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      I love the two different combinations of May and Day. Shoved together as one word, it's a distress call. Separated, it's a holiday traditionally celebrated by placing flower baskets on your friends' doorsteps.

      (Side note: At one point during my peripatetic childhood, we lived in a tiny college town in Missouri, and I swear the custom there was to give plants, not cut flowers. I may be remembering incorrectly, or that may have just been a local variation. Then we moved elsewhere and May Day had too many associations with communism and that was the end of that.)

      Anyhow, this story was my attempt to make a link between Mayday and May Day. Also, I realized I'd never written about paranormal plants, and that seemed like a lack that needed to be remedied.
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        * * *

      

      Day 1

      Testing, testing, one, two, three. Good. The microphone is working.

      They told me I have to keep a journal as part of this thing. For science. They actually said that. For science. None of them have a sense of humor, so I don't think they meant it as irony. I got interviewed by four people for two hours and nobody smiled once. They could be robots, except robots would probably be programmed to smile.

      Maybe I shouldn't say that here. They're probably reading this. But what are they going to do? The paperwork is signed. There was nothing in there about not having a bad attitude — the person in charge looked like I was keeping him from something important, but I had my phone read it to me twice. I'm still not sure why I'm here. I flunked every science class before I left school for good.

      Anyhow, in case someone else is reading this, hi, I'm Cecilia. The judge gave me a choice between spending the next three years stuck in prison or sitting in a dome for three months. That's how I ended up in this project. Legal? Apparently. Ethical? I doubt it. But here I am.

      Definitely was not expecting to be zapped across the galaxy, but three of the researchers came along, so I assume there's a way back. There better be. I already miss my friends and family.

      It's night here. I'll look around more in the morning.

      

      Day 2

      Now that it's light outside, here are my first impressions:

      The light's weird. Sorta reddish. It might be the panels of the dome, but I don't think so. Lots of huge plants outside. At least, I think they're plants. They move around a lot, which might just mean it's really windy outside, except they all seem to move in different directions.

      Turns out the robots, I mean researchers, are reading this journal because they told me to include more information. We just got here, so I don't know what they want me to talk about. How about this? The tall guy with blond hair, Dr. Kensington, thinks he's in charge and hates being called Kenny. The woman, Dr. Sokkola, and the other guy, Dr. Havukainen, act all formal with each other, but their body language tells a different story.

      Kenny probably hates that — I've seen the way he looks at Socks, but she keeps her distance, the way you edge around a dog whose chain almost reaches the sidewalk. Socks shot him down at some point and he's still holding a grudge.

      Anyhow, the robots showed me where everything is and then returned to the other dome. There's a connecting door, but it's locked and I don't have the code to open it. They said we won't be in the same dome in person until the end of the project.

      Pretty sure my role here is lab rat.

      

      Day 3

      Kenny says I'm supposed to include more information "about the planet," so I guess nobody liked me pointing out the obvious yesterday. I'm glad I'm not in that dome. Every time I hear them talking to each other in the background, the temperature drops in here.

      Anyhow, I was going to ignore what Kenny said because what can they do to me from over there? But it turns out I can't turn the speaker off, so they can talk at me until I want to shove myself through the sample portal onto the planet just to get away from them. The only way to get them to shut up is to make observations, so here goes:

      Socks and Havu spent most of the day outside in full biohazard gear. It looked like they were just cutting up plants next to the dome, but they acted like they were doing an autopsy on one of those crime shows, taking pictures of everything along the way. "The bullet went through these outer leaves and lodged in the trunk. That was the cause of death. Now, how about we get out of these suits and into something more comfortable?" "No, doctor, I have to find the murderer first."

      I mean, I hope those plants aren't some weird sentient life form. If they are, Socks and Havu are definitely the murderers. That would make Kenny the detective, which would never work. He didn't even figure out Socks and Havu were a thing until he read my private journal entry, right Kenny?

