc ship, then tapped the attitude thrusters just so, a quick burst to turn and then stop, leaving him cutting through space at the same angle, but with their nose (and cannon) pointed down.
These ships were single-chair fighters, no cargo capacity. The ambassador would be held on a transport or freighter.
Which meant he didn’t have to worry about fragging them.
Roman squinted, leaning forward and waiting for
Just.
The right.
Moment.
He squeezed the trigger, and the pulse cannon spat out a tight trio. The merc ship tried to bank, but caught two of the blasts along the undercarriage. The ship went up like a firework, a genre concession given the fact that there wasn’t enough of anything explosive in the ships to detonate.
“How’s that for justification?” Roman said, righting the ship and looping around to confirm the kill and grab salvage.
“That’ll do. Now, let’s see if their IFF is intact . . .”
* * *
Leah waggled her head in her best aping of the Jenr manner. “But of course, Your Honor!”
The crowd roared. And while her crowd was a mere three people—all junior diplomats and attachés like her—it was the most welcome and acknowledged she’d felt since touching down on Ahura-3.
When in doubt, go with what you know.
It hadn’t taken long to slot this dimension’s races and cultures into existing material—everyone had stereotypes about everyone else, and most of the time, they didn’t vary that much.
The Yai thought the Nai were lazy, the Nai thought the Yai were callous and greedy. Most people thought the Gaan were a little slow, the Nbere ambassadors were super-standoffish but had their secret proclivities, and only the Gaan didn’t think the Xenei were unnerving.
Her colleagues, a Nai, a Gaan, and a Jenr, chuckled again, but softer, probably remembering themselves. Gut-busting laughter was apparently Just Not Done, even at cocktail parties that were, as far as she could tell, all about gossip.
Darei, the Nai, leaned in to the other women and said in a low voice, “Don’t tell anyone I said so, but the Yai do that, too. But when they do it, they use both hands!”
That got more laughter, which Leah answered. Darei was the talker, which meant Leah didn’t have to hold up the conversation by herself, which would be just about guaranteed to reveal the spaceship-sized gaps in her knowledge.
“We do not have such problems, but then again, just one trunk,” said Haaja, the Gaan, gesturing with her prehensile trunk. Haaja, like the prelate, used her trunk to gesture, grip food, and to shake hands. It was all Leah could do to not flash back to YouTube videos of elephants rollicking on the beach. On top of being dangerously amusing, Haaja was loose-lipped.
“You just had dinner with the prelate, did you not?” Haaja asked.
“If by ‘had dinner,’ you mean tried not to even look at food, then yes,” Leah said. “It was my sixth dinner meeting, and if I’d had one more bite, I swear I’d have exploded.”
Ufa, the Jenr, crossed her lower arms. “We had the same. Every race with their own dinner times and customs. I wish the translators we use could let us all agree on one way to eat.”
“It’s a wonder all of us diplomats aren’t as round as a beach ball,” Leah said.
“Beach ball?” Darei asked.
“Oh, you don’t have beach balls?” Leah said, forgetting her mission more than a little bit. She set her drink on the railing to the stairs she and the junior diplomats had taken as their perch and held her arms open wide. “It’s a plastic inflated ball this big, and you use it to play games on the beach.”
“That would be very large for a playing piece,” Haaja said.
“Do you have different colors to indicate the castes for Uga?”
“I’ve never played Uga on the beach, so I couldn’t tell you. But as a kid, I mainly just kicked it in the water and splashed around, screaming with joy.”
For lack of a specific agenda, Leah was happy to just hang out and shoot the shit with the three women. And she figured that having the ear of assistants to a vice-prelate, an ambassador, and a gray speaker would be useful over the next couple of days as diplomatic push came to shove.
Leah picked Shirin out of the crowd, then noticed the woman was heading right toward her.
And she looked pissed.
“Sorry, friends, business calls,” Leah said, picking up her drink again. She shook, hugged, and waggle-nodded to her new space-friends, then matched step with Shirin as she made a beeline for the door.
“What’s up?”
“Emergency. Bhean, the Nbere ambassador, just blew up at Laran and said he’s leaving the station to head home. We need to intercept him so that Laran can follow up and talk him down.”
“And do we know where he is?”
“Somewhere between the Nbere sector and the VIP dock.”
“So how do you delay an angry Nbere ambassador?”
“Very carefully.” The pair turned into the hallway and headed for the nearest lift.
“Wait, did you say his name was Bhean?”
“That’s right,” Shirin said, her voice sounding uncertain.
“I know that one!” Leah rewound her memory to the conversation with her fellow junior diplomats. “He likes dancing boys. Jenr dancing boys.”
Shirin stopped, and looked at Leah dead on. “Where did you hear this?”
“From one of the junior attachés. She said that her boss arranged for some special kind of dancing boys to join them at a negotiation a while back. The guy was a total ass, except with those . . . she called them something.”
“Verene?”
“That’s it.”
Shirin pulled Leah in and kissed her on the cheek, once again assuming the role of classy aunt. “You’ve earned your gold star for this mission, newbie. We’ve got some calls to make.”
* * *
After a short jaunt out into space with the ship’s EVA suit, Roman returned and sat in the copilot’s seat, working on the IFF box while King kept watch as the autopilot continued them on their course for the Dark Star base.
The thing was well and properly slagged. He knew this dimension’s tech, but that didn’t mean he was a miracle worker.
“Three hours out. How’s it coming?”
“It’s not. The circuit board is half-melted, and I’ve got maybe a one-in-three chance of being able to strip the IFF without it breaking entirely.”
“Any chance of just hooking it up as is?”
“This kind of IFF has to be slotted. Makes it harder to trick.”
“So that’s a no.”
Roman flipped the box around and eyed it from the other direction, holding a penlight on the connections between the board and the IFF transponder.
