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      Dr. Harmony Richelieu lay flat on her own medical table, staring into the glare of the overhead lights. For noninvasive procedures, the level of illumination was excessive. However, in deference to her own physician, she kept from squinting or betraying her discomfort. A high-pitched hum both reassured and amused her, though she fought back equally against the grin that wanted to break out.

      A tiny hand waved overhead, grasping a plastic wand. That hand stopped, shading her face.

      “Mommy, your eyes are watering. Are you crying or is there an irritant?” Xrista asked, enunciating the last word so clearly and correctly that her mother couldn’t help a swell of pride.

      “What’s your diagnosis?”

      Xrista was quiet for a moment. “I think the lights are too bright.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Well. For one, I don’t see why you’d be sad, so I don’t think you’re crying. For two, when I look up, my eyes get watery, too.”

      “Excellent deduction!” Two reasons were sufficient for a four-year-old’s logical development. Limited exposure to children her own age had skewed Xrista’s socialization toward structured play and conversation out of bounds of the Martian Medical Society’s Childhood Development Schedule. She tended not to fiddle idly with blocks; she built things. She didn’t have tea parties with her dolls; they had backstories and acted out three-part plays in her toy room.

      A thump of feet hitting the floor would have normally prompted Harmony to sit up and end the session, but she wanted to see what happened next. The stool used for her daughter to reach the patient atop the medical table dragged with a grating of metal on metal across the floor. Little feet climbed it again.

      The lights dimmed.

      Too much, frankly. Harmony could barely see anything but shadowy edges now.

      “Is that better, Mommy?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      The stool scraped again, and Xrista climbed back up to resume her scanning in near-pitch-darkness.

      A knock on the door startled them both.

      “Got a min, Doc?” Junior asked from the doorway.

      “Dr. Richelieu is busy presently,” Xrista stated firmly and with the same careful tiptoeing through long words that her speech coach had taught her.

      “Sorry, cupcake. Mommy has to go back to work.”

      “Aww.”

      “Someone is really hurt this time. We can play later.”

      “Makes you think I’m hurt?” Junior demanded playfully.

      Harmony climbed down from the table, tugged the jacket of her teal uniform smooth, and reactivated normal illumination. Jaxon Schultz Jr. stood favoring one leg, leaning on the doorjamb for support. “The hint of strain in your voice. The posture I saw in silhouette in the doorway. The fact that you’re on my short list of crew who haven’t reported for their full physical exam yet.”

      “To be fair about it, I haven’t let the wizard peek at my brain, either.”

      Harmony pointed. “Bay 2. Get yourself situated, and I’ll be right with you. I’d offer you assistance walking, but I don’t expect you’d take it.”

      Junior grunted an agreement on that count. He limped, using the wall as his crutch, and headed for Bay 2 as ordered. Subdividing Med Bay into multiple separate treatment rooms had been a priority once she’d gotten settled in. Two days as a construction supervisor, and she had a place where multiple patients could be treated in individual privacy. The haathee had no concept of modesty or embarrassment from what little she’d seen—unless Grosstet was atypical of his kind. The larger species could use the giant-sized facilities in Bay 1.

      For now, Bay 4 needed decluttering. “Time to put everything away,” Harmony declared.

      Xrista huffed but didn’t protest. She knew her pre-bedtime self-assessment of her behavior that day would determine whether dessert was forthcoming and influence the choice of stories. Good Xrista got to pick any story she liked; naughty Xrista got bedtime stories with moral lessons.

      Secretly, the tales of adventure and whimsy had strong positive messages as well, but Xrista didn’t need to know that.

      Once Bay 4 cleanup was well under way, Harmony headed over to Bay 2 to check in on her patient. Since this was a real visit, she shut the door behind her.

      Sighing inwardly, she approached the table. “I don’t know what colonies you get treatment on typically, but why does half the crew think they need to be naked for a simple scan?”

      “You weren’t too specific, Doc,” Junior countered. His uniform lay poorly folded atop his boots on a chair beside the door.

      Harmony unclipped her basic med scanner from her belt and took a quick reading of heart and lung function. “If you’re all trying to impress me, this is a poor avenue.”

      She caught the moment Junior tensed his pectoral muscles.

      “Look, I got my knee jacked up in judo training. I don’t need a full scan.”

      “Funny. According to my records, you do. Since you walked here under your own power, I’m going on the assumption that your injury is non-life-threatening, so the protocol is basic checks first, then diagnosis and treatment, then a full physical exam.”

      “Aw, don’t even with that. Gonna take advantage of a bum knee to keep me here for a scan I don’t need?”

      “If your heart rate were 155 or your blood pressure 60 over 30, I’d be remiss to wonder what ligamental trauma you may have suffered at the hands of your fellow crew.”

      Junior grunted. “Wasn’t crew. It was the captain.”

      Harmony tried to hide a smirk. While she was no marine, Jessie Ramsey had been subjected to advanced training and medical treatments that left her with bone and muscle density more than two standard deviations above the mean. And while Junior was undoubtedly stronger and plainly larger, the discrepancy wasn’t as wide as one might infer visually.

      “You should have known better,” Harmony scolded.

      “Call me an asshole, but I don’t like going full force against a woman. At least not when it’s not life or death.”

      “Luckily for you, then, my services are gratis. Otherwise, I suspect you’d be spending a lot of money here, not just time.”

      “OK. OK. Am I dying or can you look at my knee?”

      Harmony took a few breaths to parse the readouts from her scanner. “Overall, you’re in excellent health. High cortisol levels, which is understandable given your stressful occupation. I’d recommend meditation.”

      “Self-defense class was supposed to be relaxing.”

      “Well, maybe pick a safer sparring partner,” Harmony advised as she swept the scanner over the swollen knee in front of her. “Oh my.”

      “What? How’s it look?”

      “You pulled off a trifecta. ACL, MCL, and PCL all torn. How’d you even walk here?”

      “Slowly.”

      “This doesn’t look like an accidental injury.”

      “Never said it was an accident.”

      That was never good to hear. Jessie had always been a firebrand, but that didn’t excuse intentionally injuring her subordinates. “Do I need to have a word with the captain?”

      “Naw. We’re square. She’s not a kid anymore, and…”

      “I see.” Jessie was younger than she had any right to be. Five years had passed her by. Most humans would have killed for a fountain of youth that could strip five years off their appearance, but not without getting to live those five years. “In any event, you’re in luck. I can get that knee fixed up in short order.”