      Oh, and Socks potted one of the small plants and passed it through the little sample portal into my dome, so now I have a roommate. I'm calling the plant Olive, partially because she has dense green leaves around a red trunk that's the same color as those pimiento strips, but mostly because it annoys Kenny when I refer to the alien plant by name.

      

      Day 4

      More of the same, except today it was Socks and Kenny outside doing plant autopsies. Havu stayed behind and walked me through accessing the media library and research database, which was pretty decent of him. So now I can look things up. The text-to-speech voice is annoyingly monotone, but at least it's better than listening to Kenny complain.

      Turns out those things outside might really be aliens after all. Or maybe just weird plants. That's what we're here to find out. At least, that's what they are here for.

      I'm still not sure why they need me.

      Olive doesn't exactly require full-time care.

      

      Day 5

      Kenny lost it when he found out I had library access, kept yelling about the data being tainted. Things are beyond tense over in the other dome. Kenny wanted to abort the entire mission, but apparently we can only get picked up after 100 days, so there's nothing to be done about it.

      It took a few hours of listening to that horrible monotone, but I eventually figured it out.

      The last research team, the one that came here with the same mission, completely fell apart before they could learn anything useful. Mass psychosis was the theory being thrown around, but nobody knows for sure. I wish I could read their actual notes, but I don't have access. Must have been pretty bad, though, since the project report written by the survivors talks about paranoid delusions. Some of them died.

      The leading theory was a chemical in the air or maybe secreted by the plants, even though none of their instruments picked it up.

      One of the few things I remember about biology was that experimental results are supposed to be reproducible. That's why they needed a lab rat.

      So… I guess I have that to look forward to.

      On a more positive note, Olive is doing well. At least I have a pretty plant to keep me company.

      

      Day 7

      Every day starts with Kenny giving me a bunch of questions. Is the following statement true or false? Nobody seems to understand me. True or false? I like to tease animals. True or false? I loved my father.

      Must be nice to have a life so boring that you don't recognize questions from the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory. I do my best to give myself a new diagnosis each day, which I think is funny and Kenny thinks is frustrating. I'm pretty sure he's even given up reading this journal.

      I really got him this morning when I told him Olive doesn't like him much. Joke was on me, though, because while Socks and Havu were outside doing more alien tree autopsies, Kenny asked me all 567 questions. It was excruciating. I should know by now that he's vindictive and has no sense of humor.

      The thing is… Olive really doesn't like him much.

      I can't explain it.

      

      Day 11

      Havu is dead.

      

      Day 12

      Since it might be important when we get back, I'll tell my version of events. Socks had a migraine yesterday, so Kenny and Havu were doing the alien tree autopsies, leaving me to have a blissfully quiet day free of ridiculous questions about my social life.

      (Social life? What social life? I'm literally in a dome by myself, light years away from Earth. I want to go home!)

      I spent the day watching the last two seasons of Battlestar Galactica and explaining the backstory to Olive, which makes it sound like I'm completely batshit. Maybe I am.

      After lunch, I heard Socks screaming over in the other dome. That was the first I knew that anything had happened. Kenny says Havu attacked him while Kenny was cutting open the trunk and everything after that was self-defense.

      Maybe that really is what happened.

      I wasn't looking in that direction, and Socks was lying in the dark with her eyes closed. All I can say is that Kenny's body language screamed of violence when he went by my dome that morning, even through the bulky environmental suit.

      It sucks, though. I kind of liked Havu.

      

      Day 30

      Since Havu died, Kenny's given up on the morning personality assessments. He and Socks are out studying alien trees and collecting samples during the day. I don't think they're on speaking terms anymore, which says something because they're the only two people in that dome.

      Olive and I are watching Killjoys. We both like it better than Battlestar Galactica.

      

      Day 35

      Socks is gone.

      I've gotten used to keeping an eye on them outside, so I saw what happened this time. Socks straightened up and walked away from the domes, pulling off her suit as she went. Kenny grabbed her arm to stop her, but she whacked him with the helmet and he let go. I thought maybe his arm was broken, but he was using it later when he brought their samples inside, so I guess not.