“Pretty much. I’ll try to pry it out, but the problem is, we could slot it in and patch the Dark Star signal over our own, but if the transponder is slagged, we won’t know until the mercs open fire on us or set off whatever traps they’ve got.”
“So we assume it won’t work, then celebrate if it does.”
“Pretty much,” Roman said, setting the box on his lap and reaching for the flat-head screwdriver.
Tongue peeking out of his mouth, Roman fiddled, pushed, and pulled, popping the IFF transponder out of the circuit board. He set the board aside and leaned over to pop open the control console.
“Keep an eye on our course. These small freighters can lose autopilot when someone’s monkeying around with the transponders.”
“That’s not ominous, no sir,” King said from the pilot’s seat.
“I could just toss this thing out the airlock and declare that entire EVA a waste.”
“You still get to log it on your chart.”
“Almost a complete waste, then.” Roman shone the light into a mess of cords. Even though they had fancy super-Bluetooth and wireless wearable computers, the innards of the ships on this dimension were a huge tangled hassle.
Just one of a hundred things about the dimension that didn’t make sense, thanks to the uneven conceptualization of the genre world. Hi-tech, but with inconsistencies galore. Not unlike home. But where this region had hi-tech, he had “whatever you could cobble together from whatever you could salvage.”
“Ready with the stick. Splicing transponder now.” Roman reached into the morass, working by touch. He found an open space on a circuit board, then held the position as he twisted to the side, resting on his hip, and brought the hand with the transponder in to find the slot. There was no way he could get any light in there, so he worked by touch, rotating the piece and slotting it in. He heard the soft click, then leaned out and shone the light on it.
“Looks good,” Roman said. “Any problems?”
“Two hours, fifty-seven minutes. Nicely done.”
“Save the celebratory shot until we blow by their security.”
“Will do. Want the wheel back?”
“Need to shake out my hands. Why don’t you pull your weight for a little while?”
“Remind me to never let you take lead on another mission unless I can help it.”
“I forgot to remind you the last time you asked, so don’t hold your breath. I’m going to take a nap.” 
Roman headed aft, rearranging his duffel into a pillow. “Yell if something breaks, okay?”

Eight: Hide and Go Zap!
JUST UNDER THREE HOURS later, their ship reached the rings containing the Dark Stars’ station.
The coordinates placed the base in the middle of the ring, giving them natural cover and concealment from casual sensor sweeps and pursuit.
But with Zoor’s coordinates, they practically had an invitation.
The yellow-orange planet overwhelmed their viewscreen, rimmed by a planetary ring. Seen from a distance, it looked like a rocky beach at the edge of a spherical sand castle.
Roman, back in the pilot’s seat after his power-nap, eased the ship in through some outliers of the ring, knocked off-course somewhere along the line, but not out of the planet’s orbit.
“Keep that sensor suite working. I need to know as soon as they see us. There’ll be more than one ship this time, I guarantee.”
Several minutes later, as Roman flew just above the plane of the ring, the sensors chirped positive contact.
King read the screen. “Three contacts, each around fifty thousand klicks from the base. All the same configuration as our last friend.”
“Three? I can do three,” Roman said, pushing the throttle a bit higher. Especially if the IFF worked.
“They’re holding formation for now.”
“Even if the IFF fails, they’ll likely stay together, let me come to them. They’ll know the rings better than I do. But we’ve got a few surprises of our own. Activating stealth package.” Roman tapped through the menus, and their ship disappeared from all conventional sensors. “The outfitter said the cloak should hold for ten minutes. So I’m betting that means we’ll get maybe five.”
“Sounds about right. You bought this from a Nai?” King asked.
“Yep.”
“Five minutes it is. And we are four minutes, thirty seconds from the base’s coordinates.”
Roman held his trajectory, using a soft touch on the controls to limit their heat signature, only small bursts from the maneuvering thrusters.
As they came up on the first ship, its orbit bringing it within laser range, Roman said, “Taking the opening shot. See if you can jam the other two while we’re at it.”
King worked the controls, then made a constrained growl of frustration. “The rings here are going to make that a lot harder than around the ship graveyard.”
“Do what you can. Laser spooling up.” 
Here we go. Roman moved one hand from the wheel to the firing stick. As soon as he started locking on, the ship would know. He led the shot, focused on their arc of movement, and shot without a lock. It was like hip-firing a sniper-rifle at a hundred yards. There were maybe three Genrenauts worldwide who could make the shot.
Roman was one of them.
The shot arced after the ship once it’d already turned its focus away, and snuck up on it, shearing off a wing. The ship went into a spiral and crashed into a nearby meteoroid in the ring.
“One down. Now to see if we can pick up the other two in the confusion.”
“They’re transmitting an SOS back to base. Jamming is doing bugger-all. They know we’re here.”
“Copy that. Coming up on the second ship.”
Roman started to line up his next shot. The angle on this one was no good for a manual shot, however; the deflection was too high. He’d need a lock, or he’d need to be much closer.
And so he waited as the ships cut through the space that separated them, his trigger finger waiting, his whole body settling into the ship, the controls, the anticipation.
The second merc fighter broke right and started coming around at a different angle.
Right toward them.
“Stealth package is down,” King said.
Roman gave a gallows grin. “That’s the problem with pessimism. Even when I’m right, I still hate the result.”
“At least it dropped now and not when you’ve just flown yourself into their crosshairs.”
Roman banked and wove, moving into the ring to take cover as well. Now the fight would get truly interesting, the proximity of the meteoroids limiting their speed and maneuvering. Moments like this were what he was born for.
“That’s the spirit. Keep an eye on the other one for me, okay?”
“Third ship is at ten o’clock, thirty thousand klicks out.”
And so they went into cat-and-mouse mode. Roman cut in and out of the ring, trying to throw off the mercenaries as he closed the distance. But the mercs played their home-field advantage, using hiding places and the cover from moonlets to throw him off.
