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      Captain Jessica Judith Ramsey stared down two of her officers over the rim of a coffee mug. A hangover hammered the walls of her skull from the inside, but that was the least of her concerns at the moment.

      “So. Do either of you remember bridge duty training?”

      Lt. Daphne Morgan and Lt. Mindy Sedgwick shared a furtive glance before each granting their captain a faint nod in the affirmative.

      “And, when we covered the chain of command. What a duty officer is and is not authorized for. You were awake and listening for that portion, correct?”

      “You see, ma’am, we just—” Mindy started but cut herself short.

      Jessie raised a finger. She wasn’t interested in excuses. “Yes or no?”

      “Yes. Ma’am.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Daphne agreed.

      Jessie nodded, taking a sip from her coffee. “Great. Now that we’ve established that, I’d like an explanation of the chain of events whereby you gave a civilian authorization to depart the Arete with a ship that didn’t belong to him.”

      The pair squirmed under her scrutiny.

      Mindy broke first. “He said you wanted him off the ship. Let us try to wake you up to check his story and everything.”

      Jessie held up a datapad. “Five text comms. I missed five text comms. So, that’s the point at which you’re willing to mutiny?”

      Her two lieutenants appeared aghast.

      “Mutiny?” Daphne echoed as if those giant azrin ears of hers hadn’t heard clearly.

      “Captain, we didn’t⁠—”

      “Yes, you did!” Jessie snapped, instantly regretting the jabbing pain behind her eyes. “Since entering eyndar space, we’ve been on lockdown. No ships enter or leave without my personal authorization. And until Junior gets back from the Scylla, it’s just Lisa and the two of you. Luckily for you both, I won’t put Lisa in the position of being the only security officer aboard. Consider yourself reprimanded, and I’ll be assigning you both remedial training in shipboard operations and protocols. Understood?”

      The two answered in unison. “Yes, ma’am!”

      Once they were gone from her ready room, Jessie allowed herself to slouch.

      This was a hell of a way to wake up.

      Eric was going to be pissed.

      There was no way Jessie was going to comm Mom to tell her Carl had run off.

      If Lisa was looking forward to having her ship back, she’d have to take it up with the thief herself.

      And if Hadrian changed his mind about staying, Jessie didn’t have any convenient way to get rid of him.

      What a shit show.

      What a clown fiesta she was running here.

      What a splitting, freaking headache she had.

      It was tempting to head down to Med Bay. Harmony could fix this in seconds. But the ship’s chief medical officer had disabled the features that would keep Jessie from enjoying alcohol at all—at her own insistence. Coffee and a headache were a small price to pay in comparison.

      Jessie’s bigger headache was her father.

      He wasn’t answering comms, either.

      It was plain as a lone ship in the astral. He hadn’t known about Aunt Jamie. She’d replayed as much of the dinner conversation from the previous night as she could recall, and there was no proof. At the time, knowing Aunt Jamie’s wife’s name seemed like solid evidence—Jessie supposed that Sofia was an aunt, too, now that she considered it. But Carl had just made an inference. His anecdote about Aunt Jamie trying to set the two of them up implied that he already knew her. The rest was unverifiable drivel and easy assumptions.

      Jessie choked down an angry gulp of coffee, kept hotter than advisable to gulp by her induction mug. Her self-punishment for gullibility.

      That was why there was a limit to her punishment for Daphne and Mindy. Carl had fooled better, more suspicious minds than theirs. It was unfair of her to assume they had what it took to see through his lies.

      She hadn’t.

      A lifetime of being a sucker. She’d known Carl was a liar. He’d admitted as much, taught her how to spot it in others, trained her to look out for herself in the cold, wide galaxy with her wits and her mouth. Mom was the one who’d taught her how to fly and shoot.

      That had been yet another lie.

      She’d grown up believing Mom was the top starfighter pilot in Earth Navy. Turns out, she’d been raised by the top two, and Mom wasn’t number one.

      There were a million things Carl wasn’t good at.

      He couldn’t cook. Couldn’t sing. Couldn’t play guitar worth a damn. Didn’t know how to repair any damn thing on a starship. Lost money gambling. Cracked the lamest jokes. Barely made enough money to keep the Mobius fueled.

      Dad was just this hapless, easy-going goofball who didn’t take the galaxy too seriously, and she’d loved him as that.

      At one point, right around the time she was taking an interest in the dumber sex, Jessie had asked her mother what she’d seen in Carl. The answer strongly implied a level of sexual prowess that kept the subject from ever coming up again.

      But now that she had the full picture, it made sense in retrospect.

      In his prime, Carl could shoot a 10T coin out of the air and have it land as a five and five ones. He was Earth Navy’s all-time starfighter kill leader. He’d been an outlaw and was friends with the Convocation’s number one most wanted fugitive. Carl was dangerous, smooth as ice, and—if Mom could be trusted as objective—packed equipment that it would be illegal to replicate in a pleasure pod.

      She’d seen none of that.

      He’d hidden it for over twenty years right in front of her. Sure, for some of that, she’d been a kid. For a lot of it, she had no excuse.

      But Dad was an old man now. He’d caught wind of a ghost and a secret and had correctly assumed Jessie wasn’t about to let him run off looking for his big sister, lost all these years. He’d run off without a plan or backup.

      Maybe he could find Aunt Jamie on his own.

      But Carl was her dad. And he was out in eyndar space.

      Jessie worried about him.
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      The rendezvous between the Arete and the Barton had gone as well as could be expected. The Harmony Bay relief ship was straining at every seam with as large a load of passengers as the vessel’s designers could possibly have imagined.

      Harmony rode back with Grosstet at the controls of his own shuttle.

      Captain Rousseau passed along regrets for not being there to see them off personally. Harmony would hear none of it.

      The Barton had so much left to do, while Harmony looked forward to sleeping in her own bed that night.

      Three days.

      Three days of the Arete missing, lost in time.

      Heartsick. Throwing herself into the task of securing refuge for over a hundred thousand humans. Worrying. Eric could have launched the Arete into the distant past or distant future. Jamie Ramsey’s deception might have become a prophecy, for all Harmony knew.

      But that was over now.

      The Arete had returned. Harmony had spoken to Xrista on video comm. Captain Rousseau would depart soon for New Garrelon, delaying just long enough to ensure that his people got everyone settled and immediate medical problems sorted out; also to give the stuunji people time to prepare for so many new arrivals.

      The welcome on the Arete was limp.

      Makket and a few of his Logistics workers helped offload the shuttle and its passengers. There was repair work ongoing, left over from a battle that hadn’t taken place that long ago for the Arete crew.

      Harmony didn’t even look for the gear she’d brought along for what had started out looking like a hijacking. Someone would take care of it. Or she’d look for it after a night’s sleep. Whatever. She was past caring.

      A lift ride and a zombie walk. Her steps quickened as she neared her quarters.

      The door shushed open.

      Harmony quieted her footsteps, slipping off shoes mid-stride. Xrista woke groggily when Harmony looked in on her.

      “Mommy?”

      The word that made it all worthwhile.

      Harmony rushed over and gathered her daughter in a hug that verged on desperate. Somehow, amid a shower of affection reciprocated with semi-comatose instinct, she ended up seated in Xrista’s bed with her lap as a pillow.

      Much as she made an effort, and tired as she was, Harmony couldn’t find a way to fall asleep like that. Not that she was uncomfortable. It just wasn’t conducive to sleeping.

      And, as beautiful as the girl on her lap might have been, staring at her all night was simply a recipe for a cramped neck and boredom.

      Thankfully, Harmony rarely went anywhere without some kind of tech available to her. She pulled down the datagoggles atop her head and the retina scans logged her in.

