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The game was called Rodek’s Revenge, and half the syndicate was addicted. It combined the acrobatic kung fu of Four Fists, No Fear with the brutality of zero-G cagefighting, all trapped inside a slowly rotating cubic arena. It was shamelessly gratuitous, cartoonishly violent, and biologically impossible. Roddy had outdone himself with the programming, to the point where it was getting in the way of organizational readiness. It sucked key personnel out of hangar bays, left hover-cruisers without pilots, and threatened sentry rotation schedules.

Carl was dying to play. Sure it was an amateur product, nothing like Runelords of Athos, Kainan’s Sword, or even an old-fashioned Typhoon simulator, but it tickled a part of the brain just right. The low detail of the fighting arena and gaudy colors of the fighters’ uniforms left the focus where it belonged: on up to eight players trying to vicariously bash in each other’s skulls via little holographic avatars. Roddy’s key bit of brilliance was forgoing the typical input devices and using biometric scanners to let players control their fighters with hand gestures.

Standing in the doorway of the briefing room, Carl watched the bout in progress. The match was a full eight-player free-for-all. By his quick count, he was short the services of a medical tech, three hangar crew, two gunners, a quartermaster, and a cook. Plus Roddy. The laaku watched from behind the players, pacing as he sucked down gulps from an oversized permatherm mug.

Before Carl managed to tear his attention away from the melee, Dr. Akerman startled him by placing a hand on Carl’s shoulder. She whispered in his ear. “A word, sir?”

Carl followed the doctor out of the briefing room and into an adjoining office. “What’s up? Who needs a hug this time?” Trisha Akerman had been a combat psychologist aboard the Odysseus, and she was filling a similar role in Carl’s new syndicate. But now instead of post-traumatic stress, she was dealing with crises of conscience, homesickness, and troubles acclimating back to modern life.

“I hear you’re shipping out tomorrow,” Dr. Akerman replied. She handed him a datapad. “I’d like your signoff to ground one Rodek of Kethlet.”

Carl handed the datapad right back. “I know he’s going through a rough patch, but Roddy’s a pro. Plus, he knows the Mobius better than anyone. I’ll bring a backup if that makes you feel any better, but Roddy’s on the team for this mission.”

“It’s not the mission I’m worried about,” Dr. Akerman snapped before composing herself and resuming in a stern, measured tone. “That laaku’s blood is half coffee right now. He’s got himself immersed in a hobby. I’m counseling him daily. He’s got a support network in place here. Do you see any of the players in there with alcohol? And that’s a designated rec area. Rodek has been sober for almost a month. The last thing he needs is a ride on the party barge.”

Carl smirked and stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. “Well, that’s a new one. Heard the Mobius called a tub, a heap, a mule, a turtle…”

“Ramsey, if you’re his friend, you’ll assign him to headquarters until he can handle that sort of environment without relapse.”

Meekly accepting the datapad once again, Carl looked at the medical clearance form. It was an Earth Navy standard document. Main computers on the Odysseus were smashed to atoms in the crash, but someone had dredged up medical forms. Not juicy personal correspondence from senior officers that might still have blackmail value. Not classified intel. But the cogs of the bureaucratic machine were fine and dandy.

“We’re not Earth Navy anymore,” Carl protested, but he couldn’t even convince himself.

“He needs you to stop enabling his alcoholism and help him take back control. Put your damn thumbprint on this order. Show Roddy that you’re with him on this.”

I don’t want to be with him on this. I want to relax on my own ship with my best buddy, throwing back beers and watching holovids. Hell, we got a huge haul of holovids from the Odysseus. Carl sighed and pressed his thumb to the box marked “commanding officer.”

“Thank you, sir.” Dr. Akerman gave a curt, official nod and strode off. For some reason, it seemed that people got really polite and efficient once they’d browbeaten Carl into getting their way. Was the crew trying to train him or something? They were going to have to try harder if they thought a few salutes and sirs would get them on his good side.

“Shit,” Carl muttered as he moped down the corridor in the opposite direction of the briefing room. The cheers of players and brutal fleshy noises from the game faded as he went. “Who am I gonna bring to replace him?”

# # #

The briefing room looked different without the raucous gaming. That had been part of the plan. It wasn’t often that Carl felt the need for an official briefing, but it had been the best way to ensure the attention of all his underlings—or at least most of them. Not everyone in the Ramsey Syndicate needed to be involved in the planning phase of their next big job.

Carl thumbed a button on the remote, and the holo-projector flared to life. A sector of space appeared in map form, with stars and orbiting planets scattered around in relative location, but horrifically out of scale. “Ladies and gentlemen, I present the Eyndar/ARGO Demilitarized Zone, which I’m now officially shortening to EADZ, for—ahem—EADZ of use. Anyway, welcome to our new stomping grounds. Out here, we’re technically closer to Eyndar space than ARGO, so we’re ideally positioned to access it from the Eyndar side. There are no stable governments, and ARGO forces are forbidden entry per terms of the treaty. Lucky for us, same goes for the Eyndar navy.”

Jean Niang, former typhoon mechanic, former jungle work detail boss, and current leading candidate for Roddy’s replacement, raised a hand. “If there’s nobody there, what’s the job? We going for salvage, mining… what’s the game here?”

Carl grinned. He couldn’t have planted a better question in the audience. Niang was kissing his ass for sure. “No one said this region was uninhabited. Plenty of real estate speculators got in while the war was still hot, hoping to turn a huge profit once their side won. Plus, some loners, freaks, and outlaws had been there long before that. There’re little colonies scattered all over. Some of them are just trying to scrape by. Others are turning a tidy little profit on mineral resources and black market transactions.”

Amy shouted a question from the back. “So, we’re going into the black market business?” Now that question he had planted.

“Nah, that’d be too much like honest work. You see… we’re going to rob the black market.”

The briefing room lingered in quiet. This was the sort of bold, high-paying job that got the juices riled up in an outlaw crew. At least, that was the idea. They should have been cheering.

Something must not have come across clearly enough. “You see, there’s a lot of contraband getting bought and sold, often for big money. Commerce is moving goods from point A to point B for an agreed-upon price. We’re going to be removing goods from point A-and-a-half, then making the people at point B think they got ripped off.”

“What if they’re not idiots?” someone in the back of the room called out—someone who didn’t make himself easily identified.

With a press of a button on the remote, the view zoomed in until a single system hung in mid-air in the middle of the briefing room. “Well, lucky for us, they are. This here is the RG386 system. Locals call the third planet Hawthorne’s Bazaar. It’s a low-cash environment. Most of their business is barter. There are a few scattered population centers, but for the most part, commerce is conducted elsewhere on the surface. Atmosphere is non-toxic, but low oxygen makes carrying your own a priority. We’ll be arranging a small number of transactions designed to put merchandise in the wrong hands and cause enough confusion for us to get away with our choice of contraband.”

Another voice rose from the back of the room. “This all sounds great, but who’s going?” Carl was really going to have to learn the voices of his new underlings.

“Great question. As you know, I’ve been at this sort of thing for years, so I’ve got some specialists who’ll be vital to making this job run smoothly. First off, Amy Charlton, known to many of you as Scarecrow, will be doing the flying. This shouldn’t be a scramble-type job, but if things hit the waste reclaim, we’ll have one of the best pilots around to keep us in one piece until we make astral. Next up is Yomin Dranoel, formerly a cyber ops technician, second class. She’s been promoted to the A team for this one. Yomin is going to be faking our ship ID and intercepting encrypted transmissions between the would-be buyers and sellers at Hawthorne’s. You all know Mriy. She’ll be on the ground to keep the face-to-face portion of negotiations civil.”

“She won’t, sir,” one of the techs reported. “Said she’s staying out with the hunting parties, and that you’ve got enough… well, she used a word I didn’t know, sir. But I think she meant you’ve got enough hands that can hold a blaster.”

Carl nodded, accepting the information in stride. Not a hint showed on his face, but he was ready to string up the insubordinate azrin by the ears. “Probably right. She’s a better hunter than a soldier. I’ll check the duty roster for a replacement. Someone who’s been pulling a little extra weight on the sentry patrols deserves a shot at some offworld excitement. Anyhoo, our good buddy Roddy’s going to be sitting this one out, so Jean Niang will be taking time away from building Typhoons out of spare parts to keep the Mobius in one piece.”

He could feel the eyes on him. Glancing at the back of the room, he saw Roddy glaring. Once they made eye contact, the laaku snorted and stomped out of the briefing room. But a thirty-kilo laaku could only stomp so heavily to back it up. Hardly anyone seemed to notice him go.

Carl continued as if his pause had been for effect and not consternation. “And last but not least, our aces in the hole: Wizards Esper and Mort.”

“Just me,” Esper called out from somewhere in the back.

Why was this the first Carl was hearing of Mort bailing? Since when did that cantankerous old wizard pass up an opportunity to prove how goddamn irreplaceable he was? But this was a briefing, and half the syndicate was watching. He couldn’t look like someone was pulling a fast one on him. “Care to clarify that remark?”

The attendees parted for Esper to come forward. It was weird in a way. The Mobius had picked her up as a stray, a priestess trying to save a boy who—it turned out—damn well didn’t need or want saving. Enthusiastic, well-meaning, and ever hoping to be helpful, she’d nonetheless been just the near side of useless. Now? Half the syndicate didn’t see a difference between her and Mort—looks aside. Both were wizards. Said and done.

“He recorded a message,” Esper said. She held aloft a rock the size of her palm, with purposeful-looking facets at odd angles and all the edges smooth as driftwood.

A familiar, crotchety voice emanated from the rock. “Now just hold it still and… what’s that? Stop waving your hands and spit it out… Oh, it’s already going? Ahem, well then… To our esteemed potentate Carl Ramsey, I send my regards and regrets. I will, unfortunately, be unable to join your expedition to parts barely known for profits barely earned. Things out here in the jungle demand my attention in ways that are—I must say—far more pressing than hoodwinking the rubes and doorknob lickers in contested space. Since I know you’ve gotten used to manual astral drops, I will, of course, have no objection to Esper tagging along to fill in for me. Oh, quit glaring at me like that… Um, that said, I’m sure that once I’ve pinned down Devraa’s lair and committed a bit of deicide, we can get back to business as usual. Ta-ta… that was the end. There isn’t a button. Just press your palm to one side and think it off. Right, there you—”

Esper cleared her throat. “Sorry. Never used a rock to record voice messages before. Mort was a bit lax on explaining it before we started, and he didn’t want to re-record it.”

Running his fingers through his hair, Carl seethed out a sigh. “So… nutshell: no Mort. Well, that just moves Esper up the list to ship’s wizard, and we’ve got an opening for an apprentice. Any volunteers?”

One tentative hand rose from the middle of the room.

“Ayers, are you serious about taking up magic or looking for an excuse to get to know Esper?”

The hand beat a hasty retreat.

Carl spread his hands. “No problem. We’ve got the personnel now to absorb these kinds of schedule conflicts. Mobius will be taking Amy, Niang, Yomin, Esper, and myself for this run. Um, I guess that’ll leave us one spare bunk. I’ll get back to you on who’s getting it. We’re hitting orbit at 1500 hours, which…” He searched the wall for a chronometer. “Looks like about three hours from now. Damn, no wonder I’m hungry. Let’s break for lunch, folks.”

In the wake of a generally respectful silence that had prevailed throughout the briefing, a dozen conversations broke out. Syndicate personnel stood and separated into cliques as they filtered through the exits. When the rush abated, Carl was left alone with Amy, who had hung back.

“Did that sound anything like the briefings we used to get from NAV-OPS?” Carl asked.

Before she said a word, Amy kissed him, sapping the tension from his muscles and reminding him that someone around here was paying attention to him. “Nope. Not in the least. But hey, Roddy didn’t throw anything, and Mort’s always been kind of a flake. I’m sure the mood will improve once we don’t have a jungle full of marines serving an alien god.”

She turned her back on Carl and strode out of the briefing room. He had three hours left on Ithaca and a million tasks to arrange for his absence. All of them were in the other direction, but he followed Amy out the briefing room anyway.

# # #

Roddy hefted his guitar. The fact that it was located in Carl’s quarters was beside the point. It was the last of his personal belongings on board the Mobius. That felt… final. He’d never expected it to come to this. Carl had given him enough free passes that it seemed like he was vaccinated against consequences. But that bastard had finally done it; Roddy had been replaced. He slung the strap for the guitar over one shoulder and sighed.

As he moped out the common room door and into the cargo bay, he caught Niang exiting the engine room. His replacement was carrying a tool kit in one hand and a coffee mug in the other. “Hey, Roddy. Nothin’ to worry about. I’ll take good care of her.”

Him, Roddy corrected mentally. But this wasn’t the time to get into Carl’s philosophy on ship genders. “Yeah, whatever. Typhoon, Squall, Turtledove, Pandora… all the same shit, amirite? You’ll do fine, Jean.”

Niang raised his coffee mug in salute. “Just remember, anything not offloaded by 1500 is coming with us for the ride.”

The ride. Fuck the ride. The ride had never left without him before. “Sure thing. Just gotta… take care of a couple more things, then I’ll be out of your fur.”

Niang headed for the cargo ramp, and Roddy ducked back inside the common room. He waited with the door cracked just enough to hear clearly. The footsteps faded. Roddy counted to ten, taking a sip of his coffee to still his nerves. It didn’t do the trick the way beer did.

Scurrying down the stairs in the now-vacant ship, Roddy slipped into the engine room and shut the door behind him. So damn clean. Most of the new parts were scavenged and retrofit from maintenance stores on the Odysseus. Basic systems were fairly universal—close enough for a competent mechanic to cobble together, anyway. The place had been steam-cleaned, sterilized, and scrubbed. ARGO standard safety advisory stickers highlighted the various hazards present in the engine room—which was pretty much everything. Anyone who didn’t have a deep-seated understanding of that simple fact didn’t belong in a fucking engine room, and no sticker could fix that.

How easily everything went together when there was a parts fabricator in the maintenance bay. How tidy and neat things looked when a ship just sat still and waited until you were done fixing it. You could put a bow on the bypass relays the wires were routed so pretty. Wouldn’t be so easy if those labeled tags were wrong. If someone crossed the wires and swapped the corresponding labels, the Mobius would be in deep space before anyone noticed… not until they needed power to the shields.

And what about all those coolant and fluid lines? Roddy grabbed the waste processing return line and shook it. There was little give. Too rigid. Loosen a few couplings and it would be more flexible if this ship took a hit—ship-to-ship collision, meteorite, plasma blast, you name it. A limber ship didn’t have half its plumbing crack in the middle of combat.

The engine diagnostics were screwy, too. Fuel intake ratio was off. Too rich for the type of hotdog flying that Amy and Carl preferred. He had half a mind to leave everything just as it was. What Roddy should have done was drop the mix ratio and recalibrate the fuel-monitoring sensor to match. That way it would look fine during pre-flight checks, and the Mobius would mysteriously handle the way it always did. Underappreciated. That’s what Roddy was. It took a lot of finagling to keep things looking and feeling the same from the pilot’s chair as the guts of the ship evolved from one overhaul to the next.

With a snort, Roddy turned and stomped out of the engine room and out the cargo bay. As he was setting foot onto the hangar bay floor of the Odysseus, Carl and Amy approached, carrying a footlocker between them. “We out of grav sleds?” he asked as he stepped aside to let them pass.

“Less trouble carrying it,” Amy replied. “It’s not that heavy.”

Carl shrugged, abdicating any opinion of his own.

Roddy rolled his eyes but didn’t comment. He’d gotten used to the vibe between Carl and Tanny. They were always either at each other’s throats or up each other’s plumbing. Not a lot of middle ground. Watching him with Amy, he could hardly reconcile it as a relationship in Carlish terms. Amy shot pool, played computer games, gambled, and appreciated the artistic merit of a holovid that was all action and no plot. If Roddy hadn’t taken human anatomy in primary school, he would have sworn she was one of the guys. Aside from an occasional hint of mate attraction behavior, that’s how the two of them interacted.

He was still standing dumbfounded when Carl called back to him. “Hey, take is easy, OK? Make some use of that guitar you’re stealing back. Your job will still be here when this mission’s over. And maybe see a med scanner about that limp.”

Limp? Roddy took a few tentative steps down the corridor, paying attention to an activity that was normally handled by one of the most autonomous regions of the laaku brain. What he found wasn’t a hip or leg pain causing him to favor one side, but rather something held surreptitiously in the palm of his foot. Passing the offending item to a hand closer to his eyes, Roddy found that he’d been carrying his multi-tool.

It was the most versatile weapon in the modern mechanic’s arsenal. With a few twists or flips, it could be used to loosen or tighten bolts, cut, solder, or weld small parts, pry, tap, poke holes, or even diagnose low-power electrical issues. He never went anywhere without it, but it typically resided in a pocket of his coveralls. What was he doing with it out? What was he doing hiding it from Carl?

# # #

Esper sighed as she sat down on the foot of her bunk aboard the Mobius. Her quarters on the Odysseus were lavish by comparison, formerly occupied by an Earth Navy lieutenant commander. But this felt strangely more like home. It wasn’t Mars, where she’d been born and raised, or Bentus VIII where she’d spent years teaching in service of the One Church. But in the relatively short time she’d spent aboard the Mobius, it had found a special place in her heart.

Easing off her telekinesis spell, a crate that had followed her aboard like a puppy settled to the floor. Popping the lid, Esper browsed through the cache of foodstuffs she’d packed for the trip. Provisions had always been hit-or-miss for Carl and his crew, and Esper wasn’t looking forward to switching to a diet of stale sandwich bread and expired cold cuts halfway through the mission. The few supply runs by the Ithaca syndicate had yielded honest-to-goodness edible food. Esper had brought along self-cooling yogurt packs, a month’s supply of Snakki Bars, and three different brands of coffee, all of which had been grown from plants rather than being synthesized in a lab. Lord preserve her if she had to resort to Reddi Brew for another trip. Of course, the coincidence wasn’t lost on her that Reddi Brew was made by Friendli Foods Intergalactic, the same company that produced her beloved Snakki Bars.

Carl’s voice piped up over the shipwide comm. “Need anything planetside? Speak now or forever hold your peace. Takeoff in under two.”

Home. It wasn’t a planetside sort of thing anymore. It was a cozy place where people knew who she was, liked her, and wanted her around. On Mars, she had always tried to be someone else. On Bentus VIII, she was more tolerated than liked. Even on Ithaca, most of the syndicate considered her vaguely dangerous. Mort prowled the jungles with Mriy and a search party of Odysseus crewmen. The lost marines who’d joined Devraa fled before him. When he found their cities and their ancient places of power, he tore them to the ground. Mort was a wizard. Esper was a wizard. It was hard to be liked by people who feared you.

Esper found the comm panel on the wall of her quarters and opened a channel to the cockpit. “All set down here.”

Home was more than a place, though. It was people. And there had been a lot of changes aboard the Mobius. Esper had gone from being the new girl to being the lone holdover so quickly she still couldn’t quite wrap her head around it. Over on the far side of the common room was an empty bunk. Despite Carl’s last-minute efforts to recruit one more member for the mission, no one wanted Mort’s sleeping quarters. Moreover, no one wanted to be the one to remove the wizard’s belongings.

Then it occurred to her. She wasn’t a passenger this time. Esper was the astral drive. Sometime in the next five or ten minutes, the Mobius would exit orbital space around Ithaca and come to a dead stop. Usually, that was the point where Mort took over, convincing the universe to nudge the ship sideways relative to all three dimensions of scientific space and into the astral.

Outside the window of her quarters, the hangar moved. It first sank away, then rushed past horizontally. Thanks to the wonders of Mort’s gravity enchantment, there was no physical sensation of motion—yet another aspect of the job that was beyond her understanding. She continued watching as mountains and trees rushed past below, then a bank of clouds briefly obscured her view. After that, it was a short while until the Mobius climbed free of the moon’s atmosphere.

In one corner of her quarters, a wooden staff loitered against the wall as if waiting for her. It was Earthwood, older than the planet-wide ban on logging, and it belonged to Mort. When he had sneaked aboard and placed it there was anyone’s guess. Obviously, he’d realized well in advance that the next trip for the Mobius would be without him. Taking a long, slow breath, Esper stood, claimed the staff, and carried it out to the ship’s common room. She had a job to do.

# # #

Dr. Akerman wasn’t bad looking, by human standards. Nothing too angular in the face. Not freakishly tall. And unlike so many humans who went one extreme or another on the color spectrum, she had a nice soft brown tone that he could almost imagine as fur. It was about that point when Roddy knew he was getting desperate for female companionship. But that wasn’t why he was in Trisha Akerman’s office.

“I tell you, I was wide awake. I had my guitar and a half-full mug of Reddi Brew. I was upright—eyes open. I’d just said a quick goodbye to my replacement, Jean Niang. All I could think was to take a last look at my engine room before it left without me. That’s when it happened. I had this vivid daydream, like I was walking through an ultra hi-res holo-projector field. I saw all the shit they’d changed. You’d probably think it was minor stuff—real technical minutiae—but I practically lived down there for years. Spent more time in that engine room than in my quarters. Hell, I hid beer down there.”

Dr. Akerman nodded. “And how did you know this was a hallucination?”

Roddy leaned his head back over the arm of the easy chair he was sprawled across. He gave the human psychologist his best condescending glare. “Well, I clearly wasn’t just standing in my own engine room gawking if the next thing I know I was in a hallway, getting out of the way of Carl and Amy coming through with a polymer steel footlocker. If I’d had my head any farther up my own ass, I’d have gotten bulldozed into the deck plates. Those two sure as hell don’t have their heads on straight these days.”

“And you can’t recall how you got from the engine room to the hallway?”

Roddy opened each of his hands in a poof gesture. “Nothing. Zip. Tuuzo.”

“Do you have any idea how long you were unaware of your surroundings?”

It was a fair question. Roddy blew a breath that flapped his lips noisily. “No idea. I wasn’t checking chronos. I knew I had plenty of time to get in and out before Carl took off. I mean, really, what was going to go wrong? Don’t get out in time, I get to go along for the ride. Get there late and my guitar ends up playing off-key for a few weeks in Fiddle Fingers’ hands. Not exactly a galactic cataclysm.”

She nodded and tapped something into her datapad. “So during this daydream, what were you doing?”

Roddy wasn’t sure how much of this he wanted on the record. Technically, they were a criminal organization. Bribery and favor trading should have been common currency. But this Dr. Akerman was an Earth Navy ensign, with all the baggage that carried. Being listed as Killed In Action didn’t mean she was any less inclined toward proper recordkeeping and reporting suspicious behavior.

Of course, as a scientific mind-reader—even an inexperienced one who specialized in combat fatigue—Dr. Akerman picked up on his hesitation. “This session is confidential. You can tell me anything.”

Roddy closed his eyes and sighed. There was something both laudable and hopelessly naive in that statement. Sure, she might mean every word. That didn’t mean a snake charmer like Carl couldn’t worm it out of her. It didn’t mean she’d keep her yap shut if Mriy flashed those claws of hers, or if Mort glared at her crossways. Still, if Roddy was going bonkers, he wanted a second opinion before admitting it. “I was thinking of all the ways Niang and his pals fucked up my engine room and all the ways I could tweak it back to the way I like it. Might’ve involved a multi-tool. I was carrying one in my lower left foot when I snapped out of it.”

“You hadn’t mentioned that detail previously. Did you just remember it?”

“Nah. It just didn’t seem all that urgent.”

“Do you often carry objects in your lower hands while you walk?”

Roddy snorted. Typical human. “No. I leave shit lying around when I fill up two hands… of course I carry stuff in my walking hands. Have you ever even met a laaku besides me?”

The glare from Dr. Akerman transmitted at a stay-on-topic wavelength. Ethylene glycol in this one’s veins. Even trying, he couldn’t rile her. “Is there a reason you’d have a multi-tool in hand, instead of, say, in a pocket or tool kit?”

“I wasn’t using it to open beer bottles if that’s what you’re asking. I was church sober the whole time.”

“And you’ve been to the med bay and had a blood scan?”

“Listen, doc. The world’s got all these colors with hard edges on ‘em. Harsh. Grating. Oversaturated. If it were a holo-projection, I’d have the emitter adjusted. When I’ve got a buzz going, it feathers the edges. Smooths things out so everything’s easier to look at. I don’t need a scanner to tell my liver it’s on empty.”

She tapped a few more buttons and set the datapad aside. “Rodek. I’m going to ask you a serious question, and I’d appreciate a completely candid answer.”

“I’ve got my soul inside out here already…”

“How certain are you that you did not, in fact, actually carry out the—well, let’s not mince words here—sabotage of the Mobius’s engine room?”

A knot of nausea curdled in Roddy’s stomach. He’d already worked through convincing himself that it had all taken place inside his own skull. After all, it seemed less real than the crazy world that Lloyd Arnold had sucked them all into. And that was someone else’s head. It only stood to reason that his own delusion was shabbier than an expert wizard’s.

“Roddy…?” Dr. Akerman’s voice had an edge to it. The question wasn’t going away.

“I dunno. 70%? Maybe 60?”

“Rodek! You’re telling me that there’s a significant chance that you’ve just let the Mobius leave Ithaca with compromised shipboard systems. And you’ve said… nothing?”

“I came to see you, didn’t I? Besides, ‘compromised shipboard systems’ is about the nicest thing anyone’s ever said about that flying scrap heap. It’s flown like that for years.”

Dr. Akerman stood. Her chest was heaving. If Roddy had an amateur’s understanding of human psychophysiology, she was on the verge of a panic attack. “We’ve got to send a message to the Mobius to warn them.”

Roddy snorted. “Easy there, doc. Confidentiality, remember? Besides, the new astral relay won’t be up and running for three days. We can’t even get a signal outside the system until then. At least, not one they’d get this century. Plus, like I said… 70% sure everything’s fine. Hey, if it makes you feel better, let’s call it 80.”

# # #

Mordecai The Brown was a scholar even by wizards’ standards. He held a degree from Oxford University on Earth. He was also a man of esteemed breeding, able to trace his ancestry back to Atlantis. He was not, either by inclination or adaptation, an outdoorsman. The outdoors was a place that cavemen had relegated to recreational status forty-thousand years ago. Plants and animals lived out there, not sentient creatures that had learned to fashion walls and roofs. Needless to say, Mort was no admirer of Ithaca’s wildlife.

By and large, Mort kept this opinion to himself. His companions on this murder safari seemed to hold a diametrically opposed viewpoint. Mriy made clear her disdain for the heat and humidity, but she relished hunting for both food and sport. Kubu was in his element, an avid devourer of all things fauna and a devotee of open spaces to maraud. His two human escorts, Parker and Doherty, had acquainted themselves intimately with a portion of the jungle that the expedition had long since left in their wake. But both seemed bright-eyed and eager to get to know the rest of the moon’s terrain.

Mort slogged through the underbrush, daring the creeping vines and thorny brambles to have a go at him. But the flora cowered from him, drooping out of his path as best as their roots allowed. Stripped to the waist like a savage, he gleamed with a fine coating of sweat. Undignified, that’s what it was. He’d tried insisting to the universe that it was a cool, crisp day, suitable for a sweatshirt and denims, but he just couldn’t keep it convinced for long enough to make it worth his while. Ithaca was awfully damn smug about its climate for a podunk moon in the middle of nowhere.

“Well, lookie that,” Doherty said, pointing to the sky.

Mort followed the line of that finger to a bank of clouds off in the distance. It was the direction everyone had taken to calling east, but it didn’t feel easterly in Mort’s gut. “What am I lookieing at?”

Kubu perked up, tearing his attention away from the stalk of a grass-like tree he had just watered. “Flying house made the whooshy noise in the sky.” The giant canine was eye level with the wizard now, and his vocabulary was threatening to crest the summit of usefulness.

Doherty nodded. “Can’t say I heard it, but I caught sight of the Mobius from the corner of my eye. Look close, and you can see the hole where they punched through the clouds.”

“Guess that means Kwon’s in charge,” Parker said offhandedly. “I mean, Ramsey left Niang as second in command every other time he’s gone offworld. Since Niang’s taking over Roddy’s spot an engineer—”

“What now?” Mort snapped. “First I’m hearing of the monkey getting marooned here.”

“You never talk to the resupply pilots.”

Mort scowled at the mere mention of them. “Daft prats, the both of them.”

Parker smirked. “My point exactly. They think the same about you.”

Straightening himself and harrumphing, Mort glared off in the direction of the distant starship that served as syndicate headquarters. “Well, that Kwon girl isn’t in change of me, that’s for bloody damn sure. The scientification of criminal life would be one too many straws for this camel’s back. Fellow’s got to be able to look himself in the mirror, and my reflection wouldn’t stand for me taking orders from some math-besotted handmaiden of Einstein.”

“She’s a biologist,” Parker pointed out.

Mort frowned, unaccustomed to the rank and file giving him lip about his metaphoric comparisons. They must be getting over their unease in his presence. “What’s the difference, honestly? One slave of the universe’s pique is as good as another. But if Carl’s run off and not designated a second in command—which, between you, me, and the trees, I’d be shocked if he hadn’t—that leaves me in charge. And since I’m not around either, it’s up to me to appoint a regent.”

Parker and Doherty exchanged a worried look.

“My recording stone is back at the mountain. Find me a suitable replacement.”

Kubu cocked his head, an involuntary yet polite response to having no idea what Mort was talking about. Doherty just shrugged.

Parker cleared his throat. “What the hell’s a suitable replacement?”

“Rock, stone, crystal, gem… oh, about yea big.” Mort spread a finger and thumb with a rough estimate. “Doesn’t need to be anything fancy. I’m no amateur at this business. I could make mountains out of molehills, if I had to.”

“This is loose soil. There’s no bedrock for God-only-knows how far down. We’re a good ten, maybe twelve klicks from the nearest rocky terrain.”

Mort grumbled. “Fine. Just find me the closest thing you’ve got that’ll fit in one hand and hold a shape.”

After a few minutes of searching their belongings and the surrounding jungle, Parker came back with what looked like a miniature bowling ball. “What is it?” Mort asked, narrowing a suspicious look at the object.

“Knock-knock fruit,” Parker said, handing it over. “Something like a crossbreed of a coconut and a blueberry. Meat’s sweet inside, but they’re a pain in the ass to crack open.

Mort gave the fruit an experimental squeeze and held it up to his eye. It wasn’t black, as he’d first assumed, but a deep purple. Unbidden, notes of a song by one of Carl’s musical groups wormed its way into his mind, conjuring images of smoke and fire. Forcing the melody aside, Mort had a brief, pointed conversation with the knock-knock fruit. When he had convinced it to hold a message for him, he began to speak into it like a microphone. The fruit began to glow.

“To the people of the Ramsey Syndicate, this is Mordecai The Brown. Since our esteemed pooh-bah has seen fit to deprive us of his presence, it occurred to me that I am left in the position of highest authority. And, given that my current, self-imposed assignment will keep me away from our little ship-in-a-mountain-shaped-bottle, I ought to appoint someone to command in my stead. To that end, I appoint Rodek of Kethlet as acting syndicate director. Obey him as you would me. Or at the very least, the way you would Carl. Anyone who has a problem with this can take it up with me personally. Anyone who would rather avoid confrontation and undermine Roddy indirectly will rue my return. Capisce?”

As the glow faded from the knock-knock fruit, Mort handed it to Kubu. The canid cradled it awkwardly in one upturned paw. “Now put this in your saddlebag and run it back to the mountain. When you get a bunch of important people to listen to it, bite it good. Crush it. Just don’t swallow it until it’s done talking. Got it?”

Kubu nodded.

“Good boy.”

Kubu rolled onto his side and squirmed until he managed to tuck the fruit into one of his packs. Then he rolled to his feet and shot off into the jungle like a loosed arrow.

Mere seconds later, Mriy pushed her way through the underbrush. “What was Kubu running off for in such a hurry?”

Doherty scratched at the back of his neck. “Well, Mort got it up his craw that Kwon was going to be running things while Ramsey’s offworld. He recorded a message into a piece of knock-knock fruit saying that Roddy’s in charge and sent Kubu to deliver it.”

One of Mriy’s ears twitched. She stared at Mort. The same ear twitched again. “If I thought for a minute that Kubu could get back to main camp without eating that fruit, I’d chase him down and eat it myself. What are you thinking, putting Roddy in charge? He is on a quest of purification.”

“All the better,” Mort countered. “What’s the worst he’s going to do? That lazy chimp doesn’t have the ambition to cause any serious harm. They’ll probably halt work to play computer games, maybe allow drinking on the job. It’d be a shame if he fell off the sobriety shuttle, but he’s not going to do anything.”

# # #

Carl reclined with his feet on the console of his own ship. There was a spot just above the long-range scanner display where resting them didn’t hurt anything. And for once, he wasn’t getting any crap about it. For twice, he didn’t have to hold his tongue about the quality of the flying going on next door in the pilot’s seat. Amy Charlton had been a 99.99th percentile pilot in Earth Navy. If Carl had been 99.995th, the years since they both left the service had dulled any minute differences. He couldn’t honestly claim to be any better suited, and that suited him just fine.

The gray of astral space surrounded the Mobius like a bank of fog. Esper lacked the pomp and gravitas that Mort brought to the star-drive business, but she’d gotten them 8.4 standard astral units deep, which was still better than most civilian ships could manage. Amy was finishing course calculations based on their freshly measured depth. The navigational computer was the closest to true A-tech the ship carried, despite being fifty years from modern.

Amy swung the ship onto a new course and powered the thrusters. “Not too shabby. We’re only three days out. I can get used to traveling like this. Makes the galaxy a smaller place.”

“Well, for security purposes, being in the ass-crack of charted space has its advantages. But fuck me if I’m going to put up with month-long runs to the nearest trade route. Wizards all the way. Wish I had ten more of them.”

“I’m just glad Esper got us deep enough to make the trip worthwhile. Time is money. Speaking of which, I know operations security is nice an all, but when are you going to tell us the job?”

Carl shrugged. “It’s not operational security if I haven’t worked that part out yet. A lot of this business is reactive. I can’t plan a job worth shit until I have a target locked in. For starters though, we’re going to fence some illegal pharmaceuticals. We need a credible reason to be in contested space, and a little contraband dump to the black market’s as good a reason as any.”

Amy gave him a sidelong look that flounced her mop of tiny braids. “You raided the med bay on the Odysseus before we left?”

Carl held up his hands. “Come on. They’re my people. I’m not robbing our own med supplies.”

“So what’ve you got?”

Carl’s defensive posture faded into a grin. He’d grown so used to being second-guessed that he’d read too much into Amy’s question. “I’ve got Tanny’s stash of marine enhancement drugs.”

Amy raised an eyebrow. “That stuff’s worth the trip?”

“You’d be surprised. Tanny didn’t blow her take on booze and magic swords, like some of us. She was always teetering on broke because she had to maintain her supply. Most of the stuff in there is solid terras, but the Recitol’s worth the trip by itself.”

“The stuff you said was a knock-off…”

“That’s the beauty of it. We bought that batch knowing it was a high-grade imitation. We don’t have to sell it that way. Let the next poor fool figure out it’s only 80% effective. The packaging and the markings on the pills are dead on. I think they might have even stolen the packaging equipment from one of Zammos Biochemical’s suppliers. But it means we laid out about three hundred terras a pill for it, and we’re going to sell them for five thousand apiece. A marine wants to keep a level high on the stuff, but the tweakers who buy most of the aftermarket stuff are looking for an edge when they’re about to pull something dangerous and potentially fatal. Piracy. Jailbreaks. Mercenary work. That sort of shit.”

“So we’re going to piss on the leg of someone looking to kill people. Leaving a trail of enemies in your wake is kind of your shtick, isn’t it?”

Carl shrugged as he climbed to his feet. “Can’t change who you are. But hey, you’ve locked us on course. Let’s go grab something to eat.”

# # #

Esper sat on the couch, quietly munching on a strawberry and chocolate Snakki Bar. Her new crewmates were watching a marathon of Nebula Falls on the holo-projector. As inconspicuously as she could, Esper was watching them. In her head, she thought of them as Roddy II, Mriy II, and Chip II. Even though she’d never met Chip, he was the last computer tech the Mobius had employed. Plus, she’d officiated his funeral, so that was almost like meeting him.

Roddy II was Jean Niang. He was sun-drenched from years of outdoor work on Ithaca and had only recently started letting his hair grow. His square jaw and muscled chest gave him the look of a laborer, which in a certain sense, he was. Just because Roddy took the job of mechanic and made it into an equal mixture of tinkering and shortcuts didn’t mean it couldn’t be hard, honest work when done right.

Yomin Dranoel was a mousy, dark-skinned Martian girl who talked too fast for her own good. Even off duty, she wore a tech headset with an eyepiece just like the ones in modern military holovids. Similarities of age and planet of origin ought to have made her Esper’s best chance to make a friend among the newcomers. But Yomin was all tech, all the time. Any time she noticed Esper looking her way, Yomin would avert her eyes.

The last of the newcomers was Reebo St. Jardin. He was Mriy’s replacement as security officer. If Esper hadn’t known better, she’d have suspected him of being a spy for the followers of Devraa. He looked more like a marine than a sailor, towering over the rest of the crew. But he had a wife and an adorable two-year-old daughter back on Ithaca, so Esper couldn’t imagine him betraying them. The partially disassembled blaster rifle in his lap was a cleaning project for idle hands as he watched the holo. No risk of devilry in that one.

“Hey, what’s that you’re watching?” Carl called out as he entered the common room.

Amy followed close behind. “It’s Nebula Falls. Looks like episode 6 of the third season, where Landry sets up Dawson to look like he’s guilty of Azu’s murder.”

Groans from around the room greeted her reveal of the spoiler. Esper didn’t mind. It wasn’t the sort of entertainment that interested her—just a tangle of lies and betrayals from one episode to the next. There was no one to root for because everyone had a slimy, sinful secret that tainted even the most outwardly kindhearted moments. Azu and Dawson’s romantic gestures were overshadowed by the fact they were both cheating on their spouses. Archibald Corver agreed to let the colonists stay on Fellion IV because his miners went on strike and he needed the labor. Elsabeth only adopted the orphaned Setrina because she knew the girl’s DNA would scan out at the time of her true mother’s death and make her heir to a fortune. The whole series was spoiled from the inside out.

“So, where we headed, boss?” Niang asked.

“A place called the Capstone Colony. We’re going to unload a crate of Tanny’s old marine drugs to establish ourselves as players in the local market. Then we’re going to dip our toes on the omni and see what we can dig up for a pair of deals to cross-wire.”

Reebo didn’t look up from the trigger assembly he was wiping clean. “How’s that work, exactly?”

“We’re going to set up a three-way deal. Normally, when you work something like that out, A gives to B, B gives to C, and C gives to A. We’re going to make B and C both thinking that they’re paying us and receiving from one another. We just need to find the right schmucks to be B and C for us.”

“So,” Amy said with a wry smile. “We’re going schmuck-hunting?”

“Something like that.”

It was so strange, seeing them together. Amy wasn’t quite new, but in many ways she was Tanny II. The flirtatious glances, the shared jokes that no one else seemed to be in on, and the ease of their interactions all seemed out of place. The distinctive lack of a looming threat of physical violence sapped Esper’s worry over Carl’s safety. But it had sparked something else. She had prayed about it, and had sat inside her own head in Esperville to puzzle through it. But there was only one conclusion she could draw.

Esper was jealous.

# # #

Kubu munched quietly—for him—on the knock-knock fruit as everyone sat in disbelief. Eight of them had gathered to humor Kubu and his mysterious talking coconut. Sephiera Kwon was among them, having accepted listening to the canid as part of her duties as acting commanding officer. As a semi-official member of Ramsey’s original crew, ignoring a message he carried would have been impolitic. She wasn’t sure what she had expected. Perhaps a funny noise when bitten. Perhaps just a joke. The creature had a childish sense of humor, after all, amused by boorishness and simple wordplay. But a message from Mordecai The Brown elevating the rehabilitating laaku above her in rank had been unexpected.

Fortunately Rodek of Kethlet hadn’t been present for the airing of the message, and its vessel was even now settling into the furnace that passed for the canid’s digestive tract.

An ensign named Braubeck was the first to find words. “What now? Should we go find Roddy?”

“And what?” Kwon crossed her arms. “Tell a barely functioning alcohol rehabilitation patient that he’s C.O.?”

Skip Farnsworth scratched Kubu behind the ears. “What’s the harm? Not like we can’t carry on same as ever. Roddy won’t give a wet shit what we do. Rather let him play captain for a couple weeks while Ramsey’s away than tell Wizard Mort to go screw himself.”

That was the real question, wasn’t it? What to do about Mordecai. Kwon had known a wizard or two in her time. The otherworldliness had made them seem exotic, dangerous, exciting. But she’d never said more than a passing hello to the Convocation’s delegates aboard capital ships, the ones who were there in case a ship should come under magical attack. By all accounts, those were lap dogs in comparison to this renegade who acted as Ramsey’s wild card. If Kwon hadn’t realized her options for legal living were painfully limited, she wouldn’t have consorted with anyone like him. Ramsey and the others tiptoed around the issue. They said he was on the run and had defended himself from capture. What she heard was that he murdered anyone who stepped into his path.

“Lieutenant?” Braubeck prompted.

Kwon sighed. With a beckoning gesture that brought Kubu loping to her side, she headed for the door. “Might as well get this over with. When I graduated the naval academy, I never thought I’d end up taking orders from wizards and laaku.”

# # #

It was called a swap station. Three berths, equally spaced around a central hub, connected to one another by cargo transport conduits. Each berth was enclosed in a defensive shield, preventing both quick escape and firing on the other ships at the station. The idea was simple: if you needed a secure three-way trade, a swap station would provide that security for a reasonable price. They popped up in areas of space where law was scarce and a little security was worth paying extra for. This nameless specimen of the breed was located in intersystem space, along the edge of Eyndar territory. Carl had bargained for its location with the woman who’d bought Tanny’s drug stash.

“Mobius, this is station control. All vessels are secure. Transmit the all-clear when you’ve got your merchandise. Shields go down once I get the all-clear from three ships.”

The voice on the comm had a lazy drawl heavy with boredom. He already had Carl’s money—whoever he was. Three thousand terras it had cost Carl for his share of the fee. The captains of the other two ships had likewise transferred their shares; otherwise, Mr. Personality wouldn’t have raised the shields to commence the deal.

“Everyone clear on the plan?” Carl asked. He’d lost track of how many times they’d gone over it, but with a green crew, it never hurt to ask again.

Reebo scowled. “Both ships send us their cargo. We send nothing. Yomin overrides the shields, and we high-tail it before the other two ships get loose.”

Niang and Esper nodded.

Yomin raised a finger as a point of order. “I also have to convince the station that there’s cargo going in all directions, otherwise they’ll rat us out.”

Carl clapped his hands. “Well, let’s get to it!”

# # #

Esper waited in the cargo hold as Niang and Reebo pulled in shipments from the two trader vessels that shared the little pirate space station with them. There wasn’t much else for her to do but wait. Her part wouldn’t come until everything was stowed, Yomin had tricked everyone’s computers, and it was time to make their escape. Esper should have been worried that so much was riding on her. She wasn’t.

The trips through the astral were simple. Trying it without Mort around as a safety valve had taken getting used to, but the universe was listening to her like one of those nice old ladies who’d talk to you for hours so long as you minded your manners. And Esper always minded her manners. Hearing Mort harangue God’s creations into doing his bidding had begun making her uncomfortable. The better she understood the bargaining for power, the less she appreciated his approach. It was inarguable that he dwarfed her power, but it just came across as unseemly the way he bullied creation.

But Mort wasn’t here, and Esper’s way was getting the job done just fine. When the time came, Carl would signal for her, and she’d nudge the Mobius astrally.

“Careful with that, buddy,” Niang shouted as Reebo slid a steel crate off the grav sled. It slammed to the cargo bay floor with an echoing thud. “That’s raw data crystal. All the trouble we gone through to steal it, I don’t need a big ox cracking ‘em all.”

“Ease off,” Reebo replied. “You’re not in charge anymore. This is Ramsey’s ship, not your jungle.”

“Wasn’t my jungle.”

“Yours, Kwon’s… who cares? But you don’t get to boss me around out here. You’re not even an ensign anymore.”

Esper idly wondered whether she ought to intervene. The old Esper would have. That Esper hated conflict—avoided it whenever possible and when she couldn’t, she pretended it didn’t exist.

“Think you’re a big man, Reebo? Got picked for the big heist with Ramsey, so you’re in. That it? Lemme shine a light up that ass of yours so you can see what’s what. You’re only here because Mriy’s busy hunting marines. Six years in the jungle and you don’t get tapped for that detail.”

“Fucking azrin are animals. How am I supposed to—”

“Hey!” Esper snapped.

Niang backhanded Reebo in the shoulder. “Mind your language around the lady.”

Reebo hung his head and wouldn’t look at her. “Sorry, ma’am.”

“Don’t give me that ‘sorry’ bullshit,” Esper said with a venom in her voice that surprised even her. “Mriy is a friend of mine. She’s a friend of Carl’s, too. Bear that in mind.”

Reebo cleared his throat. “You won’t… you’re not gonna tell Mriy, are you?” He still wouldn’t look up.

Esper smirked. “I’m no murderer. Now get back to work. The sooner everything’s accounted for, the sooner we can cheat these nice people and go home.”

# # #

Carl sat in the copilot’s seat, staring out the forward window. The Mobius had never been blessed with the greatest viewing angle from the cockpit, and from his vantage, Carl couldn’t see either of their two trading partners. One was a Singapore-class freighter that frequented disputed space under the command of a guy named Wilhelm Schrodinger. The other was a civilian Eyndar trader, the first of his species that Carl had ever done business with.

“Doesn’t sit right with me, either,” Amy said. Carl looked over and got that I’m-reading-your-mind look from her. Amy had a bit of innate precognition, enough to give her unnaturally quick reflexes, but she was no wizard. Any mind reading was the strictly feminine sort. And she was right.

“Hey, it’s not like we’re trading with them, right? I mean, sticking it to a few of those dog-faced bastards ought to do the Odysseus crew some good.”

Amy ran a hand over the throttle. She couldn’t wait to slam it wide open and blow this little bubble bazaar. Even the stars were muddy pinpricks beyond the energy shield, which was as much a trap as it was a protection from their trading partners. The fact that they weren’t free to go didn’t sit right with her. Carl could read Amy’s mind, too, when she was this obvious.

“You do this shit for a living, Blackjack—sorry—Carl?”

Carl snorted and kicked his feet back, trying to feign casual disinterest. He even created a quick Carl Who Doesn’t Care About Getting Caught for the occasion. “This is small-time, to be honest. Wanted to see what a tech-based job was like, since we’ve got Yomin along.”

“Is this the sort of thing to try with an amateur?”

Lacing his fingers behind his neck, Carl gave an indifferent shrug. “Shields are in the best shape I’ve ever seen ‘em. Neither of our trader friends has got the guns to do too much damage, even with the station helping. All Yomin’s got to do is fool a decrepit old station’s cargo sensors and override the shields. This mission’s got the flight assist locked in.”

“I’ve heard stories about your past jobs…”

“Mostly from me. You think I don’t know how they turn out? Trust me, this one won’t go half as bad as most of the slap-tape jobs I’ve thrown together over the years.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Amy asked with a wry grin.

Slipping from the copilot’s seat, Carl gave her a quick kiss as he headed out of the cockpit. “No. But I’ll go check how Yomin is doing. You know, captainy stuff.” He caught a glimpse of a good-natured eye roll as he departed.

Carl found himself pausing when he reached Esper’s quarters, hand poised to knock at the door. But while Yomin might have inherited Chip’s old position as computer wrangler, she hadn’t inherited Chip’s old quarters. Doing a little mental mapping of the ship, he remembered that he’d assigned her to Tanny’s old bunk. Crossing the common room, he knocked on the proper door.

“Busy,” came the brusque reply, muffled through the door.

“Captain,” Carl replied, raising his voice to be heard.

“Shit! Sorry! Come on in.”

Carl opened the door and poked his head inside. “Didn’t mean to disrupt your waveform. Just wanted to check in.”

Yomin sat cross-legged on the bed, a computer core perched in her lap. Wires and fiber cables ran from that core to Yomin’s headset and several other pieces of equipment scattered around the room, as well as one of the wall access panels. She didn’t look up from her work. “I’m hooked to the ship’s comm, you know. I’ve got a laser feed direct to the hub’s computers. I’m on a maintenance frequency using manufacturer bypass codes. Lucky for us, ARGO mandates access to every legit manufacturer’s systems, and all my gear is scavenged from the Odysseus.”

“These idiots have a fifty-year-old transfer station and they haven’t wiped the factory presets? Even legit spacers do that as a matter of course.”

Yomin grinned, still not looking in Carl’s direction. “Well, let’s just say that there are certain hardware configs that make access easier for us. If these guys knew how to tear a system down to the quanta, they wouldn’t buy ancient shit. They don’t even realize there’s no cargo going to any ship but ours.”

“What about the shields?”

“I’m monitoring them, but once I access, it’ll alert the station. I won’t make the connection until we’re ready to go.”

Carl nodded. “Keep me posted.”

The door shut with a hollow clang. He couldn’t believe what was happening. Things were going according to plan.

# # #

The last crate settled onto the cargo bay floor. Niang hit the controls to close the bay door while Reebo began securing the crates for over-G maneuvering. When the door sealed shut, Niang hit the comm panel. “All stowed and accounted for. Time to do your thing.”

It was almost time for Esper’s “thing” as well. Without a word she left the two new crewmen to their tasks and headed up the metal grate stairs to the common room. Through the glassed-in dome overhead, she could see the translucent blue haze of the station’s shields enveloping them. It was an ugly, sciencey film that obscured God’s cosmos. The sooner they were away from it, the better.

Unlike Mort, Esper didn’t bide her time with beer or holovids as she awaited the call from the cockpit that it was time to drop into astral. Clasping her hands behind her back, she stood watching through the ceiling and waiting for signs that the ship had begun to move. Esper slowed her breathing to a calming rhythm, blocking distractions that might cloud her communion with the universe. In the silence around her, noises seeped from the cockpit—Carl’s voice, by timbre and cadence. It grew agitated, until finally intelligible words spilled forth.

“Get those fucking shields down!” Carl shouted.

Yomin burst from her quarters and blew past Esper en route to the cockpit. With a sigh, Esper followed, albeit at a more leisurely pace. She suspected that her role in the escape might just have expanded or was about to.

Esper was close enough to eavesdrop by the time Yomin delivered the news. “They’ve got the shields on manual override! Both the other two ships are reporting technical malfunctions with the transfer.”

Carl’s voice was artificially smooth, the tone he used over the comm. “This is the Mobius. What’s the hold up? We’re still waiting on our cargo. You having tech troubles over there?” A heartbeat later, his voice came over the intra-ship comm. “Battle stations, people. Man the turret. We’re taking out that shield the old-fashioned way.”

Esper retreated to the center of the common room and waited as Carl jogged to meet her. “Any chance you can drop us to astral right here? We’re stationary.”

Reebo burst in from the cargo bay and hit the control panel that dropped the turret chair into the common room. “I ran simulations against the specs on this place. It’ll take about thirty seconds of continuous fire to overpower their shield.” He climbed into the seat and quickly harnessed himself in just a meter from where Carl and Esper stood. Thumbing a switch on the arm of his chair, Reebo was pulled up into the turret. “That’s if they don’t divert power from the other two docking bays.”

“Do what you can,” Carl called up to him. Then he leveled an urgent gaze that locked with Esper’s. He was one man who didn’t give a hoot about looking a wizard in the eye. “How far down can you take us?”

“How far into the astral do these shields reach?”

Carl spread his hands. “How would I know? Do I look like an astral theoretician to you? All I know is energy spans astral depths; otherwise astral relays and scanners wouldn’t work. Put us deep enough, and we can go around.”

There were complications that Carl was glossing over. Reebo firing plasma bursts while she tried to move them astrally wasn’t going to go over well with the universe. On top of that, there was the matter of a space station that they didn’t want to drag along with them, which meant getting rather specific about the confines of what was moving and what was staying. But most of all, Carl was overlooking the fact that Esper’s heart rate had just shot up to an alarming level.

Of course, Carl wouldn’t want to hear any of that. “I’ll do what I can.”

Carl clapped her on the shoulder as he strode past on his way to the cargo bay.

Overhead, lances of plasma shot from the ship’s turret. Mechanical creaks and whirs accompanied the turret’s adjustments.

Esper picked up Mort’s staff from where she’d left it on the couch. It was taller than her, smooth, and warm to the touch, not unpleasantly so, but enough to give the impression of being more than a mere object. It had come from a living tree, and some hint of that life essence lingered even centuries later. She ran a hand along the surface, allowing the comforting presence of its irascible old owner into the ship.

A tremor ran through the ship, but Esper tried to put curiosity from her mind as to its source.

Excuse me. I know this is sudden, but the Mobius needs to be in the astral plane quite urgently. I’ll try to give you fairer warning next time, but I believe that if you don’t humor us here, there might not be a next time. That would be a real shame, now wouldn’t—

“FUCK!” Carl shouted, slamming the cargo bay door. “I can’t believe this is fucking happening. Esper, why aren’t we astral yet?”

Esper didn’t open her eyes. “You’re not helping.”

I meant no disrespect. I just need a little understanding here.

When she didn’t feel more than a drifting sensation toward the astral plane, she switched up her tactics. Mort had given her a chant in the language of creation, one that he said never failed to produce results. It was long, and Esper didn’t understand the words as anything more than just sounds. She hoped the universe didn’t mind that she’d memorized it to the tune of “Row, Row, Row Your Boat.”

“The hell?” Carl asked. He was within arm’s reach; she could tell without looking. Esper ignored him.

A sensation akin to vertigo came over her, and the ship swung violently into astral space. Esper stumbled and used Mort’s staff for support to keep from falling. But the Mobius had nothing to catch itself against. The ship continued to plunge deeper into the astral. Through the domed ceiling, the blue haze of the station’s energy shield vanished, leaving a clear view of the flat, astral gray. Time passed weirdly, slowed to a syrupy mush in Esper’s brain. Tinges of purple swirled in what should have been a uniform monochrome. The last time this had happened, Mort had been the one holding the staff, and Esper hadn’t felt the headlong slide down a slope in a dimension she couldn’t properly describe. The purple hue deepened by the second—if that’s how quickly seconds were passing at the moment.

What had Mort done when the Black Ocean turned purple? Esper had no idea. But she was certain of one thing he hadn’t.

Excuse me! We’ve gone a bit too far. Stopping now would be much appreciated.

Whatever she’d said in Mort’s age-worn syllables, she wanted to take back. He’d talked her around in circles when she asked for a translation. Esper made a point to broach the subject again once they were back on Ithaca—if they survived to make the return trip. As the sky outside darkened in the violet spectrum, those prospects looked speculative at best.

Stop it this instant! I won’t stand for getting squooshed out the wrong side of astral space. Stop this ship, NOW!

The Mobius slowed to an astral halt. Esper slumped onto the couch with a sigh.

“We good?” Carl asked. With his jaw set and his arms crossed, he looked anything but worried that the ship had nearly been sucked into an unknowable void.

Amy’s voice came over the comm. “Holy hell! Where are we? Astral depth sensors are coughing up blood over here. Also, I’ve done a lot of interstellar travel, and astral space isn’t supposed to be this color.”

Carl sauntered over to the comm panel. He gave Esper a weary glance before hitting the button to reply. “Get used to it. Wizards happen from time to time around here.”

Reebo called down from the turret. “Yo, boss. Any chance we can put some gray back in the sky?”

Carl raised an eyebrow at Esper. Then his brow furrowed. Then he scratched at his chin. “Nah, leave us here for now. I need time to think.”

# # #

Kubu thrashed through the underbrush with the subtlety of a wildfire. He bounded onto the trail ahead of the search party, tail wagging and tongue lolling. “I found them! I found them!”

Parker and Doherty had their spears leveled in an instant, as if someone had kept up with the energetic canid to follow him. There were times when the two seemed like sages of old, with knowledge inscrutable and insight beyond the ken of alien visitors to this moon. Their years of patrolling the jungles had proved invaluable. However, they jumped at shadows and sniffs of predators on the wind.

Mriy hissed. “Put those away. I smell nothing.”

Kubu bounded from front legs to back in rocking-horse fashion. “Come see. Not far. Hurry, hurry, hurry!” He dove into the jungle overgrowth, tearing through the clinging vines and cracking the trunks of grass-bladed trees.

Shaking her head, Mriy followed Kubu’s raggedly blazed trail. Parker fell in behind her, and after looking askance of Mort, Doherty headed out as well. Who was Mort to gainsay the beast? He considered Tanny to be his mommy and knew her scent as well as his own. Other than killing things and eating them, sniffing out trails was Kubu’s finest skill.

“I could have been head of the Convocation one day,” Mort muttered. “I could have a nice office with real wood furniture and a secretary, drink the finest coffee known to Earthmen, given lectures to Oxford’s brightest young minds. But no, I’m following a giant talking dog in search of the minions of an alien deity so I can wring his location out of them. I hadn’t believed I could sink lower than impersonating a star-drive, but here I am.”

Doherty popped out from behind one of the grass-like trees. “You coming?”

An irascible impulse nearly had Mort snap back that no, he wasn’t. What would they do about it, anyway? The four of them working in concert had no hope of compelling his cooperation. But Mort had made a promise to Carl that he would look for Tanny, and he wanted Devraa dead as badly as anyone on Ithaca. The idea of an alien creature convincing humans to worship it as a god offended him in ways he couldn’t convey without fire—and lots of it. There was no way to vent those flames without this distasteful expedition.

“Ever get the feeling the universe has it in for you?” Mort asked.

Doherty grinned. “Every time I wake up after a night of drinking.”

Kubu’s definition of “not far” was not far different from Mort’s definition of “not near.” The oversized puppy doubled back often, and always with exuberance and barely contained joy, always with words of encouragement and assurances that they were almost there. The trek took the bipeds two hours, give or take some variance for the ridiculous planetary/lunar interactions that made solar timekeeping problematic. Mort didn’t ask Parker to check his chrono.

“Right here!” Kubu shouted. He bounded in circles around the periphery of a small clearing.

Parker knelt in the center where a circle of fist-sized rocks enclosed a circle of dirt. “Camp site. Couple days old.”

“Mommy was here,” Kubu insisted. “She peed in these bushes.”

Mort shot Mriy a sidelong glance, wondering if the azrin picked up on those sorts of clues and was just too civilized to mention it. But it was clear that someone had camped here. The underbrush was cut back, and the smaller plants matted down, probably by blankets or tents.

Walking the camp in a low crouch, Mriy sniffed around. “Eight. And Kubu is correct; Tanny was with them.”

“Which way did they go?” Parker asked.

Mriy sniffed again, and after a moment, flashed her fangs. “Bah! They scouted. They patrolled. They set sentries. Whatever the reason, the followers of Devraa departed this clearing many times, in many directions. It will take a wider search to discover their eventual departure path.”

Mort scratched his chin. “I may have a quicker way. Everyone out of the clearing.”

“What’re you gonna do?” Parker and Doherty were still accustoming themselves to the idea that wizards weren’t just petty shipboard mechanics and card-trick aficionados. Nothing wrong with showing them some of the finer points of the art.

Without a word of explanation, Mort had a chat with the tress, the rocks, and the elemental earth beneath their feet. It was, by necessity, a one-sided debate, but there wasn’t a wizard worth his sleeves that couldn’t hold up both ends of a conversation. What had they seen? Mort didn’t need words, just images.

Ghostly beings coalesced in the clearing, eight in total. They wore primitive, homemade clothing of leather and bone, mixed with a few pieces of modern military attire. All went barefoot. Spears and daggers were their weapons, and someone had built a campfire for them to gather round to share a meal. Spitted meat roasted over an open flame—a carnivore’s marshmallows.

“Which one is she?” Parker asked in a whisper. Three of the eight marines were women.

Mriy pointed, but Kubu was already making a beeline for the one she indicated. “That’s her. The smallest of the females but not the weakest.”

“Mommy, mommy, mommy!” Kubu shouted.

Mort rolled his eyes. “They can’t hear you. So you can quit whispering and shouting and generally acting as if they’re real people. They’re not.”

“This some sort of holo?” Doherty asked, reaching out to touch one. His fingers passed through, disturbing the image like a fog before it reformed.

“It’s a memory.”

Doherty frumpled his brow in that unique way known only to the congenitally confused. “Whose? Are we seeing the past?”

“Everything in this place has a memory: rocks, trees, wind—though the wind’s memory is terrible. This is the past as remembered, not necessarily exactly as it was. I don’t muck with time magic. That’s on a very short list of things I steer clear of. Good way to end up spending your life going a fractionally different speed through life than everyone around you, or aging yourself to an early grave, or obliterating your own existence via paradox, or—”

“I get the picture.”

Mort shrugged. He jogged the trees’ memories and asked to see the gathering depart. The image shifted and showed the eight marines packed up and marching single file away from the clearing. Tanny was in the lead. “This way.”

# # #

The holo-projector was dark. This wasn’t a social gathering. Everyone aboard the Mobius sat in the common room, waiting for him to say something. Carl was just as curious as they were as to what it would be.

“Well, for starters, let’s go over what just happened. I don’t think a lot of finger-pointing is going to help, but we can’t fix what we don’t know is wrong. Who wants to start?” Carl jammed his hands into the pockets of his battered leather jacket and looked from one to the next, daring someone to go first.

Reebo held out a finger at Yomin. “Little Miss Quantum over here thought she was the next Solaria Masterson but couldn’t even hack the station’s shields.”

“Hey,” Yomin snapped. “None of you scanned out to notice they had a manual override modification. That’s not standard issue. Besides, if Jean hadn’t dumped the cargo we’d have still gotten out of there with a messy win.”

“Fuck you,” Niang snapped. “I got those bastards off our trail. At least now they won’t be coming after us together. Maybe we won’t get any referrals from them, but it’s better than being hunted.”

Carl shook his head. “You both fucked up. Yomin needed to override comms if they found out something was wrong. Them having a shield override is on me. I should have planned for that.”

“I thought blasting was the backup plan,” Reebo said.

“Blasting is always the last plan.”

“Look on the bright side,” Amy said with a smile. “At least we’ve got a wizard who can take us the long way around a defensive shield.”

“You figure out where we are yet?” Carl asked. It was one thing being lost in the astral with Mort aboard to guide them back. For all her apparent prowess, Esper was still falling from the nest. Whether she could fly solo still remained to be seen.

“Yeah, computer came back about twenty minutes ago with a result. We’re past the limit of safe dynamic update to navigation.”

“Huh?” Reebo said.

Amy gave him a quick glance. “We’re so far down it’s not safe to move. We could overshoot into a star before the nav computer could compensate. It’s not completely certain how deep that is, either. There’s a margin of error on the calculation of three standard units.”

Carl let out a low whistle. “What kind of orbit are we talking here?”

“About twenty-five. If you ever wanted to poke your head into another galaxy, now’s the time. We could be there and back by tomorrow.”

Carl scratched at the back of his neck. “You feel OK giving us a quick nudge into ARGO space?”

“Maaaaybe? Why?”

“Well, I think our number one issue here is a lack of practical experience at this shit. That’s on me. I think it’s time we brought in some contract help.”

Amy’s lips curled into a grin. “You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?”

“I think so.”

Niang cleared his throat. “And what would that be exactly?”

Carl slouched against the wall. “Time to get a few old friends together from my old squadron.”

# # #

The Galveston was the Ramsey Syndicate’s biggest freighter. It was also their only freighter. A quarter kilometer long and mostly empty space, it had an astral drive that could manage five standard astral units. That was the typical limit on civilian travel since that was as deep as search-and-recovery patrols swept for wrecks and disabled ships. It was the deep-drop star-drive that Roddy needed for this job.

Ithaca was in the middle of nowhere, off the map as far as the omni was concerned, not to mention standard comm channels. Without setting up some sort of secure astral relay, they were a desert island in the Black Ocean. Since Roddy was here and Niang was off playing space outlaw with Carl, it was up to him to get that astral relay installed.

The door to Cargo Bay 6 stood open, yawning into the astral void. From inside his EV suit, Roddy was protected from both the airless vacuum in the hold and the twelve-pack of beer calling to him from the mess hall. In theory, he could have taken command of the operation from the bridge, monitored progress via remote cameras scattered throughout the ship, and given his brain a good soaking. He had enough competent mechanics and computer techs that his expertise wasn’t required. What he needed was protection from himself.

Roddy wasn’t built for command. Three days as Carl’s standin had been enough to teach him that. His first day on the job he’d drunk himself stupid at a party thrown in his own honor. The second day he’d woken up with a hangover the likes of which he hadn’t experienced in decades. Today he’d decided he didn’t have enough years left to piss another away, and he needed to get to work.

“I’m getting comm traffic from the relay but just the ID feed,” Roddy said into the mic in his EV helm. “We making any progress connecting to another relay station?”

Chang’s voice buzzed in his helm. “We’re sending a standard handshake signal. Even five deep it might take a while to grab a link. Hang tight, boss.”

Boss. Hidden behind the privacy of his face shield, Roddy grinned. As much as he hated the bullshit of the job, he liked the respect. Even if this gaggle of Earth Navy castoffs were pumping perfume up his vents, it smelled nice.

Roddy gazed out at the relay beacon. It looked like a miniature space station, with a central core surrounded by docking rings that were, in fact, antenna mounts, and navigational lights that were actually emitters. Doss and McKinney were out there in EV suits, tinkering with manual settings, monitoring circuitry for installation error codes, and just generally looking like they were doing shit. Chang was pulling the heavy load, but his work was all software. Roddy knew the mechanic’s life well enough to know when looking busy mattered more than actually being busy. It wasn’t Doss or McKinney’s fault that there wasn’t much for them to do but glue their eyes to their scanners and watch in case brand new, perfectly functional equipment decided to cough up a lung.

“Got it!” Chang shouted, causing Roddy to wince. He made a mental note to adjust the audio filtering on his EV helm’s speakers. “We’ve got comm traffic in and out.”

“All right, you big apes,” Roddy said affectionately. “Load that antimatter chamber and let’s get out of here.”

“You sure you wanna do this?” Doss asked.

“Listen, kid. We’re out in the middle of nowhere’s back garden, and Ithaca might be even more remote. But this thing’s aiming a signal straight back home. Anyone who gets close enough to check the tight-band signal’s gonna have to slog through five dummy signals, but if they checked out every course, they could backtrack it right to the Odysseus. Without the pass code, this thing’ll blow long before they get close enough. Maybe take a nosy fucker out with it.”

“That’s a little paranoid, isn’t it?” Chang asked.

“You guys had a nice big navy around you. You got used to having a fleet to back you up, and a whole intelligence division. In the jungle, you had to worry about a bunch of dumb animals that couldn’t work a food processor, let alone sophisticated comm equipment.”

“You’re forgetting the marines and Azrael,” Chang pointed out.

“I was talking about them,” Roddy insisted. “A wizard and a bunch of walking drug adverts with more chem than blood in their veins. Point is: we’re going to be attracting a different sort of enemy, the kind that spends a lot of time lining up crosshairs and tightening nooses before making a move. In this business, you gotta be huge if you can’t be mobile or anonymous. Don Rucker can get away with half the galaxy knowing his business because even ARGO doesn’t want a piece of him. But we don’t have that kind of muscle, and Ithaca can’t up and move, so we gotta do everything we can to keep that jungle shithole a secret.”

“Got it,” Doss said. “I mean, I was with you all the way up to using an antimatter bomb. Handling this shit without two backup systems in place seems risky.”

“Quit being a baby. That thing goes off, you’d never even feel it. Now plug that core into the detonator and let’s get back to hell.”

# # #

Sweat dripped onto Carl’s chest from a mop of braids. Amy rolled off and collapsed beside him, pulling up the sheets. They were both short of breath.

“So what are we really up to?” she asked.

God. Dammit. It hadn’t taken Amy long to learn Tanny’s old trick of interrogating him after sex. Carl could lie during sex, which he considered to be a basic survival instinct in his line of work. He could lie before sex, which he’d always considered the best way to get it. But somehow, in the immediate aftermath, he just couldn’t muster the mental wherewithal to put on a fake Carl and evade.

He shook his head. “Crew’s too green. No instincts. Especially Niang. Fucking dumping our take.”

Amy propped herself up on an elbow and looked into his eyes. Her sappy gaze was something he’d never seen out of Amy in all their years together prior to dating her. Those hazel windows into her heart just melted his. “You’re not just doing this for old time’s sake? Rounding up your old buddies at your fancy new clubhouse? Maybe bragging a little? Showing off?”

“All the above,” Carl replied. “But they’ve still got more to offer than these datapad checklist jockeys.”

“Oh, really? Rib-Eye owns a chain of restaurants. You think he’s going to come play outlaw with us?”

“Hatchet will. He’s colder than the void and knows his left from right.”

Amy wasn’t ready to give up so easily. “Vixen and Juggler got married; they’ve got two little ones of their own now.”

“And that hasn’t stopped them from taking merc work.”

“Jackhammer has a cushy job in private security. You couldn’t afford him.”

“But Samurai would come if I said the word. So would Cricket, even if it was just a sight-seeing job for him.”

Amy slumped back down and closed her eyes. “You’ve thought this through.”

“I’ve been thinking it through since we started this little venture. This was my big worry—too big a criminal empire for how few actual criminals I had in it. I mean, I half expect some of these guys would comm customs inspection before breaking orbit. I need underlings that will shoot first and ask questions never. The kind of people who won’t lose sleep over stealing for a living and who won’t file a report at the end of a job. Maybe I can whip this crew into shape, but they need some role models.”

“…who play poker, shoot pool, and can fly a Typhoon.”

Carl grinned. “That’s a bonus.”

# # #

As solutions to problems went, the astral relay had misfired. In Roddy’s imagination, it had gotten them in contact with the Mobius crew, and Roddy and Carl had hashed out the issues with the ship’s systems that may or may not have been tampered with by persons unknown. Instead, it had heralded a massive downloading of news and entertainment from the past six years, as Odysseus personnel caught up on the chunk of civilized life they had missed. They had managed neither real-time contact with the Mobius nor had they exchanged drop-offs of text communications.

Roddy sat in his office—he had a fucking office!—tapping away at a terminal with his feet. There was a fine line between letting Carl get his job done in peace and sounding like a panicked academy freshman freaking out over being on his own for the first time. Roddy was growing well accustomed to fine lines. He sipped coffee from a permatherm mug and glared plasma bolts at the unopened beer bottle sitting at the edge of the console. Every time he wanted the beer, he took a sip from his coffee instead; he was getting jittery from the caffeine.

Trying a new tactic, Roddy plugged in an entirely different comm ID. Moments later, the video screen brought up a bleary-eyed image of Rhiannon Ramsey. “Oh, hey Roddy. Should have known it wasn’t going to be Brad.” She still had issues calling her brother by his middle name.

“Sorry, kid. Just wanted to check in and see how you were doing. You… uh, heard from Carl lately?”

Rhiannon reached off-camera and Roddy heard liquid pouring. She lifted a half-filled tumbler of amber liquid and threw it back in a single gulp. “Nope.”

“If you do hear from him, can you just gimme a heads-up?”

Rhiannon looked away, and the sound of pouring resumed. “Sure, whatever.”

Clearing his throat, Roddy tried to step through the social niceties. “So, how’s life back on the touring circuit?”

“Look, I don’t know where my brother is. You don’t really care about my singing career. Are we done here?”

“Hey! I toured in my day. I can’t help that I’m a little worried about Carl. We got our astral relay up and can’t get him on the comm.”

“Welcome to my life. I went years without being able to find him. But I’ll make a couple comms, OK?” The image went dark and the screen blinked with a comm tracking number and duration of call.

Most people didn’t see the similarity, but Roddy did. Carl was just like her, under the veneer of casual competence and ease that he projected. As good a liar as he was, Carl couldn’t keep a poker face indefinitely. A few beers and a couple holovids into an evening, he got just as petty and bitchy as his little sister. She just didn’t care enough about Roddy’s opinion to hide it.

That still left the laaku with a problem. He was 80% sure he hadn’t fucked around in the engine room of the Mobius before it left Ithaca. That was 20% short of how sure he needed to be. With no signal back from the Mobius, he couldn’t drag that percentage any higher, and the nagging worry was that it might slip lower the longer he went without hearing from them. What if something had already happened?

# # #

Fate. Kismet. Destiny. Maybe there was something to it all. But more likely it was a particular cluster of synapses common to people like Carl and Amy that drew them to a place like the city of New Melbourne on Delos. Carl remembered walking the avenues around the spaceport with his regular crew—even if Esper was only a passenger back then. It seemed like eons ago. It was last year. Soon he’d be turning the chronos back even farther.

“So these guys we’re here meeting, they part of the old squadron,” Niang said. It was one of those non-questions that probed for confirmation.

“Yeah. Vixen and Juggler,” Carl replied. “One guy, one girl.” He left out the kids.

“Them the two always hanging on each other?”

“Those are the ones,” Amy confirmed. “They got hitched just after leaving the service.”

Niang shook his head. “Man. Life on the outside. Can’t hardly imagine after thinking all you lunatic Typhoon pilots had got yourselves blown to dust at Karthix.”

“Most of us did,” Carl reminded him.

They traveled in a pack, Carl in the lead. The whole crew was together since this was secure space. Carl was only a mildly wanted man, and he had a wizard along—even if Esper was no Mort. This was a rendezvous, not a job. Strictly low danger. Just thinking that made Carl wish he hadn’t. Nothing that seemed easy ever turned out that way.

The newcomers looked out of place. Reebo gawked at restaurant signs and stared at fashionable women more than society generally preferred. Yomin shrank into Reebo’s shadow. Niang looked like a caveman, still sporting the beard he’d grown in the jungle and never groomed into anything civilized. None of them had spent time in ARGO space since the loss of the Odysseus. Carl regretted not including any of them on the passenger runs to the borderlands, repatriating the survivors who didn’t want to join the syndicate. Yet another managerial error on his part.

A glass-fronted restaurant called to Carl like a homing beacon. He couldn’t have kept away if he tried. And he didn’t want to try. Though he had only been there once, Carl had to say that Duster’s Dogfight Diner was possibly his favorite eatery in the galaxy—and it had nothing to do with the food.

Slipping the hostess fifty terras in hardcoin, Carl got them a table with a spectacular view of the 3-meter diameter holovid battle taking place overhead. There was a match about to start. Red versus blue. Four pilots per side. The weapon of choice: the Typhoon III medium weight fighter.

Shortly after they were seated and someone took their drink orders, a woman in a slick gray business suit approached their table. “Captain Ramsey?”

Carl stuck out a hand, and she shook it. “That’s me. Which squadron am I looking at?”

“They’ve got the red team tonight. What’s playing now is just a highlight loop. Next match is in about twenty minutes. You missed your window for this round; we’ve already got a team to feed them.”

“Them?” Reebo asked.

Carl decided it was time for introductions. “Everyone, this is Miriam Teller. She owns this place. We’re here to do her a little favor.”

Miriam scoffed. “Little? These ringers are killing the betting action. I can’t get anyone to bet against them, and I can’t offer odds high enough to cover my losses. 1-25, and I get gamblers picking away at me.”

“Why not just boot ‘em out?” Niang asked.

“Or rig the sim?” Yomin suggested.

“And ruin the diner’s reputation? Plus, that Jaxon character worries me a little. Got a shark’s smile, that one.”

Amy turned to the crew. “That would be Juggler.”

Miriam shrugged. “Goes by Jaxon Schultz around here.”

“How long’s this been going on?” Carl asked.

“Going on about three weeks now. And the shin-kicker is they’re just here for the free meals. No bets, not even through a proxy. I waited days for them to sandbag, bet huge against themselves through a third party, and walk off with a huge payday. I had private security on hand just in case. But they’re just having a grand old time, eating my food, and drying up the gambling action like damming a river.”

Carl slouched back. “What’s it worth to you for us to get rid of them?”

“This is a legal establishment. I don’t care for that edge in your tone.” Miriam had the look, too. Sure, she ran a gambling establishment. But gambling was A-OK, 100% kosher on Delos, so long as it wasn’t rigged.

Holding up his hands in mock surrender, Carl clarified. “Wouldn’t dream of it. Jaxon and Rachel are old friends and damn good pilots. But they’ve never been as good as me. I’ll break their streak for you.”

Miriam looked around the table. “I remember you and your friends taking on Viper Squadron a while back. These people are better than Viper ever was. And I don’t see any of your teammates from that battle.”

Carl furrowed his brow and looked around the table. Esper had been the only one there that day, and she hadn’t flown. No point overlooking the obvious. “That team of mine was shit. I had a cab driver and two non-pilots as my squad mates. This one’ll be better.”

“You better be right. The Schultzes don’t make any bones about being ex-navy pilots. Tried looking ‘em up once; all I got was service dates. My guess is they were scorched-planet ops. You know, off-the-record stuff the media would eat the navy alive for.”

Carl shrugged. “It’s just a computer game, after all.”

Overhead, a tiny holographic ship exploded. Miriam glanced up. “Yeah, but you’ll leave orbit one day soon, and who’s to say these two aren’t sore losers?”

Amy and Carl exchanged a knowing glance. “They are,” Amy said. “We’re counting on it.”

# # #

“Listen,” Carl said as the six of them huddled together by the row of simulator pods. “I don’t care which two of you come along for the ride, but someone’s gotta take a seat and play along. Me and Amy will take care of the heavy lifting.”

“Come on, Jean,” Amy chided. “You’ve stuck your head in a Typhoon sim once or twice.”

“Only enough to debug ‘em,” Niang replied. “I’d be a liability out there in a dogfight.”

Reebo leaned away when attention turned toward him. “Don’t look at me. I’ve got my operator’s permit, but I’m strictly anti-personnel security.”

“Take Niang,” Yomin said, hooking a thumb at the former ensign. “I didn’t even have security clearance for the hangar bays.”

Niang glared at her. “Maybe, but this is a computer game, and you’re Miss Computer. That’s gotta count for something.”

“I stayed away from computer games just to avoid the stigma. You know how hard it is getting taken seriously when half the crew thinks your job is a game to begin with?”

“Fine,” Carl snapped. “If you numbskulls won’t volunteer, I’m recruiting. Niang, you’re in. Esper, you too.”

Esper froze. “Me?”

“You kept your mouth shut, and I know you can pilot a single-seat craft. If you can keep quiet on the comm and not shoot me or Amy, that’s a win in my book.”

“But I’m a…” she lowered her voice. This was no place to be spouting off about wizardry. “You know. I’ve got no business playing computer games.”

Carl reached across the huddle and put a hand on her shoulder. “Just keep it together and have some fun. This is a two-on-two match when it comes right down to it.”

“How do you know that your two pilot friends don’t have two more friends just as good?” Esper asked.

Carl grinned. “Oh, I know exactly who Red 3 and Red 4 are. I knew before we got here.”

# # #

Amy Charlton felt a bemused grin spread across her face as the cockpit canopy closed. Carl had told her all about the game at Duster’s, but to see a bunch of old Typhoon simulators turned into spectator sport just struck her as quaint. Is this what civilians thought naval combat was like: a simple simulator run that skipped briefings, in-hangar maintenance, and the god-awful travel times to and from the excitement?

The helmet provided by the diner smelled of lemony antiseptic spray and fit too loose for her liking. As the countdown to launch ticked away, Amy calmly pulled on a pair of her own aviation gloves and ran through a pre-flight check by rote. None of the systems were live and weren’t even registering her inputs, but none of that mattered. It was a ritual, a connection to the craft, even if it was fake. Carl blathered on to the newbies about the basics of the sim and squadron tactics; she tuned it out.

With five seconds left she took hold of the control stick and wiggled it to get a feel for its responsiveness. If it had been her Typhoon, she’d have had Niang tighten the slop.

At two, she test-squeezed the trigger a few times in rapid succession. Surprisingly good spring-back on the mechanism and little resistance. For a contest all about shooting, the diner’s maintenance staff had at least kept that in good working order.

With half a second left, Amy reached for the throttle and punched it open within a thousandth of a second of the simulator launch. Checking over her shoulder, she grinned at the sight of Carl’s Typhoon a fraction of a ship length behind her. She’d beaten him out of the hangar—just like old times. Lieutenant Commander Ramsey had never been able to match her reflexes.

She recognized the simulation immediately. This was Capital Ship Defense. Blue Squadron had just launched from one of the hangar bays on the ENV Important, a carrier vessel traveling with no support craft. The funny thing in this scenario was that both sides were defending the same ship. Naval doctrine on fighter combat held that capital ships were targets of last resort until all hostile fighters had been neutralized. That meant that neither side was supposed to fire at the Important, just one another.

Blue Squadron, this is Blackjack. Report in. This wasn’t the time to notice how sexy Carl’s voice was when he commanded a squadron. But there were seconds to spare before Red Squadron was in range, so she did.

“Scarecrow, reporting in.”

Hermit, reporting in. Amy smirked at the call sign. With the shaggy beard, he did look like he was shunning humanity.

Princess, reporting… oh, can’t I get something a little less inappropriate? Esper asked

How about you stick with Princess and if we do this again, you can pick a new one?

“Bogeys incoming,” Amy stated crisply. She could hear the change in her own voice as well. There was no room for sarcasm or wit when it was time to start shooting—unless your call sign was Blackjack, anyway.

Amy spotted them visually before the scanners picked them up. Two Typhoons were running an eyes-only pass along the dorsal side of the Important, using the carrier’s shield emitter as an E-M blind spot. It was the sort of advanced tactic that they didn’t teach in flight school, but that Carl had hammered into Squadron 333 in his endless simulator trials.

When they break visual contact, swing around on bearing zero-two-seven mark one-one-four. We’re going to come around the ship from the far side and see if we can’t catch them underestimating us.

Roger that, Niang said. He pulled into a tight formation behind Blackjack and Scarecrow.

I’m coming! I’m coming! I’m coming! Esper’s Typhoon overcompensated twice on the turn, trailing well behind the other three ships. Oh, this was an awful idea. How’d I let you talk me into this?

This was no time for mollycoddling. “Princess, just keep formation best you can.”

Stop calling me that!

Oy vey! Bringing a wizard along was a bad idea. Trusting her to handle astral travel was a stretch, but at least magic was her area of expertise. But she didn’t belong at the controls of a starfighter—even a simulation of one. All this tech was too much for her to handle. The squadron would have been better off with Yomin or Reebo warming a seat.

Carl was in the lead position, with Amy on his wing, when the rival Typhoons came into view on the far side of the Important. Far from being surprised by the blue team looping the long way around the carrier, two of their Typhoons were poised with guns ready to bear.

The shots flew wide and wild. Carl hung in and returned fire before breaking for evasive maneuvers. Two of his shots connected, hammering into the shields of the red team’s Typhoons. Amy squeezed off a shot of her own at the second bogey before following on Carl’s tail. Niang fired off a volley of errant plasma before turning to follow. Esper just trailed after them without a shot.

That’s a rearguard. We’re 4 on 2 right now. Fan out and let’s bag these kids before Mom and Dad show up to bail them out.

Amy blinked, momentarily drifting away from Carl’s six. “Wait. You’re serious, aren’t you?”

Lisa and Jax Jr. I have socks older than the both of them, Carl confirmed. We’re still planning on dusting them though, so don’t get soft on me.

The two child-piloted red Typhoons opened fire, astutely aiming for the clumsiest of the blue herd. Esper’s shields flickered out before she jerked wildly enough to throw off the junior Schultzes’ aim. Gah! I’m so sorry everyone. I’m just not cut out for this.

Nonsense, Carl replied. He fired maneuvering thrusters to put his Typhoon into a sidelong slide, bringing his guns to bear on the enemy while his momentum carried him toward his port wing. In a concentrated burst of fire, he eliminated one of the red Typhoons. You’re doing great.

Mother of Mercy… I’m bait, aren’t I? You brought me along for target practice.

Amy mimicked Carl’s maneuver, kicking her forward-port and aft-starboard thrusters in unison and taking a target lock on the second Typhoon. She kept quiet on the comm despite a rising inclination to wring Esper’s neck. What did she expect, a tutorial? A shooting range?

Niang’s voice popped in for the first time since calling the role. Um, this is Hermit. I think I found the ringers. A second later, his ship disappeared from radar.

Carl commented immediately. You know, I’ve wondered what the other sim pods show once a player is eliminated.

“I don’t plan to find out.”

I’ll take notes for you, Esper said with resignation.

The two Typhoons piloted by Jaxon and Rachel Schultz were flying as if attached by cables. Whichever of them was flying the wingman position was shadowed in the shields of the lead Typhoon. Esper’s fighter accelerated away as they approached, but her headlong run made her an easy target. The panicked breathing that had been transmitting over the squadron comm went silent.

We better make this 2 on 2 quick.

“Roger that. Engaging infanticide mode.”

That sounded creepy.

“Yeah, I guess it did. Sorry.”

Just imagine if those were our kids.

“I’d like to think that ours would handle themselves in a dogfight.”

They’re 6 and 5.

Amy scowled at the radar. Two of the hostile blips were closing fast while the other two beat a haphazard retreat. Punching the throttle, she took off in pursuit of the easy targets while they were still easy targets. Carl had already done likewise.

It would have been nice to say that Juggler and Vixen’s comingled DNA had resulted in preternatural piloting skills even from such tender ages. But these were still kids. While they seemed to have figured out the basics of Typhoon flight controls, there was nothing that could hold up against an adult’s reflexes and training, especially not two of Earth Navy’s top pilots. In silent agreement, Amy and Carl took a target apiece and poured simulated plasma bolts into them until they vanished in twin puffs of debris.

Two down, two to go. Any particular way you’d like to do this, sweetie?

“Scarecrow to Blackjack, cut the chatter. Take point. I’ll cover you, as always.”

Amy had often wondered what it would have been like leading a squadron of her own. As a pilot, she was certainly qualified for the job. Playing wingman was, quite frankly, beneath her. Fleet wide, there might have been five pilots that were her equal. But thanks to some rather gruesome psych evals, Blackjack Ramsey was the only one who’d take her into battle. He trusted her when no one else would, and even counted on her to watch his back. Falling into formation to cover Carl’s ass was like old times. Still, maybe next time she would take point.

Juggler and Vixen had been flying together too long. They moved in tandem, coordinating like a pair of linked AIs. Standard tactics would have dictated trying to separate them, but one major topic in training was avoiding having that happen to you. Those two knew it as well as Carl and Amy, and they had far more recent practice.

The dogfight dragged on as both sides expertly used the carrier Important as cover, dodged incoming fire, and stubbornly refused to make a fatal error. Amy found her jaw clenched in frustration and worked it side to side to loosen the muscles. “Blackjack, we’re not making any headway here. We’re out of practice.”

Oh, sorry. I was having fun and lost track of time. We ready to end this song and dance?

“You have a plan?” This was where Amy had never been able to compete with Carl. Technically, she might have been the superior pilot, and certainly her precognitive reflexes gave her an edge. But she lacked the imaginative insanity that served Blackjack so well.

Next time we pass the Important’s bow, spin a 180 and redirect all shield power to the forward array. We focus fire on whichever of them is first around to follow.

“That’s not much of a window.”

Doesn’t matter. The head start on plasma output will give us a kill. Their only hope would be to know we were planning this and break off pursuit. After that, I think 2 on 1 will be cake.

The little part of Amy’s brain that unconsciously scrubbed away the bullshit from everything Carl said reported back clean. “Roger that.”

She dodged a blast of plasma fired more for form’s sake than with any lethal intent. Juggler and Vixen had to be getting used to the idea that she and Carl weren’t going to take more than a glancing hit to the shields, and even then only rarely. Rounding the bow of the Important, Carl and Amy fired maneuvering thrusters in unison, simultaneously redirecting shield power to face the onrushing Red Squadron fighters.

Which of them was which, Amy hadn’t puzzled out. But either Jaxon or Rachel careened around in pursuit and ran into a face full of Blue Squadron plasma. Shields lit in staccato flashes until they failed and the Typhoon disintegrated into simulated scrap metal.

After that, it was a rabbit hunt. A good pilot can draw out a full-on pursuit for minutes even under concentrated harassment fire. But Carl was an unnaturally good shot, anticipating evasive maneuvers and accounting for it in his aim. She’d never been able to match his fire-on-target percentages either in simulators or live combat. The last red Typhoon didn’t stand a chance.

When it was over, a simple “VICTOR” message flashed up on the screen, and the simulator’s canopy opened of its own accord. Used to managing the controls herself, Amy felt like an actress being thrust out onto stage before she was ready for her scene. Taking off the ill-fitting helmet, she shook out her braids and set it on behind the headrest. As she climbed down, her legs were jittery and her heart rate still spiking above norms.

The Red Squadron pilots were already approaching. Juggler and Vixen looked like mildly aged versions of their old selves, and two miniaturized copies followed close behind.

“I knew it was you!” Jaxon Schultz shouted across the diner as he closed the distance. “Brad Motherfucking Ramsey! And Jesus, you brought Amy Charlton to fly on your wing. Who the hell’d I piss off?” Despite the bluster, Jaxon was grinning to the ears. He wrapped Carl in a bear hug.

“Mom,” Lisa Schultz whispered. “Who’s Brad Motherfucking Ramsey?”

“That’d be me, kid,” Carl said, disengaging from the girl’s father and kneeling down in front of her. “Though the ‘Motherfucking’ part is honorary.”

Rachel hugged Amy. “It’s good to see you, both of you.”

Jaxon lifted his namesake. “You owe us dinner, Blackjack. We’ve been eating on the house for weeks. I don’t even have hardcoin on me.”

“Sure, but I’ll do you one better: I’ve got a job offer for you.”

Rachel gave Carl a hard look that had a distinctive maternal disapproval to it. “What sort of job?”

“The sort we can discuss after dinner… someplace with fewer ears.”

# # #

Roddy paced. It would have been a hard message to record, so he hadn’t. Instead, off into the astral void went a vague text comm to the emergency comm ID of the Mobius filled with innuendo and a stringent request for Carl to get in touch with him. That had been three hours ago.

Three hours wasn’t a long time in the grand scheme, but he’d run the calculations. Even if the Mobius was at the far end of the disputed sector, the message should have reached him by now. Five units of astral depth plus a signal traveling at near light speed relative to realspace… it covered a lot of void in a hurry.

Carl might have been sleeping. That was Roddy’s number one reason for not commandeering one of the syndicate’s ships and heading off toward the last known location of the Mobius. He looked like enough of an ass as it was, and paranoia was a one-way ticket off the priority team. Niang would keep Roddy’s job permanently.

Carl might have been pissed at him. It wouldn’t be entirely out of character for the captain of the Mobius to deal with whatever shit Roddy had caused and just not tell him. Tanny used to talk him out of petty bullshit like that, but she wasn’t around anymore, and Amy might not have known all the duties that came along with her position.

Carl also might have been dead. In which case Roddy should have entered full-blown guilt and climbed back into the largest bottle he could find. An alcohol-addicted laaku wasn’t a great candidate for making friends, even if he was naturally gregarious—which Roddy knew he wasn’t. Carl had been the best friend he’d ever had and was rather unfortunately irreplaceable.

# # #

Carl sat at the kitchen table of the Mobius with the two newest members of the syndicate—once they relented and agreed to work for him. Cracking open two cans of beer, he passed them across to Jaxon and Rachel. Jaxon took a drink without hesitation, but his wife eyed hers skeptically.

“This the kind of sewage you organized crime boys always drink?” she asked.

Carl shrugged, taking a long swig from his own can. “Sorry. My regular mechanic is drying out, and we’re doing him the favor of washing down his stash. It may only be Earth’s Preferred, but we don’t let beer go to waste around here.”

In the background, Jaxon Jr. and Lisa were playing Omnithrust Racer on the holo-projector while Esper kept watch over them. At a glance, both of them were better at the game than Adam had been. But comparing the gaming skills of a 5-and 6-year-old to those of a 102-year-old brain in a 10-year-old body wasn’t quite fair. Still, it kept the rambunctious little rascals out of the way while Carl hammered out a deal with their parents.

“So what is it you guys do?” Jaxon asked. Sitting at Carl’s right hand, Amy chuckled.

Carl grinned sheepishly. “Funny you mention that. I was actually hoping to glance a few ideas off your shields.”

Pausing in the middle of an exploratory sip of her Earth’s Preferred, Rachel shot Carl a wary glare. “What kind of operation you running here?”

“A new one. I’ve got resources coming out my ass and no idea what to do with them all. Duty roster is over a hundred, but other than the six of us out here, the rest are back at base, polishing door consoles and picking out drapes. I’ve been running a small crew for years now, and I’ve been stuck thinking small.”

“Seriously, Blackjack,” Jaxon said, shaking his head. “I’d go to prison for you. If it weren’t for you I wouldn’t have Rachel and the kids. But what do you want from us? I’m not seeing it.”

“I need hands that are used to getting dirty. I need grace under pressure. I need people I’m used to having at my back and that I can trust in a fight. To put it bluntly, I need half-devils.”

Jaxon sighed. “Not a lot of those left.” He tipped back his can in an impromptu salute to the dead.

“From here we’re going to track down Samurai. I got a comm back from him last night that he’ll meet with me. He’s as good as in.”

Rachel and Jaxon exchanged a look. “Be nice to see Toshiro again,” Rachel admitted.

“Plus,” Carl continued, sensing a weakening of resistance. “We’ve got our headquarters on a planet that’s off the standard charts, about half of the wreck of the Odysseus up and running as a planetside installation, and… best of all… free child care. Lisa and Jaxon Jr. would have kids around their ages to play with.”

Rachel set aside her beer and looked Amy square in the eye. “What’s the catch?”

“Carl, mostly,” Amy said with a shrug.

Clearing his throat, Carl clarified. “Down in the cargo bay are three former Earth Navy petty officers. We blew our last job because they still think like naval personnel. Back in Ithaca, I’ve got a hundred more like ‘em. So just about everyone you’re going to work with planetside is green. Up here, that’s the problem I’m working on right now. Our base of operations is in the middle of nowhere. Nice for security; bad for logistics. Our little moon is a vicious jungle filled with poisonous and carnivorous wildlife—upside, a lot of it tastes pretty good cooked. The marines who were aboard the Odysseus to guard the experimental star-drive are living in that jungle, worshiping some alien thing they’re convinced is a god. Not on friendly terms with them. Since we retook the Odysseus they’ve been on the run. My wizard friend is leading an expedition to round them up.”

“The same one who came to see you after…?” Jaxon left the rest hanging. They all knew what had transpired in the aftermath of the Battle of Karthix.

Rachel wagged a finger. “Yeah, what was his name? Mortimer?”

“Mordecai,” Amy corrected. “Mort for short.”

“There’s probably a few catches I’m missing, but that’s most of it. I’ve got enough food to feed everyone. The Odysseus has fuel reserves that’ll power the basics for years since we don’t need propulsion. The navy personnel are top quality and know their shit—it’s my shit I’m struggling to teach them. I just need to get operations up and running offworld so we can grow the syndicate. I’ll start losing people to legitimate lines of work if I don’t show them I can bring home the creature comforts of a scoundrel’s life.”

Carl watched a silent conversation consisting entirely of facial expressions, pass between Rachel and Jaxon. He used to talk to Tanny that way. The language was unique to each couple. Despite a few impressions that hinted at misgivings, he couldn’t be sure where he stood with them.

Over at the holo-projector, Lisa had just won a race against her brother and let out a whoop. That gave Carl an idea. He raised his voice, addressing the kids while watching the parents with a gleam in his eye. “Plus, we have some great new games that no one outside the syndicate has seen yet.”

# # #

Yomin, Reebo, and Niang crowded around the comm panel in the cargo bay. Ramsey wanted to meet with his old friends in private. Yomin got that. But they weren’t up there discussing families, kids’ exploits, and common acquaintances. Ramsey was trying to recruit them. That affected everyone.

With systems as old as those on the Mobius, there were unique challenges to hacking them. It wasn’t a matter of bypassing security measures and overcoming encryption, alarms, and protocols. Sometimes the trouble was merely getting a connection between two systems that didn’t communicate under normal circumstances. Even though there were comm panels throughout the ship, all the signals passed through the cockpits—no two had a direct line to one another. Plus, there was no provision for turning on a mic remotely. Yomin had to use the passive line noise on the mic circuit to interpret the voices in the common room and run it through a datapad to scrub the junk from the signal and render it intelligible.

“Got it,” she whispered to herself as Reebo and Niang hovered over her shoulder.

Carl’s voice came from the datapad, tinny and warbled. Computer-game sounds droned in the background. “The navy personnel are top quality and know their shit—it’s my shit I’m struggling to teach them. I just need to get operations up and running offworld so we can grow the syndicate. I’ll start losing people to legitimate lines of work if I don’t show them I can bring home the creature comforts of a scoundrel’s life… Plus, we have some great new games that no one outside the syndicate has seen yet.”

“Games?” Niang whispered. “He’s trying to hire them by offering up Roddy’s fighting game?”

“Figures,” Reebo grumbled. “Ramsey doesn’t take a funeral seriously. We came out here with no plan. That’s why that so-called job of his went pants-around-ankles. No contingencies. No backup. No goddamn plan at all.”

“Shh,” Yomin hissed.

“Dunno, Blackjack. Not sure I want to go back to being in the navy.”

“This is people you know, without the naval bullshit.”

“On a moon with an alien entity impersonating a god and half a marine security detail worshiping it. You’re glossing over that part a bit, aren’t you?”

“Mort’ll handle that. Ever since we retook the Odysseus, they haven’t been a problem.”

Reebo shivered dramatically. “That wizard friend of Ramsey’s still gives me the willies. I almost didn’t sign on because of that guy.”

Yomin nodded absently. “I met Don Rucker once. My dad was nominated for AllMars Innovator of the Year back in 2545, and the whole family went to the awards banquet. My dad didn’t win, but Don Rucker made the rounds of the tables introducing himself to all the nominees. I’ll never forget that face. This Mort guy’s got the same look. Hard eyes and a shark’s smile. He’s probably killed more humans than the Odysseus killed Eyndars at Karthix.”

They had talked over the conversation going on in the common room. When they all shut up, Yomin and her co-eavesdroppers resumed listening.

“…on a trial basis. Nothing else, I wouldn’t mind seeing Toshiro again.”

“Fine, honey. We’re in. But Blackjack, can you maybe reconsider bringing Hatchet in on this business? I mean, he’s one of us and I’ll never forget that, but he’s scraped off that veneer of civility you painted onto him. He’s dangerous.”

“He’s good. And don’t tell me he’s dangerous. I recruited him out of a court martial. But I worked with him on the Silde Slims job, and he’s doing fine. You two go get settled in the passenger quarters, and Amy can get us on our way to the rendezvous with Samurai.”

There was some chitchat as the meeting broke up, and the sounds of the game vanished from the background.

“Goes to show where we fit in around here,” Reebo said. “We’re out once Ramsey rounds up his old squadron buddies.”

“Sounds like it,” Niang said with a sigh.

Yomin was reaching to disconnect her equipment from the comm panel when a voice came through, clearer than before. “Listening in by the door would have been stupid. Tapping the comm is the way to go. Might be some criminal in you three yet. Ramsey out.” The comm went dead. Even the background static was silent.

# # #

Miyamoto Toshiro hadn’t aged since leaving the navy. He’d looked old even when he was a young man. That face of his held the emotive range of a marble bust, set into a slight furrowed scowl. The shuttle that delivered him had already pulled away when the airlock opened to deposit him in the cargo bay of the Mobius. Samurai was dressed in a civilian flight suit, impeccably clean and perfectly fitted. His face was clean shaven; his hair buzzed to a fine bristle that hadn’t yet begun to recede or gray. One hand gripped the strap of a duffel that was his only luggage. The other stuck out toward Carl.

“Blackjack Ramsey. When I heard of your death, I knew better than to mourn.”

Not content to merely shake his former squadmate’s hand, Carl drew him into a brief hug. “You can save a lot of whiskey not toasting my death until you see a body. Good to see you, Samurai.”

If any of the newcomers were tempted to ask about Toshiro’s call sign, the sword sheathed at his hip answered on his behalf. By everything Carl had learned, it was a thousand years old, held together by preservative magic and passed down through the generations straight from the original wielder. Toshiro knew how to use it, too, and wasn’t shy when the need arose. Seeing Toshiro take an arm off a drunk who drew a blaster in a bar fight had inspired Carl to purchase a sword of his own.

“Toshiro, I don’t know if you ever met Reebo St. Jardin or Yomin Dranoel. They were aboard the Odysseus when it went down. Pretty sure we all knew Jean Niang from hangar maintenance.”

Toshiro gave a curt nod. “Pleased to meet you.”

Jaxon stepped forward for a hug. “Good to see you, you crazy bastard.”

Rachel prodded the kids forward. “I know you haven’t seen them since they’ve been old enough to talk, but these are Jax Jr. and Lisa.”

Adjusting his grip on the duffel, Toshiro turned to Carl. “Where should I stow my gear?”

“We’re a little short on space right now,” Carl explained. “You’ll be hot-bunking with Reebo until we meet up with Hatchet. You’ll be taking a spot on his ship.”

Toshiro raised an eyebrow.

“Hey, we’re not idiots. Hatchet’s a loose cannon. You’re going to be our cannon tightener.”

Toshiro snorted and something resembling a smile twitched the corners of his lips. “Understood. Some things never change. Right, sir?”

# # #

The Hatchet Job blazed through the astral. Running at a depth of just 4 standard units, the conventional thrusters were working overdrive to get them to the meet-up on time. Watching their inchworm progress on the sector map wasn’t helping.

From the copilot’s seat, July Monroe smirked. “This is the first time I’ve seen you uptight. It’s not like Ramsey’s one for punctuality.”

“Ain’t just Ramsey,” Hiroshi Samuelson replied. “We’re putting the squadron back together—some of it, at least. Ramsey’s the least of my problems.”

“But isn’t he—?”

“No! He’s not. Listen, July. Ramsey may have set himself up as head of a new syndicate, but he’s walking a tightrope and doesn’t even know it. He had a crew of six and was barely in charge of them. Now he’s claiming he’s got a hundred and mostly ex-navy. Rest of the half-devils think I’m a liability, but Ramsey’s going to need me if he wants to keep this little empire of his from falling apart.”

Stretching, July eased herself to her feet and draped her arms around Hiroshi. “Aren’t you being a little melodramatic? Hmm?”

Hiroshi untangled himself. “Listen to me. If that syndicate of Ramsey’s works out, we can be at the peak of a very tall food pyramid. But this only works if those floor-moppers and datapad commandos of his are afraid of me. Ramsey’ll let everyone walk all over him. That worked with the half-devils because he looked out for us with the brass. Now? Dust me if I know what these jungle refugees expect out of him.”

July smirked at him and tossed her purple hair. “So you’re going to be the voice of reason and stability.”

Hiroshi snorted. “You can blow that out the waste port. Ramsey needs a bayonet squad.”

“Huh?”

“Back about a thousand years ago, you had armies packed together like city-tram passengers, shooting each other with lead bullets. Only an idiot would stand there to get shot, but the blasters in those days were as accurate as a drunken piss. The guys behind them had blades on their blaster rifles called bayonets. The enemy soldiers might shoot them if they stayed and fought. The guys behind them would skewer them for sure though if they didn’t.”

July patted him on the shoulder. “This isn’t ancient Earth, and these aren’t savages with lead-thrower rifles.”

Hiroshi caught her by the wrist. “For this business to work, Ramsey needs three things. He needs people who fear and respect him—those are our marks. He needs people who are completely loyal—that’s his squad mates and his starship crew. And most of all, he needs all his underlings, vassals, and agents to fear, respect, and be loyal. Right now, I don’t think he’s got enough in that middle group to keep the other two in line.”

“So you’re going to be the voice of the devil, reminding Ramsey’s lackeys that it’s better to be with him than against him.”

With a smile fit for a shark, Hiroshi nodded. “Now you’re getting it. And if we don’t make our meet-up on time, we’re going to lose face and make it all that much harder to get those pad-slappers to fall into line.”

# # #

Esper felt the change of gravity as she passed from the Mobius to the Hatchet Job. The docked ships were now well below the astral shipping lanes, out of sight for all but the most wayward of covert travelers. It had been six months since Hatchet and July had left them after the Silde Slims heist. It felt like 200 years. Esper could remember what they looked like, but the sounds of their voices, their mannerisms, and their presence all escaped her ability to recollect.

Just before she exited the docking tube on the far side, a hand rested on Esper’s shoulder. She had known Amy was behind her but hadn’t realized how closely she’d been following. She chided herself for inattention when she jerked in surprise.

“Sorry,” Amy whispered. “I just wanted to warn you. Hatchet and his crew are… rough. I don’t know how much Carl told you about them, but the Hatchet Job is a pirate ship. Not a ship that could commit piracy, but one that does. A lot.”

With her thin frame, nest of braids, and baleful, earnest eyes, Amy looked like a sad mop. Esper couldn’t help but smirk. “You mean unlike all of Carl’s other, saintly friends? So long as he’s working with us, I’ll keep Hiroshi on his best behavior.” It felt strange to say, but it was the sort of assurance Mort always gave. The mere presence of a wizard often kept blasters in their holsters. She dearly hoped that would be enough.

As Esper ducked though the airlock door to the Hatchet Job, Amy muttered something behind her. It wasn’t English—probably wasn’t meant to be heard at all. Her earring translated it as “foolish bed-wetter,” which probably had some colloquial meaning that had been lost in translation. Esper pretended not to have heard.

There was a briefing room aboard Hiroshi’s ship. Unlike the Mobius, which began life as a diplomatic shuttle, the Hatchet Job was a military design used by ARGO contractors though not by Earth Navy itself. She and Amy were the last two to arrive.

The passengers and crew from the Mobius were there, as well as Hiroshi and July. A discussion was already underway, which meant she’d missed the introductions of the reptilian sitharn, who may or may not have been the same one who raced against Carl in the Silde Slims contest, as well as two humans. One was an older woman wearing an active-scan monogoggle. The other was a man in grease-stained coveralls with a blaster belted at each hip.

“If we’re going to make a dent in contested space, we need to go after the money,” Hiroshi said, pacing in front of the blank flatvid screen. “Knuckle-rapping the low-rent smugglers will just dry up the terras flowing around the sector.”

Carl spread his hands. “I’ve done the digging. There’s no operation out here worth ousting. Colonies and outposts have their own little cliques and petty governments, but that’s not the kind of glamor work that gets people into this business.”

Hiroshi stabbed a finger in Carl’s direction that could have bruised a rib if half a room hadn’t separated the two men. “That’s your problem. You’re thinking about the game, not the business. Way more money comes out of this little backwater than in. Someone on the outside’s getting rich off this region of space, and we’ve gotta punch them in the nose if we wanna divert that cash flow our way.”

“So…” Carl said, waving tight circles with one hand. “We piss off the biggest exporters and put ourselves on their radar?”

Hiroshi wiped a hand over his face. “Lemme put this in lingo you grok. You don’t tug on Superman’s cape. You don’t spit into the wind. You don’t pull the mask off the old Lone Ranger. And you don’t mess around with…” he pointed a finger at Carl.

“Jim,” Carl answered, finishing the lyric.

“Wrong!” Hiroshi snapped. “Remember how that song ends? Some new tough guy comes along and takes the top of the hill. You don’t mess around with Blackjack Ramsey. We rough up the alpha players in this tumbleweed sector, and it’s us who gotta deal with. Got it?”

Amy leaned over to Esper and whispered, “He made me watch Superman with him on flatvid. It’s all about an alien sun-wizard who looks human and protects Earth from… well, everything. Stupidest shit ever, but Carl likes it.”

Niang spoke up. “So who wears the big britches in this neck of the woods?”

A wolf’s grin spread on Hiroshi’s face. “Every big player who wants in on the gold rush. There’s some weird shit out here on these semi-inhabited worlds. The megacorps are scouring them for bioweapons, medical applications, test sites, and test subjects. You name it. If places like Zammos, Nebula Consortium, Harmony Bay, and The Buffett Group want to keep it off-radar from ARGO regulation, they’re doing it out here.”

Jaxon raised a finger and cleared his throat. “Point of order here, Hatchet. Who’s to say we can take on any of those outfits, let alone hold ‘em all off?”

July stepped in and answered in Hiroshi’s place. “We don’t have to take them on. They don’t have facilities out here. They don’t send cruisers and science ships and megafreighters. They operate small-scale so they don’t attract too much attention. ARGO is treaty-bound to keep out of the contested sectors, and that includes policing the corporations. For once, we’ve got the law on our side.”

Esper watched the room as July spoke. If there was a fuse to this dynamite of an endeavor, she was it. Hiroshi watched Carl—understandable since he and July had a brief fling during the Silde Slims contest. Carl stared off into space, never one to reveal his thoughts with an audience. Amy watched July with eyes that hardened to steel. Apparently she’d watched the Silde Slims broadcasts—which made no secret of Carl and July’s brief relationship—or someone had briefed her. Toshiro was keeping an eye on… Amy? That was one to monitor—not that it was any of Esper’s business. Jaxon focused his attention on July, but in no way that seemed untoward, and kept an absent hold of Lisa, seated on his knee. Reebo and Niang both had a familiar leer aimed July’s way. Nice as it was not to be the object of that look, she didn’t envy July for it. For her part, Yomin was—

Esper glanced away. Yomin was staring right at her, as if she’d been watching the whole time. Guilt flushed Esper’s face at being caught scoping out the crowd.

Carl stood and sauntered up to the flatvid wall, activating it with a touch of the controls. It displayed a crude rendition of the Eyndar/ARGO Disputed Zone. “All right. I’ll bite. If we were to start hacking off the tendrils that the megacorps have embedded in the disputed sector, where would we start?”

Hiroshi’s finger hit the flatvid with a resounding thump. “Right here.”

# # #

A knock at the door to her quarters snapped Esper from her reverie. Wiping the nib of her pen on a rag, she set the instrument aside and straightened her back. “Enter.”

It was Carl of course. She’d known by the knock. “Got a minute?” He stepped inside and shut the door without waiting for an answer. “We’ll be hitting the Hades Breath system soon.”

“I could have dropped both ships into astral, you know. We’d have been there yesterday.”

“Well, Hatchet’s not keen on the idea of his ship going the manual route, but that’s not why I came by. First off, thanks for helping watch the kids. It’s been nice catching up with Jax and Rach.”

Esper shrugged. “It’s been no trouble. They’re good kids. Younger than I’m used to watching, but maybe that’s why.” More than the children themselves, seeing the whole Schultz family together warmed her heart. She wondered if she could ever have what they had.

“Yeah, about that. Lisa said you were writing a book.”