He caught the second ship banking around a meteor, trying to flank the Genrenauts, and sheared the merc ship in half with his lasercannon.
With two down, the last merc ship vanished off of their sensors, finding a choice hiding spot somewhere else.
So Roman made for the merc base, weaving around and through the meteorites, the shattered portions of the planet that had been broken off but never truly lost to the yellow-orange body that loomed large above them all.
As they came around a large meteorite, time slowed as Roman saw the third merc ship again, perfectly positioned to watch the corner. The mercs launched a cluster of missiles directly into their path. That same time dilation gave Roman the edge he needed to pound the attitude thrusters, giving them a burst of movement “up.”
The twenty missiles passed beneath them, detonating a meteorite to their aft. But Roman wasn’t able to re-fire the opposite thrusters in time to avoid slamming the top of the ship into another meteorite. The whole ship shook, making the never-fun sound of folding metal.
“Dammit,” Roman said, banking to follow. He spat laser fire after the merc, but they got behind cover. Roman pushed out of the ring, settling the ship with a view back to the asteroids.
“What’s the damage?” he asked King.
“Moderate structural damage to the top of the ship, including the hatch. The next time we open the ship up might be the last, unless we can make some spot repairs. And the sensor suite is damaged. No more jamming, even if the ring wasn’t in the way. Other systems are nominal. Though we won’t be able to take another collision like that.”
“What’s our position relative to the base?”
“Two hundred thousand klicks out, with the last ship pinging somewhere in between.”
“I’m going to try to make a break for the base, flush the third one out of hiding.”
“Roger that,” King said, working the sensors.
Roman raced along the underside of the planetary ring, chewing up the empty space, until they were within a minute’s journey of the base.
And there was the third ship, poking out of the ring to get a sensor ping. The ship disappeared back into the ring, a spider beckoning a fly to come into its web.
Rather than that, Roman opened fire on the meteoroids around the third merc ship.
The detonations and ricocheting from the laser fire started a chain reaction, ripples moving throughout that portion of the ring. The standard movements and positions of the meteoroids spoiled, the home-field advantage would be all but gone.
Roman pushed the ship forward, moving into the chaos.
“You are aware that this is a terrible idea, yes?” King said. “This will be a more chaotic killing ground than anything on our simulations.”
“Then I’ll be right at home,” Roman said, leaning into his nature as a being of the Action genre. This region drew enough from that tradition that his narrative weight bent the universe to his will. 
Sometimes. 
And playing those odds was part of the entry fee. Roman scanned the field of vision, calculating the vectors, the future collisions, the rebounds, keeping the projected position of the merc base in mind.
And he threw their ship into the morass, once again becoming the hunter.
The third ship spooked, or got cocky, showing itself in a field cleared out by Roman’s pool break maneuver.
Roman opened fire, and then kept on, spewing bursts and filling the void between them with death. The merc took a sharp dive to clear the field of fire.
As expected.
Roman hit two attitude thrusters at once, flipping the ship almost end-over-end.
“Warn me when you do that!” King said, one arm braced on the side of the ship. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the senior Genrenaut looking a bit green around the gills.
“Sorry, boss.” Roman took the firing stick again, narrowed in, and squeezed off another triplet.
And hit.
The cannon fire shredded the ship, leaving them alone with the disturbed planetary ring and waiting mercenary base, where he had no doubt the rest of the Dark Stars were armed to the teeth.
“Plotting a course to the mercenary base. You want to start pulling out the guns?”
“As long as you don’t pull another one of those Starfury flips, we’ll be fine.”
“Aye-aye,” Roman said, saluting as King unbuckled and headed astern.
* * *
Shirin gave Leah the rundown on Verene en route to catch the ambassador.
“The Verene are Jenr pleasure-dancers, trained the same way our geisha or courtesans were. Smart, inventive, and practically irresistible. In reality, more Jenr dynasties have been ruled by the concubines than the regents.”
“Let’s hear it for Verene,” Leah said as the party packed into a transport tube.
“We’ve got to get Bhean to break down and indulge, first, and this one’s all you—your plan, your execution. Just run it the way your new friend told you.”
Given the fact that her friend had only said that the Verene were present and “attentive” during the negotiations, that left Leah feeling a bit out an airlock with a thin lifeline, but this was the job.
Leah faded back to join the Verene.
The quartet of Jenr dancers chatted companionably, wearing sheer shoulder throws, their gray loincloths, slippers, shoulder capelets, and nothing else. Each one of them was a four-armed Adonis, sculpted abs, powerful arms and shoulders.
“Hey guys, thanks for coming on such short notice. We’ve got to keep Bhean on the ship, or the Interstellar Alliance falls apart. I’m going to be the lure, so I need you to watch me and then act when you see your opportunity. Shirin tells me you’re pros, so impress me. This isn’t just about a paycheck, we’re talking interstellar peace and all that good stuff.”
The Verene nodded. One, who in boy-band shorthand she couldn’t help but describe as the Bad Boy, said, “We’ve had assignations like this many a time, Terran.  The labor guild stands to gain a huge amount of business with this alliance. We will follow your lead.”
Leah winked at the dancers and walked ahead to Shirin. “I’m going over the top. You bring me back down if it looks like I’m going too far. Ready to be loud and a bit obnoxious?”
“Lead on, Probie.”
* * *
Leah and Shirin caught the Nbere ambassador just as he was about to board his ship, retinue in tow. Shirin had paid off the station crew to delay the embarkation, which gave them time to pull into line behind them.
“Is the heating overclocked in this sector, or is it just me?” Leah asked Shirin, her voice raised for the ambassador’s benefit.
“Don’t tell me this is your first time on a Pleasure Cruise,” Shirin said, playing into the bit.
“I’ve had private dances, but there’s just so many muscles,” she said, fanning herself.
The Nbere turned again to watch them and their retinue.
