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​To our fellow wishful escapees.

Every shackle is finite to the infinite soul.

With your unbound mind, reach for freedoms untold.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

بمیرید بمیرید در این عشق بمیرید
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در این عشق چو مردید همه روح پذیرید

بمیرید بمیرید و زین مرگ مترسید

کز این خاک برآیید سماوات بگیرید

بمیرید بمیرید و زین نفس ببرید

که این نفس چو بندست و شما همچو اسیرید

یکی تیشه بگیرید پی حفره زندان

چو زندان بشکستید همه شاه و امیرید

Die, die, in this love, die;

Who dies in this love enfolds all soul

Die, die, and fear not this death;

Be borne from this earth and become the sky

Die, die, and sever from this ego,

It is a shackle, and you are prisoners

Seize a hatchet and dig out the prison wall

Break the prison, you are all kings and emirs


-  Jalaluddin Rumi (604–672 AH)
Divan-e-Shams, Ghazal 636
-  
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(Translation: Naveed Moeed)
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"How did I escape? With difficulty."

— Alexandre Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo

​Wandering Grove Press’s second anthology, Become the Sky, is a collection of stories about escape. From an impossibly huge space station at the far reaches of the galaxy to a Danish bog, these tales explore prisons both literal and figurative, those erected by others and those we build ourselves.

Thirteen stories.

Thirteen potential ways out.

Beneath Jupiter’s glare, in Europa’s cavernous, ice-covered ocean, a survivor yearns to establish humanity anew. Her will to survive embodies a struggle we all understand: the urge to break free of the restraints that bind us.

The stories range far beyond simple escapism. They ask what it means to be trapped, what freedom costs, and what happens to us when we finally get out. Because a prison has more than four walls and a locked door. A prison can be a body, a family, a government, a secret, a role assigned to us, or a rule we have obeyed for so long that we have forgotten anyone made it in the first place.

Speculative fiction is particularly good at inventing such rules. Don’t broadcast your location or the machines hunting humanity will find you. Follow the instructions in the guidebook if you want to escape Faeryland. A frightened man travels through time. A girl cries jewels. A bog has a resident supernatural creature waiting for Ragnarök. Somewhere in the universe, a sea-lily in a mobile aquarium has accumulated a gambling debt.

Give us a few paragraphs and we will accept almost anything. The interesting question comes afterward. What do people do now?

In Sonya Lano’s Snake and Soul, Gem and Bone, a girl sold into captivity, an asset to an extractive immortal, cannot even bid for her own freedom. Her beloved, himself a fugitive, fights for her.

How often, when we cannot fight for ourselves, do those we love rise to wage war on our behalf? Escape is not always solitary. Sometimes freedom arrives through bonds that have forged us into each other’s fiercest allies.

Sometimes those bonds are forged with strangers. In Fraser Sherman’s Obolos, Eleanor Holt, who can pick both locks and pockets, seeks to escape death with the help of a mysterious Ferryman.

Sometimes our spouses are our partners in crime. In Maggie Maxwell’s Menagerie, married bounty hunters encounter unexpected quarry and must decide whether doing their job matters more than protecting someone who needs them.

Sometimes we need someone we cannot stand. In Katherine Traylor’s Saving Dr. Bloodflask, Ailo must suffer the company of an estranged supervillain half-sibling to free their father.

Even the dead might lend a hand. In Sherman’s Backstage With the Hypothetical Dead, a ghostly apparition may offer an escape from danger, or simply from loneliness.

Again and again, someone in these stories looks at the machinery around them: law, money, family, magic, technology and says: No.

Not this person. You cannot have this one.

Escape can also mean breaking through the confines of what we believe ourselves capable of becoming. In Ada Milenkovic Brown’s Crumpet Bagel Setting, an AI toaster achieves consciousness through the crucible of attempting to solve an almost impossible problem: preparing a frozen waffle exactly the way a teenager wants it.

In Milenkovic Brown’s The Nixie of Alken Enge, both captor and captive must escape the roles assigned to them. In Giles Tineold’s Flight from the Hub, where minds can be read, the hardest wall to break through may be one’s own buried secrets. His Winter Rain gives us prisoners in an alien jail enduring incomprehensible experiments until a new arrival begins asking dangerous questions. Here escape requires something that can be almost as frightening as flight: understanding what imprisons you, and why.

For the hiker in Maxwell’s Survivalist’s Guide to Faeryland, escape depends upon following the instructions in a cryptic guidebook. But rules are useful only until you begin wondering who wrote them. The rules meant to protect us can become prisons themselves.

In Jones’s Neptune Oubliette, humanity survives by hiding from the machines hunting it. Silence means safety. Then someone hears another human voice, and suddenly a rule intended to preserve humanity requires people to ignore other humans. In Sirena’s Eden, survival takes an even stranger form. Humanity may endure beneath Europa’s ice only by becoming something different from the humanity that arrived there.

We speak about survival as though its meaning were obvious. But survival of what? Our bodies? Our families? Our memories? Our idea of ourselves?

And what are we allowed to change before survival becomes transformation?

There is also the price of escape. In Milenkovic Brown’s Winter’s End, Lemuel’s curious ability to move himself through time and place while pushing others in the opposite direction offers a literal means of escape, but freedom comes with consequences. More importantly, his gift raises another question: once you possess the power to escape, what do you owe those who cannot?

Perhaps that is where many of these stories ultimately meet. Getting out is not always the end of the story. Sometimes it is where responsibility begins.

Freedom can mean carrying someone with you. It can mean opening someone else’s cell. It can mean refusing to surrender a stranger, protecting a child, trusting another person, or giving up your claim upon something you once believed belonged to you. Sometimes escape changes the person who escapes so profoundly that returning to what they were before is no longer possible.

These stories can be savage because being trapped is savage. But they can also be funny, strange, hopeful and gloriously absurd. Their characters flee prisons, immortals, witch hunters, artificial intelligences, aliens, faeries, family expectations and occasionally themselves. Some escape through courage. Some through sacrifice. Some through knowledge, love, luck, or an unexpected ally.

And some discover that the most important thing about finding a way out is what you choose to do once you are free.

As Rumi says: break the prison, you are all kings and emirs.

We hope you enjoy Become the Sky.