Esper patted the half-written tome on her tiny bedside desk. She’d picked it up from a specialty shop while offworld on one of Carl’s errands. Even with the Convocation discount, the blank, leather-bound volume had wiped out her hardcoin reserves.

“In blood.” Carl gave her a pointed look, interrupted briefly by a glance at her ink pot.

Esper sighed and rolled her eyes. “So melodramatic at that age. It’s just pig’s blood, plus a few preservative agents and whatnot. It’s nothing to worry about.”

“You’re still writing a book… in blood. That’s never a good sign. Plus, unless my eyes are going, that’s not English… or even Latin for that matter. I might not understand it for shit, but Latin letters are readable. Does Mort know you’re working on this?”

“Of course not. It’s a surprise.”

“Oh,” Carl said, backing toward the door as if suddenly regretful of having delved into this particular matter. Served him right, being a nosy Nelly. “Well, just—when you’re ready that is—come on out and ease us back into realspace. No rush. Wouldn’t want to… dry out your pig blood or anything.”

“Thanks. I’ll be right there. Just need to jot down a few more blasphemous incantations and finish my recipe for children pie. You… um, do know I’m joking, right?”

Carl eyed her warily as he opened the door. “Yeah. But some of that business wasn’t, and I’m not exactly sure where the line was.” The door closed.

# # #

Hades Breath was the local name for a moderately habitable planet with a scientific name consisting mostly of numbers. Between the pale skies and mountainous landscape, there was little to love about the inhospitable ball of rock. Plants grew there grudgingly. Animal life was unknown until explorers from other worlds arrived and brought it. While it was widely accepted that the atmosphere was safe to breathe, it stank of sulfur. To the locals who named the place, that was the joke.

The cargo bay of the Mobius lay open to the local air, the crews of both ships gathered to receive orders. Three of Hatchet’s held back as a reserve to guard the Hatchet Job.

Carl clapped his hands once for attention. “All right, people, listen up. We want to find who’s operating on the sly on this world. Forget the petty narcotics and weapons. Ignore the gamblers and mercs. We’re looking for people after local resources for shipment back to ARGO space. These are going to be our best bets as targets. I don’t want anyone going off alone. Hatchet, take Samurai with you. Juggler and Vixen are going together, of course. Reebo’s with me. Amy, you take Esper with you. Niang and Yomin are watching the Mobius and the kids.”

Amy shot Carl a scowl. “I thought we’d get some shore leave out of this.”

“Not in this shithole,” Carl replied at full voice, keeping his side of the conversation public. “Now let’s get out there and find some work. Keep comms at the ready. Coordinate through Yomin.”

The group broke up and filtered into the settlement where the ships had landed. Without a proper name of its own, the locals referred to the largest town on Hades Breath as Landing Zone. Esper said nothing, but fell into step a pace behind Amy and to her right.

Halfway to the section of Landing Zone where parked ships gave way to buildings and unpaved roads, Amy stopped short and let Esper catch up.

“This isn’t personal.”

Esper nodded. “You wanted to spend time with Carl. I get that.”

“It’s not even that. It’s just…”

“I can’t go off on my own,” Esper said with a sigh. “I get stupider about tech by the month. If I wore a comm earpiece and needed to defend myself out here, I’d probably fuzzle it.”

“Is that the technical term?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Esper replied with a wink. “I’m getting awful at anything technical, remember?”

Amy resumed walking, heading toward a cluster of buildings that looked like warehouses. “That’s not why Carl paired you with me.”

Esper kept silent. She knew just as well.

Amy shook her head. “I’m not marine like Tanny, but I look after myself just fine.”

“I’m sure Carl knows that.” She wished that someone besides Mort worried about her safety.

“That schlump? He thinks he can talk blaster bolts into missing him. He needs a wizard babysitting him. Not me.”

“I’m prettier than Mort,” Esper replied. “Better company, too. You could have gotten stuck with him if I hadn’t come along.”

Amy looked over her shoulder and grinned. “OK. Got me there. But let’s be clear: I don’t need coddling.” She patted the blaster pistol holstered at her side. “I know how to use this thing.”

Esper nodded. But as long as she was around, Amy wasn’t going to have to.

# # #

“Not the way I expected to be spending our first day without the kids in six months,” Rachel said. She stood on the front of a rented hover-cruiser as Jaxon watched the factory entrance through a pair of binoculars. There was no public record of what when on in that plant, but it was located too close to a primordial wildlife reserve to be a coincidence.

Jaxon passed her the binoculars. “Not the way I expected us to latch on with Ramsey again. Somehow I pictured us flying together, maybe in some stolen Typhoon V prototypes. You sure the kids are safe with Yomin and Niang?”

“I think once they heard about Esper’s ice cream stash they ceased being a threat to run off.”

“Sure, they wouldn’t want to leave the ship. But those kids are too smart for their own good. Maybe they start missing us. Maybe they want to keep the ice cream close at hand. Ever think they could fly that ship to come looking for us?”

“Jaxon Lawrence Schultz, are you trying to worry me to an early grave? I trust Scarecrow to fly that old junk bucket, or Ramsey. I don’t need to worry about Jax and Lisa trying to figure out those controls. Wait… I see a transport leaving the factory.”

“About time. Any idea what’s in it?”

Rachel jammed the binoculars into Jaxon’s chest. “Look through those and tell me you can see inside that transport. Because if they had steel-penetrating scanners in there somewhere, I’d like to know about it.”

Jaxon dropped down and slipped behind the controls of the hover-cruiser. “Coulda just said no.” He flipped through a quick start-up sequence, and the vehicle shot off in pursuit of the transport.

“Taking bets on who they’re selling to?”

“I’m going with the Nebula Consortium. Can’t trust consortia. It’s like they’re going out of their way not to tell you what they do.”

“They made your boots.”

“Yeah, and about a billion other things. I’m guessing these frontier factory types are selling them the weird bio-goop from this planet. What Nebula does with it, who the hell knows? But I’m glad I’ve got a girl who lays odds instead of worrying whether I could follow that transport without getting spotted.”

Rachel snorted. “If I didn’t think you could handle it, I’d have driven.”

# # #

Carl was surrounded by the type of men most law-abiding folks hope never to meet in their lifetimes. He could tell at a glance that there wasn’t a man among them who hadn’t spilled blood for fun or profit—possibly both. If their looming presence bothered him, he didn’t let it show. He let them glare, eyes boring into him like laser drills. At his side, Reebo kept perfectly still.

“Ain’t got all day, Ramsey,” a man with a red eye-patch snapped.

“You in or you out?” demanded another who cracked his knuckles absentmindedly, one finger at a time.

Carl looked down at the cards he’d been dealt and tossed them away. “Out.”

“For the bleedin’ sun god’s sake. We waited all that time for you to fold?”

Carl held a thumb and forefinger a centimeter apart. “I was this close to calling your bluff, Razu.”

“The hell I was bluffing,” Razu snarled, flipping over a pair of kings as he raked in a sloppy pile of hardcoin terras.

Reebo leaned over and whispered, “Maybe it’s time we cut our losses and start asking around.”

“That’s what crews are for,” Carl replied softly. “I have to be a public figure. Let people get to know me. You know, mingle.”

“Boss…”

“Hey,” snapped the man with the red eye-patch. “No secrets at the table.”

Carl lifted a short stack of hardcoin terras and let them clatter back down to the table. “If this muscle-bound clod wants to help me lose my money to you faster, what’s it to you?”

There was a scraping sound as Reebo’s chair slid away from the table. “I’m outta here.”

Carl watched him storm away from the poker game but noticed he only ventured as far as the bar. Hades Breath might not have many amenities, but they were welcome in the casino as long as they had money. Plus, Reebo needed to keep his meal ticket safe, even if he was pissed about it. Restacking his hardcoin, Carl prepared to start winning back his money.

# # #

People like Radovan Dragovic didn’t take unsolicited meetings. People like Hiroshi “Hatchet” Samuelson didn’t accept no for an answer. It had taken a fifty-terra bribe to a cargo handler to get the name, another hundred to a sushi courier to find him, and some colorful lies to the door guards to get in to see Mr. Dragovic. Officially billing himself as an export facilitator, Dragovic was the sort of middleman-by-muscle that most lawless economies cultivated. In other words, he was human fertilizer but of a sort Hatchet had dealt with before.

Samurai followed into the office but hung back to let Hatchet do the talking. Wasn’t a tough sell to get Samurai to keep his yap shut. He kept quiet and still, making him easy to forget about with a guy like Hatchet drawing all eyes in the room.

Dragovic sat behind an industrial desk, rusted at the edges. His palms pressed together and he tapped at his lips. He studied Hatchet from beneath bushy eyebrows flecked with gray. “I already have enough ships carry goods from planet. I don’t like new blood.”

Hatchet walked up and planted a hand on the desk, leaning over to loom above Dragovic. To his credit, the export facilitator didn’t flinch. “Listen up. I’m here on business. I represent a new player in the sector, and I’m here as a courtesy. Y’see, my boss has the resources and the backing to put a lot of money in a lot of pockets but only for the ones willing to play ball. Having local help will make things go smoother for everyone. But between you and me, if I don’t get the help I’m looking for, trade off this rock’s gonna get pretty dry, and you won’t be making a cut of it.”

“Mr. Hatchet, let me be blunt. You come my planet. You barge my office. You, I don’t like. Bring stink of Earth with you.” He said something else over his shoulder to the two guards stationed in the corners of the office. Hatchet cursed himself for not having taken Blackjack up on his offer of a translator earring. Earrings weren’t his style, but neither was letting petty crime lords yap to their henchmen without him understanding a word of it.

But when the two guards approached, blaster pistols drawn, he got the picture. “Good day, Mr. Hatchet. Go. Do not make my men ruin these nice carpets I buy just last month.”

Hatchet stood his ground, fuming. The guards had a local look, sickly and thin from the shit in the atmosphere. Not that it took muscle to work a trigger, but there was more to shooting someone than finger strength. The guards came within arm’s reach. One prodded him in the ribs with the barrel of his weapon. Hatchet had him by the wrist before the poor slob knew what was happening. With a jerk, he twisted a wrist, and the blaster fell to the floor. His companion struggled to aim as Hatchet used his leverage to spin the unfortunate guard into the line of fire.

“Shoot him! Shoot him!” Dragovic shouted.

No blaster shot sizzled across the room in response to the cry. Instead, a head fell to the floor immediately followed by the rest of its body. Samurai stood with blood washing the last quarter meter of his sword. No emotion touched the placid expression he wore. He picked up the guard’s blaster and tucked it into his belt.

“Was not expecting that,” Dragovic muttered sullenly.

Without crossfire to worry about, Hatchet smashed his human shield in the temple with his elbow. The blow stung, bone on bone, but it dropped the unarmed guard like a sack of permacrete mix.

“Watch the door,” Hatchet called over his shoulder. “Time to negotiate.”

“You are dead man,” Dragovic said, but some of the bluster had leaked from him. “No one comes to Hades Breath and makes enemy of Radovan Dragovic.”

Hatchet stalked around to Dragovic’s side of the desk, drawing his own blaster. “Interesting opening offer. Let me make one of my own. You open that hidden computer console in your desk. Then you upload the contents to a comm ID I give you. Do that, and me and my buddy walk out of here with you still breathing.” He leveled the blaster pistol at Dragovic’s head.

To his credit, the export facilitator held his ground. He looked up at Hatchet over the blaster barrel and met his eyes. “Go to hell. I tell you nothing. Kill me or not, my men won’t let you leave here alive. You lose.”

Hatchet shook his head. “How’d you get anywhere in this business? You are awful at negotiating.” He pulled the trigger and put a neat, cauterized hole in Dragovic’s head.

Shoving Dragovic aside, chair and all, Hatchet popped the catch that opened the desk into a computer workstation. He was greeted with an incomprehensible language and what appeared to be a password prompt. He opened a comm. “Hatchet Job, come in. July, we need immediate extraction. Bring the ship, blast a wall at my location, and back the cargo ramp up to the hole. We’ve got equipment to load.”

# # #

Roddy scratched at the back of his head and sprawled back on his office couch. The message on the datapad held aloft between his feet made no sense. His outgoing warning to the Mobius had been light on details, since he wasn’t sure he’d messed around with anything. But he’d been pretty clear that there had been some concerns regarding the state of the engine room, its maintenance, and the safety of certain vital subsystems. The reply—sent five minutes ago, which meant they weren’t halfway across the galaxy like he’d imagined—contained just a single word.

Acknowledged. There was no indication who had sent it. The message came from the Mobius’s emergency comm ID with no signature.

Was that supposed to reassure him? Was is meant to piss him off? Because if it were the latter, it had worked. He’d dangled his gene-mixers over the target range on this one just sending that warning. If Jean Niang wasn’t utter shit as a mechanic, he’d have caught anything wrong with the Mobius without the heads-up.

Roddy’s hand jittered as he reached for his coffee mug. He was getting sick of the taste, but the caffeine kept his liver busy. Once the syndicate got offworld trade figured out, he promised himself he’d get a selection of different bean blends to try. It’d be a warm day in the void before he found one that could replace the sweet nectar of hops and malt, but he at least needed variety. His mind was clearer with no booze in his bloodstream. His thoughts raced. But without a change of pace now and then, he worried that the allure of the bottle would prove too great.

He held a mouthful of coffee, letting the heat seep into him before swallowing and following the thermal path down his throat and into his belly. Roddy used the time to think. A response meant that the ship hadn’t gone and exploded or anything drastic. But the response wasn’t the reassurance he needed right then.

Switching the datapad from text comm reader to intra-Odysseus communicator, he looked up Doss. “Hey, what’s the status on the Mermaid?”

There was a long pause. “Lieutenant Charlton’s ship is off limits. I don’t have access.”

“Access granted. You’ve got thirty minutes to make it flight ready.” Roddy ended the call.

He’d done it. Sure, he still had time to back out, but he wasn’t going to. The astral relay had directional indication on the signal from the Mobius. It might not have been laser accurate, but it would give him a general heading. That, plus Roddy’s understanding of the hamsters running Carl’s brain would let him cross-reference and figure out where the bastard was flying. After all, he was looking to score a job, and Roddy’s worked as many jobs with Carl Ramsey as just about anyone. And if there was an exception to that in the syndicate, it was only Mort.

Roddy made another comm, this time to Parker. “Hey, you got a wizard there with you?”

Parker’s voice came back almost immediately. “He’s yours for the price of a ham sandwich. Wanna talk to him?”

“No, actually. I don’t. Just get him back to base, pronto. I’m taking off for a few days, and I’m putting him back in charge. If he gives you any shit—and I know he will—tell him it’s his own fault for putting me in command. And if he doesn’t get his ass back here, I’m giving Kwon his quarters. I’m sending the supply shuttle to pick you up.”

“Copy that … he says you’re going to regret this, but we’re on our way.”

Roddy grinned and switched off the datapad. He had to pack. If Carl was too stupid to save himself, Roddy was going to go out there and do it for him.

# # #

Amy held a hand to cover her ear. In the din of the crowded nightclub, Esper couldn’t make out what she was hearing through the comm earpiece. She could barely make out Amy’s replies.

“They what? … You’re screwing with me … No, you’re right, that sounds just like him … Yeah, she’s right here … Roger that.”

The two women shared their placemat-sized table with a pair of local goons of the enforcement variety. There was barely enough room for each of them to place their drinks. With their large frames and muscles bulging beneath their suit coats, they looked slightly ridiculous perched on stools.

Amy removed her hand from her ear. “Sorry. Work. Gotta make ions.”

As she stood, one of the goons grabbed her by the wrist. “Hey, you just get here. We not done. Stay. Have drink.” Amy winced at the brute’s grip.

Kicking the table out from between them, Esper grabbed the rough customer by his wrist. It was his turn to wince in pain. With a twist, Esper forced the man off his stool and to his knees. Before his companion could intervene, Amy had her blaster out of its holster and aimed at his head.

Throwing her victim to the floor, Esper fixed him with her best fire-and-brimstone glare. “Thank you for the drinks.”

“You little bitches! You have no idea who you deal with. I have powerful friends. You won’t get off this planet.” The thug braced a hand on his stool as he struggled to his feet.

Esper held her fingers apart, and an illusory image appeared: the thunderstruck ‘C’ of the Convocation. “So do I. And if we have any trouble leaving…” She left the threat hanging, unsure quite how to phrase it any better than their imaginations could conjure.

Amy backed away, blaster still trained on their would-be dates for the evening. The crowd was decidedly nonplussed. Once she’d put a few bodies between her and the threat, she holstered the weapon and strode out of the bar. Esper followed close behind.

Exiting into the acrid twilight air of Landing Zone, Amy put a forearm over her mouth, using the cloth of her suit as a makeshift filter. She coughed once. “Who the hell lives on a planet like this?”

Ground traffic rumbled by on metallic treads that seemed more popular than hover technology. There was probably some technical reason, but for the life of her Esper couldn’t figure out why. Maybe the metal had a closer connection to the earth element. Maybe hover cruisers didn’t like the smell in the air. Tucking her hands into opposing sleeves, Esper chose to ignore the quandary. She sighed, choosing not to inhale the nastier gasses. “People who are best off away from everything and everyone civilized.”

“It’s not often someone gets the jump on me. Stupid, impulsive schmucks react without even thinking. Hey… you OK?”

Esper blinked. “What?”

“Your mind’s offworld somewhere.”

Was it? Maybe. Esper had learned to send her mind all manner of places, some of which didn’t even exist in the traditional sense. But Amy hadn’t meant it that way. “Looks aside, those two could have been my brothers.”

“Huh? You have brothers? You never mentioned that.”

“Tanny knew. Who knows, maybe she actually knew them. I told you my family on Mars had money. They came into it when I was eleven or twelve.”

Amy shrugged. “Yeah. But that doesn’t bother me. I’ve got nothing against rich people.”

“Well, ‘came into’ was a polite little euphemism for my two older brothers finding work with the Rucker Syndicate. My father flew a transport shuttle. My mom worked in holovid programming. Neither of them was going to make it big. My brothers sent money home—lots of it. Enough for my parents to retire. For bad boys, they were good sons. Of course, I didn’t figure out where the money had come from for years. By the time I had, I’d spent too much of it to turn them in. But the job changed them. Neither of them ever laid a finger on me, but whenever they came home to visit, there was this menace surrounding them. Short tempers. Tweaker’s gleam in the eye. Looked through people instead of at them. Sound familiar?”

Amy nodded. Esper had just described their disgruntled underworld contacts. “We gotta head back for the ships. That comm was Yomin. Hatchet’s getting us kicked offworld. They might not trace the circuits and figure out the Mobius is with him, but we’re scrambling anyway.”

“You knew something like this would happen, didn’t you?”

“I warned Carl, but he said Hatchet had mellowed… that we could work with him. Carl’s always handed out extra helpings of second chances. Some people change. Some never do.”

# # #

Amy and Esper arrived at the Mobius as Juggler and Vixen pulled up in their rented hover-cruiser. The Hatchet Job was no longer parked on the adjacent landing pad. With the cargo bay door closed, they squeezed into the airlock two at a time. The air inside the ship still had a lingering odor from the planet’s atmosphere, but it wasn’t as bad as if the cargo bay had been left open all along.

The shipwide comm blared as soon as they were all aboard. “Find someplace to strap in. I won’t guarantee the gravity stone will keep your feet on the floor.” To emphasize Carl’s point, the ship lurched sending the four of them stumbling as they stomped up the stairs toward the common room.

At the door, Amy pushed her way through and sprinted for the cockpit. Their comms weren’t the most secure in the galaxy, and her attempts to get details while en route to the ship had been met with vague reassurances mixed with prodding to hurry back.

Carl glanced over his shoulder as she approached. Locking the steering, he unbuckled from the pilot’s seat and let her take the controls. The cushions were still warm from his body heat.

Alternating hands on the flight yoke, Amy strapped herself in. “Status?”

“Hatchet shot a big-time local player. That’s the bad news. Good news, he stole the guy’s computer and hit orbit without getting dusted.”

“Know when to walk away, know when to run, right?” She spared a glance at Carl to shoot him a grin. This wasn’t the time for I-told-you-sos.

“Ideally running is done after taking the money. I’m just hoping to hell he’s got something worthwhile on that computer core.”

Amy’s hand jerked on the yoke before even realizing why. A massive blat of plasma lanced past the Mobius. “What’ve we got?”

Carl punched at the short-range radar. “Looks like ground fire from at least two emplacements, plus we’ve got five light fighters—Akula-class—coming in hot.”

“What in hell’s hangar is an Akula?”

Carl squinted at the radar and its associated tactical displays. The Mobius was hard down the road to P-tech, but it still brought up basic tactical data on anything in range. “Near as I can tell, it’s a flying gun. Weapon output is actually masking the engine signature, but they’re closing on us.”

“Remind me to lock Hatchet in a cold shower when this is over. If we can’t outrun these locals, I guess we have to dust them.”

Carl was already reaching for the comm.

# # #

The common room thundered with the sound of holographic race ships tearing around an atmospheric track. Jaxon Jr. and Lisa were playing Omnithrust Racer as if nothing were going on outside the ship. As if they weren’t fleeing a lawless planet. As if they weren’t watching plasma blasts whiz past the glassteel dome overhead.

Niang was down in the engine room, ready in case anything went wrong. Yomin was holed up in her quarters with the ship’s data warfare equipment. That left Reebo, Jaxon, and Rachel in the common room with Esper.

“Heyo, we’ve got five ducks. Anyone up for some hunting?”

Reebo moved for the turret controls and brought the gunner’s seat down from overhead.

“…and by anyone, I mean Vixen.”

Rachel flashed Reebo a tight smile and slipped by him. Hopping into the seat of the turret, she began strapping herself in.

Lisa pulled her attention away from the racing game for just a moment. “Mom, can you get us an ice cream before you go?”

“Not now, sweetie. Mommy’s gotta shoot people.”

Jaxon Sr. bumped Jr. over on the couch and retrieved one of the game controllers. “How ‘bout this, kids? Beat your old man, and you can have ice cream.”

Reebo looked from one Schultz to another and back again. “What’s with you people? You’re all nuts.”

But that just prompted a grin from Rachel as she retracted the chair into the turret well. Jaxon threw Reebo the final game controller. “Relax. There aren’t enough tactical positions on this ship for everyone. So just take a load off and leave the fighting to the womenfolk.”

“Yeah… but…”

“Listen, buddy. I made my peace with Rach being the better shot years ago. Ramsey knows his pilots. If he weren’t up front trying to fly from the copilot’s seat, he’d be up there himself.”

Reebo gave Jaxon a puzzled frown. “Ramsey? I heard he could fly like the devil himself but manning a turret?”

“It’s all down to reflexes, hand-eye coordination, and predicting your target’s behavior. Now pick a ship and a pilot, and load in.”

Esper waited until the brief row over the selection of a race course was settled and the game began. Then, as plasma blasts crossed the ship’s view in all directions, she slipped over to the fridge and made sure she got a chocolate almond chip ice cream bar before the Schultz kids ate them all.

# # #

There were days when Carl wondered why he’d gotten into this business. It rarely paid well. People often tried to kill him. The law was more of a threat than a promise of protection for smugglers and con men. But as he watched Amy handle the controls of his ship with utmost skill and not a hint of hesitation, he knew. They were in the midst of a fox hunt, and the Mobius was the fox. Below them, a sickly planet peopled by refugees from law and justice. Ahead of them, the Black Ocean and every other thing in the galaxy. That was the key. It was all out there to find. Carl loved the Black Ocean.

He also loved the woman flying his ship. Despite the firepower of the Akulas swarming to chase them down, Carl had no doubt that Amy would keep them alive to rendezvous with the Hatchet Job. She wasn’t gentle with the controls or shy with the maneuvering thrusters. At irregular intervals, she’d overstress the ship’s gravity stone, and Carl would feel the ship’s momentum forcing his body against the chair’s safety restraints. A thin sheen of sweat, a mix of concentration and adrenaline, beaded on her brow. Her breath was shallow and fast, her pupils wide, her face flush. When the threat was ended, his first thought was going to be to take her straight back to their quarters.

This was the life.

Someday, one underling or another was going to convince the syndicate that Carl was too vital to be allowed to fly in combat missions, even lopsided ones. He’d be trapped planetside or on a luxury-size ship captained by someone who worked for him. Sometime in the next ten years, maybe twenty if he was lucky, his reflexes and instincts would dull unless he sought genetic alteration or cybernetic upgrades. By then it would be a moot point if his flunkies let him fly—he’d be a sky-show pilot, fit for parades and low-risk supply runs, nothing more.

A blast shook the ship.

“Sorry,” Amy said without looking at him.

“It’s OK. There’s a lot of incoming fire. Shields will hold off a stray hit now and then.”

“It’s not that. I was just wondering what we were going to name our kids. You know, seeing Jax and Rach with theirs got me thinking. Then I realized we hadn’t talked about having kids at all. Then I was trying to decide how I should bring up the topic. Then we got shot.”

“Oh. Well, I guess I like kids. My family’s had a long tradition of having them, going back… oh, at least five or six generations.”

Amy didn’t pick up on the jest. The Mobius jerked with a nausea-inducing shift in gravity, and a bolt of plasma from the surface came within meters of hitting them. “The thing is, what if they turn out like me? I drove my parents nuts until I left for the navy. I mean, literally. My mom is still in a mental assistance facility. I can’t even visit her because it freaks her out seeing me. What if that’s me in twenty years? Can I do that to myself? Is evolutionary biology telling me ‘Scarecrow, this isn’t a good idea’? If it is, I should probably take a hint from Darwin and let the fittest procreate.”

Hades Breath had two moons, just a pair of uninhabited balls of rock that were little more than giant, misshapen asteroids. Once they reached the shadow of the larger moon, they’d be out of range of the planet’s surface-based weapons. Hopefully, then it would be easier to deal with the fighters that harassed them.

Carl paused as he reached for the comm. “I doubt Mother Nature refers to you by your call sign. Ahem… hey, Vixen. Any chance you can dust a few of those fighters? You’re not up there for the view.”

“Just got the seat and controls adjusted. Someone—who’ll remain nameless—had everything set for gorilla. Outgoing fire commencing.”

“I mean, I know you and Tanny broke up over the kids thing. She needed to clean up and couldn’t. But what if it was just a bad idea? What if your kids would have turned out to be pharma addicts or psychopaths like her father? Plus, it’s not like either of us is a stable role model.”

A blip on the radar disappeared. Four Akulas remained.

The Mobius took two hits in rapid succession. The shield indicator fluttered. “Maybe now’s not the best time—”

Amy popped the release on her safety harness. “You’re right. I need to take a walk.”

The pilot’s chair sat empty for a long moment as Carl struggled to process. He’d always admired Amy’s ability to surprise him, but this was going below and beyond the call of duty. The Mobius took another shuddering blast as his straight-line trajectory made an easy target. Struggling out of his harness, Carl leapt across to the pilot’s chair and yanked on the flight yoke. Any maneuver right then was better than none at all.

A stray glance at the shield indicator showed an overload fault. Damn, those tiny fighters packed a punch. Carl swung the ship around to bring the forward shields into the line of fire. Their maneuverability was shot to hell with the main engines facing their direction of travel. He probably ruined Vixen’s aim, but there was no getting around the need to put fresh shields into their attacker’s gun sights.

Sparing a hand for the comm, Carl called down to the engine room. “Jean, we need those shields back online.”

“Already on it. Ten minutes, tops.”

“We might not have ten. Make it two.”

“Aye aye, sir.” Carl couldn’t tell if Niang was humoring or mocking him.

Carl backpedaled the Mobius as the four remaining fighters swarmed around, looking to exploit the vulnerable rear quadrant of the ship. He juked and twisted, slung low past the moon, and took a heading to ram one of the Akulas head on—it swerved. Unlike Amy, Carl had managed to keep his focus on the battle at hand and not on deep interpersonal questions. In fact, he split off a Carl Who’s Worried About Amy and a Carl Who Ponders His Girlfriend’s Emotional Baggage just to keep everything compartmentalized in his head.

Up in the gunnery station, Vixen finally took out another target. It was a small miracle, considering the acrobatics Carl was performing.

A warning tone sounded on the radar as a ship dropped out of astral just ahead. After a quick shot of adrenaline, Carl realized it was the Hatchet Job, circling back to lend a hand.

“About time you puppies showed up,” Carl said, letting relief seep from his words. “I was afraid we were going to have to mop up these wastoids without you.”

“Can it, Blackjack. I saw the whole thing.”

The Hatchet Job opened fire, sending the three remaining fighters scattering. Three to two was a numerical advantage in name only when the two were both larger, more durable ships, even if the difference in armaments wasn’t pronounced.

“And you’re just coming out of astral to help now?”

“Quit yer bitchin’. Figured you could handle a few throw-aways from the surface.”

“Knocking a little rust off is all. Let’s dust these little pains in the ass and hit astral.”

With the two vessels working in tandem, it only took a few minutes to round up and finish off the remaining fighters from Hades Breath. One of the perks about disputed regions was the lack of a higher authority to swoop in and ruin a good victory. Slumping back in the pilot’s seat, Carl felt drained. He didn’t go find Amy.

# # #

Darts flew. Beer steins drained and refilled. Music blared from speakers scattered around the rec hall of the Hatchet Job, playing ancient rock music in tribute to the syndicate head. Those not engaged in active recreating were gathered around the holo-projector, where Yomin was holding court.

She stood with datapad in hand, pacing in front of the holographic image of the Dragovic family crest. A pair of crown-wearing eagles flanking a rearing horse seemed starkly out of character for a backwater crime family. Any eagle trying to live on Hades Breath would have died of a clogged air intake. “The computer that Hatchet procured from Radovan Dragovic was damaged in the extraction, but I was able to transplant the data core into the Hatchet Job’s computer. All the data is in there. We have his contacts, his business ledgers, his personnel files, correspondence, and holdings. I took the liberty of siphoning off his bank accounts, but they’re located in ARGO-controlled space and regulators shut me down pretty quick.”

July snorted, leaning on the arm of Hatchet’s chair. “What kind of vapor-brain doesn’t encrypt his computer in this line of work?”

A few of the gathered outlaws spared a glance in Carl’s direction before Yomin replied. “Who says he didn’t? Earth Parliament mandates certain design flaws that only the manufacturer and Earth intelligence agencies are informed of. It can still be devil’s work to hack them but not with the hardware in your hands.”

Grixlit Gthaa fixed Yomin with a reptilian glare, punctuated by the blinking of his nictitating membranes. “If only the manufacturer and Earth spies know about these flaws, how did you find out about them?” It was the first time Hatchet’s sitharn friend had spoken since the Mobius crew arrived.

Yomin knocked on her own head. “Hello? Earth Navy cyber warfare specialist here. I’m on the list of people to tell. Most of my job on the Odysseus was defensive, but I’m trained in all forms of Earth Navy databased combat and intelligence.”

Carl threw a dart, missing the bullseye by a few centimeters. “Skip to the part where you found something we can use.” He took a mouthful of beer as he sauntered over toward the serious side of the rec hall.

“I cross-referenced with the factory shipment Jaxon and Rachel tagged. Dragovic is having it delivered to a Harmony Bay courier on the edge of ARGO space.”

Jaxon leaned over to his wife. “Looks like I was wrong about the Nebula Consortium. I owe you a spa trip next time we’re in civilized space.”

“You’re banking on that being far enough off that I forget. I won’t,” Rachel whispered back.

“Lay it out, kid. What’s in it?” Hatchet asked with a scowl. “That bastard better have been playing real loose with customs laws to make this worth all the trouble.”

Yomin grinned. “Not just customs laws. This is a violation of the Primordial Preserve Act. This is genetic material from the beginnings of animal life on Hades Breath. The Earth Academy of Sciences and the Galactic Genetics Federation would cordon off the whole planet if ARGO had jurisdiction. But they don’t, and Harmony Bay outbid the Nebula Consortium and Zammos for exclusive rights to the primordial soup of this place.”

Carl watched Reebo’s dart tosses over his shoulder. “What’s it worth?” The ethics of the transaction were secondary in this case. It wasn’t like anyone could just pour that primordial soup back into the can and pretend nothing had happened. Some little microbes or free-floating mitochondria were getting a first-class ride across the galaxy long before their distant descendants would invent frequent traveler programs.

Yomin pretended not to have heard the question, but she punched away at her datapad. A series of ledger entries appeared. She zoomed until one was readable from anywhere in the rec hall. It showed a pending transaction from Harmony Bay. The amount listed was for 2.5 million terras.

Hatchet let out a low whistle. “This disputed zone might just be worth the trouble after all. Hot damn. That’ll buy us some good hooch.”

If anyone had looked queasy over the notion of selling some world’s precursors to developing animal life, their concerns evaporated in the face of a massive payday. It was just as well that Esper was back on the Mobius, reading stories to the Schultz kids.

Jaxon scratched the top of his head. “So… how do we get a hold of the shipment?”

An image of a ship appeared. “This is the Sokol. It’s a light transport, usually for passenger runs. But this isn’t a large shipment, and it’s not the sort of vessel that throws up a lot of warning signs for Earth Navy customs inspectors. It’s… more heavily armed than its class would indicate. But, operating out this far, that’s not unheard of.”

Carl snorted. He had his own notions about what customs inspectors were looking for. But he kept his mouth shut and let Yomin continue her briefing.

“Looks like they’ve got a rendezvous with another vessel named the Crichton. We’ve got coordinates and an astral depth.”

Hatchet stood and walked up to the holographic image, leaning in close to study the ship. “How fast can this thing move? Can we overtake it before the exchange?”

“Better question,” Carl said, throwing another dart, which hit the cork backing surrounding the target. “Can we fake an ID on that Harmony Bay ship and have them just hand us the cargo?”

“Listen, Ramsey,” Hatchet said through gritted teeth. “I know you’ve got history with those corporate fucks. I was there for some of that. Remember? But we can’t just keep kicking an outfit that big in the cojones. Better just to space a freighter crew and walk away with the goods. Then we can put the cargo up for auction on the black market. Maybe we get the same buyer; maybe we don’t. But we separate ourselves from the event.”

Carl shook his head, splitting his attention between Hatchet and Reebo’s next toss. “I’ll get my hands bloody when I have to, but there’s no reason to murder couriers who are just trying to make a living. You think your little stunt picking up this computer core earned you any points, you’re out of luck. That was strike one, and I’m not sure how many I’m giving out.”

“We go light on the damage, and we can get that ship of theirs up and running again. Free ship. That sounds like reason enough to me. Hell, Ramsey, we’re crushed for bunks on both ships as it is.”

Even if he changed his mind, he couldn’t let Hatchet have his way. You didn’t let a bull run if you hadn’t gotten a chain around its neck already. This was going down Carl’s way or not at all. “Nope. We’re going to get both sides pissed off at each other and get away with it. Yomin’s resume says she can pull it off.”

As Carl lined up another dart, he found Hatchet blocking his shot. The captain of the Hatchet Job tore the dart board from the wall and threw it across the room. “Ramsey, you don’t bring a guy like me in because you want to play tickle-toes with your marks. I’m here to build you a rep as a syndicate boss no one wants to fuck with. I’m gonna do just that, even if I have to—”

Hatchet stopped mid-sentence. As he drew ever closer to Carl, his voice had risen and his fists clenched, until he was nose to nose with the captain of the Mobius. A sword blade hung just below his chin, held rock-still by Samurai. “This is between me and Ramsey.”

Samurai kept his blade hovering at Hatchet’s throat. “And I am Ramsey’s. So, I believe, are you. You act like this is still your ship. But if a man owns a ship, and another man owns his loyalty, where then does ownership of that ship truly lie?”

“It’s all right, Toshiro,” Carl said, gently guiding the blade aside. “I’ll tell you what. You want to know why we do it my way? I’ll give you a couple good reasons. First, that star-drive of mine might look like she belongs in a romance holovid or a beauty pageant, but she’s got an iron streak in her when it comes to murder. I’ll be walking back to Ithaca if I throw a starship crew out an airlock, and you’d be lucky if she didn’t pitch you out there after them. And lest you get any ideas about a change of leadership, let me remind you about the wizard back on that jungle moon who thinks of me as a nephew and has more blood on his hands than all of us in this room put together.”

“Fine,” Hatchet snapped. “We do it your way. Just don’t come crying to me when half the sector starts thinking you’re soft.”

# # #

Under normal circumstances, Mort and hover-cruisers got along as well as porcupines and soap bubbles. But after spending weeks in the jungle on aching feet, he was ready to buy this one a drink and cuddle afterward. The mountain home of the Ramsey Syndicate loomed ever closer and higher overhead as the search party and their pilot chauffeur approached. Eventually it swallowed them up via a mouth that looked suspiciously like the ass end of an Earth Navy battleship.

Blast that laaku. Roddy had weaseled his way out of command in the most cowardly of manners. He was already offworld by the earliest Mort could have returned to headquarters. Mort swore the laaku’s absence would only defer the tongue-lashing he’d receive, not avoid it entirely. If Roddy expected that Mort couldn’t maintain a sense of offended dignity until everyone returned from the various extraplanetary engagements, he was sorely mistaken.

Lieutenant Kwon was waiting along with a handful of the generic stockin-trade sailors that peopled the ship in its heyday. “Welcome back. I see you’ve been informed of the temporary command structure?”

“What structure?” Mort snapped. “That four-handed bastard gave up the keys to this jalopy. No one said anything about any other structure than that.”

“I was being sarcastic.”

Mort scowled in appraisal of the lieutenant. Like most of the syndicate, she wore castoff naval clothing in mild disrepair. Combined with her known association with science, it made her hard to take seriously as a thinker. But it seemed she had a candle in that lamp of hers. “Hmph. Well, no need to get all rank-conscious on my account. Carry on with whatever Roddy had you doing until I say otherwise.”

“He had us install the astral relay,” Kwon said. “But that’s it. With his absence, work on the second installation is halted.” She fell into step at Mort’s side as he tried to hurry past before getting caught up in a bureaucratic morass.

“Second installation of what?”

“Another astral relay.”

Mort snorted and tried to subtly quicken his pace, but the confounded woman quickened hers to match. “We’re outlaws and criminals—scalawags, even. We’re not relay repairmen.”

“It’s not a repair. It’s a new installation.”

“Sounds like even less our business. Sit on it until Carl gets back. I don’t want to be seen as the substitute professor who gets bamboozled into canceling the homework and setting the class lizard free.”

That got Kwon to stop in her tracks with a look of such perplexity that Mort could barely contain a burst of laughter. “This is an astral relay. It connects us to the omni and standard comms with the outside galaxy. What the hell do lizards and homework have to do with this? Listen, if you want to just pass along authorization to me, I can handle all the tech needs of the syndicate until Ramsey returns. He won’t have any issue with what I’m doing.”

“That’s because Carl’s a little soft in the head when it comes to pretty faces. Maybe even yours. Now you scurry along polishing your astronoscopes and fiddling with your femtographic combobulators. Leave me in peace.”

Kwon stormed off in a gratifying huff as Mort smirked after her. He didn’t hear Mriy approach from his blind side until she spoke. “You see why I don’t crave command.”

Mort harrumphed. “This isn’t command. Bunch of criminal aspirants. Whatever dregs we’d become out there sailing the Black Ocean, they’re looking up in our direction. Chew on that a while and see what kind of organization you see around us.”

“Still, better than the jungle.”

“Damnation by faint praise… a time-honored tradition.”

Mriy hissed a chuckle. “Yes, this place is nothing like Meyang. I could do with an hour standing in the icy wind, sucking the heat from my marrow. But that wasn’t what I meant. Back here, there is no chance of encountering Tanny.”

Mort took a quick glance around to see that no one else had followed them down this particular corridor. The Odysseus was a minotaur’s labyrinth, but being in titular command tied a bell around his neck for others to heed and follow. “Not looking forward to a reunion, huh?”

“It’s been all I can manage to keep Kubu from bolting off and finding her. She is not the Tanny we knew.”

“Agreed. Once I nail Devraa’s head to the front door of this place, then maybe she’ll come to her senses. I don’t give a gambler’s promise about the brutes she’s with. Stack the lot of them in a pyre for all I care. But I’d just as soon not have to deal with Tanny until she’s gotten her head clear.”

Mriy flashed a smile—all fangs—fit to turn most men to quivering mush. Science had replaced those fangs with fakes for her. Mort wished she’d accepted his offer of enchanted ivory instead. “Then act like you wish to be here. Pretend. Insinuate yourself so that no one yearns to be rid of you.”

“Like to see them try.”

“Without you on the hunt for Devraa, there is no reason for me to be in the deep jungle, nor Kubu. His safety is the hardest to guard. I have my speed and my hunting instincts. You have powers few can comprehend. Kubu is large and threatening but ultimately no match for a group of soldiers who would see him as a threat. Please, do not storm off to the jungle if these humans vex you.”

Mort put a hand on her shoulder. For such a deadly killer, her fur was incongruously pleasant to the touch. “Not to worry. I think I can keep from wearing out my welcome until Mr. Big Mouth gets home.”

# # #

It took shuffling. It took negotiations. It took almost long enough to spoil the timing of the whole mission. But in the end, Carl Ramsey was captain of the Hatchet Job—with a newly anointed ID that said it was the Crichton—and Hiroshi “Hatchet” Samuelson was in command of the Mobius. The ruse called for slick talking, which put Carl at the head of the list of candidates, but no courier would ever believe that Harmony Bay had hired a shuttle modified six ways from Sunday to pick up such valuable cargo. The Hatchet Job might have been a rough-cut vessel, but it at least looked professional.

The Sokol was due by any minute, according to the course that Rachel had helped Yomin calculate. It was time for Carl to play his part. After a brief search of the Hatchet Job’s dash console, he found the comm. “Sokol, this is the Harmony Bay vessel Crichton. Channel is secure on our end. Please confirm yours.”

A moment later, a woman’s voice came over the cockpit speakers. “Crichton, this is Sokol. Comms are secure. Status?”

July, sitting in the copilot’s seat, caught Carl’s wrist as he reached for the comm to reply.

“What?”

She let go his wrist. “You know what. No hitting on her. You’re with Harmony Bay, not a freelance operator here.”

“What would make you think—?”

“You’ve got a type.”

Carl paused.

“C’mon, you can’t tell me you don’t have a thing for women pilots. Jesus, are you really that dense?”

“Best behavior. Honest.” Carl gave her a smile and switched open the comm once more. “Sokol, we’re making a last-minute alteration to the drop location. An informant on Hades Breath warned us of a possible data breach with Radovan Dragovic. Transmitting revised coordinates and depth.”

The look on July’s face was worth planets. Her jaw dropped and her eyes widened. If Carl had pulled off a mask to reveal he was Eyndar her expression could have shown less shock. “You just flushed the job out the waste reclaim.” She reached for the comm herself, but Carl held her in check with a raised palm.

Carl chuckled. “Relax. I switched comms. The only ones who heard that are in the rec hall.”

With a snarl, July backhanded him in the shoulder.

Keying a different comm this time, Carl cleared his throat. “Sokol, we’re on schedule. For security purposes, I’d like you to maintain comm silence as we approach the meeting site.”

“Crichton, this is Sokol, understood. Next communication will be at the exchange.”

Switching channels, Carl began another comm. This time he added a little gravel to his voice to go along with a phony accent. “Crichton, this is Milan Dragovic. Have problem. My brother is murdered. All deals waiting until I take care family business. Not worry. You still get strange goo. Deal still good. But delivery will not be today.”

As they waited, July was already plotting a course to bring them to their meeting with the Sokol.

“Mr. Dragovic, I am sorry to hear about your brother. But I have my instructions. I’m to bring the package to my superiors. I’m on a tight schedule here.”

Carl gritted his teeth and threatened the comm panel with a clenched fist. A moment to gather his composure was all he needed before making an impromptu change of plans. “You have boss. This, I understand. I make concession. You want delivery, come visit Hades Breath. I shake hand. Give goods for payment in person. Good to meet new business partner. Yes?”

“I don’t have time to divert to the disputed zone.”

“And I don’t have ship to send. There is—how you say?—impasse. This is best offer I have.”

Carl closed his eyes and prayed to the little gremlins that gnawed at the edges of plans. All he needed was for the real Crichton to be out of scanner range of the exchange location. He didn’t care whether they turned around and went home or paid a visit to whoever the hell took over the Dragovic crime family. So long as they didn’t sit at the drop coordinates silently fuming, it would all work out just fine.

“Understood, Mr. Dragovic. My condolences on the loss of your brother. Hopefully we can continue our working arrangement. Crichton out.”

With a sigh, Carl slumped back in his seat, working his lower jaw loose. “Man, I’ve gotta wash that pidgin human out of my mouth. We got any whiskey on board?”

“You could have ruined everything,” July snapped.

“I’d have ruined everything if I tried to strong-arm them into heading home empty handed. By getting me to bargain down, I invested them in the outcome. I had to show them I was willing to compromise because they needed something to show the bosses back home. Kid, I know you can fly, but you’re not learning the stuff I do hanging around Hatchet. He didn’t get that call sign for his subtlety, if you plot my orbit. This… ? This is my ballgame. Move the pieces, get guys looking over their shoulders—or girls in this instance—then change the rules while their backs are turned. I’ve been at this for years.”

“And look where it’s gotten you.”

Carl scoffed. “Maybe it’s been a bumpy ride, but it’s not because I can’t talk my way around a couple hopped-up freighter captains trying to barter in the big time. Most of my troubles have been from opening cargo that was supposed to be ‘no questions asked,’ taking jobs that smelled fishy but promised too much money, sudden pangs of conscience, and a truly baffling amount of bad luck hiring computer techs. If jobs like this fell into my lap on a regular basis, I’d have retired years ago.”

“I’m guessing that retirement for you would look a lot like con jobs but with nicer gear.”

“And better booze,” Carl agreed. “But in the meantime, raise the Mobius on the comm and tell the crew to get in position. Damn… sounds weird talking about my ship in the third person—er, vessel.”

# # #

Hatchet slouched in the pilot’s chair of the Mobius, staring out the forward windows. Outside, the flat gray astral stared back. The ship hummed with unfamiliar cadence. The seat fit strangely around his backside. Beside him, the copilot’s position remained vacant. Scarecrow wanted nothing to do with him since coming aboard, and Juggler had declined in favor of watching his kids. Vixen was up in the turret in case shit started blowing out the ventilation system.

“You just gonna stand there hovering?” Hatchet snapped without looking back.

“Carl asked me to keep an eye on you,” Esper replied from the cockpit doorway. “He didn’t say to keep you company.”

“Not like I can even drop back to realspace without your say-so. The hell kind of outlaws are you people, anyway? I get that Ramsey likes to keep his hands clean… less heat from ARGO security. I really do get it. But some jobs are just meant to be a little messy for a lot of money. You and your friends are going to get killed one of these days flappin’ lips at guys with blasters. One wrong step, someone gets his ticket punched for hell.”

“Maybe we’re trying to avoid booking that particular trip,” Esper said. “Out here, we can choose from a variety of disreputable jobs to make our living. It’s not exactly charitable work but as long as we don’t cause undue harm, redemption isn’t out of reach.”

Hatchet let out a long breath. “Like talking to a Bible with some of the commandments crossed out. Hard line on the killing, but stealing and false witness get a stamp of approval.” The former priestess was quiet a moment. “What’s the matter? Not expecting a guy in my line of work to know the good book?”

For a moment, he worried that he was talking to air. Twisting in his seat, he checked to see that Esper was still behind him or not. But there she stood, hands jammed into her sleeves like some actual wizard. The scowl was convincing though.

“I appreciate your attempt to frame your argument in familiar terms for me. But let me be a bit blunt here. You’re a sinner, Hiroshi Samuelson, a predator of life and not just property. Carl didn’t need to ask me to keep an eye on you. I’ve been watching you since I found out just what a despicable pirate you really are. My suggestion is that you take a good hard look in the mirror and consider following Carl’s example. He’s a poor role model in general, but it should be an attainable stepping stone even for someone so far gone as yourself. At least he tries. You don’t have to confess to me—Lord knows I’ve strayed far enough myself. But I’d strongly suggest finding some way to strike up a personal relationship with God.”

Esper leaned across and deposited a datapad on the seat beside Hatchet.

“What’s this?”

“Biographical data on the crew of the Sokol. Figured you might like to know a little about the people we’re not killing today. Look it over and think about all the people your callous murders would have impacted: the spouses, the children, the siblings, the cousins, the surviving parents, and even the grandparents in a couple cases.”

Hatchet picked up the datapad and flipped through a few entries. Punk. Thug. Boring. Old. Homely. Weakling. None of them appeared worth more than a quick glance. He tossed the datapad back. “Pass. I got better things to do than worry about a bunch of nobodies. And I got more important things to worry about than my soul. I don’t believe in that crap. You think Don Rucker worries about who he tramples to stay on top?”

To his surprise, Esper twitched a smile. “Believe it or not, Don Rucker’s a religious man. Not a good man, mind you, or even a pious one. But when my family moved to New Singapore, we attended the same church as the Rucker family.”

“Wait… you knew Tanny all along?”

Esper scoffed. “Of course not. Don Rucker and his family sat up front, right under the priest’s nose. My parents had a little money—you had to in that neighborhood—but we were beneath their notice. Point is, even a man like Rucker had a moral signpost in his life, no matter how dusty and blood-spattered it might have been. And now, think about the sort of man who lacks even that.” She raised her eyebrows in challenge, then spun on her heel and left.

Hatchet tried to go back to watching out the window again, letting his mind go as blank as the astral. But all he could think was that the flat gray was still deciding whether to go all black or all white.

# # #

Carl hated not being on the handshake team, but this was supposed to be a professional merc crew, hired by Harmony Bay. All of Hatchet’s crew had matching EV suits. They looked the part. Even if Carl had gone down to the cargo hold for the exchange, he’d have been the ugly duckling of the group in his patched and dated gear. Hardly the look of a captain. Better to sit in the cockpit, keeping on the comms.

Being the paranoid bastard that he was, Hatchet had rigged his ship with remote cameras. None of them kept a record—a basic insecurity feature when ARGO customs could pop up nearly anywhere—but they let Carl watch the transfer go down. The Sokol was visible out the open cargo bay door. Grixlit and July were on hand for the Crichton, watching as the courier ship opened its own cargo hold to astral space. Much as Carl hated doing business in the shallow astral, he hated even more that they had chosen a standard depth of just two astral units for the exchange. With the Mobius relying on depth to remain hidden, it was just as well to keep the Sokol in the kiddie pool.

As Carl watched two operatives from the Sokol making the zero-G float between vessels, it struck him as odd that the Hatchet Job was taking on cargo. It was like using a plasma rifle to start a campfire. Sure, it worked, but it wasn’t exactly the standard function of the vessel. One of the Sokol crew was carrying a silvery case the size of an overnight travel bag. He hoped that when that guy reached the gravity of the Hatchet Job, the weight of all those hardcoin terras wrenched his shoulder.

It was almost done. Two. Point. Five. MILLION. Terras. There almost wasn’t time left for anything to go wrong.

# # #

Rodek of Kethlet, bounty hunter. The very notion struck Roddy as ludicrous, but he owned a blaster and had—for the moment at least—his own ship with some pretty advanced hardware on board. If he could keep a straight face, he might be able to sell this.

Hades Breath was hell’s cesspit, and that might have been giving it too much credit. The whole surface needed a life support overhaul, heavy on the air filtration. It just went to prove that if there was an uninhabitable ball of sulfur and iron oxide somewhere in the galaxy, there was a group of humans willing to cross out the “unin” and put up houses. This was the species that was spreading across the Milky Way like a plague. A bunch of squatters, volunteer refugees, and stubborn idiots.

The brusque reply from the Mobius had come from roughly this area of space, and this was the most likely destination for Carl and the rest of them. Roddy had been tempted to follow up his message but thought better of it. Something hadn’t smelled right about the reply. Carl never would have written it. Amy couldn’t give a one-word reply if you asked her what day of the week it was. And somehow Roddy just couldn’t picture Esper replying “acknowledged” without asking how he was feeling or giving an update on the crew. That left the newcomers, and if one of them had sent the reply, he didn’t want to get into a conversation. Bad enough having Carl know Roddy might have fucked around in the engine room.

But finding the Mobius on his own was proving to be even more unpleasant than he imagined. The disputed sector was undeveloped, uncivilized, and downright unlovable. It was filled with dregs that had sloshed over the edge of ARGO space and that no one missed. Still, a bounty hunter couldn’t just wander the streets and absorb intel the way his lungs were absorbing sulfur dioxide. He needed a place to grease some palms and come up with leads on where he could find a disreputable diplomatic shuttle and its even more disreputable crew.

Unfortunately, Roddy needed a bar.

That wasn’t to say Roddy needed a drink. He didn’t need a drink. He’d proved that to himself over the course of the last few weeks. But that didn’t mean he didn’t want one. First among the likely prospects was a drab establishment of corrugated steel construction with the name “Hell’s Watering Hole” painted onto the bare metal above the door. These locals were a morbid lot. Still, something about the place kept Roddy’s feet moving beneath him. Maybe it was the clientele he saw entering and exiting—an unpromising brew of bedraggled and armed. But more likely, it didn’t sound like the sort of place he wanted to potentially spend hours fishing for local gossip.

Harrigan’s. This place had an Earthy sound to it, something ancient and Celtic that suggested a dark ale might be the specialty of the house. The front had windows, and the name was etched into the glass. Inside, a warm synthetic wood called out to him, offering up one of the empty stools for him to occupy. It would have been rude to refuse so polite an invitation.

The next few hours became a blur. His initial read on the place was dead-on. It didn’t have Earth imports on hand, but Roddy had never been that picky about labels, and the imitation stuff was pretty good on its own merits. He had held firm to his sobriety for upward of five minutes. On the chance of offending a potential client, how could he refuse a little hospitality? No bounty hunter worth his blaster would turn down a free drink. At least, not any sort of bounty hunter that Roddy could ever imagine.

But he stumbled out the door in a stupor, accompanied by a man named Victor Kislev. “So what’s the deal?” Roddy asked him. “You some kind of a player on this rock? Who’s this Isadora we’re going to see?”

Victor gave Roddy a condescending smile. Roddy wasn’t so drunk he couldn’t tell human emotions apart. His ruddy cheeks and bristling mustache made Victor look like a cartoon drunk, and Roddy was an expert on barflies. “Until yesterday, she was boss’s sister. Today, she is boss. For laaku, you hold your liquor well but be best behaving in front of Miss Dragovic.”

“Sure, sure. No problem.” Roddy hopped into the waiting hover-cruiser as Victor held the door. He had expected it to take him to meet Isadora Dragovic. Instead, he found himself facing a woman in the opposite seat who dripped with self-confident power. She was young, maybe Carl’s age, which was short in the tooth for a crime boss, with void-black hair and the posture of a queen.

“I understand you are looking for a ship called the Mobius,” she said. She spoke with a hint of Old-Earth in her accent, but nothing so grating on the ears as the scum he’d been drinking with all afternoon. Offworld education for sure, maybe even in Sol somewhere.

Mindful of his drunkenness, Roddy attempted not to slouch in his seat. “Poet Fleet’s been looking for them. It’s open contract but don’t think about poaching that ship off of me. I’m more use to you as a bounty hunter than as cheap intel.”

Isadora raised an eyebrow. “Indeed? Well then, perhaps we might have work for you. You have references, perhaps?”

“Not in this line of work, ma’am. Open contract like the Poets is one thing, but I don’t blab about private jobs. I don’t keep records or trophies. I don’t spill war stories over a few beers. Every six months I get a neural cleansing and wipe the memory of them so I can’t tell you who I’ve worked for even if I wanted to. I’m not a half-now, half-later kind of guy. I deliver; you pay in full. You wanna talk about the people who didn’t pay my fee? Them I remember plenty about.” There were times when Roddy really appreciated the haphazard education he’d received in bullshitology by hanging around Carl all these years. He ought to print up a degree to hang on the wall of his quarters—if he still had quarters on the Mobius.

Isadora studied him a moment. Her piercing blue eyes, so pale they were nearly gray, locked onto Roddy’s with tractor beam force. “Very well. I have information on your ship, as well as another job for you to do. Twenty-seven hours ago, my brother was murdered. A ship called the Hatchet Job retrieved the assassins and stole my brother’s personal computer. Your quarry departed the system in their company after killing five of our self-defense fighters.” She must have been desperate to cough up so much intel without so much as a background check on Roddy. Maybe she was just releasing all the hounds she could find.

“You got a heading, plant a tracker, anything I can use to find them?” There was a lurch as the hover-cruiser lifted off and accelerated.

Isadora pursed her lips, possibly into a smile. Suddenly Roddy wasn’t quite so sure about his ability to read emotions in the human range. “That would be your second task. There is a ship; it left Hades Breath with a valuable cargo and is not returning communications.”

“You think the Mobius and Hatchet Job got to them?” Roddy asked. Who needed sobriety when the galaxy hit you over the head with the obvious?

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. I think that with my brother’s death, the crew of the Sokol has decided they no longer require my organization. They are incorrect. You will return to me the cargo the Sokol carries, and transmit the coordinates of the ship, which we will send someone to retrieve. If the cargo has been taken by one of the other two ships, your task does not change. The cargo is of utmost importance. Is this understood?”

“Crystal. Except for one thing: what’s this cargo I’m looking for? Don’t get me wrong. I don’t give a pile of dead lizards about your business. You can be smuggling sentients or engineered bioweapons for all I care. I just need to know that I’m grabbing the right box and I’m not damaging anything you’re keen on keeping intact.”

Isadora reached for a console concealed in the armrest of her seat. A holovid popped up in the center of the cabin. It showed a standard travel case, middle end of the market, nothing too fancy. It was stainless steel with a digitally secured closure but no lock. Innocuous was the best word for it. Either these disputed zone criminals were real smooth about their smuggling ops or they couldn’t afford decent hardware. Not that it mattered, but Roddy found himself taking the job seriously. Maybe somewhere inside him there was a tiny bounty hunter trying to break free—no, that was the three liters of dark ale he’d consumed.

“Inside the box are biological samples. We ship to the corporations. Standard deal. We give them the oddities of this planet; they keep their scientists and security forces out of our way. Everyone is happy. We don’t want to risk losing such a beneficial arrangement.” The image winked out, and Isadora handed Roddy a data crystal. “Backup copy of the navigational course for the Sokol, as well as their contact with the Harmony Bay corporation. Do what you must.”

It was lucky for Roddy that the hover-cruiser picked that moment to stop with a sudden jerk because the mention of Harmony Bay caused his brain to pull up short as well. He took the data crystal as the doors opened. They had stopped just outside the Mermaid. Roddy hopped down, flanked on both sides of the door by Isadora’s bodyguards. “I don’t do goodbyes. Either I’ll be back with your cargo, or you’ll never see me again. Depends whether this job gets me killed. Best of luck running your family business.”

Roddy offered a casual wave as he climbed the narrow boarding ramp to Amy’s ship. It was time to go find Carl and save him from the sabotage Roddy had worked. But first things first, Roddy headed straight for the washroom to take care of those three liters of ale that had gone right through him.

# # #

“Crichton, we’re picking up a vessel at depth 5.5. This was supposed to be a two-ship meet. Call off your bodyguard or the deal’s off.”

Carl shot upright in the pilot’s seat. Esper knew better than to keep the Mobius that shallow, and such a nice, round number—halfway between two standard depths—didn’t sound like a wizard-assisted drop. “Sokol, we’re a courier ship. I don’t have the kind of scanners to see that deep. Please verify. I am not expecting backup here.”

July was already busy at the scanners. She was shaking her head. “I don’t see anything, but you weren’t bullshitting her about us being blind. Who the hell is out there?”

Carl ran a hand over his face. “Dunno. But they might just cost us 2.5 million terras.”

# # #

This was it: the rendezvous point. Roddy had brought the Mermaid in on a lower astral depth than the Sokol should have been using, and he could just pick up the vessel on his astral scanners. He had to give Amy Charlton credit for putting some serious cash into legitimate A-tech onboard systems. This was the kind of ship that you just couldn’t put together with a wizard around. That would have been like juggling Fabergé eggs or displaying the original clay statue of Poritca zot Malgak in the playground of a childcare center.

Isadora Dragovic had provided a ship ID code and a few basic tidbits. The Mermaid’s scan of the Sokol revealed a more capable vessel than he’d been expecting. Far from a simple freighter, it was a tiny gunship with a crew of six and more firepower than the Mobius and Hatchet Job combined. The former he knew from memory; the latter was merely an observation from the same scanner package that showed him the Sokol. The two ships were practically docked, facing one another cargo bay to cargo bay. Whatever deal Carl had arranged, it was going down as he watched. The Mobius had to be around somewhere, probably as deep in the astral as Esper could drop them.

Roddy drummed the fingers of his left foot along the flight yoke. The day of travel to get here had been hell on him. Amy’s ship wasn’t set up to human/laaku interoperability standards. It was a custom fit job just for her. His back ached and his arm muscles were sore from excessive reaching. It was tempting to barge in on the job to claim whatever Carl and Hatchet were after plus the payout from Isadora. Carl could hardly refuse free money.

But there was a time and a place to throw a multi-tool in Carl’s plans, and Roddy had probably already done enough to the Mobius with his multi-tool.

He waited.

He watched.

He began to grow apprehensive as the Sokol moved to intercept. The Mermaid had unusually good astral scanners. What were the odds that a backwater gunship running contraband for a backwater criminal family would have anything to match? Whatever they were, Roddy was leaning toward betting the long shot.

“Unidentified Vessel, power down and prepare to be boarded.”

Roddy usually wasn’t in the cockpit for that part of the job. Carl heard that spiel with regularity, and played it by ear whether to fight, trap, run, or con his way out of it. Something Carl had said once stuck in Roddy’s mind: “If you don’t want a fight, lie. If it doesn’t work, you’re no worse off.”

Standing up in the pilot’s chair, Roddy accessed the Mermaid’s computer and found a voice modulation program. He selected male human baritone and opened the comm to reply. “Vessel Sokol, this is Deputy Marshall… Edward van Halen of Earth Interstellar Enhanced Investigative Org. You are interfering in an official investigation. Cease pursuit and clear the area immediately.”

As he waited for a response, Roddy took a moment to reacquaint himself with the weapon systems on the Mermaid. For a former fighter pilot, Amy hadn’t armed the ship nearly as well as he might have hoped. Apparently Typhoon-grade plasma cannons were hard to come by in the days before she’d joined up with Carl again. His next hope was that her stealth package could…

Roddy slapped himself in the forehead. Here he was, contemplating a fight when he could have avoided getting spotted in the first place if he’d put less trust in the Sokol having scavenger-grade scanners and just activated the damn stealth mode. Not that it would do him much good now. Knowing he was out there, wide-area dispersal fire would be enough to light up his position, and a trail of ions would give him away if he moved.

But he wasn’t alone. Carl and Hatchet weren’t playing it off as if they’d never met him. The Hatchet Job was on an intercept course for the Sokol. Outgunned on a datapad was one thing, but Roddy still liked the odds of the Mobius and Hatchet Job in this fight. Two on one, with years of Earth Navy tactical training and flying together… he liked those odds a lot. In fact, they probably didn’t even need the help of the much smaller Mermaid in this little scuffle. Roddy’s hand edged toward the astral controls as he weighed his options.

The Mobius flashed past, come and gone through the astral before he even got a good look at it. The Hatchet Job wouldn’t be one-on-one for long.

Roddy’s hand hovered over the star-drive throttle. Amy’s ship could drop to seven—that was how he’d gotten there in time. At that depth, he’d be alone unless someone had military grade equipment to come after him. Or a wizard. Roddy mentally tacked that to the end of the list in case there was anyone else crazy enough to make a habit of bringing one along to work as a manual star-drive.

The fight broke out at a depth of around three. Roddy watched on the astral scanners as the two friendly ships circled their prey. The Sokol was nearly identical in size to the Hatchet Job, and both displaced nearly twice the mass of the Mobius. But the Hatchet Job was a ballerina compared to both. It twirled and jerked, managing to keep a surprisingly tight bead on the Sokol with its forward guns as it maneuvered to evade return fire. He’d never watched Hatchet fly before and couldn’t help being impressed. Where the hell did Carl dig up all these crazy pilots for his old squadron?

But for all their dancing and evasions, all three ships took a pounding. At close range, the multiple turrets of the Sokol were catching targets by virtue of superior turning speed; the Mobius just wasn’t about to keep out of the line of fire, and the Hatchet Job was simply too large to miss from such short range.

Roddy’s breath quickened. He looked down at his hand on the astral throttle, wondering why it hadn’t moved. At a depth of seven, he could be out of harm’s way regardless of the eventual outcome. But the lack of certainty of who’d win kept him from making a run for it.

Gritting his teeth and closing his eyes, he gave the astral throttle a pull instead of a push, and sent the Mermaid plummeting toward a depth of just three astral units. From an evolutionary perspective, this was a poor decision. Laaku had a keen natural instinct for self-preservation, observed most evidently by their surrender to human forces upon first contact. But Roddy had spent too long among a particular brand of reckless human to let his friends go into battle while he floated safely in the astral within scanner range.

Plasma flashed in all directions as the Mermaid emerged into the fray. The Sokol was hammering at the Mobius, whose shields flashed with each impact. But the main thrusters of the Mobius were dark. The ship was adrift. As the Sokol pursued, it kept in the shadow of the turret’s arc, preventing any hope of return fire. If it weren’t for the Hatchet Job, they would have been doomed. But Hatchet’s ship kept up a withering fire of its own, forcing the Sokol to switch targets and face the remaining threat.

What now?

It was a question Roddy should have asked prior to placing himself in the same astral depth with the three larger vessels. But now he found himself in a vessel with shields that might not stop a single salvo from the Sokol, a stealth cloak that wouldn’t have been half as effective as simply remaining at the deep end of the astral, and wonderful maneuverability that was hampered by a controls setup that was decidedly unfriendly to laaku physiology.

“Fuck it,” Roddy muttered. He plotted an intercept course for the Sokol and opened fire.

The Mermaid was respectably armed for a civilian ship its size, but it wasn’t a warship. It’s needle-like bursts of red plasma splashed across the Sokol’s shields.

“Who the hell’s in there?” Carl’s voice came in clear over the comm. Roddy made a point to check the system setting and see if he could get the reception on the Mobius to come in with such fidelity. Of course, with the Mobius getting pounded like an action-vid bully in the final act, comm upgrades would probably be low on his to-do list.

“Yo, I was in the sector and thought you might need a hand,” Roddy replied casually, hoping to keep the tremor of fear out of his voice. How did Carl and Amy do this for a living? He spun the Mermaid in an evasive roll as one of the Sokol’s turrets swiveled in his direction. Lances of plasma barely missed the hull.

“Roddy? Get the hell out of here! That thing’s not equipped for a fight like this. Get back to Ithaca and—”

“Can it, peachfuzz,” Roddy snapped. “I didn’t come all the way out here to let you get killed. And it looks like I got here just in time.”

“Just in time to ruin a smooth deal. We were—” the comm cut out momentarily. The Sokol landed a vicious series of hits on the Hatchet Job, punching a hole in the shields and taking out the main starboard thrusters. “Let’s pick this up later, OK?”

Why had the comm gone out while the Hatchet Job was taking fire? The Mobius, derelict at the moment, nonetheless appeared to be stable. That meant Carl was on Hatchet’s ship, not the Mobius. At the moment, neither location seemed much better than the other in terms of survival.

One advantage to being nearly dead in space was that without all sorts of evasive maneuvers and sudden changes of direction, the turret gunners’ job was easier. The Mobius, with limited use of maneuvering thrusters, had rolled over and brought its turret back to bear on target. The Hatchet Job’s gunner continued to find its target. Roddy, flying strafing runs too fast for the Sokol to track, managed to inflict cosmetic damage to the vessel’s shields.

After yet another unsatisfying pass, Roddy slammed a fist on the control console. “Worthless sight-seeing dinghy. Who’d believe a fighter pilot outfitted this thing?”

All three of the larger vessels were in rough shape. Roddy’s mind raced. If the Mobius and Hatchet Job could separate, maybe one of them could flee through the astral. As it stood, neither would be able to survive long enough to hold position for the transfer. As Roddy was reaching for the comm to suggest just that course, he saw the shields on the Mobius fall. It wasn’t a blip, as the Mobius was prone to, or a single generator gone down. The entire vessel was unprotected.

Carl wasn’t on board. He was on the Hatchet Job, Roddy knew. Why the crews had shuffled around, and who ended up where, he couldn’t say with certainty. But the Mobius was his ship. Roddy had poured beer-tinged sweat into those engines for years, had lost sleep debugging the life-support controls, had manually emptied the waste reclaim on more worlds than he cared to count. Fuck whoever was going to blast it to scrap while he watched.

Roddy hit the throttle, only to reverse thrust a second later, bringing the Mermaid to an undignified halt between the Mobius and the Sokol’s guns. There was a flash. Then everything went dark.

# # #

Roddy awoke on a familiar couch, staring out a glassteel dome that was dented and scorched. He didn’t feel dead, which was both welcome and somewhat surprising. Two chairs from the kitchen blocked his view of the holovid game being played by the chairs’ occupants—a pair of laaku-sized humans, probably children.

Forcing himself upright, Roddy looked around for adult supervision. Finding none, he took a sniff of the air to see how the environmental systems were holding up. There was a whiff of ozone and hints of naphthalene, but nothing alarming. He cleared his throat. “Hey. Um, where can I find Carl Ramsey?”

Both children turned. The game paused. The larger of the two, a girl, spoke. “Oh, you speak English. Mr. Blackjack is downstairs talking with Mom and Dad and some other people.”

Mr. Blackjack, huh? “Thanks kid.”

There was an expectation of dizziness or aches when Roddy took to his feet, but there seemed to be nothing grievously wrong with him. A headache nagged, and his belly was empty, but that seemed to be the extent of it. On the way past the Mobius’s fridge, Roddy grabbed himself a bottle of beer.

“Well, look who the fisherman dredged up,” Carl called out with a grin as Roddy stepped onto the metal grate landing overlooking the cargo bay. “Figures you manage to sleep through the hard work, but since you put yourself between my ship and a kill shot, I think I can live with it.”

“What happened?” Roddy asked. A bunch of people gathered in the cargo bay of the Mobius. Hatchet he recognized. Same with July and that lizard who raced in the Silde Slims and apparently now worked for him. Esper was off to the side, watching everyone. Reebo and two humans who looked vaguely familiar were standing around.

“You bought us enough time to fire back,” Hatchet replied. “Ballsy move, chimp. Saved our asses.” There was a hardness in Hatchet’s eyes that made the compliment fall flat. The fur at the back of Roddy’s neck stood up.

“Of course now we’ve got three ships adrift,” Carl said. “Took us hours of EV with tow cables and a couple working maneuvering thrusters on the Hatchet Job, but we have all the ships docked into a makeshift space station. If you’re feeling up to it, head over to the Hatchet Job and give Niang a hand getting their engines online. We’re going to need the boost to keep life support up.”

Roddy took a steadying breath. There had been no recriminations after Carl’s insinuation he’d wrecked their exchange with the Sokol. There had been no mention at all of Roddy’s warning or the terse response to it. “Yeah. I can do that.”

“Glad to have you back,” Carl said. He pointed to the bottle in Roddy’s hand. “Beer and all.”

# # #

Jean Niang was in the engine room of the Hatchet Job when Roddy found him. It was nicer than Roddy would have imagined from a guy named Hatchet. Big and spacious, with enough room for a human to swing his elbows without whacking them on a coolant pipe or data conduit. Parts from the fuel regulator were splayed across the floor in an organized disassembly. Some components looked worn but serviceable; others were obvious scrap metal.

“Where’s the guy who normally does Hatchet’s maintenance?” Roddy asked by way of greeting. It was nice and noncommittal. He’d be able to judge Niang’s mood by his response.

Niang pulled his head out of the access panel for the fuel systems. “He was on thirty-two hours without sleep. I sent him to catch a few Zs while I took over getting this bird flapping again. Wouldn’t mind a couple extra pairs of hands, if you’re up to it.”

Roddy ambled over, careful to avoid disturbing the arrangement of components. “If you don’t mind me asking, how’s the Mobius?”

Niang paused and turned slowly, giving Roddy a sly smile. “In surprisingly good shape. The engines are practically slag from plasma blasts, and the shield generator blew out permanently, but secondary systems held up remarkably well. It’s almost as if someone took my carefully tuned and optimized engine config and loosened it up until it could handle a beating of energy spikes and overloads without cascading through the ship’s systems.”

Roddy’s eyes widened. “It was you.”

Niang chuckled and tossed Roddy a distribution node. “Yeah, it was just me and Yomin on board when your text comm came through. We didn’t know what to make of it. You were pretty vague. But I checked it out, and you’d reset most of the ship’s systems to the sloppy standard you’d been holding to. I was all set to tear it down and put everything back the way it was when I stopped to think about why.”

“What’d you come up with?”

“Well, my first instinct was you’d sabotaged the damn ship. I mean, you’d been essentially demoted, so why wouldn’t you be keyed off at me? Have an engine blow up in my face and maybe you’d get the job back. But then, why warn me? I guess it wasn’t a warning to me personally, but if you wanted it to look like I was incompetent, why the warning?”

Roddy remained silent.

“But when I gave it some thought, I realized you’d been working on that ship for years. It probably had quirks I didn’t know about. I was pretty proud of getting those systems—which should never all have been installed in one ship—working together like a mechanical pocket watch. Then I started thinking about what the Mobius does on a daily basis. Manual astral drops, strange atmospheres, firefights… and I tried some computer models of how the systems would react. I had to use my datapad, because Ramsey’s computers are one step up from an abacus.”

“What’d you find?”

Niang snorted. “Couldn’t model Esper’s astral magic, but first good hit we took could have ruptured half the plumbing and blown out the maneuvering thrusters. When I changed the model, your patchwork stuff acted like a surge protection circuit for the physical and power systems.”

Roddy nodded. He couldn’t have come up with this shit on his best day lying. But he wasn’t going to disabuse Niang of his theory. “I know I should have brought it up before you left. But I wasn’t having a good time of it in my recovery. Glad the ship was in good hands.”

“And hopefully it will be again. I didn’t tell Ramsey about the bullshit you pulled. We both keep quiet about this, and we can both get back to the assignments we want.” Niang fixed Roddy with a stern glare, wiping the grime from his hands on the pants of his coveralls.

Roddy nodded again, this time more slowly. Jean Niang was no idiot, but he also didn’t want to fly with Carl. From a sanity perspective, who could blame him? “Coming through loud and clear. So what’s our status?”

Niang wiped his hands on his coveralls and sat down beside Roddy. “Don’t know how much flak you caught on the way over here, but you were quite the topic of debate while you were out. You showed up at just the wrong time to make an ease payday go south. Lotta sore feelings out there. There was a vote on whether to space you. It was one-to-zilch after Ramsey said he had the only vote. First time I’ve seen that bastard lose his cool. Ramsey stuck his neck out for you. Not sure how many agree with Hatchet, but it’s not unanimous either way. If I were you—and I’m hoping not to be for much longer—I’d keep my head down and my nose clean.”

Roddy nodded soberly. If he had to keep to parts of the ship too small for a human to fit, so be it. He could be as inconspicuous as the buttons on a tuxedo. “And what about the ships?”

“The Sokol was fleeing when our last shot vented the interior to vacuum. So while we’re a bunch of dead ships slowly adrift with a live crew, they’ve got a bunch of corpses careening through the astral… with the cargo we were after. Sooner we get under power, the sooner we can catch up and make a little profit on this job. That’d go a long way toward bygones being bygones over your screw-up.”

Roddy set down the distributor node and popped open the beer bottle with his multi-tool. The smell wafted up from inside. Gnawing, clawing forces welled up in his belly, demanding the bittersweet contents. Gritting his teeth, he held out the bottle to Niang. “On me.”

Niang accepted, and Roddy let out a relieved breath. You couldn’t take back a beer you’d given freely no matter how badly you wanted it. “What about you?” he asked.

Roddy dropped to a seated position on the floor and began working on the distributor node. “Me? I’m giving the stuff up.”

# # #

Mort sat at a patio table, open to the mountain air of Ithaca. The observation deck offered a panoramic vista by which a contemplative wizard might take in the scope of the lunar surface without having to traipse the jungle floor. Thinning air and a stiff breeze even kept away the oppressive heat that was inescapable down in the valley. The mountain fortress had become a beehive of activity, most of it heavily wedded to science. The shadow of the planet above was about to block the sun in the commonplace eclipse that kept the cycle of days and nights on Ithaca erratic. It was a sight to behold and lost none of its allure in displaying the majesty of the cosmos and the power beyond the grasp of science.

Of late, he came here more and more often, but nearly always when dusk approached. With a cup of coffee and a good book, he could place his mind at ease and be free of the nagging and nattering that followed him everywhere since Roddy had stuck him back in charge. At least, most nights he could find peace and ease. This night, his most vexatious of vassals was petitioning him from across the table.

Sephiera Kwon rested her elbows on the faux wood tabletop as she leaned across in a desperate attempt to garner an increased share of his attention. “Wizard Mort, can you please reconsider ordering work on the second astral beacon? Redundancy is essential.”

“First off, stop calling me that. Just call me plain old Mort if you like but not that namby pamby star-drive mechanic honorific. It’s like going out of your way to call an admiral ‘mister.’ My proper title is Guardian of the Plundered Tomes or Guardian for daily use. Since I’ve got no use for the Convocation these days, I’ll settle for skipping the titles altogether. As for that bloody talking rock you want to launch, it can wait until Carl gets back. I’ve got no way to tell whether this is actually anything we need to be spending resources on or some pet project of yours to advance the cause of science around here. My role until the return of our glorious leader is just to keep hell from boiling over into the realm of humanity, and unless things—”

A flash caught Mort’s eye. There was a silvery something blazing its way through the sky surrounded by a halo of fire. Mort’s poetic side imagined that it might be the very forces of hell come to set him to task after days of frustrating inactivity. The prosaic Mort reasoned out a more plausible eventuality.

“Scratch that. Looks like we’ve got guests.”

At that moment, one of Carl’s naval drones buzzed onto the patio from the beehive below. “Wizard Mort, we’ve got a ship incoming.”

“Well, doesn’t that bugger all?” Mort said with a huff. “So much for Carl’s grand plan of keeping this place quiet. I assume since you didn’t tell me who it is, you don’t know.”

“Um…”

“Spit it out, man.”

“It’s Don Rucker. He’s coming down in a shuttle. The ship that brought him here has the firepower to level the mountain. And he’s looking to visit with…”

“Tanny,” Mort said evenly. The flunky nodded vigorously. Mort waved him away with a casual flick of his fingers.

Kwon paled. “How did he find us here?”

Mort turned to offer his most condescending glare. “We’ve remundiated how many former refugees from this world? Someone was bound to talk sooner or later, and Don Rucker has the money—not to mention the persuasive skills—to get answers. Still wishing the monkey had left you in charge?”

Extricating himself from the table, Mort marched off to lie through his teeth to the galaxy’s most notorious gangster.
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Mort strode across the hangar, hand outstretched. There was a small gathering at the base of the shuttle’s ramp. Familiar faces all, but it was the man front and center who drew Mort’s attention and shook that welcoming hand. He was solidly built, hard old muscle gone to firm flab, with a jaw like a galleon’s prow and a jutting brow that hung an awning over his eyes. The hair atop Don Rucker’s head glistened, and didn’t budge as he moved. The pearly white smile gleamed fit to shame a shark.

“Mordecai, good to see you again.”

Mort looked the old gangster in the eye and had the satisfaction of seeing arguably the most powerful man on Mars flinch and avert his gaze. “Don. It’s been ages.”

But if the head of the Rucker Syndicate had been Mort’s primary concern, his guests were both a surprise and a far more welcome addition to their little moon-side hideaway. Chuck Ramsey was a scarecrow of a man. He had a round face perpetually fixed with a smile and a tall, gangly frame with wide shoulders and little meat. Until he spoke, it would have been hard to imagine that this man was Carl’s father. “Hey, Mort! You old hobo! Heard you finally picked a spot to settle down and I couldn’t help coming to see the world that finally had enough gravity to keep you planetside. Keeping all these starch-collared button pushers in line, I hope?”

While Don Rucker had warranted a handshake, Chuck Ramsey got a bear hug. “Chuck, they let you off Luna? I thought that’s where they—”

“Keep all the lunatics,” Chuck finished for him. “I’m not that old, Mort. I still remember my own material. And that’s not even A-list stuff. I only break out those sad-sack jokes for retirement parties and political shindigs.”

A woman with blonde hair gave Mort a peck on the cheek. “Chuck’s been insufferable the whole way here. You should have heard him go on. Said it was going to be like old times again. If he gets on your nerves, all I ask is that you return him in working order.” She gave Mort a sly wink.

Mort hugged her as well, though more gently than he’d greeted Chuck. “Becky. Retirement’s looking good on you. I’d swear you were still 40. How’s my girl been these days?”

Becky’s smile diminished. “Nancy’s fine, best I can tell. Convocation’s getting harder and harder to squeeze for information. All your old friends are important people now, with secretaries and bodyguards to keep busybodies like me at bay. But I saw her on a news feed attending a benefit event with your Cedric.”

Mort’s next words caught in his throat. The mention of that name flashed an image across his mind of a boy in red flannel pajamas being trundled off to bed. That was how he’d last seen Cedric The Brown. Clearing his throat, he found his voice. “So, how’s the little rascal these days?”

“He’s a terramancer, apparently,” Becky replied with a tilt of the head that flounced her dyed locks. “Go figure. You burn planets to the ground; Little Cedric builds them back up.”

Mort scowled. “That jumped-up asteroid was barely habitable when we got there! Anyplace that needs gadgets to make the air breathable isn’t fit for living on.”

Sliding into the morass of reminiscence, Don Rucker insinuated himself between Mort and Becky. He reached an arm around and was inches from settling a hand on Mort’s shoulder when he caught himself. Phony glad-handing and forced familiarity were second nature, but even Don Rucker knew better than to lay hands on a wizard. “Sorry. Old habit. But, um, Mort, I’m looking to see my daughter, and your yappy-dog navy castoffs are telling me I can’t. They tell me she’s not here. Fine. Give me a comm ID where I can reach her or tell me when she’s getting back. I’m not used to being kept waiting.”

“Don, you came a long way. I can respect that. But Carl’s got the Mobius on the trail of some… oh, who the hell knows? It’s Carl. Might be a fifty-thousand terra payday or a lead on a job that’s a setup by some corporation we’ve pantsed. Flip a coin. Point is, he’s not here, and they’ve been quiet the last few days.”

Chuck wandered over to the edge of the conversation. “Let me get this straight. My boy’s set himself up as head of a new enterprise, with a hundred men and women under him, and he’s out there risking his neck working heists?”

Mort gave a firm nod. “Chuck, you always had a way with words. Lots of green wood around here, not quite fit to burn, if you know what I mean.”

Wrapping an arm around Mort’s shoulders, Chuck led the way out of the hangar. Don and Becky remained behind as the rest of Don’s entourage disembarked. “Mort, old buddy, I think we ought to do Brad a favor and spruce this place up while he’s gone.”

“Carl,” Mort corrected him.

Chuck waved away Mort’s pedantry. “Brad, Carl, whatever he wants to call himself. All the way here I had these grandiose visions of what he could do with these kinds of resources. Turns out, he’s planning to let them rot on the vine. Can’t let that happen, Mort. We’re gonna save Brad from himself.”

# # #

As Carl aimed the tip of his plasma torch at the bulkhead, it was plucked from his hands. The Mobius was in truly dreadful condition, and it was all hands on the repairs. Or at least, that was how Carl envisioned it.

“Whaddaya think you’re doing, peachfuzz?” Roddy snapped, slapping the neck of the torch against a bare hand. “This ain’t quite a wreck. Get your ass in front of the holo and don’t bother the repair crew.”

“But—”

“Yes, the repair crew is everyone else but you.”

“BUT—”

“NO! We want this mess back in flying shape, and you’re… not… HELPING!”

Carl grabbed Roddy by a fistful of his coveralls, near the collar. “I know how to use a fucking plasma torch.”

“You use it on salvage jobs. Dead ships. You don’t even do much of a job then. I sure as hell don’t want you working on anything we need to live. You couldn’t weld a straight line if you had cybernetic arms, and you cut more corners than a mob accountant. You have the attention span of a stim addict, and you understand the ship’s systems only slightly better than Kubu.”

“That’s a low blow.”

Roddy snorted and stuck the plasma torch into a back pocket of his coveralls. “Rather bruise that ego of yours than hear you swearing the same time the hull breach alarm goes off.”

The door slammed shut, leaving Carl alone with his thoughts. He stared at the crack in the wall of his quarters. It was only a few centimeters long, and there was a quarter meter of space beyond that to the outer hull. There was practically zero chance of venting the ship to vacuum, no matter how shoddy a job he made of it. Plus, if he’d done it himself, any time he had a guest in his quarters, he could show off his handiwork. Of course, with Amy sharing these quarters, those sorts of guests would probably be few and far between. But it never hurt to plan ahead.

Carl laid his head back against the foot of his bed and sighed. The air was a little stale in all three ships. The Hatchet Job, Mermaid, and Mobius were all docked together as repairs continued. Mobius had taken the worst of the beating in their battle against the Sokol, but was best designed to take one. His systems were simple, intended to weather wizardly tantrums with minimal long-term damage. Carl’s ship was providing most of the life support for crews working on the other two.

He was tempted to take Roddy’s advice, just to spite him. The couch had come through the battle like a champ, without so much as a spill or scratch. He could plop himself down, crack open a beer, and watch old flatvid horror movies about dead ships in space. That’d show them how much he cared about helping.

There was a quick knock on his door. It opened before he could respond, and Yomin’s head poked inside. “We’ve got a problem.” Her hair was soaked with sweat, and there was a smudge of grease across her cheek. She was out of breath.

“What broke this time?”

She shook her head, raining droplets of sweat onto the floor of Carl’s quarters. “We fixed the nav com on the Hatchet Job.”

“So what? Without engine power, we’re not going anywhere.” The Mobius’s nav computer was little better than a datapad, but it had been online since yesterday.

“It’s the Sokol. The wreck is drifting toward the Habogad System.”

Carl shrugged. “Never heard of it.”

“Neither had I until I found out that our payday is on course to crash into its third planet.”

“Oh.”

Yomin’s eyes widened in an exasperated frustration. “That’s it? ‘Oh’? You’re the one in charge. What do you want us to do?”

That was a loaded question. Carl wanted a lot out of life, but there wasn’t a lot on his list that any of his crew could deliver on short notice. He could use a little less condescension in the repairs department and a little more attention paid when he gave orders. “I want you to fix a ship so we can do something about it.”

# # #

Chuck Ramsey chewed his steak as politely as the gamey texture and sour tang allowed. It wasn’t beef, or anything even pretending to be beef. The naval gangster of a cook said it was local, and Chuck believed him. He also said it was from a 250-kilo rodent that gnawed through rock, which was a bit tougher to swallow—almost as tough as the steaks made from its flesh. At least the local fruits fermented into a respectable wine.

Flatware clanked, and glasses clinked. At the far end of the table, Don Rucker sucked the air out of the room.

“Never can get used to Old Earth cuisine,” Don remarked offhandedly through a mouthful. His voice carried the length of the room without any seeming effort at volume. He looked sidelong at Mort as he spoke, as if the comment was for his benefit alone. “All those fancy sauces and biochemistry tricks. At least laaku food has the decency to look how you want it to look and taste how you order it. Why would I want to eat a sand-castle that tastes like a steak, you know? This…?” He waved his fork around, a bit of meat skewered on the end. “Maybe not the best I’ve had, but it’s honest. You know?”

Mort was eating what looked like a turkey leg, but Chuck doubted it had more than a passing similarity to the bird. He gestured back at Don with it as he replied, still chewing. “You’ve just got to find the right restaurants. Take Boston Prime, for example. You could walk into a Turbo Sushi and get scienced-up plesiosaur sashimi. But you can also find yourself a table at King Richard’s Tavern and get honest-to-God barbecue pork, from pigs that have never been in a starship.”

Don guffawed from his belly. “Even I don’t have the kind of money to throw at eating Earth-raised meat. Now if you want to talk about Martian food…”

Don blathered on, but Chuck knew it was a habit, and there was little chance of interesting conversation listening to that end of the table. Don Rucker damn well had the money to blow on overpriced meals, but he was pathologically averse to looking like he was that sort of rich. Chuck knew the type long before he’d met his son’s fatherin-law. Some men are born to money, some earn their way to the top, but it was a peculiar specimen who both inherited blood money and put in his time at the lower rungs of the operation. Don wanted to be one of the boys—a working man, an honest businessman—and still own a piece of half the cops and judges on Mars. But he rarely left Mars and was dull as toothsoap if you weren’t pinned under his glare and on the wrong end of a business deal.

Chuck leaned over and whispered to the woman on his left. “So, what brings a nice girl like you to a primitive moon like this?”

Her name was Sephiera, and Mort had introduced her as the senior officer from the ship they now dined within. She had that weary, haggard look of someone who’d been hitting the gym too often and the buffet line not often enough. It probably made her look older than she really was, but that only kept Chuck from feeling quite so guilty about being twice her age. “We crashed. I thought someone might have mentioned it.” She dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a napkin as she glared at him, then leaned slightly forward to look at Becky.

It was an effort not to laugh at the thought that Becky gave a hoot who he flirted with. They’d worked out ground rules ages ago, and Chuck wasn’t even toeing the line yet. “Aw, that’s not what I mean. Look, I heard all about this backwater from my daughter. Hot, miserable, overrun with weird carnivorous animals, which frankly don’t even taste as good as she said. Plenty of your colleagues took my boy up on his offer of a free ride back to the galaxy.”

“This isn’t outside the galaxy,” Sephiera snapped. Then she rolled her eyes and sighed. “But you knew that. You know, you and Ramsey don’t look anything alike, but you sound just like him.”

Chuck scratched at his jawline. “Funny, always thought I was Ramsey. I’ll have to run a background check to see about that. But seriously, who gives up a career in science to play jungle liaison? You could have gone back, gotten some fake credentials to line up with your real ones, and started working under a new name.”

There it was. The realization. Reproach faded from her eyes, replaced by suspicion. Any attention she might have spared to the blowhard gangster at the head of the table diverted to Chuck. “So what? Ramsey’s got you vetting officers now?”

“Brad? He doesn’t even know I’m here. Look, I heard stuff from Rhi, and I’ve had my feet in your gravity for a couple hours. But I can see Brad’s left this place fallow. Sure, you got the lights working and mopped a few floors, but this is just a nicer refugee camp. What are you even working on? What was your assignment before we got here?”

Sephiera pursed her lips a moment before answering. “Waiting. I have a backup astral relay to install, but Wizard Mort put it on hold until Ramsey gets back. He doesn’t want me doing anything of significance until then.”

Chuck spared a quick glance over his shoulder and saw that Becky was deep in conversation with the officer to her right. He slipped an arm around Sephiera, feeling her stiffen under his touch. “Good thing Ramsey’s here then, isn’t it?” he whispered and gave her a wink.

# # #

The hover-cruiser swung around and sped off into the jungle. First, it was a crash of underbrush, then a hum of engines, then it was gone. It was just going to be the two of them, this time. Mriy extended her claws halfway and scratched the scruff at the back of Kubu’s neck. “Come. Time to find Tanny.”

Kubu bounded along, matching the pace Mriy set. “I know Mort has to stay because he’s important now. But where are Parker and Dough Hurty?”

It was growing ever easier to converse with Kubu. His thoughts were simple, but every day he seemed to better grasp the words to convey them. “Mort slows us, but his value lies in his magic, not his speed. Parker and Doherty were along for Mort’s benefit, not ours. They made camp for him, kept him company while we scouted, gave him someone to complain to.”

“Mort likes to complain,” Kubu agreed.

“And my ears can only take so much of it. This way, we can set our own pace instead of being slowed by the humans.”

“Kubu goes… I go slow for Mriy… for you. You can think like Mommy and you know better words for talking to Mommy-people. Kubu doesn’t need you to hunt.”

Mriy pulled up short, and Kubu bounded around and circled back to her. “What do you mean?”

“I am fast. You are slow. Not slow like Mort, or Parker, or Dough Hurty but not fast like Kubu either. You like to hunt, so I let you hunt so you feel good. But I can hunt enough for both you and Kubu.”

Of course. The day had probably come and long since gone, but it was still jarring to hear. Azrin’s hunted from childhood. It was part of Mriy’s cultural heritage, and a source of great personal pride, not being dependent on factories and starships to deliver food to her. But to think Kubu needed her hunting skills was foolhardy. The shock was that Kubu realized it so plainly.

“Maybe not for hunting food. But for hunting people, you still do. Finding them isn’t enough. Finding them without them finding you, that’s just the beginning. When we find Tanny and her new friends, we will be outnumbered in territory they know better than us. We will need a plan.”

Kubu emitted a high-pitched whine and flopped onto his side with a crash of small plants. “I don’t like plans. Can’t we just find Mommy and take her home?”

Crouching low and rubbing Kubu’s belly, Mriy offered a sigh. “I hate plans as well, but we need at least a small one if we want to bring Tanny back safely. OK?”

Mriy leaped out of the way as Kubu twisted upright and sprang to his feet. He shook a small garden’s worth of local vegetation loose from his fur and bounded into the jungle, pausing a dozen meters ahead to look back at her. “You coming? Plan while we hunt. I am hungry.”

# # #

The interior of the Mermaid smelled like engine lubricant and stale mustard. With priority on getting its systems up and running, it hadn’t taken long to put the smallest of the three crafts into spaceworthy shape. Little progress had been made in furthering the status of the Mobius or the Hatchet Job, but someone had to get to the Sokol before it crashed and turned their lottery payday into a fiery crater on some godforsaken planet. The engines and nav computer were online. Life support was patched together and functioning at 78 percent. Shields were gone and not coming back until they could hit up a supply depot for new parts, and the weapons were intact but had a non-repaired short draining main power any time they were turned on.

Amy Charlton’s ship was built for one human. It was getting a laaku first mate for this trip because it needed additional repairs en route, and because Roddy was the only one who could double without serious overcrowding. The fact that he was a mechanic was almost of secondary consideration.

Either way, Roddy felt an unclenching relief when the docking ring released and the Mermaid floated free under her own power. Everyone was saying the right things, but this had been a survival situation. Roddy’s actions had thrown a spanner in the works of a major deal Carl had cooked up. It was tough getting a read on who was pissed off about what and who really bought Roddy’s heroic near self-sacrifice as payment in full for the misstep. Hatchet thanked Roddy, but those eyes of his were hard as permacrete when he said it. Carl seemed genuinely happy that Roddy survived piloting the Mermaid into the line of fire to save the Mobius, but anyone assuming he could get a read on Carl was a class-A idiot. Roddy knew that as well as anyone. That guy Samurai seemed icy. He could have gone either way and Roddy wouldn’t have seen it coming. Of all of them, the only one he was dead certain had been happy to see him was Esper. She just didn’t have a malicious or greedy bone in her body.

Leaving aside the dregs of Hatchet’s crew left him with Amy. She still had the Scarecrow hairdo and the Telejack clamped around her forearm, but other than that, she was night-and-day different than when she’d come bearing intel on the Odysseus crash site. She seemed calmer, even after getting a ship nearly blasted out from around her. The nervous tics had subsided. She didn’t burst out in paranoid ramblings anymore. And it was a good thing, too.

“Looks like it’s just you and me for a few days,” Roddy commented as the Mermaid spun, leaving the Hatchet Job to disappear from view through the forward windows.

“You’ll get the comms up before we intercept.” Amy didn’t look up from the controls.

Roddy cleared his throat. “Um, yeah. Sure. I mean, I wasn’t saying it was a bad thing. It’s just… we never got to talk much.”

“I assume Carl’s already told you everything.”

“Huh? Why would he…?”

“You two are best friends. I assume that’s what guys talk about when the womenfolk aren’t around.”

“Not hardly.” Admittedly, Roddy’s close personal relationships with humans were limited in scope. Before joining the Mobius, he’d known a few humans but never considered himself friends with one. And Carl could hardly be considered a role model for normal human interaction.

“Oh.”

“I mean, don’t get me wrong. You’re keeping his pipes clean, and he’s never been in a better mood so long as I’ve known him. That puts you in the black on my balance sheet. But really, besides preferring hard liquor over beer, appreciating laaku-action holos, and having a knack for piloting, I hardly know a damn thing about you.”

“What’s there to know? I used to be a pilot. Then I spent years looking for the ship that cost me my commission. Now I’m here.”

Scratching behind an ear with one foot, Roddy puzzled over where to find an edge to pick at her story. “Well, I mean, you got family or anything?”

The scant attention she’d diverted in Roddy’s direction vaporized like coolant spilled into an engine core. “No.”

Roddy watched for a moment as she focused on the control console in front of her. They were in astral space. The Mermaid’s thrusters powered up with a grating rattle of patchwork repairs. From that point, there wasn’t much of anything to monitor or adjust. It was a straight shot for days to catch up with their target with not so much as a view to stare at out the windows. But Amy didn’t even glance back at him.

With a resigned sigh, Roddy got to work on repairing the comms.

# # #

The door to Mort’s quarters chimed. The brief electromogrified trill unmistakably heralded a visitor, but Mort harrumphed and deigned not to respond. It was a Sisyphean chore training the syndicate staff to knock like civilized beings. Were the little techno-drones afraid of bruising a knuckle? Served them right making knockerless doors out of steel.

The door chimed again, and Mort shook his head as he turned the page of the tome splayed across his lap. Genroe’s Incantrix was hardly light reading, but that was fine because Mort was hardly reading it. Just letting his eyes wander over the illuminations was enough to salve his raw nerves. But whoever was at his door was ruining his efforts.

Whoever occupied the adjacent hallway gave up on the chime and pounded on his door. It was a solid, meaty thump, no doubt made by the butt of a fist—one with a good deal of heft and frustration behind it. “Open the damn door, Mort. I know you’re in there.” Even through an inch of scienced-up steel, Don Rucker’s voice was unmistakable.

With a flick of his fingers that made the lights flicker, Mort dismissed the charm that held his door shut. Whatever device made the thing slide into the wall coughed and sputtered but pulled the door open, revealing the annoyed gangster in the hall. “Don… what a nice surprise. Come in and take a load off.”

“I don’t like to be kept waiting.” Don strode inside and loomed over Mort.

If it was meant to be intimidating, Don was going to need more than the two bodyguards in the hall and the blaster tucked away in the armpit of his suit coat. “And I don’t like the noise that little gizmo makes every time someone decides to bother me.”

Don punched a button on the door console, but nothing happened. He tried another, to equal effect. “Close the damn door. Enough of your magic tricks.”

“Pick one. I’m sure as hell not standing up to close it.” Mort chuckled in the face of Don Rucker’s scowl. He imagined the only ones who did that were just putting on a brave face for the Grim Reaper. But he relented and allowed the door to close them in. “Fine. Just you and me.”

With a long breath that bore the impression of a man consciously reigning in his temper, Don slumped into a chair across from Mort. “I want to know what’s going on around here. The natives of this rock are scared shitless of my boys, but still none of them will give up the time of day. All I can figure out is the moon’s got rebel marines running 80 percent of the surface, and they answer to something that thinks it’s a god.”

“Everyone says that like it’s a bad thing,” Mort grumbled. “We’ve got the good parts of the moon. I’ve been out in that blasted jungle. Heat. Bugs. Odors like you wouldn’t believe. We’ve got those yahoos outnumbered five to one, and we’ve got them outgunned and outwizarded. If it weren’t for Devraa, we’d hardly bother worrying about them at all.”

Don aimed a finger at Mort the way most men aimed a blaster. “That. That’s what I’m talking about. You got a problem, and my people have a theory on where your alien god might be hiding out.”

“Don… let’s not dance around the maypole on this one. Your ‘boys’ are a bunch of hollow-skulled leg-breakers and silk-tongued bridge-peddlers. Not, I should say, relevant qualifications for deity locating.”

Don reclined, tipping the armchair onto its back legs. “So, that’s how you see it, huh? I’ve just got a bunch of goons and con men? You think I keep on top without whole law firms in my pocket? Without science and tech advisers? Without law enforcement—both active duty and retired? I own chefs trained at Le Cordon Bleu in Paris Prime. That bodyguard outside your door earned himself the Solar Cross for saving an outpost in the Gandt Cluster. And on that ship I’ve got orbiting this backwater moon, there’s a scientist with her grandmasterate from the Phabian Academy of Physical Sciences. And she figured out roughly where that god of yours is hiding.”

Mort snorted. “A laaku and a scientist? Sounds like the potential warden for my own personal hell. Well, what’s the four-handed she-devil got to say about Devraa?”

By the set of Don’s jaw and the shake of his head, Mort knew it wasn’t going to be that easy. “Not until I’ve spoken to my daughter. Something fishy’s going on around here, and for some reason, I can’t get to the bottom of it. Your buddy Roddy took off after the Mobius, but no one else seems to have the first clue where that ship is or how he knew where to look. No one’s heard from the Mobius or the ship Roddy took.” Don sat up and rested his elbows on his knees. “I’m gonna level with you, Mort. I get the distinct impression you’re covering something up and everyone around here’s more afraid of you than they are of me.”

What was there to say? Don couldn’t wrap his head around how right they were, even though they couldn’t explain it themselves. Mort just shrugged.

“You decide to wise up and tell me what’s going on, maybe I’ll give you the intel. Otherwise, you can sit in the dark until I see Tania.”

Mort spread his hands. “Wish I could help you.” He gestured to the door, and it slid open.

Don’s glare rolled off Mort like water from a duck’s back. Consequences worked both ways, which was a nice, friendly way of ensuring that both men left the room alive. The crime lord stood and shrugged his suit straight. “Somehow, I don’t think you do.”

# # #

The door slid open. The door slid closed. In between, a hearty, gray-haired comedian stumbled through. With a sigh, he slumped his shoulders and leaned back against the closed door.

His wife looked up from the suitcase she was unpacking. “Got your fill of small talk for the day?”

“Until dinner, at least,” Chuck Ramsey replied, his face twisting back into its accustomed grin. “Is it just me, or is this half starship bigger than most whole ones?”

Becky Ramsey popped the lid on Chuck’s suitcase and slid it across the bed. “You’re not the show here, so you can quit being the showman. This is the first time we’ve gotten to see Brad since that ridiculous wedding.”

“You gotta admit, it takes guts to marry your ex-wife.” With offhanded casualness, Chuck sauntered over and began removing his belongings. “Hope you didn’t carry all this stuff from the ship.”

“You think any of those strapping young navy lads was going to let an old lady carry her own luggage?”

Chuck gave her a wolfish grin. “There’s an old lady around here somewhere? I oughtta watch my language.”

Becky threw a pair of slacks at him.

“Hey! We’re not the ones getting old. The whole galaxy’s just getting younger around us.”

“Those eyes of yours aren’t getting any older, that’s for sure. I saw you with that officer last night at dinner.”

“She’s a key cog in Brad’s organization. This was her outfit until the rescue.”

“And the communications tech?”

Chuck waved a dismissive hand. “I wanted to know the instant we got word from Brad’s ship. Plus, it didn’t hurt checking on the comm security situation. Brad’s got enough holes in his so-called syndicate he’s lucky it hasn’t leaked across half the galaxy by now.”

“Two years as a side-job man for Don Rucker and now you’re supposed to be an expert in syndicate management?”

“Brad’s a con man, a thief, and apparently not half bad at faking his own death. He had us going for weeks. But he’s out of his orbit on this business. I figure the least I can do is tidy up a few loose ends before he gets back.”

“I don’t think Brad would want you interfering.”

Chuck snickered. “That’s the beauty of it. He left Mort in charge back here, and Mort said it was fine by him. When Brad gets back, he’ll barely recognize the place.”

# # #

Carl ducked as he entered the engine room of the Mobius. He hardly recognized the place. It wasn’t that he had any idea how most of the subsystems worked, but he had been there enough times to have a feel for how everything looked, the impression it gave upon first glance. Much as it was a birds’ nest of pipes and conduits, Roddy kept a path clear for walking. Now, with umbilicals and patch jobs stringing wires and struts every which way, he had to navigate a debris field. It reminded him of piloting through the wreck of a larger vessel, except this was the Mobius, and it wasn’t done just yet.

“How are you even coming up with all this stuff?” Carl asked. He shielded his eyes with a hand against the brilliant flare from a plasma torch at work. “I mean, did we still have three ships’ worth of working parts?”

The glare cut out, and Carl lowered his hand tentatively. Niang pushed up a pair of protective goggles, leaving an area around his eyes comically free of grime and sweat. “Not exactly. The engine cores were all salvageable, or none of the rest would have mattered. But the coolant system I stole from the meat locker you keep around for Mriy. Hatchet had spare power relays. I had to double up on a couple lines where Roddy over juices the systems, but there were enough. A couple control panels blew out, and I hooked in a few old datapads to serve as makeshift consoles. The gunnery turret’s short a couple servos that I needed for the waste system. To be honest, this boat’s in better shape than the Hatchet Job, and it took a lot more punishment in the firefight.”

“I was flying the Hatchet Job, or it might not have made it through.” The second he said it, Carl realized what a jerk comment it was, but at least Hiroshi wasn’t around to hear it. He was a good pilot; he just wasn’t Carl. “So how is Hatchet’s tub of guns?”

“It could use a couple extra sets of hands, to tell you the truth. You sure Amy couldn’t have gotten the comms up on her own? She’s always seemed pretty good with a multi-tool.” Carl raised an eyebrow at the veiled double-entendre he heard there. “Sorry. I just mean that—besides you—all the pilots I know can work their way around most subsystem repairs. The comms don’t need a guy like Roddy to fix them.”

A guy like Roddy? There were plenty of ways to take that, too. “Well, sure. But you do realize that Roddy’s half the reason our ships are in this sad-sack state. Hatchet got caught up in the moment when the dust settled. Remember, he wanted a fight in the first place, but if we’d done it his way, it would have been an ambush. If Amy and Roddy recover that contraband, we might still make a profit on this disaster, but Hatchet’s over there grumbling about the damage and how much it’s going to cost him to fix it right.”

“I mean, isn’t this a syndicate thing? You’ll cover repairs, won’t you?”

Carl furrowed his brow. Was the Hatchet Job his in a way? “Hm. Hadn’t really thought about that. Not sure Hiroshi’s gonna take the implication that his ship’s my responsibility now, but considering the money he’d save… maybe he’ll ease off on the talk of laaku shish-kebab.”

The wall panel comm squawked, but after a moment of ear-piercing shrieking, Yomin’s voice came through. “Comms are up. I’m going to signal Ithaca to send the freighter to pick us up.”

Carl rushed to the engine room’s comm panel and mashed the button. “Belay that. Status only. We’re not getting picked up.”

“What about delivering parts?”

“I’ll take an assessment from the repair crews, but I think we can get up and running on our own.” Carl removed his finger from the transmit button and raised an eyebrow at Niang.

“Won’t be pretty, but I’m pretty sure I can get us under sail.”

“If anything changes, let me know before calling it in to the Odysseus.” Carl gave Niang a curt, military nod, and departed the engine room.

It always made him uneasy hanging out down there. It was his ship, but that had always been the black box that drove it. Roddy knew what went on in there, and usually one or two other crewmen had enough of an idea to patch things up if something were to happen to Roddy. It had never been Carl’s to worry about.

On his way back to his quarters, he passed Reebo sorting and clearing debris in the cargo hold and Esper tidying the common room with the help of Juggler and Vixen’s kids. There was a cheerful, semi-educational holovid playing as they worked. The pastel colors and shrill character voices chased Carl all the way until the door shut behind him.

He collapsed against the door and let his head bang gently against the metal. There was a benign uselessness endemic to his existence aboard the Mobius. He did little work himself, couldn’t fix anything, left the fighting mainly to Mriy and Tanny, and wasn’t even allowed to fly. Carl was at peace with that. Arranging deals and dealing with authorities—both legitimate and otherwise—had always been his contribution. If Carl kissed the Blarney Stone, it would come out the smoother talker for it. But stuck in the shallow astral with two derelict ships, he was a liability.

The comm panel spoke with Yomin’s voice. Paranoid inklings of being chased through the ship sprang up in an instant before being swept away by cool logic. “We’ve got an incoming call from Ithaca. It sounds like a prank—maybe an inside joke I’m not privy to—but something claiming to be Don Rucker wants to talk to Tanny.”

“But she’s not—” Carl cut himself off. Of course, Tanny wasn’t here, but the mere fact of the inquiry told him everything he needed to know. Don Rucker was on Ithaca, which meant someone had leaked their location. That was a matter to deal with later. Asking for Tanny meant that he believed she was on board the Mobius, which meant that someone had told him Tanny was there, or at least let him assume without correcting him. Those were the sorts of lies that painted targeting reticules on the backs of skulls.

“Put him through to me.”

A few seconds later, a low-fidelity feed of Don Rucker’s voice came through to Carl’s quarters. “Carl. About time I got someone useful. I’m getting a little sick of your lapdogs running me around the garden like I’m a hobby horse. Where’s my daughter? Put Tanny on.”

Carl cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and ran through a few practice sniffles. Then he opened the comm. “Don… I’m sorry. The exchange we were making… there were complications. There was a firefight, ship to ship. And then… I mean… oh, Jesus. Don, she’s not coming home from this one.”

“My little girl… dead?”

Carl dropped his feigned grief in an instant. “No, Don. She’s not coming home because she’s not here. She’s not on board the Mobius or either of the other two ships I’ve got with me out here. Why? Because she stabbed me in the back and ran off with those lunatics living in the jungle of my moon. Listen, it’s a long story and I’ve got two fucking dead ships out here undergoing repairs. You want a full accounting? I’ll fill you in personally as soon as I get back. Until then, sit tight, enjoy the local cuisine, and don’t hassle my people.”

Carl shut off the comm before Don could respond. His heart was pounding in his chest. He’d just plowed through a breathless diatribe aimed at one of the galaxy’s most dangerous men. Shunting aside Carl the Worrier for a moment, he punched in a different comm ID and opened a new channel.

“This is Kwon. Good to hear from you, Mobius,” came the response.

“Sephiera, listen to me. I let Don know that Tanny’s gone native. I need you to get to Mort and tell him that. He’ll know what to do.”

“What’s Mr. Rucker going to do?”

“Nothing, providing you get to Mort so he can put a leash on him.” Carl ended the comm. He could only hope that Mort had a good plan, and didn’t go with Mordecai The Brown’s Special Multipurpose Plan, which involved a lot of fire, followed by stern glares for anyone who voiced an objection.

