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It’ll be fine,” FarJump Operations Director Weiss assured Assistant Chief Engineer Toby Collier as the team went through the final checklist of the straps, tubes, and sensors of the Janus pod wrapping snugly around him. “Just relax. You’ve done this a million times.”
“Sixteen,” Toby said, watching closely as one of the techs set the last of the additional nutrient lines into his forearm. It made sense to double up on the life-support system today—Weiss could promise all he wanted that this job should only take a few hours, but if something went wrong at the Pathmaker end, Toby wanted to be sure his body here could survive considerably past that.
“What?” the director asked, frowning.
“I’ve melded sixteen times.”
“Oh, come on.” He dismissed Toby’s correction with a casual wave of his hand. “Simple hyperbole. Don’t engineers ever indulge in figures of speech? Anyway, it’s seventeen, not sixteen.”
“Sixteen,” Toby repeated. “The clone wasn’t ready on the first Ganymede try, remember?”
“The replicate wasn’t ready,” Weiss corrected tartly. For some reason, he and the other project managers didn’t like anyone calling the nano-level copies clones. “But the one on the Pathmaker should be fine.”
“Right.” With engineers, Toby reflected, there were words that carried an acceptable degree of confidence. Should wasn’t one of them.
Still, the Pathmaker’s replicate had been fine when the last burst signal came from the distant ship, before the transmission system failed.
Which was why this little multi-light-year jaunt was necessary in the first place. A trip to the Pathmaker by Toby’s astral—they didn’t like anyone calling the disembodiment a soul, spirit, or ghost either—a quick check of the Pathmaker’s transmitter to find the problem, a hopefully quick fix, and it would be back to Earth and a happy reunion with his real body. Nothing to it.
And as the director said, Toby had done it successfully. More successfully than anyone else in the project, in fact. Eight of the hundreds of pretested applicants had managed to meld with a replicate in a duplicate Janus pod ten feet away across the lab. Those eight had dwindled to five when the distance was increased to a pod and replicate across the Atlantic in Brussels. Only Toby and one other had managed the round trip to and from China’s Yuanfang lunar base. And no one else had even attempted a meld all the way out to the Ad Astra assembly complex on Ganymede, let alone successfully completed it three times like Toby had.
Weiss called it a shining leap in humanity’s reach for the stars. Toby just called it a hitherto unknown and otherwise useless talent.
“He’s ready, Director,” the head tech announced.
“Good.” Weiss nodded at Toby. “Okay, this is it. You’ll be fine. It’s just a little multi-light-year jaunt—”
“Which no one has ever tried before.”
“—which should be a piece of cake given that the meld system clearly doesn’t care a flying fig about distance,” the director continued doggedly. “You’ll get to the ship, meld with your replicate, then just be an engineer. Easy peasy.”
“Right,” Toby said. “And for the record, engineers do use plenty of figures and plenty of speech. We just try to keep them separate.”
“Whatever,” Weiss said absently, his mind clearly on the upcoming melding. “Don’t forget to send a burst signal as soon as it’s fixed so we know you’re okay.” He looked over at the control board and nodded. “Here we go. Good luck, Toby.”
Toby closed his eyes, setting his mind into the trance state that would locate and meld his astral with the replicate waiting aboard the Pathmaker. He felt himself leave his body and begin his instantaneous journey across the light-years, and he was there.
Only he wasn’t.
He looked around, his astral floating, his mind spinning. He was in a large room, its walls an odd mix of curves and angles. It wasn’t the Pathmaker, nor a part of any FarJump facility he’d ever been to. It looked alien; felt alien; smelled—
He jerked in horror. It didn’t smell like anything, because he couldn’t smell. Or hear, or touch.
He didn’t have a body. Not his own, not the Pathmaker’s replicate. He had nothing.
He was desperately trying to figure out what had happened when a large furry alien thing that looked like a cross between a gray cat and an orange iguana charged into the room from a doorway he hadn’t noticed. Before he could do more than flinch, the creature leaped straight at him.

“Daddy!”
With a deep sigh, Porpou looked up from his calculations. “What is it, Ibbi?” he asked as his daughter hop-skipped into his office.
“Bisqitty’s pouncing in the trap room,” Ibbi said, her wigglers waving excitedly. “I think we have a new visitor.”
“Could be,” Porpou said, a bit of renewed hope whispering through him as he stood up. If the newcomer was high-value enough . . . “Or it could just be that one of the Hyfisks did something to excite her,” he added. “But sure, let’s check it out.”
Ibbi’s pet ursk was indeed bounding around the trap room, leaping at the spectrals that only she could see. Porpou watched the animal’s antics as he crossed the room, studying her movements, her sounds, her facial expressions, the positioning of her whiskers. He’d often wished he could see and hear the spectrals the way Bisqitty could; sadly, observing her interactions with them was the closest he would ever get. He opened the control cabinet set into the far wall and keyed for a readout. The ten Hyfisks were still there, of course, plus a single newcomer. The data began scrolling up the display . . .
His whisper of hope faded away. The newcomer wasn’t another Hyfisk, which the Overmasters paid extra for these days. It wasn’t like anyone else the analyzer had in its records either. “You’re right, we caught someone new,” he told Ibbi. “I need to take some extra readings. Take Bisqitty to the kitchen, please, and give her a treat. And ask your mother if she can delay dinner an hour.”

The bulky insectoid creature finally finished whatever it was doing in the cabinet in the upper side wall and left through the doorway the smaller alien and iguana cat had used earlier. Only then did Toby dare to move.
Though in this case, “moving” was little more than a vague idea and even vaguer action. In his mind’s eye he was lying flat on the floor, or maybe hovering a little above it like he was preparing to make a snow angel. He could think about standing or turning his head, and it felt like he was performing those actions. But it was his astral doing everything, not his actual body. Or anyone’s body.
But even as his engineer’s mind tried to sort out all this, to find the parameters and boundary conditions, he could feel his deeper self hurtling its way toward panic.
This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t. Nowhere in the math, nowhere in the tests or simulations, nowhere in his own personal experience had he ever wound up conscious but without a body. Something had gone inexplicably and horribly wrong.
Had the replicate aboard the Pathmaker died? But having no receiver at the other end should have simply bounced him back to his real body. Had the Janus pod somehow failed as he tried to meld with the replicate? But again, that should have just left him on Earth.
Had he died?
With an effort, he fought back the emotion. He was an engineer, this was an engineering problem, and he would not surrender to unthinking terrors of the night. At least not until he had gathered some data.
He took a deep breath, or would have if he’d had lungs to do it with. All right. Wherever he was, he was somewhere, which meant his first job was to figure out how to get out of here and continue his trip to the Pathmaker. The single doorway was the only exit he could see. Carefully, he moved that direction—
Abruptly, the floor in front of him dropped away into an abyss.
He jerked back from the edge. The abyss vanished. He moved cautiously forward again, and the abyss reappeared. Frowning, he eased his way as close to the edge as he dared and looked down.
