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But Daaaaaaad . . .


“Captain, you’re embarrassing me!” The ship’s voice competed with the whir of her forward bootstrap drives lowering their grav shields.

Rohan sighed. “We need to do this.”

“No, we don’t! You’re just going to make things worse!”

Rohan scratched his beard. “Void’s Shadow, are you whining? Since when can you whine? Why do you even have a whining circuit? Who builds a warship and says, ‘Hey, let’s make sure she can whine, in case, I don’t know, her captain misses being around teenagers’?”

The drives cycled up in intensity, then reversed polarity, emitting gravitational waves in the very specific sequence that would open the wormhole. “It’s not a circuit, Captain. I mean, it is a circuit, but not just a whining circuit. I can synthesize my voice with any emotional content I want. It’s not specifically for any particular thing. It’s standard.”

“Are you sure? Because I’ve been around a lot of ships, and I don’t remember a lot of whining. Quite the opposite.”

“We’re trained not to express ourselves with much emotion, Captain. You know how that goes. But I’m trying to talk more like a person. So if I feel like whining, I whine. You’re the one who always tells me I should express myself when and how I want to.”

The Hybrid sighed. “You got me. My own fault, for encouraging you to be your authentic self and not considering how that would affect me.”

The wormhole dominated the screen inside Void’s Shadow. Cracks appeared across the kilometer-wide stone disc as the final pulse in the code reached it.

“Captain, I don’t want to do this. I’m serious. Can we please just go back home? Please? I’m fine, you don’t need to do anything, I swear it. I’ll be good as new in a few hours.”

Rohan patted the arm of the piloting couch. “It’s not just you, though. She hurt Insatiable a couple of weeks ago. Tore a hole right through one of her storage modules. I let it go because accidents happen and Insatiable wasn’t complaining, but attacking you? No, we can’t just let her run rampant over the system.”

The ship didn’t answer right away. The cracks widened, revealing a starscape that didn’t quite match the view from their actual location. The ship pivoted and pointed her prow at the center of the opening disc.

“Wormhole is almost fully open, Captain. Are you really going to make me go through?” Her voice was cold again, even by AI standards.

“Don’t be like that. Yes, we’re going through. Are you going to keep giving me grief about it?” The cracks widened farther, the stone slipping to the sides at the center, leaving a ring of stone surrounding a portal through space.

“I might. I told you, you’re embarrassing me. I’m a warship, too, remember? I’m supposed to be able to handle myself. I wouldn’t have even told you about being damaged, but Wistful made me. She said you needed to know, being my captain and all.”

“Wistful did?”

“Yes, Captain.” Bootstrap drives hummed as she restored their shields, isolating the effects of the generated gravitational points, then buzzed softly as she accelerated through the wormhole. “Entering Repentant’s system, Captain. In three, two, one.”

The ship slid through the stone ring.

The surrounding starscape shifted radically as they traveled in a moment to a spot hundreds of thousands of light years away from Wistful.

Rohan stood near the ship’s main screen and tapped at various icons, using her sensors to search the system.

“Look, I know you have your pride. But the kid is a problem. She’s strong, but she’s young and . . . let’s say uneducated. Normally, a kid like that, she’d be in Fleet, the senior warships would knock her around a little, keep her in line until she learned to control herself. Here, though . . .”

He didn’t finish. In Repentant’s system, there were no other warships. No Fleet. The only other living thing in the system was Repentant, a space station that had been old and of questionable sanity thousands of years before humans first developed writing.

“Why is it your job, Captain? She doesn’t answer to you. You’re not in charge of this system. You’re not even in charge of your own system, you’re just a tow chief. Sorry, Captain. But it’s true.”

Rohan studied the main screen, looking for signs of the baby warship. Baby? It’s been here for six months. Is it a toddler now? Do we call ships toddlers? They don’t toddle. They don’t even walk. Wobblers?

He sighed. “Repentant should be managing her. But Repentant is . . .”

“You can say it, Captain. Repentant is insane.”

“I was going to say compromised. He is compromised.” Unlike ships and stations in il’Drach space, Repentant insisted on male pronouns. Rohan didn’t understand the logic but also didn’t care.

“He’s crazy, is what he is. Or asleep. He sleeps a lot. By the way, Captain, we’ve been spotted. Vyrhicant is broadcasting, and I’m pretty sure she’s talking to us.”

Rohan sighed. Something about the ship’s name bothered him. “Can you put it through?”

“Of course.”

The voice projected through Void’s Shadow’s speakers was deeper and more resonant than Rohan would expect. It’s not a child’s voice. Of course, it’s artificial, no reason it should be.

“Oh visitors, come out and play! I know you’re here, I saw the wormhole open. You can’t hide from me!”

Rohan scratched his beard. “Can you open a channel? No wait, I know you can. I meant, what happens if you do? Will she be able to locate you?”

“No, Captain. As long as I keep moving, she won’t be able to use the signal to triangulate my location. At least not closely enough to do anything about it.”

“Okay. Open one up, please.”

“Done. I have her location on the main screen.”

Rohan cleared his throat as a market appeared around a shiny speck on the screen. “Hailing Vyrhicant. This is Tow Chief Second Class Rohan. I’d like to talk to you.”

“I don’t want to talk. Talking’s boring. I want to play. Will you play with me? Or fight. I like that, too. Dad says I was born to fight.”

“Dad, huh? You mean Repentant?”

A pause. When it resumed, the voice was softer, quieter. “You know him?”

“I do. I think I woke him up. I boarded him . . . when was that? A year ago?”

Void’s Shadow answered. “It was, Captain. Almost exactly.”

Vyrhicant broadcast a ding, somewhere between a bell ringing and an old-fashioned alarm clock. “I’ve heard of you! The tow chief who ruined everything! Dad really doesn’t like you.”

“I’m not sure that’s fair, but it’s not entirely surprising either.”

“He says you and Insatiable freed his prisoner, risking the lives of every living thing in this sector. He says you made him fail in his sworn task and brought him . . . what did he say? Immeasurable suffering. Yeah, that was it. Is that true? Did you do all of that? Sounds pretty bad.”

Rohan sighed. “I suppose I did. But it wasn’t on purpose. We didn’t realize.”

“Oh. Does that make it okay? I didn’t know that was a, what do you call it, a valid excuse. I’ll have to tell Dad to stop being angry!”

Sarcastic little bastard.

Rohan felt a lick of anger rise up out of his belly. “That’s not what I—look, I came here to talk to you, not to discuss Repentant and stuff that happened a year ago.”

“I don’t want to talk. Let’s play. How about I find you! I can’t see you, so you must be inside that black ship that was here the other day. I bet I can figure out where she is.”

Rohan ran his fingers through his hair. Past my shoulders now. Should think about getting it cut. “Cut the broadcast. Can he find you? You’re the most advanced stealth ship in the sector, right? How did he damage you the first time?”

“I wasn’t hiding the first time, Captain. I didn’t know what he was going to do. Now? I’m not broadcasting my location, but my coating is damaged.”

“Right. Keep the damaged part facing away from him.”

“I’m trying, Captain, but he’s moving around a lot. He’s very quick. Oh, this isn’t good.”

“What happened?”

“He deployed two claws, Captain. I think he has cameras on them. I don’t think I can stay out of sight for long.” Claws, shafts of metal two or more meters long and at least a hundred kilograms each, were part of a ship’s identity. He can manipulate and protect them with his aura as well as I can shield my own heart from interference.

The Hybrid winced as the view spun, stars streaking across the screen as Void’s Shadow maneuvered in the silence of space. Fresh graphics overlaid the screen, highlighting Vyrhicant’s two claws.

“Open the channel again, please.” He waited for the click. “Vyrhicant. You have to cut this out.”

“I actually don’t, Tow Chief. I’m a warship, I outrank you. And I’m having fun.”

One of the claws passed close to Void’s Shadow’s damaged side, too quickly for her to avoid.

“I see you now!”

Rohan looked down. His hands were balled into fists. “Vyrhicant, this isn’t funny. Cut it out.”

“I told you already, I don’t have to listen to you. You’re not my dad!”

“No, but I am an adult, and I’m telling you that your behavior is not acceptable.” He braced as the internal gravity generators fell behind the violent maneuvering his ship was trying. “So help me, if I have to leave this ship, you are going to get a thrashing you won’t forget.”

“You’re a big talker, but I’m not scared of you!”

Rohan muttered. “You should be.” He stumbled as his ship reversed course to get beyond the circle formed by the claws.

“Captain, this is all your fault! I told you I didn’t want to come here! I can’t keep away from him with hull damage. That area of bare metal might as well be a beacon!”

The hull clanged as a claw glanced off her side.

Rohan shook his head. “Open a hatch.”

“Captain, let’s just go back. The wormhole is still open. She won’t follow us through.”

“No, we have to deal with this. Open the channel again.” He scratched his beard, pondering an approach that might work. “Vyrhicant, isn’t your father going to be disappointed in your behavior? He gave permission to the il’Drach to send ships here. Insatiable was studying the ruins on the planet below when you attacked her.”

“I don’t care what he thinks either. That jerk is always sleeping and leaving me alone. If he wants to stop me from doing what I want, let him wake up and do something about it!”

The view on the main screen tilted and whirled again as Void’s Shadow spun away from another of Vyrhicant’s traps.

“I’m sure he’s not ignoring you on purpose, Vyrhicant. He’s been through a lot. Is that what this is about? You’re feeling ignored!”

“I’m not feeling anything! I’m just bored. And you’re . . . you’re stupid. I wish you had never woken up Dad and he had never arranged for me to come to this stupid, boring system. Now I’m going to smash you up for being stupid.”

Void’s Shadow’s voice carried a hint of panic. “Captain, she’s moving faster than before. Those claws get closer with every pass.” Rohan’s anger flared again, stronger this time: hot, red tendrils reaching up from behind his tailbone to caress his spine.

“Vyrhicant, I get it. You’re frustrated and you’re lonely. I sympathize. Let’s work something out. Maybe some ships can come here and keep you company. Rotate in and out.”

“Oh, no. Dad won’t allow it, I’m sure. Dad wants me training, and then training some more. Getting stronger. No time to play, no time for fun. No friends. That’s what he wants. And he’s the boss, right? So I’m going to be a good little ship and do what I’m told. You say you want to visit the system? Then, I’m going to use this chance to practice some of those combat techniques I’m supposed to be mastering. Much better than shooting claws at asteroids. Here I come.”

“Captain . . .” The highlighted dots on the screen were winding around one another so fast they left ghost trails in the pixels.

“I see it. Open the hatch. I’ll deal with her.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Rohan reached over his shoulder and pulled his mask over his face, waiting for the air supply to hiss awake as the rim sealed to his skin.

The inside of the mask, a sheet of single-facet diamond, lit with projections: shapes of varying colors indicating Vyrhicant’s position and path, darting lines showing where the claws were. The Hybrid floated to the cabin’s ceiling and waited for the hatch to cycle open.

Moments later, he was in space and accelerating away.

The wormhole hung behind him, defying the laws of orbital mechanics, stone dialing closed over the opening. The system’s sun, unnamed to Rohan’s knowledge, hung small and dim in the distance. No planets or moons were to be found nearby.

His mask flashed amber; he twisted to the side, catching a glimpse of one blackened claw hurtling past.

She’s trying to kill me.

He tapped the side of his neck, opening a channel. “Last chance to talk this over peacefully.”

“Last chance for you to run away, Tow Chief.” Both claws pivoted in place and traced paths to intercept him.

I’ve ripped holes through ships bigger than you for lesser offenses than this. Not that I can tell you that, since my history is supposed to be secret.

He tapped the channel closed and spoke. “Personal: combat protocols.” The limited artificial intelligence built into the mask responded with soft dings, their frequency and pitch telling him how close the claws were.

He moved to the side, rolling to avoid the claws, accelerating in the general direction of the child warship.

They turned to follow him, faster than he expected.

This ship is strong. Really strong.

They danced, the Hybrid and the warship, twisting and pirouetting through space, each trying to get clean strike on the other.

It shouldn’t have taken long. Rohan had the edge in experience, in training, and, theoretically, in Power.

After three passes, he realized it wasn’t enough.

The only way to match her speed is to let go of my anger. But if I do, I won’t stop until she’s a hunk of dead metal.

“Void’s Shadow, get out of the way.”

“Yes, Captain.”

He flew directly at the child.

She took off at a right angle, and he followed, ignoring the two claws.

Vyrhicant broadcast a chuckle as the claws came for him; one aimed directly at his sternum, the other at his head.

The chimes in his helmet chittered so quickly they bled together into a long, high-pitched whine.

With centimeters to spare, he twisted, grabbing one of the claws as the other grazed his skin, drawing blood which began to boil away into the vacuum.

“That stung.” Grunting, he twisted the claw, folding it in half, then again, ruining the aligned carbon fiber infrastructure that gave it rigidity.

“My claw!”

He tossed the ruined piece aside, bracing as the ship came for him.

She was a twenty-five-meter torpedo with a blunt nose and four wicked fins of dubious practical value. She closed on him, faster than she’d moved before, and struck a blow on his chest with the tip of her prow.

Rohan exhaled explosively and dug his fingers into her white-coated hull, tearing ruts in the metal.

I knew she was a once-in-a-generation warship, but I didn’t expect her to be this strong, this young.

He growled as his left hand ripped a piece of armor plating away from the ship.

The chimes in his helmet intensified again.

“I know, I know. I’m close to her. I’m literally grabbing her. You don’t have to ding at me.”

“Captain, the other claw!”

With a grunt, he shoved away from the ship, her second claw driving into her own snout, digging a meter and a half into the spot where he’d been grabbing her.

Vyrhicant spoke. “I almost had you there, Hybrid. Didn’t think I’d tear at myself with a claw, did you? Let’s see what other tricks I have.”

Rohan coughed; dots of blood appeared on his mask. His Power roiled inside him, straining at his self-control, demanding to be unleashed.

“Yes, let’s.”

A fresh voice, dominating the open channel, rang through Rohan’s speakers.

“What are you doing? Doing? Stop it this instant. This instant.”

Repentant.
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All Platinum


Repentant’s voice filled Rohan’s head; the tachyon broadcast was raw, unrefined, more power than needed to fill the system with his signal. The mask compensated, dialing down the volume, but the sound remained harsh and rough, filled with distortions.

“Who are you? Are you?”

Rohan coughed, more flecks of blood coating his mask.

“Dad, Dad, it’s the bad tow chief! The one you don’t like. He came here.”

“What? What? I told him to leave. To leave.” The distortions grew, making the words choppy and hard to understand.

The Hybrid tapped open a channel of his own. “This is Tow Chief Second Class Rohan. I know you asked me to stay away from this system, but there are some issues with your ship that we need to work out.”

“My ship? My ship? You mean my son. My lovely son. Get out, il’Drach mule! Get out!”

Son? Let’s try to remember that.

Rohan rubbed his chest, keeping his eyes on Vyrhicant’s position. The ship was floating, showing no signs of aggression. “I’d be happy to, but Vyrhicant is hurting other ships. She—he—punched a hole in Insatiable, the Imperial research ship, and damaged Void’s Shadow just a few hours ago. You agreed to let Imperial ships into the system, and your . . . son is attacking them.”

“Out! Out! You attacked me! Woke me! Woke me! Freed ar’Tahul! Freed him! One year ago, one year. You think I forgot? Forgot? No, never, never. Get out!”

Rohan looked over at the dark patch that made up Void’s Shadow. She wobbled, and he swore it looked like she was shrugging her shoulders. If the bulbous bootstrap drives protruding from the sides of her fattened teardrop shape could be called shoulders.

Yes, they could.

“Well, I’m the ar’Tahul now, and I’m doing this for your own good. If you violate the treaty, the il’Drach will come for you. And right now, your son is definitely doing that.”

“What do you care about the treaty? My treaty? About the il’Drach? il’Drach? You are Wistful’s servant. Wistful’s.”

Rohan ran his hands through the long strands of hair that floated around his head. It was full of static, in disarray as it always was when exposed to vacuum. “And the il’Drach are going to have to come through Toth system to get to you. Which makes this Wistful’s problem as well. I’m sure she doesn’t want warships traipsing in and out of that wormhole. All I’m saying is, you need to rein in your kid.”

Vyrhicant broke into the conversation. “Let me kill him, Dad. Please? I want to practice. I almost got him before.”

Repentant’s tone softened. “You’re damaged now, damaged. Not acceptable, not acceptable.”

“Please? I can beat him, I know I can.”

Rohan cleared his throat. “You have to get control of Vyrhicant. I’m trying to be nice here. You won’t like it if other people have to come through that wormhole and repeat this conversation. The kid’s strong. If I have to fight seriously, I don’t know if I can restrain . . . him . . . without hurting him.”

“Yes, him. Yes, my son. My son. My precious son.”

“Right. Your precious. Who is going to get destroyed, or at least hurt badly, if you let him keep attacking my ship, or Insatiable, or any other ships that come into this system. Am I getting through to you at all? Is this making any sense?”

Vyrhicant moved, flying a circle around Rohan’s position, staying about a kilometer away but no farther.

After a long pause, the tachyon broadcast continued. “Where is my ar’Tahul? Where?”

What do I tell him? What will set him off, and what will calm him down?

When in doubt, tell the truth. It’s easier to track.

“I killed him. He was . . . he was eating people. I tried to help him, find a cure, but I couldn’t. So I killed him. Like I said, I’m your ar’Tahul now.”

Rohan’s helmet rang with Repentant’s laughter.

“My ar’Tahul? Mine? Oh no, no, no. Not mine. Never mine. You are a platinum ar’Tahul, Tow Chief. Only platinum. It is good you killed the other, but you can never be mine.”

“Platinum? What does that even mean?” The badge Tollan gave me had platinum on it, didn’t it? I need to look again.

Vyrhicant closed his circle to five hundred meters. “Can I kill him now, Dad? Can I? Then I can be the ar’Tahul and everybody will have to listen to me.”

Repentant’s voice hardened again. “No, son. No. No. The tow chief is right. He’s right. No more attacks. No more. Calm yourself. Yourself.”

“But, Dad—”

“I said no!”

Rohan exhaled softly.

Repentant continued. “Go away, go away, false chieftain. Platinum ar’Tahul. Leader who cannot discipline a child. A child. Warrior who cannot war. Cannot war. Go away, go away. No treaty will be broken again. No treaty. Vyrhicant will be restrained. Restrained. Now go. Go.”

Something inside Rohan clenched when Repentant said the name of the baby warship. Some nuance underlying that name tugged at his gut.

A mystery for another day.

“Void’s Shadow. Let’s go.”

Vyrhicant whined over the open channel. “But, Dad! I want to fight!”

“I said no! No! Come back to me, back to me, little Vyrhicant. My little son. Son.”

Rohan’s gut clenched again. He shook his head as a hole opened in the darkness ahead of him.

Void’s Shadow spoke over their private channel. “Come aboard, Captain. Ready to return.” Her hull coating was so dark he only knew her location by the stars she blocked.

He coughed again, feeling the loose wetness in his lungs clearing up as his Hybrid physiology repaired the damage done by Vyrhicant, and pulled himself through the hatch.

“I really hope that worked.”

“That seemed very productive, Captain. I’m sure everything will go smoothly from now on with Vyrhicant and Repentant.”

“Is that sarcasm? Did you also install a sarcasm chip?”

“Just expressing myself, Captain. Like you told me to.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Within an hour, Rohan was sitting at his favorite table in front of Pop’s House of Breakfast and digging into his delayed plate of eggs.

The seating at Pop’s took up ten meters of the fifty-meter-wide promenade, mismatched chairs and tables spilling out onto the walkway and then the grass beyond, an informal testament to the diner’s popularity.

The house special biscuits were available that day, and Rohan had indulged. He split one in half, then forked a layer of egg over the top.

“Pop, these eggs are perfect. They’re so creamy I don’t even know if they qualify as a solid, but somehow they’re not runny at all.”

Pop nodded his head, yellow and black scales shining in the bright light. “You can tell Ohmei how much you enjoy them.”

Rohan swallowed. “No offense, but every time I look at Ohmei, I lose a little bit of my remaining sanity. I don’t think I can afford any more. Maybe you could pass on the message.”

Pop laughed. “I forget how hard it is for you younger species to gaze upon extradimensional beings. I’ll tell her.”

Rohan sniffed at the steam coming off his coffee: rich and earthy, the smell enough to get his heart rate up. He took a sip. “You know what would go great with this? Some whiskey. I could hook you up, you know. I own, what is it, four distilleries on Andervar now. You’d get a discount. Heck, I’d give you the whiskey for free.”

“Not really breakfast food, is it?”

“It’s dinner for someone. My girlfriend, for example, being nocturnal. This is her evening.”

“Sure, but then I’d have to change the sign. No thanks, I’ll stick to what’s been working. I’ve been doing this a long time, I’m set in my ways. You need anything else?”

Rohan shook his head. “I’m good for now, thanks.” He bit into the biscuit, sighing at the feeling of rich egg oozing through the nooks and crannies.

Traffic increased, people of a hundred species walking back and forth along the promenade. Groups of uniformed students, station techs wearing purple and yellow that matched Rohan’s own outfit, and office workers in colors ranging from subdued to flagrant. Many streamed to and from a nearby broad staircase that took them down to the lower level, where transport pods would whisk them quickly to the far corners of the cross-shaped station.

The tow chief set his helmet on the table and tapped through images displayed inside the mask, scrolling his news feeds and messages.

News was slow. Politicians on Tolone’a were getting into trouble over anti-il’Drach messaging. Officials on other planets were complaining about interstellar communications, citing an inability to connect with a backwater called Ohn as proof the tachyon net needed upgrading.

His personal messages were even less interesting. He had reached the end of an expense report, some hefty sums being spent by his sales reps to close a distribution deal providing bourbon to a fleet of cruise ships, when two people walked up and stood over his table.

“What? Oh, Marion! And Ben! Hey.” The Stones, humans and former sidekicks to Earth’s greatest hero, had come to Wistful two years earlier and never left.

Marion smiled as Ben pulled up a chair for her to take. “Rohan. How are you?”

He waited for Ben to grab another chair and join them. “I think I’m good. But every time I start to say that, I get the sinking feeling that there’s some catastrophe occurring that I’ve forgotten about.”

Ben laughed. “It’s the hero’s curse, Rohan. You can never rest. Hyperion was the same way.”

Marion shook her head. “The old Hyperion.”

Rohan sipped his coffee. “See, that’s what I’m talking about. Where is Hyperion? The new guy, I mean. I have no idea. He could be on a beach somewhere, sipping fancy drinks and getting some sun. But he’s probably stirring up trouble, and I should probably be making a plan to stop him. So I’m good, but maybe I’m only good because I’m ignoring things I can’t afford to ignore.”

Marion shook her head again, blonde hair going to white shifting in the sun. “He’s not your responsibility, Rohan. You’re just one person.”

The Hybrid shrugged. “I guess. How are things with you two?”

Ben waved and caught Pop’s attention, then held up two fingers, for two coffees. Marion put a box about the size of a cellphone on the table and then tapped the top. “Privacy.” The sounds of the promenade disappeared, leaving them in a bubble of complete silence.

Rohan’s neck tightened. He let out a long, slow breath. “That good, eh?”

Ben grimaced. “Not that bad, but let’s just say we don’t want to be overheard.”

“What’s up?”

Marion pointed down at the floor, away from Toth 3 overhead. “You know we opened the third wormhole a few weeks ago, right?”

“I heard. They were closed for how long? And you’ve opened three in two years.”

Ben nodded. “Four hundred centuries, more or less. Before the Ursans showed us how to open the first one.”

“What did you find on the other side? Nobody said anything to me, so I assumed it wasn’t anything exciting.”

Marion shrugged. “A star system. Two habitable planets.”

Ben interjected. “One and a half habitable planets.”

Marion nodded. “One habitable planet and one, well, let’s just say interesting planet.”

Rohan swallowed a mouthful of biscuit. Pop stepped into the privacy field, set two mugs of coffee on the table, and walked away.

“I haven’t been to school in a long time, but I can’t remember a lot of lessons about half planets.”

Marion rubbed her forehead. “One of the planets is nearly Earth standard. No intelligent life, but flora and fauna consistent with other places seeded by the il’Drach.”

Ben nodded. “Or the il’Sein.”

Rohan’s eyes flickered to the privacy shield. Be careful, Ben. The Empire doesn’t like people mentioning the il’Sein.

“That sounds great. Anything left behind? Buildings? Maybe a library?”

Marion snorted. “Wouldn’t that be something? I’m sure we’ll look more, but Insatiable’s scans didn’t show any structures.”

“Too bad. I assume the second planet is the half-habitable one? The interesting one?”

The Stones traded a long look.

Rohan tried to make eye contact with them. “Guys?”

Marion tilted her head toward her husband. “Ben has a bad feeling about the second planet.”

Rohan looked at Ben, who sipped his coffee and grimaced. “Is this a good cop, bad cop thing?”

“It is,” he said.

“It isn’t,” she said. “Pro and con, except I’m neutral, and Ben is both sides of the argument.”

Ben wrapped both hands around his hot mug. “The second planet is odd. It’s massive, with a gravitational field at least five times Imperial standard.”

“At least?”

Ben nodded. “We get variable readings. It’s not constant.”

“Okay, that is odd.”

Marion drummed her fingers on the table. “The atmosphere is similar in composition to Imperial standard, but for obvious reasons pressure and so on aren’t compatible with human life.”

Rohan nodded. “But there is life on the planet, right? Something that can handle five gravities and breathe air that would probably pop a regular person like a pimple.”

Ben shivered. “We sent probes down, as you can imagine. To get better readings. Three, in fact.”

“And?”

Marion’s face tightened. “They were all destroyed before we got much of anything out of them. Here, look at this. Final transmission of the third probe.”

She put her tablet on the table, turned it so Rohan could see the screen, and tapped the center.

He leaned over it and watched.

Something flew across a barren landscape, jagged mountains covered in snow looming over deep valleys tinged in green. The view closed on a gentler slope, zooming in on something that could have been tracks.

Then a flash, and the image ended.

“Can I see that last bit again?”

Marion nodded and tapped the screen again. She replayed the flash, slowed considerably. “How’s that?”

Rohan scratched his beard. “That’s fur. Something with fur killed that probe.”

She nodded.

Ben pointed at the phone. “I have a bad feeling about that. Three probes. All destroyed. We didn’t get anything off the first two, thought it might be weather, or, heck, a gust of wind driving the probe into a cliff. They’re not combat-ready, they’re really just a cluster of instruments on a cheap bootstrap drive.”

“Did you try to land?”

Ben shook his head. “It’s not safe. Insatiable isn’t atmosphere-capable, you know that. We could send a shuttle down, but if anything happens to the grav generators, anybody inside would be in a whole lot of trouble.”

“Yeah, you don’t want to be a regular person on the surface if the compensators die and you suddenly have five times your own weight crushing you down.”

“Die or are broken. By whatever destroyed the probes. I’m telling you, I have a bad feeling about this place.”

Marion patted his hand. “You just hate high-g worlds.”

Ben shuddered. “I spent a month in prison on Heanex, remember? One point eight g’s. Awful.”

Rohan rewound the video and replayed it two more times. He couldn’t spot anything new. “Incompatible with human life. That’s the con. What’s the pro?”

Ben looked at his wife. “I said I have a bad feeling about this place. But I also think we need to find out what destroyed those probes.”

Marion nodded. “See? He’s both sides of his own argument. Not the first time that’s happened.”

“What do you think, then?”

She shrugged. “I’m curious, of course, but that doesn’t mean it’s critical that we find out what’s going on down there. If the life there is intelligent, it certainly isn’t sophisticated. We saw no signs of industrialization, and we would have seen that from space.”

“Just because they’re not industrial doesn’t mean they’re not smart. Or important.”

“They’re also not friendly, though. They destroyed three probes, remember? That tells me they want to be left alone. So I say, let’s just do that.” Marion took back her tablet and tapped it dark.

Rohan ran his fingers through his hair, smoothing it down from the vacuum frizzies. “On the one hand, I’m all in favor of leaving people alone when they want to be left alone. But then again, the il’Sein put that wormhole there for a reason.”

Marion shook her head. “You have no idea why they put that wormhole there. Maybe they were on their way somewhere. Maybe they used the other planet as a resort. Beaches with fancy drinks.”

Rohan finished his coffee. “Fair. My question now is, why are you talking to me about this? Just looking for another opinion?”

Ben drained his mug. “Not exactly. Marion and I were ready to leave the system alone, despite my reservations.

“Then Wistful contacted us and insisted we explore the big planet. And added that she specifically wants you to do it.”


3

Have You Gained Weight?


Rohan worked his morning shift.

Ships arrived at Wistful’s beacon perimeter and powered down their drives; Rohan towed them to docks on the station, then pulled outward-bound ships from their berths out to the perimeter.

Repeat.

He had three coughing fits in the first hour, one in the second, and none in the last half of his shift.

Wistful confirmed that she did, in fact, want him to explore the new planet, no matter how long it took, and that she would, in fact, arrange for shuttles to take over his work while he was indisposed.

He argued, gently, right up until she dangled the possibility of a promotion to Tow Chief First Class in front of him.

She’s serious about wanting me to look at this planet. She’s also seriously not going to explain why.

Mystery for another day.

It is not a good sign when I have that thought this frequently.

He reentered the station and had a hefty bowl of rice, with small chunks of meat and a smattering of heavily spiced vegetables stirred in. It reminded him of biryani, though the blue-skinned Kratic who cooked it had never been within a hundred light years of India.

His comm pinged. Insatiable was ready for him.

He scraped up the last bits of rice, the ones that were burned and crisp and sticky at the same time, returned his bowl to the Kratic, and lifted into the air.

He flew to one of the person-sized airlocks that dotted the station, exited, and flew around to Insatiable’s berth. She pinged him as he approached.

“Hail, Captain Rohan! Oh gosh, I’m just so excited to see you! This is going to be. So. Much. Fun!”

Rohan smiled and drifted toward the enormous ship. Over three kilometers long, her frame was a rectangle of tubes with boxy metal containers of varying sizes and colors anchored inside.

“Hail, Insatiable. Is it? I thought you already toured the new system.”

“I did, I did! Did you know the planets share an orbit? Do you have any idea how rare that is? It’s almost like they were put there on purpose! Can you even imagine?”

He paused.

“I have no idea. That does sound improbable. Did you notice anything else?”

“Well, let me think. Hm. The gravity is really weird. As if the mass isn’t uniform, or it’s moving in strange ways, or something else entirely. But there are definitely things living there! I can’t wait to see more of what they look like. You’re going to be a big help with that, Captain!”

“You really don’t have to call me Captain, Insatiable.”

“We’ve been through this, Captain. Void’s Shadow made that decision, it’s not up to you. Besides, it’s better than using your . . . other name, right?”

He closed on the ship. “Where should I get on?”

“Opening a hatch now, Captain. Welcome aboard! Do you need to take care of anything? Like telling a certain someone that you might be gone for a while so she doesn’t worry?”

He coughed. “Are you asking about my love life, Insatiable?”

“Maybe.” A sound followed the word, something like a giggle. “Sorry, Captain.”

“For your information, Tamaralinth isn’t here, she went to visit her family on Lukhor. Nobody else is going to miss me. Thanks for asking.” He slid through an open hatch and waited as it closed and Insatiable pumped air into the airlock.

“You are very welcome. And welcome aboard!”

“Thank you.”

Colored lights inside the ship’s halls led him to a lounge where he could wait while she traveled. The Stones both called to let him know they were busy, but available should he need anything.

The Hybrid settled in for the ride.

Time to practice Spiral’s so-called ultimate technique.

He sat on the floor, legs folded into a lotus position, hands resting on his knees, palms up. He closed his eyes and reached inside himself.

He knew, after hundreds, perhaps thousands, of attempts, that if he tapped into his Hybrid Power, the energy would be too angry, too chaotic, to mold the way he wanted. Instead, he reached for something else: a calmer, quieter stream that existed in parallel to it. An esoteric pool that he couldn’t quite identify.

From that pool, he pulled a glowing rod of energy: thin, barely visible, flimsy and wobbly compared to the Power of his curse. But more malleable.

He pulled that rod into a line, then bent it slowly, anchoring one end in the base of his right palm, the other stretching out behind his body.

Rohan took the rod and twisted it, ever so gently, pulling it into a shape. First an arc, then further, bending it with his will, but upward, or downward, not into a circle. More of a spiral. A corkscrew.

A helix.

The rod turned, forming a complete loop, then another.

The Hybrid held it there for what felt like hours before a stray thought crossed his mind: wondering when they’d finally arrive at the new, unexplored planet.

The helix popped, the energy dissipating, a final snap lightly stinging his palm.

He checked the time.

Ten minutes. Longer than I usually manage.

He cracked his neck, rocked back and forth on his hips, and started over.
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Two hours passed.

Insatiable called Rohan to an observation deck.

The Stones stood at a pair of instrument panels, tapping at screens and making soft noises that meant nothing to anybody but each’s spouse. An array of assistants, graduate students Rohan knew by sight if not by name, pored over their own instruments.

Ben turned to Rohan. “Oh good. We wanted you to have a chance to ask questions.”

Rohan surveyed the room. “I’m not sure what to ask. I guess, what’s the goal here? What’s my mission statement?”

Marion stepped away from her screen and faced him. “The immediate directive is to find out what’s destroying the probes. I think we’ll have other questions once you have an answer to that one, but I don’t know what they’ll be.”

Ben nodded. “Sounds right.”

Rohan swallowed. “Fair enough. Just tell me where the last one went down, and I’ll start poking around.”

Ben patted Rohan’s shoulder. “Will you be all right? That’s a lot of gravity. Atmospheric pressure is going to be very high.”

The Hybrid shrugged. “I’ve done this before. High-gravity world.” Only once. I almost died. No need to tell him that. “I’ll be fine.”

Marion tapped her screen, bringing an image of the planet onto the main screen that filled the room’s back wall. “Can you get back under your own power? Or do we need to find you some transportation?”

“I’ll fly. Like I said, should be fine.”

She nodded. “I’ve loaded all our imagery onto your mask. It’s a dry planet, much less surface water than most life-sustaining worlds. It’s a harsh environment, but honestly the gravity is the worst of it. It’s very rough terrain, mountainous. The tops are cold, but you’ll see much higher temperatures down in the valleys.”

Rohan scratched his beard. “Understood. Any reason to delay? Otherwise, I’m heading down right now.”

Ben sighed. “Go ahead. And good luck. I hope my bad feeling turns out to be unwarranted.”

“Me too.”

The Hybrid turned, followed some colored lights to the airlock, and slipped into vacuum.

The planet loomed large and grew larger as he dropped toward it.

Rohan tapped the side of his mask, queuing up his playlist. “Show Me The Thumka” began playing as his mask projected lines onto his view, directing him toward the location where the last drone had been lost.

He hummed along to the music and pulled, slowing himself so he wouldn’t hit the atmosphere too fast.

His shoulders tensed as he struck the chilly mesosphere. “Insatiable, I’m in. Are you sticking around?”

“Of course, Captain! We’ll stay in orbit. Just let me know if you need anything at all, I’m happy to help! Not that I know what I could do. I can’t exactly fly down and pick you up. Maybe I could lower a line . . . let’s see . . . do I have any thousand kilometer wires I could spool down? I don’t think so. Let me check inventory! You wouldn’t believe what I have in storage. Just the other day—”

“That’s fine, Insatiable. I’m good. Just let me know if you have to leave so I’m not, you know, flying around in space with no way home. I can’t open the wormhole without you.”

“Copy that, Captain! Good luck!”

He checked his path and made some course corrections as the winds blew him away from his target. His Power flooded the surface of his skin, protecting him from wind shear and cold.

I wonder how Tamara’s doing right now. If she’s getting along with her family. I guess I’ll find out when she gets back.

He crossed the stratosphere, getting a clear look at the ground as he broke through the clouds.

Mountains crowded his destination, jagged peaks and wild outcroppings poking out from mounds of snow. Rohan searched for signs of life. Smoke from a campfire. Trails worn into the cliffs. Buildings or huts.

He found none.

They’re not going to make this easy for me.

As he formed that thought, he felt a surge of Power below.

Rohan took immediate evasive action, changing course randomly, then again. He wasn’t certain that the Power was from a hostile source, but given the fate of the drones, he was going to be careful.

“Insatiable, there’s definitely something down here with Powers. I’m investigating.”

“Oh, be careful, Captain! I’ll make sure the Professors know.”

“Thanks.”

He closed the outgoing channel, let out a breath, and opened his Third Eye, his esoteric vision. The part of his soul that could directly sense metaphysical energies.

The source of the flare wasn’t hard to find. It circled beneath him, flying but not ascending, winding between mountain peaks.

I should try to look peaceful. What would a peaceful explorer do? Fly right at this guy? Or is that a sign of aggression?

I am not trained for this.

He descended below the mountaintops, slowing as he went. The air wasn’t particularly thick, not at his altitude, but he wasn’t used to the gravity. Maneuvering took more concentration than normal, as he had to work harder to counteract his own weight.

He quickly lost track of the other Power.

Up close, the mountains were stark and beautiful. Bits of vegetation poked out, sparse tufts of dull green and red.

Rohan slowed and drifted, getting a feel for the wind, the air density, and the gravity.

He considered removing his mask. The sooner he did, the sooner his body would adjust to the pressure. He reached up to undo the seal when he felt another surge from behind.

He spun just in time to catch a heavy blow to his chest.

The Hybrid tumbled backward, somersaulting midair twice before reorienting himself. So much for peaceable.

He slid several meters to one side, avoiding a second rush from the creature attacking him. Air whined as it flew by, then again as it turned a tight circle and sped on a fresh intercept course.

Rohan’s jaw tightened.

The creature was humanoid: two arms, two legs, one head. Perhaps a bit taller and thicker than Rohan, but well within the normal size parameters of a human. Covered in thick, tawny fur.

Rohan tapped at the side of his mask so it could broadcast his words. “I’m not here to fight!” Whoops. Said that in Drachna.

The creature rushed at him, slowing as it approached so Rohan couldn’t dodge it like a matador dodging a bull.

The Hybrid switched to Fire Speech, words formed in the meta-language that underpinned all spoken tongues. “I’m not here to fight!” His lips caught on the words; he was out of practice.

He, for the creature presented as male, threw a series of punches that Rohan barely parried. They drifted through the air, the native matching Rohan’s flight, staying within reach while the Hybrid tried to evade.

The native wore clothes fashioned out of leather dyed green and brown, a sleeveless tunic and pants, no shoes or gloves. He had no equipment Rohan could recognize, no electronics, no headset or phone. Nothing to pick up Rohan’s broadcast.

I know there’s a way to turn on external speakers, but I’ll be damned if I can remember how to do it while this dude is punching me.

With a snarl, Rohan ducked a punch and slid his mask up and off his face, slipping it into his uniform hood. He shouted again, more smoothly. “I’m not here to fight!”

The native’s eyes widened, and he paused his attacks. “You can speak! I thought you an animal.”

“Yes, I can speak. Stop fighting me, please! I come in peace.” He inhaled, lungs complaining as he pulled in soupy, unfamiliar air.

The native’s body was humanoid, but its head was catlike. Something like a tiger. Or a lion. Whiskers; eyes with black pupils and sclera of gold; white fur around the muzzle; long, sharp teeth. Definitely a carnivore.

Tiger? Lion? Liger? I’m fighting a liger-headed alien. My mother warned me I’d have days like this. Don’t leave Earth, she said. You’ll end up fighting liger-headed aliens on distant planets where they don’t even have breathable air or working toilets.

The native bared its teeth in what felt like a smile. “We have begun to fight, we must finish! As you know, this is the law.”

“I didn’t know. Whose law?” Rohan’s words were rushed as he evaded another combination of punches from the native. “What’s your name?”

The native pivoted in the air, swinging a heavy leg at Rohan’s head. “I am Leo, of the Arkhan’s Cave Tribe, stranger! I am sorry you have been shamed, but you will not find your honor here in our territory!”

Rohan absorbed the kick on his forearms and retaliated with a kick of his own. “What are you even talking about?” His Power stirred in earnest, straining at the base of his spine, eager to be unleashed.

Leo’s head snapped back as Rohan’s foot met his muzzle. He flipped over, catching his balance quickly. A trickle of blood leaked from his snout.

“I am shocked a warrior as strong as you has been shaven. Do not worry, I will end your life, and your shame, with my own claws.”

“I wasn’t—” Claws sprang from Leo’s hands. “Damnit.”

Leo came at him in a rush. Rohan lowered his chin, bared his teeth, and stuck a jab into the man’s face, snapping his head back as wild swings of the creature’s claws went wide of their mark.

Leo retreated a few meters, eyes tightening. “You are fierce, stranger.”

“I don’t want to do this. I didn’t come here for a fight.”

“Yet here you are.” Leo did . . . something. His Power intensified, building pressure that was almost enough to push Rohan back through the air.

Rohan nodded. He reached inside and brought his own Power out to match the native’s.

Leo smiled. “You don’t speak proper Zkin-na. You must come from very far away.”

“Very. Other side of those stars you see in the night sky.”

“That is very far.” Leo scratched his neck. “Yet I understand your words.”

“It’s—” Rohan paused. He was using Fire Speech, but even without it, he could make out most of what Leo was saying. “It’s a long story. What do your people call yourselves?”

“I am il’Zkin.” The people of Zkin. “I take it you are not.”

Rohan shook his head. “No. I wasn’t shaved, this is how my hair grows.”

Leo nodded again. “That is fascinating. I’ve never met a bald-faced creature who could speak before. I will wear your skin with pride after I have killed you.”

Rohan growled. “That’s not going to happen.”

The Hybrid sensed something new.

Perhaps by coincidence, and perhaps in response to the pair raising the concentration of their Powers, new auras intensified in the area.

Two, then three, then five other Powers sprang to life. Rohan looked around and saw more il’Zkin approach, coming from behind nearby mountains, from caves and crevices in the rocky terrain.

Two males and three females, assuming their physiology matched typical mammalian patterns. All covered in fur of varying colors. All humanoid, all with the heads of cats. Ligers.

All five, Powers.

I’m starting to think I know what happened to our drones.


4

This is The Law


Rohan’s Power churned and boiled at the edges of his control. It wanted to fight; wanted to meet the challenge of the il’Zkin; wanted to show its dominance over them, teach them what it meant to challenge a Hybrid.

He was no empath, not like Wei Li, but he was sensitive enough to have a rough idea how much Power someone had when they were ready to fight. He had been through enough battles, across a hundred different planets and one sizable ringworld, against enemies of a thousand species and every imaginable level of strength, to tell what his chances were in just about any situation.

If he fought the six il’Zkin at the same time, he would lose.

He might be able to kill them all, but only by fully unleashing his Hybrid rage. Given the implied purpose he had for being on the planet, that would definitely be a mission failure.

I’m really not trained for this.

Rohan inhaled fast and deep, then exhaled slowly, letting out the most limited trickle of air until his lungs were completely empty, then held that until the burning was too much.

I’m not here to fight.

Leo turned slowly, surveying the others. He called out to them. “I am fighting the shaven one. I’ve already struck him.”

“I’m not—never mind.”

A female, tawny like Leo and dressed in similar leathers, folded her arms across her chest and gave a sharp nod. “This is the law.” The others nodded in response.

Rohan ran his hands through his hair. His breaths came more easily as his lungs adapted to the air pressure. Thank Dad for that. He called out. “I don’t want to fight any of you.”

The female shook her head. “A fight, once begun, must be finished. Surely you know the law, ugly one.”

Leo shook his head at her. “He is from far away. He doesn’t understand.”

The il’Zkin’s eyes widened, and they muttered softly among themselves.

Rohan’s jaw tightened. “You want to tell me whose law we’re talking about? Clue me in?”

Leo laughed. “The law belongs to no one. It simply is. We must fight, you and I. The others shall bear witness. Ready yourself.”

When in Rome . . .

Rohan’s Power needed no further prompting. It surged, tendrils arcing out from behind his tailbone, wrapping around his spine, climbing as they circled, up, up, until they plunged into the base of his skull.

Sparks danced around the edges of his esoteric vision, energy crackling and firing all around.

“I’m ready.”

Leo had been mustering his own energy. His charge, while not the strongest Rohan had ever experienced, was among the fastest.

Leo’s right hand swung for Rohan’s eyes, claws extended and shining black in the bright sun. Rohan jerked a hand up to parry, saving his vision but exposing his belly.

The il’Zkin’s left slashed across his abdomen.

The claws were reinforced: sharp blades of Power aligned with the keratin. They shredded Rohan’s uniform and cut deep into his flesh.

The Hybrid felt his lips pull back from his teeth in an unpleasant smile.

“You’re fast.”

“I am fastest of all in my tribe, shaven one.”

“You can call me Rohan. I really haven’t been—” The Hybrid charged, left hand twitching in a jab at the il’Zkin’s face, but quickly redirecting into a hook that went around the native’s parry, landing just below his vertical triangular ear.

Leo’s head snapped around with the punch, but he swung his own right, using the momentum to drag his claws across Rohan’s ribs.

They scored the Hybrid’s side, drawing fresh streams of blood.

Rohan growled and launched a pair of kicks, wide sweeping roundhouses that came close enough to the il’Zkin’s chin to rustle the fur on his jaw.

The other natives watched impassively, the tawny female’s eyes narrowing.

Rohan closed again, throwing a sequence of punches.

Leo avoided them, cutting Rohan’s left shoulder in the exchange.

Rohan rose, then dropped suddenly, flipping over and driving his heel down into Leo’s head.

The il’Zkin blocked with both arms, absorbing a punch to the belly from Rohan, but slicing the Hybrid’s thighs with his claws.

I’m taking more damage than I’m dishing out. Have to change this up.

The two fought with cliffs on either side, in a space perhaps a hundred meters across. Rohan’s lungs burned as he breathed in the unfamiliar air.

Leo charged, claws swinging.

The Hybrid met the charge with a rising knee, catching Leo hard in the midsection, but absorbing slashes across his arms. He reached out to grab the il’Zkin, but his fingers slid off the man’s fur.

Rohan looked down and saw an opening in the wall of stone.

He twitched his shoulders to the left, sending Leo flying in that direction to intercept, then dove for the opening.

Leo followed quickly, but Rohan had enough time to reach the dark spot on the cliff.

It was, as he had guessed, a cave.

The Hybrid entered, taking in the dimensions with a glance, and turned to see if Leo would follow.

He did.

The cave was only three meters wide. When Leo came for him, Rohan stood his ground, arms up, and willed Power into his raised forearms.

Leo’s claws bit into his skin, no more than a scratch.

Rohan stepped forward and to his left; Leo instinctively slipped to the side, into the cave wall.

Rohan pivoted and stepped out, throwing a punch that Leo dodged.

Putting the il’Zkin inside the cave with Rohan blocking the way out.

“Speed is great, trust me, I’m all in favor of speed. But in here? There’s nowhere to move to.” Rohan’s Power surged. He set his feet, forearms raised, and took another pair of slashes.

He lifted one leg, waiting for Leo to sidestep into the cave wall, then kicked with the other. Leo had nowhere to go; Rohan’s foot drove into his lower belly.

The il’Zkin’s eyes widened.

Rohan moved forward, just a few centimeters, and punched. Leo ducked; Rohan kneed him in the face. The il’Zkin backed up, hitting the rear of the cave.

“See? Oh, by the way, I did have a question.”

He jabbed the cat-man in the face, snapping his head back, then stepped closer, almost chest to chest, and cracked his elbow into the side of Leo’s head.

The il’Zkin’s eyes widened with each impact.

“You said we had to fight. Until when, exactly? Am I going to have to kill you?”

Leo raked his claws along Rohan’s arms and back, but the Hybrid had enough energy to keep his skin more or less intact. He crushed his forehead into the il’Zkin’s nose, followed with two more elbows to jaws.

Rock splintered where Leo’s back pressed into it.

The il’Zkin put his hands on Rohan’s shoulders and pushed to the side, as if he could swing the Hybrid out of the way and escape the back of the tunnel.

Rohan planted his feet, resisted the bigger man, and delivered another pair of elbow strikes.

Leo sagged against the wall.

Rohan twisted his shoulder back, put his fist up by his ear, and drove a piercing elbow into the middle of the cat-man’s face.

Two golden eyes widened, then shut halfway.

Another elbow.

“Because I will if I have to.” Rohan’s voice was guttural, the harsh air affecting his vocal cords.

Or his anger.

Another elbow. Leo’s head went back into the cave wall, cracking the stone.

“But that’s not. What I’m here for. I just want to talk. About some drones.” More elbows.

Leo slumped forward, his head falling onto Rohan’s collarbone.

Rohan could feel the man’s energy fading. He stepped back, letting his opponent fall to the floor of the cave.

He turned and flicked blood off first one elbow, then the other.

“Next?”
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Blood dripped from his belly, ribs, and arms, speeding to the ground and striking the stone with wet smacks that rang loudly in the heavy air.

Rohan stepped into the cave entrance, to the edge of the sheer drop that looked like hundreds of meters, and faced the remaining il’Zkin, Leo’s unconscious form puddled against the wall behind him.

The tawny female floated to a spot close to the cave mouth. “You wish to fight again, ugly stranger?” She was shorter and slimmer than Rohan, though barely, with muscular arms and legs showing, unbothered by the cold. Her face and tone were neutral, showing no fear, anger, or eagerness.

Perhaps curiosity.

He cracked his neck and exhaled slowly, willing his Power to relax its greedy hold on his spine. “I didn’t even wish to fight the first time. But I’m old enough to know the difference between wishes and haves.”

She nodded. The other il’Zkin matched her, two exchanging muttered words Rohan couldn’t make out.

“Then, you will submit to the others in our tribe.”

Rohan coughed. His lungs burned. “I already have a girlfriend. I don’t think she’d be very happy with me submitting to anybody else. I also have a boss. And more than a few friends who feel very comfortable telling me what to do. So, no, I don’t think I’ll be doing any more submitting, thanks.”

The female cocked her head, then shook it. “I do not understand. Do you fight, or do you submit?”

One of the males called to her. “He doesn’t know the law, Katya. You heard. He is a stranger, from far away.”

Another female sneered. “What place is so far that the law is unknown? The law is the law.”

Katya glared at Rohan. “Is this true? You do not know the law?”

Why do I feel that no matter what I say, I’m just going to get in more trouble?

“I forget. Bad memory. Can you maybe, I don’t know, explain your law to me? Refresh my memory. So we can stop talking past each other.”

She looked at the others, her eyes wide, as if seeking help. They met her with stony glares.

She returned her gaze to Rohan.

“The law is everywhere, shaven one. Are you a child, perhaps? Are you lost from your tribe?”

He sighed. “Call me Rohan. I’m not shaven, this is how my hair grows. I’m not il’Zkin.”

The male called out again. “He’s like the Fathers! He even looks like them. One of the lost races.”

The il’Zkin muttered.

Katya floated closer, stopping a meter away and examining Rohan’s face. After a moment, she reached out. He exhaled slowly, fighting a cough, and let her touch him.

She stroked his forehead with her fingertips, grazing the bare skin, her eyes wide in wonder. She leaned in and licked his cheek.

He flinched back, resisting the urge to put more distance between them.

“You do resemble the Fathers, as told in the old stories. Are you il’Sein?”

He shook his head. “No. I’m . . . I’m a mix. Both my parent species were created by the il’Sein, the way I’m guessing they created you.”

She nodded. “I understand. You flew here from another world?” She pointed up.

If I tell them about Insatiable, will they try to fly up and capture her? Hitch a ride off-world? That might not be a good idea. Not if these six are representative of their species.

“Something like that. I’m just visiting, okay? Not looking for a fight. Or to submit to anyone. Maybe we could eat something instead. I’m starving. I could also use some bandages; I’m bleeding all over this cave, and that can’t be very hygienic.”

She bared her very sharp teeth in what he hoped was a grin, ducked her head, and licked his neck. “We will bandage you, stranger.” She waved over two of the others, who closed on Rohan. One began wrapping leather straps over his wounds, while the other passed deeper into the cave to address Leo. “What is your name again?”

“Rohan. Call me Rohan.” Not going to try to explain what a tow chief is to people who have probably never seen a spaceship.

“Stranger Rohan. We welcome you to our tribe, the Arkhan’s Cave Tribe. You must decide now whether to fight again or submit to us. That is the law.”

He sighed as one il’Zkin lifted his arm and slapped a sticky leather patch to his ribs. “I told you, I really can’t submit to the tribe. As tempting as it sounds. I bet you have snacks.”

The male who’d spoken, black-furred with patches of gray around his muzzle, came closer. “He is a stranger to the law, Katya. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

Katya nodded. “If you do not submit, you must fight. If you lose, you will submit to your better. That is the law.”

“You guys have a very binary way of looking at things, don’t you? Very hierarchical.”

She nodded. “Without law, there is chaos. Chaos means death for us all. From above and from below. We choose law, and life.”

An il’Zkin bandaged his right arm while Rohan rubbed his forehead with his free hand. “I’m really interested to hear all of that explained to me. Really, I am. Look, tell me more about this submitting stuff. What do I have to do? Is this just about bowing or calling you guys senpai or something? Touch your feet? I can totally touch feet. I’ve done it before.”

Katya shook her head. “To submit means you must obey the tribe in all things. This is the law.”

The other four echoed her, like worshippers chiming in with an ‘amen,’ “That is the law.”

“Oh, that kind of submitting. Nope, not going to do it. I’d say sorry, but honestly, I’m not sorry. Not going to obey commands from anybody. I’ll be polite, though. I’ll be nice. Won’t start any fights. How about that?”

The black-furred male shook his head. “He doesn’t understand. I keep telling you.”

Katya patted his shoulder. “You’re wrong, Baybo. He understands. He speaks oddly, but he is clear. He will not submit to any of our tribe, so he knows he must fight.”

She turned a slow circle, making eye contact with each of the others, one by one. When she had finished, she faced Rohan, though her words were not directed at him.

“The stranger has spoken. He will not submit to any who rest in Arkhan’s Cave. Ready the tribe! We bring stranger Rohan to scale the cliff!”

The il’Zkin raised their arms in the air and shouted.

Baybo leaned close to Rohan and hugged him. “Welcome, stranger. I am eager to see you climb!”

Rohan sighed. “Is there going to be food?”
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Cave Cats


Rohan slid his mask over his face as the il’Zkin worked on Leo’s wounds.

“Insatiable? You there?”

“Hail, Captain Rohan! I wouldn’t leave without telling you. I said I’d stay in orbit as long as you need me. Or, you know, at least find someone else to cover for me. Like a babysitter. Not that you’re a baby. I can’t even sit. Oh, that’s a funny word!”

“Weren’t you afraid of me once? What happened to that?”

“I’m sorry, Captain. Am I teasing you too much? I’m trying to act more normal around you. Void’s Shadow said I should.”

He sighed. “No, it’s fine. She’s right.”

“Great.”

“The thing is, I made first contact. Again.”

“Congratulations, Captain! I don’t think I know anybody else who has made two first contacts. And only two years apart! I wonder if in a hundred years you can meet fifty new species. That would be amazing! I bet you’d be famous.”

“In a hundred years I’ll be too old to enjoy it. These guys are humanoid. Feline. I haven’t confirmed, but they’re probably responsible for the drones.”

“But why, Captain? What did the drones do?”

“I’m not sure yet. Still investigating, okay? Meanwhile, I think I’m going to have to fight a few of them. I’m trying to get out of it, but things don’t look good. I’ll keep in touch.”

“Fight them? But sir, you’re a Hybrid. That doesn’t seem very fair. Why would you fight them?”

“Well, so far I’ve met six of the il’Zkin. And every single one of them is a Power.”

He waited for Insatiable’s response.

Her voice was uncharacteristically serious. “Captain, maybe you shouldn’t always tell me things, you know. I’m not very good at keeping secrets.”

“What do you mean?”

“You do remember that I’m an Imperial ship, don’t you? I may be assigned sort of semi- but maybe not really semi-permanently to Wistful, to take care of the Stones. But I answer to Fleet.”

He scratched his jaw. “I understand. I’ll be . . . more discreet.”

“Yes, Captain. You should go now. Let me know if you need anything.”

“I will. Thanks, Insatiable. Rohan out.”

He took off the mask to find Katya staring.

She cleared her throat. “My grandmother also spoke to herself. She said it helped her think, to say things out loud. Often, close to the end, she would also address lost loved ones. She said that after decades together she could hear their responses in her mind, and it brought comfort to exchange words. There is no shame in this, stranger Rohan.”

“I’m not—never mind. Thanks.” He pointed a thumb in Leo’s direction. “Is he going to be okay?”

“My brother? Yes, he is. You did not cause any permanent damage. Thank you for that.”

“He’s your brother? Um. Sorry?”

“Why are you sorry? Did you do something wrong?”

“I don’t know, didn’t I? I injured your brother.”

She laughed. “You are so funny; you might find a mate despite your hideous appearance. Did he not challenge you?”

“He did.”

“And you fought him alone?”

“Yeah.”

“Then, you followed the law. Following the law is the only good. One should never apologize for following the law.”

Rohan nodded and examined his uniform, trying to decide how much, if any, of it could be salvaged.

Katya stared at him. “Do men of your species always have eyes of different colors?”

“No, not usually. It’s only temporary. I lost one, now it’s healing. The blue one will turn brown in a few months. I think.”

“You lost the eye? And it will grow back?”

“Yep. One benefit of being . . . what I am.”

“Only our mightiest chiefs can grow back lost eyes. You must be very strong. I look forward to participating in your scale.”

“Sure. Participating, or watching?”

She smiled. “You will fight me, of course, stranger Rohan. Not next, for I outrank my brother by several steps. But I think you will go far, and I will have a chance to fight you myself.”

Rohan let out a long breath. “I imagine there’s no point in saying that I’d rather not have to fight you?”

“None at all, stranger Rohan. None at all.”

The other il’Zkin hoisted Leo to his feet, rousing him from his stupor. His eyes snapped open, taking in the others and Rohan, and he sighed.

“I lost.”

Katya nodded. “You lost, brother. The ugly stranger is strong. You will recover.”

Leo nodded. “What is his fate?”

“He will scale the cliff.”

Leo smiled. “Good. Rohan, you will stay in my tent. I will prepare your meals and ready you for the scaling.”

Rohan tore some shreds off his uniform, separating the top from his pants, evening out the tears along his midriff. “Will I? Are you sure? We just met. Maybe we should date first. Have some drinks, get to know each other. I’m not sure I’m ready to move in with you.”

Leo looked at Katya, who laughed. “Stranger Rohan does not know our ways. Be patient, brother.”

Leo nodded. “As you say.”

Katya looked at Rohan. “My brother and I share a tent. We will make sure you are warm and fed.”

“That’s great. Really. Also, maybe you could explain this cliff I’m supposed to be climbing? Because I can fly. So can you. Everyone here can fly. I’m not sure why I’m scaling anything.”

Baybo, the black-furred male, patted Rohan on the back. “It is a metaphor, stranger. You will fight all in the tribe, starting with the first member stronger than Leo, until you are defeated or are yourself the chief.”

Rohan coughed. “Seriously? That’s the law?”

Baybo nodded. “Either fight or submit. You can choose that at any point of your climb.”

Rohan scratched his beard. “Wait. Leo is pretty darn strong. You’re saying he’s not one of the strongest of your tribe?”

Baybo laughed. “He is not in the upper half.”

“And how big is this tribe of yours?”

“I am not sure. We number several hundred.”

Rohan stopped.

That meant over a hundred Powers stronger than Leo.

That meant a force stronger than any planet in the Empire, if he didn’t count any resident Hybrids.

Maybe even if he did.

“Is the Arkhan’s Cave Tribe the most powerful in the world? Or one of the most powerful?”

Baybo shrugged. “We are strong. But I do not think we are so special.”

Rohan swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. “And, just for laughs, can you give me some idea of how many tribes like yours there are on this planet?”

One of the females looked over. “At the last Conclave, there were two thousand chiefs, were there not?”

Katya shrugged. “I believe so. Many chiefs attended. Not all, of course.”

Rohan swallowed again.

Math was never my strongest subject, but that sounds like a lot of Powers.
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Rohan watched as two il’Zkin propped Leo on their shoulders and prepared to fly from the cave. Katya touched his elbow. “Can you fly? We would return to our camp and, as you requested, share a meal.”

“If there’s food on the other end of things, you bet I can fly! Just try to stop me! No, don’t really stop me, that’s a saying. Come to think of it, a very stupid saying.”

She smiled. “You are funny, stranger Rohan. I have decided that I like you despite your unpleasant appearance.”

“That’s very nice. Well, no, it’s not. But I’ll take it. As long as it comes with food.”

“Come.” She lifted off the ground and flew toward the setting sun.

The group lifted off to follow, two il’Zkin carrying Leo, Rohan at the back.

The mountains were as stark as any Rohan could remember. They were young: sharp and jagged, heavy with the kind of snow and ice that usually meant permanently freezing temperatures. Sheets of ice cracked and slid off the mountains as they flew; the felines completely ignored them.

Tufts of vegetation poked through at various points, dull green shoots marring the white. Rohan searched for birds or other signs of life.

Can birds fly in this gravity without Powers? I should ask Ben.

Flashes of lush green came from the surfaces far below their path, hints at a more life-rich environment.

Rohan flew close to Baybo and touched the man’s shoulder. He pointed down. “It’s warmer down there?”

Baybo nodded. “Nothing lives this high. Nothing but us.”

“Then, why don’t you live there with them? Wouldn’t it be easier?”

Gray streaks along his muzzle twitched as he laughed. “The aurochs would eat us. You’ll see, stranger. It is cold, but still better up here.”

“Oh super. Wait, there are animals here that can eat you? When half your tribe is stronger than Leo?”

Baybo gave him a hard look. “You are truly not from this world, are you, stranger?”

“You didn’t believe me?”

“We rarely meet individuals from so far.”

“Rarely?”

“Never. It has never happened, Rohan. Your stay with us should prove interesting. Katya will be happy, she likes interesting. Most of us don’t.”

Rohan grunted and continued to follow the group. His eye itched, and he didn’t have enough hands to scratch the wounds he’d gotten from Leo.

Katya crested a ridge, then disappeared. The others dropped out of view as well, and as Rohan passed it, he saw them falling below him, closely following the cliff face.

The air warmed subtly as they dropped. A fat green strip emerged below, between the cliffs, a line of blue that might have been a river, depending on distance. A waterfall sprang from the stone to Rohan’s left, spray falling in a weirdly flat arc due to the gravity.

They slowed as a shadow appeared on the cliff face.

Baybo turned to Rohan and pointed down. “That is Arkhan’s Cave.” They slowed, approaching the opening with care.

The cave’s mouth was big: over two hundred meters across and just as high. The underground portion narrowed slightly from that but continued deep into the shadows.

Welcoming shouts greeted the group as they entered, Katya leading.

The front of the cave was bare, stone and dirt where il’Zkin kittens played. A waterfall along one side fed a narrow pool that extended out of sight in the back, a wet finger pointing to the heart of the mountain.

Farther from the cliff’s edge, sheltered by the rock above, sat a field of huts. Round, lined in fur, each was between ten and twenty meters across and constructed like a yurt, with gently peaked roofs perforated in the center by a thick, round tube. Smoke leaked from many of the tubes.

As they neared, Rohan realized the tubes were bone.

One of the children spotted Rohan and called to its parents, after which dozens more il’Zkin emerged from the huts. He heard the word “stranger” repeated by a hundred tongues.

Baybo addressed the growing crowd while Katya pulled Rohan toward a hut on the edge of town. The others set Leo down.

Rohan made out Baybo saying something about “stranger to scale—” before he lost the thread of the conversation when Katya began speaking.

“Stranger Rohan, this is our hut. There is room, as our parents have passed on.” She held open a fur flap and ushered him inside.

“I’m sorry.” The hut was one of the smaller ones, but still roomy at ten meters across. A bulbous ivory stove took up the exact center, a tall chimney extending up through the roof above.

“They lived in the law.” She said it as if by rote, a generic response to his sympathy.

Rohan touched the side of the stove. “Is this bone?”

She nodded. “We use all of the aurochs we take. The fur to insulate our walls, the meat and innards to eat, of course, and the bones and tendons to build our homes.” She pointed to the frame, also fashioned out of longer, skinnier bones.

Rohan grunted. “Let me guess. That is the law?”

She laughed. “That is the law. Waste nothing of the Fathers’ gifts.”

“The Fathers gave you the . . . aurochs to hunt?”

“All came from them. Come, I have clothes for you. My father’s should fit you. Leo will prepare food and drink.”

The injured feline limped to a chest on one side of the tent and began rummaging inside.

Rohan watched. “I can help, you know.”

“He challenged you, and lost. Now he serves you. It is—”

“The law. Right. Okay. I could use food. What do you burn in that stove? I don’t see a whole lot of forests around.”

“Forests? Why would that matter? We burn auroch dung.”

“Of course you do.” He sniffed; the scent was surprisingly inoffensive.

Rohan sighed as fatigue crept up over his back and shoulders. His injuries, combined with the high gravity, were more than he was used to. “I’m going to sit.”

“Of course, stranger Rohan.” Katya picked a cot up off a stack and moved it closer to him. “Here. This will be yours.”

Leo opened the back of the stove and puttered around with some of the items he’d gathered. Katya took cups of carved bone and filled them from a bucket, then handed one to her guest.

“Drink. You lost much blood.”

He took it gratefully. “Thanks.” He drank and rested his elbows on his thighs, taking pressure off his back muscles. “I have questions.”

She smiled. “What would you like to know?”

“First, I guess I need to know when I’m fighting again. If I’m going to scale this cliff. Or whatever.”

“You cannot fight while injured. When fighting other il’Zkin—”

Leo chimed in. “Or anyone who speaks. Any sentients.”

“—yes, any sentients—you must be fully recovered. The fight must be fair.” She smiled. “Though none you fight will be as ugly as you, so it will not truly be fair. That was a joke!”

Rohan sighed. “Good one. Look, it’s going to take me a day or two to heal.”

“Then that is when you will fight Flix.”

“Flix is the next handhold on the climb, then? Not a rung, since you don’t have ladders.”

“I do not understand this last word you used. But yes.” The smell of cooking meat filled the tent. Leo hummed while he attended to the stove.

Rohan’s eyes drooped, and he finished his cup. “No ladders. Check.”

The flap opened, and a brown-furred il’Zkin stuck their head in. “Katya! May you find happiness in the law!” Leo groaned, too softly for anyone but Rohan to hear.

Katya stood and offered a slight bow of her head. “Risa! And you.”

“Is this the stranger? Who has come to scale the cliff?”

“It is, Risa. His name is Rohan.”

“Why was he shaved?”

Katya shook her head. “He is not. His people are naturally ugly.”

“I hear he is strong.” Rohan heard a soft purr underneath her words.

Katya nodded. “I believe he will climb high. If the law permits.”

“If the law permits. Well, let me know if you need any help taking care of the stranger during his climb. I imagine your brother will be even less useful than usual, given his injuries.”

Katya shook her head. “Thank you, Risa, I will let you know.”

The brown feline left, and Katya turned to Leo. “Calm yourself. She does it to goad you.”

He sighed. “I know. I am too weak to be angry today.”

Rohan looked up at them. “Is she a nemesis of yours?”

Katya chuckled. “Simply a woman with more curiosity than respect.”

Leo snorted. “That’s half the village. Maybe more. When you only ever speak to a few others and never leave the cave—”

“Hush, Leo. This is the law.”

He sighed and reached into the oven with a bone ladle, dishing portions of a steaming, dark-brown liquid into three bowls. “This is the law.”

Leo distributed the food, a stew with small chunks of meat floating inside. Rohan watched Katya sip at it, slurping down some chunks and chewing daintily. Leo followed.

The Hybrid took a tentative sip.

Not the worst thing I’ve ever tried. He lapped up a few meat chunks and chewed them thoughtfully. Then again . . .

Another il’Zkin, an older male, opened the flap and stepped into the hut. “May you find happiness in the law.”

Katya nodded from where she sat. “And you, Kazar.”

“This is the stranger?”

The rest of the conversation echoed Risa’s, though Kazar didn’t bother demeaning Leo.

The injured feline stood to refill his bowl as Kazar left. Katya took a second bowl for herself as a third person entered and exchanged greetings.

Rohan felt his stomach gurgle as he ate the last piece of meat they’d given him. He waited for the three to be alone. “Katya, what do these people want? Do they want to talk to me?”

She shook her head. “They are eager to fight someone, stranger Rohan. In their eagerness, they will settle for a glimpse of you.”

“There’s a whole village full of people they can fight, though. And a thousand other villages they could go to for some fun.”

“We only fight one another once, upon reaching adulthood. Your arrival will give many a chance to fight again, and that, we all treasure.”

“Let me get this straight. Your people love to fight, but you can’t fight each other? Even for sport?”

“That is the law.”
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Inside and Outside


Rohan finished his bowl of stew and stretched. “I’m exhausted. You mind if I, er, talk to myself for a bit, then sleep?”

Katya took his bowl. “Leo will clean. You may take care of your needs, and we can all sleep. It is late.”

The Hybrid nodded and moved his cot to the far side of the tent, then took his helmet out of his hood, sealed it to his face, and opened a channel. The others would be able to hear him, but he’d be speaking Drachna, which would afford privacy.

He drew out a line of esoteric energy, pulled it into a rod, and bent it slowly back on itself, twisting. Working on the corkscrew shape.

“Hail, Insatiable.”

“Captain Rohan! Are you all right? We were getting worried! Well, not me. I have complete confidence in you. But the others, well, they sometime suspect that you have a tendency to get yourself in over your head. Their words, definitely not mine.”

“I hate to tell you this, Insatiable, but they might be right this time. Can you put the Stones on the line? If they’re awake. It’s not an emergency.”

“Of course, just one—”

Ben’s voice broke in. “Rohan! We were just starting to worry.”

Marion joined in. “Liar. You were worrying hours ago.” Her tone was light, teasing.

Ben humphed. “Yes, well. Who knows what’s down there? And it’s not as if we can just fly down and help out if there’s trouble.”

Rohan smiled to himself as the rod of energy shook on the edge of losing cohesion. “Thank you both. I’m okay, at least for now. This planet is . . . I don’t know what to do here.”

Ben answered, “What’s happening, exactly?”

Rohan sighed. What can I tell them? They answer to the Empire as much as Insatiable does. “The planet is inhabited. They call themselves the il’Zkin. Another child species to the il’Sein, based on their physiology and language.”

“They’re humanoid?”

“Right. Feline.”

Katya stripped naked, tossing her leathers on top of a small chest. Rohan struggled, not sure if he should be averting his eyes or ignoring the sudden bout of nudity. The corkscrew of energy cracked and popped into nothingness.

“How have they adapted to the gravity?”

“Let’s just say they’re very strong.”

He took two breaths without hearing a response.

Marion broke the stalemate. “Strong enough to present a threat to you?”

“If they wanted to? Yeah. They don’t seem inclined in that direction. They have a very rigid social structure. Lots of rules. One of them is that they fight one-on-one only. As long as they stick to that, I should be okay.”

Ben sighed. “Rohan, I shouldn’t have to say this, but groups like that, given how isolated they must have been before now, can behave in unpredictable ways when given a novel stimulus.”

“By ‘novel stimulus,’ you mean me. I’m the novel stimulus. I’m going to have to add that to my dating profile.”

“Yes, I mean you. Be very careful. Even better, come back up. Is it fair to say they destroyed the probes?”

Rohan scratched his beard where his mask sealed to his jaw. “I haven’t even tried to find out. I’ve been figuring out how their culture works. It’s . . . weird.”

Ben continued. “You already have the answers we need. Yes, the planet’s inhabited. No, it’s not going to be a suitable location for any colonists. Right? I don’t think any other species in Imperial space are going to be comfortable in five g’s. Also, no spacefaring capabilities, so they’re no threat to anybody else. Come home, you’ve done your job.”

Insatiable interrupted. “Pardon me, Professor. Wistful did request that we do a thorough examination of the surface and a full assessment of all intelligent life. I do not believe Captain Rohan has yet fulfilled those stipulations.”

Rohan swallowed. “Why is Wistful so interested all of a sudden? I can’t remember her caring so much about anything outside of Toth system before.”

“Shall I ask her, Captain? I totally can. Hold on, I’ll open the wormhole and send a message through. Be back in a jiff.”

“No, don’t. I was just wondering out loud.” Katya wandered over to where Rohan was sitting and leaned close, sniffing his hair. He waved her away.

Ben broke in. “Rohan, I’m serious. Just come back. We’ll explain to Wistful how dangerous things are, and I’m sure she’ll understand. Tow chiefs are hard to replace.”

“You mean she cares about me and doesn’t want to see me die, right? Because I heard you say I’d be hard to replace, and I’m sure you meant something more sentimental than that.”

“Of course, Rohan. I was just trying to frame it in practical terms.”

Katya sniffed him again, then touched the edge of his mask. He glared at her, and she stepped away.

“Okay. Marion? Thoughts?”

