Ti ago woul d normal Iy have taken his cut of the picked pockets and stopped
right here at the Seaside Plaza. On the very edge, past the vendors on the
cobbl est one sea wal k, Tiago would sit with his | egs over the rocky sea wall
and | ook out over the harbor.

Today he only detoured through the plaza to throw the crowd in between hi mand
t he woman chasi ng him

He'd gotten a brief glinpse of her before the running started: tall, dark
eyes, dark skin, dark |eather jacket and mcrofibre pants, careful dreadl ocks
pul | ed back into a pony tail.

She was fast in the crowd. She wasn't dodgi ng around | egs, using the ebb and
flow of the masses to see open routes |ike Tiago. No, people who got in her
way were just... thrown out of the way.

Too strong. She was sone sort of soldier, Tiago thought, refocusing ahead.
He mi ght have gotten hinmself into a bit of a situation

Slipping onto the seawall path, he sprinted harder, deciding that she was
covering the gap in the cromd. To his right the harbor was filled with ships
and their cargo, anchored and waiting for a spot to clear on the docks. One of
them was throwi ng out a parasail, the wi ndfoil bucking in the inconsistent
harbor wi nd, but then filling out, rising up into the air hundreds of feet
over head, and then sone.

The ship began to pick its way out of the harbor, headed between the tal

forest of wind turbines at the harbor's edge: a dangerous move to unleash a

wi ndfoil in the harbor, but suddenly Tiago noticed other ships unfurling sails
in haste. A cloud of brightly colored parafoils |eapt to the harbor sky I|ike
butterflies swarm ng froma shaken |inb.

This was worryi ng enough that Tiago sl owed, sonewhat, and | ooked to his left.
The war ehouses, three and four stories tall, dom nated the first row of
bui | di ngs. But behind them clinmbing tenaciously up the side of the nountain,
hones and houses colorfully dotted the sl opes.

A large, dark mass of gray haze topped the rocky crest and slowy fell down
toward the harbor |ike a heavy cl oud.

"Ch shit." Tiago stopped. People in the Plaza were turning too, and nurnuring
started to spread. They stood up from picnics or neals and the edges of the
cromd were already | eaving.

The wonman smacked into Tiago and grabbed his upper arm

"Take your damm noney, '
go."

Tiago shouted. | don't want it. I'msorry. Just let ne

She | ooked puzzl ed as he shoved the paper noney into the pockets of her
jacket. He may have even given her nore than he'd stolen, he wasn't sure.

"What's..."
Tiago pointed up the nmountain. "It's going to rain."
She | ooked over the buildings and et himgo. "I forgot."

Forgot? There were two things on the island to renenber: stay out of the rain,



and avoid the Doacq's attention by staying inside at night.

He bolted. The last thing he saw was the arnmada of harbor ships, parafoils al
full overhead, pulling their hulls up onto their hydrofoil skids as they al
scattered to get well clear of the island.

Then the sirens began to wail all throughout Placa del Fuego, alerting its
citizens to the descendi ng danger

From t he open sweep of the docks and seawal| of the harbor, Tiago headed into
the heart of Harbortown. He coul d breathe easier seeing overhangs above him
and wall s he could put his back to.

Peopl e hurried about with carbon-fiber or steel unbrellas. Some had al ready
gotten into their hazmat gear

The kl axons wailed in the background, constantly blearing out their call for
all to find shelter. Shops slamed thick wi ndows shut and bolted them while
peopl e yanked tables and chairs and bill boards inside. Customers packed in,
shoul der to shoul der.

No sel f respecting shop would I et Tiago inside: he was an urchin. Hi s clothes
were ripped and nelted, his face dirty, and he ran on bare feet.

They'd toss himout on his ass faster than he coul d get inside.

A faint stinging mst started to fill the air. Tiago squinted and sl owed down.
The unfamliar would run faster, but then they'd inhale nore. He cupped his
hands over his nouth, a piece of flannel in between his fingers to filter the
air. He | ooked down at the cobbl estoned street to protect his eyes.

H s call oused, flattened feet knew the street. Knew how many steps it would
take to reach the alley, knew how many tines he'd have to pull hinself up on
the ol d pipe running outside to get up onto the roof, and how many nore steps
across the concrete to get to his niche.

It was a spot between two old storage buildings a few streets back fromthe
wat erfront, al nost near the Xeno-town enclave. One of them had a | arge,

rei nforced concrete gutter along its edge, and when the second buil di ng had
been built right along side, wall to wall, had left a sheltered | edge the

| ength of the building.

You wouldn't know it to look at it. Twenty street kids had taken bricks and
concrete and built a wall along the overhang, blending it into the
architecture. It was behind this that Tiago had his very own room

To get to it, he stepped out over the edge of the building, and behind the
wal | .

Saf e.

H s skin stung fromcontact with the mst, but he could sit in the entryway
al ong the corridor |eading down to the seven foot by four foot concrete
cubicles they called hone, and watch the rain.

It was a floating, frothy jelly, spit out fromthe trees on the island into
the air, that slowy floated down. In nost cases it just slowy burned at

whatever it |anded on, |ike sone sort of an acid.

But after that, all it took was a spark for it to ignite.



In the distance the harbor punmps thrumed to life. Al over the city the
engi neers were fighting back the rain with a mst of their own, taken fromthe
harbor water to coat and rinse the harbor

Usual |y being on this side of the nountain protected them But sonetines the
wi nd changed. Sonetinmes the fire forests were unusually active.

Ei ther way, you didn't want to be outside. The burns and scars on the children
huddl ed around the openings of their sanctuary testified to that.