The chasm’s walls were glassy smooth. An indeterminate distance below the edge, the bottom was a churning mass of what looked like amber water. The solid floor resumed on the other side of the chasm, no more than three or four feet away.
Under normal circumstances, a gap like that would be easy to jump. But the situation here was anything but normal.
He squared his nonexistent shoulders. This was no time for hesitation or doubts. If crossing the chasm was his way out, that was what he would do. He gathered his invisible feet beneath him—
Do not, a voice seemed to echo in his head.
He spun around. No one was there. Or rather, no one was there that he could see.
Up to now he’d been focusing on other things, first the room itself and then on the two aliens and the iguana cat. Now, he tried focusing his nonexistent eyes on the emptiness between him in the room’s far wall.
Still nothing solid. But now that he was concentrating, he could see wisps of something around him. He tried squinting, then using his peripheral vision . . .
And suddenly, there it was, looming in front of him not two feet away: a translucent, ghostlike creature, his appearance more birdlike than the other aliens’ insectness. He had an eagle’s eyes and beak and long talons on his hands, and his back sported a set of stubby wings that looked more decorative than practical.
Another alien.
Toby stared at the image, his mind swirling, his imaginary heart rate going suddenly faster. Lost midway to the Pathmaker, his body gone, and now he’d seen not just three but four alien creatures, one of which was standing directly in front of him. One emotional hammerblow after another.
This new alien wasn’t alone either. Now that Toby knew how to properly focus, he could see nine similar creatures standing a few feet back from him.
Not just standing, but moving toward him.
A surge of sudden fear washed over him. Reflexively, he backed away.
And toppled over the chasm’s edge.
The wall seemed to grab his astral form, dragging him downward. He hit the swirling chaos at the bottom, floundering for a moment as if he’d been caught in white water rapids—
He found himself back where he’d started, standing on the edge of the floor with the chasm behind him and the bird aliens in front of him. Do not, the words again came in his mind. It will serve you not. The alien in front lifted his hands and touched the taloned fingertips to each other. I am Irion Xuup Yaakunaj. Speak to me as Irion. What name are you?
It took Toby another couple of seconds to scrape together some semblance of mental balance. The creature’s appearance was intimidating, but so far he wasn’t making any threatening moves. His fingertip gesture in particular looked like it might be their species’ equivalent of a handshake or polite bow. I’m Toby Collier, he said cautiously.
Or maybe he just thought the words. Under the current circumstances, there might not be any real difference between the two. Call me Toby, he continued, touching his own fingertips together.
What species are you?
I’m a human. And you’re a—?
He broke off, catching his imaginary breath. Were they talking together in English?
No, of course not. This had to be some kind of direct astral-to-astral communication that he was merely hearing as English.
The FarJump project had run thousands of simulations, trial runs, and field tests. But somehow, the question of communication between astrals hadn’t occurred to anyone.
I am a Hyfisk, Irion said. We have not seen your like before. Are you new to the stars?
Mostly, Toby said. We’re just beginning to leave our homeworld. Where are we?
In one of the Overmasters’ traps. What is your method of travel?
What kind of trap? Toby asked. Who are the Overmasters?
What is your method of travel?
Toby scowled. He had questions that he desperately needed answers to. Couldn’t Irion see that?
But clearly the alien and his friends had a few questions of their own. And after all, they were here first.
Besides, as Toby’s mind slowly caught up with him, he realized that the chance to talk shop with an alien was an incredible opportunity. We’ve sent three probe ships across interstellar distances using something we call the FarJump device, he told Irion. It’s a system that sends matter instantly across space without traveling the distance between—
Yes; a hyperspace catapult, Irion interrupted. That is how most beings travel the stars.
Oh, Toby said lamely, feeling embarrassed and more than a little stupid. He’d somehow assumed FarJump was a uniquely human creation. He should have known better. Yes, of course they do. Anyway, nothing living can travel along with the ship, so we have to—
You must send your consciousness across the void and then meld with your ship, Irion again cut him off. And it is not merely living beings that cannot abide the catapult’s trauma, but all sapient consciousnesses. His ghostly hand waved at his ghostly body. As you can see. Do your people know of any other means of long-distance travel?
No, Toby said. There are theories, but we’re a long way from even having the physics nailed down, let alone any of the engineering.
For a moment Irion gazed down at him along his beak. Then his ghostly image stirred. Forgive my eagerness, he said. I had hoped alien minds might have conceived alien technology. With such, we might have been able to find a way of escaping this place.
Sorry, Toby said. How long have you been here?
Too long, Irion said, a new grimness in his tone. And it is urgent that we escape. One of our colony worlds is under attack, and we have been sent to activate a warship that was secretly catapulted behind the enemy’s attack force. Instead, we were caught and imprisoned here. If we are unable to fulfill our mission, that world may join the three others that have already been lost in this war.
The tension and fear that had been waning as Toby became accustomed to Irion’s appearance was starting to come back. So he was stuck here with some prisoners of war? Are the Overmasters on your enemies’ side?
I do not know whether they are on any side but their own, Irion said. They set traps to capture consciousnesses for information, or for amusement, or perhaps for spite. Their true motivations are still unknown.
Toby winced. So they were prisoners of war, but only by accident? Offhand, he couldn’t decide which scenario sounded worse.
Actually, what sounded worse was Irion’s comment about capturing people for information. So what happens now? he asked, trying to keep his mental voice steady. Do they send someone to interrogate us, or move us to a more permanent facility, or maybe do a prisoner exchange?
If they are sufficiently intrigued by you, they may send an interrogator, Irion said. But they will not send one for us. The Overmasters have already learned all they wish about my people. He opened his beak, snapped it silently closed again. Nor will there be release or exchange. The only escape that is offered to us is death.
Toby’s tumbling images of interrogators and torture machines froze in their tracks. What do you mean?
When my body lying at distant rest dies, only then will my consciousness be freed.
Toby stared, a chill running through him. Cocooned snugly in the Janus pod, his body could be kept alive indefinitely. Did that mean he would be in this place for the long decades until he finally died of old age? Or until the Overmasters decided to do something with him?
Or until Director Weiss concluded his astral had been permanently lost and unhooked his body from life support?
Sternly, he forced back the rising panic. This trap had been built by living, presumably mortal beings. Anything that could be built could be dismantled, bypassed, or destroyed. Let’s try for something a little less drastic than death, okay? he said. Our plan A should be for us to find another way out.
Irion snapped his beak again. There is none. We have searched. He turned away.
Wait a second, Toby called after him. That’s it? You’re just giving up? What kind of soldier are you?
Irion spun back to face him. Do you question our loyalty? he demanded.
No, no, of course not, Toby said hastily as the other alien ghosts gathered around him. He had no idea if their disembodied astrals could hurt his, but he had no interest in finding out the hard way. I merely question whether Hyfisks admit defeat this easily.
Even the most dedicated soldier recognizes when he is outmatched.
I guess I’m not that kind of soldier, then, Toby said. Tell me everything you know about this trap. He paused. Please?