“What is the delay?” asked one of the Nbere’s retinue, leaning out of line to see the station staff talking among themselves, as if confused or conflicted about some point of order.
“If we have to wait much longer, I’ll be tempted to just take them back to my quarters and have our own cruise,” Leah said.
Shirin feigned scandal. “How could we?”
“What? They’re paid for, and they’re very eager.” Leah put her hand on the bicep of the lower left arm of one of the Jenr. “This one auditioned for the job. He’s very . . . limber.”
“I do say, woman,” the Nbere huffed. “Do you need to flaunt them in public so?”
The ambassador doth protest waaaay too much. The giant’s face was flushed, his voice shaky. He was a powder keg ready for a light. And in this case, the light was sexy four-armed blue boys.
“I’m terribly sorry, Ambassador,” Leah said. “It’s just, this delay is so frustrating, and with these fine specimens here, I feel like Tantalus. You know our story of Tantalus?”
The Nbere ambassador moved to the back of his party, putting him within arms’ reach of the Verene. “Of course. I’m well-versed in all Terran mythology.”
“Then you must see what I mean. To have these kings among Jenr right. Here. At my fingertips, and to be held back by propriety?”
“I mean, well, this is . . .” The ambassador was well and properly flustered. Now they just needed to allay his fears while fanning his desire.
Leah felt a tall presence approach. And, cue the Boy Band.
“You sound so stressed, Lord Ambassador. We are here, and we are most. Definitely. Willing.” The leader of the troupe joined the ruse, leaning into Bhean and brushing one hand across the Nbere’s beard.
The four of them knew exactly what they were doing. The Verene were members of the station’s labor guild, which stood to gain a huge amount of standing and jurisdiction if the Alliance was sealed.
Ambassador Bhean melted into the Jenr’s touch, then turned to his own attaché.
“Chane, delay my flight. This travesty extends to the Terrans’ management of the station, and I won’t be made to wait for my own ship. They can call on us when they’ve sorted out their idiocy.”
Bhean extended a massive hand to Leah. “Now, madam attaché, I would ask to impose upon your hospitality while we find better things to do during this most egregious delay.”
“I would never call a chance to partake of the finer things in life an imposition, Ambassador. My apartment is this way. I’m sure that these fine specimens can help us unwind.”
Bhean and the Jenr went ahead, the ambassador’s retinue hustling to keep pace. Shirin and Leah dropped back. Shirin offered a not-at-all subtle fist bump.
“Hook, line, and sinker,” she said.
“Those guys know what they’re doing,” Leah said, pulling on her collar.
“Got to you, did they?”
“The downside of throwing yourself into a role.”
“I’m sure.” Shirin gave a knowing smile. The two women moved to the front, leading the party to their quarters in the diplomatic quarter through back channels that allowed for . . . discretion.
But these Hail Mary saves were expensive. If the boys weren’t back when the deadlines they argued and bargained, wheeled and dealed for started to pop, all bets were off.
* * *
It seemed like the Dark Stars spent all of their money on fighters. The Genrenauts’ ship approached the merc base unmolested, the gray-and-silver building standing out from the yellow-orange of the moonlet it rested on.
“Get that docking airlock open for me, kindly?” Roman asked, easing the ship in, bleeding throttle until he saw the way was open.
“About that,” King said. “When we took the hit to the sensor suite, that’s one of the functions that went down. We’re not going to be able to just knock and get inside.”
Roman cracked his neck, adjusting and stretching in his seat.
“Then it looks like you’ll get to fire up the torch and cut us a way in. Moving up for hard seal.”
“Acknowledge close for hard seal. Readying docking tube.” King worked the controls to extend the ship’s docking tube. Their ship could create a seal on a flat surface, good for salvage operations where the docking mechanism or airlocks in derelict ships—or in this case, unfriendly hideouts—were not functional or not responsive.
Roman eased the ship in, keeping an eye out for laser turrets, proximity bombs, or anything else. But instead, he pulled the ship up and nailed a hard seal on the first try.
“Piloting is a lot easier when no one is shooting at you.” Roman grinned. “Not as much fun, though. Hard seal confirmed.” He set all of the systems to standby, then diverted engines to sensors and climbed out of his chair.
King had the acetylene torch in hand, face-shield down. “Ready torch. Unless you’d rather.”
“Wouldn’t dare dream of denying you the fun.”
The docking tube reached out from the undercarriage of their ship, showing the hull of the still-closed base door, worn steel probably twelve inches thick.
“Roger that. Torch going live,” King said.
Roman turned away from the torch, pawing through his jacket until he found his welding goggles, which looked like classic swimming goggles, complete with plastic bands, but with blacked-out lenses.
He turned and watched the senior Genrenaut start to cut a yard-wide circle in the base’s front door.
King worked methodically, neither rushed nor laggardly, completing the circular cut.
“’Ware the door,” King said, letting the cuts cool for a few seconds. He reached to the center of the circle formed by the cut, then pushed with one arm, keeping his center of balance behind the cut. It wouldn’t do to open the door and then fall right in behind it. Without a proper welcome, the airlock was probably depressurized or gravity-free.
The door slid and popped out the other side. A split-second later, it went thud on the ground inside the base.
“Gravity normal,” King said.
“Excellent. EVA firefights are a pain in the . . .”
“Yep. You going to retrieve that dangerous ordnance or what?”
Roman headed aft and unlocked the box full of explosives. It held a rocket launcher, three RPGs, as well as a handful of standard grenades and an assortment of station-grade firearms, high caliber enough to take out humanoids, but not so high end that they’d punch through the Doppel-eisen steel hull of the base.
