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"Hey Seb, let's take a walk," Tane said.

"Okay." Sebastian raised an eyebrow, but put his cutting torch down and followed the burly Atlantean.

Three weeks had passed since Mercury Island had rebuffed NWE's attack. Since that time, everything had gone quiet. No Max Regulus. No water monster in the ocean around the island. 

The island crew had rented tools on Bygone Island and set about cutting up the vast, burned hulk of the crashed airship Fellstorm. After one round of hauling scrap to the salvage yards to sell, they realized they had a gold mine on their hands. But it was hard work, and Sebastian was glad to take a break.

"So, what's up?" Sebastian said, falling into step beside his adopted brother.

Tane Casak was a head taller than his lightly-built companion, had a darker complexion, and was bigger and more heavily muscled from his strength-based superpower. His black hair hung in carefully-managed dreadlocks, in stark contrast to Sebastian's apparently natural blue spikes. 

Tane's frown lightened to a smile. "Look what I found out here. I was clearing a path around the wreck, and look at this."

They rounded a tumble of ancient stone blocks and came to a place where the trees grew in rows, despite the other trees and brush growing among them. Tane pulled down a branch and picked a lumpy green fruit. "It's a whole orchard of sugar apple trees." He broke the fruit open and gave half to Sebastian.

Sebastian pulled out the white chunks inside and ate them. "Hey, I love these things. What is this place?"

"I don't know." Tane pushed aside a tangle of philodendron and indicated a smaller tree with orange fruit growing out of the truck. "There's some cacao mixed in here, too. But it's all overgrown."

"From the Atlanteans, before the Calamity?" Sebastian said.

Tane nodded. "If we clean it up and take care of it, this is a ton of food. We could sell it, even."

"Dude," Sebastian said, "between this and the salvage, we can live like kings." He ran his fingers over a cacao pod. "Mm, chocolate."

Tane leaned against a sugar apple tree and folded his arms. "That's, uh, not actually what I brought you here to talk about."

Sebastian picked another sugar apples and fixed his attention on his friend. "Yeah, I knew something's been eating you. And probably not just the mosquitoes."

Tane grinned sheepishly. "It's that obvious, huh?"

Sebastian pretended to think. "Let me see. You meet a pretty girl. You hit it off. She goes home. You've moped around ever since."

"Hey, I haven't moped," Tane exclaimed. He gestured at the orchard. "I've stayed busy."

"Busy in a really mopey way," Sebastian replied, grinning. 

Tane sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. "Yeah. So you've noticed."

"Go see her!" Sebastian said. "We've got the island parked right now. You could take a boat if you wanted, since you still suck at phantom leap."

"That's not the problem," Tane said, shifting his weight uneasily. "I've got a secret. Can you keep it?"

Sebastian pointed at himself. "Hey Tane, it's me. I never spill secrets."

The big man folded his arms and studied the ground for a moment, gathering his thoughts. Sebastian waited. After growing up together, he knew that although Tane's brain worked well, it worked slower than his own. Often Tane feigned stupidity rather than stopping to think.

"Okay." Tane spread his hands. "You know how Gladiolus has that sickness in her eye?"

"Crystal Eye," Sebastian said. "Yeah, I think it's rare."

"You know she has two years to live?"

Sebastian blinked, the smile fading from his face. "I didn't know that. Wow. That sucks." He patted Tane's shoulder. "I see why you've been so down."

Tane shook his head. "That's not why. It's not a disease—it's a curse."

"A curse," Sebastian said flatly. "Didn't Cirrus tell you that as a joke?"

Tane raised a hand. "Hear me out, okay? Way back during the Calamity, Tyrannith was forced to kill people he shouldn't have. In revenge, he put a blood curse on the king who made him do it."

Sebastian made a face. "Tyrannith can do that?"

"He's a water monster," Tane said. "Water, blood, I imagine he can do all kinds of things with both. Anyway, if anybody under this curse touches Atlanticite, they gain power and it rots them away."

"So," Sebastian said slowly, "that's why Glad can see magic auras with that eye, but it's killing her?"

"Yeah."

They gazed at each other for a moment.

"That's your big secret?" Sebastian said. "That she's cursed?"

"No," Tane said. He blushed and looked at the treetops. "To break the curse, I have to marry her."

"Whoa." Sebastian stared at him for a second. A grin spread across his face. "Well, duh! Go do it!"

