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Engines thundered, each growing higher and closer until the Doppler Effect inverted and they sped past. The Squall 2560 race crafts fired maneuvering thrusters as they hit the hairpin turn through the artificial asteroid field of the racecourse. It was the Silde Slims 250K, and it was live on holovid feed, pumped directly into the common room of the Mobius.

All the sounds were artificial, of course, computer generated to give the old-race feel and rev up the engines of the viewers. But pure racing was hard to watch, just tiny, one-person ships flitting by at outrageous speeds. From a stationary vantage without studio effects, there was no telling who was winning or what was happening in the race.

“My money’s on Tobago,” Carl said, leaning into the next turn as the racers poured through the course single file.

Roddy snorted, the best laugh he could manage with a beer tilted back. “No it’s not. Your account’s on lockdown.”

“Well, it would be, if I was betting on this race,” Carl replied. “Look at those lines. He’s holding tighter to the turns than the other guys out there.”

“Half those guys are women,” Tanny noted. She was seated at the kitchen table, watching from the other side with the bored half-interest of someone who was only watching because it was too loud to ignore. If it wasn’t for the gentle chugging of the food processor and the sandwich it would spit out shortly, Carl didn’t think she’d have stuck around at all.

The racers passed through a translucent checkerboard gate projected across the course like a sheet of holographic glass. It marked the lap, and the Squalls accelerated into a long straightaway, jockeying position. Strictly for the holovid viewers, pop-up logos and pilot names hovered near each vehicle. The announcer was probably yammering about where this driver went to school, or how that driver dreamed of becoming a racer since she was five years old, but Roddy had shut the announcer feed off halfway through Lap 1.

The door to Mort’s quarters opened. “Is it entirely necessary to watch that science-mobile racing at tornado volume? I’m trying to read,” the wizard griped.

“You looking up ways for how to change my hair back to normal?” Carl snapped. It had been two weeks since that azrin sword master—wizard was more like it—had cursed him, turning every hair on his body blue. Mort had deigned to undo all of it but the mop of blue hair on his head. Carl didn’t believe for a second that the wizard had any confusion on how to fix the rest.

“No.”

Carl grabbed the remote from Roddy and cranked the volume until it hurt his ears. He glared at Mort until the wizard retreated into his room. He was probably grumbling something profane, or old, or some Shakespearean combination of the two. But whatever he may have said was drowned out by the synthetic engine noise of sixteen Squall racing ships.

“Do you mind?” Tanny shouted from the kitchen area.

“Yes,” Carl shouted back.

Roddy wrestled the remote from Carl’s hands after a brief struggle and turned the holoprojector down to a tolerable volume. “You can’t stay pissed at Mort forever.”

“I can hold out until he changes my hair back,” Carl said.

The door to Esper’s quarters opened. “Would you mind keeping it down? I’m reading.”

“Two of a fucking kind,” Carl muttered.

Esper looked over to Tanny. “He blow up at Mort again?”

“Yup.”

“It looks fine, you know,” Esper said. “Blue suits you.” The door shut, and she was gone.

“You could probably get him to put it back if you apologize,” Roddy said quietly, barely audible over the race. “Wasn’t his fault you pissed off that azrin shaman or whateverthehell he was.”

“Yeah, but it’s Mort’s job to take care of shit like this,” Carl replied. “Mriy doesn’t let guys rough us up for laughs. Tanny doesn’t land us in restricted space because she’s having a bad day. You don’t vent the waste recycler through the crew cabins as a joke.”

Roddy perked up. “Hey, that would be funny.”

“The point is, we have a wizard on board, and it would be nice if a wizard did his job,” Carl said, shouting the last words to make sure Mort heard him through the door.

That door opened seconds later. “You want your damn hair back, smart guy?” Mort asked. “How about this? You know that ad that’s been blaring every half hour during that rotten race of yours?”

“The one looking for unsigned racers to join the circuit?” Roddy asked.

“That one,” Mort confirmed. “You’re always yapping about how you’re better than those flyboys who zip around with no one shooting at them. If you can prove it, I’ll turn your hair back to that dull hay color you’re pining for.”

“Fuck that,” Carl replied. “I could pay a one-timer to some local wizard to get it fixed. Point is, I shouldn’t have to.”

“If you don’t think you could win, I—”

“Don’t pull that psychology shit on me,” Carl snapped. “I’m not in the mood.”

Roddy scratched his chin with one prehensile foot. “Well, there is that quarter-million terra prize.”

There was that. And it was true that none of the racers in the Silde Slims 250K had ever flown under fire. None of them had the kind of chops to match a navy pilot. Plus, Squalls were just a civilian model of Typhoon, stripped down for racing. There probably weren’t many active fighter pilots in Earth Navy that had as many hours logged in a Typhoon as Carl, never mind a bunch of racer wannabes.

Carl glared sidelong at the wizard, then over to the holoprojector, then back again. “Prize money’s mine.”

# # #

Alone, in the solitude of his quarters, Carl brought up a copy of the advert on his datapad. His wasn’t one of the fancy datapads that had a built-in holoprojector, but it could show him a flatvid version, and the info would be the same. That was all that mattered. The laaku narrator spoke perfect English with just enough of a native Edzu accent to sound sophisticated. Unlike the corny ad that got him into trouble on Meyang with the sword-fighting school, this production was silk smooth and polished chrome.

“Think you have what it takes? Those racers aren’t doing anything you can’t do—and better. Admit it, you’ve always wanted to try. Well, pilots, now’s your chance. The Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge is looking for 16 pilots to compete in a series of grueling challenges to earn ONE spot in the Pan Galactic Race League. The winner will receive fame, glory, a place among the racing elite… and 250,000 terras.

“So ask yourself: Are you the best undiscovered racer in the Galaxy? Are you as good as the pilots of the Pan Galactic Race League? Sign up today and find out.”

If someone had drilled a hole and peeked into Carl’s brain, he couldn’t have conceived a pitch with a sharper hook or better bait for him. Fuck those laaku psychological martketeers. Carl hit the playback again.

“…The winner will receive fame, glory, a place among the racing elite… and 250,000 terras.

“So ask yourself: Are you the best undiscovered racer in the Galaxy? Are you as good as the pilots of the Pan Galactic Race League? Sign up today and find out.”

… and again.

“…Are you the best undiscovered racer in the Galaxy? Are you as good as the pilots of the Pan Galactic Race League?”

“You bet your ass I am. Maybe better.”

# # #

Phabian. It got called a lot of other things—Earth’s Little Sister, Laaku Prime, the Black Mirror. It was the latter that Carl found most appropriate. While Earth strove for the perfect mix of historical, modern, and natural, on Phabian they went completely modern. The planet devoured light, collected into millions of square kilometers of solar arrays. It was a mirror that didn’t reflect.

But he was inside it now. There wasn’t really an “on” for Phabian. Nature preserves required special clearance and more hassle than anyone wanted to go through just to park outdoors. The laaku lived under domes, worked in grids, and traveled via tubes. The funny thing was, it felt more like outdoors than anyplace Carl had been in ages. Solar simulator lights reproduced the same wavelength as Sol. The air was filled with floral and arboreal scents matching those of Earth plants. Gentle breezes in the tubes carried spring crispness. Laaku scientists: tinkering with nature and doing it better. It would have made a nice motto. It was better than the official one: “Phabian: birthplace of the sentient mind.”

Carl wasn’t sure just how many sentient minds stood with him in the line for the Silde Slims tryout. There were hundreds of bodies, but probably a good half of them were brain-dead slobs out to make fools of themselves. The competition had brought out the crazies. Challenge a guy to a bar fight, odds are he’d blow you off or yap something back at you. Put money on the line, and Scrawny Joe Beerstain will climb into the ring with the champ. The fools didn’t care that the odds were astronomical, and that it was a skill competition, not a lottery. Humanity had thrived on being too dumb to back down from a challenge, and unsurprisingly, most of the Beerstains in attendance were human.

At least the line kept moving. Interviews were taking a couple minutes apiece, and there was a split at the head of the line, where applicants were being taken to one of three rooms. As Carl watched, he looked for some pattern, any clue as to whether the Silde Slims officials that patrolled the line were doing triage and sending real applicants through one door and wheel chocks into the others. No such luck. It didn’t help that there were only a few that struck him as serious potential candidates.

A guy in a flight club jacket and a buzz haircut had the look of a serious applicant. He didn’t gawk at the races playing on the holos and flat panels scattered around the queue, and he had that straight-backed posture of someone who’d served aboard ship. Toward the head of the line was a sitharn—Carl couldn’t tell the gender—which was enough to make him a contender. Squalls were built by humans and had a ready-made conversion for laaku pilots. For a reptilian sitharn to be hanging out in a contest designed for primates meant he had something to prove. Just a few places ahead of Carl in line, a pubescent boy appeared out of place, at least physically. He was scrawny and gawky, with hunched shoulders that meant he was embarrassed, intimidated, or just awkward at that in-between age where he didn’t like attention.

With hours to wait and feet growing sorer by the minute, Carl tired of the exercise. The pilots didn’t matter. They might have been AI, simulator drones, or Zheen for all the difference it made. They were just hurdles and ankle-high ones at that. Carl turned his attention to checking out the women.

By a quick estimate, and leaving out the laaku and a scattering of more exotic xenos, a little over half the applicants were women. It made sense, in a way. The naval flight corps was nearly half women, and there was that longstanding bias toward testosterone-fueled aggression poured into the military’s foundation. Take away the preference for killer instinct, and you were left with pilots who were lighter on average and better able to handle high-G maneuvers. Packed into a crowded tube with lithe, daredevil women who spoke fluent pilot? There were worse ways to spend an afternoon.

“Hey, so what brings you out for this little raffle?” Carl asked the woman two places ahead of him, talking over the head of the laaku between them.

The woman turned. She had striking violet eyes, with hair and lips tinted to match. “I was waiting to meet you. Is that what you want to hear?”

Carl put up his hands in defense. “Just makin’ small talk. Can’t blame a guy for gettin’ bored out of his skull waiting for the herd to move. Figured I might as well get to know someone who was going to make it.” He hadn’t picked this woman out as any sort of exception to the general blasé of the candidates, but she didn’t need to know that.

“Sure,” she replied. “You got my flight credentials by staring at my ass and the back of my head.”

“Carl Ramsey,” he said, sticking out a hand. “Expert evaluator of pilots and asses. I’m both myself.”

She snorted, but the corner of her lip curled in an escaping smile. “July Monroe.” July shook Carl’s hand.

“Excuse me!” the laaku between them protested. The flirtatious exchange took place right over his head.

“Sorry, buddy,” Carl muttered. “Have her place in line.” Still holding onto July’s hand, he guided her around the indignant laaku.

“What made you think I didn’t mind you giving away my place?” July asked. She sounded more inquisitive than angry.

Carl shrugged. “There’s a hundred people to go. We can stand here, bored and quiet, we could piss off some poor guy stuck between us, or this. And you never answered my question.”

“I’ve been racing my whole life,” July replied. “Atmospheric stuff as a kid, then on to orbital and deep space. I got stuck in the small time, though. Easy money. No risk. It always seemed better to eat than to take a shot at the big time and burn all my fuel. This is all expenses paid. All it costs me is transport here and back. You?”

“I was yelling at the holovid, and my crew told me to put up or shut up.”

“You have a ship?” July asked. “Must be nice flying something you actually own.”

They stepped forward as the line advanced.

“Oh, I don’t fly it. At least, not much. It’s a shuttle that I converted into a light freighter, but I still fly it like a Typhoon, and the crew doesn’t like feeling G’s.”

“So you’re ex-military,” July concluded. She rolled her eyes. “I can’t tell you the number of former navy fighter jockeys I’ve ion-trailed. Squalls and Typhoons handle nothing alike. It’s all about manual control of the maneuvering thrusters in the turns, not just lining up a crosshair and firing.”

Carl stopped himself short. He had been able to snap back that he’d raced in his Typhoon for fun with his squadron, to keep them all sharp. There wasn’t a member of the Half-Devils of Squadron 333 that he wouldn’t pick over the field at this cattle drive. But then he took a quick glance at just how many of those cattle were left to go ahead of him. He did a high-orbit estimate of how long it would be before he was done waiting. He predicted that such a reply would probably end his conversation with July on a sour note, with her still stuck a half meter away for the next couple hours.

“Hey, what’s a guy gonna do?” Carl asked with a shrug. “Just climbing into a fighter again, even if it’s stripped down to a racing hull—well, it’s been a long time, I guess.”

She narrowed those violet eyes at him. “So you’re just here angling for a joyride?”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Carl said. “If I blunder into a win, I’m smooth with that, too.” He winked at her. “I like the eyes, by the way. Suits you.”

“I like the hair,” July replied. “Flashy for a veteran.”

Carl ran a self-conscious hand through his blue locks. He’d forgotten how he must look. “Funny story about that…” There were two hours or so until they were called in for their interviews, and Carl used that time to regale July with stories and wheedle out bits of her background. Some of the things he told her were even true.

# # #

“What do you think he’s doing right now?” Esper asked. She sat on the couch with a mug of cocoa, two tiny marshmallows melting away.

“Making a damn fool of himself,” Mort replied from beside her. They were alone on the Mobius, parked in a hanger on the outskirts of Kethlet, Roddy’s hometown. Of course “outskirts” and “town” didn’t do justice to the sprawling, planet-wide metropolis that Kethlet was just one portion of. “It’s your turn to pick.”

Esper took up the holovid remote with a sigh and sipped her cocoa. “Is this all we’re going to do while we’re on Phabian?” She flipped through menu after submenu, hoping something caught her eye.

“We are in the den of science, on one of the most populated worlds in the known galaxy,” Mort replied. “If you wander around out there, some bit of science is going to identify you and cough up a hairball because you’re supposed to be dead.”

“And you’re wanted by the Convocation,” Esper replied. “I know. I’ve heard it all before. But there are like fifty billion people on Phabian. You’d think a few could slip through the cracks. Maybe I should just go find someone official and see if I can get the record of my death squared away. I mean, it’s not like anyone will care, right?”

“The One Church preaches a lot more forgiveness than it practices,” Mort warned. “I wouldn’t kneel before that juggernaut, if I were you.”

“Aren’t you being a little dramatic?” Esper asked. “I mean, what are they going to do to me? It’s not like I broke any laws.”

Mort seemed about to say something, but closed his mouth and just stared at her. His tilted head and furrowed brow displayed more perplexity than she had ever seen on his face before.

“That they know about,” Esper amended. “I mean, as far as they know, I’m a runaway schoolteacher, right?”

“You kidnapped Adam.”

“Who was a scientist who’d stuffed his mind into a cloned body. I’m sure that’s all been cleared up by now.”

“Are you daft, girl?” Mort asked.

Esper tossed the holovid remote onto the unoccupied cushion of the couch. “No, but I’m just getting tired of feeling trapped behind death’s door. I thought that whole ‘faking my death’ thing was clever at the time, but I wasn’t thinking just how little a dead person is allowed to do.”

Mort scratched his chin and squinted one eye at Esper. “All right. Let’s work around the system. We’re going sightseeing.”

# # #

July was gone, whisked off into one of the interview rooms. Carl’s solo wait wasn’t long before he was brought into a different one. The place was Phabian glitz at its finest. Top level city view, looking out at the interconnected high rises, tubes, clouds, and sub-orbital floating residences. Every surface of the walls, floor, and the desk were display-quality flat panels. Carl’s two interviewers were a laaku man and a human woman. He had light brown fur and wore a dark suit and display-panel glasses; she had the middle-aged all-cosmo look—with all the wrinkles smoothed too flat—and sported a Silde Slims branded flight jacket. The laaku had his prehensile feet up on the desk.

“Bradley Carlin Ramsey,” an overhead speaker announced him.

The laaku glanced down at a datapad. “Sit. We don’t have all day.”

Green footprints appeared on the floor, marking a path from Carl to a chair on the opposite side of the desk. He took two steps before he realized the footprints were the same size as his boots, and matched his gait perfectly. He broke stride to avoid them and took five clumsy steps to the chair as he and the floor tried to outguess one another.

“Creepy-ass floor,” he muttered, glaring down at it as he sat.

“So, Bradley—or can I call you Brad?” the human woman asked.

“I go by Carl, actually,” Carl replied.

“Well, Carl, I’m Stacy Kain, and this is Torim of Daihan. We’ll try to keep this brief, since we still have a lot of applicants.” Her eyes were sunken. Carl couldn’t blame her with all the slobs she must have dealt with today.

“Take all the time you need,” Carl replied. “I’m worth the wait.”

“Says here you’re Earth Navy, retired,” Torim said. “But all I can access is your rank and service dates, plus a couple certifications.”

Carl scratched behind his ear. “Yeah, that’s about all that’s not classified. But you do the math. I made Lt. Commander inside five years, and I was a combat flight instructor for the Typhoon class fighter.”

“Ever flown a Squall?” Stacy asked.

“No, but I’ve raced Typhoons for training purposes and never had a student beat me,” Carl replied.

“There are some key differences between the two ships,” Stacy said with a condescending smile. “The power-to-weight ratio, for starters, not to mention the lack of shields. There are also—”

“They stripped out the quick-shock gravity stabilizers for ones that take higher G-turns,” Carl said. “Makes sense because you’re not taking fire. As for the handling, a Squall’s going to be a moonlit stroll. No one learns to dance in combat boots who can’t do it in sneakers. Sure, I’ll have to get the feel for it, same as I’ve had to get the feel for losing my port-side maneuvering thrusters in a dogfight. I just hope I can keep motivated without target lock alarms blaring in my helmet. If I don’t get lulled to sleep, I think I’ll manage.”

“There’s more to this contest than just piloting,” Torim said, taking advantage of Carl needing to catch his breath after that diatribe. “This is a show. We need an angle. So maybe you’re a hot shit pilot, maybe you’re not. Why are slack-jaws going to want to watch you fly? What’ve you got that’s interesting about you?”

“You mean aside from having a classified military record?” Carl asked. When blank looks answered him, he shrugged and continued. “Well, my hair is blue because I was cursed by an azrin sword master, I play a little guitar, and I’m currently single. Depending how things go after dinner tonight, I may be dating a fellow contestant from London Prime by the name of July Monroe.”

Stacy looked to Torim, not showing the slightest reaction to Carl’s spiel. “I’m a little concerned about his age.”

“It is worth—”

“Bullshit,” Carl snapped. “If this was kiddie time, you should have said so in the ads. If these glider munchkins can’t claim as much simulator time as I’ve logged in combat, fuck ‘em. Let ‘em come back again in ten years when they’ve learned how to fly. You won’t catch me taking it easy on any of this sorry lot. I spent years tormenting pilots their age.”

Torim turned to Stacy and lifted his dark glasses. They exchanged a glance. “You’re in.”

# # #

“I feel out of place,” Mriy said softly. “Like a giant.”

“Get used to it,” Roddy replied. They strolled through a public concourse in the heart of Kethlet. Without a human in sight, Mriy was a half-meter taller than anyone around, even in her habitual slouch. In laaku-heavy areas, she wasn’t going to see many creatures her own size.

Mriy cocked her head. “Why are you speaking Jiara?”

“You finally noticed?” Roddy asked. “You’re getting too used to that earring’s translations. I’ve been speaking your language since we got off the ship.”

“But I would have thought—”

“That I’d speak Jiara like you speak English?” Roddy asked. Mriy’s idioms grew childlike in simplicity when she tried them at all in English, and her vocabulary shrank by a factor of 100. It was a dead giveaway as to whether she was speaking translated Jiara or plain English. “Sorry, sister. Your brain’s wired for hunting; mine’s made for learning. Nothing personal; just genetics.”

Mriy’s hackles rose, and Roddy chuckled. “What? Tell me you couldn’t eat half the laaku in this plaza like popcorn before someone stopped you. You’re getting pissy over speaking a few xeno languages like a native?”

“You’re insulting my intelligence,” Mriy replied. “My people aren’t savages.”

Roddy gave a gentle slap to the back of Mriy’s hand. “Show me those claws and say that again.” Rebels among her own azrin people had declawed her and pulled her teeth. Anything sharp about her now was thanks to laaku medicine and replacement implants.

“I’m still not a dumb brute.”

Roddy shrugged. “It’s all relative. Laaku wizards are shit compared to humans. Just look at Mort; we got no one like that. No laaku could fight an azrin without our thousand-year advantage in tech. We don’t live as long as tesuds—err, sorry if that’s a sore subject.” Laaku had a similar lifespan to humans, but azrins lived only half as long. Roddy had only thought of the tortoise-like race because one had just exited a spa ahead of them. “Point is, brains and unity are what made us. Can’t blame us for being best at what we evolved to be.”

“You’re lucky this is a green-sec planet, or I’d tear your arms out by the roots,” Mriy grumbled.

“We’re two minutes from a Class 1 med facility. You could tear my head off, and they’d fuse it back on,” Roddy replied. “Civilization. Gotta love it.”

“Why don’t you just move back here, if it’s such a plentiful hunting ground?”

“No booze for the locals.”

Mriy stopped, and Roddy paused and looked back. The azrin had a wicked grin, showing off her newly implanted teeth. They looked just like the old ones, thick and long and sharp enough to puncture a smart-mouthed laaku mechanic to the bone. “What?”

“Maybe I should tell the local sheriff you’re a drunk,” Mriy said. “How would your mighty brain like that?”

“Knock it off,” Roddy said through clenched teeth. He grabbed Mriy by the wrist and tugged her along. Despite a difference in mass that could have let her stand her ground like a mooring clamp, she followed, shaking loose after two paces. “That’s not funny. We’re gonna get a little local flavor, then head back to the Mobius. I’m dry enough right now as it is. Sorry if… I’m a little stretched out right now. I don’t mean it.”

Mriy nodded a guarded acceptance of his apology. “Was the food a lie? They can really make any food taste like any other? I might like to try ice cream meat.”

“Ice cream that tastes like beef. Bacon that tastes like mocha chocolate swirl. We reconstitute raw nutrients with the best modern flavor and texture science in the galaxy. I’ve been trying for years to get Carl to let me install a laaku food reconstituter instead of that old processor. I figure I could use another voice on my side.”

“Why won’t he let you?” Mriy asked.

“Ah, here we are,” Roddy said. The sign identified the establishment as General Food Station: Kethlet 0013. A steady stream of laaku diners trickled in and out to the surrounding concourse. The glass and polished metal exterior had all the charm of a postal depot, but most importantly it was in a district where Roddy didn’t know anyone.

“What’s Carl got against laaku food?” Mriy persisted.

“Give it a try first,” Roddy said. “I don’t want to bias you.” He stepped inside, and Mriy followed.

# # #

Esper stood at the bottom of the cargo ramp, lacing and unlacing her fingers for want of something productive to do with them. Standing beside a bedraggled deep-space freighter, she felt out of place. Mort had said to dress up, and thanks to the nice pirates of the Poet Fleet, she had the means to comply. It wasn’t often she had cause to wear heels, but they went well with the black, elaborately embroidered dress. Her leather jacket was mostly a pair of sleeves and wouldn’t have closed in the front without considerable discomfort, but it added a bit of modesty to the rather revealing garment, and matched better than she’d anticipated. Some faux-diamond jewelry and an up-do rounded out the ensemble. But she didn’t feel like she and the Mobius belonged within sight of one another.

Footsteps from the cargo bay caught her attention. “You look like you robbed a boutique,” Mort chided her. “Relax. No, don’t slouch, just take a deep breath and tell yourself you do this sort of thing all the time.”

Esper nodded and breathed deeply. Unclasping her hands, she stretched her arms to her sides and looked out through the domed glass of the hangar. It was a bright blue sunny afternoon, with wisps of cloud drifting overhead. Phabian’s weather was legendary, even tamer than Earth’s and just as artificial. But it was still gorgeous.

“That’s better,” Mort replied. His footsteps clanged down the cargo ramp as Esper watched the sky. “Let me have a look at you. Nice. Very nice. I’m no fashionista, but you’ll turn heads for sure.”

Esper felt her face flush. “Maybe I should change. I—”

She noticed Mort. The cargo hold had been dark against the brightness in the hangar, so Esper hadn’t gotten a good look until he stepped around to look her up and down. He was dressed in a suit, all black from collar to shoes. It wasn’t the standard business suit identified as humanity’s cultural attire in xeno-produced holovids. He wore a flat, short-collared, hip-length coat with a single row of thumbnail-size buttons, with slacks to match. It was all cut to fit like his silhouette. She could see a distorted reflection in his shoes.

But more than his clothes, it was the Mort inside that startled Esper and made her think a stray improper thought or two about the wizard. He was clean shaven, with a whiff of aftershave musk lingering on him, a heady scent from a half meter away. There wasn’t a trace of gray in his hair, and the tangled mess was combed straight back and slicked down, glistening in the sunlight. He looked more like a planetary official than the grumpy, foul-mouthed wizard she’d grown accustomed to.

“You what?” Mort asked. As Esper struggled to decide what words came next, he waved a dismissive hand. “Forget it. You look perfect. We’re not trying to blend in with the local drones today. You were getting space fever—odd thing, planetside—so we’re having a day out. Tanny’s not around to warn you against the impractical and the frivolous, so we’re going to have an impractical, frivolous day.”

Esper swallowed. “But I… it’s just…”

Mort closed his eyes and sighed. When he opened them, he hooked a gentle finger beneath Esper’s chin and guided her eyes to meet his own. “You’re flushed like a schoolgirl. God only knows what you had to bottle up in that convent, but it’s spilling out through your pores. No apprentice of mine is going to comport herself like that. I’ve got children a few years older than you. Chew on that if it helps.”

“I wasn’t! I mean, I’m not. Your apprentice, that is.” Mort was being awfully presumptuous. He cleaned up better than she imagined; that’s all.

“No, but you need a cover story,” Mort said. He held up a hand in front of Esper’s face. A tingling sensation spread over her skin, better than any of her fancy soaps or facial ointments could manage.

“Was that a disguise?”

“No, a spell to fuzz up the science cameras,” Mort replied. “Common enough for wizards in scientific lands like this. As a rule, we don’t appreciate being tracked and cataloged wherever we go. Won’t raise an eyebrow, neither laaku nor human. Now, let me have a look at those hands.”

Mort didn’t wait for them to be offered, but grabbed Esper’s hands and scanned them, fronts and backs. “Good enough. No grease or nicks from Roddy’s spare parts. No conspicuous calluses. Good wizarding hands.”

“You can thank a shower, sturdy gloves, and Île de Plaisir hand lotion,” Esper replied, snatching her hands away from the wizard’s grasp. “Can we get going now?”

“You can walk arm in arm with me, or a pace behind me on my right,” Mort said. “Don’t argue with me in public—bitch at me later all you want, but save it up. If anyone asks a question you don’t want to answer, just look to me. I’m no Carl, but—”

“Or we’d have left already,” Esper snapped. She pressed her lips tight and felt the warmth spreading across her face again.

“…but I can talk our way past any troubles we should meet,” Mort finished. “You’re pent up and boiling over. Fine. We’ll leave. Just bear in mind that Carl’s way causes more troubles than it solves.” Mort gave a meaningful glance down the front of Esper’s dress. “And he’s not half the gentleman I am.”

As they set out into Kethlet, Esper stayed a pace behind Mort, at his right hand. There were more humans mixed among the laaku than she had expected. Though she never asked, Mort had likely chosen their route to keep them among as many of their own kind as possible. And while she had been self-conscious about her attire at the outset, Esper found that she was conservatively dressed by comparison to the women she saw. Dazzling colors were the least of her competition. Chromaglow fabrics and wrap-around flatvid displays drew the eye from one woman to the next. A few outfits appeared to be entirely holoprojected onto the wearer. She was feeling like a priestess again by the time they’d been gone an hour.

They visited an art museum with works native to the Kethlet region. Iron sculptures coated in orange oxidation had been untouched for centuries. An entire wing held mechanical artwork that moved under its own power. Strangest to Esper’s eye were the simple wooden blocks, carved in geometric shapes. They were displayed in careful arrangements, with flatvid placards that told the significance of the configuration. No matter how hard she tried, Esper couldn’t look at eight cubes, a sphere, and a triangular pyramid, and see ‘harmonious inclusion.’

Mort brought her to a live theater production of a traditional laaku stage play. Though the actors all spoke in one of their native languages, Esper’s charmed earring provided the translation of a beautiful story of love, loss, and hope amid an ancient plague. Hardly any humans were in attendance, and she made an impression on a few laaku who wanted to discuss the play with her and Mort during intermissions.

By dinnertime, she had taken to walking arm in arm with Mort, discussing the wonders they had shared while exploring the city. Neither of them ever checked a datapad or public terminal. When they wanted to find a place, they stopped one of the locals and asked for directions or advice.

“Where can we find a nice dinner?” Mort asked an elderly couple of laaku, holding hands as they strolled. Their clothes looked expensive, but so did practically everyone’s. Mort had clued her in early on, that when asking questions, you needed to seek the proper source for the answer you wanted. “Laaku cuisine, but not a food terminal. Someplace with atmosphere.”

“Bengan’s,” the old woman replied. “Not as fussy as the human-food places in the Mogwel District, mind you, but they’ll treat you like doctors.”

“Thank you,” Mort replied with a low bow. She knew from Roddy that lowering yourself to near-laaku height was a sign of respect.

As they parted ways with the elderly couple, Esper leaned in and asked. “Like doctors?”

Mort shrugged as best he could with Esper holding one of his arms. “Laaku haven’t had any lords or kings since humans were living in caves. They value learned professions, though they’re a bit poke-and-wobble on how that applies to wizards. Scientific bias is a burden we must endure.”

Bengan’s, it turned out, was fancier than Esper had taken from the old couple’s description. It was a tower that jutted from the interconnected cityscape, with stacked rings of dining areas that rotated throughout the meal, giving a view of the planetary surface. As she gawked at the spire through the overhead glass, a human host stopped them at the door.

“Your reservation?” the host asked. It was the perfect double-edged question. One edge was feather-soft and deferential, eager to please. The other carried the hard, sharp assurance that without such a reservation, there was no place inside Bengan’s for them.

As he had at every other stop along their journey, Mort held up the palm of his hand. His fingers spread loose, as if he held something soft and delicate. Within the span of his fingers, an image appeared, like a holo with no projector. It was a ‘C’ with a bolt of lightning through it, the mark of the Convocation. “We’d like something on the highest level available.”

The host nodded. “Of course, sir.” But then his attention turned to Esper, watching her with eyebrows raised.

Mort gave her a nudge with his elbow. “Go on. Show him yours.”

“But, I—”

“Oh, at least try,” Mort said. “Sorry, but my apprentice still struggles with the sign. She can manage levitation and fire, but try to get her to cast a glamour…”

Esper held up her hand in imitation of the gesture Mort had used all afternoon and evening. The spacing, the curl of the fingers, the angle of the palm. There were no words to go with the gesture. Of course Mort didn’t need them. He was a wizard. Esper was just pretending for the day to keep free of security cameras and unwanted prying. Being a wizard had kept shopkeepers and ticket agents at bay, wizard or laaku, but that didn’t mean she had earned her privacy on her own merits. She tried to imagine the same Convocation symbol Mort had displayed, to envision it there in her hand.

To her surprise, a flickering, faltering C-and-lightning-bolt appeared within her slackened grasp. A sharp intake of breath broke her concentration, and the image vanished.

“Well done, sorceress,” the obsequious host congratulated her, offering a toothy smile.

Mort pushed Esper’s hand down. “Don’t go making her cocky. That was barely acceptable. Come on, Apprentice. Let’s sample some local fare.”

Dinner was a wonder and a marvel. Mort ate steak and bacon. Esper tried a dished called Every Chocolate that came close to being the literal truth. It was all completely artificial, utterly delectable, and healthier than anything she’d ever eaten. They made up for the latter point by accompanying their meal with an authentic, non-synthetic wine imported from Titan.

They talked about the day. Mort answered a variety of questions, but brushed aside anything that might seem out of character. Esper filed these away for later discussion. The view of Phabian was ultra-modern. There wasn’t a bit of sea or land as far as the horizon, just an infinitely varied lattice of sentient-made structures, gleaming in the setting sun. They must have stayed three hours, occupying one of the restaurant’s best tables for longer than any reasonable patron ought to have been allowed. But they were wizards—at least one of them real—and no one hurried along a wizard’s meal or politely mentioned the bill. In fact, there was no mention of a bill at all.

All too soon, they were headed back to the Mobius. The day’s adventure did not include lodgings in the city. Esper wasn’t sure how Mort would have handled the sleeping arrangements if they had. She wasn’t sure how she’d have wanted him to. There had been boyfriends and crushes in her days before the priesthood, but none of them had been a thing like Mort. He was confident, educated, wise, and witty. After his bluntness prior to their departure, he hadn’t behaved like anything less than a perfect gentleman.

The cargo ramp was still down when they arrived. “Looks like we’re the first ones back,” Mort said. It was true, despite Phabian being virtually devoid of crime, no one else would have left a welcoming entrance to the ship with all their belongings aboard.

Esper made sure to raise the ramp behind them after they came aboard, since Mort showed no sign of caring whether it stayed open or not. Then they each disappeared into their quarters to change. As underdressed as Esper had felt upon venturing into the upscale part of Kethlet, she felt just as overdressed for the Mobius.

Back in her quarters, she swapped the evening gown for one of her simpler dresses—she still wasn’t ready to go back to coveralls just yet. She let her hair fall loose and took off her jewelry. After a day in heels, she decided to go barefoot. The ship’s floors hadn’t been nearly so sticky since Kubu had been aboard.

Mort was already changed and parked back in front of the holovid when she returned to the common room. Jeans, sneakers, stained hooded sweatshirt. If it weren’t for the combed hair and fresh shave, she wouldn’t have known him for the same man.

“Have fun today?” he asked, popping the top on a beer. He narrowed an eye at her. “You’ve got questions, don’t you?”

Esper noticed a second beer on the couch by the wizard’s side. She cracked it open and took a sip, then nodded.

“What would have happened if you’d been recognized?” That question had squirmed to the surface of her thoughts sporadically throughout the day.

“I’d have had to kill a few people,” Mort replied. “Maybe more than a few. Then I’d have gone to ground, fouled the trail, and laid low until I found a way off world. Wouldn’t be the first time, but it would be the first time in a long while.”

“Just like that?” Esper asked. Mort’s casual willingness to kill put a sour aftertaste to a sweet day.

“Any precautions I take are for convenience and concern for others’ safety—and for today, for yours. I don’t worry much about my own wellbeing. How about you? Did you enjoy being a wizard for a day?”

Esper pursed her lips and gave the idea some thought. “I enjoyed the day, but I didn’t feel much like a wizard. I didn’t do any magic except for that magic badge you showed everyone.”

“And you didn’t even work that,” Mort said. “That restaurant lackey was being a prat. Technically I can’t put a non-member’s meal on the Convocation’s credit. Usually they don’t make everyone prove it once someone vouches for them. I had to step in and make a plausible fumbling attempt on your behalf.”

“So I didn’t do any wizarding today…”

“I didn’t show you magic, if that’s what you mean,” Mort replied. “But you got to see what being a wizard is like. Regular folks don’t like magic around. It does weird things and messes up their datapads and guns and what-have-you. Being a wizard out in a crowded city is about how people treat you and how you treat them. We didn’t spend a terra today, but we got to see the sights, cut the lines, and get dinner without a reservation. We didn’t cheat anyone; they’ll just bill the Convocation, and some accountant will handle it all.”

“What about the Convocation? Didn’t we sort of rob them?”

“Lousy fuckers,” Mort replied, punctuating his statement with a hearty swallow of Earth’s Preferred. “They’ll pay for food, lodging, transport, or entertainment—anything intangible that you don’t keep. If I could charge starships to their account, I’d purchase a battle fleet and fly it into a sun.”

# # #

Who the hell knew how thick the glass was, or exactly what it was made of? Whatever the stuff was, it was thick enough for skittish laaku zoologists to trust it as the lone barrier between them and creatures that could devour them in a single bite. At the moment, several of those creatures were playing with huge, durable ‘intellectual development’ toys, mostly by chewing on them or batting them around.

“He going to be all right in there?” Tanny asked. Kubu might have been a brute as puppies go, but he was gentle at heart and didn’t have much experience with animals.

“Yes, of course,” Meeram of Tonroo replied. She was chief zoologist at the Center for Extinct and XenoNative Species in the Phabian city of Jaarnu. “There are emergency stun applicators, fully automated and programmed to tell the difference between playful and malicious behavior. As soon as one of the residents attempts to harm another, they get stunned. But that’s rare. Species are intermixed based on behavioral compatibility, and in pack-dominant species we make sure the animal knows that the staff members are alphas.”

“Kubu gets to play in there?” Kubu asked. He stood on his hind legs, with his front paws and face pressed against the glass.

“Looks that way,” Tanny replied.

“You can really understand him?” Meeram asked. She approached Kubu with no hint of fear despite the fact that on his hind legs he towered over her.

Tanny flicked her charmed earring. “It’s a bit of magic I bought years ago. Translates anything sentient.”

Meeram nodded. “I admit, we don’t get many sentients around here besides guests and staff.”

“Well, just keep that in mind when dealing with him,” Tanny said. She unbuckled the collar that Kubu wore while traveling on the shuttle and through the tubes of Jaarnu, posing as a dog. “Ask him yes or no questions, and he can nod and shake his head. He understands you just fine.”

“Kubu wants to meet those people in there,” Kubu said, tail wagging as he tried to get the attention of a tiger-like creature with fangs the size of tent stakes.

“They’re not people,” Tanny replied. “They’re animals—creatures that can’t talk.”

“Maybe Mommy needs different through-the-ear magic,” Kubu replied.

Tanny chuckled.

“He jokes?” Meeram asked.

“Not intentionally,” Tanny said. “He doesn’t have much experience with non-sentients. Should be interesting for everyone.”

“Well, we’re looking forward to the opportunity to study him,” Meeram replied.

“No tests,” Tanny warned. She aimed a finger down at Meeram like the barrel of a blaster.

Meeram held up two hands and one prehensile foot. “Of course not. This is a behavioral research center, not a xenobiology lab. Oh, before I forget. Since he’s sentient, has he developed taste preferences that deviate from the documented dietary listings for canis ultra poltidae? The literature on his species doesn’t narrow things down much.”

Tanny furrowed her brow and considered the matter. “He liked the arctic hare he caught once. But if I had to pick a favorite for him, it would be ‘lots.’”

“How much is ‘lots?’” Meeram asked.

“However much you give him, plus more.”

“Kubu likes lots,” Kubu added. “Kubu hungry now. Mommy talks about too much food.”

“You be good for Meeram and the other caretakers here,” Tanny said. “I’ll be back for you in a few days. Listen to the nice lady. Have fun at Animal Camp.”

# # #

When Carl said he’d take July out for dinner, he had intended for it to be a two-person affair. Instead, they were two in a crowd of budding racers corralled for a welcome dinner by the Silde Slims race sponsors. Sixty-four. Of those, just sixteen would advance to the contest itself. Adding in the promoters, race officials, public relations people, and various lackeys, there were a hundred or so people crammed into Club Xanadu. Despite dozens of conversations vying to drown out one another and the four-piece jazz band playing on stage, Carl managed to secure a table for two and what scant privacy that offered.

“I’m surprised you survived,” July said at a half shout. “Figured an old buzzard like you would have keeled over on the run.”

“Fuck that,” Carl replied at similar volume. “Who the hell thinks running five kilos has anything to do with flying? If I’d had any breath left by the end, I’d have beaten that tech to death with his own datapad. The navy didn’t even care if I could run five kilos. It was thirty steps from the pilots’ quarters to the flight deck. The scramble was all the running I ever needed to do.”

“I heard you’re the old man of the group,” July replied. “Oldest of the humans anyway. I didn’t hear about the laaku or that xeno who made it in.”

“They must have gone easy on you in the psych tests if you got through and still think age has anything to do with flying,” Carl said. He flagged down a server and grabbed two beers from a tray filled with them. He offered one to July even as he tilted back the other.

July took the tall glass mug and eyed it appraisingly.

“We Earthmen call that ‘beer,’” Carl said as a proclamation. “It’s the traditional celebratory drink of my people. Best way is to chug it.”

“Classy,” July replied. She rolled her eyes but couldn’t keep from smiling. “We’ve got simulator time trials in the morning. I need to stay sharp.” She set the mug down.

Carl cocked his head and lifted an eyebrow. Seriously? He didn’t even need to say it aloud.

“Fine,” July replied. “One won’t hurt, I guess.” She took a swallow—a nice compromise between a sip and a hearty chug.

Carl finished his and summoned a server for another. “This...” He gestured to the club around them. “Is a party. Parties come in all sorts, but this one is for getting drunk.”

“Getting drunk is for after you win, not for getting in the door,” July said. She took another genteel swallow of beer. “This isn’t a bad brew, whatever they’ve tapped.”

“I won when I passed the fucking physical,” Carl said. “Guys can ask me all the psych questions they want; my mind’s rock solid. I can fall out of bed and lap the field in a simulator. The end of that fifth goddamn kilometer was my finish line.”

Just then, one of the other competitors came by and stopped at their table. “You that Ramsey guy?”

“Yo,” Carl replied, hoisting his beer.

“I heard you flew with the Admiral Haverhill, back in the Zheen War.”

In Mort terms, the man had not asked a question. Being a polite, well-mannered human, Carl decided to answer the implied question, even if he couldn’t offer a good answer. “If I confirmed or denied that, they’d round us up and kill the both of us.”

“Gotcha,” the man said with a wink and cluck of his tongue. A brief side conversation ensued, during which they each took a shot of some peppermint-flavored liquor. Carl tried to nudge across the idea that he was more interested in the lady’s time than talking to a guy whose parents had kept him from joining Earth Navy so he could race.

At length, the guy took the hint. “If I ever get that annoying, shoot me,” Carl muttered, though he had to raise his voice for July to hear it.

“Sorry, they didn’t allow me to take a piece planetside,” she replied.

Carl grinned over the lip of his beer. “You came to Phabian armed?”

“Girl’s gotta look after herself out in border space,” July said. “Black Ocean’s no place for targets.”

“You get sexier every time I hear something new about you.”

“It’s the beer. And you’re going to crash and burn in the time trials tomorrow.”

Carl shrugged and drank anyway. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Sim’s a sim.”

“You ever flown a Squall, even in a simulator?” she asked.

“No,” Carl replied. He leaned across the table, prompting July to lean in and meet him halfway. “But you want to know a secret? They reused the base programs from the Typhoon line to make the Squall sims.”

“I’ve got a better secret,” July replied. She leaned so close that her breath tickled Carl’s ear. So close she could whisper and still be heard over the band and all the din of conversation. “Silde Slim programs their own.”

Carl stopped. The party continued on around him, but that one thought stuck in his head like a wheel chock. There was no going forward or backward from it.

July pulled away, just enough to be able to look Carl in the eye. The striking violet color blotted out any stray thought that was trying to break through the barrier she had just dumped in his brain. “Looks like you’ve got plenty to think about tonight, if you’re sober enough to think at all. Me? I’m off to get some rest so I’m fresh in the morning. I know all sorts of useful secrets, and I hear I talk in my sleep. But that’s not going to help you at all. Enjoy your last night in the contest. I hope the beer was worth the prize money to you.”

As she slipped out of the booth and out of the club, Carl looked down into his mug. It was good beer. He drained the contents and decided to mingle with the contestants, picking up refills as he found them. As it turned out, most of the young, eager pilots liked a good war story. A few had heard rumors about the old pilot with the classified military record, and they plied him with drinks until he filled in a few choice details—all made up on the spot.

How he got into a bed in a communal barracks later that night was a mystery. All he could guess was that the race officials had made arrangements for the transport of inebriated contestants. Many of his fellow aspiring racers were snorers. All Carl could think to do after waking in the middle of the night, was to take a piss, settle back in, and return fire with snoring of his own.

# # #

Inevitably, morning came, and with it the hangover. The contestants’ barracks was empty, just a cluster of bunk beds with rumpled sheets strewn with unwashed laundry. Carl looked down at his own clothes and found, to no surprise, that he’d collapsed fully dressed, including boots and his battered leather jacket. A chrono on the wall said it was 11:35AM. He blinked, but the chrono refused to alter its opinion of the time.

“Shit,” Carl muttered. Time trials had started hours ago. There was no chance they’d held up the works just for him. That meant getting down to the simulator room, pronto—once he figured out where that was. But first he had a more pressing concern—namely caffeine enough to be fit for flying.

It was nearly twenty minutes later that Carl arrived at the Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge. At least, that’s what the signs were calling it, and there were plenty of signs, banners, and other promotional schlock scattered around the halls and worn by staffers. He pushed his way through the crowd with the aid of a contestant’s badge he’d discovered in one of the pockets of his jacket. Staffers made way for him.

In one hand, he carried a cup of coffee, fresh from the cafeteria, wafting steam and the pleasant aroma that promised relief from splitting headaches. In the other, he carried a second cup, still sealed tight and warm even through the insulating plastic. He drained the first cup on his way through the door to the simulator room and foisted the empty cup onto a laaku staffer who didn’t seem to be doing anything at the moment.

“Ramsey!” July shouted upon spotting him. She was standing at the back of a crowd pressed around the leader board and public display of the live time trials. Someone was wending his way through an asteroid-strewn course that looked familiar from the holovid feed of the last race he’d seen. “You’re late. They’ve been docking you—you’re down 2.25 seconds already.”

Carl peeled the protective lid off his second coffee and took a tentative sip—still scalding. “Well, wouldn’t want to take it easy on you boys and girls. Guess I’ll take my turn when… Yalsim? …when Yalsim here is done.” He probably didn’t sound as confident as he would have liked. It was hard to project an air of invincibility when your eyes were trying to escape through the back of your skull. Doubly hard was doing it while half the contestants were trying to keep from laughing because they were the ones who got you drunk.

A few of the contestants made salutary remarks. One or two snuck in a barb about his age, state of drunkenness the prior night, or some mixture of the two that implied someone his age shouldn’t try to match drink for drink with pilots ten years younger.

Stacy from Silde Slims pulled him aside. She wasn’t dressed up in the promotional shirts that the lackeys were wearing, which meant she was actually higher up the food chain than Carl had credited her. “Ramsey!” she hissed. “You pull a stunt like that again, you’re out. If this were a field of 32 instead of 64, we’d have packed up and left by now. And look at you. There are cameras here, for God’s sake!”

“Lucky for you, I guess,” Carl said. “You’d hate to miss out on me. As for the rest… I don’t clean up so good. Maybe you’re not seeing me at the top of my game, but my top ain’t much better. This is a flying contest, not a fashion show.”

“It’s supposed to be a little of both,” Stacy replied.

But Carl’s attention was drifting away. He squinted against the light and the pounding in his head to make out the times on the leader board. Most hovered around the 3:00 mark, but the top scores were closer to 2:55. Beside each name, there was a portrait of the contestant; he looked for July. She was third at 2:56.0381. With only three pilots to go, she was already qualified to move on to the top 32. He didn’t have to feel bad if 2.25 seconds weren’t enough to keep him behind her.

Yalsim finished a run good enough to secure a spot of his own. The blond-furred laaku pilot came in at 2:57.3824, drawing a chorus of cheers and a single, pained moan—presumably the poor slob whose spot in the top 32 just got bumped.

“Ramsey, you’re up,” a laaku official with a datapad shouted.

Carl took a steadying breath and a gulp of coffee still too hot to be gulped, focusing on the burn down his throat and into his belly. He kept the stagger out of his gait as best he could as he made his way to the simulator cockpit.

The race official wore a name tag that read “Silde Slims ground crew: Gabrin.” “Quick rundown,” Gabrin said in a lower voice as Carl reached the steps up to the simulator. “Simulated gravity is enabled. G-canceling in this model is good to about 5G, after that you’ll feel everything. This isn’t arcade sim; this is a full live cockpit. Only time this won’t seem 100% real is if you’d be killed, at which point the safeties cut in and the simulator ends. Got it?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Carl replied. “Let’s get this over with.” He threw a leg over the edge of the simulator and into the foot well.

Gabrin reached for Carl’s coffee. “Let me just hang onto—”

“Nah, I still need it,” Carl said, grabbing the canopy handle with his free hand and pulling it down behind him as he swung his other leg inside. The motion was so reflexive it was easier than walking, just then.

“Hey, you can’t bring drinks into the… hey!” Gabrin shouted through the canopy as it sealed. It wasn’t soundproof, so Carl heard the last shouted bit. “You’re cleaning up anything you spill in there! You hear me?”

# # #

The crew of the Mobius—all but its captain and mascot—sat around the holovid, watching and waiting. They refreshed themselves with beer and popcorn, chocolate soda and Snakki Bars, beer and burgers, beer and leg of goat, and one combination of beer and beer and beer. But the mood was not so festive as it ought to have been. The Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge wasn’t going according to plan.

“This isn’t good,” Esper said as the penalty counter for Carl was increased to 2.25 seconds. “What do you think happened to him?”

“Probably ran his mouth and someone offed him to clear up a spot in the field,” Tanny said through a mouthful of popcorn. She seemed to be the only one enjoying Carl’s impending comeuppance.

Mriy turned to Roddy. “You told me there was no crime on Phabian.”

“There isn’t,” Roddy replied. “No way someone dusted him on-world. It’d be all over the news if anyone even tried. I’m guessing he’s just sandbagging. He’s only gotta come in the top half of the field to get on to the next round. There’s a six-second spread from the leader to the cut. He’ll let it get to three or four seconds maybe, then waltz in and blow them away.”

“Or he got drunk off his ass and overslept,” Mort said.

“Nah,” Roddy said. “They’re all sleeping in a communal bunk. Someone would’ve woken him up. Pure sandbagging. Trust me.”

Esper leapt from her seat, pointing. “There he is!”

“He looks like hell,” Tanny said.

“Hell don’t look that bad,” Roddy said, shaking his head. He glanced over to Mort. “Looks like you win.”

“How’s he going to fly if he’s hung over?” Esper asked. She had only been half watching the other competitors, but most of them looked pretty awake and aware. And though she was no connoisseur of pilot sports, they all appeared to handle themselves rather well.

“Look, he’s got a coffee with him,” Roddy said. “That oughtta wake him up.”

“Doesn’t it take two hands to fly?” Esper asked.

Tanny lifted a lazy hand in surrender. “I could never figure out how he flies in the first place. He should be dead a hundred times over, way I figure it.”

The holovid feed cut away from Carl sealing himself into the simulator cockpit and went to a visual from inside the program. Carl’s imaginary Squall sat at idle in the asteroid field as disembodied numbers floated in space, counting down.

“Next up,” the commentator announced. “Carl Ramsey. Ramsey is a former Earth Navy Lieutenant Commander with extensive experience in the Typhoon class assault fighter. For those unfamiliar with the Typhoon, it’s the military model that modern racing Squalls evolved from. Let’s see how he handles a civilian craft with more thrust per kilo than he’s used to.”

“That’s the big question now, isn’t it?” Roddy asked. “Give ‘em hell, Carl!”

The countdown hit zero and the Squall lurched forward. The first lap was always a warm-up, but all the other racers had treated it like it was timed. Carl’s Squall meandered down the opening straightaway, drifting from one side of the lane carved through the asteroid field to the other.

“It would appear that Ramsey is a little skittish,” the commentator said with an amiable chuckle. “I guess the Squall’s more ship than he’s used to handling.”

“Or he’s hung over and fumbling with the controls to dim the interior lights,” Tanny said. “Is it any wonder why I fly the Mobius instead of him?”

“He’s probably still working on his coffee,” Roddy said. “Look, you can’t expect him to risk spilling his drink on the practice lap.”

“It doesn’t look like he’s trying,” Esper said.

“Into the first turn, and… he’s shut down his main thrusters. He’s going through on maneuvering jets.”

Carl’s ship drifted through the turn, nose waggling as he over-corrected first one way, then the other. He had time for all that maneuvering because he was taking the turn at 1/4 the speed of the other contestants. As he completed the turn, he fired the main thrusters in a quick burst before letting them go dark again.

“Maybe he doesn’t know this is being broadcast,” Esper said.

“When he returns, we’ll rename both the ship and Carl,” Mriy said. “We don’t need to carry this shame to every port in the galaxy.”

“I’m not sure what Ramsey is doing here, but his lack of flight time in a Squall is showing through.”

Apparently the race sponsors were concerned as well. “Ramsey, are you having technical problems in there?” a new voice asked.

“Ground control, can you shut the fuck up and let me fly?” Carl replied. “I’ve only got one lap to get a feel for this bird. You’ll get your show on the two that count. Ramsey out.”

Carl’s Squall did a corkscrew spin before straightening out and lazing its way through the next turn. The turn after, he took backward, using the braking thrusters for propulsion. It was like watching a weird starfighter ballet, or those ascetic monks doing martial arts exercises in slow motion. Carl’s piloting was as far from racing as it could be.

“This is embarrassing to watch,” Mriy grumbled.

Tanny sighed. “No, it makes sense. He’s never flown this ship before. Close as it is to a Typhoon, it’s not a Typhoon.”

“If these were Typhoons, I’d have put money on this contest,” Roddy said.

As Carl made it through the final turn—waggling the back end of his Squall the whole way—the whole demeanor of his ship changed. The main thrusters blazed to life, and the Squall shot down the straightaway toward the start/finish line.

“As Ramsey approaches the timed run, he’s accelerating to racing speeds. He’s… he’s not slowing down for the first turn.”

The other contestants had measured off a balanced speed before decelerating to take the first turn. Carl kept up the thrusters longer than any of them had dared. Faster. Faster. Dangerously faster.

Roddy grinned. “That’s my boy!”

As the turn approached ever faster, the ship twisted in a flat spin until it was traveling with thrusters forward. The main thrusters roared, slowing the Squall with bone-crushing force.

“That turn measured 12G,” the commentator said. “That means Ramsey felt 7 of that in the cockpit over what the gravity compensators can handle.”

Esper stared at the holovid field. “Isn’t that bad?”

“Nope,” Tanny replied. She took a swig of beer. “You’d black out from hypoxia, but Carl’s a pilot. They train for shit like that.”

It wasn’t the only such maneuver Carl pulled. He took the course at breakneck speed, hammering down the accelerator until after what should have been the last possible second. Then he flipped his ship around and angled the main thrusters to overcome the ship’s inertia and force it around the turn.

“Why weren’t the other pilots doing that?” Esper asked. As Carl passed the lap marker and started his second full-speed run, the race feed showed the lap time. He was four seconds ahead of the day’s best lap.

“I… I’m somewhat at a loss for words right now, race fans,” the announcer said, the snarky boisterousness had vanished from his voice. “Or maybe I’ve got one: wow.”

Carl’s second lap was, if possible, more reckless than the first. Twice he scraped the nose of his Squall on asteroids as he hugged turns rating more than 13G. Even though they were virtual sparks from a make-believe ship in a simulator program, Esper’s heart pounded in her chest just watching it.

The run ended with a finish time of 2:44.8831 seconds, after applying Carl’s 2.25-second penalty for tardiness.

“How much is Carl going to be winning?” Esper asked.

# # #

The 250,000 terras were as good as in his hands. Carl opened up the canopy and scanned the stunned faces of the onlookers. He tossed the empty coffee cup to Gabrin. “Did you know that at 7G’s interior, you can sit a cup of coffee on your chest and not spill a drop?”

He didn’t even bother to check his run time. That scoreboard-watching stuff was for amateurs. He might not have been a professional racer, but he was a professional pilot. What he needed was a washroom. Nearly two liters of coffee without so much as a muffin or a plate of scrambled eggs, and he was ready to burst.

“Mr. Ramsey,” someone with a holovid recorder drone by her shoulder hailed him. She was human, young, the kind that got people to watch things they weren’t interested in. “Mr. Ramsey, you just took the top spot in the time trials. How does that feel?”

For a split second, Carl was tempted to give an honest answer—he needed to take a leak. But in deference to Stacy’s early hysterics, he tried the slick approach. “I got in the top half. That’s all that matters. I’d just like to take a moment to honor the ARGO citizens serving in Earth Navy.” Carl looked into the recording drone and gave his best I-still-sort-of-remember-how-to-do-this salute. “Lieutenant Commander Ramsey, Earth Navy, retired. Keep giving them hell out there for me.” With a smile and a wave, he walked past the public relations rep and her holovid drone.

Stacy caught him outside in the hallway. “Holy shit, Ramsey. You really can fly.”

Carl squinted at her. “Was that you on the comm?”

“Yeah, sorry,” she said. “I was trying to give you an out if you weren’t up to handling a Squall.”

“Fun toy,” Carl replied. “It’s got some kick in the seat, that’s for sure. But solo with no one to shoot back? Shit, that’s kids’ stuff.”

“Can I prevail on you to shower and change before the head-to-heads?” Stacy asked.

“Can I prevail on you to let me find a washroom before this conversation takes a turn for the embarrassing?”

Five minutes later, and with a fresh coffee and a donut in hand, Carl found Stacy waiting for him. “So what’s the deal with this next bit?” he asked.

“You missed the itinerary. But all things considered, I guess I can go over it again for you. The time trials were to wash out the pretenders and the slugs. This afternoon is a cut down to the final 16. It’s seeded, so you’ll be facing off against the 32nd ranked pilot—you’re as good as through to the main event. Over the next couple weeks, we’ll have different events to rank the 16, and those results will handicap the final race for the championship.”

“No problem,” Carl said with a mouthful of donut. The concessionary had sworn that it was made from real ingredients—completely unhealthy and not that creepy synthetic goo that got turned into nearly every food on Phabian. “Got a version I can transmit to my crew? They’re going to want to know how long we’ll be in system.”

Stacy gave a wry smile. “That depends how long you stay in the contest.”

“I’m sorry,” Carl replied. “Can you include the pro race I get to enter after I win? They’ll want to stay around for that, too.”

# # #

Esper stared into the blank holoviewer field after Roddy turned it off. “You know, we do most of our best thinking once it’s a little bit too late. But don’t you guys think that maybe putting Carl on a live holo-feed might be a bad idea?”

A long silence followed.

“What’re the odds those Harmony Bay clipboard chauffeurs are racing fans?” Mort asked.

Roddy sighed and tossed an empty can in the direction of the waste processor, missing with a clang. “Not as good as the odds that they’ve got a watchdog program scanning for anything mentioning our names on the omni. Shit.”

“I thought Carl’s plan was not to evade them but to keep to somewhere they couldn’t ambush us?” Mriy said. “How does this change anything?”

“Well, it might have been nice to have some chance that they didn’t know where we are,” Tanny said. “Dammit. I’d sort of hoped these amateur racers could at least outfly him in a ship he’s never so much as sat in before. His ego is going to be planetary after this.”

“So… smaller than normal?” Roddy asked.

Mort harrumphed. “It’s not like they can just sneak any of you off. And they can’t file charges for anything without tipping an ugly hand and revealing their own dark science.”

“So what do we do?” Esper asked.

Roddy flicked the remote for the holovid. “We find something to watch until the head-to-head races.”

# # #

July caught up with Carl just as he was escaping the hullabaloo of the race event. She’d ranked fifth, so there was no cause for any awkwardness over the standings. It wasn’t like Carl was going to be matched against her, or had knocked her out of the top 32.

She was short of breath and flush faced. “Where the hell did you learn to fly like that?” she asked. As come-ons went, he’d heard better. But it was enough to get him to stop and wait for her.

“Aboard the ENV… shit, not supposed to say,” Carl replied with a grin. He started to walk away.

July grabbed him by the arm, but matched his pace instead of trying to stop him. She had a firm grip. “No, seriously. How long did it take to learn that technique?”

“About 500 hours flight time in simulators,” Carl replied with a shrug.

July nodded along. “Yeah, I’ve got a couple thousand between live flight and simulator. Think I could manage it?”

Carl just chuckled. “No, that’s 500 hours just practicing that maneuver. I practically lived in the simulator in my downtime, back when I was active duty. Spend your time drinking, you get put on report for drunkenness and get your wings clipped. Gamble too much, you go broke. Sim time was good clean recreation and kept me alive when I was under live fire.”

“You’re not even bullshitting me, are you?” July asked. Her violet eyes were as serious as they could get—or at least as seriously as they could be taken, being a color that belonged in a kids’ finger paint set.

Carl took a sip of his coffee and shrugged. “If I was, you’d never know the difference.”

“Care to give me a few pointers before the head-to-heads?”

Carl scratched behind an ear. “I don’t know that we’ll be able to get a hold of any simulator time between now and then. Plus, I’m kinda—”

“Dense,” she finished for him. “Come on, let’s get out of this zoo and find someplace private.” She tugged him along, and he followed.

Carl might have been as dense as accused, but he wasn’t that dense.

# # #

Why July had a hotel room on Phabian, Carl could only begin to guess. Maybe someone had sponsored her. Maybe she had hedged against not making the cut for the contest. But either way, she had accommodations in a laaku-sized single-bed room in a place charmingly called Per-Night Rental Housing: Unit 7103. Carl ducked through the entrance behind her.

“Nice place,” he remarked.

“Stuff it,” July replied. She sat on the edge of a bed too small for one, let alone two. “This place may be the size of a sock drawer, but it’s not bugged.”

“Bugged…” Carl echoed. He spread his hands, wondering who in their right mind would bother planting listening devices in a room that, by his guess, must have cost under ten terras a day.

“You’re certifiable,” July said. She leaned over and opened the door of the mini-fridge and grabbed a Zilch Power Water. After taking a long drink from it, she continued. “You might as well have put a contract out on yourself. You’re the front-runner by kilometers, and front-runners don’t win contests like this.”

Carl snickered as he stepped past her and took a look in the fridge for himself. There was nothing in there with alcohol in it. There wasn’t even anything that might ferment if stored for too long. Healthy. Flavorless. Performance-boosting. This wasn’t what Carl liked to find in a fridge. He gave up and closed the door. “So I’m a ringer. Big deal. Stacy practically runs this thing, and she was giddy. I’m not worried about those posers outflying me—no offense.”

“You don’t get it,” July said. “This isn’t a racing contest. It’s a racing show. No one wants to watch some navy fighter-jock lap the field. Boring holo doesn’t get ratings.”

“I’m fascinating,” Carl deadpanned.

“Sell that bullshit somewhere else,” July said. “The hair dye, the cockamamie military record, playing up the hangover—people are going to see right through all that.”

“But my hair was cursed by an azrin sword master,” Carl protested.

“Suuuure it was.”

“And my military record is classified.”

“Which could mean you’re a war criminal with political connections for all anyone knows.”

“I’m still hung over.”

“Yeah, like I’m going to believe you drank all night and didn’t take a Bright Eye before flying,” July said.

“That shit’s like five terras a pill. I’d be broke if I got hooked on that stuff.”

“They’re going to make sure you don’t run away with this,” July said. “Every pilot’s going to be trying to run you into an asteroid. The execs from the UltraVelo network are going to want ratings, and the Silde Slim people are going to do whatever it takes to keep you from winning. If you win, this is the last run for the Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge. No one’s going to watch a feed after they see a wire-to-wire winner. What’s the point?”

“So…” Carl didn’t see this going anywhere useful. Either he was a better flyer than everyone Silde Slims could put up against him, or he wasn’t. Rules had never been much of an impediment for him.

“So, if you want to have a chance, you’re going to kill off the idea that you’re a gruff, arrogant, unbeatable former covert navy operative who’s just here to toy with us dreamers who stand no chance.”

“So, lie or lose?”

“Something like that,” July replied with a smirk. Was it just Carl’s imagination, or did she not believe him?

“Why would you help me? What’s your angle?” Carl asked. “I’m the last person you ought to be giving pointers to.”

“Like I said, it’s a show, not just a bunch of races to see who’s fastest,” July said. “The sponsors want ratings, not foregone conclusions—that’s your problem. I have four racers faster than me and a few hot on my ion trail—that’s mine.”

“You’d still do better with me eliminated,” Carl said. “How do I know you’re not going to sabotage me?”

“You teach me a few of your tricks,” July replied. “I show you how to play the game outside the game. I’ve gotta figure out a way to beat you in the finals, but until then, you’re my ticket. Even if I don’t win it all, the exposure will be a huge boost to my career. I’ll get an invite to one of the pro circuits.”

“I’m not going to have time to show you much of anything before the head-to-head races after lunch,” Carl said. “You think you can handle Mr. 28th place? I, uh… had something else in mind when you said you wanted to go someplace private.” He glanced around the cramped room. The ceiling was just above his head, and there was hardly room to maneuver around the child-sized laaku bed. Either a change of venue was in order, or Carl was out of luck.

July bit her lip. “You’re as subtle as a beer advert. Last night was no time for fooling around. But today I’d like to show you the celebratory dance of my people.” She touched a control panel, and the bed retracted into the wall. July sauntered forward and put her arms around Carl’s neck. If she minded the taste of stale coffee on his breath, she showed no sign of it as she kissed him.

The carpet on the floor was thick and soft. Without the bed in the way, there was plenty of room.

# # #

“Did you hear that?” Mriy asked. She held up a hand and the poker game around the kitchen table came to an abrupt halt. She had the best ears among the crew by far. Tanny glanced down at her pair of jacks, wondering if she was going to get a chance to play them.

“Hellooo up there!” a voice called from the cargo hold. Through the intervening door, it was muffled and distant, but it was coming from inside the ship.

“I told you we should have closed it up,” Tanny muttered.

“Relax,” Roddy said. “This is Phabian. You aim a blaster at someone and the stun drones will be on you like a swarm of starving locusts. I’ll go see what this guy wants.” The laaku threw away his cards and left the table.

“No,” Tanny replied. “I’ll go. If this gets ugly, it’s on me. Until Carl gets back, I’m in command.”

“So we get to ignore you instead of him?” Mort asked. “Fine. I’m going with you. If things get ugly, I’d rather we be the ones who come out pretty.”

There was a look in the wizard’s eye that she didn’t like. So often, it was easy to fall into the trap of thinking of Mort as a kindly old uncle, gruff on the outside but with a heart of gold. But while everyone in the crew had killed at some point in his or her life, only Mriy and Mort seemed to be naturals. With the azrin, it was cultural—Mriy was born and raised to hunt and fight. Even with her marine training and the drugs she took, Tanny still had nightmares about blaster holes through ruined bodies, about pieces of people where they didn’t belong, and about vengeance from beyond the grave. Mort had a soul like old leather. There had been a few like that in the marines—lifers and killers all of them. He was already at peace with killing whoever might be down in the hold.

“Whatever,” Tanny said. She felt naked without a blaster at her side as she headed for the cargo bay. But as Roddy said, it was Phabian, after all.

A prim, suited gentleman waited at the top of the lowered cargo ramp. White waistcoat. White slacks and shoes. White smile. All set off by dark skin and close-cropped black hair. “Aha! There is someone aboard. Allow me to introduce myself, I’m—”

“What are you doing here?” Tanny shouted down from the catwalk landing at the top of the stairs.

“As I was about to say, my name is a Clay Puente, client relations director for the Harmony Bay Corporation here on Phabian.” He put a hand across his stomach and twitched forward in a bow.

“Lucky us,” Tanny deadpanned.

Puente gestured toward the open cargo bay door. “Your ship was open and welcoming. I was hoping I might meet with your first officer to discuss a business arrangement.”

“I take it you know who the captain is, then?”

“Roughly four billion people know where your captain is right now,” Puente replied. “If you had meant to keep that information secure, it would have been advisable to keep off the public holovid feeds.”

“We thought of that a bit late,” Tanny replied. Her hand drifted to the empty spot at her hip where her blaster should have been holstered. “But either way, we don’t have any business with your company, and we don’t want any.”

“Oh, but on the former point you are mistaken,” Puente said with a raised finger. “You have something of ours, an item which was entrusted to your care for a delivery that was never made.”

Shit. That box on Meyang wasn’t for some small-time smuggler. That idiot Carl had found was a middleman for Harmony Bay. Was there anything Carl got involved in that didn’t turn to pyrite the second it looked like a payday? “Sorry. You got the wrong ship.”

“I don’t believe that I have,” Puente replied. “Please, let’s not be unreasonable. You were promised a fee for delivering this… package.” Tanny wondered how close he came to letting slip what it really was. “I believe we can still honor that arrangement.”

“Get rid of him,” Mort spoke softly from just the other side of the door, out of view of the Harmony Bay diplomat.

It made sense. There was no point in rushing to a deal. If Puente thought they had a legal claim on the box, he’d have come with planetary security in tow. He wanted to deal. “Come back tomorrow.”

“What will have changed by tomorrow?” Puente asked, clasping his hands behind his back.

“I need to get in touch with the captain,” Tanny said. “Now get off my ship.”

After Puente departed, Tanny raised the cargo bay door and sealed the ship. “That felt dirty even saying it,” she griped. “Carl’s help is the last thing we need right now.”

“Might be a bit of a bother, but maybe we ought to have another crack at figuring out what’s inside?” Mort asked.

Roddy ambled over, the cube of A-tech plastic in his hand. “You can’t see inside with magic. We don’t have the scanners here to peek inside. I don’t like the idea of dragging this thing out to some lab for inspection. Who the hell knows what could be in it?”

“Not this again,” Esper said. “Doesn’t anyone remember the egg?”

“Exactly,” Roddy said. “If we’d taken that thing someplace with proper scanners, we’d all be locked up right now.”

“Speak for yourself,” Mort grumbled.

“Well, I just bought us a day to figure out a plan,” Tanny said. She took the cube from Roddy. It weighed even less than it looked like it should, if it was a solid brick of plastic ten centimeters per side. “We’ve got until then to decide what to do with it.”

“Meat to the dogs,” Mort said.

“Huh?” Roddy asked.

“You want the dogs off your trail, throw them a slab of steak,” Mort said. “Maybe we just give these clowns their little plastic box and be done with them. Good riddance.”

“But that’s awful,” Esper said. She snatched the box from Tanny. “What if this has a little egg in it like last time? What if it’s a micro-colony of tiny people in stasis? Or a bioengineered agent that can kill based on a DNA signature?”

“Or maybe it’s just a solid brick of that plastic stuff, and it’s some new compound they want to replicate,” Roddy said. He took back custody of the box and tucked it under an arm. “I’m voting ‘no’ on the looking inside. Mort’s right. This black hole isn’t worth dancing around. They’re still looking to pay out twenty-five grand for it. I say we take them up on it.”

Tanny stared at the off-white plastic cube the laaku held. Would 25,000 terras be enough to stop the nagging questions from her conscience? “I’ll get a hold of Carl tonight. Make him decide this mess.”

# # #

VICTOR - B. CARLIN RAMSEY

It was an unassuming screen flash for an uninspiring victory. Some poor slob by the name of Jimmy Neeman had come in 32nd in the preliminaries and had been matched against Carl. Even taking it easy on the kid, Carl had finished a full six seconds ahead. As he hopped down from the simulator cockpit, he tried to avoid making eye contact with his vanquished opponent.

But his opponent had other ideas. “Haha! That was incredible!” Neeman shouted. By the growing volume, he sounded like he was heading Carl’s way. “You were made for the big time!”

Carl looked up in time to spot the recording drone from the corner of his eye. Of course. Everything was set to be recorded. But the grin on Neeman’s face looked genuine. The kid was either a pro actor or a good sport—no threat. He stopped and offered a lopsided smile and a wave. “Nice flying, kid. You’ve got potential.”

Neeman hugged him, right on camera, and gushed over how honored he was to have participated in the Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge. It was like one of the PR people for Silde Slims had dragged him aside ahead of time and clued him in that he was cannon fodder. Neeman probably had a nice little pile of terras in his account thanks to his coached advert. Carl couldn’t blame him. It probably cost the kid most of his life’s savings to get to Phabian and enter.

Once the drone went on its way, Stacy pulled Carl aside. “Good camera work. Sloppy racing. You lose your edge since this morning?”

“No point in rubbing the puppy’s nose in it,” Carl replied with a shrug. “I had nothing to prove?”

“Nothing to prove?” Stacy echoed. “Thirty-one other contestants are busting their asses to win, and you’ve got nothing to prove?”

Carl held up his hands, hoping Stacy reversed thrust before she crashed. “Whoa, cool it. I’ve been having a good day so far, after a rough start.” Across the simulator room, he made eye contact with July. She stood in the waiting zone for racers with her shoulders hunched and her arms hugged close. She straightened a little as she smiled at him, then started pacing the cramped confines of the waiting zone.

Stacy had followed his gaze. “Yeah… well get yourself pissed off again before the scoring round starts tomorrow. You fly lazy when you’re in a good mood.”

Carl’s pocket played a few bars from the beginning of “Smoke on the Water.” He dug his datapad out and saw the sender of the Priority One message he’d just gotten. “No worries. I’ll be pissed off again in just a minute.”

# # #

Privacy was at a premium on Phabian. Carl settled for a men’s washroom stall and a switch to text-only. Without a warrant, civil authorities weren’t allowed to crack standard comm encryption. That meant that all Carl had to worry about were independent hackers, Harmony Bay techs, Earth Navy intelligence, the Poet Fleet, and certain law-enforcement organizations that might be snooping on him to get at someone else.

IS THIS IMPORTANT? It was always a good question to get out of the way early. Tanny wasn’t usually one to waste his time on trivial crap, but he had been having a nice day. She had a habit of knowing how best to spoil those.

THEY SENT A GUY ABOUT THE BOX.

WHO? Carl had his suspicions, but Tanny wasn’t fooling anyone by playing coy. Either the comm was secure, or it wasn’t. The sort of people who hack into private comms weren’t idiots.

H.B. THEY’RE WILLING TO PAY THE INITIAL PRICE AS IF WE DELIVERED ON TIME.

WHEN DO YOU NEED TO ANSWER? GUN-TO-HEAD RIGHT NOW?

SWEET OF YOU TO ASK. I BOUGHT US TILL TOMORROW.

SMELLS SUSPICIOUS. IF IT WAS LEGALLY THEIRS, THEY’D PRESS CHARGES. IF THAT SHIP WAS AT MEYANG TO PICK IT UP, IT’S WORTH MORE THAN 25K TO THEM. Starships cost money to run. If there was one thing that owning one had riveted into Carl’s brain, it was the expense of travel and maintenance, not to mention the salary that a crew that size must have drawn. Coming back with the initial 25k was a low-ball offer.

CAN YOU BE BACK HERE TOMORROW TO NEGOTIATE?

NO CAN DO. I’M A LITTLE BUSY.

WHAT DO I TELL THEM?

JUST THAT. PUT ‘EM OFF A FEW DAYS. MAKE ‘EM SWEAT. MAYBE THEY’LL SWEETEN THE OFFER THEMSELVES. RODDY’S RIGHT. THEY CAN’T TOUCH US HERE. Carl was beginning to like high-security space. Out on the edge of civilized space, a big outfit like Harmony Bay could buy or bully their way into doing whatever they wanted. On Phabian they were a big fish in a colossal reef. The law was on his side for once. It was an odd feeling.

He closed the comm channel. “What do those fuckers think is in there?” It didn’t matter. For once, they weren’t going to look, and they were going to line their pockets with hardcoin terras in exchange for it.

# # #

Carl settled into a couch in the lounge area provided for the winning pilots. By the time he was done dealing with Tanny, two more pilots had qualified for the main competition. One was a dark-furred laaku woman, the other a pale human kid with a thick Martian accent. The 4 vs. 29 race was showing on a modest holoprojector in the corner of the lounge, with the volume turned down.

“So, here’s the front-runner,” the laaku said. Carl spared a glance at the leader board to get her name: Gurdi of Renflour. He checked the kid’s name while he was at it: Jordan Myles. “Heard you’ve got a hometown boy as your mechanic.”

“I’m no idiot,” Carl replied. “Four hands and a quick brain’s what I look for in a mechanic. Says laaku to me.” He checked the lounge fridge and the refreshment table, but there was no beer. He settled for a Readi-Bru coffee and left the array of pastries and hors d’oeuvres alone. Without checking, the stuff could have been made from anything, thanks to laaku culinary voodoo.

“Hey, while it’s just us in here, can you tell us any navy stories?” Jordan asked. Carl guessed the kid was eighteen, maybe twenty years old, tops. Old enough for pilot certification, young enough not to need a shave by mid-afternoon.

Carl watched the current race for a moment, taking in the general skill of the pilot through a pair of turns with his opponent hot on his tail. Nothing to get worked up over. “Sure. This one time, I was flying a ship, and a bunch of other guys in ships shot at me. They didn’t kill me. Eventually it happened enough times that I ended up here in this room, not dead.”

“I like that one,” Gurdi said. “I had an uncle who told ‘em like that. Only problem is his didn’t end like yours.”

“Phabian Navy?” Carl asked.

Gurdi nodded. “My parents talked me out of following him. With all the whispering about a war coming with Eyndar Empire, I guess I made the right choice.”

“Always another war coming,” Carl said. “Long as us Earthmen run ARGO, we’ll make sure of that.”

“Earth doesn’t run ARGO,” Jordan said. “Mars has just as much authority as—”

“Stow it, kid,” Carl said. “I’m not here for a civics lesson. Hmm, looks like Jarvik won his race.” The fourth-place qualifier had held off a strong showing by the 29th. July was next. “See if you can keep a sock in it for this next one.”

“You got a thing for this Monroe girl, huh?” Jordan asked. “Can’t blame you. She’s a little old for my taste, but a body-mod fanatic’s gotta be good for a few extra years. Am I right? Of course, with hair like yours, you must have a thing for—”

“Listen, kid—Jordan—you’re going to be out in live ships against me pretty soon,” Carl said. “I think, right this minute, I’m about the last person in-system that you want to be jerking around.” That shut the kid up. He stayed quiet as July’s race started.

She was up against someone named Grixlit Kthaa who had finished in 28th place. “What the hell kind of name is Grick-slit Kithah?” Carl asked, stumbling over the odd assortment of letters. “That’s not that reptilian, is it?”

“That’s the one,” Gurdi replied. “Gotta give the poor guy credit, making it this far in a primate-heavy field. He’ll have a nice story to tell his kids—or spawn, or whatever they call their young.”

As the first lap developed, July took up position as the front-runner. Kthaa was hanging in, following from above and behind. He was careful to stay out of the simulated ion wash of July’s engines. Generally ion wash was harmless, but that wasn’t when you were trying to eke out every joule of energy from a ship’s engines. Fighting a headwind wasn’t efficient.

The lap continued, with July padding a growing lead. Carl found the remote for the holoprojector and turned up the volume.

“And into turn 6, Monroe seems to be settling in. A conservative line through that one. Looks like she’s got her lead and plans to sit on it.”

“Smart girl,” Gurdi said. “She’s got this one tied up with a bow. All she’s got to do is play safe.”

Carl was inclined to agree. It wasn’t his style, but his style wasn’t exactly grounded in sound racing theory and years of on-track experience. Even taking her knee off the sitharn’s throat, Kthaa wasn’t gaining any distance on her. July held her lead through the end of lap one.

“As we come to the first turn of lap two, Monroe has a quarter kilometer lead on Kthaa. Her early gains have let her race a relaxed lap pace through the last half of lap one, and she’s continuing that strategy through lap two. But wait… Kthaa is taking a more aggressive angle into turn one. It looks like someone remembered that this is a simulator, and the worst he can do is lose.”

“Aw, shit,” Carl muttered. Kthaa had taken a screen-cap from Carl’s race and was using his technique to close the gap on July. The sitharn’s Squall flipped around backward and fired its main thrusters as brakes. It rocketed into the turn and hugged the apex, wobbling as if it might go sliding off into the asteroids at any second.

July took note of Kthaa’s desperation and stopped slacking her way through turns. Kthaa continued racing with disregard for the safety of his simulated vessel. He didn’t try Carl’s trick with reversing his main engines again, but he came through the turns with punishing speed and only the slimmest of margins to utter disaster. Despite rooting for July, Carl cringed as he watched Kthaa’s Squall come within meters of splattering across an asteroid.

But July still held the upper hand. She took the turns like a pro—solid lines, complete control. Kthaa’s antics were costing him nearly as much time in recovery as they were gaining him initially through higher speeds.

“Momentum’s a bitch,” Jordan remarked as Kthaa swung his Squall around and used the main engines to prevent him from going off the course.

“Those turns have got to hurt,” Gurdi said. “What sort of G-forces can a sitharn take?”

“Enough,” Carl replied. He had to remind himself that he was still rooting for July. Kthaa had balls, whether his species came by them naturally or not. Carl had never been one to take a loss without trying every trick and rules violation he could think of. Kthaa was showing that fighting spirit, too.

But fighting spirit only got a sentient so far. July was the better pilot, and Kthaa’s evermore-desperate maneuvers were beginning to cost him distance instead of gaining it. He had to fight the inertia of his overshoots, over-steering to correct his course. It was putting a knife across the throat of his chances.

“With two turns to go, Monroe appears to have this one locked down. Kthaa is trailing by—MY GOD HE’S GONE INTO THE ASTEROIDS!”

It was a bit melodramatic for a simulator race. Carl had to give the announcer credit for getting so into the spirit of it being a real life-or-death event. Still, Kthaa deserved credit. Better to go out in style than drift through the last turns of a losing effort.

“Wait! He’s cutting the corner!”

“Holy shit. He is!” Carl said. He turned up the volume even further.

“Kthaa has managed to dodge through the asteroid barriers and come out ahead of Monroe. This is the first time in the history of Silde Slims that a racer has intentionally gone into the asteroids and come out alive! Kthaa has a commanding lead, and all Monroe can do is look on in disbelief.”

“She’s gonna be pissed,” Jordan said with a smug grin.

“You’re probably safer in here with us,” Gurdi said, patting Carl on the arm. “Let her cool down before you talk to her.”

Carl snorted. “Not my style.”

He slipped around the laaku racer and set his coffee down on the refreshment table. It was time to go find out what had just really happened.

# # #

It took asking two security guards and a race fan who was taking holovid recordings of the losers’ exit, but Carl managed to track down July before she left the facility. She was wearing dark glasses and a black jacket with the hood up, hiding her violet hair and eyes. She was walking at a pace where Carl had to jog to catch up with her. Carl hated jogging.

“Hey!” he shouted when there was a gap in the crowd between them. “Princess Racer, slow down!”

July whirled on him, but stopped. That was what he was after, so the gritted teeth that greeted him were only a minor drawback. “Don’t call me that!” she snapped at a whisper when Carl stopped beside her. He had called her that in an unthinking moment of passion, the more eloquent side of his mind having been shunted aside.

“All right,” Carl said, huffing for breath. “Take it easy. I just wanted to see if you were OK.”

“Can we not do this right here?” July asked with a sniff. A tear trickled from behind one darkened lens. “I just… let’s just get the hell out of this tube.” She wiped her face with a jacket sleeve.

“Sure thing,” Carl replied. “Come on. I’ll find us someplace quiet… -ish.”

There wasn’t much around for real privacy—a true premium commodity on Phabian—but Carl managed. A few tubes away, there was a dessert shop with a quiet booth against a wall. Booze was hard to come by on Phabian, given that the locals couldn’t handle it. A good stiff drink was just what July needed. But if being married to Tanny had taught him anything, it was that chocolate ice cream could work miracles.

Carl keyed a chocolate sundae into the table’s service requester before July gave it a glance. “It was just one race. You must have lost before.”

“Of course I’ve lost races,” July snapped. She took off her glasses and wiped at her reddened eyes. “But that was humiliation. I had that race won. Now all anyone’s ever going to talk about is how that sitharn heroically overcame impossible odds to beat me. I’m going to be the next fucking Goliath, and Kitha gets to be David.”

“Kthaa,” Carl said. He’d made a point of getting it right himself.

“Don’t you fucking start with me,” July warned. “I’m going to have to crawl home on borrowed terras now. I might never get a real racing gig again thanks to this bullshit.”

A laaku server brought her chocolate sundae, and July dug in without so much as a thanks. Carl ignored the second spoon the server had left, unsure what was really in that ice cream. He watched through the tall glass as atmospheric ships flitted around, delivering people and goods from one place to another across the planet. It gleamed and sparkled. Some of it even glowed. But it couldn’t hide the dark, ugly side of life planetside, the part that even ice cream and a good cry couldn’t make right.

“And I had him,” July said. “There’s no way that cutting through the asteroids should be legal. Someone just programmed a shitty sim and didn’t include a disqualification for going out of bounds. I totally had him.” She took another mouthful of ice cream, shaking her head.

“Feel better?”

“Wha?” July asked with her mouth full.

“You can’t go saying that out in public. You know that, right?” Carl asked. “You go spouting off, right or wrong, and you’re the sore loser. Play this right, maybe you can land on your feet.”

“How’s that?” July asked. “I’ve got about six terras left in my account. If you’re not picking up the tab here, we just stole this sundae. I’m broke. I’ve got no job. I don’t have passage off Phabian. And now I blew my shot at getting noticed by a major racing league.”

“They noticed.”

“Oh fuck that! You know what I mean.”

“I do, but you don’t. You got your name out there. Keep your name in the spotlight during this contest, and you’ll get backers who think you got robbed. Someone’ll give you a shot.”

“How do I do that?” July asked between bites. “Once the highlight plays itself out and the live racing starts, I’m a footnote.”

“You’re the one who keeps reminding me that this contest is more than just racing,” Carl said. “How’d you like to come to the contestants’ banquet tonight? It’ll be live on UltraVelo.”

“It’s invite only,” July said. “How am I supposed to…” she trailed off, and a thoughtful frown knit her brow.

Carl waggled his eyebrows. “Stick with me through this thing, and I’ll make sure you stay front and center.”

# # #

Roddy rubbed at his eyes as the cargo ramp lowered. The whirring hum of the hydraulics threatened to lull him back to sleep. As the ramp touched down, a lone figure stood waiting at the bottom. She wore billowing pants and a midriff-baring top with an unzipped jacket thrown over it. The dark glasses might have hid her eyes, but the violet hair and the fact that Roddy had seen her on the holo-feed made it obvious that it was July Monroe. She held up one hand in a wave of greeting while the other held an overnight duffel.

“You must be Roddy,” she called up.

“You must be kidding me,” Roddy replied. “What the hell are you doing here? Where’s Carl.”

“Contestants’ barracks,” July replied. “They’re shipping out to the racecourse in the morning—some rotten little orbital station. He said I could crash here.” She took a step onto the ramp, but Roddy moved to block her path.

“This ain’t a hotel,” Roddy said.

“No shit,” July replied. “Hotels cost money, and I’m broke. Is this Carl’s ship or yours?”

“Depends who you ask.”

The door to the common room opened above. “You must be July,” Esper asked, stifling a yawn.

“Yeah, can you tell your doorman to let me in?” July shouted up.

“Hey, sister, I happen to be—” Roddy said.

“It’s OK, Roddy. Carl sent a comm,” Esper said. “She’s going to use his quarters while he’s competing.”

“If this ain’t the backwardest shit ever,” Roddy muttered. What good was getting a girl back to your quarters without being there? “Fine. But don’t touch anything.”

July stepped around him. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll be out the second I crash. It’s the middle of the damn night.”

Roddy followed her with his eyes, then glanced up to Esper. He wondered how long it would be before Tanny pointed out the resemblance. July wasn’t so processed looking, but they were probably about the same age and build—minus a bit of cosmetic surgery. He shook his head. What was it humans saw in swollen glands?

Roddy hit the controls, and the cargo ramp pulled up. “I catch you in the engine room, the cockpit, or with any access panels pulled open, I’ll shoot you.”

“He really won’t,” Esper whispered as July approached. She must have thought laaku were deaf or something.

“Don’t push me,” he shouted up. But she was right. This was Phabian, and if there was a downside to being on the safest planet in ARGO space, it was that people who pissed you off were safe, too.

# # #

When July emerged from the shower, she was barefoot but otherwise fully dressed, with a towel slung over one shoulder. Her violet hair was plastered to her head, and her outfit clung to her in places. As she crossed the common room, she left wet footprints.

Roddy got a good look at her for the first time in person and wide awake. The false eye color was weird, but nothing outlandish. Any doctor on Phabian could make the swap in half an hour. Matching hair pigmentation wasn’t even technically a medical procedure; any salon could perform a follicle programming. Without closer inspection—past the bounds of his idle curiosity—he was going to call her a poser as far as body-mod fanatics went.

“How did you manage that?” Esper asked. “I run through here in a towel to go change in my quarters.”

“Pack everything up tight, stuff it above the nozzle, and get it all to stay put,” July said. “I’ve been on more ships this size than I can count. Nobody gets a private shower, and most of them aren’t the sort of ride where you want to be walking around half naked or covered up in a towel, if you know what I mean.”

July slid into a seat at the kitchen table and took a plate and some scrambled eggs. Anyone would have thought she had been a member of the crew for years, or that she had paid a fare, or that the guy she was sleeping with was around to vouch for her.

“It’s a shame about your race,” Mort said, sipping his coffee. “I’m sure you’ll find a nice career to fall back on. Would have been nice for someone to take Carl down a peg or three though. Would have thought leaving his hair would do it, but that boy’s up more pegs than I can count.”

“So you did his hair?” July asked. “I can’t get a straight answer out of him.”

“The waste reclaim can’t process as much shit as Carl’s yap,” Roddy said. “It was an azrin swordsman who did it. Teaches tourists for cash. Easy money. I sent Carl there to get him off the ship for a couple days, and he pissed the sword master off until he gave Carl the blue fur curse.”

“So that story’s not a load?” July asked.

“No, it’s hilarious,” Roddy replied. He grinned, trying not to bust out laughing just remembering the look on Carl’s face.

“How much of the other stuff is—”

“Can we cut to what the hell you’re doing here?” Tanny asked. She had glared blaster bolts at July from the time she came out of the shower. Her own meal of waffles and bacon sat untouched in front of her.

July looked around the table, making eye contact with everyone but Mriy—not that most people made a habit of staring down azrins. She swallowed a mouthful of eggs. “A guy came, after the shindig at Silde Slims. After the cameras were packed up. After the contestants started slinking off to bed. Met me and Carl in a side corridor—tube, or whatever they’re called around here. He didn’t say who he was, but Carl seemed to know.”

“What’d he look like?” Tanny asked. Roddy hated the look on her. There were times when he had to wonder just how much those drugs in her system had her fucked up. Times like this, when there was murder just behind those eyes.

“Dark skin. Dark hair. Earth accent,” July replied. “Real upper-caste feel. Anyway, he says he’s sorry I lost my race. Real shame. Said he hopes Carl doesn’t lose under weird circumstances, because that’d be a shame, too.”

“No way,” Roddy said, shaking his head. “No fucking way those brain-parasites rigged the race. Not buying it.”

“You’ve seen them imprint memories into a cloned body,” Esper said. “Why’s it so hard to believe?”

“Too convenient,” Roddy replied. “You’re still new at this, but taking credit for something you didn’t do is a classic bluff. We can clog up our intakes trying to puzzle out how they did it, but never get all the pipes to fit. Why? Because they didn’t. They can’t. Harmony Bay’s full of shit.”

“Wait. Harmony Bay? As in the medical megacorp?” July asked. “The ‘We Bring Health to a Sick Galaxy’ Harmony Bay?”

“More like ‘We Hide Dark Science Under a Comforting Blanket of Sunshine and Puppies,’” Mort replied.

“Should we be talking about all this in front of…” Esper said, jerking her head toward July. As if the purple-haired racer was blind. Esper thought like one of those kiddie puppet shows where talking behind your hand meant no one could hear you.

“She’s had Carl’s pants off,” Roddy said. “She must’ve heard six different versions of his life story by now.”

“He’s actually been pretty blank,” July replied. If she was bothered by Roddy’s crude supposition, she didn’t show it. Pretty much as good as admitting it. “I got the stuff you hear on the holo-feeds of the contest, plus a quick blow on who all you people are. But it’s smooth. I don’t need to know.” She held up her hands to ward off an eruption by Tanny.

It wasn’t often Tanny showed her possessive streak. She claimed she didn’t care who Carl screwed around with, but that only lasted until she found out the ‘who.’ July was standing on a precipice and didn’t realize how close she was to the edge.

“The captain picks rotten mates these days,” Mriy said. She was speaking her native Jiara dialect. Leaving out Carl’s name kept July in the dark. “I think she lies.”

“Hey, call him yourself and ask him,” July said.

Mriy shrunk in her seat and flattened back her ears.

Mort laughed. “Pea-brains. She’s wearing Carl’s translator charm.” Mort flicked a finger and a lock of wet, violet hair uncovered July’s left ear. “Everyone around Carl right now speaks English.”

July leaned away from Mort and brushed her hair back into place with her fingers. “I didn’t even know it was doing anything. I half figured that was bullshit. Who goes around wearing magic earrings? I mean, I would have at least expected to see her mouth moving wrong.”

“Nope,” Mort said. He waggled his fingers in the air. “It fiddles and twists your mind, fools the eyes. You see what you think you should see.”

July reached for the clasp on the earring, fumbling in her haste to take it off.

Esper put a hand on her arm. “It’s fine. He’s just scaring you for fun. The earring is harmless.” She pushed her hair back over her ear, showing off her own. “I don’t even take it off to sleep. It’s just a little stud, after all. It can’t hurt you.”

“Take it off or don’t,” Tanny said. “Better question: what do we do about Harmony Bay?”

“Why do anything?” Roddy said. “You told them Carl would get back to them. They can’t touch us here on Phabian. They’ll wait until we’re good and ready to give ‘em a price.”

“A price?” July asked.

“Oops?” Esper said.

Roddy waved a hand and left the table. “Who cares? If Carl hasn’t let her in on the deal, he would have soon enough anyway. How often does he keep a secret anyway? He’ll lie his ass off to a customs patrol, then spill his guts to the first woman to wrestle him into bed without charging. He wouldn’t have sent her here if he wasn’t getting her involved.”

“Involved in what?” July asked. “All we talked about is keeping up my profile so I can get a racing gig after this contest is over. I get to keep in the spotlight so people who think I got robbed in that race don’t forget about me; Carl gets… well, what he gets.” She shrugged. “What’s all this about Harmony Bay and black market deals?”

“No one mentioned any black markets,” Esper pointed out. There were times when she was just hopelessly naive. It was like having two Kubus, one that spoke good English and one that licked the floors clean after meals.

“You circle the landing pad long enough, everyone knows where you’re planning to set down,” July said. “You really think these guys might have rigged my race?”

The hurdles against that sort of tampering were astronomical. Even if Harmony Bay wanted July to lose, it was the most convoluted way imaginable to get what they wanted. An improbable and controversial win for an unpopular xeno pilot. Exploiting a loophole in the rules. Somehow helping him pilot an asteroid cluster. Then counting on Carl caring enough about July to get riled up about her losing? A million to one said that the sitharn had won it on his own, legit or not.

But that didn’t help anyone. If they wanted July’s help—and Roddy admitted the likelihood that Carl had sent July with a plan in mind for her—she needed motivation. He sighed. “I hate to admit it, but probably. We’d never be able to prove it, but it all makes sense.”

July punched a fist into her hand. “Bastards! How the hell—”

“Doesn’t matter how,” Tanny said. “Did Carl tell you what he plans to do about it?”

“We should turn the box over to planetary security,” Esper said. “That would get us out of their way and keep them from getting whatever’s in it. Probably our best option. The rest of that contest won’t be simulators, so people could get hurt.”

“We’d also lose money on this trip,” Roddy said. “Maybe Carl wins it all, maybe he doesn’t. He might not even offer us a cut, since this is all his work. The box is terras under the pillow.”

“It won’t be,” July said. Roddy snapped a glare at her. What did she know about the contents of that box? “I mean it won’t be all Carl’s work. He wants you to get detoxed so you can pass a scan by this afternoon.”

“Me?” Roddy asked. What the hell was Carl up to? They’d been over the detox issue before. He wasn’t up for anything on Phabian that he’d need to get scanned for. Last thing he needed was compulsory alcoholism treatment. He liked booze.

“We got a buzz that contestants are getting assigned mechanics to tune their rides,” July said. “But they can bring their own if they’ve got one.”

“Me?” Roddy said, still not quite believing what he was hearing. “I’ve never worked on a Squall. I haven’t even popped the panels of a Typhoon. At least Carl can bluff his way knowing one from the other. I just keep this junker flying; I’m no race mechanic.”

“Yeah, but he trusts you,” July said.

“If you don’t, they could assign him someone on the take from Harmony Bay,” Esper said. It was the most cynical thing he’d ever heard out of her, but she was right. Roddy was the only mechanic that Carl could be sure wasn’t on Harmony Bay’s payroll.

“Fine,” Roddy muttered. “I’ll do it.” For a fleeting moment, he wondered what kind of money Harmony Bay was offering and what their policy was regarding drinking on the job.

# # #

Animals were funny. They weren’t food, Nice Lady said. They didn’t talk. But the animals at Animal Camp liked to play. Kubu liked their games. Most of the time it was wrestling. Sometimes it was running and chasing. Kubu was good at these games. They got to play in a big outside that was actually inside. The roof was glass like the flying house’s roof, but much taller. The walls were so far away that Kubu could forget that there were walls at all. A few times a day, Nice Lady or one of her people friends would call everyone over for food. Every animal got his own kind of food that he liked best. Kubu got lots.

Nice Lady had told Kubu all the names of the animals, but there were a lot of names. Long names. New words. Kubu forgot them immediately. It didn’t matter when they were playing. The bushy-furred one with the dark eyes had claws bigger than Mriy’s, but his were clumsy and he couldn’t hide them away like Mriy could; he was stronger than Kubu but a lot slower. The three orange and white ones with the black stripes were smaller and funny. They jumped and rolled around trying to pull Kubu to the ground. There was a bigger one that looked like them, but the bigger striped cat didn’t play, just watched.

Kubu made other friends, too. There were bigger versions of Roddy who didn’t wear gloves on their feet and never drank beer. There were gray doggies with skinny legs, tall enough to look Kubu in the eye but not as strong. Birdies flew overhead and sang nonsense songs that were pretty even though they didn’t have words. Lots of animals with horns on their heads were on the other side of a fence that Kubu wasn’t allowed past. None of those friends got to play with Kubu.

So many fun things. So many trees to smell and mark. So many games to play. Lots of food to eat. It was only at nighttime, when Kubu was so tired he couldn’t run anymore, that Kubu thought about Mommy. He missed her then, even though he forgot to miss her all day while he was playing. Kubu fell asleep with his head resting on his paws, staring up at the night sky through the tall glass ceiling until he couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer.

The next morning, there was another new friend. This one was a person like Roddy. She wore a pink dress, which Esper had said usually meant a person was a girl. Nice Lady was a girl, but she didn’t wear a dress; she wore a blue uniform and no gloves on her feet. “Kubu, I want you to meet Mrs. Inviu of Chapath. She’s heard about you and wanted to talk to you. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Kubu replied, remembering to nod. Most people didn’t have through-the-ear magic, so they couldn’t understand Kubu. On a whim, he tried English. “Ya!” He had been practicing with Esper; she took his through-the-ear magic so he could hear the funny words and imitate them.

Mrs. Inviu smiled. Kubu liked her. “Goodness me, he does talk. Or at least he fakes it credibly. Kubu, do you comprehend what I am saying?”

“Huh?” Kubu asked. The magic sometimes made up words Kubu didn’t know. He didn’t want to lie to Mrs. Inviu by accident.

“He has limited intellectual capacity,” Nice Lady said, whispering. Kubu had good ears, and he knew if someone was whispering they were trying to keep a secret from him.

“Kubu knows secrets aren’t nice,” Kubu said.

Nice Lady smiled at him, but it was a patient smile, not a friendly one. “Talk to him like an infant.”

“Hello, Kubu,” Mrs. Inviu said. She approached and crouched to one knee, even though she was barely taller than him standing.

“Hurro,” Kubu replied.

Mrs. Inviu smiled. Hers was a happy smile. It was funny seeing a happy smile on a Roddy-person. Roddy didn’t smile happy. “Kubu, I’d like to take you with me. I have a place even nicer than this one. You can play all day, and you can learn to talk and have things all of your own. Would you like that?”

“Is there lots to eat?” Kubu asked, cocking his head. It was hard to imagine a place nicer than Animal Camp.

Mrs. Inviu’s face wrinkled up. “This won’t do at all. Stand back,” she said to Nice Lady. Mrs. Inviu closed her eyes and talked in mumbly words like Mort used. The air turned all buzzy, but with feeling instead of sound. “My apologies, Kubu. Could you answer again?”

“Kubu said is there lots to eat?” Kubu replied. To his delight, Mrs. Inviu smiled. She understood him!

“You’re a growing boy,” Mrs. Inviu said. “There will be all the food you want. We’ll find out all the best foods for you, and you’ll eat them all and grow up big and strong.”

“Oh boy!” Kubu said. “Nice Lady, can you tell Mommy where Kubu went? Kubu wants to go eat more than lots.”

Mrs. Inviu smiled and turned to Nice Lady. “I’ll get the custodial paperwork filed this afternoon. There is no excuse for this wonderful, sentient creature to be kept as a pet on a starship.”

# # #

Roddy sipped at a cold mug of coffee. As vices went, coffee had a lot to learn from beer. Even a warm beer did the trick, but once coffee went cold it was work just to swallow. But Roddy was off of beer for now. After two hours in line at a med depot, they cleaned his bloodstream in thirty minutes. Then he took a five-hour shuttle ride out to Velocity Prime, the race facility owned and operated by Silde Slims—totally sober for the first time in as long as he could remember.

His traveling companions were a pair of humans and six other laaku—all mechanics destined for the competition. He had missed Carl’s transport by the time he was fit for duty—if he was fit for anything just then. He had a splitting headache, smelled like the antiseptic rinse from the med depot, and had a gnawing ache in his belly that the med techs had warned him was just his imagination. He missed beer already. Whiskey would have been a fine substitute, or even one of Esper’s stupid apple liqueurs. Hell, he’d have distilled some de-greaser from his tool kit.

The other mechanics talked shop, talked racing, talked politics. They tried talking to Roddy, but he offered a few choice opinions on each subject and they quit trying. He wasn’t on the shuttle to Velocity Prime to make friends. Why was he on the shuttle? Because Carl was too tight fisted to make Harmony Bay a deal and get rid of them. Because Carl couldn’t trust some random mechanic to work on anything he piloted until he had them off his back. Because Roddy was a sucker and couldn’t resist tinkering with a premium ride like a Squall.

The gray astral space blinked and reverted to oceanic black, speckled with stars. The shuttle had just passed through one of the Phabian system’s astral gates. The other mechanics crowded the port side windows. Roddy took another sip of his room-temperature coffee, wincing as he choked it down.

“Lookie that,” one of the humans remarked. “Ain’t she a beauty!” He was an outer system rube, from accent to haircut. Roddy pitied the poor racer who got him for a mechanic.

“This your first time to Velocity Prime?” a laaku mechanic in red coveralls asked.

“Yessiree,” the human replied. “Been working for years in the hayfield circuits, waiting for my chance to make the jump.”

“Welcome to the big time,” another of the laaku mechanics replied.

“Hey, buddy,” the other human mechanic said. Roddy glanced up when it registered that the guy was addressing him. “You ain’t curious?”

“I’ve seen space stations before,” Roddy replied. “I’ve seen Velocity Prime before. I don’t need to put nose-prints on the glass to see it from a shuttle craft. Just a big, low-res holo out there far as I’m concerned.”

“Must be old socks to a fella like you,” the rube said. “How long you been on the circuit?”

“I’m not sure I’m on it at all, yet,” Roddy said. He swallowed the last of his coffee and ambled over to the brewer for a refill. He had to give Silde Slims credit for at least having a half-decent refreshment dock on their shuttle. “I got roped in just this morning.”

“Sure, and you ain’t never played poker before, neither,” the rube said. He held his hands up in mock distress and affected a falsetto. “Oh my, can’t someone teach me? Yeah… you’re sellin’, but I ain’t buyin’ it.”


“Any of you boys know your pilot assignments yet?” the laaku in the red coveralls asked. “I pulled Gurdi of Renflour.”

“Nice! I got Hanzo.”

“They put me with Defnath of Hyrial.”

“I’m stuck with that snot, Jordan Myles.”

“I got picked by my pal Grixlit,” the rube said. “I owe him everything for givin’ me this shot.”

Roddy kept quiet until the rest of the mechanics had rattled off a list of names that all sounded vaguely familiar from watching the contest on holo. He sipped his coffee and savored the slow burn down his throat. No cream. No sugar. Just heat and caffeine flowing into him.

“How about you, coffee-guy?” one of the laaku asked. “Or are you just on this shuttle for the beverage dock?”

Roddy took a long, scalding swallow. His sigh was fit to light a pre-ignition sequence. He closed his eyes and leaned back. “I got requested—by Carl Motherfucking Ramsey.”

# # #

When the shuttle disembarked, Roddy got his view of Velocity Prime. The holo feeds didn’t do it justice. From the shuttle bay entrance, there was a view of two of the ten-kilometer-long tubes that ran out to the racecourses. Running lights marked tractor ship as they rearranged the asteroid fields to modify one of the courses. Free-floating spectator stands floated around the perimeter.

The main facility was glitz, flash, and tourist-friendly sparkle. Smooth as glass and fake as a politician’s smile. A crowd was waiting with a mix of Silde Slims officials, racers, and Velocity Prime staff all in clean black uniforms. It was a near fifty-fifty mix of human and laaku, which was unusual just about anywhere. Across Phabian, you only saw a smattering of humans. Across the rest of ARGO space, laaku were the minority. But just as the competition had netted out seven humans to eight laaku—and it would have been dead even if July hadn’t gotten sniped—the support contingent was populated to match. It was almost as if someone were trying to make a political statement.

A clap on the back startled Roddy and would have made him spill the rest of his coffee if it hadn’t been nearly empty. “Glad you could make it,” Carl said. He had a smug grin slapped onto his face.

“Wish I could say I was,” Roddy grumbled. “What am I doing here?” He tossed the rest of his coffee in the first receptacle he found. He needed something in his stomach with substance to it—and less caffeine. The coffee hadn’t touched his headache, and his hands were trembling.

“You’ve got paperwork and a med scan to pass,” Carl said. He leaned close and lowered his voice. “You are going pass it, right?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Roddy said. “Spare me your concern. I’ll pass. What’ve they got to eat around here?”

“Food,” Carl replied. Roddy stopped and slowly raised his eyes to meet Carl’s. What must he have looked like? Strung out on caffeine. Dry as an honest preacher. His eyes must have been eight kinds of bloodshot. “I mean, local goo, too; whatever you want it to be.”

“Get. Over. It,” Roddy said. “I like a burger much as the next laaku, but there’s nothing wrong with reconstituted nutrients.”

“They put dead laaku in it!”

“First of all, molecules are molecules,” Roddy said. “Glucose can’t tell if it was in a strawberry or Grandpa Morballo. Second, it’s an honor to carry on our people’s history. Third, it’s less than a tenth of a percent if there’s any at all, and they even produce nutrient gels certified fully non-sentient sourced for whackos like you. We’d all be healthier if we just installed a nutrient reconstituter on the Mobius. And why the hell are we arguing about this here instead of finding me a goddamn sandwich?”

“Go,” Carl said. “Get your shit out of the way with the datapad jockeys and the med techs. Meet me at the cafeteria in the tourist area when you’re done.”

Roddy left Carl on the landing pad of the shuttle bay and caught up with the rest of the mechanics as they headed for sign-ups or processing or whatever they called it when new guys showed up. Most of the mechanic recruits ignored him, but the rube hung back and bent low to whisper to him.

“What’s he like?” the rube asked. “Carl Ramsey, I mean.”

“Best friend I ever had,” Roddy replied. His sarcasm was lost on the rube, but that meant the rube got the true story. Pissed as Roddy might have been over this whole mess, he’d never been good with friends. He’d had a few, but eventually one blast of temper or another would drive them apart. Packing up and moving on to the next gig had gotten to be routine. Whenever he blew up at Carl, the rotten bastard would just roll with it. Carl was an unlimited supply of mulligans wrapped inside a disreputable leather jacket. “But he’s a complete asshole.”

Processing was far less painful than Roddy had feared. One by one, the mechanics answered a few questions, stood under the arch of a Class-2 med scanner, and got handed a welcome package with a uniform, datapad, and keycard to a room in the staff barracks. He kicked himself for lagging until he was last in line, but he was still out in less than an hour.

The scanner tech that verified he was alcohol free (among other things) and gave him directions to the tourist cafeteria. “Hours are shorter than the staff cafeteria when there’s no race going on. You’d better get down there before they close up. And I’d stick to reconstituted food. You need to take better care of yourself.” The tech looked so goddamn earnest that Roddy wanted to punch him. He wanted to grab the tech by the collar of his prissy powder blue uniform and shake him, screaming that all he needed was a few beers. But the tech was laaku, and there was no way to make him understand the need. Good, respectable laaku like him hadn’t ever touched a drop.

Instead, Roddy gave the tech a sideways glare and stormed off for something to eat. Velocity Prime was laid out to keep imbecile humans from getting lost, so he had no trouble finding the cafeteria Carl had mentioned. It just dug at the back of his brain that he’d asked and had to put up with that tech for one extra minute that he could have been eating. He got in line just before they closed it off and grabbed a bacon burger and fries—human style, both slathered in grease. The first bite took the edge off his sour stomach and threw a regulator on his anger.

“Yo, Roddy-boy!” Carl shouted across the sea of tables. The place was mostly deserted. A few of the racers were hanging out with gaggles of friends or relatives, standing by the panoramic windows that overlooked the racecourses.

Roddy wove his way through the tables and chairs until he reached the spot Carl had picked out: a corner booth with seating for four. The extra space allowed Carl to sprawl out on his side with his feet up on the seat. Roddy was relieved to see that Carl was drinking soda. Right about then, beer was the last thing he needed to see, or smell, or be thinking about at all. Not that he was thinking about beer by not thinking about it. Never that.

“Fancy place they’ve got,” Roddy said as he slipped into the far side of the booth. “You gonna take these chumps for a quarter-million terras?”

“It’s not them I’m worried about,” Carl said, his eyes drifted to the lingering competitors taking in the view.

A rough-cut tourist with an unshaved beard slid into the booth beside Roddy. “This your mechanic friend?”

“We clear?” Carl asked.

The tourist gave a wink and patted a jacket pocket. There was a plastic thump. “No snoopers. Place is private as far as our voices carry.”

“Who’s this guy?” Roddy asked.

“Roddy, meet Hatchet,” Carl said, gesturing with one hand to each of them.

“Wait… the Hatchet? One of yours?” Roddy asked.

The erstwhile tourist offered his hand across the table. “Hiroshi Samuelson, Lieutenant, Earth Navy, retired. I haven’t gone by Hatchet since I flew with Commander Ramsey here.”

Roddy shook the offered hand. “No offense, but I had figured half your squad were bullshit stories Carl made up.”

“Still can’t get used to everyone calling you ‘Carl’ nowadays,” Hiroshi said. “What happened to just Ramsey, or even Brad?”

“Four years flying with a wife who took my name,” Carl said. “And the people I deal with these days would never take a ‘Brad’ seriously.”

“Well, nice to meet a Half-Devil,” Roddy said, recalling the nickname of Carl’s former squad, the 333rd. “But what’s he doing here? No offense.”

“He’s going to be a key player in a thing I’ve got figured out,” Carl said.

“A thing?” Roddy asked. “Racing contest for a quarter-million terras, and you’re putting together a ‘thing’ on the side?”

“There’s not a ton to do around here when the simulators are all taken,” Carl said. “So I got to thinking. But I’m getting ahead of myself. We’re waiting on one more. I don’t want to explain this all twice.” Carl’s eyes wandered up, staring over the heads of his two compatriots.

Roddy turned and saw her. Of course it was her. July’s hair had dried, leaving the violet color more vivid and no longer plastered to her head. Her clothes still clung to her, but it was in the fashionable manner meant to reduce guys like Carl and his buddy to mush, not residual dampness.

She slid into the booth and had her tongue in Carl’s mouth in one fluid motion. Roddy turned away and rolled his eyes. He couldn’t blame Carl for his species’ mating customs. If some laaku sweetheart with short-trimmed fur came waggling herself in front of Roddy, he’d have been just as helpless. Still, it didn’t mean he had to sit there and watch.

The grin on Carl’s face as he disentangled himself wasn’t fit for underage viewing. “July, this is—”

“Hatchet,” Hiroshi said, tipping an imaginary hat. “At your service, ma’am.”

“So what’s this little symposium all about?” July asked. “I don’t see any cameras around. We off the clock?”

“Yeah. Show’s over for the day,” Carl said. July immediately slouched into a more relaxed and less amorous posture. “Come on, let’s head down to the hangar. “

Roddy scarfed down the burger and fries a little faster than his stomach was hoping for. No hangar boss in his right mind was going to allow food or beverages (except maybe water) anywhere near his facility. He lagged behind Carl and his new lackeys until he finished, then hustled to catch up. The meal sat like lead in his gut. The empty, sour nausea gave way to the overfilled, smoking volcano sort, threatening to erupt any minute. The only thing keeping him from plotting a gruesome death for Carl was the prospect of running his hands along a real racing ship. If he killed Carl, they probably wouldn’t let him have free access to the hangar—which was a shame.

They all piled into a magnetic lift. The plaque on the inside wall listed the maximum occupancy of the cabin at twelve, but Roddy still felt closed in. He didn’t get claustrophobic squeezing into a ventilation duct too small to kneel in, but suddenly the walls of the lift cabin felt too tight. Loosening the collar of his shirt, he found himself panting to cool off.

“You OK down there?” Carl asked.

The lift lurched. Without its own artificial gravity, Roddy felt the downward acceleration as a moment of semi-weightlessness. That was the volcanic moment. A burger, fries, and some fair portion of the coffee he’d drunk all came back up. It was all he could do to limit his vomiting to the corner of the lift.

“I’ll take that as a ‘no,’” Carl said.

“I’m fine,” Roddy said. He crouched on all fours, trying not to breathe in the smell of his stomach’s contents.

“This is the guy you want as your mechanic?” July asked.

Hiroshi just looked down at him with a puzzled frown.

“He’s had a rough day,” Carl replied. “Cut him a break. Besides, I’m not asking him to prepare food or keep the lifts clean. He’ll be fine with a Squall.”

Roddy spat into the corner. With no coffee and no prospect of refreshments in the hangar, there was nothing to wash the taste from his mouth. When the lift doors opened, he struggled upright. Though his insides were still jittery, he managed to walk without retching again.

Carl fished a keycard from the pocket of his jacket and waved it in front of a scanner pad next to the door. A light flicked from red to green, and something inside the wall clunked. The door slid open.

Inside, there were rows of Squalls, all different colors and markings. Many had their own shimmering forcefields preventing unauthorized access. The rest of the space had been given over to equipment for scanning, tuning, and maintaining the racing crafts. An overhead gantry drifted past, a three-coil main drive thruster dangling from its grip. As Carl led everyone through, their footsteps echoed on the steel floor panels. He waved to one of the few techs milling around, and received a lax navy salute in response—probably some retiree who Carl had sweet-talked.

July stared around in undisguised awe, clinging to Carl’s arm so she didn’t have to watch where she was going. “The big time,” she said breathlessly. “So smooth…”

Hiroshi strolled along, taking in the sights like he was shopping at a dealership. “Not sold on these stripped-down models. The hull is just for show—no composite plating. They’ve got no shield generators…”

“These are top of the line,” July countered, not taking her eyes from her gawking. “Not a bit of wasted weight. Engines almost twice as efficient as the Typhoon class.”

Carl swiped his keycard at one of the security force field controls. Four three-meter-tall posts fenced in a single Squall. Energy barriers ran between them—and across the top, Roddy noted. With that one swipe, the force fields buzzed, wavered, and winked out of existence. The four of them stepped inside and Carl reactivated the force fields behind them.

July let go of Carl’s arm and rushed over to the Squall. It was sleek black, with red stripes across each wing and one running down the center, interrupted where it ran into the cockpit. Every surface was unblemished, gleaming, and sculpted. Through the glassteel of the canopy, the black leather seat promised form-fit comfort. There was barely a hint of where the seams and access panels could be found. It smelled like coolant, fuel rods, and a fresh coat of polish. Roddy reached out to feel the surface, but stopped himself short.

“Go ahead, put your fingerprints on it,” Carl said. “You’re going to be working on it plenty. This one’s mine.”

“Wow,” July said. “It looks factory new.”

“Almost too pretty to fly,” Hiroshi said, finally looking impressed.

“2561 model. This contest is part of the marketing roll-out. They said it’s got two hours of logged flight time, and that was at the quality-control check before it shipped,” Carl said. He crossed his arms and leaned up against it. Roddy had seen Carl self-satisfied before, but the bastard had outdone himself this time. “What do you think? It is me?”

July shook her head, grinning. “I’ve seen you race in a simulator, but that bucket of yours seems more your style. You’re working class. These little angels cost over two million terras apiece.”

“Funny you should mention the cost,” Carl said. “Because we’re stealing it.”

# # #

The door to Carl’s dormitory quarters snapped shut behind the four of them. It was a cramped, sterile little space, all engineered plastics and dura-thread fabrics. The place was meant to take a beating without showing it. Probably saw a good thrashing or two at the hands of sore losers in its day, but didn’t show it. The two-bunk arrangement made Roddy instantly suspicious.