While Roman rechecked and recleared the guns, King pulled out their personal armor. The pair armored up, then strapped on the personal weapons, the rifles and hallway sweepers slung over them. It was enough firepower to clear forty mercs, though Roman hoped they’d only have to face half that many, and not at once. The Dark Stars weren’t military, had never been military. With a good leader, they might be able to work five or so at once, but otherwise, they’d be solo gunslingers looking to pick a fight. But they were still looking at ten-to-one odds in total.
Roman and King had been through easily fifty firefights together over the years, and could work as smoothly together as Roman had ever operated with a pack-mate back home. And King had another twenty years of experience on top.
But all of that just added up to make what they were about to do possible, but not anything resembling easy.
They didn’t know how many mercs were inside, how they were armed, or where the ambassador was. They’d have to take the place room by room, and with only two of them, they had very little margin for error. Even tac vests were only good for so much protection in the field. This region of the Science Fiction world didn’t have personal shields, so their super-Kevlar was as good as it got.
Roman took the rocket launcher for himself and floated the munitions box down the tube toward the base.
“Start with the flares?” Roman asked as they hovered in the tube.
King leaned over the hole and tossed a pair of red flares into the base, establishing their new “down.”
“Youth before wisdom.”
“Bullet shield before senior operative, you mean.”
“More like don’t ever make the black guy go first on a story world,” King countered.
“Roger that,” Roman said, jumping into the base.
The flares illuminated a wide, open hangar, one drape-covered ship in the corner. The only other exit was a door in the far left corner, red lights above the closed door.
“Hangar is clear.”
Roman continued to scan the hangar as he walked forward. He flipped on the under-slung light on his MP5, red-filtered light banishing shadows as he swept side to side. He held the RPG launcher over his left shoulder.
King thudded into the hangar behind him.
“You going to bring these RPGs, or just swing that thing around like a big metallic rod of compensation?”
“I’ll have you know this thing makes a totally inappropriate but terrifying melee weapon.”
“Save the sass for the mercs.” 
The room clear, King handed down the box of ordnance. Roman pushed the box along the floor with his steel-toed boot, the box making ear-assaulting metal-on-metal screech.
“Too cheap for the stealth package, then?”
“These come last. And they’re not exactly sneaky weapons. But just you wait. Twenty bucks says these come in handy.”
King countered with “Fifty bucks says they almost get us killed.”
“You’re no fun. Coming up on the door. Ready to breach?”
“Ready.”
“Breaching.”
Roman threw open the door and was met by the sound of gunfire.
“Here we go!” Roman said, and opened fire into the hallway.

Nine: Knock Knock
ROMAN AND KING moved slow and steady. Rushing would just get one of them a bullet somewhere vital.
Instead, they moved room to room. Roman took point, grenades and flares preceding him.
He finally got to use the RPG to break open a hard-sealed bulkhead after working the console proved unresponsive. When the bulkhead blew, a flurry of gunfire came through the hole, sending Roman and King back to their firing positions.
In the subsequent report, he would fervently deny any claims by King that he had a “shit-eating grin” on his face.
Roman lobbed a stun grenade through the mangled bulkhead. He covered his ears as the grenade’s concussive blast filled the hallway, then leapt into the fray with the launcher, swinging it around like a thick fighting stick. He clotheslined two dazed mercs and then spun the launcher around to jab it at the third’s gut, doubling over and allowing Roman to deliver the KO with a snapping front kick.
He double-checked to make sure all three were out for the count, then whistled the all-clear.
King chided him. “You are completely nuts. This isn’t your home world where you can toss weapons around like they’re unbreakable. On this world . . .”
Roman shushed his boss, which was doubtless a bad idea, but necessary. “Don’t say that. Doubt will make you right. We’re in an action story, and Science Fiction is as much a setting as a genre. I’m the hero. My powder doesn’t get wet, I’ve always got a bullet left in the chamber, and when I use improvised weapons, they don’t break. Got it?”
King nodded. “You’re the hero, hero.”
He was playing fast and loose with the genre conventions, true. But there was a reason he’d picked up the rules of Science Fiction so quickly. Every genre had points of continuity, parallels with others. And on the world where he came from, he’d been able to use and abuse weapons more ridiculously than treating a rocket launcher like a baseball bat, and they always came through in the end.
Roman inspected the launcher, grinning as he found no dents or breaks.
Still got it, he thought.
“When are we going to tell Leah where I come from?” Roman asked.
“Whenever you want. It’s your story to tell.”
“Not particularly relevant yet, is it?”
“No, but it will be.”
“Oh, I know. Just not very fond of only ever being known as That Action World Freak Who Didn’t Die When He Was Supposed to.”
“Mallery would hand you your ass on a silver platter if she heard you calling yourself a freak.”
Roman stopped for a moment, memories flowing in, steadying him.
“Remember what we’re here for, why you do this. And then let’s take that hero luck and get moving,” King said, head-nodding at the open hall.
The explosively opened hall had three doors, all arrayed on the right side. They were marked unhelpfully as 1, 2, and 3.
Roman brought the launcher and the explosives to the outside lip of the hatch, then joined King. He pointed to the doors. “There’s no other way deeper into the base, so . . .”
“Looks like it’s Let’s Make a Deal time,” King said.
They started with Door #1. King pulled the door back and Roman leaned around the corner to scan the room.
Door #1 led to a ready room, with four mercs, all in cover, overturned card tables and chairs giving them cover. Roman threw himself back to avoid the gunfire, which peppered the far wall in the hallway. King shoved the door closed.
“Next one?” King asked. They tried Door #2, and gunfire opened even before Roman got his head around to peek. He dropped to the floor for cover as King closed the door.
“Third time’s the charm, right?” Roman said, squaring up with Door #3. Actually, third time was usually something weird. But again, voicing doubt could make it real.
King opened the door, leaving Roman to do the quick-pop to scan the room.
Kids. The room was full of kids. And their parents. It was a nursery. Children and parents from a half-dozen races. All unarmed, up and fleeing for the back door.
And screaming.