Hemraj Juwarker


October 2026
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Menagerie
  Maggie Maxwell

[image: ]


-
[image: ]


It had been a blessedly boring flight in a long series of hyperjumps from Earth, but finally, as Alma flipped switches, pulled levers, and turned dials, the Pretty Penny emerged from hyperspace, and the Gaian asteroid belt came into sight. It wasn’t hard to pick out Menagerie among the lesser asteroids: a giant among dust mites, it dwarfed all its surroundings. Usually, bounty hunters came to Menagerie, the asteroid-turned-space-station owned by the universe’s richest man, to relax, find work, and enjoy the company of other hunters and travelers from all four sentient races. It was the place to trade war stories, make friends and alliances, and spend their hard-won gains on food, entertainment, and treasures from across the known universe. Before they could let loose, though, professional animal bounty hunters Alma and Theo had a delivery to make.

In the pilot’s seat, Alma continued to negotiate the Pretty Penny to a temporary stop while her husband connected with Dock Control via the universal comm. After a few moments of silence, a tired young man appeared on the screen. “This is Menagerie Dock Control.”

“Menagerie, this is Theo Russell of the Pretty Penny. Am I coming through clearly?”

“Loud and clear, Pretty Penny. What can we do for you today?”

“Requesting permission to dock in Bay Zero. Special delivery for Magnus. I’m sending you the contract now.” Theo tapped a few icons on the comm.

The next part could take anywhere from a minute to an hour, if they didn’t have all the proper paperwork in order. Bay Zero was the most important docking zone on the whole station, because it was the most direct access to Magnus Slavius’s personal delivery bay. Theo had caused several serious delays before Alma ended up making a docking checklist for him. She could never trust him with all the various little dotted i’s and crossed t’s. He simply wasn’t a details person. He was, however, willing to do the dirty work, and he was a damn good hunter. They’d teamed up over twenty years ago on a whim for a bounty better suited for two and never looked back. One marriage, one kid, and many gray hairs later, they were still a great team.

After about five minutes, the man on the other end replied, “Okay, Pretty Penny, looks like we’re all good. Clearance for docking in Bay Zero, granted.”

“Roger that, Menagerie. Preparing to dock.” Theo nodded at Alma, as if she hadn’t heard the conversation from three feet away. Instead of starting the flight in, she pushed a button, and static came over an audio feed.

“Hey, Baby Boy,” she said. “We’re cleared to dock. How’d you like to drive us in?”

“Uuugh, Mom, come on...” their son Rex’s voice groaned back. He wasn’t so much of a baby anymore at fifteen, but he’d always be hers. It was just a Mom thing. Despite his distaste for the nickname, he sighed and said, “I’ll be right there.”

Rex was a good kid. Got good grades in his boarding school back home on Earth, stayed out of trouble, and was picking up the family business bit by bit. Not because they were forcing him to learn it, but because he wanted to. His passion was more for the science side of things than the hunt: computer and commpad maintenance, testing biological samples, zoology and animal care. All equally important to their work as anything else they did. They’d taken him for summer break just before they’d hunted down Magnus’s new request. Well, perhaps “hunted down” was a bit of an exaggeration. It was a glorified farm animal, and there were plenty of farmers willing to sell. Nothing complicated, but they’d been the first ones to go to Earth to get it. They could pick up Rex and make a profit doing it. A dream job.

Rex hadn’t had much experience piloting the Penny, but this was perfect practice. Bay Zero’s docks were large and roomy, made to fit various sizes of ships and deliveries. Rex had space to make mistakes in it. His father certainly had a few times. Despite a lack of time in the pilot’s seat, with Alma behind him to correct or direct as needed, Rex led them fairly well into the clamps with only a minor bump. He went pale at the jostle, but Alma quickly had a hand on his shoulder.

“It’s all right. Bumps happen. Good job. Theo, you take Rex and go over the rest of the docking procedure. I’m going to get the bounty ready for transport.” Magnus would be waiting for them, after all, and it was unwise to keep the richest and most powerful man in the known universe waiting.
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[image: ]


As the main gate ground open, the menagerie exploded in roars, howls, hoots, and squawks. Magnus Slavius, a human in his mid-sixties in a smoking jacket and slacks, smiled and sighed at the cacophony.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he said. “The music of nature.”

A caged emu rolled in behind him, Alma and Theo pushing it ahead of them. The emu added a drum of discomfort to Magnus’s symphony.

“I tend to prefer silence myself.” Theo pulled a pair of earplugs from a pouch at his hip and shoved one in before Alma nudged him.

“Theo,” she whispered in a “you’re making a mistake” tone.

“Alma,” he replied in a slightly sarcastic tone.

“Don’t be rude.”

Magnus waved a hand. “Let him close himself off if he wishes. I know not everyone appreciates the beauty of nature as I do.”

They stood beside a habitat containing a reekle, one of the ugliest animals in the universe both visually and temperamentally. It blew a raspberry at them, the only noise it could make through its trumpet-like mouth, its tongue in a perpetual state of “out.” Theo razzed it back and shoved the second plug into his other ear.

“It certainly takes a... true connoisseur,” Alma said. As they walked through the labyrinthine zoo, Magnus occasionally stopped to show off certain prized pets. All the enclosures were surrounded by clear walls, giving everyone an unobstructed view. They were sized large enough to give the animals some room to roam and were filled with food and toys suited to the species inside. What was missing, however, was hiding places. No open logs or crates or anywhere an animal could get out of sight completely. Magnus wanted to see whatever creature he wanted whenever he pleased, and it was clear they hated him for it. Most of the animals glowered as he lingered at their enclosures. Some threw themselves against the walls, some sunk into their artificial grasses or pools as best they could, some growled and hissed. None were happy to see him, but he seemed completely unconcerned about their obvious distaste for him.

“It’s a pity your son didn’t come along,” Magnus said as they moved onward. “He’s missing the opportunity of a lifetime. Not many children get to see a collection like this.”

“Rex isn’t much of a child anymore, sadly. He’s old enough to make his own decisions, and he chose to stay with the ship.” She smiled. “He’s still my baby boy, though. Always will be.”

“Ah, of course. I know what you mean. I’m sort of a father myself, after all.”

The way he looked at the caged creatures, Alma didn’t think he was talking about any human children.

“May I ask you a question, sir?”

“Please, Mrs. Russell, all hunters are welcome to call me Magnus.”

“Just business etiquette, sir. I’m curious, though, why an emu? Of everything you could send hunters after, why a regular Earth bird?”

The emu stomped and drummed again.

“Sorry, a lovely, intimidating Earth bird.”

Magnus smiled. “Fascinating creatures, emus. Did you know there was actually a war between them and our ancestors? Hundreds of years ago now. The Great Emu War. Man versus bird in an attempt to wipe them out for local farmers. Not an official war by any means, but still. Once I learned about it, I simply had to have one.”

“Of course.”

“I’m considering adding a hippopotamus enclosure as well. Would you be interested in that bounty?”

“Are you going to want it for Christmas?”