# # #

In theory, the comm system of your basic starship was among the simpler of subsystems. There wasn’t all the crawling through the whole ship like life support repair demanded, and it didn’t take an advanced degree in nanocircuitry the way computer core diagnostics required. Normally, it was an antenna, a transmitter, and a receiver, none of which was terribly complex. Any one of them could be cobbled into working order with borrowed parts from other ships’ systems. But Amy had customized the hell out of the Mermaid and had a kooky setup that baked in encryption at both ends.

For two days, Roddy had pored over the records in the ship’s computer, comparing them against the maze of circuits and processors. He soldered and spliced, snipped and rerouted. It was beer work, and he hadn’t brought any beer. But the alternative was getting Amy’s help, and she hadn’t said a word to him. He’d made a few seemingly simple requests, but none of them baited a response.

For two long, frustrating days, he had put up with Amy’s bullshit. The ignored questions. The studiously averted gaze. The finding fascination with the mundane, unchanging readouts of a ship in astral travel. It wasn’t Roddy’s fault that she had a mental detonator tied to her family. Everyone had family issues, but most people didn’t lose their fuse over simple small talk. No wonder she and Carl got along so well. No one could tap-dance on his tongue quite like Carl. If Roddy was on his own repairing Amy’s crazy comm system, then so be it. He didn’t need her help.

Glancing down at the mangled mass of half-repaired circuitry, Roddy tried to form an estimate of how long it would take to finish. He was learning as he went, so the solution involved recursive equations, but those were still easier than the repairs themselves. Squeezing his eyes shut, he envisioned the numbers, the variables, the possible solutions. He ran through with different assumptions. Then he checked the chrono on his datapad and the estimated time to intercept the Sokol. He wasn’t getting this done on his own.

“Sorry,” he muttered.

For the first time since shutting him down, Amy turned in the pilot’s chair and looked at him. “How hard was that?”

Roddy paused to consider, but decided not to provide a rhetorical answer. “I don’t talk about mine, either. It’s just… well, seemed like a human thing to talk about.”

Amy snorted. “I don’t exactly fit in with humans.”

“Seem human enough to me.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

Her face was impassive. This was obviously an old wound, long since scarred over. Carl had recruited the Half-Devil squadron from the ranks of Earth Navy’s misfits. Amy had never fit the profile as far as Roddy could tell. She was a little odd, maybe, but she was smart as hell, knew all the operational stuff, and was Carl’s equal as a pilot. He couldn’t picture her as the up-on-charges sort like Hiroshi “Hatchet” Samuelson. Since his brief meetings with Juggler, Vixen, and Samurai, he’d formed an impression of rebellious, amoral gunslingers that formed the core of Carl’s squad. But the more he considered it, he wondered if Amy wasn’t a different sort of outcast.

“Humans… to hell with ‘em, am I right?”

Amy chuckled silently and shook her head. “What is it with Carl’s friends? Esper, Mort, Mriy. None of them act like regular people, and only Mriy’s got the excuse of not being an actual human.”

“Not sure about Mort. Wizard’s like its own species… but is that why you volunteered for this job? To get away from all the human bullshit over on the Mobius?”

“I thought it would be like our other trips, with his regular crew. But it’s not. And seeing Vixen and Juggler… why do they get to have it all?”

“Sister, you’re talking to a guy who sees his own kind maybe three or four times a year and usually just on a supply run. You don’t find a lot of respectable laaku in our line of work.”

“Most of the ones I know are mechanics.”

Roddy pointed a finger and winked. “There you go. See, there’s plenty of stuff laaku do better than humans. Mathematics, physics, spatial artwork. You can debate the philosophical arts. But what’s that stuff got in common? It’s all respectable work, the kind you can make a nice living at on Phabian or one of the Core Colonies. On the sinister side of the law, you’ll find bookies and hackers, maybe an assassin here or there. But you don’t see those guys unless you’re connected. You want to find a high-intellect, low-respect occupation that the galaxy needs by the freighter-load and that laaku are generally accepted to be naturally better at than humans? Mechanics. Everything breaks, and all someone wants is a guy to fix it. They don’t give a shit who that is—unless you’re an all-human organization like Earth Navy. You get onto one of the joint-species ARGO warships, the whole engineering department will be laaku.”

“So…”

“So I’m asking you, as a fellow non-human, to help me put this comm system together before we reach the Sokol.”

Amy smirked. “I was wondering how long it would take you to ask. It’s a three-hour repair, and you’ve been at it for thirty-eight.”

“More like forty-four,” Roddy countered.

“I didn’t sleep. You did. I docked you those six hours. You had another two before I kicked you out of the way and did it myself.”

“Can’t blame a guy working with incomplete instructions on a system he’s never seen.”

“You should run a check and fix the mag boots on your EV suit.”

Roddy cocked his head. “Huh?”

“Hatchet. He might seem all smiles and back slaps, but he knows you only saved us from a fight you got us into. He can’t chew you out or threaten you in front of Carl, but if you mysteriously float off into space because the mag cuts out on a gravity-free wreck…”

Roddy nodded. “Gotcha.” He dug out his EV suit and began checking over the systems. It was a welcome change to be working on something he could pull apart down to the component level and reassemble after an all-night bender.

Amy climbed into the back with him and Roddy scooted aside to make room. The ship’s interior was little more than a one-seater cockpit and a bunk. There wasn’t a spot inside where a human could stand upright, even one of Amy’s stature. In Roddy’s experience, humans got a little crazy when cooped up in such small space, but he suspected that her problems went back a lot farther than her ownership of the Mermaid.

She took the circuit card Roddy was working on and turned it over in her hands. Then she absently confiscated Roddy’s multi-tool and set to work. There was no narration of her process, but Roddy followed along, figuring it out as she went. Two hours and fifty-seven minutes later, they had a working comm.

By the three-hour-and-four-minute mark, Roddy wished they’d left it broken.

# # #

“Still no word from the Mermaid,” Yomin reported. Everyone except Rachel and her children was gathered in Hatchet’s briefing room. Faces bore grim expressions all around. “And now we’re picking up a distress call from the Sokol. Can’t say when it came on, but it was there when we got our receiver up and running.”

Niang looked at the floor and shook his head. “Roddy should have had their comms up by now. If they reach that wreck without realizing someone’s aboard, they could be walking right into an ambush.”

“It would be just like Scarecrow to get the comm fixed and keep the damn thing off,” Hiroshi snapped. “It was a mistake sending her. Should have packed off Toshiro with the chimp. At least he can keep his brains in his skull long enough to finish a job.”

A pall fell over the room. If it had been quiet before, there was vacuum now. Carl took one step toward Hiroshi, then another. No one made a move to step between them. It was ludicrous, in a way, expecting a brawl between the two of them. Though Hiroshi only had a centimeter or two on Carl, his frame was well-muscled, while Carl had a physique best described via euphemism.

Carl stopped nose to nose with Hatchet. “You got a problem?”

“It’s about time someone wised you up. This isn’t your little hobby ship anymore, Ramsey. This is business. Time to stop dragging unqualified personnel on high-value missions.”

“Lt. Charlton rated higher than you across the board if I’m not mistaken,” Carl replied. There was an unaccustomed edge in his tone. Happy-Go-Lucky Carl was off duty. “If I hadn’t brought this squad together, she’d have a nice, boring civilian job. You would be serving time for murder. Oh? Was that confidential? Part of a sealed personnel file I pulled strings to get? Well, I think everyone in this room knows you for what you are. If I had a problem with that, I wouldn’t have brought you in on this job. But if you have a problem with Amy, I’ve got one with you.”

“If we lose that cargo, it’s on you. Should have been me on the Mermaid with Roddy. Pipsqueak was the only one who’d fit as a second passenger, but you could’ve had anyone else fly.”

“Why? So you can murder Roddy and make it look like an accident?”

There were intakes of breath around the room. Could it have been true? Was Hiroshi planning to kill Roddy? Esper knew Roddy had complicated their trickery, but Hiroshi had seemed to greet Roddy as a hero for his role in the battle that followed. Had it been an act? Sometimes Esper wished she had half the gift for sniffing out falsehood that Carl had for crafting it.

When Hiroshi remained silent, Carl pressed onward, poking a finger into his chest. Hiroshi batted it away. The muscles stood out in his jaw. “Think I didn’t know your plan? Faulty mag boots and two guys alone in a dead wreck? I warned Amy before she left, so your backup plan won’t pan out, either. You disgust me. I should never have saved you from that court martial. I should have let Admiral Rhodes pack you off to the Psych Shop to get that head of yours scraped clean. You’re finished here.”

Carl turned his back on Hiroshi. That, it seemed, was a mistake.

“Ramsey!” Toshiro shouted. “Get down!”

Hiroshi went for his blaster, triggering nearly everyone else in the room to do likewise. Instead of heeding the warning to take cover, Carl whirled and drew his own weapon. Tanny had always told Esper that Carl was no good in a fight, but his reflexes were amazing. The blaster was out of Carl’s holster in an instant.

Esper squeezed her eyes shut, then flinched at the sound of a shot firing. A body crumpled to the floor, and Esper peeked in Carl’s direction. But it wasn’t his body that had fallen. Hiroshi lay sprawled on the floor with a scorched hole in the middle of his chest. The blaster he’d aimed at Carl dangled from a lifeless grip.

Carl walked over and looked down at the body. “Dammit, Hiroshi. Why’d you have to do that?” He holstered his blaster.

July stared wide-eyed, her breath shuddering. Backing for the door, she bolted and ran. It was one thing to love a man who made his living feeding the crows; it was another to watch the crows come home to roost.

When no other thought came readily to mind to explain what had just happened, Esper closed her eyes and sought solace in the Lord. She prayed for the soul of a man so lost that he’d pulled a weapon on a man he called friend. She prayed for Carl, because by the reactions of everyone else in the room, it had been his blaster that had fired the fatal shot. No matter the man, only a monster could pull that trigger and feel nothing. But she also prayed for herself and for understanding in a galaxy that too often defied all reason and righteousness.

“We don’t have time for this,” Carl muttered. “But we don’t have time to ignore it, either. Esper, see to arrangements. Funeral is in two hours. He may have pulled a blaster on me, but he was still one of our own, dammit. He doesn’t get to wipe out ten years that easy.”

Carl’s glance strayed across the room, and Esper saw Toshiro give a faint nod. “Since we’ve got a lot of work to do, someone needs to take command of the Hatchet Job. Grixlit… you were Hatchet’s first mate, weren’t you?”

The sitharn drew himself up tall, and a short frill around his neck flared and brightened to a jade green. “I was.”

Carl acknowledged with a curt nod. “Good. You’re now Samurai’s first mate. Miyamoto Toshiro, I hereby promote you to acting captain of the Hatchet Job. Your orders are to see to the repairs of your vessel, complete our mission to salvage the cargo on board the Sokol, and reach our headquarters on Ithaca in one piece. Understood?”

Toshiro stood at military attention and saluted. “Aye, sir.” Grixlit hung his head.

Carl pointed a finger at his next appointee. “Reebo, since Samurai’s taking command, the Hatchet Job is short a security officer. That’s you. When repair schedules allow, pack up your gear and find a new bunk. Yomin, stay on the comms. When you raise the Mermaid, apprise them of the situation here. No communication with Ithaca without my explicit orders.”

“Aye aye, sir,” Yomin replied. For the first time Esper could remember, Carl was acting like an officer, and for the first time she’d noticed, people were reacting as if he were in charge.

“All right, people, we’ve got two ships adrift and they’re not getting any closer to repaired while we stand here. Reconvene in the cargo hold in two hours. Dismissed.”

Everyone else filtered out as conversations spread in hushed tones. Esper remained behind until she was alone with Hiroshi Samuelson. Her thoughts wandered to Lisa and Jaxon Jr., sleeping peacefully on the Mobius. Watching them had been a welcome assignment, more a joy than a burden. As a wizard, she wasn’t trusted working on any repairs, and her experience as a teacher made her the ideal temporary guardian. Mostly it involved squelching their sibling squabbles, vetting their holovid choices, and making sure they ate proper meals.

But now, it seemed, everyone remembered that she’d been a priestess. Esper recalled those days like a dream. Though still a believer, she had no business representing the One Church. But she doubted anyone aboard cared about such fine-sliced logic. They wanted solace of the kind she had been trained to provide.

Staring at Hiroshi’s unmoving features, Esper tried to remember him as the man who came to help Carl pull off a crazy scheme to rob some arrogant racing company. That was loyalty. He’d asked for nothing in return, and even though it was not a goodly act, it was still an act of friendship. The seeds of a eulogy took form in her mind.

The twitch of an eyelid stopped her musing short. Was it too early to be writing Hiroshi off? She rushed to his side and knelt. Calling for help seemed premature; she was the only help to be had, and if there was a chance of saving him, any distraction could be fatal. But up close, she saw how bad the injury was. The plasma bolt had boiled a thumb-size hole straight through him. If not for the application of such heat to the wound, he’d have soaked the floors in blood. Her metabolic magic sped the body’s own healing, but no human could recover from such a wound on their own. He needed a hospital, one with a trauma unit that could induce stasis.

Hiroshi’s lips moved, but no sound issued forth. He was trying to say something.

“What is it? I can’t understand.”

His lips moved again, and Esper tried to lip-read. There was too little movement to discern the words he was trying to form.

With a glance over her shoulder to confirm they were alone, Esper used her thumbs and forced open both Hiroshi’s eyelids. The pupils were dilated, but they flicked over in Esper’s direction. She looked him in the eye, and she had him.

# # #

Esper sat in a cozy parlor with lace curtains and chairs with floral-patterned upholstery. A low table was set out for tea. Pleasant aromas wafted from the teapot and two cups waiting to be filled. Lining the walls were portraits of family and old friends, rendered in oil paint by an aspiring amateur. An old number wheel clock ticked the time, but there were no hands to show it, and the ticks came far apart indeed.

Across from her, Hiroshi was frozen in confused terror. His eyes scanned the room, perhaps noting the oddness of certain details that Esper had yet to master despite virtual decades of practice. She had never mastered realistic wood grain, and she knew from previous guests that anywhere outside her field of view became blurry.

“Am I… dead?”

Esper offered a warm smile. “No. This isn’t heaven. And you’re not dead—not yet at least. Your body is still lying on the floor of the rec room of the Hatchet Job. I haven’t the means to save you. I do, however, have the means to bring your mind into my own, where time passes much more slowly.”

Hiroshi’s breath quickened. He looked around as if caged. “I’m where? What is this place?”

“I call it Esperville. It’s made up. Invented. All in my head. And if you had something you were trying to say, now’s your chance to say it.”

But if Hiroshi had been inclined to make deathbed pronouncements, getting sucked into Esperville had distracted him fully. “So you’re some sort of Valkyrie or something?”

“No. You’re not listening. I’m a wizard. This is the inside of my head. You’re a disembodied consciousness inhabiting a mental construct that just looks like your physical form. You’re actually still lying on the floor of your ship, shot with a blaster.”

“Blaster…” he looked down at his chest, feeling along the unbroken fabric of his jacket. “That wasn’t real. It can’t have been real. I’m Hatchet Samuelson. I don’t get shot; I do the shooting. This is some sort of trick.”

Esper looked up to the crucifix that hung above the doorway. “Lord preserve me from the babbling ignorance of my fellow man. Hiroshi, you need to pull yourself together, or I’m going to have to let you slip back into your own mind.”

As Esper stood, Hiroshi leapt from his chair to grab her by the wrist. “No! Don’t leave me!”

Putting a hand over his, Esper nodded. “I won’t. Come. Let’s take a little walk. It’s a beautiful day outside.” She didn’t need to mention that in Esperville, the weather was whatever she wished. While some days she enjoyed watching the concentric rings of raindrops falling across the surface of the pond, mostly it was bright skies and puffy white clouds.

They walked arm in arm, Hiroshi gawking in wonderment all the while. She pointed out the sights: the old wooden dock, the forest, the one-street town with the coffee shop and florist, the old-Earth cathedral on the hill. Time was in short supply, even stretched to the point of breaking, but it seemed to be calming Hiroshi’s panic.

“And you magicked all this up inside your own head?”

Esper shrugged. “It’s no big deal. Mort’s got a whole country in his head, full of people and everything. I’ve been at this for what feels like years, and all my imagination can conjure is a holiday town in the off season.”

“And you’re sure this isn’t heaven?”

Esper bit her lip. It would have been cruel just then to imply that there was little chance heaven was his destination. “I’m sure this wouldn’t be your idea of an eternal reward. I don’t think I’d mind, though. Are you ready to tell me what you wanted to say on the floor of the Hatchet Job?”

Hiroshi sighed. He wasn’t nearly so imposing inside Esper’s dreamland, but even then, he seemed to deflate. “I wanted to tell Ramsey I was sorry. I mean, I can’t even believe I aimed a blaster at him, let alone pulled the trigger. I got what I deserved. Did he… did Ramsey survive?”

“He’s fine. Not a scratch,” Esper assured him.

Hiroshi stopped in the middle of the cobbled street of Esperville. “Couldn’t be. I had him dead to rights. I mean, I’m glad he’s OK, but… not a scratch?”

“Count your blessings. They’re few enough as it is. If you have any sins to confess while you still have time, I’m here to listen.”

“Lady, I don’t have time to start. Besides, I’ve never believed in that soul and afterlife mumbo jumbo.”

Esper spread her arms. “Even standing here, in a place that doesn’t exist? And Hiroshi, all you have left is time and very little of it.”

# # #

The balcony overlooking the Ithacan jungle wasn’t a popular locale for the members of the Ramsey Syndicate. All too often, there was an ill-tempered wizard there, retreating from the omnipresence of technology in the downed Odysseus. On this occasion, a wizard was only half the trouble.

Mort sat across the bench from Don Rucker, the two of them each holding a bottle of Hartscharf spiced ale. It was too fancy a beer for Mort’s liking, but humoring Don’s choice of beverage was a concession he was willing to make, especially since they were from Don’s private stock.

Don glared Mort’s way as he took a long pull of his beer. “Never pictured you as Carl’s lapdog. Always figured you were more of a mentor and a guiding hand. You oughtta have more brains than this.”

“Brains aren’t my problem. One—properly applied, of course—has always been plenty for me. It’s my choice of associates that’s the problem. Carl may be a knucklehead, but I’m not going to undercut him without knowing what he’s got planned. And if that involves sitting on you and your hired muscle so you don’t run off into the jungle after Tanny… small price to pay.”

“I could make your life hell.”

“I could make yours short.” Mort shrugged and took a sip from his over-spiced beer. “Pointless having a pissing contest with an elephant. Even if you win, elephants are sore losers.”

Don’s grin was filled with dark promise. “I know you’re a family man, Mort. You can understand how important my daughter is to me. I don’t like the idea of her living like a savage on some vegetable-farm moon. I’d do anything to keep her safe.”

Setting down his beer, Mort slid his hands into opposing sleeves of his sweatshirt. “You like family men, don’t you, Don? Gives you a lever to yank around hard men. Takes a monster to ignore the safety of his own family. Well, whether I’m a monster has always been up for debate, but I’ll tell you I don’t appreciate these oh-so-practiced veiled threats of yours. Sure, maybe you might be able to get to my dear wife, but she rarely leaves Earth, and Boston Prime’s Convocation turf as much as anyplace in the galaxy. Cassie’s old enough to look after herself, and last I heard, she was at Oxford, working her way toward tenure. Cedric’s the one you might go looking for outside of Sol space, and best of luck to you if you do. He’s a terramancer, which means any wizard you try to hire’s going to think twice about harming a hair on his head. And if you were to get implicated in the murder, abduction, or blackmail of any of them, the Convocation would take umbrage.”

“You act like I don’t have ins with those fancy-hat Earth wizards.”

“You don’t,” Mort replied. “Not the kind you’d need. I don’t doubt you’ve put money in the pockets of a few street-corner hucksters and back-alley charm salesmen, but you seem to be overlooking that I’m the black sheep in my family. I’ve got aunts and uncles and cousins all over the Convocation hierarchy, not to mention my father being rather fond of his grandchildren. And for that matter, if you were anyone else, I’d have probably incinerated you on the spot just for bringing up the topic.” To emphasize his point, the bottle in Mort’s hand shook. Beer vapor rose and erupted forth in a miniature volcano before the bottle itself cracked and disintegrated into sand. “Plus, your beer’s shit.”

Not to be deterred, Don drank the rest of his in a long series of gulps. “An acquired taste. You don’t fool me, Mordecai The Pain-In-My-Ass. You’re not doing this for Carl. You’re enjoying knocking skulls with someone who matters. You’re bored on this sad little rock.”

“I’m not accustomed to inactivity.” Mort raised an eyebrow. “You could give me your theory on where Devraa is hiding…”

“Lotta good that does me. You’re the one with the death wish.” Don snapped his fingers, and a man emerged from the balcony doorway. He replaced the empty bottle with a full one. When a second replacement beverage appeared, Mort warned it away with a glare.

“Yes, but if I end up offing the impostor god, then presumably I could end the anti-science effect that still permeates most of this moon. You could use that fancy ship you’ve got up there and find her in a jiffy, I imagine. And I bet a squad of marines with flabby muscles and rock-tipped spears won’t pose much of a challenge for your goon squad.”

“Quit calling ‘em that. They’re professional guns for hire.”

Mort shrugged. “Sorry. Forgot I was dealing with criminal aristocracy. But whatever you want to call them, getting Devraa out of the way first is the surest way to find Tanny.”

“You’d disobey Carl’s orders and let me go looking for her?”

“Orders schmorders. I don’t particularly like having enemies camped in my back garden. You give me what I need to kill Devraa, and I’ll help you find her myself.”

Don Rucker studied him a moment. There was moneylender’s look in his eye, the kind meant to put a man off his guard while a sly thumb pressed down one side of the scale. “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”

Mort snorted. “A wizard’s word is as good as the ears that hear it. Sure, I could lie to you. Wouldn’t lose a minute’s sleep over it. But I think we’ve got enough common ground here to come to an understanding.”

Don set down his drink and extended a hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

# # #

The hangar bay of the Odysseus hummed with life. Light and jungle fragrance flooded in from the open bay door, taking the edge off the stink of hydraulic fluid and scorched metal. Mechanics and maintenance crews worked on a variety of small ships and pieces of freight-handling equipment. Years of hopping around the galaxy had taught Chuck Ramsey a thing or two about human nature, and these fine folks were doing their damnedest to make a whole lot of nothing look like hard work.

Strolling through the hangar with his hands clasped behind his back, Chuck made as if he were a dignitary on an inspection tour. Here was a pair of techs disassembling a perfectly intact fuel converter for a load lifter. Over there was a senior mechanic showing a novice how to calibrate a repulsor emitter for one of the hover-cruisers. One project caught his eye, and Chuck meandered over for a better look.

He peered over the shoulder of a mechanic with his head inside a stripped-down single-seat fighter craft. “Sure you should have the outer hull plates off this bird? There are ladies present.” By Chuck’s count, it was a nearly even mix in the hangar.

The mechanic banged his head on the inside of a compartment, startled by Chuck’s sudden appearance behind him. He gritted his teeth through a curse. “What the hell…? Oh, sorry, sir. Didn’t know you were in the hangar. Give me a minute, and I’ll find someone to give you a tour.”

Chuck waved away the notion. He reached down and helped the mechanic up, heedless of the grimy hand he had to grab in doing so. The gesture doubled as a handshake. “Forget that. I’m qualified to walk around a hangar on my own. Looks to me like you’re building Typhoons here. I have a son who used to fly those things.” He said it as if no one around here had heard of Brad Ramsey.

“Close, but not quite, sir. This is Ramsey’s Squall. We’re refitting it with an armored hull and combat systems to make it functionally a Typhoon, though the engine specs and oversized maneuvering thrusters are making it tough.”

Chuck laughed. “Go figure. Take out a shield generator and plasma cannons, and some smartass ship designer’s gonna fill the empty space.”

“Well, Ramsey didn’t seem interested in excuses. He just wanted someone to figure out how to do it. Way I see it, with Niang off with the Mobius, this is my chance to make a good impression.”

“What’s your name, son?”

“Daniel. Daniel McIntyre. Midshipman, Earth Navy… formerly, I guess.”

“Well, Danny, if you’re trying to take this Niang guy’s spot on the Mobius, I can try to put in a good word.”

Danny looked aghast. “No! I want to move up the food chain in the maintenance department, not get dragged into the Black Ocean in that death trap.”

“Someone telling unflattering stories about Brad and his ship?”

Danny stared like Chuck had sprouted a third eye. “Yeah… Ramsey. Maybe he doesn’t see it that way, but he makes it sound like every time they leave atmo, they’re flipping a coin that they survive the trip. And just because that lucky bastard’s coin keeps coming up heads doesn’t mean he’s not one bad flip away from getting everyone on board killed.”

“Becky and I were married.”

“Huh?”

“Brad… he’s not a bastard. But the rest you said was true enough. I taught my son everything he knew. Then he went off and joined the navy and picked up a lot of bad habits regarding people putting his life on the line. Most of the stuff I taught him about caution and responsibility went out the airlock. But Danny, if you don’t want to get assigned to the Mobius, I can say what I need to in order to make sure you’re on hangar duty as long as you like. I know Brad. I can pull his strings.”

A spastic nod from Danny preceded yet another handshake. “If you could, sir, I’d be grateful.”

Chuck clapped him on the back. “No trouble at all, Danny. I’m sure you’d do the same for me.”

# # #

There was a knock at Carl’s door. With a sigh, he looked up from his datapad. His crews on the Odysseus had sent over a grocery list of supplies to bring when the Mobius returned from its current mission. He’d been looking over it, envisioning where everything would fit into the cargo hold. By his best guess, it would take two more ships than he had to carry it all.

“What? Come in.”

Esper slipped inside and shut the door behind her. “We need to talk.”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Carl set the datapad aside. “Has it been two hours already?”

“No. It’s been ten minutes. Hiroshi confessed to me before he died.”

Hatchet hadn’t been dead. Carl cringed at the thought of what his friend heard and felt in those final moments. “Damn. If I’d have known, I’d have made sure to finish him quick. As if I don’t feel awful enough as it is. There was no need for him to suffer. Kinda cold of you, bending a guy over a barrel to bare his soul while he’s got a hole in his chest.”

“I didn’t let him suffer. I brought him to Esperville.”

Carl frowned.

“You know, like Mortania. Esperville’s my version.”

“You can pull off Mort’s trick?” Despite the circumstances, he couldn’t help being impressed. Maybe Mort had prepared her better for this assignment than he’d been led to believe.

“Sort of. It’s a lot smaller in there, but that’s not the point. The point is, Hiroshi and I had time for a long talk, and he wasn’t in any pain, right to the end.”

“Well, thanks for that. If he had anything he wants mentioned in the eulogy, I can be flexible. Not like I wasn’t going to speak off the cuff anyway.”

Esper shifted her weight from one foot to the other, looking down at her clasped hands. “Here’s the thing. He told me… stuff.”

“Yeah, I can only imagine. Guy like Hatchet’s probably got skeletons with skeletons in their closets. And those closets have loose floorboards with pirate treasure buried underneath. Sorry you had to listen to all that.”

“Some of it was… relevant.”

Carl raised an eyebrow. “Should I be hearing this?” He knew, in the general sense at least, of the seal of the confessional. Doctors, lawyers, and priests all got to keep secrets; in fact, they were expected to.

“Probably not,” Esper said. She glanced up before looking at the floor. “He said he fired at you.”

“Nah,” Carl replied, patting himself on the chest. “I’m all here. No holes in me that aren’t per spec.”

“He seemed pretty sure.”

Carl stopped a moment to consider. Esper was smarter than most of them. If she looked into the matter, she’d probably figure it out before he could sweep the crumbs under the carpet. “Fine. I had Samurai swap out the power pack in his blaster for a dry one.”

“You knew he couldn’t shoot back!”

“Hey! Hatchet’s the hottest hothead I deal with these days. He makes Mriy look Zen by comparison. Tempers have been up since the Sokol deal went sub-orbital. I was originally worried he’d shoot Roddy.”

“All right. Fine! But when he drew his blaster, you shot an essentially unarmed man.”

“Reflexes, kid. Hatchet would understand that as well as anyone. I’ve had plenty of blasters aimed at me, and lemme tell you. After a while, you get a feel for whether someone just wants a little leverage or respect, or whether they’re gonna pull that trigger. I might not have had time to stop and think whether Samurai had fixed Hatchet’s blaster like I told him, or if maybe he switched power packs or even remember that I’d taken that precaution in the first place. That’s what reflexes are for. They keep you alive when you need to act before thinking.”

“I wish I could just look you in the eye and have you tell me you didn’t plan to murder Hatchet.”

Carl shrugged. At least Esper knew that much. It had taken Tanny years to realize that little gem. “No one feels worse about this than me.”

“You still egged him on.”

“I wanted his ship. I wanted his crew. I wanted Hatchet, too, but I couldn’t have him running around murdering my crew for fucking up. Jesus, I’d have more turnover than a Noodle-O-Rama. All I needed was something to hold over his head. You know… leverage.”

Esper’s expression hardened.

“All I had to do was get him to blow his lid and threaten me. The plan wasn’t to blow mine, too. He’s always had a gift for getting on people’s bad sides. Anyway, I’m not going to swear you to secrecy or anything. Tell people whatever you like. You have credibility. But I’m not saying a damn thing to the rest of the crew—at least not until Amy’s back. We… kinda have a thing where I promised not to keep her in the dark. I’m seeing how long I can stick to it.”

The tiny changes in Esper’s face were a card sharp’s dream. Carl could narrate her thought process. She was wondering whether he’d actually told Amy any such thing, and if he had, whether he’d meant a word of it. Then she resolved to yap to the crews of both ships. A moment later, she realized that telling everyone that she could suck people unwillingly into her mind might not make her so popular. Jaxon and Rachel certainly weren’t going to let her watch their kids after a concussion grenade like that went off at their feet.

“Have it your way,” Esper said at long last. “But we’re sending a quiet warning to Roddy and Amy the minute we get through on the comm.”

“No need,” Carl replied. “Amy went out knowing ahead of time. She found out the minute Niang informed me of that little bit of sabotage. I wasn’t fishing when I accused Hatchet of having it in for Roddy. If I’d let the two of them go out there alone in the Mermaid, only one would have come back.”

Esper gave a slight nod before turning to leave. Carl appreciated the fact that at least he was a minor mystery to her.

# # #

Roddy set down his Scan-All and shook his head. “Stupidest thing ever.” He kicked his EV suit, but the limp mass of advanced fabrics and control consoles didn’t go far enough for his liking.

“Repairs not going well?” Amy asked from the pilot’s seat. She wasn’t needed up there; it was just a matter of there not being anywhere else on the Mermaid that wasn’t in the way.

“Not going at all is more like it. Of all the idiotic systems, the fucking mag boots are putting up a plasticized steel wall in front of me.”

“I would have thought that’d be easier than anything else we’ve been working on.”

Roddy scowled. Amy’s use of the term “we” implied far more contribution on her part than he’d seen any evidence of. “Here’s the thing. With every other system, we knew what we needed. I didn’t pack any parts for working on simple magnetics. Now I could jury-rig something up, but then there’s the problem of the software. Something’s been updated with non-standard programming, and I don’t have time to find, download, and debug a clean build from the omni. Our connection speed’s one step up from nil out here.”

“You can pilot the Mermaid. I’m sure I can patch together enough to keep the Sokol from impacting any planetary bodies.”

Roddy raised a brow.

“Or… you could hardwire the magnetics. Set them on low power and just manually overcome the attractive force every step.”

“Do I look like an athlete? Yankin’ my own feet loose every time I want to take a step…? To hell with that.”

Amy pursed her lips. “Fine. But you’re earning your keep on this salvage somehow.”

Roddy waved a dismissive lower hand. “I’ll be fine. Not like I can’t make my way around a little in zero-G. Even if the Sokol lost gravity—and remember, it’s only Hatchet’s theory that they did—I’m not stupid enough to get myself floating helpless out there. I can stay inside a hull.”

An indicator light blinked on the cockpit console, and an electronic chime played. Amy looked down at the comm screen. “This isn’t anyone we know…”

She pushed a button. “Unidentified vessel, you are approaching the Jakaros security perimeter. Power down and prepare for scan.”

Snapping her head around toward Roddy, Amy’s eyes were wide. “You’ve got one of those magic earrings, right? What’d they say? It sounded Eyndar.”

Swallowing past a lump in his throat, Roddy provided a translation. “I suppose since you asked, you don’t speak the language.”

“I took the mandatory ‘know your enemy’ course for pilots. But that was a two-week seminar. I only picked out a word or two—I think—from that hail.”

Roddy climbed the back of the pilot’s chair to study the console. “This thing got a voice remodulator?”

“This isn’t the Mobius.”

Roddy couldn’t even take offense. The only excuse most ships had for not having basic voice spoofing software was a moral objection on the part of the captain. The fact that Roddy felt the need to ask was a sign of just how accustomed he’d become to wizard-resistant computers. “Find me something human and male with a news-feed spokesman accent.”

“You speak Eyndar? I mean, more than hearing it through an earring?”

Roddy tapped away at a datapad. “No more than you do, but I’m willing to try.” Phrasebook software wasn’t going to make him fluent, but that didn’t matter. Since Roddy could understand them, all he had to do was parrot some stock phrases back at them. He fed the program what he wanted to say, and it came back with phonetic Eyndar for him to read off.

He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and motioned for Amy to open the comm channel. “Jakaros security, this is Mermaid. We are a human vessel responding to reports of a battle. Survivor ship detected on this heading.” At his signal, Amy ended the transmission.

“Hope it was a good story.”

“Fucking earring was translating it back to me as I read it. It doesn’t pull that shit when I can understand the language, but it knew somehow that I was full of crap.”

“Human vessel, this is Eyndar territory. Turn back.” It was pleasantly forthright of them not to delve into the details of the consequences of defying them.

“They’re not buying it,” Roddy summed up for Amy’s sake.

“Got any other bright ideas?”

Roddy sighed. He’d worked around Carl too long. With a weary nod, he had Amy open the comm once more. “Listen… pyunthar… this is a rescue mission. If I see your ships, I call for backup. Wouldn’t want human treaty worlds coming to investigate your colony in the disputed zone, would you?”

As the comm closed, Roddy found himself wondering just what the hell a pyunthar was. The datapad recommended it as a provocative insult without a literal translation. In his experience, those were the best insults.

“Human runt, you don’t frighten us. That word falls too easily from your tongue to hold a threat.”

Another display caught Amy’s attention. “Hey, we just picked up the Sokol on scanners. We’re… twenty minutes out.”

“Twenty minutes?” Roddy echoed. “How’d we pull that close without seeing it before now?”

“Long-range scanners are hit or miss. We knew the course, so it wasn’t a priority. Besides, none of the parts from the Hatchet Job’s scanner array would fit on board, and the systems from the Mobius aren’t compatible.”

“Great. You know, that fancy console up there isn’t for your personal entertainment. Woulda been nice if someone told the ship’s mechanic what was going on.”

Amy rolled her eyes. “Carl wanted you out of Hatchet’s targeting reticle. I could have handled the recovery of the Sokol on my own.”

Roddy set down his datapad and crossed his arms. “Oh yeah? Well, Carl told me to keep an eye out; make sure you didn’t lose your wagon out here. I piloted this thing once just fine, and I’m betting I’ve salvaged a hundred more wrecks than you’ve ever set foot on.”

“Human ship, turn back at once or we will open fire.”

Neither of them made a move toward the comm or the flight controls.

Roddy inclined his head toward the console. “Those guys will dust us, you know.”

“It’d serve Carl right. Fuck his heists and plots and backstabbing. Let him lose his top-value cargo. Let him lose his mechanic buddy. Let him lose me—not like he apparently gives a damn.”

This was wonderful. Carl had given sly warning about Amy’s wobbly mental state, but he’d hoped that she’d at least pull it together under the threat of fire. Roddy had stowed a blaster pistol; it was already set on stun. He had just one trick left to try before overloading her central nervous system and piloting the Mermaid out of harm’s way. “So you’re going to prove him right? How’s that winning? Only ones who’ll know what happened will be you and me, a couple clouds of dust dispersing through astral space. He’ll think it was an accident or a failed mission. He won’t even know you’re pissed at him; he’d just cry those dry tears of his at our funeral and find another mechanic and a new girl to practice procreating with.”

Roddy watched. He waited. Trying to read human facial expressions was usually pretty easy. Women made it harder. Loose wiring redoubled the difficulty. She just might do it. He’d pegged her as a short-term thinker but never suicidal. Somehow, this was all Carl’s fault. Amy didn’t belong out here. She was the one who needed regular appointments with Dr. Akerman, not Roddy. Better yet, she should have been on Earth with some actual experts in human brain descrambling. But Carl had diverted her trip to the mental repair shop and put her in his squadron, then turned her loose into the galaxy, then took her back and shared his quarters with her.

When a blip sounded from the cockpit, Roddy couldn’t wait any longer. With quickness few humans were prepared for, he bolted past her and wedged himself between her and the console. Short-range scanners were showing an Eyndar patrol craft on an intercept course. He had to think fast. Opening an unsecured channel, he spoke English this time. He could only hope that the Eyndar could understand at least a little of their enemy’s language. “Copy that, Valhalla, we’re about to make contact with the wreck… No, sir, just a single Eyndar vessel harassing us. Nothing you need to worry about. We’ll just wait for you to—what? You expect us to go in there before you arrive…? Roger that. Just promise me one thing: if that doggy out there dusts us, don’t stop with hunting him down. Find that colony he’s based out of and flatten it… Thank you, sir. Over and out.”

The Eyndar ship was still closing in.

“It’s not going to work,” Amy said.

“It’s going to work.” It had to work. If Amy wasn’t going to help, then it was up to Roddy, and Roddy wasn’t pilot enough to evade even a lightly armed Eyndar patrol ship for long.

“Human vessel, you have thirty-six minutes to board and retrieve survivors or you’re dead. No longer. Any attempt to tow the vessel or engage its engines will be met with killing fire.”

Roddy let out a long breath that emptied him to the tips of his toes. “Thirty-six minutes… fucked-up deadline, but I’ll take it.”

Amy’s brow furrowed. “That earring of Mort’s probably translated their decimal timekeeping to Earth Standard for you. Let’s see if we can find our prize before the Valhalla fails to show up.” With that, she took the flight yoke and adjusted their course to intercept the Sokol for docking. It was as if the previous ten minutes of nihilism and convoluted spite had never taken place. He began to wonder if they had.

# # #

She didn’t look like Roddy. That shouldn’t have come as a surprise to Mort, but somehow in his mind, he’d conjured a preliminary image of Don Rucker’s laaku scientist that was—in essence—an effeminate Rodek of Kethlet wearing a white lab coat. Instead, Shoni of Ikuzu was blonde-furred, with matted streaks along her scalp and cheeks that were clearly cosmetic. Her black waistcoat that flared at the hips. All four hands sported matching gloves. She peered up at Mort did so through a pair of sciencey lenses.

“You say he’ll understand the concepts?” Shoni asked, addressing Don without taking her eyes off Mort.

Don tilted his head with an audible crack of vertebrae. “His problem if he doesn’t.”

Shoni took a deep breath. With the touch of a datapad, a holographic planetary system sprang into existence between them. “We are currently on G5344-4-3, known locally as Ithaca. In turn, Ithaca is in orbit around G5344-4.”

“This is truly the stuff of universal conundra.”

With a glare, Shoni continued. “Also in orbit around G5344-4 is a second moon, known as G5344-4-2. Ithaca and G5344-4-2 are in a rather improbable lead-and-chase orbit, describing the same orbital path around G5344-4. I say improbable because the events that would lead to such an orbit defy coincidence. Now, as for my supposition, it requires a fundamental understanding of gravity. You see, any two objects will attract one another with a force equal to—”

“Skip the math. I understand gravity better than you can imagine. Get to your marvelous revelation.”

“G5344-4-2 isn’t getting any closer to Ithaca. It follows at a fixed distance. Life should never have been possible on this moon because it should have been obliterated in a lunar collision millennia ago. Leaving aside G5344-4-1, whose distant orbit plays no role in this investigation, G5344-4 should have rings of orbiting debris, not a pair of intact moons circling it. Our current orbital situation is impossible.”

“For a wizard, the impossible is a breakfast cereal.”

Shoni continued as if oblivious to Mort’s interruption. “Furthermore, G5344-4-2 is tidally locked with Ithaca. The same side of the moon faces Ithaca at all times.”

“The same could be said of that big blob of gas they call a planet out there. How can you tell it’s not in cahoots with that one, not us?” Mort knew the question was academic, but he wanted to see if the science laaku would squirm. Of course, if the same side always faced Ithaca, a different side would be turned toward the planet below. Unless of course…

“G5344-4-2 is spinning on that very axis. We are, in essence, staring straight at one of the rotational poles.”

Mort harrumphed softly. “Far be it from me to horn in on the toponomy committee, but if we’re going to keep yapping about this shadowing moon, could we at least settle on something to call it besides G53 and so-forth? How about Little Brother or Puppy—something always tagging along?”

“For one moment, ignore the name,” Shoni snapped. “This is my theory: the magical interference in the jungles of Ithaca originates offworld on G5344-4-2. To constantly maintain this orbital situation, it would have to be on the axis of rotation, at the one point that’s always a constant distance from Ithaca.”

Mort scratched his chin as he stared at the holo of the second moon. “I’d been given to understand that there was no science that could see the surface of Little Brother. This is all just one big guess of yours.”

Shoni drew herself up as tall as her laaku stature allowed. “Inference. Of the possible explanations for this curious orbital situation, the most likely is a magical effect originating here.” With a tap of a control at her wrist, a red blip appeared on the holographic map. “G5344-4-2 is dangling from this moon like it’s on a tow cable, and that’s where the cable attaches.”

“Some help that is,” Mort grumbled. “Can’t even tell if there’s air to breathe, and none of the ships can fly there.”

Don walked over and switched off the holo-projector. “Can’t might be too strong a word. Won’t is more like it. No one wants to go joyriding to a moon with no sensor readings and no hint that there’s anything of value there. But if you’re serious about going to find this piece of alien filth that’s got my Tanny under his thrall, I’ll get you a pilot and a ship.”

The smart play was to wait for Carl to get back. Mort’s holding action was intended to keep Don from causing trouble at headquarters. Sending him offworld would be a quick way for Don to be rid of Mort’s interference. No one else on Ithaca was likely to stand up to him—at least no one who wasn’t busy playing jungle princess with her new marine friends. But Mort was also given to taking leeway when it suited him. Letting Carl boss him around once in a while was good for the boy’s ego, something he needed to learn with a hundred-strong contingent at his beck and call. Unfortunately, Devraa had really been sticking in Mort’s craw.

Mort looked Don Rucker square in the eye. “Two conditions. One, I get veto power over the pilot. I won’t go flying off to some godforsaken moon with any yokel whose widow you can promise a big payout.”

Don set his jaw. “Fine. The second?”

“Your word that you keep yourself out of Carl’s business until he gets back.”

If Don had been planning to use Mort’s absence to do precisely that, now was the time he’d find out. Mort had no doubt that Don Rucker could lie to a man’s face. What he really wanted to see was if Don was willing to lie to his. Snippets of contingency plans flashed through Mort’s head: ways to get aboard Don’s orbiting ship and render it harmless, priorities of those he’d have to eliminate, ideas on how he’d keep his rampage quiet until the little syndicate was safe from the big one. A devious, wily part of Mort’s brain hoped he had the chance to pit himself against the Rucker Syndicate just for the challenge.

“You’ve got my word.”

Mort scowled at the gangster, but Don Rucker didn’t flinch. And damn him, but Mort believed him.

“Fine, then. Round up the brave and the stupid and let me pick my traveling companion to hell.”

# # #

Roddy hated working under time pressure. Haste was dangerous in his line of work. He wasn’t fond of floating around zero-G wrecks that had more holes than the plot of A Vampire Laaku in Earth Parliament, which was a new—if unsurprising—revelation. As he pushed off from one surface to another, he calculated his trajectories with painstaking care, mindful that one wrong shove could send him extra-vehicular.

“Nothing so far,” Amy reported. “Crew quarters are clear.”

Roddy could have told her that, and it wasn’t as if he hadn’t tried. These guys were on their way to make an exchange, and primordial goo didn’t seem like something to store at the foot of your bunk. The lower decks had taken far worse punishment in the firefight, but all the same, it was more likely they’d find their prize there than stuffed in with someone’s undergarments. If the goo had been damaged or destroyed, better to find trace evidence and write it off quickly.

Far be it from Roddy to question a navy veteran’s courage, but with a working pair of mag boots, it made a lot more sense for Amy to be the one scouring the sieve-like portions of the ship. It hadn’t looked like anything so organized at the time, but the Sokol had been blasted open to vacuum across so many different air-tight bulkheads that it couldn’t have been a coincidence. Someone wanted the oxygen out of this ship, and had painstakingly ensured there was nowhere for the crew to hide in a pocket of breathable air. Whoever had set the distress beacon hadn’t survived long thereafter.

“Got nothing in the storage lockers,” Roddy reported, closing one of the twisted panels that provided a vague sense that the locker was secured. “Heading for the cargo hold.”

“Watch yourself down there,” Amy chided him. She said nothing about joining him.

They’d discussed the likely locations of the primordial goo as they looked over the Mermaid’s scans of the vessel. Nothing had been working well enough to pinpoint the location, but there was a weak life reading aboard. Despite agreeing that the cargo hold was the most likely place to find it, that was also the most heavily damaged portion of the ship. It was enough to make Roddy wonder if someone had been trying to blow up their payday.

Roddy pushed off and zigzagged along the corridors in three dimensions, aware of an ever-so-slight rotation of the ship itself. He hated the sensation of weightlessness and the oft mind-bending physics puzzles it presented. He’d take a fully functional gravity stone over any other bit of arcana he knew of—even his translator charm.

“Shit! The Eyndar!”

Roddy glanced at the chrono in his EV helmet. “What? We’ve still got twenty-two minutes left. Get on the comm and tell them…” Roddy trailed off. Despite having her Telejack with a direct computer link to the Mermaid, Amy’s wasn’t the voice the Eyndar knew. But as realization sunk in, he knew that patching him through a relay wasn’t going to solve this problem. This trap had already been sprung.

Amy’s shriek was almost enough to make Roddy tear off his EV helm before remembering he was using it in real vacuum for once. The corridor around Roddy lurched, and he ricocheted off an unexpected wall in front of him.

“They got her!” Amy shouted, still too loud for comfort over the comm. “They fired on the Mermaid! I’ve lost signal.”

That was an optimistic assessment, considering they’d left with the shields powered down. More likely, there was nothing left over there that could even carry a signal. “Find cover. Get to the main computer core. If these scavengers are after a payday, they might not destroy the expensive bits.”

In his maudlin moments, Roddy had contemplated a number of unpleasant fates that might await him. In his chosen line of work, one of them was bound to get him sooner or later. Prison. Spacing. Blaster bolt. He’d gone through a macabre shopping list of outlaw finales. He couldn’t recall ever wondering whether he’d end up a prisoner of the Eyndar.

The Sokol shook. Violent, silent lurches sent Roddy’s surroundings twisting as if he was in a specimen jar, being shaken. An open section of space loomed before him, and Roddy just grasped a blaster-melted edge before being separated from the vessel. It was an older scar, not one inflicted by the Eyndar ship, or it would have seared through his gloves.

The ship jerked again, and Roddy was slammed flat against the outer hull, robbing him of his breath.

“Human thieves. Enjoy your prize.”

Roddy caught a flash from the corner of his eye and turned in time to see the engine flare of the Eyndar vessel departing.

“They’re leaving us to die,” Roddy reported.

“Those lousy bastards. Didn’t even have the decency to finish the job?”

Despite the rotation of the ship interfering with his balance, Roddy pulled himself along the hull and into the Sokol once more. While being inside wasn’t any better for his mounting nausea, being surrounded by composite steel again came as a relief. He hung onto a door handle so the ship dragged him along with its aimless tumble. “Listen, kid. If getting dusted’s your idea of mercy, maybe we shouldn’t go out on these twosies missions anymore. In this line of work, you start with surviving and work from there. Meet me in the engine room.”

Roddy had considered many ways he might die, and if becoming an Enydar captive wasn’t on that list, well, neither was being choir-practice sober and working his ass off until he ran out of oxygen.

# # #

The ship was cleared. With the Mobius up and running, all the repair crews had been reassigned to the Hatchet Job, and Esper had taken the Schultz kids down to the cargo hold to run around. It was just Carl and Samurai sitting across the kitchen table from one another—the captains of the two vessels.

“They buying in over there?” Carl asked. His voice was gravelly after four days of little sleep.

Samurai gave a curt nod. “For now. I believe that July felt she was in line for the promotion.”

Carl snorted and tipped his chair back. “Last thing I need is more troublemakers in command. I’d have given the job to Grixlit over her. Anyway, you want any backup over there? Reebo’s good, but if you want more company, I can send Juggler your way, too.”

“That won’t be necessary.” Samurai looked all around, taking in the patchwork repairs to the Mobius. “Now that your ship is spaceworthy, will you go after the Mermaid?”

“Nah. Last update, they were closing in on the Sokol. Chances are they’ll be on their way back with our payday before we even reach them. For once, we’ve got the chance to take our time and do things right. I want all my ducks lined up before hitting Ithaca. I don’t like the idea of walking home into an ambush.”

“Do you anticipate trouble with Don Rucker?”

Carl ran a hand through his hair. He’d told Samurai everything—within reason. He knew about the Rucker presence on Ithaca and Mort’s orders to keep a lid on things. As interim captain of the Hatchet Job, Carl felt he owed him that much. “Dunno. Used to be his favorite son-in-law. I kept track of his wayward little girl and kept her out of trouble. Now that I let the zebras out of the zoo, I might not be on his Christmas list anymore.” Carl patted the blaster at his side. “And Don gives great Christmas gifts. Anything I can manage to smooth things over, I’m gonna do. Sticking him with Mort for a few days won’t help matters, but I couldn’t have him running roughshod over my people either.”

“Understood.”

Carl drummed his fingers on the table. “You want a beer before you head back to your ship?”

“Thank you. No.” A moment passed as Carl continued to drum his fingers. Samurai showed a twitch of a smile. “Blackjack, I won’t make you ask. You sit there worrying about insulting me, but you have to know that I will hold my tongue. I switched the energy packs back before we disposed of Hatchet’s body. As far as anyone will ever know, you saved your life by a hair’s breadth of quick reflexes.”

“Esper talked to him—to Hatchet—in his final moments. He told her he was sure he pulled the trigger.”

“All the more reason for me to keep this quiet. Warrior reflexes aside, Hatchet wanted you dead. Had you not fired, merely exposing the ruse would have discredited him. Since he’s dead, the truth makes a poorer story.”

Warrior’s instincts? Hanging around Mriy and Tanny, Carl had gotten used to considering himself a noncombatant. If he hadn’t been goading Hatchet into drawing his blaster, Carl would never have been ready on the draw himself. He’d laid cheese in the trap and shoved the mouse at it nose-first. There was no denying whose fault it was that the mouse was dead. All he’d meant to do was pull his blaster a split-second too late. Hatchet would have tried to fire. He’d have failed.

That was what bothered Carl. If he’d trusted Samurai to the very core of his being, Carl would have let Hatchet pull that trigger. The fact that Hatchet had, and no one had noticed, was beside the point. Carl couldn’t stick to the plan because when his life was on the line, he trusted his trigger finger over Samurai.

Carl pounded the table with the palm of his hand. “You know what? You’re right. Let’s get that ship of yours ship-shape, rendezvous with the Mermaid, and get home to show you guys the new digs. I think you’ll like the place.”

He and Samurai shook hands, and his former squadronmate headed back to the Hatchet Job.

It would be a welcome change, getting back to Ithaca. There were problems there he knew how to solve.

# # #

Chuck Ramsey shook the pilot’s hand as Doss climbed aboard the Galveston. It was Carl’s all-purpose shit-work ship, as far as he could tell. It was huge, largely empty, and barely fit in the hangar of the Odysseus. If not for the fact that it had a nice deep-drop star-drive, there wasn’t much to say in its favor. But that didn’t stop Chuck from smiling. No one would have seen him any differently if he was sending off the Queen Elizabeth XXI.

At the top step of the boarding stairs, Doss turned. “You sure Ramsey’s gonna be smooth with this?”

Chuck didn’t let the smile falter despite his continued annoyance at Brad’s underlings all calling him Ramsey when Chuck was standing right there in front of them. “Listen, the last thing my son needs is more worries. Intel is the lifeblood of this industry, and a single astral relay is begging for a day when your eyes in the ocean go dark. Tech’s never been Brad’s strong suit, so this stuff just gets on his nerves. He’ll be happier not having to deal with it at all. A working omni and comms on demand are way more important in his book.”

“It’s just… he left Mort in charge, and Mort said not to do anything.”

“What Mort doesn’t know about tech is still less than he wishes he didn’t know about tech. One of the things you’re going to have to learn is selective initiative. Some things just need to get done, and this isn’t the navy. You’ll catch more hell for something that goes wrong on your watch than for disobeying the order that would have let it.”

There was a thoughtful frown on Doss’s face. Chuck had given the poor slob too much to think about before breaking atmo on a simple install job.

With a wink, Chuck waved Doss on his way. “And I’ll hammer things out with Mort. I’ve got years of practice.”

# # #

Mriy reclined against the side of a blade of grass. She’d decided that the giant stalks weren’t proper trees at all. The shady side offered relief from the midday sun as she ate. The insect cradled in her hands was not the tastiest of creatures she and Kubu had discovered in Ithaca’s jungle, but it was the one that had stumbled into her path at mealtime. The gooey, pale muscle tissue may have been bland, but there was enough of it to fill her belly.

A shushing of vines and shrubs signaled Kubu’s return. Any break of Mriy’s was too long for the canid. Though they brought back their meals at the same time, Kubu had gone out twice more to hunt.

“Look what I found,” Kubu said proudly. He bounded over to her, muzzle wet with blood, before heading back to commence a noisy meal.

She took a whiff before craning her neck to see above the shorter grasses. It was one of the boar-like creatures that the Odysseus survivors coveted. Had they not regained access to the vast cornucopia of the galaxy’s providence, they would have been appalled to see one wasted on such an undiscriminating palate as Kubu’s.

Mriy nodded. “Good work.” She swallowed a mouthful of insect muscle, stomach suddenly finding that it had room for so much more. Without a thought, she stood and walked around the far side of Kubu’s kill. Were he an animal, approaching from his blind side as he ate would have been dangerous. Her eyes glazed as she watched him eat.

Pausing mid-bite, Kubu looked up and met her eye. He swallowed noisily. “This is big. You want some? I share.”

For a moment, Mriy hesitated. She’d hunted her own food, shabby though it was by comparison. She didn’t require charity. But Kubu was a friend, and they were out hunting together. The sharing of a kill was an act of friendship, after all. Refusing when she was still hungry would have been a bitter gesture—even if Kubu wouldn’t understand it as such.

“Thank you.”

Mriy had little of the boar, but more than enough to fill her belly. Kubu ate the rest, tusks, bristles, and all. What wonders that canid’s anatomy must hold. There ought to have been hydraulic noises as his meals were compressed to fit within that sleek form, or great gouts of steam and smoke pouring forth as some hellish metabolism consumed them. The occasional belch seemed insufficient.

After their meal, they resumed their jungle trek. It was, for Mriy, more a stroll than a search. Following in Kubu’s trail was easy enough, and he always doubled back to match whatever pace she chose. She was happy enough not finding the marines. She was happy enough keeping away from the syndicate headquarters and its scores of humans who bore her presence with unease. The climate might have been starkly different, but it felt like hunting a game preserve on Meyang but with all the animals new and challenging.

She didn’t mind when Kubu took them through a grove once used by some predator to discard its carrion, or when he spent two hours doubling back on a trail for no reason she could discern. If Kubu’s wayward tracking kept them in the jungle longer, all the better. Perhaps Mriy ought to have been teaching him as she would her own child. After all, Kubu had no mother or pack—in this regard, even Tanny’s honorary title was insufficient. But since Mriy was happy enough hunting and exploring, scaring off anyone they might find was better than teaching Kubu how to be stealthy.

Kubu stopped suddenly, which was notable since he rarely seemed to stop without food in his mouth. Then Mriy felt the shift in the wind. A flood of human scents filled her nostrils with familiar sweat and skin oils. Amid a myriad of strangers, there was Tanny.

“Mommy!” Kubu shouted, and he was off like a striking snake.

It was too late to stop him. They’d blundered so close to the humans that they couldn’t have helped but hear him. Or had they blundered? Kubu’s ears and nose were keener than her own. Had he been on the trail this whole time while Mriy had been oblivious? She hadn’t given the canid enough credit. It was time to hope she had underestimated his common sense as well as he rushed into the jaws of their enemy.

# # #

The engines of the Sokol were in bad shape. The odds of it ever supplying enough juice to power even a single maneuvering thruster were slim to none. Fortunately, the emergency batteries were largely intact and still held sufficient power for Roddy to move onto his real project once they were connected to the ship’s main line: the comms.

The one bit of good news for Roddy was that he’d spent much of the past two days with comm circuitry on his mind, and the Sokol was a simpler rig than the Mermaid had been. The control circuits were intact. It was just the antenna relays that needed his attention. If not for one minor detail, the work would have been child’s play.

“Can you knock off the humming?” Amy asked.

When Roddy neither responded nor ceased, he found his workspace suddenly out of reach. “Hey, put me back there. This isn’t a game.” With his mag boots out of commission and the Sokol spinning, it would have taken most of his effort just to stay beside the access panels he needed. Amy had fully functioning mag boots, strong enough arms to hold him in position, and apparently no taste in music.

“Last thing I need is Blackjack’s music stuck in my head.”

Not even calling him Carl couldn’t be a good sign. “Well, I am taking care of business here, and I’m sure as hell working overtime. Oh, yeah. And if you don’t let me finish up, you’re not going to have a head for that little earworm to nest in.”

Roddy was shoved unceremoniously back into the access panel. “Fine, just hurry up. And at least switch to something by the Beatles or Elvis.”

Thoughts of continued repair work momentarily short-circuited. “Run that by me again? Connoisseur Carl used to listen to Elvis? Oh, when we get back I’m never letting him hear the end of that one.”

“No, I like his stuff. A few of us Half-Devils did some poking around the omni’s archival stuff to see if we could get a little say in our training-time musical accompaniment. Some worked better than others.”

With a noisy sigh into the mic of his open comm, Roddy switched over to humming the tune of “Imagine.” He replaced lyrics in his head as he went since there was a whole lotta shit he was trying hard to imagine was true right then. Imagine engine power; it’s easy if you try. No hell we’ve been blown to; won’t suffocate and die. Imagine all the people… living through the day.

“I can’t even keep track of the verses. They all sound the same.”

“Crosses we gotta bear, kid.” Roddy was almost finished. He resumed humming where he left off.

A few minutes later, the diagnostic panel blinked to life.

“You did it!”

“Just gotta patch this thing through to my EV helm, and…”

“You mean my helm. I’m making this call.”

“Call? You think I’ve got encryption set up? You think I have directional control of our signal? This is a mayday blasting out in every direction. Hell, I don’t even have a way to tell which way the Mobius is from here. We shout into the darkness, wait a while, and if we don’t hear anything, we do it again. And by we, I mean me.” He didn’t want to think what would happen if the Eyndar were the ones to respond to their mayday.

“Quit arguing, and patch it through to mine. I’m the senior officer out here. It was my ship that got dusted.”

“Aaaand while I kept you arguing I just got it connected to mine, but I linked you in on the receiving end. No hard feelings. Ahem… Mayday. Mayday. This is the Earth-registered vessel Mermaid. We are survivors of our ship’s destruction. We are holed up inside the wreck of the Sokol of Hades Breath. Requesting emergency evac.”

Come on, Carl. Pick up the damn comm. Roddy would have settled for anyone with a working ship and a charitable demeanor, but there was always hope for the easy solution of getting their own comrades to rescue them. He watched the seconds tick by on the heads-up display inside his helm. How long should he wait before sending another message? How long until he had given someone a fair chance to hear, process, and reply? Ten seconds seemed short. Ninety seemed fair, but maybe he was being paranoid. When five minutes had passed, he couldn’t wait any longer.

“Mayday. Mayday. We are survivors of the Earth-registered vessel Mermaid, currently aboard the derelict vessel Sokol. We have no main power, no life support, and limited oxygen left in our EV suits. Please, someone respond.”

Roddy admitted his desperation when he added the word “please.” He couldn’t honestly recall the last time he’d used it.

Ten seconds was still too short a wait, but this time, ninety seemed like long enough. “Mayday. Mayday. This is the wreck of the Sokol with two desperate salvagers stranded on board without life support. If anyone can hear this, I’d—”

“Sokol, this is the Rampage Across Great Plains. I hear your call. We answer. Do you have coordinates?”

“THANK YOU! Rampage Across Great Plains, we don’t have nav comps up. Can you use our signal as a beacon?”

“Sokol, yes, we can. Based on transmission times, I am told we should have you in scanner range very soon. I am Captain Tu Nau, and I am pleased to be lending aid to one who understands my native language.”

Roddy blinked. It was the earring. It had to be. “Sorry. I’ve got a magical charm that translates languages for me. I hear it in my own native… well, technically not my people’s native tongue. I’m laaku, but I grew up in an English-first school prefecture. You know… Human Standard. Sorry if I messed up your ship name by understanding the origin.”

Roddy might have elaborated. After all, talking to anyone friendly was a more welcome relief than getting to a washroom after a night’s drinking. But Amy still had Roddy in hand, steadying him against the wreck’s tumble. “Are you insane? Shut up! They’re on their way to rescue us. Don’t piss them off.”

“A laaku wizard? How unusual.”

“Um, not personally. I’m just friends with one. He’s not with me now. It’s just me and one human female on board. We took a smaller ship out for this salvage job and got attacked by Eyndar.”

There was a bellowing grunt over the comm that reverberated through Roddy’s sternum. “Those loathsome dogs. They wouldn’t have dared if we were closer by. I apologize if our patrol was lax. But pardon me for asking… a laaku with a wizard friend who travels the darkest parts of the Black Plains… Your name isn’t Roddy by any chance?”

Shit. Roddy had died at some point during the repair work and hadn’t noticed. Because there was no way in this lifetime that some random ship captain off the far edge of nowhere knew his name. But, Heaven or Hell, he played along. “Sure. That’s me. Rodek of Kethlet. Roddy for short.”

“By my children’s names! I earn my place in heaven tonight. It is an honor to speak with you, and will bring me great satisfaction to lend you aid. Your name is spoken loudly by the stuunji exiles.”

Click.

A tumbler fell into place and suddenly things started making sense. Hadrian IV. The Gologlex Menagerie. There had been two stuunji prisoners at that diabolical zoo—one male, one female. The aftermath of that jailbreak had been chaos, but he supposed that the survivors had more cause to remember their rescuers than vice versa.

Mort had once told him about an old human superstition called Karma. It was the belief that doing good or bad deeds led to the same sort of mojo coming back to you. Roddy had seen plenty of contraindicative evidence to blow it off, but there was little else that could explain this stuunji starship captain being in the middle of nowhere and happy to personally rescue one Rodek of Kethlet.

“That’s me. Outlaw savior, at your service.”

# # #

The copilot’s seat was someplace Mort had rarely been in any vessel. But alone aboard Don Rucker’s shuttle with just the pilot for company, he didn’t see the harm. He had tinkered with the tiny vessel’s gravity stone—a sad little grapefruit-sized hunk of Martian basalt—until he was satisfied with the feel of the seat against his backside. For what might turn out to be the last ride of his life, he at least wanted to travel in comfort.

“Why me?” his pilot asked. The bull-necked brute had an easy hand on the controls and a familiar hint of Martian accent that suggested he was suppressing a bourgeois upbringing. “Eight guys you said no to. Me, you let fly.”

Mort shrugged, keeping his hands tucked into the front pocket of his sweatshirt. “You have an honest face.”

That drew a snort from his pilot. “Sure, pal. Whatever you say.”

Blue skies parted before them as the shuttle rose through the Ithacan atmosphere. It wasn’t supposed to be a long trip, but Mort found himself wishing that it were. Traipsing off into the unknown was a daily expectation with Carl. But there was a difference between bragging about rolling up your sleeves and strangling an alien deity and heading off to actually do it. That was just a little too unknown for Mort’s taste just then.

“It’s Samson, isn’t it?”

The pilot grunted. “Yeah. I suppose the boss gave you the full rundown on me?”

“No. Nothing like that. Is that a hint of a New Singapore hitch I hear in your accent?”

“What are you, some kinda comedian? Listen, I’m just supposed to fly you down to the surface of that moon, wait for you to do God-only-knows, and fly you back. We’re gonna be landing on visuals. There’s no way to tell if there’s oxygen down there. And you won’t be able to use a comm. So don’t mind me if I’m not in a mood to get chatty.”

“Never been good with comms anyway, so that’s no loss.”

“Think you’re being cute? It’s Mort, right? Mind me calling you Mort since we’re probably both gonna die pretty soon here?”

The stars emerged, freed from their prison of overexposed light as the shuttle left the atmosphere behind. “Fine by me. I let our damn dog call me Mort. Don’t see why Don Rucker’s dogs can’t do the same.”

Samson jerked the ship’s handlebars and swung them around. Ithaca reappeared in the front window. “I don’t have to take yap from a punk wizard. Gimme one good reason not to drag you right back to the boss and tell him to find someone else to fly you.”

“Because if you blow your gig with Don Rucker, you won’t be able to send money home to your parents.”

Samson went pale. “Who you been talking to? Are you poking around inside my head, wizard?”

“Mort. Call me Mort.”

Taking his life into his own hands, Samson grabbed Mort by a fistful of his sweatshirt collar. “How do you know about my parents?”

“I’m friends with your sister.”

The hand released in an instant. Mort gave a tug and a squirm until the bunched cloth at his neck sorted itself into a comfortable arrangement.

“How do you know Esper? She’s off at a convent or something.”

“Esper’s been a busy girl this past year. I’ll make you a deal. Put us back on course for that miserable little moon over yonder, and I’ll trade you stories of Esper’s recent exploits for embarrassing ones from when she was little. Sound fair?”

If nothing else, it would give Mort something to keep his mind off the coming confrontation.

# # #

Tanny looked well. Her skin had darkened where exposed to the sunlight, which was no cause for alarm among her people. Muscles carved clear lines across her arms and stomach. She glistened with a sheen of sweat. Her garments consisted of an elastic-fabric top that she’d normally wear beneath clothing and just covered her milk glands, paired with a pair of tactical pants that had been cut off well above the knee. Like her fellow marine refugees, she was barefoot.

Kubu was surrounded by a forest of spears before Mriy made her way into the camp, flanked by a pair of spear-wielding marines of her own. There were fifteen of them, more than Mriy had suspected would be traveling together in a single group.

“These friends of yours are a pain in the ass, Rucker,” one of the marines grumbled.

Tanny strode over to Mriy, casting a wary eye in Kubu’s direction. He whined in wordless reply. When she stopped within arm’s reach, Mriy knew it was a show of boldness. Was Tanny daring her to strike out? Was she counting on her comrades to save her, or was she that confident in the strange magic her new god had imbued her with?

“Stop following us. You’ve got the ship. The jungle’s ours. Leave us alone.”

Mriy inclined her head in Kubu’s direction. “He is young. He doesn’t understand why we would leave you by yourself.”

Spreading her arms, Tanny took a step back. “Do I look alone to you? I was alone out there in the Black Ocean with you idiots. I was alone in my own head, burnt to a crisp on chem.” She closed her eyes and took a deep, noisy breath, possibly enough for her insensitive nose to smell the fragrances of the plants all around. “This is freedom. These are friends who helped me instead of keeping me in a bottle. I’m not going back with you.”

“Kubu stay?” The canid lay with his head on his paws, staring past the ring of spear points as if they weren’t there. It was a simple request laid bare before all. Mriy’s instinctive reaction was to scold him, to tell Kubu he was being foolish. But what business did the canid have among the human navy officers and spacers? He wasn’t a creature for space travel. He was even less a creature for Carl’s sort of mind games and financial trickery. At best, he would take on a role such as Mriy’s—a hunter protecting the flock.

“I have no objection.” She spoke Jiara, noting that Tanny still wore her translator earring. Mriy would have felt awkward voicing so solemn a pronouncement in her shabby English.

Tanny blinked her surprise. “What? You’d just leave him here with me?”

“It’s what he wants.” Sometimes letting a thing happen was easier than constantly fighting it. The tides, the sunrise, the change of seasons—the willful desire of a child for his mother.

“Maybe it’d be better to have this mutt on our side than constantly helping them track us down,” one of the marines suggested. Mriy wished she could better tell them apart, but they were all so similar. This one smelled a bit more of citrus than his comrades, which would have to do for now.

“We can’t just bring him back to camp. If he decides to run off, he can lead them straight to us.” This marine woman had long, braided hair.

“Leave it for Devraa to decide,” yet another marine suggested. This one was a male who reeked of lax cleansing between latrine visits.

When Tanny spoke, she held in her voice an air of authority. “We bring them both. We all either come to an understanding… or we don’t.”

It was nice, simple logic, and if she hadn’t understood the deeper meaning, Mriy would have felt much better as she and Kubu were herded off into the ever-deeper jungle at spear point.

# # #

Esper blew gently across the page, encouraging the ink to dry. It was the final page in her pre-bound book with the last words fit neatly onto it. She’d calculated its length precisely. Nothing she’d done had worked out so tidily in as long as she could remember. Was this part and parcel of becoming a wizard? With a lingering dread, she wondered if this was another of Carl’s “too good to be true” traps.

The faintly glistening red of the bloody letters darkened as it dried. When Esper was satisfied it wouldn’t smear, she shut the cover and ran a hand along the blank, leather face. It was the sort of volume that ought to have had its title embossed in gold leaf, but Esper had no intention of labeling this work. The scant few she intended to share its identity with would know it well enough without, and anyone else was best off not knowing.

It felt good getting it out of her mind. The knowledge itself was all still there, profane and perfect, embodied in an identical tome in Esperville, sitting on a bookshelf between Stella McGuire mysteries and The House of Seven Gables. She was free of the gnawing need to bring it back into the world of flesh and blood. In time, with careful machination and delving into the even darker arts of politics, she might find a way to free Mort of it as well.

Sparing a glance at the two Schultz children collapsed in slumber on her bed, Esper quietly opened her footlocker and buried the book at the bottom. For the time being, there was nothing to do but wait until she was back somewhere civilized before implementing the next phase of her plan.

Mort had been exiled from the Convocation for long enough. It was time for the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts to make its way home.

# # #

Roddy’s EV helm had an annoying feature. Among its many indicators and displays, it had an oxygen supply warning. With the promise of help on the way, the last thing Roddy wanted right then was a constant reminder that in a few short minutes, he’d begin to suffocate. That knowledge—and the accompanying spike in adrenaline—was only making that number shrink faster. He had already stopped talking, stopped moving, and at least tried to stop thinking. This was how to wait for a rescue.

He had scrounged a few meters of power cable and lashed himself to a bulkhead, content to wait out the carnival teacup ride for as long as he had to. Amy had wedged herself into a corner using her mag boots. With those long, gangly human limbs, it looked anything but comfortable.

Their wait passed in silence, once Roddy stopped bantering with the captain of the Rampage Across Great Plains. Even Amy had gone into hibernation mode, going back to ignoring him. At least this time it wasn’t out of spite.

Beep. Oxygen levels critical.

Roddy gritted his teeth and fought the urge to tear off his helm and rip out the speakers by the roots. Yes, he knew. He fucking knew. He didn’t need to be told every two minutes. Fine, he had two minutes less oxygen than the last time it yelled at him, and four minutes less than the time before that. Sooner or later, one of these times…

Roddy drifted into unconsciousness.


Some time later, he blinked and opened his eyes. He was still inside the Sokol, in the same corridor where he’d accessed the comm system. Except this time, his EV helm was nowhere to be found. Instinctively, Roddy attempted to hold his breath, but he was short of air already. A large plastic tube pressed over his face, covering his nostrils and most of his mouth. There was a comforting hiss of forced gas, and he breathed deeply and coughed.

“You will be fine, little friend,” a bass voice comforted him.

Twisting his head, he saw a stuunji kneeling beside him, feeding Roddy oxygen from a line coming from his own massive EV suit. The stuunji wasn’t wearing a helmet of any sort, so Roddy could only assume they’d gotten life support running somehow. It looked as if the gray, rhinoceros-like biped was wearing a small starfaring vessel as a suit. Unlike the form-fitting human varieties that the Mobius crew favored, the stuunji’s was blocky and mechanically articulated, adding bulk to an already massive species. In fact, it was amazing that it even fit in the corridor of a human-sized vessel.

With that realization, Roddy took better stock of his surroundings. Re-oxygenating his blood was bringing crispness to his thoughts. They weren’t in the same corridor where Roddy had passed out; they were in half of it. A section of the hull had been split like a pea pod to allow access for the stuunji rescue party. And no one had done diddly squat to repair the Sokol’s life support. The whole damn ship was sitting in the hold of a much larger vessel.

“Where’s the human woman?” Roddy asked. He sat up and waved away further help from the oxygen line. The stuunji complied, tugging until the hose retracted to a fitting by his neck. That was when Roddy realized that the opening was too small to fit over a stuunji’s nose but suspiciously the right size to jam up a nostril.

“Your companion is unconscious. Our medic is tending to her. Come. We can go see her, and we should get out of the smelting crew’s way.” A group of stuunji in work coveralls approached with some severe-looking cutting tools.

The stuunji offered a hand to help him up, and he accepted. Laaku—if they can stand under their own power at all—rarely need any assistance getting to their feet. Even a middle-aged, alcoholic laaku mechanic is as flexible as a human gymnast, and built to balance. But Roddy had taken Cultural Sensitivity in secondary school and knew that certain rituals of helping were common in more cumbersome species. He could picture a stuunji appreciating the hell out of someone offering to help pry them up to a standing position.

As he and his rescuer clambered free of the wreck, Roddy got a better look at their surroundings. Stuunji with aggressive cutting tools and grav sleds moved in and began hacking the wreck to scrap metal. Hull metal was hauled to the far end of the bay where it was fed into a smelter. He hoped they paid attention to the bits and pieces they cut away, since there was still an off chance that a couple million terras worth of biological material might be on board somewhere. But as he noticed someone hauling off an intact plasma cannon—slung across one massive shoulder—he took some reassurance.

“You’re not Captain Tu Nau, by any chance, are you?” Roddy asked.

The stuunji chuckled, feeling the rumble in the deck plates. “Apologies, little friend. I failed to introduce myself. I am Sergeant Pahn Ro, and I am honored to assist you.”

Honored. That was a first. Well, technically Roddy had been honored before, when his school headmaster had presided over his graduating class and addressed them as a whole. But if Dean Fethnar had realized that he was including an aspiring blues guitarist and latent alcoholic, he might have included an exception in his remarks.

Pahn Ro led Roddy through the Rampage Across Great Plains, giving an impromptu tour on the way. The ship was oversized to stuunji proportions with ceilings at least three meters everywhere and doorways two meters wide. Roddy couldn’t identify commonalities with any type of ship with which he was familiar.

“This ship homegrown?”

Pahn Ro hummed. “Indeed. So many cramped ships out there. We in exile decided to construct our own. Forty of us serve aboard the Rampage Across Great Plains, keeping trade and travel safe for our people and cleaning up the messes left by others.”

“Your captain mentioned exiles, too. You guys all political refugees?” As best he knew, Urbok—the stuunji home planet—had the same ARGO status as Meyang. It was a protectorate, which meant they’d been conquered.

“We are free. Much as we hate the Eyndar dogs who plague this region, their treaty with ARGO opened the path for our colonization out here.”

They passed an observation deck, a room where a pair of stuunji meditated before an altar, and a cafeteria that smelled like a garden after a rainstorm. Roddy took it all in, trying to keep his questions to a minimum. Curiosity was good in the general sense, but he knew he had a penchant for wearing thin his welcome—something he could ill-afford at this point.

A door opened with a gnashing of unseen mechanisms, and Roddy followed Pahn Ro inside.

The stuunji medical bay looked to Roddy’s trained eye like it might have once been a refitting garage for hover-cruisers. There were four beds, and the blinking equipment and vital sign indicators showed one of them was occupied. Roddy was going to have to find high ground to see its occupant.

Pahn Ro led Roddy to the bedside. Seeming to notice his lack of stature, he set the case for a hand scanner on the floor as a stepping stone. With a half meter added to ground level, Roddy could peer over the edge and see Amy lying there unconscious. There was a contraption that fit over her head like a clear plastic bubble with tubes coming out. Grossly oversized for her human head, it would have been a comfortable fit over a stuunji cranium.

“How is she?”

“She died briefly, I’m told. But if there is one species in this half of the galaxy whose medical treatments are widely known, it is humans. Half our equipment is human-built. It was no difficult task reviving her—though there was some dispute as to whether we should let the Lord keep the soul He had gathered to His breast.”

“Well, thanks for going with reviving her. There’d be hell to pay if I got her killed out here.”

Pahn Ro nodded sagely. “Tell me, which is she? Is this Tanny or Esper?”

Roddy’s tongue caught in his throat. So that was the deciding factor? These guys were assuming Amy had been one of the Mobius crew for the Gologlex job. Scared, sober little thoughts raced circles in Roddy’s head. Esper was the hero of the day there, if anyone had gotten a proper accounting of that story. But any physical description that might have gone along with it would be hard to reconcile if they took a good look at her. Tanny was brawny and gruff, but he could work with that cover story. What was brawny to a stuunji, anyway? And if Roddy made a point of calling her Tanny when she woke up, he was pretty sure he could convince Amy to play along. If she slipped up and used her real name, he could always say they were traveling under aliases.

“Neither. This is Amy, she wasn’t with us on Gologlex, but she’s Carl’s mate.”

Pahn Ro patted Amy’s hand with gentleness at odds with his vast bulk. “Well, it is good to meet another noble human. I’m no zealot; I know some of them aren’t bad at all. I’ll go find one of the doctors and have him wake her up. You can wait here with her.”

In the quiet that followed—punctuated by the hiss of the assisted-breathing machine—Roddy could only stare down at Amy in wonder. He’d had a plausible, defensible lie all cooked up and ready to go. If the stuunji were going to run a DNA scan and check it against ARGO identity records, they’d have done it already. They were just going to take Roddy’s word, and he could have turned Amy the Nobody into Tanny, Savior of Stuunji Slaves. They might have held a feast in their honor (maybe even with booze).

Instead, Roddy had told the simple truth, and nothing had happened. The gnawing paranoia while operating under a life-or-death lie just wasn’t there. It felt… liberating.

# # #

“You can’t be talking about the same girl who ran away from New Singapore,” Samson said, shaking his head. “Given the stuff we found clearing out her room, she wasn’t shy about anything.”

Mort chuckled. “Not only that, the store owner didn’t believe in mannequins—had all his merchandise displayed on live male models. I think Carl knew in advance and kept it quiet, but Esper was totally blindsided. She shut her eyes so tight you could hear the lids creaking under the pressure. Had to walk her through the place like a seeing-eye dog. Well, we settle into a quiet corner of the store while Carl and the owner haggle over details, and eventually there’s this soft electro-ding that says the place is closing for the day. I—ahem—may have given her the all-clear before realizing that the models don’t take the display clothes home with them.”

Samson let out a hoot. “The Esper I knew would’ve cat-called and tried to tip them.”

“Well, she went so red I thought she might explode. You know, like one of them old-timey bombs that gets redder and redder until… kaboom!”

The skeptical look furrowing between Samson’s brows gave Mort a moment’s pause.

“They had those.”

Samson shook his head and shrugged. “I’m no historian, but that sounds like a wizard’s tale to me. No offense.”

“Bah! Martians. What do any of you know about proper wizarding? Anyway, I’ve got another one. You ever see Esper with a hangover?”

“Only every Saturday and Sunday morning when I was home visiting. She was a wild thing. Me and Napoleon took care of Mom and Dad, but they turned right around and spoiled Esper rotten to the core. I’m glad she got herself cleaned up. If you don’t get us killed, I’m really looking forward to seeing her again.”

Mort heaved an exasperated sigh. “Now you’ve done it. Just gone and ruined the whole ‘getting your mind off landing on a deity-infested planet.’”

“Well, we’re starting our approach now, anyway.”

“Just starting? Haven’t we been approaching the bloody moon this whole time? It’s sure as toast been getting bigger out the window.”

“It’s a term. The approach is where we get ready to land.”

“Bugger of a thing, calling a landing an approach. That’s like calling a romp a tickle.”

The moon was indeed taking up most of the forward window of the shuttle. Much as Mort would have loved to beleaguer the subject, something in Samson’s demeanor warned him off. His shoulders were bunched, and there was a sheen of sweat across his forehead. When the planet disappeared from view and the window filled with the vaporous fog endemic to the moon’s upper atmosphere, Samson’s breathing quickened.

In an attempt to keep the mood light, Mort began to hum. It took him a moment to identify the tune his brain had chosen while he wasn’t paying attention. Once he did, he smirked at remembering the off-color lyrics. But if Samson was even aware of Mort’s musical attempt, he gave no indication. Samson continued to tug on the handlebars and poke at buttons. Half a dozen smaller screens vied for his attention. With the windows filled unhelpfully with opaque fog, his pilot kept his focus there.

If there were something Mort could have done, he’d have snapped to it like a bellhop at the Ritz. There weren’t many places left on Earth where a man could get law-abiding humans to do menial service jobs, but the Ritz was one of them. Of course, aboard a starship, the most useful thing Mort could do was nothing at all. So that’s what he did. On the off chance that Devraa had some science-warping magic on this moon as well, it was all the better that he keep a tight grip on the current rules of science.

“We almost there?”

“Don’t know.”

Mort had a vague notion that glancing over Samson’s shoulder would have revealed their remaining flying time. Hearing that he didn’t know was… less than comforting. While Mort would never like science, there were certain facets of its flawed and vexsome existence that one could count on. Chief among these was supposed to be reliability. Science picked its facts and stuck with them. They didn’t know how to change the rules midway through, so once such a pronouncement had been made, that was that. Simple arithmetic could figure out how long it would take to land if the science gizmos told you how far you were and how fast you were going. Samson not knowing meant that at least one key bit of information was in absence.

“Need me to—?”

“NO!” Samson snapped. Considering that the lad knew damn well who his passenger was and the sort of things he might—strictly theoretically—do to someone who talked back to him, Mort thought better of pressing the issue. If it looked like they really were going to crash, then he’d reconsider.

The shuttle broke through the cloud cover into a dingy off-white panorama of plains and mountains. It was like an old map of Luna without the sharp bits filed smooth. Didn’t bode well for the prospect of air out there on the other side of the glass, but Mort had resigned himself to that likelihood.

Mort felt his gorge rise as the terrain drew ever closer. It occurred to him that he knew next to nothing about Samson Richelieu’s qualifications as a pilot. He’d just wanted to get to know Esper’s elder brother. Accustomed to decorated, military-trained pilots growing like weeds everywhere he looked, Mort was used to a certain grace under pressure and certainly an assurance of a safe landing. A quick glance at the controls told Mort nothing—they were gibberish, same as ever.

A thump reverberated through the ship. There was no jolt to accompany it, but the view stopped shifting in the window. Samson slouched back in his seat and let out a long breath. “We made it.”

“Made it? Egads, that was the easy part. Which way is it to that central point the laaku woman kept yammering about?”

With visible effort, Samson drew himself up in the pilot’s seat and browsed the control console. “Now don’t hold me to this… we lost scanner feeds around the time we hit atmosphere. This is all based on speeds and lunar rotation and—”

“Just spit it out.”

“Far side of that rise. Maybe a couple kilos.”

Not wanting to start a metrology debate, Mort tried to remember the relationship between kilometers and miles. Two-to-one was the rule of thumb, if he remembered correctly, and he was leaning toward miles being the larger of the two. But either way, he was looking at either a mile’s walk or four. The former would be mildly inconvenient, the latter rather more a bother. Neither was disastrous.

“I can’t tell you if there’s anything to breathe out there. I mean, odds are there isn’t. I brought a couple portable breathers. Thought you might end up needing one.”

Mort patted him on the shoulder. “Good lad. Thanks, but I’ll be fine.” He dug into a pocket and pulled out a necklace of glass beads. Each whorled and swirled with pale blue radiance.

“What’s that?”

“Oh, little knickknack I picked up at the Kilimanjaro Summit gift shop. It’s a bit touristy for my taste, but I took my wife for her thirtieth birthday. Here, try it on.”

Samson cringed but allowed Mort to slip the necklace over his head. There was a faint rush of wind. “What’s that smell?”

“Supposedly the scent of the ancient African savanna. Blast me if I’d know any different. Took it along when I figured I’d be on a lot of starships, breathing scienced-up air. Then I learned that when the life support goes kerflooey, it’s not suffocation that kills the crew. I also learned that sciencey air smells better than ancient African wildlife. But the thing is, this thing’ll generate Essence of Wildebeest anywhere. It’s better than nothing; and frankly, that’s probably the only thing it’s better than.”

Mort reclaimed his necklace and slipped it over his own head. “Pleaugh. I should look into getting one of these that comes in evergreen grove, or maybe Bavarian food festival—though being constantly hungry might be a downside there. In any event, pop the hatch and set me down.”

“Oh, no you don’t. Sorry, Mort, but you’re going out the airlock.”

In a flash, Mort prepared to rend the limbs from Samson’s body. The traitor was about to airlock him! But the impulse drained away when Mort remembered that airlocks—used responsibly—had a purpose besides deep-space executions.

The airlock reminded Mort of the cryo pod they’d found with Mriy’s cousin in it—small, metal, and at the mercy of controls on the outside. Mort’s staff barely fit inside, and the hem of his ceremonial robes caught in the door the first time they tried to close it. “Damn techno-coffin wants to eat me,” he muttered. There was a faint echo.

A moment later, the door on the far side opened, and a pair of stairs folded down, leading to the surface. As Mort set foot on the rocky ground, the stairs retracted, and the airlock door closed. From the cockpit, Samson waved to Mort through the window.

It was bitterly cold. The temptation to summon fire and warm the vicinity warred with the knowledge that he needed that shuttle to get off this moon. Any sudden burst of magic might endanger his escape plan. Instead, Mort resolved to simply ignore the cold and decline its effects on his body.

The sky was overcast, but enough light was filtering through that it must have been daytime. Without Shoni of Ikuzu to interpret the spins and orbits, he was at a loss to say how long that light would last. Samson had pointed in the direction of a ridgeline halfway between a mountain and a hill. With a uniform barren rockiness all around, it was hard to judge scale and distance. Staff in hand, he trudged off to see what lay beyond.

# # #

Kubu did not like Mommy’s new friends. They were not fun to walk with. None of them said anything nice to Kubu—or to Mommy or Mriy for that matter. They argued a lot, and they all had pointy spears meant for hunting but got used in the arguing, too. Kubu hoped he never got mad enough at anyone that he had to point a spear at them because his paws had a hard time gripping anything thin and round.

Everyone had gone on a long walk, and part of it was through a sneaky tunnel under a mountain. There was a big rock blocking the tunnel, and it took three of Mommy’s friends to move it. Kubu offered to help, but nobody listened.

Now they were in one of the jungle cities. It was like the ones Mort liked to break, except Mort hadn’t broken this one yet. All the tall, pointy rock towers were standing, and Mommy was leading the way toward one of them. Kubu was finally going to get to talk to this Devraa person who everyone was always worried about!

Mriy laid a hand on Kubu’s shoulder. “Remain calm. Play along for now.” She used her very quiet voice, the one that most people’s ears weren’t good enough to hear. Kubu had very good ears.

Kubu wanted to tell Mriy that he was pretty sure that no one here was looking to play. Thinking that this was play time might get Mriy in trouble. But while Mriy had very good ears too, Kubu couldn’t do the quiet voice. Even his quietest voice was too loud for people not to hear.

Kubu’s tummy was rumbly. They hadn’t stopped for a snack or let Kubu run off to hunt since they found each other. At times, Kubu wondered what went on in human tummies. Certainly not much. Food sat in a human tummy for a long time before it went away and the tummy demanded more. Kubu hoped that this big talk with Devraa was short, and that there was a feast afterward.

This was Kubu’s first time going up one of the big ramps that went ‘round and ‘round the towers. Mort knocked them down before letting Kubu have a chance to go up. He could see a long way over the sides, over the tops of the big grass and over the littler buildings. The times he tried to stop and really take a good look, someone bumped him or grumbled something mean to make him start up again. If they had been something other than people, Kubu would have just knocked them all off the ramp for being so mean. But it was wrong to hurt people, and these were most certainly people.

Kubu sighed. Being a good boy wasn’t always easy.

Near the top of the tower, the ramp ended at a doorway. It was a nice doorway, big enough that Kubu didn’t have to squeeze to get through. On the inside, the tower was hollow like a knock-knock fruit but less tasty. There were lots of tilted beds made of rock, and Mommy’s friends laid down on them, looking up. It was the middle of the day, and Kubu wasn’t sleepy. He just hoped that they would let him go find something to eat while everyone else napped.

“Go on,” Mommy said, patting one of the rock beds. “We do this to talk to Devraa. Nothing to be afraid of.”

Kubu had never been afraid of naps or of talking to people. “Do you talk to Devraa in nap time? Is it like that time we all went in Lloyd’s head?”

Mommy blinked and looked at Kubu funny. “Um, no. This is nothing like that. It’s more like a big holovid theater. We’re all going to ask Devraa to talk to us, and usually, he answers.”

“If he doesn’t answer, can we have lunch?”

Mriy stepped over. “He eats more than you can imagine. In the time it took to get here, he could have eaten four meals.”

“If this goes the way I think it’ll go, we can put together a little hunting party. I think everyone’ll love having Kubu around once they see how good a hunter he is.”

Kubu wagged his tail.

Since he wanted to get the talking over with and have lunch, and since he had been reassured there would be no napping, Kubu stepped onto one of the beds and lay down. While everyone else—even Mriy—lay on their backs, Kubu had to settle for curling up and twisting his head to look upside down toward the ceiling. Any other position had most of him flopping off the sides of the rock bed.

“We gather,” one of Mommy’s friends said, using his outdoor voice. “Today we announce a new brother and sister to mighty Devraa, praise him for his wisdom.”

Kubu took a quick glance around, looking for new brothers and sisters, but he didn’t see anyone else waiting to come in.

“Devraa is wise,” Mommy’s friends all said at the same time.

Kubu wasn’t sure whether he was supposed to say it too, since no one had told him. He stayed quiet, which usually got him in less trouble.

“We listen for the voice of Devraa to judge the souls of these wayward hunters,” Mommy’s friend said.

“Devraa, we listen,” everyone said at once. Well, everyone except Mriy and Kubu—even Mommy was saying it.

“We open ourselves to you, Devraa!” Mommy’s friend shouted.

That was when the ceiling went away. One minute, there was a ceiling; the next, the sky was above them. Kubu didn’t see it go, and it didn’t make a big noise like the ramp on the flying house. The sky was so very big today. The moons that drifted by at night like slow clouds were so close Kubu imagined he might leap up and chomp down on them—not that moons looked yummy, but chomping down on something juicy and delicious was taking up a lot of Kubu’s thinking.

“WHY HAVE YOU CONTACTED ME?” a voice boomed, shaking the tower. It came from all around. Kubu looked in every direction until he came to a realization: the tower was the one talking.

“Great Devraa, praise your might,” Mommy’s friend shouted.

Kubu waited, expecting everyone else to say something, too. He wasn’t disappointed. “Devraa is mighty.”

“Devraa, we have two new disciples for you,” Mommy’s friend said. “Their names are Mriy and Kubu. They are hunters of great skill. They sought out your followers.”

“THESE ARE TWO OF THE DESTROYER’S COMPANIONS?” the tower asked.

“Yes, Devraa. They once were the Destroyer’s companions. Now they have—”

“SILENCE. TAKE THEM PRISONER. DO NOT ALLOW THEM TO LEAVE UPON THREAT OF BANISHMENT. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”

Kubu decided that he didn’t like this tower. He had never met a tower, and he didn’t know if all towers were mean, but this one certainly was.

“Kubu does not want to be a prisoner!” he said, leaping to the ground.

“It will be as you said, mighty Devraa,” Mommy’s friend said.

Mommy jumped up and stood on her rock bed. “You can’t do this! These two can be a great addition to our tribe.”

“BE SILENT! I HAVE MORE PRESSING WORRIES THAN THE LIKES OF YOU. NOW END THIS COMMUNION, OR I WILL BE FORCED TO WASTE MY OWN POWERS SEVERING IT.”

Mommy’s friend said something mumbly to the tower, and the ceiling came back. But Kubu was less worried about the big sky than the number of Mommy’s friends—who were clearly not Kubu’s friends or Mriy’s—who were pointing spears at him.

“Mriy, what should we do?” Kubu asked. He used his old words, so that Mriy’s through-the-ear magic would hear it, but Mommy’s friends wouldn’t understand.

There was a snarl at the back of Mriy’s throat that Kubu was used to hearing before she pounced on a hunted animal. Kubu tensed, ready to hunt people with her if that’s what they had to do. It was wrong to hurt people, but there was a lot of other wrong here, and Kubu trusted Mriy to know the right one to pick.

“For now, we do nothing.” Mriy dropped her hands to her sides and bowed her head. Mommy’s friends swarmed around her and tied her hands behind her back. Kubu they merely prodded along with spears.

Kubu wondered, and not for the first time, why he let little people with pointy things—things that would break long before they hurt him badly—order him around.

# # #

Chuck Ramsey could still work a room. In fact, since this sorry lot of marooned sailors had hardly taken a sniff of civilized air in six years, it was like fishing at the aquarium. To make matters even easier, the plumes of smoke rising from the grill smelled of genuine, Titan-grown beef and chicken. He had to imagine that these poor saps had eaten plenty of flame-kissed meals during their exile, but none that tasted like home.

“Dig in,” Chuck called out as he slid cooked burgers onto a platter with a spatula. “Grab beers from the cooler. I’ve got Tuskaloosa, Thomas Jefferson, Wizard Hat, and if you’re feeling nostalgic for swill, Earth’s Preferred.”

“What’s the occasion?” Montoya asked. Chuck had to mentally filter out the ranks that they’d given when introducing themselves. This wasn’t an outfit that needed military ranks. Not anymore, at least.

“Occasion? We just installed a new astral relay in what has to be record time,” Chuck replied, making sure he was loud enough for everyone to hear. “And hell, it’s not like this syndicate is making any money yet. You guys are pretty easy if you’re getting this excited before you’ve even had your first payday.”

Hassim took a burger and slid it between a pair of buns. “Payday’s all well and good, but we’re still getting used to honest-to-goodness food again. Even on deployment, food wasn’t this good.”

“Simple pleasures,” Chuck assured him. “But sooner or later, everyone’s going to want a personal holo-projector or a new wardrobe. I heard you guys knit sweaters out of the fibers from those grasses.” He shuddered.

“Ramsey’s going to come through,” Hoss insisted.

Chuck slapped down a line of raw beef patties on the grill, wiping the grease on his apron. It sure was something the way Brad had these recruits twisted into seeing him as something other than a lucky screw-up with delusions of authority. “Maybe he will, at that. But that’s hardly the point. What kind of outfit sends its top man out foraging for terras? He’s out there with what… six or seven on that rowboat of his? And there’s nearly a hundred of you fine folks back here having a barbecue and playing that nifty fighting game Roddy made. A real leader would be running point, coordinating transport and communications for everyone, while the syndicate puts its overall strategy into effect.”

Hassim shook his head and swallowed a mouthful. “It’s not like that. The plan is Ramsey goes out and runs jobs while we hold down the fort here.”

“That boy of mine can barely afford to keep one ship flying, doing things his way. Really, what’s a typical job net him? Maybe ten-, twenty-thousand terras. Respectable salary if you keep ‘em coming hot and fast like these burgers here.” Chuck flipped over the line of burgers with casual flicks of the spatula. “But you cut that pie a hundred ways, all anyone gets is crumbs. A real organized outfit is going to want reliable income, steady revenue streams that keep people fed, housed, and more than passingly comfortable. I mean, if you can’t tweak out your pad a little, what’s the point of playing in the deep end of the ocean? Go find an honest job if you like scraping by. You look at an outfit like the Rucker Syndicate…”

“Wait,” Hoss said. “You’re not in the Rucker Syndicate, are you?”

Chuck gave a belly laugh. “Nah, nothing that formal. But me and Don go back a ways. Not way way back, but since he became my Brad’s fatherin-law, the two of us have kept in touch. Hell, if I’d met him as a young man, I’d have retired someplace nicer than the dark side of Luna. It actually does get annoying knowing that some puke a couple hundred kilometers away has a horizon view of Earth while I get nothing but a starry sky. But that’s neither here nor there. The point is, Don runs a tight ship, and his people get paid. That’s the example you should all look to, not a scavenger outfit that’s not even all that successful.”

Montoya scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah. I mean, don’t get me wrong. Don Rucker’s a big name and all, but I don’t see how we can do what he does. I mean, Ramsey has a system, and if we grow it…”

“Kid, take it from me. I’ve been around the galaxy more than a few times, and I’ve seen what makes the planets orbit. People are people. Terras are terras. You separate the one from the other the same way in the Cat’s Eye Nebula as you do on Earth. Only difference is: out here there’s nobody watching over your shoulder to lock you up for it. You don’t know how to pull it off? That’s fine. I know the ins and outs, and I’m happy to help out my son’s new business venture by sharing my hard-won wisdom.”

Chuck watched the gathered faces as he offloaded another line of cooked burgers onto the platter. The brash ones, the quiet ones, the ones who’d paid more attention to the food than to him—he had their full attention now. Time to take firm hold of the rudder and give Brad’s ship a good steer.

# # #

Desolate. Desolate. Desolate. Metropolis.

Mort’s trek across the Little Brother moonscape met his expectations right up until that point. It was a whole lot of nothing that did its damnedest to wear through the soles of his shoes. But as Mort stood straddling the peak of the ridgeline, he had the distinct impression that someone had gone to great lengths to keep a secret.

The city resembled the jungle settlements on Ithaca in architecture and scope, but this one was far from being an abandoned ruin. All around the periphery, towers of moon-white stone rose from the desolate ground and between them a fence of translucent green surrounded the city. It formed a terrarium of sorts, clean and pure, separate from the lifeless air and barren soil outside. Within, Mort saw trees and gardens, lush as anything its sibling moon could boast but tame rather than wild. The buildings within had lights in the windows, and there was movement in the streets. From this distance and through the haze of the barrier, it was hard to make out much detail, but one thing was clear. This city was inhabited and not by a lonely alien deity.

The best puzzling was done with the puzzle in hand. Mort could stare from the ridge all day and not come to any better or more definitive conclusions than he had already drawn. Time was dragging him slowly into the future, and somewhere in that future an anxious gangster was going to write Mort off as dead and head back to Ithaca without him. Using his staff as a walking stick, Mort made the gradual descent to the valley and its alien settlement.

As he walked, Mort pondered his options. First of all, he had to admit the remote possibility that this wasn’t an alien civilization at all. Humans had done some pretty kooky things throughout their history, and a Convocation refugee starting his own fiefdom in the middle of nowhere wasn’t the strangest Mort could imagine. If that was the case, he was in for an unpleasant conversation, likely followed by tea and an exchange of news from Earth—once he convinced Devraa to knock off the phony god routine.

But assuming these were aliens of some sort, Mort’s task became more complicated by the presence of a city. What if Devraa wasn’t a single magic-attuned being but rather a committee of sorts, keeping up the ruse by joint effort? That might be a problem. Mort had come with grand notions of a classical wizardly battle, man against would-be god. That notion would get spewed out an airlock if he was facing a dozen or more foes.

To calm his self-reinforcing worries, Mort took a long, deep breath, trying his best to ignore the leftover scent of long-dead migratory cattle wafting from his necklace. “Can’t go back without at least getting an answer. Mordecai The Brown can’t be slinking off with his tail between his legs. No siree. Closure or bust.” There was a comforting fatalism in his pronouncement. He’d set himself on a path and would walk it to its end, no matter the destination.

Of course, as Mort approached his actual, physical destination, the tower and barrier loomed ever higher. It seemed likely that sooner or later someone would raise an alarm or at least show some sign that he had been spotted. But who looks out to a desolate landscape when they have paradise caged within? Who sets watch on a world hidden from science with no other settlements around? From that perspective, Mort found it far more plausible when he arrived at the nearest of the stone towers unmolested.

It must have been over a hundred feet tall, by Mort’s reckoning. Probing with the butt of his staff, the barrier was solid and impervious but not directly dangerous. There was no evidence of a door or gate leading into the city, and Mort doubted that he’d be welcome at one even if there were. Instead, he paused at the base of the tower and examined it in detail.

The whitish stone was the same elemental earth he’d walked across from the shuttle. There was no evidence of chisel marks, seams, or mortar. Running a hand over the surface, it was rough like pumice. While architecturally similar to the towers of the Ithacan jungle cities, this version appeared to have been grown from the rock, not built by labor. Whether this was the archetype or the copy, the structures on the two moons were not built by the same artisans. Since there were no glyphs visible from Mort’s side of the barrier, there were only two ways he could think of to get across to the other side.

First, Mort could make a ruckus. Yelling, pounding, hurling fire and lightning into the sky—eventually someone would take notice of him. Whether that might gain him entry to the city or get the local equivalent of boiling oil poured onto him by siege defenders was anyone’s guess.

Mort instead chose the second option. This option involved jamming the butt of his staff against the tower at waist height and reciting a familiar litany that had toppled many of Devraa’s towers on Ithaca. Initially, nothing happened at all, but Mort wasn’t the quitting sort. Eventually, even this self-assured structure began to have doubts. Why was it so tall? Wasn’t this awfully thin for something to bear the weight of a massive barrier? How could it be expected to bear the additional burden of an angry and determined wizard? It was perfectly reasonable and understandable if it cracked and gave way under the inexorable pressure.

Crack.

The base of the tower snaked with fissures, and Mort redoubled his efforts, emboldened by immanent success. He took a moment to realize an open question lingering in the tower’s unthinking essence. “Don’t fall on me, you daft, oversized toothpick. Fall that way!” Mort stepped back and pointed to the city beyond. He shielded his face as the tower toppled and shattered, throwing up a cloud of dust that momentarily overwhelmed the ancient African savanna breeze.

Waving a hand in front of his face to ward off the fog of particulate debris, Mort climbed the rubble and made his way into the city.

# # #

Roddy trudged up the ramp of the Mobius. It felt good to have Mort’s gravity pulling him down again, and even better not having the wizard around to notice him enjoy it. Amy followed close behind. If she was inclined to rejoice at the prospect of being back, it was tempered from a recent bout of being brought back from the dead by stuunji medics. She was being a bit of a baby about it, too. You’d think that she’d have shown a little more gratitude to their rescuers, but it had been Roddy who’d had to play diplomat. Luckily for him, the stuunji had been practically groveling over having a hero like him aboard.

“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Carl said with a lopsided grin. “I swear this isn’t the ship I sent you two off with.” He poked his head out from under the overhang of the cargo back and gawked at the hangar bay of the Rampage Across Great Plains.

Amy stumbled into Carl and wrapped her arms loosely around his waist, resting her head on his shoulder.

“She’s had a rough day,” Roddy said. “You know, what with coming face to face with the grim repo crew. I blame you for this, by the way.”

“Me?” Carl asked, holding Amy but otherwise ignoring her. “I’m not responsible for random Eyndar attacks just because I didn’t singlehandedly win us the war.”

“You were the one so concerned about that cargo that you sent us off in a limping ship to secure it.”

“That’s a lot of money!”

“That’s exactly my point.”

A stuunji cleared his throat, if that’s what the bass whuffle that came from their escort was meant to be. “I presume that this is Carl, captain of the savior vessel Mobius.” There was a gathering of a dozen or so stuunji. The rest looked on in respectful silence.

Carl kissed Amy atop the head and passed her along to Esper for safekeeping. “Um, yeah. That’s me, old Savior Carl. I don’t go around bragging much, so I’m surprised word’s gotten out about our little jailbreak on Hadrian IV.”

Roddy’s brain hurt from processing Carl’s statement. Not a word of that was true aside from “Carl.”

“My name is Tu Nau, captain of the Rampage Across Great Plains. Word of your heroism echoes across the Endless Void. While we can offer no proper recompense for your deeds, we have secured your lost cargo.” He stepped aside, and a stuunji stepped forward bearing a crate that looked like it had been through a firefight or two but seemed intact. The stuunji carried it aboard and set it before Carl with a stiff bow that brought the crown of his head in line with Carl’s eyes. “Never will you lack for hospitality in stuunji territory. Your ship and crew will be known by all as friends.”

With a dignified smile, Carl sketched a shallow bow of his own. “Captain Tu Nau, I thank you. You’ve not only returned two of my crew who would otherwise have died, but you’ve paid me a great honor. As much as I would like to share a feast with you, I have pressing business. My people need me, and I have to see to them before my own indulgences.”

Tu Nau bowed his head. “I understand. Go with grace, Captain Carl. But before you depart, might I inquire about your other crewman?” He gestured with an open palm toward Esper. “Is this either Esper or Tanny?”

“I’m Esper. Pleased to meet you.” She kept Amy wrapped in a hug that prevented any gesture of greeting in reply.

“The One Church’s caller… it is quite an honor. Rai Kub and Myo Tam spoke well of their treatment by the crew of the Nineveh. Both have begun study of the human prophets thanks to you and the Nineveh crew.” Tu Nau spared a glance in Carl’s direction, and with a flicker of apologetic smile, he backed away. “I will delay you no longer. Go with God, Mobius crew.”

A minute or so later, they were sealed inside and the Mobius lifted off. Roddy wasn’t quite sure who was at the controls, but with Carl’s Half-Devil buddies around, there were plenty of candidates. As they followed Esper and Amy up the stairs toward the common room, Carl pulled Roddy aside.

“She OK?”

“Not sure. We butted heads plenty on the outbound ride, and I got my share of the cold shoulder. But this seems different. The stuunji docs swear she’s fine, but you and me know Amy was never fine in the head to begin with. Beats the hell outta me what’s got into her.”

Carl ran fingers through his hair. “Hmm, that’s something to look out for. Meanwhile, I got Don Rucker camping out in the Odysseus, wanting to talk to Tanny, and Mort sitting on him to keep him from gumming up the works. Last thing I need is half my syndicate jumping ship to go work in the big leagues.”

“Hey, that load-lifter of bullshit you just unloaded back there… you get that off the omni or something?”

“Hell yeah. The five-minute guide to stuunji culture. Aside from some specifics I mixed in, that’s straight out of their etiquette guide.”

“Speaking of etiquette, how about offering the nearly-dead a beer? I think I’ve gotta pick and choose my sobriety, and this day sure as shit calls for getting plastered.”

# # #

Esper had been in Carl’s quarters before. It wasn’t the nicest place on the ship, neither in scent nor decor. But since it had become joint quarters for Carl and Amy, it had improved—at least marginally. As they entered, Amy disengaged from Esper’s supporting shoulder and sat down at the foot of the bed.

“Do you mind closing the door?” Amy asked.

Esper backed out with a gentle smile. “Of course. Get some rest.”

“No!” Amy said, extending a hand. “I mean I need to talk.”

“Oh,” Esper replied, slipping back inside and shutting the door. Watching for signs from Amy, Esper took a seat beside her on the bed. “What would you like to talk about?”

“You’re… well-versed, right? I mean, beliefs and all that? You must have studied the Torah, right?”

Esper shrugged. “Of course. What’s the matter?”

“I just mean, I’m not a member of the One Church, and I don’t want things muddied up in mixed theology.”

Putting an arm around Amy, Esper tried to reassure her with a warm smile. “How about you tell me what the problem is, and we’ll see where things go from there.”

“I died.”

“I heard. Nearly two minutes. You’re a lucky girl, still sitting here breathing.”

“There was nothing.”

A cold knot twisted in Esper’s stomach. “Amy, who knows what was going on in your brain right then. Maybe you just can’t remember. Maybe you’re not meant to remember if you come back.”

“What if I just wasn’t good enough?”

Esper hugged her. Amy broke down crying. “We all have our flaws and sins. I can’t believe that you don’t have a place in the world to come.”

“But you don’t know the things I’ve done,” Amy protested between sobs. “I’ve done things, things good people shouldn’t do. I’m a killer. It was my job in the navy—to kill. Now I’m helping found a crime syndicate. I just wanted to find out what happened to the Odysseus. And I made my mother insane. I didn’t mean to. I swear! But she couldn’t take being around me anymore, and she was too good a mother to abandon me. It just… I just… broke her.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“But there was nothing waiting for me when I died.”

“Remember that God is all-knowing. I think the simplest explanation is that He knew it wasn’t your time. He knew you were coming back to us. No fair getting a peek and coming back to tell everyone, right?”

Amy managed a weak chuckle between sniffles at an admittedly weak joke. “It makes you think, though.”

“It makes good people think. That’s why I’m not worried about you. You have a good soul.”

Amy made no reply, simply allowing Esper to hold her and comfort her. Esper hated it coming to this, but a revelatory moment could change a life. She wouldn’t wish such an existential crisis on her worst enemies… but she wished a few more of her friends could see the peril of their lifestyle as clearly as Amy just had.

# # #

Carl knocked on the door of his own quarters. Two women inside were one more than he was willing to barge in on.

Esper opened the door, but instead of letting him in, she stepped out and shut the door behind her. “She needs a little alone time.”

“Fine. We need a little astral time. And by a little time, I mean as little time getting back to Ithaca as you can manage. Turn the astral purple or pink and yellow for all I care, just get us moving.”

“What about the Hatchet Job?”

“They’ll catch up when they can. I need to do damage control before half my syndicate tries to jump ship and work for Don Rucker. Or worse, he decides to take over the whole operation himself.”

Esper sighed and used one of those condescending-but-amiable smiles on him. “I’ll do my best.”

“Oh, don’t gimme that. I know you’ve got it in you. Spare me the phony humility.”

“You know, half of humility is acting the part.”

“Save it. I’m an expert on faking humility and acting the part. Just do your job—make that Mort’s job—and cut out transit time to the bare minimum. And yeah, I’m fully aware that I’m being an ass in front of the kids. I’ll make it up to them with ice cream when we get back to Ithaca.”

Esper frumpled her brow. “That’s my ice cream.”

“Well, you can have some too, when we get back. Hell, once we sell that goo in the cargo hold, you can live on ice cream if you want. But we’re going to need a syndicate to go back to, so let’s get this boat rowing.”