Again, Irion seemed to study him. Then, he made a gesture and the other ghostly images backed away. The gap you fell into we name the moat. It keeps us within the trap.
Toby looked around. The room was reasonably big, but interstellar space was a hell of a lot bigger. How could something this small have grabbed me out of my path?
This room is just the physical trap, Irion said. The trigger lines that activate it and draw in consciousnesses extend much farther outward.
How much farther?
They reach in all directions around this facility for a distance of . . . He paused, as if doing a silent calculation. Two of these followed by seventeen zeros. He held up one arm and indicated the distance between elbow and talon tips.
Toby’s nonexistent eyes narrowed in concentration. Assuming Irion’s image was full size, then the Hyfisk’s cubit looked to be about half a meter long. Two times ten to the seventeenth cubits would be ten to the seventeenth meters . . .
He winced. Unless he’d screwed up the decimal point, the trigger lines stretched out a distance of about ten light-years. If Irion’s number was the trap’s radius, that meant the lines marked a sphere twenty light-years across.
And at that size, it would have had a much better chance of snatching Toby off his original path. Got it, he said. How do the trigger lines work? Is it like a spider sitting in the middle of its web and reacting when something hits it—whoa! He twitched as the iguana cat suddenly appeared in the doorway. The animal looked around, focused on him, and charged. Look out—here it comes!
Don’t fear, Irion said with an edge of disdain. That is merely the child’s pet. It cannot harm you.
Sure, Toby said warily, watching as the animal came closer. It reached a spot a couple of feet away, then crouched and leaped straight toward him—
And landed harmlessly on the floor.
Toby huffed out an imaginary breath of relief as the animal, its self-appointed mission completed, settled down and began cleaning itself with a long, corrugated tongue. It can see us but not touch us, Irion explained. Its attempts to attack intriguing newcomers alert our captors that the trap has been activated.
Toby nodded. They would certainly have other, more high-tech ways of logging in new prisoners, but probably none as entertaining. He’d seen friends’ cats take it upon themselves to tear around the house, and it was always amusing to watch. Do you think I’m intriguing enough for the Overmasters to come and interrogate me?
Unlikely, Irion said. A group like ours suggests soldiers. A single arrival like yours suggests an explorer. The Overmasters are more interested in gaining and selling information about soldiers.
I understand, Toby said, trying to decide whether that was good or bad. The idea of being hauled away for torture still terrified him, but the thought of spending the rest of his life here wasn’t much better.
He frowned, focusing on the iguana cat. There was something nagging at the back of his mind. Something that he or Irion had said earlier?
Come, Irion said, waving toward the silent Hyfisks behind him. We will be together for a long time. I will introduce you to the others of my squad.

“Daddy?”
Porpou looked up. Ibbi was standing in his office doorway, Bisqitty’s favorite drone-chase toy hanging loosely in her hand. The ursk itself was pressed against the girl’s leg, showing the twitchiness of a pet who’s had her playtime unfairly interrupted. “Yes?”
“Can I ask something?”
Porpou frowned. Ibbi’s face was unusually solemn, her wigglers almost motionless. “Of course,” he said. “What is it?”
“Is all our money gone?”
The question was so unexpected that for a moment Porpou had to lock down his own wigglers to stop them from reacting. “Of course not, honey,” he assured his daughter. “We’re fine. Why would you ask such a thing?”
“I heard you and Mommy talking,” Ibbi said, fiddling with the drone. “She sounded worried.”
“One of your mom’s jobs is to worry about things,” Porpou said, trying to put some lightness into his tone. He’d had no idea Ibbi had been listening in on that conversation. “But we’re fine. The Overmasters pay for every visitor we catch, remember, and there’s no reason why that number would go down.”
“But what if it does?”
“Then we’ll find a way to make do,” he said. “We always have, and we always will.”
“Okay,” Ibbi said, not sounding convinced. “You’re sure it’s okay?”
“I’m sure,” Porpou said firmly. “And just like it’s Mom’s job to worry, it’s your job to make sure Bisqitty gets her exercise. So shake your wigglers out of here.”
“Okay.” Ibbi gave him a tentative smile and walked away, Bisqitty trotting along at her side.
Porpou watched her go, his own smile fading. True, there was no reason why the number of visitors would go down.
But the fact was that the number was decreasing. Either the Hyfisks had figured out where this trap was located and had found a way to avoid it, or the war was going so badly for them that they couldn’t send as many soldiers as they once did.
Which would be a shame. He didn’t know much about the Hyfisks, but he knew a little about their enemies, and of their strength and ferocity. He would hate for the Hyfisks to be destroyed.
But that was their problem. His family’s finances were his. Sighing to himself, he returned to his report.

Human astrals, Toby quickly learned, didn’t sleep. Neither did they get hungry or thirsty. Add in the lack of anything to read or touch, and it should have been a recipe for extreme boredom.
In this case, it was anything but.
For the Hyfisks, of course, contact with a new species was clearly nothing new. For Toby, the chance to sit and talk with—or, more importantly, to listen to—a group of aliens was a big part of why he’d joined the FarJump project in the first place.
At first, the Hyfisks seemed reluctant to interact with the newcomer, their preoccupation with their war overshadowing every thought and conversation. But Toby persisted, and gradually they began to open up.
At first it was just the basics: who the Hyfisks were, what their culture was like, a little about their history. Toby responded with some details of human society and history, but also added his personal excitement with the creation of the FarJump hyperspace catapult. That seemed to induce a few of the Hyfisks into offering more personal details about their own lives, even including their hopes, dreams, and fears. It wasn’t long before all of them were conversing like actual friends, discussing families, work, and hobbies.
He did notice, though, that all details about tactics, weaponry, and military training were conspicuous by their absence. Which only made sense, of course. If the old Earth maxim loose lips sink ships wasn’t a universal wartime warning, it ought to be.
It was on the tenth day when they reached what Irion told him was the pinnacle of Hyfisk intimacy. Gathered in a circle in the center of the trap room, each of them shared in turn an old ballad that had particular personal significance to the singer.
The musical structure of Hyfisk songs was strange to Toby’s ear, the rhythm and rhyme schemes in his internal English translation didn’t really mesh, and the references to unfamiliar people and historical events obscured much of the ballads’ meaning. But despite all that, the experience was both fascinating and enlightening. When it was his turn, he sang an old folk song about The Golden Vanity, the saga of a brave cabin boy who sinks an enemy ship by drilling a few small holes in its hull.
He wasn’t sure why he’d chosen that particular song, nor could he tell whether the Hyfisks really understood it. Still, they all said they enjoyed it.
And between his social interactions, Toby spent his time gathering every bit of information he could about their prison.
He saw the two adult jailers occasionally, usually when one of them checked something in the cabinet that Irion said held the trap’s readouts and equipment modules. The child and the iguana cat were more frequent visitors, the two of them spending at least an hour every day playing together with a set of what looked like programmable mouse toys and a flying drone the child could send swooping over the bounding animal. Usually the child kept the drone out of its reach, but a couple of times it allowed the toy to dip low enough for the leaping animal to catch it, at which point the iguana cat got an airborne ride around the room before the child set it and the drone back on the floor. Watching the animal hanging by its teeth made Toby’s jaws ache, but the iguana cat seemed to enjoy it.