      

      Day 40

      Kenny hasn't spoken to me in three days. All he does now is go outside and chop down alien flora. He's not even pretending to record anything for science anymore. I think he's lost it completely.

      It occurs to me how screwed I really am. The transport equipment to take us home is in the other dome and I'm locked out. Unless Kenny miraculously pulls himself together in the next sixty days, I may be stuck here.

      Olive says I shouldn't worry, but I'm pretty sure having a plant talk to me isn't a great sign.

      We've started watching The Expanse.

      

      Day 70

      After a month of silence, Kenny's started talking to me again. Or at me, anyhow. Yesterday he spent an hour ranting about Havu and how, no matter how hard Kenny tries, he can't get rid of him. I finally stacked the furniture so I could climb up and disconnect the speaker.

      It was Olive's idea. She understands electronics better than I do.

      We've given up on The 100 and switched to Fringe.

      

      Day 75

      Realized this morning that a vine was growing through the little sample portal into the dome. The smart thing to do would have been to clean and sterilize the portal, but…

      I don't know how else to explain this: it felt like Havu. So I clipped off the leaf and put it in Olive's pot.

      Yes, I realize that sounds crazy. Maybe I'm nuttier than Kenny.

      I have twenty-five days to get through that door into the other portal. Olive is trying to help, but so far all we've done is trigger the one-hour keypad lockout mechanism multiple times.

      

      Day 82

      Olivia Karim. When I woke up this morning, I had that name in my thoughts. That's Olive's full name. And I still didn't believe it until I found the crew list for the previous research team. There she was, in the list of scientists: Olivia Karim, PhD.

      Is my mind playing tricks on me? I can't rule it out, but the access log on that file says I've never seen it before.

      On the other hand, the alternative is telepathic alien plants reincarnating dead scientists, which seems… Yeah.

      Havu is getting stronger as he grows. His first name is Eino. We are all watching Sanctuary, which is silly, but just what I need to keep from panicking about the deadline eighteen days from now.

      

      Day 95

      Eino knows the door access code.

      

      Day 98

      Kenny hasn't left his dome in two days, though I can hear him ranting through the door. I have to go through that dome to make it to the transport equipment, but I'm afraid of what Kenny will do when he sees me. Olivia and Eino tell me they'll take care of it, but I still worry.

      We're watching Deep Space 9, which we've all seen before, because I'm too nervous to watch something new.

      

      Day 100

      This is it! Kenny just went outside to clear away the vines that grew over his dome overnight. Olivia and Eino are coming with me. If everything goes as planned, I'll open the door using Eino's code and then Olivia will tell me how to start up the transport equipment.

      If Dr. Kensington comes back inside before the transport window opens… Well, maybe today's the day I'll find out exactly how reincarnation into a telepathic alien plant works. Eino says this journal, along with all the other data, will be transmitted automatically, but will anyone really believe the contents if I don't make it back with this pot? That's important to Olivia and Eino. For science, you know.

      Wish me luck.

      I'm going home.
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      This story came about because I wanted to submit a piece to an anthology of fantasy & science fiction pirate stories. My initial "Hey, I'll write a pirate story!" was immediately followed by two weeks of trying to think of a pirate story, at which point I gave up, freeing up space for this idea to appear. Is it a pirate story? You can decide.
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        * * *

      

      This morning was nearly perfect.

      The rhythmic whisper of waves floated through the open window, a spring breeze played over Macaria's bare shoulders, and dawn's light filtered through her closed eyelids. The baby had slept through the night for the first time since birth; even now, her partner was singing nonsense about a pirate at a farm to the babbling child as he cleaned and dressed her in the other room.

      The only discordant note was the beeping of Macaria's work comm — three hours before she was due on shift. Macaria pulled a pillow over her head. She'd never wanted this job, and she'd only taken it because she knew the damage that would be caused by the candidates who did want the position. But now that the treaty with the pirates had been ratified, there should be no emergencies. The space pirates were happy, the emperor was happy, and Macaria was happy. It had to be a false alarm.

