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      Milo yawned, kicked the oval door shut behind him, and surveyed his cave in the unmarried dragon dorm. It was as dreary and unloved as when he’d left—a cramped, ground-floor nook reserved for dragons on the rumored naughty list. He nodded at the sparse furnishings: a lumpy sleeping pallet, a wobbly wooden table, a cold hearth, and an electric rotisserie grill.

      He chirped in surprise. A scroll lay on the table next to the grill, sealed with the sigil of the Great Scout—Milo’s boss. Milo feared the large female, but after a grueling sixteen-planet recruiting slog, the scroll could wait.

      Milo dropped his backpack on the faded pink flagstones and collapsed onto the pallet, wings tucked to his side. He wiggled apple-green claws and groaned with pleasure; it was good to be home. Tendrils of smoke curled from his nostrils, licking the ceiling coated in orange fire retardant. Milo forgot his fruitless mission, the cave’s ugly decor, and everything else as he drifted swiftly into sleep—and dreams.

      In the coliseum, a massive dragon with polished black scales and piercing gray eyes flapped his wings, delighting the crowd. His voice boomed across the stands: “Behold, the luckiest dragon alive.” Dragon wings rustled in approval. Off-worlders made up half the crowd and clapped their appendages or wriggled in their own peculiar ways.

      Milo—lemon-yellow scales, strawberry-tipped wings, oversized lime-colored eyes—stood in the fighting ring, one-third the size of the black dragon. Smoke drifted down from the crowd as the giant wiped his eyes with the back of a foreclaw.

      Flame lanced out from section 34D, and security escorted a dragon from the coliseum. It now faced a full-cycle ban—possibly jail time. Two thousand years ago, Ayama tours promised grim to-the-death combat. Adding to the frisson, drunk dragons routinely incinerated locals and tourists.

      But galactic tastes changed. Focus groups cited accidental cremation as a reason to vacation elsewhere. To avoid financial ruin, death matches became first-blood contests, and dragons drank flame-retarding potions at ticket wickets. Slip-ups were inevitable, but the new rules dramatically cut down on spectator barbecues.

      The giant stomped into the ring. “Do we all understand why I, the undefeated brother of the Great Scout, must battle this pipsqueak?”

      The ring announcer, descending from his luxury box, scales crackling with irritation, gold badge clanking against his ochre chest, landed with a thud. “Everyone knows, Mergon. One withdrawal for personal reasons, a twisted ankle, a disqualification for scorching the referee. Now, let’s get on with it.”

      Milo struggled against the dream. He was most vulnerable when tired and stressed—and the multi-planet recruiting trip plus a summons by the Great Scout checked both boxes. He fought to rise, to wake—but it was like flying with clipped wings. Mergon loomed out of an orange cloud, his tummy furnace lit, smoke jetting from his snout.

      With sunlight glinting off gold-capped teeth, Mergon feinted left, rose, flapping above the ring—and laughed cruelly. Flames hot enough to melt gems and bone spewed from his jaws…

      Milo rolled off the pallet, wings stiff, wiping sleep from his eyes. He was alive.

      He made coffee over a gas flame, toasted a seed bun on the rotisserie, and shook his head at his plight. Heroes with fame and fortune toasted on traditional coal stoves; coal-brewed coffee, everyone knew, tasted better.

      Breakfast finished, teeth brushed, scales scrubbed, Milo unrolled the scroll from the Great Scout. She demanded his immediate presence. No surprise there. Half a dozen dire warnings were stamped in vermilion ink. He re-rolled the scroll and stuffed it in his messenger bag.

      He hustled out of the dorm, already late and likely in trouble. He hadn’t seen the Great Scout since he’d killed her brother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The public zip decelerated near Milo’s dormitory, beeped as he stepped aboard, and deducted a quarter crown from his account. Multilevel cave apartments gave way to single-family dwellings as the zip snaked through a blue-tree forest, revealing fabulous lairs of variegated pastel stone.

      A beautiful female launched from a third-floor window of a lime-green lair with manicured gardens, koi ponds, and flamboyant barbecue pits, gliding toward the entertainment district.

      The zip slowed again at leafy embassy row. A blue-skinned human stepped aboard. He gave Milo a look. Why ride instead of fly? Milo wanted to ignore the stranger, but it wasn’t in his nature. His father called it servility; his mother hadn’t disagreed. He touched his wing. “A touch of sciatica.”

      “My sympathies,” the older man said. “I’m plagued by tendonitis. Off to work?”

      Milo nodded. Humanoids—any galaxy—talked too much and made him sneeze. This one expected more than a nod. “Scout. Dragon division.”

      “Ahh.”

      Milo pointed at the ugly gray castle on a hill. “My stop.”

      “I met the Great Scout at an embassy party. Quite amusing.” He looked Milo up and down. “You must be⁠—”

      Milo hopped off before the departure zone and nearly turned an ankle. Worth a little pain to escape the human. The castle was hideous—all squawking gargoyles and gloom—but the flowers blanketing the hill were lovely. He stuck his beak into a bush of aqua and crimson petals, breathing deeply to clear his head.

      The castle’s security AI read Milo’s wing chip at fifty meters. Trumpets blared, drums boomed, cymbals crashed—the arrival of a Hero. The automated recording honored all Heroes, even Milo. She’d mute it if she could, he thought, limping across an iron-studded drawbridge through a dramatically dark portal.

      Early morning, only the west side of the castle’s piazza was in sunlight. Young dragons rolled carts of espresso and pastry to visitors and division bureaucrats at café tables. The bars, souvenir shops, and Scout museum wouldn’t open until noon.