There was a clock of sorts in the trap room, and once Irion had taught Toby how to read it, he saw that some of the child’s play sessions were fairly rigidly scheduled, while others were more randomly scattered throughout the day.
He also spent a great deal of time checking every inch of the moat. Whatever direction he went—up, down, or sideways—the chasm always opened up in front of him, uniformly solid and without a single gap anywhere. Jumping over it didn’t work, nor did stretching, rolling, or falling. Everything he tried merely sent him tumbling down the slope and back into the trap room. He enlisted the Hyfisks’ aid, first trying to form everyone into a living bridge, then trying a sort of linked-hands catapult to provide extra power and distance to Toby’s own leaps. Aside from demonstrating the intriguing range of pseudo-physical interactions that were possible between his astral and theirs, those efforts also came to nothing.
The worst part was that with each failure, Irion and the others retreated a little further into their quiet defeatism, and Toby could feel that same despair tugging at him. If he didn’t escape soon, how long before Weiss moved on to the next tech or scientist in line and tried again, stranding another human here?
But even as he thought and experimented and failed, something still prodded at the back of his mind. Something Irion had said, a comment Toby had failed to follow up on.
It was on the thirteenth day of his imprisonment that he finally remembered.

When we first met, you talked about activating your ship, he reminded Irion as they watched the iguana cat make a particularly dramatic leap toward the waggling drone the child was currently keeping just out of its reach. How do you do that?
By melding our consciousnesses with the mechanisms, of course, Irion said. Would you think to control a ship like this? He gestured to his astral form. It is the only way.
Actually, it’s not, Toby said. You can also grow a replicate aboard the destination ship and send a person’s consciousness to meld with it. My question was—
What is a replicate?
A molecular-level copy of the traveler’s original body, Toby explained. Though they have to be grown nonsentient or the astral has trouble when he tries to meld.
This is not simply theoretical? You can in fact create these replicates?
Yes, Toby said. That was where I was going when the trap got me. You can’t create clones of your own?
We have tried, Irion said, gazing down his beak at Toby. We have never succeeded to such a level. You’ve done this melding? You yourself have in fact done it?
Yes, sixteen times, Toby said. Never across interstellar distances, but three times across our solar system.
The ability to bring persons directly aboard a ship would be a tremendous advance, Irion said with cautious excitement. Can you teach us the technique?
You mean teach you how to create the replicate, or teach you how to meld with it? Toby asked. Never mind—I can’t do either.
But if we were to meet in true life? Irion pressed. Aboard one of our ships, perhaps? Your replicate and our shipborne? Could you teach us then?
Sorry, but I don’t have that particular expertise, Toby said. You’d need to talk with some of our biotechs, which would mean a lot of new training and a whole lot of new replicates at the far end. But theoretically, I don’t see why it couldn’t be done. But that’s a conversation for later. Here’s my question.
He gestured to the iguana cat, which had now abandoned its attack on the drone and was trying to chase down two of the robotic mice. You say you can meld with your ship. Could you meld with other electronics? The ones in that drone, maybe?
In such a way as to command its operation? Irion eyed the device, which was currently tracing out lazy circles around the center of the room. It may be possible. Do you suggest it would take us safely past the moat?
I think it’s worth a try, Toby said. The drone definitely travels across the boundary without a problem. If you’re melded with it, maybe it would take you across too.
Perhaps, Irion said, his talons rubbing thoughtfully against each other. But it contains alien electronics within an alien matrix. It would be dangerous to attempt while the device was in motion. Doubly so while under the child’s control.
That makes sense, Toby said, his initial excitement waning. At no time during his long imprisonment here had he seen the child abandon the drone where the Hyfisks could reach it. Have you ever seen the drone left here unattended? Maybe at bedtime or mealtimes?
No. The child always takes the pet and devices away whenever it leaves. Irion paused. However, I have seen the pet come in alone on occasion.
Does it ever bring the drone? Or even one of those robot mice?
Not that I’ve witnessed. But the pet does sometimes come alone.
Yes, I got that, Toby said. But if it doesn’t bring the drone— He broke off. Was Irion suggesting . . . ? Are you saying I should try to meld with the pet?
Why not? You have said you can meld with living beings.
I’ve said I can meld with an exact copy of my own body, Toby corrected a little too tartly. The idea of trying something so utterly outlandish . . . A mindless copy, at that, he added.
It would be challenging, Irion agreed. Yet is not the thought worth exploration?
Toby chewed at his lip. Okay, so it was outlandish. So was traveling across the stars as a disembodied astral. I suppose I can try, he said reluctantly, eyeing the animal. But like you and the drone, it has to be when the pet is alone. I don’t dare try it with the child watching.
Agreed, Irion said. This evening, then, during their latemeal.
If it happens to wander by, Toby warned.
It will, Irion assured him. We will make sure of it.

Toby had wondered how Irion was going to lure the iguana cat into the trap room. He quickly found out.
He knew the animal could see him and the other astrals. Apparently, it could also hear them.
It wasn’t much of a ruckus, really, certainly not compared to some of the parties Toby had been to in college. But it was loud enough, or at least intriguing enough, to lure the iguana cat from wherever it had settled down during the aliens’ latemeal.
It spent the first couple of minutes of its visit bounding around and pouncing on insubstantial Hyfisks like an Earth cat attacking shadows. Toby waited until it stopped for a break, then slid up behind it and slipped inside its body.
Or rather, tried to. His sixteen successful meldings with replicates had been like learning to put on a clingy scuba wetsuit. This was more like trying to get into medieval armor whose sleeves were too long, whose chest and waist were too small, which had three legs instead of two, and which was already occupied. Nothing was familiar, nothing seemed to fit, and the animal’s own limited sentience acted as a constantly changing background buzz. He fell back out—assuming he was ever really in—and tried again. And again. And again.
He was bracing himself for another try when the animal abandoned its game, trotted over the moat, and disappeared out the doorway.
I must have spooked it, Toby said, staring after the animal and fighting back his frustration.
Still, he shouldn’t have expected it to be easy. Back on Earth it had taken him thirty tries to figure out how to leave his body, and another twenty to learn how to meld with a replicate. He would just have to keep at it until he found the right technique.
The crucial question was whether he could do so before the iguana cat lost interest in this particular game. There might soon come a time when no amount of shouting or whooping from the Hyfisks could lure it back.
No, I don’t think it was bothered, Irion said. I think it more likely the child called it away. There will be other opportunities.
That may not matter, Toby warned. I couldn’t get in. I couldn’t even figure out how to get in.
You said before that your replicate needed to be nonsentient, Irion reminded him. Maybe—?
No, Toby cut him off.
It may be the key.
No, Toby repeated more firmly. It’s an innocent animal and someone’s pet, and we’re not hurting it. I just have to keep trying.