      In the other room, the musical pirate's attempt to hire a crew in a farmyard broke off. Blaz said, "Would you like me to throw your comm into the bay? You could blame it on a rogue wave."

      "Don't tempt me." Macaria opened her eyes enough to make sure the camera was off when she connected the call. "Administrator Decker here."

      "Decker?" Planetary Governor Marcus Fleet loomed on the screen, a gray bulkhead visible behind him. "Your vid's not working."

      Squealing pigs joined the crew as Blaz began singing again. Definitely a comment on the caller. Macaria rubbed the sleep from her face. "Water damage. Did you need something?"

      "Red Tiger and his crew attacked the imperial yacht and kidnapped the envoy. Grab your team and get up here. I have to inform the palace."

      "What?!" But she was talking to a blank screen. The governor had disconnected.

      Blaz leaned against the bedroom doorway, holding a giggling bundle in a green towel. Tattooed octopus tentacles curled over his biceps. "Red Tiger did what now?" His hair was still mussed from sleep, and Macaria fought the urge to drag him back to bed so they could cuddle with the baby. Retirement suited him.

      Stupid hormones. Or maybe she was just stupidly in love for the first time. She swung her feet to the floor and stood so she wouldn't give in to temptation. "Kidnapped the envoy from the imperial yacht," she answered as she pulled on clothes, aiming for comfort rather than style. It would be a long day.

      "That would violate the treaty," he said, voice serious, all traces of a lazy morning gone.

      "It would," she agreed.

      Their eyes met. Tension made the creases around Blaz's eyes deepen. "Be careful."

      "Always." Macaria kissed her daughter's cheek as she went by, lingering to press her hand against Blaz's where he held their daughter. "I'll call when I know my schedule."
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        * * *

      

      By the time her shuttle docked with the yacht, the swarm of tiny forensic bots had finished their sweep and sent her images: two damaged android bodyguards, no sign of the emperor's envoy, and one dead human pilot/assistant. So Macaria was prepared for the body sprawled near the airlock. But the report couldn't replicate the smell, a mixture of coppery blood and scorched electronics.

      Following closely behind, her aide, Selja Pike, slipped a filter mask over her nose and mouth. They already knew there was no risk of airborne disease, but Macaria understood the impulse. There was something unclean about violent death.

      Before Selja's mask was sealed, Governor Fleet stormed up. "I told you they weren't to be trusted!"

      Why was he even still here, contaminating the crime scene? Yes, he'd discovered the body, which meant she needed to get his statement, but surely he would have been more comfortable on his own ship.

      "Sir." Macaria kept her voice noncommittal. The governor's rants about the future of the planet were the largest disadvantage of her current position, in that she was forced to listen to him complain every time they shared the same space. According to him, pulling the emperor's forces away would doom the planet; amnesty convinced the criminals that the government was weak; yes, perhaps the last emperor had gone too far, but the new emperor was untried and over-correcting. The governor complained to anyone who couldn't get away.

      All Macaria knew was that after a disastrous imperial visit led to a spurious quarantine of the planet, the space pirates had waylaid ships intended for other systems. Then they had slipped through the local blockade and scattered the stolen supplies, keeping the population from starving to death. Had the pirates also relieved merchants and the emperor of a few less-critical baubles? Possibly. Rumor had it that Governor Fleet had lost an expensive entertainment module from cargo labeled "emergency medical supplies." Either way, Macaria didn't care. The new emperor wanted to resolve past injustices as quietly as possible, and the treaty had been signed within days of his ascension.

      Right now, Macaria had to deal with the governor so her team could get on with their work. "Perhaps there's a quieter room we could use where I can get your statement?" She would have preferred to take some time to get a feel for the yacht first, but the governor would be in their way until she could convince him to leave.

      Three steps took them into a tiny room with a soundproof door, obviously meant to allow for private communications. They sat at a small table where the resting comm screen displayed a still image of two men standing barefoot in the mud near a stream, laughing. The man on the left was the current emperor; the man on the right was their missing envoy, Owen Sanroma.