      Harmony ventured into one of the supply cabinets all along the wall. She came out with a tissue-grafting leg clamp.

      “Overkill much?” Junior asked as the doctor set the device on the table beside his injured leg and opened it clamshell style.

      “If I were the head of orthopedics at a Class 1 medical facility on Mars, I’d have these in a dozen sizes ready to choose the exact closest fit. Seeing as how I needed to pack a starship and lug everything across half the galaxy, I went for a one-size approach. Don’t try to help; just relax the muscles in your leg.”

      Tiny force fields from Harmony’s bracelets provided a sterile barrier around her hands as she lifted her patient’s limp limb and set it into the grafter. When she closed it, Junior’s leg was enclosed from just below the crotch and covering his foot.

      Magnets clacked, pinning the grafter securely to the table. Harmony pulled hoses from the wall and hooked them up to the ports on the grafter’s side. A medical datapad connected. She tapped in a treatment protocol. Servos whirred. Greenish gel pumped into the grafter, where it hardened around the joint—well, all of the leg, in this case. Then a series of stem injectors, force-field emitters, and bioelectric field modifiers went to work.

      As the machinery went about its business, Harmony finished a full, thorough scan of Junior for the Arete’s records.

      “For a man in your profession, you’re in marvelous physical condition,” Harmony concluded. “You have several mineral deficiencies common to spacers. I’ll forward you a list of settings for the food processor to help you offset those. Your cellular function is all normal. I purged a few benign pre-cancerous cells—something you should have done more often—and you should switch to a medicated toothsoap. I can see you’ve had your visual acuity tweaked at least four times; keep up with that on a biannual basis. Otherwise, once your knee ligaments are repaired, I’d say stick to light duty for a couple days, then resume normal activities.”

      “How much longer on this thing?” Junior asked, slapping a palm on her tissue grafter.

      Harmony checked her datapad. “Two hours, eighteen minutes.”

      “What?”

      “If you’d like quicker treatments, stay out of Med Bay while I figure out haathee nanotech. Otherwise, maybe try some of that meditation. I’ll be in shouting distance if you need anything.”

      “What if I need to piss?”

      Already poised at the door, Harmony marched around the far side of the examination table. There, she unhooked another hose from the wall. At the table, she used the fitting on the end to clip it to the metallic surface with a light magnetic force—just enough that it wouldn’t fall but easily pulled free. “The hose is liquid-sensitive and will activate a vacuum as needed. I assume you don’t need a demonstration.”

      Junior shook his head.

      The door shut behind Harmony as she headed from Bay 2 toward her laboratory.

      Xrista was playing quietly in a corner, learning multiplication tables on her datapad in a game she adored.

      On Harmony’s workbench, an array of depleted, misunderstood, and utterly alien devices awaited her. This was her real reason for being aboard the Arete. She’d teach the in-tik basic human medical care. She’d fill the role of ship’s doctor, complete with all the pro forma evaluations and examinations attendant to her position. And she would learn not only how to operate H-tech medical devices but replicate them.

      However, in the meantime, no one on this ship was going to suffer so much as a head cold without her fixing them.
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        * * *

      

      Jessie’s ready room was anything but. It needed a private washroom, a pull-out bed or something, and definitely some kind of snack bar. This place needed to be a professional office and an unprofessional spot to unwind, free from the prying eyes of her crew. Judges’ chambers, except military. This was where she ought to be able to confer with experts from her crew and confidantes she trusted with her innermost thoughts.

      Her only upgrade since taking residence had been a decorative plant Drascz had made out of scrap metal. Nondescript, not exactly any particular flora, it had spray-tinted leaves and stood a meter and a half tall, just in frame behind her desk as she carried on a video comm.

      Governor Horace Nikrat of Appalachia Colony had the look of a politician. From his overpolished smile to the carefully coiffed hair the color of fine dinnerware to the Nehru jacket that probably cost more than most of his citizens made in a month, he could only have been a colonial governor or the head of some middling borderlands corporation.

      In this case, Governor Nikrat was both.

      “Captain Ramsey, I hope you don’t find my line of questioning either accusatory or impertinent. But certain members of my government have expressed concern over the provenance of those remains.”

      “Understandable,” Jessie replied evenly. There was no point getting worked up. This guy wasn’t a dictator or even a monarch. He had constituents and backers and rivals and allies to variously appease, confound, and keep promises to. Plus, he was newer at his job than Jessie was in hers. “But as I’ve stated, Evander Days is dead. Neither I nor any of my crew killed him⁠—”

      “That wouldn’t be a deal-breaker, Captain. Let me assure you!”

      “Nevertheless, it’s the truth. The long and the short of it is that you want genetic proof that he’s dead, and I have his skull sitting on my desk right now. You have an independent trading planet with shipyard facilities; I have a ship that provides a degree of security to your little corner of the borderlands. I think there’s a deal to be had here.”

      “Look. I have my detractors. You have yours. I know there are a dozen other worlds you could pick from with independent governments and the resupply options you need.” Jessie wasn’t sure the number was quite that high. “But I can’t make this deal unilaterally. If it were up to me, sure. I’d like to have a warship orbiting Appalachia that would make Mars and Earth think twice about occupying us. But to get the support I need for ratifying a treaty with the haathee, I’m going to need to win over some fence-sitters.”

      Jessie hid her continued bemusement that the rest of formerly ARGO space was treating her as some kind of delegate of the haathee civilization. At best, she was running Grosstet’s ship because he realized he had more time for leisure with her captaining it. He’d given her a long leash, and since the odds of another haathee even hearing about the deal, let alone objecting, were practically nil, she was as good as an ambassador herself.

      “What do you need from us? You wouldn’t be mentioning this unless you thought you couldn’t bring them around yourself.”

      “Come to Appalachia Colony as my guests. Meet with some people I need to convince. Bring whoever you think might enjoy our hospitality, and prove to the naysayers that this alliance can work for both sides.”

      Damn politicians. He made it sound so simple. But this wasn’t an A-to-B shift Nikrat was talking about. He was hinting at an A-to-Z with a whole alphabet worth of wheeling, dealing, and fine-print backstabbing along the way.

      She needed a politician of her own. Whomever else she brought on this delegation, she’d need to include either Grosstet or her father. The choice between the two was clear. One had a long history of making friends and winning over enemies, while the other was a barely civilized animal with eating habits and mannerisms better suited to a zoo exhibit than a diplomatic conference.