      Unblocking “comm silence” mode unleashed an avalanche. Everyone wanted a piece of her. From Harmony Bay directors to producers of galaxy-spanning newsfeeds. From Glastonbury Shipyard security to Mars Navy High Command. Her adaptive filters had detected a need and created a “Well-Wishes” sub-directory as well as sub-directories for “Martian Planetist Threats,” “Offers to Join Crusade,” and “Interview Requests.” Apparently, certain GNN and MNN celebrities rated a double-classification to also appear in her high-priority inbox.

      But, slogging through the requests and demands, Harmony stumbled across a notification that had been tagged for her standing sift of anything regarding her moms’ whereabouts.

      Esper had given a press conference.

      A little gasp escaped Harmony, and she froze when Xrista stirred at the sudden noise. Once the girl had settled back in, fully asleep, Harmony double-checked her audio settings to ensure she was on bone conduction only and loaded the feed.

      Mom was looking a little worse for wear. Stress could do that. Ninety-nine percent of the galaxy wouldn’t know the difference; her hair and cosmo people made sure of that—or Grace, if the family was together in exile without public relations support.

      “My fellow Martians. My fellow humans. My fellow sentients everywhere, my name is Esper Richelieu, rightful president of Mars, currently in exile. It is at great personal risk that I record this message; Martian Dictatorial Government assassins will no doubt take heart as my present location is revealed. But I have just watched the reports from Ghenlar Par’Mol, and I cannot remain silent.

      “I have nothing but respect and swelling pride for the brave crew of the relief ship Barton and the tactical support that made the rescue effort a success.

      “But I have questions. How was such a large-scale operation kept under wraps? Who knew about this outside the Eyndar Empire? And why have they said nothing?

      “I think I have answers to all three, though I like none. Who knew? Earth Navy Intelligence. Mars Navy Intelligence. Earth Interstellar. Phabian Investigative Services. I could go on, but the former ARGO intelligence and law enforcement agencies could NOT have been ignorant.

      “How was it kept quiet? Complicity. Plain and simple. There have been treaties in place for generations now, forbidding the keeping of captive workers, regardless of species. Violations would have led to renewed wars. But what good is peace if not to ensure the welfare of our people? We sacrifice the least fortunate among us to safeguard our armed forces? No. To safeguard the careers of politicians.

      “That’s the answer to why. Politics. Public sentiment. Maintaining the status quo. But many of you may note that the status quo has already shifted. Earth is still a tyrannical empire, and rather than providing a beacon of hope, Mars has slunk to those autocratic depths instead.

      “And so, as the elected president of a free Mars and the rightful representative, I demand the immediate release of all captive workers within the Eyndar Empire and ongoing audits to ensure the practice does not resume.”

      The newsfeed cut away to pundits who focused on the revelation of Mom’s exile on Poltid.

      “And there we have it. Richelieu ends her hiding from Martian justice by broadcasting a Harmony Bay press release from Poltid, an insignificant member of the League of Independent Planets. Appropriate, given her present status as an insignificant factor in Martian politics.”

      “I think it’s a real show of character that her first public statement since exile is PR damage control for her company. The blame-shifting narrative can’t overshadow the terrorist attack on the Glastonbury Shipyard.”

      Gritting her teeth, Harmony switched to another feed.

      “… if she thinks this will earn her a place at the table. Martians have spoken, and they overwhelmingly support the current military government to end the Earth crisis.”

      Harmony tried several more.

      “… slick timing and carefully staged faux-low-budget presser…”

      “… … couldn’t have come at a better time to disrupt preparation for Martian Independence Day celebrations…”

      “… … … could number herself among those complicit in the ongoing eyndar situation, if that was her motive…”

      “… … … … is really buying the concerned citizen act. This is just a hook to get her name back into⁠—”

      Harmony shut off her goggles. The ambient feed of her blood pressure was reason enough, and her heaving breath threatened to wake the sleeping child in her lap.

      Mom, and presumably Mom and her sisters, were apparently safe on Poltid. Kubu would look after them. No one wanted to land on the klemekoo homeworld without invitation. The residents could smell an unfamiliar creature through a meter of solid steel. The spirits of the planet spoke to their shamans. And while they didn’t generally eat sentient creatures, it was always an option.

      Meanwhile, Harmony had Xrista. They were safe on the Arete. That was what really mattered.

      Mom was naive to think anyone on the galactic stage was going to listen to her. She should have kept her head down, looked after the family, and thought of some new way to satisfy that admirable—and maddening—urge to save the galaxy.

      Family was what really mattered. Nothing else could matter more to Harmony than Xrista and her upcoming little sister—whom she’d really need to check in on. So long as her family was all right, Harmony would be free to live whatever life she chose.
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      The streets of Tenia Oto glowed neon through a nighttime drizzle. Brick and steel and holographs crowded around narrow strips of crumbling asphalt that pedestrians and ground-rollers had to share. Despite all species being equally welcome here, most of the people Carl Ramsey encountered were either human or eyndar.

      And equally welcome meant equally unwelcome.

      The Eyndar/ARGO Disputed Zone had never formally been eliminated. But even before ARGO itself broke up, parties from both sides had filtered back into the region to avoid being governed by either. Lawlessness was the law of the land. Gangs roamed free. Blasters were mandatory. Nobody brought their families.

      Carl knew most of this because it was the list of reasons Amy wouldn’t let him book Squadron 33 1/3 to play here.

      The unfamiliar feel of one of the Arete’s target range blasters at his hip, the gray hair, and the lack of imposing physical stature didn’t deter him from walking the Tenia Oto streets like he’d lived here his whole life. He didn’t gawk at the eyndar peep shows being advertised or glance up every time a hover raced low overhead. He didn’t pay attention to the catcalls and offers of stim and other drugs being peddled.

      Carl Who Knew This Place didn’t fall for any of that crap.

      Tenia Oto mostly used terras as currency. Hell, even the League did, these days. No one respected marbits, and no one trusted a banag to be worth its printed value even in eyndar space, let alone beyond its fringes.

      Light on hardcoin, Carl scammed a side-alley three-card-monte dealer out of 500T. Betting with no cash to cover his guess, he made eye contact with the dealer and mouthed “left palm” before announcing his pick to a gathered crowd. Rather than having his trick revealed to a mixed crowd of xenos less familiar than Carl with human culture, the dealer paid up.

      From there, Carl went clubbing.

      The sign meant nothing to him. Overly stylized, he wasn’t even sure what language it had been written in. Carl declined the offer of a cranial electrode band at the door. Inside, thumping music and mixed-species dancers all wearing the neuro-block tech gave him vertigo just observing. He pushed his way through a crowd. Some of the drinks smelled familiar enough that he might have tried one if this had been a leisure trip.

      Instead, he braved the audiovisual orgy and came out the far side, where booths and tables allowed less frolicsome patrons to watch and drink. Other than co-op dance jamborees in the colonial slums, every club had a section like this. Sometimes they were on a VIP upper level. Sometimes they clustered in the center of a donut of debauchery. Other times, like here, they were just off the far side of the action, like someone had cleared a few tables out of a McKenna’s Steakhouse to put in a dance floor.

      And Carl knew the kinds of people who came to watch.

      “Don’t recognize you,” a fellow with an old-school Martian accent called out to him as Carl passed a table of besuited gentlemen and less-thoroughly-attired lady companionship. An azrin mercenary loomed, strapped with blasters and knives when he could have ripped Carl to shreds with his bare claws.

      “Passing through,” Carl Who Worked for a Syndicate told them. “Business.”

