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Few places in the galaxy respected a bounty hunter. At best, they were a necessary evil; at worst, they were thugs playing cops and robbers with live ammo. Carl Ramsey had never been big on hauling human cargo. Even with all the charges against Zim Soren, Carl still felt dirty handing him over to colonial lawman wearing overalls and farm boots.

“Reckon this is him all right,” Officer Obie said, squinting one eye and looking Soren up and down. “Tell the big feller to heap in back of the hover.”

Rai Kub looked to Carl with a somber question in his eyes. Carl sighed and nodded to the stuunji to comply. With a quick jerk, Rai Kub hoisted Zim Soren into Officer Obie’s open-backed, closed-cabined hover-hauler.

Jameson IV was a backwater among backwaters. It was rich in nitrates and strange purple scrub grasses that cattle seemed to love. By all other standards, the planet was useless. It was desolate wastelands dotted with pockets of passable farmland. The colonists were mainly subsistence farmers and retroverts of an earnest sort that grated on a technophile like Carl—that was to say anyone who liked holovids, high-speed access to the omni, and regular showering.

Carl tried to lighten the mood with a little humor. “Say, with a name like Jameson, does this bounty pay out in whiskey?”

Officer Obie’s eyes widened. “Hey now, stranger. I can whistle that tune if you hum a few bars. Lemme drop this here feller off, and I’ll come back with some of our best four-year-old stock.” When Soren squirmed in the back of the hover-hauler, Obie casually drew his blaster and swung it into the back.

Carl winced at the hearty crunch of the impact.

Roddy tugged at Carl’s jacket. He didn’t need any more elaborate signal that he was on board with getting paid in booze.

Holding up his hands, Carl forestalled a payment that would earn him no good will among any of his friends aside from Roddy. “Just joking, officer. We’ll take cash. Just like the posting said.”

Officer Obie lifted the brim of his cap with the barrel of his blaster. “Don’t that beat all? Who’d a thunk this varmint would come back in irons from a few tipitty taps on the omininny.” Reaching inside his overalls, Obie pulled out a sack that looked hand-sewn from burlap and tossed it to Rai Kub. “All in there. Rainy day fund’s out for the season, but leastwise we won’t have to worry ‘bout the womenfolk no more. Not from this yellow-belly, anyway.”

To punctuate his comment, Officer Obie reached into the hauler’s back and took another slug at Soren.

Carl forced a smile. “Pleasure doing business.”

As a cloud of dust kicked up, Roddy took custody of the payment sack from Rai Kub and sifted through the scattered hardcoin.

“Look about right?” Carl asked. “I’m not eager to chase down Obie and his buddies if they came up short.”

“Looks like what we agreed on,” Roddy confirmed. “Whether that’s right or not… ask me again after we make the split official. There’s a reason why bounty hunters tend to work alone. Decent money split nine ways stops being decent money.”

“Aw, quit yer bellyachin’,” Carl said in imitation of Officer Obie. “You heard the stuff that guy was guilty of.”

Roddy snorted. “You heard eight counts of rape. I saw a smooth human who got a few colonial girls pregnant. How hard’s a guy gotta try to look like a better option than these
 toothless radish farmers?”

Carl shrugged. “Hey, they’ve got an ARGO charter out here and everything. Local judge was born on Titan. Not like this is some kangaroo court.”

Rai Kub brightened. “I have the greatest respect for the jurisprudience of the Yanti people.”

Roddy rolled his eyes and shoved the heavy sack of hardcoin back into the stuunji’s hands.

A chime in Carl’s earpiece was followed by Amy’s voice over the comm. “Get back to the
 Mobius. On the double
 .”

“Just finished up here, sweet thing,” Carl replied with a grin that accompanied hearing Amy’s voice. “How’s about you rev up the Mobius’s
 engine and I’ll rev up—”

“No time for that
 ,” Amy snapped. “We’ve received a distress call. Us. Personally.
 ”

# # #

Carl had left Roddy and Rai Kub with custody of the bounty they’d collected. It was an odd sum for a bounty—27,352 terras—but it made sense when Carl worked out that they’d taken up a collection at a community potluck. Nice to know a wholesome, salt-of-the-earth colony could pool their piggy-bank hardcoin for a little retail justice.

On his way to the bridge, he heard the ship’s engines powered up from idle to lift-off. Carl got intercepted by Esper.

“It’s Cedric,” Esper said hurriedly.

“What’s Cedric?” Carl asked. He’d long since gotten past the naive stage of falling for open-ended statements. That sort of ham-fisted trick worked on lowlifes now and then, but even Carl was above using that unartful ploy.