      “Thank you for the invitation, Governor. Have your people forward an itinerary. We’ll be there in eighteen hours.”

      “We’ll look forward to showing you the highlights of Appalachia Colony.”

      “And I’ll look forward to an alliance of mutual benefit. Ramsey out.”

      She’d be spending a chunk of those hours finalizing a team and coming up with a plan for the negotiations.

      Naturally, she’d be bringing Grosstet.
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        * * *

      

      The star-drive chamber of the Arete was still a work in progress. With the relaxation of his timeline, Trebla had accepted help from Jomek and fabricated the parts they needed for the mechanical systems. Those parts now hung suspended in an exploded-diagram arrangement over an empty patch of floor nearby the site where it would be installed.

      “And this looks right to you, somehow?” Hadrian asked. It was his magic holding the parts aloft. He stalked around the disassembled contraption as if glaring would force it to make sense.

      “Muchly right; mostly connected. If you put the pieces the way they look now, it should work, yes,” Jomek informed the wizard.

      “Assuming your magic hasn’t fouled anything,” Trebla clarified.

      Hadrian turned that glare on Trebla. “I assured you once. I need not assure you again; this is not harming your precious technology.”

      “Find the chill, young friend,” Jomek told the wizard. He took a puff of his atomizer and offered it with a lower hand.

      The two laaku lounged in canvas camping chairs. Trebla had acquired an atomizer of his own from Figgy’s stash, generously shared, and nodded his assent. “The star that burns half as bright burns twice as long.” Something about the chemical mixture really helped the mind put life into its proper perspective.

      “I don’t require relaxation. I simply wish not to improperly assign runes to this Escher’s Stairway of pipes and crystals such that we have to restart from blank parchment.”

      “Sit,” Jomek ordered, waggling his atomizer in the direction of the third, vacant chair. “Inhale. Don’t inhale. Just stop annoying the floor.”

      Hadrian glanced down at his feet.

      “Old expression,” Trebla explained. “You’re pacing. Take a load off.”

      The wizard harrumphed into his seat, arms folded. “I feel like we ought to have been done with this days ago.”

      “We have sixteen hours left,” Trebla countered. “Jessie says⁠—”

      “Captain Ramsey,” Hadrian interjected. “She has a proper title, even if you feel yourself too familiar with her to use it.”

      Trebla sucked in a long lungful of the soothing mixture and held it before releasing it in a cloud. “You, Wizard Hadrian, remind me of my old man’s stories about your granddad.”

      Hadrian’s eyes narrowed just a hairbreadth. “I have never understood his apparent fascination with shipboard life.” He glanced around for emphasis. “Surrounded by technology on all sides. Adrift. Stranded. Caught up in a soap bubble of air that could pop without warning if science so much as wobbles.”

      “Much safety; many science. It’s not so dangerous just flying around as you might think. If you’re scared that⁠—”

      “I’m not scared,” the wizard snapped, and the floating star-drive kit swayed like wind chimes on invisible strings, parts clattering with a cacophony of clangs and clunks. He noticed and calmed the parts back into their assigned locations. “I simply fail to understand his motivation for remaining. He was perfectly capable of carving out a life anywhere he wished. Why a small, cramped, smelly little ship?”

      “What makes you think it smelled?” Trebla protested. He took another puff since anger was still seeping past his wall of chemical calm.

      Hadrian shrugged with eloquent ambivalence. “Oratorical license. My apologies. You grew up on said vessel, I believe.”

      Jomek leaned toward Trebla’s chair. “Much old; very grumpy. He gained years faster than me, I think.”

      The old laaku mechanic was past six decades, and Trebla wasn’t sure whether their wizard buddy had hit his second yet. But it was hard to argue which of them sounded older.

      “Look. My old man told plenty of stories about your granddad. I know he cleaned a lot of them up, you know, for legal reasons and maintaining filial respect and whatnot. But I could fill you in on some of the ‘why’ maybe.”

      “I’ve been warned that many of the tales of the Mobius and its residents are apocryphal.”

      Trebla snickered. “Warned by whom?” He drew the last word out and took a drag on the atomizer meant to make him appear mysterious and sophisticated.

      “Carl Ramsey. The vessel’s captain and a man to whom I owe a debt.”

      Jomek laughed out loud. “You owe nothing.”

      “On the contrary. I owe my very existence. He saved the life of my father once and that of my grandfather more than once. I quite literally would not exist if not for him.”

      Trebla shook his head. “Then you owe him a life debt the way I owe one to Earth’s Preferred and The Manual of Eight Hands.”

      “It’s not a laughing matter!”

      “Much laughing; very joy. The galaxy is more fun if you take it less seriously.”

      “Besides,” Trebla added. “If there’s one thing you gotta know about Uncle Carl, it’s that Bradley Carlin Ramsey isn’t his real name.”

      “It’s not?” Hadrian inquired with justifiable suspicion.

      “No. It’s Carl Apocryphal Ramsey. Love the guy like blood, but he could talk the shell off a tesud and sell it back to them. The only reason he wouldn’t want you believing the stories about his old ship is that too many of them are true.”

      With a yawn and a stretch, Jomek tucked away his atomizer and climbed out of his chair. “Work time. Sixteen hours, but many will be sleep—unless we don’t get started. Hadrian will keep the ones that need runes; we’ll start putting the rest together.”

      “Much work; many busy?” Trebla teased as he hopped down and took a last puff of his own atomizer before returning it to a pocket of his coveralls.

      Jomek nodded. “It is so.”
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        * * *

      

      A symphony played a waltz beneath a brilliant, starry night sky. Couples danced so high above the ground that the landscape was lost in gloom. With each step, a shimmering force appeared to support the dancers. None would fall. Not until it was time for them all to rejoin the thralls of gravity far below.

      Eric wore flowing white robes and a high-collared cloak. Charlotte sported a black band of cloth around her chest that left her trim stomach and collarbone exposed. She wore a matching black jacket with silver trim open at the front. Along with her sheer black pants that stopped just below the knee and pointed-toe black slippers, she evoked a Gothic fairy matador. A mask of silver motes clustered around her eyes, but Eric’s gaze didn’t stray that far afield.