"You don't get it." Tane pantomimed speaking to someone else. "Pardon me, madam, but you can either marry me or die." He turned to Sebastian. "That's not a choice!"

"Oh." Sebastian scratched his head. "Ohhh. That's why you've been so mopey."

"Yeah, see?" Tane paced in a circle. "I like her. I think she likes me. But you don't just marry somebody you kind of like. And gosh, I can't tell her that it's to break her curse. She'll think I'm just being ... mercenary. Like I don't really care about her."

"She might be okay with it," Sebastian said. "Just kind of warm her up to it."

"But how?" Tane threw his arms wide. "I don't know anything about girls or romance or—or anything!"

Sebastian laughed. "You think I do? Tane, I've been dancing around that problem for years. I still can't even say anything to her."

It was Tane's turn to grin. "Who? Eileen?"

Sebastian nodded rather than say her name aloud.

Tane snorted. "She likes you, Sebastian. Ask her out for coffee or something. You don't have a time limit. And you aren't trying to break a curse."

Sebastian folded his arms and looked away, a faint red tinge across his cheeks.

Tane lifted his long dreadlocks off his neck for a moment. "So that's my big secret. Manipulation and lies."

"It's not manipulation if you really like her," Sebastian said. 

"Yeah it is," Tane said, letting go his dreadlocks with a sigh. "That's why I haven't told her. If she knows she has to marry me to live, then any time we spend together will feel ... weird. Like an arranged marriage or something."

"You have to tell her sometime," Sebastian said. "Look at it this way. Say you guys date and fall for each other. Then you finally let it slip, oh yeah, marrying me will break your curse. And she'll suddenly think that all the dates and things were just leading her on because you had an agenda the whole time."

Tane hit himself in the forehead with a fist.

"Just tell her to start with," Sebastian said. "Spin it in a positive way. 'Hey Glad, I found out how to break the curse. Turns out it's marriage. I'm an eligible bachelor, so how about it?'"

Tane rolled his eyes.

"Say, that's a good point," Sebastian said. "Does she have to marry you, or could she marry anybody?"

Tane sighed. "I don't know. I had the idea that she has to marry an Atlantean who is outside the cursed bloodline."

"Great," Sebastian said, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. "Want to play matchmaker?"

Tane stood there for a long moment, his brow furrowed, one thumb on his chin. "I don't know if I want somebody else marrying her."

Sebastian huffed. "Tane, stop being a waffle! If you want to marry her, do it! If you don't want to, then don't! She doesn't have to know."

Tane grimaced. "I already told her that we have to find the Atlanticite that put the curse on her."

"You freaking lied?" Sebastian exclaimed.

"It wasn't a lie! Maria told me that if we find it, we might be able to use it to fix Glad's Crystal Eye a bit."

Sebastian leaned against a tree and folded his arms. "What else did you tell her?"

Tane crossed and uncrossed his arms, looking uncomfortable. "That there's a ritual we have to perform."

Sebastian leaned his head against the tree. "Tane ..."

"It's true! A wedding is kind of a ritual, isn't it?"

Sebastian began to laugh. "You're well on your way toward messing up everything!"

"Don't laugh," Tane said, embarrassed. "I know. That's why I told you this! I need help!"

"You sure do!" Sebastian howled. He doubled over, holding his sides. Tane smiled a little in spite of himself.

When Sebastian calmed down, he said, "Tane, just go talk to her, okay? Lay it all out. Let her decide."

"All right. It's what I should have done anyway." Tane pointed a finger at Sebastian's nose. "And don't you tell a soul."

"On my honor," Sebastian said, laying a hand on his heart.

***
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GLADIOLUS WAS DIGGING into a sandstone cliff with a shovel, hunting for scrap to salvage, when her headset crackled to life. "Glad?" Tane's voice said.

She straightened with a self-conscious smile, automatically pushing her long braids back from her face. She was small for her twenty-two years, dressed in worn clothes and boots for working hard all day. Her black hair hung to her waist, unusually thick and stiff in the back, and kept braided in the front. Her family scratched out a living by recovering scrap from the buried ruins of ancient Atlantis all over Bygone Island.

She had gone to Mercury Island purely by accident, catching a ride with Cirrus and Maria during an emergency teleport. There she had met Sebastian, Broden, Eileen, Sylvie, and Tane, whom she sadly admitted to having a crush on. He had given her the headset as a way to keep in touch, but the range was limited, and she had to be on the beach opposite Mercury Island to pick up anything at all. 