“You’ve got a roomie?” Roddy asked.

“That punk Jordan Myles,” Carl replied. “The holo-feed big wigs have a twisted sense of funny.”

“Security risk?” Hiroshi asked. Roddy should have picked up on it instantly that any of his naval buddies that Carl still kept in touch with would be the larcenous sort. Hiroshi hadn’t balked at Carl’s plan. Of course a Half-Devil would be suicidal.

“This whole damn thing is a security risk,” Roddy replied. He climbed onto the bunks, searching the walls for hidden cameras and transmitters.

“The place isn’t bugged,” Hiroshi said. “That’s not what I meant. What about that kid racer?”

“He’s showing off for his parents and girlfriend,” Carl said. “Giving them the tour. We can work around him. Minor annoyance.” He plopped himself down on the edge of his bed.

July opened her mouth. She gestured with her hands. No words came out.

Roddy hooked a thumb at the violet-haired racer. “You want a security risk? There’s your security risk. You were thinking with your plumbing getting her involved with this.” He looked Hiroshi in the eye and saw a common understanding there. It made solid sense for Carl to trust this guy. Navy buddy. Years of track record. Been under fire. July was a grenade with the pin out. It wasn’t a matter of whether she’d blow; it just boiled down to when.

“It’s no… It’s just… I mean, really?” July said, throwing up her hands. “You’re not just joking about this?”

“I get that a lot,” Carl said. “But no. This is for real.”

“You’re criminals!”

“Keep your voice down,” Roddy snapped. “You’ve been seen coming and going from the Mobius. You’re as good as an accessory for all anyone’s going to believe.” There were times for truth, and times to put a little lie behind them. July hadn’t done anything but hook up with an idiot spacer and crash one night on his ship. Phabian wasn’t Earth; she’d get cleared of any charges if she turned them all in right now. Roddy had to trust that Carl knew that, too.

“You said you wanted to be big time,” Carl said. “After this, no one’s going to forget your name, and no one is going to know you had anything to do with a Squall going missing.”

“Not that I doubt you,” Hiroshi said with a smirk. “But how the dusted legions of Plouph are you going to pull this off?”

Carl dug a hand into the pocket of his jeans and came out with a data crystal. “Tanny’ll know how to decrypt it. It’s got the whole plan. Hiroshi, you’re going to consult and take care of some stuff off-system—not to mention be our ace in the hole against Harmony Bay. July, you’re our liaison to the Mobius.”

“What do you need from me?” Roddy asked. It seemed like he’d be more use on the Mobius than dried out and miserable on Velocity Prime, even if the local toys were nicer.

“For this plan to work, I need to stay in the running to the final race,” Carl said. “You’re going to make sure I race with the best of them and watch my back so no one dusts me. Plus it’ll be fun.”

# # #

Tanny plugged the crystal into her datapad. She had no idea what the factories made them from, but once Carl was done with one they were constructed of little more than lies and larceny. Whatever was on this one was probably good for twenty years of judicial confinement. The crew and the two newcomers hovered over her; since when had the kitchen table of an old diplomatic shuttle become the hub of daring heists?

“You need a hand working that thing?” Hiroshi asked. She shot a glare at him, but an insouciant grin kept her from minding the jab. It was like old times having him around—pre-Mobius times. Shore leave on Farin III, drinking on the beach after Brick’s wedding, that camping trip to Centaris… Hiroshi had been with a different girl for each of those. Most of the other Half-Devils had been like him: single, hard-drinking, and eager to cram as much living as possible into lives under constant threat of a quick, violent end.

“Does anyone else remember that we came to Phabian to stay out of trouble for a while?” Esper asked from behind Tanny. The ex-priestess watched over Tanny’s shoulder.

Tanny stood. “I need space,” she said. “Give me ten minutes to go over this. If it’s one of Carl’s get-us-all-killed plans, I’m deleting it.”

“Hey, who put you—” July started to ask.

“Carl,” Tanny said. “When he’s not here, I’m in charge. And if he’s planning on lucking his way through a job right in the brightest green security this side of Sol, I don’t want any of you getting it in your heads to try anyway. Someone on this tub has to think things through, and it’s certainly not Captain Fishing-for-Trollops.”

“Excuse me?” July said. She grabbed an arm as Tanny shouldered her way through the knot of would-be raceship thieves. A half second later there was a thud, and July was lying on her back, staring up through the glassteel dome over the common room.

Hiroshi winced. “I remember how much that hurts.”

“Maybe cooler heads ought to try prevailing,” Mort said.

“If you tried to read Carl’s plan, we’d miss our time window before you found the file,” Tanny replied. “As much as I don’t want to get us all arrested—most of us, anyway—Carl might have come up with something worth pulling. It’s been known to happen.”

Name the last time. She could almost hear Roddy’s voice, even though the laaku was out at Velocity Prime watching Carl’s back. “But fine,” she said, tossing the datapad to Esper. “Let Miss Conscience give it a once-over. If she’s OK with it, I can’t imagine it being anything the rest of you would object to.”

“Um, sure,” Esper said, juggling the datapad until she cradled it against her chest. “Hopefully Carl doesn’t plan on getting anyone hurt or killed or arrested or anything. Maybe if we get enough money, we can do some good with it, other than just scraping to get by.”

“Do what you want with your cut,” July said. “I can’t go spending mine for a long, long time if I want a racing career. Too many people know I’m broke. Hell, I had to do a damn interview about my childhood and dreams of racing. I mean, I played it up for the show, but I’ve never had money.”

Esper nodded. “I know how that goes.” It was easy at times to forget that Esper’s past went back much further than her stint as a priestess or her family turning into the nouveau riche. Her father had piloted a shuttle-bus or something.

“Should have joined the navy,” Hiroshi said. “Pay’s so-so, but your overhead dries up. You can muster out with a nice pile of terras if you play it right. ‘Course, that would’ve meant no more plastic-and-paper Squalls.”

“Yeah and coming back to a life of crime to pay the bills,” July said. “You and Carl are so set for life thanks to Earth Navy.”

Hiroshi smiled. “I’m not doing this for money. I’m not even getting a cut.”

“What?” July asked.

“Go ahead and tell her,” Tanny said, crossing her arms.

“I’ve owed Carl a debt so long, the thing’s about old enough to grow a beard,” Hiroshi said.

“Lemme guess…” July said, slouching against the wall.

“Classified,” Hiroshi replied, grinning.

“And you know about it?” July asked.

“Yup,” Tanny said. “Carl’s shit with keeping secrets. How he ever got clearance for anything classified is a mystery.”

“He’s better at it than you think,” Mort said softly. There was a gravel in his voice that gave Tanny a chill.

For a long while, no one spoke. Mort had a weird way of imposing silence. Tanny had known him for years, but there were still dark corners of him that he kept locked away. How much more of his past did Carl know? He was a kid when Mort had signed on with Chuck and Becky Ramsey as their ship’s wizard. They’d known each other twenty years.

Somewhere amid the arguing, Esper had slipped away to read Carl’s instructions.

# # #

It was a strange plan. That was Esper’s first thought as she finished reading through it. Something wasn’t right in the head of a person who could conceive of a heist that had so many moving pieces that all needed to fit tight to work. Cycling back to the top of the file, she read through it again, hoping a second attempt might make sense of it.

OBJECTIVE 1: Win the contest.

It’s me. I got this covered.

OBJECTIVE 2: Scrounge Typhoon parts.

Hatchet can help out with this stuff. That’s why he’s in. For now I mainly care about parts that the Typhoon and Squall share. No weapons systems. No shields. No hull. Don’t pay any more than you have to. Non-functional scrap is fine. If anyone asks and you have to tell them something, it’s a hobby project. A fixer-upper. Hell, it’s almost Christmas; tell them it’s a present for me. Best not to say anything at all though. Most of the sorts who deal in scrap don’t ask a lot of questions.

OBJECTIVE 3: Nail down the logistics.

Once I win, I get a gig on the major circuit. Real races. Real racers. NOT ALL HERE at Velocity Prime. Squalls have to get shipped to the races. It’s small-time freight. One valuable piece, but not worth as much as a bulk freighter full of computer cores or a convoy of marine armaments. Silde Slims won’t be paying for an escort in green-sec space.

We need to figure out where I’ll be racing and when. First big event of the new year, I’m guessing. Track down past transit routes, ship types used, and who operates them. Does Silde Slims have their own or do they hire out? Where do they get their pilots? How many crew are we talking? Learn anything you can without…you know… letting anyone know you’re looking.

OBJECTIVE 4: Seed money.

I’ll deal with the Harmony Bay guy. We can write off any big payoff from them, get them out of our way, and score even bigger. I’ll negotiate for what I can, but I don’t plan on getting rich sticking my nose in their feedbag. I’ll get us square with them, but I’ll do it myself. I’ll get him out to Velocity Prime on a visitor’s badge—I’ll think up some reason.

OBJECTIVE 5: Get an inside man.

I’ll work on this. We need to get leverage on some of the ground crew or freight handlers, or whoever-the-hell moves Squalls from one race to the next. Hopefully I can wedge Roddy into the mix, since he’s my mechanic. But I need to get someone who has access to the ship that will bring my Squall to its first big race. Doesn’t have to be someone to fly it, just someone who can get on board for a couple hours without raising suspicion.

OBJECTIVE TIME LINE:

We don’t know where I’ll be racing, so we won’t know when. It might be as soon as the night after the contest ends. I want everything lined up for the end of the contest. Anything that isn’t 100%, get whatever you can.

THE PLAN:

Once I win the Silde Slims Racer contest or whatever they’re calling this thing, I get to be a big-time racer. Right? So that means I go on the pro circuit, racing all over ARGO space on a tour of all the major courses. Fuck that. This isn’t my idea of a lifestyle. So when they ship my Squall to its first race, the transport is going to run into a little problem.

I’ve got Roddy with me, and the two of us are bound to be on the freighter that hauls it. I’m not going to go prima donna and demand a first-class passenger liner or some shit. Roddy will rig some sort of emergency on the ship—maybe life support—so we all have to eject in the escape pods. He’ll sabotage the sensors and all that stuff, too.

That’s when the Mobius comes up from the deep Astral and grabs the Squall out of the hold. Set the freighter on a crash course. You guys slip off into border space; me and Roddy and the crew of the freighter get picked up by ARGO Search and Rescue. Silde Slims finds wreckage and writes off the Squall.

FALLOUT:

I swear off racing. We leak rumors that my classified background contains run-ins with mopping up pirates, and this was payback. Some pirate captain wants to ruin me. Silde Slims lets me out of my race contract, maybe with a little payout on the side, because their insurance won’t want to deal with a racer who’s got a target lock on him wherever he goes.

Then me and Roddy book passage and catch up with the rest of you wherever you dig in to wait out the storm.

Esper rubbed her eyes. It made sense in a way—a Carlish sort of way, at least. But there had to be easier ways to make money and more undeserving people to take it from. Harmony Bay, for starters. Carl’s plan only touched on the interplanetary conglomerate long enough to get them out of the way. It then used a high-profile holo-feed contest to infiltrate a race organizer just to hijack a freighter, eject the crew, and steal one thing from inside.

She sighed. “I can see why pirates just blast ships and see what’s inside. So much simpler. When does Carl find the time to think up all this gobbledygook? Doesn’t he have enough to worry about with the contest?”

# # #

Carl yawned as he shuffled along amid the other contestants. It had been a morning of formation flying and official race certifications. Apparently, there was more to racing than just start-to-finish. There were flight demonstrations, pre-race parades, and post-victory exhibition laps. The contestants had to be prepared to perform precision maneuvers in sync with other pilots. There had been grades handed out—points toward a final ranking and race position for the final race.

The blinking light of the camera drone caught his eye. He looked directly at it, winked, and pantomimed a blaster pistol with his finger. July had told him not to just make nice with the cameras, but to posture for them. How much shit he could get away with would be directly proportional to how popular he became as a holovid persona.

“Carl,” the hostess called out as the line of pilots filed past. He had watched an archive episode of the show to discover that her name was Zuri Mamani. “Care to comment on your disappointing showing in the formation flying? As a former navy pilot, wouldn’t you have extensive experience flying formations?”

Carl gave an easy smile. “Fly a fighter in formation, some hostile’s gonna do some basic geometry and have himself a shooting gallery. Don’t you worry about me. I think we should take some time to give credit to the cadets here who look like they were born to fly around in formation. I think we saw some future pros out there today.”

And Zuri moved on to the next contestant. Not the next one in line, but the next one with a story. Not having a story was dangerous. If Silde Slims wanted to rig anything—or even just pick its battles to favor one pilot over another—they’d do it to keep the fan favorites at the top of the heap.

Roddy was waiting for him once the pilots dispersed. The black uniform with Silde Slims logos made him look almost professional. The bloodshot eyes and 2-liter mug of coffee dialed that pro look back a little. “You flew like shit.”

“So what?” Carl asked, checking over his shoulder for recording drones or contest officials. There were none looking his way. “This was the perfect time to shed my front-runner mystique. I keep my badass image, take an early bath on points, and put some other poor bastard in the crosshairs. You get a comm to our potential sponsor?”

“Yeah,” Roddy said. “You’re meeting him tonight after dinner. How much you think he’s worth?”

Carl tried to stuff his hands into his jacket pockets before realizing he was wearing a Silde Slims flight suit. He hooked his thumbs on his belt to keep from looking like an idiot. “Doesn’t matter. Just need something to start a pre-ignition cycle.” Carl snickered. “Money to burn.”

“Let’s grab lunch,” Roddy said. “I’m dying here.”

The two conspirators took seats by the panoramic windows of the cafeteria and watched the tractor ships haul asteroids around. Rumor had it they were upping the density on the field. Silde Slims wanted to make a maneuver like Gthaa’s trick to beat July all but impossible.

“Ain’t no one flying through that tangle,” Roddy remarked as he stared out into the shores of the Black Ocean.

“Not at racing speeds,” Carl agreed. “Makes the field look even faker than usual. There’s no place in the galaxy with asteroids that close together. Even a fresh debris field scatters in a matter of hours or days. Plus nothing’s moving out there.”

“Safe. Predictable. Sentient made,” Roddy said. “Put money on it that a laaku does their course design work.”

“Wonder if it’ll cause them any trouble in the broadcast,” Carl said. “I bet they get sensor blind-spots. Pirates and… certain squadron commanders have been known to hide ships behind asteroids. Can’t be good for holoviewing.”

Roddy made an unimpressed grunt. “So what? It’s a race. First one to hide in the asteroids is the first one out of the running. They have great sensor feeds covering the raceways; that’s all that matters.”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe? It’s a race.”

“Maybe it isn’t,” Carl said.

“You been getting enough sleep?” Roddy asked. “Breathing coolant fumes? That—right outside this window—is nothing but racing.”

Carl nodded absently. “Yeah. Everyone seems to think that, don’t they?” A plan was forming in his head. Not a new plan exactly, but a solid backup to the one he’d just sent off to Tanny.

# # #

Tanny dropped into the pilot’s seat with a satisfied sigh. The Mobius was fueled, buttoned up, and ready to fly. There was no last-second update from the engine room that some key system was down for maintenance, no snarky commentary from over her shoulder. For the time being, Tanny was in command.

“This feels wrong,” Esper said from the copilot seat.

Of course, it wasn’t debutante-grade peaches and rosebuds. While Tanny had lost the devil sitting on one shoulder, she still had the annoying angel sitting on the other. “He’s fine. I just talked to the director of XenoNative species, and Kubu’s having a blast.”

“Did you at least talk to him?” Esper asked. “It’s been days. He must miss you.”

“He was napping after playing with some tiger cubs from an Earthlike I’ve never heard of.”

“You could have had them wake him up,” Esper countered. “He’d have been happy to hear from you.”

“Happier than playing with tiger cubs?” Tanny asked. “Come on. He’s having the time of his life.”

Esper sat and watched as Tanny made her pre-flight checks. Engines: fine. Main power: fluctuating, but within safety limits. Life support: 95% efficiency. Weapons: offline but available. Shields: on standby with 20% power, which was about all the Mobius could ever manage to put through its cruiser-grade shield generator. A few minor subsystems were griping about one minor issue or another, but nothing worrisome. Esper was still just staring at her.

“What?” Tanny snapped.

“I didn’t say anything,” Esper replied calmly.

“You’re looking at me like I’m an awful person to leave Kubu there,” Tanny said.

Esper pursed her lips. “That’s an awful lot to say in just a look. You sure you’re not seeing the mirror of your conscience?”

“Quit with the One True Guilt crap,” Tanny said. “I don’t need a spare conscience.”

“You’re off to gather supplies and intelligence to steal a starship,” Esper said. “I don’t think leaving Kubu at the zoo a few days will land you in prison.”

Tanny fired up the main thrusters. “Whatever,” she muttered as she reached for the comm. “Orbital control, this is vessel Mobius, Earth registry…” she checked the placard riveted above the console. “066129-AN-9821, requesting clearance to leave Phabian.” The traffic controllers were pricks. They could just as easily get the ship’s ID from the comm feed, but she had to read it off every time she contacted them. It was probably just a laziness defense against idle requests.

“Vessel 066129-AN-9821, you are cleared for departure. Come back soon.”

“He sounded nice,” Esper said.

“Pains in my ass, the both of you.” She followed the orbital path transmitted to the Mobius and headed toward the system’s edge.

# # #

The door alarm chimed, and Carl answered. Clay Puente from Harmony Bay stood outside like a landlord visiting the tenements. Carl poked his head out the door and checked up and down the corridor. No one.

“Get inside,” he said.

Puente stepped into the dormitory room, and the door snapped shut behind him. He kept his hands clasped behind his back, his posture straight as a laser, as if he was afraid to get dirty by touching anything. Not that it was an unfounded fear. Between Jordan Myles’ habit of bringing food back to the room and Carl’s aversion to laundry, the place was a biohazard site after just a few short days of occupation.

“I am glad you have finally decided to meet with me,” Puente said. “This will work out best for both parties.”

Carl squinted at him. “That accent… Earth for sure, but I can’t place it. South Africa?” he guessed.

“Excellent ear, Captain Ramsey,” Puente replied. “Johannesburg Prime. But you’re Earth born yourself.”

“Only on file,” Carl replied. His feet were sore from a long day of milling around talking to people, getting the lay of the facility. Much as he would have liked to sit, he didn’t want Puente looming over him. Bad negotiating. “I was born in space. But that’s not why we’re here.”

“Do you have the item?”

“It’s not even in-system by now,” Carl replied. Tanny and Hatchet would be scouring this half of the galaxy looking for Typhoon parts. “But don’t worry. You’ll get it. Just not until we have a deal.”

“We are behind schedule,” Puente said. “I am authorized to make concessions, but I must insist on haste in the exchange.”

“No can do,” Carl said. “And by that, I mean I don’t think you can do. You’re going to need time.”

Puente narrowed his eyes. “What are you after? I won’t be toyed with.”

“I need a clone,” Carl said. “Of me.”

“Out of the question!”

“And the twenty-five grand we were originally supposed to get,” Carl said.

“Harmony Bay has no cloning capability beyond simple limb and organ replacement,” Puente said. “And it would be unethical to—”

“Stow it,” Carl said. “We met the cloned professor guy. Did you not get the report from the Bradbury about the time they tried to dust us? You fine, upstanding boys and girls can clone any damn thing you want, I bet. I don’t need it alive; I just need a spare all-of-me. This isn’t the safest profession in the world, and I want transplants, not cybernetics, if I get maimed in one of these races.”

“What you’re asking isn’t possible,” Puente said. “I can’t agree to any such deal.”

“Then my crew ditches your little plastic mystery box in a sun somewhere,” Carl said. He plopped himself down on his bunk. Now that he had the advantage of momentum, he didn’t need to look Puente level in the eye.

“I’ll take your request back to my superiors.”

“Good,” Carl said. “We’ll set up the funds transfer as an advance on a sponsorship deal for when I win this contest. And you’ll need this.” Carl pulled a small vial from his pocket and tossed it to Puente. Carl grinned at the tidy, dignified Harmony Bay flunky unclasping his hands and panicking to catch it. “I pocketed this from my medical exam. Blazes knows what they needed to take it out for, with scanners these days. Figured I needed it more than them.”

“Will that be all, Captain Ramsey?” Puente’s voice was stiff and formal, with a hint of gritted teeth.

“Deliver it to my crew by December 27th,” Carl said. “Ask for Mriy; she’s not squeamish. You don’t get your box until then. And it’s guarded by a Convocation wizard, so don’t get any smartass ideas about snatching it.” Carl paused, waiting for Puente to depart. “Go. Get out of here. I’ve got shit to do, and you’re on the clock.”

# # #

Roddy tapped a foot as he waited for Carl to separate himself from the crowd of pilots. The textured polymer of his foot-glove slapped against the polished glass floor, sticking a little each time he raised it. It was routine by now. Contestants would get put through their paces for a couple of days—drilled, monitored, mentored—then run out for some competition that had nothing to do with an actual race, then get awarded points. It was a crock. The whole production, from holovid camera crews to phony news reporters, was just a big fluffy nothing wrapped around the promise of a big race at the end.

He was stationed with the rest of the mechanics. Each of them would pair off with their pilots to go over the results of the day’s contest—twitch-reflex starts—and discuss engine and control modifications. He and Carl were very likely the only two who had a heist going on the side. As such, he was less worried about Carl’s performance and much, much more worried about system law enforcement getting wise to them.

Too many amateurs. That was the problem. July was around too much. Esper needed seasoning out in border space before she was ready for green-security system work. Carl vouched for Hiroshi, but Roddy had no idea how much actual skill he had at black market work. Roddy would trust the guy with his life based on Carl’s word alone, but rookie mistakes didn’t care about intentions. But at least the rest of them had the Mobius, and they had Mort. Carl and Roddy were a long way from a fast starship. Squalls were racers, but realspace was no way to make an escape.

The camera drones caught Carl, as usual. Roddy couldn’t make out the substance of the interview, but he could read Carl’s body language like a picture book. Condescending. Jovial. Flirting with the news girl. Perfunctory ending. The Silde Slims people were past trying to correct Carl’s flippant treatment of the contest and his competitors. He was a personality. There were sites popping up on the omni where people guessed at his military background, traded doctored photos, and just generally did what fans did with new celebrities—they devoured him in effigy. The big dope was oblivious to it, too. Esper had been the one to clue everyone in.

“Hey hey, Rod-ster!” Carl called out, pointing a finger from each hand in Roddy’s direction. Occasionally insufferable in the best of times, Carl had taken his front-running villain persona too new depths of annoyance. “Excellent throttle modifications. Asked how high when I told her to jump.” And now all of a sudden his Squall was a ‘her.’ Wonderful.

One beer and this would all go away. Someone would smell it on his breath. He’d get reported, tested, and kicked out. There’d be some trouble with the Substance Control Board, but Tanny could get him off Velocity Prime and out of the Phabian System before anyone could arrest him—maybe. But the risk seemed so worth it. One beer, and he’d feel like himself. Three and Carl would start making sense. Ten and Roddy wouldn’t care whether Carl was singing off key or ruining the tuning on his guitar. “Let’s grab something to eat,” he muttered instead. He’d put on two kilos since they arrived.

“No time,” Carl replied. “I’m cutting it tight as it is. I’m off to Phabian for dinner tonight. Then I’ve got to get back in the morning for—”

“Hazard avoidance,” Roddy said, cutting short Carl’s ramble. “Who do you think you’re telling here? I’m the one who reminds you what your schedule is.”

“All right. Smooth,” Carl said, backing away down the corridor as he talked. “I’ll catch up with you after tomorrow’s training session.”

“Yeah,” Roddy mumbled. Didn’t matter. Carl wasn’t listening. All he was seeing was violet eyes.

# # #

Savage Eden was trendy, glitzy, and conspicuous. It was the sort of place that took more than a reservation to get into. Nestled into the depths of Phabian’s monolithic cityscape, it was the place to be for fashion models, sports stars, and political up-and-comers. Somewhere in the mix, they were willing to let in celebrity holovid racers.

“Gotta give you credit, Ramsey,” July said. “This is one of the swankiest places I’ve eaten.” She wore a tight black skirt and halter, with matching spiked leather collar and bracelets. It was a compromise between a night on the town and keeping up her tough-girl vibe. While dinner was just minutes away, Carl was getting the wrong appetite whetted.

The music was loud, but clever projection speakers kept the noise at tables themselves to a volume that allowed conversation. Everything Savage Eden played was modern synthetic anyway—soulless crap churned out by computer programs and wildly popular among laaku and humans alike. Someone had told Carl once that the teenage years set up musical taste for life. If that was true, every primate between 10 and 15 should have been planted on a special colony that only played Jimi Hendrix, the Stones, and Led Zeppelin. Would have done the galaxy’s ears a world of good.

“Not my speed,” Carl replied. “But it’s real food here, at least.”

“I’m on Phabian, and I still haven’t gotten a chance to try all the miracle foods,” July said. She was rocking gently to the musical beat.

“All the same shit, crammed back together and made to taste like anything,” Carl replied. “You had one, you had it all. How’s things with Mobius?”

“Thought we weren’t here to talk work,” she said. Glancing over to the throngs in between tables, writhing to the music, she added, “I’m guessing you’re not the dancing sort.”

Carl snorted. “Lucky guess. But I’ll watch if you go.”

July stared at the dancers. It was a mass of upraised arms and swaying hips and knees. Most of them were probably drunk, and all were human. She sighed. “You are so old sometimes.”

Their dinners came, and they ate. July kept glancing out at the dance floor. Carl watched her watch them. She drank a synthetic Earth-vintage wine, while Carl had a beer with his steak. He’d kept dry around Roddy for the laaku’s sake, but he’d be damned if he was cutting himself off on his night out.

Carl paid for the dinner with a digital account flush with Harmony Bay funds. While the box-for-clone trade might have been more than a week away, he’d twisted Puente’s arm until he got the 25k up front. It wasn’t like he could disappear with it. On the cab ride to the hotel, July was more relaxed. She’d had enough wine to get over the annoyance about wanting to dance with him. While she might not have been quite drunk, she was certainly intoxicating.

They crossed the hotel lobby with July leaning against Carl, carrying her heels in her free hand. She was shorter than he’d realized, closer to Esper’s height than Tanny’s. He regretted the mental comparison instantly and blocked the women on his crew from his mind. Tonight it was just the two of them.

“Oh, I’m going to miss this place when the Mobius gets back,” July said as they entered her room. She let her heels drop to the floor and crossed to the window, overlooking the cityscape. Lights glowed from distant windows and whizzed around attached to vehicles of every sort. It was like the legend of the fireflies that once haunted old Earth. “Can’t I just stay here instead? Your quarters smell like sweat and spilled beer.”

“Overhead,” Carl said. “Money for this place comes out of the profits. Besides, you’re the liaison. You gotta liaise. Can’t be parading the whole crew up here. People would talk.”

July laced her fingers behind Carl’s neck, and the lids of her eyes relaxed. “I thought I wanted people talking.”

Carl tapped a finger on her nose. “Work first. How’s Hatchet coming with putting together a Squall’s worth of Typhoon parts?”

“Slow going,” July replied with a sigh. She released Carl and dropped into one of the room’s plush chairs. Unbuckling the collar around her neck, she rubbed at the reddened, sweaty area beneath. “There’s no aftermarket to speak of. Anything a Squall would use, the racers don’t trust secondhand. Anything a Typhoon might need, the navy keeps in their shipyards. Not a lot of cracks for parts to slip through.”

“Trust him,” Carl said. “He’ll come through.” He took a data crystal from his pocket and set it on the bedside table. “Roddy copied over all the serial numbers for my Squall. Get Hatchet to find someone who can encode these on the parts you manage to find. I don’t want anyone finding amateur hour in the wreckage. Those numbers have to match.”

“Fine,” July muttered.

“What about the pro circuit races?”

July unclasped her bracelets and let them slip from her grasp to the floor. “Esper tracked down three potential first races for you after the contest. Which they go with depends on how much of a see-the-freak tour they set up for you. I can’t imagine they’ll miss the chance to run you out to a few venues before putting you in a real race. First time you get waylaid by actual pros, the shine comes off that smile of yours.”

“Three, huh?” Carl said. He ran a hand through his hair, catching a glimpse of his blue locks in a wall mirror. He needed to do something with it; it was getting unruly in addition to being off-color. “We can work with three. See if she can work out routes for all three venues.”

“That’ll be a lot of work,” July replied. She twisted in the chair and put her legs over one side, letting her head dangle over the other. Violet hair spilled to the floor, but Carl was paying more attention to the topographical view he was being offered.

“Esper’s a smart girl,” Carl said. “She’ll manage.”

“I don’t want to hear about Esper,” July said. “For the rest of tonight, there’s no Esper, no Hatchet, and definitely no Roddy.”

Carl sauntered over to her. As he bent over to kiss her, July slipped the jacket off Carl’s shoulders. It caught on his arms instead of falling to the floor. When he stood, he shrugged it back on.

“Can’t stay,” Carl said. Damn, but he wanted to. “Got a contest to win and atmospheric racing in the morning. Those clods took it seriously when I kept mentioning how I was the best in vacuum. They’re in for—”

“Shut up and stay,” July said. She rolled in place, coming upright with her elbows on the arm of the chair and her bare feet kicked up in the air. “Take an express shuttle. Pay the extra. Tonight I want you.”

Carl gave her a sad smile. “You can’t always get what you want. But if you try, sometimes you get what you need.” He pointed to the data crystal on the bedside.

“She warned me about your poetic bullshit, you know. Old song lyrics. She gave me a fucking list of them.”

Tanny had heard them all. It had taken years for her to catch onto where he’d come up with all those old, wise, often romantic sentiments. Apparently she disliked July enough to clue her in and ruin the magic straight off.

“Every rose has its thorns,” Carl said with a shrug. “Doesn’t make them any less true. I’ll send you a comm when I can meet with you again.”

# # #

The nearest world to Velocity Prime was Phabian VIII, also known as Ehklet. It was a terraforming project still years—if not decades—from completion. Initially it had been a desolate, frozen ball of ice and gasses around a core of rock. These days, it sported a (barely) breathable atmosphere and an inhospitable (but not instantly lethal) climate. There was no biome yet. Plant and animal life wouldn’t be imported until the final stages of terraforming. But the planet had continents and oceans, along with a few terraforming colonies and assorted related equipment, both magical and scientific.

It also had a racecourse.

Carl watched the holovid run-through along with the other contestants. “The race is a continent-long slalom through mountain ranges,” Stacy said, her voice amplified by a mic clipped to her jacket collar. “Sensor buoys at the peaks will mark the upper boundary of the course. If you intersect the twenty-meter keep-out zone at the top, you will be docked an amount of time equal to the time spent violating the zone. Break through the zone, and you’ll be disqualified.”

Gthaa raised a scaly hand. “From this race, or from the whole competition?”

Stacy aimed an accusing finger at him. “Don’t you start with me. You’ll get zero points for this race if you fly out of bounds.”

“How are we supposed to fly Squalls in atmosphere?” Carl asked. He hadn’t bothered raising a hand. “They’re streamlined, but there are no aerodynamic surfaces anywhere on them.” It was a good question, the sort of question someone who’d never flown a Typhoon through sub-troposphere strafing runs might have asked. Most civilians thought of fighters, and they imagined it was all ship-to-ship dogfighting. No point letting Stacy or the other contestants think any different.

“It’s all in the maneuvering thrusters,” she replied. “You’ll be fighting the wind and air resistance the whole way. If you let off the main thrusters you will slow down.”

Jordan leaned over. “Idiot,” he whispered in Carl’s direction. “How hard was that to figure out on your own?”

“Big talk for a guy slipping back into the pack,” Carl replied, speaking through tight lips like a ventriloquist. He kept his eyes on the holovid as Stacy resumed her briefing.

“I’m not afraid of you,” Jordan said.

It was a worrying thing to hear. Jordan being a whip-thin lad of 18 years with little muscle on him. Jordan, a kid who was a 98th percentile racer in a contest with the best Earth Navy had churned out in years. Jordan, the one whose mother still flew out to see him race and had brought cookies to the pilots’ dorm. He should have been shitting his pants, knowing that he didn’t stand a chance against Carl. The kid might—just might—have been the next best racer in the field. But if he wasn’t scared of former Lt. Commander B. Carlin Ramsey, then he was the idiot.

“Good for you, kid. Even I’m scared of me sometimes.”

Stacy droned on, going over checkpoints, emergency protocols, and warnings about jet-wash from tailing another ship too closely. “It’s not like ion wash. There’s a lot of mass churned up behind these ships in atmosphere. I don’t want to be scraping these Squalls off the mountains. Now… for the final twist. For the second leg, there’s an engine change and refueling. You’ll be meeting your mechanics at the end of the line. Whether you assist in the overhaul is up to each of you, but the faster you get airborne, the faster you’re back in the race. You’ve each got your own secured hangar bay to work out of, so there’s no opportunity to interfere with other racers. DO NOT attempt to land in another racer’s bay. You will be refused entry, and if you block or impede another racer’s hangar, that will also be grounds for disqualification. Understood?”

Carl raised a hand. “Is that all going to be written down somewhere? I stopped listening partway through, about where you said I have to change out my own engine.”

Stacy clenched her jaw and glared at him. “Any questions from racers who were paying attention?”

“Why such a long course?” Gurdi asked. She was the points leader overall, and Stacy’s current favorite as far as Carl could tell.

“We just had a quick-twitch event with the drag racing,” Stacy said. “We need to show off the other side of the coin. The viewers know who’s good off the line, who the sprinters are. Now they’ll get to see who the marathoners are, not to mention the atmospheric element looks great on holo. We get a lot of bonus footage from these races.”

No one else had any questions, and some lowly staffer pulled Carl aside and handed him a datapad with the day’s rules and regulations. It was only a half-hour trip out to Ehklet though, so Carl didn’t bother reading it. It was some mechanic thing, and Roddy was good for that stuff. He was all set.

# # #

The rush of wind over the hull of his Squall made the race novel at first. Carl had grown accustomed to the piped-in sound that oriented a pilot in the silent vacuum of space; that was just a control system to aid situational awareness. This was the real deal—honest-to-God wind howled outside the cockpit. Most of the flying he’d done in atmosphere had been using shaped shields that mimicked aerodynamic surfaces. Using the atmosphere to maneuver hearkened to the earliest days of flight. What he was doing now was forcing a bullet through the sky by brute force.

The Squall’s engines and maneuvering thrusters fought the wind and air resistance. Now and then, Carl would have to adjust to a change in weather patterns, angling the maneuvering thrusters to keep on course in Ehklet’s hellish crosswinds. The rest was just a matter of staving off boredom on the interminable race.

In Carl’s experience, races were supposed to be exciting, hectic, and fast paced. The only box this farce ticked was the speed. For atmospheric flight, he granted that the Silde Slims racers were making good time. The promised slalom course was too straight, the turns too gentle. Once the racers figured this out, most of them had opened up the throttle to full. Only a few stragglers in the overall points competition lagged behind, playing it safe and just hoping to walk away in one piece at the end, or maybe catch a comet in a jar when it came time for the finals. Racing from the back just wasn’t Carl’s style.

It wasn’t Jordan’s style, either, nor was it Gurdi’s. The front of the pack was rounded out by a human racer by the name of Chaz Marco, a pair of laaku—Dargin of Saabo and Otami of Pim Bok—and Gthaa. It was the presence of the sitharn that surprised Carl. Ever since he’d eliminated July in the head-to-heads, he’d been getting better and better. He wasn’t threatening to take over the points lead, but he was close enough to be a serious competitor in the final race. Maybe it was just a matter of getting used to primate-designed controls? Maybe he had started out with a case of nerves?

Carl tracked their locations on his scanners. The console displays in the Squall were watered down. They didn’t give weapon or shield status on local ships. The IFF tags weren’t shown by default. It was almost as if racers didn’t care how much of a threat the surrounding ships were. It pissed him off that he was starting to get used to the streamlined displays. All he saw was Jordan next in line behind him, and that Gurdi was gaining ground on him.

Time to change that.

The upper reaches of the atmospheric course were amid the peaks of the mountains. It was wide open. Good sight lines. Safe. The trick to staying at the front of the pack was to take the shortest route past the markers on turns. Gentle as they were, each turn was an opportunity to cut off time by staying as close to the peaks as possible. The downside to staying up in the peaks was the constant crosswinds.

Carl dove.

The maps of Ehklet showed a long, reasonably straight segment coming up. The travel lane would be tighter, the atmosphere more dense, but there was a tailwind—not a crosswind—if he could keep to within a couple hundred meters of the ground. The majestic peaks, with their wide-open stretches of boring sky, gave way to vast walls of gray, lifeless rock rising up to either side. He eased off the maneuvering thrusters that had been warring with the vortex of weather in the troposphere, rerouting power to the main thrusters. Mountains sped by in a vertigo-inducing blur.

One by one the other pilots either followed him down to the lower atmosphere or decided to fall back. Carl felt his blood quicken as he twitched the flight stick by millimeters to adjust his course as the mountains rose and fell away all around him.

The comm startled him. “Ramsey, what are you doing down there?” Stacy demanded.

Carl perked up. It was the first time he’d heard a voice in over an hour. “Hi! I’m a contestant in the Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge! Today, I’m flying faster than the 15 chumps riding my ion wash. Stay tuned as I—”

“Stuff it, Ramsey,” Stacy said. “This isn’t on the holo-feed. Pull up and stop flying the valley floor. Too many rocks down there. You catch one wrong gust down there and you’re history. Plus you dragged half the field down there with you. Our insurance overseer is having a nervous fit.”

“Sounds like his issue, not mine,” Carl replied.

“Don’t make me disqualify you,” Stacy warned.

Something in her voice made Carl suspect she was serious. He held back the retort he had already queued up for her. Let me talk to the fly-counting toad. I’ll straighten him out for you. Instead he gritted his teeth. “Fine.”

He pulled up. The mountains fell away to either side until he was once more flying among the peaks and jagged crags. Adjusting his thruster outputs, he compensated for the crosswind and buffeting effects. The scanners caught his eye, some old dogfighting instinct that drew his attention to surrounding vessels. One of the other racers passed him, still hugging the valley floor. No, two… make it three racers had just passed him.

Fuck that. Carl angled the nose of his Squall downward and dropped altitude.

“Ramsey! WHAT did I just tell you?” Stacy screamed through the comm. Carl winced and dialed down the gain on the speakers.

“Not letting you give this race away,” Carl said. “If the rest of them don’t have to—”

“I’m working on it!” Stacy shouted at digitally reduced volume. She was easier to tolerate that way. “Pull up now or take a no-point run.”

“I’m not pulling out until—”

“You’re done.”

Carl pulled up immediately. “Shit you’re wound tight today. I’m going.” The other racers were already gaining altitude, returning to safer heights.

“Too late,” Stacy replied. “You don’t talk your way out of this one. Report to the hangar for transport.”

Carl slammed a fist on the console. He made sure the comm was off and shouted curses until his throat was raw. Huffing for breath, he navigated to an orbital trajectory to make better time to the hangar. The sooner he had his feet on the ground, the better.

“You about spent there, Cicero?” Roddy asked over the comm. Carl’s breath caught in his throat. “Yeah, I heard that little tirade. You got some words in there I’m pretty sure ain’t words.”

“I turned off the comm,” Carl said. “How did you—”

“Burned-in connection,” Roddy replied. “Now how about you don’t crash that thing and we go cool off somewhere?”

# # #

It was less fun after that. Carl lost his place as the golden boy of Silde Slims. Stacy had been so mad that Carl counted himself lucky that he was still in the contest. He toed the line, raced safe, and played by the rules. The points contests went hit or miss, with Carl bobbing along near the front of the pack, but never atop the leader board. He was sick of Stacy’s bullshit and her excuses. Jordan and Gurdi were every bit as guilty as him, but had somehow avoided penalty. If she had it in for him, fine. But he wasn’t going to let her run him out of the contest. He was sticking it out to the money race.

He’d taken solace in his rendez vous with July. But somewhere along the lines things had changed between them. He must have pissed her off at the hotel that night, or maybe he had misread her all along. Either way, she brought news from the Mobius and took back orders for them. And sex was always sex. Their relationship wasn’t that far gone.

The contest was almost over. In the final run-up, Carl had come in with 3.5 seconds in penalties relative to the leader. Three weeks of one shitty, vaguely racing-related task after another, all boiled off until nothing was left but a few seconds of starting time. Tomorrow would be a day of prep, interviews for the holovid audience, and a glitzy dinner so everyone could celebrate before 93.75% of them were sent home as losers. The day after was the big race. Tonight was sweet, sweet oblivion and a well-earned night’s sleep.

The door to Carl’s quarters opened. “Not sleeping planetside with your slut?” Jordan asked as he entered.

“I am so looking forward to vaporizing you on Sunday,” Carl replied without rising from the top bunk.

“Good segue,” Jordan replied. “Because I need to talk to you about Sunday.”

“You can’t have my autograph.”

“No one’s going to want your autograph,” Jordan said. “Because you’re going to throw the race. No one cares about a loudmouth loser who can’t deliver a win. ”

“Skip back to the part where I’m going to throw the race,” Carl said. He sat up and furrowed his brow at Jordan. Something was wrong. That oh-shit-we’regoing-to-die instinct was tickling the back of his mind. Jordan wasn’t going to kill him, so the instinct was calibrated wrong, but something troubling was unfolding here. “I’m not throwing the race. I’ve got plans for that prize money.” Plans like dividing it up among his crew and July.

“You’re going to throw the race because of this,” Jordan said. He pulled out a datapad, and it started a playback.

Carl heard his own voice. “I need a clone. Of me.”

“Out of the question!” Puente responded.

“And the twenty-five grand we were originally supposed to get.”

“Harmony Bay has no cloning capability beyond simple limb and organ replacement. And it would be unethical to—”

“Stow it. We met the cloned professor guy. Did you not get the report—”

Carl reached down and grabbed the datapad from Jordan’s hand and flung it against the wall. It was sturdy enough that it didn’t shatter on impact, but the playback stopped. “You bugged our goddamn room?” Carl grabbed Jordan by the collar with both hands. Hatchet had cleared the room for bugs, but that didn’t prevent new ones. Carl had been a fool to conduct business there.

Jordan slapped away Carl’s hands and backed off. “I’ve got friends holding copies of that,” he said. “If that gets out, you’re done. You were acting weird. People coming and going from the room when I wasn’t around. I wanted to know what you were up to and hit the jackpot.”

Carl’s mind raced. If he got nabbed by Phabian security forces after the contest, the plan was off. There was no way Silde Slims would let him race for them after that recording went public. He’d be on the Mobius and deep in astral, hoping to stay ahead of the law. Cloning was twitchy business. Medical cloning was parts only, no bodies. He as good as got that flunky Puente to admit that Harmony Bay had living clones running around. That was bad news for them, too, which could have its own consequences.

“You don’t know who you’re playing here, kid,” Carl said.

Jordan rolled his eyes. “That the best you’ve got, grandpa? Go back to your ancient music and thousand-year-old holovid references. That bluff won’t work on me.”

Carl swallowed. “I’m not bluffing.”

“You’re a con man, a shakedown king, nothing but air,” Jordan said. “I bet you got thrown out of the navy and someone would have looked bad falling for your shit so they covered it up. You get to play pretend hero, and no one can say atoms about it. Smooth gig if you can land it. I’m not bluffing either.”

There is a trigger buried within every man—deeper in some than in others—that prompts him to answer words with punches. Carl felt his jaw and fists clenching and knew he was close to his limit. Whatever Jordan said, whatever he did, if Carl knocked his teeth out, that was the end of the plan. No race, no heist. No heist, no Squall. Without even the contest victory, he’d be walking away empty handed with a lot of other empty hands reaching his way.

He’s nothing, Carl told himself. You’ve got him. Just play along for now. He relaxed his fists and took a deep breath, letting himself fall for his own lie. “You win, kid. I’ll keep with the pack, and someone takes it from me at the end.”

Jordan backed toward the door, aiming a finger Carl’s way. “You just remember that. Play ball and no one ever needs to hear that recording. Don’t drop out or do anything suspicious. I want a nice, clean win with no controversy. Best for you and me both.” He opened the door. “But I think I’ll still sleep better anywhere but here tonight.”

And then he was gone. Carl let the reality of the situation settle back over him. “Roddy,” Carl said, fumbling with his datapad in haste. “Get over here. We have a problem.”

# # #

Mriy didn’t get many comms. She liked it that way. But this one from the human Clay Puente was one she had been looking forward to. Carl hadn’t told everyone about the shipment he was receiving—his instructions had been clear. It was the sort of behavior that brought excess fretting from Esper and lectures on operational risk-taking from Tanny. Mort would back her up to make sure Harmony Bay didn’t try anything to double-cross them. Mort was the only human she’d ever met who had no squeamishness at all; even Tanny had a flinch of reaction to death and maimed bodies.

So it was just the two of them, in the dark hours of night while Tanny and Esper slept. Mriy handled the controls of the cargo bay ramp. Mort stood by in plain sight at the back of the cargo bay, wearing the ritual pendant that marked him as a member of the humans’ main wizard cabal. Clay Puente wore his company uniform, accompanied by two haulers in less elaborate versions. They unloaded a cryostasis pod and brought it over on an anti-grav dolly.

“You’ve got our delivery?” Puente asked.

Mriy nodded toward Mort. “He has it. I want to see first. Those are my orders.” Carl hadn’t been nearly so specific, but acting on orders made it hard for someone to argue. It shrugged responsibility onto someone not present.

“I will need to scan the… package. Those are my orders,” Puente replied.

Mort took his cue and strolled down the cargo ramp, tucking the pendant inside his sweatshirt as he went. “We didn’t open it, alter the contents, or swap it with a fake. This is the genuine article… whatever the hell it is.”

“That is none of your concern,” Puente replied absently, already scanning the palm-sized box with a device carried in a satchel over his shoulder. Mriy and Mort waited for the Harmony Bay person to finish. He snorted. “I can hardly believe it. You’ve delivered. I had quite a bit of resistance from within my organization. Some questioned whether we should go to the trouble of meeting your terms.”

“We met them,” Mriy said. “Did you?”

Puente waved a hand toward the cryostasis pod. Mriy and Mort took opposing sides of the coffin-like tube. Puente touched a button on the front console and the interior lit. It was Carl. “As promised. Inert, but all transplant-grade.”

Mriy bared her teeth by reflex. “False meat. Mindless. I don’t know why Carl would want such a thing.”

Mort pinched his chin between thumb and forefinger. “So peaceful. He looks almost… honest.”

“You are both satisfied?” Puente asked.

“Yes,” Mriy said. “Place the pod inside.”

They were getting into a habit of collecting cryostasis pods. Hopefully they would keep this one long enough to sell it; they were worth good money all on their own. The two haulers pulled the pod up the ramp and into the cargo bay, setting it down near a large object covered by a tarp.

“Whatcha got there?” one of the haulers asked conversationally as he reclaimed his anti-grav dolly from beneath the pod.

There was roughly 60% of a racing ship under there with hardly a working part among them. If anyone were to want to overhaul it into a spaceworthy craft, the first step would have been to jettison everything and start from bare floor. “You have your box. Go.”

The hauler nodded hurriedly. Being azrin had advantages at times. A quick flash of claws reminded humans that they weren’t dealing with one of their own kind, but a sentient weapon. Still, the men from Harmony Bay set her nerves on edge. Who could ever be sure what strange scientific knowledge they might use? She breathed a sigh of relief when the cargo ramp sealed shut.

“You liking those new claws?” Mort asked.

Mriy extended the black, artificial replacement claws and studied them a moment. This had been the first time she could remember baring them without giving a thought to their non-Mriy origins. “Maybe. Won’t know for sure until I kill with them.” It was the kind of statement that kept most humans on edge.

Mort just chuckled. “Not today. Wait until someone deserves it.”

# # #

Carl and Roddy arrived at the hangar by separate routes, just as they had discussed. Carl got there first and popped a few panels off the Squall to look inside. It was just like the old days, when he would take a gander into the inner workings of his Typhoon and be equally perplexed at how the hell it flew. Sure, he could name most of the parts, same as he recognized all the letters in the Latin alphabet. Both were utter mysteries beyond that.

“Ramsey, the hell you doin’?” Roddy shouted as he approached. “Get your clumsy ape-mittens out of that ship.” He was carrying one of the insulated thermal mugs from the cafeteria and took a long drink from it. Must’ve felt good. Poor guy.

“I was wondering where the hell my mechanic was,” Carl replied. “We’ve got… thirty-eight hours to get this teapot ready to race. I lost points this week because my ship was slower than the others.”

“Suuure,” Roddy said. “Blame the guy keepin’ your ass from getting dusted when you overfly the grav dampeners. It’s a fucking chore keeping up with all the dings you put in this thing.”

“Hey, this isn’t Funtime Raceland,” Carl replied, invoking the title of an insipid children’s computer game. Grabbing a spanner, he emphasized his point by knocking it against the hull. “Ship. Shape. Day and a half. Move it, four-hands. We’re burning seconds here.”

“You and every other flyboy think this shit is so easy,” Roddy said, taking another chug. He sauntered up to Carl and craned his neck to look him in the eye from two-thirds of a meter below. “Then you fly like a taxi driver, get your ass served back to you on a platter, and blame the mechanic. Like it’s my fault you can’t hold a formation for more than five seconds at a time. Grow an attention span!”

“It would be easier to concentrate if I wasn’t constantly in fear for my goddamn life,” Carl said, raising his voice and drawing the attention of a few nearby maintenance crews and the mechanics of at least three other ships. “But instead I’m fighting imbalanced thrusters and wondering whether attitude control really just cut out for a split second or was it just my imagination. Because I’ve got a shitty imagination, and I don’t think I’d waste it on that sort of thing.”

“If you had any other mechanic covering your ass, you’d be dead right now!” Roddy shouted.

“You think so, little man?” Carl shouted back. “You really think so? Well, I guess we’re going to find out. You’re. Fired!”

Roddy stared up at him, chest heaving. They locked gazes. Carl could see Roddy struggling not to burst out laughing. He was having the same trouble. But Roddy composed himself. “Well good luck, flyboy. You’re gonna need it.”

# # #

“Have you been drinking?” the shuttle pilot asked with an accusing frown.

Roddy had grabbed all his stuff and boarded the first Phabian-bound shuttle off Velocity Prime. His shouting match with Carl hadn’t ended more than ten minutes ago. The beer was settling into his belly and spreading all through him like a child visiting home after college—it had been gone too long, but it was just as welcome as always.

“Sir, it’s a well-known biological fact that laaku can’t handle alcohol,” Roddy replied. The pilot was human; what did he know? “The smell is from spending the last three hours scrubbing the insides of my pilot’s Squall. I’m in an unusually good mood because I’m heading home for the night to get laid.”

“Smells like beer to me,” the pilot replied skeptically.

“You smell cleaning solution, and it makes you think of beer?” Roddy asked. “Sounds like you’re the one with the drinking problem, buddy. I tell you what though. You see if this thing can pump out some Miles Davis, Charlie Parker, or Dizzy Gillespie—preferably all of the above—and I’ll make it worth your while when we get planetside.”

“Sure thing, boss,” the pilot replied. Terras made worlds spin. If they couldn’t buy him some jazz to help him think, Roddy would have figured he was in the wrong universe.

Carl’s backup plan—as usual—was light on detail and big on optimism. The big idiot had his fun; it was time to dump cargo and hit the thrusters. But no, Carl wanted to turn and fight. Not taking home the cash prize was going to sting, but if they could get the ship, that was enough—at least for Carl. The very final piece of the plan was the only one Carl had sworn him to secrecy on, and the one guaranteed to piss everyone off.

Carl was planning to keep the Squall.

It pissed Roddy off just thinking it. He had half a mind to ditch Carl for real and let him swing in the wind a little before letting him slink back to the Mobius. But even better might be to let the plan go through, then sell off the Squall whether Carl liked it or not. He’d pitch a fit, but the crew deserved a take on a job this long and complicated.

The shuttle trip promised five hours to work things out. Miles Davis’ Bitches Brew came over the speakers in the passenger compartment. Roddy took a backup mug of cafeteria beer from his duffle bag, closed his eyes, and wondered how they were going to pull it all off.

# # #

“You’re fucking kidding me.”

Tanny’s reaction was about what Roddy had expected. As soon as he came aboard, they all knew something was up. All the heist planning had been done face-to-face, and Roddy’s presence meant that something last minute had gone wrong. July was supposed to ship out to Velocity Prime that evening to pick up Carl’s final instructions, but that wasn’t going to happen now. This was pants-shitting time.

“You gotta love Ramsey,” Hiroshi said with a burglar’s grin. “All these years, and he’s still the same. Sure, the work’s different, but the stupidity-based planning—same as ever. You can’t even argue with him about it; there’s no place to start picking at it because the whole thing’s loose ends. You’ve got the choice to either follow or bail. Me? I’m not bailing on him, even if it gets us all killed or arrested.”

“What the hell did he do for you?” July asked. “I’ve never owed anyone more than just terras before. I didn’t sign up for this bullshit.”

“Good,” Tanny said. “You can be a racing widow when this is over, but there’s no share for you. You want this to go off right so you’re not dragged into a scandal, go pick up Kubu. We won’t have time to come back for him after.”

“How am I supposed to get him?” July asked. “I don’t even know him. He doesn’t know me.”

“I’ll go too,” Esper said, perking up. “He likes me. I’m sure he’ll be eager to get home, no matter how much fun he’s been having. He must miss his Mommy.”

“It all comes down to you two,” Roddy said, looking from Tanny to Mort. “I found us the sensor shadow to hide in, but can you come out of astral in that exact spot?”

Mort shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I can put us below any astral sniffers they’ve got. Science doesn’t know shit about the lower reaches.”

“No purple this time,” Esper said, wagging a finger but still smiling. Last time Carl asked Mort to take them deep into the astral, they almost hadn’t come back up.

“We don’t need to be that deep,” Mort assured everyone.

“No one needs to be that deep,” Tanny replied. “Ever.”

Roddy dropped his pack and headed straight for the fridge. The beer from Velocity Prime’s cafeteria wasn’t half bad, but it had just been a stopgap. Cracking open an Earth’s Preferred, that was all bad. The old familiar swill felt good from the tip of his tongue down to his toenails. “Ah,” he gasped after draining the can in an unbroken series of noisy chugs.

Esper ducked into Tanny’s quarters and emerged with Kubu’s collar and leash. She said a quick goodbye and left with July in tow.

“I see you haven’t rehabilitated, as Esper surmised,” Mriy said as soon as she was gone.

Roddy looked to the glass-domed ceiling as he popped the top on a second can. “Worst three weeks I can remember.”

“Speaking of remembering,” Tanny said. “Anything else we need to know about this plan of Carl’s?”

Roddy shook his head. “Nope. Carl takes a bad turn, fakes losing control of his Squall. He goes into the asteroids, parks in that sensor shadow. We jettison the fake Squall with its fake parts IDs and its fake Carl and make sure it splatters. We take Carl on board, and sneak back out through the deep, deep astral.”

“Did you know about the clone?” Tanny demanded, hands on hips. “We had to drag it into the engine room to keep Esper from seeing it. She’d have blown the whole operation.”

“What? We already faked a death for her,” Roddy said. “She can’t go getting picky how we fake Carl’s.”

Tanny clenched her jaw and seethed a long breath through her nose. “So goddamn sloppy. I can’t believe Carl’s letting some kid racer blackmail him.”

“It’s a solid scam,” Roddy said. “But yeah, sloppy was letting the kid bug the room with a freakin’ datapad.”

“Ramsey should have known that me scanning the place once wasn’t a permanent green light,” Hiroshi said. “But hey, we’ve got it figured out now. We all execute, this still goes down.”

“Without the extra money from winning the contest,” Tanny muttered.

“Speaking of that,” Roddy said. This was it. Fly or burn. He cleared his throat. “Carl’s planning on keeping the Squall.”

Hiroshi burst out laughing. “The stones on that guy.”

“So, our biggest score in years,” Tanny said. “Poof? Just like that, Carl decides that an eight-way split on two million terras is all his to keep as a toy?”

“Aw, let him play with it,” Roddy said. “I had a lot of time on the shuttle to think. There’s no way we can fence this thing short term. We need to let things simmer down, find a real discreet buyer, maybe work through an intermediary.” He gave Hiroshi a long look. “Either way, once we get the Squall and Carl on board, it’s a group decision, regardless of what Carl had in mind.”

“We’re a long way from that,” Mort said. “Let that poor horse pull for once.”

# # #

The Center for Extinct and XenoNative Species was, as far as Esper could tell, a zoo. Back on Mars, they called a zoo a zoo, but here apparently there needed to be a lot more words to dress up a building full of animals that people came to look at. The tourist information in the lobby was bright and cheerful, showing huge animal enclosures and safari rides, hidden catwalks, and one-way mirrors for visitors to view the exhibits.

“So who do we need to talk to?” July asked, swiveling her neck to take in the area. There was a steady stream of traffic into and out of the facility, mostly laaku. Overheard speakers announced demonstrations and feeding times, reminded visitors about facility rules, and suggested buying season passes.

“Her name is Meeram,” Esper replied. She was feeling less sure of herself than when they had departed. In her head, there had been a door with ‘Meeram of Tonroo’ written on a plaque. She’d ring the visitor button and go straight in. Meeram would have Kubu brought in from playing with the elephants and zebras, and they’d be on their way. But this was the tourist side of the operation. She approached a laaku-manned desk with an overhead sign labeled ‘Visitor Assistance.’ “Hello. We’re here to see Meeram of Tonroo. Can you help us?”

“Does Miss Meeram know you’re coming?” a laaku with a name badge reading ‘Tamblu’ asked. Her eyes flitted down to a flatvid screen angled so that Esper and July couldn’t see it. The laaku’s fingers were laced together in a relaxed pose, but she’d known Roddy long enough to suspect this zoo employee had a foot-operated interface out of sight below the desk.

“No, but something has come up,” Esper said. “My ship is leaving Phabian soon, and I came to pick up Kubu.” She clutched the collar and leash in her hand. Yes, we’re here to take an animal with us. Visitors were casting puzzled looks her way.

Tamblu glanced down once more. “He was dropped off by a Tania Ramsey. You don’t match her photo.”

“I’m…” Esper stopped. I’m Esper Richelieu, the dead priestess. She had argued with Mort, but never actually done a thing about correcting the official record of her death. “I’m Esper. I’m a friend of Tania Ramsey’s. Kubu knows me.”

Tamblu studied her a moment, eyes darting down to the flatvid now and then. A buzz emanated from a nearby employee doorway. “Very well. Through that door. Lift will take you down to the Non-Native Exhibits department. Miss Meeram’s office is at the far end on the right.”

“Thank you!” Esper said.

July followed close behind. She shuddered as the lift doors closed. “Maybe I should have mentioned this sooner, but zoos creep me out. Huge non-sentients, looking at me and thinking about food.”

Esper pointed to July’s borrowed translator earring. It matched her own. “As long as you have that, Kubu won’t seem like a non-sentient. He’s a big old sweetie.” Being in such close proximity, she couldn’t help noticing once again just what a vivid purple July’s eyes were.

“What?” July snapped. “You’re staring at me.”

It wouldn’t be long. They’d part ways and maybe never see each other again. “What made you pick purple?”

“That’s what’s gnawing at you?” July asked with a lopsided grin. “I mean, look at you. You’re not gonna convince me that’s all natural. What made you do it?”

Esper sighed. “A crazy mother when I was a teenager. We’re twins now, except she’s blonde. I always wonder what makes someone do it on purpose.”

“I always wanted to be a racer. Had my eyesight sharped a few years back. It was a quickie while they were working on ‘em. They asked if I wanted them re-colored, and purple was the first thought I had. Pure impulse. Got the hair matched a few months later after I didn’t like the contrast.”

The lift stopped and let them off. “You’re an odd bird,” July said. “Anyone ever tell you that?” She and Esper headed down the corridor as instructed.

“No,” Esper replied. “I keep a good camouflage of wizards and azrins around. I hardly get a second look from the neck up.”

July snorted. “That why you like the dog?”

Esper stopped mid stride. “I never thought about it like that. Maybe. I don’t have to worry about him being jealous or petty, or secretly plotting to seduce me. Roddy’s that way, too, but sort of bitter. Kubu’s just sweet and innocent. Sentient he may be, but he’s still a big puppy.”

The door to Meeram’s office opened as soon as Esper pushed the button to announce their presence. Inside, the office was somberly lit, with plain gray walls and one wall that was mostly flatvid displays. Each one showed a wildlife habitat—some with animals roaming about, others where the occupants were nowhere to be seen. The middle-aged laaku woman sat at her desk with a face carved from wood. “I understand you’re here on behalf of Tania Ramsey.”

Esper nodded. “Yes.”

“And your intent was to take Kubu with you,” Meeram said.

Esper smiled. “Yes, please. Is he ready to go?”

“No, he’s gone,” Meeram said.

‘Gone’ was a euphemism she knew from the One Church. Esper clasped her hands over her mouth to stifle her gasp. Tears welled in her eyes.

Meeram’s stern expression softened into one of perplexity. “What are you… God no! Kubu is fine. Healthy. Happy. Beloved. He’s just not here anymore.”

“What happened?” July asked. “Where is he?”

“Adopted,” Meeram replied.

“Adopted?” Esper echoed. “How? Tanny’s his Mommy. Kubu loves her!”

“A misplaced love, to be sure,” Meeram said. “Simple biological imprinting. Miss Ramsey treated him as a pet. You’re even carrying a collar and leash like he was canis lupus familiaris. It’s a disgraceful way to treat a sentient being. It’s slavery, plain and simple.”

“He only wears it in public so people don’t think he’s a big dangerous dog on the loose,” Esper replied.

“The opinions of the general populace are not a factor,” Meeram said. “With proper paperwork, he has been registered as a sentient ward of ARGO. He has the same rights and privileges as any other non-citizen sentient.”

“That’s wonderful and all,” Esper said. “But what good’s that going to do him without his Mommy? He’s just a puppy.”

“And developmentally stunted,” Meeram replied. “A cramped starship is no place for a life form his size. Kubu’s species demands space, fresh air, plenty of exercise.”

“Well where is he, then?” July asked.

Meeram leaned back and folded her arms. “I am not at liberty to divulge that. We had a respectable, responsible citizen volunteer to adopt him and provide Kubu a suitable home. As a minor, Kubu’s files are not a matter of public record.”

“You can’t do that!” Esper said. Even as the words left her mouth, she realized how that must have sounded. How dare they… find him a good home and a responsible guardian?

“It’s already done,” Meeram replied. “Even if I could help you—which I cannot—my moral duty would not permit it. Kubu is in a better environment now. Good day.”

“No!” Esper shouted. “You can’t steal him.” This wasn’t happening. It was a mistake. Meeram was going to see how much they loved Kubu and help them get him back.

The flatvids all went dark, and with them, the room. The displays had been providing most of the office’s light. Esper realized with a sick sensation that she had been trying to alter reality to match her hopes. She hadn’t meant to, but her refusal to accept reality was causing a thaumaturgical dissonance—or something; Mort’s lessons had been a bit haphazard on terminology. She hadn’t given the universe direction on what to do, but simply rejected what was.

“What’s wrong with those things now?” Meeram moaned.

“Deal with your tech,” July said. “We’re leaving.”

July took Esper by the arm when she showed no sign of moving. Esper allowed herself to be led out into the corridor and back to the lift.

“Tanny’s going to kill me,” Esper muttered.

“I’ll tell her,” July volunteered. “She already hates me.”

# # #

After the last-minute personnel change, Carl had been assigned a new mechanic. At first, he assumed that Stacy was going to hand pick the worst mechanic in the hangar to saddle him with. When he got Rick Tochi instead, he didn’t know whether it was a peace offering before the final race, or whether it meant Stacy had nothing to do with hangar staffing. Tochi hadn’t made the cut as one of the competition’s mechanics, but he was no slouch. Plus he was a good guy. A pang of guilt struck when he realized Tochi might catch heat for the upcoming crash; he made a mental note to try not to make it look like a maintenance error. A day and a half after firing his mechanic, that was going to be a tough sell.

But now it was time to race. Three weeks of playing dress-up and smiling for camera drones, and all that was left was speed and fifteen contestants trying to win a race. Plus Carl, trying to lose one without making it look obvious. He ran his hands over the controls as if he’d never sat in that cockpit before. Flight stick, throttle, maneuvering thrusters—conspicuous absence where shield console should be—long range and short range scanners, power distribution, and comm. The last was his true nemesis today. As the seconds ticked down to go-time, Carl popped open a panel he had loosened earlier, exposing the wires for the comm system.

Carl had sleepwalked through the day of planned events. He shook hands with people whose faces he couldn’t recall, let alone their names. Someone had asked him a bunch of questions with a camera drone trained on him; by the way they shooed him off when he was done, his answers hadn’t been what they’d hoped. But the bullshit was gone now. Or at least everyone else’s bullshit was gone; Carl had plenty of his own in store. No one was going to forget this Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge. Hell, there was a good chance there would never be another.

The timer in the heads up display counted down. Carl stared at the numbers, barely breathing, hand resting on the throttle.

With 3.5 seconds left on his countdown, Gurdi’s Squall shot forward. Carl’s hand twitched, but he resisted the urge to follow suit. At 2 seconds, Jordan leapt from the starting line. Carl kept his cool. At zero he slammed the throttle to full.

The course was remarkably similar to the one from the simulator time trials. The layout was fresh and new, but it was still a dense cluster of artificially herded asteroids with a twisting, turning loop of safely traversable space hollowed out of it. Periodically there were holoprojector arrays that displayed flat, translucent images across the course, marking the racers’ progress. He passed through a holographic ‘Turn 01’ with lettering the size of a ship.

The staggered start led to clean racing initially. With no one neck-and-neck, all the racers had to worry about was navigating the turns. Carl gave a passing glance at his scanners, noticed that Gthaa was the closest racer behind him, and felt free to focus his attentions solely on the race ahead of him.

Carl cut his throttle, flipped the Squall around backward, and slammed the throttle back to maximum. He had backed off from using the technique in the point-gathering events. In part he had feared using it in packs of inexperienced racers. Mainly he hadn’t wanted to keep drawing attention as the front-runner. But now it was a race for keeps. Even if he knew he had to lose in the end, he was going to make sure everyone saw what he could do.

As he carried through the first turn, he could see Gurdi and Jordan just ahead. When they all passed through the ‘Turn 02’ gate, the time splits showed that Carl had gained more than half a second on both of them. He grinned. This was going to be fun.

# # #

“We shouldn’t be watching this,” Esper muttered. “They’re going to find us.”

“Relax, kid,” Roddy assured her. “This is all passive. We’re picking up the race on an astral feed. There’s still no line of sight to us—visual or scanner—in realspace.” Everyone was standing around, watching the race. Roddy, Tanny, and Mriy were all suited up for EV, minus the helmets.

The Mobius was inert, utterly still, operating on battery power alone. Mort had dropped them out of astral right as they were now, and there hadn’t been a peep from local security channels to tell them they’d been spotted. The whole crew was crowded around the holoprojector, with the obvious omission of Carl and the less conspicuous absence of Kubu. July had gone with Hiroshi, who promised to keep an eye on her until the dust settled. This was an extraction mission and a getaway. There was no room in the plan to drop them off back at Phabian after the race.

“Through turn five, it’s Jordan Myles in the lead, followed by Carl Ramsey and Gurdi of Renflour in a lock-up for second place. After them comes Grixlit Gthaa and the laaku trio of Umbit, Snarelz, and Legeth.”

“I hope Gthaa wins,” Esper said. “If it can’t be Carl, it would be nice to see someone who’s tried so hard all this contest. Every event, you could see him getting better.”

“Won’t get an argument from me,” Tanny added. “Though if he’d lost to Racer Rehab Girl, Carl wouldn’t have done his scoundrel hero routine on her. She’d have just been another competitor.”

“I’m rooting for Gurdi,” Roddy said. “My kinda gal. Bit young for me, but that don’t matter. Still rather see a homegrown win this deal.”

“Through turn eight, Myles is hanging onto a slim lead over Ramsey, with Gthaa making a move on the outside. Gurdi is hanging in there, but has slipped to fourth place.”

“Fuck,” Roddy muttered, downing a beer.

“She races with fear,” Mriy said, standing by the holoprojector with her arms crossed. “Carl and Gthaa pursue with ferocity, and she shuns the close passes.”

“Carl sure ain’t afraid of scratching the finish,” Roddy said. “Did it enough times in the prelims. Hell, he’s gotta find a way to lose, right? Maybe he works an angle to dust this Myles spoon-job while he’s at it.”

“He wouldn’t,” Esper said.

A chorus of condescending glares met her.

“Young lady,” Mort said. Whenever he used that tone, a lecture was brewing. “Unless you’re hiding a dark past that you haven’t given so much as a sniff of, Carl’s killed more sentient creatures from the seat of one of those itty-bitty ships than the rest of us ever have or will. The only reason I don’t think he’ll do it is because it’d damage his new toy.”

# # #

Carl’s blood was pumping. Three laps into a five-lap race, and it was his for the taking. He had taken an inside turn to cut ahead of Jordan, and Gthaa—beautiful, scaly little rascal that he was—had squeezed the smug little extortionist from the outside, dropping him back into third place. As the gate to Turn 07 flashed by, it was a two-way race for first and a two-way race between Jordan and Gurdi for third. The rest of the racers had fallen off the pace.

If there was one thing the sitharn racer showed, it was guts. Carl might have been letting the poor guy hang around instead of widening his lead, but Gthaa was still angling for a passing opportunity at every turn. Carl slid his Squall sideways, not quite safe enough to reverse into Turn 08, adjusting his trajectory to block off Gthaa’s attempts to cut a line inside his. In Turn 09, he took a line so tight that Gthaa had no choice but to either follow or lose precious meters of gap to the lead. By Turn 10, Carl was sensing the sitharn pilot’s frustration. Jerking control motions, sudden shifts between hinting at an inside move then an outside move and back again, it all pointed to a pilot whose desperation was growing by the turn.

It was a constant struggle for Carl to keep reminding himself that he needed to lose. The Mobius was waiting for him out of bounds just outside Turn 01. He had to find an excuse to lose control and shoot off into the asteroids where they would pick him up and swap out the dummy Squall. Putting on a clinic for how to prevent a pass was no way to do any of that.

As Turn 13 approached, Carl took a deep breath and made the tough call. He was going to leave Gthaa the opening to take the lead, and this time the sitharn would get his wish. Flipping his Squall around, he made it look like he was desperate to shake Gthaa, going into his trademark reverse thrust turn after waiting too long to slow down.

But Gthaa was ready for him. The sitharn mimicked Carl’s maneuver, but didn’t take an alternate line. Instead, Gthaa turned right behind him, which was to say, right in front of him. As Carl slowed, he received a full ion wash from Gthaa’s Squall at close range, forcing him back and providing an extra reaction mass as deflected ions ricocheted back into Gthaa, giving him even more thrust.

“Holy shit!” Carl screamed as the ion wash momentarily blinded his view out of the cockpit.

The G-forces Carl felt were punishing, but he was adapted to them. He had years of training and experience, learning how to adapt both physically and mentally to the strain. But Gthaa was a sitharn, and he could take more of that same force naturally. The increased thrust didn’t crush the sitharn’s chest cavity or explode his heart. It didn’t make him black out. It put him into the lead.

Well, to be accurate, it put him ahead of Carl. While it was an aggressive move against a single opponent, Gthaa had forced both himself and Carl well outside the optimal line for Turn 13. As the two of them accelerated through the curve, Jordan and Gurdi both passed them.

“You crazy little bastard!” Carl shouted, not caring whether Silde Slims had taken that moment to be broadcasting his comm feed live.

# # #

Carl had just fallen to fourth place. The sitharn racer had taken both of them out of the running, by the looks of it.

“Time to button up,” Roddy said. “Carl’s got his alibi. He’s paying off Jordan Myles like a good boy. He should be here any minute.”

“You ready for this?” Tanny asked, locking eyes with Esper.

Esper nodded. “All I have to do it get us moving, then you come up and do the rest.”

“Remember, we’re not using the comms, even the intra-ship,” Tanny said. “You just watch for us to close the cargo ramp. When the system monitor shows it sealed, shout for Mort to get us out. Once we’re astral—”

“I pick a direction and get us out of the system,” Esper said, nodding along. “Got it.”

Mriy, Roddy, and Tanny sealed up their EV helmets as they piled through the door to the cargo bay. The clomping of their heavy boots seemed like a liability until she remembered that without a medium to broadcast across, sound couldn’t travel in vacuum. They could shout themselves silly and no one would know they were tucked away among the asteroids.

“This would have been so much simpler with me down there and Tanny flying,” Esper said.

Mort shrugged from his seat on the couch and took a mouthful of popcorn, his gaze still fixed on the race. “Well, they were worried you’d have issues with jettisoning a clone of Carl to make the dummy ship seem like a real wreck.”

“They what?” Esper shouted. “How did they… I mean, where did they… WHAT?”

Mort jabbed a lazy finger in Esper’s direction, eyes still glued to Carl’s race. “Yeah, that’s the kind of issue. Exactly.”

“But—”

“You’re squeamish, to use Mriy’s term for it,” Mort said. “You had a nice upbringing. You didn’t have to get your hands dirty hunting, fighting in the military, or doing half the keerschvarzz I’ve had to in my years on the run.”

“Keer… what?”

“Keerschvarzz,” Mort replied. “Slang term. Sounds like an ancient word that means bullshit, except not quite exactly, and it’s fit to make demons blush. But that’s beside the point. You’re flying the Mobius because that’s one of two jobs on the ship right now that won’t dirty a nice clean soul, and you’re not qualified to do mine.”

“Oh,” Esper said.

“Indeed,” Mort replied. “Oh. Now go on up there and wait for the signal Tanny mentioned. And don’t forget about that magical tantrum at the zoo. July mentioned it to me on the sly. We’re going to talk about that, but not now, and not when there’s anyone else around.”

Esper just nodded and headed for the cockpit. She could feel her cheeks flush. It should have been her that mentioned the incident to Mort. A nice, quiet time when no one was risking life and limb in a race to crash a clone to steal a ship that they might or might not end up selling. Maybe if she were willing to shovel clones out the backs of starships, this would all be simpler. But trying to keep six bickering, kleptomaniacal children off the path to hell while actively enabling their criminal lifestyle was getting complicated.

# # #

Roddy had tapped into the audio feed for the race and had all the EV helms listening in. It was just a waiting game. The Mobius was open and ready, a mechanical baby chick waiting for mama to come feed it one Squall so it could regurgitate another. They shouldn’t have had too long to wait. Based on the race position, Carl ought to be coming any time now.

“And here they come into the home stretch. Lap three ends with Myles half a ship length ahead of Gurdi, with Ramsey coming on strong and Gthaa not far behind.”

“Any time now, Carl,” Roddy muttered, though with the comm off, no one could hear his echoing voice. The lead racers were coming straight toward the Mobius. All any one of them had to do was go off course into the surrounding asteroids. By design, that ‘any one of them’ was supposed to be Carl.

“Aaand, Gurdi takes the inside position and slips past Jordan on Turn 01. Ramsey takes a huge gamble, but manages to evade Gthaa and uses his special reverse thrust turn to close the gap. It’s now a three-way dead heat for first place.”

Something heavy hit Roddy in the back of the shoulder, sending him stumbling. He turned to see Mriy standing there, throwing her arms up in the air. Roddy shrugged in reply. Tanny put a hand over the faceplate of her helmet.

Mriy made a looping motion with one finger, then raised three fingers and cocked her head to the side. How many laps? Was that what the azrin was asking?

Roddy nodded, then counted off on his fingers: one, two, three, four, five. It was a five-lap race for the finale. But instead of taking the chance while he was out of the lead, Carl was fighting like a dying boar to get back into first place.

# # #

Jordan Myles was in the lead. Fuck. That. It was one thing letting Gthaa get the best of him. Carl had a grudging respect for him, a sitharn in an all-primate contest. But not that weasel. Not that punk. Not that…

Carl ran short of ready insults to think about Jordan Myles. He was too busy trying to race the kid into an early grave. But there seemed to be an unspoken alliance between Gurdi and Jordan. While neither seemed to be giving a millimeter of ground to the other, they acted like a united front anytime Carl made a move to work between them. Up against either one of them, he would have liked his odds. But with both working to shut him out, he was finding it a challenge to contest for the lead.

“Don’t race like pricks,” Carl muttered. “Lemme through.” Of course, he didn’t need to be working himself up over it. Winning was the last thing he needed. He didn’t want the racing contract. He didn’t want his deal with Harmony Bay going public. He just wanted the Squall.

They weren’t going to let him keep it. That thought nagged at him ever since he’d conceived the new plan where he had to throw the final race. That prize money had been the steak to throw the guard dog. Now he was just sitting in a high-tech wad of terras waiting to be sold off on the black market somewhere.

But that was only if he lost. After all, if he died in the race, what good was exposing his deal with Harmony Bay? Jordan would keep his head down and remember how bad an idea it might be to poke a transgalactic megacorporation with an embarrassing stick. Tanny—as she was fond of pointing out—was still listed as his next of kin. If she could inherit the Mobius, she could inherit his winnings. Besides, he still had that bet with Mort to fix his hair after he won. After all that had happened, he had almost let his original reason for entering the race slip his mind.

By Turn 08 of lap five, he had convinced himself that he had to find a way to pull out a victory.

But how could he manage against two adversaries dead set on keeping him in third place? Collusion was hard to prove, and he had no way to lodge a protest from beyond the grave—especially a fake grave, where he wanted as little attention on him as possible.

On Turn 09, he edged in for a hybrid move, angling in hard on the outside and reversing thrust to come out of the turn with as much speed as possible, but the line of the turn just didn’t give him enough to work with. If anything, he lost a bit of ground trying.

Turn 10 was barely a turn at all and not a great spot for Carl’s racing techniques to make a difference. Gthaa took an aggressive line, nearly clipping the asteroids, to close the gap behind him.

Gthaa…

That was the key. Carl needed the teardrop shape of Turn 13 to make his move, the same trick Gthaa had used to knock him out of the lead. Now he just needed his tail clear of one sitharn bogey before he could safely pull it off.

Carl used Turn 11 and Turn 12 to bait Gthaa into passing him. He shied away from one of Gthaa’s reckless maneuvers, making it look like the sitharn was too dangerous to be around, even for him.

When they passed the holographic gate announcing the approach of Turn 13, Carl was the only one not to slow down. Instead, he took a line directly at Jordan and Gurdi—ignoring Gthaa and slipping right past the sitharn. He spun his Squall around so hard that his vision went red, but he kept on course. When he jammed the throttle to full, he threw a wash of ions over both of their ships, ruining the lines of their turns, and gaining extra reaction force from their hulls. The force of the turn compressed his chest until he couldn’t breathe. His vision went completely dark, but somehow he retained both consciousness and his grip on the control stick.

A few seconds later, his vision cleared and he was alone in first place. A nagging part of him expected to get a call from Stacy on the comm, berating him. But there was nothing. He checked his scanners and he had a two-second lead on Gthaa, and Jordan and Gurdi were scrambling for third.

A slow laugh erupted from deep in Carl’s belly. As he crossed the checkerboard gate, he let out a whoop. “Woo! Haha! I did it!” Remembering the plan, he put the Squall into a victory spin, a maneuver just like his reverse thrust turn, but without stopping the spin after 180 degrees. He just let it keep spinning, shouting elated nonsense over the comm like an idiot. It was just as much fun as it sounded like.

“Thank you to everyone who believed in me,” Carl shouted. He hit the maneuvering thrusters, ostensibly to end his spin, or at least attempt to navigate Turn 01, but actually making his awkward flight path even more erratic. He entered the asteroid field backward and spinning. “Whoa! Hold on. Dizzy. Maybe I should’ve… No, I got this. I got this. Holy shit! No… wait… SHIT! Get out of the way. Get out of the way. I’ve got this… Ahhhhh!”

Halfway through his scream, Carl reached down and pulled the wires inside the panel he had exposed during the countdown. A red indicator on the console confirmed that his comm was out. He straightened the ship out and brought it to a halt within fifty meters of the Mobius. He couldn’t tell how well they could see him, but he waved anyway.

# # #

An amalgam of spare parts in the shape of a Squall slammed into the asteroid. Its feeble ion drive winked out, and a silent spray of debris drifted from the crash site. The lone passenger was never alive enough to have died. A moment later, a nearly mint condition Squall settled slipped inside the Mobius as the cargo ramp raised behind it.

Carl opened the cockpit as soon as the red lights stopped flashing in the cargo bay. There was a hiss of unequal pressure, and his ears popped. He couldn’t have pried the grin from his face with a crowbar.

“Haha! We did it!” he shouted.

Roddy pulled off his EV helmet and threw up his hands. “Yeah, and we just had to sit here waiting while you pissed our plan down the waste chute.”

“Did not!” Carl said. “Come on, someone toss me a helmet with the live broadcast. I gotta hear this.” He motioned for Roddy to hand over his EV helmet, but the laaku whirled and hurled it into the far corner of the cargo bay.

“You fucking won the goddamn race!” Tanny shouted. “What part of ‘Jordan Myles is blackmailing me’ was so hard to understand? And how do you expect to collect that prize money, dead guy?”

“Who’s going to blow a scandal on a dead guy?” Carl asked. “As for the prize money? You can collect it once word reaches wherever-the-hell we hide out that I’m dead. Merry Christmas. It was two days ago—”

“Three days ago,” Roddy corrected.

“Three days ago,” Carl said. “And I didn’t get you guys anything. The prize money is a surprise Christmas present for all of you. And for Mriy, consider your 3-job debt paid back. As for the Squall?” Carl grinned. “Merry Fucking Christmas to me.”

# # #

It was quiet in the common room. In and of itself, that wasn’t unusual. It tended to happen overnight, when everyone but the pilot on watch was sleeping. But tonight it was both quiet and occupied. Tanny sat on the couch, staring into the blank space where the holo-field was normally projected.

Esper stumbled from her room half asleep, in pajamas and slippers. She didn’t acknowledge Tanny or show any sign of having noticed her there. Instead she beat a path straight for the pantry.

“Is that where my chocolates have been going?” Tanny asked.

Esper jerked to a more wakeful posture. “Sorry, didn’t see you there. Can’t sleep?”

“It was one thing when I thought he was off playing with fuzzy animals all day,” Tanny said. “Now all I can think about is him locked up by some creep like Gologlex again.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t make her tell me where he is,” Esper said. “But she did seem pretty convinced he was somewhere they would take good care of him. I don’t think it’s another crazy super-villain zoo.”

Tanny sniffed a single chuckle. It wasn’t enough to overcome the malaise. “But you don’t know. And that’s the thing, not knowing.”

“Well, we can’t do anything right now,” Esper said. “So let’s put on a holo, eat chocolates, and fall asleep exhausted.”

“Nothing weepy,” Tanny replied. “I can’t take weepy right now. And nothing with dogs in it. Or racing. Or heists.”

“Light, dog-free comedy it is!” Esper announced. Her goddamn cheerfulness was contagious. Tanny felt the corners of her lips twitch, despite herself.

A chiming from her pocket prompted Tanny to pull out her datapad. It was a comm ID Tanny didn’t recognize. That could mean bad news. The middle of the night didn’t tell her much. Anyplace planetside would be using local time, not Earth Standard. Hell, not even all spacers used Earth Standard. Carl’s policy was to always answer the ship’s comm unless they knew it was someone they didn’t want to hear from. This was Tanny’s own datapad, but despite it being a policy of Carl’s, she found herself answering. She blamed the late hour, the lack of sleep, and a gnawing curiosity.

“Hello? Who’s this?”

“Mommy? Is that you?” Kubu asked.

“Kubu!” Tanny shouted. “Where are you? How did you get on the comm?” It was a freaking miracle. All the time she thought she had wasted trying to teach Kubu her comm ID in case he got lost. He had actually learned it!

“Kubu is at lady-Roddy-person’s house,” Kubu said. “It’s nice here and lots of food is good. But Kubu wanted to see Mommy and lady-Roddy-person said no.”

“It’s all right, Kubu,” Tanny said. She wiped a sleeve across her eyes. “I’ll come find you. Can you tell me where you—”

“Kubu? Who are you talking to?” an unfamiliar voice asked. “I’ve told you to leave the comm alone. Looks like I’m going to have to encode it.”

“You leave him alone, you heartless monster,” Tanny shouted. “I’m Kubu’s Mommy. I won’t give up until I get him back!”

“Oh dear,” the voice said. “Kubu, that’s not your Mommy. She’s a fake. I’m your Mommy now.”

Before Tanny could scream a readied stream of obscenities to the woman on the comm and reassurances to Kubu, the comm went dead.

“We can probably work with that,” Esper said. “We can dig up where that comm originated.”

“Oh, you can fucking count on that.”

# # #

Astral space could get lonely. Even well-traveled shipping lanes could seem desolate, thanks to the distortion of distance and the lack of interaction between different depths. Chance meetings between vessels were fairly rare.

Hiroshi Samuelson watched the cockpit chrono. Now and then, his eyes would dart to the navigation computer to confirm their coordinates, but they hadn’t changed in more than half an hour. “Any minute now…” he whispered.

“What do you think the odds are that this works?” July asked from the copilot’s seat. She looked good with a blaster strapped to her thigh. “I mean, His Holiness’ favorite niece plotted these routes.”

“Esper’s a good girl, but I trust she wasn’t steering Ramsey wrong,” Hiroshi replied. “He’s her meal ticket. Worst we can expect is nothing at all.”

“What if your guy doesn’t come through?” July asked.

“Relax,” Hiroshi said. “I’ve done this sort of thing before, you know. Plan B is just a little more work.”

“And a longer prison sentence,” July muttered.

“You were all commando-girl to be a pirate when it was just a free Squall for the taking,” Hiroshi replied. “With any luck, it still will be. But we don’t leave shit like this to luck.”

The chrono counted down. There were just minutes left. Then seconds. Then zero hit, and Hiroshi dropped the Hatchet Job from a 4.5 astral depth to 2.0, right where the Silde Slims 06 was scheduled to be. A Jamestown-class cargo freighter appeared a few hundred meters to starboard, traveling full speed.

“Looks like your guy didn’t come through,” July said, crossing her arms.

Hiroshi hit the throttle and angled to intercept. “Don’t count him out just yet. Now keep quiet.” He keyed the ship-to-ship comm. “Silde Slims vessel, stand down and prepare to be boarded. We’re taking your cargo whether you live to see tomorrow or not.” He cut off the transmission.

“You’re such a sweetheart,” July said. “Does that holovid spiel ever work?”

“More often than you’d think,” he replied.

The Silde Slims 06 slowed to a halt. Its engines went dark. “Ambush or legit?”

Hiroshi stood and let July slide over to the pilot’s seat. “Only one way to find out. Just dock us and keep an ear open on the comm.”

He commed ahead as he made his way to the airlock. “Ready for full EV. Worst case, we might see some dry space. Best case, they open the door for us.”

“Good to go, boss,” Randall replied. “Betcha they don’t put up no fight though. That knee-sniffer ain’t got it in him, and the hangar folk won’t want no trouble.”

“Just leave Jordan Myles to me,” Grixlit Gthaa said. “I owe him a debt.”

“Well it’s payback day all around,” Hiroshi replied. “Just don’t get going without me.”

Down in the airlock, Hiroshi found Grixlit and Randall suited up. Even in full EV gear with tinted helmet visors, he could tell them apart in an instant. Randall was a wide-shouldered and nearly two meters tall; Grixlit stood in a habitual crouch that put him a half meter shorter. Both were geared for a raid, from the marine-surplus blaster rifles to the concussion and breach grenades clipped to their belts. Hiroshi took a blaster pistol from its holster and nodded to signal his readiness.

The Hatchet Job was equipped with a breaching collar for its airlock. It could latch onto a vessel and cut a hole pretty much anywhere, forming an airtight seal to allow boarding. But today their prey was rolling over and showing its belly. A gentle thump and the readouts on the airlock controls indicated that they had made a proper docking with the Silde Slims 06.

“Age before beauty,” Hiroshi said over the inter-helmet comm, drawing a chuckle from Randall.

Grixlit turned and faced his helmet at Hiroshi. Despite the reflective tint, he knew there was a glare behind that visor. But the sitharn pilot took the point, heading through the airlock with Randall and Hiroshi following close behind. The whole trip was only a few meters, and the hatch on the far end opened readily.

Rick Tochi greeted with a blaster pistol in hand and a giddy grin on his face.

Hiroshi breathed a sigh of relief and broke the seal on his EV helmet. Just a few minutes in it, and he was sweating. “You had me worried a minute there, kid.”

“The pilot took some convincing,” Tochi replied. “He thought I was joking around. Hope you don’t mind, but I put a hole in one of the maintenance panels.”

Hiroshi shrugged. “Some guys need to see a little plasma fly to get the message. Any other surprises?”

“Nope.”

“Liabilities?” Hiroshi asked.

“Pilot’s about shit himself,” Tochi replied, still grinning. “And my reputation’s flushed. Hell, just getting myself assigned to Myles made me enemies.”

“I meant other crew,” Hiroshi said.

“Just the three of us: me, the pilot, and Jordan Myles.”

Hiroshi nodded. All in order. “It’s all clear,” he commed to July. “If you want a front-row seat, now’s the time.” He closed the comm. “Randall, go make the pilot our standard offer. Get a read on him.”

Randall gave a lazy salute. “Yessir. One heart-to-heart on the joys of piracy, comin’ right up.”

“You’re with me,” he said to Grixlit. “Let’s go see how our friend is doing.”

Grixlit grinned. With his EV helmet tucked under one arm, his sharp-toothed smile was fit to make an herbivore cower.

Jordan Myles was down in the cargo bay, frantically attempting to remove the mooring clamps holding his Silde Slims standard-issue racing Squall in place for shipping. He leapt to his feet and whirled on Hiroshi and Grixlit when they entered.

“Who are you?” Jordan demanded, brandishing a wrench at Hiroshi. He then aimed the tool in Grixlit’s direction. “And what are you doing here?”

Grixlit Gthaa stalked toward Jordan Myles as if he wanted to savor each step along the way. “You stole my spot in the Pan Galactic League. I finished second to Ramsey. I should have been the one to make the big time.”

“You didn’t win,” Jordan said, backing away. It seemed to occur to him that a wrench wasn’t going to do him much good against a blaster rifle. “Stacy just needed someone to take Ramsey’s place. I was the obvious choice. I’m a more polished racer—not that you aren’t!” he quickly amended when Grixlit snarled.

“Aw, pretty human,” Grixlit cooed. “You were going to be Stacy Kain’s little thaiju—her show toy. Grixlit Gthaa is too scary to put on holovid except to lose to humans and laakus. Right?” With a sudden dart forward, he slammed the butt of his rifle into Jordan’s face. The wrench dropped to the floor with a clatter.

“Looks like I got here just in time,” July whispered in Hiroshi’s ear. “Sure you don’t want to put a bolt into both of them and be done with it?”

“Shh. Easy does it,” Hiroshi said. “Gthaa’s one of my boys. Sorry if he stepped on your pretty little toes, but you weren’t beating Ramsey anyway. I saved you three weeks of bullshit, showing him that shortcut. We were just out for the quarter million until Ramsey came up with a better scam.”

A wet, meaty impact echoed across the cargo bay, the first of several. “Not so pretty now, human, are you?”

“All right,” Hiroshi called out. “Fun’s over. Leave the kid alone.” Hiroshi holstered his blaster and sauntered across to where Jordan lay on the deck plates with a bloody face. Grixlit backed off with obvious reluctance, never taking his eyes off the racer.

“I didn’t do anything,” he mumbled. “It was all Stacy Kain. She picked the backup.”

“Didn’t do anything?” Hiroshi asked. He clucked his tongue. “You tried to blackmail a good friend of mine. A friend by the name of Bradley Carlin Ramsey.”

“Oh God,” Jordan moaned. “I didn’t do anything to him. I wasn’t going to actually do it.” He curled into a ball on the floor.

“I want the names of those friends of yours,” Hiroshi said. “Who has copies of that recording?”

“Nobody,” Jordan whined. “I didn’t have anyone I could trust. It was all a bluff. I couldn’t outrace Ramsey, so I tried to scare him into throwing the race. The dumb fucker couldn’t even get that right. But he’s dead now, so I’ve got no reason to go public. I don’t even have the recording; Ramsey smashed my datapad with the only copy.”

“Ramsey has a lot of friends out there,” Hiroshi said. He shoved Jordan back to the floor as he tried to stand. “Friends who don’t take kindly to threats against him. Friends who don’t stand by and do nothing about it.”

Jordan nodded frantically.

“I want you to remember that for the rest of your life.”

“I will,” Jordan agreed instantly. “I will. Don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried,” Hiroshi replied. He drew his blaster pistol and shot Jordan once, dead center in the forehead. “Let’s button this thing up,” he shouted. “I want to be long gone before anyone thinks to come looking.”

July stopped him as Hiroshi headed for the airlock. “Can I ask you just what the hell Carl did? This isn’t just a friendly favor. No amount of money is worth the risks that guy takes, and you did it all for nothing.”

Hiroshi looked at her, locking gazes with those pretty violet eyes. Secrets came with ties, and if she was going to be staying around, maybe he was ready to tie himself to her—at least a little. “Our last mission together—the last combat mission either one of us flew for the navy—it went bad. Real bad. Ramsey’s the one who got us through it, the few of us who survived, anyway. There’s no Squadron 333 in Earth Navy any more. You hear someone say they’re a member, they’re either lying, or they owe that crazy fucker everything.”

Hiroshi glanced over to the corpse of Jordan Myles, would-be extortionist. “Taking care of a pest like that? It’s the least I can do. Come on; let’s fly. You’re with me now. I look after my own.”

# # # # # # # # #
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It was a somber duty to inform someone of her brother’s death, but it was bizarre to instead notify her that it was all faked. Tanny closed the taxi door, and the petrol-burning relic grumbled and rolled away. She was left standing on asphalt black-top that wound its way through rows of tiny wooden houses, each fenced in by white pickets surrounding bright green patches of lawn. The smell of petrol exhaust mixed with fresh-cut grass and grilled meat from a barbecue taking place down the street.

Checking her datapad to verify that she had the right address, Tanny hopped the low picket fence of 413 Mapleview Terrace and strode up to the front door. The only hint of a control console or door alarm was a single plain button set into a wrought iron fixture. Pressing it caused a two-tone bell to ring inside the residence. Tanny stood at military ease and waited.

Hard-shod footsteps approached from inside. A moment later the door opened. “Hi, Tanny. Funny seeing you here,” Rhiannon Ramsey said. She wore a floral top with slim slacks and low-heeled shoes. Her bouffant hair was bleached blonde and locked in place with hairspray. Every bit of her looked completely adapted to the retrovert surroundings. Carl’s parents’ predilection for the middle twentieth century had seeped into her to the bone. But through the veneer of her retrovert trappings, Tanny could see the tension in her shoulders and neck, the quiver in her lip.

“Rhiannon Ramsey,” Tanny said, her tone clipped and military. “I regret to inform you that your older brother, Bradley Carlin Ramsey, is alive and well and every bit the asshole he’s always been.”

Rhiannon breathed a sigh and a weary smile crossed her face. “Come on in. I just made lemonade.”

Tanny stepped past as Rhiannon held the screen door. It swung closed behind her, pulled by a spring. “Sorry if he worried you. We couldn’t risk broadcasting, since this place has no security encryption.”

Rhiannon led the way through a tiny family room and into the kitchen. The lone table was circular and less than a meter in diameter, flanked by a pair of wooden chairs. Rhiannon poured two glasses of the promised lemonade from a glass pitcher with lemon slices and ice cubes floating at the top. “You park the Mobius anywhere around here? How’s Mort?”

“No, we’re at the spaceport,” Tanny replied, accepting a glass. She winced at the overpowering sourness as she took an experimental sip. “You’re taking this a lot better than I’d expected.”

Rhiannon sighed. “Who in the galaxy has a brother who says to wait three months after word comes that he’s dead?”

“You knew?” Tanny said. She blinked to make sure she was seeing Carl’s little sister, the reluctant retrovert, and not some ARGO special agent. “He didn’t even tell us until the last minute.”

“Typical,” Rhiannon muttered. “No, but he clued me in years ago that something like this might go down. It’s our old man’s rule, really. Carl just tuned in, and I tuned out. He stole the Squall, right?”

Tanny took a long swallow of lemonade. It was refreshing once she got over the sourness. “You sure you’re in the right line of work?”

“Singing’s a lot safer than the shit my brother gets himself into,” Rhiannon replied. “But it makes sense. That whole racing crash while he was out of scanner view was just too fucking convenient. So either he’d died doing something stupid—which is my guess as to how he will die one of these days—or he was playing an angle.”

“But what makes you think he could have snuck a Squall out from under everyone’s noses?”

Rhiannon smirked. “C’mon, Tanny. I flew with Mort as long as Carl did, back when he the old man ran together.”

Tanny glanced into the adjacent bedroom and washroom. The bedsheets were rumpled, thrown into the middle from two sides. Towels littered the floor beside the shower. “Where’s Derek?”

Rhiannon rolled her eyes. “Get it together; you’re three boyfriends behind. Me and Derek split after the show on Paris VII. Lloyd’s down at the golf course with his buddies.”

“What’s he do?” Tanny asked. Rhiannon was too much like her brother, sometimes.

“Golfs, mostly,” Rhiannon said. “But when he does work, he’s a TV producer. On-world stuff. Between you and me, mostly shit. We don’t even watch the boob tube though; we’ve got a holovid in the basement.”

Tanny bit back a snide comment. Wouldn’t Rhiannon ever quit chasing show-biz types? “Living the life, huh?”

“Hey, I don’t mind the style, but this place takes it a little too far sometimes,” Rhiannon said. “Living here’s good for my career, but I won’t retire here. Hell, even the ‘rents couldn’t put up with this place forever.”

“Any chance we can find someplace local to crash until things blow over?” Tanny asked.

“We’ve got a spare bedroom, but not enough for your whole crew. Besides, I’m guessing my brother’s gotta lay low. You’re welcome to stay though. I can never get a straight story from him about what he does between visits.”

“Sure,” Tanny replied. “I’ll just let them know.”

“Roddy can blend in,” Rhiannon said. “It’s not remotely authentic, but the laaku population’s going up every year. I think it’s close to 15% by now. Mort and Chip can obviously—”

“Chip’s dead,” Tanny said, feeling the familiar knot twist in her stomach. She hadn’t thought about Chip in weeks. “Salvage accident.”

Rhiannon had her arms around Tanny in an instant. “No way! I’m so sorry.”

Tanny let herself be comforted for the sudden pang she felt. They had been close once, briefly. Each was as close to a sister as the other had ever known. “It’s all right. He went quickly, at least.” In her heels, Rhiannon was the taller of the two of them. Tanny rested her head on her ex-sister-in-law’s shoulder and felt tears well in her eyes. It must have been something in the Ramsey blood that knew how to cut through the leather around her heart. “It was my fault. I promised my aunt and uncle I’d look after him.”

# # #

Esper looked over her shoulder as the shuttle-port disappeared behind a bend in the forest path. Gravel crunched beneath her boots, stiff knee-highs still too new to be comfortable. It felt as if she were walking into another world, which was silly because that was exactly what she was doing. Except that this world wasn’t from her time, or even Mort’s for that matter.

“You’ll trip on your own feet if you don’t mind where you’re going,” Mort admonished her. He was dressed in his formal robes and fit into the setting better than she would have expected. The staff he used for a walking stick looked less like a prop than it normally did aboard the Mobius.

“I just feel like we ought to be doing more than waiting,” Esper replied. “Kubu’s out there with that crazy laaku woman, and we’re visiting a medieval colony.”

“Where we’ll meet with the woman who’s going to help us get him back,” Mort said. “This isn’t a time for rashness or impatience. Who’d have imagined a wizardess would go to the trouble and paperwork to officially adopt him?”

“Sneaking in, grabbing him, and running away seems like a perfectly viable option,” Esper said. “You said yourself that laaku aren’t very good wizards.”

Mort sighed and looked up into the trees, ignoring his own advice to watch his footing. The forest trail was well worn, but unpaved and not very level. It wound and twisted, with the occasional tree root poking up to hook unwary toes. Birdsong filled the air, along with the scent of evergreen. “I could do just that, you know—lead a magical assault and get Kubu back in one piece. Probably.”

“Then why don’t we?” Esper asked. She hurried ahead two paces and turned to face Mort, blocking his way. “When did we become so cautious? Just because Kubu isn’t human?”

Mort stopped. “I have been on the run for twenty years—at least for some loose definition of running. I have been hounded, pursued, ambushed, and assaulted. Reward-seekers have tried to poison me, slit my throat in my sleep, and lure me aboard a ship with the life-support system rigged to explode. These incidents have come fewer and farther between over the years, but when I hear that one of our friends has been kidnapped by a wizard—laaku or not—it raises my hackles.”

Esper swallowed. Mort had never told her much about the Convocations attempts to apprehend him. “I’m sorry. I just assumed—”

“By all accounts, he’s being treated well. Were it otherwise, I would throw myself beneath the headsman’s axe to rescue him. But I haven’t lived all this while with a price on my head by acting rashly. We’ll meet my contact at a little place I bought years ago, when I had more optimism than financial sense. It’s as secure a spot as we’re likely to find.”

Esper frowned at him, but Mort smirked in reply. “How far is it to this place of yours?” she asked, resuming her walk. Much as she had grown accustomed to her utilitarian shipboard garb, it was nice to feel the swish of a dress at her legs again. She looked every bit the medieval noblewoman—minus a fortune in jewelry.

Mort fell into step beside her. “Far enough. But there’s a stable not far from here. We’ll ride from there.”

“Ride?” Esper asked. “You didn’t tell me I’d be riding. I’m not dressed for it. You could have mentioned something at the shops.” The gift shop at the starport had authentic attire for any of the individual colonies on Peractorum. Mort had declared his Convocation getup to be more than sufficient, but he’d watched her pick out her own outfit without saying a word about needing to be fit for horseback.

“You know how to ride a horse?” Mort asked skeptically.

“Yes. Well, sort of. I took lessons, but I quit after just a couple. I didn’t like how sore I got after. Point is, I’ve sat on a moving horse before, and I was not wearing a dress for it.”

“Well, the good news is that’s not the sort of riding I had in mind,” Mort said, waggling his eyebrows. Esper shrank back in disgust at his insinuation before realizing that his double-entendre was more likely a triple-entendre—and she had fallen for it.

“That’s not nice, you know,” she scolded him.

“You’re the nice one,” Mort replied. “I’m the dark sorcerer, remember? Speaking of which, around here I go by another name.”

“Of course you do…”

“Can’t very well own property when I’m supposedly a fugitive.”

“Don’t see how you could.”

“So if anyone asks, I’m Mordred Pendergast,” Mort replied. “You can still call me Mort.”

“Mordred?” Esper echoed. “Like the Mordred from King Arthur? Isn’t that a bit heavy handed?”

“A bit stuffy, perhaps, but our kind get away with a lot of that,” Mort said. “And around here? Even if it’s taken for an alias, it’s perfectly in-character for the locale.”

Esper looked off into the trees and let a quiet sigh of exasperation escape her lips.

“Don’t you roll your eyes at me,” Mort scolded. Esper shot him a glare. “Your eyes exude rolling. I don’t need to see them. Doesn’t take magic, either. Aha, there! Up ahead, there are the stables.”

The forest gave way to a knot of buildings too few to be called a hamlet. They all wore thatched roofs as if in costume for the period. Their walls were daub and wattle, and their windows were simple cutouts devoid of glass. A pair of droop-jowled hounds bounded down the lone dirt road to greet them. They circled Mort and Esper, sniffing as their tails wagged frantically.

A sharp whistle pierced the breezy air. “Peotan, Geslit, leave them be,” a stablehand shouted. “Pardon the hounds, milord. They be harmless.” The dogs fell back behind their master.

“Where’s Toller?” Mort asked.

The stablehand hung his head. “His back gave out summer last, milord. I be Harwood, and the stables be mine now.”

“We’ll need a cart and some animal to pull it,” Mort said. “I’m not picky, but if it doesn’t smell too badly, all the better.”

“How far will your lordship be traveling?” Harwood asked.

“Bloody me, I don’t know,” Mort replied. “We’re heading to Thunderglade.”

Harwood let out a low whistle. “A far journey, milord. Three days on the road at best. Four if thy lady takes poorly to long stretches on a hard seat.”

Mort waved away Harwood’s concerns. “I’ll have the beast back by nightfall, cart and all.”

Esper cast the wizard a worried look. Images of careening along dirt trails in an ox-cart flashed in her imagination. Mort would have some clever way around them both being killed or thrown clear of the cart and would be all smug about it. The poor animal would be frantic, confused by its sudden transformation from plodding yoke-beast into a blur of legs and hooves.

“By what fell sorcery willest thou make such speed?” Harwood asked.

“The usual sort,” Mort said. “And save the phony lingo for the tourists. You sound like a jackass. Just tell me how much it’ll cost me to rent a cart and something willing to pull it.”

Harwood sighed. “Eight pounds sterling. If you didn’t exchange for coin-of-the-realm at the gift shop, we also accept hardcoin terras, jednu, arsicans, and xliknaar, as well as digital accounts from any certified ARGO bank. If you plan to use magic that affects any Harwood Stables property, I’m going to have to ask for an additional deposit of twenty pounds, and confirmation of membership in a recognized magical order.”

“Toller didn’t charge so much for a deposit.”

“Toller went bankrupt and moved back to Luna.”

Mort dug into the leather pouch tied to his belt and counted gold coins into Harwood’s waiting hand. “I’ll send someone to retrieve my deposit. But in the interest of playing your little charade, I’m not showing any proof of my affiliation. If you want to lodge a complaint, tell them the dark wizard Lord Mordred Pendergast defied you. See how far you get with that.”

“You’re… you’re the Mordred?” Harwood asked. He backed a step away, even as Esper was climbing onto the front seat of a wagon that one of Harwood’s boys had pulled around front.

Mort pulled himself onto the seat beside her and took the reins of a crotchety old mule. The beast brayed its annoyance as Mort tugged its head to the side and twisted to fix Harwood with a puzzled look. “I don’t know how to take that question. Am I a semi-historical figure from two thousand years ago? No. Am I the bastard who bought Thunderglade Keep a few years back? Indeed I am.”

With a snap of the reins, Mort urged the mule into forward motion. Esper surreptitiously gripped the seat with both hands, prepared for the mule to dart forward with supernatural speed at any moment. The wooden wheels rumbled along dirt ruts, keeping a sane and sensible pace until they were out of sight of the stables. A clopping of iron-shod hooves beat a counterpoint to the wheels. Esper was just relaxing her grip and settling in to enjoy a peaceful ride when both sounds faded away.

The cart kept moving. The change in elevation came so subtly that Esper didn’t take note of it at first, still puzzling over what Mort had done to quiet and smooth their ride. But by the time they were a meter off the ground it had become obvious that they would not be taking any more roads to reach Thunderglade. Esper renewed her grip on the seat with a fury.

“What are you doing?” Esper demanded. “There aren’t even safety harnesses on this thing!”

Mort patted a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Relax. Science keeps its opinions quiet hereabouts. This little flight is no trouble at all. Safer than the Mobius for damn sure. Bakes my noodle every time I get to thinking about all the fell and tricksome sciences that all have to work just right for us not to suffocate or crash. It’s amazing the thing can fly at all—just a bunch of nozzles shooting imaginary particulate to push it through air and space. This? Just clean, old-fashioned magic, like mother used to make.”

Esper peered over the edge, and regretted it instantly. “It’s got to be a hundred meters to the ground.”

“Naw,” Mort replied. “There isn’t a meter within a hundred miles of here. They haven’t been invented yet. Don’t worry, though. You won’t fall. Even if you did, you’d be fine. I’m betting you’ve got enough wizard in you by now that being unable to fathom the effects of a fatal fall like this would keep you from hitting hard enough to get seriously hurt.”

“I what now?”

Mort put up his hands in defeat. Esper felt herself pressed firmly against the wagon seat. “Happy now?” The wagon performed a barrel roll. Esper screamed, but did not fall from her perch. “You can’t fall out. Now sit back and enjoy the ride. It’ll take a while to get there; my place isn’t exactly on the beaten path.”

# # #

Carl combed back his hair, flicking away the accumulated grease with each pass. Angling his head from side to side, he checked for signs of lingering blue. The vibrant, unnatural color had grown on him during his time in the Silde Slims race contest, making him stand out in a crowd. But that was the last thing he wanted to do right now. Now that he was back in the wizard’s good graces, he could have asked Mort to undo the azrin swordmaster’s curse and restore its original color, but then he’d have to get the wizard to put it back someday. Simpler was to just dye it to match the local style.

With a glance down at the datapad on his bed, Carl checked his reflection against the image of James Dean. The two of them looked nothing alike in the face, but he’d gotten the hair just about right. Combined with blue jeans and a plain white t-shirt, Carl looked like he belonged in the mid-twentieth century. He winked at the mirror and fired a finger blaster at his reflection.

The door to Carl’s quarters opened as he was shrugging on his leather jacket. Black would have been a better fit, but his brown one would work fine on this world. “They here?” he asked.

“Tanny’s letting them gawk at your new toy,” Roddy replied. He referred to the stolen Squall in the cargo hold. The single-seat racing ship had been the coup from their last heist, worth over two million terras once they figured out a way to sell it.

“I’ll be down in a minute,” Carl said. “How do I look?” He turned toward the laaku mechanic and spread his arms.

“Like an idiot who should be holed up on an asteroid-mining platform in the middle of nowhere,” Roddy said. “And not this playing dress up, time-traveling, rebel-without-a-cause bullshit. You’re supposed to be dead; you think some hair dye is going to fool anyone?”

Carl pulled a pair of dark glasses from his pocket and put them on. He grinned.

Roddy just groaned, then turned and left.

Carl took off the glasses and doubled-checked the mirror one last time. He still looked like Carl Ramsey, winner of the Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge. But more importantly, he looked like someone who was trying to look like Carl Ramsey, but didn’t have the blue hair for it. If anyone fingered him as the semi-famous pilot he had become, he’d admit to being an impersonator, or a fan, or maybe just tell people he heard that line a lot.

And if anyone really did recognize him… well, a guy couldn’t stay dead forever.

# # #

Tanny had the cockpit canopy of the Squall open. She, Rhiannon, and the guy his sister was living with all had their heads poked over the edge, gawking inside. The sound of Carl’s boots on the metal catwalk caught their attention.

“Hey, Squirt,” Carl called down to them. Resisting the urge to hustle down the stairs, he kept up his cool demeanor and sauntered down to the cargo bay.

“Hey, Goofball… oh Lord,” Rhiannon said. Her eyes followed him, wide and incredulous even as the rest of her face went slack. “What the hell are you supposed to be?”

“Incognito.”

“This is New Cali, not a James Dean flick,” Rhiannon said. She approached Carl and drew up short. With her jaw set, she relented and hugged him anyway.

“See?” Carl called to Tanny over his sister’s head. “I got the look.”

“I know you said not to sweat it, but I was still worried,” Rhiannon said. She disentangled from her brother and punched him in the shoulder. “That’s for being an ass. You haven’t even told Mom and Dad?”

“You didn’t explain?” Carl asked.

Tanny shook her head.

“Explain what?” Rhiannon asked.

Carl ignored the question and strutted over to the boyfriend. He was older, which was a change of pace for Rhiannon, tucked into an ash-gray suit that he seemed completely comfortable in. He had dark hair in a mid-twentieth business cut. Thin build. Light tan. The flat reflection off his horn-rimmed glasses meant that they were just a prop—like everything else on Peractorum when it came right down to it. “I’m Carl. You must be…”

“Lloyd Arnold,” the boyfriend replied, sticking out a hand. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“I was on holovid recently,” Carl replied. “Everyone’s heard a lot about me. You… I didn’t know Rhi had broken up with Jesse until we landed here.” He turned to Rhiannon. “What did happen between you and Jesse, anyway?”

It was Tanny’s turn to punch Carl in the shoulder. Hers hurt worse.

“Where are Roddy and Mort?” Rhiannon asked, sidestepping Carl’s rude questioning with a lifetime of practiced ease.

“Roddy’s up in the common room,” Tanny said. She hooked a thumb toward the stairs and addressed Lloyd. “I’ll show you the way.”

Rhiannon waited as Tanny and Lloyd left the cargo hold, saying nothing until the door closed behind them. “What is it?”

“You’ve got to talk to Mom and Dad,” Carl said.

“Clue them in yourself, dead guy,” Rhiannon retorted. “You owe them that much, at least.”

Carl shook his head. “Out here I can keep it quiet. If I put a comm into Luna, I’m bound to snag a scan. Low tech is my friend right about now.”

Rhiannon let out a beleaguered sigh that blew a lock of hair out of her face—one that had escaped imprisonment in hairspray. Carl flinched back, suddenly seeing his mother so clearly in his grown-up little sister. “What?” she demanded, noting Carl’s reaction.

“You’ve turned into Mom,” he replied. There had always been a resemblance, but twenty-odd years had made the distinction between them clear-cut. But most of his childhood memories were of his mother when she was about Rhiannon’s age. The practical hairdo, the frumpy twentieth century duds, the little lines at the corners of her eyes—she was Becky Ramsey reincarnated.

“Better Mom than Dad,” Rhiannon said. “Now cough it up. What couldn’t you say in front of Lloyd?”

“We can’t get the prize money from the race I won because Dad is suing Tanny over my estate,” Carl said in hushed tones.

Rhiannon burst out laughing. “The two of you,” she said, shaking her head. “I bet Dad knows you’re alive, and he’s just screwing with you.”

“Nope,” Carl said, jamming his hands into the pockets of his jacket. “Greedy old fucker already filed the suit. He wouldn’t take a joke far enough to pay a lawyer.”

“Tanny said the Squall was worth seven figures,” Rhiannon said. “Maybe just let Mom and Dad keep the bread from the race and sell the racer?”

Carl poked a finger at his sister’s nose, just like he’d done when she was little and talked back to him. “I don’t want to sell the Squall. The prize money was so everyone got a cut of the job—a good one, too. Convince Dad to drop it and maybe I can cut you in on the take though. I’m guessing you’re supporting Lloyd.”

“Just until he passes the bar,” Rhiannon replied. “He’s coming at it from a history degree, not a law degree, which actually makes it easier around here.”

“What does he play?”

“Golf.”

“I mean what instrument.”

“He doesn’t,” Rhiannon said. “He’s an Ancient Americas whiz kid with a Yale sheepskin who got burnt out on the dork life. He came out here for a vacation, and I convinced him to stay.”

“So you’ve had your first non-musician boyfriend,” Carl said with a grin. “Rhi, you’re finally growing up.”

“Your turn next,” she replied and headed for the stairs.

# # #

Dinner was ship-processed food, made to order. The sandwiches weren’t bad, but they paled in comparison to the grilled burgers and hotdogs, the scents of which had pervaded Rhiannon’s neighborhood. And while it would have been nice to have everyone trek out to New Cali for a backyard barbecue, Rhiannon had wanted to see Carl, and Carl was going nowhere for the time being. Tanny planned to make sure of that.

“So let me get this straight,” Rhiannon said, dipping one of her identical, machine-extruded fries into a dollop of honey mustard. “You dropped a dime on the Poet Fleet for a heist you pulled and beat feet? Frosting pirates is gonna bite you in the ass one of these days.”

“It was either that or dust a bunch of innocent miners,” Carl replied with his mouth full. “I mean, we could have let Tanny’s cousin Janice take the rap, but if we were willing to dangle her over the shark tank, we could have just cut and run. She wouldn’t be the first member of the Rucker Syndicate to be outed as an actual criminal instead of a congenital suspect, but I wasn’t going to be the one to do it. Tanny’s family still considers me one of them.”

“I liked the one where you rescued the kid from the dark science colony,” Lloyd said. “No one gives those transgalactic corporations a second thought these days. I mean, human clones and no one spills it to the news outlets?”

Roddy made a rude, flapping noise with his lips. “How were we supposed to know the clone was acting funny? Like any of us knows how kids act. Mort’s the only one with kids, and he hasn’t seen ‘em in forever.”

“Mort’s kids are my age by now,” Rhiannon said. A thoughtful frown furrowed her brow. “Whoa, I guess they always have been about the same age as me.”

“So where is this Mort?” Lloyd asked. “I’ve heard as much about him as I have Carl.”

Tanny wondered about Lloyd. He was different from the vapid bad-boys Rhiannon generally took up with. He wore a business suit from the twentieth century like he had been wearing them all his life. His voice was calm. He spoke with a hint of an ivy-league accent. As far as Tanny had noticed he didn’t have any body mods or cybernetic implants. But there was something glassy in his eyes; he didn’t look right at anyone or make eye contact. Either he was on meds, or he had some sort of latent mental problem. Tanny couldn’t decide which.