The steady rain continued, sizzling as it hit the ground outside.

Tiago relaxed in the qui et anong his neighbors as the city fought the rain. He
could worry about explaining to Kay why he was com ng back with no noney from
the norning's work later, as much as that scared him For now, he was just
happy to be out of the rain.

He just about |eapt out of skin as the wall next to himcrunpled and the wonman
who' d been chasi ng hi m shoved her way through and crouched in front of him

"Hello," she said. "W still have business to finish."
Tiago junmped up to run and the other kids nmoved back away from hi m
But where could he go with the rain com ng down so hard?

He | ooked back at his pursuer. The rain had eaten away at the skin on her
forearns, exposing silvery metal underneath. Metal pistons snicked as she
fl exed her fingers.

A cyborg. Here on Placa del Fuego.
| mpossi bl e.

There was no advanced nachi nery on Placa del Fuego. It all failed on the
island, until one reached three nmiles offshore. In Harbortown the sailors said
scientists fromother worlds clustered aboard | arge ships near the wornhol es,
nmoni tori ng what islanders called the deadzone and they called 'an unexpl ai ned
continuous EMP event.' They cl aimed the epicenter was somewhere deep under the
crust of the planet, right under Placa del Fuego.

The wormhol es that | ead fromthe ocean around Pl aca del Fuego to the oceans of
other worlds light years away were anchored in the water just on the edge of

t he deadzone, and the scientists were there to order the wornhol es noved as

t he deadzone expanded slightly each nonth.

One street runor said that one of the alien races had buried a device under
the island, intending to use it as a cover for a last stand during the human
war for independence. Sone said it was the Doacq that bought the deadzone wth
it.

It didn't matter what or who caused it. The end effect was that the town used
pneurmati c tubes to send nessages. Ox-nen from Okur pulled rickshaws around, or
peopl e used the conpressed air powered trolley cars. Everything ran on
conpressed air: the town's reservoirs were filled by the nyraid wi nd turbines
that festooned the harbor entrance and the exposed ridges of the nountain.

But because of the deadzone, this woman shoul dn't have been here, Tiago
t hought. She shouldn't even work. But in the cranped darkness of his roomthe



cyborg woman squatted on Tiago's hand-carved wooden st ool

As Tiago turned on a bright white LED | anp she counted off a | ot nore noney
than he'd stolen, or given back to her. Bill after bill after bill. A massive
fistful. A nmonth's takings.

It hovered between them

"Before you tagged ne and nade the pick," she said, "you seemed to know your
way around the harbor. | need soneone |ike you."

Ti ago took a deep breath. He wasn't sure if he needed someone like her
She was troubl e.

The hesitation nmust have been obvious to her. She smled. "I'l|l doubl e what
you want."

What was the alternative? Tiago took the noney. He'd be a fool not to.
"What are you | ooking to do?" he asked.

"I need to find the person at the top of the underground. Wo sees all and

knows all." The cyborg shifted, and the stool creaked. Tiago grinmaced. It was
made of inported wood, and it was his nmpbst precious possession. "I'ml ooking
for Kay."

"Kay?" Tiago feigned confusion

"You know who |'mtal king about," the woman snil ed.

He did. He wasn't very good at |lying straight-faced. He swal | owed nervously.
"What do you need from her?"

"I need Kay's help." Tiago waited for nore, and the cyborg continued. "To find
nmy grandfather. How do | find this person?’

"You don't find Kay," Tiago said. He folded the noney away into the depths of
hi s ragged cl othes. "She finds you. Go find yourself a nice room along the

wat erfront sonmewhere. Kay will show up now that someone knows you're trying to
find her. That's how it works."

"Word on the street." The wonman | eaned forward and held out her hand. A card
rested in her palm "I'll pay you the other half when | neet Kay. Cone find ne
tonorrow at noon."

Ti ago took the card. An address had been scribbled onto it. "Wat is your
name, then?"

"Nashara."

Nashara. A cyborg called Nashara. The Nashara? Was he really talking to a
living, breathing | egend?

Ti ago' s hands shook.
She was a lot nore than just trouble.

He'd gotten hinself in way, way deep into sonething.



Nashara, left, walking out in to the sizzling rain like it was no nore than an
i nconveni ence.

It was only a nonent before Tiago's neighbors parted and the tiny figure of
Kay wal ked out. Her grey eyes took in the broken brick with a flick before she
turned to face him Her hair was cut just short of her ears, al nost boyish.
She was shorter than Tiago, sonething that always surprised him In his own

m nd she stood nmuch taller. "I'lIl have it repaired,"” she said calmy, flicking
her head at the destruction.

Kay's fixing the danmage woul d obligate themto her.
But no one said anything. Refusing it would be an even bi gger problem

They m ght come to beat himup tonight, Tiago thought. If they weren't too
scar ed.

"You were here the whole tinme?" Tiago asked, his voice cracking slightly with
fear.

Kay ignored his surprise. "That was a Nashara. Here on the island. | wonder
how she's able to work here?" Ox-nmen: two | arge slabs of hairy nmuscle, |arge
eyes and flat noses, squeezed into the passageway behind her, stooping over to
fit. They regarded Tiago with dull, incurious eyes.

"I don't know..." Tiago nuttered.

Kay unpacked a kevlar poncho and pulled it carefully on. She buckled on a gas
mask. Behind her, the two Ox-nen did the sane.

In a nuffl ed voice she told Tiago, "Do you know how expensive it would be to
shi el d soneone |ike her, a cyborg, to be able to function in the deadzone?