      Conversation stopped. Dragons, tourists, and off-worlders turned. An espresso cup clattered on a dish. Dragon beaks turned, eyes narrowed, nostrils steaming. Milo, allergies flaring, wiped his snout with a tissue. The visitors—sentient silver robots, giants too big for the wrought chairs, all manner of air-breathing aliens—whispered behind claws and fronds.

      A newlywed couple, wolf scouts Milo knew well, smiled, waving paws. Dragons ran the show on Ayama, but the division employed off-worlders. Dragons didn’t blend in on all worlds.

      An ancient dragon and her Hero son snorted blue flame at the wolves. It fizzled before reaching them, but they bowed, properly submissive, and stared at their tea.

      A public address speaker—an ugly stone gargoyle—screeched from the east end of the piazza. “Milo, Hero of the Least Order, the Great Scout awaits.”

      The dragons laughed. All heroes were equal by law. Hero of the Least Order was a joke, but it was funny. Milo grinned—life was what you made it—and detoured to his favorite café, ordering an espresso and fried snoozle to go.

      A security gargoyle scanned him, approved his credentials, and waved Milo into the reception hall. The Great Scout loved her gargoyles. Random fluted columns stretched into shadow. Tapestries of glorious dragon battles covered blackstone walls. Chandeliers lit the hall with soft incandescent light. The electric bulbs were new and controversial, with scores of dragons bemoaning the loss of smoking oil lamps and wall-mounted torches, but accountants had spoken: use the budget or lose it. The Great Scout embraced modernization and more gargoyles.

      Milo bumped a sign announcing the annual tapestry cleaning. Crews on bamboo scaffolding whacked tapestries with brooms—Milo sneezed through a cloud of dust to reception.

      A gorgeous dragon waited, her scales shifting from aqua to indigo. She held out a claw for the summons. Milo handed over the crumpled scroll, avoiding her eyes. She glanced at it and looked up, actually seeing him for the first time. “Oh, it’s you,” she said, glancing at the portrait in a gilt frame behind her.

      By tradition, the previous tournament’s Hero hung behind the desk. Milo hated the painting. Commissioned by the Great Scout, it made him look mouse-sized and ridiculous.

      She stared until he met her gaze. A shade of emerald seen only on high-born female dragons. Puffs of smoke, almost imperceptible, escaped his ears. Not his nose, embarrassing as that would be, but his ears! Milo prayed she wouldn’t notice. Please! Frozen, a hint of pink around his eyes and nose, he waited for a searing, hurtful remark, but it didn’t arrive. She coughed into her claw and winked. “You’re my first Hero this morning, Milo. Nice to meet you.”

      He mumbled a response—not great, not incoherent. “Nice to meet you, too, uh…” He read her name tag. “Lola.”

      She pressed a button, opening a gate to an ornate lift. “You’d better hurry. She doesn’t like to wait.”

      The lift stopped. Milo stepped into the Great Scout’s office. She’d redecorated. Glowing arrows embedded in dark tunnel walls directed visitors past groaning gargoyles belching fake fire, and dragon knick-knacks—bleached bones, a hoard of gold coins, and gems. Galactic tourists were the planet’s principal source of income. The dragon junk was for them and their kiddies.

      The tunnel zigged, zagged, opening onto a modern office with floor-to-ceiling windows, a conference table, a secretary’s alcove, and a polished red stone desk. No gargoyles, no bones—it was a space for a serious, senior bureaucrat.

      Plush claw-proof carpet tickled Milo’s tail. Sunlight splashed through the windows, dancing off the Great Scout’s sapphire scales, presenting her as a benign presence, radiant, if aging. Milo knew better. He started to sit, yanked his claw off the back of the chair as if burned. Wait.

      She dropped a flexi on the desk. “Sit, Milo.”

      With his wings tucked tight to his knees, he sank into the chair. “Can I be of service, Great Scout?”

      She shivered her scales, leaned toward her subordinate, draping her foreclaws over the edge of the desk. Scratching the stone with one claw, the old dragon displayed sharp, perfect teeth. “Bring my brother back to life,” she said. “Can you do that?”

      Milo edged forward. Maybe he could make a run for it. She’d crisp him by step three, but better to try.

      She leaned back and laughed. “You should see your face. Relax. I warned my idiot brother to lose weight. You were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Or maybe the right place at the right time. Who knows? You’re the luckiest dragon in the realm.”

      “Thank you, Great Scout.”

      “Oh, let’s skip the titles, shall we? Call me Princess Tash du Lac.”

      Milo nodded. She’s up to something. “As you wish, Princess Tash du Lac.”

      “That’s quite a mouthful, that. My niece calls me Tash. You met her in the lobby.”

      “Yes, uh, Tash.”

      “Quite a cutie, don’t you think?”

      “Very attractive.”

      Tash rapped a claw on the desk. “Don’t get any ideas, she’s as far above your station as the Dragon Moon in summer. However, if you do this small favor for me⁠—”

      “Anything.”

      Her silver tail slid over the desk and poked Milo with the pointy end. “Ouch.”

      “Don’t interrupt.”

      She sighed. “Enough games. I’m sending you on a mission. Screw it up, I’ll broil you.”

      Obsessive, Milo preferred explicit instructions. “Sure, Great Scout.”

      “Requisition a long-distance worm and go here.” She held the flexi to the light, pointing at a star two galaxies over. “My agents tell me this planet is chock-a-block with savage humanoids. Bring me two. There’s a brute battle next week. Two fighters pulled out and⁠—”

      “Didn’t we just have brutes?”

      “Yes, yes. That was single combat, this is the tag-team championship of the universe.”

      “We had one of those⁠—”

      His boss roared, Milo flinched. Crisping him was illegal but a princess and Great Scout could get away with it. “That was an Abandon All Hope event. Shut up, Milo, and get me replacements.”

