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			Wonder, adventure, and mystery abound in these exciting new stories!

			In a strange country in a distant future, a desperate mediator must negotiate a contract between two crime lords—“Untrained Luck” by Elise Stephens

			Sometimes the gods are cruel, and sometimes they are kind; sometimes they need a person to show them the difference—“The First Warden” by Kai Wolden

			A kindly old murderer on a doomed ship finds himself pitted against an evil god as he battles to save mankind—“The Damned Voyage” by John Haas

			Idealists generally start revolutions—and either die in them, or are condemned by the men they fought for—“The Idealist” by L. Ron Hubbard

			Li is struggling to defeat God, but is he following his own will, or is he just another one of God’s puppets?—“Thanatos Drive” by Andrew Dykstal

			At the edge of a faraway solar system, an android with noble intent finds that they must rob the dead to aid the living—“A Harvest of Astronauts” by Kyle Kirrin

			It’s tough to be a disabled girl struggling to live on the moon, especially when your best friend is in danger, but having a great attitude helps—“Super-Duper Moongirl and the Amazing Moon Dawdler” by Wulf Moon

			Beneath Lake Mead lurks an ancient warrior—“Lost Robot” by Dean Wesley Smith

			When aliens take over the world, one father decides to take vengeance on the people who bullied his daughter—“Are You the Life of the Party?” by Mica Scotti Kole

			Would you kill a child?—“Release from Service” by Rustin Lovewell

			Those who can see the beauty of math sometimes find it overbearing—“Dark Equations of the Heart” by David Cleden

			Buying your first submarine is always exciting, but it can also be a struggle—“Yellow Submarine” by Rebecca Moesta

			When Claire’s father cuts down the old tree at the edge of the garden, it was because the old enchanter had an itch for something he couldn’t quite describe—“An Itch” by Christopher Baker

			There’s a lot to be learned from the crotchety old wizard who lives in the trailer house at the end of the road, but perhaps the most important things aren’t what he is trying to teach—“Dirt Road Magic” by Carrie Callahan

			Walter has always loved his wife, but is his love for her more enduring than time itself?—“A Certain Slant of Light” by Preston Dennett

			Read on to discover amazing tales from some of the most talented new authors from around the globe, along with gorgeous art and timely advice from our panel of blue-ribbon judges.
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			“Not only is the writing excellent … it is also extremely varied. There’s a lot of hot new talent in it.”

			—Locus magazine

			“Where can an aspiring sci-fi artist go to get discovered? … Fortunately, there’s one opportunity—the Illustrators of the Future Contest—that offers up-and-coming artists an honest-to-goodness shot at science fiction stardom.”
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			Introduction

			by David Farland

			

			David Farland is a New York Times bestselling author with more than fifty novels and anthologies to his credit. He has won numerous awards, including the L. Ron Hubbard Gold Award in 1987, and has served as Coordinating Judge of the Writers of the Future for more than a dozen years.

			He has helped mentor hundreds of new writers, including such #1 bestselling authors as Brandon Sanderson (The Way of Kings), Stephenie Meyer (Twilight), Brandon Mull (Fablehaven), James Dashner (The Maze Runner), and others. While writing Star Wars novels in 1998, he was asked to help choose a book to push big for Scholastic, and selected Harry Potter, then helped develop a bestseller strategy.

			In addition to his novels and short stories, Dave has also assisted with video game design and worked as a greenlighting analyst for movies in Hollywood. Dave continues to help mentor writers through the Writers of the Future program, where he acts as Coordinating Judge, editor of the anthology, and teaches workshops to our winning authors. He also teaches online classes and live workshops. www.davidfarland.com

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Welcome to L. Ron Hubbard Presents Writers of the Future, Volume 35.

			In this collection you will find twelve outstanding stories from new authors that we’ve discovered from around the world, and it was my pleasure, as Coordinating Judge of the Writers’ Contest, to dig through the piles of manuscripts and discover these new writers. Each of the stories is also illustrated by an artist that we have discovered through our sister competition, the Illustrators of the Future Contest.

			Every three months, thousands of writers and artists send their entries to the Contest (usually submitting their work online), and then I get to read the stories, sift through them, consider them carefully, and then pass the top eight stories on to our panel of blue-ribbon judges, who vote for their favorite stories.

			In the field of short fiction, there really aren’t other contests quite like the Writers and Illustrators of the Future. Sure, there are other contests, but none of them offer quite so much as these do. Yes, the cash awards, payment for publication, the training of new writers and illustrators, and the opportunity to get published are all great. In fact, the Writers of the Future Contest has become the premiere vehicle to help new authors launch careers into the professional marketplace.

			Not only has the anthology become an international bestseller, topping many of the sales charts for anthologies of short stories, but it has also begun winning awards based on its high quality, as I mention in the “Year in the Contest” article at the back of this book.

			But this year I want to focus on just how long this has been going on. This is the 35th year for the Writers’ Contest and the 30th year for the Illustrators’ Contest. That means that if you are reading this, the chances are excellent that these contests have been going on since before you were born. (The median age for all people is only 29.6 years, so statistically, odds are that you’re under that age.) That’s unprecedented for this kind of talent search. As a young writer in college, I began searching for writing contests to enter, and every year I might find one or two, but all of the ones that I entered passed away long ago. Only this one endures.

			As a collection of stories, this one is unique. As an editor, the stories are submitted as “blind entries.” That means that I don’t know who wrote the story, whether the author was male or female, old or young. I don’t know the author’s race, religion, or nationality. I don’t know anything about the entrants. All that I get to see is an assigned number on a story—nothing more. 