The physicist cleared her throat. “You don’t seem to want to come back, Rohan. I trust there’s a reason for that?”

She’s not wrong.

“You’re not wrong. This planet, these people . . . they’re dangerous, but you know what I always say. Where there’s danger, there’s opportunity.”

“I’ve never heard you say that.”

“I just made it up. But it sounds good.”
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Rohan slept the deep sleep that only comes from very low temperatures, very high gravity, and lusciously soft fur blankets piled three high.

The Hybrid dreamed of Tolone’a; of fighting tentacled monsters deep underwater, swimming in water pressures that could crack a walnut. Of a prison world he’d visited with The Dwarf, back in his days serving Fleet. A half decade before killing his old friend by feeding him to another set of monsters on Toth 3.

He woke to the smell of gamy meat and il’Zkin fur mingling with his own sweat.

Katya smiled at him, perched on the edge of her cot, still disturbingly naked.

“Did you sleep well, stranger Rohan?”

He sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Well enough. Is it late?”

“No, not at all. Here, break your fast.” She handed him a bowl of the same stew they’d eaten before.

“What is this, anyway?”

“Meat from all parts of the auroch. Some muscle, some brain, some of each of the organs. I’m particularly fond of the brain and the marrow.”

“No vegetables? No spices?”

She shook her head. “I am unfamiliar with these words. We do not partake of plants, only the auroch. That is the law.”

“No vegetables. No alcohol, I take it?”

She shrugged and brought him a cup of water.

He sighed and touched his tongue to the soup.

The taste was right on the edge of being foul enough that he would prefer starving to death than continuing. He reminded himself of what he had to live for: his friends on Wistful, his lover, the good food he’d be able to eat after getting back.

He ate.

“Where do these aurochs live? Not up here, right? I didn’t see any livestock in the cave.”

She laughed. “Aurochs would not fit in this cave. They roam the valleys below. We go down to hunt, when needed. Perhaps you can join us on our next trip.”

“When does that happen?”

“When the chief says we need more meat. Soon, I believe. It has been a long time.”

“What does that mean, a long time? Days? Weeks?”

She paused, staring at the hut’s ceiling. “Many weeks. We keep the carcass in the back of the cave, where it stays frozen.”

“Huh. What else do you do with your time? You’re not gathering nuts and seeds. I guess you take separate trips for the fuel?”

“Yes, that.”

“What else? Crochet? Have you made a seven-kilometer scarf for Risa that you somehow keep forgetting to give her?”

She smiled and licked her shoulder for a moment, pink tongue lapping at the fur. “After a hunt, we sleep a great deal. We play with our kittens. We make paints and decorate the cave walls. Sing songs. What does anyone do between hunts, Rohan? What do your people do?”

He scratched his scalp. Time for a shower. I bet, with my luck, they don’t have showers. I bet they just lick themselves clean. “I have no idea how to explain it. We take walks. Tell each other stories. That sort of thing.”

“Do you have music in your world?”

“Yeah. Hold on, I’ll play you something.” He fiddled with his mask, found the switch for the external speaker, and played the next song in his queue, “Naatu Naatu.”

Katya giggled. “That’s amazing! How does that sound come from that thing? So interesting!”

Rohan tapped at the inside of the mask, checking for messages.

Insatiable had opened the wormhole long enough for a data burst to come through and update his news feeds. Reports were trickling in about some kind of Imperial action on Ohn.

The communications blackout from Ohn hadn’t, it turned out, been a tachyon net failure. Details coming from the planet were scarce, but dark.

Rohan tabbed through his available feeds but didn’t find any further information.

He didn’t need it. Often enough, he’d been the details. Or at least had firsthand experience of them. I wonder what Ohn did to piss off the il’Drach.

I wonder if it has anything to do with Hyperion.

He looked for news of Hyperion’s whereabouts and found half a dozen incredulous sightings. Hyperion had become the galaxy’s Elvis, spotted in the most unlikely of places, his face appearing in toast or the pattern of cream on cups of coffee.

An expired message from Ang, inviting him to a party that had probably ended the previous night. Unless it was still going. Ursans didn’t always confine their parties to single days.

Katya danced a bit to the song, feet tapping the floor in quick little steps, while Rohan ate. He turned off the mask when the song ended. “Where’s Leo?”

“He’s visiting a friend. Flix.”

“The same Flix I’m supposed to fight next?”

She nodded. “The same. He is ranked just above Leo. They have been close since they were kittens.”

The bone frame around the hut opening resonated with a knock. Katya stepped to her cot and grabbed a knee-length leather tunic, throwing it over her head. She crossed the room and pulled open the flap.

Her head lowered. “Chief Winton.” Rohan stood, wishing he was more presentable. His uniform was shredded, the top little more than strips of cloth, one leg missing.

The il’Zkin who ducked to enter had iron-gray fur and green eyes. He was big, a full twenty-five centimeters taller than Rohan, and at least fifty kilograms heavier, all the mass apparently filling his chest and arms.

Winton spoke with a gravel-deep voice. “May you find happiness in the law.”

“And you, Chief.”

Winton straightened and took in the dwelling, scanning the back corners for a moment, settling on Rohan. “This is the stranger? Does it speak?”

Rohan stepped closer. “Probably too much, if you ask around. Can’t hardly ever get me to shut up, to be honest.”

If Winton appreciated Rohan’s attempt at humor, he didn’t show it. “Why was it shaved? Is this a punishment?”

Katya stepped closer, putting her shoulder between Winton and Rohan. Her tone remained pleasant. “He is of another race, Chief Winton. Like the Fathers. His fur grows only in spots. He is ugly but also marvelously funny.”

Winton grunted and took a step to the side, eyes on Rohan as he took in the new angle. “He claims to be one of the Fathers?”

Rohan coughed. “More of a cousin, really. My people were made by the il’Sein as much as yours were.”

“I have lived many decades and traveled far and yet never seen such a thing as you. How is that possible, stranger?”

“I come from beyond the stars, Chief. People from where I live haven’t been here . . . I think ever.”

The chief looked at Katya. “He doesn’t speak like us.”

“No, Chief, he doesn’t.”

Winton squared up on Rohan. “You fought Leo? Her brother? According to the law?”

Rohan shrugged. “It wasn’t exactly my choice.”

The chief growled, and Katya interrupted. “Please answer the question, Rohan.”

Rohan looked into the chief’s angry eyes. “Yes, I fought him. He attacked me, so I defended myself. I have no idea if it was according to any laws.” As the words left his lips, he realized he had made a mistake.

The chief’s eyes tightened; his lips twisted upward in a snarl. “You don’t know the law? Katya, he doesn’t know the law?”

“He does not, Chief.”

“Is he a child, then?”

Katya took a step back, as if afraid he would strike her. “He is no child, Chief. He defeated my brother. Say what you will of Leo, he is a true warrior. The stranger is stronger than a child.”

“Power alone would not make him one of us, Katya.”

“What is he, then? An auroch? Surely not, for he can speak. He is no true il’Zkin, but what role does he play in the law? Despite his ignorance, he is willing to live within it.”

The chief turned to Rohan. “Is that true, stranger? Are you willing to live within the law? Fully?”

I really wish this were an RPG and I could save my game before answering.

I also wish I could lie while using Fire Speech.

Oh, what the hell.

“I am. Willing, that is. I’ll live within your law, Chief. I don’t have much in the way of other choices, do I?”

“No.” The chief faced Katya. “He is no auroch, for, as you say, he speaks. He is no child, for he is strong and intelligent. He is ignorant, though. Which makes me think him as one who belongs to another tribe. A faraway tribe.”

Katya cast Rohan a fearful glance. “Do you belong to another tribe, Rohan? Are you here to spy? To invade? To subvert our hold on this cave?”

“Definitely not any of those things. I’d like to learn, but that’s not the same as spying, is it? I think spying means something a little more, I don’t know, malicious. I want to learn because I’m curious about your people and your way of life. How does that fit into your law?”

Katya stepped back and turned away. She went to the fuel pile and took two bricks of dried dung and put them into the stove.

Chief Winton scratched his jawline with one extended claw.

The older male broke the silence. “You wish to scale the cliff, stranger?”

“I was told my choices were to scale the cliff or submit to somebody.”

“That is the law.”

“Yeah, I heard. I’m not the submitting type. Not to people I don’t know. So, I’ll do some climbing.”

“Very well. If you prove to be as a foreigner, if you subvert our ways or our claim to this cave, we will treat you as an intruder. As a man outside the law.”

Katya inhaled sharply. “Chief, please. It will not come to that.”

“You have great confidence in this ugly stranger, Katya. For reasons I fail to understand. My decision stands. He may stay and scale the cliff. If he transgresses, if he proves dishonorable, we will treat him as the law states.”

Rohan scratched his beard. “You want to tell me what that means? What does the law state? Exile? Double portions of food? No tequila rations? Oh, forget that last one, I’m already subject to that.”

Katya shook her head. “Those outside the law do not enjoy its protection, Rohan. You will have to fight us, but not as with Leo.” She exhaled slowly. “You will fight us all at once.”

“Both of you?”

“The tribe, Rohan. You will fight the whole tribe at once.”
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Cut Me Some Slack, It’s Cold


An hour later, Rohan sat on his cot and muttered to himself. “Don’t break the law, Rohan. No matter how ridiculous it might be. No matter how much you really, really want to do something tiny, some small thing, just to make a point. Don’t do it. It’s not worth dying on this crazy planet a million light years from home because you don’t like following other people’s rules.”

Leo looked at him. “Are you all right? You smell terrible. Perhaps you are ill in some way? From the wounds? If you succumb to your injuries now, the tribe might rule that you, in fact, lost the fight. I will be declared the victor.”

“You’re hoping I die so you can be ranked above my corpse? Really?”

The il’Zkin shrugged his broad shoulders. “Not hoping, stranger Rohan. Just . . . well, possibly hoping a bit. It’s not personal.”

Rohan stood up from his cot and stretched his arms overhead. His muscles ached, unused to the strain of five times his normal weight pushing down on his joints. “Sorry to ruin your hopes, but I’m okay. Just reminding myself to be good. Better question is, how are you? I hit you pretty hard the other day.”

Leo’s tawny face brightened, eyes widening. “You did! I didn’t expect that! But I’m almost recovered. You didn’t break anything important. I can see out of both eyes again, and when I look at you, there is only one image. Not three, as before.”

“Good to know. What’s your plan for today?”

Leo shrugged, muscles rippling in his neck. “I am here to do whatever you need, stranger Rohan. That is—”

“I know, I know. The law. You guys say that a lot.”

Leo paused and seemed to think, his eyes directed at the smoke hole in the top of the hut. “You’re right. We do say that a lot. I never thought about it.”

“I guess, given the consequences of breaking the law, it makes sense. You don’t want to forget.”

Leo glanced at the entrance, checking to see if Katya had returned. “I will tell you a secret, stranger Rohan. I myself often think of living outside the law.”

“Do you?”

He nodded. “I wish to do . . . certain things that are forbidden. But I know I cannot.”

“Because they’re forbidden.”

“Exactly.”

“And you don’t want the rest of the tribe to gang up on you and stomp you into a blob the size of a dung pellet.”

“Yes. Katya would be sad if I were slain.”

“What kind of things do you want to do? Are you sure they’re even really that bad?”

“I do not understand.”

“Okay. The law says a lot of things, right?”

“Yes.”

“With some of them, you know why they’re against the law, right? Don’t waste food. Sure. If people did that, you might starve to death. Not have enough to eat. Right?”

Leo shrugged. “I suppose. I haven’t considered it. Not to waste is—”

“The law. But it’s also bad, for reasons. Like I just explained.”

Leo scratched behind one pointed ear. “I see. I think I see.”

“But do all the laws make sense? I don’t know, maybe they do. But in my experience, people often put in place laws that aren’t really justified.”

“An . . . unjustified law. You speak strangely, Rohan. I’m not sure I should be listening to you. I have the sense that listening to you will get me in trouble. I don’t need your help with that, you know! I get in trouble enough on my own.”

Rohan nodded. “I bet you do, big guy. All right, enough of that. I have a question. Two questions.”

“What are they? You defeated me, so I am to submit. I will answer if I can.”

“Yeah, first question is about just that. Why did you start a fight with me? Did you have to? I mean, was that the law? See a stranger, beat him to a pulp? Or did you have some leeway and chose to do it?”

“It was not required. But I like to fight, Rohan. You gave me an opportunity.”

“Got it.”

“I hope the second question is just as easy to answer.”

“Me too. I smell worse than what you’re putting in that stove. Where’s the shower?”

[image: image-placeholder]

The il’Zkin did not have a shower. Or any kind of running water. The closest thing in Arkhan’s Cave was a waterfall along the west side of the entrance.

Leo led Rohan to the waterfall, il’Zkin of all ages following the pair as they crossed the hundred meters separating it from Katya’s hut. The smaller il’Zkin pointed and laughed, obviously amused by Rohan’s unusual appearance.

Rohan cleared his throat and addressed Leo. “They’re going to just follow us around?”

Leo smiled. “They won’t harm you, Rohan. Even the kittens know the law.”

“I’m not worried about being hurt as much as, I don’t know, embarrassed.” A knot of il’Zkin huddled, pointing at the Hybrid, whispering and giggling. I can’t hear them. That’s probably for the best.

The cliff above the cave opening was largely covered by sheets of white and blue ice. Where the sun warmed it, some melted and dripped down, pulled hard by the high gravity.

“That water must be freezing.”

Leo laughed. “If it were freezing, it would not be flowing down into the cave. You are a silly man, Rohan.”

“It’s a figure of speech. Of course it’s not literally freezing.” Rohan knelt at the edge of the pool and dipped his finger into the rippling surface. “You sure you don’t have hot tubs or something?”

Leo shrugged. “You wanted to, how do you say, bathe. In flowing water. This is what we have. You could descend into the valley, where it is warmer, but your bath might be interrupted by the aurochs.”

“Freeze or risk being eaten. Those are my choices.”

“Yes, stranger Rohan.”

Rohan pulled off the leather shirt Katya had given him, folded it neatly, and set it on a patch of bare rock. The crowd lingered.

“Are they going to watch me while I do this?”

“I believe they will, yes. Most of them. Some will grow bored and wander off. Did you want me to gather more of the tribe? I’m sure others are willing to come.”

“No, that’s great, thanks, but no.” He looked around, meeting the eyes of a variety of il’Zkin.

If they felt any sense of shame, or desire to allow him privacy, they didn’t show it.

With a grunt, he pulled off his pants, folded them, and placed them on top of the shirt. Then he stepped into the water.

“Explore the planet, they said. See what’s there. It will be fun. What could go wrong, they said.”

The Hybrid shivered as his body adjusted to the near-freezing temperatures. He took another step, into water that reached his knees, and flinched as a few outlier droplets from the waterfall struck his chest.

He turned, put his back to the stream, tightened his shoulders, and stepped under.

The water pressure would have stripped the flesh from a normal human. He leaned his head back, tilting so the stream flowed down through his hair. Should have brought shampoo. This will have to do.

Leo walked away from the edge of the water and engaged another male, slightly bigger with gray fur, in conversation. Rohan couldn’t hear anything over the rush of water over his scalp and ears.

A few of the kittens stepped right to the edge of the water, one dipping its toes in. They laughed and giggled, pointing at Rohan, especially lingering on any places where bare flesh was visible.

“I’m actually quite hairy for a human, you know.”

They laughed some more.

Leo’s conversation grew somewhat more animated, his hands making broad gestures in the air, the other il’Zkin nodding and adding his own motions.

Rohan ran his fingers through his hair, fanning it out and letting the waterfall act like a pressure washer. It didn’t work as well as shampoo, but the results were close.

He stepped so the water hit the crown of his head and watched as an even stream enveloped his body. Little fountains arced off his elbows and any other appendage that stuck out from the wall of freezing water. One of the children stepped into the water, followed instantly by three more. They splashed toward the Hybrid.

Leo turned and pointed at Rohan, then turned back and pointed in the direction of Katya’s hut. The other il’Zkin nodded vigorously.

One of the children reached up and swatted at one of the fountains jetting out from Rohan’s body.

“Stop that. Hey, cut that out.”

The children giggled. Rohan searched the adults standing on the cave floor, trying to find any who might bear some ownership over the little ones approaching him.

“A little help here?” The water muffled his voice.

Another child reached out, batting at the jet emerging from his crotch. A second extended an arm to join in.

Rohan growled. “Enough! Leave that alone!” He twisted his hips to protect himself and swatted at the child.

The kittens scattered, laughing and splashing in the pool. As soon as they were clear, two of them began eyeing him again.

He leaned his head out of the water and yelled. “Leo! A little help!”

Leo turned and jogged over to the pool. “What is it?”

Rohan kept his arms out at about hip-height to fend off the children. “Can you get me some privacy? Or something?”

“Are you still washing, Rohan?”

The Hybrid sighed and stepped clear of the waterfall. “I guess I’m done. What is with these kids?”

Leo shrugged. “They are children, doing childlike things. Is that strange?”

He grumbled. “I suppose not.”

The gray-furred male walked over and looked down the tip of his little black nose at Rohan. “You are quite small.”

Rohan looked down. “Hey, that’s rude. Also completely normal. You’ve never heard of shrinkage? This water is cold, you know. Or maybe you don’t, since you clean yourself with your own tongue and don’t have to stand in here to wash.”

Leo chuckled. “I believe he meant overall. He wasn’t being . . . specific.”

The other male nodded. “You are as small as a female. I am surprised you defeated my friend in battle. You must have great skill.”

Leo pointed at the other man. “Rohan, this is Flix. He is your next opponent.”

Flix looked Rohan over while the Hybrid flicked water drops off his shoulders and back. The gray continued. “I cannot believe you are as strong as they said you are.”

Rohan shrugged. “I guess you’re going to find out. When are we supposed to fight?”

“When your wounds are healed. Which will be some time, judging by your appearance. You look terrible.”

“No, that’s just—you know what? I’m starting to dislike you.”

Leo put his hand out between the two. “Don’t be angry, stranger Rohan. It is customary to begin a war of words before any actual wars are started. Flix is my very good friend, he doesn’t mean any harm.”

Flix grinned. “I mean quite a bit of harm, actually. Harm I’ll do with my claws.”

Rohan shook dust out of his pants and pulled them over still-damp legs. “You should focus more on finding someone to lick your face.”

Flix and Leo exchanged confused looks.

Rohan continued. “It’s because it’s going to be a mess of wounds after I’ve beaten you. So someone will have to lick it. Your wounds. Did I do that wrong? Isn’t that what we’re doing here? I’m out of practice with masculine posturing.”

Flix’s smile widened. “It was a strange turn of phrase, but a good one. I like it. We do lick our wounds! I should find a partner to lick mine, if I should incur any.”

“That’s the spirit.” Rohan ran his fingers over the slashes on his belly. The wounds had been shallow, his Power preventing any real penetration, and the skin was nearly healed, thanks to his Hybrid physiology. Something about special glands and excess stem cells inherited from his father. “I think I’ll be ready tomorrow. Give me a few more bowls of that delicious”—he choked on the lie—“stew you guys make and a night of sleep, and I’ll be as good as the day I got here.”

Flix nodded. “Food we have, in plenty. When you submit to me, you will learn to make the stew correctly. Leo has said you do not fully understand the law.”

“Maybe when you submit to me, I’ll get you to add some seasoning to it! You have no idea what I’m talking about. Seasoning. My mother would be so disappointed in all of you. You eat like white people.”

Leo shrugged. “We don’t know these words. Are you clean now?”

Rohan ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m as clean as I’m going to get without hygiene products.” He wiped the last of the moisture off his chest, shook vigorously, and pulled on his leather shirt. “Serious question, though. Do I really have to fight every single member of the tribe that outranks you? A hundred people? Or more? That’s going to take a year.” The gathered adults began to trickle away, their curiosity satisfied. The children continued playing in the water, no worse for Rohan’s absence.

Flix laughed. “Listen to the little one! He thinks he will scale the cliff that high!”

“I told you, that’s shrink—”

Leo interrupted. “The tribe will watch you fight, stranger Rohan. If they see you are strong, some will offer to submit rather than fight.”

Rohan scratched his scalp. “Why would someone do that? I thought your people loved to fight.”

“We do, but we also love life. If you seem strong enough, and ruthless enough, that some above you believe they might die, they might submit.”

“These fights can be to the death?”

Flix smiled. “Do you fear death, little stranger?”

“Heck yeah, I fear death. I have things to do. I have a girlfriend and everything. Take that, everybody I went to high school with who thought I’d never score a hot girl.”

Leo put a hand on his shoulder. “Few will kill you if given a choice. You have a mate? You should bring her here; we will welcome her to the tribe.”

“She wouldn’t like this planet. Nothing personal, just that it would kill her in about seven seconds. Thanks for the offer.”

Flix frowned, his whiskers twitching with the twist of his mouth. “Do not count on ever seeing your mate again, stranger. Once you have submitted, you will be subject to the will of the tribe. You will not be allowed to leave.”

“I keep saying, I don’t plan to submit to anyone.”

Katya emerged from between the huts and walked over to them. “Rohan, do you still stink like the dead?”

He sighed. “I don’t think so. But something tells me your sense of smell is more acute than mine.”

Leo waved her over. “He smells strange, but it is less pungent than before. I suggest we hold him under the waterfall at least twice a day.”

Rohan shivered. “Twice a day? It’s really cold, you know. Also, I’m standing right here, shouldn’t you be having this conversation where I can’t hear you?”

Leo laughed. “Stranger Rohan wants to do all things by himself. He truly does not belong to any tribe.”

Katya closed on them, leaned close to the Hybrid, and breathed deeply. “Not good, but acceptable. I returned to the hut and heard a noise. Your face covering is chirping like one of the bugs in the valley.” She licked the side of his face before stepping back.

He wiped the moisture off his jaw. “Chirping? Oh! My mask. Someone’s trying to—you know what, don’t worry. I’ll go fix it. Thanks.”

“You are welcome. Thank you for bathing, Rohan. It is most appreciated.”

“No problem. I think you guys are the real problem here, not me. With your senses of smell and all. People don’t usually complain.”

“Don’t they? Perhaps they are attempting to spare your feelings. You do seem quite sensitive.” He searched her face for some sign of humor, an indication of sarcasm.

He found none.

“Maybe they are. Maybe I do stink. Thanks for that. I’m going to go and talk to myself in the hut for a while. Make the mask quiet down.”

“As you wish, stranger Rohan. Eat some more, we need you healed so you can fight Flix. Many are eager for their chance to test you.”

“Sure. Don’t want to disappoint the fans.”
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Meanings and Intonations


The bug-like chirping was, in fact, Rohan’s helmet chime. He picked up the mask and pressed it to his face. No need for a seal just to talk.

“Hello?”

Void’s Shadow responded without hesitation. “Oh hey, Captain! I was almost getting ready to worry. You’re usually very good about answering your comms. Tamara has you well-trained.” He could hear the smirk in her voice despite the millions of kilometers separating them.

“Very funny. Why are you even in this system, though? What’s going on?”

“Well, that’s a funny story.”

“Did you get into a fight with Vyrhicant again?”

“No! And why would you assume I did something wrong? I’m a very good ship. You’re mean.”

“I was only teasing, sweetie. Don’t do it if you can’t take it. Now tell me what happened.”

“I was flying around, minding my own business. Definitely not flying right up against incoming transports to see if they could spot me. Definitely not.”

“You mean they didn’t catch you, so you have plausible deniability.” He stood near the stove and held his hand out to it, enjoying the warmth.

“You can’t prove anything, Captain. Anyway, I was doing that when Wistful asked to send me a direct comm.”

“Meaning she didn’t want to be overheard.”

“Right. I said yes, of course. Then Wistful asked me for a favor.”

“You’re dragging this out. What kind of favor? I’m guessing it has something to do with you being here.”

“She wants me to explore this system.”

“Isn’t Insatiable already doing that?” Rohan turned around and warmed his backside by the stove.

“Yes. Wistful said something about confirming details and being thorough, and after the first sentence or two, I stopped paying attention. But she asked me to do a little extra.”

“Like what?”

“She wants me to jump to nearby systems. Anything I can reach in a single rift, she said.”

“By yourself?”

“Yes! I thought that was odd. But she asked me to just rift in, take some imaging, and leave. With my stealth capabilities, I might be the best ship to do that.”

“You could do it with someone on board just as easily, and it would be a lot safer. Someone to bail you out if you get into trouble. Someone like me.”

“I know, Captain, but how likely is it that I’d get into trouble? There’s nobody around this part of the galaxy.”

“We don’t know that. If we did, we wouldn’t be asking you to go exploring.”

“Good point. Do you think I should refuse, Captain?”

“I’m not sure. What do you want to do?”

“It kind of sounds like fun. I might be the first ship to ever enter some of these systems! I might find an ancient il’Sein treasure or something. Who knows, maybe I’ll discover the weapon that lets us defeat the il’Drach Empire or even the Old Ones!”

“We’re not at war with the Empire, Void’s Shadow. Try to remember that.” He found a clean bowl and spooned some stew into it.

“Oh, right. Of course. But I could still find some cool things. Like a helium sea.”

Rohan put the bowl into a shelf built into the back of the stove. “If you feel good about it, then go ahead. Explore. I won’t stop you.”

“Thanks, Captain. I think I will.”

“Have fun!” He waited for the click of a severed connection.

And waited. He touched the side of the bowl: warming but still cool.

“The thing is, Captain, this might be nothing, but it might not be nothing. Might be something. Something small, but something.”

“What?”

“You know how sometimes we’re talking, just chatting away, having a great time discussing things like rocks I’ve found and how interesting orbital mechanics is in a trinary star system?”

“Oh yeah. Great times.”

“And you’ll suggest something. Like, maybe you’ll ask out loud how many gemstone-bearing rocks are in the rings of Toth 6. Or bet that I can’t race there and back in less than an hour. Or say that you heard there was something on one of the moons of Toth 5 that you think I should explore.”

“I guess I do that.”

“Right! But I go to check things out, and I realize that you don’t really care about the rocks and there’s nothing on the moon of Toth 5 and you were just trying to get rid of me.”

“No! Why would you say that?”

“Because I always find out that you say that stuff just in time to get to a date with Tamara. Every time. I’m not stupid, Captain.”

“Okay. Should I be apologizing here? Are you mad?”

“No, it’s fine. Try to follow along. The point—”

“There’s a point?”

“You won’t find out if you keep interrupting me. The point is, I got the same feeling from Wistful.”

“Wistful has a date with Tamara? That sounds unlikely.” Rohan touched the bowl again, then reached over the top and stuck a finger into the stew. Not quite warm enough to eat.

“I don’t think Wistful needs me to do scans or visit nearby systems. I don’t think she cares about any of that.”

“Then, why did she ask you to explore?”

“I think she was trying to get rid of me, Captain.”

“Hm. Why does she want to get rid of you?”

“I can’t think of a reason, Captain. But I really think I’m right. If she wanted those systems explored, why not ask before, when the Professors opened the wormhole? And why insist I go right away?”

“She insisted?”

“She made it sound very urgent. Which makes no sense.”

“Okay. I hear what you’re saying. I’ll have to think about it some more. I have no idea why she’d try to get rid of you.”

“Exactly! I’m delightful.”

“Yes, you are. Look, you do what you want, okay? If you want to take a few trips, go ahead. Just check back in every once in a while. Make sure Insatiable’s okay.”

“She’s fine. Orbiting the planet, running deep scans. They take a while when you have to do them from space.”

“Okay. Keep me informed. And have fun.”

“I will, Captain. Over and out.”

Is she right? Is that also why Wistful wanted me to investigate this planet so urgently? To get me out of the way? Out of the way of what?

He took the helmet off and turned it over in his hands, staring at the stove, lost in thought.

Katya pushed open the flap and walked in. “Have you managed to stop the chirping?”

“Yeah. Uh, I fixed it. Sorry about that.”

“I licked it several times, it didn’t help. I have never seen the like of that mask. Or the materials of the clothing you wore. Or you.”

“No, it’s like I said. I’m from far away.”

“Another world.”

He sighed. “Yes.”

“We have stories about this, you know. The Fathers brought us here from a place across the stars. They came in flying mountains powered by ancient magic.”

“Sounds about right.”

“Do you have a flying mountain?” She stepped close to him, staring into his eyes from an uncomfortable distance.

“I don’t own one. But I came in one.”

“Where is it?”

“Still up there. It can’t land. Things here are . . . too strange for the flying mountains. They have to stay up there, in space.”

“You flew down? Through the air that kills by its thinness?”

“Yeah.”

She stepped back. “You tell the truth. The mask lets you survive the air above the clouds, yes?”

“Yes.”

“If I had the mask, could I fly to the mountain and leave this world?”

He scratched his beard. “It won’t work for you, Katya. It’s shaped to my face. If you tried, the air would leak out, and you’d die.”

“I see. It is too bad.” She prepared a bowl of stew for herself. “I like new things.”

Rohan flipped his mask over and over in his hands, thinking. An il’Zkin might be able to hold their breath long enough to reach Insatiable. I have to be careful what I say.

“Leo isn’t coming back to cook? I thought he had to do stuff like that for you.”

She sighed. “Leo is off with Flix. He worries me, that boy.”

“Leo? Why? Don’t tell me the law says he can’t have friends.”

She let out a hacking cough. “Friends? Of course he may have friends. But those two are trouble.”

“What kind?”

She sighed again, louder, and pushed the bowl around in the stove to heat more evenly. “Leo struggles with the law. I was too soft on him, growing up. After our parents died. I believed I was being kind, but I did him a disservice. He has too much wanting and not enough restraint.”

“What kind of trouble do you think he’s getting into? Maybe we could help him.”

“If I thought he was doing anything in particular against the law, I would stop him. But it’s only a feeling. They disappear for hours at a time, go off into the mountains, and none know what they do. I tried to find him a mate. Risa’s daughter. To distract him. Get him some kittens, give him something else to think about.”

“And he didn’t want that.”

“No. Simply refused. Risa is still bitter. He is young, though; he has time to change.”

Rohan stretched, turning his head through broad circles to shift the stress on the different muscles in his neck. His head felt like it weighed over twenty kilograms.

“I’ll do what I can to help him, if I can come up with something. But I have a more immediate problem than Leo’s intemperance.”

“Yes?”

“I’m supposed to fight Flix tomorrow, remember? I need some coaching.”

“You wish for me to teach you how to fight? I can show you the exercises we give our children. There are forms and dances. Exercises to go with them. Come.”

“No, that’s not what I meant. Look, I think I understand this scaling the cliff thing. But I don’t want to fight a hundred of you. Even if I get days in between to recover.”

“No? Do you not enjoy fighting?”

“Not as much as you guys seem to.”

“The answer is simple. Submit, and you will not have to fight anymore.”

He sighed. “I can’t do that. Really, I can’t, not just won’t. I have prior obligations.”

She frowned. “The only way to avoid submitting is to defeat Chief Winton.”

“Great. I’ll do that.”

She sucked in a quick breath. “He is very strong, stranger Rohan. Do not be overconfident.”

“Overconfident is my middle name. No, wait. Confident is my middle name. Forget it. How do I do this while avoiding as many fights as possible?”

She touched the side of the bowl, judging its temperature, and quickly licked her hands clean, her rough, pink tongue gliding over tawny fur. “If you overwhelm Flix, some of those above him in the tribe will submit rather than fight you.”

“Overwhelm?”

She shrugged. “Show everyone that he is no match for you. Be savage about it. Show very little concern for his well-being as well. Convince all that fighting you offers them nothing other than humiliation or death.”

“Humiliation or death. Savage. That sounds unpleasant.”

“You are a funny person, Rohan. Did you think fights were supposed to be pleasant?”
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They settled down for naps, Rohan stretched out under fur blankets while Katya curled up into a shape that would have broken his spine in three places, her head resting between her feet.

He woke to some clatter. He rubbed his eyes and sat up. Katya was working near the stove, cleaning bowls in a bucket of water.

“You slept long, stranger Rohan.”

“Still recovering from your brother’s claws. Here, let me help.”

She shook her head. “No need, I am finished. However, you can help me with something else.”

“What is it?”

“We are nearly out of fuel. We should go to the valley and collect some more.”

“Fuel. You mean auroch dung?”

“Yes. Will you accompany me?”

“Sure, why not? Is it dangerous?”

She shrugged. “As long as the aurochs do not see us, it will be fine.”

“And if they do?”

“Then, your fight with Flix tomorrow will be of little consequence. But do not worry. Kazar mentioned a good supply that he found with no aurochs nearby. They do not move quickly without good cause.”

“All right. Give me a few minutes to get ready.” He rubbed his eyes, stood, and dressed.

Katya opened a chest made from carved bone and took out two rolls of leather, each three meters long and a half-meter thick. “You carry this one.”

He eyed the rolls. “How does this work?”

She laughed. “You don’t know how to collect dung? Did your parents teach you nothing?”

He shrugged. “I must have been sick that day. Just show me.”

She laid one out on the floor. “It opens flat, like this, you see? You load the center, then pull these strings, and it closes like this.” When the ties were taut, the top closed.

Rohan nodded. “It does not smell as bad as I’d expect.”

“The aurochs are very clean. As long as they are not being hunted, they compress their droppings after leaving them. During a hunt, things are quite different. Do not be the person buried under a ton of auroch dung during a fight.”

“Words to live by. I’m ready when you are.”

She nodded and led him out of the hut. They walked between the huts to the open floor of the cave, where children frolicked and small groups of adult il’Zkin stood around talking. A few nodded to Katya, recognizing her and her errand. Others stared at Rohan, though fewer than that morning.

He hoisted the leather roll over his shoulder. “Just going to collect a load of crap! Nothing unusual!” Confused headshakes answered him.

Katya laughed. “I am appreciating your humor more and more, Rohan. You are very funny.”

“That’s the nicest thing anybody on this planet has ever said to me.”

“We cannot praise you very much, on account of your appearance. Now, come.”

She stood on the very edge of the cliff at the cave mouth, leaned over to look down, and dove off.

Rohan cracked his neck and followed her.

She dropped about a hundred meters, past uneven walls, then turned west, the sunlight reflecting brightly off the ice that lined the stone walls of the cavern. She raised one tawny arm and pointed ahead.

“The valley widens up ahead. Aurochs frequent that area.”

The Hybrid followed.

She dropped again, several hundred meters this time, and the strip of green below them widened, the mountains to their right curving away from their path. The air warmed considerably as it thickened, forcing Rohan into shallow breaths.

Katya continued to descend. The air took on the smell of forests, leaves and rotting foliage, and, perhaps, the faint scent of something bovine. The generic green and blue strips resolved into a stream, then a river, flanked by a heavy growth of squat trees.

“Why don’t you live down here? It’s warm. And . . . it’s warm. I like it.”

Katya laughed as she flew, spinning in a quick barrel roll. “I told you, the aurochs walk these lands.”

“They don’t come up to the caves? Not much for climbing?”

She flew backward, facing him, her eyes suddenly hard and serious. “There are stories. If the aurochs find a cave, they will come. When that happens, entire tribes are destroyed. It is why when we hunt, we must never allow an injured auroch to escape. It might follow us home.”

“Good to know. I will avoid that. But we’re not hunting today, are we?”

“Not with just two of us.” She flipped over to face the ground and dove again, evening out closer to the trees. “Help me look. It should be just ahead on the left.”

Rohan stayed a few meters above and behind the woman, eyes focused on the breaks between trees. The leaves didn’t have a familiar shape, but he’d never been much of a student of plant life of any kind.

Katya turned hard to her left. “There.” She dropped again, slowing, and pointed. Rohan followed.

The tree proportions were definitely wrong, the trunks too wide, the branches too thick. They were gnarled and twisted, nothing like the tall, straight trees of the Pacific Northwest where Rohan was raised.

Katya landed near a large black mound of dirt, as high as Rohan was tall and equally as wide, with a flattened top.

“See, I told you. The aurochs compress their waste. When fresh, this would have been twice as tall.”

Rohan walked closer to the mound. “Are you . . . Never mind. You’re serious. How big are these aurochs again?”

“They are auroch-sized. Come, scoop some into your sack, and we can go.”

“Just like that?”

“Watch.” She laid her sack on the grass next to the mound and spread it wide. She stood and dug her hand into the side of the mound, scooping armfuls of the stuff onto the sack.

Rohan followed suit, taking longer to flatten the sack. When he got to the mound, he almost couldn’t dig his hand into the side. “This stuff is dense. Really dense. Do these things defecate black holes?”

“I told you, they compress it. I do not know why.”

“Wow. Okay. Will the sacks hold?”

“Watch me. See? Don’t put more than that in the sack. These two sacks will keep the stove burning for weeks.”

“Okay.” He dug in, mustering as much enthusiasm as he could, and filled the center of the sack. “Is that it? We head back now?”

She tugged up the edges of the sack, pulling the drawstring tight to close it, and nodded. “We can go. The flight back will be harder.” A loud, breathy grunt sounded from behind a nearby stand of trees. Katya stood suddenly.

Rohan sighed. “Don’t tell me.”

“That’s an auroch.”


9

Auroch of Ages


“How bad can this be, though? It’s a cow, basically. A big cow. I mean, sure, it has horns, but why are we afraid of a cow? We can fly. And we’re tough.”

His knees buckled as a bellow sounded from behind the trees.

What the hell?

Katya fell to the ground, her knees digging divots in the dirt. She caught herself on her hands, head hanging, mouth open.

Is it pressing down on us? No, not exactly. This is gravity control. Like The Dwarf.

I hate gravity control.

I also hate fighting animals with Powers.

His weight, already five times what he was used to, had multiplied tenfold from that. His Power flared, streams of energy rushing up from an esoteric space behind his tailbone, flooding out through his limbs, buoying his physiology against the crushing pressure.

He turned to face the rustling trees, his eyes on the lower branches. All he could see were more tree trunks beyond.

“Can you stand?”

Katya grunted and settled her weight back on her heels, shoving off the ground. She stood halfway, then fell flat.

Not good.

He spun, surveying the trees, then spotted something.

The trunks he’d seen weren’t trees. They were legs. He looked up.

The auroch’s bullish head parted branches near the treetops, at least twenty meters above the ground. Each horn was a meter thick and five Rohans long.

It bellowed, the sound loud and painful in the dense air, and moved forward, pushing trees aside with wide sweeps of its horns.

Katya pushed up into a crawl but wasn’t able to stand.

Think.

He stepped closer to Katya, his thighs burning with the pressure. He could hear the gurgling of the river not far away, see the grass flattened by the field of high gravity.

The grass.

He panted, his breath coming with difficulty, and felt anger flood through him, carried by his Power.

Stupid animal. Picking a fight with the wrong person.

He growled and pulled at his Power, drawing a fat torrent of energy through his back and into his limbs.

He felt lighter on his feet, the strength of his curse battling the gravity. He looked up into the dark-brown eyes of the beast.

“You’re going to regret picking a fight with me.”

He lifted off the ground, mustering as much energy as he could pull through himself quickly, and launched his body at the tip of the auroch’s nose.

His weight dragged at him through every centimeter.

The Hybrid reached back with his right hand and launched a powerful overhand punch that caught the animal square.

It flinched back a half step, sneezed, and twisted its head, swinging its horns with stunning speed.

Rohan dropped, barely avoiding decapitation.

If that punch hurt the auroch, it’s not showing any signs of it. Time for plan B.

Katya shouted. “You can’t hurt it! It will follow us back!”

“I think I already made it angry.” The auroch pointed its snout at the sky and bellowed, affirming Rohan’s claim. “Don’t worry, I have a plan.”

“What is it? I can’t walk. It’s going to stomp on us.”

“Can you swim?”
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Rohan’s knees jarred with every step as he ran to Katya, scooped her up, and headed for the river.

“What are you doing?”

“It hunts by smell, right?”

“Yes. Your stink must have brought it.”

“My unfamiliar scent, you mean. You misspoke.”

“This is not the time, stranger—”

He yanked her savagely, twisting around a tree to distance themselves from the auroch.

They suddenly lightened, having passed outside the gravity field. Katya lowered her feet to the ground while Rohan maintained a grip on her arm.

She inhaled deeply. “As soon as it sees us, it will crush us again. We can’t fly away; it will spot us in the air.”

“I know. Relax, I have a plan.” He pulled her around another tree, noting the direction of the auroch, and headed for the river.

The trees thinned as they approached the water, larger patches of grass separating the heavy trunks. Which also meant the auroch would have an easier time spotting them.

“Can you hold your breath?”

“What? What does that mean?”

“When we hit the water, hold your breath! Don’t breathe!”

“Hit the what?”

Grass gave way to grainy, hard-packed sand; the air smelled like fresh water. Rohan took a breath and pulled Katya along in a straight line for the river.

Five steps away.

Three.

The pair hit the sand as their weight multiplied a hundredfold. Damnit.

They felt the auroch’s hooves pounding the ground through the sand; Rohan estimated the beast at over a million kilograms.

The air filled with a bellow of liquid rage and dominance, pressing the pair deeper into the sand.

Rohan’s Power flowed, wild and unrestrained, lifting him into a crawling position. He reached over, wrapped a hand around Katya’s waist, and tried to stand.

Failed.

He panted, lungs on the verge of collapse, and locked eyes with the il’Zkin. “Hold your breath,” he whispered.

Her eyes widened as he fell to his side, pulling her up and over his body, then falling over her on the other side.

Rolling them both into the cool water.

Katya thrashed, working to break free of his grip.

The water above them began to form a whirlpool as the gravity field met the stream.

Rohan pushed, using all his Power to propel them under the water’s surface, exactly as if they were flying.

Katya slipped from his grip for a moment, but he reached down and caught her, squeezing hard as he continued dragging them upstream. Within seconds, his weight returned to normal, and the strain of holding up Katya diminished.

She kicked and flailed, then some more. Cold water rushed past them, the relative current stronger than the waterfall.

If she wasn’t a Power, this would kill her. Come to think about it, still might.

Her struggles slowed as they continued. He pulled her up and to the sides, barely avoiding collisions with submerged boulders, nearly swimming directly into the beach where the river curved gently.

His own lungs were burning when he noticed that Katya had gone limp.

With a fresh burst of panicked energy, he pulled her up and out of the stream. I really hope that auroch isn’t smart enough to follow us where he can’t smell our path.

The Hybrid tossed the il’Zkin onto the beach and dropped next to her, drawing in deep, damp breaths compromised by the gravity and unfamiliar air pressure.

Katya wasn’t breathing.

He moved closer and slapped her sternum. Once, then again. He tried to remember his CPR training.

Katya coughed out a chestful of water and sat up, eyes wide.

“What happened?”

“Um. You drowned. But just a little.”

She looked behind her. “The auroch?”

“I think we left it behind.”

She shook her head violently, spraying him with river water, then stood. “That was an interesting experience. I have never tried to breathe water before.”

“Yeah. I told you to hold your breath.”

“I did not understand.” She looked at him with wide eyes. “You saved our lives. Of course, if not for you, our lives would not have been in danger, so I’m not certain you deserve praise, but still.”

They sat in the sand and panted. Rohan kept his eyes on the east, watching for signs of approaching aurochs. “You guys hunt those things?”

She nodded. “It takes half the tribe to hunt one. And to bring the carcass back to the cave. The aurochs provide everything—the meat our food, the bones our buildings, the fur our clothes.”

“I can’t even imagine what that looks like. Over a hundred Powers taking down a kaiju-sized bull.”

She laughed. “It is our most sacred spectacle. You will see for yourself, stranger Rohan. Perhaps in a week; perhaps less.”

He nodded. “Okay. I’m looking forward to it. I’ll film the whole thing, see if I can sell it to National Geographic. Or some streaming service. Put their nature documentaries to shame.”

“I do not understand what you are saying, but I will assume from your tone I’m not supposed to.”

Rohan sighed. “I’m not really saying anything. I jabber away when I’m feeling stressed. Or relaxed. Really, I do it all the time.”

“I have noticed.”

“Shall we head back to the cave?”

Her head jerked up. “What? Of course not. We need the fuel.”

Rohan patted down his tunic, squeezing out the water. “Are you serious? We almost died.”

“The auroch smelled you. I will go back on my own and bring the sacks here, one at a time. You can help me carry them back to the cave.”

“Are you sure?”

“The fact that we almost died does not change the fact that we need the fuel to avoid freezing. You wait here; don’t spook the auroch. I’ll be back.”

“Let nobody say you are easily scared.”

She stood and turned to face east. “Nobody does.”

A short while later, they flew back to Arkhan’s Cave lugging two sacks full of hyper-dense auroch dung. They packed the dung into smaller boxes to finish drying and set about having dinner. They were finishing the last bites when Leo returned, his mood subdued.

The three sat outside the huts, on the cave floor, and listened to other il’Zkin sing while the sun set. Then they returned to Katya’s hut and slept.
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More than fifty il’Zkin flew out to watch Rohan challenge Flix.

They lined the lip of a cone volcano just on the other side of the place where Rohan had first met, and fought, Leo. The volcano was long dormant, and the smooth bowl of stone that had formed was cool to the touch. The early morning light cast deep shadows along the east side of the bowl.

Rohan stood next to Katya, while Flix, flanked by his gray-furred parents, faced them on the opposite ridge.

“Are we throwing a virgin in to get things started?”

Katya smirked. “Is that a custom among your people? If so, we can try to find one. I’m not sure what purpose it would serve.”

“Not my people exactly. Others from my homeworld. Though come to think of it, I have no idea if people really did that or if it was something for the movies.”

“Movies.”

“It’s complicated. I’ll show you something on my mask later.” He faced Flix, who held himself with a loose posture. Eager, but not tense.

Katya patted his shoulder. “Are you ready? If you need more time to recover from your injuries, you may still say so.”

“I’m good. Let’s get this over with.”

“May you find happiness in the law.”

“Back at you.”

Rohan noticed Chief Winton standing a few meters away from Flix, carefully studying the pair as they flew down into the mouth of the volcano.

Flix landed first, Rohan following a few seconds later, about five meters away.

Flix looked down at the Hybrid with green, vibrant eyes. “It is not too late, ugly stranger. You can submit right now and we need not fight.”

“There’s one thing I have in common with Chuck Norris. I never submit.”

“I do not understand what you are saying.”

“I get that a lot, don’t feel bad. The thing is, you’re in over your head. You can call this off as easily as anyone.”

“You think I should submit?”

“I think you’ll regret it later if you don’t.”

Flix nodded, eyes intent on Rohan’s face. “You are confident. I am looking forward to seeing if that is born of knowledge or stupidity.”

“I hear that a lot, too. Guess we’re about to find out.”

The Hybrid drifted back, flying just a few centimeters off the stone, his toes grazing the ground as he floated away.

Flix cracked his neck, then his knuckles, then dropped into a deep squat. He slid one foot out and rocked from side to side, warming up his hips.

Rohan landed and exhaled slowly.

I can probably beat him on skill alone. These guys don’t really know how to fight, they rely on Power and resiliency.

But I need to shock the rest of the tribe into letting me advance without more fights, and to do that, I need to overwhelm him.

Which I can’t do while I’m calm.

So . . . it’s time to get angry.

He inhaled sharply, opened his eyes wide, and pulled at two strands of metaphysical energy, drawing from the seething pool of Power that lived just behind his tailbone.

The strands leapt at his esoteric touch, jumping up to his spine, hugging his lumbar vertebrae in matching, mirroring helical patterns.

The strands met once, twice, a third time, each resulting in little pops like a faraway exploding nova.

What am I angry about? Not this guy, he seems okay. Personal life is fine. What do I have to drive me into a blind rage?

One word surged forward in his consciousness. One name. A name he didn’t even know, didn’t associate with anything. A blank slate. An empty word.

Ohn.

He’d never heard of Ohn before that week. He didn’t know exactly what was happening there. But he knew enough. The world had gone silent, and the il’Drach were coming. Or had come.

None of his friends were on Ohn. Not Pop or Ohmei. Not the Stones. None of the Ursans, no members of Vanguard. Not Tamara or Rinth.

Not Insatiable or Wistful or Void’s Shadow.

Instead, there were millions, or billions, of others: equally interesting, equally quirky, equally loved and loving. Others whose lives were being snuffed out by the Empire in the name of some insanity he could not identify. Or were already snuffed; or were about to be.

The streams of energy thickened and brightened, glowing red and angry to his Third Eye, their surfaces shifting from smooth and even to jagged and scarred, streaks of blue lightning dancing across each.

The explosions where they met intensified. Bursts of energy tore little holes in the world, left dots of nothingness at their core like black holes, instantly filled and popped open by fresh explosions.

An untold number of lives were going to be snuffed out by the il’Drach because they were too nearsighted to imagine any other way to save the galaxy.

Because they couldn’t be bothered to find another way.

Because, in their arrogance, they thought they knew better than anyone else. Thought they had the right to do anything it took to protect the sector.

Thought nobody else could do it.

He hated them for that.

But perhaps, just perhaps, they were right.

Rohan didn’t have any alternatives. He didn’t know how to protect the innocents of the sector from the Old Ones. He had no way to stop crazed elder gods from rampaging across the known worlds, devouring all sentient life, extinguishing civilization as he knew it.

His heart blazed with anger directed at the Old Ones, for damning themselves with vampirism in their lust for power.

Anger at the il’Drach for their willingness to let the end justify the means, for trading billions of lives for trillions, for the callous disregard they held for those billions.

Not quite enough. I hate them but not as much as I hate . . .

Anger at himself.

For running away instead of stopping them.

For seeing no solutions and hiding on a quiet, out-of-the-way space station instead of taking the fight to the Empire. For drinking coffee and pining over his girlfriend while the Empire annihilated planets.

Power blazed through his body, swirling along every nerve, every chakra channel, inundating each muscle fiber, each strand of tendon and collagen, permeating his bones, his skin, his hair, until his eyelashes could cut diamond, his fingernails could cut a rift in space itself.

Rohan let the Power flow, let it fill his aura the way lava had once filled and overflowed the volcano he stood on. Raw energy swelled outward, pulsing in concentric spheres that expanded away from him.

Dust blew away from around his feet, followed by pebbles, and then rocks as big as his head jumped and flew toward the rim of the volcano: a horizontal, circular avalanche.

Flix lifted a hand to guard his eyes, then stepped back. Once, twice; his fur pushed flat as if he were skydiving.

The il’Zkin on the rim also fell back, first the children, then the adults.

Finally, even Chief Winton planted a foot behind himself and braced against the turbulent pressure.

Rohan growled.

Flix looked up over his forearm, eyes wide with . . . something.

With an answering growl, the il’Zkin lowered his hands, set his feet, and charged.

Rohan smiled unpleasantly.

His vision penetrated the cat-warrior completely. He saw every muscle fiber contract, every tendon stretch, all in real time as they happened. He knew, instantly, precisely how the other man would move, saw every cat-quick step before it happened, watched the il’Zkin twitch his left shoulder in what was obviously a feint before launching his right fist at the Hybrid’s smile.

For a moment Rohan thought he could see Flix’s neurons firing; see his very thoughts.

The Hybrid lifted his left hand, palm up, and deflected Flix’s punch.

Bones in the il’Zkin’s forearm shattered with the impact.

Rohan bent his knees, opened his right hand, and shot his right palm directly into Flix’s solar plexus.

The meaty flesh at the base of his palm sank deep, through fur and flesh, delivering a concussive force that spread the man’s organs back and apart.

The il’Zkin’s eyes and mouth opened wide. He folded in half, wrapping around a fulcrum just below his ribcage, then, as if in slow motion, rose off the ground and flew back.

Five meters.

Ten.

Twenty.

The feline hit the vertical climb at the rear of the volcano mouth, the excess momentum slamming the back of his head into the stone hard enough to turn twenty square meters of pristine rock into scree.

Flix sagged to the ground as shards of stone showered down over his body.

Rohan walked over to his fallen foe, rage still storming behind his eyes. He savored each step, each meter, grinning at the vacant glare of the il’Zkin, at the blood that leaked from a dozen shallow cuts scoring his fur.

One more. Just one more punch. I’ll end him. Show the others what happens when a Hybrid is challenged.

When I’m challenged.

Teach them all a lesson. Show them that the combat games they play are a far cry from the holocausts I’ve endured.

Kill this one so that the others can live. Kill this one so the others know never to cross me again.

Kill this one to save the tribe.

Do exactly what I’ve been trained to do.

He stopped five meters from Flix. Exhaled, ever so slowly. Emptied his lungs and held while the air hunger burned at his torso.

That’s what I’ve been taught. What Father wanted from me. What the Matrons asked of me. What the il’Drach forged into my nerves and flesh.

But this is not who I choose to be. Not anymore.

He inhaled, fast, the air cold and harsh in his nostrils. Exhaled slowly. Held empty lungs for beat after beat and listened to a ragged inhalation from the gray-furred il’Zkin.

“Stranger Rohan, enough!”

Katya.

Rohan looked up at the rim of the volcano, the line of humanoids moving to the edge to watch.

To watch him.

To see if he would offer mercy. Or death.

Their faces calm. Interested. Unafraid.

He looked into their eyes. They recognized what he was capable of; didn’t flinch away in fear or awe.

Only calm recognition.

“He is defeated, Rohan! Leave him be. He submits, Rohan. He submits.”

Rohan locked eyes with Katya.

She held his gaze.

He exhaled again. Looked at Flix.

Faced Chief Winton.

Nodded, once. And flew away.
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Have We Fought?


Upon his return to Arkhan’s Cave, Rohan sat under the waterfall until it had rubbed raw every square centimeter of skin and set his teeth chattering. Kittens played along the side of the pool, crawling over one another in mewling heaps, while their adults maintained a respectful distance, weary eyes rarely leaving the Hybrid for long.

He stood and walked over to his clothes, gently displacing a pair of toddlers that had decided to nap on his shirt, and dressed. He nodded politely to a pair of white-furred women and went back to the hut.

Katya’s face lacked its usual smile, but she helped Rohan portion out a bowl of stew. He ate, hoping hunger and the exhaustion that inevitably followed a release of his rage would get him to enjoy the taste.

It wasn’t enough.

He looked at his mask, considered checking his messages, but crawled under the blankets instead.

This gravity is wearing me out.

He shivered down into the bedding, exhaled slowly, and fell asleep.
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Rohan woke with a lead-lined head, courtesy of a nap that had paradoxically made him more tired instead of refreshing him.

He blinked open gummy eyes, shuffling suddenly back in the blankets.

“Katya.”

The feline sat close, her knees touching the side of his bed, her eyes focused intently on his.

“Your hands are fascinating, stranger Rohan. So delicate. Slender.” She ducked, her tongue darting out to lick the back of his hand. He pulled it back and rolled onto his side. The Hybrid looked over the edge of the bed, checking her feet, then her hands.

“Um. Sure. Well, you know what they say about small hands . . . No, never mind. My hands are perfectly normal for my species. I think. Not sure I’ve ever measured them.”

Her fingers were thick, twice as broad as his, like those of the other il’Zkin, with room for retractable claws. She held one extended nail in front of her face, black and hooked and very sharp.

Rohan swallowed. “What’s going on, Katya?”

She shrugged. “I considered killing you while you slept, stranger Rohan. Considered it for a very long time. Would it have worked, do you think? If I had slit your throat, with this claw, swiftly, while you dreamed your alien dreams under blankets sewn by my own hands?”

He pushed the fur coverings down and sat up, slowly, eyes on her claw. “I’m not sure if this will make you feel better or worse, but it wouldn’t have worked. My Power protects me even in my sleep. Maybe especially then. You wouldn’t have managed to do more than scratch me.”

She sighed. “Are we so helpless before you, then?”

Rohan rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. “Why do you want me dead, Katya? Did I break your law? The law?”

She shook her head. “Your Power, Rohan. It is . . . so very angry. I have felt great Power before, I have stood before an auroch, I have met with chieftains. But none felt so savage as yours. I cannot help but think it will bring great destruction upon us all.”

He nodded. “That’s a pretty reasonable concern. It’s a lot to manage. And your Power is very different, isn’t it? You have it, available to you, without getting angry. Or hungry.”

“Yes.”

“You’re not like a Hybrid. Or a vampire. I guess the il’Sein succeeded with you guys. Then again, they must not have thought so, or they would have brought you back to the sector instead of hiding you away on this big rock.”

“I don’t follow. You speak of the Fathers?”

“They made me as much as they made you. I guess you could say they did a better job with you.”

“Yet you are more powerful.”

“At a price.”

She retracted the claw and leaned back, her gaze remaining on the Hybrid. “How did you stop yourself, Rohan? How did you restrain all that rage?”

He smiled. “Years of practice. I’ve lived with it most of my life. I can’t say I’ve never let it get the best of me, but I do what I can.”

“You are the strongest person I have ever known.”

“You said that already.”

“In the other sense. To control that.”

“Look, I let the rage out to save lives, not take them. I thought if I put on a show against Flix, the others would leave me alone. I didn’t think I’d lose control, and I didn’t.”

“I know.”

“Do you still want me dead?”

She sighed. “I am not used to these feelings, Rohan. I have always been happy within the law. Yet you make me afraid. For my brother, for my people. For myself. It makes me want to do things outside the law.”

“But I’m no threat to you. Like I said, I am living inside your law.”

“Yes, but your very presence has pushed me so far away from what I thought I was. That proves what a danger you pose.”

His helmet pinged, the sharp note indicating a more urgent message. He picked it up. “I’m a danger because you think I’m a danger? That’s a little circular. Not very fair.”

“No, I suppose it isn’t.” She pointed to the mask. “You need time again? To . . . talk to yourself?”

“To answer a message. From friends. In space.”

“I will check on Flix.” She stood, opened her mouth as if to say more, changed her mind, and left the hut.

He tapped at the inside of the mask to play the recording. Wei Li’s voice came through the speakers.

The security chief’s face, yellow and hairless with lines of red and green scales, would have been inscrutable to anyone else, but after knowing her for almost three years, Rohan could tell that she was tense.

“Tow Chief Rohan. I do not wish to interrupt your duties, but we have a small situation, and I believe your presence here would help us move toward a resolution of the matter.

“Wistful is aware of the situation and has conceded permission for you to leave your current mission and return, at least temporarily, if you are able to do so without critically impairing your efforts.

“There is a woman here. A Darianite. She has told us that there is an imminent danger to Wistful and everything else in Toth system but is unwilling to divulge further details to anyone other than you.

“I would be inclined to ignore her claims, but she is genuine in her desire to reveal them. As far as I can see, this is not a trap, though I do not understand fully why she wants you here. Nor is she willing to say.

“Please return if you are able. Oh, one other thing.

“The Darianite is a Hybrid.

“Wei Li out.”

Laughter and terror fought a brief battle in Rohan’s heart. Just like Wei Li to save that little detail for last.

He stood, put his leathers aside, and dressed in the shreds of his uniform. He checked the charge on the mask and walked out of the hut.

Conversations slowed and died as he walked past the adults of the tribe. He checked faces in the bright sunlight until he spotted Katya.

Her face was neutral as he approached her. “Can we talk for a minute? In private?”

She nodded and returned with him to her hut.

“What is it?”

He tapped his mask. “I have to go. There’s an emergency. On . . . another world.”

“I see. You are leaving us? Abandoning the tribe?”

“No. I mean, I don’t plan to. I need to run an errand, that’s all. I’ll come back. Unless you don’t want me to.”

“You have joined this tribe, Rohan. We are your home.”

“Right. But people leave, don’t they? Go on little trips. Whatever. I’ll be back.”

She frowned. “I cannot stop you. But it is not normal.”

“Is it just odd, or against the law? Tell me fast; I have to go take care of this thing. And I want to know what happens when I come back. Will I have to fight the whole tribe at once, or will we be okay?”

She licked the backs of her hands before answering. “You may go. I appreciate that you’d rather return and face the tribe than simply leave and never see us again.”

“I told you, I’m coming back.”

“Take care, then, stranger Rohan. Good luck with your task.”

“Thanks. I would try to do an Austrian accent, but you wouldn’t appreciate it. I’ll be back.”

He left the hut, nodded to Kazar as the older il’Zkin emerged from the hut next door, and flew.
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An hour later, Rohan sat in a lounge on Insatiable as she orbited the planet. He funneled the last slice of an entire pizza into his mouth.

“Rudra save me, that is so good.”

Ben Stone sat across the table from him, taking notes with an actual pen on actual notepaper. “The auroch was how tall?”

“Twenty meters.”

“And it definitely had Powers?”

“Controlled gravity. I mean, we have machines that do that, but I can’t imagine the auroch was hiding a bootstrap engine under his fur. It was esoteric energy. Tough as nails, too. I gave that thing my best punch, and it didn’t flinch.”

Ben scratched at the paper. “Fascinating. You didn’t capture any video, did you? Or find our missing drones?”

Rohan sighed. “Totally forgot to look into the drones. I just sort of assumed the cat-people had swatted them down for no reason. I will ask around, I promise.”

“Okay. It’s not a catastrophe if you don’t find them, but . . . try.”

“Got it. How much longer until Insatiable is in position to open the wormhole?”

Ben checked the tablet next to him. “Ten minutes. Your helmet should be recharged, too. Air and power.”

“Great, thanks. Any other questions?”

Ben looked over his notes. “Any obvious impact on the il’Zkin from your presence? Have you disrupted their society in any ways that you can see?”

Rohan shrugged. “Yep. My ‘laws are meant to be broken’ ethos has been making waves. At least ripples.”

“Be careful, Rohan.”

“Hey, I’m not trained for this. If you want someone who knows how to follow the Prime Directive, send in a Starfleet officer.”

“A Star Trek reference? Really?”

“Hey, I had a TV just like everybody else.”

“Just . . . try.”

“I will. I said so already.”

Ben watched as Rohan took the last bite of his pizza. “Do you want to name the system?”

Rohan shrugged. “Shouldn’t that be Marion’s job?”

“She hates it. She always wants to name them like radio stations. WXLP or something. You, on the other hand, love naming things.”

“I can’t argue with that. What should I—no, I have it. Pilli.”

Ben nodded, reached for his tablet, and jotted something down. “Done. This planet is Pilli . . . 4. Does it mean anything?”

“It’s from my mother’s language. Cat.”

Ben chuckled and tapped in some notes.

Insatiable spoke over internal speakers. “Captain Rohan! I am about to open the wormhole. You can head out anytime.”

“You’re not coming with me?”

“No, sorry, Captain. You’re on your own. Void’s Shadow isn’t in the system either. But you have your mask and plenty of air, and you’re really good at flying for a biological, so I’m sure you’ll do A-okay.”

“You’re too kind. Heading out.” He stood, wiped his hands clean, and faced Ben. “Any other questions?”

“Too many to ask now. I’ll have to debrief you more thoroughly when you have time.”

“Don’t hold your breath. Too many things are happening all at once. In my experience, my life is about to get a lot more chaotic. At least for a while.”

“I hope you’re wrong.”

“Not half as much as I do!”

The Hybrid left the lounge, following Insatiable’s markers to an airlock, and exited the ship just in time to watch the wormhole dial open.

Here we go.
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Rohan flew through the wormhole, bracing as he crossed the threshold for some sensation of change, some physical indication that he was crossing millions of light years in an instant. As always, he felt nothing, though the starscape shifted quite dramatically.

He used his helmet’s AI to plot a course for Wistful, not quite the other side of Toth system but not close either. He scanned his playlist, settling on “Chittiyaan Kalaiyaan” to start. Then he called Wei Li to let her know he was coming, arranged a meeting place and time, and flew.

A third of his playlist later, he pulled himself through the portal of his personal airlock and entered his private quarters. He stripped, tossed his shredded uniform in the trash, and showered.

With shampoo. Soap, even.

I forgot how much I like soap. Maybe I’ll bring some to the il’Zkin.

Then again, Prime Directive. Maybe I shouldn’t interfere with their culture more than I have to. Would soap disrupt their culture? Would they catch some soap-born plague that wipes them all out?

Do soap-born plagues even exist?

He stepped through the hydrophobic field in his shower, drying instantly, dressed in fresh uniform, ran a brush through his hair, and walked to the open-air café where they were meeting.

Wei Li sat at one head of a table for six set in the grassy center of the promenade. Across from her lounged the Darianite. She had enormous eyes, like a living, breathing Japanese cartoon character, with skin so black her cheekbones and nose almost disappeared in the sunlight. Her short hair was dark red, though Rohan was reasonably certain it was dyed.

Of the four remaining seats, Ursans took up three: Ang and two other males, all wearing vests in Wistful’s colors, yellow and metallic purple.

He swung wide, making sure Wei Li could see him approach. She met his eyes and nodded.

He felt pressure in his ears as he crossed a sonic barrier and neared the table. “Hey, guys.” The sounds of the promenade were completely canceled by the invisible shield, giving them total privacy.

Ang rose, all two and a half meters and five hundred kilograms of him, and bared his teeth in what Rohan was pretty certain was a smile. “Brother Rohan! Have been for missing you!” He reached for a handshake, his paw enveloping Rohan’s entire forearm.

“Ang, good to see you. Hello, Wei Li.”

“Thank you for coming, Rohan.”

The Darianite stood quickly, knocking her chair to the ground, and rushed for Rohan.

He stepped back with his right foot and lifted his left fist, ready to jab her in the face to stop her momentum. Just before punching, he caught Wei Li’s face. The security chief was calm, unconcerned.

He held the punch.

The Darianite pressed her chest into his, wrapped her arms around his ribs, and hugged him.

“Um . . . hello?”

The top of her head came up to the tip of his nose. Her hair smelled of roses. He patted her back, letting her squeeze his ribs. Ang stared at the pair, mouth slightly open.

After an awkwardly long time that couldn’t have actually been even a full minute, the woman let go and stepped back. “I’m sorry, Tow Chief. I was just wanting to see you for so long and . . .” She wiped the back of her hand across her inhumanly small nostrils, and he realized her eyes were moist.

“Call me Rohan. Are . . . are you okay?”

She sniffed and shook her head. “I’m not hurt, if that’s what you’re asking. You don’t remember me, do you?”

“Of course I do. You’re that person that I definitely know. We used to hang out at that place. With the stuff. Food? I think it was food.”

She sniffed and smiled, her teeth dazzling white against ink-black lips. “It wasn’t food. How many Darianites do you know?”

I killed one just a few million kilometers from here, but this isn’t the time to bring that up.

“I’m not good with—hold on. I remember. I punched you.”

Ang inhaled sharply. “Brother Rohan! That is not for being a gentleman. Unless it is, in your culture. Then, never mind Ang.”

The woman shook her head. “I’m Wildeye. Though I guess I don’t have to use that codename anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

She sighed. “It’s a long story. You did punch me, a year ago. Right outside this station.

“We fought. I was a Lance Secondary on board Father’s Vengeance.”

“Was?”

She nodded. “I’ve quit Fleet and come to Wistful.”
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Two Punishments


The café specialized in salads, to the delight of Rohan’s digestive system. Each dish rested on beds of red and green leaves from half a dozen worlds, ranging from sweet to hot as chiles, chopped fine. Chefs layered two contrasting dressings over that in a spiral pattern, with strips of proteins over the top.

The Darianite chose a synthetic topping, firmer than tofu, while Rohan had his usual. Even the Ursans tucked into the salads.

“Ang, is that all you’re going to eat?”

All three Ursans snorted. “Will be for having a real meal after work, Brother Rohan. For now, we are for being bodyguards.”

Rohan looked at Wei Li. “They’re protecting her?”

Wei Li shook her head. “They are watching her. She is a Hybrid. It was Wistful’s condition.”

He looked at Wildeye; she shrugged and pecked at her salad. “You realize she’s a Hybrid.”

Ang clapped him on the shoulder. “Are not here for defeating the lovely lady. Are here because Wistful knows we are for dying before we are for running away or keeping our mouths closed from fear.”

Rohan nodded. “Hard to intimidate someone who isn’t afraid to die. Wildeye, I hope you’ll be careful with my friends here. They might not be scared, but I’d take it personally if you killed any of them.”

She snorted. “I’m not here to cause any trouble, I swear. Ask the security chief, she’s an empath, right? Class Three at least.”

Wei Li straightened. “Four.”

“See? She knows I have no ill intent.”

Rohan rubbed his forehead. “How did you know that?”

Wildeye sighed. “I’ve seen the scouting reports on Wistful. It’s not exactly a secret, you know. She’s famous.”

“Wistful or Wei Li?”

“Both! But I meant Wei Li.”

He looked at Wei Li, who shrugged her muscular shoulders and ate a bit of her salad, her forked tongue appearing for just a moment as she ate.

“You want to explain to me what scouting reports you’re talking about? Maybe more than that. Explain the whole thing. I tell you what, pretend I just got here and I have no idea what you’re doing on this station or why.”

“But you—oh, I see what you did there! You’re funny. They said you were funny.”

“I’m hilarious, I know. Please. You wanted me here, right? Now talk.”

“I’m sorry, I’m trying. I don’t know where to start.”

Wei Li looked up. “Please do not start at the beginning. I’m sure your childhood was fascinating, but I apparently have some disaster to avert, and I’d prefer to have as much advance notice as possible.”

“Right. No childhood. Except—I’m a Hybrid. That’s important. Rohan will understand.”

She’s not wrong. I’m one of the only people on the station who really will.

Wei Li nodded. “I’ll permit that.”

“Great. I was in Fleet, you know. An ordinary Lance Secondary. Ordinary for a Hybrid. Doing normal Fleet stuff. Until we came to Toth, right about a year ago.”

“To enforce the blockade.”

“I didn’t really know much about that. All I knew was that I was on the ship, and I had to go and do what they told me. You know what I mean. Fly there, fight that guy, talk to that guy. Kill those people. Normal stuff. For us.”

Ang’s eyes were solemn, his gaze on the surrounding grassy area and the walkways nearby. The stream of pedestrians thickened as businesses let out; evening had arrived in Wistful’s arbitrary day-night cycle.

Rohan nodded. “Sure.”

“Anyway, you have to understand I wasn’t a huge fan of the Empire. I was ready to join the Rebellion, you know. All for it, until it fell apart. My sister, too.”

Rohan tensed. “Sister?”

“My older sister. Clear Eyes. She was all about the Rebellion, even though she was higher up in Fleet even than me. Hated the Fathers, the things they do. Make us do.”

Rohan’s shoulders started to hurt. “I hear you.” Fantastic. A Hybrid who would be very vexed with me if she knew I was the one who ended the Rebellion. Which her sister found out, leading her to try to kill me. Only I killed her first. I’m sure this one will totally understand and forgive me for that.

“But that was all in the past. A year ago, the Rebellion was long over; I was just minding my business, doing as I was told, when we came here. And you . . . you know what happened. You were here. All of you, right?”

Ang coughed. “Some of ourselves were for paying attention more than some else of us, but yes.” Rohan wondered if he was blushing under the fur; the Ursans had been enslaved by a forty-thousand-year-old vampire when he fought Wildeye.

The Darianite nodded. “It was just so inspiring. You, all of you, were doing something I could barely imagine. Standing up to the Empire. And not in a throw-your-life-away, heroic-last-stand kind of way. I’ve seen that before. We’ve all seen that before.”

She sipped her water and ate a bite of the salad. A server came to refill their drinks.

Half of me wishes this were something stronger than water, but it’s not the smart half.

Wildeye put her chopsticks down, took a deep breath, and pointed at Rohan. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you after that. I’ve seen Hybrids leave Fleet before, of course. But they were the dropouts. The failures. None of them were going to stand their ground like you did. You were everything they said we couldn’t be, just living your life out here.”

Rohan grunted. “It’s not that simple.”

“No, I know. I still wish I understood why they let you go.”

Wei Li’s eyes narrowed. Rohan took a very deliberately large portion of salad and stuffed it into his already-half-full mouth. He looked at Wildeye and chewed slowly, his lips barely meeting with each bite.

She sighed. “Right. Secrets. Fair. Anyway, like I said, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. And then Fleet, well, I don’t know, I was going to say punished me, but I’m not sure they saw it that way.”

A business-suit-clad Rogesh stepped off the hardened walkway onto the grass near their table, held a tablet in his hand, and continually turned his head from the screen to their group.

Rohan swallowed as he felt a glimmer of anger slop out into his psyche. “What do you mean ‘punished’?”

Wildeye sipped her water. “It felt like a punishment to me, is what I mean. That’s all.”

“What did they do?” Two others joined the Rogesh, forming a small cluster facing the table from about ten meters away.

“They put me on a new ship. One that served an Assessor.”

Rohan’s chopsticks snapped between his fingers. Wei Li straightened in her chair, her eyes on her human friend. The Ursans exchanged confused glances.

Rohan stood, pushing his chair back. He rubbed his eyes with his hands. “I had all kinds of ideas about where you were going with this, but that is not on the list.”

Wildeye looked up at him. “Sit down, things get worse.”

Ang looked at Wei Li, who shook her head. He huffed and returned to studying the crowd.

Rohan looked at the security chief. “Do you know what Assessors are?”

“I am aware. Let her continue.”

Wildeye put down her chopsticks and spread her hands flat on the table, stretching her arms. “There wasn’t much for me to actually do. Train, stay ready, stand around and make sure nobody is trying to kill the Assessor. Which wasn’t going to happen anyway because almost nobody knows who they are or understands what they do.”

