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      Grosstet strolled the bridge of the Arete, hands clasped at his back and trunk swinging dramatically with each step. Beyond the front window, unfamiliar stars glinted. To him, all the celestial bodies in this region of the galaxy were strangers—in arrangement, even if a few were bright enough to shine on the world of his birth. But to the rest of his herd, they were equally unfamiliar, a contrast to their familiarity with the suns and planets of human-dominated space.

      This was the Eyndar Empire.

      For weeks that became months, they raided and plundered, harrying the greatest enemy of so many species aboard. Not his, of course. The wuugon made eyndar look like cuddly pets. But he’d seen enough of these wolfish pack carnivores that he agreed with Captain Ramsey’s mission out here.

      So much so that he took the chance to engage in one of his passions, even if it was still harder in English.

      Grosstet orated.

      Because here, on the fully staffed bridge, he had a captive audience.

      “WE ARE A RIGHTEOUS HERD. DANGER IS OUR PILLOW. JUSTICE OUR HAY AND WATER.”

      Part of his pacing was a recommendation from Dr. Harmony. She told him that motion was good for his joints. Mostly, however, it was the utter ruin that had become of every haathee-made chair on the bridge. All but the ceremonial one at the back that made him feel like an audience of one rather than a participant—let alone commodore of the vessel. Jessie’s clever little chair-on-an-arm (she’d protested when he tried to call it an armchair) took the place of his beloved command seat. Duty stations around the rest of the bridge had been adapted for the use of many species.

      Tiny beeps sounded behind him. Arete crew went about their duties as he regaled them. Silence was a poor counterpoint to wisdom. Better to absorb through the ears from two directions.

      “THE STRONG PREY UPON THE WEAK; IT IS THE WAY OF NATURE.” He allowed that statement to fully settle into their minds. Let its wrongness and cruelty and savagery horrify their conscience. “THE STRONG PROTECT THE WEAK; IT IS THE WAY OF SOCIETY. IT IS THE WAY OF THE HERD BEYOND THE HERD.”

      Unbecoming either a commanding officer or a speechmaker, Grosstet peeked.

      Everyone concentrated busily on their work.

      Inwardly, he sighed.

      Perhaps they were already sufficiently inspired.

      The lift doors slid open. Jaxon Jr. arrived in apparent good spirits and smelling of a fresh shower. They thought they all fooled him, but his little omnivorous friends had taken to always showering just before taking a shift if their previous activity was mating. Just because Grosstet no longer commented on the fact or speculated with whom didn’t make the deductive conclusion any less obvious.

      And their continued insistence that the questions were rude was rubbing off on him rather than the intended effect of convincing them all that they weren’t.

      What was the point of bringing so many compatible sentients together in one place if not for mating and gossip? The humans themselves produced entire holovid series about the very concept.

      Jaxon Jr. pulled up and saluted him. “Sir, I relieve you.”

      Grosstet flipped up his trunk in a return salute. “I STAND RELIEVED.”

      It was a fun play on words. He was both relieved of his temporary watch command and relieved that he no longer had to remain either on his feet or bored in the back of the room.

      Soon, it would be time for beer and sitting and beer and chatting with friends.

      Soon, it would be time for poker.
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        * * *

      

      The senior officers’ poker game had been Trebla’s idea. A good quality poker table discovered aboard one of their pirate captures had been the kernel of the idea, but that table had proved inadequate for the players the Arete crew included. Thus was born the Giant Arete Meal Eating Table Including More Events.

      “It’s GAMETIME,” Trebla declared. Bowls of salt and vinegar potato crisps, octuple-cheese nachos, caramel-coated popcorn, and Flippy-Dip Pretzels filled in gaps between the players. Half the players camped out on the side of the table nearest the beer taps that had been added just for this particular out-of-the-way getaway. The rest contented themselves with more responsible beverage choices for their species or occupation.

      Harmony counted herself among the latter group. A drink now and then was all well and good. She preferred wine, and despite her intention never to become one, she had turned into quite the wine snob. Drinking had simply never become enough of a habit in her life to settle for anything less than top notch.

      She sipped a strawberry EnerJuice as she lifted her placemat-sized playing cards to find a pair of 2s. “I call.” The doctor tossed in 50 in poker chips. The denominations had been left intentionally unitless. The chips didn’t represent terras or marbits or eyndar banags. They didn’t represent chores or duties or sexual favors, though all of those had been proposed at one point or another with varying degrees of seriousness. They simply kept score for the night, and the winner of the evening’s tournament would take a little trophy back to their quarters.

      Specifically, Jessie would ferry the damned thing back and forth to hers.

      No one else had won yet.

      “Raise,” Jessie intoned. There was simply no reading her. Harmony dearly wished she had it in her to cheat. Implantable lenses with thermal imaging. Hiding an encephalographic scanner in the headrest of the captain’s seat at the GAMETIME table. Short of those extreme measures, there was no telling between a bluff and a winning hand.

      A rapid-fire series of folds circled the table, culminating in Harmony’s.

      Jessie raked in a small treasure of chips. Perhaps trying to keep the mood light and the focus off her continued domination of the weekly event, the captain immediately changed the subject. “How’s the factory coming?”

      Harmony found herself caught off guard despite it being the most natural of questions. “Um. Fine. Good. On schedule, that is.”

      “Excuse me!” Trebla chimed in with melodramatic indignity. “We’re eight percent ahead of schedule. We’re up to nineteen liters of robots—which is a unit I’d never thought I’d apply to advanced machinery, but here we are. As for the implantables…”

      “I’m deferring to you on this one, Jess,” Harmony stated firmly as she accepted the cards Grosstet dealt with far less difficulty than anyone else at the table. “I’m ready for sentient trials whenever you green-light them.”

      Jessie leaned over and gave her cards a peek and her opponents no information about their quality. She tossed in a call without comment. “Still not sure how comfortable I am letting anyone volunteer without a more robust medical infrastructure in place if something were to go wrong. Feels like maybe something to hold off on until you’re back at the Bay.”

      “I’ve got another two and a half months here,” Harmony reminded her friend and captain. “That was the deal. I can spend that time learning and making improvements to the technology the Arete has to offer, or I can play cards and treat the occasional injury.”

      “You’re supposed to be leaving us in the capable hands of a trained doctor at the end of this research sabbatical. Remember?”

      Harmony gritted her teeth. “Dr. Chik-ta’s medical knowledge is adequate. His major deficiency is in communication. That primitive Phabian translator has lag and failings in idiomatic understanding.”

      “It’s bad at jokes, too,” Eric chimed in. “Ruins the timing.”

      It was an aphorism as old as gambling: never play cards with a magician. That went double for actual wizards. Yet Eric was nearly always the first player eliminated, and his sister won just as handily on nights when he didn’t show up, which ruled out collusion.

      “The thing isn’t even approved for sale in Earth or Mars territory,” Jessie complained.

      Well, that was just freakin’ convenient, wasn’t it. “We’re not in Earth or Mars territory. This is haathee sovereign space right here. And the only reason the regulatory bodies are slow to act is because of a little thing called a war. Doctors on the advisory panels for medical upgrade implants are giving lectures on battlefield medicine and fast-tracking drugs for military use. I brought the vocal implant specifically knowing my colleague was going to be in-tik.”

      Jessie shook her head as she raked in another tiny collection of chips when no one wanted to play this hand against her. “I dunno. It just looked like an awful lot of connections to the brain for doing implants essentially in the medical wilderness.”

      Yes. Because Jessica Ramsey, graduate of correspondence high school and Earth Navy basic training, was such an expert at interpreting schematics for neurological interfaces. A good number of competent colleagues back in Harmony Bay weren’t qualified to judge the efficacy and safety of the implant. Harmony Richelieu numbered among those who understood both the installation procedure and the built-in safeguards that rendered it all upside.