      Milo couldn’t help himself, opening his snout to speak.

      Her tail slapped the floor. “I’d send a foreigner if I could, but we’re fresh out of humanoids. You’re next up and you’ll just have to get creative with your disguise.”

      “As you wish. Standard contract?”

      “Yes.”

      “Crowd-pleasing?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Where?”

      She poked the flexi floating over an in-box, the planet’s name printed in tiny hard-to-read type. “Mirth.”

      Milo leaned in. “Says Earth.”

      “Argh!”

      He ran for the tunnel, flames licking his bottom. Halfway to the lobby, Milo grinned, letting thoughts of Lola warm both hearts.

      I can do this.
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      The Rakaaz chittered, leaning forward, their pebble-blue eyes on the planet. The shortest clan member, a neon-bright jade monolith, its head barely reaching Allie’s belly button, extended a claw to her knee, gurgling, pointing at the blue-green planet.

      Allie, laughing, touched a polished gray square hanging around what passed for a neck on a Rakaaz. His head spun, pink spots appearing on the silicon-based life-form, signs of anger or embarrassment.

      “Let’s go, Junior,” Allie said. “Use the universal translator.”

      “Sorry. I forgot.”

      A huddle of eight Rakaaz faced Junior, crackling noises suggesting a scolding. On the voyage from Kazor space, eighty thousand light years distant, Allie had learned to decipher their emotions. Junior looked at his older clan mates, cried out, wobbled, toppling over onto the plush blue-gray carpet of ID-1’s bridge.

      Allie bent to help, stopped by the clan’s noisy claw-waving, crunchy vocals. The leader activated her translator. “He’s not a rockling; he can rise without aid.”

      “But—”

      Gem, captain of the intelligent dreadnought, the most dangerous warship in a slew of galaxies, turned in her seat, shaking her head. Allie stepped back. The Rakaaz had saved ID-1—aka Ship, aka Badass—and its crew from a massive fleet of bug warships crewed by cannibal arachnids.

      The clan, galactic homesteaders fleeing their ore-depleted planet, got what they wanted within reason: the run of the vessel and a ride to a new home. The only moment of discord during the voyage from Kazor to the Milky Way had been when Captain Jaston, commander of the Marine detachment, thanked the Rakaaz for destroying the attacking bug ships.

      “Enough!” the Rakaaz leader said through her translator, a gift from the aquatic fleet’s admiral. “No more thank-yous or expressions of gratitude. If anything, we owe you for rescuing our scouts from those idiot Air Force scientists and their refrigerators stuffed with aliens and TV dinners at Area 51.”

      Junior grunted, and Allie, not for the first time, tried to peek under the green rectangle to see how he moved. No dice—how the Rakaaz levitated two centimeters off the deck remained a mystery. She smiled—I’ve been resurrected, maybe, I’ve felt God, for sure, but even ID-1 can’t figure this one out.

      Back on his feet, Junior weaved through his elders. “Earth?”

      Allie nodded.

      “Montana?”

      She shrugged. Never been there, little guy. Allie’d left home, a trailer park in Clive, Iowa, at sixteen. Fewer cornfields, more cows and mountains: Montana couldn’t be that much different. I’ve seen plenty of different in the last three years, and any place on Earth, ain’t that.

      Allie patted Junior’s head. Warm to the touch, she ran her thumb over his ever-rotating crown, careful not to cut herself. Perfect for an underground life-form, the built-in rock bit could bore through granite, obsidian, and in extremis, a spaceship’s hull.

      He leaned away. “Sorry, my blades are sensitive; they are still coming in.”

      “Does that thing ever stop turning?”

      “My cutter?”

      “Okay, if that’s what you call it.”

      “No, it’s like your breathing; if it stops, we die.”

      “So, it’s idling?”

      “It can go faster. Would you like to see?”

      “I’ve seen, kiddo; we all saw.”

      Ship’s voice echoed: “Attention Rakaaz guests. I am holding position forty thousand kilometers above Earth. Are you prepared to depart?”

      “Wait,” the Rakaaz leader said. “Your mission commander agreed to take us to Mount Sentinel, Missoula, Montana, USA, Earth. Are we over the target?”

      “At this altitude we are over a lot of things. Please scan the main screen. I have dropped a buoy on your mountain, though it is more of a hill. It is night on the surface. If you are going, now would be a good time.”

      Sky, fluffy dark hair, gray eyes, jeans, black T-shirt, set down her coffee and walked across the bridge to the nav holo. She called Allie over. “You’re the Earthling. What do you think? Montana?”

      “I’m not an Earthling; I’m Gem’s clone. Duplicates except for the green ears⁠—”

      Gem ran a hand through platinum hair, flicking lint off her faded black jumpsuit. “Just the tips; the regrow center fucked up the cloning process, not me.”

      Sky sighed, placing hands on Allie’s shoulders, turning her toward the nav holo. “Montana or not?”

      “How should I know? It’s night, there’s cloud cover, and I wouldn’t know Montana from Mississippi. Ship says it dropped a locator beacon. You’ve seen the Rakaaz fly; I’m sure they’ll be fine.”

      Sky shook her head. “I promised to deliver them to their new home in one piece. Dropping them from forty thousand klicks doesn’t seem right. Get out of that, uh, what are you wearing?”

      “Many-colored quilted spaceship loungewear, Rakaaz-green Chuck Taylors. Specially designed for the occasion. You like?”

      “Sure. Now, grab the anime star, climb into Mark IIIs, and shuttle our guests down to Missoula—Connect provides door-to-door service.”
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      Rin, gorgeous emerald-eyed redhead, galactic manga sensation, Marine First Lieutenant and Connect secret agent, guided the Rakaaz into a hardened, weaponized shuttle.