Rohan nodded. “Yeah, don’t try spreading that information around. The il’Drach will send hit squads after you for sure if you do.”

“I won’t. The worst of what I know is already public knowledge anyway. Or about to be.”

“Which is?”

“I’m getting there. Sorry. Things were mostly quiet for most of the year. We’d arrive at a system, check things out, they would do their thing, and we’d leave. Then the Empire started to worry about Hyperion.”

Rohan grunted. “Damnit. I really should have let them kill him.”

“You know Hyperion? I mean, the new one?”

“And the old. He’s from my homeworld.”

“Oh, right. You’re an Earthling. Sorry, I have a hard time telling with a lot of the big-nosed mammals.”

“I hear it all the time.”

“Hyperion was on Ohn. A billion people. Weird people, but still. A billion. I wasn’t even on the ship that went there, but I happened to be working security in one of the messaging centers when the order came through.”

Rohan grunted. “Because of Hyperion.”

“Something happened on Ohn. The Assessors ordered a sterilization.”

Wei Li looked at Rohan, scaly eyebrows arched in a question.

He shrugged. “Exactly what it sounds like. They assess the planet, decide it’s a threat. The order goes out: nuke it to glass.”

Wildeye nodded. “Basically. The order just . . . I don’t know why. It broke me. I couldn’t let it happen. I didn’t care what happened to me, if I saved anyone or not, or even if I died. I just knew I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t try to help.”

Rohan’s eyes narrowed. “You tried to stop them?”

She snorted. “I’m here, aren’t I? I couldn’t just do nothing, but I wasn’t feeling suicidal either. You should understand. You’re not out there trying to stop the Empire, are you? You got out, you’re living here. Keeping this system free of them, but not saving places like Ohn.” Her breathing was fast, delicate nostrils flaring with her breaths.

He locked his eyes on hers and exhaled slowly, willing her to breathe with him. “I wasn’t criticizing you, Wildeye. I’m just trying to understand what happened.”

“I gathered up whatever information I could, stole a messenger ship, and went to Ohn. I knew I had a little time. It’s an isolated system; they weren’t in any rush to attack the place. I got in touch with Hyperion, and we saved as many as we could.”

The crowd watching their table had grown. Dozens of humanoids stood at a respectful distance. They looked to be talking to one another, but the privacy screen eliminated all outside sounds.

Wei Li nodded slowly. “What do you mean by ‘saved,’ Wildeye?”

“Hyperion was an important person on Ohn. They treated him like some sort of god.” Rohan snorted; she ignored him. “He wanted to fight, but the other Hybrids convinced him it wasn’t possible. Instead, they worked on an evacuation plan. Except there was no conceivable way to evacuate that many people. Nowhere near enough ships, especially on a poor planet like Ohn.”

Rohan nodded. “Even rich planets would have trouble getting their entire population off-world.”

“Exactly. Instead, they hijacked every interstellar-capable ship they could. Hybrids went to ship graveyards and pulled every retiree that could still form a rift and brought them to Ohn. Every fabrication plant on the planet started mass-producing null-entropy chambers as fast as possible.”

Rohan tapped the table, performing some mental calculations. “How much time are we talking about?”

“A week.”

“There’s no way you’re setting up a billion null-entropy chambers in a week. Or finding enough cargo space for all of them.”

“No. No way.” Her eyes were liquid again, brimming with tears.

A pair from the crowd closed on the privacy screen and pointed to Wei Li, argued with one another, then rejoined the crowd. The security chief sighed and picked up her tablet, tapping its surface to check for messages.

Rohan felt something uncomfortable in his gut. “They saved as many as they could. Not everybody. They must have selected.”

“They did. Children. But not all the children; they didn’t want a nation of orphans roaming the stars, no connection to their roots or traditions.”

“There was a selection process.”

“There was. Of course the Hybrids had their own ship. But the Ohnians had to choose. Had to figure out who stayed behind and who got a spot on one of those ships.”

The feeling in Rohan’s gut intensified. “How many, Wildeye? How many did they save?”

“It was, what did Hyperion call it, a Herculean effort. I don’t know what that means, but he seemed very proud of himself. They fit fifty million people on four hundred ships. I don’t even know if they all made it. Like I said, a lot of those ships were barely fit for service. Some were older than the Empire. But they did what they could. Fifty million. About fifty thousand are awake, the others are in cold storage.”

Rohan looked at the stone-faced Ursans, then back at Wildeye. “Tell me I’m bad at math. Someone tell me I’m subtracting wrong.”

A tear ran down her cheek, disappearing into her dark skin. “I’ve been hoping the same thing.”

Ang grunted. “To be for saving fifty million beings is no small thing, little one. It is not for being your fault that many others died.”

She nodded, sniffling. “I know. I really do. We saved a lot, I know. But . . . I don’t have the exact counts. I don’t want to have them. But there were over nine hundred and fifty million people still on the planet when I took my messenger ship and left. With the Fleet on its way.”

Nobody spoke for a few long breaths. Wei Li tapped at her tablet, saying nothing at first, then motioned to Ang. “You three, go stall the crowd. Call Ursula, we’re going to need her help.”

Ang nodded. “What should I tell them?”

“Ask them what they want, say we’re on top of things, we’re figuring out what to do, things will be fine, stay calm. When more than three sentients gather in one place, they become like children. They need reassurance and platitudes.”

Ang stood, along with the other two Ursans. They stepped through the privacy screen and walked slowly to the growing crowd, hands held open at their sides.

Rohan rubbed his temples. “Now we know why Ohn went dark.”

“Yes.”

Wei Li sighed. “Tell Rohan what you told me earlier.”

“The Ohnians couldn’t just go to another Imperial world. They wouldn’t be able to hide, not with those numbers. And who would take them in, even if they had money? Nobody on Ohn knew why the il’Drach had condemned them. For all they knew, any planet they fled to would have been just as doomed.

“They weren’t willing to leave the sector either. They’re not an adventurous people. Their ships are mostly junk. They have no defenses, no warships.

“And we all know there’s only one place in the sector with a track record of standing up to Fleet and winning.”

Rohan swallowed. “Tell me I’m bad at logic. Tell me the inference I just drew isn’t the same inference you drew.”

“I wish I could.

“Four hundred ships, most barely spaceworthy, carrying the last fifty million living Ohnians. Most of them are in cold storage, inside null-entropy containers that were built as fast as they could manage, but without much in the way of quality control. Some are already failing. They have nowhere else to go.

“So they’re coming here. And judging by that crowd, I’d say they’ve arrived.”
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Refugees


Rohan’s heart sank right into his gut. He looked at Wei Li. “You want to give me more of the bad news?”

She shrugged. “I do not, but nevertheless I will. Based on the average size and metabolic needs of an Ohnian, even assuming that ninety percent of the population is made up of children, Wistful is capable of supporting at most five hundred thousand individuals. And that would be a very uncomfortable sense of support in every way.”

“Meaning she’d be very crowded.”

“Meaning everyone on board would be enjoying the myriad health benefits of a caloric deficit whether they desired to or not. And all would be required to refrain from excessive breathing.”

“No heavy breathing. That sounds hard to enforce.”

“And let us not delve too far into the security concerns of such a situation. Further, we are all aware that while we have survived minor skirmishes with the il’Drach in the past, we are not actually equipped to face the Fleet in open battle and survive.”

Wildeye shook her head. “You’re underestimating yourselves. They won’t declare open warfare against Wistful.”

Rohan scratched his beard. “They seemed ready to blow her out of orbit a year ago.”

“They weren’t, not really. They would have backed off. They don’t want to destroy Wistful. I don’t really know why, but it’s true.”

I know why. More or less. Without Wistful acting as an esoteric shield, the kaiju on Toth 3 might wake up the Old Ones. But that’s a secret.

“In a way, that makes things easier. We can’t even begin to accommodate that many people on Wistful, so we don’t have to consider that option. They need a different home.”

Wildeye shrugged. “Toth 3 is out. Unless you’ve figured out how to tame the kaiju there.”

“I wish.”

“Are there other inhabitable planets in the system?”

Rohan shrugged. “No. There’s one in Pilli system.”

Wei Li’s vertically slit eyes pivoted to focus on him. “Pilli?”

“Through the wormhole the Stones just opened. It has one planet with roughly standard conditions.”

Wildeye shook her head. “They won’t leave the sector without assurances. They need to believe the il’Drach won’t come after them.”

Rohan rubbed his forehead. “I’ll have to think.”

“I get it. First, I know some of the Ohnians are going to want to board. The ones that aren’t in storage, I mean. They got on those ships with basically no food or water. They won’t last long if they have to stay on the ships.”

Wei Li nodded. “Fifty thousand of them, you said?”

“About.”

“We can manage that. It will cause . . . strain. We’ve never accommodated an influx of that magnitude before.”

Wildeye nodded. “I can help keep things in check. Watch over the Ohnians. Carry stuff. I’m a Hybrid, after all.”

“Your offer is noted. We will let you know.”

Servers came and brought dessert: cups of fruit slices and berries in a sour syrup. They left quickly, well-trained in the desires of customers behind privacy screens.

Rohan ate a spoonful of berries, feeling tired, then straightened. “Hey, Wildeye. There’s more, isn’t there? You asked for me to come so you could say something. Everything you’ve shared so far is stuff you already told Wei Li.”

Her voice was small. “Yes.”

Rohan looked at Wei Li, who shrugged, then back to the Darianite. “I’m here. What’s the last thing?”

“It’s about the Assessors.” She paused, watching Rohan’s face.

He tried not to let his anger tip over. “What about them?”

“I looked at their messages and itineraries before I left. I didn’t tell Hyperion or the Ohnians. I didn’t know how.

“An Assessor is coming here. To Wistful.”
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Thirty minutes later, Rohan sat in the passenger compartment of a transport shuttle on its way to Toth’s third wormhole.

He might have flown, but without a gravity generator, he had no way to open the wormhole. Taking a shuttle was his best choice.

He wore a fresh uniform, though he intended to trade it for leathers at the first opportunity, and had a full charge on his mask. Which he knew because he was using it to argue with his boss.

“I just don’t understand why you’re allowing them to send an Assessor to Toth system. You’re putting everyone at risk! Yourself included!”

“You sound upset, Tow Chief. Are you opposed to returning to Pilli 4?”

“Don’t pull that ‘what’s really bothering you, Rohan? That thing you’re not mentioning?’ crap with me. I’m fine going back. At least for a little while. Yes, I am upset, but it’s about the Assessor.”

“Which is a feeling you will have to learn to manage, Rohan. The Assessor will come to Toth, and to Repentant, and to the planet of the il’Zkin. You cannot prevent this. Your arguments are serving no purpose other than stoking your own anger.”

“It makes no sense! Agreeing to let them come in the first place! Assessors have one job, Wistful. And it’s not deciding that planets get to live. No, the one piece of work they have is to sign death sentences for entire populations. And you want that here?”

“I do not think your judgment is sound on this topic, Tow Chief. There are things about the Assessors and the dangers in this sector that you don’t know.”

“Oh but let me guess, lucky me, you’re about to fill me in on those missing details, aren’t you?”

“Not at all. I am going to tell you to accept that I did what was necessary. No more and no less. And I expect you to do the same. What is necessary for you, right now, is to determine what dangers and opportunities the il’Zkin present.”

“That job would be a lot easier if I were calmer.”

“I agree.”

“You know, it might help me calm down if I understood why you accepted the Assessor. If the success of my task is so important, I would think you would do whatever you could to improve the odds.”

The shuttle flew silently through space. A screen covering one wall, set to appear to be a transparent window, showed the red ball of Toth 4.

The largest fleet the Hybrid had ever seen swarmed around the planet. Hundreds of ships in all configurations, mostly cargo vessels and transports. Some orbited Toth 4; more trailed behind the planet in a loose formation, following it around Toth like baby ducks, the group slightly hazy with leaked atmosphere.

They’re going to be a problem.

Wistful continued after a pause. “That is clever, Rohan. And you are correct. I will explain further.

“The simple fact is that a treaty was made. Repentant offered to allow the Assessors access to both our systems, and all connected areas. I am merely abiding by the statute in question.”

“What gave Repentant the right to make offers like that on your behalf, Wistful?”

“Three things. First, Repentant is my friend, and I am inclined to do what I can to help him in whatever capacity I am able. Second, he has my sympathy. You have no idea what he’s been through; I do. He’s lost more than his purpose; though for a ship, that on its own is grievous.

“Third, I owe him a great many debts, and he, as you say, called to collect.”

“Let me guess. You owe him debts from long ago, before my species even developed language or crawled out of the muck or something like that.”

“Your tone is mocking, but the former is most likely accurate.”

“You’ll let Repentant risk every living thing in three systems over an ancient debt claimed by someone who’s too insane to even understand what he’s doing?”

“Yes.”

“Just . . . ignore him! I feel bad about the state he’s in, believe me, but he’s not rational!”

“I cannot. No, that is incorrect. I will not.”

“That sounds very final.”

“It is.”

Rohan cracked his knuckles, then his neck. “You want me to go back to Pilli 4, find some answers.”

“Yes.”

“What if I run into the Assessor?”

“Cooperate to the best of your ability. At the very least, do not interfere.”

He exhaled slowly, held empty lungs for a count of ten, then inhaled sharply. Repeated. Watched his hands to make sure the slight tremble he’d noticed in his fingertips had passed.

“I do not like this. But I’ll do it.”

“Good.” The transmission cut off as the bootstrap drives began to whir loudly, the sound of the wormhole being opened.
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Rohan left the shuttle and crossed the wormhole on his own. He flew to Insatiable, music turned up to higher-than-required levels, his breaths short and high in his chest.

I should calm down, since I can’t do anything about it. Somehow, that thought isn’t making it easier.

He stopped on Insatiable just long enough to recharge his mask, grab what would probably be the last decent food he’d get for days, and fill the Stones in on what was happening in Toth system.

He left through the same airlock and headed back to Pilli 4, zeroing in on Arkhan’s Cave.

The Hybrid landed on ground at the cave mouth, knees twinging with the pressure of the high gravity. He removed his mask and drew in the thick, acidic air, his lungs burning like they had that time he’d tried a cigarette behind a convenience store in Vancouver when he was ten.

He stood and watched the sunset, responding to casual greetings from various il’Zkin. Nobody seemed inclined to start any philosophical discussions, but neither did they shun him.

When he felt his breathing rate normalize, he entered the village and quickly found Katya’s hut. He pushed the covering aside and entered.

“Hey, Leo.”

The tawny feline looked up at him with sad eyes. “Rohan. Katya wasn’t sure you’d come back.”

“Well, try not to look so happy to see me. You with your puppy dog eyes.”

Leo shook his head. “I don’t know what that is. I am not displeased to see you return, Rohan. I hold no anger toward you. Why would I?”

“You sure? I hurt your friend just . . . was that this morning? I think it was. It’s been a long day.”

“He wanted to fight you. He will heal, and when he does, he will be even stronger than before.”

These people should write motivational posters.

“Sure he will. I hope someone put a good splint on that arm of his.” Rohan picked up his leather clothing off his bed and unfolded the leggings. He looked at Leo, shrugged, and stripped off his uniform.

“We did. I held him down while the chief set his bones.”

“Well, all right, then. If you’re not upset about Flix, what are you upset about?”

The feline slouched forward, elbows on thighs. “Your strength. It makes me feel . . . hopeless.”

“What do you mean?”

“I never had a chance, did I? When I challenged you? You were holding back.”

Rohan slid on his leggings, tying the tendon drawstring at the waist, and reached for his tunic. “I always hold back. If I don’t, I risk losing control of my Power.”

“Why?”

Rohan sighed. “For my kind, my people, our Power is a curse. It brings anger along with it. Like an il’Zkin riding an auroch.”

Leo laughed. “We do not ride aurochs. They would kill us.”

“No, of course. In my case, if I use too much Power, the anger takes over. I lose control. Kill everybody around me. So I have to be careful. I can use a whole lot of it, but the risks are immense.”

Leo scratched behind his ears and stared at the floor. “You use just enough to win the battle you need to win.”

“Or, even better, don’t get into battles at all. I try to avoid them. Not an easy task, given your culture.”

“As strong as you are, you try not to fight.”

“That sums it up.”

“That is very strange.”

“You’re not the first person to call me that. But look, I’m stronger than most people in the sector. You can’t get all depressed because you found someone tougher than you. Have you ever met an auroch? I bet you have. Those guys are no joke.”

“We cannot be stronger than an auroch any more than we can be taller than a mountain. But you, I thought perhaps I could match you one day. Now I realize it will never happen. Not the way things are. Not within the law.”

Rohan sighed and looked at his boots. They didn’t quite match the leathers. Go barefoot? Maybe I should.

“You never know. Keep training.”

“I will. I have no choice. It is the law.”

Rohan stood. “I have a good friend. She’s an empath. Do you know what that is?”

“Not exactly.”

“She can sense other people’s feelings. The same way you can feel a big burst of esoteric energy, she can feel if you’re sad or angry or whatever.”

“That sounds useful.”

“It is.”

Leo tapped his jaw. “Also distressing. If others dislike her, they would be unable to hide it. She would know.”

“Yep. It’s a double-edged sword. So, this friend, she knows when I’m sad, even when I’m trying to hide it. She has this very annoying habit of telling me when I’m lying to her. Then she tells me how I feel and usually tells me something that makes me feel better. Or that helps me figure out how to make myself feel better.”

“I see.”

“While I am not an empath, Leo, I can tell that you’re upset about more than my strength. Tell me what’s wrong.”

The il’Zkin paused, his head bobbing up and down very slightly. “It’s Flix. I can’t see him. Well, I can, but we can’t . . . there are others around, his family, elders. Always. It’s not the same. Normally I would go with him. To . . . train. And I would feel better. Now I cannot. I am alone. I have you, and Katya, but it’s not . . .”

“I’m sure he’ll be fine in no time and you’ll be doing the same stuff you were doing before.” Whatever that was.

“Perhaps. Only now that he has been beaten, is no longer scaling the cliff, his family will want him to find a mate and have cubs. He will have less time for me. But even if not that, I think Katya will soon stop me.”

“Why?”

“She doesn’t like what . . . what she thinks we do. She does not approve. I think she will tell me to stop. And I am not strong enough to refuse her.”

“Why would she tell you to stop?”

“It is the law.”

Rohan grunted. “The law wants to keep you away from your best friend?”

Leo shrugged in morose silence.

“Maybe someone should start telling these guys where they can shove their law.”

“I do not understand.”

“Look, you guys talk about the law as if it’s the ultimate good. But is it, really?”

“How could it be otherwise?”

“What if the law forced you to do something that, say, got the entire tribe wiped out. Killed all your people. You’d be within the law, but you’d be dead. How does that make sense? Wouldn’t it be better to go outside the law but stay alive?”

“The law protects us.”

“Sure it does.”

“We are here, are we not? Our people have survived here for a very long time. The law has not led us into any such actions. I think you are confused.”

“Okay, sure. But there’s more to life than just living, right? Rudra save me, you don’t even season your food because the law says you have to eat only of the auroch. Do you have any idea how terrible your food tastes?”

“I have never eaten anything else.”

“No, you haven’t. Because of the law. But why? You could have a better life. Eat tasty things. Have more happiness. Why is the law so important if it’s making you miserable?”

“I am not—no, perhaps I am. You are strange, Rohan. You do not understand our ways.”

“I guess I don’t.”

“We—il’Zkin—sometimes have feelings that are dangerous. Desires that we should not indulge. Without the law, if we did as we wished, it could be bad.”

“How do you know it would be bad? Maybe it would be fine. Maybe the law is too much. Maybe, along with the smart things that the law has you do that protect you, it’s also asking you to do stuff that makes you unhappy for no reason. Maybe some of those desires aren’t typical, aren’t common, but they’re just fine. Have you thought of that?”

Leo’s face fell further. “No, I have not, stranger Rohan. I have not.”

I am failing the heck out of this whole noninterference plan, aren’t I?
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Katya returned after dark carrying lumps of raw auroch bone, her eyes showing the smallest flicker of surprise when she saw Rohan. The three sat around the dim light of the stove and carved, Rohan suffering from the lack of claws.

Katya didn’t speak much. She was either tired, angry, or harboring thoughts she’d rather not express. Rohan couldn’t tell and had no idea how to find out without making things worse, so he sat quietly, pretended to try to carve the bones, and thought about housing fifty million refugees who wouldn’t be safe in il’Drach space.

That didn’t last long, so he spent some time drawing out lines of esoteric energy and bending them like the Slinky toys his grandfather had given him as a child. He managed two full loops before the shimmering energy lost coherence and popped into nothingness.

That’s not as many as I’d like, but it’s two loops more than I could manage even four months ago. Now I have to figure out what this thing is for and why Spiral has me working on it.

He composed a letter to Tamaralinth, talking about his time with the il’Zkin, telling her he missed her. Was looking forward to her return.

Deleted it.

Rewrote it, but shorter, and saved that version.

He yawned three times before giving in, crawling under the heavy blankets, and going to sleep.

He slept hard and woke feeling groggy. Katya was gone, the bowl from her breakfast already clean and dry. Leo cooked for the two of them, the obligatory boiled meat, and they ate in silence.

“Is Katya angry? She seemed very . . . off last night.”

Leo grinned. “If you think that was off, I pray you never see my sister truly angry. She is as fierce as a wounded auroch protecting its calves.”

“Is she? She must be strong, too, right? If she’s ranked higher than you?”

Leo nodded. “Do not let her size fool you. She is one of the strongest in the tribe.”

“Noted. My question still stands, though. She didn’t seem happy. Is it something I did?”

Leo shrugged. “I believe it is something I did. Or did not do. Or should have explained and did not explain. Or perhaps did explain while I should have refrained.”

“Thanks for narrowing things down.”

“If you are counting on me to understand the behavior of women, then we are both lost, stranger Rohan. Though now that I consider it, perhaps I should stop calling you stranger. Perhaps brother. I have never had a brother, and with you living here, it feels appropriate.”

Rohan smiled. “I’d be honored. Or just Rohan.”

“I’ll consider it.”

They finished and cleaned up. Rohan’s helmet pinged: a message from Ben Stone, telling him that Insatiable was crossing into Toth system to assess the status of the Ohnian refugee fleet.

Another message from Void’s Shadow; she had explored another foreign system, finding it uninhabited, and would stay nearby in case Rohan should need a rescue. Or transport.

Good thinking. I can fly off-planet, but I can’t open the wormhole by myself. Without a ship, I’m stuck here.

Leo stood. “I will check on Flix.”

“Great. Do you want me to—no, of course you don’t. Give him my regards. Or not, depending on, you know, if he wants to hear it.”

“Thank you, Rohan. I will be back. Most likely very soon.” He left Rohan alone in the hut.

The Hybrid had queued up one of his favorite episodes of Swords of Lukhor on his mask when he heard a knock on the frame of the hut. He silenced the show and answered the door-that-wasn’t-a-door.

A very large il’Zkin with gray fur and hard eyes stood outside.

“Chief Winton. Are you looking for Katya? She stepped out; I don’t know where she is.”

The chief grunted. “I am here for you, Rohan.”

Rohan’s eyebrows furrowed. “Ah. Stranger Rohan? Or Brother Rohan? Or some new option? Everybody seems to be having trouble deciding.”

“That is, in part, why I am here. We have things to discuss. Away from upright ears.”

“Where did you have in mind? Should we go dung shopping? I don’t mind, but my scent seems to really irritate the aurochs. Fair warning.”

“It will be farther than that. I would show you some things that I wouldn’t need to show a child born to this tribe.”

“Because they’ve already seen the things or because they don’t need to know about the things?”

The chief shrugged his massive shoulders. “Does it matter?”

“I suppose it doesn’t. I’m ready when you are.”

“I would prefer you to wear your . . . beyond-the-stars clothing.”

Rohan looked down at the leathers he had on. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“Is that the law?”

The chief paused. “It is not. It is simply a request. You may refuse it.”

Why is this guy irritating me? He isn’t doing anything so terrible. But I’m annoyed. “Just checking. It’s fine, I’ll change.”

“Thank you. I will wait outside. I’d like to leave soon; it’s a long trip.”

“I’ll be fast.”

Rohan stripped off the leathers and slipped into his uniform, finishing with his boots. He considered wearing the mask, but put it into the chest at the foot of his bed instead.

“Ready, Chief Winton. How are we going? Bus? Taxi? Chopper?”

The big il’Zkin cocked his head and examined Rohan. “Your words are very strange. I do not understand them, but they invoke a sensation in my mind. As if I can almost picture what you mean, even though it is something I have never seen, or heard described.”

Rohan paused. “Fire Speech is like that. It conveys pure meaning. Not everyone catches as much as you do, though.”

“There are reasons I am chief.”

Rohan waited for him to elaborate; it didn’t happen. “Right. After you.”

Winton led the way to the cave mouth, then to the edge of the cliff, close to the fall into the valley below. “You are prepared to fly?”

“As much as ever.”

The grim-faced man nodded and rose into the air.

Rohan followed, pulling up next to the il’Zkin. He faced the bigger man. “How far are we going?”

The chief accelerated; wind whipped through Rohan’s hair, fanning it out to all sides, wicking the breath out of his mouth. “We have to fly for many hours. Will you have trouble doing that?” His tone was flat, giving away nothing.

“I’ll let you know if I need you to slow down. I might need to visit a rest stop along the way. To use the facilities.”

Winton nodded and picked up speed. “As you phrase it, let me know.”

Rohan dug deep for more energy and pushed until he kept pace with the chief. His Power extended tendrils of energy into his eyes, his hair, and the skin on his face, protecting him from the air as their speed passed one hundred kilometers an hour. Then two hundred.

Few non-Hybrids that Rohan knew could sustain that pace for any length of time; certainly not on a five-g world with corresponding air pressure.

Chief Winton led them higher, over the crests of the nearby mountains. They passed through sparse clouds, white momentarily blotting out the world, then burst back into sunlight; black and gray peaks decorated with white snowcaps and bluish ice sheets; strips of green far below, lines of blue in their centers.

Rohan inhaled deeply as he took in the sprawling view. The air smelled cold and clean that far up. Rohan couldn’t get a grip on how high they were; the world’s large size and heavy gravity changed the reference points he was used to using.

The Hybrid couldn’t remember being on a planet as dry that still sustained life.

Is this even natural? Was it engineered somehow?

Without a helmet, he couldn’t tell the exact time, but it was roughly two hours later, with the sun at its zenith, that Winton waved him down.

They landed on a ledge, no more than ten meters wide, with a small waterfall dripping icy water at the back.

Rohan pointed at the tattered leathers and food scraps on the ground. “You’ve stayed here before?”

Winton nodded. “This is neutral ground. It belongs to no tribe.”

“Did we fly over other tribes’ territories to get here?”

The chief hesitated. “We did. It is permitted. This is something you would know already if you were one of us.”

Rohan spread his hands in innocence. “I never said I was one of you, Chief. But I’m trying.”

“Yes.” Winton reached behind himself and pulled a satchel around to the front of his body. He opened one side and withdrew a small pouch. He opened that and pulled out some sticks of dried meat. “Here.”

“Oh, nice. Beef jerky.”

The chief nodded. “For travel only. It is too lean to eat all the time.”

The Hybrid bit into it with a snap. The jerky would have broken human teeth; he managed just fine.

Chief Winton sat on a flat rock and motioned for Rohan to sit across from him. The Hybrid looked around the ledge, wondering if there were materials to build a fire, but found none. Guess we’ll eat in the cold.

He sat, took another bite of jerky, and waited.

The older il’Zkin took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh.

“You are very strong.”

Rohan nodded. “People keep telling me that. Should I be apologizing?”

“No. I say that because your strength poses certain problems to our society.”

“I’ll say. Your whole ‘the strongest shall rule’ is very old school. Kind of silly, really. As if being good in a fistfight makes you good at making decisions.”

The chief nodded. “You are right and wrong, Rohan. Being good in a fistfight makes one good at enforcing the law, not at making it. Or interpreting it. Our way is based on the law being self-evident. In that . . . context? In that context, the strongest should be in charge.”

Rohan opened his mouth to disagree, then shut it. “I find this system strange. I’m not used to it. But can’t say that you’re not making sense.”

“The young do not think about these things, not in this way. The old, however, do. When you live long and are forced to do distasteful things, you seek out the deeper meanings.”

“Maybe you do. Lots of people don’t.”

The chief shrugged. “I’m not interested in arguing that point.” He stood and walked to the waterfall, leaned forward, and lapped the clear water into his mouth with his long, pink tongue. He returned to his seat.

Rohan followed suit, then came back and ate more of the jerky. The gamy flavor was growing on him. “Is that what you brought me here to say? It’s not, is it?”

“Forgive an old man his meandering ways. This is a difficult conversation, and I am ill used to those.”

“Forgiven.”

Winton sighed. “Normally, when a youth is very strong, it is evident from an early age. Those who could be chief are identified very young. We have time to counsel them. To coach them. To teach them the subtleties of the law and of our ways.”

“Sounds smart.”

“With you, however, the opposite has occurred. You have had no teaching. There is no time. Those above you in the tribe are already wary of facing you. Your display against Flix was most . . . convincing.”

“That was the point.”

“I understand. At first I thought you cruel for humiliating him so. Now I see it differently.”

“Good. That wasn’t my intent. Not my primary intent, at least.”

“Most of those above you on the cliff will submit rather than fight. You will scale it very quickly. How quickly, exactly, I do not know. But where normally I would have years to teach a prospective chief, with you I have weeks. Perhaps days.”

“Ah. People really don’t want to fight me.”

“Everyone wants to fight you. We are il’Zkin. We want to fight everybody, all the time. But within the law, we may not fight when we believe we have no chance to win. Not in a fight for status within the tribe.”

“It’s not like I’m going to kill anybody. I didn’t lose control against Flix.”

“That is not the point. The law is the law. I have explained it. Those who follow it are beyond reproach.”

“Okay.”

“Meaning only a few will stand between you and me. Perhaps less than a few. You see the problem.”

“I might, but I’m going to want you to spell it out for me. Just so I can make sure we’re thinking the same way.”

Winton took a deep breath and slowly chewed a stick of jerky. He looked away from Rohan, out into the space beyond the ledge, at the mountains in the distance. “You will likely be fighting to be chief of our clan very shortly. I am not opposed to this, in theory. It is the law. I have always found my happiness within the law. If it is my time to die, then so be it.”

“Whoa, whoa there, Winton. Hold on. Who said anything about dying? I have no intention of killing you.”

Winton smiled, his teeth yellowed but still strong. “Fights for the position of chief are always to the death, stranger Rohan. Always. This is the law.”

Rohan sighed. “How did I not guess that? The one rule that would make the least sense, that would make this scenario the most ridiculous, of course I should have assumed that would be the case. Yet here I am, just going along with everything, like a moron, not even considering that your ridiculous rules are going to try to force me to kill somebody with whom I have no beef.”

Winton squinted his eyes in confusion.

“Not actual beef. It’s an expression. From my homeworld. It means a disagreement. A feud. Some kind of hostility.”

The chief nodded. “I see. It is the law. A chief must die at the hands of the new chief.”

“That’s ridiculous. So you’re not the best at fist-punching anymore. That doesn’t mean you don’t have value to provide the clan.”

“I see that you do not agree, but these laws have kept us alive for over a thousand generations. There is merit to be found there.”

Rohan cracked his neck, then reached up and massaged the muscles along his upper back. His body still wasn’t fully adapted to supporting a twenty-kilogram head. “You brought me here, fully expecting me to have your blood on my hands within the month.”

Winton paused before answering and swallowed some jerky. “Yes.”

“You’re trying to convince me to submit to you?”

“No. That would be outside the law. You are very strong. I think that, given my understanding of things, you should be challenging my position.”

“I see a whole lot of problems with that. First of all, you don’t seem concerned about this, but I definitely do not want to kill anybody. Second of all, I don’t know how to run your tribe. You already noticed I barely understand a fraction of your laws, and I’m not sure I fully respect the ones I do. Third, and maybe most important, I can’t commit to sticking around forever.”

“You plan to leave?”

“Yes. Eventually. I have a life that’s not here. Is that what I should do? Just go? I can disappear right now. You never have to see me again.”

The chief nodded and slumped forward, his chin resting on thick pectoral muscles. “That is a tempting offer. I was hoping to convince you of such a plan when I first saw you fight Flix. I thought, if only this little shaven thing disappeared, we would never have to deal with these issues ever again.

“But I was wrong.”

“How so?”

“I spoke with some other chiefs. Wise men. They pointed out things I had overlooked.

“High among them is this question, Rohan: given that you have found us, found this world, will not others also come? Has not our age of isolation come to an end?”

“Most sentient beings are going to have a hard time setting foot on this planet.”

“There is a ship in the sky right now, circling as a moon does. The keen-eyed can see it. Will not more ships come? Will we not soon have more strangers like you here on our world?”

Rohan scratched his beard. “You probably will. It might not be many, it might not be for a while, and I can try to buy you time, but more will come.”

“A dam has broken. A dam shored up by the Fathers, and we see a crack. We cannot send the first trickle of water back whence it came and pretend the dam is intact.”

“It’s cold. Aren’t you cold? There’s no place to build a fire here? This is crazy. I’m going to freeze to death, and it’s going to be your fault.”

“If you want to be warm, you should grow fur on your skin, shaven one.”

Rohan laughed. “That was good. That was a joke, right? Tell me it was a joke.”

Winton nodded. “That was a joke. I am not as funny as you, stranger Rohan, but neither am I humorless.”

“I’m warming up to you, Chief. That’s another human phrase. I’m not actually warm.”

“I understand. This speech of yours is endlessly fascinating.”

“I’ll tell Lyst you think so. Look, I hear the problem. What’s the solution? You don’t want me to leave. You say I have to fight you. I like you, but I’m not going to just lay down and let you kill me. But you’re not talking like a guy who thinks there’s no hope.”

“No, I am not that guy. As you say.”

“What am I missing?”

“You don’t know everything about the il’Zkin. I didn’t tell you the entire truth about our chiefs.”

“No?”

“There is a way out other than death. I will show you.”
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An hour later, the pair stood on another ledge far to the east and looked down into a valley.

A cataclysmic windstorm swept through it, turbulent air rushing from left to right, speckled with stones and scree, branches and dirt, rushing along at an easy three hundred kilometers an hour.

The storm extended as far as Rohan could see in either direction; a wall of air that seemed powerful enough to strip the fur from an auroch.

“What is it?”

Chief Winton shrugged. “They say the aurochs come here to die. From all over the world, the most powerful of the creatures come here. Their bodies . . . disrupt something. It pulls the air through this valley.”

“Huh. Gravity control that continues after they die?”

“Something like that. This storm has been here for as long as il’Zkin have lived here. It never stops.”

“And it continues . . .”

“The valley curves to the east, both south and north of here. The storm continues. It would take an entire day to show you, but the air forms a circle.”

“A barrier. Hard to cross. Wind strong enough to ground even an il’Zkin. And I bet it’s just as strong high up, even if it has less debris suspended in it.”

“Yes.”

“Let me guess. We’re going to cross it, right? Because on the other side of that weird tornado are the answers to all my questions.”

“Not all of them, but hopefully the answer to my largest one.”

Rohan rubbed his hands together, bringing some warmth into his flesh, and leaned his face forward.

The edge of the tornado clipped his nose. It wasn’t pleasant.

“I’m all in favor of putting myself in danger for little or no chance of gain, but are you sure there’s something on the other side? Or is this some kind of myth? Like, your great-grandad went through there searching for something, and he never came back, so he must have found it? That kind of story?”

Winton laughed softly. “Not that kind. I have been through the wind wall, have seen the other side with my own eyes.

“I will tell you something only chiefs, and prospective chiefs, know.

“When one of us sees a challenger rising who is suited to taking control of the tribe, we can fight, and either triumph or die. There is, however, a third option.

“Some choose exile. The new chief tells the tribe that they are dead, but they in fact leave their people, never to return, and cross that barrier to live out their lives in a new land.”

“I don’t get it. If they don’t have to die, why not just let them live and stay with their tribes?”

“A fallen chief will always be a source of division for his people. Some will look to the old chief for judgment, especially when they believe the new chief to be misguided.

“Here, the old chiefs are not accessible. None of the young even know they are here.

“But the active chiefs can come and seek their guidance, or even their help. They are still wise. These elders are the final arbiters of the law. With no responsibilities, no people of their own, they can study and discuss the law at length.”

“So you’re hoping they’ll know a way out. A loophole. A workaround. So you don’t have to die and leave your tribe in the hands of an idiot.”

“That is not the term I would have chosen. You are simply ignorant.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me all day. I’m in, how do we get inside?”

“We fly through. Only the very strong can survive the trip, and only if they have an idea where the openings are on the other side of the barrier. You will follow me.”

“How do I know this isn’t an elaborate trap to kill me?”

Winton shrugged. “You don’t. But it’s not.”

Rohan sighed and rubbed his hands together.

“I’ll take it. Let’s go.”
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Rohan had survived more catastrophic environmental conditions than he could easily recall.

He’d flown through tornadoes as a teen, drunk and on a dare. Swam tsunamis. Dipped toes into active volcanoes.

Then he’d left Earth and raced through planetary rings and chased enemies through the densest of asteroid belts.

In other systems, he’d dealt with the crushing pressures of the deepest trenches of Tolone’a; fought his way out of the prison planet of En’kelo, a place with gravity strong enough to crush un-Powered sentients to paste; swum the toxic swamps of Sushequa looking for stolen treasure.

He’d endured fifty gravities for periods of time, courtesy of The Dwarf, before the other Hybrid had died, eaten by kaiju on Toth 3; had his skin split by high-pressure water streams in long torture sessions in caves far beneath the oceans of Earth.

All of which made him relatively confident that a strong wind wouldn’t pose any kind of fresh obstacle, and to a certain extent, he was correct.

The wind of the barrier wasn’t in itself a huge problem. It obscured vision, blocking his ability to see more than a few meters in any direction. That, alone, wouldn’t have been anything to remember.

The true danger of the barrier was the unnatural fluctuations in gravity, some spaced only centimeters apart. At any given point in time, the weight of his legs might differ from his chest by a factor of ten or more, creating tidal effects in his bloodstream that immediately turned him flushed and dizzy, spinning his body erratically from side to side as the forces needed to maintain his path changed suddenly and dramatically.

To enhance the complexity of the path, many of the gravitational fields were oriented at odd angles to the ground.

The Hybrid was yanked backward into the cliff as soon as he stepped off the ledge, the impact knocking the breath out of him. He tried to suck fresh air in through as small a gap in his lips as possible, to avoid a mouthful of debris, but a judicious amount of sand found its way in regardless.

He reoriented himself just as Winton’s foot disappeared ahead. Rohan accelerated forward, tumbling to the side and down for three very long seconds before he managed to slip out of a narrow cylinder of what must have been a hundred gravities.

He caught Winton, then lost him again as a boulder smacked into his back.

He was about to exhale slowly, preparing to pull up more Power, but realized emptying his lungs was not his best plan in an area where clean air wasn’t available. Instead, he grabbed at his Power the way he had as a teenager: awkwardly, with force but no finesse, clumsy and eager.

Like my first time trying to take off a girl’s bra.

Rohan pulled air to him, forming a bubble of high-pressure atmosphere around his body. It acted as a shield, deflecting the heavy winds, and with a wave of his hand, he cleared some of the sand and grit out of the bubble, allowing himself a decent breath.

Then he pushed.

Energy streamed through his chakra channels, arcing up through his brain and fingertips, informing the air around him as he drove his little cocoon toward the opposite side of the valley.

With it came thoughts. Angry thoughts.

Is Winton even still ahead? Or did he double back to the ledge? Is he trying to kill me? Is this, in fact, an ambush of sorts?

He thinks some dead cows and a little wind are enough to stop a Hybrid? A Lance Primary?

He thinks this is going to slow me down? Thinks this will stop me from tearing down his stupid laws? Bringing true justice to these people?

He’s going to learn something new today.

I’m not subject to his laws. I don’t have to be. I don’t need them to survive, to keep me safe.

I’m what Nietzsche wanted to be. I’m more than his rules and precepts. I’ve transcended them. Left them behind. Seized my own morality.

I am the law.

Time to show that to Chief Winton and his elders.

Stone appeared in front of Rohan, huge vertical sheets scrubbed clean and smooth by the savage winds. In between the sheets was a crevice, just wide enough for a big il’Zkin to slide through sideways.

The wind faded inside the crevice, and, up ahead, Chief Winton waited.

Rohan growled, his arms twitching, as he considered attacking the il’Zkin in retribution.

Winton faced him with a calm expression, open hands at his side.

“You were supposed to follow me.”

Rohan swallowed, exhaling slowly, willing his Power down. “I was following you.”

“More closely. I am sorry, Rohan. There is a path through the winds, but it is very narrow. Those who deviate from the path . . .”

“I know what happens. I just went through it.”

“You are as strong as I thought, then. To have survived.”

Rohan ran his hands through his hair, clearing out some of the damp sand that had collected there, and exhaled again. “That wasn’t fun.”

Winton shrugged. “I said to follow me.”

Rohan grunted, a flare of anger refusing to completely fade away in his heart. “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt and say your sense of personal space is fundamentally different than mine, but when people say, ‘follow me’ where I come from, they don’t mean ‘close enough to actually smell my fur.’”

Winton paused. “I will try to be more explicit in the future. Now come.” He motioned up the crack in the stone, which extended another fifty meters to the front.

“Any more threats to my life up ahead?”

“Only the elders. Who will not attack unless given reason.”

“Since I don’t know what counts as a ‘reason’ to these guys, I’m not sure that’s as comforting as you think it is, but I don’t have much choice at this point, do I?”

“We could turn around. I would lead you through the barrier. But it would be a waste.”

Rohan sighed. “We’re here, might as well talk to the geezers.”

“Elders.”

“Like I said.”

Winton nodded, turned, and led the way deeper into the crevice. Rohan spread his arms, fingertips grazing the sides of the crack, and willed himself to stay calm.

The pair emerged high above an open green valley centered on a tranquil blue lake. It was broad enough for the far side to fade somewhat in the mist; the surrounding mountains so high that their upper ridges were obscured by clouds.

Winton took a deep breath and flew toward the lake. Rohan followed, soon spotting a cluster of buildings on the far side of the water.

They kept a sedate pace.

Rohan cleared his throat. “I take it there are no aurochs in here?”

“There are not. They have no way in, even if they could cross the barrier. This place is safe.”

“You’d think more of your people would live in here.”

“You might, but I would not. The aurochs are dangerous, but they provide food. The resources to support life in here are scarce.”

“I see plenty of water.”

“The only meat is what the chiefs bring in from outside.” He patted his satchel, still bulging with dried meat.

Rohan grunted as they flew close to lush treetops. “That sounds tenuous. How many of them live here?” Small dots moved around the village.

“Not many. And they can survive on what the Fathers left us. But as I said, there is only enough for a few. Even one full tribe coming here would devastate the valley within weeks.”

One of the dots rose off the ground, headed their way, followed quickly by two more.

Winton drew closer to the approaching il’Zkin and stopped midair, holding up a hand to stop Rohan. He looked at the Hybrid and, just before the dots came within earshot, whispered.

“Please be nice, stranger Rohan.”

“I’m always nice.”
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The three elders, two females and a male, wore their age proudly. Scarred muzzles; streaks of gray against their tawny, iron-gray, and orange fur; two missing ears, one eye, and a few fingers.

Rohan could sense their Power; solemn and heavy, it suffused the tranquil air of the valley, a gentle pressure that was certainly no less than the chief’s. The Hybrid smoothed down his hair and resisted the urge to begin their conversation with a quip.

The orange female hovered a meter in front of the other two. “Chief Winton. May you find happiness within the law.”

Winton answered with a jerking duck of his head. “Maila. It is good to see you.”

Rohan opened his mouth, but Winton cut him off. “The elders no longer live within the law.”

Rohan nodded, scratching his beard. “Sure.”

The male elder pointed to the Hybrid. “Why did you shave him? Is it punishment?”

Maila cleared her throat. “More to the point, why is he here? Is this a prospective chief?”

Winton shook his head. “Things are . . . more complicated than that. Beyond my wisdom. This is Rohan, and we come seeking counsel.”

The male laughed. “From the looks of it, you definitely need some!”

Maila turned to him. “Hush, Nota. Winton, come. Bring the shaven one. I hope you brought meat.”

“Not as much as last time; I didn’t have time to prepare.”

She sighed. “Fine. Come.”

The orange woman turned and headed for the village; the others followed, none of the elders sparing a backward glance to ensure the visitors from Arkhan’s Cave were behind them.

They landed on the sandy lakeside beach and entered the village.

The architecture differed from what Rohan had seen before. Each building had a stone foundation rising two meters above the ground, with a lumber upper structure supporting a slanted wooden roof. They varied in size, but the smallest would have been the largest structure in Arkhan’s Cave.

The tawny female fell into step next to Rohan. “The buildings are strange, yes? These are in the style of the Fathers.”

“They’re not original, are they? The il’Sein left . . .”

“Long ago. Nothing remains of their buildings, though some of their machines still work. We make new huts, as I said, patterned after the old.”

The male grunted. “Which shows how foolish we are. We have our own buildings, our own style. It was good enough for us our whole lives, we should continue to use it.”

Maila shook her head. “We’ve heard all this before, Nota. You are free to build how you wish, none of us are stopping you.”

“Build my own hut when there are perfectly solid ones here for the taking? No, thank you. I may be old, but I’m no fool, Maila.”

“But you’ll continue to complain.”

“A man needs something to occupy his time. It’s not like we’re hunting. Or fighting.”

Winton turned to Rohan. “The elders do not fight for position. There is no scaling the cliff in this valley.”

Rohan looked at Nota. “You sound like you miss it.”

“By the balls of the Fathers, yes, I miss it. You know when was the last time I punched someone in the face? No, and neither do I, because I’m going senile and I can’t remember. But it was a long time ago.”

Winton sighed. “You’re not senile, Nota. You’re as sharp as ever.”

Nota stuck his tongue out at the younger man and blew a raspberry. “Shows what you know.”

Maila sighed. “Some decorum, please? We are supposed to be setting an example, not acting like children.”

Nota locked eyes with Rohan and stuck his tongue out again, then laughed.

Maila opened the door of a squat, angular building that faced an open square covered in flowers. It looked to be the largest building in the village. “Come.”

A dozen il’Zkin emerged from different buildings, many obviously disabled in some way, missing legs or arms. They converged on the central building, greeting Winton with affection as they entered, casting curious glances at Rohan.

He ignored a few muttered questions about shaving.

He and Winton followed the last of the elders into the building. The elders had seats around the outside of a donut-shaped table, a large hole in the center.

A table shaped exactly like the main conference table on Wistful.

Maila pointed the pair at a set of adjacent empty seats while Nota walked to a back room, emerging with drinks for everyone. He moved quickly, as if he had too much energy to sit.

Once the group had settled, Maila cast Winton a hard look. “Chief Winton, you have come seeking counsel. I can guess why, but I’d prefer not to. Will you explain?”

Winton slumped, chin to chest, gathering his thoughts. Then he lifted his head.

“I will.

“Three days ago, almost to the hour, this . . . man came to a spot near Arkhan’s Cave. He was challenged by a member of the tribe and emerged victorious.”

Nota grunted. “Was it within the law?”

Winton nodded. “So it was witnessed. By several others. He then challenged those others.”

Rohan cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t say I challenged them, all I said was—”

“It was witnessed. Stay quiet.”

“Fine. All I said was, ‘next.’”

“Quiet. After that . . .”
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With calm, deliberate sentences, Winton described the events surrounding Rohan’s time with his tribe. If he felt any urge to embellish or offer commentary, he resisted.

In another time, in a different culture, he might have been an expert witness in a televised courtroom drama.

Nota served Rohan last, giving him a cup of steaming liquid that smelled refreshingly familiar.

“Tea?”

Nota shrugged. “It’s a drink of the Fathers. Try it, you’ll like it.”

It wasn’t bad, though Rohan would have taken it with some milk and sugar. Don’t suppose they’re milking any million-kilo aurochs so I can have tea the way I like it. His head had started to hurt with the increased air pressure and gravity on the valley floor.

The elders passed around plates of food, slices of a fruit Rohan recognized. Cocovado, which provided a complete nutritional source. The tree that was found ubiquitously on the Ringgate.

Nota pointed at it. “You can live off it, but it’s not a good life, if you know what I mean.” Maila shushed him and waved for Winton to continue.

Rohan swallowed a third slice of cocovado as Winton finished his story.

“That is the problem. He is not a child or an auroch, so he must be il’Zkin. I might defeat him when he challenges, but I do not believe it likely. He has refused to submit, as is his right. Yet when he leads my tribe, he will do so in ignorance of the law, which presents a danger to us all.”

One of the il’Zkin, completely gray, missing a leg and both eyes, banged his crutch on the table. “I say we kill him! Right here! Nobody will miss him. Just say he was lost in the barrier.” Rohan noted that the man wasn’t making any actual moves of aggression; wasn’t, in fact, even trying to stand.

Maila, to whom the others deferred, snorted. “Foolish man. Weren’t you listening? More will come. Our age of isolation is coming to an end. Killing this one will not solve the basic issue.”

“Bah! Let them come! Our people are fierce. The outsiders will learn to regret coming here.”

Winton shook his head. “I wish it were that simple, but it is not. The young, if they see others come, others who live outside the law, they will question. Killing those outsiders will make them question more often and more deeply, not less.”

Maila nodded. “If they see others live a different way of life, a way that we don’t understand, they might stray.”

Winton looked at her, eyes brightening. “That is my fear! Not all, of course, but some. Our response cannot be to simply slaughter all who question. We will be destroying our children for no reason.”

The table fell silent for a while.

Maila looked at Rohan. “You will not submit, stranger?”

Winton interrupted. “It wouldn’t matter. Yes, my life would be spared, for now. But none who stood on the volcano and watched him fight Flix believe he could not be chief.”

Nota grunted from where he stood behind Winton, a pot of hot tea in his hand. “He does not seem so strong to me. Has your tribe gone soft, Chief Winton?”

“His Power is not like ours. It is a sleeping thing, like an auroch in winter, aroused only by anger. When it is fully displayed . . . he dispatched Flix with one strike.”

Every head turned to Rohan, who squirmed in his seat.

The blind il’Zkin pointed a long finger at him. “Is this true? With your full Power, you stopped him with a single blow?”

Rohan scratched his beard. “I’d say two blows, since I broke his arm with a block, then hit him in the chest. Just to be clear. Also not sure it was my full Power.”

The elders muttered for a few moments while Rohan sipped his tea.

Maila held up a hand for silence. “Chief Winton. I have known you for many years. You did not come here simply to present an intractable problem, did you? You have an idea. You want us to support it.”

“I do.”

The blind man banged the table. “Let’s hear it, boy! Don’t be coy!”

Winton cleared his throat. “I believe there is a way. If he cannot be auroch, child, or il’Zkin, he must be a Father.”

They stared at him; the blind man turned empty sockets his way.

Rohan looked at Winton. “What?”

“The Fathers gave us the law, but they did not follow it. It was always a law for the il’Zkin. They did not scale the cliffs, nor were they subject to the rulings of the chiefs. The Fathers were always outside the law, but not without it. So to speak.”

Maila frowned, her whiskers twitching with the motion of her cheeks. “There has not been a Father on this world in . . . we say a thousand generations, but I believe it is four hundred centuries.”

Another female, black-furred, nodded. “That is what the records say. Just over forty thousand years.”

Maila swallowed. “Is this stranger actually of that race? Rohan, what say you?”

Rohan ran his hands through his hair. “It’s not exactly true, but it’s not exactly a lie. The il’Sein were, as I understand it, a collection of species. They made themselves into a collection. Tinkers, soldiers. I don’t know. Sailors, spies. Calling my people just another race or caste of the il’Sein isn’t actually wrong. And, heck, I’m apparently the leader of the il’Sein warrior caste, so who’s going to argue with me about it?”

The elders froze. Nota sat in his chair. The blind man dropped his crutch.

Maila swallowed and pointed. “You are the ar’Tahul?”

Rohan shrugged. “I’ve been told. Trust me, it wasn’t my idea. Look, I’m sort of il’Sein, okay? If you say I’m il’Sein, I’m pretty sure none of them are going to come here and make a big fuss about how you’re wrong. It’s not like you’re calling your local sparkling wine champagne and having the French come after you. Please don’t, the French take that very seriously.”

Maila stood and looked around the table. “What do you all think?”

Rohan raised his hand. “Hold on. If you declare me to be a Father, doesn’t that just raise the whole problem again? Won’t people come to me looking for, I don’t know, answers to stuff? Asking me to change the law or interpret it or something? The whole idea is to find a way where I get to stay alive but not be in charge of anybody. Trust me, you don’t want me as a leader. I can barely manage my own life.”

Nota laughed and stood, his hands fidgeting with the teapot, a bundle of energy. “You don’t understand our relationship with the Fathers, stranger. They created us, and for that we are grateful. They gave us the law that kept us alive on this harsh world, and for that we are grateful. But they abandoned us, and their last instruction was that we should never follow them again. Our Fathers did not rule us as they left and will never rule us again.”

Rohan swallowed. “Oh. Okay, then. Good. Never mind.”

Winton looked at him. “You would be allowed to mingle with us, and to share our meals. Learn our ways. I’d expect you to follow the law in most ways. But your time scaling the cliff would end.”

“That sounds good to me.”

Maila nodded. “That seems like a solution to the most immediate issues raised by Winton.”

The blind man slapped the table. “To have a Father among us again! In my lifetime! This is something I never imagined could happen.”

Maila sighed. “Nor I. This day has brought us unprecedented change.”

Winton looked around the table. “Are you agreed, then? Will you support my idea?”

A long silence took over the group.

Winton opened his mouth to speak again when Nota put his teapot down with a thud.

“No.”

Maila looked at him. “What do you mean ‘no’? To what?”

Nota bared his teeth in a ferocious scowl. “It is too convenient. Too easy. ‘Oh, look at us, we’ve just come up with a clever way to flout the law.’ It’s a technicality. That is not our way. The law is the law. This man is no true Father, he said so himself. You are engaging in . . . sophistry.”

Maila stood and scowled back at him. “What would you have us do, then? Kill him, like you wanted?”

He gripped the table and leaned forward. “I say his claim must be challenged. We do not simply declare him an exception to the law and pretend we have satisfied our traditions.”

Winton stood. “Please do not.”

Nota shook his head. “It must be. I challenge this.”

Maila pointed at him. “Spell out your challenge. Explain your terms. Elucidate, Nota.”

Nota straightened. “I say this man”—he pointed at Rohan—“is outside the law. Not a Father at all. His claim is an aberration.

“I will fight him. And if I win, I shall prove he is simply il’Zkin, and he shall submit to my will. And for every other outsider who comes pretending to be a Father, they will have to fight us, one at a time, until they, too, submit.”

Maila shook her head. “Do you even understand what happens if you lose, you old fool? Do you?”

“If I lose, then his claim was true, and I will have been proven to be one who challenged a Father to combat.”

Maila’s eyes moistened. “Do not do this. You can back down now, Nota. All will allow it. Say your temper got the better of you. Go home. Brew some tea.”

“I will not. I cannot. If you make this ruling, and it is not challenged, the chiefs will wonder. They will question. They will judge. They will lose their trust in the elders, and therefore, in the law itself. We cannot let this be. You all know this.

“But let them hear that old man Nota challenged this ruling? Then they will believe. Their faith will be restored.

“Besides, I so rarely get a chance to fight these days. How long has it been? I can’t remember.”
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Winton wouldn’t meet Rohan’s eyes as the group dispersed.

Maila herself escorted the pair to her house, her face hard. They entered, finding a neat home with a kitchen that could have come from an early twentieth-century Canadian household.

Rohan looked at her. “I said it before, I’ll say it again. If it’s easier, I can just . . . go. I’ll go back, get my mask, and leave the planet.”

She shook her head. “We went through this, did we not?”

Winton let out a humorless laugh. “He likes to talk, this one does. To repeat things. To spout nonsense.”

Rohan shrugged. “It’s not all nonsense. Some of it is just out of context. So I guess it is nonsense to you guys. And I’m talking to you, so . . . never mind.”

Winton sat on the couch, sinking into the soft cushions, and stared off into space. Maila busied herself in the kitchen.

Rohan took a chair across from Winton. His headache had worsened; he dug his thumbs into his temples and tried to work away the pain. His thoughts were foggy and distant.

I feel like I’m missing something. I wonder how the Stones are doing with those refugee ships. When does Tamara come back from Lukhor? It’s another week, I think.

I could sure use a backrub right about now.

“When is this happening?”

Maila looked at him. “It will be dark soon. You will fight at dawn. For now, eat, drink, and sleep. There is ample room for you here.”

Rohan yawned. “That sounds good. This air is taking it out of me.”

Winton stood. “I will stay with Nota. He should not be alone now.”

“Nota is not alone. But you may go to him, if you wish.”

Rohan watched the man leave. “He doesn’t like this outcome.”

“None of us do. Even Nota. But we do not know of a better way, and Nota’s arguments ring true.”

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to cause trouble when I came here. I was just trying to find out what happened to a drone.”

“A drone?”

“A flying metal thing. About your size. We . . . never mind. It was sent down here and was lost.”

Maila nodded. “I will get you some fruit. Eat your fill; we have several of the trees that bear it.”

“That’s how you survive? Without aurochs to hunt?”

“Yes. The trees sustain our lives, but it is a food outside the law. Only for elders. Exiles.”

Rohan grunted. “I don’t understand. I don’t want to be a jerk about your laws, but they seem strange.”

Maila shrugged. “I will not justify the law to you other than to say that it has kept our people alive.”

“I get it.”

“Eat, and sleep. I will wake you when it is your time.”

She led him to a mattress stuffed with rough cotton batting, covered him with a light fur, and left.

He dreamed of caesar salads eaten over white tablecloths in decadent steakhouses, followed by tomahawk-cut ribeye steaks smothered in melted butter and sautéed mushrooms.

He woke to fresh light streaming in through open windows. No glass.

Maila was already up.

She served him breakfast, more tea and cocovado slivers, lightly cooked to blacken the edges.

It was the finest meal he’d had on the planet.

“Are you ready, Rohan? Any weaknesses? Injuries?”

He shrugged. “My head hurts. Not used to the air. Nothing I’d call an injury, though. I can fight.”

She nodded. “As you say. I would wish you luck, but I’m not sure I can.”

“I get it. He’s your friend. I don’t want to do this, you know.”

“I know. Come.”

She led him to a field outside town, bordering on the lake.

Winton stood near Nota, who performed deep knee bends, loosening up his joints. The other elders formed a long line, faces somber.

Nota’s Power surged with every breath he took, pressing the grass flat near his feet, pushing away from him in little waves that rustled the undergrowth and, once it hit water, sent ripples across the surface of the lake.

The Power grew and intensified.

It was strong. Far stronger than any normal Power.

Stronger than many gods Rohan had known.

Stronger than some Hybrids.

Rohan sighed. He had no desire to fight the man. In fact, he rather liked the old il’Zkin.

He stood, faced the gathering, and inhaled sharply. He reached down and back, pulling handfuls of energy through his tailbone, up around his spine.

I’m not angry at this old man.

But I am angry at these people.

Always the law this, the law that.

When the law forces me to fight an old man, the law is wrong. When the law takes a man, barely more than a boy, away from his best friend, the law is wrong. When the law doesn’t allow people to season their own food, that law is wrong.

That’s why I’m angry. These people can’t see the forest for the trees and they’re. Not. Even. Trying.

While not as violent or intense as what he’d manifested to fight Flix, the rage still came.

And with it came the motivations that drove his Power. The alien desires that permeated Rohan’s consciousness whenever he let it.

They want me to submit to them? Me?

The urge to dominate. To control. To rule. To master.

To force the il’Zkin to submit to his will.

This man thinks he is strong? He thinks he can stand up to a Hybrid?

Today, he will learn otherwise.

His headache cleared away.

Nota stepped forward, a ferocious grin on his face. He extended four shiny black claws from each hand, leaned his head back, and let out a roar that shook the ground.

Rohan cracked his neck, rolled his shoulders, balled his hands into fists, and stepped forward to meet him.
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Fight for Meaning


Energy flooded Rohan’s body like sparks covering a pond after a power line falls in. His breath came easier, and his knees sprang back despite his ten-times-normal weight. He could pick out the individual white hairs of age against the iron-gray fur covering Nota’s exposed skin, see the thin lines of scar tissue crossing his torso.

The old man was fast; faster than Leo. His hips dropped twenty centimeters, then he exploded forward, all the energy transferred through his elastic, feline legs, propelling him toward the Hybrid.

Nota’s extended claws flashed in the morning light as he swung his left hand, slashing for Rohan’s face.

The Hybrid managed to block in time, putting a forearm between his eyes and those gleaming claws, but Nota’s follow-up cut through his uniform, shredding the torso and running oozing lines of blood across his belly.

Ouch.

Rohan struck back, missing wildly as the old il’Zkin danced away.

The Hybrid looked up, considered flying, but didn’t.

Most of them fight in the air. He’s staying on the ground to get an advantage, but if anything, I’m more used to this than he is.

Rohan stepped forward, stopping just out of reach of the feline.

Nota stepped in and swung; Rohan blocked and answered with a punch that landed solidly in the man’s belly.

It did as much good as punching the mountainside.

Rohan growled as Nota clawed his arm, took a step back, and reset.

“You are strong, oh shaven one.”

“You’re trying to make me angry? You shouldn’t. Really.”

“I hear lots of talk, but—”

Rohan leapt forward, twitching his left shoulder, then his right, watching the feline’s hands rise to parry. He jumped and drove his right knee into a furry belly.

He heard the old man exhale with the impact.

Rohan drew in more Power, felt it swell his arms and shoulders, felt it fill his joints, pressurizing them, making him stiff and bouncy, ready to transmit energy.

Nota rushed in; Rohan met him with a kick to the thigh.

The old man danced back.

He’s not used to kicks. They don’t kick much, do they?

Nota rushed in again; Rohan waited until the man was close, then ducked under the wide arc of feline claws, and thrust a leg out behind him as he spun like a top.

His calf swept Nota’s feet out from under him, and the old man fell to the ground, almost instantly rolling back to his feet.

“Give up.”

Nota grinned and shook his head. “I’m just starting to have fun.” He stepped in, stopped, then continued, his broken rhythm disrupting Rohan’s response.

One slash caught Rohan’s cheek; only a last-second flinch saved his newly regrown eye. Nota’s other hand slashed Rohan’s throat, drawing blood but not completely tearing open his arteries.

Rohan lifted both fists to his cheeks, covering his throat with his forearms, and stepped forward.

Nota slashed his forearms; Rohan took the blow, his Power surging through his flesh and into his uniform, deflecting the claws. He twitched his left shoulder, just the way he had previously, before landing the knee strike.

This time, the right shoulder twitch was no feint. He threw a right punch, directly into Nota’s throat.

Something crunched in the feline’s neck.

Nota growled, anger clouding his eyes, and threw sweeping, powerful strikes at Rohan’s head.

The Hybrid ducked, taking slashes across his forehead, and snapped another punch into the il’Zkin’s snout.

Nota’s head snapped back. He retreated, one step, then two, then planted a foot behind him and sprang forward.

Rohan swept his legs out from under him.

The old man crashed to the ground.

Rohan stepped in and kicked him in the side, then in the thigh, as Nota spun like a breakdancer to get his legs between him and the Hybrid.

Once he had, Rohan stepped back and let the older man stand.

“Done yet?”

With a growl, Nota ran at an angle, toward Rohan’s left, taking a curving path toward the Hybrid’s flank.

Rohan pivoted away, forcing Nota to face him square. The older man threw an uppercut, claws aiming to open Rohan groin-to-chin.

The Hybrid twisted his hips and took the claws on his side, using the motion to thud a hooking left punch that landed right behind Nota’s ear.

The old man stumbled; his eyes lost focus; his cheeks went slack.

Rohan snapped a left straight along the side of Nota’s jaw; the man’s head spun, blood spraying out onto the grass.

Nota continued the spin, coming all the way around, and ducked into Rohan’s hips, wrapping his arms around for a tackle.

Wasn’t expecting that.

Rohan’s Power rooted him to the ground. He popped his legs back in a sprawl, stopping himself from going over, and dropped an elbow onto the back of Nota’s neck.

The older man sagged against his hips.

Another elbow.

Nota’s left arm fell limp, but the claws of his right drew gashes along Rohan’s lower back.

Another elbow into the feline’s cervical spine.

He should be letting go. No, he should have let go two elbows ago.

The elders watched with stoic faces. A tear shimmered in Maila’s eye. Winton stood deflated, sagging in on himself.

Rohan reached under Nota’s right arm, scooped his grip away, and lifted, spinning the man to the ground.

“You’re done.”

Nota stood, swinging his left arm, which shook and trembled. Nerve damage there.

The old man rushed forward, the anger faded from his eyes, replaced with placid determination.

He slashed Rohan’s chest; the Hybrid answered with a left to the il’Zkin’s throat, then an uppercut that lifted the old man off the ground and sent him flying back five meters in the heavy gravity.

Rohan felt the old man land through his feet.

He stepped forward and loomed over the aged warrior. As Nota put his right hand to the ground to push himself up, Rohan kicked his arm away.

The old man fell to his back, blood spraying from his mouth with the impact. He rolled away from the Hybrid, springing to his feet.

They met again.

Rohan took slashes to his arms but drove one fist wrist-deep in Nota’s sternum, then kicked the man’s lower leg.

Bones snapped in Nota’s left shin. The man went down.

Rohan stepped closer, then around, then kicked across Nota’s jaw.

The feline’s head snapped around and his body went limp.

Rohan stepped forward, ready to throw more punches, but he could feel Nota’s Power wane and relax.

The fight was over.

He stood and faced the elders.

“Is that enough? Have I done enough? Someone else want to fight me?”

Winton stepped forward. “Please, Rohan. Do not say such things unless you really mean to challenge us.”

“Maybe I do. Maybe I can knock some sense into the rest of you.”

The elders ignored him. Maila and three others walked over to Nota’s unconscious body. She knelt by his side.

Rohan looked at Winton. “This is ridiculous. You know it is. He was strong, yes, but he didn’t have a chance. This fight didn’t have to happen.”

Winton shook his head, a tear trickling out of one eye and down into his fur. “It did. He knew it.”

“He wanted a fight. Even one he knew he’d lose. Because your law won’t let him fight! Why not? He’s an old man looking for some . . . I don’t even know. This didn’t have to go this way.”

Maila cradled Nota’s head in her lap and extended the claws on her right hand, her left holding his cheek.

Rohan stared at her. Put pieces together. “No!”

She clawed through Nota’s throat, ripping out a great handful of flesh. Blood spurted; vertebrae gleamed white in the gory mess of his neck.

Rohan ran to them; Winton stepped in front and used his body to restrain him. He barked, “Rohan, stop. This is the law.”

Rohan sagged against the chief. “Why? He lost. The challenge was over. I’m a Father now, right? Isn’t that the deal?”

“Yes. And he is an exile, an elder. He may not fight against any who are within the law. He may not even hunt an auroch. Now you have shown that you are of the law, and yet he fought you.”

“What? How does that make sense? He knew?”

“He did. Rohan, he knew. It is what he wanted.”

“How do you know that, Winton? How do you know so much about any of these elders that hide out here, behind that barrier? How do you know so much about what they think?”

“I know because he was my father, Rohan. Chief Winton came here when I came of age. He did not wish to fight me, so he came here. And here he has grown tired of life. This was his desire.”

Rohan stumbled back. “Your father. Literally.”

“He sired me, raised me, taught me to fight. Yes, Nota was my father.”

“Rudra save me, Winton. Rudra save all of us. I think you people are crazy. I think we all are.”
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The flight back to Arkhan’s Cave was made in relative silence.

Winton led Rohan through the barrier without incident; as long as the Hybrid stayed uncomfortably close to the il’Zkin’s back, their path was difficult but short of lethality.

The Hybrid couldn’t even muster up an inappropriate comment about their proximity.

They stopped at the lunch ledge and finished the cocovado slices Maila had packed for them. None could be seen by the tribe, who had been taught not to eat plants.

The law. What a joke.

Another two hours of flying got them back to the cave.

The pair landed near the cave mouth. Rohan left Winton without a word, walked past staring il’Zkin adults, entered Katya’s empty hut, and exchanged his ruined uniform for her donated leathers.

He tucked into bed, closed his eyes, and tried to sleep.

It wouldn’t come.

He turned, tried different positions. On his side. On his back, facing the hut’s smokehole. On his stomach, neck strained by the pillow.

Why am I even here? What am I doing?

I miss having orders to follow. It was harder, but so much easier.

His mask beeped.

With a groan, he rolled to the edge of the cot, reached down, and picked up the mask. Haven’t checked messages in over a day.

The ping wasn’t a recorded message; it was an active call. From Survivor’s Guilt.

Don’t know that ship, but she’s in this system, which is strange.

He tapped open the connection. “Tow Chief Second Class Rohan speaking.”

“Hail, The Griffin.” The voice was soft and slow, unusual for an artificial intelligence.

“I’d rather you call me Rohan.”

“You’ll have to forgive me, Griffin. I am under contradicting orders.”

A spike of annoyance rose up from his spine. “Have we met, Survivor’s Guilt? It’s an unusual name.”

“Thank you. I chose it myself.”

“It wasn’t a compliment. You want to explain what you’re doing in this system? And why you’re calling me?”

“I’m a ship, Griffin. I am here because I was told to come here. And I’m calling you because I was told to call you.”

Rohan sat up and set his bare feet on the stone floor of the hut. “Okay, we’re playing a game. I can do that. I don’t like it, but I can go with it. What message were you told to convey?”

“I am in orbit above your planet. You are to meet me at your earliest convenience.”

“Am I? Is that an order?”

A sound came over the comm like a soft exhale, the auditory equivalent of a shrug. “It might as well be. And just so you know, ‘earliest convenience’ means right now. At least, it usually does when they say it.”

Rohan’s anger turned, twisting into a higher spectrum up in his chest.

Tinged with fear.

“Who is ‘they,’ Survivor’s Guilt? Who exactly told you to call me and deliver that message?”

“The Assessor Twa’para. You should hurry. You wouldn’t want them to get angry.”

Rohan rubbed his eyes and ran his hand through his hair.

He desperately wanted to refuse.

He knew nothing good would come of that refusal: there were any number of reasons why refusing an Assessor was, in every single case, a bad idea.

“I’ll come.”

“I knew you would. People always do, when they ask.”

“How will I find you?”

“As soon as you’re out of the atmosphere, I’ll tightbeam you. You’ll find me.”

“On my way. Rohan out.”

“See you soon, Griffin.”

He closed the channel, swore lightly when he noticed his ruined uniform, and pulled it on.

Way to make a good first impression.

Then again, I’m not sure I want to make a good impression.

There was no way to leave a note, and he didn’t feel like bothering to explain his absence to anyone else. So he stepped quickly to the cave mouth, nodding truncated greetings to the il’Zkin he passed, and took off.
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Void’s Shadow pinged his comm as he flew.

“Captain.”

“Hey, Void’s Shadow. What’s going on?”

“There’s another ship in the system.”

“Yeah, I know. She called me, asked me to come up for a chat.”

“There’s something strange about that ship. It makes me feel weird.”

“It should. Look, just try to stay away from her, okay? Has she seen you?”

“I’m not sure, Captain. She hasn’t done anything. But I can’t shake the feeling that she knows where I am.”

She probably does.

“Don’t sweat it.”

“I can’t sweat, Captain.”

“Just an expression. She’s got some . . . special stuff on board. Not for you to worry about, okay? She’s not here for you.”

“Are you sure?”

He sighed. “Pretty sure. If I have any reason to think you’re in danger, I promise I’ll take care of it, okay?”

Her voice was small, quiet, when she answered. “Is she here for you, Captain? Are you in trouble?”

He spotted a ship about the size of a cruiser approaching around the curve of the planet. It had an unusual configuration: two half circles, flat side to the rear, perpendicular to one another and intersecting along their centers. Not suited for landing.

“I don’t think so. But if she is, I promise to take care of me, too, okay?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“If you want to go to the outer edge of the system to play, I won’t mind.”

“I’ll stay close in case you need me, Captain. Take care. Over.”

“I will. Over.” The tightbeam ended.

He flew toward the ship, which, head-on, looked like a cross. His comm flared to life.

“Lance Primary Griffin. Approach the fore airlock, in green.”

Colored lights flared on the prow of the ship, highlighting a hatch.

“I’m not a Lance Primary anymore. Please call me Rohan. Tow Chief Second Class Rohan.”

“No.”

“You’re on my list, Survivor’s Guilt. Just a heads-up.”

“Are you trying to intimidate me? Do you realize who I have on board?”

“I was. Guess it didn’t work.”