      The lead guy shook his head. “Nah. Boss woulda mentioned if anyone like you had business around here.” He was skinny and smooth-faced, like someone who’d gotten gene-edited just to avoid shaving. A chronic squint narrowed his eyes, making them look both suspicious and disdainful at once.

      “Probably means I don’t have business with you,” Carl replied easily. “Think that works well for both of us, wouldn’t you say?”

      The local gangster shook his head. “I don’t like the look of this guy. Get him out of here.”

      Before the azrin bodyguard could lay a hand on him, Carl stated simply, “That wouldn’t work out as good for you. Who do you work for?”

      “We’re with Angelo Dyson. Better remember that name.”

      Carl did just that. “This is where Angelo landed? Small galaxy.” How many Dysons could there be in the galactic criminal underworld? He didn’t remember any Angelo, but he was well out of date with keeping up with Tanny’s relatives. Dyson was her mother’s maiden name. Her cousin Chip flew with them a while before offing himself in a freak plasma-torch accident. “Shame how Mars went down.”

      “Who the fuck are you?” the leader demanded.

      Still in his persona of a syndicate captain on family business, Carl answered succinctly, “If you’re really lucky, I’m nobody. I’m just on Tenia Oto for the answer to one question, and then I’ll never have been here at all.”

      With a setup like that, and the lack of outward concern about getting manhandled by an azrin twice his size, how could these guys not at least find out?

      “What question?”

      “Where can I find the captain of the starship Scylla?”
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      Eric lay at the summit of a grassy mountain. His head brushed the top of another, prettier head as he stared into a blue sky filled with whimsical clouds.

      Unlike many a lazy cloudwatch, he and Charlotte weren’t trying to decide what images presented themselves. They were telling stories.

      Each cloud became a balloon animal, a vehicle, a puppet. Their sky was a piece of Greek pottery, slowly rotating with the breeze and spinning a tale.

      Two tales, really.

      Mixing them was the main challenge.

      Eric’s contributions were singing animals and a happy-go-lucky travelogue of magical vistas. Charlotte, meanwhile, seemed intent on a tragic backstory and escaping from monsters.

      Yet somehow, it was working.

      In the valley below, daydreamy villagers would watch these skies for hours, forgetting chores and leaving crops to ripen an extra day before harvest. They hadn’t named their home Skydream for nothing, after all.

      A climatonomer had once tried to convince them that mountains tended to coerce clouds to drop snow. Or not cross mountains at all. Eric had really stopped paying attention once the guy admitted to his science bias.

      But clouds rose much higher than mountains. And if they stopped clouds from crossing, then eventually all the clouds would be on one side and that would just look silly.

      Instead, regardless of how they worked in the world outside, these clouds gave hope and wonder and sparked imagination. In all of the Village of Eternity, few places turned out as many artists as Skydream.

      This particular world had other villages, towns, and even large cities where people could live easier, more comfortable lives. Yet a certain ilk collected in this sleepy fjord village, fishing and farming and repairing boats and whatever else fishing villages required, all for the chance to be inspired by this spectacle.

      Farmers became sculptors—or sculptors paused farming to work.

      Fishers set up easels in the fields.

      Merchant musicians closed shops to compose scores and play open-air concerts to accompany a live cloudscape.

      “I wish I could share this with more people,” Eric mused as he loosed a bicycle-riding pig upon the heavens.

      “You’re reaching your limits,” Charlotte reminded him. “Two worlds crumbled with the last new one we made.”

      “Yeah, but what if we started connecting them to your mind, too?”

      He felt the shaking of Charlotte’s head as it rubbed his scalp. “I’ve added an attic and a back room, but my bookshop is too tiny to make a difference. And I fear I’ll never learn those crooked runes of yours. It’s like fingerpainting with broken glass.”

      Eric winced at the vivid notion, curling his hands to protect tender fingertips from injury.

      “Unless you’re thinking to rope Hadrian or Sparta into this.”

      “Well…” This was a delicate topic to begin with. Charlotte’s instant dislike of Hadrian’s girlfriend wasn’t going to help matters.

      “Hadrian is an oaf. A stronger oaf than when he left us, surely, but an oaf nonetheless. And Sparta is a seer. She can’t hide it. Doesn’t even deny the fact. And why should she? These are lawless stars we find ourselves amongst. And until she predicts a gruesome death that comes to pass, no one will mind her little spoilers for the crew’s futures. But give her a realm such as this, and you’re liable to see things you don’t wish to know.”

      “OK. Fair, but maybe Hadrian⁠—”

      “I daresay I can predict his imagination. Unfettered debauchery. A terrestrial mirror of my mother’s flagship, redone in Oxford red brick and wrought iron and ivy. Collegiate admirers, unclad and throwing themselves his way. I don’t know whether Sparta might dampen that inclination or whether she’d leap at the chance to flaunt her gaudy jewels without clothing to distract from them.”

      “I…” Eric found himself at a loss. This wasn’t what he was suggesting. And she didn’t know Hadrian at all. At least… Eric was pretty certain he knew the guy a lot better. A lotta lot better. “You know what? Forget I said anything. Let’s get back to making an unforgettable cloud story for the Skydreamers.”

      Sometimes, it was easier to let someone you love win an argument rather than reveal a universe-grade secret that might get you both turned to ash.

      … even if Hadrian probably could teach Charlotte how to make places like this.
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      “This will do for now.”

      Hadrian tried to hide the relief he felt at those words. He flopped into an armchair of unknown provenance and motioned for Sparta to join him in its mismatched counterpart on the far side of their dining table. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but we should take a light hand with the overhauls.”

      Sparta smoothed her robes out of the way and sat. “I know I gave you a hard time when it came to the care and maintenance of a living space, but I hadn’t imagined your predecessor lacked both self-esteem and taste.”

      “That’s our emperor you’re talking about,” Hadrian pointed out her with a smirk.

      Sparta groaned. “Don’t remind me. And besides, are we really beholden to anyone out here? That haathee gentleman, I suppose?”

      Hadrian matched her grunt with a harrumph. “Just met him. Already know the type. A gadabout know-nothing who likes being the center of attention. What better place for him than a slice of galaxy where his ignorance is insight and he’s a one-man sideshow wherever he goes? Hear he makes a good brew, though, so I’m willing to give the guy a chance.”

      “How magnanimous of you,” Sparta joked back at him.

      Hadrian crooked a finger and summoned a footlocker with a comforter draped over it, which the previous occupant of the room had deemed an ottoman. He threw his feet atop it as it scraped across the floor and settled into position. After a sigh, Sparta placed her feet atop the far end of the cumbersome furnishing.

      “I am the very picture of magnanimity. Not a single imbecile was maimed in the transfer of power. Not a dipshit so much as lost a job. I have availed myself of transport via an old friend who needed to get out of the house. I have taken on a job for which I am grossly overqualified and for which I will, very likely, not be paid.”

      “Point taken. And don’t think that you’re off the hook. We’ll be antiquing for pirate chic come morning. And I’ll be taking some time with those adorable squirrels to liven up our wardrobes a bit. The one who was helping us⁠—”

      “Tippitak,” Hadrian supplied helpfully.

      “Yes. She mentioned something about having chiffon in the science loom. Eric and Charlotte both have uniforms. We should as well.”

      “Do you anticipate joining the crew?” He honestly hadn’t expected her to.

      Sparta cocked her head. “I’d assume so. I’ve packed students off to war straight from undergraduate studies with less talent than you’d find in your average housecat. I may not be some mighty Promethean, but I’ll keep a ship clear of magic for a few decks, at least. And should that Charlotte character overstep, I daresay I could squelch her feeble attempts to sway the universe.”