      “Tell them to mind the upholstery,” Ship said in Allie’s ear. “That is genuine Lordox leather they are scratching. It’s irreplaceable. Those things are extinct; I got the last batch.”

      Allie didn’t pass on the message, too busy pushing her hair down the back of her Mark III. The helmet retracted into the suit and wouldn’t close with a thick platinum braid in the way. She squeezed her fist, helmet shutting with a snap, the heads-up display beeping for loadout instructions.

      Allie bit back annoyance. Mark IIIs were uncomfortable—over the top for a quick nighttime jaunt to a peaceful Earth town—but she understood. Sky had seen Allie die and Rin circle the drain after a fight with a four-meter alien arachnid. She still blamed herself, her protective instincts sharpened by the haunting memory.

      Rin led the Rakaaz to the cargo area. The leader complained again, saying they didn’t need a ride, were locked on the homing beacon, and could fly through Earth’s atmosphere unaided. When Rin ignored her, she switched off her translator, crackling to her team. They answered in raspy, crunchy voices, possibly commiserating or discussing in-flight meals.

      Rin plopped into the right-hand seat, smiling. “They’ll be okay back there. Let’s get going.”

      Allie stared at Rin, hands motionless in her lap, not moving.

      Rin couldn’t see Allie’s eyes through the bronze-tinted face shield, but she didn’t need to. “You’re as bad as Sky.” She waved a plasma shooter, checked the charge and closed her helmet. “Happy now?”

      “Happy enough.”

      “Don’t run into anything; they can’t see us.”

      “That’s the point of cloaking.”

      Allie sighed, entering Earth’s atmosphere. “I’ll do my best.”

      Rin put the weapon away but left her helmet retracted. “Let’s call your mom.”

      “I talked to her before we left Kazor. Everything’s fine, and Sky’s annoyed I left Connect tech with her. That unit’s about a zillion years ahead of Earth technology.”

      “You exaggerate. No more than five centuries.”

      “Whatever. That one’s secure—if I put in a call from the shuttle, it’ll be in the clear—I’m not going to rub Sky’s nose in it.”

      “That doesn’t sound like you.”

      “Don’t worry, I haven’t matured. I just don’t want to be busted down to private or booted out of Connect. I like being a Marine officer and a secret agent. It’s cool.”

      Rin turned. “Open your visor. I want to look you in the eye. You’re up to something.”

      The bronze helmet shield slid up and Allie smiled at her best friend, her milky blue eyes wide with happiness. “I’m glad we’re not dead.”

      Rin laughed. “Me, too. Almost though; we got lucky. But don’t deflect. I know you’re up to something. I can smell it on you.”

      Before Allie could answer, a mid-sized Rakaaz leaned into the cockpit. “We smell it, too. Unpleasant, it is: Earthling smell.”

      “Go back to your seat,” Allie said.

      “We don’t have seats. We stand in cargo hold.”

      “Fine, go do that.”

      “No,” it said. (Junior was a boy, the leader a female, the rest a mystery.) The Rakaaz in the back growled; some remembered their translators: “Stop!” “We want to fly!” “Let us out!”

      Rin told them to shut up, but the protest grew. They hopped about, threatening to destabilize the craft, demanding freedom. She reached across Allie, cinched her harness tight, released a safety on the flight panel, and mashed her palm on a red button. Allie heard the whine of the rear cargo ramp, air frigid on her cheeks.

      Rin clomped down the aisle between seats like an angry flight attendant, shoving the Rakaaz nearest the hatch off the ramp. “You want to fly, so fly.” One hand wrapped in nylon webbing, she leaned out and watched it spread stubby wings and fall toward Missoula, lemon flight lights blinking in the dark. “Who’s next?”

      Last to go, the leader pushed Junior off the ramp—bowed, and with a gravelly thank you, bailed out.

      Allie followed the aliens down, activating cameras and scanners to record their descent. Rin kicking them off the cargo ramp fell outside Sky’s door-to-door service—they could be forgiven if she provided evidence of a safe landing. She banked left, zipping past the Rakaaz as they linked up three thousand meters above Mount Sentinel.

      ID-1’s cloaked shuttle hovered ten meters above the college-town mountain. Allie, listening to Ship’s locator beacon beep in her helmet, ramped up her vision augments, night and magnification, and spotted it wedged in the dirt one hundred meters ahead.

      Rin pointed up. “Here they come.”

      Glowing green, the Rakaaz approached flaps deployed, ready to drill into the mountain, sampling the geology on the way down, until they found a new home.

      “Oh, fuck,” Rin said, as a shape tripped over a rock, a can of beer rolling and stopping near the beacon. “Do something.”

      Allie splashed the shuttle’s lights on a man sitting cross-legged in the dirt. He stared into the lights, grinned drunkenly, holding the beacon.

      The Rakaaz hit him like a freight train, driving him on his own personal journey to the center of the Earth. Allie turned off the lights, waiting. She didn’t cry—she’d seen worse, but death was hard. After thirty minutes, three Rakaaz emerged, shrugged an apology, and re-entered the mountain, sealing the tunnel.

      “That’s going to be tough to explain,” Rin said. “If I had followed orders, if I hadn’t⁠—”

      Allie pointed the shuttle at the stars. “Quiet. Shit happens.”
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      Sky led Allie and Rin off the bridge to her day cabin. They’d changed out of Mark IIIs into standard-issue ID-1 jumpsuits and boots. Allie met uniform regs on a technicality—no written rule against lime-green polka dots.

      The teens sat on lemon-yellow couches (Sky had redecorated) facing tall luminite windows offering a view of Earth below and stars all around. She didn’t mention the death on the mountain; when Rin apologized, she waved her off. “Relax, no mission is perfect. The Rakaaz could have landed on kids camping. I can accept one casualty. We got rid of them, Ship’s thrilled, and so am I.”