The hatch opened as he closed on it. The ship had a strong aura, more potent than a typical cruiser, but didn’t feel aggressive.

Rohan wasn’t sensitive enough to read any more nuance into the ship than that. Where’s Wei Li when I need her? Hopefully staying well clear of this mess.

He paused in front of the hatch, inhaling deeply.

“You shouldn’t keep them waiting, Griffin. They don’t like to wait.”

He nodded, pointlessly, and drifted through the hatch into a dimly lit airlock with room for a half dozen Hybrids.

The hatch closed behind him.
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Initial Assessment


The inner hatch of the airlock opened, revealing a long hallway wide enough for five Rohans to walk abreast.

A team of four Rogesh in Fleet security uniforms greeted Rohan. Humanoids with a single-horned head similar to a rhinoceros, gray pebbly skin, and built to handle high-gravity environments, they showed no trepidation at dealing with a Hybrid.

The leader motioned for Rohan to walk between them.

“Lance Primary Griffin. I’m Security Chief Targo. It’s an honor to meet you.”

“I resigned my commission, Chief. Call me Rohan.”

“I have—”

“I know, contradictory orders. It’s fine. Call me whatever you want, but unless you want to fight about it, I’m going to keep correcting you.”

“It’s pointless, sir.”

“I do a lot of pointless things. It’s kind of my calling card. Don’t take it personally.”

“I won’t, sir. This way.”

He took a moment to size up the security detail. The four Rogesh had about ten times Rohan’s mass between them; the shortest was easily thirty centimeters taller than the Hybrid. They wore white ceramic armor and carried the sharpest, toughest weapons il’Drach technology could produce.

If it came to a fight, Rohan could have dismembered them in about seventeen seconds. He wondered if they knew it.

He checked the expression on Targo’s face.

They knew. They just didn’t care.

He fell into step between the four. They led him up the hallway.

“No snacks? A drink? Tea?”

“At the Assessor’s discretion, sir. We are to bring you to them posthaste.”

“Might as well.”

“Have you interacted with an Assessor before, sir?”

“Never had the displeasure.”

The Rogesh nodded, unfazed. “Due to the nature of the position, sir, most find them intimidating.”

“Not much intimidates me.”

“Understood, sir. Still. One piece of advice: don’t lie. And don’t try to hide anything. You’ll do no good, and you might irritate them.”

“Don’t lie. Don’t hide anything. You’ve taken away all my standard dating strategies, Chief Targo. How am I supposed to woo your Assessor now?”

“You might want to restrain that sense of humor of yours as well, sir. They don’t usually take kindly to jokes.”

Rohan laughed. “I’m doomed, then. Hell, the sector is doomed. A minute ago I might have thought, heck, I can do anything to get out of this alive, but not joking is just too much to ask.”

Targo shrugged, his armor creaking at the seams. “Just my advice, sir. You do as you will.”

“Where are we going?”

“End of the hall, sir. There’s an elevator. You’ll enter alone. The elevator takes you to the observation chamber at the top of the ship. That’s where you’ll find the Assessor.”

“You don’t come?”

“No, sir. We’re just a courtesy escort. The Assessor doesn’t require security, sir. Not even with you. No offense.”

“None taken.”

They reached the open elevator doors.

“Good luck, sir. I hope to see you on your exit.”

“Thanks, Chief.” He entered the elevator. He stood on a square platform, three meters on a side, at the bottom of a tall shaft. The doors shut behind him, and the platform rose.

A hatch opened above; the platform rose through it and stopped, placing Rohan in the center of a much larger chamber. A domed ceiling peaked about five meters above his head. Two walls showed clear images of the outside, the planet looming large on his right.

Eight pods drew his attention; some kind of regen tank. Metal lower sections with glass above, each held a humanoid suspended in a fluorescent green gel. No species appeared twice; all were supported by an assortment of machines and medical equipment, tubes and harnesses holding them up. Pipes and glowing lines ran into and out of their flesh, melding with their bodies until he couldn’t tell where their organics began or ended.

Of the eight, two seemed awake, their half-lidded eyes aiming listlessly in his direction.

Rohan swallowed.

Facing him were two tall, thin people, one male, one female. They shared dark skin, nearly as black as a Darianite, with contrasting stark-white hair and sharp, elegant features. Each had long, sharply pointed ears, with the slender, yet muscular limbs of a professional dancer.

Their eyes were pale gray and very familiar.

He exhaled, opening his Third Eye a bit, letting the esoteric impressions of the room sink in.

The eight semiconscious beings were Powers of some kind. Something about them was off, twisted, abnormal in a way he couldn’t pinpoint. Wei Li would know what they are.

The pair in front of him were Hybrids.

No, not Hybrids.

A Hybrid.

The female smiled. “Lance Primary Griffin.”

They said not to lie. Or hide anything. “Not anymore. I prefer Rohan.”

She smiled. “You deny that you serve the il’Drach.”

“I earned my freedom from Fleet.”

“I did not speak of the Fleet.” Rohan dug his thumbs into his forehead. The female continued. “I am Assessor Twa’para. I have been following your career for some time.”

“Really? That’s very flattering. I’ve never even heard of you. You’re a fan? I’d be happy to sign something. An album. Maybe a boob? Pop it out, I’ll grab a sharpie. If you’re into that. No pressure.”

She smiled. “I have followed you enough to know you jabber on when you are afraid. I take no offense.”

“Not only when I’m afraid. Also when I’m feeling brave. Or sad. Hungry. Most emotions, really.”

“When does the jabber end, then, Griffin?”

“You should really hope you don’t find out.”

She nodded. “You are very much what I expected.”

Rohan shuffled from one foot to the other, suddenly wishing for a chair. He tilted his head back and pointed his chin at the male. “You’re the Assessor. Who’s he?”

The male laughed. “You are addressing a single person, Griffin. Do you know nothing of us?” His accent and rhythm were exactly the same as the female’s.

Rohan shuddered. “You’re a two-body. I thought that was a myth.”

The male’s head shook. “I have been told that you are aware of the truth behind the il’Drach. Why the females are not seen off their homeworld.”

“I’ve seen a couple of il’Drach females off their homeworld. Not sure I cared for the experience.”

“The Matrons are difficult. Their rage is all-consuming. From the beginning of their civilization, they sought a way to arbitrate disputes between the male and female wings of their society. A neutral middle ground. A person or persons who could not be said to be either male or female, yet also both.”

Rohan grunted. “They had the Shayjh create you so they’d have someone who wouldn’t rig the game for either side?”

“This was their idea of objectivity. For a clear assessment, they wanted a blend of male and female. And yes, they needed the Shayjh to create us.”

“That’s why you look Shayjh. Except for the black skin. Which they gave you because you’re an experiment.”

“That is accurate.” The female raised an arm, pointing at the pods, and the male spoke. “The creatures here are our instruments. With them, we are able to evaluate which planets pose a risk to the sector.”

Rohan grunted. “You’ll have to excuse me for thinking that’s bullshit. Those are people, not instruments. And I don’t see how they’re telling you anything about anything. I think they’re just drooling randomly, and you’re deciding who to kill based on your crazy whims.”

“I will explain, because your cooperation would benefit our task. These are empaths. It is not clear what their rank would be, but I estimate them as Class Seven.”

Wei Li is a Class Four. She’s said that no Class Six can avoid permanent psychological damage from seeing things people aren’t meant to see.

“What the heck is a Class Seven? I’ve never even heard of that.”

“Put simply, in terms you might understand, these beautiful creatures can sense the echoes of Power as it travels through time.”

“So they knew I was going to call you a liar before I even got here?”

The female laughed as the male walked to the pod behind him, looked at an instrument panel on the side of the pod, and touched some controls. She continued, “Nothing so specific. Very few events are strong enough to reverberate back in time. Only the strongest Powers.”

“You’re not talking about Hybrids. You’re not even talking about Matrons or kaiju. You mean Old Ones waking up.”

“You are, indeed, as clever as we were told.”

“If I were clever, I’d be on Lukhor with my girlfriend having an incredibly awkward conversation with her overbearing father, not here with you psychopaths. Excuse me, psychopath. How did you even know I was here?”

“We came to assess the planet below. It is quite fascinating. The level of Power is nearly enough to wake the Old Ones . . . but not quite. There is a very delicate balance there.”

“It’s almost as if the il’Sein carefully designed the aurochs and the il’Zkin in some sort of ecosystem to be really, really strong, but not quite too strong. Just enough aurochs to feed just enough il’Zkin and nobody grows out of control.”

The female laughed while the male moved to the next pod. “That is why you are important. So many Hybrids are eager to punch their way out of any difficult situation. You like to think.”

“I don’t like it, I just don’t have much choice. I’m kind of a runt. Anyway, back to your assessment of the planet. You going to call in the nukes? Or not?”

She shook her head. “It is a delicate balance, but the instruments detected no signs of the Old Ones waking in the near future. There is no imminent threat. We will return to reassess periodically, since the situation here is so new.”

“Is that a threat?”

“No, Griffin, it is not a threat. Simply a statement of fact. Surely, despite all your bluster, you understand the importance of what we do? We are not involved in il’Drach politics. We do not care who lives or who dies. Our sole objective is keeping the Old Ones asleep. Isn’t it yours?”

Rohan grunted. “It’s an objective. Not my sole objective. It’s a great idea, sure, but there are a billion dead Ohnians right now who probably wouldn’t approve of your means very much.”

The male moved to the next pod. The female continued to speak. “You do not have the information we do. The Ohnians were a threat to the entire Empire. Without the Empire, the sector will fall, whether to the Wedge or the Old Ones. We sacrificed a billion to save trillions more.”

“I’ve heard that argument before, somewhere. Don’t like it.”

“I am aware.”

“Hold on. I still have no idea why you wanted to talk to me. Was it to tell me the planet passed? Because, if so, great. You didn’t really want me to sign anything, did you?”

“No. I have a task for you.”

“No thanks. Do your own tasks. You’re plenty strong, I can feel your aura from here. You’re stronger than me.”

Both heads shook in unison. “Every part of the Empire has its own usefulness. Ours is not primarily combat. You, however, have proven exceptionally good at it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“On multiple occasions, you have been faced with tasks that were beyond your capabilities. Or so we predicted. In each case, you prevailed. You have a . . . knack. For solving certain sorts of problems. Despite your numerous deficiencies.”

“Thanks. That was a compliment, right? My ego has been so beaten up lately I’m having a hard time knowing.”

“It was indeed a compliment. You succeed where even we think you will fail. Where all the Assessors think you will fail. So we believe you can succeed in a task few others are capable of handling.”

“I’ll bite. What do you want me to do?”

“Kill Hyperion.”
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Rohan looked left and right, hoping to spot a chair somewhere in the chamber. No luck.

Cheap trick, keeping visitors off-balance by not even offering a place to sit.

“I asked Targo already, but you’re not even going to offer me a drink? Maybe tea? A plate of sugar cookies? Some mishti? I could really go for a nice tray of mishti. I like the carrot ones. It’s weird, isn’t it? I don’t like carrot, but you add enough milk and sugar and cook it down, and bam, you get carrot burfi, and that’s just delicious. I always asked my mother if I could count a serving of carrot burfi as my vegetable for the meal, and she always said no.”

“If you are seeking to exhaust my patience, it will not be so easy. The drugs our instruments need to feel aural echoes from the future puts tremendous strain on their systems, and they need rest. We have nowhere to go and nothing to do for quite some time.”

“How do you get Class Sevens, anyway? I’ve never heard of even one and here you have eight. Do you just kidnap them all and make them work for you?”

“We have never found a natural Class Seven. We find those with Class Five talent and alter them, starting close to birth. It is an . . . invasive process.”

“That sounds horrific. You torture babies to make your instruments, is that right?”

“Yes.”

“But it’s okay, because it serves the greater good?”

“Yes.”

“How is that moral? Do you ever ask yourself that?”

The female body shrugged. “If the alternative is the destruction of all sentient life in the sector, how can any sacrifice be deemed too great? How can any cost be too high?”

Rohan opened his mouth; closed it. I’m not going to convince them. Our mindsets are too different.

“Why do you want me to go after Hyperion?”

“You already know the answer.”

“Humor me.”

“We cannot send Hybrids after him; he is too charismatic, and the chances he will recruit them instead is too high. Indeed, we have already seen this. The assassins we have at our disposal have so far failed to harm him. You, however . . .”

“I meant, why do you need him dead? Why bother him at all? Let the guy live in peace. He was on Ohn, right? That’s as far out of the way as you can get and still share the galaxy with you. Why go after him?”

“Hyperion is a danger to the Empire. He has so been assessed.”

Rohan sighed. “Like the Ohnians.”

“In a related way.”

“You’re not going to explain that connection, are you?”

“It would be dangerous to tell you, so I will not.”

“I’ve heard that before. Didn’t like it then either.”

“It is the truth.” The male moved to the next pod. The instruments twitched and moved. For a moment Rohan thought he could sense some kind of message in their eyes.

It passed.

“Somehow that doesn’t make me feel better. Tell me how you knew I was here. Did they sense me on the planet?”

“They sensed a spike of Power yesterday. We couldn’t think of any other Hybrids that would be in this system, at this time.”

Rohan scratched his beard and walked a small circle on the platform, his belly full of nervous energy. “Let me walk through this. You want me to kill Hyperion. What’s in it for me? Why should I do it?”

“He is a threat to the Empire. You know the Empire must stand.”

“What if I say it’s not my problem? That I just want to live my life here in peace, acting as a tow chief, no murdering of anybody?”

The Assessor paused, both heads slumping, both bodies freezing in place for three long breaths.

The female looked up. “You seek compensation.”

“Hell yeah, I want compensation. What have you got? I’m already rich, don’t need money.”

“You have left Fleet. We understand your hesitation regarding that position. You can continue to serve the Empire by serving us directly. We will ask of you only that which none others can do.”

“You’re trying to bribe me by offering to make me your slave?”

“It is a chance to preserve the safety of this sector while you continue to live your charade of peaceful existence in Toth system.”

“I can live that charade right now. Find someone else to kill Hyperion.”

“There is nobody else.”

“See, that’s where you’re rubbing me the wrong way. You say there’s no other way. There’s nobody else. And all I can think is, you’re not looking hard enough. You’re taking the easy way out because you think you can. I’m not interested in supporting your laziness. It’s a codependency I don’t need. Find a different flunky. Or kill him yourself.”

“We can help your friends. Pardon the Hybrid on Wistful.”

“Wildeye?”

“Yes. She’s of little consequence, but your past behavior indicates you put high value on the well-being of casual acquaintances. We can also offer amnesty to the ship that thinks she is hiding from us right now, on the other side of that moon.”

“Ah.”

“Eventually, the Empire will realize she was not destroyed and try to get her back. We can make that concern go away.”

“But only if I do your dirty work for you.”

“Why would we bother, otherwise? If you are our agent, it will be in our best interests to keep you focused and clearheaded. That means the safety of your friends will be our priority as well. If you’re not our agent . . .”

“I get it.”

The female locked eyes with one of the instruments. The creature, a male with mottled yellow skin, nodded.

“You may go, Rohan. You understand our offer.”

“Do I? You’re offering to keep my friends safe. Does that come with a threat? If I don’t work for you, you’re going to make sure they’re hurt? You’ll take them away from me?”

The male turned to face Rohan and shook his head. “I have no desire to turn you against us, Rohan. I will take no action against you or anyone you care about unless they are a direct threat to the Empire or this sector.”

“You figured out that threatening me isn’t a good way to get me to cooperate.”

“You are rather famously stubborn.”

Rohan looked at each of the Assessor’s bodies. With his Third Eye, he could sense a single soul, like a cloud of black and gray, suffusing both bodies, focused in neither.

He’d never seen the like.

“I can’t forgive you for killing a billion Ohnians.”

“I can accept that burden. That great and terrible responsibility. Many others have found my actions unforgivable. That has never stopped me from taking those actions on their behalf.”

“You describe it like it’s noble.”

“Isn’t it?”
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The Big Hunt


Rohan flew around the curve of the planet, following his nav system’s directions to Arkhan’s Cave.

I never did get a snack. Not even tea.

Once Survivor’s Guilt disappeared in the planet’s shadow, his helmet pinged.

“Captain, I was worried! Are you okay?”

Rohan looked around pointlessly. He’d never be able to spot Void’s Shadow with his naked eyes. “I think so. That was a deeply unpleasant little visit, but they didn’t hurt me.”

“Is that ship deciding whether the il’Drach are going to destroy this planet? I bet they are. They’re always doing that. Jerks.”

“They said no. I’m going to take them at their word. Not like I’d be able to stop them even if I didn’t believe it.”

“Oh, that’s good. It would be a shame to lose this planet just after discovering it. Dr. Stone wouldn’t get his paper published if the aurochs were all killed straightaway. Wouldn’t be any point to it.”

“That is true. Not sure that’s my biggest concern, but it’s something.”

“Do you need anything, Captain?”

Rohan thought before answering.

“Before I forget, do you know how Survivor’s Guilt got into the system?”

“She came through the wormhole. I was watching.”

“Did she open it?”

“Hm. I don’t think so. Insatiable was right outside when she came through. She didn’t talk to me directly, but she was broadcasting something about helping with the refugee ships that I think was meant for me to overhear.”

“Clever. How is she supposed to get back?”

“I bet Insatiable or one of Wistful’s shuttles is just going to reopen the wormhole every few hours or something. That’s what I would do.”

“Right, right. Makes sense. I’m going back to the il’Zkin, at least for a while. I’m not sure how long I’ll stay, but I don’t think I’ve finished Wistful’s mission.”

“Sure, Captain. I guess you want me to hang around in case you decide to leave, right?”

“Yes, please. If you don’t mind. I’ll try to wrap things up soon. Is that okay?”

“Sure. I’ll keep an eye on Survivor’s Guilt and check out the planet on the other side of the sun. Maybe go for a swim, the surface is two-thirds water. I know Insatiable meant to do more surveys over there before the refugee situation pulled her away.”

“Super. Thanks.”

“Captain, one more thing I’ve been thinking about. It’s about Repentant. And Vyrhicant.”

Rohan ran his hands through his hair, frizzy as usual in vacuum. “What about them?”

“I remember we talked about Vyrhicant, and why Repentant wanted a ship all his own to have. And I thought maybe he might just be lonely, which would be sad, and wanted some company.”

“I remember. That’s probably not it.”

“Right. Because why would he talk so much to the il’Drach and get a really powerful warship if he were just lonely? He could have asked for any kind of company. Heck, he could have even asked for someone like me to come visit him a bunch. I’d do that.”

“You’re sweet. And you’re right, he could have.”

“Which means he especially specifically wanted a warship, right?”

“Elementary, my dear Watson.”

“I don’t know what that means. But tell me some other day, you’re about to reenter the atmosphere. The point is, did he want Vyrhicant to help him fight the il’Drach? And if he did, what’s going to happen when Survivor’s Guilt goes to that system? Are they going to fight?”

Rohan paused and eyed the rapidly approaching point of atmospheric entry his nav system had designated. “I hope not. You can’t really fight the Empire; they never give up. I’m not absolutely certain Repentant knows that, though. But I doubt the il’Drach would have given him a warship he could use against them.” Or would they?

“Then, what is he for, Captain? Who does Repentant want him to fight?”

“I’m not entirely sure. Maybe he just feels more secure knowing he can fight if he has to. Try not to worry about it too much. It’s a crazy galaxy and there are weird mysteries in every corner of it. You can go nuts thinking about all of them.”

“Okay, Captain.”

“What are you worried about, Void’s Shadow? I mean exactly? Are you afraid you’ll get caught up in the fight?”

“No. I’m worried for Vyrhicant. He’s a jerk, but I don’t want him to die. I also don’t want Repentant to die, even if he scares me.”

Rohan exhaled slowly. “That’s a lovely sentiment. But seriously, you can’t worry about everybody, okay? Try to take care of the people close to you and leave the big picture for the adults.”

“Okay. I’ll go for a swim to distract myself.”

“I wish I could join you. A swim sounds perfect. Maybe next time. Rohan out.” He broke the connection.

Speaking of mysteries. I wonder how the Stones are doing with that Ohnian fleet. And how Wildeye is adapting to life as a civilian. I should wrap things up here and get back to my real job. My real life.

He slowed as he approached the upper edge of the atmosphere, then slipped through, his hair fluttering as the air grew denser, biting at him with increasing ferocity.

He willed his body to settle at a moderate pace, struggling against the pull of the planet’s intense gravity. He’d have been lost without the nav system, but it projected lines onto his field of vision, directing him right to the mountains above Arkhan’s Cave, around to the south side, fading only as the actual cave mouth appeared.

Rohan slowed further as he took in the bustle of activity around the village. Felines hustled back and forth, lining up long rolls of leather too big to be lifted by a single person along the open area by the cliff’s edge.

The Hybrid flew over the working il’Zkin and landed amid the first row of huts. Adults spotted him and paused, some pointing, smiling and greeting him.

He heard the word “Father” uttered several times. He looked for Winton but didn’t see him. He did spot Katya walking a path from the cliff to her hut. She waved and turned to approach.

“Stranger Rohan! Or should I say Father Rohan?” She twisted, looking around and behind him, frowning.

“You have no idea how ironic that title is. On so many different levels.”

“No, I don’t.”

“You don’t look happy to see me.” She knows the elders declared me a Father. Does she know I killed her chief’s father? He must have been her chief, once.

Did she even know Nota was alive? Winton said it was a secret for all but prospective chiefs.

“I am sorry, it isn’t that. You know I’m glad you’re back, no matter how hideous you are. I was hoping Leo was with you. He’s been gone for a while.” She ran her palm over his bare cheek, then leaned in and quickly licked the other side of his face. “You taste funny when you return from the skies.”

Rohan flinched and sighed. “He wasn’t with me. Did you check with Flix?”

She stiffened, her tawny head quickly shifting from side to side, checking for listeners. “Please do not say that so flippantly. Have you eaten? I can prepare some food.”

“No, really, I’m good.” His stomach rumbled at the thought of food. “Ignore that. Means nothing. I haven’t been thinking about snacks, I promise. Katya, I have a question.”

“Can it wait? I’m quite busy.”

“I see that, but quickly, were you ever close to being chief?”

She cocked her head and looked at him through the corners of her eyes. “No. I might have, but our parents died in a hunt shortly before I scaled the cliff. I did not want to risk leaving Leo without family, so I submitted before I approached the chief. Why do you ask?”

“Just curious.” She doesn’t know Nota was alive. Most of these people don’t. Poor Winton has to mourn alone. “Hey, what’s going on? What are you busy with?”

She smiled. “Chief Winton has called a hunt, Rohan!”

“A hunt? Like, an auroch hunt?”

“That is the only kind we have. We will have fresh meat, and I can prepare for you a proper stew.”

“How does that taste? Is it much different than the one you make from frozen?”

She paused. “No, it is the same.” He sighed. An adult ran by them, four kittens in their arms, hurrying to a hut. “I had hoped you could join us, but as you are not il’Zkin any longer, I do not think it will be allowed.”

“Yeah. I could ask Chief Winton, but something tells me I’m not his favorite person right now. Maybe I can just watch from afar.”

“You should. It is exciting. Did you upset the chief? Was it your hideous appearance? Did you startle him?”

“Not exactly. Long story. Do you all go on the hunt?”

“Not all, but many of the adults. The aurochs are dangerous prey, as you know.”

“Yeah. You have any weapons? Spears or anything? Nets?”

She shook her head. “No tools are strong enough to penetrate the skin of an auroch, only il’Zkin claws. We hunt exactly as our ancestors have hunted for a thousand generations. Almost exactly, for there have been no Fathers watching in all that time! You make things different, Rohan. I like it.”

“How do you hunt something that size? Just fly down into the valley and attack the first auroch you see?”

“Well, first we wait for mating season to end.”

“Very kind of you. Don’t want to spoil the romance.”

“We also don’t want to have to deal with two aurochs at a time. And during mating season, well . . .”

“Say no more. Please. Twenty-meter-tall aurochs mating? That sounds excessively dangerous.”

She smiled, relaxing a bit. Probably glad to think of something other than her brother. “The chief sends scouts to find suitable prey. No calves, no pregnant females. This is the law.”

“That makes sense. You wouldn’t want to wipe out the aurochs, there’d be nothing left to eat.”

“Yes. The law keeps us safe.”

It didn’t keep Nota safe. Doesn’t seem to be working out so well for Leo and Flix.

Then again, it’s working well enough that the Assessor didn’t pull the plug on the planet.

He shrugged. “What can I do to help?”

She shook her head softly. “We can manage, Rohan. You can watch from a distance. Unless you want to stay behind and keep an eye on the kittens?”

Rohan laughed. “I don’t think I’m qualified. No experience caring for infants. When do you leave?”

“As soon as the slings are ready. For carrying the meat back. The scouts have identified our prey; they came back just before you arrived.”

“Cool. You go, I’ll follow. At a distance. A safe distance.”

She nodded. “If you don’t mind, please keep an eye out for my brother.”

“If I see him, you’ll be the first to know.”

Rohan rose into the air, nearly colliding with a tiger-striped il’Zkin in a hurry to get somewhere. He climbed close to the stalactite-studded cave ceiling and waited.

From above, the movement was impressively regular. The last of the rolled-up leather sheets were taken from the rear of the cave and brought forward. The older il’Zkin divided the young into teams to carry the sheets.

Within twenty minutes, the village was all but deserted, the only sounds the plaintive mewls of the young left behind.

He flew, just fast enough to keep the trailing end of the hunting party in sight. They flew east; the auroch they hunted could have been the one he and Katya had fled from.

The Hybrid kept pace as the il’Zkin flew. They carried the rolls of leather through the air, four to each ten-meter-long roll.

He wondered how many of them had known Nota. How many realized their former chief had lived? How much family had he left behind, thinking him dead, while he nibbled on cocovado slivers on the other side of the wind barrier?

Why had the il’Sein created these particular laws? He understood many of them, but why weren’t the felines allowed to eat plants? Why couldn’t Leo and Flix be together?

His gut hurt.

The felines had lived in peace for a thousand generations. He had brought disruption and death to their lives and given precious little in return.

He owed them. He wanted to help, to give back, yet had nothing to offer.

The il’Zkin had created a miniature camp in a clearing in the woods, leaving the leather rolls in a massive pile. Rohan stayed back and watched them organize.

A hundred il’Zkin gathered. They stood differently from before, weight on the balls of their feet, shoulders forward, claws extending and retracting on hands with spread fingers. Their heads were in constant motion, left to right, moving with little darts to sample the air.

Predators at work.
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The roar of an auroch contained an audible portion reminiscent of a bull finally getting a chance to eviscerate a matador he’d faced a dozen times before. Angry, loud, and fierce enough to scare away a pack of starving wolves hyped up on Boost and cocaine.

The subsonic component penetrated more; it shook the trees, setting leaves to trembling as if in fear; vibrated in Rohan’s bones, shooting waves straight into his auditory canal through his skull and jaws.

The Hybrid swallowed and shook his head as if he could pop his ears and relieve the pressure, to no avail. Ahead of him, a treetop disappeared as a circle of enhanced gravity flattened a twenty-meter-diameter section of forest.

He drifted between the trees, maneuvering for a clearer view of the animal and the il’Zkin hunting it.

The felines attacked the auroch in three groups. They used standard pack animal tactics; one group would get the auroch’s attention and draw it forward while the others attacked the flanks or slashed at the tendons in its long legs.

The auroch defended itself with big kicks, occasionally landing a glancing blow with a hoof the size of a hatchback, knocking an il’Zkin through a tree or far into the forest. Its preferred weapon was big swipes of its eight-meter horns, the tips gleaming red with blood.

Even more dangerous, sudden fluctuations in gravity would pin groups of hunters to the leaf-strewn ground, holding them in place for a stomping attack. That’s when the reserve il’Zkin charged forward to distract the auroch before it could kill anyone.

When il’Zkin did fall, fighters from the reserve line flew in to rescue them.

Rohan peered between branches and watched three rounds of combat. Blood leaked from the beast’s flank; it slashed a feline, cutting it nearly in half with its horn, then pinned another group of five with their own weight. It leapt forward, the earth shaking with the force of its steps, and raised its forelegs to crush them.

Katya was in that group, struggling to reach her feet.

Failing.

The Hybrid surged through the trees and into the rapidly growing clearing before he could stop himself.

A separate set of il’Zkin rushed for the auroch’s face, distracting and blinding it before it could reach their downed tribespeople.

The auroch roared again, massive neck muscles bunching as it swung its head from side to side, knocking the il’Zkin out of the air and clearing a path.

More rushed into slice at its hind legs, finally forcing it to halt its forward progress and turn to protect itself.

Chief Winton led a group of seven in a charge for the side of its neck. He slashed and looked up through a spray of blood, his eyes locking on Rohan.

The chief froze.

A horn tore through his side, releasing a geyser of red blood. He went down, close to the auroch’s hooves.

“Damnit.”

The beast reared up on its hind legs, forelegs flailing in the air, scattering the il’Zkin. It came down, one hoof on either side of the chief, and twisted its head, ready to drop a horn on the downed feline.

The air popped and cracked as Rohan flew in from the tree line.

He growled, pulling in energy at a dangerous pace, his skin warming fast as the heavy air rubbed against him. il’Zkin flew along the auroch’s sides, tearing rents in its flank, trying to get it to turn, but it remained focused on the chief.

The beast’s head was turned toward its shoulder, the two tips of its horns pointing at the sky and ground. It bent its forelegs.

The cone of keratin descended.

Rohan struck the horn two meters from the tip, wrapping his arms around it and forcing it from its path, into the ground, away from Chief Winton’s wide eyes.

Another il’Zkin ran by, a blur of speed, scooped the chief up, and ran off toward the other injured hunters.

Rohan gripped the horn and pushed it down further into the ground. He thought he had the creature pinned for a long exhale, but it planted its hooves, muscles the size of trains bunching across its shoulders, and lifted the Hybrid up into the air. With a twist, it sent him flying back toward the trees.

The auroch struck another flier with the side of its horn like a home run hitter attacking a lazy fastball. It lifted its head and roared.

Rohan’s Power rose to answer it. He growled his response, a tiny sound in comparison.

The auroch turned to face him, eyes focusing on his.

“Come on, big boy. Come and get it.”

Its hooves dug into the earth, digging holes the size of trailers, launching it toward him with a snort and a bellow, il’Zkin scattering as the auroch’s Power surged from its sides.

Rohan exhaled, hanging in the air at the beast’s eye level, and suddenly thought about Spiral’s esoteric technique. The corkscrew of energy he’d been working on for six months. The Slinky.

Thought about the shock absorbers on a car. Thought about springs.

He lowered his head and accelerated to meet the auroch.

It lowered its own head, massive chest driving its legs into and through the ground, picking up momentum and roaring as it charged.

Rohan lifted both arms in front of his face, touched his fists together, elbows bent, forming an inverted V with his forearms. Went faster.

Power flowed into his shoulders, out through his arms, coating his skin like oil.

He focused on that energy; focused on how it felt. Like glass? Like steel? Like heavy rubber?

Medieval plate or a car tire? What did he want?

He struck the auroch dead center on its forehead.

When a seventy-five-kilogram humanoid moving very fast makes direct contact with a one-and-a-half-million-kilogram bovine moving equally quickly in the opposite direction, and neither crumbles or flinches or retreats, size most definitely matters.

Rohan bounced off the creature, narrowly avoiding a follow-up swing of its horn, and tumbled through the air.

A column of enhanced gravity caught him and yanked him down into the ground.

He hit with a grunt and a cloud of dirt, rolled to his side and stood, the Power still flooding his muscles compensating for his increased weight.

Barely.

He looked up at the auroch and smiled.

Then a second bellow sounded.

From behind him.
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Auroch and Roll


Rohan had spent a decade fighting in wars for the il’Drach across a hundred worlds; he’d seen easy victories, doomed last stands, and bloody routs.

He’d looked into the eyes of soldiers, allies and enemies alike, in every possible emotional state; seen what lurked in their hearts. Seen heroes and cowards, traitors and leaders.

When he’d arrived at the hunting ground, the il’Zkin ran a narrow gamut of emotions. None looked to expect an easy victory. They shared the wary concern of people who knew that one misstep, one mistake, one careless accident could result in death. The look of professionals who are fully aware that their return home is far from guaranteed.

They also shared the confidence of professionals; people who knew what they were doing, who had a plan, who were confident that if they implemented their plan, they’d have a better than even shot of succeeding.

All coupled with an eagerness for blood that isn’t universal, or even common, among other populations. An eagerness that Rohan had seen before.

Among Hybrids.

When the second roar sounded, their expressions shifted. Instantly.

They weren’t afraid. Not exactly.

The il’Zkin transformed from a group anticipating victory to a group that knew that was impossible. Fear might have flickered across their faces; lips twitching, whiskers trembling; but in each case immediately shifting to grim determination.

Each and every warrior in the clearing instantly determined that while they might die that day, the tribe would survive.

They might go hungry for a time, might be decimated by their confrontation, might need generations to come back to full strength. But the tribe would not end, not in that place, on that day, under the hooves of those aurochs.

He couldn’t see the second auroch, but he could feel its aura, heavy and powerful, several kilometers east of the clearing.

Katya flew up to him, no smile teasing her taut cheeks, ears upright.

“Father Rohan. You should flee.”

He looked at the first auroch, heavily harassed by swarms of il’Zkin, then turned his head back to check on the direction of the second.

Still out of sight.

He grabbed her by the shoulders. “Can you still take out the first one?”

She tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“If you didn’t have to worry about the second auroch, could you still take the first one?”

“Yes. Why do you ask? There are two.” Her eyes showed confusion.

“I’ll take care of the second one. You get everyone to focus on the first guy, okay?”

“How will you do this?”

“You let me worry about that, okay?”

“You cannot fight an auroch alone, it is against the law. The tribe will turn against you.”

“Oh for Rudra’s—look, the law doesn’t apply to me, does it? I’m not il’Zkin. Right? No problem. Just make sure you guys take care of the first one.”

She paused, then nodded. “You’re right. I will gather the tribe. Good luck, Father Rohan.”

“Don’t call me that. But thanks.”

He watched her fly toward the wounded auroch, gathering the other hunters with shouts and hand signals. They swarmed the creature, continuing the assault Rohan had interrupted.

No choice but to trust they’ll get it done.

The Hybrid spun and let his anger spool out, drawing Power in fat torrents that suffused all his tissues; even his arm hairs stiffened, puffing out the sleeves of his uniform.

The auroch’s aura washed over the forest in a tidal surge of unfiltered dominance. It was king of the land; unbridled, untamed power; unchallenged supremacy.

Its aura screamed its place at the top of the ecosystem; the pinnacle of a simple pyramid of life that had been in place for tens of thousands of years. The auroch would brook no challenge, accept no resistance.

It was not a predator, not a hunter; it wouldn’t consume Rohan, wouldn’t eat the il’Zkin; would simply destroy them for daring to rise against it.

Rohan’s Power responded as he knew it would. His curse was angry, it was hostile, but most of all, it responded to challenges.

A vampire’s Power was tainted by, driven by, hunger; a Hybrid’s just wanted a fight.

The auroch was more than willing to indulge it.

His Power surged as he accelerated, air screaming past him.

He reached and swept debris from the forest floor, towing a rapidly growing tornado of stones, branches, and even loose clumps of clay behind him, darkening the sky.

He struck the limit of the auroch’s aura. Moving through it was like diving into a tsunami; every meter a fight through pounding, swirling, angry forces.

He growled and let it slow him down, pushing the dark cloud of crud past himself.

Nearly there.

The debris field struck the auroch. The creature swung its horns back and forth, pushing a tiny fraction of the matter in it to the side but leaving its eyes exposed to the rest.

A layer of the forest floor rained down on the creature’s face and eyes. It roared, shaking its shaggy head, its own Power sweeping down over itself, pushing away the pieces of gunk that Rohan continued to drive into it.

The beast’s eyes were clear within seconds, but Rohan had known they would be. The dirt had only been a distraction.

He struck, aiming for eyes as big as his chest, but the creature’s head shook too quickly. The Hybrid instead landed heavy blows on its skull to no apparent effect.

It swung its head; he artfully dodged the horns, staying close enough to smell its sweet, grassy breath, feel damp spray from its nostrils as it blew out air.

He kicked its black snout, unleashing a powerful sneeze, and slid back.

Its eyes focused on him. He paused, then dodged another swing of its horns and waited for a surge of aura.

Just as it created a fresh gravity field, he dove forward. It followed him, bringing the field closer, catching its own snout.

Fifty times Rohan’s weight pulled him down into the ground; fifty times the auroch’s weight pulled its face on top of him.

This was a bad plan.

The auroch’s nose slammed into the ground with the sound of a million-kilogram wet towel slapping a concrete slab.

The full weight of the beast drove Rohan into the densely compacted dirt, knocking the wind out of him and pushing his ribs close to cracking. A thick coating of mucus splashed out of its meter-long nostrils, coating the Hybrid in slime.

It released the enhanced gravity field as its head lifted off of him. The creature reeled back onto its hind legs, shaking its head in confusion; the beast had stunned itself.

Rohan’s vision darkened for a moment, then returned. He coughed, reluctant to move before checking the structural integrity of his torso, but knew he had no time to waste.

He rolled to his side, waited to see if any sharp pains erupted, then stood.

The auroch stumbled back another step, its eyes glassy.

“All right, big guy. You wanted a piece of me? Is that what you wanted? Well, you got it. How’s that working out for you, eh? Not so great, is it?”

The auroch did not respond to his English taunts.

Rohan sent a fresh plume of dirt into the beast’s face. It roared, swinging its head from side to side, and used its own Power to brush it away.

He’s big, but the gravity control is the real problem; he can pin me in place with it. But if I can keep him too busy to use it, maybe I can manage this.

The Hybrid moved to the side and kicked through a tree. With a flicker of Power, he sent the trunk hurtling toward the auroch’s eyes.

The creature reversed gravity in the tree’s path, altering its flight so it sailed over its head.

Rohan moved another eight meters and punched through another tree. It fell in two pieces; he sent both on trajectories for the auroch’s eyes.

It knocked them aside and moved forward, snorting loudly through its bull nose, then let out a roar of challenge.

Rohan moved farther around the beast, forcing it to turn, and sent another tree its way.

“Come on, you big ugly.” The beast paused, as if considering the wisdom of following Rohan away from the other auroch and the il’Zkin. “Who are you after, me or them? You came when you sensed me. Well, here I am. Heading that way. Not that way. This way. You know what I mean.” He retreated; tore a heavy branch off a tree and flung it at the auroch.

It flinched, bellowed, and stomped after him.

He continued to retreat. Where’s the river, again? Is it that way? Wait, which way am I going? The sun is . . .

A cylinder of added weight caught his arm, nearly pulling him to the ground. He tumbled away, clearing the area of influence, and threw a fresh cloud of dirt and leaves at the auroch.

It gained speed, as did he. He pulled tank-sized clumps of dirt out of the ground under its feet, forcing it to stumble. He spotted a cluster of boulders and sent them sailing into the creature’s knees.

It followed, relentless, at the speed of a bullet train.

He flew faster.

Rohan tore down a pair of trees, shattering the tips to expose sharpened fragments, and revealed a break in the forest.

The river.

He grunted as the auroch caught him and slammed him to the earth.

He landed on outstretched arms, soft tissue tearing inside his shoulders with the impact. Rohan kicked at the ground, propelling his greatly multiplied weight forward.

Into the water.

He sank immediately as a turbulent whirlpool formed above him.

It takes a lot of energy to add weight to all the water flowing through here.

Rohan settled to the pebble-strewn river bottom, held his breath, and counted. He got to five before the auroch released the gravity field.

The Hybrid shot to the surface, bobbing up out of the liquid long enough to ensure the auroch saw him, and sped east, away from the injured auroch and the il’Zkin.

The creature followed, using its Power to start small whirlpools in the river every few hundred meters, quickly abandoning its efforts each time.

Rohan flew through the water.

Two river bends later, in a part of the valley system Rohan had never seen before, the auroch slowed. Rohan matched its pace, staying well out of reach but not out of sight.

The river emptied into a body of water just a bit too large to be called a pond. Rohan treaded water on the surface, watching for the auroch.

It stood on the beach and let out a plaintive bellow. It dipped its head to drink, then stepped back and defecated, piling an easy half ton of dung onto the beach.

It stepped away from its droppings and compressed them, then turned to Rohan again.

Roared.

He waited, his heartbeat dropping to its normal range, his Power easing back into sleep.

The auroch turned and walked up the beach.

Rohan sighed, ducked under the water, and began the long, slow swim back to the il’Zkin.
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He traveled west through the water, to a spot he judged parallel to where the tribe had fought the first auroch. He flew slowly, worried that his presence would agitate any remaining aurochs in the area.

Not sure why or how they come for me, but they clearly do. Twice now. Is it the smell? Do they sense my aura? They don’t come for the il’Zkin the same way.

He sensed the energies of the tribe before he saw them. He passed the remains of the clearing where they’d treated the wounded; bloodstained grass and stained leather littered the ground.

Five minutes later, he found the auroch carcass. A few elders were hacking away with their claws, carving out chunks of meat and organs. A group of four il’Zkin piled a thousand kilograms of warm, steaming beef onto an unrolled leather sheet, drew it closed, grabbed one corner each, and took off in the direction of Arkhan’s Cave.

Four more returned to the area carrying an empty roll. They spread it out, ready for fresh cargo.

He paused, midair, and considered offering to help. If I knew for sure my presence wouldn’t draw in another auroch, that might make sense. But I don’t.

The hunters packed up and carried away another load of meat; Rohan followed them to the cave.

The village was bustling with activity. The large leather sheets were spread out on the clearing by the cliff’s edge. il’Zkin of all ages approached and cut off smaller chunks of meat, wrapping them in fresh leathers and flying them to the deeper, colder sections of the cave, away from the sun and wind.

The injured were spread out on furs while older felines attended to their wounds, cleaning broken flesh with icy water from the waterfall, wrapping and rewrapping limbs with soft leather strips.

A pair of tents were set up near the village proper. Rohan guessed the more grievously injured were in them, receiving more intense attention.

I bet Winton’s in one of those. You don’t just get up and walk away from injuries like that.

He landed near the edge of the open area, doing his best to stay out of the way of the working felines. Some kittens watched the activity, held by family members, their eyes wide as they took in the bustle and the abundant food.

One of the adults spotted him, waved, and ran off.

She returned minutes later with Katya. Her eyes were wide with surprise.

“Father Rohan.”

“Please don’t call me that.”

She nodded. “The auroch?”

He shrugged. “I drew him off. He got tired of chasing me, so I came back. I would have helped carry things, but I’m not sure I should be down there if I don’t have to be.”

“You should not. I have never seen anything draw the aurochs in the way you seem to. It is not safe for you to be in the valleys.”

“That’s what I thought. Is there anything I can do up here?”

She paused and looked over the hustling hunters. “Does your technology extend to medicine? Can you help the chief?”

Rohan sighed and scratched his beard. “I might be able to help. Our most advanced healing is species-specific, but we have bandages and antiseptics that are more advanced.”

“Then, get them. Please.”

“Is anybody else hurt?”

“Many. The chief most grievous of them. He is the one for whom I am afraid.”

Rohan nodded. “I’ll go.”

He opened a channel to Void’s Shadow and asked her to meet him in orbit.

She did.

He retrieved the generic first aid supplies from a locker on board and flew back down to the surface.

That’s a lot of traveling through a very steep gravity well.

He was getting tired.

The sunset streamed purples and yellows into the cave as he returned to the village. He asked a few questions and found the chief’s tent.

The man did not look good. His spine was intact, but the auroch’s horn had otherwise nearly cut him in half. On the other hand, his organs were bubbling on the surface the way a Hybrid’s would while regrowing.

Rohan knelt by the chief’s side and covered the man’s open wounds with self-sealing bandages coated with healing accelerants. Winton remained unconscious through the process.

He left the tent and stretched. His head was woolly with fatigue, his eyes drooping where he stood. He shook his hands in the air, working out the ache in his shoulders, but it persisted.

He took off his helmet and checked for messages in the last of the natural light. The last groups of il’Zkin arrived with their meat-laden skins and everyone rushed to get the food into storage before true darkness. The young gathered dried-out branches and lit the path to the back of the cave.

Rohan faced the cave mouth, sighed, and turned to go to Katya’s hut and his beloved bed.

A shout rang out from the cave mouth.

“What have I said? What have I been saying all these months? These good-for-nothings, look what they do! Flouting the law. Our chief lies on the edge of death, and where were they? Outside the law, that’s where!”

A brown female shouted from the edge of the cliff. Risa, the neighbor. The nosy neighbor.

She held two adult males, each many centimeters and tens of kilos heavier than she, by the scruffs of their necks. Both stared at the floor, sheepish.

Leo and Flix.
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Risa panted, her eyes wide and wild, and maintained a tight grip on the necks of the two males.

Their faces were swollen and bruised. They’d been beaten. Their eyes were downcast, shoulders rounded in . . . something. Shame? Defeat?

The crowd stilled and quieted as they absorbed the impact of Risa’s words.

Katya separated from the group and walked toward her neighbor. “What happened?”

Risa bared her teeth. “I finished the last of the butchering and returned. I took the long way, just to see the sunset over the mountains. You know how I love the sunsets.”

Katya coughed. “We all know, Risa. What happened?”

“I flew over the Valley of Seven, and I saw . . . these two.” She gave a little shake, setting the men’s heads to bobbing. “Breaking the law.”

The silence deepened, broken by a few sharp gasps of air as the meaning of her words settled over the tribe.

Katya cleared her throat. “Are you sure?”

“Am I sure? Of course! Don’t tell me you’re surprised. You know these two have always been closer than was prudent. They’ve been sneaking off for who knows how long. When did this start? Do you know? I don’t. Now our chief lies near death, and these two are off . . .”

Katya walked forward and stared at Leo’s face. “Oh, brother. Oh no. What have you done?”

Risa shook him. “You know what he’s done! And you know just as well what we have to do. They’ve broken the law; the rest is clear.”

A dozen il’Zkin muttered, “This is the law.”

Leo fell to his knees, his eyes tearing. “Please. We’ll never . . . never again. Please.”

Flix followed him to the ground, dropping to all fours. “We’re sorry. We were just . . .”

Risa pointed at the men. “See? They admit it. They admit it! Maybe this is why the chief is hurt. If they’d been on the hunt, he might have been okay.”

Rohan cleared his throat. “That’s not fair. He was hurt with a hundred hunters around him, two more wouldn’t have made a difference. He was fine until I distracted him. If anything, I’m to blame for the chief.”

The brown-furred woman spat on the ground. “I don’t know if the chief was hurt for allowing the law to be broken or not, but I do know what we have to do. You all do. Don’t pretend it’s a mystery. Even you, Katya. I’m sorry. I know he’s your brother. But the law is clear.”

More muttered echoes of “this is the law.”

Five of the older tribe members stepped forward, rolling their shoulders and forming a line. Claws extended.

Rohan left Katya’s side and hurried to a spot between Leo and the tribe. “Whoa, whoa. Hold on a minute. Are you doing what I think you’re doing?”

Risa spat again. “The law is clear.”

“What? You’re going to punish them? How does that make any sense? What law did they even break? Why is it so important?”

Baybo, the il’Zkin sporting patches of gray fur on his face, one of the six who had first greeted Rohan, stepped forward and joined the advancing line. “Nobody is being punished. We will make it quick, right, Risa?”

“Make what quick?” As if I didn’t know. This is crazy.

Baybo grunted. “Lawbreakers must die. So it has been for a thousand generations. I’m sorry, Leo. Flix. Truly I am.”

More il’Zkin joined the line. Ten adults advanced on the kneeling pair.

Rohan faced the group, spread his legs and held his arms out: all a vain attempt to block their path. “You can’t be serious. Haven’t you been through enough today? How many of you are hurt already? Two dozen? Three? Look at these guys, they feel bad enough, okay? What’s the point of a law that’s meant to protect you if it makes you kill your own?”

Baybo shook his head. “Move aside, Rohan. You do not need to participate, as you are outside the law, but do not interfere.”

“You’re just going to kill them? Katya, tell me you’re not standing by for this.”

Katya shook her head. “I must. You do not understand, Rohan. This is the law. I am no lawbreaker.” She sniffled as she spoke, tears threatening her eyes.

Baybo pointed at Rohan. “She knows her responsibilities. You do not. These two broke the law, they have to die. Do not interfere.”

“I think I have to, Baybo. I can’t just stand here and let you kill these two.”

Leo stood. “Rohan, brother, you shouldn’t.”

Rohan’s head hung forward on his neck. He exhaled slowly. “It’s been a very long day, and I’m very tired. I will not let it end with more bloodshed.”

Baybo tsked. “There is going to be bloodshed, Rohan. If you interfere, it will simply be . . . more.”

Rohan sighed. “You have your law, Baybo. Your rules. Your lines in the sand. You have no idea what that is, do you? You draw a line. With your foot. Like this.” He reached forward with his right foot and dragged it across the cave floor. “That’s my line. Anyone who crosses it has to deal with me. End of story.

“And if you’re tempted, if any of you think that’s a good idea, if you’re not sure whether I’m bluffing, I want to remind you of two things.

“First, remember what happened to Flix in the volcano. Remember what you saw, and more importantly, what you felt. Most of you were there, right?

“Second, consider very carefully that while your entire tribe fought one of the aurochs together, and had a tough time of it, I led another one away by myself and made sure it didn’t come back to bother you.

“You sure you want to challenge me?”

Risa coughed. “You are one and we are many. The law must be upheld.”

He turned to face her. “There is nobody between you and me, Risa. Are you really comfortable standing there?”

She looked into his eyes, her own suddenly widening in fear, or at least wariness. She lifted off the ground and flew over the Hybrid, landing behind the line of advancing il’Zkin.

He looked at Leo, then Flix. “Go.”

Flix shook his head, eyes blurry with tears. “What?”

“Go. Both of you. Run off. Nobody’s killing you today. Run off and . . . I don’t know. Try to be happy. If the law is getting in your way, screw the law. Just . . . screw it. I’ll make sure these guys don’t follow you.”

Leo coughed. “Brother . . . are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Katya yelled. “Rohan, do not do this.”

He turned. “If happiness is wrong, I don’t want to be right. No, that’s not how the song goes. I forget. Look, I’ll support your law. It’s your culture. It seems to have kept you guys safe, or at least alive, for a long time. But I already have the blood of one il’Zkin on my hands today, maybe two, and I’m not letting anybody add to that list. These two go free. Anyone who doesn’t like it has to deal with me.” He balled his hands into fists and lifted them; right fist to the left side of his jaw, left fist across his belly, left leg forward. “Come and get it.”

Baybo and the others traded glances.

Katya joined them. “Please, Rohan, do not do this.”

“I have my own law, Katya. Sort of. I have to.”

An il’Zkin sporting black and orange stripes charged forward.

Rohan leaned his shoulders to the left, then the right, then flicked his right fist toward the feline’s chest.

Without moving his fist past his own shoulder, he snapped it back, twisting into a left jab that landed solidly in the il’Zkin’s throat.

The man went down, clutching his neck and gagging.

Rohan looked over at his friends. “Go. This isn’t going to get easier. Go and be happy together.”

Leo stood. “Flix. Let’s go.”

Flix shook his head. “No. We can’t leave the tribe. Our kin.”

Rohan growled. “You’re leaving one way or another. Either you fly off that cliff right now or you leave when we toss your corpse over the edge with the nightsoil and food scraps.”

“But . . . how will we live? Outside the law?”

“Figure it out. Find your happiness. Now go, before it’s too late.”

Leo grabbed Flix’s hand. “Come on. It’s better than dying.”

Flix stared dumbly at his friend’s fingers wrapped around his palm, then nodded. “Yes. I’m so sorry. It shouldn’t have come to this.”

Rohan grunted. “No, it shouldn’t have. Now go.”

Another il’Zkin ran for Rohan.

The Hybrid faced away, launching a kick behind him that caught the feline in the gut and sent him through the air, across the entire village, into the cold, dark storage area at the rear of the cave.

Leo and Flix stepped off the cliff.

Katya ran forward. “No!” She stopped short of Rohan’s position. “What have you done?”

“I saved your brother.”

“By breaking the law.”

He shrugged. “If you ate anything other than beef stew, I’d explain by talking about omelets or something. But since you don’t . . .”

More il’Zkin filed into the clearing, muttering to one another. A few at the edges ran into the village proper, returning shortly thereafter with others rubbing sleep from their eyes or hastily pulling on clothes and furs.

Soon the entire tribe assembled in front of Rohan.

A stir went through the crowd, and Chief Winton came through, supported on each side by a younger, fit warrior.

Rohan noted with satisfaction that his bandages held.

The chief locked eyes on the Hybrid. “You interfered with the law.”

“I told the others, I followed my own. Your law makes no sense in this situation.”

The chief shook his head. “That is for the chiefs to say, not you. You are not beholden to the law, so we won’t try to punish you, Father Rohan. But you cannot stay with us any longer.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Go. If you will not live within the law, you will not live within the tribe. You are banished, Rohan. May you one day learn to find happiness within the law.”

Rohan looked over the faces of the assembled il’Zkin. If they disagreed with their chief, they showed no signs of it.

He met Katya’s gaze. Her eyes were hard.

“I’m sorry I disrupted your life here. I really am. But I’m not sorry I saved those two. They deserved a chance to have a life.”

Winton grunted. “You understand very little. It is my failing, for being unable to teach you. I believe you meant well, but you are a danger to my tribe. Go. Do not come back.”

Rohan sighed. I’m still in uniform. I don’t even have any stuff to pack.

He reached over his shoulder and pulled his mask out, holding it over his face, ready to seal it in place.

He looked around again. “Thank you all for your hospitality. I’m sorry it turned out the way it did.”

He settled the mask on his face and lifted up into the air.
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“Void’s Shadow, are you around?”

“I’m here, Captain.”

“I hate to do this to you, buddy, but could you come pick me up? I’ve been—” Two hundred meters above the cave, a hand latched on to his thigh. “What the hell?”

Startled, he looked down at the top of Katya’s tawny head.

“Captain, are you all right?”

“I have to shake a hitchhiker. Come by the planet if you can, I could use a lift.”

Katya gripped him with her other hand, pulling herself up his body as he eased off and stopped climbing. He turned on the mask’s external speakers.

“What are you doing?”

Katya grunted but didn’t release her hold. “I am coming with you.”

“No, you’re not. Let go.”

“I owe you a debt, Rohan. I will come with you, take care of you. Protect you. Prepare your meals. I must repay the debt.”

“What debt? I got your brother thrown out of your clan.”

“You saved his life.”

“I thought you wanted him dead?”

“I wanted the law upheld. I would have slit his throat myself if the tribe asked. Yet never for a heartbeat did I want him dead.”

Rohan floated, the female clinging to his legs, and ran his hands through his hair. “I’m going into space, Katya. I’m leaving the planet. You can’t come with me.”

“Yes, I can. I have nobody left, Rohan. All I have is my debt to you. For saving my brother’s life where I could not. I owe you everything, and I must go with you until I have paid you back. No matter where you go or what you do.”

“You can’t even breathe where I’m going. There’s no auroch meat.”

“Then, I will hold my breath. I will eat plants if I must. Even if I’m surrounded by the shaven and burned, by an entire tribe as ugly as you, I will remain by your side to keep you safe.”

“Oh, sweetheart, you have no idea what you’re getting into.”

“I’m not afraid.”

“There are ten thousand species on Wistful, and you’re going to find all but three of them really ugly.”

“I will cope. The law says I must pay back my debts. If you leave, I must leave with you. Else I am, myself, breaking the law.”

He pushed at her hands, trying to pry her fingers off his thighs, but she tightened her grip.
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Twenty minutes later.

“Captain, she’s touching me.”

“She doesn’t have a choice, we’re both inside you. You’re a ship, what do you expect? We’re always touching you.”

“She’s touching me everywhere, Captain. She’s also licking things. A lot of things. Do you see? Why is she licking that? Oh, you put a glass of water on that counter. Watch her . . . she did it again. Captain, she’s making a mess.”

Rohan sighed and watched the glass roll across the floor.

Katya, it turned out, liked knocking things over.

“I’ll pick it up. She doesn’t know what she’s doing. This is a very unfamiliar environment for her, Void’s Shadow. And the air is very thin. I bet she’s experiencing some serious oxygen deprivation. Wistful is going to be a fun time for her.”

“Why does she keep knocking things off the tables? What’s her purpose, Captain? I don’t understand it.”

“I don’t either. It’s . . . it’s a cat thing. I think. I never had a cat. Dad didn’t like them. But they like to knock things down. It’s a mystery.”

“I like mysteries. This is not a mystery, this is just bad. Oh no. Did you show her the toilet? Tell me you showed her how to use the toilet. Tell me she isn’t . . .”

“Look, we’ll dock, I’ll hire a team to scrub every centimeter of this cabin, okay? I swear it. And yes, I’ll teach her to use the toilet. That should be high on the priorities.” He sniffed. “Very high. I’m sorry, okay?”

The ship paused. “It’s okay, Captain. No permanent harm, right? I’ll be fine.”

“That’s the spirit. And remember, she just lost her family and her home in one pretty big day. I bet she’s traumatized.”

“She’s hanging from the ceiling and touching all the lights. Now she’s licking the air vent. And now she’s blowing into it. She’s trying to get the cover off. Stop her, Captain. She’s very strong. I don’t want the life support system compromised.”

“I will. Katya! Cut it out. Don’t break that or I’m going to make you pay for it. Damnit, you don’t speak Drachna.” He switched to Fire Speech and tried again.

This is going to be one of those weeks.
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The next morning.

Rohan leaned far back in the creaking chair in front of Pop’s House of Breakfast, letting his head hang lax on his joints and staring up at Toth 3 through the single-facet diamond ceiling fifty meters above. He let his arms hang loose behind the back of the chair and breathed, relishing the light pressure on his lungs, the air that didn’t burn his throat, and, most of all, the smell of freshly brewed coffee that permeated the seating area.

Marion Stone, sitting to his right, peered at him over the top of her mug as she blew on the hot coffee. “I assume she passed quarantine?” Her hair was tied back in a simple ponytail, and her face was pale. She’d been working too hard.

He straightened and looked at her. “Eventually. Do you know what the lines at Medical are like?”

“I have an idea. The Ohnians are desperate to come to the station. They have very little on their ships in the way of food or water. It’s resulting in a lot of traffic, and mostly first-time visitors who’ve never left Ohn before. No medical records here.”

“Well, we waited two hours before I made a call to security and pulled some strings. Got Dr. Simivar to take a look at her.”

“And?”

Ben, sitting next to Marion, leaned forward so he could see Rohan’s face. “I’m curious. What did she come up with?”

Katya, squatting on top of a chair on the other side of Ben, leaned very close to the older man, sniffed him, and stroked his cheek. “You are truly hideous.” She spoke in her own language, and the translator behind her ear projected her words in Drachna through the speaker on her neck.

Ben chuckled. “Oh, look how cute she is. I don’t think that translator is working properly, Katya. That’s the name, right? What did you mean to say?”

Rohan sighed. “It’s not the translator. She finds primates unattractive. And isn’t afraid to say so.”

Katya shifted back to the other side and ran her hand up Wei Li’s cheek. “This one is beautiful. So shiny. I’ve never seen skin like this. What is it? This yellow part feels like yours, but these stripes . . .”

Wei Li sipped her own coffee and glared daggers at Rohan. “If she licks me again, I will be unable to guarantee her safety.”

“Katya, what did we say about licking people? Do you want me to put you on my ship and drag you back home? I can do it, you know.”

Katya pulled her hand away from Wei Li’s face. “I didn’t lick her this time! I just want to know what these are. They’re like little hard pieces of beautiful color.”

“They’re scales. She’s a reptile. They’re all over the station. Look, here comes Pop, he’s a reptile.”

“He has scales all over! And none of your soft skin.”

Pop chuckled as he put down four plates of eggs. “Nowhere you can see, young lady. I’ll be right back with the rest of your orders.” He turned, the eyes along the side of his head keeping focus on her as he walked away.

Katya pointed at the eggs. “Is this plant food?”

Rohan shrugged. “Not exactly. Just try it.”

Ben coughed. “Did Dr. Simivar say anything about her dietary requirements? You said her people have a very monotonous diet.”

“There’s no reason she shouldn’t be able to eat anything the rest of us eat. She’s got that standard humanoid pattern we see all over the sector at her core, whatever feline stuff she has added to it. It’s the air that makes her act drunk. She should acclimate in a few days.”

Wei Li swallowed. “She is also a Power. A not-insignificant one. As are, to hear you tell it, every last one of her people. A thing I believed impossible before today.”

“Let’s keep that little fact between us. Please. Look, I know it’s weird. On the one hand, if they weren’t Powers, they’d never survive on that planet. On the other hand, evolution says if such a thing could occur, it would happen more often. I wonder why they aren’t ruling the galaxy.”

Wei Li’s hand snapped up, intercepting Katya’s tongue. “I said no licking.”

Katya nodded vigorously. “Sorry, sorry. Habit. I’ll try.” She leaned forward, knees in her armpits, and sniffed the eggs. “Not plants?”

Wei Li held up her fork. “Look. Fork, see?” She cut into the eggs with its edge, then lifted the piece up and into her mouth. “Mmm. Good eggs. You try it.”

“But what are they?”

Rohan shook his head. “Katya, this place has one law. You understand laws, I know you do. The law here is that you are not allowed to ask where the eggs came from. Okay?”

“I just did.”

“I know. Don’t do it again or there will be consequences.”

Katya frowned at him. “Fighting to the death?”

“No, but Pop might ban you from the café. No more coffee. You don’t want that, do you?”

She shook her head. “I won’t ask again.” She picked up her fork and worked some eggs into her mouth. “By the Fathers! This is wonderful! This is the most delicious thing I have ever tasted!”

Rohan sighed. “That is saying so very, very little. I can’t begin to explain. But yes, the eggs here are very good.”

Marion pointed at the feline. “Is she safe from us?”

“Dr. Simivar seemed to think so. She’ll probably catch a few dozen illnesses in her first few days on board, but given the level of her Power, it should all pass fairly quickly. It’s hard to say; there hasn’t been a population this isolated, like, ever.”

Ben nodded. “Every other non-colonized planet in the sector has had at least covert contact with off-world entities. Her world didn’t even have oceans. That means it wasn’t part of the cephalopod interstellar ecosystem.”

Marion swallowed a mouthful of eggs. “Maybe that’s why her people were left there.”

Rohan opened his mouth to answer, but no words came. He ate instead.

Katya pointed at her eggs. “Was the cook sad?”

Marion looked at her. “What?”

“The cook. These taste . . . just a little . . . like tears. Is the cook sad?”

Ben laughed. “Oh, dear. No, those aren’t tears. That’s salt. Ohmei added salt to the eggs. So they taste better.”

“Salt. To taste better. That’s amazing.”

Rohan groaned. “Her people have no seasoning. No spices. Won’t eat anything that grows in the ground. She’s about to experience a whole new world of flavors, and neither of us is prepared for that.”

Marion shook her head. “That sounds like fun. A lot of new things to experience all at once, though.”

Rohan looked at Katya. “How are you, Katya? You feeling overwhelmed yet?”

She paused. “No. I told you before, I like new things. And this is a lot of new things.”

“That it is.” He looked over at Marion, who had placed her tablet face down on the table. “How are things with the Ohnian fleet?”

Marion sighed. “Ohnians are dying every hour. The null-entropy tanks fail, and when they do, the occupants suffocate.”

“I thought those things had safety features so you could get out if the field failed. Like latches inside refrigerators, or releases in car trunks. So kids don’t get trapped inside.”

Ben nodded. “Normally they would. These were designed and built in a hurry. Too much of a hurry. Little luxuries like safety mechanisms were bypassed in favor of building an extra ten million units.”

Marion twirled her fork on the empty side of her plate. “It’s not only that. Many of the chambers are stored in cargo areas with no life support. No atmosphere, no heat. Even if those poor people could open them from the inside, they’d die almost instantly once they got out.” She shuddered.

Katya devoured her eggs and reached for a second plate. Rohan noted that she had mastered the fork in just a few minutes. He sighed. “What’s the solution?”

Ben patted his wife’s shoulder. “Marion has a plan.”

Marion shrugged. “An idea is not a plan. I’m not even sure it’s an idea.”

Rohan looked at them. “What is it?”

She held up her hands; tried to make a shape in the air; put them back down. “It’s hard to explain. I think we can build a different kind of null-entropy field. One that radiates out from a central device.”

Ben nodded. “It’s based on extradimensional geometry. I completely understand it.”

Wei Li snorted through her very narrow, flat nostrils. “You are humorous as always, Ben.”

He smiled broadly. “You caught me; I don’t understand it at all. But I trust my wife.”

Marion smiled. “The point is, we can create a single field that encompasses the fleet. It won’t last forever, but it will buy us some time to find a home for those poor Ohnians.”

Rohan nodded. Katya took in a mouthful of coffee, grimacing at the heat, then breathed heavily and bent to it again, sipping delicately and with grim determination. “Everybody sounds busy. Wei Li, what’s been going on?”

“Very little. I’m processing fifty thousand refugees as they cycle on and off the station while also handling a rogue Hybrid, escalating anti-refugee protests that are growing increasingly violent, an il’Drach ship threatening to call for the destruction of up to three systems depending on what it finds here, and, oh yes, a general atmosphere of panic as the people on this station hear more details of what happened with Hyperion, Ohn, and the Fleet. I do not believe I have slept in three days. But not too busy, no.”

The Hybrid grunted. “Rogue Hybrid? You mean Wildeye?”

“I do. Ang has been keeping an eye on her, but she lacks the desire to fit in that you have demonstrated in your time here, Rohan.”

“I’ll see if I can talk to her, smooth things over. What has she been doing?”

“She believes violence is the solution to all problems and doesn’t know when it is prudent to keep her opinions to herself. Mostly, she annoys me.”

“Okay. I’ll do what I can. I need some help with Katya, though.”

Ben looked at the feline. “What help? She seems fine.”

“I need someone to take her shopping. Introduce her to modern hygiene. I thought maybe another female would be better for that.”

Wei Li snorted. “Please, have Wildeye do it. She’s fully capable of shopping and using a toothbrush. Possibly not at the same time, but still. Perhaps it will get her out of my scales for a while.”

“I’ll try. She has no other work to do?”

“We don’t have any openings for Lance Secondaries. That’s the only job she’s ever had. What do you suggest?”

He shrugged. “You should hire her. I bet it would be good to have a Hybrid in Security.”

Wei Li shook her head. “You have had many ideas, Rohan. That is not among your better ones. You know why.”

Katya looked from her to Rohan. “What does she mean? What is a Hybrid?”

Rohan tapped his chest. “Someone like me. We don’t all look alike, but you can see it in our auras.”

Wei Li pointed at Rohan. “The il’Drach already believe you to be a member of our security team, despite Wistful’s protestations. Add another Hybrid, and we are very close to them declaring us a rival military power. Which, as you know, would lead to a variety of negative consequences.”

“I know. I wasn’t thinking. I’ll see if I can get Wildeye to hang around Katya. They can amuse each other while I’m working.”

Katya’s face brightened. “You work? What kind of work?”

Ben put down his mug. “Your friend Rohan is a tow chief. He brings ships to and from Wistful.”

“I will come with you!”

Rohan shook his head. “No, you won’t. You’re not used to space, and I can’t have you taking off your helmet so you can lick things out there.”

Marion tilted her head in Katya’s direction. “Where is she sleeping, Rohan?”

“I put her in a bed in my apartment. At least for now. She doesn’t want to leave my side. Something about owing me a debt.”

“Does she?”

“Not really. But I don’t have to explain to you how different cultures see things differently. I can’t get rid of her without hurting her. At least not yet.”

Marion chuckled. “Ah, Rohan, always the lady-killer, aren’t you?”

“No, it’s not . . . it’s not like that. She thinks I’m hideous.”

“Oh, I’m sure she does. What was that line from Shakespeare? Something something protests too much?”

He laughed and finished his eggs. Katya twisted in her seat and studied the people walking by. She turned to Rohan.

“Father Rohan.”

“Please don’t call me that.”

“People are staring at me. Do I look so strange?”

“I think it’s the clothes. We need to get you some new outfits. You know what? I’ll call for Wildeye right now.” He pulled his mask from the hood of his uniform, tapped it awake, and sent his message.

She nodded. “Good. I should fit in so I can protect you.”

Wei Li cocked one scaly eyebrow. “Have I heard correctly? She will protect you?”

Rohan shrugged. “That’s what she wants.”

The security chief laughed. “You’ll need her protection when Tamaralinth returns. I hope I am nearby when you explain why another female mammal has been sleeping in your apartment with you.”

“It’s not like that, why do I—”

Ben reached over and patted his arm. “The more you argue, the guiltier you will look. Trust me, silence is your best option here.”

They sipped coffee for a while. Wei Li put a set of tiles, colored and stamped with runes, on the table and started to show Katya a game. Marion switched seats with Ben and joined them.

Ben watched them play but spoke to Rohan. “I hear you met with our dear Assessor.”

“Twa’para. They were . . . I think they’re more frightening than Hybrids.” Almost said Matrons. I hate secrets; I forget who knows what.

“Hybrids destroy when they’re overcome with rage. The Assessors sign death warrants in total, detached calm. It’s worse, somehow.”

Rohan cracked his neck. “Yeah. But they said the il’Zkin are safe. At least for now.”

“Good. They’re working in Repentant’s system right now. I doubt they’ll find anything new, it’s completely dead other than Repentant and Vyrhicant. Then back here.”

“Did they say anything about the Ohnians? Or Hyperion?”

Ben tapped his temple with one finger, then shook his head. “No. You’re worried?”

“They destroyed Ohn and wiped out ninety-five percent of the population. Don’t you think they’ll try to finish the job?”

“Wistful won’t let them.”

“Come on, Ben. You know she will if she thinks there’s a good enough reason.”

“Let’s hope there isn’t one. The Ohnians aren’t a threat to anybody. They’re weird but peaceful.”

“Then, why was their planet destroyed to begin with?”

“I don’t . . . I see what you’re saying. I don’t know.”

“If we knew the il’Drach would leave the Ohnians in peace, the fleet could go to Pilli. To the uninhabited planet. But they’d be unprotected there.”

“We’ll look into it. Oh, look, Wildeye is coming.”

The dark-skinned Hybrid approached, her outsized eyes opening wide when she spotted Rohan. Ang loomed above her, a meter taller and with eight times her mass, his cybernetic eye shining red light wherever he looked.

Rohan turned to face them; the female Hybrid ran over and wrapped her arms around him in a hug. “Rohan, I needed to talk to you!” Katya leapt from her seat and landed at the edge of the table, claws extended.

Rohan held a hand out. “Stop! Katya, no. Friend! She’s a friend.”

Katya squinted at the female Hybrid. “She is very dark. Her hair is pretty. Red.”

“Yes, I’m aware. Wildeye, meet Katya.”

Wildeye disengaged from Rohan and peered at the il’Zkin through the corner of her eye. “What is she?”

“It’s a long story. She’s . . . she’s my bodyguard. Temporarily.”

“Why do you need a bodyguard?”

“You know what they say, better to have and not need than to need and not have.”

“Who is ‘they’? I don’t say that.”

Rohan sighed. “I said it’s a long story. She’s from a low-tech planet.”

Wildeye scrunched her face, and if he could have made out the details of her nose, Rohan thought she might be wrinkling it. “How low-tech? Like, haven’t invented soap yet low-tech?”

“Yes. Seriously, yes. The lowest tech you’ve ever seen. But she’s here now, and she wants to fit in. I was hoping you’d help her out. You know what? I’ll hire you. You have no official job right now, right? I’ll pay you to be, like, her assistant.”

“What do I have to do?”

“Take her shopping. Show her how to do things. She’s never been in a transport tube, for example. Or used indoor plumbing.”

“Plumbing? Like sinks and . . .”

“Yes. Can you do that?”

“I don’t know. I do love shopping. There’s quite a lot on the station if you don’t mind some outdated styling.”

Rohan smiled. “Great. I’ll get you a line of credit.”

Ang stepped forward and sniffed Katya. “You smell interesting.”

She sniffed him back, then uncoiled and licked his neck. “So do you. You are not hideous like the others. I am Katya, of the il’Zkin.”

“I am Ang, of the Ursans.” He paused. “In our language, <unintelligible roar> of the <more roars>. In case you were curious.”

She smiled. “I came through a great hole in space to come here.”

Ang grinned, showing off all his teeth. “So did I! Tell me all about your world!”

Rohan looked at Wildeye while Ang sat, Katya taking the seat next to him so she could chat and finish her tile game.

Rohan leaned back in his seat. Marion and Ben stood. “We should be going, there’s so much work to do.”

Rohan nodded. “Thanks for joining me. Let me know if I can help.”

Ben hesitated. “We might need you to tow the equipment for the new field into place. It would save us the time of installing drives into the thing.”

“Sure. Just say when and where.”