      “Have you considered just learning in-tik?” Eric asked.

      “IT IS A BEAUTIFUL LANGUAGE,” Grosstet agreed.

      “I’ve picked up a little. Just talking to Chik-ta is a language tutorial with that necklace translating everything he says. But that doesn’t help his patients. You can’t bring in a freighter crew with burn injuries and expect them to take lessons in an obscure avian language just to tell their attending physician what happened.” Realizing that she was the center of attention, and not for her little rant, she quickly added, “I fold.”

      “Well, for the time being, I think just figuring out the programming changes to the robots will be a good use of your time,” Jessie declared with a note of finality.

      As if she had final say over Harmony’s research priorities. Other than occasional check-ins like this and maybe reading the reports Harmony filed, Jessie didn’t seem terribly interested in the day-to-day of her research. Grosstet expounded at length over the fairy-tale nonsense he claimed the tech capable of, and she’d slid a good number of features from fiction to fact in the past months. But he didn’t understand a darned thing about how any of it worked. That was down to Harmony and Trebla reverse-engineering everything.

      “So, Jess, any more food frigates on the menu?” Trebla inquired as he munched on nachos with a lower hand. “Jazzy’s been hinting that she’d try her hand at some homemade sushi if we got our hands on some more of that fresh tuna.”

      Harmony took a sip of her EnerJuice and snuck a peek at her datapad. They were between hands; it wasn’t like anyone could accuse her of cheating. But there had been rules established about keeping datapads away from the game for form’s sake.

      “How are things with you and Jasmine?” Jessie asked teasingly.

      One of their early rescuees from eyndar captivity, Jasmine of Ba’lain was a human born and raised on Phabian. Her parents both worked for Golen Dabuu, a major starliner manufacturer. Her father as an executive in sales; her mother was an engine designer. Jasmine had taken after her mother and had been serving as a mechanic aboard an eyndar slave ship they’d liberated.

      Harmony had found that despite their reputation, the eyndar hadn’t mistreated her nearly as badly as many of the humans the Arete had rescued. Though she kept it to herself, she suspected that the woman’s actions fell somewhere between “surviving” and “collaborating.”

      Jasmine was many things…

      A survivor.

      An extremely competent mechanic.

      The first new addition to the crew who’d come in via the Sanctuary Ward.

      And the only sentient creature aboard, apparently, who was unaware that Trebla was smitten with her.

      Even Xrista had asked, privately, whether Trebla and Jazzy were kissing. Harmony had been forced to answer that it was rude to speculate, but also that the answer was no.

      The time was 9:47 back in New Singapore.

      A Flippy-Dip Pretzel bounced off Harmony’s head, snapping her attention back from her datapad. “Sorry. What?”

      Seated cross-legged on the table, Makket drummed his fingers atop cards large enough for him to sleep on. “I-have-both-noticed-and-overlooked-your-repeated-distractions-during-the-game-because-until-now-they-were-limited-to-downtime-between-hands-However-you-have-chips-in-play-and-the-bet-is-thirty-to-you-However-given-the-circumstances-I-feel-it-only-appropriate-that-you-forfeit-the-hand.”

      “I’m all in,” Harmony announced, giving her meager stack of chips a push toward the center of the table.

      “Dr.-Richelieu-I-don’t-think-anyone-present-will-believe-that-you-do-not-grasp-English-well-enough-to-understand-the-meaning-intent-and-reasoning-behind-my-previous-statement-In-the-interest-of-fair-play⁠—”

      “I also fold,” she added, giving her cards a little push that barely budged them before excusing herself from the table. “I really do need to get back to my quarters. Good night, everyone. Good luck. Don’t let Jessie win again.”

      Jessie harrumphed. “Night, Harm. Good luck to you, too.”

      As Harmony raced back to her quarters, she knew… it wasn’t her that needed luck tonight.
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        * * *

      

      Back in her quarters across from Med Bay, Harmony slipped off her shoes and relished the feel of microsilk carpeting beneath her bare feet. The latest additions to the wall mural caught her eye and brought a smile to her face even in the dim lighting. Drascz had an art studio, but she’d taken to letting Xrista use the walls of her own quarters as a canvas. Of course, she always returned the little da Vinci cleaned up and happy, so it was hard to complain.

      On her way through their suite, Harmony shed her lab coat. In her bedroom, she exchanged her Arete medical uniform for pajamas. She dodged a scattering of edutainment toys that ought to have been put away after use and made her way to the slumbering girl in the hammock bed.

      Harmony rocked her daughter gently. It was almost a shame to wake her, but she’d promised. She brushed aside a messy tuft of loose hair and kissed Xrista on the forehead.

      “It’s almost time.”

      Never quick to wake, Xrista squeezed her eyes tighter shut before opening and rubbing them with a fist. “Buttercorns.”

      Much as they had plans and a tight schedule, Harmony couldn’t help but follow up. “What are buttercorns?”

      “Butterfly unicorns.”

      “Are they little or big?” Harmony could see it either way. Tiny equine insects or giant, iridescent-winged pegasi. Each could be adorable or terrifying—or both—depending on details and context.

      “Big.” Despite being officially deemed Too Big to Lug Around, when a sleepy Xrista held out her arms, eyes barely open, Harmony scooped her up and let her wrap those little arms around her mommy’s neck to hold on.

      Together, they headed out to the living room, where she deposited Xrista on the couch before heading over to their kitchen to whip up a couple hot chocolates. The small amount of caffeine would let Xrista wake up enough to maybe number this among her first permanent memories. Despite knowing a dozen different chemical additives (and having access to four) that would enhance the experience and increase the likelihood of recalling tonight’s events, Harmony decided, medically speaking, that it would be unethical to administer any of them.

      They would, of course, record the whole thing.

      Two cups of hot chocolate, and Xrista climbed into Harmony’s lap to endanger them both. With one hand occupied with her own beverage and the other operating the holo-projector remote, it was going to be up to a semicomatose five-year-old not to spill hers all over them.

      When the image popped up, the caption at the bottom read: MARTIAN GLOBAL NEWS.

      “That’s a lot of people,” Xrista remarked, still not fully awake by a long shot.

      Harmony set down the remote and wrapped her in half a hug. “It is. And do you see Grammy and Grammy up there?” She spared a finger to point.

      Xrista nodded.

      This was the rally at Esper for Mars campaign headquarters. Though the foreground was mostly the backs of strangers’ heads, she knew everyone near the lectern. These were people she’d dined, sat on conference comms, and chatted over cocktails with in support of her mother’s campaign. Other than Minuet and her wife Tabitha off in the back, there was no one else on the screen—except her mothers—whom she cared to interact with again.

      Politicians.

      Though she was holding out hope for Mom, politicians were the jammed regulator valve on the flow of science. Half of what she brought back from the Arete would get bound up in oversight hearings for years. The rest might not ever get out.

      Too far ahead.

      Too experimental.

      Lack of long-term data.

      She could hear the arguments already. And having Mom backing her was the only way any H-tech medicine was seeing Martian patients this decade.

      “What are they all standing around for?”

      “See those big numbers? Down the bottom?”

      Xrista took one hand off her mug to point. “That’s Grammy. Who is Gen Bob Randall?”

      “That’s short for General. See the little dot? And he’s the one running against Grammy Esper. If his number gets bigger, he’ll be president. If Grammy’s stays bigger, it will be her.”

      “When?”

      “The numbers are going to stop any minute now.”