“We got a lead on the woman who kidnapped Kubu,” Carl said. “Turns out, she’s a laaku wizard.”

“Bein’ laaku’s got nothing to do with it,” Roddy muttered, sticking up for his species.

Carl let the laaku finish his grumbling and continued. “Anyway, the omni’s all but blank on her, so we needed someone with connections to the Convocation who’ll still deal with Mort. He took Esper with him out to Thunderglade to make contact.”

“Ah, I’m hip,” Rhiannon said. Her eyes widened, and she smiled impishly. “Mort’s got himself an Esper.”

“It’s not like that,” Tanny said.

“We think,” Carl added.

“Who the hell knows,” Roddy said, throwing back a beer.

“What I do know,” Carl said. “Is that we’re short on cash. Living might be cheap on this world, but fuel is fuel, and we’re not going to get far if we don’t alter our circumstances.”

“As it stands, we’re going to have to hitch a ride to pay for any rescue we make,” Tanny said.

“I’ll talk to the old man,” Rhiannon said. “But you know how he can get.”

“The three-month rule was his idea,” Carl snapped. “How can he be pissed at me, just because he never ended up faking a death?”

“What about your old man, Tanny?” Rhiannon asked. “I’m sure he could spot you some green.” It was an understatement. Don Rucker could have loaned them a mercenary escort.

Tanny shook her head. “No. The first debt we owe my father is the last time we’re free to do our own thing.”

Lloyd cleared his throat. Once he had everyone’s attention, he looked to Rhiannon, who gave a slight nod. “I might be able to help.”

Rhiannon stood and wrapped an arm around Lloyd. “Lloyd’s been helping get my career moving. We talked about this on the way over. Since this is one of the least greedy things I’ve ever heard of you guy doing, we’ll lend a hand.”

“Mostly terras,” Lloyd said. “I’m not keen on the idea of breaking into a wizard’s house and stealing a two-hundred kilo dog. We’ll leave that part to you people.”

“Or, you could just convince Dad to quit being an ass about the prize money,” Carl said.

Rhiannon fixed Carl with a long-suffering look. Anyone who knew Carl long enough developed a version of it. “Don’t bet on that happening.”

# # #

The terror had worn off somewhere during the second hour. Rushing winds above the treetops weren’t nearly as cold as they ought to have been. Far below, the countryside was green and alive. Villages dotted the landscape, interspersed with furrowed farmland and the occasional castle. Esper found herself staring over the side of the wagon, curiosity overcoming her fear of falling.

Pictures from agrarian worlds always showed vast stretches of farmland, crisscrossed by irrigation systems and swarming with picker drones. The farms below showed little order or planning. Here or there a farmhouse would sit beside a pasture and fields, and the spaces between them stayed wild and unplanted. Feeling brave, she rose up to get a better look directly below, leaning slightly—just slightly—over the side of the wagon. If she squinted, she could make out people down below.

“How’s that?” Mort asked.

Esper twisted to look over her shoulder at the wizard, but in doing so she made a key discovery. They were no longer flying level. There was nothing past Mort but the sun and sky, and when she looked back over the side, she realized that she was staring straight down with nothing between here and a kilometer drop. A scream escaped her and pierced the thin air.

“Put us back!”

“Why? We’re almost there?” Mort asked calmly.

“Level,” Esper shouted. “Put us back level!”

“Fine,” Mort replied, resignation heavy in his voice. “You’re no fun sometimes. You know that? Most magic I’ve used in months, and you want me to take the kettle off the fire.”

Despite his annoyance, Mort righted the cart. The mule seemed oblivious to all the commotion. Esper found herself short of breath, her heart racing.

“Don’t do that!”

“Do what?” Mort asked.

Esper spluttered, unable to put into words what ought to have been obvious.

“Don’t help you out when you’re trying to get a better view?” Mort asked. “Don’t make sudden maneuvers while you’re not paying attention?” He let his voice grow gravelly. “Don’t use magic without asking you first?”

Suddenly the comforting force that had held Esper against her seat vanished. A chill ran through her as the realization struck her that only her own balance and grip were keeping her aboard the wagon. Panicked fingers latched onto the seat for the first time since shortly after they had taken to the air.

“Stop frightening me on purpose,” Esper snapped. “You’re not funny.”

“One of these days you’re going to figure out that you can stop me,” Mort said. “I do it now because it’s too easy. You ever see Roddy walk by an open bar and not grab a beer? Same thing.”

“If this is what it’s like being a wizard, I don’t think I want to learn anymore,” Esper said.

Mort harrumphed. “No, this is what it’s like not being a wizard, at least when other people around you are. How pissed off was Carl before he decided he liked his hair blue? How doomed would you all be if I had an aneurysm while we were traveling the deep astral? Frankly, I marvel at how you people can stand being so helpless.”

“We get used to it,” Esper said dryly, still clutching the seat in a death grip.

“Well, we’re just about there,” Mort said. True to his word, Mort brought the wagon lower in the sky as they approached a village surrounding a small stone keep with a single spire sprouting from one corner. The village houses were simple like the ones by the stable. Smoke from cooking fires wafted from chimneys here and there. Mort guided them just above the rooftops, letting villagers spread word of their arrival via startled shouts and pointing.

They landed before a wrought iron gate twined so thick with ivy that no latch or hinge was visible. Once she and Mort were on solid ground, the mule took to the skies once more, pulling the wagon away without them. Esper watched it go, then turned her attention to the gate.

“Let me guess,” Esper said. “The vines need magic to let us through.”

“No,” Mort said, scratching at his chin. “They ought to have fallen before the wrath of a diligent gardener. But clearly that has not been the case.” With a wave of Mort’s hand, the vegetation burst into flames.

Esper fell back and covered her nose and mouth with her hand. The smoke still stung her eyes. “Watch it,” she admonished.

“By gum, if you’re still this helpless when we leave here, I’m signing on with a different ship,” Mort said. He flicked his wrist, and a gale blew, dispersing the smoke. The gate swung open as well, though it seemed reluctant to give way before the magical wind. Rusted iron groaned in protest.

Beyond the gate, the courtyard was overgrown. Grasses grew as tall as Esper’s waist, and there were shrubs and bushes sprouted up haphazardly across the landscaping. “You’ve really taken good care of the place,” Esper said.

“I had this path cobbled when I bought the place,” Mort muttered.

“Well, once again, I’m not dressed for this,” Esper said. “I wouldn’t make it three meters before I ruined this outfit.”

Mort glanced her up and down, squinting one eye. She could envision the abacus within Mort’s head, tallying and converting, figuring out how far three meters was. “No, I don’t suppose you would.” He took his staff in one hand and slammed the butt against the beginning of the path. Every bit of grass and shrub was flattened into a rough green carpet from the gate to the keep.

A trickle of villagers made their way to the gates of the keep. Many of them brandished tools, including one authentic-looking pitchfork. No one looked pleased to see them, but Mort didn’t seem to notice. Esper caught him by the sleeve as he started down the garden path he’d just cleared.

“Mort, um, not to alarm you, but I think the peasants are revolting,” Esper said quietly.

Mort snorted. “They’re really not. Most of them are college educated. My former gardener had a PhD in botany. The local blacksmith taught Chaucer at Brown. They like the lifestyle, and not everyone aspires to be a—”

Esper swung the wizard around by his robe sleeve and pointed to the gathering crowd. “No, I mean rising up—and you darned well knew it. Do something.”

“I was doing something,” Mort replied. “We were going to head inside and see how bad things have suffered from their neglect. But since we’ve got them all right here…”

Mort turned to the villagers and spread his arms. They stopped, forming a wall of curious, grumbling onlookers. “People of Thunderglade, it is I, Mordred Pendergast, returned from my long absence. Since your abatement of taxes was contingent on upkeep of the grounds behind me here, I am declaring you all in default. We can figure out a payment plan, but I shall expect your first remittance by Wednesday the 7th. That gives you four days from today. If, by some chance, the grounds and keep are brought up to a livable and presentable standard in the interim, I may take that into consideration as a mitigating factor. Good day.”

There were shouts and angry questions aimed in their direction, but Mort was already departing. Esper hurried along behind him and heard the iron gate slam shut as soon as she was clear of it.

# # #

The forest brush tugged and snagged at Kubu’s shirt as he crashed headlong after the bunny, but nothing ripped. Not-Mommy said that Kubu didn’t have to worry about his clothes ripping because they were made of good stuff. Clothes were still taking some getting used to; Kubu wasn’t sure he liked them. In the mirror, he looked all grown up, and Not-Mommy was very firm that if people were going to treat him like a person and not a dog, he needed to wear them. But they made running feel funny, pulling on his knees and hips and stretching across his chest as he breathed hard. And the little flap… that was just plain inconvenient.

“He’s right there!” Chimjo shouted, pointing behind a tree. Kubu’s new friend was always trying to be helpful, but this time Kubu didn’t need help. Of course the bunny had gone around the tree. Anyone with a working nose could smell right where it was. Kubu guessed the Chimjo had a bad nose like the other Roddy-people he’d met. They were little, with four feet that all worked like hands, and every one of them seemed very smart. Kubu supposed that having bad noses was a small price to pay for having four hands. Kubu would have settled for two that were good at gripping the ends of the string that pulled the little flap on his pants.

“You’ve got him now,” Chimjo called out. The bunny darted for a hole beneath the roots of a tree, but Kubu was quicker. His teeth sank into the bunny’s hindquarters. Its squeal of pain was brief; with a quick jerk of his head, Kubu brought it into his mouth, crunched once, and swallowed.

Kubu trotted over to Chimjo, licking the taste from his muzzle. Bunnies were yummy, and he had told Not-Mommy so. Ever since, he’d been eating two or three of them a day. When Kubu reached Chimjo, he got a disapproving look. “What’s wrong?” Kubu asked.

Chimjo didn’t have through-the-ear magic like Kubu did. Mort had put the magic through Kubu’s ear so he could understand the silly noises people made. Chimjo never understood anything Kubu said, but he seemed to have a general idea this time.

“You got blood on your shirt,” Chimjo said. “Mrs. Inviu isn’t going to like that.”

Kubu knew that was Not-Mommy’s name, but the sounds were mushy and it was easier to think of her as Not-Mommy. It reminded him that she was not Mommy.

“Kubu!” Not-Mommy called from the house. It was a long ways off, and she had a little voice. But Kubu had good ears—better than Chimjo’s, since the little Roddy-person didn’t react to hearing the call.

“Kubu is coming,” Kubu shouted back. He bounded off toward Not-Mommy’s big house. It was much bigger than the flying house where Mommy lived; it was probably too big to fly. Chimjo followed, falling behind at every stride. He ran like Kubu, with four feet. Kubu had seen Roddy run that way a few times, but Roddy didn’t run often. Chimjo ran to keep up with Kubu (or at least mostly keep up).

The grass was soft on Kubu’s paws as he left the woods and made his way across the lawn. For all the dressing up Not-Mommy had subjected him to, Kubu hadn’t been forced to wear shoes. There were more Roddy-people doing things like giving the bushes haircuts and driving little ships filled with things for the house. Not-Mommy was in charge of them, too.

“Kubu, look at the mess you’ve made,” Not-Mommy said when he arrived at the front door. She always told him he was doing things wrong, even when he tried to do them the way she wanted. “Chimjo, take Kubu to change before dinner.”

Despite the prospect of a change of clothes, Kubu perked up. Eating bunnies always made him hungry.

# # #

Dinner had ended and the night’s entertainment turned its focus to beer. Lloyd and Rhiannon had brought some local brew that was supposed to be period-authentic, and the five of them shared stories as the sunlight glinting down from the overhead dome faded to moonlight.

“…and then he starts screaming at me in the middle of the hangar bay, with half the pilots and mechanics in the contest watching,” Carl said with a grin.

“You’re screwing with us,” Rhiannon said. She stifled a belch and took another sip of her canned Olde America Lager.

“Nope, I was giving him every human slur I could think of,” Roddy said. “No two ways; it happened just like that, except Carl was ready to bust a gut. Could have blown the whole scam. My backup plan if he did was to punch him below the belt.”

They all laughed. It was almost loud enough to drown out the sound of the ship signaling an incoming comm.

“Shit,” Tanny muttered. “I gotta go check on that. Could be from Silde Slims. You.” She pointed a stern finger at Carl. “Zero decibels out of you. I don’t want anyone picking up signs of you on a background recording.”

Carl pinched his lips shut, spluttering laughter.

“I mean it!”

Carl nodded and sombered somewhat. Tanny started for the cockpit, then whirled on him and jabbed her finger his way once more. It wouldn’t have been the first time she’d caught him making light of her precautions the instant her back was turned, but this time he showed every sign of contrition. Either he was wising up and waiting until she was out of sight, or he meant it this time.

Tanny settled herself into the pilot’s seat and checked the comm panel. Fortunately, it was a publicly verified comm ID. Unfortunately it was Phabian Investigative Services, and they wanted voice.

Tanny grimaced as she keyed the comm. “This is Tania Ramsey, captain of the Mobius.”

“Captain Ramsey,” a laaku voice replied. It was still odd hearing that appellation applied to her. “I’m Agheli of Nen Lian, Class 3 Fact Sifter for Phabian Investigative Services. Would you mind answering questions in cooperation with the investigation into the death of your late ex-husband, Bradley Carlin Ramsey?”

It was inevitable that they’d get to this point. Carl’s faked death was suspicious from every angle. A race watched by a billion viewers, but no one saw a thing. A change of mechanics less than forty-eight hours prior to race time. Pilot error blamed for a crash by a pilot who’d spent three weeks showing those billion viewers that he could make a Squall dance like a puppet on strings. And that was all without considering the money involved. The quarter-million terra prize was more than anyone was willing to write off without an investigation.

“Of course,” Tanny replied, hoping she hadn’t hesitated noticeably. “Go ahead.”

“Oh, we’re not planning to conduct the investigation over public channels,” Agheli said. “Your comm routing indicates you’re on Peractorum. I can be out there with a team in seven hours. Please maintain your present location and await contact. Thank you for your cooperation.”

The comm went dead. Agheli had closed the link.

Tanny sat staring at the comm panel for a long moment. They were coming. She’d been dreading the interview and police statement she knew would follow in the wake of Carl’s apparent death. But a surprise inspection by Phabian’s snoops? She leapt to her feet and ran.

“Went that well, did it?” Carl asked with a smirk as Tanny careened into the common room. He was sprawled across the couch with a beer can dangling from one hand. If it’d had anything left in it, it would have been pouring onto the floor.

“You’ve got to get out of here,” she said. “They’re coming.”

Carl blew out a breath, puffing his cheeks. He blinked. “Well that’s just unfortunate timing.”

Tanny gaped at him. “How drunk are you?”

“Not so fly I can’t drunk,” he replied. She couldn’t be sure if the slip was Carl just messing around or not.

“How long we got?” Roddy asked.

“Phabian Investigative Services said seven hours,” Tanny replied. “But I’m not betting against them being early. If I worked intel, I’d stake someone out, then tell them I was coming.”

Rhiannon pushed her chair back from the table. “And this is where we split. It’s been fun catching up. I’d almost forgotten what it was like having Johnny Law kill a meal. I’m sure they’ll be dropping in on us, too.”

“Sorry,” Tanny said.

Rhiannon patted Lloyd on the cheek. “It’s copacetic. And Lloyd’s practically a lawyer, so I think he can figure out how to keep us out of the pokey. Goodnight.”

“See ya, Squirt,” Carl said, saluting with his empty beer can.

“Just don’t ditch the scene before I get to see Mort,” Rhiannon said. She gathered Lloyd and left.

“Well, we’re a little fucked,” Roddy said. “Mr. Plan-From-Hell here’s been getting DNA all over things for days.”

“At least he’s supposed to have DNA all over the ship,” Tanny replied. “We just need to get rid of any recent traces. Shower. Bedsheets. Laundry.” She grabbed the can from Carl’s hand. “Empties.”

“I’ll take the Squall,” Carl said. “Hide out at the edge of the colony for a few days.”

“Brilliant plan, Peachfuzz,” Roddy said. “Except me and Tanny were pretty much already assuming that part. What we gotta worry about is the trail you leave behind.”

“Tow the Squall across the field,” Tanny said. “The grav sled can handle the weight, and it won’t leave a residue of ion wash in the cargo hold.”

Roddy pointed to Tanny, but looked Carl’s way. “See? That’s planning.”

“Maybe you should find Mriy instead of sticking around here,” Tanny said.

He waved his hands in front of his face. “No way; no pay. I had my fill of that kung-fu samurai fencing bullshit. Got cursed last time, remember?” He sat up, wobbling slightly.

There was a greasy smear on the arm of the couch where Carl’s head had rested. “And we’ve gotta clean off anything his head’s touched.”

“I’ll just find a quiet place a few hundred kilometers from here,” Carl said. “I’m already dressed for the colony, and I know the lingo. I can fit in like a resident hitchhiking from town to town. Ten million people live here; it’s not like they all know each other.”

“Fine,” Tanny said. “Get going as soon as we pack a bunch of your personal shit up in that toy raceship of yours.”

“Pray that no one’s stargazing tonight,” Roddy said. “There may not be orbital traffic control around here, but you don’t want some amateur astronomer finding something suspicious in the skies. These chuckleheads would put it in the papers as a UFO sighting. Every bloody one of them’s traveled on a starship at some point in his life, and they still can’t get enough of fucking UFO sightings.”

“I’ll keep it below the radar, chief,” Carl said with a sloppy salute.

Tanny shot Roddy a worried look. “We can’t send him up like this, can we?”

“Sister, it’s either send him as is, or retrofit a star-drive to that Squall in the next couple hours,” Roddy said. “Let’s pump him full off coffee and start cleaning.”

# # #

Fact Sifter Agheli arrived two hours ahead of his estimate. Whether it was through fortunate circumstances or intentional dissembling (fact sifters never “lied”), he had not caught Tanny and Roddy by surprise. The Mobius had been scrubbed and tidied, stripped of recent evidence of Carl’s habitation.

Roddy had split off from the cleaning and taken the star-drive apart. Under the guise of a complete overhaul, he’d reduced it to individual components spread out across the cargo bay floor—not coincidentally covering the area where the Squall had been stored. There were odd bits of magic that were part and parcel to the system, their function a matter for more scrambled minds than his own to untangle. Roddy knew how to clean them, align them, and secure them within the device, but not a damn thing about how to operate them. But as a matter of good faith, it was hard to beat a stripped-down star-drive for convincing the authorities that they weren’t going to run.

There weren’t many starships that could outrun one of Phabian Investigative Services’ corvettes in astral space, let alone without using a star-drive.

The fact sifter was tall for a laaku, a full head taller than Roddy. His fur was gray at the cheeks and chin, his brow prominent. The dusky gray Investigative Services uniform he wore hadn’t a wrinkle upon it, and aside from rank insignia, it bore a patchwork of commendations and certifications over the left breast. He carried his datapad like a loaded blaster. A real pro.

With a quick glance at the datapad, Agheli greeted Roddy at the cargo ramp. “You must be Rodek of Kethlet. Thank you for your cooperation at this late hour local time.”

“My mom doesn’t even call me Rodek anymore. I go by Roddy. I’m a night person anyway; come on in.”

“Is the captain available?” Agheli asked. He stepped aboard, followed by two assistants: a human and another laaku. The human carried a bulky scanner. It was going to be one of those inspections.

“Yeah, lemme grab her,” Roddy said. But in this case, “grabbing” was just hitting the nearest comm panel. “Yo, sleeping beauty, the inquisition is here.” He turned off the comm with the butt of his fist.

Agheli gave him a disapproving frown. “This isn’t an inquisition. We’re here to collect facts surrounding the investigation of Bradley Ramsey’s death. Fact sifters are scattered across the galaxy right now doing likewise. Currently, we have no reason to question your alibi.”

Roddy sighed. “Sorry, buddy. My best friend dies, and next thing I know, I got vultures circling. I’d cleaned up my act, but this set me back drinking again.” He pulled a can of Earth’s Preferred from his coveralls and popped it open, taking a long drink.

“Once we’re done here,” Agheli’s laaku tech said, “I can get you on the list at a psychological detox clinic. Those bloodstream cleansers are a scam. Doesn’t stop you from getting pulled right back in.”

“Thanks, pal,” Roddy said, taking another drink. The prick. Maybe he didn’t know how to enjoy himself, but Roddy did.

The door to the common room opened. “Sifter Agheli,” Tanny said. “Nice to meet you.” Her hair was mussed from recent contact with a pillow, but she was fully clothed. She’d have been down to the cargo bay quicker if she didn’t have to make it look like she’d been sleeping when Roddy commed.

“You as well,” Aghlei replied. “Pleasantries concluded. Let us begin. Captain Ramsey, I will need your ship’s logs and sensor database. Rodek, please escort my techs through the ship, rendering whatever assistance they require.”

Wonderful. Not only were they planning to scan the Mobius down to the rivets, they expected him to pitch in to help. “Sure thing, boss.”

# # #

“These records are atrocious,” Agheli said, horror echoing in his voice. “How do you people operate a business this way?”

“Do we look like we’re successful?” Tanny asked. “Besides, we specialize in discretion; same code of ethics as an independent investigators-for-hire. Once we receive final payment on a job, we scorch the records on it.”

“You realize I can’t help but find that highly suspicious,” Agheli said. “My job is to collect facts—facts related to criminal investigations. In my professional experience, falsified and destroyed records are nearly always a sign of illegal conduct.”

“You can find me suspicious all you want,” Tanny replied. “We don’t make what we do much of a secret. We mostly operate out in border space or around unsanctioned colonies outside ARGO jurisdiction. Maybe the money isn’t consistent, but we don’t get buttoned up in little uniforms anymore.” She poked a finger at Agheli, but stopped short of touching him. “If we hadn’t been so hard-scrabble the last couple months, Carl wouldn’t have bothered with that contest.”

“Yes… the Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge,” Agheli said. “Mr. Ramsey made quite a commotion in the racing community, didn’t he? As far as you knew, was he planning on sharing the race winnings with the rest of his crew?”

“Yeah,” Tanny replied. “I mean, you hear stories about guys getting greedy and taking it all for themselves, but that wasn’t Carl’s style. If he wanted to make big money, he’d have easier ways than trying to disappear on us with 250k terras.”

“Please elaborate,” Agheli said, making notes on his datapad.

Tanny shrugged. “If you’re any kind of fact sifter, you already know who my father is. Don Rucker owns a good chunk of Mars. He liked Carl. It’s that whole brash, flippant, tough-guy thing fighter pilots get good at, and Carl’s great at it. My dad was a sucker for it, too. Standing job offer any time Carl wanted it. But that wasn’t his style—it’s not our style. We might travel on the edge of law and order, but we live strictly on the law-abiding side.”

“I see…”

Tanny scratched at the back of her neck and continued. “I mean, we do stumble into shit now and then. Hadrian IV… once we figured what was going on there, we contacted the One Church to send humanitarian aid.”

Agheli tapped at his datapad for a moment. “I’m not familiar with the incident you mentioned.”

Tanny waved a dismissive hand. “You’ll look it up later. Just know: that was us. We did what anyone with a sense of conscience would have had to do there. Kidnapping sentients to display in a zoo?” She shook her head and shuddered, hoping she wasn’t overdoing it.

The questioning went on for another hour and a half. The fact sifter delved into her rocky relationship with Carl, her actions and whereabouts leading up to the events in the final race of the Silde Slims contest, and Carl’s known associates. The crew had gone over the story they’d use for the authorities, knowing that an investigation was bound to catch up with them, but it was still exhausting to lie throughout an entire conversation. If Agheli were secretly running a truth scan on her, it would have failed for lack of a baseline reading.

“As for the remainder of your crew, where might I find them?” Agheli asked. It was a signal flare that he was finally finished with her.

“It was just me and Roddy here when you commed,” Tanny replied.

Agheli held up a placating hand. “Of course. I didn’t expect you to produce them on short notice. But I do expect you to provide their present whereabouts.”

“They’re big boys and girls,” Tanny said. “I don’t keep a tracker on them. Mort and Esper went to New Camelot. Mriy is touring the Celestial Empire. They’ll meander back here eventually, but they’re not on a schedule—or a leash.”

“I see…” Agheli replied with a frown.

# # #

After an awkwardly interventionist first impression, Roddy found himself taking a liking to Maikai—Mikey—of Zenlon. The laaku inspector, unlike so many to look over the Mobius before him, seemed to grasp the beauty of an ugly ship.

“Can’t say I’d have used an aqua-ski engine to recycle the ship’s air,” Mikey said as he closed the access panel. “Why the extra joules?”

“Needed it,” Roddy replied. “The base model was a diplomatic shuttle. Life-support designers assumed it would be landing on A-tech planets. We land in enough shitty atmospheres that I had to triple the filtering. Stock O2 pump would have been like breathing through a tube.”

The life-support systems were a wild card. If Mikey was crazy-good at his job, the laaku might have been able to piece together a DNA profile of the recent occupants of the ship based on residue in the air filtration system. There just hadn’t been the time to completely scrub a system that ran throughout the entire ship. The lucky break was that Carl’s DNA should have been all over the place—just not recent samples.

Mikey jerked a thumb at the human tech, and the big oaf hefted the access panel back into place. Roddy had caught that the human’s name was Gustavson, but the guy had hardly said a word through the whole inspection. As far as Mikey seemed concerned, Gustavson was just a portable pair of arms.

“Let’s go have a look at those crew quarters,” Mikey said. They had already inspected five of the six rooms the crew used for sleeping and personal effects. He had diverted them away from Mort’s room before either of the inspectors set foot inside. “I backed up my data to my ship. Anything goes wrong in your wizard’s room, Investigative Services will cover the cost of new scanning equipment.”

“Won’t cover the cost of you, though,” Roddy said glumly. He’d hoped that like so many inspectors before him, Mikey would be dissuaded from risking his A-tech poring over wizardly trappings. But unlike most of those others, Mikey was ready to let everything get scrambled in an effort to be thorough.

Mikey paused. “This wizard of yours… some kind of psychopath?”

Yes. Roddy wanted to just out and say it. Mort was a brutal killer on the run from the Convocation for two decades with a trail of bodies in his wake. “Naw, just don’t trust a thing in there, personally. If you gotta go in, just watch yourself. I’ll be standing outside.”

“Maybe we ought to—” Gustavson began.

“Quiet,” Mikey snapped. “We’re going to do our job. Wizards aren’t dangerous to creatures of pure science. My own unwavering belief in the laws of physics will protect me. Wizarding is all about belief.”

Roddy shrugged. It was a nice way to go through life, if you could keep out of sight of real wizards. He tended to doubt that Mikey believed in science half as much as Mort believed against it. They traipsed through the cargo hold, past Roddy’s dismantled star-drive, and through the common room.

“Shame we’re on a tight schedule,” Mikey said. “Wouldn’t mind getting a look around this backwater. It’s like a museum full of living people. Humans… am I right? Go figure.” He chuckled, drawing a grunt from Gustavson. “Aw, can it, ya big baby. Can’t take a little joke at the expense of your dopey DNA cousins? It’s not like I lumped you in with those retroverts. You’ve got half a brain in that oversize skull of yours.”

Roddy stepped in front as they reached Mort’s quarters, resting a hand on the door handle. “Last chance to back off. Our wizard knows his shit. If he wanted stuff hidden, you wouldn’t find it in there if you stood on it.”

Mikey narrowed his eyes. “That some sort of coded clue?”

Roddy clenched his feet into fists, trying not to match the gesture with his hands. It was a giveaway of stress if Mikey was looking down; even Gustavson probably knew it, working on Phabian. For all the inconvenience of his presence, Roddy didn’t want to see either of the two inspectors get hurt. Knowing he’d be gone for days or weeks and that an investigation was a possibility, who knew what Mort might have done in there.

“No. Just trying to get through to you that your best-case scenario is finding nothing,” Roddy said. He needed a beer, but the last thing he wanted was another lecture from Mikey. If it might have stopped the laaku inspector, he’d have given it a shot. But say this for Miakai of Zenlon: he was a professional.

“Thanks, pal,” Mikey said. “We’ll be careful.” With that, Mikey stepped aside and let Gustavson precede him into Mort’s quarters.

A part of Roddy wanted to linger at the doorway. It was the same part that watched races for the chance to see a crash, or eavesdropped on Carl and Tanny when they were fighting. But in this case, there was no holovid to protect him from speeding shrapnel, no intervening wall to keep him from being noticed. If Mort rigged up something to suck intruders into an extra-spatial vortex, or to summon a ravenous swarm of teaspoon-sized demons to devour them, he wanted no part of it.

He cracked open a beer and waited.

Agheli and Tanny returned from the cockpit. “Where are my inspectors?” Agheli asked. By the look on Tanny’s face, she had weathered quite a storm.

“Checking out the ship’s wizard’s room,” Roddy replied. He noted the sour look Agheli gave his beer can. “What? Ain’t illegal here. If you want to file it in your report, file it. Next time I visit the home world I’ll know to look over my shoulder for substance abuse enforcement.”

“I’d prefer you sober for your deposition,” Agheli said.

“That hull breached the night I heard about Carl,” Roddy said. “Ain’t putting air back in it now.” To emphasize his point, he took another drink. “Go ahead and ask away.” He wasn’t afraid of a few questions. As far as he knew, Carl was dead. The idiot had a few beers in him before he took off in the stolen Squall. Odds were decent that he’d slammed it into a diner or a movie theater, or some other primitive local structure.

The door to Mort’s quarters opened.

All eyes turned to the two inspectors. “We found nothing,” Mikey said.

“Nothing,” Gustavson echoed.

“Very well then,” Agheli said with a curt nod. “Return to the ship. I’ll be along once I’ve interviewed Mr. Rodek.”

“We did a thorough and complete job to the best of our abilities,” Mikey said. His voice was mechanical, with awkward pauses after each word like he was reading from a script.

“I concur,” Gustavson said. “We did our jobs well and found nothing. There is nothing further to investigate.” He had the same odd cadence to his speech.

“Yes, yes. Now off with you,” Agheli said, shooing them away with a flick of his wrist.

Roddy hid his smirk behind a beer can. It was probably going to be the last amusement he’d have until Agheli was gone, so he enjoyed it while he could.

# # #

The comm system was shut down. External lights were off. He wasn’t running anything but close-range sensors—strictly on passive scan. Cruising along at speeds never exceeding a couple hundred klicks, he had the ion signature of a harvest drone—a compromise that Peractorum made with modern science because so few people moved to a retrovert colony to do backbreaking manual labor. Carl’s Squall was incognito and content to stay that way.

Carl was incognito as well, still dressed in his old-Earth finest, blue hair concealed under thick layers of dye and grease. That part was lucky. Being chased off the Mobius on short notice would have been a lot more awkward without a disguise. The four beers—or was it five?—before he left were less helpful. In the dark, on an unfamiliar world, he had no idea where he was heading.

There was moonlight to see by. The ground was washed-out colors, but it showed the contours Carl needed to navigate around. The Squall handled sluggishly, reacting a fraction of a second after he wanted it to. It was amazing that the pile of bolts had won him a race, considering the trouble he was having with it.

Most of the countryside he flew over was undeveloped. Grassy plains, stretches of forest, a few shrimpy mountains or good-sized hills, depending on which way you looked at them. Here and there, he’d pass over a road, or see lights from a city—if you could call them that—on the horizon. But he wasn’t looking for a city right then. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, other than a good night’s sleep, a place to take a leak, and maybe find some eggs and bacon in the morning. This seemed like the sort of world where he could manage all three just about anywhere. But first he was going to need to make up his mind and put the Squall to bed somewhere safe.

Swooping in low, Carl followed a major highway. It was the middle of the night, and late-night traffic didn’t fit with the vibe of the colony. Skimming along a meter off the ground on repulsors, he might as well have been in a Chrysler or a Chevy, out for a joyride. The way he was dressed, it should have been a motorcycle. There was a split just ahead, guarded by a billboard nestled among tall bushes. Carl fired forward thrusters and came to a stop close enough to read it by the moonlight.
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Carl did some quick math in his head and concluded that March was months away. This terraformed world didn’t have its own calendar, so it must have been synced with Earth Standard. A few months was plenty of time. He swung the Squall around and lodged it in the shrubbery behind the billboard.

The night air was cool. Sobering. It felt good in a clean, unprocessed sort of way. After a half kilometer walking along the side of the road, feeling the soft squish of soil beneath his boots, Carl decided where he drew the line on being at one with nature, and continued his journey afoot from atop the asphalt. The direction he chose was at random. Or at least, it was the direction he’d been going in the Squall, so he continued along that general line on foot.

Time passed weirdly with no way to mark it. Carl hadn’t brought a datapad, or anything else that might have seemed out of place in the twentieth century. He didn’t own a watch appropriate to the time period. There were no overhead signs, no clock towers, not even passers-by to ask. Left. Right. Repeat. He couldn’t remember ever having been awake for a hangover to set in before. It was looking like this was going to be his first, as the sky ahead hinted at a coming dawn.

Behind him, the hum of an engine approached. A truck was headed Carl’s way, its headlights shining in his eyes. Shielding his eyes with one hand, he waved the other overhead, signaling the vehicle. At the last moment, he had the presence of mind to quickstep out of the middle of the road.

The truck slowed down and stopped with a squeak of brake pads. The motor continued to run, chugging at the front and belching a fog of exhaust out the back. The side of the truck was painted, declaring it to belong to the Harksville Gazette. “Hey there, friend. Need a lift?”

The driver was a middle-aged man, gray-haired with a youthful face. The sort of man who did a menial job because he loved it, cheerful even in the pre-dawn hours. It was a gold strike, a straight flush, an oil gusher in a pauper’s yard. “Thanks, pops. My dogs have had it,” Carl said, trying his best to keep to the lingo. He opened the passenger door and climbed aboard. As he sank into the seat, his back informed him that he should have given it a rest hours ago.

“I didn’t see a car,” the driver said. “How’d you get way out here?”

“My old lady kicked me out,” Carl said. It was the truth, from a certain point of view. “Now I’m just looking to hit the next town. I’m Dick Derringer.” He stuck out a hand, which the driver shook without hesitation.

“Pete Mulrooney. Nice to meet you. Hey, any chance that’s Derringer like the singer?”

Dumb. He hadn’t thought up an alias ahead of time, and now he was named after a guy that this world knew better than he did. It was one thing slipping Hendrix and Jagger past clueless officers on the border space patrols. He was going to need a new alias once he got rid of Pete. “That’s Rick Derringer,” Carl said. “My folks were big fans. Called me Richard, but I go by Dick instead.”

“Got a place to stay when you get where you’re headed?” Pete asked. “Don’t mean to pry, but you don’t look like you planned this out ahead of time.”

“Brother, you don’t know the half of it,” Carl said. “I was flying on fumes. Figured I’d stop in the first diner I came across and have a few cups of coffee.” The thought of buying coffee drew Carl’s thoughts to one key oversight. He patted at his pockets. Not only was he broke in local currency, but he didn’t even have hardcoin terras on him. And he was in no position to take funds out of any digital account, either. Dead men have lousy credit.

Pete looked over as Carl’s realization struck. Carl wasn’t used to being so transparent, but he was in no condition to play it cool—despite being dressed for the part. “You haven’t got a dime, have you, son?”

“My… uh, my old lady…”

“Yeah, I hear you,” Pete said. “Been ridin’ solo going on ten years now myself. Lemme make you a deal. You help me unload these papers once we get to Anaheim, and I’ll buy you a cup of joe and a plate of hash browns.”

“Make it bacon and eggs, and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

# # #

Esper woke to the musty smell of a room too long closed up. If she had realized that they weren’t going to be spending the night in the village, she’d have focused her attention on airing out the guest rooms and laundering the bedclothes. Mort had proved that there were limits to his magic—he couldn’t clean if his life depended on it. The spells layered over the keep had kept it from rot and infestation, but little else.

Her borrowed bedroom was walled in stone, dark gray granite with a texture that felt rough but looked smooth. No mortar sealed the stone blocks together, but not a sliver of light passed through from the outside. The exception was the stained glass window that depicted a scene of a lone tower upon a hilltop, and two smaller windows of clear glass. The edges of the stonework were carved in bas-relief, with dragons chasing knights, knights hunting stags, stags following maidens, and maidens riding dragons, all in an endless loop. If the carvings held any significance, their meaning escaped her.

There was no bath, and she hadn’t brought a change of clothes. Donning her dusty, scuffed dress from the day before, Esper headed downstairs to find Mort.

She found the wizard in the grand parlor, asleep in an armchair. Slouched down, robe and hair both rumpled, he hardly looked like the lord of a village keep. Esper wasn’t quite sure she believed it herself. It was the twenty-sixth century, well past the age when hereditary nobles ruled anything more than the occasional late-hour talk vid. But Thunderglade and the rest of New Camelot didn’t want to be a part of the twenty-sixth century. They were some muddled up mix of the Dark and Middle Ages.

Mort shifted in his sleep, and Esper flinched. She’d awakened him once before, when the circumstances were dire. Without her life in the balance, it seemed more prudent to leave him be. She turned and tiptoed from the room, but only got as far as the door.

“Lady Richelieu?” Mort asked with a yawn. “What are you doing here?”

“I was just going to look for some breakfast.”

Mort waved a hand. “No, not that. Why are you still on the grounds? I sent you away.”

Esper took a step back. “Mort. This is Thunderglade. We arrived last night. The last thing you said to me was to watch out for gargoyles.”

Mort blinked and rubbed his eyes. “Oh. Yes. Sorry. Hope they didn’t bother you during the night. Ornery creatures.”

“And you didn’t send me away?” Esper said.

Mort stood and stretched with an audible crackling of stiff joints. “And clean this place up myself? Our guest will be here in hours—give or take a few hours.”

“Can you finally tell me who it is that we’re expecting?”

“And spoil the surprise?” Mort asked. He was beginning to sound like himself again, full of snark and vinegar.

“Yes!”

Mort shuffled over to the window, still stiff and slow. When he threw back the heavy drapes, the dim parlor was washed in morning sunlight. “Fine. Have it your way. We’re meeting Keesha Bell.”

Esper frowned. She’d heard that name before. But where? Then it came to her. “She’s the one who got us that egg-delivery job.”

“Not exactly,” Mort said. “She got us the contact who got us the job. She just thought of us when she had something on her plate that didn’t fit her business.”

“What business would that be?”

“She’s a collector of this and that,” Mort said. “Some she keeps, some she sells. She’s made herself quite a living at it. But in this case, she’s got enough of a network that she can make inquiries without raising too many questions.”

“How can you ask questions without making them?” Esper asked before she stopped to think. This was entirely the sort of flippant, irrelevant question that Mort could follow for hours, off on a journey to the far end of a tangent.

But Mort just grinned. “Point taken. She can seek answers to her own questions without inspiring them within others. And never underestimate the value of precise language. Intentional misinterpretation is a key form of argument. It’s good to practice it. And it’s better practice for avoiding those traps yourself. People can’t take what you say the wrong way if you give it to them flawlessly formed.”

“So Keesha Bell is going to tell us where Kubu is being held?” Esper asked, steering them back onto the conversation’s original course.

“Already found that out,” Mort said. “That’s not the tricky part. This Inviu of Chapath, she’s a wizard. Being laaku, that doesn’t frighten me. I’m sure I could flatten her like a house of cards in a thunderstorm. But what else has she got going on? Laaku aren’t known for shunning tech, not even their wizards. They might not know a screw from a bolt—”

“They’re pretty much the same thing,” Esper interjected, thanks to Roddy’s crash course in ship maintenance.

“But they don’t mind employing people who do, and living with sciencey stuff all around them. She’s sure to have taken precautions to guarantee her own safety.”

“Maybe not everyone’s as paranoid as you,” Esper replied.

“Most aren’t,” Mort said. “Many are dead. The rest are the ones to worry about. Now let’s get this place presentable. I didn’t know when I invited her here that it was in shambles.”

Esper didn’t say it. She wanted to, just to show Mort she’d picked up on it. He’d deny it, most likely, because he denied just about anything she puzzled out about him. But he was in a tizzy over making a good impression. This was the same wizard who wore a sweatshirt until the accumulated stains made it too stiff to pull over his head in the morning. The same wizard who only shaved when the scruff of his beard grew itchy. And now he was dusting furniture and trimming the garden paths? Mort was looking forward to seeing Keesha Bell for more than just information.

# # #

Sharky’s Pool Hall was lit by fluorescent bulbs in hooded awnings over each billiard table. Back lit smoke wafted from cigarettes and cigars. Every few seconds, a crack would sound from one table or another as phenolic resin balls collided. Players jawed at one another, boasted over victories, and called their shots. Ice clinked in glasses of various liquors. Paper currency rustled as it changed hands. Some of that currency was counted into Carl’s waiting hand.

“Double or nothing?” Carl offered. The gentleman in the shabby suit gave him a glare and walked away. Forty bucks wasn’t going to lose anyone his house, but it was sure to pay for a few nights in a hotel, a nice meal or three, and maybe a change of clothes. “Your loss, buddy.”

He had arrived mid-morning to a deserted room, barstools set upside down on tables and the bar. It was the middle of nowhere, halfway between Anaheim and San Jose, and the trucker traffic hadn’t picked up for the day. One of the bartenders had been cleaning the floors, and Carl offered him a hand in exchange for a couple practice games on the house. It had been years since he’d played, but there had been a few pool tables in the rec room aboard the ENV Justiciar. By the time the early crowd had arrived, two things had become clear. Carl had managed to get most of the rust scraped off his game, and most of the patrons of Sharky’s didn’t know the game worth a damn.

It was the faux-tourist thing popping up again. The stiffs who lived in New Cali just wanted the sniff, not the swallow. They came in and plunked money down on the table like it was the fare to a roller coaster or admission to a movie theater. For five or ten minutes at a pop, they got to feel like bad boys. Of course they weren’t all horrible, and Carl lost a game here and there; there were at least two other guys at Sharky’s hustling the rubes. But by tacit agreement, they stayed out of each other’s way and kept on winning. Carl was beginning to wonder why he bothered running a starship at all.

“Who’s got next?” he called out. A few heads turned, gave him a wary look, then turned back. Drinkers. Spectators. What he needed were players. “C’mon. Friendly game?”

Carl managed to get in a few rounds of nine-ball with no stakes, but that wasn’t helping his bankroll. Who knew how long he’d have to play Chet Diamond, his new alias. The more he could rack up to pad his pockets, the less chance he’d have to resort to honest work. Pete the newsman might have slipped him a couple bucks for bus fare in exchange for help with his morning route, but that wasn’t how Carl wanted to spend his time on the lam. If he was supposed to be dead, then this was sort of like an afterlife. He’d be damned if he was going to spend his afterlife breaking his back lugging stacks of newspapers.

Finally some lively marks walked in. It was after dark, and Carl was running on a belly full of cheap beer and greasy bar food. If the fellas in the patched denim jackets and bandannas were anything like what they were pretending to be—a gang of no-goodnik bikers—then they’d be game.

“Howdy, strangers,” Carl called out. He raised a hand and gave a twitch of a wave, leaning up against the table he’d claimed for most of the day. “You here to drink, play, or do a little of both?” He raised a brown bottle of beer to his lips to make the point that both was his style.

“How come I never seen you around here?” one of the bikers replied, his voice bellowing out for the whole pool hall to hear. He was the biggest of the lot, beer-bellied and bearded, with his jacket torn off at the sleeves to make a ragged vest. “And you callin’ me stranger?”

“I travel a lot,” Carl said, smiling. “Every place I go’s full of strangers. Got nothing against strangers though. You game?”

Every bar and pool hall had regulars. They had a way of acting more at home than the owners did. Up until now, Carl hadn’t been able to pick out any true regulars at Sharky’s. But these bikers owned the place. It was time to dig a little deeper into his pockets, up his game, and squeeze these road-pilots for all they were worth.

“Sully, hand over Emma Lou,” the biker said to the bartender. In nine hours of loitering, Carl hadn’t picked up on the bartender’s name. But Sully ducked behind the bar and came up with a long, narrow case and handed it over to one of the lead biker’s companions. Inside was a pool cue, disassembled, and the assistant biker turned it into its weaponized form for his boss. “Whadda they call you?” he asked Carl.

“Chet Diamond,” Carl replied, touching a finger to his temple in a piss-poor salute. “How ‘bout yourself? You seem like top dog around here. You got a name?”

“Call me Panhead,” he replied. He sauntered over to Carl with Emma-Lou in hand and a glass mug of draft beer that someone pressed into his hand as he passed by. He took down the entire mug in one long pull, gasping at the end. “And you’re in a heap of trouble, pardner.”

Carl racked up a game of nine-ball. “Go ahead and break. Ten bucks a game.” He slapped a ten-dollar bill onto the side of the table.

“We don’t play for sissy money around here,” Panhead said. Hoots and encouragement from his gang echoed the sentiment. “Twenty’s the least I’ll take out Emma Lou for. And since she’s already out, you better be willing to play.”

“I was just being neighborly, offering a warm-up game,” Carl replied, fishing in his pocket and adding a pair of fives to his ten.

Panhead grinned, showing off a missing front tooth. He pulled out a roll of bills from the inside pocket of his vest. Sliding out a single bill, he mashed it down onto the edge of the table with a greasy hand. Carl fixated on the roll of bills as it disappeared back to the sweat-stained interior of that vest. There had to have been thousands there. He wouldn’t risk trying to bankrupt Panhead, but the guy could afford to lose a few hundred without getting bent out of shape over it.

The biker walked around to the head of the table and broke with a thunderous crash. Balls scattered, but none went in. Carl took his turn and dropped the 1 and 2 balls before missing a shot. Panhead sank the 3, but then left Carl the 4, 5, and 6 balls, before Carl made a combination shot to sink the 9.

“Nice game,” Carl said, scooping up Panhead’s money from the table but pointedly leaving his own bet in place.

“Lemme have another shot,” Panhead insisted. Carl wasn’t going to dissuade him. “Forty this time.”

With a shrug, Carl added Panhead’s losses from the previous game to his own bet. “Sure thing, pal. Just gimme a minute.”

Grabbing his winnings, Carl headed for the men’s room. This was a setup. Nobody played like Panhead did, not if he owned his own cue with a name and everything. The increase in the bet size was his cue to leave. Panhead was going to hustle him. No one got to be a con man without learning the other guys’ tricks. Carl wasn’t good enough to hustle pool, but he sure knew what a hustle looked like. He could always play the line a little longer and call it a night just before Panhead pulled the rope and let the guillotine drop on him. It was a retrovert colony, for God’s sake; it wasn’t like they were going to have real criminals. Panhead and his boys weren’t going to dust him over a game of pool. Hell, the whole point of “dusting” someone required energy weapons or magic, neither of which fit the vibe in this colony.

The men’s room was everything Carl had hoped for. A single urinal and toilet, a sink, and a window that opened to the outside. There was something undignified about climbing through a window and skulking off into the night. It didn’t fit with the slick-back hair and jeans-and-leather look. But Carl was a realist—that look was as phony as the rest of the colony. He was a twenty-sixth-century guy. Maybe he liked the music and a few of the old flatvids from the era, but he didn’t owe twentieth century “cool” a damn thing.

Carl flipped the little metal hook on the door into the loop on the doorjamb. It would stop anyone entering inadvertently and stop exactly no one over the age of five from breaking in. The window opened easily. With the toilet for a stepladder, he’d be able to make it out with little difficultly or dignity. His jacket would get in the way, so—

His jacket. Carl wasn’t wearing it. It hung from a peg on the wall next to the spare cue sticks. He’d taken it off shortly after arriving at Sharky’s and had hardly given it a thought since. There was always a chance he could come back for it. And worst case, he could always buy a new one. But he’d stolen that jacket years ago—or at least found it and never looked for the owner. It had a story. It had character. It was an old friend.

Carl closed the window and headed back out into the pool hall.

“Rack ‘em up,” he called out, snatching up the cue he’d left outside the men’s room door.

“Your break, pal,” Panhead said. He waved a meaty hand at the table, where one of his lackeys was racking a fresh array of nine balls.

Carl spared a quick glance at the scrawny biker with the Earth Marines tattoo on his shoulder. He didn’t want to get a loose rack, but the guy was making sure all the balls were touching. Unless he could run the table, he was going to have to count on Panhead baiting him for at least another game. Carl decided to help him along.

“This is where I start making a dent in that roll of yours,” Carl said with a wink. He slapped his money down beside Panhead’s and made his break.

“Not bad,” Panhead said as the 4 ball went in.

Carl let loose a silent sigh. He was a fifty-fifty breaker at best, and he’d made the lucky fifty this time. He followed it up by dropping 1 through 6 on a series of—if he had to admit it—brilliant shots. But then he left himself a bad lie and missed the 7.

“Nice run,” Panhead said as he settled in to set up his own shot.

Had Carl played too well? A hustler who thinks he might lose will take what he can get and be done with it. Three balls to go was easy enough to mop up, and Carl would be back to bus fare. Hotel money was riding on this game, and hearse money on the next. This was the one he wanted to win.

“Yeah, until I gave it away,” Carl said. “Jesus, I can’t buy a damn bank shot. Maybe this isn’t my night, after all.”

Panhead chuckled as he aimed, squinting with one eye. “Maybe it ain’t.” He took a shot and slammed home the 7. Then the 8. Then… he missed the 9. It rattled around a corner pocket and bounced out.

“Ouch,” Carl said. “Tough break. I’ll give you a rematch.” His own shot was a gimme, and he made it. He was up sixty dollars.

“Make it eighty,” Panhead said. “Lemme have a chance to make my money back.”

“Make it a hundred,” Carl replied with a grin. “I’ve got a bookie to pay off. Just lemme go grab a smoke.” Carl had never smoked in his life. He’d grown up shipboard, where putting an unnecessary load on the life-support systems was frowned upon. Some of the luxury cruise ships let you smoke, but the navy and Chuck Ramsey didn’t put up with that shit in their air filtration.

He strutted over to his jacket and took it from its peg on the wall. He made a show of looking through the pockets. “Hey, can I bum a cigarette?” he asked the pool hall at large. One of Panhead’s biker friends obliged, offering him a cigarette from a bland red-and-white package. Carl scooped a book of matches off the bar and headed for the front door. “Back in five.”

Once outside and with the door closed behind him, Carl abandoned “cool” in favor of haste. He shrugged on his jacket and headed for the first car in the lot. It was a vintage replica petrol-burner, powder blue with white side panels and fins on the back. It was unlocked, because this was supposed to be a utopian paradise where people didn’t steal cars.

But they still had keys for the ignition. Fucking retroverts and their nonsensical nostalgia. Either they should have locked the damn cars or done away with keyed ignitions. He checked above the visor, under the seat, and in the glove box, but the owner hadn’t left his keys anywhere in the vehicle.

The logical, rational part of Carl’s mind told him to try the next car. Someone around here was bound to have been trusting enough to leave keys in the ignition for him. A passing wish for the assistance of a certain laaku mechanic flashed in his mind. Hot-wiring looked so easy on an old flatvid, but he hadn’t the foggiest idea how to do it. But both the rational and wishful parts of Carl made way for the juggernaut that was the flamboyant option.

A row of motorcycles parked in formation at the side of the lot. One caught his eye. Laid back. Extended front wheel. Giant handlebars. Engine half the size of the vehicle. Those things didn’t usually have keys, as far as he could remember. Checking over his shoulder to make sure no one was exiting the bar, he headed over and took a closer look at his new ride.

It was no Squall. It wouldn’t get him airborne without a ramp. If he needed it to, he could outrun most four-wheeled vehicles native to the time period. Straddling the seat, he grabbed the handlebars and walked the chopper back. It was heavier than it looked, but in neutral he could get it moving with just his feet.

The controls were a mystery. No flatvid he’d ever watched had given a close-up on the console to show the startup sequence. He flipped switches and pulled levers until one made noise. It gave a pathetic petrol-motor cough and went silent. The two parts of the controls Carl was certain of were the right grip and the kickstarter. Hoping that he’d stumbled onto the missing link, he hit the starter switch, twisted the grip, and put his weight down on the kick start lever. The bike made a variety of unpleasant noises in protest.

“Hey!”

That was Carl’s key to hurry. One of Panhead’s biker friends had poked his head out to investigate. It was double-down or buy time.

“This thing got a lighter?” Carl asked. He stomped down on the kickstart lever again, hoping that maybe the simplest solution was the best. Nothing.

Bikers poured out of Sharky’s. Carl gave one final attempt at the kickstart lever with the grip twisted, but that didn’t work either.

“Look fellas, there’s no need to—”

But they weren’t in the mood for listening. Carl was lifted from the motorcycle’s seat. He felt fists slam into his kidneys and his gut, blinding him in pain and robbing him of his breath. He fell to the asphalt, gasping. If he could convince them of…well anything, it might have been possible to save himself from getting killed and left for dead in a ditch. But he couldn’t get out more than a croak and not even an articulate one at that.

They started in with the boots, pummeling him in the legs, stomping on his back. One caught him in the head, and he didn’t notice the rest.

# # #

The chaise drifted down and settled onto the stone floor. Mort leaned on his mop and gave a satisfied sigh. “Done. Or at least done enough. We should freshen up so it doesn’t look like we spent the day as housemaids.”

Esper dropper her feather duster and rolled down the sleeves of her dress. “Finally. You know, I kept my mouth shut all day, wondering if this was another sort of test. But I have to ask: why didn’t you just use magic to clean? I mean, you lifted the furniture out of the way, why not march the whole parade route?”

“I have a reputation to maintain,” Mort replied, collapsing onto the chaise he had just returned to the floor.

“I would have thought not cleaning would have suited you better. Besides, it’s just you and me here.”

“In one respect, perhaps, but the universe is always watching,” Mort said. “It has an image of me as an agent of destruction and chaos, a tinkerer with gravity and astral navigation. My arguments often run afoul of cleanliness and order, and if I started wheedling for tidied shelves and mildew-free floors, I’d be making a hypocrite of myself. Not worth it.”

“You mean…”

“One of two things might have happened,” Mort said. “No, make that three. The third would be no harm at all, which I suppose is a legitimate outcome. As for the other two scenarios, I could have altered the universe’s opinion of me in ways that would reduce my effectiveness in making my more typical arguments. I also could have accidentally tapped into my more destructive reputation and had some sort of cleaning cataclysm.”

“Like the fable of the Sorcerer’s Apprentice?” Esper asked.

“You’ve been watching those ancient flatvids, huh?” Mort asked, and Esper nodded in reply. “Well, there’s truth in that one. Not the musical, dancing mops, mind you, but the magic gone over the rancher’s fence. A stampede, as it were. I might have unleashed a tornado trying to dust, or a tsunami washing the floors. Best to just roll up our sleeves and do a bit of light peasant work.”

“Those peasants of yours might have helped if you paid them,” Esper said.

“They live on my land!” Mort objected. “Rent free for years. You’d think proper caretaking services wouldn’t be too much to ask in return.”

A bell sounded from the entry hall. “That’s either an angry mob, or your lady friend is here,” Esper said.

Mort harrumphed. “Looks like break time is over.” He paused at a freshly washed mirror before heading out to answer the door.

Esper followed a few paces behind. She didn’t care much what she looked like. If Keesha Bell decided that Esper looked like she’d been doing chores all day, so be it. Sometimes the truth was better than a veneer of propriety.

Mort opened the ornate, woodcarved door himself. Standing outside was a woman with dark skin and white hair. Her features looked middle-aged, but her past history with Mort and her hair color painted a different portrait. Esper shouldn’t have been one to judge, since Tanny said she looked more like sixteen than twenty-four.

“Mordecai, I hardly believed I’d see you again after you dodged me on Champlain,” Keesha said. She smiled as Mort took her hand and kissed it.

“I had business,” Mort said. “I’m not always at liberty to pay social calls.”

“No, only when it serves you,” Keesha said with a sigh, stepping into the entry hall. A prim, tidy, quiet gentleman followed her inside. “I trust this is Miss Richelieu.”

“Esper, ma’am,” Esper said with a curtsy. Given her attire and surroundings, it seemed appropriate, even though she’d only seen curtsies on holovid.

Keesha looked her up and down, then gave a sly glance over at Mort. Esper felt her cheeks burning. Why did everyone seem to hint that she was having some sort of relationship with Mort? “I assume you’ve been told why I’m here?”

“You know about the woman who took Kubu captive,” Esper said. She figured that if Keesha didn’t want her assistant to know, she’d have kept her voice down.

Keesha frowned at Mort.

“I thought it would be a nice surprise,” Mort said.

“What do you mean?” Esper asked. “What surprise?”

“In due time, child,” Keesha said. “First, Mordecai and I have some business of our own. Be a dear and show Hobson someplace he can rest his feet for a few hours.”

“What’ll you be—” Esper clipped off the end of her own question as Mort took Keesha by the hand and led her from the room. The grins on their faces told her more than she wanted to know. She turned to Hobson. “I guess we’re on our own for the foreseeable future.”

“It would appear so,” Hobson replied.

They retired to the freshly cleaned sitting room. Even with the windows thrown wide open, the room still clung to a scent of must and mildew. Hobson was the perfect guest though, and didn’t even comment about it. He sat stiff and tall without giving a hint of discomfort; he was totally at ease keeping a rigid posture. He exuded butlerism.

Once Esper broke the ice, however, he became a charming and informative conversationalist. She wormed free the stories about Mort and Keesha’s past relationship. She’d been friends with Mort’s wife ages ago and had taken him in for a summer between Mort’s tenure with Chuck Ramsey’s ship and Carl purchasing the Mobius. Despite her wheedling, Esper couldn’t get Hobson to admit that their relationship had been anything but platonic. Esper found that hard to swallow.

The conversation redirected toward Esper after a while and the series of misadventures that had landed her a bunk on Carl’s ship. It was a better story than she’d imagined as she started telling it. Her early life had become too easy to sum up in a few words that she had forgotten how much the details had shaped her. Once she got to her life aboard the Mobius, she became a little more cautious. She didn’t know Hobson, and the sort of things she’d done as a member of the crew were a great fountain of blackmail material. Still, with careful editing and omissions, she gave Hobson the idea of their adventures.

“So I guess I have your boss to thank for finding Kubu in the first place,” Esper said. “If it wasn’t for her sending us off, we’d never have found that crazy zoo or helped all those people. Honestly, I think I did more for the greater good of sentient-kind that day than I did in my years teaching math as a priestess in a church-run school.”

“Did you always have a fondness for mathematics?” Hobson asked.

“Fondness? Goodness no! I was always good at it though. Part of learning humility is knowing when to do what needs to be done, instead of what you like doing.”

“And is that why Mordecai has been teaching you magic?” Hobson asked. “Because you have an affinity for it?”

Esper looked down at her hands. “That’s not it. I mean… well, you know. Not everyone can. And I can’t always resist, especially when someone’s in trouble and I think I can help. It’s just… well, it hasn’t always worked out, and Mort’s been trying to teach me the big picture. He says if I know what I’m doing, I won’t do it by accident.”

“So you’d be a wizard either way, but Mordecai is teaching you the right way?”

“Something like that, I suppose,” Esper said. Hobson nodded almost imperceptibly. Was he judging her? “What’s it to you why Mort is teaching me?”

Hobson offered a wan smile. “My apologies. Miss Bell insisted on knowing.”

“She’s the jealous type?” Esper asked.

“She is merely careful of her associates.”

“Not careful enough, if she still comes to see Mort,” Esper replied. She felt an instant pang of guilt at the hurt look she received in reply.

“You have no idea how deep those two are twined.”

“Then tell me,” Esper said. It wasn’t fair dangling juicy gossip then clamming up immediately.

“Ask one or the other of them,” Hobson said. “I have no right to speculate, and much of what I would say is indeed mere speculation.”

Esper steered the conversation back to small talk until Mort and Keesha came back. The giddy energy had passed, but both looked in fine spirits. Keesha’s hair was too short to muss, but Mort’s looked none the worse for their absence. Everyone’s clothes were on properly. Maybe she had the wrong idea about what had been going on elsewhere in the keep.

“Stand up, child,” Keesha said. It was a command, firm, but not overbearing. Somehow it didn’t seem like the time to argue that she was a grown woman and didn’t have to do any such thing. Esper stood.

She looked to Mort. “So you found out where—”

Mort held up a hand, nodding. “Yes. Later.”

Keesha produced a sphere of dark, polished glass and held it out. “Esper Theresa Richelieu,” Keesha said. “Repeat after me. I solemnly swear…” The sphere lit with a soft glow from within.

Esper looked to Mort, wide eyed. But Mort gave her a wink and a nod. What was that supposed to mean? Those words weren’t the sort you just echoed lightly. But Mort made a hurry-up motion with his hand, keeping silent and raising his eyebrows in obvious exasperation.

Esper took a deep breath. “I solemnly swear.”

“That I will uphold the laws and traditions of the Convocation… That I will heed my master in my studies, but never abdicate my own free will… That I will take responsibility for the power I possess and the powers I shall learn… That I will keep secret the old ways, and not be drawn by the lures of science… That I will not misuse my powers, or allow them to fester unused… That I will seek wisdom, knowledge, and control of the forces I might harness… That I will act in the best interests of the Convocation, humankind, and the magic-capable species of the cosmos… That I will do so of my own free will and best interest in exchange for inclusion into the most ancient and noble institution of humankind.”

Esper parroted along in a daze. She was under no spell or compulsion, but she didn’t know if she could have stopped herself from being carried along. She was a joiner. She hadn’t realized just how isolated she’d felt until she recited those words. Cut off from friends and family of her own choice, she joined the One Church. Disillusioned with the church, she’d taken up with the Mobius crew. Having faked her own death, she couldn’t even walk the streets—or pedestrian tubes—of a modern city. Now, the Convocation was taking her in.

Keesha Bell nodded as Esper finished, then put a finger to her lips. “I, Keesha Bell, do swear this oath was taken under neither threat nor geas. I shall uphold my duties as master and take Esper Theresa Richelieu as my apprentice.” The glow faded.

Esper looked from Keesha to Mort and back, her mouth agape.

“Hold your horses,” Mort said. “Before that brain of yours crawls out, it’s a formality.”

“Mordecai can’t take an apprentice officially,” Keesha said. “But aside from records in an old ledger in some dusty building on Earth, you’ll be his apprentice, not mine. It’s not as the Convocation sends inspectors out to the Champlain System to check on apprentices’ wellbeing.”

“We’ll get you a medallion from a silversmith somewhere around here,” Mort said. Under his breath, he added, “Not from that ingrate down in my village though.”

“Farewell, Mordecai,” Keesha said, turning to leave. Hobson hastened to get past her to see to the doors. “We should do this more often.”

“We should,” Mort agreed.

Esper kept silent until the two guests had disappeared behind the closed front door. “How can you just let her go? She was only here a couple hours. I mean… you can… you know.”

Mort chuckled. “We got a lot of use out of those two hours.”

Esper narrowed her eyes. “Just what is it between the two of you?”

To her surprise, Mort let out a wistful sigh and answered. “We spent a lifetime together, one summer long ago.”

# # #

Tanny paced the common room while Roddy sat back and watched as if she were some sort of holovid. She needed to think, to bounce ideas off someone, and the laaku wasn’t helping. Everyone on the Mobius had gotten used to the fact that Roddy was almost constantly drunk—a little drunk. Right now his veins carried more beer than blood.

Agheli and his techs had been gone for more than an hour. Despite it being the middle of the night, neither of them had been able to sleep. “This is going to be bad,” Tanny said. “We can’t comm Rhiannon because she doesn’t have a modern comm at home, and if we try the local wire-lines, I’m sure they’re bugged.”

Roddy giggled. “Liar, liar, bugs in the wire.”

“We’ve got no way to get a hold of Mort, Esper, or Mriy,” she continued, ignoring Roddy as much as she could. “And who the hell knows where Carl ran off with his toy Squall. I mean, turning off anything that broadcasts was great for sneaking away, but now we can’t find it either.”

Roddy wagged a finger. “You. You, you, you. You… not beer enough.” He patted the couch cushion beside him.

Tanny rubbed her eyes. “You’re not helping.”

“I’m not… jail sobering,” he replied. “Getting all the drunk I am while I can.”

“If you were sober, think you could fix the star-drive?” Tanny asked. “At least then we wouldn’t be sitting ducks if they come for us.”

Roddy opened his mouth, aghast. “Don’t sit on ducks! Cute and little. You’d hurt ‘em.”

“The star-drive, Roddy. The star-drive. Can you put it back together?”

“Whadda I look like to you?” Roddy asked. “A wizard? Two wizards? Three? I’m zero wizards, big girl. You know… with more fur on you—”

“Forget it,” Tanny said, cutting him off before she found out what Roddy was thinking about, picturing her with fur. “We can’t just disappear on this world, and we can’t run. We’re going to have to hang tight and hope everyone else’s stories cross-check. Or at least hope everyone has the sense to come back to the Mobius before they come to round us up.”

Tanny paused, expecting Roddy to respond with some sloppy-drunk, unhelpful reply, but none was forthcoming. The laaku mechanic had slumped over onto his side, beer dripping onto the couch from a half-empty can held limp in one foot.

“Roddy?” she asked. It was no time to be falling asleep. They had no plan, and they needed one. “Wake up!” She shook him by the shoulder, but he was unresponsive. A quick shot of panic quickened her heart. Had he finally drunk himself to death? She’d warned him of that possibility enough times for it to spring readily to mind. She checked his wrist for a pulse—nothing. She was no medic. Maybe she’d done it wrong. She checked his neck, but the fur made it too hard to tell if the heartbeat she felt was Roddy’s or her own. She unbuttoned the top of Roddy’s coveralls and put an ear to his chest.

Before she was certain she’d heard a beating heart, a hand flopped down on her back. “Hey, baby,” Roddy slurred. “You like what… see?” He began to snore.

Fuming, Tanny disentangled herself from the comatose laaku. Lifting him by the collar of his unbuttoned coveralls, she dragged him to the shower, hit the start sequence, and closed him inside.

The sound of falling water came a split second before a groggy moan. “Wha—? Where? Why’s it raining in here?”

“I’m putting on coffee,” Tanny called through the door. “If that doesn’t work, you’re trying one of my Adrenophiline pills. You give me the least bit of shit about it, I flush the ship’s beer reserves. Capisce?”

Another moan emanated from the shower. “I’m in no shape for mixing languages.”

“It means—”

“I’m drunk, not stupid,” Roddy shouted feebly through the door. “Gimme a minute, two of those damn pills of yours, and find me something dry from my room.”

“One pill,” Tanny replied. One was probably an unsafe dosage for a laaku half her size. “But you’ve got a deal.”

She put a pot of coffee on anyway, as she headed to round up a change of clothes and an Adrenophiline pill. Even if Roddy didn’t want it, she needed all the help she could get. They were stranded on a self-imposed primitive world with the crew scattered. They couldn’t take the Mobius out of the system without Mort or at least someone to repair the star-drive. And worst of all, there was a laaku fact sifter who was doing a dogged job of digging into the crew’s recent history.

Two hundred fifty thousand terras. If Carl had played that race straight, he’d have walked away with all of it. Instead, they had a Squall they couldn’t sell, a blackmailer who forced Carl to fake his death, and a branch of the Phabian government investigating the crash that supposedly killed him. The Phabian Investigative Service wasn’t known for rash judgments, mistakes, or corruption. The noose was closing, and they were running out of time to slip it. Tanny seemed to be the only one aware of that.

# # #

Mort had cooked.

They sat at either end of a servants’ table in the kitchens, paddling at the watery broth, salty enough to pass for seawater. They had both given up eating the soup, having dredged forth the bits of chicken and carrot that had been edible. Esper’s bread rested beside her bowl, one bite gone from the stale half-loaf.

“Just out with it,” Mort snapped, breaking a long silence.

Esper flinched. “Sorry. Maybe we should have just gone down to the village for dinner.”

Mort squinted one eye. Apparently she had puzzled him somehow. He spared a glance down at his own bowl, then tossed it over his shoulder. “Not that. The soup is rubbish and we both know it. No point kicking the carcass. No, that question you’ve been gnawing at since Keesha left. I’d been waiting to see how long you’d avoid asking, but I came to the decision that you were going to bury it in that little cloister you’ve got in your head. I’m not the easily offended sort, you know.”

“If you know the question, then what’s the answer?” Esper asked, turning his assumptions back on him. If Mort wanted to play the I-know-what-you-know game, she’d play it right back. She wasn’t going to venture forth another errant opinion and prompt another bowl-throwing incident.

Mort shook his head. “Ask.”

Esper sighed. “Fine. What did you mean that you spent a lifetime together with Keesha Bell one summer?”

The grin that lit Mort’s face told her before he said a word that she’d picked correctly. “Aha! I’ll show you.”

Mort dragged his chair around Esper’s side of the table, then turned the two chairs to face each other. Despite Mort’s hands on the chair, she knew he’d used magic to accomplish the actual moving. She wasn’t that heavy, but she and the chair combined ought to have been more than a spindly old wizard could just slide around at ease.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Showing you.”

“You rearranged kitchen furniture?” Esper asked. “You practiced magicking chairs around? You spent the summer avoiding a lifetime’s worth of inedible soup?”

Her last guess prompted a chuckle from Mort. “Well, the showing part comes up in just a bit.” He sat down facing her and leaned close. Esper stiffened. She wasn’t sure what he was up to, but her personal space was shrinking rapidly. Mort slipped a hand behind her neck and pulled gently until their foreheads touched. “Now just relax…”

# # #

Esper jerked awake as if from a waking dream, the sort where your mind had wandered off in the middle of some boring task and returned with sudden alertness. She wasn’t in the kitchen of Thunderglade Keep any longer. The dank, un-lived-in smell was gone, replaced by the wafting scent of spring flowers carried on a warm breeze. She was standing on a stone balcony, looking out over a vast stretch of green meadows that ended in a forest kilometers away.

She took a step toward the railing and stumbled, catching her balance before she fell. Her flat-soled slippers were gone, replaced by tall, heeled shoes. Glancing down at herself, her outfit had undergone a complete transformation. Her noblewoman’s dress had been replaced by a gown fit for a princess, pale pink and flowered in elaborate white embroidery and laced at the cuffs and around the neckline. It was more comfortable and lighter than the other dress, tailored to fit perfectly and less confining around the neck. Her fingers bore thin silver rings set with jewels, and a necklace of pearls hugged her throat. She could only imagine that the earrings matched, feeling them dangle as she looked around.

A chuckle from behind made her twist around, nearly losing her balance once again. “What do you think?”

Mort stood at the doorway to the balcony, dressed as he had been in the kitchen, though a bit cleaner. The gray was gone from his hair, and the wrinkles smoothed from his face. He looked twenty years younger.

“What happened?” Esper asked. “Where are we?”

Mort swept a hand toward the countryside. “I call it… Mortania.”

“What happened to Thunderglade?”

Mort scoffed. “What? That old hovel? Nothing. We’re still there.”

Esper glanced over the balcony railing, scanning left and right. “I don’t see any sign of the village. You weren’t exactly located on the edge of town.”

“Oh, this isn’t a regular old place,” Mort said.

The wizard raised his arms and a thunderhead rallied to his call. Within seconds, the sun had been obscured behind black storm clouds. Lightning leapt from the heavens, striking the tower high over their heads. Esper ducked behind Mort as the thunder hammered through her.

“Mort?” she shouted. “Whatever you’re doing, stop it!”

A bestial shriek from the tower above drove aside all worries over the thunderstorm. It was unlike anything Esper had ever heard—or was it? It did bear an uncanny resemblance to a holovid she and Mort had watched recently, except this was real. That meant it couldn’t be a… dragon?

The flapping of leathery wings forced her eyes to turn skyward. Above was a creature of myth and nightmare. Black scales. Eyes like a snake. Claws and fangs fit to tear human flesh to ribbons.

“Mort, do something!”

“Kythrast, heel!” Mort shouted. The dragon descended, its flapping wings raising a storm that whipped Esper’s hair and the fabric of her dress. Kythrast stopped with his nose level with the balcony. Mort put a foot onto the stone railing and extended a hand to Esper. “Welcome aboard.”

“Are you crazy? That’s a dragon.”

“Of course it’s a dragon,” Mort said. “This is my imagination. I created it.”

# # #

The phone rang. Rhiannon set down her morning coffee and picked up the receiver. “Ramsey residence. Rhiannon speaking.”

The voice on the other end of the line came in clarion clear, which should have been her first clue that this was an unusual call. Transit distance always made period-authentic calls scratchy and audibly distorted. “Miss Ramsey, this is Fact Sifter Agheli of the Phabian Investigative Service. Do you have a moment to answer a few questions?”

It was a loaded question. There was no “no” option. Trying would only get her the “afraid I have to insist” line. So predictable. But this was PIS, the opening act for Laaku Bureaucrat and the Predictables. “Sure. Just coffeeing up for the day. What can I do you for?” She cradled the receiver against her shoulder as she topped off her cup and added sugars. This could be a long call.

“Thank you for your cooperation,” Agheli replied. With a click, the line went dead. Seconds later, there was a knock at the door.

“Shit,” Rhiannon muttered. The bastard had called from just outside the house. Probably an induction tap into the phone grid, modern tech slipping into the archaic system like a wolf among terriers.

Rhiannon paused a moment to listen. The sound of running water from upstairs let her know that Lloyd was still in the shower. There was no time to get stories straight, or to prepare him for their unexpected guests. She hurried to the door before Agheli became suspicious.

A laaku in a snappy PIS uniform smiled up at her from her doorstep. “Thank you for your accommodation. I hope to keep this brief.” Agheli stepped into the house without asking for an explicit invitation. He was alone. It was always tempting to look down at a 1.3-meter tall fuzzball and think she could just knock his head in. He was the size of a six-year-old. But even if it wasn’t for the fact that he was probably quite a bit stronger than her, Rhiannon couldn’t imagine getting away with it. She’d be on the run, and unlike her brother, no one would think she was dead.

Her purse sat on a side table. Rummaging through it, she found a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. “Mind if I smoke?” she asked belatedly, taking her first puff.

Agheli turned his head slightly aside and blocked his nose and mouth with the back of one hand. “I do recall local ordinances allowing tobacco exhaust discharge. Proceed.”

“You got questions,” Rhiannon said, and let out a long, smoky breath in Agheli’s direction. “Shoot. You already know I visited Tanny and Roddy last night, so you know I know what this is about.”

“Your citizen file lists your occupation as entertainer,” Agheli said.

“You got it, daddy-O,” Rhiannon said, half leaning, half sitting on the arm of a chair. “I don’t dance. I don’t play. I just sing it.” The cigarette was already starting to relax her, and this Agheli square didn’t have the scanners with him to know it wasn’t tobacco.

“Can you account for your whereabouts during the months of December of last year, specifically the time from December 6 through the present?” Agheli asked, glancing to his datapad for reference.

Rhiannon let her head loll back and blew a smoke ring—or at least made an attempt. “Well, right now I’m here. And before that, I got myself to some gigs. But I haven’t been offworld since last summer. So if you’re trying to pin Carl’s death on me… flake off.”

Agheli furrowed his brow and referenced his datapad. It beeped and blooped. Rhiannon could only imagine the mental gymnastics he was doing to make sure he knew what she’d said. Laaku might grow up learning the language, but that didn’t mean they knew the lingo. At least not New Cali lingo.

Agheli cleared his throat. “Well, no. We don’t suspect anything. Suspicion is not part of my job. I am a fact sifter. My findings will be passed on to other branches of Investigative Services. Now, can you please provide independent verification of your whereabouts for the time in question?”

“Talk to my agent,” Rhiannon replied. “You wanna ask me a question, lay it on me. But don’t hassle me about paperwork. You dig?”

Agheli’s frown deepened, but he didn’t resort to his datapad. “Had your brother contacted you prior to his demise?”

“Fucker only ever commed if he needed scratch.” When this didn’t seem to satisfy the laaku flatfoot—could laaku even be flatfooted?—she added, “No.”

“Did he ever exhibit self-destructive behavior before, during, or after his service in Earth Navy?”

Laughter bubbled in Rhiannon until it burst forth, unable to remain bottled up. “Carl? Off himself? Noodle it out, man. My brother’s had people shooting at him, like, half his life. I mean, like his whole situation is self-destructive, but his whole bag is doing his own thing. Why’ve you gotta go making it a federal case?”

“I’m not sure you’ve answered my question,” Agheli replied. “And this isn’t a federal case; this is being handled at the system level, under Central Phabian jurisdiction.”

“Then you don’t have any authority here,” Lloyd said, stepping into the room in an undershirt and slacks, barefoot and with his hair still wet from the shower. “This is Peractorum. We’re under ARGO jurisdiction, or Earth’s. If you’re acting as an agent of Central Phabian authority, I’m going to have to advise Rhiannon to seek legal counsel before continuing this debriefing.”

Rhiannon tugged Lloyd over and kissed him. It was incredibly sexy when he acted all lawyerish at someone—besides her. “Thanks, Pumpkin. He was really starting to harsh my… tobacco.” She hid a giggle behind pursed lips.

He pointed to the cigarette dangling from her fingers. “Why don’t you finish that in the back yard? I need to have a few words with the fact sifter here.”

“Right on,” Rhiannon said. “You tell him, baby.”

She waggled her fingers at Agheli in a parting wave and headed out back. It was morning, and the dewy grass tickled her feet. All those little droplets…

By the time she’d finished smoking, she’d lost count of the tiny worlds of water, each possibly having its own little planets and suns of their very own. She was a starship, flying from one to the next. Lloyd’s voice snapped her out of her daydream.

“All clear,” he said. “Come say goodbye to our guest.”

Rhiannon stepped past Lloyd as he held the screen door for her. Hips swaying, she thought of all the things she could do to keep Lloyd at home to reward him for being her hero, getting rid of the little laaku narc—who was still there in the family room.

Agheli stood as Rhiannon entered the room. “I believe I have all the information I need. I will be returning to my ship. I will have no further questions.”

Rhiannon gave him a goofy smile. “Aw, shucks. Could’ve saved you the ride, man. Told ya that, like, yesterday.”

Agheli stiffened, eyes wide. “I believe I have all the information I need. I will be returning to my ship. I will have no further questions.”

Rhiannon looked to Lloyd. “This guy’s got a broken record.”

Agheli didn’t resist as Lloyd ushered him first to the door, then through it. “It was nice meeting you,” he said. As soon as the door was closed, he scowled. “And you. What were you thinking giving an official deposition blitzed out of your skull?”

Rhiannon closed her eyes and waved her hands. “Shh. I got it figured out. Carl always said he could beat the truth scanners, and I think he must be stoned all the time. It would, like, explain everything.”

“That’s a myth,” Lloyd replied. “Certain drugs can defeat a majority of tests, as can wizards and people with certain cybernetic enhancements. But I think your brother is just full of shit.”

# # #

Carl regained consciousness. Given the circumstances he last remembered, that was always a bonus. Those bikers could have killed him without half trying. Fortunately they’d only wanted to send a message, and Carl had gotten it loud and clear: no more stealing motorcycles until he learned how to drive one.

Taking stock of his surroundings, Carl found himself in an all-white room that smelled of antiseptics. He was lying in bed under starched linens, where he wore nothing but a cotton smock. The clothes he had worn the night before—or however long ago his encounter at Sharky’s had been—were folded and piled on the seat of a vinyl-cushioned armchair in the corner. His bedside table was barren except for a glass filled with water. Thirsty, he gave it a sniff to be sure it was just water and drank.

No sooner had he set the glass down when someone entered. She was dressed all in pristine white, blending perfectly with the decor. Her short-sleeved uniform top was covered by an apron-like dress that swished around her ankles as she walked. There was some sort of bonnet or hat on her head that didn’t seem to serve any clear purpose. She wasn’t young or particularly old.

“Good to see you awake,” she said. “I’m Dr. Singh. You’re in recovery room 2A at St. Luke Medical Center in Anaheim.”

“Prime?” Carl asked.

Dr. Singh smiled. “You’re not on Earth. This is still Peractorum, still New Cali. How are you feeling?”

Carl blinked. He hadn’t given the matter much thought. He wasn’t in pain, which should have been surprising. It was possible his veins were swimming in painkillers—the twentieth century’s stock answer for everything they couldn’t fix—but he felt lucid. Lucid enough to remember how he’d gotten himself beaten up in the first place.

He put a hand to his face, covering one eye and grimacing. “I… I think I’m OK. I don’t remember how I got here.”’

“You don’t have memory loss,” Dr. Singh replied. “You were admitted with six fractured ribs, a fractured jaw, two missing teeth with damage to four others, severe concussion, cranial hemorrhaging, and various lacerations and contusions. But despite the period ambiance, this is a Class 2 medical facility. You’re fine… whoever you are.”

Scowling at Dr. Singh, Carl felt around the inside of his mouth with his tongue. “Which two aren’t mine?” He didn’t feel any missing teeth, or anything unusual about the ones he had.

“You’d never tell without a med scan,” Dr. Singh replied. “However, the subject of your identity is something the authorities are going to want to discuss with you. Normally I’d assume someone without a positive DNA match was born on-world and never left. Paperwork is sloppy around here, especially in some of the old-tech colonies. But you… you’ve got starship-grade impurities in your bloodstream. We did a blood scrub, but you’ve clearly spent a lot of time breathing re-processed air with a sub-par antibacterial and anti-viral agents added. And the DNA match we did make… it was to a dead man.”

It came out as a reflex. “I can explain—”

“That you are or are not Bradley Carlin Ramsey?” Dr. Singh asked. Carl knew he’d given himself away when he flinched. He hadn’t expected her to be so bold in confronting him. In Carl’s experience, that was usually the sort of thing that got deferred to gentlemen with stun batons.

“Would you even believe me if I said I wasn’t?” Carl asked.

“Depends. You’ve got blue hair, which shouldn’t be possible given your follicle biochemistry. It’s consistent with your bio and the promos from that holovid racing series.”

Carl was willing to work with that. He even had a story in place, much as he’d hoped to hold onto it longer. “I’ve been cloned.”

Dr. Singh folded her arms and fixed Carl with a stern look.

“Honest to God,” Carl replied, holding up a hand to swear an oath. “I’m not making this up. There is a company out there that—”

“Illegal human cloning,” Dr. Singh said. “It’s a quiet blight in the medical community. But they don’t go around cloning… how can I put this delicately—”

“Expert pilots?” Carl suggested. “Ex-Navy heroes?”

“Sub-optimal specimens,” Dr. Singh said, offering a brief, weak smile. “Most rescued clones end up enlisting in the marines, or going into advanced scientific fields. Minds and bodies at the zenith of human potential. I’ve even heard of them attempting to clone wizards, but nothing that bore fruit. Please don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re just not the type.” With a shrug she turned to leave.

Carl lunged and grabbed the hem of her dress. “Please! Do me a favor, before you go turning me over to anyone,” Carl said. “Check the news feeds of the investigation. They know something’s up, but haven’t figured it out yet.”

“Phabian has the best forensics facilities outside of Earth,” Dr. Singh replied, yanking the hem of her dress free. “I’m sure they could tell cloned tissue from naturally grown. You certainly aren’t cloned.”

“I might be,” Carl said. “It was Harmony Bay that did it. If anyone could fool Phabian’s snoops, it’s them. I don’t know if it’s the dead guy or me that was the original.” Let her stew on that one.

Dr. Singh stared down at Carl, muscles tight in her jaw. “You stay put. I’ll check out your story and schedule you for more scans. If you sneak out, I’ll call the police.”

“Will there be sponge baths if I stay?” Carl asked with a twinkle in his eye. Dr. Singh wasn’t his type, exactly, but it never hurt to try the angle.

Dr. Singh stepped over to Carl’s bedside as he settled back after his lunge. She leaned down and put her lips by his ear. “Just in case you’re thinking of pulling a fast one…”

There was a sharp pressure against Carl’s shoulder and a quick hiss. A warm sensation spread from the spot, dispersing through his bloodstream. As Carl fought to keep his eyes open, he saw Dr. Singh slip a pencil-sized metal cylinder into her pocket. “You…” it was as far as he got before his voice failed him.

“Just sedated you,” Dr. Singh finished for him. “If your story is true, you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Carl drifted into drug-induced sleep quite worried.

# # #

Tanny sat on the common room couch, elbows on knees, chin on clasped hands, feet tapping. A late night’s fruitless planning had led her and Roddy to conclude that their best bet was sitting tight. If everyone’s stories held together, Phabian Investigative Service would have no reason to suspect any involvement by the Mobius crew. The ship’s alibi was unassailable. The crew had all made sure to be seen offworld well out of range of any normal ship’s best astral drive. If the authorities were suspicious of Carl’s apparent death—and by news-feed accounts, they were—then fine. If they thought Tanny and the rest of them were covering something up—also fine. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t always acted like they were trying to slip something past the watchdog. Just so long as nobody could put those two suspicions together with even circumstantial evidence, it would blow over.

Sitting tight. Tanny hated it.

There were times in the service when her detachment had been forced to wait for circumstances beyond their control to determine their fate. On Geronn Minor, her transport had been grounded while Earth Navy and an Eyndar battle group duked it out in orbit to see whose ground forces would get obliterated by the victor. After the battle of Tynar IV, the Supremacy had been left adrift with minimal life support for three days. An entire fleet carrier filled with sailors and marines, each secretly wondering whether killing some crew mates would mean fewer lungs sucking up the air. This time, only a prison term hung over her head, but that was scant comfort.

The groan of someone forcing open the cargo ramp hydraulics made her stiffen. Her first instinct told her someone was breaking into the ship. Her second was that Mort was the one who found it easier to force the mechanism than figure out the ramp controls. She rushed to the door leading down to the cargo bay, stopping at the last second to loosen her blaster pistol in its holster at her thigh. In case it wasn’t Mort.

“Hullo up there,” Mort’s voice echoed, muffled through the door. Tanny opened it with a sigh of relief. “Ah, there you are. Thought maybe everyone had gone out for Chinese.”

“No, still just Mriy,” Tanny replied. Mriy had enrolled in a course at one of the Shaolin temples in the Celestial Empire. It was a tourist trap with a sketchy VacationBlab rating, but it was how the azrin wanted to spend her time planetside. The thought of a clawed, 120-kilo felid with mystical martial arts training gave her the shudders. But it wasn’t like she’d get much more than a guided tour in the few days she’d be there.

Esper was with Mort. She looked up and made eye contact with Tanny briefly, but didn’t say anything. She followed Mort into the ship, not bothering with the controls to raise the ramp behind them. Something about the way her gaze wandered the cargo bay seemed off, like she was lost or looking for something.

“You find out what we needed to get Kubu back?” Tanny asked. She could have a talk with Esper later. Right now, she had a dog to get back. Or a son. Or some weird hybrid of the two. Kubu didn’t fit into a neat checkbox.

Mort patted a leather pouch tied to his belt. “Crystal thingamajiggy’s got it all, she said. I got the low-down on the down-low, so to speak though. That laaku witch has him. She’s been up to shit like this for years, ‘rescuing’ animals and sentients who’ve been treated like them. Zoos, labs, private collectors. If they don’t have good lawyers, she claims custody and takes possession. Nice scam if you can pull it off. The lawyers might even be cheaper than buying exotics.” By the time Mort finished talking, he’d reached the top of the stairs.

“But what about a rescue plan?” Tanny asked. “Security systems? Guards? Architectural schematics?”

“Keesha assured me everything we need is on this,” Mort said, pressing a datacrystal into Tanny’s hand. He stepped around her and into the common room, heading straight for the fridge. “Now what’ve we got to eat around here?”

Tanny caught Esper by the arm as she tried to follow Mort. “Are you all right? You look like hell.” Esper seemed to be in a daze. Her fairy-princess medieval getup was stained with sweat and dirty from the knees to the hem. It looked like she hadn’t slept in days.

“It’s… just a little strange being back,” Esper replied. She shrugged free of Tanny’s grip.

“You were gone what… two days?” Tanny asked. It wasn’t as if she’d really been away. Then again, maybe mentally she had. Tanny lowered her voice as Mort settled onto the couch with a bag of insta-pop popcorn and a beer. “Did Mort… do anything to you? If you need to talk, you can trust me.”

The “what would we do if Mort went nuts on us” plan had always been a little iffy. Quietly, on the side, she and Carl had figured out how to handle it if any of the crew ever turned on them. For some, the precautions were trivial. When they first took on Mriy, it had involved taking on some additional blaster pistols with a human-lethal stun setting, just in case. But Mort they had no plan for. Hope, luck, and Mort’s conscience were their only protections.

But Esper’s snorting, suppressed laugh put Tanny’s mind at ease. “Not the way you’re suggesting. But I wouldn’t say no to a bit of sparring. I need to do something… real.”

Tanny shook her head. “Maybe later. I want to see what’s on that data crystal.”

“It won’t matter,” Esper said. “You’ll get a chance to look it over and come up with a plan. But Mort’s got two options he’s going to lay out. Once you’ve heard them, come find me.”

# # #

“Come on in,” Mort said through the door in reply to Tanny’s knock.

The door opened with a familiar creak—the only door on the ship Roddy didn’t keep lubricated. “Esper said you had something to talk about. Options?”

“Have a sit,” Mort said, patting the bed beside him. He had his shoes and socks off, stretching his toes. He looked all around. “Be it ever so humble, eh?”

Tanny joined him, wondering what had gone on over in Thunderglade. Mort seemed none the worse for wear, at least. “She said you had two competing suggestions.”

“Not much for the social niceties, are you?” Mort asked. He lowered his gaze and held up a hand in conciliation. “I’ll handle it for you. I had a wonderful time in Thunderglade. The peasants welcomed me back as a lost hero. Keesha missed me dearly, and it was nice to see her again, and I’ve taken Esper on as my apprentice.”

Tanny opened her mouth several times to cut off his smug little rant, but when he finished, her mind went momentarily off course, its autopilot unprepared to react to a wreck in her flight path. “Wait… what?”

“My apprentice,” Mort said. “Keesha’s putting the paperwork through, so it’ll be her name on record. But Esper’s getting an official Convocation sanction as an apprentice. Who gives a hoot if ARGO thinks she’s dead now? Convocation membership will keep them from even checking.”

“Is that why she seems different?”

Mort cocked his head. “Does she? I hadn’t noticed. Anyway, I’d like to suggest that you take her along to rescue Kubu—just the two of you.”

Tanny studied Mort’s features. He could keep a straight face as well as just about anyone, except maybe Carl. But she could detect no sign of a joke or any hint of sarcasm. “You’re serious.”


“It’ll be good for her,” Mort said. “Seasoning, I think they call it.”

“I don’t think this is the time—”

“That makes it the time. Can’t temper steel over a candle flame. Besides, Keesha seemed to think this wouldn’t be a big deal. That laaku witch, Inviu, isn’t a major threat.”

“If I’m bringing a wizard… nothing against Esper, but I’d take you eleven times out of ten,” Tanny said. “This isn’t a game.”

“Well, those are the two options Esper mentioned to you: her or me,” Mort said. “But think about this. If you take Esper, you’re get Esper, quirks and all. You’ll get Kubu back, and odds are no one’s going to get killed. If I come, there’s a good chance that you, me, and Kubu are the only ones who leave alive.”

Tanny gave Mort her best cynical smile. “Nice try, Mort. I know you can find ways around a wholesale slaughter.”

Mort crossed his arms. “I’d be ill inclined.”

Tanny swallowed and edged away until she was out of arm’s reach from the wizard. Easing to her feet, she glided over to the door. “OK, then. I’ll give it some thought.”

“Go see Esper,” Mort said. “I’ve taught her a trick or three. You won’t find her as much of a hindrance as you might imagine.”

# # #

Tanny slipped on the padded gloves and shoes that were part of her sparring gear, then stepped onto the mat. Esper stood at the far side in pads and workout gear, still proportioned all wrong for a fighter. Thin arms and legs; swollen chest. The opposite would have served her better in combat. Tanny glanced over her shoulder at the catwalk overlooking the cargo hold, to see whether they had an audience. With Carl off who-knows-where, the odds were lower than usual.

“Put a helmet on,” Esper said, talking around a mouthguard.

Tanny smirked. “Since when do I need one?” Esper was too slow to land a solid blow unless Tanny let her, and even if she did, between the padded gloves and scrawny arms, she wasn’t in any danger.

“Humor me,” Esper replied. “I’m planning on trying some things.”

“You better not try magicking me,” Tanny warned. “Or this’ll be the last time we spar.”

Esper held up a hand for an oath. “I swear. No magic on you. But Mort wanted me to try using it on myself.”

Tanny chuckled. “There’s a novel concept.”

“Hey,” Esper snapped. “You’re all hopped up on science drugs. Why not?”

“Should we have Mort standing by, in case you hurt yourself?”

Tanny found her padded training helmet at the bottom of the pile of sparring gear. She hadn’t worn it since the last time she’s squared off against Mriy, which had been months ago. It stank of stale sweat as she buckled the strap under her chin. A twinge of worry struck her when she saw her own mouthguard in the pile. It was coated in dust, but a quick squirt from her water bottle rinsed it off, and she stuck it in her mouth.

Esper didn’t look any different, except for a calmer focus in her eyes. She still stood in a loose stance, hands up at ribcage level. Tanny approached as she often did, at a leisurely saunter. Esper shifted to face Tanny as she stalked around her. Still flatfooted, Tanny saw. She lunged forward with a punch, and Esper shied away, bringing her hands up.

“Sloppy,” Tanny said, shaking her head.

Esper responded by feinting a punch, then aiming a kick at Tanny’s midsection. Tanny stepped into the kick, caught Esper’s foot, and flipped her onto her back. “Whatever you’re trying isn’t working.”

Rolling to the side, Esper scrambled to her feet. “I wasn’t trying anything yet.” She slurred around the mouthguard, still new at trying to talk while competing. “Still warming up.”

This time Esper took up an unfamiliar stance, or at least one Tanny hadn’t taught her. It looked like something out of Roddy’s martial arts holovids. Standing upright, she had her legs stiff and straight, her hands outstretched in front of her, bobbing like the waves of a harbor.

“You’re going to get yourself hurt trying that holovid crap,” Tanny scolded.

Esper mumbled something incomprehensible in reply.

“What?”

Spitting the mouthguard onto the cargo bay floor, Esper repeated herself. “Try me.”

Tanny obliged, as much out of curiosity as anything. Closing the distance, she threw a probing punch, but Esper batted it aside. A second punch, and Esper tilted her head out of the way. A third never landed because suddenly Tanny’s feet weren’t under her anymore.

Staring up from the ground, she saw Esper lower the leg that had swept her to the mat. “OK. That worked.” She pushed herself to her hands and knees, never taking her eyes from Esper as the apprentice wizard settled back into her casual stance. “Maybe I don’t have to take it quite so easy on you. Go ahead and grab that mouthguard.”

Esper shook her head.

Tanny wanted to toss hers aside, just to prove her toughness. It was a marine code. In a friendly match, never take an advantage when it’s offered. But something told her not to take the risk. Esper hadn’t been able to grow Mriy new teeth, and Tanny liked hers well enough to swallow her pride.

The two women squared off again. Tanny came on with a flurry of blows, mixing punches and kicks as Esper blocked and dodged every one of them. Now that Tanny was looking for it, she could tell just how much faster Esper’s movements had become. But that was all it was—speed, combined with the adoption of a quirky, holovid style. Tanny baited her into a punch, grabbed a wrist, and flipped Esper to the mat.

Far from accepting the loss of a bout and resetting for a new one, Esper twisted in Tanny’s grasp. From the ground, she kicked Tanny’s ankles out from under her, breaking the hold and gaining her feet before Tanny could.

Tanny backed off the mat and took out her mouthguard. “What the fuck was that? You can’t bend like that.”

The grin in Esper’s eyes begged to differ. She held out her arm and twisted until her hand had spun a complete 360 degrees.

“Don’t do that again,” Tanny said with a shudder. She’s seen limbs torn free from bodies, and bodies with missing limbs, but somehow a living, whole person shouldn’t have been able to do that.

Esper held up her hands in apology, then beckoned to Tanny.

The next encounter started much the same, but this time Esper blocked one of Tanny’s kicks with a kick of her own, then struck again with the same foot before Tanny could recover. The blow to her midsection drove the air from Tanny’s lungs and staggered her, but Esper didn’t press the advantage.

“You got bricks in those pads?” Tanny asked between gasps. But it was mere seconds before she had her lungs filled again. Her cocktail of physical-enhancement drugs kept her from being out of any fight while she was still conscious.

This time, Tanny closed quarters with Esper before the apprentice could establish a rhythm on defense. She locked her hands behind Esper’s neck and brought a knee up into her midsection. That knee met Esper’s crossed wrists instead and stopped dead. Leaving her feet, Tanny brought her other knee up into Esper’s face. They fell to the mat together, and Tanny used her momentary advantage to roll Esper facedown and lock an arm around her neck.

That should have been the end of it. Tanny had long since abandoned holding back in the bout. Her combination of arm strength and technique should have forced Esper to either signal her submission or pass out from lack of oxygen. Twin jolts of stabbing pain answered her instead where Esper’s elbows hammered into Tanny’s ribs. There was a chorus of audible cracks as several broke. As Tanny gritted her teeth against the pain, vise-like fingers pried her arms loose from Esper’s neck and shoved her aside.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Esper said, kneeling over Tanny, blood running from her own broken nose. “That got out of hand.” She laid her hands on Tanny’s abdomen, just below the fractured ribcage.

It was a bizarre and disquieting sensation as Tanny felt her ribs squirm inside her. Adrenaline alone had kept her from noticing that her ribs hadn’t just cracked, but fractured clear through. She braced herself for the ravaging hunger that would soon follow, as her own metabolism sped to supernatural levels to heal her.

But it never came. Esper clasped Tanny’s hand and hauled her to her feet. The slip of a girl was like an anchor, not sagging a millimeter under Tanny’s weight. “But… how? Shouldn’t I be starving now?”

“I’ve gotten better,” Esper said. She wiped a hand under her nose and seemed surprised to see blood. Grabbing her nose, she set it straight, gave it wiggle, and seemed satisfied.

“Mort’s some teacher for you to learn so much in a few days,” Tanny marveled.

Esper scoffed. “Days? We were gone more than a year.”

# # #

The little room with the letters on the wall was Kubu’s least favorite room in Not-Mommy’s house. Kubu knew his letters. He knew his numbers, too. Esper had little songs about both of them that made it easy to remember. Not-Mommy didn’t like Kubu singing Esper’s songs. He sat on a chair and listened while Not-Mommy pointed to pictures in a holovid.

“Apul,” Not-Mommy said. She’d taken away his through-the-ear magic for the lesson, and everything was just weird noises. But the picture was an apple. Kubu mimicked the sounds, just trying to get through the lesson.

The image shifted. This time it was a baby version of Kubu’s new friend Sumther. It was little and fuzzy, with big ears and dark eyes with no whites around them. “Bair,” Not-Mommy said slowly, repeating it several times until Kubu parroted her. It was a silly noise to make for a bear.

“Ket,” Not-Mommy said when the holovid turned into a tiny little Mriy. This one walked on all fours and was gray instead of white with patches of orange like Mriy. It was also smiling. Mriy didn’t smile like that; hers had more teeth.

It was warm and sunny on the other side of the window. It smelled nice out there. The letters-on-the-wall room smelled like old flowers and lemons—smells Not-Mommy seemed to like better than real smells. Kubu just wanted to go running, maybe eat a bunny or two. There were twenty-six letters though, and there were a lot more left before he could leave.

“Kubu!” Not-Mommy snapped. Kubu’s head turned toward the holovid, even though he strained his neck muscles to keep looking out the window. Not-Mommy said a lot of words that Kubu didn’t understand, but he understood the idea of the words anyway. There was going to be no playing until he finished his lesson. A low growl rumbled in the back of his throat, and he felt his lip curl to show his teeth. He didn’t mean to; it just happened that way.

Kubu knew right away that he’d made a mistake.

Not-Mommy stormed across the room as Kubu whined and tried to make himself smaller. He wagged his tail to show that he hadn’t meant it, but they were short, quick wags. Kubu didn’t have a big wag in him, or he’d have tried that instead. Not-Mommy grabbed him by the ear and put his through-the-ear magic back in. But she didn’t let go of his ear afterward.

“That was very naughty,” Not-Mommy told him. This time, Kubu would rather not have understood her. “You need some quiet time, then we’ll resume the lesson.”

Dragged by the ear, Kubu had no choice but to follow Not-Mommy to the quiet room. He looked frantically into the rooms they passed and down each side hallway. Not-Mommy held his ear by the through-the-ear magic, and the tugging hurt as he stumbled awkwardly down the stairs behind her. Kubu whimpered, even though he tried to hold it in.

Not-Mommy pushed him into the quiet room. When Kubu tried to dart through the door before she could close it, his whole body stopped. “You are being punished. If you try to avoid punishment, I will make it worse. You have to learn to respect your elders and to heed me because I am your mother. I have your best interests at heart, but I cannot allow your willfulness to go unchecked. I know you don’t like this, but you need to learn that misbehavior has consequences. When you’re grown up, the consequences of the real world will not be so kind.”

Kubu put his ears back and crouched low, trying to look unthreatening. He cast a baleful look up at Not-Mommy.

But Not-Mommy had a heart a like turtle shell. Nothing could get in when she didn’t want it to. She laid a finger firmly atop Kubu’s nose; he crossed his eyes to focus on it. “Stay.” The thought flashed across his mind to nip at her finger. Not that he wanted to bite it off, just give Not-Mommy a reason not to do it again. But that was just his teeth thinking for him again, and since he’d been living with Not-Mommy his teeth got him into trouble more than they solved anything.

The door closed, and Kubu was alone in the quiet room. The walls were soft, but blank. A weak light in the ceiling kept it from being totally dark; everything was just gloomy and colorless instead. No sounds came in from outside, and no window showed Kubu the outdoors. He was alone.

Kubu was hungry. He was sad and bored and lonely already, and he missed real Mommy. And Esper. And Mort. And even Mriy, Roddy, and Carl a little bit. They were all nicer than Not-Mommy.

He briefly considered pooping in front of the door to get back at Not-Mommy, but realized that he’d probably just get punished again. Worst of all, once she let him out, Not-Mommy was going to bring him right back to his lessons.

# # #

After a pair of showers and fresh changes of clothes, Tanny and Esper reconvened in Esper’s quarters. Tanny brought two bottles of beer and was mildly surprised when Esper popped the cap off hers with a thumb. The two women sat on the bed—Esper against the wall cushioned by pillows, Tanny at the foot, cross-legged.

“So what was it like in there?” Tanny asked. It was weird to contemplate, weirder than most magic she’d heard of. To have spent a year inside Mort’s head in the span of a night… no wonder Mort woke up irritable and confused every morning.

Esper sighed and tilted her head back until it rested against the cold metal of the wall. She had aged. Tanny had only known her a few months, and she’d spent three times as long in Mort’s dream world. “Ever have one of those dreams where you realize you’re dreaming?”

“Kinda, but not really,” Tanny said. “Usually wake up as soon as I notice.”

“Same here,” Esper said. “But that was how Mort described it. He’s been practicing for years. He never said it outright, but I think it has something to do with that book he stole all those years ago.”

“But what was it like in there?” Tanny asked. “What does Mort cook up in his dreams?”

“It’s sort of like the New Camelot colony, except less wink-and-nod tourist trap and more ‘holy shit there are dragons here,’” Esper said, surprising Tanny with her casual vulgarity. “Mort made up everyone there, so the people are a little grumpy and rude. If you think about it, it’s like hundreds of Morts all in costume, running around his own head. I had to sort of put that in the back of my mind, or it got creepy.”

“Anyone we know?” Tanny asked.

“Everyone we know,” Esper said. “Or at least anyone we know that Mort does. They’re noblemen and ladies, knights and stablehands. He’s got a whole working medieval town and castle in there.”

“What am I?” Tanny asked with a smirk. She’d always wondered what Mort really thought of her. The wizard played his cards tight as a miser.

“You’re captain of the palace guard,” Esper said. “Though it seems mainly honorary. It’s Mort’s world in there, and he’s a hundred times the wizard he is out here. Anyway, you’ve got this fancy suit of armor and a sword that catches fire on command.”

“Smooth,” Tanny said. “How about the rest of the crew? Who’s Carl?”

“Carl’s some nobleman’s son,” Esper said. “I guess his father is Carl’s actual father—Duke Chuck of House Ramsey. Mriy is the game warden. Roddy’s the town drunk—please don’t tell him I said that. Kubu wasn’t around, and Mort said he wanted to keep it that way until we rescued him.”

“And you?”

“I was the only real person in there,” Esper said. “If I wasn’t, he said there was a version of me, too. I was curious to meet my Mort-me, but I’m kinda glad I didn’t.”

“Do you know what you were?”

“His apprentice already,” Esper said. “Not sure how I feel about that. Mort obviously arranged all this ahead of time, but it still feels presumptuous.”

Tanny shook her head and took a swig of her beer. “It’s all fucking presumptuous. Maybe I don’t want to be a guard captain, huh? Who’s Mort to conscript me?”

“I met his wife,” Esper said quietly, changing topics.

“That must have been a trip,” Tanny replied. “Mort hasn’t seen her in… what? Twenty years? What’s she like?”

“She doesn’t like me,” Esper said. “Mort says he doesn’t control the people in his head directly, just makes them up as best he can and turns them loose. And Nancy is jealous; thinks I’m there to replace her. She’s sweet and kind and full of laughter when it’s just her and Mort, but the second she notices me, she turns into the Ice Death Princess. And of course, she’s a wizard, so I had to watch out for her when I was by myself without Mort to protect me.”

“Could she have hurt you?” Tanny asked. The rules for living in a dream were unclear. Plenty of holovids had computer-generated worlds with mental selves running around, and they couldn’t agree on what happened to someone harmed within the simulation.

“No, but it’s hard to think that way when you’re inside,” Esper said. “Mort promised that the way he brought me in was harmless. He even incinerated me to prove it. I was awake before the flames even hurt. He said there were other ways to inhabit someone else’s mind, and not all of them were safe, but that I couldn’t be hurt for real. I’m not sure he accounted for body dysmorphism, delusions, or other psychological trauma. I had to use in-dream magic to make myself look right. Mort’s mental image of me was close but not perfect, and it was scary looking in a mirror until I fixed it.”

“Sounds like Mort’s created himself his own little land of accidental horrors,” Tanny said. “Glad it’s not me who went—no offense.”

“Well, learning magic is safe in there,” Esper said. “It all works the way Mort thinks it should, which isn’t perfect but it’s a lot safer than trial and error for real.”

Tanny chuckled. “Mort’s own personal rules for magic, huh?”

“You laugh, but I think he’s more of an expert than he lets on,” Esper said.

“Got to you, did he?” Tanny asked. “Mort’s always had this sort of low-grade delusion of grandeur, but I think it’s rubbing off on you, being in his head. Just don’t let him convince you of anything stupid. He may be a wizard, but he’s still just an old man.”

“Old?” Esper asked. “Don’t get me started on old. I aged a year overnight.”

“Not really,” Tanny said. “I mean, you’re acting a little more… I dunno, but different. But you look the same. You didn’t get wrinkles or gray hair or anything.”

“But I have a year’s memories in my head, a year’s education and training,” Esper said. “It took a month for Mort to finally nail it down that I can’t work external magic well because I believe in the real world. But ever since my mother started getting me cosmetic surgery, I’ve believed that my body is mutable. I can believe in shaping and altering myself. Imagine what I’ll learn in a month of nights like that.”

Tanny tried. Esper was twenty-four, and a good chunk of that was childhood. Mentally, she’d be in her fifties in a month if she did as she proposed. Or would she still be twenty-four mentally with more than her share of memories? Wasn’t there more to mental age than accumulated experience? Dealing with changing life goals and physical and emotional needs was a huge part of aging. Esper waited as she turned the idea over in her head. But try as she might, Tanny couldn’t predict what would happen. “Crazy,” she said at last.

“Crazy?” Esper asked. “I did some quick math. Assuming Mort started learning how to do this twenty years ago, starting from essentially zero time dilation and extending his nights arithmetically longer ever since, until he can manage a year a night now…”

“Sure,” Tanny said. It was easy at times to forget that Esper had been a math teacher at that One Church school on Bentus VIII. Tanny hadn’t quite followed the logic, but she assumed Esper was right about it, whatever it was.

“Well, that would mean that mentally, Mort is something like 3,650 years old.”

# # #

Tanny spent the evening hours in her quarters poring over her datapad, scanning news feeds and decrypted rebroadcasts of law-enforcement channels. Passive stuff. Anything that required a query to the omni was liable to be monitored. It didn’t take any personnel resources by the Phabian Intelligence Service to keep tabs on her outgoing omni use, just tech. And they had plenty of tech to throw around.

After an initial burst-dam flood of speculation surrounding the investigation of Carl’s crash, things had gone quiet—eerily quiet. It wasn’t that the crackpots and demagogues weren’t still spouting their usual vitriol, but the respectable sources had clammed up. The official sources weren’t putting out any more updates on the investigation. For an outfit that boasted of openness and transparency, it was ominous. When an organization with a motto of “Trust, Integrity, Justice” wasn’t willing to comment on the case, it was a bad sign.

“They’ve got to have started putting it together,” Tanny muttered. But that didn’t explain everything. It was just a thread to tug on. “But if they did, why aren’t we in custody? Why was Chuckles the Interrogation Monkey going through the checklist instead of calling in backup? It’s not like they don’t have the manpower.”

She shut off the datapad and dropped it on the bed.

Why was it that stress made her thirsty? Was it even thirst? Tanny counted the empty bottles and cans on the floor. Four beers since her sparring session with Esper, not including the one she drank in Esper’s quarters and discarded in the waste processor. Was she turning into Roddy?

“No more beer tonight,” she promised herself.

But the thirst was still there, so she ventured out to the common room in search of what the fridge might have to offer. She could hear the muffled sound of shouts and blaster fire and knew that someone was out there already. Turned out that it was Roddy, watching a fists-and-blasters action holo.

“Hey-o!” he called out when Tanny stepped from her quarters. He waved her over with what appeared to be a bacon-and-pickle sandwich. With one foot he paused the holovid by remote. “I can back it up if you want. Combat Lord Jhunzin Versus the Zheen. I’m only five minutes in.” He separated a can from the six-pack next to him on the couch and lobbed it her way.

It was so easy. A pop-top and one smooth motion of the hand and beer would pour into her. It would take the edge off the worries that the Cannabinol in her drug regimen couldn’t. Brute force. If tailored psychiatric drugs weren’t getting the job done with precision strikes, she could bomb her troubles from orbit.

She tossed the can back. “Sorry. Gotta keep it together. If Carl gets back here, Squall or no Squall, we’re off this rock.”

“What about Mriy?”

“I’m hoping that datapad caddy from Phabian spooks her into heading back here before then,” Tanny said. “If not… maybe we make a stop along the way. We’ve taken bigger detours during getaways.”

Tanny found a grapefruit-flavored EnerJuice in the fridge—undoubtedly Esper’s doing—and joined Roddy on the couch. She didn’t make him restart the holo, but she let herself slip into the bland, waking comatose of mindless entertainment. The laaku warlord in the holo-field was cutting a swath through blaster-toting Zheen soldiers with his bare hands. The choreography was top-notch. Aside from being preternaturally strong and fast, Combat Lord Jhunzin was making sound tactical decisions, prioritizing targets, and making proper use of cover and environmental factors. He wasn’t flipping around like the monks in Four Fists, Zero Fear, or counting on his enemies having lousy aim the way Kickmaster Thulau seemed to. Jhunzin was a DNA-upgraded laaku veteran of a dozen wars, sleeping in the cryostasis chamber in between so he was always ready when Phabian needed a hero.

The holo echoed true for Tanny. There was a lot of marine in Jhunzin. He was science-modified, had given up home and family to defend his way of life, and no one seemed to appreciate the gravity of his sacrifice. Tanny might have been a notch off her peak since her days in the service, but it wasn’t a big notch. She’d had top-notch training in hand-to-hand combat, endured physical alterations at the hands of ARGO’s bio-improvement division, and became dependent on a regimen of expensive chemicals that altered not just her physiology, but her brain chemistry.

The holovid froze. “Hey, Countess,” Roddy called out as Esper shuffled past in slippers and pajamas. “Where you headed?” Roddy’s smirk and glance at the overnight bag that Esper clutched to her chest said he already had his answer, but wanted to hear her say it.

“Off to my next lesson,” Esper replied, turning her head to stifle a yawn against her arm. She resumed her sleepy trek in the direction of Mort’s quarters. There was brief eye contact between her and Tanny. In that one look, Tanny knew that Esper was leaving it to her to tell Roddy whatever she liked.

The door to Mort’s quarters opened, then shut.

“So that’s the story they’re going with?” Roddy asked. “Weak.”

There was a sensitive soul somewhere inside that laaku mechanic. Tanny had heard him play guitar—songs that he’d written—and make himself cry. There was some quantity of alcohol necessary to bring that out in him. It wasn’t zero, and it didn’t sound like it was the amount in him currently.

“Carl owes me fifty terras, you know,” Roddy said, leaning close. “He bet me Mort wasn’t sleeping with her. Looks like he was wrong about her, huh?” Roddy elbowed Tanny conspiratorially. “You want a sure bet, long term? Every time you got the chance to bet whether two humans are going at it, bet yes. You’ll take it on the chin once in a while, but keep making that bet and it’ll pay you back with interest. You freaks breed like roaches.”

Tanny waggled her can of EnerJuice to see how much was left. After tilting it back and sucking the last drops from the bottom, she sighed and took one of Roddy’s beers. “I guess technically you’re right. But it’s not what you think. Hell, I think we’ve been wrong about both of them.”

# # #

There were times when Carl wished that he had a nice, normal job. He could have run a bar and spent the day trading gossip and shooting pool. If he’d gone into comedy like his father, he could still travel, and scrape by as he saw the seedy backstage scene from one end of the galaxy to the other. Hell, he could even have decided to run a legitimate cargo service—he already had a ship for it. None of those careers would have resulted so frequently in being arrested, detained, and generally on the blaster-point end of the law enforcement system.

Waking up strapped to his hospital bed had given Carl time to ponder those alternate career options. Right about then he was considering whether he’d even get a chance to decide between prison mess hall and laundry detail. Prisons weren’t renowned for their congenial employment programs.

The room was dim, with the overhead lights off and just a halo of light peeking around the curtains. If the facility was as modern as the doctor had boasted it was under the surface, they must have been monitoring his vitals. They must have realized he was awake and aware. A few experimental tugs told Carl that he was going nowhere. The cuffs on his wrists and ankles were thickly-padded leather, just loose enough to allow for circulation and tight enough that he could barely flex his fingers or wiggle his toes.

“Water,” he croaked to no one in particular. He wasn’t thirsty, per se, but he played it up for sympathy in case anyone was watching over him. There was an IV tube in his arm. Since he’d woken up, it was probably straight saline, no sedatives. Other tubes had made sure he didn’t soil himself while comatose.

A minute or so later, the door opened and the lights flicked on. Carl blinked at the sudden brightness. A young nurse stepped in with a datapad in hand, its wood trim trying but failing to make it resemble an old-fashioned clipboard. “Good morning, Mr. Doe,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

“Thirsty,” Carl replied. “And a little claustrophobic. Think you could let me up?” He smiled his best inoffensive smile at the nurse. She could have been a doctor in disguise, like Dr. Singh. But she looked legitimately young and not cosmo young like Esper; probably too young to have finished medical school, burnt out on civilized life, and moved out to the retroverse already.

“I’ll get you some water,” the nurse replied. “But I’m afraid I can’t release those restraints, Mr. Doe. Dr. Singh’s orders.”

“Why do you keep calling me Mr. Doe?” Carl asked. Had he been mislabeled? Was some poor bastard being arrested as Carl Ramsey in another room? It might be worth playing along if this Doe guy wasn’t scheduled for a vasectomy or a sex change, or anything else unpleasant.

“Would you prefer John?” she asked. “I try not to get too familiar with patients. It’s not very Americana, you know?”

Carl let his head slump back against the pillow. John Doe. Of course. Dr. Singh didn’t have a name to admit him under, not one she was willing to place on file anyway. When in doubt, she went the cliché road and labeled him a John Doe. He wondered if the nurse even knew the lingo, or if she thought that was really his name. She was probably interning here as if it were low-development sentient world in need of interplanetary aid. A social-conscience do-gooder with no sense of the vibe of the colony.

“John’s fine,” he said.

She brought him water, and a while later a breakfast of oatmeal topped with cinnamon. It didn’t seem all that nutritious for hospital food, but she denied it when he accused her of serving him reconstituted laaku fare. Those machines of theirs could turn just about anything organic into raw nutrients, then put it back together looking and tasting like almost anything else. It was bad enough thinking about some small percentage of it was laaku remains, recycled “for the good of the people,” but the bulk of it was insectile in origin.