“Gun! Gun! He’s got a gun!”
Shit. Roman pulled the door closed. Something weird, indeed. Of course the mercs would have their families here if it was a base of operations. Just grateful that he hadn’t just tossed a grenade in for good measure after seeing the first two doors.
King chuckled. “So, Door number one?”
* * *
Seven mercs and a few reloads later, they reached another hard-sealed door.
“I can head back and get the torch,” King said, leading.
“Nope. I’m going to end the fight in one move.” With a manic grin, Roman dropped his last flare in front of the sealed bulkhead, then moved back, and back, and back some more, until he stood a good fifty feet away, back through the hallway, the last room they’d cleared, and beyond into the hallway before that.
He had a clear shot all the way to the bulkhead.
“I see. You’re really keen on getting your money’s worth on this hardware.”
“Old salvager habits. Use what you can find or barter or someone will take it from you.”
“I’m liable to deny the request next time just so I don’t have to see that disturbing smile on your face.”
Roman loaded the second-to-last rocket in the launcher, tapped a command on his wrist-screen, then took position so that King was clear of the blowback. He used the flare to sight the shot, holding his breath as he locked everything into place.
“Blowback area clear,” he said by rote, then “Fire in the hole!”
The launcher drowned the hallway in sound, and the grenade arced through the hall, the room, and the second hallway, hitting dead-on. The hallway became a fireball, which roared back into the empty room, then receded.
Roman lowered the launcher and reached for the last rocket. “Reloading.”
“So we’re going with the naked display of force negotiating technique, then?”
“Whoever ordered this wanted her ransomed, not dead. They won’t kill the hostage when threatened. That’s not how these stories work.”
“But you do sure take glee in pushing stories right to their edge, don’t you?” King asked, covering the door with his rifle.
“Makes them more exciting. Narrative gods will be happy.”
 “Keep it together, Roman. Don’t go off the edge.”
“No problem.” Roman trotted down the hall with the loaded launcher pointed at the far door. The flare hadn’t survived the explosion, but there were dim red lights inside.
“Don’t you come any closer!” said a human-sounding voice inside.
“I’m here to negotiate!” Roman shouted, words carrying down the hall.
“With a freaking rocket launcher?”
“That’s my icebreaker.” Roman was still advancing.
“Stop right there, unless you want the ambassador to bleed out on the floor.”
“You don’t want that, either. You want the big payout from whoever ordered the kidnapping. And unless I’m wrong, you don’t get that if Reed is dead.”
“Who the void are you?”
“A friend of the ambassador, that’s all you need to know.” Roman nodded to King, who moved softly forward, hugging the wall. Roman was their heavy combat operative, but King was the stealth master. And as long as the mercs were focused on Roman . . .
“She ain’t mentioned friends like you. I caught your ship coming in. You’re Terran, but you ain’t Terran military.”
“Just your ordinary pro-Interstellar Alliance patriot with high explosives and big brass balls. Who do you think will take your turf after this? Widowmakers? Seventh Sons?” Roman kept talking, full-voice, trying to cover up King’s advance.
And as he escalated, the merc holding Reed would get angrier, more cocky. He’d step forward, move until he was visible from the door.
“Ain’t no Seventh Sons gonna take our turf. When we space you and get our reward,  we’ll be the only ones spared the coming wave. It’s gonna wash that Interstellar Alliance away so as no one will even remember it was so much as a glimmer in the ambassador’s eye.”
Roman heard the sounds of struggle, a woman’s voice, gagged. And that would tell King what he needed to know about where Reed was in relation to the head merc.
King reached the far hallway, still twenty feet out from the door.
In an Earth Prime situation, this strategy would never work. But this was a story world, and tale types dominated here. Which meant that there was only one more trick left to pull.
King gave the signal. He was ready.
Roman shouted, “Blowback area clear. Fire in the hole!”
But he did not fire.
Instead, a second and a half later, the sound of a firing rocket came from King’s wrist-screen, recorded from the last rocket, dopplered to sound like the rocket was coming in and flying into the room.
Roman saw figures dive inside the room, then caught King’s shadow as he stepped inside the threshold.
A single gun report echoed through the hall back to Roman. Then King’s voice.
“Should have given yourselves up. Stay on the ground.”
Roman trotted ahead, tending to the launcher to avoid any accidental firing. The sleight-of-hand trick had been the last thing they needed, no time to blow a hole in the top of the station and suck them all out into space.
Another shot rang out, and a gun clattered across the floor.
“Anyone else feel like doing something stupid?” King asked.
There were no other sounds until Roman stepped up to the doorway.
“Coming in.” He ducked into the final room and saw two dead mercs, another three cowering prone across the room, and a very tired-looking Ambassador Kaylin Reed kneeling beside one of the bodies. “Ambassador, are you well?”
“Well enough now. That was . . . bold. You have my most heartfelt thanks, and those of the nascent Alliance.”
“Let’s see if we can get you home on the double and remove the nascent part of that alliance, eh?”
Reed stood, keeping an eye on the other mercs. They didn’t dare move. “A fine plan.”
King addressed the mercs. “What shall we do with the three of you?”
“We was just following orders, we was!” said a sniveling Yai, curled up in a ball in the corner.
“As if that excuse has ever worked on anyone,” Roman said as an aside to King.
King focused on the Yai. “Who ordered the kidnapping?”
“It was the Ra’Gar!”
“Don’t tell them, Fraal!” snarled another, a Jenr.
“They’s going to kill us if they wants to, and I won’t want to die on this crap rock in the middle of nowhere!”
“Snitch!” shouted the second merc. The Jenr went for his gun, taking a wild shot at Fraal. King put a bullet in the Jenr’s chest, and the alien dropped his gun.
“The Ra’Gar. Do you have any proof, any digital trail?” Ambassador Reed asked.
Fraal pointed to the dead leader merc’s wrist screen. “It’s in Yarden’s messages.”