For a moment Irion was silent. Perhaps you should consider finding a new method of attack.
Such as?
Instead of attempting to meld with the animal as you would a replicate, perhaps you should try to ride it.
Toby frowned. Ride it?
Like a beast of traverse, Irion said. Do you not have such animals?
Yes, we have a few, Toby said, his mind racing. He hadn’t even thought of that approach.
But he should have. His early attempts to meld with the replicates had been what the instructors called superficial or skin deep. He’d quickly learned how to move past that stage, but he remembered Weiss commenting at the time that it was like Toby was trying to ride the other body instead of melding with it.
I do not know if such a melding is possible, Irion continued. But it may be worth the attempt.
Absolutely, Toby agreed. See if you can get it back.
Not now, Irion said. We do not wish to tire the creature, nor arouse suspicions in its owner. We shall make the attempt tomorrow. Earlier in the day, perhaps, during the midmeal.
All right, Toby said reluctantly. He hated to put it off, but Irion was right. Especially since it would give him time to think things through, to remember what those early melding attempts had felt like and how they might need to be altered for the iguana cat.
Plus it would be a good way to fill some of these long hours. Especially since he’d already run through all the ballads he could remember.

The new day had come. The two jailers went about their business. The child and its pet played in the trap room and then left. Later, the clock indicated the midmeal had begun.
It was time.
The iguana cat was slower to respond to the Hyfisks’ noise this time, and for a bad few minutes Toby wondered if it had indeed lost interest in this game. But then it was there, trotting across the floor toward them. Prepare yourself, Irion said.
Right, Toby said. He’d run the memories, the variants, the mental simulations. He was as ready as he would ever be. The iguana cat pounced on Irion and paused as if studying its insubstantial prey.
Toby leaped.
He’d expected it to be like jumping on a horse. Instead, it was like jumping on a cat. His arms and legs felt like they were wrapping around the animal’s body, stretching out awkwardly along its shorter limbs. He pulled himself close as if he was a normal person trying to hug a normal cat or dog.
The iguana cat twitched, maybe feeling his presence. Its skin seemed to contract, then expand around Toby as if it was trying to hug him back. It gave a final violent twitch—
Toby caught his breath. He was there, right inside the outer layers of skin. Not melded, but fully and genuinely riding the animal. I’m here, he called, hardly daring to believe it had worked. Irion?
I hear, Irion called back. Can you pass the moat?
I’ll try.
Riding the iguana cat was one thing. Getting it to obey his commands was an entirely different challenge. He leaned to his left, hoping to subtly nudge the animal in that direction. It gave a violent twitch and then looked back over its shoulder, maybe wondering who this intruder was and why it couldn’t shake him off. Toby leaned again, a little harder, and with a sudden bound the iguana cat headed that direction.
Ahead to his left, the moat appeared. Toby held his breath, leaning his mount toward it. The animal crossed the edge, padding over it without any hint of resistance.
Apparently Toby had been leaning a little too hard. As they started to cross the moat’s far edge, he lost his grip and tumbled into the abyss.
Irion was waiting as he reemerged in the trap room. What happened?
I fell off, Toby said. Call it back and let me try again.
Irion gestured to the other Hyfisks, who launched into another round of noise and talon waving. Toby watched as the iguana cat warily moved back into range, then once again leaped onto the animal’s back and limbs.
It twitched again, harder this time. But Toby was ready, and hung on. He waited, determined to let it cross the moat on its own this time instead of trying to drive it and possibly again losing his grip. The animal started to wander back toward the doorway . . . the moat appeared in front of it . . . passed beneath it . . . disappeared behind it.
And Toby was still there.
He gripped the animal tightly, a sense of euphoria flowing over him. Granted, it was only the first of many steps still ahead, but he’d already made it farther than he’d expected.
He seemed to hear an echo of a word in his mind—Bisqitty?—and the iguana cat abruptly took off across the floor. It ran through the doorway into what seemed to be one of the residential sections of the building, down a short corridor, and into what appeared to be an office.
It was a small room, cramped and cluttered, the side walls lined with shelves holding papers, electronics, and other odds and ends. Not a particularly elegant place, certainly not to human eyes.
But the view out the window in the wall behind the desk more than made up for it. Beyond the glass was a panorama of bright stars set against an utterly black background. Not the kind of night sky visible through the atmosphere of a planetary surface, but the kind that could only be seen from deep space or an airless moon.
Toby had assumed his prison was situated on a normal world. Now, he realized that he and the Hyfisks were somewhere far more remote. Maybe even totally isolated, something like an Overmaster’s version of a lighthouse.
The alien child was standing in front of the office desk, facing the larger of the two adults, in the midst of a conversation.
Toby frowned. He could hear the Hyfisks’ speech as English. Why couldn’t he understand their jailers’ the same way?
Especially since he was currently riding an animal with a full set of real ears and a familiarity with its owners’ language. He leaned in a little harder . . .
And then, there it was. Distant, echoey, strangely singsong, but mostly understandable.
“—gave it to you,” the adult said, gesturing to something on the desk. “She wants you to have something nice.”
“But you and Mommy need it,” the child said, its voice both hesitant and insistent.
“We’re fine,” the adult insisted in return. “Really we are.”
“But—”
It was none of Toby’s business. Absolutely none. But he had the sense that this confrontation was important, and he was clearly only getting part of the story. Maybe if he could see what the child was pointing to?
It was risky. It was also stupid. But he was an engineer, and curiosity came with the territory. Cautiously, he leaned upward, moving as far against the iguana cat’s skin as he safely could. He tried again.
This time the animal got the message. Gathering its feet beneath it, it leaped up onto the desk.
Lying on the surface midway between the two adults were about a dozen inch-wide disks, some triangle shaped, others square, others pentagonal. Beside the disks was a small cloth pouch, its flap open. “Please?” the child said, trying to push the disks toward the adult.
“We’ll be all right,” the adult said, gently but firmly pushing them back. “Really, Ibbi. If we need your money, I promise we’ll ask. Remember, every time a visitor arrives, we get a payment.”
“But Mommy said they might stop coming.”
“Well, in that case, we’d just have to move,” the adult said. “I know you like being here, but we can find something else.”
He gathered the disks together and returned them to the pouch, then gently took the child’s hand and placed the pouch into it. “All right,” the child said reluctantly. “You promise?”
“I promise,” the adult said. “You and Bisqitty go play now.”
“All right.” The child turned toward the door. “Bisqitty?” it called over its shoulder.
In response, the iguana cat hopped off the desk and padded out of the room at the child’s side.
Toby held on, trying to decide what to do. If passing the moat had indeed gotten him clear of the trap, letting go of Bisqitty now would presumably send him either on to the Pathmaker or back to Earth. He and Irion had briefly discussed the possibilities, and the Hyfisk had told him that if the opportunity for escape arose, he should take it. At the time, Toby had agreed.