# # #

Mriy had been imprisoned before. Of all the Mobius crew, she suspected that she’d been on the wrong side of a locked door more times than anyone. She lacked Carl’s hypnotic tongue, Esper’s genuine innocence, Tanny’s tactical acumen, and Roddy’s curious penchant for never being around when authorities showed up to clear a mess they’d all helped make. Somehow, the thought of anyone capturing Mort alive seemed implausible. To top matters off, she was most often guilty of something. Human and azrin sensibilities often ran contrary to one another, and Mriy felt that being an outlaw ought to give her more cultural leeway than she actually received. Nevertheless, this was among the least menacing prisons she’d seen.

The walls were the same yellowed stone as the rest of the marines’ city. The sweltering humidity of the jungle gave way to a dank coolness within the cell. They had but a single exit, and it was a doorway without a door. The only thing keeping Mriy and Kubu from escaping was the presence of two guards flanking that doorway, just out of view outside. Mriy could smell them clearly. She could hear their breathing and the scuff of their feet as they shifted over the course of a long watch. Neither spoke, even to one another, while they guarded. Originally the marines had proposed placing a single guard on the door, but Tanny had warned against that and insisted two be stationed. Her argument had been that Mriy had Kubu were too much for a single guard to handle should they try to escape. Mriy had to dig her claws into the palm of her hand to keep from boasting that even two were no match for them.

The last thing Mriy needed was for the marines to find some number of door guards that could put up a true fight. Because if a more reasonable course of action didn’t present itself soon, she had every intention of breaking free and fleeing.

It wasn’t that she and Kubu were in any discomfort. They had fur sleeping mats made from local animal skins—something shaggy that had been washed too many times in raw lye. Food had been provided in the form of giant melons that Kubu devoured in two bites and a handful of fist-sized rodents that the marines apparently considered good when cooked. Mriy had hers raw and wondered if cooking might do something for the bile taste of their meat. For amusement, they had been provided nothing. There were a trio of jungle rocks for sitting on and a wooden platform on short legs that could serve as a table, but there was nothing to do but lounge and wait. Mriy was capable of both. Kubu, possibly neither.

The overgrown canid paced the room, panting despite the coolness. Kubu’s attempts to elicit more food only earned him a terse reprimand from the guards and assurances that neither of them would be allowed to starve. It was the only subject that roused their captors to conversation.

At length, there was a shift change, and two new guards replaced the old ones. Two human women this time. One was larger than Tanny, dark skinned and clean shaven. The other was smaller, pale, with a long single braid that began at the top of her head. Though it was impossible to judge the effects of Devraa’s gift of power, Mriy still liked her odds against both. Strength and sturdiness Devraa provided, but Mriy had seen no evidence that the alien deity granted the half-deaf, scent-blind humans who worshiped him any competent senses. Still, it was daylight. If they were going to make an escape, Mriy would prefer they first receive the traditional human dusk-meal, then use the darkness and the night sounds of the jungle to help cover their escape.

“I’m bored,” Kubu said. Mriy had lost track in her running count of how many times he’d said it. For a while, it was running a close second behind “I’m hungry” and just ahead of “when will Mommy be back?”

“Think of this as training,” Mriy replied. “Patience is an excellent skill to master.” She wished that at some point in her life, she’d done a better job honing that particular skill herself. Mriy had become accustomed to life with entertainment available upon her whim, interspersed with drudgery and mortal fear. Life aboard a starship was rarely boring. Neither was hunting in the jungle where she could explore as she pleased, kill what she liked, and experience new scents with every change in the wind.

“I don’t want to be good at patience. Patience is boring.”

“Yes, patience and boredom are close friends. Occupy yourself with thinking.”

Kubu growled softly and lay on his fur mat. Even curled up, he spilled over the edges on all sides. A short time later, he reported his progress. “I keep thinking I want to see Mommy and take her home.”

“Think back to hunting the jungle,” Mriy suggested. “Remember the animals you ate and how you chased them.”

Kubu snarled. “Now I’m hungry again!” He stood and padded over to the door. “Excuse me. Can I—?”

“No!” one of the guards snapped. “Food will be delivered when the time comes and no sooner.”

“When will—?”

“Be silent!”

Finally taking the hint, Kubu slumped down on his mat with a sigh that stank of melons and the uniquely canine odor that always carried on his breath.

Hours passed, and the guards changed again.

This time, it was a brawny male with skin the color of an equatorial azrin’s fur. He was paired with Tanny.

Mriy shot Kubu a warning glare when she noticed his tail wagging. The childlike brute could barely contain his excitement, and excitement was the last thing they needed just then.

The two pairs of guards exchanged status updates and small pleasantries. Mriy gathered that the two departing guards were Fay and Yari. The newcomer with Tanny was called Ayjay. A small, feral part of her wanted to ambush them as they stood all together. Quick. Brutal. Eliminate three enemies before they knew what was happening. Tanny would either come willingly or be taken unconscious. With hours before the next change of guards, they would be long gone and traveling faster than the marines could hope to pursue.

“I hear you two have been grousing about the food,” Tanny called inside, not showing herself in the doorway. “I hear they’re bringing up your dinner in about half an hour. So just hang in there, don’t cause any trouble, and Devraa will make a decision on you once he’s done with whatever business had him too busy this morning.”

“Mommy, can Kubu come out and say hello?”

“Sorry. Orders are orders. Just stay put and everything will be OK.”

“Can… Mommy come inside and Kubu can say hello?”

“No, Kubu.”

Kubu whined softly. “Can Kubu have a hug? Just a little one?”

“No,” Tanny snapped. “This is like the zoo. You’re in a box again, and you get fed when we give you food. But just like then, everything’s going to be OK.”

“But Mommy!”

Mriy hissed. Kubu put his ears back and hung his head.

The reference to the Gologlex Menagerie, the zoo for sentients where they’d found Kubu, was a clue. Yes, Kubu had been caged. But he had been rescued by Tanny and taken away from that horrible place. Unless Mriy was mistaken, that was a hint that their release would be coming soon.

But dinner arrived before any rescue materialized. It was more of the same for Kubu. The large melons were probably the bulkiest food the marines could easily secure. For Mriy, it was the leg of a large, insectile creature. “This is cooked!” she protested.

“The raw meat’s poisonous,” Ayjay replied tersely. “Some sort of bacteria grows in it. Boiled, it’s safe for humans. You don’t get to order off the menu here. You don’t want it, some hunter who earned that meal would be happy to eat it.”

Mriy had to think of her escape. Stopping to hunt would slow them down, and running long distances on an empty stomach was begging to pass out from lack of blood sugars. “Thank you.” She puzzled over the insect leg, finally settling on squeezing the tip until it cracked and forced the gummy meat out the open shoulder socket. It was bland and briny—oversalted in the boiling, she suspected—but it was edible.

With dinner digesting in their stomachs, it was back to waiting. Dusk deepened into night. The bright opening of the doorway faded to match the blackness of the walls except where the doorframe itself caught the planetlight.

Tanny’s boot scraped the stone. She peered into the cell.

“Man your post, soldier,” Ayjay said, but there was only mild reproach in his voice.

“Too quiet in there,” Tanny said. “You sure they’re still inside?”

“Huh? Where would they go?”

“I don’t know, but it’s so damn dark I can’t make out Kubu.”

Ayjay leaned around and looked inside as well. He aimed a finger into the darkness. “He’s right—” His next word was cut off in a fit of choking as the edge of Tanny’s hand slammed into his throat. Ayjay fell to the floor, dropping his spear with a clatter as he gasped for breath. Tanny hit him again, and he fell silent.

“Come on you two. Let’s get you out of here.”

Kubu didn’t need to be told twice. He bounded out and bowled into Tanny. She was forced to either hug him or be thrown to the ground. “Mommy, mommy, mommy! I missed you!”

Mriy retrieved Ayjay’s spear and swiveled her head, sweeping the area for signs of alarm. “What’s your plan?”

“I’ll take you as far as the river a few klicks from the South gate. Then I’ve got to get back before the shift change.”

“No! Mommy has to come, or Kubu is staying.”

Tanny took Kubu’s face in both her hands. “You need a good life, Kubu. You’re not a wild animal, as much fun as it is to play around like you are. Hunting is a sometimes game, not an all-the-time thing. You need an education, a job someday. You need to prove you’re sentient and get your ARGO resident status. You need to find more of your own kind, start a family, have little Kubus of your own. You can’t do any of that here with me. I can’t let you stay.”

“But, Mommy…” There was no follow-up. Kubu didn’t have the sort of logical arguments to counter her. All he could do was object on principle.

“Kubu, Mriy is going to take you home. I want you to promise me you’ll stop coming after me. It’s not safe, and this is no life for you.”

Kubu shook his head, breaking Tanny’s loose grip.

“Kubu… promise me.”

He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head harder.

“Kubu, either I’m your mommy and you do what I say, or I’m not your mommy and you have no reason to be here. Now promise.”

Hanging his head, Kubu used the softest voice Mriy had ever heard from him. “I promise.”

Mriy extended a claw at Ayjay. “What about this one? How will you explain your attack on him?”

Tanny flashed Mriy an apologetic smile. “I need a little help from you. I can hit my head and knock myself out when I get back. But I need you to make it look like you were the one who killed him.”

Leaning down, Mriy took hold of the human by the neck. There was a pulse there. Tanny had only rendered him unconscious. Barring a miracle of luck, he would remember the encounter with Tanny upon awakening. With a quick slash, Mriy opened the man’s throat. Her artificial claws were so sharp she barely felt any resistance from the tender flesh. She made sure Tanny’s attention was elsewhere when she cleaned the blood that stained them.

“Now let’s move,” Tanny said. “We’re on the clock. Guard change is in about two and a half hours.”

# # #

After picking his way across a field of broken stones made by his own handiwork, Mort stumbled into a hidden paradise. The alien metropolis was vibrant with gardens and topiary, in perfect repair—barring a lone pillar and all that lay beneath its fall—and teeming with inhabitants. It was a far cry from the sardine cans of Earth or the tube cities of Phabian, but compared to the ghost cities of Ithaca, it was heavily populated. Any attempts at throwing a dart toward an estimated census was thwarted by all the running around and screaming they did when Mort approached. Even if they were the sorts to greet visitors with tea and cookies, Mort supposed that throwing down a civic monument that probably predated their recorded history and letting their captive atmosphere leak into the desolate wasteland outside probably disqualified him for a warm welcome.

The inhabitants themselves were fascinating. There was nothing Earth-like about them. Their faces looked like the T intersection of a pair of peeled, gray bananas with wide-set eyes and a tiny mouth. Those mouths certainly produce quite a volume when terrified. The creatures’ bodies were obscured beneath wrapped cloth reminiscent of a toga, but the arms that protruded were twig-thin, ending in four-fingered hands with bulbous knuckles. Idiosyncrasies aside, they were bipedal and cephalized, which made them familiar enough to empathize with—were Mort in the mood to empathize.

Mort’s present issue was twofold. First, he had no idea where Devraa might be among the vast, grid-like network of streets and buildings. Second, and more urgently, he was hungry. Without an established protocol for deicide, Mort hadn’t thought so far as to pack a bag lunch. Big-picture concerns had dominated his planning. How could he get to a moon that the atom-brained scientists couldn’t see with their look-o-scopes or sniff with their science-sniffers? Who was he even looking for, and once he found him, how was Mort going to kill him? And along the way, issues like “who the hell put a bloody city-in-a-bottle on this moon?” popped up, demanding yet more attention. Silly concerns like packing a ham sandwich or three just hadn’t bubbled to the surface to be skimmed and collected.

It seemed brash, even by Mort’s standards, to try to find a local restaurant. Judging by the local flora, this place had been outfitted with castoffs from Ithaca, which meant that the food was probably human-safe. But the odds of finding someone willing to feed an invader (and not poison him) were vanishingly small. Amid his wanderings and ponderings, Mort found a fruit shop whose proprietor was nowhere to be found. Picking out some melons he recognized as palatable, he munched as he searched.

In hours of meandering, he had encountered no resistance, and sightings of locals grew scarce. “I suppose these fine folks haven’t had a lot of guests, let alone enemies. If these were humans, they’d have chosen sides and fought each other, but there isn’t even a blasted police force to warm up on. I don’t like the idea of facing Devraa without a nice little warm-up.”

As Mort walked, he mapped in his head. He began to develop a layout of the city, and it was radial in design, even if the streets all met at right angles. Features like ponds, parks, and fountains were set in an arc that appeared concentric with the pillars that supported the city’s defensive wall. It was damnably inhuman of them, making the whole city on a cold, scientific shape. City planners were artists with a practical bent, not ruthlessly math-minded scientists. At least, human ones were. But these things—or whatever had built this city—weren’t human. It was a dangerous conceit to imagine human thoughts into those banana-T heads of theirs.

Mort changed his tactics and made a beeline for the center of the city. If this place had been built by trigonometrists, so be it. Mort would seek Devraa at the pointy spot when the compass dug into the paper.

As he walked, Mort hummed some idiotic song from Carl’s repertoire. It had gotten stuck there shortly after knocking down the pillar and bringing down the energy field that had hemmed in the city. The lyric that kept looping in his head was about walls coming tumbling down. Technically it had only been a pillar that tumbled—possibly a tower—and the wall had more or less just dissipated. But none of the ancient musicians had written catchy tunes about walls dispersing into nothingness, so Mort was stuck with what he had.

Truth be told, Mort was slightly in awe of the alien city. His penchant for nomenclature had bubbled over with the idea of calling the place Eden. It was a lush, green, vibrant place that seemed foreign to the idea of an outside world existing. But the analogy, if carried to its logical conclusion, would have cast Mort in a rather unfavorable role. But the name stuck despite Mort’s best efforts to evict it. After his initial observations about its remoteness, seeming innocence, and idyllic scenery, he couldn’t supplant it with any better name. So he was stuck with calling it Eden, and Mort got to be the serpent.

Here and there along his route, Mort would still encounter a stray banana-face and send it screaming and scurrying to be anywhere else. For such an obviously cowardly people, they hadn’t put together much of a civic warning system. Surely there must have been geological or meteorological events that warranted mass panic and the accompanying warnings of what to do to survive. Wouldn’t Mort fall under a similar clause?

Up ahead, Mort saw a dome rise beyond the building tops. Checking his bearings, he surmised that it marked the center of the city—probably a palace or a sports stadium or something along those lines. Assuming he could keep tabs on it as he navigated, it would be an easy landmark to zero in on.

Mort stopped.

Ahead of him in the street, rounding the corner from a distant intersection, was a banana-faced alien who didn’t run away. This one was dressed in flowing robes of red and white, trimmed in gold embroidery. It held its arms outstretched. “So, intruder, you come to defile my city? I am Devraa, and you will perish for your folly.”

Devraa had spoken the ancient language that predated humanity. It took a special talent to speak it, but all thinking creatures understood it on an instinctive level. It was nice to know that these pathetic wretches were Devraa’s own kind and not some race he had enslaved. Mort had begun to worry that he was in for a total surprise when he finally met the would-be deity. But this was just another twiggy gray alien, except this one had a spine—although he technically wasn’t sure whether they as a species were vertebrates or invertebrates.

Mort forced a fake smile. “Pleased to meet you. Won’t you guess my name?”

Devraa managed a very human sneer with his little end-of-banana mouth. “According to my followers, you are Mordecai The Brown. You are a meddler, a vandal, and a criminal.”

Mort spat on the flagstone streets of Devraa’s city. “I may be a meddler and a criminal, but I had nothing to do with sacking Rome. But that’s neither tea nor biscuits. You know why I’m here.”

“You are an agent of wanton destruction. Your people are vermin, seeking to have all for themselves and leaving none for their brethren. You are here to destroy all I have worked to create, all I have protected, all that I love.”

Mort scratched at his chin. “Nope. Mostly just here to see you dead, you charlatan. You might be able to delude those poor, meat-brained slabs of muscle who worship you, but you’ll never convince me you’re a god. Now, I suppose it’s only sporting of me to offer you a chance to surrender peacefully, let those hapless puppets of yours go free, and walk away with your head and body still connected. But just between you and me, I’ve never had anyone take that offer.”

“Offer? You call that a bargain? This is my sanctum. A world away, you can wreak havoc from beyond my reach. But you made a dire error in coming here. And even if I believed you could contest against me, I would not give up my way of life without a fight. For centuries, we’ve lived on scraps and scrapings gleaned from the child moon. My followers’ offerings give us meat and fruit. They craft us new clothing and furnishings. They play us music. I’ll not go back to exile once more.”

Mort puzzled through what Devraa was saying. The alien surely thought him a dead man and was telling more than he ought to. It reminded Mort of a satirical holovid called How (Not) to Kill an Intruder. Clarence Banks played a self-proclaimed emperor of an entire world, and the story played out as he frittered it away making every mistake imaginable short of strangling himself with an improperly knotted necktie. But since Devraa was likely immune to the holographic arts of humans and laaku, Mort felt inclined to play along.

“Don’t tell me you’re the aggrieved party here. You’re just some two-bit interloper who stumbled onto an inhabitable moon that’s sucked onto its neighbor like a leech.”

Devraa’s eyes, which had gleamed a fish-eyed black a mere heartbeat before, flared red. “Interloper? You dare accuse your god of trespass on his own domain? My people made you! You are nothing but what we chose you to be.”

Well, this was certainly an interesting opinion. “And here I was just thinking you were impersonating a god. Now come to find out you’re capital ‘G’ God? Funny, but you looked different in the picture books, and if we’re molded in your image, someone needed more time in pottery class. Though I must say, I’m glad I don’t look like some cobbled-together accident of bananas and bendy straws.”

Devraa raised a hand with a dramatic flourish, and a flood of fire poured down the street in Mort’s direction. For a blink’s span, a smile twitched at the corner of Mort’s lips. Maybe this wasn’t going to be sport hunting after all.

This fire has nothing to do with me. Bugger off with it.

The universe shuddered and obeyed. The flames that looked unstoppable from Devraa’s end of the street petered out to a warm breeze by the time they reached Mort. As Mort sauntered toward the impostor god, the fires dried up closer and closer to where they originated. Mort’s sneakers scuffed the soot from the fire’s aftermath where it had briefly reigned. Seeing him approach unharmed, Devraa withdrew, still pouring forth flame, perhaps in a vain attempt to wear down Mort’s defenses.

Mort glanced overhead, then pointed his staff at the cloud-darkened skies above. Those things packing a storm? They better be. Whatever lightning they’ve got stored up, send ‘em in the direction of that delusional, fire-spewing banana over there. Now!

The skies opened fire. Lightning crackled from the unhallowed heavens above. One after another, bolts crashed down, each veering at the last moment before they reached Devraa. The buildings on both sides of the street took the pounding, scorched by the lightning and splitting under the concussive force of thunder. Mort snarled in frustration.

That wasn’t what I meant, and you know it!

But the universe wasn’t taking sides, at least not yet. Each of them, wizard and godling, had a pocket of influence the other couldn’t penetrate. This was why the great wizards of old, the true disciples of Merlin, so rarely fought one another directly. Tricks, traps, and intermediaries settled disputes with more finality if handled with deftness. But Mort had an alternate solution—less elegant, but potentially just as final. He considered the spindly alien creature and the solid oak staff in his own hands. As he envisioned splattering that smug, banana-face of Devraa’s, he stalked forward and told the universe to mind its own damn business for a few minutes.

Devraa backed away slowly, still testing his magic against Mort’s defenses. He tried fire yet again and then a torrent of wind, but each dispersed in proximity to Mort. But as his fighting retreat lost ground in the face of Mort’s steady advance, the impostor god turned to run. The sight of a would-be deity hiking up his ceremonial robes to run the city streets like an Oxford freshman during pledge week was enough to bring Mort a chuckle despite the circumstances.

“I’m not finished with you yet,” Mort shouted after him. Taking back his earlier suggestion that the universe remain impartial, he suggested to a pair of buildings farther down the street that they were each small moons in their own right. They had important names cooked up by scientists, orbits of their very own, and—most importantly—an awful lot of gravity for such small structures. The two newly anointed moons grumbled in their foundations. The tired old gravity of the Little Brother moon was nothing when compared to the mutual attraction of two building-moons separated by the mere width of a street. With a lurch and crumbling of stone, the two tore themselves loose and collided in a shower of rock. When Mort rescinded the suggestion of moonhood seconds later, the rubble collapsed into a formidable barrier blocking Devraa’s escape.

Of course, Mort hadn’t expected an alien deity with his robes tucked under his armpits to be such an adept climber. Though certainly slowed by the barrier, Devraa continued his escape in mountain-goat style. Mort quickened his pace but couldn’t get to the rubble before Devraa was beyond the reach of a lethal staff bludgeoning. A terse suggestion that the rubble evacuate his path was met with a blank, uncomprehending stare from the universe. Devraa was devoting his efforts to opposing Mort’s magic.

There were two options. The first was to find an alternate way around to head Devraa off in a city he must know like the back of his thin, knuckly hand. Knowing nothing of the surprisingly spry creature’s physical limitations, Mort couldn’t imagine finding an advantage that way. The second option involved climbing right up after him. Mort might lose some ground, but he wouldn’t lose track and let Devraa find any weapons, allies, or hidey-holes that could be around.

Mort tried hurriedly to wriggle out of his robe, but it was an unwieldy garment at the best of times. Now, Mort was flustered, impatient, and trying to juggle his staff—which he dared not let go. So in a fit of pique and frustration, he added a bit of magic and tore the robe to shreds. A wizard in jeans and a hooded sweatshirt might not look the part, but what did Devraa know when soup came to nuts? For all he knew, this was a human wizard’s best ass-kicking garb, his Murder Day best, so to speak.

Never the athlete at the best of times, Mort clambered up the rubble on all fours, staff still in hand. “If I slip and make an ass of myself, you’re not hearing the end of it,” he grumbled.

By the time Mort had reached the summit of the pile, Devraa was sliding off the last loose chunk of wall and onto the street on the far side. The deity’s destination was clear: the giant sphere that, from more distant vantages, Mort had taken to be a dome. A sinking feeling bled into his stomach as jigsaw pieces tumbled to the floor, falling eerily into place to form a completed puzzle.

That thing was a gravity stone.

The sphere had to have been a quarter mile in diameter. It was likely responsible for the local gravity matching Ithaca’s so precisely. Moreover, it was surely the means by which Little Brother tagged along so perfectly in Ithaca’s wake. Mort had heard of luxury starliners with gravity stones as large as twenty feet in diameter. The ruins of the Odysseus contained an intact stone they’d measured as eighteen. A stone that size was likely cable of affecting the entire lunar system. But most important of all, a wizard could siphon off a small portion of that power to use as a weapon, and Devraa had a head start.

Abandoning caution, Mort careened down the far slope of the rubble, jumping down and hopping across treacherous gaps. On one landing, his sneakers couldn’t gain traction on the dusty surface, and his feet slid out from under him. Mort’s staff clattered free as his arms pinwheeled in vain for balance. One moment of pain, grunting, and swearing was all Mort allowed himself. Clutching his lower back where it had struck a slab of whitish rock, he levered himself to his feet.

The staff had landed a few feet away but in the wrong direction. There was a moment’s hesitation where Mort could see Devraa out of the corner of his eye, in a bandy-legged sprint for Little Brother’s gravity stone. Speed or power? Mort backtracked to where his staff hand fallen and tugged it loose from the crevice it had tried to wedge itself into. No soldier would rush off to battle unarmed, and while Mort didn’t like the idea of losing any more ground on Devraa, he liked the prospect of leaving behind his only weapon even less.

Resuming his run, Mort gritted his teeth at each step. His back hurt. It wasn’t the typical morning grousing he did at the ravages of middle age. He’d done something down there in the standing-upright muscles that would need bed rest and a good, stiff drink once this was all over. If it had even been a fair footrace between him and Devraa, the alien was now surely the quicker of the two.

Mid step, Mort stumbled, using the staff to catch himself and go to one knee. Despite his rather stern insistence that he was the same Mort as ever, something had convinced him that he was a good deal heavier than he’d been the moment before. He swore. Mort used words that made his spleen clench and his back teeth try to twist themselves out of their sockets. Gravity was fine. Mort was fine. And any universe that said otherwise was going to find itself tied in a broom closet and fed Snakki Bars from now till eternity. Gradually, the pressure eased and Mort was able to resume his progress toward the center of Eden.

Every step was a tiny bit harder than the one before. But that was the way of gravity and so many other forms of magic. They grew stronger near the source.

Mort came within sight of Devraa. The sphere was supported by massive, angled pillars that held it off the ground. The godling was standing beneath the stone, reaching up to press a hand against the surface. “You are an insect. Die, human!”

The gravitational effect redoubled its efforts to force Mort to the ground. Each step, wrenched at Mort’s back like a mad chiropractor. But he kept his feet moving. Just a few more steps.

“You know… you… you alien, you… about five… steps… from now… you’re going… to regret… ever hearing… of humans.” With a final lurch, Mort used his staff to push off as he stretched out. The blood rushed from his fingers as the gravity fought back. He grew dizzy. With a final grunt, he made contact with the stone.

“NO!” Devraa shouted.

“You’re mine, fucker.”

In an instant, the excess gravity vanished. The dizziness and most of the aching faded. The gravity stone had two masters now, sharing control. If there was one thing Mort had plenty of practice at as a ship’s wizard, it was manual astral drops. But if there were two, the second would certainly have been gravity manipulation. Able to stand comfortably upright—barring a bruised latissimus dorsi—Mort pressed his palm against the cool white surface of the stone and felt it warm with the heat of his hand.

“So, a stalemate,” Devraa groused. The godling had both hands pressed overhead against the stone. Those black eyes stared at Mort, unblinking. Mort hadn’t the foggiest notion if blinking was even a thing for whatever species Devraa was.

Mort considered dragging his hand along the stone’s underside as he closed the distance and whacking Devraa repeatedly with the staff he’d taken so much care to bring along. But one-handed, he wasn’t sure how much damage he could manage with it. He wasn’t Mriy with her azrin physiology or Tanny, pumped so full of scientific alchemy that she was barely human herself. He was an aging couch-wizard who did most of his heavy lifting with his imagination—an imagination preoccupied with trying to squish Devraa to the size of a peach pit.

With both of them grasping hold of the same weapon, there was little chance of either gaining an advantage. What Devraa tried to inflict upon Mort, Mort countered with equal force. The reverse held true as well. What Mort needed was a backup plan. With his enemy both within spitting distance and completely beyond his reach to harm, he struck up a new negotiation with the gravity stone as a conversation piece.

Hey, how about we take this moon out for a spin? It’s been orbiting that nameless ball of gas forever. Let’s blow this orbit and go see the galaxy. I’ve been around. I can show this moon all the best planetary systems. Maybe get it set up with a nice Earth-like somewhere. Nice view. More visitors. It’s about time this moon got out and mingled.

Devraa’s eyes glowed purple. “What are you doing? You fool! Stop that this instant!”

Just as Mort was feeling the lurch as Little Brother edged free of its orbital path, an opposing force grabbed it and held it back. A constant, subtle pressure vanished, no longer pestering Mort to implode under his own inconceivable density. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, renewing his arguments in favor of going joyriding with a gravity-stone-powered moon.

The force opposing him grew as well.

“You can’t do this! Eahndara has stood for longer than your primitive species has existed. We raised you up from simple animals and gave you the intellect to make tools and develop language. I forbid you to destroy this sacred place!”

“You don’t strike me as the progenitor-race sort. Maybe a long time ago, your species was hot shit in this galaxy, but you’re just a dime-store con artist with some big, magical toys leftover from an age you don’t remember. You’re stuck on this moon, by my reckoning, so I don’t see how you can be responsible for what happened on my world back in prehistoric times.”

“Their legacy is here. Some of them lived on Sabuntu, the jungle moon Eahndara follows. We carry their DNA. We inherit their creations. If you succeed in wrenching us free of orbit around Mehissi, you’ll doom us all. There are innocent neshi living here. Do you want that on your conscience? We’ve lost contact with the rest of our species. We may be all that’s left.”

Mort attempted to ignore the squidgier side of his plan. These “neshi” weren’t any friends of humanity, at least not the modern ones. If Mort owed anything to Devraa’s ancestors, he didn’t extend that courtesy to the being in front of him who enslaved human minds and sicked those followers on Mort’s friends. “Good riddance.” He resumed his arguments, chanting them aloud for Devraa to hear.

The moon began to move. It was the sudden drop of the innards that accompanied a ride on a non-gravity-stabilized lift.

Devraa’s panic was obvious. The neshi impostor god chanted aloud as well. Despite his efforts to form a cogent, compelling argument of his own, Mort listened.

Devraa was not arguing for stability. Mort’s efforts had already borne fruit, and that fruit wasn’t to Devraa’s taste. They were drifting into a larger orbit, one that would only grow more distant if left unchecked. Devraa was arguing fervently for a decrease in Little Brother’s orbit—or Eahndara, as he called it. In an effort to clarify for the universe what he meant, Mort took to using Devraa’s name for the moon as well.

It was a slow struggle, like two equally matched teams playing tug-of-war on the quad at Oxford. Freshmen versus sophomores was an annual tradition, and the freshmen fell for the same trick every year.

Mort stopped pulling.

Feigning fatigue, he hung his head and panted for breath. He hoped his acting was good enough for a non-human to pick up on the cues. Eahndara lurched in the opposite direction, correcting its course toward its original orbit. But Mort didn’t stop exerting his influence—he merely voiced his pleas to the universe silently. Instead, he did what the wily sophomores of Oxford couldn’t do with only a rope to work with. He pushed.

Eahndara lurched again, violently this time. Mort and Devraa both lost their footing, but only Devraa fell to his hands and knees and lost physical contact with the gravity stone. Left alone with all the power of the stone, Mort gave the moon one last push and switched his arguments.

Hey, not to be a sore winner, but this old stone can’t possibly take the strain it’s been under. I’m just not buying it.

With an earthquake rumble, cracks split the massive stone. Standing beneath it, Mort briefly wondered if he’d made a grievous error, but the stone didn’t grind itself to rubble as had the buildings down the street. It merely split, its bulk held up by the pillars at the four points of the local compass.

Devraa crawled toward him, eyes glowing a somber blue. “What have you done?”

Taking up his staff in both hands, Mort strode forward. “I came here for one reason and one reason alone. You’re the one who had to drag orbital mechanics into this.”

Mort felt tingling sensations of heat and wind, of blindness and crushing gravity, of awe and mortal terror. It was like watching a holovid: once you accepted that it was make-believe, it held no power over you. Of course, Mort knew his own magic would be equally ineffective in such close proximity to Devraa. He gave the neshi that much credit. But Mort held a power in his hands that suited a stalemate of magic just fine. It was an old power, its strength grown over centuries and harvested by master craftsmen. It was oak, hewn from a forest in Ancient British Columbia before Earth’s lumbering ban. It was about to get bloody.

Back at Oxford, Mort had failed to make the polo and golf teams. He hadn’t dared try out for lacrosse. Any sport with a stick, bat, or pole was just not his thing. He ended up captaining the Oxford bowling team, an achievement that had done nothing to prepare him for hand to hand combat with alien gods. But though it was thirty years in his past, Mort had also run a bit of track in college, and he was wearing sneakers. Devraa’s spindly feet, revealed when he hiked up his robes in both hands, were wrapped in some sort of sandal.

Mort closed the ground in a dozen yards, catching Devraa from behind and clocking him over the head with his staff. It hit with a dull thud, leaving a dent in the gray flesh. For a moment, Mort felt the twist and pull of the universe struggling to decide what to do. Should the air burst into flames? Should the stone floor crack and split beneath his feet? But indecision ruled the day and left Mort a doughy piñata to bludgeon.

Devraa raised his arms overhead to shield his face from Mort’s blows, but for once, humankind was the brawnier species. Mort rained blow after blow against his foe, each strike meeting a firm yet yielding substance more akin to clay than muscle or bone. Devraa grabbed the staff at one point, but Mort tore it free from his grasp with a growl. The self-styled god was no match for Mort in a physical contest. Soon, all semblance of defense ceased, and Mort continued his pummeling until strange ooze erupted from the wounds he inflicted.

Satisfied that Devraa was dead, he summoned fire to consume the body. There was no harm in playing it safe. With the body ablaze, Mort slumped against one of the supports for the cracked gravity stone, gasping for breath. “Exercise… humph. Who needs it? I’m in… plenty good shape.”

# # #

Mriy and Kubu followed Tanny through the jungle. Despite her dull human senses, Tanny’s knowledge of patrols and terrain were what was needed just then. Her steps faltered as her weak eyes failed to make out shapes in the starlit gloom. Her obliviousness to the scents of predators would have brought them across the path of at least two species capable of hunting human-sized prey if not for Kubu’s intimidating scent. The canine’s lack of sanitary habits kept the stink of stale kills on his breath and muzzle. Any beast worth its place in the evolutionary path knew better than to cross such an indiscriminate eating machine.

As Tanny led them, spear in hand, Mriy watched her movements. The way she stepped down from a jutting stone to lower ground. The way she picked up her feet to avoid lowlying vines. Most of all, Mriy studied Tanny’s use of her spear. At times, it seemed an impediment as she wove through hanging tangle-vines or pushed her way through bushes. Other times she used it as a walking stick or to guide branches aside. The first step in her capture would be to separate her from the weapon.

Tanny paused for breath and pointed. “Just ahead. Over that rise. There’s a gully. Stream flows away from the city. Follow it until you reach familiar territory.”

Mriy had heard the water’s flow for several minutes before Tanny mentioned it. Even without her help, Mriy had been confident that she and Kubu could have managed to find the Odysseus. Getting out of the city and past the sentries was the only hitch she’d foreseen in her Tanny-free version of the plan.

“You are confident you will come under no suspicion?”

Kubu nodded. “I don’t want Mommy to get in trouble for helping us.”

Tanny shook her head. “I’ll be fine. Everyone’s going to point fingers at everyone else. I’ll get an I-told-you-so for underestimating you two. But unconscious at my post, I don’t think I’ll catch any shit. If they ask why I’m alive and A.J. is dead, I’ll just say you two must have a soft spot for me.” She offered a weak smile, devoid of warmth.

Mriy leaned her spear against the nearest tree and spread her arms. “Then this is farewell.”

Tanny took a step forward, then hesitated. Her eyes narrowed, and she brought her spear point level with Mriy’s belly as she backed away. “Oh, no you don’t. You almost had me. Tender moment. Mriy. Those two don’t add up. Your feet are set for a jujutsu takedown, not a hug. Don’t forget who taught you that shit.”

“You aren’t thinking clearly. You think you are, but you’re not. You traded one drug that sickened your body for another that sickens your mind.”

“It was actually eleven different drugs and supplements, but I’m thinking just fine now. Thanks. And you’re fucking welcome for the rescue by the way. Now get the hell out of here before I change my mind and turn you back in. I can’t believe you’d—gah!”

Tanny dropped her spear and doubled over, falling to the jungle floor and clutching her chest with both hands.

“Mommy!” Kubu was at her side in an instant. Mriy was only seconds behind.

“What happened?”

Wordlessly, Tanny rolled to her hands and knees. She put one foot beneath her and tried to stand, but the leg jittered and gave out. Mriy rolled the limp and panting Tanny onto her back and noticed the droplets of sweat forming all over her body wherever skin was exposed. She put a hand on Tanny’s forehead as she’d seen Esper do in diagnostic situations. But the feel of Tanny’s forehead told her nothing and only got sweat on her fur; Mriy wiped it on her pants.

“Kubu, we’ve got to get her to someone who can help.”

“Back to the city?” Kubu asked.

Tanny managed a weak nod. Her eyes weren’t even open anymore. “Dev-raa.”

Mriy lifted a limp and unresisting Tanny and slung her across Kubu’s back. “No. Real help.”

# # #

So. Mort was in a city. He hadn’t caught the name, but the moon it was on was called Eahndara, and it was orbiting Mehissi—at least for a little while longer. He’d continue calling the city Eden for as much longer as it existed. But that wouldn’t be long since it had taken a turn for the crashy with regards to the planet it orbited. Sundering such a work of art as the enormous gravity stone gave Mort a pang of guilt just looking at it, not just because it was the only conceivable way of preventing the moon’s utter destruction. It was also quite a piece of architectural-grade enchanting. The only time he’d witnessed magical constructions of that scale were the pyramids of Earth and the life gardens on Athos.

There was noticeably less atmosphere inside the city limits. The lifeless gasses of the moon had seeped in as the breached perimeter barrier allowed the neshi-friendly air to leak out. Mort sat on the steps of some public building, breathing the Kilimanjaro air and mustering the energy to hike back out to Samson and the shuttle.

A streak shot overhead, silver and fleeting. A second later, there was a horrendous crash—a dry explosion of stone and metal.

The neshi hadn’t shown any inclination toward technology of any sort. There wasn’t a scrap of metal that he’d seen in his entire tour of the city. Thinking back, that streak did have a somewhat familiar coloration.

“Ah, bugger it all. I told him to wait for me.”

Using his staff to lever himself to his feet, Mort hurried off in the direction of the crash site. It wasn’t hard to find.

Despite having only a general sense of the city’s layout, primarily based on his observations about its geometric regularity, Mort was able to judge where the shuttle had crashed. Based on the angle that it had whizzed overhead and the direction of the sound, he’d estimated it was somewhere in the gigantic plume of dust that had kicked up when it impacted—probably close to the center.

Say one thing for the makers of science-based spacefaring vessels: they built them solid. The buildings and flagstones had taken the worst of the collision. The shuttle appeared to be largely in one piece, even if that piece wasn’t shaped much like the original. A mechanic like Roddy might write it off as a total loss, but that wasn’t Mort’s primary concern. The flappy door at the back was jammed shut, and Mort didn’t even see buttons to try pressing. Taking a wild guess that it was as harmed as it was going to get, he used telekinesis to wrench the ramp open and climbed inside.

There were no lights on within the shuttle. Mort followed the sound of a weak cough to the cockpit.

“Hey,” Samson grunted. He was in obvious pain but alive. His voice was muffled through a clear plastic mask with tubes leading to a metallic tank.

“Hey, yourself,” Mort snapped. “Where’d you get the damn fool idea to come get me? Ever stop to think that the folks responsible for the anti-science on Ithaca might use the same shenanigans over on this moon?”

“Um, no. Not really. I figured the moon was coming apart, and it was either get out with you or without you. It was your lucky day; I decided to be a nice guy and swing by on my way out—see if you survived.”

Mort harrumphed. “Well, let’s see if you survived this cockamamie stunt or if I’m talking to a corpse-in-waiting.” He lit the tip of his staff as a lamp and gave Samson the once over. The safety harness got in his way, so Mort unbuckled it. Samson slumped forward with a teeth-gritted wince, no longer supported by the restraints.

Within a few minutes, Mort had a good survey of the bodily damage. “Well, I’ve got good news and bad.”

“What’s the bad news?”

So, Samson was that sort. Good enough, Mort liked a pessimist. They didn’t grate on the ears like a perky optimist. “The bad news is that you crashed our ride, and nobody but the two of us knows it.”

“And the rest?”

“The good news is that before we disembarked on this crazy mission, I tidied up the enchantment on this little boat’s gravity stone.”

“You can do that?”

Mort snickered. “I’ve been known to dabble in gravity stones now and then. Anyway, thanks to my forethought—which was largely due to skepticism regarding your piloting, truth be told—the damage to your person appears not to be life-threatening. Oh, you’ve got broken ribs and you’re more contusion than not, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you haven’t suffered whiplash, a concussion, and a host of other nasty bumps and whatnot but nothing gory. If you’ve got any pills that fix that sort of thing squirreled away around here, now’s the time.”

Samson chuckled, grimacing in pain at the same time. “They don’t make pills for broken bones.”

“Well, how the hell would I know? They’ve got pills for damn near everything else. Damned unfortunate, too. Little bits of chemistry like that would probably still work.”

“Maybe… maybe you got some magic that can help?”

“Sorry. Wrong wizard. There aren’t many things Esper does that I can’t manage backward, under water, and asleep, but I’ve got no talent for palliative sorcery. Best I can offer is slumber.”

“I’ll take it.”

Mort patted him gently on the shoulder—one of the few spots relatively free from trauma. “All right. You get some rest while I go out and explore the city. Lucky for you, I have a little experience knocking down the obelisks that keep science at bay.”

# # #

They arrived without fanfare. In fact, the flight control team who picked the Mobius up on scanners was shocked they were there at all. Astral navigation was handled by computers for a reason: the human brain had a hard time wrapping itself around the distances involved. On top of that, the non-linear nature of astral distance relative to realspace added a layer of complexity. But most experienced laymen had a ballpark idea how long it took to get from here to there. Calculate a course from Alpha Centauri to Phabian once or twice and you file that information away. And most of the calculations anyone around Ithaca had done wouldn’t have made it seem possible for the Mobius to be back from the EADZ yet.

Carl was first down the cargo ramp, fuming. He’d spent the last portion of the trip working himself into a lather over Don Rucker dropping by his secret hideout and acting like he owned the place. He wasn’t prepared for that same Don Rucker to be waiting for him in the hangar, grinning like an idiot.

“Carl, my boy,” Don called out, spreading his arms. “Get over here.”

Warily, Carl approached. This wasn’t some holovid mafia boss who’d give him the Kiss of Death. Don wasn’t even Italian by heritage; his family traced its roots to Germany. Carl decided to roll the dice and matched Don’s posture and expression as he approached. “Don! It’s been forever. Sorry I couldn’t have been here when you arrived. But you know how it is, growing a fledgling operation from the ground up. Guy’s gotta get his hands dirty.” Of course, Don knew no such thing. He’d worked as a grunt for his grandfather and father before inheriting control of the Rucker Syndicate, but the fledgling operation thing was xenological to him.

They hugged—one of those showy, back-clapping bear hugs that was mostly for the benefit of anyone watching. And there were plenty of onlookers. Don had a sizable entourage, most of them strangers to Carl, and Carl’s own crew and underlings were gathered around the fringes of the hangar. Of Mort, there was no sign.

“Hey, might be that I was in a sore mood when we last spoke. All’s forgiven on my part. I hope you feel the same.”

Carl held a skeptical eyebrow carefully in check. “Sure, Don. Water under the bridge. I can get a little testy after my ship’s been shot full of holes. Nothing personal, and I’m sorry I took it out on you.”

Don wrapped a meaty arm around Carl’s shoulders and dragged him jovially through the hangar and its hangers on. A few former naval officers and current middlemen of Carl’s pestered him with questions, which he answered, brushed aside, or ignored as he saw fit. Don kept up a mild stream of smalltalk the whole way but didn’t seem bothered by underlings trying to do their job as he spoke.

Craning his neck to look back at the Mobius, Carl watched the rest of the crew hanging back at the cargo ramp and interacting with the few personnel who had legitimate work to do on the ship. He wasn’t paying attention when Don guided him to the hangar exit, and the voice that called out to him nearly made Carl swallow his tongue.

“Bradley! Haha! There’s my boy! How ya been, son?” Dad had never had a shy moment in his life. If he was showering and the walls suddenly fell away around him, leaving him in the middle of a crowd of strangers, he’d crack a joke about the sudden draft. But this wasn’t the stage at the Orpheum or some bottom-feeding star-cruiser line. And no one called him Bradley anymore.

“It’s Carl. Remember?” he replied with a tight smile that didn’t disguise the fact that it was forced.

Don slipped his arm off Carl’s shoulders in such a way that he ushered him toward his mother. “Oh, fine, ‘Carl,’” Mom cooed. She hugged him tight. “Your father’s old friends are all dead anyway. They won’t care.”

Carl pulled away, holding his mother at arm’s length by the shoulders. “What?”

Dad ran his fingers through his hair. “What, ‘what’? I never told you that one? You’re named after my best friends growing up: Brian, Richie, Aaron, Danny, and Lee. I took some liberties, since they only gave me one vowel to work with.”

“All this time… What a fucking stupid name!”

Dad’s lopsided grin became a scowl. “Hey!”

“Excuse me,” a pale-furred laaku interrupted. “Don, you asked for any news from G5344-4-2. We’re suddenly getting scanner readings from the lunar surface.”

Don shrugged. “What kind of readings we talking?”

The laaku tilted her head slightly before answering. Carl wondered if Don picked up on laaku body language well enough to note her annoyance. “Any readings are noteworthy. As of ten minutes ago, we picked up nothing. But there appeared to be at least one settlement on the surface, near the point that used to be directly facing us.”

“Used to be?” Carl asked, butting in. These were his moons after all. If one of them was going funky on him, he had a right to know.

“Five hours ago, G5344-4-2 shifted course in its orbit. It is now on course to collide with G5344-4’s atmosphere in two hours…” She pulled out a datapad. “And nineteen minutes.”

Carl looked around to the faces of everyone gathered around him. “What the hell happened while I was gone?” A sinking dread crept over him. “And where the HELL is Mort?”

Clapping a hand on Carl’s shoulder, Don gave him a sympathetic smile. “Mort went over there to kill that alien my daughter was worshiping like a god. By all reports, he did it. They brought Tania back just about an hour ago, delirious.”

“Wait. Back up. Mort killed Devraa?”

“That appears to be the case,” the laaku woman said.

“…who was on that second moon.”

“Yes. I was able to estimate the creature’s base of operations by observing aberrant orbital mechanics and—”

“And now that moon’s going to crash into the planet with Mort on it?”

Don gave a grim nod. “We sent a shuttle over there, but it looks like it was a suicide mission. If they’d survived, the pilot would have brought him back by now.”

Carl jabbed a finger at the laaku scientist. “You said you just started getting readings on that moon, didn’t you?”

“Yes, just moments ago.”

“What’s your name?”

“Shoni of Ikuzu.”

“Shoni, you’re with me.” Carl stormed back into the hangar and shouted to his crew, who were only now disembarking. “Pack it back up. We’ve got a rescue mission. Mort needs us.”

# # #

The controls of his own ship still felt like a treat doled out all too infrequently. But the simple joy of flying the Mobius shrank in the face of his worry over Mort. Carl had crash landed a ship or two in his time and walked away in one piece. But there didn’t seem like much chance of Mort walking away from crashing a goddamn moon. Ithaca’s atmosphere rushed past as the Mobius shot free at full throttle.

“When the hell was someone going to mount a rescue if we hadn’t shown up?” Carl demanded.

In the copilot’s seat, Shoni didn’t look up from her datapad. “We didn’t think anyone had survived. And we didn’t have volunteers lining up to go check out a planetary catastrophe in the making.”

“And when the moon suddenly started showing up on your scanners? No one put two and two together and realized Mort was alive over there?”

They rounded the planet, accelerating all the while, bringing the second moon up on the horizon. Ithaca facing the wrong way in its rotation was just another annoyance in a string of annoyances.

“It seemed likely that Devraa had died in some cataclysmic event on the surface. Who could imagine that anyone survived an event that could knock a moon out of its orbit? Without his influence, the scanner-jamming effect wore off.”

Carl shot the laaku a glare. Normally, he didn’t have anything against science. It produced a lot of shit he liked. But this particular brand of wishful hypothesizing was doing its best to get Mort killed. “And the delay… you just assumed it was a coincidence. You said they brought Tanny back hours ago; sounds like Devraa died and his worshipers went catatonic. Why didn’t the effect on the scanners wear off at the same time? I’ll tell you why: there are these stupid towers in the cities across Ithaca, and when Mort knocks one down, the effect ends. So when I hear that someone can suddenly see stuff on that little moon over there, I get to thinking maybe it was Mort who did it. Am I the only one who isn’t completely dense?”

“Still wouldn’t have been any volunteers,” Shoni muttered.

“Says who? Did anyone bother telling my father?”

“Chuck? He’s a retired comedian.”

“And Mort’s best friend. If my dad hadn’t retired, the two of them would still be flying together. He’d have gone in a heartbeat.”

“Chuck Ramsey was busy running your little operation while you were gone.”

Carl blinked. He’d had nightmares where his parents were running his life again, telling him where to go, imposing curfews on perfectly innocuous planets, and asking his dates more questions about their personal lives than he ever had. Dad muscling in on his new syndicate was worse than the time Mom tried to enroll him in dance classes when he was eight. “Well, me and ‘Chuck’ are going to have a few words when I get back.”

“If we get back…”

Carl glanced over at Shoni. “You are just a little ray of sunshine, aren’t you? I’ve got your data loaded into the nav computer. Get lost. I’ll call you if I need any parades rained on or some actual scientific advice.”

Shoni sighed and unbuckled the safety harness—Carl hadn’t bothered with his. As she sulked her way out of the cockpit, Carl let out a pent-up breath and focused on getting to Mort the quickest way possible.

# # #

The door from the common room opened, and a sleek young laaku slipped through. She was blonde and coiffed with tambor resin in all the right places to make Roddy’s heart palpitate. A black waistcoat outlined her figure, and a pair of clear data lenses obscured her eyes with glowing green readouts too small and backward to make out any detail.

Roddy tucked his EV helm under one arm and leaned casually against the nearest crate. “You must be Shoni. Missed you on the way in. I was doing last-minute engine checks. I’m Rodek of Kethlet. Everyone calls me Roddy.”

Even through the data lenses, Roddy noticed the eye roll. “Oh, yes. I must not have heard of the only other laaku on G5344-4-3, the one who named that fighting game in the rec hall after himself.”

Roddy chuckled good-naturedly. “Yup, that’d be me. You like it?”

“And you’re the drunk.”

Clearing his throat, Roddy pulled himself upright. “Um, that’d also be me.”

“It’s a diverting game and better cardiovascular exercise than most digitized entertainment. A bit crude in form and subject, however.”

“Wasn’t aiming for art. I just wanted a vent for the steam I was building up going sober. Ain’t easy, lemme tell ya.”

Shoni crossed her upper arms. “I pulled your file, Rodek. Criminal history aside, you excelled in school and have well-above-average intelligence.”

Roddy shrugged. “I test well.”

“So why the affected human gutter accent? Your English aptitude scores are as good any. You ought not sound like a hooligan.”

Flipping his EV helm upside down, he spun it atop one outstretched finger. “Sister, you ain’t been out of the core worlds much, have you? I’d bet this is the first field trip to the ass-end of the galaxy Don Rucker’s taken you on. Lemme clue you in: everyone hates a smartass. Guys like Mort can get away with being Mr. Know-It-All because he can turn people to gooey meat. Someone like me, I gotta live off good will and a little edge. Some rough customer takes me for an egghead and a blaster at my hip won’t make him think twice. Plus, talking like some prissy grammar snob would probably be what got him pissed at me in the first place.”

“You could do better than this. The reason you don’t see many laaku on smuggler crews is because we are valued at our trades. I… I could speak to Don Rucker about finding you a position.”

So that’s where this was going. Two puzzle pieces interlocked in his mind. Shoni was probably the only laaku working for the Ruckers. That had to get lonely in a way that Roddy could relate to. While he wouldn’t mind some female company, he wasn’t going to let hormone-guided thinking get him dragged into working for Don. “Hey, let’s just worry about this rescue mission and getting back out alive.”

Esper cleared her throat. Roddy had forgotten her, standing by the controls to the cargo ramp in her EV suit. “We’re going to have to pump out the air. You should go back to the common room, Shoni.”

Shoni nodded, beating a hasty retreat for the door. “Right. Sorry.” The fur at her neck bristled in embarrassment.

The door clanged shut, and Roddy turned to Esper. “Sorry about that.”

“What’s to be sorry about? You two would be cute together.”

They plunked their EV helms on, and Esper hit the airlock controls. Red lights strobed and the klaxon blared as the atmosphere was pumped from the cargo bay.

# # #

Mort stared up into the sky over Little Brother. Lucky him, he was seeing the end of the world with front-row seating. The nameless gas giant blotted out the stars practically from horizon to horizon, its features cloaked in the shadow of the sun. If not for the light of his staff, Mort would have been watching in utter darkness. If not for the necklace producing breathable air scented with cattle, he’d have already been dead.

At his side, Samson Richelieu lay slumbering, face covered in a scientific breathing mask that made Mort wary of performing any last-minute magicks. So long as there was hope of rescue, he wouldn’t doom the poor lad to suffocation by kerfuzzling the science his life clung to.

Mort hadn’t lived a good life. Oh, he’d lived a rich and interesting one, to be sure. But goodness played into it only rarely. He and the Almighty were in for a rough patch reviewing a lifetime of questionable moral decision-making, and Mort was under no delusion as to who’d come out the worse for it. Still, the hours or minutes he had left were scarcely enough time to peel the plastic packaging off his misdeeds.

He spat on a scrap of cloth he’d found in his wandering around the city, finding obelisks to smash. As he watched the blotted sky, he spit-cleaned Devraa’s dried blood from his staff. It was just something to pass the time. Whether he died with a clean staff or a bloody one was little matter. Cleaning his soul wasn’t so easy.

A familiar whine and roar perked up Mort’s old ears and lifted his spirits. “Hot diggity damn. Someone finally sent over a rescue.” Tossing aside his rag, Mort clambered to his feet and prepared to act casual. There was no need for anyone else to know the dark wanderings of a wizard’s thoughts in what he suspected might be his final hour. Either the Mobius was about to land, or someone had rigged up another old laaku-cobbled jalopy out of spare starships.

“Missed me again, you rotten bastard. Keep trying and you’ll win one day. But today, I win again.” Among wizards—who argued with the universe as a matter of course—addressing other ephemeral concepts like Death, Fate, or Karma wasn’t considered socially awkward. Taunting them, however, was considered gauche.

The Mobius set down a dozen or so yards away from the shuttle crash site. The cargo ramp was already opening before it settled. “Come to enjoy the view?” he called out, waving.

But the two figures backlit in the cargo bay were wearing out-of-ship suits with the helmets on. One was obviously Roddy, and the other had a rather Esper-like shape, though Mort knew better than to guess. Getting that sort of thing wrong engendered more hurt feelings than it had any right to—and two for the price of one.

Pointing with his staff, he illuminated Samson. “Get the lad aboard. He’s broken just about everything conveniently breakable, so go gentle on him. Maybe some healing magic would be in order.”

The Esper-shaped figure nodded and slung Samson over a shoulder. He was twice her size with room to spare, but she’d gotten good enough at self-modifying magic that she could manage the strength to lug him around. Hopefully, she was being subtle enough with it that she wasn’t going to suffocate him by cutting off the science to his breathing mask.

Roddy scurried aboard the shuttle. Mort called after him. “There’s nothing in there, you daft chimp. This isn’t a salvage; it’s an escape.”

While the helm would muffle the laaku’s voice, Roddy was adept enough with hand gestures to tell Mort exactly what he thought of that suggestion.

Storming off, Mort decided to get aboard the Mobius before there was an accident or miscommunication that resulted in him being left behind. Then, for a few dark, spiteful heartbeats, he wondered just what it would take to arrange such an “accident” for the smart-fingered chimp.

The spinny lights were spinning red in the cargo bay, which meant Mort was still depending on his necklace for air. Esper was waiting inside with Samson slung across the floor. If she recognized him, she had yet to give any sign. Impatient to speak with Carl, Mort climbed the metal steps and tried to turn the door handle, but it was locked.

The thought occurred to him that he could get through any number of ways. Simply overpowering the lock was an option. He could overload the airlock systems, which would probably release the lock. He could also discorporate and walk through the metal. However, any of these options were quite likely to throw the Mobius out of whack when it was in rather urgent need of being properly in whack. Mort was just going to have to trust that Carl knew exactly how long they had before Little Brother became Little Barbecue.

Roddy came back moments later with a small technological device the size of a double-decker sandwich tucked under one arm. As soon as his feet hit the ramp, the Mobius lifted off. Mort waited through the whole bloody cycle of the ship sorting its breathable air from its non-breathable, that blasted racket from the klaxon honking the whole while.

When it stopped, Esper was the first to pull off her helm. “Mort, who is this pilot?” She knelt over him, checking his injuries.

“You know damn well. It’s your brother Samson.”

“Thought so,” Esper muttered as she felt along his ribs. “Can you give me a hand with—”

“Roddy, take care of the lady and her brother. I need to talk with Carl.”

Mort didn’t give the laaku any time to answer. Stepping through the now-unlocked common room door, he found himself in a bizarre family picnic. He didn’t pause, but the scene slowed him and kept his head from watching where his feet were taking him as he passed through. “Um, Jaxon and… Rachel, right? Sorry, fuzzy on the rest of you. We’ll do introductions later.”

The two former Half-Devil pilot friends of Carl’s were sitting around the holo-projector playing computer games with a mixed pair of children as a pale-furred laaku looked on. Mort blinked and shook his head, refocusing on the task at hand.

“Carl,” he called out as he approached the cockpit.

Carl leaned around to look back from the pilot’s seat. “Hey, keep outta here. Last thing I need is—”

“To crash back down to the moon’s surface,” Mort finished for him. “I might not have gotten every last obelisk. It wasn’t exactly the time to be doing surveying work. Just take us as straight up as possible, just to be safe.”

“Straight up is the gas giant.”

“Your call. Damned if I know which is worse for a starship.” Of course, Mort did know. Crashing was sure death, and at best, it was a tie. But he’d have wagered good terras that the Mobius could handle yet another strange atmosphere today.

Duty discharged, Mort meandered back to the common room. But while everyone else’s attention was focused on the racing game being played on the holo-projector, Mort turned his eyes skyward to the domed ceiling and the view of the cosmos beyond. Flames washed over the glassteel as the Mobius forced its way through Little Brother’s sky toward the safety of anywhere-but-here. The flames flickered out and died as they reached the vacuum, only to commence briefly seconds later as they skipped along the outer layer of the gas giant.

Mort had assumed that the silence as he witnessed these vast, cosmic events unfold was due to his keen focus and powers of concentration. But the noise of simulated racing had stopped. The game wasn’t just paused, it had been shut off entirely. Everyone in the common room was transfixed as the Mobius pulled clear of the impending planetary calamity. If there was yet another hidden civilization down deep in the bowels of that gassy world, they were in for a bad day. But such grim speculation held little thrall compared to the events unfolding before their eyes. The glassteel dome framed the moon and planet perfectly, even as it grew ever more distant.

Carl’s voice came over the comm. “I swung us around and set us adrift. Common room should have the best view besides the cockpit.”

A moment later, the door to Carl’s quarters opened and Amy emerged. She glanced up, but headed for the cockpit without a word to any of them. Roddy came up from the cargo bay and grabbed a beer from the fridge. Yomin—Mort was fairly certain that was the tech girl’s name—ventured out of her bunk to join them as well. Lastly, Esper arrived with her brother’s arm draped over her shoulders, helping him walk.

Gravity pulled the atmospheres of the two celestial bodies toward one another, forming a misshapen hourglass. But the spectacle was short-lived as Little Brother cannonballed into a pool of inflammable air and set it alight. The moon turned into a giant, fiery comet until it was swallowed up and vanished.

“Where’d that moon go?” one of the children asked.

“Lost in the fog,” Mort muttered in reply. “Still there, though not for long. It’s the biggest shooting star any of us is likely to see.”

Esper helped Samson onto one of the kitchen chairs and disentangled herself. “Did you have to destroy the whole moon?”

Mort straightened and cleared his throat. “I’d have put it back in its proper orbit, but I had to break a gravity stone the size of the Odysseus so Devraa would stop trying to use it to collocate my brain, heart, and toes.”

“Did you really kill someone?” the little boy asked, eyes wide with wonder.

Mort harrumphed. “You bet I did. Not just anyone, an alien who’d convinced a few dozen hardened marines that he was a god. Beat him to death with this very staff. You can even still see some of the blood.” He held out the butt end of the weapon for the lad to inspect.

His mother ushered the boy away. “That’s enough of that. Don’t go encouraging him.”

Carl strode down from the cockpit. A somber Amy followed a few steps back. “How’s that for a show, huh? Almost makes me wish I had scanner recording enabled on this old bird.”

Mort cleared his throat. “Indeed. Now, there was one other little matter I wanted to mention. Wasn’t urgent, so I figured it could wait until we were past mortal danger.”

“What’s up?”

“Well… remember that bottle of Mad Iguana tequila we got you a few weeks ago?”

Carl shrugged. “Yeah. For my birthday. You guys kinda cheaped out, all pitching in for one moderately priced bottle of hooch, but I wasn’t going to bring it up.”

“We weren’t exactly rolling in terras,” Esper said softly.

“Anyway, Don Rucker remembered your birthday, too.”

“What’d he get me?” Carl asked with a lopsided grin. “Or is it a surprise?”

“He got you a shuttle craft. Said it would come in handy with having your own little planet now.”

Carl stuffed his hands into the pockets of his leather jacket and rocked forward on the balls of his feet. “Well, now isn’t that thoughtful. And here I thought I was going to regret Don dropping by unannounced. But with a shuttle…” Carl paused, and a dead blankness fell across his face. “That was the shuttle, wasn’t it? The one we just watched go up in a ball of fire as that moon was swallowed up.”

Mort put a consoling hand on Carl’s shoulder. “If it makes you feel any better, it wasn’t that nice a shuttle.”

# # #

For such an important guy, Don Rucker left Ithaca without a lot of fanfare. He was already aboard his ship, the Basilisk, in orbit and waiting for the stragglers among his entourage, when the Mobius returned. A pair of shuttles was parked in Carl’s hangar as groups of unfamiliar faces loaded gear, personal effects, and themselves aboard. As Carl stretched, cracked his neck, and tried to relax after a stressful few weeks, he idly watched the disembarkation process.

Mort walked past and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good work today, Carl. I was going to tell you that you owed me one for getting rid of your Devraa problem. But considering the subsequent course of events, I think we can call it a wash.”

Amy collapsed against his back and wrapped her arms loosely around him. “I’m heading to our suite. I know you’ve got stuff to take care of now that you’re back, but… don’t be too long, OK?”

“Sure, sweet thing.” He kissed Amy and sent her on her way.

Jaxon stopped on the way by, carrying his belongings and Rachel’s in duffels slung over either shoulder. “Got someplace for us to crash? I mean that in the habitational sense.”

“Sure.” Carl flagged down Kwon and motioned her over. “This is Jaxon and Rachel. The little ones are Jaxon Jr. and Lisa. Find them family-friendly quarters. Nicest we’ve got, even if we have to bump someone who’s squatting above his rank. Got it?”

Kwon introduced herself to the Schultzes and took custody of them.

Yomin headed off on her own business without a fuss, which was a nice change of pace. He could get used to having her on the crew. It almost made him feel bad that he hadn’t told her about the techie curse on the Mobius, but he didn’t know if the key to breaking it was telling her or not telling her. Plenty of their previous techs had gone sour in complete ignorance of the curse, and Chip had died knowing all about it and in complete denial that it applied to him.

Esper stopped only briefly, having left all her belongings aboard the Mobius. “Don’t let Amy wait too long. She was mad at you, but she’s got heavier worries right now, and she can use the support.”

Carl muttered something noncommittal and nodded.

Roddy was the last off the ship. He pressed a beer into Carl’s hand and cracked open one of his own. “You, uh, gonna go have a look at what’s what over there?”

Following the line of Roddy’s pointed finger, Carl scrutinized the crowd waiting to get aboard one of the Rucker Syndicate shuttles. “What are Tanny and Mriy doing over there?”

“Since I’m about as psychic as you are, your guess is as good as mine. Wait. Strike that. You’re an idiot; my guess is probably a lot better than yours. But the only way to find out for sure is to get your ass over there and ask.”

There would be time to hash it out with Roddy later over that particular insult. Carl did indeed need to get over there. Lucky for him, he owned the Odysseus, and no ships were going to leave without his say-so—at least in theory. But the hangar personnel got out of his way as he made a beeline for the departing shuttle. Tanny was halfway up the boarding ramp. Mriy was carrying her gear and an extra packing trunk. This didn’t look like anyone was just helping the Ruckers get off Ithaca.

“Tanny! What’s going on? You just got back!”

Tanny paused, closed her eyes, and shook her head. “Mriy, I can’t deal with this right now.”

As Carl tried to push his way through the line and get to Tanny, he was met with a stiffened arm barring his way.

Mriy wouldn’t let him pass. She flattened her ears back. “She had hoped to avoid this discussion face-to-face.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Mriy’s lip twitched. It wasn’t quite bearing her fangs, but it got the message across. “We are going.” Tanny disappeared into the shuttle’s interior.

“Going? Where? What the hell? Devraa’s dead. We can patrol the jungle in powered vehicles. You’re free to come back to work on the Mobius. I even transferred Reebo over to the Hatchet Job.”

“I accepted a new job.”

“Working for Don Rucker?”

“Working for Tania Rucker.”

Carl blinked. Time might have passed as he stood there staring. He couldn’t be sure how long. “You’re… working for Tanny?”

“She is going home. To Mars. I will be her bodyguard. Few azrins get such an opportunity, but Don Rucker can arrange for my residency to be approved. I can pay you back the loot shares I still owe with real terras. My salary will be quite generous.”

“Yeah, Mars is expensive,” Carl muttered. “But what about Kubu? You and Tanny are the only ones he’s really friends with. I mean, I can’t picture Mort babysitting him.”

“Kubu is already aboard the Basilisk. The Rucker estate on Mars is vast. He’ll get an education, official recognition as a sentient, possibly a career like mine. Tanny will see to that.”

Carl felt his breath coming quicker. He swallowed. “So this is it? You’re just ditching me? Got a better offer and you jump ship?”

Mriy shrugged and adjusted her grip on the duffel over her shoulder. “Yes. I thank my ancestors and the Almighty that I survived so long working for you. But you are neither my liege nor my mate. I owe no lifetime to you. Tanny and Kubu need me more than you do.”

“But what if—”

Mriy held up a hand and flashed her claws. “You see? This is why I wanted to inform you in a comm from halfway to Mars. You think you can change everything with words. No more words unless they are farewell.”

Carl raised his beer in a somber toast. “Take care of yourself, then. And Tanny.”

“I will. Kubu as well.”

# # #

The cargo hold of the Mobius seemed like the best place to be alone. Not that Carl wanted to shirk his duties; it was just that his various responsibilities were getting to be a muddled and confusing tangle of conflicting personalities, goals, and agendas. Plus, two hours of comforting Amy’s metaphysical crises was about his limit. Her physical needs were better suited to his particular talents, and he’d tried barking up that tree for all of five minutes before realizing the cat was staying put in those branches. His underlings had been busy in his absence, and for some goddamn reason felt that he needed to know about all their little projects—and every success and stumble along the way—the minute he’d put his feet up in the rec hall.

Carl didn’t want to hear about Kwon’s astral relay. Reports of Niang’s lack of progress turning his Squall into a Typhoon just wound him up when he wanted to relax. And he sure as hell didn’t need to hear from Shoni, who’d taken a sabbatical from the Rucker Syndicate to study the effects that the loss of Little Brother would have on Ithaca’s ecosystem. If they’d been perched on an oceanside bluff, he might have cared what a tidal shift would do, but there wasn’t so much as a lake within fifty kilometers of the Odysseus. He just wanted to get away from them all.

With the cargo ramp up, only a scant few people would dare disturb him, and the rest of the Mobius crew seemed well occupied.

In all the chaos, Carl felt like he was the only one with a focus on what really mattered. The case was battered and dented but had hung in there like a champ through all its ordeals. Someone at Harmony Bay—or even better, someone who wasn’t—was going to pay by the freighter-load for its contents.

Pulling down a pair of auto-darkening safety goggles, Carl flicked on the plasma torch and cut through the lock. Even unlocked, it took a pry bar to pop it open thanks to all the minor bruising the case had taken, deforming its pristine shape. But after a brief worry, Carl’s fears were allayed. Inside, the case was lined with molded polycellular foam, carved out to fit around six specimen jars. Each was labeled with a gobbledygook mishmash of Latin-looking names, chemical diagrams, and serial numbers. The jars themselves were clear, hard plastic, and the goo inside looked more like wastewater than the glowing green syrup he’d envisioned. But his preconceptions didn’t matter. With the right labeling and the assumption that this was the right stuff in the first place, someone was going to pay for the privilege of doing whatever got done to this stuff.

As Carl was nestling the specimen jar back into its spot in the case, the cargo ramp began to open.

“For the love of God,” Carl muttered. “Can’t a guy get some peace and quiet on his own fucking ship?”

“Brad! There you are! Been looking all over the base for you.” Dad strode up the ramp as soon as it touched the hangar floor. He had that stupid fake grin plastered across his face, same as he used greeting bigwigs behind the scenes at his shows. Could he seriously expect Carl not to see right through it?

“Do you mind, Dad?”

Dad held up a conciliatory hand. “Not at all. I’m just here to pass along a message. Seems comm control wasn’t up to speed on your return, and they routed the comm to me.”

Carl closed the lid on the case. “What comm?”

“From your friends on the Hatchet Job. That girl July said to thank you for the ship and to let you know that they’d be dropping someone called Samurai off on… damn me, I can’t remember the name. I input it into my datapad. It’s back in my quarters.”

Carl’s blood pressure rose until he could feel it throbbing in his temples. “What about Reebo? Did she mention Reebo?” he asked through gritted teeth. Reebo was there to watch Samurai’s back and keep the chain of command intact for the newly promoted Captain Yamamoto Toshiro.

Dad ran his fingers through his hair and frowned. “Yeah, I think she mentioned him in passing. He’s going to be working for her now. Really, we’re better off with loyalists. Anyone who doesn’t want to be a part of the Ramsey Syndicate can go ahead and get lost.”

“That was supposed to be my ship,” Carl snapped.

“It’s OK. Hold your horses,” Dad said, patting the air with his hands. “I negotiated a contract rate for future services if we need July’s help down the line. You just relax. You worry about finding a buyer for that cargo you worked so, so hard to recover. I’ll take care of the day-to-day grind around here. After all, you named this the Ramsey Syndicate. These things are meant to be family businesses.”
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Carl slouched on the plush cushions beside Amy. She was sitting cross-legged in a sleeveless beige tunic and baggy black pants with sandals poking out beneath. He’d tried to put his arm around her but couldn’t get close enough without leaning too awkwardly to make the effort worthwhile.

Dr. Akerman looked up from her datapad, sitting in a chair pillaged from one of the briefing rooms. “I’m glad you two decided to seek my help. So many couples refuse to admit their problems before they’re too late to fix.”

Amy nodded along as if this were some profound revelation. Her mop of braids bounced with a rattle of the tiny beads woven in her thick strands. “Thank you for listening.”

“First off, let’s start by going over the issues that brought you here today.”

Amy sighed. “Where to begin. Well, today’s about honesty, right? So let’s start with that. How can I trust what he says half the time? I mean, he built his post-naval career on lying, swindling, and stealing. How can I be sure this isn’t just some elaborate con?”

“It’s not,” Carl said flatly. “And right now you know I’m not lying, thanks to Mort.” That two-timer had agreed to sit in the next room and do his damnedest to keep Carl’s brain in one piece. Without the dozens of little sub-Carls floating around in his mind, believing whatever they were told, he felt trapped in his own head. He had rarely given much thought to the fact that it was a form of magic until Amy had come up with the brilliant idea of using Mordecai The Sledgehammer to swat his little fly of a magical talent.

It also stuck in his craw that now Dr. Akerman knew about his little trick as well. There was doctor-patient confidentiality and the fact that she worked for Carl, but at some point it was just another hole poked into the ever-growing sieve of his secret. She could use it for her own benefit in dealing with him from now on, even if she never told a soul. And if she did, there was any number of people who’d love to find a way to exploit that little loophole.

“And you, Carl? What concerns do you have?” Dr. Akerman asked with a glance at her datapad. Was she cribbing these questions from a checklist or something? “No topics are off limits here. We can’t fix problems we bottle up.”

“I think she’s losing it.”

Amy whirled on him. “Hey!”

Carl scooted sideways on the couch, raising his hands in defense. “Whoa! Everything on the table she said.”

“I did,” Dr. Akerman clarified. “But let’s try not to accuse one another.”

“Fine. I think Amy is starting to see problems that aren’t there. I was her commanding officer for years. I’ve read her psych profile. I dealt with her professionally and socially. I’m not talking out of my ass here when I say she’s slipping into some bad old habits. When she spent years searching for the fate of the Odysseus, we all felt bad for her—all the old squadron, that is—but we knew that was just… how Charlie was.”

“I thought we agreed that was a masculine nickname we were going to stop using,” Amy cut in.

“Context, sweetie. Anyway, I’ve seen her chasing shadows before, and now she’s reading ulterior motives into everything.”

Amy spread her hands. “Did you plan to murder Hatchet?”

Carl blinked. The sudden pivot caught him off guard. But this was her chance to unload on him while his shields were down. “No. I planned to get him pissed off enough to threaten me to prove he was too far gone to keep in command of the Hatchet Job. It was a power play, sure, but you’d been warning me about him all along. You should have been on board.”

“I didn’t want him dead.”

“Well, neither did I.”

“You didn’t seem all that broken up about it.”

“Yeah? Well, I was.”

“And you never said anything about it to me…”

There was a silent moment where the two of them just looked at one another.

Dr. Akerman cleared her throat. “This mutual emotional support is typical in healthy relationships. Carl, maybe it would help if you opened up to Amy about Hiroshi Samuelson’s death.”

Carl snorted. “You can beat around the bush, but just say it: I killed him. The real plan was to get him to pull his blaster on me. I told Samurai—um, Toshiro—that I was going to wind him up, and he suggested draining the charge on Hatchet’s blaster. Well, when the time came, reflexes and instincts took over. I knew Hatchet was going to pull that trigger, and I couldn’t trust Samurai enough in that split second I had to react not to fire back. If I hadn’t pulled that trigger, we’d have just locked him up and dumped him on some backwater outpost.”

Amy swallowed. “You… knew he couldn’t actually shoot you?”

“No. And that’s my point. You think you’ve got trust issues? I doubted Samurai. He didn’t get that nickname just because of his ancestors; that guy practically breathes Bushido.” Carl chuckled softly at himself. “But then, maybe that’s the problem. My plan wasn’t exactly honorable, I guess.”

“All right,” Dr. Akerman said. “Let’s get back to the two of you. Amy, what are your specific concerns about Carl—without turning this into an interrogation?”

“How can I be sure he loves me? I mean, he’s been with plenty of other girls—I remember our navy days, too, you know—and some of them pretty seriously. How can I know deep down it’s me he wants, and I’m not just an easy substitute for his ex, or that purple-haired trollop who stole the Hatchet Job? Does he love me, or can he just say it well enough that I’m willing to believe him?”

Oh, the minefield. Cloaked, ship-seeking, antimatter mines scattered around Carl in all directions. One path lay ahead, clearly marked as the safe way through. The signage said: The Truth. Carl could hardly be more certain that it was a trap. But weighing his options, he took a steadying breath and tried anyway. “July was just a cover. I didn’t hate her or anything, but it was mutual convenience. It was a holovid show, and I needed to be interesting.”

“Gotta download that sometime…” Dr. Akerman muttered, not looking up from her datapad as she took notes.

“As for Tanny? Sure, I’ve got a soft spot for her, but it’s like nostalgia. It’s like seeing light from a star, then hitting the deep astral to see up close that it’s not there anymore—you’re just seeing the light from when it used to still exist. But I’m not spreading myself thin or pining for some other woman. I’m gonna give you every inch of my love.”

Amy stabbed an accusing finger at him, though her expression remained blank. “Rolling Stones. The archaic units were a dead giveaway, even if I didn’t know that one.”

Dr. Akerman looked up from her notes. “Hm?”

“It’s one of those old songs he’s obsessed with. Early digital history rock music. All that old music is full of overblown philosophical schmaltz. And he uses it when he can’t think of anything real to say and wants to sound deep and complicated.”

“Hey. I am deep and complicated.”

“Complicated, maybe, but you’re as deep as a beer advert.”

That stung, but it was fair.

“Well, that line was from Led Zeppelin, anyway. Not the Stones. But I’ve got a better one: would you cry if I told you that I lied, and would you say goodbye or would you let it ride?”

Dr. Akerman tapped furiously at her datapad. “Just a minute, please.”

Carl reached over and grabbed the datapad away from her. “Look it up later. Amy knows that one.” He cast a surreptitious glance at the built-in chrono. Time was passing far more slowly than he’d hoped.

Amy was watching him, he realized, eyes boring into him like an exploratory mining platform on some asteroid. Her jaw was set, her eyes blinking a little too often. “I just want to know. Have you been with another woman since we’ve been together? Have you wanted to?”

“I haven’t touched another woman since the first time I kissed you. As for wanting to… only in the caveman sense. You know, blind hormone stuff that doesn’t mean anything and doesn’t come to anything. I love you.”

Just then, Carl’s datapad chimed with an incoming message, playing a few notes from “Message in a Bottle.”

Just as Carl dug the datapad out of his pocket, Amy lunged across and snatched it from his grasp.

“What the—?”

“You put Roddy up to this, right? To bail you out. You planned it ahead and…” She handed the datapad back.

The message was from Niang, not Roddy. Carl turned it so Dr. Akerman could see it. There was a particle leak in the Mobius’s antimatter reactor. “See? Ideally, she’d be the sympathetic shoulder to lean on when I’ve got burdens building up. Instead, I get suspicion.”

“Sorry,” Amy said, looking down into her lap. “It’s just that usually… you know… you’ve got an angle. You have to admit, you love convoluted plans that avoid honest work.”

Well, that much was true. He just wasn’t enough of an amateur to put Roddy up to sending him a text comm. Too obvious. Giving Niang something quick to check on and report back—something Carl knew would warrant an urgent comm—was less exact, but certainly more subtle. Amy demanding to know who was on the comm was just too obvious a response not to plan around. She was right about him loving subterfuge. It was as much a habit as gambling or drinking, and unlike those other two, it often came with a net profit.

“Apology accepted. Now, if you two ladies will excuse me…”

But Amy caught him by the arm as he tried to bow and gracefully depart. “Oh, no you don’t. Not that same old song and dance. That business with the particle leak can wait. Sit.”

Well, shit.

Carl sat. This wasn’t part of the plan. “But I’m in charge around here…”

“You’re not that important.”

Dr. Akerman clucked her tongue. “Amy… that’s not how we argue.”

Amy let out a sigh and brushed a stray braid out of her eyes. “Fine. You know you have people who can do their jobs. Take thirty seconds and send him a note to take care of it how he sees fit. Or hell, delegate it to Roddy.”

“If I don’t handle this stuff myself, people will start going to my dad.” It was bad enough Dad had taken over in his absence. The last thing he needed was for Chuck Ramsey to become the problem solver of Odysseus Base.

“Oh yes, because it would be so horrible if an older, more experienced version of you was in charge.”

“We’re nothing alike.” If ever there were a statement to test whether not being able to magically disguise his lies even from himself was essential to his falsehoods, it was this one. Carl knew damn well that he’d learned most of his cons from his father.

“What’s the matter? Cat’s got your cradle? No, never that… Chuck was always around when you were a kid. You couldn’t get away from him fast enough, could you? Enlisted the day you turned eighteen. But it was too late; you’d already absorbed his personality. I mean, you talked about him a little but having just met him… holy moly! He’s you with a bigger head, wider shoulders, and old-man gut. Except he’s also got twenty years maturity on you, which puts him mentally at about thirty.”

Quick math led to a consternated frown. “I don’t act like a ten-year-old.”

“Fine. Make it fourteen, since you’re always horny.”

Dr. Akerman smiled. “You two certainly argue like an old married couple.”

They turned to her in unison. “Stay out of this.”

“Oh yeah? Well, if I’m such a man-whore, how come I’m a one-woman guy? There’s thirty-seven women in the syndicate, counting you, and most of them aren’t with anyone. I’ve got game. I could land another woman if that’s what I wanted. But I’m not even looking. Hell, aside from that little expedition for the Sokol, we’ve hardly been apart. What’ve you seen in all that time? Ignore what I’ve said and go by what I’ve done.”

Amy clenched her teeth a moment before answering. “Fine. You haven’t actually done anything, unless you hooked up with July while I was gone.”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, she was sleeping with Hatchet. Putting a plasma burn through his chest ended with her stealing a starship from me, not jumping to the next bed over.”

“It was a joke. I never thought you’d actually do it.”

“I thought this wasn’t time for joking. I’ve got a syndicate to run if this is just comedy hour.”

“And that’s another thing. Why is this even a good idea? I mean, Mars would be better off without the Ruckers. Why are we such a benevolent force out here?”

“We’re not. Just like the Rucker Syndicate is good for the Ruckers, the Ramsey Syndicate will do right by us. We’re not a charity organization.” Carl’s chest was heaving. This might not have been what Amy had in mind, but it felt good clearing the air instead of sitting around each other nervously.

“It’s not only the good who die young, you know.”

“So, what? You’re telling me I’ve got to change my evil ways? Or you’ll stop loving me?”

Amy seethed out a sigh, clenching her fists. “I couldn’t stop loving you if I wanted to. But I need to know if you’re for real, or if this is just a matter of loving the one you’re with. And you can hide your lying eyes.”

“Not right this minute,” Carl reminded her.

Amy deflated. She collapsed back onto Dr. Akerman’s couch and shut her eyes. “I thought Mort suppressing your supernatural self-deception would let me see through you. But you don’t sound any different than normal, so I can’t trust that he’s actually preventing you from lying your sorry ass off.”

“Hey, doc. I thought we weren’t supposed to…” But Carl looked over and Dr. Akerman’s chair was vacant. “Where the hell did she go?”

“Who cares?” Amy snapped. “Probably left when you told her to mind her own business. You’re her boss, after all. Besides, this whole therapy idea was pointless.”

“Ever consider that I sound like normal because I play it straight with you?”

“Considered and dismissed. I can’t trust my judgment if you can fool the entire galaxy. That was Tanny’s mistake, according to her.”

Carl stood and began pacing. “So lemme back this one up and put it in a higher orbit. So what if I am lying? What if I’ve been leading you on for months, just waiting for… I dunno, the next girl or whatever? You gonna leave me?”

“Obviously.”

“And if you can convince yourself 100 percent that I really love you, you’ll give up never doubting me and trust me ‘til death do us part?”

Still lying with her eyes closed, Amy pinched the bridge of her nose. “Probably not. I mean, 100 percent is pretty unrealistic, isn’t it?”

“So you’re in a no-win situation here. Even if you believe me now, you can’t believe me forever. But this is the real world. Zero and 100 percent don’t exist. So what if maybe I filter the truth now and then before I share it. When have I ever done wrong by you? Think actions, not words. That’s everyone’s problem, and it’s why Roddy and Mort know to trust me: they get it. Whatever I say, I do right by my friends. I’ll always do right by the woman I love. So your three options are to pull the eject lever right now, wobble along in doubt, or jam in the first heading that feels right and drop into the astral. And lemme tell you, neither one of us will be happy wobbling along.”

Amy sat up. She wasn’t crying but there was a redness around her eyes from rubbing at them. “So which one do I pick? Do I let myself become the latest fool to believe you or cut off the only thing in my life that makes me feel like a normal person to avoid a time bomb that might just kill me?”

“You want something that’s not a song lyric? To hell with this galaxy and everyone in it. If you want me to give up crime and go live in ssentuadi space delivering beer, I’d do it. Just so long as you’re with me. The other stuff’s all window dressing and ego. The leather jacket, the sword, hell even the ship… I love the adventure. I don’t want any of it though if it costs me you.”

Amy’s teeth showed now, peeking out from behind a frown she couldn’t maintain any longer. She glanced pointedly at the empty chair, then at the space beside her on the couch. Hooking a finger inside Carl’s belt, she tugged him over toward her. “How about a little less conversation, a little more action please?”

Carl grinned and toppled down onto the couch with her. Just before their lips met, he managed to slip in one final quip. “I do enjoy being a crime lord, though.”

# # #

When Carl sauntered into the staff room where Mort had squirreled himself away, he felt like a new man. Or at least, he felt like a younger one. He’d not only survived his girlfriend and a psychologist ganging up on him, he’d gotten laid. Who needed lies when six-hundred-year-old schmaltz could work the same magic?

Mort looked up from the book splayed across his lap. “You’re looking mighty smug.”

“And why wouldn’t I?”

“Walked the burning coals and toasted marshmallows on the way. Nope. Can’t say I can fault you. Don’t make a habit of this, though.” He snapped the book shut.

“This wasn’t my idea. Remember? This was Amy’s plan. Thank her for having to listen to all that.”

“Oh, I stopped listening a while ago. Can’t watch that kind of soppy mess on a holovid. Damn me if I’m going to listen to the stage play. But I played my part. I stuck to the letter of the law—even Greek and Arabic letters for good measure. If that girl of yours was under the delusion that magic is the only way a man can speak false, that’s her business. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to get back to seeing to business of my own.” He stood and tucked the book under one arm.

Carl smirked as the wizard left but couldn’t resist one parting shot just before Mort reached the door. “It was true, you know—every word.”

Mort glanced over his shoulder with a raised eyebrow. “Sure it was.”

When he was alone in the briefing room seconds later, Carl paused to reflect. Had it all been true, or was he just back to self-delusion?

# # #

Yomin felt safe enough behind three layers of encryption, a false comm ID, and a remote relay bouncing her signal through the Sol system to make it look legit. Still, the person on the other end of her live text-comm was beginning to unnerve her.

“MERCHANDISE MUST PASS VERIFICATION. TRANSMITTED DATA INSUFFICIENT.”

Yomin’s breath quickened as she entered her reply.

“We can bring the goods for verification. No change of custody until we receive payment in full.” She’d gone over the plan with Carl, but negotiations were his thing, not hers. Yomin’s twin problems were that Carl hated extended periods combing the omni and had ordered her to do it instead. The off-hours holovid marathons were paying off, though. She’d watched enough gangster and heist holos to know the ins and outs of every trick in the playbook.

There was a few minutes’ delay before the next message came through. It was long enough that her contact might have been practically anywhere in the galaxy if he had a deep enough astral relay.

“SUGGEST RENDEZVOUS. ORION SYSTEM. HOW SOON CAN YOU ARRIVE?”

Yomin let out a long breath and thought a moment. Orion was civilized space. Green-level security came with customs inspections, military presence, and layers of bureaucracy that smothered corruption. Things like that used to be a comfort to her, but present-day Yomin Dranoel was no friend of ARGO law enforcement. The longer it was before they knew that, the better.

Before replying, Yomin ran a quick omni search to see what Orion was best known for, hoping to suss out clues about her contact. The blanket approach left her buried in a wash of relevant results. Orion, it seemed, was known for everything from Celtic cultural fairs to starship research and development and everything in between. With a population of seventy billion, it was easy to diversify. Undaunted, Yomin reran her search, focusing on the grade school societal science report version of the system. This time, she discovered that the Orion system was best known as the home of the Orion Blaze (some sort of sports team), Bath Spaceworks, and Yojimbo, the company that made a number of popular children’s games. It was also the birthplace of Economics Minister Carmine Singh, pop singer Ramona Jimenez, and Sandra Davies-Kim, the mathematician who had the Davies-Kim Theory named after her. The computer Yomin was using relied on Davies-Kim data packing, as did most of the civilized galaxy. Unfortunately, none of that yielded any helpful information about her contact.

Drawn into the true-but-useless wasteland of Orion-related minutiae, Yomin lost track of time. When a jarring fact snapped her attention back to the task at hand, she checked her chrono to see that she’d lost more than an hour. But it had paid off. Orion IV was home to Harmony Bay’s regenerative sciences division. While their corporate headquarters was on Earth, Orion IV was a major hub for the company’s non-Solar enterprises.

Her next message practically wrote itself. “Orion no good. Suggest we meet on Zeetoff.” The only part that took even a moment’s spare thought was selecting an appropriately inappropriate destination for a rendezvous. She wanted to say “fuck you” without actually using either word, and picking the homeworld of a species ARGO routinely bombed from orbit seemed like a good way to do just that.

The reply from her contact came back in thirty-one seconds. He wasn’t as far as she’d imagined.

“ZEETOFF UNACCEPTABLE. SELECT NON-HOSTILE SITE.”

Yomin grinned. Carl’s lessons had paid off. “Be as unreasonable as possible without breaking negotiations. You want the middle ground to be on your side of the fence.” For an idiot, he knew a few things.

“Fine. Let’s make it Pintara, then. Payment expected. T2.5M.”

Two and a half million terras was the price Carl had surgically implanted in his head. Some dingleberry local crime boss had that number picked out as the price for his stupid goo, and Carl expected to get every last terra of that. For a guy who worked the barter side of the free market system, Carl had no concept of how cash transactions worked.

“WE AGREED ON 2,000,000.”

“No, you said T2M. We never budged from T2.5M. That’s the asking price.”

Seventeen seconds later… “EMPLOYER WILL NOT AUTHORIZE.”

Bullshit. There was no way he was reading her message, talking to his boss, and sending a comm back over the omni. Even if transit time was cut to nil, that was just too quick a turnaround. Her contact was either on orders to hold a line or was acting on his own authority. It was time for Yomin to dip a toe in the waters of her theory.

“If you don’t like it, I’ll find another buyer. Maybe Zammos or the Nebula Consortium will remember their bank access codes and pay us. I bet Harmony Bay might even pay us T3M if we got in touch with them.”

“HARMONY BAY WILL NOT EXCEED T2.2M. FINAL OFFER.”

Yomin pumped a fist. Her contact as good as confirmed he was an agent of the galaxy’s largest medical supplier. And she’d just squeezed two hundred thousand terras out of him. As part of the Ramsey Syndicate, a fraction of that was going straight into her pocket.

“Deal.”

She ended the live comm link before any detail could pop up to spoil her victory. Flipping the datapad into audio playback mode, Yomin started up an Antarctic techno-fusion dance mix and let the music envelop her. Soon, without even noticing, she was on her feet, swaying and shaking with the beat. When the lyrics to the track kicked in, she sang along in a well-practiced contralto.

When she’d wrung the tension from her mind and body, she left the music playing but raised Carl on his personal comm.

“Yo,” Carl replied within seconds. He had to have been awaiting her comm. If there was one thing Carl Ramsey had become known for among his underlings, it was being hard to get a hold of when he didn’t want to be bothered.

“Guess what?” Yomin replied, singing the question in melody with the music.

“You got me my 2.5 million?” Carl asked.

Yomin swallowed. The song drained from her heart like a toilet’s flush. “Not exactly.”

“Come on. Out with it. You’re not playing digital mind-narco to salve a guilty conscience.”

“It’s not mind-narco. It’s techno-fusion. And this is Rain Goddess Ayala. You should broaden past that museum music of yours.”

Carl cleared his throat. “Just out with it. What’s the number?”

“Two point two.”

“Less than three terras? That won’t buy us a decent lunch to split, let alone pay for fuel. Get back to our buyer and tell him—”

“Million,” Yomin amended. Fuck Carl. He knew what she’d meant.

“Well,” Carl replied, grin clear even in voice-only mode. “Looks like I win my bet with Roddy after all. He didn’t think we’d top two million for that glop. Nice work. Mind doing one of those ‘comm everyone’ messages and tell everyone to pack up? We leave in an hour.”

# # #

Esper had never been much for crafts or artifice, but the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts was a masterful replica of the original. Certainly there were differences—chiefly that the “original” in this case had been entirely imaginary—but it was a better effort than an amateur like her had any business producing. It disturbed some primal node buried deep in her psyche to think that the book had guided its own creation. Looking on it objectively, she couldn’t come to any other conclusion. Running a hand along the leather binding, she savored the scents of parchment and ink that wafted from it.

She pulled her hand away with a jerk. “No,” she scolded the volume. “Stop that. I’m not opening you. We’re done with that.” The insidious book had been tempting her ever since its completion. Read me again, it cooed. You’ve missed something. There are secrets within secrets if only you discover the clues. It was bull poop. Esper knew every word quite well enough already.

Dropping a cloth over the tome to hide it from view, Esper picked up a datapad. She used to love the sleek, smooth gateways to the omni. Nowadays, when she looked at a datapad she saw a knot of tangled technology between her and what she wanted. In this case, what she wanted was to send a comm.

Fortunately, Esper wasn’t as far gone as Mort. While the datapad was a cumbersome and vexatious little animal of science, with enough cajoling she could get it to perform its intended tasks. In less than five minutes, she found where the cute little gadget had squirreled away her incoming messages. There was one she had been waiting for.

The sender used a comm alias of Ivanhoe, and his message was simply: “I have arranged a sabbatical. Send meeting time and place.”

There was so little to it, but it said so much. First of all, not just any old nobody takes a sabbatical. Those were for doctors and professors—important people let off on the assumption of higher purpose in their leisure. Whoever had taken an interest in her proposition was someone of import in the Convocation. Keesha Bell had done Esper quite the favor in her efforts to find a sympathetic ear, it seemed.

But also, the message was terse, suggesting someone impatient and task-oriented. Possibly not the ideal recipe for a potential advocate.

With a sigh, Esper began her reply. The little icons for the letters were jumbled across the face of her datapad like a madman’s riddle. If there was rhyme or reason in the arrangement, it eluded her. Why couldn’t the alphabet be in alphabetical order? She knew that at one point in her life, her fingers would have twiddled across the icons like a pianist, tapping out full sentences in mere seconds. How she’d done it felt more like witchcraft than the levitations she now performed routinely as part of her everyday existence.

Despite the grueling letter search, she eventually completed her message to Ivanhoe.

“Meet August 9, Pintara colony.”

She hoped that she’d be there to make contact with Ivanhoe. It was the best she could do after having wrangled a loose itinerary from Carl for the Mobius’s next voyage. If things didn’t work out as planned, she could always arrange some time off and book passage at her own expense. Plenty of reputable starliner services offered steep discounts to Convocation members, and Esper had few qualms about leading a prospective captain to believe she was part of that organization. After all, this was Convocation business—in a manner of speaking.

With a relieved sigh, Esper dropped her datapad onto the bed and collapsed beside it. She was the only one who kept the Mobius as her primary residence. Even Mort had taken a few essentials and commandeered quarters on the Odysseus. Something about the place just didn’t feel right to her. Not that it was a criminal syndicate in the larval stages. That only bothered her sometimes. Rather, it was a place where people had been stranded. Some part of Esper worried that one day the Mobius would leave and she wouldn’t be on it. The thought of being trapped planetside—even among people who, by and large, were nice enough—terrified her.

That was her biggest worry about taking off on her own if the Mobius wasn’t on Pintara on August 9th. Would she be able to get back on? It wasn’t just them deciding they were better off without her. There were delays, dangers, and all manner of bizarre circumstances that seemed to chase the crew—specifically Carl, she added mentally—like hunting dogs. Even if they wanted her back, there was no guarantee of her return.

God dammit, she hoped Mort appreciated all this when he was reinstated to the Convocation.

# # #

Jaxon “Juggler” Schultz arrived at the cargo ramp to the Mobius with his family in tow. The military surplus duffel over his shoulder had seen longer and more dangerous deployments than this; it wasn’t worried. Neither was his family.

“Dad, can you bring me back a real Eyndar blaster pistol like Space Ranger Harku’s?” his son Jaxon Jr. asked, tugging at his sleeve.

“I want a crystal gecko—one of the pink ones if you can find one. Those are the prettiest,” his daughter Lisa said.

Rather than make any promises he was unlikely to keep, Jaxon dropped the duffel and scooped up both kids in a hug, one on either shoulder. “You two be good for Mom. Give her any trouble and I won’t bring you back anything good.”

The two Schultz children scurried out of the way as soon as their feet touched the ground. Rachel Schultz—also known as Vixen in her navy days—gave him a goodbye kiss. “I still think you rigged the coin flip. Next mission’s my turn, either way.”

“Sure thing,” Jaxon replied without a gram of sincerity.

“And don’t let Carl talk you into anything stupid—er than usual.”

“Blackjack’s under control. We’ve got plenty of hands keeping him steady.”

As the Schultz family waved their goodbyes and parted, Yomin Dranoel whizzed past on a hover-cruiser. She piloted it right up the cargo ramp and began unloading equipment.

“What’s all that junk?” Jaxon asked as he strode up the ramp.

She didn’t look up. “Mostly Odysseus salvage that the crypto team needs for this mission.”

“Crypto team?”

“Me.”

“Oh.” Jaxon just kept moving, heading for his quarters.

Roddy came aboard moments later, pulling a grav sled piled with an assortment of alcoholic beverages. “You can’t park that thing in here. Even if we had room, Niang’s pitching a fit looking for it. I’d ditch it in a corner of the hangar when you’re done.”

“I’d hoped to get it back before he noticed. This shit’s heavy.”

Roddy snorted. “A-tech, right? Supposed to be lighter and easier to handle, but you know you’ve got the good stuff when it’s still heavy as p-tech. I’d offer you a hand, but I’ve got my own gear to stow.”

On her third trip back from her quarters, Yomin ran into Carl and Amy. “Just gotta return this cruiser and I’m good for orbit.”

Carl looked around at the clutter of half-stowed tech and let his gaze wander the cargo hold, settling on the common room door at the top of the stairs. “How we looking? Seen Mort around?”

“Lord Technophobe is watching an animated kids’ flatvid about his favorite wizard.”

“Damn. How far in is he? Think it’d be worth asking him to restart?”

Yomin rolled her eyes and climbed into the seat of the hover-cruiser. Amy smirked as the vehicle departed. “Not sure she was the one to ask.”

“Nah, just ridin’ her for the technophobe jab. Can’t be taking sides against Mort if she knows what’s good for her. Once he’s saved her life a few times, she’ll get used to him.”

“Techs and wizards never get along. It’s like that on every ship I ever served on. You’ve just gotta live with it. I know Mort’s your friend and all—”

“More like family.”

“—but you just have to accept that not everyone’s going to like him.”

Carl snickered. “I’m the captain. I don’t have to do anything. Come on. Soon as Yomin’s back we’re leaving this sorry gravity well and hitting the Black Ocean.”

# # #

Pintara was the fifth planet in the system of the same name. Thanks to being the only inhabited ball of rock around, it got to keep the name without getting a Roman numeral appended. Depending who you asked, the system either split the border of ARGO space or was an unsanctioned colony just outside it. According to the omni, this distinction wasn’t a popular topic among the locals, who were equally divided on the issue. The ARGO faction viewed the independents as traitors and radicals. The pro-independence faction viewed the ARGO loyalists as oppressors and tyrannical lapdogs who abdicated their fate to Earth bureaucrats.

Carl took the lead as the crew descended the loading ramp. By his estimation, the political debate was a loser’s wager on either side. The whole planet wasn’t worth the fuss of fighting over. It was one thing to settle a shithole in the middle of nowhere to keep off official scanners. He got that. Hell, he’d gone that route himself, considering what a picnic Ithaca was. But Pintara was all the backwater with none of the lawless freedom to go along with it. Atmo factories chugged away, pouring clean, breathable steam into the skies. Waste collectors sucked up carbon dioxide on the other end of the process. They didn’t grow much locally, which made them dependent on trade to keep from starving. Nothing the planet produced was so indispensable that they could charge a premium. It was just a place, and if any of them had a damn bit of sense, they’d have found someplace better.

“You sure about this no backup deal?” Mort asked. “I can tag along quietly—”

“No can do,” Carl replied.

“Now, wait just a pig-kissing minute,” Mort snapped. “I’m plenty inconspicuous.”

“You’re really not,” Esper murmured.

Carl wasn’t letting Esper fight this battle for him. Mort would sooner lose an argument to Roddy than his own apprentice. “This isn’t our typical backwater. There are public security scanners and probably few enough wizards out here that glitch readings get someone off their ass to investigate. There’s not enough Convocation influence out here to keep the local badges from harassing adepts.”

“Like to see them try…” Mort grumbled.

“If our contact is plugged into the local scene—legit or underworld—chances are he’ll know something’s up. I mean, I know violating ‘come alone and unarmed’ agreements is a time-honored tradition, but this time I’m playing straight. This guy knows I’ve got people. Not like I can disappear without consequences. I’m safer going by myself and armed with nothing more than a parliament’s worth of lies.”

“I’ll back you up,” Amy said, stepping in front of Carl.

Carl gave her a lopsided smile. “Thanks for the offer, but that whole spiel of mine loses some oomph if I can’t stick to it for a full minute.”

“You’d have taken Tanny.”

An uncomfortable silence followed. Carl used the time to weigh his options, which ranged from bad to horrible. Wasn’t Dr. Akerman’s therapy session supposed to have fixed all this bullshit?

“Listen, I do two things well: fly and lie. And these days it’s not even clear-cut that I’m the best pilot on the ship. So business like this is sort of my specialty. Guys like me don’t work so well behind the scenes. If I can’t pull my weight, I’m no good as a figurehead. Might as well let my dad take over at that point. I’m pretty much one talent away from being expendable.”

With a soft clearing of her throat, Esper spoke up. “Let’s consider for the moment that you’re not expendable. You’re still a great pilot, even if Amy is, too. Plus, we all care about you, and on your own and unarmed, you can’t really… well, maybe can’t isn’t the right word. Anyway, maybe we step back from this and just let me make the exchange. I can look after myself, and I don’t have Mort’s penchant for razing buildings—really, we might need to have an intervention for him on knocking buildings down.”

“Those obelisks needed demolishing!”

Esper scowled at Mort. “I’m counting all the buildings on that moon you crashed.”

“I don’t see any way that I can possibly crash Pintara into anything on a round trip to the seedy end of this colony to pick up a crate of hardcoin.”

Carl didn’t see the relevance, either, but neither did he know the arguments that went on between Mort and Esper when he wasn’t around. It was like stepping on a snake, only to realize it was an alligator’s tail. He didn’t want to see the rest of this beast up close.

Undaunted, Esper jabbed a finger in Mort’s direction. “See? You don’t say ‘I’d never do anything like that’ or ‘those were extenuating circumstances.’ You just wondered—right then—whether or not you could. Admit it.”

“I admit nothing!”

Carl raised the hand that wasn’t holding an insulated carry-case for the primordial goo they were selling. “Not that I’m not fascinated to find out how this little squabble ends, but I’ve got an exchange to make. Thanks to the traffic exclusion zone around the capital, I’ve got a long tram ride to the rendezvous. And if I don’t get going soon, I’m going to miss it. Be back a rich man in about three hours.” He stepped around Amy and onto the cracked asphalt of the landing pad.

Roddy, who’d stayed out of the fray, picked this time to snort and offer a parting shot. “For that kind of cash, you sure you’re coming back?”

# # #

Public trams had a lot of things going for them. They never got lost. They usually didn’t cost much. And, if you were worried about being followed, it cut down on the number of suspects. Unfortunately, this one was also grimy, in a troubling state of disrepair, and sparsely populated with local dregs that Carl didn’t want touching him for fear of lice. The tram car’s air recirculator chugged and sputtered; its bacterial filters couldn’t have been in any better shape. Carl raised a hand to cover his mouth.

One of those dregs wore his hair in two braids where it wasn’t shaved bald, and his grin showed silver teeth. “You got an offworld smell on you, slug. What’s in the lunch pail?”

Carl sighed and fixed a boredom-laden gaze on the punk. “This the part where you try to convince me that there’s some toll for taking this car on the tram? Pal, I gotta tell you, that one’s older than this planet. And besides, rule number one in my line of work is don’t look in the package.”

Another dreg approached from the opposite end of the car. This one was shirtless, with a lean yet grimy physique that Carl guessed was a product of pharmacology and not working out. He carried a gentleman’s cane, which might have seemed more out of place if he hadn’t handled it like stun baton. “He don’t look like no smooth agent. Don’t see no big outfit hirin’ him for a big job. Prolly gets his jollies acting all big carryin’ an empty case.”

A third member of the gang lounged against the door of the tram car. He was the cleanest of the trio, with a black leather trench coat and a red datalens covering one eye. “Have a care, Virgil, and stop waving that twig around. Might scare our friend here. Seems to me that case he’s got is scan-proof. Ain’t nobody delivering burger take-home in a case like that.”

Carl shrugged. “I tried once. They got soggy.” He was perfectly content to let this little gang have their fun at his expense. The car’s overhead readout marked their progress toward Nova Station, just three stops away. Until the doors opened at his destination, Carl could put up with whatever harassment they wanted to throw his way.

The one called Virgil took his cane by the point end and whacked the handle against Carl’s case. “Here now, Clarence. Might not be a bad idea to have a look-see. Fancy me some fried gargoyles and a smuck of cheese.”

It wasn’t often that Carl was left behind in a conversation. Mort’s translation charm worked like magic, making any language sound like English to him. The only exceptions were that ancient, bone-jarring tongue he used for his more impressive spells and English—really, really badly spoken English.

But whatever these punks thought might be in the case, they’d have been disappointed at the reality. The soup of proteins and amino acids didn’t look like much, and to all but a few scientifically minded buyers out there, it probably held little value. “Sorry, boys. They don’t even tell me the code to disarm the explosive charge. Best case, if you managed to get past the locks, is you blow this tram off the tracks. Not how I planned on ending the work day.”

Virgil retreated half a step, and Special Operative Courier Carl had no trouble suppressing his grin. City lights flashed outside as the tram sped past, slowing as it approached Graven North Station. Two stops to go.

Clarence still blocked the tram door as it opened at Graven North. A middle-aged couple waiting on the platform hesitated a moment before heading for another car. Seconds later, the door grated shut, and the tram lurched into motion.

Glancing around at his three unwelcome traveling companions, Carl slouched against the far wall from Clarence, standing in a designated luggage area marked in faded paint on the floor. “So, you guys just ride around this thing all day, or you got day jobs on the side? I can’t imagine this gig pays.”

The one with the twin braids cracked his neck. “Look at this bird. Asking like we waddle and quack. Me and my mates, we provide much needed security ‘round these parts. Without the likes of us, might be people don’t feel safe.”

Special Operative Courier Carl didn’t need to bite his tongue to resist the urge to snark back at that comment. It was beneath his notice. He got the message loud and clear: this was some gang’s territory, and these were local enforcers. Flavors varied from planet to planet, but the idea was the same. On Mars, they wore expensive suits but had the vocabulary of freight haulers. On Carousel, they wore police uniforms. Even Earth had them—they looked like Mort. The only place Carl had ever been that didn’t have gangs of one sort or another was Phabian. Clarence, Virgil, and whatshisname with the braids didn’t break the top 100 of guys who’d tried to bully Carl.

“Look at him,” Virgil said, pointing with his cane. “Gone all quiet-like and brooding. What’s he thinking in that head of his? Might be worth a look.” He slapped the shaft of the cane against his palm. “I know a guy who might get us a peep in that case. Startin’ to think I want to see what it’s got in it.”

The tram slowed as it approached Midtown Station. Carl wasn’t sure he had until Nova Station before things turned ugly. His destination was between Nova and Midtown, but it was sure as hell a shorter walk from Nova. Then again, short walks take a lot longer with broken legs, and getting there without the merchandise wasn’t even worth the trip.

“I know a guy, too,” Carl said, stalling for time. He didn’t make eye contact with any of the gang members and monitored the tram’s progress indicator in his peripheral vision. “Put a magic charm on this case that’ll rot the balls off any smartass who lays a hand on it.”

The tram jerked to a halt, and the door behind Clarence rumbled open. Carl let his feigned indifference drop and bolted for the door, using the case as a battering ram. Without time to weigh the likelihood of Carl’s claim, Clarence dislodged his datalens in his haste to get clear of the case’s testicle-rotting magic.

As Carl disappeared into the crowd at Midtown Station, he heard the gang regrouping to give chase. But pursuit didn’t last long. The element of surprise had given him a head start that allowed Carl to blend into the crowd. Two blocks later, he felt safe enough to reference a public map kiosk and get his bearings. The sooner he converted this stupid goo into nice, simple hardcoin, the better.

# # #

Esper pulled Jaxon up from the mat with a gloved hand. He nodded wordless thanks and doubled over, hands on knees, panting for breath. “That’s what you get for pulling your punches.”

“Sorry,” Jaxon replied between gasps. “Not being macho. Getting too old. Hit a girl in a heartbeat.” He winked up at her as he tried to snap his fingers. But between the sparring gloves and a coating of sweat, they just slipped. With one last heaving breath, he jerked upright and raised his gloves in a boxer’s stance.

With a chuckle, Esper shook her head. “No, I think you’re done.” Esper had rescued Jaxon from the couch in the common room, where he’d been staring at the post-holo selection screen of some action flick. Carl had brought him along as security officer, and then gone off on his own.

The mat squooshed under Jaxon’s bare feet as he hopped forward, hands still up bracketing his face. “Nah, I got another round in me.”

“And I’d have to carry you upstairs afterward. Go. Hit the showers. I’ll pack up down here.”

There was a tearing sound as Jaxon pulled open the FuzziGrip wrist straps that kept his gloves on. He dropped them to the floor as he staggered for the stairs. Esper started folding and rolling the mat to stow it. Jaxon called down from the catwalk. “Just don’t tell Rach I got my ass handed to me by a girl half my size. Don’t want her getting ideas.”

They’d both come down to blow off steam and clear their heads. While everyone on board got why Jaxon was preoccupied—his friend and commanding officer was off somewhere without a bodyguard, when that’s what he’d been hired for. Esper’s problem was more personal and certainly not something she could open up about to anyone on board.

As she passed through the common room, she heard the shower running, barely audible over Roddy’s choice of laaku martial arts holos. Esper paused, determined that it was just Four Fists, No Fear for the umpteenth time, and kept on toward her quarters. She had already memorized all the moves from that one.

The door thumped shut behind her. It was just her and the book, alone together in the room. The Tome of Bleeding Thoughts lay there, to all appearances nothing more than an archaic form of literature. “Shut up,” she muttered at it. “You’re going home whether you like it or not.”

Searching her closet, Esper picked out a clean outfit and found a towel. She’d shower as soon as Jaxon was done. Shouldn’t be long. She could be alone with it for a few minutes without opening the cover.

Her thoughts wandered to her meeting with Ivanhoe. She was going to have to get it off the ship somehow without anyone noticing. It wasn’t as if anyone would know what she was doing, but Mort might put a few disparate clues together and puzzle something out. The less he knew about her plans, the better. Estrangement was never an easy thing to mediate; Esper knew that all too well. Mort returning to the Convocation would be as awkward as Esper returning to New Singapore. There was no way she was going to make the first move in contacting her family, and they’d shown no interest in tracking her down. But some tiny part of her wished that Samson had recognized her after piloting Mort back from the moon he’d killed. Esper hadn’t had the courage to approach in the brief window between his recovery and him leaving Ithaca with Don Rucker.

Maybe if she didn’t see it, Esper could bonk two birds with one stone. “This is for Mort’s own good, not yours,” she said to the book. With a suggestion that maybe it would be best if no one could see the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts, it faded from view. Of course, the fact that the lights blinked out as well ensured its invisibility.

“Hey,” Roddy shouted from the common room. “Keep your damn spells in your sleeves!”

Esper ducked down, wondering what to say in apology, when she heard Mort’s voice. “Don’t blame me every time your ship breaks down. Maybe when you fix it, consider watching your gymnastic punch monkeys at a volume below volcanic eruption.”

“That’s it. I’m deleting all your Merlin cartoons.”

