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Author's Note



Suicide Solution , the last novel of the Suicide Arc, takes place in the year 440 IE (Interstellar Era). While "Now and Then" takes place weeks after Suicide's disappearance, many of these stories take place across several years overlapping the Suicide Arc. In particular, "Girl Dad" begins during the events of Storming Amargosa. — TS







  
  
NOW AND THEN




Mt. Buxanshal, Aphrodite, Helios System, 

440 IE

Mt. Buxsanshal always confused first-time visitors. Taller than Everest on Earth, the top nonetheless required no oxygen tanks and seldom anything heavier than a hiking jacket. Even the jackets only appeared part of the year. The Cubist retreat at the caldera atop Aphrodite’s tallest peak took advantage of the planet’s rather deep troposphere. 

In a just universe, the Children of Amargosa would have scattered Suicide’s ashes off the cliff near the caldera. In life, Suicide had done the same with her wife, the second of two spouses, long ago at the invitation of Master Ansel.

But Suicide left no body. Just several locks of hair, some of which hung around the Children’s necks in bullet lockets. Near the platform where Master Ansel would speak, the Children of Amargosa—six humans and one Gelt woman—sat front and center with a Gelt adolescent and another Gelt woman. The younger Gelt was the daughter of Tishla, who sat with her husband, JT Austin. Named Athena, she sat between her birth mother and her adoptive father (“Dad,” not father. Athena would insist on the difference.) 

With the couple sat Ellie Nardino, wrapped in her robes from her Northern Resistance days. Ellie was…undefined in this family. She needed no formal role. They only required her presence. The arrangement delighted Athena.

Beside the family sat two royals, neither of whom wore trappings of their station. The man was a king, but he wore the Foundation equivalent of the Compact’s Navy Special Forces, camouflage fatigues and a simple ball cap. To the subjects of Bonaparte, he was Edward, first of his name. Today, he was Ed Windsor, veteran of the Liberation of Amargosa. But his wife, who had no formal title nor wanted one, wore her dress uniform. The nameplate identified her as Colonel Mitsuko Windsor, her patches revealing her to be part of the Foundation’s elite Templars. 

The Austins, Nardino, and Colonel Windsor made up the Foundation contingent of the Children. They had all been citizens of the Compact, except Tishla. Now humanity had two nations, two very different nations. And the Compact contingent sat to the Austins’ left.

A Tianese man, Pacific Rim features and frozen, like the others, in his twenties, Eric Yuwono wore the plain, featureless uniform of Cybercommand. His wife, Davra Andraste, sported Navy dress blacks, medals on her chest and captain’s eagles on her collar. To her left sat Connor Duffy, who would have insulted Suicide’s memory if he wore anything but his trademark Hawaiian shirt. His Gelt wife, not a Child of Amargosa anymore than Athena or Ed, leaned into her human husband, head on his shoulder, squeezing his hand.

This group belonged front and center at this service. Only a handful of admirals and politicians had been invited. Memorials had been held in the capitals of the Compact and the Foundation. The Children of Amargosa attended neither. To a person, including Athena and the two spouses from outside the group, they all said, “That’s for show. They don’t count.”

Master Ansel, a man who had recently had permanent rejuvenation but still carried the scars of aging, took his place on the platform. Behind him, the plains surrounding Mt. Buxsanshal stretched into the distance. At twelve kilometers up, one could see the curve of Aphrodite in the distance. 

Ansel did not dress like a guru or a master of anything. He wore a simple shirt one might wear to an office job and a pair of cargo pants, handy for getting around on the giant dormant volcano. 

“Good morning,” he said. “I am honored to lead this memorial service for the most remarkable woman I’ve ever met. Front and center are the Children of Amargosa and their families. But if these are Children, as the press likes to call them, half of them well past adolescence already, it is because our friend, Cui Yun, better known as Suicide, was their mother.” 

He paused a beat and added, “Their Chosen Mother. And at the center of this group of extraordinary men and women sits the man Suicide called ‘son.’ But she called all these people, including one Gelt woman, her children. Suicide had no greater pride than to watch these scared teenagers and one prisoner of war grow into the people they are today—two owners of a modest transport business, a leader who walked away from power to become a scientist, the youngest starship captain in either the Foundation or the Compact, a man who does deeds we will never know about because some heroes operate in the shadows, and a man responsible for extending the reach of humanity into the universe. And they all called Suicide ‘Mom,’ even if some of their mothers are still alive. A couple of those mothers are here today.” 

He paused a moment before his next words. Master Ansel would ask the seven to come up and speak. They hadn’t on Hanar, where the Foundation dedicated a statue in Suicide’s honor, nor did they on Tian, where the memorial was little more than political theater. This sanctuary, a mountaintop retreat on the highest peak of a world torn apart by a war of its own until recently, was where Suicide’s soul would rest. This is where they had seen her at her most vulnerable.

The Master had decided to call them up in the order Suicide had met them. He called JT Austin. Frozen in age at twenty-four, his face nonetheless bore the lines of experience that a man under thirty should never have had.

JT stepped up onto the rock and into Master Ansel’s place. “People ask me how I could call a woman I met in the heat of battle ‘Mother.’ I didn’t. I called her ‘Mom,’ and that’s an important distinction. The woman I call ‘Mother’ is here today. She gave me my start. But my path lay elsewhere. The universe and one family’s naked greed conspired to turn me from ‘Earth Man’…” He smiled at Ellie Nardino. “…what some people still call me, to an Amargosan. Suicide…Mom…finished me. One of the first things she did was help me bury my wife.” He reached into his shirt and pulled out a chain with four bullet casings hanging on it. “Suicide knew all about that. She’d buried a husband, whose wing mates taught her the tradition of the bullet locket. Taking the ashes, a lock of hair, a scrap of clothing, and sealing it in a rifle shell. Since that awful day on Amargosa’s Amundsen foothills, a sample of my wife Lizzy’s ashes has hung around my neck. My wife Tishla insists I never take it off because, as she says, ‘She is part of you. And I want all of you.’ But Suicide taught me so much more.

“Because of Suicide, I could fight for my home. I could show mercy to a prisoner who just happens to be my wife now. And I am a pilot. When the first citizen of Hanar asked me if I would fly for her in Amargosa’s Liberation, I waited. She tried to persuade me, but didn’t pressure me. My friends tried to persuade me to stay with the Compact, for that’s what we were back then. But one opinion counted. Suicide’s. It was the first time I called her ‘Mom’ to her face.” A smile came to his face, but also a tear to his eye. “She said if she were my mom, I belonged at her side in battle. So I flew off the Challenger with her squadron.

“When Suicide and my mother met, Suicide explained to her how she didn’t replace Tessa Dasarius. She said she just took what Mother gave me and finished as best she could. Mother, since you’re here today, I hope I’ve done both of you proud.”

In the middle of the audience, Tessa Dasarius let the tears fall from her face as she applauded her son. The applause soon rippled through the crowd. Tessa mouthed, “You have, son. You have” at him.

“And now, I’d like to call up my friend,” said JT, “and the woman I want to be when I grow up. Captain Davra Andraste.”

He stepped aside as the dark-skinned woman took his place on the rock. She looked around nervously. In the command-and-control center of a starship, she could banter easily with the crew, bark orders, and gracefully withdraw to her ready room, moving among her crew with ease. Put her in front of a crowd, half of whom were complete strangers, and she wanted to freeze up.

Or bolt. The others had seen this before, if not felt it.