      “Better if you made nice. Eric’s a good kid, and by all accounts, she’s a positive influence on him. Rare as snake feet for Carl to like someone his kids are seeing. Besides, I feel I owe her a chance, considering how close she came to never being born on account of me.”

      An old debate pro, he knew how to bait a hook. Sparta’s eyes widened. “That’s a tale I wouldn’t mind hearing.”

      “Her mother’s a pirate. Head pirate of an outfit that call themselves the Poet Fleet. They’re hedonists with anachronistic fashion sensibilities; you’d like them.”

      “Would I, now?”

      Hadrian’s nod assured her that she would. “Once you set aside the murdering, raping, theft, hijacking, and drug smuggling, they’re just a bunch of bookish thespians. Figured out how to enjoy the arts without megacorp day jobs. Frankly, it’s not far off from what would happen if the Convocation were outlawed.”

      Sparta surveyed their quarters. Hadrian The Former had done little in the way of homemaking. And that little had been half undone. Furniture shifted. Certain trash had been left in the hallway for Logistics to reappropriate. Disposable silverware had been scooped from drawers and cupboards cleared of plastic cups. They’d washed the remaining three mugs and a lone, respectable plate fervently.

      “It’s big, at least.”

      “The size abounds.”

      “Bed seems far too tiny.”

      Hadrian nodded. “Indeed it does. Human furniture in a haathee-sized space.”

      “You willing to make me a princess tonight?”

      Hadrian held her gaze. “I can make you a queen.”

      “Oh, I don’t want a stuffy, stay-at-home king. I want a prince. We’ll roam the countryside, fending off brigands and rescuing hapless villagers. And when night falls, we won’t always circle back to the castle. We can stay at any inn we like, showering the proprietor with gold from the royal treasury and commanding the biggest room in the house. And it will have the teensiest little bed and—” Sparta couldn’t finish through a fit of giggles.

      It was late. They’d been on an adventure. Details and creature comforts could wait. All that mattered now was the little bed just big enough for both of them. Mortania awaited, and it was all they needed.
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      Comms didn’t get better with age. And, in particular, comms to Mom didn’t get better by blocking her comm ID and hoping she wouldn’t try another.

      Jessie Ramsey had learned this lesson five or six times over the course of her life, and it had, in the end, lodged firmly in place.

      However, she found herself wishing she hadn’t let this turn into a video comm.

      “Yeah. I know. But he’s not my responsibility.”

      “It’s your ship, Jessica. Whether you own it or just operate it, you are the captain of the Arete. That means that anyone who comes aboard, from stowaway to VIP, prisoner to guest, is your responsibility. Any other place in the galaxy, you can argue that he isn’t. But your father landed in your hangar, and you let him steal that fucking ship again and ion off to God-knows-where.”

      Mom had cut her hair short again. When Jessie was a kid, that usually followed some kind of household mishap that wouldn’t have happened with shorter hair. Caught in the food processor? Time for a haircut. Ozzy pulling out a fistful trying to climb it like a rope? Time for a haircut. Braids tangled into a strange infinite loop? Out came the scissors.

      Frankly, Jessie wondered why Mom ever bothered letting it grow out. Then again, she’d done the same when she was trying to shed her in-the-barracks look for something more commanding respect.

      But this pixie length didn’t work. Jaw to shoulder was Mom’s range, and Jessie was tempted to derail the conversation by bringing up haircare. Her autobiography would have an early chapter on diverting authority figures from the reason they’re mad at you. Knowing the button to stop a core meltdown on Mom had been a key survival feature.

      Learning how to fight back, and fight dirty, would be a later chapter.

      “Oh. Care to pass along some motherly advice on how to nail Dad’s feet to a planet or starship? Because Dad’s still on New Garrelon where you left him, right? You must be an expert. Please. Enlighten me.”

      “You had him right there. All you needed to do was tell him, ‘Enough is enough; Mom’s worried about you. Go home.’”

      “Yeah. That always works. Wait. Let me just play Dad here for a second. ‘Oh, your mom worries too much. I’ll be fine alone in eyndar space on my own.’” She did her Dopey Dad voice, but Mom wasn’t laughing.

      “He’s… where?”

      Jessie pursed her lips, instantly 14 again. “Um…”

      “That wasn’t hypothetical, was it?”

      “I mean…”

      “Did. Your. Father. Run. Off. In. Eyndar. Space?” Mom’s teeth didn’t unclench the entire time.

      Jessie winced. The problem with parents was they threw off your entire energy. Normally, when she had someone on the other end of a comm, they saw Jessie as a badass. Starship captain. Special forces operative. Earth Navy officer, disgraced traitor, or otherwise.

      It was hard maintaining that kind of vibe when the person on the other end remembered squeezing you out of her uterus and breastfeeding you. Diaper changes, crawling around trying to put random floor trash in her mouth, crying when she got hurt or scared or wasn’t allowed to throw silverware in the waste reclaim to listen to the funny noises. Mom had seen it all, and she hadn’t forgotten that dynamic.

      “I want an answer, young lady.”

      “Yes.”

      “AND YOU LET HIM!?”

      “Mom, come on! How was I supposed to know that he was lying when he said he already knew Aunt Jamie was alive and that as soon as my back was turned he was going to⁠—”

      “Who what now?” Mom’s face had gone white and slack.

      “Oh. I… I guess you didn’t know either. But you never met her, right? So⁠—”

      “Carl’s sister Jamie is alive? After all this time?” Oh, referring to Dad by his first name to Jessie was a bad sign. Even as a grown-ass woman, Jessie’s mother always referred to him as her father or Dad.

      “Yeah, well⁠—”

      “And when he acted smooth as cooking oil, played if off like he knew all along, you just… believed him?”

      “I mean…”

      “I know more about Jamie Ramsey than any person I’ve never met. Your father doesn’t talk a lot about regrets in his life, but he does mention how different his life might have been if he’d taken your Aunt Michelle and run off to play Ramsey Family outlaws with the two of them. Says I’m the only reason he doesn’t regret not doing it, and I’m not a hundred percent sure I believe him. So, if Jamie is alive and living in eyndar space somewhere, I’d recommend you find her and get the fucking reunion over with before that creaky, lovable old coot gets himself killed.”

      Jessie gulped. “Yes, ma’am. But she’s gone dark. Some pirate shipyard she can’t risk revealing.”

      Mom stared up into the heavens. “Of course, she’s a pirate.”

      “No, no! Aunt Jamie hunts pirates. That news thingy. With the slaves. She helped. That was us. Her and us, I mean.” Why did Mom fluster her to the point where she lost the power of cogent speech?

      “Then why didn’t you tell him in the first place?”

      “She… asked me not to?” It sounded lame in retrospect. Now that Dad knew, obviously it would have been better to tell him rather than leave him in a room with Eric until Mr. Blabbermouth let it slip.

      “Listen to me very carefully. You have commandeered yourself the most powerful starship in this half of the galaxy. You have a crew who, apparently, listen to you. You will take that ship and that crew and round up both your father and your aunt before anything tragic happens. I will see your father in person again. I will meet the mysterious Jamie. We will all have a nice holiday together this year as a big happy family. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      “And remember to drink enough water, eat some vegetables, dress warmly, and keep strangers’ dicks out of you. You know… all the usual stuff you never listened to. Love you.”

      “Love you too, Mom.”

      The comm winked out. Jessie sighed from her toes.
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      Other than her brief shuttle trip to the Arete, this was the first time Jamie Ramsey had spent any significant time off the Scylla in eons. Hypersensitive glass picked up every stray photon, allowing visitors on the observation deck to watch the ships being worked on in near-total darkness. As a priority customer and co-founder of the operation, Jamie got the place all to herself, watching the Scylla in the central bay, looking like a well-loved chew toy.