It was hours later before anyone else arrived. In the meantime, Carl was subject to the humiliations of the bedpan and continued intrusion of a catheter. Not to mention that there was still an IV dripping into his arm that may or may not have been entirely saline. But eventually Dr. Singh arrived. With her was a plainclothes police officer. Carl knew even before the cop ID’ed himself. He’d seen enough period flatvids to know the cheap suit-and-tie combo, not to mention the slight bulge of a holster by the guy’s armpit.

The door closed behind them. “Mr. Ramsey, this is Detective Sullivan from the Anaheim PD,” Dr. Singh said.

Carl closed his eyes. “So, you’re working for them.”

“Mr. Ramsey,” Detective Sullivan said. He had the voice of a twenty-year smoker. “We’ve been looking into this story of yours. I was hoping you might be able to… clear a few things up. Things I’m not clear on.”

“Not a lot to be clear on here,” Carl said. “I’m here. Some clone of me is dead. What? You think I killed him?”

“I think you know more than you’re letting on,” Detective Sullivan said. “For starters, what are you doing here on Peractorum in the first place?”

“I spent some time here as a kid,” Carl said. He didn’t even need to think up a lie for that one. “Figured it was a low-key locale to let the shit-storm blow over. I got a sister around here I haven’t seen in a while. Figured I’d say hi to her before I moved along, but you fine folks snagged me before I even made a phone call.”

Phone call… Carl was starting to form the rudimentary core of a plan.

“And it’s a coincidence that your ship, the Mobius, is on-world not two-hundred miles from here?” Detective Sullivan asked.

Carl perked up. No reason for them to know it wasn’t news to him. “The Mobius is here? Great! Just let me get some clothes on, and I’ll get out of your hair.” He shook one restrained hand to draw attention to his continued confinement.

“Not so fast,” Detective Sullivan said. “There’s still plenty here that doesn’t add up.”

Carl looked past Detective Sullivan to Dr. Singh. “Did you get the low-down on the Phabian investigation? That should clear me.”

Dr. Singh pursed her lips. “I couldn’t get past the front door making comms to my friends there. But what I was able to find out is that it’s Harmony Bay who’s running interference.”

“There you go!” Carl said. “Just like I said. That proves I’m telling you the truth.” Vehement denial and proclamations of innocence worked sometimes, but they were better on soft hearts like Dr. Singh. Detective Sullivan was hard-boiled and fresh from a pulp novel; he’d be ornery just because it’s in the job description. Still, one ally might be all he needed in the end. Even that nurse might have been enough. And thank God for Harmony Bay being their usual, dickish bully selves about the whole thing. They couldn’t help themselves getting involved. It was like a despotic corporate reflex, like swatting at mosquitoes.

“That proves you knew one player in this,” Detective Sullivan said. He leaned close, looming over Carl. Mriy would have bitten him at this range. Tanny would have head-butted him and broken his nose. Carl had to just push his head back deeper into the pillows as Detective Sullivan edged closer. “But I’ll make you a deal. A chance to prove you’re telling me the truth.”

“Oh?” Carl asked. He tried to sound worried. But if he couldn’t beat a twentieth-century polygraph test, he had no business in this line of work.

“Detective Sullivan is a wizard,” Dr. Singh said.

“So the, ‘I can look into your head and see you thinking’ thing,” Carl replied. “Neat trick, but isn’t that way illegal? I have rights.”

“Rights?” Detective Sullivan asked, standing upright and giving Carl room to breathe. “Sure you got rights. I can march you down to the precinct in handcuffs, throw you in a cell, and get you indicted for vehicular theft. Then I can make a few comms, and Phabian Investigative Service is probably going to pull rank on me and demand we extradite you. And me, being a small-town cop who isn’t paid to deal with that sort of shit-storm, I say ‘sure,’ and they pick you up. Then you can deal with them instead of me.”

“Fine,” Carl said. “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

“Smart, kid,” Detective Sullivan said. “Real smart. Now just breathe deep and relax, and look into my eyes.”

Mort had hammered it into Carl’s head from a young age: never look a wizard in the eyes. It was good, general purpose advice, like looking both ways before crossing the street or making sure your blaster was charged before a fight. But shit happens, rules are made to be broken, and Carl didn’t think Detective Sullivan was wizard enough to fry an egg.

Carl felt the intrusion as Detective Sullivan’s eyes met his own. He told himself that he’d escaped from a ship called the Bradbury, owned by Harmony Bay. There was a lab there, with tanks and vats and bubbling liquids pumped through clear hoses. Men and women in monochrome jumpsuits monitored equipment, their faces obscured by sterile masks. In his imagination, Carl slipped around behind the tanks, staying out of sight. Bare feet slapped quietly against the cold floor. In one of the tanks, just millimeters away through the glass wall, a human form floated, suspended in green fluid.

The puppet show in Carl’s head continued. He ran through corridors without knowing where he was going. A scientist came by, and Carl hid around a corner, ambushed him, and took his uniform. Using a stolen keycard, he gained access to a cargo bay and hid himself inside a container designated for delivery. He hastily added a quick bartered trip aboard a smuggler’s ship, a stowaway passage on another, and a cheap flight to Peractorum to catch Detective Sullivan up to where things stood now.

All this while, as Carl convinced himself that this all really happened, he ushered the actual memories from that time period into a broom closet and told them to shut up for a little while. With facts out of the way, Carl felt a lot more heroic and paranoid about his harrowing escape.

Detective Sullivan broke the contact with a gasp and stumbled back a step from Carl.

“What’d you find out?” Dr. Singh asked.

Detective Sullivan stood there, shaking his head in disbelief. “I don’t know what this all means. But this guy’s telling the truth about Harmony Bay being out to get him.”

“So, I’m free to go?” Carl asked.

Detective Sullivan’s confidence returned with a smirk. “And what about that theft charge? Maybe you think I was gonna let you off on account of a hard-luck story?”

“At least let me get dressed before you take my mug shot,” Carl said. This time period had so many holes in its legal system, you could strain pasta with it. The theft rap was a loser in court, and it would never get that far. Any first-year law student could get him off. Fortunately for Carl, he had a boyfriend-in-law who fit that bill. “And I get one phone call, don’t I?”

# # #

Roddy was cleaning up in the cargo bay when Mriy returned. Most of the star-drive was reassembled in roughly the configuration he’d found it, and the few leftover components he would store in a locker until he decided where to weld, bolt, or jam them into the mechanism. It was all for show anyway, much the way he suspected Mriy’s uniform was.

“What’s with the getup?” Roddy asked by way of greeting. “There a prison detail I didn’t know about? I thought it was black and white stripes around this place.” Mriy wore an all-orange costume that fit loose around the body, but was tied close against her lower legs and belted in black cloth. He knew exactly what it was from having watched humanity’s take on martial arts holos, but he couldn’t resist the jab.

“I was imprisoned briefly for devouring a know-it-all mechanic,” Mriy replied with a toothy snarl. “Or was that just a vision of the future I had during meditation? Time will reveal,” she added with a shrug.

Roddy wiped his hands on a rag and followed her up to the common room. “How was Kung-Fu Land? You beat up anyone interesting?”

“Master Lao was a more able combatant than Tanny,” Mriy replied. “I was not allowed to spar with the other pupils. He said I lacked control, so he paired me with himself.”

Roddy detoured to the fridge as Mriy opened the door to her quarters to throw her duffel inside. “’Lacked control’ being a euphemism for an azrin getting pissed off and clawing some poor shit’s throat out when she starts losing?”

“Possibly,” Mriy admitted with a grin. “But that bare-headed little man was impossible to strike, and he had knuckles like steel.”

“They’re all wizards, you know,” Roddy said. “According to Mort, all that chi doesn’t move on its own.”

“Mort thinks that breathing is magic,” Mriy replied. She fished a beer of her own from the fridge and claimed a swath of couch.

“That’s true,” Mort said as the door to his quarters opened. “You might want to summon the girls on the talk-box,” he mentioned to Roddy.

With a shrug, Roddy activated the comm panel for shipwide broadcast. “Hail, hail, the gang’s all here. Well, all but Carl.” He hopped onto one of the kitchen chairs and tipped it back onto two legs. Balancing it in place was a simple reflex—he didn’t need to lean it against the wall or put his feet up on the table the way Carl did.

Moments later, Esper emerged from her quarters and Tanny joined them from the cockpit. “Welcome back,” Tanny said when she saw Mriy. “Have fun punching little bald guys?”

Mriy flattened her ears back. “They were worthy warriors. Don’t make light of them.”

“Warriors use guns these days,” Tanny said. “Hand-to-hand is a backup option. Those guys are sportsmen, not fighters.”

“Try one of them yourself,” Mriy countered. “See how you fare.”

“Naw,” Roddy said. “She got her ribs busted by Esper yesterday. I don’t think she’s up to snuff for kung-fu masters.”

“How’d you know about that?” Tanny demanded.

Roddy hated being on the business end of her temper. He raised his hands in surrender. “Hey, I just—”

“Did you tell him?” Tanny snapped at Esper.

Esper retreated a step and shook her head.

“He records all the girl-fights in the cargo bay,” Mort said. “Him and Carl. Despicable, the both of them.”

Roddy’s eyes went wide. “You watch them, too!” It was one thing sneaking a holo feed when it was all fun and entertainment. It was another dumping a confession at the foot of the angriest woman on board.

“You what?”

Mriy’s purr-like snickering broke the tension. “Carl still seeks pleasure in your form.”

“Esper,” Tanny said. “Dig through the computer and see what they’ve been recording. If there isn’t anything topless, I might not decide to break any arms over this.”

“Uh, OK,” Esper said. “But maybe we should think about Kubu. Mriy’s back. Maybe we let Carl hide out while we go rescue him. Then we can come back and pick up Carl before he gets into too much trouble.”

“You got a plan yet?” Roddy asked. Tanny’d been beating herself up over rescuing Kubu, but every chance she got, she shot outside the firing range about something completely unrelated. That dog of hers was going to be the death of someone, whether it was his own jaws or Tanny’s mothering instincts making her stupid and careless.

“We get close, take assumed IDs, swap to local transport, get planetside, take care of business, and the Mobius swoops in for a pickup,” Tanny said. “I’ve got the details sorted out, but that’s the barstool version. Two-man extraction team, just me and Mort.”

“Whatever you say,” Mort said. But Roddy heard the careful-what-you-wish-for lilt that made him question whether Mort really meant a word of it. “As soon as we get Carl back.”

Tanny scowled at the wizard. “We’ve already sat on this rock long enough with our tits flapping in the wind. We don’t need Carl for this plan. He can vacation in the Stone Age with his toy raceship for a few days. If I had a way to contact him, I would. But I’m not waiting for that inconsiderate ass to waltz back here before we go find Kubu.”

“All well and good,” Mort said. “But I’ll wait here for Carl. Maybe even go looking for him.”

“My tits aren’t flapping,” Roddy muttered into his beer before taking a sip, not making eye contact with anyone.

“Maybe you’ve missed the comm, Mort, but we can’t drop astral without you on board,” Tanny said. “This isn’t a cryostasis barge. We don’t have months to spend limping there in realspace.”

“Let Esper do it,” Mort said.

“Since when does she know how to impersonate a star-drive?” Tanny asked, spreading her arms.

“She is standing not ten feet from you,” Mort replied. “Try asking her instead of me. She’s not furniture, or some kitchen gewgaw. She’s a fledgling wizard.”

“I learned last night,” Esper replied. “I’m… not very good at it yet.”

“Wonderful,” Tanny muttered.

Mort wagged a finger. “Humility is the devil’s quagmire. Confidence—”

“Is the fuel of success,” Esper finished with an air of resignation. “I know, but truth has to factor in somewhere.”

“Not if Carl’s any benchmark,” Roddy mumbled.

“Besides,” Mort said. “You’ll need a wizard along to counter Inviu. Esper can manage that just fine.”

“I’m guessing this Inviu has a little more practice under her belt,” Tanny said. “Maybe some real-world experience?”

“Esper may be raw, but she’s human, with a proper human imagination,” Mort said. “She can pin Inviu’s magic to reality just fine. Laaku struggle letting go of science; it gets pounded into them too deep as kids.”

“Here, here!” Roddy toasted, raising his can of Earth’s Preferred. “To science! And the stuff it brews!”

“Sorry,” Tanny said. “I’m not having your first try taking a ship into astral space be the Mobius without Mort aboard.”

Esper clasped her hands together with a quick glance at the ceiling. “Thank you.”

“So no dice, Mort,” Tanny said. “We need you. Without Carl here, I’m acting captain. Do I have to make this an order?”

Mort snorted. “If you need me, I’ll be roaming New Cali, looking for Carl.” He opened the door to his quarters.

“Mort, don’t you walk away from me,” Tanny shouted. She followed him and pounded on the door after it closed behind him. “Mort, this is mutiny! Mort? Moooort!”

The door opened moments later. Mort wore a button-down shirt and slacks. His tie was black silk, and his cuff links bore little Convocation sigils. He shrugged into a tweed jacket as he pushed past Tanny.

“Mort, we need your help on this,” Tanny said, her face flushed from her shouting.

Mort patted her on the cheek. “No, you don’t. You’ve got everything you need right here. Old Mort won’t be around forever, and you can’t get dependent on me. And to think, I promised you if you had me along I’d kill everyone in that little compound of hers, and you still picked me over Esper. I’m not sure which troubles me more, you thinking I was that sort of monster, or that you still wanted my help.”

They watched in silence as Mort left the common room and waited until the sound of his footsteps was too faint to hear through the closed door. Even without magic, Mort had a way of exerting the force of his personality over the ship.

Tanny’s wildfire had burnt itself out. She turned to Esper. “You still up for this?”

Esper swallowed and gave a quick nod. “I’ll do my best.”

“Good,” Tanny said. “Pack your gear. We’re taking public transit the whole way.”

# # #

Mort looked over his shoulder, unable to shake the feeling that someone was following him. It was dusk, and the lights from restaurants and storefronts lit the sidewalks that he strolled. Whether this was supposed to be a replica New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, or just some generic city with a Prime sensibility to it, Mort couldn’t say. There were pedestrians on all sides, cars whizzing up and down the streets—if those had been hovering a yard over the road, it would have felt like Boston Prime. He could see how people could fall in love with a place like this.

He rounded a corner and ducked into the entryway of a barber shop, looming over an elderly man sitting on the stoop and reading a newspaper. “If you’re lookin’ for a trim, better get yourself inside,” the man said. “Saul’s closin’ up soon; it’s bowling night.”

Mort spared the man a glance before he returned his attention to the way he came. He didn’t see anyone suspicious coming. “No. Hair’s fine. That today’s paper?”

“Evening edition of the Tribune,” the man replied, eyeing him up and down. “You wander off the tour? I don’t remember seeing you around here.”

“Something like that,” Mort replied. “I’m looking for a friend who got lost. Thinks he’s some sort of James Dean. Anything in there about a guy fresh from deep space wandering the colony?”

“Not that I saw,” the man replied. “Welcome to have a look for yourself, if you want to sit a spell. I’m just readin’ up on last night’s scores. Cubbies done lost another one in extras.”

“Thanks,” Mort said, taking the front section the man offered. The headline was about a local election coming up, and below the fold was a story about progress on a housing development. “By the by, what gave me away?”

“What, that you weren’t from these parts?” the man asked. “Shoot, you got the look almost perfect, but you don’t act like you live here. Besides, one little detail done gave you away.”

“What’s that?”

“Them fancy-pants cuff links,” the man said. “Shoot, I bet you most folks these parts never seen a Convocation man before. But I wasn’t born back in time. New Orleans Prime, born and bred.” The pronunciation without the ‘r’ and condensed to two syllables led Mort to believe the man had at least been there.

As Mort looked down at the front page of the Tribune and its headline about a local mayoral election, something caught the corner of his eye. There was a nun standing on the street corner, huddled against the pole of a traffic light. Her head was down, casting her face in the shadows of her habit.

But the shape was off. There was a slouch and hunched shoulders that fit poorly with the prim and self-conscious imagine of the sisters of the cloth. A fleeting guess that Esper had followed him fizzled the instant he put it to the test of logic. She wouldn’t hunch or huddle, and the lack of curves was a giveaway. If Esper had used magic to alter her appearance, he’d have known immediately; that girl’s magic was as subtle as the police siren wailing two blocks away.

“Sorry, I’ve got to run,” Mort said, handing the newspaper back.

“Go on, keep it,” the man replied. “I already read that section.”

Mort muttered a quick thanks and stalked over to confront the suspicious nun. There was decorum to consider when lambasting a holy woman in public, but Mort wasn’t planning to stick around New Cali long enough to suffer the long-term consequences of maligning an upstanding member of the community if it turned out he was wrong.

“The bloody hell you doing following me?” Mort demanded in a harsh whisper once he was a mere pace away.

“Follow me into the alley,” Mriy replied. Her growling voice was unmistakable.

Mort did as she asked and joined her in a narrow alleyway between a pizzeria and a record store. It was just a paved corridor containing a dumpster and several steel trash cans. “You pea-brained fool,” he scolded. “Don’t you know they don’t like anyone but humans and the occasional laaku around here? You’re liable to run into some golly-gosh-jeepers cop who’s never been offworld and scare the bullets out of his gun.”

Mriy shook her head, dismissing Mort’s objections. “You must have followed the same trail I did. Carl was seen at a drinking and gaming place named after a shark and was arrested after trying to steal a vehicle of some sort.”

“Trail?” Mort asked. “This is the third city I’ve been to. I just took a map and looked from the starship parking lot to see where Carl might have headed.”

“When I caught your scent, I assumed—”

“Where the hell did you get that penguin suit, anyway?” Mort asked. “No, forget I asked that. I don’t like answering that sort of question, so I won’t hypocrify myself.”

“Carl is being held in a jail not far from here,” Mriy said. “Had I not caught scent of you, I would have made the rescue on my own. With your help, it should go more easily.”

“Goes without saying…” Mort muttered.

“He is charged in the theft of a vehicle,” Mriy said. “He was injured, but has recovered. We should find him fit to retrieve.”

“Well then, what are we waiting for?” Mort asked. “Aside from maybe a less conspicuous disguise for you.”

Mriy backed away a step. “Not like last time.”

“Last time was just pretty colors,” Mort said. “Those pirates believed in azrin. We can’t have the local retroverts seeing an offworld sentient. It would be nice if we didn’t narrow the lists of jailbreak suspects quite so much for retro-police. This might seem like a theme park, but we kick a hornet’s nest hard enough, we’ll get ARGO up our asses.”

“That little laaku with the datapad was a pest,” Mriy said. “I don’t want to get jailed among Roddy’s kind.”

“Then stick close, don’t draw attention to us,” Mort said, rubbing his chin. He considered Mriy’s size, build, and general disposition. “And if you think you can act like Tanny’s cousin Jimmy…”

“The son of her Uncle Earl?” Mriy asked.

“That’s the one. You’ll look like him, so just act like an angry business suit stuffed full of meat and keep your mouth shut.”

“Can’t you think of a female disguise?” Mriy grumbled.

Mort chuckled. “You look around this place at all? You don’t fit what they think of as a woman. I can magic you up a frilly dress, high heels, and red lipstick, but I don’t see you playing the part. Now hold still…”

# # #

Kubu watched the birds fly past overhead, one chasing the other. Since they were the same size with feathers the same shade of blue, Kubu assumed they were playing, not hunting one another. People weren’t supposed to eat their own kind, Kubu had been told by both Mommy and Not-Mommy, and he supposed that it applied to animals as well. Kubu envied them, way up in the sky, going wherever they wanted.

“Whatcha looking at, big guy?” Chimjo asked. Not-Mommy’s assistant always followed Kubu around outside. It wasn’t as if he were going to get lost. Chimjo might have been a friend if he either didn’t talk at all, or could understand Kubu. One-way talking wasn’t very friendly.

Kubu scowled up at the birdies, a low growl in his throat. What were their names again? “Two… bird,” he said, using Not-Mommy’s lesson words.

“Those are tarquils,” Chimjo said. Kubu knew it was a lie, since they were very clearly birds. “Mrs. Inviu had them brought in and resettled from Ganges IV. They were dying out, but nothing she’s got here will hunt them.”

“Kubu… bird?” Kubu asked. There were so many missing words in Not-Mommy’s language. Some he couldn’t remember, some he didn’t know at all. How could Kubu explain to Chimjo that he wanted to fly away, find the flying house, and go live with Mommy again?

“Aw, you don’t want to eat those,” Chimjo said. The thought had occurred to Kubu. “There aren’t enough on the whole planet to make a meal for you. Plus, you’re not too selective about your hunting, and those little guys are mostly feathers.”

“Kubu… am… bird?”

Chimjo laughed. “Not likely. You’re a canid. That’s a family with dogs and wolves and that sort of animal. Birds’ve got hollow bones and feathers and wings. You’ve got two-hundred kilos of muscle and four legs. You’re not getting airborne without a ship.”

“Kubu… want… am… bird.”

“No, you don’t,” Chimjo said. “Flying without a ship might look like fun, but what kinda price you willing to pay for it? Those tarquils up there are dumb little buggers. Brains the size of a Chew-Pop. No hands, no teeth, no claws. All they eat is insects and seeds. You think anything that small’s gonna eat a rabbit? Or a deer? All they can do is fly away and hide if anything tries to eat them, and they’re lousy at it. But Mrs. Inviu doesn’t like things dying out, so she brought a bunch of the daft critters here to keep ‘em safe. You? You’re sentient. You’re going to grow up huge. Then you can make a living doing what you want—probably something in the area of personal security for someone with loads of terras. Don’t envy the damn birds over one stupid trick.”

Kubu cast his eyes down. “Sorry.” He learned that word early on. It was probably the most useful word Not-Mommy had taught him.

“Come on,” Chimjo said. “We ought to get back inside. You’ve got lessons in ten minutes.”

Kubu sighed and fell into step behind Chimjo. He didn’t feel like racing back to the house today. As he loped along, he looked up to the sky. Even if flying was a stupid trick, those birdies looked happy up there.

# # #

Mort and the disguised Mriy loitered on a park bench across from the police station. It was a red-brick building, compact and functional, with a row of squad cars parked out front. Strip away the signage and remove the marked vehicles, and it could have been a public library. The setting sun cast the upper floor and roof in a pinkish light.

“I don’t suppose it’s the sort of place where they close down for the night,” Mort said quietly, during a break in the pedestrian traffic.

“Not from anything I’ve watched,” Mriy replied. “They seem to have copied everything from holovids, but this isn’t my field of expertise.”

“Well, if either of us has watched enough bloody holos, we ought to be able to plan a simple jailbreak,” Mort said. It wasn’t as if they lacked for resources. A few police officers with primitive science guns weren’t much of a threat. As much as Mriy looked like Tanny’s gangster goon cousin Jimmy at the moment, she was still an azrin. And while Mort wasn’t terribly interested in drawing attention to the fact that a wizard was invading from New Camelot, he wasn’t about to let that stop him from busting Carl out of jail.

“Wouldn’t these colonists be familiar with those tricks?” Mriy asked.

“Hell. Probably,” Mort said. “Maybe it’s better if we try something original.”

“I’m all ears,” Mriy replied, drawing a grin from Mort. It wasn’t often she pulled out a human idiom, but this one contained a nugget of an idea.

“How good are those ears of yours?” Mort asked. “Think you can hear through a brick wall?”

“I’m not familiar with ancient human building materials,” Mriy said. “But this bench is uncomfortable, and I tire of waiting. No one around here serves decent food, and I haven’t eaten since morning. I’d be willing to eat a few of these police guards right now.”

“Cap those fangs, Miss Carnivore,” Mort said. “These backwater retroverts are just playing out their little game world. Those cops are just soldiers doing a job. Not to mention that Carl’s almost surely guilty of whatever they caught him at.”

“It’s Carl,” Mriy agreed with a nod. “I had assumed so as well.”

“Well, just mind that we’re not exactly the forces of law and justice in this little holovid,” Mort said. “Sympathy for killing law enforcement usually ends at corruption. These kindly bumpkins might decide to call in for offworld backup if we kick them hard enough.”

Mriy growled a sigh. “Agreed.”

As dusk settled in, the wizard and disguised azrin strolled around the side of the building. Mort had a pleasant conversation with the streetlamps and moonlight, persuading them to look elsewhere to cast their revealing glows. Meanwhile, Mriy probed the outside walls of the police station, pressing a sensitive feline ear against the brick.

Mort kept silent and waited. He knew that if she heard anything worth mentioning, she’d say so. Unlike certain other members of the Mobius crew, he knew how to hold his tongue. Pestering her with questions would only slow things down and possibly alert any officers within earshot.

“I think I’ve located him,” Mriy whispered, ear still resting against the outside wall. “I can’t hear what he’s saying, but I recognize the cadence of the voice. He’s not alone. There are two other… make that three others with him. Male. Human. I can’t make out much else.”

“How sure are you that it’s Carl?”

Mriy shrugged. “You want to wait out here all night?”

“Good point,” Mort replied. “They might move him, then we’d be starting over if we come back to this spot later. Stand back.”

Mort wondered at the mortar. Such a curious thing, how a bunch of gloppy gray mud could hold bricks together to make a solid wall. It strained credulity. And even the bricks themselves were just baked clay. If Mort left a bunch of clay out in the sun, it wouldn’t turn into anything sturdy enough to serve as a wall. Someone really ought to check into whether this wall was really a wall at all. What if it was just a stack of brittle clay blocks, held loosely in place with mud?

Holding a hand to the wall, Mort stepped back, and a section the size of a large doorway came free, stuck to his hand as if by suction cup. With a simple trick of logic, Mort insisted that he wasn’t the one holding up that unreasonable weight of bricks; they were all holding each other up, in a twisted loop of broken causality that continued to work because of the plain evidence that they already were.

Mort swung the section of wall aside as the occupants of the room beyond let out vulgar shouts of surprise and disbelief. Carl was inside, sitting at a shabby table wearing handcuffs. Lloyd was seated beside him, and across from them were two fellows in uniformly cheap suits. With a subtle reminder to the universe that the bricks were just held together with mud, the section of wall Mort had removed fell apart into individual bricks, which shattered to reddish crumbs as they hit the ground.

“What the hell’s going on here?” one officer shouted, he knocked his chair over leaping to his feet.

His companion was quicker and already had his gun drawn from its holster. He fired it at Mriy as the azrin in gangster’s clothing rushed him. Two shots. One shot whizzed past Mort; the other did not. A third shot flew harmlessly into the far wall as Mriy drove the detective to the ground.

Carl knocked over the table and curled into a ball behind the cover it provided. Lloyd rolled out of his chair and joined him in a low crouch.

The second detective was slower to get his gun out, but Mort was tired of primitive weapons. He’d assumed—wrongly, it seemed—that the amount of magic he’d used would have rendered their weapons inoperable. Apparently he hadn’t damaged local physics badly enough to prevent whatever science made bullets work. As the second detective turned his firearm on Mriy in an effort to help his companion, the steel turned to dripping molten ore in his hand.

“Ow! Shit,” the detective exclaimed as he dropped the melted weapon.

“Glad to see you found me,” Carl said from the floor. There were a lot of things to be said about Carl, but he was a pro. There was no use of names, no “Mort, I’m so glad to see you. Where’s the Mobius?” He’d let himself be rescued before he worried about what was going on.

“You must be Mort,” Lloyd said from the floor. “I’ve heard so much about you. Where’s the Mobius? Looks like we’re down this whole jailbreak path now, huh?”

“For what it’s worth,” Carl said. “I had faith that you’d have gotten me off. It was a bullshit charge, and these chuckleheads knew it.”

There was already a commotion in the station at large. Probably a response to shots being fired in an interrogation room. It seemed silly in a way, since Mort’s magic was by far the larger threat. It was like arresting jaywalkers during a riot. Still, Mort supposed that what they didn’t know was probably going to hurt them, and he’d already burned the hand of one poor slob just earning a paycheck.

“If you two boys would like to use that door, now’s the time,” Mort said.

The detective with the burned hand looked down at the floor, where Mriy was rising from the limp form of his partner. It was an incongruous sight, seeing a thick-necked, muscle-bound human with his fingers and mouth bloody. Mort had grown accustomed to Mriy to the point where he’d stopped cringing at her close-combat methods. Seeing a human who’d bitten and clawed another was far more disturbing. “There’s just one,” Mriy said. “Fucker shot me.”

Mort gave the remaining detective a rueful smile. “Looks like we’ve got a countdown,” Mort said. “Care to be on it?”

“We shouldn’t stay here,” Lloyd said. “If we’re escaping, let’s escape. I’ve got a place in Pasadena we can lay low.”

“Go on,” Mort said, making a shooing motion. “Get out before I change my mind.” Realizing the stumbling block, he met Mriy’s eyes and, with a jerk of his head, urged her out of the detective’s path.

The five of them went their separate ways, the detective into the belly of the station, Mort and the rest left through the hole in the wall. Carl made a stop at the bloody mess of the detective on the floor to fish through the man’s pockets.

“What are you waiting for?” Lloyd asked. “Come on!”

“Keys,” Carl said, not looking up.

“I can take care of the handcuffs,” Mort said. It wasn’t the sort of thing that was worth lingering over. Letting the detective out was the starter’s pistol of a race to freedom. If it weren’t for the officers’ inevitable confusion over a door, now magically held shut, they’d have already gotten to them. Once informed of the situation with the wall, it wouldn’t be long before they came around the building.

“I imagine you can,” Carl said. He fished a set of keys from the detective’s pocket. Their merry jingle was incongruous with the dire situation. “But these keys will start his car.” Carl’s grin warmed Mort’s heart. He was the reason for the highjinks of the Mobius and its crew. He made this shit fun.

# # #

Carl did manage to find the key to the handcuffs, and Detective Wallace’s service revolver as well. The trigger seemed stiff, but he didn’t dare pull it all the way for fear of firing it. Up close, it was a lot more complicated to reload than it looked in the old flatvids. There was a good chance he wouldn’t be able to reload it without help from one of the locals—not that he’d thought to grab spare bullets.

“How are we going to know which car is Wallace’s?” Lloyd asked. He didn’t lower his voice, since they were a little past the point of a stealthy getaway.

“It was all squad cars out front,” Carl reasoned. “Must be parked in the back.”

There was indeed a general-use parking lot behind the station, filled with shiny new cars made to ancient blueprints. Like the rest of the colony though, it was a mish-mosh of eras, with new Model T’s mixed in with early model Corvettes and Microbuses. Even Carl, whose historical education was limited to the entertainment industry, knew it was off.

“There are too many of them,” Mriy said, punctuated by a grunt. It was weird hearing her voice coming out of Tanny’s cousin Jimmy, but he’d seen stranger things result from Mort’s magic. Best thing to do was to play along. But Jimmy or not, she’d taken a bullet in that jailbreak. Plenty of the blood all down her front was Detective Drake’s, but enough of it wasn’t that he was worried.

“You need a doctor?” Carl asked. It wasn’t the side trip they needed just then. But the risk of arrest was worth it if Mriy was in bad shape.

“No.”

She probably meant ‘yes, but I’ll be damned if we’re going to one,’ but Carl wasn’t in the mood to argue. He studied the key in his hand, looking for a model badge, or a plate number, or any hint of what car it matched up with. All it had was an engraving of some sort of great cat. He wracked his brain for types of cars named after big cats. Tiger? Cheetah? Puma? Leopard?

“Can you tell what this is supposed to be?” Carl asked, holding the key chain toward Mriy.

“What am I? Your expert in all things—it’s a jaguar,” Mriy said. She was clutching a hand to her side.

“Mort, do something to stop her from bleeding,” Carl said. “Lloyd, help me find a jag in this lot. I don’t care what year or model. How many of them can there be?”

Officers poured through the back door of the station, but beat a hasty retreat as Mort raised a cage of flames to bar their path to the parking lot. Carl ducked between the rows of cars as shots rang out from the doorway.

“Found one!” Lloyd shouted over the roar of flames and gunfire. “Jaguar ’63 S-Type.”

Carl cursed his stiff knees as he struggled to run and crouch at the same time. He reached the car just as Mriy and Mort converged on it. He pressed the keys into Lloyd’s hand. “Your world. You drive.”

Lloyd shoved them back as if they were diseased. “Rhiannon drives. I haven’t learned yet.”

Carl pushed the keys toward Lloyd again. “And you think any of us know how?”

“I thought your whole family were retroverts at heart,” Lloyd replied. “You must’ve seen it done in a holo. I walk to work. I take a cab to the ballpark. I’m scared shitless of driving one of these—”

“Fine,” Carl snapped. “But strap in and hold on tight everyone. This could get interesting.” They all piled into the vehicle, with Mort and Mriy in the back and Lloyd flying copilot.

The Jaguar started like a dream. Turning the key yielded a few cranks and the growl that only a petrol-burning engine can do justice. Carl revved the engine a few times, just enjoying the sound. Then he turned his attention to the stick shift. It was labeled simply: N-R-1-2-3-4.

A bullet punched a hole in the windshield between Carl and Lloyd. “Quit fooling with it and get us out of here,” Lloyd snapped. It was the closest he’d heard to his boyfriend-in-law losing his temper. He was a real even guy, for a planetside historian.

“Sometime today would be nice,” Mort said from the backseat.

“Some cover fire would be nice,” Carl replied over his shoulder. “What’re you waiting for?”

“You want to walk back to the ship?” Mort asked. “What’re the odds this thing can handle me throwing lightning and fire around? I don’t have a mule in my pocket to pull this thing if I kill it.”

With a quick prayer generically addressed to the patron saint of car theft, Carl picked ‘R’ and hit the gas. Tires squealed, and a second later they shot backward in a cloud of rubber smoke. The wheel took some getting used to; it was close to a flight yoke, but not quite close enough, with multiple turns required to max out the car’s turning radius. Stomping on the brakes threw the passengers sideways in their seats, then Carl shifted into ‘1’ and switched to gas once more.

The Jaguar peeled out, and they jumped a curb onto the main road. It wasn’t long before sirens wailed and blue lights shone in the rearview mirror. It was hard to get a count of how many squad cars were following them, but Carl’s best guess was “all of them.”

“Great, now where are we headed?” Carl asked. “Tanny got the ship waiting somewhere nearby?”

“Nope,” Mort replied. “It’s back at the landing pen, with all the other spaceships.”

Keeping one eye to their pursuers, Carl kept getting distracted by the image of Jimmy Rucker in his rearview. “Can you put Mriy back to normal without disabling the car? Fucking weird back there.”

Mort gave a grunt in reply, and the illusion of Tanny’s cousin faded. In its place was Mriy in a nun outfit. “What the hell, Mort? Just put her back to normal.”

“This is how she snuck into Old Timey California,” Mort replied. “Don’t blame me.”

“Sister Mriy, how you holding up back there? You’re awfully quiet,” Carl said. It wasn’t that Mriy couldn’t go long periods without hearing the sound of her own voice, but in these sorts of stressful, tactical situations, she usually had something to offer.

“You wouldn’t… like the noises… I’d make right now,” Mriy said between gasps. “I’ll live. Leave me be.”

“Roger that,” Carl said. “Cat’s down to seven lives, and no further updates until orbit.”

“You have any bright ideas on how to get us to your ship?” Lloyd asked. “If I’d known there was no plan, I’d have stayed at the station and disavowed you.”

“You’re doing a nice job piloting this contraption,” Mort said. “I really expected us to have to fight it out at the police depot.”

Carl slipped the shifter from ‘1’ to ‘2’ to ‘4’ and back to ‘1’ again, with no change in the Jaguar’s behavior. “Thanks, but this is an automatic. Someone didn’t want to learn the hard way to drive, so they just dummied it up to look authentic. The pedal throttle is taking some getting used to, but the rest isn’t that hard.” There was another vehicle he’d recently learned to pilot. It wasn’t sized for four, but it was a helluva lot closer than the Mobius. “Lloyd, can you get us to the highway that runs back toward the landing zone for offworld visitors?”

“Sure,” Lloyd replied. “That’d be Route 66.”

“Of course it would…”

# # #

Pilots are trained to go through a detailed and thorough pre-flight check prior to takeoff. Even if Carl had gone up in his Typhoon a thousand times, he would still check the most mundane and innocuous details before doing it again. Most of the time it was a precaution, double-checking the work of mechanics and maintenance staff aboard a carrier ship. Once in a while, it would catch something that wasn’t wrong, but wasn’t quite right either—things that fell under the category of personal pilot preference. But on rare occasion, it caught real problems, the sort of thing that grounded a fighter until someone took care of it. Maybe a sensor panel wasn’t displaying. Maybe it was a fuel-cell bleeding energy. Maybe one of the life-support seals wasn’t completely closing.

The Jaguar S-Type had a limited indicator console, and it hadn’t occurred to Carl that any sort of pre-drive check would have been in order. Despite the half-dozen unfamiliar gauges, he might have noticed one needle that was pointing more toward ‘E’ than ‘F’ and puzzled out that it was low on fuel.

The Jaguar sputtered out in the middle of Route 66.

The convoy of police vehicles behind them had followed at a respectable distance, as if unsure how to handle a high-speed pursuit. Maybe they didn’t know whether Carl had hostages. Or it could have been that they weren’t eager to catch up with a wizard. Either way, that buffer zone of open highway between the Jaguar and the police were closing fast.

“Everyone out!” Carl ordered.

Car doors sprang open, and the four of them scrambled for the side of the road. Mort and Lloyd moved awkwardly in business suits, while Mriy struggled along with a bloody hand pressed to her side.

“What now, Carl?” Lloyd asked. “We’re sitting ducks out here.”

Carl looked down the road ahead of them. It was dark, moonlit, and a stretch he’d only seen once before from the other direction. Still, optimism seemed like the best course. “Probably only a couple klicks short of where I stashed the Squall. I’ll go on ahead. You three hold them off.”

“Hold them off?” Lloyd replied, a note of mania creeping into his voice. “We’ve got a half-empty revolver, and they’ve got the whole Anaheim police force. What’ve we got that—”

“Mort,” Carl said, looking the old wizard square in the eye. “Keep the carnage to a minimum. Just keep them back while I get to the Mobius. There’s going to be hell to pay for this. These cops see a starship, they’ll put in a call to the ARGO garrison. That’s when the real fun starts.”

“Egads,” Mort muttered. “We’re depending on you to cover a mile of ground on foot. Maybe we should just surrender.”

Mriy snickered, though she winced in pain with each movement. “Go. We trust you.”

Carl gave a quick, informal salute and a wink. “Wish me luck!” He started out at a brisk jog in the direction he had last seen the Squall. Hopefully, it was closer than he was guessing.

# # #

As Carl disappeared into the gloom of night, Lloyd turned to Mort. The wail of sirens spread out as squad cars left the road to begin encircling them. The noise made conversation below a shout difficult, but Mriy’s ears caught the muttered conversation that took place between them.

“Couldn’t you just… you know… kill them all?” Lloyd asked, leaning close. “I’ve heard Rhiannon’s stories. These pissant retrovert lawmen shouldn’t be a threat to you.”

Mort grunted and shrugged. “Carl asked nicely. These lads signed up to play cops and robbers, not to actually be cops. I can’t imagine they get more than a few real crimes a year. This is a luxury resort more than a real ancient-Earth replica. It wouldn’t be…” Mort scratched his chin a moment. “…sporting?”

At that moment, the encircling squad cars broke contact with the ground. They lifted awkwardly, wobbling as if pulled by the rood with invisible strings. Someone gave the order to open fire, and shots slapped harmlessly against an invisible barrier. More cars rose from the ground, each coming to a stop twenty meters or so in the air. But that didn’t stop the panicked officers from firing.

“Cut that out!” Mort shouted at them. The replies that came back were unhelpful. Confused and frightened officers shouted instructions and orders, and the shots kept on coming. “Fine, then,” he added in an undertone.

The cars began to spin, slowly at first, but increasingly fast until the squad cars had turned into the sort of carnival amusement ride that left weak-stomached passengers vomiting upon egress. There were a few screams at first, but those died away. Not as quickly as the shots stopped firing, however. The sirens fell silent as well, warped past functioning as magic broke down the local science.

Mort gave a satisfied nod. “That ought to hold them.”

“How long can you keep it up?” Mriy asked.

Mort pursed his lips and frowned up at the squad cars. “I suppose I can leave them there until Carl gets back. It won’t kill the poor saps. But I’ll give them maybe half an hour; if Car’s not back by then, I’ll let them down to puke out everything from toenails to tongue. Doubt they’ll be much trouble after that.”

“They might radio for help,” Lloyd said.

“The hell is a radio?” Mort asked.

Mriy strained to listen. “They are talking to someone at their headquarters, but there is no response. I think… you disabled those as well.”

“Now we just wait. Anyone bring snacks?” Mort asked.

# # #

The Squall was right where Carl had left it. But he hadn’t been the only one to discover it. Someone had adorned the hull with a peace symbol in dripping white spray-paint. In a panic, Carl checked for more substantive vandalism. All he found was a scrawled message on the far side, also in spray-paint, reading “Take me to your leader.”

As he climbed into the cockpit, Carl worried that he might have missed something. Every pilot of a Typhoon was supposed to know the basics of how to maintain it; most of them could have been starship mechanics if they were inclined. But Carl had cheated his way through the academy testing, and his squad-mates had always covered for him after that. Something about the way all the trillions of little parts interacted just wouldn’t settle into any form of sense in his head. He’d spent too much time with Mort as a kid and seen too much magic for science to seem scientific.

Knowing that there wasn’t much he could do if he found anything, Carl skipped the pre-flight checks. Since there was no spray-paint, empty beer cans, or girls’ underwear inside the Squall, he made the assumption that the teens who’d spray-painted it hadn’t had the nerve to open it up. A few days on the side of a road shouldn’t have hurt it any.

The engine hummed to life, and Carl grinned. He loved the music. He liked the style. But this backwater world was no place for a spacer. He hammered the throttle as soon as he was clear of the billboard he’d parked behind. On the trip out, he had kept low and slow to stay off sensors from the orbital nannies that enforced the retrovert lifestyle, finding and keeping out off-worlders and their tech toys. But now it was time to get shit done, and there was no hiding what he was planning to do next.

“Yo, Tanny,” Carl said into the comm. “Tanny, answer me. Roddy? Pick up the comm. Need ya, buddy.”

A few seconds later, the laaku mechanic came on the comm. “Hey, Carl. Mort and Mriy went looking for you.”

“They found me,” Carl said. “I had to leave them back on the side of a highway, holding off the cops. I’m coming in hot.”

“Why is it never a nice, leisurely departure?” Roddy said. “Why’s everyplace we leave gotta involve the word ‘flee’ or ‘escape’? You ever think I might be doing maintenance on the engines, or something?”

“That’s why I keep the fridge well stocked,” Carl replied. “To keep you from being ambitious and proactive. Have the cargo bay open and engines fired up. I’ll take the helm, but I want you to get us off the ground before I get up there.”

“That much of a hurry, huh?”

“That much of a hurry. We just pulled the fire alarm, and ARGO’s going to come down on us before too long. Those retrovert cops aren’t the problem, it’s who they’ll call for backup.”

“I’m on it.”

Carl closed the comm and opened a new one. It took him a moment to remember the comm ID, since it wasn’t programmed into the Squall. “Hailing. Lost little girl, come in.” When there was no response, he repeated the message, and then a third time before he got a response.

“Jesus, Carl,” Rhiannon said. “You ever stop to think I might have company over? It’s not cool for me to be using this thing planetside. Quit being such a square, and patch it through the phone.”

“Wait! Don’t hang up!” Carl said. “This is serious. Lloyd, Mort, and Mriy are in trouble. I’m rushing back to the Mobius to go pick them up.”

“Sounds like a bad scene,” Rhiannon said. “Lay it on me.”

“Mort broke me out of jail while Lloyd was there,” Carl said. “It got all… well, like everything I do. Lloyd came along instead of playing dumb, so he’s caught up in this.”

“No way!” Rhiannon said. “Lloyd wouldn’t get himself tagged. He’s a total dork; wears his suit on the inside, you know?”

“Listen to me,” Carl said. “Shit flows downhill from this. We’re taking Lloyd with us and bugging out. Making tracks. Fleeing the scene? You dig, Sis?”

“Fuck.” She got the idea, which was good, because Carl was running out of period-authentic lingo to use on her.

“If you want to join us, have anything you want to bring with you in the car when I get there.”

“Where do I meet you?” Rhiannon asked. “How soon? Oh, and fuck you, Carl.”

“Yeah, fuck me,” Carl agreed. “But just be in the driveway in…” Carl checked his sensors and did some guessing. “Let’s say twenty minutes.”

# # #

Carl sprinted through the Mobius, which was in the air before he set the Squall down in the cargo bay. As the ramp closed behind him, he could see that Roddy was bringing it about, setting in a course for the way he’d just come. He skidded to a halt and slammed into the copilot’s seat.

“Move over,” he ordered Roddy.

“Always a treat with you around,” Roddy said, easing back on the throttle before leaving the controls momentarily unattended.

Carl slid into the pilot’s chair as Roddy moved into the copilot’s. “Well, shit happens.”

“It’s all your fault, you know,” Roddy said. “All your fault. From being here in the first place, to Harmony Bay shitting bricks over your crash-and-burn at the race, to Phabian Investigative Services giving us the scan-job.”

“Well, add ruining my sister’s life to the list,” Carl said. “We’re swinging by Rhiannon’s place after we grab everyone else. Where’s Tanny?”

“She and Esper took a transport ship,” Roddy said. “They couldn’t wait for you to get back before they went after Kubu.”

“Just the two of them?” Carl said. “Shit.”

“That’s your fault, too, I guess.”

Carl had to ponder that one a moment before it sank in. Why would the two of them running off get dumped in his lap? It sounded more like Tanny couldn’t keep it together long enough to form a proper rescue plan. “It was Mort, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, the big guy wouldn’t drop the Mobius astral without you on board,” Roddy said. “Not that Tanny cared about leaving you on Peractorum until we got back.”

“We’ll have a word about that later,” Carl promised. Tanny was getting out of hand. Carl not being on the ship sort of put her in charge, but it didn’t make the Mobius hers to run off with and leave him stranded. “Looks like I owe Mort one, huh?”

Roddy made a rude noise of flapping lips. “We all owe that crusty old bastard more than we could ever pay back.”

“Still…”

“Yeah,” Roddy agreed. “I know. Hey, where’d you leave the jail breakers?”

“Just off Route 66,” Carl replied.

Roddy rolled his eyes. “You nostalgic fuckers. A whole colony without one original idea in it.”

While the Mobius was nowhere near as agile at the Squall parked in its belly, in a straight line through atmosphere, it was nearly as fast. But the comforting bulk and the lack of a panoramic view through the canopy made the return trip feel more relaxing. An overlay holo-display cast the nighttime landscape in easily viewed shades of green, making navigation a simple matter of backtracking the Squall’s course, plus a bit of rounding error for the part he took on foot.

When he spotted the police cars floating in mid-air, Carl slammed on the thrust reversers and brought the Mobius to a halt. Mort had taken the defensive posture down at ground level a bit farther than Carl had anticipated. This wasn’t just going to make the local papers. They were going to have every investigative branch in ARGO here pretty soon, maybe even someone from the Convocation. Magic like that didn’t go unnoticed on civilized worlds, even when those worlds tried their damnedest not to seem civilized.

“Roddy, grab a seat in the turret and cover them,” Carl said. “Fire a few warning shots.”

“Are you nuts?” Roddy asked. “We can’t just—”

“Yes,” Carl snapped. “I am. We’re putting astral between us and ARGO for a while after this. A lot of it. Now go! And open the cargo bay while you’re at it.”

Carl kept them on the outskirts of what he guessed might be the range of Mort’s fuckery when it came to the laws of physics. For having known the wizard twenty-something years, it was still guesswork figuring out how far and how badly he could screw with technology.

Roddy’s first volley kicked up huge plumes of dust in the dry dirt fields on the side of the road. The greenish bolts of plasma hadn’t flown quite straight, taking a curved path to the ground, but Roddy had given the squad cars a wide berth when he fired. After a second blast, the cars drifted to the ground. When they’d settled onto their own suspensions, Carl backed the Mobius up to the three fugitives, cargo ramp first.

“We’re… aboard,” Mriy grunted on the comm a moment later. She sounded bad. But Mriy was tough. If she hadn’t died of her wounds by now, she ought to be able to recover. Maybe once they picked up Esper, she could do something to help.

Carl trusted that Mriy had already hit the controls for the ramp. He gained altitude and put the shields up—just in case a bullet got lucky.

“We can’t leave without Rhiannon,” Lloyd’s voice came over the comm.

Carl gave a rueful smile. Not a bad guy, Lloyd. Might do a good job looking after his sister. “Already on the way. Called ahead. She’s packing as we speak.”

The nav computer had updated with local maps. It recognized the address 413 Mapleview Terrace and showed Carl a course and an ETA of two minutes—God, were starships convenient. A scan off the orbital comm chatter didn’t show up with anything unusual, but it was scant comfort. Back when they had Chip, he’d have been listening in on encrypted-law enforcement channels. But just about anything could be on its way to Peractorum through astral and the Mobius wouldn’t know until it was too late.

Mapleview Terrace was the same bland, cookie-cutter happy factory that every other residential zone in the ‘burbs seemed to be. It was just like Mom and Dad’s old place in San Jose, back during the brief period when they’d lived here. Ranch floor plan, white picket fence, postage stamp yard with vibrant green grass. It was easy to pick out Rhiannon’s place, because it was the only one with a woman in an orange dress frantically stuffing suitcases into a Camero.

The Mobius landed only briefly. It was just long enough for Rhiannon to drive a ‘68 Camero replica into the cargo hold and park it beside the Squall. Carl stayed up in the cockpit, dreading the fallout from his sister’s unplanned addition to the passenger manifest. Hopefully, if Lloyd were any sort of boyfriend, he’d calm her down before the subject of fratricide came up.

Carl headed for space.

Tanny being Tanny, she had left a detailed itinerary of the rescue mission, along with three alternate rendezvous points for afterward, and a comm ID to get in touch with her anonymously if things went sideways. But with Mort aboard, Carl figured there was a chance they might even head her off before she did anything stupid on her own.

Esper wasn’t going to be nearly enough backup for a rescue.

# # #

There were times when Esper seemed like her old self. At the cafeteria on board the Milky Waltz, she’d ordered herbal tea and chocolate cake for breakfast. They’d watched Love Letter Dynasty together in their shared berth, weeping over Laurie and Jackson’s tragic affair while drinking sweetened wine. Without the guys around, it had been like a vacation.

And then there were times when she seemed distant, shouldering her way through crowds and glowering at overly talkative servers. Tanny wanted to talk to her about it, but there was the mission to consider. If it took Esper letting her mind wander into Mort’s dreams to turn her into the soldier she needed to be… for a few days that would have to do.

But that trip was behind them now. They had arrived on Nythy, the vowel-free laaku colony world where Inviu of Chapath had set up her refuge. It was an unauthorized terraformed world, not part of ARGO’s master plan to fully colonize the galaxy. Its gravity was 1.1 of Earth’s, which put it 5% over the threshold for sanctioned habitation. Of course, after a while planetside, most people didn’t notice the difference, and with an illegally terraformed atmosphere and imported wildlife, Nythy made for decent living.

“I feel like an idiot in this getup,” Tanny whispered. “How did I let you talk me into this?” The sleeves of her tunic were baggy, and she had her hands stuffed inside opposing sleeves, mimicking Esper’s posture.

“If we want Kubu free and clear, we need to get in without them knowing who’s coming,” Esper said. “I don’t think your phony IDs were going to do the trick.”

“And your phony wizard trick will?” Tanny asked. “At least you could have let me know before I paid for the IDs.”

“You should have told me about it, and I would have stopped you,” Esper replied. “And Mort and I have already pulled this trick. I’m no Mort, but I think I can pass you off as an apprentice.”

“You think…” Tanny muttered. “I can’t even remember the last time I wore a skirt. I must look ridiculous.”

“It’s January 9th, 2561,” Esper said. “Next time I make you wear one, you’ll know. Besides, you look cute in a skirt. And black is definitely your color.”

They left the starport on foot, but soon found a communal transport heading for the Duploth region, which was their destination. There wasn’t much infrastructure, just a concrete pad and a service desk—pay at one, wait near the other. It was half an hour until the next shuttle. Tanny and Esper sat down on a bench by the pad and waited.

“I’d feel better if we had a datapad with us,” Tanny said. “Shipping our tech to Keesha Bell seems like cutting our own throats.”

“She’ll hold onto it for us,” Esper replied. The calm assurance in her voice was new as of the past few days. She didn’t hedge and suggest and qualify, she just said things like she meant them. “Besides, to get in without raising a ruckus, we need to stay in character.”

“And without a blaster, you think I won’t end up killing Inviu,” Tanny reasoned.

“Maybe,” Esper said. “But I bet if you really, really deep in your heart want to, you could kill her with your bare hands. No blaster just means you can’t do it without thinking.”

Tanny couldn’t take it any longer. “What’s gotten into you? Mort can’t be having this much effect on you in a couple nights. You haven’t even gone into his head since we’ve been… wait, you haven’t, right?”

“No,” Esper said. “And it’s been weird waking up in modern times multiple days in a row. But I don’t know, maybe I’m just growing up. I ran away to the One Church for protection and for answers. I got some of one and not nearly enough of the other. Mort’s got answers. I don’t like a lot of them, but he offers them up anyway. They’re better answers than I had, at least.”

“So Mort’s put you off the One Church now?” Tanny asked. “Jesus, he’s one cold-hearted bastard. Take away solace in life and the comfort of the next…”

“No, just a more complete picture,” Esper said. “He’s studied history like you wouldn’t believe. The scriptures, the heresies, the histories that get stuffed in a closet because they don’t agree with ‘popular’ history. He’s got copies in his head, and I’ve read a bunch of them. It helps to see past the politics and the secular power grabs to the divinity beneath. Mortal men acting on behalf of God with real magic, performing miracles with His gifts. Atrocities in His name and in defiance of His laws. Humanity is shit, a lot of the time.”

“There!” Tanny said. “That! You didn’t used to curse like that.”

Esper just shrugged. “I used to think there was something inherently wrong with certain words,” she said. “I was brought up that way. But a lot of how I was raised was fucked up. Fucked. Fucking fucked the fuck up. Am I supposed to go tell a priest I said that? Half of them sin daily anyway. Does he have God’s ear any more than I do? Is He not listening to me right now? There’s nothing in the Ten Commandments about vocabulary; English wasn’t even around back then.”

“I can see you’ve had some time on your hands,” Tanny muttered. She started to check her datapad for the dozenth time before remembering yet again that it was in a shipping crate en route to Champlain VI.

“A lot of the confusion comes from translations,” Esper continued. A dam had burst, and all the things she’d been keeping silent on had flooded forth. Tanny now regretted poking holes in that dam. “A lot of other races that heard God’s word kept simpler versions. Ten was a lot of commandments, possibly because humanity—as I mentioned—has been pretty shitty over the years. But the tesuds have a single commandment: ‘In all actions, seek to lessen suffering.’ It’s such a catch-all. So simple, but so hard to wrap your head around.”

“How do you quantify suffering?” Tanny asked. “Sounds like a great way to rationalize theft from the rich.”

“Ah,” Esper said with a grin. “But if they were pious, they’d have used the money to reduce suffering already. Still, the theory has its flaws. Temporal ignorance of the greater suffering in the world and worlds beyond is one of the key theological topics in the tesuds’ equivalent of the One Church.”

Tanny let Esper ramble on. It was nice that Mort was broadening Esper’s horizons beyond fire-and-brimstone morality, but Tanny had come to terms with the lack of a caring god a long time ago. She’s seen too much—hopefully more suffering than Esper would ever know about. There very possibly was a god, but he didn’t give a counterfeit terra about humanity.

…otherwise he might have sent that shuttle along just a little ahead of schedule.

# # #

Under the guise of prospective donors from the Convocation, Tanny and Esper had no trouble arranging a tour at the Duploth Refuge for Sentient and Displaced Species. They were met at the shuttle depot by a young laaku in a green and white uniform. He was piloting a blocky, weather-worn cargo shuttle that looked like it had seen heavy use outdoors.

“Welcome to Duploth,” he said, extending a hand. Tanny and Esper each removed a hand from their sleeves to shake with and returned to their Convocation-approved ‘I’m not here to do magic’ poses. “I’m Chimjo of Nederhal, park ranger for the reserve. Climb aboard.”

The interior of the shuttle had a barnyard odor, reeking of animal sweat and rich soil. The seats were old leather, worn and cracked, with harness-style straps for the occupants. Tanny strapped herself in as soon as she sat down; Esper never removed her hands from her sleeves as she took her seat. Out of the corner of her eye, Tanny kept watch to see how Esper handled keeping her seat on a bucket of bolts that probably didn’t have its own gravity generator—hence the restraints.

But as the shuttle rose, Esper rocked with the ship’s motion and kept herself steady as the straps strained to hold Tanny tightly in place. “Hold on. This is a short ride, but maybe not a smooth one,” Chimjo said from the cockpit. Despite being able to hear him a bit, speakers in the passenger section relayed his voice with an annoying audio parallax.

The trip was, as promised, both short and rough. Tanny’s shoulders ached when she unfastened her harness, and she caught a sly smile from Esper as she rubbed the spot where the straps had dug in. Their landing spot was a smaller version of the concrete slab outside the starport, with the service desk replaced by a supply shed. Chimjo met them on the pad and escorted them to a ground vehicle with no visible means of locomotion.

“Well, here you have it, one of the largest privately funded, POGOFAFEP-approved refuges in the galaxy,” Chimjo said, waving a hand across their field of view as he started the vehicle. It hummed forward with far less panache than the petrol-burners back in New Cali, crawling along the ground.

“POGOFAFEP?” Esper asked before Tanny could.

“The Phabian Organization for Galactic Ocean Flora and Fauna Extinction Protection,” Chimjo said. “Sorry, not being laaku, I shouldn’t have assumed you knew. They’re the galaxy’s leading authority on the care and nurturing of at-risk species.”

“I see,” Esper said.

“So what are you going to show us?” Tanny asked. It was one thing to play the tourist and potential donor, but she didn’t want to linger around this place all day.

“Well, for starters, we’re headed to the forest section,” Chimjo replied. “We’ve got fifty-three species of avian life, as well as a number of—”

“Do you have any megafauna?” Esper asked. “I was on Vi Tik Naa once, and they had this great safari that—”

“We don’t approve of that place around here,” Chimjo said with an ominous note in his voice. “That’s a hunting world. Damn shame what goes on out there beyond ARGO.”

“Wouldn’t it be nice if someone brought those big, wonderful creatures somewhere safe?” Esper asked sweetly. “You don’t have any big, ancient creatures around here, do you?”

“Ancient?” Chimjo said. “Wouldn’t say ancient, but then again, you’re human, so you drove all sorts of creatures extinct.”

“A little before our time,” Tanny mumbled.

“We do have some pretty big creatures around here,” Chimjo said. “We’ve got a mammoth clan in the Northwest part of the reserve. They keep to themselves mostly, and find their own food, but they know me and don’t mind me being around. Not sure that’s the best place to go looking though.”

“What else’ve you got?” Tanny asked.

Chimjo sighed. She could tell that he believed in this place and must have thought they were gawking clods. If it weren’t for the promise of a donation to fund the reserve, he’d probably have kicked them out of the vehicle to walk back to the shuttle pad. “We’ve got a bear/tiger hybrid rescued from a genetics lab, but she’s skittish around new people—can’t say I blame her. There’s also a long-beaked condor with a nest not far from here. Last of his kind as far as we know; rescued him from the Sarfeist Cluster. And there’s a sentient canid from Poltid, fresh in from a private collector—still just a kid, really.”

“Sentient?” Esper said with a grin. “Ooh, can we meet him?”

It was a good thing she spoke up quickly, because Tanny was about ready to grab the little monkey by the throat and wring Kubu’s location out of him.

Chimjo checked a chrono on the vehicle’s control console. “Well… not right now. It’s lesson time. Mrs. Inviu takes a particular interest in rescued sentients. They get proper schooling, tailored to their intellectual development needs.”

Esper cast Tanny a speculative glance. Damn her! Yes, Tanny needed to come up with something to teach Kubu. He did need some sort of education, and ‘living aboard a starship’ wasn’t enough on its own. He’d learn about heists and engine maintenance and a million different plots to holovids, but not the ABCs and arithmetic that were the foundation of literacy and productive society.

“Maybe afterward?” Esper asked.

Chimjo lifted his cap and scratched the back of his head—which fortunately left two hands for driving—before answering. “We’ll see. Maybe. That’s all I can promise.”

“What’s that building over there?” Tanny asked. A structure of white and silver glinted on the horizon.

“You’ve got good eyes,” Chimjo remarked. “That’s the main house. Anything that prefers an indoor sleeping situation gets a room or stable or whatever they need.”

“Is that where Kubu is?” Esper asked.

Chimjo cut the throttle and the vehicle came to an abrupt halt. Twisting around in the seat, he confronted the two would-be wizards. “Who the hell are you? I never mentioned Kubu’s name.”

Tanny shot a hand out and grabbed Chimjo by his collar. “I’m his Mommy.”

Chimjo grabbed Tanny’s wrist with his upper hands and brought his lower two to bear against her chest. “Lemme go, you crazy ape!” He was startlingly strong for his size, threatening to tear the fabric of his own uniform to free himself from Tanny’s grasp.

But Tanny only had one hand occupied. With the other, she gave Chimjo a swift cuff to the side of the head. His struggles abated momentarily, but when his dizziness passed, he resumed his efforts to break free. With all the patience she could muster, Tanny measured out a slightly stiffer blow and struck the laaku ranger again. During his daze, she shook him, dislodging his feet from her chest.

“I won’t help you… kidnap him,” Chimjo mumbled with his head lolling forward.

“We’re not kidnapping him,” Esper said. “We’re here to rescue him. If he doesn’t want to come, we won’t force him.”

“Inviu’s… legal guardian.”

Tanny lifted Chimjo’s chin so he was looking her in the eye. “We are—to put it mildly—not concerned about legalities.”

“I need that on a coffee mug,” Esper muttered.

“We’re here to get Kubu back where he belongs,” Tanny said. “With the people who rescued him and who he trusts. I didn’t save him from one zoo to put him into another one, even if it’s a little nicer.”

“Can’t keep him on a starship,” Chimjo said. “No place for… big animal like that.”

“Not your problem,” Tanny said. “Now, I’ve got Convocation backup here, but I don’t need this to get any more violent than it’s already been. We’ll be gone and you’ll never see any of the three of us ever again.”

“Not… help you.”

“Dammit!” Tanny shouted into the limp laaku’s face. “Yes you will, or you’ll regret it. If I have to, I’ll—”

“Were you friends with Kubu?” Esper asked.

“Huh?”

“Does Kubu like you?” Esper asked. “Have you been kind to him?” She lowered her voice. “I’ll know if you’re lying.”

“Kubu’s a good boy,” Chimjo said. “I think he likes everybody. I take him hunting… find bunnies.”

“Let him go,” Esper ordered. It was odd hearing an order from those lips. But Tanny knew she meant it and wasn’t hearing arguments against it. She set the laaku on the seat of the vehicle and loosened her grip until he stood on his own, leaning heavily against the seat back.

“Don’t do this,” Chimjo said. “He’s better off here. Mrs. Inviu can take proper care—”

“Get out,” Tanny told him. “If you’re not helping us, fine. Since you haven’t done anything to Kubu, we’ll let you go. But we’re taking this… whatever you call this thing. And if you go calling for help, you’re just going to get a lot of people hurt. Maybe us, too. Maybe Kubu. But definitely a lot of your coworkers, and I’ll make sure one of them is you. Got it, four-hands?”

“Got it,” Chimjo said, stumbling out of the vehicle.

“That was uncalled for,” Esper said as they sped off with Tanny at the controls. Despite its odd appearance, efficient laaku design had left the vehicle starkly simple to operate.

“Hm?” Tanny grunted.

“Calling him four-hands,” Esper said. “I mean, he has four of them, but you were deriding him for it. Would you have called him that if Roddy were here?”

“In a heartbeat,” Tanny said. They were bouncing along uneven terrain in a machine of a vehicular breed she’d never heard of. It wasn’t the time to get cutesy-fuzzy over word choice. “Roddy knows his up from down. It’s not personal.”

Esper slid her hands into her sleeves and gave a cautious nod. “Let’s keep that idea at the fore. This is a rescue, not a vendetta. And I mean that.”

For the first time since they’d been on this mission, Tanny realized that she might not be in charge of it.

# # #

The main structure of the Duploth Refuge was larger than Tanny had guessed from a distance. It didn’t appear to be residential-grade building materials, either. It had the look of a modular colony for non-atmospheric worlds, or ones with toxic air. The only saving grace appeared to be the front door, which had a welcoming, business-like appearance, with glass double-doors and a sign above, lettered in some laaku language Tanny couldn’t read. She assumed that it was a welcome of some sort.

The strange, crawling vehicle halted out front as Tanny cut power to the throttle. She vaulted over the side and hustled up to the door, with Esper following suit. “Shit, camera!” she snapped, turning away from the black glass dome in the corner by the door.

“Well, she’s not going to wonder for long who came for Kubu anyway,” Esper said. “Not like she can’t scan the omni for your service record and get an image that way. Kubu’s only got so many mommies.”

Tanny tried the door, but the handle wouldn’t budge. Set into the white steel wall was an input panel, with a screen that was also displaying laaku script. “English,” she said, and the screen complied. It asked her to identify herself and offered voice, retinal, DNA, and password validation as options.

“Where’s the option for none of the above?” Esper asked, peering over Tanny’s shoulder. “Oh, wait…” She gently guided Tanny out of her way, then mashed a hand against the screen. The image seen around that slender hand went haywire, twisting, then flickering, then blank.

“Nice,” Tanny said. She heaved on the door handle, but it still wouldn’t open. “Bullshit! Fail secure? What kind of place is this? They lose power, everyone’s trapped inside.”

“Unless they’ve got a wizard,” Esper said. Once again, she pushed her way past Tanny, this time taking custody of the door handle. The 50-kilo slip of a woman set her feet, gritted her teeth, and pulled.

Nothing happened.

“Hold on,” Esper said through gritted teeth. She put a foot against one door while pulling on the handle of the other.

Still, nothing happened.

“I think you need to try your next trick,” Tanny said. “And make it quick, we must’ve gotten someone’s attention in there by now.”

“This door is… rather insistent that it’s actually closed,” Esper said. “I’m having a very hard time convincing it otherwise. I think Inviu might have coached it on what to do against wizards.” There was sweat beading on her forehead, but no sign of the door giving so much as a millimeter to show for it.

“If only I had a blaster,” Tanny grumbled. It wasn’t an efficient way to get through a door, not at the output power of a handheld. But it was a helluva lot better than muscle power, even magically juiced muscle power. “Hold up a minute. Don’t herniate yourself.”

Tanny ran back for the crawler and hopped into the driver’s seat. It was the most awkward vehicle she could remember using, but it seemed to have good traction. She swung it around and backed it up the front steps. Catching on to what Tanny was planning, Esper scrambled out of the way before the crawler hit the doors. They protested briefly, bulging inward before buckling under the strain. The glass didn’t shatter, just bent and crumpled like steel. It was a wizarding trick, same as Mort has done years ago for all the glass aboard the Mobius. It was still weird to look at the results.

Esper climbed through the open cabin of the crawler to follow Tanny into the building. The halls were stark white, scrubbed spotless, and serenely lit. Flatvid screens showed footage promoting the work of the refuge, with laaku caretakers interacting with a variety of rare and exotic creatures. It brought back memories of the Gologlex Menagerie, which helped steel her resolve.

“Hold it right there!” a laaku voice shouted. It had only been a matter of time, she supposed. They hadn’t been quick, or stealthy, or the least bit subtle in their entrance. If she’d proposed that sort of breach in tactical school, she’d have flunked the course.

Two laaku in park ranger uniforms like Chimjo’s had their heads poking out from a side corridor, rifles aimed at Tanny and Esper. Seconds later, another pair emerged from a corridor farther down, advancing slowly with their rifles trained on the two intruders.

“Easy boys,” Tanny said, raising her hands. “We’re unarmed.”

“Put down your weapons,” Esper ordered. She raised a single hand, not in surrender. An image formed in the palm of that hand, as if held there by the loose grip of her outstretched fingers. It was the sigil of the Convocation, same as Mort used when he wanted to bully someone without using actual magic—which was rare. “This is Convocation business. Stand aside and you won’t be harmed.” To Tanny’s shock, Esper started down the corridor right for them, as if they were just holo images of actual guards.

But they hesitated. Tanny noticed one of the laaku down the hall take a tentative step back. Another poked around the corner, angling his weapon to point away from her.

“My business is with Inviu of Chapath. Where can I find her?” Esper asked. Tanny had never understood magic, not beyond what she’d seen it do with her own eyes. Was it possible that this was Mort, or a fragment of Mort that had been deposited in Esper’s brain? Had he cross-pollinated with her? Or had Esper really changed so much in a few short days.

A few long days, Tanny amended. Something Esper had said on the transport ship en route came back to her. In a month’s time, she’d be twice as old as Tanny. She would have spent more of her perceived life in Mort’s dreamland than in the real world.

“Bring her here!” Esper snapped when none of the rangers seemed inclined to supply information on their employer’s whereabouts. “And put those ridiculous toys away before you hurt someone.”

“They’re set on stun,” one of the rangers said by way of apology. “We don’t fire lethal weapons in the refuge.”

“Good,” Esper said. “Now find Inviu, and bring her to me.”

“Inviu is right here,” a new voice said. Tanny recognized it from the background of the comm Kubu had managed to send her shortly after his capture. The laaku woman who stepped into the corridor didn’t look like any sort of wizard. But then again, Mort didn’t either, most of the time. She was dressed in coveralls stained with dirt around the ankles and wore a pair of old-fashioned spectacles. She tucked a pair of gardening gloves into a pocket. “What business does the Convocation have here? Since when do you people bother with… It’s you!” Inviu looked squarely at Tanny as she said it. “These aren’t wizards. These are the poachers who stole Kubu! And they’re here to do it again. Detain them.”

The first shot missed Esper by the finger’s width, a blue energy that dissipated as soon as it struck steel. She pushed off against the nearest wall, thrusting herself out of the line of fire, then kicked off the far wall like a springboard. As she was about to slam into the pair of laaku at the corner, they both got their rifles aimed center-of-mass at her. But nothing fired. Esper must have fouled the tech that the rifles relied upon.

Tanny wasn’t about to allow Esper to face the laaku all by herself. She rushed forward, yelling incoherently to draw attention and sow panic. The two laaku at the end of the hall retreated for cover, firing poorly aimed shots in the hope of slowing her. They didn’t. Tanny’s target wasn’t the two retreating rangers, nor the two that Esper was pummeling. She was after Inviu, and the laaku woman knew it.

Inviu fled, hurtling down the corridor on all fours. Even with her pharmaceutically enhanced muscles, Tanny couldn’t match a healthy laaku in a sprint. But that didn’t stop her from pursuing. She saw Inviu disappear through a side door, and seconds later, Tanny threw it open and barged through. She was just in time to see Inviu disappear around a corner and headed off after her. This place wasn’t big enough for the laaku kidnapper to hide.

Tanny rounded the next bend and froze in place. She hadn’t intended to. But Inviu stood in the next room, arms crossed, with a smug look on her face. Try as she might, Tanny couldn’t budge a muscle.

“Kubu, come here,” Inviu said in a soft voice. “Look who’s here.”

Kubu peeked through an open door at the far end of the room. Good God, he’d grown huge. He must have put on thirty kilos since she’d last seen him. And he was wearing clothes—some sort of kiddie outfit, grossly oversized. “Mommy?” Kubu asked. “MOMMY!” He bounded across the room, and Tanny felt a moment’s panic as she was unable to brace herself for the affectionate onslaught. The canid slammed into her like a huge sack of furry meat (which she supposed he was). He licked her face, tail wagging furiously. “Oh, Mommy, Mommy, Mommy. Kubu missed you.”

“I don’t love you,” Tanny said, shocked to hear the words come from her own mouth, which moved of its own accord.

“Mommy?” Kubu backed a step away. His tail still wagged, but more slowly.

“I’m here to steal you back, because you belong to me,” Tanny heard herself say. She wanted to scream that it wasn’t true, that she did love Kubu, and that Inviu was forcing her to say these things.

“You see, Kubu?” Inviu asked, strolling up and laying a hand on the back of Kubu’s neck. She had to reach up to manage. “She was lying to you all that time. She wasn’t going to take good care of you like I do. But my magic stopped her, kept you safe. I’ll always keep you safe.”

Kubu whined and hung his head, ears folded back. “Mommy? Why?”

“Because Inviu is a witch,” Esper said from somewhere behind Tanny, out of her field of vision. “She’s not really saying those things, Kubu. It’s a trick.”

“Esper!” Kubu said. He started toward her with the same enthusiasm he’d initially shown Tanny, but Inviu stopped him in his tracks.

“Stop!” Inviu commanded, then turned her attention to Esper. “So… you actually are some sort of wizard. But you’re not here on behalf of the Convocation, are you? This is a kidnapping, plain and simple.”

“Yeah,” Esper replied. “I guess when you kidnap someone, you get a lot more lawyers involved. We don’t go to that sort of trouble. Kubu’s family, and we look after family ourselves.” As Esper came into Tanny’s peripheral vision, she noticed that Esper had brought one of the stun rifles along. She took aim at Inviu. “Now let them go. We’re leaving, and it only gets uglier from here if you try to stop us.”

As Esper inched forward, aiming the stun rifle at Inviu, the laaku woman scoffed. “You think you can bluff me? That thing won’t fire. If your magic hadn’t already fouled it, mine would.” Esper froze awkwardly, mid-step.

But the magical halting was broken a split-second later. “Not on me, you don’t,” Esper warned. “And as for this thing?” She switched her grip, taking her finger off the trigger and grabbing the rifle by the barrel in both hands. “It’s still three kilos of polymer composite.” With that, she swung the rifle at Inviu like a club. The laaku wizard barely had time to dive out of the way. Esper swung again, and Inviu leapt onto a desk, which Esper promptly kicked out from under her.

Tanny felt the hold on her loosen. Esper must have been distracting Inviu to the point where she couldn’t maintain her iron hold on Tanny’s muscles.

“Kubu, help me!” Inviu ordered, scampering away from Esper, who cut off her path to the door before she could escape.

Tanny couldn’t believe the stones on this laaku woman, expecting Kubu to help her after Esper revealed the lies Inviu had forced out of her mouth. He might be a bit naive, but Kubu wasn’t stupid. But to her horror, Kubu started moving toward Esper, and it didn’t look friendly.

“Esper,” Tanny managed to say, fighting against Inviu’s weakened control of her body. “Look out.”

As soon as Esper snapped her head around, Inviu darted for the door. Kubu lurched forward like a stiff-legged puppet. Tanny didn’t care how strong she’d gotten, Esper could punch Kubu until she broke every bone in her hand and not phase him. He closed in on her.

“Run,” Tanny grunted out.

“Kubu…” Esper said, spreading her arms. “It’s OK. I’m your friend. Inviu can’t do this to you. She can’t make you do things you don’t like.” Kubu kept approaching her. “You are Kubu. You are your own person. Believe that!”

Kubu kept plodding toward her, but slowed. Esper didn’t back away. If Tanny didn’t do something, he was going to crush Esper flat. She strained against the invisible bonds holding her, but it was as if she were buried in sand. All she could do was twitch a few millimeters and no farther.

“I believe in you, Kubu,” Esper repeated. She reached out a hand and placed it on the bridge of Kubu’s nose. He stopped. A tense moment passed, then Kubu shrugged Esper’s hand off his nose and licked her.

Tanny felt herself break free all at once. She stumbled as straining muscles all sprang loose without warning. Kubu turned and reached her in a single bound. “Mommy! Oh, Mommy, Kubu missed you!”

With a wellspring of tears, Tanny threw her arms around Kubu. “I missed you, too.” She sniffed and pulled away. “But we still have to stop Inviu, or we’ll never—”

“No,” Esper said.

“But we can’t just let her get away with—”

“NO.”

Kubu followed the argument, looking from Tanny to Esper and back again as they argued. “What are we ‘NO’ about?”

“We’ve got Kubu,” Esper said. “That’s all we came for. We’ve got to get out of here before someone calls for bigger help than a few park rangers with science rifles.” Tanny couldn’t help noting Mort’s term for technological weaponry.

“But she’ll—”

“NO!” Esper shouted. “This is why Mort sent me. This isn’t an assassination; it’s a rescue. Come on, Kubu, we have a thingy out front that drives like a snake or a snail or something. It’ll be fun.”

Kubu nodded. “Mommy, come with Esper and Kubu?”

Tanny took a slow, shuddering breath. “Yeah, OK.” The tactical training ingrained deep down in her said that leaving Inviu loose was a mistake, that she’d come after them sooner or later—maybe as soon as they exited the building. But she had Kubu back, and until they were safely offworld, that was a tenuous thing. “Let’s go.”

# # #

The plans Mort had passed along had included an inventory of ships that Inviu of Chapath kept on site for various uses. Most were for cargo and large animal transport, dependent on larger carrier ships or astral gates for interstellar travel. But one was a Gaedri-class low-end luxury transport with its own astral drive. That was going to be their ticket offworld.

As Tanny piloted the crawler toward Inviu’s landing pad, a glow of main engine thrusters caught her attention. “Shit,” she muttered.

Esper looked up to the sky; Kubu looked to the ground. “Where?” he asked.

“What was that?” Esper asked, following Tanny’s gaze.

“Pretty sure that was our ride,” she replied. “Inviu must have bolted straight for it when she ran. I would have thought she’d put up more fight for her refuge than that.”

“It explains why you and Kubu were able to break free,” Esper said. “I didn’t think that was anything I did, but it was hard to be sure. Magic’s not the easiest thing in the world to keep track of.”

“Well, nothing to do but keep going,” Tanny said. “Worst case, we steal a sub-orbital and find our way to a starport.”

Esper snorted. “Since when are you the optimist? I can think of loads of cases worse than that.”

The landing pad was all but deserted. If Inviu had more ships there earlier in the day, her workforce had already used them to evacuate the area. All that was left was a touring ship—one of the transparent-bottomed craft meant for fly-overs of scenic landscapes.

“Can you fly it?” Esper asked, laying a hand on the hull.

Tanny walked around the ship, a foreboding sense that someone was on the way to arrest them gnawing at her. “Maybe. It’s only got one engine right now—other one’s half taken apart—but I don’t see any damage. It looks like it might be spaceworthy.”

“That’s all we need right now,” Esper said. “Get in.”

The three of them piled inside, and Tanny took the pilot’s seat. She adjusted the chair to human anatomy as best she could, but it was clearly intended for a laaku pilot. A quick pre-flight check confirmed the dead engine (half its parts were on the concrete outside), but otherwise the ship looked functional. One red indicator on the sensor panel caught her attention. “Strap in, we’ve got company coming.” The target ID function on the little tour ship was shit; but the incoming ship was large—at least a patrol ship. “I don’t know how much evasive maneuvering we can do with this, but maybe if I get us to the mountains—”

“Head to orbit,” Esper said.

“This thing has no star-drive,” Tanny argued. “They’ll have us dead to rights.”

“Leave atmosphere, and call in our surrender,” Esper said. “That’ll buy me time to drop us astral.” Whether Tanny was meant to hear the last part or not, she did, but Esper added, in an undertone, “Plus time to pray.”

Tanny swore under her breath and plotted a trajectory nearly straight up. “Kubu,” she shouted over her shoulder, over the rush of air still audible through the too-thin hull. “If we die, this is Esper’s fault.”

“Esper’s nice,” Kubu scolded her. “She helped rescue Kubu. Kubu didn’t like it at Not-Mommy’s house. Why are we not in the flying house?”

“Kubu,” Esper said. “I’m going to try something that isn’t easy. I’m going to need quiet. Can you be quiet for a few minutes?”

“Kubu can be quiet,” Kubu said. He opened his mouth and snapped it shut.

“Good boy.”

Esper was right; he was a good boy. And a big one. As much trouble as they were in to get him back to the Mobius, someday soon he wasn’t going to fit aboard. First he’d be relegated to the cargo hold for not fitting through doors, then they’d reach a point where they couldn’t keep enough food aboard to sate his volcanic appetite.

But that was a problem for another time. For now, they had the next few minutes to live through and perhaps the next twenty or so years in prison.

“We there yet?” Esper asked.

“Watch out through the floor,” Tanny snapped. “No, we’re not orbital yet.”

“My knees go weak looking through the floor,” Esper replied. “Like the glass is going to break and—”

“Shut up!” Tanny ordered. “If Mort’s taught me anything about wizards, it’s that believing is seeing. You might wreck the floor thinking it’s fragile.”

“Good point.”

Esper managed to keep her wits for long enough for the tourist ship to escape Nythy’s atmosphere. She brought it to a halt, with the thrusters canceling out the planet’s gravity, and opened the comm. “Pursuing vessel, this is… this is the Convocation-controlled vessel Merlin IX.” Good Lord, she was starting to sound like Carl. “I demand to speak with your ship’s wizard.”

That ought to have bought them some time.

“Unregistered vessel, cut engines and prepare to be brought aboard.” Apparently whoever was after them wasn’t taking the bait. How did Carl always manage to find the gullible ones?

“Pursuing vessel, halt or we will be forced to incinerate our hostage,” Tanny said into the comm. There was a concerned whine from the passenger compartment. Closing the comm, Tanny turned and shouted back. “Don’t worry, Kubu. It’s a trick to help us escape.”

Whatever the response from the hostile vessel might have been stopped mattering a moment later. The Black Ocean faded to gray; its stars vanished into the muddy uniformity of astral space. The ship’s lights and consoles went dead for a few seconds, then slowly came on again, one by one.

“You did it!” Tanny shouted.

Esper sighed and collapsed into one of the passenger seats. “Looks that way. How far did I drop us?”

“No idea,” Tanny replied. “This thing isn’t built for astral travel. It doesn’t have a depth gauge. So there’s… no way to navigate. Or did Mort teach you a trick for that, too?”

“Now we wait,” Esper said. “And hope Mort finds Carl and comes after us.”

Tanny sighed. “Well, I’ve heard worse plans. This thing got a holoprojector?”

# # #

It was ten hours later. Ten long, tense hours spent discussing life, plans for the future, and contingencies for what they might have to do if help didn’t come. But as Tanny was napping with her head pillowed on a snoring Kubu’s flank, a voice came over the comm.

“Hello, tiny tin can at a weird astral depth,” Carl’s voice came through the tourist ship’s comm. “I’m looking for a lost dog. Have you seen him?”

“Kubu is not a dog,” Kubu said, lifting his head.

Tanny scrambled for the cockpit.

“Tiny tin can… I don’t know what you girls are up to over there but—”

Tanny hit the comm. “Carl! Thank fucking God. I never thought I’d be so happy to hear that reedy voice of yours.”

There was a long pause. “No one over here with a reedy voice named Carl. Sorry, you must be the wrong tiny tin can lost at 7.83 astral depth. We’ll just keep looking.”

“Dammit, Carl,” Tanny said. “You can’t take gratitude, can you? Just get us on board. We’re starving… especially Kubu.”

“Roger that, slightly grateful tiny tin can with a snide pilot. Roddy’s got your measurements, and Rhiannon’s reparking the Camero so you’ll fit. Oh, and we’re jettisoning that barge of yours before we leave. We don’t have room for that shit. What are we, a warehouse?”

“Thanks,” Tanny said, slumping into the pilot’s seat. “Any idea what was after us?”

“Fuck no,” Carl replied. “Mort had us drop to pretty much this exact depth before we got near the system. Had us limp along at the shallow end up ‘til then. It’s like he knew you’d be right here.”

“There’s a story there, I think,” Tanny said to Esper with the comm closed.

“A couple at least,” Esper agreed. “What the hell’s a Camero?”

# # #

Carl strode into the common room, where three hungry refugees were chowing down on all the food they could shovel into their mouths. In one instance, that amount was frightening.

“Well, I set us a course for border space. No place in particular,” Carl announced. “We can sell off the Squall and live off the profits for a long time. I don’t think we’re going to be welcome in ARGO space for a while.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Rhiannon griped from the couch, where she sat with Lloyd.

“Where’s Mriy?” Esper asked through a mouthful of sandwich. “I haven’t seen her since we got back.”

“Sleeping off a bullet wound,” Mort replied. “Might accept a bit of your help once she’s up. Wouldn’t let me do more than cauterize the hole.”

Carl shuddered. “Yeah, not sure I’d let you do that much.”

“So where are we going?” Tanny asked. “We don’t have supplies to be down in the astral forever.”

Carl looked to Rhiannon and Lloyd. “Well, we should probably find a place to drop you kids. You didn’t sign up for this—”

“For real,” Rhiannon muttered.

“But we can make a stop anywhere you want to get off.”

Lloyd hugged Rhiannon close. “Thanks. But for now, I think we’re fine right here.”
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Space wasn’t as huge as everyone made it out to be. Sure, it was infinite. That would have been great for someone looking to become a nomad until he ran out of fuel and food, willing to die in the bleak nothingness that made up the vast bulk of that infinity. But for a crew searching for a place to actually hide and live, there were fewer options.

This had been the great topic of debate among the Mobius crew and her two guest fugitives. They had kicked ARGO hard enough in the shins that the Allied Races of the Galactic Ocean would be putting in some considerable effort to find them. Any part of the Milky Way deemed “safe,” “secure,” or “allied with Earth in any way” was solidly off limits.

The ship drifted safely through a deserted sector of astral space. They weren’t aimed at any star system, populated or not. Gathering in the common room, the crew hashed out options. The holoprojector, so often used for mindless entertainment, was now linked with datapads, displaying habitable worlds as they were proposed.

“What about Shephan IV?” Roddy suggested. The chimp-like laaku mechanic worked the datapad with one foot as he reclined, sipping a beer. The image of a blue-green world was replaced by a barren, gray lump of a planet. “No atmosphere, but there’s an abandoned science outpost there.”

Tanny glanced down at the readouts on her own datapad. “They’d have stripped it of anything we need. Sure, we might hole up there a while, but we need supplies more than a spot to land.”

Over at the kitchen table, not watching the succession of rejected worlds, two women sat on opposing sides of a small electronic battlefield. Each held an assortment of plastic cards in hand, shielding the informative sides from her opponent. One by one, they fed the cards into a slot in the battlefield projector, where each was scanned and uploaded.

“This is the silliest damn game,” Rhiannon muttered. “What the hell is a Yorkan Berserker?” Her flower child lingo had faded rapidly after she had left the New Cali colony and its retrovert interpretation of middle twentieth-century Earth.

“You shouldn’t have given that away,” Esper replied. She sat cross-legged in her chair, wearing baggy pink pajamas. Her hair was tied up in a ponytail high on her head. “Now I know that you’ve got one.”

“So somehow knowing I’ve got this screaming guy with an axe is going to give you an edge?” Rhiannon said. “Please… you’re going to polish the floors with me. Isn’t there anyone else you can practice on?”

“It was either you or Lloyd,” Esper said. “Mort can’t lose to me even on purpose, and everyone else but Carl refuses to play.”

“Then make Carl play you,” Rhiannon said.

“Technically he’s captain, so I can’t make him,” Esper said with a sigh. “Besides, he’d beat me every time too, and Mort said I’d pick up bad habits watching him play. But don’t worry, this’ll be fun.”

There was an electronic ding, and Rhiannon’s face lit with a smile. “Oh, I’m sure it will be.” She rose and removed a batch of fresh chocolate chip cookies from the food processor. They filled the kitchen with their scent.

“I wouldn’t mind a few of those,” Roddy said from the couch.

“Me either,” Carl added. The captain of the Mobius half leaned, half sat on the arm of the couch, paying more attention to the can of Earth’s Preferred in one hand than to the datapad in the other.

“I’ll pass,” Mort added with a smirk. There were times when the ship’s wizard knew more than he let on. In fact, there were few times when he didn’t. His food-stained hooded sweatshirt and unshaved beard made him look more vagabond than practitioner of the anti-science arts, but it was a sham.

Rhiannon giggled. “Somehow I knew you’d recognize the smell.”

“What?” Carl asked, frowning at Mort. “They’re chocolate chip.”

“And then some,” Mort added.

“They’re Mom’s recipe for adults-only cookies,” Rhiannon said.

“How’d you get her to—”

“The day I turned eighteen,” Rhiannon replied before Carl could finish. “That’s what I asked for on my birthday. It used to bug the shit out of me that I couldn’t even try them.”

“So what’s in them?” Carl asked.

“Hey, how about this one?” Roddy said, barging over the confectionery side conversation. “Former prison colony for the Zheen, outside their occupied space and abandoned. ARGO took it from them about twnety years back and never settled it.”

Mriy accessed her datapad. The azrin had followed the search mainly in silence, napping on and off at the far end of the couch from Roddy. Her felid metabolism didn’t take well to long periods of wakeful semi-activity. “Read to the end,” she said. “Believed occupied by the Black Nova pirate ring.”

“That intel’s a couple years old,” Roddy said. “Could be anyone there now.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t be listening to this. Just pick which desolate shithole we’re going to live on. I don’t want to hear all about all the pirates, parasites, and methane atmospheres,” Rhiannon said. The game board projected a holographic battlefield atop its surface, as well as the war bands that she and Esper had selected. The two miniature armies approached one another for combat.

“It’s not the worst we’ve looked at,” Tanny said, rubbing her eyes. “I’ll add it to the ‘maybe’ list.”

“Why can’t there just be a nice, warm, uninhabited world with a fuel depot and an unlimited supply of food?” Carl asked. “I mean, there’s got to be one out there somewhere.”

“Fuel depot might be going over the falls,” Roddy said. “But the rest, yeah. Probably not on file though, since the minute someone finds a place like that, some rich fucker buys it and installs an orbital security system.”

There was a tiny electronic scream as one of Rhiannon’s troops was impaled by one of Esper’s spearmen. “Ha! That’s classic,” Rhiannon said through a mouthful of cookie. “It’s like cartoons fighting each other. Come on, little man, stick ‘em right back. Find an anvil or a baseball bat or something. You can do it.” She giggled as she cheered on her forces.

“Can I try one of those?” Esper asked, pointing to the cookies.

“No,” Mort said before Rhiannon could respond. “Last thing you need is Becky Ramsey’s ‘special’ cookies mucking up your head. I tried them once and couldn’t work a proper spell for hours.”

“Oh,” Esper said.

“Here’s one,” Carl piped up. “Geronn Minor!”

Tanny threw her datapad at him, but Carl was already ducking for cover. It bounced harmlessly off his shoulder. Tanny had been stranded on Geronn Minor once during her service in the marines. She’d spent days wondering if Earth Navy was going to be able to either win the orbital battle going on far above, or at least open a window for an extraction. In the end, they’d gotten off world, and the ENV Supremacy had devastated the biome. If there was anything left to eat or breathe on the surface, Tanny wanted no part of it.

“Well, that’s about it,” Roddy said, dropping his datapad to the cushions. “I can run a new search with wider parameters, but we’ll only be looking at shittier places than we’ve already got.”

“We could always hunt for our food and fuel,” Mriy suggested, showing a lazy flash of fangs.

“No piracy!” Tanny insisted. “Maybe we raid someplace for supplies, but we’re not hunting ships.”

“If only we could trust connecting to the omni,” Carl said. “But we’d need someone to cover our tracks, and we’re lacking in the computer support area these days. Hey Rhi, any chance that Lloyd of yours would consider taking a course in omni security? He’s sort of ruined the whole lawyer deal with being a fugitive.”

“Lloyd?” Rhiannon asked. “He wasn’t tuned in on the tech scene in New Cali, never mind modern stuff.”

“Worth a try,” Carl said with a shrug.

“Where is Lloyd, anyway? He still playing with Kubu?” Roddy asked.

Esper didn’t look up from watching her holographic troops slaughtering Rhiannon’s. “He’s teaching him English. It’s not playing. Once Kubu learns, we don’t all have to rely on translator earrings to understand each other.”

“Is he really that interesting that you’d want to hear him talk?” Rhiannon asked.

“Which do you mean?” Carl asked. “Kubu or Lloyd?”

# # #

Lloyd slipped quietly into the cockpit. At the helm, Tanny sat with her feet up on the arm of the copilot’s chair, reading from her datapad. Outside the forward windows, the uniform gray of astral space was all the eye could see.

“Did you people come up with a place for us to hide out?” Lloyd asked softly.

Tanny glanced up. “You don’t have to pussyfoot around. I heard you coming.” She shut down the datapad and dropped it on the ship’s controls with a clatter. “And no, we didn’t come up with shit. Everyplace is either too desolate to sustain us or filled with people who’d happily turn us over to ARGO for the right price. There’s probably a hundred worlds out there where we could let Mriy and Kubu hunt for food to support all of us, but not a fuel rod, thorium core, or antimatter reactor within a dozen lightyears. We got to talking about defecting to a non-ARGO aligned system, but no one could agree on a race to go begging for sanctuary. We’re not exactly a sympathy case, and humans don’t exactly have a lot of friends outside ARGO.”

There was a fire in her that Lloyd could feel from a meter away. “I see… maybe this isn’t a good time then.”

Tanny seethed out a sigh. “Don’t pull that passive-aggressive shit on me. What is it? I don’t need another thing hanging over my head. Spit it out.”

Lloyd laid a cautious hand on Tanny’s shoulder. “It’s about Carl…”

With a sudden jerk, Tanny shook Lloyd’s hand from her shoulder. “I haven’t been responsible for him for years. If he and Rhi can’t work out their own differences, that’s their problem.”

“It’s not that. I was walking past his quarters… the doors aren’t really all that thick… he was talking to someone. It sounded like… possibly—”

A wall of hands went up between Lloyd and Tanny. “I don’t want to hear it. What Carl does in his quarters is—”

Lloyd grabbed her by both shoulders. “Look at me! He sold us out.” Tanny stared up into Lloyd’s eyes. “He’s working out a deal to save himself and turn the rest of us over to ARGO.”

# # #

Tanny blinked and shook her head. Lloyd was imagining things. He was a neophyte, probably in trouble with the law for the first time in his life. It stood to reason he’d start sniffing at shadows and trying to watch over both shoulders at once. “You’re imagining things. Carl would never rat us out, and no one’s going to find us. We’re on the far side of nowhere, practically off the star charts—well, maybe not literally. Point is, no one’s coming to get us. It’s just that we can’t go anywhere in particular in case they come looking. Just relax, get some sleep, maybe pay a little attention to that girlfriend of yours. We’ve been in tough pinches before. We’ll make it through this just—”

An impact shook the Mobius. Tanny checked the scanners as indicators lit red across the console. Main engines were down in a single shot.

A second impact dimmed the interior lights and took out most of the displays on the console. They were blind and adrift. Tanny’s breath quickened, and a cold wave spread through her from toes to shoulders. But the panicked fear ran into a wall of Recitol and couldn’t push through. The drug kept her instinctive response to mortal terror suppressed—but she felt it lurking just beneath the surface.

There was no power level indicator, so Tanny couldn’t even tell whether shields were available. She reached for the comm, but it came on before her finger touched the button.

“Criminal vessel Mobius, this is Commander Franklin DeMarco of the ENV Kingfisher. Stand down and prepare to be boarded. Any resistance will be met with deadly force.” As if to punctuate his point, the Mobius took another jolt, strong enough to throw Tanny over the edge of her seat despite the exemplary gravity Mort had always maintained on the ship.

“That seems worth worrying about,” Lloyd said, plastered against the wall just outside the cockpit.

Tanny didn’t have time for holding Lloyd’s hand anymore. She scrambled to her feet and shoved past him, shouting as she ran. “We’re being boarded. ARGO found us. Mort! We need you!”

“Oh my God!” Lloyd shouted. “Look out there!”

Despite the urgency of her own actions, Tanny spared a glance back to the cockpit. Debris drifted across the bow of the ship: bits of scrap metal, a scattering of clothes and furniture… and Mort. The wizard pinwheeled slowly through the inky gray astral space, lifeless. How could it be possible that Mordecai The Brown, who’d evaded capture by the Convocation for something like twenty years, had died in the initial salvo of an attack on the Mobius. Some ARGO gunnery sergeant was probably congratulating himself on taking out their engines, not even knowing he’d just killed the best wizard Tanny had ever met—admittedly a short list.

Mort and Tanny hadn’t always agreed. The wizard had a soft spot for Carl going back to Carl’s youth, and had sided with Carl against her more often than not. But he had saved her life—all their lives—more times than she could count. Tanny had given up hope of ever balancing that ledger, but now she would never have the chance to try. Worst of all, she hadn’t realized just how much she had come to rely on Mort’s indomitable presence to reassure her that the Mobius could overcome any obstacle. That gnawing, cold panic grew, and she could feel it on the verge of breaking through her chemical defenses.

That last shot must have torn a chunk out of the starboard hull, along the crew quarters. Their best, and perhaps only, real defense against an ARGO boarding party was now dead. Mort’s magic might have rendered both vessels inoperable hulls, their science-based systems hopelessly garbled. That would probably have killed them all as they froze or starved to death together in the deep astral. Still, it was better than being killed without taking those bastards with them.

Now, Tanny was at a loss. And that was a mental state she hadn’t found herself in for longer than she could remember. There was no “out.” Esper was only an apprentice wizard, and a new one at that. Tanny and Mriy could do their best to hold out for a while, but in the end, numbers and top-of-the-line equipment would hand the day to ARGO and the Kingfisher.

Tanny shuffled into the common room, keeping a hand against the wall for support. Mriy was already armed and taking cover behind the upturned kitchen table. “What are you doing?” the azrin warrior snapped. “Can’t you hear them? They’re already in the cargo hold!”

“The cargo hold?” Tanny asked numbly. The cargo hold! Kubu was down there, taking up residence in makeshift quarters. Tanny sprang for the door, not even caring that she was unarmed. She heard the blaster fire before she got there. Tears streaked her face as she knew what had just happened.

An arm wrapped around Tanny’s midsection. “You can’t help him,” Esper said, lifting Tanny and dragging her back to the door to her quarters.

Tanny sobbed. “He was just a baby. They didn’t have to shoot him.”

Boot steps echoed from the cargo hold, the telltale sound of an approach up the catwalk. It was only a matter of time…

The door exploded off its hinges, and Mriy fired blindly through the opening.

The ARGO boarding party wasn’t held back for long. Return fire lanced forth from the doorway, obscured by the smoke from the explosion that had gained the boarders entry.

One of those shots caught Mriy square in the forehead. No further shots came from the Mobius crew.

Esper backed into her quarters, hands raised. Tanny just sat there, wondering why Esper wasn’t even trying to use her magic. Every instinct the marines had drilled into her told her to get up, to die on her feet. But she just couldn’t muster the will to care. Her world was crashing down, and maybe, this once, if she resisted the urge to fight back no one else would get hurt.

A pair of the boarders leveled blaster rifles at Tanny and Esper. But before firing, each of them adjusted something on the barrel. It wasn’t any model of weapon Tanny had ever seen before, but she guessed the effect. Blue, sizzling shots leapt from the barrel. Esper dropped instantly. Tanny felt the jolt spasm every muscle in her body, but steadied herself after a few seconds.

“This must be the marine,” one of the boarders said, his voice filtered through an EV helmet.

“Hit her a couple more times, then,” the other replied. He took his own advice and shot Tanny a second time. Even before she recovered, the first boarder fired again, and this time she lost consciousness.

# # #

Lloyd laid Tanny’s head gently against the seat of the pilot’s chair. Her chest rose and fell with the slow rhythm of a sailing ship’s gentle rocking. Bygone days for a starship pilot. Maybe when he returned to Peractorum he would go visit Britannia and sail aboard one for a time. With all the A-tech he’d been putting up with of late, he would certainly have earned it.

No alarms sounded. No booted feet pounded the deck plates of the Mobius. All was quiet in the late evening, as the crew busied themselves about their pre-bedtime routines. Through the general chaos of life aboard the Mobius, certain patterns had revealed themselves under his careful observation. Days spent among the inmates of this astral-borne asylum had paid dividends. Without delay, Lloyd made his way to the cargo bay.

The common room was quiet. No discordant, lifelike images blurred across the penned-in landscape of the holoprojector. The kitchen table held the remains of a pair of meals, but no diners. Most of the crew had retired to their quarters, if not to sleep, then at least to prepare. His window of time was narrow, but large enough for the task ahead. Quietly, Lloyd opened the door to the cargo and closed it gently behind him.

Kubu’s ears twitched. He lay slumbering in a massive pile of blankets, sheets, and discarded clothing that had been heaped in a corner of the cargo bay to serve as a bed. But asleep or not, the canid creature heard him. Growing by the day, they all said. Lloyd hadn’t known the beast long enough to see the effect for himself, but Kubu was already an intimidating specimen. Two hundred kilos and growing, they said. He looked as if he could snap awake and tear the head from Lloyd’s shoulders at the slightest provocation. But any waking activity put the lie to that view of Kubu. He was a puppy at heart, playful and gentle. As a sentient, he was simpleminded.

Stepping lightly on the metal floors, Lloyd approached the sleeping canid. Kubu’s ears kept vigilant as he drew near. When he laid a hand on the back of Kubu’s neck, sleepy eyes blinked open. “It’s all right, Kubu. It’s just me.” With the translator earring though his ear, Kubu could understand him just fine. It was a fine piece of arcane craftsmanship, even if the jewel-smithing was shabby.

“Is it food time?” Kubu asked, pausing for a cavernous yawn. Lloyd raised a hand to cover his mouth and nose against the gust of omnivorous breath. Few creatures put so much omni into their diet.

“Not yet,” Lloyd said. “Can you do me a quick favor?”

Kubu nodded, still blinking the sleep from his eyes.

“Just look me in the eye,” Lloyd said.

Such an endearing creature. Lloyd had never been fond of dogs. Noisy, smelly, demonstrably over-affectionate slobberers had never appealed to him. But Kubu was a loyal, trusting soul. He looked Lloyd square in the eye without a hint of reservation.

A few moments later, Lloyd backed away from a sleeping Kubu, and there was not the slightest twitch of an ear to show he was aware of Lloyd’s movements.

# # #

The Mobius had been running low on beer since its impromptu escape from Peractorum. There hadn’t been time to put together a proper supply run. Everyone else acted like the booze would last forever, but Roddy couldn’t afford to think like that. He had put himself on a ration, keeping just a light buzz going. The thought that he might be stranded on a world with no beer industry was horrifying. On an agrarian or even a wilderness world, he’d find a way to brew some. But for all the options he had presented to Tanny for hideouts, he had conveniently overlooked ones where the prospects of finding booze didn’t look promising.

And then there was his stash. The bowels of the Mobius were Roddy’s private sanctuary. His playground. His vault. There was a coolant line with the insulation exactingly stripped back to create a perfect, 275°K custom cooler just for beer (and occasionally some nicer booze he didn’t want to share with the crew). Carl knew about the stash, but Tanny hadn’t done a major coolant-system overhaul since Roddy had been a part of the crew. Esper might have learned about it if she’d stuck with her internship as backup mechanic, but now that she was getting sucked down into wizardville, that was out the airlock.

A flashing red indicator light overhead warned Roddy that someone was in the engine room. With a beleaguered sigh, Roddy let his head bonk quietly against the bulkhead he leaned against. The comm system must have been on the fritz. That was the only time anyone ever came down to the engine room anymore.

Usually it was just comm after comm from the cockpit with Tanny whining about some new minor problem that could wait until they were planetside to fix. Engines at 89%? Deal with it. Power distribution leaking 4%? Not an emergency. Shield generator offline? That was something worth looking into, but it was usually just a glitch in the indicators, not an actual problem with the shields. Still, those sorts of calls were the minority.

With four hands working, Roddy quickly tidied up his stash and laid the door panel in place to keep the cold air trapped inside. It was an area too cramped to be comfortable for the humans in the crew, but it never hurt to be thorough. He scampered on all fours to go greet his intruders before they touched something they shouldn’t. Carl in particular was dangerous around buttons and dials.

But it wasn’t Carl, or even Tanny come to look for him. “The hell you doing down here, Lloyd? Carl’d have your head in a box if he caught you nosing around this place.”

Lloyd offered a sheepish grin and hunched down slightly. “Sorry. I just… I needed to talk to someone.”

A sudden premonition of a headache prompted Roddy to squeeze his eyes shut and rub them. “Listen, pal. Whatever issues you’ve got with that girl of yours, I ain’t the one to solve ‘em. Go talk to Esper or something.”

“No, it’s nothing like that,” Lloyd said, taking a step closer. “You see—”

“You’re missing the point.” Roddy picked up a stray wrench with one foot and handed it up to a higher hand. He waggled it in Lloyd’s direction. “Get the fuck out of my engine room. I don’t care whose sister you’re fucking; you don’t belong down here.”

“Give me just one minute,” Lloyd said with a disturbing, manic urgency in his voice. He held up his hands between himself and the wrench. “I can expl—”

“Out!” Roddy shouted, the sound dissipating amongst the various hums and thrums of the core systems. Briefly he wondered if he ought to get to a comm panel and alert Mriy. But Lloyd was just a suit-sporting lawyer wannabe. A wrench was more than enough if he wouldn’t leave on his own.

“Thirty seconds,” Lloyd wheedled, backing away. “I won’t bother you again the rest of the time I’m on board.”

Roddy checked the chrono on his datapad and slipped it back in his pocket. “Fine, asshole. What’s so goddamn important?”

“I… I… got some sort of liquid in my eye. It sprayed out of that excuse of a sink in our quarters, and I’m having trouble seeing,” Lloyd said. “I didn’t want to tell Rhiannon, in case it was bad. I figured you’d know what it could have been. Please, am I going to go blind?”

Roddy heaved a sigh and rolled his eyes. Setting down the wrench, he picked up a flashlight and motioned for Lloyd to bend down. “Come here, ya big crybaby. Lemme have a look. Worst case, you probably got a waste backup. None of the coolant lines run anywhere near the plumbing.”

Lloyd released a tense breath and slumped to one knee, putting him close to Roddy’s height. “Thank you. I’ve never felt so relieved to think I might only have someone else’s shit in my eye.”

Roddy chuckled at that. Maybe Lloyd wasn’t a lost cause after all. The lighting in the engine room was lousy, constantly thrown into shadow by various pipes and subsystems that packed the space. He shined the flashlight into Lloyd’s eye to get a better look. Surprisingly, Lloyd didn’t so much as blink.

How long he spent checking the lawyer’s eye for signs of infection or chemical burns, Roddy couldn’t say. But his mind must have wandered off. Odd, since he was barely drunk at all. He was staring down the length of the engine room when he just noticed that Lloyd wasn’t there anymore. It seemed like the older he got, the less reliable his mind became. He made a mental note to do something nice for Carl, since the odds of Roddy ever finding steady work anywhere else was practically nil.

With a pop and a hiss, one of the coolant lines sprang a leak. “Shit,” he muttered to himself and scurried to shut the cutoff valve so he could fix it. But the cutoff valve wasn’t there. In fact, the engine room had grown a whole new access shaft that he’d never noticed before. “What the fuck?”

The leaking coolant line faded from importance in Roddy’s head as he explored the weird enginescape that sprawled out from that one unfamiliar corridor. An unrecognizable device developed an ominous knocking cadence as he passed by. Roddy opened a panel on it and twisted a lever—the only thing behind the panel—and the knocking stopped.

After that, an alarm klaxon sounded. A console filled with indicator needles all pointed to red. Minutes of frantic searching, as the needles inched their way closer and closer to a line labeled ‘critical engine failure,’ revealed a series of buttons. Roddy pushed them all, not knowing what any of them did, and the needles gradually sank into the yellow and kept drifting until they pointed to green.

But then there was another catastrophe that required his attention. And another. And another after that one. Worse, Roddy couldn’t find his way back to his supply of beer, and he was sobering up. If only he could stop to clear his head, but the Mobius was falling to pieces around him, and if he took the time to recover his wits, the ship would have exploded ten times over.

# # #

“Despicable monkey,” Lloyd muttered as he stood up and brushed grime from the knees of his pants. “A discredit to a worthy species.” There were good reasons laaku banned the imbibing of most intoxicants. They just didn’t have the physiology to handle them in moderation. As much as Rhiannon dabbled in psychedelics, she was by no means addicted. Allow a laaku the same vice, and he’d wallow in it until he received professional help. The smart ones accepted that and lived within the strictures of their own biology.

Roddy lay in a stupor, limbs sprawled awkwardly in the classic pose of a drunkard after last call. Fitting.

There was no time to dwell on one crewman, though. Lloyd’s list was far from complete. With less care for making noise than during his trip down, he climbed the metal grating stairs up to the common room once more. Kubu, still slumbering, failed to react to his passing.

He suppressed a gasp of shock when Esper met him just inside the door. The refrigerator door was open, and she was staring at the contents as if prolonged attention might change the ship’s paltry stores into something more appealing.

“Oh, hi Lloyd,” Esper said. “Didn’t realize you were still up.” She settled on an EnerJuice—some rotten health drink concocted from God-knows-what—and popped the top. She had changed from one set of pajamas into another; this new outfit was white fleece with four giant, pale blue buttons down the front.

For a moment, Lloyd forgot himself. Esper’s sculpted, science-crafted appearance drew his eyes to the contours hidden beneath that fleece. But the distraction lasted briefly. He raised his glance, thinking to catch her eye, but Esper averted her gaze reflexively.

“Oh… Rhiannon had just asked me to go check the Camero for a pair of slippers she insists she packed,” Lloyd said. The old petrol-burner had turned into a makeshift steamer trunk for the couple when Rhiannon had driven it aboard the Mobius during their harrowed escape from ARGO law on Peractorum. Now it was parked in the cargo hold beside Carl’s stolen raceship, still overburdened with their personal effects.

“Weren’t there?” Esper asked, glancing down at Lloyd’s hands.

“Of course not,” Lloyd replied. “She knew before she sent me, but this way she doesn’t have to admit she forgot to pack them.”

“At least someone around here knows how to treat a woman,” Esper muttered. She turned to depart, raising her EnerJuice in a mock toast to Lloyd. Rather than returning to her own quarters, she was headed for Mort’s!

Lloyd shot a hand out and caught the sleeve of her pajamas. It was time to alter the plan. “Um, on that note, could I have a word with you?” He let go as she glared down at the hand on her sleeve.

Esper sipped her drink. “Sure, I guess. What’s on your mind?”

“It’s… personal,” Lloyd said. He leaned close and shielded his mouth in the direction of his and Rhiannon’s quarters. “I need some advice. Can we talk in private?” He let his eyes dart around the room.

Esper frowned. “I don’t think Carl and Roddy have this room bugged, but okay.” She changed course and headed for her own quarters, and Lloyd let out a tense breath.

She didn’t walk like Rhiannon, he noticed as he followed Esper from two paces back. Her hips hardly swayed; she just shuffled ahead on her fuzzy pink slippers, while Rhiannon’s footprints could have walked a tightrope. But he was distracting himself again. When this was all done and over, he’d still have Rhiannon, who at that very moment believed she was en route to her first major singing gig in months.

Esper shut the door behind them. “Sorry for the mess. I don’t get many visitors besides Tanny, and she’s messier than I am.” Discarded clothing and various items that could be generously described as ‘keepsakes’ lay strewn around the room. But unlike the rest of the room, the bed was tidy, neatly tucked, and barely rumpled where Esper obviously made a habit of sitting. She plunked herself down in that rumpled spot. “What’s on your mind?”

“It’s about Rhiannon.”

“Duh,” Esper replied, taking a sip of EnerJuice. She held up a hand in apology. “Sorry. That was uncalled for. What about her?”

“This has been really stressful for her,” Lloyd said, taking a seat beside Esper. If the girl was shy, she showed no sign, nor did she edge away from him. It stung a little that she didn’t at least worry about his intentions toward her. How the crew must have looked at him... “She hasn’t been herself. She’s lost her home, most of her belongings. I… I want to be there for her, but she’s eating her way through her stash of cannabis instead.”

“Have you tried anything besides sex?” Esper asked.

Lloyd flushed without meaning to. The question hit closer to home than he might have liked.

“I’ll take that as a ‘no,’” Esper said. She shook her head. “Don’t worry. It’s a common male response. That little burst of brain chemicals isn’t going to cut it though. As a cure-all, it’s just snake oil. Just give her time and keep being available for her emotionally. Don’t just go running off to the cargo hold for alone time.”

“Can you just tell me how?” Lloyd asked, staring intently at Esper. She faced him, but averted her eyes.

“Careful there, cowboy,” Esper warned. “Earnest is nice, but you almost looked into a wizard’s eyes right there. You can get yourself in trouble that way.”

Lloyd smiled at a joke that Esper didn’t realize she’d made. “I’m not worried. I put myself completely at your mercy. Can’t you just think of something I can do for Rhiannon?”

Esper met his gaze with a sad smile and a furrowed brow filled with pity. “Oh, Lloyd. Let me think. Maybe we… can…” The muscles around Esper’s eyes strained, but she couldn’t close them or look away. But she wasn’t ready to give in, either. “Lloyd?”

“It’s all right if you’re getting tired,” Lloyd said. “If you need to sleep, I’ll just come back later. Just lie down and go to bed. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Goodnight.”

He hadn’t heard a sound from the quarters next door, but Lloyd wouldn’t have put it past the azrin’s keen ears to hear their conversation through the common wall between Esper’s quarters and her own. It never hurt to be extra cautious, especially after one unexpected turn in the plan.

# # #

A knock on the door startled Mriy awake. What carrion-eating fool thought it was wise to disturb her sleep? “What?” she snapped, reaching over and hitting the control for the lights.

The door squeaked as it cracked open a claw’s width. “I hope I’m not bothering you,” Lloyd said. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were—”

“Just enter,” Mriy said, rising from the bed and stretching, fingers spread and claws extending. Lloyd was a newcomer and could be afforded leniency. The human consort of Carl’s sister Rhiannon was a shabby specimen—much like Carl in build, but a few years older. A smile flickered on her lips as she wondered if Rhiannon had noticed the similarity. Probably not.

The door thudded gently behind Lloyd as he stepped inside. He was nervous. Mriy could smell it in his sweat. There were also whiffs of the stuffy, greasy odor of the engine room and the dispersed aerial perfumes that Esper used to color the scent of her quarters. Lloyd had been around the ship a bit recently.

“I need advice,” Lloyd said, clutching his hands in front of him.

“I’m sure there are better advisers than me aboard this ship,” Mriy replied. It was good practice for her English having Lloyd and Rhiannon aboard. With magical translator charms in abundance among the crew, she spoke Jiara most of the time out of laziness.

“Maybe advice isn’t the right word,” he said. “I… that is… after recent events, I’ve been questioning certain things?”

“Like the character of your new associates?” Mriy asked with a grin. “It happens to many here. Even Esper is not quite—”

“Not that,” Lloyd said. “Though that wizard of yours isn’t the sort you should be toying with keeping around, if you ask me. No, it’s that maybe I’m not fit to protect Rhiannon. I mean, all the fighting, the flying, the running from the law. I’m not sure I’m up to it.”

“You want what? For me to teach you to fight? Tanny’s a better instructor.”

“No, I want to know if I have it in me at all?” Lloyd asked. “Am I a coward, or do I have a warrior inside me that I can unlock? I heard that azrin warriors can look an adversary in the eye and know his worth.”

“There’s some truth to that,” Mriy admitted. It was more than just looking him in the eye. Sizing up an opponent was about posture, musculature, bearing, mannerisms. Mriy could tell without any special azrin insight that Lloyd was no warrior. But perhaps if he believed otherwise, he might surprise himself.

Mriy waved him closer. “Let’s have a look at you.”

Lloyd straightened up as he approached, lifting his chin to give Mriy his best stare-down. As she met his glare, she was surprised to find iron mettle there, not the veneer of plastered-over fear she had expected. Those eyes were pale blue. Hard. Cold. They had the strange round pupils of primates.

Without warning, the floor shifted beneath Mriy’s feet. Lloyd stumbled against the wall. Outside the window of her quarters, the black of realspace had returned and along with it a planet, growing larger by the second. Fighting to her feet, Mriy stumbled to the comm panel. But it spoke before she could reach it.

“Something pulled us into realspace,” Tanny’s voice on the shipwide comm had a frayed edge to it. “We’re caught in the gravity of a planet that appeared out of nowhere. We don’t have the engine power to pull out of this. I’m raising the shields. Prepare for a bumpy landing.”

“What do we do?” Lloyd asked in a panic, clinging to the wall for support as the buffeting atmosphere shook the ship.

“See to Rhiannon,” Mriy ordered him. For all the good it would do. Best that they face death together. Mriy had dodged death enough times to know she owed it interest on a debt. Maybe Tanny would find a way to crash safely. Maybe Carl would take over and make the ship do things it wouldn’t do for Tanny. Perhaps Mort would think of a way to get them planetside in one piece.

Or maybe, just maybe, Mriy’s time had come.