“My name is Davra Andraste,” she said quietly, a sharp contrast to the medals on her chest and captain’s eagles on her collar. “I was only fourteen years old when I first met Suicide. Yes, she is my mother. See, I lost my mother less than two years earlier. Not to war. We lived on Bromdar, and my mother died after an industrial accident. So it was me and my father when we came to Amargosa.”

She paused and swallowed. “He shoved me into a life pod and launched it only seconds before our original orbital station, where we lived, exploded. I landed in a lake…” Now she smiled. “And was rescued by the boy who became my husband. At that moment, I was a resistance fighter, though at first, I was fighting to get off the planet. I’ll let Ellie tell that story because I met her about two hours after I fell from the sky.”

For some reason, the crowd laughed at that, but then most of these people had bailed out of a perfectly good spacecraft at one point or another in their lives.

“When it was clear I would be on Amargosa for the duration, I fought.” She looked down at the seven. “I met, over the next few weeks, five extraordinary people, one of whom was the enemy at first. I met the sixth and final member of our…Our family during the Liberation. Mitsuko, you are fierce defined. Don’t ever stop.

“But it was Suicide who made us family. We were on the maglev, which was still running despite the invasion. Our lieutenant had been killed. But someone had saved us. This mysterious woman, who looked like she lived in a hut by herself somewhere, climbs aboard after saving us from invading forces, and takes charge. She introduced herself as Cui Yun, then told us to call her ‘Suicide.’ She explained the nickname meant she would take risks no one else would. And did she ever.

“Not long after, that man tried to save us.” She pointed at Admiral Quentin Austin. “The attempt failed, but one of the ships didn’t die in orbit. It fell into the ocean. When three of us decided, against orders, that we would go on the mission to meet that ship, we disappointed Suicide. But she put us to work, anyway. I am alive because of that. She always called me the smart one, but I wasn’t so smart when she had to send me away. Instead of going back to the resistance, I found myself captured and taken prisoner. But Suicide’s voice rang in my head. 

“Because of this, I stand before you as the captain of the Compact’s flagship. I travel to the Foundation regularly to train their navy’s officers. Because humanity needs more than one refuge. And every moment of my life, personally and professionally, the woman we honor today speaks to me. I had no parents the day she met me. She didn’t ask to become my new mother. She just lived it. I will honor that for the rest of my life.

“And now, my wolf sister, the scariest damn woman after Suicide I’ve ever met, Ellie Nardino.”

As Davra stepped aside, Ellie Nardino stepped up on the rock sporting her animal skin robes instead of her usual flight suit and shirt that read “Fly from Here.” A hush fell over the crowd, a frequent occurrence when she appeared in her guise as Chapaan, Ghost of the Amundsens. 

Ellie pulled back her hood. “I don’t wear these robes often anymore. When I do, it’s because the sapient lycanths and the primate settlers in their part of Amargosa need to settle a dispute. Only Chapaan can do that. And I can only be Chapaan because the woman we honor today taught me not only how to survive but to be a Chosen Mother.” She looked down at Lattus Athena, JT and Tishla’s Gelt daughter. “There is a young woman here who followed my recent journey to become a pilot. Her mother knew how to fly before she became an adult at fourteen. Her father, of course, you just heard speak. Piloting is in his blood. It’s who he is. And, like he did with Suicide, this young woman met him as a toddler and declared him to be her new father. Or rather, dad. There is an important distinction.

“But she has also attached herself to me, with her parents’ blessing, as a sort of second mother. They tell me my role in their family is undefined, but…” She looked down at Athena, who blushed through her gray skin. “…I am whoever you need me to be. Suicide taught me that. She took six humans and a Gelt woman and declared us all her children. The press and legend from the Occupation call us ‘The Children of Amargosa,’ and I suppose that’s an important cultural touchstone for people who lived through that, human, Gelt, or otherwise. But I find it more accurate to say we are the children of Suicide. You’ve heard from JT Austin, whom she called ‘son.’” She smiled at Tessa. “Not many of us get two mothers in a lifetime, and both of them alive at the same time. You’ve heard from Davra, whom our Chosen Mother taught to command. For me, in these robes, living in the wilderness among lycanths, among disillusioned Gelt, among desperate humans clinging to hope, I learned to resist and survive. This woman not only made history, but she ensured it would continue. I am who I am despite not being half the woman she was. For that, I will always love our departed friend.”

She zeroed in on the big man in the Hawaiian shirt. “And now, my childhood friend and the man who, along with his wife and others, is shrinking the universe for us all, Connor Duffy.”

Duffy rose from his seat. His Gelt wife licked his cheek and sent him up with a light embrace. Ellie stepped down as he mounted the rock. Like Davra and Ellie, he looked uncomfortable in crowds. He grinned, but those who knew him best knew the nervousness behind that grin.

“Ellie and I both thought I’d go first,” said Duffy, “with the words on my tombstone reading, ‘Hey, everybody! Watch this!’” He paused as laughter rippled through the crowd. “Yes, I was a bit…spirited as a child, before the incursion capsules fell. Like Ellie and Eric Yuwono, I am a native Amargosan. We’re all Amargosans, but JT, Davra, Tishla, and Mitsuko earned their status through blood and sacrifice. No less important, but Ellie and I have a different perspective. We were born there. We grew up there. And our adolescence was cut short when we were invaded by conscripted soldiers and overrun by settlers who didn’t want to be there. In hindsight, it surprises no one that Amargosa is a planet dominated by three species now. At the time, we only knew soldiers were burning us to ash and aliens were stealing our land and vaporizing our cities.

“And then we met Suicide. Like Ellie and Davra, I met her on that maglev, the first weapon several of us found to resist the invasion. We were lost, demoralized, our field commander killed by heat ray. Suicide came aboard, took command, and showed us we could survive if we were willing to fight for it. And fight we did. 

“We took a Gelt prisoner a few months later. Hi, Tishla.”

Tishla smiled weakly and waved.

“When it came time for some of us to flee the planet, she took Tishla. She also took me and JT. Tishla guided us to Hanar, now capital of the Foundation, but back then, a model of what Amargosa could look like after the Occupation: human, Gelt, and more, working side-by-side, surviving. Suicide turned us into soldiers, spacers, fighters. Not just child soldiers, but professionals whose jobs went beyond combat. I’m still in the Compact Navy doing things I can’t talk about here. But it’s work I never knew my life before war had been leading up to. I find ways to go faster than light.” He looked down at his wife. “And if you’d told me eleven years ago I’d have a Gelt woman at my side doing that work, I’d have called you insane. But Suicide helped me free this woman, Shrian, and let me bring her into the work I was doing. We helped bring peace to the galaxy. Because Suicide was calm and forceful. JT says she taught him to fly. Davra says she taught her to lead. Ellie says she taught her to survive. Suicide taught me to forgive.

“And now, I’d like to call up our man in the shadows, O-6 Eric Yuwono.” He smirked. “Or, as we call him, Mr. Davra Andraste.” 

The Tianese man in the featureless Cybercommand uniform took Duffy’s place. “Thanks, Mr. Pelgar,” he said, referencing Shrian Duffy’s maiden name. “As Connor says, I work in the shadows. Hence this stunning black outfit with no insignia or label. But my work in the shadows began long before Cybercommand tapped me on the shoulder and asked if I’d like to be a spy. Like Connor and Ellie, I am a native of Amargosa. But like Duffy, I entered Compact service before Amargosa left us for what’s now the Foundation. My life in the shadows began with marching orders from Suicide, the woman we honor today. She took Connor and JT with her to rescue our new friend, Tishla, and spirit her to Hanar, where Gelt and human worked side-by-side. But she asked me to stay. She asked me to infiltrate the forces of a human warlord. I had a backstory I could sell. All I had to do was live it. That was easy. I just had to act angry. And there was a lot to be angry about during that hellish year.