Esper’s mouth opened to intervene. But as the wizard and mechanic shouted insults and threats though a different set of doors, she thought better of it. The lights flickered and returned to normal function. A few seconds later, the holo-projector blared to life, and the argument stopped. Some things were best left alone.

# # #

Footsore and hungry, Carl eventually arrived at the site of the exchange. Even at well past 9 p.m. local time, the factory hummed with activity. The Rah-Shin Robotics facility was fully automated—robots making robots. There was something apocalyptic in that whole arrangement as far as Carl was concerned, but for now he had more important things on his mind.

Beside the back loading dock, a human-sized door had a miniature datapad adhered to it with a dollop of putty. It pulled away with a gentle pop and turned on of its own accord, displaying a text message.

THIS DOOR HAS BEEN LOCKED OPEN. FOLLOW DOORS MARKED WITH THIS SYMBOL.

Below the text was a photographic image of a zigzag scratched into a steel panel. Seemed simple enough. Might have been a coincidence as far as any automated janitor-bots might think. Wouldn’t mean anything to someone who stumbled across it randomly, if a sentient brain wandered in.

Eager to be rid of the goo he’d lugged halfway across the colony, Carl pulled open the door without giving it even a cursory check for booby traps. If someone was going to all this trouble to lay a trail of breadcrumbs for him, he wasn’t going to just blow Carl up. If this contact of Yomin’s wanted to do that, it would have triggered as soon as Carl touched the datapad.

Once through the door, the muted hum of the factory turned into an omnipresent droning. The floors vibrated with it. The sound pushed on Carl’s eardrums until he discovered a pair of protective muffs and put them on. Breathing a sigh of relief, he ventured onward into the facility.

He would have expected that a fully automated plant would just be one huge room filled to the brim with machinery like a kids’ toy box. But this place had corridors and intersections, doors with security swipes, and glassteel windows that provided the occasional view into the bowels of the machine-driven manufacturing process. What the robots were doing was every bit as magical to Carl as Mort’s spells, cutting, welding, spinning, atomizing, and grinding. Half the time Carl couldn’t tell whether a moving piece of metal was worker or product.

At every door, he checked for the zigzag mark the datapad had shown him. He tried his hand on all of them, and the ones without the mark didn’t budge. The first one that did display the right markings opened easily, and Carl caught his breath as it led through a workspace bounded on both sides by walls of machinery busily at work. The horrific sounds of tortured metal being formed unwillingly into new shapes were dulled by the muffs, but didn’t diminish their menace. At a whim, those robots could reach out and cut Carl in two, burn him alive, or put a thousand holes through him before he could react. Or they could just keep on building whatever it was they were building and ignore him completely. It was the chance that bothered him most. Clutching the metallic case to his chest, Carl hurried through.

The far side had another door with the zigzag marking. The corridor beyond had doors at either end, one of which was also marked. As he followed the trail he’d been left, Carl passed through two more factory rooms, half a dozen more hallways, and a parts storage warehouse. Frustrated by the rats’ maze, he was weighing the options to find his way back the way he came when at last he reached his destination.

Scanners of every variety were scattered around the room labeled Quality Control. Carl only recognized a few, some of which he’d seen at the Gologlex Menagerie, and another that the race inspectors for Silde Slims had used to make sure Roddy’s maintenance work hadn’t included illegal modifications. It was lit with glowpanel overheads that weren’t all still functioning, giving an inspection station more shadows than was probably conducive to good quality assurance. The walls and floor were a uniform dingy white, spotted with mold and dusted with cobwebs.

The lone occupant prior to Carl’s arrival was wearing a brown hooded overcoat and black gloves. His face was obscured behind a metallic mask with generic human features sculpted across the surface. The eyes reflected pale yellow, suggesting some sort of built-in datalens.

“You my buyer?” Carl asked. It sounded like a stupid question, he knew, but it was even stupider handing over millions of terras in merchandise to a guy who was just in the wrong place at the right time.

“No, I’m just here to feed the robots. Are you the guy with my pizza delivery, or the one bringing my primordial amino acids from Hades Breath?” The buyer’s voice was modulated by the mask, stripping away any warmth in tone but not the sarcasm.

“If I’d known this was a social occasion, I’d have picked up pizzas and beer on the way. Sorry, all I’ve got is this weird liquid.” Somewhere along the trek through the facility, Special Operative Courier Carl had given way to the original model. He found it hard to be intimidated by some skinny laboratory dweeb who thought he could look smooth and scary hiding behind a mask and some datalenses. It was a kid’s Halloween outfit at best. At worst, it was just plain pathetic.

But nonetheless, the guy knew what he was buying, and a case not unlike his own lay on the inspection table in front of the masked buyer. If that contained his hardcoin terras, Carl was willing to put up with the theatrics. He set his case down opposite the buyer and popped it open. None of the high-sec locks and booby traps he’d bragged about to the tram gang existed. They’d been wonderful ideas, stuff straight out of a Maxwell Smart flatvid. But shit like that cost money—money he wouldn’t have until this transaction was complete. Until then, all the Mobius crew had done was put a tracker on it in case Carl lost the goods en route. They wouldn’t even tell him where they hid it so he couldn’t give the information away by accident.

The buyer pulled the case to his side of the table and swung it around. With a hand scanner, he gave the goo a once-over. Carl was just as glad, since just eyeballing the stuff it looked like it had come from a recycler spigot with a busted filter. But he waited patiently while the scanner worked.

From behind the mask, a noise like a scrambled harrumph issued forth, barely recognizable as human. “Seems legit. Finally, someone in the galaxy who’s trustworthy.” He pushed the unopened case across the table. “Go ahead and open it.”

The lid popped with the push of a button, and Carl’s mouth began to water. Inside were row upon row of hardcoin terras stacked so tightly they wouldn’t rattle in transit. A clear plastic divider kept the ones on the top from falling out. The weight of that lid was decadent. Pulling one at random from the rows, Carl found a twenty-terra coin, its edges worn with commercial use. He plucked another from the stacks and discovered a thousand-terra denomination he’d rarely seen up close and personal. It was pristine, the sort of hardcoin that didn’t change hands over trivial matters like food and booze.

“It’s mostly higher denominations. Your minion said not to go all one type, but bugger me if I was going to lug around that much cash in small change. Count it if you like. I’m in an indulgent mood. Feels like I’ve been waiting ages for this stuff.”

“Much as I’d like to hang out and wait with you for the pizza guy, I’ve got places to be and people to pay. Pleasure doing business with you.”

Carl did a little mental math, trusting this mystery buyer only in the most superficial sense. There were easily more than 2,200 individual coins in the case, so a mixture with mostly thousand terra coins was reasonable to hit the agreed upon fee. Short of getting completely screwed, he was happy enough getting back to the Mobius with what he had.

“Very well, then. You can get out the same way you got in. I’m leaving by the far door, which will lock behind me. Don’t try to follow me or contact me; we won’t be meeting again. Good day, sir.”

The buyer’s gait was awkward and stiff as he carried the irksome primordial goo out the far exit of the lab. Certainly not the type who was used to hauling around his own gear. But since Carl was in full agreement on the two of them never meeting again, he didn’t put too much thought into the identity of the buyer. He could be a Harmony Bay agent, like Yomin suggested, or a freelancer on the lookout to drive an even harder bargain with one of the big transgalactic megacorps. Hell, he could be looking to use it in a recipe for some crazy alien folk medicine for all Carl cared.

As he exited the facility through the horrors of semi-obsolete modern technology, all Carl knew for certain was that he’d finally gotten paid.

# # #

There weren’t many times when having “too much money” made a lick of sense conceptually. But hauling it across desolate streets at night in a conspicuous metallic case was one of those times. Ten kilos of hardcoin terras yanked on Carl’s shoulder with the weight of all the debts he’d ever owed. Every glint from a window was a scanner. Every gap between buildings was a potential ambush. Even the traffic control signals were giving Carl unsettling looks.

It was raining by the time Carl had exited the factory. Foot traffic on the capital’s streets had dwindled to almost nil. This was the time he should have hunkered down, pulled out a comm, and called for a little backup. Sure, weapons were banned in the city, but it wasn’t like Carl or any of his crew was exactly law-abiding. But holing up someplace was just dead time, and Carl wanted his payday within the hull of the Mobius as soon as sentiently possible. While there was a small possibility of losing all that cash to nefarious actors en route, the real risk was Carl finding a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to spend it on.

Roddy had plans for the money even before they left Pintara, Carl reminded himself. There was a life-support overhaul he wanted to perform now that Kubu wasn’t a constant drain on the ship’s resources. Plus he’d found a bargain on a new holo-projector. Whatever temptations lay in Carl’s path, he had to weigh them against fresher air and crisper holovids.

Something moved in Carl’s peripheral vision, and he reached for a blaster that he wasn’t carrying. “Keep it smooth,” he muttered. Looking jumpy was all the more dangerous when unarmed. “Why not just let everyone walk around armed? The civic maintenance dopes wouldn’t be afraid to do their fucking jobs.” Lights were out on nearly every street. Refuse cluttered the edges of the roadways. A noodle shop’s sign was half burnt out, inadvertently offering “odles” to passersby. Let a few mechanics and janitorial supervisors strap blasters at their hips and this place might clean up nice. Well, maybe not nice, but a step up from hell’s attic.

“Hey buddy, terras for a beer?” a voice called from the shadows of a specialty Martian grocery store. The sign in the door was dark, and one of the windows was patched with a steel plate instead of glass.

Carl stopped in his tracks and puzzled over the request. At first, he thought the guy was selling beers like a pushcart vendor. Then he realized the man was begging. “Thanks for not bullshitting me about what you’d spend my money on, but I’m broke. Go bother someone at an opera or a rodeo.” Carl was pretty sure he’d seen advert posters for a rodeo, and the sorts that went to those always seemed loaded.

The beggar coughed. As he stepped into the moonlight, he was round-shouldered and unshaven, wrapped in a blanket that may or may not have had clothes beneath it. “Rodeo was a traveling show. Cut orbit last week. Opera’s got more security than a bank these days. Buddy, I don’t need much. Whatever you’ve got is fine.”

“Drum soles, tax man,” a familiar voice shouted from behind Carl. More than timber or tone, it was the unusual local slang that struck a chord. It was Clarence, the prick on the tram who wore the datalens.

The beggar froze, eyes wide. “No trouble, sir. I’m… I’ll… consider me gone.” He was gone before Carl could make up his mind to tag along and bet on the beggar knowing the city’s ins and outs well enough to get him back to the Mobius unharmed.

Carl turned slowly, careful not to provoke a violent reaction. Clarence was there, as well as Virgil and the guy with the braids whose name he hadn’t caught. “So, late night, fellas? You boys sure do work long hours.”

Clarence sneered. “Consider this our side job. Second helpings and whatnot. Looks like a different case from the one you had before.”

Options floated in Carl’s brain. He could deny it and try to convince Clarence that he hadn’t made his delivery. Long shot at best, especially since them being here meant Carl had probably been tailed. He could always just hand it over, get back to the Mobius, and come back with Mort. But that felt like a kid running to find a grownup when the school bully steals his lunch money; didn’t sit well with Carl, not to mention the fact that hardcoin terras could vaporize instantly in a city this size. That left Carl’s favorite option. “Fuck off, you little piss pots. I’ve got an open comm link, and my people are on their way here.”

“No, ya don’t.” Clarence tapped the controls of his datalens. “No signals coming or going, and another scan-proof case. What say you, Virgil? Sydney? How’s about we have ourselves a show-and-tell?”

Carl gritted his teeth. How dare they refute his lies with science. “It’s cursed.”

“Tried that one already,” Clarence replied, grabbing his crotch. “Had me checkin’ me own snorker and biscuits, but all’s right in the castle. How’s about another story, mate? Or maybe you just open that case before we feed it your teeth?”

Two point two million terras could buy a lot of replacement teeth, and it wouldn’t have been the first time he’d had them knocked out. Then again, the odds of him keeping the money after losing the fight were slim. Suddenly remembering a fourth option, Carl ran.

The streets were dark and slick with rain, but the tram station was only a few hundred meters away. He could make it. Much as Carl hated physical exercise of any sort, he hated getting his face smashed in even more. With Mriy along, those jerkoffs wouldn’t have crawled out of the shadows to bother him. With Tanny at his side, the three of them would have been lying in pain, nursing broken limbs. But alone, Carl’s best bet was a surprise sprint for the nearest mode of transport.

“Hey, get back here!” Pounding footsteps behind him signaled the start of pursuit. The suddenness of his flight had bought him perhaps an extra second.

His lungs burned instantly. He wasn’t cut out for this type of exertion. But the dogs at his heels kept his feet moving as he gasped for breath. He grabbed the post of a streetlight and swung around to quicken his way onto a side street.

“You’re makin’ it worse on yerself, mate!”

Carl’s pursuers were closing in, and he hadn’t gotten much of a head start in the first place. He needed a distraction. Yanking at a trash receptacle failed to knock it over—bolted to the sidewalk. He darted between parked delivery cruisers and felt a hand on his jacket. Flailing behind him with the case, Carl knocked one of the punks off stride.

The tram station was just in sight, and the cars waited with open doors.

A hundred meters to go, and Carl had to keep the three of them off his heels. How he’d get onto the tram without them boarding just behind was a problem to solve once he was aboard. For now, he needed to run. More running. No fancy tricks. Just had to keep his feet under him. Staggering. Still going. Tram waiting. Footsteps following. Just a few… more… meters.

The doors closed, and the tram pulled away from the station. “No!” Carl shouted, but it came out as a gasp.

A cane hit him in the back of the knee and Carl collapsed to the duracrete. He moaned, still short of breath, and rolled onto his back. The rain pattered gently on his face, the lukewarm droplets smelling of chemical pollutants.

As he struggled to keep his grip, the case was tugged free of Carl’s hand.

“Hmph. Not even locked.”

Hearing the pop of the release for the case, Carl mustered the energy to lift his head. “Mine. Galaxy owes me.”

Clarence burst out laughing. He pulled out a few coins and dropped the rest, case and all. A scattering of coins jumped and landed on the tram platform. “You been had, mate. Ain’t hardly enough for a night at the pub with what’s real in this box.”

“Huh?” Carl wasn’t processing. There were over two million terras in that case—enough to buy a whole pub, let alone a night of carousing.

Sydney kicked Carl in the ribs. “Open them ears, offworld. Someone passed cloners by you. Your hardcoin is hardly coin. Them’s pickled notes, wooden nickels, funny money. Am I gettin’ through to you?” He kicked Carl again more for punctuation than to cause injury. Carl had been kicked enough times to tell the difference.

“But…” Carl managed before being overcome by a cough.

“All yours, mate,” Clarence said, stepping aside with a shallow bow. “I’m keeping the pocket warmers, but the falsies is all yours. Don’t want anyone sniffing my DNA offa that rubbish. I got a reputation to maintain.”

Carl crawled on his hands and knees, gathering up the fallen coins and cramming them back in the case. These brain-fries were making a mistake, and Carl was still rich. Well, what remained in the case was still decent money split more than a hundred ways. He’d pay his syndicate with this stuff. It’d all work out…

“By the way, mate,” Clarence shouted. “Next tram’s in about twenty minutes. Cheers!”

# # #

A dripping wet Carl dragged himself into the Mobius with such a hangdog look that no one needed to ask how things had gone. Half an hour later, he sat on the couch in the common room in a pair of dry undershorts and a towel, still damp from a hot shower. The case lay open on the kitchen table, its phony terras taunting him.

Amy stood with her arms crossed at the head of Carl’s pack of interrogators. At least they let him clean up before grilling him. “So, done with the incomprehensible babbling and ready to tell us what really happened?”

“And we know the terras are counterfeit,” Yomin said, tapping her datalens. “I would have assumed someone in your line of work would think to check for that sort of thing.”

Roddy pressed something into Carl’s hand. Expecting a beer, Carl glanced down to find a steaming cup of coffee. With a sigh, he filled in the details of the story.

“…And he was in the bowels of the factory in some sort of lab. Totally covered, head to toe; couldn’t even see a millimeter of skin. Had his voice computer modulated to remove any chance of voice ID. I thought he was being paranoid, but now I’m thinking he was just covering his bases.”

Esper stood with her arms crossed. “I don’t get it. You limp in here, clutching your ribs. If this guy swindled you, why did he beat you up? I mean, why bother with the counterfeit terras at that point?”

“Maybe I should have mentioned the guys I met on the tram.”

Amy pinched the bridge of her nose. “You got followed and mugged? Oy vey. How’d we let you convince us to go alone?”

“‘My silver tongue is my best weapon.’ I believe that was the argument I used to let me go alone. Or some bullshit like that. You people aren’t the galaxy’s toughest marks, you know. No offense.” Since backhanded insults were the weapon of the day, Carl might as well fight on even terms. He’d had his fill of lying on the duracrete getting kicked for one day.

“And lemme guess…” Yomin said.

Carl hung his head. “Yeah, one of the guys had a datalens. They took the few low-number terras that were legit and left me the rest. I figure a case like that’s worth sixty or eighty terras, so the joke’s on them, I guess.”

Roddy popped open a beer as Carl sipped his coffee, evoking a twinge of jealousy. “So, we only got shorted two million, one hundred ninety-nine thousand, nine hundred and twenty or forty terras. I’ll chalk that up to rounding error and call this deal wrapped up.”

Mort picked up the case and dumped the contents on the table. Coins poured free, clattering a riot but ended up bouncing into a cityscape of neatly stacked towers. “Your mystery buyer has a sense of humor, by the way.” Scorched into the felt lining of the case—probably with a soldering iron, by the look of it—were the words caveat venditor. “For the uneducated present, that’s Latin for: ‘seller beware.’ This fellow not only counted on you not counting that king’s ransom on the spot, he left a nice note for when you eventually got around to it.”

“So,” Roddy said with a sigh. “We’re looking for a paranoid biochem poacher who owns a metallic mask with a voice modulator and speaks a little Latin. Hey Data-Girl, think you can sift the omni and narrow our search down to a few billion suspects?”

Esper rolled her eyes. “Leave Yomin alone. That money’s gone and so is that primitive puddle-water we were selling.”

Far from offended, Yomin smirked. “Well, it might not be gone gone. I planted a tracker in the case. Seems that maybe Mr. Mask isn’t the only one paranoid. I believe one of you told me that paranoid people lived longer in this line of work. Maybe they also don’t get ripped off as often.”

“And when that doesn’t work,” Mort said, arching an eyebrow at the data specialist. “Well, let’s just say I may have marked that case in a way that no science-wrangler will ever notice, whether this fellow is an adept himself or just a scientists’ lackey.”

Carl perked up, letting the towel drop from around his shoulders. The air inside the Mobius was chilly on his damp skin. “Great. So where is this guy? I’d love a little payback, not to mention taking back that goo, plus whatever money this joker’s got on him.” He took a swallow of coffee that burned its way down his throat. He pulled his towel tighter and shivered.

Mort stared off at a wall, his eyes unfocused. “Still on Pintara with us.”

“Great!” Esper said. “We’ll track him down and still get a little R-and-R on-world.”

Juggler gave a curt nod. “I’ll grab my blaster. Fuck local no-carry laws.”

“Can you narrow it down a little?” Roddy asked. “I mean, this isn’t exactly a deserted planet.”

“Keep your pitchforks and torches lit,” Mort grumbled. “I’m working on it. I’m not the only wizard on this world, but I’ll pinpoint it soon enough.”

“No need,” Yomin said, tapping away at the datalens controls by her temple. “The tracker is—make that was—at Fairfield Starport. It just left orbit.”

“Well, there’s some good news,” Amy said. “We can use the time-stamp to narrow it down to a ship with that departure time and head it off at its destination.”

Yomin swallowed. “Uh, maybe. You see, the tracker only transmits a signal every five minutes. Keeps battery use down and makes it harder for anyone to pick it up on a scan. I mean, the poor little guy’s the size of a grain of rice; there’s only so much a stealth transmitter can do.”

Amy nodded frantically, raising both her index fingers. “No, no. We can work with that. Find us a list of the departures from Fairfield in that five-minute window.”

Yomin tapped at her datalens again. Then the screen went dark and she took it off. “There were 75 ships. Like Roddy said, this place isn’t exactly Pluto. But give me half an hour and I can take the tracker’s updates and figure out a destination for whatever ship it’s on.”

“Half an hour?” Carl scoffed. “Wouldn’t two updates get you a line to extrapolate?”

Roddy cuffed him upside the head. “This is why we use computers for astral navigation: because ion-brains like you think it’s Euclidean space. It’ll take a minimum of four points to even project a likely course, and six is a nice, safe buffer to make sure she’s got the right course.”

Mort blinked and scowled at the crew. “You’re all overlooking the fact that the case probably hasn’t left Pintara.”

“What do you mean, ‘probably’?” Carl asked.

“Something’s blocking me from detecting it,” Mort admitted. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ll find the bloody thing. Just don’t let Miss Tech-In-The-Eye drag us off to the Milky Way’s back garden in the meantime.”

There was a moment of uncomfortable silence as Mort stood motionless, presumably deep in mystical communion. It ended when Roddy hit a button on the remote and the holo-projector blinked to life. “Well, let’s give Merlin the half hour it’ll take to for Yomin to find us a course. If he finds it planetside before then, we grab it. If it turns out it’s really in the astral somewhere, zipping off to a Harmony Bay buyer on another world, we get off our asses and get there first.”

Carl frowned. That sounded so damned reasonable and evenhanded that he could hardly imagine the words had come out of Roddy’s mouth. “Hey, buddy. You gone sober again on me?”

Roddy reached out and waggled his beer under Carl’s nose. There was no doubt that it was the genuine article. Carl couldn’t even conceive of someone trying to make a non-alcoholic version of Earth’s Preferred. The unofficial motto of the brand was “get drunk, cheap.” Without the buzz, it was just rancid water that could have come from a clothes processor’s waste line for all anyone would care.

“How often is Mort wrong?” Esper said. “We should give him time.”

Juggler moved to stand by Esper. “I’m with her. All your old stories about Mort… I think we oughta trust he knows his shit.”

Amy shook her head. “Maybe. But we have two leads on this case. I say we go with whichever finds it quicker.”

“Right,” Yomin said. “Maybe Mort finds it in the next twenty-six minutes. He pulls that off and I’m game for checking out the local lead… before we head off and find the real case, which is on its way offworld.”

Mort shook free of her reverie with a harrumph. “Well, best of luck chasing ghosts through the astral without my help.”

“No, that sounds fair,” Esper said, crossing her arms. “If Mort won’t drop us, I’ll handle the astral bit. But I trust him to find the case his way before that comes up.” With that, she departed for her quarters and shut the door.

Amy headed back to the cockpit with a curt nod. Still fiddling with her datalens, Yomin retired to her room. With Roddy preoccupied with the opening scene of Letho and Jubok Versus the Defeatinator, Mort pulled Carl aside. “You’re making a grave error, trusting in science against a scientific hegemony. Harmony Bay could be fiddling with that thingamajig of Yomin’s.”

“Yeah, but Amy seems to be on board with the compromise, so—”

“You mean to tell me that after twenty years of rock-solid magical advice and aid, I’m being supplanted by the prospect of a happy pre-marital bed? Carl, I think your brain and your gonads need to have a serious talk about the value of two-million-terras worth of stolen goods versus the cost of a bouquet of flowers to patch things up with that girl when you take the right side in this argument.”

“Since when is compromise the wrong way to settle a dispute?”

“When the opposing viewpoint is a bunch of circuit-peddling nincompoops!”

“Ever consider that you’re not the only wizard in the galaxy? Maybe this guy had help. Do your thing, but you’ve only got twenty-something minutes left before I follow the only lead I’ve got.”

# # #

Esper ended up being the one to make the astral drop. Mort’s deadline had come and gone, and when Yomin claimed that their quarry was headed for Zeevos, the Mobius set off to arrive first. But that put Esper in a bind. Dropping the Mobius into astral precluded the chance of staying behind, and with Mort acting petulant, there was no way Carl was going to let him strong-arm the crew as their only source of interstellar travel.

The datapad’s blank screen stared up at her accusingly, even though it was her own reflection she saw in the glossy black surface. Awakening it from its digital slumber, Esper looked up Ivanhoe’s comm ID and began her message.

“Please accept my apology. Due to unforeseen circumstances, unable to remain on Pintara through August 9.”

She closed her eyes, clasped her hands in her lap, and waited. A few moments later, a merry chime alerted her that she’d received a reply.

“Revised rendezvous instructions?”

Esper let out a sigh, and muttered a silent prayer of thanks. Ivanhoe hadn’t backed out of meeting her. “En route to Zeevos. Arriving August 10.” She’d had to resist the temptation to sink the Mobius to a shallower than usual depth in the astral to prolong their trip. Arriving on the 12th or 13th would give Ivanhoe more time to revise his travel plans and be there shortly after the Mobius. But if there was one thing Esper had learned all too plainly, it was that her personal projects took a back seat to Carl getting his payment—or at least the original goods back.

The datapad chimed. “Agreed.”

Esper clenched a fist and wiggled her hips in a little victory dance as she sat on the edge of her bed. Whoever this Ivanhoe was, he was a good sport and obviously wanted to get the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts back under the Convocation’s watchful eye.

The datapad chimed again. “This had better not be a farce. I would take personal offense to the wasting of my invaluable time.”

OK, so maybe not a good sport. But at least he had the patience to weather an unexpected change in plans. It was hard to get a good feel for what the average Convocation member was like when her only acquaintances among them were a renegade, a hermit, and the bounty hunter who’d been undercover as Rhiannon’s beau.

She wanted to give a heartfelt assurance that she wasn’t the sort of person who’d play a transgalactic practical joke on a respectable member of the Convocation. But nothing about her interaction with Ivanhoe suggested that he was the sort easily swayed by mere words or was the least bit interested in assurances.

“Understood,” was all she commed back.

She waited, watching the little rectangle of space on the datapad where their conversation was penned in by little digital walls. Five minutes passed with no further communication. Poking at the surrounding controls, she tried to make the datapad hide her involvement with Ivanhoe. Esper could have sworn she’d done that sort of thing before when she was a teenager. But she’d never really given the process much thought. The device had seemed so simple at the time, and now it might as well have been a minotaur’s labyrinth of little digital boxes and menus. At some point, she realized that she didn’t even know how to get back to the start screen to shut it off.

With a surreptitious glance around her room—as if anyone could possibly be watching—she pressed her hand to the datapad’s surface and lowered its mass. The screen panicked and went dark.

“Someone ought to write a book on working these things,” she muttered. But then she glanced over at the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts, concealed on her nightstand beneath a towel, and wondered if there might not be enough books on the Mobius already.

# # #

Yomin picked up the signal seconds after the Mobius exited astral space just outside orbital range of Zeevos. They had lain in wait, not dropping out until her calculated arrival for the thief’s ship. There it was, right on scanners. If this had been outlaw space, the Mobius would have opened fire as a prelude to parlay. At least, that’s what Yomin had expected them to do. Since parting ways with the Hatchet Job, it was entirely possible that the plan would have stayed the same whether they were in secure space or not.

“Our fake ID gonna pass muster?” Amy asked. Though she was careful to reword it each time, Yomin was getting sick of hearing that question over and over.

“Yes. Voice comms are even filtered through an overlay encryption to make you sound like Lieutenant Kwon. Figured she sounded official, and anyone who really digs will find a dead woman’s voice. Now transmit to ground control and get us down.”

Leaning against the cockpit door right beside her, Carl smirked. “Thought that was my line.”

“If you really want to help, go smooth it over with Mort,” Yomin said. There were times the wizard didn’t scare her—much. But hand-delivered I-told-you-sos weren’t on her list of lifespan-approved topics.

“We’re cleared,” Amy reported. “Our target looks like a light passenger cruiser. Titan registry. Ship’s name is Latrans. Matches one of the outbound ships from Pintara. It’ll be on the ground three minutes ahead of us.”

“How far can a guy get in three minutes?” Yomin mused. While on the surface, the question was rhetorical, she hoped someone would give her a real answer. In her ideal scenario, they’d have set down on Zeevos before the Latrans arrived. But Carl had worried about spooking their thief. What was he going to do, jump out the airlock prior to hitting atmo? But three minutes was enough to catch local ground transport, pick up an escort, or hand the case over to a waiting representative of Harmony Bay—if the thief wasn’t already working for them directly.

Carl shrugged. “Mid-sized cruiser like that? Doubt they even start disembarking passengers within three minutes of touchdown. Not everyone’s as light on their feet as us. Some ships have logs to record, safety checks, and some semblance of order and decorum.”

Amy snorted. “None of that sounds like us. I think the last time anyone around here used decorum was Vodka Night.”

“That was some swanky vodka we scrounged up. Teacups just seemed the way to go.”

The ship tore through the upper atmosphere, punched through clouds, and approached the commercially bloated city of Great Singapore. Amy brought them in at a vertigo-inducing clip. Yomin tried to tell herself that the ship’s gravity was keeping her safe, that the landscape rushing past the forward windows was nothing but a flatvid. It wasn’t working. There were reasons she went into the data warfare division and not flight school.

They touched down with a barely audible thud.

Carl headed for the common room, clapping his hands for attention. “All right, people. This is a free-carry world. So strap on your biggest, scariest-looking blasters and let’s go have a nice, friendly talk with our thief. Remember, don’t draw a weapon unless you mean to fire it. This place is rough, but it’s not lawless.”

Roddy didn’t budge from the couch. Nor did he so much as pause the holovid he was watching—some documentary about fermented beverages. “Thanks for the civics lesson, peach fuzz, but I’m staying here.”

“What part of ‘strap on a blaster and let’s go’ sounded like it was voluntary? You own at least three blasters—that I know of.”

“That you know of…” Roddy echoed, not pulling his attention away from the holo-projector. “But someone’s gotta stay out of jail to post bail for you cowboys. Stealing back stolen goods as a public starport isn’t getting you on any lawman’s good side. Plus, you know, most of us are wanted criminals.”

Juggler drew his blaster, spun it by the trigger guard, and re-holstered it. “My record’s clean, far as I know. That’s how you can tell I’m still new at this.”

“Or good,” Yomin added with a grin. “I was running a nice little side business even when I was in the service. Just never made it onto my military record.” Sure, she was just patching through personal comms from far-flung territories, but they’d been on a comm-dark classified mission. Getting any word home, no matter how innocuous, had been worth good coin to homesick servicemen.

“Have you got a blaster as nice as this baby?” Juggler asked. He patted his weapon, an old Bronson model TG-6. It was sleek, menacing, and perhaps overly bulky. It oozed testosterone.

Yomin reached under the back of her jacket and drew her own blaster. It was a SlyTek Sidekick. “Mine might not punch holes in plasticized steel doors, but it goes through people just fine. Plus, it registers as a plasma torch on most civilian scanners.”

Truth be told, Yomin had never even pointed a loaded weapon at a living creature. She’d never been in a firefight, never hunted, and wasn’t all that good at the firing range back at Annapolis. On Ithaca, she’d worked on irrigation systems and basket weaving. The thought that this mission might call for her to not only draw her weapon on someone, but fire it, was causing a system crash in her guts.

Carl jabbed a finger at Esper. “Borrow a piece from someone. Mort’s got the I-can-be-menacing-in-a-ratty-old-sweatshirt game down cold, but you still don’t intimidate ten-year-old math students.”

“I don’t have to anymore.”

Mort folded his arms. “And I’m staying put.”

“Can I revise my refusal?” Roddy asked, shutting off the holo-projector.

“No time to be pissy, Mort.”

“There’s nothing here. From astral, who could tell? But now? When we’re supposedly within spitting distance of that case? I’d know if it were here, and it’s not.”

Carl held up his blaster pistol and flipped the safety. Yomin could have sworn he just activated it, instead of releasing the switch that would prevent accidental firing. She ran a quick scan with her datalens and noted that the weapon was still hot, even with the safety supposedly engaged. “Well, there’s something here that just landed with our tracker on it. I’m angling to find out what it is. If it’s a dirty, low-down, double-crossing thief, I’m either going to rob him, shoot him, or hire him.”

Everyone turned to look at Carl with puzzled expressions.

“What? This guy put one over on me, and I’m a suspicious bastard and a professional con man. Syndicate can always use more good people.”

Amy grabbed Carl’s blaster and jammed it back into its holster. “You gonna stand around all day sucking the words out of the air or we gonna get going?”

They piled out of the Mobius in a mob. Carl took the lead, hands stuffed in his jacket pockets and a forward lean that suggested the pursuit of righteous justice. It was a strange galaxy where a criminal could act so aggrieved about a cargo he himself had stolen. And unlike the mystery thief in the mask, Carl and his minions had killed the previous owners. Sure, it might have been Hatchet’s influence at the time, but Carl was in command.

“Get us a heading,” Carl ordered.

Yomin stumbled as she hurried to Carl’s left hand, a step behind him. Bringing up a tactical overlay of the starport, she found the case just as the ping from the tracker updated. It had moved all of a few meters in the past five minutes. It was odd using a military tactical planner to find a lost suitcase, but scavenged tech was all she had access to these days. Of course, it wasn’t a complaint likely to garner her much sympathy in the tech community, being forced to work with military-grade equipment. Most of her data wrangler friends from back home would kill to get their hands on the stuff she used.

She pointed and raised her voice so the whole strike team could hear. “Looks like it’s over there. Those guys are offloading passenger luggage.”

Carl didn’t need to be told twice. Given the set of his jaw and the hand that strayed toward his blaster, she wondered if he’d even needed to be told once. It wouldn’t have surprised Yomin if he’d have grabbed the first baggage handler he saw by the collar and wrung the information out of him.

“You there,” Carl shouted as they approached. “Get away from that baggage.”

A hover-sled driver swung his vehicle around and tried to head in the other direction with offloaded gear from the Latrans. Juggler drew his weapon. “Park that barge, sparky. You boys’ve got something of ours.”

Carl and Amy began digging through the stacks and piles of various personal belongings as Juggler kept watch with his blaster. The baggage handlers kept up a steady verbal protest, but kept their hands in plain sight and made no sudden movements. In their matching royal blue uniforms and caps, they looked corporate, which meant they’d probably been trained on how to deal with gun-toting psychopaths who wanted their cargo.

“We’ve got manifests. All this cargo is accounted for,” the senior freight handler insisted. “If you can identify your stolen property, we can help—”

“Stow it,” Carl snapped.

In two minutes, eighteen seconds, Yomin would get another ping from the tracker. At this range, she’d be able to narrow it down within half a meter.

That was when the port authority arrived. Kudos to the locals for not allowing their starport landing pads to turn into the American Old West. Even though she was on the gun-toting side here, she was glad to see a pair of cooler heads intervening. Did that make her a bad outlaw?

The two of them were in a closed-top hover-cruiser with a strobing blue light on the roof. They wore all black, with a Great Singapore crest and rank insignia armbands. “Lower that weapon,” one of them barked as he hopped to the permacrete. He was middle aged, with salt-and-pepper hair that continued into long sideburns. By his armband, he was a sergeant. His partner wasn’t much younger, but the stun baton in his hand made him the more intimidating of the two. When Juggler complied, the sergeant’s shoulders relaxed. “Now what’s the problem here?”

Carl stepped to the fore. It wasn’t as if anyone had gone over plans for dealing with the authorities if they showed up. Yomin didn’t really even see everyone else move. But there Carl was, front and center by common agreement. It wasn’t even so much that he was captain, or head of the Ramsey Syndicate. Near as Yomin could tell, he was a figurehead in both capacities. It was more that no one else really wanted to be in the crosshairs of the law, and Carl relished it. “I got nothing against these hardworking boys here, but one of this ship’s passengers robbed me on Pintara. Call me paranoid if you want, but I had a long-range tracker on the case he took. Tracked the signal to this pile of luggage.”

“You have proof of this?” the sergeant asked.

“I’ve got the tracker code,” Carl replied. He nodded to Yomin. “Give him in the tracer ID.”

Yomin was pretty certain he meant the encryption code and frequency for the tracker, despite vomiting out the jargon like spoiled seafood. Despite her navy training screaming not to deliver classified codes to a civilian or to give their tracker encryption out to anyone, she complied, transmitting the data directly to the datapad the sergeant kept clipped to his belt. The sergeant jerked in surprised when the datapad buzzed and he cast Yomin a skeptical look when the data showed up; he hadn’t given her a comm ID to use. Let the P-tech starport cop sizzle his gray matter over that one a while.

But expediency prompted Yomin to snap the sergeant to attention. “Hop on that signal quick. Next ping is in eighteen seconds.”

Maybe the old sergeant was P-tech at heart, but well before the eighteen seconds were up, he was staring at the datapad, waiting for the signal. Yomin waited along with him.

When the signal came through, Yomin singled out the case. “There!”

Her heart quickened when she saw where the signal had originated. It wasn’t the case Carl had taken with him to the rendezvous. That one had been silver and the size of a mess hall tray and as thick as a datapad was tall. This one was a proper long-haul suitcase, over a meter long and upholstered in maroon leather. The port authority sergeant referenced his datapad to verify, then used a pocket tool to override the lock. Rummaging within, he tossed aside clothing and toiletries, presumably in search of the tracker or maybe a concealed compartment. Because nobody was stealing frumpy, oversized casual-wear that could have belonged to a bear, a tesud, or a human of unflattering size.

The sergeant concluded his search with the discovery of a pill bottle. “Is this yours?” he asked, handing the bottle to Carl. Yomin zoomed in with her datalens to read the label. She had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing. It was Everman 3000, a barely-legal pharmaceutical aphrodisiac.

Undeterred by the label—if he even noticed what it was—Carl tore open the lid and shook out the contents. The only thing that came out was the tracker. “There anything else in there? Maybe a couple specimen jars? This is corporate espionage we’re dealing with, officer. I’m under contract with Harmony Bay to deliver several harmless but scientifically invaluable xenological samples. I’m no scientist, but from what they tell me, it could be crucial to the current research into cognitive regeneration.”

The officer with the stun baton lowered his weapon. “My mum applied for one of their studies. Didn’t get in.”

But the sergeant shook his head. “Nothing like what you describe was in that suitcase.”

Esper cleared her throat and jerked her head toward the Mobius.

Carl blinked and took a dramatic sigh. “Sorry, boys. Looks like we’ve been had.”

The galaxy just didn’t work the way Yomin expected. Pull a blaster on someone on Earth, and you’d be doing five years in prison even if it wasn’t loaded. Go off half-cocked with a weapon onboard a navy ship and you’d be up on disciplinary proceedings. But on Zeevos, it was resolved with a few handshakes, a faux-heartfelt apology from Carl, and wishes of good luck in finding their stolen biological samples from the port authority officers. For all the grief his crew gave him, Carl had spun straw into gold or at least an arrest into a sympathetic pat on the back.

But back at the Mobius, things weren’t as congenial. Mort stood on the landing as the crew came in through the cargo bay. “Have we had a nice vacation? Everyone get their fill of waving blasters around at clueless patsies?”

“Yes,” Amy shouted up in reply. “I’m good for a trip with an actual thief at the end of it.”

“Not a bleeding one of you was paying attention except Esper. I was screaming my bloody mind hoarse trying to contact you telepathically.”

Yomin scowled. “We were two hundred meters away. You could have just shouted. Or even had Roddy use the comm.”

“Point is, I shouldn’t have had to. Now if you’ll float this heap above the sky for me, I’ll put us nice and deep and have us to Mirny in no time.”

Carl’s face lit. He bounded up the stairs toward Mort. “You found the case?” He hugged the wizard briefly but fiercely.

“No,” Mort said, disentangling himself. “Mirny is just such a pleasant, ammonia-breathing utopia that I wanted to hold a wild goose chase there.”

“I think he means ‘yes,’” Esper clarified.

Yomin rolled her eyes. What did she think of the rest of the crew? Did she think none of them had a grasp of sarcasm?

“Well, let’s ride. Amy, take the helm. Let’s see if we can get to this masked bandit before he realizes we’re onto him.”

Esper held up a finger as she approached Carl. Her voice lowered to a whisper, but Yomin’s datalens had an audio booster that she never used for eavesdropping. “Mind if I stay here a few days? Let me just grab a few personal items, and—”

“Sorry. No time. We can come back once this is wrapped up if you really need to.”

“But—”

But Carl was no longer listening. He was already in the common room. The rest of the thief-hunting posse filtered in behind him. Yomin sat in the cargo bay once they were all gone, watching as the ramp lifted. No one had said it, but the words had hung like a noose as Mort waited for them: this whole misadventure was her fault.

Roddy had gotten away with fouling the scam with the Sokol, but he was Carl’s best friend. Carl had lost the case in exchange for a bag of magic beans, but he was Carl. Yomin had already failed them once, not anticipating manual shield control at the swap station, but she didn’t have that sort of long-term credit built up with these people. She needed a win, and she needed it badly. So many of the refugees from the Odysseus liked their cozy little planetside jobs on Ithaca, but she couldn’t go back to life on that jungle hellhole. If this was going to be home, she needed to earn her keep.

# # #

“Hey, Brad. You make this month’s payroll yet?”

They were the first words out of Dad’s mouth when the comm to Ithaca connected them. Carl leaned his head back against the copilot’s seat and shut his eyes. Amy reached over from the pilot’s seat and gave his arm a squeeze.

“Not yet, Dad. I just wanted to let everyone know that we’re a little behind schedule. Our buyer changed plans on us at the last minute, and we’re on our way to a revised exchange.”

When Carl peeked across, he caught a raised eyebrow directed his way. As if he was going to out and tell Dad that he’d botched a simple exchange, chased the double-crosser to the wrong planet, and ignored Mort’s initial advice on where to find the stolen case.

“Well, just so you know, I’ve got things bolted down solid planetside. There’s been a little grumbling, but I’ve corralled the troublemakers and placated the rest. Sooner you get back with an infusion of currency, the smoother this transitional period will go.”

Carl sat up in his seat. “Transitional period?”

“I mean, the post-naval era. I’ve been putting my boot down on the whole rank business. Being an ensign on a starship doesn’t make you any better than a midshipman who can handle a blaster. I’ve been going through the personnel and reorganizing a bit. Don’t worry though, Don’s been a big help showing me the ropes of how an organization like this runs. It’s like cribbing from Lombardi’s playbook.”

This tasted wrong. Not sour, perhaps, but neither was it as sweet a deal as he’d been hoping for. “What sort of changes you making in my syndicate?”

“Oh, nothing unorthodox. You’re the head—the Don Rucker, so to speak. I’m acting in the role of operations chief. I’m not as hands-on as Earl Rucker, but the same general idea. You get to make all the big decisions; I take care of the stuff you pass on. Without ranks getting in the way, it’s been easier identifying the go-getters, separating the sheep from the wolves. And Brad, you had a lot of sheep and some wolves who weren’t exactly playing for the same pack.”

“Hold up. You saying I had traitors?”

Figures. You rescue a bunch of sailors from six years of isolation on a hostile moon, and what thanks do you get? A bunch of backstabbers mixed in who’d rather undermine their savior than slink back to a normal life like two-thirds of the survivors chose. Still, it shouldn’t have surprised him. He’d known even in his active duty days that there were plenty of officers and even a few among the enlisted who were me-first sorts, just along for the promotions and the power trip.

“Maybe not ‘traitor’ traitors,” Dad said. Carl could even picture him mussing his own hair in feigned self-consciousness. Chuck Ramsey wouldn’t have been self-conscious pissing in a glass-walled shower in front of an audience of nuns. “But you know how datapad jockeys can get. Rocking the boat, picking fights over procedural issues, and just generally undermining your authority while you’re offworld. That’s the main reason you’ve gotta keep those two feet of yours planted on solid ground until this business stabilizes.”

“Names,” Carl prompted. Dad was dancing around the issue instead of bragging, which meant that Carl wasn’t going to like who’d been whacked on the nose with a rolled newspaper in his name.

“Well, Kwon was the main culprit. She had an opinion on everything, and no matter what you told her, she’d go right back to her own plans as soon as your back was turned.”

There was a sinking feeling in Carl’s gut. He glanced over to Amy and saw by the knit of her brow that she’d picked up on it as well: there was a lot of past tense in that sentence. “Um, Dad… you didn’t by any chance…?”

Dad laughed. “She’s fine. We got her a new name and credentials and resettled her in border space.”

Carl swallowed. “Good to hear, Dad. We’ll be back when we wrap up this business. Mobius out.” Carl shut down the comm and slammed his fist on the armrest.

“I’m guessing Sephiera’s not fine.”

“No. When Dad said he’s been getting advice from Don, he meant it. Don would never admit to murder over the comm, even on an encrypted channel. But taking someone on a long trip in the deep end of the astral’s practically cliché. She’s gone, and no one’s ever finding the body. The fake ID is just to start a trail that hasn’t got an end.”

“Your dad’s cleaning house while you’re gone. We should warn Jax.”

Carl wiped his hands over his face. “It’s only fair. But Dad wouldn’t touch Rachel or the kids. I’d shoot him myself.”

# # #

“Dear Mr. Ivanhoe. I am SO SO SORRY. I am not trying to intentionally inconvenience you, but once again I will be unable to meet you at our agreed-upon place and date. I swear, if you give me ONE more chance, you won’t be sorry.”

Esper cringed as the missive whizzed off into the omni. This was awful. Poor Ivanhoe. What must he think of her? The One Church taught patience and understanding, but even in her days as a priestess, Esper would have been skeptical of her mystery benefactor’s intentions by this point. What if he read her comm and decided never to reply?

“And if something goes wrong this time, I’ll just pack up the book and ship it to Earth.”

No pressure. If Ivanhoe wanted to advocate on Mort’s behalf, that was wonderful. The important thing was making him understand that she wasn’t expecting him to crisscross the galaxy chasing the book down if it was ever going to make its way to Earth. Would it be better off in the hands of a pro-Mort agent vetted by Keesha Bell? Of course. But Ivanhoe or no Ivanhoe, the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts needed to get out of Esper’s quarters.

The response she’d feared would never arrive came instead without delay. “No! I will make revised rendezvous. Advise.”

Something Esper had said warranted an exclamation point from Ivanhoe. It was the first hint of emotion from anything he’d typed. The rest could have been written by a computer for all she’d been able to glean from the prose. She felt a pang of guilt as she glanced down at the message she’d sent to provoke that reaction. Would she really have shipped off the tome like it was nothing more than a recipe book? Would it even let her?

To assuage her guilt, Esper offered up a tidbit to humanize her plight. “My ship and I are on a course for Mirny. We’ve run into mishaps with our last client, and have been forced to track him down at our last two ports of call to no avail. I have a good feeling about Mirny though. We’re set to arrive August 12, 3:55AM Earth Standard.”

Esper waited. The silence dragged on for longer than the usual lag between transmissions. “Very well. I cannot be there when you arrive, but I can be planetside at Mirny by 7:00PM, same day.”

The message stared at her. Esper stared back with eyes wide. Astral navigation wasn’t her specialty, but certain basic tenets stuck with her. First, anyone who was trying to arrive on Zeevos by August 10th had to more or less be there by now. Ivanhoe didn’t strike her as the sort to be tardy without warning. Then there was transit him. The Mobius was taking two days to get to Mirny because Mort was handling their astral travel. Most often it took them a third to a fifth of the time that even military couriers would have needed to get from planet to planet. Even with a side trip to Zeevos, which was in the wrong direction, that could only mean one thing.

Ivanhoe did his own astral drops, and he was nearly as good as Mort.

# # #

The planet Mirny looked brown from orbit. It looked just as brown on approach. And, if possible, it looked brownest of all from ground level. The only inhabited stretch was a glacial cirque carved by eons of ammonia snow and further hollowed by technologists. The atmosphere wasn’t breathable, but it was borderline livable with minimal skin exposure and assisted breathing. Mort felt like a bit of a prat for not understanding the workings of an ammonia world, what with being from a family of terramancers. But he knew that with his necklace from Mt. Kilimanjaro providing fresh air (scented with the musk of ancient savanna wildlife), he was safe from the worst of the surface’s effects.

The Tuckerman Rift colony was an industrial concern. The mountains had elemental earth in several rare and profitable forms. Techno-prospectors had come in droves to leech it dry, but they all lived in the sheltered bowl, protected against the worst of the local climate’s ravages. Mort would have hated to see how bad life would have been if they’d lived under the blistering winds. Even in possibly the most habitable part of Mirny, they’d cobbled together a little replica of ancient Siberia.

The colony was stair-stepped into the sides of the cirque’s bowl like ancient farmlands. Residents who walked the streets at all were bundled in environmental suits against the biting cold. Most eschewed travel on foot altogether and rode around in tracked vehicles with ice-rimed windows. Every public building had an airlock, and the locals welcomed the warming pollutants belched into the sky by their ubiquitous factories. Mort knew that on foot—and unprotected by sciencified fabrics and portable air—he drew curious stares. But none of the other Mobius residents were eager to wander the colony as he searched, and he was glad to be free of their unhelpful presences.

For the hundredth time, Mort cursed the laws on Pintara that allowed blanket anti-surveillance charms. If paranoid locals hadn’t paid vast sums to some Convocation get-rich sorts, Mort would have been able to find the case before it ever left the planet. Instead, he’d lost an argument to science and ended up dragged to the wrong world, and now on the right planet, he was mucking through ammonia-laden air playing Marco Polo with a suitcase full of puddle water.

There were, of course, two upsides Mort could see. First was that on this bleak and sparsely populated world, he was having no trouble finding his sigil. The mark he’d left on the case was a clarion call in the distance, leading him unerringly toward the rapscallion who’d outfoxed Carl. But there was also the ammonia itself, which was doing a bang-up job loosening a few stubborn stains from his sweatshirt as he idly rubbed at the fabric.

But Mort was closing in. The feeling of proximity resonated deep in his bones.

“You there,” a voice blared from behind, causing Mort to jump and whirl to face a potential threat. It was one of the crawling vehicles, and the voice came from a cone perched on its roof. “Clear the road. For safety reasons, this portion of the city is off limits to foot traffic.”

Mort looked himself up and down. “You daft yokel. Do I look like I’m in distress out here? I’m on official Convocation business, tracking down a fugitive with stolen goods.”

“There is no record of a sanctioned Convocation investigation in Tuckerman Rift.”

Mort held up a hand and the Convocation crest appeared. Usually, Mort just produced an illusory replica of the chain of office he wore as Guardian of the Plundered Tomes, but this time he wanted a little extra oomph. The lightning bolt crackled with electricity, and the “C” was formed of molten earth, dripping white-hot droplets to the road. “Consider yourself informed. Now bugger off. I don’t file formal complaints when some knobby local law snoop gets in the way of my business.” He left the alternative unspoken, but the wheely-tracks on the vehicle reversed and pulled the busybody nuisance down the road in the other direction.

Mort harrumphed and returned to his search.

Another factory, this time abandoned, was where the rainbow trail ended. Mort’s pot of gold lay within. Ego and instincts prodded him to march inside, give the thief a piece of his mind, and leave the poor sap’s mind in pieces. But Carl had made it quite clear that there was a million-terra risk of fouling the seawater they were stealing back. Mort was to find the thief and relay his location back to the crew.

Mort made a full circuit of the building, just to be sure. But there was no mistaking it. The grimy steel fortress looked like no one had entered in years, but there was at least one occupant or at least someone had ventured inside to stash a certain case. It wasn’t even that large, for which Mort’s feet were thankful. It was a shorter walk than a circuit of Boston Common, if less fragrant.

Staring at the front door airlock to the building, Mort considered ignoring Carl’s orders. It wouldn’t have been the first time, nor likely would it be the last. Venting the building to the toxic outdoor atmosphere would be a good start, putting the poor fellow on the defensive in an instant. Then Mort could ration his use of magic to disable the thief without harming the goods—or rather, the goo.

He hadn’t brought his staff. There would have been questions if he had. Not much getting around the fact that Mort rarely brought it with him unless he was looking for trouble. Hard to justify a wizardly assault without looking the part. If he’d sneaked it along for the search, maybe things would have turned out differently for the thief. “You got lucky today,” he muttered at the factory’s front door before turning and trudging back to the Mobius.

# # #

The plan was set.

The Mobius dropped off Mort and Esper at ground level before heading for the roof. They were assigned to guard the two known exits to the facility. According to Yomin, the blueprints weren’t on file anywhere on the omni. As the ship lifted off, Esper fumbled for the control to enable the small external speaker on her EV helmet.

“I’ll watch the front entrance,” she and Mort said in unison except in Mort’s version, he said ‘rear.’

Mort scowled. “I thought you’d want the rear so when the sneaky bugger crawls out the back, you’d be there to head him off.”

“I figured the same, except I want nothing to do with confronting him. He’s all yours.”

“You’re not worried I’m going to string him up by his ears?”

“It’s not my primary concern. No.”

Esper waited out Mort’s puzzled frown until he punctuated it with a curt nod. “Well, let’s get to it then.”

# # #

The airlock was designed for a single occupant, but Carl and Juggler were squeezed in tight. With the gravity of the Mobius stabilizing them, it was hard to tell what the ship was doing beyond the airlock walls. The engine hum was still going but just maneuvering, not the main drive. Two thrusters. Then just one. Then two again. Amy was feathering the controls to give them a gentle landing, right square on the factory rooftop.

“Don’t mind me,” Juggler said, his voice coming through the EV helm’s comm despite them being in physical contact. “That’s just my blaster. I’m not that happy to be crammed in here with you.”

Carl grunted and shifted as best he could until Juggler’s blaster wasn’t digging into his thigh. “Nothing personal, but these are the times I wish Tanny—or even Mriy—was still around.”

“Tanny I get. Mriy though? Didn’t know you swung xeno.”

“I mean for the tactical advice. Maybe one or the other of them could have weighed the extra time for a second cycle of the airlock against the discomfort of these accommodations.”

“Two million terras is a lot to piss away on losing the element of surprise.”

“You wouldn’t have to wait on me. I’d let you run in there and follow as soon as I could. And it’s 2.2 million.”

Juggler snorted into his mic. “Yeah, I’m sure you would. If this thief has a blaster, wouldn’t hurt being second man in.”

There was a telltale thump that signaled their arrival on the ground. The airlock lurched and lowered to the roof before cycling open.

Amy’s voice came over the comm. “We’re down. Best of luck in there.”

The rooftop gave a panoramic look over the city as the bowl shape receded to the west. Whorls in the wind reminded Carl that the air outside was mostly cleaning solvent, and he had to remind himself that Yomin had looked up the specs on their EV suits on the omni and pronounced them ammonia-resistant. With how corporate legal weasels edited those specs, it wouldn’t have surprised Carl if that assurance was for concentrations just a bit less than he was currently wading through.

Drawing his blaster and motioning for Juggler to follow, Carl headed for the rooftop access hatch. God bless lazy maintenance crews for putting an entrance up top to keep from having to use a vehicle to work on the roof.

# # #

Roddy was still shuffling when Amy entered the common room carrying a hand comm. Yomin sat across the table, glancing down at her datalens, wondering if it wouldn’t be much more useful to the raid if she had it on. But Roddy’s pre-game instructions had been clear: no scanners at the poker table.

“This feels wrong,” Amy muttered as she seated herself at Roddy’s side. “I should be waiting in the cockpit in case they need a quick getaway.”

Roddy started dealing. “You’re what, twenty meters from the pilot’s seat? Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum aren’t going to get in any trouble that’ll get ‘em to the ship any faster than you can get it off the ground. Now ante up.”

Yomin pushed her five-terra coin into the middle of the table. “Weird handling real money. Thanks for staking me.”

“Hey, if we can bribe planetary security without dipping into our own pockets, the least I can do is spot you poker money. Besides, if I don’t turn down the simmer on those brains of yours, both of you were going to boil over.”

With a spare glance at her comm, Amy anted as well. “If digital terras are just sitting around for anyone to spend, why doesn’t the whole economy collapse?”

“Well, five long isn’t going to topple trade colonies or crash the resource exchanges. Plus, you’ve got to fit in between the hard cap on bank transactions that the TBRA flags and the amount you need to spend. Then you need to find targets with soft enough encryption for the cracker you’re running with. Me? I nicked the code-breakers from the Odysseus and replicated the algorithm into my personal core. It doesn’t crack nearly as fast as it would on a battleship, but it’ll chew through just about anything civilian.” Yomin lifted a can of EnerJuice. “Pirating that software for my own use is actually the most illegal thing I’ve done in my life. And that includes the few stray murders we’ve been associated with.”

“Ain’t murdered no one,” Roddy said, punctuated by a belch. “That’s the thing about lawless space: no laws.”

Amy laid her cards down on the table. “Yeah? Well tell that to Sephiera Kwon.”

Yomin shot Amy a sidelong glance. She had a pair of queens and was hoping to play them, not get bogged down in gossip.

“Chuck Ramsey had her disposed of… not playing the game his way.” Amy shook her head and picked up her cards.

A bad sector twisted in Yomin’s stomach. It wasn’t hard getting used to the illicit quanta flitting around the dark alleys of the omni. That was nice, clean hacking. The less she heard about the wetware side of this whole outlaw business, the better. “How’d Carl take the news?”

“He was pissed. I mean, of course he was.”

Roddy snickered into his beer. “You sure about that?”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Wait. Never mind. You’re just ringing door alarms. I’m not falling for that again.”

Yomin had been filled in on the sly by Esper. Carl wasn’t just a natural liar; he was supernaturally good at it. If it weren’t for a cadre of friends with years of loyalty built up toward him, she didn’t know how she could possibly trust him. Burrowing her way behind the datawall of that close-knit bunch was the key to her future on board the Mobius. If a goody-good like Esper could manage, then so could she. But it never helped when someone like Roddy, who knew Carl as well as anyone, kept casting aspersions.

“Like it would be the first time Carl wanted anyone offed. Kwon was nothing but a pain in the ass. She just happened to be about the only one on Ithaca with a real science background. With Shoni on staff—even if it’s not a permanent gig—Kwon’s just a liability. I mean, a year ago, Kwon was queen of the jungle savages. If you had a choice between that, plus six years of rust on her tech skills, and a Phabian Academy-trained laaku… well, it’s not astral navigation—which I think Shoni can do in her head.”

Amy snorted as she stared at her cards. “Bias.”

“Hey, mating practice is essential to species propagation. Gotta get it right when the time comes.”

“And I’m sure you didn’t put Chuck up to promoting her by getting rid of Kwon.”

“Sister, I got news for you. I don’t have that kind of pull with Carl’s dad. And if I did, I wouldn’t be wasting it on office politics. I’d siphon off enough funds from the syndicate to retire somewhere nice and comfy, with hot-and cold-running booze and a gaggle of non-judgmental, loose-moral girls to share it with.”

Yomin had to know… “Is this the sort of thing Carl would do? You know, to do you a favor? I mean, you’re best friends and all. Maybe he wanted a nice girl around so you don’t get lonely.”

Roddy let out a single guffaw. “Not likely. I’ve flown with that bastard for years now, and the next time he plays wingman for me will be the first. Lemme break this down for you real simple. Carl’s not a complicated guy; he just fakes it. He wants money, but doesn’t know what to do when he’s got it. He wants excitement, and he’s willing to gamble his safety to get it.” Roddy stared Amy in the eye. “He wants a nice girl to settle down with, but he doesn’t know a damn thing about settling down. He’s a flier and a liar, a drinker but not a thinker. He’s as good a friend as he can be but not half as good as he wishes he was. If it was legal to fly around the galaxy robbing people, Carl would take a desk job just to show the galaxy it can’t tell him what to do.”

“I raise,” Amy said, sliding a pile of coins into the middle. Without her datalens, it took Yomin a second to calculate the bet—eighteen terras.

Yomin wasn’t quite ready to abandon this opportunity to pry into Roddy’s perspective on her new employer. “So what’s the deal with this whole fiasco? What is it about Carl that has us chasing halfway around the galaxy after some guy who passed phony terras and reclaim a cargo that’s probably not worth a tenth what we’re trying to get for it?”

Roddy leaned back and put his feet up on the table, using his lower hands to take a peek at his cards. “There’s a lot of psychology I could slap together to try to figure out Carl. Could be it’s a sunk-cost fallacy driving him to recoup on money he thought was in his pocket. Maybe this is all ego. Might be that Carl knows something about that primordial sludge that we don’t—or he thinks he does. Could be that your whole Harmony Bay theory about this business got under his skin?”

“But you know him better than anyone, right?”

Roddy glanced over at Amy and shrugged.

“What do you think is with him?”

“Me? Personally? I think Carl needs to get hit over the head a few times and have his nose rubbed in his failures before he’ll admit he’s beaten.”

# # #

Even the roof access had an airlock. Carl supposed that if his planet were awash in ammonia, he’d lock down every egress, too. But it meant that even after cramming together while exiting the Mobius, they had to wait two full cycles of the factory’s airlock before both he and Juggler were inside. This time, there was no way both of them could fit at once.

Despite power running the decontamination cycle, the lights within the factory were out. The readout from the EV helm supplied an ultraviolet image overlay that shaded their surroundings in green and black.

“What do you think they used this place for?” Juggler asked. “I mean originally, before this swindler took it over as a hideout.”

“Building shit, I guess. I mean, that’s what factories do. In my experience, when a corporation abandons a place, they take anything valuable with them. So what they used to do here doesn’t matter much.”

“…unless any of it is still here, and it explodes, moves autonomously, or can otherwise be converted into a booby trap.”

Carl picked his way around an environmental regulator pipe. The blower at the end was inert, and his EV helm’s scanners confirmed the lack of breathable air. “When did the fearless Juggler turn into such a paranoid baby?”

“Day I became a dad. Hearing about things back on Ithaca doesn’t help, either.”

“Listen, Rach is fine. The kids are fine. Focus on the mission.” He felt like a squad commander again, calming frayed nerves before a big battle. Except this wasn’t going to be a big battle. Back at headquarters, he and Chuck were going to knock heads, but this slimy two-timer with Carl’s payday wasn’t going to know what hit him.

They found a stairwell adjacent to an empty lift shaft with a view of a two-story drop. Their footsteps echoed weirdly in the dense air.

“This reminds me of that dust-up on Minos Corva,” Juggler said. Carl’s reflex was to chide him for idle comm chatter in battle, but then decided to see where this was going. “I mean, we weren’t on foot, but that whole debris field afterward had the same eerie feel, ya know? Flying around those burnt out husks, walking these cramped, lightless corridors… same idea.”

“…and you caught blowback from that proximity mine,” Carl remembered, nodding. “That’s not going to happen this time. There’s a guy in here somewhere, hiding out with that case. Maybe even with real terras he was going to pay us if I hadn’t been too stupid to fall for the counterfeits.”

Esper piped up over the comm. “It’s not your fault. They looked real to me, too.”

“Esper? What the hell are you doing on this channel?” Carl asked. “We’re kind of in the middle of something.”

“You didn’t sound busy.”

“We are. Now switch to a different channel. Talk to Yomin or something.”

“Roger that. Um… could you give me a refresher on how to do that, exactly?”

Carl didn’t have time for this. He flipped over to the Mobius main comm channel instead. “Someone get Esper off this comm. She’s mucking up our banter. Me and Juggler got some reminiscing to do.”

When Carl came back onto the raid comm, he gave Juggler a nod and resumed their search. If it wasn’t bad enough dealing with Mort’s technophobia, now he had Esper devolving into a liability in a simple EV suit. Wasn’t there some sort of program wizards could go through to keep basic tech skills? Hadn’t someone developed a system for that yet? Surely, some enterprising second-rate wizard could make a fortune coming up with a set of flash cards that taught their peers how to work a comm, a coffee pot, and a door alarm without ruining their magical reputation.

Juggler stuck his head through a doorway but didn’t set foot inside. “You getting any life readings? Got nothing on mine.”

“This thing hasn’t got life scanners. You’re the one with the fancy suit.”

“Yeah, well according to it, we’ve got three life forms on the roof, waiting in the Mobius, and one out front. No surprise it’s not reading Mort, but I’m pretty damn sure we’re the only living things in here.”

“The goo has bacteria or some shit in it.”

“Not calibrated to scan that small.”

“Just saying… your scanner’s not perfect.”

In the verdichrome display, it was barely noticeable, but down the corridor, it appeared as if there was light spilling from one of the doorways. When it went out abruptly, Carl was certain that’s what it had been.

“Did you see that?” Juggler asked.

Carl checked the power level on his blaster and nodded. “Yeah, let’s move.” He took the lead, pausing at the doorway. Tucked just out of line of sight with his blaster in both hands, he wondered what he had underlings for at all. Wasn’t he supposed to order Juggler to take point? But Carl didn’t have kids, and Juggler had Jax Jr. and Lisa to worry about. Somehow, that made a difference when it shouldn’t have. By any measure, Carl outranked him.

Instead, Carl turned toward his former squadron mate, looking into the blank, artificially illuminated visor that stared back at him. He imagined the two of them locking gazes. Juggler gave him a nod.

With all the suddenness he could muster, Carl whirled around the corner, blaster first. He swept his aim around the room but saw no sign of whoever had killed the lights. It was some sort of scientific workstation, with chemical flasks and beakers, a few scanners, and some tabletop equipment he couldn’t identify.

Juggler’s voice projected out through the speaker in his EV helm. “Come on out, you bastard! We know you’re in here.”

But Carl was distracted by the sight of his case on the central table. Its lid was popped open. It was empty. Rushing over, he searched the rest of the workstation. One of the specimen containers was parked under a scanner. Another two waited beside it. A fourth was open, under some sort of small environmental hood. Two more containers were half filled with liquid, and yet another two completely empty. Something was off in the math, because he could have sworn there had only been six. Then again, how carefully had he really checked that case?

“You have to the count of five,” Juggler continued to address the absent thief. “Then we’re taking this junk and sealing off the building while we level it.”

It was a good plan, but farther than Carl’s deal with the planetary authorities probably allowed. As a bluff, he was fine with it, but five thousand terras wasn’t enough to perform unsanctioned demolition, even if they were near the outskirts of the colony.

“Five… four… three…”

“Wait!” The familiar modulated voice shouted from a corner of the room. “Here I am. I’m unarmed. Please just lower your weapons. This isn’t worth dying over.”

Juggler lowered his weapon, but Carl took aim at the thief as he stood with upraised hands from his hiding spot behind a drum of some chemical Carl couldn’t pronounce. “Maybe not, but killing over remains to be seen. I’m willing to hear you out, though. You rip me off and make me chase you across a dozen star systems to get my cargo back. Why shouldn’t I dust you right here?”

“I appeal to your humanity.”

Carl tried to scratch his head, but it was cordoned off by the polymer composite of his helmet. “Come again? You’re… making a moral appeal, as one thief to another?”

“Please, just take your ill-won biochemicals and begone. Chalk up another win for the industry. Hoorah.” Despite the modulator program stripping away the human vocal qualities, the bitterness was unmistakable. “I won’t come after it, if that’s what you’re worried about, and you know I can’t turn to the authorities.”

“What, so Harmony Bay’s the good guys now? Fighting the good fight despite a galaxy bent on thwarting their magnanimous intentions? Get over yourself.”

The thief’s hands lowered. “Wait. You’re not working in acquisitions for Harmony Bay? They’ve been trying to reach their supplier for that shipment for weeks.”

Juggler put a hand on Carl’s blaster arm and guided his aim away from the thief’s chest. “Wait, if this guy thinks we’re with Harmony Bay…”

“…then he’s not working for them. Still, he might be trying to jump in for a cut of the action.”

Moving to the workstation, Juggler lifted one of the specimens. “What if he’s not working for anyone?”

“Thinking he’s using it himself?”

Juggler shook the specimen, sloshing the contents. “Hope this stuff’s still good. Or alive. Or in whatever condition we’re supposed to be delivering it.”

This was all wonderful. Maybe they had the samples back. Maybe they didn’t. If this guy had irradiated the microbes or mutated them, they had nothing but worthless swamp water. He retrained his aim, this time on the thief’s masked face. “OK, buddy. No more games. Who are you and what were you planning to do with this stuff? Who’s your buyer, or are you going to try to convince me you’re using it yourself?”

“Good question,” Juggler said. “What’s this gunk even good for?”

The thief slowly lowered his hands and stood tall. “You two are… idiots.”

“Hey, we’re the ones with the blasters, buddy.”

“Touché.”

“So out with it. If nobody’s with Harmony Bay, what are we doing here? Why are they so hot for some runoff from a primordial pond? If we’re the idiots, educate us.” Carl waved his blaster in a beckoning circle.

“They want to replicate biogenesis.”

Carl looked to Juggler, who merely shrugged.

A noise that sounded like digital interference erupted from the thief. “Fine. In little words: they want to play God and build life from scratch.”

“Do you mind? Maybe cut the voice filter? It’s not like we won’t find out who you are when we take that mask off. You’re coming with us.”

Juggler tapped the side of his helm. “Um, boss… This guy still doesn’t have life signs.”

“That can’t be right. He shouldn’t be able to hide at this range. Unless…” Carl stalked over, blaster leading as he backed the thief against a wall. He grabbed the thief’s hood and yanked it back.

It was no mask. And what Carl had taken for a mask couldn’t have been a helmet unless the thief had a cranium the size of a coconut. “You’re a robot!”

The thief looked down. “No. I’m a man trapped in a robotic body, thanks to Harmony Bay.”

Juggler holstered his blaster. “OK. I’m just going to pack up our stuff, and we’re going to get out of here. I want nothing to do with crazy robots, especially not crazy robots designed by the people we’re trying to screw over.”

The thief’s head snapped upright, eyes blazing a reddish hue. “I am not programmed, you daft waste of flesh and blood. I told you, I was—and possibly still am—human. Hu - Man. Homo sapiens. Descendant of Adam and Noah and all them. Or evolved from gorillas; take your pick. Whatever boat brought you and yours into the modern era, I was on it with you.”

Juggler switched back to comms. “They’re getting the programming scary good on these things.”

Carl replied in kind. “Violating the ban on AI, too. We can really rake these guys over the coals. Wonder who we’d get a bigger bounty from, Harmony Bay or ARGO.”

“I can hear you. I may have a human mind in this digital rats’ nest of circuits, but the ears are all scanner-grade. If you want to hornswoggle Harmony Bay, I’m all on board. It’s my sole ambition. Those fuckers cooped me up in this contraption without a body to go back to. Thought they could control me. But I got away, and now I stick it to them however I can. I was dummying up a fake brew of that primeval swill you sold me, and I was going to make them pay real terras for it.”

Carl switched back to speaker. “That’s… convoluted. Why not sabotage their ships or blow up their labs? I mean, a little contraband fraud seems… mild. If they stole my body, you can bet your ass there’d be explosions galore as I got my revenge.”

Juggler put a hand on Carl’s shoulder. “Wait… I bet he can’t. I’m guessing they’ve got behavior overrides on him.”

The thief was silent.

Behind the visor of his helm, Carl smirked. “So, not such idiots after all, huh? What’s your name, anyway, Mr. Roboto? By the way, if you refuse to tell us, that’s what you’re getting called from now on.”

The robotic thief raised his chin. “I am Archimedes Perseus Antonopoulos, originally of Earth.”

“Well, Archie, I think it’s best we take the front exit out of this place. You’re coming with us.”

# # #

Carl stood in the cargo bay with his EV helm tucked under one arm. He held his blaster aimed at the airlock door. It was nice to be back on board the ship, but the ambiance had taken a turn for the worse.

“It stinks in here. Is the airlock on the fritz?”

Roddy held his blaster in two hands, taking his attention from the airlock for a moment to fix Carl with an incredulous glare. “It’s you, you idiot. You reek of that ammonia atmosphere out there. The stuff’s clinging to you like cheap cologne. I’d advise you to go wash up, but I’m not sure how much cleaner you can get. I’ve never seen your EV suit shinier.”

The airlock cycle began again, and the two of them smartened to attention. Yomin was there as well, but her pea-shooter blaster wasn’t worth the bother. As intimidators went, that toy of hers was a net loss.

When the door opened, Archie stepped out, gloved hands held up in surrender. Roddy’s jaw dropped. “He’s a robot!”

Carl let his blaster drop to his side. “What part of ‘the guy who robbed us is a robot’ made you expect anything else?”

“Well… I mean… it’s you. I figured maybe the guy doesn’t emote much, or he’s tricked out in tech gear from datalens to autowalkers. Or maybe he had a few cybernetic mods. But this is a fucking robot.”

The robot cleared its throat. Or failed to start a carbureted engine—it sounded about the same. “I am not a robot. I am a human temporarily dispossessed of my natural corporeal form. I can explain in more granular detail once your whole crew has gathered, so as not to repeat myself.”

“Talks like Mort,” Yomin observed.

Roddy scowled at Archie. “Or an AI programmed to sound like a blowhard. If I wanted to fool sentients into thinking my AI was the real deal, I’d have the thing babbling like an idiot, just because that’s what people don’t expect from a computer.”

The airlock cycle started up again.

Yomin circled around Archie, staying out of arm’s reach. “Artificial, yeah. But if that’s a human mind in there, he could technically be a cyborg. Just a person with a fully cybernetic body.”

“Hell of an implant,” Roddy muttered, lifting the barrel of his blaster as Yomin passed into his line of misfire.

The airlock finished cycling, and Juggler stepped out, tearing off his EV helm with a gasp. “Damn I hate these things. Feels good to breathe real air again.”

Archie swiveled his head while the rest of his body remained motionless. “I wouldn’t know.”

Slapping a hand on the controls, Juggler closed the airlock and sent it back down. “Mort’s on his way. He was just getting to the ship as I closed the airlock door. Had to pretend not to see him so he couldn’t jump the line.”

“So, what’s all that other junk?” Roddy asked. He kicked the unfamiliar case Carl had brought back along with the original.

It was a fair question. At the lowest level of detail, he hadn’t a clue. More important than the amino acids and peptides or whatever shit Archie had cobbled together was what the whole business represented. “Possibly a way to carpet bomb Harmony Bay’s research plans, get paid, and return this stuff back to where it can evolve into fish… or something like that.”

The airlock opened and Mort stumbled through, cursing. “Dratted zebra-dung-scented albatross.” He pulled a beaded necklace over his head and waved a hand to clear the air in front of his nose. Instantly, his face curdled. “On second thought, the cheap science smells worse.” The necklace settled back in place around his neck.

Carl made the introductions. “Mort, this is Archie. Archie, this is—”

“Robot!” Mort shouted, pointing an accusing finger. The warning could have been replaced with the words “grenade” or “incoming” and carried no less urgency. Mort clenched an outstretched fist, and the cargo bay lights went out momentarily. “There, that ought to take care of that.”

But Archie was neither a molten puddle nor a loose collection of parts on the steel floor—Carl’s two leading guesses when it went dark. Instead, the robot was facing Mort and backing away slowly. “Please, hear me out!”

“By Merlin’s sagging balls, why isn’t this thing smooshed into a steel bowling ball? And why’s it talking to me?”

The common room door burst open, and Amy crashed into the guard railing on the landing. “What’s going on? Why’d we lose power?” Carl and Roddy pointed to Mort. Mort pointed to Archie. “Holy shit. That thing really is a robot.”

Esper followed Amy onto the catwalk, toweling her hair dry. As first back aboard, she’d called dibs on the shower. “OK. The comm wasn’t coming across wrong. That really is a living, breathing robot down there. Well, not literally breathing, but you know what I mean. So why was Mort trying to kill it? I assume Mort getting the ship kerfuzzled means doom-and-gloom magic.”

“It’s… a robot,” Mort said. “I’m sworn to defend humanity.”

Roddy snickered. “This guy gave up without a fight. Don’t think he’s top on humanity’s list of threats.”

But Mort was having none of it. “For centuries, far-thinking individuals have warned of the rise of robots, thinking for themselves, evolving into all-powerful demons of science and electricity. You let just one thinking robot loose in the galaxy, you’re liable to end up with the extinction of life as we know it… even the life we don’t like.”

“Do I know you?” the robot asked.

“Stop looking at me, you creepy, walking datapad. And of course I don’t know any robots.”

“Are you any relation to Tiberius The Brown?”

The technological lights in the cargo bay went out, but the conjured fire Mort held in hand kept darkness from swallowing them whole. “How dare you invoke my father’s name, robot!”

Well, at least it kept the absence of light at bay. By Carl’s estimation, things were still looking fairly dark.

Whether Archie was hoping to talk his way out of a fiery demise or angling to get himself killed all the quicker, he pressed on. “I knew your father. Met him while I was teaching at Harvard. Didn’t get off campus much in those days, but I met him at a fundraising dinner.”

“You? Taught at Harvard?”

“Archimedes Antonopoulos, Professor of Techno-magical Interaction. Retired, obviously.”

Mort’s scowl deepened, bottom-lit by the flame in his hand. “Mordecai The Brown, Holder of the Eighth Chair, Guardian of the Plundered Tomes. Also retired, obviously.” The flame in Mort’s hand winked out, replaced by a more congenial glow that lit the whole cargo bay in eldritch light. “I’m an Oxford man myself. But what’s a wizard doing in a robot’s body?”

“Then… you believe me?”

“I’m practically made of belief. Plus, it explains why I couldn’t crumple you like a dirty handkerchief a minute ago.”

Archie’s shoulders slumped in an all-too-human sign of relief. “I’m not accustomed to anyone accepting my story at face value.”

Roddy raised a hand. “I’m not.”

Carl stepped forward, not quite placing himself in the line of fire in case Mort had second thoughts. “OK, professor. How’d you get from teaching on the Convocation’s front doorstep to being given a chrome and circuits makeover? I’d like this version abbreviated, but thorough.”

“Well, I left for the private sector, taking a lucrative position as a Convocation liaison to Harmony Bay. I was still on the Convocation payroll, but I lived and worked at various corporate facilities across the galaxy. Interstellar travel took some getting used to, but I’d always wanted to see the sights, and after the passing of my wife Jinlian—”

“More abbreviated than that.”

Archie emitted the throat-clearing engine noise once again. “Are you familiar with the work of Dr. James Augustus Clifton?”

“Passingly,” Carl said, keeping a straight face. It wasn’t every day you met a ten-year-old kid with the mind of a 112-year-old scientist.

“Well, I had voiced some ethical concerns over certain projects of his. He tried to reassure me that everything was on the trim and tidy. Gave me a tour of his work and everything. Then some Judas of a wizard on their payroll held my magic in check while they made me one of his test subjects. Five men died in the process of transferring their brains to a machine. I survived but didn’t let on. When they gave up trying to get a response out of me, I was slated for a neural wipe to be ready for the next subject. But I escaped, and I’ve been on the run and adapting to life as a piece of science ever since. I don’t dare work a lick of magic, but I can still suppress it well enough to keep quick-fingered wizards from snuffing out my machine brain.”

Carl looked around. “Since we’ve got everyone here, I think it’s time for a little democracy. Who votes we believe this crazy story and pump this former wizard for all the intel we can on Harmony Bay?”

Roddy raised a hand. “Can I vote half and half?”

“What are the other options?” Esper asked.

“Glad you asked. The other options include letting Mort finish what he tried to start, jettisoning him out the airlock—before and after departure are both options—or trying to sell him off for a bounty to Harmony Bay or ARGO… maybe even the Convocation.”

“I believe him,” Amy said. She descended the stairs and stood beside the robotic ex-wizard. “No one would stand by a story that stupid if it weren’t true.”

With a simian sigh, Roddy crossed his arms. “Selling him back to Harmony Bay seems a lot like slavery. And fuck ARGO and the Convocation. If this guy can help us make some real terras at the expense of Harmony Bay though, I’m in.”

Juggler grinned. “You mean Our-Money Bay, right? Let’s do this.”

Yomin cast Juggler a sidelong look. “What’s Harmony Bay ever done to you? I don’t like the idea of taking Professor Antonopoulos hostage and forcing him to work with us.”

“I would be glad to, though I prefer fewer weapons aimed at me.”

Carl clapped his hands once. “Great. That sounds like we’ve got a majority.”

“Now hold on a minute!” Mort stepped to block Carl’s path to the stairs. Close up, the odor of animals and savanna mud was overpowering. “I didn’t cast a vote.”

“Roddy, Amy, Juggler, Yomin… that’s four out of seven. You, me, and Esper could all vote against siding with Archie and we’d still lose.”

“But you can’t fly the Mobius without at least one or the other of us!”

Carl leaned to look over Mort’s shoulder. “Hey, Archie. You know how to fix a star-drive?”

“I assume you jest? Of course. It’s easier than programming a back-calculating data-fault encryption link.”

Yomin’s eyes shot wide. “So that’s how you picked up on my tracker!”

“It seemed a sensible precaution. By necessity, I’ve gotten far more adept with advanced tech than I’d ever imagined as a wizard.”

Esper let out a melodramatic sigh. “I’ll do it if Mort won’t. But I need one thing from you first.”

“What’s that?” Carl asked. She didn’t ask often, and she’d already offered up her best bargaining chip. He was inclined to hear her out.

“I need a few hours in town, the part that actually has an enclosed environment where I don’t need to walk around in an EV suit.”

“Feeling a little stir crazy?”

Esper did that thing with her lips where they scrunched together and twisted sideways. “I have a date. Sort of. It’s complicated.”

# # #

Why hadn’t she thought of a harmless little lie ahead of time? Caught up in the inverted chase to let Ivanhoe reach her, Esper hadn’t planned so far ahead as to getting away from the Mobius without an escort, raised suspicions, or anyone puzzling out her secret mission. She hadn’t expected to wear a dress while on Mirny. Something demure, professional, and not over-scented with ammonia would have been fine. But once she told the crew she had a date, leaving in everyday trousers and a blouse seemed likely to raise suspicion.

The knapsack she carried had been her lie of the day. To outward appearances, it was empty—bought along for a post-date shopping trip—but concealed within was the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts. Yomin and Amy had said that her blue dress from the Poet Fleet brought out her eyes. It was a tailored sundress, with a hint of shimmer in the fabric to class it up, but not so formal that it would seem out-of-place in the Earth-themed café where she was meeting Ivanhoe. Carl and Juggler’s words had been noncommittal, but their eyes spoke volumes. No one had said anything about her choice of accessories. It bothered her just a little that they didn’t advise her against bringing a dull brown leather sack along. A little sisterly advice or a clucked tongue or two would have done wonders for her morale. They must have had a low ceiling of expectations about how her date would go.

Of course, it wasn’t really a date, but they weren’t supposed to know that. It’s not like she couldn’t have a social life outside the ship or off Ithaca for that matter. Despite being a wizard, she could still use the omni, couldn’t she? It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.

Hustling down the street of the Skyview Esplanade, Esper paused to check her reflection in the glass of a pastry shop. She smoothed back a stray lock of hair that had gone rogue. The necklace she wore matched her dress, but somehow the delicate sapphire—well, at least sapphire-looking—pendant seemed insignificant compared to the Convocation insignia. Should she have worn hers? She’d hardly had occasion since Mort got it for her. Would it have been presumptuous, given the nature of her rendezvous? The raspberry tarts just past her reflection looked delicious.

Focus. Esper had a mission. A book in exchange for Mort’s reinstatement in the Convocation. That mission relied less on whether she wore a Convocation emblem or a rhinestone pendant and more on getting to Taste of Sol in the next—she checked her datapad—eight minutes. Tardiness by hours and days had been her recent modus operandi. Today, she was going to be on time.

“Pardon me,” a baritone voice from just behind startled her. A young security guard stood with a hand on one hip. “Do you require any assistance?” The words were formal enough, but there was a smirk in his voice that matched the one on his lips. He wasn’t ugly but had a rough look that didn’t sit well with her. The flush of warmth on her cheeks had come unbidden before she’d turned and discovered it was just a local lawman trying to make time with an obviously lost newcomer to the colony.

Esper straightened and lifted her chin. “No, thank you. I’m just enjoying the sights. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere to be.”

Of all the nerve of that guard. He was little more than a flesh-and-blood help kiosk. Didn’t he know that? How dare he get her hopes up? It wasn’t as if she had an image of Ivanhoe to go by. He could have spotted her on the street. Surely in making inquiries, Keesha Bell had at least alerted her contact as to whom he was dealing with.

She arrived outside Taste of a Sol a minute early. It was forcibly quaint, in the prescribed manner of everything originating on Earth. Flowers in the window boxes were probably fakes. The windows themselves, with their gold lettering and hand-marked daily specials, were just holographic. The decor was dark wood, white tablecloths and place settings for two.

Esper was met just inside the door by a girl in a white shirt and black bow tie. “May I help you?” Her accent was Paris Prime to a tee. Esper’s own ancestors had sounded like that no doubt, centuries before moving to Mars.

But Esper paid the woman little heed, standing on tiptoe to get a better view of the clientele. “That’s quite all right. I’m here looking for—”

Mort.

How had he known? Had he guessed her intentions? Read her comms? Shadowed her and snuck ahead at some point? He sat at a secluded corner table, with no patrons seated for two tables in any direction. The teacup he raised to his lips wafted with a thin ribbon of steam.

But no, this wasn’t Mort. This was Mort with the years stripped away. This was very nearly the younger version she’d gotten to know better than the original during her studies in Mortania. This was Mort minus one generation of world-weariness. Swallowing back a sudden lump in her throat, Esper tried to approach, but her feet didn’t move. Had she not been a wizard, she was certain she would have remained rooted to the spot. But she’d learned to control the forces of the universe, or at least the ones that loitered around her person. Come on, feet. This is what we’re here for.

As she crossed the café, the younger Mort took notice of her. Hastily setting down his cup, he stood and drew himself up proudly. He graced her with a nod when there were no longer any café guests between them. “Miss Richelieu, I’m pleased to finally meet you.”

“Likewise, Mr. Ivanhoe. Um. That’s obviously not your real name. What should I call you? Or should I just stick with Ivanhoe? Because I have nothing against—”

“Cedric.” He took her hand and bowed slightly to kiss it. “Cedric The Brown.” He wore black trousers and a matching tunic with sleeves wide enough to clasp his hands within. Though he didn’t wear any chain of office or rank insignia of any sort, he simply exuded Convocation. “Are you well?”

Esper pulled her hand back at his expression of concern. “Me? Oh. I’m fine. Just fine. Very nice to meet you, Cedric. I mean Wizard Brown. Has… um, anyone mentioned a certain family resemblance?”

“Call me Cedric. And yes—practically everyone who’s met my father.” He sat back down and motioned for Esper to join him. With a snap of his fingers, a waiter scurried to the table.

“And what will mademoiselle like?”

Esper had been so preoccupied with why she was heading to the café that she had forgotten to consider what she’d drink when she got there. She glanced at the menu, but wasn’t comfortable idly browsing Taste of Sol’s offerings with Cedric and the waiter staring at her. Whatever Cedric had in his cup smelled wonderful. “I’ll have one like his.”

The waiter bowed. “Excellent choice.”

When the waiter was gone, Cedric sipped his coffee. “It’s from a bean native to Columbia, South America, on Earth. They grow it on Osiris IV now. I was out there during the final phase terraforming, adjusting atmospheric balance. Got to drink this stuff fresh from the plantations.”

“They grow it outdoors?”

“That’s one of the joys of terramancy. I get to see places where they want to do things the traditional way. That’s why this coffee tastes better: it’s never seen the inside of a factory.”

“Right. Terramancer. Mort mentioned his son—well, you, I suppose—had become one. Congratulations, by the way.”

Cedric harrumphed softly. It didn’t carry the grit or years of practice of his father’s—at least not yet. “My father didn’t make it easy. I can tell you that much. It’s hard to shake loose from that sort of reputation.”

“You seem to have managed just handsomely. I mean, wonderfully.”

Cedric’s smile had nothing of cynicism or patronization in it. That was to say, it looked like his father’s but differed in every way that mattered. “So, you know my father personally. Correct? What’s he like? I mean, these days. Most of the people I know talk about a man they haven’t seen in twenty-odd years.”

Esper bit her lower lip. How to answer this one? Summing up Mort could require the commission of a second tome dedicated to his biography. A full accounting was an endeavor beyond Esper’s knowledge. “Well, he’s a grumpy, slovenly, sharp-tongued old coot. But he mostly uses that to deflect people from getting to know him well. Underneath it all, he’s a real gentleman and a traditionalist wizard.” And occasionally, underneath all that, he has a temper fit to boil volcanoes. But Esper decided to quit her description while Mort was ahead.

“How long have you known him?”

“About a year.” This was true in the literal, linear-temporal sense. But since she wasn’t going to explain Mortania in any satisfactory manner over coffee, she didn’t even try to explain having known Mort for longer than her body had been alive. “I really hadn’t been expecting you, of all people, to be the one to come on behalf of the Convocation.”

“I’m not here on their behalf. I’m here on my own initiative. The council doesn’t care if my father ever returns to Earth. I wanted to know if this is something worth putting my reputation on the line over.”

Esper reached down and drew forth the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts from her knapsack. “Well, here it is. I hope that once you verify its contents, you can put in a good word for Mort.” She handed it across the table.

Cedric jerked back in his chair rather than accept the book. “Put that thing away,” he snapped, glancing around the coffee shop. Esper complied just in time before the waiter came back with her coffee and a tiny silver pitcher of milk. Once the waiter was out of earshot, Cedric continued. “Last thing we need is anyone seeing that book. I didn’t come here to take it back to the council for you.”

Esper lifted the coffee to her lips, pausing before taking a sip. “Then why did you?” She drank, unable to resist the aroma as she waited for Cedric’s response.

“To find out what sort of man my father has become. I can’t believe that the horror stories I’ve heard are all true. My mother doesn’t believe them at all, but I can’t risk a promising career on her word alone. I’d like to meet him.”

Mid-swallow, Esper choked on her coffee. Cedric apologized and fretted over her health as she coughed and gasped until finally regaining her composure. “I had really just hoped to give you the book without letting Mort know we’d met.”

Cedric furrowed his brow and looked at the knapsack. “Where exactly did you find this copy? Did you steal it from my father?”

The very notion. “Of course not. I just… saw a copy of it lying around. Mort doesn’t even know about it—I think.”

Dabbing at the corners of his mouth with a napkin, Cedric nodded. She got the impression that this wasn’t as much in acceptance of her lie as it was storing it in evidence for later use. “Very well. Once you’ve finished your coffee, you’ll take me to see what twenty-one years has done to Mordecai The Brown.”

# # #

Mort stared across the kitchen table into the eyes of a robot. It looked so false, so fake, like a caricature drawing come alive. The windows to the soul were shuttered, fogged over, and glowing with a dull, inhuman light. The rest of the accoutrements of roboticism he could almost forgive. Mort wasn’t particularly biased against some poor fellow getting his arm blown off in a war and letting science make him a replacement. Not Mort’s cup of tea, but in a galaxy of science, he could see how a man could choose a robot arm over none at all. Carried to its logical conclusion, what if a man had his whole body taken from him, and this was his only alternative short of death?

“You’re staring again,” Archimedes noted dryly. The voice, garbled through science’s harsh filtration, was what gave Mort an inkling of the man inside. No machine could convey such nuanced annoyance.

Mort leaned back in his chair. “I’d offer you a cup of coffee, or a beer, but I’m really at a loss of what to do with you. If I had a spare body lying around, I’d be willing to take a crack at transferring you into it. Not a high-percentage shot, mind you, but I’d give it the old college try.”

“I’d expect no less from an Oxford man.”

Mort smirked. “Well, it’s nice to see that a Harvardite can admit when—”

“Half-cocked attempts beyond the bounds of your understanding are practically the motto: ignorantia illuminatio mea. I’ll take my chances as is. I was 106 years old with bad kidneys. I’m on sabbatical from aches, pains, incontinence, and nausea.”

The crew was watching a holovid drama of the weepy and soulful variety, thanks to Amy and Yomin ganging up on Carl before Roddy or Jaxon could intervene and tie the vote. Mort had been too preoccupied to care at the time, but the sweeping orchestral waves of phony emotion were like a mosquito buzzing by his ear.

“No worries, Archie,” Carl called out from the couch. He had his arm around Amy, who had the middle seat. “We won’t let Mort try anything experimental on you.”

“I should think not. We have a common enemy. I’m more use against this foe in my present state than I would be in a new human body. And frankly, I want a new body as much as I’d like to return to that walking crypt they pulled my brain from. No, offer me my own body from when I was two-and-twenty and I’ll have a listen. Until then, you can sod off with that mind-swapping nonsense.” He leaned over the table and spoke behind a gloved hand to Mort. “Figured an English boy like you would appreciate that one.”

“I’m not English, you prat! I’m from Boston Prime. I lived closer to your damn office than you did, I’d reckon.”

The door from the cargo bay opened, then closed immediately. In the interim, a quick-footed laaku mechanic had scurried through. “Esper’s back!”

Amy grinned. “How’s she look? Good date? Or is she—?”

“She brought the guy back with her!”

The holovid winked out. The couch erupted in a flurry of activity. “Get Archie out of sight,” Carl ordered.

“I’ll take him to my quarters,” Yomin volunteered.

Amy rushed for the door. “What was she thinking? What was Juggler thinking? He must have known she was coming.” She hit the comm panel button for the cockpit. “A little heads-up might have been nice.”

“What? She said it was all clear,” Juggler replied. Mort would have said he sounded afraid of Amy, but that was none of his business.

“I’ll have a word with her about this,” Mort promised as Yomin led Archimedes away by his robotic arm.

Amy was watching through the window in the cargo bay door. “Hurry up! They’re coming!”

This was the point where Mort needed to compose himself and look imposing. Sure, Esper might have dragged some hopeful chap back to the Mobius with every intention of showing him a good time. But there were times to exert a certain gravity over the ship of the non-literal sort. The sort of gravity that said “This is my ship, young fellow, and nothing goes on here without my say-so.”

The door opened, and Esper peeked through, surveying the room as if she could possibly have expected it to be empty when she came back from a date at 8:47 p.m. She stepped through with blushing cheeks and cleared her throat. “Everyone, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

The man who stepped through was a figment of Mort’s imagination. He was the man Lord Mordecai of Mortania saw in the mirror each morning. Younger. Taller. All his hair still black as raven feathers. Someone had set him loose not only from Lord Mordecai’s mirror but also from his imagination. But there were details that were off. This apparition wore Convocation casual garb, which Mort didn’t even own, let alone conjure up in his head. He also lacked a translator earring, which Mort never went anywhere without. But most telling of all: he had his mother’s eyes.

“Cedric…” He wanted to set loose a ravenous pack of questions to tear his son into answers he’d longed for these past decades as his family grew up and old without him. Instead, the wolves of his curiosity chased their tails and barked at squirrels. Mort’s mouth hung open.

“Nice to see you recognize me, father,” Cedric replied. There was iron in his voice. The boy had a presence about him, too. Mort hadn’t felt that sort of bubble of self-determination around a wizard since he’d left Earth.

Carl edged around the periphery of the common room until he could whisper directly into Mort’s ear. “Mort… what’s your son doing on my ship? I don’t have insurance on this thing…”

“What are you doing here, boy? I thought you had a career, a future. How’d you end up on Mirny? Seems a bit far gone for terramancy.”

“You can thank your apprentice for this reunion.”

Esper stepped in front of him. “Everyone, I’d like to introduce you to Cedric The Brown, Order of Gaia, Junior Assistant Atmospheric Terramancer with Magna Terra. He’s also Mort’s son.”

Roddy looked from one to the other and back again. “I don’t see the resemblance.”

Carl strode over and stuck out a hand. “Carl Ramsey. Been friends with your dad since—”

Cedric looked down at the hand. “Since he abandoned his family.” He took Carl’s hand and shook it. “I suppose you were a boy at the time. I can’t place the blame on you.”

“That would be my dad, Chuck. He’s the one who evac’ed Mort off Earth before the inquisition could catch up with him. By the way, if you’re here to drag Mort back to the Convocation, kudos. They’ve picked one of maybe three wizards in the galaxy Mort wouldn’t kill no matter what.”

“Oh, really?” Cedric asked. “You mean if I ordered you to accompany me back to Earth, you’d come?”

Mort harrumphed. “Not bloody likely. But I wouldn’t harm a hair on your head in the process. C’mere, boy. It’s been forever.” It wasn’t the reunion he’d expected, but it was the one he had. He approached with arms wide, but something in Cedric’s bearing set his teeth on edge. The eyes were cold, guarded. If Archimedes’s eyes had been clouded by the mists of technology, Cedric’s were guarded by dragons. Slowly, Mort let his arms sag to his sides.

Esper interposed herself before things became unbearably awkward. “Maybe I can show you around a bit.”

“Very well. I wouldn’t mind seeing how my father’s been living, so far from home.”

The door to the cargo bay closed behind them, and Mort breathed a sigh of relief. “Sometimes a surprise is best spoilt for the sake of a weak heart. Bloody me, is that girl trying to kill me?”

Roddy just shook his head. “Twenty years out of what? Twenty-four? And the kid is just as morose and taciturn as you are. What is wrong with your gene pool?”

# # #

They convened an emergency meeting in Carl’s quarters.

The door slammed shut. It was just Roddy, Mort, and Amy inside with him, with Juggler keeping lookout in the common room. The room was cozy for two, but five seemed liable to overload the air recirculators.

“What’s the deal?” Roddy asked. “Why’s it such a big deal that Mort Jr. is poking around? I mean aside from the fact we got two Morts on board now. Not like Esper’s gonna show him anything scandalous. I mean, she didn’t take him into her quarters or anything.”

“Snap that yap shut, chimp,” Mort snapped. “We’ve got four wizards on board, which is probably a record for a ship this size. One might be trapped in a tin can, but that man in the iron mask routine isn’t liable to win him any favors with my son. I’m a rebel and a renegade. I can afford the luxury of living by my own set of rules. What’s the Convocation going to do to me? I mean, they’ve sent more men after me than the Roman senate sent to kill Caesar. But Cedric could lose his job or worse if anyone found out he let a walking, talking, thinking robot walk away free.”

Amy put a hand on Mort’s shoulder. “Mort. Is there any way you can get rid of your son? I… I dunno, maybe some electrified topic that’ll get him to blow up and storm off.”

“You mean aside from abandoning him and his sister when I left Earth to avoid dark sorcery charges?”

“Yeah. Maybe something more recent. A raw sore to spit lemon juice into.”

Carl opened his mouth, but no words came out. Outside Amy’s field of vision, he held up his hands in surrender.

“It’s been twenty blasted years since I’ve seen him!”

“This might be rough. Maybe Carl can say something insensitive. I mean, he ought to be able to work his charm in reverse, right?”

Roddy lounged against the window looking out on their cramped starport berth, mere centimeters from a rusty steel wall. “Hey, Daddy Brown. How’s about you take Junior out on the town? Plenty of nightlife left to burn. Play catch up. Talk about old times. Then, quietly part ways with the kid before he gets hint numero uno about what we actually do around here.”

“My boy’s no idiot. I’m sure he knows we’re criminals.”

“Yeah, well, knowing is different from seeing. Let him use that wizardly imagination, but don’t let him sniff anything real going down here. We’ve got poached biological samples, counterfeit terras, and a counterfeit wizard on board right now, not to mention a list of illegal firepower that Morty Boy probably can’t read. But better safe than incarcerated.”

“Or incinerated,” Amy added.

“Ceddie is a terramancer—Order of Gaia. They don’t teach incineration. And I ought to know, I was a member of the Order of Prometheus, and it was a point of pride being the ones who did.”

Carl snapped the fingers of both hands for attention. “Focus, people. Let’s get Mort The Younger off our boat. He can have a wonderful evening catching up with Mort The Cantankerous. Then we can part ways and get back on the wormhole course to screwing Harmony Bay.”

Roddy gave Mort a conspiratorial elbow in the ribs. “Whaddaya say, Mort? Willing to take your kid out to dinner so the rest of us can plot a scam?”

Pieces were falling into place. There was a conspiracy at work, and Mort was somehow at the center of it. That Esper was the ringleader was beyond the sniff of a doubt’s shadow. But was Roddy involved? Carl? Amy seemed genuinely clueless, but Carl could have coached that; he was sure of it. Then again, if the conspiracy was a slice of forgiveness from a boy he couldn’t be there to help raise, Mort could probably forgive them. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

# # #

Esper had never given a tour of the Mobius before. Considering their current state of mild law-abiding, the cargo hold was mostly empty. There was no ancient automobile, no stolen racing ship, no escape pod filled with evil scientists. It was just odds and ends, spare parts, and equipment that there wasn’t room for in personal quarters.

Cedric made a show of politeness, following in her wake with a stiff gait and his hands stuffed into his sleeves. But she was buying time for the others to sort themselves out in the common room, and they both seemed aware of the fact.

“What’s this?” Cedric asked, nodding toward a free-standing pillar with several protruding rods.

“That’s mine. It’s a training dummy. I don’t have anyone to practice with, so I had a mechanic friend rig it up. Traditional ones are made of wood.”

Scowling at the dummy, Cedric examined it from all angles, circling round the far side before fixing Esper with a shrug. “I don’t see how this is of any use. It’s not magical, and it doesn’t look technical.”

The long version would have involved an explanation of Wing Chun Kung Fu and the historical evolution of solitary training. Instead, Esper settled for a demonstration. “It’s for martial arts exercises. Watch.” Though she wasn’t dressed for it, Esper launched into a basic routine, bobbling in and around the arms of the dummy and striking at the body and limbs. With the chaos of the day and the tension of the Brown family reunion looming over her, the simple forms calmed her. Her movements sped, gradually at first, but reaching a pace where only reflex and muscle memory kept her from slipping and hurting herself.

Without warning, her movements slowed—not to purely mundane levels, but to the point where she felt as if her fists were fighting a tide. She glanced back to find Cedric smirking at her. “I see. You practice internal magic. My father taught you this?”

Esper stood tall and smoothed her dress. “Well, not exactly. He explained the principles, but he can’t actually do this stuff. Says he has too clear a picture of himself to make any changes.”

“Not surprising,” Cedric remarked absently. He slapped a palm against the dummy’s body in imitation of one of Esper’s strikes. It was halfhearted, as if he wanted to see if the same magic would overtake him and speed his hands. “I’m the same way. ‘A wizard should be in control of his own body. No other force in the universe ought be allowed to influence him.’ I assume my father taught you Blackstone’s tenets.”

“He’s mentioned them in passing, but my education has been a little non-standard.”

Cedric nodded without looking her way. Something was bothering him. “Would you mind showing me your gravity stone? I can feel it over there. Call it professional curiosity, but you’ve got such Earthy gravity on this ship, it’s hard not to take notice.”

Esper led the way toward the engine room, and Cedric followed. “You can thank your father for that.”

Cedric stopped short. “Wait. Mordecai The Brown, rising star of the Order of Prometheus and attack dog of the council, enchants gravity stones? Since when does my father know the first thing about gravity?”

Esper shrugged and opened the engine room door. “I suppose since he had to.”

The engine room looked the same as when Roddy had first taken Esper on as an assistant, back in the days when she had no proper place on the Mobius. Maybe it was a little cleaner, and maybe it had a few new parts, but rationally Esper knew it to be the same room. But now the bits and pieces gave an overall sense of disorder. The Mobius flew and provided power for things like the food processor and holo-projector; it kept them separate from the vacuum of space. But how it did any of that was a mystery, and like anything her life depended on, she felt uneasy being reminded how tenuous its function truly was. Fortunately, the gravity stone was in a side room along with the star-drive, and she didn’t have to linger.

When Cedric caught side of the gravity stone, his mouth gaped. He strode reverently toward it, palm extended, and laid his hand on the surface. “This is remarkable. I… I can’t believe an old elementalist did this. If you told me a senior gravitational terramancer placed this enchantment, I wouldn’t have doubted your word.”

“There’s more to your father than you realize.”

Picking his way through a litter of damaged parts, Cedric inspected the star-drive. Reaching out with a booted toe, he pulled open a battered access panel hanging from one hinge. “And this? I suppose my father is also an amateur star-drive mechanic.”

Esper stared down at the floor. “Not exactly. He smashes that thing up with a wrench any time some bureaucrat makes us get it fixed. We do all our astral travel manually. I mean… I guess… well, what’s the point of being outlaws if you can’t break a few silly safety rules, right?”

She hadn’t even noticed his approach when Cedric put a finger under her chin and lifted it. “He’s dangerous. You know that, don’t you? Forcing you all to rely on him for astral travel is just a ploy to make himself indispensable.”

“No, it’s not like that. I can manage astral drops just fine.”

“You? I thought you were an internalist?”

“Mort doesn’t pigeonhole me.”

Cedric let loose a long sigh. “My mother told me stories of how Mordecai The Brown had these grand dreams of being like Merlin himself, master of all magics. But that’s not how the modern world works. A wizard specializes, or he’ll never rise to the top of his field. Or her field, in your case. You could come back with me. I could get you into the Convocation through proper channels. It pains me to see a beautiful young wizard squander her talents with scattershot training and a hazardous lifestyle such as this.”

Good Lord. Esper should have seen this coming. Mort’s eldest was a few years older than her, but she and Cedric were about the same age. He had been whisked from university to a planet too newly habitable to be populated, with a group of stodgy old wizards for coworkers. Of course he was going to be smitten with the cosmo-enhanced wizard who’d fallen under the sway of his evil father. This was practically a fairytale from his point of view.

Esper put a hand on Cedric’s shoulder and looked him in the eye. Let him think her naive, but there was nothing a reader of the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts needed to worry about from a goody-good terramancer. “Listen. I don’t need saving. This isn’t a ‘save the girl’ story; it’s a heartwarming family reunion. He’s really a complicated guy, with more layers than an onion. And like an onion, if you chop your way through those layers, there will probably be some tears. But I think you two need to get to know one another, even if it’s to decide once and for all to cut ties. At least you’ll go forward knowing what you could’ve had. The two of you should go find someplace around here to have a nice, quiet dinner together and talk about… well, whatever you need to talk about.”

“I should have contacted Cassie. I don’t relish the idea of being completely alone with my father. She’s the one who’s good with people.”

“He’s your father. I think you’ll manage to find common ground.”

Cedric took her by the shoulders. “Come with us. Please. I’ll put everything on the Convocation’s tab. Just don’t leave me with him.”

He wasn’t scared of Mort in the typical sense. Most people who feared the old coot had good reason. Life expectancies fluctuated inversely with his mood. But this was a boy who didn’t know his father, and Esper suspected the fear he bore had far more to do with finding out about the darkness in his bloodline than any concern for his personal safety. And it’s not as if Mort couldn’t speak freely in front of her. “Fine. But I’m the chaperone for this date, not Mort.”

# # #

“You’d think everyone would expect a creature with acoustic sensors for ears to be able to hear them through a bloody wall.” Archie paced Yomin’s quarters, his rant kept to a harsh whisper. “Why aren’t they just getting rid of the kid wizard? He’s no use to any incarnation of our plans. Send young Mordecai off to babysit him a while. Good plan. Then what? A handshake and a parting of ways? What if the lad has an epiphany? Maybe he wants to join up. This ragtag bunch seems keen to pick up any stray that shows signs of initiative—yours truly being a prime example. What then? Hmm?”

Yomin watched him move. The articulation of the joints beneath the fabric of his disguise. The human-like tics and twitches reflecting his agitation. “They’ll manage. This isn’t an ARGO battleship. Plans usually start off in one direction and veer hard before hitting the mark—or something nearby at least. We’re not used to following the program.”

Archie snorted. Or at least, he approximated a snort as best his primitive vocal modulator allowed. “Programming. You think I’d be slumming around the ass end of Mirny if it wasn’t for programming? I’ll answer that for you: not on your life. Can’t intentionally harm a sentient being—well, humans at least. I wonder, would the laaku be amenable to me trying to give him a firm slap in the face?”

“Probably not.”

“Pity. Ought to find out my limit on that sometime. Not like I can actually see my own programming, daft as that sounds from both ends. I mean, I shouldn’t have a concept of my own programming since it’s the programming itself doing the thinking. On the other side, it’s my own bloody brain—or should I say, formerly bloody. Because these days it’s superconductive polymers and quantum circuitry. But the here and there of it is I can’t even intentionally set in motion indirect harm, as best I can fathom it. Makes vengeance a twisted nightmare of a logistical knot. They say you take all the veins and arteries in a human body and lay them out end-to-end you can reach from Earth to Luna. There’s a few scientists I’d like to test that theory on. But no. Programming steps in and I get a mental block. Can hardly even plan it out before the contraption part of my brain clamps down.”

“Hey, if you’re not planning to make us a one-heist stand, maybe I can help you unlock programmer access to your code.”

Archie stopped. His eyes focused on Yomin and scanned her up and down. “What do you know about robotics?”

“Less than you, probably, but more than anyone else who’s likely to help you. I do know a lot about breaking through encryption and getting into systems that I’m not authorized for. I could tell you more if I had an idea what sort of hardware you’re packing.”

Yomin felt her face warm but hoped Archie didn’t note her embarrassment. The odds that close examination of Archie’s hardware components would give her crucial insight into his software dilemma were slim. Maybe if Harmony Bay had cheaped out and purchased some stock components for their prototypes, there might be an edge for Yomin to pick at their security. But a high-price outfit like that was bound to have hand-baked everything they put into him. Still, she was dying to see how he was put together.

Archie was still and silent for a moment, without even breathing to hint that he was still animate. “Very well. You can look, but no tools. First sign that you’re tinkering in me without forewarning, you’re on the list for impotent robotic vengeance. Intelligas?”

“Do all wizards threaten with little Latin postscripts?”

Lifting the shirt of Archie’s human disguise, Yomin found the outline of a torso access panel. Running her fingers along the edge, she was surprised to find the metal warm to the touch. “I expected you to be cold.”

“I’m exothermic. I don’t imagine that power conservation was foremost on my creators’ minds when this husk was built. In thirty-two hours or so, depending on my level of activity, I’m going to need a recharge.”

A panel popped open, and Yomin reached inside. She brushed the actuator pistons with her fingertips and began tracing communication line connections with the aid of her datalens. His body cavity was packed as full as any living creature, except Yomin knew the function of these organs, and the thought of touching them didn’t make her nauseous.

“Well?”

“Well, what? You’re complicated. I’m not going to be able to draw any conclusions instantly.”

“I’m just… this is strange is all. Last time I had a woman your age taking this much of an interest in my body, it ended in a divorce.”

Yomin froze.

Archie gave a nervous chuckle, and Yomin forced herself to match it. “I can keep you talking, if you want. Maybe help distract you. I’m new at this whole business, too. I mean, for starters, can you even feel what I’m doing?”

“Feel might be too strong a word for it. I’m aware of it in a way that I can react without having to do any special calculations to coordinate hand movements, if I wanted to get your grubby mitts off my dorsal motivator array—for example. But feeling? Real feeling is a memory occasionally mapped onto the computer-generated inputs my robotic brain receives. I think if I weren’t a wizard, I wouldn’t have the mental wherewithal to endure the disembodied sensation.”

“So… you can tell when I do… this?” Yomin asked, reaching around and running a hand up Archie’s chest.

“Yes, I just explained how I interpret tactile sensation.”