That nust be what she's done. It nmeans she has access to... incredible
resources." She paused thoughtfully, thinking about that. Then she conti nued.
"I have preparations to make before I'lIl meet her. Keep your appointment. I'lI

send soneone for you both."

She stepped out into the rain, and the Ox-nen followed her. The three of them
di sappeared over the side of the building in the haze, and Tiago turned around
to face the boys trying to hide in the shadows.

He could tell by the fear on their faces that they would not be bothering him
They were far, far too scared of Kay.

So was he.

Nashara sat at a table outside a seawall restaurant, surveying the Plaza over
a cup of tea. Afewsmall fires had broken out the night before where jellied
rain had | anded on canopi es or abandoned stalls. But considering the strength
of last night's storm it wasn't too bad, Tiago thought. He'd certainly seen
Wor se.

H s new benefactor notioned Tiago to sit with her.

"It's odd," she nmuttered as he sat. "All this stone, brick, slate. Leather for
cl othes. No wood, no fabrics. Hardly any trees, not even scrub. Gim"

Ti ago | ooked down at his patched cl othes. She was surprisingly ignorant about
the island if she was the real Nashara. The real Nashara had cl oned her own



mnd to infect alien starships in the fight for human i ndependence. The real
Nashara was a founder of the Xenowealth. The real Nashara was a force of
nature. That Nashara, it seemed to Tiago, would, at |east know about stuff
here on the island. "Rich people have them" he said. "In those glass houses."

" & eenhouses?"
Ti ago shrugged. "Sure."

Sonetimes, in the quieter nonents, |ooking out over the harbor, he'd wondered
what the places were |like out over the horizon, and through the wornhole the
ships sailed through to get to the oceans of other worlds, and through

wor nhol es in those oceans to even nore. Ot her worlds where things were made,
and then transported here. Were people Iike Nashara came from

But it was useless to daydreamtoo nuch about where the ships went. Because
they weren't taking Tiago along with them No matter how nuch he wi shed for it
whenever he sat on the sea wall.

Nashara set her tiny wooden cup down and stood up. "I think Kay will be
receiving us now "

Ti ago turned around, and the two Ox-nen he'd seen last night had silently,
amazingly for their bulk, wal ked up right behind him

They didn't have to say anything, they turned around and began to wal k away.
Nashara fol | owed.

And that, he thought, was the end of that.
Only it wasn't.

Up at the end of Onyx street, down the stairs cut into the side of the road
and in the basenent of an old house tunneled into a rock outcropping at the
very edge of town, was one of Kay's many lairs.

He' d been summoned there, two days |ater

Anmber | ate-afternoon |ight pierced the dusty wi ndows, and a menagerie of Placa
del Fuego's shadowy denizens mlled about. There were nore Ox-nen, sone
Runners, and even a few sinple-mnded Servants. Lots of grubby kids Iike

Ti ago, many of them faces he recognized fromElizan's crew crowded in, as well
as others fromall over the rest of the city. They were Kay's crew, now, al

of them She owned the Waterfront and the Back Ring, and was al nost done
finishing up controlling the Harbor

If it was crimnal, and happened in Placa del Fuego, Kay wanted to run it.
It had been different, |last year. Last year Tiago worked for Elizan; a high
strung old man who would | eap at a chance to whip anyone who'd hel d back the

t ake.

A tough life: Tiago still had m sshapen broken bones to prove it, but it beat
trying to live outside alone. Something he'd | earned quickly enough

Pl aca del Fuego had no heart for the homel ess.
When Kay appeared on the streets in the Back R ng, rain-burned and tired,

she'd been ignored. For the first week. The second week she'd figured out the
command structure of one of the drug cartels and executed the comrander with a



sliver of knapped flint.
Wthin days the cartel danced to her tune.

Runors said she canme from Ckur, where the birdlike alien Nesaru had
establ i shed a col ony. Under the Bacigal upi Doctrine, anticipating the |ack of
fuel and the collapse of the interstellar travel after the war for

i ndependence, the Nesaru had bred humans into a variety of fornms to serve
them Nesaru engi neered, bred, and reshaped human Ox-men and Runners had fl ed
Okur to Placa del Fuego. So had Kay.

She was sonething el se, Okur refugees said. Something designed to control the
nodi fi ed human sl aves under the Nesaru's thunb. She could read your thoughts
by the slightest change in your posture, a twitch in a facial nuscle. She

em tted pheromones to cal myou, convince you, and used her body to contro
your personal space.

You were a conmputer, waiting to be programmed. She was your taskmaster. A
perfect, bred, engineered, manipul ator of humanki nd.

"Tiago," Kay said, beckoning himcloser. "Nashara and | have quite a job for
you. "
Nashara stepped out frombehind a thick stone pillar. "There will be

consi derably nore noney in it for you."

Kay put a protective armaround Tiago. "I really need your help with this,
Ti ago. "

He stiffened slightly as she noved in closer, creating a tiny world between
just the three of them "Wat do you need?" he asked, hesitant.

"You keep a low profile, Tiago. Back of the crowd. You don't try to cheat ne
of my cut. You wouldn't even dare think of it."

Ti ago nodded. Don't get noticed. Don't cross dangerous people |ike Kay unl ess
you could run. Melt into the background. These were core life principles of
his. It was why he made a good pi ckpocket. There was even a m d-sized bounty
avail abl e for his capture.

"More inportantly, you' ve been in the Dekkan Hol ding Center,"” Nashara said. In
t he di stant background the sound of rain alarns drifted through the streets. A
ni ght storm The worst kind.