“While I pretended to betray the resistance to an evil man who wanted to use the Occupation to further his own power, Davra Andraste became a prisoner of our occupiers. There she learned not every Gelt was our enemy, as evidenced by Dr. Tishla Austin’s presence here. Meanwhile, I learned not every human was our friend. War is a brutally nuanced thing. Suicide had fought in the Polygamy Wars, survived the civil conflict that gripped this world until a few years ago, and sprang into action when the Laral family defied interstellar law and their own Sovereign to steal our world. She understood the brutal nuance of war by the time I met her.”

He paused to smile. “Each of us at one point or another learned the story of how she sucked vacuum for thirty seconds to shoot a pirate attempting to hijack her freighter. We all admire her for that and hope never to experience it firsthand. But we are all amortal now. Who knows what the centuries will do to us in the years ahead.” He paused again. “I met Suicide when I was brought down from the mountaintop village of Edoras to the Founders’ Mine, center of the resistance and now Amargosa’s space defense center. She told me the story as I lay in an infirmary bed, recovering from a gunshot wound. But she added one part the others didn’t hear about until years later. She said, ‘Could be worse, kid. When you find yourself in a vacuum, the worst part is not waiting for air to return. It’s that you will shit your pants.’ I laughed despite the pain in my side. It took a very secure woman to admit that, and I wanted to be her when I grew up. Still do. My wife reminds me I have to grow up first. Love you, Dabby!” 

Davra Andraste blushed in her seat, wagging her finger at him.

“And now,” Yuwono continued, “the woman who taught us not all Gelt are the enemy. The Foundation knows her as its founding mother. Her own species calls her the woman who beat back extinction. We just call her Tish. Ladies and gentlemen, Dr. Tishla Austin.”

To no one’s surprise, Tishla, a slender, white-haired Gelt woman, climbed onto the rock, still making her gown look elegant. She stood before the crowd, a gray-skinned ghost, the sun making her white hair shimmer.

Unlike the others, she stood before the crowd with a politician’s ease. She had to. Most of her adult life she had spent in that arena, even as a scientist.

“Most of you are human,” she said matter-of-factly, “as were those at Suicide’s memorial on Tian. On Hanar, there were many more Gelt like me. But the Foundation sprang into being as a multi-species effort. To those of us on Hanar before our brother and sister worlds joined us, it was the only way to survive.”

She looked down at her husband. “I met Suicide when that man…” She pointed at JT. “…took me prisoner on Amargosa. I refrained from speaking Humanic at first for my own safety. But I listened. And I knew I was on the same mission as they were: to stop the insane occupation of a peaceful world. Most of the group that held me were former Marines, planetary defense, militia members returned to the fold, and ex-guerilla fighters from a previous conflict. But the core was five adolescents, seated here today as adults. One of them my daughter calls ‘Dad.’” She watched as JT blushed.

“During our march to the sea,” she continued, “across a war-torn continent, Suicide pulled me aside. They call her ‘Mother’ or ‘Mom,’ a privilege I eventually was granted. So when she noticed the bond growing between me and JT, she asked, ‘What are your intentions toward my son?’”

Laughter swept through the crowd. Tishla smiled back at them. “I said if he wanted to, he could kill me to avenge his late wife.” That dropped silence on the ceremony. “I even gave him a dagger later, my late husband’s, Athena’s father’s knife, and told him if he must, use that on me. See, I shared a measure of blame in the Incursion, and I felt his loss the most keenly. So out of all the humans I met on Amargosa, I believed I owed him the biggest debt.” She paused a moment. “He has killed with it, but mostly, he cuts cheese and cleans his fingernails with it. Also, he told me if it ever came to that, he expected me to fight for my life.” She smirked. “We opted for make-up sex instead.”

The crowd laughed once more.

“But Suicide loved these five. Six, once she met our friend, Mitsuko Yamato-Windsor,” she went on. “And as they each learned of the work I did on Hanar, trying to forge a new…foundation. That is the name I gave it. When they each learned of my work, they rolled up their sleeves and joined me. Before Suicide granted me the privilege of calling her ‘Mother,’ they had adopted me. But she had adopted them. We are a Chosen Family, and she is why. The work we do now is often dangerous, and Suicide has rescued us. Many of you in military gear today see that as a fellow warrior, in the Humanic sense, doing her duty and giving her all in battle, just as she did when she left us. 

“But JT, Davra, Ellie, Duffy, Eric, Mitsuko, and I, the least of the seven, saw her as a mother beast defending her cubs. Suicide was fierce. She was loyal. She was wise, perhaps the wisest woman of any species I have ever known. And we all miss her. That is why other ceremonies we consider memorials, but this gathering is her funeral. There’s a human saying. Funerals are for the living. I feel that deeply today. Because Suicide lives in us. She made sure of that.”

She stepped aside as she readied to climb down. “And with our final words today, the woman we call our ‘big sister,’ Colonel Mitsuko Windsor of the Foundation Templars.”

Mitsuko, an elegant woman of Japanese descent, jumped up on the rock, dressed in combat fatigues, but with a ceremonial sword strapped to her hip. She took it out of its scabbard and looked at it thoughtfully. “I carry this with me on missions. It’s got scars, the way a sword used in battle should.” She resheathed it. “Suicide gave me this sword when we first met. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was being made one of the Children of Amargosa then. She made me family.” Her gaze settled on JT in the front row. “She didn’t say it yet, but I already knew. JT was her son by choice. And she asked me to…” She swallowed, unusual for a woman who regularly had to speak in front of others as a king’s consort. “She called me his ‘big sister.’ Weeks later, as we prepared to fly in the Liberation of Amargosa, I called him and my floral-printed little brother over there…”

Duffy stood up and waved as though accepting applause, then sat down quickly.

“My blood brothers.” Mitsuko smiled. “I didn’t expect to get swatted out of the sky by a fusion blast, but here we are.”

“Tishla was a reluctant stateswoman by the time I met her,” she continued. “And the others were child soldiers forced to grow up way too soon. When I met Suicide, we all thought Ellie was dead. Ellie, I don’t know if you know this, but she wept over you like you were the daughter she lost around the time you were born.

“Suicide was a pilot and a fighter. She swore like a spacer and could intimidate the fiercest Gelt Warriors—friend or foe—with a look. Now, maybe Admiral Austin, her longtime friend from her Polygamy War days, might have seen it, but Suicide instinctively was a mother. And while my parents are still alive and very much part of my life, she chose me to be her daughter, too. That’s the nature of chosen family. You’re not just who you came from. You’re who chooses you, too.” She looked up at the sky. Her voice hitched. “I miss you, Chosen Mother. You made me better.”

She stepped down without a word and took her place next to her husband, who had made it a point to look as unkingly as possible that day. 

Master Ansel climbed back onto the rock. “Normally, in a service like this, we Cubists would burn the body of our honored deceased, like the Vikings before us and the Gelt have done since before their original homeworld burned to a cinder. But Suicide did not leave us a body. And so we will have a few moments of silence for our departed friend, aware that there remains hope she is not yet one with the universe. It is fitting, however, that she died—if she died, for we must acknowledge the possibility—in space. She once told me she wanted ‘the sky to swallow me whole,’ something she told her husband Akrad long before she joined the Compact Navy. She said as much to Priya, the wife who awakened her passion for art again. Both of them were taken from her before their time, just as we have lost Suicide.”