      Serifos Supply Depot was a haven among havens. Carved out of rock, it drifted free in an abandoned asteroid mining operation. Ten thousand and more hunks of mineral debris, too worthless to bother harvesting any further, gave cover to the operation. A fleet of little tug-ships the size of planet-bound family hovers could sneak out and adjust its course if the need arose. One lone, retractable astral antenna could extend to listen for customers and respond with up-to-date coordinates.

      At present, that antenna was retracted. The asteroid was a ghost. No one who didn’t already know it was here would ever find it, and that list was vanishingly small.

      Jamie puffed a stream of smoke, letting her mind and muscles relax. It was hard seeing the Scylla in this shape. But she couldn’t not look. Her life depended on that ship doing exactly what she expected, exactly when she expected. The “when” came down to crew training, and that was tip-top. The “what” was in serious doubt until the vessel had a complete overhaul.

      “Good, you’re sitting down,” her host greeted her upon entry to the observation deck. To even call it a “deck” was a stretch. Lounge, maybe. It had a scattering of plush chairs and one love seat, a few low tables that could support either snacks or feet, and a vending machine full of junk food that was set to zero for all prices. Hard to charge digital terras for anything without an omni connection.

      “No honey, Kenny. Hit me with your worst,” Jamie told him.

      Kendek of Betelgeuse had more gray in his fur than last time Jamie had been here. He sported stained coveralls and worn walking gloves, despite being in charge of the whole operation. Ambling over, he transferred a datapad to his lower hands as he settled into a chair and took his gloves off.

      “Well, let’s see… Anything that might be considered an aerodynamic surface—which should be nothing on a deep-space craft like the Scylla—is toast. We’re digging deep in our warehouse for the grade of plasticized steel you use, but we’ll be replacing most of the outer hull. I told you those vish kinah don’t know a damn thing about riv-welds.”

      “I can spot you a supply run once we’re up and running again.”

      Kenny nodded. “Engines need a good refit and overhaul. Most of your power relays have irreparable damage—they’ll work, but how long is a crapshoot. Most of your forward-facing glassteel is damaged but can be resurfaced. We’ve already adjusted a 0.6 degree offset in your gravity stone that wasn’t present for your last visit. Probably knocked loose in whatever got you coming here.”

      Jamie would never have noticed that fine a misalignment of gravity with the ship’s nominal “down” direction. “Fine. Take care of it all.”

      “You’ve got those nonstandard fuel rods, but we have enough in stock to take care of you. Med kit resupply. We can patch up a few cracks in your water and waste systems, flush the whole thing.”

      Jamie gave the mechanic a deadpan stare. “You’re starting to sound like my doctor.”

      Kenny snickered and kept going. “Hydraulics have seen better days, but I don’t think they need servicing. The way you treat ships, fresh actuators will look like your current ones in a month or two anyway.”

      “Anything else?”

      Deft fingers flicked through screen after screen on the datapad. “Nah. Your people take as good care of the Scylla as anyone could be expected to without shipyard facilities.”

      “How much am I looking at?”

      “Hmm… with the works… throw in a complimentary life support cleaning… let’s call it 720,000T.”

      “Done.” Jamie tried not to let on how much that number hurt. Good ships cost less than that from a dealership. But no dealership worth their license was going to sell to Jamie Ramsey. Plus, as an investor in the place, about a quarter of that would be coming back to her.

      “Your credit’s good here, so we’ll get on all that immediately.” Jamie declined to point out that Kenny’s people were already working on hull repairs. “That just leaves one question remaining.”

      Jamie cocked an eyebrow. “What else?”

      “For the life support blowers, would you like a Pine, Tropical Breeze, or New Starship scent?”
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      The Briefing Room was filled with uniformed officers. The only refreshment: coffee. As the attendees filtered in, all early, it was clear that message had been relayed with sufficient clarity. Their captain was not in a mood to be fucked with.

      Up and down both sides of the conference table, all eyes fixed on Jessie. Her opening greeting set the meeting’s tone.

      “I have been on a comm with my mother.”

      Even from those who’d never met Amy Ramsey, that declaration drew cringes. From Trebla and Eric, those looks of sympathetic horror doubled. Even Harmony appeared discomfited by proxy.

      Once the weight of her pronouncement had had time to settle, Jessie continued. “My father is missing. He has stolen the Whitechapel.”

      Lisa, brave soul that she was, piped up. “Barely counts as a separate incident, now, does it? Hardly got done returning it from the last time he nicked it.”

      Jessie chose not to delve into the nitpicking world of petty legalese. Loaning someone something with no predetermined end to said lending, and with no contractual terms notarized, was as good as a gift. Since the man who’d taught her that was the thief in question, it stood to reason that he’d argue that A) he hadn’t stolen it, and B) it was technically in Junior’s name, so since he hadn’t handed it directly to the registered owner, he was still mid-borrow.

      “My mother has not heard from my father regarding his departure. Here’s what we know so far. As best Mom knows, Carl was completely unaware of Aunt Jamie still being alive until Eric blurted it out over dinner last night.”

      “Sorry.”

      That hangdog look and contrite cowering weren’t going to draw Jessie into the trap of letting Eric center this meeting on his own guilt. “Carl convinced the overnight bridge watch to grant him airlock passage around 2355 hours last night. He is not responding to comms, left no itinerary, and has not shown up in any public arrest logs on either side of the Eyndar Empire border.”

      “Some luck, at any rate,” Mindy grumbled.

      “He is in possession of the knowledge that Jamie Ramsey is alive, that her ship is named Scylla, and that she’s gone to ground at a hidden repair base until her ship can defend itself again. Kinniss, you able to shed any light on where to find the Scylla?”

      “Nope,” the plouph replied flippantly. Then again, it was hard to tell with plouph. Their body language and verbal tics weren’t as well known as many xeno species Jessie was familiar with.

      “Is that a nope you can’t help or a nope you won’t?” Jessie pressed. “You’re her security chief. You must know where the Scylla goes for repairs.”

      “There’s junk only she knows. Captain kicks it, lotta stuff’d change on the Scylla, even if Sofia took over for her. Makes sense, though. What if I got captured on a hostile ship? Interrogated. Tortured. Maybe they’d use magic, even.”

      Kinniss cast a glance at the wizardly contingent at the table. Charlotte looked as in-place with her uniform on as Eric looked out of place in his. Hadrian sported a new look, and it was hard to say whether Jessie approved. Little about the jet-black robes said “military” except for perhaps the square shoulders that lent him at least a modicum of dignity as he slouched away a full two centimeters’ height seated alongside his brethren.

      “How could I protect those secrets, then?” Kinniss continued.

      “Fine. If I find out later you knew how to contact Jamie and wouldn’t tell us, I’ll deal with you myself. As for the rest of you, we’re mounting a search. We need to find, contact, or collect my father and get him out of eyndar space before he gets his stupid ass killed. If he’d have ever been safe wandering the slime zone of the galaxy, those days are somewhere back in his ion trail.”

      Trebla raised a hand. Jessie pointed and nodded like this was some kind of classroom.

      “What if we track Uncle Carl halfway around the galaxy, run smack into your Aunt Jamie, and he’s already found her?”

      Hadrian gave a harrumph but didn’t comment when Jessie shot him a glare.

      “We’ll ship him off to New Garrelon to let my mother deal with him.”

      There were grumbles of agreement around the Briefing Room that this seemed like a just punishment.