			Of course, we accept submissions from anyone, anywhere in the world. Because there is no cost to enter either contest, no matter how humble the means of an author or illustrator, or how far away they are, anyone can enter. So we tend to get a lot of winners from around the globe. In fact, we had five winners from the UK this year (the most in any volume ever) along with one from Canada. 

			Since the judging is blind, I get to focus on the various qualities of the story—the power of its concept, the exploration of themes, the author’s facility with story, the stylistic strengths of the piece, and the use of voice and tone.

			I can’t judge the stories based on any hard standard, I have to look at each story in the competition and then compare them to one another. Ultimately, I go through several rounds of judging and make my picks, and that can be hard. I might be trying to compare a comedy to a thriller, or a story with a strong futuristic voice to one that has a great historical flavor. In other words, I am comparing apples and oranges to bananas and kumquats.

			Some of the stories will be among our eight finalists, another few stories will be semi-finalists, perhaps thirty or so will be Silver Honorable Mentions, and others will be Honorable Mentions.

			The Honorable Mention awards are becoming more and more coveted, and part of me wants to give more of them out. Very often we will get fine stories that really don’t have anything particularly wrong with them. I sometimes wish that I could do more to encourage some of those writers who have their work “rejected.” In short, I see a lot of fine work by some dedicated writers who don’t place.

			At this point, I like to give young authors a hint about what I am looking for, and there is something that I have never mentioned: I search for stories where the author has a strong grasp not only of how the world works, but how it could work better.

			Let me explain that statement. Some people, when they write a story, will show characters with problems, and often those problems remain unresolved in the story. I might have a story, for example, that deals with a divorce, or with a broken legal system. But if an ending doesn’t resolve well, it worries me. One of the most common endings in stories by new authors is that the protagonist in the story faces a huge problem and gives up—usually by killing him or herself. I won’t publish those stories. I’m not looking for authors who recognize problems; I want authors who are bright enough to see solutions. I want authors who are not only capable of talking eloquently about problems, but who can ultimately, if they desire, have a positive effect upon the world.

			So, in this volume, you will find a dozen stories of wonder, intrigue, and even horror. They span several genres and subgenres, but they all share one thing in common: they’re all winners of the Contest, and all of the authors show tremendous promise.

			If that isn’t enough, each of the stories has been illustrated by one of the most talented new artists in the world, winners of the Illustrators of the Future Contest.

			On top of that, we have fine advice on writing and art from some of our celebrity judges—Rob Prior, Echo Chernik, and Mike Resnick—and we’ve got some delightful stories from other judges, Dean Wesley Smith and Rebecca Moesta—along with a powerful piece by the Contests’ founder L. Ron Hubbard.

			I hope that this year’s presentation will make you laugh, make you cry, astound and delight you, and ultimately fill you with wonder.

			I know it has done that for me. 

		

	
		
			Cover Art

			by Bob Eggleton

			

			Bob Eggleton is a winner of seven Hugo Awards and eleven Chesley Awards. His art can be seen on the covers of numerous magazines, professional publications, and books in the world of science fiction, fantasy, and horror across the world including several volumes of his own work. He has also worked as a conceptual illustrator for movies and thrill rides.

			Of late, Eggleton has focused on private commissions and self-commissioned work. ( The latter was the genesis for this year’s cover art.) He is an elected Fellow of the International Association of Astronomical Artists and is a Fellow of the New England Science Fiction Association.

			Bob recently completed nineteen paintings for The Foundation trilogy. And he is currently working on a new book, The Art of Frank Kelly Freas.

			Bob has been an Illustrators of the Future Contest judge since 1988. He has participated as an instructor for the annual workshops and as an art director for previous anthologies. As a judge of thirty years, we thought it fitting that his work grace the cover of the anthology celebrating the thirtieth anniversary of L. Ron Hubbard’s Illustrators of the Future Contest. www.bobeggleton.com

		

	
		
			The Illustrators of the Future Contest Directing the Art

			by Echo Chernik

			

			Echo Chernik is a successful advertising and publishing illustrator with twenty years of professional experience and several prestigious publishing awards.

			Her clients include mainstream companies such as: Miller, Camel, Coors, Celestial Seasonings, Publix Super Markets, Inc., Kmart, Sears, Nascar, the Sheikh of Dubai, the city of New Orleans, Bellagio resort, the state of Indiana, USPS, Dave Matthews Band, Arlo Guthrie, McDonald’s, Procter & Gamble, Trek Bicycle Corporation, Disney, BBC, Mattel, Hasbro, and more. She specializes in several styles including decorative, vector, and art nouveau.

			She is the Coordinating Judge of the Illustrators of the Future Contest. Echo strives to share the important but all-too-often neglected subject of the business aspect of illustration with the winners, as well as preparing them for the reality of a successful career in illustration. www.echo-x.com

		

	
		
			The Illustrators of the Future Contest Directing the Art

			The most valuable award from winning the Illustrators of the Future Contest is not the most obvious. The twelve winners each year don’t only win a monetary prize, and a fabulous ceremony in their honor, as well as having their name permanently added to a prestigious collection of past winners who have gone on to successful careers. Along with their victory, their work is published in the bestselling Writers of the Future anthology. The best of the best emerging writers and illustrators are published in one fantastically supported annual book and this year is the thirty-fifth volume.