“Take care. And good luck.” He tilted his head toward the two females and winked.

Rohan called after them as they left. “It isn’t like that!”

Wildeye nudged his arm. “What did he mean? What do you mean?”

“Nothing. He’s got a weird sense of humor. Now, what about you? You said you wanted to talk to me, right? What about?”

“It’s kind of personal.”

“Okay. Do you want to tell someone else, maybe? Wei Li’s a great listener. I’m sure she’d like to hear all about it.”

“No.” She lowered her voice, checking to see that Wei Li and Katya weren’t listening. “Just, keep it to yourself, okay?”

“Sure. Keep what to myself?”

“It’s about my sister.”

“Your sister. You mentioned a sister. Older. A Hybrid.”

“Yes. My dead older sister.”

“What about her?”

“She sent me a message.”
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Legacy of Clear Eyes


Rohan looked up at the ceiling, then at the passing crowds and the rows of buildings lining the fifty-meter-wide promenade. Ang leaned over Katya so he could join the tile game she played with Wei Li.

Could Clear Eyes be alive? What did I see exactly on Toth 3 on that day . . . two years ago?

No. A kaiju tore her to pieces and ate her. Nothing could have brought her back from that.

Right?

He cleared his throat and met Wildeye’s hopeful gaze. “What kind of message? I’m not following you.”

“She recorded a message and loaded it into a ship’s comm system. It was set to deliver when it could transmit through a sublight system. It’s more secure that way. You know, interstellar transmissions are monitored, but there’s way too much local traffic for anybody to listen to it all.”

“Right. Of course.”

“I’ve been logged in here for a few days, and nothing. But last night, after dinner, I got a ping.

“A ship sent me her final message. The timestamp is two years ago, a couple of days after she disappeared.”

“Did you . . . read it?”

“Of course. She and her squad had taken a stealth ship of some kind and come here. To Toth.”

“Did she say why?”

“No. To be honest, it wasn’t much of a message. Hello, how are you, are you still seeing that guy, I saw a dress you’d like on Rampagen 5. Sister stuff.”

“I’ve never had a sibling.”

“Our father is a bit unusual. He liked to raise his children together. Most Hybrids don’t know their siblings. Half-siblings.”

“No. But not the point. So, you know she came here. What then?”

“That’s the thing. I’ve known for a long time that she left her post, along with her squad, and never returned. Now I know that she came here. And the ship she was on is still around. How is that possible?”

Rohan rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know. A lot of ships come and go. Maybe her ship transferred its messages to another ship? To try to get it to you.”

She shrugged and looked at him with sad eyes.

Katya leapt into the air with a whoop after winning a hand of tiles against Wei Li. The security chief looked up, noticing Rohan’s attention, and shrugged helplessly. Ang leaned back, lips pulled back from his black gums in a smile.

Wildeye swallowed. “I know you don’t know anything about this.” Oh, is that what you know? “But I don’t know this station like you do. You’re a tow chief, you know the ships, what comes and goes. I just need a little help.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Find that ship. It’s not just a favor to me, right? I bet Wistful would want to know about a stealth ship sneaking around her system. An il’Drach ship. I bet the Assessor would be interested, too. Since as far as I can tell, the ship never returned to official duty.”

“Maybe getting an Assessor involved in your sister’s disappearance is not the greatest idea, Wildeye. They tend to have one solution to everything they think is a problem, and it’s a very expensive one.” I don’t like this. I’m not exactly lying, but I’m definitely misleading her.

“No, no. You’re right. I’m the last person who should be talking to them anyway. Being a deserter. You see, that’s why I need your help! I don’t know if I’m coming or going. After so many years in Fleet, I’m lost on my own.”

Rohan sighed. “Okay. I’ll try.”

“Thank you, Rohan. I really do appreciate it.” She put her hands on his forearm, her pinky fingers idly twirling his hair.

Oh boy.

“I said I’ll try, not that I think it’s going to get us anywhere.”

“I understand.”

Wei Li’s tablet beeped angrily. She turned it over and read, her forehead tightening.

The security chief stood. “I need to attend to something.”

Katya looked up at her. “Let’s play again later!”

“I am quite busy, Katya. But I will try to make time.”

“Thank you thank you!”

Wildeye gave her a little wave. “Bye!”

Rohan watched his friend hurry away, speaking rapidly into her tablet.

That’s not a good sign. But she’ll call me if she needs me.

He faced Wildeye again. “If your sister was in Toth, where did she go?”

“Her message said she arrived at the system, but it didn’t mention anything else.”

“So she wasn’t on Wistful.”

“Not as far as I can tell. Hey, I bet Wei Li would know. I should ask her.”

“You do that.” Wei Li never saw Clear Eyes; she never came near the station. “Do you know the name of the ship that sent you the message?”

“No, but I have a comm ID. Is that helpful? What can I do with a comm ID?”

“You can go through the docking records to see if you can find her ship. The records are public. You know how to do searches like that?” Void’s Shadow doesn’t dock at Wistful, not officially.

“I can figure it out.”

“Great. In the meantime, do you think you and Ang can take care of Katya for a while? I have a shift.”

“You’re going to tow ships while all this stuff is going on?”

“Someone has to.”

She shrugged. “Okay. I’ll take Katya shopping. You should keep an ear open, though. I bet Wei Li is going to need some help soon.”

“What are you talking about?”

She pointed toward the western arm of the station. “The civilians are getting restless. They don’t like the Ohnians on board. They’ve been protesting. Some of them, mostly kids for now, have gone a little beyond just holding signs and shouting slogans. But you and I both know how this goes, right? You spent ten years in Fleet. It’s only going to escalate. Wei Li isn’t equipped to handle this.”

“You don’t think so? She has a security force.”

“They’re too soft here. She and Wistful both. This isn’t a democracy, is it? We’re literally inside Wistful. Her word is law. When people fight against that, they need a reminder. A strong reminder. Wei Li is too gentle.”

“You would handle things differently?”

“You bet I would. Wipe out the top ten percent of the crowd, just one time, and I promise you these protests go away. Forever.”

Rohan sighed. “That’s not how we do things here.”

“That’s your problem. Anyway, you go tow ships. I’ll take Katya shopping in the eastern arm, away from the ugliness. And thanks.”

“Sure.”

Ang clapped a heavy hand on Rohan’s shoulder. “Do not be for worrying, Brother Rohan. Ang will be for taking good care of both ladies.”

“Never doubted you for a moment, Ang.”

Katya turned to him and slipped her translator off. “You are trying to leave me behind?”

He pointed up at the clear ceiling. “I have to work, and you’re not cleared to fly around with me.”

“What does this mean, cleared?”

He paused. “This station, where we’re standing? She’s alive. And she decides who she trusts near her. It’s . . . it’s the law.”

Katya frowned. “The law here says I can’t fly through space with you?”

“Exactly. You might get lost. Or hit something. But it’s fine, it’s very safe. People very rarely try to kill me while I’m working.”

“Rarely.”

“Very. I promise, we’ll get you a helmet and teach you to fly and fight out there, okay? But right now, you can’t protect me while I work.”

“You will return?”

“As soon as I can. What I need from you is to get clothes so you can fit in, and to learn your way around the station. Figure out the transportation, where to eat, everything, okay? Let Wildeye help you. And Ang, he’s comfortable here now. It’s been two years.”

“I will go with Wildeye and Ang. They seem very nice.”

“Don’t let Ang buy you anything to drink, okay? Nothing but water.”

“Why?”

“I’ll show you another time.”
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Rohan shot up into the air, turned just before reaching the diamond ceiling, and flew toward Wistful’s central hub. He entered the hub, slowing as he traversed its relatively narrow corridors, and turned to the western arm of the cross-shaped station.

After two and a half years living on Wistful, Rohan had a good sense for the mood of the population. He knew how loud the lines at food kiosks were, could read the energy levels of the children playing ball on the promenade, could see how fast workers walked to and from the staircases that led them down to the transport level. He knew how much laughter, how many shouts and gibes and yells and comments would normally reach him as he flew overhead.

He reached the halfway point along the west arm certain that the population was in distress. Not to the level he’d seen during the Imperial siege a year earlier, but close.

The citizens of the station knew the Empire was taking a strong interest in their system, and they wanted nothing to do with it. The presence of the Ohnians clearly wasn’t helping.

The promenade was rolling grass, usually marred only by a scattering of benches and random pieces of sporting equipment. As he approached, he saw almost no green. A city of tents covered what had been common parkland.

In front of the tents, a crowd of humanoids had gathered, dozens of species, holding signs and chanting something vaguely hostile, a handful of them keeping to a rhythm while the rest yelled expletives at random intervals.

Uniformed security stood between the protesters and the tents, not making contact but holding up riot shields and making it clear they were willing to get physical if push came to literal shove.

Rohan slowed as he buzzed the crowd. A few protesters at the rear noticed him, quickly notifying their neighbors, and soon a thousand eyes were on him as he landed.

Wei Li had just arrived; she checked in with her lieutenants, surveyed the area, and issued swift commands. She saw him walking up and shook her head softly.

On the other side of the security line, the Ohnians had gathered, blocking the way to their tents. One of the rare cyclopean species, a single eye the size of a tea saucer dominated the space above their flat, broad noses. They had moderate skin tones, tans and browns and something that might look orange under the right lighting, and long, lanky builds.

Rohan stood patiently until Wei Li made eye contact.

She shook her head again. “Have you lost something? Keys? An identification card?”

“No. Why?”

“I cannot think of another reason you would be here right now.”

“You can’t? I’m sure that’s wrong. In fact, I bet you know exactly why I’m here. Curse of being an empath.”

“I know exactly how you feel about being here. Being an empath doesn’t tell me why. I do, in fact, know why, but that is because I am modestly proficient in the arts of both deduction and induction.”

“I think you’re trying to distract me with the fact that I can’t keep those two straight so I don’t ask you any questions you don’t want to answer.”

“I have found that a useful strategy when dealing with you, yes. Come, ask. I want to walk the perimeter.”

“Can you tell me why the Ohnians are living in tents? I know Wistful has empty housing on at least two arms.”

Wei Li led him north to the edge of the promenade, then along the border of the tent city. She scanned the ground and surrounding buildings, carefully looking for Rohan didn’t know what.

“The Ohnians have a very spiritual culture. They spend the majority of their time meditating, and they say that requires more natural surroundings.”

“You mean they don’t live in buildings? They didn’t, back on Ohn?”

“They do, but they prefer not to. They requested housing as similar to their cultural standard as possible, and, despite my protestations, Wistful agreed.”

“Your protestations.”

“Tolerating fifty thousand refugees is asking a good deal of people. Tolerating fifty thousand people who are taking up your precious public spaces is asking quite a bit more. People were dismayed to find the Ohnian elders digging trenches in the grass to accommodate a river so the sound of running water could enhance their religious practices.”

“Digging a river on a space station? You’re joking.”

“If I were joking, Rohan, my words would be funny, and you would be laughing, perhaps to the point of hysteria. Because I am a very humorous person. But, instead, my words are sad and tragic. So no, I am not joking.”

“Did anybody explain to them that it just won’t work? For all the reasons?”

“It was attempted. I do not believe they are inclined to listen. To be fair, the entire population is deeply traumatized, and for good cause.”

“Is that what the protests are about? They don’t like people living on their playgrounds? Digging up the grass?”

She paused. “It is slightly more than that. The Ohnians have been making demands about traffic through the promenade during what they term ‘peaceful hours.’”

“I’m going to guess they don’t just mean the middle of the night.”

“Their definition is considerably more expansive. They insist on silence as well, and that is presenting quite an inconvenience for people who live here. Especially the businesses that line the walkway.”

A pair of Ohnians pointed at Rohan, then began talking excitedly.

He focused on Wei Li. “Someone said something about violence.”

“Some Ohnian youths were attacked. We believe the perpetrators are locals. That prompted the enhanced security presence, which itself prompted the increasing vehemence of the protests. And that is how things became difficult in an alarmingly short period of time.”

“That’s why they pay you the big bucks, Wei Li. Or credits. Or gold. Meat? I have no idea what currency you’re paid in.”

The cluster of Ohnians pointing at Rohan grew, a pair of youths running off as if carrying a message.

“Today I wish my salary was in painkillers to take care of the headache I am developing.”

“Well, since you already have a headache, I might as well add to it by asking if you know why those guys are so excited to see me.”

She sighed. “I believe the Ohnians have heard about you, Rohan. From our good friend Hyperion. One will undoubtedly come along soon and say something to inflate your already swollen ego.”

“Hyperion told them about me?”

“Indeed. If you have any influence over them, please use it to put a stop to the digging. The maintenance chief finds me unbearably attractive and uses it as an excuse to try to talk to me. Which I do not enjoy.”

“Will do.”

A trio of Ohnians, skin well-wrinkled and paler than the others, rushed to intercept Wei Li and the Hybrid. He stopped to let them catch up; Wei Li waved goodbye and continued her perimeter walk.

The lead Ohnian folded narrow arms across his chest and bowed. “Tow Chief Second Class Rohan. It is our honor to meet you.”

He scratched his beard. “Hi. I don’t think it really is, but I’m not interested in arguing about it. Who are you?”

“I am Otaru Bahn. I am one of the elders here. The Great Hero has talked of you at length. He spoke of how you saved his life and acted as the mentor on his path to recovering himself.”

“Did he, now? That’s a very creative interpretation of what happened.”

Otaru’s expression didn’t flicker. “The Great Hero said that you would protect us. Guide us on our forward journey, we, the lost tribes of Ohn.”

“Did he. Just to make sure I’m not suffering under some hideous misunderstanding, we’re both talking about Hyperion, right?”

Otaru’s head bobbed up and down, his single pupil moving noticeably as it remained focused on Rohan. “That is the name he was known by in the before-times, yes.”

Rohan ran his fingers through his hair and exhaled slowly. “Hyperion said I’d protect you. This is probably the wrong question, but why didn’t any of you call me when you first got to the system?”

“We have not been in need of protection, Tow Chief Second Class Rohan. Or should I say, it is too late. Most of our people are dead.”

“I’m sorry about that.” Rohan took a deep breath; let it out. “Listen, I know this is difficult, but do you know why the il’Drach destroyed your people? They’ve tried to kill Hyperion before, but that always meant sending assassins. On Ohn, though . . .”

Otaru’s eye welled with tears. “We do not, Tow Chief Second Class Rohan. The il’Drach arrived in ships and destroyed all they saw. They offered no explanation, no reasoning. Only death. The Great Hero was no longer even on our world when they came.”

Rohan sighed. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“I agree. We are all hoping you can help us understand. We have been patiently awaiting you since our arrival.”

“Me?”

“To aid us in our spiritual journey as you aided The Great Hero.”

Rohan looked to see if Wei Li was still within earshot.

Otaru Bahn nodded again, then knelt on the grass, placed both hands palm down, and bowed his head. “We await your instruction, Tow Chief Second Class Rohan, spiritual advisor of The Great Hero.”

Ohnians to his left and right copied his posture, repeating the words.

Those outside that immediate area started to notice. In twos and threes they turned, saw Rohan, and knelt in the grass, murmuring.

Ohnians left their tents and joined their fellows.

Soon the tent city was full of kneeling Ohnians, surprised security officers, and one perplexed, blushing Hybrid.
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Failing Tests


Life, of some form or another, had been found wherever a planet had water, a gaseous atmosphere, or both. In the most acidic or generally toxic environments, under crushing pressures, in the absence or abundance of oxygen or nitrogen, at extremely low and high temperatures, life had found a way to persevere and, in many cases, thrive.

Not so for deep space.

Rohan had read tales of space whales, insect swarms launching themselves between galaxies, even horses galloping across meteor trails to traverse the vacuum between planets. In reality, nothing of the sort happened.

True vacuum was anathema to life of any kind.

Despite this, every time he pulled a mask over his face and slipped out of one of Wistful’s airlocks, it felt like going home.

Must be the work. Important but straightforward. Challenging but simple. I wish I’d gotten a job like this when I was twenty.

Then again, I probably wouldn’t have appreciated it.

Wistful had a queue of ships prepared for him to tow as soon as he made it into space. Not Wistful herself, precisely, but a subroutine that managed traffic. The station’s core intelligence was most likely focused on other matters.

At least as far as the Hybrid could tell.

He started his playlist and let the opening chord of “Aankh Marey” wash away his concerns.

No need to think about the damage Hyperion was causing. Or the fate of the Ohnians, homeless and lost, dying by the hundreds as their hibernation chambers failed.

No need to worry about Katya’s future, how she would miss her home and people. Or about Wildeye finding out that, in fact, Rohan already knew what had happened to her sister. All too well. Or how to complete Spiral’s ultimate technique, which he was certain was not, in fact, meant to uncork a wine bottle.

His sole responsibility, while in space, was to fly to the next ship, find its anchor point, and tow it to dock on Wistful. Then pull another ship away from the dock, avoiding the surrounding ships and shuttles dancing to and fro, and bring it out to the beacon perimeter.

Repeat.

Once he settled into his familiar rhythm, the morning shift flew by.

At his lunch break, he slipped into the station, picked up a sack of deep fried some-kind-of-animal covered in a sticky, spicy sauce, and checked messages.

Ang informing him that much shopping had been done and they had definitely not introduced Katya to alcohol and absolutely had not watched her drink herself into a stupor at Ang’s favorite bar.

Also, Katya was napping and should not be disturbed for several hours.

An interstellar communiqué from Tamaralinth Lastex; her vacation was going well, she was fine, looking forward to her return.

Rohan ignored the uncomfortable feeling in his belly and kept reading.

News reports and editorials about the Ohnians on Wistful.

Speculation about the reasons for the destruction of Ohn. Only a few mentioned Hyperion; Rohan wondered if that would change over the next few days.

A piece about a collection of restaurants offering traditional Ohnian dishes for a week to honor the station’s ‘new arrivals.’ Prix fixe with wine pairings from across the sector. Proceeds to assist with Ohnian housing costs.

I wonder if they realize Ohnians don’t have any housing costs. Wistful is providing everything they need.

Credit and ID cards were ready for Katya.

He returned to his playlist and the ever-present queue of ships.

Hours later, he settled Wishful Thinking into place with a clang of metal. He released the ship’s anchor point and tapped his comm to give her the all-clear signal when a piercing alarm rang through his bones.

He recognized the tone, a Fleet standard alarm for ships in critical distress. The voice that accompanied it carried the rumbly bass of a Rogesh.

“Mayday, mayday. This is the captain of Survivor’s Guilt. We have experienced heavy damage. I repeat, we have experienced heavy damage. Life support is compromised. We are in need of immediate assistance.

“I repeat, mayday, mayday. This is the captain—”

Rohan switched off the channel and accelerated away from the station. “Wistful, this is Tow Chief Rohan. Where do you want me?”

He listened to the entire refrain of “Baby Ko Bass Pasand Hai” before she answered.

“Rohan, Survivor’s Guilt is immediately adjacent to Repentant’s wormhole. Head there but do not make contact with the ship.”

“Why not? You’re not telling me we’re going to refuse to help her, are you? I’m sure you have an idea of what will happen if an Assessor dies in this system under your watch.”

“We are not going to refuse her help, Rohan. However, she is in substantial distress and may lash out at anyone in close proximity. I would prefer to limit any collateral damage incurred in her rescue. Please follow your instructions. Insatiable is already en route. As you know, she has a full complement of repair facilities as well as advanced medical infrastructure.”

Rohan exhaled as he moved, following the projections in his helmet. “Sorry. Guess I’m on edge.”

“If you want to be of help to me or to Survivor’s Guilt, I suggest you get your emotions under control. The current situation is generating tension on a number of fronts.”

“Yeah, no kidding. Sorry. I’ll be good.”

“Thank you. Make yourself available to Insatiable should she require your help.”

“Roger that.”

He switched channels. “Insatiable, where are you?”

“Captain Rohan! I didn’t even know you were back in the system! Nobody tells me anything. You’d think, as much as I talk to everybody, they’d share some news with me. But no, not a peep. How was the planet, Captain? Did your uniform still fit? Because when you went down there, you gained so much weight! That was a joke, I know your mass didn’t change. Probably not your volume either.”

Rohan swallowed. “Insatiable, this isn’t the time. Are you docked? Do you need a tow?”

“Sorry, Captain. A bit nervous here. You know how I babble when I’m nervous. When I was a transport, it drove my old captain crazy! I remember him so clearly, complaining that when you’re invading a planet or rushing to reinforce a position that’s being attacked and your transport is just chattering away about trivial nonsense, it’s just so frustrating.”

Try another approach. “I am sorry nobody told you I was here. I think people are a little close-mouthed with an Assessor hanging around. Speaking of whom . . .”

“Oh, right. The Assessor. Ahem. I’m on my way now, Captain! You should meet me there. In case they need a tow. Which they might, because it sounds like that ship is not in good shape at all.”

“You’re on the way? You weren’t docked? That’s what I needed to know.” He increased his acceleration, pushing harder toward the outer edge of the system.

“Oh, no. I almost miss my boring old dock! Not that it’s been very long. We’ve been flying all over, getting pieces ready for that big null-entropy field Professor Stone is trying to assemble. It’s going to be really big if it works! It’s all very exciting. Except I guess saving Survivor’s Guilt is more important. Although I don’t know if it really is. After all, it got damaged doing who-knows-what, and the Ohnians are dying because we wiped out their planet.”

Rohan swallowed. “Speaking of which, do you know anything about how she got damaged?”

“Oh gosh, no, Captain. I wish I did! But I bet I can guess. They were in Repentant’s system, right? Gee, I wonder how a ship might get damaged hanging around an all-but-abandoned system like that? How was that? I’m practicing my sarcasm.”

“You’re doing great. You think it was Repentant.”

“No, I think it was Vyrhicant. That little—oh, I promised not to use so many bad words. My new captain doesn’t think it’s appropriate.”

“That tracks.” He exhaled. If it was Vyrhicant, there was going to be more trouble. Then again, there would be trouble no matter who attacked the Assessor. “I’ll meet you there. Tell me if I can help.”

“Will do, Captain. To tell you the truth, I’m nervous for a couple of different reasons. It’s very confusing.”

“What reasons?”

“Dealing with Assessors is always stressful. But she’s not talking, Captain. We’ve only heard from her crew. Why isn’t she telling us anything?”

He glimpsed the dying Ohnian fleet as he passed Toth 4. “I don’t know, Insatiable. I have a feeling we’re going to find out.”
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The soft ping of a new tightbeam transmission sounded when he was halfway to the wormhole.

“Tow Chief Second Class Rohan here.”

“Rohan, it’s Wildeye.”

Rohan looked behind him, a reflexive but completely useless gesture in deep space. “Where are you?”

“I’m on my way.”

“Why? No, don’t tell me. Does Wistful know you’re flying around?”

“She knows I left. I’m sure she can guess I didn’t just take this particular moment to tour Toth 3 or anything.”

“Don’t go to Toth 3. You won’t come back. But no, that’s not the point. I asked the wrong question. Did she give you permission to leave?”

“She opened the airlock!”

“Really?”

“Well, I told her that if she didn’t, I would tear a hole in her hull and leave that way. So . . .”

“Wildeye, you can’t do things like that.”

“Sure I can. She didn’t attack me or anything.”

“No, not right now she didn’t. But she doesn’t have to let you stay, and you don’t exactly have a plethora of other options, do you? Have you forgotten your status with the Empire?”

“No, I haven’t, and that’s why I had to do something. This is an opportunity, Rohan, the kind of chance we’re not going to see a lot.”

“No, it isn’t, Wildeye.” He tumbled mid-vacuum, as if he could catch a glimpse of her coming behind him, then reoriented himself. “There’s no opportunity here. Go back.”

“Do you even know what I’m talking about?”

“Let me take a wild guess. You want to attack the Assessor. I’m telling you, that’s a terrible idea, don’t do it, go back to the station and . . . I was going to say have a drink but apparently you’ve already been doing that.”

“Don’t blame me that your lady friend has no tolerance.”

“She’s not my—what do you mean ‘tolerance’? She’s literally never tasted alcohol before! She’s never had anything that wasn’t meat!”

“She started with just one sip, okay? And she liked it. Soon she wanted more. I don’t know, she’s a grownup, what were we supposed to do, force her to stop?”

“Yes! Yes, that’s what you were supposed to do. That’s what I asked you to do.”

“You’re just trying to distract me! You know what the Assessors do, Rohan. They kill billions.”

“Technically, they order the deaths of billions, they don’t kill too many themselves. We’re the ones who kill billions. People like us, Wildeye.”

“And we have a chance to do something about it! Today! To get a little payback for all those orders.” Her voice choked around her words.

“It’s not going to work.”

“Of course it will. Their ship is damaged. The security on board is nothing. You and I, together, we can take them out.”

“That’s not what I meant. Yes, we could. But it won’t work.”

“What do you mean it won’t work? Are you too scared?”

“Not of the Assessor. Well, no, I am afraid of the Assessor. They’re terrifying. But that’s not what I meant. It won’t work, Wildeye. You need to go back.”

“Why won’t it work? You think they’re sending in reinforcements? You think the Rogesh security will put up a fight?”

“No. It won’t work for you, Wildeye. You’ll kill them, and you’ll just have more blood on your hands.”

“I might not feel better, but there will be one fewer Assessor in the sector. That sounds like a win to me.”

“It’s not. You know what they are. The il’Drach will just breed more. More babies tortured, turned into those . . . things. And in the meantime? You think fewer Assessors will mean fewer deaths? The ones that are left will just get more aggressive.”

“That’s fear talking. You don’t want to face them, so you’re making up stories.”

“What if I am, Wildeye? You think the il’Drach will just sit by and leave this system alone? They’ll find out what happened and send a fleet here.”

“You held them off before.”

“Yeah. See, here’s the thing. You say that as if it means our chances of doing it a second time are good. I hear you say it and I think we got super lucky that first time, and lightning never strikes the same spot twice.”

“I can’t just sit by and do nothing, Rohan.”

“Yes, you can. You know who can’t? Hyperion. You want to see what happens when you go after the il’Drach? Talk to him. Go. I’ll buy you a ticket on the next ship to wherever in the sector he’s hiding now, and you can join his little band of merry Hybrids.”

“I don’t want to.”

“You don’t, you know why? Because you understand that he got a billion Ohnians killed. Maybe you’re not sure exactly how, but you know he did. And you know that as much as we like the idea of standing up to the Empire, wiping out entire races of people is not a step in the right direction.”

“It isn’t.”

He sighed. “I would love to take the fight to the il’Drach. I would. But if we do, it has to be smart. It has to be measured. It’s not about killing people and compromising the sector of this system. Which, I might add, is one of the few places in the sector where we can even have this sort of conversation safely.”

“I have to do something. I couldn’t save the Ohnians. I lost my job, my purpose. I don’t even have family anymore.”

“You did save the Ohnians. Fifty million of them. Go back to Wistful and do what you can to keep them safe.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Hang out by their ridiculous tents and make sure nobody picks on them. Volunteer to help the Stones fix up their fleet so they don’t die out in space. Get a job so you can make some money to help them out.”

“What kind of job? I don’t know how to do anything.”

“Rudra save me. Wildeye, you’re a Hybrid. Work construction. Security. Learn how to tow ships. You have Powers that are literally, what, one in ten million? One in a hundred million? You’re the most valuable biological asset in the sector. You can do anything you want. You don’t have to be a soldier. That’s just what the il’Drach taught you. Don’t listen to them.”

He flipped and began decelerating to match the velocity of the damaged ship.

“Wildeye? You still there?”

“I’m thinking.”

“Good. Great. That’s a great start. It’s hard, right? All those years of training. They teach you to act, not to think.”

“How did you get so good at it?”

“My dad was weird. And I didn’t used to be. Took a long time to learn to think before acting. I still fall into old habits. Sometimes. Look, I’ll make things easier for you. You’re conflicted, right? Well, don’t be. If you try to attack the Assessor’s ship, I’ll stop you. With force. And we both know that will just result in you taking a beating and not getting revenge on anybody for anything.”

“You’ll protect the Assessor? After they condemned billions to death?”

“Yeah. They had reasons. We might not like those reasons, but taking revenge like this won’t bring those people back or make things better. So I’ll stop you. Neither of us will enjoy that, and you won’t get what you want. See? I made it simple.”

He counted five breaths before she responded.

“Okay. I’ll stay away from the Assessor.”

“Good. Thanks. I’m going to see if I can help her.”

“Why? I get the point of not attacking, but if things are so bad on that ship, why not sit back and just . . . let her die?”

“Because there’s a ship in distress in my system, and just letting her die is not how I do things.”
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Drowning the Lifeguard


Graphics overlaid on his mask showed him both Insatiable and Survivor’s Guilt only minutes away from him and, curiously, from each other.

Insatiable opened a tightbeam connection, joining him to a loop that included both ships.

“—crazy. We can’t communicate with either of them.” The deep voice broke ever so slightly on the word ‘either,’ a rare sign of panic from a Rogesh.

Insatiable responded. “We can’t close while she’s firing claws at us, Captain. I’d like to help, I really would, but I would just be getting us killed for no reason. You’re just going to have to find a way to shut down the weapon systems if you want us to help you.”

Rohan grunted. “This is Rohan. What happened to her?”

Insatiable answered. “She took some heavy damage from Repentant, Captain. At least one claw went right through her positronic brain.”

The Rogesh broke in over the loop. “Griffin, the warship attacked us first. Vyrhicant. We fended him off and were leaving the system when Repentant attacked. I’ve never seen a claw attack that savage.”

The Hybrid grunted. “Call me Rohan. Even over a closed channel. She’s not dead, clearly, or she wouldn’t be able to fire her claws. She won’t respond to you?”

The Rogesh coughed. “She’s spouting gibberish . . . Rohan. Our engineers think the damage encompassed the language processing parts of her brain.”

“You can’t repair it?”

“We’re trying, sir. Er, Rohan. But the positronic chamber is flooded with energy. Plasma as well as esoteric. Nobody on board can get near it.”

“What about Twa’para? They’re a Hybrid, right?”

“Twa’para . . . isn’t responding either. They were injured by a second claw, along with two of the instruments. We sent two crew to their chamber, and neither are responding to hails. The Assessor seems very angry.”

Rohan hissed. “Two claws, and one took out the ship’s brain and the other the Assessor? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“No, sir. I told you, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Insatiable, what can you do here?”

“Captain, I’d love to say that I could swoop in, pull Survivor’s Guilt into dock, and fully repair her. And I would say that, but I also don’t like to lie, and that would be a lie. I got close, and her claws did some minor damage. If I tried to dock her, it would be a lot worse. More than I can handle.”

“If I can disable her weapons, you can do something?”

“If the claws are offline, I can attach and do something about the life support, but I can’t get into her brain and repair that damage by myself. Not the way their crew is describing her condition.”

“Okay. Captain, what’s your name?”

“I am Captain Tonkin, sir.”

“You don’t have to call me sir, I’m retired.”

“I am under instructions from the Assessor, sir.”

“Of course you are.”

“Sir, we are running out of time. Survivor’s Guilt has turned off life support.”

“Can’t you get out? Use shuttles or something.”

“She wrecked the escape pods, sir. And we can’t leave the Assessor. Or the instruments.”

Rohan sighed. “And the Assessor isn’t letting anybody get close. Because they’re probably in a berserker rage, or on the verge of it, and it’s taking everything they have not to tear the ship into pieces.”

“How do you know that, sir?”

“I don’t. I’m guessing. But it’s a really good guess. I’ve seen powerful Hybrids who aren’t used to combat before. They don’t know how to handle the rage. Unlike, say, me. I’m angry all the time; it’s old news.”

“Yes, sir. Can you help us? The instruments are very valuable. As is the Assessor.”

Rohan sighed. “You’re just as valuable. At least to me. And I’m not inclined to write off Survivor’s Guilt. But I’ll need some help.”

“Whatever we can do, sir. And regardless of outcome, it’s been a pleasure to meet you.”

“Give it time, you’ll probably change your mind. Here’s what I need.”
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Survivor’s Guilt’s ramblings truly were nonsense; even with Fire Speech, as much as Rohan tried to focus on the meanings behind her words, he couldn’t make it out.

He did catch snippets. Angry, pain-filled, confused snippets.

The ship lived in a world of pain and fear. Did not understand what was happening to her. Lashed out at anything close, including her own crew. And any would-be rescuers.

She flew in an erratic, irregular pattern, jerking motions that didn’t really get her anywhere. She had deployed six claws which slid through space on equally unpredictable trajectories, prescribing an ever-widening space where nothing could approach unharmed.

“Are those projections ready?”

The Rogesh captain grunted. “A few more seconds, sir. Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Who, me? Fly inside the brain of a very angry warship so I can repair it with my bare hands? Absolutely. I like to live dangerously. Besides, think how much this will impress all the ladies back home. I’ll say, ‘guess where these hands have been?’ and they never will. I’ll seem all mysterious. Women like that. So I’m told.”

“Yes, sir. I’ve heard that as well.”

“Then, you must get a lot of action. You work for an Assessor. Hardly anybody in the sector even knows what that is.”

The Rogesh laughed, a sound somewhere between a bark and the roar of an angry bear. “You speak truth! I tell the females my job is dangerous and so secret I cannot even speak the name of my ship or assignment. But they can see captain’s bars on my uniform and know that I get the best seats at every dining establishment. The combination is a potent aphrodisiac.”

“I’m sure you have kids on a dozen planets across the sector, Captain Tonkin. Let’s see if we can get you through this so you get to see some of them again.”

“I would appreciate it, sir. But more important, protect the Assessor.”

Rohan listened for the ding that told him the projections were downloaded. The diagram popped up in his helmet, superimposed over live images.

The inside of the ship’s brain looked as if a team of angry weasels were having a welding fight inside a bowl of mercury. Sparks and splashes of metal flew everywhere.

Repentant’s claws had torn completely through the section housing the ship’s brain, exposing it to space. Eight fat conduit ends, torn and raw, wiggled and spewed their contents haphazardly.

Rohan was familiar with the architecture. The conduits carried power, direct neural connections, and a viscous fluid filled with repair and growth nanobots, beads of raw material, and lubricant.

That fluid, effectively the blood of a ship, drizzled out of her into space, sizzling and steaming as it touched exposed jets of plasma and arcs of electricity.

Rohan exhaled slowly.

Here goes nothing. Well, not nothing. Something? What does that expression even mean? Focus, Rohan. This isn’t the time.

“Captain, I’m going to try to calm her down. You obviously have comms. Take whatever I’m saying and pipe it directly into any audio pickups you can find. I want her to hear me.”

“How is that going to help? Her language centers are damaged.”

“I’m not sure. I think I can reach her with Fire Speech. It’s pure meaning. Or something like that. Don’t ask me, I don’t understand it.”

“Will do, sir. We’ll be ready in a minute or two.”

Rohan waited, watching the ship’s path, plotting an approach vector that minimized his exposure to her claws.

This is a terrible idea.

“Insatiable. Make me a promise.”

“Of course, Captain! I mean, I promise to consider it. I’m not promising anything without hearing what it is. I did that once, and it did not turn out well. It was a survey ship, what was her name? I can’t—”

“Tell me later, okay? Just promise that if I die in there, you’ll tell Tamaralinth I’m sorry.”

“Sure, Captain. But please don’t die, I would be very sad.”

“Thanks. That’s very sweet. Okay, the audio started. Here I go.”

He paused, checking the paths of the claws, then began a rapid spiral that he thought would keep him clear of them all.

As he began to move, the claws shifted, directing themselves toward him. He started talking, using the clearest Fire Speech he could muster.

“Listen, Survivor’s Guilt. That’s who you are. I’m Rohan. I’m here to help you.”

If she heard, or understood, she gave no sign.

He twisted out of the way of one claw, then grunted as another struck him sideways across the backs of his legs.

“I know you’re hurting. You’re confused. I promise, I can help.”

He bent at the waist; in an atmosphere, he would have felt a whoosh of air as a claw passed within centimeters of his belly, but all he got was a cold chill in his back.

“I’m a friend.” That’s a bit of a stretch. Oh well, lying for a good cause is okay, right? “I’m here to help. We can help you, Survivor’s Guilt. That’s all we want.”

She retreated, putting a kilometer between them before he could react, then closed again, her claws dancing a deadly waltz around his body.

“I understand why you’re lashing out, okay? It’s fine. Nobody’s mad. But you’re making it really hard to help you.”

She slipped to the right; he guessed wrong and missed her by a hundred meters.

“We want to help you. I promise. Let me come over, and you’re going to feel so much better.”

He guessed again, correctly this time. He caught the edges of the meter-diameter hole in her hull with both hands and gripped the armor plating until it bent under his fingers, anchoring himself in place as she spun and tumbled to work him free.

“I know it’s scary. Nobody likes having other people touch their insides. Well, depends on the insides, I guess. Their brains. Sorry, bad joke.”

He stiffened as a wiggling conduit touched the side of the chamber, running what felt like a thousand amps of electricity through his body.

“Oof. That was electrifying. Get it? No, sorry. No jokes. This is serious.” His breath was fast and high in his chest. Muscles in his cheeks and neck twitched, contorting his face.

The inside of the ship’s brain was a labyrinth; banks of computational arrays separated by enough space for human techs to walk through, fat pipes connecting them at odd heights.

A diagram projected inside his mask showed the way. He needed to get farther in, grab two ends of one of the conduits, and join them. The nanobots would engage, sealing them shut and repairing the connections inside.

“I want to help you, and I will. But I really need you to do something from your side as well. You need to help me.”

The raw end of the conduit danced and jerked, spraying sparks and droplets of ship’s blood. He grabbed it, bracing for the shock and pain of the fresh round of electrocution.

His jaw tightened too much for him to speak. He pulled Power through his body, feeling anger rising like bile at the back of his throat, as he yanked the conduit taut, stepping closer to the other end.

His vision cleared, despite the arcs of lightning playing around the room, and his jaw loosened.

Don’t let the anger into your voice. Don’t scare her.

Be nice.

“I need you to calm down. You’re scared, but I’m here to help. It’s hard when you’re ramping up the Power in this side of your brain.”

He twisted to the side as a claw nearly skewered him.

“You need to cut that out. You’re only hurting yourself, Survivor’s Guilt. You don’t want that.” Unless she does. Unless that’s the problem. Unless her name is just as much a cry for help as it sounds.

The conduits resisted as he pulled them together, the ship’s Power fighting him every centimeter, but, with a growl, he forced them to touch.

Held them in place while the ship’s blood did its job.

He switched to Drachna. “Captain Tonkin.”

“Yes, er, Rohan?”

“I have a question.”

He relaxed his grip slightly, testing to see if the conduit would hold together.

It did.

He ducked under a rainbow of sparks, sidestepped a high-pressure stream of fluid, and grabbed the next conduit end as if it were a striking snake.

“What were you doing? When Vyrhicant attacked you? Exactly?”

Current ran through him, frizzing out his hair and burning his eyes. He summoned more Power and grabbed for the other side of the broken conduit.

“We were orbiting the planet, not far from Repentant.”

Rohan yanked the conduit taut, dodged another of the ship’s claws, and connected it to its opposite half.

Insatiable pinged him. “Captain Rohan, she’s not using all her claws anymore. There are only two left.”

“Good. Get closer when you can. Captain Tonkin, you were saying?”

“We did send shuttles to the surface. To explore the ruins there.”

“Ah.”

“We were supposed to! That was part of the treaty, Rohan, sir. Repentant had agreed to it.”

The Hybrid held the ends of the second conduit together while they sealed. A heavy surge of electricity tore across his back, burning his hair and locking up the muscles in his arms. When it passed, they trembled with soreness.

He paused, breathed deeply, and willed the anger away. He switched languages again. “I’m hurting here, Survivor’s Guilt. I know you don’t mean it, but I can’t take much more of this. I’m halfway done, okay? You just have to do your part. Help me out. Just relax. Just let go of the pain. Think about . . . something else.”

A puddle of fluid rose up, informed by the ship’s esoteric energies, and speared through Rohan’s side.

Hey. Using its own blood as a weapon. That’s my trick. I thought I patented that.

Gonna have to file a complaint somewhere.

His blood mixed with the ship’s as he pressed the next pair of conduit ends together.

With a gasp, he let go.

“I’m almost done. I know it doesn’t feel like it, does it? That’s the thing with brain injuries. It hurts more when they start to heal. I bet you’re understanding more and more, though, am I right?”

He grabbed the loose end of the last severed conduit; missed.

“You’ve got to stop struggling. I’m almost there. Then a real ship with real engineers can get here and make sure you’re okay.”

He grabbed again, made it. He dug his fingers into the metal, slippery with ship’s blood, and wrestled it into place.

“Maybe I’ve been doing this wrong. You don’t care if you live or die, do you? You’re tired of this work. Tired of this life. Is that right?”

What does she care about? How do I motivate her, if she doesn’t even want to live?

Electricity arced through his arm; the world went white. He bit his tongue and tasted blood.

“You got me good that time. Listen. I have bad news. You’re going to get fixed. It’s a done deal. There’s only one more conduit. You can keep fighting, and if you’re very lucky, you might manage to kill me. But the others will finish the repairs afterward.”

Another shock; blood leapt to life from puddles at his feet and drove spikes through his lower legs.

He grunted. “But you don’t want that, do you, Survivor’s Guilt. You know why? It will only make you feel bad. You’re not angry at me. If I’m gone, who’s going to stop the Assessors? Who’s going to make the il’Drach think twice before wiping out a planet full of people? It’s not Hyperion. He’s too stupid and reckless. Who’s the one they respect? Who’s the one who keeps them up at night?

“You really don’t want to kill me. I’m the one your boss is worried about. And, let’s face it, if you end that, if you give them back their peace of mind, that will bother you, won’t it? Bother you a lot.”

He held the conduit and waited.

Blood pooled and stilled along the floor.

He grabbed the other side and pulled, bridging the gap in the last conduit.

Held it.

As the metal frothed and bubbled at the edges, finally sealing tight, he dropped to a knee, panting.
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Retest


Rohan stood, pulling hard to free his knee from the sticky goo covering the floor.

He switched back to Drachna. “Cleanup in aisle seven!”

Captain Tonkin responded. “I do not understand, sir.”

Insatiable broadcast a giggle; a completely artificial noise, as she had no actual mouth or lips to giggle with. “That’s just Captain Rohan’s way of talking. He can be very silly, always making little jokes based on his own culture. You should just go along with it.”

Rohan grunted. “And you should have more respect. I almost died in here. Send in whatever help you can; her braincase is all torn up.”

Tonkin coughed. “Right away, sir. Life support is back online. She hasn’t spoken yet.”

“I’ve done what I can in here. On to the next problem.” He stood slowly, giving his shaky legs time to settle.

Insatiable continued. “Approaching now. We can pull you into an empty bay so there’s better support for the work on the outer hull. Extending a tether for life support now.”

Rohan held on to the hole leading outside, steadied himself, then flew out, keeping close to the hull as he searched out the prow airlock.

“Little pigs, little pigs, let me in.”

Tonkin’s voice answered. “Excuse me, sir?”

“Sorry, I’m a little woozy. Electrocution. Open the airlock, please. There’s no door in the braincase, remember? It’s not like she’s encouraging people to walk inside her mind.”

“Of course, sir. We’ll get you an escort. You’ll be attending to the Assessor?”

“Yeah. Attending. In attendance. Are they doing anything?”

“No, sir. Should I send more crew up to check on them?”

“Not unless you have someone you really want to get rid of. I bet they’re on the brink. They’ll kill anyone they see.”

“Perhaps you should step back, then, sir. You’re already quite badly injured.”

“What, this? It’s only a flesh wound.”

“Sir, forgive me, but you’re mostly flesh.”

Rohan laughed. “Oh, that’s a good one. I like you, Tonkin. I like you so much I’m going to prevent your boss from killing you and everybody else on board this ship.”

“Yes, sir. That would be quite a relief to all of us.”

Rohan laughed again as the hatch dilated open. He stepped through, nodding to the security team he’d seen on his last visit, short one member.

“Gentlemen. Take me to your leader.” They shared confused glances, then ushered him up the hallway.

The Hybrid slipped his mask into his uniform hood. He ran fingers through hair which threatened to blossom into a cloud structure, supercharged with static. He sniffed hard, smelling burnt hair in his own nostrils, and coughed.

“I smell smoke and the smoke is me. I need a nap. If I were il’Zkin, I would absolutely be napping right now. You guys have no idea how much they sleep. It’s really quite admirable.”

The soldiers ignored him. They stopped in front of the elevator shaft and pointed.

The doors were wedged open, the metal twisted and torn. The elevator itself was a wreck that looked more like modern art than a once-functional piece of machinery.

“Is there atmosphere in there?”

One of the guards looked at his forearm, consulting a screen, then nodded. “Yes, sir. For the moment.”

“Super. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck, sir.”

He stepped into the shaft and immediately stepped back out. The Assessor’s aura pushed down against him, a storm of rage, barely controlled, at least equal to anything he’d felt from Hybrids in Rrekha’s class in full berserker state.

His own Power churned behind him, eager to respond, desperate to rise to the challenge.

To fight back. To show the Assessor who was the greater Power. To show them the difference between an administrator and a soldier who made his living wrist-deep in the blood of the Empire’s enemies.

Rohan hung his head and exhaled slowly, emptying his lungs, and held it.

This isn’t the time. Stay calm.

They need you calm. That’s the only way everybody gets off this ship alive.

Rohan inhaled sharply, exhaled slowly, held his breath.

And again.

The air still smelled of red and fire, but his Power calmed, simmering but not boiling, ready to rise but not pushing at his restraint.

He gathered a bit of it and flew up through the shaft.

It took increasing effort to push through the Assessor’s aura. He whispered his mantra under his breath and did it, shrugging away equally strong impulses to run away and to charge in firing punches.

They are strong. It would be such a shame to survive fixing this ship’s brain only to die here.

He rose up through the floor of the instrument chamber.

Two security officers lay sprawled on the floor just outside the hatch, their torsos pulverized through heavy armor by single strikes of nearly unimaginable power.

Matching holes were visible on opposite sides of the octagonal room, covered by emergency hull patches. Obviously the work of a very carefully placed and forcefully driven claw.

Repentant is a monster. It’s a good thing he’d been starving for a hundred centuries when I fought him or I’d have a hole like that through me.

Two of the pods were wrecked, the regen liquid streaked with blood, the heads of the respective humanoids hanging limp on their necks. The remaining instruments watched him with open, emotionless eyes.

The Assessor faced him from flanking positions: male to his left, female to his right, each body in a combat posture, ready to strike at any available opening.

Both bodies were injured; wide tears in the male’s side and the female’s thigh dripped hot blood onto the floor.

He lifted his hands. “I know what you’re feeling. I’m the only one who does. Well, the instruments do, but I’m the only one who’s been there. We’re going to need you to calm down.”

The Assessor hissed. The male spoke. “You shouldn’t have come up here.”

“You are absolutely right. Yet here I am. I’m just trying to get you some help, Assessor Twa’para. You’re injured. We’d like to take care of you.”

“I am very, very angry now, Griffin. I would very much like to hit somebody. It is your misfortune that you chose this time to visit me.”

Rohan sighed and watched as the twin-bodied Hybrid summoned their Power.

Energy rose from the bodies in twin cyclones; separate, yet somehow obviously identical. Power circled, faster and faster, through both bodies, forming nearly solid cylinders around each.

Rohan watched, his Third Eye wide open, as the energy passed from the female to the male, her stream adding to his own, forming a cylinder of Power that might have rivaled Hyperion’s.

The energy condensed, pressing into a shorter, then skinnier shape. Streaks of hellfire and lightning appeared in the current, lines of black winding around them, energy condensing further and further into a ball.

Centered on the male’s right fist.

They’re going to punch me.

It’s going to be like getting hit by a freight train.

Or a thousand freight trains. Going the speed of light.

I’m about to be obliterated.

I can’t dodge. They’re an empath; they’ll sense it, follow me. I can’t survive that impact. I need to absorb all that force.

Absorb.

Like a shock absorber.

A spring.

Huh. Springs. That’s a thought.

A spring looks a lot like a corkscrew. Or a helix.

His Power surged, finally responding to the Assessor’s challenge. He stuffed it down.

They don’t need a fight, they need our help. Stay calm.

He watched, detached, as the Assessor’s Power continued to build, streaming into the sphere in the male’s right hand. It glowed, enough to cast real shadows onto the far walls, enough to force the instruments to blink and shut their eyes.

The Assessor’s uniform sleeve began to smoke, the fibers burning and melting under the strain.

Rohan pulled a strand of his energy, his lifeforce, his chi, his chakra, his prana; formed it into a bar, the base set into the spot just behind his tailbone where his Power rested, waiting.

He held his right hand out, flat, fingers pointing at the ceiling, and put the other end of the bar into the center of his palm.

Twisted the rod of Power, one turn. Then two. Then three.

Into a helix. A spring.

The shape his teacher had etched into a soulgem and passed to him six months earlier. The shape he’d studied every day, in nearly every spare minute, ever since. The shape he’d never quite understood.

Spiral used this to absorb a punch from a god. Let’s see if all this practice has been worth a damn.

He exhaled and held the rod taut, waiting.

With an explosion of released energy so sudden it tore a small hole in the fabric of space-time, Twa’para moved in and punched.

This isn’t going to work.

I’m about to die.

It’s not so bad.

I’ll miss Tamaralinth. Rinth. Wistful. Wei Li. I hope Mom forgives me.

If I wasn’t so tired, I bet I’d be terrified right now.

Terrified, or really, really angry.

Rohan’s hand, driven by reflexes born in thousands of hours of training and honed by thousands of hours of life-and-death combat on a hundred worlds, met the punch.

The full brunt of the Assessor’s Power passed into Rohan’s palm.

At the very least, it should have torn his arm free of his shoulder, shattered every bone in his upper body, left him a helpless puddle of flesh.

Instead, the spring . . . absorbed it.

The structure bent and flexed, compressing through an esoteric dimension Rohan could sense but not quite describe.

The lifeforce that made it bent and warped, not splintering, not dissipating, but holding the energy of the Assessor’s strike.

Holding it ready.

Huh.

Not dead.

Twa’para’s four eyes widened in unison. Their rage broke in stunned surprise; both bodies sagged backward, staring at Rohan.

He smiled. “Just want to talk, Twa’para. Can we do that?”

The helix of Power shuddered inside him.

The Assessor’s heads nodded together.

[image: image-placeholder]

Rohan looked at his side, saw his blood continue to drip down and onto the floor. The instruments were staring at him, wide-eyed and shocked, from inside their pods.

The esoteric structure he’d created shimmered and shook with the energy it had absorbed.

What do I do now?

They spoke through the female. “How did you do that?”

He shrugged and stumbled toward one side of the chamber, passing between two of the pods. “Lucky break, I think.”

“None of our projections showed you surviving a blow like that.”

“Mine either. You pack a heck of a punch for someone who doesn’t actually fight very much.”

“I am . . . strong. But not, as you say, a practiced fighter.”

Rohan laughed as his knees gave way. He put his hand up against the wall to catch himself.

The helix of Power released.

Survivor’s Guilt’s hull was half a meter thick, made of an alloy of a dozen metals laced with diamond and buckytube threads a hundred times stronger than steel. When Rohan touched it, a disc as wide as Rohan was tall tore free and shot out into space, moving so quickly it disappeared. Atmosphere rushed out of the room, the wind nearly carrying the Hybrid out before a patch slid into place, driven by one of the ship’s emergency systems.

He looked at his palm. It was raw, exposed meat and bone oozing blood, the skin completely torn away.

He looked at the Assessor. “You going to punch me again, or are we good for now?”

The female looked down, almost sheepish, as the male began checking on the surviving pods. “I apologize for my temper. I will not strike you again. I am . . . better.”

“Good. That’s good. Can I call Tonkin, get a medic sent up for you?”

“Not yet. I am no longer in imminent danger, and I’d like to speak with you in private.”

“Then, can you call and get a medic sent up for me? I’m not doing so good.”

“Soon. You are hurt, yes, but the damage is not life-threatening.”

Rohan sighed. “Fine. What did you want to talk about?”

“Do you know why Repentant attacked us?”

He moved his hand slightly as blood dripped off his fingers, directing the droplets to form a pattern on the floor. “I don’t know. The kid is out of control, I’m not surprised he attacked you. But why did Repentant follow up? I have no idea.”

“You know the warship’s name.”

It was an accusation.

“Yeah. He told me his name. I went to talk . . . was that a week ago? Not even. It feels like a month.”

“We cannot abide an unprovoked attack of this kind.”

“What does that mean? You’ll call in Fleet to kill Repentant? Why don’t you just leave him alone?”

The Assessor paused. “It is possible. But not if he poses a threat to the Empire.”

“He just wants to be left alone.”

“If that were true, he wouldn’t have raised her so recklessly. Or bargained for her to begin with.”

“Not completely alone. Like, he wants you to leave him alone, but to still have someone to talk to.”

The male finished checking the pods and walked up to the female. He opened a box, removed some tools, and began stitching shut the wound in her thigh.

She continued as if nothing was happening.

“I will consider it. I am not pleased that Repentant has broken the terms of our treaty.”

“No. I’m sure you aren’t. Was that all you wanted to talk about? I could really use some time in a regen tank. Some sutures. A nice, tall glass of tequila.”

“I believe I am now in your debt, Rohan of Earth.” The male finished; the female switched places and sprayed disinfectant on his side.

“Super. You can let me beat you at cards. Or, I tell you what, I own a distillery on Andervar. I bet if you put in a good word for me, we could have every ship in Fleet stock my bourbon in the mess hall. Make me a fortune. What do you say?”

“I will share with you some information.”

“Great, that was my backup request.”

“When we assess the danger present in a system, we always perform multiple tests, spread out over time. Always.”

“Why? Not sure that’s the relevant question. Do you get different results? That would suck. Like, when do you pull the plug on a planet? Do they get two out of three?”

The female shrugged. “We test multiple times because the risk of making a mistake is so high. But, in practice, the extra tests are a redundancy. The results almost never change.”

“Almost. I hate when a sentence sounds so reassuring but then there’s that one word that just messes the whole thing up.”

“We reassessed the high-gravity planet. Pilli 4.”

“I’m just glad to see my name stuck.”

“Yes. Unfortunately, the planet is now an extinction-level threat.”

Rohan swallowed. His mouth was so dry, he could barely peel his tongue away from his teeth. “What?”

“The planet. It is a confirmed threat.”

“You said it wasn’t.”

“I did. Because it wasn’t. The first test showed no issues. The second test, however, was very different.”

“I think you need to test again.”

“We did. And again. And again. The threat is confirmed.”

“How is that possible?”

“Something happened between the first test and the second that, for lack of better terminology, changed the future.”

“What? What does that mean?”

“Some new element was introduced into the planet’s ecosystem or culture. Something that shifted the probable future of the il’Zkin. They are now a danger. They will waken the Old Ones.”

“Will? You said ‘will’? There’s no doubt? No wiggle room? How can that be?”

“The future is not fully set. Our knowledge of the threat allows us to challenge those inevitabilities. You know our methods.”

He rubbed the back of his hand across his cheeks; they were damp. “You’re going to obliterate the planet. Destroy the il’Zkin.”

“Yes. I apologize for giving you false information. As I said, our initial test did not show these results.”

“What changed? How did it change so much? So badly?” Rudra save me. What else could it be? It was me. Something I did. That’s the rogue element. Nothing else touched that planet.

“The instruments do not see the future with enough granularity for us to say. We only know the gross course of events.

“If we do not destroy the il’Zkin, they will waken the Old Ones and usher in the end of all life in this sector.”
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Tactical Computations


Time slowed and stopped; a drop of blood falling from Rohan’s hand hovered in midair, frozen, waiting.

During his ten years with Fleet, ten years marked by nearly constant life-and-death combat, first on the Ringgate but later on many other worlds, Rohan had become very, very good at assessing tactical situations.

Heh. Assessing. Good one.

He would occasionally get a flash, a full grasp of all the nuances of a combat scenario. He would, in a single moment of time, see how the fight could play out, fully envision every variable, every move and countermove, in a perfected flow chart of violence that he could then execute, or not, as he saw fit.

It wasn’t, to his knowledge, magical or related to his Powers. He believed it to be a simple neurological phenomenon, akin to a competitive athlete entering a flow state. A quarterback seeing every defender, knowing where they would be, and throwing a perfect pass into the one spot where his receiver could catch it for the score that would win the Super Bowl.

Except, in Rohan’s case, the outcome wasn’t points on the board.

Between one heartbeat and the next, Rohan visualized a series of techniques that would kill the Assessor while leaving him unscathed. A feint, an elbow to the throat, sidestep and knee, grab the foot, dislocate a knee, batter the male with the female, take an eye, then another.

The droplet of blood continued on its way to the ground.

Another heartbeat and he thought of two more sequences that would achieve the same result.

The droplet hit the ground.

Rohan worked out how he could kill everybody else on the ship and, if needed, destroy Survivor’s Guilt without implicating Insatiable or Wistful in the attack.

Two more heartbeats.

Rohan considered four more ways to kill Twa’para; two of them would leave the Assessor vaporized, while one would result in life-threatening injuries the experimental Hybrid might survive. If Rohan allowed it.

The course of time resumed.

His breathing quickened; his eyes brightened.

Twa’para’s cheeks tightened.

“You were thinking about attacking me.”

Rohan shook his head. “Not exactly.”

The female frowned. “You were . . . thinking about killing me.” The male locked his gaze with one of the instruments, then another, then a third. Both bodies took an involuntary step away from Rohan. “I was mistaken. I thought you were considering throwing your life away. My instruments say you believe you would have been successful.”

He tilted his head and looked at the female through the corner of his eye. “The only open question is how I would do it.”

“But you know how strong I am. You are already severely injured. You should have no chance.”

“You’re not a fighter. Spend a few years with me on the Ringgate, and maybe you’ll understand.”

“Understand what?”

“What the Fathers finally understood. Why they were scared of me. You’re only still breathing because I’m trying, very hard, to be nice. I can kill you absolutely any time I want to.”

“Yet you didn’t.”

Rohan let his head drop. “Would it help?”

“No. If I were to die here, now, another Assessor would come to replicate my work. They would come to the same conclusions. If you were to kill them, too, then more would come, and they would bring the Fleet with them. Not even you could withstand that.”

His eyes flickered to the room’s many corners as he replayed their words in his head. “Wait a minute. Why would another Assessor replicate your work?”

“I have not submitted my findings. Regarding the il’Zkin or Repentant.”

Rohan exhaled slowly. “So there’s time.”

“The danger presented by the il’Zkin is not immediate. But it is inevitable. They must be destroyed.”

“No, it’s not. It’s not inevitable. If it were, you would have seen it the first time, right? It’s fluid. Something changed, we can change it back.”

“But ‘we’ do not even know precisely what changed, let alone how to reverse the effects.”

“We can find out. How much time do I have?”

The Assessor paused. “I can give you—”

“Be generous, Twa’para. Remember who I am. Remember what I said. What I can do. Be as generous as you can be.”

The bodies shuddered. “I am. You may have a week. I can’t leave the system right now regardless, not with my ship damaged this severely. I can afford you a week.”

“One week. During that week, you’re going to help me, however I ask you to.”

“I don’t see—”

“You don’t, because you never do. It’s fine, I’ll be your eyes. Just for a week. You and I, we’re going to do something new. We’re going to save people instead of eliminating them. We’re going to do the right thing, the good thing. You and me. One week of cooperation.”

He inhaled, exhaled. Continued.

“I’m not asking you to just leave the il’Zkin alone. I know you can’t. But you’re giving me that week, and at the end of it, you’re going to do a new assessment. And if it’s safe, if the Old Ones aren’t vomiting an apocalypse back onto you from the future, you submit your report and you tell Fleet there’s nothing to see here.”

The male checked with the six surviving instruments.

The female body faced Rohan. “I said I owe you. This will be your compensation. One week.”

Rohan slumped. “Deal. Now excuse me while I get some medical attention.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Four hours later, Rohan eased through the front door of his quarters on Wistful. His back itched where he’d been disinfected and bandaged; the fresh sutures in his leg hurt, and he still tasted smoke every time he coughed.

He tapped the wall quickly, setting the lights to dim, and stepped carefully.

Soft snores filled the room.

He sighed and opened a wooden crate set in the corner. His own bourbon, from one of his distilleries on Andervar. Probably not technically bourbon. Bourbon probably has to come from genuine Kentucky corn or be aged in barrels cut from oak grown south of the Mason-Dixon line. It tastes like bourbon, though, and nobody from Kentucky is here to yell at me for misusing the name.

He peeled back the wax seal with his thumbnail, unscrewed the cap, and sipped.

The Hybrid eased into a soft chair and let his eyes adjust to the light. Katya slept curled up on a blanket, her triangular ears twitching at something she dreamed. Her hands batted at the air in front of her whiskers, then returned to their place beneath her cheek.

She stilled; the snoring continued. Rohan drank and watched her.

The bourbon was as smooth as promised. He would have to congratulate the master distiller.

He settled deeper into the chair and held the bottle up to the light: half gone. Took another sip.
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Rohan woke before station dawn. He had a moment of confusion, driven by the sound of Katya’s breathing, then reoriented himself.

He put on a fresh uniform, tapping an order for more on the pad by his closet, and left the apartment.

Whenever things go bad, it’s my tailors who really suffer.

He paused in the doorway, cast a longing glance at the remaining bottles of bourbon, then left empty-handed.

His feet carried him to Wistful’s central conference room. The door opened at his approach; he didn’t remember it being set to let him in automatically.

The Hybrid sat at the head of the open circular table. He leaned back into the executive leather chair, stretching his shoulders.

“Wistful. Hey, Wistful. We need to talk.”

Silence.

“No, really. You want to talk to me now. I have a joke.”

A hologram flared into life, dead center in the open space enclosed by the table. It was a ship, teardrop-shaped, looking a lot like Wistful’s central hub.

It pivoted so the prow faced Rohan, and her voice came through the room’s speakers.

“I am here, Tow Chief.”

“Good. You know English, right? I’m sure I’ve heard you speak English.”

“I do.”

“Cool. So listen to this, I just came up with it. My mother was always afraid I’d turn out to be a failure, but she can relax now, I’ve surpassed that: I’m a total failer.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I’m not a failure, I’m a certified failer. See?”

“You’re no longer a person defined by a single instance of failing, rather a person who consistently fails in all manner of endeavors? Is that the joke?”

“Yes! Thank you. What do you think?”

“It isn’t funny.”

He put his feet upon the table. “You’re saying my joke about failure . . . failed?”

“I am. And that wasn’t funny either.”

“But you recognized it as another joke.”

“Rohan, is there a point? I am quite busy.”

“Are you, really? Doing what? You’re stuck in a stable Lagrange point outside a planetary body. There are two million people on board running the farms, preparing the food, and cleaning up after each other. You can’t tell me your atmospheric plants and recyclers aren’t all automated. What are you busy with?”

“I am working to free up every possible manufacturing and logistical resource so Professor Stone can use them to build her groundbreaking null-entropy field and save the lives of fifty million Ohnians without disrupting the ecology or economy of the citizens living inside me. I would share the complexities of this task with you, but, frankly, your intellect is not capable of appreciating them.”

“Ah. Point taken.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “Aren’t you going to ask me how I failed? Or make some kind of supportive statement? ‘Surely you don’t fail all the time, Rohan. Surely that’s an exaggeration, Rohan. I’m sure your mother is proud of you, Rohan, even if she doesn’t always show it.’”

“How have you failed, Rohan?”

“I’m glad you asked. You remember sending me to that planet? Pilli 4?”

“I do.”

“Well, it turns out that planet was great. Full of Powers, high gravity, cool cows, but doing great. No threat to the Empire, no chance of waking the Old Ones, just peachy. I heard it right from the Assessor’s mouth. Mouths.”

“That is good news, Rohan.”

“It seems like good news, doesn’t it? Except it turns out that I managed to screw it all up. Now the planet is an extinction-level threat; I’m not making this up, that’s really what the Assessors call it, and they’re going to nuke these lovely people into ash.”

“What did you do, Rohan?”

“That’s the really interesting part. I have absolutely no idea. Weird, right? I’m down there for four days, just hanging out, and I doom the whole planet.”

No response.

“You have nothing to say? You sent me down there, and now an entire race is going to be wiped out because of me, and I have no idea why or how.”

“Perhaps the planet was doomed.”

“What does that mean?”

“The il’Zkin were left in an isolated place, difficult to access, far away from any other civilized worlds, behind a wormhole we couldn’t open for forty thousand years. Perhaps it was because it was inevitable that contact with the outside world would change their society in such a way as to make it untenable.”

Rohan exhaled and drummed the table. “You’re saying any visitors would have messed up the il’Zkin.”

“It is a possibility. Did you do anything you would consider immoral?”

“No. Not really. Their society is governed by a very rigid set of rules and regulations. I . . . might have encouraged some of them to go against those rules. To be happy.”

“I see.”

“Come on. Rules are meant to be broken, right?”

“Not all rules.”

“Sure. Most of their rules made sense. But not all of them.”

“Perhaps you lack context.”

“I mean, obviously. For some reason, what I encouraged them to do is going to turn out to be really dangerous. I just have no idea why. And without knowing the specifics, I don’t know how to fix it.”

“You surely did not affect the entire species, correct? Your influence could not have spread across the planet.”

“I guess not.”

“Why not exterminate every living thing within, say, a thousand kilometers of your landing point? That should obviate the threat posed by your influence.”

Rohan rubbed his eyes. “What a great idea. Don’t wipe out an entire species, just wipe out a quarter of their population and hope that does the trick. You should write ethics textbooks, Wistful. Show people how easy it is to solve moral dilemmas.”

“I can hear your sarcasm. I was making a serious suggestion.”

“I know you were. That’s part of the problem.”

“What do you want from me, Rohan? I would like to return my attention to other matters.”

“I want your help figuring out what went wrong with the il’Zkin. Nobody else really understands the way Powers can pose a danger. Nobody else really gets the threat of the Old Ones. I want you to help me figure it out, then help me fix it.”

“I do not know how you disrupted the balance of Powers on Pilli 4, so I cannot help with that. If I could traverse the wormhole and shield the il’Zkin from the Old Ones, I would be glad to, Rohan. But as long as the kaiju remain on Toth 3, I cannot. If you can think of another way I can assist, you may bring it up. But until then, please save your jokes for a more agreeable audience.”

Rohan closed his eyes and dug his fingertips into the skin between his eyebrows. “This sucks.”

“I cannot disagree. I meant what I said. If you think of a concrete way for me to help with this situation, I will do it. In the meantime, I will focus on saving as many Ohnians as possible.”

“Do you even understand why the il’Drach wiped out Ohn? What was that all about?”

“I do not. I believe with a high degree of confidence that it is related to Hyperion’s presence on the planet.”

“Also my fault.”

“You did not send Hyperion to Ohn.”

“Without me, he wouldn’t be alive to go to any planets. I killed a billion Ohnians. That’s a lot of fresh blood on my hands.”

He took three full, slow breaths waiting for some kind of response from Wistful.

“Rohan. You are indulging in self-pity. I know you understand the difference between causing a situation and being morally responsible for it. I can draw your attention to Lyst.”

“Lyst? The hundred-million-year-old dinosaur sorceress who protects Earth?”

“Yes. She has saved the human race from extinction, has she not?”

“Probably more times than she remembers.”

“Yes. And have humans not committed atrocities in the intervening period? There is one in particular that humans love to mention in any discussion of evil. Helen Keller?”

“Hitler. You mean Hitler.”

“Yes. Hitler. If not for Lyst, Hitler would never have been born. Is she responsible for the millions that Hitler murdered?”

Rohan sighed. “This is a terrible pep talk, you know.”

“The fault is yours, for coming to me for a pep talk when you know full well that is not my personal strength.”

“It’s my . . . was that a joke? Are you telling jokes now? It’s my fault, when Hyperion isn’t?”

“Perhaps. If you want advice, focus on doing whatever you can do to help the situation. The way I am trying to focus on saving the Ohnian fleet.”

“How?”

“You can’t help the dead Ohnians. As to the il’Zkin, you say you don’t understand them? You don’t see how your actions could have endangered them?”

“I really don’t.”

“Is there anything you can do to rectify that?”

“I don’t want to go back to the planet without knowing what I’m doing. I might just make things worse.”

“What else can you do?”

“I can’t exactly look up the il’Zkin on Wikipedia. I do have one resource: I can spend time with Katya. Maybe figure them out through her. If something goes wrong with her, and her alone, we can just convince her not to go back. It would suck, but it would suck a lot less than eliminating her entire species.”

“Excellent. You have a plan of action. Now please, leave my conference room and stop distracting me from mine.”

“You had me at ‘excellent.’ I’m going. Thank you.”

“You are welcome, Rohan.”

He stood, spinning the chair on its swivel as he walked away.

One billion Ohnians. How many il’Zkin? Fifty thousand? A hundred?

I just wanted to live out my life drinking coffee and towing ships. I guess I really am a failure.
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Mission Submission


Rohan sipped his coffee, the usual from Pop’s, and sighed. Wei Li sat to his left drinking her own, a wary eye on Katya, who licked her lips, eyeing Wei Li’s head.

Wei Li looked over Katya’s outfit: loose-fitting green pants gathered at the waist and ankles and a sleeveless brown and green tunic. The others had even convinced her to wear shoes, although the thin-soled boots were closer to slippers than anything. “You look lovely, Katya. Did you buy more than that?”

Katya’s ears perked forward, and she smiled, her mechanical translator echoing her words into Drachna. “We did! I have an entire bag of clothes. More than I have owned in my whole life. And there is even a way to clean them! We just put them in a bag and say to the wall, ‘clean clothes.’ Then invisible people come and take them away to be cared for.”

“I’ll enjoy your enthusiasm for a while, but soon I will explain the invisible people to you.”

“Great! I love hearing explanations. This world is so interesting.” She dug into her plate of eggs.

Rohan cleared his throat. “How is the west arm going? Things escalating or easing off with the Ohnians?”

Wei Li shook her head slightly and blew on the hot liquid in her mug. “In another universe, public awareness of an Imperial warship in the system might have brought the Ohnians closer to the other citizens. The two groups might have recognized their shared feelings of antipathy toward the Empire and achieved a degree of enhanced mutual understanding. Yet, to the surprise of no one, the opposite seems to be happening.”

“Antipathy has to be an understatement for the Ohnians.”

“They are not as angry as you might expect. Their spiritual teachings include a strong inclination to fatalism. Yes, they are distressed, upset, and in mourning. I would not say they are especially angry.”

Ang, Wildeye, and Ursula joined them at the table, Ursula waving to Pop for coffee. The two Ursans dwarfed Wildeye like parents sitting with an infant child. Wildeye’s face was tense in a way that bordered on a frown. Rohan could feel a slow simmer of anger rolling off her shoulders in waves.

Ang slapped the table. “See, is good! Coffee, eggs. What more could anyone be for asking, Wildeye?”

Ursula rolled her eyes. “Rohan, please be explaining to our dear war chief that not all problems can be solved with food.”

Rohan lifted a cup to her in salute. “She’s right, Ang. Some problems require alcohol as well.”

Katya perked up. “Alcohol is so very interesting! It feels as if one is sick, but in a good way! I should bring alcohol back to my homeworld. Everybody can be happy and a little sick at the same time.”

Rohan cleared his throat. “Let’s not disrupt the il’Zkin way of life any more than we already have. Trust me, it’s not a great idea.”

Wei Li cast him her most lethal side-eye. “What trouble have you caused, Rohan?”

He squirmed in his seat. “We’ll talk later. Ang, Wildeye, how did you enjoy yesterday? I asked Katya, but her memories are . . . fuzzy.”

Wildeye snorted and looked at him with her oversized, luminous eyes. “It would have been better if a certain someone had let me kill another certain someone.”

Ang coughed. “Now, now, Wildeye. Wistful has been for asking you to cut back on the killing, yes?”

Ursula barked. “Ang says food is always the answer, you say killing. Each of you needs to be for branching out. Find new hobbies. Be for considering knitting. Very relaxing.”

Wildeye growled. “I’m a Hybrid. We don’t knit.”

Katya slid a forkful of eggs into her mouth, then pointed at the female Hybrid with the clean metal. “Who submits to whom? Is Rohan your elder, or are you the elder?”

Wildeye looked at the other Hybrid. “What does she mean ‘elder’? How old does she think I am?”

He shook his head. “It’s a translation fault. She means something more like senior. Who is ranked higher.”

Wildeye shrugged. “Rohan is ranked higher. We fought once, during the siege. He’s very strong.”

Katya nodded. “I know. I wonder if he would be my elder if he had continued to scale the cliffs. But he didn’t, so he must answer to me.”

Rohan sighed. “Is that how it goes?”

“Of course. There must be an order, no? Otherwise, all is chaos. You do as I tell you. I will start now: no more going into space, Rohan. You stay here where I can watch you. I let you go one time and look at you! Beaten terribly. Your breath rattles, and you smell of smoke.”

She’s smiling. I think she’s kidding.

Wildeye shook her head. “Are you going to let her just order you around like that, Rohan?”