      Her knees nearly touching the governor's in the cramped space, Macaria worked to elicit a coherent timeline. "Did you know Envoy Sanroma? Personally, I mean."

      "What does that matter?"

      Macaria wished she'd put on a filter mask so she wouldn't have to guard her expressions as closely. This man always took every question as a personal attack. "Just wondering why you came up to orbit instead of meeting the envoy at the governor's residence. Did he have questions about the planetary defenses?"

      "That's just it! I wanted to show him how unguarded we were before he got distracted by trade negotiations."

      He wanted to make sure he could control the conversation before anyone else bent the envoy's ear, Macaria corrected, but she kept that off her face. "How many people knew you were planning to meet him in orbit?"

      "Dozens, I should think. It was on my calendar, and the envoy would have told his people as well. I don't know how many other meetings he planned to take up here."

      "I see. So you took your craft up... When did you first notice something was wrong?"

      "When I came through the airlock." He stopped and held up a finger, a gesture he believed made him seem thoughtful, but looked so rehearsed it had the opposite effect. "No, that's not true. The docking communications were all automated, which I thought was odd at the time, but I assumed his pilot was resting."

      "And you didn't notice any other craft?" The forensic bots had put time of death for the pilot just a few hours ago — the governor must have barely missed the kidnappers.

      "No, but all the pirates can cloak their ships. I would have had to have been looking through a port to see them." He frowned at her. "Why are you asking all this? It's obvious what happened — the Red Tiger left his calling card. That amnesty deal only applies to past crimes, not anything after the signing. Go find him."

      "In due time, sir. I have a few things to finish up here first. Do you have anything further to add to your statement?"

      He didn't, but it still took another thirty minutes to convince him to stop talking and return to his ship so she could get back to work. When the airlock finally cycled behind him, Macaria breathed a sigh of relief.

      The pilot's body had been removed, and the air scrubbers had worked their magic, letting Selja remove her mask. "Any new information?"

      "Not much." Macaria filled her in on what the governor had told her. "Let's do a walkthrough before you tell me your thoughts." Because Selja always had thoughts — it was why Macaria had tapped her as her aide. If Macaria took time off for a second child, Selja would be ready to fill her position with no trouble.

      They walked through the quiet yacht, starting from the airlock, where the pilot had fallen. Beyond the tiny communications room on the right, two bedrooms showed evidence of long-term occupation. On the left, the pilot's station was neat and clean. The remaining space was given over to the dining lounge, which had a stack of dishes waiting for the recycler to run.

      Aside from the damaged androids in the lounge and the body near the airlock, only the icon burned into the interior hull was out of place: an old-fashioned laser pistol with blood dripping from the barrel.

      Macaria glanced at the icon and then around the rest of the lounge. "They didn't fight back."

      Selja made a noise in the back of her throat, as if she could no longer hold back her analysis. "It's all wrong, sir. Everything."

      "Why?" Macaria had her own reasons for believing that, but her aide would give her a different perspective.

      Selja hesitated, as if torn on which bit of evidence to start with. "The androids, for one. What self-respecting pirate would leave them behind? Even with the memory burned out, the hardware is worth more than a year's salary." Her words came out faster. "And why burn out the memory? The power packs were disabled first — the androids were already down before the memory banks were fried. It's not hard to memory-wipe a droid, and that would triple the recovery fee. Why waste perfectly good hardware?"

      "Why indeed," Macaria mused. Selja's reaction to the waste would be shared by most of the planet, including the former pirates who called this system home. It was a consequence of growing up with limited resources.

      "And the pilot, sir," Selja continued. "He was shot in the back, moving toward the airlock. There's no damage to the lock, I checked. So two androids and a human bodyguard let pirates aboard the envoy's yacht without any resistance, and the bodyguard runs away when the fighting starts? He hadn't even pulled his weapon." She shook her head with a frown. "Maybe one of the wasters you can rent for private security at the port, but one of the emperor's elite bodyguards?"