But with freedom possibly now within his reach, Toby was having second thoughts. He couldn’t just abandon the Hyfisks, not after getting to know them the way he had. Especially not after it was Irion who’d given him the key to this escape route in the first place.
Even more especially since Toby had the germ of an idea that might free all of them.
So; new plan. He would wait until he was close enough to the moat to tell Irion he was leaving but would be back. He could only hope the child and Bisqitty would have another playtime before he lost his grip.
He needn’t have worried. The child headed to another room, this one looking like its bedroom. It put the pouch in a drawer, picked up the drone from the top of a child-size desk, and headed toward the trap room. They were nearly to the doorway when Toby decided it was time. Irion! he called.
Bisqitty jerked violently in reaction, nearly throwing him off. He winced, silently cursing his carelessness. He’d momentarily forgotten the iguana cat could hear the astrals, and he’d basically just shouted in its ear. Irion?
I am here, Irion called back. We thought you had left.
Not yet, but I’m about to try, Toby said. If my plan fails, I’ll be back with you in a few seconds. If it succeeds, I’ll be gone. But I’ll come back, and we’ll figure out together how to get you out too.
As you choose, Irion said, his voice studiously neutral. Hopeful that the plan would succeed, Toby guessed, but doubtful that Toby would return if it did. May fortune be with you.
Thank you. See you soon.
Bisqitty and the child were nearing the edge of the moat. Crossing his fingers, Toby let go.
His earlier arrival into the trap had been instantaneous. The outward trip felt much longer, lasting at least several minutes. Long enough, in fact, for his cautious hope to fade and his engineer’s brain to kick in. It was hard to tell in the nothingness around him, but he had the sensation that he was running in a straight radial outward from the prison. Possibly traveling along one of the trigger lines Irion had talked about?
He was wondering if he was simply taking the long way back into the trap when the universe vanished and he opened his eyes to find himself in his Pathmaker replicate.

The protocol for disengaging from the Janus pod’s straps and etherics was reasonably straightforward. He worked his way carefully through the process, removing each of the tubes and sensors in its proper turn, reveling in the sensation of having a body again. The sights, sounds, and tactile sensations blazed through him like floodlights after the delicate firefly-level lighting he’d experienced in his astral form. Like a three-course meal after a diet of stale bread and cheese.
More than once along the way, he forced himself to remember that he’d promised to return to Irion and the others if he could. To deliberately give up the full sensation of life again, for however long it took to free them.
It was probably a good thing, he reflected, that one didn’t always know up front what a promise was going to cost.
Half an hour later he was in the communications room, running down the problem with the burst signaler. The obvious cause, as he’d anticipated, was a popped circuit breaker. He replaced it and started the signaler’s activation sequence. By the time it was ready, he’d figured out what he was going to say.
“This is Toby Collier, calling from the Pathmaker,” he said into the microphone. “This message is late because my astral hit an alien prison along the way, dumping me in a room with a group of similarly trapped alien astrals. They call themselves the Hyfisks, and say they were on their way to one of their ships to defend a colony world against an unidentified enemy. They don’t have our replicate technology, but instead use a system where their astrals can meld with and control electronic equipment.
“They seemed astonished by our system and eager to learn how to do it. I assume we’re equally interested in learning theirs. I don’t know how we can communicate or share tech secrets with them, but it’s something we need to start thinking about.
“As to their war, without any knowledge of the political landscape, I don’t know whether they’re the good guys or the bad guys. I’ve got an idea of how to maybe get a better handle on that when I go back, which I’ll do as soon as I’m sure the signaler is fully functional.
“Meanwhile, don’t send anyone else out here. Matter of fact, you probably shouldn’t send anyone to any of our ships. There may be more of these traps around, and we don’t want anyone else getting caught. And for God’s sake, keep my body alive.
“If all goes well, I’ll be back on Earth in a few hours or days. Message ends.”
He signed off and checked the readouts. The signaler had managed to stay functional all the way through the message, but as he watched, the same breaker popped again, indicating the underlying problem was somewhere upstream. Collecting a tool kit and system sensor from one of the supply drawers, still savoring the sensation of having hands and eyes again, he got to work.

It took him half an hour to find the problem, and another three hours to swap out the faulty components. After that came a full diagnostic to confirm that the system was once again stable, and a general check of the rest of the Pathmaker’s systems just to be on the safe side.
And then it was time to go back.
He strapped himself into the Janus pod, uncomfortably aware that it was only an assumption that unmelding from the replicate and heading back toward Earth along the same vector would drop him into the same trap. If he instead ended up elsewhere with a different group of aliens—or worse, found himself completely alone—he would be in serious trouble. The indicators went green and he once again entered the astral trance. He left the Pathmaker—
You have returned, Irion said.
As I said I would, Toby reminded him. Let’s get to it. Do you know anything about the trap’s mechanism? Specifically, do you know any way to damage it?
We may. Irion waved toward the wall cabinet. But the equipment is outside the moat and beyond our reach.
What if I could get you there? Could you do something to it then?
A sense of expectation seemed to run through the room. Perhaps, Irion said cautiously. Cinosk? He beckoned to the Hyfisk who’d been first introduced to Toby as their chief electronics expert.
I believe it would be possible, Cinosk said. If I can be brought to it and given tools I can use in this form—he gestured at his ghostly body—I can destroy it.
That’s good, Toby said. But I don’t want it destroyed. I just want it damaged.
Why not destroyed? Cinosk asked suspiciously. Are you an agent of the Overmasters, sent to block our efforts?
Of course not, Toby insisted, stifling a flash of exasperation. The human-spy theory had been an early suspicion among some of the Hyfisks, one that Toby thought had been put to rest. Clearly, it hadn’t died out completely. If I was a spy, why would I have come back?
Perhaps to do more of their bidding.
This has nothing to do with the Overmasters, he insisted, shifting his attention to Irion. He’d told Earth he might be able to get a better feel for the ethos of these people. Offering them an ethical dilemma might be his one chance to do so. I want it still functional, because it seems to be the only source of income for the three aliens who live here.
You would have us sacrifice ourselves for three alien beings? Cinosk demanded, momentarily sounding more confused than suspicious.
Not at all, Toby assured him. What I’m hoping to do is engineer a small crack in the moat. A few hours ago, I was able to follow what I think might have been one of the trigger lines out of the trap’s range. If you can make an opening in the moat big enough for you and the others to follow, but not big enough for the aliens to spot and repair, you should be able to escape this place and continue on to your ship.
You hope a great deal, Cinosk said darkly. You truly believe such is possible?
Remember the ballad of The Golden Vanity and the cabin attendant? Toby asked. Sometimes a small action can bring about a much bigger result.
Cinosk hesitated, but then clapped his beak in refusal. No—we cannot risk it. Destruction is easier and safer. That is what we shall do.
Toby braced himself. This was it. All right, he said. If you deem it necessary, that’s what we’ll do.
Irion stirred. You do not argue your point further?
I’m not at risk, Toby pointed out. Not in the same way you are. If your people’s survival requires others to pay a price, I accept your judgment.