      She wanted to leave some suspense, but unless Randall supporters were planning some kind of last-minute ambush at the polls, there was no way Mom was losing at this point. Polling had her up two points with a margin of error of one and a half. But with Mars hosting its first independent elections, Harmony didn’t trust the soft pseudoscience behind electoral predictions. Right now, however, that margin appeared to have sprung up on the other side of the equation. Mom led by nearly three percent, and polls would close momentarily.

      On-screen, a cheer went up. Balloons and confetti fell from the rafters, showering the scene. The live feed on site must have been a few seconds ahead of the broadcast count—no surprise there—and the holo-projector in the Richelieu suite aboard the Arete froze soon after.

      Gen. Bob Randall - 27,982,606,861

      Esper Richelieu - 28,766,119,853

      As Harmony was about to squeeze her daughter in a hug, she caught that sleepy head lolling and was just in time to intercept Xrista’s mug before it tumbled from limp fingers. She caught Xrista herself in the crook of an arm. Stranded in the middle of the couch, she downed her own beverage before juggling mugs and drinking the rest of Xrista’s too, then setting the mugs gingerly on the couch where, if they were to fall over now, at least there would only be drips to spill.

      Her daughter really was starting to get too big to carry around. But a short trip back to bed wasn’t too much to ask. The lack of follow-up toothbrushing vexed her, however. Harmony weighed the option of operating the toothbrush herself and using a portable spray-and-vac from the dental treatment kit over in Med Bay.

      But they were baby teeth. And she’d start losing them any time now.

      Harmony kissed Xrista on the head. The little girl didn’t react at all. So much for caffeine.

      They’d celebrate tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Junior had the footrest extended and his feet stretched out in front of him. With the seat reclined and a liter mug of coffee, he was set for a long haul. The command chair was the best view on board. Panoramic views with a seasoning of absolute power, tempered by the knowledge that if he abused it, Jessie would smack the shit out of him.

      The sound system blasted out the beats for Eleventh Groove’s “Dat’ll Be Tha Day” minus the lyrics. Though he was in charge, and the decision was his, Tononok and Mattitap had both filed complaints that the xenoist themes offended them.

      Fair enough. Eleventh Groove wasn’t exactly blasty when it came to offworld cultures. But their beats exploded, and he knew it all by heart well enough to hear it in his head. Plus, it got the heart pumping just enough to take these long stretches of watch duty and shorten them.

      How many ships whizzed past them in astral space without the Arete ever knowing? No matter how many times he or anyone else requested upgrades, they were still all but blind to anything that wasn’t damn close to on top of them in astral space. At least out here, among the stars and planets, they could spot anything coming. And if anyone dropped out in front of them, he’d shoot first and then consider whether anything was alive to answer questions. If they dropped out behind the Arete, there would be the briefest of delays while the bogey learned about zero-point thrust and maneuverability.

      Junior had taken apart his share of engines, reactors, and ion thrusters. Sure, there was particle-level physics going on there that eluded him, but he understood the concepts well enough. The Arete was still more magic than science to him, though. It reacted against some frictional force that haathee scientists said pervaded realspace. And it largely ignored momentum through an effect that had no translation and sounded like a haathee trying to learn the trombone when Grosstet pronounced it.

      Grosstet didn’t help matters. He understood ship systems the way Harmony knew about stock markets: he’d always been exposed to them and benefited from them but had always left the details to underlings.

      An alert toot snapped Junior from his tactical musings, cutting through the perfection of Eleventh Groove’s bass line.

      “Commander-we-have-a-ship-on-scanners-Make-that-two-ships-We-appear-to-be-picking-up-a-rendezvous-just-within-maximum-scanner-range,” Ensign Galapap reported from Tactical.

      “We inside their scanner range?”

      “Negative-Commander-We-should-be-comfortably-outside-the-operative-range-of-eyndar-military-grade-scanners.”

      It was almost refreshing to hear a ratatoret finish a sentence. All it took was promoting him to ensign and assigning him a post on the night shift at Tactical. Junior checked the scanner data from his own armrest console. Taruuk-class. Both of them. This was a distribution exchange. The information they’d bought regarding the slaving network was paying off.

      “Two AU,” he ordered.

      “Dropping,” Lorenzo reported from the helm.

      Junior didn’t even get a chance to contact the captain before he had a comm directly to his station.

      “No astral unless we’re under fire or hunting. Which is it?” Jessie demanded.

      “Hunting,” Junior replied. “Got a couple Taruuks on the long scan. Looking like we’re seeing a merchandise transfer.”

      “Quit calling them that.”

      “Sorry. Old habit.” Part of mercenary work was picking up a lingo that didn’t ring nicely in civilized ears. Whether you were collecting, selling, buying, or freeing, everyone in the business knew that “merchandise” was people.

      “Calculate the intercept and get us underway. I’ll be there in five.”

      “No rush. We’re a good half hour out.” He should have asked Ensign Byron for form’s sake, but it wasn’t a hard calculation. It was just him tapping a couple buttons instead of the helmsman.

      “Yeah, but I’ll be there in five anyway. And I expect the chair will be back to my settings. Understood?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Junior replied with a salute.

      Lorenzo and Galapap both shot him a look, calling attention to the ridiculous display when she wasn’t even here. It was the helmsman who nodded in understanding. “She’s got that effect.”
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        * * *

      

      Charlotte strolled a hall that had been gloss-tinted white. Her ballet slippers didn’t clomp around the way her usual heeled boots would have. She wore a high ponytail and a pair of nonfunctional datalenses that perched on her nose and looped over her ears. A loose-knit turtleneck sweater and pleated skirt completed a look that was more “friendly librarian” than “therapist.”

      And not the Convocation kind of librarian, though Charlotte had regained full control of her magical powers.

      She knocked on a door with a data display that read: Savannah. “It’s Wizard Charlotte. May I come in?”

      A meek voice from inside answered, “Yes.”

      Charlotte tapped the door panel and let herself inside. Dr. Richelieu had consulted on the construction of these sub-chambers. There was a fine line between cavernous and cozy, and this little suite hit smack dab in the center of that range.

      A window simulator panel on the wall lay blank.

      The little portable holo-projector was off.

      Savannah Dawson sat on the bed, and Charlotte could only imagine her hugging her knees to her chest since a pile of blankets and comforters swaddled her like armor. At the bedside, just in front of the nightstand with the inert datapad atop it, a rolling cart with a dinner sat, barely touched.

      “Appetite or quality?” she inquired of the meal.

      Savannah shrugged.

      “May I?” Charlotte gestured to a spot on the bed beside her.

      Rather than answer in words, Savannah scooted over a few centimeters to make room.

      Charlotte accepted the invitation and joined her. She gave a little shiver. “Is it a bit chilly in here? I think between the two of us, we can work out how to warm the room a might.”

      “It’s fine,” Savannah answered.

      There was one blanket left out of the huddled mass. Charlotte slipped off her shoes, pulled up her feet, and wrapped herself in similar fashion. “You know what? This is quite snug. I can see why you prefer it.”

      “I need to pee.”

      An obvious statement with an obvious solution. It was less a complaint and more a challenge. “It’s your own private washroom. You don’t need my permission or anyone else’s.”

      “I… I already did.”

      Charlotte nodded. She’d noted the smell shortly after entering. “If you’d like to clean up, change into some fresh clothes, we can take a nice little stroll and have Housekeeping come in and freshen the linens.” It didn’t feel helpful to mention that Housekeeping was a division of Logistics staffed by lottery and disciplinary proceedings.

      Savannah shook her head. “I can’t. It’s…”

      “I can guard the door. No one will come for you. You’re safe here.”

      Sniffles. “You think I don’t know that? I just… can’t.” She leaned over and Charlotte extracted herself from her one blanket to hug Savannah through three or so of hers. There was nothing more Charlotte could do…

      … yet.

      “I can’t keep going like this. Look at me. LOOK at me!”