She had worn it for three weeks, hoping to hear from anyone, but the island crew had gone silent. Glad's hopes dwindled. Maybe she had been kidding herself about being included, about being friends. And Tane ... she tried not to think about him at all. It had been a good experience, she told herself. She had learned a lot about herself and other people. But Tane seemed to have moved on, and so would she.

Until his voice crackled in her headset, bringing back all the awkward butterflies in her stomach in an instant.

"Hey, where are you?" he said. "I'm outside Pilings and I have no idea where anything is in this town."

"Oh, I'm working down by the cliffs," Glad replied, unable to hold back a wide smile. "Follow the beach south until it gets super rocky."

"Right. On my way."

Glad threw down her shovel and ran for the beach. Her diseased eye throbbed every time her feet hit the ground, but she didn't care. Her Crystal Eye, blind to real light, instead saw only magic, hidden behind its eyepatch. The world appeared as a grayish haze with bright points of light in it. As she reached the beach, her Crystal Eye picked out Tane in the distance. He appeared as a glowing blue figure, the same brilliant blue as the Master Sapphire. A small green star glimmered in the knapsack over his shoulder—he'd brought the Atlanticite emerald.

She stood there waiting for him, heart pounding a little too hard. Her good eye saw the blue sky overhead, the waves breaking on the shore, and a tiny dark figure in the distance. She mentally scolded herself. What had happened to moving on? Was she so desperate for a boyfriend that she would throw herself at the first male who looked at her? Good grief. She had two years to live. Probably less than that, now, since she had been exposed to oceans of magic lately. The last thing she needed was to fall for some guy who would only be heartbroken when she died.

But she still stood there, her long braids swaying in the wind, waiting for Tane.

As he drew closer, he saw her and waved. Glad waved back, grinning like an idiot.

"You're way out here," he said as he reached her. "Whew! That was quite a hike."

"I have to work in places where the salvage rats won't notice," Glad replied. He was so easy to talk to! She'd forgotten that.

Tane studied her face, his smile becoming a good deal more tender. "I know it's been a while. How're you?"

"I'm all right." She pushed a stray lock back toward the band that held them away from her face. "I kept waiting to hear from you."

He looked down. "Yeah. I'm sorry. I've just been ... you know."

"Busy?" she suggested, raising an eyebrow.

"Scared," he said with unexpected frankness.

Her heart gave an irrational leap. "Scared of what?"

Tane looked around, as if talking about this made him uncomfortable. "Let's work and I'll tell you."

Surprised, Glad led him to the little bay in the cliffs where she had been digging. She picked up her shovel. "I've only got this one."

He opened his backpack and pulled out a pair of armored gloves with reinforced gauntlets. He put them on, then walked to the cliff and punched it so hard that his fist left a cracked crater in the stone.

Glad gaped. "Wow. How do you keep from breaking your hands?"

Tane pulled off a glove and showed her the shock-absorbing structure inside. "I dig scrap sometimes, too, so I had these specially made a few years ago. Plus, I do this for fun. See?" He flexed one muscular arm.

Glad tried to hide a grin. "Okay then. Smash the wall for me and I'll clear away the rubble."

This turned out to be an efficient way to work, like having a small bulldozer. As she shoveled broken rock and sand, Glad said, "So, why were you scared?"

"Lots of reasons." Tane uncovered the end of a black steel beam. He studied it, then broke the wall around it to loosen it. "Terrible nightmares, for one."

"Oh. About Tyrannith?"

"Yeah. And Maria. And ... being shot again."

Those few words conveyed volumes to Gladiolus. She had seen Tyrannith rise out of the ocean and devour Tane in jaws of water. She had been there when Tane had been shot just below the right lung, then fallen down a stone staircase. She had heard Maria leaving with their enemies, turning her back on her friends who had saved her life. 

"I've had nightmares, too," she said softly.

He gave her a quick look. "You have?"

"Yeah. About watching you die." Her throat suddenly thickened and she couldn't say anymore. But it was always that moment when she found him curled on his side in the dark with a growing pool of red beneath him. In the dreams, she could do nothing but watch him struggle for breath, each wheeze coming slower and slower.

Tane nodded, brushing earth off one glove, then the other. "I'm sorry. I forgot you went through all the same crap I did."