			This article, though, is about something these artists win that may be one of the most essential gifts they could be given: they win the gift of experience from artists who have come before them.

			The winners of the Illustrators of the Future Contest spend an entire week in Los Angeles learning from industry giants, hearing stories of success (and failures), and discovering what it really means to make a living as an artist. They participate in workshops and lectures. They get to sit down one-on-one with the likes of Larry Elmore and Ciruelo, who will eagerly share their experiences and advice. They are inundated with more knowledge in a shorter period of time than they have ever had before.

			When I took over as Coordinating Judge of the Illustrators’ Contest a few years ago, it became one of my primary goals to infuse the winners with industry knowledge and experience that was difficult to get elsewhere, to really make the experience invaluable for them. Much of the week-long seminar is focused on the business of being a working artist. Whether they are looking toward a path of being a freelance artist or working on a team or in a studio, they will have to learn how to work with art direction. Working with an art director is a skill that is learned over time. During the week-long seminar, the winners work on a project with an art director from concept through timely delivery.

			Their experience with art direction, however, starts even before they arrive in Los Angeles. Upon receiving the exciting phone call that they are a winner, finalists are individually assigned a story that complements their artistic style. The story they receive is one of that year’s winning stories from the Writers of the Future Contest. From that story, they will illustrate a new piece that will be published and credited to them. This piece serves many purposes. They will experience, possibly for the first time, the process of creating a published work of art with professional art direction. It will also be a publishing credit for their résumé and not many artists can claim to be a part of a bestselling book. This published work will be judged and will contend for the Golden Brush Award (a Grand Prize check for $5,000 and a beautiful trophy) announced at a grand Hollywood gala. Maybe most importantly, the published piece will be a landmark portfolio piece—helping each winner earn their next job.

			As the art director, I work with each winner to help make their piece the best it can be. Being a good art director takes balance and practice. The goal is to work with the artist to guide them to conceive and create an amazing piece of art. An art director should not tell them what to paint.

			The winners are given thirty days to complete their illustration from start to finish. They first submit their concepts as thumbnails or loose drawings. The artist describes to me what their final vision is for each sketch. It is usually pretty easy to pick out the most exciting one, as the artist is inherently more excited about one or two of them. I then talk to them about details, focus, and composition. What elements should they make sure to retain when transitioning from sketch to their finish? What colors and shapes (both positive and negative) will really draw in the viewer? What elements of symbolism and position are there, and do they give the viewer the correct impression of the story? Is there a way to deepen the story and push the piece further? What sort of foreshadowing can be added into the illustration? Is the viewer’s eye traveling around the piece in an engaging and entertaining manner? Can the artist justify the choices they make in their vision?

			That one work will be judged for their vision and execution, but their career will be judged by their professionalism and ability to work with art direction.

			Eventually, as their careers progress, that once stellar piece will be replaced in their portfolio with new works and the prize money will be spent. But the big thing that will remain and be built upon is the experience and knowledge they gain from this special week. It becomes a part of their foundation—strengthening them to become that much more magnificent in their future. This is the gift that I, and the other judges, strive to give the winners, made possible by L. Ron Hubbard and the Illustrators of the Future Contest.

		

	
		
			Untrained Luck

			written by

			Elise Stephens

			illustrated by

			ALIYA CHEN

			

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			Elise Stephens was raised on a steady diet of fairytales and Disney musicals. Early involvement in the theater left Elise with a taste for dramatic, high-stakes adventure while frequent international travel gave her an awe and respect for foreign cultures. When she fell in love with the intricate plots and strange worlds of science fiction and fantasy novels, her fate was sealed for the writing life. She graduated with a creative writing degree from the University of Washington where she was awarded the Eugene Van Buren Prize for Fiction. She attended Orson Scott Card’s Literary Boot Camp in 2014.

			Through her fiction, Elise strives to discover beauty within brokenness and unlock healing after devastating loss. She intends for her stories to offer light and strength for facing the darkness and disappointments of this world. Becoming a mother five years ago added a ferocious affection to her storytelling, and themes of self-sacrifice, legacy, and family ties currently permeate her work.

			Elise lives in Seattle with her amazing husband and two rambunctious kiddos in a house with large windows for letting in the sunlight that she constantly craves, both literally and metaphorically. www.elisestephens.com

			ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATOR

			Aliya Chen was born in 1998 in Buffalo, New York, but calls California her home. From an early age, Aliya fell in love with both reading and drawing, and she found a hobby in reimagining science fiction and fantasy stories through her artwork. She discovered digital painting and animation in middle school and became fascinated by the idea of bringing characters and worlds to life on screen.

			This fascination led her to pursue computer graphics at the University of Pennsylvania, where she is currently in her third year. Although she loves to explore the intersection of technology and art, her ultimate passion lies in capturing moods and telling stories through her illustrations. www.aliyachen.com

		

	
		
			Untrained Luck

			Mag forced herself to think about anything except the crescents glued inside her boot heel while the immigration officer addressed her in Hinshee, the official dialect.

			“What brings you to Palab?” His black eyes studied her face from beneath his green wool cap. She smelled desert dust on his jacket. Overhead, an icy stream of conditioned air warned of crackling heat outside. Even here, she tasted the bitter tang of Palab’s soil. Mag had thought her previous visit to this country had been her last. Life and survival had other ideas.

			“Business,” she said.

			“Your line of work?”

			“I’m a mediator. I’ve come to resolve a dispute.”

			“Really?” His eyebrows twitched. “And who are your clients?”