# # #

How she had lost consciousness was a blank in her memory. Sticky blood matted the fur of her scalp, but Mriy awoke otherwise uninjured, so far as she could gather. Her quarters were a blast site; her belongings scattered to the eight points. The glassteel window had been ripped from the hull, leaving her exposed to the atmosphere of the planet on which the Mobius had crashed. The whole room was tilted at an impossible angle to walk, so she climbed the wall and tried to reach the door.

But the door opened outward, which in this instance meant upward. Whether weight or obstruction was to blame, she couldn’t get it to budge. Instead, Mriy climbed out through the rent hole where once a window had been. The scene outside froze the blood in her heart.

How she had survived was a miracle. The Mobius had crashed in a mountainside forest and been torn to pieces by rocks and trees. A series of furrows through soil and vegetation marked the paths of various portions of the vessel had struck the planet surface.

In her heart, Mriy knew that none of the others had survived. How she knew, she couldn’t say. But she looked for them anyway. One by one, as she trekked the forested mountainside, she found their bodies. She was a hunter and a hardened warrior. The sight of death held no horror of its own for her. But these had been her friends, her comrades, the closest thing she had left to a family.

By the time Mriy had gathered all the bodies and set them ablaze, she was famished to the point of weakness. The ship’s food stores were a total loss, but as she had gathered her friends’ remains, she had listened for the telltale sounds of creatures in the forest. Certainly they would have been scared away from the immediate area by the horrific noise and smells of the ship that had crashed in their habitat.

But they were out there somewhere, and Mriy was a born hunter. On her own, friendless and hungry, it was time to return to those roots.

# # #

Lloyd was breathing easier, now that the real threats had been handled. There was something primal and unsettling about the thought of teeth and claws sinking into his own flesh, much worse than a blaster shot or getting flushed out an airlock. Those, at least, were deaths caused by a thinking mind intent on death, not animal hunger.

Where earlier the Mobius was a quiet ship with a pall of expectant activity cast over it, ready to spring back to life at any moment, more and more it was growing truly serene. The faint hum of the refrigerator’s motive force caught Lloyd’s pique as he exited Mriy’s quarters. As a tiny gift to himself, he laid a hand atop it and suggested that it ought to respect the silence of the night. The machine spluttered and fell inert. Temporary though the effect might have been—Lloyd was going to have to eat, after all—it brought a measure of comfort amid a stressful endeavor.

At ease and with growing confidence in his step, Lloyd approached the door to Carl’s quarters and knocked. “What now?” Carl groaned from inside. “Can’t you guys just pick a world and fly there? You know we’re going to fuck up anyplace we go. Why fight it?”

Lloyd knocked a second time and pressed the side of his head to the door. “It’s just me. No hideout talk; I promise.”

“Oh,” Carl replied through the door. “Whatever. Come on in.”

Lloyd had heard the stories from Rhiannon, some firsthand accounts, others relayed through relatives or by Carl and his crew. Carl was a gregarious hothead, a loser who chose his friends well enough to get him out of troubles of his own making. Of all the creatures on the ship, he was perhaps the least threatening. Without his crew to help him, he was worse than helpless—he was self-destructive.

“Hope I’m not bothering you,” Lloyd said as he slipped inside and shut the door. The room was Carl’s museum to himself. Military medals hung on the wall between a plastic poster for a holovid action movie and a small flatvid that cycled through pictures of Carl on various worlds—many included him in his naval uniform. A collection of exotic empty liquor bottles shared space with a less exotic collection of full ones. Leaning against one another in a corner were a guitar case and a scabbarded sword that he sincerely doubted Carl knew the first thing about wielding. Lloyd absorbed this all in seconds, and it fit with what Rhiannon had told him about her brother and what he’d observed personally in the few days he’d known Carl.

“No more than usual,” Carl said, poking at something on the datapad he held as he lay on his bed fully dressed. “What’s on your mind, bro?” Carl raised an apologetic hand. “Hope you don’t mind me calling you ‘bro,’ but Rhi’s got you dead to rights, far as I can tell.”

“’Lloyd’ is fine, actually,” Lloyd replied. “But you’re going to call me whatever you want, aren’t you?”

“Yeah,” Carl admitted. “But don’t let it bother you. So what did bring you by?” He continued to fiddle with the datapad. Certain soft, merry noises it made led Lloyd to suspect he was playing a game as they conversed.

“I was hoping you could settle a bet between me and Rhi,” Lloyd replied.

“I’m not usually one for arbitration of wagers,” Carl said. He frowned thoughtfully. “I don’t think most people who know me value my impartiality or my innate sense of fair play.”

Lloyd smirked. “That’s actually very near the wager we made. Rhiannon thinks you can lie to anyone and get away with it. I think you’re just a gifted con man who picks easy marks. But I don’t like losing in front of her—you know what a sore winner she is—so I was hoping we could settle this privately.”

“What, you got a truth scanner or something? Rhi pack one of those in the Camaro?”

“No, much simpler than that,” Lloyd said. “I didn’t go into law for the money or the prestige—God knows I get enough jokes at my expense for that to ring true. I’ve always felt I could take my measure of a man and tell whether he was honest or a liar. I’ll defend an innocent man to my grave, and I’d like to think I can tell the difference.”

“So… a liar’s shootout, with you playing goal?” Carl asked.

“Something like that,” Lloyd agreed. “I want you to look me in the eye and tell me five things, only two of which are true. If I can tell which two, I win. I guess wrong, and Rhi wins.”

“What’re the stakes?”

“I think in the interest of that vaunted impartiality, you’d be better off not knowing until we determine the winner,” Lloyd replied. “I don’t want you to lie about which answers were lies, just to make one of us the winner.”

“Fair point,” Carl said, laying his datapad aside and standing across from Lloyd. He walked up until the two of them were almost nose to nose and looked Lloyd square in the eye. He made it so easy that Lloyd waited to hear him out, snagging him just gently enough that he wouldn’t blink or turn away.

“Here you go,” Carl said. “I’ve got feathers and can fly. I enjoy military dress uniforms, opera, and banjo music, preferably all combined into one stage performance. I didn’t notice what you did just now with the whole looking a wizard in the eyes bullshit. You don’t know who you’re dealing with here. And last but not least, you and my sister are through…’bro.’”

It was a quaint and flippant little speech, full of the usual empty bravado that seemed to pervade every story he’d heard about the erstwhile starfighter pilot. But one thing was true amid the snark and vitriol—Lloyd was having no easy time trapping Carl’s mind.

It ducked and dodged into little corners of his skull; it disguised itself and hid among old memories. Time and again Lloyd thought he’d found the true Carl Ramsey, only to find that Carl had slipped the net and thrown a false trail. First, Carl was in a pilot’s uniform, mixing with a crowd of similarly dressed officers in a packed briefing room. Once Lloyd had cornered that one, another appeared, this time seated at a table cluttered with cards and poker chips, surrounded by other players. After that, a Carl in a business suit, one in a ludicrous wide-brimmed hat, and another in a battered brown leather jacket. None came easily. Some wheedled. Some ran. Others hid or fought. Eventually Lloyd caught on that there were fewer than he first imagined, changing disguises to try to throw him off the trail.

Lloyd secured the false Carls as he caught them, tucking them away in mental prisons that matched their attire and demeanor. On the off chance one really was the true Carl, he needed to hold them someplace where they could believe they fit the surroundings.

It was an exhausting chase, but in the end five different versions of Carl Ramsey found themselves trapped within Lloyd’s mind. The living, breathing host of those minds, scoured of its overcrowding inhabitants, stared blankly from vacant eyes.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Lloyd asked the mindless shell. He gave Carl a shove and toppled him to the floor, where a pile of unwashed laundry cushioned his fall. A pity, really. He deserved a concussion or a broken arm for the trouble he’d made. Lloyd was sweating with the effort of the chase.

But it might have been a worthy warm-up for the true test ahead. The rest of the crew had succumbed so easily that Lloyd might have been unprepared for the resistance yet to come.

# # #

Lloyd sat on the couch, hands folded in his lap. He should have been calm, secure in his abilities. Years of training and preparation had gone into this moment. But the nagging fears wouldn’t subside in the face of logic. He was after a killer, the worst the Convocation had produced in centuries—perhaps the most notorious fugitive since the Great Emergence and wizards living openly among arcane-blind humans. The fact that Mort still roamed free was a testament to both the number of bounty-seekers he had slain and the unwillingness of the Convocation to involve ARGO authorities in arresting wizards.

The minutes passed in silence, uncounted. There was no chrono visible from his seat, and Lloyd wasn’t the sort to carry one of his own. At one point, the refrigerator came to its senses, made a few unpleasant chugging noises, and resumed its accustomed hum. Lloyd twitched a rueful grin in the machine’s direction. It was a point of pride that his mental magics were subtle enough that he could work them without any but the most sensitive of scientific devices failing in his presence. He had disrupted the refrigerator because he wished it, not because he was clumsy or lazy.

Patience could be a difficult war to wage. It left Lloyd alone with his thoughts. The people he’d learned from, the ones he had lost along the way. The unspoken brotherhood of the Convocation’s unwillingness to open their purse strings wide enough to set half the galaxy’s wizards on Mort’s trail. Perhaps they knew better. Perhaps they understood that the one who would overcome the mighty Mordecai The Brown wouldn’t do it for money. Money could drive a man to destruction—and in this case it already had—but it rarely gave the focus and devotion that a righteous cause could engender. Terras could come from other sources, but justice was a sole supplier.

As Lloyd wandered the paths of his own musings, a door opened. The door. There was only one other person on the ship in any condition to be walking around under his own power.

“Greetings, Mordecai The Brown,” Lloyd said, standing to address the wizard. Mort was slovenly as usual and didn’t help his appearance by walking around in grubby socks. But the hobo sorcerer act wasn’t going to distract Lloyd from the merlin within. So many non-wizards threw that term around as an insult. A merlin, to them, was a dilettante, a dabbler, a wizard who lacked focus and direction. But in an era of specialization, a merlin—a true merlin, that is—was a rare specimen whose talents were not hemmed in by categorization. Mordecai The Brown was an expert in elemental magics—thunder and fire from the olden schools of wizardry—but also a notorious gravitation master. He enchanted translator earrings for his fellow crewmen like they were whittled toys and not an arduous piece of arcane smithing. Finding weaknesses in his repertoire had been a task years in the researching.

“Awfully formal tonight, eh, Lloyd?” Mort said. He peered around the common room, eyes flitting more often than was subtle toward Esper’s closed door. “On the outs with the missus-to-be or something? What’s with the moping around by yourself? At least watch a holo, maybe.”

“We’re going to have a little talk, you and I,” Lloyd said. He could feel his chest rising and falling, but his hands weren’t shaking. The tremor he feared his voice might betray in him was nowhere to be found.

“Okie dokie,” Mort said. “I’m just waiting around, anyway.”

“Esper is indisposed for the evening,” Lloyd said with a flicker of a grin. It was no time to get cocky. “As is the rest of the crew.”

“Oooookay,” Mort said, stepping past Lloyd without taking his eyes off him. He headed in the direction of the fridge. “What’s gotten into you, Lloyd?”

“Mordecai The Brown, I am Lloyd Bernard Arnold. As a member in good standing with the Convocation, it is my duty to inform you that you are under arrest. You will be returned to Convocation jurisdiction for debriefing and trial. If you come peacefully, no harm will come to your friends.”

Mort froze. The scowl that issued forth from beneath his furrowed brow made Lloyd swallow back his bravado. “You were funny there, up ‘til the end. What’ve you done?”

The fugitive wizard took a step toward Lloyd, and for the first time, a key element of his plan fell into question. Would Mordecai The Brown—a loyal friend by all accounts, despite his other flaws—simply kill him and doom the crew? Perhaps Lloyd’s preparations needed to be spelled out more clearly. “I’ve got them all.” He tapped the side of his head with a finger. “Up here. Locked away. Safe and sound. Bodies breathing, but nobody home. Intelligas?”

“Any of them at least put up a fight?” Mort asked.

Lloyd got a chuckle out of that. “You’re wondering if your apprentice acquitted herself? Not really. I had a hard time keeping a straight face. She was worried about me looking into her eyes. But Carl surprised me. Something isn’t right in that guy’s head. I trapped five separate incarnations of him, but eventually he was stuffed into little fantasy worlds of my own making… for safekeeping.”

Mort nodded ominously. “I see. So, let me piece this back together to the beginning, back to front. You just kidnapped the crew so I don’t turn you into a living torch. There was no commotion, so no one caught you at it, which means you planned this out and you’re one subtle sonofabitch to do it right under my nose without me noticing. Kudos on that part. To get us alone on the ship, you needed to get us fleeing and get caught up in whatever mess we’d gotten into.”

Lloyd smirked. “I have to admit, that part fell into my lap. Carl made things so easy.”

“But you had to put yourself in our path, which means figuring out a place we’d be. We might not be the most careful bunch, but we don’t go back to the same trough often. So you staked out family. You staked out Rhiannon and got yourself involved. For that alone, I ought to skin you alive, you varmint, you gigolo, you loathsome exploitationist.”

“But you can’t without killing her,” Lloyd reminded him. He was fishing for sharks and needed to keep his bait in Mort’s field of vision.

“So what was it? The money? Those fools back in Boston Prime finally bump the reward again?” Mort stared at Lloyd a moment. “No. This is more effort than money is worth. Did I kill your father or something? An older brother maybe? Come on, what’s your grievance with me?”

“Who needs a grievance?” Lloyd asked. “You violated the sanctity of the Plundered Tomes, stole and destroyed a priceless artifact of a bygone age, fled your just punishment, and have been murdering every agent of the Convocation’s justice you’ve crossed paths with. This is justice long overdue.”

“And so this monster of biblical mien and fearsome aspect is to be held at bay by what?” Mort asked. “His conscience? If I am who you think I am, what says I don’t just crisp you like a campfire marshmallow, or crush you into a ball of meat and gristle with a planetary gravitational force centered on your spleen? You didn’t think this through, did you, Skippy?”

“Kill me and you’re the only one left alive on the ship,” Lloyd pointed out with a grin. “You’d never figure out how to operate this boat before you starved to death—if you didn’t ruin the ship outright in killing me. I’ve heard the stories about systems you’ve fouled accidentally. Could you really kill me without resorting to magics that might turn this virtual wreck of a ship into an actual one?”

“I’d be willing to wager I could,” Mort replied, cracking his knuckles. “But I also hate losing, and killing five of my friends and a girl I love like a niece feels a lot like losing. I might even feel bad dooming that asshole mechanic, too, when it comes right down to it.”

“Then you’re going to have to come inside to rescue them,” Lloyd said, crossing his arms. It was a foolproof plan. Mordecai The Brown was a doomed man. His only choices were spite, and a quixotic attempt to defeat Lloyd in the one area he knew he had Mort bested. Most would-be wizard hunters hadn’t gone to the trouble of searching Mort’s transcripts from his years at Oxford. But Lloyd had, and Mort’s grades in mental magic were abysmal.

“Looking that way,” Mort agreed with a grim nod. He looked in the refrigerator and popped open the beer he withdrew.

Lloyd scoffed. “Liquid courage, or does Mordecai The Brown need a little mental nudge toward belief in his own mind?” Wizardly performance enhancers usually ran more toward the psychedelic, but beer could give a boost of self-confidence if nothing else.

“Alcohol’s never done me much good, magic-wise,” Mort replied. “I’m just thirsty, and figured doing a proper job of this might take me a while.” He chugged the can in one long, noisy series of gulps, ending in a gasp. “Ah, that’ll do. So maybe I won’t be at the tip-top of my game. But I drank it anyway. Want to know why? Because fuck you, Lloyd! That’s why.”

Mort tossed the empty can over his shoulder to clatter on the common room floor. Lloyd backed away as Mort stalked the distance separating them. Up close, Mort was nearly a head taller than him. The elder wizard grabbed Lloyd by the collar and pressed his face close, angling down to look him straight in the eyes.

“They always warn you never to look a strange wizard in the eye,” Mort said through gritted teeth. Lloyd shied from the heavy musk of beer on his breath. “It’s time you found out why.”

# # #

When Esper awoke, she was held fast by the neck, forearms, and calves in an upright position. A gentle bobbing motion told her that she was being supported by anti-grav repulsors. Trying to piece together the events that brought her to this predicament led to dead ends in her memory. She was outdoors, moving forward under no volition of her own. The sky was a peculiar shade of deep blue, with a reddish moon hanging low in the sky at the edge of her field of vision. Footsteps. Boots crunched in gravel to either side of her.

“What—?”

That was as far as she got in asking about her circumstances before an electric pulse shocked her into silence. Blobs of color swam before her eyes, and she slumped down until the collar was tight under her jawbone. But that was as far as she fell. Her arms were clamped into some form of cold, metal restraint that pressed her forearms tight together and kept her from moving her fingers more than a wiggle. Her legs from the shins down were likewise encased.

“The prisoner woke up,” said a voice just outside her peripheral vision, filtered through the speakers of a tactical helm. The collar was contoured to prevent her from turning her head to see the speaker.

“Well, no shit, Kirkland,” said a voice from the other side, similarly distorted. “She just damn near shocked herself back unconscious.” A gloved hand cuffed Esper upside the head. “Keep it quiet if you know what’s good for you.”

“Please, I—” but another shock brought muscular convulsions and tears to her eyes.

“Or you can keep being stupid and fry yourself,” the voice to her left said. “For someone getting off easy, you’ve sure got a death wish.”

There was a building ahead, a lone structure in a barren field, but it was beautiful. Tall, dark stone carved with Gothic motifs, the cathedral stood as a bastion of salvation, and her captors were towing her toward it. A glint of sunset light caught the bell tower, making for Esper a lighthouse of hope. Hope for answers. Hope for forgiveness for whatever she’d done—and she had sinned so much of late. And most of all, hope for respite from the discomforts inflicted by the immobilizing device that confined her.

The last thing she could remember was talking to Lloyd, then… something. She didn’t recall any of it, but her imagination worked to construct a plausible scenario. There had been an accident, or maybe an ambush. Somehow ARGO had found the Mobius and captured them. Esper must have been tranquilized—the side effects probably included short-term memory loss.

Despite her predicament, Esper felt a burning need. She knew, in her heart, that she had it within her to escape. Squeezing her eyes shut, she reached deep inside for the calm, quiet place of self-assurance that the universe would heed. I am stronger than these restraints. The metal cannot bite into my flesh. The shocks should flow around me, not through me. This has all been a terrible mistake and should be corrected. It wasn’t Mort’s “grab the universe by the throat” method, but this was her most effective form of argument—polite, well reasoned, and not asking much of anything besides herself.

But just then, a strange thing didn’t happen. One should have. She’d made a cogent argument, as far as arguing with the laws of creation went. Clenching her jaw and flaring her nostrils, she tried again, this time using a few of Mort’s incredibly ancient cuss words—silently, of course. But nothing happened.

“What the—”

Another jolt forced her back to terse silence. Mort would have scolded her for losing her temper. It wasn’t quite hypocritical of him, even though he lost his own often enough that Esper wondered why he bothered looking for it in between outbursts. The difference was that Mort could use his magic just fine—possibly better—when furious, whereas Esper’s polite requests of the universe unraveled.

“Listen, kid,” one of the guards said. “You hold your shit together for five fucking minutes—”

“Not even that,” the other guard added.

“And you’re not our problem any more,” the first guard continued.

Five minutes… and then what? Esper wasn’t sure she was eager to find out, but even less sure she was going to be able to do anything about it. She hadn’t gotten so much as a glimpse of her captors. The device she was secured to prevented any useful movement. And to top it off, the universe was giving her the silent treatment. That left hoping for a rescue as her best option, and five minutes was a short window to expect one of those.

The cathedral drew closer, and despite the lack of any other apparent options for destination, it relieved Esper to see that’s where they were taking her. The days of barbarism in the One Church were buried a thousand years in the past.

Assuming that the cathedral belonged to the One Church. It was only a building, after all; it might have been taken over by anyone. Esper wished she hadn’t thought of that.

But as they approached the massive Gothic structure, the front double-doors opened. Standing in the arched opening was an elderly human in a bishop’s vestments. This cathedral was either still under control of the One Church or someone was blaspheming by impersonating a high-ranking man of the cloth.

“Those restraints won’t be necessary,” the bishop said. With a lazy flick of the bishop’s fingers, the collar popped open, followed by the wrist and ankle clamps.

Esper stumbled backward from the low repulsor platform she’d been forced to stand on. Strong hands caught hold of her and guided her to her feet. Finally able to see her captors, she was surprised to see the orange and blue vertical striped uniforms of the Swiss Guard. They wore modern tactical helmets and armored polymer breastplates emblazoned with the cross, but the rest of their attire was cut from the Renaissance.

“She’s all yours, Your Excellency,” one of the guards said.

“Go with God,” the bishop replied, tracing the sign of the cross in the air. The two guards bowed and backed away, taking the repulsor prisoner restraint with them.

“Thank you, Your Excellency,” Esper said, dropping to her knees and bowing her head. She clasped her hands piously before her. Though she wanted to probe her neck for signs of damage from the collar, right now humility and gratitude were in order.

“Rise, child,” the bishop said. “Come inside, and quickly.”

Without a word, Esper did as she was instructed. Passing through the doors of the cathedral felt like a passage into another world. The air was cool, and scented with the burning of tallow candles, combined with wood polish. The inlaid oaken doors thundered closed behind her, echoing through the nave. Esper closed her eyes and breathed the scents, letting the coolness seep into her. A sweat that she’d overlooked amongst all her other troubles began to dry on her skin.

“Esper Theresa Richelieu, welcome to Saint Raphael Cathedral on Alveronn. I am Jose Emmanuel Chavez, Bishop of Alveronn. These doors that have shut behind you must now remain shut to you forevermore. Your sanctuary here depends upon that.”

“My… sanctuary?” Esper asked. It was a nice word, but she could not recall having requested it. She didn’t even know the One Church still flexed that old muscle under ARGO jurisdiction.

Bishop Chavez smiled. “You were injected with a drug after your apprehension. They told me that your memories of those events might have been muddied. You confessed to everything and begged for mercy and for sanctuary. Certain… interested parties forwarded your plea to my ears, and now here you are.”

“Bishop Chavez, I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but I don’t mean to spend the rest of my life taking sanctuary from what I’ve done,” Esper said. “My friends—”

“Your friends have their own demons to fight and their own keepers to contend with. You had fallen under the sway of one of the most notorious wizards of this century. Even now, he is answering for his sins. Your salvation is still possible.”

Esper felt a cold fear rising within her. “Your Excellency, I’m… I’m not sure I can be saved. I use magic most of the time now. Little bits. Vain bits. Proud and greedy and wroth, and I can’t stop myself. I… it’s part of who I am.”

“The wizard taught you that,” Bishop Chavez replied. “Drips of foul poison into the well of your soul. But you will drink solely from the well of Saint Raphael’s now. And if you cannot stop yourself, then for the sake of your eternal soul, I will stop you.”

“The drug?”

Bishop Chavez hung his head and started down the aisle between the pews. Esper fell in behind him, unsure what else to do. “You see, I am a wizard as well. But I serve Christ, our Lord. Here, in this place, I hold magic at bay. Try all you might, you will work no wicked conjuring.”

“Back there… with the restraints…”

“Yes, those less pious servants of the Church need occasional reminders of God’s presence on Alveronn. But I work no magic but the abjuration of all magic within these walls.”

A lifetime without magic. Now that she had tasted the power and freedom, could she go back to living without it? Did she even want to? “What would happen if I were to step outside?”

“I cannot say,” Bishop Chavez replied. “But I imagine that our doors are being watched, and will so long as you remain. If it makes you feel better, you have given some officer of the law a safe and easy job. He will go home each night and see his family, who will no longer wonder what foul end he might meet chasing more… adventuresome criminals. Now, if you are going to stay with us, among the first orders of business will be to confess your sins. I imagine this may take a while, so we’ll have lunch first. Adolphus’s cooking may suffer by comparison to offworld fare, but it shouldn’t kill you. You’ll have time to unburden your soul before you meet your maker. I am especially curious to hear of your involvement with the wizard Mordecai.”

# # #

Kubu couldn’t remember how long he had been running. It seemed like a very long time, but since he wasn’t tired at all, it couldn’t have been. The soft forest soil and tiny frizzy-plants felt nice under his paws. These woods were filled with bunnies. Maybe they smelled funny and didn’t taste quite as yummy as most bunnies Kubu had eaten, but they were so much fun to chase that he was willing to overlook their faults.

When he had first woken up, it had been a bit of a surprise to be in a forest. Kubu had looked for Mommy and everyone else. He had searched for the flying house. But hard as he tried, he couldn’t catch so much as a sniff of any of them. Eventually hunger had set in, informing Kubu that the bunnies out there weren’t going to just eat themselves. He had set off in pursuit.

But it seemed as if every time he ate one of the bunnies, the hunger came back right away once he was done. What Kubu needed to find were a whole lot of bunnies all in one place, or something bigger that would take up more space in his tummy. Then he would be not-hungry for long enough to get back to looking for Mommy.

The bunnies went one by one down Kubu’s throat in little, funny-tasting bunny gulps. Kubu could just never find them close enough to one another to make a bigger meal. But the sun was still up high, peeking down through the tree leaves at Kubu here and there. He wasn’t tired yet. It must have been his imagination to think he had eaten probably a million bunnies.

Just a few more bunnies, Kubu told himself, then he would go searching again.

# # #

A lone light blared overhead. That was the first thing Tanny saw. Staring up into it, she blinked and shielded her eyes with a hand. Her surroundings were less “room” and more “cell.” Bare, polymerized steel walls hemmed her in on all sides, too close even to feel cozy. The only sign of a door was a faint outline in one wall. Another wall bore a sink and toilet jutting out, each little more than an extruded contour of the surrounding wall. The bunk beneath her cantilevered from the wall opposite the door, its top surface padded in stuffed plastic, with a thicker section at one end to serve as a pillow.

Tanny pulled herself up to a seated position, hugging her knees to her chest. “Wonderful,” she muttered. The good news in all of it was that she was still alive. Depending how much ARGO’s investigative branches could piece together in the way of charges, she might not even be up for any capital offenses. The bad news was that she was well and truly screwed.

Her assets appeared to include a one-piece jumpsuit that fit like a duffel bag with sleeves and pant legs. Period. She was barefoot, wearing a garment that lacked any sort of pockets, and whoever had thrown her in here had confiscated her translator earring—not that there was anyone to talk to. Nothing in the cell had moving parts or controls or panels with so much as a bolt head facing the prisoner side of the cell.

Holding her breath, she could hear a faint hiss of air. Pinprick holes dotted the ceiling at intervals, cycling clean (if not fresh) air into her cell. Scanning the floor revealed subtle contours ending in equally small holes for drainage. Unless Tanny could shrink herself to the size of a flea, she wasn’t exiting by any egress other than the door.

A tube poked in through one of the walls with a mechanical whir. “Meal time commencing. Twelve minutes remain,” a voice with no source echoed throughout the cell.

Stalking over to examine the plastic tube elicited no reaction. It just dangled from the wall. She leaned over and peered into the end. It was translucent, the size of her little finger, and empty.

“What the hell…?” Was she supposed to have a bowl stashed somewhere? Should she cup her hands beneath it?

“Failure to consume adequate nutrients will result in punitive measures not limited to involuntary feedings.”

Tanny tugged at the tube, and it extended slightly from the wall. It was rubbery, and twisted easily in her grip. She cupped one hand under the end and gave a few tugs. But nothing came out. With a sigh, Tanny tried drinking from it like a straw. But instead of a liquid, a slurry tasting strongly of corn and ham issued forth. Unprepared for the mouthful of sludge, Tanny dropped the tube and rushed to the toilet to spit it out.

“Failure to consume adequate nutrients will result in punitive measures not limited to involuntary feedings.”

Angling her head under the faucet to wash the taste from her mouth, she looked up at the ceiling. “Fuck this.” If this was how her life was going to be—and pending a trial, it may have been slated for getting better or worse—Tanny was having none of it. But the thought of her stomach’s contents reminded her of an even worse trial yet to come. There was no way they would keep up with her drug regimen. Most of her stash of marine-grade pharmaceuticals were illegal in civilian hands, so even bringing up the topic was an admission of guilt. Either way, her captors were bound to find out eventually, either through medical scans or when she started going into withdrawal.

Settled back in on the minimalist cot, she listened to repeated warnings from the soulless computer about not eating her meal. But after what she could only assume was twelve minutes, the tube retracted into the wall, and a hole closed behind it.

Tanny stared toward the outline of a door, waiting to see who would come and what the punishment might be. She plotted an ambush. Whatever other chance she might have in the future, for now at least she had the strength, reflexes, and focus needed to fight back.

# # #

Mriy couldn’t remember how long she had been running. It seemed like hours, but since she wasn’t tired, it must have been her mind playing tricks. The soft forest soil and a dense covering of ferns had a pleasant feel under her bare feet. What had prompted her to leave her boots by the ship, she couldn’t recall. She had hunted with boots on for most of her life. But this felt more primal, more in touch with her ancient heritage. These woods were filled with prey, though so far all she had been able to find had been some breed of long-eared hare. Something was off about them. This almost certainly wasn’t an Earthlike world, or else hares had evolved with a strange, cooked taste to their raw flesh. But the creatures were stupid, plentiful, and edible, so she could find no reason for complaint.

It seemed as if every time she ate one of her kills, her hunger returned moments after she fed. There was some strange effect at work that Mriy couldn’t quite hook a claw into. The sun’s progress across the sky seemed lethargic, the passage of time all but halted. The nutrient value of her prey seemed almost nil. What she needed to find was some larger prey, or at least some hares that had protein in them and didn’t taste spoiled. The thought occurred that it was almost as if someone had trapped these hares, cooked them inside, and set them back loose in the wild. But it was an absurd notion; no creature could run and dodge and struggle for its life with its innards cooked in human style.

But it was difficult to wax philosophical while in the heat of a hunt—even a series of small, unsatisfying, and increasingly frustrating hunts. What Mriy needed was a big kill. A wild boar, or a bear, or a moose might last her a week or more, until the meat began to spoil. Then she could sit down and give some thought to long term plans. Shelter. Salvage. Possibly she might find something on the ship she could cobble into a working astral antenna to call for help.

But before all that, she needed to hunt. The hunger wouldn’t stay at bay long enough to let Mriy think clearly.

# # #

Two kingdoms shared a border, a line so clear that grass knew not to grow across it. Whereupon the verdant, meadowed landscape of Mortania ended, there began a flat, desolate stretch of land that only had dirt—because to have less than that might have taken an effort. If this barren and uninhabited wasteland had a name at all, it must have been the sort a file clerk would think up: simple, factual, possibly including a number if there were others like it in some poor, misbegotten corner of the multiverse.

But since Mort had no idea the name of his enemy’s realm, he called it Lloydsville.

And while Lloydsville was bleak and uninspired—a perfect example of why wizards ought to be given crayons as children—it was not featureless. Off in the distance, a lone structure jutted from the ground. Like the land around it, the building was also drab and utilitarian, a simple cube of stone or concrete—it was hard to tell at such a distance. It flew no pennants, had no garden or courtyard; it probably didn’t even sport a moat.

“Lord Mordecai, their army is approaching the border,” General Tanny said. Mort had promoted the captain of the guard as soon as he arrived to the battle. Even though she wasn’t really Tanny, he had made her out to be as Tanny-like as possible, which included considering tactical matters first and foremost. “Should we send out our forces to repel them?”

This was the dangling question. She’d given her advice in there, but made it sound like Mort would be the one making the decision. It was blasted inconvenient seeing tricks like that because you had your hand up both puppets. “No, we bloody well won’t. Mortania’s never been to war, and I’m not going to waste a perfectly good castle by running out of it to fight way the hell over there.” Mort jabbed a finger at the distant border. From the battlements of Castle Mortania, Mort and his advisers could see clear across the realm and make out the shape of an approaching mass of troops.

“But what about the people?” General Tanny asked. “The village will be overrun.”

Sentiment over a few thousand imaginary peasants was almost too much for him. But if Mort wanted a Tanny-like Tanny running the inconvenient and annoying bits of the war, he was going to have to treat her like she—and the realm around them—were real and precious to him. “Fine. Ring the bloody bell. Summon the peasantry inside the walls. If the town is sacked, we’ll get to work tomorrow rebuilding it.”

“You think this will all be over in a day?” General Tanny asked. “Lord Mordecai—”

But Mort held up a hand, and she stopped herself. The condescension that had crept in between those words was too much for him, just then. “The days can be as long here as I see fit. Do you hear me, General?”

“Yes, milord,” General Tanny replied, snapping to attention. There was a clank as the heels of her boots tapped together.

“Kythrast, you overgrown salamander,” Mort bellowed over his shoulder. “Get down here.”

With a scrabbling of claws on stone and a flapping of membranous wings, Kythrast left his perch on the castle’s highest tower and descended to the battlements. The bulk of the dragon shook the stone beneath Mort’s feet. Kythrast’s body radiated warmth even through the cool morning air. With an offhanded pat of the dragon’s black scales, Mort pointed to the horizon.

“Can you make out what they’ve got over yonder?” Mort asked. Within his own realm, he had no need of his own eyesight to know what was where. But across the border into Lloydsville, he was limited to human senses. Kythrast had been built with better eyes than that. Though slitted like a cat’s or a lizard’s, they were keen as a raptor’s.

Kythrast craned his head over the wall, shifting his feet to lean as far as possible in the direction of the oncoming army. Despite his bulk and proximity, he never so much as brushed Mort’s robes with his flank. “Earth and metal, twisted into human form,” the dragon said, his bass voice rumbled in the chests of those who stood close by. “They are blanks—unfinished statutes with neither face nor finger. No ranks or officers can I see, but they move as one. Their footsteps fall in unison.”

Mort harrumphed. “Lack of creativity. Just looking to overwhelm us with numbers. Speaking of… how many of those buggers are there?”

Kythrast straightened, lifting his neck and angling his head down to glare at the wizard. “What do you take me for? One of your infernal future machines? Count them yourself when they surround Castle Mortania.”

“If I wanted to wait for them all to cross the border, I wouldn’t have asked you to look,” Mort snapped. “And if you don’t drop that tone with me, you can wait out the battle from Moss Glen.” If there was one thing sure to motivate a bored reptilian apex predator, it was the prospect of missing the action.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Kythrast warned, lowering his head until he had to cross his eyes to see Mort. The dragon’s breath stank of rotted cattle.

“You breathe fire. So what?” Mort said. “I can throw more fire around than you. You’ve got claws and teeth and armored scales. I’ve got a hundred soldiers armed for war. If I let you fight in this war, it’s a reward for your good behavior. See that you’ve earned it by the time those rock men arrive or I’ll have you counting clovers with a pair of frumpy old squirrels set to guard you.”

Kythrast pulled away, giving Mort room to breathe unfouled air. “Your vivid torments never fail to inspire, wizard,” the dragon grumbled, the words forced out between a picket row of teeth and clenched jaws. “There are more than ten thousands, fewer than a hundred.”

Mort scratched his chin. “Fine. You can kill… let’s say a thousand of them. No need to keep count, but don’t get greedy.” Of course, telling a dragon not to get greedy was as pointless as telling a wet dog not to stink. But Kythrast wasn’t the only one within earshot. Far from it.

The archers who lined the walls shifted uneasily. Each clutched an unstrung bow and stood before a forest of arrows stuck point-down into clods of peat that lined troughs running the whole length of the wall. They were nobodies, their faces gleaned from chance meetings Mort had accumulated over his lifetime. Security guards, bouncers, traffic enforcement officers, amateur prize-fighters, and low-life mercenaries, all found their way into Mort’s army of imaginary people. Their personalities were based on a snippet of conversation, a glare, or whatever limited interaction Mort had with them, and extrapolated into a full person. Odds were they bore little similarity to the person they were based upon. The whole army was constructed thusly, as was most of the village below.

“Milord, we have a report from the scouts,” Brad said. This was a younger version of the Brad Ramsey who would grow up to prefer going by his middle name of Carl. This was the Brad from before he’d gone off to join Earth Navy. Fresh faced and smart mouthed, he’s lost the former and sharpened the latter in the years since. This one was a minor nobleman in Mortania, son of Baron Chuck Ramsey, Mort’s closest adviser.

“Well? Out with it,” Mort ordered. “We haven’t got all… wait, you heard what I told the dragon, didn’t you?”

“Day’s as long as you say it is. Of course, milord,” Brad replied. Despite the unfailing politeness and adherence to protocol, Brad still found ways to needle his liege. “Scouts say those enemy whateverthe-fucks should be to the border in an hour, but that was probably twenty minutes ago.”

“Good,” Mort said, nodding. “Has anyone reported… oh, I don’t know… someone who looks a lot like you? Either in enemy territory or snuck in the back way?” Mort should have been able to tell if Carl was actually in his head, but with Carl, he could never be certain of anything.

“I don’t think this world could handle more than one face this pretty,” Brad replied, displaying his features in profile and grinning like a cat.

Mort sighed. It wasn’t quite an answer, but arguing with Brad would take more mental wherewithal than he currently had to spare. “Just keep an eye out,” Mort said. Then he muttered under his breath, “Because there’s not a lot I can do right here but hold out.”

# # #

It was taking longer than Tanny had expected. For a punishment to be effective at conditioning, it should have followed swiftly in the wake of her defiance. The corn and ham slurry wasn’t the worst thing she’d ever tasted, but its unwelcome and unexpected intrusion had triggered her. Fuck ARGO. Fuck all of them. Whoever stepped through that door was getting whatever she could squeeze from her Recitol-fueled muscles and Adrenophiline-enhanced reflexes. If she was going to suffer in this place, so would they.

But not until someone came to check on her.

Could they see her through hidden cameras? Probably. Did that mean that they were waiting for her to give up her readied ambush, relax, maybe even fall asleep before barging in to enact a reprisal for refusing to feed from a tube like a factory-bred animal?

And so she slouched down on the cot. Eyes heavy-lidded, she kept her watch on the door from her peripheral vision. Tanny feigned a yawn and discovered a real one instead. She was exhausted. Letting her guard down had only fooled her body into believing that she was actually going to rest. Or were her captors pumping a mild sedative gas into the room in concentrations so low she couldn’t notice it? The thought sparked a panicked wakefulness and a shot of adrenaline at the prospect of being taken in her sleep.

As time dragged on, Tanny ran a hand through her short hair. It was tactical, she told herself. Style was something civilians could worry about. They didn’t have to think about how long hair could provide a handhold in close combat, or how it would affect the fit of a helmet. But she made herself a promise that when she got out she would try growing it out again. Esper seemed to be able to get away with it, and Tanny hadn’t seen her reflection with long hair since joining the marines. It was a silly plan, and there was every chance she wouldn’t follow through on it, but the promise was what mattered. She needed to remain convinced that there was an “afterward” to plan for. She needed hope.

With a hiss of released pressure, the door parted itself from its outline, receding back a few centimeters before sliding sideways into the surrounding wall. With speed that startled even her, Tanny shook herself from her lethargy, set her feet against the cot, and sprang for the doorway.

Tanny landed atop the guard and drove him to the floor beneath her. Tucking her knees to either side of the downed man’s torso, she took him by one wrist and twisted his arm. She’d have gone for his throat first, but his helmet was in the way, tucked down in a defensive posture. Using her legs, she pinned the stun baton at his belt—inaccessible to both of them. Her only real problem was the guard calling for help before she could finish disarming him and use his own weapon to subdue him—before she snapped his neck.

But the guard didn’t call out, or even fight back. With inhuman strength, he simply stood up, shaking Tanny loose from his arm. Combat instincts took over. Tanny rolled to her feet and lunged for the stun baton, grabbing it from the guard’s belt before he could react. Imagining that he had lightweight tactical armor underneath his uniform, she only feigned sticking him in the abdomen with the baton, then angled it for his exposed neck.

The guard caught her by the wrist, not even flinching for her feint. He twisted out of the way of the knee she brought up to knock the breath from him, and used his grip on her wrist to fling her toward the bare steel wall of the prison block.

“Jesus, Tanny,” the guard said, the helmet’s distortion unable to hide the familiar voice. When Carl pulled off the helmet, Tanny could only stare for a moment in disbelief. “Think you could knock off trying to kill me long enough to finish this rescue?”

“Carl? When the hell did you learn to fight like that?” Tanny asked. She glanced down to his boots, wondering why he seemed taller than normal—brawnier too for that matter. It didn’t look like bulk from tactical armor, now that she looked more closely.

Music started playing from unseen loudspeakers. Orchestral. Something inspiring, with a lot of brass and strings. “Years and years of hard watching, sitting on the couch in front of the holo,” Carl replied. “But look at you. We can’t break you out looking like that.”

Carl pulled a glove off one hand and snapped his fingers in Tanny’s face. She blinked. “What the—?” But then she noticed that the cold steel was gone from beneath her feet. So was the loose, unbound feeling of the baggy prison garment. Looking down, she was dressed for an assault, full combat gear from boots to ablative armor—everything but a helmet.

“What’s going on here?” Tanny asked. Was Carl a wizard? Was this Mort messing with her?

Carl winked and raised a wrist to his mouth. “Hero to Ladies’ Man, the bear is out of the cave. Repeat—the bear is out of its cave.”

“Copy that, Hero. Proceed to rendezvous,” a voice came from Carl’s wrist comm. “But I should really have been the one to do this. You’re wasted on this mission.”

“Time and a place, buddy. Time and a place,” Carl said and shut his comm. “Now let’s get out of here. I’ll explain on the way.”

# # #

Roddy was dripping in sweat. The fur was matted to his body beneath his coveralls, sticking and wafting his own stench up into his nostrils. The endless maze of engine room corridors was an oven, thanks to no fewer than a dozen coolant-line failures, each patched inexpertly but good enough to keep the ship from melting. But there was no rest.

“Auto-destruct sequence… activated.”

Roddy looked all around for the source of the pleasant female voice that had just portended the doom of the Mobius. He had never known the Mobius to have a self-destruct feature, and he’d taken the ship apart practically down to the bolts. If it had ever possessed one, he’d have shot it out the first airlock he came across. It was hard enough to keep a ship in one piece without maintaining a device designed to dust the whole freaking thing.

“Self-destructing in three minutes.”

Roddy had grown numb to the immanent presence of death. The Mobius had been falling apart on him for so long now that this was just another flavor of doom. There wasn’t even a comm panel in sight, so he hadn’t even been able to call anyone to lend a hand with the repairs. He simply followed the sound of the voice, somehow certain that the controls to deactivate the self-destruct sequence would be near the source.

It wasn’t even worth running. Like every other impending destruction level event, he’d get there just in time whether he hurried or not. Hurrying just tired him out.

A door opened, tucked on the far side of a forest of conduits. Light poured in, fresher and brighter than the emergency overheads scattered throughout the engine room. How he’d failed to notice it… oh, who was he kidding? He hadn’t noticed a damn thing besides the next catastrophe to avert.

“Yo, Beer-Battered, get over here,” Carl shouted over the din of mechanical protest from every quarter of the ship. He stood in the doorway, beckoning Roddy like he was shorthanded for a game of poker.

“Carl, this isn’t a—either get in here and help or get the hell out of the way,” Roddy said. Given Carl’s notorious incompetence with all things mechanical, it seemed unlikely his help would be a net gain, but it was worth asking. Anything at this point was worth a try.

“Naw, that’s shit work,” Carl replied. “And you’re a sap for putting up with it. Now drop the tools and get out here, before I have to come in there after you.” Leaning into the engine room, but hanging onto the doorframe, it appeared Carl didn’t relish the second option.

“Self-destructing in two minutes.”

“Carl, if I don’t find the shut-off, the ship’s going to explode,” Roddy shouted. Carl could be dense at times, but this was one occasion where things had gone beyond harmless annoyance and into tempting doomsday.

“So let it,” Carl replied. “It’s not the Mobius. The Mobius doesn’t have a self-destruct.”

“I didn’t think so either, but…” Roddy held up his hands as the announcement came overhead.

“Self-destructing in one minute, thirty seconds.”

“Sure,” Carl said, crossing his arms. “While you were passed out drunk one night, I hired a guy to come in and install a bomb in my own goddamn ship and didn’t think to mention it to my mechanic. And while he was here… oh yeah!… I had him quadruple the size of the engine room—because that’s completely possible. This place is bigger than the whole fucking ship.”

“But—”

“Just get the hell out here,” Carl snapped. “I’ve got a ship to take us someplace safe. I’ll explain on the way.” When Roddy hesitated, Carl added, “Or you can stay here and fight fires until you keel.”

A ship. Carl wasn’t making sense, but an evacuation sounded like a better plan than trying to avert the constant string of disastrous system failures. “All right, let’s get off this wreck.”

The hallway on Carl’s side of the door was pristine white, glossy, and featureless. When Carl closed the door, there was no hint that it had ever been there.

“Which way to the ship?” Roddy asked, wiping sweat from his forehead.

Carl snickered. “There’s no other ship. I just said that to get you out of there.” Carl pulled a handheld comm from his pocket. “Sarcastic Asshole to Ladies’ Man, four-and-fuzzy out of some dumbass personal hell and en route to rendezvous.”

“What the hell was that?” Roddy demanded. Had Carl finally snapped once and for all?

“Better you than me, pal,” Carl’s voice came from the comm. “Oh, and Roddy, he’ll explain on the way. That part wasn’t bullshit.”

# # #

Esper paused to brush the hair from her eyes and admire her work. The pew gleamed with a fresh coat of polish over the old oak. She massaged away a burning sensation in the muscles of her right arm, unaccustomed to long periods of repetitive labor. Switching the rag and her tin of waxen polish to give a fresh set of muscles a workout, she moved to the next pew and began again. There were thirty rows to each side, and she had only just begun. It was more than a single day’s effort ahead of her, but it would never get done if she stood around worrying over how much more was left.

The work was cleansing. After unburdening her soul to Bishop Chavez, he’d suggested working with her hands as a way to ground herself in the mundane… in the real… in the non-magical. When muscular fatigue had first set in, Esper had to fight back the temptation to just ask the universe—pretty please—if there hadn’t been some mistake, and that she ought to have been stronger, with more physical stamina. The very first time, she may have even whispered words to that effect in the privacy of her own mind. But Bishop Chavez was a rock of belief. If he chose to believe that none but he could work magic within Saint Raphael’s walls, then so it would be.

Scuffing footsteps caught Esper’s attention, echoing in a world where the only sounds she’d been hearing were the rubbing of cloth on polished wood and her own huffing breath. It was after evening Mass, and the few parishioners who’d attended had all departed, even the ones who hung around to chat with Bishop Chavez afterward. There were occasional visitors at other hours, but this was an unusual time to visit the church. It usually heralded a soul in need of extra solace, someone who wished to speak to the Lord in his own house, because he needed so badly to be heard.

Esper didn’t lift her head, but glanced out of the corner of her eye at the newcomer. A different temptation rose within her, one not entirely inappropriate. Solace. Bishop Chavez had retired for a late dinner; Esper was the only one around just then. Had she been a priestess, or hadn’t she? So long as she made no claims to ordination, there was nothing wrong with lending an ear and what wisdom she could spare.

Tucking one end of the rag under her belt, Esper straightened and brushed the dust from her dress. It was simple, of local make according to Bishop Chavez, but she still felt the need to tidy herself as best she could before making an impression.

The visitor was dressed in black, with a wide-brimmed hat, shielding his face as he bowed his head. Esper slipped into a pew in front of him, so as not to encroach too boldly on his solitude—she only wanted to encroach a little. “Evenings here are so quiet, most nights,” she commented offhandedly, turning her head not quite far enough to look over her shoulder.

The stranger kept his voice and his head low. “I’m just here to offer a prayer to Saint Whatshisname. You know… the patron saint of shutting up and listening to the plan without freaking out?” a too-familiar voice replied.

“Carl!” Esper shouted, the name echoing to the farthest reaches of the cathedral. Immediately she clapped both hands over her mouth. Seconds later, she tried again, this time in a whisper. “Carl, what are you doing here? I… I thought you were captured by ARGO. You shouldn’t be here.”

“I shouldn’t be lotsa places,” Carl replied. “But judge not, lest ye be judged. Am I right? Come on, let’s blow this musty old tomb.” He grabbed Esper by the arm and got to his feet.

But Esper pulled free of his grip. Tanny had taught her how to break holds, and Carl was hardly trying, let alone using advanced martial arts techniques. “NO. This is my chance at redemption, or at least salvation. I’ve got to pay for what I’ve done, and Bishop Chavez has granted me sanctuary. ARGO isn’t going to touch me inside these walls.”

“Is that how he convinced you to stay here?” Carl asked, pushing his hat brim up with his thumb. “Absolution? What a bastard.”

“Carl!” Esper snapped. “That’s no way to talk about a man who’s risking his reputation—and possibly his own safety—to shelter me here.”

Carl pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m not talking about Pope Fakey the Pretender—”

“He’s not pope—”

“But, the hat…”

“It’s a different sort of hat,” Esper said firmly. “Father Chavez is a bishop.”

“Whatever,” Carl said, waving away the argument. “This place isn’t real. Lloyd sucked you—sucked all of us—into his head. He’s got some old grudge with Mort, and he’s using us as leverage. This is all a big mental holovid to keep you from trying to escape.”

“Lloyd?” Esper asked. That seemed unlikely. “He’s… he’s just having… some troubles with Rhiannon.” The memories were fuzzy around the edges. Wasn’t that the last thing she’d talked to Lloyd about before… before what? “What happened to us? Did ARGO capture the Mobius? I can’t remember any of it.”

“Because it never happened,” Carl said. “Lloyd got a good look into those cobalt blue eyes of yours, and you were done for. Everything after that’s been Lloyd’s puppet show.”

Esper backed away. “This is a trick—a test. Bishop Chavez knows about our antics. The heists. The escapes. This is exactly the sort of thing I’d expect, so it’s the obvious choice for a test of my commitment. No. I’m not going anywhere.”

Carl scowled at her, and the seething frustration was mimicked so well that she had to marvel at Bishop Chavez’s control. He must have used her memories of Carl—who was no doubt locked up in a maximum security detention facility at that very moment—to make him exactly like the Carl she knew.

“Take a leap of faith, child,” a gentle voice boomed from behind her. Esper turned and stared at the crucifix. It was a bronze casting, inanimate. But was that not the province of miracles? No. Another test.

“Sorry,” Carl muttered from just behind her. A hand clamped over her mouth, and Esper was lifted from her feet. No amount of kicking or squirming loosened the grip on her, and none of Tanny’s martial arts tricks had any effect.

# # #

Carl hurried down the aisle of the cathedral with Esper’s struggling form tucked under one arm. There were times when he thought she’d look better with a little more meat on her, a bit more muscle tone. But for now he was glad that she was a sack of twigs.

“You’ll thank me for this later,” he muttered to her.

Speaking into the comm tucked under the brim of his cap, he called in. “Vaguely Pious to Ladies Man,” he said. “The collection plate has been passed. Repeat… aw, hell. I had to knock her out and—”

“Saw the whole thing,” Ladies Man replied. “Smooth, Pious. This is why we never try to pick up girls in a church. Bar Fighter could have done the same thing, quicker. Couldn’t you have at least come up with a Bible verse that might have swayed her?”

“Hey, Bub,” Carl replied. “There’s a reason we didn’t let you take any of these missions. You’re a fucking train wreck, and we all know it. So judge not, lest ye—”

“You just used that one. Don’t you know any other parts of the Bible?”

“Fuck you, lest ye be fucked,” Carl replied.

“Nice. Just get to the rendezvous, pronto. At this rate, you’ll be the last one back.”

“Roger that,” Carl said. As soon as he heard the comm close on the other end, he added, “Dick.”

When he opened the cathedral doors, there was no sign of the alien landscape that Lloyd had created. There was just a plain white hall, perfectly lit by no discernible source. Carl picked a direction and strode off, confident that knowing his destination was far more important than knowing where he was or how to get there.

# # #

How could an ecosystem thrive with only one species of animal inhabitant? This was the puzzle that scratched at the sides of Mriy’s mind as she tore into yet another of the medium-rare rabbits of this odious forest. Though her hunger was far from sated, she threw the half-eaten carcass to the ground and kicked into the underbrush with a snarl.

Extending her claws, Mriy grabbed the nearest tree, an oak as wide as her shoulders. With an inarticulate scream, she drew both hands down, tearing long gashes in the bark. For a brief moment, it felt like proper prey, something with meat on its bones and blood seeping from its mortal wounds, something with texture and juices. She imagined it as a cow, or an elk, but the wood beneath the bark was dry, spoiling the illusion.

Having worked herself into a huffing frenzy, Mriy collapsed against the tree she had maimed. Stupid world. Oaks and rabbits, but not an Earthlike planet. The day was too long. Through the leaves above, the sun had barely budged during her hunt, which had to have been going on for hours—it felt like days. It merely drifted there, disinterested in moving on; or perhaps all too interested in the antics of its newest inhabitant. But that was vanity. Mriy was just a lone azrin on an unknown world. She didn’t even know its name or whether it was known to civilized space.

Fire. She smelled fire. Lifting her head, Mriy sniffed the air, wondering whether she was imagining the scent. The pyre for her crewmates had long since burned low, and any lingering odor should have long ago dispersed. This was new, fresh, and with a hint of cooking meat—bacon, unless this world had muddled scents as well. Someone upwind from her was cooking.

The gnawing hunger in her belly told her to grab another rabbit before investigating, but Mriy was no slave to her body’s cravings. This was more important. Though there was no sign of smoke rising through the trees, the fire could not have been far. The forest seemed smaller, suddenly, no longer the infinite verdant maze of rabbit warrens and chases. There was only her, the fire, and the distance between them.

Odd that there was no other scent carried on the wind. Certainly there were still the background smells of soil and leaves, bark, rabbit, and the occasional wildflower. But of the source of the fire, she smelled nothing. There had been no sign of a storm, and no heavy, cloying odor of ozone to indicate a lightning strike. She could smell no chemical accelerants, nor could she detect any other creature in the forest—one who might have had the intellect to start a fire intentionally. Fire without an obvious source was said to be a sure sign of magic, but Mriy had generally put little stock in it. Most people didn’t have wizards lying around, starting fires and leaving them unattended. More likely that old folk wisdom came from people who knew too little of science for their own good.

But Mriy did know a wizard, and one more prone than most to conspicuous displays of pyrotechnics. Though she had always been able to track him by scent in the past, she wouldn’t have put it past Mort to disguise himself from her nose. But she had burned his body. Could that have been a trick, some sick joke? Though she should have been furious at the notion, she’d have suffered the fool’s cruel prank to have a living companion. Perhaps all the crews’ deaths were just an illusion. Mriy could only hope.

“Mort,” Mriy called out as she sensed herself drawing near to the source of the fire. While losing her advantage of surprise, Mriy wasn’t sure it was worth the risk to sneak up on the wizard. If he had somehow survived not only the wreck of the Mobius, but also Mriy’s efforts to memorialize the crew, he might be in a delicate state of mind. “Mort, this is Mriy. Can you hear me?”

With soft-padded footsteps—why had she left her boots behind?—Mriy stalked ever closer to her target. Let Mort, or whoever it was, hear her coming, but she still preferred to see them before they saw her.

“You misfired by twenty years,” Carl called out as she spied him through the underbrush. He beckoned to her from his seat on a log.

“Carl! You’re alive!” As Mriy emerged from cover, she noted something even more shocking. “Kubu, how did you get here? I… I saw you both dead.”

“Kubu is not dead,” Kubu said. He was lying beside a moose carcass and looked up from gorging himself as he protested.

“I found him wandering this fucked up little forest, committing bunny genocide,” Carl said. He gestured to the feasting canid beside him without actually looking his way. “Figured I’d get him something a little more filling.”

Mriy sniffed the air, but there was no sign of Carl or the moose, and they were too close for even a stiff wind to keep the scent from her. “What trick is this?”

“Not mine,” Carl replied. “This is Lloyd’s little mental playground. I imagine he’s never been in a real forest—maybe just a preserve somewhere.”

Mriy backed away a step, flexing her claws loose. “You don’t smell.”

“That’s because I’m not real,” Carl said. “I can imagine shit up in here, because I believe this place isn’t real. You’re stuck with what you’ve got because you don’t. As for smells? Damned if I know what I smell like, except maybe when I’m drenched in sweat.”

“The same, but a quieter smell,” Mriy said. She cocked her head. “What’s the word for a quieter smell? I don’t know it in English.”

“Not sure we’ve got one,” Carl said with a shrug. “Anyway, since I’m pretty sure that smug bastard isn’t paying this little grove a bit of attention, I don’t need to rush too bad to get you out. You see, Lloyd’s a wizard.”

“Since when?” Mriy asked.

“Since damned if I know, but I figured it out too late, too. I got sucked into his head… well, I was going to say same as the rest of you, but I’m not that easy. See, my brain’s a little cross-wired. While you’re seeing me here, I’m breaking Tanny out of an ARGO prison, having a beer with Roddy, and carrying an unwilling Esper out of a church.”

“Your metaphor lost me,” Mriy said. “Explain in plain words.”

Carl reached into the frying pan on the fire, heedless of burning himself, and pulled out a piece of bacon. He chewed it a moment as he paused with a thoughtful frown. “Not sure I can. This business isn’t all that plain. But here goes… Lloyd’s a wizard.”

“That much I grasped, though how he hid that fact with Mort around seems implausible.”

“Well, for whatever reason, he’s got a beef with Mort—sorry, a grievance. He’s not the first wizard to come after Mort, but it’s been a while since the last one. Anyway, each of us looked him in the eye for whatever reason, and he used magic on us. We’re not really here. We just think we are. All of us—including Lloyd—are still on the Mobius. But our minds are trapped inside Lloyd’s.”

Mriy looked all around, suddenly claustrophobic. The fur at the back of her neck stood on end. “You mean… there’s no ship crashed over there? This isn’t a forest? I haven’t been eating rabbit after rabbit for what seems like days? This… isn’t a real body?” Mriy felt along her fur. Was something off? Bile churned in her stomach.

“Bunnies aren’t real,” Kubu said. “This moose isn’t real, too, but it’s yummier than the bunnies.”

“See?” Carl said. “Kubu gets it. Just hold it together, and I’ll get us out of here—well, out of this here, anyway.”

“What do you mean ‘this here’? What other ‘here’ is there?”

Carl leaned back and grabbed at nothing as far as Mriy could see. But he twisted his wrist and pushed, and a door opened in the middle of the air. Outside was a hallway bathed in white light. “Out there is still inside Lloyd’s head, but at least it’s not this fucked up starve-you-with-bunnies forest.”

“Bad bunnies made Kubu more hungry instead of less hungry.”

“Come on, let’s move,” Carl said. He led them into the white hallway and shut the door. It vanished as if it had never been there at all. He spoke into a comm from his pocket. “Outdoorsman to Ladies Man, got a two-fer of lost little lambs. Exiting the enchanted forest. Over.”

“Roger that,” a voice that also sounded like Carl replied. “I’ll recall Carl-Who-Can-Whistle and Sports Fan.”

“Any word from Older Brother?” Carl asked.

“Negative. I’ve dispatched Worrier and Snoop to aid in the search.”

Carl nodded and shut off the comm.

“What was that?” Mriy asked. None of this was making any sense.

“Rhiannon’s still missing,” Carl replied. “I’ve found the rest of the crew, but I’m starting to think she doesn’t want to be found.”

“Not that,” Mriy snapped. “Talking to yourself. Who was that other Carl on the comm?”

Carl held up his hands and offered a sheepish grin. “That’s a long and embarrassing story. So let’s pretend you didn’t ask about that and all get to the rendezvous point, where hopefully someone’s come up with a plan to get us the hell out of this place.”

# # #

The barroom was dusty, clouded in murky light that pushed its way through grease-frosted windows. The décor was red brick and wrought iron, with real Earth-wood furniture—or imaginary real Earth-wood, if there was such a thing. At least in the context of Lloyd’s skull, it was real. Carl made a point to stop thinking about it before he hurt his brain. Tall chairs lined the bar while others rested upside down atop the tables. With a quick glance into the shadowed corners of the room to check for ambushes, he stepped inside and beckoned for Tanny to follow him.

“What is this place?” Tanny asked. She took in the pub with an Alice look in her eyes, as if she were expecting white rabbits and tea parties. “Are we still in that freak’s imagination?”

“Probably a memory,” Carl replied, drifting between the tables and continuing his sweep for unwelcome company. “I doubt Lloyd’s got the imagination to invent all this. All the places he stashed the crew were pretty basic.”

Tanny ran a hand along the bar, checking the labels on the wall of liquor bottles. “He’s got brand logos down perfectly. Look at this: Miller’s & Stanton Gold Label, Highlander’s Lament. There’s even a couple xeno brands here. And carved into the bar, there are someone’s initials. My memories don’t have this kind of detail.”

“You aren’t a mentalist wizard,” Carl said. “Apparently Lloyd is. My guess is this is a college bar—his old stomping grounds, if Lloyd ever stomped in his life. But I can’t even find a light switch, so I’m guessing he doesn’t pay this place much attention.”

“Lucky us,” Tanny said. She pulled out one of the bar chairs and settled in. “What now?”

“We wait for everyone else.”

“How will they know to find us here?”

“I’m bringing them,” Carl said. It looked as if there was no one else with them in the pub. For the first time since arriving in Lloyd’s mind, Carl wished he could believe in his surroundings. He needed a drink.

Tanny gave a curt nod. “I can hold down the fort.”

Carl grimaced. He knew this was going to come up, but it didn’t make the coming conversation any easier. “No, I mean I’m already bringing them. There are a few of me in here.”

“A few of… you? Like more than one Carl? How’d Lloyd pull that off?”

“I did it, actually,” Carl said. With a sigh he pulled out a chair and sat next to Tanny at the bar. “Remember back when I first got out of the navy? Remember how messed up I was?”

Tanny snorted. She reached over the bar for a glass and filled it from the nearest tap. “Yeah, civilian life wasn’t agreeing with you,” Tanny said. “I almost blew you off. I mean, we hadn’t seen each other in months, and you came off like a crackpot. If you hadn’t kept trying, I—”

“I saw Mort in between.”

“What do you mean, you saw Mort? I thought when we invited him to join us on the Mobius—”

“I told him to play dumb. I didn’t want you to know what he’d helped me with.” Carl wished she’d stop interrupting him. It wasn’t a great story to begin with, so he was working from shoddy material. “My mind was scattered, one side arguing with another, while ten others screamed for attention. Mort helped me separate them, control them, make use of them.”

“And this just happened to come up now? Mort prepared you to lead an insurrection against a mind-stealing wizard… what, is he some sort of oracle now? Did he claim to see this coming? I mean, what the hell is wrong with both of you?”

“Me? I’m borderline psychotic,” Carl said with a wink to lessen the blow. “But seriously, I’ve got it under control. Teamwork and all that jazz. One big happy family. And I’ve got Carls out rounding up everyone else and bringing them here.”

Tanny narrowed her gaze at him. She wasn’t buying something. It was easy enough to assume Carl was lying, so he couldn’t blame her. Anyone who spent enough time around him developed that suspicion, if they had half a brain. “What aren’t you mentioning? How come we don’t see you breaking down all the time into different personalities? I… I just can’t see you of all people holding this shit together in your head. No offense.”

“None taken,” Carl said. He eyed Tanny’s pint glass, wondering what it would take to believe the contents into Earth’s Preferred. More than he had in him, knowing all too well where he was. He might get the taste, but never the intoxicating effects. “You see, that’s how I lie so well. I can make up a Carl on the spot, believing anything I need him to believe. It’s magic.”

“Magic,” Tanny said, crossing her arms. “You? I’ve never seen you pull a card trick without screwing it up.”

“Fine,” Carl said, dismissing her skepticism with a backhanded wave as he stood. “Believe whatever you want. I’ve got bigger things to worry about.” He stalked the taproom, weaving his way through the tables. There were times—rarer by the year, he allowed—when Tanny seemed like the old Tanny. She used to trust him, to feel like she was always on his side of the scams. But nowadays he couldn’t get Tanny to take his word on the color of astral space. He shoved a chair, knocking it from its upside down perch to the floor with a satisfying crash.

“Like what?” Tanny asked. “Like us all being dreams in Lloyd’s head? I’m pretty sure I’m going to wake up and none of this will have been real.” She took a long swallow of ale. “Until then… who the hell cares?”

“Quit treating this like a practical joke,” Carl said. “This isn’t the time or the place for—”

But Tanny’s sudden cackling laughter cut him short. “I’m not sure this is a time or a place. Look outside the door. It’s a blank white hallway. No sun, no lights, but it’s bright the whole way. Tell me this is a real place.”

Carl drew in breath enough to launch a tirade. He wanted to rip into Tanny on how to deal with adverse conditions that wouldn’t yield to firepower and couldn’t be escaped through an astral drop. He wanted to tell her that they needed to plan an escape and that trying to get drunk on imaginary ale wasn’t going to help. But he stopped himself. Carl held that breath instead. Tanny was trying to escape, the only way she knew how. Her mind wasn’t coping with the utter weirdness of being displaced into another person’s mind, and shutting down was all she could think to do. He could afford to let her.

“Hero to Ladies Man,” Carl said into his comm. “Any word on Rhi?”

“Negative,” Ladies Man replied. “The Dark Accountant must be taking extra precautions to hide her. Could use another set of eyes, if you can spare them.”

Carl had been thinking the same thing—which wasn’t surprising, frankly. “Roger that.” He turned to Tanny en route to the door. “You hang tight here. More Carls will be here any minute, along with the rest of the crew.”

As the door closed behind him, he muttered, “And they’re welcome to you.” Let some other Carl deal with her.

# # #

Around the house, Rhiannon was low-key, sarcastic, and sweet in her own way. But as Lloyd watched her on stage, he would hardly have known her as the same woman. She transformed. A corded microphone in her hand, she stalked the stage in a baggy shirt and jeans, draped in necklaces and bracelets. Swaying and shaking her hips to the hired backup group, she bantered with the audience before starting to sing.

The club aboard the luxury starship Jefferson was dimly lit except for a stage alive with spotlights. Waiters milled among the tables, taking drink orders and removing empty glasses, oblivious to the show. Microphone in hand, Rhiannon was the center of attention, accompanied by a pair of laaku guitarists—one of whom sang backup vocals—and drummer in a psychedelic shirt and dark glasses.

Lloyd had heard the song before, but only as Rhiannon sang it. He understood that she only performed songs by long-dead artists, but she knew them inside out. Hopefully he had done a good enough job remembering the instrumental pieces that she wouldn’t doubt the authenticity of her band.

♪ I want you to come on, come on, come on, come on, and take it ♫

♫ Take another little piece of my heart now, baby ♪

It had never been Lloyd’s style of music—too harsh and unpolished—but hearing it in Rhiannon’s husky voice had been wearing down his bias. He’d built up a small library of songs to memorize for this occasion, enough to fill a set list plus encores, along with a few likely candidates in case she decided to improvise.

If only he had the time to just sit here and watch. Merely being here was an indulgence, one that he could not prolong indefinitely. Mordecai The Brown had an army parked on his mental doorstep. The wily villain had more psychic fortitude than he had imagined possible. He had changed majors at Oxford to avoid the telepathic communications requirements needed for entry into the Masters of Terraforming program. How was a Bachelor of General Magical Studies threatening to repel Lloyd’s mental invasion?

Swirling the amber liqueur in his tumbler, Lloyd wished it were real alcohol. His mind was wound too tight for imaginative thinking just then. Whatever trickery Mordecai was pulling would have to remain a mystery until the Convocation dissected his thoughts. The prospects of dragging him before an inquest dimmed as more reports came in from the front lines. A waiting army, fortifications, and a stalwart wizard overlooking the battlefield promised a battle that would not end quickly. What should have been the Battle of Little Bighorn was starting to look more like Thermopylae.

One of the bouncers slipped quietly to his table side as Rhiannon finished her song. “Boss, we’ve had a guy snooping around, looking to get in here.”

Blast that Ramsey! “What did he look like? My height, average build, thin neck, and blue hair?”

The bouncer paused a moment. “Naw. I’d have noticed blue hair.”

Of course Ramsey wouldn’t flaunt it. But if the bouncer had to think about it, chances were it was Carl trying to get to his sister. “If he tries again, just break his neck.” One dead mental image wouldn’t be permanently damaging. He could still live up to his end of the bargain if he eliminated one or two of them.

# # #

Pilot Carl sat in the cockpit of his old Typhoon III, a vintage model that was nearing obsolescence the day he first climbed into the cockpit. How Lloyd had found the specs for one was beyond him, but it was close to the real thing—just close enough to piss Carl off. The flight controls felt like amateur simulator parts; every console displayed useless drivel. How any of the others were taken in by their respective ruses was a mystery, if Lloyd had similarly botched the details of their mental prisons. He was finger painting in the Louvre.

“Blackjack, tighten up that formation,” a bland baritone ordered over the comm. It was holovid-quality comm chatter, but the sound quality was authentic enough. For once, holovids had gotten something right. However, there was nothing authentic about the orders themselves.

Supposedly Carl had been reactivated into Earth Navy under some obscure law he’d never heard of. That was Lloyd’s gag. Stripped of his rank, he’d been shoved into a new squadron as Lieutenant Ramsey and rushed off to battle a Zheen advanced scouting force. Fine, he could almost buy that line. But the problem was that they were seconds from engagement and still flying formation like migrating geese.

“Yo, Commander,” Carl replied. “Thinkin’ maybe we oughtta call the break.”

“Negative, Blackjack,” the commander replied. “Maintain relative position and cut the chatter.”

Carl got it. Lloyd had a scenario playing out. He was the director of the prison play, and Carl was both the star and the high-risk inmate. Other Carls had quietly reported in, spilling the details of the prisons the rest of the crew had endured. If he had his guess, once the shooting started, it would be an endless dogfight where shots never seemed to hit Carl’s ship. Urgency, distraction, and a focus on a task of Lloyd’s choosing—those were the hallmarks of the captivity the others had faced.

“No can do, Chief,” Carl said. It was time to tear up the script and force the director to adjust on the fly. Jerking the flight stick, he swung his Typhoon around and took aim at his own squadron mates.

“Blackjack! What are you doing?” the commander shouted over the comm. “Fall back into formation immediately.”

“I’m not Blackjack anymore,” Carl replied, firing off a shot that splashed against the commander’s shields. “I’m Chupacabra Yeti, the mythical ace pilot. Now that you know my identity, I can’t let you live!” He fired another few shots, all solid impacts, but the commander’s shields didn’t waver. Lloyd obviously had no idea the dissipation rate on a Typhoon’s shields, or Carl would have dusted the squadron leader.

“Blackjack! Come to your senses, man! We need you for this mission. The Zheen will—”

“Booo-ring,” Carl replied. “I must have dusted dozens of those guys in my first tour. I got the medal, the rank bump, and the girl at the Angry Parrot the night we got back. It’s all old news. Now if those were Enyar…”

Carl waited, snapping off haphazard shots at anything he could put his sights on and rolling out of the way of everything fired back at him. It was like a sim slowed down to kiddie difficulty. He couldn’t lose.

“Commander,” one of the other squad members said. “My sensors are picking up Enyar engine signatures. Those aren’t Zheen at all!”

“Hear that, Blackjack? Now form up and let’s dust those dog-men.”

They were practically in visual range. Carl didn’t know much about sensors or how they worked, but he damn well knew more than Lloyd. There was no way that a Typhoon was going to confuse a Zheen teardrop fighter with one of the beetle-like Enyar crafts referred to by ARGO pilots as a Ticks. The Zheen used ion engines like ARGO, while the Enyar used some sort of semi-magical reactionless drive that no one had figured out yet, last Carl knew. Lloyd was grasping at straws.

“Nope,” Carl said. “Turns out, I wasn’t in the mood for Enyar, either.”

“Blackjack—!”

“Chupacabra,” Carl corrected.

“Lieutenant Ramsey, either form up or face a court-martial!”

Court-martial? He’d fired on ARGO vessels. They should have ganged up and dusted him on the spot already. ARGO high command would have handled any court-martial posthumously.

“Sorry. No can do.”

Carl hit the eject on his Typhoon. Let Lloyd figure out what to do about that.

# # #

A single, hooded bulb cast a circle of light encompassing eight faces. Beyond, there were other such lights, scattered around a room of indistinct proportion, but cast only silhouettes of the other denizens. Dead center beneath the only light that mattered was a pile of poker chips. Around that pile were cards and smaller piles belonging to the seven opponents Gambling Carl faced.

If it weren’t for the fact that he knew it was all fake, Carl might have stuck around a while. It was as if someone had taken the bad luck so common to the real world and trimmed it down—a bonsai tree of perfect luck, just enough losing to feel real, but none of the heartbreaking bad beats that ruined a night of poker.

The cast of characters was right out of a pulp gangster holo. To his left, a bald guy with a cigar and a tumbler of scotch. To his right, a slick-haired punk in a two-piece suit with his shirt half unbuttoned, reeking of cologne. Then there was the man in the cowboy hat, the skinny one with the perpetual forced smile, the guy in the suspenders and visor who played sleight of hand with his chips, and the fellow in the panama hat with the holster that peeked out from inside his coat when he reached to bet. And directly across from Carl, the blonde in the low-cut black dress that he couldn’t take his eyes off—her name was Roxanne. Carl wondered if she was the backup plan, in case poker alone wasn’t enough to keep him distracted.

“I raise,” Carl said. He had been dealt three jacks and hadn’t lost with anything even half so good all night. The pot was already his, if only his opponents knew it.

Players tossed their cards away with varying degrees of disappointment, disgust, and frustration. Roxanne held hers up and studied them. “I don’t have enough chips to call,” she said, glancing over at Carl’s bet and heaving a sigh designed to draw eyes away from the action. “Is there… anything else I can bet?”

“Nope,” Carl answered instantly. It was either that, or roll his eyes. What had Rhiannon been telling Lloyd about him? Short term, his luck with women had never been so bad that he’d resorted to winning them at poker games. It was certainly more reliable than his luck at poker games. “Take out a loan from someone or fold.” Lloyd had apparently never heard that the Ancient West rules went out of style centuries ago; table stakes should have allowed Roxanne to call with what she had against a fraction of Carl’s bet. But since Lloyd apparently knew nothing of poker beyond the textbook rules of five-card draw and whatever he’d gleaned from Jesse James holos, Carl took the pot.

The deal passed to Carl. He shuffled like a Vegas dealer, with speed and deftness that he couldn’t manage in the real world. With casual flicks, he sent a single card to each player, then scattered the rest face down in the middle. “Fifty terra ante. The game’s Go Fish.”

“What?” the guy in the panama hat asked.

“Ain’t heard of that,” the cigar smoker added.

Carl took a moment to explain the rules, and the other seven players reluctantly agreed after he called it a common form of poker played in the navy. He couldn’t wipe the grin off his face as a group of supposedly hardened criminals and degenerates played Go Fish for money.

Poker resumed after the deal passed on, and Carl had to admire Lloyd’s resourcefulness. It was going to take more than off-the-cuff rule changes to knock him off script. Carl played the next few hands absentmindedly, thinking of the best way to cause chaos in Lloyd’s prepackaged world.

When the deck next passed to Carl, instead of shuffling he threw it over his shoulder. Seven sets of eyes watched it sail, but none of them made a move to retrieve the cards. Seconds later, someone reached past Carl to set an identical deck in front of him. All he saw was a tanned hand with a wedding ring and a suit sleeve with diamond cuff links. The deliverer was gone by the time Carl turned to get a better look.

“All right,” Carl said with a sigh, picking up the cards. “This time the game is… on hold while I go take a leak.” He stood and tucked the deck into a jacket pocket. With the lampshade below eye level, the room felt dark. Aside from the little islands of light that marked each table, the rest of the card room was penumbral. There was no signage, no waitstaff, and hardly any room to move.

Carl weaved his way among the tables. He didn’t care where there might be a washroom; that was just an excuse. What he really wanted to find was the exit. The big, wide world had more to strain Lloyd’s brain than the limited confines of a hotel casino. All the chips had been marked with “Royal Resort,” giving Carl the impression that there was at least more to the building than just a poker room. Even getting into the hotel proper would have been a step up.

But Carl must have walked for half an hour before he gave up on finding an end to the sea of card tables. Lines of a song played in his head regarding a hotel that he could never leave. Not wanting to spend his efforts on a fruitless search, he headed back to find his own table and resume the game. He noticed an open seat at a nearby table and figured that one table in this place was as good as another.

“Welcome back,” Roxanne said, biting her lower lip. “We missed you.”

Carl did a double take. He couldn’t have gone in circles that whole time. He got up and found a seat at the next table over.

“What’s your problem, buddy?” the cigar smoker asked. “Got ants in them pants of yours?”

“Just deal,” the slick-haired punk with the open shirt said.

“Fuck this,” Carl muttered under his breath. Creepy recursive sub-universes were the stuff of cheesy mind-bending horror holos. Without any warning to his fellow players, he climbed onto the table, knocking the hanging light aside to swing wildly. Shadows bounced and wavered in a chaotic dance to match Carl’s attempt at a jig, jostled anew at each flailing gesticulation. Cards and chips flew, and drinks spilled.

The other players shouted for him to get down or swore at him for upsetting their refreshments or chips. But none of them moved to stop him, and in this fantasy world, he wasn’t getting tired either. Lloyd was just giving up and letting him do what he pleased.

# # #

Lloyd’s college pub was seeing more patrons than it probably had since the last time it actually existed. The Carls had gathered up the crew and brought them all here—except Mort. The big guy was on his own and probably holding it together better than the whole lot of them combined. Good thing, too, since Carl had his hands full—all eight of them—with his bewildered charges.

“What are you doing to get us out of here?” Tanny asked, sitting at the bar ignoring a pint of ale.

“Where are we, exactly?” Esper asked. “Is this Lloyd’s head or Mort’s? If it’s Lloyd’s, why can’t he find us here?”

“Aren’t any of you bothered by the fact that there are four motherfucking Carl Ramseys here?” Roddy shouted. He glared through the glass bottom of his empty pitcher. “I can’t keep drunk enough to deal with this.”

Mriy snarled something in her own language, but without the translator-charmed earrings—stranded back in the real world on their real bodies—Carl didn’t understand a word of it.

“Yeah, I completely agree,” Sarcastic Asshole Carl said to Mriy. “What the hell is she yammering? English, Miss Throat-Ripper. How about you try it.”

“He doesn’t mean to be hurtful,” Vaguely Pious Carl said, putting a hand on Mriy’s shoulder. “I apologize for—”

“Can it, both of you,” Outdoorsman Carl said, standing with his foot up on the seat of a chair as if he’d killed it and was posing for a trophy picture. “We need to stick together. Once Mort deals with Lloyd, he’ll come rescue us. For now, we sit tight, and I’ve got more Carls out searching for Rhiannon and a way out.”

“More Carls…” Roddy muttered, shaking his head.

“In the meantime,” Ladies Man Carl said softly across the bar to Tanny. “We can catch up on old times.” He wiped the bar with a rag, moving it in slow circles as if he might have actually cared whether an imaginary, abandoned pub was clean. With a subtle theft, he topped off Tanny’s ale from the nearest tap.

Tanny glanced from one Carl to the next, before finally settling on Ladies Man with a suspicious glare. “What’s the deal? Why the sudden nostalgia? I know that look, Carl. It ain’t happening.”

“What’s so sudden?” Ladies Man asked. “I keep this side of me buried—have for years now. It’s always been here, though.” He poured a tall glass from the same tap for himself. “Cheers.” He clinked his glass against Tanny’s and drank.

“Shouldn’t you be… I dunno… helping?” Tanny asked. She took a reluctant sip.

“I am.”

“I mean them,” Tanny said, waving her glass toward the rest of the crew. Of all of them, only Kubu seemed content, collapsed in a nap after eating the contents of the pub’s walk-in cooler.

“Noise,” Carl said. “Let them make their noise. It’s not getting them out any faster, and trust me, I’m working my ass off other places in Lloyd’s head. But here, we’re just passing the time. And I can think of lots better ways to pass it.” He reached a gentle finger under Tanny’s chin and guided her eyes to meet his. “This is just a dream, after all. Can’t dreams be all we’ve ever wanted?”

He could see in her eyes that her resolve was breaking down—or rather the barricades she used to block the roads leading in and out of resolve. Tanny was forgetting the reasons they’d split; he recognized that old fire burning in the depths of those eyes. It was a fire he worried would burn out someday, but for today, an ember still smoldered. He blew on it, to see if it still had any life left.

# # #

The club was packed. The tentative, sparse early evening crowd had swelled to a raucous full house. On stage, Rhiannon was sweating under the spotlights as she belted out song after ancient hit song. It didn’t matter anymore that the band was flat and the shouted requests got repetitive. Everyone was letting loose and living in the moment. The crowd sang along with the chorus.

♪ Don’t you want somebody to love? ♫

♫ Don’t you need somebody to love? ♪

♪ Wouldn’t you love somebody to love? ♫

Lloyd snorted, remembering the name of the original artists. “Jefferson Airplane…” the things they used to call singing groups in Ancient Earth. He had been feeding her requests via the audience from Janice Joplin, Heart, Carole King, and Fleetwood Mac. For the Mobius crew, their individual cells were meant to be temporary holding pens. It wouldn’t matter whether they believed in the reality of their experience when it was over; it made things simpler for Lloyd. For Rhiannon, Lloyd wanted a perfect little respite from reality, something she would remember fondly and believe every minute of. Keeping up that level of verisimilitude was exhausting. Soon, he’d confront Mort, and it would be time to find Rhiannon a solitary repose, something calming and easy for Lloyd to maintain—a spa massage or a drunken stupor, perhaps.

The song ended, and voices from the crowd called out for others. Rhiannon scanned the crowd, listening to the suggestions. Finding a fresh glass of water on a nearby stool, she drank and mopped at her brow.

“How about ‘Magic Man’?” a grating voice, not of Lloyd’s making, shouted louder than all the others. “Or what about ‘Little Lies’? Oh… I know! Sing ‘She’s Not There’!”

Lloyd sprang from his seat at the back of the club and shouldered his way through the crowd. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be happening. That voice had sounded like Carl Ramsey. Every patron, every server, every bouncer in the club was one of his own creations. None of them had it in them to play practical jokes on him, even if they were largely autonomous.

A movement below waist level caught Lloyd’s attention, off at the side of the room. He altered his course to intercept, but the ambiance of a packed house came with matching navigational troubles. He collided with a server, spilling a tray of drinks, and rebounded from the wide back of one of his own bouncers.

“Hey, pal! Watch where you—oh, sorry boss,” the bouncer said, helping Lloyd to his feet.

There was no time for this silliness. With a quick glance toward the stage, he confirmed that Rhiannon’s attention was elsewhere. Exerting his influence as master of his own mental domain, Lloyd simply disappeared and reappeared in the path of the skulking form.

“Going somewhere?” Lloyd asked, looming over a crouching Carl Ramsey.

Carl replied with a sheepish grin.

Lloyd’s next words were lost as a jolt of pain hit him in the kidneys. Carl sprang from his spot on the floor and grabbed him. His assailant from the rear already pinned Lloyd’s arms back. With a shocking strength for a man his size, Carl’s punch drove the wind from Lloyd’s lungs.

The two of them dragged Lloyd to a booth in the VIP section of the club and ousted the patrons there. With no free will or sense of indignation to call upon, the displaced patrons relinquished their seats without complaint. But the momentary panic soon faded. Lloyd wasn’t accustomed to being assaulted, least of all in his own mind. He was used to thinking of himself as he was in the flesh, but within his mental corridors he was more than that. He composed himself, assured that he was in no danger from Carl Ramsey.

“Went to a lot of effort, digging you up,” Carl said, wedging himself into the booth beside Lloyd. “You’re a hard man to find… you know, for this whole circus being up in your tent.”

“You could have at least let us know that Rhiannon was all right,” Carl’s companion said. The voice was identical, if a tad less aggressive. Lloyd snapped his head around to see another Carl slide into the booth on the other side of him. “We were worried sick.”

“And that’s not something you should have messed around with,” the first Carl said. “I may not always be around, but I’ll always be there when Rhi needs me.”

“So, you’re aware what’s at stake here,” Lloyd said. Carl was pressed against his side—both his sides—too close for comfort. He elbowed them for space, but Carl ignored the discomfort and paid his jostling no heed. “You’re prisoners here, all of you.”

“Not all of us,” the first Carl said. “You’re the latest attack dog after Mort. We wouldn’t still be here if you didn’t need hostages. Mort’s still in his own head, and you’re probably going mindo e mindo with him right this very second.”

“And you think you can provide a distraction to give him an edge?” Lloyd asked, scoffing at the notion. “You’re an irksome, loud, boorish creature, and your very existence annoys me. Beyond that, you’re no threat at all. I have my mental focus honed sharp enough to slice hairs lengthwise.”

“Work on that one,” first Carl said. “Lacks zip. How about ‘sharp enough to cut diamonds,’ or ‘sharper than a porcupine’s razorblade’?”

“Rhiannon,” the second Carl said. “Let’s not lose focus here. We need to get her back safe.”

“Rhiannon is in no danger,” Lloyd replied. “At least, not from me. Mordecai The Brown is a killer and a renegade. God knows what that man might do to save his sorry skin. My biggest risk in taking him in is that he’ll choose a Pyrrhic victory over surrender.”

“Our only concern right now is Rhiannon,” the second Carl said. “Mort is your problem.”

“I assure you—”

“Listen, pal,” first Carl said, putting an arm around Lloyd’s shoulders. “You got something screwy cooking here, and I don’t like it. You dump me and my crew in our own personalized hells, but Rhi gets to be a star? Good for her, but that means you’re planning on making nice once this is over. But she’d never forgive you for dusting Mort, so that means you’ve got something in store for her to either erase her memory or make her think this fairy playhouse here is real.”

“We’re willing to bargain,” second Carl said. “Anything for her to come out of this unharmed. And no offense, Lloyd, but she can’t see you anymore.”

“How dare you!” Lloyd said. He placed his hands on the underside of the table. But before he flipped it over in dramatic fashion, he remembered Rhiannon up on stage. For now, she was oblivious to the presence of her brother—or brothers—but a showy fit of temper would ruin that. Lloyd took a slow breath. “What can you possibly offer me?”

“What do you need?”

“Mordecai The Brown’s head in a box,” Lloyd replied. “So unless you can delivery that—”

“Deal,” first Carl said.

Lloyd paused, mouth agape. “How’s that?”

“You want to trade Mort for Rhiannon? Fine,” first Carl said. “Mort may be family, but Rhiannon is my little sister. I’d airlock the whole crew if that’s what it took to save her.”

It sounded as if he meant it, but Carl Ramsey was notorious for nothing so much as his facility with the truth. “Deliver and she’s yours.”

“I probably can’t kill him,” first Carl said.

“That wouldn’t go well,” second Carl said quietly, shaking his head.

“…but if you can do the dirty end of things, I can lure him out for you,” first Carl said. “Am I wrong to think that you need him inside your head to overpower him?”

Lloyd weighed his next words. He had to be prepared for Carl to have a line of communication directly to Mort. Nothing he said could be news to the renegade. His best hope was that Carl was playing him straight. His most reasonable hope was that Carl was a ham-handed idiot, plotting on his own and might inadvertently lead Mort to his downfall.

“I’ll allow you to contact Mort—under the guise of an escape. You bring him to a parley at the border between our two minds. Convince him to step into my domain—or shove him, for all I care—and Rhiannon is free to go.”

“Along with the rest of the crew.”

“Along with the rest of the crew,” Lloyd echoed. “I already had a deal to that effect with Mordecai, but I’ll still honor it.”

The two Carls stood, giving Lloyd a welcome reprise from their cloying, bourgeois odors. “Oh, and if you were thinking you could double-cross me and take Rhi anyway,” first Carl said. “I’ll put a bullet in your skull.”

Lloyd offered a condescending smirk. “How quaint. But I don’t think you’re in any condition to follow through on that threat. I’ll release you and your crew once I’m ready to set foot on a civilized world, with more than adequate security.”

“Who’s to say that right this minute I’m not sitting in the common room with a revolver trained on you?” first Carl asked. He stroked the stubble on his chin between thumb and forefinger. “I wonder how much concentration it would cost you to go look? More than you can spare right now?”

The cocky sonofabitch was bluffing. He had to be. But it didn’t matter. Carl was just trying to rattle him when he could least afford it. There was no time to waste. While Carl distracted Mordecai, it would be his time to launch an assault on the renegade wizard’s mind.

# # #

The workings of the stone men were surreal. Each was roughly man-shaped and man-sized—Lloyd-sized, to be precise—but the difference was in the details. These things didn’t have any. Each was a child’s clay sculpture of a person, except they were formed from granite. There were no joints or hinges or pins; the limbs moved like flesh bereft of bone. Without faces, it was only by their posture that Carl could tell which way Lloyd’s workers faced.

But the stone men worked tirelessly. Deep beneath the imaginary earth of Lloyd’s realm, they tunneled. Their destination was Mort’s mind, and the undefended lower reaches thereof. Of course, the undefended bit was mostly optimism—Lloyd didn’t seem certain how perceptive Mort might be to intrusions into his subconscious mind, and Carl hadn’t the foggiest notion. He was just there to deliver a message.

Of course, Carl had played a switcheroo on Lloyd. Older Brother and Worrier weren’t cut out for this sort of mission. It was Hero Carl who was being called into action once again. But of all the aspects of heroism that grated on Carl, it wasn’t the fear, the danger, or the physical demands that got to him. It was the waiting. Being heroic was an in-the-moment sort of deal. You didn’t hear stories about heroic hours of waiting in ambush, or the harrowing days in the wilds between a completed mission and the extraction team coming. Because that shit wasn’t heroic. It may have been necessary. It may even have involved heroes. But that shit was boring, and that wasn’t what Hero Carl lived for. Let Witty Banterer wile away the hours, or Go-With-the-Flow Carl. There was no Geologist Carl to wonder about the accuracy of imagined sedimentary layers or Miner Carl to either help or advise in the actual digging. It was just Hero Carl, growing antsy as the moments stretched on interminably.

“Since you guys aren’t fucking real, do you think you could imagine up some laser bore-cutters?” Carl asked. “Maybe some sort of enormous burrowing worm? I’m not squeamish; I’d muck through giant worm shit to speed up this little invasion.”

The stone men kept digging. Their flat, fingerless hands scooping away dirt and stone alike and passing it back to be extracted from the tunnel.

“Nothing, huh? You clowns are a real pleasure to work with. I hope you’re as brainless and plodding when it comes to fighting, so Mort can clobber you.”

One of the stone men stopped and looked over its shoulder, prompting Carl to hold up his hands in surrender. “Hey, easy big guy. I was just trying to get a rise out of you. It’s dull as paperwork down here; I was just hoping for a little back-and-forth. You know, someone to talk to?”

But it was pointless. Lloyd’s creatures would not provide Carl any entertainment as he waited for them to breach Mort’s defenses. Carl hummed and sang, fidgeted and watched, paced and leaned against the tunnel walls. He shouldn’t have been able to see a damn thing down there, with no lamps, flashlights, or even a torch. There wasn’t any magical light that he could detect; it was just bright enough to see, like an underground scene in a holovid. As soon as he realized that fact, the whole notion of the lighting started bothering him.

Carl might have driven the heroic part of himself crazy were it not for a minor cave-in up ahead. The ceiling fell in above where the stone men dug their horizontal shaft. But there wasn’t much dirt in the cave-in, and a number of cut stones fell into the tunnel along with it.

“Jackpot,” Carl said with a grin. “All right, boys. Can’t say it’s been fun, but this is where I take over.” He weaved his way among the stoic, faceless workers until he reached the cave-in. Regular, real-world Carl might have asked for a leg up from one of Lloyd’s minions, but Heroic Carl just leapt, grabbed the ledge of the floor above, and pulled himself up.

Imaginary world or not, Hero or not, the sight that met Carl stole his breath and had his heart hammering in his chest.

“Greetings, Bradley the Elder,” the dragon grumbled in a smooth bass voice. The black-scaled creature nearly filled the room before him. As its head snapped forward, Carl worried that he’d been mistaken for an enemy. Instead, the dragon stuffed his head down the newly formed hole and breathed fire.

The heat reminded him of standing next to an unshielded reactor during an engine test. Carl pulled up the collar of his jacket to shield his face from the worst of the searing wind that swirled through the chamber. When the dragon breath ceased and he dared to look, the floor had sunk above the stone men’s passage, and a pool of cooling magma marked the sealed tunnel entrance.

“You’re… um…” Carl snapped his fingers, trying to recall the dragon’s name. It was something gibberish and Arthurian-sounding.

“Kythrast,” the dragon supplied, ducking his head in as much of a bow as the tight quarters would allow. “Lord Mordecai will be relieved to see you.”

“Things going that bad?” Carl asked.

“His Lordship is most vexed by this conundrum,” Kythrast replied.

“Where are we?” Carl asked, taking in the scenery. It was another underground chamber, but this was stone masonry, with mortared stone blocks and torches in iron wall sconces.

“Aside from within the borders of Mortania?” Kythrast asked. “I couldn’t say. This section of the castle is mere moments old. Lord Mordecai was impatient for your rather sedimentary companions to find a section of the lower dungeons to breach and could not abide the errant path they mined.”

“Um, thanks,” Carl said. “That was a bitch of a wait. So where’s Mort? I’m here to double-cross him, and I’m looking for ideas.”

The dragon leaned close and narrowed an eye larger than Carl’s head. “Your appearance aside, you are every bit the snide little Bradley the Younger who dwells in this realm. Well that I know his quick tongue and dull wit, or I might mark you as a traitor.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Carl said with a dismissive wave. “Just lead the way to Mort. I don’t have time for the epic poem version.”

# # #

A boulder the size of a cottage tumbled through the air, scale and distance conspiring to make it seem lazy in its ballistic course. Near its zenith, Mort wagged a finger and nudged it aside, shifting it off course and away from the castle. A moment later, it hammered to earth, sending a soft tremor through the stones of the battlements but destroying nothing more than the gardeners’ handiwork. It was the first of many such boulders, launched from Lloydsville and heralding the commencement of a full-scale assault.

Mort smirked. Lloyd had chosen to meet him on his own terms, at least technologically. Trebuchets stood in orderly rows behind the massed soldiers who advanced across Mortania’s border. Simplistic, towering constructions of imaginary wood and rope, they toed the border between simple tools and scientific witchcraft. Each was nothing more than a system of weights and levers, drawing strength from gravity and conferring it upon a projectile of elemental earth.

Lloyd’s cleverness was not lost on Mort. By luring him into a fight on his own terms, Mort would be inclined to battle head-on. This was no alien intrusion into his mind—or so the ruse went—but an assault he could retaliate against. Mental combat was equal parts willpower, concentration, and imagination. A proper ancient siege would wear on Mort’s concentration as assault after assault pounded his mental defenses. And by offering him a familiar threat, appropriate to Mort’s mental realm, Lloyd was goading him into confronting it rather than cowering beneath a mountain or an in underground lair.

As Mort flicked hundred-ton boulders from the air like mosquitoes, he wondered whether Lloyd’s plan might eventually work. There was a tedium in defending against the orderly, rhythmic progression of trebuchets launching their payloads toward his forces. Without risking the safety of his friends, his options to strike back were limited.

“Lord Mordecai,” General Tanny said. “We should meet them in the field. How long can your magic hold out against this bombardment?”

The stone soldiers of Lloydsville marched across Mort’s border in droves. They carried no weapons, flew no banners, and shouted no cries of battle. They were automatons, nothing more. Each soldier in Mort’s army had been painstakingly replicated from a person Mort had met, however briefly. He’d fleshed out their personalities and given them work in the towns and villages that surrounded the castle. They’d grown lives of their own, meeting one another and forming friendships, falling in love.

“Lord Mordecai?” General Tanny prompted.

Mort shook his head. He couldn’t, not even if it helped keep the ruse in place. “No. We keep to the safety of the walls. We don’t need to rout this army in the field. I doubt they’d break anyway. We just need to weather the storm.”

“With all due respect, milord,” General Tanny said, leaning over the battlements to place herself in Mort’s field of vision as he swatted boulders. “We can outmaneuver them in the valley. We can fight a slow retreat, making them pay for every inch of ground between here and the castle. Once they have us surrounded, we have no option but to fight them on the walls.”

“That’s what castles are for,” Mort snapped. He was tempted to shatter the false Tanny’s illusions, to tell her she wasn’t real, just a sliver of his own mind. What did she know about this sort of combat that he hadn’t imagined into her head? She couldn’t know better than him.

Another part of Mort wanted to end the charade for Lloyd as well. He could call thunder from the heavens and unleash as swarm of dragons each as massive and ill tempered as Kythrast. Let them tear through the barriers around Lloyd’s mind and sunder his plain, boxy fortress to rubble. Let them snuffle around in Lloyd’s head until they found the core of his being and charred it to cinders.

Of course, he’d undoubtedly ruin the minds of the real Tanny, and Mriy, Roddy, and Kubu as well. Rhiannon was in there somewhere as well. Some bit of Carl might survive such a cataclysm, but how much? That boy’s mind had been through enough already, held together by bits of twine and spit. Considering the consequences of his actions cooled Mort’s temper, quenching his focus with a hiss of steam that left it harder than it had been before. He would hold out.

“Hey, Lord Morticus,” Carl shouted. Mort looked over his shoulder to see one aspect of Carl approach, climbing up the stairs to join him on the battlements. “Your pet gecko said I could find you up here.”

Mort narrowed his eyes. It could have been a trick. If Lloyd were truly clever, he could have left his domain and army simplistic to lull Mort into doubting his creativity. Springing a plausible Carl upon him in the midst of all that blandness would be a masterful gambit. “How can I be sure it’s you?”

“Wow,” Carl said, stuffing his hands into his jacket pockets. “I would have thought the gecko line would have convinced you. That stiff shit of a wannabe brother-in-law of mine talks like a kiosk at an art museum.”

“Still not convinced.”

Carl pursed his lips and glanced around at the stoic soldiers lining the walls. His gaze lingered longer on General Tanny, who showed no sign of recognizing him as the Bradley she knew. “These robots of yours…”

“It’s fine,” Mort said. “Anything you can say here is between the two of us.”

Carl took a deep breath. “You lie to everyone but me about that goddamn book of yours. You gave me the nickel-tour of the horrible shit you learned from it. That was the price of passage on the Mobius. I haven’t told any of them, and I’ll stick to that.”

Mort forced himself to smile. It wasn’t the sort of reminder he wanted to hear, but it meant that either this was the real Carl, or Lloyd had gotten the truth out of him. And anyone getting a truth out of Carl unwillingly was a long shot. “Glad you’re here. Kythrast seems to think you came to betray me?”

“Yeah,” Carl said, leaning an elbow on the top of the wall. “I think that it’s time you and Lloyd had a little face-to-face over this whole business. I told him I’d trade you for Rhiannon—he was planning on keeping her, covering all this shit up. I figure I’ll give him more than he bargained for.”

“Any confrontation between me and Lloyd will be dangerous to the crew,” Mort said.

“Boulder,” Carl said, pointing up. One of the mammoth projectiles was crashing down upon them, gone unchecked while Mort and Carl spoke. Carl didn’t so much as flinch out of the way as it approached.

Mort snapped his fingers and shattered it to dust, which washed over them like a sandstorm.

“Sloppy,” Carl said. “Hope this is all for show, or maybe I should take Lloyd’s deal—make sure I’m on the winning side.”

With a glare, Mort warned Carl to focus on the task at hand.

“Fine,” Carl said with a dramatic sigh. “I’ve got everyone rounded up but Rhiannon. As soon as I spring her… well, it’s going to be like that police chase all over again. You just better be ready to distract the hell out of Lloyd while I get them across into your brain.” Carl cleared his throat. “You can get us back into our own heads from there, right?”

“Yes,” Mort said, nodding to reassure him. “The mental connection is strong, and neither of us can break it off without first giving the other an opening for a fatal assault. Lloyd can’t just run off with you unless he kills me first.”

Out on the grassy plains of Mortania, the army of stone men drew ever closer. At a distance, they looked like ants swarming over a rotten piece of fruit. Castle Mortania was directly in their path, a bastion of stability and safety in a doomed realm.

Carl gave them an appraising glance. “Whaddaya say we go carve a path through those things and have a chat with Lloyd?”

# # #

Ladies Man Carl buckled his belt and tucked his shirt into his jeans. He knew he could have just distracted himself a moment and remembered his clothes being on. That would have been the quickest, easiest way to dress. But there were certain moments when there was a right way and a wrong way to do things—and this time, Ladies Man Carl cared.

“What’s the rush?” Tanny asked. Her hair was slick with sweat and matted to her forehead. As she leaned casually against the stainless steel cooking surface in the pub’s kitchen, the look in her eye told Carl that going anywhere wasn’t foremost on her mind.

“Change of plans,” Carl said, bending over to slip on his shoes. “Mort’s making ready to get us out of this hellhole. We’ve got to get somewhere he can find us.”

“This isn’t so bad, right here,” Tanny said, gazing from under hooded lids.

Carl snapped his fingers near her face, forcing her to blink. “Marine High Command to Lieutenant Rucker: this is no joke. Gonna need your help with the evac.” When Tanny’s reply was a smirk, he shouted at her. “This isn’t a dream! Snap out of it or you’re going to be stuck in Lloyd’s head for the rest of his life. Mort being Mort, that might not be long.”

Tanny licked her lips and swallowed. “You’re not full of it, are you? No… this is just a weird, nostalgic old dream.”

That let the steam out of Carl’s boiler. Laying a hand on her cheek, he looked deep into her eyes. “That’s sweet, kid. You’d still dream about me and call it a good dream? I wish it were, for your sake. But the only thing real in here is us—our minds. Lemme put it this way: even if this is a dream, would you be willing to pull it together and help me save the day?”

Tanny offered a weak smile, and Carl couldn’t tell which version she was going with, urgent reality or playing along with the dream. “Yeah. OK. Lead the way.”

Carl was betting on dream, since there wasn’t much precedent for Tanny letting him lead anything without putting up a fight. Still, it was better that she was willing to come along for the wrong reasons than to have to drag her out of Lloyd’s head unwillingly.

A few eyebrows raised when Carl and Tanny emerged from the kitchen together. Mriy and Esper looked up from their game of checkers. Kubu lifted his head and opened one sleepy eye to watch them before settling back into his nap. Roddy turned and grinned at them from the table where he played poker with the other Carls.

“What’d I tell you?” Roddy asked the room at large. “Breeding time at the zoo. We’re locked up in a fucking mental cage, and the two of them are just… fucking. Gotta hand it to your species; you’ve got the cure-all answer to any dilemma.”

“Can it, Ace-High,” Sarcastic Asshole Carl said, laying down his cards. “We’ve got the plan now. Time to blow this red-brick mausoleum. Think you can keep the fuck-ups to a manageable level until we get back to the real world?”

“Where’s the Carl who drinks beer and sits on his ass watching holovids?” Roddy grumbled.

“It’s all right that you don’t understand me,” Vaguely Pious Carl said. He’d folded every hand of their game. “But Mort helps those who help themselves. We ought to get moving.”

Esper stood and pushed in her chair. “Think you could try a little less blasphemy? Mort is not God.”

Outdoorsman Carl pushed up the brim of a cowboy hat with his thumb—a hat he hadn’t been wearing a moment ago. “Well, little lady, with any luck, where we’re heading, he kinda is. Now let’s saddle up!”

“You speak figuratively?” Mriy asked. Bereft of translator magic, she was at the mercy of her colloquial English. “There are no horses outside, correct? I ask because you wear the hat of a horse man.”

“Nope,” Sarcastic Asshole Carl replied. “We got horses outside—loads of horses. There’s enough horseflesh out there to walk from here to Mort’s asshole across their backs. Now move it! We’re on a schedule here, and time is sketchy.”

“Women and puppies first,” Ladies Man Carl said, taking up a flanking position at the front entrance.

As the crew filed out, grumbling and bickering, Kubu paused to look up at Carl. “Kubu is not a dog.”

# # #

It was, perhaps, a garish show of force. Mort’s magic flung Lloyd’s stony minions aside by the dozens, by the hundreds, as if they were children’s toys. He strode the countryside through the path he cleared, with only Carl in tow. General Tanny had objected, as had Lord Ramsey, Bradley, and a half dozen other courtiers and counselors of Mortania. But he was Lord Mordecai, ruler of all he surveyed—except for the barren lands whose border he approached, and that was shortly to change.

“Is it weird that I’m getting tired, trying to keep up with you?” Carl asked, huffing for breath. “I mean, it’s not air. I don’t have real, working lungs here, and—”

“Yes, you do,” Mort corrected. “I keep this place as real as I can. It’s a piece of craftsmanship, not some haphazard dream world. I can only imagine the bland, disingenuous hell that Lloyd’s been inflicting on you all.”

“S’okay,” Carl said. He stopped momentarily, bending over and bracing his hands on his knees to catch his breath. “At least he isn’t putting me though PT drills.”

Mort stopped and looked into the cloudy sky for sympathy. “Oh, for Merlin’s sake,” he muttered. With a wave of his fingers, a Persian rug appeared in the space between the two men. Mort stepped onto it, and the rug lifted inches from the ground.

“That’s more like it. Style and no more walking.” Carl climbed aboard and sat down, letting his feet dangle over the edge as the magic carpet rose above the throng of stone soldiers. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask this, but couldn’t we just poof there? I mean, your head, your rules, right?”

“Yes, and we’d lose all this wonderful distracting we’re doing at the moment,” Mort replied. If there was one constant among all the various shards of Carl’s personality, it was his ability to get under the nerves of anyone in a conversation. “Don’t you have a sister to be saving?”

“Nick of time, right?” Carl replied with a grin. “Nothing says heroic like jumping just before the explosion.”

“There won’t be any explosion. The risk is that everything over yonder side of that border ceases existing.”

“Kinda anticlimactic, if you ask me,” Carl replied sullenly.

“Not if you’re there when it happens.”

Carl looked up with as sober a look as Mort could recall seeing in those eyes. “What’ll happen to me if Lloyd pulls the plug while those other Carls are in there?”

Mort patted Carl on the shoulder. “We’ll manage somehow. Let’s go fuck over the nice wizard now and keep from having to find out.”

It wasn’t far now. Mort brought the carpet low, and with a blast, sent stone soldiers scattering in all directions. The blast stopped at the border to Lloydsville, where a more gently opened path allowed their adversary easy access to the site of the parlay.

“I’m surprised you came, Mordecai,” Lloyd shouted as they stepped off the carpet. “And what’s this? A squire? Your second? This isn’t a formal duel, you know.”

Mort approached in silence until he was close enough that shouting was no longer necessary. Who cared who else heard them? This wasn’t a duel, but it certainly wasn’t an oratory competition, either. “You are some piece of work,” Mort told him.

“Is this the prelude to a surrender?” Lloyd asked. “Surely by now you’ve realized that you don’t stand a chance of breaching my mental defenses. My hostages’ safety rests entirely on your good behavior. You lose, Mordecai. If you’ve a shred of decency, shame, or courage in you, you’ll turn yourself in so that they can go on living. That’s more than any of your victims have received.”

Lloyd took a step forward, closing the distance between them. Instantly, Mort threw up a hand in a grand flourish. A shimmering blue barrier sprang into being, running the length of the border between the two wizards’ minds, extending into the infinite heavens.

“I take that to mean you are not giving yourself up?”

Mort approached the barrier and rapped his knuckles against the invisible wall. Ripples of blue energy spread from the point of contact with a sonorous buzz. “Let’s just say that for now, we’re talking. Until that changes, you’re not setting a single foot in Mortania.”

Lloyd broke into a genuine grin. “Mortania? You’ve named the real estate in your own head? This explains a lot, I think. You’ve gone mad somewhere along the way, Mordecai. I’m betting something in that book has been eating away at your sorry mind. There are reasons that The Tome of Bleeding Thoughts was forbidden.”

“So what’s this deal you’re offering?” Mort snapped. He paced his side of the barrier, watching Lloyd all the while.

“There’s nothing to it,” Lloyd replied, sauntering closer. “You come over to my side. I take you into custody. I let your friends go once I get to civilized space.”

“How’re you planning on managing that?” Mort said. “You haven’t got a pilot, and the Mobius is deep in the astral.”

“Oh, it won’t be pretty, I assure you,” Lloyd replied. “But I’ve brushed up. I haven’t the barest notion of a starship’s scientific workings, but a well-trained dolphin can fly one. He can fly one.” Lloyd jabbed a finger in Carl’s direction. “I took a few beginner’s classes and managed to pass—well, I should have passed, if the instructor weren’t biased. As for the astral drop, I’ll muddle through.”

“I am less assured of my friends’ safety by the moment,” Mort said. “You’re going to have to come up with a better plan to get them out of this alive.” Mort wagged a finger in Lloyd’s direction. When his fingertip contacted the barrier, it slipped through. With a jerk, he pulled it back, baring a sheepish grin. “Won’t get me that easy.”

“Please, Mordecai,” Lloyd said, crossing his arms and stepping within an arm’s reach of the shimmering blue wall. “Spare the theatrics. You’re stalling for time while the Carls attempt to sneak everyone out of my mind.”

Mort stiffened and cleared his throat. “So… how’s it going with that? We good? You ready to surrender yourself?”

“Not good. No. And definitely not.”

# # #

Sometimes getting a backstage pass required knowing someone in the band, the club owner, or some bigwig producer in the music industry. Sometimes it meant laying out a little extra cash with the purchase of tickets. And there were the rare times when getting backstage during a show meant imagining your own doorway and barging in. Carl took the road less traveled and bypassed all of Lloyd’s bouncers by entering through a supply closet that hadn’t existed until he thought it into being.

“Hey, are you supposed to be back here?” a heavyset man in overalls asked. He was toting a box that probably didn’t contain anything—just there for show, to make him look busy. Carl didn’t have time for busywork or busyworkers right then.

Reaching into his jacket pocket, he pulled out a VIP badge on a lanyard. “Yeah, sorry. Clashed with my shirt.”

“You wanna be back here, you gotta wear it, buddy.”

Rolling his eyes for the sake of the workman, he slipped the lanyard over his head. None of the other backstage staff hassled him after that. Carl wove his way through a hallway of dressing rooms with stars on the door, an area with wood floors, lots of ropes, pulleys, and sand bags, and a set of red velvet drapes. On the other side of those drapes, he could hear Rhiannon butchering Sweet Home Alabama, a song she’d always loved but that fit her voice like a bear in a leotard. As best he knew, she’d never been to Alabama or at least had never sang that song there—they’d have strung her up as a public service.

Scanning the area, Carl found a tangle of wires coming from on-stage. Given Lloyd’s understanding of technology, Carl was surprised he’d given a thought to powering the mic or the amps. But it was just the sort of detail he needed right then. Tracing the cables to their source, he was amused to find the mic plugged directly into an outlet, with no connection to the PA system at all. With a shrug, he pulled the plug.

The wailing, bluesy rendition of a country rock classic was cut off, drowned out by a sudden chorus of groans and boos from the audience. The band played on, but it became an instrumental piece—it wasn’t half bad without Rhiannon’s tinkering.

“We’re sorry everyone,” Rhiannon shouted. “Technical difficulties. You know how it is with these replica antiques.”

A man with a clipboard and a headset came rushing toward the side of the stage from Carl’s side. He was flabby faced, bald, and sweating. Since he was the one responding to the technical emergency, he had to either be the backstage manager, the sound engineer, or some other sort of club official. Whichever he was, he was about to interrupt an important heart-to-heart talk between siblings.

Carl laid him out with a single, crushing fist to the jaw. Though his time in Lloyd’s head was drawing to a close, for better or worse, he was going to miss being able to throw a punch like a High-Grav League heavyweight.

Rhiannon poked her head through the curtains. “Marty, what the hell—”

But before she could finish, Carl grabbed her by the arms and dragged her backstage. “No time. We gotta jet.”

“Carl, you’ve got some nerve,” Rhiannon snapped, jerking her arm free and taking a step back. She glanced down and carefully avoided tripping Marty’s limp form. “What the hell is wrong with you? Did you kill Marty?”

Carl followed and grabbed Rhiannon by the shoulders. “Wake up, Squirt. This shit isn’t real. I don’t know what Lloyd made you think happened to get you here, but it didn’t really happen. This is all in Lloyd’s imagination. He tricked us all, sucked us into his head. Right this second, Mort’s squaring off with him in a showdown to get us all back. But Lloyd—”

Squeezing her eyes shut, Rhiannon shoved Carl back. “Stop it. I’ve heard enough. Get the fuck out of here before I call ship’s security.”

Shit. Lloyd had done too good a job on her. While Tanny was having trouble wrapping her head around the metaphysical implications, trying to convince herself this was all just a dream, Rhiannon was buying real estate and settling in. Carl framed his face with his hands. “This. Isn’t. REAL!” To illustrate his point he bent down and grabbed the limp stage manager, lifting the portly gentleman overhead with casual ease and heaving him across the backstage area.

“Holy—!”

“Not real!” Carl shouted. He clapped his hands in front of Rhiannon’s eyes to make her blink. When she next saw him, he was dressed in marine combat gear—black body armor, integrated power source, and tactical helm with the visor up. “I’m not Superman, or Starcrusher, or even a real marine. And I’m sure as hell not a wizard—but Lloyd is. He used you to get to us.”

Rhiannon took a step back, blinking hard several times and rubbing at her forehead. “I’m… this must be a bad trip.”

“No, it’s worse than that,” Carl said. “It’s actually happening.”

She shook her head, continuing her slow retreat. “Lloyd can’t be…”

“He is. Think of this, Rhiannon. You’ve had what, ten boyfriends since you left Mom and Dad? Asshole after asshole. You’re cursed. What’s more likely, that Lloyd loves you more than I do, or that he’s the next in a long line of losers who looked too good to be true? I’m risking Mort’s life to get you out of here.”

Rhiannon snorted with a hint of a smile. “Mort’s? Not your own?”

“We’re already up to our necks in life-risking. The rest of us are on Lloyd’s gallows waiting to get our brains snuffed out. You’re risking being his little mind-controlled love pet, or whatever he’s got in mind once this is done.”

He gave her a moment to let it sink in. The relentless assault of truth—an unfamiliar weapon in Carl’s arsenal—wasn’t breaking down the walls. Carl needed her to think it through and come to the right conclusion. Rhiannon slowly scanned the club, stopping a long few seconds to stare at the back of the curtain. On the far side, the sounds of the disgruntled audience continued. Could she hear the repetitive complaints? Did she notice that the audience never grew bored or let their impatience swell? They stayed a constant level of pissed off about the show’s interruption.

“It’s a scam,” Carl said softly. “Trust me; I’m an expert. If you ever want to be sure whether you’re living in the real world or Lloyd’s fucked-up fantasies, you’ve got to come with me.”

Rhiannon shrank down and hugged her arms to her chest. “This is waaay out. I never noticed how phony it all looks up close. Where the hell are we?”

“Our bodies are on the Mobius. Our minds are trapped inside Lloyd’s.”

“So you didn’t kick Lloyd and me off the ship and make us take a public transport?”

“Nope.”

“And we didn’t have a huge fight where you told me to never speak to you again?”

“Fuck no! You’re my little sister. You could kill Mom and Dad and I’d still speak to you.”

Rhiannon cracked a tentative smile. “Yeah, but you never considered the silent treatment to be a punishment.”

“There are people who’d pay good money for me never to talk to them again.”

With a shuddering breath, Rhiannon nodded. “All right. Let’s get out of here. Worst case, I’m dreaming, right? Or you’ve really picked up Starcrusher’s super strength.”

“I wish,” Carl said. “But yeah, worst case it’s all a dream.” Whatever made her feel better. So long as she was coming, that was enough. He opened the supply closet door and stepped into the vast labyrinth of blank white corridors beyond, towing his sister by the hand.

# # #

The endless nest of interlinked corridors showed no sign of relenting. Carl careened along with the crew of the Mobius, his sister, and several fractured aspects of his own personality in tow. He took a left, a right, five lefts in succession, and bypassed several side passages to continue straight along. They were all identical, plain, and unmarked by signage of any sort.

“Do you know where you’re going?” Esper shouted from the middle of the pack.

“Out,” the nearest Carl replied.

“Yes, but—”

“No, I don’t,” the lead Carl snapped. “I’m taking us out by intending to go there. I don’t know the way. Maybe if some of you tried believing a little harder in this escape, we might get somewhere.”

“This is crazy,” Tanny muttered.

Ladies Man Carl put a hand on her back. “We’ll, crazy is just today’s challenge. We’ve been through worse.”

The lead Carl clapped his hands overhead. “Focus, people. We need to keep moving, and moving without a purpose is just jogging in place. Kubu… can you track Mort from here?”

Cocking his head, Kubu sniffed the air. “Kubu does not smell Mort.”

“Why can we understand him?” Mriy asked with a snarl. “No one understands my Jiara.”

“Kubu learned people words from Not-Mommy.”

“Your English wasn’t this good yesterday,” Esper said.

“Can we focus here? For the love of God,” Carl said. “You think too hard about what’s up in here and you’ll fry your synapses. Kubu’s probably imagining he’s speaking better English than he really is.”