Looking up, he said, “Suicide, we commend you back to the universe. May you find peace as you become one with the true god, of whom we are all mere fragments.” He bowed his head and stood for almost two minutes in silence. The crowd bowed their heads.

When Ansel looked up again, he said, “Farewell, my friend. I shall miss your wisdom.”

The crowd began to break up. JT found himself facing Davra for the first time in months.

She held his gaze for a few moments before saying, “I don’t believe she’s gone.”

JT nodded slowly. “I don’t, either. But being wrong about it scares me.”

The first two Children of Amargosa hugged tightly. They were on their own now. 

But they were all family.








  
  
GIRL DAD




429 IE – Athena at 11 months old 

Gilead City, Hanar

As JT Austin showered, he wondered two things. First, why did his Gelt hostess have a human style shower but that oddball contraption her species used for a toilet? It took him a few minutes to figure out, but the shower, of course, yielded to a lifetime of showers. 

Second, did he trigger an interstellar incident by hooking up with said hostess? “Why?” was a stupid question. Barely an adult, he ran on a raging stew of hormones and adrenaline. Some Compact core worlds would consider him still a minor, including his native Earth. But here he was, old enough under Martian—and by extension, Amargosan—law to consent. Only he consented to sleeping with the leader of what was now the most consequential world in the stellar neighborhood.

And its leader strode in, as naked as he, ready to step into the shower herself. Lattus Tishla licked his cheek. “Good morning, John Tybalt.”

“Don’t call me that,” he said. “John is boring, and Tybalt sounds like a cat.”

She took him into an embrace, her gray skin surprisingly cool against his own, her yellow eyes soft.  As they pressed together, she bit his shoulder. “If that is to be our only time together, you and I had an entire relationship in one night.”

He stepped back. “Look, I didn’t accept your invitation to…”

She put a hand against him. “How about you just use that charming Humanic expression you use when someone thanks you. You know. ‘You’re welcome?’” She frowned. “I know. You only expected a meal and sleeping in a warm bed.” She poked him in the nose. “I can’t wait to see who you break my heart with.” She stepped into the shower. As water gushed over her, she called over the partition. “Get dressed. Before I hand you off to your friends, I want you to meet someone.”

Not Trevor. He hoped it wasn’t Trevor, Tishla’s human prefect and, however inadvertently, his rival. “Who?”

“My daughter.”

“Wait. We just had a one-night stand, and you want me to meet your daughter?”

Tishla splashed around inside the shower, apparently more enthusiastic about getting sprayed with hot water than JT. “Why not? You saved my life on Amargosa. You offered to die with me to keep me from being captured. You even made getting me back to her part of your mission. Besides…” The water stopped, and Tishla stepped out, grabbing a towel and rubbing it through her long white hair. “…in case you haven’t noticed, I don’t do things normally. And you’ve met enough Gelt—friendly and hostile—to have some idea what’s normal for us.”

“I admit cooking and cleaning is not what powerful people do.” He frowned. “You know who and what my mother is. She cooks when she’s stressed, but I’ve never seen her throw on grubby clothes to vacuum the living room or take out the trash.” He frowned. “In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her wear grubby clothes.”

“I thought Suicide was your mother when we met.” She wrapped the towel around her body, conceding to the human need for modesty. In some ways, it disappointed JT, and not just for his still-adolescent desire to see a naked woman. A barrier seemed to have raised now.

“She’s my mother by choice,” said JT. “Though I haven’t said that to her. Tessa Dasarius gave birth to me, and not the way the powerful usually give birth in our species. No surrogate or gestational chamber. She wandered around the halls of her company with me growing in her belly.” He frowned again. “Too bad I’m a disappointing son.”

She came over and poked him in the chest. “You are not a disappointment. If she thinks you are, she’s stupid.”

“You met me fighting a war. A war, I might add, we were on opposite sides of. Suicide picked up where Mother left off, but since we were fighting for our lives…”

Her hands went onto his shoulders. “And that is why, Mr. Austin, you and I are friends. For life. Last night was about easing each other’s pain. Today, and everyday going forward, is about bonding under fire.” She licked his cheek in the way Gelt often did with their relatives and close friends. “And if you are my friend, then you need to meet my daughter. You almost died to save her mother, after all.”


      [image: ]JT did some quick math. The little Gelt girl looked to be about three. If Tishla was, chronologically, nineteen…Or was she twenty now? She had been nineteen when they met. So she could have been sixteen when the girl was born. For Gelt, that was the equivalent of twenty or twenty-one. It also amazed him Gelt matured to adulthood at fourteen instead of sixteen-to-eighteen like humans.

“You spent the night with Mother,” she said in a surprisingly clear voice, her Humanic with a Metisian lilt like her mother.

“Your mother slept in the servant’s nook.” That was true until he awoke from a nightmare, and Tishla decided lovemaking might chase it away. Athena didn’t know that. “She thought I needed a home-cooked meal and something other than a military cot to sleep in.”

The girl laughed. “Mother loves you.”

His eyes widened.

“Athena!” Tishla stood in the doorway, hands on her hips, red coloring her cheeks. “You’re making our guest uncomfortable.”

“He’s nicer than Trevor.”

JT tugged at his collar. “I have my moments.”

Tishla came in and picked the girl up, licking her on both cheeks. “Oh, my big girl. Hard to believe you’ll be a year old in a few weeks.”

“Wait,” said JT. “One?”

Tishla laughed. “We mature faster than you.” She frowned. “We also age faster than you.” Left unspoken was Gelt died younger than humans who didn’t rejuvenate. “So you like my friend, JT, don’t you?”

“Can he be my new father?” asked Athena.

JT wanted to cry and somehow kept the tears from coming. “I never met your father, Athena, but I know he was a better man than me.”

Tishla put Athena back down. “Go see Sandra, little one. Mother has a busy day ahead of her.”

Athena started to leave the sitting room, then stopped and ran back to JT. She hugged his legs.

Instinctively, he put his hand on her head and stroked her head. “I hope you grow up to be as strong and smart as your mother.”

The girl headed out of the room.

Tishla bit her lower lip when Athena was gone. “If it wasn’t for me, you’d have one of your own by now.”

JT gave her a half-smile. “Don’t be trashing one of my best friends, lady.”

She walked over to him and embraced him. “Long as you take care of one of mine.”

432 IE, Athena at age 3

Walden, near Bogs Hollow, Amargosa

“What’s that you’re working on?”

The sound of Athena’s voice made JT sit up fast and hit his head on the underside of the solar panel he’d been bolting into place.

“‛Thena,” he said when her smile blew away every swear word about to spew from him. “When did you get here?”

Athena stood with her arms folded, looking down on JT. “Mom’s down at the pond. Thought she’d take a dip before you came back.”

Which, JT knew, meant Tishla would take over the kitchen dressed in that wisp of a serving girl’s shift. Also, she would chase him out of the kitchen until dinner was ready. “I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.”

“Surprise.”

Surprise indeed. He supposed he should be used to it by now. All the Children of Amargosa, Suicide (despite the current rift between her and JT), and Colonel Quan had standing invitations to come to the cabin, invited or not. As four of them remained in the Compact after Amargosa seceded, he seldom saw them. Though Mitsuko, the reluctant royal, would turn up, her security detail banished to the woods surrounding the property. That left Ellie Nardino, who would turn up unexpectedly from time to time, usually after one of her walkabouts on the far side of the world. Suicide and the colonel always called ahead.