      “I see you.”

      “I’m a mess!”

      Charlotte nodded and hugged back a little tighter. “You have every right to be. You’ve been through a lot. One might have cause for greater concern if you appeared fine and kept this all hidden.”

      “I just want it to all go away. I’ll take the magic. Just… I can’t do this anymore.”

      Well, that was one little step. Savannah had been those who resisted accepting magical treatment. She had bad days and worse days, but this was the first time she admitted she needed external help. “You grew up on a farming colony, didn’t you?”

      “Caballero IX.”

      “I imagine they had those little brambles, with the seeds that catch on your clothes and bite and sting when you’re not paying attention.”

      Savannah gave a little snort. “How did you know? Did you grow up someplace like that?”

      “No. I was a spacer. Born and raised. Aside from a few years at university, I’ve hardly set foot on a planet. But talking to people, you learn things. Different perspectives. Different ways of life. Little foibles of agrarian living. You’ve been through one of those bramble patches, metaphorically, at least. Chased in. Fell face first. Got lost trying to crawl out. Had to be dragged.”

      Savannah nuzzled closer and curled up tighter. She nodded.

      “You’re covered in little burrs, and I can help remove them.”

      “I just want the memories gone. Forever. Can you do that?”

      “I could. But what would happen if you forgot there ever was a bramble patch? There’s a blank spot on the map near your family’s farm. You ought to explore and see what’s there. You could hardly resist, couldn’t you?”

      “Maybe…”

      “No matter how much I explain a memory gap, you’ll want to know. I could make you forget asking, too. You wouldn’t know to look, but the hole would be bigger. A bramble patch in a gully, so to speak. You might never climb back out on your own if you fell with no one around to help.”

      The sniffles returned. “So you can’t help me?”

      “I’ll pluck the brambles, but I’ll give them back to you in a jar.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’ll remember everything, but the memories won’t harm you. They won’t sneak up and sting. You won’t have to walk funny to avoid jabbing yourself. Sorry, nonmetaphorically, the memories will not intrude on your thoughts, will not pervade your dreams, will not pop up unbidden with certain activities.”

      “That… sounds OK.”

      Throughout the Sanctuary Ward, a dozen other little rooms like this had patients who now came and went with ease and in relaxation. They were free. Technically, all of them could come and go as they liked. The Sanctuary Ward was off-limits to nonresidents with the exceptions of Drs. Richelieu and Chik-ta, herself, and supervised cleaning and food service staffers on a limited basis.

      Savannah was her own—and only—jailer.

      Others hadn’t required Charlotte’s magical help. Some had, and had accepted it. This was the last holdout still in both desperate need and denial.

      There were no wrong answers, only different journeys.

      “There can’t be any misunderstandings. You must say it explicitly.”

      Savannah nodded, head rubbing against Charlotte’s collarbone. “You’re going to go in my head with magic. You’re going to make it so I can look back without being afraid of what happened to me. But I’ll remember it all. I give you my permission. Is that good?”

      “That’s fine.”

      “What… what comes next?”

      Charlotte gingerly extracted herself from the hug and turned Savannah to face her. When she smiled, a tentative smile met her in return. “You have such lovely eyes. Can I have a closer look?”
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        * * *

      

      Eric and Figgy hung in hammocks in the room that perpetually smelled like psychedelic smoke even when no one was actively using the hookah in the middle. Not that Figgy wasn’t presently imbibing from the rubbery hose and its little piccolo nozzle. But even if he weren’t, the room would have carried the odor.

      While the laaku philosopher swung gently, kicking his hands to either side to maintain a rhythm, Eric faced him from above in a stationary hammock with the gravity flipped. Just for Eric. He wasn’t about to mess with UP over the whole Arete. Maybe if there wasn’t anything pressing going on the next time April rolled around, but certainly not a random November evening.

      With Charlotte busy all day, every day, Eric had a lot of time on his hands. While her duties primarily consisted of helping traumatized survivors put their lives back together, his little task of “making sure no one takes over the ship” was, most of the time, not a task at all. Sure, Hadrian had to step in and do his job for him the one time it would have been super handy to be around. Not only was he—not to toot his own trunk—considerably wizardier than Mort’s grandson, he also spoke fluent klemekoo. He could have squelched their shaman’s magic, shrunk them all to the size of chihuahuas—their human conspirator, too—and shipped them back to Poltid in a pet carrier.

      And there were pet carriers aboard the Arete. Makket and Chinochin might have called them “modular housing units,” but they weren’t fooling anyone.

      “Are humans better off for traveling the stars?” Figgy mused.

      “Mixed bag, I’d say,” Eric replied after a moment’s thought. “I am. My parents met as recruits for a Navy war with a species that we’d never have met without space travel. I owe it my life.”

      “My mother bought DNA from my father. If she hadn’t insisted on personal delivery and gotten to like him…”

      “I think you’d have just grown up without him.”

      Figgy puffed and shook his head. “I’m the third of five. Only my brother Bartolus would have been born to my parents. Then again, if they’d stopped with me, I wouldn’t have gotten suckered into paying for Almava to get a doctorate from Mars. Damn near bankrupted me.”

      There was a story there, but Eric filed that line of conversation away for another time.

      “What do you think it would be like if you went back in time and undid a major life milestone?”

      “Like not promising Almava I’d pay for school if she left Phabian? I only said it to get her out of the house. She and my mother shortened one another’s lives by the day.”

      Eric nodded. “Mom said stuff like that about Jessie, but I’m not sure if she really meant it. But I’m talking… what if you went back and made sure… I don’t know… that your parents separated before your younger siblings were born?”

      Figgy took no fewer than five puffs from the hookah before answering. “Whoa.”

      “What would happen?”

      “Well… it depends… Do you believe in a Butterfly Effect or Great River theory of time?”

      “I’m system agnostic. Strictly operating on observable temporal phenomena until I can come up with my own theory.”

      Figgy pulled the nozzle out of his mouth and wagged it up at Eric. “Good man. Sheep believe what they’re told without question.”

      “I think sheep only believe that grass is food and wool is hot in the summer.”

      “Nope. Sheep believe in the Unified Sheep Prosperity Party, but their candidates are never sheep. Always wolves.”

      Eric started to wonder if he’d waited too long to switch gears. Their earlier discussion on the musical preferences of various non-sentient species had been a lot of fun, and Figgy had been really insightful. Maybe that moment had passed a few puffs ago. Still, he had to try.

      “What would your personal opinion be?”

      “Time is a kaleidoscope.”

      Eric brightened. “Ooh, that’s a new one. Tell me about kaleidoscope time.”

      “If you change something, it’s like twisting the end of the kaleidoscope. Bits shift. Mirrors reflect something new. If you only change a little, maybe you can go back and it’ll look the same—or so close you’d never know the difference. Twist a little too far, the bits inside topple and crash. That’s the point where there’s no coming back.”

      Wide eyes shut for just a second. Uriela was taking notes for him now. “Go on…”

      Figgy shrugged. “That’s it. That’s the theory. If you go back in time to shake hands with Confucius, knock yourself out. Pack a lunch and make a vacation of it. If you want to go back and poison Kabanath of Seerinad’s tea before The Speech on the Beach, you’ll come home to a galaxy you don’t recognize.”

      “What would be the implication for going forward?”

      “That’s your bag, hat-man. But for what it’s worth, I don’t think you changed a thing.”

      “What if you were the person living in the timeline where I didn’t go forward?” Eric asked.

      “I… Hmm…” Figgy took a few more puffs. “Whoa.”

      Eric saw the glaze. The lights were on, but someone had just left Figgy’s refrigerator open.