      “So, what now?” Allie asked.

      “Gem and I think you need a break. Go visit your mother.”

      “For how long?”

      “That’s up to you, but our arrival in Prime space will be a circus.”

      Messages had flashed between ID-1’s commanders, the Federation, Connect, and Prime officials since leaving Kazor. Carefully worded after-action reports met hysterical responses—questions asked, answered, disbelieved, repeated. Explaining a fleet of nervous, vastly dangerous sentient ships hugging their wake buckled lots of knees, and intel leaked. Sky reported fear and elation in Federation systems—saber-rattling by the Malecon Empire and border skirmishes.

      Gem mumbled about a Malecon preemptive strike; Allie fretted about Naomi. Sky put a crushing data blackout on the blue navigator bringing them home across dozens of light-years. She nixed communication with families during the voyage and threatened executions if disobeyed.

      Gem talked her down from the ledge, allowing Marines to contact loved ones with the understanding Ship would scan outgoing message traffic for a hint of Naomi.

      “I’d like to see my mom,” Allie said, “and check on the kids we left with her and Brenda. But don’t you dare forget about me.”

      “Me, too,” Rin said. “Come and get us when things calm down on Prime.”

      “You can’t take the shuttle.”

      “Duh. Anything else?”

      “No, that’s it.”

      “Okay, then, I’m going to replicate some Earth clothes. Want help with your wardrobe, Allie?”

      Allie laughed. “It’s my planet and I’m packing light. I’ve got years of back pay. I’ll get Mom to drive me to Macy’s.”

      “Take weapons. Both of you.”

      Rin turned at the door. “I haven’t been anywhere without one since I was fourteen.” She disappeared through the hatch. Allie stood to follow, looking back at Sky. “Don’t let anything happen to Naomi or Gem.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Promise.”

      “I promise.”

      Allie wiggled her little finger. “Pinky swear.”
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      When Allie met Rin in transporter control, Badass directed them to assigned platform pads. Allie patted her pockets, dug through her backpack, and turned to her friend. “Can I borrow your communicator? I can’t find mine and I forgot to warn Dolores we’re coming.”

      Gem stepped into the compartment as Rin dumped the smaller of two duffels on the deck—a plasma automatic, vyridium blade, and mini-stun fell out. A red-striped nuke grenade the size of a bocce ball rolled off the platform, and Gem stopped it with the toe of her boot.

      “Sky told you to bring a weapon, I suppose,” Gem said.

      Rin grinned at the grenade, nodding.

      Gem put the grenade in her coverall pocket. “You can keep the stunner; everything else stays on the ship.”

      “Even the slasher?”

      Gem turned to Allie, digging through a pile of underwear, jeans, Chuck Taylors. “What about you? You bring a nuke, too?”

      Allie shook her head. “I can’t find my communicator. I want to call my mom.”

      “Ship,” Gem said. “Power down the transporter. The ladies will repack, and we'll try this again in thirty minutes.”
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      Allie told Ship not to miss. It scoffed and engaged the transporter. Two nineteen-year-olds waved at Gem and Sky, twinkled, vanishing with a pop. Down they went, in spirit if not in one piece, through exosphere, thermosphere, past the Kármán line, until their butts hit a faux-leather couch in Allie’s living room, in front of a color TV, in a cul-de-sac, in a trailer park, in Clive, Iowa, on Earth. A spring breeze—fresh-cut grass and roses—fluttered through an open double-wide trailer window.

      Rin looked around the room, a pine-paneled rectangle leading to a kitchen-dining area filled with built-in turquoise appliances. “Where is everybody?” she asked. “You told your mother we were coming, right?”

      “Yep.”

      Six-year-old girls—black and white—dashed into the room, shouting, towing helium balloons. Red, white, blue, the balloons bounced up and down, grazing the trailer’s low ceiling. “Surprise! Surprise!”

      Middle-aged women with builds suited for factory work, both with curly dark hair, followed the kids out of the bedroom. They hugged Allie and Rin, their greetings competing with the chattering children, the roar of a brown black-muzzled dog. Fat paws on Allie’s knees, Buster waggled his head, slobbering on Rin.

      Rin swore. Allie ducked a glob of drool, handed Rin tissues, and slipped out of a vented pink backpack. Pearl nosed her way out, jumping on Buster’s head. The dogs tumbled to the carpet, running about the trailer, sniffing butts and barking.

      Reunited, they belly-crawled across the mauve carpet, heads up, eyes stuck on Rin. Relaxed around Pearl, Rin was less sanguine with a Rottweiler creeping toward her. She slipped off her boots, tucking her feet under herself on the couch.

      Allie laughed. “He wants a snack.”

      “Me?”

      “He remembers you. Probably thinks you’re easy. Dogs never forget.”

      It was Rin’s turn to laugh. “I am easy, all the boys will tell you that, but sorry, buddy, no snacks.” She waved empty hands at the dog.

      Dolores arrived prepared, tossing a bag of Milk-Bone treats. Balloons popped, beers opened, and chips were passed around. “Tell us everything,” they demanded.

      Everything took a lot longer than the kids were willing to wait. They fidgeted and complained about being late. Their memories of Allie, Rin, and Mars were muddled. They eased around the Connect agents and didn’t make eye contact. Allie understood—in her time off Earth, she’d racked up a scorecard of tragedies. The kids would have to deal with the Mars shit-show someday, but today wasn’t the day.

      Allie, standing next to the turquoise oven, opened her tab and did a mandatory check-in with Ship. She knew her mom; she knew Brenda. “You’re taking them to the Barn?”