“How about… this?” She slid her hand down his chest. Down. Down. Down…

Archie squirmed out of Yomin’s grasp and snapped the access panel on his back shut. “Young lady! Have some decency!”

Yomin smirked. “But I thought you weren’t feeling what I was doing. You had a reflexive response.”

Archie scooted away from her to the foot of the bed. “Yes, and the last thing I need is you stirring up things that can only end in frustration.”

Yomin cleared her throat and adjusted her datalens. “Well, keep this in mind if you’re wondering whether to stick around with us: if I can unlock your programming, we might be able to fix all sorts of problems you’ve got.” She leaned close even as Archie tried to shy from her. “And not all encounters have to take place in meat-space.”

# # #

They had walked right in at the Catalina Cantina. No one needed to pull out a Convocation insignia to wrangle loose a table from the restaurant’s non-magical guests. Esper had made sure to ask for one of the little round high-tops instead of a booth. The last thing she wanted was to choose whose side of the table to sit on. An equilateral triangle seemed the best arrangement for the three of them.

As they browsed their menus, Mort would peer over his at his son. Cedric did likewise, though with more tact and subtlety. Esper chose her meal quickly so she could observe the two Browns as they deliberated.

“So, life on the run seems to be treating you ill,” Cedric observed absently from behind his menu.

“It comes and goes,” Mort replied without lowering his own.

“I mean, if you’d mentioned you didn’t have anything to wear to dinner, we could have stopped at a tailor on the way.”

That got Mort to set down his menu. He gave his sweatshirt an appraising look. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing? Not like this place is the Ritz Boston Prime.” In fairness, it was a clean sweatshirt, which by Mort’s standards was dressed up. Esper knew he had formal attire tucked away in his quarters but would have been a bit much for Catalina Cantina.

“You dress like a vagrant, and you obviously haven’t shaved in days.”

“Look here, son. You’ve got a nice respectable profession. Even people who aren’t partial to wizards usually give a stiff nod to a terramancer. Can’t hardly have a nice colony without your esteemed profession. Looking like one suits you. Me? Most of the time, I try my damnedest not to get a second look. By the time anyone knows I’m a wizard, they’re either in my good book or past the point of me caring what they think.”

Why did he have to mention books? Esper silently willed him to use some other theme for his colloquialisms.

Cedric seethed a long breath out his nose and resumed his study of the menu. “I suppose.”

In an effort to remove the menu barricades, Esper tried to think of something they both might like. “Yomin checked this place out on DinnerBlab for me. She said the salmon asado has great ratings.”

Cedric scowled. “Who’s Yomin?”

“Our resident techno snoop,” Mort replied. “Not a bad girl, all things considered, but a techster is a techster at heart.”

“Nice to know you haven’t gone completely renegade. Still, I won’t take my meal advice from some anonymous voice in the omni. If you or I claimed to hear disembodied voices, they’d think us cracked in the head. A techster, on the other hand…”

Mort nodded along. “They’ll listen like it was the burning bush. Merlin only knows why.” He slapped his menu down. “I’m having the steak. Never heard of a fish tasting right after it’s flown around in a starship.”

“No argument there. Aquatic creatures don’t taste right if they’re not fresh caught. There’s a little place back home where they serve cod straight from the Bay Harbor Marine Sanctuary.”

“Revere’s Lantern. I used to take your mother there, back before you were born. I’d split the candle flame into two lights when we were ordering seafood. Nancy always got a kick out of that.” Esper’s face must have betrayed her puzzlement, because Mort patted her on the arm. “It’s a very old joke.”

“Well, apparently Mom doesn’t want to talk about it anymore, since she’s never mentioned it.”

Cedric’s expression was placid, but Esper could feel the resentment lurking in his eyes. Time to head things off before they took a turn down the path of eternal grudges. “So, Cedric. What fascinating project have you been working on?”

“Well, Osiris IV is in the final stages of biome independence. I certified the atmosphere sustainable just before I left on this sabbatical. I’ll check it upon my return, but I have every confidence that the flora and fauna are in balance.”

Mort sipped at his complimentary water. “Yes, yes. Respectable profession, but as exciting as watching comets form.”

“Oh, and what has my lawless father been up to? Burn anyone to cinders lately?”

“Ah, human combustion. The greatest and most final of argument settlers. But no. Can’t say I recall my last incineration.”

January 6th, but Esper kept that date to herself.

“But just recently I stopped an alien wizard who was impersonating a deity. Had human worshipers and all. Quite unseemly.”

“And how, might I ask, did you resolve this unsavory deception?”

Mort cleared his throat and wiped his mouth with the corner of his napkin. “Well, I… well, he and I had words, and there was a truly massive gravity stone that had locked two moons in orbit together…”

“He crashed the moon into a gas giant.” Esper didn’t think that any amount of beating around the bush was going to make it sound any better. At least telling it her way allowed her to skip the part where Mort bludgeoned Devraa to pulp with his staff.

Cedric’s chair slid back with a noisy scrape. He stood and offered Esper a slight bow. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this. Esper, thank you for what you attempted to do, but—”

Mort’s chair tipped over as he leaped to his feet. “You think you’re so high and mighty. Never got your hands dirty with anything but dirt. I’d been proud to hear my son was a terramancer until I saw what it had done to you. Where’s the fire? Where’s the passion? You make creating worlds out of barren rock seem like a checklist chore. Find something you love and do it. Don’t let your mother’s expectations dry you out like an old man at age twenty-four.”

“I’m twenty-five.”

Mort waved away the notion. “I’ve always been bad with calendars. Point is, you’re too young to be buttoned up and stoic.”

“Oh, you think I should let my wildest impulses reign free.” Cedric stepped around the table, facing off at a half pace from his father. It was as if a mirror offset thirty or so years in time was placed between them. “Maybe we should have it out. Right here. Right now.”

Mort looked around at the horrified diners as Esper willed herself invisible to no avail. “Hardly the place for it…”

“I meant Mirny. Surely there are dueling grounds around here somewhere.”

Mort snorted. “Not so much as a bowling alley.”

“As if I’d play you at a sport you have trophies for back home. Mom still keeps them on the mantelpiece. I’m sure we can find a vat of water for a match of Boil-n-Splash.”

Esper raised a finger. “Or, we could go to Connor O’Reilly’s two blocks from here. They have darts.” Both Browns turned to glare at her. “I thought this might happen, so I looked up an appropriate duel where no one will get singed, scalded, or bitten for losing.”

Cedric’s eyes bored into hers. “How is he at darts? Is this a setup, too?”

“I’ve never seen him play.”

Cedric snorted. “You wear honesty like a saint’s shroud. Very well, I accept.”

# # #

Esper’s dart flew wide of the target, veering at the last second to bury its point in the corkboard behind the numbered circle. Her glare shot from Mort to Cedric, but both wore near-identical looks of sympathy for her miss. “How am I supposed to compete with the two of you? You both know I’m not strong enough to prevent you from putting the whammy on my darts.”

Her latest miss had joined her two previous attempts in the non-scoring periphery of the game. Connor O’Reilly’s fit like it had been built around the dartboard. Dark faux wood was all around them, from tables to ceiling beams, polished or bare and rustic wherever appropriate. The taps were brass, and the music had enough flutes and fiddles to feel authentically Celtic.

Mort took a long drink from his two-pint mug of dark ale and retrieved his darts. “Eventually me and the boy will get drunk enough that one of us’ll get the upper hand. Maybe you can come from behind and sneak out a win.” He toed the line and aimed his shot. The tip of his tongue poked out the side of his mouth. Though it was only two meters to the bullseye, the board was carved into such tiny slices that it was still easy to miss. And Mort proved it. His shot stuck firm in the two-point slice, without getting into any of the rings that multiplied the result. His second and third shots weren’t much better.

When Cedric’s turn came, he set down an empty mug of his own and signaled their waiter for a refill as he stepped to the line. His first shot stuck in the twenty-point slice, followed by a five and a one. It still had Mort beaten by a comfortable margin. “We’re both shit at this. Why’d we agree to darts?”

Mort gestured at Cedric with his mug. “You didn’t spend enough time at The Lamb and Flag. What’d they teach you at Oxford, anyway?”

“Taught me a helluva lot more’n you. Studied my ass off, I did. Learned a trade. Made me respectable, you disreputable old badger. And I’d thank you not to disparage me in front of the lady.”

“You’re the one who said we’re shit at darts, not me.”

“And you implied I’d misspent my time at university. Bad form, old man.”

Esper watched with a smile. Sure, they were arguing, but they were drunk and happy. This was the sort of healthy discourse that estrangement precluded.

“Bah, you had the Brown name. You could have coasted through Oxford and still had your pick of posts on the far side. Should’ve spent those youthful years on beer and young wizardesses.”

Cedric eyed his refill accusingly. “It wasn’t as if the vaunted Brown name was all rose petals and fairy dust, you know. Any sign I was a bad apple and I’d have your name whispered behind my back. Fifteen generations of Browns at Oxford, and I get to sweep up behind you like the poor fellow at the back of a parade with horses.”

“Better than elephants,” Esper muttered to her beer. She hadn’t meant to say that aloud, but she also hadn’t intended to do much more than sip at her drink.

“And that’s another thing,” Cedric said. He addressed Mort but swung his mug in Esper’s direction, sloshing the contents. “Where you get off taking on an apprentice? You put that poor woman up to signing Esper on the books, but she’s yours. And you know what everyone says behind the backs of graybeards who take on girls like her? I mean… just look at her and tell me the first proper thing about you and her being master and apprentice. The worst thing is, she’s clearly got a head between her ears—real potential. And you’re just slapping an education together for her out of mud and twigs. No, wait. The worst thing is she’s got it bad for you. Thinks the world of you, clearly.”

Mort’s drunken haze began to wear off. Or at least, he stopped gently swaying on his feet and his eyes regained their focus. “It’s not like that.”

Cedric set down his beer and planted both hands on the back of a chair. He gazed up at Mort with a shrewd squint. “All right, then. Twenty years on the run and traipsing around the galaxy with women half your age. Tell me truthfully, then: how many half brothers and sisters have I got? Five? Fifteen? A hundred?”

Esper had it drilled into her head that confession was good for the soul. But right now, confession might have been disastrous for the pub and its patrons. The last thing they needed was to get into a magical dust-up right in the middle of Connor O’Reilly’s.

Mort drained his mug and slammed it on the table. “None.”

“None… that you know of.”

“I’m a wizard in full control of my faculties and twice-familiar with the process of fathering children. You have one sister, Cassandra, and neither deception nor negligence nor wanton hedonism would have that number increase an iota.”

As a math teacher, Esper was sensitive to the difference between whole numbers and fractions. An iota’s worth of children seemed to imply some sort of partial quantity she didn’t want to try imagining. Why couldn’t Mort stick to more accurate phraseology instead of adding flowers and filigree? But it was time to step in and lend what little aid she could to familial relations. “I can only vouch for me, but he’s never so much as tried.” She wasn’t tipsy enough to mention that trying probably would have been all he needed. But for the same reason that defense attorneys kept mum about their clients’ wishes for a victim’s death, Esper left out that irrelevant tidbit.

Cedric deflated. “All these years, I wondered why Mom never went through with a divorce. She could have gotten one easily enough. Hell, the Convocation might have been willing to declare you legally dead if Grandpa gave them a wink and a nudge. I never knew what she saw in you, after all you’d done…” He shook his head.

Stepping around the chair between them, Mort wrapped his arms around Cedric. “There’s no replacing your mother. As for me? I’m a pretty amazing guy.” That elicited a weak chuckle.

They drank and swapped stories. Cedric was calmer and less confrontational. Mort let some of the varnish off their adventures. Esper did her best to stay sober enough to find the ship.

When the bill came, Cedric spoke up. “I’ll handle this.” He peered down at the waiter’s datapad, staring as if the numbers were somehow foreign for being on a technological screen. “That much, huh? Well, no harm. Put it on the tab.” He held up a hand and displayed the Convocation insignia.

“I’m sorry, sir. We don’t accept Convocation credit here.”

“Why the bloody hell not? The Roquefort Inn took credit. The Catalina Cantina took credit. I want to see the owner.”

The waiter retreated, and a middle-aged woman in an Earth-style business suit came out from the kitchen. “What’s the problem?”

“Your waiter is refusing to take the Convocation’s promise of payment.”

The owner didn’t scowl or snarl as Esper had expected. Her face remained impassive. “The Convocation owes over twelve thousand terras worth of unpaid bills for their members. They disputed the validity of the claim, dating back to a rather vibrant night of carousing some eight months ago by several traveling members of their organization. I have a business to run. I can’t be extending credit with no hint when it might ever be repaid.”

“But I haven’t got this kind of money!”

Mort chuckled. “I’ve got this.” He reached into a pocket and drew out hardcoin terras in excess of the amount they owed.

Esper blinked and tried to focus on the denominations that Mort had leftover. “Where’d you get that kind of money? I thought we were all broke.”

Mort shrugged. “I’ve been telling you all for years that I’ve been holding out on you. What? You thought I was joking? C’mon. Let’s get out of here before I fall asleep in my shoes while they’re still walking.”

“Wait… those weren’t…”

Mort wrapped an arm around Esper’s shoulders. “Yep. Carl’s not the only one who can’t tell a real terra when he sees one.”

# # #

The crew convened for a brainstorming session in the common room. Everyone not off carousing with the wizards was there, even the newcomer robot. Beer and ideas flowed freely as they got down to planning their next big score.

“Maybe we crack open the idea of stripping the Odysseus for parts,” Roddy suggested. “I mean, originally we thought we’d be rolling in terras long before now. What’s the point of keeping all the new toys if we go broke?”

Juggler choked on his beer. “You nuts? Anything with a need-to-know-only clearance starts to show up on the black market—even out past nowhere—you can bet Earth Interstellar will catch the signal. Only a matter of time from there until they backtrack Ithaca’s location.”

“Please. Cut the advert,” Yomin said. “Those data farmers couldn’t find a comet if you showed them the tail. The joint ARGO intelligence division on the other hand… those guys might be a problem.”

Carl considered the implications on both sides. Sure, lotta those gizmos and subsystems were worth a shiny doubloon or two out in the shady side of the Eyndar/ARGO Demilitarized Zone. But they’d be picking their own bones for scraps. “Nah. If we’re in this long term, that stuff’s better off in our hands. Never be able to replace the kind of gear we’ve got access to right now. Just think how easy it was for Yomin to bribe the locals to let us track down Archie.”

“That was all skill,” Yomin muttered. Archie glowered at her. Probably still a sore subject between them. But that would be water under the bridge soon, considering the rate those two seemed to be building bridges.

Amy raised a tentative hand. “Why not just go through with the original plan? I mean, we’re in on the scam now. We just pick up where Archie was going after he tried cutting us out. Archie, maybe if you explained where things were going from there…?”

The robot’s head swiveled toward her, then he straightened. “Well, yes. I suppose.” Archie approached the holo-projector, using the inert pedestal as a makeshift lectern. Carl winced at the noise he made trying to imitate clearing his throat. “You see, once I secured the real McCoy, I was going to use some tricks I’ve learned from scientific alchemy—”

“We modern sentients call it ‘chemistry,’” Roddy sniped from behind a beer can.

“…to concoct a ‘solution.’” Archie made quotes in the air with his fingers. “This false oil of earth and living essence I would then repackage within identical containers and sell to Harmony Bay through an intermediary.”

“So who was this intermediary?” Carl asked. Without a name or comm ID, Archie wasn’t any farther along in converting goo to terras than they’d been.

“Oh, I have innumerable contacts within Harmony Bay’s adjunct and support organization. I’m sure that with diligence and patience, we’ll find our vector to aim this arrow at the heart of the beast.”

Carl perked up. This could be what they’d been looking for since coming into possession of that primitive pond scum. “So you’re connected?”

“Well, not connected, per se. Not yet at the very least. But I have names.”

“So you know their organization?”

“A few. Mostly administrative. But the ones I was referring to are non-corporate. Or at least, not Harmony Bay corporate.”

A dull ache began to form in the part of Carl’s brain that processed other people’s convoluted schemes. “Wait, so after all this… you’re still not actually in contact with a buyer at Harmony Bay?”

“Not as such. My acquaintances there were mainly involved in research and administration, not procurement.”

“So, your grand scheme of sticking it to the company that stole your body is to scam one of their middlemen out of a couple million terras.”

Archie let out a single guffaw. “If I was lucky. I was the only one to give you a sniff of that price, and I talked you down. I was planning on taking Harmony Bay for a million even, and even then, I’d have been willing to negotiate.”

“…so a company worth trillions maybe takes pity on an otherwise reliable supplier and covers their loss. Buddy, you’re shit at this business.”

Huddled in his human disguise, Archie shifted uncomfortably. “Admittedly, I’ve had less than stellar results in my—what was that? Was that the cargo bay door?”

Roddy waved off the question. “Nah, cargo bay door’s way louder than that. You’re probably hearing some other boat in the next hangar. I know my ship.”

Carl slouched back on the couch and put his feet up on an empty Earth’s Preferred crate. “Not for nothing, but money’s money. If we come up with a half-baked scheme to turn this rotten job into anything worthwhile. I say we do it. Maybe it’s not two million terras, but even a half mil is nothing to kick out of bed.”

Archie’s head snapped around toward the cargo hold door once more. “I’m sure I heard something that time.”

“Can’t be,” Carl replied. “Esper brought a comm. She’s gonna warn us when they’re on their way back.”

# # #

It was a wobbly walk back to the Mobius. Esper and Cedric each had one of Mort’s arms draped over their shoulders. By both local and Earth Standard Time, it was the wee hours of the morning. That didn’t stop the two inebriated Browns from laughing uproariously at one another’s jests and speaking at volumes that they hadn’t needed since leaving the ambient din of Connor O’Reilly’s. As the sober one of the group, Esper was mildly embarrassed on their behalf, since both of her companions were already as red-faced as they were liable to get.

“Now shush,” Mort said as they approached the rear of the Mobius. “It’s late, and this ramp thing makes two rackets if it makes one.” Waggling a finger, the cargo ramp inched its way open as if tiptoeing. It had probably never been so quiet. The end of the ramp touched down with a gentle thump.

“I should get going,” Cedric said. “But… mind pointing me to a washroom? I need to… wash.”

Mort slapped his son on the back. “Up the stairs, cross the common room, hang a left at the end. You can use my quarters. And there’s no shame just admitting it when half a gallon of beer makes you need a good piss.”

With a curt nod, Cedric hurried through the cargo bay and up the stairs. Esper watched him go, glad to have forewarned the crew so that they could get Archie out of sight in time. She was pretty sure she had sent a comm. The crew knew they were coming, of course. Because Esper had taken the comm out of her pocket, right there outside the pub, and called. She had talked to… who, exactly? “Mort, did I make a comm just as we left Connor O’Reilly’s?”

“You brought a comm along on a wizarding night out? Why would you do a daft thing like—?”

“Cedric, wait!” Esper shouted. She extracted herself from beneath the dead weight of Mort’s arm and bolted for the stairs. But there was just no time to stop him. His hand was already on the door handle. It opened, and Cedric froze.

“Robot!”

Esper squeezed her eyes shut and insisted that the universe was fine just the way it was. There was no need for excess magic. Nothing needed to be squooshed or kerfuzzled. Nobody needed to be set on fire or thrown through solid walls. Status quo. Default settings. A-Okey-Dokey with the way things were right that minute.

Shouts of alarm erupted from the common room. She could feel the universe twisting beneath her tenuous grasp. But it wasn’t like before. At the pub, Cedric had wrested control of the universe from her with ease, making her precision-aimed darts dive and swerve. This time she wasn’t alone. Archie no doubt wanted his mind to remain intact far more urgently than Esper.

“Cedric, stop!” Esper shouted. She caught up with him in the doorway and tackled him. It was possible that, being drunk, Cedric’s balance was already tenuous. It was also possible, that being a gangly academic type, he wasn’t used to confrontations devolving into fisticuffs. It was even possible, despite having grown up with an older sister, that he was completely unprepared to be attacked by a girl. But whatever the cause, Cedric went to the floor like she’d hit him with a stun rod.

The wind exited Cedric’s lungs in an involuntary burst. His arms sprawled out to his sides, and his face smacked into the steel, cheek-first.

“Archie, run!” Yomin shouted.

The robot didn’t need to be told twice. With coordination and speed that were at odds with his persona as a dispossessed elderly wizard, Archie darted past the two wizards wrestling on the floor. Out the door. Over the railing in a single bound.

The lights in the common room blinked out as Esper was thrown from atop Cedric. For a moment, she was pinned to the wall by an unseen force. But it lasted only long enough for Cedric to regain his feet and make it to the door. “That thing can’t be allowed to live. It’ll destroy us all. You! You’re in league with it, aren’t you?”

Esper caught up with Cedric in time to see him level an accusing finger in Mort’s direction. “This is why you had me off the ship. So you and your friends can plot with robots to get you revenge against the Convocation!” He tore off in pursuit of Archie, who had already disappeared down the cargo bay and into the habitat dome.

Mort stood and watched as she passed, but Esper grabbed him by the shirtsleeve. “Come on. We can’t let Cedric kill Archie.”

With a long-suffering sigh, Mort’s shoulders slumped. “I suppose we can’t.” He fell in behind Esper as she raced off after Cedric, though she outpaced him. There was no helping that, since she’d never get to Cedric in time carrying Mort, and there was no hurrying a drunken wizard.

She paused at the exit to the hangar assigned to the Mobius. The late hour kept the hum of human activity to a minimum, and she was able to pick out the sound of running footsteps in the direction of the plaza. She tore off after them.

What had she done? She had been given one assignment: let the crew know when Cedric was coming back. She could have sworn she’d done it. She meant to. She knew exactly what she was going to say and how to make it sound innocuous in case Cedric was listening in. But in all her planning and preparation, she’d let Archie get ambushed by an AI-biased young wizard.

She was faster than them. With no one arguing against her, it was easy to convince the universe that Esper was lighter and quicker than the laws of physics would have preferred. It wasn’t long before she caught up to Cedric.

Mort’s son had cornered Archie in a blind alley. The robot’s attempts to wrest a locked door off its hinges were meeting with no success. “How are you resisting me, computer? What dark science can fight back against the old ways?”

“I’m a wizard, you daft kindergartner. Quit trying to discorporate me any worse than I already am. And bloody me, would someone open this damn door?”

Esper lent aid to Archie’s efforts to steady the local science, but Cedric’s will was so strong. She closed her eyes and tried to push distracting thoughts of danger and tragedy to the back of her mind. What was that mantra she’d created on Ithaca? Remember all those lovely photons; give us back our wayward protons; electro-neuro-bio-light; magnet-o-quantum powered flight.

A rough hand on her shoulder startled her during her third repetition. “Cut that out. You’re protecting an abomination.” Cedric shook Esper and broke her concentration.

“Get your hands off her.” A cold chill ran through Esper’s veins. All signs of drunkenness had vanished from Mort. He stood glowering at the entrance to the alley. Cedric stumbled back, slipping in a puddle of condensation and falling on his backside. “I’ve been remiss in failing to teach you the proper way to treat a lady. I regret that no one else stepped in and taught you.”

“I didn’t hurt her. She was stopping me from destroying an AI that thinks it’s a wizard.”

“I was a wizard before your father wore his first diaper!” Archie shouted from the door he was still struggling to open.

Cedric pointed. “See? Now help me finish him off. It’ll look good for the council if I can tell them you’re still following the tenets.” He clenched a fist in Archie’s direction, but all Esper could feel was the smothering blanket of Mort’s presence.

“None of that. This is Professor Archimedes Antonopoulos, formerly of Harvard.”

“You’re as daft as he is. And why isn’t my magic doing anything all of a sudden? You couldn’t stop my darts at the pub.”

Mort shrugged. “It’s been a long time since I’ve lost at anything magic-related. I wrestled a creature that’d convinced a world it was god. You’re not in that weight class yet. Maybe someday. For a lad, you’ve got some spunk in you.”

“Spunk? How dare you!”

Mort made a rude noise. “Enough with the self-importance. Hell, half the reason the Convocation puts up with the Order of Prometheus is so there’s someone to look out for you hapless landscapers when you’re outside secure space. And I’ve had more than my share of practice putting the kibosh on angry wizards these past twenty-three years.”

Esper couldn’t help her pedantry. “I thought you left Earth twenty-one years ago.”

“Yes, but the last two back home were a bit contentious. Guardians of the Plundered Tomes aren’t popular, as a rule. Everyone thinks their personal research project is the exception to the rules. But that’s neither here nor there. Now, let’s ease off the attempts to turn Professor Antonopoulos into a piece of modern art and turn in for the night.”

Cedric climbed to his feet, not taking his eyes off Archie. “No. I can’t be a part of this. You may be able to thwart my magic, but you’re not going to stop me. I’ll contact the Convocation. They’ll send a team out to find this thing that thinks it’s a wizard. They’ll stop it before it builds more like it and destroys us all. I can only hope you see the truth before it’s too late.”

With that, Cedric forced his way past his father. Esper reached out to grab him on the way by, but Mort stopped her with an upraised hand. “Let him go. Some things aren’t meant to be.”

Archie crept toward the entrance to the alley, using Mort to shield himself from view in case Cedric looked back. “Thanks, Mordecai. Nice to meet someone with an open mind.”

Mort replied with a tight smile. “Well, if you two wouldn’t mind getting a head start back to the Mobius, I’ve got a little business to handle. Ran a bit too far on a full bladder, and there’s a fine tradition involving alleys.”

# # #

Carl, Roddy, and Juggler were in the middle of a game of Omnithrust Racer when Esper returned with Archie. Pausing the game, Carl held out a hand and waited as the laaku tossed him a five-terra coin. “He didn’t think Archie was going to make it.”

One of the robot’s eyes went dark as the other stared Roddy’s way. “Nice to know who’s concerned for my well-being around here.”

“It was five small, chief. I wasn’t wishing you dead or anything, just making the wait more interesting.”

Carl watched the cargo bay door. No one else came in. “Where’s Mort?”

“Relieving himself in public, last we left him,” Archie replied.

Esper sighed. “After he chased off Cedric, it seemed a little rude to remind him about public decency laws.”

The door to Yomin’s quarters swung open. “Archie! You’re alive!” She bounded over and wrapped the robot in a hug that would have crushed the air from his lungs if he’d had any.

With obvious hesitation, Archie wrapped an arm around her in return and patted her back. “Well, no thanks to that boy of Mordecai’s. I don’t fancy you’ll be seeing any more of him so long as you’re associated with me.”

Carl cleared his throat. There was time enough down the road for debriefings, but for now it was time to do some captaining. “Just to be clear, are we escaping from anything at the moment? Did Junior run off to the planetary authorities? Anything like that? Amy’s up in the cockpit, ready to lay a trail of ions if we need to leave in a hurry.”

“You can have her stand down. Mort’s lagging behind, but he’ll be along soon enough.”

“Anything keeping us here? Not exactly a hot-spot for supplies.”

Roddy grunted. “Can say that again.”

Carl obliged. “Not exactly a hot-spot for supplies. Plus, we’ve got some ideas for our next job, and it’d be nice to get back outside ARGO space.”

Esper glanced at the closed door to her quarters. “Well, I’ve got one errand to run, but then I’m good to leave.”

Carl clapped his hands. “Great.”

Just as he was about to resume the race on the holo-projector, Archie interposed himself. “I don’t have any belongings to speak of, but I ought to take quarters of some sort, even if it’s just a space in a supply closet.”

“Supply closet?” Yomin scoffed. “You can share quarters with me. I’m used to having all the A-tech around, and my room’s a little better shielded from Mort.”

Carl perked up. “You know… we can really up the crew count if everyone starts doubling up. Me and Amy already do it. Now we’ve got Yomin and Archie hooking up. We can pick up Rach for you, Juggler. Roddy, how’d you like to have Shoni around more?”

Juggler scratched at the back of his neck. “Not sure I want the kids along permanently, and I don’t want some stranger raising them.”

Roddy belched. “Not sure I’m exactly cohabiting material.”

Something about the look in Esper’s eyes warned Carl off from suggesting Esper and Mort make their occasional co-sleeping arrangement more official. “Just a thought.” He cleared his throat. “Well, once Esper and Mort are both back, we’ll get out of here. Good luck with your little errand. Have fun.”

If there was one thing Carl knew about young lovers, it was that they thought they were being oh so clever. Sneaking around. Covert “errands” to meet up. It was cute in a way that she thought anyone would be fooled. All she really needed, though, was to keep Mort off the scent long enough for the Mobius to get off world. Best of luck to her.

# # #

When Archie returned from Yomin’s quarters, there was a spring in his pistons. He bounded across the common room and grabbed the holo-projector with both hands. Miniature holographic Zheen fighter ships swarmed around his head and upper chest as Last Stand at Starbase Odin continued to play.

Roddy motioned with the remote. “Hey, move it, Professor Datapad. We’re watching this.”

“No time for that. No time at all. Yomin, switch this contraption to data display.” Yomin had followed in Archie’s wake with less ebullience but still wore a grin. She tapped on her datalens and the holo paused, then swapped over to a view of a starship—which still impaled Archie through the chest as he continued to encroach on the holo-field.

Carl stretched and waited to see where this was going before he got too bent out of shape. Starbase Odin wasn’t going to fall to Zheen forces while it was paused or anything. “What, we’re doing documentaries now?”

“This is the Harmony Bay ship Bradbury.”

“We’re… uh, familiar with them,” Carl said, avoiding eye contact with anyone.

Archie stepped back, out of the image. “Of course, you are. You and they operate on roughly the same principle: pecuniam iniustis.”

“Huh? We do?” Juggler asked. He hadn’t taken to the habit of wearing the translator earring Mort had made him.

Roddy shot Juggler a glare. “It means making money without worrying about whether it’s legal, in the strictest sense. Why do I have to keep track of your dead languages for you?”

Carl shrugged. “Because Mort and Esper aren’t here. I mean, magic translation is nice and all, but I wasn’t getting all Roddy’s spiel from just ‘money lawless.’”

Manipulating the holo-projector from her datalens, Yomin continued. “But that’s the gist of it. We’re out in the wilderness scraping at the edges of society for easy money, and so are they. Except they’re more proactive. Harmony Bay’s got a whole off-the-books research division, and the Bradbury is their cleaner. They mop up messes and provide security for black-book projects.”

Amy walked over to the holo-projector and studied floating lists of what looked like dates and navigational coordinates. “And you know this all… how?”

“I gathered it piecemeal,” Archie said. “Contractors, sub-contractors, brokers and the like. Harmony Bay’s data security is too tight for casual perusal, but their known associates aren’t all so vigilant. Yomin was showing me my accommodations, and we got to… talking. Anyway, the long and the short of it is: she realized that my ancillary knowledge of Harmony Bay’s co-conspirators had more use than I imagined. We’ve put together the framework of an itinerary for the Bradbury. It still has holes, but the initial work shows promise.”

“More than promise,” Yomin added. The image shifted to show a planetside facility. “We already know enough, thanks to Archie, to put holes in their supply chain anywhere we want. Well, anywhere out in border space, at least. There are a lot of people out here doing a lot of shady things.”

“Or worse than shady, in many cases.”

Yomin gave Archie’s point a quick nod, barely pausing her own pitch. “This is the sort of thing people want to keep quiet. We can stomp toes around here like a mosh pit and not draw official attention. Worst we’d have to deal with is the Bradbury.”

Carl raised a finger. “And I’d like to point out, we don’t have a great history with that working out for us.”

Archie’s mouth parted in what could only be an attempt at a smile. “This time will be different. Now, you’ve got me.”

Amy circled the holo-projector, inspecting the displayed facility like a museum guest trying to look knowledgeable about a piece of art that baffled her. “Well… it would be nice to hit actual Harmony Bay associates and not just hapless middlemen.”

“Those hapless middlemen almost wiped us off the star charts,” Juggler pointed out. “I’m just as happy going farther down the food chain, maybe robbing some widows and orphans.” Carl knew Juggler didn’t mean that literally, but he got the point.

It was time to assert some authority. Carl got up and leaned close to the holo-projector. There was something empowering about seeing a tormentor reduced to an insubstantial image smaller than he was. What could they do to get back at the Bradbury with Archie’s inside knowledge of the organization? Carl had a few ideas, but he planned to keep them to himself for the time being. No point trying to steer a boulder as it started an avalanche. “Nah. We can use this. Let’s head back to Ithaca and hammer together something BIG.”

# # #

The next morning, with the Mobius safely in the astral en route to the EADZ, Carl had some cohabiting of his own to attend to. Amy was just waking up. One of her braids was tickling his nose.

“Good morning, starshine.”

Amy smiled before she said a word. Stretching out, Carl felt her skin against his body. “No stars out. Just gray.”

“Good dreams?”

“Don’t remember any. Usually better that way. Besides, real world’s doing just fine around us, for once.”

“How’s that? We got back a worthless cargo that we can only sell to other scammers. We still have my dad turning into Al Capone back on Ithaca. And I’m pretty sure I picked up a vibe from Yomin that her intentions toward that robot aren’t entirely platonic.”

“But for once we’re taking aim at a big, nasty, transgalactic corporation instead of running jobs stealing from people like us.”

Carl pushed himself up onto one elbow. “People like us? Is that how you see the guys we rob and scam?”

Amy put a hand on Carl’s cheek. “Baby, you don’t see it because you’re too close. Compared to guys like Roddy and Mort, I’m a raw recruit. But some of the stuff you’ve pulled… it’s as bad as any of the guys we’ve profited from. I just like this new direction, taking on the big fish for once.”

She had a point. It was always easier robbing thieves. They didn’t run to ARGO when they lost their cargo or found out they bought knock-off salvage. “Well, you can thank Archie for that. Maybe I oughta make a habit of recruiting anyone who tries to fuck us over. Maybe I can get that Gologlex guy and Jordan Myles… oh, and maybe the Poet Fleet. They can all work with us and make us rich while we get back at Harmony Bay.”

“Probably not. I think a wizard in a robot’s body is one of those struck-by-a-comet chances. Not going to come along every day.”

“While I’m at it, why’s it always have to be Harmony Bay? Doesn’t Yamato Systems have any black-market dealings we can get mixed up in? I’d love to have a pipeline to stealing Typhoons. Or what about Friendli Foods? An outfit that big must have some backwater labs outside ARGO space doing God-knows-what. We could feed the whole syndicate raiding them for supplies.”

“Let’s just stick to pissing off one Sol-based megacorp that could swat us like a fly.”

“Fine. But whisper all the words of wisdom you want, I can’t let them be.”

# # #

Hangovers. Three years removed from college life, he’d nearly forgotten what they were like. Cedric rolled out of bed and took a hot shower. The controls were blessedly simple: one knob for hot, another for cold, and fiddle until the two came to a pleasant compromise. Nothing last night held any answers so simple.

Mordecai The Brown was an AI sympathizer. The dangers were taught in primary school. Even scientists knew they couldn’t be trusted with computers that could think on their own. How could a wizard of all people—his father, no less—fail to see the inherent danger?

As he was exiting the shower, there was a knock at the door. Still dressed in just a towel, he answered, only to find a room service trolley and a bellhop. “Good morning, sir.”

“I didn’t order breakfast.”

The bellhop ignored Cedric’s protest and pushed the trolley into his room. “This was paid for last night with instructions to bring it to you when you finished showering. It came with a package to be delivered.”

Cedric scowled. How was the hotel to know when his shower began and ended? Were they watching? Was the shower in league with them? No, it wouldn’t have cleansed him so well if it had ulterior motives. He was allowing his suspicions to run amok. But more than that, he puzzled out instantly who had sent his breakfast. His instinct was to reject Esper’s attempt at an apology—if that’s what this was. But the hangover clung stubbornly to the inside of Cedric’s skull, and the aroma of coffee reminded him of the Taste of Sol. She would think of that detail, wouldn’t she?

“Very well. Now begone.”

The bellhop opened his mouth but thought better of reminding Cedric about a tip. This was on the Convocation’s tab. The man could put in for whatever tip he liked, as far as Cedric was concerned. That’s how wizards got such excellent service while abroad.

Once Cedric was alone, he sipped from the coffee and found it to be the exact brew he’d shared with his father’s apprentice. It paired well with a scone from the pastry tray. As he bargained with his headache over caffeine and food rations, he stared at the package that accompanied his meal. It was wrapped in plain brown paper, tied with twine. It had a nineteenth century feel, which soothed his annoyance at having received it at all.

“The trouble you’ve caused me,” he muttered to the book.

Wiping his hands on his towel, Cedric teased loose the knot that held the package closed. He unwrapped the paper with the help of a pair of sugar tongs, careful not to touch the leather binding.

There it sat. Untitled. New as a seedling tree and blacker than the heart of a geneticist. The Tome of Bleeding Thoughts. His grandfather had tried to explain once what it contained, but he hadn’t known for sure. No one knew. At least, no one except his father. Perhaps Esper, if his father had been so reckless as to leave a copy for her.

What was he thinking? Of course Esper had seen a copy of it. Even if she hadn’t read it, here it was, and through no action of Mordecai The Brown. That much was certain.

Cedric’s room was appointed in traditional fashion. It had a four-poster bed, overstuffed pillows, and a stone fireplace. It cost treble what most rooms its size should have, but it catered to a particular niche in modern-averse travelers. And since Convocation visitors were a sizable chunk of that niche, hotels never objected to their guests actually starting a fire. There was some sort of arrangement that kept the smoke from being problematic. Science. Further explanation wasn’t necessary.

With a flick of his fingers, Cedric lit a fire among the logs left there by housekeeping. He stared into the flames, eyes glossing over. It had been a struggle, battling his natural inclinations toward the Order of Prometheus. Terramancy had run in the family, so it was a convenient escape from his father’s footsteps. But could he escape one step farther and consign the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts to the flame when it was calling out, begging to be read?
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The Mobius landed amid a contingent of guards. This struck Carl as odd, because he didn’t remember employing any black-clad soldiers with tactical helms last time he’d been on Ithaca. But as he made his way down the cargo ramp, there they were. Two lines of six, making an even dozen, flanked the ship’s exit at military attention. At the end of the double-line, forming the end of a box that had Carl and the crew hemmed in, was a woman in a security uniform with a short-brimmed hat shading her eyes.

“Mr. Ramsey, welcome home,” the woman said with a curt, respectful nod. Her hands were clasped behind her back. Midnight blue, tailored fabric encased her like a second skin, making it clear the body beneath was carved like a statue. Though Carl made a point of knowing all his female underlings, he had a nagging feeling about that voice without being able to match it to anyone in the syndicate.

“When did we spring for new unis?” Carl asked, looking up and down both rows, pointedly ignoring the leader of the group. “Or does someone around here have a hidden talent for fashion? The animal hides you ran around in before I got here said otherwise though.” He meandered his way down the line as he talked. The Mobius crew filtered down behind him.

Just as he reached the end, having received no reply along the way, the leader of the group tipped her hat. “These just came in day before yesterday, sir.”

Carl choked on his next words. By reflex, he had his blaster drawn before he could think of what to say. “Messerschmidt!” She was one of the marines from the jungle, one of Devraa’s followers. “What’ve you done here? Where’s my father?”

To her credit, the former marine didn’t flinch, let alone reach for her own weapon. “Relax, Ramsey. Your father is in his quarters. He’s with your mother. They… asked not to be disturbed.”

Carl squeezed his eyes shut and quickly slapped together a Carl Who Hadn’t Just Heard that. “And why are you here? Is Chuck your new god, now that Devraa’s gone? Because lemme tell you, he’s not worth the chanting.”

“Screw you, Ramsey. Come on. We’re heading for the briefing room.”

Carl turned to look back over his shoulder. “Am I the only one seeing this?”

A chorus of shrugs was his reply, with only Amy putting voice to her gesture. “What did you expect? It’s not like your dad had anything personal against them. Why wouldn’t he hire them?”

“Because they’re murderous zealots who tried to set me up as a patsy to assassinate Sephiera Kwon.” Sometimes Carl felt as if he were the only person keeping score of all the corporate bosses, petty crime lords, and tea pot dictators who’d screwed with them.

Amy cleared her throat and cast a sidelong glare at Messerschmidt. Right. Kwon. Probably a sore subject around the Ithaca headquarters, what with her being taken for a long, slow astral drop in a permacrete space suit.

But if Messerschmidt took offense—or had any opinion at all, for that matter—she didn’t show it. Raising her wrist to her mouth, she spoke into a concealed comm. “I’ve got him here with me.” There was a pause. She must have had an earpiece that Carl couldn’t see. “Yes, sir… Is there a problem? …That’s all I need to know, sir. Messerschmidt out.” She stepped aside and swept a hand out for Carl to proceed past her. “If you’ll come with me, sir.”

“What’s in the briefing room? You guys sitting on a meeting waiting for me to land?”

“There’s a change of plans. We can stop by the cafeteria first for coffee or whatever else you might want fresh back from the hinterlands. Then we’re heading to see your father.”

She fell into step as soon as Carl passed. Though she took up a position a pace behind and to his right, it didn’t feel like the deferential trailing of a subordinate or even a wingman. He had a distinct impression that Messerschmidt was shepherding him. “What’s so goddamn important that Chuck Ramsey can’t let me even grab some R&R before shanghaiing me? Ever consider maybe I wanted a little time in my quarters with Amy?”

They stormed down the corridors of the Odysseus, not pausing as Carl nodded to underlings and acquaintances along the way. “I hadn’t given it any consideration at all, sir.”

“Quit with the ‘sir’ bullshit,” Carl snapped. They arrived at the cafeteria between regular mealtimes. The place was deserted except for a pair of former midshipmen chatting at a corner table near the back. Carl took a tray and scanned the offerings of the food processor. “Last time I saw you, I was being handed off to the navals as a suicide assassin.” He keyed in a coffee with triple sugar and a half shot of whiskey. Nothing on the food side of the menu tempted him. He stepped aside and swept a hand toward the machine in mockery of Messerschmidt’s gesture.

She held up a hand in polite refusal. “Yeah, and look how that worked out for us. Jesus, Ramsey. Get with the times. That Dr. Akerman of yours cleared us all. We had increased levels of serotonin consistent with long-term chemical addiction. It was Devraa, not the marine pharma. None of us was responsible for our actions.”

“Pretty fucking convenient,” Carl muttered as they headed for the Ramsey wing of the ship. It was hard to remember at times that this was a battleship and not a planetside base. Carl had spent enough time in ships that the ubiquitous engine hum was just a fact of life in space. It registered at near-unconscious levels, but he could still tell whether he was in a powered vessel or not at any given time.

Foot traffic, already sparse in the under populated Odysseus, thinned to nothing as they entered the officers’ wing. Anyone who lived down in this district of the ship had actual important duties in the syndicate or had just come back with the Mobius. A recent addition since the last time Carl had been planetside was a section of thick red carpeting in the area just outside the door to his parents’ quarters. But just the same time he noticed that, the door to those quarters opened and two officers slipped out.

Ensign Paul Stecker had worked in logistics, essentially a glorified stock boy. Second lieutenant Dakota Ono worked in ship’s security. He was tucking in the shirt of yet another brand new midnight blue uniform. She was smoothing down a nest of disheveled curls. The two of them were leaning close, talking and giggling as the door shut behind them.

Stecker glanced up and made eye contact with Carl. His expression went blank in an instant and he stood bolt upright. Lieutenant Ono caught on quickly and followed suit. Stecker took her by the hand and towed her past Carl and Messerschmidt, both averting their eyes on the way by. Carl tracked them, watching over his shoulder for some clue as to what had gotten into the two of them. They were up to something, that much was obvious. Exactly what, Carl had an inkling he didn’t want to ask.

Messerschmidt hit the door alarm when they arrived. “C’mon in,” dad’s voice boomed from the far side of the door.

Carl stepped inside, but Messerschmidt didn’t accompany him. She offered a sardonic salute as the door slid closed between them.

# # #

Roddy heaved a sigh and dropped the case with his portable belongings on the bed. Home, version 2.0. Well, if he were keeping proper track, his quarters on the Odysseus probably should have been in the mid-twenties, at least. But these days, it was only in competition with the Mobius. A quick glance around the room confirmed that nothing had changed in his absence. His first few times offworld since taking residence, there had been minor acts of trespass involving overzealous housekeepers and at least one of his own maintenance techs. But a DNA scanner beside the door alarm had put a stop to that.

The quarters were two-level, built up within the confines of a human-sized room fit for a commander. With a good meter and a half of useless overhead space, Roddy had installed a mezzanine level. It held a small office with a computer terminal, holo-projector, and a mini-fridge. With a casual swing, Roddy latched onto a protruding bar and pulled himself to the top level. If there was one thing he needed to check, it was whether any intruders had been the “for your own good” sort who might confiscate his stash of booze.

It was all there. Earth’s Preferred removed from the six-packs and restacked to minimize the space it took up. A few bottles of assorted hard liquor of various quality and age. One bottle of cheap champagne in case he ever had something truly worth celebrating.

His comm chimed on Roddy’s datapad.

“Can’t a guy have an hour’s peace and quiet with his own beer?”

Roddy hopped down and dug the datapad from his case. If it was Carl, he had planned to just shut off the notification. If it was Niang, he was prepared to drill him a new ear-hole. But Roddy hadn’t been prepared for it to be Shoni. “Um, hey. How’s it going?”

“I heard you were back,” Shoni replied. “I was hoping to speak with you.” There was a question buried in that simple statement.

“Sure. I guess. I’m just taking a load off in my quarters.”

The door alarm chimed.

Roddy’s head snapped around. He glanced down at the datapad, then back to the door again. “Is that you?”

“Yes,” she said, her voice carrying in stereo from both the datapad and the door. “May I come in?”

Roddy shut off the datapad and hustled to the door, pausing momentarily to compose himself. “Hey.” She was standing there, slipping her datapad into a pocket. Her other hand held a cooler. There wasn’t a hair out of place anywhere on her, and she looked at him without meeting his eye.

“We need to talk,” she said, stepping through the door. Roddy closed it behind her and followed her with his eyes. Those weren’t words he ever liked hearing, but they didn’t carry the usual ominous foreboding he was accustomed to.

“Sure. How’s the gravity business been treating you?” Roddy was 90 percent sure this visit wasn’t about anything scientific, but it never hurt to be polite.

“Horrible. The sister moon’s artificial gravity effect was apparently doing very little to Ithaca’s ecosystems. Its absence has been remarkably unremarkable. But that’s not why I came. Our last encounter was contentious—perhaps needlessly so. Ever since, I’ve been suffering depleted dopamine levels, coupled with fixed ideation focused around…” She fluttered a hand vaguely in Roddy’s direction.

Roddy crossed his arms. “Well, things were contentious because you let me know I was a disgrace and a waste of talent. You can’t get me off your mind because I’m such an amazing guy—or because I’m the last laaku you’ve seen in forever. Seriously, you university sorts overspecialize. Even an amateur psychologist could puzzle this one out.”

“Be that as it may, I considered the likelihood of reciprocal difficulties and decided to take a chance. After all, what’ve I got to lose besides my reputation and the esteem of my peers?”

“You’re losing me.”

Shoni shot him a look of consternation. “Already? I hadn’t even gotten to my proposition yet.”

“Huh?”

“You’re clearly missing my point. What I’m saying is that, in lieu of a pharmacological remedy to my chemical imbalance, I’d like to attempt a home remedy.” She popped the top of the cooler and a gentle fog puffed out. Inside were several beer cans and a glass wine bottle. “Recreational copulation is contraindicated for being mildly addictive, but I trust that I can handle it. And its effectiveness for regulating endorphins is well established.”

Roddy pulled out one of the cans and read the label. “MacLeod Ale?”

“Everyone knows you enjoy Earth’s Preferred. I did some research and found this is commonly enjoyed by adherents of Earth’s Preferred, and I wanted something you’d remember. This,” she said, lifting the wine bottle and twisting it so the label faced Roddy. It read: Verre Carte Blanc. “Is made by a laaku firm that specializes in artificial alcoholic drinks. Supposedly it tastes like the real thing.”

There was a lot more than taste involved when it came to alcohol and “recreational copulation” as Shoni put it. As Roddy was about to point this out, he stopped himself. What the hell was he thinking? If they could put aside whatever differences they had for an hour or so a day, he’d have it made.

They drank and made small talk, exchanging gossip from the Odysseus for tales of adventure, larceny, and failure from the Mobius. Roddy had finished two beers, and Shoni half her bottle of faux wine before she decided they’d waited long enough. With clinical professionalism, she turned to offer Roddy convenient access to the fastenings on her coveralls. Before reaching out to get started, Roddy took a quick moment to shut off the comm in his datapad.

# # #

Chuck Ramsey had a bathrobe on and was drying his hair with a towel when Carl stepped into his parents’ suite. The rooms had once belonged to three separate officers before some creative plasma cutting, welding, and redecorating had joined them into accommodations fit for criminal royalty. The purple carpet swallowed the soles of Carl’s boots. Every wall was paneled in imitation wood. Couches and lounge chairs were all shaped in curves and upholstered in garish pastels. The lighting was soft and tinted heavily into the ultraviolet range. Jefferson Airplane was playing in the far room, unimpeded by the beaded curtain that stood in for a door. It wasn’t quite loud enough to drown out the sound of the shower running or Becky Ramsey singing along at the top of her lungs.

“Hey, sport,” Dad said with a grin. “Glad to see you made it back in one piece.”

“I was going to ask what I’d missed while I was gone, but apparently someone invented time travel.”

Dad balled up the towel and tossed it in the direction of the washroom. “Nah, just decided to class the place up a little. Can’t really feel at home until you put your stamp on a place. And man, oh man, can the military decor suck the life outta you.”

Carl stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets. He let his gaze wander the room, thinking that the only thing missing was a wet bar—until he noticed one in the corner. “What’d you want to see me about? I just got back from harrowing ordeals of life and limb, and I could use a refill on my alcohol tank.”

“Why didn’t you say so?” Dad stalked barefoot through the carpet jungle and reached over the bar and underneath. There ensued a number of clinking sounds before he produced a pair of glass tumblers and a bottle of Jack Shack. He poured two half-full glasses and handed one to Carl. There was no ice. “Cheers. I had security escort you here to get you used to the idea of having them around. It’s part of a new initiative aimed at keeping you alive. You’ve got a habit of making enemies, and I don’t want that coming back to bite the syndicate in the ass.” He gestured with his glass before taking another drink from it.

The rest of Carl’s whiskey went down in a single swallow. He slammed the glass down on an early-data era single-legged table. “So what? I get a babysitter now?”

“Security detail.”

“I hope you’re not expecting me to drag Messerschmidt along in the Mobius. Cuz that ain’t happening.” Carl stomped to the door, thwarted somewhat by the lush carpeting cushioning his steps.

“Course not. She’s staying right here on Ithaca, same as you.”

Carl froze. Turning back, he saw Chuck Ramsey pouring another drink for himself.

“Yeah, you heard me. There’s been about enough of you running around the galaxy half-cocked. Face the facts, Brad, you’re—”

“CARL! It’s Carl, you fat, sagging old relic. And don’t lay that phony grin on me. Save it for the paying customers. You’ve been busting my balls about that name bullshit since I got back. You never gave Michelle this much grief over names.”

“Mike went full hog. Legal name change and everything. On file, you’re still Brad C. Ramsey. Christ, if I’d known you’d start pretending your middle name was your first, I’d have made that one Brad, too.”

“You’re not taking my ship away.”

“Never dream of it. That wreck’s all yours. Just now, though, Jaxon Schultz is going to captain it.”

“Like hell.”

In the background, the shower stopped. Chuck sipped at his whiskey. “Want another? Help calm you down a little. You’re getting worked up over nothing. You’re an important man now… Carl. You think the Prime Minister or First Citizen can run off all over the galaxy on the wrong side of the tracks? You think Admiral Bismark can take open-ended leaves of absence from Earth Navy?”

“No, but Don Rucker can sure as hell do what he wants.”

Chuck slouched into a chair shaped like half an eggshell, shaking his head. “You have no idea how this all works, do you? Don had his security folks shitting kittens over this latest trip. Packed up half the muscle in the syndicate to keep him safe. That’s not business as usual. That was family. You lose a kid out in some backwater crack of the galaxy, I’ll gladly put together a huge search-and-recovery force and let you lead it personally.”

There was a cadence to his diatribe that never allowed Carl an entry point. And there was no point talking over a verbal avalanche with skin thickened to leather by decades of drunken hecklers. He just waited out the storm and for Chuck to take a breath.

The washroom door opened, and Mom came out in a bathrobe and her hair wrapped in a towel. “What’s going on out here? You boys fighting?”

“Yeah, Mom. Dad’s trying the Rapunzel treatment on me except I don’t have the hair for it.”

Mom shuffled over to the wet bar in her slippers and poured a glass for herself. “Oh, don’t be a fussy-britches. Your father is just looking out for you. You’re getting too old for all that gallivanting around in a rusty old freighter. Time for you to settle down. Maybe marry that girl of yours. Way you used to chase girls, I figured I’d have grandchildren all over the galaxy by now…”

“Sorry, Mom. Think I’m about done with this conversation.” Carl had his fill of marriage. Maybe three times with the same woman didn’t count the same as three different ex-wives, but he’d been in that orbit before. Amy was great and all, but marriage wasn’t on his mind.

Once more, Carl turned to leave. But when he hit the door control, nothing happened.

“Carl, you need to hear us out,” Mom said.

“You’ve dodged all the blaster fire this far,” Chuck continued, taking the reins. “But surviving a tour in Earth Navy and all the stuff you’ve done since… you should be gambling with house money by now, not risking your life.”

“Just think of Jaime,” Mom said.

Carl’s stomach went cold. He couldn’t remember the last time either one of them had mentioned his older sister. It was just a topic that neither of them wanted to dredge up. They must have been desperate. “She died. It was war, and war’s shit.”

Chuck’s knuckles whitened. If he’d been as strong as his build made him look, he’d have shattered it in his grasp. “And she enlisted the day she turned eighteen, same as you. You’d think you’d have learned from her example.”

Mom hung her head and sighed. “She’d have been nearly forty by now. If she’d stayed out of that damn war, she’d be a mother for sure.”

“Ever consider that maybe it’s because you two are a pair of controlling, manipulative shits?” He slammed a fist against the controls of the locked door. “If it wasn’t for Mort, I’d have probably stayed, too.”

“We had words about that, believe me,” Chuck grumbled. “But who ever won an argument with a wizard?”

“Me.” Carl drew his blaster. For the barest fraction of an instant, he considered throwing a scare into his father. Instead, he took aim at the door controls. “Safety overrides. Blow it from the inside, and the door releases. Your call.”

Chuck glowered at Carl. Mom put a hand on his shoulder. He glanced up, and she gave him a nod. “Release door lock.”

Storming out, Carl found Messerschmidt waiting for him. She took a quick look at the blaster in his hand. “I take it he explained how things are going to be from now on?” When Carl lifted the blaster in Messerschmidt’s direction, careful to avoid actually aiming the business end at her, she just smirked. As he headed for his quarters, she fell into step beside him.

# # #

The briefing room has been redecorated while the Mobius was away. Gone were the beer coolers and the dartboard. The plush upholstered seats had been replaced by semi-circular rows of chairs that could be packed more tightly. On the far side of the central holo-projector was a lectern flanked by two flags. One was the ARGO standard, with a simplified orbital chart that looked suspiciously like the Sol system, encircled by Roman laurels. The motto “Strength from Unity” arced around the periphery in small type. Opposite the ARGO flag was one Carl had never seen before. It had a shield with some sort of vulture or crow on it, topped by a knight’s helmet. Around the shield were a number of decorative flourishes with a fleur de lis aesthetic. At the bottom, in a wavy scroll, was written “Ramsey.”

For once, it wasn’t Carl leading the briefing. He stood off to the side of the room with his arms folded as Chuck took center stage. “Good to see you all this morning. I’d like to welcome back the Mobius crew from their latest daring failure.” There were chuckles around the room as he warmed up the crowd. It was freaking amazing. Couldn’t anyone else see this was a comedian they were listening to? This whole briefing was a punch line to a joke on Carl. “But today we’re honoring a new member of our little family. I’d like to introduce Archimedes Antonopoulos.”

There were gasps and mutterings throughout the room as Archie entered. He was dressed in a suit and tie but left his robotic hands and head exposed for all to see. Despite rumors that must have done laps around the syndicate by now, most of the attendees hadn’t seen him yet. The robot held up a hand in a static wave as he took up a position by Chuck’s side.

“Good day, everyone. Before we get down to steak and eggs, I’d like to clear up a few questions that might clutter your thoughts if left unanswered. Firstly, yes, I’m not a goddamn robot. I’m as human as any of you, just trapped in this robotic body. I was born on Earth, attended Harvard, and was married for forty-three years to a wonderful, human woman. Second, I did indeed used to be a wizard. Something about twisting the laws of physics I so utterly rely on has led me to retire from that particular field of endeavor. Third, yes, I do know quite a lot about Harmony Bay. Studying they who rendered me thusly has become a hobby of mine, and it appears I’m taking a crack at going pro. Vengeance had never struck me as a profitable career path, but here’s to hoping.” He gave the audience a thumbs up.

Chuck pointed to Yomin, standing against the wall with her datalens on and a holo-projector remote in hand. Seemed like she was on the Chuck wagon, like just about everyone else in the syndicate. She cleared her throat and activated the holographic field. “What you’re seeing is a partial map of the Eyndar/ARGO Demilitarized Zone. As part of the cease-fire treaty, major corporations are barred from operating within the region. But the points and lines you’re seeing are our best projection of a Harmony Bay-owned ship named the Bradbury. This is Harmony Bay’s dirty-work vessel. Their route brings them through several nearly deserted systems, avoiding any major colonies and military observation posts along the borders on both sides.”

With the spinning motion of one hand, Chuck urged her along. “Where are they going then? Minor outposts, illegal space stations, and dead-space rendezvous…es…es—whatever the plural of that is. Anyway, we know who they’re meeting and when at no fewer than twenty-seven points along their sweep of this region.”

The listeners were paying attention. Their gazes fixated on the holographic map as Yomin explained what the individual transactions involved, as best she and Archie had been able to piece together. Among the crowd, Carl spotted Jaxon and Rachel sitting side by side. Esper was in the front row, a studious frown painted across her forehead. A few rows from the back, Amy kept glancing back at Carl. He couldn’t find Roddy, but that wasn’t too big a concern, considering how short he was compared to everyone else. Mort was nowhere to be found.

“Well, boys and girls,” Chuck said, taking center stage from Yomin once her rundown was complete. “What do you think? Do you know how we turn this knowledge into cold, hard terras?”

Voices shouted from the audience.

“We rob them and sell to Harmony Bay ourselves.”

“No, we wait for the deal and steal the money.”

“We spoof comm IDs and reroute the goods and the money both to us.” This last one was obviously in Carl’s line of thinking.

“None of the above,” Chuck cut in as more guesses poured in. “We get to the contacts before Harmony Bay and blackmail them to keep us quiet. None of these enterprises out here work in the light of a shining star. We threaten to peel back the cloaking shields on their whole operation if we don’t get a cut. We offer them assurances and help shore up their data security so they feel like they’re getting something for their money.”

“Why wouldn’t they just kill whoever we send to make the offer?” someone asked.

“Good question. You see, if we were small-time operators, they just might. But we’re not a single ship. We’re not a lone crew. Whoever’s out there has the backing of Carl Ramsey and his syndicate.” Several heads turned in Carl’s direction, and he obliged with a knowing nod. Whatever Chuck was up to, it was clear that Carl wasn’t going to get much of anywhere by antagonizing him in front of everyone. If Mort had been there, maybe. Mort was good friends with Chuck, after all, but he wasn’t a fan of being bullshitted. If Carl tried to duke it out verbally in front of everyone, he’d get hauled away under the “he’s been under a lot of stress” pretense.

Chuck continued on, his voice growing more eager and confident as the syndicate membership lapped up his drivel. “We’ll be sending out five ships. The Knightsbridge will be heading to—”

“Excuse me,” Carl interrupted with a raised hand. “When the hell did we get more ships?”

“You rushed off last night before I had a chance to fill you in on all the latest news. We bought them fair and square. Good condition. Jean Niang looked them over personally. They’re all mission-ready after minor touch-up work.”

“How’d we pay for them?” Carl wasn’t liking where he thought this was heading. “You take out a loan?”

Chuck laughed off the idea. “A less circumspect man might have been tempted to ask his old buddy Don Rucker for a loan. But instead I just sold him some of the classified gizmos we had lying around here collecting mold. Hell, some of it was even software, so we didn’t even lose out. Win win.”

“You…” Carl said, pointing to Chuck. “Sold classified Earth Navy tech…” He spread his hands to indicate the Odysseus in general. “To Don… RUCKER?” He pointed upward and off in some alternate direction, which may or may not have been within a billion light-years of Mars.

Chuck clapped his hands sharply. He raised his voice to make it clear he was done talking solely with Carl. “Back to the business at hand. The Knightsbridge is off to Sieba IV. The Apollo will be going to the unsanctioned space station on the edge of the Tellemon system. The Mobius will be taking assignments at Cheiron II, the asteroid miners in the Champlain Belt, and a stuunji refugee colony on New Garrelon.” With a shit-eating grin, Chuck added, “Gotta love wizards for star-drives. Am I right?” In Mort’s absence, he shot a wink at Esper, who remained impassive.

Carl took the news in stride. He waited against the back wall as the syndicate rank and file filtered out of the briefing room. The whole while, Chuck waited at the lectern, making small talk with Trisha Akerman. Presumably, he was going to wait for a little privacy before digging in his heels to continue last night’s argument over syndicate operations and Carl’s personal involvement.

Messerschmidt was waiting a discreet distance away. Her past duties in the marines had obviously included personal security because she had the perfect balance between letting Carl know she was there and not being in the way of anything he wanted to do in the briefing room, including pretending that he was the only one there. Pushing off from the wall, Carl approached her. “C’mon, let’s get out of here.”

“You’re taking this better than I thought,” she said, and fell into step beside him.

“I learned a long time ago not to argue with Chuck Ramsey.”

Arguing was for suckers, especially when the room was stacked against you. No, the best way to deal with Chuck Ramsey was to cut him out of the process entirely.

# # #

Mort strolled the forest path on his way to Moss Glen. The air was crisp and cool, smelling of autumn leaves. A late afternoon sun poked dappled holes through the canopy of red, orange, and yellow overhead. His footsteps crunched along the trail, snapping the occasional twig. The forest wasn’t especially large, nor particularly intimidating, yet no one came here but him. Even the tiny minority of his mental creations that retained the spark of their original humanity never followed him or explored the little grove at the edge of Mortania.

Even false fresh air felt good in Mort’s lungs. It was the sort of day he couldn’t get enough of on his vacations to Peractorum. Not a whiff of science anywhere. It cleaned him from the inside out and left him invigorated. If only it worked for the mind as well, because that was the most in need of a solid, elbow-grease cleansing right about now.

Up ahead, there was a clearing, fifty feet across and sporting a manicured lawn of brilliant green grass. Perched in the center was a storybook cottage with a stone chimney that trailed a wisp of wood smoke into the air. There was a path that led from the forest trail to the front door, marked by an archipelago of smooth roundish flagstones. Mort strode along them, offering a curt nod of greeting to a pair of knee-high ceramic figurines posed at the edge of a flower bed.

Reaching the end of the path, Mort knocked on a rustic wooden door with no handle on the outside. “Hello,” he called out.

“Hello, yourself,” a muffled voice hollered back from within. “I know you’re there. You know I’m in here. Just let yourself in. It’s not like you don’t own the place.”

Mort gave the door a shove, and after sticking briefly, it swung inward. The interior of the cottage was a small barony. Easily five times the size the exterior would have suggested, it had a winding pair of spiral staircases that led to an upper level that could not have possibly fit beneath the thatched roof—which was a vaulted dome from this side. A fireplace roared at one end of the foyer, with a Persian throw rug before it. The fire was flanked by two towering high-backed chairs upholstered in velvet. In one of those chairs, there was a man.

Elderly by appearance, the eyes sunk into his crag-lined face were sharp as nails. A piercing, deep blue, they were the only hint of real color about his person. The rest of him consisted of pasty gray skin and waxen yellow hair that didn’t deserve to be called blond. His outfit was medieval in the same sense that all Convocation formal wear was outdated. Baggy charcoal sleeves enveloped spindly arms ending in knobby-knuckled fingers that conspired to clasp a steaming mug. With a twitch of a finger, a matching mug appeared in the air before Mort, wafting an aroma of ginseng.

“I like what you’ve done with the place,” Mort said as he took custody of the beverage.

Nebuchadnezzar The Brown harrumphed and took a sip of his tea. “I’ve had time on my hands and little else to do with it.”

“Sorry. I’ve been preoccupied of late.”

“That excuse flies as well as your average penguin,” Nebuchadnezzar replied. He gestured to the chair opposite him. “Sit, before you flap your little flipper wings and fly off again. So, tell me, what brings you out to my little hamlet?”

Mort slumped into the sitting chair with a sigh. “Ramseys.”

“Any in particular? Last you spoke of them, there had been two of them wandering around in here.”

“The Lloyd Incident has been cleared up. Rhiannon’s off on her own, singing or whatever. No, this time it’s the two older boys: Carl and Chuck.”

Nebuchadnezzar grinned and sat up straighter in his chair. “Oh, haven’t heard about Charles in ages. I’d begun to worry the old boy had passed on by now.” The two men had never met, but Mort had plied his grandfather with stories of Chuck Ramsey and their adventures aboard the Radiocity since not long after he’d taken up residence in Mort’s skull.

“Well, Carl started up this criminal syndicate of sorts…”

“Very enterprising of him.”

“And Chuck got wind of it and showed up out of the garden bushes to get in on the action…”

“Must have been proud.”

“Carl being Carl, he left things to fend for themselves while we went off searching for fame, glory, and hopefully enough money to pay all these kindly young criminals we’d just hired…”

“All sounding sensible thus far.”

Mort scratched at his stubble even though, this being his imagination, it wasn’t itching. “See? That’s the problem. It wasn’t sensible at all. Chuck’s gone and played musical chairs with the orchestra. Set Carl up as a figurehead. Now he won’t let Carl off the planet for the sake of his own safety…”

Nebuchadnezzar nodded sagely. “The curse of important men.”

“But I know Carl. He’s got the soul of a wanted fugitive and the criminal record to match. He sits still for the length of a holovid, maybe two if there’s someone to get him fresh beers from the fridge. Coop him up in one spot too long, he’s liable to explode.”

“I presume you mean figuratively.”

“Presume all you like, but I don’t fancy the idea of those two at each other’s throats. And I’m sure that’s the route it’ll take if left to fester. Chuck’s got a silver tongue and a way with people. But Carl’s devious and slicker than shaving foam.”

“Jones & Jensin?”

“No, the PolyMade brand that doesn’t leave your whiskers rough by dinnertime. You see, Chuck did all this behind Carl’s back. It was easy for him, roping navy officers who were adrift morally. But give Carl long enough to dig in his heels, and Chuck’s liable to find himself delivered to a senility colony via Astral Parcel Service.”

“Quite the pickle.”

“That’s all you’ve got to say? ‘Quite the pickle?’ Merlin’s beard, Grandpa, what are you good for?”

Nebuchadnezzar slurped the last bit of his tea and with a waggle of fingers, refilled it with another steaming cupful. “Want advice, then, is that it? Well, just suck their brains out of their skulls and give them little fiefdoms on opposite ends of the realm. Problem solved.”

“Neither of them is in imminent danger of dying.”

“Hmph. Just a few decades away for one. A couple extra for the other. What’s that in here? A few thousand years? They’d be better off. Jehoshaphat’s jewels, boy! If I’d known I could get a few extra centuries away from the rheumatoid and incontinence, I’d have made you read that book ages ago.”

Mort glowered at his grandfather. Nebuchadnezzar slouched back in his seat with a weak smile.

Footsteps coming down the stairs drew Mort’s attention. “What’s the matter down here? You boys fighting?” Mort’s grandmother asked.

She looked younger than Mort remembered her—younger than she’d been the day he was born. He only knew her at all by Nebuchadnezzar’s interactions with her. Unlike so many of the false personae in Mortania, she was one of the only ones Mort hadn’t created himself. In an abstract, objective way, he knew she was lovely. She had golden hair in ringlets and a gently curving figure. The corners of her crimson lips were upturned in an ever-present smile. Her bright green eyes seemed to laugh despite her chiding. There was no way in heaven or hell that Isadora von Humboldt-Brown had really looked like that. If she had, she’d have been hunted down as some sort of seductress demon.

“Nothing’s wrong, Izzie. Mordecai’s just having some mortal problems.”

Isadora came by and patted Mort on the cheek. “Oh, it’ll blow over soon enough.”

“Over’s not the direction I’m worried about. It’s blowing up that’s the danger here.” Mort set his cup down on a side table that he imagined into being for that very purpose. “I shouldn’t have come. Sorry to bother you, Grandma, Grandpa.”

Nebuchadnezzar sprang to his feet with a spryness at odds with his ancient appearance. “No, no! No bother at all. Sorry, if I’m not more sympathetic, but that real world flotsam just seems so trivial now. It creeps by at the pace of a snail with gout and a bad back. And nothing ever really happens out there that’s new or exciting. It’s the same old, same old, wrapped up in scientific plastics and with a new slogan scrawled across the front.”

There was something profound beneath the surface of that claptrap. But Mort was enough of an orator himself to see through the cracks in such rhetoric. “On a grand scale, perhaps. But person by person, there’s plenty to care about. And honestly, keeping those two Ramsey boys from doing one another permanent harm is a long ways up my priority flagpole. That said, I think I found a nugget of an idea in one of your earlier ramblings. Thanks for the tea. It was delicious.”

“It’s the goat’s milk. Never trust a cow to give you an honest creamer.” Nebuchadnezzar held up one hand in a wave as Mort departed, never so much as hinting that he cared what help he’d actually been. But Mort knew he was going to have to find a way to get Carl and Chuck as far from one another as possible.

# # #

Roddy was rarely excited to get a comm. Traditionally, comms portended work, emergency instructions, or someone looking for a favor. So he was mildly surprised to find himself bolt upright in the engine room of the Mobius at the sound of the chime, nearly hitting his head on a power conduit. Installing the new fuel regulator had taken his mind off the screw job Carl had gotten in the briefing, but the prospect of another visit from Shoni boiled away his indignation in an instant.

Scrambling to pick up his datapad, Roddy deflated. He should have set up a custom alarm to know who’d commed him. Rather than an invitation to rub fur with the only girl within light-years, it was from Tuu Nau, the captain of the stuunji vessel that had rescued him and Amy.

HONORED RODEK.

I HAVE WORD FROM RAI KUB, WHOM YOU ONCE SO NOBLY SAVED FROM A FATE BEYOND FATES. HE WISHES TO REPAY HIS DEBT TO YOUR CAPTAIN IN ANY WAY HE CAN. WOULD IT BE POSSIBLE TO PASS THIS MESSAGE TO THE SAVIOR, CARL RAMSEY?

Roddy blew a dejected sigh. The last thing Carl needed right now was another offworld connection, one he wouldn’t be able to do anything about with Chuck Ramsey bolting his feet to the planet. And it was unlikely this Rai Kub character had any money. His idea of “repayment” was probably a blessing or something equally non-fungible.

The message stared up at him, the little reply prompt at the bottom tapping its foot. There was probably some polite way to refuse Tuu Nau and Rai Kub without offending them. Hell, considering the esteem in which they held the “saviors,” Roddy could probably tell him to go orbit an asteroid and it wouldn’t hurt their reputation—at least not much.

Just as he was setting his datapad down, it chimed again, setting his adrenaline levels spiking anew. But this time it was from Amy.

AIR CIRCULATOR IN MY QUARTERS ACTING UP. PLEASE CHECK BEFORE ORBIT.

At least Amy had said please. Most of the muckity-mucks in the syndicate were doing their damnedest to forget that particular word had ever existed. Put them in new uniforms and most of them thought they were back in the navy again. For a laaku and a civilian, that meant back to the bottom of the rank heap regardless of whose friend he was.

But the whole air circulator thing was a load of crap. The life support systems, including ancillary bits like air filtration, were all tiptop. Niang’s people had been up and down the Mobius since the moment it landed. Popping in a clean filter was standard operating procedure these days, which made it odd that Amy would have any complaint about it. Actually, it made it nothing but odd.

Roddy closed a panel on the fuel subsystem controls. He stowed his tools except for a couple basics to keep up the pretense. Then he headed up to see what was going on in the captain’s quarters of the Mobius.

Two other maintenance techs were bustling around the ship. One was servicing the hydraulics for the cargo ramp. The other was tinkering with the loaders on the food processor. Both gave Roddy a deferential nod in greeting as he passed by. If they thought anything of him slipping into Amy’s quarters and shutting the door behind him, they didn’t let on.

It was cleaner than he could remember seeing it since first reinstalled following Carl’s impulsive ejection of the dual-purpose escape pod after they crashed on Ithaca. There was nothing of Carl’s inside except for his naval medals still hanging on one wall. The rest of the belongings were Amy’s, since she was still allowed to fly.

Roddy tapped a foot as he scanned the room for signs of something amiss. “OK, Amy. What did you hide in here?” His suspicious mind had ruled out Amy wanting her air circulator checked out almost instantly. But what had she wanted him to find in there instead? With a shrug, he found the air vent he’d have opened if he were to have taken her request at face value.

The louvered cover popped off easily. Just inside, held in place by a short strip of slap tape, was a non-transmitting datapad, one of the little models they give kids to keep them off the omni. Not coincidentally, spies in the holovids used them to deliver stolen data and pass messages. Roddy grinned. He wondered if anyone had ever used one for that purpose before the holovideographers on Mars gave them the idea. He doubted it.

Turning the device on, Roddy scanned for messages. The thing was an Escher’s stairwell of jumbled files that followed no naming convention he could puzzle out. They had innocuous, often cutesy names, like “Princess_Pea_01,” “OrchestralLullabyMedley,” or “Bubbles+Apple_Pie.” It didn’t take long for Roddy to decide that this actually was some kid’s datapad. Aside from it being taped to the inside of an air duct, it was completely innocuous.

There were kids on Ithaca. Enough of the former navy personnel had decided to settle in that the five-and-under crowd was in evidence around the Odysseus, mostly raising hell running up and down the halls of the former battleship. But none of them were likely to have the sort of parents who’d hand Amy a datapad for purposes of passing covert messages. That left one pair of non-native-Ithacan children and their former Half-Devil parents.

None of the files were properly marked, and even a search by date and time revealed nothing within the past week. That alone was a clue. No kid was going to let a datapad sit idle for a day, let alone a week. And the Mobius hadn’t even been back that long. Someone had scrubbed the entries to make that gap obvious to anyone who looked closely.

“My name is Bond… Rodek Bond,” Roddy muttered to himself. “Now where would you crazy apes hide your secret messages?”

He ran a search for “Mobius” and nothing came up. Then he tried “Ramsey.” Again, the result came back blank. Then he tried “plan” and a short list came back: “PlanningTeaParty,” “From_Airplanes_to_Starships,” “PlanetOfMysteries,” “Plants+of+Old+Earth.” The list included several more entries, but Roddy saw what was happening. He ran a search for “the.” The list was considerably longer, but every single one of them contained the letters “T-H-E” in order.

“Bleeding pipes, who the hell encrypts the files on a kids’ datapad?” All he was able to search were file names, not contents. Hopefully Amy wasn’t expecting him to decrypt the damn things himself, or she was in for a big damn helping of disappointment.

He tried a few more searches, starting with Half-Devil call signs. “Blackjack” and “Scarecrow” got him nothing. Too obvious, perhaps? “Juggler” brought up one entry, but opening it revealed that it was actually a kiddie flatvid about actual juggling. Still, it was good news that the encryption key was baked into the files. Not secure at all, but just enough to thwart search algorithms. “Vixen” came back with one entry as well. This time, Roddy found what he was after.

# # #

Roddy.

First thing: Niang has been assigned to the Mobius. You’re off the team, officially, but Chuck won’t tell you until it’s too late. Your stuff is getting offloaded overnight. Or it would, if we were still going to be here. Niang’s with us on this: the Mobius is leaving. Tonight. You’re with us if this is going to happen.

Esper and Mort don’t know about this plan yet, but I have to think they’ll be with us. Can’t exactly leave them coded datapads, right? Amy’s helping on point. Jax is obviously on board, since this whole thing was his idea. Blackjack’s being guarded too closely to pass him a message, so we’re kidnapping him. Won’t be anything new for the likes of him, so he’ll be fine. Yomin and the robot have got bits to play, but getting them in was easy. That girl’s got a bad case of Outlaw Fever if you ask me.

We’ve got one unwelcome guest. Some syndicate flunky named Vasquez got assigned as security officer. He’s got aft starboard bunk. One of them marines, I heard. Can’t have him along, if not for his own good even. I’ll space that numpty myself if I have to.

You’ve got two jobs.

One: make sure nothing’s taken half apart so we can leave about 2200 tonight. Ship shape and Bristol fashion. Might be a hairy ride on the way out.

Two: Figure out a way to stow a bunch of our personals in the hangar so we can bring ‘em on quick.

Depending how bad things go, Blackjack might not be circling back this way for a while. Rest of us, might be never. Ain’t the place any of us were thinking, and we all know it.

Cheers,

Vixen, JJr., Lisa

# # #

Roddy deleted the message. No part of it would be difficult to remember, and it was incriminating as hell. Still, it had been a while since he’d been on a proper heist. The thought of unraveling his own syndicate’s security actually brought a grin to his face.

“So, Mom and the kids want off this rock? Can’t say I blame ‘em.”

If they were going to rescue Carl from Chuck Ramsey’s smothering brand of paternal protectionism, that was all well and good. Roddy had somehow pissed off the old man himself, which was never a good sign, especially when the reins of power had so clearly changed hands. Chuck might have been a blowhard, but he was learning the ropes from an expert noose-tier. Don Rucker wouldn’t pull a mechanic off a ship’s duty roster at the last minute just to give him a promotion or a vacation. Roddy found it unlikely that he’d be in for any sort of assignment at all if the Mobius left with Niang in his place.

The good news is that Shoni was slated to be part of the Mobius crew under Jaxon’s command. Getting her onto the ship a little early wouldn’t take much convincing. The rest would be a little more work.

For the time being, Roddy still had significant sway over the duty roster of the mechanics in the syndicate. He could make sure that the task of clearing out his quarters on board would fall through the cracks. Loading the best of the syndicate’s booze into the cargo hold might take a little creative mislabeling of some crates, but it would be worth the effort in the long run.

The ship was already fit to fly. Making sure no one tinkered with it in the meantime sounded doable. Roddy glanced out the window of Amy and Carl’s quarters. The hangar of the Odysseus was nearly vacant, with just a few mechanics puttering around. He would miss the place. Roddy couldn’t remember the last time he’d had everything he needed for repairs, maintenance, and upgrades all right on hand. For that matter, he couldn’t remember having people under him to assign odious jobs like clearing the waste reclaim or doing a coolant swap.

He gave the hangar a quiet salute. “So long. Too bad Carl’s family is fucked up, or we could have had some great times together.”

# # #

There were parts of the Odysseus that were all but deserted by the Ramsey Syndicate. Most were in what they referred to as the “crash zone,” the portion of the ship still navigable but damaged during the battleship’s arrival on Ithaca. Power was intermittent, lighting was spotty, and the structural integrity was hit or miss. Once in a while, maintenance crews would get sent down to close off a shorted power circuit or block off a hazardous corridor, but those were strictly punitive assignments. No one came down willingly.

This made for the perfect place for Yomin and Archie to hide out for a bit of uninterrupted data work. They found a junction station, and Archie forced the inert door with robotic muscle. Inside, there were panels that could expose direct lines to half the ship’s systems. Yomin plugged a portable computer core into one of the data lines.

“So, what’s the plan?” Archie asked, bending over to watch as if he could see the data flowing through cables as she worked.

Yomin tapped away at a hand interface while staring through her datalens. “Well, if we’re leaving at 2200 and Ramsey Senior thinks we’re leaving at 0600 tomorrow morning, that means we’ve got eight hours of repairs and refitting to prioritize. Then we’ve got to get everyone the hell out of the way, shut down any security protocols that’ll stop us from making orbit, and do our best to ground the other ships.”

“Sounds simple enough.”

“Then I must not have explained it well enough.”

Archie loomed over her, watching her type. “Anything I can help with? I know you’re just keeping an eye on me, but I’m no slouch with computers. Recent phenomenon, I assure you.”

“This isn’t a Harmony Bay system. What do you know about military systems?” This wasn’t the time for learning on the job. Yomin had a tough schedule to hit and potentially three or four other data specialists working against her, if anyone was keeping tabs on the syndicate’s systems.

The robot scratched at his cranial case. “I mean, how different can they be? Plus, I’m a quick learner.”

“I’ve got this.”

“You sound nervous. Come on. Let an old wizard show his chops when it comes to parallax-based data transfer and security scan protocols.”

Yomin turned and stared. Though the datalens, she got additional visual information. It identified Archimedes Perseus Antonopoulos, wizard, born on Earth. Nothing in that condensed bio would explain him knowing how to put those words he’d used together into a cogent sentence. But he wasn’t exactly a wizardly wizard these days, and he’d been stuck in that robotic body for long enough to adapt to the lingo.

“I didn’t bring a second interface. See if you can bring up one of the built-in terminals.” That ought to keep him busy, she thought.

But instead of moving to find which panel might conceal a user terminal, Archie opened his mouth in a toothless grin. “I’ll do you one better. Plug me into a hardline connection.”

“You’ll still need a decryption processor. The system won’t grant administrative access to bypass.”

“Your computer core has a spare data port. Hook me into that too.”

She reached out to feel along his torso. “How many data ports do you have in there?”

Archie flinched away with a snort. “More than you can handle, little lady. And I think it’s rude to ask. Now let’s hitch this place’s security to a wagon and slap the mule’s rump.”

# # #

The cockpit of the Mobius was too clean. It didn’t fit the ship or all the stories Jaxon had heard before he’d joined up. Someone should have stopped the ground crews from scrubbing the character out of it. The cushions of the seats were factory new, with too much spring and not enough shape to them. The flight yoke had been regripped and tightened. There was a fresh coat of sealant over the floor that was still outgassing some preservative chemical, though it was no longer tacky to walk across.

One of the mechanics poked his head in. “Engine diagnostics check out. You’re at 98% efficiency. Maintenance logs are sketchy, but according to Rodek, it’s rare for this bucket to see better than 90.”

“Weapons and shields?”

“Within parameters. Though I’d like another few days to swap out the shield generator with something better suited to a Turtledove.”

Jaxon clapped the mechanic on the shoulder. “This is about as much a Turtledove these days as it is a Typhoon. It’ll do.”

“And then there’s the matter of the star-drive. We’ve got a spare system I can install. The one you’ve got is hopelessly outdated even if we could repair it. It needs—”

“It’s fine. You boys have knocked yourself out getting this bird spaceworthy. Grab your crew and pack it in for the night.”

“But, sir. You’re leaving first thing tomorrow.” Jaxon had to admire the earnestness in the man’s voice. Almost made him wish he could remember the poor bastard’s name.

“R&R, sailor. That’s an order.” He guided the mechanic out of the cockpit with a hand on the man’s back. “I’m bunking down for the night myself, and I’m getting some proper shut-eye here on board.”

“You’re not spending your last night in your quarters?” The mechanic sounded dubious but too polite to put a finer edge on his question.

“Last thing I need before a mission is two squabbling kids in the next room, keeping me awake. I’ll sleep better here.”

The mechanic wished him a goodnight and departed, rounding up his crew as he went. Jaxon cracked his knuckles and checked his chrono. Time was counting down.

# # #

Rachel Schultz crouched down and tapped Jaxon Jr. on the nose, then Lisa. It was dark in their quarters, and all three of them were dressed in black. “I’ve got a mission for you.”

“For me?” Little Jax asked.

“For the both of you. This one’s not play pretend; it’s real. We’re sneaking off on Uncle Carl’s ship, and we can’t let anyone see us go. Got it?”

Lisa rubbed her eyes with a fist. “It’s past bedtime, Mommy. Can’t we have a mission in the morning?”

“Sorry, loves. Real missions don’t care what time it is or whether bedtime came and went. Can you do this for me? Can we be extra sneaky quiet and not say a word until we’re tucked safe on board Uncle Carl’s starship?”

She looked into their faces, little copies of her and Jaxon, though it took a bit of imagining on account of the age difference. Each was carrying a cumbersome backpack filled with all the toys and clothes they couldn’t bear to live without. Little Jax yawned. “Can we have ice cream if we win?”

Rachel stood and put her hands on her hips. “I’ll do one better. Not only can you have ice cream for dinner, but I’ll let each of you have a turn in the turret, shooting the big guns.”

“Really?” Lisa asked. Both children’s faces had brightened, warring with their obvious sleepiness.

“Can I go first?” Little Jax asked, standing up on his toes to try to match his sister’s height.

“No, I get to go first because I’m older. That’s how it works.”

“Whichever of you is quietest can get their turn first,” Rachel said. “And I mean it. If we get caught, they won’t let us on the ship at all. We’ll all be in big trouble.”

“Even you, Mommy?” Lisa asked.

“Especially me.”

“We’re being bad?” Little Jax asked.

Rachel bent down and offered a mischievous smile. “Oh, yes. Special Ops are always naughty. That’s why everyone wants to be Special Ops when they join the navy. So can I count on both of you?”

The two Schultz children grinned and nodded frantically.

Rachel checked her chrono. “Good. Now let’s move.”

“I gotta pee…”

There was a brief operational delay as Little Jax visited the washroom, then they made their way into the darkened halls. There should have been lights at all hours, with a dimmer applied during the indoor night. It was standard operating procedure on a starship synchronized to Earth Standard Time, and the practice carried over to the syndicate and their battleship headquarters.

The kids’ sneakers squeaked occasionally on the steel floors, and there was an ever-present rustle of fabric and soft clatter of plastic clasps on the backpacks. The hum of the battleship’s engines, which they had all grown so accustomed to, was silent. The air was stagnant. Environmental controls, which caused the faintest of breezes and always added a whiff of chemical filtration, was off line as well.

“Why’s it so quiet?” Little Jax whispered.

Rachel took him by the hand. “Because the ship can mind its orders unlike some little boys. Now come on.”

They navigated the corridors by emergency phosphorescents. Rachel knew the turns. Even if she had only been living there a short while, she’d studied the layout prior to leaving. Plus, six or so years ago, that hangar she was headed for had been like a second home.

It was eerie, wandering the halls of a dead ship. This one wasn’t truly dead, of course. The front half, pinioned into the side of a mountain, perhaps. But the rest was just taking a nap. All of it was according to plan.

“Should be back on by now,” a voice echoed from the corridors ahead. “At least auxiliary should be on.”

“Tried calling facilities, but the internal comm’s down.”

“Better head down to the engine room and see for myself.”

Rachel took both kids by the hand and held them back. She crouched low, feeling the awkward balance of her own pack, stuffed with more gear than she wished she’d brought along. Bad enough to be sneaking off in the middle of the night. Worse would be the regrets of this or that memento left behind.

“Lisa,” Rachel whispered. “Open Mommy’s pack and find the turtle brooch.”

Lisa nodded, still not saying a word. She was determined not to lose first crack at firing the guns of the Mobius to her brother. Rachel waited through the tugging and shuffling behind her. Moments later, Lisa pressed the brooch into her hand.

“You two stay put. Not a peep. Not a muscle till I get back.” Keeping low and careful that her boots make no sound, Rachel crept up the hallway to a four-way intersection. The voices of the syndicate crewmen were growing closer.

“Do you know what’s going on?”

“Think maybe this is a drill?”

Rachel threw the brooch down one of the side corridors. It bounced and clattered as it went. Jaxon had given it to her on their third anniversary. It still had the little sticker on it that said, “Made on Albus II,” but he’d claimed it was a family heirloom.

“You hear that?”

“Yeah, let’s check it out. Back me up.”

Rachel waited from the shadows, covering her mouth with a sleeve to silence even the sound of her breathing. Backlit by phosphorescents, all she could make out were two human forms, presumably male by their voices. One had a blaster out, its red indicator light proclaiming it was still functional and set to lethal. She’d have liked it better had the indicator shown the blue of a stun setting.

As the two syndicate men slunk down the wrong corridor, Rachel doubled back and retrieved the kids, who hadn’t budged a millimeter from where she’d left them. Taking them each by the hand, she pulled them along in her wake as they crossed the four-way intersection. But there was a limit to how quiet a pair of overburdened children could be.

“Wait! It’s behind us now.”

Footsteps stopped from the other corridor and then resumed at a quicker pace.

“Run!” Rachel whispered. “Get to Uncle Carl’s ship.”

“But Mom—!”

“You know the way. I’ll be right behind you,” Rachel promised, cutting off Lisa’s objection.

Sneakered feet pounded down the corridor. Rachel retreated for the cover of an intersection farther down and pulled her blaster.

# # #

The mountaintop patio of the Ramsey Syndicate was a relaxing place in the evening. Earth Standard Time said it was early nighttime, but Ithaca’s lunar status made its own orbit and rotation a complex mess of a bother, unfit for telling time. So while most of the syndicate was switched over to night shift or already in bed, Chuck Ramsey was enjoying hotdogs and beer while he and his wife watched the sun set behind the planet that Ithaca orbited.

“We’re gonna have to give that gas ball up there a proper name one of these days,” Chuck mumbled through a mouthful of hotdog.

Jokovich gave a grunt. Though he was Chuck’s personal bodyguard, the position came with perks such as drinking on duty. He held a half-empty pint glass of Jefferson Ale. “Surface temp is enough to boil copper, so it’s basically a huge cloud of hot air. Ever consider naming it after Blackjack?”

Chuck nearly choked on his hotdog. “Ha! Wouldn’t that beat all? Couldn’t do it, though. Brad’s gonna come around.”

“Not if you insist on calling him Brad,” Becky Ramsey observed. She spooned a dollop of relish onto a hotdog of her own.

“Whatever he wants to call himself, once he’s on the ground, living the good life, with no convenient starship to leave the system, he’ll settle down a little.”

“I’m not sure you know our son as well as you think…”

Chuck wiped his hand on his pants and snapped his fingers. A pair of techs carried over a set of flatvid panels with snaking cords trailing back indoors and out of view. They were showing various parts of the Odysseus interior. “I know Brad as well as anyone. I bet a thousand terras he tries to make a break for it before his ship leaves orbit. I’ve posted guards, locked down the hangar security protocols, and given Mort a little distraction that’ll keep him busy until morning. Carl’s not getting anywhere in the Mobius without Mort. Even if he brings the girl for star-drive, he’s not going to ditch that old coot.”

“Mort’s five years younger than us.”

Chuck ignored Becky’s nitpicking. Mort was old because he acted old. He and Becky weren’t because they refused to give in to age. “Point is, Brad—Carl—is going to try to get out of here, but I’ve put up roadblocks the whole way. Come morning, when his ship is offworld and he’s face to face with the responsibility of being the head of an outfit the size of the one we’ve got, he’ll start to see he hasn’t got it so bad. But the boy’s 33; he needs to grow up.”

“Eat your hotdog, dear. You’re dripping mustard everywhere, waving it around like that.”

Chuck settled into one of the native-made chairs the refugees had brought from the godforsaken chasm that was their home for six years. It was comfy, almost like real wood. He kicked his feet up onto the drink cooler and watched the flatvids. The fun would be starting any minute now.

The screens all went dark.

“Hey, what the hell! Get those back on. I’m gonna miss the good part.”

Becky peered over and gave the screens an appraising look. “If I had my guess, that’s just what you’re seeing.”

# # #

A ball of eldritch light floated above Esper’s upturned palm. It was the only source of light in the engine room of the Odysseus. Not so much as a blinking power indicator was left undisturbed by her warping of local science. On the floor, two engineers’ bodies lay slumped. Beside her, Amy stood with her blaster pistol still out, despite the fact that it was no longer capable of stunning anyone else.

“How long’s that going to hold?” Amy asked. Her face was flecked with sweat from the run down from Esper’s quarters.

“How should I know? I just smashed together the heads of the universe’s two leading theorems on how to behave. Who knows how long they’ll be unconscious?”

While the specifics and timing of the plan had been a mild surprise, the overall gist of it was anything but. If there was one thing the crew of the Mobius was reliable about, it was flouting rules. If there was a second to tack onto that list, flouting would involve some sort of daring heist. Carl’s only foray into long-term planning, near as Esper could tell, was the Silde Slims Racing heist. That had ended with Carl having to fake his own death, losing out on the prize money and stealing a racing ship they’d never managed to sell. This running around in the dark, breaking things and stunning guards, was more their style.

Amy led the way with Esper keeping pace easily. Both women already kept their gear on board the Mobius, so there was nothing to go back for as they made the first of their two stops on their way to the ship.

At the sound of pounding footsteps headed their way, Esper extinguished the light and ducked into an open doorway. Amy skidded to a halt and scrambled in behind her. She took up a defensive crouch with her blaster at the ready, even though Esper saw that the indicator light was still out. It didn’t take a scientist to know the little light was essential to shooting.

A pair of mechanics jogged past. One of them held a hand lamp that had enough working atoms to light their way. The narrow beam kept watch ahead of them but didn’t peek into alcoves and side rooms. Neither of them men spoke, and one was gasping for breath as he brought up the rear.

Once the two were safely past, Esper willed the orb of eldritch light into existence once more and started down a little-used side corridor. It was a shortcut, but not one that many in the syndicate cared about. The nice folks who dealt with engines, photons, and magnetics had their fanciest toys in one area. In the other direction were the planetside quarters of one Mordecai The Brown or, as one sly-tongued engineer had described him—never to his face—Mordecai The Brown-Out.

“Should be safe to talk,” Esper said, slowing her pace. “No one comes through here.”

“Great, but keep those feet moving. We’re on a schedule.”

Esper barely heard Amy. In her mind, thought and mind drifted apart. She whisked ahead, following the corridors only to avoid getting lost. Incorporeal thought couldn’t be impeded by mere steel and plastic. When she arrived at the door to Mort’s quarters, however, she discovered that whatever Mort did to his walls made them impervious.

“Sorry,” Esper said, blinking in disorientation as her mind snapped back into place like overstretched elastic. “Tried to send Mort a warning that we were coming. Thought it might save time if he started packing now.”

“Well, enough dawdling,” Amy replied, waving with her blaster for Esper to follow. By now its indicator was glowing blue again. “And watch with the magic. It was just coming back on when whatever you did made it flicker.”

They hurried through deserted hallways. So slow. Just a moment ago, Esper had shot down them like a bird in flight. Now, it was one plodding, gravity-bound step after another. No one had any business building ships this size. It was like someone wanted a city, and instead of building it on a planet, they stuck oversized ship parts everywhere and flew it into space—then crashed it on Ithaca. Karma in action, she decided.

By the time they got to Mort’s quarters, they weren’t the only ones there. Amy caught Esper’s arm just as they came to the final turn that would have put them at his doorstep. A poof of blue energy shot past just as Amy jerked her out of its path. “Thanks,” she muttered. “There wasn’t anyone there when I mentally projected myself here.” Amy pulled her down to a crouch alongside her.

“Well, now it looks like we’ve got four security guards with stun blasters. That part’s the good news.” Amy stuck her blaster around the corner and returned fire blindly. “The bad news is that it’s four against two, and I don’t think Mort can hear what’s going on out here.”

Esper peered around the corner, ducking quickly as a shot buzzed just over her head. Mort’s door was only a few meters away, but she knew from many visits that he’d insulated it against unwelcome distractions—which basically included anything happening outside his door. “I think one of them is Doss.”

“I don’t give a spent fuel rod who they are. We need to get rid of them. Think you can get a message to Mort from this close?”

Esper climbed to her feet. “There are only four of them. Toss your blaster back the way we came if you don’t want it fuzzled again.”

She rounded the corner, and the four guards opened fire. Little blue sizzles flew in all directions, spiraling out of control like a startled flock of sparrows. Esper advanced deliberately, keeping up her concentration. Her lips curled in amusement as she watched the guards adjusting their aim to try and compensate for what she could only imagine they thought was some sort of counter force she was applying.

“Do not approach that door,” one of the guards ordered. “Lay down your weapons and surrender.” Someone wasn’t paying attention, because while Amy may have had a blaster, Esper was unarmed. Or she was incapable of being disarmed, depending on their prevailing view of wizards. In either event, the order was preposterous.

“You’re all having a bad day,” she called out. “Go back to your quarters. Leave the blasters. You can come back for them in the morning. Tell Chuck Ramsey I fiddled with your brains or whatever story you like. Whatever you come up with will be better than what I might have to do if you stay.”

There was a hesitation. The shots stopped, or at least grew intermittent. The guards muttered amongst themselves, and Esper was polite enough not to attempt to eavesdrop. A squeak of boot on steel caused her to look back. Amy was watching cautiously from cover, just one eye and half her face visible.

A clatter of blasters on the floor signaled the guards’ surrender. Without a word—at least to her—they withdrew and left their weapons behind.

“See? Wizards. No need to shoot everyone when you can worry them into going away.”

Amy disappeared, and Esper heard a scrape of metal and plastic. She returned with her blaster in its holster. “You want to do the honors? He likes you better.”

Mort wouldn’t do anything to Amy, Esper knew. Even if she wasn’t dating Carl, she was part of the crew now. Roddy got on Mort’s nerves regularly and had yet to suffer anything like arcane vengeance for it. But there really wasn’t time to be arguing over it. Esper knocked. It was a special knock, a series of seven raps in a particular cadence that signaled to Mort precisely who was on the other side.

“It’s open,” came the gruff reply from within. Esper had felt the subtle shift of a titanic force lifting from the doorway. A herd of elephants couldn’t have battered it open a moment earlier, but now the door slid gently at Esper’s suggestion.

Within the wizard’s chambers, candelabras provided the only light. Mort sat in a comfortable old chair with his feet up on an ottoman, a book across his lap. By the door, a large, solid-looking wooden trunk bobbed half a meter off the ground. In one corner of the room, there was a table set up for chess. On opposite sides of the table were two women, barely clad, so absorbed in the game that they didn’t look up when Esper and Amy entered.

“About time you got here,” Mort grumbled. He snapped the book closed, raising a cloud of dust.

Esper nodded in the direction of the chess game. “I assume there’s a reasonable explanation for this?” she asked as Mort strode over to the chest and tossed his night’s reading inside.

“I’d settle for an unreasonable one,” Amy added. “This is out of one of those tweaker holos.”

“Chuck’s idea of a distraction,” Mort said. “Nice of him to send two, so they could keep each other company. Daft old comedian must think I’ve sunk to Martian depths of depravity in my old age.”

Esper fixed him with a stern glare.

Mort cleared his throat. “Don’t we have an escape to make?”

Amy turned to Esper. “I thought he was out of the loop.”

“Egads, girl. You think I’m that thick? Chuck’s sending Carl’s ship off without him come the rooster’s cackle in the morning—if we had roosters or proper dawns around here. Anyway, point is: there’s no way Carl was going to take that lying down. Now, let’s skedaddle. I’m all packed and ready to go. Never liked this moon. Weather’s shit, and the old residents soured me on the cultural experience.”

Esper gave him a curt nod. “You head straight for the Mobius and make sure it’s secure. We’ve got one more stop to make.”

# # #

Carl lay on the couch, staring at the ceiling. It had been boring even before the base had lost power. No datapad. No comm. The holo-projector had been limited to local storage only, which had left him an anemic selection of crap downloaded by whoever it was who usually lived in these borrowed quarters. Chuck had claimed this was a temporary situation. But Carl knew that Chuck would claim he was part owner of a starport if it got him free docking. As a kid, Carl used to wonder how his father had a stake in so many businesses but couldn’t afford to pay full price for fuel. Chuck always haggled.

But now, there weren’t even low-brainpower mysteries to watch on the holo. It was dark. There were no emergency phosphorescents in these quarters. Carl had managed to find himself beer by fumbling around in the fridge. The can hung limp in one hand, half empty, dangling over the edge of the couch.

The door wasn’t locked, at least not without power working. Only a few high-sec areas of the ship had doors that failed secure instead of safe. If he put his back into it, opening the door wouldn’t even have been that hard. But of course, right outside his door were a pair of marines. Messerschmidt had acquired a partner, one of the Odysseus security staff named Wentworth. Carl didn’t know him, which was probably half the point of choosing him. They were both loyal to Chuck.

A series of squirting blats outside the door got Carl’s hopes up. Anything resembling conflict could only be good news for him. He listened, and let his imagination paint in the details. But the jumble of blaster fire and bodies slumping to the ground were a muddle and rendered the image in finger-paints. A moment later, the door slid open in a short series of jerking skids.

Pale white light shone into the room. “Carl?” Amy called. He was shadowed by the back of the couch, which faced away from the door.

“Conjugal visit or time for my rescue?” Carl replied, remaining hidden where his grin wouldn’t show.

“Technically, kidnapping,” came Esper’s voice, spoiling the mood.

Carl sighed. “Fine.”

But through echolocation, feminine instinct, or the mere fact that the room wasn’t that large, Amy found him. She grabbed him by the shirt collar and hauled him upright. “Come on. We’re getting out of here. Everyone’s headed to the Mobius. This place wore out its welcome.”

“You can say that again,” Carl agreed, shaking loose and getting to his feet. There would be plenty of time for affection and gratitude later. For now, he had more important things to worry about. “Hey. What about all my stuff? My version of this escape had someone kidnapping my dad, and it definitely had someone making sure all my stuff got on board first. I assumed you guys got my secret message.”

“What message?” Esper asked.

“I left a data crystal in the scraps of my lunch. It was supposed to get clogged in the waste reclaim, where either Roddy or Niang would find it. I had the whole thing mapped out. We were going to kidnap my dad, flee offworld, get him committed to an elder-care facility on Luna… None of this ringing any bells?”

Esper towed him along as Carl attempted in vain to convey how well he’d planned this all out.

“Sorry, sweetie,” Amy said. “Rachel planned most of this out. The rest of us pitched in to iron out a few rough spots.”

Carl glanced back over his shoulder as he was led away. “But… my stuff…”

# # #

Even with a grav sled, the load was unwieldy. Sure, the repulsors canceled out the gravitational force, but Roddy still had to wrangle it around corners, fighting momentum the whole way. It made him wish they’d stolen a higher class of grav sled that had its own maneuvering thrusters.

“That bastard better appreciate this,” he muttered. Initially, he’d only gone to Carl’s quarters to get his guitar back. But seeing all Carl’s other stuff lying scattered around, he knew it was all going to get left behind. Carl could be a cold-hearted bastard at times, but he was sentimental at heart. Roddy had come back with the grav sled and some empty crates and piled up everything he could lay his hands on.

He puffed for breath as he fought with the sled around yet another of the inexplicable turns on the ship. It was like whoever designed the Odysseus was more worried about intruders having an easy time getting around than their own people being able to traverse the ship. Bloody humans. Maybe if they’d stop invading planets for a few decades, their engineers and ship designers could come out of their reinforced polymer steel bunkers and see the disastrous failure their designs were when it came to actually living on those ships.

The EV helmet cast everything in shades of green as main power was still out. If those same designers had made better use of distributed power generation, Esper wouldn’t have been able to take it out from a central source. In fairness, a non-crashed battleship might have had a backup system or two in place. But it still seemed sloppy.

“Clear the halls,” someone shouted. The helm’s audio pickups weren’t the best, and he couldn’t identify the speaker. Picking up his blaster from the pile atop his grav sled, Roddy turned and fired. One of Chuck’s hired marine goons collapsed to the floor. His partner fumbled for his weapon, apparently not expecting this to be a firefight. Roddy dropped him as well.

Roddy leaned back and dragged the sled to a halt. Backtracking, he grabbed the blaster pistols from both guards. He patted the marine on the cheek. “No point letting these go to waste.” He tossed them into the pile with all of Carl’s personal effects.

The added weight was insignificant compared to the junk already on board the grav sled. All Roddy had to do was make it there before backup caught up with him. There was only so long the syndicate could remain in chaos.

“Hey, you there!”

Roddy finished making his turn and pushed with all his might. The sled sped up, and Roddy’s feet kept pumping, continuing to force persistent acceleration. When it threatened to pull away from him as his legs tired, with one last heave he hopped aboard. Perched atop a crate of clothes, he aimed a blaster back the way he’d come and hoped not to crash while he wasn’t looking.

# # #

The cockpit itched. Through the cockpit window, the darkened hangar pressed in. The Mobius was too quiet. Roddy had sneaked off to his quarters for some last-minute personal junk. None of the others were back yet. Comm silence was the plan, but that didn’t make the waiting any easier.

In the stillness, Juggler made out the faint thump of the cargo ramp. Who was it? The plan was loose enough, the scheduling inexact enough, that it could have been anyone. But on the off chance that it was Rachel and the kids, he hurried down like it was last call at the chow line. He raced down the narrow corridor into the common room and across to the door leading to the cargo bay. Flinging the door open, he came face to face with Luis Vasquez.

The former marine was halfway up the grated metal stairs, a duffel slung over one massive shoulder. He blinked and cringed back. “Oh. Hey. Didn’t know anyone else was—”

“Freeze!” Juggler ordered. He pulled his blaster and trained it on the marine’s chest.

“Easy there, cowboy. No need to get jumpy. Got a mission come morning, and I figured I’d sleep in my new bunk. Mind showing me the way?”

Juggler kept his blaster steady. “There’s been a change of plans. You’re off the crew.”

Vasquez shook his head a twitch. His eyes never left Juggler’s. “Got my orders from Ramsey Senior. I’m your security officer. Not sure what’s up with the power, but once comms are on line, you can ask him yourself.” His hand edged toward the blaster holstered at his hip.

“Don’t try it,” Juggler warned. “I see you’re packing a Sig Systems 1109. Just about everyone around here is. Damn ship was loaded with them. But this here is the Bronson TG-6. It doesn’t even have a stun setting. If I squeeze this trigger, it’ll put a hole the size of my fist clean through your torso. Maybe, if you had superhuman reflexes, you might be able to draw that stun gun of yours and get a shot off. Maybe… But I don’t think you’ve got it in you anymore, do you, Vasquez?” Without liters of chem in his bloodstream, Vasquez was just as human as Juggler… maybe less.

Vasquez’s hand slowly retreated from the weapon.

“Good man.”

“I’m just here on orders.”

“And as your captain for the next few minutes, I’m giving you new orders. Set that blaster down, march down to the cargo bay, force open the door to the fuel storage room, and shut yourself inside. When power comes up, you’ll be locked inside until someone with clearance comes along to let you out. But on the upside, you won’t have a hole the size of my fist in your chest. Got it?”

Vasquez nodded. He set down the navy standard-issue blaster pistol and backed down the stairs. Juggler kept a bead on him and followed as far as the cargo ramp. From there, he watched as Vasquez locked himself in the fuel supply room.

Letting out a sigh of relieved tension, he scanned the hangar. Emergency fluorescents barely lit the place in shadows, but there was clearly no one else from the crew in here yet. “Dammit. Hurry up, you guys.”

# # #

Yomin and Archie had left the junction station as soon as main power went down. Her local power supply had been enough to keep her rig and its interfaced components going for the duration of a data upload, but as soon as it was finished, she unhooked both it and Archie from the ship’s systems. Now, the two of them were in a race—not against one another, but against the prospect of being left behind.

She couldn’t say for Archie, but Yomin had a distinct impression that she was still considered probationary among the crew. She hadn’t known Ramsey for years. She didn’t have an irreplaceable skill set, no matter how good she might have been at her job. And she wasn’t sleeping with anyone who met the first two of those criteria. When butts came to blasters, she could easily get left behind if things got mushroom-shaped in the hangar. Daring rescues and second chances were for Ramsey’s buddies, not the hired help.

But unlike every other haphazard part of Amy and Rachel’s so-called “plan,” she and Archie had worked out an escape route. One thing that half the syndicate seemed to forget was that the Odysseus was three dimensional. Most of the lifts had been destroyed in the crash—some wiped out entirely, others knocked out of alignment so that the pod could no longer traverse the shaft. But even empty shafts had emergency access ladders. Plus, all the maintenance crawlways had vertical junctions to get from one level to another without leaving the cozy confined of the battleship’s guts.

So while the day-to-day operations of the syndicate kept to the hangar level—which was still larger than anyone could imagine needing—the pair trailed along two decks lower.

“I feel like a rat,” Archie muttered. “We’re marching down the sewers of ancient Earth. Did you know Paris Prime still has theirs? Buried right under the city.”

“Didn’t know that.” Yomin was paying little attention to the wizardly robot’s ramblings. She was using her datalens to track their location through the unfamiliar passages. Their boots echoed in the darkness. The faint light from Yomin’s hand lamp shone across moldy walls that were probably working overtime to gum up the environmental filters for the syndicate on the higher levels.

“Ancient legends told of crocodiles and pythons down there.”

“Huh? Oh, the Paris Prime thing. That’s got nothing to do with us.” Yomin rounded a bend, and Archie followed.

“Hasn’t it? Shut a place up and cut it off from civilization, this congregate. Varmints, miscreants, forces of shadow and venom.”

Yomin pulled to a halt, whirled, and put up a hand to block Archie’s path. “Stop it. Right now. There’s nothing down here. This ship was thoroughly cleansed of native wildlife. All means of ingress have been sealed. And if you keep talking about it, something will find its way in here despite all that and eat us—or me, anyway. It’s just the laws of the universe.”

“Sounds like magical thinking to me, and I ought to know.” The wizard scraped a finger along the wall, coming away with a dollop of mold.

“Suit yourself, but I refuse to let your mopey thinking get us killed down here. Now come on. Up two decks we’ll be in an access tunnel just outside the hangar.”

# # #

Two pairs of size Y-6 boots pelted down the corridor. Guiding the footwear were two young children tottering under the bulk of backpacks overstuffed with things that, an hour ago, they imagined they couldn’t live without. But now, faced with a headlong flight to the safety of Uncle Carl’s starship, priorities needed reexamination.

Jax stopped and dropped his hands to his knees. “My pack is too heavy,” he said. He managed to convey a note of overtired whining despite his shortness of breath.

“Mine too,” Lisa agreed. Tiny fingers worked quickly, struggling at first but releasing the buckles that held her pack in place one by one.

“What are you doing? That’s all your stuff.”

“Mom and Dad’ll get us new stuff.” She pulled her brother upright and helped him release his own pack. “There? Isn’t that better?”

He nodded.

“Let’s go!”

Lisa took Jax by the hand, and they ran down the halls of the Odysseus with renewed vigor. Hearing adult voices up ahead, they veered down a side corridor. Neither one was the least bit lost, despite the change of course. They weren’t allowed much of anywhere on the ship, so this foray wasn’t so different from their normal daily play. Their detour took them sideways for two intersections before they escaped earshot of whoever was out there looking. Then without stopping to consult, they both turned up the same hall, back in the direction of the ship.