      He held her left hand in his right. His left rested lightly on her shoulder as her right wrapped gently around his hip. Had their extensive practice not been up to snuff, their feet would have tangled and spilled them to the nonexistent floor. But they stepped to the music. In time. Coordinated. As they’d done a thousand times before.

      “This has been lovely,” she told him in a whisper.

      “And it will be again,” Eric promised. He leaned in. They touched forehead to forehead, nose to nose. Charlotte sighed, and the last of her resolve gave out.

      Sparkling tears welled at the corners of her eyes. Eric removed his hand from her shoulder to wipe them away.

      “We’ll find our fun out there, too.”

      “It’s never the same.”

      “How boring would that be?” he teased, trying to brighten the somber mood. This celebration hadn’t been his idea. Uriela had arranged their send-off this time. A number of the residents had delayed reincarnation to be here.

      As the dance wound down, each step brought the dancers incrementally closer to the vast meadow below.

      All but the final two. The two not planning to return to the waiting area remained a spectacle for the rest.

      Then, Eric drew Charlotte close to him as the symphony ended. She nuzzled against his neck.

      The next thing either of them knew, they were positioned the same but horizontal. Beneath warm blankets. Face to face. Charlotte nestled beneath his chin, tickling his chest with each exhalation. His arm, as usual, was her pillow. He couldn’t recall a time waking when her head lay on her own. Despite the size of their bed, it seemed almost wasteful to have a second one.

      A shuddering intake of breath let Eric know she’d awakened as well. Sometimes, she drifted into dreams of her own for a while before waking fully. From those mornings, he knew every line of her face—her real face. While she looked much the same in the Village of Eternity, her self-image differed slightly, and he’d never confuse the two.

      “It’s OK,” Eric assured her. He wrapped her in his arms and let the tears come.

      She hated it here, he knew. Not the bedroom. Not his embrace. Not the Arete, even. Just the real, flesh-and-no-magic galaxy at large. Between eight and twelve human lifetimes passed each night, depending on their chosen adventures and outside factors that affected their hours of slumber. But as she’d realized, those vast time spans compressed to a single night’s whirlwind of memories upon waking.

      And she always needed a cry upon being stranded back here with no magic.

      In a little while, he knew, she’d compose herself.

      He’d tried a bunch of different ways to help speed up the process, but just holding on seemed to work best. Patience. If he could build a planetary capital city for four residents and populate it with ten thousand imaginary citizens, he could be here for Charlotte to cry out her frustration and despair.

      The sniffle was his first clue that she was gathering herself behind a wall of pride and donning her daytime persona, dignified, calm, and in control. Eric gave her one last squeeze before they parted and sat up.

      “Waffles,” was her first word.

      Their eyes met. She could see his promise, still unfulfilled, that he’d free her of those bracelets. They didn’t need to say it.

      “Waffles sound good.”

      They hustled through their morning routine and met at the door, ready to take on whatever the ship threw at them. What would it be today?

      Pirate prisoners?

      Escaped chickens?

      Broken lifting arm in the hangar?

      Fight between Dad and Jessie?

      The galaxy only knew.

      Doors shushed open at Charlotte’s touch. They took the lift and ended up in Uom’pe’s kitchen moments later.

      “Good. Morning. How. Are. You. Two. Today?”

      “Good, ma’am,” Eric replied with a smile. “By any chance, do you have waffles today?”

      “I have. Waffles. Any. Day. Someone. Asks. Nicely.”

      “May we have two plates of waffles, if you please?” Charlotte asked coyly. It was amazing how quickly she recovered from her morning despair. It was almost like she could turn it on and off and only let it be on around him.

      Uom’pe loaded up the waffle iron, and the two of them settled in, helping themselves to coffee as they waited for the batter to wafflize inside the hot book-covers with the matching pattern.

      A buzz caused Charlotte to draw a datapad from her dress pocket. She checked a message, and Eric strained not to eaveslook. “Your mother is looking for you.”

      “The real one?”

      “No. The self-appointed one.”

      “Would you mind telling her that we’re having breakfast right now?”

      Charlotte, already tapping, nodded her assent.

      The two of them were midway through their meal as the lone diners in the kitchen lounge when the doors slid open behind them.

      “What part of ‘come to my ready room’ was unclear?” Jessie asked before Eric had even turned to see who their new arrival might be.

      He chewed while replying. “Sorry. Must have gotten lost in translation. We were just sitting down to eat. Want waffles? All you have to do is ask nicely.” His sister had a mean, hungry look in her eye, and she was never one to resist a hearty breakfast.

      “Fine,” she groused. “Plate of waffles for me, too.”

      “We. Are. All. Out.”

      “How can you be out of—” Jessie caught herself. She forced an insincere smile. “Uom’pe, would you mind making me a plate of waffles, please?”

      “Not. At all. Just. A moment.”

      Jessie cast Charlotte the glare of a woman who saw her authority being usurped. “Did you really not tell him I wanted him up in my ready room?”

      “I paraphrased. You never implied it was urgent.”

      “I—but then why—? It’s not up to you to decide whether I sound urgent.”

      Charlotte set down her fork and knife. “You never used the word ‘order’ or any synonym thereof. You mentioned neither reason nor emergency. I replied with Eric’s availability: post-breakfast. I’d have sent him along once he had a good meal in him—which this is, by the by. Uom’pe, your waffles are most excellent this morning.”

      “The. Syrup. Is from. Ganymede.”

      “Whatever,” Jessie snapped. “If you want to be this way, maybe I won’t bring you along to Appalachia Colony to be wined and dined⁠—”

      “You know I don’t like all that stuffy stuff,” Eric interjected.

      “And shown around Screamville Terror Park, which apparently is their number one cultural site.”

      Eric’s eyes lit. “That’s where Screamville is?”

      “Yes.”

      Clenched fists shook of their own accord without any input from their owner. “Oh boy! Can I go? Please? PLEASE?”

      Charlotte cocked her head and furrowed her brow ever so slightly. “Is the name tongue-in-cheek? I’m unfamiliar with this park.”

      “It’s a thrill-ride park,” Jessie explained. “Whimsically themed rides that catapult a human body around at high speeds for fun.”

      “We only went there once when I was too short to ride all the good rides,” Eric blurted excitedly.

      Jessie issued a sigh that originated in her toes. “I could use someone along who’ll appreciate the place, and Grosstet’s got the opposite problem when it comes to fitting on rides. So, if you can keep your shit together and not either embarrass me or reduce the park to rubble, you can come along.”