      With a quick spin, Eric righted his hammock before hopping to the ground with a stumble. Equal chances that he’d missed slightly on putting gravity back in the exact right direction or just wasn’t that athletic.

      “Night, Figs.”

      “Night-night, Wizzy-E.”

      Oh yeah. Gone.

      With two feet out the door but it still open behind him, Eric flung his arms out to his sides with a jerk. Uniform fabric snapped taut. A puff of absorbed smoke wafted free, collected itself, and ventured back inside where it belonged.

      Charlotte hated when he came home smelling like the hookah lounge. This way, the smell didn’t.

      Uriela’s notes on the conversation wouldn’t do him much good, but he was starting to consider how Kaleidoscope Theory might help him turn back the chronos on the Milky Way and five years of a timeline that never ought to have existed.
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        * * *

      

      Jessie arrived on the bridge to find Junior standing beside her command chair rather than seated in it. The rest of the bridge appeared in order. No unapproved beverages. No volleyball net. Everyone in uniform.

      She offered Junior a salute. “Sir, I relieve you.”

      Junior returned her salute. “I stand relieved.”

      “Assemble a hangar team,” Jessie ordered. “If this turns into anything, we’re going to want to hit hard and fast. We’re starting to get closer to what the eyndar consider their core planets. This isn’t the time to be messing around with a wreck.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Her command chair had been reset to her exact preferences. Lingering heat from Junior’s ass kept it from feeling quite like showing up for a fresh shift.

      She lifted her chair and raised her vantage. From here, she could watch over shoulders, and everyone knew it; it meant that she rarely had to anymore.

      “Status.”

      “Nineteen minutes to intercept,” Ensign Byron reported.

      “No-sign-of-communications-that-would-indicate-that-our-quarry-has-detected-our-presence-or-feels-any-particular-alarm,” Ensign Galapap informed her.

      Jessie drummed her fingers, careful not to hit any controls. She’d actually requested a spot just for that purpose when speccing out this chair. “Any communications at all?”

      “Routine-ship-to-ship-chatter-Typical-of-eyndar-vessels.”

      This felt a little easy for this close to the eyndar homeworld. Sure, it was a dozen systems away, but they had populations not far below Earth’s colonies.

      Jessie keyed in a comm ID. “Lieutenant Sedgwick, report to Tactical. Planning on doing some shooting, and I’d like you to aim.”

      One of the biggest problems with rescuing captives with the Arete was leaving enough of the offending vessels to save them from. Haathee weapons design presupposed enemies with insane energy-dissipation and hulls made from shit Grosstet couldn’t translate into substances human science understood. The shots they needed were, by haathee standards, near misses. Damage from the corona surrounding the crystalline beams could drain enemy shields like flushing a toilet. Or they could disable engines. Sometimes both at once within the span of a fraction of a second.

      According to the haathee computers, Mindy had an accuracy rating of 4 percent—or 96 percent, if missing was the goal. Which meant that one shot in 25 fucked up and killed a whole crew, captives and all. It was still the best rating among her crew. Firing herself, Jessie had a damn hard time not hitting what she aimed at. Her 30 percent accuracy haunted her some nights, even if it was only on ten shots fired.

      The reply from Lt. Sedgwick came belatedly, breathless, and hurried. “Soz, Captain. On me way. You, uh… by any chance need Drascz along?”

      By Earth Navy regulations, she shouldn’t have allowed a relationship between two of her security officers. Especially on a crew this small, it was an operational risk, if not a hazard to the chain of command. But it also kept two of her more troublesome officers happy, and she got to make her own rules. “No. She should expect to hear from Commander Schultz soon about a boarding action. Thank you for your concern.”

      Mindy arrived on the bridge moments later, uniformed and lightly sweaty, but never would have let on that she’d been otherwise occupied just a few minutes ago. “Targets up, ma’am?”

      “Two minutes and change,” Ensign Byron updated for everyone’s benefit, including the latecomer.

      Mindy settled in at her station, and Jessie didn’t feel the need to remind her that innocent lives depended on her. She was Wizard Charlotte’s most reliable patient with two sessions blocked off on the duty roster a week. Jessie officially knew nothing about the contents of those sessions, but she had some damn relatable ideas.

      “Target location reached.”

      “Brace for realspace!” Jessie’s words doubled as both order and warning.

      The roller-coaster drop in her stomach accompanied the appearance of stars around them.

      Two eyndar vessels reacted with admirable alertness. It seemed that the navigation advisories bouncing around the Eyndar Empire about the Arete were keeping the wolves on their toes. The two Taruuk-class transports split up, heading in opposite directions.

      Fates rode on her next words. Her next actions. Her gunner.

      Jessie tapped her console, marking the tactical readout the bridge crew shared. “Mark A. Fire to disable. Helm, put us on B’s tail and don’t lose them.”

      Mindy aimed and fired the Arete’s main armaments. “Got ’em!”

      “Nice work. Byron, pull us up alongside their friends. Maybe we’ll get a nice, clean—” The second Taruuk veered. Faster than Lorenzo Byron could react, it had hit its braking thrusters and let the Arete ram it. An explosion briefly blinded the bridge view of the action.

      “Damage report.”

      “Us, zippo,” Mindy reported instantly. “Them…? There ain’t no ‘them’ no more.”

      “Target A?”

      “Dead in the Ocean,” Lorenzo replied. “Adrift.”

      “Weapons are still hot,” Mindy amended.

      “Belly to belly,” Jessie ordered. “No point sending a shuttle over through plasma. And I don’t think it’s worth trying to prune the cannons off them.”

      “Thanks, ma’am,” Mindy replied. “Don’t need a twofer.”

      A lump in the back of Jessie’s throat had her wondering who’d been aboard their Target B.

      As the Arete maneuvered into position under a hail of ineffectual plasma fire, Jessie guided her command chair down to floor level and stepped off. “Mindy. You’re with me. Lorenzo, keep the ship in contact with the eyndar.”

      Jessie headed for the lift. It was time to oversee the capture of another eyndar crew.
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        * * *

      

      Drascz took one of the eyndar officers by the scruff of the uniform and flung him through the Arete’s airlock force field. She took great satisfaction when the ninety-degree shift in gravity without warning caused him to stumble and fall on his face with his hands cuffed at his back. Before he could gather himself, she hoisted him back to his feet.

      “Lucky my orders were to take you alive,” she hissed into his ear.

      Bravado was a good half of this job, she’d discovered. Taking her anger out on those who deserved it comprised the bulk of the rest.

      “All clear,” Lisa announced. She kept her blaster rifle leveled at the line of eyndar prisoners as the boarding team herded them toward the lifts en route to the brig. With her trigger hand, she waved the Logistics team to begin their sweep.

      Captain Ramsey oversaw the prisoner transfer personally. Something in her eyes said that she’d like nothing more than to switch her blaster rifle to live fire and soak the Arete’s hangar with the entrails of this scum. Word had already come through that there had been no humans or other non-eyndar aboard the vessel. Whether it was a blessing or curse, there had been no murdered slaves, either. More than one eyndar crew had disposed of the living witnesses and evidence of their crimes.

      At the captain’s side, Mindy gave a wink when Drascz made eye contact. She melted just a little inside and had to fight to keep up her tough-azrin demeanor.

      Wizard Charlotte had been so, so right in telling her to listen to her instincts as an opinion rather than either a mandate or a corrupting influence.

      “Report. What’d you find in there?” Captain Ramsey asked when Junior passed by.

      Rather than answer, her commanding officer jerked his head toward Drascz. “Why don’t you check in with our team lead?”

      “Lieutenant?” the captain asked, redirecting the question her way.