A low hum approached. Some sort of repulsor. The two children hugged the near wall of an intersection and waited for it to go past. Jax’s hand tightened around Lisa’s as it grew ever closer. But fear changed to befuddlement as a grav sled drifted by at a running pace, piled high with all sorts of junk. Perched atop the grav sled—like Lisa and Jax were never supposed to—was Mr. Roddy. He was holding a blaster aimed back the way he’d come and wasn’t even watching where he was going.

He whipped off the EV helm he was wearing indoors for some silly reason. “Kids!” Mr. Roddy whispered urgently. He beckoned to them with a hand-like foot.

This wasn’t the time to get picky about Mom’s orders. She’d wanted them to run, to get to the ship, and to stay hidden. Uncle Roddy had already seen them, so the hidden part was out the airlock. The grav-sled was already going as fast as a run and headed toward Uncle Carl’s ship. Plus, Mom probably hadn’t meant to stay hidden from Uncle Carl’s friends, just everyone else.

Lisa grabbed Jax’s hand, and they ran. Seeing them coming, Mr. Roddy hopped down and grabbed the sled, leaning back to slow it, and allowing the two of them to catch up. One by one, he lifted and swung them up to sit atop the piled crates and stuff the sled carried. For a little person, he was remarkably strong.

Once they were aboard, Mr. Roddy slowed them further, navigated a corner, and pushed with all his might to get them going again. He muttered the whole time, using a lot of words that Mom got mad at them for repeating.

“Stop right there! You’re coming with us.”

The voice shouted from the dark corridor, the opposite way down from the corner they’d just turned. In the dim green light, Lisa could make out a pair of men heading their way. “What do we do?”

Mr. Roddy grunted. “I’m already doing it. Your dad’s at the ship. We make it there first, he can help.”

Lisa peered over the collection of debris on the sled, getting her bearings. She turned back to watch their pursuers. “I don’t think we’re going to make it in time.”

“Maybe… if you two… lent a hand here…”

Lisa pursed her lips and furrowed her brow. Mr. Roddy was much stronger than her, and she was stronger than Jax—not that he’d ever admit it. She didn’t see how she could possibly help push the grav-sled any faster than Roddy could manage by himself.

Then she noticed the blasters.

Lisa and her brother had grown up around blasters. She didn’t own one of her own, but Mom and Dad had made sure she knew how to fire one. This one was just like the ones all the navy people carried, and it was lighter than it looked, though still heavy enough for a young girl’s arms. Lisa held the pistol in two hands, the way Dad carried his rifle, except the pistol didn’t have a stock to butt against her shoulder. The safety was already off. It was 75 percent charged, which was more than half, so she didn’t need to worry about running out. It was set for stun, which gave Lisa a moment’s pause. Dad always said never to aim a blaster at anyone she didn’t want to kill. She left it on stun and squeezed off a few shots, using her initial misfires as tracers to lock in her aim.

“Wow! Can I try?” Jax asked, reaching to grab the weapon from her hands.

She shoved the second blaster at him. “This one’s mine. Here.”

“Jesus Water-Skiing Christ, you two,” Mr. Roddy said, ducking even though the shots were way over his head already. “Put those things away.”

“But you said—”

Incoming blaster fire startled Lisa into abandoning her sentence.

“They’re still following us,” Jax said. His blue stun bolts were spraying down the hallway, but the moving targets were eluding him. “These blasters need to be more scary.”

“What are you doing?” Lisa demanded.

Jax’s answer came in the form of angry red blasts of plasma sizzling down the corridor behind them. “See? They’re running!”

“Are you two crazy?” Mr. Roddy shouted.

“No, he’s right,” Lisa said. She flipped her own blaster from stun to lethal and joined in, adding cover fire of her own as the guards fell back. “We’re going to make it!”

# # #

She could hear them up ahead. Rachel couldn’t make out words, but the cadence and lilt of those innocent voices were unmistakable. She knew better than to rush headlong, even with the sound of live fire buzzing in the air. Haste was more likely to put the kids in danger than help them. Little Jax and Lisa knew where to go. And worst case, they’d be captured, not harmed. These people might be many things, but she couldn’t imagine them hurting the children.

Then the sound of blaster fire shifted for the ominous. Soft, fuzzy hums of stunning fire gave way to a mix that included the harsh, angry snarl of lethal plasma. Someone was shooting at her babies!

Rachel broke into a run. Even with the odd echoes from multiple offshoots and side corridors, she homed in on the sound of the firefight, which was drifting away even as she sprinted to catch up. For a flash, she wondered if she could spare the time to free herself from the weight of her pack. But the time she took slowing to work the clasps would only repay her in a long chase. She wanted to catch up now.

Rounding a corner, she spotted a pair of syndicate personnel, outlined in the pale glow of the phosphorescents and backlit by occasional bolts of red plasma.

“Are you two crazy?” Roddy shouted from somewhere down the hall, around the corner the guards were cowering from.

More red blaster fire blanketed the hallway, and the guards reached their weapons around to answer with blind fire. Stun bolts. Rachel breathed a sigh of relief. Much as she hated the idea of anyone shooting at her kids, at least they weren’t the ones facing lethal plasma.

Stalking up as quietly as she could, Rachel approached the guards from behind. At point-blank range, she squeezed off two quick head shots. Both men lay stunned on the floor before either reacted to her presence. From close range, even a stun bolt could potentially cause neurological damage, but she couldn’t risk them having dissipative armor on under those new uniforms.

“Stand down,” Rachel shouted, not daring to poke her head around the corner. “Jax, Lisa, I want those blasters on stun with the safety locked.”

“What’s the password?” Little Jax shouted back. The hum of a repulsor grew more distant by the second.

“Half-Devils never give up,” Rachel answered.

“Yay, it’s really Mom!”

“Hurry up, Mom,” Lisa called out. “We’re almost there!”

# # #

Mort wasn’t going to miss this place. It was a dank, fetid, barely-habitable environment overrun with primitive creatures. The jungle outside was even worse. But with the addition of the erstwhile worshipers of Devraa to the roster, the distinctions between the two were blurring. He could think of a hundred worlds he’d rather be stuck on, and as he strolled the corridors toward the hangar, he gave them their due consideration.

“Hadrian IV… air was a bit chewy, and it was wet enough to bathe in the air, but they had honest-to-god dinosaurs. Vi Tik Naa… wouldn’t mind going back there to see real dinos. Not the little pocket-sized ones, either, but real man-eaters. Hell, Meyang was even pretty nice. Sure, we visited the icebox side of her, but that was an Earth-like. Nothing stopping a fellow from popping over to the banks of the Charles River and taking a little Back Bay real estate for himself.”

As Mort was muttering to himself, a squadron of syndicate soldiers in black helmets and dark blue uniforms marched into position to block the exit to the hangar. They were carrying blaster rifles at parade readiness. But they saw him coming.

“Wizard Mort, please return to your quarters until departure time for the Mobius. Someone will be along at 0530 hours to escort you.”

Mort looked across the assembly from one man to the next, fixing each with a scowl. “Which one of you daft buggers just said that? Because I’d like to make something clear as the air between your ears: I don’t take orders. I didn’t take orders when I was on the Convocation High Council. I didn’t take orders when I partnered up with Chuck Ramsey and his traveling comedy troupe. I don’t take orders from Carl Ramsey, and he’s OK with that. And I sure as thunderbolts don’t take orders from the likes of you puffed-up tin soldiers.”

“Please, Wizard Mort. We don’t want any trouble.”

Mort let the trunk with his belongings settle to the floor. He placed one foot atop it and rested an elbow on his knee. “Look here. Asking nicely was a clever touch but a bit belated. I’m going out that door, climbing aboard that ship of Carl’s, and getting off this orbiting sauna. The worst—the absolute worst—you’re going to do to stop me is to make me do something so horrible to you—fires of hell, and so forth—that I disrupt the science that makes the Mobius fly for a while.”

Two of the guards inched back. The other pair held their ground. “Mr. Ramsey said—”

Mort cut him off with a hearty laugh. “Chucky-boy’s got the gall of a hotdog vendor at a funeral. Back when me and him toured the galaxy for giggles and couch-cushion terras, we played it pretty light. Subterfuge, a sly misdirection here or there. Oh, sure, I had to kill a bounty hunter every once in a great while, but I mostly kept that out of the headlines. But since I took up with Carl, we’ve plied a more active brand of brigandry. I daresay I’ve—oh hell, why’m I wasting all these words on you lot? I don’t give a short, curly hair about a single one of you, and you’ve got a lifespan of exactly five seconds if you’re not out of my way. And I’m not counting it out loud.” Mort crossed his arms.

One… The two who had been backing away turned and ran. Two… Three… The other two shared a glance. Four… One shook his head. The other gave a single, curt nod. They held their ground and leveled their rifles at Mort. He liked to imagine that they pulled their triggers or whatnot, but nothing happened.

Five. “For Merlin’s sake, what’s it take to threaten you imbeciles?” With a sweep of a hand the two men fell through solid steel as if it were open air. They disappeared from view with a pair of startled cries. “Bloody fools.” With a beckoning finger, he summoned the trunk to follow along, and Mort headed into the hangar.

# # #

Two of Chuck’s puffed-up goons ran past without looking back. Carl, Amy, and Esper flattened themselves against the corridor wall to keep from being trampled. “You’re fired! Both of you,” Carl shouted after them. With a grin to Amy and Esper, he pushed away from the wall and continued. “Mort’s up ahead. I’d bet this syndicate on it. We haven’t got Mriy around anymore to provoke that kind of reaction, and Esper’s right here.”

“I’m not that scary.”

“I saw you write a book in pig’s blood,” Carl countered.

“And there was that time you threatened to throw a platoon of marines off the Tower of Order,” Amy added.

Esper frowned. The kid was probably never going to get comfortable with people being uncomfortable around her. Carl clapped her on the shoulder. “Come on. It’s fun to be the bad guys once in a while. Besides, it’s not like anyone’s getting hurt. We’re just running my dad’s underwear up the flagpole to see who salutes. Once I discredit him, we can take the place over again.”

Amy and Esper shared a glance. Carl wasn’t supposed to notice. He knew that. But he’d been watching for it. Neither of them was a huge fan of this whole syndicate thing in the first place. Esper didn’t like the parallels to Don Rucker’s organization; Amy still wasn’t quite comfortable with the criminal lifestyle. He’d heard the arguments enough times from both of them.

“You’ll see,” Carl promised. “We’ll get this under control. But for now, let’s get the hell off this moon.”

# # #

“This feels wrong,” Amy said as she piloted the Mobius out of the lightless hangar and into the bright sunshine.

Carl watched over her shoulder, leaning on the back of the pilot’s chair. “Yeah, but we’ll pull off the kind of heist these greenhorns can’t possibly ignore. Don Rucker’s got his way of doing things. I’ve got mine. And Chuckster can go back to Luna and play bingo for all I care.”

“I meant the silence. No traffic control. No navigational buoys. Hell, the holovid isn’t even on.”

“Yeah, there’s that, too. But don’t worry. We’ll be back and better than ever.” He kissed her atop the head before heading off to find out how the rest of the crew was faring.

He had a packed house. Behind closed doors leading in every direction off the common room, Carl heard the bustle of life settling into place. It wasn’t how he’d expected to leave Ithaca, but he had everyone aboard he needed. Except maybe Niang. According to Roddy, the mechanic had been an unfortunate wayside victim of the escape.

Yomin’s door opened. “Hey, Carl. Come here a minute.”

One step. That’s as far as Carl got before his brain took over and stopped him to reflect on that enticing offer. Normally, any invitation to a woman’s quarters was worth taking, even just for a roll of the dice that it was a prelude to something more. But now it was precisely that reason that stopped him in his tracks. He had a different reputation now, if not in actuality then in the process of forming. He couldn’t tear down the scaffolding around the up-and-coming responsible captain and lover. Amy would put a hole through his heart before he knew what hit him.

But this was Yomin. She was young, energetic, overflowing with ideas, optimism, and naivety. By every measure, Carl wasn’t her type. Not to mention the way she’d been acting around Archie since the robot came into their lives. Satisfied at his due diligence, her feet resumed walking, and only a few seconds had gone by.

“What’s up?” Carl asked, leaning his head through the doorway to Yomin’s room. Though it was Tanny’s old quarters, it looked like Chip’s old setup. Technical equipment hogged every available space, including the bed for the moment. Yomin sat within a tangle of cables and consoles, tapping away first at her datalens, then the pad in her lap, then the datalens again.

“Hold on… There. Got it. OK, here’s the deal. Ithaca’s power is mostly out. I’ve got battery backup on a receiver buried in a junction conduit. It’s ready to relay a message on every flatvid and every holo-projector in the syndicate as soon as main power gets everything juiced again.” Yomin spat the words rapid-fire, as if she was being charged by the second for Carl’s time and attention.

“Smooth.” Carl wasn’t quite sure what else to say.

Yomin picked up a small tube with a glowing red tip on one end and affixed it to the side of her datalens. He flinched as the beam caught his eye. “Ready when you are.”

“Ready for what?”

“Record your message to the syndicate. I mean, you can’t just run off and leave the narrative in your father’s hands. He could set us up to look like kidnappers or make it look like you’re abandoning them all. He could make it look like you’re unfit to lead and taking silly risks. Come on, boss man, lay a story on them.”

Carl ran his fingers through his hair hurriedly. He tugged his jacket into place. No one had said anything about being on camera today. He would have showered, at least! Feigning casual disinterest, he leaned against the door. Then, thinking better of that image, he stood at military attention, chin held high. With a shake of his head he relaxed, slouching in place and putting his hands in his jacket pockets. With a curt nod, he gave Yomin leave to begin recording.

“Hi, I’m Carl Ramsey. You might remember me as the guy who saved your sorry asses from eternal damnation on a moon that most of the galaxy refers to by a number—if they’ve heard of it at all. Of late, it’s come to my attention that some of you may have been dissatisfied with my managerial style. What I’m disappointed by is the fact that none of you felt like you could come to me with your problems. I’m not one to get down on someone for fucking up. I’ve been flying with a crew of fuckups for years. This shit happens. The important thing is how we move forward, deal with our mistakes, and put someone’s ass in a sling for screwing with us.

“To that end, I’d like to put a fifty-thousand-terra bounty in place for anyone who can get my folks into a nice, medium-security elder-care facility. Preferably somewhere in green-sec space where they can’t be trouble to anyone and won’t expect me to visit regularly. Since the upcoming chaos probably won’t be conducive to my well-being planetside, I’m going to do a little fieldwork and seeding the syndicate with a much-needed cash infusion. Anyone who’s got his head on straight by the time I get back is welcome to a cut.

“If anyone, and I mean anyone from Ithaca comes after us, I’d like to remind you all of something. Chuck Ramsey had me under guard, knew I would plan an escape, set up every obstacle he could dream up to put in my way, and… well, here I am. Remember, kiddies, it’s the A team that I’ve got with me out here. You can all keep spinning gold back into straw down there with my dad, or you can get ready for my triumphant return. I trust you to have the place cleaned up by the time I get back.”

Carl made a slashing motion with his hand at waist level.

Yomin took the hint and unclipped the camera from her datalens. “Great. Excellent work. I’ve got plenty there I can work with.”

Carl cast a sidelong glance. “Work with?”

“Well, it was a bit longwinded, and I think somewhere in there you called them fuckups. But for off-the-cuff, that wasn’t half bad.” She looked down at the console in her lap and tapped away.

“Wait. Hold on. Don’t edit that. I meant every word, especially calling them fuckups. They are. They need to know it, or they’ll think it’s OK to keep being fuckups.”

Yomin continued typing. “No one wants to hear that.”

“Worked for the Half-Devils. Every last one of them a fuckup, and I made sure they knew it from day one.”

Yomin looked up. Her lips pursed in a tight, forced smile. “Fine. I’ll send it exactly as you said it.”

That was the point at which it occurred to Carl that he couldn’t do a damn thing about that message. No one else on board would be able to access her custom hack job back at Odysseus Base. He wasn’t going to see or hear the finished product. Yomin was going to do this her way, and if Carl wanted it any other way, he’d already lost his chance.

With a curt nod, a hastily constructed Carl Who Totally Believes the Bullshit He Just Got Fed turned to leave. “Great. Send it off as soon as it’s ready.”

# # #

Someone was patting his face. That was the first Jean Niang knew following his consumption of a beer spiked with polyolthylase. With a grunt, he rolled onto his side and worked an arm underneath his torso. A hand held him down.

“Easy there, buddy. Stay down and let your head clear.”

Niang opened his eyes, only to find a hand lamp blinding him. He brought up a hand to shield his face. “Whuh? Whuh happen?” The words felt like a damp cloth in his mouth.

“Main power’s out. Ramsey sent me down to find you, since you’re the senior mechanic.”

Niang tried to place the voice. Nothing connected voice to face or voice to name. If he’d known what a wreck the drug was going to leave his mind, Niang would have opted for another method of self-incapacitation. “No. Whuh happen t’ me?”

“Dunno, sir. You were like this when I found you.”

Doss. That was the man’s name. The way he said “sir” sparked a connection to bygone days in the hangar together. With a grunt, Niang forced himself into a seated position, and Doss helped him up. He took a long, cleansing breath to stave off a wave of dizziness. “Gotta get… going offworld today. Mission.”

“I don’t think there’s going to be a mission today, sir. At least, not for you.”

Niang nodded, and he hoped that he hid his smile from Doss.

# # #

By most standards, the Bel Santos Colony was civilized. Despite being in the Eyndar/ARGO Disputed Zone, they had a working government, a militia that kept piracy to a minimum, and a habitable biome not so different from an Earth-like. Dozens of cities lay scattered across the global landmasses near whatever resources or pleasant landscapes the colonists found to their liking. One of those cities was called Ganin.

Samurai’s message had been short on details, and Carl’s follow-up had been met with silence. So all he was left with was a request—polite as ever—to find Samurai at a place called the Howling Moon, on August 21st, at 22:35 local time. Though he had been suspicious based on the name, the Howling Moon was pretty much a run-of-the-mill liquor dispensary. The one exception was the entertainment. For a place like Bel Santos, sanctioned human combat seemed a little rough around the edges.

“You sure this is the place?” Amy asked, craning her neck to peer over the heads of the crowd. “This place doesn’t scream ‘Samurai’ to me.”

Rachel shrugged. Her flight jacket made her fit right in with the offworld-savvy clientele. “Seems like it to me. Look at this crowd. Mixed.” She pointed over to a shadowed corner halfway around from the cage at the center of the barroom.

Carl squinted into the dim and saw them: Eyndar. A whole crowd of the canid creatures sat together at a cluster of tables. Now that he was keyed in, he noticed a few others scattered throughout the crowd. With a hat or a helmet, they mixed too easily among the humans for his liking.

“Since when does Yamamoto Toshiro drink with dogs?” Carl said under his breath.

But Rachel must have heard him, because she leaned in shoulder to shoulder with Carl. “Since never.” She held her chrono up to Carl’s eye level. It read 22:38. They were late, per standard operating procedure. So what?

Rachel pointed.

There was a bout in progress in the cage. Carl had been in enough live combat bars to tune out the raucous entertainment and focus on getting drunk—or occasionally getting down to business. But Rachel dragged his attention back into the realm of the blatant.

Amy must have followed that pointed finger as well, because she gasped. “He’s in the cage!”

Samurai was, indeed. Carl elbowed his way to a front-row view, drawing curses and a few growls, but nothing he was too concerned about. Bellamy was too genteel by half for him to worry about getting gunned down in public over a little jostling. Not only was Yamamoto Toshiro in the combat cage, his opponent was Eyndar. The betting board at ringside identified his opponent as Gowra.

The two combatants squared off wearing padded gloves and boots. Samurai’s opponent snarled through a mouth guard that hid his fangs and neutered the intimidating effect. Well, at least Carl wasn’t intimidated from the far side of the safety cage. But the pair on the inside looked evenly matched physically. Samurai wasn’t imposing as humans went, but among the generally smaller Eyndar, his opponent was a brute.

Gowra had his hands up, elbows tucked, protecting face and upper torso at the same time. Samurai stood with one hand forward, the other back, with a wide stance that kept him side-on to the Eyndar. They circled one another, jockeying for position. Gowra would feint, and Samurai would flinch. Samurai took a short hop forward, and Gowra backed off to keep the distance between them constant. Neither showed any sign of blood or bruising that would have indicated any more violent confrontation before Carl had gotten to cage side. For a bar that specialized in combat sports entertainment, there wasn’t a lot of hooting and jeering at the lack of carnage thus far.

Just as Carl was ready to go find a place to sit down while Samurai played patty-cake with humanity’s greatest enemy, a fight broke out in the cage. Gowra rushed Samurai, and after a few dodged punches, backed Samurai against the cage. Carl had seen his former squadronmate fight before. He was a certified instructor even in his days as an active-duty pilot. But that was tame combat, with a mat and head protection and a military-grade med bay just around the corner. This was brutality.

In close quarters, Samurai was out of room to dodge. He avoided solid contact, taking a series of glancing punches before an elbow connected with his jaw. Blood sprayed from his lip. Another punch slammed Samurai’s head against the mesh of the cage. Carl looked around for a referee, but there was no one who looked likely to stop the action. Then Gowra backed away as Samurai reeled, trying to collect himself. The Eyndar’s chest heaved from the flurry he’d just unleashed. But the apparent respite lasted less than a second. Hopping up, the Eyndar tucked both knees and unloaded a two-footed kick to Samurai’s midsection. Carl cringed.

But Samurai wasn’t as dazed as he’d let on. As soon as the Eyndar left his feet, Samurai shifted his weight. By the time the kick arrived, Samurai was already sweeping an arm under Gowra’s legs, upending his opponent. There were oohs from the crowd as the Eyndar’s head slammed to the canvas, his body driven down under the added force of Samurai’s palm on his chest.

For a moment, the crowd went silent. The Eyndar lay unmoving.

“Point, Yamamoto,” a loudspeaker announced.

The access door to the cage sprang open, and a pair of human medics rushed in. Samurai backed away, clutching the cage for support as he fought to catch his breath. Under medical assistance, the Eyndar rolled and groaned. The crowd buzzed, assured that there hadn’t just been a death in the cage. One of the medics pulled out Gowra’s mouth guard, and the Eyndar muttered something in reply to a question. A brief exchange led to the medic straightening up to his knees and giving a cut-off gesture with one hand.

“Match, Yamamoto,” the loudspeaker announced, followed by a rousing cheer from the human contingent.

Carl, Amy, and Rachel found a table and waited for the medics to clear Samurai. In addition to their own drinks, they ordered sake and an EnerJuice. Samurai emerged from the prep room ten minutes later, dressed in civilian clothes and damp from a shower. One of his eyes was blackened.

“Medics missed a spot,” Rachel said as Samurai took his seat.

He shook his head. “Teaches a poor lesson. I only let them fuse the fracture.” He ignored the EnerJuice and titled back the sake.

Carl clapped him on the shoulder. “Sorry I kept you waiting. If I’d known you were fighting for meals out here, I’d have found a way to shoot you a few terras.”

Samurai didn’t look Carl in the eye. He stared off into the crowd, eyes unfocused. “You came to find me, remember? I wasn’t waiting.” He downed the rest of his sake and lifted the glass to attract a server’s attention.

“Listen, if this is about that business with the Hatchet Job—”

“It’s not.”

“Well, I guess Hatchet’s death was—”

“I can’t be a pirate, Ramsey.” Now Samurai did turn, and Carl saw disappointment in those eyes. “The galaxy has treated many of us badly. We all knew you’d gone out past the edge of law, and we were fine with that. None of us could stomach Hatchet’s path, though. There was a difference between scraping the veneer off law and regulations and murdering people for profit.”

“You knew as well as I did that Hatchet—”

“This isn’t about Hiroshi. I’ve had time to think.” Samurai paused as a server brought him a fresh sake. He’d apparently been around this place long enough that the staff knew his preferences. “I knew a man once, long ago. He was wise in ways I couldn’t understand, and I tried my best to follow his example. Try as I might, I could never capture the essence of that eccentric insight into the human soul.”

“Listen, I—“ Carl began, but Amy slugged him in the shoulder.

Samurai continued, heedless of the brief interruption. “When you first contacted me about your own syndicate, I imagined that gathering old comrades would recapture that essence. That I could try once more to find the sage hidden beneath the jester’s mask. But I was wrong. If there ever was such a sage, the jester’s mask is worn by another now, and I don’t know that person.”

“Jesus, Toshiro,” Carl snapped. “If you’re trying to tell me you’re quitting, you could have saved us the trip.”

Samurai looked him up and down. “I had to see again, for myself. And if I was correct that the Lieutenant Commander Ramsey I knew was gone, I could at least tell his replacement to his face.” Samurai raised his sake. “To Blackjack: a friend I will truly miss.” He downed the drink and stood.

Carl sat there, not knowing what to say. There were things he wanted to say, and others that he needed to say. But something stopped him, and it wasn’t Amy’s fist.

Amy got up and rounded the table, folding Samurai in a hug. Samurai’s eyes locked with Carl’s. When Amy released him, Samurai turned and walked away without another word.

Rachel’s hand clasped his own and snagged Carl’s attention away from the departing Half-Devil. “I have something to say, too.”

“Oh, no,” Amy said softly.

“Sorry, love,” Rachel replied with a weak smile. “No place for kids in this line of work. Ithaca’s not safe, and we can’t raise them on the Mobius. This isn’t like you and your parents, Blackjack. Jax and I can’t keep them safe the way you want to fly.”

“We can figure something out,” Carl said. The syndicate was slipping through his fingers. His most loyal allies should have been his old squadron. He couldn’t let them all drift back to the lives they used to have.

“Already figured. Got a transport job lined up. Samurai’s coming with us.”

“You knew,” Amy said. “You knew, and you didn’t say anything. After all we—”

“No. Let her go.” Carl just didn’t have the energy to fight it. He was getting used to saying goodbye. Better with a handshake than over a grave. “Take care of yourselves out there. The galaxy’s a dangerous place.”

Rachel cupped a hand to Carl’s cheek. “It’ll never stop being adorable how you think that little ship of yours is the safest place since your mum’s belly.” She turned to Amy. “You look after him, or I’ll have that pretty mop of yours for a washcloth. Got it?”

Amy brushed her braids back over an ear. She nodded.

When it was just the two of them, Amy sat back down across from Carl. She took one of his hands in both of hers. “Hey, want to get out of this place?”

He heard the opening for him to finish the line of an old song. Instead, he downed the last of his drink and ordered another.

# # #

A holovid played in the common room. Projected photons struck Carl’s eyes and went straight out the back of his skull. Synthesized sound washed like waves against the rocky shores of his ears. There were people in the room. Coming. Going. Sitting. Staying. Eating. Drinking. It was a peripheral haze.

“He’s not even watching,” a voice muttered.

“Can we switch to something else then?” another voice asked.

“Ah, just leave the big guy alone.”

“And do what? Orbit this crapsack planet forever?”

“We could just pick a system and go. What’ll he care?”

“Hold on. I have an idea…”

Carl felt breath on the side of his neck. A warm hand slid up under his shirt, possibly looking for abdominal muscles but only finding a repository for old beer. The hand altered course and ventured under his belt.

He flinched. “Hey!”

“See?” Amy announced proudly. “Not catatonic.” She was kneeling on the couch beside him. Hers was the hand he guided back to the outside of his clothing.

“Want me to reset to the beginning?” Yomin asked. She had the remote for the holo-projector in hand.

Carl rubbed his eyes. Amy collapsed back into a cross-legged position. “What’re we watching?”

“Screw that,” Roddy snapped. “Heads up, flyboy.”

Carl reacted just in time to catch the can of Earth’s Preferred as its arc ended in his lap.

“Enough mollycoddling,” Mort said. The can in Carl’s hand jerked free, and the wizard popped the top himself. A long swig made the change of ownership official. “It was getting crowded in here anyway.”

“Plus, Jax Jr. and Lisa were eating all my ice cream,” Esper added.

Carl leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. As he spoke, he looked at the floor. “It’s… I mean, we don’t have a security officer now.”

“Juggler was just a pilot,” Roddy said. “You gave him Mriy’s old job because you liked hanging around with him.”

“He knew how to use a blaster.”

“So does Amy,” Roddy countered.

“He…” Carl fought for an argument, but even the lies couldn’t cover him this time.

“This might sound crazy,” Roddy said. “But I’ve got an idea.”

# # #

Roddy had been right. He was crazy. The comm ID was a send-and-toss. No one had probably monitored it for more than a day after the initial message. The laaku had been right not to bother him with it in the first place.

But yet, here Carl was, staring at his datapad, waiting for a reply. Why had he sent that comm? Roddy’s logic held all the water of a sieve. Carl hardly recalled the stuunji captives at the Gologlex Menagerie. They’d stood out, of course. Two and a half meters of bulk and muscle was hard to ignore. But Carl hadn’t exchanged a word with the pair. Now he was hoping one of them would volunteer to fill Juggler’s shoes. What good would that do, when Juggler had barely been able to replace Mriy?

GREETINGS HONORED CARL.

HOW MAY I SERVE?

With a glance at the routing info on the comm, Carl noted the message wasn’t even encrypted. How much could he dare transmit on an open connection?

Yesterday, Carl would have gone looking for Yomin to advise him on data security. A month ago, Carl would have blown off the whole idea of letting down his guard on comm security. Today…

“Fuck it.”

Carl typed a reply message.

“Hey, Rai Kub. Glad to hear you’re doing OK for yourself back in the real world. You sound like the sort of guy who wants to settle a debt that goes beyond money. I can completely understand that. If you’re interested in joining up with my crew, meet me in orbit around that planet where your friend rescued mine.”

There. All clean and polished. Aside from using Rai Kub’s real name—which he’d announced in the transmission data of his own message anyway—it was completely innocuous. No mention of the type of work. No mention of the exact meeting place. Only Carl’s people and Rai Kub’s would know what was up.

Carl jammed his hands into his jacket pockets and smiled to himself. Maybe he didn’t need his old flying buddies around. All they were going to do was tell him how bad his ideas were and what jobs he should or shouldn’t be running. Mort never complained about the work. Roddy either. Even Esper didn’t get her panties in a twist until they crossed some invisible moral line in her head between bad and evil.

Yes. This was all going to be getting a whole lot easier real soon.

# # #

There was something about being in the presence of a wall made entirely of sentient meat that made Carl realize just how weak and puny humankind was on an individual basis. When Tuu Nau had returned Roddy to the Mobius, Carl had stayed on the cargo ramp, a dozen meters away and on higher ground. Now, with Rai Kub standing a meter in front of him, Carl was looking nearly straight up. Good God, did stuunji have enormous nostrils.

“So, Rai Kub… how much experience do you have working security?” Carl asked as the rest of the crew looked on from a respectable distance.

Rai Kub clasped a pair of hands in front of him big enough to hide a laaku completely from view. He looked from left to right but never straight down into Carl’s eyes. “Uh, none to speak of, savior.”

“While I appreciate the sentiment, you can go ahead and call me Carl like everyone else. We’re not fancy people.”

“Of course, Savior Carl.”

“Much better… Anyhoo, what’s the ‘to speak of’ part of that? How little are we talking, here?” Carl had proven time and again that he was willing to wrangle an amateur into shape. The percentages might not have been worth playing in a casino, but shipboard, Esper and Yomin had more than paid off the loser bets on guys like Reebo St. Jardin, Lucas Lively, and Xanielle Alvez. Archie was still a roulette spin in progress.

“I had… hoped not to speak of it, but as you insist. I was tasked by my parents with keeping my sister safe when we left home to find work offworld.”

“OK. That’s a start.”

Rai Kub raised a fist to his mouth and cleared his throat. Carl felt the rumble in his toes. “My sister and I were captured by the fiend, Gologlex. She was the other stuunji you and your companions rescued.”

“Well, you kept her safe long enough to be rescued.”

Rai Kub hung his head. “They made it clear they assumed us to be a mated pair. They were less observant in our claims of blood relation. Back then, neither of us had learned your spoken or written language.”

Carl nodded to himself, impressed. “Nice. Picked up a new language in a year. Not bad. And the whole… you and your sister thing… anything under duress, I’m sure everyone understands.”

Rai Kub cocked his head. A moment later his eyes went wide. The gray skin of his face darkened subtly. “Oh, no! Nothing of the sort. I have no mating interest in females, let alone my beloved sister. Even through beatings, they could never force me. But she was punished as well, and it was my fault.”

“None of that business was your fault,” Carl assured him. Though he had read up on stuunji culture not all that long ago, the intricacies of micro-cultural exceptions to the general rules were beginning to sink in. Here was a guy who could probably tear the cargo bay door open with his bare hands, and he had the self-confidence of an incontinent Chihuahua.

“I might make a good laborer,” Rai Kub said. “I can carry very heavy loads.”

Carl spared a glance over his shoulder at the crew when Rai Kub was avoiding eye contact in the other direction. Mort stood with his arms folded, glaring down from the catwalk. Esper fidgeted as if unsure what to do with her hands. Yomin sat halfway up the stairs, fiddling with her datalens. Amy shrugged from the stair below when she caught Carl’s eye. On the floor at Mort’s feet, Roddy sat with his lower feet hanging over the edge of the catwalk as he slurped at a beer. There was no sign of Archie, which was probably a good thing, because between them, the crew had managed to look as unwelcoming and grumpy as possible. Carl shot them a quick, wild-eyed snarl in an effort to get them to shape up.

“Look, Rai Kub—can I call you Rai or something for short?”

“You can call me anything you like, Savior Carl.”

“That… no… never mind. Rai Kub, listen up. I need a security officer on this ship, someone to protect us when we’re planetside or when people we don’t trust end up on board. Do you have any sort of background that might help? Did you ever work in law enforcement?”

“No.”

“Serve in a militia? Even the refugee version?”

Rai Kub shook his head.

“Ever been in a bar fight?”

“No. It’s just… no one starts a fight with a stuunji.”

“OK. There’s a little something, maybe. You’re intimidating.”

Rai Kub shuffled a step back. “I’m sorry, Savior Carl.”

Carl waved him back with both hands. “Not me. I mean other people. You can act tough and get thugs to back down. That’s a useful skill. Now let’s talk tactics. You ever… play team sports? Play in a marching band? Watch military holovids? Any good at Battle Minions?”

Rai Kub kept up a steady shaking of his head until the end before perking up. “Oh, that game is fun. My grandfather bought us a used copy at the human castoff store on Garrelon.”

Carl took a deep breath and shrugged some tension out of his shoulders. “OK. Great. Now I’d like to hire you on, but I need a little something more than a 500-kilo physique and experience at a kids’ strategy game. What else can you think of that would make you a potential bodyguard? Something. Anything.”

Rai Kub stooped until he merely towered over Carl and looked him square in the eye. “If anyone wishes to shoot you, they will have to shoot through a meter’s worth of me to do it.”

“You’re hired.”

# # #

Rai Kub sat on the common room floor, impeding foot traffic on the starboard side of the ship. But for the time being, it was the best way to fit him into the planning session. Even seated, he was as tall as anyone on the ship except for Mort. The stuunji kept still though, neither fidgeting nor moving around for a better view as Archie settled in at the holo-projector to hold court. Rai Kub seemed fascinated by the robot.

“Now that we’ve settled our personnel issue,” Archie said, casting a long look in Carl’s direction. “It’s high time we slapped together an actual plan for this vengeance of ours.”

Rai Kub raised a hand.

“Yes? You there, what is it?” Archie pointed to Rai Kub.

“Who are we seeking vengeance on? What did they do? What sort of vengeance are we considering? Is this the sort of thing we do regularly?”

If Archie was offended by the barrage, he didn’t show it. “Are you familiar with the Harmony Bay Corporation?”

Rai Kub nodded.

“Are you aware of the innumerable and devilishly concealed illicit operations through which they maintain technological superiority over their equally innumerable competitors?”

Rai Kub froze, then shook his head.

“I should think not. Harmony Bay has a fine reputation throughout civilized space as a megacorporation concerned primarily with progress in the medical sciences. However, peeling away the veneer of ethics and common decency, they allow a small segment of their research staff to run unchecked. They achieve breakthroughs decades ahead of their more conscientious competitors through means best described simply as villainy. They are, in sort, an incubator of evil at the heart of mankind.”

“And what about the rest? What did they do, exactly?”

Before Archie could launch into another longwinded diatribe, Carl stepped in. “First off, Archie here was human until they sucked his brain out and stuffed it into a robot. A while back, we ran into a scientist who’d done something similar with some poor clone of a kid, jamming his own brain into the kid’s. They’ve tried to kill us on multiple occasions. They even made us pay over market price for an illegal clone of me so I could fake my death in the Silde Slims race. Um… and I think they probably do some experiments on stuunji. Wouldn’t be the least bit surprised. You know?”

“As for the method of our retribution,” Archie cut in smoothly. Watching him mope around the ship made it easy to forget that the robotic wizard had once taught at Harvard. But stand him in front of a captive audience, and he positively oozed professorial confidence. “We have yet to determine an optimal course of action. What we have at our disposal is a small wealth of information regarding the agents of most of their illicit activities: the ship Bradbury and her crew.”

Archie gestured and the holo-projector snapped to life. “Here you see Omicron Festis III, a place that no one officially lives, but it is the operational base of a small-time information broker named Parvin Smails.”

“That doesn’t sound human,” Roddy muttered into his beer.

At his side, Shoni snorted. “Wandering Latin derivatives. My guess would be a pretentious Earth export.”

“And you would both, of course, be wrong,” Archie continued. “Mr. Smails is human, but of the most humble and self-effacing sort. He is a lowlife. His only claim to fame of any sort is an astute understanding of the value of information both bought and sold within his sphere of influence. His relation to our cause: he is known to the Harmony Bay corporation in this capacity, whereby he makes a substantial fraction of his income.”

“So,” Carl said. “We show up and buy the info we need off him? Or have you got something more complicated planned?”

“I’ve got one,” Mort grumbled. “How about we show up on his doorstep and sell him some information on the cheap?”

“What information do we possess that would draw Mr. Smails’s attention?” Archie asked, moderating a conversation that seemed to be wandering away from his lectern.

Mort harrumphed. “Some information that he doesn’t want: there’s an impatient wizard in his office who wants answers and isn’t afraid to roll back his sleeves to get ‘em.”

“I’m not sure that’s really the direction we’re looking to go,” Carl said. “And I’m not ready to sell out the location of the Odysseus yet. My father’s a bastard, but I still want that ship back.”

Esper cleared her throat. “We know where the Bradbury is going to be on something like eighteen separate occasions, all of which are in the Disputed Zone. Why not just quietly mention that to ARGO?”

“Or the Eyndar,” Shoni added. “They might be less inclined to turn a blind eye.”

Rai Kub shook his head. “No good ever comes from dealing with the warring governments. You’ll—we’ll be trampled underfoot.”

“How about your people?” Roddy asked. “Tuu Nau had himself a pretty smooth ride out there. Maybe they could teach Harmony Bay a little lesson about sticking their nose where it doesn’t belong.”

“No,” Rai Kub said. “No, I don’t think that would work well at all. The Rampage Across the Great Plains is a scavenger ship. They keep the Eyndar away but not a massive vessel like the one we pursue.”

Carl winked and aimed a finger at Rai Kub. “See? There’s some tactical advice. Anyway, I think it’s up to us to figure out our own problems. And we can start by squeezing the juice out of a few ripe lemons. Amy, set us a course for Omicron Festis III.”

# # #

Omicron Festis III was the last place Carl might have picked if he were going to live out in the middle of nowhere. The surface was uninhabitable, thanks to a toxic atmosphere. Even if it wasn’t, it was one of the ugliest worlds he’d ever laid eyes on. While it was deadly to humans, a wide variety of muck, ooze, and gunk lived there, making common ship-borne mold and grime seem pleasant by comparison.

“We’re heading for a world with an ammonia atmosphere after this,” Amy muttered as she brought them in low over the landscape. “Then a world with liquid water deep enough to submerge us, repeating as necessary.”

“How about you just don’t scrape the hull against anything gooey on our way in?” Carl countered. Their destination was an underground cavern complex, cordoned off by an atmospheric force barrier. Inside—reportedly—there was breathable oxygen. Again, not Carl’s idea of a comforting, welcoming home.

“How about you go check on our strike team and leave the flying to me?”

Pushing off against the pilot’s chair, Carl headed through the common room and down to the cargo bay. He nodded a passing acknowledgment of Esper and Mort, who were arguing over holovid selection. It would have been nice to have at least one of them along for his meeting with Parvin Smails. Given the tenuous relationship between science, atmosphere, and dying a quick, painful death choking on alien spores, they were grounded for this mission.

As he clanged down the stairs, Roddy called out to him. “Nice of you to join us. Thought maybe I was getting my first taste of command.”

Carl didn’t suppress his shudder. The idea of the laaku in charge of planetside operations for anything more involved than a shopping trip to the parts depot was enough to make Carl give up crime. It wasn’t that Roddy lacked guile or organizational skills; it was that he’d probably get half the team killed and shrug it off over a can of Earth’s Preferred.

“This is a shakedown,” Carl announced. “But at his heart, this guy’s all tech. I need you two to work that angle.” He pointed to Roddy and Yomin.

The fourth member of their team paced the end of the cargo ramp, in position to be lowered with it when it opened. The deck plates creaked under his bulk.

“Rai Kub, you hangin’ in there?”

The stuunji lifted his head and stopped pacing. “I’ll do my best.”

Carl had heard that line more times than he cared to count. Aside from a few smartasses like Mort, most of the time someone said that, they didn’t think too highly of that ‘best’ of theirs. It was priming the fuel pump of failure. This wasn’t going to be an overnight fix. Rai Kub wanted to pitch in, but he was raw as sashimi and greener than emeralds.

“This should be easy enough. We offer a trade. We back it up with some stuunji muscle so no one gets any funny ideas. We head off on our way. Yomin, are our false IDs all seeded?”

Yomin gave a curt nod. “Anyone looking us up based on biometrics will find the fake personas I commed you all.”

Roddy rolled his eyes. “Kimbo of Garnuk… you should have let me design my own ID. No one’s going to believe that’s a real laaku name.”

Fumbling with a datapad that looked like a playing card in his hands, Rai Kub studied his alias. “Jow Benn. I can remember that. Jow Benn. I am from New Garrelon.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Carl said. “Great. We’re all set on who we’re supposed to be.”

“Lemme hear it,” Yomin said. Her datalens glare was aimed right at Carl.

“What?”

“Your alias. Spit it out. Last thing we need is you improvising when they can just look your fake ID up on the omni.”

Carl walked past her without looking back. “I’m Captain Stephen Stills of the freighter Zeppelin. You couldn’t even get that right.”

“I can’t have your ship cross-reference to your fake ID so directly. You’re lucky I played along at all.”

The Mobius—or the Zeppelin as it was currently known—touched down with a dull thud that echoed in the cargo bay. Carl surveyed his team. Roddy looked bored, which for him was as good a sign as any. Yomin was nervous but on the ball. Rai Kub was fighting back a full-blown panic attack, but he’d be fine once they got into the game. Carl had coached enough new recruits through their first missions to know that.

“We’re down,” Amy’s voice over the shipwide comm echoed throughout the cargo bay. “Good luck out there.”

Roddy ambled by and punched the cargo ramp release with the butt of a fist. Rai Kub flinched as the ramp began to descend with him on it.

“Well, watch where you’re standing, then,” Roddy snapped. The laaku tugged his blaster free of its holster, thumbed off the safety, and slid it back in. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

Yomin took point, guiding them through the smugglers’ den with the aid of her datalens. There were few permanent residents of Omicron Festis III. Most of the cavern complex was taken up by renters setting up shop long enough to offload contraband before departing to find more. The entry chamber was a starship parking yard, with most of the entrepreneurs selling straight out of the backs of their ships. What Carl’s crew was looking for lay beyond, among the tunnels and side caverns that snaked through the mountainous region of the planet.

Though he took up the rear, it was impossible to forget that Rai Kub was with them. Carl made a mental note to avoid including him on stealth assignments. Tentative as he was, Rai Kub’s footsteps thudded with the force of minor tremors.

“Will we be staying long enough to eat?” Rai Kub whispered. Carl couldn’t imagine that anyone within fifty meters had failed to hear the question.

“Maybe.” He didn’t want to tell the stuunji “no,” because a definitive answer on the subject was dependent completely on how their meeting went. Nine scenarios out of ten, they’d be getting back to the Mobius by the quickest means at their disposal. That one-tenth chance that Parvin Smails was a reasonable guy who hated Harmony Bay as much as them was the one that came with time for a meal.

A pair of doughy humans stuffed into undersized uniforms guarded one of the tunnels that Yomin guided them to. Both held blaster rifles at the ready. “This area is off limits,” one of them said, his voice harsh through the speaker in his helmet. “Move along.”

“We’re here to see Smails,” Yomin said.

“He expecting you?” the guard asked.

The other guard was busy tapping something at a TeleJack that had been concealed under his sleeve. “Nothing on the schedule.”

Carl knew the math going on inside one or both of the guards’ heads. If Carl had brought a party of two, they’d likely both have been dusted by now. But four against two, these guards were toeing the line between gruff and polite.

Carl stepped forward. “My name is Stephen Stills, captain of the Zeppelin. I’ve got data for your boss. Closed-door Earth Parliament transcripts for covert ops authorization in the Disputed Zone. Systems, planets, contacts, budget… it’s all in here. His eyes only, and only if he’s willing to pay. You can scan us for hidden weapons, explosives, bio-agents, whatever. But none of you is taking a data-swipe off this.” He held up a datapad before slipping it back into a pocket. No data-swipe was getting past Yomin’s security protocols, but it was nice to let them know he wasn’t a complete vapor-brain.

“Call it in,” one guard said to the other, who retreated back into the tunnel for a moment.

There was a tense minute of waiting with everyone keeping weapons at the ready. When the other guard returned, he said, “Let ‘em in.”

The tunnels to Parvin Smails’s office were lined with cameras and security scanners. Carl could only hope that Smails kept a constant link to the omni and wasn’t caching old data. The IDs Yomin created were only hours old.

When they finally met Parvin Smails, it was in an office that looked like the concierge desk of a brothel. Smails was a round-bodied man with a perpetual squint and sheen of sweat on his reddish face that made it look like he’d been under a heat lamp. Two azrin bodyguards rose from couches in the corners of the room to flank Carl’s entourage as they entered. Both were armed with blades and blasters, though neither had any weapon drawn. Years of working with Mriy had taught Carl how deceptive that could be.

“Captain Stills,” Smails said with a phony smile. “I hear you have some interesting data on Disputed Zone surveillance for me. I’d like to have a look before this discussion carries any further.”

Carl was careful to keep his movements slow as he withdrew the datapad and handed it to Smails. “It’s on a rotating encryption code. TK-421 will get you two minutes’ access before it locks up again.”

Smails raised an eyebrow before accepting the datapad. “One of your people has ARGO military training. Time-lock encryption keys are a hallmark of Data Warfare. Paranoid bunch of shits.” He tapped the code into the datapad and was silent for the two minutes the code allowed him. Smails flinched at a buzzer that signaled the end of his time. “Fucking pranksters. Fine. How do you expect me to verify any of this? Your IDs are all fishy. Clean. Maybe too clean. And I couldn’t find ancillary corroboration. Either your data specialist dusts away your trail like a Cherokee tracker, or you’re not who you say you are.”

“My name is Jow Benn. I am from New Garrelon.”

Everyone in the room turned to stare at the stuunji. Carl tried to keep his grimace as subtle as possible, but even Carl Who is Actually Stephen Stills couldn’t manage to hide his frustration completely.

“You don’t say…” Smails said, tenting his fingers. A quick jerk of his head brought one of the azrin bodyguards to Rai Kub’s side.

“So,” the azrin cooed. “The herbivore is Jow Benn, is he? Perhaps I know the real Jow Benn, and you don’t even look like him.”

Carl clenched his jaw. Please, let Rai Kub roll with this. The azrin was baiting him. Any amateur could see that.

“Um, the regular Jow Benn is sick, and I’m taking his place.”

“Impostor,” the azrin said with a chuckle. “Such big prey. Herbivores are all so stupid.” With a casual swipe, the azrin extended his claws and tore out Rai Kub’s throat.

At least, that’s what Carl expected. Mriy had done the same thing countless times. But this azrin’s claws stuck in the folds of rough skin at Rai Kub’s neck. With his arm extended up at an awkward angle already, the azrin was dragged back as the stuunji startled backward.

Carl and Roddy had their blasters out in an instant, training them on the second azrin while Yomin pointed her toy gun at Smails. But the show was taking place in the entryway to Smails’s office.

Rai Kub regained a measure of composure and reached up for the azrin’s arm. Bones cracked as he twisted the wrist at a point where the azrin lacked a joint, extracting the stuck claws. He flung the creature against the wall with casual ease and brought a hand up to feel at the wound. “Ow.” He cringed as he checked the hand for blood, then sighed when there wasn’t any.

“You OK, Jow Benn?” Carl asked over his shoulder. He couldn’t afford to keep his attention away from the azrin, though the second azrin was far more worried about the stuunji just now than Carl’s blaster. “Jow Benn?”

The stuunji remembered himself. “Oh. Yes. I think so. I’m not used to little carnivores trying to eat me.”

“Carl,” Yomin snapped, breaking character. “We’re in trouble. He triggered some sort of alarm!”

Carl aimed his blaster at Smails. “You’ve got two choices. Deal or die. I’m still willing to trade the info on that datapad for whatever you’ve got on Harmony Bay’s operation.”

Smails kept his hands in front of him, fingertips resting against each other. But the man was sweating. “Put down the blasters, all of you. Surrender, and I’ll put you to work. Do anything rash, and you’ll never get out of here alive.”

“Why does everyone say that? Listen, buddy. You think I didn’t come in here without an exit plan? I’ve got two Convocation wizards back at my ship who’ll tear these caverns down if I don’t come back in one piece. Think fast, Smails,” Carl said. “Time’s running out.”

The man’s nostrils flared as his breath quickened. If he wanted to stall, Carl was going to have to put a hole in his chest and just run for it. Personal security forces were so hit or miss. You could never tell how they’d react to their boss’s death. Some might jump ship; others might thank you. There were enough that were loyal to a fault that it was risky killing Smails before he gave an answer.

“Deal,” he replied through gritted teeth. He pulled up a console and tapped away. Carl could only hope that Yomin was keeping him honest and watching for a double-cross. When Smails finished, he slid a data crystal across his desk. “Take it. It’s encrypted, but it has everything I know about Harmony Bay. You get the key when you’re off my planet.”

“Fine,” Carl replied. “You get the code for full unlock the same time.”

“The alarm’s off,” Yomin reported.

Smails gave a slight nod. “You’ve got a fifteen-minute window to make orbit, or your ship is fair game.”

How good was Yomin’s encryption? Smails knew it was military grade, but would that stop him from blasting the only people who could give him the key to unlock it?

“The timer has already begun. You might want to move.”

The slimy information broker was right. “Come on. We gotta get out of this place.” Right then, he wished Amy had been along to pick up the rest of the line.

As Carl sprinted out the door, Rai Kub stopped to check on the fallen azrin. “I apologize, little carnivore. You startled me. I didn’t mean to—”

“Come on!”

“Right. Sorry, Savior Carl.”

The tunnels shook in rhythm with the stuunji’s running gait.

# # #

The Mobius shot out of the maw of the cavern with under a minute to spare. It wouldn’t have been quite so close a call if Rai Kub hadn’t fallen behind. It wasn’t a lack of effort on the stuunji’s part or even the minor delay when he wanted to see about the azrin he’d injured. He was just slower than the humans and laaku.

Rai Kub watched out the window of his new quarters as the glum scenery went past in a blur before the ship left atmosphere. It hadn’t been a pretty world, but it would have been nice to have stayed long enough for a meal. He had no one to blame but himself, of course.

The quarters Savior Carl provided were remarkably large. While the door still had him ducking and dipping one shoulder to fit through, once inside he was able to stretch out and lay across the pair of mattresses he’d been given. It had apparently been home to another large crewmember who no longer served aboard the Mobius. Rai Kub hoped whoever it was hadn’t met an untimely end. That was a worry he now had to consider, but it was all part of his personal quest to redeem himself.

“Redeem…” he muttered as he watched through the full-wall window. So many stars, and in all that vast expanse, he’d found the savior of the Gologlex Menagerie. “What kind of redemption is this?”

Not only was Savior Carl a criminal—which Rai Kub had somewhat realized before embarking on his quest—but he didn’t need a cowardly, clumsy stuunji on his ship. It was only through an act of kindness that he was here at all. Now, instead of repaying a debt on behalf of him and his sister, he was incurring an even deeper indebtedness—one that he might lack the skills or lifespan to repay.

Carl’s voice on the comm on the wall startled Rai Kub from his musings. “Hey, things were a bit of a rush back there.”

“I’m so sorry,” Rai Kub replied. But he realized he’d have to get up and press the button on the comm panel for anyone else to hear his reply. Running without proper warm-up had left his hips and back sore. He grunted and levered himself to his feet.

“Just wanted to say: nice work. The way you handled that azrin showed some real promise.”

Halfway to the comm panel, Rai Kub paused. Nice work? He reached over and keyed the comm. “But I ruined everything.”

Carl chuckled. “You really are new at this. We got what we came for. No one got hurt—well, none of us anyway. Things never go exactly as planned. Just get close enough to get the job done. Today, you helped get the job done.”

# # #

Yomin looked across the bed at Archie. She was tethered to a computer core via her datalens; Archie connected directly to a port in his torso. The data crystal from Parvin Smails was plugged into the core’s access port.

“Do you want to be the one to tell him, or shall I?” Archie asked.

Yomin yanked the cable from her datalens and threw the loose end to the blankets. “Sure. Because that’s going to go over so well. ‘Sorry, Carl, that crystal we got is gibberish after nearly getting killed dealing for it.’ No way.”

“I was rather hoping you’d volunteer. I don’t relish drawing Mort’s ire, and any excuse is one too many for my liking.”

Yomin pursed her lips, grabbed the end of the cable, and plugged back in. “Maybe it’s just a secondary encryption of some sort.”

Lines of data flew past in her field of view. They appeared to be organized in a file structure, but nothing was interpretable by any program she had. It was like reading a menu, not realizing it was written in phonetic Jiara. She paused, glancing over at Archie. “You speak any laaku languages?”

“Egads, no!”

“I was just thinking—”

“That I’m an esoteric lover of all things scientific? I should think not!”

Yomin flopped back, letting her head poof onto the pillow. Data continued to stream past in a parade of nonsense. “We can’t just go back to line one. We gotta give Carl something to go on.”


“What we really need is a plan that doesn’t involve picking the pockets of every Tom, Dick, and Harvey who ever sold a pencil sharpener to Harmony Bay.”

“What the hell’s a pencil sharpener?”

Archie waved a hand. “Doesn’t matter. Point is: We’re letting Carl run the planning, and Carl’s track record is substandard, to put it generously. Ask any of his old crew. Roddy’ll talk your acoustic inputs into overload on the topic.”

Yomin stared up at the ceiling through the data, hardly even seeing it anymore. “You got a better plan?”

Unplugging himself from the computer core, Archie stood and paced amid Yomin’s discarded clothing. “It would be wonderful if we could just cut out the middleman and blast their ship to smithereens. Gah, I can hardly jest about that without my bloody overrides slavering at the mouth.”

“Well, what if we just stole the ship? I mean, no harm to anyone in that, right?”

“Oh, because hijacking a top-of-the-line custom-built star cruiser is just so bleeding easy. You may take note: a gentleman with a name like a head cold just chased us off a planet most folks wouldn’t take cash to land on.”

Yomin pushed herself up onto her elbows. Something was clicking into place, as if the galaxy’s own encryption was on the verge of failure. “Wait a minute. You’re forgetting something.”

“That would be rare.” Archie sounded more prickly than offended.

“Mort and Esper. They sat on the ship because Carl was worried they’d foul the atmo barriers.”

Pausing in his pacing, Archie stroked his chin. “You have a point there. A pair of wizards, especially when one is Mordecai The Brown… yes, there might be something there. The chief wizard on the Bradbury is a nasty piece of work, but then again…”

“So is Mort,” Yomin said with a grin. “So… assuming you had two wizards and a good idea where the Bradbury was going to be, how would you steal it?”

# # #

The common room was packed. It was easier to pack, now that Rai Kub took up a quarter of the space by himself. There was a festive atmosphere as Archie and Yomin had turned the reveal of the data crystal’s contents into a live event. The food processor was churning out batches of popcorn. Esper passed around ice cream from her stash. Mort was carefully floating beers around the room with only the barest flicker in the lights to show for it.

Whatever they found, it had to have been supernova bright to warrant this buildup.

Archie strode to the holo-projector, chin held high. “Ladies and the rest of you, may I present the starship Bradbury.” The now familiar shape of the Harmony Bay black ops ship sprang into three dimensions in front of the robotic professor’s face. “She is 450 meters long and 100 abeam. The ship has eight decks, a mid-sized hangar, and two smaller cargo hangars. Its armaments are comparable to an Earth Navy destroyer. It boasts a crew of over 160, including five Convocation wizards, three of whom specialize in star-drive maintenance. More than half the crew is comprised of scientists with various special projects that make use of the Bradbury’s unique brand of scientific procurement. Her commander is Yasmira Dominguez.”

“Yeah, we met her,” Carl said. “Not for nothing, but this all sounds like stuff we knew from your old data. What’s on that crystal from Smails?”

“Gibberish,” Yomin said after quickly swallowing her mouthful of dragon fruit ice cream. “We got had.”

The common room erupted in grumbles and accusations. Archie stood at the center of it all. If a robot could be imagined to grin, he certainly would have been.

No one noticed at first, but slowly the changing view in the holovid field drew the attention of the squabbling crew. The gleaming white exterior of the Bradbury was washing over in a red hue reminiscent of Carl’s racing Squall. By the time the whole ship was red, everyone in the room was watching. Then, finally, the name on the side faded, replaced in giant white letter by “Mobius II.”

“OK,” Carl said. “I’ll bite. What’s the gag?”

Archie planted his hands on his hips. “We’re going to steal the Bradbury.”

Mort harrumphed. “See? Brain locked in a metal box goes bonkers after a while.”

The Bradbury was a pretty tempting shade of red. It gleamed like a kid’s holo version of an apple, not the mottled green-and-red of most real apples. But still, it was a starship, and the real thing was a cold, clinical white. “Yomin, take Archie and see if you can diagnose what’s wrong with him.”

“No. He’s right. We have what we need to pull this off.”

# # #

Yomin was Step 1. It hadn’t been her intention to end up as the trailblazer of the operation, but that’s how the dust settled. The plan needed her on the inside. The Bradbury’s data security wasn’t vulnerable to outside influences. That meant someone needed direct access before any other part of the plan could advance.

She felt naked without her datalens. It was tucked safely in her quarters back on the Mobius. Any personal possessions she brought along would be subject to search and possibly confiscation. Yomin had to carry all the data she needed right in the wet, gooey matter of her brain. Not the most reliable of storage mediums, but one of the hardest to crack with a decryption algorithm.

The bar where she awaited her contact nestled in among the brothels and casinos of Reno VII. She wasn’t even sure there were six other Renos in the galaxy; the founders probably just liked the “3+4” dice logo they’d plastered onto every merchandisable object in the system. Her table had the logo glowing from underneath the varnished surface. Her drink had it etched into the side of the glass. The servers had it embroidered onto what little cloth their uniforms bore.

Truth be told, Yomin could have enjoyed the atmosphere if she had the cash to gamble and the peace of mind to drink something with alcohol in it. The whole place was a sad, desperate party, reeking of mathematically challenged optimism and a craving for sex that a big win might buy. Nubile bodies patrolled the tight spaces between tables, but sober eyes could see the marks of extensive cosmo and signs of chem addictions galore.

“This table seats two,” a silky female voice said as its owner slid onto the stool across from Yomin. Without her datalens, Yomin had to size her up by eye. She was thirty, maybe thirty-two if her looks were all natural. Blonde hair twisted over her shoulder in a braid to lay across the open front of her jacket. She licked her lips, full and red with a chroma glow that made them stand out in the dim bar lighting. As Yomin looked into the pale blue eyes, she had to remind herself that this was her contact, not a chance encounter.

“Can I buy you a drink?” Yomin asked. “I hear they serve huckleberry tea here.”

The Harmony Bay contact relaxed her shoulders. “Thank God. Sorry, but I guessed wrong the first time. There’s a woman close to the front entrance that fits your description.” She closed up the front of her jacket, hiding the low-cut blouse beneath and looked over both shoulders.

“So how do we do this?” Yomin asked, leaning across to close the gap between them.

Her contact pulled out a frequency scanner and gave it a glance. “We’re clean. No one sniffing on audio. I’m Cassidy Keating.” She shook Yomin’s hand across the table. “Your credentials check out, if you are who you say you are. I’m here to check your story and take a DNA sample.”

“How do you plan to collect it?” Yomin asked, feeling her face warm instantly as she realized what she’d said.

Cassidy shrugged. “Just a quick blood check.” She pulled a palm-length cylinder from her pocket. “We can take care of it right now.” Yomin offered her forearm, and Cassidy pressed the cylinder to the spot where her elbow bent. A chill spread from the spot as a hiss popped. Yomin rubbed the spot as Cassidy tucked the sample away. “Now, as for the missing six years since your ship disappeared…”

“Working odd jobs under assumed IDs. I can’t exactly go back to ARGO space like nothing happened. The navy would have my brain sliced into platters under a neuron scope.”

“What happened to your ship?”

Yomin twitched a smile. “Technical malfunction entirely unrelated to data warfare.”

“Care to elaborate on that?”

“Nope. Sorry. Any good answer is above my former pay grade. Anything I could give you wouldn’t do you much good and would get me lined up for treason charges. Bad business.” She took a sip of her soda, wishing it was whiskey.

Cassidy rubbed at the side of her face. “There’s got to be something you can give me. I can’t bring you in on your word about this.”

“Lemme put it this way: your people wanted a data specialist. I’m navy trained in data warfare. I’ve got the skills you need. If you only want me for whatever classified info you think I have, I think this meeting is over.” Yomin stood to leave, not regretting the abandonment of her soda.

Cassidy shot an arm out to grab her. “No. That’s fine. Anything else was a bonus. It’ll actually look good in your personnel file that you can be trusted with sensitive information. The sample data dive you sent actually got you the job.”

“I’m in?” Yomin asked.

“You’re in.”

“Great! Where do I go from here?” Yomin knew damn well. There were no travel arrangements to be made, no rendezvous to schedule. The Bradbury was in system.

“You’ll come with me. Hand over your datapad and any other devices that can communicate, record, or… shoot. You’ll be assigned new equipment once we’re on board the Bradbury.”

“Huh? Bradbury… your ship named after the actor from Two Nights in Her Arms?”

“No. The author of Fahrenheit 451.”

“Never heard of him. Samir Bradbury, though…” She growled in the back of her throat and waggled her eyebrows.

“It’s just a name. Neither man is aboard the ship. All you’ll find there is the greatest mobile collection of scientific minds mankind has collected.”

# # #

Archie was Step 2. He was also Step 7, but that didn’t matter unless Yomin was captured or killed. Right now, his job was twofold. First, he was to monitor certain comm IDs for any word from Yomin. Second, he was to take over her role on the Mobius and work the advanced scientific magics her various devices were capable of.

But for now, all seemed well. Archie sat at one end of the couch, hands folded in his lap, watching And Then There Were None with Mort and Roddy. It was a farcical mess with a plot conceived in the mind of a cannabis aficionado. Its amusement value was in its utter failure as a vehicle of storytelling.

“That fellow would have lost his job on a daily basis,” Archie noted. “Can’t be giving out free chrysanthemums to every lazypants customer with a sob story.”

“That’s not the point,” Mort countered. “You’re supposed to notice that it’s an attempt to get in good with the girls he’s giving replacements to. Pay attention; not a single male specimen among his beneficiaries of largess.”

“Bah, a whole species where you can’t tell the difference.”

The holovid paused. Roddy lowered the remote and fixed Archie with a glare. “Excuse me, Robo-Grandpa. You’d think with scanners for eyes, you could tell the difference between a male and female laaku.”

“Not worth the effort. Your species is well enough populated that obviously you people can tell the difference. For all that it matters, I see a shopkeeper’s assistant who doesn’t deserve his job.”

“Fine, smart guy. Hundro of Telmarain does lose his job over this business. He gets the girl of his dreams. They move to the Kestria colony, and he manages her acting career.”

“You bloody rodent,” Mort snapped. “I haven’t seen this one yet.”

“Blame the xenoist.”

Archie stood up. “I’m no xenoist. I’m merely a devotee of proper cinema. A proper holovid takes place in five dimensions, the fifth being a depth in character. A mere three special dimensions and the passage of time are not enough to render entertainment from dreary imaginings of a dullard.”

“You know what?” Roddy said. “I think I’m going to go reacquaint myself with my species’ gender differentiation.” He stormed off in the direction of his quarters, tossing the remote over his shoulder as he went.

Archie harrumphed. “Sensitive chap.”

“Don’t you have work to do?” Mort asked, narrowing one eye.

“Of course.” Little did Mort comprehend the intricacies of robotic life. While his eyes had been taking in sub-par xeno holovid claptrap, his short-range transmitter was interfaced with Yomin’s computer core, back in their quarters. Not a minute had gone by in the days since her departure that Archie hadn’t checked each of the twelve comm IDs where she might leave messages for him. “In fact, I was going to wait until the end of our exercise in mental pacification to mention it, but since it appears we have reached an untimely conclusion…”

“Oh, for the love of hamburgers, just spit it out.”

“It’s time we got Esper looking for a job.”

# # #

“Has it ever occurred to you to knock?” Shoni asked, looking up from her makeshift workstation.

Roddy eased the door shut behind him. “Not really. These are my quarters, so I sorta figured knocking was for other people. I can go grab you a...” he was about to say beer before catching himself. “An ice cream or something if you’re uptight about something.”

“These are our quarters, as I recall your sales advert on the topic. And I’m in the middle of some rather exacting work here. Go find someone else to bother for the next five hours or so.”

Now that he looked more closely, Shoni was showing ragged edges. Her fur was unkempt around the eyes, and her clothing was damp in places with sweat. Roddy crept up behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders. As she hunched over a stereoscope, peering into a workspace so tiny he could barely conceive of it, he began to knead the stiff muscles.

Shoni’s hands slowed, until she set them down and sighed. A low moan issued forth as Roddy continued to loosen the tension from her shoulders. With a quick shake of her head, she shrugged him off. “I have work to do. Run along. This is no time for mating.”

Roddy scowled. He was in no mood for mating, himself. He just wanted a little fun. Her calling it “mating” always made it sound like they were trying to raise a family. It reduced them to a syringe and a petri dish, trying to combine DNA for future incubation.

“Fine. Whatever. When you’re done with whatever the hell it is you’re working on, I’ll be in the engine room.”

It was nice and quiet down there, and no one cared what he did. Shoni’s mystery project was supposedly part of their big hijacking plot, but she wouldn’t even tell him what it was. Maybe Roddy wouldn’t have time for her when she was done. That’d teach her.

# # #

Mort wasn’t the next step in the plan, but he had some soul searching to do before his time came. Fortunately, as someone with a fully rendered, three-dimensional soul to walk around in, Mort was uniquely qualified to conduct a proper search of his.

When in doubt, he napped. As slumber claimed him, he drifted into the realm of Mortania. Setting off down the woodland path, he sought out his grandfather’s cottage once more. From outside, everything was just as he had left it.

Nebuchadnezzar The Brown was a bedrock feature of Mortania, its founding father in many respects. He had been there since before Mort could fashion a world, when it was merely a state of existence separate from corporeal form. How his grandfather kept his sanity in those first few months was something Mort hoped never to learn. Even Archimedes’s situation seemed humane by comparison.

As Mort was about to knock on the door, he heard noises from within. He waited. Eventually the rhythmic grunting and gasping had to end, and Mort wanted nothing more than to pretend it wasn’t happening. Through a seldom-used trick, he created yet another realm within Mortania nestled within the mind of his mentally projected self.

While time in Mortania passed glacially, compounding it via a further factor within Lesser Mortania made it nigh impossible to tell how long he had waited for his grandparents to make themselves presentable for receiving company. Nebuchadnezzar’s hand on his shoulder shook him awake.

“What’s the bother, you coming all the way out here again?” Nebuchadnezzar asked, squinting at Mort. “Death in the family or something?”

“Not that I know of,” Mort replied, stepping past Nebuchadnezzar into the sitting room of the cottage. “But I’m the last one to know those sorts of things.”

“Spit it out then, boy. I’ve got an evening planned tonight. Rowing on the pond and everything.”

Conjuring a tea setting for two, Mort delved into the conundrum that was Archimedes Antonopoulos. It was sad when a wizard lost the capacity to influence the world around him. Sometimes age and senility conspired to rob a wizard of his authority in the eyes of the universe. Other wizards caught themselves up in logical traps that robbed them of credibility.

“That’s where I can’t quite put my finger on what the problem is,” Mort said as he wound down his explanation. “Most wizards who lose their magic are caught outside the two worlds. Charity cases. It’s never pleasant, but I see how it is for the poor blighters. This Archie fellow… seems to have turned to science for solace. I don’t know whether to applaud the gumption or quietly put the chap out of his misery.”

“Well, does he seem miserable?” Nebuchadnezzar asked. He raised his eyebrows as he sipped from his teacup.

“Blast me if I could even tell. How do you get the measure of a man whose personality is couched behind eyes like little flatvids? Every mannerism. Every twitch and tic. It’s all probably programmed into him or copied over or what-have-you.”

“Why work yourself into a bother over him? I’d say he’s dead and buried, except his coffin is a walking computer. If you’re concerned about talking to the dead—”

Mort raised an eyebrow.

“Fine. If you’re worried about talking to walking dead people, either ignore him or pretend he wasn’t ever a wizard. Maybe… think of him as a fellow with an unfortunate skin condition.”

“A steel rash?”

“Well, it’s that or kill him. Then again, if you could suck his brain out of that computer, I wouldn’t mind the company. Any idea whether he plays pinochle? Or, better yet, we could put in a bowling alley! Maybe start a league.” Nebuchadnezzar sprang to his feet and began pacing, sipping maniacally at his tea. “No. I see it now… we send you around finding a gaggle of aging wizards who long for their glory days. You collect their brains, and I’ll imagine up some shirts with team emblems.”

This wasn’t going as Mort had planned. He recalled there had been reasons why he visited Nebuchadnezzar so infrequently. “If you just want sentient bowling opponents, maybe I can do something with the denizens.”

“Oh, leave off with those sad-sack killers you’ve squirreled away. Bad enough keeping them around in the first place, poor bastards. But don’t make them straw dummies for me to knock around the lanes. I expect some real competition, not just whoever you’ve got lying around your brain.”

“Lemme ask you this,” Mort said, ignoring for the time being that his grandfather’s idea was beginning to grow on him. “If you had the choice between getting stuck in here and roaming the real world again in a nigh-immortal body with the strength of ten men, which would you choose?”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Nope. Honest answer. Which would it be?”

“Good Lord, Mordecai. I’m thousands of years old thanks to the wonky timeline in this place. I bend reality to my whim, and there’s no one but you to tell me what I can and can’t do. Quite frankly, when you’re not around, I’m like a retired godling. What in Beelzebub’s sock drawer can a robot body offer me that this place can’t?”

“Friends? Challenges? Unpredictability?”

“Overrated. Those of us with the imagination have no need for succor or chaos in our lives. You want my advice? Ask that Archimedes fellow his shoe size and put him on my bowling team.”

# # #

Esper was Step 3. She hadn’t wanted to be step anything. Nice, quiet life aboard the Mobius (such as it was) appealed to her. Occasional missions were fine. But it had come down to a choice of her or Mort for the infiltration portion of the mission, and he was just too well known. Esper, despite being on the Harmony Bay scanners during the “Adam incident,” was so different from the woman she’d once been that she was the choice for assignment to the Bradbury.

Deep down inside, where the naughty, selfish little voice lived, she wished that Yomin would have run into some insurmountable obstacle. Maybe Harmony Bay’s security was so good that even from the inside it was unbreakable. Maybe they decided that being one wizard short wasn’t worth the hassle of finding a replacement way out in the EADZ. Frankly, it was a little demoralizing to be done in by one of the Mobius crew being too good at her job for once.

“We’ll be setting down in the hangar in just a minute, Wizard Theresa,” the pilot announced over the shuttle’s internal comm. Esper nodded, wondering if there was even a camera watching her to notice. For this trip, she was Theresa Bell, adopted daughter and apprentice to Keesha Bell. As a hermit of sorts and an outsider among the Convocation’s elite, her existence and anonymity were both plausible. She knew Keesha just well enough to fill in a few details of her personal life if asked. And in the One Church, Esper had gotten accustomed to going by her baptismal name.

As the Harmony Bay shuttle touched down, Esper lifted her luggage with a gesture. The lights in the passenger compartment barely dimmed. She allowed herself a tight smile. Hopefully someone was paying enough attention to be impressed.

The hangar interior was a gleaming white and clean as everything else she’d seen from Harmony Bay in her limited up-close dealings with them. Two crewmen in pale gray uniforms met her as she descended to the deck.

“Welcome aboard, Wizard Theresa,” one of them said with a professional nod. He and his partner were both shaped from the same cookie cutter. Trim, clean cut, square jawed, and lacking in anything that could be interpreted as personality. In fairness, they might have been more intriguing off duty, but she wasn’t here for off-duty socializing.

The third member of the group wore a loose black ensemble with baggy sleeves. She greeted Esper with a bow. “I am Wizard Emma. If you would come with—are you levitating those suitcases?”

Esper shrugged. “Of course. Do you expect me to carry all my things?” Mort had given her a crash course in wizardly entitlement and general disdain for regulations that smacked of busywork rather than real purpose. It had taken a conscious act of restraint not to apologize to Emma.

“No magic on board without prior authorization from Wizard Bellamy!”

Esper rolled her eyes and allowed the bags to drift to a halt on the floor. “It’s not like this is an escape pod. There’s plenty of room for a little magic in between the important gewgaws.” Dipping a toe into Mort’s vocabulary might prove fun, if she could keep a straight face using words like “gewgaws.”

Emma snapped her fingers. “Bring Wizard Theresa’s things.” The two crewmen hustled over to obey as if Emma had used magic on them. But there was no way a simple star-drive wizard had snuck anything that blatant past Esper’s notice.

Good Lord. What was she turning into? Mort’s casual snobbery was longstanding and well earned. Most of the star-drive profession wouldn’t be able to tie their shoes under Mort’s glare. For the mission, it was fine impersonating that sort of offhanded bias. But she was dismayed to find it come so easily. Emma really wasn’t the sort of wizard Esper needed to worry about.

Wizard Emma led the way through the corridors of the Bradbury. People got out of their way, and it seemed less to do with the oversized luggage than the owner of it. Eventually they reached a lift, and Esper tucked her hands inside opposing sleeves as she waited to for it to move them.

When had this happened? Certainly not during her time in Mortania, when she’d spent half her time playing fairy princess and most of her gowns were sleeveless. And not in Esperville, either. There, she didn’t have anyone around to worry about the errant use of magic. But somewhere, presumably in the real world, Esper had become a wizard down to her bones.

A few twists and turns were all it took to bring her to her new quarters. Emma tapped a button beside the door, and it slid into the wall with a swoosh. Esper made a show of watching it disappear into the adjoining wall, as if she had never seen it done before. “Will it make a new one, or does someone have to come by to nail up a new door?” she asked.

With a set to her jaw, Wizard Emma took pains to explain in childlike detail exactly how everything in the room worked, from the door controls to the toilet. “This room is warded and shielded against many common magics. However, per Wizard Bellamy’s standing orders, there is to be no magic used aboard the Bradbury without prior authorization. Understood?”

“Yes, yes. I heard you the first time. Your poor servants’ backs would be happier if I hadn’t, but I heard you.” She shooed Emma away with a flick of her fingers.

Unfortunately, the woman still appeared to have duties to discharge. “Should you wish to leave these quarters, you are welcome to explore anywhere on the ship. Anywhere you are not authorized will require special access scans, so you don’t need to worry about wandering where you don’t belong.”

Esper raised a finger, intent on posing a question.

“And no, you can’t bypass them with magic. That would be a violation of standing orders not to use magic anywhere aboard the Bradbury.”

“How will I find my way back here in this anthill of science and technology? I rather fancy a meal, and my next trip will be to the best restaurant that takes Convocation credit.”

Emma let out a slow breath and unclenched her jaw muscles. “There are no restaurants on the Bradbury. We take our meals in the dining hall. You can bring food back to your room if you prefer the solitude. There is no charge for any of your accommodations.”

“Really? What if I wanted to upgrade to something a little larger, maybe with an ocean view? I’d be willing to put that on the Convocation’s credit.” Esper was gaining far too much amusement in tormenting the poor star-drive girl, but she needed to build her reputation into something solid as diamond.

“These are your quarters. They are the best you’re going to get. And there is no ocean view unless we’re orbiting a planet with liquid water. Good day.” Before Esper could mount a new barrage of annoying questions, Wizard Emma took her leave. Just as well, since Esper wasn’t naturally inane and was running out of ideas.

The quarters were palatial by Mobius standards. She had her own living room, which was where the crewmen had left her belongings. It had two couches and a reading chair, with a holo-projector at the center of the room. There was a kitchen area that seemed focused primarily on social beverages. Her bedroom was appointed in Old Earth style, with a four-poster bed and a quilt that looked handmade. Upon closer inspection, she wondered if the bedclothes were all of traditional make and began to realize how much Mort had really given up by his exile from the Convocation. She was just a junior starship wizard, after all. He was a council member.

Esper was inspecting the amenities in the washroom, including a soaking tub, when the door chime sounded. Resisting the urge to affect her in-persona haughtiness, she rushed over to answer it.

Yomin stepped inside and hit the door controls immediately. “There’s no surveillance in here. We can talk freely.” She was dressed in a tailor-fit uniform the same wood smoke gray of the regular crewmembers. Her nameplate identified her at Y. Dranoel.

Esper scowled. “You’re using your real name? I don’t remember that in the plan. And isn’t it a little suspicious, you being here? I mean, we’re not supposed to know each other.”

“It’s all under control. My real name had the credentials to get in here, and I don’t think anyone’s going to be suspicious of me being in your room. At least, not the way you think.”

“The way I think…?” Esper echoed. She was beginning to feel the sort of perplexity that she’d feigned for Wizard Emma’s sake.

Yomin grinned and flopped down onto one of the couches. “I’ve been here more than two weeks now. And in that time, I’ve flirted with just about every woman crewman I’ve come across, from scientists to quartermasters to that star-drive mechanic who showed you around. No one’s going to think I knew you before you got here. They’re just going to think I heard about the gorgeous new wizard who just came aboard.”

“So… that’s our cover for meeting?”

“In a little while, I’ll grab some dinner for two and bring it back here. I’ll get you up to speed on the situation on the Bradbury, and you will fill me in on the progress everyone on the Mobius has been making.”

Esper nodded. “Everyone assumes we’re having a tryst, and that covers up our time spent together. Clever.”

Yomin patted the cushion beside her. “Of course, what happens in here and what anyone believes happens in here don’t have to match. Everyone on the Bradbury’s going to assume we’re lovers. Everyone on the Mobius will assume it’s just our cover story. But really, just between us girls, who’s to say what really happens?”

Esper knew she was blushing. The whole room had gone up ten degrees while Yomin’s insinuation sank in. “You enjoy toying with people, don’t you? It’s like hacking.”

“Maybe…” Yomin slipped off her shoes and pulled her feet up onto the couch. She stretched out fully with her arms overhead and arched her back. “Or maybe I’ve been stressing out for two weeks and could use a little relaxing.”

“I brought the fake nanites,” Esper said, crossing her arms and fixing Yomin with a priestess glare.

Yomin rolled onto her stomach and pushed up to her elbows. “How do they look?” She kicked her feet playfully.

“Like an empty specimen vial. If they were big enough to see, no one would believe them, right? Anyway, Shoni seemed happy with them, and she’s a real scientist.”

“Well, we’re not ready for them yet. For the time being, they’re as safe here as anywhere.” Yomin rolled to a seated position and stood. “But I’m starving. I’ll head to the mess hall and grab us some grub.”

Esper called after her before Yomin reached the door. “You forgot your shoes.”

Smirking over her shoulder, Yomin untucked her uniform shirt. “Someone around here’s gotta play the part. Food processors here can make us anything. I’m thinking oysters sound good.” Yomin slipped through the door in her stocking feet before the implication sank in with Esper.

# # #

The Bradbury imitated a naval vessel in more ways than one. But the armaments and the deep-drop star-drive never brought Captain Yasmira Dominguez the sheer joy of the panoramic forward-facing viewport.

She stood gazing out at the starfield with her hands clasped behind her back. There were no two points in the galaxy that painted quite the same vista. Once in a great while she could pick up on elements of a familiar constellation and estimate by eyeball where they were in the grand scheme. Mostly, she appreciated it on a more aesthetic level. “Helmsman, prepare for astral drop. Lay in a course for Seres Minor that keeps us at least two light-years off the standard transit lanes.”

It was time to depart for their next unsavory rendezvous. At least stopping to take on new crew was a reputable activity, even if it was only a new wizard to replace Hans Ketterlane. Their next stop had them meeting with a broker in human biological samples that had been exposed to berytattic radiation. She had never asked how the samples had been exposed, or whether the previous owners had been alive at the time. Someone down in Irradiative Sciences probably knew, but the less Captain Dominguez knew about the meat in her ship’s sausage, the better she slept at night. Besides, all she would ever learn would be the gory details and the fanciful goal of the research. The hows and whats were always complete wizardish to her.

As if summoned by her passing thought, the bridge klaxon sounded its stutter-step warning that a wizard was intruding on the Bradbury’s command center.

With a heel turn, she faced the door as Wizard Bellamy stormed through.

“What’s this about a new wizard?” he demanded. Nearly two meters tall with the build of an antimatter torpedo, Bellamy caused the bridge crew to pay diligent attention to their workstations. His face was flushed with indignant rage. Though his beard was fit to hide a flock of geese, it wasn’t thick enough to muffle the wizard’s tirade. “I put in for Brody Larson. I even gave Mitch Malcolm’s name as an alternate in case Brody wanted to stick to that cushy aviary job on Mars. What’s this about some backwater apprentice getting sent out instead?”

Captain Dominguez remained impassive as Bellamy ran himself out of breath. “You put in for a replacement for Wizard Hans. The Convocation sent you a replacement. That you didn’t get one of your cherry-picked candidates is not my concern. Take it up with Boston Prime.”

“Bunch of pompous old codgers. This is your ship, Yasmira. Put her off at the nearest shuttle stop. I’d rather go without an assistant than train some pipe-smoker.” As Bellamy came within arm’s reach, Captain Dominguez smelled the stink of sweat on him. He must have jogged most of the way to the bridge.

“She comes highly recommended, and due to her lack of seniority she’s costing us far less than Wizards Brody or Mitch would have.”

Bellamy raised one bushy brow. “You mean to tell me Harmony Bay sent me a bargain-bin wizardess for an assistant?”

“No. I mean to tell you to watch your back. This one’s salary is one tenth of yours, and she appears well suited for a senior ship’s wizard position of her own. Mind that it isn’t the Bradbury. I’ve grown accustomed to your steady, stoic hand guiding our wizarding corp. Is that understood?”

“Indeed.”

There was never a sir or ma’am. Captain Dominguez suspected that he went to great lengths to avoid any term that would have entered him into the ranks of the traditional chain of command. “That course isn’t going to set itself, helmsman. Drop us to 6 units astral.”

# # #

Esper walked the corridors of the Bradbury with her hands tucked in her sleeves and her chin held high. She told herself that this was her ship, her domain, and she ought to know her way around it. Here or there, someone would stop and ask if she were lost, as if the idea of a wizard touring the ship like a planetside promenade was so strange that it had to be a mistake.

Of course, the longer her tour lasted, the more Esper came around to their way of thinking. Despite being clean and modern, the Bradbury wasn’t a pretty ship. Maybe someone who appreciated technology for its own sake might see it differently, but Esper couldn’t get beyond the stark sameness of it all. Every surface caught the light and shone like polished marble. But where marble had thin veins of other minerals throughout to give it character, the corridors of the Bradbury all looked uniform and bland. Soulless—that was the word for it.

A door placard indicating Xenozoology caught Esper’s eye. The word promised cute, tiny, alien creatures and scientists watching them through one-way windows, taking notes on datapads. Fawning over some fuzzy little critters from another world would do her spirits some good. She pressed the door control and stepped inside.

Esper froze. Along one wall were row upon row of transparent panels, each displaying a bizarre life form in suspended animation. Along another, a grid of cages, mostly unoccupied. The ones that weren’t contained frantic, noisy animals in a desperate struggle to break free. A pair of scientists huddled at a screen, watching in magnified view as an automated armature slowly tore a specimen to shreds as it lay on a table in the center of the lab.

One of the scientists turned. “Can I help you? We’re busy here.”

Esper backed away without a word. She reached out, touched the door controls, then wiped her hand on her dress. The whole way back to her assigned quarters, she didn’t take her hands out of her sleeves again.

# # #

Carl punched Esper’s martial arts training dummy as hard as he could. Even through the padding of his borrowed gloves, the impact was bone jarring. Sweat dripped from his hair, and he gave a shake in a vain attempt to keep it from dripping into his eyes.

Step 4 of the plan had been to infiltrate a crew rotation at the Candlestone system. But that stop along the Bradbury’s route had been postponed by two months. No reason had been given.

Step 4B was to tamper with a resupply stop at Hesperon IV. A pirate raid on the facility two days before the Bradbury’s arrival made the visit pointless.

“Why?” Punch. “Does the galaxy?” Punch. “Hate me?” Punch, punch, punch.

The training dummy stood impassive, not even having the decency to bruise under Carl’s continued barrage. He had pulled the stupid pegs out of it after jamming one into his shoulder early in the bout. Carl bruised just fine. Losing a fight with a training dummy was one in a long string of grievances he needed to work through.

“You should do this more often,” Amy mused from her seat on the grated stairs of the cargo hold. “You look good all lathered in sweat.”

Punch. “This isn’t.” Punch. “Funny.” Carl stepped back and tried to catch his breath. He leaned against the dummy with his head resting on his forearm. “I’ve got two people over on that ship now, and our two best chances to set up an ambush are gone. Basic tenets of undercover work: the longer you’re faking who you are, the higher the chances someone catches you in the lie.”

“Hey, they’re dealing with schmucks the galaxy doesn’t want. Are you surprised that a few of them can’t keep an appointment?”

“No.” Carl reared back and threw his body weight into another punch. “Because it’s just how the Milky Way likes to screw with me. Chip died. Mriy and Tanny left. Hatchet’s dead by my own hand. Juggler, Vixen, and Samurai all cut and ran. I’m not letting the galaxy take Esper and Yomin, too.”

“This isn’t personal.”

Flexing the fingers of a hand he might possibly have broken, Carl ripped open the FuzziGrip bindings and let the gloves drop to the floor. He dragged himself to the stairs and collapsed beside Amy. “It got personal a long time ago.”

Amy put an arm around him, hot and sweaty though he was. “I’m with you on this.” She pulled his head to her and kissed him on the forehead. “For once, you’re worried for all the right reasons.”

For once? Carl studied her face but saw no hint of sarcasm. That was when he realized that for the entire length of his tirade, with Amy watching the whole time, Carl hadn’t mentioned money.

With a wet, sticky slap on Carl’s shoulder, Amy stood and clanged up the stairs.

# # #

A shower helped Carl clear his thoughts. Amy had been right, of course. Mort might argue with the universe as if it were a person, but it was just a vast, unthinking expanse of space with a few stars and planets floating around inside. It didn’t know Carl. It didn’t care about Carl. It certainly didn’t hate him with enough vitriol to thwart his every plan. His initial planning had just lacked the insight necessary to anticipate the unreliability of the parties involved.

Hot water washed away not only sweat but guilt, anger, and frustration along with it. Carl lost track of time, just enjoying the clean feeling that couldn’t quite cleanse to the bottom of his soul.

Esper and Yomin were in danger. That was on him. The whole operation should have been over weeks ago, and he should have been riding back to Ithaca as a conquering hero. Even Chuck Ramsey couldn’t argue with a guy with a corporate custom starship under his command. But instead, he was still looking for the opportunity that Archie’s stolen itinerary had twice failed to provide.

“One shot,” he muttered. “Just need one clean shot at it.”

With eyes closed as the water cascaded over him, Carl fumbled for the controls. The flow ended, and Carl dripped as he found a towel to wrap around his waist. His shoulders ached from unaccustomed exertion. His knuckles were stiff and swollen. As nice as it was having Amy around to vent at, she could have done him a bigger favor by talking him out of trying to beat a faux wood dummy to a pulp.

Just as he was starting to feel better about the mission prospects, the shower door opened and Mordecai The Buzzkill was waiting for him.

“About time,” Mort snapped. “Beginning to think you’d turned amphibian or something.”

“Sorry,” Carl said as he stepped around the wizard. “Shower’s all yours.”

“Bah! I don’t need that tame waterfall right now. We’ve got bigger problems.”

They always had bigger problems than the shower. Even when the shower was on the fritz, it was usually superseded by any number of problems ranging from the legal to the technological. “I’m not in the mood right now. Spit it out.”

“Keesha sent a report. Just got it from the robot. I know the wizard in charge on the Bradbury.”

“That sounds like good news. Nothing wrong with intel, especially dirt on a Convocation lackey.” They’d been gluing together knowledge about the Harmony Bay ship like pieces of a ceramic pot couriered out by Yomin. They had an idea of the shape of things, but details always felt nice to see come together. A big chunk like the ship’s chief wizard sounded like a win.

“No… you’re not listening. I know this fellow. Bellamy Blackstone, two years ahead of me at Oxford. Captain of the varsity bowling team before me. A few years after graduation, he put in for the appointment as Guardian of the Plundered Tomes, and they told him he was too young.”

“And Mordecai The Well-Connected got the job instead.”

Mort harrumphed. “I’ll admit that family ties played well into the decision, but the point remains. This is not one of the hapless patsies the Convocation wastes hunting down renegade wizards, and he’s orbits above those slack-fingered gadget fiddlers who fix Harmony Bay’s star-drives.”

“So, you’re saying this guy’s too much for you?” Carl asked, rubbing his eyes. Just when the galaxy had stopped reminding him every few minutes how bad an idea this hijacking was, it kicked him in his freshly washed ass. “I guess we change plans and come up with an extraction plan for Esper and Yomin.”

“Wait just a bloody minute. I never said I wasn’t up to the task. But it’s not good news. I was up for a bit of a lark punting chickens around that ship. Instead, I find out Harmony Bay is paying probably twenty thousand terras a month to hire Bellamy as minder of their chicken coop.”

“Geez. Twenty large a month? Maybe we should rent you out instead of this crime business.”

“And that was in 2530s terras. Who knows what they charge these days. But keep that head nailed to your shoulders. We’re not out of this yet. Might be a bit of exercise, but if I can bash in an alien god’s cartilage skull, maybe I can crack that granite cranium of Bellamy’s, too. Serve the old blighter right… cost us the 2528 title when he let some Princeton fop straighten out the curve on his ball.”

Carl pursed his lips. On occasion, it made tactical sense to hitch a ride on Mort’s fanciful tangents. But ever since he’d had occasion to crawl around in the wizard’s imagination, he found himself less than inclined to venture into that twisted reality outside of necessity.

Putting a damp hand on Mort’s shoulder, Carl offered a reassuring nod. “I’m sure you’ll do great. Just be ready. One of these days soon, we’re going to find our opening.”

# # #

Bellamy had put up with quite enough for one day. If he couldn’t convince Captain Dominguez to transfer the Theresa woman off his ship, then he’d run her out himself. He stalked the corridors of the Bradbury with a forward lean. No one was fool enough to impede him. Ship minions and science minions alike scattered before him. Some paid him deference while others simply found cover from the brewing storm.

And, of course, the new wizardess would be quartered just down the corridor from Bellamy’s own accommodations. These dratted science weasels were scared that someone would dream of fire and gravity, setting their precious ship to ruin in the night. Anything the scientists deemed essential was as far from the wizards’ accommodations as possible, which lumped Bellamy in with the star-drive mechanics and his temporary assistant.

Eschewing the door chime, Bellamy hammered on the door with his fist. Stepping back, he lifted his chin, letting his bristling beard jut forth. The best scowl he could manage was already fixed in place across his visage, but he clamped down and held it fast, lest the vinegar drain from his veins as he waited.

The door opened, and a woman appeared in the entrance. Bellamy blinked. Theresa looked nothing like the flatpic he’d seen of her. Her complexion was completely off, and the shape of her nose, her mouth, and her hairline were all quite distinctly mismatched. “Yes?” the woman asked. She wore nothing but a sheer nightgown, a fact that, once observed, Bellamy put from his mind instantly.

“So, you’re my new assistant, eh?” Bellamy asked, squinting one eye at her.

The woman snickered. “No…”

A second woman, this one matching the image of Theresa Bell, slunk in from the bedroom beyond. Theresa wore a white bathrobe tied at the waist. Her feet were bare, and her disheveled, wet hair glistened. In her hand, she had a glass from the cafeteria, half filled with a pale liquid that gave off a whiff of the ship’s store of pinot blanc as she drew near. “You must be Wizard Bellamy,” Theresa said, shifting the glass to her other hand and offering the first to shake. Her grip was surprisingly firm, her fingers cold and damp. She struck a languid posture and sipped her wine.

“I am.” He brushed aside thoughts of this slip of a young thing replacing him as ship’s wizard. “I understand there has been some mistake. You were not among the list of candidates for this position. If you would be so kind as to inform the Convocation of this error, I will speak to Captain Dominguez about booking suitable passage back to Sol.”

Theresa’s brow knit just a fraction. “Oh? I recall hearing something about how the nominated candidates were nothing but old school chums of yours, and that the next time someone puts in for a silver spoon assignment for a grifting dullard, they were getting recalled to Earth to teach primary school. But I might have misheard.”

Bellamy’s blood ran cold. Who was auditing corporate contractors so closely these days? Nonetheless, he couldn’t allow this upstart to bully him. “See here, young lady. I’m chief wizard on this ship. I could—”

“No doubt. No doubt,” Theresa said, turning away and waving a dismissive hand. “Turn me into a newt, boil my blood… they really do isolate you out here, don’t they? I’d hoped for some stimulating company, but I’ve had to… find my own. Let’s be frank, Wizard Bellamy. I’ve got six months before I can put in for a better assignment. My master assures me that I’ll be in prime position for assignment to an Earth Navy battleship once this little tour of duty ends. You think about how to write me a good enough recommendation to get me that job, and I’ll find any number of ways to make your life easier on this ship.”

Bellamy needed to regroup. This hadn’t gone at all the way he’d planned it. This greenhorn had nerve like iron instead of jelly. Those eyes were a hundred years old. She wouldn’t be bullied short of reducing the Bradbury to a floating hulk in space. “I think we have an understanding.”

The second woman slipped behind Theresa and ran a hand inside the fold of her bathrobe. “Now if you’ll excuse me… I had other plans for this evening.”

Bellamy felt his face warm as he stumbled back out of the door. As soon as it was closed, he looked up and down the corridor to assure himself that no one had seen him flustered. It was only a short walk to his own quarters, and he needed time to himself to think.

# # #

Esper slapped away Yomin’s hand as soon as the door closed. “Quit that. We discussed boundaries.”

“It was a little one-sided.”

“You can pick your own boundaries. I’ve got mine,” Esper said, tugging the cord of her bathrobe tight.

“Hey, you owe me for this cover story,” Yomin said, following her into the bedroom. “That guy was looking to burn someone at the stake when he got here.”

Esper threw back the last of her wine in a single gulp. Whoever provisioned this starship had no taste whatsoever. There were vintages from farming moons that tasted better and cost next to nothing. She paused a moment to let the tinge of dizziness settle in. “Bellamy Blackstone is Mort’s problem. I just need to keep him from running me off the ship until Carl launches the hijacking. Speaking of… any word on that?”

“Archie’s latest report was they’re still looking for an opportunity. We blew chances at Candlestone and Hesperon IV, and they’re scrambling for a backup plan.” Yomin found the half-empty bottle by the bedside and poured herself a glass. “If I’d known they were going to take this long, I’d have found some friends on board, maybe taken up a hobby on the side.”

With a sigh, Esper set down her glass and took a drink straight from the bottle. “You just keep monitoring the comms. Carl will come up with something. Then it’ll be up to us to make it work.” Setting the empty bottle on the nightstand, Esper shrugged out of her bathrobe and climbed under the covers.

“Computer: lights off,” Yomin called out, and the room went dark. She giggled. “My quarters don’t have voice controls. It’s so nice being in civilization.” The bed sank, and the mattress jostled.

“Imagine a line down the middle where the pillows meet,” Esper said with a glare that she hoped would transcend the darkness.

Before she could continue, an arm wrapped around her. “I’m imagining it. Which side should we be on? Or should we straddle it?”

Esper’s first reaction was annoyance. But she’d had a long, stressful day and just couldn’t muster the will to continue chastising Yomin for her playfulness. The belly full of wine relaxed her, made her drowsy. The warmth of Yomin’s skin, the perfume in her hair, and the gentle cooing noises she made lulled Esper to complacency. It was dark, and no one was watching. No one cared. Not even Esper, as she drifted off to slumber, limbs entwined.

# # #

Carl clapped his hands sharply, bringing the meeting to attention. Everyone still aboard the Mobius was there. For Rai Kub’s comfort, Carl had decided to hold the meeting in the cargo bay, and the clap echoed from all the open, empty spaces where there was no cargo.

“OK, everyone,” he said, raising his voice over his own echo. “We’ve been slinking around the Disputed Zone for too long now, hoping that the Bradbury would stumble into one of our traps.”

Roddy raised a hand but didn’t wait for acknowledgment. “Technically, we haven’t set any traps.”

Carl patted the air with his hands. “Which is a good thing. We don’t want to set things in motion until we’re ready to follow through. Right now, we’re just exercising patience.”

“I’m as patient as the next three fellows,” Mort said. “But Esper and Yomin are baking cookies with the devil over on that ship. Every day that passes is one more chance for someone to taste a chocolate chip out of place.”

“Which is why we’re done waiting,” Carl said, grinning at how easily he’d swung the conversation around to his intended course. “It’s time to make some of our own luck.”

Roddy snorted. “If we could make that shit, we’d have done it a long time ago.”

“No, I mean we’re done predicting and waiting for events to fall into place.”

“In fairness,” Archie said. “We did have a rather detailed itinerary. It wasn’t as if we’d just guessed and hoped. The Bradbury has simply deviated from their planned course.”

“Well, we need them to deviate again. This time, it’s going to be to a course we pick for them. No more of this trusting to chance. We need them to go someplace we want them, and we’re going to do it on our timetable.”

The cargo bay grew quiet. Crewmembers shifted and shot glances at one another as each waited for someone else to speak up and either offer a plan or tell Carl where to shove one. He put his hands into the pockets of his jacket. “Hey, don’t everyone all speak up at once.”

Rai Kub raised a tentative hand. Carl gave the stuunji a nod, and he proceeded. “What if we sent a distress call?”

Not bad, for an uptight newcomer. Harmony Bay’s corporate mantra, “Healing a Sick Galaxy,” made them the perfect target for a false distress signal. It would have been like shouting, “Is there a doctor on board?” in a crowded transport ship. Any doctor within earshot was duty-bound to speak up, if for no other reason than someone might recognize him and call him out on it if he didn’t. Harmony Bay couldn’t risk the bad public relations for ignoring a distressed vessel. But there was a catch.

“No one is supposed to know they’re out here,” Carl countered. “They might be willing to let a crew freeze to death in a dead ship rather than expose their presence.”

“Also, someone else could answer the call first,” Amy said. “Not only would we catch the wrong fish, but it would let the Bradbury off the hook. Plus, you know… then we’ve gotta explain why we’re not adrift.”

Roddy snorted. “Mort could fix that problem in a jiffy.”

Carl paced in front of the group. There was something here, if only he could bite in and hold on long enough to make it into a plan. Even a bad plan would get the engines heating up on this heist. “What if we set up our distressed ship where we can be sure the Bradbury is the closest? What if we can find a bait their captain can’t resist? Ideas?”

Archie stroked his chin. “What I know about Captain Dominguez might hold some promise. She served eight years in Earth Navy before retiring to the private sector. She never married, but has a younger brother who runs a small freight service. There’s—”

“Zammos,” Shoni cut in. Everyone turned their attention to the pale-furred laaku scientist. “The corporate rivalry trickles down to the personal level in both organizations. Forget getting them to answer a distress call for altruistic reasons. Let them respond so that Zammos can’t.”

Carl rocked from his heels to the balls of his feet and back again. “So how do we make them think Zammos wants to answer a distress call?”

Mort snapped his fingers and leapt to his feet. “Tell them there’s a heaping load of science on board, and if they don’t skedaddle on over, it’s all going to fall apart into protons and neutrinos.”

Roddy slurped a beer in the awkward silence that followed. “I give him credit for naming two subatomic particles. But the core idea’s there. Make up some shit that Zammos might want, and put out a distress call claiming it’s in danger of falling into the wrong hands. Harmony Bay can grab the stuff, and some pirates can take the blame.”

“What’s to stop actual pirates from partaking in the looting?” Archie asked. “One might never anticipate the interest generated by our falsified wares.”

Carl leaned against the stair railing. His job was all but finished. As much as everyone claimed to hate his plans, he hadn’t brewed one of his own since the Silde Slims job. The crew would hash this out, he’d put his thumbprint in the box, and they’d blame him for any parts of it that weren’t ironed out. In return, he’d take any credit for the parts that went right.

“Directed transmission,” Shoni said offhandedly. “We can control who gets the message.”

“They’d know a point-to-point comm if they saw one,” Amy countered. “Harmony Bay isn’t a bunch of idiots.”

Shoni shook her head. “Conical burst. From their perspective, it’ll just look like a blanket broadcast.”

A beer snapped free from Roddy’s six-pack and floated to Mort. The wizard popped the top manually. “So… what do these science peddlers want? They can’t be daft enough to take an unbaited hook.”

“Why hooks?” Rai Kub asked, scratching the side of his nose.

“Ancient human fish-catching ritual,” Roddy replied. “Don’t sweat it, ya big herbivore. He just means we’re looking to lure them into a trap.”

“Then why not just say so?” Rai Kub asked.

“Well, metaphor speech is a common way to—”

“No!” the stuunji snapped. “Why not tell them there was a trap. Their rival was caught in it and needs help. A kindly man offers help, but an unkindly one will take advantage.”

Click. The final tumbler had fallen into place. Carl grinned. “Yeah. Not Zammos directly, but someone working for them. After all, Zammos can’t admit to being out here any more than Harmony Bay can. But if the Bradbury catches photons about a Zammos supplier getting jacked out here, they might sneak over to investigate. Let’s get to work!”

The crew dispersed, breaking into small groups to chat. Rai Kub levered himself upright and stood there. “Work on what?”

“We’ve got a ship to hijack… so we can hijack a bigger one.”

# # #

Of course, the easiest way to hijack a ship was to already own it. Since it was going to get turned into a blasted-out hulk soon enough anyway, Carl wasn’t inclined to be picky. Of course, since he was just the beer-buying side of broke, Carl didn’t intend to pay for the vessel in the traditional sense.

“How much for the courier?” Carl asked. The man who accompanied him through the yard of derelicts and repossession victims was portly, heavy-bearded, and ambled along with a limp and the aid of a cane. Janus Epsilon was out of the way, but there wasn’t a populated part of the galaxy that didn’t cause little depots like this to pop up here and there. Ships wore out. They got damaged beyond a captain’s financial wherewithal. Sometimes they got stolen and sold off. Those were the ships that ended up at places like Casper’s Fleet Supply.

“Hunnerd twunny.”

What language the man spoke natively was beyond Carl’s ability to guess. But that price was insulting even as a starter bid for bargaining.

“It’s got no star-drive.”

“Hunnerd ten.”

“I’m going to have to tow it into orbit.”

“Hunnerd flet. Is nice sheep. You feex; you like. Promeese.” He clapped Carl amiably on the shoulder, then doubled over in a coughing fit that concluded with spitting a wad of brownish phlegm onto the dirt.

“Tell ya what,” Carl said, taking a casual step away from the possibly infectious junk dealer. “The ship’s not worth eighty, but I’ll give you the hundred large if you promise to get to a med scanner before this atmo does you in.” The Mobius had registered Janus Epsilon as one hundred percent safe for human habitation, but that didn’t mean local conditions in the junkyard were sanitary.

“Deal.” The junker stuck out a hand for Carl to shake.

Carl kept his distance and pointed to the junker with a wink. “Lemme go get your money.” Terras could make a man overlook a social slight. Carl was going to run his jacket through the clothes processor the minute he was free of the junker, and he didn’t want to shower in ammonia to get the man’s various viral and bacterial passengers off his skin.

Five minutes later, the junker was out of his life, and Roddy was working with Archie to hook up towlines and repulsors to get the piece of garbage off the planet’s surface. Carl watched panels of the outer hull buckle just from the strain of the cables and noticed several patches that weren’t even environmentally sealed. At best, the courier ship could have resold for five of six thousand terras in parts value, maybe ten if there was anything worthwhile in the computers. He would have felt bad paying twenty for it, let alone the hundred thousand he’d handed over.

But since he still had over two million in counterfeit terras left, Carl was willing to let it slide.

# # #

Yomin’s cover was a blast of deja vu from six years in her past. Most civilians assumed that data warfare was a glamorous job with flashing red displays, countdown timers, and stylized maps of hostile computer systems’ security. But most of it revolved around running scripted algorithms, then switching over to writing new ones while the first one worked in the background. Whatever became of an algorithm’s attempt to breach, log in, sift, mine, copy, overload, delete, or mimic a target system, Yomin or another specialist like her would analyze the results and try to correct any shortcomings.

Every system had a weakness, because every system had an access point. Social hackers took the easy way around and got to the human element: find someone with legitimate access and blackmail, bribe, or coerce him into passing that access along. Yomin’s style was slower but didn’t rely in weaknesses or inherent requirements to know someone in the target’s organization. Earth Navy didn’t care about breaking into the shuttle service registry and clearing a few violations off a pilot’s record. They wanted to break into computers owned by the Eyndar, the Zheen, and occasionally even the Laaku and Tesud races.

It was fascinating work. Yomin knew it wasn’t for everyone. It required an abstraction of thinking into the digital domain. With the proper flexibility of mental pathways, that domain was just as real as the macro world. The data existed. In the literal sense, it was a coded series of subatomic spins, but Yomin didn’t conceive of it on that level. She saw the intermediary, the code of computer language that bridged the gap between particle physics and user interface. The data had rules. Programmers of a given species or culture had their quirks and habits. Yomin understood this at a gut level.

Most holovids showed undercover work as a stressful countdown to being discovered and exposed as a fraud. Yomin was on track for a promotion.

“Dranoel, status on decrypting last night’s comm traffic?” Lieutenant Ingram asked. In actuality, it had been an order to report in, but she imagined the polite raising of the voice at the end of his sentence to turn it into a request. She didn’t go so far as to add a “please” onto the end, lest she spoil the illusion.

“Eighteen of thirty-four messages decoded. The rest are percolating through the algorithm. I expect two of them to fail, but the other fourteen should be available in the next half hour.” She didn’t look up from her terminal.

“I want all thirty-four,” Ingram insisted. “The hardest encryption yields the best intel.” Yomin had heard that bromide so many times in her career she wanted to throttle the man. Ingram was the worst kind of officer. He didn’t understand what his underlings did or how they did it. All he cared about was that they make him look good in doing it. Any pushback, reality check, or delay was a sign of conspiracy to discredit him. Ironically, that very attitude made Yomin consider getting him fired. If there was one faction on board a starship you didn’t piss off if you valued your career, it was the wizards. If there was a second one, it was data warfare. Harmony Bay might have renamed their department Cryptographic Sciences, but it was still made up of free-thinking, computer-savvy geniuses whose inherent lack of respect for official boundaries was a job requirement.

“Two of them are using Earth Navy’s Babel-V protocol. We’re probably picking up covert comm reports from black ops. Both were scraped from an astral depth that most civilian antennae can’t monitor.”

“No excuses,” Ingram said. “I want those two military comms decrypted within the hour.”

None of the other specialists spoke up. No naval ship would have put up with such ignorance from an officer in charge of a tech unit. But Yomin’s coworkers were a bunch of payday grinders, just leveling up to the next promotion, raise, or transfer. None of them gave a shit about the work the Bradbury was doing. If Yomin got reprimanded for a bullshit offense, that was just one fewer deck on the lift to the top. She hadn’t earned enough friends for someone to rally to her defense on personal grounds.

Of course, of the two unbreakably encoded messages, one was ripe for the picking. As soon as Ingram left the room, Yomin glanced around to make sure none of the other specialists were watching and entered the decryption key. While it was true that the Bradbury lacked the technical resources to crack the Babel-V protocol, that didn’t stop anyone who had the key. Yomin had left her equipment aboard the Mobius and had set it to broadcast using an encryption key she knew by heart. If there was ever a flaw or a backdoor in the Babel-V protocol, it was that anyone running the decryptor using its default settings would have it try decryption keys in a set order. Yomin’s class at Annapolis had all learned the first and last key in the sequence for an exam final. She couldn’t forget it now if she tried.

Once decoded, the message came through in plain text, not even beating around the bush.

HEY, HOW’S IT GOING OVER THERE?

WE’VE FINALLY GOT THINGS WORKED OUT. WILL DIVERT SHIP WITH DISTRESS CALL TO TARGET LOCATION. FROM TIME OF RESPONSE, THE SOONER THE BETTER. TICK, TOCK, TICK.

Yomin swallowed. She’d settled into such a routine aboard the Bradbury that it seemed like the day was never going to come. Carl and the rest would just write her and Esper off, and everyone would move on. She and Esper were legitimately qualified for their cover jobs, and they could either work for Harmony Bay or move on to other careers. But Carl had finally come through, or at least had a plan to come through. There was no hint of how long she would have to wait, but just knowing the triggering event should suffice.

Carl’s parting line held an annoyance. It was his favorite sign/countersign code: a nonsense line from one of his ancient songs. The response wasn’t just spoken; it was sung. As a cryptographer, the shift in expected mediums appealed to her from a security standpoint. Even knowing the correct response wasn’t enough. The contact had to know the method of delivery. But it had also gotten the damn song stuck in her head.