      Brenda smiled. “We’ve got tickets for the Midwest tag-team championship.” The girls jumped on the couch. She told Lin to get off the furniture, an order Dolores repeated for her kid, Val, short for Valentine. “Both of you get ready—we’re leaving in half an hour.”

      Brenda said she’d be right back, the trailer’s screen door rattling behind her. Rin asked what was going on.

      “They’re taking the kids to Des Moines to watch wrestling. The Barn is what everybody calls the Vets, and Vets is short for…uh, Mom, help me out here.”

      “The Veterans Memorial Auditorium. Des Moines is next door to Clive. It’s a short drive.”

      Rin finished her beer and leaned across the table topped with light-green Formica. “I don’t get it—you’re taking kids to watch people fight? These kids have seen⁠—”

      Dolores patted Rin’s hand. “The kids love it, dear. Allie was a big fan when she was their age. It’s fun; you’ll see.”

      Allie winked at Rin when Dolores said, “The promoter is bringing in a busload of top wrestlers all the way from Omaha.”

      Brenda returned. “I got two tickets off Finley. You owe him a case of beer. Everyone in the car—we don’t want to miss the undercard, and we’ll all need time to pee and buy popcorn.”
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      Allie carried paper cups of Dr Pepper for herself and the kids, Brenda two brown bags with red logos of popcorn, and Dolores three Stroh’s. Rin refused to carry anything, saying she wanted her hands free. Earth was Allie’s home but just another planet to the redhead. She was ecumenically mistrustful, and Allie wasn’t surprised when she slipped an auto-laser into her fringed suede jacket. She didn’t ask how she got it past Sky.

      Minutes before the first match, overhead auditorium lights blinked and the crowd found seats through a smoky haze. Allie remembered the smell—sweat, popcorn, spilled soda, beer. Bad lighting left the corners dim, seat numbers hard to find.

      Dolores led them to seats near ringside. Brenda waved two tickets at teenagers, who moved closer to the action, leaving space. They sat, with the kids in the middle.

      Rin asked, “Have you been here before?”

      “Yep. I wasn’t much older than them when Mom brought me to my first match.”

      “The smell doesn’t bother you?”

      “It’s not so bad—that club in Central was worse.”

      Rin lifted her feet, freeing each sneaker from the sticky cement with a theatrical pop. “If you say so. Can I have some popcorn, please?”

      The auditorium lights went out; rock ’n’ roll blasted the walls. Spotlights whizzed over the crowd, capturing happy, excited, already half-drunk faces, before moving on. The promoter from Omaha, a red-faced man in a gold-stitched charcoal suit and green bow tie, ducked through ring ropes, strutting around the canvas. He guaranteed world-class mayhem, laughed, warned parents to cover their children’s eyes, and handed the mic to the evening’s ring announcer.

      Cut from the same cloth (his cousin in real life), the fiftyish man sported a speckled gray ponytail, maroon suit, floor-length faux-fur coat. He greeted the wrestling fans in a booming voice, introducing the referee and combatants for the first match.

      Fans stood cheering as a wrestler with a mane of brown hair, pink trunks, and matching knee-high wrestling boots ran down a ramp into the auditorium. Grinning, white teeth flashing under a blue spotlight, he climbed into the ring, charging corner to corner, arms flapping like a condor.

      The wrestler, also from Nebraska, warmed to the adoration, blowing kisses to the Des Moines crowd. Back turned, he didn’t see his opponent, a bearded man in black tights and mask, creep under a ring rope. The audience shouted a warning—Allie and the gang joined in. Too late, the wrestler in black sucker-punched pink-trunks in the neck, putting an end to his preening.
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      The kids stood on seats, spilled popcorn, and booed. Neighbors a row back leaned forward, congratulating the girls on their wrestling acumen and outfits—red sneakers, flannel dog and cat PJs, green plaid barn coats, Iowa Oaks ball caps.

      Allie joined them, shaking her fist at the heel. Rin stayed put, clutching beer and popcorn. Allie tugged her up. “The guy with the beard is the bad guy. Yell at him.”

      Rin set her snacks on the seat, shouting in a rough, prison-planet patois.

      “What’d you say?”

      “Bad things, very bad things.”

      Rin’s strange guttural language alerted the crowd, heads turned. Teenage boys gazed in wonder, smitten for life. A college student in charge of lighting froze her in a white spot.

      “Sit,” Dolores hissed.

      A wavelet of applause climbed the risers, lapping at the Connect agents. Iowans stared—thinking out-of-towners for sure, New Yorkers, maybe—did a double-take, got stuck on Rin, a galactic megastar, and decided farther, much farther away.

      Allie, face flushed pink, scrunched low while Rin reveled in the spotlight, waving both hands. They took on an olive-green tinge. “Don’t you dare,” Allie warned, yanking Rin down.

      Rin’s pricey chameleon augment let her change colors: red like bricks, green like trees, blue like the sky. (Allie didn’t want to be blue or green, but Rin’s makeup was free, applied in a wink, and tear-proof, qualities she envied).

      “Sorry,” Rin said, returning to her normal complexion. “I get carried away in front of my fans.”

      “They’re not your fans. Stay put and behave yourself.”

      Rin kept a low profile, the moonstruck boys turned back to the action, cheering when Pink Boots recovered and outlasted his opponent.
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      The children nodded off before the main event. Dolores and Brenda buttoned up their overcoats, letting them sleep curled in their seats. Thank God, Allie thought. She’d accompanied them to the toilet three times, the snack bar twice. The main event was next—she wanted to see one match uninterrupted.

      Rin had done toilet duty once, when she needed to go herself, and refused further requests. Dolores and Brenda laughed when she told the six-year-olds they were big girls and could go by themselves. Entranced by the action in the ring, the mothers stuck Allie with the job again.