Magnus waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, I don’t celebrate that old holiday. No, I’m merely toying with the idea, although if you say you’ll acquire one, I can certainly speed up my construction plans.”

After one more stop to be growled at by an Idinival spinycat, a small feline-like creature covered in black spikes and brown and white-splotched fur, Magnus stopped in front of a flat, orange-sanded enclosure studded with fake grass patches that matched the Australian outback where they’d bought the emu.

“This is where our tour ends, I’m afraid.” Magnus took a key out of his pocket, stuck it into a barely noticeable hole, the only fault in the clear wall, and turned it. A nearly invisible door slid open. “I’ll stay out of your way. I love to watch how different hunters work.”

“Not much to see.” A gun and several sizes of darts hung on Alma’s hip. She took a medium dart filled with yellow liquid and rammed it into the emu’s rump. The bird grunted and sunk into a feathery pile. “Small dose of sedative. It’ll only be out for five minutes, max.”

Within two minutes, Theo and Alma had the dozing emu nestled in its new enclosure. As soon as the doors closed between them and the bird, a shrill alarm blared through the menagerie. Around them, the animals screeched and howled louder than before. The world was nothing but noise. Alma slammed her hands over her ears. Theo raised an eyebrow, then pulled out a second pair of earplugs and held them out to her. Taking them would have meant uncovering her ears, though, so she only shook her head.

“What’s going on?” she shouted, barely able to hear herself over the ruckus. Magnus gave no indication that he heard her. Instead, he pulled a commpad from his pocket and tapped it twice. As suddenly as it started, the alarm went silent. The animals did not.

“Since I’m sure you’re wondering,” Magnus said as he continued to tap away at the pad, “that alarm means a creature’s loose. I hope you have more of that sedative on hand.”

The commpad buzzed for a few seconds before a glowing screen popped up with a frazzled young woman not much older than Rex, maybe seventeen or eighteen, on the other side. Even with a smear of something brown in her blonde hair, streaks of tears that said she was terrified to make this comm, and not an ounce of makeup, she was an attractive young woman. Alma was immediately plotting how to get her commline for Rex.

“Talk to me, Cheryl,” Magnus said.

“Sir." She winced, and the next few words flowed out as one. "The whole Valandian wing. It’s empty."

Magnus paused. “What do you mean, empty?”

“Empty. Vacant. Lacking in living creatures. The gates’re all open and there aren’t even any animals wandering around. They’re just... gone.”

“Cheryl, dear Cheryl. How can seventeen animals simply be ‘gone’?”

Cheryl shrugged. Magnus cut off the call, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath.

“Mr. and Mrs. Russell,” he said, tone even and teeth gritted. “Follow me, please.”

Magnus led them towards the entrance. Not far from the menagerie gate, he threw open a door leading into a security room lit up by a hundred screens. An old janitor in front of a line of lockers jumped to attention and fumbled a bucket, barely managing to grab it before it spilled onto the ground.

“You!” Magnus pointed at the janitor, who stared back in terror. “Where are the guards who are on duty now?”

The janitor said nothing.

“Out! Get out and find my security team!” He shoved the old man aside and stormed to the security cameras.

Alma grabbed the janitor and steadied him before he could drop his bucket again. She nodded towards the door. “Best if you go.”

He stared at her with wide, terrified, emerald-green eyes, then shuffled off without even a nod of acknowledgement. Seemed like all employees, young and old alike, were terrified of an angered Magnus.

While some of the security screens showed various spots around the asteroid such as the docks and Magnus’s mansion, most focused on the animals. Magnus muttered something about firing useless guards under his breath, then began to tap at the control panel. The large central screen slid between one camera feed and another. Finally, he stopped on a small cluster of empty enclosures and pushed a button. A clock appeared on the screen at the current time, 2:13PM Earth Eastern Standard, and began to count backwards in fifteen-minute gaps. At 1:30, all the creatures appeared inside their enclosures. Magnus tapped the screen again, and the clock began to speed forward. At first, nothing happened besides the animals pacing their cages. Then, at 1:39, someone showed up, heading straight for a small blotch of pacing fuzz. Another button press, and the screen zoomed in on that particular enclosure.

“Seems the man we’re looking for is you, Mr. Slavius,” Theo said as Alma leaned in for a closer look. It was difficult to be sure, but it did appear to be him. The Magnus on the screen knelt down and tapped on the door. The animal looked up and dashed over like a puppy greeting its master. Magnus slid his hand around the glass door. After a few seconds, he stopped, and the door glided open.

“That most certainly is not me.” The real Magnus pointed at another screen up and over from the central one. Sure enough, there was another Magnus, identical to the one on the first screen, sitting at a desk at 1:40, absorbed in paperwork. Meanwhile, the imposter scooped up the ball of fuzz and ran. Zooming out, they followed his progress as he ran up to other enclosures and freed the animals inside, not bothering to take any of them. The animals scattered the second they were freed, running and flying in every direction. After the imposter released a few more animals, Magnus cut the feed and leaned into the desk. His face portrayed a cold, angry calm while his fingers whitened as they gripped the control panel, digging into random innocent buttons.

“Mr. and Mrs. Russell, in a moment, there is going to be a station-wide lockdown. No ships will come or go until every single one of my animals are reclaimed and the imposter caught. I will compensate you for every other one you return unharmed but catch me that imposter and the creature he stole, dead or alive.”

“What’s so special about that one?” Alma asked.

“That, Mrs. Russell, is a Valandian murka, and it is the most deadly animal in my entire collection. I only managed to get this one a month ago due to the complications and risks of acquiring it. Their venom can kill a human in seconds. This imposter could exterminate every one of us on this station with a few drops of its toxin in the water supply. Do you understand the implications?”

“Massive casualty events are pretty easy to understand, sir,” Theo said.

“Can you have someone take us to the wing these critters were in?” Alma asked. “I want to take a look at the enclosure.”

“I’ll have Cheryl meet and escort you. Find me my imposter, Russells, and I’ll see to it you never worry about money again.”

Theo saluted. “Consider us incentivized. Let’s go, honey.”

***
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The Valandian wing turned out to be on the opposite side of the menagerie from the emu enclosure, and Alma knew they were there from the smell. Valandar was a generally unpleasant planet very close to Earth’s climate and structure, but not quite the same. For one, it was a hunting ground that you didn’t want to smell. The combined odor of mud, dung, and rotting plants filled the menagerie from the open enclosures. Compared to the real thing, it was practically artificial, but still unpleasant. For another, the only living creatures to be found on Valandar lived in its bog-like forests. Hunting there was a wholly frustrating and dangerous experience, with the native life being either giant predators or small creatures with excellent camouflage or strong poisons. Anyone requesting a bounty from Valandar had to pay well. It was the only way to get a hunter there.