Tishla never called. Sometimes, he only knew to expect her if there was a news item: First citizen of Hanar visits governor or governor-general of Amargosa. He didn’t mind Tishla popping up unexpectedly. Unlike Ellie, who made sure JT could see her coming or waited in the front yard for his return, Tishla barged right in, shed her planetary leader garb, and slipped into servant mode. It was her way of relaxing.

Only JT never knew when to expect her. Or if he should expect Athena.

“Can I call you my daddy?” asked Athena.

JT pushed himself to his feet and dusted himself off. “I’d have to marry your mother, sweetie.”

“Then why don’t you?”

That drew a chuckle from him. “Thenie, I’m very fond of your mother. And I know she cares for me, too. But we lead very different lives right now. Your mom runs Hanar. I’m building a business.”

“Your mommy’s rich. Why can’t you just come live with us?”

He sighed. This was a conversation he grew tired of having, to the point of snapping at adults ten times Athena’s three years. But even if Athena had grown faster than a human child of three would have, he had to remember she was the equivalent of a five-year-old. She was a fetus during the invasion. He knelt. “It’s complicated, sweetie. I’ve been disowned.”

“What’s disowned?”

“It means I’m cut off from my birth mother. She won’t give me any of her estate.” He smiled. “And frankly, I want it that way. Plus, I was being groomed to take over a company as big as the Realm.”

“Nothing’s as big as the Realm.”

As smart as this girl was—She spoke Humanic better than he did, and he had the finest tutors brought in from Etrusca—she was still only three. 

And yet the little shit could beat him at chess. 

“It’s an expression,” said JT, not wanting to argue. “It means it’s pretty damn big. And old. I ended up down on Lizzy’s Farm and discovered I don’t like big, complicated organizations.” He began packing up his tools. Tishla would expect him to bring her daughter to the cabin soon. “Although I miss the Navy.”

“You could join Mother’s navy.” The girl looked up at him wide-eyed.

It melted JT’s heart. “Your mother has a sense of duty, which I admire about her. So if I joined Hanar’s navy…” He was careful not to characterize it as Tishla’s. She hated that. “…I’d have to go off on missions or be posted away from Gilead City.” He turned and looked back at the solar panel he’d just installed. Six more, and he should be able to get through winter without firing up a methane generator. “Besides, your mother likes my cabin.” He smiled. “If something bad happens to me, I’ve willed it to her.”

“You’re not going to die. Humans live forever.”

Something caught in his throat as she reminded him her species died younger and younger with each generation. Within a century, Tishla feared, the Gelt might go extinct. “We live a long time, longer with rejuvenation, but eventually, we all die.” Strapping the tool pack over his shoulder, he bent down and scooped Athena up. Amazing, he thought, how natural it felt to carry this girl and how readily she clung to him. “Oh, you’re getting so big, Thenie. Pretty soon, I’ll be giving you flying lessons.”

“Will you?” 

“I promise. Now, let’s go see what sort of voodoo your mom’s up to in my kitchen.”

“Yay!”

435 IE, Athena at age 6

Gilead City, Hanar

JT’s gut burned when they traveled out to the spaceport, his wounds still raw. Tishla had ordered a decoy limo to travel around the city while they went to retrieve Athena. Her godmother, Athena Jovann, traveled by charter ship, concealing herself and her god-daughter by flying from Amargosa with a group of businesspeople. A security detail would be with her, as required by her role as governor-general of Amargosa, but her people had grown adept at hiding themselves whenever their charges wanted to move incognito.

Or as incognito as one could manage with a six-year-old Gelt girl who looked just like her famous mother.

Jovann’s transport taxied into a hangar at the edge of Gilead City’s spaceport. JT himself drove a dilapidated runabout borrowed from one of the human separatists in town for the Foundation’s constitutional conference. Security personnel followed in dull-looking flitters, appearing as commuters headed for the Spaceport. Gelt Warriors, who normally would have accompanied Tishla for receiving VIP guests, waited inside the hangar.

All well and good. JT hated the ceremony he’d had to live in the last twenty-nine hours. Plus, his belly wounds burned, aggravated from last night’s post-nuptial exertions. Tishla had babied him through lovemaking but reminded JT he had insisted on a traditional consummation of vows.

“We can’t sexually reproduce, my love,” she said, “so it doesn’t really matter. Anyway, Gelt nobles don’t always reproduce with their spouses.”

“Then explain Athena.”

“I was a concubine, and Kai had an amazing tongue. I received an education in exchange for sleeping with a man I was already intimate with. Nice work if you can get it.”

He much preferred his late wife’s method of attacking him in the bushes a lifetime ago, before the occupation and its aftermath. “Lizzy snuck up on me at the reservoir.”

“Lizzy was a better woman than I am.” 

“And yet you both took pity on me.”

Tishla punched him in the arm despite his driving. “You need to stop putting yourself down. You nearly died to free me. Now you’re my daughter’s father.”

JT thought his heart would explode. “That is the highest honor I’ve ever achieved,” he said, trying not to choke up. “She’s an amazing little girl.”

“Why do you think I hide out at your cabin so much? I lost Kai, and you are so much like Kai.”

They came to a stop next to the transport. The business types all filed off the ship first, walking toward a spaceport ground shuttle to head for their hotels. Once they cleared, a tall human female, willowy with jet black hair, strode down the ramp. A Gelt girl, who resembled a nine- or ten-year-old human girl had she been human, followed. 

Tishla exited the runabout first.

“Mommy!” she said running up to her. She hugged her mother. “Where’s JT?”

He took that as his cue to get out of the runabout. Walking up to them, he nodded at Jovann. “Governor-general.”

Jovann rolled her eyes. “I’m dropping off your daughter after babysitting, Austin. I’m Athena.”

He pointed at the younger Athena and said, “Yeah, but that gets confusing. Even to my…” He looked to Tishla, who smiled and gave him a slight nod. “My daughter.”

Lattus Athena looked up from hugging her mother. “Daughter?”

“If you’ll have me,” he said. “I’d be honored if you called me ‘Father.’”

She frowned. “You’re not my father.”

Oh, shit, he thought. We should have taken this more slowly.

Athena let go of her mother and ran over to JT, holding him tightly. “You’re human. I should call you ‘Dad.’”

The two adult women stared at JT as he held his soon-to-be-adopted child. Jovann gave Tishla a faint smile. “Is that the first time you’ve seen him cry?”

“I was there when he woke from a nightmare a few years ago,” said Tishla. “He doesn’t cry often. But he means it when he does.”

436 IE, Athena at age 7

Thulian Enclave, Aphrodite

“I don’t understand why I have to stay here!” Lattus Athena, still her name despite her adoption by JT, stamped her feet. “It’s hot here. I have no friends. And this compound is boring.”

“We can’t leave you by yourself for six months, sweetie.” JT tried to give his daughter a sympathetic look. She had not aged much since the wedding, not physically, anyway. At six, she had become the equivalent of a human nine-year-old, the first stirrings of adulthood entering her mind. But physically, Gelt children stalled until about their tenth birthday. Their physicians called it “the pause.”

Bullshit, thought JT. She’s having her adolescence rammed through her pre-adolescent body, and we all get to suffer for it. On the other hand, he remembered what he was like as a pre-teen. Athena’s true adolescence would only last two or three years, but until she turned ten…

“I hate this place! Can’t we at least go to Tian?”