			“I can’t … say.” She grasped fleetingly for the Hinshee word for disclose. That would have sounded politer. Then again, disclosing the identities of her clients, with their reputations for violence and disregard for the law, would endanger Mag’s own safety more than a mild discourtesy.

			The officer nodded. “Did you take classes for this? A university degree?”

			Mag shrugged and turned her palms skyward, as per local custom. “Some skills I taught myself, for others I took lessons.”

			She’d built the bulk of her mediation skills from a childhood spent pulling her parents off each other. The day she’d come home to find her mother’s neck broken, body limp on the kitchen table, her father showering in the bathroom, she’d pulled her eleven-year-old sister Nika onto the Firebrand and gunned the bike out of town.

			The officer tapped an unlit cig against Mag’s pack. “Anything to declare?”

			She opened her jacket and laid out her handgun, permit for the gun, echo tin, snoop, and wallet. The moonblade tucked into the small of her back remained hidden and undeclared, as did the crescent coins in her boot. She’d learned from her first time inside Palab’s borders that extra weapons and secret finances were always wise. As she began to unclip her therma-pin from her lapel, the officer flicked two fingers to dismiss the effort. He nodded at the items on the counter and she put them away while he lit his cig.

			“Do you think your clients will find an agreement?” he asked casually.

			She shrugged again. “If the Eye shows mercy.”

			“If the Eye shows mercy,” he echoed, grinning, and reached for his stamp, then paused midway and shook his head.

			Mag’s relief froze in her chest.

			“My apologies,” the officer said. “You must go here first.” He motioned her to a curtained room labeled Secondary Questioning.

			As Mag entered, the room wafted scents of dust and disinfectant. A woman wearing a starched blue scarf sat behind a table. She pointed to Mag’s arms. “Roll up your sleeves.”

			So the Palabi government was searching for simpaths now. Mag had seen the same witch-hunt play out in Palab’s neighbor, Kesh, which had required simpaths to publicly register last year. All that had done was spur a wave of mob killings: death by bloodletting and eye-gouging. Mag held no high hopes of enlightenment for the days ahead.

			She doffed her riding jacket, baring her forearms. The female inspector met Mag’s eyes with disinterest, then set to swabbing her arms to check for concealed simpath heat-scars.

			Mag’s mind pinged back to her first run-in with a simpath. She’d been young in her career and hadn’t yet earned enough to purchase a therma-pin’s protection. The simpath had emotionally pushed Mag into negotiating an imbalanced divorce settlement in which the already traumatized children were placed in the neglectful parent’s custody. Her throat tightened at the memory and her mind’s eye still burned with the sight of the simpath’s whorled heat-scars peeking out beneath his shirtsleeve as he’d sauntered from the room. Mag had known then what he’d done to her, but it had been too late. She’d sold her mother’s necklace the next day in order to buy a therma-pin. Never again. Palab’s government appeared to have taken a similar stance.

			When the inspector felt satisfied with her scrutiny, she waved Mag to the room’s egress with a flat “Welcome to Palab.” Mag shrugged back into her jacket.

			She’d wished for a gifting as a child, but now felt grateful to bear nothing. As her boots hit the pavement outside the customs station, a wave of heat engulfed her. She retrieved the Firebrand, swung onto the seat, and drove for the border town of Ajrah. The sky above her was not yet stained with purple-and-black stripes. Then again, by the time the storm stripes appeared … “May the Eye show mercy,” she muttered under her breath.

			Minutes later, Mag snapped her kickstand onto the oily asphalt of a fuel station. The air was a filmy haze of petrol, honey-roasting pistachios from somewhere nearby, and burned rubber. As she topped off, she ran down her mental list: she’d already changed the bike’s oil, filter, coolants, and checked her tread depth. One and a half days’ ride to Ellawi City, do the job, get paid, then buy space in a bunker to hole up for the storm.

			After refueling, Mag headed for the dingy lavatory and moved the crescents from her boot to a concealed money belt. Her reflection in the bathroom’s cracked mirror halted her. A dull orange light burned at the tip of her therma-pin. She tapped the sensor twice to reset it, but the pin flashed three more blinks and then went dead. She hissed. The ultrasensitive temp sensor and proprietary pattern-recognition software made therma-pins expensive and costly to repair. Of course, today was when the device would finally stop working.

			While a simmer could heat or cool a non-bio liquid, and an empath fed emotions into the subject’s mind—always with a discernible “push”—a simpath bore a blend of both gifts and regulated sweat, blood and other bio-fluid temps, causing an imperceptible emotional sway that was limited only by the simpath’s line of sight. Simpaths bled excess energy from their hands at wavelengths with unique hot and cold signatures, the effect of which eventually scarred their forearms. Therma-pins detected these simpath heat signatures. Mag’s work could not be done without one. At least not ethically.

			Her clients would doubtless bring their own pins for security at the upcoming negotiation, but now Mag would have to add repairs to the list of necessities piling up behind the expense of a two-week bunker stay. And asking to borrow a therma-pin for her own mediation might erode her clients’ respect. Mag was cursing to herself as she exited the lavatory when she saw the kid.

			As a child, Mag and Nika had spent hours at fuel stations like this one, begging for spare change. This seven- or eight-year-old kid wasn’t a street urchin; those always traveled in twos or threes. He was alone. His clothes were grimy and tight shirtsleeves hugged his narrow arms instead of the region’s customary loose tunics. Hair straggled, lips chapped, eyes round with wariness.