The animals elsewhere in the menagerie had calmed down, but the empty wing was unnaturally quiet. Cheryl stopped in front of what had been the murka’s home. A plaque beside the door gave some basic information about the creature that no longer lived there: Tree-dwelling marsupial similar to the Earth’s Opossum, unrivaled sense of smell, omnivorous. Most toxic venom in the known universe; its bite can kill an Earth elephant in five minutes by clotting the victim’s blood.

“Didn’t seem all that dangerous, the way it ran up to the imposter,” Theo said.

“Was the murka attached to Mr. Slavius, Cheryl?” Alma asked as Theo entered the enclosure and started to look around.

The girl shook her head. “No way. The animals tolerate me and the other keepers well enough. We feed ‘em, clean their cages, talk to ‘em. Slave-driver—” Her eyes bugged out and she slammed her hands over her mouth. Alma patted her shoulder.

“Our lips are sealed, dear. We’ve said worse about some of our clients.”

Cheryl let out a heavy sigh of relief as Alma knelt to examine the keyhole. Blotches of mud dotted the surrounding wall.

Cheryl continued, “The boss, he doesn’t do anything except look at these poor things most of the time. He calls it admiring ‘em. I call it taunting ‘em. The animals know he’s the reason they’re here instead of running around their home planets with their herds or clots or whatever. None of ‘em like him. One of these days, we know they’re gonna give it to ‘im.” She scuffed her blue and white shoes against the ground beside Alma. “Just hope we don’t get it with ‘im.”

“The risks of working with dangerous animals. It’s the fate of many hunters, too.” Alma took the empty dart she’d used on the emu, popped the container out of the needle, and scooped up what little of the mud she could. If it’d come from the imposter’s hands, it could give them an idea of what ship to look for. A Ploan craft, most likely. The Venus-flytrap-like species had the most beautiful botanical garden ships, the most likely source of mud on the whole space station outside of the menagerie. Manure, there was plenty of that here, but this was clearly not, purely going by smell. It was possible it came from another enclosure. Valandar was a fairly muddy planet, but it was all they had to go off of. If it turned out to be a dead end, then so be it, but Alma wasn’t about to let a potential lead pass her by. She’d be a terrible tracker if she did. “I’ve got us a sample, Theo. Are you done wasting time in there?”

“I’m searching!”

“No, you’re not, you bum. The imposter never even went into the enclosure.”

“Aw, honey, I know you work best when I’m not in your way.”

“Mister Thoughtful, aren’t you? Let Baby Boy know we’ve got a job for him. Cheryl, if anything changes here or you find something we missed, can you comm us?”

“Can do, Mrs. R. Gimme your code.” Cheryl pulled her own commpad from her hip, poised and ready to type.

Alma decided to give her the Penny’s general line. A call on a personal commpad at the wrong time could ruin a hunt. Rex could pass them any updates Cheryl called in while he was analyzing the sample. And maybe they could chat a bit.
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The moment the Pretty Penny’s hatch opened, Rex bolted down the ramp to meet them.

“Mom, Dad! The local alerts are going crazy,” he said as Alma dropped the mud sample into his hand.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“A big mess.”

“Well, don’t keep us in suspense. Hit me with the news, Baby Boy.”

“Mooom...”

Alma grinned and pinched his cheek. “Well, you are.”

“I’m fifteen.”

“Still our baby,” Theo said.

“Dad!”

“Answer your mother, kiddo.”

Rex scowled and rolled his eyes. “It started with reports of wandering animals from other hunters on the comms. One or two at a time, then more, from all over the station. About a minute ago, Magnus Slavius put out a station-wide lockdown.”

“He said he would. What are the conditions?” Alma asked.

“All his animals returned alive, with bounties dependent on the size and danger of the animal, as far as I could tell. The highest bounty’s on what he described as a doppelganger of him armed with a very dangerous animal. Five billion for the person who brings him and the animal in.”

“What?!” Theo roared. “That’s our bounty!” He shoved past Rex and stormed onto the ship. Rex looked up at his mother in confusion. She ruffled his hair.

“Don’t you worry about it, sweetie. Daddy and I will take care of this. I need you to take the sample in this vial to our lab. Run some tests and tell me what you find. Clean it for sedative first. I didn’t exactly have anything else to collect the sample with.”

Rex nodded and took the vial. “It’ll take some time. Is that okay?”

“Probably fine. I doubt our retirement is walking around in broad daylight, and we’ve got the only evidence right there. Now get moving. Haste makes waste and all.”

Rex disappeared back up the ramp and into the ship. Alma found Theo at the cockpit using their universal comm.

“You promised that bounty to us, Magnus! You know the code.”

“First of all, I officially made no such promise, Mr. Russell.” Magnus’s voice came through clear and cold. “Besides, you know civilians like me putting a bounty on a sentient creature is quite illegal. Of course, since the imposter will never get off my station, there shouldn’t be any issues with breaking a few laws, especially when the entire station is at risk. Everyone scrambling for the big bounty should get my pets returned rather quickly, I should think. You should get out there too, if you want a share of it.” The comm cut off and Theo pounded his fist into the console.

“Lying, cheating, rat-bastard scumbag—”

“Theo!”

“Well, he is.”

“He’s also the top client in the whole damn universe with a bunch of bounties within fifteen minutes of us right now.”

“Probably all caught by now.” He sagged forward, his scowl identical to Rex’s. Alma squeezed his shoulder.

“Not likely. The call just went out. I’ve got Baby Boy running some tests on the sample I picked up from the enclosure. We can go check out the water treatment plant, make sure no one’s trying to poison the whole station, and maybe catch us some extra cash on the way. Suit up. It’s time to hunt.”

***
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As they emerged from Bay Zero into the main dock, the Russells were met with utter chaos. The parking zone was swarmed with humans, lizard-like Antellians, a few Ploans, and several hairless, flat-faced, humanoid Vieula all heading for their ships and their gear. Alma and Theo shouldered their way against the crowd, holding tight to their own supplies. When they finally broke through to the open station, it wasn’t much better off. Not far away, a pack of Antellians scrambled over each other in an attempt to catch a small flying creature that taunted them just out of reach. A group of humans dove out of their way as they stampeded through the market. It was best not to get between an Antellian and its prey unless you were another Antellian. Theo had tried once in his younger days, and he’d had a four-toed bruise on his chest for a month. They were the reason for the “no double-dipping with bounties” code. Howls and screeches hinted to locations of other animals already being hunted, so Alma and Theo stayed away.