A cold chill gripped Tiago. "You want ne to go back to The Center?" |nmages of
the dark warrens flitted back to the front of his nind

"Not as such." Kay pointed a kevlar poncho and gas mask hangi ng by the door
"Suit up."

They wal ked t hrough the slowly darkening streets, the rain hissing against
their protective gear. Nashara wore goggles and a long | eather fisherman's
coat that seemed inpervious to the rain, Kay the same outfit as Tiago.

Their footsteps clicked agai nst cobbl estone as Kay | ed themthrough sidealleys
and tiny backstreets so cranped they had to nove through themsingle file.

No one el se was out.

Ti ago stopped a trenble in his hands at the thought of being out at night.



Several tinmes they came to dead ends, where small | ocked doors stopped Kay's
progress. But a few knocks in a pattern and they woul d open, and the trio
woul d tromp through soneone's front room |eaving sizzling drops of rain
behi nd.

There was no hurry, and Tiago gauged that they' d noved across the entire city
over the last two hours.

Kay finally stopped and renoved her gas mask in the quiet foyer of a
restaurant, eerie in its enpty state, though the tables were all set and
ready: waiting for the nmorning crowd. She | ooked right at Tiago as he renoved
his mask. He burned his fingers on the wet straps as she said, "I'mturning
you over to the warden of the DHC for the bounty. The driver of the prison
wagon has been paid to suggest stopping to pick you up."

He felt numb. Qutside, Tiago saw through the wi ndows, the rain had fallen to a
drizzle. The gaslight streetlanps flickered shadows as the wind flicked their
flames this way and that.

"So you do want me back in the hellhole,"”
hi s voi ce.

he said, the nmisery leaking out into

Kay pulled out a packet of photos and spread themwith a flourish across a
nearby table like a card dealer. "No. You'll get picked up, but there's
someone inside the wagon that Nashara wants."

Ti ago frowned. Kay was hel pi ng Nashara why? He coul dn't quite put together
what was happeni ng here.

Kay | eaned cl ose. She was doing it, creating that little bubble of space that
seened to exist just between the two of them It was sone sort of talent,

al nrost magical. "Don't try to figure it out, Tiago. Just take a look at the
pi ctures of the crew of the Zephyr I11. One of themw Il be in the wagon. W
need your help."

He | ooked up and out of the bay wi ndows. He wondered how far he could get if
just ran. He had sonme noney, nmaybe he coul d stowaway on a boat.

How | ong coul d he evade Kay?
Not very | ong.

She gently grabbed his jaw to point his gaze back down at the table. She'd
read his thoughts via his body |anguage. "There's no runni ng, Tiago. Not now "

He swal |l owed and conmitted the faces before himto nenory, sonething other
than fear building as she put a hand on his back to steady him

"I'"ll be there as well," Nashara said fromby the door. She'd opened her coat
up, and underneath Tiago saw nore guns lining the inside than he'd even known
a single person could carry. She was a wal king arsenal. You rarely saw any
guns on the island, too expensive, even for crimnals.

"So why don't you just break into the wagon and get the person you want ?"
Ti ago asked.

"Don't want to tip nmy hand until we know we have the person we want.
O herwise, if we go in too early guns blazing on the wong wagon, our guy
could get hidden further, or put under tougher security. So you're our scout,



Ti ago. When you give us the go ahead, we nove in to recover both of you."

"And if the person isn't there, | get beaten, interrogated, and | ocked up."
"W will get you out quickly if that happens, we can bribe a few judges, and
Nashara is ready to pay you well," Kay said. She was pulling on her poncho.
Bef ore she snapped on the bug-Iike gasmask, she continued. "I have to go neet

the wagon. I'Ill be back shortly."
This was his monent to bolt.

Nashara picked up the pictures of the crew "Three weeks ago. You remenber
anyt hi ng strange happeni ng?"

Ti ago stopped thinking about other lives and worlds. "There was a fight. At
night. Al over the town. Woever it was burst through walls, fell through
roofs. Ripped up road. No one saw nuch of it. We just saw the danmge..."

"I't was my grandfather: Pepper was on his way back with information about a
new threat to the Xenoweal th worlds. He di sappeared here, |ast seen getting
aboard the Zephyr 111. But the Zephyr was destroyed in a limted yield nuclear
bl ast event nowhere near any of the wormhol es out, but a hundred miles north
of here in the polar ocean

"Wrd is that one survivor fromthe Zephyr 111 came back. You're going to help
me acquire him | came with a ship, it's pretty heavily arned up: the
Streuner. Pepper didn't have backup, |I'mnot nmaking the sane nistake. Once

we're on the ship, it's a run for the wornmhol e, back into the heart of the
Xenoweal th, for debriefing."

Acquire him There was a strange turn of a word, Tiago thought. She was a
ki ndred soul to Kay. Someone who wove the fate of everyone around them

He was just a pickpocket. It was all he ever really aspired to. H's own quiet
nmonents on the seawall, a safe, dry place to sleep. Good food.

Now he was caught up in something that involved the fates of the connected
wor | ds.

"What does Kay get out of it?" Tiago asked, treading into areas which he knew
he shoul dn't be poking his nose.

Nashara tapped the inside of her coat, and the guns jiggled. "Force
multipliers.”

"You know what she'll do with all that?"

Nashara nodded, her dreadl ocks shaking as she did so. "She plans to run the
i sland. "

"She will."