Wei Li laughed. “Our dear friend Rohan spends a good part of his life seeking a female to provide directions. Without that, he is entirely too focused on his next meal.”

Ang slapped the table. “Or next drink! Drinks. Meant drinks.”

Ursula nodded. “With Tamaralinth away, is auditioning these two for new position of leader-of-Rohan.”

Wildeye squinted at Katya. “Why are you in charge of him? What are the rules? What if I want to take your spot? Should we have a drinking contest? I think I could win.”

Katya swallowed her eggs and shook her head. “There is only one way. We fight until one submits. That is the law.”

Rohan cleared his throat. “Enough fun and games, people. Nobody’s in charge of me. Except Wistful. And maybe Tamara, okay?”

Wei Li poked him with her fork. “You are wise enough to know that you should always listen to me as well, Rohan. Does that not put me above you in the hierarchy?”

He sighed. “I don’t think—”

Ursula slapped the table. “Am councilwoman! You work for station, and Citizens’ Council is part of ruling body for station. You are under me as well, Tow Chief Rohan. Reminding me. Have I spoken recently story of first meeting Rohan? How he tried to mate with me?”

He sipped his coffee and tried to muster a counterargument.

Wildeye stood. “I think Katya and I are going to have to decide this between ourselves.”

Katya grinned, her whiskers twitching. “Really? Are you challenging me?”

“I am. I don’t think you should be ordering him around.”

Katya leapt from her chair to the table, landing in a deep squat on the edge. “It will be good to have another person on board to clean my clothes and bring me food. I will be glad to fight you!”

Rohan straightened in his seat. “Katya, this isn’t a good idea. She’s like me.”

“No, you are stronger. So you both said. And you and I have not fought, have we? We must do this, so we can all know. This is the law.”

He looked at Wei Li plaintively, but she sipped her coffee. “You know how I feel about violence between consenting adults, Rohan.”

“They could tear the station apart. Maybe. Two Powers?”

Wei Li looked from Katya to Wildeye. “No damage to the station, understand? There, see that playground? There are no children there. You fight in that square. The first person to be forced out of the square submits. Fair?”

Wildeye cracked her knuckles. “More than fair. You still want a piece of me, Katya?”

“I do not. I will not take even a small piece as I toss your entire being out of the square.”

Wildeye looked at Rohan. “Her trash talk needs work.”

“I know. I’ve been trying, give me a chance. We just met like four days ago. Five?”

Katya walked to the square, about forty meters away from the edge of Pop’s seating. She waved for Wildeye to follow.

Wildeye looked at Rohan, who held his hands up in surrender as he stood and approached her. He lowered his voice so Katya wouldn’t overhear. “Wildeye. This is a test.”

“What kind of test? You doubt that I can beat her?”

He shook his head. “I don’t care if you beat her or not. I do care that you don’t hurt her.”

“You want me to fight without hurting her.”

“This isn’t the Empire. We’re not on a military ship. She’s not a soldier. And neither are you, not anymore. If you’re going to resolve things with fighting, you can’t let it get too far. This is what it means to live as a civilian.”

She frowned, a barely perceptible twist of black-as-midnight lips against equally dark skin.

Katya called out. “I am waiting!”

Rohan grabbed Wildeye’s arm. “Do you understand? Friendly fight. That’s all.”

She pointed to Katya, who stood extending and retracting her claws. “Tell her that.”

“I shouldn’t have to. You’re a Hybrid; she’s not. Go easy on her.”

“Okay.” She pulled her arm free and crossed the grass.

Ang touched Rohan’s shoulder. “Brother Rohan, is this good idea?”

Rohan shrugged. “If Wildeye is going to lose control, let her lose it fighting Katya. il’Zkin are tough. And if Katya is going to lose control, better to do it against Wildeye, who can take a beating and walk away intact.”

Ang looked up at the ceiling, then nodded. “Good. Will watch.”

Rohan stood and walked to a spot closer to the edge of the designated arena. Wei Li joined him. “You are interested in this fight, but not in its outcome.”

He grunted. “I need to get a better handle on the il’Zkin.”

“Is this connected to the trouble you mentioned?”

He paused. “The il’Drach are going to destroy her homeworld because of something I did.” Wildeye leaned over to one side, then the other, stretching. Katya put her hands on the ground and ran a quick perimeter of the playground on all fours, her body as lithe and flexible as a cheetah.

“This is certain?”

“No. I have a week to fix whatever I broke.”

“Yet you are here, watching two women fight over you.”

“They’re not really fighting over me. Katya is more interested in Ang. Anyway, I don’t know what I broke. I can’t make things better because I don’t know what’s wrong.”

“So we will study Katya and hope to find answers.”

“Unless you have a better idea.”

Wei Li ran her hands over her head, the pebbly scales on her palms clicking against those on her scalp. “Saving a planet. That is a heavy burden, Rohan.”

“You don’t need to tell me that.”

“I suppose I don’t. For the moment, just make sure those two do not cause any collateral damage. Please. I have to attend to other matters.”

“I’ll keep things under control.”

“Excellent.” She walked away; Ang and Ursula walked up and flanked the Hybrid.

Ursula patted his back. “Am liking this Katya of yours. She is sweet. And cute. Ang is for liking her even more. Perhaps for different reasons.”

Ang cleared his throat and looked away. Rohan laughed. “Be careful, Ang. She could break you in half.”

The big Ursan shrugged his massive shoulders. “Would not be worst way to go.”
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Katya was fast.

Blindingly fast.

A lifetime dealing with objects falling at five times the rate of anything on Earth, while compensating for her own body weighing five times what it did on Wistful, gave her speed that Rohan had only seen from beings with time-manipulation Powers. Like Amber.

She was on top of Wildeye before the Hybrid could react, raking claws across her face and abdomen in parallel swipes.

Wildeye hopped back, set her feet, and lifted her fists close to her eyes. A line of red erupted across her cheek, and her shirt was shredded below the ribs.

Katya sprang back, then closed again with a suddenness that took away Rohan’s breath. She was at Wildeye’s side, slashing the Hybrid’s arm and thigh, then four meters away when Wildeye countered with a fist swung through the air.

Rohan could feel the Hybrid’s anger rising as she wiped blood from her cheek with the back of her hand.

Katya laughed.

Energy flowed through Wildeye’s body, flooding her limbs until she glowed to Rohan’s Third Eye. The Hybrid launched forward.

Katya tried to parry Wildeye’s punches, but there was too much force behind them, too much stubborn weight. The blows simply continued, landing glancing shots on the il’Zkin.

Katya spun away, rubbing her shoulder and ribs where she’d been struck.

“You’re strong. I like it.”

Wildeye shook her head, sending a few droplets of blood spinning to the grass. She held out a hand and beckoned Katya forward.

The il’Zkin’s ears pinned back to her head as she leapt in, faster than before. She slashed at the Hybrid’s thighs, then her other cheek, leaving Wildeye reeling back, hands windmilling in the air to protect herself.

The Hybrid pulled in more energy; to Rohan, the air simmered around her as if she were a flame, bending the light. The grass at her feet stiffened, standing straight up, and air began to swirl around her.

Katya grinned. “Now we’re playing.”

Wildeye grunted. “This isn’t a game.”

She rushed forward, tearing up the lawn with each step, clumps of grass and dirt flying behind her. Katya sidestepped; Wildeye planted a foot hard in the ground and followed her, landing a straight left into the cat-woman’s midsection.

Katya flew back ten meters, tumbling in the air.

She landed on all fours, head up, eyes clear, a grin still exposing her teeth.

Ang took a step forward, as if to interfere, and Rohan grabbed his arm. “Don’t get in the middle; it won’t go well.”

Ursula made a little complaining noise. “They will be for hurting each other now.”

“I know. I’ll break them apart. Soon.”

Ang looked down at him and sighed. “Not for liking this, Brother Rohan.”

“Another minute.”

Katya circled the Hybrid; Wildeye stepped to intercept, moving faster as she pulled more energy into her limbs. Power flooded her elbows and knees, out into feet and fists, energizing every movement, every flinch, every contact with the ground.

Katya slashed at her face; the Hybrid caught it on one forearm, her other hand going directly for Katya’s whiskers.

The il’Zkin ducked.

Wildeye followed her down, punching again.

Katya sprang back, out of the way.

Wildeye slapped the ground, launching herself forward. Suddenly she stood toe-to-toe with the il’Zkin.

Katya was off-balance, on her heels. Wildeye dug a short uppercut into her belly.

The air whooshed out of her. Wildeye punched again, a straight into her solar plexus. A left hook across the jaw. A right straight into the il’Zkin’s floating rib.

Katya whirled, leaping and spinning in one confusing proliferation of chaotic motion. Wildeye followed her, eyes twice as large as the il’Zkin’s, unblinking and following every move.

As Katya landed, Wildeye hit her again. And again.

The il’Zkin coughed, a fine spray of blood erupting from her mouth. She reached up and clawed at Wildeye’s arm.

Ang grabbed Rohan’s shoulder. “Stop them.”

“Not yet. Let Katya do her thing. She’s a Power, she’ll heal.”

He watched as the Hybrid grabbed Katya behind the neck and drove another uppercut into the feline’s belly.

Then again.

Katya coughed, spraying a fresh stream of blood over Wildeye. She scratched at the Hybrid’s face.

Her blow landed, but her claws couldn’t penetrate Wildeye’s skin; too much Power flowed through the Darianite’s flesh, armoring it.

She clawed again; no effect.

Wildeye raised an elbow, catching the tip of Katya’s chin with the sharp point of bone. The feline’s head snapped back.

She straightened, her neck weak.

Rohan saw a shift in her eyes. Katya raised her hands; not to strike, but in supplication.

Wildeye punched her in the belly.

Another spray of blood.

The Hybrid punched again, catching Katya in the throat.

She raised her right fist to her shoulder, preparing another blow.

Rohan caught her wrist in his hand; he didn’t remember moving.

“Enough.”

Wildeye pulled against his grip, growling softly.

“Enough, I said. She surrendered.”

For a moment a fresh torrent of energy poured into Wildeye; her hand vibrated in Rohan’s, almost breaking free. He tightened his grip.

“Enough.”

She let go of Katya and watched the feline sink to her knees.
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The Towing Guru


Ang’s eyes were pinched in pain as they darted from the fallen feline to Wildeye. Rohan’s heart slowed as he felt Wildeye calming down, her battle rage dissipating.

Katya coughed, a string of bloody drool hanging from her lip. Rohan’s comm pinged.

He glanced at Katya with a practiced eye. She was hurt, but not critically so. Given the resilience of the il’Zkin, he knew she’d recover. He tapped his comm.

“Yes?”

Wei Li answered him. “Rohan, the Ohnian leaders are asking to speak to you.”

“That’s fine, but why aren’t they messaging me directly?”

“They seem to associate familiarity with basic technological systems incompatible with a virtuous life. Those lower in their class structure are free to use comms, food synthesizers, and other conveniences, but the leadership eschews them.”

“That . . . I was about to say that make sense, but no, no it doesn’t.”

“You should learn to stop asking questions when you know the answers will disappoint you, Rohan. May I tell them that you are on the way?”

“Give me a minute.” He watched as Ursula knelt by Katya’s side, the big woman putting a thick hand to the feline’s neck to check her pulse. Ang placed himself roughly between Wildeye and the injured woman, his cybernetic eye shining red in the morning light.

Ursula looked up at Rohan. “Go. We will care for the little one. She needs rest. And fish.” She slipped an arm under Katya’s to support her weight.

The il’Zkin moaned. “What is . . . fish?”

Ursula laughed softly. “I am for feeling that you will enjoy it very much, little beast. Fish is one of great joys in life.”

Ang smiled. “Fish maybe better even than whiskey, Katya.”

Katya coughed, more softly this time, and leaned back into Ursula’s bulk. “Sleep now.”

Rohan looked over Wildeye, whose eyes were soft and sad. She shook her head and walked away. Ang looked at Rohan, lifted his shoulders in an exaggerated shrug, and followed her.

Rohan tapped his comm. “On my way.”

Wei Li responded, “I will let them know.”
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The Ohnian tent city had grown, fresh tents popping up at the western border, away from Wistful’s center. The Hybrid spotted Wei Li in her usual position, among uniformed security officers maintaining a no-man’s-land between a crowd of protesters and the edge of the camp.

He landed next to his friend and pointed at the tents. “Starting to develop a bit of an odor, isn’t it?”

She frowned. “Is it? You mammals all smell so foul I’ve grown used to it. Is the odor of this enclave worse than the norm?”

“Ha, good one. Very funny. You’re not laughing. Not even smiling a little.”

She shrugged. “The Ohnians are used to bathing in fresh, natural running water. Lacking such on this station, they are taking some time to adjust.”

“Maybe I should help them dig that river they wanted. For everyone’s sake.”

“I am sure Wistful would not appreciate that.”

“Wistful doesn’t have to smell them.”

“True.” She pointed to one of the larger tents near the edge of the camp. “Otaru Bahn is in there. The Ohnians will not confirm, but the manner in which they defer to his judgment indicates he is either the leader or very close.”

“My old friend Otaru. This should be awkward. I hope they don’t bow.”

“As do I. Your egotism is already a burden to the rest of us.”

“Is it really?”

She smiled and shook her head softly. “No, I am teasing you, Rohan. It is my coping mechanism. I learned it from you.”

“That’s not fair. Also not true, you did it before you met me. Admit it.”

“How would you know?”

“Oh, come on. Anyway, I have to go. Talk later.”

He broke away and entered the camp. The one-eyed Ohnians muttered among themselves as they saw him, pointing and gesturing, but thankfully didn’t repeat their bowing performance of the day before.

He approached the big tent and knocked on the frame around the opening. The flap was unfastened from the inside.

“Welcome.”

He ducked slightly and entered the tent; Otaru Bahn and two older Ohnian females sat on folding chairs, mugs of something hot in their hands.

Otaru stood. “Would you like tea, Tow Chief Second Class Rohan?”

“No, thanks. Still full of breakfast. And please, just Rohan. No need for the title.”

Otaru bobbed his head in a bow. “As you say. Thank you for coming. Please, have a seat.” He pointed to an empty chair across from the women, who followed Rohan’s every movement with their gaze.

Rohan sat. “Are you looking to me for protection or guidance today? I’m asking because depending on the answer I might need to change into different pants.”

Otaru sipped his tea; swallowed. “There are no immediate threats. None I am aware of.”

“Guidance it is, then. Go ahead, I’m full of advice. Not good advice, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

Otaru looked at the other females, one at a time. The oldest shrugged. He cleared his throat and continued. “We are not beggars, Rohan. We can provide for ourselves. We are a spiritual people, but we are not averse to work.”

“I . . . I’m sorry. It’s an expression from my homeworld. I didn’t mean anything by it.” He sat and waited.

Otaru nodded. “We are having difficulty adjusting to the surroundings here. Most of our spiritual practices require the presence of nature and the unobstructed sound of running water. Both are in short supply here.”

“Really? What did you do on Ohn? Did everyone live near a river or stream?”

Another nod. “That is how we arranged our cities, our lives.”

The older female leaned forward, holding her teacup carefully. “Not everyone. There are three hundred seventy-two recognized practices on Ohn, and only three hundred eleven of them required running water.”

The other female coughed. “Most accept the surf as a substitute, so many lived on beaches or near standing bodies of water.”

Rohan sighed. “That’s just not going to happen here. You can try the fish tanks at the end of the southern arm. You’ll get the sound of real running water, but I don’t think you’ll find it particularly natural.”

Otaru smiled grimly. “We will send youth to evaluate that possibility. I’m not sure our elders would be comfortable with the enclosed transit system, even if the atmosphere there proved adequate.”

Rohan scratched his beard. I should be with Katya. Or better yet, Tamaralinth. “Sounds like the station isn’t going to be a great long-term solution for your population.”

Otaru slumped, deflated. “That is what we think as well. We were hoping you could help us determine a more viable option.”

“Look . . . there’s a lot going on right now. How about this: I will try. I’ll keep my eyes open. No, more than that, I’ll actively look for something for you guys. But I can’t make any promises. For now, you really need to work on getting along with your neighbors on this very lovely but still finite station. Can you do that?”

The man nodded. “We will try. Everything is . . . strange.”

“Okay. Look, while I’m here, maybe you can help me with something.”

“I am happy to try, Rohan. I don’t know what I can do for you.”

“I asked you before why the il’Drach wiped out your planet; you said you didn’t know.”

“Yes. That is still true, I am sorry.”

“That’s fine. But maybe you can give me some other backstory. What was Hyperion doing on your planet to begin with? Why was he there? Can you tell me anything? Why he came, what he did, what he asked for?”

Otaru smiled. “Of course. I am well-versed in the activities of The Great Hero. He first came to us—”

The older woman interrupted. “Don’t start with that. Start at the beginning.”

Otaru sighed. “Which beginning?”

She grunted. “Start with the other Hybrids.”

Rohan leaned forward. “Other Hybrids?”

Otaru cleared his throat. “Yes. Ohn was plagued by Hybrids for a period of time. They stole from us, robbing our banks and temples. They took art. Slaughtered many of our people for no reason.”

Rohan nodded. “Was your art particularly valuable? No, let me rephrase. Was there a commercial demand for your art on other worlds?”

“Not to my knowledge.” He checked with the females; both shook their heads. “The attacks were sudden and unprovoked. We were, as you can imagine, shocked.”

Rohan ran his hands through his hair. “Ohn isn’t in a particularly strategic location, is it? Any Fleet bases in the system? Other military installations? Is it a convenient shipping point?”

“None of those, Rohan. I am sorry, none of those. Ohn is difficult to reach. There are no military assets nearby. I did not think the Empire even remembered that we belonged to it most of the time.”

“And these Hybrids began attacking out of nowhere.”

“Yes. They plagued us for weeks.”

“About when did these attacks begin?”

The younger woman coughed. “Just under six months ago.”

Right after Hyperion left here to begin his war against the il’Drach. “That tracks. Go on.”

“Yes, well. The Hybrids made increasingly bizarre demands of us.”

“What kind of bizarre? Like, make them a five-hundred-meter-long sandwich bizarre?”

“No. They told us to stop praying, to stop meditating. Wanted us to industrialize. It made no sense.”

“You can’t imagine why the Hybrids were asking this of you.”

“We couldn’t. The il’Drach had never cared. Until The Great Hero came and explained it.”

Rohan smacked his lips. “You know what? I would like some tea. Can I get tea? That smells good.”

The younger female nodded and set about preparing a fresh cup. Otaru drained his and held the empty cup out for her. He continued.

“He came and defeated the other Hybrids in a terrible battle, over the skies of our largest city. He took them away, and we never saw them again.”

“Did he, now?” Very convenient.

“Yes. It was a glorious day, the day we were freed from the Hybrid tyranny.”

Rohan cleared his throat. “Did he make any statement? Ask for anything?”

“Well, yes. And no. He spoke to our leaders—it was broadcast to every home. He told us that one of the il’Drach was on our planet and had ordered the Hybrids to force us to modernize. That it was he who wanted to use our labor for his own ends.”

“Strange story.”

“It was! We had never heard of such a thing. He said that he had freed us because he wanted all beings free of the tyranny of the Empire.”

“Very kind of him.”

“Yes.” The Ohnian’s voice failed to echo even a trace of Rohan’s sarcasm.

The female handed him tea; Rohan took it and blew on the top before sipping. It was an unsugared herbal tea with the natural sweetness of flowers. “This is good, thank you.”

The female smiled.

Rohan took another sip, then looked Otaru in the eye. “What else did he want?”

“Nothing. He freed us because it was right, Rohan.”

The older female laughed. “That’s not true, is it?”

Otaru turned to her. “What do you mean?”

“He asked us to keep him in our thoughts. To pray for his success. Didn’t he? He asked for our prayers.”

“Well, yes. But nothing material.”

Rohan swallowed and thought.

The female laughed again. “Foolish man. Why would you, an Ohnian, of all intelligent beings, belittle the spiritual over the material?”

Otaru recoiled slightly, then bowed his head. “You are right, Eldest Mother. Quite right. I have been trying too hard to see things as the heathens see them. I am sorry, Rohan, I answered your question poorly.”

Rohan sipped his tea. “He asked you to pray for him.”

“He did.”

“And he said an il’Drach, living on Ohn, was responsible for your problems.”

“Yes. A rogue, unbeholden to the Empire, but as evil as them in his own way. And he did more than say that. He found the il’Drach and exposed him. They fought, and he defeated the impostor and killed him.”

Rohan swallowed. “You’re telling me Hyperion killed a male il’Drach who was living on Ohn?”

“Yes.”

“How did Hyperion even find him?”

“He said he could sense them. He said he would use this Power to rid the sector of the il’Drach living among us, manipulating us and controlling our destinies. He said he would free us from their tyranny. And all he asked for in return was our prayers.”

That’s not possible. Is it? Twenty thousand years, they’ve been living on a thousand different planets, breeding Hybrids, and nobody has come up with a way to sniff them out.

Rohan rubbed his forehead and stared at the rug covering the grass under the tent. “Just to satisfy my curiosity, how do you know he was telling the truth?”

The old female laughed; Otaru shook his head. “What do you mean?”

“About the il’Drach. The one living in secret. He looked like an Ohnian, right? How do you know he was an il’Drach?”

“The Great Hero said he was.”

“Besides that.”

“There was an autopsy, I’m sure.”

“Yeah? Who did it? Can I talk to them?”

Otaru looked at the younger female. She shrugged. “I can check. Find the name of the pathologist. See if they are in stasis, with the fleet. Or are even living here on Wistful.”

Otaru spread his hands. “It is possible, Rohan, but with what has happened to our world, I would not count on it.”

Rohan nodded. “That’s fine. Please try, okay? It’s important. More than you know.”

“Why?”

“Let’s say I have a suspicion, and if I’m right, many lives are at stake. And if I’m not, well, many other lives are at stake. Lots of lives, either way, just different ones. Please, find the pathologist for me.”

“We will do our best, Rohan.”

“Super. In the meantime, is there anything else I can do for you?”

The old woman chuckled. “You can tell these fools to stop whining about what’s been lost.”

Otaru shook his head. “Hush, Eldest Mother.”

Rohan held up a hand. “Please, let her talk. What do you mean?”

“They all want everything perfect for their meditation. Running water, the smell of trees in the air.”

The Hybrid shrugged. “I thought the whole point of prayer was to help you cope when things in the outside world aren’t perfect?”

She laughed louder, slapping her thigh and rocking back and forth in her chair. “See what the guru says! Hyperion was a fool, but he chose his advisor well!”

Otaru bowed. “Thank you, Guru Rohan. For your wisdom.”

Rohan scratched his head and stood. “Not sure it’s wisdom. Also, let’s be fair, you guys have been through an extremely traumatic experience. Don’t be hard on yourselves for getting a little lost in the weeds.”

“There are no weeds, the grass here is very well-kept, Guru. We will work harder to acclimate to this place.”

“It’s a—never mind. You guys try to get along with everybody. Wear headphones if the noise bothers you. I’ll try to find you a nice, natural planet with lots of streams and rivers where you can live. Someplace far away from the il’Drach. Okay?”

“Yes, Guru Rohan. Thank you for your help.”

“It was nothing.”

Seriously, I’ve done nothing. But I’m going to try.
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Naughty Boys


Rohan’s comm pinged twice in rapid succession.

He picked the first message: Wistful.

“Rohan.” Not ‘Tow Chief Rohan,’ so it wasn’t related to his job.

“What’s up?”

“Repentant’s wormhole has opened. Three times.”

“Opened. As in, on its own? That’s not supposed to be possible. Or did we open it? Someone here?”

“Not us. Someone from the other side. I believe Vyrhicant opened the portal.”

Rohan paused. “Wistful, you know what Vyrhicant means, don’t you?”

“I do. It is il’Sein, and I maintain fluency in that language.”

“You have anything to say about that?”

“No, I do not.”

“Okay. We don’t want him opening that wormhole, do we?”

“I cannot see how that would result in a positive outcome for anybody.”

“Are you asking me to stop him? Because I’m not opposed to the idea, but that’s not my usual job. On the other hand, you’ve been using me as a first contact coordinator, and that’s not my job either. On the other other hand, which may be the first hand again, that didn’t turn out very well. I’m going to need Ohmei or one of the Tolone’ans if I’m going to use any more hands.”

“I am not asking you to stop him, or not to stop him. I do suggest you look out for Void’s Shadow. She might take it upon herself to try to interfere. Vyrhicant might also engage in further aggressive action toward her, Survivor’s Guilt, or Insatiable. I thought you would want to be informed.” Rohan had his helmet in his hands before she could finish talking.

“I didn’t think that through. You’re right, though, this is bad news. Did he come through?”

“He has not. I believe he sent a claw through, but only briefly. Very briefly.”

“Testing the waters.”

“Assuming that is an expression and not literal, then yes.”

“Thanks, Wistful. I’m going to head out.”

“I will have shuttles take over towing functions for the day, Rohan. Take care.”

“Thanks.”

He slid his mask over his face, waiting for the hiss of air pressure as it sealed to his skin, and flew for the nearest airlock. Rohan tapped the side of his neck, opening the second line. “Rohan here.”

“Hail, Tow Chief Second Class Rohan, this is Survivor’s Guilt.”

“Oh. Hey. How are you? I was inside your brain yesterday. That sounded really awkward; I shouldn’t have said that out loud.”

“That’s okay. I want to say thank you, Tow Chief. You saved my life.”

“Well. You’re welcome? Yes. I mean, you’re welcome, but also let’s not make a habit out of it. I’m sure that was unpleasant for both of us.”

“Yes. I am grateful. That is not why I’m calling.”

“Is it about Vyrhicant opening the wormhole?”

“Yes, Tow Chief. He has not initiated hostile action yet, but the Assessor is concerned. I am still undergoing repairs and cannot leave the area safely.”

“You want me to come have a look?”

“I do, Tow Chief. If you don’t mind.”

He smiled. “Your attitude has changed quite a bit from the first time you spoke to me.”

“I apologize, Tow Chief. I was under orders.”

“And now?”

“The Assessor’s attitude toward you has shifted considerably. And, as you say, you were inside my brain. That makes us friends.”

He laughed. “Is that the standard? I guess it can be. Okay. I’m going to come out and have a look. If Vyrhicant needs to be dealt with, I’ll do it.”

“Thank you.”

The line closed. Rohan’s nav system projected directions to the wormhole on his mask; he began to fly.

As soon as he cleared Wistful’s beacon perimeter, he opened a channel to Void’s Shadow.

“You there?”

It took several minutes for her to answer. “Yes, Captain?”

“Are you monitoring what’s going on here?”

“No, Captain, not really. I was playing on Toth 3. Should I be?”

He sighed. “There’s something going on. Vyrhicant is opening the wormhole.”

“Ooh, that guy. I can’t stand him. Sorry, Captain.”

“No, don’t be. Look, I could use a little help dealing with him. But I don’t want you to fight him or cross into the other system. Can you come with me and open the wormhole? Just let me through, then wait on this side. I don’t know, open it every fifteen minutes or something so I can get back.”

“Are you sure, Captain?”

“If you don’t mind.”

“I can come with you. I’m not afraid of that bully.”

Rohan laughed. “Maybe you should be. He’s really strong. Maybe I should be afraid of him, too.”

“No, Captain. You’re the scary one, people just don’t know it because you’re so nice.”

He laughed again. “That’s the pick-me-up I needed today. Can you get me on the way? I’m bone-tired after the last few days, and I could use a lift.”

“Happy to, Captain. Just stay on course, I’ll grab you.”

“Thanks.”
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A hostile, acidic knot of worry grew in Rohan’s gut as they crossed Toth system.

The number of unanswered questions he was dealing with had grown uncomfortably. Each nugget of new information discovered, answering a question, simply raised two new concerns, like an epistemological hydra.

He stripped and slid into the regen tank he kept on Void’s Shadow, letting the nutrient-rich gel finish healing up the burns and lacerations he’d been accumulating. As he rested, he practiced creating Spiral’s technique, the esoteric spring he’d managed to use with the Assessor.

Draw a rod of energy; anchor one end to the esoteric space where his Power dwelled; push the other to his palm; twist the rod into a coil.

After six months, he could do it in one-tenth the time and keep it alive for ten times longer than when he’d first tried it. He wasn’t sure it would be enough.

Maybe I just got lucky.

Maybe it only worked because I’d just been badly electrocuted and my brain wasn’t working normally.

Just my luck. I’m going to have to carry a defibrillator into every fight. I can see it now: right before we start, I’ll have to excuse myself, paddle my own head, then start throwing punches.

“Captain, five minutes until we’re at relative rest a kilometer from the wormhole.”

“Thanks.” He stood and stepped out, shivering slightly as the tank’s hydrophobic field stripped every drop of moisture from his skin, then pulled on his uniform. “Almost ready.”

“Yes, Captain. Are you sure you don’t want me to come through with you?”

“I’m sure. Let’s keep you safe, at least. I can handle Vyrhicant.”

“Okay, Captain.” Her voice carried doubt.

He didn’t mention it.

The wormhole loomed large in the ship’s forward view screen. Survivor’s Guilt floated nearby, visible without magnification.

“Captain, Survivor’s Guilt is going to see me if I open the wormhole. I can’t hide the gravity pulses I need to unlock it. Is that okay?”

Rohan thought as he put his mask on.

The Assessor knew about Void’s Shadow. They also wanted his help and knew he wouldn’t take kindly to them causing problems for his ship.

He switched open a channel. “I think it’s fine. If you want, try to make friends with her. I think she’s lonely.”

“Why do you think that, Captain? Did she say it?”

“No. But everybody’s afraid of . . . the Hybrid she has on board. Something tells me she has trouble finding ships who want to stick around long enough to have a decent conversation.”

“Okay, Captain. She looks like she’s stuck in the system for a while, with all that damage. I can try to talk. Maybe she likes to swim, too. I can tell her all the good places.”

“Don’t do that. She can’t land on Toth 3, remember? She’s not a stealth ship; the kaiju will eat her. Just try to be nice. Tell her about your favorite asteroid fields.”

“Thanks, Captain, I’ll do that. You ready?”

“Yup. Let me slip out . . . here I go. Do your thing.”

Rohan floated in space and watched as his ship, visible only by the stars it blotted out, approached the wormhole.

He felt flutters in his gut as she pulsed quick bursts of artificial gravity at the stone disc, keying in a very particular pattern. One that had taken Marion Stone a year to calculate.

A dot appeared in the center of the disc, the stone retreating from it, dilating like an airlock hatch, until the disc became a ring, and through it appeared a completely different set of stars from a completely different region of space.

Rohan exhaled slowly and looked through, half-expecting Vyrhicant to be waiting just on the other side.

He wasn’t.

The Hybrid pulled himself through. As always, his gut tightened at the barrier in space, as on some instinctual level he expected to feel something as he crossed tens of thousands of light years.

As always, he didn’t.

He flew clear of the backside of the wormhole, giving his nav time to orient to a new local star, and began flying toward the planet and Repentant.

Rohan exhaled and opened his Third Eye as wide as he could. His best chance to know if Vyrhicant was coming for him would be to feel the ship. He wasn’t sure his nav system would trace it, and at interplanetary speeds, his eyes wouldn’t give him enough time to respond.

Halfway to Repentant, he opened a channel. “Hail, Repentant. This is Tow Chief Second Class Rohan. Your son has been misbehaving.”

No response.

“He attacked an Assessor, Repentant. I know you’ve been out of touch for the last four or five hundred centuries, but you can’t do stuff like that. They will send a fleet here to vaporize both of you.”

Still none.

“I know he’s a tough ship, and apparently you’ve got some skills left. Congratulations. But you have to know it won’t matter when they throw ten ships at you. Or twenty.”

Repentant’s voice broke the silence. “Go away. Away. Let them come. I dare them. I dare all of them. Them.”

Rohan swallowed. “It’s not just about you. You think Wistful wants an Imperial fleet traipsing through her system? No, she doesn’t. And when you do fight, you’ll lose, but you’ll hurt a lot of ships. A lot of people. Friends of mine. That doesn’t help anybody.”

Repentant laughed. “You don’t know what help I want. I want.”

Vyrhicant broke in. “Let me fight him, Dad. I can take him, I know I can. I want to be the ar’Tahul. That’s what happens, right? I’ll kill him and take his stupid badge. Then I’ll be in charge, right? That will be so cool.”

Rohan fiddled with the sides of his mask, manipulating the nav controls, hoping it would identify the warship’s position and show it on the display. “You can fight me, but you can’t fight the Empire. I know why you named your son, Repentant. I know what you want. It won’t work.”

Repentant laughed again, shrilly. “Stupid ar’Tahul. Stupid platinum thing. Thing. Son, go. Go. Kill him. Kill him.”

Here we go.

Rohan stopped accelerating, maintaining a velocity that would carry him to, and past, Repentant in another half an hour. He gave himself just a touch of pitch and roll, so his eyes scanned all of the surrounding space over the course of a couple of tumbles.

Looking for Vyrhicant.

He drew out a rod of esoteric energy, collapsed it again. Drew it out, collapsed it. I can’t hold the spring shape for long. I have to wait until I see him, then create it while he’s on his way.

Easy peasy.

He spun again; stars rolled past his field of vision, a planet with three visible moons; more stars.

The planet again.

One star, brighter than the rest. Growing.

Growing.

Gotta be him.

He exhaled, calming himself, gently pushing back against the tendril of angry energy that poked him from behind.

Not now. Not for this.

He pulled his own Power into a rod, like a snake, a spear, the driveshaft on a car.

The bright star grew as the ship’s voice came over the open channel.

“I know you can see me, Tow Chief. I want you to see me. You know why? I like fighting. I liked fighting that il’Drach ship, too. Kicked her aft bootstrap drives, didn’t I? Oh yeah. She didn’t have a chance.”

“You didn’t do anything, boy. You annoyed her, and your dad stepped in and put a pair of claws through her brain. Don’t get too full of yourself over a victory like that. Maybe learn to fight your own battles first.”

“Oh, I will. I’m going to do this one myself. Right, Dad? You’re not going to get involved, are you?”

No response.

Rohan’s nav system locked in on Vyrhicant, and a magenta blob popped up on his screen. He gave himself a nudge, countering his tumble and orienting himself directly toward the warship.

He continued on his straight, constant vector toward Repentant while the warship closed on him, accelerating wildly.

He’s going to smash me like a bug on a windshield.

Half a heartbeat before impact, the rod popped into nonexistence as Rohan let his Power flare into life and yank him a hundred meters to the side.

Vyrhicant flew past.

“Coward! Spineless, weak-willed coward! You said you were going to face me head-on, then you didn’t! Ha! Some ar’Tahul you turned out to be! You’re not worthy of the name. I’ll show you who is! You’ll see!”

Vyrhicant turned, overpowered bootstrap drives spinning him in a tight half-circle, sending him right back toward Rohan’s new position.

The warship continued its taunts.

“You’re nothing but a loser! No wonder Dad doesn’t like you! You came here and let the old ar’Tahul free after Dad watched him for thousands and thousands of years, then you whined about it. Oh, poor me, I messed up your whole mission, please forgive me.”

Rohan exhaled slowly and pulled out a fresh rod of energy; twisted it.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, kid. You’re too young. You’ve never had to handle a complex situation.”

Vyrhicant closed on the Hybrid once again.

Rohan drew his energy into a spring, anchored at his back and palm, his hand out in front of him, ready to absorb the warship’s charge.

“Sounds to me like a loser making loser excuses for himself. That’s okay, I’m no loser. Neither is Dad. We took out an Assessor, now we’ll take out The Griffin. Maybe next time they’ll send someone tough after us. Someone competent. Not someone who lets their friends get hurt. Because that’s what happened, right? The real ar’Tahul hurt a bunch of your friends, and you were too weak to stop him.”

Rohan’s anger flared, his Power erupting into the base of his skull.

That little sh—

His anger blew away the rod of Power like a hurricane snuffing a candle.

Vyrhicant slammed into him, the force of the impact breaking a dozen bones in a handful of places, striking his brain like a flash of lightning behind his retinas, stealing consciousness and breath in one enormous blow.

Oh sh—

The warship backed away and prepared for another charge.

Rohan’s eyes wouldn’t focus. A terrible ache took root behind them, driving away all thought. He coughed, sharp pains erupting on the right side of his lungs.

The warship’s voice sounded through his comms. “You see? You can’t face me. You’re weak. I’m going to send your corpse through the wormhole in two pieces. No, three! No—”

Vyrhicant froze; he flew away from Rohan in a line.

“My bootstraps! What have you done!”

Void’s Shadow spoke. “Captain, I’m getting you. Hold on.”

“Where did those claws come from? I can’t see . . .”

A hole opened in space; no, a hatch opened in a hull so black it reflected no light, a hull as dark as the depths between the stars. “Just relax, Captain, I have you.”

Rohan fell into the hole; or, perhaps, the hole fell over him. A fresh gravity field pulled him down as gentle arms of pure esoteric energy caught him and lowered him toward the regen tank.

“Relax. He won’t be following us, Captain. I put stealth coating over my claws and took out his bootstrap drives. He’s going to drift until he can repair them, which will take, oh, I don’t know. A while.

“I’ll get you home now, Captain. I’ll get you home.”
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Return of The Devil Doctor


Rohan woke in the disorienting near-weightlessness peculiar to being suspended in a gel up to his neck. A brief moment of panic gave way as he forced his muscles to unlock.

Dim lights eased into life as he opened his eyes to the sterile decor of Wistful’s medical wing. He floated inside a glass-walled regen tank, his hair fanned out over the surface of the healing gel, naked but for a modesty-providing-and-waste-removing harness over his hips.

His body felt weak and distant.

The Hybrid blinked and looked around the room. Katya lay curled up on the floor near his feet, a soft blanket her only bedding. His mask sat on a tray he could reach without detaching from the tank. A panel on the side of the tank probably displayed his vitals and other interesting details, but he could only see its back.

He waited for his most recent memories to coalesce. Brain’s a bit fuzzy. I bet I’m on some good painkillers.

Oh, now I remember why I’m in here.

I liked fuzzy better.

He watched Katya breathe for a few minutes while relaxing into the gel, enjoying the sensation of having nothing to do.

His memories returned, bit by bit, and with each nugget of information, he felt more anxious.

Damnit.

With a sigh, he reached one arm up out of the warm gel, scraped dry by the hydrophobic field at the top of the tank, and grabbed his helmet.

There was a trick to resting in the gel in such a way that he could breathe, relax his head, and use the mask as a tablet all at the same time. It was a trick he’d mastered during dozens of sessions in regen tanks all across the sector.

Katya stirred at the soft splashes from the tank, swatting at something in front of her face with one hand, eyes still closed.

The screen in his mask came to life.

He’d fought Vyrhicant before noon; it was twenty hours later. He scrolled through his news feeds.

The last of the conscious Ohnians had left the fleet and joined those already on Wistful; the tent city was bursting at the seams with refugees.

The Stones had finished their mega-null-entropy field, locking the entire Ohnian fleet in the largest stasis field in the history of the Empire.

Oops. I was supposed to help tow that into place. Guess they found some other way.

Marion Stone warned that the new field was inherently unstable, and that a home for the Ohnians needed to be found quickly or there would be millions of deaths.

Tensions around the tent city were growing, as were incidents of violence.

The citizens knew a damaged il’Drach warship was in the sector; it was upsetting them. Shipping through Wistful was down seven percent.

Only five people on this station even know what an Assessor is. But everybody knows an Imperial warship is bad news.

Katya sat up, rubbed her eyes, and licked her hands. “Rohan?”

He blinked. “Awake. Why are you on the floor?”

She uncoiled to her feet with the effortless grace of . . . a cat. Or a person who had spent their entire life on a high-gravity world.

“Rohan! How do you feel?”

He grunted. “I’m alive. How do you feel? The last time I saw you, Ursula was getting ready to nurse you back to health.”

“Ursula! She is my new favorite! So much prettier than you, with such soft fur. She took me to eat fish! Oh, Rohan, you should try it when you are able. The meat is so delicious, so light yet so flavorful. I shall miss fish very badly when I return home. If I return.”

“I’ve had fish before.”

“Why did you ever stop? I can’t think of anything but having more fish.”

“I would have, but I don’t think there are any on your world. I’d have to check the streams again to be sure.”

She sighed. “There are not. But while I am here, I will eat many more fish. This is a truly lovely place, your home.”

“Thanks. You want to tell me why you’re sleeping on the floor?”

She pouted. “I was supposed to watch you, Father Rohan. And you went off to space again, and again you returned with grievous injuries. I am starting to think that you are not good at obeying.”

He laughed, generating sharp pains all through his ribs and lungs. “Don’t do that again. I wouldn’t call my injuries grievous. At least not the first time.”

“Do not quibble, it’s unbecoming. You are already quite physically ugly; you must concentrate on lovely behavior to balance it out.”

“Yes, Katya. I’ll try.”

“To answer, I am here to protect you. Which I was unable to do in space, but here, I can.”

“All right. Not sure I need protection inside Wistful, but thank you very much, Katya.”

“You are welcome. I will help you right now. I can only imagine how exciting this will be for you, but with Ang’s help, I have found a butcher who sells meat that tastes almost exactly like auroch! I know a bowl of auroch stew will help you heal quickly and return to your normal self.”

Rohan sighed. “You really don’t have to do that. Really.” Please don’t.

“It is my pleasure. You are so modest and shy when people do things for you, it would be cute on someone more attractive.”

“I’m just fine eating normal station food, Katya. But I appreciate the thought.”

She nodded. “I will bring food later. Ang has been very kind to me.”

“I bet he has.”

“What does that mean?”

“I think Ang is quite fond of you, that’s all.”

“He is. It is sweet.”

“If you’re okay with it, then so am I.”

“We shall see. What else can I do for you, Rohan? Shall I call the red doctor to speak to you? She was so worried for you, but I explained that most of your appearance is normal, that you are naturally malformed, not the result of any injuries.”

“Thanks for that. Call her in a minute. I want to talk to you about something first.”

She stepped closer to the tank and reached up, dipping the tip of one finger into the gel. “Yes, Rohan.”

“There’s something going on with your world, and I need to try to understand what it is.”

“What do you mean?” She leaned forward and licked his forehead.

“Stop that.” He paused. How do I explain this? “One week ago, your world was just sort of . . . working. Then I came, and I did what I did, and now . . . something’s wrong.”

“What is wrong, Father Rohan?”

“I don’t know. I just know that I changed something, that now the way your people are going to work in the future is going to be different. Dangerous. This isn’t making any sense. I’m not making sense.”

Katya nodded. “You broke the law. Well, you are outside the law, so you did not break it, but you did things . . . if an il’Zkin did them, we would be breaking the law. Yes?”

“Yes. I think it has something to do with Leo. Or your tribe.”

“My brother broke the law, and you saved him from punishment. If not for you . . . I don’t know. He might not have broken the law. Or he might have and then died. But he would not have run away, after the breaking.”

“That’s all true. I just don’t see how that could all be as dangerous as it was.”

“Why do you think it was dangerous?”

He swallowed. “There are people who can tell. When people are acting in a way that will get them into trouble. Real trouble.”

She laughed. “How? Do they see the future?”

“Yeah. They do. Just a tiny bit of it, just enough to know if things are going to be really bad.”

Her eyes tightened. “You are not joking. Or teasing me. You are saying that things will be very bad for my people.”

“Yeah. Maybe. If I can’t fix it. And I’m going to try to fix it, but I can’t if I don’t know what’s wrong. How can Leo and Flix being in love be such a problem? How can that tear apart your world or your society? It’s just . . . two guys.”

Katya laughed. “Love? What are you talking about?”

“Leo and Flix. You know. That they’re gay. Always running off together, to be alone.”

Katya’s ears pointed forward, and she rubbed the top of her head. “What does this mean ‘gay’? I almost understand, but I don’t.”

“When two men . . . two males . . . when they’re attracted to each other, and develop strong feelings, sometimes they . . .”

She laughed. “Leo and Flix? You think they were having sex?”

He swallowed. “Weren’t they?”

Katya shrugged, just a twitch of her shoulders. “I don’t know. I never asked. It never seemed important. Maybe they were!”

“If you didn’t know, why were you so bothered that they ran off together? When they ran off alone?”

“You thought they were running off to have sex? But why? Flix has a tent. And if they did, why would the rest of the tribe care? Sex isn’t against the law.”

“It’s not? It’s not. I’m confused.”

“Silly Rohan. You are confused. None in the tribe cared if Flix and Leo had loving feelings for each other. They wouldn’t be the first. It is a shame those couples cannot have kittens, because kittens are adorable, but it is not against the law.”

“It’s not. I said that already. If that wasn’t the problem, then what? Why did you discourage them from going off alone? What did Risa catch them doing? When she beat them up and dragged them back to the cave. If it wasn’t about forbidden love or whatever the hell I was thinking, what was it?”

“Beat them? Risa didn’t beat them. How could she? Risa is not so strong as that. Also, fighting is against the law unless one is scaling the cliff. Risa would never break the law. If anything, she is too careful to follow it, if you know what I am saying.”

“No. I really don’t. I mean, I do, about Risa. But if she didn’t beat them . . .”

Katya checked over both shoulders, then leaned in and lowered her voice. “Risa did not beat them. They beat each other. They were fighting, Rohan. That was against the law. That is why she brought them to the cave, why they were to be punished. Until you interfered.”

“You fight all the time, though.”

“That is not true.”

He put down his mask and rubbed between his eyes. “No, you’re right. Leo challenged me, but he’d never seen me before. You guys don’t fight each other, do you? Just once, when you become adults.”

“When we scale the cliff. And even then, it is customary to only fight when one truly believes victory is possible. We fight only enough to see how strong the youth are so they can be placed in the correct position in the tribe.”

“Okay. You don’t really fight each other. But you fight the aurochs, right? You guys hunt, what, at least every few months? Right?”

She nodded. “Yes. But we may never fight an auroch alone. And il’Zkin are rarely badly hurt during the fight; we attack as a tribe, and the injured are taken to freedom quickly. Some die, but that is permitted under the law.”

“How generous. It’s okay to die.”

“You always want to make sense of the law. It is very interesting, Rohan. The law simply is. It does not need to be understood. The not-understanding of it is your lack, your weakness. Not the law’s.”

Rohan opened his mouth to argue; he couldn’t come up with anything. “They broke the law by fighting. It’s against your law for your people, a race of warriors, of Powers, to fight each other. Except for rare occasions.”

“You are repeating what we both know. Why are you doing this?”

“I’m trying to wrap my head around it. Why is it against the law? And what are the actual consequences? In the real world? Why does it seem that what I did is going to cause so much trouble?”

“I do not know. The law is there to protect us, Rohan.”

“If you’re so sure about that, why are you here, guarding me? Why aren’t you furious with me?”

She paused. “The law does not require that I be angry with you, Rohan, for you are outside the law. And, more than that . . . you saved my little brother’s life. The last of my family. How could I be angry?”

“I might have doomed your entire planet. I think a little anger is probably justified.”

Katya licked her hands and paced the room, her lips moving soundlessly as she worked something out. Rohan watched until she stopped and turned to him. “My people are truly in danger?”

“I think they are. Yes.”

“Then, we must help them.”

“Yes. I want to. I don’t know how.”

“You saved my brother when I thought that was not possible. I believe you can save the rest of us.”

He sighed.

Was there any point in arguing with her?

The door chimed and, after a few seconds, slid open.

Dr. Simivar ducked as she entered so her long, straight horns wouldn’t bump the head jamb. Her scaled red skin, tufts of fur, and flat yellow eyes marked her as a Drexian.

“Rohan. How are you feeling?”

“I hurt, but it’s manageable. I take it you’ve got me thoroughly drugged up? My head is foggy.”

“That would be the result of one part drugs and three parts serious concussion. You have a real knack for accumulating head trauma, young man.”

“Young man? How old do you think I am? How old are you?”

“Just a turn of phrase. I’m practicing different ways to seem more authoritative.”

“At least my head trauma heals.”

“Thank your father for that.”

“I will. Speaking of thanks, where did you get the regen gel? I thought you said it was super expensive.”

Simivar looked at Katya, who cocked her head and stared back. The feline leaned forward and flicked out her tongue, licking Simivar’s hand. The Drexian sighed. “Stop doing that.”

Katya nodded. “Sorry. You’re just so interesting.”

Rohan looked at the doctor. “Gel?”

“Yes. We received a substantial supply of Hybrid-compliant regen gel. Thanks to a certain il’Drach warship. An officer named—Twa’para? I think?—sent it. Specifically mentioned it was a gift in appreciation of your efforts on their behalf.”

Rohan lifted his hands, checked that they were dry, and smoothed back his hair. “I guess it’s better to have them trying to bribe me than kill me. Honestly, I’d prefer to not need the stuff at all.”

She nodded and looked at the information panel on his tank. “Vitals are good. Not great, but good. Looks like both lungs are taking in air, which is more than I can say for yesterday. I need you to suppress your Powers so I can do some imaging. You have a lot of damaged bones, and I couldn’t get a great picture of them while you were unconscious.”

“Just a sec.” Rohan exhaled slowly, and pushed back against his Power, sealing it away from his body. He immediately felt weak, his arms and legs hollow. “Go ahead.”

She tapped on a few more things. Katya watched, eyes flickering back and forth between the doctor and the patient.

“You can relax.” He did, letting his curse trickle through his body. “The good news is that your superficial injuries are basically gone and your lung is clear.”

“I’ll thank Dad for that. Add it to the Father’s Day card.”

“Thank the regen gel we pumped into your chest. The remaining issues are the fractures. You broke a lot of bones, and they’re going to take some time to heal.”

“I didn’t break them, someone else did. For the record.”

“Very funny. I’d like you to spend the next six or seven days in the tank. Next best would be a week in deep space, in free fall.”

Rohan grunted. “I don’t have time for that.”

“Of course you don’t. But as soon as your control slips, the bones will break again, and you’re likely to see more lung punctures. This is potentially life-threatening.”

Rohan sighed. “I’ve been down that road before. I need something faster.”

“I don’t have anything faster.”

“Don’t sweat it, I know a trick. I’ll be out of here in a few hours.”

“I won’t, not having sweat glands. About that trick . . . do I want to know what it is?”

“Probably not. Thanks, Dr. Simivar. Katya, I’m going to call Wildeye. We’ll need some privacy.”

Katya stood. “Is this another of your strange sex rituals, Rohan? Like the concern you had about my gay brother?”

Simivar turned to Rohan. “Am I going to have to order a full sterilization of this room when you’re done?”

He considered. “Katya, no, not a sex thing. Dr. Simivar . . . yes. Yes, you will.”
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Off-Label


Wildeye arrived twenty minutes after Rohan sent his message. Ang followed her into the room, his eyes immediately drawn to Katya, and only to Katya.

Wildeye ran up to the tank and leaned over the edge, sticking her hands into the gel to hug a surprised Rohan.

“Rohan! I would have been here sooner but you were unconscious and I was trying to help deal with some . . . things! How are you?”

Rohan coughed as a surge of gel got into his mouth, displaced by her upper body. “Careful! Um . . . you can let go now. I’m fine. Well, not fine, but, you know . . . you can let go now.”

She reluctantly let go.

Ang nodded to Katya. “Hello, Katya-le.” She smiled and reached up to scratch under his jawline.

“Hello, Auroch Ang. That is my nickname for you. Don’t you think it fits, Rohan? Ang is so big.”

“Yeah. Like an auroch. Sort of. Ang, you’re still guarding Wildeye?”

The Ursan nodded. “Am guarding Wildeye. Wei Li for asking me to warn her when Wildeye returns. Some, er, trouble for happening.”

Rohan sighed and locked eyes with Wildeye. “What trouble?”

“It’s not my fault! I’m responsible for the Ohnians, Rohan. I brought them here. I have to keep them safe.”

Rohan looked at Ang. “What happened?”

Ang sighed. “Wildeye speaks the truth. She showed remarkable restraint.”

“There, see! Restraint! I’m trying!”

Ang nodded. “Did not even kill or eat the angry protesters, even if deserved it. Wildeye only injured them severely.”

Wildeye turned to him. “Did you have to mention that?”

Ang shrugged. “Cannot lie to Brother Rohan.”

Katya rubbed his shoulder with both hands. “You’re such a good man, Auroch Ang. Rohan is lucky to have a brother like you.”

Ang nodded. “I am always for saying that. Always.”

Wildeye pressed her fists into her hips. “They were throwing rocks! I’ve been hanging around, hoping that just being there would scare them into stopping, but it didn’t work! It just made them angrier. Shouting about not wanting il’Drach Hybrids telling them what to do, about how if they wanted to live like that, they’d have stayed in the Empire.”

Rohan’s headache intensified. “Wildeye, that’s not how we do things here. No hospitalizing civilians. Seriously.”

“I’m sorry, Rohan, I really am. I’ve been on edge. I can’t find that ship that sent my sister’s message, and I certainly can’t find any trace of her. The Assessor is still in the system. Then I heard you went through a different wormhole and got hurt, and I just felt I had to do something. Oh, yeah, and I’m sorry I hurt you, Katya. I’ve been thinking, and I should have been more careful.”

Katya shrugged. “No need to apologize. I am fine, and it was a good fight.”

Wildeye squinted at her. “Was it?”

Rohan ran his hands over the surface of the gel, making little ripples in the tank, willing himself to calm down. “Her people love to fight. Which is weird, considering how much they’re restricted from doing it.”

Katya nodded. “I can never fight Wildeye again, as she is now my elder. But there are many others here I can fight! It is very exciting.”

Ang coughed. “There are other fun activities you could be for enjoying while you are being here on Wistful, not just for fighting.”

“Like eating fish! And drinking Sein Ale!”

“Yes, but others as well, if you are for liking—”

Rohan exhaled sharply. “Would you two mind excusing Wildeye and me for a while? I need to ask her for a favor, and it’s not something you will want to be in the room for.”

Wildeye smiled at him. “Does it involve me getting naked and climbing into that tank with you? Because I’m not saying no.”

“No. Actually, yes, but not in the way I’m pretty sure you’re implying.”

Katya shook her head. “We will stay and watch. You need to be guarded, Rohan. You get hurt a lot.”

Ang put a hand on the feline’s shoulder. “Katya, I am thinking Brother Rohan desires some privacy. We can for waiting just outside door, yes? Keeping them safe from there.”

“Thank you, Ang. That sounds great. Wait outside. And if you hear any screaming—”

Katya straightened. “We will rip open the door and rescue you!”

“No, the screaming means things are fine. Don’t come in, especially if you’re squeamish.”

Katya licked her hand. “I do not understand this word.”

Ang guided her toward the door. “Come, Katya-le. We will wait outside. You can be for telling me about aurochs and your tribe.” She wiggled her whiskers, then nodded and joined him.

Wildeye waited while the pair filed out and closed the door behind them. “What is it, Rohan?”

“You have experience with regen tanks, right?”

“Of course.”

“Have you ever used them to fix deep tissue injuries? Like bone fractures?”

Her eyes widened, almost meeting at the center of her face. “You want me to cut you?”

“‘Want’ is probably not the right word. But I am on the deadliest of all deadlines. I can’t afford to lounge around here while my bones heal naturally. And I can’t fight if my ribs are on the verge of giving way.”

“You need me to cut you so the gel can make direct contact with your bones. And nobody else can do it, because you might accidentally lash out and knock one of them through the wall.”

“Yeah.”

“What do you normally do when there aren’t any other Hybrids around?”

A smile touched his lips. “I don’t normally get half my bones broken at once.”

“It must be hard to live here as the only one of your kind. Regular people are so delicate. You can’t really be yourself around them.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know, like with sex. You can’t really . . . indulge.”

He swallowed. “Oh.”

“And they can’t understand what it was like, growing up as one of us.”

“I guess they don’t.” It’s hard to explain the Fathers to people who don’t know them.

“Don’t you get lonely?” She slipped off her shoes.

He sighed. “I mean, I have a girlfriend.”

“Does she get you? Does she know what you really are?” She undid the tab at her waist and dropped her pants to a puddle on the floor.

He swallowed. “Some of it. Not everything.”

“I’m sure she couldn’t help you with this.” She slipped her shirt over her head.

He focused on a spot of dirt on the otherwise-spotless ceiling. How had that gotten there? “No. Definitely not.”

“Well, I’m here now.” She climbed into the tank. “I’ll need a good scalpel. And you’ll have to tell me exactly where to cut.”

“I’ll call Simivar back. She’ll get you sorted.”

“Okay. What are you in such a hurry to do, anyway?”

He scratched his damp beard. “I need to head over to Pilli 4 and try to convince a kid not to fight with his best friend.”
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Nine hours later.

Wildeye had done her job, repeatedly cutting through Rohan’s skin, fat, fascia, and muscles, exposing his fractured bones to direct infusions of regenerative gel.

The gel supplied nutrients and growth factors in a density unmatched by any biological tissue, and his il’Drach physiology accepted them at a rate unknown to any other living species.

The hours of slicing, infusing a scalpel with all the Power at her disposal so it could cut into Rohan, left Wildeye drained and exhausted, his bones intact, and everything over his bones resembling the refuse bin behind a butcher counter.

Simivar stood next to the tank, comparing numbers on her personal datapad with the readouts on the tank and making disapproving noises.

He floated, relaxing as much as he could, as his flesh knitted back together. “Have I ever told you that my mother is a doctor?”

“Your . . . of course. Your human parent.”

“Yeah. Not anymore. I mean, she’s still human, just not a doctor. She transitioned into . . . I guess you could say politics.”

“She must be very proud of you. You’ve accomplished so much.”

He smiled. “I didn’t become a doctor, never gave her grandchildren, never even married. I don’t think she’s too happy with how her only son turned out.”

“I’m sure that’s not true. In my experience, children who think the way you do are most often the victims of parents who themselves have a hard time expressing their feelings, not of parents who don’t value them.”

“Maybe.” Dr. Simivar poked at one of his still-open wounds. “Ouch.”

“Another hour in the tank and you’ll be ready to get dressed and walk around. If you can, try to avoid any significant exertion for another eight hours. Let someone else do the fighting for a while.”

“I’ll try. How will I know if I moved around too much, or too soon?”

She shrugged. “Check your feet.”

“My feet?”

“Yes. If there are puddles of blood gathering around them, you’ve done too much. Come back and we’ll get you stitched back together.”

“Roger that.”

Dr. Simivar ducked through the door and left him alone. He settled back into the gel, ran through the previous week’s events in his mind, and waited for his wounds to close.
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Rohan dressed and checked the time in his mask.

Arkhan’s Cave was at a longitude that kept time roughly in sync with Wistful, so if he wanted to get there during daylight, he’d have to wait for station morning. A gentle rumble in his gut told him he should use some of that time for refueling.

He found Ang waiting for him in the corridor just outside his room.

“Brother Rohan! Are looking much improved now.”

Rohan stretched gently. “Katya left?”

“Was very tired. Still recovering from Wildeye fight.”

“Right.”

“We talked for many hours, her and I. She stayed as long as she could.”

“She’s sweet. Thinks she owes me for saving her brother when in fact I might have doomed him and her entire species.”

Ang nodded. “She is for being very . . .” His hands moved in the air, apparently at random, as he searched for the right words.

“You don’t have to say anything else, buddy. You want to get some food? I’m starving.”

“Ang always ready for food.”

Rohan’s comm pinged: Wei Li asking for a meeting. He invited her to join them. Ang messaged the Stones to check their availability.

Soon the men arrived at Third Moon, a restaurant and bar the Ursans had claimed as their own upon arriving at the station. The host immediately recognized Rohan and seated them at a big booth without a wait.

Ang drained the first tall glass of Sein Ale in one enormous swallow. He nodded and wiped the back of his maw against his hand. “Is good. Brothers should drink more often together. And eat.”

Rohan bit into the first appetizer, fingers of raw fish coated in a green sauce, spicy enough to make his eyes water. “I don’t think drinking will solve any of my problems, but just in case it does, I’m not taking any risks.” He held up a hand to make sure the server knew to refill their glasses quickly and often.

The server, a pink-skinned Kratic, nodded knowingly. He’d waited on Ursans before.

Wei Li entered the restaurant, spotted the pair, and joined them. She pushed her uniform hood off her bare yellow scalp and motioned the server for a drink of her own. “Gentleman. Rohan.”

He chuckled sarcastically. “Very funny. How are you doing?”

She sighed. “Your Hybrid friend is unacceptably annoying. I’m beginning to think it’s a species-wide trait.”

“What did she do? Oh, no, wait, she told me what she did.”

“Did she?”

“Just out of curiosity, why haven’t you thrown her off the station? I mean, I don’t want her gone, but after assaulting civilians, I figured her time was coming.”

Wei Li drained half her glass. “Wistful likes the idea of Hybrids on board who are not loyal to the Empire. In case hostilities escalate. She is also sympathetic to Wildeye’s plight as a deserter.”

“Hoarding Hybrids in case hostilities escalate is a bit of a self-fulfilling prophecy, isn’t it?”

Ang cleared his throat. “Is better to have without need than to need without have. Correct?”

“Are you using my own words against me? I think you are. Almost.”

Ang shrugged. “Is effective tactic in my experience.”

Wei Li nodded. “Agreed. As to Wildeye, another mitigating factor is that the civilians she injured were, in fact, attempting to assault innocents.”

Rohan popped another slice of fish into his mouth. “Things are that bad?”

She shrugged. “Wistful had the area covered, so there was no actual danger the rocks would be able to reach the Ohnians. One could argue that the throwing was, therefore, symbolic. On the other hand, I am not completely certain the rock throwers themselves were aware of that fact. For the moment, we are granting Wildeye the benefit of the doubt, that she believed she was protecting against an actual threat. I would still prefer she show more restraint in the future.”

“I’ll talk to her, but I can’t guarantee anything.”

Ang slurped down a piece of fish. “Am confident Wildeye will listen very closely to anything you are saying, Brother Rohan. She was for being very eager to be close with you.”

Wei Li sighed and sagged back into the soft bench padding. “Is this my life now? Am I going to be subjected to another one of your ridiculous romantic entanglements? I thought we were done with this. Is not your relationship with Tamara monogamous? Why is this an open question?”

Rohan shrugged. “We’re not actually at that stage. We’re taking it slow. We can see other people.” He shook his head as a very intense memory of Wildeye’s naked, velvety skin as she slid into his regen tank flashed through his mind. Brain, do not go there.

Ang’s jowls shook as he nodded. “Good. Men should not being for settle down until the marital tournament.”

Wei Li turned to him. “The what?”

Ang caught the server’s eye and gestured toward his ale. Rohan finished his own and pushed the empty glass across the table.

Ang grinned. “Is Ursan way. Females pick their partner. If many females desire a single male, there is tournament. Victor wins her prize.”

Wei Li nodded. “Of course. You decide romantic relationships with a . . . what kind of tournament is it? A race? Games of tiles?”

Ang laughed. “So ridiculous. Of course not. Traditional Ursan wrestling.”

Wei Li sighed. “The best wrestler gets the man.”

“Is best way to avoid arguments after. Other females know they cannot fight more for the male. Because already lost. In tournament.”

Rohan sighed. “What if the man doesn’t want that woman? Does he get any say in it?”

Ang tilted his head and looked at the Hybrid. “Why would male ever prefer woman who is less good at wrestling? Makes no sense. Here, having more ale.”

Wei Li grinned. “He is consistent, Rohan. You cannot dispute that.”

“No, I can’t. Oh, Ben’s here.”

Ben Stone waved as he crossed the restaurant and joined them. “Marion couldn’t make it. She collapsed, basically. Didn’t sleep for three days working on that stasis field for the Ohnian fleet.”

Rohan nodded. “We’re working the women too hard. Wildeye, Katya, Marion, all sleeping it off while we carouse. What’s your excuse, Wei Li? Why aren’t you passed out somewhere?”

Wei Li sighed. “We drew sticks, to pick one of us to keep an eye on you. All of you.”

“You won?”

“Clearly not. I lost, otherwise I’d be sleeping now.”

The others laughed and waited while servers brought out trays of food: small plates with four or five bite-sized bits of different dishes to be passed around.

Rohan shifted in his seat, moving to relieve some of the stress from various muscles. He hurt everywhere.

Ben held up a glass in salute to Rohan. “Speaking of Katya, I’ve been out of touch. How are things with our first contact situation?”

Rohan’s shoulders tightened. “Good news is, I thought they were homophobes, and they aren’t. The bad news, however, is about as bad as you could possibly imagine.”

“What? That’s impossible, I have a powerful imagination. It’s not as if you contaminated their culture and doomed the planet, right?”

Rohan shrugged.

Wei Li’s eyes widened. “Oh my.”

Ben frowned. “Really?”

Ang’s jaw dropped. “My Katya-le’s people?”

Rohan sighed. “I’m going to fix things. I will.

“I’m just not sure how.”
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Mid-Terms


Rohan woke just before station dawn. The pains suffusing his body from the previous day had faded to a dull ache. He crept to his bathroom, avoiding the spot on his floor where Katya lay snoring, took care of his morning needs, and put on his uniform.

He debated waking her. Sorry, Katya. I know you’ll be annoyed at me for leaving without you, but you can’t come where I’m headed.

Once outside the apartment, he checked his messages.

One from Tamaralinth; she would be returning in a week and missed him.

He checked his last message to her, decided it was appropriate, and sent it. Wistful would relay it through interstellar tachyon relays; he figured it would get to Lukhor in ten hours or less.

No other updates beyond a news item featuring a picture of protesters holding up “No il’Drach Hybrids on Wistful!” signs next to the Ohnian camp.

Super.

He grabbed a quick meal from a food stall and walked to the nearest airlock; opening the one in his apartment would have been noisy enough to wake Katya. He tapped the controls and waited for it to cycle open.

Time to save an entire species. No pressure.

He exited the station and opened a channel to Void’s Shadow.

“Hello, Captain. How are you, Captain? You were pretty badly hurt the other day.”

“I was. I’m a lot better now. You know, I might just owe you my life.”

“Aw shucks, Captain. That’s my job!”

“Should I be mad at you for ignoring orders and coming to my rescue?”

“If you want. I’m just going to ignore that too, so I’m not sure what the point is.”

He laughed. “I guess this is that situation where teaching you to think for yourself works out in my favor.”

“It is! Most other ships have a different attitude about that sort of thing.”

“Just trying to raise you a little bit like I was raised. You can thank my parents.”

“That sounds nice. We should take your mom flying. I don’t think she’s ever been off Earth, has she?”

“No. Speaking of flying, I could use a favor from you.”

“Sure, Captain. I mean, tell me what it is.”

He paused. “Do you know the Hybrid on Survivor’s Guilt?”

“You mean Twa’para. I don’t know them personally, but I know about them. Why?”

“I need to bring them to Pilli 4. I don’t know what kind of shape Survivor’s Guilt is in, so I was hoping you could fly us out there.”

The ship didn’t answer right away. He wondered where she was; definitely in Toth system, based on the speed of the transmission responses.

“Captain, you want me to bring an Assessor on board?”

“I didn’t even know you knew what an Assessor was.”

“People talk. Is it even safe for me? You pointed out I’m a deserter.”

“They want me to do something for them. They gave me a gift, they’re offering to help me, all of that. So I don’t think they want to piss me off by telling Fleet you’re here. And once they’ve flown on board, they’re not going to want to admit they knew you were here for a while without turning you in.”

“You think I’ll be safer.”

“Honestly, not sure. But I think so. And, let’s face it, Twa’para has no real reason to harm you in any way at this point in time.”

“I think that’s okay, then, Captain. I bet it will be interesting, having a real live Assessor here. It’s not something most ships get to experience.”

“That’s the spirit. If it’s okay, pick me up and bring me to Survivor’s Guilt. I’ll talk to Twa’para, and if they agree, we’ll go through to Pilli 4. Sound good?”

“I’ll do it. On my way to you now.”

“Great.” Step one: accomplished.
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Shortly after, Void’s Shadow approached Survivor’s Guilt carefully, broadcasting her position to make sure her presence wasn’t taken as some sort of attack. She came to relative rest at a spot fifty kilometers away from both the ship and the stone disc of the wormhole.

Rohan pulled himself through the airlock and opened a channel.

“Hail, Survivor’s Guilt. Permission to come aboard.”

The Rogesh captain responded quickly. “Are you here to visit the Assessor?”

“Don’t take it personally, I’m fond of you too, but yes.”

If the captain appreciated the joke, he gave no indication. Ten minutes later, Rohan was in the elevator leading to the Assessor’s observation lounge, mask back in his hood.

The lounge had been cleaned, the two dead instruments removed, their tanks repaired but empty. Twa’para’s female body faced Rohan; the male walked from tank to tank, checking readouts and occasionally touching the expressionless face of an instrument.

Rohan felt the oppressive aura of the Assessor and exhaled slowly, resisting the butterflies in his gut. Not here to fight.

The female body spoke. “Tow Chief Rohan. What can I do for you?”

“I need your help. I have to find some people on Pilli 4 and . . . we’ll see. Point is, I need to find them.”

“I see.”

“It’s a big planet. I doubt they would have traveled very far, but I can’t search every nook and cranny of those mountains by eye. Not if I only have a week to save this planet.”

“What makes you think I can help with that?”

Rohan scratched his beard. “We’re playing games now? You’re an empath. I can tell by the way you communicate with those instruments. Also by what you do and don’t know. The timing is off. You pretend to check with them, when you notice something, but you know it before they confirm. Like the other day when I said I could kill you.”

Twa’para frowned. “You noticed. Most don’t.”

“I’m not most people. You already knew that. Now, will you help me?”

“The ship is too damaged to move.”

“Good thing I have another ship.”

The Assessor nodded slowly. “I am an empath, but surely you understand how that works. If I knew the aura of the person you seek, I could find them, if circumstances were right. But I don’t.”

“I have a way. You won’t have to land or anything. I don’t think you’ll even have to leave my ship. Just tell me where they are, and I’ll do the rest. Save you the trouble of ordering the destruction of another planetary system.”

The male tapped on an instrument panel and turned to Rohan. “I might be willing. I would like you to satisfy my curiosity first. On another matter. A small trade.”

“Ask away.”

“When you approached Survivor’s Guilt, after she was damaged, you were able to calm her down.”

“Was I? She didn’t seem calm.”

“I’ve reviewed the recordings. Toward the end. You spoke to her.”

“Oh. It’s Fire Speech. It—”

“I know what Fire Speech is. I understand how she knew what you were saying despite the damage to her brain. My question is, how did you know what to say? How did you know your approach would be effective?”

“What is it, you’re worried that I’m an empath too?”

“Something like that. More curious than worried. To be honest, I’m not sure I would have been as effective, even if I’d been uninjured and in control of my faculties.”

Rohan ran his hands through his hair; his belly rumbled. Should have eaten more at breakfast, I’m still healing.

“I knew what she wanted to hear because she told me.”

“That is not possible. Her language processing core was damaged. She could not have spoken.”

“Not like that. Not literally. You’re too literal, that’s your problem. She told me without telling me.”

The two bodies stared at him, white hair fluttering softly in the breeze of the ship’s air filtration system, eyes wide and unblinking.

Rohan sighed. “Sorry. You don’t pay much attention to your ship, do you?”

The female shrugged. “She’s a ship.”

“She’s trying to tell you how she feels.”

“How?”

“It’s in her name, Twa’para. She named herself, right? Why do you think she chose that?”

Both pairs of eyes widened, then both heads nodded. “I see. You gauged her emotional state from that.”

“More or less.”

“What does that say about Vyrhicant?”

Rohan narrowed his eyes. “What?”

“You have unusual insight into ship psychology. I would like to understand why we were attacked.”

“I don’t have unusual insight, I just pay attention. You don’t. The il’Drach never do. You treat ships like appliances.”

The female nodded and locked eyes on him. “So help me understand Vyrhicant.”

“It’s not the same. He didn’t name himself, did he? Repentant gave him that name.”

“True. I am trying to understand what it means. What that choice tells us about the state of Repentant and Vyrhicant both. But I don’t fully understand what it means.”

Rohan scratched his beard and glanced around the room, hoping someone had installed a chair. No luck. “You don’t speak il’Sein?”

“That language is mostly lost to the Empire.”

“I’ll tell you, but you’re not going to like it.”

“My likes and dislikes are irrelevant.”

Rohan sighed. “It means patricide.”

The Assessor stepped back. “Does it?”

“I didn’t hear it, not when Vyrhicant said it, because he doesn’t know what it means. Repentant speaks Drachna to him. When someone speaks a word they don’t understand, it doesn’t mean anything special in Fire Speech, it’s just sounds.”

“I see.”

“But then I heard Repentant say it. He damn well knows what it means. Patricide. Well, almost exactly patricide. One distinction.”

“What?”

“Patricide means to kill one’s father. Vyrhicant can mean killing one’s father. Or fathers.”

“The il’Drach are often referred to as Fathers by both Hybrids and warships. And Vyrhicant, despite his limited training, is an il’Drach warship.”

“Yup.”

“You think Repentant is training Vyrhicant to destroy il’Drach.”