Roman covered Fraal with his pistol while King covered the last of the mercs, leaving Reed to retrieve the wrist-screen. “What was the passcode?”
“I don’t know! I don’t know! But he wasn’t never that inventive. I bet your smart techies could crack it.”
“Let’s hope so.”
King asked, “What would you like to do with these two, Ambassador?”
The Ambassador leveled the mercs with a look of disdain. “Do you have room in your ship?”
“It’ll be real cozy. But we’ve got ways to restrain them, no problem.”
The ambassador drew herself up, regal despite ragged clothes, fatigue-mottled features, and unkempt hair. “Then they shall face justice. Bring them with us.”
Roman closed on Fraal. “Yes, ma’am.”
* * *
Back on the ship, King watched the ambassador emerge from the airplane-sized bathroom, far more put together despite walking in there with nothing more than a hand towel.
“Are the prisoners secure?” she asked, golden hair loose over her robes of state, which were somewhere between a cloak and an A-line runway dress.
“Yes, ma’am,” King said from the copilot’s seat. The prisoners had been searched, cuffed, and then locked to the bulkheads at opposite ends of the ship’s back room. There would be no napping on the way back, but they weren’t expecting a fight on the other end of this trip.
King did another visual circuit of the sensors as the ship arced through the void, five hours out from Ahura-3.
Behind him came the sound of pacing.
“There’s not much to do other than wait, Madam Ambassador,” Roman said. “There’s a pull-down seat here.” He gestured behind and to his left, where the emergency fold-down seats lined the sides of the ship.
“Thank you, Mr. Roman, but I think better standing. And as this ship is luxurious enough to have its own gravity, I will take that opportunity afforded to me to work on my speech. What of the Alliance? Is there still hope?”
King nodded. “That’s what my colleagues just beamed me about. I’ll sling the message to your personal.”
“This will do. Thank you.” The ambassador continued to pace, but her footfalls were calmer, steadier.
“Can we get you anything else, Ambassador? Food? A change of clothes?”
“I will manage, Mr. King. Thank you. Right now, all I need is the fastest ride home and this report your colleagues sent. I apologize if my focus undercuts my thanks, which are meant to be nothing less than overflowing. But celebration and reward follow success, not uncertainty.”
“Yes, ma’am. Just let us know.” King shot Roman a look, and the Afrikaaner tried not to laugh at his own boss’s surprise. This from a man with a nearly legendary game face.
“Sensor sweep is negative on pursuit. Five hours to destination,” Roman said, moving the conversation back into businesslike routine.
They’d done their part. It was up to Shirin and Leah to keep Ahura-3 from imploding until they could get Ambassador Reed back on-station.
He pushed Shirin’s report to his earbuds for text-to-speech to listen without taking his eyes off of the space before them, even if the journey in front of them wasn’t 99.9999 percent emptiness.
Which it was.
Just because science fiction usually skipped most of the flying scenes didn’t mean that you got places instantly. It just means that good storytellers knew when to gloss over scenes. But he’d be there for the whole thing. He wasn’t the hero of this story anymore. He was just the Ambassador’s wheelman, now.
* * *
Leah had thought that Bhean was the last hurdle.
Oh, oh no. The night had just begun.
After Bhean and the pleasure-dancers, it was Seeker De-van storming off to his hidey-hole on the second ring, swearing to never trust the Terrans again. They’d pulled him out of hiding with a high-stakes Vrebak game and promises of an early hearing before the Insterstellar Alliance Trade commission.
And after that, it was Vice-Prelate Janan, who felt unloved after their dinner wallow with his boss. So they rushed back to the restaurant, back to the fake mud, and back to another gray-green Gaan fanning himself and Shirin talking more circles around the massive diplomat.
And on.
And on.
Shirin and Leah finally turned in at 0400. Leah fortunately spent the last two hours of the evening tapping out their preliminary report to King and Roman after receiving the beam that they’d retrieved the ambassador. First they’d informed Ambassador Laran, then helped Laran get word out to the other principals, and then another two meetings to assure various players that the ambassador was, in fact, coming back. Here’s her picture from their colleague’s ship with a hard time-code, no seriously.
Leah face-planted on her bed at 0417, knowing full well that she’d have to be up again at quarter till six to be up and ready to receive Ambassador Reed and escort her to the meeting hall so that the Grand Assembly could be gathered for the signing of the treaty.
The alarm came as soon as she closed her eyes. So fast that Leah pinched herself to make sure that this wasn’t some kind of hateful dream.
Assured of what passed for reality in this sleep-thief of a story world, she threw herself in the shower again until Shirin “ahem-ed” loud enough to be heard inside.
And so it was, that despite all logic, and motivated only by space station coffee and a reminder that she was making better money than she’d ever seen in her life, that Leah got back into her diplomatic robes to face the world.

Epilogue: Let’s Try That Alliance Thing Again
AMBASSADOR REED stepped back onto Ahura-3 at 0713 local time, accompanied by King, Roman, and preceded by the two Dark Stars prisoners.
The prisoners were handed over to Commander Bugayeva, and Ambassador Reed was met by her counterpart Laran, as well as Shirin, and Leah.
Leah noticed that the ambassadors’ greeting was very, very friendly, and filed that away with the thousand and one other notes she’d have to unload and process once they were back on Earth Prime.
They proceeded immediately to the Grand Assembly, where, thanks to the last night’s epic bender of diplomacy and distraction, the principals for the would-be Interstellar Alliance were all present, the representatives and their retinues filling a room meant for fifty, with a long table at the center.
The language of the Alliance was unchanged. It was written out on a two-yard-long parchment, stacked seven copies tall. One each for the member races, and two for the archives—one to stay on Ahura-3, one bound for Terra.
Ambassador Reed gave a stirring speech, during which Leah fell asleep twice. That she counted. But it worked.