JT recalled one of the few normal phrases from his own childhood and truncated adolescence his father had used on him. “Ask your mother.”

“JT!”

Tishla emerged from the kitchen with a plate of pasta to feed his unending carb cravings. At least he’d ditched saline drip. He still needed eight liters of water a day to keep hydrated. 

“You shouldn’t do that,” she said. “Athena, you know your dad just underwent a very tough procedure. He has to eat constantly, drink lots of water…”

“Screw you six times a day,” muttered Athena.

For a moment, JT thought Tishla would smack their daughter in the face. He put up his hand to get Tishla to pause. “It’s okay, Tish. With that mouth, she’ll make a great pilot one day.”

Tishla glared at him, but he ignored it.

He motioned her closer. “Look, I’ve got a bad habit of getting hurt on the missions I take for the Foundation and the Compact. I suspect, now that your mother’s homeland is friendly with the Foundation, I’ll be doing some work for the Sovereign as well. They had to bring me here this last time because your mother feared I would die.”

“Please don’t make that joke about hanging between my breasts,” said Tishla. “It stopped being funny years ago.”

Again, he ignored his wife. “But your mother wants to be able to do this for your people. For Gelt. So you don’t have to grow old, get sick, and die.” He looked up at Tishla now. “She’s the equivalent of late thirties for a human, Thena, but your mother is more beautiful now than when I met her.” Seeing Tishla blush made him feel warm. “This is a tough procedure, and the people here want your mother to help them do this for you.” He poked his daughter on the nose. “Besides, it’ll be embarrassing if I’m stuck in my mid-twenties and my daughter is a cranky old Gelt woman.”

Athena smiled. “If Mom can’t do it, I’ll pretend to be your grandmother.”

“You’ll be my daughter,” said JT. “Always. And your mother will do it. She’s the smartest woman I know.”

Tishla mouthed, “Don’t tell Davra Andraste that,” which elicited a chuckle from him.

“Why do you have to sleep with Mommy so much?” asked Athena.

Never was JT so glad Tishla had that talk with Athena. Not only did he not know how to broach the topic of sex with a Gelt child—never mind a human one—but he especially lacked in that department in his girl dad skills. “This treatment replaces every cell in your body. You essentially grow a new you. All your thoughts and memories stay in place. In fact, your mind expands so you don’t become a forgetful old codger at two hundred. But while you go from your original self to a new body, your… appetites get exaggerated.” And at that mention, he nodded to Tishla to put the pasta down. It would be cold, but he didn’t care. Already, his belly screamed for carbs. “That’s why I have to eat seven plates of this plus a ton of meat or tofu or fungus everyday. Why I drink so much water and had an IV for a month.” He smiled at Tishla. “And it gives your mother and I some…”

“Just call it sexy time, JT,” said Tishla. “The girl knows what sex is. She drops F bombs already.”

“Like a true pilot,” said JT. 

Athena’s eyes widened. “Do you really think I can be a pilot?”

He shrugged again. “Why not? Your mother’s a damn good pilot, but she likes sciencing stuff better.”

“I help your father run the business,” said Tishla. “When I’m not sciencing stuff.”

JT stood and stretched, despite the plate of pasta beckoning him. “Your Aunt Ellie is learning to fly. Between me, Suicide, and a pilot friend of ours, she should have her pilot rating by the time you’re fourteen. I think, when we return to Amargosa, you should shadow her. How’d you like to have your own rating when you’re fourteen? Become a pilot the same day you become an adult.”

Athena threw her arms around him and squeezed. “Thank you, Daddy.” She backed up. “Why are you so good to me?”

He stroked her cheek. “I love your mother very much. You’re all she has left of your father, and they’re both better people than I. But you know how I call Suicide ‘Mom?’”

“Yes?”

“Suicide chose me to be her son. I chose you to be my daughter. Difference is, I think you chose me first. Some of the best families are found families.”

439 IE, Athena at age 10

Walden, Amargosa

Twelve, Tishla assured JT, was not too young for a Gelt girl to date. She would be fourteen in a couple of years. Anyway, Kai knelt with her on her thirteenth birthday, which would be sixteen for a human.

“Yeah,” said JT, fuming as he chopped firewood, “But Athena’s the equivalent of twelve.”

“Do you want to make sure they don’t go off and do something stupid?” asked Tishla.

“Damn right I do.”

“You have three pistols from the Compact Navy and two more from the Foundation Navy. Commander. And if I am not mistaken, the late Chancellor Tuvat gifted you his sword to fight for my freedom in the arena.” She came over to the table and licked his cheek. “Don’t some human fathers have a charming custom for when they meet their daughters’ boyfriends for the first time?”

They did. It was primitive and a relic of a less-enlightened time. But Amargosa had been a farming colony until recently. He smiled.

Two hours later, a young Gelt boy named Namak arrived at Walden, the cabin JT had owned for a decade now. He knew the boy’s father, one of the new deputies working for Ferrick, the constable for Bog’s Hollow down the hill. A Warrior this one was not. Yellow hair that could never be blonde like humans, he had it cropped short and slicked back in that way Gelt on previously human-only worlds had taken to recently.

Oh, yes, he thought, recalling his misspent pre-Amargosan youth. You’re teenaged me. And you’re fooling no one, kid. You’re barely twelve, if a day, and that’s only fourteen in human terms. You are no man yet.

Of course, it horrified JT—not to mention Tishla—to see his daughter come bounding into the cabin with her own hair cut short and dyed that weird shade of yellow. He had seen Gelt girls go blonde while human girls took on that shimmery white shade that made Tishla such a beautiful apparition at night. But yellow? It didn’t look good on Gelt born with that color, less so on his naturally white-haired daughter.

“Hi, Daddy,” she said, bounding into the main room after chattering with Namak in the Mother Tongue. She came over and licked him on both cheeks.

“Hi, sweetie,” said JT. “This your friend?”

“Uh huh,” she said. “I’m going to take him up to see the trails later.”

Right, thought JT. Like Ellie Nardino and I used to “go up to the trails.” The memory might have embarrassed him, but Tishla and Ellie talked about that all the time. It was more embarrassing because his wife and his ex-girlfriend reveled in making him squirm. “Don’t be too late. Ellie wants you to shadow her on an orbital run tomorrow.” He looked over at Namak. “And I want to have a chat with your little friend here.”

Namak scowled at the term “little friend,” but given JT’s almost legendary history, he didn’t dare say a word.

“Could you get him something to drink, sweetie? And some coffee for me? I’ll be right back.”

He headed upstairs to find Tishla, still exhausted from the effects of permanent rejuve, holding the sword of the late Realm chancellor. “I thought I’d use the Persuader.” He referred to a very large, non-standard gun that wasn’t quite a pistol, but not quite a heavy gun, either.

“One, Davra lost Suicide’s when my people captured her, so it won’t have the effect you want,” said Tishla. “And anyway, that would work better with a human boy.”

JT took the sword from her. “What do we do if she dates a lycanth or a Zaran.”

Tishla cringed. “Send our daughter up with a plate of rice and another water pitcher. The cravings are bad today.” She smirked. “Even that one.”

JT chuckled and headed back downstairs. Placing the sword, with its bejeweled hilt and scabbard, on the table between himself and Narak, he said, “So, tell me, young man. What are your intentions toward my daughter?”

Narak’s eyes bugged out.

Athena just glared at him. “Daa-ad!”