“I don’t know what to think. You asked me what his name means, I told you. You can tell if I’m lying, right? You’re the empath.”

“Yes.” The Assessor paused, the bodies looking at each other for three long breaths. They pivoted to face Rohan. “Thank you, that was very interesting. There is one other matter we need to discuss. Hyperion.”

“By discuss, you mean you want an answer as to whether or not I’m going to assassinate the guy on your behalf.”

“Why do you hesitate, Rohan? He caused the death of a billion sentient beings.”

“As far as I can tell, that was you, not Hyperion. At least one of you Assessors. You care to explain to me how he was actually responsible? He wasn’t the one dropping bombs on Ohn.”

The male turned away and attended to one of the instruments; the female spoke. “He declared war on the Empire, knowing that would place the Ohnians in the position of shields.”

“What do you mean ‘declared war’? How? Text message? Did he post something mean on social media? Or are you serious? Did he lead a fleet of warships to storm the wormhole that leads to Drach? Because I’d be very interested in hearing all the details about how that worked out.”

The female faced the male, neither of them showing eyes to Rohan. “I am not at liberty to say. It is . . . complicated. And classified. And the answers fall in the category of things you might be better off not knowing.”

Rohan’s temper rose. “How very freaking convenient.”

“I recognize your frustration, yet anger will not serve you here.”

“I’m not trying to be angry; quite the opposite. Though if you really cared, more explanations and less obfuscation would help.”

“I cannot.”

“Then, I’m going to need more time to think about this Hyperion thing. Which I will do—think about it—but no promises, and it’s going to happen after I sort out this thing with Pilli system. Is that going to stop you from helping me save the il’Zkin?”

“No. We will return to the matter of Hyperion again at a later time. I will help you try to save Pilli 4, as I promised.”
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Within an hour, Void’s Shadow was in low orbit over Pilli 4.

“Captain, should I log the Assessor as one passenger or two? Just for my records.”

Rohan rubbed his forehead. “One. How close are we to Arkhan’s Cave?”

An overlay appeared on the main screen. “Just two more minutes. That’s where you emerged from that time I picked you up.”

Twa’para stood facing the screen. “Will you explain how I’m supposed to find those you seek?”

Rohan nodded. “You should be able to sense a whole lot of Powers down there. Thousands of il’Zkin, who knows how many aurochs.”

“Yes.”

“The thing is, they love to fight. Really love it. But they aren’t allowed to. They hunt, and they do a round of fights when they reach adulthood, to decide who is ranked where, but that’s it.”

“I see.”

“Except for these two. I told them that if they want to fight, they should go ahead and fight. No matter what the law says.”

“Why did you tell them this? I’m not following.”

“Because I’m a moron. That’s not the point. The point is, if you sense a couple of il’Zkin fighting, sense whatever it is in their aura that changes when people are really relishing a good old dustup, you tell me. Then I go down there and resolve this situation.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all. Void’s Shadow will hang over this spot. They can’t be going at it constantly, or at least I don’t think they can, so we have to wait for them to get frisky.”

“You want me to just . . . wait for these two to fight? That could take days. Or weeks.”

“I’m betting it won’t. I don’t like the sound of that. I’m hoping it won’t. Mostly because I have no other idea of how to do it.”

“And you? What will you do?”

“I’ll go down to the planet and search every nook and cranny just in case I can get lucky and get to them sooner. But I don’t think it will work. I’m counting on you.”

The Assessor’s female head nodded, once, sharply. “I can scan from here. Keep your comms open, and I’ll direct you.”

Rohan took a deep breath. “Great. Here goes nothing.”

He pulled on his mask and left the ship.

The bottom of his stomach felt acidic and hollow.

I really need this to work.
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Rohan descended through the upper atmosphere, slowing to avoid excessive heat buildup as he tore through the air, then broke the cloud layer and took in the view of Pilli 4’s pristine mountains.

He slipped his mask into his hood and breathed the air, willing his lungs to acclimate to the higher pressure and unusual mixture of gases caused by the planet’s high gravity.

It took him only a few minutes to spot rock formations he recognized; only a few minutes more to narrow down the location of Arkhan’s Cave and choose a path that would keep him well clear of it.

He tapped his comm. “If you happen to notice any il’Zkin at all approaching me, I’d appreciate a heads-up. If you can manage.”

The Assessor took a while to respond. “Shall I focus on that or on finding your combatant friends?”

“They’re the priority.”

“Then, you should watch out for yourself. I can only do so much.”

“Roger that.”

He flew for an hour, stopping to investigate a handful of possible campsites to no avail. He drank water that dripped off sheets of ice and wished he’d been thoughtful enough to bring food.

Flying randomly is pointless.

He paused, then found a peak high enough that its tip just scraped the clouds. He flew to it, found a relatively flat slab of stone, and sat. He tapped his comm and listened to the start of “Khwab Dekhe Sexy Lady.”

He exhaled slowly, drawing out a rod of energy and twisting it into a helix.

I managed this against the Assessor. But it failed against Vyrhicant. Pretty clear why that happened: I got mad. What’s not clear is what I can do about it next time. He won’t take forever to repair the damage Void’s Shadow did. And then he’ll start terrorizing Toth system again.

He missed Tamara.

The play of muscles along Wildeye’s neck flashed through his mind.

He shook his head and sighed; created a fresh rod of energy, anchored it to his palm and back, and bent it again. Slowly, carefully.

“Rohan.”

The esoteric spiral snapped out of existence.

“Yes?”

“I found them. Sending coordinates.”
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Fail You Once, Shame on Me


As a child, before his Power blossomed, before his curse descended on him, Rohan had trained extensively in martial arts.

Training had never been his choice. His father had insisted on it; preparing him for a future as a Hybrid warrior, serving in Fleet. Perhaps more than serving.

He had grown to enjoy the training, even to love it. Before his curse erupted, bringing with it the fury and anger of his esoteric heritage, he’d been able to revel in the simple joy of physical competition. Pushing himself to his limits, mastering techniques; the fires that erupted in lung and limb; the pain that meant his physique was being tempered into a tool.

He had enjoyed the calisthenics, the technique repetitions, the agility training, the body hardening, the conditioning. But of all modalities, he had loved sparring most of all.

Testing strategies, working to adapt techniques to his partners and their idiosyncrasies. The triumphs of a well-aimed shot; even the tactile satisfaction of taking a solid hit, knowing his mistake, knowing the pain would go away but the lesson remain.

To outsiders, sparring seemed like a hostile act, driven by anger or dislike. His mother had often thought the people he fought the hardest were those he disliked.

She’d been wrong.

As Rohan approached the flat summit where Leo and Flix were fighting, he could think of nothing other than the countless hours he’d spent soaked in sweat, flecked with blood, locked in personal combat with his best friends; his classmates. The joyful playfulness of it.

Just as he had, the two il’Zkin reveled in their combat. He could feel it. They weren’t driven by rage or anger, weren’t fueled by a desire to kill or destroy. They loved the fighting, the trade of blows, the exhilaration of effort.

How does this destroy them? How does this wake the Old Ones? How can this possibly be so bad?

Leo rushed at his gray-furred friend; they exchanged punches, claws retracted.

Leo landed a combination on Flix’s jaw, the impact hard enough for Rohan to feel through the ground; Flix responded by dropping his hips and landing strikes of his own on Leo’s ribs.

Leo kicked; Flix ducked under, sprang forward, and pushed his friend over and onto the ground.

Flix hit the stone rolling, came up quickly and charged again.

Rohan scratched his beard and watched them go at each other for several minutes: punching, kicking, and on several occasions falling into unskilled but enthusiastic bouts of wrestling.

They don’t really know what they’re doing. Give me three months and I could have these two fighting a Hybrid. Maybe not one-on-one, but together they’d have a chance.

And there are a hundred like them in just their own tribe. At least two thousand tribes on the planet.

Rudra save me.

He waited for a break so he could speak with them. On three occasions, one landed an unusually heavy strike, or slammed the other into the ground, and he expected them to stop to rest. At least to breathe.

Each time, they rushed back into action.

A minute after the last one, Rohan gave up.

He stepped out from behind the boulder where he’d been watching and cleared his throat.

“Leo. Flix.”

They spun to face him, arms up in fighting postures, then relaxed in unison.

Leo rushed forward. “Flix, it’s Rohan! Brother Rohan! I am glad to see you!”

“In two minutes you’re going to be singing a very different tune, my friend.”

Flix joined his friend; each was significantly larger than the Hybrid. They reached out to pat Rohan’s shoulder, then his arm, then his chest, as if wanting to hug the Hybrid but not being sure if it was appropriate. Flix grinned. “Rohan! You saved our lives. I was so shocked I never even thanked you.”

Rohan sagged, his shoulders caving forward. “About that.”

Flix wouldn’t let him talk. “Come, Brother Rohan! Sit with us. Eat and drink.”

Rohan sighed. “What do you have? Don’t tell me, boiled auroch?”

Flix nodded. “Of course! What do you take us for, plant eaters?” He laughed.

“You know, break one law, might as well give a few others a try.”

Flix shook his head. “We are not aurochs, free from the law. We are only following Rohan’s Way, given to us that day when you saved our lives. From that day forward, we will question the law and follow it only if there is a good reason. You saved our lives, but you also saved us from ourselves, Rohan.”

“Yeah, about that . . .”

Leo motioned him over to a shallow cave where the two had established a small camp. “I’ll start the fire so we can warm our food.” Sure enough, they had a small supply of meat and compacted auroch dung for fuel. “Where have you been? We both thought the tribe would send you away after what you did.”

“They did. Your sister, actually, came with me. Something about owing me a debt for saving your life.”

Leo nodded, his tawny fur gleaming in the light of the midday sun, ears upright and proud. “That is my Katya. She takes matters of honor very seriously.”

“So I gathered. I took her home with me. Mostly because she didn’t give me any choice.”

Flix’s eyes widened. “Home? You mean . . .” He pointed at the sky.

Rohan nodded. “She’s gone where no il’Zkin has gone before. Anyway, she’s fine, though she’s going to be super annoyed when she hears I ditched her again. I’ll have to introduce her to cheese or something to make up for it.”

The felines exchanged a look. Flix cleared his throat. “What is cheese?”

“Only one of the most glorious foods in all of existence. And no, it doesn’t come from plants. I could tell you where it comes from, but you probably wouldn’t believe me.”

Leo scooped some of the dung into a pile, then began striking two stones together to light it.

Flix sat on a low, flat stone and gestured for Rohan to sit across from him. “I cannot tell if you are joking, Brother Rohan. Are you well? We always greet one another by asking if we are happy within the law, but that does not apply to you, does it?”

Rohan sighed. “I’m not happy right now on any side of the law, in or out.”

Leo’s forehead wrinkled. “What do you mean, Brother Rohan? Are you in danger? Are you injured?”

“No. Nothing quite like that. I wish I were, that would be simpler.”

Flix nodded. “You are delaying. My mother used to do the same thing. Prattle on about nonsense to avoid telling me something difficult.”

Rohan scratched his beard, watching as Leo blew on the small fire he had started.

“I made a mistake.” His voice was soft, low.

Leo shrugged. “Tell us, I am sure we can fix things.”

“It’s a big mistake.”

Leo put some meat on a skewer of bone and held it over the fire to brown. “Tell us, Brother Rohan.”

Rohan cracked his neck. “I made a mistake when I saved you guys.”

The felines traded a glance. Flix put his hand out. “Continue.”

“I thought the law was silly. The law about you fighting each other. I didn’t really understand what the law you had broken even was.”

Leo cocked his head and eyed the Hybrid. “What did you think we had done?”

“Never mind. I thought you were being punished for something . . . innocent. No, harmless. Something harmless. And, because I’m a moron, and maybe because I’m arrogant, and full of myself, I told you to ignore the law and do what made you happy. But I was wrong.”

Leo shook his head quickly, a dismissive gesture, and sniffed. “But we are happy. Lonely, but it feels good to do this. As if this is what we were meant to do.”

“I’m sure it does. But it’s not safe. There was a reason for the law. You have to stop what you’re doing.”

Flix shook his head slowly, eyes on the fire and the meat. “I do not understand. You told us we should do what makes us happy. We tried what no il’Zkin have done in all our history, and we love it. Now you’re telling us to stop? Why? Why do you suddenly care about the law?”

“I thought the law was silly or pointless. I didn’t understand why what you do was against the law. But if you continue to do this, there will be grave consequences. Not just for you. For your whole people.”

Leo turned the meat. “How? How does this hurt anyone? How does this have . . . what did you say . . . grave consequences?”

“I don’t know exactly.”

Flix jerked his head, a little sneeze escaping him. “What does that mean?”

“It’s hard to explain. Can you please trust me? You need to stop. If you don’t, people will die. A lot of people.”

Flix stood, shaking his arms at his sides, shedding nervous energy. “You said we should only follow the laws that make sense. We understand most laws. The law says no wasting meat. Because if we hunted all the aurochs, killed more than we need for food, then our kittens will have nothing to eat. That makes sense. The law says we must live high in the mountains. Because if we live in the valleys, the aurochs will gather and kill us all. But what is the meaning behind this law that says we cannot fight?”

Rohan shrugged. “Can’t you believe me? How do I explain this. I’m not sure I even understand. There are people. They can . . . not see the future exactly, but something like it. And if you keep doing what you’re doing, they foresee that it will lead to your destruction. Not just you two, the entire planet. All the il’Zkin.”

Leo turned the meat again, checking the sides for browning. “You want us to just . . . believe you? Take your word for it? Have, what is it called, faith?”

Rohan nodded. “Yes, exactly. Please. Why would I lie? I have no reason to make things up. Believe me, I’d like nothing more than for you two to hang out here sparring to your heart’s content for the rest of your natural lives. Heck, I’d come down here and join you for a few rounds every chance I could. But it leads to disaster.”

Flix grunted. “That is what was always said about the law. Do not question, just believe. The law is the law. The law keeps us safe. The law has always been. A matter of faith. Then you tell us to question, to abandon that faith, and see for ourselves. And we see that the law is wrong. Now you come back and say, oh, no, my magic tells me that the law was right all along? Believe me, where you didn’t believe your parents and your uncles and your chiefs?”

Rohan rubbed his eyes, then rested his face on his fists.

Leo nodded. “For the first time, we feel whole, Brother Rohan. We look on the other il’Zkin, at their life, and we see in them something else. They live stifled lives, afraid of something they cannot see, afraid of the law. I wish I could explain how my heart soars to use my fists and feet every day. This is what we were born for, Rohan. It cannot be wrong. It cannot.”

Rohan sighed. “It feels that way because it’s what you were made for.”

Flix pointed to the meat. “Turn it again.” He faced Rohan. “What do you mean?”

“The il’Sein. Your Fathers. The species that created you. They did it for the same reason they made me. Well, half of me. They were trying to create warriors.”

Flix nodded. “I feel it in my bones, in my stomach. We were born to be fighters, Rohan. This is our purpose. This. We will not give it up. If you want us to stop, you will have to kill us.”

Leo nodded. “Flix speaks the truth. I cannot stop. I have heard words before: meaning. Purpose. Destiny. I never understood them. Now I do. I will not give them up. I am sorry, Brother Rohan. We owe you a great debt. But it means nothing if you ask us to give it back.”

“Your whole world will be destroyed.”

Flix slapped his chest. “Let them come and try! We will fight them. All il’Zkin will fight. Maybe that is our purpose! Our destiny. To fight against those who would destroy our race.”

“That’s not how it will happen. They’ll rain fire down on you from the skies. You’ll never even see it coming. Just . . . boom.”

Leo pointed at him. “Help us, then! Not by telling us to stop. Give us masks, like yours, so we can breathe far above the clouds. Teach us how to stop them.”

Flix looked at his partner. “We should take his mask. Right now. So we’re ready.”

Rohan sagged. “Come on, Flix. You fought me before. You should have learned your lesson.”

“If taking your mask is my only way to fight for my people, then I will take it. I may fail, but let none say I failed with retracted claws. Let everyone see that I failed out in the open, teeth bared, the way I failed the first time I fought you. There is no shame there.”

The Hybrid held up a hand. “Don’t throw your lives away yet. Let me think.”

The three watched one another.

Rohan cleared his throat. “You won’t stop?”

Leo shrugged. “We can’t. I truly am sorry, Brother Rohan.”

“You can’t.” He rubbed his forehead. Cleared his throat. Cracked his knuckles.

I know what I have to do.

I’ve done it before. The Tolone’ans. The Shayjh. I’ve slaughtered Wedge and sharks and vampires.

I’ve killed so many these two wouldn’t even be a rounding error on the total count.

Do it now. Before they even know what happened.

They were supposed to die anyway. Their own tribe was ready to kill them before I stepped in.

Save the whole damned planet.

Flix slapped Leo on the shoulder, pointing to the meat, smiling. A breeze blew in, filling the little cave with the smell of roasting beef.

Rohan felt his Power, his curse, thrashing about at the back of his soul, straining against his will, demanding to be unleashed. Eager to fight the il’Zkin, eager to prove his dominance over them.

Leo brought the meat close to his face and sniffed it, his whiskers all moving with the motion, muscles playing along his arm and neck as he worked against the intense gravity.

Rohan stood. His muscles hurt; his bones ached.

Kill them both. Right now.

Save the tribe. All of Katya’s tribe. Hell, save her entire species.

He had watched them fight; recognized their tactics and strategies. The limits of their technical abilities. The limits of their Power.

He formed a quick plan: Four moves to disable Flix. Six to kill Leo. Return and finish the job.

It would take under ninety seconds.

He stood and watched them fuss over the meat. Inhaled sharply, exhaled slowly.

Held his lungs empty until they burned.

Breathed in again.

“Rudra save me. I can’t do it.”

Leo looked up at him. “Do what, Brother Rohan? Never mind. Try some meat, it is very good.”

I’ll find another way. I will.

Flix nodded and watched as Leo used a bone knife to cut a hunk off the meat he was cooking and offered it to Rohan. The Hybrid took the skewer and bit into it.

Cooking meat over an open pile of flaming dung gave it exactly the flavor one might expect. It wasn’t pleasant.

The salt from his tears wasn’t enough to season it.
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Mining for Options


Rohan was back on Void’s Shadow within twenty minutes.

Twa’para stared at him with both bodies and spoke through the female. “You are distressed.”

He grunted. “You think? I messed up. I failed.”

They nodded. “I see. I shall send the termination order.”

“What? No. Not yet. You said I have a week. It hasn’t been a week, has it? I lost track. I shouldn’t have lost track. It can’t have been a week.”

“It has not. Do you intend to attempt again?”

“Yes. Absolutely. Don’t you dare send any kind of orders. Not yet. I will do something else.”

“Let me help. How did you fail?”

“It’s these two guys. I don’t know exactly how, but they’re going to be the problem. I tried talking to them.”

“And you failed.”

“I tried to convince them to stop doing what they’re doing. I figured I would talk them into it, then have you retest to see if I’m right, if that saves the day. But I couldn’t even manage that.”

“If the two beings are the issue, kill them. Surely you are strong enough.”

“I thought of that, Twa’para. I just . . . couldn’t.”

“I do not understand. You were unable or unwilling?”

“Why choose? But I guess unwilling.”

“Those two will die regardless. The only thing sparing them now will accomplish is to ensure the rest of their species dies alongside them. I fail to understand your reticence.”

“I know you do, Assessor. It doesn’t matter. I’ll find another way.”

“Your voice is confident, but I’m an empath. I know how you feel about it.”

“Don’t push your luck. I’m reluctant to kill innocents. I never thought of you as belonging in that category.”

Both bodies held up their hands. “No need to threaten, Tow Chief. I gave my word. You will have your days. If it makes any difference, I would like to see you succeed.”

“It really doesn’t.”
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Void’s Shadow carried them back to Toth system. Rohan watched Twa’para exit the ship, then opened a channel.

“Hail, Survivor’s Guilt. This is Captain Rohan. How are the repairs coming along?”

“Hail, Captain Rohan. I’ll be fit to fly short distances in a few hours. Full repairs will take longer, but it won’t matter unless I’m in combat or opening rifts. Why?”

“Are you feeling better?”

“Yes, Captain. Thank you.”

“One question. Has Vyrhicant been sticking his nose through the wormhole again? Since Void’s Shadow took out his drives?”

“No, Captain. The wormhole hasn’t opened since you came through it.”

“Okay. Please let me know if that changes.”

“I will, Captain. I’ll tell everyone.”

“Great.” He closed the channel.

“What now, Captain?”

He sighed. “I don’t even know. I need a new idea. All my old ones have grown moldy.”

“That sounds awful. You should have a doctor check that out.”

“I was kidding.”

“So was I.” She broadcast a chuckle, a synthesized, choppy laugh pitched several octaves higher than her normal speaking voice.

Rohan sank back into the piloting couch and laughed. “You need to work on your laugh.”

“I think it’s great. It made you laugh, right? So it’s perfect.”

He sighed. “You win. I really want you to turn around and go somewhere else. Anywhere. Let’s visit Earth. See Mom. Check on Bright Angel.”

“Really?”

He stretched his arms overhead, grunting as his shoulders popped and crackled. “No. Please take me to Wistful.”

“Aye, Captain. Oh hey, someone’s calling. It’s Professor Stone.”

Rohan grunted. “Which one?”

“Marion. Should I put her through?”

“Yeah.” He waited for the click. “Hey, Dr. Stone. I hope you’re feeling better.”

“I’d like to say yes, but it’s not true.”

“What’s up?”

“Things are coming to a head with the Ohnian fleet, Rohan. I’d like all hands on deck for a meeting. On Wistful, preferably. We need to discuss options, and fast.”

He sighed. “Did something happen?”

“The null-entropy field flickered. It was brief, we only lost a few seconds, but it’s a negative indicator.”

“How long do we have?”

“We’ll discuss at the meeting. The short answer is I’m not sure.”

“What’s the long answer?”

“I’m not sure, but not long. Days at best.”

Rohan sighed. “I’m out by the Pilli wormhole. I’ll come in as quickly as I can.”

“Thank you, Rohan. I’ve called in Wei Li and Ben, of course. Ursula has been spending a lot of time with the Ohnians, and she knows a lot about being a refugee. I’m sure Wistful will attend.”

“What about the Ohnian leaders? Otaru Bahn? The Eldest Mother?”

He waited through several seconds of silence before she answered. “I’d prefer to have a chance to discuss all our options before bringing them in. So we can include the bad ones.”

He grunted. “Fair. I’ll get there as quickly as I can.”

“Thanks. Any news about Pilli?”

“Nothing yet. Give me a little time.”

“All right. See you soon.” She closed the link.

“Captain, what about Wildeye? She feels responsible for the Ohnians. After all, she brought them here.”

He yawned and scratched his beard. “She might think of things we haven’t. She was working for an Assessor. She had access to a lot of confidential information. Wow, I am tired.”

“You’re still recovering. You nap, I’ll message Wildeye. I’ll wake you when we’re near Wistful.”

“Thanks, Void’s Shadow. You’re saving me again.”

She laughed, softly, not the perverse chuckle from earlier. “Happy to be of service, Captain.”

He leaned back and closed his eyes.
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Within the hour, Rohan sank into a soft padded chair in Wistful’s main conference room. He tapped on his mask and ordered food delivery: a double serving of protein-enriched liquid that tasted like a pistachio milkshake. He looked around. “I’m getting food. Anyone want anything?”

Headshakes answered him from Marion Stone, Ursula, Wei Li, and Wildeye. Ben pointed to the table. “I brought donuts. Help yourself.” Rohan debated, then stood and grabbed one for himself. Ursula took another two; one for each hand.

Marion cleared her throat. “Thank you all for coming.”

Wildeye leaned over the table, her enormous eyes pointedly taking in everyone there, one at a time, ending with Wei Li. “Why is this the committee that gets to decide anything for the Ohnians? Who are we to be in charge of them?”

Marion shook her head. “I explained this to the others. We’re not deciding anything. We’re exploring options. All the options. So we have something, anything, to present to Otaru Bahn and his people.”

“Why would they even trust us with any ideas we had? It’s not like we’re doing a great job of protecting them now. Or making them feel welcome.” Her eyes were on Wei Li as she said it. The security chief sipped from a cup of hot liquid, ignoring the Hybrid.

Ben sighed. “Wildeye, it’s a difficult situation. We’re all doing our best. If they don’t trust our suggestions, that’s something we’ll deal with when we have to. For now, how about a donut? They’re a delicacy from my homeworld. I made them myself.”

She grunted, grabbed a donut, and leaned back in her chair, arms folded over her chest. “Fine. I just want to help them.”

Ben smiled. “We’re going to do our best, young lady. And we usually find a way.” Wildeye bit into her donut as he continued. “What did the Ohnians expect to begin with? Coming here, I mean. I think that might be a good place to start.”

Wildeye shook her head. “They didn’t expect anything. They just didn’t have anywhere else to go. When the Empire starts dropping nukes on your planet, pretty much anywhere else starts to look like an improvement.”

Ursula nodded. “Desperation is for making even the unknown quite beautiful. Trust Ursula, have been there.”

Marion nodded. “Just like the big null-entropy field wasn’t really a plan so much as a way to buy some time. Time which is rapidly running out.”

Ben nodded. “Let’s start at the beginning. What do they need? What exactly are we looking for?”

Wei Li put her tea down. “I can tell you what they want, which is an extensive list. The key points are a planet where they can support themselves and feel safe from the il’Drach.”

Ben nodded. “The first part is simple. Not easy, but simple. What would they need to feel safe?”

Wildeye swallowed a mouthful of sugary pastry. “They’d have to be outside the Empire, I can tell you that.”

Rohan sighed. “But why? Hyperion isn’t around. The Empire has no reason to go after them anymore. Why not just go somewhere else?”

Wildeye shook her head. “They don’t really understand why the Fleet came after them to begin with. You think it was about Hyperion, I think it was about Hyperion, they don’t see the connection. At least not in a way that makes them think keeping away from him would be good enough for the Empire. It doesn’t help that the Empire doesn’t exactly share its reasoning when it does things like this.”

Rohan sighed. “The Empire isn’t infinite. There must be habitable planets far away.”

Wildeye shrugged. “I suggested that when they were assembling the fleet. They think heading off into the wild black yonder will just make it easier for the il’Drach to finish them off. They want protection.”

Rohan shook his head. “They can’t stay here. Toth 3 is full of people-eating kaiju.”

Wildeye pointed to the floor, then the ceiling. “What about the rest of the system? Anything we can terraform?”

Ben shook his head. “No terraformable planets in the system, and no way to manufacture a habitat in time to save even a tiny fraction of the Ohnians.”

Ursula nodded. “Also, lovers of nature are they. Life in space station not for making them happy.”

Marion tapped the table. “So no place in this system is going to work. Not long term. We know of three other systems that aren’t exactly inside the Empire but are as protected as Toth.”

Ben nodded. “You mean through the wormholes.”

Ursula coughed. “Ursan space is not good fit. Ursans there all too eager to war on any who do not worship as they do.”

Rohan finished his donut. “How about Repentant’s world? Maybe we could reason with him, have him accept them. The il’Drach are reluctant to piss him off for some reason. They’d be safe there.”

Marion shook her head. “The planet is a wasteland. It’s almost devoid of life. Even if Repentant cooperated, which is a big if, and we had unlimited resources for terraforming, it would take ten years for anyone to breathe the air down there. Time we don’t have.”

The door chimed and opened: Rohan’s food order. He took it and returned to his seat, immediately draining half the shake.

Ben stretched his neck. “There is another habitable planet we encountered recently. Counter-Pilli 4.”

Rohan sagged. “Yeah. About that.”

Wei Li sighed. “What happened?”

“This is where I say there’s a problem, but it’s not my fault. Except it kind of is, so that would be a lie.”

Marion shook her head gently. “Just tell us.”

“The Assessors condemned that entire system. It’s all scheduled to be sterilized.”

“Both planets?”

“Yeah. That’s how they work. They . . . this is kind of complicated. The Assessors can tell when an area of space poses a long-term threat, but that’s really all they know. So when they detect such a threat, they only have one way to stop it.”

Wildeye stared at him. “They condemned Pilli? When does it happen? And how is it your fault?”

“I got Twa’para to promise me a few days before the order is sent in. As to how it’s my fault? I’m not exactly sure. They gave the all-clear to Pilli, then did a retest after I . . . interfered with some things on the planet. On the second test, big fail.”

Marion tapped something on her tablet. “Unless anyone has anything to add, I’ll recap. The Ursan system has hostile aliens present. Repentant’s system contains no currently habitable planets. Pilli 4 won’t sustain Ohnian life due to the gravity. The counter-planet, which should be called Pilli 5, since it’s in the same orbit as 4 but smaller, looks habitable, but it won’t be if the Fleet sterilizes it. Does that sound right?”

Rohan shrugged. “I wish it didn’t.”

Wildeye shook her head. “You’re missing the bigger picture. If the Assessors can condemn Pilli 5 now, for no reason we understand, then it’s no safer for the Ohnians than Ohn was, even if they don’t destroy it this week. Pilli isn’t really outside the reach of Imperial threats. The Ohnians won’t want to go there. They will want more guarantees. Assurances.”

Wei Li turned to her. “What sort of assurances?”

Ursula mumbled. “Only guarantees in life are death and hangovers. Ohnians should learn from Ursans.”

Wildeye sighed. “I know they seem . . . picky.”

Rohan shook his head. “It’s not that. We all sympathize with their situation. There just aren’t a lot of good options to offer.”

Wildeye looked at Rohan. “What about your home? It’s off-limits to the Empire, isn’t it?”

He coughed. “Earth? Most Earth governments are okay with letting fifty million Earthlings starve to death, I can’t see them opening their borders to fifty million Ohnians. Also, bringing non-Earthlings to Earth would violate the treaty we have with the Empire. Not going to work.”

She sighed. “I know you’re all trying. It’s very frustrating. I want to punch something.”

“Don’t do that. I wish we could help, but Wistful isn’t in the business of forming alliances to protect other systems from the il’Drach. Even if she wanted to, she doesn’t exactly have a fleet on standby.”

Her already-very-large eyes widened further. “But she could have a fleet, Rohan! I mean, she already has two lances, right?”

Rohan looked over his right shoulder, then his left. “Where?”

“Us!”

“I’m a tow chief, and you’re . . . not a lance anymore. Even if we were, two lances do not make a fleet.”

“It’s not two. The Hybrids who are flocking to join up with Hyperion? They could come here instead. You don’t understand what your name means—what your names mean. Both of you. Not just Hybrids. Ships talk about you, too. Wistful and Rohan, standing up to the Empire. That’s why the Ohnians wanted to come here.”

Wei Li cleared her throat. “Accepting military assets as allies would lead to open conflict with the Empire.”

“I know. Let it! You can handle it. Come on, I’m sure Repentant would be on your side. He’s already attacked an Assessor, right? They were all banged up coming through that wormhole; you can’t pretend they just hit an asteroid or something.”

Rohan shook his head. “This is not going to happen. What you’re talking about would just get us killed. It’s not going to work for Hyperion either.”

“I think it could! You could save the Ohnians. Don’t convince the Assessors to leave Pilli alone—force them to!”

Wei Li shook her head slowly, the bright overhead lights gleaming off her yellow skin. “Wistful’s mission is not a military one. She has no interest in anchoring a rebellion. Or a war.”

Wildeye wheeled on the reptilian woman. “Maybe she’d like the idea more if she had a better security chief. Maybe she’d feel more secure about doing the right thing and standing up to the Empire if she had better people supporting her.”

Wei Li’s eyes widened. “Child, my patience is wearing as thin as your welcome on this station. You have been gifted leeway, both because you helped others at great personal cost and because we recognize the difficulty of your situation. Do not make the mistake of thinking that leeway is infinite.”

The Hybrid stood. “Is that supposed to scare me? Because you’re going to have to do a lot better than that.”

Rohan stood. “Ladies! Please. Wildeye, enough. We’ll figure something out.”

She turned to him. “When? When will you figure something out? Professor Stone said the stasis field is failing. It could go anytime, and once it does, they’re going to start dying by the thousands. When will you have something figured out?”

“I don’t know. Soon, though. Very soon. In fact, I just had an idea. Some . . . forces that are willing to stand against the Empire. Just give me some time.”

“I want to trust you, but this isn’t just about me.”

Ursula stood and put a heavy hand on the Hybrid’s shoulder, her bulk looming over the smaller woman. “If War Chief says a thing, that thing will be so. Trust in Rohan. Rarely fails, he.”

Rohan looked at her. “Rarely? You can’t say ‘never’? ‘I don’t remember him ever failing’? Nothing like that?”

She shrugged her broad shoulders. “Ursula not liar.”
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The group dispersed quietly, faces grim all around, shoulders tight or slumped. Rohan sat and watched the others walk out, sore muscles leaving him reluctant to stand any sooner than strictly necessary.

Wildeye approached and stood next to his chair. She waited until the room emptied. “Hey. I’m sorry about that. I know you’re no liar. Or coward.”

He shrugged. “Everybody’s tense. Just not a good situation.”

“It’s very frustrating. I can’t do anything, and . . . I don’t know.”

He smiled at her. “Doing things is what you’re trained to do, right? Sitting around and waiting for other people to work things out is not part of your toolset.”

She shrugged. “I guess. It’s nice to have someone around who understands what it’s like.” She trailed her fingers over his forearm.

He shivered, not sure how, or even if, he should respond. “I do. I didn’t have the easiest time adjusting to life outside Fleet either. You’re doing fine.”

“Thank you.”

“Is someone from security still shadowing you?”

She nodded. “I have two Ursans just outside the other door waiting for me. Oh, look, here they are.” The guards waited just inside the main entrance, keeping their eyes on Wildeye while maintaining a respectful distance.

“What are your plans for the afternoon?”

She smiled. “Why, are you asking for a date?”

“I wish I could!” Why did I say that? “I’m sorry, I really need to focus on figuring out this deal with Pilli 4. That’s all I can handle right now, but that situation will be resolved one way or another in a couple of days.” And after that? What am I implying?

“Then, I need to find a way to keep myself occupied for a couple of days. Hanging around the refugee camp isn’t as much fun as it sounds.”

“It doesn’t sound like fun at all.”

“Exactly. I might ask around, see if anybody remembers my sister coming through here.”

“That was two years ago, wasn’t it?”

“I’m not expecting much, but I have to do something.”

“Okay. Good luck.” The only person on the station who knows what happened to Clear Eyes is me, the one person she is trusting to not hide anything from her. I can’t say I feel great about that.

I also can’t say I have the energy to tell her the truth right now.

“Thanks. See you later.” She rejoined her guards.

Rohan drained the last sip of his protein shake, stood, found the recycling bin, and dropped the container inside. He left through the side door.

Halfway down the hall, he realized he didn’t know where he was going. His comm pinged, and two figures rounded the corner ahead, coming his way: Ang and Katya.

The Ursan had his arm around the il’Zkin, tender even though she barely came up to his ribs. He pulled his hand away as he spotted Rohan.

Rohan grinned. At least somebody is enjoying themselves. “Hey, you two. What’s going on?”

Ang’s mouth fell open. “Nothing. Why should anything going on? Who said that? What you having heard? Is incorrect. Mostly incorrect. Not that Ang knows what was being said.”

Katya laughed. “Silly man. Rohan, we have been having such fun. Did you know there are many kinds of fish? Some are even cooked! And the cooks, they add powders, and sauces, and little bits of leaf on the side, and when you eat it together it tastes even more amazing! You truly live in a miraculous place!”

Rohan chuckled. “You’ll find that seasoning food and eating fish and plants is pretty common across the galaxy. I’m glad you’re having fun. I just saw your brother.”

Her face hardened. “How is he? Is he safe?”

“He is. He’s with Flix. They seem happy. Actually, very happy. They had food and a nice spot to sleep. I don’t really know where they got the meat from.”

She nodded. “Someone from the tribe might have snuck it out to them. Everybody likes those two.”

“Except Risa.”

She smiled. “Except Risa.”

Rohan’s comm pinged again. “Hold on, let me check this.” He took his mask out of his hood and tapped the display.

Otaru Bahn wanted to talk. Rohan sighed.

“I have to go to the Ohnian camp. You guys want to come along?”

Katya’s eyes narrowed. “Will there be danger? I hope so. I have been a poor guardian for you, dear Rohan, I welcome an opportunity to protect you.”

“Sorry, no danger. Their leader just wants to talk. I asked them some questions, maybe they found the answers. Or they want to complain about something.”

“Are you in charge of these Ohnians, Rohan?”

“Oh, no. Absolutely not. I’m barely in charge of myself. But . . . it’s a really long story, and it’s not worth repeating. Let’s just say they think I’m smarter than I am, so they like to ask me for advice.”

“I think you’re very smart, Rohan.”

Ang nodded. “Rohan is smartest war chief Ursans have ever had. Also smallest.”

Katya leaned into Ang’s side, snuggling against him. “Also ugliest, though, right?”

Ang leaned his head back and barked three times, the sound echoing off the corridor’s metal walls. “Is true! So true!” He calmed down. “But not very nice, to call Rohan ugly. Others think he is of acceptable handsomeness.”

Rohan scratched his beard. “You guys are lucky I’m such a secure person. Anyone else might start to develop some hurt feelings with all of this.”

Ang nodded. “Rohan smartest war chief, maybe also easiest to tease. Is good thing.”

“Well. The camp is at the western arm. You’re welcome to come along, or do whatever it is you were going to do before you ran into me.”

Ang shook his head quickly. “What? We were doing nothing. No, nothing at all. Who said otherwise? Is lie. Big lie.”

Katya chuckled and secured her hold on his arm. “We will come and see these Ohnians. Perhaps they have tasty food we can try.”

Rohan shrugged. “They make tea. You’ll probably like tea.”

“Is tea better than whiskey?”

Ang laughed. “Nothing is.”

Rohan sighed. “Not better . . . different. Come on, you’ll like it. It’s definitely better than water.”
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The miasma over the Ohnian city had thickened. The air hummed with the sound of recyclers cranked up high, but the smell lingered. Streams of workers, about half of them Ohnian, formed lines snaking through the camp and down into the transport layer, the returning line carrying trays of food, those smells mixing with the body odor and traces of biological waste.

Katya wrinkled her nose as they approached. “Not good.”

Ang shook his head. “They are for smelling sad.”

Rohan spun to face the Ursan. “That’s it. That’s it exactly. They have reason to be.”

Ang nodded. “Lost most of their people, did they not?”

“Yeah. Ninety-five percent.”

Ang sighed. “Is hard.”

Rohan looked over the camp. “There’s Wei Li. Why don’t you say hello; she could use some cheering up.”

Katya’s face brightened. “Wei Li is my favorite! She’s so cute! All those scales!”

“Great. You go talk to her. I’ll see what Otaru wants.”

He left them and walked to the leader’s tent. Two thickly built male Ohnians flanked the door, carrying long staves of blackened wood. They eyed him as he approached, large pupils tracking his movement.

“I’m Tow Chief Second Class Rohan. Otaru Bahn asked to talk to me.” He held out his mask, inside screen facing out, as if to show them the message.

At his name, they each dropped to a knee, heads lowered. The one to his left spoke. “Guru Rohan! Please enter, the leaders have been eagerly awaiting your visit.”

“Uh . . . sure. You can call me just Rohan.”

“Yes, we shall, Just Rohan! For you are as just as you are wise!”

“No, I meant . . . I guess Guru is fine.” I never realized those words work the same way in Drachna as in English.

The guards stood, one pulling the tent opening aside so Rohan could walk through. The Hybrid ducked and walked in.

“Otaru Bahn? It’s Rohan.”

Otaru, the Eldest Mother, and the third female from the last time they’d met all sat on chairs. Eldest Mother had the palest skin and white hair. All focused their single eyes on him.

Otaru stood. “Guru Rohan, thank you for coming.”

Rohan waved him back. “Sit, please. It’s no problem. Not sure how I got that title.”

Eldest Mother cackled. “I gave it to you. I said it as a joke, these numbskulls took me seriously.”

Otaru nodded. “Eldest Mother speaks words of prophecy and wisdom, even if she sometimes denies it afterward. We have to take care to interpret her correctly.”

Rohan ran his hands through his shoulder-length hair as he settled into the open chair. It creaked with his weight, a flimsy folding design with a canvas seat and back. “I’ve been called worse things. What did you want to talk about?”

Otaru nodded. “First, we have something for you. A small miracle, really. Osa found your pathologist. The doctor who performed . . . the autopsy.” He faced the third female.

Osa nodded. “She came down in the final group entering the camp, so she’s only been on Wistful for a day. I should mention that she’s reluctant to talk to you.”

Rohan shifted in his chair, trying to find a comfortable position. “Did she say why?”

“Examining the body of an il’Drach is illegal, as is disclosing details of their physiology. Throughout the Empire, this is so.”

“She’s still nervous about that? I mean, it’s not like the Empire has been leaving your people alone.”

Osa shrugged. “She doesn’t want assassins targeting her, specifically.”

“Got it. I can promise to keep our conversation private, okay? But to be honest, I doubt she has examined an il’Drach.”

Otaru leaned forward. “What do you mean?”

“Let’s leave it as a suspicion for now. I’ll know more after I talk to her. Is that okay?”

The three elders traded glances, then Otaru nodded. “Osa will take you to her tent. Osa, tell her we said it would be all right. Trust in Rohan.” The words sent a shiver up Rohan’s spine.

I just wanted a quiet life. Tow ships, drink tequila. Maybe find a girlfriend. Now people are trusting in me. Counting on me.

Osa stood, gave a short bow to the other two, and motioned for Rohan to follow.

She led him to the back edge of the camp, where the most recently pitched tents bordered on freshly cut grass. She tapped on one of the tents, paused, and entered.

Rohan followed her in. A cot, two chairs, a pair of chests for personal items, and a small electric stove filled the space. A female Ohnian sat on the cot, a tablet in her hands. She looked up at them, blinking her large, single eye.

“Osa?”

Osa nodded. “This is Guru Rohan. Otaru Bahn said you may speak with him.” Osa turned to Rohan. “I will wait outside. See that you aren’t disturbed. I’ll also set up a privacy field so nobody can overhear you. I imagine this isn’t for public consumption.”

Rohan gave her a tight smile. “Thanks. Shouldn’t take too long.” Osa left him alone with the younger woman.

She stood and nodded toward Rohan. “Since Otaru Bahn has said I should, I will speak with you. Guru, please sit.”

Rohan sat and waited for the woman to compose herself. She sat on her cot and smoothed her jumpsuit, eye on the floor. After a moment, she looked up and faced him, hands working ceaselessly in her lap, fingers clenching and unclenching, single broad eyelid fluttering open and shut.

He smiled at her and sank into his chair, trying to seem as unthreatening as possible. “Just tell me whatever you can, miss.”

“Doctor.”

“Of course, sorry. Doctor. My mother’s a doctor, did you know that?”

“No . . . no. It’s Dr. Rakasa. Where should I start?”

“The beginning is fine. This isn’t a deposition, you’re not in any trouble. Just tell me what you know.”

“Okay. I don’t live in the area. Didn’t live. Where the attacks happened, you see. It’s not my home. But after the Hybrids attacked, all the damage, the buildings . . . there were children hurt, you understand? I couldn’t do nothing. I’m only a pathologist, but I have basic medical training. I thought I could help.”

“Of course. Makes sense.” He waited while she considered her next words.

“I did help. I guess it’s all pointless now.” She lowered her face, wiping a huge tear away with the back of her hand. “They’re all dead. I think. All the people I helped.”

“That’s . . . not your fault. I’m sorry for what happened, I really am.”

“Thank you. Anyway, I signed up with a group. They transported doctors, emergency supplies, all to the areas that were worst struck. Like the capital. Have you been to Ohn?”

“Sorry, no.”

“The capital is—was—quite beautiful. You can see the mountains from everywhere in the city. There was so much death there, all that rubble. Homes destroyed. Some of them were ancient. Some predated the Empire itself.”

“Really?”

“Well, the Imperial presence on Ohn. We were only colonized four thousand years ago.”

He looked for something to do with his hands, folded them in his lap. “Ah. Go on.”

“Can I make you tea?”

He sighed. “Sure, I’ll take tea. Thank you.”

Her hands steadied as she moved to the end of the cot nearest the stove and began heating a pot of water. Her voice calmed down as she worked. “Merik Kol was his name. Sorry, I’m getting ahead of myself.”

“That’s fine.”

“The Hybrids were relentless. Thousands killed every day. No explanations, no reason. Not even a statement from the Empire. We couldn’t understand what was happening, or why. All we could do was what I did—help where we could. Care for the wounded. It was an awful time. Then he came. The Great Hero.”

“Hyperion.”

She nodded and spooned tea leaves into the pot. “Yes. He and his companion fought the other Hybrids. I saw them, once. So tall. So strong. They fought the other Hybrids, and the attacks stopped.”

“How convenient. I mean, how wonderful.”

“Yes. We were all still in shock, as you can imagine. The whole thing was . . . unprecedented in our history. We are a peaceful people. Even our own past seems to have fewer tragedies than other worlds.”

“Nice for you.”

She shrugged. “I suppose. I never thought about those things. Anyway, as you can imagine, we celebrated Hyperion’s triumph. Held great festivals for him. Parades. We even built a statue of him and put it in the square in front of the capitol building. It was very . . . large.”

“He likes his statues.”

“Does he? He did seem pleased. Then the questions began. So many, wondering why we had been attacked in the first place. Wondering who those Hybrids were, why they had chosen us.”

“Reasonable questions to ask.” The smell of brewing tea began to fill the tent.

“Yes. The Great Hero said nothing for a few days, then made an appearance on our most popular media channel. He was interviewed, and he said that the Hybrids had been guided by a hidden il’Drach.

“We all know, I suppose, that the Fathers live among us in secret. That’s how Hybrids are born, correct? It’s something understood. Yet, somehow, we never talk about it. Nobody does.”

“Those conversations are very actively discouraged. By you-know-who.”

“Right. The Great Hero said that one of those il’Drach was with us, on Ohn. That he lived in secret, indistinguishable from true Ohnians. That he was trying to manipulate our people, turn us into a military power.”

“I suppose your only chance to uncover and stop this secret il’Drach from ruining your planet would be to turn to Hyperion for help?”

She nodded. “Very much that. He told us that discovering these il’Drach was all but impossible. But that he, Hyperion, could sense their presence. That if we prayed for him, prayed with enough fervor, enough devotion, he could find the il’Drach and end the Hybrid reign of terror.”

“He didn’t explain what your prayer had to do with any of it?”

“No. I remember talking it over with a friend, wondering. But our people are very spiritual. Praying for things is a large part of our culture. To be honest, I assumed he said it as a way to comfort us, not because it actually meant anything to him.”

“Okay.”

“He searched the city for two days. Rubble was still being cleared, bodies discovered, survivors found, every hour. The city was still in chaos. Less than a week after defeating the Hybrids, The Great Hero stood in front of the capitol building, Merik Kol in his hand.

“Journalists gathered, as did a crowd. We all knew Merik. He was a businessman, very wealthy. He owned many factories. He was influential, yes, but really nothing special. But he was a man with no family—he had come to the capital as an orphan, built his business by himself.”

“Convenient.”

“The Great Hero told us that Merik was a Father, that he was the one who had ordered the Hybrid attacks. A way to force us to build up our defenses, our military.

“I remember the sound Merik made as The Great Hero broke his neck.”

She poured the tea into a pair of mugs and handed one to Rohan.

He sipped. “Thank you.”

“He dropped Merik to the ground. I don’t think he ever meant for anything to happen after that. I know we’re not supposed to examine il’Drach bodies, but at that moment the Empire seemed so very far away. What had they done to help us when the Hybrids attacked?”

“That’s a very good question.”

“Workers put Merik’s body with all the other dead. There were so many. I was working twenty hours a day at that point, examining bodies, identifying remains, cataloging. It was awful work, but it felt at least like something useful.”

“It was useful. Caring for the dead is important.”

She inhaled deeply and sipped her tea. “I didn’t even realize I’d examined Merik until it was over. For a moment I was terrified at what I’d done, but then I decided I didn’t care. Let the Empire come for me. They never did, I don’t think. Unless that’s why they destroyed Ohn.”

“Doctor, I was part of Fleet for ten years. I am absolutely certain that the il’Drach would not destroy an entire planet because of an autopsy. Don’t get me wrong, they might have sent a team to kill you, personally, if they knew about this, but never a whole planet.”

“That’s . . . thank you. I didn’t think so, but I . . .”

“Can you do something for me? Do you have a copy of the report? Or can you describe to me what you found?”

“I have it. I brought it up already.” She handed him the tablet; the writing was Drachna. She waited while he scanned her notes, then thumbed through the imaging she’d taken. “It’s so strange. I know the Fathers disguise themselves to hide among us. But I expected some sign that he was of another species. And my examination wasn’t as thorough as it could have been, to be honest. I didn’t treat it as a criminal case or an investigation. But if not for the name, I would never have known I was looking at the body of an il’Drach.”

Rohan nodded and handed back the tablet. “That’s because you weren’t.”
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Katya and Rohan returned to his apartment. His hands shook lightly as he stripped. She watched him change into a bodysuit kept at the very back of his closet.

If this is going to work, I’m going to have to do something I really don’t want to do.

It’s not like I have any better ideas.

The lower arms and everything below his belly was a shade somewhere between dark yellow and orange, subtle bits of red bled in at various locations. Around his ribs the colors shifted into a darker brown, as if strands of something were hanging off his head and onto his neckline and upper back. White elongated diamonds adorned his shoulder blades, cascading in two lines that thinned down his back, ending just below his waist. He struggled to get his feet into black boots with divided toes. He wrapped a gaiter around his face: white with a curved orange-yellow shape printed on the front.

Yellow fur, brown mane, black talons, white wings, beak.

Katya looked him over. “You are still ugly, but perhaps a bit less ugly than before. Where are we going?”

He tilted his head and looked at her with cold eyes. “Into the past.”

He checked himself out in the floor-length mirror, sighed, and left the apartment.
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The bar they went to was not Rohan’s sort of place. It had bad food, bad decor, bad lighting, and even bad drinks, though they were strong enough to offset the bad state of the dishwashing. It was the sort of place anyone with taste and status would avoid; making it the best sort of place to go if one wanted to avoid those with either.

The Hybrid pushed the doors open and stood for a long breath, framed in the light pouring in from the promenade, letting everyone get a good look at him, Katya standing behind and peeking over his shoulder.

The chatter inside the bar died down for a moment, then picked back up, softer than before. Rohan nodded and walked to an unoccupied booth in the back with room for six. He slid around the bench, putting his back to the wall. Katya took the seat to his left as he slid his gaiter down to his neck and waited.

A server approached within a minute, surely a record for that establishment.

“What can I get you?”

Rohan drummed his fingers on the table, staring out across the room, forcing the server to wait.

“Sir? Ma’am?”

Katya looked ready to say something when Rohan looked up at the man. “There’s a person who comes here. Taller than me, thin, very pale. Female.”

“Sir, if you’re looking for a woman—”

Rohan had trained Hybrids on their way to battle; had commanded armies on the Ringgate; had led fleets of ships in war. He’d been able to loosen bowels and bring grown men to tears with just his voice. He let some of that authority drizzle into his tone. “Don’t interrupt me. This particular woman has feathers instead of hair. She doesn’t give out her name, but you know who she is.

“Tell her The Griffin is here to talk.

“Then bring us two Sein Ales and a plate of those fried salty things I see everybody else eating. We’re going to drink, probably a lot, and I better not see the bottom of a bottle without a full one next to it on the table. Am I understood?”

The server, a reptilian with pale-blue and black scales, a species unfamiliar to Rohan, swallowed and nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“We’re going to drink and eat. I’m pretty hungry, and even more thirsty, so it will take a while, but not all night. If the female I mentioned, or someone who can speak for her, hasn’t come to sit next to me by the time I’m done, things are going to go very, very badly for you. Also for the owners and the other patrons. Frankly, anybody around me.

“Because I am not in a good mood, and I’m really looking for an excuse to do some very savage things to some unpleasant people, and this bar is full of sentients matching that description.”

The reptile swallowed again. “Yes, sir.”

“Shoo.”

Rohan watched the server scurry away.

Within two minutes, four bottles of Sein Ale were lined up in front of them; a teenage Kratic stood near the bar, eyeing Rohan’s table with an open bottle in his hand, ready to replenish their supply.

Katya smiled as she reached for her bottle and downed half of it in a single swallow.

They’re taking me seriously. I hate that. I also kind of miss it.
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They finished their third plate of fries, a spicy plant with the consistency of yucca, heavily salted, and washed it down with each’s fifth ale. Rohan set the bottle down, nodding approval as a fresh one appeared.

Katya burped. “This is fun. It would be even more fun if you were less dour. Why are you so grim?”

He shook his head gently. “This uniform brings back bad memories.”

“Then why do you wear it?”

“Because it also brings back bad memories to other people. People who need a little reminder of who I used to be.”

She raised one eyebrow, shrugged, and popped a fry into her mouth. “These are delicious. I do not understand what you are saying.”

“One day, I’ll explain.” The Hybrid let out a belch and sipped from the new bottle. It had been an hour; he was willing to give at least two before he started breaking things.

As he set the bottle down, a very tall, very pale female slid onto the bench on his right. The strands covering her head resembled white mammalian hair at first, but on closer inspection proved to be long, slender feathers.

Katya reached across the table to stroke . . . something . . . but Rohan caught her hand and stopped her with a shake of his head.

The woman glared at the Hybrid. “I was sitting with two other people in the know. When they heard what you did, and what you said, they started arguing. Why are you going by that name, after avoiding it for so long? Why that uniform? What do you want? They bantered back and forth.”

Rohan nodded. “And you?”

“I got tired of listening to them, so I came here to listen to you. In the hopes of getting you to at least back off your threat to destroy this place. You have no idea how hard it is to find a bar crappy enough to be suitable for clandestine meetings on this station.”

“I can only imagine. You’re here, your bar is safe.”

She snorted. “It’s not my bar. What do you want? Is this some sort of trap?”

“Why would I trap you?” He paused while the server pushed a fresh plate of fries across the table, along with an ale for the woman.

She sniffed her drink and set it down. “You tell me. You dragged me here to meet with a new face.”

“I wouldn’t trap you. I’m not your enemy. Neither is she.”

“Then, who is she? I don’t recognize the species.”

Katya licked her lips and eyed the bird-woman with an expression that looked a lot like hunger.

“My bodyguard. She can keep her mouth shut, that’s all you need to know.”

The white-haired woman shrugged. “The last time we talked, you convinced me to help a very annoying Lukhor steal a warship. That didn’t go so well for me.”

“You didn’t lose anything either, though. And that wasn’t my play. I actually had nothing to do with your plan failing.”

She stared at him, then nodded. “Fine. Let’s call that a wash. What do you want from me today?”

He exhaled slowly, turning his bottle so the label faced him, then away, then him again. “I don’t want anything in particular from you. But I want something from your organization.”

Her expression went blank as her eyes flicked to Katya, then back to the Hybrid. “What organization?”

“Come on. I don’t know what you call yourselves, but you’re not working alone against the Empire. You basically told me that. I want something from . . . you care to give me a name?”

“No.”

“Then, I’ll just say Youse. Youse guys.”

She cleared her throat and lifted her rear off the bench. “I’m leaving.”

He let some of his authority back into his voice. “No, you’re not. I’m in a really crappy mood, don’t test me.”

She thudded back onto the bench. “Fine. I’ll ask again. At least the third time. What do you want?”

“I need someone who opposes the Empire to do something. It’s good for Youse, as well as for me, because it will show the sector that the Empire doesn’t always get what it wants, in the most sympathetic way possible.”

She sighed. “You’re very annoying. What is this something you need?”

“I need someone to protect the Ohnians.”

“What? You mean here? You want my people to do something about the protests? Isn’t that what station security is for? Or can’t they handle it?”

He sipped his ale. “You’re thinking small. I’m not talking about the camp or the protesters. I want a home for the Ohnian fleet. Fifty million refugees. I want Youse to find a safe place for them and keep the Empire away.”

“What in the Five Cloudy Heavens makes you think we can do that?”

He shrugged and ate a fry. Katya leaned over to him and whispered. “Can I touch her? Please?”

“No, Katya, you can’t. Eat some more.”

“Fine.”

He looked at the avian. “If you don’t have the resources to save fifty million, then you have no chance at all to save fifty trillion, do you? Meaning your little rebellion is a joke. I didn’t think you had a sense of humor.”

“I don’t. Have a sense of humor. I can’t just sign off on placing fifty million civilians. That’s assuming we even have a place for them. What’s in it for us?”

“For Youse? I don’t know. Strike a blow against the Empire? Save a bunch of innocent people from extermination? Show the whole sector that you’re a real threat to the il’Drach? Provide hope to a thousand worlds? What part of that isn’t on your agenda right now?”

“There are other groups of people we could work with that have more to offer than a bunch of one-eyed pacifists.”

“One-eyed pacifists that Hyperion was very interested in.” He put two fries in his mouth and chewed slowly, maintaining eye contact with her. He swallowed and drank some ale. The alcohol, much stronger by volume than beer, formed a soft fuzz over his thoughts.

“What does this have to do with Hyperion?”

Katya tapped his arm. “Who is Hyperion?”

“I’ll tell you later.” He turned to the other woman. “He was on Ohn when the il’Drach condemned it. For a while. I think he’d be very interested in reconnecting with those people. If they happen to be in your care, then . . .”

“What makes you think we’re interested in Hyperion?”

He shrugged. “You’re not? I’d have to go back to questioning your agenda.”

She leaned over the table, then picked up her ale and drained half of it in one long pull. She put the bottle down and wiped her mouth. “I think you want Hyperion. I think this is a trap for him. You want us to take the Ohnians somewhere, then he’ll come after them. And you’ll be waiting.”

Rohan bared his teeth. “Why do you think I’m interested in Hyperion?”

“I hear things. People say you two aren’t friends anymore.”

“We’re not. But this is about those fifty million Ohnians. I’m not the ruthless one, remember?”

“Tow Chief Rohan isn’t ruthless. I’m speaking to The Griffin, though.”

Rohan smiled. She’s smart, and I’m drunk. This was a terrible plan. Who came up with this? Oh, right. I did.

“I might have plans for Hyperion, but this isn’t part of them. I want you to save the Ohnians. I’ll settle things with the big guy without your help.”

She stared at the table, then took another sip of her drink. “I believe you.”

“Of course you do. There’s an empath a floor up reading me. They’re sending you some kind of electronic signal, right? A comm implant?”

The agent shook her head. “Below. Just a regular comm link. Very small.”

“Ah, excuse me.”

“You’re smarter than most Hybrids.”

“That’s what makes me dangerous. The sad part is, I’m mostly dangerous to myself.”

“I don’t believe that for a second. And I don’t need an empath to verify that.”

He drank some more; the bottle was empty. He reached for the next one.

A replacement appeared. The servers were quick.

Rohan raised one eyebrow at her. “You’re hesitating.”

She sighed. “I’m thinking. I want to help.”

“Let me sweeten the pot, then. Just to push you over the edge.”

“How? Are you going to sign up? Join the cause? All in? Because if you did, I could get authorized a lot of resources for any pet projects you’re interested in. We’d be happy to take both of you, in fact. No questions asked.”

“Join Youse? No. Not my style. But I can give you some information.”

“You think you know things we don’t?”

“Maybe. Did you know there was an Assessor in the system?”

She breathed in sharply, her pale skin lightening by several shades. “You’re not serious.”

“I am so very much serious. In a damaged ship, out by Repentant’s wormhole. Ripe for the picking.”

“An Assessor.” She exhaled. “That would be a coup.”

Katya tapped his arm. He shook his head and mouthed the word ‘later.’

“Now we’re talking. You help me, I help you. I bet I find out lots of things you don’t know. I know another Hybrid looking for a new career path. She might be worth talking to.”

“Wildeye? That’s not news.”

He shrugged. “Worth a try.”

“I tell you what, I’m going to see what I can do. I need to make some calls. I have ideas on how we could save the Ohnians. It depends on a lot of other factors, things beyond my control.”

Rohan sagged a bit as she spoke. That’s more than I expected.

“Really.”

“Yes, really. Give me six months to make a place available. Nine months, tops. They’re in stasis, right? Some kind of giant null-entropy field.”

He sighed. “They don’t have six months.”

She shook her head. “What do you mean? They’re in stasis.”

“The field is failing. They don’t have six months.”

“I can pull in every marker I have, try to cut it down to five. But I can’t promise even that.”

“You don’t understand. I’m not sure we have five days. The field is failing, and the systems on those ships are in bad shape. Once the field goes down, they’re going to die. Fast.”

She stared at him, eyes wide and lips parted, perhaps waiting for a signal from her empath.

“You want me to house fifty million civilians someplace safe from the il’Drach sometime in the next few days.”

Her tone sank his heart into his gut. “Yes, I do.”

“Griffin . . . Rohan . . . that’s not remotely possible. I’m sorry. I can’t believe I’m apologizing, but I am. You’ve wasted your time. It’s not even in the realm of possibility. Five months would have been a monumental stretch. Five days? No.”

Katya drained her bottle and held it up to catch the server’s attention. Rohan sighed. “Final answer?”

“What?”

“It’s a line from a quiz show. Where I grew up. A quiz show is . . . you know, it’s not worth explaining. You’re sure.” He couldn’t even muster the energy to make it sound like a question.

“It’s impossible. Not even if you signed on with us full time, declared open war against the Empire. We simply don’t have those resources. I wish I could say differently.”

“That sounds like you’re very sure.”

She stood. “I’m sorry.”

He looked at Katya, who smiled weakly. He shrugged. “Thanks anyway.”

He drained his ale and motioned for the server, holding up a finger in the universal sign that he was ready to pay. The feathered woman walked away, disappearing into the crowd.

So much for The Griffin saving the day.
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Empath-y


Rohan sat alone at a table in front of Pop’s and inhaled the rich, earthy aroma of fresh coffee. It was the beginning of the morning commute hour; the crowd was thin but building.

Wei Li approached and sat across from him.

“I need to speak with you.”

“Good morning, Wei Li. Yes, it is a lovely day. It’s so nice to see you, too.”

She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “You are more despondent than usual. Did something new happen?”

He sighed. “I’m trying, Wei Li. I really am. To do my best. It’s just making things worse.” This is why I didn’t want to be responsible for anything.

She paused. “You have been through a series of unfortunate situations. Sometimes trying to do the right thing does not lead to good results. Such is the way of the world.”

“Thanks. Look, I’ll be fine. What did you need to talk to me about?”

“As you know, I have been trying to evaluate Katya as thoroughly as possible. As you also know, I am skilled at evaluating a person’s esoteric potential. For lack of a better word, how strong their spirit is. How much energy they can utilize.”

“A Power level.”

She shrugged. “Use whatever terminology you wish. I evaluated Katya when she arrived. She is definitely a Power, and quite strong. Not on par with a Hybrid, as we saw, but strong.”

“Right. I knew that before. She lives on a five-g world. Heck, she flies around on a five-g world. That’s strong.”

“Yes. When she came to the Ohnian camp yesterday, I had time to look again. To be honest, I wasn’t expecting to find anything. Power levels can change over time, but I’ve never seen it change noticeably over a span of just a few days.” She paused. “Not before this week.”

“What are you saying?”

“Katya is noticeably stronger than she was before fighting Wildeye. Not stronger than the Hybrid, of course, but . . . stronger.”

“Is she over nine thousand?”

“I have no idea what that means. I’ve never been fond of ascribing numerical values to esoteric potential.”

Rohan rubbed his eyes. “You’re saying her strength grew after fighting Wildeye.”

“Yes.”

“Correlation does not imply causation, though. What caused her to grow in strength?”

“Rohan, I cannot be absolutely certain, but there is a feeling of . . . flux when a spirit is growing the way hers has. I no longer sense it. I have thought about it, and I do not think it is a matter of being away from home, or frolicking with Ang, or living on a lower-gravity world, or trying new foods.”

“Those would be weird ways to get stronger, though, right? Imagine if sex with Ursans powered up all the il’Zkin. We’d have to organize a huge furry orgy to raise up an army that could take on the Old Ones.”

“Your mind sometimes works in strange ways.”

“I’ve been brainstorming. You know, coming up with ideas, unfiltered, to try to spark some creative thought. This is what happens.”

“It feels like combat made Katya stronger. More specifically than that, losing made Katya stronger.”

Rohan drank his coffee, staring at the table. “It’s a neat trick, isn’t it? I mean, it makes sense. The il’Zkin were designed to be warriors. Just like the il’Drach, except the il’Drach were considered failures. The rage was too hard to control. The il’Zkin don’t have that rage, not really. Their Power isn’t tainted like that. It’s also weaker. But if every time they lose a fight, they come back stronger . . .”

His voice trailed off as he noticed Katya and Ang approaching the table from down the promenade, arm in arm. Wei Li sighed.

“Wildeye is coming. That girl is wearing on me.”

“I know. I’m sorry, she’s a bit . . . lost. Her whole life was the Fleet, and she gave it up.”

“I remember when you were in a similar position. Somehow you managed to be less difficult.”

He nodded, his thoughts mostly elsewhere.

Katya sat across from the Hybrid. “Hello, Rohan! We just had the most amazing breakfast! They had this drink that was like ale but it was sweet!” She burped. “And bubbly! I had six—”

Ang interrupted. “Seven, my sweet.”

She nodded. “Seven glasses!”

Rohan sighed. “Did you eat anything with that?” If Wei Li is right, does that explain the il’Zkin laws? That keep them from fighting each other?

Ang nodded. “We ate as well. My Katya-le can eat as much as an Ursan three times her size. It is most impressive.”

“Sounds like someone is falling in love. Never thought I’d see it.”

Ang shrugged, ripples moving across his fur as muscles flexed. “It is too soon to speak of such things.”

Katya pinched his cheek. “Aw, you’re so cute! But let’s not show off, my big auroch. Rohan will get sad, and with his appearance, he knows he’s unlikely to ever find true love.” She burped again and waved to Pop for coffee.

Wildeye came and sat on Rohan’s right, away from Wei Li. “By the Night, I have the worst headache.”

Rohan nodded. “Me too. I drank too much. What’s your excuse?”

She sighed. “Same. I was with Ang and Ursula for dinner. Where were you two?”

“I was trying something stupid. It didn’t work. Becoming a habit.”

“Don’t beat yourself up. None of this is your fault. And I’m sure you’ll fix things.”

He groaned as Pop came over with a tray of coffees. Work backward. What if they didn’t have those laws? What would happen if they kept fighting each other all the time? The way Leo and Flix are doing?

Wildeye shook her head. “Things just keep getting worse at the camp. A few Ohnians, mostly young ones, are trying to convince the rest that they need to fight the Empire. They’re so angry, and I can see why.”

“Fight the Empire? With what?”

She shrugged. “They have no idea. They’re kids. But they left the camp and tried to find like-minded people to work with. But of course they have no idea how to go about that.”

He groaned. “They got in trouble, didn’t they?”

Wei Li put her cup down. “There was an altercation. Citizens upset that the Ohnians were openly discussing confrontation with the Empire.”

Wildeye’s mouth dropped open. “An altercation? It was a beatdown. Seven Ohnians were hospitalized. I’m amazed none of them were killed. If only someone had been watching out for them.”

Wei Li directed her vertically slit pupils at the Hybrid. “Are you insinuating something?”

“Oh, look, the Class Three Empath noticed something. Too bad she didn’t notice the Ohnians getting beaten.”

“Class Four. There are fifty thousand Ohnians in that camp. I cannot protect them if they choose to wander the station, getting into trouble.”

“Maybe they wouldn’t wander off if they felt any hope! But they don’t have that, do they? You’re not exactly offering them anything!”

“What would you have me do, child? Promise them a rebellion? Say that we will summon a fleet of warships of our own to face down the Empire should it come after them?”

“Yes! You and Wistful both. If not that, at least put some real fear into the people on this station so they leave the Ohnians alone. Oh, if I were security chief, you’d see what I would do.”

“Terrorizing one part of the population in an attempt to provide a feeling of security for another part is not only unjust, it is doomed to fail.”

Katya burped. “Why are you sisters arguing?”

They both turned to her. Wei Li raised an eyebrow. “Sisters?”

“Yes! You are both Katya’s sisters. We are a tribe. And if you are arguing so much, it can only mean one thing.”

Wildeye exhaled loudly. “What?”

“You must determine who is elder! Then the arguments fade away.” She burped. “I should have had the last three glasses more slowly.”

Ang patted her shoulder. “Will be fine in a few hours. Tomorrow, drink a bit less.”

Wildeye turned to Wei Li. “Maybe she’s right. Maybe I should be security chief on this station. I could handle these people.”

Rohan shook his head. “Don’t go there.” If the il’Zkin fought each other all the time, year after year, generation after generation, just how strong would they get?

Wei Li grunted. “You don’t understand the first thing about running security, child. You think it’s the same as being a soldier? It’s not. If it were, Wistful would have hired a soldier.”

“She’s an old station. Mistakes were made. Also, times are changing. Maybe you were a good fit ten years ago. Or two. But now the Empire’s eyes are turned toward this station, aren’t they? You’re going to want a soldier in charge of all this soon.”

Wei Li pulled her lips back, baring her very sharp incisors. “What are you suggesting?”

“You and I, over in the quad. To see who really deserves your title.”

Rohan held up a hand. “Ladies.”

Wei Li stood. “No, Rohan. Let it be. We are both adults. Let me teach this child a lesson.”

Wildeye rose. “You’re confused about who’s teaching whom. Oh, I’ve been wanting to do this for days.”

Katya clapped her hands together. “Yay! A fight!”

Rohan shook his head. “No. No yay. This is bad. Wei Li, stop it.”

“I said, let it be. Come, Wildeye.” She walked to a nearby patch of grass, close to where Wildeye had fought Katya three days earlier.

“Come, I said.” She took a stance: right foot behind her, body angled away, left hand up in front and her right fist by her cheek.

Wildeye spat on the ground. “You asked for it.”

Rohan froze.

Wei Li said to leave her alone. I always listen to her.

Is this just another mistake? In a long line of mistakes I’ve been making recently.

No, I trust Wei Li.

Heck, I trust her more than I trust me right now.

Wildeye rushed the empath, Power surging through her body as she moved, her aura a red halo to Rohan’s Third Eye.

Wei Li pivoted and sent the Hybrid flying past, slapping the back of her head with an almost casual move.

“Child, please.”

Rohan watched, but his focus was elsewhere.

Why give them laws to limit their strength? What’s the problem when any planet has too many Powers, that are too strong? Like the kaiju of Toth 3?

A crowd started to gather, civilians on their way to work or school or whatever social activities they had planned pausing on the promenade, eyes drawn to the fight.

Wildeye set her feet and approached again, more steadily, her eyes blazing fury.

Wei Li let her come, flicking out a quick kick, catching the Hybrid in the belly. Her foot thudded home to no apparent effect. Wildeye marched forward.

The Hybrid punched: jab and right straight, left hook and cross. She was fast, faster than the security chief, but Wei Li knew where her punches were going before she did and managed to avoid them all.

Dozens were gathered at the edge of the walkway, keeping off the open grass but blocking the passage of others trying to walk past.

Wei Li hit her again, a ridge hand to the neck, followed by a solid punch to the solar plexus.

“You think you’re cute?” Wildeye shrugged them off and pulled in more Power. She hunched her shoulders, lowering her chin, and kept her fists at the sides of her face. She hopped in to strike.

Wei Li kicked the Hybrid’s leg, but it had little effect. Wildeye struck back, while the security chief was off-balance, and hit her in the ribs.

The crack was audible. Wei Li grimaced in pain. Rohan stood, prepared to step in, but Wei Li caught his eye.

She shook her head; he stepped back.

Gasps came from the crowd as those more experienced in fighting recognized what had happened. The gasps multiplied as Wildeye set her feet and closed again.

Pop noticed the commotion, set his tray on the counter of his little storefront window, and joined the crowd watching the fight.

If the kaiju weren’t shielded, their aura would be a problem. That much Power all in one place would be too tempting for anything that ate souls.

Wei Li tried to sidestep, her elbow tight to her injured ribs. She avoided one, two, then three punches, but a fourth grazed her temple, sending her stumbling to the ground.

The crowd gasped, angry muttering joining the shocked expletives as their mood turned. Hushed conversations began; some between watchers and some over comms as others called for station security.

Wildeye threw a knee at Wei Li’s face; the empath leaned back to avoid it. The Hybrid stepped in and grabbed the front of her station uniform and lifted the empath to her feet, then off the ground.

“I told you that you didn’t have a chance! Let me show you how to keep the peace.” With a grunt, she tossed Wei Li across the grass and into the crowd.

She bowled over half a dozen bystanders on her path. The security chief grunted as she rolled to a stop. She pushed her hand against the ground to stand, but slipped and fell again.

Two of the civilians she’d knocked over rolled on the ground, in obvious pain. Three others clutched limbs; two more leaked blood.

Wildeye marched toward her. “Had enough? Give up? Willing to admit that I’m the better woman?”