			In a border town like Ajrah, child trafficking stats gave mere hours before a vulch snatched him. Sure enough, lounging against one of the fuel towers was a man in a long tunic with sunglasses trained on the kid.

			Mag chewed her tongue, then shouted her best Hinshee curse at the boy.

			“Where have you been?”

			The eyes of the other customers swung to her like magnets. The boy gaped.

			Mag stabbed her finger downward. “Come here. And don’t even think of leaving my sight again.”

			The kid stumbled forward, his arms held warily at his sides. He had the sense to be cautious. Good.

			“Go wash your face. Your father’s missing work as it is!”

			Mag pulled the kid into the lavatory and slammed the door. He sprang against the far wall, arms barring his face. From the shape of his eyes and his delicate nose, she guessed he was Keshian.

			Mag knelt. “Listen,” she spoke slowly, trying out her Keshrindi. “I won’t hurt you.”

			His eyes sharpened with understanding, but his arms stayed raised.

			She said, “There are people outside who want to …” Mag searched her vocabulary, “who want to do bad things to you.”

			He frowned and turned out his empty pockets.

			Had she just said someone wanted to rob him? She shrugged.

			“It’s your lucky day,” she told him. “I’ll take you somewhere safe. But you must act like we know each other, like we’re friends.”

			“Friends,” the boy said, using Mag’s native tongue, Darik.

			She slanted him a sharp look. Had he recognized her accent? She shrugged. It didn’t matter. She’d made her decision and she’d ride it out. She’d find the kid a youth hostel on the way out of town. He’d chosen to trust her. For his sake, she was grateful.

			“What’s your name, kid?”

			“Lio.”

			She shook his hand. It was slick with sweat. “I’m Mag.”

			She re-pinned her hair, smoothed and tucked her headscarf, then marched back into the sunlight with Lio’s hand inside her own. The man in sunglasses had already backed away, as if sensing defeat. He made no move to follow as Mag buckled on her helmet and motored away.

			Lio locked his arms around her waist and the Firebrand growled with hunger for the open road. Mag bit her lip. The youth hostels in this border town would be just as sketchy as the fuel station.

			She twisted the throttle and let the town’s neon lights and stone spires blur into a dappled stream behind them. “You’ll stay with me tonight,” she told Lio.

			The Firebrand roared, and the kid dropped his head between her shoulder blades to brace himself for speed. Mag felt a crisp charge in the air: the promise of imminent, destructive change.

			The Firebrand overheated three times that morning, which was unusual, but she’d never liked the Palabi climate.

			At about noon, Mag gunned her throttle at a railroad crossing to clear the tracks just ahead of a train wearing rattling acid shields. Once across, Mag’s shaking arms forced her to pull over. Despite the close shave with the train, the jitters surprised Mag. A few long drags on a cig restored her calm, but Lio clung to her even with the Firebrand idling, his thumbs biting into her stomach. It was then that she realized he wore no helmet. She’d actually thought she was protecting him while she rode recklessly. Her cheeks flamed as she banked down the off-ramp to the next town.

			The mint tea she purchased from a street vendor was lukewarm, despite its “iced” claims, but even with its chalky residue from a cheap acid filter it was better than her canteen slosh.

			She walked Lio and the Firebrand past stalls of quick-harvest grains and outrageously priced cuts of meat. They passed two vendors in a shouting match. Mag’s ears told her that if the first paused long enough to listen to the second’s complaint, the matter could be quickly solved. She halted at a shop purveying breeches, chaps, gloves, and helmets.

			Lio pointed out a gray helmet emblazoned with a dagger on an aspen leaf. “Like you,” he whispered reverently.

			Mag snorted. It was cute that he wanted to match her, but LeafBlade brand didn’t come in child size. She parked the Firebrand and chose instead a scratched green helmet that had been discounted, then handed Lio her tea while she haggled. She was so absorbed with blocking the vendor’s clumsy empathic pressure toward a higher price, she didn’t notice Lio’s sulk until the purchase was tucked into her pack beside a bonus tube of silver decal paint. She’d still probably overpaid.

			She took her tea back and drained it. It had cooled nicely inside the air-conditioned shop.

			Lio’s mournful stare followed the LeafBlade helmet halfway down the street. The vendors were already rolling up carpets and boxing wares, though the afternoon was still young. Lightning forked in the distance. She sniffed and smelled ozone on the wind. Days or hours now.

			A man in a black jacket with gold thread cuffs monitored the traffic from a street corner. That would be a peacekeeper, employed by Nalib Rinwahl, one of her clients in the upcoming negotiation. Power and strength were Rinwahl’s trademarks.

			Mag buckled the helmet onto Lio and fought the urge to twist hard on her throttle. If the rains broke in the next hour, recklessness wouldn’t get them to Ellawi in time. Nothing would save them if the storm hit them on the open road.

			The highway grew more pocked and oilier with each mile, worming like a ravaging parasite into the humid gut of Palab. The smell of animal carcasses rose with the heat, and the still-living beasts prowled the roadside, lean bodies sharp against a blue sky that was starting to turn a disturbing shade of purple. Mag pulled over once to tear off a sprig of wild sage and tuck it inside her visor where its scent repelled the stench of death.

			She’d charged twice her usual fee to account for the travel and low-visibility clientele of this job but, more than that, she’d charged extra for having to travel near the storm’s onset. Then again, she might have charged four times her standard, had her references not been fouled by two failed negotiations in a row.

			She’d lost her latter-half payment for both of those gigs, and had barely managed the bills to repair her hip, a casualty of one job’s violent implosion.