"Maybe. But only if she stops dependi ng brazenly on those nodifcations the
Nesaru bred into her." She smled at Tiago's shock that she knew about that
runor. "You're an open book to her. And she holds your strings. But only when
she's standing in front of you. She has to learn other ways to get people to
do her bidding, and her teachers have been the underbelly of Harbortown. To be
a great |leader requires nore, it requires people to trust you just as much
when you're not standing right in front of them That takes sonething el se.
Besi des, what she has: it's not that special a talent.”



"Do you have it?"

"Yes. Different technol ogy, not biological, but sane result. But Tiago, free
will's a bitch. Kay can only manipul ate. Underneath, we still nove our own
lives forward. You understand? W fought the entire war over that, back when
the Satrapy rul ed everything. Before human i ndependence. ™

Only soneone as powerful as she was, Tiago thought, could believe that about
free wll.

He chose not to say that.
But then, she could probably see himthinking that anyway.

"Here." Nashara pressed a small sliver of nmetal into his palm "Jamthat under
the target's skin, it'll tag himfor me and | et us know to come get you both."

"Ckay." He'd have to keep this out of the cops' hands. Easy enough. He'd snuck
small itens around the heavy security of The Center

Qutside the |l oud hiss of a conmpressed air powered wagon drew cl oser, and then
it stopped. Nashara pulled a large pistol out and aimed it cheerfully at
Tiago's head. "Tine to turn you in, Tiago."

Ti ago had sworn many oaths to never end back up in one of these wagons. Yet
here he was again. It was near mdnight as they jerked into notion with a
bel ch. Tiago | ooked around. Unfanmiliar, bruised, battered faces regarded him

For a nonent he pani cked, not seeing any of the faces fromthe pictures Kay
had shown him He imagi ned getting | ocked away in the sweaty man-made caverns
under neat h Har bor Town.

Then he saw t he youngest face in the wagon and recogni zed it fromthe photos
he'd been shown of the crew of the Zephyr Il1l. It was just a boy. A boy who
was younger than Ti ago.

Could he drag himinto the net Kay and Nashara had cast?

Yes. The boy was al ready caught up in the ness from being on the same boat as
Nashara' s grandfat her.

Ti ago stood up, tripped, caught himself, and then sat down near the | ocked
rear door.

The boy hadn't even felt the pinprick of Nashara's tiny device.
Ti ago wai ted, tensed, for sonething, anything, to happen

The wagon rolled on, turning a corner, headlights revealing ten Ox-nen

bl ocking the road with spike strips. The wheel s of the wagon expl oded as they
were shredded, and it rattled to a halt on the rins as prisoners in back were
t hr own agai nst each ot her.

Nashara | anded on the ground outside. She nust have | eapt off the top of a
bui | di ng nearby, Tiago realized, as pulverized cobbl estone leapt into the air
from her inpact.

She ripped the door open, shattering the |ock, and reached in to pull the boy
out. Tiago junped out next to them



Three Ox-nen ran into the alleyway, eyes wide with fear. "Doacq," one shouted
in a lowrunble.

Nashara | ooked down the road. "Tiago, what the hell is that?"

Tiago didn't need to glance a second tine. "Ch shit. Shit! The Doacq. W need
to get out of here. Now "

The seven foot tall, hooded figure nmoved with unnatural qui ckness down the
street. Tiago caught a glinpse, in the flicker of gaslanp, of two |arge,
catli ke eyes under the cow and a slit-like nose.

But it was the nouth that he noticed nost. It yawned, the jaw dislocating and
stretching like a snake's: a two foot gapi ng chase of darkness.

The Doacq whi pped across the street, slammng into an Ox-man. The jaw dropped
even | ower, and the Doacq rose taller, sonmehow, and then the gapi ng maw
descended on the Ox-nan.

Hundr eds of pounds of rippling, engineered, brute strength di sappeared, and
the Doacq turned to face the wagon.

"That's a damm wornhole in its nouth,"” Nashara said, awe in her voice. Then
she grabbed the side of the wagon and grunted. "And it's generating an EMP
field..."

The Doacq flowed forward, the robe rippling in the slight wind. The nassive
jaw gaped wi der and wider as it got closer. It seenmed all maw to Ti ago,
mesmneri zed by the bl ack nothi ngness opening up, propelled by the creature's
feet.

Nashara pull ed out a |arge shotgun, and the deafening discharge filled the
tiny stone canyon of street and houses. The Doacqg twi tched to face the
i ncomng shot... and swallowed it all w thout any change in its approach

"Son of a bitch," she said, and then | eapt forward. The Doacq, ducked and
grabbed her, redirecting the energy of the junp to throw her in the side of a
house.

Nashara staggered back to her feet in the mddle a ness of rubble.

Ti ago grabbed the boy and | ooked around for a place to hide. One of the

near est doors opened, and whi p-1ean shape of a Runner beckoned at himto get
i nsi de.

He needed no encouraging. He ran for the door

Three expl osi ons shook the street, and Tiago saw with a gl ance back that
Nashara had flicked grenades at the Doacq. It swallowed several, but couldn't
be in nmore than one place at the sane tine.

Anot her grenade exploded to its side, and the Doacq faltered. Shreds of its
cloak and flesh splattered on the ground and an animal-1i ke shriek of pain

filled the streets.

The Doacq was not supernatural, Tiago thought, dazed. It could be harmed. He
paused at the doorway. Maybe Nashara could face it down.

But then the Doacq spotted him and turned for the building, conpletely



i gnori ng Nashara

An Ox-man yanked Tiago into the house and barred the door shut. "This way,"
the Ox-man grunbl ed, and shoved the two boys forward through the house.

A trapdoor underneath a table I ed them under the house, into a hidden basenent
it by a single bulb.