As they pushed further into the station, the crowds and wild animals thinned. By the time they reached the water treatment plant, the only ones around were three Vieula women, slick-skinned and naked from a recent swim. As a semi-aquatic species, they preferred no clothes at all and generally only wore loose togas out of courtesy. Theo stared and smiled. Alma jabbed him in the ribs.

“Hello, humans.” One put her webbed hands on her hips and posed. “Looking for anything in particular? Or anyone, maybe?” Her friends giggled and flashed their razor-sharp teeth at them both.

Alma jabbed Theo again.

“I wasn’t even looking this time!”

“Sure you weren’t, handsome.” Most Vieula didn’t make their fortunes by hunting. The shark-like beauties attracted a more intimate kind of business.

“Actually, we’re looking for another human who might have come around,” Alma said, covering Theo’s eyes. “Have you seen anybody else this way today?”

“No one here but us, lovely. Interested? For you, we can do a two-for-one-and-a-half deal.”

“Not interested, thanks all the same.” Without waiting for them to make another proposition, Alma grabbed Theo by the wrist and dragged him past the girls into the plant.

Inside, the water was split into three lake-like tanks: untreated waste with a scent-barrier around it, clean water for Menagerie’s inhabitants, and a small, natural pond for the Vieula. The entire area was empty aside from a frog-like creature the size of a small dog splashing around in the waste. It croaked gleefully as it swam back and forth across the filth. Alma cast a sideways glance at Theo, who met her look and paled.

“Nuh-uh. No way. That’s someone else’s bounty.”

“Your wading suit’s in the bag, Theodore.”

“My wading suit’s not full-body with scentguard, Almarie.”

“That’s easy money out there.”

“Then you go get it.”

“Your waders don’t fit me. Besides, you can’t pretend you haven’t done worse.”

“Name one time that was worse than wading out into a shitpool after a frog.”

Alma thought for a moment. “Yeah, you’re right. So this’ll be the comparison we’ll use next time I make you do something disgusting.”

“Why did I ever marry you?”

“Because you love me, and I’m a damn good hunter.”

Theo grumbled as he dropped his bag on the ground, pulled out a rubber suit, tugged it on, and tightened the suspenders as high as he could. His grumble turned into a gag the moment he crossed the scent barrier.

“Oh God, I can taste it!”

“The sooner you get that frog, the sooner you can get out!”

Grimacing and holding his breath, Theo lowered himself into the murky water. His eyes widened in utter terror as he clung to the edge.

“Theo? What’s wrong, honey?”

“I still can’t feel the bottom.”

“So? You can swim.”

“I don’t want to swim in shit!”

“Do you want to get paid?”

“I’m going to make you pay for this. I can tell you that much.” He sunk further into the water and gagged again. “I feel the need to take a deep breath, but oh god, I do not want to take a deep breath!”

“Suck it up, darling!”

“Don’t say that!”

He squeezed his eyes shut and let go of the edge. The water swallowed him up to his neck, high over the top of the waders.

“It’s in my shoes,” he moaned as he kicked off the wall and dogpaddled towards the frog, fighting to keep his head as high above the water as he could. Halfway to it, the animal noticed something amiss in his pool and turned. It stared as Theo closed the distance between them, then bolted off in the opposite direction.

For five minutes, the frog fled and Theo chased, the two covering every inch of the reservoir except for the edge. Alma prepped a dart gun with a small-dose tranquilizer dart and a portable cage for when the frog left the water. She watched it through the gun’s sight, waiting. They’d lost a swimmer once before when she’d tranqed it too early and it had sunk to the bottom of a river. That water had been pristine, but too deep to dive. She might have teased Theo mercilessly, but she wasn’t cruel enough to make him dive here. Finally, the frog vanished under the water for a moment before it launched out of the reservoir and landed with a wet splat on the concrete. She pulled the trigger. The dart embedded itself into the frog’s side, and with one disappointed croak, it sagged into a deep sleep.

“Never. Again.” Theo pulled himself out of the water and grabbed the frog by a leg. Alma met him halfway and wrinkled her nose as they neared. As soon as she took the bounty from him, he started to strip out of both the waders and his regular clothes. “Magnus better pay extra for this. I’m going to jump in the Vieula pool.”

“You know what’ll happen if they catch you in there.” Vieula didn’t take kindly to the other species using their pools. It was possible to survive if you could run fast enough, but you were probably going to get away missing at least one arm.

“As long as they don’t throw me back in there.”

While Theo cleaned himself and his clothes, Alma caged the frog and attached a pick-up beacon. The frog was a harmless creature called a gent, with only a $2,000 bounty on it. Alma added an extra $500 to the bill for emotional trauma.

The comm vibrated twice, the family sign of “we need to talk” with the benefit of no ringing or immediate voices that might ruin a hunt.

“Talk to me, Baby Boy. You got the results of that test yet?”

“Oh my god, Mom,” Rex’s voice crackled over the comm. “I don’t really know what it is yet, but it’s the coolest sample I’ve ever seen. Whatever it is, it’s, like, it’s alive.”

“What do you mean ‘alive’?” Alma asked.

“It’s... it’s like, it’s self-replicating. The cells were slowly building new ones. After an hour, the mass was a quarter of a gram larger than it was when you delivered it! It stopped all activity a few minutes ago, but for a little while... Mom, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“That is interesting.” Not to her, not really. A lot of the science that fascinated Rex was beyond her, but she would encourage his interests to the ends of the universe. Knowing it was self-replicating didn’t bring them any closer to finding the bounty, and that was where her interests lay. “Any idea of where it came from, like planetary soil matches?”

“Not yet, actually. Sorry, that’s not why I called. I wanted to observe it a bit more before I called you about it so I could maybe give you some more information, but you asked and I got excited. Mom, someone named Cheryl just called on the ship’s comm and said you need to check the bounty list. She said more animals are loose.”

Alma opened the bounty app. Their personal gent submission was at the very top, waiting for confirmation once it was retrieved. Below it, the murka and the imposter were at the top of the list, still unclaimed. When they’d been at the menagerie, Magnus had said seventeen animals were missing, but the list was longer than seventeen. Plus, the emu was on it.

“Thanks, Baby Boy. This is definitely important. Keep on the sample, let me know if you figure out anything else.” The call cut. “Theo, get over here. We’ve got a situation.”

“Of course we’ve got a situation.” Water splashed as Theo pulled himself out of the pool. “We’re in a situation. What could possibly be worse than the situation we are currently in?”

“The emu’s loose.”

“What do you mean, ‘the emu’s loose’?”