For a long moment Irion gazed at Toby in silence. Yet your words hold both wisdom and mercy, he said at last. Very well. If we can escape this place without harming innocents, we shall do so.
Commander! Cinosk protested.
I have spoken, Irion said, gazing hard at the other. Do you contend my decision?
For a moment, Toby thought Cinosk was going to take him up on the offer. Then, the other Hyfisk lowered his eyes and beak. I do not.
Irion turned back to Toby. When?
Tonight, Toby said. So Irion wasn’t willing to sacrifice innocents for no reason. That was what he’d been hoping to see.
Of course, the Hyfisk might be lying in order to make sure he had Toby’s full cooperation. But at least it was a start.
Now, it was up to him to make sure Irion didn’t have cause to change his mind. When the aliens are asleep, call the iguana cat. He smiled to himself. Call Bisqitty.

The sleep period arrived. Toby waited another hour, just to be sure, then gave Irion the go-ahead.
It took extra noise to rouse Bisqitty from its own slumber and persuade it to see what was happening in the trap room. But eventually, the animal padded its way in.
It was getting ever easier, Toby reflected, to connect with the iguana cat. This time, it was nearly as straightforward as climbing onto a stationary pony. Of course, Bisqitty’s half-asleep condition might account for some of that. Back in a few minutes, he told the Hyfisks. Be ready.
So far in Toby’s limited journeys, he hadn’t spotted any of the tools Cinosk had asked for. Fortunately, with no one awake to wonder at the pet’s behavior, he could risk taking a more roundabout trip.
Both the dining room and the entertainment room were small and cramped, with much the same feel as the office and bedroom he’d already seen. Small wonder the child chose the much larger expanse of the trap room in which to play with its pet. He was able to nudge open a couple of the kitchen drawers, but didn’t see anything inside that would be useful. Just off the kitchen was a narrow storage closet, but the door was closed and the latch was too high for Bisqitty to jump to.
There was more of the building that could be explored, including rooms, cabinets, and drawers that must certainly have tools. But time was at a premium. With a final look at the starscape through the entertainment room window, he headed to the small bedroom.
The child was lying silently under a mound of colorful blankets, its breathing slow and steady as Toby maneuvered Bisqitty to the desk. A couple of gentle urgings, and the animal jumped gracefully up onto the surface. Toby lined up its head with the drone, and with some more prompting got it to clamp its jaws around the edge of the toy. A hop back to the floor, and they returned to the trap room.
Here, he said as he brought Bisqitty to a halt in the middle of the assembled Hyfisks. Cinosk, see what it will take for you to meld with the electronics in the drone. Once you’re aboard, you’ll need to figure out how to fly over to the equipment cabinet.
I told you I would need tools, Cinosk reminded him, moving around the drone in a way that reminded Toby of someone trying to make friends with a strange dog. Where are they?
Afraid I couldn’t find anything, Toby said. With a little effort, he got Bisqitty to lift one of its front paws and extend its claws. You think these will do?
I do not know. Cinosk peered at the claws. We can but try.
I can go hunt some more if you’d like, Toby offered. They have to have tools around here somewhere.
There is no time, Irion declared. I have seen Cinosk do more with less. Are you ready?
I am, Cinosk said, gesturing toward their target cabinet. Yet the cabinet is a long distance above the floor. Can the animal jump that high?
Probably not, Toby said. But we’ve seen that the drone can carry its weight. You’ll have to play transport.
What do you wish from the rest of us? Irion asked.
Spread out and watch the moat, Toby said. If we open a crack, we’ll want to know right away. Cinosk?
Stand ready, Cinosk said. Abruptly, his image flattened and compressed and disappeared into the drone.
For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the blades began to turn, quickly accelerating to lifting speed. Do we go?
Toby double-checked that Bisqitty’s jaws were still locked around the drone. Yes.
The drone’s motors sped up, and the device lifted tentatively from the floor. Toby held on as he and Bisqitty rose along with it. Cinosk moved upward . . . angled across toward the wall . . . hesitated a moment as they reached the moat . . .
And then they were across. I did not truly believe this would work, Cinosk admitted as he headed toward the cabinet. You said you call yourselves humans?
Yes, Toby said, feeling a flicker of pride. And not just for himself, but for all of humanity. Standing head-to-head with the Hyfisks’ greater experience and technical knowledge, he’d found a way to earn their respect.
They were within reach of the cabinet release now. Carefully, he reached one of Bisqitty’s paws across the gap to the mechanism and popped the latch. Humans. Cinosk repeated the name thoughtfully. You are worth further study.
As are you, Toby said. Ease out a little so I can pull this cover back.
A moment later, the cover was open, the control mechanism fully laid out in front of them. You see those three fasteners on the underside of the display plate? Cinosk asked. Loosen them.
Got it, Toby said, studying the connectors. They looked to be simple pressure-locked pins. Reaching out with one of Bisqitty’s paws, he had the animal extend a claw and pop the pin. Cinosk moved the drone in range of the second, then the third, then eased the drone’s edge beneath the plate and swung it ninety degrees upward into a locked position.
Two more sets of pins and two more swinging panels later, they reached the heart of the mechanism.
What do you see? Irion called.
We are in view of the control array, Cinosk reported. There is a wire lattice behind the displays that is similar to a Hyfisk back-scan sequencer. I believe it to be the activator.
Toby peered into the opening. There was a neat row of maybe two hundred hair-thin wires back there, set vertically into a solid black substrate. He could see at least two similar arrays behind the first, with possibly more behind them. Are they what control the trigger lines? he asked.
I believe so, Cinosk said. The arrangement is similar to a standard trip-catch layout, with each wire connected to a trigger line. When two or more lines are crossed in rapid succession, the trap activates.
Got it, Toby said. I’m thinking that’s why I was able to travel along a single trigger line without getting yanked back in.
Agreed. You never crossed any of the others, so there was no activation.
Good to know, Toby said. What happens if we puncture one of the wires? Not cut it all the way through, but just puncture it?
That is indeed our best approach, Cinosk said. Commander?
We are monitoring the moat, Irion said. It is to you now, Toby. Proceed.
Toby nodded, feeling a fresh layer of tension. Getting back there and puncturing a single line was going to be way more delicate than popping a few fasteners. Bracing himself, he took control of the iguana cat’s paw and leaned it in toward the array.
The ship’s cabin attendant and his drill, Cinosk said thoughtfully. Did you sing that song with this end in mind?
Not really, Toby said. Actually, not at all. But sometimes the lower layers of human minds work through a problem faster than the upper layers. Maybe my choosing that song was a manifestation of that effect.
Interesting, Cinosk said. You are definitely worth further study.
Thanks.
Lining up the claw took longer than it should have, partly because Toby was still learning how to manipulate Bisqitty, partly because of the nervous recognition that he needed to get this right the first time. Finally, he was ready. He eased the claw tip to his chosen wire and gave it a gentle push. Anything? he called.
Not yet, Irion said. Did you puncture the wire completely?
