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      Of all the things Royston Loughty had steeled himself to believe about the young woman seated across from him, wearing an Earth Force Sky Patrol Women’s Auxiliary uniform no less, that she was an alien police officer, something akin to an Earth Force Sky Patrol agent, like disappeared Gareth, simply was so far down the list of possibilities that he would have discounted it utterly.

      And yet.

      She called herself Fatima Darzi, after the woman she was impersonating, the niece of his dear, old friend, the physicist Farouz Darzi, killed eleven years ago in a speeder accident. Outwardly, she even looked human enough. At least, until Pippa had removed the supposedly-Persian woman’s hijab to reveal…

      Tentacles.

      As though Medusa herself were come down to turn him to stone. Perhaps that would have been the better outcome, if the rest of what she spoke was the truth. That there were aliens out there, living in mortal fear of humans gaining access to any kind of stardrive that would let them escape the sub-light travel limitations of Einsteinian physics.

      That Royston Loughty, PhD, WMU, FRS, CBE, CStJ might have sealed someone’s irrevocable doom. That his arrogance had pushed the galaxy to the edge of perhaps xenocide. He should have been smarter than that. He was, after all, a Doctor of Physics and the principle stellar radiation expert in the entire Solar System. Warden of the Mathematical Union. Fellow of the Royal Society. Commander, British Empire. Commander, Order of St John.

      And fool. There was always that, if what Fatima said was true.

      Royston lowered the pistol he had been holding on the stranger and clicked the safety on, quickly placing it back into the top drawer of his desk. He nodded to Pippa’s arched eyebrow and she returned to the seat she had had taken earlier, pausing only to politely hand Ms. Darzi the cloth of her now-removed hijab, a lovely peach silk.

      “So we are to believe her then, father?” Pippa asked. She paused and turned back to the stranger. “By what name should we address you?”

      “It would be for the very best if you continued to refer to me as Fatima Darzi,” the woman, this Grace woman said rather politely, in that soft burr of a Persian accent she affected. “If news gets out beyond this room, the First Inspector and the Accord Commission may feel that they have no choice but to move to extraordinary judgments.”

      Royston was fascinated by her sensory tentacles, even as her words struck him to the quick. They looked like nothing so much as short, dusky snakes extruded from her scalp, with a ring of lighter-colored spots near the ends, that somehow reminded him of eyes, just back from a larger such eye at the tip.

      Alien. Here, in his office aboard Earth Force’s L2 base, The Arsenal. As far as he knew the most secure facility in the Solar System.

      “What happens if your superiors do panic?” Royston forced himself to speak past the sudden lump that had taken up residence in his throat.

      “There was talk of a bio-weapon capable of inflicting xenocide, but hopefully just limiting it to humanity, if I understand the human term correctly,” the Grace woman replied. “We had no such word in our language as xenocide, so we have had to borrow yours. As we have with many such barbaric, linguistic aberrations.”

      “Aberrations?” Pippa inquired, sounding like a scholar who read Tacitus in the original Latin.

      “War is unknown in the Accord of Souls, Ms. Loughty,” Darzi turned her head that way. The tentacles appeared to be sniffing the air like a cat seeking treats. “Violence exists nowhere on a scale that humans everyday seem to take for granted.”

      “What is the Accord of Souls?” Pippa pressed.

      Royston sat back and listened, trying to pass a camel through the eye of a needle in his mind to find a way out of this impasse.

      “The collective of species that the Chaa uplifted, fifty thousand of your years ago, before they left to seek the Creator,” Darzi explained in words that left Pippa apparently as breathless as Royston. “Seventeen species, psionically bound together into a greater whole, conducting art, commerce, and joy.”

      “Why did these gods, the Chaa you called them, skip humanity?” Royston asked, intently.

      Fifty millennia was a great span, but modern humans had already emerged as an intelligent, tool-using, language-using species by then. Even distant, galactic gods should have noticed.

      “You have touched on one of the great philosophical and ethical conundrums of the current age, Dr. Loughty.” Darzi actually smiled at him. Even her tentacles seemed to convey amusement. “We cannot know without asking them, but they fixed the other many species into their current forms and departed, apparently to seek the Face of God.”

      Good. At least the aliens still had some solid religion to ground them. Royston had always feared that a true atheism, as had been attempted a few times in the early periods of the Industrial Age, would tear all societies apart eventually. If they had Gods, they still had the opportunity for wonder and doubt. As well as a dread of ultimate consequences behind their behavior.