			She knew her problem’s source, but like a loose bolt without a wrench, she couldn’t reach in and fix it. Mag had lost her grip six months earlier when she’d received news that Nika had died of infection after a cut-rate abortion. Just like that. Words on a screen. Little sister gone.

			She should have taken a break, but she’d needed the money. So she’d entered those last two jobs with deadened reflexes and paid for it dearly.

			When the job from Rinwahl and Nasheed had hit Mag’s inbox, she’d groaned at the Palabi address, but reminded herself she was still far from being able to afford a storm bunker. She’d accepted.

			After another three-hour ride, she and Lio stopped briefly for jerky strips, bread, and water, then pushed on. When the sun had sunk almost to the horizon and Mag felt sand between her teeth, she checked her mileage and pulled off at the next campground. When she twisted to look at the kid, she saw bloodshot eyes, skin like a dried apricot, and trail of crusted blood at the corner of his mouth. Not one complaint.

			At the campsite’s check-in box, she inserted her coins and a red cube tumbled out of the lockbox’s base with her campsite number. A small cabin would have been nice, or even one of the sturdy canvas tents, but after-hours entry removed such options.

			“We’ll be roughing it,” she told Lio. She switched to Keshrindi when she saw his blank stare. “We’ll sleep outside tonight. No one will trouble us here. The eyes and ears of a crowd—”

			“They guard us,” he broke in, finishing her sentence in Darik. “For now,” he continued, still in Darik, “we speak your words. I understand enough.” Pride quirked his mouth.

			“Fine by me.”

			They washed at the campground restrooms and Mag moved her holster to a conspicuous position on her good hip. She walked with the Firebrand and Lio past amber-orange flames and the sweet mesquite smoke of late lingering fires, nodding to fellow travelers. Mag had noticed more pink rivulet-scars on faces and hands than when she’d traveled to Palab a year before; one in three now bore some mark of storm rain.

			At the campsite, she pushed the cube into its metal socket and a solar orb cast a thin glow onto the gravel lot, sweeping the base of a red cliff at the far end, the edge of a woven tent on the right, and a battered aluminum trailer with hand-painted Hinshee proverbs on the left.

			Lio chucked gravel at the cliffside and watched the dust puff. Light twinkled on his throwing hand, a bracelet. Not diamonds. No one put diamonds on a kid this young. Unless it wasn’t his.

			After wiping down the Firebrand, Mag spread out her kerchief with flatbread, dates, dried apples, jerky, and water.

			Lio eagerly folded his legs under him. As he chewed, Mag let the humming generator from their neighbor’s trailer drown her words.

			“I have some questions, Lio. But first, I’ll be up front.”

			He frowned, then asked with a full mouth. “In front of me?”

			“Up front. Honest,” Mag said.

			He nodded.

			“I want to help you, but helping costs money and I don’t have extra. Do you have anything you could sell? Like this?” She pointed to his bracelet.

			Lio swallowed his food, then clamped his hand over the bracelet. “This is my luck,” he said determinedly. “My stars of—of when I was born.” His voice shook. “My mother gave it.”

			“Okay. It’s lucky. I get it.”

			“Luck is everything,” he said.

			“How did you come to Palab?”

			“I ran.”

			“On foot?”

			“Yes, on my feet. I am fast.”

			“Was someone chasing you?”

			His eyes didn’t leave her face, but a part of Lio slid into shadow. He said, “They come for my mother, in our home. She was sick. Could not go, but she told me run. She told me promise not stop until I see gold dome.”

			The old site of Ajrah’s Gilded Palace. So this woman had made her son flee.

			“Was your mother in trouble?”

			He looked away. With flushed cheeks, he said, “She is good person.”

			Mag was silent.

			“She was good person,” Lio said. “They drained her.”

			“Spirit’s blood,” Mag cursed softly. “I’m sorry, Lio. I’ll stop prying now.”

			He looked up at the darkening sky. The clouds were beginning to pile in the distance, but the wind was low. Not tonight.

			“Here,” Mag offered, digging in her pack. She slid her echo tin out of its wooden box and placed it in the center of the emptied kerchief. “Courtyard in Milyan,” she whispered into the box.

			The shiny sides flipped down and a small globe, bright as a blue day, burned in the open.

			Lio’s head whipped side to side as the walls around them sprang to soft, colored life. The box projected a bubbling stone fountain and the slap of water on flat stones. The cliffside, trailer, and tent flaps were eclipsed by bright awnings and spotless storefronts selling richly dyed clothing, fruit in bright neat rows, and a bakery window piled high with sugar-dusted puffs. The sky above them glowed luminous.

			Lio opened his arms wide and laughed.

			Mag smiled. She’d captured the scene herself when her purse had been fat enough to keep two young women in Milyan for a full dry season. Though hard times had often pressed her to sell the echo tin, she’d always found means to keep it. It stored up to fifty scenes. This courtyard was one of her favorites.
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			While Lio amused himself by poking at items in the three-dimensional projection and watching his hand pass through, she laid out her statements from Nasheed and Rinwahl to study.

			From what she’d gleaned during preparatory interviews, the two duja tycoons had made a deal a few years ago, with Rinwahl controlling sales of the addictive duja north of the Hebra River while Nasheed sold to the south, but something had soured. Citizens had been killed in crossfire, and her clients now faced a government ultimatum they couldn’t afford to ignore. Mag smirked as she read Nasheed’s handwritten comment: “I was happy to hire you after hearing your former client Jave Nillim say you pinned his collar with a blade-tip pen when he repeatedly broke your ground rules. You have a knack for making people listen.” The story was true, and though it hadn’t been her most levelheaded choice, calculated risks were often necessary.