      “And Charlotte?”

      Charlotte blinked in shock. “What portion of human catapult did you expect me to find appealing?”

      “The part where the rides are fun and exciting and you can pretend to be scared but it’s all actually safe and you’ll have a great time I promise!”

      “I will observe these rides. I will reserve judgment on my own participation until I have inspected them for myself. Assuming, that is, I am to be going at all.”

      “Fine with me,” Jessie answered. “Eric’s mostly on his best behavior around you. Keep an eye on him, and I’ll call it even.”

      “This trip… it wouldn’t happen to overlap with your scheduled family therapy appointment, would it?”

      Jessie flashed one of those smiles that told the two wizards that she was happy someone noticed she’d already won. “Oh. That? Total coincidence.”
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        * * *

      

      Plasma torches flared. An angle grinder spat sparks. Slowly, wall by wall, new rooms were born aboard the Arete. Small, cramped, intentionally unwelcoming rooms. One might go so far as to call them cells. That would be the ideal outcome if Drascz and Tommy got this job done properly.

      “How many prisoners this captain of yours aiming to keep?” Tommy asked, pausing to mop sweat from his forehead. He was following Drascz’s welded joins, grinding them smooth to hide all trace of aftermarket workmanship.

      “Just think of it this way: each one we take prisoner is one we didn’t kill.” Drascz didn’t like this place much. She hadn’t liked it when it was empty bays blocked off with flotsam from the hangar. The construction of proper walls, sliding security doors, and connections to the waste drainage system hadn’t improved her opinion.

      There was still a mass holding chamber with cots jutting from the wall on three sides for communal sleeping arrangements. But these smaller rooms bothered her, too.

      Smooth. Bare. Devoid of amenities with one grim exception. A lone chair, slightly reclined, faced away from the door. While the lounging posture and firm plastic padding made it appear vaguely comfortable, the mag cuffs operated from outside the door might lead most prisoners to prefer sleeping on the floor.

      Junior Schultz was in charge of security now. He was one of the captain’s old friends and outranked a lowly ensign like Drascz. While no fan of the rank, regardless of its place within the hierarchy, Drascz now officially worked for Makket in Logistics. Tommy was just a crewman; she outranked him, at least, which might have given him the impression that she had access to answers she didn’t.

      “Just saying. Commander Schultz just ‘happened’ to have four of these damn chairs on his ship?”

      “He was a bounty hunter.”

      “Feel like we need a priest to exorcise these things is all.”

      Drascz scowled thoughtfully, shutting off her plasma torch between weld joints. “I seem to recall that Figgy is an ordained Seeker priest.”

      “They’ll ordain a sock puppet. I mean a real exorcist.”

      “You religious?”

      Tommy smirked. “A little. Used to be a lot.”

      “Will the runes be a problem for you?” Drascz was aware how the One Church and Convocation clashed in Earth politics. And Tommy was giving off very One Church energy with how he spoke. Drascz had been baptized in the One Church after her adoption; she’d taken communion. But she’d shed her affiliation once she moved out on her own.

      “Suppose it’s as good a reason as any not to bother with purging the place of evil. Look. I can live with wizards. The kid isn’t half bad. Nor is the younger kid.”

      She hadn’t seen Tommy’s personnel file. Just judging by the lines on his face and the amount of gray in his hair, she guessed somewhere in the vicinity of fifty years. Any of the wizards aboard were twice her age. Thinking of either as a ‘kid’ amused her. “I’m nine.”

      Tommy chuckled. “Sorry. Easy to forget. You don’t act it.”

      “I do for my kind. Full grown by three. Considered adult by five. Think how you must look at Uom’pe or Grosstet. It’s the same for me. Human children learn so slowly. On Meyang, two-year-olds are brought on their first hunt.”

      “You done a hunt?”

      The fur rose on the back of Drascz’s neck. “No.”

      She’d been on a hundred hunts, all in her nightmares. Flesh rending. Claws red. She imagined the sweet, salty raw meat sliding down her throat in ragged chunks. It brought her to the verge of vomiting right here in the reconstructed brig.

      They finished up the walls, then swapped off. Drascz took the angle grinder to smooth out her weld beads. Tommy moved on to the control circuitry, which she knew nothing about.

      “All right. Gotta test everything out.”

      A cold hand gripped Drascz’s guts. “Test?”

      “Can’t have these restraints fail with a real prisoner. One of us’ll have a nice sit in each one while the other flips through all the options.” He must have caught Drascz’s pupils dilating in terror at the prospect. “No worries. They’re adjustable, but no reason to bother. I’ve got the right anatomy for the default. Just… be ready to comm Trebla or Jomek if the controls fail.”

      Without hesitation, Tommy marched in and settled into the interrogation chair in Cell 2. An indicator on the wall panel showed him in position. One by one, Drascz activated mag cuffs at the ankles, wrists, and neck.

      “All set,” Tommy reported. Drascz saw on the vitals monitors that his heart rate had spiked above 100. “Secondaries.”

      Drascz activated cuffs around the thighs and forearms, plus a pair of clamps that pincered in to cradle Tommy’s temples and forehead.

      “OK. Check. Now the auto-adjust.” His heart rate was over 110 now.

      “You sure?”

      “Just get it over with.”

      Drascz hit a command called Adjust. With the cell door open, she heard a series of whirs. After a few seconds, Tommy grunted in pain. His heart rate jumped to over 130. “Are you all right?” Drascz shouted in.

      Through gritted teeth, Tommy managed to grumble, “Don’t ask me. Look at the monitors.”

      Drascz did so. The system reported Tommy’s condition as Under Duress. It reported no faults. “It says you’re fine.”

      “Great,” Tommy said between breaths. “Let’s not check the enhanced features for now, huh? Quick check that the door and cuffs can operate at the same time, then lemme outta this thing.”

      Drascz cycled the door closed, then open again. The power draw on the two systems didn’t affect the operation of either. She quickly tapped through the Release sequence, including two verifications of her intent, before the chair let Tommy go.

      In the several seconds between freedom and gathering himself to get up, Drascz watched his pulse slowly settle down.

      “Well, I don’t know about you,” Tommy told her as he exited. “But I need a couple beers before we test the other three. And lemme tell ya, I’ve got no plans to cross Captain Ramsey.”
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        * * *

      

      Low-yield plasma punctured a holographic human wielding a blaster. Another figure popped up in its place, this time unarmed with hands upraised in surrender. No blast of plasma killed this one. Behind it, however, another appeared, using their hostage as cover and peeking out, aiming a weapon right at the shooter. The next shot took the hostage in the throat, striking the coward a fatal blow in the process.