      “And the Accord of Souls fears humanity? Correct?” Royston pursued an earlier comment.

      “Yours is considered the single most violent, most dangerous species in the galaxy, Dr. Loughty,” her voice turned serious. “Escaping your home system puts every other species in the universe at risk.”

      He couldn’t really argue with that logic. Even a casual study of human history would bear out what a barbaric species they really still were.

      “And your mission was to penetrate Earth Force, and Sky Patrol, and do what, Ms. Darzi?” Royston brought things back to a head.

      She was an admitted imposter. An infiltrator. He had only her word for anything, and her supposed knowledge of things from Gareth Dankworth, hopefully. If there was a better man in the Solar System, Royston Loughty had yet to meet him.

      “I am a scout, Dr. Loughty,” she shrugged in a most human manner. “I was to find out what you had accomplished, and how it might be derailed before it grew out of control.”

      There. Those were apparently the table stakes they would have to play, but Royston had somehow known that as soon as this woman removed her hijab and revealed the stark, mind-shattering truth.

      “Then you have already failed, Ms. Darzi,” Royston concluded dispassionately. “The knowledge exists within certain circles, and can thus never be contained again. Humans are like that. Having proven that it was possible, it is only a matter of time before the next scholar figures out how it was done, and improves upon my work. Even if I were to inject my own failures into future experiments, it would only delay the inevitable. How do we convince your superiors not to destroy humanity?”

      “Why should we?” Darzi challenged him.

      It was a telling, near-mortal blow.

      “Because of Gareth,” Pippa spoke up firmly. “Because you know him, or at least know of him, so you know what kind of man he is.”

      “Indeed, Ms. Loughty, but there is also Maximus,” Darzi replied. “The criminal who was once Marc Sarzynski.”

      Pippa gasped and her hands flew to her mouth. Royston felt his heart begin to pound hard enough that it might rattle its way out of his chest. He paused for a moment to find the words.

      “I had a theory that someone in the Accord had opened a wormhole in space for the purpose of kidnapping Gareth Dankworth, the same as they had previously done to Marc,” Royston fought to keep his tone on this side of fear and anger. “Is that the truth?”

      “It is, Dr. Loughty, but not in ways you could imagine,” she said.

      Quickly, the alien woman related the whole story, or at least the bits she had been cleared to know by her superiors. Sarzynski being captured by a crime boss looking for an assassin, failing to understand he could not subsequently control a man like that. Royston was especially thrilled with the bit about the two, tiny lizardmen, Yuudixtl, who took it upon themselves to find the Accord of Souls a guardian angel in the form of Gareth.

      And then she came to the next part, even more unbelievable than the rest.

      “Could you repeat that, Ms. Darzi,” Royston said. “He was transformed into a what?”

      “They call it a Star Dragon, Dr. Loughty,” she shrugged. “I have never seen it, but I have heard rumors and stories, that he could transform from his new, Vanir form apparently into a giant, fire-breathing, flying lizard form.”

      Pippa had fallen utterly silent. Royston turned to her just to make sure his daughter was still breathing. Her eyes were pools of dread midnight. Perhaps this Grace woman was a medusa, and had transformed his daughter to alabaster.

      “And a Vanir?” Royston asked.

      “Seven foot some tall and three hundred plus pounds, by human reckoning,” Darzi continued. “The face is more angular than humans, and the eyes larger. They have ears that come to pronounced points, perhaps twenty percent larger than yours. Sarzynski is functionally identical, from a physical standpoint, without the secondary transformation.”

      “He’s no longer human?” Pippa managed to gasp in a whisper.

      “He is not, Ms. Loughty,” Darzi said. “I’m sorry. It is my understanding that he refers to you even now as his betrothed.”

      That brought a splash of color to his daughter’s utterly pale cheeks. Only Royston knew that Gareth had been literally on his way to propose to Pippa on the night when he was taken by Morty and Xiomber, to use their names.

      Could he call it their Christian names?

      Apparently, even Yuudixtl career criminals could be rehabilitated.

      That gave Royston a jolt so hard that both women turned to him with some alarm.

      “Father?” Pippa asked weakly.

      He smiled at her and then turned his terrible gaze on the imposter.

      “We will use your cover story, Ms. Darzi,” Royston announced forcefully. “At least as part of a larger cover-up that I will need to cause to come into being immediately.”