      From the picture of the two men in the comm room, the envoy was a personal friend. The emperor would have sent his best to keep him safe. "Anything else?"

      Selja pivoted slowly and then stared at the calling card burned into the hull. "Something's wrong with the signature. The image is right, but… I can't put my finger on it."

      "It's not drawn; it's charred." Whoever lasered the image into the metal had stood too close and moved too slowly. The Red Tiger's seal was a thing of beauty that took less than twenty seconds to complete. Macaria had certainly spent enough time tracking the pirate over the last five years to know.

      "Plus," Selja added, "ransom, maybe, but pirates shooting a man in the back and leaving him to die? It's all wrong."

      "Conclusions?"

      Selja answered promptly, "The envoy was meeting with someone else before the governor, and they wanted blame to fall on the Red Tiger."

      There were other possibilities, but Selja would learn faster if Macaria let her discover the error on her own. "What's your next step?"

      "Find out who was here. Except the ship's memory has been wiped." The aide chewed on her lip as she thought. "I don't think we can get anything from the droids, and the forensic bots didn't recover anything useful — a lot of people have been on the ship, but nobody who's in our database. Maybe we can pull something from the defense grid, though anyone planning to kidnap a friend of the emperor would cloak their ship. It's probably still worth a try, though."

      "Agreed. Anything else?"

      "Track down the Red Tiger and his crew to keep the governor off our backs," Selja said with a small shrug. She bit her lip. "And hope for a ransom demand?"

      Nodding, Macaria repeated her aide's words. "And hope for a ransom demand."
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        * * *

      

      The demand, when it came three hours later, was accompanied by a video of the blindfolded and gagged envoy. And the envoy's finger.

      Macaria sent the finger to the pathologist, and the video to her tech team to examine the images for clues. She didn't hold out much hope; the background had been draped in material and there was no natural light — it could have been taken anywhere, on planet or off. The pathologist confirmed the finger belonged to the missing envoy.

      "These demands..." The governor walked into Macaria's office without invitation, interrupting Selja's report on the defense grid, which revealed no unexplained ships in the area, as expected.

      Showing no hint of the irritation she felt, Macaria said to Selja, "Document it and then check with Aurelian to see if he's found anything useful with the droids yet." Aurelian was the best technician they had for forensic examination of artificial consciouses, but he often got caught up in his work and forgot to report useful preliminary results.

      Selja gave her a grateful smile behind the governor's back as she left and pulled the door closed.

      With a tiny sigh, Macaria gave the governor her full attention. "Has the emperor seen the ransom demand?"

      "Yes." His lips tightened. "I have been ordered to use any means necessary to ensure the safe return of his envoy. He's arranging a credit transfer. It should go through within the hour."

      The emperor's response was too fast for Macaria's liking. "Did you warn him that the kidnappers might kill the envoy as soon as they get what they want?"

      "He's well aware." Governor Fleet moved closer, within her personal space. "We need to raid the pirate's hideout before it's too late. Get your people ready."

      Macaria had spent the last two years negotiating with a ragtag group of pirates — one unarmed bureaucrat didn't intimidate her. Really, the man was ridiculous. Raiding the "hideout" without knowing more about where the victim was held would just get the envoy killed more quickly. "I have people watching their headquarters." The governor would know that already; he had his own people embedded in her department.

      "Then what are we waiting for? The Red Tiger might kill the man at any moment."

      There was no way around it. "I'll assemble a team. Would you like to come along? I'll get you set up in body armor, so you should be safe."

      It was the idea of body armor that sold it, Macaria could tell. The governor saw himself storming the building with the advance force, probably shooting anything that moved. In reality, Macaria planned on stowing him in a vehicle until the dust had settled. The last thing she wanted was someone with zero training holding a live weapon anywhere near her. She had family waiting for her at home.