“Huh?” Rhiannon asked.

“I’ll second that,” Tanny agreed.

“Ask Mort if you want real answers,” Carl said, backing down the corridor as he addressed the group. “For now, can we please get the fuck out of here?”

Carl continued onward and with fewer interruptions. His charges were disgruntled, but continued to follow as he chose turn after turn by instinct and guesswork. If he wasn’t mistaken, the actual choices were irrelevant. What mattered was that at each opportunity, he picked a direction with his destination in mind. That all assumed, of course, that Lloyd had been bluffing and didn’t know exactly what they were up to.

Heavy footsteps sounded from the corridors ahead, tromping in unison. It seemed that any respite they might have enjoyed from Lloyd’s attention was at an end. The crew jumbled to a halt as the first of the stone soldiers rounded a corner up ahead. Before Carl could reorganize them to backtrack, a second group of rock men appeared behind them.

“Wonderful plan,” Tanny shouted. “You’ve walked us into a trap.”

“Not yet I haven’t,” Carl said. He reached for the wall and pushed. A door showed itself, giving way to the pressure of Carl’s hand. “Through here. Quick!” He grabbed the nearest crewman, who happened to be Esper, and shoved her through the door. This started a flood as everyone rushed to escape the oncoming forces of Lloyd’s private army.

“Where does it go?” Rhiannon asked as she followed the herd.

“Who cares?” Roddy replied, weaving through a forest of legs to make headway through the crowd.

Carl manned the door and slammed it shut before the first of the stone men arrived. As soon as it was fully closed, all signs that there had been a door at all vanished.

“Where are we?” Rhiannon asked in a voice quiet with awe.

They stood upon a barren landscape beneath an overcast sky. The air lay flat and dusty, a chore to breathe. The wall into which their door had disappeared belonged to a boxy concrete structure as vast as it was featureless. In the distance, a shimmering translucent wall rose beyond sight, separating the wasteland from a cloud-dotted blue sky and waves of green grasses.

Carl grinned. “We made it! Beyond that wall is Mortania—Mort’s brain.”

“Um, Carl,” Tanny said, backing toward the concrete wall. “I’d like to go back to my nice, safe cell.”

In the intervening space between the crew and the safety of Mort’s realm lay the vast horde of Lloyd’s army. Orderly rows of stone soldiers, catapults, trebuchets, and battering rams all stood ready to bear down on Mort’s defenses. With a singularity of thought, countless thousands of those troops turned in unison toward where the Mobius crew stood gaping.

“There’s no going back,” Carl said. “We have to fight our way through?”

“Fight them?” Roddy asked. “That’s our brilliant plan? How about sending up a flare and letting Sourpuss the Gruff and his magic tree branch bail us out?”

“Mort’s got his hands full,” Carl said. “He’ll do what he can when he can. For now, we’re on our own. Come on. We’re not as weak as you might think.”

“Not as weak…?” Tanny asked, a manic note creeping into her voice. “We’re unarmed, outnumbered, and I don’t know that those things are even killable.”

“That’s not the spirit,” Carl replied. “We’re as strong as we think we are. We’re armed with our imaginations. We’ve got Lloyd outnumbered seven minds to one. Watch…”

As the noose closed and Lloyd’s stone soldiers drew within striking distance, Carl charged. Though barehanded upon his first step, by the time his wordless battle cry ended, he was armed with an axe fit for felling redwoods in a single chop. The ludicrous weapon hewed down stone soldiers like training dummies, hacking them in two and sending bloodless limbs and torsos flying in every direction.

Swallowing back her fear, Esper dove into the fray unarmed, dodging stone-fisted swings like an acrobat and shattering the rock-like flesh of her opponents with each blow. One stone hand managed to grab her by the arm and lift her from her feet, but a strike from her free hand snapped the stone man’s limb, and she dropped to the ground. A few shakes were enough to fling the death grip of the severed hand free of her.

The other Carls met the enemy as well, conjuring imaginary swords and shields, a spiked hammer, and even a chainsaw to combat the faceless horde. They took no heed of tactics or caution, and more than once they looked poised to do grave injury to one another in close quarters. But some unspoken understanding existed among them, a commonality of thinking that allowed them to act in an awkward unison.

Not to be left out, Mriy joined the fray, her claws tearing into stone rather than becoming dulled or cracking. The stone men lacked instinct. They committed to attacks too early and paid no heed to their own defense. Strong though they might have been, once she stood against them, she could match their power.

“Kubu, come on,” one of the Carls shouted. “This can be fun. You’re a big boy, built for this sort of thing.”

“Kubu isn’t supposed to hurt people,” Kubu said.

“They’re not people. They’re things.”

“Kubu isn’t supposed to eat rocks.”

“Then imagine they’re made of steak, or bacon,” Carl suggested. “Playing pretend works here. You can make them taste like anything you want.”

“Even bunnies?”

“Especially bunnies,” Carl replied. “If I were in the mood for bunny right now, I’d be eating the hell out of these things.”

That was all Kubu needed to hear. He bounded into the fray, knocking stone soldiers around with his bulk, batting them to the ground with his paws, and tearing limbs off in his jaws. Occasionally he stopped to chew and swallow, but he seemed to grasp that the fight was more important than the snacking just then.

“I hope you’re not expecting me to go out there,” Rhiannon muttered to Roddy.

Roddy chuckled. “Hey, you’re the predator species.” He closed his eyes and opened them to find a can of Earth’s Preferred in his hand. “Me, I’m waitin’ this business out.” With a crack, he popped the tab and started chugging down the contents.

“Far out. Got one for me?” Rhiannon asked.

With a shrug, Roddy handed her a second conjured can.

“Seriously? Earth’s Preferred?” she asked. “My dad kept us from drinking as teenagers by stocking nothing but this rat piss on the Radiocity. How about something with at least a hint of self-respect?”

“Spoiled brat,” Roddy mumbled. He took the can back and handed her a bottle with one foot.

Rhiannon turned the bottle to read the label. “Chateau de Really-Old. Classy…” Ignoring Roddy’s chuckle, she popped the cork and drank straight from the bottle.

# # #

“It’s all for naught, you know,” Lloyd said, staring back at the carnage that the Mobius crew was inflicting on his army. “I could snuff out their minds with a snap of my fingers, leaving them as mindless husks. For now, they’re having their fun. But it’s time to decide, Mordecai The Brown.”

Mort fumed, pacing his side of the barrier. “Or what? You kill them, and we resume our stalemate? I could break contact and kill you in the flesh.”

“And never figure out how to fly the Mobius back to a habitable world,” Lloyd replied. “But I don’t have to kill them en masse. Maybe I pick one or two to start with, and see if you change your mind.”

“Some hero,” Carl said under his breath.

“What was that?” Lloyd asked.

Carl shrugged. “Aren’t you claiming to be Mr. Law-and-Goodness here? Bring the mean old book-stealing wizard to justice? Murder doesn’t sound too heroic to me.”

“Accomplices,” Lloyd snapped. “I’ve been generous in bargaining them back at all. Best decide quickly. I won’t allow them to reach your realm unharmed.” He met Carl’s glare head on. There was a signal there. If Carl was going to carry out his end of the bargain, now was the time.

“Just you see here, Lloyd,” Mort said, raising a pedantic finger. “Those fine men and women out there haven’t—”

“Sorry,” Carl mumbled and put a shoulder into the wizard’s back. Mort stumbled forward, passing through his own magical barrier without a hint of resistance. He now stood in the barren wasteland of Lloydsville.

Mort whirled, but his attempt to reenter his realm was stopped with a thrum of energy from the barrier. “What have you done?” he wailed.

“He saved his friends and bought his sister’s affections away from me,” Lloyd said, sauntering up to the stranded wizard. He grabbed Mort by the throat. “You’re in my realm, now. Mordecai The Brown, I hereby place you in judicial custody per—”

“Might want to check those borders, Lloyd the Screwed,” Mort said slowly, drawing himself up to his full height and grinning down at Lloyd.

There was split second of confusion. Lloyd’s brow furrowed slightly, and he twitched to look over his shoulder, but composed himself before falling for the oldest trick in the book. “Sorry. No heroism from the villains. Justice wins the day.”

Mort cleared his throat and looked down. Despite himself, Lloyd followed his glance. The two wizards stood on soft grass. When Lloyd gasped and released his grip on Mort’s neck, his hasty retreat was blocked by a translucent blue barrier that was now inexplicably behind him.

“How—?” Lloyd’s mouth kept working, but nothing came out except increasingly quickened breath. He stared at Mort in horror.

“Subtlety,” Mort said. “It applies to more than just keeping the universe from overreacting to magical requests. It’s also the art of moving something so slowly that an opponent doesn’t notice. I’ve been making the border of my realm appear as a parcel of yours since our minds first met.”

Desperate eyes sought out Carl. “But you… but we had a bargain… I was watching your every move!”

“Yeah, you caught Con Man Carl—best liar I’ve got. Half the stuff you saw through him wasn’t happening,” Carl said. “He was our inside man. Mort turned him loose on your side after we worked a few things out, me and him. We planned most of this out in advance.”

“The rescues, the tunnel, the…” Lloyd seemed to deflate. The futility was setting in already. It didn’t matter anymore how. The fact was, he had been outmaneuvered.

# # #

Mort opened his eyes—his real, physical eyes—for the first time since engaging Lloyd in mental combat. He still held a grip on the mentalist wizard’s shirt collar and forced his stiffened fingers to release. Lloyd stood catatonic, still trapped in Mortania.

The common room was louder than Mort had expected, filled with petrol-burner engines and gunfire. The holovid was on and watching it was a very much awake Carl Ramsey. He sat with a can of beer in one hand and a revolver pistol in the other. The sword that he had never gotten around to learning how to use was unsheathed and splayed across his legs. In some half-considered plan to thwart Lloyd’s mental magics, he had shielded his eyes with dark glasses; apparently he had brightened the holoprojector to compensate—the glare was blinding.

“You hungry?” Carl asked, setting down the revolver and offering Mort a half-eaten bowl of popcorn. “You’ve earned it.”

“Maybe later,” Mort said. “Could you do me a favor and go check on the airlock?”

“You… gonna be needing it?”

“I’m thinking so,” Mort said. He patted the comatose Lloyd on the cheek. “But first I need a few words with Lloyd. Alone.”

Carl set aside his sword, but took the beer with him. “Who am I to argue with a guy who owns a dragon?” Mort got the impression that there was a wink following that comment, but the glasses kept him from being sure. Now that he thought of it, those things might have protected him from meeting Lloyd’s gaze after all—if Lloyd had been the one wearing them.

Mort gave a count of twenty-two after Carl shut the door to the cargo bay behind him. One second for each of the rotten bastards that he’d been forced to kill over the bounty on his head. It was time for his words with Lloyd, but they weren’t meant as any form of conversation.

Lloyd stood loose and unresisting as Mort took his head between both hands. Four fingers rested lightly on each side of the skull, the thumbs kept out of the way. He chanted. The words came from the pages of the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts. Lights flickered and went out, until all that illuminated the common room was the wash of weird astral light through the domed ceiling and a soft violet glow from Mort’s fingertips.

A faint hiss issued from the sides of Lloyd’s head as Mort’s finger sank in, two knuckles deep, until the palms of Mort’s hand pressed over Lloyd’s ears. Thoughts, memories, and personality drained through those eight conduits and into the deep reaches of Mort’s mind.

When it was finished, Lloyd’s jaw hung limp and loose, the muscles all gone slack throughout his body. There was no blood. Mort withdrew his fingers, rearranging his grip until he held Lloyd by the skull like a bowling ball. With a touch of magic to lighten the load, he dragged Lloyd’s empty husk down into the cargo hold. It thumped along every step, his shoes clanging on the grated metal.

“You two all square now?” Carl asked. He had the dark glasses pushed up on his head, nestled in the ridiculous blue hair that he had asked Mort not to fix. Beside him, the inside door of the airlock stood open, waiting.

Mort heaved Lloyd into the airlock chamber, using a foot to prod a stray leg all the way inside. With a nod to Carl, he let the Mobius’ captain do the honors. The inner door shut. The outer door opened. The outer door closed, and it was done.

“Glad you killed him first,” Carl said. “Even for a bastard like that, airlocking’s a rough way to go.”

“Oh, I didn’t kill him,” Mort said and walked away.

# # #

Rhiannon sat at the kitchen table in the common room, staring down into a mug of coffee that had long since gone cold. Like the rest of them, she had awakened hungry, confused, an uneasy in her real body once more. They had all been subjected to an inhuman violation of privacy, but for her the sting went far deeper.

“I thought I loved him,” she muttered.

Esper worked the mug loose from her unresisting fingers and replaced it with another with steaming contents. “We all live with disappointments and betrayals. It doesn’t make it any easier when it’s happening, but you get past it.”

Rhiannon glanced up briefly and twitched a smile of thanks. She sipped at the coffee, but it was still too hot to drink. “I thought he loved me.”

“Well, that was your mistake,” Carl said from the couch where he ate a plate of bacon and pancakes from his lap. “You’re just plain unlovable. You talk like you’re five hundred years old. You’ve got a voice like a dying crow. And you look just like Dad. I mean, you’re the spitting image. You’ve even got a little hair on your upper—”

Carl’s recounting of Rhiannon’s flaws was interrupted by a clatter of his plate hitting the floor as he dropped it trying to shield his face from the spoon his sister threw. But it had worked. Despite herself, she was laughing, even with her eyes still red from crying. “You’re a bastard. You know that, right?”

Kubu slunk into the room, summoned by the sound of falling food. He flipped Carl’s plate over and licked both it and the floor clean in seconds. By Carl’s reckoning, he was now too big to be confused with a dog. Not that he’d stop calling him one anyway.

“Rhi, you just throw yourself into love so hard you can’t help falling out the far side,” Carl said.

“Like you know anything.”

“Hey, no one I’ve slept with has tried to kill me.”

Tanny chose that moment to emerge from the hall to the cockpit. “Don’t think I didn’t consider it a few times.”

“How we doing?” Carl asked, leaning back and stretching the length of the couch.

“Well, we didn’t change course or anything,” Tanny said. “We’re still headed for nowhere. Nothing on the comm log, so he didn’t give away our location or heading. Sensors aren’t picking up any sign of Lloyd inside the ship or outside.”

Of course they weren’t. Lloyd had gone out the airlock hours before Mort woke everyone else from their catatonic states. It was long enough that they were well out of sensor range. Mort hadn’t wanted anyone else to see the body, just in case there was an overwhelming majority who wanted to be ghoulish and check that he was really dead. Carl had just wanted to wait until all the systems in the common room came back online. Nothing spooked the crew like having half the ship non-functional while they were deep in the astral.

“Hey Rhi, you got anywhere you need to be?” Carl asked.

Rhiannon sighed. “I dunno. Peractorum was nice, but I was just renting. Don’t suppose I could show my face around there.”

“Probably not,” Carl agreed.

“You can stay with us as long as you like,” Esper said, smiling across the table at Rhiannon.

“I don’t know if I want to sleep in the same room where Lloyd and I…” Rhiannon shrugged.

“You can use my bunk,” Esper volunteered. “It’s not like I’ve done a good job keeping it secret that I’ve been sleeping in Mort’s quarters. Besides, now you’ve all seen firsthand what we’re really doing in there.”

“Oh?” Tanny asked. “Is it supposed to be less freaking creepy that you’re spending nights in a fantasy land where Mort is God? That place is as fake as a bouquet of plastic roses.”

“One time…” Carl muttered, glaring sidelong at Tanny.

“No, it’s not,” Esper replied. “Lloyd’s head, yes. Mortania is beautiful, though. And I’ll never learn magic in my lifetime if I can only practice in the real world. I got too late a start in life. So go ahead, Rhi, take my quarters for as long as you need them.”

“Well, you’ll be the first stray we’ve picked up in a while where I know ahead of time what I’m signing up for,” Carl said with a wink.

“Where is Mort, anyway?” Tanny asked. “I figure we ought to do something nice to thank him… you know, for saving us all from winking out of existence.”

“He’s sleeping it off,” Esper said. “I figured he could use some alone time in Mortania.”

“A little mental breather?” Tanny asked.

Esper grinned. “No, to clear up all the boulders and stone corpses.”

# # #

In a cavern with no entrance, and the only exit a bottomless abyss, there hung a cage of iron. Chains, each link as thick as a man’s wrist, tethered it to the cavern walls. There were eight chains in all—one for each of the cage’s corners. The bars were set far enough apart that a leg or arm could dangle loose, but not quite far enough to squeeze a prisoner through. There was neither lock nor door, yet there was an occupant.

A wizard stepped into the cavern, appearing from nothing to stand atop a thin, polished gray plate. As Mort strode forward, new plates rose from the abyss to support his feet, each solid despite a lack of dimension, formed from color rather than any mortal material.

“Mordecai!” Lloyd shouted from his cage. He shook it by the bars, causing the cage to rock with what little slack the chains allowed. His clothes hung from him in rags; his matted beard reached his collarbone. “You can’t hold me here forever! I’ll find a way out of here, and when I do, you’ll pay for this.”

Mort clucked his tongue. “You get so few visitors,” he said as he drew close. “If I stop coming, you’ll have none at all. You might try being more polite.”

Lloyd let loose a manic chuckle. “Polite. Polite? You expect polite from me?” He threw back his head and cackled. “If I had bested you, I would have been merciful about it. Quick delivery to the Convocation. I wouldn’t have caged you in an empty room for months on end with no company, no diversion. I don’t even have magic here to order my thoughts.”

“Can’t very well have you magicking up the place,” Mort said with a shrug. His silver stepping plate bobbed slightly at the gesture. “As for the length of your incarceration… you’ve been here for all of two hours.”

“Two… hours?” Lloyd echoed, retreating to the far side of the cage. “No! It can’t be! How long do you plan on keeping me here? How can it be only two hours?”

“You never did discover what was in that book I stole, did you?” Mort asked. “The respectable members of the Convocation never looked inside themselves. Let’s just say that I’ve made the most of its contents. I am old, Lloyd Arnold, old in the only way that matters: in the mind. And don’t expect frequent visits; I’m finding that I can’t even enjoy gloating over you. You’re an unpleasant little creature, worse for having been stripped of a veneer of civility that seems to have encompassed most of your personality. What is left is…” Mort gestured vaguely in Lloyd’s direction. “…pathetic.”

Mort turned to leave. The silvery plates rose behind him to form a path to the edge of the cavern.

“Wait!” Lloyd shouted. “Don’t leave me here. Kill me! If you don’t kill me, I swear I’ll find a way out of here and make you pay.”

Mort paused and turned to look over his shoulder. “Pay? Out of here? There is no ‘out of here’ for you, Lloyd. What’s in here is all that’s left. I devoured your mind and disposed of your body. I’ve got other little caverns like this; not every bounty hunter who came for me died in flame and lightning. Some of them have been here for a very, very long time. But I’ve learned from them, and I’ll learn a few things from you, too, I’m sure. But not right now. You brought my friends into this Convocation business, and I’m not quick to forgive that sort of thing. You can use a few hundred years to think about what you’ve done.”

And with that, Mordecai The Brown vanished, leaving Lloyd alone with his thoughts.
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“Blackjack, this is Scarecrow. I finally found it. We’re going to be rich.”

Carl Ramsey raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t often anything showed up on this old comm ID. Few even knew he had it. Checking on it had become a habit more than an expectation of getting a message, but that didn’t mean the message was unwelcome. It was welcome as hell. For months the Mobius had been drifting around, sneaking in and out of colonies, starports, and scrapyards. Small time stuff. A theft here, a barter there, and once in a while a frantic escape.

Carl set the datapad beside him on the bed, still displaying Scarecrow’s message. This could be the real deal. Plenty of shady contacts out there offered too-good-to-be-true opportunities; Carl’s message dump was filled with them. But this was Scarecrow, his old wingman and one of the survivors of Squadron 333. The day Scarecrow’s word wasn’t good enough for him was the day he didn’t deserve to captain a starship.

There were no details in the message, no explanation pending if he read farther down. The only hint was a set of coordinates buried in the comm routing code. It would be a rendezvous site. That would be where they’d meet, if Carl wanted in. And Carl wanted in.

The night was silent, save for the thrumming, mechanical background grumbles that he had learned to all but ignore. The holovid playing in the common room had ended nearly an hour ago—some weepy romance that Rhiannon and Esper were keen on. He couldn’t hear any signs of activity from beyond the door of his quarters. He had time to think while the crew all slept.

Come morning, he’d need to have a plan to convince them all to go treasure hunting.

# # #

Outside the cockpit window, the pin-speckled darkness of the Black Ocean loomed. As Carl watched, the unfamiliar local starscape faded, blurring into the uniform gray of astral space. Counting in his head, he waited. At fifty-eight, the gray darkened into realspace once more, and the stars reappeared. It had been happening at regular intervals all morning as Esper practiced guiding the ship back and forth between the two planes of existence.

The first time he’d noticed them drop into astral, he’d blamed Mort. A random astral drop by an experienced wizard was an annoyance. Instead Mort had informed him that it was part of Esper’s training. Being tossed without warning into a parallel dimension by a novice was downright terrifying. However after a few weeks of not dying, the terror had worn off, replaced by a dull, nagging worry—the same sort of worry as getting onto a decrepit intra-system shuttle or getting worked on by a med tech wearing a “trainee” badge.

“Get out of that goddamn chair.”

The regular pilot of the Mobius tore Carl from his musings. “Hey, Tanny. Got a comm last night. Figured I’d run it by you first.” He levered himself out of his seat and offered it to Tanny with a flourish.

She didn’t take her eyes off him as she settled in behind the controls. “What kind of comm we talking? Did you break comm silence?”

Carl held up an oath-swearing hand. “All passive. I promise.” He brought up the message from Scarecrow and handed it to her.

Her brow grew increasingly furrowed, and Carl knew she had read it more than once. “I’ll bite. What’s the scam?”

Carl grinned. “I don’t know. Sounds like a nice break from pillaging deserted relay stations and cleaning up dead-space battlefields though, doesn’t it?”

She tossed him the datapad. “Pass.”

“What?”

“I said ‘pass.’ We don’t need a cockamamie scheme right now. We need something solid; we’re barely scraping by out here. One bad job and we might not recover.”

“You make it sound like we’re taking a job posted to the omni,” Carl said, resting his elbows on the copilot’s chair. “This is Scarecrow. I know you two never got along, but I’ll take this lead over anything we cobble together. This could be the break we’ve been looking for.”

Tanny crossed her arms. “Ask yourself how often you’ve thought that. And how does it always turn out?”

“This is different, though. Scarecrow—”

“Charlie,” Tanny corrected him. “She’s not your wingman anymore. And she’s the craziest of the bunch.”

Carl twitched a smile. “The Half-Devils of Squadron 333, craziest fuckers in Earth Navy. It was practically our motto. But Scarecrow’s no crazier than I am.”

“I don’t say this often, but I think this time you’re not the more reckless one. Besides, it could be a trap. Why would she even send you a comm? Everyone either believes you’re dead or in hiding.”

“Hatchet would have told her,” Carl said with a shrug. “I told him to pass the word around to the squad.”

“You WHAT?” Tanny threw up her arms. “How were you expecting to fake your death if you had Hiroshi going around telling everyone you weren’t dead?”

“Hey, I owed it to them,” Carl said. And he did. The Half-Devils weren’t just old navy buddies; they were family. Same as they told Rhiannon, Carl had to let the news get around that he wasn’t actually a dead man. “Besides, who knows what those crazy fuckers might have done to Silde Slims for vengeance.”

“You see? You see?” Tanny said, pointing. “That’s what I mean. They’re loose cannons. Hiroshi might have been the most stable of the bunch. But Charlie’s gone nuts.”

Carl took a step back and put up his hands. It wasn’t the time to get into Hatchet’s personal history to refute her point. “You know what? Fine. I don’t need consensus on this… just a majority.”

The race was on. Carl bolted down the short corridor to the common room as Tanny extracted herself from the pilot’s chair to give chase. She was quicker than him, thanks to her chemically enhanced physiology, but he had too large a head start.

“I found us a lead on something huge,” Carl blurted out as he skidded to a halt.

All eyes turned toward him. Esper and Rhiannon looked up from their breakfast. From the couch, Roddy stopped flipping through the holovid database to glance over. Mriy opened the door from her quarters to peer out, her feline ears swiveling in Carl’s direction.

“What’s this all about?” Mort asked, stepping out of the shower in a bathrobe. The wizard was still sopping wet.

“I got a comm,” Carl said, glaring over at Tanny. “No details, but I’ve got coordinates for a meeting.”

“Good.” Mriy shut her door. That was the nice thing about her sometimes. She could just take good fortune at face value.

“Lemme guess,” Rhiannon said with a mouthful of cereal. “This isn’t the sort of gig where I sing and people pay us, is it?” Her career had been put on hold while the Mobius crew was in hiding. Skulking along the outskirts of the civilized galaxy wasn’t conducive to an aspiring singer’s prospects.

“Where’s the lead from?” Roddy asked. “I’ve about had my fill of garbage picking, but I’m not working for a question mark if I can help it.”

“An old navy buddy,” Carl said.

“Hatchet?” Esper asked, perking up. They’d worked with Hiroshi ‘Hatchet’ Samuelson on the heist that got Carl his own toy racing ship—one that was a civilian racing model based on his old military Typhoon IV. “He was nice. I’d work with him again.” Carl had to give Hiroshi credit; he had that effect on a lot of women.

“No, not him,” Carl replied. He looked over his shoulder, checking himself before he made eye contact with Tanny. “My wingman, Scarecrow.”

Rhiannon chuckled. “You pilots and your call signs. I couldn’t believe my ears when you told Mom and Dad the guys you flew with.”

Scarecrow, Hatchet, Brick, Wolfhound, Rib-Eye, Vixen, Cricket, Samurai, Juggler, Jackhammer, Wallaby, Biscuit, Athena, Vegas, Dynamo, Knuckles, and Prune Juice. And one Lieutenant Commander Blackjack Ramsey to lead them. The names cycled through his head in seconds as Carl’s eyes lost focus. Nearly half of them were dead, but he could still hear their voices over the comm, calling the role.

Roddy snapped his fingers. “Yo, Mobius to Carl. We lose you there?”

Carl blinked and shook his head to clear it. “Nah, just thinking. Anyway, I trust Scarecrow.”

“What if it’s a setup, and it’s not really her?” Tanny asked. “Ever think of that?”

Carl replied with a shrug. “I always think of that. But my gut tells me this is legit.”

“Your gut’s about as reliable as Kubu’s,” Tanny said.

“Speaking of… how’s Kubu’s food supply?” Carl asked, veering from the subject at hand.

“Still got two giant carcasses stinking up the cargo bay,” Roddy said. “Can smell the rot clear back to the engine room.”

“How long’s that going to last him?”

Esper cleared her throat. “The hippo lasted him three days. He’ll probably get another three out of two moose. We’ve got some odds and ends that might hold him over longer, but you know Kubu… he loves to eat.”

“Sounds like we need a source of income to buy him some more, and soon,” Carl said, sounding very concerned. Tanny had adopted Kubu, a puppy of a sentient canid species. But while he had come aboard the size of a large dog, he was growing at a frightening rate. He was already too large to fit through the ship’s doors without risk of getting stuck, limiting him to the cargo bay.

Tanny set her jaw. Carl watched her eyes scanning the crew, looking for signs of support, or at least that’s what he imagined. Sometimes there was just no telling what was going on in that head of hers.

“Fine,” Tanny snapped. As she stalked back to the cockpit, she yelled without turning. “Send me the coordinates. Let’s get this over with.”

# # #

The coordinates from Scarecrow included an astral depth of 6.5. Not being an integer meant it was off the standard travel lanes in the astral. Being lower than 4.0 meant that someone was running a high-end star-drive—possibly military grade. The flat gray space was deserted when they arrived. Tanny put the Mobius into a null-velocity position relative to realspace.

“Well, we’re here,” Tanny said, slouching back in the pilot’s chair with her arms crossed. “So, what? We just wait and hope someone shows up, preferably not with an ARGO battle group ready to dust us?”

“Something like that,” Carl replied offhandedly. His eyes were only for the astral. A grin broke out on his face as a ship appeared not ten meters from the forward windows.

“Jesus!” Tanny exclaimed. Scrambling to an upright position in her chair and grabbing for the controls. But Carl put a hand out to stop her.

“Easy,” he said reassuringly. “That’s Scarecrow.”

The ship was a single-seater, bigger than a Squall or a Typhoon, but only enough to cram in a bunk and a star-drive. Its hull was sleek and angular, painted blood red. Though it bristled with armaments, all pointed straight at the Mobius, none of them were powered. The pilot waved. She pointed first to herself, then to the Mobius.

Carl gave a thumbs up, and then poked the index finger of one hand into a loose fist made by the other.

“Swing us around, and dock airlock-to-airlock,” he ordered, using his rusty naval order-giving tone.

“Wouldn’t the comm have been easier?”

Carl chuckled. “She had her ship cloaked while parked in the middle of nowhere, neck-deep in the outlaws’ astral.”

“Great,” Tanny replied. “Charlie’s got her conspiracy scanners on overload?”

“Paranoid people live longer.”

“How any of you crazy bastards are still alive is beyond me,” Tanny muttered.

As Scarecrow maneuvered her ship to dock, Carl headed for the cargo bay and the airlock. It had been a long time since he’d seen his old wingman. It would be nice having a matching set of crazy on board.

# # #

The cargo bay had begun to smell. There just wasn’t enough room to store all the food Kubu required, and he wasn’t picky when it came to the state of the meat he ate. Those two facts had conspired to create a horrific “lick the tarp clean” policy where Kubu’s food was laid out on stain-resistant nano-mesh cloth tarpaulins on the cargo bay floor. Most of the crew limited their exposure to the smell as best they could. Tanny and Esper visited Kubu to keep him company but couldn’t stay as long as they might have liked; Esper had even tried going down in her EV helmet to filter the air. Roddy needed to get through to access most of the ship’s systems but got in and out as quickly as he could. Mriy didn’t mind the smell as much as the rest of them, so she’d started to bond with the big sentient canid.

Carl hadn’t been down there in days. As captain, he felt it was his duty to be there when Scarecrow arrived. Kubu looked on from a non-threatening distance away from atop a pile of discarded laundry that served him as a bed. His growth showed no signs of stopping, and standing next to Carl, they could look one another square in the eye.

A dull tremor in the floor told Carl that the two ships had docked. Someone—either Tanny or Scarecrow—must have been getting sloppy, since he hadn’t expected to notice the connection at all. A minute or so later, the airlock cycled. When the door opened, a vision from the past stepped out.

Scarecrow was scrawny as ever, a fact accentuated by her mousy features. The years had treated her well. No sign of wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. She hadn’t gotten doughy or gray-flecked in the hair. Her normally frazzled blonde hair was tamed in a mop of tiny, jaw-length braids that bounced as her head snapped this way and that—she rarely looked with just her eyes. She wore a bulky flight jacket that probably concealed an armored layer beneath, and baggy pants lined in pockets. A blaster pistol dangled in a holster around her waist, and her forearm was covered by a TeleJack.

With a few button presses on that interface, a second tremble in the floor told Carl they her ship had just released from docking. “Hey, Blackjack. Long time, right?” She strode over and grabbed Carl’s hand as he stuck it out. They clapped one another on the back. The smell of her hair brought back old memories.

“Too long,” Carl agreed. They separated and he looked down at her with a grin. She looked good; the years had been kind since he’d last seen her. Of course, that wasn’t the sort of thing he could just blurt out. But he’d gotten so used to seeing her in a flight suit or uniform that he always remembered her as a pilot, not as a woman. Realizing that he’d let a silence build between them as he stared, he said voiced the first unrelated question that came to mind. “How’s the head?”

Somewhere in the depths of his brain, Ladies Man Carl slammed his head against a desk.

She shrugged. Like all her mannerisms, it looked like someone had jerked too hard on a puppet’s strings. “Better lately; still not great. Nice ship you’ve got here. Pretty soon you’ll be able to buy a fleet of them.”

Anyone else would have said it with sarcasm and would have told him he could have bought a better ship. But Scarecrow got it—got him. This was a home more than a vehicle. As much as he loved Rhiannon, Scarecrow was like a sister who shared common interests.

“So, you gonna keep us in the dark on this one, or tell me what scheme you’ve hatched to make us rich?”

Scarecrow’s eyes darted to Kubu, who was watching in silence. He opened his mouth to let his tongue loll in what passed for a smile. “Can we trust the canid?”

“He’s part of the crew, and hardly knows how to use the comm, let alone anyone to call.” Carl winked at Kubu. “Think of him as a giant six-year-old.”

“With a taste for raw… what the hell is that, a deer?” Scarecrow asked, jerking her head at the tarp.

“A moose,” Carl said. “Minus the antlers. Kubu, c’mere and meet an old friend of mine.”

Kubu’s eyes widened, as did his grin. He bounded over, tail wagging. “Hello. Nice to meet you.” His English was improving, though his voice was getting deeper than the engines’ rumble.

Scarecrow didn’t flinch. She wasn’t a flincher. She had never needed to be. There were a lot of skills and talents that went into making a top-notch combat pilot: steady nerves, spatial awareness, teamwork, bravery. But the one that Scarecrow had in spades was killer reflexes. As she reached up to pat Kubu, she used her offhand. If Carl were a betting man (and barring crew intervention, he usually was), he’d have put money that if Kubu lunged for her, she’d have her blaster out of the holster and the trigger pulled before Kubu closed his jaws.

“You’re a friendly one, huh?” she asked conversationally.

“Nice hair,” Carl said. “I still remember you showing up first day at flight school, looking like you’d been struck by lightning.”

“I miss the look, but loose hair is a bitch to clean out of a starship,” Scarecrow said. She pointed to Carl’s scalp. “But I could same about you. You look like someone’s used you to paint a Monet.”

“Don’t go getting cultural on me, Little Miss Old Earth,” Carl said, unable to keep a smile off his face to lend weight to his complaint. “And you still haven’t answered my question. What’s this big job?”

“You’re dense. I told you in the message I sent. I. Found. It.”

“Found what?” Carl asked. He’d probably lost a million things over the years. Build up too much history with someone and vagueness took on the aspect of a haystack filled with needles.

“The Odysseus.”

Carl froze. Though his eyes remained open, they weren’t seeing what was there in front of him any longer. Squadron 333 had been assigned to the ENV Odysseus for their final mission. It had been lost at the Battle of Karthix and not the euphemistic “loss” that meant it was blasted by hostile ships or crashed into an asteroid. It was gone, and no one knew where, not even ARGO high command. Carl found his thoughts wandering to that fateful battle. The Eyndar fighters swarmed orbital space around Karthix IV, the volley between the Odysseus and the Eyndar carrier ship, and of course the disappearance of the Odysseus into astral space, leaving a few hundred Typhoons to face not only the Eyndar fighters, but the carrier as well.

A beeping of button presses on Scarecrow’s forearm interface snapped Carl from his daydream. “Two minute is about enough vape-time, Blackjack. Back to 2561.”

“What do you mean ‘found it’?” Carl asked.

Scarecrow flashed her sparkling white teeth—still with a tiny gap between the front two that she’d never gotten cosmo’ed. “That’s a better question. I mean, I know where it ended up. I’ve been looking since the day we broke free. I’ve pieced together leads, rumors, and survey data. ARGO might have given up on it. Earth Navy might have wanted it all to go away. But I wasn’t ever going to give up figuring out what happened.”

“So… your plan…” Carl spread his hands and made a ‘keep explaining’ motion.

“How much do you think the salvage is worth on a top-secret Pandora-class battleship?”

# # #

The rest of the crew was waiting for them. Carl preceded Scarecrow into the common room, and she dropped her duffel bags by the door. Roddy paused a slapstick action holovid, and the room went silent.

“Hi,” Esper said, breaking the ice.

“Hey, Bus Stop,” Scarecrow said to Tanny when her spastic glances around the room settled on the Mobius’s pilot. “Didn’t know you were still latched onto my boy.”

Tanny sat at the edge of the couch, chin in hand. Her glare could have melted steel. “Hi, Charlie. Glad to see you’re still alive.”

“Everyone,” Carl said, ignoring the tension between the two women. “This is Amy Denise Charlton, call sign: Scarecrow.”

“Civilians usually call me Charlie,” she added.

“Scarecrow, this is my crew,” he continued. He pointed to them one by one as he made the introductions. “This is Roddy, the guy who keeps the Mobius in one piece.”

Scarecrow nodded. “Laaku mechanic… I’ve heard that’s the way to go.”

Roddy raised his beer in toast. “Nice to meet the girl who kept Carl alive long enough to hire me.”

“And Mriy, in charge of ship’s security.”

“Never met one of your kind before,” Scarecrow said. “We conquer your world recently?”

Mriy narrowed her eyes. “Fifty years.”

Scarecrow offered a shrug. “Sorry. I’m not much on politics. Welcome to ARGO, though.”

“My sister, Rhiannon.”

“No shit?” Scarecrow asked, fixing a wide-eyed stare at Carl. “You fly with your sister now? Smooth as ice, Blackjack. Good man. She looks older than I pictured her from your stories.”

“Most of those stories are from when she was a kid. She grew up at some point,” Carl said. “I think it was a couple months back.”

“Cheers,” Rhiannon said. She raised a bottle of knock-off French wine and drank. “No shortage of booze on this ship since these guys raided that smugglers’ trade depot.”

“And you already know Mort and Tanny,” Carl concluded.

Esper cleared her throat. It was easy at times to overlook her, since she wasn’t as loud or obnoxious as the rest of his crew.

“Oh, and Esper,” Carl said. “Mort’s apprentice.” It was nice to have something to call her now. For her first few months on the Mobius she had been a bit of an empty file, not good enough at anything to call it a permanent job, not bad enough at anything to kick her off the ship.

“Two wizards?” Scarecrow asked, taking a step back and angling her TeleJack away from Esper. “How much trouble is my A-tech in?”

“Loads,” Carl replied. “But you can always buy new, right?”

Scarecrow responded with a playful elbow in the ribs. “Right. Rich. I remember. Damn, I’m so used to fishing for terras, I don’t think of that.”

“Speaking of rich,” Roddy said. “Mind telling us what this big heist of yours is? I assume it’s a heist. No one comes around promising to make us rich by paying us.”

“I’ll get you a heading,” Scarecrow said. “It’s not a matter of trust. It’s just… well, this one’s been a long time coming. Be nice to make it a surprise… for ARGO. Got it?”

“Right…” Tanny said. “Still sleeping in a Faraday cage so the cloaked probes can’t read your brain waves? That why your ship doesn’t broadcast ID, even when you came out of cloak knowing who we were?”

“We should probably tell them,” Carl said.

From her seat on the couch, Tanny sat upright. “You know?”

“Go ahead,” Scarecrow said. “Just get us started toward those coordinates I gave you. You got someplace I can crash a couple hours? I haven’t slept since I sent that comm.”

“That was five days ago!” Esper exclaimed.

Scarecrow rubbed her eyes. “Wow, really? Time flies.”

“Use my bunk,” Carl said. Let the crew think what they want. “Forward starboard quarters.”

“Gentleman as always, Commander,” Scarecrow said with a wink. As she shouldered her duffels, she added, “Tell them the whole thing if you want. They should know what they’re getting into.”

# # #

As the door to Carl’s quarters thudded shut, silence swept the common room. Scarecrow had come and gone—at least temporarily. Carl could hardly believe how little she’d changed since he’d last seen her. Oh, she might have been a little more paranoid, but that seemed like a pretty reasonable trait to reinforce, given her obsession with a top-secret project. Otherwise, they might have been coming back from shore leave together, for all the difference the years made.

Esper forced a smile. “She seems nice.”

“Nuttier than trail mix,” Tanny grumbled, leaning against the doorway.

Mriy put her ears back and flashed her teeth. “And hopefully deaf as all your kind.”

“What do I care? She and I have an understanding.”

Exploring Tanny and Scarecrow’s interpersonal differences didn’t seem likely to end well, so Carl cleared his throat. “Anyone want to know what we’re going up against?”

A laaku snort mid-chug resulted in beer spilling down a certain mechanic’s coveralls. “No,” Roddy said as he choked. “I love our little tradition of getting blindsided, scrambling for our lives, and getting stiffed on our payouts. Why ruin a good thing?”

Ignoring the jab, Carl continued. “I can give a quick version, but to put it in proper perspective involves a story.”

Esper paused a moment in her inputting of a lunch into the food processor. “A true story? That’d be novel. Or is this one of those convenient stories that makes this sound like a good idea when it really isn’t?”

Tanny smirked. “You’re losing the choir, preacher-man.”

“It’s the story of my last mission for the Half-Devils, Earth Navy Squadron 333,” Carl said, standing up straight. “And it’ll be the truth as best I remember it.”

“Pass,” Tanny said. “I’ve heard this one before. I’ll go punch in those mystery coordinates that—”

Carl coughed discreetly into the back of his hand. “The, um… version I told you may have contained a few misleading elements.”

The glare he got might have broken the will of a lesser man, but Carl weathered it with a weak grin. “How misleading?”

“Everything past ‘let me tell you about my last mission with the Half-Devils,’” Carl replied. As Tanny took a ferocious step in his direction, Carl backpedaled. “Hey! It was classified! How could I pass up the perfect chance to make it a better story? You believed it, didn’t you? We weren’t even married yet, I was still trying to impress you.”

“So you didn’t dust eleven Eyndar fighters, but get blamed for losing half your squadron? You didn’t get drummed out of the navy for disobeying the order to withdraw?” Tanny asked.

“It fit my pilot-gone-outlaw backstory,” Carl said with a shrug. “It’s the sort of thing I could have seen myself doing.”

“So what’s the real story, then?” Esper said. “And what’s it got to do with the job Charlie has for us?”

“Settle in.” Carl gestured for Esper to finish making her lunch. “By the end, it should all make sense.” He paused with a furrowed brow, then added, “Hopefully.”

# # #

“So, this was back before the cease fire with the Eyndar. Me and the squad were assigned to a new ship, fresh out of some black-sec shipyard in an uninhabited system. It needed field testing, and in wartime, field testing meant finding some podunk Eyndar colony and wiping it off the stellar charts. It was a battleship, so it only had hangar space for four squadrons, so we just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time to get assigned to it. Her name was the ENV
Odysseus.

“So, after a week of astral travel, we arrive at Karthix IV and Captain Ahab—seriously, I don’t remember the guy’s name, but he was a real piece of shit—he starts putting it through the paces. Orbital bombardment with particle cannons, plasma blasters, a couple experimental warheads, you name it. I only got the scuttlebutt version of the armaments since that wasn’t my business. I was a squadron commander, not a gunner or an ordnance quartermaster. The whole ship was top-secret, so everything was need-to-know. But you know me… I hear stuff I’m not supposed to.

“Anyway, the Eyndar must have gotten a distress call out, because next thing you know we’ve got a rescue fleet bearing down on us. By this point, the planet below was uninhabitable. Every structure on the scanners was leveled, the biosphere toxic, radiation over a good chunk of the surface. Old Ahab did a great job testing the ship’s weapons. But that wasn’t enough. We could have given those dogs the middle finger, dropped into astral, and let them mop up after their dead planet. Instead, Ahab scrambled the fighters and engaged.

“I mean, it wasn’t a stupid decision. We were at war, and I guess technically we had them outgunned. But when half the ship’s systems are fresh out of the designers’ computers, maybe you don’t take a slight edge and hope everything works to spec. Because it didn’t.

“The fight was going pretty well. Fighter-to-fighter, we were outnumbered, but we had plenty of backup from the turrets on the Odysseus. Plus, if I may say so, we had the better pilots. I think if Ahab had played it straight, we’d have taken a bloody nose and walked away from an orbiting scrapyard of Eyndar ships. I don’t know what made him decide to try out the crown jewel of the experimental systems just then, but he did. Maybe he wanted to give it a real ruggedized test. Maybe he was thinking he was taking too much damage. Maybe the damned thing just took a power surge and turned itself on. Who the hell knows?

“But the Odysseus had a new astral-drive. Hot shit. Game changer of a weapon. It could slip in and out of astral on the move—theoretically. Imagine a ship flickering in and out of realspace, firing at will, always having its guns ready and bearing on an optimal firing angle, gone before enemy ships can maneuver to react. Scary shit, right?

“It worked twice. The Odysseus dusted a light cruiser and put a hurt on one of those half-pint battleships the Eyndar love so much. Then it popped out and back, finished off the battleship and a few fighters. Then it disappeared and never came back.

“We didn’t know what happened. Couldn’t raise them on the comm. The Typhoons didn’t have the type of scanners to be able to track them through astral. Suddenly it was four squadrons of Typhoons against an Eyndar carrier ship and about two hundred fighters.

“I wasn’t ranking officer. Once it got obvious that the Odysseus was gone for the duration, Commander Blaise Roquefort of the 402nd Bladewings gave the order to surrender. It was three-to-one odds, not even counting the carrier. Command school teaches you not to engage any worse than two-to-one; you’re supposed to withdraw. Since we had nowhere to withdraw to, Roquefort decided to roll over for the dogs.

“Well, since I’ve never been good at giving up for my own good and didn’t really relish the idea of an Eyndar prisoner colony, I feigned comm trouble. Oh, everyone saw right through it, and after a few choice words from Roquefort, I had to admit I heard the order. So I claimed I didn’t speak enough Eyndar to broadcast a surrender—which was true, I never passed the extension course in their language. When that didn’t work either, I contacted Lieutenant Commander Brandt of the 559th and Lieutenant Commander Shen of the 340th Squadrons on a private channel and arranged a little mutiny. They put me in command.

“I gave a little speech over the all-squadron channel. I don’t remember how it went, but something along the lines of “fuck these guys, let’s fight it out.” I mean, we destroyed a colony; we weren’t getting taken alive except to die slowly and painfully. I’d always imagined dying quickly and stupidly, without a lot of seeing it coming.

“So, we gave them hell. No one from the other three squadrons survived. We wiped out every last Eyndar ship, including the carrier. Only me and eight of my Half-Devils made it. Problem was, we were in the middle of nowhere with no astral drives, no food, no place to land that wasn’t a radioactive wasteland.

“So I ordered all of us into a stable orbit around that burnt-out world. We turned life-support down to bare minimums to save energy. As commanding officer, I set up a comm beacon broadcasting a distress call. Scarecrow had orders that if my Typhoon went dead, she was next in line to make the broadcast.

“But it never came to that. It was four days before Search and Recovery picked us up. We were in rough shape, but the nine of us pulled through. There was an inquest, and it got kinda ugly. I mean, my comm records showed a mutiny, after all. But thanks to us, there was a record of the incident, and none of the Eyndar force survived to make a proper report back to the empire. Plus, it was a cowardly order to disobey; some of the admiralty thought we did the right thing, disobeying a direct order or not.

“None of it could get out to the public, or even Earth Navy at large. A few of us might have looked good, but a whole lot of people would have looked like assholes and idiots. Bad navy math. So they went with the training accident cover story for the missing crew, undisclosed combat losses for the fighter pilots. They disbanded the four squadrons involved, and shuffled the surviving Half-Devils between dead-end assignments or paid us to resign. Anything so we’d shut up about the whole thing.

“They never found the Odysseus, and I guess after a while, they stopped looking. But Scarecrow never gave up trying to figure it out. And apparently she found it. That’s where we’re heading: to claim the wreck for ourselves.”

# # #

They waited, staring at him. “That’s it. Story’s over.”

“So…” Tanny said. “You did dust eleven Eyndar ships and get kicked out of the navy for disobeying an order.”

Carl scowled at her. “No. I dusted thirty-five and got official credit for the shot that finished off the carrier, but I didn’t think you’d have believed that version. And I didn’t get kicked out of the navy. I got hush money to resign because I’d seen too much to keep mixing with regular navy personnel.”

Roddy chuckled. “What sort of intake nozzle lies to women to make himself seem less heroic?”

With a pointed look anywhere but at Tanny or Carl, Esper added, “It’s sweet, in a way.”

“Which lies do we believe?” Mriy asked, picking her teeth with one claw. “The old lies, or the new?”

“I’ve heard the story before,” Mort said, after having kept his peace through the whole of Carl’s retelling.

“So it’s an old new lie?” Mriy asked with a shrug. “He’s used it before?”

“So fucking what?” Roddy hopped down from the couch to pace the room. He looked in Mriy’s direction as he gestured at Carl. “So he lies. You just crawl out of the jungle or something? The man does it for a living. If not for him lying his ass off, we’d have been locked up years ago.”

“Or free and living a nice, honest life delivering cargo,” Rhiannon said. Carl had almost forgot she was in the room. “How come you never told me the truth? Did Mom and Dad get the real version, Tanny’s lie, or some other made-up bullshit? I bet you didn’t win the Mobius in a poker game, either.”

“Carl? Win?” Roddy scoffed. “Those don’t belong in the same sentence with poker. Those don’t belong on the same galaxy with poker.”

Mort cleared his throat. “I’ve heard the story from other sources. Firsthand accounts, as it were.”

“Scarecrow? Carl said you’d met,” Esper said. At least someone paid attention when he talked. He was getting the impression that certain factions in the crew were beginning to filter out his voice.

Mort made eye contact, asking permission. Carl shrugged. What was the point of covering it up at this point? “I’ve met all the survivors of that battle,” Mort said. “There was an inquest, but Carl wasn’t there for it. He wasn’t fit. His squad-mates broke him out of a hospice and brought him to me for help.”

“A hospice?” Tanny asked. “What the hell happened to you that ARGO’s military doctors couldn’t fix?” For the first time since Scarecrow came aboard, something like human compassion showed in his ex-wife.

Carl shrugged. “I was out. What do I know?”

Mort scratched his head. “There’s… well, there’s this magic trick I taught Carl when he was younger. You all saw the results in Lloyd’s head. Carl’s brain is split a hundred different ways. He can break bits off and reattach them easy as bread dough. Entirely my fault, really. He had such a… flexibility with the truth; it was astonishing. I blame Chuck Ramsey for that—biggest liar I’d known up to that point. Anyway, that’s neither soup nor crackers. Point is, they told me the story, warts and all. Carl might be able to talk a lion through a mouse hole, but I don’t see eight others being able to put one past me.”

“Fine, so assume it’s all true, and that crazy little witch knows where the battleship ended up,” Tanny said. “Then what? We cut it up into pieces and sell it off? How long would it be before ARGO backtracks the salvage to us and raises a fleet to come dust us and scatter the ashes?”

“Maybe long enough to make us rich as czars and buy our own planet outside ARGO space,” Carl said. “How long can we keep this up? We’re one or two botched raids from running out of food or fuel, or getting caught by some petty warlord’s security force. And one of these days, we’re going to have to face up to the fact that we can’t keep enough food on this boat to feed Kubu. That’s not being cold-hearted; that’s plain old starvation. He’s already too big to leave the cargo bay, and by the time he’s full grown he’ll be as big as the Squall. We get enough money, we can find him someplace with a wildlife preserve to hunt in. Or hell, maybe we buy a bigger ship. This is our chance at a legendary payday—Ali Baba-type loot—the sort of thing we admit on our deathbeds and gets made into a holovid with galaxy-wide distribution.”

“I’m sold,” Roddy said.

Tanny shot him a glare. “You were sold already.”

“He has a point though,” Esper said, using that oh-so-earnest voice to Carl’s advantage for once. “We need a long-term plan for Kubu.”

“That laaku, Inviu, had a place for him,” Mriy said. Before anyone could raise an objection, she added, “We could return and occupy it.”

Laaku eyes rolled in their sockets. “Yeah, great hiding spot. ARGO would never find us there.”

Rhiannon raised a finger, seeking attention before she spoke. “How rich?”

“Trillions new,” Carl replied. “Billions as scrap. Who knows what’s still functioning in the wreckage? Come on, guys. This is our chance. We gonna be small timers on the run forever? This could be the biggest score ever.”

Mort stood straight, separating himself from the wall he had been leaning against. “Why not? I’ve been on the run going on half my life. What’s one more poke in the eye to the powers that be? Maybe this time we’ll put a dent in them.”

Roddy toasted with a can of Earth’s Preferred, the cheapest swill brew that humanity exported. “All joking aside, you had me even before you started using words that ended in -illions. Now you’d have to pay me off not to jump at the chance.”

A low growl issued from the back of Mriy’s throat. “I like our many small hunts. This one had better be worth it.”

Carl pointed at her. “I’m counting that as a ‘yes’. Esper? Think of Kubu… plus, maybe there are survivors that need to be laid to rest.”

“They wouldn’t be survivors if they did, you idiot,” Roddy muttered.

Esper pursed her lips and shook her head slightly. “This feels off. Something doesn’t sit right, and I can’t say why. There’s got to be more to this.”

Carl nodded gravely. “Well, since I don’t think Kubu gets a vote, and to be fair, Scarecrow’s not part of the crew, that puts us at four to two. We’re doing it.”

“Hey!” Rhiannon piped up. “What about me? Don’t I get a vote?”

“No,” Carl and Roddy said in unison, then exchanged a glance. Only Carl continued. “Listen, Squirt. I’ll drop you anywhere you want, within reason. But this is my ship, and you’re not part of my crew. You’re a passenger here, like it or not. You don’t have any role here. When we took Esper on, she busted her ass to fit in. You? You just sit around drinking and watching holovids.”

Rhiannon pointed to Roddy, who had a beer in hand and the remote to the holoprojector at his side.

“Roddy’s an entirely different case. He can drink all day and watch holovids while keeping forty kilotons of spare parts flying.”

“Nice…” Rhiannon muttered. She didn’t look at Carl as she stormed off to her quarters. The bottle of wine went with her.

Carl followed, and when the door slammed between them, he shouted through it. “Fine! You want a vote? It’s four to three, and we’re still going.”

Tanny watched with a cold glare that chilled Carl to the gut. “We done here? I’ve got a heading to set.”

# # #

A subsonic tone roused Charlie from her slumber. She’d grown acclimated to the alarm function of her TeleJack; it set off a sympathetic response in her brain that alerted her. The first thing she smelled was Blackjack, seeping from his sweat-stained sheets. For a split second, she imagined that the squadron was back together and sharing a barracks on some backwater outpost too cramped to give officers private rooms. But a split second was enough nonsense. Blinking, Charlie realized just how tired she’d been. Normally two hours was enough to recharge her; but finding out she’d been awake for five days, she’d given herself three. It hadn’t been enough.

She’d given Blackjack’s quarters the once-over before crashing, but they deserved a second look. He still hung the medals from his tour of duty on the wall, which meant that his crew was OK with his naval career. The double-necked guitar told her that he was still pretending he could play. But the double-neck was more popular with laaku guitarists—probably belonged to that mechanic, Roddy. Must have meant the two of them were friends, not just coworkers. He still kept his laundry everywhere, so he hadn’t gotten diligent or organized since she’d last seen him. Good to know Blackjack was still Blackjack.

The climate controls were warmer than she kept the Mermaid. Having fallen asleep in her jacket, she was sticky with sweat. From her TeleJack, she bought up the specs on the Turtledove-class starship, looking up the basic facilities that the Mobius should have. It was a custom job, more aftermarket than original, but there were some things the roving spacer just doesn’t uninstall. She got a chuckle checking out the engine, shield, and weapon specs, which looked nothing like the initial scan she’d run from the Mermaid before transferring over.

Rummaging through her duffel bags, Charlie found a towel and a fresh set of clothes. It would feel good to wear something clean. There was barely room in the Mermaid to bunk down, let alone shower. Without showering, changing clothes was just repacking spoiled meat.

With a press of the release sequence, the TeleJack unclasped from her forearm. Without its weight, Charlie felt unbalanced. She set it on the bedside and began to undress, clenching and unclenching her fist to work stiff muscles. Not wanting the crew to get the wrong idea, she used one foot to bulldoze aside Blackjack’s unwashed clothes to make a spot for her own. Satisfied that her pile didn’t touch the landscape of male clothing, she nodded and gathered up her towel and change of clothes.

Every eye in the ship’s rec room turned her way as Charlie crossed to the shower. The cooler air out of Blackjack’s quarters cooled the sheen of sweat across her skin, and the metal sucked heat from her bare feet. She offered a twitch of a smile and a little wave. This wasn’t a parade. What were they staring at?

Odd bunch, Blackjack’s crew. A drunkard laaku—none of them could touch a beer without getting hooked. Obviously abusing Blackjack’s friendship to stay on the crew. A predator species from the ARGO directory of conquered worlds. His sister and his ex-wife. An apprentice wizard, and the guy who was like Blackjack’s guardian angel, star-drive, and personal watchdog rolled into one. An actual watchdog that could talk. And now Charlie. It seemed like he needed someone normal around, someone he could talk to about normal things.

They were probably all good people. If ever there was a judge of character, it was Blackjack. He knew the brass-kissers from the smooth customers, the lazy good-for-nothings from the lighthearted killers, the shuttle pilots from the aces. If they were good enough for him, they were good enough for her. But they were a bunch of freaks, staring at her.

Shaking her head, she dropped her towel and change of clothes on the floor outside the shower and hopped in.

# # #

The crew convened in the common room, around the holovid. The Mobius was halfway past nowhere, in the abyssal portion of the astral, and leaving civilization farther behind by the moment. It was time to find out where they were heading.

Carl noticed that Scarecrow had changed into a tank top and baggy slacks and wore her TeleJack once again. She hadn’t worn one when she and Carl had served together—not exactly naval standard issue—but she seemed attached to it, and vice versa. Punching a few buttons brought up a wireframe view of a planetary system, a gas giant orbited by a half dozen or so moons.

“This is an uninhabited system,” she said. “Galactic survey lists the star as pre-nova, or some bullshit—I don’t have the official report. Anyway, the worlds are uninhabitable, but a couple of the moons support life. No one did a detailed surface scan of the moons—until now. I scammed data from a bunch of xeno-poachers, looking for specimens. Their unmanned probe lost contact, but not before sending this.”

The image in the holovid shifted, showing something that looked like a thermal imaging overlay. Numbers floated in the air beside the moon. Earth Navy’s flight school had included a number of courses in mathematics and physics, but nothing came lurching back to the forefront of Carl’s brain to make any sense of what he saw.

Scarecrow took the pervasive silence as a hint. “You don’t see it? Look.”

The image shifted, with the planet disappearing and another dense array of data taking its place. Carl glanced over at Roddy, who replied with a don’t-look-at-me shrug. Tanny stood with her arms crossed, steadfastly refusing to participate.

It was Esper who finally spoke up. She squinted and leaned close to the holovid. “Those are the same data sets, scaled by a factor of about eighteen.”

“Yes!” Scarecrow said, raising her hands and looking up at the domed canopy. “Don’t you see? That second set data is the energy signature from the astral drive tests on the Odysseus. It’s classified, so the poachers had no idea what to make of it. But one of my standard data crawls picked up on the pattern match and flagged it. This is it! The Odysseus crashed or landed on G5344-4-3.”

“How poetic,” Rhiannon said deadpan.

Roddy slurped down the last of a can of beer and popped open another. “Hey, kid, no one’s getting attached to a world with a doomed star, let alone a moon around one. Farmers don’t go around naming their puppies.”

Carl raised a finger and opened his mouth to object, but thought better of it. They were on the edge of falling into the void on this topic as it was. “Great. So what else do we know about this G—whatever it was—moon?”

“Let’s just call it Ithaca,” Mort said. “Seems appropriate.”

“Sure,” Carl said with an over-the-shoulder glance the wizard’s way. “Good as anything I guess.” Why Mort wanted to name it after an obscure college town a couple hundred klicks from Boston Prime was beyond him, but it didn’t matter. Anything was better than the galactic survey designation.

Scarecrow brought back the image of the moon. “That’s it. There’s no surface scan. Long-range showed life signs—potentially human-habitable, pending biohazard scans. But that’s as close as it got.”

“As close as…” Tanny said. “What are you trying to say? Something destroyed the probe?”

Scarecrow nodded. “I’m thinking there are survivors. Or were. This data’s a couple years old. I just got a hold of it before I commed Blackjack. My scenario: Ship is damaged, puts down on this shithole moon after being stuck in astral for months. They can’t repair it; they’re too far to contact an astral relay to get word home, so they hunker down.”

“And shoot the first sign of human contact they find?” Tanny said, skepticism dripping from her voice.

Scarecrow’s smirk clued Carl in before she said a word. “Who said my data came from human poachers?”

Carl didn’t want to know. “Great. So we hail the survivors, convince them not to shoot us—”

“And cut them in on the action,” Scarecrow said. “They’re dead to ARGO. You think they put us through the mind-wash before letting us loose? These poor guys and gals are never seeing a sunset again if they go home. Six years, and Earth Navy left them alone on a back-galactic moon with ultra-top-secret A-tech… the brass-kissers will make sure that never hits the news feeds.”

“And if they decide to shoot us before Mr. Charming can seduce them over the comm?” Tanny asked with a glance at Carl.

“This is why we don’t let the marines in on the non-planetside tactical planning,” Scarecrow said. She zoomed the image out, showing the mother planet and its other moons. “This thing has shields. We hail from the shadow of one of those neighboring moons and raise the shields. If they fire on us, we duck completely behind cover and slip back into the astral. It’s not like they can maneuver on us. Smooth as the weaponry on the Odysseus might be, they don’t have anything that’ll punch a hole through a moon.”

“If they choose to fight, do we?” Mriy asked.

“Once we ID ourselves, I don’t see why they’d shoot at us,” Scarecrow said. “Hell, if I wasn’t bringing in Blackjack because he deserves a cut, I’d have come to him as a negotiator. Captain Hernandez knows him, and he can talk his way around a fight better than anyone I’ve met.”

“The question lurks,” Mriy said, narrowing her pupils. It always freaked Carl out a little that she could do it consciously.

“I’ve thrown together a few dozen scenarios. Nothing I’m eager to try out. You got any ideas, shoot.”

Mriy nodded. “Shooting. That is my idea.”

Carl stepped in front of the holovid and held up his hands. “Whoa. No one is shooting marooned Earth Navy personnel. We’re just going to show up, have a nice chat, and hammer out a deal to chop up their ship for profit. Done deal.”

# # #

Even with Mort’s astral trickery, it took them six days to reach the G5344 system. Scant intel meant scant preparation, and the Mobius crew exhausted any useful planning days ago. By the time they slowed on final approach to the fourth planet’s third moon, everyone was eager to find out what was really there.

“Bring us close before dropping out of astral,” Scarecrow said, hovering behind the pilot’s chair and staring out the front window over Tanny’s shoulder. There was nothing but the gray of astral space to see, but that was about to change.

“Gee, you think I might forget the plan we’ve gone over a dozen times?” Tanny snapped. “Carl, can you get her out of here?”

“Kick her out yourself,” Carl replied. He reclined in the copilot’s chair with his fingers laced behind his head. “But you get out of that chair and I get in.” The prospect of him flying the Mobius at a critical moment was the best threat in Carl’s arsenal. When a silent fuming from the pilot’s chair was his only reply, Carl smirked. Leaning around to see down toward the common room he shouted, “Mort, get ready to bring us into realspace.”

“Never seen it done manual before,” Scarecrow muttered. Even the prospect of watching a Convocation wizard wrench a ship out of astral wasn’t enough to divert her attention from the forward windows.

Without warning, the ship lurched. The cockpit interior went dark. Every light, display panel, and indicator shut off at once. The astral gray snapped into the stark contrast of white stars on a black backdrop. Solar incandescence blazed in, more blinding than illuminating. UV filtering should have cut the glare, but it was an active system and offline like the rest.

“Mort!” Carl shouted, scrambling from his seat. He pushed past Scarecrow and dashed for the common room. “Mort, what did you do?”

“Nothing!” the wizard snapped back. Mort stood in the center of the common room, an orb of pale light perched in his hand, providing the only illumination. “Something snatched us back into realspace.”

“Why is my ship dead?”

“Magic.”

“But I—”

“Not my magic!” Mort thundered. “Something brooding and old—ornery, if I had to put a flavor to it. Now shut up while I try to counteract it.”

“Won’t more magic make things worse?” Carl asked. He’d often suspected that some Mortish accident would be the death of them all. He’d never imagined that it would come on the eve of discovering the fate of the Odysseus, only to crash right alongside them.

“Esper, get him out of here,” Mort ordered.

She nodded, taking Carl by the arm. “Come on, let’s get you back to the cockpit.” For a woman with bones like a bird, her grip was remarkable. Carl found himself towed along despite himself, still desperate for answers from the only one on board likely to possess them.

“Carl!” Tanny shouted from the front of the ship. “Get your ass up here!”

Esper didn’t resist when Carl squirmed free of her grasp. He ran up to see what was further alarming Tanny.

Tanny swallowed, staring at him wide-eyed when he arrived. “I think I know what happened to the Odysseus and that lost probe.”

Looming before them was the fourth planet’s third moon—at least that’s what Carl assumed. Without scanners and computers, there was no way to be sure. The Mobius was tumbling, and the moon passed by the window only to appear several seconds later. It was a good thing that the on-board gravity was entirely magical, since the rotation would have been enough to plaster them to the walls of the ship otherwise.

Carl turned to Scarecrow. “Get down to the engine room. Help Roddy any way you can. Shields are priority one.”

“Aye aye, sir!” Scarecrow replied with a curt nod even before Carl finished speaking.

“Tanny, scoot over,” Carl said. “If we’re going to crash, I’m taking us in.” He put a hand on her shoulder to speed her departure.

Tanny rebuffed his attempt to gain the pilot’s seat with a stiff-arm to the chest. “Like hell you are. This isn’t a dogfight or a race.”

“This isn’t a time for safe, gentle flying,” Carl said, batting away her hand.

“No, it’s time for a controlled crash,” Tanny snapped, shoving Carl back down the corridor. “Assuming that worthless mechanic of yours is sober enough to fix the engines in time to matter.”

Carl knew it wasn’t Roddy he needed to pull through—this was Mort’s guitar solo. Whatever magic had sucked them into realspace without warning and blanked their tech shipwide, Mort had to cancel it out for them to have any shot. Still, someone had to consider the “what next” if he pulled it off. “This isn’t about who’s supposed to fly the Mobius, it’s about the better pilot. Which means—”

“You’ve never crashed a ship in your life, have you?”

Carl opened his mouth, then shut it. She had a point, damn her! “Half the galaxy thinks I did.” When that failed to change the furious visage staring back at him, he changed the subject. “Eyeballing it, we going to make orbit?”

Tanny squinted out the window. The moon they had named Ithaca tumbled past. “We’re not heading straight for it, but I don’t think so. We’re headed atmospheric.”

“Oh,” Carl said, suppressing a smirk. “So you’ll use the atmospheric shields to guide us in?”

Silence.

“Good thing you’ve got practice on aerodynamic flight, right?”

Angry silence.

“Scoot over,” Carl said. “Maybe you’ll get lucky and we’ll burn up before Roddy gets the shields working.”

# # #

Esper rushed back into the common room. As soon as she stopped—unsure whether to say anything to Mort or hold her tongue—Charlie careened past. Carl’s old navy buddy didn’t say a word to anyone and disappeared through the door to the cargo hold.

“Head down there,” Mort said. His eyes were unfocused, staring off at something Esper couldn’t perceive. “Get to the gravity stone. Don’t let that monkey give you any guff.”

“And do what?” Esper asked. She didn’t like where this was headed. Futzing with magical doodads while Mort watched over her still felt dangerous. Tampering with the ship’s gravity was something she hadn’t planned to learn mid-crash.

Through the domed common room ceiling, a planet flashed by—or more accurately, a large moon. The Mobius was spinning, and only the overriding presence of the gravity stone kept them from feeling the centrifugal forces of that spin.

“I’m dampening magic throughout the ship,” Mort replied. “I’ve almost got hold of science, and I’ll be putting it back in charge momentarily, suicidal as that sounds. I need you to go believe in that stone. You’re going to be the rain slicker against the shit storm I’m about to start.”

“But I don’t know—”

“Of course you do!” Mort snapped. “Just get that noggin of yours to remember walking around this boat with your feet firmly on the floor, about things dropping and going down, and remind it which way down is.”

“But what if—”

“GO!”

Whether there was magic behind that shout or not, Esper’s feet moved without another thought. She followed Charlie’s path, ripping open the door to the cargo bay and slamming it shut in her wake. Even as she scampered down the grated metal stairs, she imagined that her steps were lighter than they should have been, that her feet weren’t hitting as hard as they ought to. Not pausing to dwell on how her own notice of that fact might exacerbate it, she swung her legs over the railing and jumped the rest of the way. No point in wasting low gravity.

Esper hit the floor like it was made from foam instead of steel. Stumbling under the dizzying influence of the rapidly evaporating gravity, she bounded for the engine room, and the gravity stone that lay tucked in one corner.

“Beat it, kid,” Roddy shouted as she entered. The engine room was lit by emergency phosphorescents—tech so low that no magic bothered it. Everything was washed in weak greenish light and shadows. “No time for tourists down here. I got a helper who knows her shit.”

“Mort sent me,” Esper countered. She squeezed past Charlie, who had a dead diagnostic scanner in her hand and a wrench clamped between her teeth. What she hoped to accomplish, Esper had no idea. Esper couldn’t get sidetracked by ideas just then. She had a job, one that was going to require all her spare ideating. “I need to get to the gravity stone.”

Just then, the lights flickered. “Halle-fuckin’-llujah,” Roddy shouted. “Just don’t go busting anything now that the systems are starting to come back online.” The laaku made room for Esper to squeeze past.

Charlie mumbled something past the wrench in her mouth. Esper spared a glance and saw the scanner in her hands had come to life. There might be hope yet that they’d get the Mobius under power in time to avoid crashing.

By the time Esper reached the gravity stone, she was pulling herself along the walls. Her feet were no longer contacting the floor of their own accord. She could only imagine what the rest of the ship looked like. The engine room was all tight quarters and hand holds. At least in the cockpit there were safety harnesses for the pilot and copilot. Other parts of the ship were likely experiencing zero gravity, which was better than feeling the forces from outside the ship—that would come soon if she didn’t do something.

“Come on, little stone. You can do better than this,” Esper cooed, placing her hands on the surface of the roughly meter-diameter sphere of granite. Though technically illegal, this gravity stone was native to Earth. Mort had gotten it through black market channels years ago, or so he claimed. There wasn’t consensus within the Convocation, but many of its members believed that each stone removed from Earth took a tiny fraction of the planet’s gravity with it. Elementary physics agreed, of course, but the wizards seemed to hold that the planet would experience noticeable effects long before it ran out of mass.

“My feet aren’t on the floor, and it’s all your fault. You’re not doing your job, and you should be ashamed of yourself. There’s a whole ship full of people here, and they should be touching the floors, not floating all willy-nilly because you’re having a bad day. Don’t listen to that wizard upstairs. He’s just a mean old bully, and he’s not talking to you right now; I am. Listen, maybe I don’t say it often enough. Maybe we all take you for granted a little. But we appreciate you. We need you—now more than ever. Don’t you think you can stiffen up, buckle down, and bring back that nice Earthy gravity we’re used to?”

Gradually, Esper’s feet sank to the floor, her hands unmoving on the stone’s surface. “That’s a good boy. Now, I’ll stay with you, and we’ll get through this together. Just keep focused…”

# # #

Carl sat strapped into the pilot’s chair, staring out the front window of the Mobius. Every time the moon passed by his field of view, it was a smidge closer. A pale corona lit one horizon, illuminating the atmosphere. That was the part to worry about. Impact with the ground would have been a quick death, too quick to even notice. But once the Mobius hit atmosphere, it would start to cook with all of them inside it. Unless the engines came online soon, there wasn’t anything he could do but wait. His argument with Tanny over who would have the honor of guiding the crash landing would be moot at that point.

Beside him in the copilot’s seat, Tanny was buckled in as well. Something had killed the ship’s gravity, whether it was something Mort did or the mysterious force that had ripped them out of astral. Either way, buckling in was the only way to stay at the controls in case power came back on. If not for that fact, Carl would have waited in a more comfortable position, slouched down with his feet up on the console. It took years of flying cramped single-seaters to make a pilot appreciate the luxury of legroom.

Silence reigned in a bubble of co-occupied space. Down the corridor, Rhiannon was shouting obscenities as Mriy tried to wrangle her. Mort was having, if possible, an even more vulgar argument with the universe at large, using that guttural, soul-chilling language that only a few wizards spoke. But between Carl and his ex-wife, icy stillness. Helluva way to go.

“If we don’t make it out of this,” Carl said, watching Tanny from the corner of his eye to gauge her reaction. “Want to go out having a good time?”

“No.”

About-to-die scenarios weren’t the gold mine that the holos made them out to be. Maybe if they came up less frequently, he’d have more luck. Or maybe Carl just needed to find a way to arrange more trysts in surreal mental constructs—preferably not curated by any wizard he knew. Being trapped together in Lloyd’s head had seemed to work for her.

Further exploration of the prospects of getting laid one last time before splattering across an uncharted moon would have to wait. The lights in the cockpit flickered, then stayed on. One by one, system after system showed live on the status panels.

“Hot damn,” Carl said. “You don’t have to die disappointed today.” That hadn’t come out the way he intended, but anything he said to remedy it could only have made things worse.

“Engines still offline,” Tanny said. She tried to run a diagnostic, but that was among the most advanced techs on the ship; it was still down.

“Fuck the engines,” Carl said, grabbing the flight yoke. “Just give me shields.”

“There’s still time to pull out of this,” Tanny said. She hit the intra-ship comm. “Roddy, can you hear me down there?”

There was no response from the engine room. Carl smirked.

“Damn that chimp!” Tanny snapped, slamming a fist on the console. She didn’t usually resort to speciesism under fire.

The Mobius shook. Just on the other side of the windows, the hull was awash in fire. So this was it—the Mobius, going down in flames. The sweat breaking out all over Carl’s body might have been the first sign that the cabin was overheating, or it could have just been a fear response. Incongruously, the image of what they must look like from the moon’s surface flashed through his head. It was pretty smooth, the way he pictured it: a ball of flame streaking across the sky.

Carl muttered song lyrics, giving them only a hint of melody. “Don’t you know that you are a shooting star…”

“Can we at least die in peace?” Tanny snapped.

Carl sighed. “I think we’ve got time for one last beer. Want me to float back and grab you one?”

But no sooner had he spoken than the sensation of gravity returned. Carl’s backside sank firmly into his chair, and his feet flopped to the console, his boots thumping against the long-range scanner display. A slow, manic grin broke out on Carl’s face. “Never mind that beer. I’ve got a feeling…”

He stared at the shield status display. It wasn’t blank anymore; it simply showed the shields as off line. That was an improvement over knowing nothing at all. It meant that things were coming back together.

The comm crackled, its sound quality awful. “Shields reinitializing,” Roddy said. “I’ll have the atmospheric controls up quick as I can.”

“No rush,” Carl replied, drawing a furious glare from Tanny. He chuckled. “Just kidding. If you don’t get those online in the next minute or so, we’re screwed.”

Tanny reached over and reactivated the comm as soon as Carl switched it off. “Roddy, any chance of engines?”

“Do you believe in divine intervention in mechanical repair?” Roddy asked. “Because that’s what it’d take. The antimatter ejected as soon as we lost tech, and the thorium core is still warming back up. We’re on battery power and a trickle of nuke.”

“See?” Carl asked. “Listen to the horrible things you learn when you press a mechanic for details.”

The windows were streaking, the outer layer already turning molten. Carl unbuckled his safety harness and shrugged out of his jacket. Grabbing the flight yoke, he winced at the unexpected heat they had already built up. But holding on despite the pain, he stared at the shield status, waiting for it to go green.

“Shields up!” Carl shouted. The Mobius lurched as the wash of burning atmosphere parted ways with the hull, only to reappear meters away, spreading over the shields. “Now we’re in business.”

Flipping on the atmospheric controls, the shields reshaped. No longer a rough bubble, the energy reformed into an aerodynamic wing whose shape was controlled by the flight yoke. Still hurtling toward the moon’s surface, Carl steadied their descent, stopping the uncontrolled tumble and pointing the nose of the ship straight toward a landing vector.

Landing was probably a generous term for what Carl was planning. With no thrust and more downward momentum than he cared to contemplate, any sort of gentle meeting with the surface below was out of the question. This was about mitigating damage.

Carl eased back slowly on the yoke. The nose of the Mobius crept upward. “Scan the surface,” Carl said to Tanny without taking his eyes from the window. “Find us someplace to land.” The moon grew larger by the second. It was the night side, so everything was dark; it just blotted out more and more of the stars beyond the horizon.

“It’s no use,” Tanny said. “There’s nothing. Scanners seem fine, but they’re not picking up anything—I mean not even the moon we’re about to crash into.”

“Onto,” Carl corrected. Crashing into implied an uncontrolled splatter. It implied debris and pieces, the sort of scene that investigators tiptoe through days later, hanging their heads and clucking their tongues. Carl could do better than into. “Anyway, just keep your eyes wide. We’re going with best visual we can find by the time we run out of time.”

Tanny unbuckled from the copilot’s seat. “I’m getting Mriy.”

It was a good idea. The azrin’s eyes saw nearly as well in the night as in daylight. It was a shame there Tanny wasn’t going to get back with her in time to be of any use.

Carl had always appreciated the gravity on the Mobius. It overrode inertial effects of acceleration and maneuvering. It gave a comfy, home-like feel of being planetside without actually being stuck on an orbiting ball of rock. But most of all, he appreciated everything it was about to do to prevent the crew from getting thrown across the cabin like bullets when the ship impacted Ithaca.

Pulling back as far as he dared, Carl brought up the nose of the ship to meet the planet bottom-side first in a skid.

# # #

Carl regained consciousness. The instant before everything went dark, he had wondered whether he would. With a grunt, he pushed himself to his hands and knees on the floor of the cockpit. That was right; he had unbuckled his harness. Once gravity had returned, the straps had seemed redundant. It just went to prove that Carl had little experience crashing starships.

“Hey,” he shouted as he rose to his feet. “Anyone alive down there?” He winced as raising his voice caused a pain in his ribs.

The world outside the windows was dark. Motes of starlight, distorted through the melted glassteel, illuminated little. Most of the interior lights had gone out, but a few displays were still active, casting enough light to navigate by.

“Carl?” Tanny called back from somewhere down the corridor. “Are you injured?”

Good question. Carl took a moment to feel under his shirt, along his ribs. Nothing felt broken. His legs bore his weight. Probing along the borders of a headache, he felt a lump but his fingers came away clean—no cuts. “Nothing serious.”

When he arrived in the common room, it shone with eldritch light. Rhiannon lay on the couch, with Mort looking over her. “She’ll be fine,” Mort said before Carl could ask after his sister’s health. “Or will be once Esper has a look at her.”

“Where is everyone else?”

“Mriy went down to check,” Tanny said. “I was about to come looking for you. You didn’t answer when I shouted.”

Carl shrugged. “Crashing’s hard work. Thought I’d earned a quick nap. Any word from Roddy?”

“Comm’s down again.”

“That’d be my fault,” Mort said. “Or rather, I stopped stopping whatever’s having its way with our technology. I’m holding it back a bit, but I can’t ask the universe for two different things at once. Either I want my magic to work, or I want standard-issue science to reign; and let me tell you, pitching science’s case leaves a foul taste on the tonsils.”

“We get a reading on the atmosphere outside before the tech went dark?” Carl asked. It was one thing to be stranded on an alien planet. It was another to be stranded on one with a toxic atmosphere, deadly radiation, or viral hazards.

Tanny gave a mirthless smile. “We’ve got the canary method up and running,” she said. “Outside atmo’ got in here the second we crashed. The hull’s torn open a bunch of places. So far, so good, though.”

“How long we been down?”

“Chronos aren’t working,” Tanny said, turning her empty palms up in a helpless gesture. “Five minutes? Ten?”

The cargo bay door opened. “The fuck you doing to me, Carl?” Roddy demanded. “Drag my goddamn engine room across the ground of some nowhere planet. We might as well have gone in without shields. Now we’re just going to die slow down here.”

“How long to fix everything?” Carl asked.

“Are you listening to me?” Roddy asked, hopping up on the pedestal of the holoprojector to look Carl in the eye. “Dead. Ship. I don’t have spare parts for the shit you just ruined. And I don’t think there’s a DABCA Parts Depot satellite store on this rock.”

Carl scratched at the back of his neck. “So, we’ll just have to be our own first customers on the Odysseus salvage. Come on, don’t tell me you wouldn’t like to see some Earth Navy tech grafted into this thing.”

“How’re Esper and Kubu?” Mort asked.

“Esper already fixed herself up,” Roddy said. “Couple broken bones, she said. Charlie’s fine, too, just so you know. Girl’s good—I’ll give her that. She’s taking stock of the systems damage, which would be easier if someone would knock off the magic up here.”

Mort held up his hands. “Not me. I was holding that arcane disruption in check.”

“And Kubu?” Tanny prompted.

Roddy sniffed. “That lumbering sack of muscle probably would have been fine if we did hit this moon nose-first.”

Carl let out a sigh. “Hey, crashes you can walk away from, right? Glad everyone’s OK.”

“I’ve got a broken arm and a few cracked ribs,” Tanny said with a sneer. “Thanks for asking.”

“But, you didn’t—”

“I’m tougher than you lot,” Tanny replied. “I’ll hit Esper up for a little of that healing magic of hers once she’s got a minute.”

“Anyone taken a look outside?” Carl asked.

Roddy crossed his arms. “Good luck with that. Cargo ramp is pinned closed. And the airlock opens onto rock. You dragged the tail section when you brought us in.”

“Seemed less likely to get us all killed.”

“Yeah… if you were in the cockpit.”

“So, what are you saying?” Carl asked. “That we’re stuck in here?”

“Unless you want to crawl out through one of the ragged tears in the hull—which you don’t,” Roddy said. “We’re going to have to cut a new door.”

Carl had an idea. “Hey, Mort. Can you steady science around here for a minute?”

“I’m holding back the distortion effect just enough that I can still keep a light on,” Mort replied. “How much more do you need?”

Scratching at his chin, Carl considered for a moment. “Dunno.”

He ambled over to the door to his quarters but didn’t enter. Popping open a never-before-used panel beside the door, he reached for a lever concealed inside. With a quick jerk, the lever snapped down, and huge thump shook the Mobius, followed by a rapidly fading hiss of released pressure. When he opened the door to his quarters, there was nothing but open air to the moon’s surface. All the quarters on the Mobius doubled as escape pods, and he had just jettisoned his own off somewhere on the lunar surface.

Standing in the opening, he took a breath of humid, pungent air. “Welcome to Ithaca. We might be sticking around a while.”

# # #

Dawn on Ithaca came when the local star peeked over the horizon of planet G5344-4. Far from being a desolate, barren rock, the Mobius had crashed in a tropical jungle. Yellow sunlight illuminated the native flora, whose largest specimens were twenty-meter-tall shoots of green, resembling nothing so much as giant blades of grass. The Mobius had plowed a swath through them en route to their crash site, splattering the ground with a sticky, translucent goo that oozed from the broken stems.

“Hey, Mort,” Carl shouted. “What’re the odds that these are actual blade of grass, and we got shrunk by that wacky magic that pulled us out of astral?”

“Fifty-fifty,” Mort replied. “Either it did or it didn’t.”

“Not funny,” Carl replied. The crew was dropping one by one from the hole where his quarters used to be. “Seriously, we small or are these just weird plants?”

“You sure you didn’t leave Carl With Half a Brain back in Lloyd’s head?” Mort asked. “Of course we’re not small. That’s utterly ridiculous. If we’d been the victims of some diminutization bewitchery, I’d have noticed.”

“But would you have said anything?”

Mort paused with a slight frown. “We’re not small.”

Scarecrow came over, tank top plastered to her skin with sweat. The whole crew was feeling the effects of the soggy jungle heat. “We got a search plan?”

Tanny scoffed. “Search plan? We’re lucky to be alive. We need to secure a perimeter and figure out whether there’s edible food and clean water on this moon.”

“I’m with mop-head,” Roddy said, jerking a thumb on one foot at Scarecrow. “We need to find anything salvageable here—if there’s any such thing. I don’t plan on dying on this rock, not even if it’s years from now. Especially if it’s not years from now.”

Rhiannon had changed into a sundress, the closest her wardrobe came to jungle attire. “Nice thought, but I’d like to not get eaten by some alien jungle monster.”

Kubu hit the ground with a thud that made the tree-grass shake. He had barely managed to squeeze through the doors inside the Mobius, and any effort to get him back in would be for naught once he had a few more meals in him. There would be no getting him back in until the cargo bay was back in operation.

“I say we split up,” Carl said. “We break up into parties of—”

“Carl!” Mriy shouted. She had climbed atop the ship and stood pointing off into the distance on the far side from where they gathered. “We have one less thing to search for.”

They found what handholds they could, and the crew clambered atop the vessel to find out what Mriy saw over the tips of the tall grasses.

“Yup,” Carl agreed. “Tick that one off the list.”

A mountain rose not far from their crash site. Jabbed into it, like a pushpin into cork, was the tail end of a starship. More specifically, it was the rear two-thirds or so of a Pandora-class Earth Navy battleship.

# # #

Hours later, Mriy returned. The jungle outside the Mobius was strewn with supplies from blankets to perishable foods. For the time being, the ship was no fit place to make camp. For most of the time the azrin was gone, Carl had directed the efforts to salvage his own ship. Not being an outdoorsman (or even faking it well), his contribution had consisted mainly of staying out of the way.

“What’s up there?” Carl asked. “Any sign of survivors?” As heartwarming a tale as finding living crew from the Odysseus might have been, he was hoping that there was nothing but a lifetime supply of never-spoil food, a working maintenance bay, and enough fuel to keep the Mobius going until it decayed to atoms. Not having to negotiate for any of it would have been a welcome respite.

“There is an extensive burial site near the mountain’s base,” Mriy replied. “I have no count of the dead, but hundreds, maybe thousands.”

Esper made the sign of the cross and bowed her head.

“Hey, good news, right?” Carl asked. “Burials mean survivors. Any idea where they went?”

“There are numerous paths into the jungle, and at least one mountain trail leading to the ship,” Mriy said. “There is a hole in the hull that appears to have been cut deliberately. I entered, but the darkness was too deep after a few turns. We’ll need a light source to explore it.”

Carl clapped his hands once. “Great. Let’s get on that.”

“Wait,” Tanny interjected. “Get on what? We don’t have so much as a working hand lamp. Do you expect us to go in there with torches? I think we’ve got higher priorities than the salvage scam at this point.”

“Scam?” Scarecrow echoed. “You saw that ship up there. That’s retirement money. That’s ‘everyone buys their own moon’ money.”

“We’ve got our own moon,” Roddy said, spreading his arms to the jungle around them. “Congratu-fucking-lations, we’re stranded here until someone invents magic that can lift a starship into orbit. Cuz tech’s down the shit pipe.”

“Mort,” Carl said. “You kept that magic off our backs long enough to get planetside. How long can you do that?”

“The effect’s stronger down here,” Mort said. “I doubt I can keep the whole ship stabilized against the local distortion effect for more than a few minutes at a stretch.”

“What about sections of it?”

Mort scratched his chin stubble. “Sure. But I always imagined you needed a whole ship to fly in space. How much of that tin contraption is superfluous?”

“None of it, you book-worshiping relic,” Roddy snapped.

“Knock it off,” Carl said. “I need you two to work together. Mort, I need you to hang with Roddy and keep science working as he fixes the Mobius bit by bit. I don’t care if it’s pretty. We need it vacuum-ready, with life support and engines. The shields, weapons, the waste reclaim—even the holovid—none of it matters right now. Worry about those once we can get it off the ground and not die hitting orbit.”

Mort and Roddy locked gazes for a moment. “So this is what hell will be,” Mort muttered. “Subordinate to that monkey and licking science’s boots.”

Carl ignored the wizard’s grumbling and continued. “Tanny, I want you in that starship. Take Esper; see if she can keep some magic light going or something. If not, yeah, torches.”

“I’m going, too,” Scarecrow said. “I’ve worked too long to sit this one out.”

Carl shrugged. “I didn’t think I had to tell you that. But Tanny’s in charge. Got it? No freelancing. Stick together.”

Winking as she snapped a lazy salute, Scarecrow replied, “Aye aye, Commander.”

“Mriy, you and Kubu are going to lead me to the survivors,” Carl said, pointing to the jungle in a random direction. “If any of them are still alive on this moon, we could sure as hell use the help.”

Mriy nodded.

“Kubu will help,” Kubu said, his massive tail wagging at a dangerous rate. It seemed he was the only one who liked Ithaca.

“What about me?” Rhiannon asked. She had kept quiet since the crash, sitting hunched on a footlocker at the edge of the campsite.

“You stay here,” Carl said. “Just… stay out of trouble. If anything scares you, just go find Mort. Got it?”

“I’m not ten anymore, Bradley,” Rhiannon snapped, using Carl’s given name. “I’m not going to just sit around while everyone else rescues me.”

“To be fair,” Carl said. “We’d be doing the same thing without you here. We’re rescuing ourselves, not just you.”

“Not helping,” Tanny said quietly.

Rhiannon stood. “That’s it. I’m going with Tanny.”

Carl caught the frown before Tanny softened her glare. He knew she didn’t want Rhiannon along. But that didn’t stop her. “Yeah, fine,” Tanny said. “Just don’t slow us down.”

“She won’t slow us down,” Esper said. She met Carl’s eye and in that brief exchange, gave him her assurance that she’d look out for Rhiannon. It was stupid, he knew, but it made him feel better about his little sister trekking through an alien jungle to explore a crashed battleship. Esper could barely keep herself out of trouble.

“Look for food, first,” Carl said. “Who knows what’s edible on this rock? Anything from the Odysseus should be safe to eat. But don’t take any stupid risks.” He aimed the last comment squarely at Scarecrow, for all the good it would do.

# # #

Carl had left his leather jacket back at camp. It had seemed like a sensible precaution against the jungle heat, but by no means was it enough. An hour into the search for Odysseus survivors, he had taken off his shirt and tied it around his head to keep the sun at bay. His pants clung to his legs with sweat, making him wish he had worn hypohydrex instead of denim.

For once, at least, Carl didn’t feel foolish for owning a sword. The enchanted blade was sharper than it looked and had little trouble hacking through the rubbery, chest-high tangles of vines that choked the jungle floor. Each cut left the blade wet with a gooey translucent sap, but thanks to whatever enchantment kept it sharp, a flick of the wrist was all it took to shake away the residue. At first Carl had thought nothing of it, then it had occurred to him to worry whether it was toxic to humans. But after brushing against enough cut ends to leave his skin smeared with the substance and feeling nothing more than annoying stickiness, he concluded that it wasn’t life threatening.

Kubu and Mriy had less trouble marching through the jungle than Carl. Mriy was able to pick her way through the vines, and Kubu bounded through, trampling them down beneath his bulk. It would have been nice if the vines stayed trampled, but they sprang back up instantly as if spring loaded. Taking up the rear, Carl was forced to hack his way through just to keep them in sight.

“Any chance we can stop for a rest?” Carl called out as the pair threatened to disappear from sight ahead of him. He had realized shortly into the hike that he was no longer in command. This was the wilderness, and he needed Mriy’s instincts to survive. On his own, he’d be lost, clueless, and generally bait for whatever creatures inhabited this world.

Mriy stopped and turned. “Again? You waste your waking time on holos. Sleep more and be rested when you need to be.” But she stopped and waited for him, and that was all that mattered to Carl right then. He didn’t need a lecture on human physiological shortcomings or his own lack of conditioning.

“Hey,” he said, bending over and resting his hands on his knees. “Remember, when we find the survivors, they’re Earth Navy personnel. You need me to talk to them. I die out here, and you don’t stand a snowball’s chance in—well… this place—of having them deal level with you.”

“You may think I am trying to kill you, or leave you behind,” Mriy said. “But I am forced to remind myself every few minutes that you aren’t trying to announce us to whoever is out there and walk us into an ambush. This would have gone more smoothly if you had stayed back at the ship until Kubu and I located the Odysseus crew or found their remains.”

“Someone buried the ones back by the crash site,” Carl countered. “There are survivors.”

“There were survivors,” Mriy replied. “That much seems certain. But what if disease or famine took them? What if nothing here is edible for your kind?”

Kubu’s jaws snapped shut and some small flying creature disappeared; its only sin was veering to close to a hungry mouth. But there was a key difference between Kubu and a human in the breadth of omnivorousness. Time and again he had displayed a gastronomic resilience that made vultures look like picky eaters.

Never one to give in to a logical argument, Carl pushed back. “There are survivors. My kind don’t die off easy. You’d never know it nowadays, but scratching and clawing for existence was all we knew for thousands of years.”

“Carl-people had claws?” Kubu asked, licking his muzzle to clean up after his airborne snack.

Carl rolled his eyes. “Your English is getting better, but you’re going to have to pick up on figures of speech.”

“Kubu is young,” Mriy chided him. “He’s learning quickly, but you lack patience. I can hear his words improving day by day.”

“Not as fast as he’s growing,” Carl muttered. He realized instantly that both of his keen-earned companions must have heard him. “I’m just… never mind. Can we get on with this? I’d like to negotiate with these survivors before I sweat out the last of my bodily fluid out here in this oven.”

“Will they smell like Carl-people?” Kubu asked.

“Yeah.”

“Then we don’t need to go anywhere,” Kubu said, raising his nose to sniff. “They’re finding us.”

# # #

The mountain, like every other feature of the moon, had no proper name. Mort had christened it “Olympus,” having fixated on the classical theme of the crashed ENV battleship embedded halfway up its slope. The name reminded Tanny of Olympus Mons, the tallest peak back home. Like most Martian natives, she had taken the school trips up the ground tram, gawking out the window as her car exited the atmosphere with yet more mountain to go above. This new Olympus was a pale imitation, and for that, she was thankful.

She hadn’t been able to find a proper dose of Recitol since the Mobius went on the run. There had been some left in her reserves at the time, but since running out, she’d been forced to rely on black market copycats. The stuff worked, and the mercenaries and goons who bought it to get an edge on the competition probably thought it was the best shit ever. But to a marine who’d been on Recitol for most of her adult life, it was an adhesive bandage over a gut wound.

“We don’t need a rear guard, Rucker,” Charlie called down from the head of the procession. It was a small blessing that they’d found a clear path up the mountainside, marked by numerous scuffs and gouges where objects had been dragged down from the ship. “Let’s pick up the pace. We’re only guessing when nightfall’s coming on this crazy moon, and I don’t want to camp here or trek back in the dark.”

“Those ribs still giving you trouble?” Esper asked. She was having no apparent problem keeping pace. There wasn’t even a slick of sweat across her bare shoulders. “I can take another look if—”

“I’m fine,” Tanny snapped, pushing to increase her rate of ascent. It wasn’t quite a climb, but it wasn’t exactly a staircase they were hiking up the side of Mount Olympus. She lowered her voice and addressed Rhiannon. “You holding up OK, kid?”

Rhiannon was Tanny’s saving grace. No one mentioned the obvious difficulty she was having with the hike. Without proper attire of her own, she had borrowed jungle-friendly clothes from Charlie—they were nearly the same size. But the loaner tank top she wore was drenched in sweat, no longer the same color as when she put it on. Her pale, nightclub skin already showed signs of sunburn. As she labored up the mountainside she panted for breath but refused to give in and stop.

Rhiannon grunted and gave a firm nod. She’d hardly said a word since their trudge through jungle underbrush turned into a rocky, uphill trail.

The four women passed into shadow. They had reached the point in the trail where the Odysseus hung over them, blotting out the alien sun. Tanny was no expert on Earth Navy capital ships, but much of the hull appeared to be intact. Score one for human material scientists and military engineers. A hangar bay, flanked by two massive main engines, pointed out of the mountainside. The side facing the climbers bristled with turreted gun emplacements. Carl’s long distance estimate was that two thirds of the ship was exposed, but Tanny guessed it was more half and half. There was no sign of the capital ship docking rings, the midship scanner array, or the observation deck. But the major clue was the ventrally mounted Zeus Particle Cannon. Running most of the length of the battleship’s underside, the main armament for the Pandora class was its most distinctive external feature. And while Tanny was no expert on ships, she was familiar enough with the ZPC from action holovids and news feeds to judge just how much of the weapon was buried in the rock.

“Almost there,” Charlie announced. “I can smell the leaking coolant.” She took a deep, long breath, then released it with a euphoric gasp.

Tanny hoped she was joking. Depending on the coolant, it could be toxic or combustible. Years after the crash, any ruptured lines should have vented completely, but that didn’t mean new damage hadn’t befallen the Odysseus. Rock slides, storms, wind, or tectonic activity could have shifted the wreck, causing havoc anew with each event.

Just as the mountain itself had, the ship just grew and grew as they approached but seemed forever the same distance away. From the point that they entered the ship’s shadow until the end of the trail, hours passed. Breaks grew more frequent. They stopped for a brief meal. But eventually they made it to the point where the survivors of the Odysseus crash had broken free of the vessel’s hulk and clambered down the mountain slope to whatever fate lay in the surrounding jungle.

A makeshift bridge had been constructed. By the look of it, the survivors had used a pair of inert grav sleds to span the gap from egress to rock. It was a rickety contraption, lashed together with high-tension cables and braced with a compressed hydraulic ram, but the survivors must have traversed it. Signs along the mountain trail indicated that equipment had been carried down as well.

“Not me,” Rhiannon said, declining the offer of being first to enter before it was ever voiced.

“Esper, you got enough non-magic in you to keep a light on?” Tanny asked, pulling a hand lamp from her knapsack.

“I’ll do you one better,” she replied and rummaged through her own provisions. The glass sphere she withdrew appeared ordinary, but Tanny suspected otherwise; what would have been the point of a plain old hunk of melted silica? “Ta-da!” Loosening her grip with a flourish, the globe perched in her upturned hand.

“What did that do?” Rhiannon asked.

“Yeah, I really expected more after the build-up,” Charlie agreed, crossing her arms. “We got anything to make a torch?”

Esper gave them all a quick glare before squeezing her eyes shut, renewing her grip on the globe and holding it up to her lips. Her mouth moved but made no sound. This time, when her fingers snapped open, the globe flared to life with a blue radiance and rose from her hand.

“That’s more like it,” Esper said to the globe, which drifted to hang in the air just over her shoulder. “It’s Mort’s, and it didn’t want to listen to me. I had to promise it we’d show it some interesting sights if it lit the way.”

Charlie shot Tanny a worried glance. “She just bargained with a magic hand lamp?”

But Tanny had heard weirder stories of the inner workings of magic. She’d spent an afternoon that felt like weeks trapped inside a wizard’s head not long ago. No, she was more concerned about the secrets that wizards loved so dearly. Esper was catching Mysterious Mort Disease. “What else have you got in there?” she demanded.

Esper gave a sheepish smile. “Nothing.”

Shutting her eyes and pinching the bridge of her nose, Tanny fought off the rising anger that a rationed dose of Sepromax was having trouble regulating. “Esper, we work with some of the top liars in the galaxy. You don’t crack the top billion. Spit it out.”

With a swallow and a quick nod, Esper opened her knapsack in front of everyone. Her sigh of relief after being caught in such a simple lie made Tanny smirk. “Mort said it would do me good for everyone to think I was mysterious and had all the answers. But really, he just stuffed some things from a drawer into my pack with a quick rundown on what they did.” She pulled out a metal bar the length of a hand. “This thing separates the yuck out of water; Mort uses it before making coffee on the Mobius. He doesn’t trust—and I quote—’that doodad that squeezes the water out of everyone’s piss.’ He does it when no one’s looking, and I’m starting to wonder whether I should be using it in the mornings, too.”

“How do you work it?” Rhiannon muttered. Tanny had always considered the coffee on the ship to be swill—oddly tasting faintly of beer—but had never ascribed it to anything unsanitary before. Rhiannon must have been thinking along the same lines.

“This little book can hold as much as we need to write in it,” Esper said, holding up a leather-bound volume that fit in the palm of her hand. “He was so proud of it I didn’t have the heart to tell him that’s one thing a datapad can do. But since we don’t have a working datapad, we’ve got something to take inventory with.”

“Those things need an input stylus, don’t they?” Charlie asked.

Esper held the knapsack up to her face. “I think there’s one in here somewhere,” she said, her voice muffled.

“Forget it,” Tanny said. “Is there anything in there we need to know about before we head inside? Protective magic, weapons, scout drones, that sort of thing?”

“There’s this little guy,” Esper said, pulling out a wooden doll with a mop of yarn for hair.

“What’s it do?” Tanny asked. Some magics made a certain amount of sense. Book—write in it. Globe—light source. But what was a doll good for?

“It just sings, but I thought it was adorable that Mort packed it,” Esper said. “He really does have a soft side, you know.”

So did a rotten apple, but Tanny didn’t want to start another argument. “Go on. Forget the rest of it. Just get in there and lead the way.”

Stepping tentatively across the ramshackle bridge, Esper was the first to enter the wreck of the Odysseus.

# # #

“Hey, my plasma torch is cutting out,” Roddy griped from beneath the secondary power conduit to the thorium reactor. “How about a little less daydreaming and a little more working science down here?”

“Confound it,” Mort snapped. He scattered his game of solitaire across a crate of bread cartridges—worthless, dry packets of carbohydrate platters unless Roddy got the food processor working. “I can’t set my mind thinking cross-ways ‘round the clock.”

“You better find all those cards,” Roddy warned. “Poker’s about the only P-tech entertainment we’ve got around here. Now steady this place so I can weld.” He held up the plasma torch and squeezed the trigger briefly. The jet that exited the nozzle flickered like a candle flame caught in a draft.

Mort squinted. “Looks fine to me.”

“How am I supposed to aim this thing when I don’t know which way it’s pointing from one second to the next?”

“Predictive clairvoyance?”

“Knock it off!” Roddy shouted. “God dammit, why couldn’t you have gone battleship spelunking and left Esper here to help?”

“She couldn’t keep a self-drying sock dry in this place.”

“What the hell’s a self-drying sock?”

“Don’t they make those? I can never tell. There’s a self-something-ing somethingorother for everything, it seems. Dry socks was probably too sensible an idea for those gelatin-brained engineer types, though.”

Roddy let loose a long, exasperated sigh. “Can we please just get going on this? You’re almost making me wish I was out in the jungle with Carl.”

Leaning back on his duffel bag seat, Mort sniffed. “Breathable atmosphere on a non-Earthlike. Always makes me suspicious. Anywhere in ARGO space, I’d blame my kind.” Roddy knew Mort meant ‘wizards,’ though he could have meant his own family. They were notorious for churning out terraforming specialists. “But here? Unless renegades ventured out this far beyond the comforts of home and settled beneath a dying star, I can only presume some other species created this world.”

“What? You think some percentage of rock-balls ain’t just going to randomly have Phabian-like atmo’?” Roddy asked, setting down his useless plasma torch and crawling out from the engines for a break. “Shit happens, and coincidences just make people believe in bad statistics.”

Mort cupped a hand to his chin, staring off into the bowels of the engine room. “You know, Esper’s been filling my head with theological questions lately. I’ve gotten her to look at the One Church more or less the same as any other viewpoint, and she’s taken hold of a number of disparate notions and wrangled them together. But the one she comes back to most often is the God’s Seeds premise.”

“That’s nice,” Roddy said. Maybe if he played along, Mort would get all the shit scraped into one corner of his brain and get back to work.

“If all the Earthlikes were created by the same being, what happened to the other worlds?” Mort asked. “Failed experiments, less beloved works not worth coping, or was it something else? What if it wasn’t God, but a race of gods, terraforming worlds until they were identical?”

“What’s the diff?”

Mort stood. “What if we’re making our homeworlds out to be grander than they were meant? What if, instead of cradles to birth new species, they were zoo exhibits or one of those little scientific platters for looking at in a microscope? What if Earth was a vacation home for wealthy godlings?”

Roddy shrugged. “What if it was?” He pulled a can of beer from his coveralls and popped the top.

“We don’t terraform Earth,” Mort said. “Why? Because it defines us. We make other worlds resemble it.”

“This going somewhere?” Roddy asked. Mort had until the end of this beer to get the philosophical bullshit out of his system. Then Roddy was going to cut power on the whole discussion.

“What if this is where they’re from?”

Roddy paused mid-sip to stare at Mort. He swallowed, then slowly lowered the can. “You mean to tell me that this armpit of a moon… is the home of the creators of half the fucking galaxy?”

Mort cleared his throat. “Well… no. I just meant to entertain the possibility. It’s been gnawing at me since we discovered breathable air and standard gravity on this moon.”

With a gasp, Roddy finished the last of his beer. “Well, glad that’s off your chest, big guy. Now suck it up and get back to twisting magic by the britches. I got work to do.”

# # #

They waited in a small clearing Carl had hacked out of the jungle with his sword. As much as the thought of being surrounded and ambushed nagged at the instinctive part of his brain, Carl preferred it to the relentless slog through alien underbrush. For all he knew, he’d been splattered with slow poisons and inhaled spores of a dozen diseases already on this trip. Time to meet something sentient.

“How close are they?” Carl asked, reclining against Kubu’s flank as the huge canid lounged, panting.

“A little closer than the last time you asked,” Mriy replied with as much snap in her voice as a cautious hush allowed. “Have you come up with a plan yet?”

“I’m a little closer than the last time you asked,” Carl replied, fighting to keep a straight face. Mriy was in no mood for jocularity, but he couldn’t help himself. And it wasn’t that he didn’t have a plan, it was more that she wasn’t going to like hearing it. Better that it be a surprise.

Mriy’s ears twitched. “I think they’ve come across our trail. We should get moving.”

“And what?” Carl asked. “Outrun them? They’ve been in the jungle for six years.”

“Humans go feral when that happens,” Mriy replied. “We need to get you back to the ship.”

Carl held a hand over his heart. “I’m touched, but since when are you an expert on human psychology?”

“There’s truth in every holovid myth,” she replied. After a moment studying Carl, she changed tactics. “On second thought, remain here. Our best chance lies in ambush. We stand a better chance on the attack, and you would—”

“Be useless,” Carl finished for her. “Yeah, I know.”

“Give away my position,” Mriy corrected him. “Kubu, if you would be alert, I may need assistance once the fighting begins.”

“Kubu shouldn’t fight people,” Kubu said.

Carl reached back and thumped him on the shoulder. “Atta boy. No one’s killing anyone today.”

“The choice may not be ours,” Mriy insisted. From a predatory crouch, she waited with knives in hand, each twice the length of her claws.

“Put those away or you’ll end up needing them,” Carl warned. “That’s an order.” He didn’t pull the ‘order’ business often, but if ever there was a time for it, averting a jungle bloodbath was that time.

Mriy grumbled but slid the daggers back into their sheaths on her thighs. One avenue of crisis had been blocked off.

If he admitted it to himself, Carl had some reservations along the same lines as Mriy, but he shunted them aside as unhelpful. If the survivors had become savages since crashing on Ithaca, there wasn’t going to be much use talking to them. But since he could only make things worse by worrying, he studied the plant life instead.

The flowers sported gold and purple blades for petals. The grass-shaped trees cast bars of shadow across the clearing under the setting sun. Puff balls trailing thin green tendrils stuck to the sides of those trees, dislodged by each passing breeze only to latch onto another. The pervasive vines that Carl had cut deflated and shriveled away as the sap spilled onto the jungle soil. A botanist’s dream, any or all of it could have been harmful to human existence. For a spacer, it was a xenobiological hell.

Moments later, a crunch sounded from the underbrush. “They are close,” Mriy hissed in a whisper. “Decide.”

Carl nodded, then stood and took a deep lungful of air—likely contaminated with alien microbes. “Hello! Who’s there?”

Mriy’s eyes shot wide. She ducked even lower behind the cover provided by the tangled vines. Their artificial clearing was scant protection, but whatever made her feel better.

“They are discussing,” Mriy said. “Your voice is unfamiliar.”

Even though it had been six years, Carl was disappointed that he hadn’t left more of an impression on his crewmates. Starfighter pilots held a special place in the naval hierarchy, shy on authority and garnering more admiration than their ranks should have warranted. No one but the flight control and hangar staff paid their orders any mind, but everyone knew who they were. After a battle they often had the best stories, and would tell them for the price of a drink in the rec hall. They were the hub of gossip, the contestants in kill count wagers, and usually the choosers of any fraternizing partners they liked. Pilots made life between missions lively for an otherwise buttoned-down ship. Flamboyant lifestyles hinted at a desperation to live life while it lasted, because pilots counted for the largest share of funerals on board ship.

Given all that and the fact that Carl was a bit of a standout even among the colorful cast of the Half-Devils of Squadron 333, six years didn’t seem like too long a time to be remembered. But Carl held back the indignant reply to a conversation he wasn’t meant to have heard.

Soon enough, the underbrush parted and four men and two women emerged. The men were shaggy haired and bearded, stripped to the waist with rippling muscles wet with sweat. The women were attired lightly along the same vein, but with a hint of modesty. Their long hair coiled into heavy braids. Each of the six carried a sharpened metal pole as a spear, wrapped in leather at the far end from the point.

“Who are you?” one of the women demanded.

A mental roster of the female personnel on the Odysseus flashed through Carl’s head, but to no avail. Six years had fuzzed too many memories and probably changed her as well—whoever she was. “Lieutenant Commander Bradley Carlin Ramsey, Earth Navy, retired,” he said, trying his damnedest to give a proper salute for once.

“You gotta be shittin’ me,” a deep voice grumbled from one of the survivors. “It really looks like him. But it can’t be; squadrons were all out. This must be some sorta test.” The man hefted his spear and leveled it at Carl.

Raising his hands in surrender, Carl took a step back. “Hey, I hate tests. Pretty sure I didn’t grow up to become one. We just hit this rock, so I don’t know the backstory once the Odysseus disappeared.”

The woman who first spoke put a hand out to stop the spearman. “Wait. You’re telling me that the squadrons survived? You didn’t just get sucked along with us and dumped on some other part of Hades?”

“Hades?” Carl echoed.

“Azrael thought it up,” the spearman said, looking into the sky with a thoughtful expression. “Thought it was a good name for this place. Not how I’d pictured hell…”

“Who’s Azrael?” Carl asked.

“Hold on,” one of the spear-wielding men asked. “The real Commander Ramsey should know that.”

“Maybe he’s a spy,” said another.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” the second woman said. “The navals know Azrael. Why would they send a spy who claimed not to?”

“To make us believe he came from off-moon?”

“But we don’t.”

“We don’t?”

“Squadrons were out. Either this guy ain’t a Typhoon pilot, or he should be dead.”

“We won,” Carl said, judging it an appropriate time to interject. “We won the Battle of Karthix. I got a medal.”

“You,” the first spearman said, jabbing a finger at Carl. “Got a medal. Way I hear it, there was no way anyone could have survived that battle. Navals made that clear as microlens.”

The navals. Why was he calling someone naval? Wasn’t everyone on the Odysseus part of Earth Navy? Were these deserters post-crash? Carl decided to run with it. “The fuck do they know? I threw naval rules and regs out the airlock the minute Commander Roquefort decided to try surrendering. I took command of the squadrons, and we gave ‘em hell. Nine of us survived, but none of them did.”

“You expect us to believe—”

“We dusted the carrier,” Carl said. “There was no place for anyone to go. Not a star-drive left in the system and a dead world below us. We orbited that rock for days before Search and Recovery picked us up.”

“I believe him,” the first woman said. She thrust her spear into the soft jungle soil and stepped forward, hand extended. “Sergeant Gayle Messerschmidt, Earth Marine Corps.”

Marines! For the first time he looked closely at their shoulders. Each bore an insignia he knew well; Tanny had a tattoo just like theirs, only hers wasn’t obscured against sun-darkened skin. Lost jigsaw pieces shook into place in Carl’s memory: the special detail assigned to guard the experimental tech. Carl shook her hand. “Azrael… one of the star-drive mechanics? Jesus, it’s been years, and I didn’t exactly hang around the star-drive.”

Messerschmidt gave a curt nod. “Who’s the xeno?”

“Mriy of clan Yrris,” Mriy said. “My world is like yours, and its name is Meyang.”

“New protectorate?” one of the marines asked.

Mriy’s ears twitched back, but another marine answered before she could object. “Nah, just remote. I did a tour there. Nice place, if you like rustic. Natives are dangerous as hell—no offense.”

Mriy flashed her fangs. “None taken; we are.”

There was a quick round of introductions as Carl met Corporals Joyce Tsukov, Tam Xiang, Robby Phan, Luis Vasquez, and Draven Martz. None of the names sounded familiar, but that didn’t surprise him. Carl had his own flock of subordinates, rivals, and admirers in those days. There hadn’t been much incentive for him to wander the far reaches of the ship to meet everyone.

“Biggest damn dog I’ve ever seen,” Vasquez said, jerking his head in Kubu’s direction. “He gened up or something?”

Mriy muttered something Carl couldn’t catch, but Kubu nodded and said nothing about not being a dog.

“Nah,” Carl said. “Offworld breed and just a puppy.”

“Why would a rescue team bring a puppy for a tracker?” Messerschmidt asked.

Carl chuckled. “Who said anything about rescue? We crashed. Besides, full-grown we wouldn’t fit him on our ship.”

“Well, keep him under control,” Messerschmidt ordered. “Azrael can decide what to do with him. Come on.”

“Where we going?” Carl asked.

“To see Azrael,” Vasquez replied. “He’s in command out here.”

Carl tried to keep his rolling eyes from attracting the ire of his new companions—or captors, depending how things played out. “I mean where? My feet are fucking killing me, and I wanted a high-orbit estimate on when I can—” he stopped himself before saying crash. “Take a load off. I’m a pilot; hell, I’m a retired pilot. I’m not cut out for this jungle bullshit.”

Vasquez chuckled. “Better get used to it. Azrael says this moon doesn’t turn temperate for about five hundred klicks toward the nearest pole. And with no tech, there’s no getting off this rock.”

Carl pointed to one of the spears. “I see you pulled some salvage from the wreck. What’s the highest P-tech you’ve kept working?”

“Basic chem,” Messerschmidt replied. “Ballistics work fine. Some elastic properties. Tactical armor still protects, but only in passive mode, and it’s too hot to wear for more than a few minutes. Basically, we’re back to the stone age.”

“In theory,” Carl said. “If we could get tech working, how much is left intact on the Odysseus?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Messerschmidt said. “Because there’s no way that would happen. Besides, no one’s gone aboard in years.”

# # #

The corridors of the Odysseus nearest the mountain were an obstacle course of twisted metal and jutting rock. Portions of the ship had been peeled like a carrot as the battleship had stabbed into the mountainside. In places, there were signs of debris having been cleared—polymer steel panels leaned carefully against walls and holes down to the mountainside where vast swaths of scrap had been dumped.

Esper led the way as Mort’s stubborn ball of light bobbed along at her shoulder. The ship had a stale, moldy scent, and the air was too thick and humid to breathe deeply. The saving grace was when a breeze from the jungle would force its way into the wreckage through a nearby breach.

“What are we looking for?” Rhiannon asked from the rear of the procession. “This place looks stripped. They’ve been here six years. Don’t you think they’d have gotten anything useful out of here?”

“Maybe,” Tanny replied.

“They were just trying to survive,” Charlie said. “We’re looking for the good stuff.”

The good stuff. Esper shook her head so slightly that she hoped no one would notice. However many lives lay in the jungle graves Mriy had reported, she couldn’t imagine that all the bodies had been recovered from the crash. The whole front section of the ship was buried in the mountainside. This was a gravesite as much as a shipwreck. A thousand or more souls lay unmarked within its confines. Some navy officer had probably lied to all their relatives about what had become of them.

“What?” Rhiannon asked. “So we’re going to carry gold doubloons down to the Mobius and hope Mort and Roddy can get us off this weed-farm?”

Charlie laughed, a strange tittering that reminded Esper of a squirrel she’d seen in the New Los Angeles Zoo. “Not gold, tech. Blaster rifles, comm gear, sensor arrays, computer cores… hell, the spare parts in the maintenance bays could set us all up for life.”

“Lucky us,” Esper muttered. “A thousand dead, and we claim their things.”

A hand grabbed Esper by the upper arm and yanked her back. Before she could protest that she was just thinking of the price of their riches, a ceiling panel creaked in a sudden gust from outside and gave way. Esper cringed at the deafening clatter as the polymer steel sheet slammed to the floor where she was about to step.

“Careful,” Charlie said, offering a quick smile before releasing Esper’s arm.

“But how did you…?” Esper began. There had been no warning. Charlie already had hold of Esper’s arm before the first sound from the precarious ceiling panel. Had she reacted to the noise, it would already have been too late.

“We’re all friends here,” Charlie said. “Guess it doesn’t hurt to let you in on the secret. I’m a determinative precog. Comes in handy for a pilot.”

“A what?” Rhiannon asked.

“Beats me,” Tanny replied.