      A red light flashed. A buzzer honked. Points peeled off the scoreboard.

      “FUCK!” Mindy screamed.

      At her side, Lisa Schultz shrugged. “It was you that killed him, luv, not that so-called baddie.”

      “Habits ain’t easy to unlearn,” Mindy said as she set down the target range blaster so she wasn’t pacing with a weapon in hand. “Rebel rules: anyone got a blaster pointed anywhere near ya, empty ’em on the grass.”

      “Fine when you’ve got a war to win,” Lisa replied evenhandedly. “But when your job is looking after a crew, it ain’t always tea and cakes after if’n you dust a friendly. There’s a way to fix it so’s the civvies ain’t so unremarkable. Make ’em friends, superiors, folks from back home.“

      Mindy scoffed. “Make me want to shoot ’em clean and proper, if that’s what you’re after.”

      “Whoever, then. Don’t matter none, so long as yous ain’t looking to be a pallbearer.” Lisa checked her datapad. “Come on. Field trip. Your head ain’t in this right now. No point tryin’. Besides, something we both of us gotta see.”

      “Where we headed?” Mindy asked as she followed her boss out of the firing range. Demotions were one thing, but Mindy had been bumped to the bottom of a three-person Security department, with Lisa and her brother above her. It was more than faintly humiliating, but it was hard to argue with; the Schultzes knew more about this shit than her, even if the whole deal smelled of cronyism.

      Lisa set a brisk pace for the lifts. “First of the cells in the brig is up for a look-see. And if we don’t get there first, Junior’s liable to bollocks it all up.”

      The lift rocketed them through the ship in short order. Mindy barely had time to process. She’d seen the plans. She’d noticed the unique changes from the baseline design Drascz had whipped up on the quick when they took their first pirates prisoner. While she’d doubtless have to spend a fair chunk of time down there as part of her job, she wasn’t relishing the inspection.

      “You do a lot with prisoners, out there in the Black Ocean?” Mindy asked.

      Lisa shrugged off the comment. “Eh. Some.”

      “Is you only saying that on account of it was loads and you want me to drop it?”

      “Make an interrogator out of you yet, luv.”

      “Ain’t sure that’s something I’d be proud of.”

      They marched off the lift and down to the new brig, which they could tell was cluttered with construction materials even before they reached the doorway. Plasma tanks and saws and electronics kits and steel plating and rags and rivets and tinter and spray nozzles and flotsam Mindy couldn’t even identify formed a minefield as the two women picked their way inside.

      It was the same space as the old brig, but Mindy wouldn’t have guessed by looks alone. A short stretch of hallway sported four doors, three just open holes in the wall. At the end, a large group cell waited. Lisa walked the full length, only glancing to either side and ignoring the closed door entirely.

      “I done lockup in worse,” Lisa remarked with the air of a real-estate shopper on the market for a cheap apartment.

      “No toilet. No sink.”

      Lisa thumped a fist on the wall. “Wall spigot. Fully recessed.” Mindy squinted to spot the hole. “Drain in the floor’s good for what it needs. Cots is all in them old ARGO treaties everyone pretends still apply, excepting there ain’t no ARGO no more. Ain’t nothing stopping ya from chuckin’ ’em a bucket and a thermal mug if you got sensitive feelings toward you prisoners. Let’s go see the solitary cell they got done.”

      Mindy gulped and followed. She’d been through a war. Why was this making her squeamish?

      Lisa put a palm to the panel beside the door. It blinked green three times, then opened. She led the way inside.

      Somehow, that doorway had become a wall. Mindy couldn’t pass through.

      “Get in here. Ain’t gonna lock the door behind us.”

      Steeling herself, Mindy stepped in.

      The centerpiece of the room was a grim, utilitarian chair meant for interrogations. “This where you bring prisoners to get answers out of them?”

      Lisa smirked. “Something like that. Drain’s in the seat. You can feed ’em yourself or leave food and water. Bit more personal than the group cell. Floor’s cold as tits, so best sleep in the chair. Junior wanted the floor electrified, but Jess nixed that.”

      “This is all legal?”

      “Naw. Ain’t a bit. None of this ship is, luv. Jess and the big fella get to decide what’s law here. Embassy of the haathee, if you fucking believe it. Now, tell me. You think if I got rough, you could put me in this chair and keep me there?”

      Mindy backed up a step, hands raised. “Ain’t looking for any alternative training.”

      With a mocking laugh, Lisa reassured her. “Li’l pigeon, if’n I wanted to wrestle you into lockdown, you’d be there. Ain’t no twelve or fifteen years or whatever you got on me that’s gonna make up for the fact you got scrawny arms, no pharma, and ain’t been trained worth a damn.”

      “I’m taking Jessie’s—I mean Captain Ramsey’s self-defense classes.”

      “Yeah… about that. Gonna pull you outta patty-cake playtime afore you lock in bad habits.”

      “But I thought⁠—”

      “Yeah, Jess’s a combat instructor. Sure. But that ain’t what she’s teaching three mornings a week. That’s ‘don’t be a liability in an emergency’ training. Junior’s playin’ when he goes.”

      “Jessie broke his knee yesterday.”

      “Had it coming, he did. But that’s the shit you need to learn. Junior’s got a good thirty kilos on Jess. He’d whoop her arse in a boxing match; but take morals, fair play, and referees out of the way, and I wouldn’t risk my pocket change betting against her. But that’s the mentality we gots to install in that head o’ yers.” She poked Mindy in the forehead. “One day, some bloke’s gonna get it in his head that taking you out is the line between him and freedom, and he’s gonna fight like a badger on stim. And it’s gonna be your job to subdue him.”

      For emphasis, Lisa pressed down sharply on one of the chair’s armrests, and a hidden mag cuff snapped shut, narrowly missing her.

      “And if I get got the better of?” Mindy nodded toward the chair.

      “Embarrassing as fuck, but we’re gonna get some readings on you so’s it knows not to lock up Arete security officers. Have a quick seat.”

      Mindy backed up a step. “You first.”

      “Already knows me and Junior. And it ain’t like I’ll let it secure you. But what if’n I said I had to?” Lisa mused, cocking her head. “You don’t trust me or something?”