      “Dr. Loughty?” the imposter, the Grace woman, asked.

      “I had been planning to take a short sabbatical, Ms. Darzi,” Royston said. “To find a particular human group, musicians as you will, and see if they could help inspire me to even greater heights of scientific creativity than I had achieved thus far. Pippa would have accompanied me, so you will be able to as well, with no scandal attached to either of our reputations.”

      Both women blushed at the same time and same rate. Apparently, it transcended species, so it was probably a factor of intelligence rather than biology.

      “We will depart The Arsenal and return to the surface of the Earth, as I had intended,” Royston continued. “In the course of actions, I will just drop off the face of the Earth, to use the colloquialism, while sending the occasional postcard to Alvin, that he does not grow concerned at my disappearance.”

      “I do not understand,” Fatima Darzi’s doppelgänger said plaintively.

      “You will contact your superiors and endeavor to convince them to bring Pippa and I to wherever we may talk to Gareth and whoever else needs to be involved,” Royston said with a firm smile.

      “Father, that’s insane,” Pippa exclaimed.

      “It is, indeed, daughter,” he replied. “But if I am to be seeking the Life Bohemian to explore some new facet of my discovery, no other research will move forward, especially if I tell Alvin and Sir Westfield I originally miscalculated the risks of accidentally destroying the Earth with the wormhole generator I have built. That will buy us at least six months without question.”

      “And then what?” Darzi asked, leaning forward and eyes growing large.

      “Then I have to figure out how to keep your superiors from destroying humanity, my dear.”
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      Gareth simply could not help himself this morning. He knew Talyarkinash meant well, but having to be fed by someone else, as if he was a helpless infant, had left Gareth grumpier than a wet hen. He waved the spoon away almost angrily.

      The Nari woman leaned back and put down the bowl and spoon of stew she had been feeding him. Her whiskers twitched forward in alarm, as did her ears.

      Gareth rested both of his cast-encrusted hands on the dining room table with probably more of a thump that was necessary.

      “I’m sorry,” Gareth managed to make his voice polite. “It’s just too much this morning.”

      “Should I program the kitchen machine to deliver a liquid breakfast substitute with a straw?” she asked.

      It helped that her voice contained no mockery. Gareth hated being helpless, even if modern, Accord medicine meant that his hands would be fully healed in days, rather than months. Both eyes this morning in the mirror had held only the faintest trace of raccoon patches, from the terrible bruising and cuts the fight with the killer androids had inflicted.

      But his hands had simply been smashed too badly for mere splints. As it was, Talyarkinash had explained the month or more of physical therapy that would be necessary for him to play piano or guitar again.

      “No,” Gareth breathed in defeat. “I know I’m a bad patient. Being helpless to even feed myself was just too much this morning. And I realize that I should have been in bed for a fortnight after what happened, rather than two days. It’s just…”

      “You want to be out there with Baker and Grodray, chasing your old friend,” she replied in a quiet, helpful tone.

      “Stopping him from destroying the galaxy,” Gareth sort of corrected her.

      “I understand,” Talyarkinash smiled up at him.

      She was truly his closest friend in the entire galaxy these days. Nothing more than a friend, although he suspected she might have different desires deep down. He still held out hope that they could somehow reverse the entire process and turn him back into a human, that he could be sent home.

      Pippa would wait for him. He knew that. Just as he would have waited for her. It would just take time.

      A hatch opened and two new bodies tromped into the semi-private dining space where he and the Nari doctor were seated.

      “Hey, kid,” Morty exclaimed, carrying a booster block over to the chair next to him and climbing up to sit at the table. With the extra height, he was nearly on a level with Talyarkinash. “Doc Fitzroy said you were down.”

      Xiomber ended up on the other side. Both of the tiny Yuudixtl were drinking coffee this morning, although Morty had somehow managed to add nearly a dram of brandy to his from the smell.

      Of course, Gareth didn’t suppose anyone but him might smell it. Talyarkinash, perhaps, if she got close enough.

      Gareth held out both hands, like boxing gloves in the rigid casts.

      “Overly grumpy, yes,” Talyarkinash informed the table with a smile. “Forcible inactivity apparently is contrary to his very nature.”

      “Yeah, not surprising,” Xiomber chirped. “Kinda why we picked him the first place.”