      Drascz had been preparing her report of the team’s findings since realizing they had rounded up the last of the eyndar crew. Somehow, seeing Mindy, she’d lost track of all that information. “Um. Yes…” She cleared her throat and thought back. “Nine crew. All had ripped off and disposed of all rank and identification from their uniforms. Whether they used the waste reclaim or the reactor will determine whether we can reconstruct their identities. Computers were heavily sabotaged. Lt. Cmdr. Schultz shut down a time-delay self-destruct. They were willing to detonate the ship but counted on not being aboard when it happened.”

      Shorthand: these eyndar were cowards who didn’t want anyone knowing who they were or what they’d done, but they weren’t willing to die for that shame.

      “Good work, Lieutenant.”

      Drascz saluted. “Thank you, Captain.”

      One of the eyndar perked up. Was it the deferential salute? Was it the word “captain”? Drascz had gotten a good feel for who knew English and who just faked ignorance to avoid interrogation, and this lot all seemed foreign to the language. But that one word caught an ear.

      Before Drascz could react, the alert eyndar broke from the line of marching captives headed for the lift and lunged.

      While they had carnivore teeth, eyndar weren’t the most lethal hunters with their jaws. In a boxing ring, they matched well with a human. Blunt, stubby claws and unimpressive fangs in a jaw that didn’t open especially wide didn’t change the equation a whole lot. But it did render a surprise attack with teeth a threat, albeit a remote one.

      With his wrists cuffed behind him and a kick only good for a showy display of moxie, the eyndar led with his teeth.

      Captain Ramsey had her back to the prisoner. It was only two quick steps and a leap.

      Up came the butt of the captain’s blaster rifle without her even looking back.

      Blood spattered. Teeth flew. The would-be assassin collapsed to the hangar floor with a pathetic whimper.

      “Med Bay for that one. Brig for the rest.” Captain Ramsey switched to eyndar, and Drascz only caught a few articles and curses in her invective from there on out.

      Drascz swallowed and looked away, returning her attention to her task. That order had applied distinctly to her, and the prisoner had broken away from the line on her watch.

      Mindy was her little pet human, her bedmate, her morning sunshine that made the day worth looking forward to. Mindy was Drascz’s woman.

      But Captain Jessica Ramsey was a goddess.
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        * * *

      

      On the whole, newsfeeds weren’t especially child-friendly. Violence, sex scandals, crime of all manner. For all Xrista’s life, pretty much, they’d been permeated with war. Newsfeeds made the galaxy feel a lot less safe than it really was.

      Harmony made an exception for Mars News One’s wall-to-wall coverage of the Richelieu election win.

      And this was a day for celebration.

      Red gummy candies. Pomegranate juice. Spaghetti with marinara sauce. Harmony and Xrista wore matching red dresses, even though Harmony really didn’t prefer dresses in general. This was how they were celebrating Grammy’s election win, and Xrista had been given the choice of attire. Sometimes nature and nurture just held a summit and threw childhood development a curveball. But that was just one of the surprises of parenting. Harmony took it in stride.

      Mars was turning out the red for Mom.

      Somehow, Harmony couldn’t picture it. Mom wasn’t a natural politician. And Mom wasn’t a politician’s wife. A nonpracticing wizard and a retired holovid star made for great news coverage, but Mom’s all-positive-all-the-time messaging felt out of touch with the current Martian zeitgeist.

      If not for trusting her mother, Harmony could easily have seen herself voting Randall just for the continuity of governance in wartime.

      “Grammy looks very pretty.”

      “Well, it was Grammy’s job to dress pretty for a long time. She’s good at it.” She’d watched Xrista’s line of sight to guess that it was Grammy Karen to whom she referred, in the digitally sequined silver ball gown. Grammy Esper looked more authoritative than stunning in her skirt suit.

      “Everybody loves Grammy.” This time she clearly meant Grammy Esper since this whole celebration had her name, picture, and supporters all over the place. All the clips showed her up close. All the interviewees gushed about her new direction for a Mars beyond just civil war.

      Mentions of the war were inescapable. So long as nobody dwelt on the nitty-gritty, Harmony could live with that. After all, it was the background noise of Xrista’s entire childhood.

      But Harmony also knew better. Not everyone loved Mom. Nearly twenty-eight billion registered Martian voters had come out against her. And just based on polling she’d maybe obsessed over in the run-up to last night’s voting results, a goodly percentage of those Randall voters despised her mother.

      But “everybody loves Grammy” was a nice fairy tale for today. It was a message fit for a five-year-old who wouldn’t grasp the nuance of “Grammy edged out a slim but statistically unimpeachable majority of voters while her parliamentary coalition looks like it might be shaky in the early goings.”

      Mom might need a second or even third term in office before Xrista would grasp the subtleties of politics.

      “Oooh! There’s Uncle Jimmy!” Xrista marked the name off her checklist. Giving her a scavenger hunt for people she knew in the crowd was a way to both exercise her observational skills and stretch her attention span. Attention management was such a huge and criminally underrated part of both childhood education and professional headway that Harmony was determined not to overlook.

      She’d have a shift this afternoon, and Tippitak had promised to oversee a continued party for the campaign in Harmony’s absence.

      A chime from her comm spoiled those plans.

      “Darn.”

      “Is it work?” Xrista asked.

      She kissed her daughter atop the head. “Can you be good by yourself for five minutes?”

      Xrista nodded.

      Ideally, it wouldn’t take a full five minutes, but that was the agreement she’d worked out with a shortlist of babysitters ready to take over parenting duties during a medical emergency.

      Out the door.

      Across the corridor.

      Med Bay was closer than any amenity on the Arete. Harmony breezed in and grabbed a pair of sterile-field bracelets. The eyndar on the table in Exam Room 4 had a bloody mouth still dripping when she arrived.

      At least the red was patriotic…

      Struggling against Drascz and Mindy, the first thing the patient needed was a sedative. As the hiss of midazolam entered his bloodstream, the patient’s struggles grew weak, then ceased. Built-in monitors in the table confirmed a reduction in heart rate and respiration.

      “ID?”

      “Nothing,” Drascz replied. “They obscured all their computer and personal data. Logistics may reconstruct something, but—” The doctor waved her off. A simple “no” would have sufficed.

      Harmony pulled back the jowls. She spoke for the eyndar’s medical records. “Patient is a Fie Doe. Facial contusions and oral lacerations. Apparent fracture of the lower jaw. Possible fracture of upper jaw. Loss of 204 and 304 canines. Cracks and damage to incisors 201, 202, 301, 302, and 401.” She paused the recording. “What the heck happened to this guy?”

      “Took a flyer at the captain, stopped at a rifle and ate his fill.” Mindy peered over Harmony’s shoulder. “Fido getting some new toofies?”

      Harmony shook her head. “Five extractions. I’m not equipped or inclined toward eyndar dental work. Their own medical guidelines consider canine and incisor replacement cosmetic surgery. I’m not running a beauty pageant here. I’ll extract the damaged teeth, treat the lacerations they caused, seal his wounds, and turn him back over to you all before he wakes up.”

      Drascz nodded curtly. “Good. Maybe he’ll think twice before messing with humans again.”

      Harmony cocked her head but said nothing. She wondered, on occasion, how often Drascz forgot she wasn’t human herself.
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        * * *

      

      The halls of Faneuil Palace were less indifferently cordial these days. Hadrian The Brown’s early visits had been a matter of protocol, just another in an endless series of tasks for the palace staff and security forces to deal with. By the fourth week, he’d become a regular guest. By the beginning of October, he informed his escorts that he didn’t need help finding his way. Now, as he stalked through his own goddamn palace, Khosrau’s useless bootlicks got out of his way.

      He knocked, then let himself into the imperial private quarters. The young emperor had been taught the unlocking sequence, but it was centuries over his head to alter or replace the protections.