      Speaking of which… As soon as the governor had been sent off to be fitted for body armor, Macaria closed the door and opened a comm call to her partner. "Sweetheart, I know we had plans for dinner at home tonight, but do you think you could find a sitter?"
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        * * *

      

      Avast Import-Export, operating from a four-story warehouse near the port, was suspiciously quiet for a working day. "Nobody's been in or out since we got here," Gilpatrick reported. He spoke to Macaria, but his eyes darted to the governor, who looked awkward in the heavy equipment.

      Everybody knew Gilpatrick and Arana reported everything that happened to the governor, so Macaria had assigned them to surveillance. No matter what happened, the governor wouldn't be able to say she hadn't followed up on his Red Tiger lead. It was useful to have a way to leak specific information to the governor's office, and Gilpatrick and Arana had never tried to hide whom they were working for.

      Selja displayed the results of the thermal imaging scan. "Two people walking around on the third floor and a third person sitting. That could be the envoy." The building showed no other signs of life aside from the teams assembled at the front and rear entrances.

      The governor smudged the screen when he stabbed a finger at the orange blurs. "The ransom should be going through now. We need to get in there before it's too late."

      "Block all outgoing comms," Macaria ordered. When Selja flipped a switch and nodded, Macaria keyed her microphone. "Alpha team, go. Beta team, go."

      Both teams quietly entered the warehouse. Less than three minutes later, they gave the all-clear. Only then did Macaria escort the governor to the third floor.

      In a corner office, two androids clad in heat suits walked back and forth, ignoring the rescuers who clustered in the area. A third heat-suited android sat in a chair, holding a hand-written sign that read, "We haven't broken the treaty." The familiar laser pistol with blood dripping from the barrel took up the bottom of the sign. Unlike the version in the yacht, there was no sign of hesitation in the drawing.

      Governor Fleet stood, staring at the sign. "They knew we were coming." He spun to advance on Macaria. "How did you let this happen? They've probably already dumped the envoy's body. Someone has to tell the emperor his friend is dead through your incompetence, and it won't be me."

      "He's not dead until I see his body," Macaria answered levelly. Everything hinged on the gamble she'd made. If she'd chosen badly, she really would be responsible for the envoy's death.

      "I need to inform the palace." The governor tapped his earpiece. After a moment, he frowned at her in annoyance. "Why is the signal blocked?"

      Because there's still a chance, Macaria thought. Aloud, she said, "We'll have to return to the staging area to disable the blocker."

      But when they walked out the main door, a motley group of spacers lounged near three banged up vehicles, Blaz at the forefront. Macaria held her breath until he caught her eye and smiled.

      Damn him. He wasn't supposed to be seen in public. And certainly not smiling at her like that. But she couldn't find it in herself to be sorry.

      Next to Macaria, the governor inhaled sharply. "Those are the pirates we've been looking for!" He pointed. "Arrest them!"

      "Hold," Macaria countermanded, raising her arm to stop her people from moving. She narrowed her eyes at Blaz as his smile turned into an infuriating grin, but he finally moved to the side, revealing the envoy. Blood-soaked bandages covered Envoy Sanroma's left hand, and bruises bloomed on his face. But when the envoy saw the governor, he smiled darkly, heedless of the cut that opened on his lip.

      Macaria grabbed the sizing strap on the governor's borrowed armor before he could bolt. "I think I'll let you explain everything to the emperor," she murmured as she cuffed him.

      "No, I… But —" For once, speech escaped the man who always had something to say.

      "I think the words you're looking for are 'I'm sorry, I don't know what came over me.'" Maybe the right apology would let the man keep his life. The old emperor hadn't been known for his forgiveness, but the new emperor hadn't yet been tested.

      Macaria handed the governor off to one of her lieutenants — not Gilpatrick or Arana — and walked toward Blaz and the envoy. She'd have words to say to Blaz about his idea of "keeping a low profile," but that would have to wait. Besides, he would respond that she'd called him for help in freeing the envoy without the governor being alerted, and he'd have a point. "Selja, get the medics here before the emperor's childhood friend bleeds out because some pirates wanted to see the governor arrested."

      "Already called, sir."

      "Excellent. Hurry up and deal with all this so I can be home for bath time."