He squeezed out his clothes and pulled them on, still dripping. Vieula never used towels and no non-Vieula ever used their pools if they liked their skin intact. Theo would have to dry the old-fashioned way. Alma showed him the posting.

“The imposter must have still been at the menagerie while we were there,” he said as he wrung out his sleeves.

“We would have seen him on the cameras, though, right?”

“We weren’t exactly looking at the current time. Whoever he is, though, he’s stealthy.”

Alma tapped her leg as she thought through the possibilities.

“Maybe some kind of holographic projection? The Vieula use a little bit of that in their business, don’t they?”

“No, that kind of tech’s not good enough to look solid yet. What about the Antellians? It’s the females who can do that—”He stopped at a look from Alma. There’d be hell to pay if even a single Antellian heard them say that word, even if they didn’t use it as the speciesist slur. Better safe than sorry. “That trick they do.”

“No, definitely not that. We saw that imposter. It looked exactly like Magnus. The Antellians only change their color, not their body shapes.”

“Then what?”

Alma sighed. “We might just have to wait for the analysis of that mud to finish before we can guess. Let’s see what else we can hunt before all the bounties dry up and wait to hear more from Rex.” She scanned the bounty list. “Lots of Earth bounties still. Someone’s already caught the echidna and platypus, but there’s still our emu, a kakapo, a few different monkeys, and... oh, you’re kidding me.”

“What?” Theo leaned over her shoulder, dripping a bit on her. She pointed.

“A ...color-changing lizard.”

“He had one of those? Jesus, the guy really loves to live on the edge, doesn’t he? At best, the Antellians would never work for him again if they knew.”

“No kidding. Keep your eyes out. Let’s head back to the hub and see what we can find.”

***
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They found the emu outside Mama Slitha’s Bug Hub, a favorite among the two insect-eating races and some of the more adventurous humans. A crowd of Antellians huddled away from the large bird as it pecked at a display of kebabs. A Ploan in the group nursed a seeping wound on one of its vines.

“What issss that thing?” an Antellian near Alma said. “I’ve never sssseen a bird that big. Or mean.”

“It’s an Earth bird,” Theo said with a proud grin as Alma readied a dart. “Fresh from home.”

“You brought thisss thing here?” another asked. Attention turned from the emu.

“Theo...”

Despite eighteen years of marriage, Theo still couldn’t pick up on Alma’s ‘for the love of God shut up’ tone when he was in a bragging mood.

“Yep!”

“Your bird tried to eat Of The Hill By The Fresh River Bassssin.”

The Ploan held out its injured vine and pointed at the wound with another.

“And it’ssss eating at Mama’s famous Beetle-babs. Do you have any idea how hard it issss to import thosssse?”

Theo scratched the back of his head. “Well, um—”

Alma held up her hands, the dart gun loaded and pointing up. “All right, let’s all calm down. That bird was already transferred to Magnus’s care. Take any complaints and bills to him. In case you haven’t noticed, there’s a teeny bit of a stray infestation going on. We should be hunting now and talking reimbursement later. With Magnus.”

The Ploan let out a hiss and glared at the bird.

“Look, do you need bandages? I think we’ve got some.” Alma turned to their bag. She had barely opened it when Theo tugged on her sleeve.

“Alma. Alma!” he whispered.

“Just a minute.” She knew they had a first aid kit in there somewhere.

“Alma!”

“What?!”

He was pointing at a corner up beside the kebab shop. There was something there, a small blobby portion of the wall that didn’t quite look right.

Theo beamed. “Look, you can barely see it! It’s the chameleon!”

***
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Alma and Theo dove into a dark alley and held their breath as a swarm of raging Antellians ran by. When the pounding of feet died down, Alma punched Theo in the arm.

“What were you thinking?” she hissed.

“I wasn’t! I’m sorry! I got excited!” he whispered. “I’m still not used to it being a bad word.” That was fair. They had been children when humanity first made contact with the Antellians. Still, she’d learned well enough.

“Can’t believe you, using the c-word like that. I’m never going to be able to show my face at Mama’s again.”

“Their food is crap anyway.”

“Then you find me somewhere we can get Ploan and Antellian information from them from now on, because I guarantee I’m cut off now. And we’ve lost the one lead we had.”

“Honey, I’m sorry. Look, if we get moving now, we can maybe find another group to talk to. Word can’t spread that fast, can it?”

Alma glared at him. He winced.

“Well, we can—”

The sound of movement in the alley behind them sent Alma spinning, drawing and loading her dart gun in one practiced motion. No one was there. Theo opened his mouth, but she shushed him. After a moment of silence, a quiet scratching echoed from down the alley. Alma crept forward, inching toward the source of the sound. Near the end of the alley, a few bags of trash rustled. She made a familiar hand signal for Theo, dropped to a knee, and aimed the gun towards the bags. Behind her, Theo’s side pouch zipped open. She silently counted to five, and a moment later, a rock flew past her into the bags. A blur of screeching fur bolted out of the pile. Alma fired. The blur collapsed in a mewling pile of spines and fur.

“Isn’t that the spinycat that hissed at us?” Theo asked as Alma holstered her gun and pulled a second collapsible cage from her pack.

“Looks like it.” She handed him their commpad. “I’ll cage it. You call it.”

Because of the hallucinogen in the spines of the spinycat, Magnus had a $10,000 bounty on it. Decent pay to stumble on, Alma thought. Pity they couldn’t stumble on evidence about the imposter.

As she thought it, she noticed the shoes and the bucket in the pile of garbage bags. Blue and white, exactly like Cheryl’s but larger, a man’s shoe, surrounded by mud. The bucket was identical to the janitor’s.

“Theo, get over here.”

“That’s the second time today you’ve said that. You’re going to give me a complex if you keep it up.”

“Don’t be a smartass. I’ve found something.”

For a few silent moments, they stood looking down at the shoes and bucket. Theo tapped his foot.

“So,” he said. “We literally let five billion dollars walk right past us. We walked in on the imposter carrying the murka in this bucket, and we sent him on his way.”

“Seems like it.”

Wherever the mud came from, the janitor left behind a trail of it heading out of the alley to the main thoroughfare of the station. As they progressed down the alley, the shape changed from bare human feet to the distinctive four-toes of the Antellians.

“How is that possible?” Alma whispered as Theo checked the main road for angry Antellians.

“Maybe they used those shoes that have other prints on the bottom?”

“On top of the abandoned shoes back there?”

“Maybe he had them hidden here. I don’t know, I’m pulling at strings here. I’m as confused as you are. Come on, we’re clear.”