"Through here," said a Runner, appearing out of the dark. The shadows nade his
ribs, visible under a thin shirt, |ook even nore pronounced than normal.

There was heavy, thick steel door a pair of Ox-nen had opened. As they passed
t hrough that, they groaned shut, and then dropped to the ground as sonethi ng
was ki cked out from underneath them The snell or rank sewage took the breath
away from Tiago, and he switched to breathing only out of his nouth.

In the distance, and explosion of brick and scream ng startled Tiago. The
Doacg nust have gotten into the house. Wth Nashara in pursuit.

They were standing inside a tunnel, it glancingly by the Runner's flashlight.
The center of the tunnel had a wide trench init, currently dry.

It revealed Kay waiting with a pair of Ox-nmen arnmed with RPGs. They ained the
weapons at the thick door behind Tiago.

"So this is our quarry," Kay said, turning on a small penlight to check the
boy. "Your nane is June, right?"

The shel | shocked, beaten boy nodded.

"Can you speak, June?"
"Yes." It was a faint whisper, unsure of itself. But it was the nost June had
done since this had all started, other than let Tiago drag himaround to
safety.

"Well June, this is Tiago, and we have to nove quickly before the Doacqg cones
after us. It likes characters like us. It finds us interesting.”

Kay | ed them down the gentle slope of the tunnel at a brisk pace to a
junction, where the sound of running water filled the air, and the stench
i ncreased.

Five Ox-nen stood in a trench full of dirty water holding onto a small neta
boat with an electric engine on the back

Sonet hi ng boomed in the di stance, echoing through the sewer tunnels, as they
cl anbered in.

Kay smiled. "That should slow the Doacq down." She waved her hand at the
Ox-men and they let go. She gunned the engine up to a brisk whine as the boat
shot cl ear, bouncing off the sides of the trench

Ti ago had a nonent to absorb everything now. He turned to Kay. "All this
preparation. You knew the Doacq was comni ng? How?"

"He al ways comes when there's this nmuch activity," Kay said. "And he's
difficult to stop. | thought maybe he was allergic to the sun, but he shrugged
off the ultraviolet and full spectrumlanps | installed on his favorite
haunts. Since then, it's gotten harder and harder to hunt. | can't even get a



good picture of it, cameras fail around it."

Tiago felt like he was | ooking at a different person. "How can you know so
much about the Doacq?" Mst of the town didn't even tal k about it, they

whi spered about it and avoi ded the night. \When peopl e di sappeared, you didn't
dwell on it. You knocked on wood that you woul d never be the one to turn a
corner, and see the Doacq standing there.

"You hunt the Doacq?" Tiago asked.

She heard the stunned disbelief in his voice and turned on him "It's an
alien. It's not sonme supernatural creature, Tiago. It's like the Nesaru, just
nore powerful. W don't know where it cones from but just |ike the other
aliens, it plays on human land as if it owns it. It thinks it rules us, but it
doesn' t!"

There was a hatred in her face, naked for the two boys to see. She'd let her
control slip. "I will destroy it. And then | will take the island. And after
that, I will rmake the Nesaru | eave, and the Gahe, and the other stinking
aliens that have kept us under their thunmb flock through here. Pepper may have
failed to kill the Doacq for me, Nashara may fail yet, but I won't."

She turned down another tunnel as Tiago bent over and grabbed his knees. This
was i nsane. They were up agai nst the Doacq?

"You did good, Tiago," Kay said, her face under control again. "You got her to
chase you, despite the rain incident. You got her to invest in you, to want to
protect you, just enough that instead of grabbing June and running back to her
ship, she decided to tackle the Doacq. It was perfect. You have a place anong
nmy lieutenants, a place on this island, Tiago. You did well."

He didn't feel like it.

Thi ngs had gotten conplicated quickly. He hadn't intended the mark to be a
living | egend.

He certainly hadn't expected to be involved in the betrayal of a living
| egend.

Ti ago shi ver ed.

Kay had a safe house set up for them It took getting out of the sewers and
back onto the streets, through the alleys and people's homes again. By the
time they got inside, Tiago couldn't tell where in Harbor Town he was. They'd
doubl ed back, and around, and it was so late it was now probably officially
early. H's eyes were scratchy, his novenents felt |ike they were del ayed by a
hal f second.

"Don't worry," Kay told himas she took their protective gear. "You'll be safe
here. There are people for the Doacq to catch. He'll eventually slow down,
turn his attention el sewhere. It's all planned.”

It didn't make Tiago feel any better. He caught the eyes of June, and the
other boy certainly didn't | ook reassured either

But Kay caught that. And she spent time with themuntil they were nollified,
and rel axed. There were Ox-nmen guardi ng the house, equi pped with heavy nachine
guns, and escape routes everywhere.

Atall man cane in with cold water and sandw ches. Somehow getting sonet hing



in his stomach took the edge of Tiago' s fears.
Maybe it was just having sonething to do.

"There is nmore | have to do," Kay said. "The caches of arnms Nashara proni sed
me need swept up and stored in secure |locations. And eventually, | need to see
who won. "

She left the room five foot figure flanked by a pair Ox-nen.

June stopped eating. "Do you trust her?" He asked.

Ti ago | ooked up and wanted to say he did, but the words caught in his nouth.
"I don't know. She's dangerous to cross."

June gestured at his face. "As dangerous as this?"

"Yes."

"Then | don't want to have anything to do with her," he said. "I've had
enough. "

The boy | ooked exhaust ed.

"I"'msorry," Tiago muttered. "lI'mvery sorry. | thought you would be goi ng

w th Nashara."
"The wonman?"