"No," Gladiolus said. "Not the same crap. You didn't watch you bleeding out. And I was unconscious when Tyrannith took me. You're allowed to have nightmares."

He gave her a wry grin. "I guess I am. So, you know how it is. You don't sleep, then you sleep a lot, then you don't sleep. I lost track of time."

"I wish you'd tried to talk to me," Gladiolus said wistfully, scratching at the rock around the metal beam with the shovel. "I thought ... well. I've never had friends before. I guess I just thought none of you wanted me around anymore."

Tane groaned and sat on a rock. "There's something I need to explain."

Glad sat on a rock across from him. "What?"

She'd never seen him look so glum. "You remember how when Maria came back, she was all ghostly?"

"Yeah?"

"She's some kind of ascended being now. While she's crazy powerful, she's also really sensitive to magic. And your curse makes her sick."

"Oh no!" Glad covered her eyepatch with one hand. "I didn't realize! I'm so sorry!"

"It's not your fault," Tane reassured her. "But Maria can't tolerate your curse, so she can't have you around. And then I had to learn to phantom leap to get out here."

Glad covered her mouth to stifle a laugh. "You didn't have Cirrus teach you?"

"Pff, no, I'm not masochistic. Sebastian taught me. I'm not terribly good yet."

Glad gazed at the way his shoulders slumped and tried to decide how she felt about being banished. Saddened, mostly. "So, I can't even visit?"

"No." He gave her an earnest look. "But if we could break your curse ..."

Glad sat up straight. "That's right! Mom and I went through her receipts for scrap we've sold. We found the Atlanticite sale. It was fourteen years ago, a five-pound blue and white crystal, three thousand dollars."

Tane whistled. "That's a lot."

"Yeah." Glad pulled one of her braids around her shoulders and twisted it in both hands. "So ... it was fourteen years ago. I don't know how we could even hope to track it down."

Tane considered, studying the end of the metal beam without seeing it. "I suppose we could start by talking to the crystal broker. Which one was it? I know the two guys ..."

"It was the woman," Glad said. "Summer Shallot. She's supposed to swing through Pilings next week. She pays way better than the other two, but she only comes through twice a year."

Tane stood up. "Well then, we'll start with her. In the meantime, let's see how long this beam is."

As they wrestled with the old metal, Glad began to sense that Tane had wanted to talk to her about something else. He kept opening his mouth and looking at her, then shaking his head and going back to work.

"What?" she finally asked.

"Uh," he replied. "This metal is black. Did you notice?"

It didn't seem like the kind of thing he would hesitate to tell her, but she studied the metal anyway. "Maybe it's burned."

"I thought so too, but look." Tane scratched the metal with the edge of his glove. Instead of shining silver underneath a black coating, the scratch was black, too. 

"Oh!" Glad exclaimed, lighting up. "This must be hepatizon! It's an ancient form of bronze, super valuable. I've never seen any!"

"This looks like a support beam made of the stuff," Tane said. "Who would make a building out of valuable metal?"

"Depends on what the building was for," Glad said.

They went back to work with renewed vigor, happily chatting as they worked. Tane climbed up on top of the cliff and started digging down from above, which would prevent the sandstone from collapsing on their heads. Glad was happier than she'd ever been in her life. When she let slip that she studied physical fitness, the floodgates really opened. They talked about it for two solid hours—muscle groups, exercises, the weights they could lift, the particular exercises they hated the most, and so on. Tane lost the brooding attitude she had seen him wear for so long. Instead, he laughed and joked and his eyes sparkled. Glad made it her secret goal to make him laugh, or at least smile, every time they met.
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Chapter 2
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Around noon, Glad said, "Want to come back to my house for lunch? I can introduce you to Mom."

"Sure." Tane looked around their diggings, then piled dirt over the black metal beam. "Don't want somebody spotting this while we're gone."

Glad helped him conceal it. He carried her bucket and shovel for her as they set off for Pilings.

"You don't have to do that," she said. "Besides, lugging my tools is part of my strength training."

"Consider this a vacation," Tane said, carrying her heavy bucket of scrap like it was full of feathers. "I'm sure this weighs as much as you."

"Almost," she said apologetically, but not sure why she was apologizing. 

They circled a boulder on the beach and Glad picked up a broken piece of a shell that had been deposited behind it. "Look, this was part of a Venus Comb! I have a whole one at home."