Where Alma was the sharpshooter of the pair, Theo was the tracker. Even with the traffic the busy paths of the station saw, he managed to find traces of mud as they passed the restaurants and market stalls. Not far beyond Mama Slitha’s, Alma noticed a familiar drumming behind them. Several feet on their tail, the emu watched as Theo hunted for the next print. Alma hadn’t brought any cages for large animal transport, so she let it be. They had a bigger bounty to find. The emu, however, did not extend the same courtesy to them and followed as Theo tracked the prints all the way to the docks, where the trail went cold.

“I bet you he slipped in here during the rush.” Theo looked over the docked ships. “We might have walked right past him and didn’t even notice.”

“Sounds about right,” Alma said as she pulled out her commpad. “I’ll update Magnus. He can send his security team out to search the ships. If we’re with them, I guarantee that bounty’s ours.”

“We make a good team, baby.” Theo wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “We’re gonna be so rich.”

The unit went off before she could enter Magnus’s contact. Rex’s face popped up on the screen, his forehead knit in concern. The emu craned over her shoulder. Alma shoved its head out of the way.

“What’s the word, Baby Boy?”

“Okay, so, I know what that sample you gave me earlier is now, but—” His voice trembled, and he glanced to the side nervously. “Mom, how fast can you and Dad get back?”

Alma took off towards the Pretty Penny as fast as her legs could take her, Theo right on her heels. She hadn’t heard Rex’s voice shake like that since they first left him at his boarding school five years ago. Scared wasn’t an emotion he showed often. Something was very wrong. It took her less than a minute to get to the ship, sending the open hatch command over the commpad along the way. The hatch touched down a second before her foot hit it, and she threw herself through the ship, dart gun loaded and finger itchy for whoever or whatever was threatening her son.

Alma found their boy in the hold, kneeling down next to the missing murka. Up close, the creature was a ball of brown fur with stubby legs, a rat-like tail, and bat-like face, and it was cradled in the goopy arms of a small pile of mud that looked at her with enormous, terrified green eyes. Alma lowered her gun as Theo bumped up behind her.

“Oh. Hi, Mom. That was fast.”

“We weren’t far. Who’s your friend?”

The mud pile clutched the murka tighter against what would nominally be considered a chest.

“Mom, this is—”

“Zivi,” the mud pile said in a small but gravelly girl’s voice. “Zivi I.” She held up the murka, which squeaked. “Snazza this.”

“Holy crap, it talks,” Theo said.

Rex broke into a grin. “She’s another sentient, Dad. There’s a fifth sentient race!” Alma noticed now that he was trembling. That shaky voice on the comm hadn’t been fear. It was giddy, uncontrollable excitement. She sagged in relief. Zivi’s eyes were glued to Alma’s dart gun, so she holstered it.

“And the murka?” Alma nodded at the small creature.

“I haven’t quite worked out the words yet, but I think it’s her pet.”

Weird choice of pet, Alma thought, but some humans kept poisonous snakes and tarantulas. Who was she to judge? Maybe they weren’t even dangerous to Zivi’s species.

“So the imposter didn’t steal the murka to cause any harm,” she said. “He was just getting Zivi’s pet back.”

“No, get this, Mom. The imposter was Zivi.” He turned to the mud girl. “Can you, what did you call it, keyma?” He pointed at Alma. “Keyma Mom.”

The mud started to shift and twist until Alma’s twin stood in front of her. The only difference was her eyes, still big and scared and emerald-green. Looking closer, her hair was thicker, more like a solid mass than individual strands, missing the flecks of gray she’d earned the last few years, and her wrinkles weren’t as deep as the real ones. It wasn’t a perfect duplicate, but unless you were up close and knew the original, you’d never tell.

“She’s a shapeshifter!” Rex bounced in place. “Can you believe it, Mom? She tried to sneak onto the ship as an Antellian and set off the alarms trying to pull the hatch open. I think she picked us since we’re out here on the edge of the dock. She panicked when I came out and her disguise dropped. She must have followed whoever captured Snazza back to their ship and stowed away. She could have made herself look like anything. Who knows how long she’s been here.”

“So that’s how you opened the enclosures,” Alma said. “You ... made yourself into the key.”

“And the self-replicating mud is how they maintain their bodies, I think. They shed old parts when shifted the same way we shed cells all the time, it’s just more visible for them. It must have stopped after not being connected to the main body after a while. Mom, this is the coolest thing ever!”

Zivi shifted back into the mud pile and stared up at her. Snazza purred in her arms.

“She doesn’t know our language,” Rex said. “Hers is different from any others I know, but we’ve got a few words down between us. Me, this, Mom—”

“Mom.” Zivi nodded. “Want mom. Go mom.”

“‘Go mom’? That’d be on Valandar, right?” Theo crossed his arms. “All the times hunters have been there, and we’ve never made contact with them? Doesn’t seem possible.”

“It’s a dangerous planet, Dad. How else are they supposed to survive if they’re not good at hiding?”

“Speaking of dangerous,” Alma said, “if what Magnus said is right, Snazza’s top of that list. It’d be best to return it to him. He’s asking a lot of money for it.”

“Please, Mom, this is more important than money.”

The five-billion-dollar mud girl looked up at her with big, pleading eyes. “Please? Mom?”

Alma looked down at their bounty. A little girl far from home, probably the first of her kind to ever go into space. It’d be so easy to tell Rex they’d take care of her, then turn her over to Magnus anyway. It’d be so much easier. She didn’t even want to imagine going through everything that came with discovering a new race, all the media attention they’d be dragged into. She remembered first contact with the Antellians. Interviews, photo shoots, their name on every news report, the intergalactic fanfare that naturally came with it. Magnus was better suited for that sort of thing. If they took responsibility, revealed Zivi to the universe, it would mean cutting all ties with Magnus, permanently. Would the fame make up for the lost business? Maybe in the short term. Long term, sticking with Magnus was more profitable.

But this wasn’t only about her and Theo, was it? Rex could go anywhere, do anything, be anything, with a first contact on his resumé. The entire universe would be open to him. And Zivi? Her whole species would benefit from joining the space-faring races. Get them technologically advancing, get them off that mudhole they called home, seeing all the other worlds out there, or at the very least, give them better ways to defend themselves. Zivi’s little adventure to save her pet could completely change the trajectory of her people’s future. Would her parents be proud when she came home?

Her parents. Somewhere on Valandar, a mother was missing her little girl, maybe thinking she was eaten by something bigger than her, or squished into a mud puddle. A mother like her, a dad like Theo. Someone out there might be feeling the same terror she’d just felt thinking someone was threatening Rex. The fear and pain of losing their baby.

“Theo, prepare for takeoff.”

Theo’s jaw dropped. “What?”

“We’re taking this girl home.”