      “In the meantime, we’re going to work off the assumption that Carl Ramsey is out on his own, vulnerable, blundering around, and bound to get himself into lethal trouble if we don’t get to him first. That said, we don’t know where he went. The Eyndar Empire is larger than ARGO ever was, and more sparsely colonized. A methodical search is out of the question. We need leads. We need clues. We need out-of-orbit thinking to counter an out-of-orbit thinker.

      “And maybe we might need a little magic.”

      Hadrian nodded solemnly. “I’ll zip us to. I’ll zip us fro. I’ll drop us where we need to go.”

      Jessie pointed past him. “Great, but I was thinking of her.”

      “Me?” Sparta inquired. “I was startled to receive an invitation. I didn’t think these sorts of affairs involved a plus-one, but what do I know about military etiquette?”

      “No. You were invited on your own merits. Order of Delphi, right? Finders of lost keys and missing dogs, even if no one wants you telling their fortunes; am I right?”

      “You’re aren’t wrong, but neither are you correct. Your assumption that I may discover the location of your father—whom I’ve known only briefly—over the span of a larger significant swath of the galaxy is… endearingly optimistic.” She turned to Hadrian. “Do you know if the pea thing is common among technologists?”

      “I wouldn’t think so,” Hadrian replied.

      “What’s the pea thing?” Jessie asked of Sparta. Before the oracle could have hoped to answer, she repeated the question, directed at Eric. “What’s the pea thing? Do you know any ‘pea thing’?”

      Eric gulped. “Um…”

      “Take a boat. A regular old floating bucket on a terrestrial lake or pond,” Sparta lectured. Someone had mentioned her working as a teaching assistant at Oxford, and Jessie could hear that in her voice. “Row, paddle, or science your way across. Somewhere along the journey, a companion in the boat drops a single pea⁠—”

      “Frozen or fresh-picked?” Eric asked.

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “It does! A frozen pea floats!!”

      “Let’s use a pebble, then,” Sparta said brusquely. “A companion jettisons a pebble over the side of the boat somewhere along the way. At the end of the trip, they ask if you’ll find it for them.”

      “They can fuck right off,” Jessie replied without a moment’s hesitation.

      Sparta sighed. “The size comparison differs by mind-boggling orders of magnitude. The actual pea test is a rudimentary assessment of divination magic. A skilled oracle can find that pea in some random little pond. I did mine in a decorative pond near my parents’ house on Earth. Drop that same pea in the Pacific Ocean, and I daresay it’s gone for good.”

      “Fish would get it,” Eric reasoned.

      “Fish had better not get Dad,” Jessie shot back. She turned her attention back to their visiting oracle. “Fine. It’s a tall order. But it’s still an order. You want free room and board, you earn your keep.”

      Sparta had this annoying regal look in her eyes. “Quite reasonable, and you’ll get my best efforts, though I’d have been remiss not to forewarn you of its futility.”

      “As for the rest of you,” Jessie continued. “Mindy. Trebla. Newsfeeds. Police scans. Anything you can find that might hint at a nosy human poking at business that’s not his. Check both sides of the border, just in case. Arrest reports. Disturbances. My father has a nostalgic thing for dive bars.”

      “On it,” Trebla confirmed.

      “Count on us,” Mindy added.

      “Uom’pe. Makket. We’re going to pause our little charade that you two were legitimate business people. I need your underworld connections. Try to find the Scylla. If we can get on the trail, we’re likely to run across my father. And if any of his detective work earns him a price on his head, sign up to collect it.”

      “Very…”

      “Ceasing-charade-immediately-If-you’ll-excuse-me-prematurely-from-the-remainder-of-this-briefing-I’ll-get-started-at-once.”

      “… well.”

      “Hang in here. I’m almost done. Lisa, I want you tracking down the Whitechapel. It’s your ship. If you’ve got any special insights, tricks, or ways to locate it, now’s the time to pull them out.”

      Lisa scowled. “Din’t never expect it to be Carl who nicked it. I mean. Yeah. He did once already. But that don’t hardly count.”

      “Grosstet, I know you’ve mostly retired to a leisurely life of holovids and beer⁠—”

      “CULTURE EDUCATION AND NECESSARY REFRESHMENT…”

      “But can you dig into the Arete scanner logs and see if there’s anything we’re missing because us non-haathee are still guessing at how some of your stuff works?”

      “I SHALL DO SO. HOWEVER, I DO WONDER WHETHER AN ELDER OF YOUR SPECIES IS TRULY IN SUCH DANGER MERELY FROM LAUNCHING AN INVESTIGATION.”

      “My kind hates being investigated,” Jessie explained. “The eyndar have that in common. Carl is going to be making a lot of people nervous if he starts checking into a rogue starship operated by a human in eyndar space. And nervous outlaws tend to kill their problems.”

      “NO MATTER HOW MANY HOLOVIDS I VIEW, THE QUARRELSOME NATURE OF YOUR SPECIES CONTINUES TO AMAZE ME.”

      “Any questions?” Jessie asked, not allowing anything to divert her off course. They all had questions. They had them by the millions. But none were for Jessie. After an appropriate and awkward wait, she nodded. “Dismissed.”
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      The next morning, Mindy showed up at her regular maintenance appointment in Med Bay with drooping eyes and a fresh cup of coffee she’d be allowed to drink once her systems reports were complete.

      “Good morning,” Dr. Richelieu greeted her with a degree of chipperness Mindy couldn’t even fake in return. “I’ve avoided checking your remote readings in advance of your checkup, but your face is a spoiler for neuro-response time metrics.”

      Mindy grunted and shambled toward the examination table.

      Dr. Richelieu paused. A look of concern wrinkled that Hollyworld face. “Could I get a verbal greeting? If something’s gone wrong in the language center of⁠—”

      “I’m fine. Just exhausted is all. Didn’t set no alarm for beddy-bye time. Slogged them newsfeeds and copper-rags till ’bout maybe two hours ago. Daph nods off here and there on the regular. Hard to think anyfing of it. She wakes up from one, look me up and down. Asks if I know what time it is.”

      “Did you?”

      “Fuck me if every bloody newsfeed don’t have its time stamped all over the rotten place. I know it’s a dusty sack of words, but ‘time lost all meaning’ sort of… happened.”

      “Well, we’re going to get you up on the monitors and see what’s going on in there.” The doctor rapped a knuckle on Mindy’s skull. It didn’t hurt her physically, but her pride took a dent from the level of condescension.

      Mindy tried peeking at the handheld scanner in Dr. Richelieu’s hand or glancing back at the computer screens behind her. She gleaned no insight before the answers were revealed to her.

      “Go ahead and have your coffee,” the doctor told her. “You clearly need the boost. I hope it was worth it.”

      “Depends. What’s it worth ruling out a hundred planets maybe-kinda-sort of? You got the faintest notion what kind of shite gray-haired, pale, cocky, spacer sons-of-bitches get up to out in the galaxy?”

      “The faintest,” Dr. Richelieu agreed with a hint of a smile. “I wasn’t going to say anything in the briefing yesterday, but I doubt Jessie and Eric’s father is going to need saving. He’s a cagey old veteran outlaw. We’re more likely to find him in a morgue than wandering the streets of a border colony. And he’s more likely to contact us from aboard the Scylla than either of those.”

      Mindy sipped her drink. The shock of the heat pouring down her throat felt good. Soon, the caffeine would kick in. “Be nice of the bloke to up and put in a comm to the captain and let us all off the hook.”

      “That’s the thing. I’ve heard plenty of stories. I wouldn’t say I know him well, personally, but my mother flew with Carl Ramsey’s crew for a while when she was young.”

      “Which—?”