"She's | ooking for someone call ed Pepper. She says he's her grandfather. She
t hi nks you know..."

"They all do." June | ooked down at the remains of his sandwi ch. "He was okay.
| liked him He paid us in gold to get himout of here, but there were ships
waiting for us between the wornhol es out and the island.

"He fought themoff, and then when he realized we were in danger, junped into
the ocean and sank. Didn't stop themfrom sinking the Zephyr 111 anyway. They
killed everyone but me. Dragged ne out of the ocean and took ne back, forced

me to tell themeverything he did, or said.”

Ti ago wrapped his arns around hinsel f and | eaned forward.

The Doacq was hunting them Nashara may not even be alive, a victimto Kay's
machi nations, just |ike Pepper

And what was he? If she could throw their lives away so easily, what chance
did he have of living if he noved closer into Kay's worl d?

He t hought of the contact, the conpul sion he had to do what she wanted. It
cane from her voice, her posture, the way she could read him And it wasn't
real .

Wth her out of the room he could struggle away, couldn't he? Al that was
left was his fear. Fear of consequences.

Fear that she would track himdown for betraying her

"She has a ship, an armed ship, she said, waiting for her. It's called... the
Strainer, or sonething like that," Tiago said in a tunble of words. And then



he sai d sonething he never woul d have, had he been doing this for Kay. "If you
want, we can try to run for it."

June didn't even pause to think about it. "Yes. I'd run with you."
"I could be trying to trick you," Tiago said.
"I don't care. I'll take the chance. | don't want to be trapped here, | don't

want to get eaten by the Doacq."

Ti ago found hinsel f nodding with June.

"W | eave the nmonment we see norning," Tiago said.

"So you can spot rain?" It'd be suicidal to try and nove through the city
wi thout any rain gear. And if he couldn't see the rain coning, he wouldn't
know to hide fromit.

"Yes. Do you have any fanily?"
June shook his head. "No. They're dead now. "
Tiago did not follow that up with nmore questions. He didn't want to know

The Ox-men guardi ng t hem checked on themrandomy. The nmonent the door closed,
the early sun lighting a band of orange up over the rooftops, Tiago broke the
| ocked wi ndows open. There were other skills he'd picked up in addition to

pi cki ng pockets.

June started to clinmb down the side, but Tiago shook his head. "Go up, to the
roof. They'll expect us on the street." The Runners and Ox-nen woul d fan out
down there, hunting them

Rooftop to rooftop woul d keep them out of sight for |onger

Once up there, Tiago oriented hinmself. They were closer to the docks than he'd
dar ed hope.

They stuck to the roofs, clanbering awkwardly up drain spouts and slipping on
tiles. But they made it to the edge of the plaza after an exhausting hour

The docks ran out fromthe seawall, long piers of concrete stacked with
unl oaded goods and Ox-men hauling carts back and forth.

It wasn't until they'd wal ked t hrough the crows of the plaza, and then up
onto the seawall, that Tiago relaxed a little. The Ox-men guarding them woul d
have call ed the alarm by now, phoned Kay, and the entire town m ght be

craw ing with people hunting for them but they'd at | east gotten to the
docks.

Ti ago stopped a dock worker in greasy coveralls overseeing the unloading of a
shi p docked al nost by the seawall. "We're | ooking for a ship called Strainer
have you seen it?"

The man frowned. "Streuner? It's over there."

Tiago | ooked. It was a gun-nmetal gray boat with a large green flag with a
bl ack and yellow X on it

June yanked Tiago around to face the plaza behind them The hooded figure of



the Doacq stood at the far side, people scattering away fromit.

"I don't think it..." Tiago started to say, as the Doacq | ooked over the top
of the crowd right at them and began to nove toward them "Shit."

"But it doesn't come out in the day," June said, his voice breaking with fear

Kay had said it seened to choose the night. That her lights replicating
daylight hadn't harmed it. He shouldn't have been surprised. But he was. From
across the plaza Tiago could see the unnaturally long jaw di sl ocated and drop
down past the alien's chest, down alnost to its feet. Anything that stood in
the way disappeared into it: scared people, tables, chairs. It swallowed them
all.

Ti ago and June turned and sprinted for the dock leading to Streuner. An act of
faith that they could protect them really, but what else could they do?

They shoved peopl e aside as they ran the slow curve, ignoring the curses ained
in their direction.

When they turned onto the dock and sprinted, Tiago | ooked over at the seawal .
The Doacq barreled along it.

He realized he was scream ng as he ran. Dockworkers were turning to | ook, and
then jumping into the water as they realized it was the Doacq.

It gained on them They had half the dock before they could reach the
Streuner, and the Doacq was com ng up the dock, may three hundred feet behind
t hem

Ti ago knew he shoul dn't | ook over his shoulder, it slowed himdown, but he
couldn't help it.

The dark pit of its maw was so w de and i nescapable, ready to swall ow t hem
the pier, and anything el se.

As to where people ended up when it got them only those swall owed knew, and
t hey' d never cone back to talk.

Tiago realized he was about to find out. He wasn't going to make it to the end
of the dock, where the Streuner waited. Maybe even if they made it, they'd
still be swall owed up.

Maybe it coul d eat the whol e boat.
He gl anced back over his shoul der, and as he did so, a | oud boomcane fromthe
end of the dock. Sonething |arge whi pped past his had, and the Doacq staggered

and fell.

Its mouth dipped, hitting the concrete of the dock and swall owi ng a scoop of
it, concrete chipping around the edges of its nouth.