One by one, the ambassadors lined up and signed their names in septuplicate (that’s totally a word), then shook hands and congratulated one another and stood for a zillion pictures.
Once it was done, Roman gave the signal and the four of them filed out of the room.
Ambassador Laran met them just outside the docks, still wearing a crown of Gaan flowers that signified friendship or everlasting trust or something. Leah was too tired to check on her wrist-screen.
“I am in your debt, Shirin. A deep, powerful debt that I hope you will allow me to discharge soon before it weighs too heavily on me. Peace will bring such light into this galaxy that it will blind the agents of darkness.”
“Speaking of agents of darkness, the mercs said they were hired by the Ra’Gar,” Roman said.
Laran narrowed her eyes, poker face broken. “Unlikely. The Ra’Gar do not have such influence in this sector. More likely it is another force posing as the Ra’Gar. Regardless, Commander Bugayeva’s team will press the matter until the truth is out.”
“You’ll keep me informed?” Shirin asked.
“Since you’re not staying, I presume the standard relay will suffice.”
“Indeed.”
“Once again, you have my thanks. Kaylin and my thanks, both.” The Ethkar bowed. To the waist. Shirin led them in returning the bow, just barely shallower. Then Shirin wrapped the woman in a hug, and they made their final farewells.
Leah passed on Shirin’s message to Bugayeva to get Zoor and Fela compensated for their help, hoping that between them they’d catch any exhaustion-derived typos.
All four of them were dead tired, so the return trip was very silent. And fortunately, no one threw anything at Leah when she napped the whole way back until the dimensional crossing. It’d be a long time before she could sleep through that.
* * *
“Two odd story breaks in as many weeks. I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” King kept muttering to himself as they deplaned, finally back on Earth Prime.
Leah had Preeti call her a cab, trying not to pass out on the beanbag chairs while she waited. Shirin gathered her things to head home. King collected their reports and left to give his report to the High Council, and Roman wandered off somewhere.
After white-knuckling it to not fall asleep in the cab, Leah stumbled into her apartment at 4:23, dropped her phone on the couch, and then curled up under her covers to sleep for a day, or until King called to yell at her to come in to work.
Either way.
Her mind refused to cooperate, still running a thousand cycles a minute, replaying her bizarre and wondrous experiences off-world, traipsing around having diplomatic adventures, eating otherworldly foods, memorizing several novels’ worth of backstory and anthropological data all at once. But it had paid off.
Leah had two missions under her belt now, and she could barely wait for number three. It was exhausting as any five of the eighteen hells, but this Genrenaut gig was working out pretty well.
* * *

Marjana, the youngest nurse, stood watch at the nurse’s station. Even slumped by long hours, she was nearly as tall as Roman. Today’s choice of hijabs was orange and blue, accenting her blue scrubs. She nodded as Roman approached. “How was the mission?”
“We came, we saw, we exploded things. Mallery was missed. How’s she doing?”
“Recovering and restless. She’s pushing to get back on the rotation immediately. Maybe you can convince her to take some time.”
Roman lifted a thumb toward her room. “She up?”
“Go ahead.”
Mallery’s room already showed her personality. Roman had brought over books and her trophies from her time Off-Broadway. Roman traveled light, but there wasn’t anywhere Mallery went where she didn’t leave a mark.
In a room with floodlights, Mallery would still be the brightest thing. She was everything his home world wasn’t—kind, funny, and refined. Even clad in a hospital gown, arm in a cast, and her bottle-blonde hair mussed with a serious case of bed-head, she was still poised.
“Hey there,” she said. “How was the mission? Pull up a chair and tell me all about it.”
He retold the story of their mission, filled in what he knew of Shirin and Leah’s parts, and didn’t spare the details about the lengths he’d gone to, how deep he’d tapped into his nature to get the job done. How he felt more alive on-mission.
Mallery reached across the bed for his hand. He offered it, and she squeezed it, reassuring him. He still fiddled and fidgeted as she talked. “You know what you’re doing, and you trusted King to look after you when I wasn’t there to do it myself. I think the RPG thing was a bit much, and that probably would have blown up in somebody’s faces if anybody else tried to do it. But it didn’t, and you pulled it out. If we’re going to get through this story system or whatever the Council calls it, we’ll need to stick together, and we’ll need you to be every bit of your badass self.”
They talked for another half-hour, mostly Mallery updating him on the minutia of HQ during the days they’d been gone. Even in a hospital bed, she still got all the gossip.
But still, Roman couldn’t still his mind. He’d been living in condition yellow as long as he could remember. He could jog and read and listen all at once, and all that did was distract him.
But something was better than nothing. Far better. Nothing would let the memories come flooding through.
“Em?” His voice was shaking, his defenses down.
“Yeah.”
“Tell me a story?”
Her carriage shifted immediately. This wasn’t the first time, far from it. She squeezed his hand again, then let go and retrieved her eReader.
Roman closed his eyes, grabbed the sound of her voice and held tight, a life preserver in the choppy tides of his unease. He’d hold on, for her, for himself, for the team. He wasn’t made for this world, but he’d learned to love it, even if he’d never quite feel at home.

END EPISODE TWO


Next time on Genrenauts . . .
Wounded Genrenaut Mallery York returns to active duty just in time for the team to be deployed to the Rom-Com region of the Romance world. There, everyone is beautiful, office workers can afford palatial midtown apartments, and hearts are won and broken on every corner.
But before they can fix the broken love story, they have to find it.
Mallery takes the lead, bringing her expertise to bear and leading Leah to wonder whether there’s a space for her on the team now that Mallery is back.
The team scours dating sites, cocktail bars, and jogging paths looking for the right pair of lovers to reconnect before time runs out and the ripples from the story breach lay waste to romance back on Earth.
All of this and more in:
Genrenauts Episode 3:The Cupid Reconciliation
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