      “So I have a theory, Gareth,” Morty grinned. “Goes back to the weird shit we had to do to reprogram you in the first place. Talyarkinash probably knows most of it, but maybe not the weird bits.”

      “Weird bits, you scaly reprobate?” the Nari woman turned her stern look and chuckles on the other two scientists. “What have you done now?”

      “Reformed reprobates, I’ll have you know, madam,” Xiomber interjected tartly. “We have been adjudicated guilty and are currently serving our debt to society, thank you very much.”

      “Yes,” she retorted with a sarcastic grin. “You seem so humble and reformed.”

      “So I got to thinking last night, when Fitzroy told us how bad Gareth got hamburgered on his recent mission,” Morty said. “Couple of days of healing would be a really good thing, just so the body got over the shock, but we might be able to radically reduce the rest of his down time.”

      “How?” Gareth’s cry was almost savage. Both Yuudixtl leaned back a notch. “Sorry.”

      “So if you ate a whole bunch of protein this morning, we might be able to convince Fitzroy to remove the casts,” Morty said. “Then you go into full Star Dragon mode. The transformation has reshaping built right into it, so it ought to fix your hands, for the most part. Again, there’s gonna be a crapton of pain, like you broke them both again, and it won’t fully heal them. Soft tissue will need another week to recover. You game?”

      “What does Talyarkinash need to feed me?” Gareth asked so intently that the other three laughed. “I’ll be the best little chick ever, waiting to be fed. Anything to get out of these casts.”

      “It’ll hurt, Gareth,” Xiomber reminded him. “Things out of alignment now get forced back into shape. That means tearing and breaking.”

      “And?” Gareth smiled brittlely at the man.

      “Make sure they take him someplace up in the mountains,” Morty suggested to Talyarkinash as she picked up the bowl and spoon again. “And stay away from avalanche zones.”

      Outside the base, most of this hemisphere of Irron was in the depths of winter. The mountains reminded Gareth of family vacations to Colorado when he was a kid, especially the snow.

      But to have his own hands back???

      “Sign me up,” Gareth pronounced, letting the Nari woman stuff a spoonful of stew into his mouth happily.

      “Gotcha, kid,” Morty suddenly hopped back down onto the floor and grabbed his lift. “I’ll tell Doc Fitzroy you’re in.”

      Xiomber joined him and the two departed.

      “Better?” Talyarkinash asked as she filled the spoon again.

      “I make a lousy patient, Talyarkinash,” Gareth said. “As you have seen. Every minute I’m here is another minute Sarzynski has to perfect whatever plans he has , whatever trouble is coming.”

      Nobody knew Marc Sarzynski better than Gareth. They had been best friends for almost a decade, going back to ground school together. Until Marc turned to darkness when Pippa chose Gareth instead.

      Dr. Loughty had once predicted that worlds would fall in their ensuing feud. But even that worthy had no idea just how right he had been.
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      Because Marc Sarzynski worked hard at being ruthless, he had developed an instinct for when to cut and run. It had saved his ass more than once, when the Constables had gotten a solid-enough lead to come knocking. When a Heavy Team kicked in the door to Gonquah’s estate, the Th’Tarni man had been arrested almost without incident, but Marc have moved his base of operations absolutely immediately.

      Several people in his gang had expressed surprise, but Zorge had just nodded and gone along without question, packing what he could and burning the rest.

      Two days later, another Heavy Team had shown up at the resort Marc had been renting in the off-season, but he was already gone by then, leaving only one supposedly-innocent watcher to identify everything. The rest of the gang had been extra quiet after that.

      They didn’t understand violence, but that was because they were of the Accord of Souls. Even most of his gang still had some level of empathy with their fellows, broken though it might be. Marc was human, in spite of his exterior shell as a Vanir. He could kill anybody and everybody that got in his way.

      Marc finished reading the details from his watcher’s report. Sloppy, on the part of the Constables, but they hadn’t brought a Star Dragon with them. Gareth would have made different suggestions about the approach.

      That man understood how to kick in a door shooting.

      Maybe he had been as grievously injured as one of Marc’s moles still hiding in the Constabulary had suggested, from medical reports the woman had seen.

      A knock at the hatch brought Marc’s eyes up.

      “Enter,” he called.

      The team was currently seeing the galaxy, as the old saw went. They had rented a long-term transport pod in which to stay, as they rode in between worlds on a cargo vessel. Technically, Marc owned the entire vessel around them, through a series of corporate shells he had inherited when he took over the gang by killing Cinnra, back on Zathus.