Anot her boom stopped it as it struggled up to its feet again.
Ti ago redoubled his run, as did June. He ran so hard it felt like his joints
woul d pop, his brain would be jarred free of his skull, and his |ungs would

burst into fl ames.

As they noved clear, the boonms turned into an all out barrage. Continuous
thunder rolled fromthe ship, bursting out fromlarge guns that had rolled out



of enpl acenents all over the ship.

H s eardrums stopped trying to understand the deafening sound as the entire
section of the dock under the Doacq di sappeared.

The Doacq had picked the wong ship to run at.

Two dar k-ski nned crewren, just |ike Nashara, held out their hands at the top
of the plank | eading on to the deck. Tiago sprinted into them knocking them
over and coll apsing, panting, amazed to still be alive.

"Cast off!" Someone yelled, and the plank was tossed free. From his viewpoint
on the deck, Tiago saw a tiny rocket shoot up several hundred feet into the
sky, dragging a length of parafoil with it.

The foil expanded, filled with air, and the ship began to nove.

A pair of feet in famliar boots stopped in front of Tiago' s face. He | ooked
up. It was Nashara. She noved slowy, with a slight |linp, and wore a patch
over one eye. Her hair had been burned off, and one armwas in a sling.

She kneel ed and grabbed his hand and said sonething, but he couldn't hear it
through the ringing in his ears because the guns still hadn't stopped:

Streuner shivered constantly as it continued firing on the Doacq as they noved
away fromthe dock. Slowy, at first, but then the ship built a bow wave as it
sped up.

A few mnutes later the entire ship slowmy struggled up onto the hydrofoils
underneath its hull, and it popped free of the resistance of pushing against
wat er .

They sped away fromthe docks, the deck tilting alarnm ngly as the Streuner
turned hard toward the open sea.

The alien Doacq was falling further away from Tiago with each m nute. So was
Kay.

June was still in a room being checked over for injuries, but Tiago was
al l owed to wander around inside the ship. There were crew cabins, a kitchen
storage rooms, a comon sitting area.

Nashara sat there, playing with a small piece of paper. She kept folding it
until she had turned it into a tiny flower.

"She sent ne to pick your pocket," Tiago confessed, standing at the table.
He' d expected the boat to sway nore than it did, but the foils kept it al nost
rock steady. "It was a trap fromthe beginning. And |'msorry."

She | ooked up at himw th one eye, and Tiago flinched. Wat would he do to
someone who' d cost himan eye? What woul d soneone as powerful as Kay do?

"I knew it was a trap," Nashara said. "Wat | wasn't expecting was the Doacg."

"You?" He found that hard to believe, knowi ng the things Nashara had seen and
participated in.

Nashara shook her head. "It's a nmassive universe, Tiago, wth nmany
partici pants. The Doacq's an inmportant force, and I'mnot sure what it's up
to. W need to find Pepper, if we can, if he's still alive. If June can help.

Maybe t ogether we can find some answers, find out if the Doacq is a threat to



us. But Tiago, |I'mjust tiny player on the edge of sone |large events. | don't
know hal f of everything. The universe is not tidy. You don’t always get quick
answers. "

It was a sentinent that Tiago felt a kinship to. She felt just like him
Navi gati ng her way through all this just as best she coul d.

But then that raised his suspicions.

"Are you saying that just to make ne feel better?" He asked. "Do you rule ne
know, |ike Kay?"

If she had the sane tal ents, why not?
"I mean, if |I'’myour pawn, you seem cal ner than Kay," he continued. "She isn't
j ust soneone organi zing street kids, protection setups, scanms. Not anynore.

Now she’s just using us up like our lives don’t even mean anything."

Qut side the ship slowed, hydrofoils sinking deeper into the water until the
hull hit water.

Nashara crushed the little paper bird into a wad. "Someti mes we becone the
thing we're fighting hardest against," she said thoughtfully. "And Kay is

fighting hard agai nst an uni nagi nabl e past on Ckur. | was there, once. 1’'ve
seen what she came from | don’t think she will stop fighting it for quite a
while."

Ti ago t hought about Pl aca del Fuego, caught between the forces of Kay and the
Doacqg, and wondered if the island would survive the both of them "She said
she’d rule the island.”
"And maybe nore, no doubt," Nashara said. Then somethi ng strange happened, a
fluttering sensation in the deepest pit of Tiago' s stomach that left him
suddenly di zzy. Nashara stood up and grabbed his shoul der. "Cone, Ti ago,

want to show you sonet hing."

She led himout onto the rear deck of the ship, which was dom nated by the
bl ack not hi ngness of a wormhol e.

Ti ago gasped. He’ d never seen one this close, towering over his head. Large
enough for a whole ship to pass through and that had once floated above a
wor | d. Spaceshi ps had once passed through it before being deorbited.

And now him

The sky overhead was covered by a dark, orange cloud in outer space, whisps of
it streaming off toward the horizon. And cutting the sky in half: a silver

twi nkling band. The Belt of Arkand. He’d heard it mentioned by sailors, and
here he stood | ooking at it with his own eyes.

"You asked if | made you do this,” Nashara said. "But this was your own
choice. | didn't make you do it. This is your new life now "

But was it the right choice?

He | ooked around at the strange sea they plowed through, and saw anot her

wor mhol e far ahead in the distance, propped on floats and bobbing on the
surface of the green ocean. That wornhole led to yet another ocean, and nore
wor | ds.



More possibilities.

Maybe not the right choice. Only tine would tell that. But it was certainly
his choi ce, he knew, leaving all those years of sitting on the sea wall and
dream ng behind for a chance just like this.