			Duja sales were illegal in Palab, but due to low levels of violence and generous contributions to the government, Rinwahl and Nasheed had kept free of official intervention until this recent rash of killings.

			She looked up. Lio was poking his head out of the echo tin’s projection the way a cornered rabbit might peer out at a fox. Whether he was a refugee, or fugitive, or something else, he wasn’t about to tell her. She only knew he’d lost his mother. Gentle pity filled Mag’s chest. She heard Nika’s voice mocking her, “Bandage up that bleeding heart.” Though she felt sorry for Lio, if the kid had been Mag’s client, her instincts said to fact-check every single thing he said. She returned to her notes.

			When Lio seemed sleepy, Mag leaned over the tin and said, “Night mode.” The Milyan scene faded, replaced by a faint golden glow. “Two guests. Set perimeter alarm.”

			The tin chirped softly.

			Mag rigged sky-cover from her travel tarp and gave her riding jacket to Lio. She wriggled into the smelly woolen jumper she’d stolen from her father on her last day home and promised herself that when she reached Hotel Alikesh, she’d use the in-house laundry to transform herself into the mediator her clients expected.

			The night was quite warm for early spring, another sign of the storm front.

			Mag rinsed her mouth, brushed her teeth, then checked on Lio. He’d already curled up beneath the tarp and was zipping himself into her jacket with his knees tucked. He looked like a leather egg.

			Lio fell asleep quickly and spent the next half hour filling the makeshift tent with noisy, unapologetic flatulence as if to say, “Don’t get attached to me. I promise constant irritation.”

			An hour later, Mag rolled away, desperate for clear air. The desert night was thick with the scent of night-blooming cereus and the taste of coming rain.

			She hurled a pebble, listened to it dust-skip, then lit a cig and brought out the tube of silver decal paint. She loosened the tiny paint brush taped to its side and held Lio’s child-size helmet at arm’s length. After a moment’s study, she began.

			The instant Mag woke, she felt the void. She reached for her pack. Canteen and food gone, wallet empty, and both the riding jacket and boy had vanished.

			She crouched, blinking, then mechanically closed the echo tin and packed it away. No one had snatched him. The tin’s alert hadn’t marked his exit. Lio had wanted to go. She looked at the small helmet she’d painted with an imitation of the LeafBlade logo. She’d meant to surprise Lio with it in the morning. She cursed herself for being a sap.

			Mag washed at the restrooms, finger-combed her hair, replaced her scarf and allowed herself to mourn her riding jacket for one caustic minute. Then she smoked a cig and, when she was sure she’d calmed, returned to the campsite.

			At least she’d tucked the ignition key into her bra. He hadn’t had the nerve to grope there. And the crescents were still hidden in her money belt.

			Mag took her time packing up, then as she picked burrs off her boots, a motion caught her eye. A face watched her from behind the Firebrand. She bolted to her feet, neck hot.

			Lio’s face was crumpled. He pointed to her campstove and she saw coffee boiling in a pot. The pickings of her wallet sat beside Lio’s shoes. He mutely offered a bunch of wild yellow primroses.

			She waited for a blubbering excuse, but instead Lio met her eyes and said, “Before the sun, I walk away for one hour carrying your things. They much heavy in my hands, so I come back.” He squared his shoulders. “Decide I am not thief.”

			He held out the riding jacket to her. She drew the leather to her nose, then pushed her arms into the sleeves and crossed to the coffee. She poured a cup and took three slow swallows, letting him stew in his guilt.

			“My world runs on second chances, but not third ones.” She cleared her throat. “If you weren’t so cute, I’d have already shot off your thief’s hand. Also, primroses are my favorite, you little shit.”

			He grinned. Sheet lighting flashed behind him in the morning haze.

			She raised a finger. “One more chance.”

			Lio nodded, then unclasped his bracelet and held it out.

			Mag pushed it back. “You need all your luck out here.” Then, after a moment’s hesitation, she showed him what she’d painted on the helmet.

			“Beautiful!” Lio shouted, cramming the helmet onto his head. He caught her in a wild hug, then seemed to remember himself. “Thank you,” he said, bowing ceremoniously.

			“You’re welcome.”

			As she made a final sweep of the site, Mag’s fingers brushed her matchbook, tucked inside her jumper pocket. What kind of eight-year-old thief knew how to start fires without tools? Exactly how worried should she be?

			As she was securing her pack on the Firebrand, Lio touched her arm.

			“Maglin Grayhawk,” he began, sobriety plain in his green eyes, “I want to ask. If you … if you help me to learn who I do and am better.”

			Mag flinched at his use of her full name. Then she remembered he’d ransacked her wallet. So the kid could read Darik as well as speak it.

			She said, “By ‘learn’ do you mean ‘school’? You want a teacher?”

			His face brightened with relief. “Yes! A teacher.” He swallowed, then said with deliberation, “For me.”

			Mag noted his strange intensity, then squatted to bring their eyes on level.

			“If this job goes well, I’ll have enough for room and board in an Ellawi bunker to wait out the storm. I’d wanted a spot with a private kitchen. But if I don’t really need that kitchen, I could find space for two.”

			I must be losing my mind, she thought. I’m making a generous offer to a kid who just tried to steal me blind.