“But the bounty—”

“Is illegal anyway. And what if it were Rex?”

Theo stood in silence, emotionless. Then he nodded and headed for the cockpit. Rex beamed.

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I’ve got a plan, but I don’t even know if it’s going to work. You’re in charge of Zivi. I want you both ready to fly in ten minutes. Here.” She took her last spare cage from her bag. “Secure Snazza, too.” Zivi pulled away, clutching the murka tighter. “Make sure Zivi understands this is for safety. Then strap in somewhere with a good view. She’s going to want to see this, I bet. She probably didn’t get to see anything on her trip here.”

On her way to the cockpit, Alma found the emu crouching in a spare transport cage on a pile of empty feed bags in the hold. They stared each other down for a moment before Alma threw up her hands.

“Fine. Guess we’ve got a pet too. You better not cause any problems, buddy.” She slammed the door and locked it so it would be safe during takeoff.

Theo was typing away at the console when she joined him. The ship would be ready as soon as the lockdown lifted. That, however, was the problem. Magnus wouldn’t lift it until Zivi was turned over to him. They needed a different way out. Alma had an idea and a comm call to make.

“Hey Mrs. R!” Cheryl chirped as she answered the comm. She somehow looked even more frazzled than before, with a pair of shallow scratches on her cheek. “I was just picking up the spinycat you caught now.” She held up a small carrier. The cat was awake now, but still drugged, its tongue lolling out as it dozed. “You’ll get your payment soon, I promise.”

“That’s great, honey, but I wasn’t calling about the bounties,” Alma said. “I actually have a proposition for you.”

“Okay,” Cheryl said, hesitantly. “What’s up?”

“Cheryl, honey, how would you like a new job with the three ‘F’s?”

“The what? Is that a bounty hunter team?”

“Fame, fortune, and fucking over Slave-driver.”

A moment of silence.

“I’ve never wanted anything more in my entire life.”

“Then this is the million-dollar question: Can you override the lockdown and get us out of here? I know you’re only one of the menagerie’s caretakers, but you have to have some connections with the rest of Magnus’s staff, right?”

Cheryl bit her lip in thought. Alma knew she was asking a lot. Magnus wouldn’t let this betrayal stand. While he couldn’t publicly put a bounty on any of them, rules rarely applied to the rich. Cheryl would be putting more than her job on the line if she did this, and Alma was sure she knew it. But first, he’d have to catch them.

“Yeah,” Cheryl finally said, her tone unsure, yet determined. She didn’t know if it was the right choice, but it was what she was making. Alma knew that one well. She’d had the same tone when Theo asked her to join him on their first joint mission. “Yeah, I think I can call in a favor or two.”

“Great. How soon can you meet us in Bay Zero?”

“Um...” Another bitten lip, accompanied by closed eyes. Alma could practically see her mapping the station in her head. “Twenty-five minutes if I need to turn the spinycat in first. Nine if I can bring ‘im with me.” She reached through a hole in the carrier and scratched its head. “Is it... okay if I bring ‘im? He’s always liked me.”

“See you in nine minutes. Trust me, Cheryl, this will be worth it.”

She made it in ten, apologizing profusely over a delay. There was a crowd around a standoff between a group of Antellians and a part-human, part-Vieula hunting team in the central hub. Each one claimed rights to a large, vulture-like bird. They’d both tranqed it, and neither knew who hit first. The bird was likely to come out of its coma and fly away before they resolved that one.

According to Cheryl, one of the dock techs owed her a big favor and was ready and waiting to assist. As soon as she sent the word from her comm, he’d cut the lockdown long enough for them to escape. He was confident he could make it look like a technical glitch, covering both their tracks and his, at least for a few hours. Alma and Theo just needed to be ready to go as soon as the opportunity arose.

Alma couldn’t help noticing a bit of a blush on Rex when she introduced Cheryl and the secured spinycat to Zivi and him. Mom Mission: Connect Rex and Cheryl — successful. Alma hadn’t even been sure he’d like older women.

...He really was all grown up, wasn’t he?

She told Cheryl to give her one minute to get settled in the cockpit, and then comm her friend.

“All ready for takeoff,” Theo said as she strapped herself into the copilot seat. “So, what’s the plan?”

“As soon as that bay door opens, we punch it out of here and hit the first hyperjump we can. Once we’re out of Magnus’s immediate range, we send a joint report to all four planetary governments and a few news organizations and let them know we’ve got a first contact. After that, who knows? But once it’s public, Magnus can’t touch us. Not immediately, at least. I think Cheryl will be good at handling the news teams once she’s cleaned up. She’s got the face for it, and Rex can be the go-between for Zivi. Three kids representing the future of intergalactic communication. It’ll look great in the history books.”

Theo smirked. “Rex, eh? Not ‘Baby Boy’ this time?”

“No.” Alma smiled as the dock door began to grind open and an alarm started to blare, echoing across the station. “Always, but not anymore.”

—
[image: ]


How this story was born...

For many years, I’ve been a happy participant in a secret Santa Sci-Fi/Fantasy story swap. Participants create a prompt, and then, on Christmas, everyone is secretly assigned someone else’s prompt. We then have until sometime in March or April to create a story around that prompt as a gift for the person who requested it. It’s always a fun time, making writers think outside the box to craft something they would never have come up with on their own. My second year, I was assigned someone who requested "something that’s not set on a planet (or at least not a conventional planet) that involves doppelgangers. Oh, and an emu." And thus, Menagerie was born.
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​Winter Rain
    Giles Tineold
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He held the empty rice bowl above his head and angled the bottom toward the narrow panes of glass at the top of his cell. Streaks of buttery grease reflected back a blurred hint of the landscape outside. He thought he could make out the outline of a tree. Its lacy limbs crisscrossed the little puddles of fat, reminding him of those miserable days of winter rain when he’d stare out of a U.S. naval vessel’s window, the sodden pane reflecting a distorted radiance of the South Atlantic Ocean beyond.

Someone passed by: a tall and stick-like figure in the oily mirror. The oversized head was unmistakably that of an Other. Hartman was momentarily broken out of his reverie. A flash of anger spiked within him, and he raised his arm high to throw the crockery against the bare rock of the cell wall.

“They won’t like that, you know.”

The voice wafted from the other side of the small room. It was thin, old, and wiry—much like its owner, his cellmate, Ubenga. The elderly Sudanese man had been watching him intently, but Hartman was no stranger to this.

He rose off his bunk and closed his eyes. Stretching his neck to one side, he tried to shake the thought of the Other he’d seen reflected in his bowl and calm the pulse of anger that lingered, slow and viscous, in his mind. He forced the thought away and opened his eyes again.

He
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