      A cloud of cigarette and cigar smoke hung over the ring when the announcer climbed through the ropes to introduce the challengers. The Samurai Brothers stomped around in red and white robes, Rising Sun battle flags embroidered on the back. The crowd booed lustily with an undercurrent of affection.

      An entourage joined the heels—Asian-looking men with shaved heads in blue and white happi coats followed by geisha—buxom dark-haired beauties in skimpy nylon kimonos. The brothers circled the ring, flexing, insulting, taunting the locals with vigor. Neither seemed offended at slurs bubbling up from the audience.

      “That’s not what geishas look like,” Rin said, poking Allie.

      “How would you know?”

      Rin opened her bag. “My tab says so.”

      “Put that away. No tech, you know the rules.”

      “And the samurai⁠—”

      “For God’s sake, what’s wrong with you? You usually love this stuff. Since when does the anime star care about realism?”

      Rin sighed and slumped deeper into the hard-backed seat. “Ever since you told me to behave. I’m bored.”

      The auditorium’s light operator, doubling as sound engineer, cranked the walk-on music for the Midwest tag-team champions. Spectators cheered with beer-fueled gusto when the Gigolos peeked from behind a velvet curtain, ran through weaving spotlights, down the runway, and dove into the ring.

      With a foreign war winding down, the patriotic “faces” wore U.S. flags as capes and skimpy flag-themed trunks. The Samurai Brothers waited center ring, hands on hips, pawing the canvas like angry bulls. The MC stepped under a smoke-purple spot, exhorting the crowd, bragging that the Gigolos had cut short a vacation in Venice to defend their title.

      Some ticket-holders winked, others applauded: the Gigolos were part-time wrestlers and full-time construction workers from Des Moines. The local heroes had never left the Midwest and Venice was as distant as Mars.

      Allie shook Rin, snoring softly under her ball cap. “Wakey-wakey babe, you don’t want to miss the main event. The Gigolos are as hot as firecrackers.”

      Rin sat up, groaning. “Gosh, Allie, is there any cliché you don’t know?”

      “Nope, got ’em all, now watch.”

      Rin stared. The champs, tall, bronzed, with flaxen hair flowing to the tops of their trunks, stood center ring, arms locked, high-kicking like chorus girls. They quit the kicks, dropped to hands and knees, grinning. Women wailed as the grapplers tossed their hair—clockwise, counterclockwise—to a booming beat. Something pink hit the canvas at the MC’s feet.

      “Are those panties?” Rin asked.

      Before Allie could answer, a Samurai Brother charged across the ring, attacking a Gigolo with a bamboo kendo sword. He screamed, his face a mask of pain, and fell to the canvas.

      Rin turned to the now-awake Val and Lin. “They can use weapons?”

      “No, no! That’s illegal!” they shouted, joining the outraged crowd.

      Allie looked at her mom. “Illegal?”

      Dolores shouted over the noise. “They’re smart, especially with wrestling.”

      Especially for refugees from another star system, Allie thought.

      The referee, his back to the canvas, shoved retainers and tag-team partners from the ring. The Samurai smacked the Gigolo again, this time on the back of the head. Feet tangled in his cape, he staggered like a cartoon character seeing stars.

      Rin said, “Great acting.”

      Allie put her hand over Rin’s mouth. “Never say that. They think it’s real.” She nodded at Val, Lin, Brenda, and her mother.

      The ref disarmed the Japanese grappler. Dazed, the Gigolo crawled across the canvas, one eye on his partner, climbing the ropes, tottering on a red leather turnbuckle. Fingers touched, the battered Gigolo rolled under the bottom rope, landing on the concrete. He looked in need of an ambulance, but Allie knew better.

      The crowd clapped, acknowledging the blonde-maned wrestler’s grit. He got to his feet hanging onto the bottom rope, watching his partner launch himself like a flying bat at the Samurai brother. Flattened, the brother struggled under the Gigolo. The ref slid across the ring on his knees, slapping the canvas—one, two—the Samurai bucked, got a shoulder off the mat, and the ref stopped the count.

      Something black flew into the ring. “More panties?” Rin asked.

      “Something better.”

      Pandemonium. Spilled beer, tossed peanuts, popcorn, knowing grins all around. Sharp-eyed Val and Lin waved skinny arms, screaming, “The Claw, the Claw!” Five thousand fans right behind—the chant rolling like thunder around the arena.

      The Gigolo grabbed a black leather glove off the mat, pulled it over his twelve-inch hand, and held it up for the excited crowd. Pinned underneath, the Samurai brother’s face locked in a rictus of terror.

      The Gigolo pushed the referee aside, waiting for the crowd’s verdict—the Claw or mercy? Thumbs down, all around, demanding the Claw. With a nod, he applied the death grip, and Taro Tsuji of Lincoln, Nebraska, writhed in agony before going limp.

      Rin, reaching across Allie, tugged on Lin’s coat as the girl hopped from foot to foot. “Is he dead?”

      She shook her head. “Two out of three. Will you take me to the toilet, please?”
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      One Gigolo shook off a folding chair strike to the back, the other, a battering by a parasol-wielding geisha. But the team lost the second fall to the Samurai Brothers’ infamous Kamikaze attack, launched from the backs of a pyramid of groveling retainers.

      The crowd booed, but weary, didn’t throw anything. They waited, cheering when the Gigolos won the third and deciding match. Allie returned from a snack run as the MC ducked into the ring while retainers helped the vanquished brothers to the locker room.

      She waited, ready to collect the kids and go home, but her mom motioned for her to sit. The crowd applauded, watching the hometown heroes carry the championship belt around the ring. They flexed, they posed—the announcer handed the mic to the elder brother. He thanked the audience, and following a well-worn script, called for volunteers. “Who wants to learn double-secret wrestling moves to use on your friends?”