      For now, they could travel incognito, hidden among a thousand other such containers in the big ship’s belly. It would also let them visit any planet along the itinerary, as long as they didn’t stay more than a day or two during the loading and unloading process.

      Zorge opened the hatch and stepped in, closing it behind him. There were ten people with them right now, so the pod could be a little crowded, but nobody was complaining. Jail cells would be even smaller spaces to be confined in.

      “We’ll be over Zathus after lunch,” the Nari scientist said as he entered. “We still planning to head down to the surface?”

      Marc gestured the man to take a seat. The office was small for a Vanir, almost cramped, since Cinnra had been almost two feet shorter, but it worked for both Warreth and Nari.

      “No offense to you and the girls, Zorge,” Marc began. “But with Gonquah taken down, I only have four androids now, and likely we’ll never be able to get more, or even possibly fix these if something happens to them. It’s time I brought in some serious firepower.”

      “We’re really going to build a new wormhole station?” Zorge asked. “The prices for everything went through the roof after the Constables cracked down. Under the table, it’s even worse.”

      “That’s why we kidnapped Elgannohn Shevskara,” Marc said. “And took his cute, little daughter, Arieala. I’m just glad the girl saw the whole thing as an adventure, although I would have never marked you as the paternal type.”

      “I have grandkits about that same age,” the Nari scientist said. “Probably never see them again, but I do know how to have tea with youngsters and read them to bed. What would have happened had the wife called the cops?”

      “She would have still gotten the girl back,” Marc’s face turned hard. “Unharmed. Never doubt that. All the pain would have been the father’s to bear. But I’m glad that she listened to reason. And it’s not like any of that money actually belonged to Shevskara. He skimmed it off others.”

      “We’re likely to burn through all of it, just buying the gear we need and paying bribes to keep it quiet,” Zorge’s muzzle ruffled sideways in thought. His whiskers were back, but his ears were merely sideways.

      “I can always take more hostages,” Marc smiled coldly. “That’s almost a bottomless well, when dealing with the kind of element that worked as middlemen. Bent, but only guilty of civil infractions, at the end of the day. The kind of people who budget for bribes and fines as part of their regular business. Use all of the money we got from Shevskara. I can get you more.”

      “What about the Constabulary?” Zorge asked. “Grodray’s team apparently went through the androids without any hesitation.”

      “They saw them as machines,” Marc said. “I would have. Plus, none of the Ellis devices had a weapon of any kind except themselves except fists. I would have liked to have seen what a hundred of them could have done with disintegrators. But when I have humans on the battlefield, even the Vanir will hesitate.”

      “You’re sure?” the Nari hesitated.

      “Their worst nightmares made flesh, Zorge,” Marc sneered. “Coming for them. Baker and Grodray might be tough enough to handle it, but your average officer will freeze up, at least long enough that a human who doesn’t care will be able to shoot them.”

      “Then what?” Zorge asked.

      “Then we shatter the Constabulary,” Marc growled heavily. “Sticks and carrots, but I’m willing to unleash the most nightmarish scenarios the Accord could possibly imagine. Maybe even worse, since they dream too small to truly encompass what I could really do when I’m angry. We’ll bring the Constabulary down. After that, there will always be politicians who would rather kiss the ring than die for their principles. We’ll use those to control the rest. That and fear.”

      “And those of us who aren’t human?” Zorge asked. “Where does that leave us?”

      “You three, and a few others, are the only people I trust,” Marc said. “The humans I’m bringing over are killers, just like me. And they’ll turn on me in an instant if they thought they could take over. You along with Maiair and Yooyar, will be the key advisors running things. I know what would bind the girls to the throne. What does Zorge desire most?”

      “Me?” the Nari asked.

      “You,” Marc said. “If you have a vested interest in the future, you’ll support it. What is that thing that brings you permanently on board?”

      Marc was impressed with the way the Nari sat, deep in thought for several minutes. As far as Marc knew, just being able to run his spy networks and tinker in his labs was usually enough for Zorge, but Marc planned to live forever, once they could figure out the genetic engineering necessary.

      He would need this Nari scientist/spymaster for decades.

      “I’ve never really thought down those lines before,” Zorge finally admitted. “I’ll have to get back to you. What do the girls want?”

      “Their own form of immortality,” Marc said. “I’ll need you to find me some geneticists on a par with
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