      Vincente bowed to his former boss and allowed his present boss the dignity of dismissal before scuttling out of the room.

      “How’s he treating you?” Hadrian asked, swinging by the wet bar and pouring himself a whiskey. “Because if he’s not to your liking, I can find a replacement.”

      Khosrau chuckled nervously. “You’re joking, right? Vincente runs the empire for me. I’d be lost without him.”

      “Good,” Hadrian declared emphatically. “Because it wasn’t him I was going to replace if the two of you had a falling-out. Now what’s the idea, sending my own goons to drag me here on a Wednesday? We meet on Thursdays because there’s shit-all that happens on a Thursday night. Wednesday is bowling practice, and while I certainly don’t need help, as team captain, they expect me.”

      “I recall my own schedule, thank you very much,” Khosrau replied with an attempt at haughtiness. “I did you the favor of waiting until after classes. I’ve been here going out of my gourd with⁠—”

      Hadrian waved a dismissive hand. “I don’t attend classes. I walk in and out for exams.”

      “But—!”

      “Don’t worry about your precious academic reputation. You’re a rubber-stamp valedictorian. The only member of the faculty not terrified of you—me, that is—is your Aunt Cassie. They’ve been waiting for you to act like a proper Brown, and by Merlin’s beard, you’ve been showing them a thing or three.”

      Khosrau gulped. “You make it sound like I was a sluggard.”

      “You were. But on top of that, you were a weak squeeze from your father’s sack and got no help from that mother of yours. Your peers liked you better than me, when I was your age, but not much older than this”—Hadrian gestured up and down himself—“I was a librarian. Since then, I’ve wandered the galaxy for six decades, battled alien gods, crashed a moon, slain every sonovabitch the Convocation sent to kill me, and mastered the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts. My apprentices are all monsters, and not a one of them keeps me up at night worrying they might come after me.

      “So if I choose to carouse and laze my way through Oxford, it’s because I’ve earned the right.”

      Khosrau raised a finger. “Um. About that apprentice thing. That’s partially what I summoned you about.”

      Hadrian raised an eyebrow at the word “summon,” and the emperor shrank. “I figured as much. Hoped it was something more substantive. We knew this was a possibility.”

      “But we threw everything we could behind Randall!” Khosrau stormed around the room, arms raised. Good. He needed more storming and less whining. It was growing tiresome coming up with excuses to avoid major public appearances. Vincente was a mastermind, but even he had his limits.

      “You pushed as hard as you could without anyone noticing. And we had a contingency.”

      The bluster drained from the upstart. “I don’t care for our contingency.”

      “I warned you. I didn’t like plenty of that job. But I did it.”

      “You also wormed out of it,” Khosrau pointed out.

      Hadrian harrumphed. It felt good to harrumph properly again. He’d gone ages upon ages without a good Brown harrumph, and he hadn’t realized how much he’d missed it. “I’d like to point out that you took the job pretty eagerly. And I never lied to you about it. Like it or not, you’re a politician now, or at least a herder of politicians. And politics is dirty, dishonest, and bloody, and having nasty little contingencies for just in case is how you keep the wolves at bay.

      “Now, how about you toddle off to that harem of snotty, backbiting social climbers to remind yourself why you like being emperor, and I’ll see if your lackeys can get me back to Oxford Lanes in time to whip the varsity squad into shape before the fall tournament?”

      On the flight back to Oxford, Hadrian was glad he didn’t have to be emperor through this particular contingency.
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        * * *

      

      Jessie needed an executive officer. She should be thinking more strategically, doing more planning and mission setting than dealing with mundane bullshit like metal shop allocations and housing disputes. “I’ll take this directly to the captain” ought to have been matters of morality and duty, not noise violations and hygiene offenses.

      Still, none of the crew had jumped out as XO material.

      Junior’s datawork reflected a career that didn’t place a high value on reading and writing.

      Makket had the organizational skills but no military background, and his authority dealing with the huge species around was—not to be too xenoist about it—severely limited.

      Grosstet insisted on outranking her, and that was fair.

      Harmony could have handled the job but would be a ghost in a few months and wouldn’t give the first shit about running the Arete in the first place.

      Trebla was a goofball.

      Jomek was a grease jockey and content to remain one.

      Figgy wasn’t really even a crew member, and not a single one of her officers would have taken orders from him.

      Chik-ta spent more time complaining about what he wasn’t than being what he was.

      Lorenzo was a Junior-lite, and they had a fraught relationship that might not benefit from working so closely together.

      She’d actually offered the job to Uom’pe, and the tesud had told her point-blank that it would be a mistake.

      Tippitak was a money monitor.

      Chinochin was blue-collar to the core.

      Mindy and Drascz combined were barely old enough to be taken seriously, and Jessie was on the young side to begin with.

      “And don’t get me started about Eric,” Jessie muttered aloud. She wondered how long ago she’d have been done with all this datawork if she’d been working on it the whole time rather than fantasizing about a mythical officer who could do it for her.

      The door alert tooted.

      “Come on in.”

      Junior breezed through the door, running his fingers through sweaty hair. “Well, it took half a day…”

      “You got them to talk?” Jessie asked, hoping she didn’t sound too eager.

      Her head of security turned up his palms. “We got them to admit which of them is captain.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Hey, you’re the one who insisted we play by the old Earth Navy rules. Restrained for interrogator safety, not enhanced discomfort. No threats. No withholding food, water, or medical care. Me and the ladies spent the time browbeating, separating, interrogating, and playing tricks in a language that, frankly, none of us are worth a damn at.”

      “You need me to translate?”

      The Eyndar Empire was the primary adversary in most of humanity’s recent wars. Thus, proficiency in the language was something Earth Navy encouraged in their officers. Prison breaks, interrogations, psy ops, there were a million reasons to maintain a working understanding of the language. Jessie wasn’t ever going to be a playwright or anything, but she could get a point across.

      “I need you to open the fuel intake. Let us burn a little hot. Maybe literally.”

      She scowled.

      Junior put up his hands. “You don’t want to stoop to their level. Look, I get it. You think I like the idea of hurting prisoners?”

      “The thought’s crossed my mind since we’d had them in custody less than 24 hours and this is the second time we’re having this conversation.”

      Junior grew quiet. “Look. Think whatever you want. But these guys were into some shit. The Taruuk class is designed for unwilling humanoid transport. They scorched their computers rather than let us hack them. They tossed every datapad aboard into their dying reactor. What these guys know is worth us knowing. How many lives could be walled off behind that knowledge? I’m willing to push up my sleeves and find out.”

      “No.”

      Junior shook his head. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She shook a finger at him. “This isn’t a ‘yes ma’am’ that means you’re going to go behind my back and assume I’ll forgive you if it turns out dismembering three of them in front of the other six gets one to talk, is it?”

      Commander Jaxon Schultz Jr. stood his ground. “No, ma’am.”

      She loosed a sigh, hoping that he wasn’t lying to her face. He was hard to read. Something about the way he stared her down, maybe? Jessie couldn’t put a finger on it. “I have an idea. You go down and hit them with Good Cop for a while—if you haven’t already assigned Bad Cop to your whole department.”

      “That’s your idea?”

      “No. That’s what you’ll be doing while I look into my idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Wizard Charlotte reclined with her back against an apple tree, shoulder to shoulder with Eric, who used the same trunk and held her hand.

      “I think, by tomorrow, we might have another guest at dinnertime,” she told him, munching on an apple with her free hand.

      “You really should try bringing them to the village for a skosh. It could go a lot faster.”

      “Speed isn’t the metric by which one judges recovery. You can turn tennies into loafers by burning the laces off, but that’s no help to anyone.”

      “Actually, that sounds like a cool trick. Well, a hot trick, but a smooth one.”