"You collect shells?" Tane said with interest.

She nodded. "Every so often, when we're hard up, I have to sell my collection and start over. But I always have a few rare ones that make it worth it. I actually found a harpa costata one time after a hurricane."

"What's that?"

"It's like the skeleton of a big snail shell. Orange and white. They're amazing looking." Glad looked down. "I don't have it anymore."

"Sheesh," Tane said. "Don't you keep anything? Atlanticite, shells ..."

"You can't eat Atlanticite and shells," Glad said mildly.

Tane inclined his head. "Point."

They walked on, Glad vaguely amazed that Tane hadn't left yet. "I've never had somebody to talk to before."

"Why's that?" Tane said.

"Well ..." Glad reached up to touch a tamarind pod dangling almost within reach. "When I was little, I played with the other kids around town. But once I got Crystal Eye, nobody wanted to be around me anymore. I stopped being invited to birthday parties. Then one day I heard one of the moms telling her kids that if they touched anything I had touched, their eyes would rot like mine." She spoke lightly, trying to hide how much the words still stung.

Tane inhaled. "Harsh." The sparkle in his eyes changed to a hard glitter. Glad couldn't help but think that if he had been there, that mother might be missing a few teeth.

She patted his arm. "Don't worry about it. It was a long time ago."

"Doesn't make it any less cruel," Tane muttered.

Glad shrugged, brushing the memory away. "Anyway, it's so nice to have someone to talk to for a change. All I have are my mom and my aunt. Do you get along with your parents?"

"They died when I was little," Tane replied.

"Oh." Glad covered her mouth. "I'm sorry!"

He shrugged. "It's not so bad. This nice American family took me in. They had this bratty kid named Sebastian." He grinned.

"So you two grew up like brothers?"

He shrugged. "Yeah. I was the one he always persuaded to try the dangerous stuff. 'Hey Tane, see if you can breathe under water with this bucket over your head. I'll watch from dry land.'"

Glad laughed.

Tane grinned. "Long story short. The bucket leaked."

They laughed about this all the way to Glad's house. Her aunt was still working, but her mother, Poppy, usually came home for lunch. Glad opened the door of their little shack and called, "Mom?"

"In here, Glad," Poppy called from the kitchen.

Glad stepped inside and beckoned to Tane. He had to duck to avoid the lintel. She hadn't realized how low their ceiling was until that moment. He was taller than she was, but he wasn't that tall.

"Is it okay if I invite a friend to lunch?" she called, suddenly aware of their shabby furniture, the rug with its unraveling edges, the table cluttered with dirty dishes.

"A friend?" Poppy said, worry evident in her voice. "I didn't know you had any frie—" 

Poppy halted in the kitchen doorway, staring at Tane as if Glad had brought a hungry bear into the house. She was a thin, pale woman with stringy hair, but she had just gotten a little paler.

Tane extended a hand. "Hey there. I'm Tane, from Bygone Village."

Poppy shook his hand very briefly. "Hello." Her eyes swept him from head to foot. "So you're Glad's ... friend."

"Yeah, we met a few weeks ago," Tane said. "I was helping her dig scrap today."

Poppy's eyes flicked to Glad's. Glad frowned. She had always known her mother would react badly if she brought home a guy. She hadn't expected this ... terror, though.

Poppy forced a smile. "Have a seat. I was just making some sandwiches." She jerked her head at Glad, so Glad followed her into the kitchen. Tane pushed aside a stack of dishes and sat at the table, as if clutter was nothing new.

"Who is he?" Poppy hissed at Glad.

"A friend," Glad whispered back. "Be nice, Mom. He's been through a lot lately."

"Be nice!" Poppy whispered. "Don't you see how dark he is? He's an Atlantean Chanter. Shifty, dirty people. They're not to be trusted!"

Glad vividly recalled Tane facing down Tyrannith, expecting to die, trying to keep the monster from taking her, too. Her mother's words were so unfair that she bristled. "He's the kindest person I've ever met! He can't help his race!"

Poppy huffed, slapping mustard onto a slice of bread. "You'd better not be romantically involved, young lady. I won't have any daughter of mine dating one of those—those—filthy creatures."

"Mom!" Glad whispered, aghast. She'd never seen her mother act like this toward anyone before. She glanced out the kitchen door at Tane, but he was gazing out the window as if he hadn't heard a word.