			But the words continued pouring. “Maybe, once the storm has passed, I could find you a school with late enrollment.” Mag activated the Firebrand’s choke. “How does that sound?”

			“Find a school,” he repeated.

			“Did you understand anything else I just said?”

			He wagged his head unconvincingly. “Most?”

			Mag folded the kickstand. “Get on.”

			The multi-spired outline of Hotel Alikesh was the grandest sight for miles, including Ellawi’s three-hundred-year-old cathedral. Gleaming ramparts and polished roof tiles glowed the color of sunset and resembled a flaming crown.

			Mag and Lio agreed that they’d pretend, if asked, that he was her personal attendant. At the city gate, Mag balked at the gatekeeper’s exorbitant entrance fee. As she reached for her wallet, palms sweating slightly, Lio leaned around to stare at the gatekeeper. The man smiled at him and offered a discount on behalf of her hungry-looking kid. Mag was happy to take whatever kindness she could get.

			The hall clock read five minutes after one in the afternoon as Mag turned her room key in its lock. Lio sprang across plush carpet toward the array of complimentary fruit and nuts. Mag stashed valuables in the room’s safe, sent a bag of clothes to the laundry, then locked herself in the bathroom for a thorough washing. Half an hour later, the laundry returned, pressed and steamed. The Alikesh almost certainly employed a simmer.

			Mag dressed, then noted the emptied food bowls. Lio lay curled on the bed, eyes closed. Perhaps his flatulence of the previous night had been his stomach’s distrust of a full meal after prolonged starvation. She tapped his shoulder and suggested that he bathe, then called Petrin Nasheed’s room and acquired permission to borrow his therma-pin for the negotiation. She took a slow stroll through the hotel’s courtyard, noting the sky’s deepening shade of purple while she relished a cig, then returned to the room.

			Lio was asleep atop the bedspread. His wet hair smelled of orange-blossom soap, but he’d put on the same filthy long-sleeved shirt again. She reached to touch his forehead, then stopped herself. She seated herself at the room’s desk, back to the sleeping boy, and fixed her eyes on her notes.

			“Big. Important. I see in your face. What you do today?” Lio asked. Mag sat at breakfast with him in the courtyard. He’d been slipping dried dates into his pocket.

			She said, “I’m going to help some angry people find a way to agree.”

			He leaned in. “Angry people are dangerous, yes? You bring gun for shield?”

			She smiled. “No guns. Just mouths for talking and ears for listening. And brains for thinking. Hopefully.”

			“No one have guns?”

			She shrugged. “Well, someone usually smuggles something in. But I keep tempers in check so that no one uses them.”

			Her hip throbbed in bitter protest.

			“Then you take this.” Lio held up his lucky bracelet.

			The conference room’s twin chandeliers reflected on Mag’s polished boots. Her buckles, buttons, even her gold nose-ring, were freshly shined. Lio’s bracelet weighed heavy in her pocket. She’d purchased an expensive black scarf from the hotel boutique in order to wear Palab’s traditional color of power.

			Mag had left Lio in the hotel room with plenty of vids and snacks, and stern orders to stay put. She entered the conference room an intentional five minutes late.

			All were in attendance. The ice-blue marble floor was streaked with white branches and black flecks, resembling a dark snowfall. A double row of brown earth-stone pillars lined the hall like an orderly forest. Two tables faced each other, seating three delegates apiece.

			Before introductions, Mag silently scrubbed for bugs with her snoop, calibrated the borrowed therma-pin, then strode to stand at the room’s far end.

			She mentally summoned her clients’ profiles as she surveyed them.

			Nalib Rinwahl had held a national monopoly on duja sales for fifteen years. Five years ago ceded sales south of the Hebra River to Petrin Nasheed. Lost wife to stomach cancer within the last year, but still wore a silver wedding cuff. Known for his severe temperament, Nalib Rinwahl was also a traditionalist obsessed with reputation and honor.

			He sat to her right, flanked by his two adult sons, Ush and Isma. He wore a well-trimmed beard, black suit, and digital signature band on his right pinkie. Ush, Rinwahl’s eldest, dressed like his father, but the younger Isma wore an azure collar beneath his jacket. Isma stared at Mag for a long moment, then absently rubbed his little finger as she turned aside.

			Petrin Nasheed had been raised by his uncle after losing both parents in a maglev wreck. Opened a business consulting firm at age nineteen. His acute intuition for social scenarios had routinely roused suspicions that led to repeated tests for empathic abilities, always with negative results. His unofficial slogan: “I’m just good with people.” Seven years ago, left the consulting world to enter the duja trade. Business had thrived steadily until a recent outbreak of violent run-ins with Rinwahl had burned bridges and dragged the government into the fray.

			Petrin Nasheed sat between his advisers Murelle Dijab and Liata Greensword. Nasheed flashed Mag a grin while his fingers spun a ballpoint pen in a complex weave. Both advisers’ headscarves were flame orange. Dijab wore half-moon reading lenses and wrote on a tablet while Greensword watched the room with sharp, bright blue eyes.

			Mag drew a breath. “As all of us know, we’re here to resolve the rift between your two enterprises. As mediator, I’ll work to facilitate terms that are well balanced and acceptable to all. I offer the following: One, confidentiality on all matters discussed here. Two, voluntary participation—I will not force you to concede any point. Three, neutrality—I promise an unbiased stance. I will channel and facilitate discussion. I will not advise.

			“The rules: Listen. Don’t interrupt. When you do speak, strive for courtesy.”
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