Toby peered in. I think so, he said. I can try again, but if I break it all the way, they’re bound to notice—
There! one of the other Hyfisks called. There is a gap!
Show me, Irion ordered.
It is there, the Hyfisk said. But it is barely visible. I do not know if it will be big enough.
Try, Irion said.
There was a long silence. Toby eyed the two wires on either side of the one he’d damaged, wondering which would be easier to get to if a larger gap was needed.
He is gone! another Hyfisk announced. Commander—he is gone!
Follow him, Irion said, and Toby could hear the cautious excitement in his voice. All others: confirm that they have truly escaped and not been recaptured. Cinosk and Toby, return the cabinet equipment to its original state and then lower the drone to the floor. Once Cinosk has disengaged, Toby, you will take the device back to its proper location and then return here.
It is time to leave.

Irion was the only one still in the trap when Toby rode Bisqitty back across the moat. They’re all gone? he asked.
Yes, Irion confirmed. Even now they will be activating our ship and joining in the battle to save our colony. I remained in order to show you where the gap is and to make certain you escaped as well. And to express my deepest gratitude for our freedom.
It was hardly just me, Toby pointed out, the praise nevertheless sending a warm glow through him. You and Cinosk were equal partners in our success.
I must disagree with your assessment, Irion said. It was you who created the plan and successfully completed the crucial first step. Without you, none of us would have had the opportunity to assist.
I’m glad I was here, Toby said. What about the rest of the trap? Will you leave it intact?
Have no fears, Irion assured him. I have a plan which should ensure the alien family a steady stream of funding while still permitting us to be a vibrant part of our people’s defense.
Toby listened as the Hyfisk explained. Sounds good, he said. How are you going to ensure the next group who comes through will be able to get out?
Cinosk will send a message describing the gap’s location to the Home Force, Irion said. I will also remain here until the next group arrives to confirm that they indeed find it.
Makes sense, Toby said, studying the other’s face. Irion was desperately eager to get to his ship and back to the job of protecting his people, Toby knew. But sending a steady stream of Hyfisks through the trap portal should keep an equally steady stream of money coming into the alien family’s coffers.
My question for you is whether you will be able to return home by this path, Irion said.
Shouldn’t be a problem, Toby assured him. I was headed to my replicate when the trap caught me, and when I escaped I continued that route. Now that it’s caught me again, but this time on my way back to Earth, I expect I’ll continue that journey and end up back home.
That is my hope for us as well, Irion said. I believe it will be so.
I guess we’ll find out, Toby said. Thank you again for your willingness to help those who live here.
I thank you in turn for your respect for innocents, Irion said. But they’re not the only reason I accepted your proposal. A broken trap would be quickly discovered and repaired. This way, the path from our world to our ships will remain open, hopefully without the Overmasters’ notice.
Ah, Toby said. He hadn’t thought about that. Yes, that makes sense.
And there is yet one more reason to leave it functional, Irion said. He smiled.
Toby frowned . . . and then, he felt a smile of his own crease his face. Yes, he said. Yes, indeed. Clever.
We shall see, Irion said. Farewell, Toby Human. Until we meet again.

“He didn’t really mean the part about meeting again, did he?” Director Weiss asked anxiously. “They’re not coming to Earth, are they?”
“I don’t know how they could,” Toby said. “Without knowing how far I’d traveled, there was no way I could even give him our distance from the trap. But I wouldn’t worry too much. If they do find us, I think we’ll be able to work with them.”
“Because you were able to sing songs together?” one of the government officials who’d been hastily flown in for the meeting asked suspiciously. “Or because they weren’t willing to sacrifice alien civilians for their war?”
“Both are important,” Toby said firmly. “And no, I agree that neither is proof. But they’re smart, they play the long game, and they have a sense of humor. More to the immediate point, both of us have technologies the other one wants. Allies of convenience are still allies.”
The government official snorted. “A meaningless platitude,” he said scornfully. “We have no idea how to find them.”
“Well, that’s not exactly true,” Toby corrected. “No, we don’t know where they are.”
He smiled tightly. “But we do know where they’re going to be.”

“Daddy!” Ibbi called, her wigglers waving excitedly. “We have more visitors! Bisqitty is pouncing all over the room!”
“I’m glad she’s getting some good exercise,” Porpou said, a fresh murmur of emotion whispering through his lower thorax. More Hyfisks?
“Come see,” Ibbi urged, grabbing at his hand. “Come see.”
“All right.”
Together they left the office, Ibbi skipping eagerly as they walked. For her, Porpou knew, watching Bisqitty’s antics was nothing but pure pleasure. Certainly the money the Overmasters paid each time the trap triggered had helped the family’s finances considerably, thankfully eliminating any need for an awkward repeat of Ibbi’s earlier offer.
But there was something else going on quietly beneath all the leaps and scurries. Another group of Hyfisks had been snared en route to their ships. Waiting for the Overmasters to decide what to do with them, theoretically trapped here forever.
Except that it wouldn’t be forever. After a few days milling around, this group would almost certainly disappear, just as all the previous ones had.
The Overmasters had made it very clear that death was the only way out of their hands. On the surface, it looked as if these new groups of Hyfisks were dying shortly after their arrival.
The question was why.
Porpou had some theories. Possibly their enemies had laid siege to the spectrals’ jump-off points and were systematically destroying the facilities soon after each group left, slaughtering the empty bodies they had once inhabited. Or possibly the Hyfisks’ battle strategy had changed so dramatically that their commanders preferred to sacrifice their own trapped soldiers rather than risk having them interrogated by the Overmasters and their new plans laid bare.
Adding to the mystery was the sudden arrival of new members of that unknown species from a few months ago. Not many so far, but a few had trickled in over the past month. They, too, lasted only a few days, their spectrals intermixed with those of the Hyfisks, before they likewise vanished. Perhaps their technology was new enough or fragile enough that such deaths were common. Or perhaps the Hyfisks’ enemies had found them.
But those were merely speculations, ideas Porpou would offer to the Overmasters if and when they finally noticed the curious situation.
Because deep in his lower thorax, he knew the truth.
He knew Bisqitty and her reactions. Knew how she reacted to a new type of spectral. Knew the kind of play she initiated with those whose species she was familiar with.
And now, he was pretty sure he knew how she reacted to specific spectrals that she’d already encountered.
Not all the Hyfisk arrivals were newcomers. At least two of them had been in the trap before, and had somehow escaped. And one of the new species had been here three times.
Porpou didn’t know why the two groups were using his trap room to hold their discussions. He didn’t know what they talked about, or how they managed to escape when their time together was over.
But that was all right. All he really needed was the private knowledge that they’d figured out a way of using the trap against its creators. Even more delicious was the possibility that their meetings were directed against the Overmasters themselves. As long as Porpou was being paid, he was content to stand back and watch events unfold.
They reached the trap room to find Bisqitty bounding around like a demented but happy skrittlebug. Smiling to himself, Porpou held his daughter close, sharing her joy as they watched her pet playing with her invisible friends.
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