Charlie took up the lead, stepping gingerly onto the fallen panel and into the shadows cast by Esper’s light. “I get a feeling for what’s about to happen. As soon as it can’t be stopped, I can see it coming. Free will fucks it up, so the less I’m around other people, the clearer it gets. If we’d shored up that ceiling, maybe even given someone a boost just to steady it until the wind died down, it might not have fallen. Soon as it was locked into fate, I knew it was going to fall.”

“Thanks,” Esper said.

“Don’t mention it,” Charlie replied. “Bailed me out of enough spots in my Typhoon days.”

“Wouldn’t other fighter pilots fiddle with it?” Rhiannon asked. “I mean, if you can’t tell what they’re going to do, how would that help?”

“Dodging debris from a fresh kill, feeling equipment failures coming, that sort of thing,” Charlie replied. She took a corner and paused to wait for Esper to bring the light around. They were finally heading into the interior of the ship, hopefully away from the worst of the hull damage. “But the thing is, it does work seeing sentients. You don’t think about it much, but there’s neural hysteresis, synaptic transmission time, and reflexive action. You see a ship change course. I see a pilot’s neurons fire to move his hand on the flight stick to fire his maneuvering thrusters. It’s not a big difference, but it’s an edge.”

“Wow,” Rhiannon managed.

“If you can do that, why were you second fiddle to Captain Heroic?” Tanny asked.

Charlie shook her head in disbelief. “Blackjack never told you?”

“Told us what?” Esper asked.

“Squadron 333 was a dumping ground,” Charlie said.

“Wait, I thought you were the elite Typhoon squad,” Rhiannon said. “That’s the way Carl always seemed to put it.”

“Nope,” Charlie said. “Well, at least not at first. Blackjack was the model citizen of the bunch. He might have had a loose tongue and a limp salute, but he got shit done. When he took command of the squadron, he recruited from the disciplinary docket. Most of us were second-chance cases. All of us could fly, but that’s not the only thing the navy cares about. Samurai and Wolfhound both did time for insubordination. Hatchet decked his flight chief. Most of us would have been out of the navy or in lock-up if not for Blackjack requesting us.”

“How about you?” Esper asked. She wanted to hear something reassuring, especially after the way Tanny had reacted to Charlie coming aboard the Mobius.

“Psych eval,” Charlie said with a soft sigh. “I never could tell what they wanted me to say. The whole thing was one big, biased trap, and I told them so. They didn’t want to hear it. But Blackjack had someone on the inside at the mental health division—hmm, I never thought about it, but I wonder how he… never mind. Anyway, he got to me and put in a request for transfer before I got written up. I retook the test, and he coached me on passing.”

Rhiannon snickered. “That’s rich.”

Esper shot her a glare, and Rhiannon clammed up. Carl wasn’t a model of sanity, but Charlie didn’t need to be the butt of that joke. In fact, hearing someone who’d known him as a navy officer put Carl in an entirely different light.

Charlie stopped at a door. “Give me a hand with this.”

Without technology functioning properly, a slide-into-the-wall door was an inconvenience. But naval engineers had at least made provisions for loss of power, and there was a shallow vertical channel at belt height for use as a handhold.

“Step aside,” Tanny said, shouldering her way to the front of the group. It was nice to see her finally able to contribute. She had been out of sorts since the climb up the mountainside, snippy even by her standards.

Hooking her fingertips into the channel, Tanny leaned and heaved but only managed to pull herself upright. For a second attempt, she braced one foot against the doorframe, but her grunt of exertion yielded nothing but noise. A few deep breaths later, a third attempt resulted in an awkward silence as her three companions avoided provoking her.

Tanny stepped back and lunged into the door, butt of her fist hammering the steel with a hollow thud. Esper made a mental note to check on her later, in case she’d broken anything. “Fuck this thing. We’ll have to find another way.”

Charlie nodded. “I have the layout memorized. I can get us to the other side of this door at least three other ways. Shame we can’t just pry this thing open. Would have thought that’s what a marine would be good for.”

“Hey! Now wait a—”

Esper cut off Tanny’s tirade before it got out of hand. “Easy. She didn’t mean anything by it. Maybe give it another try. You were making a lot of noise, but I thought I heard it budge that last time.”

“I didn’t hear anything,” Rhiannon said.

“Me either,” Charlie agreed.

“Humor me?” Esper asked, fixing Tanny with an imploring stare. That trick always seemed to work for Kubu.

Tanny seethed out a sigh. “Fine. I’ll give it another try.”

While Tanny set herself in position once more, Esper had a brief, silent conversation with the door. What sort of door are you, anyway? Stuck shut… that’s not being a door. You’re acting like a wall, and that’s not who you really are. A door needs to slide free and easy. We’re trying to go through to the other side. How long has it been since anyone’s used you? If you’d loosen up a teensy bit, my friend would be able to open you. How about it?

When Tanny heaved, the door shuddered and broke free. The rust or grime that had caked its path gave way and opened into a long corridor that led down the aft of the Odysseus. It was intact as far down as the light from Esper’s mote of light could shine.

“Nice work,” Charlie said. In all her criticism and praise of Tanny, her tone hadn’t changed one iota.

“Looks cleaner and safer down this way,” Rhiannon said. “Be nice to have a roof over us that won’t come down any second.”

A bass growl echoed from somewhere in the distance. A second joined it, then a full chorus. They weren’t mechanical sounds, or anything a human voice could mimic. Something alive was down there, waiting in the darkness.

The four of them stood still, silent. The only sounds from them were ever-quickening breaths. “Close it,” Esper whispered. The growling grew. “Close it!”

Tanny scrambled to push the door closed, and Esper could come up with no polite argument to convince it to play along. All she could think of was the pack of bestial alien creatures closing in quickly. Instead, Rhiannon and Charlie joined her—one pushing, the other pulling from the opposite side of the opening.

The growls echoed and seemed to multiply. The four of them were prey that had stumbled into a lair that clearly no longer belonged to humankind. Light from the glowing mote caught the creatures as they came around the final corner. They were the size of lions, with dark fur and several long limbs that ended in claws. Scrabbling across the metallic floors, they skidded as they veered down the corridor, piling into one another before regaining the footing to accelerate.

Shaking off her momentary panic, Esper felt for her inner strength—a magic that no longer needed words—and lent her aid with the door. The door slid partway shut and stuck once more, the opening still a half meter wide. The creatures closed the distance with ferocity driven by wanton hunger. Fangs gleamed in the eldritch light, wet with saliva. With a second heave, the door closed within a quarter meter.

The first of the creatures slammed into it from the far side, its clawed paw reaching through the door and sending the four women scattering for cover.

“Do something!” Rhiannon shouted. She took off her pack and swung it ineffectually at the reaching appendage. Hooked claws scratched along the door’s polymer metal surface but failed to leave a mark. Score another victory for A-tech material science; it was holding up despite the moon’s hatred for all things technological.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Tanny said, grabbing her ex-sister-in-law by the arm and dragging her out of harm’s way.

“What are those things?” Charlie asked, staring at the beasts from just beyond their reach. It appeared that the growling monstrosities were unable to pry the door open any wider, though they were clearly desperate to get through.

“I don’t know,” Rhiannon said. “But there’s at least three ways for them to get around that door to find us.”

They fled.

# # #

It might have been hours; it might have been years. With the dueling complexities of planetary and lunary orbits and rotations, Carl had no idea the length of the trip to the marines’ encampment. All he knew was that it was too damn long. His feet were rubbed raw inside his boots, likely blistered. They ached all the way up past his knees and into the small of his back. The sweat that dripped from him had been water in his canteen not long before; he was a sieve.

Mriy and Kubu seemed less bothered. Carl’s biology was an unfortunate side effect of an evolution slanted toward tool use and farming. He comforted himself that neither of them could play guitar. But every time he took the effort to raise his head, there they were, trooping along like it was their first hour off the Mobius.

Their guides had been willing to talk along the trip. If Carl had the lung power to both keep his breath and talk at the same time, he might have found out more about their destination. But the stoic marines had seemed content to lead the way in silence when neither Carl nor Mriy pressed the conversation.

“There it is, up ahead,” Messerschmidt said. Carl followed her pointing finger to a series of yellowed buildings rising above the tips of the tree-grass. It was a city. The architecture was blocky, consisting mainly of cubes and obelisks. It reminded him of a badly programmed simulator, where the tech hadn’t done a sweep to add detail. In the simulators, nuances such as signs, windows, and decoration were superfluous. They seemed more important to an actual city.

When they reached the edge of the jungle, Carl reassessed his judgment. The buildings were stone, not metal or brick as he initially guessed, weather worn and rounded at the edges. A road that led right to the jungle’s edge greeted them, its surface unbroken, seamless, and as yellow as the buildings. “Is this stuff some sort of evercrete?” he asked. The effort of asking left him short of breath.

“Who the hell knows?” Vasquez replied. “We didn’t build it, and the Vaieen didn’t leave plans.”

“Vaieen?” Mriy asked before Carl could catch his wind.

“Azrael says that’s what they called themselves,” Messerschmidt said. “Come on.”

Carl, Mriy, and Kubu fell into step behind Messerschmidt as she led them into the city. At ground level, most of the buildings had entrances facing the road. By the size of the arched, doorless openings, they were either meant for creatures twice the size of a human or built for grandeur rather than practicality. There were no stairs anywhere. Any entrances above ground level were connected to twisting, sweeping ramps, some stretching across the road to connect buildings on either side. There was no stopping to gawk as the marines kept up a steady pace just fast enough to keep Carl from recovering along the way, despite the easier ground for walking.

Messerschmidt stopped at an imposing obelisk that had to have been forty meters tall. “Azrael’s office is up there.”

Carl stopped at the foot of the ramp and followed it up and around the obelisk with his eyes. Just cranking his neck made him tired. “Of course it is,” he muttered.

A wet nose nudged his hand. “Kubu help,” Kubu said quietly.

Spending all day—or some unknown quantity of alien time—stomping through the jungle hadn’t diminished Kubu’s energy noticeably. He wasn’t as tall as a horse, and to the best of Carl’s knowledge, he had never carried a rider. The 200-kilo canid certainly seemed capable of carrying him up the ramp. But Carl wasn’t a refugee. He hadn’t been rescued from a crash site. He wasn’t headed to a medical facility. This was a negotiation with the leader of these marines, and appearances could mean everything.

“Nah, I’m good,” Carl lied, patting Kubu on the head. He stepped onto the ramp and ascended behind Messerschmidt. The marine kept her pace slow, perhaps noting that Carl wasn’t keeping up.

Though every muscle in his legs burned, Carl finished his ascent. From the third floor, the view from the ramp was impressive. He could see above the grass-tops to the mountains in the distance. Even the tiny form of the Odysseus was discernible in the fading twilight as the system’s blandly named sun disappeared behind the equally taxonomically challenged planet. The alien city spread out with more beyond than behind, back the way the marines had led them. If it had been a human city, Carl would have pegged the population around the ten-to twenty-thousand mark.

“You need a minute?” Messerschmidt asked. There wasn’t a hint in her voice that she was short of breath, while Carl wheezed humid jungle air.

“Just… admiring the view,” he replied.

Messerschmidt handed him her canteen. It was a military survival model, but that was more a matter of durability and no-frills style than any substantive difference. The water in it tasted better than Carl’s had, probably because Messerschmidt’s hadn’t come out of the Mobius’s water reclaim system.

“Thanks,” Carl said with a gasp as he handed it back. After a quick nod of reply, she led the way inside.

The interior of the obelisk was consistent with the outside. The walls and floor were faded yellow stone, worn with age. Around the perimeter, jutting cylinders glowed pale white, illuminating the interior space. At the center of the chamber, a low bench circled a fountain. Its crystal clear waters spouted from the top, pouring down tier by tier into a pool that drained into the lower levels.

“Welcome,” a voice called from the far side of the room, obscured by the fountain. Carl searched to put a face to it, but his memories came up dry. “Come in. Sit down. Rest. I’ll have someone bring up fruits and roasted bavra—it’s a sort of reptilian thing that tastes almost like pork.”

Carl made his way around the room until he caught sight of their host. The years might have blurred the image, but he recognized the familiar face. He’d never known Azrael Jones well, but the star-drive mechanic’s features brought back memories—a chance encounter in the cafeteria line, an exchange of polite nods going opposite directions in a corridor. The two of them didn’t exactly sit in on the same poker games, but they knew each other by sight.

The wizard’s office was merely a desk and chair, cobbled from ship scrap and local materials that Carl couldn’t identify. He rose and strode over to greet Carl with his hand extended. Like his marine underlings, he wore no shirt, despite the relative cool inside the obelisk. Carl could already feel the jungle heat leeching out of his body, the sweat drying on his skin.

“Some place you’ve got here,” Carl said, shaking Azrael’s hand. “What’s the rent?”

“Six years hard labor,” Azrael said. “Who are your friends?”

“The azrin’s name is Mriy,” Carl replied. “I’ve got my own ship these days, and she runs security.”

“Never met an azrin,” Azrael replied, approaching Mriy and putting his hand out. “I’ve heard things though.” Mriy obliged in the human custom.

“The one who looks like a giant dog—but isn’t,” Carl said, correcting himself before Kubu could do it for him. “Is named Kubu. He’s not full grown, so we haven’t put him to work. He helps out however he can.”

“What is he?”

Carl shrugged. “Some Latin shit I can never remember.”

Flattening back her ears, Mriy spoke up with a growl in her voice. “Canis ultra poltidae.”

Azrael harrumphed. “Never heard of Poltid.”

“I hadn’t either,” Carl said. “But his kind are top of the food chain there, from what I’ve heard.”

“There are things out in the jungle like that,” Azrael said. “Most of them are nocturnal. We lost a few men and women to them in the early days after the crash, before we found this place. We don’t leave the city after dark.”

“You fear the night,” Mriy said. Carl hoped Azrael lacked the cultural awareness to pick up on her disdain.

“Fear?” Messerschmidt asked. “Of course we do! Hell, there were nearly forty of—”

A quick glare from Azrael stopped her short.

Messerschmidt swallowed. “Well, we lost a lotta good marines out there. Some to the wildlife. More to the navy.”

“Fuckers,” one of the other marines muttered.

“What’s the deal with that?” Carl asked. With a few minutes off his feet in cool air, he was beginning to feel more like himself. “I mean, you all crashed on the same ship, right?”

A hint of a smile twitched at Azrael’s lips. “If only it were that simple. Not many survived the initial crash and the days that followed. We worked together to bury the dead. But when it came time to live, we came at odds over command. The bridge crew was killed upon impact. Their bodies are still under that mountain somewhere. The highest ranking survivor was the damned science officer, Lieutenant Kwon.”

Carl blinked. “Wait. Sephiera Kwon? The one with the dimples and—” Carl caught himself before he went off on a tangent that might offend the lady marines in attendance. He cleared his throat. “I mean, a lieutenant is in charge? Fuck me, I outrank everyone on this moon.”

Azrael turned to Messerschmidt. “The messenger said he was retired.”

Messerschmidt shrugged and gave Carl a sidelong glare. “Hey, just relaying what he told us.”

“I am,” Carl confirmed. “But who else knows that? I mustered out as lieutenant commander. Your marines were grumbling about a fucked-up chain of command. I might be the solution.”

“You crash on our moon and tell us we should put you in command?” Messerschmidt asked, stepping up to loom over Carl.

“Hey now,” Carl said. The next time he let himself be intimidated by a marine would be the first. Marriage had been the closest he’d come, and he’d never caved to Tanny’s bullying. “You folks put a roof over my head and got us out of the jungle. Maybe I can do you a foot rub and patch things up with the navy personnel.”

“We’re beyond patching,” Azrael said. He lifted his hands and looked to the ceiling. “We have found Devraa, and his power guides and protects us.”

Well, that put a twist in the fuel line. The marines had found a stray religion and taken it to heart. Zealots were shit to deal with. There was no reasoning with them, which meant lying did squat; they just didn’t listen. Esper had her church stuff, but she had a brain in between her ears. Carl’s initial impression of Devraa wasn’t promising, given the beatific peace on Azrael’s face at the mention of his name.

“OK there,” Carl said. “We save that as a trump card, all right? So where do me and my crew fit in?”

“If we were the navals,” Azrael said. “We would demand your ship’s supplies and take you prisoner, pending a determination of your alliances. But that is not Devraa’s way. You may shelter here until next light, then make your decision. You may join us, or go your own way. If you join us, you would share what belongings are still of use from your ship. You would swear allegiance before Devraa and forsake your connection with the navy.”

“Can we trust him?” Vasquez asked. “I mean, he is ex-navy.”

“Squadrons were always on the outs,” Messerschmidt said. “They were half outside the chain of command already, and I don’t see Ramsey taking orders from that science bitch, whether he slept with her or not.”

“That rumor got around, huh?” Carl asked without making eye contact.

“Ain’t like those floor-moppers and seat-warmers,” Messerschmidt continued. “They put their asses on the line pulling triggers for a living, same as us. Ramsey being here means they finished a fight we ducked out on, our fault or not. We owe him a chance.”

“What about his crew?” Vasquez asked.

“Azrins have a reputation as warriors,” Azrael observed, narrowing his eyes at Mriy. “I would welcome her among us on her word.”

“My crew’s got a retired marine and one of my squad mates,” Carl said. “Should be no problems there. Ship’s wizard, my mechanic, and my sister—who was just along for the ride—I don’t see a problem.”

“How big a ship you crash here, Ramsey?” Vasquez asked. “Got your own star-drive mechanic?”

“Converted Turtledove class,” Carl replied. “And Mort’s not a star-drive mechanic. He’s… complicated.”

“Where is your crew now?” Azrael asked. “I’d very much like to meet your wizard.”

Carl wasn’t certain of that. He could foresee a change in command structure if this Devraa was the sort who liked wizards. Mort could be pretty persuasive, and Carl doubted that trading words with an alien god would daunt him.

“Mechanic and wizard are at the ship, seeing if they can get it spaceworthy,” Carl said.

“They won’t be successful,” Azrael said. “Devraa’s will prevents science from powering technological devices here.”

Carl knew that was at least partly bullshit, but it wasn’t the time or place to argue the point. There was nothing he’d seen or heard since arriving that made him believe Azrael was anything more than the only wizard these guys had. He was the one-eyed man in the land of the blind. It was certainly possible that Azrael believed what he said, and couldn’t stop the pervasive distortion of higher scientific laws. Maybe he’d never tried.

“Well, the rest of them went up to poke around and see what they could find in the Odysseus. We didn’t know where you guys and girls were camping, and figured maybe you’d settled down inside.”

Azrael hung his head. “Then your friends are dead. The growlers took over the Odysseus years ago. Caught by surprise in close quarters, there’s nothing they could have done.”

With reflexes only no human could match, Mriy clamped a hand over Kubu’s muzzle and hissed a quiet order to keep quiet. From the corner of his eye, he could see her whispering to reassure Kubu, though he couldn’t hear the words.

“Oh,” Carl said. He quickly pushed aside the paralyzing worry that threatened to overwhelm him. Carl the Sanguine kept his head, while Heist Carl and Jailbreak Carl began plotting. “So, you got anyplace we can crash for the night?”

# # #

Corridors that had seemed hazardous on the way in had become a racetrack. Charlie led the way, pelting down the polymer steel tunnels at breakneck speeds that would become literal if any of them took a step amiss. Shadows rioted as Esper tried to keep near the front of the group, her mote of mystic light their only source of illumination. Pounding footsteps and the clattering debris disturbed by their passing weren’t enough to drown out the growling stampede that grew closer by the second. Any respite closing that door had bought them had expired.

“They’re gaining on us,” Rhiannon said, panting for breath. If any of them were to falter, she seemed the most likely. Esper knew that if Rhiannon fell, she couldn’t leave her. Slowing her pace, she grabbed Rhiannon’s arm and put it over her shoulder, supporting the singer’s weight as she gamely tried to keep up.

“No shit,” Tanny said. “We might have to fight them, at least show them we’re a threat.” She let the group pass her as she scanned the debris for anything that might serve as a weapon.

“We won’t forget you,” Charlie said, not pausing.

That was enough to get Tanny moving once more.

Whether some part of Carl had rubbed off on her, or a similarity in personality had drawn them together, she shared the captain’s penchant for saying just the right thing to goad someone. Tanny was in command of this expedition, yet Charlie called all the shots. Considering that she knew the ship inside out, Esper was glad to be following her just then.

Yet at the same time, Tanny had a point. There was no way those monsters in the darkness weren’t going to catch up with them before they reached the entrance. And even then, who was to say that whatever they were, they wouldn’t just follow them onto the mountainside. Without the close quarters to limit the fight to one direction, they might be overwhelmed.

“Tanny, help Rhi,” Esper said.

Disentangling herself from Rhiannon, she passed her on to Tanny for aid. It was time for her to take Mort’s lessons on acting like a mysterious wizard to heart. Unfortunately, aside from a trick here or there, most of her magic only affected her own body. The prospects of fighting whatever lay in the darkness using only her bare hands sounded insane. That left the contents of Mort’s pack.

“Hey, keep it moving with the light!” Charlie shouted.

“Hold on,” Esper said, opening the pack and peering inside. It was like staring through a shop window, with wares lined up on display shelves. But inside the pack, those shelves were invisible. The contents hung arrayed before her, easily within reach no matter how far off they looked.

“Now!” Charlie shouted even louder. For the first time, Esper heard urgency creep into that stoic monotone.

Esper blocked her out, searching for something they could use. The self-shuffling cards were pointless at the best of times, and a pair of ever-warm mittens was actively unhelpful. Esper didn’t know how to use a soul mirror, and if it had been useful against jungle monsters, Mort probably would have mentioned it. A meditation stone might have done something if the effect was involuntary—but it wasn’t, and monsters growling in the dark probably weren’t seeking inner peace. The singing doll was cute but useless, and it was annoying to listen to.

Annoying. Annoyances could be useful. Esper pulled out the doll and set it on the floor. It didn’t look like much. Factories had been churning out more realistic dolls for centuries. And if it was supposed to be cartoonish, the woodcarver who crafted its features needed to watch better cartoons. The eyes and mouth were too big. The nose just a hint of a bump. Its mop of yellow yarn hair was in need of combing. It wore a frilly pink and white dress of the sort that colonial-era farm girls might have fancied—Esper suspected that the wood carver hadn’t done the sewing, since the dress was well made.

She set the doll on the floor. Despite its tiny shoes, balancing it upright was no trouble at all. “Sing for me.”

“What shall I sing?” the doll asked in a slow, childlike voice.

“Anything. Just sing,” Esper ordered.

“I don’t know what to sing,” the doll replied.

“Quit fooling with that thing,” Tanny ordered. The growling monsters were growing louder. There was a scratching undertone audible now, as well.

Esper ignored her. “Sing every song you know,” Esper said. “Start at the beginning of the alphabet and keep going, loud as you can, and don’t stop.”

This seemed to satisfy the doll. “A-B-C-D-E-F-G… H-I-J-K-LMNOP…” it sang to the tune of Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, its lips moving in disturbingly lifelike time with the words, its arms gesturing as if performing on stage.

“All right,” Esper said. She stood and scrambled away, leaving the doll behind.

As they ran, the doll kept singing and the growls grew closer. Esper began to worry that she had cost them all valuable time with her attempt at a diversion. But then the growls changed to snarls, and the scrabble of claws became a frenzy. All the while, the doll continued to sing.

“Now I know my A, B, Cs, next time won’t—”

The singing stopped abruptly, and Esper felt a sudden pang. It wasn’t a real child, but once out of sight, it had sounded like one.

“What are you doing?” Rhiannon demanded.

Tanny had stopped and left Rhiannon to stumble onward unassisted. There was a panel whose edges protruded a few centimeters from the wall, and Tanny pried it open with her fingers. By the light of the arcane mote, the blaster rifles gleamed like new. “Gotta love battleships,” she said with a wicked grin before pressing one of the weapons into Esper’s hands. “Hey, catch.” She tossed one to Charlie, who reacted just in time to cradle the rifle to her chest with a grunt before reorienting to grip it properly.

“What good are these?” Rhiannon said, taking the last one as Tanny finished distributing the weapons.

“We make a stand,” Tanny said. “Or fight a withdrawal action. We can’t outrun these. Esper, can you do Mort’s trick and hold magic back long enough for us to use these?”

“I can try,” Esper said, staring down at the weapon in her hands. She’d never shot anything before, and the only time she’d killed had been a horrible accident. By the Lord’s grace, she was still mourning the doll she had sacrificed.

But it was time for focus. Mentally, she cleared her throat. Excuse me? I think things aren’t working quite right around here. I’m pretty sure someone has been fiddling with your laws. Is there any chance we could try putting things back the way they belong? I know, I know, I’m a wizard. But haven’t things gone a teensy bit too far this time?

“It’s not working,” Tanny said. “Fall back. Use them like clubs if you have to.”

The growls were closing in. There couldn’t have been more than a few corners left for them to turn before Esper and the others were overrun.

When Esper didn’t move, Tanny tugged her along by the arm.

There are a lot meaner wizards in the world. If you don’t put things back right this instant, you’re going to lose one of the only ones who ever thinks about your feelings. We could be friends, but I don’t have much time left here.

The mote of light went out.

“Shit,” Charlie swore. “We’re blind.”

“Aim for the noise,” Tanny said. “My rifle’s got a power indicator.”

“Um, mine’s got a line of little red bars,” Rhiannon said. “Anything I need to know to shoot it?”

Tanny grabbed for Rhiannon’s rifle in the dark, with only the faint technological light from the rifle’s indicators to see by. “There. Safety’s off. Just pull the trigger and don’t hit any of us.”

The growls changed. The echoes were gone, and there was no wall or barrier separating them from the onslaught of crazed, doll-murdering monsters.

“Fire!” Tanny ordered.

Blasts of superheated plasma erupted from rifle barrels. By the sudden light, they caught sight of their pursuers. Fangs and glassy eyes gleamed in the red light. The creatures were bearing down with murderous speed.

The shots swerved, slamming into walls and ceiling. A few spiraled and hit the charging creatures. Shots that missed down the corridor dispersed like dandelion fluff on the wind.

“The fuck is going on?” Tanny asked.

“The guns work, but only right here,” Esper said. “I don’t know how long I can keep this up.” In the back of her head, she felt the pressure of the universe’s skepticism. Everything else seems to be working one way, and you’re asking for another, it said. Arguing against a preponderance of local evidence to the contrary was a task better suited to Mort. Esper could only apologize and ask that the universe consider the possibility that it was wrong everywhere else on Ithaca, but not here. She even switched to Latin and thought lawyerish thoughts in the universe’s direction.

But even if the blaster rifles didn’t mow down the creatures—which seemed to have been Tanny’s hope—it turned them back. Two wounded among them slunk back slowly and took additional shots as Tanny and Charlie kept up the barrage as the creatures retreated. Rhiannon was already feeling her way along the wall, back toward the exit.

“Let’s go, while we’ve got them confused,” Tanny ordered.

Esper let her argument drop, and the mote of light switched back on. The rifle turned inert in her hands, as did everyone else’s. The growls receded but didn’t cease.

It seemed to take twice the time to exit the Odysseus as it had to get to their farthest point inside. When they finally reached the ramshackle bridge that connected to the mountain trail, darkness had fallen.

# # #

The quarters furnished by the marines were better than Carl had imagined. Communal bunks, tent city, and sleeping huddled in a basement bunker had all crossed his mind as possibilities when a marine named MacNulty had been assigned to find them a spot to bunk down. Instead, Carl, Mriy, and Kubu found themselves in a second-story apartment in one of the cubic stone buildings. Though there had been no sign from the outside, portions of the stone wall were transparent from within, forming windows in various geometric shapes. If there was a pattern to them, it eluded Carl—probably something to bring up with Mort the next time he saw him.

The rest of the room was filled with personal effects and improvised furniture. A standard-issue Earth Navy mattress was covered in animal-skin blankets, pelts whose bizarre coloration and unfamiliar shapes suggested that they had been obtained on Ithaca. A table and chair had been lashed together from tree-grass wood, the distinctive green bark—Carl couldn’t think of a term for the grassy exterior surface—still untouched on one side. Rocks, plants, and animal parts had been purposed to fill any gap in creature comforts left where naval supplies ran short.

“Nice place you’ve got here,” Carl commented as MacNulty led them inside.

“This house belonged to Private Selvin Yazdi,” MacNulty said solemnly. “Treat it better than this world treated him.” With that, MacNulty departed, leaving the three of them alone.

They remained silent until Mriy gave a nod to indicate that the marine was out of earshot. “I assume you have a plan,” the azrin said. “You don’t intend to abandon the others.”

“Did I sell it?”

Mriy’s ears twitched. “You showed panic, but it vanished quickly. They may think you wished not to appear weak in front of them.”

“Why would Carl not want to be weak in front of the jungle people?” Kubu asked, cocking his head. “Everyone knows Carl is weak. He’s little and doesn’t fight good.”

“Thanks,” Carl muttered. “But we needed them to buy that we were giving up on them; we’re not. Mriy, I need you to take Kubu back and get to the Odysseus crash site as soon as possible. This is a rescue op. I’ll cover for you with the marines, come daybreak. Here. You’re more likely to need this than I am.” He handed over his sword, sheath and all.

“Why not ask for help? The soldiers could—”

“Stop us from leaving,” Carl said. “Best case for them, we’d just get ourselves killed. Worst case, we’d join up with the navy personnel, wherever the hell they are. They wouldn’t want to risk us out there, not when there’s a chance I can be of use to them. If I stay behind, I can cover for you. Besides, we both know I’d only slow you down.”

Kubu nodded. “Yes. You are very slow.”

It was nice to know that his shabby physical conditioning hadn’t gone unnoticed by the ship’s dog. “Just stay hidden until you get out into the jungle, and watch out for whatever has two dozen marines piss-scared to be out there at night.”

Mriy grinned, showing fangs. “Tonight, the darkness should fear us.”

Carl aimed a stern finger at her. “Just don’t kill anyone on your way out. I can keep them on our side, but not if I have to explain dead bodies. Now go find my sister!”

“And Mommy,” Kubu added.

“And Tanny,” Carl agreed with a sigh.

“And Esper,” Kubu said. “And the new lady.”

“GO!”

Mriy whispered something to Kubu that Carl’s human ears weren’t able to catch. But whatever it was, it got Kubu to shut up and follow Mriy from the building. After that, Carl settled in, wondering if he’d be able to sleep a wink. He was still wondering that when dawn peeked through the transparent stone of the windows.

# # #

“Take out the bridge,” Tanny ordered. She was the last to cross the rickety structure of starship flotsam onto solid rock. The mountain that had been such an ordeal to climb was now their sanctuary—if only they could keep the slavering jaws of the creatures in the Odysseus from following them out.

“What if they can jump?” Esper asked. It seemed implausible that they couldn’t. The speed, the ferocity, the aggression, all pointed to beasts more than capable of a four-meter leap. She leveled her blaster rifle at the opening and calmed her mind, prepared to resume her argument over the local laws of physics.

A voice from down the mountainside shouted. “They can.”

Down the switchback path, thirty meters below them, a group of human shapes ascended by starlight. Esper let her mote shift to a better angle and took count: eight, dressed in dark clothing.

“We crashed on this moon a day ago,” Tanny shouted down. “Are you survivors of the Odysseus? We just got chased out of this wreck looking for anyone who might still be alive on the ship.”

“We know,” the voice shouted back. “We saw the streak in the sky when you crashed, and your light on board the wreck. You’re lucky to get out of there. Is there anyone still inside?”

“None of ours,” Tanny replied. “It’s just the four of us who came to search. What were those things?”

The figures below continued to climb. The conversation grew less like shouting with each exchange. “We can explain on the way; you’ll camp with us. First we’ve got to make sure those noctedents don’t get brave.”

“Night teeth?” Esper asked, recognizing the Latin roots.

That drew a chuckle. “Yeah, the Lieutenant named ‘em. She figured we oughtta have proper names for the critters on this rock. The zealots just call ‘em growlers.”

“Apt,” Charlie said. “By the way, you wouldn’t be Ensign Niang, would you?”

“Sweet season of sunflowers! Scarecrow?” Ensign Niang asked. “How in God’s Black Ocean you end up out here? We gave you Typhoon jockeys up for dusted.”

“You know this guy?” Rhiannon whispered.

“One of my mechanics,” Charlie replied softly. She headed down the mountain path to greet her old acquaintance. “Been looking for years, Jean; never thought I’d see that lopsided face of yours again. Good thing you sound the same as ever. Never would’ve picked you out by your flatpic with that caveman beard.”

Ensign Niang smiled. “No time to chatter,” he said. “Cook ‘er up, boys!”

Two of the ensign’s companions lobbed oblong projectiles into the jagged hole that served as entrance to the derelict vessel. As each impacted, it burst into a gout of flame that continued to burn. “That’ll hold ‘em back a while if they were meaning to come out and play. Meanwhile, let’s skedaddle.” Ensign Niang wove through his own men to take the lead on the way down the mountain.

Esper, Tanny, Rhiannon, and Charlie all skedaddled along with them.

# # #

With an off-key clank, Roddy’s 28.5mm wrench clattered to the floor of the engine room. “Hey Nostradamus, how about a little science. Shit don’t even sound right when it breaks down here.” He needed another beer, and he needed a piss even worse. But the waste recycling system was as dead as everything else not being actively kept on hospice care by Mort, and he dreaded overloading the basin.

“Haven’t we done enough for one day?” Mort asked. There was a weariness in his voice that made him sound ancient. “It’ll all still be broken in the morning.”

“That’s the point, right?” Roddy asked, popping the top of a warm can of Earth’s Preferred. Much as he tried to maintain a proper temperature for storing them, they tasted the same nearly frozen, room temperature, or damn near boiling. “I don’t get this shit fixed, no one will. If no one fixes this heap, we don’t get off this miserable rock. And if we don’t do something soon, I’m gonna run out of booze.”

“Oh really?” Mort asked, raising an eyebrow.

Roddy wasn’t in the mood for this crap. “Yeah, really. You think I got an infinite supply? You think I can build a brewery when you can’t even keep a goddamn hammer working for five minutes at a time? Listen, I dried out for that fucking race contest for a chance to work on some of the sweetest machinery you can fly, and it damn near killed me. The day I fell back in the bucket was the best day I’ve had all year. You want to be around me the day I decide I can’t take it anymore, and there’s nothing I can do about it?”

Mort snorted. “You’ll live.”

“No, I’ll put a fucking bullet in my head,” Roddy said. “And if that relic of a pistol can’t scrape together enough of a blast to do the job, I’ll use a hammer.”

“Thought you said your hammer wasn’t working.”

The wrench went flying as Roddy kicked it, spinning across the engine room floor to clank against a wall. “You think this is funny? I’m busting my sack to get us out of here, and you’re cracking jokes.”

Mort set down the deck of cards he was idly shuffling. “You think you’re the only one working here? Confound you! I’m holding back the very fabric of the universe, taking this twisted localized mess of gibbering nonsense and smoothing it back to how I remember it. I don’t even like the laws of physics, but I’m thinking my mind flat arguing their case. Imagine you giving a lecture on temperance to a room of drunkards like yourself. You agree with every argument they make against you. And yet for hour upon soul-smothering hour you plead your case while someone—oh, let’s call it Esper—comes down on you like the hammer of Hephaestus every time the unruly mob gets a word in edgewise.”

He hadn’t thought about it that way. To all appearances, Mort had been sitting on his ass playing cards by himself while Roddy worked. Taking a quick count of his remaining supplies, Roddy extracted a beer from a dwindling case. He lobbed it to Mort. “Helluva day, huh?”

Fluttering his fingers, Mort stopped the can’s flight halfway and sent it drifting back. “Thanks, but you’ll need it worse than I do. It takes a clear head to warp my thoughts just right. What I need is sleep. All this stifling of magic… it’s enough to make a fellow take up biochemistry.”

“Can’t have that.”

“We’ll take another crack in the morning.”

“Think anyone’s coming back?” Roddy asked. He’d assumed someone would have returned to the Mobius by now. None of them had said a word about being gone overnight. If worse came to worst, he and Mort could probably get the ship off Ithaca. His gaze wandered to the engines, wondering just how long it would take to get them up and running at the rate they’d been working.

“We’re not leaving until they do.”

Roddy snapped a wide-eyed stare at Mort. Had the bloody wizard read his mind, or was he just that obvious? He took a dry swallow and nodded slowly. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

# # #

Carl awoke to a boot toe jabbing him in the ribs. Much as he might have wished otherwise, it wasn’t a new experience. A grunt, a groan, and muttered curse later, he opened his eyes. Light streamed in through the transparent panels in the stone walls. On this kooky moon, he couldn’t tell whether it was from Ithaca’s neighboring moon or the planet it orbited, but it definitely wasn’t from the local sun. Bathed in pale crimson rays, a marine stood over him. At least the spear the marine carried wasn’t pointed his way.

“Come off it, Vasquez,” Carl mumbled, still working the gummy remnants of sleep from his mouth. “Can’t a guy get a full night around here? I walked about a thousand klicks yesterday.”

“I’m Heatherton, jackass,” the marine said. “Now where’d your xeno friends go?”

Carl sat up and stretched. The musky scent of his animal skin blanket clung to him, making his nose wrinkle. “Sorry. You boys are all shaped the same, and I don’t exactly have a datapad to keep you all straight.”

Heatherton leaned down and put his face within millimeters of Carl’s. “The cat and dog, where are they?”

“Back off, no-neck,” Carl said, pushing himself off the far side of the makeshift bunk. He chuckled once, before stopping himself short. “Kubu’s clearly a dog, but I can’t remember the last time I thought of Mriy as a cat. She’d tear my throat out for—”

“Where are they?” Heatherton snapped.

“Lemme guess, you were on sentry duty,” Carl said, standing and stretching his back with a symphony of crackles. A spacer’s life was rough on the body, and he felt older in the mornings than he had any right to. “Sorry. Can’t say where they went.”

“You’re their captain.”

Carl put on his best smirk. “Doesn’t mean as much in civilian life. All it really means is I own the ship. I can kick them off at any starport, but they can dump me out an airlock if they get sick of me. Not exactly the kind of authority you’re used to in a C.O.”

The next thing Carl knew, there was a spear tip hovering centimeters from his face. “One more chance. Where’d your friends go?”

“Or what? You stab me? Azrael needs me as a bargaining chip. You have a chain of command, and I’m on the protected species list.”

“I could still break bones to get you to talk.”

“I’ve had pros work me over, buddy,” Carl said. “Mind scanners, wizards… I’ve been beaten within a millimeter of my life so many times I started keeping score. You don’t look like a contender. Besides, Azrael needs me to cooperate. Last guy the navals are going to believe is a retired officer who looks like a Zero-G League loser.”

Carl watched as the computer in the marine’s brain tried to process everything he’d said. Of course, on this tech-hating world, there was probably an abacus in there instead, clacking away madly trying to make sense of the quandary Carl had put him in. The odds of his survival in the event that the marine got rough with him were slim. But this was a battle of wits, and the spear Heatherton carried was more of a hindrance than an aid. It’s hard to think of clever arguments while armed. A weapon insists on simple, bloody solutions.

Heatherton grabbed a handful of Carl’s shirt, just above the shoulder. “We’re going to see Azrael.”

“Good,” Carl said, tearing himself loose from Heatherton’s grasp. Despite being a head shorter, he met the marine’s eye and stepped past him.

# # #

It wasn’t a long walk, and Carl’s legs were glad of it. Slogging through the jungle all day had half killed him, and however much sleep he’d gotten hadn’t been enough. But Heatherton escorted him back to the marines’ headquarters, and it seemed like the whole town had turned out for the show.

The light reflecting off the planet far overhead had a reddish hue; it wasn’t a pretty world they orbited. Everything in the alien city took on a sinister aspect. But through that dull crimson overlay, Carl attempted to count marines. Unfortunately, they didn’t line up, or arrange themselves into formation to make it easy on him. They watched from ramps or from balconies overhead. Some came via side streets. All joined in the procession, as they must have surmised the destination of Carl and the sentry.

By the time they reached Azrael’s office, the wizard was awake and waiting. Carl’s best guess as to the number of marines was forty, and he couldn’t take any more time to shore up that figure without making it obvious what he was up to. Instead, he focused his attention on the wizard who commanded them all.

“You guys keep odd hours around here,” he said. “This couldn’t have waited until morning?”

“This isn’t a planet,” Azrael replied. “We get rotational and ecliptic nighttimes. It’s impossible to keep a day-and-night schedule for sleeping. So no, this couldn’t wait until daylight.”

Messerschmidt stepped forward, separating herself from the pack of marines to stand by Azrael’s right hand. Aside from taking orders from a naval wizard, it appeared that the chain of command was intact. A bunch of enlisted grunts needed an officer around. They drew on that borrowed authority. “Where did your two companions go?” She tried to lock stares with Carl; in return, he pointedly didn’t look above her collarbone.

“They’re off to rescue the rest of my crew,” Carl replied.

A hand cuffed Carl in the head from behind. “Why didn’t you tell me that?” Heatherton demanded.

“Lay off him,” Messerschmidt ordered before returning her glare to Carl. “We warned you about the dangers of the jungle at night.”

“And you told me that the Odysseus was a death trap,” Carl replied. “I sent four of my own, including my sister, to check out the wreck.”

Azrael clasped his hands in front of his face, index fingers extended and tapping against his lips. “So you killed six of your crew instead of four,” he said. A hint of a smile played at his lips. “I remember your call sign… Blackjack. Gambling with lives now?”

“I’ve always gambled with lives,” Carl replied. “If I thought I had shit’s chance in a crapper, I’d have gone with them.” It wouldn’t have been his first choice of metaphors in most circumstances, but he’d learned that one from Tanny, who’d picked it up in her marine days. Azrael wasn’t the only one listening. “But I’m dehydrated, slow, and without a blaster or a Typhoon, I’m useless in a fight. Those two I sent into the jungle? Killers. Plus, they volunteered. I don’t leave my crew behind to die without doing anything I can to save them. And I don’t spit in the face of bravery.”

“And yet, you’re here, safe and sound,” Messerschmidt said.

“A good commander knows when he’s a liability on a mission,” Carl said. “Hell, even I know that. They’ll do better on their own for this one. What you should be worried about is those navals. And as long as you’ve still got me, you’re all set. So power down those engines and let’s all get some sleep.”

“You’re right,” Azrael said, unclasping his hands and tucking them behind his back. He paced back and forth in front of Carl, eyeing him all the while. “Take him to the guard spire. I want two guards watching him at all times—at all times—no matter what tricks he might use to get you to look aside. If he plays at our table, he uses our cards. He’s our chip to play.”

“Well put,” Carl said.

“I thought you, of all people, would appreciate it,” Azrael said as a pair of marines grabbed Carl by the upper arms and dragged him away. “Chips are meant to be played, but even played expertly, there’s a good chance they will be lost. I will not have my chip stolen from me.”

# # #

If there was one thing that could be said for the Earth Navy personnel, it was this: they knew their jungle. The light of the red planet above was enough for them to navigate without hesitation. Even just trying to keep up, Tanny stumbled several times on unseen obstacles along the trail. On each occasion, she caught herself before tumbling face first into the dirt and humiliating herself. Her reflexes were slowing; she could feel the sluggishness every time she tripped, during that split-second sensation of falling. Sooner or later, unless she was careful, she wouldn’t be quick enough to stay on her feet.

“How much farther?” Rhiannon asked through heavy breathing. She’d had the worst day of it. It was surprising that she was still putting one foot in front of the other.

“Half hour, maybe,” Niang replied from the head of the group. “We don’t have chronos and satellite maps, so it’s all guesswork.”

“Is the jungle always this quiet?” Charlie asked.

Tanny perked up her ears. She hadn’t noticed, but aside from the rustle of wind in the vine-choked brush, there were no sounds except for the procession of humans.

“Wasn’t when we got here,” Niang said. “There was all manner of wild critters roaming around at night. Most of ‘em are gone now, or hide when they catch a sniff of us. Most of ‘em aren’t good eating, but it pays to keep the place clear of carnivores.”

“You hunted them all?” Esper asked. Unlike the rest of them, she seemed no worse for wear after the day’s trials.

“All’s a big word,” Niang replied. “But yeah, we hunted the hell outta those things. Xenos give us shit for being farmers, but they forget that 40,000 years ago, we humans were an extinction-level event back home. We’re survivors. We adapt. Lieutenant Kwon’s big on that one—reminding us we’re built to adapt.”

“Sephiera’s with you?” Charlie asked.

“With us? She’s our C.O.,” Niang said. “Highest ranking officer to survive impact. She’s the one who’s kept us alive all this time.”

“You know her?” Rhiannon asked. Tanny clenched her jaw but kept quiet. They were officers on board the same ship. Even if they only crossed paths at staff briefings, they’d know one another. But Rhiannon was teasing out intel, even if that wasn’t her goal. The more Tanny knew about the crash survivors before reaching their camp, the safer they’d all be.

“The ladies on the Odysseus had a Tuesday night poker game, officers only,” Charlie said. “I sat in on it a few times, but I preferred the hangar crew game. Non-coms spiced things up; it’s funny how bars on the shoulder can cram a stick up some people’s asses.”

“Amen,” one of the naval enlisted personnel said.

The procession tromped through the wilderness in relative silence for a time. Tanny could feel the jitters in her muscles as prolonged exertion burned off the drugs in her system. It shouldn’t have come on so quickly, but the chemical enhancements she’d relied on since joining the marine corps were as much A-tech as the engines of the Mobius—actually, quite a bit more so.

“How come most science doesn’t work on this moon, but biology seems fine?” Tanny asked. “I mean, you’re not all mutated, so cell division still works. You must be breaking down proteins. Neurotransmitters work.”

“Lieutenant Kwon explains it better,” Niang said. “But the quick answer is it’s magic, and who the hell knows?”

“Each of us exerts our own self-image,” Esper said, quietly enough that most of the troupe probably hadn’t heard her. “You prove your right to exist to the universe with each breath. It takes strong, direct action for magic to disrupt biological function.”

“You a wizard or something?” Niang asked.

“Not yet,” Esper replied. Tanny wasn’t sure whether it was modesty or common sense not to tell Niang that she was. Plenty of wizards couldn’t do better than patching up a busted star-drive and laid claim to the title.

“Got nothing but shit from magic and wizards since we been down here,” Niang said. His men shifted aside a bale of jungle vines that had been laid across the trail. In the darkness, it seemed a pointless precaution, but if it had been light out it would have obscured the trail. “We live like savages when there’s half a modern battleship parked up there in the mountainside. All ‘cause this crummy moon thinks it knows better than science.”

“And Azrael,” one of the enlisted men said. “Don’t forget that toad.”

“Who’s Azrael?” Esper asked.

Charlie snorted. “One of the star-drive schmucks. Got a nose-lift when he got assigned to the Odysseus. Thought it made him a big deal being on a top-secret assignment.”

“That’s the one,” Niang said. The jungle path had twisted back until they were heading into the mountains once again, though not the one that had the Odysseus jutting from its side. “Him and a bunch of the marines went loco. Started claiming they talked to some local alien god. Marines lapped up that bullshit like kittens at a saucer of milk.”

“Why would the marines follow a low-ranking wizard?” Tanny asked. She shifted her pack, hoping that in the darkness, no one had made out the marine insignia tattooed on her shoulder.

“Lack of science got to ‘em,” Niang said. “Hard to blame ‘em, I guess. That sewage running in their veins stopped working. They would have had to flex some honest muscle for a living, instead of letting the pharma-juice—whatever the hell they called it—do it for ‘em.”

“Recitol,” Charlie said, glancing over her shoulder at Tanny. “Pretty sure that’s the stuff.”

Niang let out a whoop. “Wreck-it-all! Hell, how’d a fella forget that? Anyhoo, Azrael’s god buddy hooked ‘em up with a magic fix. They seem ornery and stim-headed as ever, so I suppose it worked. Well, us and them didn’t see eye-to-eye about turning our backs on the good Lord and going xeno-heathen.”

“You’re all members of the One Church?” Esper asked. Tanny bit back a sardonic laugh. It was amazing how naive she could be at times.

Niang scratched at the back of his neck. “Well, couple maybe. We got all kinds. I’m a Universalist Seeder myself. Not that it matters, all are welcome who aren’t serving whatever that alien thing is—ain’t no God if it ain’t made Earth.”

“Amen,” one of the naval enlisted personnel said, and a few belated echoes followed from his comrades.

“Enough of that though,” Niang said. “You folks must be hungry, tired, and thirsty. And we’re pretty much here.”

The trail ended abruptly at the edge of a chasm. The planet-light was insufficient to make out the other side. The top rungs of a ladder peeked over the edge. Tanny stepped close to look down. It was only a few meters to a landing and a set of trails that disappeared into a darkness broken up by dots of firelight.


“One at a time on the ladder, and watch your step on the trail,” Niang said. “Guard rails are up and installed near the bottom, but we ain’t got ‘em the whole way up yet.”

Tanny’s legs wobbled beneath her, and she concentrated on staying upright. Distance was impossible to judge, but the chasm had to have been a hundred meters deep at the least. The fires… there were more than she had expected from the naval camp, too many to count. “How many of you survived the crash?”

“Official census on crash day was 1,216,” Niang said flatly. The flippant enthusiasm had been sucked right out of him. “Now last I heard, we’ve got 283.”

Tanny’s ace card to play had been the prospect of transport off Ithaca. Niang’s platoon and an equal number back at their camp site would have packed the Mobius floor to ceiling, but it could have worked. Now, if she were to mention an escape plan, there might be a riot.

“Come on,” Niang said. “Ain’t so bad these days. The Lieutenant’s found cures for the worst of the local diseases, and even made up a few vaccines. We own the jungle for a few klicks in any direction. And hey, now the population’s up by four, am I right?”

Tanny forced a smile. “Yeah.”

Niang was the first one onto the ladder. He climbed down until just his head was poking over the edge. “And you’re lucky, ladies. Got to you just in time to keep the growlers from coming out after you.”

# # #

Mriy had hunted on a dozen planets both for food and for sport. None smelled anything like Ithaca. She couldn’t tell a flower from a rodent, a fungus from an apex predator. If it weren’t for the distinctive familiarity of her own scent and those of Kubu and Carl, she would have been scent-blind finding her way back to the crash site. But retracing their journey wasn’t good enough for the haste their mission demanded. Relying on glimpses of the distant mountains through the grass-like trees, she aimed them for the wreck of the Odysseus.

Kubu was an amiable companion. He loped along at her side, taking occasion to eat some small creature or another along the way. No complaint did he offer, nor did he slow her in the least. Had he not needed Mriy’s guidance, she had no doubt he could have effortlessly outpaced her to the crashed battleship.

A quick burst of staccato clicks caught Mriy’s attention. Hunting instincts took over before her conscious mind could react. The noise came from the left, downwind of her. She had Carl’s sword out in front of her before the first beast leapt from the underbrush.

The creature was wolf-sized, but the pale red planet-light reflected off chitinous plates. A four-mandibled jaw led the way as it lunged toward her, angled for her throat. Enchanted steel bit deep, and the creature impaled itself on the blade, but the creature’s momentum drove Mriy to the ground. It twitched in its death throes and lay still, but it was only the first.

The chittering grew as other creatures joined the assault, and Kubu whirled this way and that in an effort to confront them head on; but the insects came from all directions. Mriy slashed one with Carl’s sword and slipped a claw between the head and thorax of another, spewing ichor over her hand. A third wolf beetle was already in the air when she spotted it; Mriy cringed, ducking her head in anticipation of the impact.

# # #

At ground level, the chasm compound of the marooned Earth Navy personnel was impressive. A river ran through the center, crisscrossed by bridges hewn from tree-grass. Unlike the rickety assembly at the wreck of the Odysseus, these were proper structures, with struts, sway bracing, and tension cables. The residents had constructed houses with sides like palisade fencing and interlocking clay tile roofs. What had appeared to be bonfires when viewed from above turned out to be communal fire pits, where dinner was being prepared.

While most of the residents wore naval uniforms, there were others who mixed in leather and cloth garments that looked homemade—at least if the stranded crew had taken to considering Ithaca home. Few carried weapons, and those who did were armed with spears and metal clubs. Ensign Niang’s claim that there were nearly three hundred humans living there seemed plausible. A few even carried infants, or had squealing toddlers scurrying around underfoot. None of the children appeared any older than five years.

News of the arrival of newcomers spread ahead of them, and before long, a throng had gathered to greet them. Former navy crewmen shouted questions, vying to be heard over the others.

“Where’s your ship?”

“Does the navy know we’re here?”

“Is there a rescue coming?”

“Does my family know I’m still alive?”

Ensign Niang clapped his hands overhead. “Cool it, folks,” he shouted. “They need to be debriefed. They crashed here, just like us. I saw them meteor in. They’re lucky to be alive, and they’ve had a rough day. Let ‘em breathe and get a bite. Show ‘em some hospitality before you talk their ears bloody. But first, the Lieutenant’s gonna want to see ‘em.”

The crowd didn’t disperse, but the questions died down. Tanny had dealt with the navy on enough occasions that the sight of people obeying orders from an ensign struck her as funny.

Charlie was close enough that she heard Tanny’s amused snort. “I know what ya mean,” she whispered, leaning close. “Ensigns were invented to get bullied. Just keep in mind how long they’ve been here. If they were in contact with High Command, Niang might’ve made first lieutenant by now.”

“What kind of rank situation have we got here?” Tanny whispered back. With the buzz of hundreds of voices, it was as close to privacy as they’d come since Niang’s patrol had discovered them. “You’re the same rank as their leader, right?”

“She’s got seniority,” Charlie replied. “Plus, I’m retired. Well, not that any of them are active duty, officially.”

“Use that, if you need to,” Tanny said. “We can tell them that—” she stopped. Who was she, Carl all of a sudden?

Charlie snorted. “I’m a lousy liar. We just play them straight.”

It was such a refreshing perspective. Trust the professionalism of Earth Navy training. Be upfront. Tell them the truth. See what the situation gave them. There weren’t even going to be the obligatory precautions against Esper’s conscience mucking up the plan.

And it wasn’t just the lack of a scheme or an angle that felt good. The chasm was bracketed by waterfalls, upstream and down. A fine mist carried on the wind, cooling the refugee city, leeching away the heat from the jungle. It was almost enough to put the hollow ache of Recitol withdrawal from her mind. Almost.

“What do you call this place?” Esper asked. “It’s peaceful.”

“Troy,” Niang answered. Failing to elaborate and explain the familiar name that Tanny couldn’t place, he continued onward leading them through the crowd.

They found Lieutenant Kwon taking her dinner under an awning by the chasm wall. The plates, trays, and flatware were all standard military issue. The chairs were rec room salvage, well-worn but designed for ease and comfort. If Tanny had still been wondering where everything from the Odysseus had gone, she had her answer. The lieutenant who had taken charge of the crash survivors was lean, with taut muscles outlined against her skin. Her physique wasn’t typical of the soft, sedentary lifestyle of a navy scientist, at least the few Tanny had known. With a cut-sleeve tunic and sweat-cloths tied around her forehead and wrists, she looked more like a laborer. Kwon’s jet-black hair was tied back in a simple ponytail. By firelight, her eyes gleamed, following the four newcomers as they approached.

“That hair’s not regulation, pilot,” Kwon said slowly, a corner of her mouth turned up.

Charlie flicked the mop of braids on her head and shrugged. “They don’t enforce that crap on retirees.”

Kwon shook her head. “Never thought I’d see any of you alive. For a while, I’d thought maybe we’d see a rescue party, but the Typhoon squadrons… we’d given you up for dead.”

“Didn’t take,” Charlie said. “Some of us were just too stubborn.”

“Guess I didn’t give Roquefort enough credit,” Kwon replied. “Bastard never struck me as the heroic type.”

“He wasn’t. We mutinied,” Charlie said and proceeded to give the stripped-down version of the tale Carl had recounted. Since she’d heard the story twice already, Tanny watched the survivors’ reactions instead of paying attention. A few of them teared up; most just watched stone-faced, rapt, as if Charlie were some sort of oracle or prophet.

Kwon shook her head. “Unbelievable. While we were burying our dead and trying to keep from joining them, High Command was slapping a fresh spray of paint over the project and forgetting we ever happened.”

Charlie hung her head. “I never stopped looking.”

“Well, at least HQ knows where we are now, right?” Niang said, grinning. “They’ll get someone over, maybe Convocation, to clear up this magic bullshit. Then we can go home.”

Charlie remained silent.

“Wait…” Niang said.

“You didn’t tell them,” Kwon said. It wasn’t a question. “They forbade your squad from talking about the Odysseus, and they’d never have listened. You told no one, thinking to come here and gather proof. Then you crashed here, just like us.”

“Not no one,” Charlie said quickly. “The other surviving Half-Devils all know.”

“What?” Tanny snapped.

Charlie put up her hands. “Hey, no secrets between us. If no one comes back, they’ll know where to look for us.”

Kwon put a hand up, covering her lips. She muttered to herself for a moment. “No, I can’t think of any plausible rescue scenario. If you’ve all kept this amongst yourselves, I don’t think any of the 333rd pilots are likely to pull off a rescue. Earth Navy might solve the problem of the local laws of physics breaking down, but not them. I don’t care what kind of pilots they are, none of them are qualified for this sort of mission.”

Tanny caught Rhiannon opening her mouth but shot her a glare that shut her up before she said anything. Carl’s sister was along for the ride, and had no business giving away intel before they had a grip on the tactical situation. These navy officers and enlisted personnel might have been peaches, but six years on their own might well have eroded their willingness to trust outsiders.

“Niang, get them accommodations for the night,” Kwon said. “They’re putting up a good face, but they’re dead on their feet. Any of you got skills we can use around here? We can take you in. Any other survivors from your ship? We can send out search parties come sunlight.”

“Got a Typhoon around here? I’m all yours,” Charlie said with a smirk.

“There’s enough parts on the old bird to cobble a couple together from scratch,” Niang said. “But we got nothing to do with that place since the infestation. Damn critters run it now.”

“I’m willing to work,” Tanny said. “I’m not too proud to get my hands dirty.”

“You’re ex-marine?” Kwon asked. Tanny followed her eyes to the marine insignia embedded in ink form beneath her skin. There were times when she’d considered having it removed, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. It would have been like turning her back on the corp. Plus, every once in a while it got her a free drink in a rough bar. Now she wished she had cleansed herself of any sign of her service.

No good lie came to mind. She’d wondered what she would say when the time came, but no concrete plan had coalesced. Instead, she tried a glut of truth. “Yeah, I gave it up when I married into the navy.”

Kwon looked from Tanny to Charlie. “You two are—”

“Not us,” Charlie said. “She married Commander Ramsey. It’s his ship that’s crashed out there in the jungle.”

“Ramsey’s here?” Kwon asked, crossing her arms. “Who else have you got on this moon?”

“Us four,” Tanny said. “Plus Carl and Mort—both humans. Then we’ve got a laaku mechanic—”

“No problem there,” Kwon said. “Never met a laaku who wasn’t a hard worker.”

“An azrin—”

“Excuse me?”

“Well, azrin are an Earthlike species related to—”

“Felis silvestris would be the nearest evolutionary neighbor from Earth,” Kwon said. “They’re barely socialized. Most of the ones who live away from their homeworld are mercenaries and criminals.”

“She’s nice,” Esper said. Only Esper could say that and mean it.

“Blackjack vouches for her,” Charlie added. “That’s enough for me.”

“Yeah,” Kwon said. “That man’s a paragon of judgment. He has a Father Flanagan complex.”

“Worked out just fine at Karthix,” Charlie replied, narrowing her eyes. “Us dregs did more than the button-polishers to win that fight.”

“Last one in the crew is a sentient canid,” Tanny said. “Looks like a dog, but he’s 300 kilos.”

“345, last time we checked,” Esper said.

“What species?” Kwon asked. “No canid from Earth ever approached that size.”

“Canis Ultra Poltidae,” Esper said. “They hadn’t been discovered six years ago.”

Kwon nodded. “Temperament and disposition?”

“He’s a big puppy,” Esper replied. “The xenobiologist Tanny took him to said he’d grow to over two tons. So imagine a huge, cuddly puppy who likes to hunt for his own food and speaks basic English.”

“And you ferry that thing around on a starship?” Kwon asked.

Esper shrugged.

Kwon closed her eyes and sighed. “Ensign Niang, find them bunks. We’ll add them to the duty roster tomorrow. As civilians, they’re at the bottom rung on the chain of command.”

“Hey, wait a minute!” Charlie snapped. “I was a lieutenant.”

“You resigned,” Kwon replied. “That makes you a civilian who used to be a lieutenant, Miss Charlton.”

It was time to play her only card. “You’re all listed as killed in action,” Tanny said. “You’re civilians, too.”

Kwon gave a mirthless snort. “Tell that to these sailors. None of us ever resigned. No one here mutinied. The difference is just paperwork. This is my command, and you’re under my jurisdiction. We’ll round up your friends. We’ll keep you safe. But you’ll follow orders or face the consequences. Now… go get some sleep.”

“But—”

“You’re here in our city,” Kwon said. “We carved out this patch of jungle from the wild beasts that roam this moon. If you don’t like it, you can sleep out there. We can use the genetic diversity around here, but I won’t tolerate insubordination. Without us, you’re food for any of a hundred predatory species out there.”

# # #

The streets of the marines’ alien city were too clean to belong in a jungle. Carl had walked the streets of cities on a hundred worlds, and even most of the ones with cleaning drones couldn’t keep as tidy. No weeds poked through the stone road. Its faded yellow surface was rough, but unblemished. There was neither graffiti nor the old-Earth tangle of climbing vines along buildings’ sides. He couldn’t even find evidence of bird shit, and there hadn’t been an open-air city built that wasn’t prone to that particular blight. If he could have packaged whatever alien trick that kept the city spotless, he’d make a fortune.

But fortune wasn’t on the minds of the marine honor guard as they escorted him to the Temple of Listening—at least the names for places were easy to remember. It didn’t seem as if the marines thought a lot, period. They gave gruff responses to his questions, or told him they didn’t know, or didn’t care, or that it was none of his business. None gave any hint that they were curious about the newcomers on their world aside from the security risk they posed and the potential use Carl could be in their feud with the navy survivors. Still, he tried to engage them.

“Bet you’re curious what’s been going on back home,” Carl said to none of them in particular. He kept his voice loud enough for all eight of his escorts to hear. “I’m guessing most of you are Sol Center party members, am I right? You’ll be happy to know that Bradshaw got reelected Prime Citizen a couple years back.” Carl wasn’t sure on that point. He remembered there being a Bradshaw, but couldn’t remember what the guy did. He had voted in precisely one election, and it had been to impress the girl he was dating at the time. She’d been a Progressive Traditionalist, and he’d voted for every name she’d gushed about.

“Earth politics is a sewer,” Messerschmidt said. “Rats climbing over each other to get the best of the droppings from above.”

“No argument here,” Carl said, finally having touched a nerve. “Personally, I don’t even vote. Politics don’t matter out in the Black Ocean, when it’s only your ship and your guns against whatever’s coming back. Eyndar don’t vote.”

“Sure they do,” Vasquez said. Carl blinked. He hadn’t picked the burly marine for being a political scholar. “Whole damn lot of those bastards do. Old pack instincts. One makes top dog, the rest fall into line. Hell, it’s the only thing that keeps them in the war.”

“Damn right,” another of the marine’s agreed, to a general chorus of assent.

“Too organized for their own good,” Carl said. “We used that against them at Karthix. They fly by the book, and we knew their book.”

“You got intel on those dogmen?” Vasquez asked. That was it, right there: genuine human curiosity.

“Naw, nothing that formal,” Carl said. He tried to slip his hands into his jacket pockets before realizing he’d left it in his assigned quarters. The sticky jungle air was no place for outerwear. “But I’d been in enough dogfights—no pun intended—watched the sensor recordings, and replayed them in simulators, that I knew how they flew. One of their squadrons flies just like another. A lot of ours fall into that trap, too… poor bastards.”

“But not you Half-Devils?” Messerschmidt asked.

“Think what you want about my squadron,” Carl said. “But regs say five hours a week of simulator time. Half-Devils did twenty.”

“You’re lucky they didn’t arrange an ‘accident’ for you,” Messerschmidt said. “From what I hear, Lieutenant Samuelson was accused of that once.”

“Hatchet?” Carl asked. “He’d never… Well, I mean, not to me. That friendly fire incident I bailed him out of was no accident. But the Shrieking Ghosts’ loss was the Half-Devils’ gain.”

“I don’t get you, Ramsey,” Vasquez said. “You knew that Samuelson was a murderer and wanted him in your unit?”

A spire poked above the rooftops, black where the rest of the city was yellow. Azrael had pointed it out from his office, but from ground level, it had been hidden from view until just now. They were getting close to their destination. If Carl was going to make any inroads with his captors, he was going to have to make it quick. Azrael had gone ahead and was awaiting them at the temple; there would be no time for chatting once they arrived.

“You ever needed a second chance, Vasquez?” Carl asked.

“Nah,” he replied. “I mean, maybe this whole place is a second chance for us. But me? I’ve never gone off book.”

“Lemme tell you,” Carl said. “A lot of folks believe in second chances. Not a lot believe in thirds. If you’re the guy handing out those second chances, you get people with a lot to lose and everything to prove. I turned those sim runs into games, into competitions. My Half-Devils didn’t balk at extra sim time because they were on their second chance—all but a couple of them. But after a while, they liked getting in there and seeing who was top killer. I get people. I treat them right. I kept as many as I could alive, and I won.”

“Whatever,” Messerschmidt grumbled. “You’re here now, and Azrael’s got use for you. Otherwise, we’d have fed you to the jungle by now.”

“Really?” Carl asked. “The guy who cleaned up your mess? Won the battle you fled? I married a marine, and I’m pretty sure that’s against the Code of Conduct.”

“Fuck the Code of—”

“Hey,” Vasquez snapped, cutting off Messerschmidt mid-curse. “Still applies.” There were mutters of agreement among the rest of the marines.

Messerschmidt seethed as she and Vasquez exchanged a glare, before she turned her attention back to Carl. “You trying to stir shit up?”

“Me?” Carl asked. “No, I’m on my way to see if your god is going to order you fuckers to dust me. I’m just making small talk. Besides, if I don’t get my entrails spilled over some alien altar, it’d be nice to get to know my new neighbors.”

“There’s no altar,” Vasquez said. “And no sacrifices.”

Carl let out a dramatic sigh. “Well, that’s a relief.”

“We take the heretics out to the jungle and hamstring them. Jungle takes care of the rest.”

Carl’s mouth was suddenly dry. For whatever reason, he had a vivid image of some alien beast bearing down on him, jaws slavering, and being unable to stand. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The Temple of Listening loomed larger over them each time they caught a glimpse of it between buildings, until at last they arrived at its base. The obelisk had to have been two hundred meters tall. Though black, it appeared to be the same stone as the rest of the city’s structures; the black could easily have been scorched onto the exterior. Like the other tall structures, there was a spiral ramp around the exterior.

It was a good thing that Carl was pretty sure he could slip a lie past whatever alien entity was impersonating a god here. Because he would have hated to think that he was going to climb all that distance just to deliver himself for execution. “Well, what are we waiting for?”

# # #

Dawn broke with the sun a sliver overhead, peering out from behind G5344-4. If they were destined to permanent exile here, Tanny would probably still never get used to the oddities of the dual day-night cycles of planetary orbit and lunar rotation. Even during all her time spent aboard starships, she’d kept a twenty-four-hour cycle. Without sunlight, there were chronos; without chronos, sunlight. Even the odd non-Earthlike planet here or there had a regular pattern, even if it didn’t match Earth Standard.

“Sleep well?” Esper asked. Cheerfulness had its place but not in a chasm on an alien moon. Tanny needed her drug cocktail. Instead, she had a ringing headache, stiffness in every muscle, and gauze wrapped around her brain. Everyone else was moving too quickly, and she too slowly. The navy survivors didn’t even have coffee to take the edge off.

“Not me,” Rhiannon said. “I took years off my life yesterday. I’ve got scratches from vines, bites from insects that probably infected me with every disease on this planet… I need another day’s sleep just to recover from sleeping on this mat.”

Their accommodations had been anything but posh. As the newcomers and lowest ranking among the survivors, they had slept together in a storehouse that was half filled with stacked and baled plants, navy standard issue crates, and insects—the latter being an ever-shifting crew supplied by the biome.

“Eat your melon,” Charlie said.

Tanny looked down and spotted a cafeteria platter piled with blue-and-green striped fruits the size of a laaku head. Hefting one and finding it surprisingly light, she dug her fingers in and tore it open in half. For the first time since the crash, she felt powerful. Then she noticed that Rhiannon opened hers with equal ease and knit her brow.

The meat of the fruit was sticky sweet, tasting similar to hybridized blue strawberries. It had a bitter aftertaste that kept her eating more and more just to ward off the unavoidable final bite, after which she worked her tongue inside her mouth to scrub away the filmy feeling and excise the flavor.

“Morning, ladies,” Niang said, poking his head through the doorway. There was no door at all. “Time to find out what use you can be. But first, I’m going to need a volunteer to join the search party for your ship.”

“I’ll go,” Charlie said instantly. She tossed the melon rind back on the platter and sucked the juice clean from her fingers. Wiping them on her pants finished the cleansing.

“Negatory on that,” Niang replied. “Lieutenant Kwon wants to debrief you privately.”

Charlie snickered. “Good thing I know her preference, or I might take that wrong. Been a while since I had a good debriefing.” She glanced sidelong at Niang.

Tanny sighed. “I’ll do it.” The jungle was going to be the death of her, but her other option was to sit around and get assigned grunt work by Kwon. “When you heading out?”

“You done your breakfast?” he asked, glancing at the melon rind in Tanny’s hand.

In truth she could have used another, but she was wary of the alien food’s effects on her stomach, especially considering that she would be feeling the withdrawal pangs any time now. “Yeah,” she said instead, tossing her rind on the platter with Charlie’s.

“Then let’s get a move on,” he said. “Charlie, report to Kwon. You two, see Chief Yao for work detail. He’ll figure out how you can fit in around here.”

Tanny spared a glance past Ensign Niang. The naval workers were already up and about, building, harvesting, and whatever other tasks they’d been assigned. Half of them already knew about her from old gossip, knew her as the shore-leave girl of the Typhoon pilot with the loudest mouth in the fleet. They had their own chain of command in which she was the lowest of the low. Fitting in didn’t seem like it was in the cards for Tanny.

# # #

Charlie had never been big on offices, so the fact that Sephiera’s was a shitty hut with a desk and two chairs didn’t bother her. But the sparse decor gave her little to go on in getting a read on how much Sephiera Kwon had changed in the past six years. A peg on the wall hung a navy dress jacket—practical. They must have had a cold night now and then down in the chasm. The multi-orbital situation probably swung the temperatures from time to time. The desk was laid out with a carved grid, scratched into the wood with a knife. At a glance, the grid was arranged in rows and columns labeled with names and tasks. Many of the names had faces she knew, low-ranked and petty officers; not enough there to account for the whole population, so these were probably her direct reports. Black, white, red, and blue chits were scattered across the grid in a pattern that must have had some meaning as a duty roster.

Sephiera herself was recognizable only in the face. As a science officer on the Odysseus, she’d had curves the male Half-Devils had gone on about at length, but now she’d slimmed down to a muscled twig. The lines around her eyes didn’t account for the years. The tan of her skin said she’d spent much of her time outdoors—no surprise there. Eyes once playful, knowing, and more than a little condescending now glared like photon emitters. The muscles of her jaw never seemed to relax; she was either talking or clenching her teeth. There were children in the compound, so the oft-ignored rule about fraternizing was being completely disregarded, but Charlie would have bet the Mermaid against a hovercart that Sephiera hadn’t been laid since the crash.

“Sit,” Sephiera ordered.

The chair was from the port-side rec room of the Odysseus. Someone had carved the initials H.J.S. into the back of the seat, and the crash survivors hadn’t done anything to buff them out. It, like every other seat of its kind, was only comfortable in one precise position. Charlie swung it around and straddled the seat, resting her arms on the back.

“Who’d have guessed,” Charlie said. “Ship that size crashes, and you split the line between the dead and the low ranking.”

“This isn’t a social call,” Sephiera sat, sitting forward in her seat and resting her elbows on the desk. “I need to know if there’s going to be trouble.”

“I didn’t plan on making any.”

“Are your people trying to make contact with the marines?”

Charlie shrugged. “Hey, until we crashed here, I didn’t know anyone had survived. You were the first sign of humans we’d seen.”

“What about the rest of your crew?”

“They’re not my crew. I only just met most of them.”

“But you know Ramsey better than anyone,” Sephiera pressed. “Is he going to cut a deal with them? Renegades are just his style. He’s never respected the chain of command.”

“Sephiera, you’re not—”

“Lieutenant Kwon,” she snapped. “This isn’t a holiday retreat; it’s a war zone. You’ll address me by title, or ma’am.”

Charlie pursed her lips. “You don’t get it both ways. I’m just as much in Earth Navy as you. Either I’m a lieutenant here with two months less seniority than you, or I’m a civilian and you can take that ‘ma’am’ spiel and shove it. You want to know about the rest of Ramsey’s crew? I’ll tell you this much: you don’t want to step on their toes. You play ball, we might be able to find a way off this rock. You push them, and there’s going to be a problem. Oh, it won’t be me—officer’s honor. But if you pull the same shtick on Ramsey that you just did on me, he’s going to twist you like a caramel spiral. I’ve got authority issues… it’s in my goddamn personnel file. But Ramsey’s pathological.”

“I know.”

“He hasn’t changed,” Charlie said. “If anything, he’s looser now for… well, let’s just say High Command didn’t treat us right after Karthix.”

“I’m putting this on you,” Sephiera said. “Keep Ramsey in line. Keep any other troublemakers in his crew in line. If you can do that, I think I can give you back your lieutenant’s rank.”

It was a ploy. Sure, Sephiera meant every word of it, but the manipulation was so blatant. This was the difference between a social klutz like her and a true expert in dealing with people. One held out a SweetGoo in one hand and kept the other clenched in a fist. A smooth talker like Carl stroked the side of your face while the other hand slipped inside like a puppeteer. Charlie realized the unintended imagery of her metaphor instantly and tried to think of another to replace it. But she couldn’t get the image of Carl and his hands out of her head. Damn it!

Realizing she’d left an uncomfortable pause while her mind wandered, Charlie blinked and smiled. “Yeah. Sounds like a deal, Lieutenant Kwon… ma’am.”

# # #

Carl chugged water from his canteen as soon as he regained enough breath not to drown himself in the attempt. Ithaca was plotting to kill him, and it wouldn’t be with alien diseases or vicious wildlife. The fucking city of a million ten-story ramps was going to do the job quicker.

“Look, I know you can’t exactly install a lift,” Carl said, bent over with his hands on his knees. “But isn’t there some local equivalent of a donkey on this moon? I mean, what’s the point of walking everywhere.”

Vasquez smirked. “You join up with us, you’ll be fine. I was as sorry a bastard as you when we first got here. Bioenhancement drugs don’t work here, but the Temple of War does the same with no side effects.” He clapped Carl on the shoulder and helped him upright. “Time to meet Devraa.”

The cheery prospect of being interrogated by an alien deity was almost enough to make up for nearly dying on the way up to the obelisk’s top floor. Vasquez kept a hand on Carl’s upper arm. Whether it was there to keep him from stumbling due to fatigue or making a break for freedom, Carl couldn’t tell. But the hand remained there as the two entered side by side.

The top chamber of the obelisk was hexagonal, roughly twenty meters on a side. At one end, atop a raised dais of ramps in place of stairs, stood Azrael. The rest of the room had triangular wedges arranged like chairs in an auditorium, each waist high with a flat side facing the doorway and the angled side toward Azrael’s perch. Marines were lying scattered throughout the chamber, reclined on the wedges as if sunbathing. There weren’t enough of them to fill the temple, so there were empty wedges in plenty. Vasquez escorted Carl down the ample aisles to an empty wedge in the front row.

“Premium seating,” Carl remarked. “This because I’m the new guy, or because I outranked you all before crash day?” It was a struggle arranging himself into sunbathing position on the stone wedge. His leg muscles had stiffened into a position better suited to a slow, uphill shuffle, and his back wanted no part of the unforgiving blackened stone.

“Azrael’s orders,” Vasquez replied. “Didn’t ask.”

The burly marine departed, and when Carl craned his neck to see where Vasquez went, he was reminded that twisting around on a stone slab is painfully inconvenient. At the behest of pangs in his shoulder blade and hip, he stopped trying to see and settled into as comfortable position as he could find. He found himself staring up into the darkened recesses of the obelisk’s ceiling, unable to see Azrael in his lower peripheral vision. That was fine. Azrael wasn’t much to look at, and if he wanted to try anything, there were dozens of marines against one exhausted ex-navy starfighter pilot.

“We gather,” Azrael intoned, his voice echoing throughout the temple. “Today we announce a new brother to mighty Devraa, praise him for his wisdom.”

“Devraa is wise,” the marines responded in unison.

Oh wonderful. We’re in one of those cults. Maybe if I dust Azrael I can take his job.

“We gather,” Azrael repeated. Even without looking, Carl could picture Azrael raising his arms overhead, a look of manic bliss on his face. All these whack jobs needed were hooded robes and a sacrificial altar to get recorded for the holovid version. “We listen for the voice of Devraa to judge the soul of this wayward human.”

“Devraa, we listen,” the marines chanted. The unison was spot on. Clearly they’d chanted as a group before. Carl wondered if he was going to have to attend rehearsals, or if he’d be expected to practice in his spare time. He doubted this Devraa was the sort who put up with discordant chanting in his temple.

“We open ourselves to you, Devraa!”

Just as Carl was thinking that Azrael was growing a bit melodramatic, the stone of the entire obelisk above turned transparent. Suddenly instead of staring into the murky recesses of a stone ceiling, Carl was staring up into the twilight sky, where a neighboring moon floated beside a sliver of planet far above.

“Whoa!” Carl whispered. It was like looking at a holovid with galactic resolution. His brain knew the celestial bodies were hundreds of thousands of kilometers away, but they appeared so close that he could reach up and touch them.

“WHY HAVE YOU CONTACTED ME?” a voice boomed, shaking the temple. Carl felt the voice in his chest.

“Great Devraa, praise your might,” Azrael shouted.

The marines took their cue. “Devraa is mighty.” Carl saw the line coming and was tempted to join in, but thought better of it.

“Devraa, we have a new disciple for you,” Azrael said. “His name is Carl Ramsey, newly arrived in your domain.”

“TELL HIM TO SPEAK HIS NAME TO ME,” Devraa said.

“Ramsey, Devraa wishes for you to—”

“Yeah, I heard him,” Carl said. “Full name and title is Captain Bradley Carlin Ramsey, Lieutenant Commander, Earth Navy, retired.”

“YOU UNDERSTAND MY WORDS?”

Well, shit. Carl hadn’t realized that his earring charm was translating alien speech that he wasn’t supposed to understand. No point denying it now. “Sure thing, Devraa, praise your might and wisdom and anything else you’re particularly good at.” It was time to bring out Carl the Skeptical Yet Open-minded Prospective Acolyte. He’d worked on the persona while trying to fall asleep in the uncomfortable bunk the marines had provided. “So what’s the deal? I was never really that concerned about super strength, but I’m willing to give it a try. What’s the rest?”

A quick patter of barefoot steps on stone approached. “What are you doing?” Azrael demanded in a harsh whisper. “Show proper respect! And how can you—never mind. You obviously can. Just keep a civil tongue; you’re addressing a god.”

Carl frowned. It was the first time he’d had a two-way conversation with a deity, despite trying a prayer here or there with Earth’s standard-issue God. This was the way he always talked to Him.

“Sorry if I came off rude,” Carl said. “Wizard Azrael here informs me that I’ve got poor manners. Truth is, I’ve never talked to a god before. Sure, I’ve met plenty of guys who act like they are, but never one who could do the whole temple-shaking voice. You are plenty awe-inspiring, let me tell you.”

“YOU ARE UNLIKE THE OTHERS. WHY?”

Azrael spoke up before Carl could answer. “Clear the temple. Everyone but the new acolyte, convene at the base and await instruction. Devraa wants to speak to none save Ramsey to determine his loyalties.”

There was a shuffling of marines as they removed themselves from the Temple of Listening—whose name made a hell of a lot more sense now. None of the ousted marines made a peep of protest. They just obeyed orders. Marines and cultists seemed to have a nice overlapping agreement in that area.

“AZRAEL, HAVE YOU BROUGHT ANOTHER WIZARD INTO MY SERVICE?”

“Mighty Devraa, I have brought you a pilot,” Azrael replied. “I know not how he interprets your words.”

Seriously? What sort of wizard didn’t jump to the conclusion that he had a magic charm on him? Azrael’s reputation on the Odysseus was that he was a wet mop of a wizard who couldn’t light a fire if you gave him two wands to rub together. Starheel had been the Convocation wizard on board, the Mort-like sort who didn’t get his hands dirty working on ship’s systems. But even a worthless star-drive mechanic ought to have noticed Carl was carrying an enchantment.

“MAYBE I’M A PROPHET,” Carl boomed, doing his best impression of Devraa, minus the room-shuddering bass. He laughed before Devraa took offense. “No, seriously. I have a magic earring that translates for me. Devraa, maybe you need to reconsider leadership around here. You want a real wizard on your team? The one I brought here with me could use this one as an after-dinner mint.”

“How dare you—”

“LET HIM SPEAK,” Devraa commanded.

Carl levered himself up from his wedge and stretched to unkink his back. “So correct me if I’m wrong, but you seem like the sort of deity who wants to rule. You’ve got a hostile population that outnumbers your followers.” He swept an arm toward the door through which the marines had departed. “You’ve got the brawn, but who’ve you got at ground level leading them? This yutz? Please… I can—”

“Enough!” Azrael screamed. He flung his hands, outstretched as claws, toward the cosmos, and the cosmos vanished. There was just a plain, blacked stone temple ceiling overhead once more. “How dare you come into this holy place and—”

“And what? Stomp on your scam?”

“You fooled me, Ramsey,” Azrael said, his voice gone cold and hollow. “I had thought you were ready to believe. You were going to be the mole that undid the navals and cut the rot from that infested chasm of theirs. I thought you were going to go eagerly. But you will go.”

Carl sized him up. Azrael was lean and bony, his unimpressive physique on full, shirtless display. He’d already shown an inability to do much with magic—the on-off switch for the transparent ceiling was the temple’s magic, no doubt, not his. Even half-exhausted to death, Carl had twenty kilos on the guy.

The punch never landed. Halfway to Azrael’s chin, Carl’s fist stopped. It was no trick of unseen forces, but the palm of Azrael’s hand snapping up first to block, then to lock on with a hydraulic grip. The pain was instantly excruciating. Falling to his knees, Carl gasped and gritted his teeth.

Azrael put a foot to Carl’s chest and forced him supine to the floor, thankfully releasing his fist in the process.

“You’re a fool,” Azrael said. “The Temple of War is no simple trick. It is neither a gymnasium nor a drug, but a conduit of pure, divine power. Now you listen to me.”

“Listening,” Carl said with a grunt. He couldn’t take a full breath with Azrael’s foot on his ribcage.

Azrael bent low and put his face close to Carl’s, his foot atop him like a trophy kill. “My men found your ship. Remember, this is our jungle. Not yours. Not the navals. Ours. Devraa’s. I want the navals’ leader dead. You’re going to present yourself to them, ingratiate yourself, and get close to her. Then you’re going to kill her.”

“Her who?” Carl asked.

“Lieutenant Sephiera Myung Kwon, former science officer of—”

“Got it,” Carl said. “Know her.”

Azrael narrowed his eyes. “I wasn’t aware that Typhoon pilots had need of investigative xenobiology.”

Carl offered a sheepish grin as his only reply.

The narrowed glare became a proper scowl. “You’re a disgrace.”

“I worked hard to be,” Carl said. “But don’t worry. I won’t let an old fling get in the way of offing her for you. It’s her or my crew, right? I know how these sorts of deals work.”

After Azrael released Carl from beneath his boot, there was a long, ignominious procession to the base of the obelisk. It lasted long enough for Carl to formulate a plan. By the time he was thrust into the throng of waiting marines at the base and escorted to the city limits, he was grinning.

# # #

“Sorry,” Chief Yao said, setting his jaw as he shook his head. “Maybe when they’re older. None of the little ones need a math teacher yet.” He’d found excuses for every skill set Esper proposed. It was growing more and more difficult not to reveal her magical skills, but Charlie had warned her against doing so.

“But I’ve got a college degree,” Esper insisted. “It’s one thing pitching in to help out, but I’m not cut out for chopping firewood.”

“It’s not chopping,” Yao replied. “The wood in this area is too rubbery. We use saws. And don’t worry, those scrawny arms of yours won’t stay scrawny. First couple weeks’ll be the worst.”

“But—”

“You think I like my job here?” Yao snapped. He was balding and patchy-bearded but still carried an air of military authority. He stepped up and put his face within centimeters of Esper’s. “I spent yesterday gutting a fodiens terram. Damn me if I even know what that Latin shit’s supposed to mean, but it’s a nasty sack of crap with eight-centimeter digging claws and smells like the inside of a waste recycler when you cut it open. It’s got a gland that produces something Kwon uses to make insecticide. I was a gunnery chief, and now I butcher insect-repellant groundhogs. You get where this is coming from?”

“Yes.”

“So what are you?” Yao demanded.

“A… math teacher turned lumberjill?” Esper asked. She ducked her head to appear meek, but the temptation to break Yao’s nose itched inside her. So often in her life, she had prayed for strength—spiritual strength, the sort that let her carry on despite grim prospects. Of late, she had most often asked guidance from the Lord on how to restrain strength of a more physical sort for the good of her fellow man.

“Damn right,” Yao said, backing down. He turned to Charlie. “Now you. Gather the breakfast plates and spoons and head to the downstream end of the river. There’s a wash spot. This side of the river’s for kitchen cleanup, far side’s for bathing. Don’t mix the two.”

“No can do, Chief,” Charlie replied. “And I expect a ma’am when you address me, not a ‘hey, you.’”

Yao sneered. “Not ‘til Kwon gives the go. You’re a civilian tagalong until she says otherwise. You two made some sort of deal? That’s her business. But I’ve got a camp to run, and if she says I’ve got three able bodies eating our chow, I’ve got three more pairs of hands to put to work. You got a problem with that, you can skip the mess line. Workers eat.”

Charlie glowered at him. “We’ll see about that…”

“How about you?” Yao asked Rhiannon, who sat on a rock with her chin on clasped hands. “What do you do?’

She didn’t look up. “I’m a singer,” she said with a sigh.

“As in, a professional?” Yao asked, eyebrows raised.

“Uh huh.”

“Hot damn! Sing something, would ya?”

Rhiannon looked up with a perplexed furrow of her brow. “Um, OK.” She cleared her throat.

♪ Don’t it always seem to go, that you don’t know what you’ve got ‘til it’s gone ♫

♫ They paved paradise, and put up a parking lot ♪

Yao chuckled. “I forgot you’re a Ramsey. Corny old shit, but damn you’ve got a voice. Do you play?”

“Nothing fancy,” Rhiannon replied. “Just a little acoustic guitar for certain songs.”

“Can’t be ruining those hands, then,” Yao said. “Ask around and find Scandrick. Tell him to hand over his guitar to someone who knows what to do with it.”

“That’s my assignment?” Rhiannon asked wide-eyed.

Yao replied with a salute. “Haven’t had a real entertainer around here since we crashed. Glad to have you aboard.” As he departed, Yao flashed a final glare over his shoulder. “And you two, get your asses to work.”

Rhiannon wandered off, presumably to figure out who Scandrick was.

It was a fine morning. With sunlight peeking down into the chasm and the gentle rush of waterfalls, it was easy to imagine being on Mars. Esper’s gaze followed the trail up the chasm wall that led to the jungle where her day’s work awaited her. People from the camp were already making the climb to whatever occupations required them to venture out from the safety the chasm offered. Just watching them made her legs ache.

“We’ve got to get out of this place,” Charlie said. “If it’s the last thing we ever do.”

“They’ve lost hope,” Esper said. “They don’t realize we’re going to rescue them.”

“Well, there’s not going to be a rescue unless we can get back and let Ramsey know we’re here.”

“Mriy or Kubu will track us down,” Esper said with certainty.

“Maybe,” Charlie said. “But just as likely they get killed by a hunting party before they get a word of English to identify themselves. Then Ramsey gets the Mobius up and running and high-tails it offworld, thinking we’re all dead.”

“Carl would never—”

“How long have you known him?” Charlie asked.

Esper did some quick calculations. “If I haven’t lost track with the wacky days here… well, let’s call it ten and a half months.”

“I served with him for four years,” Charlie said. “He’s lost friends before. He’ll get over us.”

A chill ran up Esper’s spine. She remembered meeting Carl moments before Chip’s funeral. When was the last time anyone even mentioned Chip’s name? “What’s the plan?”

“You go saw down trees, like they said. Maybe schmooze the work crew a little; get to know them; put them off guard. It’s me who’s got to figure a way out of this chasm. Be ready to run when I come for you.”

# # #

Breakfast was a sandwich apiece, made from dehydrated bread wafers and lukewarm meats pried free from their cartridges in the food processor. Mort heated the coffee himself, but the water was of questionable vintage. He hadn’t asked where Roddy had obtained it, nor did the laaku volunteer such information. Hopefully boiling alone was enough to sanitize it.

Gravity aboard the Mobius was working just fine, making the kitchen floor feel like the proper direction for “down.” But through the gaping hole where Carl’s quarters had been ejected into the jungle, the landscape was skewed to one side. The grassy trees grew at an angle, and the clouds drifted past on a downhill as if gentle sliding from an untenable perch in the sky.

“You look like hell,” Roddy said through a mouthful of barely edible sandwich.

Mort harrumphed. It was a nice, wizardly harrumph that made him feel more himself. “Slept on this moon all night.”

“You mean you didn’t, uh…” Roddy made a whoosh gesture with one foot.

So odd, all of them knowing. “No, I couldn’t access Mortania last night. Dratted mind of mine was stuck on tattletale mode, reminding the universe that this place can’t behave itself. Would you believe it? I dreamt I was back on Earth at a symposium, giving a keynote speech.”

“Was you naked?” Roddy asked. “I hear that’s a thing with humans.”

“No, but—”

“Were the whole audience naked?”

“Worse! They were all laaku, every last one of them. I was trapped in a slumbering state, beset by simian detractors interrupting my speech every five words. I blame you.” He jabbed a finger across the table.

“Me? If I could magic up dreams for people, I’d come down a lot harder on you than a few hecklers.”

“Not directly. Even exhausted to imbecilic depths, my mind wouldn’t let you past the doormat. No, it was spending the day keeping your damned tools doing whatever it is they do.”

“Yeah, but—”

A metallic rapping stopped him short. It came from the gaping exit where Carl’s quarters belonged. The questions had hung between them, unasked: where was the rest of the crew? Neither search party had returned overnight, raising a variety of grizzly possibilities.

“Hot damn,” Roddy said. “Quick... taking bets on who’s back first.”

“Come on out of there,” an unfamiliar voice shouted from outside. “I can hear you muttering.”

“I’m going with none of the above,” Mort replied with a scowl. He cast his half-eaten sandwich aside with disdain. Whoever was out there might have brought proper food. Stalking across the common room, he took up a position pressed against the wall beside the hole. “Who’s there?”

“I’m Corporal Matthews. This is Corporal Hughs,” the voice said. “Please step out of the ship one at a time. No weapons. No trouble. Is that understood?”

“Oh, I understood just fine,” Mort replied around the corner. “You didn’t use obscure verbiage anywhere in your little authoritarian diatribe. However, your paranoid command and certain other factors into which I prefer not to digress would suggest that I’m best off staying right where I am. Several other, less obvious factors, might lead you to conclude that either trying again with less starch in your collar, or better yet slinking off into that jungle out there, might be better options.”

“This must be their star-drive mechanic,” a second voice said, presumably Hughs.

A cold lump settled in Mort’s stomach, and it wasn’t spoiled ham. They knew the Mobius had a wizard on board, but had no idea who Mort really was. That meant that at least one of the search parties had been captured—possibly both. Stepping into view, he glared down at two human savages with too much of their bronzed skin showing. Their oversized muscles glistened with sweat. One carried a spear made from a single sharpened metal rod and had a knife tucked into his belt; he wore a necklace of animal teeth, in case he might say or do something to appear civilized. The other carried a matching spear and had some sort of cobbled-together hammer slung over his back on a strap. Each had a tattoo on his shoulder with the marine corp insignia.

“You lads are operating under a few faulty assumptions,” Mort said with gravel in his voice.

The one with the tooth necklace spoke, his voice matching the one who identified himself as Matthews. “Just get down here, gramps. You keep in line and there won’t be any trouble.”

From behind him, Roddy chuckled. The laaku knew what lay in store for a pair of smart-mouthed marines.

“You have been led to believe that I’m just a doddering old tech tinkerer, a minder of gizmos. You think that those primitive, ordinary toys of yours pose a threat. You think we’re going to just toddle along in your footsteps into captivity. You thought wrong.”

Mort wrenched the spears from their hands and twisted them into shoelaces. Or at least, that’s what he meant to do. What happened instead was a conspicuous amount of nothing, accompanied by the distinct impression that the universe was pantsing him. Wasn’t he so smart? Wasn’t this what he spent all day yesterday asking for? No magic? Fine. No magic for Mort, either.

He stood there a moment, arms outflung, glancing from one marine to the other and back. He gave a sheepish grin before diving for cover inside the Mobius. “Get something to bar the door!” he shouted.

“What’s going on?” Roddy asked. “Fuck ‘em up. You live for this shit, and you know it. We’ll fix the engines when the schizophrenic mess settles back to normal.”

Mort reached down and grabbed Roddy by the collar, putting his face inches from the laaku’s. “I. Can’t.”

“I don’t know what you’re playing at, but I’m in no mood,” Matthews shouted. “Get your asses out here, or we’re coming in after you. If you try anything, I swear to Devraa I’ll break your legs and drag you back.”

“Can’t what?” Roddy asked.

“I can’t ‘fuck them up,’ because I spent all day yesterday convincing the universe that I wanted science,” Mort said. “I’ve lost credibility.”

“You heated the coffee just fine, maybe it’s a lack of—”

“Those freaks out there aren’t a pint of tepid water. They’re marines gone feral. We need a plan.”

The laaku’s eyes unfocused, twitching. Mort could almost see him thinking. “Go stall them. Surrender. Tell ‘em we got terms or something. Make up shit. Carl ‘em.”

“What’ll you be—”

“I don’t know!” Roddy snapped. “That’s what stalling them is for. If they come in here, we lose all room to bargain. Now git!”

There was a gnawing temptation to tell the monkey to shove it. Mort had been the safety valve in so many of Carl’s cockamamie schemes that he’d grown accustomed to rolling with a bad plan instead of insisting on a new one. But that was Carl; he had an innate sense of chicanery and still almost got them all killed on a regular basis. Roddy… he was more the sort to piss in the vicar’s shrubs. Not the sort to count on. But Mort’s plans A through Z relied on some degree of magic.

“Fine. But if we die, I’m finding you in the afterlife to kill again,” Mort said.

As Roddy scrambled off, Mort returned to the opening where Carl’s quarters had been. “OK. Fine. I’ll come out. But I want to know where you’re taking me.”

“We’ve got a city,” Hughs said.

“Nice place,” Matthews said. “Roads, buildings, real food. Your friend Ramsey is there. He’s worried about you. Sent us to bring you back and make sure you’re OK.”

So there it was. They had Carl. No mention of Mriy or Kubu, either, which meant that they had either escaped or been killed. And Carl certainly hadn’t sent anyone to keep Mort safe. If Matthews had said he’d been sent to show the way back, that might have carried some credibility. Carl was certainly lazy enough not to come personally to guide them back.

“What kind of city is this?” Mort asked. “How much can you have built in six years?”

“We didn’t. It’s alien, old as hell,” Matthews replied. “Crazy old wizard like you oughtta love it. Hey, our boss is a wizard; maybe you two’ll hit it off. Gotta be a bitch rompin’ around with a bunch of loser spacers. Got nothing but respect for wizards where we’re from.”

A wizard among marines? There was a story there whose depths Mort felt a need to plumb. “What’s your wizard’s name?”

“Azrael Thomas Jones,” Matthews said. “You know him?”

There were a million wizards registered with the Convocation. It was akin to asking someone “So, I hear you’re from Chicago Prime. Do you know this guy Mike…?” The odds of one low-ranking wizard knowing another were slim to none. The odds of a council seat holder knowing a navy star-drive mechanic delved into negative numbers.

“Name sounds familiar,” Mort said. “You don’t meet too many Azraels. Bossy twerp? Acts like one of the boys, right up until someone tells him he’s got to buy his own drinks?” That described every star-drive repairman Mort had ever met.

Hughs and Matthews both chuckled. “Yeah, that’s him,” Matthews replied. “So we’re all friends, right? Come on out. How many of you are there inside?”

Soft, laaku footsteps approached from behind. Mort stiffened from head to foot to keep from turning to look at him. “Steady,” Roddy whispered. “Hold it steady.”

Steady? Roddy must have found some tech to use. In for a bite, in for the cake, as his uncle Damocles used to say. Mort resumed yesterday’s argument with the universe.

“Well, let’s see…” Mort replied, staring off into the clouds and stroking his chin. It amazed him how weather worked the same even on non-Earthlike worlds. It was as if weather came standard in the terraforming package along with a breathable atmosphere. Although there was no evidence that this was a terraformed world. “We started off with seven—or was it eight? Then picked up Rhiannon. No, I take it back; we were up to nine. Then we sent a few off into the jungle to search for—”

A low, soft scientific whine emanated from just behind him, increasing in pitch until it exited the audible range.

“What was that?” Matthews demanded.

“Two,” Mort said. “There are just two of us here.” He stepped aside and made room for Roddy.

The laaku leveled a blaster pistol—one of Tanny’s—at Matthews. “On the ground. Eat dirt you fleabags.”

Matthews sneered. “Bad time for a bluff, little man. Not your day.” He hefted his spear for a throw but stopped with a jerk. The humming blat of the pistol had the final word. A thumb-sized hole appeared in Matthews’ chest, followed closely by a second when he didn’t immediately fall over.

“Holy—” was as much as Hughs was able to get out before a shot took him through the eye. At this point, Roddy was just showing off his laaku reflexes.

“You know,” Mort said dryly. “In the holovids they usually leave one fellow alive to question.”

“Ah, shit,” Roddy said. “But hey, at least now we don’t have to watch them like owls to make sure they don’t cut themselves free and escape.”

“There is that,” Mort admitted. Truth be told, he knew where they had come from. The description of a city made it all clear. There was something out in the jungle causing the localized magical disruption. He could sense the tug against his counteracting arguments, and that tug had a direction. That city had to be where it originated.

# # #

The path through the jungle wasn’t back the way they’d come. Though it had been dark during the trip to the survivors’ chasm, Tanny caught frequent views of the mountainside crash site of the Odysseus along the way. That wasn’t the direction they headed. Niang had taken them on a path that kept that particular mountain a fixed distance from them. Not once did he ask Tanny for guidance.

“If you knew where we’re going, what did you need me for?” she demanded. Everything ached. Her muscles, her joints, even her hair felt strained to the breaking point—though the latter was her imagination, she was certain. At least her brain was functioning for now. The drugs in her systems weren’t all equally ineffective. The Sepromax must still have been hanging on, or she wouldn’t have been worried.

“Our scouts found your ship a few hours before you woke up,” Niang said. “But from a few things we picked up listening to you, we didn’t want to approach it without someone from your crew. Ramsey always had a habit of falling in with rough types, and that was even while he was in the service. No offense, Sgt. Rucker, but you’re not high on the list of people I’d trust to approach unannounced, either.”

“We found the grave sites,” Tanny said. She paused for a few breaths before continuing. Just talking while hiking was wearing her down. “We knew there were survivors. We’re not a kill first, ask questions sort… crew.”

“Callin’ it,” Niang said. “Take five.” The group of naval scouts dropped their packs and sat on them. Moen and Szczerbiak pulled out dried meats and tore into them. Belinsky drank from her canteen.

Tanny stayed on her feet. Bending at the waist, she took long, deep breaths, using a technique Mriy had taught her—one of the few that worked for both azrin and human physiology.

“You gonna survive the afternoon?” Niang asked. “You not being active duty, figured you wouldn’t be hitting withdrawal like the marines did.”

“Never… gave it up.”

Niang shook his head. “Criminal, what the corp does to you no-necks.”

“They didn’t… leave me on a… nowhere moon for six… years.”

Niang narrowed his eyes at her. “All right. Move out!” There was no way it had been five minutes.

The trek through the jungle continued. When they first caught a glimmer of steel ahead, she thought that they had arrived at the Mobius. But instead, they had come across the overgrown wreck of a craft Tanny couldn’t identify. It was angular and thin, half-buried in the ground at the end of a meter-deep furrow.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“There are sites like these scattered all over. Ships, probes, you name it. If some civilization’s science put it in orbit, this place yanked it down with magic.”

“Does that mean there are other species—sentient species—living here?” Tanny asked. It was bad enough being caught in a feud amongst her own kind. The prospect of a xeno faction, possibly several, made things that much worse.

“Can’t say no, for sure,” Niang said. “Doesn’t mean they’re not out there. We stripped anything that might be useful, so no point loitering here.”

It reminded Tanny of basic training. Instructors push her and the other recruits to their physical limits, let them collapse, and did it again. This was before any of them had started their physical conditioning regimen. Muscular alteration surgeries, neuron priming, psychological conditioning, and of course the chemical treatments—all had turned fifty-kilometer hikes from Darwinistic cullings into afternoon strolls. Tanny was back nearly to square one. Her physique was abnormally rugged, but she was worse off for withdrawal from the drug regimen than if she’d never begun.

“Hold up,” Niang said in a harsh whisper. He pointed. “There. Up ahead.” They had passed a few more downed vessels and various debris from probes and satellites, but this time it was the Mobius. The ugly bird had never looked so pretty. “You first. Go let them know we’re out here. We’ll gather up anything useful and make camp… head back tomorrow.”

Tanny nodded. Carl was probably going out of his mind worrying over—oh, who was she kidding? Carl would probably give her a rash of shit for being late getting back. They were probably playing poker and drinking up the ship’s stores of beer.

But as she approached, she spotted the bodies. Two huge humans, naked from the waist up, lay sprawled in the undergrowth, only visible from a few meters away. The insignias on their shoulders marked them as marines. Not knowing the full tactical situation, she inspected the corpses, noting the blaster holes. The one without the charred hole through his eye had been good-looking. But if there had been blaster fire, Mort must have steadied the…

Tanny didn’t know what it meant. Mort’s explanation of undoing the magic that undid science was bullshit, just like every other time he’d tried to explain magic. It made sense to crackpots, lunatics, and other wizards, and damn well nobody else. But someone had managed to use a blaster here, and considering that Ithaca seemed to hate science in all forms, that someone had gone to a good deal of trouble to get it to fire.

But what did it mean? Had the marines overpowered the crew and dragged them off? Were they waiting inside in ambush? If the Mobius crew had won, why hadn’t anyone spotted her on her way in? Mriy had enough sense to post a sentry after an attack, even if Carl was too numb between the ears to take simple precautions. Hell, Kubu should have smelled his Mommy coming from a kilometer away.

Then again, if the marines had prevailed, why had they left two of their own lying in the underbrush? That went against the tenets of the corp. Leave no man behind. It applied to women, too, but it was an ancient phrase that predated women entering the service. No upstanding marine would leave their comrades’ bodies behind to rot in the jungle.

Prying a spear loose from the hand of one marine, Tanny hefted it and tested the balance. It was solid steel, a lightweight alloy, but there was a limit to how light steel could get; there was no getting around the inclusion of iron atoms. It took both hands to lift and wouldn’t have made an effective weapon. She drew a survival knife from the same marine’s belt. “Sorry, pal. I need this more than you,” she whispered to the body. Stealing from the dead seemed unfair, since they couldn’t defend against it.

Creeping over to the socket where Carl’s quarters had been attached prior to ejection—prior to the crash she’d forgotten they even doubled as escape pods—she listened. Nothing. A few faint sounds she dismissed as her imagination. Without her proper chemical balance, even her hearing was like listening through mud. Tanny couldn’t trust her ears. But there was also no sign of anyone just inside.

Gripping the knife between her teeth, Tanny leapt for the edge of the escape pod socket. It was only half a meter overhead, yet the soft jungle soil sapped the strength from her jump. She barely caught hold. Niang and the others must have been silently mocking her from afar, watching as she struggled to perform a single pull-up, the only maneuver required to climb aboard the ship. Unable to lift her body weight in one fluid motion, she swung side to side and heaved, managing to get one elbow up over the edge. She nearly sliced her other arm open in the process with the knife’s point jutting from the side of her mouth.

But with an elbow hooked, she managed an undignified scramble aboard the Mobius. Taking her stolen knife in hand, she wiped the spit from the blade on her pants. She crept through the common room, taking note of the remnants of a meal. The crew quarters were all left with doors open—all empty.

There was a clatter, faint but distinct, followed by muffled cursing—Roddy. Tanny flung open the cargo bay door and hustled down the stairs. The sound of her clanging footsteps brought Mort and Roddy running out of the engine room. Roddy took one look in her direction and lowered his blaster pistol—correction: Tanny’s blaster pistol, which he’d obviously pillaged from her quarters.

“You’re back!” Roddy shouted. “About fucking—”

“Where’s Esper?” Mort demanded. “And the others? Did you find Carl out there?”

“What? Wait. No,” she replied. “Esper, Rhiannon, and Charlie are at the survivors’ camp. They picked us up at the wreck of the Odysseus. But what do you mean? Carl isn’t back yet with Mriy and Kubu?”

“No,” Roddy said. “We were starting to think you got offworld without us.”

“Those marines said they had Carl at a city of theirs,” Mort said. “But they didn’t mention Mriy or Kubu.”

“Mriy wouldn’t have ditched him,” Tanny said. “She might imply she would, but she wouldn’t.”

“Do you think…” Roddy said.

Tanny swallowed. The world was moving too fast. She had just found the crew, only to discover that the rest of them consisted of just Mort and Roddy—the second and third least helpful people on the ship. “I don’t know. She might be. But… wouldn’t Kubu have found his way back for help by now?”

Mort and Roddy exchanged a tentative look.

“Wouldn’t he?” Tanny pressed.

Mort cleared his throat. “One would think.”

“I’ve got to go look for him,” Tanny said. “I’ll start at the city. Where is it?”

Roddy backed away a step, putting Mort between himself and Tanny. “Billy the Kid here shot them both before asking,” Mort said.

Tanny shook her head. “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “I’ve got a naval escort here, and one of them has to know where that marine city is. I’ll get them to take me.”

“You look like hell,” Mort said. “You’re in no condition to—”

Tanny whirled on him. “Don’t you think I know that? Sometimes being a marine is about pushing on when you’ve got nothing left.”

“You’re not a marine anymore,” Roddy pointed out.

“There are no ex-marines,” Tanny said. With that she climbed the stairs, muscles protesting every step. She was going to find Carl, and he was going to either tell her what became of Kubu or help her find him.

Or she was going to kill him.

# # #

For the most part, the jungle was level ground. Sure, it rose and fell in long, gentle rolls, but at least it wasn’t a spiral ramp twisting 100 meters up the outside of an obelisk. If the jungle had been anything remotely so grueling, Carl would have already collapsed from exhaustion; instead, he was merely miserable.

“Couldn’t we have stopped off at the Temple of War on the out?” Carl asked. “I mean, what good would a little strength and endurance do me in escaping? I still can’t find my way around worth a damn, and in a fair fight I’d get my ass kicked by either one of you anyway.”

Vasquez forced his way through the underbrush, letting a tangle of vines snap back into Carl’s path as he led the way. “For a commander, you whine a lot. How the hell does anyone take you seriously?”

“Or hell, a hover-cruiser,” Carl continued. “Maybe ask at the Temple of Fucks-With-Science and—”

“The Temple of Order,” Messerschmidt cut in. “It’s called the Temple of Order, and it’s the only reason we can hold out against the navals. Without tech, one of us is worth five of them. Give everyone a blaster, and they’d have us with numbers.”

“I was joking,” Carl said. “I didn’t think there was—wait, was that the white obelisk I saw, just as tall as the Temple of Listening?”

“No, the gray one,” Vasquez replied. “The white one—”

“Shut up, you idiot,” Messerschmidt snapped. “Azrael put us on this detail because Ramsey hadn’t turned us. Don’t go losing it now.”

“But he—”

“You guys are what… the special forces of stubborn?” Carl asked. Despite every muscle from his feet to his lower back burning, the thought brought a smile. “Immune to my boyish charms?”

“Cut the crap, Ramsey,” Messerschmidt said. “If Azrael didn’t realize what a holovid drama star you were, he wouldn’t have sent you to take care of the navals.”

Carl cleared his throat. “I thought we were all looking at the same file—this is a suicide mission, at least for me. It’s my life, or my crew’s. I kill Kwon. Kwon’s people kill me. Azrael is top dog on this moon. You two are just here to make sure I don’t get lost.”

“And to make sure you don’t back out,” Vasquez added. It might have been Carl’s imagination, but the hulking marine seemed to have quickened his pace since the conversation began.

They passed the corpses of a pile of beetle-like creatures that were larger than any insects had a right to be. Swarms of smaller, normal-sized insects buzzed around the site. Vasquez veered around the gruesome scene. Carl had momentarily been tempted to ask what sort of animal slaughters beetles but doesn’t eat them. But before the words escaped him, he had a suspicion that he knew the answer already. Carl and his two-marine escort were heading roughly toward the Odysseus crash site. Mriy and Kubu must have passed right through here.

“You think I’d back out?” Carl asked. “I’m a lot of things, but I’m no coward. I’ve talked my way out of some bleak shit before. Maybe I can make Kwon’s death look like an accident, or slip out before anyone finds the body. Um, I don’t have to, you know… cut off her head and bring it back with me, do I?”

“Word’ll get back,” Messerschmidt said. “It’s a small moon, and we do have informal contacts with the navals. Hell, you think all those kids over there are pureblood navy?”

Vasquez chuckled. Carl didn’t think it was wise to point out that the genetic differences between the two groups were non-existent. He got the larger point. There were political differences, and there were cultural differences. But biology was biology, and biology was bound to happen.

Carl kept the conversation going as breath allowed. It was hours before they reached naval territory and Messerschmidt called a halt. The sun was threatening to disappear over the horizon in a proper nightfall, unlike the planetary eclipse that had heralded the prior night.

“All right, Ramsey, you’re going in alone from here,” Messerschmidt said. She pointed off in a direction that, based on the sunset, should have been east. “About two klicks that way, you’ll get spotted by their sentries. I assume you’ve got your plan worked out.”

“To the last particle,” Carl said. Of course, his plan was to take an eyeball scanner reading of the situation and go from there. No need for Messerschmidt and Vasquez to know that, though. They’d just get worried.

“You get in trouble, you’re on your own,” Vasquez said, poking a hotdog-sized finger into Carl’s chest. “We’re no rescue party. Find your way back to our turf and one of ours will bring you in.”

Messerschmidt sighed. “For what it’s worth, Ramsey, good luck. Sephiera Kwon has caused a lot of misery on this moon. To be honest, I don’t think you’ve got it in you, but I didn’t think anyone would have survived… what did you call it?”

“The Battle of Karthix,” Carl said somberly.

“Well, you pulled your own ass out of the fire then. Do it again and you and your crew are welcome with us,” Messerschmidt said. She turned her back on Carl and disappeared into the jungle. In the twilight, it wasn’t a long way.

Vasquez hung back a moment, watching Messerschmidt go before leaning in conspiratorially. “Did you really sleep with Kwon, back in the day?”

Carl shrugged. “She was fresh out of a cushy academic post. Whatever the hell her specialty was, Earth Navy didn’t have many of them, so she pulled the Odysseus as her first Black Ocean assignment. She was wide-eyed, and I was a squadron commander… hell, she was easy.”

“What happened?”

“Aside from the obvious?” Carl asked, and Vasquez nodded. He wondered if it was simple voyeuristic curiosity, or whether the marine had a more personal stake here. Either way, what could the truth hurt? Vasquez needed him alive. “I was a squadron commander, and she was one of twelve hundred women on the Odysseus. I mean, she was all woman, but no fun.” Carl gave Vasquez a friendly backhanded slap on the shoulder. “Hey, how’d you think I ended up marrying a marine?”

Vasquez grinned. “Dammit, Ramsey, you’re a hard guy to hate. You be careful in there. And do her quick. Kwon’s the enemy, but she’s no monster. This thing between her and Azrael is personal.” He gave Carl a slow marine salute and disappeared after Messerschmidt.

Rows of digital readouts in Carl’s head resolved one-by-one into a passcode. That was the missing piece. The marines weren’t zealots—believers perhaps but not mindless cultists. The navy survivors didn’t hate them, especially not the ones fraternizing with the enemy out in the jungle. The impasse was a result of a six-year lovers’ spat. The marines needed Azrael to commune with Devraa and receive magical relief from their drug withdrawal. The navy personnel were beholden to the ranking officer on site.

Carl cracked his knuckles, stretched his legs, and headed in to destroy the naval command structure with the most devastating weapon he knew, one he rarely unleashed. The truth. Or at least a brick wall of truth, mortared together with some stuff he’d make up. Raising his hands in surrender, he blundered into the jungle toward the naval sentries.

# # #

The mountain path was tinged with four scents Mriy recognized as belonging to Tanny, Esper, Rhiannon, and Charlie. They had made it this far, at least. If nothing else, it meant that she and Kubu were going to have to venture inside the derelict human vessel to retrieve them. There was no sign of them on the mountainside, and there was planet-light enough that she would have seen them from any number of vantages along the ascent—unless they were hiding.

Kubu had finally showed the first signs of fatigue she’d seen all day. Each time she stopped to scan the trail or check for evidence of the others doubling back on them, he flopped down panting. But every time Mriy resumed the climb, he scrambled to his feet and kept pace once more. She was going to miss him when he was no longer able to fit aboard the Mobius. If he weren’t sentient, he’d have made an admirable pet. As it was, she would have enjoyed him as a companion. For the time being, she still could.

“Looks like we’ll be going inside,” Mriy said. They were nearing the entrance and the precarious bridge that spanned the gap between the rupture in the hull of the Odysseus and the mountain trail.

“OK,” Kubu replied. “We’ll find Mommy, right?”

“Yes,” Mriy said.

A sudden chemical scent in the air stung her nostrils. It grew stronger as they neared the Odysseus, until finally Mriy had to put a hand to her nose to ward off the worst of the reek. While the overall effect was acrid and reminiscent of bile, there was an undertone of char that hinted at fire.

Kubu whined. He lacked the ability to simultaneously walk and cover his nose.

“Some local creature must make this scent to mark its domain,” Mriy said, her voice muffled by her hand. “It may get worse once we’re inside. But we have to go anyway.”

“I don’t like this,” Kubu said.

“Tanny is inside,” Mriy reminded him.

Kubu whined again but nodded.

First across the bridge was Mriy. She kept her balance carefully, smoothing her stride so as not to jostle the structure. It sagged a little under her weight but held. The stench was worse on the other side, and she saw remnants of a husk or pod that must have come from the creature that made the scent. The entryway had been clear last time she’d checked inside.

Once she was clear, Mriy gestured for Kubu to cross. The oversized canid slunk onto the bridge, trying to mimic Mriy’s grace. For all his physical prowess, Kubu’s kind had not evolved for subtlety of any sort, least of all in locomotion. But he hadn’t bounded across with his usual blithe enthusiasm.

As he crossed the halfway point, where the two grav sleds had been lashed together, the bridge creaked and sagged. Kubu froze.

“Slowly,” Mriy said. “You can do it.”

The bridge was only a few meters across, and the mountainside wasn’t that far below. Kubu could have made the jump with a running start if they’d thought of that ahead of time. Now he had no footing for a jump, and the mountain’s steep slope meant that if he did fall, it might be a long while before he stopped tumbling down the rocks.

Kubu took a tentative step, and the bridge held. He took another, and the bridge sagged a little more deeply. A few short, gentle steps and he would make it. But with the next step, one of the cables tying the grav sleds together snapped.

Kubu yelped and tried to jump the rest of the distance. The force of his leap snapped another cable and stole his footing from beneath him. The leap fell short, and Mriy lunged forward to catch him by the front paws. There was just enough time for her to brace one foot against the edge of the hull breach to absorb the shock as her arms stretched taut and felt the brunt of Kubu’s weight try to yank her out of the ship.

“Help!” Kubu shouted.

Mriy had a strong grip, but Kubu was frightfully heavy, and his fur was slick. The same natural oils that kept his coat healthy were acting as a mild lubricant to slip him free of her grasp. And while Kubu’s front paws might have been dexterous by canid standards, he wasn’t able to do much in the way of holding on.

“Kubu falling!” Kubu shouted, whining frantically.

“Bite my arm,” Mriy said.

“No!”