      Rin shot up, waving. Allie reached for her jacket, but Rin slipped free, dashing down the steps to the ring. “I do, I do.”

      “Oh, crap,” Allie said. Sleepy Val and Lin stirred, mothers Dolores and Brenda leaned forward, shoulders touching—a tableau of surprised, sparkling eyes.

      Rin slipped off her sneakers as she ran and dove through the ring ropes barefoot, interrupting the announcer’s spiel: Only boys eleven to thirteen could take part. Her fringe jacket fell to the canvas, her bag, a cute, beaded number, landing on top. She caught the elder Gigolo in her emerald eyes and took the mic from unresisting hands.

      “I volunteer,” she said, her voice pleasant, with an undertone of something offered. She glided around the ring, bell-bottomed hips swaying under a cropped white top. A ruby glittered in her navel, a gorgeous mass of red hair blazed under the lights.

      Allie leaned forward, watching as Rin boosted her makeup on the fly—more of everything. “Did Rin just do something to her face?” Brenda asked, bewildered.

      Allie nodded, trying to decide if her friend needed rescuing.

      “She looks, uh…”

      “Sluttier?”

      The crowd’s frenzy fizzled like a balloon leaking air. They whispered to neighbors between bites of brats, sips of beer, and crunching popcorn. Rin approached the Gigolos, promoter, and ring announcer. “I said I volunteer.” She handed the mic back. “What’s it going to be?”

      “You’re a girl,” he said. “The exhibitions are for boys only.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Roberto.”

      “Well, Bob. That doesn’t work for me, girls should get a shot, too.”

      “What?” Roberto looked to the promoter, MC, and his sibling for help.

      “My nieces want to wrestle.”

      The girls crawled into their mothers’ laps, shaking their heads. Allie smiled—the kids wanted nothing to do with Rin’s antics.

      “You’re too old,” the promoter said.

      “And too tall,” the announcer added, eyes level with Rin’s nose.

      “Yeah,” the younger Gigolo (Lou aka Luigi) said. “You’re too, too …”

      Too much for you, Allie thought.

      “Shake a leg, Roberto. How do you want me?” Rin dropped to her hands and knees on the mat. “This work for you?”

      “Out of my ring, that’s how I want you.”

      “I’m right where I want to be, Bob. Get ready to rumble.”

      A dozen heartbeats before Allie intervened—she was still working on how to stop the show without hurting Rin’s feelings—the promoter forced her hand. He reached down and picked up Rin’s jacket. A black object fell out, hitting the canvas with a thud.

      “Shit, fuck,” Allie said, jumping from her seat.

      “Allie! There are children present.”

      Allie was gone, bounding down the steps and into the ring. She slid across the canvas on her back, closing her hand over Rin’s laser. “No touchy.” The crowd gasped, mistaking the sleek alien tech for a shiny prop.

      Brats and beer on hold, the crowd found its voice. Cheers rose to I-beams in the auditorium’s shadows—stamping feet, hands clapping, silencing booing grumps. Never, ever, in Des Moines, not once. Boys and men fell in love again, and mothers forgave Rin’s risqué innuendo. Allie grinned, bouncing on her toes, and waved to her mom.
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      Rin, new to wrestling, learned fast. She dashed across the ring, bounced off the padded ropes and charged Luigi. A pro, he sidestepped the onrushing beauty, caught her with a clothesline, and knocked her flat to the mat. Allie dove onto Rin, whispering, “Remember, it’s all fake. Don’t hurt them.”

      Allie wheeled around, delivered a loud backhand chop to Bob, who clutched his chest and fell, grimacing in pain. The harried referee pushed brother Lou and Rin through the ropes onto the ring apron, leaving the squared circle to Allie and Bob.

      Bob tried to tag out, crawling towards Lou, but Allie climbed and stood on the top turnbuckle. She leaped, landed on his back, and flipped him over for the pin. Seasoned wrestling fans spilled snacks, oohing and ahhing, eyes on the ref sliding across the ring. He slapped the mat once, twice, and Bob kicked out.

      Captivated by the newcomers, spectators booed when Lou grabbed a folding metal chair from his pencil-mustached manager and the baby face, turned heel, crept up on Allie and smacked her in the back.

      She crashed to the mat—ripped jeans, skinned knees—waving her arms, imploring the now-standing, fist-shaking throng through strobing arena lights, cigar smoke, and dust motes. Dolores and Brenda, wrestling aficionados, thought she might be hurt, looked at each other, shook their heads—Allie was smart and no rube—she knew the game.

      But Rin didn’t. The Connect agent, spy, lovely anime hero, wounded veteran of the Bug War, and doer of the impossible, did just that. One bounce on the gritty apron, she soared above the ring, did a flip with a twist, landing hard on Luigi’s shoulders. Her augment-fueled leap drew cheers, blending seamlessly with the scripted spectacle and hiding her off-world enhancements from the Earth crowd.

      “Don’t hit my friend with a chair,” she said, holding his ears like reins, as he ran around the ring trying to shake her off. “Fake chair, fake chair,” he pleaded. “She’s fine.”

      Rin looked over at Allie sitting on Bob’s back. “Okay, I won’t kill you.” She hopped off, ran behind the younger Gigolo, grabbed him fore and aft by his American flag trunks and lifted him off the mat. He yelped, the crowd screamed, and Allie laughed, as he held his privates with both hands and scuttled backward. Rin approached with intent and trapped Luigi in the corner nearest Dolores and the kids, held up her hand, fingers splayed and the Des Moines spectators shouted: “The Claw, the Claw!”
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