443 IE, Athena at age 13

Highway to Ragnar Spaceport

They saw the column of smoke rising as they approached the Founders Mine. Silently, JT let go of his breath. The roads around the mine had been paved in the decade since the Liberation. Someone even had the idea of installing a roundabout in front of the entry yard.

So, potholes and rutted dirt sections no longer troubled them on this ride. Tishla gnawing her thumbnail and gripping the dash, making her gray knuckles purple, did.

“Els is good,” he said absently. “She can control a crash.”

Tishla glared at him.

“I trained her myself,” he said. “And besides, she flew with Frankie. Frankie crashed fighters in the Compact Navy.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Tishla snapped.

“It’s supposed to give you hope. Remember, I got knocked out of the sky by a mushroom cloud. You were there when it happened.”

“And my heart stopped when I saw it.”

“The cloud? Or me dropping out of the sky.”

She pressed her lips thin for a moment, working her jaw as though chewing on something she’d regret saying. Finally, she said, “To hell with Riverside. I’d have killed myself if you hadn’t survived the crash.”

“No, you wouldn’t. And the reason why is probably crawling from the wreckage as we speak.”

“Mad Hermit, this is Desert Rat.” The voice on the p-com lying on the seat next to JT belonged to Kin, a contract pilot along with his wife, Dalla, with the Austin-Cui Transport Company.

“Mad Hermit, go.” And why, JT wondered, did Kin insist on using their call signs when neither of them were on active duty?

“That smoke plume is the orbital engine,” said Kin. “No idea what the condition of the crew is, but Spikey’s in a panic.”

“So we’re not the only ones worried about Ellie,” said Tishla.

“No. That frees us up to worry about our daughter.” He keyed the p-com once more. “Anyone aboard yet?”

“No one’s going aboard until…” An orange fireball rose as a roar came over the p-com. “At least Boolay ejected the fusion core on the way down.”

One more name for JT to worry about. They’d known Boolay since after the Liberation. Ellie, of course, was more family than any of the other Children of Amargosa. But Athena’s face and voice loomed in his head like a distress beacon in the night, more intensely in Tishla’s from the way she stiffened.

“Just saw the fireball,” said JT. “We’re twenty minutes out.”

“Hopefully, we’ll have that engine doused by the time you get here. Desert Rat out.”

Twenty minutes later, the smoke plume had faded to almost nothing. JT used his Foundation Navy credentials to bully his way out to the tarmac, though just Tishla’s appearance guaranteed passage. It’s good to be the founding first citizen, he thought sourly, wishing they were merely bypassing security and not rushing to a bad accident.

At the edge of the field, an OA-26 Vulture named the Giddeus Modesto lay mangled on the tarmac, black smoke still leaking from the orbital engine atop it. The remaining atmospheric engine looked intact, but the crash had ripped away the other one, which now lay five hundred meters away in a controlled creeper field. Water and fire suppressant foam dripped from the ship’s hull, and inflatable ramps extended from the intact side.

JT skidded the runabout to a stop next to a fire unit and jumped out.

“Sir,” said the captain, a chimp-like Zaran who looked ridiculous in his heavy gear, “the Modesto seems to be intact. Most of the damage is on the orbi—”

“My daughter?” JT interrupted. “And what about Nardino and the engineer?”

The Zaran pointed to where Boolay, another Zaran, lay on a stretcher unconscious. Medics wheeled him to an awaiting air rescue shuttle. IV’s snaked from his furry arm, so he was alive. It did little to relieve JT’s anxiety.

“And Nardino and my daughter, Captain?” he asked.

“JT!” This from Tishla, who now hunched over a pale and shivering Ellie Nardino. 

“Thank you,” JT said, a little annoyed at himself for snapping at the fire captain, but also grateful the crew was alive. He walked over to Ellie and Tishla. He put his hands on his hips and glared at his longtime comrade, one-time lover, and wife’s best friend. “You know, it’s me or Tish who are supposed to die from a stupid accident so you can inherit the survivor.”

Ellie laughed, a beautiful sound at first, but it became a tad hysterical before she slapped herself. “Sorry. And thank you. I needed that.”

“Are you okay?” asked Tishla.

“I’m fine. Good thing Matiece gave me my final training to get my rating. He insisted on killing me in the Ark Royal’s sims for a week before letting me take the tests.”

“Beats landing during a fusion blast,” JT deadpanned. “And Athena?”

Ellie looked up and winked. “She’s her definitely your daughter, JT.” She squeezed Tishla’s hand. “Her mother’s daughter, too. JT, she’s going to be our best pilot if you let her crash a couple more ships.”

“More?” JT’s stomach rolled. “No way. See if the Navy will let her train on the Ark Royal like you did. Tish and I almost had heart attacks when they called us up at the cabin.”

Ellie raised a shaky arm and pointed.

“So anyway,” said Kin. “That’s why I hate sand.”

Next to him, Athena walked, a bandage on her forehead and a slight limp to her gait. “And yet Dalla insists you go to beaches on vacations.”

“A little sand in your shorts is worth the company.” He locked eyes with JT. “Boss! Tishla! Look who I found.”

Athena ran over to her mother and wrapped her in a bear hug. Or would that be ursoid hug since they were on Amargosa? “Mother! I did a controlled crash. Is Boolay okay?”

Kin came over to them. “Banged his head pretty good, but they’re flying him to New Lansdorp. If he makes it there, he’s out of the woods.”

“Let’s get him out of the woods, first.” JT looked down at Athena, still hugging her mother. “You did a controlled crash?”

“Got the ship upright,” she said, “then kept her level.” She smiled. “Just asked myself, ‘What would Suicide do?’”

He looked up again at the smoking orbital engine, which likely caused them to lose control on entry. Then to Ellie, he said, “Her, not you?”

“She turns fourteen in a few weeks,” said Ellie. “That should be all that’s keeping her from her rating. JT, she’s ready. Probably more than I was when I got rated.”


      [image: ]“Blech!” Athena stared at the empty shot glass, her yellow eyes wide. “What is this stuff?”

JT sat back, on foot up on an empty chair, as he examined his bourbon thoughtfully. “That, young lady, is Cabo Wabo tequila, your Chosen Grandmother’s favorite drink. I require all non-alcoholic pilots to do a shot when they join the Austin-Cui Transportation Company of Ragnar, Amargosa.”

She made a face. “It’s awful. Didn’t Aunt Mitsuko give you any Caliphite wine?”

“Aunt Mitsuko and His Majesty keep your mother and I swimming in Caliphite wine. But she keeps us supplied with Cabo, too.”

Ellie Nardino appeared at JT’s side. “So you did the shot. Aren’t you glad Tishla realized it wasn’t poisonous to Gelt?”

“It’s not?” Athena wheezed.

JT moved his resting foot so Ellie could take a chair. “Tish is outside with Spikey checking on Boolay’s condition. Dude’s got a harder head than most of us suspected.”

Ellie sipped her tequila, nodding slowly. “Spikey will have the engineer roles covered. We’re down a ship until the Modesto’s out of the shop. Can I fly the Goldeneye while the repair crews have at it?”

JT sighed. “That’s my ship.”

“That’s Suicide’s ship,” said Ellie. “You’re just its caretaker.”

He stared at his drink wistfully. Then he turned it side-to-side as though just seeing it empty for the first time.

Ellie gave him a playful shove. “I’ll get the next round, you big baby. Arean ale?”

“Please.”

Ellie stood. “Another tequila for the new pilot?”

Athena made a face. No way she was ever drinking that stuff again. “I’ll take an ale, too.”