"We're not dating," she finished lamely.

"See that you don't," Poppy snapped. "Take him his lunch. I'm not sharing a table with an Atlantean Chanter."

Her face burning scarlet, Glad carried two plates to the table and sat down. Her mother took her own lunch down the hall to her bedroom and slammed the door.

There was a long silence. Glad didn't dare look at Tane or she would burst into tears. So she sat there, knotting her fingers in her lap, counting to ten over and over.

"I don't think your mom likes me," Tane observed, calmly picking up his sandwich.

"You heard that?" Glad said, humiliated.

He shrugged. "Bits and pieces. What'd I do wrong?"

"She called you an Atlantean Chanter. I don't even know what that means." Glad stared at her sandwich. The last thing she wanted right now was food.

Tane gestured to his face. "What? My skin color?"

Glad lifted both hands and shrugged. "I guess? I don't know! She's never acted like this before!"

"Huh." Tane gravely took a bite. "I thought you were Atlantean, too."

"No," Glad replied. "Mom's Nevelf. Dad was the full-blood Atlantean."

"Solaris," Tane muttered. "Of course."

"Solaris?" Glad's eyes widened. "That king who Tyrannith cursed?"

Tane nodded. "You're descended from him, even with mixed blood. So, then, what are Atlantean Chanters?"

"I guess we should find out," Glad said. "I hope we're not, like, enemies or something. Didn't the Atlanteans and the Nevelves have a big war?"

"Even if our ancestors were enemies," Tane said, "it doesn't mean that we are."

Glad smiled a little for the first time. "You're so kind to me."

He smiled, too, as if she had somehow caught him off guard. "I think there's been a lack of kindness in your life."

Glad couldn't argue. She forced herself to eat her sandwich, cleaned up their few dishes, and headed back out into the warm afternoon with Tane. Her mother remained locked in the back bedroom.

The black metal beam turned out to be eight feet long. Tane and Glad finally broke it loose as the sun was setting behind the trees. It was so heavy that even Tane had trouble lifting it. But he obligingly dragged it back to her house and dropped it in her back yard, where Glad hid it under a tarp.

"Thank you," Glad said, the blue shades of twilight falling around them.

"You're welcome," Tane replied, rubbing his shoulder where the beam had rested. "You mind if I come back day after tomorrow?"

"Sure," Glad said, her heart leaping. "I thought ... you know, after what Mom said ..."

Tane touched her shoulder. "Glad. That doesn't matter to me. Does it matter to you?"

She looked into his dark-skinned face, only a few shades darker than her own. "It's just melanin."

He smiled. "I'll be back, then." He hesitated, as if about to say something else, then changed his mind. "Goodnight."

He walked away into the dusk, leaving Glad overjoyed and deeply embarrassed at the same time.

***
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DR. MAX REGULUS WORKED over a new robot on a rotating bench, a welding mask over his eyes as he brandished a torch. The machine lab resembled a garage, with lifts, huge clamps, and racks of every tool imaginable. It smelled of oil and hot metal. The robot on the bench didn't look like anything yet. He was still assembling the brain and engine, so it looked like the interior of a computer crossed with a motorcycle engine.

Dr. Regulus flicked off the torch and lifted the mask. He was a stout man going bald, currently wearing coveralls to protect his clothes. "Io!"

A bland female voice answered him from a ceiling speaker. "Yes, Doctor?"

"Has any of that hepatizon I wanted showed up at the scrap markets yet?"

"Not yet, Doctor," the AI replied. "Scrap listings are updated slowly on the vendor sites."

"These islanders are so lazy," Dr. Regulus grumbled. "As soon as hepatizon appears, buy it. I don't care what condition, what price, whatever. Outbid other buyers of you have to."

"Might I inquire what this hepatizon is for?" Io said.

"Don't you know anything about hepatizon?" Dr. Regulus said. "It's impervious to magic energy. Shards, Atlanticite, everything. Now buy me some."

An hour passed. Dr. Regulus kept working on his new project. Finally, Io broke his concentration. "A thousand pounds of hepatizon has just appeared on the market, sir."

"Buy it," Dr. Regulus said. "Before someone outbids you."

There was a breathless several seconds. Then Io announced, "Sold!"

Dr. Regulus did a victory fist-pump. "Summon the carrier robots. This will take some elbow grease to bring it home."

***
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"RAMUSSAN," TANE SAID, "what
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