“Don’t break it, just hold on long enough for me to pull you up.”

Kubu nodded spasmodically.

Lord, who gave us bounty and the means to hunt, let this work. Pulling all her might into the grip of her left hand, Mriy let go with her right and presented her forearm in front of Kubu’s jaws. With a flash of teeth, Kubu latched on, and Mriy clenched her teeth against the sudden crushing pain as those teeth sank to the bone.

She knew that if she cried out, she might startle him into either biting down harder and tearing her arm off completely, or letting go and plummeting down the mountainside. There was little chance he’d survive. The pain was a small price to pay for the life of a friend. Letting go with her other hand, she reached back and took hold of the ragged metal around the hull breach. Even though he was more than twice her mass, Mriy pulled, and Kubu rose.

There was a moment where spots swam before Mriy’s eyes. Lifting Kubu put even more pressure on her bitten arm, but soon enough Kubu caught traction with his front paws and dragged himself aboard. He released Mriy’s arm the instant all four feet were on solid metal.

“Are you OK?” Kubu asked. “I am very sorry.”

Mriy let out a giddy chuckle, blood loss and mild shock conspiring to make Kubu remembering to use his pronouns disproportionately amusing. “Yes.” It was more a hope than a promise. One-handed, she unslung her pack and rummaged for the medical kit. It was lucky the Mobius had Mort around to worry about, because the kit had both A-tech and P-tech options. Primitive was exactly what she needed right then. A squirt of antiseptic barely stung at all, her pain receptors far too busy screaming about the gushing puncture wounds. Bandaging the wound was messy. The cloth was soaked red before she’d wound two layers of it, but the adhesive strips to cinch the end in place had science enough to stick.

“We go now?” Kubu asked. “Find Mommy and everybody?”

Mriy took a long, shuddering breath, still feeling the jitters of adrenaline. The darkness waited. She watched the bandage a moment, and it looked as if it had staunched her bleeding. Drawing Carl’s sword, she used it to lever herself upright, but once on her feet, she was steady enough.

Though it was hardly noticeable in daylight, the runes along the enchanted blade gave off a faint glow. For an azrin, it was all the light she would need. She led the way, Kubu following at her heels.

As they left the vicinity of the entrance, the reek faded. “There are animals,” Kubu said.

Mriy took a scenting sniff. “You’re right. I smell the crew, too. They’ve been this way, and they’re not alone.”

“You be careful,” Kubu said. “I hurt your arm. Let me eat the bad animals if they have Mommy.”

Her first instinct was to object. She was the security officer for the Mobius for good reason, a killer born and trained. But walking by her side was a creature who took up his half of the corridor and part of hers. Even if she was able to fight just fine with either hand, one lame arm was a serious impediment.

Reaching out with her bandaged arm, she patted Kubu on the back of his thick-muscled neck. “You’re a good boy, Kubu. Let’s go rescue the others.”

# # #

There were only colors—greens, browns, and the occasional splash of vivid oranges and violets. The jungle was a blur. Tanny plodded along on the heels of Niang and two navy petty officers, her concentration focused on remaining upright. The jitters from chugging two liters of Café
Mobius coffee were wearing off, leaving behind a dull emptiness in its wake.

“You going to make it?” Niang asked. “We’re getting close to the marines’ patrol routes. The three of us are going to have to turn back.” He wasn’t even winded, the bastard.

“Can’t. Gotta kept going,” Tanny replied. The tumult of warring emotions was more real than the conversations going on around her. She had a vague recollection of replying to questions, but she could envision Kubu locked in a dank cave, or chained to a stone pillar, or wounded and bleeding in the jungle, whining and wondering where she was.

“Well, best of luck,” Niang said. He nodded toward Tanny’s shoulder. “That tattoo ought to keep you safe, at least at first. From there you’ll have to convince them. Head back for the Odysseus once you spring them. We’ll keep a lookout around there and pick you up.” He didn’t mention what he thought of her odds, but he didn’t sound hopeful.

“Thanks,” Tanny mumbled. Her guides turned back. She kept moving.

Time passed weirdly on Ithaca. Dawn had come overhead as the system’s sun peeked out from behind the planet they orbited. Dusk was coming on the horizon as the moon rotated. Tanny had no idea what any of it meant in minutes or hours. With each step, her feet felt heavier. Each breath took more effort than the last. Every time she closed her eyes to bear down and regain her focus, it was that much harder to open them again.

And then she didn’t.

There was a split-second sensation of freefall, which no reflex snapped ready to oppose. A dull impact rocked her from face to knees as the underbrush crashed, sounding a million kilometers away. The warm, wet scent of vegetation was the last thing she remembered.

# # #

It was barely light out when Tanny came to. Someone was pouring water into her mouth from a canteen. Her throat was so dry she could barely swallow it down. When she coughed and sputtered, the mouth of the canteen pulled away, only to return once the choking stopped.

“You all right, soldier?” the woman with the canteen asked. “What’re you doing out here?”

“More,” Tanny said, making a feeble beckoning gesture toward the canteen. Her rescuer gave her another drink.

“You’re a marine.”

Tanny blinked and looked her savior in the face. She was square-jawed with long blonde hair tied in twin braids. Her gaze wandered down the woman’s neck, across her collarbone, and to the taut-muscled shoulder with a marine tattoo identical to her own. Every active-duty marine was fit and chiseled—the pharmaceutical regimen saw to that, even if P.T. drills didn’t. This woman was six years removed from active duty, on a world where complex chemical enhancements broke down. Yet she was as sculpted as any marine Tanny had met. Wearing nothing but knee-length leggings and a leather halter-top that looked homemade, Tanny saw a physique she could only envy. Her own muscles had gone slack in recent months, first on sub-standard chemical knock-offs and now denied even that paltry supplement.

“Sergeant Tania Louise Rucker, 804th Planetary Insertion Division, retired.” She attempted a salute, but it came across sloppy.

“Corporal Margaret Davies, on special assignment aboard ENV
Odysseus. Think you can walk?” She offered a hand and helped Tanny to her feet.

The journey the rest of the way devolved from an arm thrown over Davies’ shoulder for support to Tanny being carried in her arms. Though she was in poor shape to judge anything, it didn’t seem as if carrying Tanny had slowed the corporal at all. She was only dimly aware that the scenery had changed. One moment there were tally, grassy stalks rising around them on all sides and prickling vines scratching against her back, then the next thing she noticed were buildings rising around on all sides. They were blocky, primitive, and cast in orange shades by the setting sun.

“Who’s that?” someone asked. Other voices muttered to one another, words too indistinct to make out.

“One of ours,” Davies replied.

“I’ll go tell Azrael you’re coming.”

Davies shook her head. “Tell him to meet us at the Temple of War.”

“Where?” Tanny asked in a whisper. She had no strength to put more breath behind the question.

“It’s as close to a hospital as we have.”

“Kubu…”

“What?”

“Looks… dog.”

“Oh,” Davies said. “The azrin and her dog fled into the jungle the first night they got here. Ramsey sent ‘em out after dark, the idiot. If he’d waited until light, we’d have let them go.”

“Is it…?” Tanny’s head swam. The next words eluded her. She wanted to ask more about something. But Kubu had escaped with Mriy. She had to trust that the two of them could handle the jungle at night.

“It can wait,” Davies said. “We’ll answer all your questions, but you need to get your strength back. You’re safe here.”

Tanny nodded, though whether the tiny twitch she managed was enough for Davies to notice, she had no way to tell. She drifted off.

What felt like mere seconds later, her eyes opened, gummy from slumber and dehydration. Her sweat-soaked outer garments had been stripped off, and she lay on cold stone that sucked the jungle heat from her body. Twisting her head, she saw marines, all dressed like Davies and the two dead men by the Mobius. To call them perfect specimens would have been overlooking the varied faces, the scars, the rough hands from manual labor. But they were imposing, each and every one of them. They looked like the graduating class from marine boot camp, having just completed six months of physical, chemical, and psychological conditioning. And then someone had rolled them in the mud and baked for hours to a golden brown—at least those whose skin wasn’t already darker.

“She’s awake,” someone said.

“Let’s begin. Devraa, grant her strength,” Davies said, raising her voice, which reverberated with a cathedral echo.

Tanny looked up and saw the night sky. Pinprick stars glimmered around a circular blot where the dark side of the planet blocked the view. Something caught strangely in her vision, until she realized that they weren’t outdoors but rather looking through a transparent ceiling.

“Devraa, grant her strength,” a chorus parroted. Tanny felt a different sort of chill, unrelated to the temperature of the stone. Gathering herself, she realized she was up on a table, waist high to the marines surrounding her.

“What is all this?” she muttered.

“Ask, and you can have the power of Devraa,” Davies said quietly, meant only for Tanny. She felt the puff of breath on her ear.

“I didn’t come here for this,” Tanny said.

“You belong here,” Davies said. “The navals offer nothing but suffering for our kind. Devraa’s power feels better than any Recitol high. There are no side effects. No dull haze where you don’t care who lives or dies. Kwon might promise to ease the symptoms, but she can’t make the longing go away. Devraa can.” Davies lifted her voice once more. “Devraa, grant her strength.”

“Devraa, grant her strength,” the marines repeated almost as if it were a reflex.

“I can’t. I have to save them.” She couldn’t even convince herself. Who was she to save anyone right now? Mriy and Kubu were out who-knows-where in the jungle, their God-given senses better than anything a human could manage without scanning equipment. Carl was… she didn’t know. But just then, he was probably better in a fight than she was.

“You need us,” Davies said. “Azrael isn’t going to like this. To him, you’re an outsider. But you’re one of us, and once you pledge to Devraa, he won’t have any recourse.”

“He’s coming,” someone shouted from the far side of the room. “He must have sensed the obelisk activate.”

“Decide,” Davies said. “Ask Devraa, and the pain goes away. You’ll be human… everything you ever got from Recitol plus everything it took away. A clear head, thinking your own thoughts, feeling your own emotions. Not a single one of us would go back. This isn’t a trick or a scam. Azrael doesn’t control us, but he is in charge. If he gets up here and you haven’t taken Devraa’s power, he’s going to use you as a bargaining chip.”

Control. Emotions. Strength. Tanny had been tinkering with drugs and dosages for years and never gotten the mix quite right. The young woman she’d been the day before enlisting was gone, or so she thought. Could Devraa strip away the layered chemicals smeared over her personality? Did she want to find out?

“What do I do?” she asked, looking up into the void in the stars. Was that where Devraa lived, down on the planet?

“Ask, and it will be given to you,” Davies replied. An incongruous time to quote biblical texts, Tanny thought. If she hadn’t spent so much time of late with Esper, the reference might have eluded her. “Repeat: Devraa, grant me strength.”

Even as a demonstration, the words held power. Davies glowed momentarily from within. Her chest swelled with a deep intake of breath, released with a moan of ecstasy as the glow faded. It was a moment before her eyes opened, but the faint smile told all that Tanny needed to know about Davies’ reaction.

“Hurry, he’s on the ramp up!”

Tanny looked Davies in the eye. It was a trick that didn’t work on Carl and probably not on Mort, but for regular humans, it was the best way to tell bullshit from honesty. Davies met her stare, and there was nothing bullshit in that look. Swallowing past her reservations, Tanny said firmly, “Devraa, grant me strength.”

“Devraa, grant her strength,” all the marines echoed, including Davies.

A warmth pervaded her, burning away all hint of fatigue and lethargy. Tanny gasped, her back arching, as every millimeter of her body tingled, as if a billion tiny hands massaged her all over, inside and out. She had no idea how long the sensation persisted, losing all track of time in a place where measured time was already fuzzy at best. But when the warmth faded and the tingling ceased, the sky was still dark with night.

Sitting up, Tanny panted for breath. “Is it always like that?” With all the eyes watching her, she felt suddenly self-conscious. What sort of spectacle had she made?

Davies helped her down from the stone block that was Devraa’s altar. “You get used to it after a while,” she replied, smiling. “But yeah. Every time.”

“Wait… how often do I need to—?”

“We gather every few days,” Davies said. “The effects aren’t permanent. A couple of us have gone off it experimentally, and it does get you past drug withdrawals. But everyone comes back for more.”

Tanny nodded, mind racing. Had she just traded one addiction for another? She needed to focus, to get her mind on something concrete and immediate. “You said Kubu and Mriy are gone.”

“We tried to track them,” another of the marines chimed in. “But we came across a field littered with dead wolverine beetles. Figured they were fine on their own.”

“Wolverine beetles?”

“Picture a fifty-kilo insect with a taste for mammal flesh,” Davies said. “They’re nocturnal and hunt in packs. There aren’t more than a handful of us who’ve killed one, let alone a pile of them.”

“What about Carl?”

“You mean Ramsey?” a new voice asked. A newcomer entered the chamber. He was gaunt, with corded muscle beneath loose flesh. She could only imagine it was Azrael. “I’ve sent him to infiltrate the navals’ camp and kill Lieutenant Kwon.”

“Why would he do that?” Tanny asked, perplexed. If there were three hundred humans alive on Ithaca, there were at least 250 better suited than Carl to assassinate someone.

“For your safety,” Azrael replied, clasping his wrists in a gesture that would have looked more wizardly had he been wearing sleeves. “Yours and your crew’s. I have his ship watched, and if he betrays us, we’ll know you’re our enemies and kill them.”

Tanny froze. “They’re dead. I saw them on my way here.”

“Who’s dead?” Davies asked.

“I don’t know the names,” Tanny said. She gave descriptions of the men and their equipment.

Davies stared at her. “Hughs and Matthews…”

“Send out a search party at first light,” Azrael snapped. “If Ramsey doesn’t know—”

Tanny laughed out loud before she could stop herself. “Doesn’t know? He set you up. Mort was back at the Mobius, and Carl knew it. Mort’s a real wizard—no offense. He not only got you to set him free, he convinced you to send two good men to their deaths.”

Azrael strode forward, shaking his head. “No. Ramsey didn’t convince me of anything. This was our opportunity to—”

“He gave you what you wanted,” Tanny said. She shook her head. “You knew him back in the navy. He was a loudmouthed, cocky jackass back then. But he’s a wanted man now. Jesus, how could I not see it?”

“Devraa,” Davies corrected softly.

“Fucker gets in and out of disasters, always trading other people’s lives to save his own sorry skin. Chance after chance… I can’t believe I… no, I came here for Kubu, and even Mriy.”

“Take her into custody,” Azrael ordered. “We have the bait we need to get Ramsey back.”

“You don’t get it, do you?” Tanny asked. “You blew your chance. You won’t get close to him again.”

“The two marines we sent to deliver him to the navals will watch for treachery,” Azrael said.

“If you’re lucky—very, very lucky—your marines aren’t dead,” Tanny said.

Azrael stabbed a finger at Tanny. “What are you all waiting for? Remove her!”

“She’s one of us now,” Davies said, stepping in front of Tanny. “Devraa is wise.”

“Devraa is wise,” the rest of the marines repeated.

Tanny joined in with the chant. For the first time since she left the service, she felt like she was part of something larger than herself.

# # #

Carl sauntered into the chasm village like someone who didn’t have two spears pointed at him. The guards were just a couple of poor saps doing their job, after all. They couldn’t exactly let Carl wander into their headquarters unescorted after he told them he was sent to kill their commander. The fact that he’d quickly added that it had been a ruse was the only reason he wasn’t tied up or worse. Of course, the fact that he still owed one of them fifty terras in six-year-old poker debts probably helped his lifespan as well.

“Not a bad place you’ve got here,” Carl noted, looking around with dutiful attentiveness. He really didn’t give a dry shit about their P-tech hovels or their steel alloy spears. It was as if everyone on both sides had stripped the Odysseus of every handrail on every stairway and catwalk, then ground one end to a lethal point. As if a wrecked ship wasn’t hazardous enough, it would have failed the Inspector General’s safety audit as a falling hazard. “Running water and everything.” With idle curiosity, he kicked a small rock over the edge of the trail and watched it bounce and clatter to the chasm floor. It was certainly a long way down.

The comment earned him a gentle prodding in the back with the butt end of a handrail. “Can it, Blackjack. We done pretty good around here. Should’ve seen the place when we moved in. Weren’t even carpets.” Apparently Parker had a keener ear for sarcasm than most scanner techs. Carl guessed that anyone who depended on A-tech for his primary role on the Odysseus had gotten bumped down to militia duty.

Carl continued along down the chasm-side trail, leading the way as if he was the one who lived there. “So you boys and girls have been taking orders from a second L.T.?” Carl asked, clucking his tongue. “And a science officer at that. You know those ranks are honorary. Sound general quarters and the datapad commandos all scurry under their bunks.”

“Maybe you haven’t noticed, but this isn’t a combat mission,” Parker replied.

“At least not most of the time,” Doherty added. Both he and Parker were more svelte than Carl remembered them. Parker had monitored hostile comm activity, a job that kept him parked at a console with a headset on for eight-hour shifts. Doherty had been an administrative assistant to Commander Regan, the XO. Now they were both boiled down to muscle and bone, looking like scrawny marines. At least Kwon’s people were dressed in Earth Navy uniforms, even if it consisted mostly of undershirts and slacks that had been cut off at the knee.

“Is she still…?” Carl let the question hang.

Parker needed no detail to get Carl’s gist. “No. She’s not.”

“Shame,” Carl said. “I guess a few years out in the jungle probably changes you.”

“You haven’t changed,” Doherty said. “That shit Scarecrow shoveled us even half true?”

“She can’t lie worth a damn,” Carl replied with a shrug. He peered over the edge of the trail. A crowd was gathering below. He’d been spotted, so he waved. “But, uh… yeah. We took care of business when your star-drive freaked out. None of us blamed you guys. Officially your whole crew was listed killed in action.”

“Was there a big fuss?” Doherty asked. “I mean, not every day Earth Navy loses a battleship. I always pictured them having a memorial and a plaque in Terran War Museum. ‘Gone, but never forgotten’ or something, you know?”

“Nope,” Carl replied. “Sorry. High Command wanted to hush it up. Kept everything low-key to non-existent. Shuffled me and my squad around for a couple months before quietly kicking us all out of the service. Paid us off, threatened us with treason charges, you name it.”

“Fucking Mandela Administration,” Parker muttered through gritted teeth. “Always looking for the holovid snap; don’t give two shits about the navy. Can’t wait for the Solar Council to swing back to good ‘ole Blue-and-Green.”

Carl cleared his throat. “I’m no poli-sci analyst, but I think I remember an election a few years back. I don’t think Mandela is Prime Citizen anymore.”

Parker snorted. “That blue hair of yours… I bet you vote Free Mind without even reading the names.”

“Those vapor-brains?” Carl asked. “Why would I—oh, the hair thing. No, I got cursed by an azrin swordmaster. If this was a dye job or a follicle it would’ve changed back when we got de-teched.”

“The hell?” Doherty asked. “Back that one up and hit it again.”

“I was on vacation,” Carl said. “I took sword fighting lessons from this cranky old azrin on his people’s homeworld. I somehow offended him—”

“No surprise there,” Parker muttered.

“—and he put a curse on me, turned my hair blue.”

“This place doesn’t seem to mess with bio,” Doherty said. “We’ve got a couple of follicle jobs here—nothing particularly purty like yours—but they stayed the altered color.”

“I’m sticking to my azrin curse story,” Carl said. “When we get offworld, you can check the omni. I was in the Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge; my personal bio got scoured with a particle cannon.”

Parker chuckled and slapped Doherty in the shoulder. “Get a load of this guy. Marooned here a couple days, still thinking he’s getting off. Just wait ‘til it turns into years, Ramsey. You’ll get used to the idea that this is the end of the orbit.”

“You boys still up for the occasional wager?”

The two erstwhile petty officers exchanged a glance. Parker raised his eyebrows. Doherty shrugged. Parker answered for both of them. “Sure. What’s the bet?”

“I find a way off this moon, you come work for me,” Carl said.

“And if you don’t?” Parker said.

“Your pick of the creature comforts on my ship,” Carl replied.

“I don’t want this shit dragging out. ‘Oh, it’ll be this week, I promise.’ You got a month,” Parker said. He looked over to Doherty, who gave the bargain a nod.

“You’ve got to remember, no one back home wants to hear you survived—well, at HQ, anyway,” Carl said. “If I get you out of here, it’s got to stay on the scrambled comm.”

Doherty narrowed his eyes. “What the hell you into, Ramsey? You some sort of pirate?”

“Naw, nothing that nefarious,” Carl said. “But let’s just say that I left rules and regs behind when I took off the uniform.”

They were getting low on the trail. It was conceivable that a tumble over the edge might even have been survivable. Soon they would be within earshot of the crowd gathering below. Carl needed to make his pitch and make it quick.

“Listen boys, if you really want to watch another holovid, eat food you didn’t have to kill first, or experience an honest-to-God computer-regulated climate, I’m going to need a little help.”

“Sounds kinda like we’d be taking the piss on our side of the bet.”

“Do you really want to win?” Carl asked. He let a momentary silence stand in for an answer. “Didn’t think so. Listen, you said they’ve got a couple of my crew here? I need you to get them back to my ship. I’ve got a couple more there. I’m going to send them instructions.”

“What kind of instructions? Anything we can relay?”

“The crotchety old bastard I’m sending the message to is the most dangerous and suspicious person I’ve ever met.”

“Fair enough. We send one of yours.”

Carl slowed to let Parker and Doherty come up on either side of him, then threw an arm across their shoulders. “Just remember, boys: stick with me. I’m too stubborn to give up, too stupid to know what’s impossible, and dead set on getting the hell out of here.”

The waiting throng at the base of the trail surged around them, bombarding Carl with questions. What was it like back in ARGO territory? Was everything they heard about Battle of Karthix true? Had he heard from this person or knew what became of that person who hadn’t been aboard the Odysseus when it was lost? There were questions about popular holovid series, sports teams, and politics. Carl answered them all, even the questions where he had no idea what he was talking about. The only thing he refused to do was lie to them about their friends and families. He might have made up endings for a romantic drama and given away a Tri-Ball Smash championship or two to the wrong team, but he didn’t sugarcoat the reaction to the loss of the Odysseus by everyone who thought it was lost with all hands.

“If you’ll excuse me a moment?” Carl asked the crowd at a shout that cut through the continuing barrage of inquiries. He spotted Scarecrow at the edge of the crowd and threaded his way through to meet her. They made eye contact, and Carl did his best to convey play along without resorting to anything so clumsy as a wink. Without so much as a hitch in his step, he swept Scarecrow into his arms and kissed her.

Ladies Man Carl took that opportunity to remember that her given name was Amy, that she preferred strawberry ice cream over chocolate, and that he wasn’t her commanding officer anymore. He continued the kiss for an indecently long time, long enough to make anyone watching them too closely start to get uncomfortable. Being honest with himself, he’d expected it to be more awkward. When they parted, both gasping for breath, he put his lips to her ear and whispered.

“Marine city. Tall, six-sided gray stone building with a slight taper, and the top is a blunted point.”

“Some sort of hexagonal obelisk?” Scarecrow—or Amy—whispered back. There was no hint of reproach in her voice. If he’d pulled the same stunt with Tanny, there would have been a threat, veiled or otherwise, mixed into her response.

“Um, sure,” Carl replied. “Get that message to Mort. That’s the thing ruining science. The guys who brought me in can help.”

“You trust them?”

“Close enough.”

She took him by the collar and kissed him again. When Carl opened his eyes, hers were staring back at him. “Yes, sir.”

Those were words Carl didn’t hear often enough. If he played his cards right, they were ones he’d be hearing a lot more, soon enough.

# # #

There were two others on woodcutting duty with Esper. Tamir and Sasha had initially tried to hide behind ranks and surnames, but she had wheedled out their given names before they even reached the harvesting site. Tamir was tall, dark-skinned, and lanky, and had taken his shirt off as soon as they set to work. Esper could certainly get used to the number of shirtless men running around this moon. Sasha was square-faced and wore a perpetual frown of concentration, as if every action she took were of cataclysmic importance. He had been a clerk in the ship’s retail outlet; she had worked in munitions logistics. Neither had found jobs in their field of expertise on Ithaca.

The tool Esper had been given was very clearly repurposed from an insect appendage. It was a thin rod of iridescent black chitin with jagged barbs down one side, sharp enough that the woodcutters had been issued work gloves. The gloves were Earth Navy standard issue, with the fleet logo and ship name emblazoned across the backs, but the improvised saw was clearly fabricated locally. One end was wound with a strip of leather to provide a grip, and each had its own wooden sheath. It looked like a weapon wielded by a savage in a cheesy holovid where the aliens were always hostile and the heroes were outnumbered yet emerged victorious.

“So, a math teacher, huh?” Tamir asked, sawing through the trunk of a twenty-meter-tall blade of grass. The insectile saws were lightweight, if nothing else, so working while chatting was feasible. “How’d you fall into that?”

“Well, it was an accident, really,” Esper replied, setting to work on a trunk of her own. The inside of the grass-trees was wet, and a mush issued forth from the cut instead of sawdust. “At the seminary I double-majored in theology and mathematics. Halfway through, I cut back to a minor in math and finished my degree just in theology. I had thought the math thing had just been a hobby, but Father Emmanuel found me a post where I could teach at a One Church sponsored school. It’s a phase shift going from wrapping your head around undergraduate quantum matrices to teaching algebra to a room full of ten-year-olds.”

“Why’d you give it up?” Sasha asked. “I mean, none of us ended up where we wanted to be, but it seems like you people came looking.”

“Oh, I had a falling out with the church,” Esper said, leaving out the bits about a kidnapping, faking her own death, and taking up an apprenticeship with a dark wizard. “Carl was in the right place at the right time, and I latched onto his crew.”

“Carl…” Sasha said. “Weird hearing anyone call Ramsey by his first name.”

“It’s his middle name, technically,” Esper said. She paused to wipe sweat from her brow. Despite the conveniently lightweight saw, it was still over 30 degrees in the jungle, and an overnight rain had left the air thick with moisture.

“Yeah, but it’s still like calling Prime Minister Mandela ‘Bobby’ or something,” Sasha said.

Esper grinned. “Mandela was ousted last election. The Earth’s Destiny Party took over the Solar Council and Kip Huang became Prime Minster.”

“Kip Huang… the Finance Minister?”

Esper nodded, letting her insect-leg saw dangle from her hand. “That’s the one.” This was a cheap way of earning a break. It felt like cheating. But there was no point wearing herself out early in the work day, with lunch not long behind them.

Crunching in the underbrush brought the two experienced woodcutters to alert, and Esper took her cue from them and brought up her saw as a makeshift weapon. Thus far, she’d avoided any use of magic, not even to lessen her fatigue. It had been a point of pride throughout the morning that she’d managed to hold that temptation at bay as muscles began to protest their continued, unfamiliar use.

The cutting site was an ever-expanding clearing, pared back faster than the jungle could encroach. The noise had come from the far side, across fifty meters of open ground separating Esper and her coworkers from whatever was coming. Snippets of overheard conversations danced in her thoughts: carnivorous lizards with spiny backs, swarming insects the size of lions that could jump like fleas, poisonous rodents, and birds that would swoop in and tear away a bite of flesh before flying away with their prize.

“What’s the plan?” Esper asked.

But before she got an answer, the noise called out a greeting. “Hey there! Just bringing you a fresh set of arms.”

Two of the camp’s sentries stepped out into the clearing, with Charlie trailing in their wake. She made meaningful eye contact with Esper as soon as they caught sight of one another. Charlie had come for a reason; that much was obvious.

“Not smooth, Doherty,” Sasha said, lowering her saw. “You had us thinking a spiciformis had found us.”

“Sorry,” Doherty replied. “But this one volunteered to relieve a certain novice chopper. Yao sent us up with her.”

More eye contact from Charlie. Was she supposed to head back to camp? That wouldn’t make any sense; Charlie had been dead set on leaving the camp with Esper, and sending her back didn’t seem like the wisest way to pull that off. No, duty relief had to have been the bait to dangle to get Yao to bite on Charlie’s scheme. Esper was going to have to find a way to refuse the reassignment without getting Charlie sent back.

A pious part of Esper tapped its foot and gave her a cross look. These weren’t thoughts nice people were supposed to have.

“That’s sweet of you, but I’m doing fine. I’m getting the recycled air out of my lungs.” Esper took a deep breath. “Good, honest work. Tamir, Sasha, one of you should take the afternoon off instead, maybe.”

“I don’t care, personally,” Doherty’s companion said. “But if it’s not the plastic princess coming back with us, we don’t need to stick around as guides. We’re heading back to the perimeter.” He pointed off into the jungle. “Howl for us if you change your mind.”

Esper felt a blush warm her face, even in the Ithacan heat. It was easy to forget at times how other people tended to see her. The Mobius crew had grown accustomed to her cosmo-enhanced body, but she stood out like a powdered lady among day laborers. Her pale skin might redden under the harsh sun, but it would never darken. Her features wouldn’t grow gaunt or wrinkled from hard living. At least, that all depended on the science used to reshape her, but thus far strictly personal changes—like Carl’s vivid hairstyle—had remained intact. Still, it stung to be looked at as an object of artifice, even if, at some level, she was.

Sasha wiped sweat from her face with a rag kept tucked in her belt. “Dunno, Tamir. How you holding up.”

“I’m fine,” the lanky lumberjack replied. “You go. Just remember this next time.”

Esper noted the direction where Doherty and the other sentry disappeared into the jungle. Since there was no formal Ithacan compass as far as she knew, she assigned directions based on Mars and deemed sunset to be west. That meant that the two sentries were heading southwesterly. If she and Charlie were going to avoid detection on their way back to the Mobius, they would have to loop around them—probably starting out south or southeast.

It took a while for Charlie to receive the same orientation and training that Esper had earlier in the day. Here’s where to cut. This is how to hold the saw. That’s how to avoid getting crushed under a twelve-ton blade of grass. Esper felt like an old hand at tree-cutting as she listened to the same instructions for a second time. Eventually Charlie was turned loose on the trees, and the three of them resumed the day’s labor. After a time, Esper worked her way over to speak to Charlie without Tamir overhearing.

“What’s the plan?” she said softly, making a point not to whisper. Whispers sometimes carried farther than it seemed they should. Sibilant sounds tickled the ears and drew curiosity.

“Carl showed up in camp,” Charlie whispered. “He wants us to get a message to Mort.”

“What message?” Esper asked. A giddy thrill welled inside her. It sounded like another mission brewing, which wasn’t always a good thing. But heists and schemes never failed to be interesting or exciting, and had thus far never subjected her to a day of cutting down alien trees.

“He found out what’s keeping the tech dead on this planet.”

“Moon,” Esper corrected.

“Whatever. We need to give Mort directions, presumably so he can go and… I dunno, whatever wizards do to things to stop them from working.”

“With Mort, it’s mostly fire.”

“Might be a tough sell,” Charlie said. “It’s an stone obelisk.”

Esper nodded. “So how do we slip away from Tamir?”

Charlie winked and stood up. “Hey, Tamir. Where’s a girl go to water the local foliage?”

Tamir paused his sawing and frowned. “Esper, go show her.”

When Tamir looked away, Charlie just shrugged and headed into the jungle, leaving Esper to follow.

Once they were out of sight of Tamir—and earshot as well—Esper pulled Charlie aside. “This is the way those two sentries went. We should—”

“They’re waiting for us. Doherty and Parker were smart enough to play along with your little stunt, but if you’d gone with them, they’d have filled you in while the three of you waited for me to sneak off. Blackjack pulled them in on this.”

“How did he—?”

Charlie’s condescending glare and crossed arms stopped Esper short.

“Right. Carl. OK, then, where to?”

“Hey girls,” Doherty said. Esper flinched, not having heard him approaching. “Let’s go get you back to that crazy wizard friend of yours.” Doherty’s partner, Parker, emerged beside him.

“And move your tails,” Parker said. “That delay cost us time. We want to get to your ship before dark.”

# # #

The crowd had swelled, leaving the little chasm kingdom completely unproductive as work was set aside in favor of sating curiosity. It wasn’t every day that someone as important and interesting as Carl showed up in their midst. These people, most of them enlisted or petty officers, just seemed starved for any excitement in their lives that wasn’t directly related to pure survival terror. Everything on this moon was trying to eat them; they were reduced to Iron Age tech; and a sizable contingent of their fellow survivors had fallen under the sway of a local god who didn’t like having non-worshipers around.

So when one of his escorts opened the door to Lieutenant Kwon’s hut and gestured him inside, Carl demurred. “Ah, I think I’ll stay out here.”

“The lieutenant doesn’t like to be kept waiting,” the man with the spear said. After shooing away Parker and Doherty, he hadn’t caught the name of his new keeper.

But Carl stepped aside, putting his back to the hut and addressing the crowd. He raised his voice to carry to the back of the crowd, which fell silent as he spoke. “I’ve got a lot to say, and it concerns each and every one of you. This isn’t a matter for closed doors and secrets. I’d like to have my discussion with Sephiera Kwon right here, in front of everyone.”

Voices shouted of encouragement, vying with a smaller number that dissented. But it wasn’t about convincing everyone, it was enough to sway a majority. Unfortunately, Carl hadn’t managed to win over all the men with the spears. One of them grabbed him by the shirt collar, heedless of the sweat-soaked fabric, and dragged him toward the door.

“Release that hold, sailor,” Carl snapped. “That’s an order.” It was a tone of voice he rarely used even when he’d been on active duty. But it had a hardwired line to an enlisted man’s brain. The spear-wielder let go of him instantly, possibly before consciously registering the choice.

Carl raised his voice. “I imagine by now, you’ve heard the story of what happened at the Battle of Karthix.” A murmur in the crowd caused him to twist around, and he saw Sephiera Kwon exit her quarters with a scowl of fury.

“Ramsey! What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded. The years of savage lunar administration hadn’t been kind. The Sephiera he’d known had been a sweet thing, soft and curvaceous, with a hint of smile always ready on her lips. This version has been stripped down to the muscle and bone, the smile replaced by a knit brow that appeared chronic. “Everyone, get back to work. Troy doesn’t function without everyone doing their part.”

Troy? Carl set aside questions about the name for a later discussion. “Hold on! Everyone stay put. This is important. I’m declaring this a holiday.”

“The hell you are! You’ve got no authority here, Ramsey.” Kwon stalked up and glared at him from half a pace away. “I’m in charge here, and you’re a civilian.”

“Last I checked, Lieutenant Commanders outrank Second Lieutenants,” Carl replied, slouching with an easy half-grin in the face of Kwon’s barely contained rage.

“You retired,” she said through gritted teeth.

“You died,” he replied with a slight shrug. He raised his voice. “All of you died, as far as Earth Navy is concerned. I was there at the inquest. It was my scanner data that got entered into the official record of your disappearance. If we’re looking to get all technical here, you guys can all file reinstatement requests at the same time I re-enlist. Either way, I’m as Earth Navy as any of you, and I sure as shit outrank you, Lieutenant Kwon.”

“They tell me you came from the marines’ city,” Kwon said, shifting tactics on him. “That they have your crew hostage and sent you to kill me.”

“Um, I told your sentries that,” Carl replied, keeping his voice loud enough for all to hear. Kwon was just one voice in the crowd. Convincing her wasn’t half as important as winning over the rest of them. “You may take note: the best assassins don’t forewarn their targets. I bullshitted my way out of that marine freak-fest, and I got them to let slip how that alien city is suppressing magic.”

“How do we know they didn’t get to you?” Kwon asked. “This is a perfect ruse. You might not even be the real Carl Ramsey.”

A wicked grin answered her. “Oh, you want juicy details? Stuff I know that Azrael and his brawny cultists couldn’t possibly? Well, you see everyone, when Sephiera here is—”

Kwon’s face went momentarily slack, her eyes wide. “No. No. No. That won’t be necessary.” She drew a shuddering breath and composed herself. “This is my command. I’ve kept these people alive for six years and counting.”

“Won’t make it seven,” Carl said.

“What?” Kwon exclaimed. A tumult rose in the crowd as well, as Carl’s dire prediction stirred unwelcome doubt. “Seize him!”

Carl held up his hands. “Power down main thrusters, Lieutenant. That’s an order. What I mean is, I’m ending this little exile of yours. You kept everyone alive six years. Great. For what?”

“What do you mean, ‘for what’? To keep them alive.” Kwon was clearly stumbling under Carl’s emotional assault.

“Until…” Carl prompted, making a paddling motion with one hand.

Kwon snorted. “To make a life here. We gave up on rescue a long time ago.”

Carl spread his arms.

Kwon inclined her head and glared from beneath that plastered-on frown. “You.” It wasn’t a question.

“Listen up!” Carl shouted from the bottoms of his toes. “Let’s give a round of applause for Lieutenant Sephiera Kwon. She’s kept everyone alive against incredible odds in a hostile environment. Now it’s time for her to take a well-earned break from command. I’m giving her two weeks R&R before taking on an administrative role. Pretty soon, my special ops team is going to have tech restored to normal, so let’s all just buckle down and keep it together until they do.”

“You can’t just—” Kwon said.

Carl clapped his hands once. “I’m going to need temporary quarters here in the chasm. Lieutenant Kwon is welcome to keep the commander’s quarters for the time being, in recognition of her years of meritorious service.” He searched the crowd for familiar faces. He spotted Chief Fadin standing near the back and rose to his toes to point him out. “Miles, get over here. You’re my acting chief of staff.” Miles Fadin had been one of the Typhoon simulator programmers. Carl had worked with him extensively on training scenarios for the Half-Devils. He also noticed Mari-Lou Kowalski, one of the hangar mechanics. “Kowalski, I want a briefing in two hours on personnel readiness and transportable materiel. We’re packing up and moving to the Odysseus once science is back to normal.”

“Aye aye, sir,” Kowalski replied, grinning as she saluted.

Chief Fadin fell into step behind Carl as he made his way through the camp. He had come in like an avalanche, and he was going to be swept away by it if he wasn’t able to deliver.

# # #

Esper sat at the kitchen table beside Charlie, filling in the details of their escape and Carl’s plan. Mort sat across from them, looking haggard, with bags under glassy eyes and a hangdog expression—she had never seen him look so worn down. He eyed the two naval sentries sitting on the common room couch. Their spears rested against the wall by the door, and the two men looked lost and helpless without them. Or it could just have been that they were unaccustomed to wizardly scrutiny. It had taken Esper a fair while to get over that feeling of Mort peeling away layers of her mind when he looked at her like that.

“And Carl sent these two shish kebab salesmen for what? To hunt us a late dinner?” Mort asked.

Parker put a fist to his mouth and cleared his throat. “We barely made it here before dark. We’re indoors for the night. Might want to block off that opening to the outside, while we’re at it.”

“And what?” Mort asked. “Suffocate? Little enough fresh air in here as it is.”

“I was wondering about that,” Doherty said, gazing around the room. “Smells… like recycled air.”

Roddy walked in from his quarters, popping the top on a can of beer. There was no telltale hiss of escaping pressure—another weird casualty of science being off kilter. “We’ve been running it most of the day. So far, so good, keeping this place from getting moldy. But Merlin over here’s on break, so we’re back to Paleolithic.”

The two sentries exchanged a questioning look. “You had life support running?” Doherty asked. “Honest-to-God, twenty-sixth century filtered air?”

“Holy shit,” Parker muttered. “We’re gonna have to pay off Ramsey.”

Roddy burst into simian laughter. It was easy to think of him as a fuzzy little human most of the time, even when he used his feet as hands. “You bet with Carl? Oh God, what’re we on the hook for if he loses? Don’t tell me I’m patching this bird up just in time for him to lose it in a poker game.”

“He bet us he could get tech working here,” Parker said. “Looks like we’re going to be working for him, after all.”

Doherty leaned back on the couch and looked through the overhead dome. “Worse guys to work for. I’ll take creature comforts and a fighter-pilot boss over working in the jungle for anyone.”

Roddy raised his beer. “Gotta hand it to you guys. I wouldn’t’ve held out for six years.” He hung his head. “Six fucking years…”

Doherty jerked his head toward Roddy’s beer. “Hey, got another of those? It’s been forever.”

“Make it two, if you’ve got ‘em,” Parker added.

Roddy gave them a shrewd look and leaned over toward Mort. “What’re the odds we can bust up that obelisk that’s keeping my ship grounded?”

Slumping over the table, Mort rubbed his face with both hands. “Normal circumstances, probably just march in there and have it down, pronto. Now…”

“What’s the problem?” Esper asked.

“Mr. Got-The-Universe-By-The-Balls is having a confidence crisis,” Roddy said. “He’s been fighting for science two days running now, and… how’d you put it?”

“No, I get it,” Esper said. “You warned me that I had to pick a way to interact with the universe and stick with it, otherwise it would never take me seriously.”

“What about you?” Charlie asked.

“Me?” Esper replied. This was taking another of those unexpected twists where people heard ‘wizard’ and conflated her and Mort into one homogeneous group. There was a marked difference between ‘apprentice wizard’ and ‘terrifying renegade wizard’ that got overlooked far too often.

“Think you can knock down an obelisk?” Charlie asked. Esper studied her face and could see no evidence of humor.

Esper spluttered and scoffed. “No. Not in a million years. I mean, I might be able to break clay bricks like in Mountain Dojo Attack—”

Roddy perked up. “You watched that with us?”

Esper ignored him and continued on. “…but a building? I’ll leave that sort of thing to Mort.”

“Wouldn’t need to destroy the whole thing,” Mort mumbled, not looking at anyone. “Damage… probably a focal point somewhere. Near the peak, I’d imagine. That’s where I’d put it, if I was an alien wizard designing a city that wanted to alter science.”

“You’ve… given this a lot of thought?” Charlie asked.

“These past ten minutes since you mentioned it… little else,” he replied.

“Hey, we got a blaster working,” Roddy said.

Parker waved a hand for attention, like a classroom student, but bare-chested and tanned. “Blaster won’t do much to stone,” he said. “If you had a while to go at it, maybe, but my guess is even if you sneak past those marines, they’ll find you before long.”

Esper sighed. “That’s a whole other problem. We need to not only find this obelisk, we need to get past a city of marines who won’t like us vandalizing their god’s property.”

Doherty stood. “Well, jungle’s too dangerous at night. Maybe we give it some think-time overnight, come up with a plan in the morning.”

Roddy finished his beer with a gasp, oblivious to the wanton looks both Odysseus survivors gave him. “Or Esper can get the Squall flying, same as Mort’s been doing with the Mobius. Bring our last disintegrator rifle along, do the job, and fly back. If everyone’s so fucking terrified of the dark on this moon, no one ought to be expecting her.”

“I see a few flaws in that plan,” Esper said. “First off, I can’t fly a Squall. Plus, ever since Mort started teaching me magic, datapads are getting harder to figure out. I’m not sure I should be—”

“I’ll fly it,” Charlie said. “If Blackjack can pick it up on the first try, I think I can manage a ferry-service run.”

“Well, that leads to my second problem,” Esper said. “I don’t know if I can make science hold still around a whole Squall. And even if I can, I don’t know for how long.”

“I have every confidence in you,” Mort said with a weary, yet reassuring smile.

Esper sighed. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one whose life I’d be risking.”

“Let’s do it,” Charlie said. “Where’s that disintegrator rifle?”

“Well, that was the third problem. We got rid of all those nasty things.” In fact, she distinctly remembered Carl mentioning… Poo. She’d fallen for it again. “You kept them, didn’t you?

“Tanny kept one back,” Roddy said with a grin. “It’s under her bunk. We figured you wouldn’t mind if you didn’t know.”

She felt like such a fool. Of course they had told her that. She had still been new to the ship and hadn’t quite caught onto the fact that Carl would lie about the time of day if it got him a beer five minutes before the bar opened. “That still doesn’t answer the biggest problem,” she said. It was her last chance to derail this crazy plan in the hopes of replacing it with one that didn’t hinge on her. “The Squall is in the cargo bay, and the Mobius is smooshed against the ground.”

Roddy scratched the top of his head with one foot while balancing on the other. “Hmm. It’ll be hell on the cargo ramp, but I think we can use the hydraulics to jack the ship up as it opens. Yeah… I think we can get it out. Grab your gear. Mort, hold science steady long enough to get them out.”

That was it. She had run out of excuses. Esper was going to have to be the hero.

# # #

The Squall was a racing-class version of the navy’s Typhoon IV all-purpose starfighter. With the hull armor reduced to composite polymer and the weapons and shields removed to make way for a larger engine, it was a fragile, high-powered speed machine. Having been well secured in the cargo hold during the crash, it had taken only cosmetic damage, mainly from unsecured cargo colliding with it. However nothing changed the fact that both the Squall and the Typhoon were designed for a single occupant. So Roddy had removed the canopy of this particular Squall, turning it into an open-air ride. Esper and Charlie sped through the night sky with the wind in their hair.

It was equal parts exhilarating and gut churning as Charlie piloted them toward the marines’ city on a heading provided by Parker and confirmed by Mort. Esper knew what he meant when the wizard claimed to feel the pull of an ominous pit of anti-science directly ahead of them. She kept up a nice chat with science, like a real estate broker selling it on the idea of moving to Ithaca and settling in. But it dug in its heels, threatening to exit the property and walk away from the deal.

The Squall gave a sudden lurch, and Esper squealed. The little racing ship’s gravity stone was an unfortunate casualty of Esper’s suppression of magic, so she felt the sudden change in G-forces. Though Roddy had assured her that the improvised safety harness he’d fashioned from cargo straps would keep her secure, she was still seated on the back edge of the cockpit, feet inside the pilot’s compartment and her backside parked on the hull. With no other convenient handhold, she grabbed the back of the pilot’s chair.

“You OK back there?” Charlie shouted over the rushing wind. “Sorry about that!”

“What was that all about?” Esper shouted back.

“Bird or something,” Charlie replied. With gentler adjustments, they settled back in on their original course.

By reflected planet-light, Esper could just make out the tops of the tree-grass. Without undermining her own arguments, she couldn’t enact magic to sharpen her eyesight. “How’d you even see anything?”

“I saw us hit it, and made sure it didn’t happen,” Charlie replied.

Esper couldn’t imagine what it was like being able to see a split-second into the future. “You sure you should be using magic? Maybe we should just fly higher, where there are fewer birds.”

“There’s a reason we’re only doing 120,” Charlie replied. “If you conk out on me, the gravity stone reactivates… maybe we walk away from the crash. We go higher or much faster, probably not.”

She wanted to make a counter-argument, to tell Charlie that the faster they got to their destination and the fewer sudden bird dodges she had to endure, the more likely she’d be able to hold off the onslaught of anti-scientific sentiment in the area. But Charlie had a point. It was the same point that she herself had argued less than an hour ago in trying to worm out of this mission. Charlie not only accepted the fact that Esper might not be up to the challenge, she had volunteered knowing full well they might crash in the jungle. Trust mixed with sensible precaution was a hard thing to argue against.

Esper perked up. On the horizon, she saw something poke above the treetops. “I think I see it!” It wasn’t directly ahead of them, but just off to their right.

“On it,” Charlie confirmed and then adjusted course to put them on target to the distant landmark.

Even in the warm jungle night, their airspeed through the Ithacan sky brought a chill. Esper pushed down the thought of physical sensations and concentrated on keeping the ship’s science functioning. Though it was too soft to be heard over the noise of their flight, Esper murmured a quick rhyme to keep her focus, making it up as she went.

Remember all those lovely photons,

Give us back our wayward protons.

Electro-neuro-bio-light,

Magnet-o-quantum powered flight.

“Which one is the gray one?” Charlie asked. Esper snapped awake from a daydream, lost in her own bubble of concentration. The Squall bucked. Its engines cut out and fell silent. They began losing altitude, and they didn’t have much to start with.

Fighting to ignore the sensation of her stomach rising up her abdomen, Esper resumed her little song. Charlie worked frantically, switching switches and buttoning buttons. None of it made any sense—she was beginning to know how Mort felt around complicated equipment. But whatever Charlie did got the engines to cough and fire back up; Esper promised herself she wouldn’t drift off again.

“Forget I asked,” Charlie said. They made a pass over the city. It was immense, far too large for the scant number of marines that had reportedly taken up residence. Everything had a faint red hue in the reflected planet-light, which didn’t help matters, and there were obelisks by the dozen.

The Squall rolled, and only Esper’s rhythm with the rhyme kept her from missing a repetition and letting them crash upside down into a stubby square tower. “Stop that!” Esper ordered, continuing to repeat the rhyme in her head.

“Sorry, someone just lobbed a spear at us,” Charlie shouted. “I didn’t see who, but someone knows we’re up here.” The ship jerked as Charlie dodged another projectile.

“Find us that obelisk, quick!”

“This is a standard search pattern!”

“Come up with a non-standard one! I’m starting to lose my grip on science.” It was an odd sensation. Years had passed in the dreamworld where Mort tutored her. Maintaining the status quo was a skill every wizard learned as a form of self-defense. Keeping hostile magic in check was vital to survival, otherwise it would only matter who acted first to win any confrontation. But Esper hadn’t been prepared for just how grueling it would be to keep an area beyond herself stable in the face of a monolithic force that insisted on its own rules.

“There!” Charlie shouted, and she put the Squall into a steep bank. Esper was pressed against her improvised seat. When they straightened out, she saw it, too. Their new heading put them on a direct course for one of the taller obelisks, shaded a few hues darker than its nearest neighbors. A spiral ramp wound around it, nearly all the way to the peak.

“Land us on that ramp, right at the top!” Esper ordered.

“You got it!”

The obelisk grew steadily larger as they approached, as did Esper’s apprehension. They were above a city filled with angry marines—dozens of hostile Tannys—who knew she and Charlie were coming. If they had any brains, they’d only have a few guesses as to what the two of them could be up to. They’d be on guard at high-value locations, or rushing there if they weren’t in position already.

Charlie set the Squall down on the sloped surface of the obelisk’s ramp with remarkable smoothness. There was hardly a bump as they touched down. The two women scrambled free of their harnesses, and Charlie dug the disintegrator rifle out from behind the pilot’s seat where they’d stowed it.

When they both hit solid ground, Charlie pressed the weapon into Esper’s hands. “Lead the way,” Charlie said. She edged over to the raised side of the ramp and peered over. “We’ve got company. They’re at the bottom, but those fuckers look fast.”

The rifle had a menacing heft to it. It must have weighed a good ten kilos, all devoted to ripping apart molecules at the elemental level. She blinked. Atoms? She remembered something about atomic bonds breaking, but having seen the weapons fired once, it really seemed more like it dissociated elemental earth. Holding the weapon at eye level, she squinted at the indicators on the side. They were blinky. Beyond that, she couldn’t make pigs or puppies out of them. At least blinky meant that it wasn’t empty. She frowned.

“Blinky means it’s not empty, right?” Esper asked.

Charlie grabbed the rifle out of her hands. “Never mind. I’ll handle it. Just don’t expect me firing on those marines. I’ve never killed a human, and I’d rather not start today.”

“How’d you never…?” Even Esper had killed someone, even if it had been an accident. For a decorated starfighter pilot, it seemed unlikely that Charlie never had. Carl bragged about the number of kills he’d made during his navy service.

“Zheen, Eyndar, bunch of other xenos,” she replied. “Never a human. No laaku, no tesuds, or any other ARGO species. Now find that glyph thing Mort mentioned or we’re going to have to do some murdering to get out of this alive.”

Esper gave a curt, military nod. “Right.”

There was an open doorway at the end of the ramp not ten meters from their landing spot. There was no sign of a door, nor any evidence of bricks or plaster or anything other than a single, unbroken stone surface. The whole obelisk appeared to be one piece. Taking out a hand lamp, Esper led the way inside.

The interior of the obelisk was a hollow mirror of the outside. It had a vaulted ceiling, rising to a blunted point matching that seen from the outside. At the center, a smaller obelisk jutted from the floor like a scaled down model of the one in which they now stood. Shining the hand lamp on it, the surface crawled with tangled carvings, indecipherable given her level of arcane training. If Mort had been there, maybe he could have puzzled out some sense from it, a set of instructions or at least dire warnings against pointing disintegrator rifles at it. But all Esper knew was that if this place had a most important, can’t-function-without-it bit, it was this little obelisk.

“LOOK TO THE STARS AND GAZE UPON MY WONDER.” The walls and ceiling vanished, turning clear as glass. “OBEY ME. I AM DEVRAA. THIS WORLD AND ALL WHO DWELL UPON IT ARE MINE.”

Charlie ducked for cover and aimed the disintegrator up toward the ceiling. “What the hell was that?”

“I don’t know,” Esper replied. “Probably that god-creature the navy people mentioned. Just shoot the silly thing.”

“The rifle’s not working!”

The words struck Esper like thunder. She stood there a moment, dumbstruck. This wasn’t happening. She’d kept the Squall aloft the whole trip to the alien city, but this was too much. So close to the source of the anti-magic effect, the universe had its fingers in its ears, blocking out her arguments that science should reign.

“WORSHIP ME. I SENSE THE POWER WITHIN YOU. BECOME MY HIGH PRIESTESS.”

“What’s it saying?”

Esper shushed her. “Ignore it.”

Charlie peered outside, down at the oncoming marines. “We need a backup plan. We don’t have much time. What would your friend Mort do?”

Esper blinked. What would Mort do? He certainly wouldn’t sit here moping. He wouldn’t keep knocking his head against the same wall, either. If the universe wasn’t going to let science sneak in to get a disintegrator working, maybe it was time to push in the other direction. She grabbed the miniature obelisk in both hands. Hey, Universe. This little chunk of rock is a thorn in your paw. You haven’t been acting like yourself because of it. I’m not asking you to pull it; I just want you to look the other way while I do. I know… I know. It’s tougher and sturdier than I am, but I’m willing to look past that if you are.

“STOP!” a voice thundered throughout the room. “THIS I CANNOT ALLOW!”

Esper smirked. Anything that Devraa didn’t like sounded pretty good to her. Consider, just for a moment, that muscle and bone are harder than rock. If you can manage that, I promise you’ll feel better afterward—back to your old self.

“YOU MUST NOT—”

The smaller obelisk snapped off in Esper’s hands. With a squeeze, she crushed it to gravel. “That did it!” A tingle ran through her, not just of the universe readjusting to science as usual but of sheer, thrilling power. For that brief moment, she felt like Mort—a wizard to be reckoned with. And then that moment passed, and she remembered the urgency of escape.

“Nice work. Knew you had it in you.”

“Let’s get out of here before the marines get here,” Esper said. She ran for the exit, Charlie following close behind.

But the marines were already upon them. Charlie brought the disintegrator rifle to bear on a half dozen marines, all armed, all breathing hard from a ten-story run up a spiral ramp. They were just as close to the Squall as Charlie and Esper were.

“What have you done?” one of them demanded.

“We took back science,” Charlie replied, nodding down at the rifle in her hands. Esper noticed that she kept the blinky side angled away from marine eyes. “So you all just back the fuck off, or I dust you. Never bring a spear to a disintegrator fight.”

But those first six weren’t the only marines to respond to the threat their god’s obelisk faced. Armed stragglers continued to arrive. One of those shouted in recognition. “Esper! What do you think you’re doing here?”

“These yours, Rucker?” one of the marines asked.

Tanny strode to the front of the group, spear in hand but not aimed for a throw or thrust. “They’re Ramsey’s. Wish I’d gotten here sooner so I could have talked them out of this. I am so sorry about them.”

“Tanny?” Esper asked. “What are you doing with them?”

Tanny swallowed and shook her head. “I feel better than I have in years. I’m not constantly fighting myself. I just hope whatever you did in there isn’t permanent.”

“No idea,” one of the marines said. “But Devraa is wise. If it can be repaired, he’ll tell us how.”

“Devraa is wise,” the other marines echoed, though Tanny remained silent, focusing a stern glare on Esper.

“Drop the weapon and come quietly,” Tanny said. “We won’t hurt you. You have my word.”

“Even if we believed you,” Charlie said, keeping the rifle trained on the mass of marines closest to their position. “We’ve got a working ship and a charged disintegrator. I don’t think you’re in a position to bargain.”

Tanny snorted. “That’s my disintegrator rifle. It’s all residual charge siphoned off the Mobius’s engines; it doesn’t even have a power pack. If you fired it in there, you’re out. Besides, Esper would never let you kill us instead of surrendering.”

Who was this Tanny standing there at the fore of the marine squad? This wasn’t the same woman who took Esper shopping and tried to help her get laid. She wasn’t the gruff, loyal pilot who kept them on the sensible course despite Carl’s kooky schemes and reckless plans. And this certainly wasn’t Kubu’s Mommy.

“What have they done to you?” Esper asked softly.

“Done?” Tanny asked. “They freed me from Recitol and from Plexophan, Adrenophiline, Pseudoanorex, Zygrana, Cannabinol, and Sepromax. Can you believe that when I was in school, I was lousy at chemistry? For thirteen years, my body’s been pumped full of so much toxic shit that if it got out of perfect balance it practically killed me. Half the things I thought, I couldn’t tell whether it was me or some multisyllabic concoction doing the thinking. But now I see clearly. I stayed with Carl because he was the one who enabled my addiction. He had the connections to get all that shit on demand, and unlike my family, he didn’t keep trying to pack me off to detox.”

“And now you’re with them?” Esper asked.

“You’ve been a good friend, Esper,” Tanny said. “Like I said, I wish I’d gotten here in time to stop you. But what’s done is done, and I’m not in charge here. There have to be consequences for damaging one of Devraa’s temples. But I swear to you, I’ll do everything I can to protect you. You have my word. Maybe Devraa will take another wizard into his service. Think of it as penance.”

A quick burst from the disintegrator interrupted the two women’s private conversation, and the tip of Tanny’s spear was gone. One of the marines reacted with frightening speed and threw his weapon. Charlie vaporized it in mid-air. “Not empty yet. Next one to make a move gets a new body cavity.” She leaned over to Esper. “Get in. We’re leaving.”

“You can’t take us all,” another marine said, edging forward as if to dare Charlie to fire.

“If I were you,” Esper said. “I’d start running. When Mort senses the tech’s turned back on, they’ll be on their way in the Mobius. It’s not 100 percent, but it’s got engines and guns.” She climbed atop the Squall and started strapping herself in.

“She’s bluffing,” Tanny said. “You never were any good as a liar.”

Something rose inside Esper, a churning bile that warmed her from belly to brain. Her teeth clenched. “I’m trying to save Charlie from having to kill you,” she snapped. Letting go of the ends of her harness straps, Esper dropped back to the ramp and stalked toward the line of marines.

“Esper, get back here!” Charlie shouted.

But Esper was past listening. Her chest rose and fell in shuddering breaths. “This is it? You’re with them now? You just—”

“It’s complicated,” Tanny shouted back.

“You don’t turn your back on your friends,” Esper countered.

“Or the corp,” Tanny said. “If I go back, I’m just giving in and giving up. Here, I can be me, not some chemical approximation of human.”

“Get. Out. Of here,” Esper growled. “I don’t want to see you again until you come to your senses. We’d have helped if you let us. But fine, go be with your crazy marine friends and your blasphemous cult. I’ll pray for your soul, but Lord help me, if you don’t get out of my sight I may not be able to stop myself from throwing you all off this ramp.”

“I’d like to see you—”

“No!” Tanny cut off the boastful marine with an upraised hand. “She’s a wizard and not like that fop Azrael. I can’t beat her in a straight fight, and I don’t know how much she’s learned since the last time I tried.”

“Go!” Esper ordered.

Tanny nodded slowly and backed away. Her marine friends followed her lead. When they were a safe distance away, Esper backed toward the Squall.

“Explain to Kubu,” Tanny shouted after her. “He… he won’t understand.”

Esper didn’t respond. No, he wouldn’t understand. She didn’t understand. Charlie kept a respectful silence as they took off together in the Squall, and as Esper broke down and sobbed.

# # #

Mort felt like himself once again. Even a fitful night in Mortania was better dressing for his salad than any mental comforts offered in the external world. The dilapidated Mobius was barely air-worthy, but it had delivered him to the alien city the next morning. He strode down to street level, staff in hand, ready to flex a bit of wizardly muscle that had grown stiff and cramped after a two-day sabbatical from his own good sense. Two days of yammering monkey techno-talk and lying to the universe about how great and wonderful science could be. He had really hoped for a few psychotic zealots of an alien religion to try barring his path.

But the city appeared to be deserted. Esper had reported everything about the previous night’s encounter, and she had predicted a fierce resistance, possibly with direct aid from the thunder-voiced deity. The marines were no fools. With Tanny having joined them, they’d know what they were up against. If they’d spent another whole hour before fleeing into the jungle, he would have been surprised. There were other cities, other temples out there. With one destroyed, the moon-wide multiplicative effect had collapsed. But Mort could sense the magic out there, dotted across the lunar surface—so much easier to identify now that they didn’t form a cohesive, monolithic force. The marine cultists would have fled to a place where their god still held sway.

A pity really.

There were two other obelisks in the city, but Mort chose to begin with the black one—the choice just felt right in his bones, and a wizard learned to trust his hunches. The brisk walk up the spiral ramp provided a good stretch for stiff legs and cleansed the ship’s science-scrubbed air from his lungs. By the time he reached the top, he was in a positively merry mood.

Inside the Temple of Listening, he strode up to the ramped dais and rapped his staff on the floor. “Come on out, you melodramatic slice of blasphemy. Say something, before I have to—”

The vaulted stone ceiling turned clear as glassteel, letting in sudden sunlight that forced Mort to squint and raise an arm to shield his eyes. “I AM DEVRAA. I SENSE YOUR PRESENCE, WIZARD. WHY DO YOU DEFILE MY TEMPLE WITH YOUR PRESENCE?”

“Well, just being neighborly,” Mort said, addressing the sky. “I’ve had a miserable time on your little moon, but that doesn’t mean I ought to practice bad manners. I’m not here to desecrate your temples, Devraa; I’m here to level them.”

“PUNY WIZARD,” Devraa replied, the disdain dripping from his words. “EVEN NOW, THE TEMPLE OF ORDER REPAIRS ITSELF. I AM ETERNAL, MY POWER IS—”

“You’re taking a holiday,” Mort said. “I’m kicking you out of here. And I’m not going to debate whether or not I can. I’m just going to do it. Good way to end a debate, if you ask me. And since you don’t seem to have your little cult on hand to stop me, you’re just going to have to look on helplessly from whatever hole you’re hiding in.” Mort’s best guess was that Devraa had a physical presence on the next moon over, locked into an orbital chase with Ithaca, but that was a subject for later research.

“YOU WILL REGRET THIS, WIZARD. I WILL SEE YOU DEAD.”

“The name is Mordecai The Brown. And you will not believe the number of people who’ve said that to me.”

# # #

A small party of dignitaries sat on salvaged chairs from the Odysseus, spread across the flat roof of one of the buildings in Devraa’s city. Parked behind them was the Mobius. The vessel was a long way from being spaceworthy, but it was fit for ferrying people and equipment between the city, the chasm, and the Odysseus crash site. The rooftop was festive. The kitchen table had been dragged out and set with a few Ithacan delicacies—and some questionable sandwiches from the newly reactivated food processor. The available crew of the Mobius mingled with officers from the Odysseus.

“I can feel it!” Esper said, putting a half dozen conversations on hold as everyone turned their attention to the black obelisk.

A crack sounded, sending a tremor throughout the city. Even from a kilometer away, the shock wave sent a jolt through shoes and chair legs. Everyone felt it. With a rumble of grating stone, the black obelisk shifted, tilting to one side before finally giving way and toppling over. It hit the streets, its bulk hidden behind the taller buildings. It caused a brief earthquake that had the viewers fighting to keep their balance. A plume of dust and debris rose from the wreckage.

“Bloody ghosts,” Parker muttered. “That guy works for you, Ramsey?”

“Old family friend,” Carl replied, grinning to his ears. “Usually keep him bottled up on a starship, where shit like that would kill every system on board. Nice to see him having a little fun.”

A bevy of questions followed. How did Carl find Mort? Where could they get a dozen more like him? What was it like having a wizard in place of a star-drive? Carl fielded them all and answered as best he could. These were his people now, not strangers. It was shit they were going to need to know… well, some of it was, anyway. Mixed in were oblique queries that probed for exactly what it was Carl did for a living.

By and large, these officers had lived upstanding lives. Most of them weren’t ready to hear the unvarnished truth, or even the slightly varnished truth. Instead, he walked them across a layer of bullshit so thick they couldn’t see the tops of their boots. It was Carl’s life as he would have told it to the director of the holovid adaptation.

Eventually Esper called their attention again. “Next one, coming up.”

This time it was the gray tower that fell—the one that worried Carl the most. The black one was harmless, and potentially amusing. Talking to Devraa wasn’t awe inspiring so much as comical. Let the no-necks fall for the “I’m a god, worship me” routine. All Carl heard was a pompous voice with no source. Mort had made him watch The Wizard of Oz enough times to know that trickery was only as effective as the mark was gullible. Devraa was behind a curtain somewhere, pulling one over on everyone; he just knew it.

The crowd’s reaction this time was cheering, rather than shock. These were people who had lived under the heel of that tower’s suppression of science ever since crashing on Ithaca. “Take that, magic tower!”

“Fuck, yeah!”

“This is our moon, Devraa!”

“Another one gone,” Carl said, nodding to himself.

“Another one bites the dust,” Scarecrow said, catching his eye with a twinkle in hers. She was back to wearing her TeleJack again, but otherwise he’d have hardly recognized her as the same woman who came aboard the Mobius. Relaxed, smiling, playful. What a burden she must have felt, carrying on the Odysseus search all those years.

“You remembered the line,” Carl said.

“Twenty hours a week of sim battles, and those early Dawn-of-Data Era songs of yours blaring the whole time? How could I forget?” There was something different in the way she looked at him, too. Though he’d been accused of it many a time, Carl was no fool. He’d never kissed her before yesterday. She had been under his command; it would have been a horrible breach not only of military etiquette but of common decency. Somehow, he’d mentally compartmentalized her into the same category as Rhiannon and loved her like a sister. But he wasn’t her C.O. anymore, and she seemed to be thinking along the same lines.

And why not? They had a history, a trust, and a bond that he’d rarely had with anyone—even his other squadron mates. She had been his wingman. They had common interests, and she was one of the only people who could understand the love for a single-seat fighter craft. It wasn’t love at first sight; first sight had been years ago, across a desk, going over the dead weight on her service record. With Tanny things had started with a torrid series of shore leave flings, and maybe that was the root of where it all went wrong. The fire of that passion burned out, and all that was left in the ashes were a couple wedding rings they kept trying to force-fit onto their fingers.

Scarecrow caught him staring and shot him a tight-lipped smile before glancing away. Was she blushing? Carl wasn’t imagining it. He’d seen her get ogled by drunken spacers on nearly every planet where they’d taken shore leave, heard her tell jokes that would make a doctor turn red, and caught her naked walking to the shower in his own damn ship, but he had never seen her blush before. Overthinking things had never gotten him anywhere in life, and it wasn’t time to start now.

“Hey, um… Amy. Can I buy you a drink?”

She turned back and regarded him with a puzzled frown. “But drinks are—oh… yeah. I’ll have whatever you’re having.”

Amy eyed Carl as he headed for the refreshment table. Her expression was mixed between bemusement and red-faced shyness. As Carl wove his way through his guests, the rest of the spectators were taking glee in the show. Parker and Doherty were treating the temple destructions like a live holovid. Ensign Niang and Chief Yao carried on a conversation, both with grins permanently affixed; Carl eavesdropped briefly and discovered them making plans for offworld. Esper watched with pride as Mort cleaned up what she’d started, erasing the alien deity’s hold on the city—if Devraa was a deity, which Carl tended to doubt.

Kwon, however, remained silent. She watched with catatonic focus.

Carl ducked low on his way by, keeping his voice down so only she heard. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

“One man. So much power.”

“Careful, Kwon. Look what chasing wizards got you last time.”

She turned weary eyes on Carl. Sephiera Kown couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than him but looked as if she could have been his mother. “This was never about me and Azrael. That ended months before the crash.”

“Sure,” Carl agreed. “Maybe for you. But I don’t think he saw it that way.”

“He was always insecure,” Kwon said, looking off into the distance. “I mistook it for humility at first, but it got old fast.”

Carl snickered. “Well, you’d never have to worry about humility with Mort. He just won an argument with a temple while its god watched the whole thing. He doesn’t do humble… considers it hypocritical.”

“Carl,” Esper called. “Can we join the search for Mriy and Kubu once Mort finishes up?”

Carl continued to drink-laden table as Esper trailed him. “I’ve got people for that. They’ve lived in this jungle for years, and none of the scanners are working on the Mobius yet. We’d just get in the way.”

“What if they went into the Odysseus?”

Finding two matching bottles of something clear and Martian-looking, Carl claimed them and popped the tops. “Cleanup crews are heading there this afternoon—if this place has afternoon—with blasters. If they’re inside, Mriy and Kubu will turn up. But they’re trackers. I’m sure they would have noticed that you came back out of the ship before they got there.”

Esper took a stern glance at the double-barrel liquor Carl toted. “Then why didn’t they find the chasm? Why didn’t they find Troy?”

Carl sighed. It was a hazard of having Esper on the crew, listening to her constant worrying. At least she hadn’t commented on his beverage choice. “Listen. We’ve got nearly three hundred people now, and everyone’s got a job to do. The best people are out looking for them right this minute. I’m sure Mriy and Kubu are just fine.”

# # #

Mriy and Kubu lay in a pool of blood. The azrin was propped against a wall, cradling her bandaged arm against her chest. Kubu sprawled on his side, motionless. Carl’s enchanted sword lay on the ground, still providing a faint glow that served as the only illumination.

“I blame you,” Mriy said weakly. She leveled an accusing finger at the canid, claw extended in reproach. “You are a horrible companion.”

“Kubu hurts.” He whined to emphasize his point.

“Your just reward,” Mriy replied. “And you dragged me down your witless path. ‘Just try them’ you said. ‘They are oh so yummy.’ Now look at us.”

Kubu lapped at the blood puddled near his muzzle.

“Stop it!” she snapped.

“But they taste good.”

Indeed, the growling creatures that inhabited the downed battleship had been a delicacy. On Meyang, they called creatures that tasted too good to bring back from the hunt ‘sugar-bloods.’ It was an instinct that a good hunter learned to overcome, gorging on a fresh kill. In the wild, hunger was to be sated, then the kill brought back for the clan. But to allow Kubu to lure her into a decadent feast of delectable carnivores was a mark of shame.

The growling, fang-mouthed creatures were just divinely flavorful. They lay dead by the scores in corridors throughout the ship, their scent taunting Mriy and Kubu both, available everywhere, but out of reach. In theory, the worst injury between them was the bite Kubu had inflicted on Mriy’s arm. But beyond that, both had gorged to the point where they could no longer stand. Prior to this hunt, she hadn’t known such a state existed for Kubu.

# # #

Carl looked out over the gathering. He had never been big on prepared speeches, so he had written himself a couple notes, memorized them, and decided to improvise the rest as he went along. These were his people now, under his command in the most awkward of circumstances. Not a damn one of them was actually in Earth Navy officially, yet everyone kept on pretending as if they were. It was time to map out the star lanes for them, let everyone know where they stood.

In the shadow of the ENV Odysseus, Carl stood one switchback higher on the trail than everyone except for Amy and Kwon, who flanked him on either side. Mort and Esper were at the back of the crowd below, both dressed in formal wizard attire so no one forgot who they were. Mriy and Kubu were sleeping off a binge killing. Roddy was hard at work, eager to put something back into spaceworthy shape to make a beer run to a nearby system. Rhiannon was somewhere in the crowd, enjoying newfound popularity as the only act in town.

Tanny was just gone. Off with the marines according to Esper. If she had turned on them, good enough for her. Sooner or later, she’d come slinking back when the allure of arm-wrestling contests and fifty-kilometer hikes wore off. In the meantime, he’d be avoiding any comms from Don Rucker.

Everyone else spread below at the base of the mountain was now a part of his crew. Parker and Doherty had agreed ahead of time; the rest had come by fiat when he took over command. It was time to see who stuck around.

“Hello everyone,” Carl said. He wore Roddy’s guitar slung across one shoulder, ready to play but not actually intending to. Its mic pickup was the only thing Carl could find on short notice to amplify his voice. “In case you’ve only heard people call me Ramsey, or Lieutenant Commander, or ‘that fucker who walked in like he owned the place,’ my name is Carl. I was never big on titles and chains of command except when it was convenient for me. I don’t plan on getting carried away with it now.

“Some of you have been wondering what it’s like offworld, what’s going on in the rest of ARGO space. Well, it’s a shithole, same as it ever was. I’m sure you lads and ladies have romanticized it, being caught in this rat-trap world as long as you have. But if anything, it’s gotten worse, especially for you and me.

“You see, High Command wasn’t too keen on losing an experimental battleship. You can’t hide five thousand dead crewmen, but you can hush up the how and why. Your families, your friends, your comrades in the fleet, all believe that every last one of you is dead. Your next of kin got death benefits. I’m sure more than a couple of you have spouses who have remarried. Anything you owned has been handed over to someone else or sold off. Me and the survivors of the 333rd Squadron got the screws put to us. We knew too much, but they weren’t quite willing to eliminate us. They paid us off, shuffled us around, and eventually booted us out of the navy entirely.

“And in the navy’s eyes, we were the heroes.

“Imagine what it’s going to be like, going back home. Earth, Mars, Luna, Titan, or any of the extra-solar colonies… those are all places where you need a history. A thousand different databases all got updated that you’re dead. Try to get an in-system shuttle from Titan to Earth without a valid ID… see where that gets you. Want a job in the commercial sector? Try getting hired when the navy denies that you’ve existed the past six years.

“Right about now, some of you are thinking to yourselves: ‘Hey, this is Earth Navy. I’m a lifer. They’d never do that to me.’ Well guess what? I thought I was a lifer, too. And now I just try to make ends meet running my own ship, doing odd jobs. Face it, folks. You’re an inconvenient truth that makes a few very powerful people in High Command look really bad. Billions, maybe trillions of terras got sunk into this project, and it just vanished. Odds are, you show up in ARGO space, there’s a good chance you get taken into custody for a permanent ‘debriefing.’

“So why are you all standing here listening to my bullshit? Let me tell you why. I’ve got an offer for each and every one of you. I’ll give you three choices. The first one, you keep on living the good life down in that chasm of yours. No problem. Second, once we get a ship capable of maintaining life support, we start ferrying you off to the outlying colonies. There’s a condition though: you breathe a word about this place, we’re all in danger. I’ll have your word that you can keep your mouth shut before I give anyone a ride off this rock, but that’s all I’ll ask from you. You’ll swear in front of my wizard buddy Mort though, so don’t go thinking you can lie your way outta here.

“The last option’s the one I’m most interested in. Come to work for me. You’re not in Earth Navy, and neither am I, not officially anyway. But I’ve got a small organization you can join. So far, it’s been a single ship, a single crew, one job at a time. With your help and the resources on this moon…” Carl paused to sweep an arm up at the Odysseus, looming above them. “We can get real rich.

“Here’s the catch.” Carl held his hands out, holding an imaginary piece of wire or cable. For a moment, he wished he’d planned ahead and brought props. “Making ends meet isn’t always easy. Sometimes, you need to bend the rules a little.” He pantomimed twisting the cable around so that the ends touched. “Other times, the ends are a little farther apart, and you’ve got to bend the rules an awful lot, maybe even ignore them completely, to get things to where you need ‘em. See what I’m saying?”

At his side the erstwhile Lieutenant Kwon sighed through her nostrils and spoke up. “What he’s saying is that he’s an outlaw.”

Carl held up his hands, accepting the censure. “So, we’re calling it what it is. Me and my crew are outlaws. You all owe your freedom to a bunch of outlaws… and Lieutenant Charlton here. She’s the one who found you, and she’s technically not an outlaw.”

“Um,” Amy said, leaning Carl’s way. She kept her voice low. “I couldn’t exactly say that.”

“I stand corrected, it seems,” Carl said to the crowd. “This is a 100 percent outlaw rescue. Now I know you’ve all got a lot to think about. Give it time. We still don’t even have a working way off this moon yet, but we will soon. Just remember this: being a rich outlaw is a hell of a lot more fun than being a poor fugitive.”

Carl took a shallow bow and excused himself, confident he had said what he needed to say.

# # #

The hangar door of the ENV
Odysseus had been hauled open with winches; main power had yet to be restored. Roddy was part of a maintenance team tasked with getting the battleship’s engine operational. Even if it was embedded in a mountainside and they would never need the thrusters, the engine could still power the internal systems.

Nearly a hundred of the Odysseus survivors had accepted his offer. The rest had returned to the chasm until such time as they could be delivered offworld. It was more personnel than Carl had ever commanded before. The week since his speech had been a blur, with more demands on his time than he’d ever imagined possible. After an initial panic, he’d begun delegating the shit jobs like sleeping assignments and rationing. Who needed Tanny when he had a trained navy crewmen who knew all that shit? Instead he focused on the big picture: what to do with the salvage from the biggest score he would ever see. While it was a heady feeling being a nascent Don Rucker, he was still looking forward to putting the Mobius back into space, even if his first dozen missions would be acting as a taxi service.

Esper had been underfoot for days, asking for tasks to do. With modern science back, medical supplies made her healing magic obsolete. The survivors had their own chaplain, so no one was coming to her with spiritual questions. With no ship that could hold vacuum, there was no call for astral travel, and since she was a wizard, none of the officers were keen on giving her orders. That left her pestering Carl, and he was getting suspicious that she had an ulterior motive.

And she was at it again. “I was just wondering, if you had anything you needed me to—”

Carl held up a hand. “For the love of whatever non-Devraa gods might be out there, spit it out.”

With a swallow and a nod, Esper came clean. “It’s Tanny. I mean, she’s out there somewhere. I know I said some things, but… isn’t this the part where we run off and rescue her? You know, free her from whatever influence Devraa has over her?”

She flinched at Carl’s reaction—he hugged her. “I saw enough of those marines to get the idea. Tanny’s not a drone or a slave. She picked sides, from the sound of it. It hurts, because you’re friends. She’s done it to me enough times I guess I’ve gotten numb to it. We’d have started a family if she’d have gone off those drugs of hers long enough, but she picked a slew of pills over me, time and again. I had a standing offer that I’d marry her a fourth time if she cleaned up.”

“But I thought—”

“I let people think what they want. Rolls off my back.”

The sound of familiar engines drew Carl’s eye to the skies outside the hangar. From the flight deck, Carl watched as Amy maneuvered the Mobius in for a landing. With all the tools and spare parts kicking around the hangar, they’d have the materials at hand to properly restore the ship to its original glory—no, better than that. There were weapon and shield systems to tune the old bird to taste. Leaner engine signature. Hotter guns. Smaller but more efficient shield generators. It was a candy store for a starving child.

“And Charlie? You’re not just using her because you’re lonely? I don’t want to see her get hurt.”

“I’ve been living in the past so long, I forgot what someone loving me back felt like. No more living in the ‘what was.’ It’s time to try ‘what might have been.’ Now scram, kid. My lady’s landing my ship, and three’s a crowd. Oh, and try calling her Amy.”

Esper planted a quick kiss on his cheek before wishing him luck and departing. Ladies Man Carl did a quick check and confirmed that Esper didn’t wear lipstick or perfume. Amy hadn’t known signs of being the jealous type, but it never hurt to play safe.

The Mobius powered down and Amy hopped out a moment later, bounding across the flight deck to meet him. She was grinning, as she was so often these days, and kissed him as soon as he was within reach. “How’s the cleanup going?”

“Mriy’s busy with the new security detail, buttoning down a perimeter. Mort’s scouring that city for signs of Devraa’s other strongholds. His latest theory is that there are a few dozen, and Azrael and his pals might be headed for any of them. As long as we keep that one city from rebuilding its temple, we shouldn’t have to worry about anti-magic extending orbitally.”

“I meant the Odysseus.”

“That’s Roddy’s department. The navy techs are still bristling over reporting to a civilian, but he’s handing it. Ship’s getting there,” Carl replied. “Internal air quality’s still too low to move people in, but I’ve got my eye on some quarters for when we’re planetside. How was flying the Mobius?”

“It’s a little sluggish, but I put that up to the crash damage.”

Carl winced. “Yeah, about that… it’s not going to get much better. It really is a diplomatic shuttle with the heart of a freighter.”

“You tell the rest of your crew about making me pilot yet?”

“Not yet. Just Esper,” Carl said. “The rest have been a little busy.”

“I can always just go back to flying the Mermaid, you know…”

Carl smiled and kissed her again. “No. No more flying solo unless that’s how you want it. We’ll pick up the Mermaid at some point, but you’ve got a place on the Mobius.”

“Carl…” Amy said, turning the word over in her mouth like a seashell she was seeing for the first time. “Does this seem weird?”

“It feels new and fresh and liberating,” he replied, kissing her again. “I mean, I always loved you, but never in the same way as the past few nights.”

Amy wrinkled her nose. “Not that. The sex is great. The hell were we waiting for, right? No, I meant setting up shop in this rotting hull of a dead battleship.”

Just at that moment, a set of overhead lights switched on with a thunk. Followed by another set adjacent to those, then another, and another on down the ceiling of the hangar. Carl watched the line of lights as power came back on line. A low hum reverberated in the floor, part of the life-support systems. “Not so dead,” he said dryly.

“I guess not.”

He looked into Amy’s eyes. She was as good a pilot as he’d ever flown with: brave, smart, and witty when she wasn’t trying to act serious. Maybe she had a few loose wires in that head of hers but certainly fewer than in his own. Amy Charlton knew him for who and what he was and didn’t bat an eye. And now they had an Earth Navy Battleship. Gun emplacements to defend against orbital threats. Top-of-the-line military scanners. Repair facilities. Officer quarters for everyone in the crew. The briefing room would make a kick-ass holovid theater. Plus, there were tens of millions of terras worth of equipment that the black markets would snap up like piranhas.

Carl started giggling, still meeting Amy’s eyes. He could tell she was on the verge of joining in, just in reaction to his own ridiculousness. “What?” she demanded. “What’s so funny?”

“We’re not small-time anymore.”
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Esper sulked over a plate of scrambled eggs that tasted too much like science. They tasted like eggs too, of course, but there was that nagging sensation on the taste buds that spoke of artifice. It was the laaku food doodad to blame, mooshing nutrients into goo and squeezed them out to look and taste like whatever someone ordered. Before she had started practicing magic in earnest, Esper used to think it was a wonderful invention . Now she couldn’t overlook the scientific taste despite the maintenance tech’s insistence that human senses couldn’t tell the difference.

With a resignation borne of a desire not to starve en route, Esper shoveled another forkful of eggs into her mouth. She cast a glare at the sleeping wizard in the bed they had shared for the shuttle trip. Mort snored; she’d grown used to that in short order. Esper had lost track of the months they had slept side by side in the same bed without once ever having “slept together.” It was an odd arrangement, but close proximity was required to share dreams. She had awakened first, pulling herself back from the constructed dream realm of Mortania. That was the place where he taught Esper magic.

Mort grunted and turned over, stretching and blinking before sitting up. He wore the same jeans and sweatshirt he’d worn the entire trip. With a gruff “G’morning,” he shuffled past her to the coffee spigot, and a brief argument ensued over how he’d like his morning cup. The machine was ultra-modern and apparently programmed for conflict resolution, because despite Mort’s best efforts, he failed to anger it before getting a satisfactory beverage.

Mort slumped into a chair across from Esper. “Infernal thing’s about ready to run for public office. I have half a mind to melt it to slag before it kills us all.”

“It’s not sentient. It’s just programmed to be friendly.”

“You say charismatic leader, I say despot.” Mort took a sip of his coffee, glaring across the room at the machine. “Pretty soon, you’ll be expected to kill any AI on sight. Soon as you pass your final exam.”

“What?”

“Any wizard confronted with an artificial mind has a duty to—”

“Purge the computer plague before it wipes out organic life,” Esper finished for him. “I’ve heard the spiel. I meant what’s this about a final exam?”

Mort threw back the contents of his cup, squeezing his eyes shut. He came up for air with a gasp. “Ahh, wakes a sluggish mind. Well then, you didn’t think I’d let you loiter around my private refuge indefinitely, did you? The point of an apprenticeship is to teach you to get by on your own.”

Esper’s fork clattered to the plate. “But I’m not ready yet. Isn’t a typical apprenticeship eight years?”

With a snort, Mort looked her square in the eye. “You measure time in the real world, it might look like I’m shortchanging you. But in mental years, that noggin of yours is past due for retirement.”

“I know a year passes every night we’re—”

“Getting on toward a year and a half, actually. Been stretching the old thinker these days. My best guess, that brain of yours thinks it’s about 200 years old.”

A cold feeling sank in the pit of Esper’s stomach, threatening to evict the science-tainted eggs. She’d tried to avoid considering the rough estimate of just over 100 that she’d been using. It made her life in the real world seem paltry by comparison. “But I don’t feel old.”

“Course not. Got palsied hands? Rheumatism? Failing eyesight? None of the above. You haven’t got so much as a wrinkly forehead when you frown… like you’re doing just now. An apprentice comes in, eight to twelve years old, mind supple as licorice. I got you at four-and-twenty with a mind like dry clay. Took a lot of kneading to make it worth the trouble of shaping.”

“But I’m not ready to—”

“To what? To be me?” Mort snorted. “I’ve turned loose worse students than you. Kept you around longer than I should have, but only because it gets lonely in here.” He tapped the side of his head. “Sometimes it’s a task too far to trick myself into believing all the constructs are real people. You spruce the place up, but it’s not right, keeping you in there so long. You’re getting desensitized… can’t even stomach food on the outside.”

“These eggs are shit.”

Mort sneered. “Lost your filters, too. Just me around, and you forget those stodgy old real-world rules.” He reached over and stole a pinch of eggs from Esper’s plate, working the morsel around in his mouth before swallowing. “You’re right though. These are shit.”

Esper stared out their cabin’s window, into the flat gray of astral space. “Is that what this trip is all about? I thought you promised a vacation.”

“You think Carl would let both of us offworld for something so trite? I promised him a second wizard to handle star-drive duty. Travel to Ithaca is at a standstill while I’m away, and I’m not keen to spend my remaining years as a bus-driver.”

Esper stood and backed away, wagging a finger. “I’m just for emergencies. We had an understanding.”

“I understand that I’ve now known you longer than my own wife. Things change with time; no getting around that. You’re ready. You’ve read 10,000 books and memorized a good 500 of them. You have a feather touch cajoling the universe to get what you want, but it listens.”

“Maybe if we focused more time on—”

“And you’ve worn out your welcome.”

Esper held her ground under Mort’s withering glare. “I thought you stopped watching me constantly.”

“Constantly? No. But I didn’t leave The Tome of Bleeding Thoughts lying around without some trigger to alert me that you opened it. On five occasions you opened the cover, and on the first four you shut it instantly. On the fifth, it trapped you, and you read it cover to cover.”

Esper swallowed. He knew all along. Tears welled in her eyes as those horrible words came back to her, unbidden. There was no scrubbing them clean. “You could have stopped me…”

“Knowledge is a wizard’s weapon. I’d no sooner stop you learning than I’d take away Mriy’s guns or Roddy’s tools. But you’ve seen under the bonnet now, and you could alter Mortania against my wishes. You should take it as flattery; I can’t trust you to wander my head anymore.”

An unexpected chuckle warred with the tears wetting Esper’s face. “Me? A threat?”

“You’re like I was, a little kerfuzzled after reading it. But that book’s going to nag at you. You can kill with what you read, once you turn it over in your mind enough times to see it from all angles. But for now, we’ve got the formality of passing your final exam, so I can have Keesha submit the result to the Convocation. You’ll be a real wizard, without direct association with you-know-who.” Mort hooked a thumb at his chest.

“So…?”

“Planetside. You’ll see.”

# # #

The weathered gray planks of the boardwalk thumped with each step Esper and Mort took. They stepped in time, arm in arm, as if they were a real couple. Esper wore a midriff top and baggy trousers; Mort a black button-down and blazer with no tie. Neither wore the wide-ended sleeves most people associated with wizards. For this trip, they were incognito.

Crowds were thin at Trestman Depot. Modern styles mixed with tourists and locals who threw in full-force with the retro look of the place. Once the tram station disappeared from view over their shoulders, it was mid-twentieth-century Atlantic City in all directions. Calliope music wafted from a carousel. Shrieking children wielding wands of cotton candy pelted past. Both sides of the boardwalk were packed with tiny shops selling knick-knacks and candies, cheap showings of flatvids or live stage performances, and games of luck that appeared at first glance to be games of skill.

Mort guided them with the same calm assurance he did everything, but in this case, she suspected he knew where he was going. “You’ve been here before?”

“Not in my life. Just stop gawking and feel. You’ll know where we’re headed.”

Esper tore her attention from a clown twisting balloons into toy animals for a gaggle of children. Trusting Mort not to run her into a hotdog cart or other pedestrians, she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Two piers down. There’s… something out of place.”

Mort patted her hand. “A place out of place. The whole place, misplaced.” He winked.

“It’s hidden. Someone is overplaying a concealment charm.”

“You’ve never had much trouble with perception. They actually haven’t done a bad job keeping the riffraff off the scent. But finding the place isn’t your test.”

Gaps between buildings were scarce; the one between Saraam’s Taffy and Susan’s Seashell Souvenirs was blocked off by dingy gray stockade fencing. One side was rusted iron hinges, the other a latch and a length of chain with a padlock. Mort stopped them right in front of it.

Esper eyed the lock and chain. “Doesn’t look friendly.”

“Isn’t meant to.” He grabbed the fence door by the latch and pulled. The chain and padlock did nothing to stop him, since the support post swung right along with the door. With a suspicious glance over his shoulder, Mort ushered Esper through ahead of him.

The other side was anything but the grimy alleyway Esper anticipated. The fence door had been holding back a tsunami of electronic sound. It was frenetic, zappy, beeping, and chiming with simple melodies. Screens flashed with low-res images, and cabinets were painted with cartoonish murals and logos. Many of the cabinets had people manning controls like scanner techs, but most of these ‘techs’ were children.

“A… game room?” Esper ventured.

Mort towed Esper along through cramped aisles as her senses were assaulted from all sides. “The Merry Mayhem Arcade. Good place to dump a young wizard for a few hours’ peace and quiet—for the parents, that is. This place is louder than the inside of Carl’s head.”

“Seems awfully… sciencey.”

“It is. Good place for a wizard to learn self-control. You get games or magic—not both. You think I’d be able to play Astro-League Racer or Battle Minions if I hadn’t spent a good chunk of my youth in places like this? Not likely. I’d scramble the controls every time I tried.”

“So, somewhere in here I have a test to take…”

Mort nodded, craning his neck to scan over Esper’s head. “Just need to find your adversary.”

Esper fell into step as Mort released her arm to navigate the tight spaces between games, players, and watchful parents. The knot of noisy cabinet games gave way to an adjacent space filled with rows of miniature bowling alleys with ramps at the end and targets of numbered concentric rings. “How cute!” Esper stopped and hefted one of the palm-sized bowling balls.

“Play once your test is over.”

Chagrined, Esper returned the ball to its little rack and followed Mort into a section where the games tended toward the physical side. Some had motorcycle seats and screens; some had cordoned-off areas for a player to dance. One set of machines had a player bonking pop-up moles with a mallet. “Amy would be good at this one.”

Mort stopped and squinted at the setup. “Predictive vision would make it boring. Plus, look at the arcanalarm.” When Esper cocked her head in puzzlement, he pointed to a device perched atop the machine. It resembled a robotic hula dancer trapped in a bell jar—with a liberal helping of anthropomorphic imagination. “Overcomplicated geegaw that’s hypersensitive to magic. They’re all over this place. Some outside the machines, some jammed in the guts. Any of them pitches a tizzy if it sniffs magic.”

“How sensitive…?” Esper reached a finger toward the arcanalarm, imagining that she was actually poking it through the glass. It jerked away and bobbed back and forth, screaming in a trill of electronic beeps. Esper flinched back a step and looked around, hoping no one had noticed, but half the heads within view were pointed in her direction.

Mort slapped her hand. “Quit that. You’re making us both look like idiots. Come on.”

He took her to a row of table-under-glass games labeled pinball machines. The one he stopped at had a waist-high console partitioned off from the player. Inside was a miniature cowboy town with painted-on dusty streets and ramshackle wooden buildings rendered in plastic. There were numerous departures from the typical Ancient West motif, mostly in the form of pop-up targets, elastic bumpers, and electronic lights. Mort glided in front of the machine and switched to pedantic mode.

“Two flippers, one on either side, allow the player—in this case you—to affect change within the machine. That little silver ball will tend to roll downhill toward the trap at the near side. Your job is to keep it out of there as long as possible, scoring points doing this and that all over the place bouncing off things.”

Esper looked around but didn’t see any likely opponents. “So who am I playing against? Not you, I hope.”

“Me? Egad, I hate these things. This whole place gives me a headache sandwich with vertigo pudding on the side. I’m out of here as soon as you get situated. No, today you’re playing the machine.”

“It plays back?”

“No. You’re just trying for a maximum score. Every hit off something in there’s going to score you ten, fifty, a hundred points—you’ll figure out the specifics. You just need to keep going until the counter hits maximum. Just between you and me… you’re going to have to cheat.”

“Cheat? Shouldn’t you be warning me not to cheat, since you’ve basically admitted you’re not going to proctor this test?”

Mort patted the glass top of Esper’s opponent. “These things are rat bastards with some of the nastiest arcanalarms money can buy. This place might look tawdry, but these are some of science’s most ancient devices. They claim some of them contain glyphs salvaged from ancient magnets back on Earth. I’ve also got it on good authority that these things are rigged. You can’t beat them fair and square.”

“But how do I—?”

Mort plunked a bag into Esper’s hand. It clattered with the telltale sound of hardcoin terras. “There’s a hundred terras in there in quarter coins. At one coin per game, you’ve got a long afternoon ahead of you. Good luck.”

“But—” Before Esper could think of words to tether him, Mort escaped into the gaming throng.

Esper turned her attention to her opponent. Not quite what she expected for her final examination as a wizard. The machine had a name printed in bullet-riddled lettering across the top: Rustlers’ Gulch. “Well, Mr. Gulch. Looks like it’s you against me.” It occurred to her that Mort had dropped her off at pretty close to high noon. She wondered if it was a coincidence.

Hooking the bag of coins to her belt, Esper withdrew a quarter and searched until she found a slot to feed it into the pinball machine. There was a solid thunk from somewhere in the front of the machine. A quick search discovered a silvery ball loaded into a launch chute. Mort hadn’t gone into detail about how to start the game, but the ball was resting against a rubber-tipped rod that extended through the case to Esper’s side. Her side of the road was mushroomed into an obvious button. She pushed it.

The silvery ball rolled a few sluggish centimeters before coming to rest back on the rod. Esper hit it harder, and it went most of the way up. A third try, and the ball cleared the end of the chute. It dinged off a bumper, then another, each seeming to impart a bit of momentum beyond what Esper had expected. The ball whizzed and zipped, jangling out a discordant melody along the way. The scoreboard clacked as it tracked her point total. The ball’s momentum eventually carried it low on the table, and before Esper could think to find the flipper control buttons, it had gone down the ball drain.

The indicator on the scoreboard dropped from 3 to 2, and another ball spit into the chute. She had scored 12,575 points. It looked like the score she needed was a million.

With a resigned sigh, she located the flipper buttons on either side of the machine and slammed the launch button again. As she watched the ball’s trajectory, Esper rubbed at the sore spot on her palm where she’d hit the launcher. This was going to be a long, painful day. Briefly, she considered using a trickle of magic to heal her sore palm but decided not to do so mid-game for fear of setting off the arcanalarm. Instead, distracted by her own thoughts, she missed the flippers again and scored less than 8,000.

A voice from behind startled her as she was about to launch her final ball. “Mind a bit of advice?”

Esper turned to find a smiling bystander not two paces away. He had blue eyes and a dimpled chin and leaned against one of the pinball machines, watching her. A black turtleneck clung to him around the chest and biceps before billowing out into the wide-ended sleeves of a wizard. By the smooth face and dark, full head of hair, she guessed he couldn’t have been much more than twenty. After a conversation with Mort about her brain being two hundred years old, the way this newcomer looked at her made Esper feel young.

“The plunger. You can just pull it back and let the spring do the hard work.”

Esper remembered to breathe. “Oh. Thanks. I was wondering how much of that my hand could take.”

“Who was the old timer who dropped you off?”

Despite his casual tone, Esper knew fishing when she heard it. But today she was in no mood to nibble at bait. “My teacher. We’re not seeing each other, or anything like that.”

“So he’s smooth with the whole student/teacher thing? Guy that oozes that much Camelot, you’d think he’d insist on master/apprentice.” His smile never wavered as he talked.

“We negotiated it to teacher/apprentice. I’m Esper, by the way.” She held out a hand. His was warm and soft, with a gentle grip.

“I’m Raybin, Raybin Tussaud. I work here.”

“Oh.”

His face fell. “What? You too fancy for a working man?”

Esper held up her hands. “No! Nothing like that. I just… well… my teacher wants me to beat this game, whatever it takes.”

Raybin broke into a grin. “You’ve never been to an arcade before, have you?”

“I got into the wizarding business fairly recently.”

“It’s fine. You’re supposed to cheat. Unless you want to be a pinball pro—if there is such a thing—what difference does it make if you can flip a flipper or pull a plunger just right? You gotta fool the arcanalarm in this thing. And lemme tell you, Rustler’s Gulch has a doozy. Your teacher’s got a mean streak.”

“Tell me about it…” Esper could have dredged up Mort stories that would have flattened Raybin’s dimples. “Thanks for the tip. I guess I’ll just see how much magic I can get away with.”

“If you need anything, give a yell.” He departed with a wink.

# # #

Rustler’s Gulch was Esper’s own personal O.K. Corral. There were no clocks in The Merry Mayhem Arcade, so she could only judge the passage of time by her growing hunger and dwindling supply of quarter-terra coins. If she had been subtle enough with her magic, she could have carried a pocket watch; but if she had that sort of control, she wouldn’t keep losing game after game of pinball to the grinning, painted cowboys flanking the score counter.

The fact that she’d named the painted cowboys Clint and Jasper, and that they harbored a grudge with her pappy, told Esper that she was beginning to lose perspective on the game. But every time the arcanalarm raised a ruckus and zeroed the score counter, she couldn’t help but blame Clint and Jasper for squealing to the sheriff. Here and there, Esper had managed to nudge a ball without getting caught. She would cajole it left or wheedle it to slow down a smidgen, and nothing untoward would happen. Then she’d try the same thing seconds later, and the arcanalarm would blare, making her jump out of her skin. The other patrons of the arcade had stopped glaring over at her each time it happened, resigned to outbursts from her machine every few minutes.

Rustlers’ Gulch wasn’t that hard of a game. Even without magical intervention she could sense progress in her judgment of the bounces and angles. She knew the speed the silver ball would have coming off Old Man Sneed’s fence or ricocheting off the bottles outside the Firewater Saloon. Due to her mathematics background, angling shots off different parts of the flippers made intuitive sense. But rounded bumpers and rapid rebounds added more chaos than Esper could control.

Raybin sidled up beside her as Esper seethed and reached for another quarter-terra coin. “Keep at it a year, you just might beat it legit.” He set down a large paper cup with a straw poking through the lid.

Esper eyed the drink, recalling many tongue-clucking lectures about accepting drinks from strange men. “What is it?”

“Raspberry soda-pop from the hotdog stand outside.”

Raybin didn’t look like the sort who’d drug a girl’s drink—for whatever that was worth. Then it occurred to her that if it came down to it, she could tear Raybin’s brain out through his ears. A brief chill pervaded her, and before she could explore that line of thought, Esper accepted the soda. Ice rattled inside as she lifted it to her lips. The liquid was refreshing, cooling her from parched throat to empty belly, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Mort should have warned her that she’d be stuck standing in front of a torture device all day.

“Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it. You’ve been pouring terras into my machine like you can bribe it for a win. Least I can do is help you recoup your losses.”

“It’s really not… the least I mean. You could have just watched and laughed at me.” Carl and Roddy would have paid admission to watch her flailing attempts.

“Why would I do a thing like that? I’m rooting for you.” A sudden dread filled Esper. Could it be that Raybin was Mort in disguise? She wouldn’t put it past the ornery old coot, but something told her that Raybin had a less than professional stake here.

“Why? What’s it to you if I win or lose? If I go broke, it’s more money for the arcade, right?”

Raybin rubbed his sculpted chin. “Good point. I need something to make this worth my while. How about this? I bet you dinner at Port ‘o Call I can tell you one little hint that’ll fix your problem.”

She and Mort had passed Port ‘o Call on the way in. It hadn’t looked fancy—just a seafood place with lobsters on the sign—but then neither did Raybin. Besides, if he had a secret to beating Rustlers’ Gulch, she was ready to try anything. “You’re on.”

He leaned close, and Esper smelled a woodsy aroma from his cologne. Who wore cologne to work in an arcade? The answer to that question seemed nearly as important as the hint Raybin whispered, tickling her neck with his breath. “The ball isn’t the only way to move the score wheels.”

Thoughts of cologne and seafood vanished as Esper straightened. What a fool she’d been.

She fed one final quarter into Clint and Jasper’s retirement fund and didn’t even pull back the plunger. Reaching mentally for the six digit-wheels on the score counter, she coaxed them each gently into the “9” position. The arcanalarm shrieked, and they returned to zeroes. Raybin met her reproachful glare with the same easy smile he’d shown her all afternoon. She tried again. And again. Something told her she was getting closer each time. She could almost envision the arcanalarm’s influence—the areas it was most vigilant and where its attention was lax. This felt more like wizarding than playing a silly cowboy game. The ball, the lights, the dings and beeps; it was all a distraction. On her sixth try, the score wheels settled into a high score, and the arcanalarm had nothing to say about it.

“You win.”

“I guess I owe you dinner.”

“Can I pick you up at 6:00?”

“What time is it now?” Esper had been on her feet for hours. She had probably worked up a sweat battling Clint and Jasper all afternoon. A shower was in order, and she should do something with her hair. Maybe tint her lips. A nice dress.

Raybin flicked open a gold pocket watch. “6:04. Sorry I’m late. You ready?” He offered Esper an arm.

Mort made that same gesture but was never so earnest. For the old wizard it was a handy way to keep her close by for protection and to show her around. Raybin looked like he meant it. And why wouldn’t he mean it? He’d spent hours flirting with her and finally conned her out of a free meal. Not everyone in the galaxy was part of a criminal syndicate with ulterior motives for getting out of bed in the morning. Most men were face value. And if Mort was due back at The Merry Mayhem Arcade long before a nice, quiet dinner for two would be over, so what?

# # #

Dinner was crab cakes and grilled asparagus, but the wine was the highlight of the meal. After a long and frustrating day, it made time stop and the rest of the world fade into the background. Despite the nautical decor and the scent of brine through the open windows, Esper and Raybin could have been dining in New York Prime for all the attention they paid their surroundings.

Raybin laughed. “A priestess? You?”

Setting down her wine glass, Esper held up a hand. “On my honor.”

“So what happened?”

Esper scrunched her nose and waved the question away. “Got mixed up with some unsavory sorts and turned into a wizard.” It wasn’t the most eloquent recounting of her recent past, but it summed things up more accurately than she’d care to admit. “How ‘bout you? How’d you end up on a half-terraformed moon, tending a game room?”

Raybin skewered a piece of crab cake and chewed it as he replied. “Subtlety is about all I’ve got going with my magic. When I was a kid, I wanted to be a terramancer—who didn’t when they were eight? Never graded out. Same for law enforcement, military service, and xeno relations. After I flunked out of star-drive repair, my uncle found me this job. Light magical load. Drives most wizards batty being around so many arcanalarms. Perfect for my skill set. Plus, I like being around kids.” He grinned, cute as a puppy—a drunken puppy, anyway.

“So come clean.” Esper leaned forward across the table. “How many girls have you rescued from the pinball machines and brought here to impress?”

Raybin frowned and counted on his fingers, lips moving all the while. “One.”

Esper spurted wine back into her glass as she giggled, then stared at the wine glass accusingly. “Oh, you’re a cute guy, smart one. How many bottles of wine did you drink me?”

“You’re halfway through glass three.”

“How many is that in bottles?”

“Less than one… a lot less.”

Esper squeezed her eyes shut. That didn’t make any sense. How come everyone else got drunk on liters and liters of hard liquor, but she couldn’t finish a bottle before getting silly? Using the earliest form of magic she knew, Esper sped her metabolism, burning away hours’ worth of alcohol from her system. She hadn’t even noticed the room wobbling slowly until it stopped.

Feeling more like herself, Esper reached out and took Raybin by the hand. “Listen, you’re a nice guy. I just finished my apprenticeship tonight thanks to you. You got a place around here? Maybe we can take this somewhere more private?”

She had the satisfaction of seeing Raybin blush. He wasn’t half so drunk as she’d been a moment before. Spilling a pile of her remaining quarter-terra coins onto the table to cover the bill, she dragged Raybin toward the exit without waiting for a reply. Esper picked a direction on the boardwalk and moved. If Raybin wanted to navigate, he was welcome to start any time. For now, the sea air, chilled by unfamiliar moonlight, was all she needed. Breathing deep, it filled her lungs with freedom.

But Raybin tugged her back to reality, and he was too heavy to drag along. She stopped and looked up into his eyes, the whites standing in stark contrast, back lit against the night sky. “Wait. I can’t… I mean, it’s not like I wouldn’t want to. It’s just…”

“I’m not half as drunk as you might think I am, and I’ve got something better than sex in mind for you.” Esper stood on her tiptoes to look him nose to nose. His pupils were wide enough to fall inside, like the pits of a well. She could feel the heat radiate from his blushing face, the sudden sweat on his palms. Each quickened breath carried the sweetness of the wine they’d shared over dinner. “All you need to do is trust me.”

“I trust you.” It was less than a whisper.

Whether it was wine or the sudden realization that she was a full-fledged wizard, a wellspring of confidence spurred Esper to action. She grabbed Raybin by the back of the neck and kissed him. It didn’t matter how many girls he claimed not to have taken to Port ‘o Call, he knew what he was doing with a kiss. More than Esper did, for certain. The wine in her belly was just deep enough to drown the annoying little voices that told her what she had planned was a bad idea.

# # #

A lone cottage sat beside a pond of pristine blue water, an image cut from a book of fairy tales. The colors were too bright; the sky too blue, the grass too green. The water’s surface lay so still it might have been glass. Unseen birds sang from a forest of identical trees, their melodies sweet but repetitive. A dock led to a rowboat, the wood a weather-beaten gray, but otherwise perfect.

Raybin stood at Esper’s side, wearing a billowing tunic, close-fitting trousers, and ankle-high leather boots with buckles. She wore a sleeveless white dress with fabric so thin she felt the breeze on her skin and the warmth of Raybin’s hand on her back. The grasses tickled her bare feet.

“Where are we?”

Esper thought a moment. “Well, in a very real sense, we’re both fast asleep on your couch. But if you mean where we are now, this is a summer getaway my family had on Mars. With the real version, you could see a hundred other houses just like it, all around the pond. I just snipped out the part I remembered best and made that.”

Raybin separated from her and wandered, gawking in all directions. “This isn’t real?”

“Not a blade of grass; not a single cloud.” Now that she mentioned it, the clouds were a bit shoddy. Biting her lip, she kneaded them like dough with her mind until they floated along, each looking distinct from the others. There were four clouds in total, drifting in an endless loop. Someday she would make more.

Raybin shied from everything, crowding close to Esper. “OK. How do I get back to my body?”

Taking both his hands in hers, Esper brought Raybin up from his cower. “Look at me. I asked you to trust me, and you said you did. Eyes. Just focus on my eyes—or anything else, I suppose—and take a few deep breaths. This is a playground. Time passes slowly here. In the morning, I have to go, but in this place, that could be weeks. I’m not a leave-in-the-morning sort of girl, but this way… well, maybe we can have our cake and eat it, too.”

“Weeks?” His eyes scanned the skies, where the four clouds continued their parade. “And what happened to the birds?”

Setting her jaw, Esper restarted the birds singing. Sometime during the repair of the cloudy sky, they must have gotten overlooked. “That better?” Seeing at once that it wasn’t, she took one of Raybin’s hands in both of hers and pressed it to her chest. “Feel my heartbeat. We’re both real in here. The rest… it’s whatever I make it, whatever we want it to be. We can have fun with it.”

Raybin nodded and took a shuddering breath. “What about the peak of Olympus Mons?”

Every schoolchild on Mars had been on the tram ride to the top of the planet’s tallest peak. “Close your eyes.” While Raybin wasn’t looking, the landscape transformed. Gone were the idyllic Cozy Cove dockside and the Richelieu family vacation cottage. In their place, the red rock of Olympus Mons appeared, overlooking a cloudy sky from kilometers above the upper atmosphere. “Open them.”

Wonderment spread across Raybin’s face, a grin that momentarily washed away the remnants of fear. But it was short-lived, and with eyes suddenly wide, he clapped a hand over his mouth. They weren’t inside the protective environment of the tram station or observation deck. Esper had placed them out in the open, with nothing to block the spectacular view.

“It’s fine. We can breathe here.”

Raybin kept his hands clamped over his mouth, eyes bulging, pleading.

Losing patience, Esper grabbed him by the wrists and tried to wrestle his hands away from his face. In the heat of the moment, she forgot that she could be as strong as a gorilla or simply will Raybin’s body to obey her commands instead of his own. But without resorting to altering the rules within her own mind, Raybin’s brawn was too much for her, and he shrugged aside her efforts. For a wizard, he had the body of a day laborer, or at least someone who saw the inside of a gym.

At last, Raybin gasped. His mental timer had pinged and told him it was either breathe or pass out. Esper released her fruitless grip and let Raybin’s panic abate in light of his continued non-suffocation. He kept a hand close to his mouth, as if it might hold enough air to breathe should the lack of atmosphere suddenly return as a problem.

“You’re fine. This was supposed to be breathtaking but not in the literal sense.”

“Crazy is more like it.” He glanced at the sky with a suspicious frown. “Do the stars look a little funny?”

Esper sighed. “Probably. I didn’t study star charts, since I didn’t expect to be coming here today. How about we go back to something a bit tamer?” With a wave of her hand for dramatic effect, Esper returned them to the dock at Cozy Cove.

Raybin nodded mutely and stepped close beside her. When she decided to share her mental world, Esper had felt a solid reassurance in his presence. Soft hands, hard muscles, warm smile, and an imposing largeness triggered something primal inside her that made Esper feel safe. But he was losing credibility by the minute.

“Let’s have a look inside, shall we?” Towing Raybin by the hand, Esper led the way into the cottage. The front door stuck slightly, just as she remembered it. The sitting room had two floral-upholstered chairs by an electronic fireplace, but Esper didn’t stop there. Not bothering to shut the door, she headed upstairs, trusting Raybin to follow without holding onto him. The fourth stair gave a creak of protest, and Esper grinned. Knowing that trick had kept her out of a few spates of trouble when sneaking out at night.

The top floor had a small landing that overlooked the dining room. The polished faux oak table was set with plastic china and stainless silverware. Down the abbreviated hallway, Esper took the door on the far right.

This hadn’t been her bedroom, growing up. It had belonged to her parents. Something just seemed wrong about bringing Raybin back to a room where she had pajama parties and wrote in a diary. That room was shut behind the near left door down the hallway, its frilly pink innocence at odds with the side of herself she wanted Raybin to see. This room had satin sheets and a bedspread that smelled of lavender. A pine-tinged breeze puffed lacy curtains that let sunset light peek through.

The door closed behind them with a faint click.

Esper sat down on the bed. “Don’t tell me this hasn’t been on your mind since you laid eyes on me.” She batted her lashes at Raybin and patted a spot beside her.

In her ideal scenario, Raybin would have grinned, tackled her to the bed, and things would have gone from there. Instead, Raybin eyed her like a stray dog as he eased onto the bed beside her. His hands stayed folded in his lap. Hunted eyes scanned the room; otherwise his face was frozen. In an effort to kickstart a more natural reaction, Esper scooted closer and moved one of his hands onto her thigh. Leaning in, she brushed her cheek against his. “Stop trying to wake up. Just enjoy the dream.”

Something stirred in Raybin, and his lips found hers. Using a judo trick Tanny had taught her, Esper toppled Raybin to the sheets but continued into a roll until he was atop her. His hands ran down her body. Hers tugged at the hem of his shirt. With a sudden realization that she hadn’t imagined any buttons or laces into his attire, she simply willed the garment out of existence.

Raybin drew upright with a jerk. “What the hell?” He knelt on the bed, towering over Esper, bare chest flecked with sweat. While Esper was pleased with what she saw, Raybin pawed at where his tunic had been and searched the bed and surrounding floor.

“I was just in a hurry. If you like, you can take your time.” Esper licked her lips and stretched her arms overhead, inviting him back.

“No.” He climbed off the bed, backing toward the door. “This isn’t right. None of this is real.”

“Our minds are here. This is a shared dream. It’s as real as our imaginations make it.”

He shook his head. “Your dream. I’m in your head. How do I even know I’m thinking all this? I never decide what I do in my dreams. You’re making me say and do things… No. Let me out.”

“Just relax. It’s—”

“Let me out of here!”

# # #

Esper woke, sitting arm in arm with Raybin on his couch, bare feet tucked beneath her. Raybin snored softly, sleeping safely in his own dreams. She kissed him as she pushed him off of her and into a more typical seated position. His head lolled over the couch back.

Mort was seated in an armchair not a meter from her. “Get what you came for?”

Startled, Esper wiped her mouth and straightened into a demure position on her own separate cushion from the slumbering young wizard. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “What are you doing here?”

“After returning to find Rustler’s Gulch with a high score showing, I tracked you to Port ‘o Call and settled the bill you left half-paid. From there it was child’s play obtaining the address of the disreputable young man whose company you borrowed. Not two whole hours as a full-fledged wizard, and I catch you overwhelming menfolk with your ill-won charms.”

Esper’s face lit in a grin. “I passed?”

“Did you hear a word I said? I’m accusing you of forcing yourself on this unfortunate young man. That book had more of a corrupting effect than I’d feared.”

Sparing a glance at the insensible wizard beside her, Esper dared to raise her voice. “I didn’t do anything. And whose fault would it be if I did? You could have stopped me. You let me read that dreadful book. You bear your own share of responsibility there.”

Mort loosed a long-suffering sigh. “I’m a wanted man. You know that. But did you ever stop to think that as my apprentice, you’ve painted a target on your head for those who might come after me? Lloyd was indiscriminate, but what if the next would-be vigilante takes you hostage specifically? I needed to ensure you could defend yourself without my intervention. You can’t coerce the universe into unleashing thunder and fire at your command, so I needed to put something dangerous in your path and get you to pick it up.”

Esper swallowed. “But some of the things in there… I want to scrape the insides of my mind clean to get rid of them.”

He jabbed a finger at Raybin. “Consider that when you start dragging poor daft buggers like this fellow into your head.”

“But you took me…”

Taking Esper by both hands, he stood and pulled her to her feet. “You are exceptional. Maybe—just maybe—I knew a thing or two about what I was doing before I decided to show you Mortania. You dragged this poor sap into…” He frowned, struggling for a name.

“Esperville?”

Mort rolled his eyes. “Without thinking what it might do to his brain.”

“Everyone came out of Lloyd’s head just fine, and he wasn’t trying to make it nice. I was.”

“Did they?” Mort raised an eyebrow. “Carl’s fine, and Kubu hardly knows any better, but the rest of them were a mess. Sure, nobody talks about it, but all of them have seen me privately about nightmares, sneaking feelings that reality isn’t real, and flashbacks popping up on them, even weeks later.”

Esper glanced away. She hadn’t noticed anything wrong with the rest of the crew. Had she even looked for signs that they were suffering aftereffects?

“Now, you have a choice. You can come back, catch the late tram, and sleep on the shuttle.”

Esper crossed her arms. It sounded like a letdown after a promising start to the evening. “Or?”

“Or you can stay until Dimples here wakes up, sort things out with him for better or worse, and find your own way back to the Mobius. Shuttle’s leaving first thing in the morning, and the last tram’s in about ten minutes.”

Esper looked from the gruff, grumpy old wizard to the young, snoring one with his mouth agape. One promised to sweep the evening under the rug and let her slip back to business as usual. The other way held the promise of an awkward conversation, arranging transport at her own expense, and guilt galore.

“I owe him an apology. Get back and let Carl know I won’t be more than a day behind you. Tell him not to worry.”

Mort gave her a stony look. “Carl doesn’t worry easily.”

That’s what this was about. “You don’t have to worry, either. I won’t let a book change who I am, no matter what it says inside.” It felt good to say it aloud. If only she could have been more certain in her resolve. After all, if her mind was warped, how would she know?

“Good. That was the real test. I’ve got a duty to the crew, after all. Can’t have you running amok. It wasn’t an A+ performance, but it’s a passing mark. Just keep you brain out of other people’s business from now on. Poor sod… he should have asked for more money.” As Mort left, he deposited a stack of hardcoin terras on a side table—in 100s denominations.
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