      “Esper,” Harmony interrupted the question snippily before composing herself quickly. “From all I’ve heard of those old days, he’s a master of avoiding responsibility. He’s no fool, as much as he acts like one. Carl Ramsey will be aware that his sister doesn’t want to be found and that Jessie won’t want him looking. So he’ll go out of his way to not let either of them get in the way of what he wants to do.”

      Mindy snickered.

      “Something funny?”

      “Don’t that sort of remind you of anyone? How many of us is doing anything but what we bloody please? Present chores aside, mind you…”

      Dr. Richelieu shut down her datapad and pushed her hair back with her goggles. “Point taken. Do you mind a somewhat frank discussion of a side topic?”

      Mindy squirmed inwardly. Who was she to argue with the doc? “All right.”

      “You and Lt. Morgan have been close for some time now.”

      “Guess so. Not like we’s counting days or nothing.”

      The doctor took a seat beside Mindy on the examination table. “Have the two of you ever considered starting a family?”

      A nervous chuckle escaped Mindy. “Look, anything were to happen to you, I’m sure as we’d take great care of Xrista until we got her to your folks. I mean, if we can convince Uom’pe to give her up. Old turtle dotes on the nipper like she hatched Xrista from her own egg.”

      “That’s nice to hear, but that’s not what I was getting at. I know you’re young. You’ve got a long life ahead of you. Technology permitting, Lt. Morgan might, too. But while the calendar says you’re older than her, she’s watching the end of her prime fertile years racing toward her.”

      “She… mention this to you?”

      “Look, I know it’s invasive, but I see a lot more when I read your scans than just whether or not the muscular and neural enhancements are performing optimally. In checking for side effects and overall health, I learn a lot of incidental facts about all my patients. Frankly, that goes for everyone aboard except the wizards. Certain facts of overall biological health just state the obvious when you look at the data.”

      “Facts? What kind of facts?”

      “I can tell the difference between lust, infatuation, and love.”

      Mindy felt her face warm. “Um… does that mean she…?”

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake. Yes. The two of you are dopey about it—that’s the medical term,” Dr. Richelieu joked. “Now, I know that the wider galaxy isn’t all that welcoming of mixed-species couples, but there are some options if you two do decide to raise a family together.”

      “I mean. I suppose plenty of tykes come through here. Orphans and whatnot. You sayin’ to just pick one out?” Mindy paused briefly. “Not sure how I’d feel about that.”

      “No. I mean a biological child from the two of you.”

      Mindy’s mind went blank.

      It was easy to forget, here and there, that this haathee medicine bordered on witchcraft. Or that her personal doc was a bigwig from Harmony Goddamn Bay. All these checkups and the blasé treatment of the nano-drones in her blood made deadlifting 150 kilos and learning Jiara in five days seem normal.

      But this…

      “You serious? That even possible?”

      “Yes.”

      Mindy blew a breath to clear her mind. “Wow. This H-tech ain’t fooling around.”

      “Oh. It’s not anything to do with haathee technology. It’s one of those Harmony Bay projects that didn’t really leave the research phase. Not exactly the sort of thing you can set up trials for. Imagine trying to advertise for participants and it getting onto the newsfeeds that Harmony Bay is encouraging species mixing. Our stock would have gone into negative numbers. There would have been protests.”

      “But… you can do it?”

      “It’s really not that different from how Xrista was born.”

      Mindy looked over. Harmony stared expectantly. She invited the question. “What do you mean? She half some other species? You never say nothing about her father. None of us ask.”

      “She’s human. Just human.”

      “So, her father…?”

      Dr. Richelieu shook her head. “No father.”

      “You mentioned that your sisters are⁠—”

      “No second mother.”

      “Then…”

      Harmony put a hand on Mindy’s shoulders. “I’ve gained access to the galaxy’s most advanced genetics recombination technology. I could recreate my younger sisters with ease. Xrista was trivial by comparison. So is… her future sister.”

      Mindy’s gaze strayed downward. “You’re preggers?”

      Dr. Richelieu slid off the table and headed out of the examination room. Curiosity burning, Mindy quickly followed. In her office, the doctor approached a spot on the wall.

      Mindy’s heart froze.

      “What? It’s not as if you left traces of your DNA on the panel and inside when you snuck a peek. I’d rather you knew than guessed or dug around investigating on your own out of curiosity.”

      The panel slid out with a touch. Inside, the strange glass chamber wafted a fog of cool steam. Mindy joined her. The embryo floated there, not a dream as she might have put out of her mind, but real and at the fore of this conversation.

      “I’ve never been pregnant,” Dr. Richelieu explained. “I took a sabbatical for a few months leading up to her birth. Only a couple of my assistants know. You hear parents say their child is such a delight, they wouldn’t mind another just like them. Well, circumstances of upbringing aside, this little girl will be.”

      Mindy pointed to the inscription on the side of the chamber. “H3. Does that mean…?”

      “It means I haven’t decided on a name yet. Harmony 3 is a placeholder.”

      “So when you tell everyone Xrista don’t have a father, that’s just you being cheeky, now, innit?”

      Dr. Richelieu shrugged. “Yeah. It’s a canned answer that shuts most people up about it.”

      “Does that mean she’s not really—?” The doctor’s raised finger stopped her mid-sentence.

      “Xrista is a person. She’s real. I’m her mother, legally and socially. Biologically, she’s a twin sister born thirty years later. It was actually easier than the technology that allowed my mothers to combine their DNA to give birth to my younger sisters. That tech is all over Martian and Earthling space now. Expensive, sure, but getting more affordable as it becomes less exotic.”

      “Not as exotic as that other thing…”

      “A little girl of your own,” the doctor offered. “A mix of azrin and human. I can manipulate the gene expression so she looks entirely like either species, but you’ll each see enough of yourselves in her to know she’s both of yours.”

      “You sure it’d be a girl?”

      “Neither of you possesses a Y chromosome. I can’t work around that yet. Not without a third donor, at least. If that was important to you, I could⁠—”

      “Given me enough to think on.” Mindy rested a hand on her abdomen. “Never really seriously considered being a mother.”

      “Daphne has.”

      Mindy looked up suddenly. “She told you?”

      “She asked me to talk to you. This was her idea.” The doctor smirked. “That enhanced cross-linking in her brain. So… I’ll answer any questions, medical, moral, or maternal. I don’t need an answer right now or even ever. The option isn’t going away; there’s no time limit. Though in full disclosure, Daphne doesn’t have a lot of her reproductive prime left. But if you choose to carry the child, you’ve got decades ahead of you where there would essentially be zero risk.”

      “Oi…”

      “It’s a lot to think about. I know. But when I see you killing yourselves looking for Carl Ramsey, I just know that there are aspiring parents out there in the galaxy waiting for a chance to do better than that.

      “Be the kind of moms that don’t send your kids scouring the galaxy to look for you because you’re an idiot. OK?”

      “That much, I can guarantee.”

      Mindy left Med Bay in a daze, and it took four comms reminding her before she got back to work sifting the omni for clues.
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      Hadrian strolled the vast, empty corridors of the starship Arete. For all that it was built by alien hands, it didn’t feel so weird or unwelcoming as a typical Boston shopping plaza. If this was going to be his home to defend, however long he chose to remain, he felt that he ought to know his way around. The little pictures they showed him failed to do the spacefaring boat justice.

      It was also nice spending some time separate from Sparta. They got along well, and he liked the idea of keeping it that way. He hadn’t asked where she was going. Hadrian had his guesses, but they were just that. An agreement to meet for dinner at the ship’s communal dining lounge would be their next planned encounter.

      Starship travel relaxed him.