      "Yes, sir."
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        * * *

      

      Much later, after the envoy had been taken to the hospital and the emperor informed of his safety, Macaria relaxed on her porch as she watched a truly spectacular sunset.

      Blaz handed her the drowsing baby and slid onto the hammock next to her. "Your Selja seemed a little quiet this afternoon."

      "Hm." Macaria inhaled the scent of clean baby and wondered if it was something that could be bottled and saved. "She's kicking herself because she forgot about the one ship we knew had docked." If the governor had been involved, his ship, docked in its usual port spot, was the logical place to keep the envoy. "And there was no record of anything large enough to hide a man exiting the port."

      "My crew could have smuggled him out," Blaz said with the hint of a grin.

      "Your crew has had a lot more practice."

      "True." Blaz tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "But I won't tell Selja. At least, not any time soon. She can stew over her mistake without me complicating things."

      Macaria made a sound of agreement. "It's good for her to be wrong every once in a while. Keeps her humble."

      "It may take her months to recover."

      Macaria laughed softly enough not to wake the baby. "To be fair, Selja didn't have the advantage of knowing how thoroughly retired the Red Tiger is. You had a pretty good alibi."

      "The best." He snuggled closer and put one arm over hers on their child. "I worried I would be bored when I retired."

      "Somehow, I don't think that's going to be a problem." Macaria rested her head on her pirate's shoulder and relaxed.

      Ahead, the sun slipped below the horizon, allowing a treasure of stars to shine.
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      Advice columns are fun to write. Tell other people what to do? Sign me up!
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        * * *

      

      Welcome back, friends! Today's mailbag is rather full, so we'll get right to it. Remember, letters may be edited for length and clarity.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Crones,

      Love the column and hope you can help. All my attempts to get Sister Tabitha's Spell of the Week (baldness cure attached) to work have failed, though the zucchini plant I've dumped it on seems to be doing well. Where am I going wrong?

      -Hairless in Houston.

      
      Tammi: You all know what I'm going to say. Hairless: whoever you're brewing this up for, they are beautiful just as they are.

      But just as a matter of professional pride, I looked over this spell and… Yikes. I think Sister Tabitha made some errors while translating. Instead of "hair of mice", try using anise seed. And don't bother boiling it for seven hours. A few minutes in the microwave ought to do.

      
      Loretta: Agreed. Also, under no circumstances should you eat those zucchini.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Crones,

      I found this spell in my boyfriend's pocket when I was doing the laundry. We've never talked about spell craft, but he's pressuring me to take some supplement he mixed up at his friend's house. Sign me…

      - Worried in Wichita

      
      Loretta: Oh dear.

      
      Tammi: Dump him. First off, without even reading this spell, I'd like you to look at the facts: he's pressuring you to do something you don't want to do, you're not comfortable asking him what this spell does, and — possibly most important — he can't be bothered to empty his own pockets when someone else is doing his laundry.

      
      Loretta: Not so sure how relevant that last point is, but I agree with the rest. This is not a healthy relationship.

      
      Tammi: Now that I've read the spell, my advice is the same. Dump him. This is a variation on a fidelity spell. The effects aren't particularly bad as long as you don't mind green hair, but no matter what else is going on, giving this to someone without their consent is wrong.

      
      Loretta: Agreed, 100%.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Crones,

      Is there an invisibility spell that will keep my neighbors from spying on me? Their second-floor bedroom overlooks my garden and they creep me out.

      - Spied-On in Spring Lake

      
      Loretta: Spied-On, I'm sorry you have to deal with this, but congratulations on providing a letter where our first response is not "dump him". Not that it wouldn't be nice to get rid of these people, but that's harder to do with neighbors. Not to mention unethical.

      
      Tammi: For the record, I was all set to give you some good ways to hide the bodies, but Loretta made me delete that section.

      
      Loretta: Invisibility spells are nice, but I don't think this is the best application. For one thing, you might be invisible, but it's still going to feel like someone's watching you. My recommendation is a combination of the standard hedge of thorns protection spell with a bamboo
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