      Mindy stood there, hyperventilating.

      “Oi. Forget I said nothing. Get that new doc to release your med scans. I’ll rig something up from those. Just between you and me, I’m gonna hafta let Jess know you’re not ready for interrogation resistance training.”

      “Interrogation resistance? The fuck?”

      “Look. I get it. You can be all muscle. Rough up pirates. Toss ’em in lockup at blasterpoint. Ship needs that. But if’n you ever want to get trusted with big, important secrets, you’re gonna need to know how to keep ’em.”

      “Just because I don’t like the idea of being trapped in that… thing, you don’t think Jessie can trust me?”

      “Luv, I’d have your bank codes and the names of all your old resistance pals without laying a hand on you.”

      Mindy gulped. She got the implication. The laying a hand was after securing her helplessly immobile. And Mindy knew she was right. “What can I do?”

      Lisa pursed her lips. “Look. Ain’t a big operation yet. You got time if you’re willing to put in the effort. First off, pick a real trainer; me, Junior, or Jess can teach you proper. Break anything short of a neck and let the docs fix it after. Then, start regular chats with that fit bird of Eric’s. Wizard or not, she can sort some shite, and she understands good clean English, to boot. Didn’t know I was a yang and that’s why I get on with Mum and Junior sounds like he got raised in a locker room.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah. Hang out in the bar.”

      “You think if you get me sloshed…” Mindy nodded toward the chair.

      “Naw. Let the bird sort that. Chat up that bartender. Pay attention. Learn.”

      “Learn what? Thinking I might consider a change of employment?”

      Lisa went to the door and peered outside, then lowered her voice. “Look here. This don’t go nowhere. Junior knows. I know. Now you’s gonna knows it, too. There’s two chiefs of security on this boat, see? Junior’s got himself in charge of the captain’s person, wrangling prisoners, keeping the peace amongst ourselves, got it?”

      “Sure. That’s the job, right?”

      “Half the job. Other half is more… prophylactic. Traitors. Spies. Plots. That sort of rubbish. Ain’t my cuppa. Junior’s neither. But Carl Ramsey⁠—”

      “Captain’s old man is kinda sweet, if’n I had to go that way. You know, old and penisy. Could do worse. Borderline senile, but on the friendly side.”

      “He’s the most dangerous bloke on the ship and second place ain’t on the horizon.”

      Mindy laughed. “Now you’re just takin’ the piss.”

      “Not one bit.”

      “Come off it.” Mindy counted on her fingers. “Grosstet. Jessie. You and your brother. The two bloody wizzies we’ve got riding along.”

      Lisa shook her head through the whole tirade. “Julius Caesar wasn’t a mighty warrior. Wu Zetian didn’t rule China by force. Jess’s mum sent him along to make sure nothing happened to her or Eric. Mind you, she’s ex-Earth Navy herself. You think she packed up a doddering folk guitarist to look after a spook and a wizard?”

      “In so many words, yeah. Been thinking it was a fucking adorable sort of glass-licking idiocy.”

      “Hang round the bar. Tell him I sent ya and why.”

      “What makes him so special?”

      Lisa knocked on the headrest of the interrogation chair. “Bloke might be old as me own mum and dad, but if’n I had him sat here, I couldn’t get his name out of him. And if you was the one interrogating him, you’d end up letting him go and not even realize you was played.”

      “You’re talking out your arse.” Mindy caught a scowl, then hastily amended, “Ma’am.”

      “Suit yourself. Always be room in a uniform for hands to get dirty. But if you want more out of this outlaw military life than bein’ a pretty face and a pair of hands to aim a blaster rifle, I said what three things you need.”

      Proper hand-to-hand training.

      Getting her baggage handled.

      Figure out the spycraft side of security.

      “You willing to get me up to snuff on hand-fighting?”

      Lisa jerked her head toward the door. “Sure. C’mon. Let’s grab a bite first. You’re looking almost pale.”
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        * * *

      

      Grosstet’s private quarters had long been a refuge.

      Not that he minded his petite passenger pals. The humans, laaku, ratatoret, azrin, in-tik, and especially the lone tesud had become wonderful companions. Sneaking around micro-species-controlled space with them was quite the “hoot” as Eric had taught him. They provided a salve against nearly all forms of loneliness, melancholy, and homesickness.

      Nearly.

      There welled in Grosstet a longing that no trip to the pleasure room could relieve.

      As he soaked in his suite’s private pond, Grosstet filled the room with song. The program filled in with an appropriate array of haathee backup singers and musicians. Two of the voices reminded him of people he knew from home, one of whom he would not meet again, even in the unlikely event he managed to return there.

      He bellowed and trumpeted and shouted lyrics that erupted from organs deep within his abdomen. So much of the time, he was careful to modulate his voice around his sensitive-eared little friends. So fragile in so many ways, he could readily accept that his grip could crush them or his tread flatten them. A friendly trunk slap could break bones. An attempt at mutual pleasure would most undoubtedly rupture tissue best left intact. These facts he could accept; their implied strictures were ones he swore to abide.

      But the singing.

      Grosstet was not, by nature, a quiet or reserved creature. One day, they would find a nice planet with wide spaces beneath the sky. He would seat his friends at a safe distance and perform in all his glory. By his own standards, he was far from professional. But by the same token, he’d heard what passed for singing among the small ones. Compared to their best, he was a virtuoso.

      Thus, it was well into a trunk solo, between breaths, that he first noticed that someone was attempting to gain his attention from the corridor outside.

      Climbing out of his warm, soapy pond, sweet smelling and dripping, he made his way to the door.

      “AH. JESSIE. A WELCOME SURPRISE.”

      She shielded her view with a hand. “A less welcome one. Put some clothes on.”

      “HOW MANY?” he inquired as he retreated to the drying vents in the floor. A tornado of warmth engulfed him, howling to nearly but not quite drown out Jessie’s reply.

      “Enough to cover your crotch. More is a bonus.”

      “BACK HOME, LESS IS THE BONUS.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to get used to dealing with human social mores. We’ve got our diplomatic mission lined up.”

      “AH. MY SPECIALTY.”

      “I’d like to remind you that, last time, you barely escaped an assassination plot.”

      “MY CLEVERNESS PROTECTS ME.”

      Jessie snickered. “C’mon. You’re talking to the woman who bailed out that oversized ass of yours.”