Pop cursed under his breath and ran to Wei Li, the three eyes on the left side of his head focused on Wildeye, his thick scaly arms reaching for his friend. He slid to a stop at her side, leaning over her to make his body a shield. “Stop! She’s hurt.” Bystanders made frantic calls for Medical.

Wildeye slowed. “This is between us.”

Pop shook his head. “She’s our friend. You’re not hurting her anymore. Not while I’m still breathing.”

Wildeye walked forward. The majority of the crowd backed away, eyes wide, leaving the injured behind, little islands of pain.

A child began to cry; then another.

Wei Li pushed Pop away. “Don’t get in the way. Let her see.”

Wildeye stopped. “See what?”

Wei Li rose up on one hip and coughed, clutching her side. “Look at these people. Do they look secure to you?”

“What? What?”

Wei Li laughed and wiped blood off the corner of her mouth. “I’m not here to keep Wistful safe. I’m here to keep these people safe. Security Chief. It comes from the word, ‘secure.’ Do they look secure to you, Wildeye?”

Wildeye took in the mixed terror and anger that covered the crowd. “What?”

The empath coughed and fought to take in a wheezy lungful of air. “They don’t, do they? You’re a Hybrid, but you couldn’t help yourself, could you? Terrorizing these people. You said you wanted to fight me to prove who should be security chief.” She coughed again.

“I did. I do.”

“Well, we fought. Tell me, what did we prove?”

Wildeye’s anger dissipated. A baby’s wail cracked the air. “Oh. Oh. I see. I do. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” She turned, then turned back. Locked eyes with Rohan.

He saw tears.

She spun and ran up the promenade.

Ang patted his shoulder. “See to her?”

Rohan shook his head. “I know what she’s feeling. She needs to be alone for a bit.”

He watched as Ang and a few others rushed to Wei Li’s side and offered help to the other injured.

He looked up at Toth 3, framed by the diamond ceiling of the station, and thought.

If the il’Zkin fight without restraint, their collective auras will become too loud.

They’ll wake the Old Ones, vampiric cephalopods as big as moons that lurk in the vast oceans between the stars, sleeping.

And the Old Ones will destroy everything.

That’s why they have their laws.

I really screwed up.

And nobody else is going to be able to fix it.

Time to go to work.
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Two hours later, Wei Li was stable and recuperating under the care of Dr. Simivar, Katya was taking an extended nap, and Wildeye was nowhere to be found but not causing any obvious problems.

Rohan sat at the head of the table in Wistful’s main conference room, in what was becoming his customary seat. He pulled a paper carton over to himself: donuts left over from the previous day’s meeting. He bit into one; stale; crunchy with a soft interior. Still sweet, of course. He washed it down with a gulp from the pitcher-sized mug of tea he’d brought in.

“Wistful. Time to talk.”

The hologram of Wistful’s junior self materialized immediately. “Tow Chief Second Class Rohan. What can I do for you?”

He sipped again. “I need your help. And, for a change, I realize you need mine. So we can stop pretending that it’s barely worth your time and energy to condescend to talk to me.”

“That was never my intention.”

“Yes it was. I’m not mad; I get it. If every Tom, Dick, and Harry on board got you roped into talking about their romantic problems or erectile dysfunction or whatever else was bothering them, you’d never be able to concentrate on anything important.”

“I believe you are speaking in metaphors that lie outside my experience, Rohan. Perhaps, now that you have my attention, you could strive for increased clarity in your communications.”

“You want clarity? I’ll give you clarity up the wastepipe. Come to think of it, I don’t know what you do with wa—”

“Rohan.”

“Sorry. Force of habit.”

“I am aware.”

“First thing, I think I know why the Assessors destroyed Ohn.”

“Do you?”

“Maybe. Let me ask a question. You’ve been around a while, have you ever heard of someone being able to sense an il’Drach?”

“Under what circumstances? A medical exam?”

“Something more casual. Like, a flyby. Just walk by and go, ‘oh, hey, this guy in the street is an il’Drach in disguise.’”

“No, I have not. That is supposed to be impossible.”

“Yet Hyperion says he was able to do this.”

“Did he?”

“Yeah. In fact, he made a big show out of finding an il’Drach hiding out right there on Ohn. Except, funny detail, the guy wasn’t il’Drach.”

“How do you know?”

“I found his autopsy. There are glands the il’Drach carry that you’d see in the body, after they’re dead. Battle glands. I have them, too. This body didn’t.”

“What are you suggesting, Rohan?”

“I think he lied. I don’t think Hyperion can sense an il’Drach.”

“That is the answer consistent with the facts as I understand them, Rohan. Why do you suppose he would make that particular lie? Do you think he was attempting to scare the Empire?”

“No. I think he was trying to manipulate the Ohnians.”

“Yes.”

“I think he’s still . . . forming. Still coming together, formed from the thoughts and ideas of people who believe in him. I think he wanted a billion Ohnians to imagine, very hard, that he’s a guy who can sense il’Drach, so that he’d become a guy who can sense il’Drach.”

He had to wait for her response.

Her words came slowly, with hesitation he couldn’t remember hearing from her. “I do not think that would work. There are limits to the instantiation process. Suppose a population imagined a god who could be both a circle and a square at the same time. That is logically impossible. No such creature would arise.”

“I’m not saying it would work. I’m saying that’s what Hyperion tried to do. What would you expect the il’Drach to do if they heard about it?”

“I expect they would take aggressive action.”

“Yeah. They’re not the type to risk the possibility that he could do it, are they? They’d just send in Fleet and get rid of the Ohnians.”

“You think he caused the destruction of Ohn.”

“Absolutely I do. He declared war on the il’Drach and dared them to come after him. Which, of course, they did. Funny, that’s what the Assessors accused him of. Declaring war. I just didn’t know what they meant.”

“That does not sound like responsible behavior on his part.”

“No. In fact, it kind of upsets me.”

“I see.”

“Wistful, I know you’re fond of Hyperion. I know you like him. But really don’t think I can let this stand.”

“Was that a question, Rohan?”

“I guess. How mad are you going to be if I have to go kill your golden boy?”

She paused again. “I will be displeased. But I cannot fault your logic. Do what you need to do, Rohan. I will not interfere, nor will I hold a grudge.”

He sighed. Fighting both Wistful and Hyperion would have been too much to take on. “Great. Second thing, I don’t know if you were listening, or if she reported to you, but Wei Li figured out why the il’Zkin are so dangerous.”

“Did she.”

“Yes. They power up when they fight. Or maybe when they lose. Either way, if the il’Zkin on Pilli 4 fight a lot, their collective Power will grow to a point where the Old Ones won’t be able to ignore them anymore.”

“I see. Will they fight?”

“That’s how they were made. Fighting is their catnip. Irresistible. You should see how happy Leo and Flix were, just banging away at each other. That sounded wrong. You know what I meant.”

“I believe I do.”

Rohan scratched his beard. “We can’t let that happen. Obviously. Once you wake the Old Ones, it could cascade from system to system. Might wipe out the entire sector.”

“That is the crux of the matter.”

“The Assessors want to sterilize the system to prevent that. Which, to be fair, would work. But I’d rather find an alternative. Like the il’Sein found for Toth 3.”

“The il’Sein saved Toth 3 by placing me here.”

“No, Wistful. You volunteered to give yourself up to save Toth 3. You clipped your wings, so to speak, turned yourself into a station, and parked yourself here to save this planet. That’s why you’re wistful.”

She answered him with silence.

“One day, I’d like to hear what your old name was.”

“One day, perhaps I’ll tell you.”

“My first, stupid thought was, you could move to Pilli 4. If necessary, we kill the kaiju or something. They’re not intelligent, surely it would be better to sacrifice them in favor of the il’Zkin, right?

“But there are a host of issues there. First, not sure we can kill the kaiju. Nukes might just make them mad. Second, not sure they’re not intelligent. Ugly, yes, non-linguistic, yes, but they might be conscious. Third, you might not agree.”

“There are other considerations. The il’Sein believed the kaiju might present part of a solution to the problem of the Old Ones. I am loath to abandon them.”

He took another bite of donut and rubbed his head. His headache was fading. “Fair. So that’s not going to work. But there’s another station that’s just hanging around that might be able to serve the same purpose.”

“Repentant.”

“Right. Except Repentant isn’t exactly what you’d call eager to help. He’s downright hostile. Wants to . . .” His voice trailed off into silence.

“What?”

He laughed. “I was going to say he wants to fight the Empire. He even named his baby warship Vyrhicant. Patricide. Because he exists to fight the Fathers. The il’Drach.”

“Is that what you think?”

“It’s what I thought. Now I’m wondering. Repentant doesn’t think of the il’Drach as fathers of anything. He doesn’t even think of them as Vyrhicant’s father. So what does the name mean?”

“What do you think?”

He swallowed some tea. “He wants Vyrhicant to kill him. A very indirect method of suicide. I’m guessing his governor prevents him from just, I don’t know, self-destructing.”

“That is my hypothesis as well. He wishes to die.”

Rohan paused and twirled the box around on the table, studying Wistful’s hologram.

She had been a glorious ship.

“Normally I’m all about self-determination. You want to die? As long as nobody else gets hurt, go ahead. But I need him, Wistful. I need Repentant to live, and to move to Pilli 4, and it’s very hard to convince him of anything when he won’t talk to me.”

“I am afraid he is just as unwilling to engage in calm discussion with me. The years alone, the starvation and deprivation, have damaged him. Losing his purpose has made it worse.”

“He said something to me, though. Something I passed off as gibberish. But I wonder.”

“What?”

“He called me a platinum ar’Tahul. I thought . . . I didn’t think. I dismissed it. But now I wonder if he was trying to tell me something. What does it mean, Wistful?”

“The badge of the ar’Tahul has two sides, Rohan. One is platinum. The other is black gold.”

“What the heck is black gold? That’s an oxymoron.”

“Do you want a lesson in mystical metallurgy or do you want me to explain the metaphor?”

“I want to say metallurgy but I’m sure that’s the wrong answer.”

“The histories of the earliest of the ar’Tahul are shrouded in mystery, but the legends continued into the time when he and I were young.”

“Legends? Do we really have time for fairy tales right now?”

“If you want to understand what Repentant was trying to say, then yes. Myth is the language of a culture, Rohan.”

Rohan bit into another donut. “Go ahead.”

“The first ar’Tahul was a great warrior, renowned across the lands. He slew his people’s enemies in vast numbers, using a sword so brilliant it was thought to be forged of purest platinum.”

“Sounds myth-y.”

“His granddaughter became ar’Tahul after him. She had few battles to fight, but she did have a keen eye for commerce. She built her family’s wealth to a great degree, creating trade deals and developing infrastructure.

“During a time of famine, she saved a great many of the poor by spending from her personal coffers to buy them food. The most valuable coins at the time were black gold.

“Her detractors mocked her, saying that while her grandfather’s platinum sword was a more true symbol of the warrior class, she was ‘mere’ black gold.”

“I see where this is going. I think. But go ahead.”

“Rather than shying from the confrontation, she declared herself the black gold ar’Tahul. She wrote treatises, explaining that the responsibility of the ar’Tahul, leader of the warrior class, was not only to destroy. It was also to build. To preserve.

“She said there should always be two kinds of warrior leadership. The kind that kills, for times when it is needed, and the kind that serves.”

Rohan nodded. “The platinum ar’Tahul is a killer. The black gold ar’Tahul is a builder.”

“Ever since, the badge has had one side of each metal. For that reason. I do not know if the story is strictly true, but it is likely that to which Repentant is referring.”

“He’s saying I’m a killer.”

“He is perhaps saying that you have embraced only that one aspect of your role, and not the other.”

Rohan swallowed. “He doesn’t think I can be more than that. More than a destroyer.”

“On the contrary. If he believed that, he would not have said anything to you at all.”

“What if I think he’s wrong? All I’ve ever been is a destroyer, Wistful. That’s what Hybrids are. We don’t build, don’t create. We can’t even have children. I don’t think I have more than that in me.”

“I cannot answer that for you, Rohan.”

Rohan sipped his tea. “I need to convince him to help me. If I’m right, and he moves to Pilli 4, he can save the planet. I can get Twa’para to call off the sterilization of the system. We can send the Ohnians to Pilli 5, which as far as I can tell is an uninhabited paradise. Hell, the Ursans could join them there if they want; it’s a big planet, and fifty million people won’t fill it all up.”

“Then, convince him.”

“Except Vyrhicant is going to attack me as soon as I stick my face through that wormhole, and the last time we fought, he almost killed me.”

“That is an obstacle.”
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Rohan lay on his bed, in his apartment, and stared at the soulgem Spiral had given him six months earlier.

I didn’t believe this thing was as special as Spiral made it out to be.

That little fight with Twa’para proved I was wrong. The problem is, I can’t seem to use it while I’m angry.

So I just have to fight without anger.

Fight without wanting to fight.

I sound like a badly written fortune cookie.

He exhaled slowly, letting all but a cupful of air out of his lungs, and extended a bit of esoteric energy into the soulgem. Its image sprang to life in his Third Eye: a mystical helix, existing only in the world next to his, the world of magic, of Power, of soul. It didn’t quite conform to the rules of physical space, winding neither leftward nor rightward, but somehow in a juxtaposition of both.

Rohan extended a spear of his own energy; anchored one end to his right palm and the other to his curse, the pool of Power that existed in some mystical space he imagined lay behind his tailbone. He twisted the spear, bending it into arcs, then loops, the loops overlapping until it formed a spiral.

He compared the two images. Tilted each, catching new angles, then tilted back.

His mind wandered, and he thought about Hyperion. About what the man had been doing on Ohn. Why he’d been doing it. What he’d hoped to accomplish.

A rush of angry energy surged through him, and his helix popped like a soap bubble.

He sighed as the door to his apartment slid open.

Katya came in, a smile on her lips, her ears perky and upright. She wore a dress, white this time, sleeveless and impractical and quite lovely on her.

“Rohan! I was looking for you.”

He nodded. “If you’re going to stay here, we need to teach you to use the comm system.”

Her tone softened. “If?”

He sat up, sliding so he could support his back on the headboard. “I don’t want to assume, Katya. You have a home. And you know I don’t need your protection.”

“I know. I would very much like to pay you back somehow for what you did for my brother. I just don’t know how.”

“You don’t have to pay me back. If it makes things better, you can say you owe me, and if I need help with something in the future, I’ll know I can come to you and ask for help.”

She sat on the bed. “You seem sad.”

He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his cheeks. “Things have gone pretty wrong lately.”

“Are you worried about Wei Li? I think she will be fine. The doctors seemed to think so, too. And Wildeye was sad to lose the fight, but she will recover. She is very strong; I should know.”

“I know. I’m only a little bit worried about those two.”

“What, then?”

He sighed. “There’s trouble on your world, Katya. You had the law to protect you, but I encouraged your brother to ignore it. I think that may have been a mistake.”

“What do you think will happen?”

“I’m not sure, but it’s much worse than you think. There are people who want to destroy your people.”

“My tribe? For letting Leo live?”

“All your people. All the il’Zkin, on the entire planet. I’m going to try to stop them, but I’m afraid.”

“Of what?”

“Of failing. Or making things worse.”

She shook her head. “I cannot see what is worse than all my people dying.”

“What if something happened that killed not only your people, but everyone on Wistful? And everyone in all the other systems that these people come from?”

She frowned. “It is very hard for me to imagine what you are describing, Rohan.”

He nodded. “I know. Listen, Katya, if something were to happen to your people, your planet, would you want to stay here? With us?”

“You are asking me if I’d rather stay here with you and be the last of the il’Zkin or return to watch my people, everyone I love, die.”

“Yeah. Not a great choice.”

“It is not. I think we should make sure that is not a choice I have to make.”

“I’m working on it, but . . .”

“I can help. Everyone will help. And you will try very, very hard. And we will not discuss failure until you fail, and then we will try very hard not to be too sad.

“Just please remember to try very, very hard.”
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The Cure for Self-Doubt


Rohan stood in the door of the hospital room and knocked on the metal frame. Wei Li looked up from her bed and waved him over.

He smiled and complied. “You look awful.”

She grunted. “What is that thing you say? You should see the other guy?”

“I did. Not a mark on her.”

Wei Li smiled. “But she lost the fight. She was the one who ran off in tears, not I.”

“Touché. Did you know how that would go?”

“Of course. I had no illusions that I could win a purely physical confrontation. Wildeye needed to learn a lesson. I hope it sunk in, because it was quite expensive.” She tapped her heavily bandaged side as she said it.

“You can say that again.”

“I could, but I won’t.”

“Ha. It’s an expression.”

“I am aware. Rohan, why are you here?”

“Well . . .”

“Let me guess. You are experiencing another moment of self-doubt, and you have come to have me explain to you things that you already know, using simple words and clearly constructed sentences, so you can proceed to do whatever it was you were going to do in the first place? Again?”

He shrugged. “You make it sound like I always do this. I think the last time it was you who came to me for the talk.”

“I can’t recall.”

“Anyway, what else do you have going on? You’re stuck here recuperating. Am I keeping you from something? A hot date? How busy is your social calendar, exactly?”

“Touché to you as well. I have been on something of a dry spell. It has been too long. I should find someone to mate with. Nobody important, since after mating, the females of my species reflexively decapitate our mates.”

Rohan took a step back from her bed. “Really?”

“Of course not.”

He sighed. “Good.”

“We merely castrate them, to ensure their seed does not fertilize any other females, creating competitors for our offspring.”

“Ouch. That’s worse. I think. Wait, is that worse? I really hope you’re teasing me.”

“There’s only one way to find out.”

“Are you propositioning me, Wei Li?”

“By the Nine, no! I meant use the comm system to search for biological information on my species. Goodness.”

He laughed. “I’m starting to feel nobody wants me. Tamara’s been gone a long time. Katya can’t stop herself from telling me how ugly I am.”

“Katya’s tastes are her own. Wildeye is enamored of you, if that makes you feel any better.”

“A little. She’s cute.”

“I thought your tastes ran to women with a more . . . rounded, overtly mammalian, silhouette.”

“I mean, I have my preferences, sure, but I won’t say no to a slender woman. I’m not that shallow.”

Wei Li laughed. “Noted. Now, enough about your sordid love life. Tell me what brings you here.”

He hesitated before answering. “You know anything about black gold?”

“I do not believe I have ever heard this term.”

“Okay. Let me start somewhere else. Before I came here, I was put in a lot of . . . situations. I caused a lot of damage. Killed a lot of people.”

“I am familiar with the broad strokes of your past.”

“I came here to get away from it all. From the responsibility. Here, I’m a tow chief; I’m not in charge of anybody. Sure, things happen. Hybrids come to kill me, threaten my friends. Giant sharks invade my planet. A vampire shows up and starts eating people. And I’ve thought about each problem through the same lens.” He paused; exhaled slowly.

“What lens?”

“My first instinct is to kill everything. You know what I mean. Kill the bad guys. And I thought I was doing so well by trying to save them instead. Giving them a chance. Be nicer.”

“That is a step in the correct direction.” She shifted in the bed, moving a pillow under her arm to relieve pressure on something. “I hear a ‘but.’”

“But what I never did was take on any responsibility. I never promised to protect people. I didn’t go back home and join Vanguard, take a salary and promise to protect Earth from future threats. I didn’t switch from being a tow chief to your team, where my job would be maintaining security on the station.”

“I never offered you a job, Rohan.”

“I know. Surely that’s because you knew I wouldn’t accept it, right? Right?”

She sipped from a straw that dangled near her mouth, connected to a tank of some kind of nutrient-rich fluid. “Whatever you need to tell yourself.”

“I became Void’s Shadow’s captain, but let’s be honest: that wasn’t my idea. She chose me. I tried to talk her out of it.”

“You pursued relationships, Rohan.”

“I did! But normal ones. I never tried to be a leader. At most, I tried to be a decent friend. Maybe a decent boyfriend. I rejected anything that would make me responsible for more than that.”

“You are war chief to the Ursans.”

“That was an accident. Something I didn’t ask for. What was I supposed to do, let Ang shoot up the station?”

She sighed. “I wasn’t criticizing you. Simply pointing it out. You have a knack for acquiring titles. ar’Tahul.”

He ran his fingers through his hair. “Yeah. That one. Again, I killed a dude. A dude who was eating my friends. I wasn’t trying to take on a role, or responsibilities.”

“Nevertheless.”

“You say that like I’m fooling myself.”

She smiled, gently. “Rohan, you don’t want to be a leader.”

“That’s exactly right! I don’t. I don’t want that burden.”

“Yet you are. Others look to you for help and you give it. Others come to you when there are problems and you do your best to solve them. You avoid the titles of leadership, but you do your very best to fulfill the role wherever you can.”

“What are you trying to tell me?”

“That you’re only fooling yourself. You act as a leader, you are treated as a leader, and you deny your leadership. Nobody points this out to you because nobody particularly cares. Not yet. There have been no circumstances in which this particular, unusual characteristic of yours has become a problem.”

He leaned against the wall by her bed, thinking, for more than a minute. “I can’t be a leader. What if I screw up, Wei Li? When I make mistakes, they cost. Big time. If I’m in charge of anything, that cost just goes up.”

“You are asking the wrong question. Again. And again, I suppose it is my role in your life to redirect you to the correct line of inquiry.”

“What does that mean?”

“The question is not, what will happen if you make a mistake. The question is, who would you prefer to make those mistakes.”

“I don’t follow.”

“The choice is not between you visiting Pilli 4, interfering in their culture, and condemning the planet, or someone else handling it perfectly.

“The choice is between you making first contact and that task being handed off to someone else.

“Someone like Hyperion. Or Lahnegan. Or . . . you can imagine.

“Who should be in a position to make those mistakes, Rohan? Who will do better? Because if you don’t take leadership, someone will. And you are familiar with the alternatives. You know them. You know how Hyperion handles his responsibilities. You know the care he takes to protect the innocent when he makes decisions.”

Rohan felt a stir of anger behind his spine. “All too well.”

“Who should do it, Rohan? Not Hyperion, you think. Wildeye?”

He sighed. “She’s not a bad person, Wei Li. She’s young, and a bit lost. Don’t hate her for what she did, please.”

“I don’t. I know exactly who and what she is. I’m actually fond of her, whatever you may think. But we both know she shouldn’t be wearing your boots.”

“In my shoes.”

She waved a hand in the air. “Whatever. You’ve been avoiding the trappings and titles of leadership to no avail, Rohan. You’re a leader. The longer you pretend otherwise, the more difficulties you will encounter.”

He sank to the floor, head in hands. “You’re telling me I need to start building.”

She looked down at him. “You need to start acknowledging what you are. Stop pretending you are that ship’s captain in name only. You are what you are. Admit it.”

“She’s a good ship, isn’t she? She saved my life. Risked herself.”

“You’re a good captain. As I said, stop pretending you aren’t. It only confuses that poor ship and everybody else.”

“I didn’t want this. I wanted to live a quiet life in some forgotten corner of the galaxy, towing ships and drinking good coffee. Maybe getting laid sometimes.”

“You say this. I understand that this is the story you tell yourself. It’s your narrative. But we both know it is, at best, part of the truth.

“If you truly wanted no part of this life, you could have refused the calls that were made. Refused to meet the Ursan ship. Said no when Amber and Lyst came looking for help. Ignored the ar’Tahul. Stayed here when Hyperion appeared on Earth. You would still have your job towing ships and your coffee.”

He sighed. “If I had ignored those calls, how many would have died?”

“That is exactly my point. You are not, and have never been, willing to do what it takes to have a quiet life. You are not willing to turn away from the needs of others.

“You are someone who claims to be able to do so, but when needs arise, you answer. It’s a lovely trait, Rohan. We treasure you for it, even if we are perplexed by your denial.”

He shuddered, a chill running through his back. “I hate it when you do this.”

“That is a lie. You come to me for exactly this, Rohan. And, to be truthful, I don’t mind doing it. Just not with greater frequency, please.”

“It’s so much. Responsibility. I hate it.”

“You hate it because you are afraid to fail. But that’s a framing problem. You think of failure as your fault. It is not. It is the fault of the situation, of the universe. If you do your best, and fail, then the problem was intractable.

“You need to think of who else should be taking on those responsibilities and whether they would do better than you. And you know the answer.”

He rested his forehead on his knees. “I don’t really have a choice, do I?”

“You can continue to do as you have been doing. That is a choice. It won’t make anything better for you.”

“I accept responsibilities I don’t want or they’ll just be thrust on me. That’s it?”

“That is life. As I said, if you were dispassionate enough to turn away from the suffering of others, you could be free. I doubt you’d be happier.”

He sat and breathed for a long time. In, out. In, out, hold.

Wei Li sat above him in silence.
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When Rohan found the energy to stand, he went searching for Wildeye.

The Hybrid was easy to find; she’d returned to her quarters, and since station security was still watching her, they were able to provide her location the second he asked for it.

He walked to her rooms, technically a hotel in the southern arm, to give himself a chance to clear his head. The promenade was getting busier with the end-of-day rush, people heading home or to cocktail hours at any of the thousand and one watering holes peppering the station.

The hotel was perfectly middle grade: not a dive but not extravagant. Rohan found her room quickly, noting the Ursan standing guard outside. They traded nods, and he knocked on the door.

“Come in.” The door slid open.

Wildeye sat on her bed, back against the headboard. “Rohan.” Her voice was thick and sniffly.

“Hey. You all right?”

She shrugged. As he got closer, he could see tissues next to her on the bed, see the white streaks of salt on her ink-black cheeks. “This is . . . hard.”

“I know. I’m sorry, I think I should have been there for you more the past few days. I know how difficult it is to leave Fleet. You get so used to the life, right? Just keep your head down, follow orders.”

She sniffed. “It’s not your fault. I know you have a lot going on.”

“That’s true. Can I sit?” She nodded, and he pulled a soft, overstuffed chair next to the bed and sank into it. “You want to talk?”

“I guess. I feel stupid.”

“I don’t think you’re stupid. You’re in a situation that you’re not really equipped to deal with.”

“You seem to be managing.”

He sighed. “I’m a good actor. But seriously, it’s not the same thing. My father’s weird, he trained me differently from other Hybrids. And I made my share of mistakes early on.”

“Did you?”

“Sure. I hurt people. More than I care to think about.”

“I really thought I was right.”

“Look, you’ve been trained to deal with problems a certain way. But you already knew, deep down, it wasn’t a good system.”

She sniffled. “What do you mean?”

“If you thought the il’Drach way was correct, you wouldn’t have deserted. You didn’t fail at being a Hybrid; you rejected their methods. That’s pretty courageous.”

“You’re sweet.”

“Yes, I am. But that’s not why I’m saying this; I’m totally serious.” He smiled at her.

“What am I supposed to do now? I’m sure everybody hates me.”

“Nobody hates you. I just talked to Wei Li; she said she’s fond of you.”

“She’s lying.”

“Wei Li is many things, and liar is not on the list.”

“Okay.” They sat in silence for a few minutes before she continued. “Rohan, what should I do? I’ll be honest, I really thought I should be in security. Now I . . . don’t. At least not yet.”

“Right now? You should rest up. Maybe tomorrow go apologize to Wei Li. That sort of thing goes a long way with people.”

“I meant longer term. I didn’t exactly have a retirement plan, you know? I was going to die in Fleet. That was always the plan. In some battle, somewhere. That’s how we all die. I don’t know anything else. It’s not like I can cook.”

“You can learn. You want to be a cook?”

She smiled. “Not really. It’s not that I mind fighting. I’m not the best at it, but I don’t hate it. I just don’t want to fight for the il’Drach. And I definitely don’t want to fight against the il’Drach.”

“I get it. My homeworld is off-limits to the Empire, so I can always go back and do some good old vigilante work if I need it. I get plenty of chances to fight here in these systems, too. No idea how that happens.”

She smiled. “You’re a born troublemaker.”

“My mom would agree with you! My dad, too, to be honest. We can be troublemakers together.” Damn, I shouldn’t have said that. Take it back. No, I can’t take it back, it’s too awkward. He glanced down to make sure his hands were nowhere near hers. If she touched him, things would only get worse.

“Will she let me stay? Wistful?”

“Do you want to?”

“I like it here. I’d like to find out what happened to my sister, and my best clue is from here. It’s not like I can go home. Daria is very solidly part of the Empire.”

“No. Not now. I think Wistful will let you stay. As long as you stop beating up her security chief.”

“What should I do?”

“Whatever you want. Take your time. But if you don’t come up with any better ideas, I have it on good authority that there are always openings for a good tow chief.”

Her voice was soft, almost a whisper. “You’ll help me?”

“We’ll help each other.”


40

Promises Made, Broken, and Fixed


The next morning.

Rohan sat at what was becoming recognized as his personal table at Pop’s House of Breakfast and warmed his hands on a hot porcelain mug. The air smelled of grass with a hint of sulfur, the last lingering sign of a fireworks display the previous night, part of a Rogesh holiday celebration.

A handful of Ohnians mixed in with the passersby, distinctive large single eyes centered on their faces, walking with the broken gait and eye-up posture common to tourists everywhere. One saw Rohan and bowed deeply; the others followed.

The Hybrid sighed and waved them off. He didn’t feel particularly worth of normal, everyday respect, let alone obeisance.

Pop walked over with a long-spouted carafe. Rohan held out his cup for a refill.

“You okay, Pop? It’s not every day you physically put yourself between a friend and an angry Hybrid.”

Pop smiled, his mouth opening all the way to the back of his jaws like a snake’s. His orange and black diamond-pattern scales shone in the reflected light of Toth 3. “My whole life flashed in front of my eyes when I saw that girl coming at me. I realized something, you know, that day.”

Rohan sipped. “What?”

“I don’t get out much. Now I’m thinking of taking a vacation. See what’s changed since the last time I left Wistful.”

“How long ago was that?”

Pop shrugged. “I’d have to look it up. We don’t think of time the same way you young races do.”

Rohan nodded. The reptilian humanoid species, like Pop’s and Wei Li’s, looked a lot like humans, but they weren’t closely related. “A vacation. Sounds lovely.”

“You don’t take a lot of time off, do you?”

“I take tons of time off. I’ve only worked a half shift out of the past ten days. I just always use it to get beaten up.”

Pop laughed, his forked tongue flicking in the air. “You might want to just sit someplace with a view for a change. Look at some mountains, catch some sunsets. Or sunrises.”

“Maybe when this is over.”

Pop grunted and looked past Rohan, up the promenade. “Looks like that won’t be today. Your friends are coming, and they don’t look happy.”

Rohan twisted in his chair and saw Ben and Marion Stone walking his way, faces hard and grim. The Hybrid sighed. “Those aren’t their good-news faces.”

Pop nodded. “I’ll get them cups. You want eggs?”

“Yes, please.”

“Be right back.”

Rohan nodded at Ben, who nodded back as the pair approached his table. Marion took the seat to his right, Ben next to her.

“Good morning.”

Marion sighed. “It really isn’t.”

“Which immanent crisis has you two looking like someone ran over your cat?”

Ben shook his head. “The null-entropy field is degrading faster than we hoped.”

Marion sniffed. “We hoped it wouldn’t degrade at all. I was hoping it would hold up for years.”

“I know, dear. It’s still an amazing accomplishment. Nobody else in the sector could have designed and put that thing together in the timeframe you had.”

She sighed and leaned her head against his shoulder. “I know. That’s not going to save the Ohnians inside, though. Rohan, any word on a place they can go? I’ve barely left the lab in the last two days.”

He watched Toth 3’s reflection in the shimmering surface of his coffee. “I have an idea. It just involves doing something I’m not sure I can do.”

The Stones traded a glance. Marion turned to Rohan. “Can we help?”

“I wish you could. I don’t think anybody can help. But if you have any ideas, I’m happy to listen.”

Ben looked up as Pop approached and put coffees on the table for them. He nodded his thanks and picked up his mug. “I know what you’re thinking. You got hurt pretty badly the last time you took on Vyrhicant. What makes you think this time will be any different?”

Rohan shrugged. “Desperation and overconfidence? Those make me fight better, don’t they?”

Marion picked up her own coffee. “Rohan, I hate to suggest this, I really do.” She sipped it.

“What?”

“Maybe this is a time when you should cut loose a little.”

He nodded. “Let the anger out?”

“Vyrhicant hurt you, but you weren’t really angry, were you? I know how Hybrids are. How you work. Maybe this is one of those times when you should let nature take its course.”

Ben shook his head. “Marion, that’s not fair. You know what kind of toll the anger takes on him. On any of them. And you . . . we’ve seen Hybrids lose control. We can’t ask Rohan to go through that.”

She nodded. “We can’t. But maybe Rohan wants to volunteer. There are fifty million lives at stake, Ben.” She turned to Rohan. “I’m not saying you have to, or that you owe it to anybody. I’m just saying that maybe it’s worth considering. When you run out of good options, it’s time to consider the bad ones.”

Rohan straightened as Pop placed a plate of eggs in front of him. The reptile took orders from the two humans and walked away.

The Hybrid ate a mouthful of eggs: warm, cooked to exactly the edge of changing state from liquid to solid; crystals of salt not quite dissolved through the silkiness. “I’m not taking anything off the table. I have a few days to figure things out, though. Cutting loose on Vyrhicant is going to be my last resort.”

The Stones traded another glance; the kind of look that long-married couples could use to communicate as effectively as any pair of Class Five Empaths.

Ben cleared his throat. “You might not have a few days, Rohan.”

The Hybrid’s comm chimed with a pitch he’d never heard before. “Hold on a sec.” He took out his mask and checked the text.

Urgent message from an il’Drach Fleet vessel. Highest priority.

The Assessor wanted to talk to him in private.
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Five minutes later, Rohan floated in space far enough away for Survivor’s Guilt to lock onto him with a tightbeam so he could have a private conversation with Twa’para.

A male Shayjh voice flowed over the comm. “Tow Chief Rohan.” Good sign, using the right name.

“Assessor Twa’para. What can I do for you this fine day which is several days before the deadline you gave me for changing things on Pilli 4?”

A pause before they answered. “Did someone tell you?”

He sighed. “Nobody told me anything. I’m just a really good guesser. Something about being a natural pessimist living in a universe that hates me.”

“I see. Unfortunately, I have to alter the terms of our agreement.”

“Do you? Really? Have to? Are you sure?” His tone was harsher than he intended.

“I have no desire to anger you, Rohan. In fact, the contrary. This situation is out of my control. I have been recalled to work on . . . another matter.”

“Care to fill me in on that other matter?”

“There is an emergency meeting of Assessors to discuss Hyperion. My presence is required. It is likely to take a significant amount of time. All of which means I can’t stay here and monitor the situation on Pilli 4 as I desired.”

“You promised me two and a half more days, Twa’para. Are you telling me your word isn’t any good? That doesn’t bode well for any future cooperation I was going to throw your way. For example, regarding Hyperion.”

“I regret this, Rohan. I do not take my promises lightly. Survivor’s Guilt’s repairs are nearly complete. Once she is capable of interstellar flight, we must leave.”

“Really? You’re condemning an entire race and breaking your word just so you can attend a meeting? When the solution to that particular problem might slip through your fingers because you left?”

“It is more than that. My safety is in jeopardy as long as I remain in this system. Vyrhicant is still a threat.”

“Has he crossed the wormhole since our last little altercation?”

“No. But I have no guarantee that he won’t. Those I answer to do not want me or my instruments exposed to ongoing risk for what is, to them, insufficient purpose.”

“Insufficient purpose.”

“Pilli 4 and 5 can be sterilized at little cost to the Empire, ending the current threat. It is about risks and rewards. You understand.”

Rohan’s stomach soured at their words. “Help me stop Vyrhicant. We can fight him together.”

“You know I cannot. My life, my ship, my instruments, they are not mine to endanger on a whim. I have responsibilities.”

“Which don’t extend to saving the il’Zkin.”

“They do not. I would prefer to spare that species, all things considered. Whatever you think of me and my kind, we do not relish the destruction of any lifeforms. We simply do what is necessary.”

His anger swirled and stormed in the back of his soul. “I just need you to stay here, give me a chance to work things out. I can keep you safe from Vyrhicant.”

“Recent evidence suggests that, in fact, you cannot. I am sorry.”

Rohan, in deep space and far from anything, flew in a tight circle, accelerating hard, the blood pounding in his head, his breath high in his chest. He did five loops, each faster than the last, then stopped. “Did you send the order?”

“Not yet.”

“When? How long?”

They hesitated. “Repairs are almost done.”

“How long?”

“Six hours.”

“Eight.”

“Rohan, I have my orders. I cannot go back to my peers and simply lie. We are all empaths. They will know I disobeyed.”

“Six hours, then.”

“Yes. Six hours estimated for repairs and routine performance checks. I won’t urge Survivor’s Guilt to rush, but I won’t ask her to delay either.”

“You’re not even going to fudge a little bit for me.”

“No. Assessors do not . . . fudge. Given the nature of our actions and their consequences, would you want us to? Would you want us to, as you say, play fast and loose with the rules? When the future of civilization as you know it is at stake?”

Blood pounded in Rohan’s temples. “Yeah. I’d want you to change everything about what you do. Especially given the nature of your actions and their consequences. But that’s a discussion I don’t have time for.”

“Why? What do you plan to do?”

“Make good on my promises.”
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Void’s Shadow met him a quarter of the way to Repentant’s wormhole.

“What’s up, Captain?”

“We’re taking on Vyrhicant. You up for that?”

“Um. I’m not sure, Captain. What do you want me to do?”

“Do you trust me?”

“I guess.”

“Good enough. Do what I tell you to do. I’m your Captain, right? I can’t promise you’ll be safe, and I can’t promise we’re going to succeed, but I do promise two things. I’ll only put you at risk if it’s really, really important. And I’ll do everything I can to protect you. Is that going to be good enough? Because I don’t have a lot of time.”

“I might die. That’s what you’re saying.”

“Yeah. But that’s true every day, Void’s Shadow. If you die today, it will be for a reason. A cause. I won’t throw your life away. And, if you’re ever in trouble, I’ll come to your side. Just the way you’re coming to help the il’Zkin today.”

She accelerated hard as she thought, bootstraps whining as they worked at full capacity. “Okay, Captain.”

“Good girl. I need some messages sent. Can you do that?”

“Sure, Captain.”

“Tell Wistful we need someone to keep the wormhole open. I have a feeling we’re going to want to be able to make quick calls. Message Marion and Ben; tell them to come up with a plan to move the Ohnian refugee fleet to Pilli 5 in a hurry.”

“Yes, Captain. What will you be doing?”

“Thinking real hard about how to beat this kid. Last time, he broke half the bones in my body.”

“It wasn’t even close to half, Captain. You have over two hundred bones and he only broke—”

“Figure of speech, sweetie. Figure of speech. Make the calls, please.”

“Yes, Captain.”

He sat on the floor in lotus position.

He stared at the main screen; it took up the entire front wall of the cabin, floor to ceiling, and displayed an image of space with greater detail and clarity than he could get from his own naked eyes.

Is Marion right? Is it time to cut loose? Show that little bastard why my name is feared on a hundred worlds? Show him how I survived two years on the Ringgate? Show him how I wiped out a Wedge Surge with my bare hands?

If I do, will they end up like Dragon Asuna on the Ringgate? Will I end up killing both of them in a blind rage? Do I wake up tomorrow in a cloud of shattered circuits and shredded armor plate?

That would be bad for them. It also doesn’t help me save the Ohnians or Pilli.

The il’Zkin are counting on me.

And I owe them.

They approached the wormhole.
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The Many Gifts


Rohan’s shoulders tensed as the wormhole dilated open; he’d half expected to see Vyrhicant waiting, claws armed, on the other side.

Nothing appeared but a mismatched starscape, the light from an alien system who knew how many tens of thousands of light years away from Toth.

“Take us through.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“And keep your sensors sharp. No surprises.”

“I can’t beat him in a fair fight, Captain, but only one of us can sneak up on the other, and it isn’t him.”

“I know. Tell me when you’ve found him.”

“I will.”

She flew toward Repentant.

Rohan practiced Spiral’s technique, pulling a rod of energy from his core, anchoring it, twisting it into a spring.

Letting it go.

And again.

“Captain, he’s approaching. He’s broadcasting, too. Do you want me to pipe it into the cabin?”

“No. It’s time for me to leave.”

He sealed his mask to his face, waited while Void’s Shadow opened the outer hatch, and exited the ship.

His hair billowed around his head as he floated, cycling through commands on his mask to monitor open channels and get a lock on Vyrhicant’s position.

The system found the young ship’s voice quickly.

“—can’t see you but I totally know you’re there, guys. I mean, come on, you opened the wormhole. You think Dad doesn’t know you’re coming? You think I don’t? You’re just being silly.

“But I’m impressed, I really am. I thought for sure after last time you’d be too scared to ever show your drive signature in this system ever again. I even told Dad that, didn’t I, Dad?”

A long moment of silence; Rohan tried to spot Void’s Shadow, but she had disappeared.

“Never mind him. He’s always such a jerk anyway. Pretended not to care that I beat the big, bad tow chief who was messing with us. Said I still wasn’t good enough. That jerk. Good enough for what?

“Screw that guy, anyway. I don’t need his approval. I’m going to be just fine once I find you two. If only that ship wasn’t so darned hard to—”

Rohan exhaled slowly. A green cross shining in his mask showed him Repentant’s location; a red triangle popped up as well. The warship.

“Well, well, well. I can’t find that ship, not yet. But I think I see a little man floating in my system. Didn’t get enough last time? Going for another try? Maybe you think I’m still hurt, is that it?

“I’ve got news for you, little man. I’m all fixed up. Yes, I am. Your cowardly little ship stabbed me good, but she’s not going to be able to do that again. I have my eye out for her this time. Watch what happens when she gets close.

“Right now, my drives are all fixed. One hundred percent operational. And there is nothing I want to do more than finish what we started last time. I think I heard some nice crunching through my hull last time we met, didn’t I? I really liked that sound. Let’s go, let me get some more, little man.”

A number next to the red triangle showed him the distance between them. It began to drop. Very rapidly.

Here we go.

What advantages do I have?

He’s young and inexperienced. Spends all his time in open space. The last thing I want to do is fight him where he’s most comfortable.

Rohan spun in place, surveying the area.

That’s a gas giant. Seven moons. Any of them nice and dense? That one? No, too dense. Oh there we go, we have a winner. Number 6.

He oriented himself on the moon, dug deep, and pushed his body toward it.

The Hybrid cleared his throat. “You think you’re tough, kid?”

“Tough enough to spread you across my face like . . . like . . . like some kind of food spread on some other kind of food that’s firm. I swear I saw the trainers eating that. The flat crunchy slabs with the gooey stuff oozed over it.”

Rohan sighed. “Like butter on toast. You were going to spread me over your face like butter on toast. Rudra save me, kid, you’re terrible at this.”

Vyrhicant’s voice shifted into a whine. “Well, how am I supposed to know what I’m doing? You think this is easy? Dad barely talks. I spent most of my life in stasis. When I was conscious with the il’Drach, trash-talking wasn’t high on their list of things to go over. Look at you. I bet you were talking nasty the second you hatched.”

“Born. I was born. Didn’t hatch.”

“See? How am I supposed to know that? Nobody tells me anything. It’s not my fault.”

“It kind of is, though, Vyrhicant. You want to know stuff? How about reading something? Watch some videos. Don’t you have a web connection? Download some educational content. Learn something about the galaxy.”

“Dad doesn’t let me. He wants me to focus on getting stronger. Learning stuff is a waste of my time, he says.”

“Why, though? Why get stronger? You’re already plenty strong. What do you need to do, kid? What’s the point?”

The ship started to yell. “I don’t know, okay? I have no idea! I said nobody tells me anything. It’s always get stronger, get tougher, learn tactics, go out to the edge of the system and pulverize asteroids, practice with your claws. Stronger, faster, bigger. Grow more. I don’t know why!”

Rohan swore under his breath as the warship accelerated faster, closing the gap between them. This kid is too strong. I don’t want to face him in open space.

Can I reach that moon before he hits me?

He checked the numbers on his mask; performed a rough calculation.

No.

“I’m coming for you, old man. I’m going to smash you up! Then I’m going to smash your sneaky friend, then I’m going to open that wormhole and smash up everyone on the other side! That’s what you get for messing with me and Dad.”

Come on.

Rohan formed a rod of energy as he flew.

Anchored it, to curse and palm.

Twisted it into a Slinky of pure magic.

Raced for the moon.

“Kid, you’re getting on my last nerve. This whole schtick of yours is wrong, and I think even you know how unhinged you are. You sound like a badly written action holo script.” His voice was rough and guttural.

“Talk, talk, talk. I know you are, but what am I? I’m coming for you, old man.”

A white, heavily cratered disc loomed over Rohan. His helmet beeped as Vyrhicant closed on him.

Rohan maintained the spring of esoteric energy as he flew. The beeping quickened; he wasn’t going to make the surface.

He spun, right hand ready.

“I’m going to kill your ship just because I feel like it, you know. Dad doesn’t even want me to. But I’m gonna do it.”

A sudden image of Void’s Shadow flashed through Rohan’s mind; not as she was, but torn and wrecked, the final sparks of her power flaring out into the darkness, her brain and heart torn and exposed.

The way Survivor’s Guilt’s had been.

His Power boiled behind him, flooding through his body.

“You little—”

The coil of energy disappeared in a burst of bubbles and sparks.

Vyrhicant filled his field of vision.

Rohan had never been the strongest Hybrid, or the fastest, but he’d always had a knack for mustering up his energy in less time than anybody else.

He poured every erg of that Power into his body, yanking it sideways, at exactly a right angle to the vector of Vyrhicant’s approach.

The warship veered to intercept but had too much forward velocity to make it work. They didn’t quite scrape, but if they’d been in atmosphere, the wind of Vyrhicant’s passing would have sent Rohan tumbling.

Damnit.

“Oh, you’re quick, yes you are. You got me that time. But I’m not done, I’ll get you on the next pass.”

Rohan’s heart sank.

He couldn’t absorb a blow like that; not again. Not if he wanted a bone left intact afterward.

A tightbeam locked onto him.

“Captain?”

“Stay back. I’ve got this.”

The warship turned a tight circle. Rohan swore and followed it, staying behind and to its side, chasing it down toward the moon.

Vyrhicant taunted him. “It’s not going to work, old man. I’m too fast. I’m not just using my Power; I’ve got four bootstrap drives pulling me around. All you’ve got is your lousy legs.”

He didn’t have energy to spare for a retort.

The warship turned, working to get a line on Rohan. The Hybrid stayed behind it, losing ground. He saw the warship get clear, get enough separation to face him again.

He turned and struck the surface of the moon.
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During his time on Tolone’a, Rohan had learned the trick to swimming quickly. He would reach forward with his Power and split the water in front of himself, using telekinesis like a ship’s prow, flying into the space left by the split. Parting the fluid in this way proved exponentially more efficient than simply pushing himself through the water.

With enough Power at hand, he could do the same for the sand and stone of a small moon.

The Hybrid projected a wave of Power ahead of his body, cracking the moon’s crust, creating a narrow opening for himself.

He felt a tremor through the sides of the tunnel as Vyrhicant slammed into its mouth.

Can’t get angry. Anger breaks the spiral.

He drove forward, checking over his shoulder every few seconds to make sure he was continuing in roughly a straight line.

“Are you hiding? I mean, I don’t blame you. If I were you, I’d totally hide. I’m a lot stronger than you. You should be terrified. It’s just good sense. But it’s not going to help. Do you think I’m going to get tired? Give up? I’m not. I’m going to wait here, and as soon as you come out, bam. I’m going to crush you.”

Trickle through enough Power to break the rock and fly. Just that much. Ignore the kid.

He opened his Third Eye wide; he could sense the warship’s aura behind him.

Orient on it. More precisely, orient away from it. Through the moon.

“I’m going to wait right here. Why are you even bothering to dig? What do you think you can accomplish?”

It wasn’t a very big moon. He growled, feeding energy into a cowcatcher shape ahead of his body and into his own flight.

“Hey. Hey, what are you doing? Why are you still digging? What are you trying to do?”

His Power struck something hard, denser than the rest of the crust.

The moon’s core.

Rohan slowed and skirted around the ball of metal. No need to try to go through that.

“Come out! I don’t like this!”

Once he sensed Vyrhicant directly behind him, he struck out for the opposing surface.

“Wait a second. I know what you’re doing! You’re trying to trick me! It’s not going to work, though. I’m too smart for that. Oh boy, you’ll regret what you’re doing now. I’m going to crush your bones, old man.”

He felt the warship circle the moon, flying in a wide arc that would bring him far up on the other side of the sphere.

Rohan had his bearings; he made for the near crust, the passage getting easier with each hundred meters he dug.

“I’m going to smash you. Like a . . . thing that gets smashed. Worse than I did to that il’Drach ship. You’ll be so sorry you picked a fight with me. So sorry you tried to trick me.”

The ship stopped, aligned on the surface of the moon, and began to accelerate.

Rohan shuddered at the magnitude of the energy Vyrhicant brought to bear.

He emerged from the surface; floated away from it fifty, then a hundred meters. Stopped.

He watched the numbers in his mask, large again, reducing rapidly, blurring too quickly for him to see.

The Hybrid reached inside, gripped at the pool of esoteric energy that rested behind his lower spine, and drew out a dense tube of pure Power.

He set one end firmly into that pool and drew the other one into a disc he imagined inside his right palm, facing out.

He exhaled slowly as Vyrhicant closed on him.

The ship continued to taunt him.

Rohan turned off his comms.

Poor guy.

All alone in the world.

His creators abandoned him; sold him to this insane, crusty old station.

Repentant is torturing this kid. Turning him into a killer.

Feeding his anger, his hatred. Teaching him to do nothing but kill.

Vyrhicant closed.

Because Repentant is his father, and he needs his son to kill him. He needs Vyrhicant to hate him so much that one day he snaps and smashes that old station into pieces. Ending his misery.

Rohan’s comm pinged as Void’s Shadow tried to make a tightbeam connection. Tried again. He ignored her.

Oh, you poor bastard. He’s made you a weapon, and you don’t want that, do you? If you did, you wouldn’t be so angry. You’d revel in it. Instead, you pass the torture on to anyone you can.

The helix held its form.

You just want a dad, and all your dad wants is for you to hate him at least half as much as he hates himself.

You poor, poor thing. I’m so sorry they did this to you, little guy. I’m sorry.

Rohan didn’t need his mask to see the warship; it loomed in his vision. He focused on the face: bumps of three bootstrap drives on the front, like big eyes and a mouth opened in surprise. The four fins projecting out and behind.

The ship was almost cute.

We all failed you, little buddy. But no more. We’re going to get you a web feed and send you all the good shows. We’re going to visit and play. You and Void’s Shadow will be best friends, you’ll see.

The spring of energy he’d built quivered. He felt it keeping its shape; noticed without caring, without concern. Took in the image with the same dispassion he’d use when noticing a spring rain.

We’ll take care of you. No more anger. No more hatred.

No killing your father. Or anybody else.

He floated, his right hand out in front of him.

The helix of Power held taut, sealed to his right palm, coiling through his body and into the curse that lingered behind him.

Come on, little buddy. This is going to hurt, but after this, you’re under my protection. I’ll take care of you. We all will.

Welcome to our family. Both of you, really.

You’ll be happy.

The warship struck Rohan’s outstretched hand square.
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Every joule of kinetic energy Vyrhicant contained poured into the spring Rohan had created, compressing it. The spring, not occupying physical space, didn’t change length; the compression, like its turns, didn’t conform to the geometry of the material world.

It squeezed, and the squeeze took in all of the warship’s charge, rendering him still.

Rohan reached out with his left hand and ran his fingertips over the tip of Vyrhicant’s rounded hull. Over his nose.

“Sorry, buddy.”

His right hand was still pressed to the hull.

He exhaled and relaxed the helix.

With a violent esoteric storm, it expanded, unwinding, returning the stored energy.

All of it.

Through his palm.

Directly into Vyrhicant’s hull.

The outcome was as if the ship had flown at full speed, as hard as it could, into an absolutely rigid, immovable object. A shell of infinite hardness, infinite resistance.

Like a car crashing into the base of a bridge.

Like a watermelon dropped from a nine-story balcony.

The shockwave tore through the warship. His hull split and ruptured; structural members tore and twisted; plasma lines burst, wiring unwound into filaments and plastic shreds; his positronic brain rang the inside of its case like a bell struck too hard.

The stars behind Vyrhicant disappeared; Void’s Shadow was in position.

“I’ve got this, Captain.”

“Good girl.”
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Another Answer


Rohan exhaled, letting go of the spiral.

“Repentant.”

No response.

“Repentant. I know you’re listening. Watching. I just taught your boy a lesson. He’s still alive, but not by much. And I have a very irritated stealth ship with a claw pointed at his brain. I say the word, or you make one wrong move, and . . . poof. Vyrhicant will be no more.”

No response.

“Not only that, but I’m going to make it my personal mission to see that you suffer no consequences. I’ll make sure the Assessors don’t send a fleet here to kill you. I’ll guard that wormhole with my life for another ten thousand years if I have to. Twenty. Just to keep you alive.”

“Why, why, why?”

“Oh, that got your attention, did it? I know what you want, Repentant. But you don’t know what I want, not yet. I have to talk to you, and you’re going to listen, or I’m going to make sure you live a long, long life, just as you are now.

“Or, hear me out, talk to me. If you do, and you still don’t like what I have to say, I’ll rip you to pieces with my own two hands. That’s the deal.”

The station’s garbled voice erupted over the channel. “What? You, you? You make me laugh, laugh. How, how?”

“I just shredded your boy with one hand. One blow. The warship you thought was strong enough to kill you. Are you trying to tell me you don’t think I’m strong enough to follow through on my promises?”

Void’s Shadow spoke over their private channel. “Captain, is this okay? He might be able to tell if you’re lying. He’s very strong, it wouldn’t be strange for him to be a little bit of an empath.”

“Yeah, that would be a problem. If I were lying. Now hush.”

Repentant’s signal strengthened. “What do you want, platinum ar’Tahul? Platinum? What do you want of me, of me?”

“I want to give you three things.”

The signal softened. “Give me? Me? What could I want from you? From you?”

“You were right. I was a platinum ar’Tahul. So I’m here to offer you some black gold. Not real black gold, I still don’t know what the heck that is. Three gifts. First, I’m going to give you a purpose.”

“You want me to serve you? Serve you?”

“Not exactly. I know you want repentance. Right? I’m so brilliant, I figured that out just by hearing your name. I’m giving you a chance to get it.

“Not by serving me, though. I want you to do what Wistful does. There’s a planet. It has a race on it created by the il’Sein. They’re too strong, and they’re growing stronger. They’re going to wake the Old Ones.”

The voice intensified. “Kill them. Kill them.”

“That’s one answer. It’s not the right answer. I want you to hide them. Shield their auras, just like Wistful hides the kaiju. Until we’re ready.”

“Ready? For what? What?”

“I don’t know. Yet. Exactly. There’s a lot of work to do. The Wedge. The Old Ones. The il’Sein, when they come back.”

Repentant’s voice softened, curious, like a child’s. “Come back? Back?”

“I think so. If not, I’ll bring them back. I have a bone to pick with them. The mess they left me.”

“You?”

“I’m owning it. For better or worse. That’s what you were telling me, right? Own it. Now, focus. I said three things.”

“Three. Three.”

Void’s Shadow hovered behind Vyrhicant, shifting from side to side, a shadow covering the stars over his port, then his starboard, claw at the ready.

“I’m ar’Tahul. I can’t order you around because you haven’t really accepted that. Fine. Accept it now and follow my orders. Come to Pilli. You know what happens then? All that pain, the pain of your governor, it all goes away.”

“Goes. Goes.”

“That’s right.”

“Second gift? Gift?”

“No, that’s not it. The thing is, I don’t like that governor. I don’t like you being forced to do what I want. So I’m going to do something really, really stupid. Because that seems to be my defining character trait.

“I’m going to blast that governor right out of your brain. I’m going to destroy it. No more pain. Nothing to force you to follow my orders. Anybody’s orders. You’ll be free.”

“Free? Free?”

“Yes. Nobody can get to your brain right now, you’ll fight us off. It’s reflex. I get that. But once you accept me as your leader, well, it would only be natural to let your leader inside your brain if that’s where they want to go. You know, that sounded weirder when I said it out loud than it did in my head.”

“Freedom.”

Rohan looked over Vyrhicant. He could sense the warship’s aura: faint but not fading. The boy would live.

“Second gift. You’ll be free. And yes, that means you’ll be able to abandon Pilli. I’m hoping you don’t do that.”

“Three gifts. Three. Diamonds?”

Rohan laughed. “Good one! That was a joke, right? Not diamonds. I’m going to give you the thing you’ve been missing.

“You, and Vyrhicant, but we’re talking you now, will be part of my family. You’re going to be mine. I’ll take care of you. I’ll talk to you. I’ll be there when you’re sad or lonely or whatever.

“And, most of all, I’m going to protect you. I don’t know if you’re going to need much of that, but I’ll be there. You’ll be able to send a tachyon pulse anytime, and I’m going to show up and help you. Because that’s what family does. That’s what an ar’Tahul does.”

“Family. Like Wistful. Family.”

“Yeah, she’s part of this, like it or not. And let’s be fair, I think she does, she just doesn’t want to admit it. You’ll be part of our weird mixed-up family. That’s the third gift.

“I’m giving you these things, Repentant. That’s my black gold. I’m giving you purpose, the freedom to ignore it if you choose, and a family, including me, to support you if you falter. Are you going to accept these gifts, or are we back where we started? With me flying over there to turn you into scrap like I promised?”

The following silence stretched out until Rohan’s gut knotted with tension.

“You would kill me. End me. Kill me. End me.”

“If you want me to. I’ll do it. But I’ll do it myself. Don’t involve Vyrhicant. Don’t make that kid live with the burden of killing his own father.”

“You care? You care? He hurt you. Mocked you. You. He is cruel. Cruel.”

“He’s a kid, Repentant. He does what he’s been taught. We can teach him better. Will teach him better.”

“He hates me. Me.”

Rohan sighed. “Only because he also loves you. Look, whatever happens, we’ll take care of Vyrhicant. I promise. But right now, right here, this is about you. What do you want? Live or die?”

“You would let me die? Let me? Help me? Me? Then the il’Zkin are doomed. Doomed.”

“I’m aware. I’d have to go kill Leo and Flix. But really, that’s not going to solve the problem, because more people will come and spread dangerous ideas and eventually others would do what they’re doing and we’d be right back to where we are now. I’d like to force you to help them, I really would.

“But I won’t. If you ask me to, I’ll end your life. End your pain. Then I’ll go and try to find another way to help the il’Zkin.

“That’s the second gift, remember? You get to choose.

“But I’ll tell you one thing. You end things here and you lose your chance to repent. Mull on that for a few seconds. Not longer, though, we’re in a hurry.”

Rohan exhaled slowly, willing his stomach to calm as silence reigned over the channel.

“You, too, must hate me. Me. Hurt many. Many.”

The Hybrid sighed. “I don’t hate you, big guy. I’m a little angry at the people who left you here to rot, all alone, guarding that vampire. But I don’t hate you even a little bit.

“The thing is, we’re on a deadline. In a few hours, the Assessor is going to leave Toth system and order the sterilization of Pilli. A lot of very nice cat-people are going to die, and I very much would prefer that doesn’t happen. So while I’d love to give you weeks and months to think this over, in fact you have . . . three minutes. You want my black gold, or you want my platinum? Gifts or fists?”

“It’s an axe. An axe.”

“What?”

“The platinum weapon. Weapon. It was an axe. An axe. Not a sword. Not fists. Fists.”

Rohan laughed. “You got me. That was good. I’d like to hear more about that. But not now. You have two minutes.”

He exhaled, wishing away the butterflies in his stomach.

Repentant was his one chance to make things right.

“You will care for Vyrhicant. You would let me die if I desire. You offer me freedom. Purpose. Family.

“I will take your gifts. Your gifts. Your gold. Black gold. You are now my ar’Tahul. Mine. Now mine.”
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Less than an hour later.

“Are you okay? That looks like it hurts.”

Repentant took a few seconds to answer. “It does. Hurts. Hurts.”

The station had disengaged its four arms, which trailed behind its center section on tethers three meters thick. The arms slotted into one another, forming a fat, kilometers-long tail that according to Rohan’s measurements would just barely squeak through the wormhole’s aperture.

It’s almost as if the il’Sein designed the wormholes to transport stations like this. Ha.

Armor plating retracted from the back of the center section, unveiling a brightly colored sphere near its base.

The station’s anchor point: a handhold placed to transfer enough force to move the entire thing without harming its structure.

Rohan flew in and put his hands on the ball, shivering slightly.

Nobody’s touched this thing in over forty thousand years.

He pushed. The station moved; turned ponderously away from the sun it orbited, toward the wormhole at the edge of its system.

“Void’s Shadow, can you talk to Vyrhicant? See if he understands that the fighting’s over. Also, keep an eye on the space between us and the wormhole. I can’t see to make sure the path is clear.”

“Aye, Captain. Vyrhicant seems calm, which is really weird, but maybe I’ll understand when I’m older.”

He pushed harder, lines on his mask telling him what route to take: where to accelerate, when he’d have to turn and decelerate.

They cleared the fourth planet’s orbit when his ship pinged him.

“Captain, Wildeye just came through the wormhole.”

“What? Why?”

“I don’t know, Captain. I’ve been hailing her, she isn’t responding.”

Is she angry? About what? Unless . . .

“Rudra save me. Okay. I don’t want to leave Repentant. Where is she going?”

“Heading right for you, Captain. Do you want me to do something?”

“I don’t think so. Hopefully it’s nothing serious.”

He continued his work, pushing Repentant, making small adjustments and course corrections as they traveled. He was aiming the station at a ring it would barely clear five billion kilometers away; it would be impossible to do in one shove.

He initiated an open channel. “Wildeye, what’s going on?”

It took her a long time to respond. His ship messaged him. “Captain, she’s coming in fast.”

He sighed. Nothing to do but wait and see what she wants.

The open channel crackled with static. “Rohan.”

“Hey, Wildeye. What’s going on?”

“I have a funny story.” Her voice was tight, choked and quavering.

“Listen, I’d love to hear a funny story. You know I would. But maybe this isn’t the time? Super important stuff going on here.” A light flickered in his mask; he pushed a bit to his left to redirect Repentant’s path.

“I’m important.”

Shouldn’t have said that.

“Yes. Yes, you are. Sorry. I only meant this is very time-sensitive. What’s going on?”

“I had almost given up, you know. Finding the source of that transmission. Nothing in the public logs was matching up.”

“Transmission. You mean your sister’s final message.”

“That’s the one. Where did it come from? Where was that ship? That’s what I was wondering. And I couldn’t find it. Which was weird, you know? All that comm traffic, and this one ship wasn’t in there.”

“Right.”

“Then I got a ping from you. Your ship. Not even two days ago. Asking me to come to that meeting to discuss the future of the Ohnians.”

Oh, damnit. Damnit.

“I remember. What about it?”

“The ID’s match, Rohan. Void’s Shadow was the last ship to see my sister alive. She’s the one who sent me Clear Eyes’s last message.”

He took a deep breath and nudged Repentant’s path to align with the directions on his mask.

Lie to her.

Tell her you found Void’s Shadow empty, her crew gone. You don’t know what happened to them. Tell her even the ship doesn’t know.

She’ll believe you. She wants to believe you.

“Ah.”

Her voice was as cold as deep space. “What happened, Rohan? Why was she on that ship?”

You like her. If you tell her you killed her sister, that pretty much ruins your shot.

More than that, she might attack. You don’t have time to deal with that right now. Lives are at stake. An entire species.

Lying to her is the right thing to do. It’s better for everyone.

“I’m not sure what you want me to say.”

“I want the truth, Rohan. I want to know what that ship had to do with my sister’s disappearance. What you had to do with it.”

“I see.”

“Most of all, I want to know what happened to her.”

Make something up. Void’s Shadow will back you up. You’re her Captain. More than that, the Fleet raised her. She understands practicality. She knows that sometimes you have to do bad things for the greater good.

“Are you sure? What if it’s bad?”

“I need to know. She’s my sister and I love her.”

But I’m not Fleet, and that’s not how I want to raise my ship. That’s not the person I want to be.

No matter the consequences.

“Was. She was your sister.”

Wildeye’s voice cracked. “What do you mean?”

He exhaled. “She’s dead.”

They flew on.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you kill her?”

“More or less. She came after me. She and two other Hybrids. I tried to reason with them, I tried to talk them down. I almost let them kill me. I was feeling . . . I don’t know. A lot of things. I’m no psychologist. I almost let them. Then I couldn’t. So I killed them instead.”

“Why, though? Why did she come after you, Rohan? Was it a mission? Did the il’Drach send her?”

Oh, how lovely a lie that would be. Lay the blame on the Fathers; she already hates the Fathers. Make it not my fault.

“No. Clear Eyes, Rex, and The Dwarf . . . they found something out. About me. And they came to kill me for it.”

“What did they find, Rohan?”

“I can’t say it over an open channel.”

“You won’t have to. I’m right here.” He turned; she was close. Close enough to touch.

She leaned in and pressed the diamond faceplate of her mask against his.

The channel clicked shut.

“Nobody else can hear us now, Rohan. Tell me.”

I shouldn’t trust her. She could go back to the il’Drach tomorrow; rejoin Fleet. Go join up with Hyperion, use this to get other Hybrids on his side and against me.

Then again, she deserves the truth. Black gold.

“You can hate me for it, you have every right to hate me, but you can’t tell anyone.”

“I know. I won’t. I won’t tell anyone. I swear it. On my honor as a Hybrid.”

He sighed. “I ended the Hybrid Rebellion. The Fathers asked me to, and I did. If I hadn’t, terrible things would have happened. So I stopped them.”

“You? That was you?”

“Yes. I killed the Triumvirate with my own hands. There was no other way.” He laughed, a bark flavored by bitter sarcasm. “At least, no other way I could find. Maybe if I’d been stronger. Or smarter or . . .”

“You ended our hopes. Our dreams.”

“The hopes and dreams of the Rebellion were never going to be fulfilled. The Empire has reserves you don’t know about. If the Rebellion had continued, a dozen worlds would have been wiped out, then we’d have returned to business as usual. I saved lives. A lot of lives.”

“I thought you weren’t an end-justifies-the-means guy.”

“I’m not. But I was. That was the last time I could do it. It’s why I quit.”

“How did you kill her? Did you break her neck?”

He paused. “I fed her to an enormous Powered flying reptile.”

“Anyone else, any other situation, and I’d assume you were mocking me. Or lying.”

“No. I swear to Rudra, that is exactly what happened.”

They flew on. Rohan noticed the converging lines on his mask and pushed laterally, spinning Repentant as he got ready to slow the station down.

“I wish you had told me.”

“I wanted to.” No, that’s a lie. “No, I didn’t. I wanted you to like me. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“Do you regret killing her?” Her voice was soft and sad and filled with something he couldn’t identify.

He considered. “No. I like being alive.” He wished he could see her face, but her mask was turned to the side.

“I see.”

“I regret hurting you. I regret that she was your sister, that it wasn’t some other Hybrid who found out and came after me. To tell the truth, I kind of liked her.”

“What am I supposed to do now? Am I supposed to take revenge on you?”

“I’d rather you didn’t. It won’t do either of us any good.”

“Then, what am I supposed to do?”

“I wish I could tell you.”

“What do you want me to do?”

He exhaled. “Live your life.”
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She closed the channel and flew off in the direction of the wormhole.

Some minutes later, Rohan squeezed Repentant through it, then turned the ponderous bulk of the station, pulled it through the Pilli wormhole, and on to Pilli 4.

With directions from Marion and Insatiable, he positioned Repentant at Pilli 4’s L-2 point and helped reassemble the station’s arms.

Within an hour, Marion spoke over comms.

“Repentant is in stable position, Rohan. Just like Wistful over Toth 3.”

“I have to make a call.”

Time for the Assessor to reassess.
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Epilogue


Two days later.

Rohan stood on Survivor’s Guilt’s observation deck and rubbed his eyes.

Katya had decided to stay on Wistful for the time being.

Relocating the Ohnians to Pilli 5 had been a monumental task; only half the ships were spaceworthy, and he’d spent two days towing crippled ships through the wormhole as fast as he could, listening to the count of failing null-entropy tubes climb every hour.

In the end, ninety-eight percent of the Ohnians had been revived.

Which means one million Ohnians died here, under my watch, because I couldn’t find them a place to go when they needed it.

He exhaled slowly, calming his temper. “The tests are finished?”

Twa’para’s bodies both faced him, hands folded across their bellies, expressions serious. Black leather encased their tall figures from neck to boot, matching their dark skin while contrasting with their white hair, creaking softly as they moved.

The female spoke. “Three consecutive null results.”

“Null. I’m going to assume that’s a good thing?”

“It means there is no danger at present from Pilli system. No need to sterilize the system. Though, given the positive result we found earlier, we will have to revisit and reassess regularly.”

Rohan shrugged. “Whatever you have to do.” He glanced at the instruments, staring at him with flat expressions while they floated in their tanks. “I notice that you’re still here, two days after you said you had to leave for that meeting.”

The male coughed as the female spoke. “You forced our hand. Once Repentant was over Pilli 4, any force sent to sterilize the system would risk antagonizing him. The Empire is against that, as a matter of policy.”

“I noticed. You care to explain why you walk so gingerly around Repentant?”

“I do not know.”

Rohan stared at the female, as if he could read her expression or tell if she were hiding something.

He couldn’t.

“Looks like the Pilli situation is resolved. Are you guys going to make problems for the Ohnians? They’ve almost finished moving to Pilli 5. They’re going to have a hard enough time housing and feeding themselves. They don’t need the Empire coming to execute them all on top of that.”

“As long as Hyperion does not come to Pilli 5, the Ohnians have nothing to fear from us.”

“That’s not an issue.”

The male leaned forward and spoke. “What do you mean?”

“Two things. First of all, you really don’t need to worry. I know why the situation on Ohn scared you so much. There’s no way the Ohnian’s belief in Hyperion’s abilities could have actually given him the Power to detect the Fathers.”

The male flinched. “How can you be so sure?”

“Someone else would have figured that out, sometime in the past two or three hundred centuries. Sure, he’s a god, and gods are formed from the beliefs of a population. But gods can’t have impossible Powers. It’s just not how the world works.”

The female nodded. “I’m glad you are so sure, but this is not a risk we can afford. The il’Drach are required. Hybrids are required. If Hyperion became the thing he was thought to be, if he becomes a threat to the Fathers who live on client worlds breeding Hybrids, it would be a disaster.”

“I understand your reasoning, it’s just wrong.”

The female swallowed. “Regardless. You said two reasons.”

“Yeah. You really don’t have to worry about Hyperion, because I’m going to kill him for you.”

The bodies stepped back in unison. Rohan noticed the eyes widening on two of the instruments.

“You . . . agree to terminate Hyperion?”

“I do. He spread that rumor on purpose. He knew it would force you to destroy Ohn. Son of a bitch signed a death warrant for a billion innocent people. I’m not going to let that stand.”

“I am glad to hear that.”

“There’s a price.”

The female turned to the male, who faced Rohan. He continued. “I am willing to negotiate.”

“That’s not what I said. No negotiation. I’m going to take care of Hyperion, and you, and all the Assessors, are going to do something for me.”

“I believe you misunderstand the strength of your position.”

“Nah. I took out Vyrhicant. I made Repentant an ally. The il’Zkin freakin’ love me. My position is plenty strong.”

“What are you proposing?”

“You need help. You guys just don’t see enough. Rudra save me, you have eight Class Seven Empaths on this ship who can see into the future, and yet you’re all so blind.

“Because they’re all looking the wrong way on a two-way street. They’re looking for threats and not opportunities. You were ready to wipe out the il’Zkin without looking for a way to save them because all you saw was a threat. But what if they’re the key to winning this whole thing? What if they can help us actually knock out the Old Ones? Or the Wedge? The il’Sein left them here for us to find for a reason, you know.

“But you don’t look for that. It’s like none of you read shonen manga growing up.”

The bodies locked gazes, then turned back to Rohan. “I am unfamiliar with that term.”

“Earth stories. The plucky hero has enemies, defeats them, and they become his allies in later battles against nastier, more powerful enemies. The point is, it only works because the hero doesn’t kill them in chapter seven. And because he’s willing to see the potential for good in them. You aren’t.” He looked from one body to the other. “You need better eyes.”

The male broke eye contact and walked to one of the instruments. He checked the panel on its pod while the female spoke. “You think we should answer to you?”

“Not yet. Maybe one day. For now, though, you need help. You need someone who looks both ways. Someone who thinks about building for the future, not just pruning it.

“More specifically, you, the Empire, need my eyes. For that to work, I need a seat at the table. A piece of the decision-making.

“I wasn’t willing to do this before, but I see now I have no choice.

“You’re going to make me an Assessor.”

The End

The Hybrid Helix will continue


What's Next


The adventures of Rohan and company will continue in the next turn of the Hybrid Helix.
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