“Isn’t she still thirteen?”

JT shrugged. “For a few more weeks. How about you buy her dad two ales. Not my fault if I get distracted and my almost legal-age daughter drinks the other one. Besides, she just did a shot of tequila.”

They all looked over at Geresh, the Gelt bartender, who just rolled his eyes and shook his head. Ellie headed over to the bar.

JT leaned in toward Athena. “Listen, I want you to know how proud I am of you. Ellie said you kept your head the whole time, righted the ship, put her in the dirt away from the main spaceport. Now that’s master piloting.”

Athena felt her cheeks tighten as she smiled broadly. “Can I get my own ship?”

“Get your copilot hours in, and we’ll talk. Remember, I’ve got six other pilots, plus myself, I have to keep spaceborne. Your turn will come. Do you prefer flying with Frankie or Aunt Ellie?”

“You.” Athena watched as her father’s cheeks reddened, which, she noticed, looked silly on humans, particularly the paler ones. “Dad, can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“You and Mom want to have more kids. A human and a Gelt.”

“We talked about that. Of course. Your mother will carry the human baby, since we have to use a donor egg. And I agreed to carry the Gelt child. That way, the children are both of us. You’ll appreciate that when you have kids of your own.”

“And you’re spacing them four years apart?”

“We want your brother and sister to become adults at the same time. So when your sister turns eighteen, your brother will turn fourteen.” He grinned. “Then your mother and I can empty nest to our little hearts’ content.”

“What will their surnames be?” she asked.

“Well, your mother took my name when we married. Mainly because she was indentured to me when we left the Realm to bring her back to Hanar. So they’ll be named Austin, since their gestational parent was named Austin.”

“And if you use artificial wombs?”

He shrugged. “Same deal, only the daughter in a hetero couple takes the mother’s surname while the son takes the father's. In same-sex couples, I’m not sure. And then some people just pull a surname out of thin air, sometimes the parents, sometimes the child when they’re old enough.”

“I’m your daughter, right?” She hoped she didn’t look desperate, but she could feel her eyes wet.

“Of course,” said JT. “More importantly, you chose me to be your father. I hope I’ve done you proud.”

“But I’m your daughter like Aunt Ellie is… What is she to you? She’s not like Mitsuko or Davra. You can easily call them sisters. Ellie is…”

Her father chuckled. “Ellie is special. And undefined. Like so much about that woman since she came back from the dead, so to speak.”

Athena could listen over and over again to the legends about Ellie from the Occupation, how Gelt and human and sapient lycanth transformed her into the Ghost of the Amundsens. Making “Aunt Ellie” something that could never be spoken seemed to fit. But… “What is she to you?”

JT’s eyes went to Ellie, who had taken to flirting with the bartender. “Ellie was almost my wife. It was your mother’s idea, back when she was first citizen. That changed when I had to save you and your mother from a life of servitude.” He smiled. “Believe me. Marrying your mother was never a burden. Ellie, even when we were together, said it was inevitable.” He leaned forward again. “In some cultures, she’d be my mistress, but I don’t do that. I don’t know what the platonic version of that would be called. And really, I don’t care. She’s a comrade in arms, maybe not like Aunt Mitsuko, but that’s because we fought side-by-side.” He stared at her empty shotglass. “Though she does like to get me shitfaced from time-to-time. Mitzy’s my best friend. But Ellie? To you, she’s an aunt. To your mother, she may be more than a sister. To me, she’s…”

Athena saw Ellie turn around and wink at them. “You’re right.”

“And anyway, you made it clear from the moment I met you... At one! I was still shitting myself at one. You made it clear you wanted me to be your father. It’s been one of the greatest joys of my life, ‘Thenie.”

“Please don’t call me that. I turn fourteen in six weeks.” Her face sagged. “But if I’m your daughter, why is my name Lattus Athena?”

“It was your mother and father’s name when you were born. We thought you would want to honor Kai, since he died saving you and your mother.”

“And my brother.” Something caught in her throat, and she swallowed. “For all the good it did him.”

“Yeah, your mother and I met when she came here to avenge your little brother. I think Davra and her fellow prisoners took care of that nicely.”

Of course, she did. They blew up the occupation governor on his colony transport. “Why, what would you want to be called?”

“You’re the only father I’ve known. Why can’t I be Austin Athena?”

She watched as his eyes misted up. “Are you sure you want two human names?”

“Athena Jovann is a good friend to my mother. And she’s a hero of the Foundation. I’m honored to take her given name as my own. But you saved my mother multiple times, nearly died several times for her. And you’ve always treated me as your own, even when you didn’t think you and Mom would ever be together.” She looked over at Ellie, now leaning in to say something ornery to the bartender. “Ellie is my stepmom. Got it? She helped mom raise me, too, and she’s part of the family. I mean our family.”

JT swallowed. “’Thena, I would be honored if you took on my surname. In fact, eighteen is when humans usually make that decision, so maybe on your fourteenth birthday, we go to the courthouse in Bog’s Hollow and legally change it to Athena Austin.”

“Surname last?”

“I’m a Humanic-speaking euro from America on Earth and of Etruscan and Demetrian descent. We put the surnames last.” His face changed, as though he’d just solved a thorny problem. “But… You should still honor your birth father. I never met him, but I know he was a good man, an honorable one. And he loved you as soon as he knew you existed. How about… Lattus Athena Austin? Go through life with a father on either side. And your mother took on both names, so you’ll be very much your mother’s child.” Now he let a tear streak down his cheek. “I can’t think of a more Athena thing to do than that.”

“Does Mom know what a wonderful man you are?”

“I hope so. She’s about to carry a human baby for eight months. I wouldn’t do that even for Ellie.” 

Athena laughed, and she realized her laugh was not the harsh barking sound of her mother, like most Gelt, but more like her father’s. “And you’re going to carry a Gelt cub for four months in a few years.” She frowned. “Doesn’t sound fair. Mom says Kai-ban and I could each fit in the palm of her hand when we were born.” 

“She also said they could hear your birth cry on Thule.”

Ellie returned with the drinks—two ales and a large tumbler of whiskey for herself. “What are you two talking about?”

“Athena has declared you are her stepmother,” said JT. “We almost married, and you’re Tish’s best friend. Since we consider you part of our family, beyond the Children of Amar—”

“Please don’t say that.”

“Thank you. Athena has decided she has a mom and a stepmom. Even if I haven’t divorced Tish or she hasn’t widowed me.”

“Long as I’m a wicked stepmother.”

Athena perked up. “Oooh, I insist. Wicked is fun.”

She gave JT a light side embrace. “She’s practically an adult, JT. Now I must corrupt her.”

“Do your worst,” he said. “I don’t get to see my nieces and nephews enough to corrupt them.”

Tishla came in and sat down. “What did I miss?”

JT gestured to Athena. “You tell her.”

Athena smiled. “First, I have declared Ellie to be my stepmom. She helped you raise me. Only fitting.”

“I approve,” said Tishla.

“Wicked stepmother,” said Ellie. “I have my standards.”

“And I approve,” said JT.

Tishla kicked him under the table. “Go on.”

Athena straightened. “And on my fourteenth birthday, I am officially changing my name to Lattus Athena Austin. Half Kai, half Dad, all you.” She smiled wide enough to show off those extra canines Gelt had. “Thanks for making me, Mom.” Then she saw Tishla cry. “What’s wrong, Mommy?”

Tishla moved over to her daughter’s side. “You’re an amazing young woman, Athena. You know that?”
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