      “YES. IT WAS VERY CLEVER INDEED TO MAKE SUCH A FINE ALLY.”

      Fine ally or not, she wasn’t a very good debater. Jessie Ramsey knew how to threaten and trick, but the gentle art of bending words eluded her, even in her own language.

      “Well, this time, we’ll have a staffed and operational ship up in orbit providing a little… let’s call it ‘persuasion’ to the locals.”

      “WE PLAN TO THREATEN THEM?” There were certain expected points in human negotiations that he still did not possess a nuanced understanding of.

      “No. They’re plenty threatened without us having to do anything. They’re actually hoping that our presence will make them safer.”

      “YES, SAFETY FOLLOWS WHEREVER WE GO.”

      “Your sarcasm is improving.”

      Grosstet opened his mouth in a grin. “INDEED. SO, WHAT NAME DOES THIS PLANET HAVE THAT I MAY LEARN OF OUR NEW FRIENDS?”

      “Appalachia Colony. They mine some fuel rod precursors and export a variety of staple foods. It’s a solid, unambitious planet currently unaligned with any of the major galactic players that are pissed at us. And lest any of those factions think to force them into joining, they feel like an alliance with us might make them think twice.”

      “IS THINKING ONLY ONCE COMMON IN HUMAN DECISION-MAKING?”

      “More common than you’d believe.”

      “VERY WELL. HOW SOON WILL I NEED TO BE READY?”

      “They’re planning to take us to an amusement park as VIPs—that’s Very Important Persons.”

      “PEOPLE,” Grosstet corrected. It might have been her own language, but given Eric’s tutelage, he was becoming more and more aware how poorly most humans spoke it.

      “The acronym gets pluralized, smartass. I know my own fucking language, thanks.”

      Rather than admit he’d erred in correcting what had turned out to be an exception he was unaware of, Grosstet changed the subject. “WHY DO THEY WISH US TO SEE THIS AMUSING PARK?”

      “It’s an amusement park, not an amusing park. The concept is to have a bunch of thrill rides in one place and to go on a bunch of them in a single day.”

      “WHAT IS A THRILL RIDE?”

      Rather than answer verbally, Jessie used her datapad and activated the suite’s holo-projector.

      A passenger transport system appeared, designed with a madman’s inefficiency. Lavished with extraneous supports. Connected upon itself in a loop with no destination but back to its own start. So dangerously impractical that human riders had to be secured to their seats lest they be thrown from the serpentine vehicle.

      “THIS… IS AMUSING?”

      Jessie flicked and swiped at her screen. The view changed. This time, they were gifted a rider’s perspective of the journey. As he watched, Grosstet’s mouth gaped ever wider.

      “FUN! I WISH TO TRY THIS!”

      Jessie huffed. “Uh. Not sure about that, big fella. But we can ask. There’s a good chance that you won’t fit in the seats.”

      “I WILL HOLD ON TIGHTLY. I HAVE A VERY GOOD GRIP.”

      “Get dressed. In a uniform. Meet me down in the hangar when you’re ready to fly.”

      “OH-HO-HO. I WILL BE READY TO FLY!”

      Fly in a rolling coaster, that is!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The doors stayed open now, only closing when there was no bartender on duty. Feklek and Monodok kept the place open nearly round the clock these days, but during prime time, Carl Ramsey kept things in the Soundcheck Saloon running smooth as jazz but with a hard-rock beat.

      Grosstet vastly outproduced the crew’s beer consumption. There was a whole room above that was slowly filling with barrels of his personal brew. Carl insisted purely on optimism that the haathee keep the supply coming since the crew was bound to continue growing and demand for the hearty lager wasn’t letting up.

      While alcohol consumption ebbed during day shift duty hours, lunch was always a popular time for crew to swing by for a meal. Many took advantage of the laaku food processor to indulge in weird culinary whims or just to eat food with lab-ensured health benefits.

      The processor was self-serve.

      The taps in low demand.

      The acoustics a grungy, authentic sort of ideal.

      Sitting on the bar, Carl strummed and plucked and bobbed his head, jamming more than attempting to replicate any actual song. While he wasn’t paying strict attention, an attentive music student probably would have cited him with multiple counts of plagiarism between licks. If a new song came out of his experience aboard the Arete, Carl would consider it a win.

      One of the kids entered the saloon, and Carl took quiet note. If Rachel Schultz had taken a year off from her marriage and given birth to a secret love child on the side, it could have been Mindy Sedgwick. Cut from the same cloth. Both spoiled rich girls who’d gotten too much exposure to the realities outside their bubbles to remain inside in good conscience. Both speaking with that same snooty, ancient English dialect that took a history degree or a few years as a commanding officer to decipher.

      He’d taken an instant liking to her.

      Mindy walked past him without looking—a sure sign she was here to see him but wanted to play coy about it. Anyone just casually enjoying the Soundcheck’s amenities gave a nod or a wave to the proprietor as soon as they walked through those open doors.

      After a moment of fiddling with the laaku machine and another for it to churn out her selection, Mindy sat down beside him with a rare steak sandwich.

      Carl’s aimless tune dropped in complexity, but it didn’t cease. “How’s the day treating you, Lieutenant?”

      Mouth already full, Mindy grunted a chuckle before swallowing. “Still ain’t got used to that. Gettin’ by, I s’pose. Just got off a round with Lisa—I mean Lt. Cmdr. Schultz. We was gonna grab a bite together, ’cepting she got called up to the bridge halfway here.”

      “Well, I might not sound like home, but I’ll try to make for an acceptable backup lunch companion.”

      “Ain’t like that. I was just… Oh, bugger it. Yeah. It’s like that. Soz. It’s just we got to waggin’ a bit over work, bout my future in security and all that.”

      “Wearing a uniform and cracking skulls is a time-honored profession.”

      Mindy frowned slightly between bites. “You having a go at me?”

      “Thin skin doesn’t pair well with mag cuffs and a stun baton.”

      “Yeah. Part of what we chatted about. Says if I wanted upward mobility, career-wise, I oughtta hear a couple terras worth of your wisdom.”

      Carl stilled the strings of his homemade guitar. Reaching back and leaning, he tapped a console under the bar. House music rose, courtesy of his personal playlist. The nice thing about being a fan of historical music—no royalty worries. The descendants of Jimmy Page and Jimi Hendrix wouldn’t be coming for him.
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