      This specimen was too large by far to pretend anything about coziness. But the crew was an interesting tableau, if not a family. And there were few enough of them that he’d learn all their names in short order—at least, if enough of the ratatoret came out to meet him.

      Sneakers came and went. Despite an upgrade to a semi-official uniform, he’d refused new footwear. A stop at a campus-adjacent sporting goods store and a hundred or so terras had gained him this pair, and it had been with Hadrian since his first week in this body. The corridors of the Arete would have their chance to wear down the soles until he truly needed another.

      He peeked in open doors and paused at intersections to study haathee art installations. Until someone tried to board the vessel or go very fast with it, learning his way around the place was work, by thunder.

      Pelting footsteps alerted him of company long before it arrived. Short of an ambush, Hadrian didn’t worry at the coming of anyone, and this pursuer wasn’t anyone he’d ever worried about for his own safety.

      “Hadrian!”

      He turned and waited, hands in his sleeves and a blank expression on his face. “What is it, Wizard Eric?”

      Eric Ramsey drew up short, panting for breath, resting his hands on his knees. “There’s no one. Around here. I have to. Know.”

      “There’s nothing so urgent that you can’t catch your breath first.”

      “Right,” Eric replied, then huffed until he was able to stand upright. “It’s just you and me here.”

      “If you’re looking for a rematch, I’ll just⁠—”

      “You’re him. Right?”

      “I’m me. Yes.”

      “I knew it! I knew you were you! I didn’t dare tell anyone because I wasn’t sure, and then⁠—”

      He cut off as there was no air entering or exiting his lungs. “Stop.”

      Eric nodded hastily, and Hadrian loosened up the air around him. It was a trick he’d come up with years ago. Collapsing a wizard’s lungs was a lot more taxing than simply turning the air in their immediate vicinity as thick as a sponge.

      “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “We’re alone, like you said. Won’t tell anyone what?”

      “That you were Enzio Stiles and Khosrau and Mordecai The Brown.”

      “Ah.”

      “You are. Aren’t you? I’m not wrong.”

      Hadrian nodded slowly. “And, if you didn’t think you could keep that secret, you know how to hide that knowledge from yourself. Right?”

      “I could, but—I mean, I think I’ve done all right up until now.”

      “Who have you told?”

      “Jessie. I mean, when you were Khosrau and Enzio was dead and Mom and Dad told us about Nancy, I had a theory.”

      “Did she believe you?”

      “Um. You’d have to ask her.”

      Hadrian took that as a “no.” He knew the Ramsey kids well enough to realize that Jessie was unlikely to humor Eric’s wild theories. “Who else?”

      “Let’s see… Nope… Nope… Uh… I think maybe Aunt Tiffany.”

      “She knows.”

      Eric blew a sigh. “That’s a relief.”

      “You’re not very good with secrets.”

      “How was I supposed to know that Dad wasn’t supposed to know that Jamie didn’t want him to know she was alive? I mean, who tells me anything?”

      “I did. Once.”

      “Why are you here now? Does Dad know? Does Sparta? What happened to the guy who was Hadrian before you? Is he in Mortania permanently, or⁠—?”

      “Your father and Sparta both know. The original Hadrian traded this body and its lack of galactic responsibilities for an empire. He’s Khosrau now, and he’s welcome to it. As for why I’m here… I decided I wanted to get back to roaming the galaxy. Earth got boring.”

      “Wow.”

      “You asked.”

      “Yep. I sure did.” Eric appeared mentally overtaxed. The team of gerbils running around behind his eyeballs had invoked a work stoppage. Hadrian allowed him time to negotiate a return to duty. “So. What do I call you?”

      “Boss?” Hadrian suggested with a smirk. “The nincompoop previous resident of this body never got himself even a half-decent nickname. Three syllables is really beyond the pale for daily use.”

      “Haddy?”

      “I will manually remove that one from your brain if I have to. Is that understood?”

      “Gotcha. No on ‘Haddy.’”

      “Just call me Hadrian. If a suitable sobriquet comes along, I’ll inform you. Otherwise, my name is fine. And I do mean the name this body is known by.”

      “Dad mentioned you kind of looked like Mort. Is… he right about that?”

      “Nothing wrong with that one’s eyes. Yeah. Dead ringer, just about. Taller, though. Been stepping down through heights since Enzio, but this skinny weed’s built for seeing over crowds.”

      “Sparta must have had a hard time finding a guy taller than her.”

      Hadrian harrumphed. “As if that were her primary criteria in finding a partner. Her mind’s as sharp as an obsidian blade and filled with mischief. I used to think Nancy was my soulmate, and at the time, maybe she was the right match for me. But I look back and see the pretension, the entitlement, the social climbing.”

      “Weren’t you Mr. Aristocrat on Earth?”

      “At the time. Didn’t realize until I left for a while just how much I found all the bullshit to be bullshit and how many of them took it completely seriously.”

      “If you ever want to take another crack at it all, I’ve been working on some theories to⁠—”

      “If your next words will be about time travel, eat them.”

      Eric froze. Then he gulped.

      “They were, then?”

      Eric nodded.

      “Look here. When I was playing Khosrau, I was mad. I was mad at Nancy for getting on the wrong side of a coup. I was mad at everyone who didn’t stop the traitors. I took over from the inside of that coup and I made a lot of people pay for what they’d done. For some, it was belated vengeance of my own, long overdue. For the rest, pure spite. Is that any way to run an empire?”

      “No?” Eric ventured.

      “Damn right, it’s not. Suddenly, I’m the final word on treaties. I’ve got Mars declaring war on me. The nonhuman ARGO members and protectorates all picked up their blue-green marbles and went home. Senators are plotting against me or angling for my favor. Then, get this, they want heirs. Imperialists feel the need to ensure dynastic stability. Hogwash. I could have ruled forever. But, no. They need drama. They need pageantry. I ended up with a harem so that no single conniving upstart would get the satisfaction of thinking she was second place in the empire.”

      Eric put a hand on Hadrian’s shoulder. “Sounds awful.”

      “It was!” He huffed. “But now I’m free of all that hullabaloo. Just a magical prodigy running from responsibility. On a lark. With his girl. And we will not be resetting the timeline, now, will we?”

      Eric shook his head.

      “Are you avoiding speaking because you know I can tell when you’re lying?”

      Eric hesitated before nodding meekly.

      “Eric, I’m an octogenarian in a 22-year-old body, so I’ve little ground to stand on ethically. But if I catch you trying to ruin the life I’ve built from the ashes of tragedy, I will personally come in there and scoop out every bit of magical knowledge in that head of yours. You think it’s too big in there. Too vast. That you could bottle me up and lead me on a merry chase for longer than both our natural lifespans. I am stronger than I’ve ever been, stronger than you’ll ever be, and I’m keeping what’s mine. My life. My memories. The actual events that have taken place, good and bad. Intelligas?”

      Eric nodded.

      Hadrian glared.

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      “But what if Dad dies?”

      Hadrian’s eyes unfocused. “He’s too old to be out there on his own. Not as sharp as he used to be. If… if it comes to that, maybe we can discuss shoving a few choice grains of sand back up the hourglass.”
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      There should have been laws against sand. Then again, even if there were, the denizens of this colony wouldn’t have cared. The very name of the place, Hope Springs, was a rebellion. Most of the surface was covered in water; the rest, in sand. Native lives had never crawled out of the vast mono-ocean, but plenty of shit lived below the surface.

      It was as if someone had poured water over an Earth-like until Mt. Everest was the only part poking above the waves, then baked it mercilessly. Carl had looked the place up on the way, just to be prepared. Old treaties had
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