      “Not the point, and you know it.”

      Eric sighed. “I’m just not useful.”

      “Your role on the ship is largely prophylactic, yes. But that doesn’t mean it’s not useful. Two eyndar vessels have had wizards aboard, and if not for you, things could have turned out quite differently.”

      “They weren’t real wizards,” Eric complained.

      Easy for him to say. “They’d have been all too ‘real’ for anyone else had you not been at hand.”

      “Harmony stopped Hadrian. Trebla used to be able to mess up my bowling.”

      “She was quite cross with him at the time, and you were young. I daresay your reading habits have shifted that balance significantly.”

      “Not too many people have read the Book We Don’t Talk About. Technically, I haven’t.”

      Charlotte gave his hand a squeeze. Divas only came in two sorts: insufferable narcissists and neurotic impostors. Time and again, Eric could tiptoe onto stage, bring the universe itself to tears with joy, and slink away to sulk in his dressing room about how awful he was at magic.

      “There you are!” Jessie shouted from the arboretum entrance. “I’ve looked over half the ship.”

      “At least you started in the half I was on,” Eric countered. “Can I interest you in an apple?”

      “That better have been a ripe apple this morning,” Jessie shot back. “Because if that was a seed or a bud or… whatever half-grown apples are called… And no. I was looking for my ship’s counselor.”

      Letting go of Eric’s hand, Charlotte climbed to her feet and brushed dirt from her skirt with her hands. “How may I be of service, Captain Ramsey?”

      Jessie jerked her head aside. “Go take an ice cream break.”

      “But I’m eating an apple!” Eric protested.

      “Pick a flavor that complements it. If you don’t know one, work on figuring one out. I need a word in private with Wizard Charlotte.”

      Huffing as he got up, Eric failed to clean himself off before catching a stern look that reminded him that he wasn’t the one to clean up the corridors when someone tracked dirt everywhere. In deference to the Logistics people, he gave himself a cursory brushing before repeating his huff and departing.

      “I almost worry what would happen if he grew up,” Jessie remarked after him.

      Charlotte harrumphed delicately. “Won’t happen on my watch, I assure you. Now, what brings you to this fine arboretum in search of my counsel?”

      “You know you said that thing you won’t do?”

      “Yes.” There were a great many items on that list, but only one came up as a bone of contention with the captain.

      “I’m here to make it an order.”

      “Ah.”

      “What’s ‘ah’? You’re not going to argue or quote me back your Convocation dogma or even say ‘yes, ma’am, I shall reluctantly comply’?”

      “I don’t sound like that.”

      “The prisoner is an eyndar slave-ship captain. I need to know where he gets his sentient cargo from or where he ships people to, or both. I can’t get anything of use from them. And I won’t resort to brutality.”

      “Yet you’ll ask it of me.”

      Jessie ran the fingers of both hands through her hair. “No! It’s not torture. Just magic. I’m not asking you to hurt them, just sneak in, find the information I need, and sneak out.”

      “I see.”

      The frustration on her face deepened. “You’re doing that thing. Stop it.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Making little noncommittal statements instead of engaging me in conversation.”

      “But this isn’t a conversation. By your own words, you’re here to give me an order. You’ve hinted at the order. You’ve described the order. You have, I might point out, not issued one.”

      The captain’s jaw clenched. “I shouldn’t have to make it an order. You spend all day helping their victims; you should jump at the chance for me to let you find more.”

      Charlotte slowly tucked her hands into her sleeves. She’d lost track of the apple core she’d been holding. Whether that was her own doing or a little parting housekeeping from Eric, she couldn’t say. “You wouldn’t allow Dr. Richelieu to carve open an eyndar skull like a jack-o-lantern, use whatever science of hers to read the cuneiform squiggles of the brain, and have your answers that way.”

      By the knit of Jessie’s brow, Charlotte realized she ought not to give her captain ideas.

      “You could do it, though. Couldn’t you?”

      “Easily.”

      “Why the fuck won’t you?”

      She made eye contact. Jessie was a touch too trusting when it came to wizards, and today she was lucky this was only educational. “Just now, with this glance, I could have wormed my way into your mind. Unethical, yes. Distinctly possible, however. I could make you forget this notion of magical coercion being morally superior to pulled claws and bloody jaws. It bothers you that I won’t do this on your behalf, but know that the same moral fortitude is what protects all of you but Eric from me.”

      “Hadrian warded those cells in the brig.”

      Charlotte sniffed. “If you could get me there. Even then, you asked professional work of a dilettante.”

      “Harmony was scientist enough to thwart him.”

      “Hadrian is unfocused, external, insecure. Eric is a wildfire, beautiful but dangerous, untamed yet not without his own special rules of behavior. You can trick him into doing things he knows he ought not. Guilt. Pressure. Authority.”

      “You undercut that.”

      “I do. And for all our good. His moral compass had been heaped with mud, but clean it off, and it points steady north. I’ll not be tricked so easily. I keep my own compass clean, thank you very much, and if it doesn’t aim as true as Eric’s, it’s because I had to learn about north on my own. Moral relativism is highly convenient. Right up until someone turns it on you.”

      “That’s a lot of words for ‘no, I won’t follow orders.’”

      Charlotte smiled. She stepped forward and wrapped a startled captain in a hug. “Jessica, you are the blood of a man I love more than you will ever comprehend. I could envision a day when I call you sister. But before that, you’re going to have to stop thinking of me as a monster.”

      Jessie never hugged back. She stood there, stunned, unsure what to say. If only Charlotte did dare enter that mind, she’d be dreadfully curious about what went on inside. Most technologists’ minds were a cluttered muddle of the mundane, but she could imagine the captain’s as a military bunker on some forlorn world she’d been assigned to capture.

      Charlotte headed out of the arboretum with no commanding officers following.

      “To be clear, you never did issue that order, Captain.”
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        * * *

      

      Jessie sat on a stool, lost in thought. Charlotte had gotten to her. It was kind of her job, calling Jessie out on bullshit, but normally that sort of interaction took place in her cozy little office with an understanding that everything said was totally off the books. She’d peeked once, and the wizard’s little paper notebook was filled with indecipherable code. But somehow, getting her methods questioned out in the arboretum made if feel public, even if they were completely unobserved.

      Just because she couldn’t see or understand it, was magic really a cleaner solution?

      As she mused, one hand idly scratched the scalp and behind the ears of the captive Captain Arguul, who was ratcheted into place in the interrogation chair in her brig.

      The eyndar’s breath came quick and hard. When Jessie slipped a finger inside his ear and started massaging the soft, bare flesh, he flinched but couldn’t budge.

      “I won’t say anything,” Arguul told her.

      Though he spoke his own language, she understood perfectly, and she responded in kind. “That’s all right for now. Just sit there and enjoy.” She could tell by the bulge in his uniform pants that he was. A predilection for human women was all too common in his line of work. Jessie wasn’t about to let him off the hook for that. If he’d been just some poor, amoral slob doing work for pay, he’d actually have risen in her abysmally low opinion of the eyndar. But, no. He’d clearly enjoyed his job.

      “They teach you this? Bitch tricks for interrogation?”

      Jessie smirked at the attempt to bait her. She’d just been through a moral wringer with Wizard Charlotte; this rank amateur wasn’t going to goad her. “Actually, no. My father hates eyndar. Lost friends a few wars back. Killed his share in return. I wanted to get back at him for… well, the details don’t matter. But I fooled around a little. Fur wasn’t my thing, but those tongues of yours…” She clucked her own tongue. “Well, let’s just say I learned where to put some dexterous, soft human fingers in exchange.”

      A low growl issued involuntarily.

      Jessie stopped. “Sorry. My manners. I’m distracting you when you were just about to tell me where you get
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