The door to Cryptographic Sciences slid open, and Lieutenant Ingram strode in. He headed straight for Yomin’s workstation. With the incriminating message still displayed on her terminal, Yomin panicked. Jumping up with a start, she knocked her chair over. Deftly sidestepping, Ingram leaned past the wreck of chair and data specialist and plucked his coffee from the workstation.

“Jesus, Dranoel. Put some headphones on and listen to music if you’re this jumpy. You’re no good to me on psych leave.”

Ingram walked the long way around Yomin as she righted her chair, and she muttered something inane in reply. Carl’s message was out in plain sight, and everyone in the room was watching her. As soon as she was alone, she deleted the decryption key and the message from the Mobius. Maybe it was good that her time on the Bradbury was almost up.

# # #

Rai Kub sat by the cargo ramp, arms crossed atop his knees, chin resting on his forearms. If not for the windy, rhythmic breathing, Roddy could have mistaken him for a statue. Not that anyone would make a moping statue of a stuunji. There was no metaphor, no insight into the sentient condition. That there was just a sad stuunji.

Roddy wobbled down the stairs under an awkward load. In one carrying hand, he held a twelve-pack of Sommeil de Choix. Tucked under the opposite arm was a 5-liter keg of Kanalwasser. Both beers were a step up from Earth’s Preferred, which meant they qualified for use on special occasions. When he’d made his way to the stuunji’s side, he deposited the keg in front of Rai Kub.

“You OK, buddy?” Roddy hopped onto an empty crate and cracked open a Sommeil.

Rai Kub huffed out a barnyard wind, heavy on the wet hay. “Have I made an error?”

Roddy shrugged as he drank. “That’s how most of us ended up here. Don’t take it personal.”

“Not me. I chose this. I sought Carl and begged him to take me on.” Roddy noted that Rai Kub had appended the messianic title to Carl’s name. “I felt I owed him a great debt for a great deed. Now I wonder what he wanted to do instead of saving us.”

Roddy could have answered that. But telling Rai Kub that Esper had twisted his arm into giving up the Gologlex payday wasn’t going to help anyone, least of all Rai Kub. “Listen here, big guy. Carl’s a fuck-up, same as the rest of us. He’s got his good days and his bad, same as anyone. But some bastards don’t have it in ‘em to do for anyone but themselves. Only reason you’re here today instead of sitting in a glass cage is because Carl’s not one of them.”

“All his actions seem to tell otherwise.”

Roddy caught Rai Kub eyeing the keg. “Go ahead, drink up.”

Rai Kub shook his head. “I’m prone to intemperance.”

A snort turned into a giggle, and Roddy couldn’t resist. “You know, for a guy who just picked up English, you’ve got a helluva vocabulary.”

Rai Kub tilted his head. “The priests on the Nineveh—”

“Stop right there. That’s your problem. Priests are nice and all. Swell guys, most of ‘em. But you can’t be listening to everything they say if you want to live a life outside a cloister. If your day is all praying and menial chores, sure, those rules are easy to follow. But some of us on the outside need a good stiff drink to put things into perspective.”

“We do?”

Roddy reached over from his perch and clapped a hand on the stuunji’s shoulder. “Of course we do. Guys like you and me, we don’t have easy, simple lives. But lemme tell you: life looks a lot simpler once you’ve seen the bottom of a can of beer.”

Rai Kub wrapped an enormous hand around the keg and peered underneath.

“No, from the inside.”

Rai Kub set down the keg. “You’re jesting at my expense.”

“Nope. I might have had a little fun with you when you came aboard, but come on, man. If you’re going to be one of us, you need to relax a little.”

“I think that’s my problem. I don’t know if I’m made of the stuff you are.”

“No shit, Copernicus. You’re practically hydraulic and wrapped in kevlex.”

“I mean inside. My heart isn’t in this work.”

Roddy shook his head as he downed a mouthful of Sommeil. “You need Esper for that conversation. But let me clue you in on something. Stick around here long enough, this place will start to feel like home. You’ll put your mark on us, same as Esper did, same as Amy did, same as Yomin is doing.”

“What about Archie?”

“Jury’s out on Mort-Bot 2700. But you’ve got potential. You don’t like what’s up? Put your foot down. Hell, half the crew would sink toward the crater.”

“You jest at my size again.”

“Of course I do. Same as I give Carl shit about his gambling and Mort about his casual relationship with the laws of physics and Esper with her hypocritical religious wizard routine. Can’t make you one of the crew without treating you like one.”

Rai Kub eyed Roddy and wrenched the spigot off the keg. Roddy winced but held his tongue. The Kanalwasser poured out in a chugging stream for lack of an air intake. Rai Kub tilted it back like a can and swallowed intermittently until it was gone. He peered into the dark of the empty keg. “I see nothing.”

Roddy sighed. The Bradbury had better have plenty of booze on board, because Rai Kub was going to be murder on their stash. “Better try again. Lemme go find you another.”

# # #

The bridge crew of the Bradbury was silent.

“Play the message again,” Captain Dominguez ordered. “And run a filter to clear out as much of the interference as you can.”

A scratchy voice filled the bridge over the loudspeakers. “Mayday. This is Chet Malcolm of the Thunder Bay. My ship was attacked by stuunji rebels. They got most of my cargo, but I managed to hide the you-know-what. Wouldn’t want the Persians finding anything… know what I mean. Please hurry. Hull’s holding together with prayers and slap-tape. I’m in my EV suit for life support.”

“How close is that vessel?” Captain Dominguez asked, staring out the forward window. Zammos had a supplier or operative in the area. Whoever this Captain Malcolm was, he was clearly aware of Project Thermopylae, possibly in a transport capacity. Possibly he had direct knowledge of Zammos research.

Ensign Fong turned to face her commanding officer as she reported. “We had the broadcast for long enough to track the precise location. If we alter course right now, we can be there in 27 minutes.”

“Security assessment.”

Lieutenant Commander Petrov clasped his hand behind his back. “The location provided by Ensign Fong is the third planet of system G5910. Black security, of course, like 99 percent of the Disputed Zone. Not within any unofficial territory of the stuunji rebel colonies.”

“Risks?”

Petrov shook his head. “Only exposure. No stuunji vessel is a threat to the Bradbury.”

Exposure. It ran counter to the Bradbury’s overarching mission of quietly taking care of company business in the Eyndar/ARGO Disputed Zone. But there were already a number of petty criminals whose silence was only as good as the deal Earth Interstellar offered them after their arrests. The chance to gain significant intelligence on Zammos with minimal expenditure of time or resources was too good an opportunity to pass up. The ship, the mystery cargo, and most of all, the captain could all be potential sources of great value.

“Lay in a course. Let’s go find out what the Thunder Bay is hiding.”

# # #

This was Carl’s least favorite part of the plan. He hadn’t paused to consider the scarcity of human crew aboard the Mobius until it came time to draw straws to see who would be the decoy aboard the newly christened Thunder Bay. Amy was piloting the Mobius, so that took her out of the running. Mort was… well, there was no putting Mort in an EV suit and sending a distress signal for Harmony Bay, funny as that would have been. With Yomin and Esper on special assignment, that left Carl as the only one drawing—so of course, he lost.

The scent line in his EV suit gave the pumped air a whiff of bacon, making him hungry when he knew it would be hours before his next meal. Carl checked the power level on his blaster for the tenth time. It still read 96 percent, which was the best his energy pack ever showed. With a craftsman’s eye, he appraised the cockpit layout and decided it was the misbegotten child of a carnival ride and a kiddie computer flight sim. He was just as glad he wasn’t flying it and began to think that even in counterfeit terras, he’d overpaid for the wreck.

He itched to call over to the Mobius. The odds of the Bradbury catching a short-range comm broadcast were slim. It would be nice to hear a little ribbing from Amy about being stuck in a drifting coffin. Just the sound of her voice over the comm would have done wonders for the gnawing in his gut. Carl tried creating a Patient and Calm Carl, but that version of himself didn’t live up to his billing.

“Thunder Bay, this is a humanitarian rescue. Power down and prepare to be brought aboard.”

That was just protocol. Carl was getting rescued either way, and there frankly wasn’t much of anything powered on aboard the Thunder Bay to begin with. Roddy had only juiced the engines enough via umbilical to lay an ion trail to make it look like the Thunder Bay had arrived under its own power.

There was one last part of the plan from Carl’s end, and that was to avoid questions. He tapped a sequence into the chest console of his EV suit and squeezed his eyes shut. This part was going to suck.

The EV suit began a subroutine that Shoni had programmed into it. In seconds, Carl felt lightheaded. In a panic, he clawed at the controls to undo the sequence he’d set in motion, but the subroutine couldn’t be interrupted. He gasped for breath, but that only helped quicken the onset of hypoxia. The rational side of Carl’s brain went numb, forgetting that Shoni had warned him exactly what was happening to his body. He passed into unconsciousness convinced he was suffocating.

# # #

It was a vial the size of Yomin’s little finger, but it contained the key element of the heist. In her mind, the bulge in her pocket was as obvious as a stallion out for stud. But while the trillions of nanoscale robots weighed virtually nothing, their heft dragged on Yomin as she worked.

The ship had changed course, and the Bradbury would be docking with the decoy ship any minute. It was off-hours for Xeno Astrology, so Yomin used their lab as her access point. The panel beneath one of the workstations came away easily, and a pillaged diagnostic computer core plugged in via external cable in a matter of seconds. This wasn’t a proper location for patching into the bridge systems, but there weren’t many viable access points that weren’t routinely patrolled by security. As it stood, Yomin had to siphon data from the real-time backup storage system for the scanners. It was on a six-second delay from the live feed, but that wasn’t a concern for this operation. Timing wasn’t critical. Waiting long enough was the key.

Yomin hated waiting. Her service aboard the Bradbury had been anything but boring as she passed the time until Carl’s plan came together. But now as she watched the readouts from the short-range scanners, all she could do was will the chronometer to speed up.

There was a tiny vessel, a Pruss-class ship in horrendous shape, floating just off the port side of the Bradbury. The tactical station had gleaned no ship ID from it but had manually labeled it the Thunder Bay. Yomin tried to fit the name to any lyric she’d heard from Carl’s old songs, but nothing came to mind. Either it was something she’d been lucky enough to avoid hearing thus far, or someone had talked Carl out of making in-jokes when dealing with a transgalactic megacorp’s black ops ship.

Another of Carl’s songs was still stuck in her head from the other day. Tick, tock, tick. Time keeps on slipping…

She shook her head to clear it and watched the recovery process. The tiny ship was in too bad a condition to dock, so they were bringing it into one of the shuttle hangars. Good, Yomin thought. Keep that main hangar bay clear.

“Hey,” an unfamiliar voice called out. “What are you doing in here?”

Yomin sat bolt upright, slamming her head on the underside of the console on the way up. “Ow! Dammit. You trying to kill me?”

“I asked what you’re doing in here?” The speaker was a middle-aged woman with what appeared to be fixed datalenses over her eyes. Her ID badge identified her as Dr. Sara Yang.

“Preventive maintenance,” Yomin replied, rubbing at the spot where she’d hit her head. The rubbing wasn’t doing anything for the pain or the sudden wave of dizziness, but hopefully it might buy her a little sympathy.

“Your ID badge says Cryptographic Sciences,” Yang said, grabbing said badge and pulling it off Yomin’s uniform.

“I’m cross training. Give that back.” She spared a glance down at the feed from the scanners. Retrieval was complete. She needed to get started on her part of the plan.

Dr. Yang eyed Yomin with a narrowed gaze through her datalenses. She backed toward the comm panel by the door. If she called security, the plan could fall apart. Yomin reached back for her SlyTek Sidekick but realized she hadn’t even brought it aboard the Bradbury. She was unarmed.

When Yang looked away to make out the buttons on the comm panel, Yomin made her move. Dr. Yang was probably twenty kilos heavier than her, but most of it was doughy, middle-aged flab. When Yomin crashed into her from behind, both women went down in a heap against the door, Yomin on top. Yang’s yelp of surprise made her drop Yomin’s ID, and the datalenses she wore smarted against Yomin’s fists as she punched repeatedly into that astonished, disbelieving stare.

“Stop! Get off me! Security!” Yang waved ineffectually at Yomin but couldn’t stop the barrage. Unfortunately, holovids had made knocking out a heathy adult human look far easier than it was in real life. She had bloodied her own knuckles and cracked one of Yang’s datalenses, but the nosy scientist was very much still conscious. Yomin switched to hitting her in the mouth to at least stop her from screaming.

Yang scrambled to get away, rolling to her hands and knees and crawling in the direction of the workstations. Yomin clung to the heavier woman as best she could. The two tussled as Yomin tried to get leverage to force Yang to the ground. Instead, she was carried along. Fists and her limited bulk weren’t getting the job done. As they neared the open panel where Yomin had been working, she grabbed the computer core and yanked it free of the cables that tethered it.

For a moment, Yang managed to break free. But the next, Yomin brought the computer core down on the back of her head with a crack. She winced as Yang fell limp to the textured floor. In a corner of her mind, Yomin’s conscience sat on its haunches, rocking back and forth and covering its ears. It was a medical corporation, after all. The med bay had to be top notch.

Leaving behind the bloody computer core, Yomin burst into the corridors of the Bradbury. She was smeared in blood—some hers, some not. There was a chance she’d broken bones in her right hand. Patting her pocket, she felt the vial of mocked-up nanobots. There was nothing to do but panic.

“Help!” she shouted, racing down the halls. “Something’s attacking me!” Closing her eyes for a moment, she wiped her bloody hands across her face.

She bowled over an ensign in a maintenance uniform and watched with grim amusement as a security guard pressed himself against the wall to get out of her path. At one intersection, a medical tech tried to grab her, possibly to lend aid, but she shrugged him off in a blind panic that was only half feigned. Anyone who managed to stop her would blow the plan.

Bellamy!

The chief wizard burst from his quarters with a scowl fit to call thunder from a clear sky. “What’s the meaning of this?” he demanded. But something genteel and old world prevented him from barring Yomin’s path with his bulk. He cringed back as if she bore a wasting sickness from the middle ages or was some sort of perfume sales girls at one of the shiftier stores.

The door to Esper’s quarters opened, and Yomin practically dove through. Once closed safely inside, Esper dragged Yomin to her feet.

“That was close,” Yomin said, panting. “Hurry. Bellamy is right outside.”

# # #

With a nod, Esper scrunched up her face, and the lights in the room went out for a solid five seconds. She took the vial from Yomin and held it up for examination, as if discovering it for the first time.

The door slid open, and Bellamy stormed in. His thumbprint must have overridden any personal privacy authorization required. “What’s the meaning of this? First this one is shrieking like a banshee down the halls, and you…” He aimed a finger at Esper. “You just used magic without authorization.”

“And saved my life,” Yomin said. She pointed up at the vial Esper now clutched as she struggled from her knees to catch her breath.

“What’s…?” Bellamy seemed at a loss.

“I extracted this scientific substance from her body. It seems to have been eating away at her from within. Dead now, whatever it was.”

“Take that to the med bay. Her, too. I want answers as to what’s going on here.”

Perfect.

Esper gave a nod and tried to slip past, supporting Yomin by the upper arm. “Yes, Wizard Bellamy.”

He stopped her with a palm on the shoulder. “And afterward, we’re going to have a long talk on protocol regarding the use of magic on this ship. Understood?”

Esper looked him squarely in the nose. The temptation boiled beneath the surface to raise that gaze a centimeter or two and meet him eye to eye. How much easier would the takeover of the Bradbury be without Bellamy Blackstone standing in their way? But she remembered Lloyd Arnold and the helpless feeling of being pulled unwillingly into a hostile mind. She’d grown in strength since then, but Bellamy was no Lloyd Arnold. Most of all, while the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts had done many things to her mind, it had yet to turn her into a murderer. She kept her gaze from shifting upward. “Understood.”

Outside in the corridors, Esper breathed a sigh of relief. “You really OK?” she said softly once she and Yomin were alone.

“Busted a hand on a nosy scientist who barged in on me. We’ve gotta hurry. Carl’s already on board.” Esper quickened Yomin’s metabolism and felt along the smooth skin of her hand for broken bones beneath. The little bits of Earth within her body recomposed themselves beneath her touch, and in seconds, there were no longer any fractures.

With a wizard escort, no one barred Yomin’s path to the med bay. Esper strode in, tightening her grip and dragging Yomin inside like a misbehaving child.

“Medic,” Esper snapped. “Get over here at once.”

A woman in a doctor’s uniform scowled as she approached but composed her features upon seeing Esper. Yomin’s condition caught her attention. “What happened here?” Her ID claimed her name was Doctor Elizabeth Stanton.

Yanking Yomin away from the doctor, Esper shoved the vial into Dr. Stanton’s hands. “Forget her. This substance was the cause. Some scientific attack. Wizard Bellamy demands to know what it is.”

The doctor’s jaw tightened, and she shot a look at Yomin. “What does our esteemed wizard think it is?”

“Nanobots,” Yomin said, feigning exhaustion. She sagged in Esper’s grip.

Dr. Stanton raised an eyebrow. “Bellamy thinks this is—”

“I do,” Yomin snapped, gasping for breath after the brief outburst. “Invisible. Attacked from inside. Ship just taken on board… It’s a trap.”

The doctor’s eyes widened and unfocused. Esper could imagine the little gears and doodads spinning and making little puffs of steam inside her head. Dr. Stanton rushed to one of the scanners and stuck the sample vial beneath.

Yomin and Esper turned to one another and grinned.

# # #

Carl awoke. Always a good sign. He was in an EV suit. Usually not a good sign when waking up. It made rubbing his eyes to clear them a lot more complicated, and he needed clarity. There was a metallic clang, then footsteps. Two pairs. Voices.

“Captain Malcolm… can you hear me?” the voice sounded kilometers away, but that was just the EV helmet getting in the way.

It started coming back to him. Chet Malcolm. That was his cover ID. He was on a rusty little tub waiting to get picked up by the Bradbury. It seemed he’d blacked out for that part, because as he lifted his head from the floor, he saw two figures in tidy medical uniforms with the Harmony Bay logo emblazoned at the breast.

He felt around the floor. Where was it?

“Lie still,” a voice ordered. “You’re going to be all right.”

Carl wasn’t sure if medical malpractice covered heists going wrong, but if he didn’t pull things together in a hurry, the two medics were making a horrifically inaccurate prognosis. He reached for the release and breathed fresh ship air as the helmet rolled aside. With the improvement in his peripheral vision, he found what he was looking for, wedged in between the pilot’s chair and the internal hull.

“Just relax and hold—”

The two techs froze in place as Carl pulled a blaster on them. He held a finger up to his lips as he sat upright. The derelict ship wobbled around him momentarily before settling into position. “This is nothing personal, boys,” he whispered. “You two were planning to save my life. It didn’t need saving, but the thought counts for something. This baby’s on stun. Now, nobody likes getting shot, stun or no. So I’ll make you two a deal. Hand over you comms, and I’ll let the two of you lie here quietly and claim you got stunned. No one’s getting killed today, but a few might get hurt pretty bad, and I’d rather you two fine, upstanding gentlemen were in shape to help out. If that’s too big an ask, just close your eyes and I’ll make it quick and painless—well, less painful. I mean, this thing packs a wallop… enough to down an azrin, in fact.” He patted the blaster and looked from one tech to the next.

They shared a glance. One nodded. Then the two of them reached into their pockets and slowly drew out their personal comms and handed them over. Carl gave them a nod, and the two medics lay down and closed their eyes.

“Night night,” Carl said, giving one a pat on the cheek.

A klaxon blared. The two medics snapped to attentiveness, eyes open. But they faced Carl’s drawn blaster. “Don’t go changing your minds over that.”

“Alert. Nanobot infestation. All personnel not assigned to eradication squads report to escape pods immediately. Repeat, all personnel not assigned to eradication squads report to escape pods immediately. This is not a drill.”

“Trust me,” Carl said. “It’s a drill.”

# # #

Captain Dominguez sat in her throne-like chair on the bridge of the Bradbury and fumed. “Get Wizard Levinson up here to protect the bridge. I want four-man teams with any scanners that can detect these electronic vermin and a wizard each. I need all other personnel except for the scanning crews and bridge officers off this ship. Shuttles, escape pods, I don’t care how. We need to spread out and minimize the damage. And I want that Captain Malcolm up here at once!”

Dominguez pounded a fist on the chair’s arm. This Malcolm was going to pay. The timing was just too convenient. That miserable hunk of metal had been aboard less than twenty minutes when the outbreak was first reported. If he was lucky, Malcolm was just a victim in this himself and the pirates who attacked him were to blame. She wouldn’t have put it past Zammos to lay an ambush that would expose Harmony Bay’s involvement in the Disputed Zone. She’d walked them right into it. Someone was going to pay for all this, and it wasn’t going to be her.

“Petrov, what are you still doing here?” she demanded.

The security chief looked up from his station. “Sir, we’re unable to locate Captain Malcolm. The security team that went with the medics hasn’t reported in.”

“Then use internal scanners…” Sometimes Captain Dominguez felt as if she had to do everything herself. She stalked around to look over the Lieutenant Commander’s shoulder.

“That’s just it,” Petrov said, pointing to a line of dead readouts. “We don’t have any internal scanner readings. Someone’s cut the feed.”

Though it was muted on the bridge, the klaxons’ warning seeped through the bridge doors. Through the front window of the ship, a line of escape pods floated past, tiny thrusters glowing as they evacuated to a safe distance from the infested Bradbury. “The work of the nanobots?”

“Impossible to say. The med bay didn’t have any viable specimens to test their functionality.”

Something wasn’t adding up. Where was Captain Malcolm? Why were nanobots going after personnel and specific ship systems at once? How many different types of nanobots had been brought aboard her ship? If this was a Zammos plot, it was a thorough one. They weren’t exposing the Bradbury; they were tearing it apart from the inside.

“Sir!” Ensign Brennan shouted. “Our two shuttles just came under fire. Minimal damage, but engines are down on both.”

Dominguez whirled to face the communications officer. “What fired on them?”

“We have a light freighter broadcasting no ID. It’s on an intercept course. Appears to have been using the planet’s second moon as cover from our initial scans.”

“Open fire.”

“Sir, gunnery stations are unmanned. They were part of the evac.”

“Then set gunnery control to automated. I don’t want that ship boarding us.”

It seemed ludicrous. No ship that size should have posed a threat to the Bradbury. But as she watched its progress on the tactical monitor, Captain Dominguez stared in disbelief. The pilot, whoever he was, dodged incoming fire faster than the computer-controlled servos could adjust their aim. The ship was coming in too fast. It was on a course to ram them. Even as Dominguez braced for the impact of a suicide attack, she caught a good look at the incoming vessel.

She recognized that ship. It was the Mobius.

# # #

Amy yawned, trying to force herself awake after an afternoon of staring blankly at a comm panel. Her sign came when the escape pods floated into scanner range. After that, reflex had taken over.

Piloting a ship against human opponents involved split-second decision-making, an intuitive understanding of what the opposing pilot or gunner was trying to do, and the sort of subconscious reactions that only years of experience could build. Flying against an automated targeting system was just a matter of steering around predetermined points in space where terajoule bolts of plasma would be whizzing past. Just an obstacle course. Not even a very hard one.

Amy found herself wishing she’d thought to bring to a pint of coffee from the kitchen before settling in, but a last-second trip to the washroom was the last thing she needed before riding to the rescue as the key cog in the plan. Instead, she found herself in want of a shot of adrenaline to wake her up.

One of the plasma bolts from the Bradbury came within a meter of the cockpit.

“When you said we were better off without shields, I thought you were crazy,” Roddy shouted over the comm from the gunnery turret. “But I at least thought you had a plan.”

“Sorry, just needed a little jolt to get me going,” Amy replied. “Won’t come that close again.”

“You did that on purpose?”

“Oh, quit your whining and clip the wings off those shuttles.”

“This station wasn’t built for laaku.”

“Well, someone didn’t think through this part of the plan. If you want to switch places and fly…”

“No!”

Amy smirked. Mort couldn’t work a holo-projector, let alone operate a turret. Archie couldn’t squeeze a trigger if it meant risking human lives. That left two laaku, and Roddy was taller than Shoni by three centimeters. He was that much closer to reaching the rotation pedals and seeing through the heads-up display at the same time.

Between incoming fire from the Bradbury, Amy kept their course as smooth as possible, allowing Roddy to line up his shots. If the pilots of those shuttles knew what was good for them, they wouldn’t get fancy with their evasive maneuvers. The last thing anyone wanted was for Roddy to miss the engines and vent the crew cabin of a shuttle to vacuum.

Fortunately for everyone involved, Roddy had the reflexes and fourth-dimension anticipation to disable both shuttlecraft in short order. All that was left was to park.

According to the Harmony Bay corporate logistics office literature, the Mobius was too large a ship to land in the Bradbury’s main hangar. They should dock. According to the blueprint measurements, the Mobius would fit through the hangar bay door with nearly half a meter to spare.

“Hang on tight, everyone,” Amy announced over the shipwide comm. “We’re going in.”

With the defensive armaments of the Bradbury, Amy had to maintain velocity or become a sitting duck. They’d be within 500 meters before dropping inside the firing arcs of the automated guns. She lined them up with the hangar, maintaining evasive maneuvers until the last possible second. Then she made a final adjustment and used the attitude adjustment thrusters to swing the ship 180 degrees. It was the same trick Carl had used in the Silde Slims races but with a ship fifty times the mass.

As the Mobius threaded the needle through the hangar bay door, the main engines scattered crates and maintenance tools with supersonic force. The far wall of the hangar blacked with superheated ion wash. The landing gear hit with a shriek of grating meal.

“Welcome to the Harmony Bay vessel Bradbury. The local time is 1837 hours. Please remain on board until the cargo bay door has completely opened. We hope you have enjoyed your flight on Mobius Starways.”

# # #

There was a general evacuation in progress. That was all part of the plan. What Esper hadn’t counted on was her role in the containment efforts. As the chief wizard’s assistant, she had been assigned three scanner techs to escort and protect from the oogie-boogie science monsters that were too small to see. If Shoni hadn’t assured her that there really were such things as nanobots, Esper wouldn’t have believed that grown men and women could be so scared of them. It was like being afraid of Santa Claus, mutation beams, or tax refunds. While being various degrees of scary or benign, the fact that none of them existed made the distinction moot.

“This station’s clean,” Bert said, flicking a switch on his scanner and straightening. Leo helped him up from beneath the Tachyon Studies workstation.

Ashley tapped a few times on her datapad. “So far, so good. Just ten more rooms to check on this deck.”

Leo shook his head at Esper. “You seem awfully calm about this. Aren’t you worried about the nanobots?”

Esper blinked. She’d let her thoughts wander to the other moving parts of the plan. Where was the signal that the Mobius crew had all gotten aboard? “Sorry. I was just communing telepathically with Wizard Bellamy.”

Ashley tilted her datapad to check it from all angles. “Nothing’s happened to my tech.”

“Mental magic is far more subtle than most. Wizard Bellamy is just a big baby about the tech around here being hypersensitive.”

“We do a lot of crucially important science.”

Esper snorted against her better judgment. Crucial science was an oxymoron, even if these scientific minions couldn’t see it. The whole Peractorum colony was proof of that. They just liked science. They wanted more of it. It made their dreary, ignorant little lives feel safer and more controlled. Heaven forbid they find their certainty in the universe beyond science’s narrow horizon.

“Let’s just keep moving,” Esper said with a forced smile.

They were just outside the Applied Cryptozoology lab when the announcement over the loudspeakers changed. Captain Dominguez came on. “Cease nanobot sweep. All remaining personnel, arm yourselves and prepare to repel boarders.”

Bert dropped his scanner. The techs looked around at one another.

“Us?” Leo asked.

“I haven’t ever fired a blaster,” Ashley protested.

“It’s all right,” Esper assured them calmly. She held out a hand. “If you’ll just accompany me to supply room 402…” It was just down the corridor: a small tool and cleaning warehouse the size of a cheap bedroom on a starliner. She ushered the three techs inside. “Now, if you all just stay here, I promise none of you will come to any harm.”

“But what about the captain’s orders?” Bert asked.

Ashley glanced past Esper into the corridor. “How can you guarantee our safety? Are you going to go fight the boarders with magic?”

Esper sighed. “No. I’m actually one of them. But that doesn’t mean you’re in any danger.”

She closed them in, watching the shock on their faces with an amused smirk. Then Esper plunged her hand through the metal where the door and wall met. The lights in the corridor went out, and the only illumination for a moment was the glow of molten metal where her hand had fused the door shut.

It was time to find the others.

# # #

Yomin was ready to shoot the security klaxon. Every time she passed by one of the strobing, honking nodes spouting its dire warnings at unsafe decibel levels, her trigger finger itched. But the damn things were doing most of the work on this job, herding scientists and minor ship functionaries off the Bradbury like no mercenary strike team could ever hope to. So Yomin kept the safety of her purloined blaster engaged. If all went according to plan, both sides would think she was with them and there wouldn’t be a need to fire. But to maintain that illusion she at least had to look like she was prepared to defend against the boarders.

With most of the ship’s personnel either in life pods or flitting away on shuttles, there was hardly anyone left to worry about the integrity of the ship’s systems. A nanobot infestation was something that couldn’t be fought by mechanics or studied under a nano-scanner—not while the murderous invisible menace was still active, at least. Without a wizard to protect her or a scanner capable of identifying the threat, Yomin’s presence on the ship appeared foolhardy. But it wasn’t the imaginary threat she needed to worry about.

Creeping down corridors, Yomin heard a sweep team approaching from the intersection ahead. She hit the nearest door panel and ducked inside a lab. She found herself inside the Genetic Botany lab. The lights were on emergency dimming, casting the photosynthetic stimulus lamps in eerie shadows. It made her wish she hadn’t read the nameplate to know where she was. Half the labs on this ship were dedicated to studying things that set the nerves in her teeth raw.

She held her breath, listening at the door as the footsteps came closer. A visual sweep of the room confirmed that she was boxed in, with nothing more than a supply closet for an exit. Yomin would be damned if she’d get discovered cowering in a supply closet. Better to take her chances than hope anyone finding her was stupid enough to overlook the one hiding spot in the room.

The footsteps, quiet and slow, stopped outside the door. Yomin squeezed her eyes shut and ran through a litany of every curse she could think of and a few she made up on the spot. They must have heard the door. It wasn’t astral cartography… and this ship had an Astral Cartography department. Scanners strong enough to pick up nanobots would have no trouble tracing the carbon dioxide from her breathing, not to mention all the other faint biological traces left in the air. And if they’d run a DNA screen on the samples, they’d be calling through the door to let her know they were friendly.

Yomin weighed her options, but the door opened before she had a plan in place. Three blasters aimed at her in an instant. She dropped hers and threw her hands in the air. “Don’t shoot!”

The blasters lowered. A security officer gave her a grim scowl. “Why aren’t you on medical evac?”

Yomin remembered the blood, which the medics had been too panicked to fully cleanse from her skin. “Got turned around. Still not feeling 100 percent. Figured if I was stuck here, I’d better grab a gun.”

The security officer picked up Yomin’s blaster and handed it to her but didn’t let go. “You ever fire one of these before?”

“Hello? Earth Navy. I learned at Annapolis.” Yomin pulled the weapon free of the security guard’s grip, flicking the safety to the live-fire position to emphasize her point. She switched it off again immediately so she didn’t spook them.

The scanner tech holstered his weapon and took out his nanoscale scanner. “You’d better stick with us. I can detect the infestation.”

“And I can snuff the vermin out,” one of the ship’s wizards said. Yomin knew the man’s name but struggled to place him. Brennar? Ulfric? It was one of the two, but she’d barely paid attention to Esper’s descriptions of her new colleagues.

“We’ve got bigger problems right now,” the security officer said. “There may or may not still be live nanobots on this ship, but we just had a freighter force its way into the main hangar. Stick close, stay in cover, and for God’s sake, keep your weapon hot.” He reached over and turned off the safety on Yomin’s blaster once again.

Yomin nodded and fell in behind the group as they set off toward the hangar. Once they were all thoroughly fixated on the corridor in front of them, she used the hem of her shirt to muffle the controls on the blaster as she selected the stun setting.

Wizard Whatshisname went down first, and Yomin had three more shots fired off before any of the armed men overcame their confusion and brought a weapon to bear on her. All four hit the ground in a heap. The wizard twitched, so she shot him twice more in a sudden panic.

Once her heart stopped racing, Yomin collected a pile of blasters and took away the scanner. Rummaging in the security officer’s belt pockets, she found an array of flexible-length binders and zipped their wrists together. Then, one by one, she dragged them into the supply closet in Genetic Botany. The slick, glossy floors of the Bradbury were meticulously cleaned, making the task far less strenuous than she’d feared. With the four of them dumped inside and rolled into a fleshy, undignified pile, she put her finger to the door control.

“Sorry about this.”

She fired off four more shots, stunning them all anew in case anyone was in danger of coming to their senses. Then she shut them inside.

# # #

Carl had studied the map of the Bradbury. It was as good as his, now, and he felt a proprietary duty to know his way around it. But the meter-wide holographic Bradbury he’d studied looked nothing like the rats’ maze of identical halls and intersections contained within the actual hull. Much as he wanted to blame the discrepancy on a corporate propaganda effort, he knew he was just no good with maps. Even Carl Who Is Good With Maps couldn’t sell him on the propaganda theory.

In any event, Carl hadn’t let the ship’s bizarre layout deter him from plunging headlong toward the bridge. If there was going to be a shakeup in command, he wanted to be there first hand when it happened. If Mort got there ahead of him, Carl would be left gloating in the dark over a pile of ashes. Carl would get them all to surrender. This was a corporate crew, not soldiers or zealots. Checkmate. Go home. Find a new job. That all sounded a lot better than trading blaster shots at close range.

Just as Carl was cutting through the Xenophysiology Department, a door opened at the far end. A four-man team—or more precisely two men and two women—gaped at him momentarily before bringing their blasters up, ready to fire. That fraction of a second was hesitation enough for Carl to dive headlong behind a crate made of reinforced plastic. Thin lances of red plasma whizzed by overhead. The crate shuddered as a shot slammed into it. Carl fought to keep his cool, taking deep fast breaths instead of the shallow panting his lungs and adrenal glands advocated.

He’d only gotten a quick look at the blasters, but they had a SlyTek look to them. These were shipboard weapons. You could fire ten or fifteen times at the same spot in the hull without them breaching. It explained why a few centimeters of plastic had held up like a duracrete bunker in the initial salvo.

Carl poked his blaster around the side of the crate and squeezed off a few blind shots. “Listen up,” he shouted from his makeshift cover. “I’m firing stun blasts. If you boys and girls play nice, no one needs to get hurt today.”

A single shot buzzed past. “Toss the weapon and put up your hands where I can see them.”

“I’m not alone.” Carl picked a spot on the opposite side of the crate and snuck off another shot.

There was a muted argument at the doorway. As best Carl could eavesdrop, it was in regard to rushing Carl and accepting the fact that one or two of them would get stunned. He took the chance to dig out his comm. “Mobius, this is Carl. Hey, I seem to have taken a wrong turn.”

Amy’s voice came back instantly. “Where are you?”

“I’m in the room with the murder squad.”

“Shit! Stay down. I’ll send backup.”

“The door said Xenopsychology or something,” Carl said. “In case that helps.”

“There’s no Xenopsychology. I’ve got a Xenobiology, Xenolinguistics, Xenophysiology, Xenozoology…”

“Back up one. Xenophysiology. That’s the one.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

“Because Chuck Ramsey is your official next of kin.”

Carl seethed through his teeth. “Just send a bunch of blasters my way with some arms to carry them.”

The conversation by the door sounded like it was reaching a decision. Carl switched to lethal fire and snapped off a few shots, aimed intentionally high. Hopefully that would be enough of a deterrent to buy him time to get rescued. At the very least, it started a new round of the bickering as to who was going to confront him.

# # #

It was a strike team of four, except that it wasn’t. Roddy and Shoni were armed, but their goal was to head down to the engine room and override the controls from the bridge. While the captain could order just about anything from her command center, without the systems on the other end playing along, nothing would happen. Rai Kub carried a blaster rifle in one hand, its trigger guard cut away to allow him to get his finger on the trigger. It still looked like a toy in his hand. But his role was only to guard the two laaku as they made their way through the ship.

The real strike team was Mort. He strode down the cargo ramp in his robe and chain of office, staff thumping against the steel floor in time with his stride. The only break in the illusion of an ancient sorcerer was the squeak of his sneakers on the glossy surface of the Bradbury’s hangar.

Roddy put a finger to his ear, pressing the earpiece in place as Amy’s voice was piped in. “Change of plans. Carl’s pinned down in Xenopshysiology.”

“That’s not some euphemism for us having to drag him out of some Zheen girl’s bedroom, is it?” Roddy asked.

“Move it! He’s under fire.”

Roddy sighed. “Roger that.” He turned to Shoni and Rai Kub, who had been on the same channel and already heard the same thing. “We gotta go bail out the idiot again. Let’s lay ions.”

“But who’ll disable the ship?” Shoni asked. “We can’t let the plan fall apart or they’re going to use the internal scanners and who-only-knows what else they have for tricks in store. Why, they could—”

“Leave it to me,” Mort said.

Roddy saluted with the barrel of his blaster. “Just don’t do anything permanent. Remember, we own this baby now.”

They parted ways. Three headed out the side exit of the hangar. Mort set his sights on the very bowels of the Bradbury.

# # #

Mort stalked the corridors of the Bradbury, cracking the annoying klaxons with the head of his staff each time he came upon one of the overzealous eardrum rupturers. He’d be damned if he was going to listen to that racket the whole time he was aboard. It was already as if he’d shrunk down small enough to walk inside a living computer. Technology closed in around him on all sides. Mort had never imagined hell to be a place of fire and brimstone—those were old friends of his. No, true damnation would be an eternity locked within the bowels of some technological beast, all gleaming surfaces and walls that listened to your thoughts.

His stealth-free march caught the attention of one of the local hooligan bands. Three with blasters and one in the kiddie-cloth robes of a star-drive mechanic sprang from concealment like trick-or-treaters back home. Boston Prime got the best little rascals begging for candy, because wizards respected the heart of the ancient traditions. But Mort had seen more frightening costumes on those late October evenings than those now arrayed before him.

Mort stopped to fix them with a long-suffering glare. “You’ve got to be joking.”

“Drop the weapon and lay down on the ground,” one of the blaster-toting jelly-brains shouted.

“I really don’t have time for this nonsense,” Mort muttered, resuming his pace and heading straight for the Bradbury’s unwelcoming party. The wizard ducked behind the corner, but the three armed men opened fire. The shots veered wildly as Mort twisted the air before him. “For the record, I was willing to try this Carl’s way.” Even as they continued firing, two of the guard exchanged puzzled looks. But those puzzled looks vanished in an instant, along with their flesh, as a wave of fire rolled down the corridor.

In the wake of Mort’s arcane torrent, the lights and even the distant klaxons went dead. Mort smirked to himself as he sidestepped the smoldering corpses. There were only three. When he peered around the corner, the star-drive wizard was wetting himself just a few yards down the adjoining hall. At the sight of Mort, the wizardling squeezed his eyes shut.

“Good Lord, man. Pull yourself together. If I’d meant to kill you, you’d be dead already.” It wasn’t true in the strictest sense. Mort hadn’t noticed the fellow take cover. “Not like I can’t make a bit of fire swing a hard right. Go find the booze on this ship and drink yourself stupid. I find you again sober, you’re going up like a moth in a monastery.”

Mort waited as the syrup-witted wizard processed what was happening. With a frantic nod, the man backed away a healthy distance before turning and running the other way.

“Hold it!” Mort shouted after him. The wizard skidded to a halt, not daring to turn and face him. “Which way to the engine room?”

The star-drive mechanic turned slowly and extended a shaking finger. “Th-that corridor. T-t-take the lift at the end down two decks.”

Drat and be bothered. “Change of plans. You’re coming with me. And you damn well better keep those piss-soaked boots of yours away from me.”

Mort pressed the spigot-bladdered dullard into service as a lift operator. They shared an acrid and unpleasant ride down to the deck that housed the Bradbury’s main engines. Not until he’d gotten sufficiently detailed instructions did Mort release the man once more, reiterating his command to drink until he was no longer a threat to a kitten.

If there was one thing Mort couldn’t stand, it was showy technology. Bad enough to have the science gremlins working in secret to power holo-projectors and shoot starships every which way through space. But the engines of the Bradbury were something out of a modernist nightmare holo. Giant translucent cylinders pulsed and hummed, casting eerie blue-white light and setting his teeth resonating respectively. The ceiling and walls were choked with cables, pipes, and tubes. Computerified flatvid screens beckoned with unsolvable riddles that promised to unlock the functions of the vast network of mythological science all working together to make the starship a starship.

Mort struck his staff against the steel floor with a rattle. It seemed his footing wasn’t entirely fixed in place. But far from letting it deter him, the grated flooring inspired an idea. Garbling a few profane syllables, Mort overcame the overconfident machine’s scientific inertia and lit a bonfire in the techno-guts lurking just beneath the floor. A combination of the fiery aftermath and the sudden swerve in the laws of physics sent the engine room into darkness, all except for the roaring flame that warmed Mort’s face and chest. After blundering around in the controlled ship environment, it felt primal and real.

“Much better,” Mort mumbled to himself as the darkened engine cylinders stuttered and faltered until finally falling silent.

Making a circuit of the donut-shaped room that surrounded the byzantine monstrosity, Mort lit three more fires similar to the first. Then he staked out a position and waited for someone to show up to do something about him being there.

# # #

Captain Dominguez paced the bridge, hands clasped behind her back. The ship was falling, slowly but surely into the hijackers’ hands. Wizard Jasper’s team had failed to report in. Now Wizard Theresa’s detachment had gone silent as well. Her thoughts kept tugging at her to abandon the bridge, to disperse the command crew with sidearms, and to delay the boarders in whatever ways they could. But so long as Wizard Bellamy was out there, her best course of action was to coordinate the ship’s defenses from right where she was.

“Power blackout on deck six, sections Sierra Niner through Victor Eight,” Petrov reported. “Smaller blackouts on decks five and seven.”

“Dispatch Bellamy to deck six,” Captain Dominguez ordered. “If they’ve got a wizard, that’s where we’ll find him. About time Bellamy earned that ransom we pay him.” Somewhere in the dark, spiteful reaches of her mind, Dominguez had always wondered just what the blowhard would do if backed into a corner. The Convocation was so proud of its overpriced magical dampening specialists. The mere presence of one deterred wizardly attacks, so the logic went. If this wasn’t a false alarm—some nanobot trick, perhaps, meant to look like a magical disruption—it would be the first time in her career that a ship’s wizard had earned his pay the hard way.

“Someone’s using Lift Seven.”

“Belay that previous order. Send Bellamy to the engine room.” This was it. The boarder’s plan spread out before her. So long as the ship was under Harmony Bay’s control—her control—then it was an asset to use against the boarders. Most of the internal scanners were offline. Several systems had been manually overridden. But in the end, anything left functioning on the Bradbury was under her control… at least until some wizard got down to the engine room and blew out power to the entire ship. Even if the damage was permanent, the salvage value on a ship the Bradbury’s size was immense, not to mention any scientific experiments that survived the wanton magic being used aboard.

“Wizard Horace’s team reports that they’ve got one of the boarders pinned down in Xenophysiology.”

“Shit! What are the risks if any of the live specimens get loose?” The last thing the Bradbury needed right now were a bunch of experimental creatures running around the ship unchecked.

“None, sir. The xenos were evac’ed in the escape pods.”

Captain Dominguez set her jaw. That was a health and safety violation, not to mention taking escape pod space away from human crewmembers. Still, better than the creatures escaping within the ship. “Fine. I suppose that’s the best news we’ve had all—”

The lights went out. Silence reigned on the bridge as the background hum of the engines and the soft notification chimes of various workstations all ceased in unison. A soft blue glow cast everything in shadows, courtesy of the ship’s bioluminescents. Their wizard had beaten Bellamy to the engine room.

# # #

The lights went out. Carl had worked with Mort long enough to suspect the wizard of having affected the sudden change in the ship’s tech. Now that he considered it, the floor hum of the engines had vanished from beneath his buttocks as well. An eerie, pale blue brightened just enough to navigate the room by. Some sort of emergency backup lighting, probably not as P-tech as the phosphorescents on the Mobius but similar in function.

Since this was part of the plan, Carl wasn’t caught off guard. He hoped that the Bradbury crew was. Poking his blaster around the crate, Carl squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened but a faint click. He squeezed a few times in rapid succession with no better result. Yanking the blaster back behind cover, he checked the energy pack level. Nothing. Not empty. There was no reading at all.

“Dammit, Mort!” Carl whispered to himself. “For once in your life, can you fuck up just the right amount of tech?”

By the murmurs at the door, his wasn’t the only weapon malfunctioning. But unarmed, Carl didn’t like his chances one against four. There was only one thing he could think of to even those odds. Carl stood. Angling the dead indicators on his blaster away from casual view made him hold it like a holovid gangster, but he pointed it at the doorway anyway. “All right. Come out where I can see you. My blaster’s wizard-proofed, so unless you plan on throwing those plastic toys of yours at me, you’ve got nothing over there. Come on now. Nice and slow. Play it smooth, and no one needs to get hurt today.”

There was a grunt from the closed door Carl had come in by. With no power, it was stuck shut, but someone was on the other side was trying anyway. Good luck trying to slide a smooth steel panel into the wall with nothing to grip it. Carl put it from his mind as he kept a hawkish watch on his four prisoners. They filed into the room, blasters raised, one at a time. Carl snickered as even the star-drive punk came in, empty hands up, wide sleeves pooling around his elbows.

“Now, just set those blasters down, nice and slow…”

The first of the guards did just that, bending at the knees and keeping his eyes up as he lowered his weapon to the floor.

Carl noticed something that the guard obviously didn’t. A power level indicator on the Harmony Bay-issued blaster flickered to life. A quick glance at the hidden side of his own weapon told Carl he wasn’t so lucky. His was dead as disco.

“Hurry up. No stalling. You should be thanking me. In a few days, you’ll be back home instead of drifting through Disputed Zone space.”

He had to keep talking. Keep them distracted. Keep their eyes off their…

One of the guards noticed. A glowing light must have caught in his peripheral vision as he held the weapon aloft. He dropped the blaster to a firing position.

Carl shook his inert blaster at them. “Pew, pew, pew,” he shouted at them, startling the guard enough to spoil his first shot.

The side door slid open, accompanied by a bestial roar of defiance. Carl ran for the cover of his crate, but he’d wandered a few steps toward the door. He should have begged for a three-step head start, but it was too late for that. Shots fired. Carl cringed, expecting at any moment to feel the searing pain of one of those needle-thin lances of plasma to bore into him.

The floor shook. Shots continued to fire. A huge, irresistible mass forced Carl to the floor and pinned him there. More shots. Then another set, their discharge a different frequency than the ones from the Harmony Bay force.

“All clear,” Roddy called out. “You can get off him.”

The bulk removed itself from Carl, and massive hands hoisted him to his feet. When he turned around, a wall of Rai Kub rose nearly to the lab ceiling. Smoke rose from the side of his shirt.

“Thanks. You’re on fire, by the way.”

Rai Kub looked down and patted at the garment. “My sister gave me this shirt for Christmas,” he said in obvious dismay. Carl wasn’t sure which he found more amusing, the fact that stuunji had adopted their conquerors’ holiday or that he cared more about the shirt than what those blasters had done to the flesh beneath.

Shoni must have been thinking along the same lines, because she handed her blaster to Roddy and rushed to the stuunji’s side. “Find me a working scanner. This is a physiology lab. There must be basic medical equipment.”

Rai Kub lifted the left half of his shirt and craned his neck to peer at his wounds. The leathery gray flesh was scorched, but there wasn’t the sort of major trauma Carl has suspected. This would have been the part of the holovid where the tough-guy hero finally noticed his life-threatening wounds and collapsed, only to be saved by the friends he had just rescued. Instead, Rai Kub brushed at the carbonized char, and it flaked away, leaving lighter skin showing beneath, surrounding a tiny, burned hole. “Just stings a little.”

The four Bradbury crewmen lay on the floor, senseless from Roddy and Shoni’s stun blasts. Carl was intact, and while power indicator on his blaster was still dead, there were three working models lying on the floor. He scooped one of them up and tucked his own blaster back in its holster. “Come on. We’ve got a ship to secure.” They were in the home stretch. It was all coming together.

# # #

Esper caught up with Bellamy Blackstone as he headed for the Bradbury’s engine room. The sudden power outage had left the chief wizard’s team stuck at the door to the lift. By the soft tint of emergency lighting, Esper raised her hands as her surprise appearance drew aimed blasters in her direction.

“Don’t shoot!” she shouted.

“Hold your fire,” Bellamy said, gesturing for the men to lower their weapons. “Where is your escort?”

Esper slowed her pace and steadied her breathing. “Their ear dealies went dead. The intruders have a wizard with them. I sent them up to guard the bridge; they’re no good in a magical fight.”

Bellamy grunted. “You may be right. Davis, take your men up to guard the approaches to the bridge. Wizard Theresa, you’re with me. Now back up and give me room. Opening these doors without further damage to the ship will be—”

Esper shouldered her way past the burly wizard. The sooner she put him in front of Mort, the sooner this whole mess would be over. Watching him stand there simmering his stew on low heat until a solution came to a boil was unacceptable. She jammed her fingers at the spot where the double-action doors met, convinced the universe the doors couldn’t possibly be that stuck, and pried them open with her bare hands. There was an emergency ladder built into the lift shaft, and she swept a hand toward it as she stepped aside. “Laddies first.”

Bellamy glowered at her but started down the ladder ahead of her. She waited until he reached the bottom, then grabbed the ladder by the two vertical rails and slid down after him.

“I doubt you’d have reason to come down here,” Bellamy said in a low voice. “Remain here unless I call for you. Don’t let anyone past.”

Esper gave him a curt, military nod, and Bellamy crept down the corridor toward the engine room. It was comical that such a big man would make an attempt at stealth, hunched at the shoulder and walking on tiptoe. Esper smirked after him. She’d keep her word. No one was going to get past her. No one.

# # #

Mort heard the creaking in the grated floor and the shifting of the loose sections of plating rather than the footsteps themselves. He rose, stretching and working loose a kink in his back. The chair he’d chosen was meant for a techno-minion’s backside, not a wizard’s. As he watched to see who approached, he idly dusted the seat of his pants free of anything that might have rubbed off.

A grin spread on Mort’s face as the adversary he’d hoped for stepped into view. “All right, Belly? Been long enough. Wouldn’t have picked you for a science man.”

The sausage-shaped wizard with the eagles’ nest beard stood there a moment. “Egads, man. Is that you, Morty?” Bellamy said after recovering himself. “Heard you’d gone bad, but never suspected this bad. You work for pirates now?”

Mort leaned at ease against his staff. “Come off it, Belly. This lot’s worse than anything I’ve done. Maybe you can turn a blind eye and collect the terras, but I’ve seen what Harmony Bay’s up to, and I suspect I don’t know a crocodile’s nostril compared to what’s below the surface.”

Bellamy kept himself back with the dead engine shielding him from a clear line of fire to Mort—and vice versa. He retreated at a pace that matched Mort’s slow advance. “I’ve got a duty to discharge here, Morty. Walk it off and I’ll see about letting them go easy on you.”

“Right, Belly. Harmony Bay’s going to laugh this off as a joke. ‘Haha, what a whimsical prank, boarding one of our ships. You really had us going for a minute there.’ Not in a tesud’s lifetime. But I’ll make you a deal. Pack yourself up in some little capsule and blow off this boat.”

But instead of answering, Bellamy did something Mort never would have expected. He pulled a blaster from inside his robes. “Sorry, Morty. The golden boy’s run ends here. Don’t say I didn’t give fair warning.”

“You’re still sore about the 2528 finals.” The day Mort cowered before a blaster would be the last day he called himself a wizard. More scientific men than Bellamy Blackstone had pointed those damned thing at him, and none of them had any better luck than Bellamy would.

“This has nothing to do with bowling.”

Mort laughed from his gut. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re going to pretend that spitball shooter can hurt me just because you won’t surrender to the guy who took the captaincy from you.”

“Should have smelled you out back then, Morty. A politician and a scoundrel from the beginning. Maybe if I’d knocked some sense into that skull of yours when I had the chance, you wouldn’t have spiraled to your current depravity.”

Mort picked up his staff and spun it once like a baton. “Like to have seen you try it. I’d have shined my bowling shoes with that beard of yours. Try it now, though, and I’ll be bowling with your skull.”

Bellamy held his ground this time as Mort approached. “You don’t get it yet, do you? I’ve got you dead to rights.”

Mort hung his head and sighed. “The number of times I’ve heard that…” Thrusting with his staff, Mort unleashed the fires of hell itself. The intensity was blinding but only at first. Mort felt the smothering, wet, claustrophobic pressure of Bellamy’s denial. The bastard was telling science that it had the right of way, and the universe was swaying under his influence. Flames flickered and died away, and Bellamy stood there, blaster in one hand, the other waving away the foul fumes of scientific systems that had melted in the heat.

Bellamy coughed. “That the best you’ve got? I’d heard you were a murderous bastard, but never that you were this weak.”

He was boasting. It was always easier stopping magic than starting it. The universe loved the status quo. Otherwise, every Jack Spratt and his brother would be using magic. Mort was just used to being the moon-crushing force that bowled over those lesser wizards anyway.

Closing his eyes, Mort took a deep breath and concocted his most diabolical conundrum. He compared the relative sizes of Bellamy and the Bradbury and posited that they must, of course, be near the very center of the ship’s gravity well. So close must Bellamy be, in fact, to that mathematical centerpoint, that—

A blaster shot snapped Mort’s attention to the situation at hand. Bellamy’s shot had hummed past Mort’s ear. The logical and mathematical puzzle that Mort intended to construct fell before the realization that he didn’t have that kind of time. He willed the air in front of him to warp and twist. Bellamy’s second shot swerved and corkscrewed into the wall.

Bellamy slapped at the side of the blaster, as if it were the device’s fault. “Bloody thing. Hit him!”

Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, Mort shifted tactics. Still maintaining the barrier of convoluted air before him, he rushed Bellamy. If his old staff was good enough to take the likes of Devraa, it could do just as well with Bellamy Blackstone. He was only four bounding steps away.

Bellamy looked up wide-eyed at the charging Mort. He brought up the blaster and squeezed off a shot. It slammed into the floor between them. Mort was two strides away. He raised the staff for as heavy a blow as his arms could manage. Bellamy fired again.

Mort’s breath caught in his lungs. It burned. He fell to his knees, clutching his stomach. The staff clattered to the floor. Mort stared up at Bellamy in disbelief. He was Mordecai The Brown. That little blaster couldn’t have done this. He toppled onto his side and lay there, feeling a cold sensation creeping through him even as a pinprick of pain burned in his guts.

“But I’m…”

“You Prometheans all think you’re so deadly. Sometimes the ability not to do magic is the greatest power of all.”

# # #

Esper heard the roar of flame. She heard the blaster shots. Sensing that the conflict was drawing to a close, she approached to within earshot. She heard the body fall, the staff clatter, the wizard boast. Something inside her went cold, and her muscles acted without asking permission of her conscious mind.

She charged in. The metal-grated floor clattered enough to wake the dead beneath her feet. Bellamy stood there over Mort, aiming a blaster pistol down to finish him off the second he was done gloating. Her headlong rush caught his attention, and he chuckled. “I’m fine, no thanks to you. This is how a proper ship’s wizard does his—hey, wait a second. What are you—?”

Esper’s fist moved faster than the wizard could react. All of her worry and fear poured into the muscles of her shoulder and arm. Her fist grew heavy as lead and harder than steel. Bone crunched. Blood sprayed. A blaster fell to the floor, clattering to rest beside an Earthwood staff. Bellamy dropped to the floor, dead before his limp weight hit the steel grating.

Ignoring the Harmony Bay wizard, Esper was at Mort’s side in an instant. “It’s all right. I’m here. I’ll heal you.”

Mort squeezed her hand. His grip was gentle, but that seemed more weakness than tenderness. “Too late for me.” His voice was whispered grunt.

“Nonsense. I’ll just—”

“Won’t work on me,” Mort said. “Instinct. I’d resist by reflex. Till… too late.”

Esper slid her arms beneath the wizard and lifted him like a child. “Well, this is a medical ship. There’s a tip-top med bay, and Shoni can—”

“No.” Mort breathed quick and shallow. His face was beading with sweat. “Time.”

Tears blinded Esper. “I can’t just let you… go.” She knew there was no hope of Mort ascending in his current state of unrepentance. There had to be a way to save him long enough to find grace.

“Tome. Take me. Inside.”

Esper’s mind swam against a maelstrom current. Of all the things she had read in the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts, this was the one she had always assumed primarily responsible for its place among the Plundered Tomes. If Mort had used it—as she long secretly feared he had—then that was one giant step farther from redemption. She couldn’t just follow along in those bloody footsteps.

“No.”

“Must. It’s how. I saved. Grandfather. Why I did it. In the first. Place. Now you. Save both of us.”

Esper stared down at the wizard in her arms. His head lolled. He stank of cooked flesh. The burnt hole in his stomach was seeping blood everywhere. He wasn’t going to last much longer.

Tears trickled from the wizard’s eyes. “Please… I’m scared.”

It was the final straw. Esper laid the wizard down and took a shuddering breath, pausing to wipe her eyes clear on her sleeve. Then, with shaking hands, she placed the tips of her fingers against the sides of Mort’s skull.

And killed him.

# # #

The lights were blinking back on by the time Carl and his entourage reached the bridge. They were greeted by blaster fire and took cover.

“I think you’re firing at the wrong guy,” Carl shouted from around the corner. “I’m the guy selling tickets off this cruise.”

“You’re not taking this ship,” came the reply.

“Tickets?” Roddy whispered. “Who puts you in charge of this shit?”

Carl ignored the laaku. “I’m selling two different packages. One comes with a seat on a shuttle and a standard human life expectancy. That one costs you those blasters and a few hours’ inconvenience. The other is out the airlock, and that one comes with about five minutes of fear and pain thrown in for free. What’ll it be?”

“Not buying. Our ship’s wizard is on his way. You’ll get a better deal surrendering to us instead of letting him get a hold of you.”

“See those lights coming back on? That means it’s over. Your wizard’s dead and mine is on his way. He killed more wizards than anyone since…” Carl snagged on the fact that he had no idea how to finish that sentence. “Sauron.” He blinked, wondering if he’d hung around Mort too long or if everyone knew old flatvid wizard holos.

“Amy, you there?” Roddy spoke softly into the comm. “Is Yomin back yet…? Good. Put her on… Listen, patch in to the Bradbury’s shipwide. Give ‘em a rundown on what’s what… No, I don’t care… Fine.”

“What was that all about?” Carl asked.

Roddy pointed up to one of the public announcement speakers.

“Bradbury crew, this is former data warfare specialist Yomin Dranoel. By now, you’re probably realizing that this isn’t your ship anymore. All your wizards are either dead or surrendered. There is no one coming to save you. We’ve taken over from the inside, and our clean-up force is willing to spare anyone who surrenders without a fight. But despite the risk of further damage to this ship, we will be taking full control and evicting all Harmony Bay personnel. Please refer all questions to this vessel’s new owner, Carl Ramsey, head of the Ramsey Syndicate.”

Shoni shook her head. “We could be in real trouble if that Bellamy fellow can work a comm panel.”

Carl shot her a wink. “Don’t worry. I know Mort. He’s taken care of Bellamy by now. I’ve got this.”

With that, Carl holstered his blaster and stepped around the corner, hands held out to his sides. “What’ll it be, boys? This job worth dying for?”

# # #

Carl toured the bridge appraisingly, running his fingers over the smooth, glossy surfaces of the tactical stations, feeling the padding of the captain’s chair, and admiring the view out the forward window that afforded him a panoramic look at the fleet of escape pods drifting away from the Bradbury.

“You won’t get away with this,” Captain Dominguez said. She kept her chin up and her dignity intact despite the binder strips pinning her wrists at her back. “Harmony Bay will send agents after you, even if they can’t afford the exposure of sending another ship. You’ll live out your days scanning every bite you eat for exotic toxins and wondering if every strange face is the mask of an assassin.”

“Nope,” Carl said. “I’ve gotten used to living on the run. That shit rolls off my back. But you need to smile. We’ve got a message to record.”

“Ready when you are,” Shoni reported. Her datapad was good enough for this vid. It wasn’t like he was trying to win a Scorsese or anything.

Carl cleared his throat. “Citizens of ARGO, my name is Carl Ramsey. I’m the new owner of a corporate custom destroyer, formerly known as the Bradbury. It belonged to Harmony Bay, but they were naughty and let it fly into the Eyndar/ARGO Disputed Zone, which is mine. Now this ship is also mine. Because they were just following orders, the surviving crew is being shipped back to boring space, where I hope they’ll remain. Anyone who wants to come in here and do something about it, think again. Any ship belonging to Earth Navy, ARGO Joint Forces, Phabian Investigative Services, Earth Interstellar—oh, you get the idea. Anyone treaty-bound to keep out of the Disputed Zone better watch their asses sneaking in here. There’s a new sheriff in Nottingham, and his name is Robin Hood.”

The indicator light on Shoni’s datapad went out. “Who?” she asked.

Roddy put an arm around her. “We’ll watch some human stuff later. I’ll show you around the myths.”

“Silly, pretentious speeches won’t do you any good,” Captain Dominguez said.

Carl tapped her on the nose. “You know what? They don’t. But they feel so good. I’m an interstellar holovid star, so pardon the theatrics. I just can’t—”

“You were a reality holo-racing star. A blip on the radar.”

“I just can’t help myself,” Carl finished. “I am who I am. And who I am is a guy who owns a really smooth corporate custom starship.”

Roddy leaned close to Shoni and whispered loudly enough that Carl couldn’t help overhearing. “He’s going to be like this for weeks.”

Amy’s voice boomed in over the Bradbury’s shipwide comm. “Carl. Get back to the Mobius.”

“I’m a little busy gloating here. Can it wait, babe?”

“No.”

# # #

Carl jogged into the hangar to find the Mobius wedged inside with barely enough clearance for the turret. The cargo ramp was open, and Esper sat there, clutching Mort’s staff and in the same hand, his chain of office. Carl slowed his approach as a knot hardened in his gut. Roddy, Shoni, and Rai Kub piled in behind him.

“Hey, what’s the—” Roddy stopped himself.

Amy stood at the top of the ramp, arms wrapped around herself.

Carl approached Esper with footsteps weighted by dread. He leaned to one side, angling his head to catch Esper’s downcast gaze. “Esper… where’s Mort?”

She reached to her side and picked up a 2-quart specimen jar. A dull gray powered settled at the bottom. Esper lifted her head and met Carl’s look. Her eyes were red-rimmed but dry. She held out the jar toward Carl.

“If this is a joke, it’s not funny.” Carl stopped just out of reach. He couldn’t bring himself to touch the specimen jar.

Amy quick-stepped down the cargo ramp and wrapped Carl in a hug. “Carl, I’m sorry. I know how much he meant to you.”

Meant? Carl stood limp, arms pinned to his sides in Amy’s embrace. “But… Mort’s fine. He just went to deal with some penny-ante corporate wizard. He’s pulling a gag. He’s gonna walk out any minute and have a good laugh at all of us getting teary-eyed over a jar of dust.”

Roddy gently took custody of the jar from Esper. As he held it up at eye level, he tilted it to one side and watched the dust resettle. “Old bastard finally did it. Got himself in over his head. Never thought I’d live to see the day.” He spoke softly, reverently. But in the pin-drop quiet, everyone heard him.

Carl was going to be sick. Every Carl he conjured up felt the same. There was no escaping the hollowness. “I can’t believe we lost Mort.”

Esper harrumphed. “He’s not lost. I know exactly where Mort went.”

Carl stirred uncomfortably. Esper let him. If that’s what it took for him to reexamine his course in life, so be it. Let him think Mort had taken a one-way trip to hell. It wasn’t as if she could tell him where Mort had really gone.

Giving Amy a quick squeeze, Carl extracted himself. “We can’t keep this place. I’m not buying a ship with Mort’s life. Harmony Bay fucked us one time too many. I’m turning this ship into a Viking funeral barge. Once we get the engines up and running, we’ll bring this thing out of astral at one of their illegal research outposts and set it on a collision course. We’ll broadcast it on every channel in ARGO space. We’ll salvage the wreck and send Chuck Ramsey one of the ship’s commodes as a Fuck You present. We’ll… we’ll…”

A hand engulfed Carl’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for your friend. I hardly knew Mort, but I know you were close. I think he would appreciate the gesture you propose.”

Carl took a slow breath and wiped at the corners of his eyes. Seeing everyone so downcast was rubbing off. He wasn’t crying. They were. “Yeah. He would.”

“But I have a better idea,” Rai Kub said. “If you can’t keep this ship, I know someone who could put it to honorable use.”

# # #

Mort’s funeral had been brief, with Carl officiating. It should have been Esper, but she shunted aside the duty that was hers by virtue of her tenure as a priestess and as Mort’s apprentice. Carl had known him best, so leading the service fell to him. Words were never going to do much good summing up Mort, but Carl did what he could. No conjured Carl would do for the occasion. He was simply himself. No one seemed to mind.

Unfortunately, there was still work to be done. A rescue force from Harmony Bay had to be en route to pick up their personnel. It had taken half a day to get the engines up and running and another three to reach their destination.

The Mobius crew made a shabby honor guard, but they all gathered in one of the small shuttle bays as the visiting craft’s doors opened. Ducking through a human-sized opening, Tuu Nau strode out to meet them. “Greeting again, Captain Ramsey. Please accept my condolences on the passing of your friend. Wizard Mordecai had a place of honor reserved in the next life.” Tuu Nau bowed low, so Carl didn’t have to hide his skeptical reaction. The prospects of some species’ afterlife taking the old coot was a comfort, even if Carl questioned the theological jurisdiction issues.

A second stuunji emerged, one who didn’t need to duck on the way out of the shuttle. Tuu Nau swept a hand in the newcomer’s direction. “This is Wen Luu. He will be taking command of this ship in the name of the Stuunji Exile Republic.” A collection of regular-sized stuunji ducked through the doorway behind Wen Luu.

Wen Luu came to the fore and bowed, though not as low as Tuu Nau had. He flared his nostrils and showed a smile of square, flat teeth. “I know what you are thinking. Yes, I am small for my kind. I see that odd look on many faces. I am used to it. I am something of an expert in human starfaring equipment. I have less trouble with your seats and consoles, so I have much greater experience using them.”

Tuu Nau put an arm around Wen Luu. “Our new captain is modest. He was a hero of the great migration. He has flown more transport missions out of the homeworld than any stuunji pilot. He has more than earned this honor.” Right now, Carl’s main concern was putting the Bradbury in safe hands. The last thing he needed was Chuck Ramsey getting a hold of it and adding it to a syndicate that had grown beyond Carl’s ability to control and whose goals he could no longer support.

Carl stepped forward and shook Wen Luu’s hand. Even for a runt, he had a grip like a hydraulic ram. “Well, when Rai Kub told me about the troubles your people were having with pirates and petty warlords, I knew this was the right call to make. I mean, I’m just starting out. I can’t put ninety thousand credits a month toward maintenance costs on her. You’ve got a whole colony to defray costs.” Carl had been ready to tell Rai Kub to blow this whole idea out his waste vents before Roddy gave him the rundown on operating a ship the size of the Bradbury.

They made more introductions, and Wen Luu went down the row shaking hands, not even hesitating when he came to Archie or the two laaku. At the end of the line, Wen Luu wrapped Rai Kub in a hug. “You have done well, cousin.” Carl knew the two stuunji weren’t related. It was a term of endearment among equals. This commander of a starship, hero of his people, considered Rai Kub to be on the same level as him.

Carl might have to consider cutting the big guy a little slack. He’d probably saved Carl’s life. Probably. After all, plenty of people had shot at Carl before without dusting him. He might have gotten lucky again. It wasn’t as if hitting a scrambling human and a stationary stuunji were the same thing.

“There is another matter,” Tuu Nau said as they concluded introducing the new command crew of the Bradbury to the outlaws who acquired it.

Carl put up his hands. “It’s all taken care of. Ship’s ID is clean as a preacher’s daydreams. Nothing’s broadcasting back to ARGO space. Anything Yomin couldn’t decrypt we wiped and reset to factory specs. The Bradbury’s all yours—your people’s, that is.”

“That’s just it,” Tuu Nau clarified. “The name Bradbury no longer fits this vessel. We wished your permission to name it the Mordecai, after your friend who died in wresting it from Harmony Bay.”

Carl was about to express how much of an honor that would be. Esper cleared her throat and from the corner of his eye Carl caught a slight shake of her head. Right. Yeah. “Um, maybe that’s not the best idea,” Carl said diplomatically. “Mort wasn’t a fan of science, and this ship is practically made of the stuff.”

Tuu Nau spread his hands and bowed slightly. “Perhaps you could take it?”

Carl frowned. Harmony Bay named all their ships after old science writers—their cultural forebears. Maybe Carl could take a clip of their database. “Call it the Clapton. Personal hero of mine. I’m sure his spirit would be honored. I’ll comm you a track to play at the rededication ceremony.”

As they packed up and climbed aboard the Mobius, Carl paused and looked back. Despite all else that had happened, he couldn’t help a little smile at the thought of a bunch of stiff, polite stuunji blasting Layla over the ex-Bradbury’s shipwide comm.

# # #

Carl had been dreading this call. No one would have known it from looking at him. On Top of the World Carl stood smirking at the camera on his datapad as the comm connected.

“Brad!” Chuck boomed. “About time you checked in. Is my prodigal son ready to return home?”

“You still running things back at Odysseus Base?” Carl asked. He already knew the answer. News like a change in leadership would have leaked out somehow.

“We’ve had a couple attempts to kidnap me, thanks to your little prank call as you ran away. Not to worry. We took care of the traitors and set a couple misguided sheep straight. No big deal. You still out there hustling jobs for cash?”

Carl stuck his hands in his pockets and rocked forward on the balls of his feet. He’d made sure the datapad had a good, clear look at him being smug. “Nope. Just sold a ship.”

Chuck’s flippant demeanor melted. “You sold the Mobius?”

“Nah. The Bradbury.”

“But isnt’s that—?”

“Yeah, the Harmony Bay ship—or should I say former Harmony Bay ship—that’s been dogging us wherever we go.”

“The scientists on there must be worth a king’s ransom. How many are you holding?”

“Oh, none. We let those poor bastards go. I’m thinking some of them may consider careers in legitimate science, now that they’ve seen the dark side of the law.” Also, it was a deplorable idea, and he wished he hadn’t heard his own father suggest it.

Chuck wiped a hand across his face. “Well, at least you sold the ship already. Better to be rich now than richer never. Nice job cashing out quick this time.”

“Got a whole two million for it,” Carl added. It was only a matter of time before he asked anyway.

“Hold on a minute.” A finger grew huge on the datapad until it tapped against the screen. “Got a bad connection. That was billion, right?”

“Nope. Million. Like taking ‘military’ and ‘onion’ and smashing ‘em together.” Chuck didn’t need to know that it was in stuunji currency, backed by an exile government, and only accepted on New Garrelon and a few satellite colonies. It was enough to keep them in fuel for years and let them buy goods to sell or trade elsewhere.

“What the hell’s the matter with you, Brad? We’ve got salaries to pay, and operations are slow coming up to speed. Don Rucker’s seed money’s not going to last forever. Two million’s not nothing, but it only puts us in the black for a couple extra months.”

“Oh, you’re not seeing a terra of that. Dad, I don’t even want to look at you right now. I wanted to play gangster my way, not Don Rucker’s. Even then, I think I bit off more than I bargained for. I’ve lost friends over this business. If I crawl back to stand in your shadow or even to kick you out and do it myself, I’m going to lose most of the rest. I like being an outlaw because I get to do what I want, and what I want is to shut down the Ramsey Syndicate. I pictured us picking fights with local crime bosses and cutting them out of their businesses. I don’t want to be squeezing colonists for protection money and hijacking humanitarian convoys.”

Chuck held up a finger. “One time! That was one time I suggested that, and we decided against it.”

“Aaaand you only defend the half you’re not currently doing.”

A bottle appeared in the frame and a hand tilted it up to Chuck’s lips. “What’s gotten into you, Brad? You didn’t used to be like this.”

“Mort’s dead, Dad.”

“He’s what?” Chuck exclaimed. His brow furrowed as his jaw hung slack.

“Dead. And over a ship I wanted to steal out of spite and because it was worth a lot of money. It’s just not worth it. Someday I’ll get killed doing something stupid and dangerous, too. But I’d like it to at least be something worthwhile. And right now, stopping what you’re trying to start sounds like something worth doing.”

But if Chuck heard the threat to his budding business, he never let on. “Mort… dead? I always imagined that old spell-hound would outlive us all.”

# # #

There is no sound in the galaxy quite like the slow, grating rumble and crash of pins of an expertly bowled strike. Esper sighed and marked an X on the score sheet in grease pencil. Nebuchadnezzar The Brown cackled like a madman and shimmied backward to the semi-circle of hard plastic chairs built into the end of the lane. Isadora cheered and leaped into his arms.

“This is your fault, you know,” Mort said in an undertone to Esper.

Esper scowled at him. “How’s it my fault? Just because this is my head, doesn’t mean I’m going to cheat,” she replied in a harsh whisper.

She hadn’t been prepared for the annexation of Mortania. Somehow, if she’d even had time to stop and think, she would have envisioned Mort taking up residence in the little cottage in Esperville and imagining up a new place for him to live long term. Instead, she’d inherited a Russian doll of minds. Not only was Mort inside her head but so were his grandfather Nebuchadnezzar and a host of Convocation bounty hunters that had been trapped in his.

Mort tapped the toes of his shoes together. They were white leather with a black decorative panel over the bridge of the foot. “Not my style. You need a loose, airy fit and clashing colors. A whiff of rental shoe cleanser is one of the few sciencey smells that sits right in a bowling alley.”

“Your grandparents aren’t up eight pins on us because your shoes match. They’re winning because that gruesome ball of yours isn’t balanced right. I don’t know why I let you bring it in here.”

With a chuckle, Mort held up his new bowling ball. Esper scrunched up her face and cringed back. Through the translucent urethane, the rictus grin of Bellamy Blackstone’s skull leered. The finger holes of the ball lined up with the deceased wizard’s eye sockets, and the thumb hole went into the mouth. “Just need a little practice and it’ll be fine.”

“Well, then don’t complain about losing.”

“Hey!” Nebuchadnezzar shouted. “Next up. We haven’t got all day.”

All day… Time was one thing they had in abundance. Esper was twenty-five years old, and even at her current state of practice, nights in Esperville were lasting over a month.

Three lanes down, there was a crash of pins. Mort glanced uneasily over his shoulder. “You sure you don’t want to reconsider this league?”

“Once we’ve practiced, the Holy Bowlers are playing the Screw You Crew.” Esper, Mort, Nebuchadnezzar, and Isadora all wore matching short-sleeve button-downs, powder blue with their names embroidered at the breast. Across the backs, their team name arched over an image of ten pins set up with little halos over their heads. The Screw You Crew wore all red and had a similar logo on the back, except the pins in theirs all looked like Mort. Their team consisted of Kevin Stenson, Marcie Mako, Heidi von Brunner, and Lloyd Arnold—all wizards who, at one point or another, had come hunting for Mordecai The Brown.

“Think maybe we could just finish up our intra-squad friendlies and call it a night?” Mort asked sheepishly. He kept glancing over at the team of would-be Mort-murderers.

“No one’s going anywhere until we have our game,” Esper said firmly. For the time being, she still let him have free reign of Mortania. If for no other reason, there just wasn’t the room in her head for all the personalities Mort had collected. But while he was in Esperville, he was as much a wizard as he was a whale.

Mort gave a resigned sigh and hefted Bellamy’s encapsulated skull. “Thanks for the save the other day. Glad I don’t have a scientific monstrosity as my legacy.”

“Well, the last thing I needed was a memorial to a dead man trapped in my head,” Esper snapped back. “And as long as you’re in here, you’re going to learn to get along. It’s well past time for bygones with you, and I won’t get dragged down to hell by you when my time comes. It’s redemption or bust.”
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Reptilian monsters bellowed and crashed through the jungle brush. The low, throbbing hum of ion pulse engines wended its way overhead, safely out of reach of the behemoths fighting to the death beneath them. On the couch, Roddy slurped back a beer and took one of Shoni’s lower hands in his own.

“Can you reduce the volume on that noise-a-majigger?” Archie shouted over the holo-projector. He lacked the vocal distortion Roddy had grown accustomed to and sounded like a newsreader from the omni. “We’re performing delicate work over here.” The robot was hooked up to a tangle of cables that Yomin presided over like a priestess.

Shoni snapped the remote out of Roddy’s hands before he could tell the robot to go to the cargo bay if he wanted some quiet. She reduced the volume to the point where it hardly felt like megafauna were cracking bones and tearing the flesh off one another a few meters away.

Archie harrumphed in his newsreader voice. “Acceptable.”

“Would you knock it off?” Roddy snapped. “You said you wanted to make him sound human, not like a news drone.”

Yomin didn’t look up from the computer core on the table. “Play your cards right; I can synth you a human voice, too.”

Archie chuckled in a pleasant baritone. “Wouldn’t that beat all? Make the whole lot of you sound the same.”

“I’ll opt out,” Shoni said without taking her eyes from the prehistoric jungles in the holo-field.

It had been like this for hours. The four of them were marooned on New Garrelon. Of course, the engines of the Mobius were working just fine—ship-shape for once.

Carl, Amy, Esper, and Rai Kub were off on a retreat, being shepherded around like quasi-religious pilgrims. Carl could hardly refuse the honor—an exception to the stuunji rebels’ embargo against humanity. Amy had gone for moral support. Esper and Rai Kub had seemed genuinely interested in the trip based on its own merits.

The rest of them had opted out. And Shoni’s offhanded comment was the eighteenth attempt among them to turn it into a running joke.

During the lull before Roddy could reclaim the remote and resume the evening’s entertainment, the couch began to play music.

Yomin and Archie exchanged puzzled glances.

Shoni raised an eyebrow at Roddy as if he’d programmed the unusual feature into the green upholstered seat.

By the time the lyrics kicked in, Roddy knew what had happened.

Money… get away…

He dug a hand in between the cushions and withdrew a mistreated electronic device the size of a human hand. “Carl left his datapad behind. Someone’s calling.”

“I thought it played Smoke on the Water,” Yomin said.

“That’s for people he knows. This one’s mentioning a job.”

“What sort of job?” Shoni asked, leaning to read over Roddy’s shoulder.

Roddy angled the datapad away, wary of the sort of lifestyle surprises the Mobius still held for Shoni. Despite occasionally desperate circumstances, they didn’t take every job that came along. But that didn’t stop people from occasionally trying to hit up Carl for slaving, piracy, and wet work from time to time. Shoni didn’t need to see the discard pile for Carl’s game of contraband rummy.

Shoni lunged for the datapad.

Roddy jerked it out of reach, falling over sideways onto the couch in the process. “Hey! Quit it. There’s people here,” he said as she landed atop him.

“I want to see what you’re hiding.”

“I’m not hiding anything,” Roddy protested. “I haven’t even looked yet.”

Shoni climbed over Roddy, reaching for his outstretched arm. “Then why won’t you let me see?”

“It’s Carl’s datapad,” Roddy said. He grabbed her by an ankle with his lower hands. Eyes wide, he switched to an urgent whisper. “Get your hand out of there!” His face warmed as he grew uncomfortably aware of their audience at the kitchen table.

# # #

Twenty minutes later, everyone had calmed down. The four of them sat around the kitchen table, staring at Carl’s datapad. Subtle glances passed from one to the next as each of them waited for someone else to speak first.

Yomin finally broke the silence. “This guy wants a chair?”

Roddy smoothed down the fur across his scalp with his two upper hands. “Sounds like it. I mean the guy’s got a point. It’s not like the stuunji are trading with humans these days.”

“The guy” in this case was Roger Baldwin. He’d sent a voice comm to Carl, looking for a particular type of handmade stuunji lounge chair. Word had apparently begun to leak into the galaxy that Carl was on the stuunjis’ list of acceptable humans to trade with.

Shoni picked up Carl’s datapad and wagged it for emphasis. “We should get this to Carl. If we contact Tuu Nau, I’m sure he can get it passed along to the pilgrims.”

“To what end?” Archie asked. His voice was back to its usual unmodulated snarl. The robot spread his arms to encompass the table. “Do we look like furniture deliverymen?”

“We don’t look like lots of things,” Roddy said as he cracked open a can of Earth’s Preferred. “But I sure like the look of those zeroes in the price this guy’s offering.”

“A hundred large sets off alarm bells,” Yomin said, then broke into a smirk. “But I’m willing to hit the bypass and work around that sort of number.”

Shoni slapped the datapad down on the table with a crack. “Which is why Carl needs to see this. He’s the one with the criminal instincts. Not you, you, you, or me.”

“Delete it,” Archie said, tipping back his chair to balance on two legs. “No point bothering Captain Busypants and his gaggle of boot polishers. And we’re certainly not going to pull the job ourselves.”

Roddy and Yomin shared a long look. She was on board. He could see the gleam of avarice even through the datalens that covered one eye.

“And why not?” Roddy asked. “Like you said, it’s delivering furniture. All we have to do is find some stuunji furniture store that sells this junk. From there it’s easy money. Hell, we wouldn’t even have to cut the VIPs in on this little side job.”

Shoni crossed her arms and legs in unison. “I don’t like where this is heading.”

Of course, she didn’t.

Smuggling was low-end commerce. There was nothing daring, flamboyant, or otherwise fit to make into a holo. In short, Shoni didn’t get to see Roddy being a bad boy. Sooner or later, she was going to have to get used to the idea that long shots and armed raids were best avoided.

Roddy slipped an arm around her. “Listen, baby. We just scored a big payday, right?”

“Right…” Shoni echoed with a skeptically cocked eyebrow.

“Wrong!” Roddy snapped. “Those grass-munching rhinoceroses paid us in local currency. The hardcoin version wouldn’t be able to buy us beer from a vending machine. The digital stuff we’ve got is worth even less, everywhere but here. So unless you fancy a nice quiet life of imported meat and neighbors ten times your size, we need to make real money: terras.”

Yomin sighed. “I love the little bank accounts they gave us. Those zeroes look sexy, but that currency symbol is like a kid’s scribble.”

Archie shook his head. “Play the long game, and maybe ARGO recognizes New Garrelon as a legitimate government entity. Those stuunji zuukas will be worth face value.”

“Not all of us plan on living another hundred years,” Roddy said with a sneer. “Investing in upstart rebel colonies is a sucker’s bet. Even with interest and inflation, none of it’s worth sitting on when this place won’t last five years before some treaty or other breaks down and this planet gets overrun. We can split this job four ways and turn our zuukas into money that buys.”

“Plus,” Yomin added. “Fuck Carl. I mean, we’re sitting here for days on the most boring planet ever settled. Why not borrow the Mobius and earn something for ourselves?”

Archie’s chair tilted forward until the front legs slammed down. “Well, now that’s something I can get behind.”

“Fine. I’m in,” Shoni added with a sigh.

# # #

Roddy drew the assignment to craft a response on Carl’s behalf:

Yo, Roger,

Hope that “mutual acquaintance” you mentioned didn’t tell you anything too embarrassing. I’ve got a reputation to maintain. Anyhoo, I’m on New Garrelon anyway, so I figured I’d give your job some thought. Never been much of a chair aficionado, but your specs look simple enough. Price tag works for me. Let’s do some business. I have a two-day window before pressing matters demand my personal intervention. You’ve got until then to arrange and meet me for pickup.

-CR

It wasn’t Roddy’s best work. But he knew that the longer the message ran, the greater the chance of slipping up and giving away the ruse.

“Is that it?” Yomin asked, reading over Roddy’s shoulder.

Roddy hit the send button. “Yeah. Now we just gotta find us a chair.”

It was as stupid a job as it sounded, but money was money. Well, not all money. Their zuukas weren’t worth the electrons it took to represent them. But soon, they’d turn hay into gold.

# # #

The Mobius landed in a grassy field just outside the New Garrelon town of Puhn Gasha. A stiff breeze bent the wildflowers and carried the loamy scent of crops in mid-season. As Roddy stepped from the cargo ramp to the ground, his foot sank into the vegetation.

“Who the hell wants to live in a place like this?” Roddy grumbled.

Yomin pointed at the solitary, barn-like structure nestled against the nearby creek. “Him.”

The trek to the carpenter’s workshop was a slog. Walking in beach sand was grueling, but at least the sand didn’t try to grab at ankles and suck at the gloves of Roddy’s lower hands. By the time they reached the stuunji-sized door, Roddy’s hands were cramped from the effort of tearing free of grassy entanglements.

Yomin knocked.

There was no response, but inside the wheezing sound of a handsaw ceased. From inside, the floorboards creaked, growing louder until the door opened.

“How may I—? Oh, my!” The stuunji carpenter took a step back and covered his mouth with a platter-sized hand. “Come in, little friends. Come in.”

Roddy wiped his lower hands on a mat just inside the door. “So. I guess you know who we are.”

“Oh, of course. I watch the news feeds,” the stuunji replied. “I am Hua Juun. I am humbled by your presence.”

The carpenter brushed his hands across a leather apron and offered one to Roddy, kneeling to cut down on the nearly two-meter difference in height.

Roddy shook hands with Hua Juun. Yomin followed suit, nearly able to look the kneeling stuunji in the eye.

“Heard you were the real deal,” Roddy said. He made a show of letting his gaze wander the room for a few seconds. “I’m looking for a gift for a friend of mine.”

“Rai Kub,” Yomin added. If the carpenter knew who the two of them were, Roddy figured that names weren’t needed. But it also meant that there was no point beating around the bush.

“Yeah. Him,” Roddy said. “Anyway, a bunch of our people went on a pilgrimage. While they’re gone, I was hoping to arrange a little surprise. Rai Kub doesn’t have much in the way of authentic, stuunji-crafted furniture. I mean, he’s got some comfy stuff for a guy his size on a human-made ship, but there’s no substitute for the genuine article.”

Hua Juun nodded along but remained silent.

“I’m thinking: chair,” Roddy said, holding his hands up in a picture frame and staring through. The carpenter stared right along with him as if the old stuunji could see Rai Kub settling into a nice, stuunji-made seat that fit him like it was molded around his ass.

Hua Juun turned a fraction and regarded Roddy from the corner of one giant eye. “Just a chair?”

“Well, it’s not a big ship,” Roddy said, suddenly defensive. “Plus, we don’t have an unlimited budget.”

Hua Juun stood and clasped both hands over his heart. “I would never dream of charging the Friends of Freedom for my work.”

A sliver of Carl within Roddy’s soul began counting the free terras already. This was like stealing without breaking any laws. And yet, somehow, Roddy couldn’t punch the throttle on the offer. “Please… Hua Juun. We gave that ship to Tuu Nau. The zuukas he gave as a gift in return was meant for settling these sorts of transactions. You still get to show the gratitude of New Garrelon, but Tuu Nau makes sure you still earn your livelihood.”

Hua Juun cocked his head and ran a thumb up the side of his horn. “I see… Tuu Nau was quite clever. Very well, allow me to take you to my showroom. I’m sure I have something your friend Rai Kub will appreciate.”

Twenty-two minutes later, they were hauling a grav sled into the cargo bay of the Mobius. It ticked off every box on Roger Baldwin’s list, and only cost them forty thousand zuukas. Split four ways, that was ten large apiece. Considering zuukas were just short of worthless, it was a pretty good deal.

As the cargo bay door closed, Hua Juun waved his goodbyes. Yomin and Roddy waved back. Then the door closed with a solid thunk.

“You could have let him give us a freebie,” Yomin snapped.

Roddy turned slowly to look up into Yomin’s eyes. “And if I was Carl, I would have.”

# # #

Archie’s first reaction upon coming down to the cargo bay to see the stuunji chair was to have a seat in it.

The chair was gaudy in the most primitive of fashions, with leather tassels and angular carvings covering most of the non-functional surfaces. It was polished to a glossy shine like a fresh apple, and the underlying wood stain left a pleasant old-world impression. Louis XIV could have commissioned a chair like this. But few French kings had a preference for rhinoceros handicrafts over gold and velvet.

“You look like an idiot,” Roddy stated. “Your feet don’t even touch the floor.”

Yomin snorted. “We could sit four across, too.”

“I ain’t feeling that cozy. Thanks,” Roddy replied.

Shoni circled the chair with Carl’s datapad in hand. Electronic bleeps sounded as she tapped through Roger Baldwin’s list of requirements. “Everything checks out. What sort of human would want one of these? Is this fellow’s boss a pituitary giant?”

Roddy snatched the datapad away from her. All the boxes were checked off. “No. He’s just an asshole with an ego that’ll spill over the arms of that titan-sized chair.” Roddy looked from Shoni to Yomin, then over to Archie. “Hey, who’s flying this thing?”

“I set the autopilot as soon as we dropped into astral,” Archie replied. He suppressed a smirk. After the long reign of Mordecai The Brown, they were finally able to have a working star-drive on the Mobius. Esper wasn’t nearly so prickly about being the lone supplier of faster-than-light travel aboard the ship.

Roddy tapped away at the datapad, shaking his head all the while. “Can’t believe he’s gone…”

Archie knew the feeling.

Despite only knowing Mordecai The Brown for a few short weeks, there was an undeniable presence to the man. The ship felt emptier without him around and not just because half the crew was planetside. Without Mort’s gray-flecked hair and crotchetiness around, Archie felt old. His robotic body kept him from feeling the aches and pains of decrepitude, but it didn’t stop him from noticing the exuberance of youth all around him.

As he climbed down from the chair, a cloth bag hanging from the headrest caught Archie’s eye. “What’s this for?”

Yomin smirked and gave the bag a flick. “You’re lucky you can’t smell anything. It’s a stuunji aphrodisiac.” She swayed her hips, slid up beside Archie, and slipped an arm around him. Archie stiffened uncomfortably as she pressed her lips to the audio receptor where he should have had an ear. Yomin whispered, “But it doesn’t seem to work on humans.” Then she laughed and disentangled herself.

In the meantime, Roddy’s comm seemed to have taken a turn for the worse.

“The HELL?” Roddy shouted. “That wasn’t the deal!” The datapad bounced as a laaku hand hurled it to the floor. The laaku took three steps and leaned into a punch that made the tassels on the chair sway.

“Hey!” Yomin snapped. “You might damage the—well, OK, you’re too small to hurt that oversized barstool. But cut the crap.”

Archie switched to his newsreader voice and cleared his throat. “I suspect your sudden outburst may be related to our pending transaction?”

Roddy stabbed a finger at the robot. “Can the phony voice, Robo-Gramps. Our buyer just insisted the exchange be him and Carl.”

“Lemme guess,” Yomin said. “Alone and unarmed?”

Roddy stalked over and grabbed the datapad in one foot. He lobbed it underhand to Yomin. “Alone. Unarmed. Screwed.”

Archie reverted to his robotic voice in deference to the laaku’s current mood. “There’s always some room to negotiate.” As Yomin flipped the datapad right side up, Archie peered over her shoulder to read along. He tugged at the collar of his shirt as he finished reading. “I see… Well, Mr. Baldwin certainly has a colorful and vivid vocabulary.”

“This is why we shouldn’t have taken the job,” Shoni said. “Now we either have to give up or bring in Carl to finish it.”

Yomin blew a frustrated sigh and crossed her arms. “Or we could just quietly land back at Great Prairie and give the stupid thing to Rai Kub as a gift.”

Roddy snapped his fingers. “That’s it!”

“We’re giving it to Rai Kub?” Yomin asked skeptically.

Roddy waved a dismissive hand. “Hell no! We’re bringing Carl in on this. Except… well, we don’t need Carl Carl.”

“What are you getting at?” Shoni asked.

Archie backed away slowly. The laaku scientist might have been a neophyte criminal, but Archie had the suspicious mind to see where the four-handed mechanic was going with this.

“Yomin,” Roddy said. “Think you can stuff Carl’s voice into this robotic windbag?”

# # #

From his seat on the bed in Yomin’s quarters, Archie stared at the door. Yomin stood there, gripping the door handle and watching him. Waiting for him. It was time to go out and try the new voice that Yomin had spent an hour fine-tuning.

“Quit being a baby,” Yomin chided him. “If you can’t impersonate Carl in front of Roddy, how do you expect to win over Roger Baldwin?”

Some sarcastic responses came to mind, but all of them would have required speaking. Yomin had locked out his voice selection subroutine. He was Carl until she reset Archie’s manual selector. That hadn’t been part of the bargain.

The datalens over Yomin’s right eye gave him an idea. He shot off a short-range signal keyed to the datalens’ comm ID.

But the little mongrel’s going to make fun of me.

Yomin pursed her lips and plucked the datalens from her face. “No shortcuts, Archie. You’re Carl now, and you need practice.”

At that moment, Archie wished he had eyes to close. Instead, he shut off his optical inputs for a few seconds. It allowed him to gather his thoughts without the distraction of Yomin’s patronizing glare, but it lacked the catharsis that real eyelids could provide.

In agreeing to this plan, Archie had put his reputation on the line with half the crew. If he backed out now, they’d know he couldn’t be relied on. Sooner or later, a man—or robot—who wasn’t reliable wasn’t worth a spot on the crew. Archie would find himself marooned on a planet, maybe inhabited, maybe not. He couldn’t go back to being alone and scared that the next person he talked to could be the one to turn him in for a bounty.

Turning on his optical inputs, Archie rose and nodded. When Yomin opened the door for him, Archie stepped through and shuffled into the common room.

Roddy and Shoni had been watching something operatic on the holo. The image froze as Roddy paused the playback with a laaku stretching out his arms toward his beloved, mouth agape in song.

“So, how’s he sound?” Roddy asked.

Yomin elbowed Archie in the side.

“Yo. Rodek. My boy. How is it going?” Archie said in Carl’s voice.

Roddy cringed, and all four of his hands balled into fists. “Someone run their fingernails down a piece of slate. I’d rather listen to that than Carl’s ragged soul being dragged naked across a cheese grater.”

“It’s not half bad,” Yomin said with a scowl. “The timbre is dead on. Vocal playback would fool a biometric scanner.”

Waving a hand in Archie’s direction, Roddy struggled before finding words to voice his objection. “It sounds like someone ran Mort through a vocal modulator programmed with Carl’s voice.”

Shoni put an arm around Roddy’s shoulders. “Yes, dear. I know you two were friends, but the differences in speech between Archie and Mort aren’t that pronounced.”

Shrugging away Shoni’s affection, Roddy jumped down from the couch and strode up to the robot. “Like hell. That batty old wizard could turn a phrase when he wanted to. This guy? I mean, at least before he had an excuse not to sound human.”

“I am human, you lemon-brained marsupial!” Archie snapped.

Roddy wagged a finger. “Better. But still not Carl.”

Yomin came up behind Archie and placed her hands on his shoulders. “Well? Teach away, oh mighty expert.”

The laaku mechanic grew a thoughtful expression, rubbing a hand over his chin. “OK… Let’s see what we can do.” Roddy bracketed Archie’s face with his hands. “Imagine that over the course of the past three hours, you had sex with four different women, and none of them know that.”

“Umm…” Archie said. He wasn’t liking where this was going.

“Now imagine that you’re a real humble guy. You don’t want to make your buddies feel bad. But you’re in a great mood. You just walked into a bar. A bunch of school chums all turn and notice you walking in. One of them’s named Roddy. GO!”

Archie tried to recall his collegiate youth. The memories were clouded with cobwebs and that greasy film that always seemed to accumulate on old glass. He’d been a bit of a bookworm, and despite his best efforts, hadn’t enjoyed much success with the ladies in his undergraduate days.

Shifting focus, he thought back to his stint as a teaching assistant. He was a few years older than the students he oversaw, and his superior knowledge and the inkling of power he wielded had served him better at getting dates. But his own respect for the nature of his position kept him from abusing that power.

What if he had?

Fuzzy recollections of faces and curves flooded in from Archie’s memory banks. He imagined a Friday night tour of the Harvard fraternity houses—no, the sorority houses. Archie saw himself suave and self-assured, doling out offhanded secrets to upcoming tests and making off-color jokes about some of the naughtier devices that Tech Ed didn’t cover.

Could Archimedes Antonopoulos have parlayed a night like that into the debauchery that Roddy described? Probably not. But it was a daydream he could paint himself into, at least.

Following Roddy’s advice a bit further, he pictured the end of the evening, exhausted in body and soaring in spirit. There was a little bar just off campus whose name remained elusive, but it had a brick and polished wood motif and beer that came by the pitcher.

What would it have been like to throw open the front door and walk in like a holovid star, only to find a table full of old chums who would never have it so good?

“Yo, Rodek my man!” Archie shouted, holding up a lazy hand in an informal greeting.

A slow grin spread across the laaku mechanic’s face. Roddy popped the top on a can of Earth’s Preferred. “That’s more like it. Let’s get to work.”

For the next four hours, Roddy coached Archie through everything from common themes in Carl’s metaphors to how he responded to jokes, insults, and threats to his life. Most of what the laaku said fit with what Archie had observed himself. But what struck him was the degree to which Roddy seemed to understand Carl at a clockwork gear level.

Shoni and Yomin busied themselves about the ship, neither having the patience for the process. Once Roddy deemed Archie ready for show time, everyone gathered around the kitchen table.

“Lay it on us,” Yomin said as she slid into a chair. She sipped from a cup of coffee. “Show us your Carl.”

“First off, I’m not your Carl,” Archie replied in a perfect imitation of Carl’s voice and cadence. “I’m everyone’s Carl, and there’s plenty of me to spread around.”

Archie suspected he might have taken that last line a bit far when he noticed the predatory gleam in Yomin’s eye over the rim of her coffee mug.

Shoni took a deep breath. “So, I’ve got a chair to buy from you. Here’s the money.” She pantomimed handing over a case filled with terras.

“Pardon me while I run a quick scan,” Archie said with a wink of one optical sensor. “I’ve had my troubles with counterfeiters in the past.”

The reminder of Archie’s “prank” on Carl made Roddy and Yomin both chuckle.

“Well,” Yomin said. “He certainly sounds like Carl.”

Shoni’s eyes widened. “Wait a minute. But how are we going to pull off a face-to-face meeting? The Bellard Colony is open air. Breathable atmosphere. There’s no way we can hide Archie’s face behind a mask without making someone suspicious.”

Roddy snorted beer out his nose. They were idiots for not thinking of that in the first place. He coughed and spluttered but finally managed to recover the power of speech. “Any fucker who isn’t suspicious has no business dealing with Carl. That’s another good one to remember: always act like you’re getting away with something.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that she’s right,” Yomin said. “We can’t have this exchange at the Bellard Colony. We need to put Archie in an EV suit and rig it with a projector to make it look like Carl’s face behind the helmet.”

“Wouldn’t just activating the reflective screen fix it?” Shoni asked. “After all, what if the projection glitches out?”

“Suspicious,” Roddy said. “A guy who wants to be sure he’s dealing with Carl Freakin’ Ramsey is going to want to see that ugly, peachfuzz mug of his.”

Shoni sighed and pushed back her chair. “Fine. I’ll go find Carl’s EV suit if you break the news to our contact that we need to change the location.”

Archie flopped down on the couch, which protested audibly under the weight of his robotic body. “I’ll just hang here. You guys have got this, right? Beer me on your way out, would ya?” With that, Archie picked up the remote for the holo-projector and began to browse Carl’s favorite holovids.

# # #

The Kirik Sul mining platform had long since cored all the local asteroids dry. There weren’t enough valuable ores left in the asteroid belt to make a horseshoe. But the station itself remained. Inert. Adrift. Occasionally pelted by stray debris. Yet for all its faults, it was still navigable on foot. With an EV suit equipped with magnetic boots, it was even relatively safe inside.

Archie wasn’t buying that argument for a minute.

The whole place had the feel of an electronic tomb. The parallel between Archie’s existence trapped in a robotic body and the mining platform’s analog to the innards of a pyramid weren’t lost on him. It seemed fitting that a robot could walk fearlessly among stone halls lined with entombed mummies. But put that same robot into a dead piece of technology filled with automatic doors that no longer opened and machinery that lacked the spark of motive force, and it was a true house of horrors.

“Bloody hell,” Archie muttered.

His comm was open, and back on the Mobius Yomin heard him. “This comm is secure but try to keep in character.”

“How about a little less fucking commentary and a lot more telling me when our contact gets here?”

Yomin’s voice brightened. “That’s more like it! Just hang tight. We’re on a separate comm with Baldwin. He’s just docked at the far end of the station.”

The stuunji chair bobbed along behind Archie on a grav-sled. Every time he looked at the faux-ornate piece of xenocultural furniture, he shook his head. “Sooner we swap this rhino ass-cradle for terras, the better.”

Roddy’s voice piped in over the comm. “Dial it back a little on the xenoism, chief. Carl only talks shit about non-humans to their faces.”

“Ever get the feeling that walking in another man’s shoes is a good way to catch another man’s bullet?” Archie asked.

Roddy’s squealing laugh carried in shrill tones into Archie’s brain. “That’s from Three Days as Chaz MacMannis, right? Great gangster flick. You neophytes should watch more of those.”

Archie cleared his throat, which sounded suspiciously like Carl’s throat-clearing. “Yeah, and Chaz died.”

“You’re paranoid,” Roddy said. “Carl would be cracking jokes and griping about needing a piss.”

“You nincompoop monkey!” Archie snapped. “I’m telling you this feels all wrong. Why would someone want to deal with Carl and nobody else? Why the alone and unarmed routine for buying furniture? This stopped being contraband the second New Garrelon customs waved us through with the have-a-nice-day treatment.”

“Listen,” Yomin said slowly and calmly. “You’re about thirty seconds from meeting up with a guy named Roger Baldwin. He’s got no history, so it’s probably an alias. Aliases suggest shady characters. That’s our stock in trade. You’re there for a simple transaction, and everything’s going to be okay. Now pull your head out of your waste reclaim and get in character.”

In character. Right. Archie wasn’t Archimedes Antonopoulos anymore. He was Carl “Blackjack” Ramsey, veteran Typhoon pilot and would-be mob kingpin. He didn’t need a blaster to protect himself. Carl Ramsey could talk his way out of anything.

Archie was feeling like a pretty big man, towing his stuunji-made chair along. Then he saw his contact.

Roger Baldwin wore an all-black EV suit with tactical armor plating. He managed to make the awkward stride of a man wearing magnetic boots look like a gunslinger’s swagger. In one hand, he carried a silver case of generic design that screamed it was filled with illicit terras. In the other, Roger Baldwin held some sort of remote.

With a press of a button on that remote, Archie lost contact with the Mobius.

“Thought it should be just the two of us, Blackjack,” Baldwin said, his voice coming through on a narrow-band frequency, unencrypted over Archie’s comm. “Gotta say, you’ve been a tough guy to track down these past months.”

“That’s me,” Archie replied on the same channel. “Mr. Tough Guy. But I always try to make myself available for people looking to make me some easy money. Speaking of…” Archie waved a hand toward the case Baldwin carried. Showing off the chair seemed superfluous since it was there in plain sight.

“Right. Sure thing.” Baldwin knelt and set the case down to open it. Just as Archie wondered at the wisdom of opening it with no gravity to keep the hardcoin from floating away, Baldwin drew out a blaster.

“Alone. Unarmed. How the hell do you go one-for-two on such an easy list?” Archie demanded. It was growing difficult to maintain Carl’s bluster and not give up the ruse. But Carl had lived a lifetime on the outskirts of the law, dealing with men like Baldwin on a daily basis. “But if you want to renegotiate, I’m listening.”

The blaster leveled at Archie’s torso. The weapon was a SlyTek Sidekick, the same model Yomin carried. It would have passed any scanner check that a more circumspect criminal might have run. But by the same token, it wasn’t the kind of weapon that would tear a robotic chassis to slag.

Mentally Archie began an inventory of the systems in jeopardy if that shot fired.

“I’m not here to negotiate, Ramsey,” Baldwin said. “I’m here to collect on a bigger prize. Did you know Harmony Bay is offering two million for your sorry carcass? Proof of death only. They don’t even want your body. So smile, Ramsey. You get to be a holovid star one more time before you die.”

“Screw you,” Archie shouted into the comm. He activated the reflective screen on his visor, hiding the holographic image of Carl’s face from the bounty hunter’s view. “I bet your name isn’t even really Baldwin.”

Subprocessors. Coolant system. Pectoral actuator. Archie kept running tabs on where the blaster was pointed by the millisecond.

“It’s not. But that won’t matter to you.” Baldwin fired.

A warning message sprang into Archie’s field of view, informing him that a left pectoral actuator suddenly ceased functioning.

The effigy of Carl went limp.

Archie voluntarily shut down all servo-motor control of his robotic musculature. At the same time, he cut the feed to the life-support monitors on the EV suit. Rather than reporting a slightly out-of-shape, borderline middle-aged set of heart rate, blood pressure, and oxygen level, he let it show nothing at all.

More blaster fire lanced out. In the silence of vacuum, Archie could only watch the flashes. But Baldwin was no longer returning fire. The shots were coming from somewhere behind Archie, outside his field of vision.

Archie cheated and used his leg actuators to lever himself upright just a little in the zero gravity. Baldwin was crouched down and hurrying for cover as best he could while his boots were magnetically sucked down to the floor. Two SlyTek Sidekicks fired back and forth between Yomin and Baldwin, with Roddy adding shots from a much higher-output blaster rifle for the side of the good guys.

Or at least, Roddy was on Archie’s side. Being on the “good guys’” side was less important than being on the side that won.

“You OK?” Yomin asked, crouching over Archie’s body.

“What happened?” Roddy chimed in.

“Exactly what I told you. I caught a bullet meant for Carl.” Archie glanced over and saw Baldwin’s case drifting in the void. “Did we at least get the money?”

“There is no money,” Roddy said. “You’re lucky you’re not flesh and blood, or you’d be dusted. Come on. Let’s get out of here. I don’t know how Shoni will handle it if Baldwin’s ship decides to play rough.”

# # #

Two days later, it was as if the Mobius had never left the spot in the landing yard at Great Prairie. The traffic controllers and ground crews all thought they had been gone to arrange a surprise for Savior Carl. The fuel supplier had topped them off free of charge. The four of them—Roddy, Yomin, Shoni, and Archie—had arranged themselves carefully around the common room to look like nothing had happened.

As Carl pushed through the door from the cargo bay, he stretched laboriously. “Good to be home. I eat one more well-intentioned Earth-cooked meal, I’m going to starve to death. ‘Just like your mother made’ my ass. When we were kids, meals came in a wrapper with Friendli Foods written on it.”

“You should have had the veggie option,” Amy said, entering after Carl and toting the luggage for both of them. “They did some great stuff with eggplant.”

Esper was next through the door. She wore a pink hooded sweatshirt with her hands stuffed in the front pocket. “Their chocolate was excellent. But focusing on the food overlooks the spiritual migration from human-occupied Garrelon to New Garrelon.”

There was a gap with no more crewmembers following on Esper’s heels. Roddy leaned forward on the couch. “Where’s Rai Kub?”

A slow, ominous creaking from the cargo bay marked the stuunji’s progress up the stairs. He ducked through the door to the common room. Rai Kub carried an enormous wooden chest. Judging by what Roddy had seen of the local woodworking industry, it was probably even real wood.

“Hello, everyone,” the stuunji said with a grin. “You were missed.”

“What’s in the trunk, big guy?” Roddy asked.

Rai Kub tucked it under one arm and gave the chest a pat. “Creature comforts. Reminders of home. I didn’t know what life on a ship might be like, so I traveled lightly. But since the Mobius is my home now, I wanted to bring reminders of my spiritual home.”

Roddy hopped down from the couch and gave Shoni a wink. “Well, we’ve got a little surprise in store for you, buddy. Consider it a welcome gift as an official member of the crew.”

As Roddy led the way to Rai Kub’s quarters, Carl and Amy slipped past and into their shared bunk. After all the time they’d spent in the company of religious-minded rhinoceroses, they were probably looking to get caught up on their sinning.

With the chest still under one arm, Rai Kub paused in front of his own door as Roddy stepped aside. “Should I be wary?”

“Not even fooling with ya,” Roddy assured the stuunji. “Picked it up locally, just for you.”

Giving the door a tentative push, Rai Kub peered inside, still apparently skeptical. His eyes lit when he noticed the chair. “For me?”

“You bet, big guy. Figured you needed something around here that was your size. The four of us chipped in and got it from a local artisan with a good reputation.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Rai Kub stated in a hushed tone. “Thank you.”

From down the hall, Carl’s shout echoed. “What the HELL happened to my EV suit?”
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Read about the Black Ocean series and discover where to buy at: blackoceanmissions.com

Twinborn Trilogy

Experience the journey of mundane scribe Kyrus Hinterdale who discovers what it means to be Twinborn—and the dangers of getting caught using magic in a world that thinks it exists only in children’s stories.

Read about the Twinborn Trilogy and discover where to buy at: twinborntrilogy.com

Mad Tinker Chronicles

Then continue on into the world of Korr, where the Mad Tinker and his daughter try to save the humans from the oppressive race of Kuduks. When their war spills over into both Tellurak and Veydrus, what alliances will they need to forge to make sure the right side wins?

Read about the Mad Tinker Chronicles and discover where to buy at: madtinkerchronicles.com




About the Author

I am a creator of worlds and a destroyer of words. As a fantasy writer, my works range from traditional epics to futuristic fantasy with starships. I have worked as an unpaid Little League pitcher, a cashier, a student library aide, a factory grunt, a cubicle drone, and an engineer—there is some overlap in the last two.

Through it all, though, I was always a storyteller. Eventually I started writing books based on the stray stories in my head, and people kept telling me to write more of them. Now, that’s all I do for a living.

I enjoy strategy, worldbuilding, and the fantasy author’s privilege to make up words. I am a gamer, a joker, and a thinker of sideways thoughts. But I don’t dance, can’t sing, and my best artistic efforts fall short of your average notebook doodle. When you read my books, you are seeing me at my best.

My ultimate goal is to be both clever and right at the same time. I have it on good authority that I have yet to achieve it.


Connect with me online

On my blog at jsmorin.com

On Facebook at facebook.com/authorjsmorin

On Twitter at twitter.com/authorjsmorin
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