“The distress call came for me,” Esper said with a huff. “Cedric is in trouble. He didn’t have anyone else to turn to.”

A lump formed in Carl’s throat. No one else to turn to
 probably hadn’t meant You got my father killed, so I’m out of options
 , but Carl heard a hint of that anyway. Swallowing past the lump, Carl poked the most obvious hole in Esper’s premise. “What about the Convocation? They have a whole division for bailing out wizards in jams. They’re practically on duty to help terramancers.”

Esper flashed one of those priestess smiles—the kind meant to reassure. Carl wasn’t buying it. “Well, Cedric gave the impression that he might not be on the best terms with the Convocation hierarchy at the moment,” she admitted.

“For the love of whatever theological concept of God you currently believe in, spit it out!”

Esper’s eyes darted aside. “Well. It may be possible…”

Carl was growing exasperated. “I don’t have time for this.” He turned and headed for the cockpit. At least Amy would give him answers without making him stand there watching her blush.

“It’s Mort’s past catching up with him,” Esper blurted.

“Huh? Since when does the Convocation go after a son for his father’s crimes?” Carl asked with a furrowed brow. “Cedric was a little kid when Mort ran off, and they still let him become a terramancer.”

“He might—possibly—have indulged in one of Mort’s old vices,” Esper replied with hesitation.

“What?” Carl snapped. “Read the wrong book? Burn a book? Murder a few dozen wizards? Cheat on his taxes? Mort had plenty of vices. I’m not even sure I could list them all.”

Esper turned aside and scowled into the corner of the room. “I’m not here to defend Mort. I’m just saying Cedric needs our help. With the Convocation against him, he really does have nowhere else to turn. We’re the only other people he knows.”

Family.

If Mort had been like an uncle to Carl, that made Cedric a younger cousin. But as Carl headed off to the cockpit, he wondered if Mort had triggered some sort of familial curse.

Would Carl spend the rest of his days cleaning up Mort’s messes?

# # #

Esper closed the doors to her quarters, stopping just short of slamming it. “Shut up,” she scolded in an angry whisper.

Mort’s apparition took the chastisement in stride. There was only so much Esper could do to him, what with the wizard having taken up apparently permanent residence in her mind.

“What?” Mort asked, spreading his hands. “You did a good job. Carl’s not going to let Ceddie hang out to dry while a Convocation murder squad comes calling.”

“He never said anything about a murder squad,” Esper argued, trying so so
 hard to keep her voice down. Nothing would have felt better than screaming at the top of her lungs for Mort to leave her alone. Instead, she had the choice of arguing or simply enduring his side of the argument unopposed.

Mort waggled a hand in a brushing gesture. “No matter. All the same in the end. Whether they light him up like a tiki torch or drag him back to Earth for a trial first, the end result is the same. The Convocation doesn’t equivocate on matters of justice. They especially appreciate getting to a fugitive before he can start a family. Generational vengeance plots have been the bane of the Convocation’s existence since its founding. Most dark wizards start over matters of righting a perceived wrong.”


And others get their start reading the wrong book
 , she wanted to argue. But Esper wasn’t willing to tip her hand just yet.

“Still,” Mort said, stroking the stubble on his chin as if it were an elegant beard. “Makes you wonder what they want a goody-good like my boy for. Who accuses a terramancer of anything? First off, they’re hardly ever anyplace where trouble is a thing. You can’t even commit most crimes on a barren rock with a half dozen other wizards. What, did he play out the working man’s fantasy and kill his boss?”

“He didn’t say,” Esper replied coldly.

More importantly, Cedric hadn’t needed to say. Esper could tell from the desperation in Cedric’s message what had gone wrong. She’d been wrong to trust that he could resist the temptation that had already claimed his father and may or may not have taken a firm grip on Esper’s soul as well.

“No matter,” Mort said, taking a seat on a patch of empty air and treating it as a sofa. “I’m sure you’ll take good care of him. After all, what good is training an apprentice if she can’t even finish up old business? I mean, it’s not like you’ve never met Ceddie. You and your bright notion of a family reunion might just be the thing that got him started down the path to ruin, after all.”

Esper’s gut twisted under the knife blade of Mort’s words.

“Then again,” Mort said. “Perhaps if I hadn’t read that bedratted book in the first place, maybe I’d still have my nice, cushy job on Earth, and Ceddie would still be happily playing in his planet-sized sandboxes, making air of our household cleansers and celestial flatulence.”

“Don’t you have a bowling league to worry about?” Esper asked.

“You forget how time passes out here,” Mort said with a chuckle. “I’ve played half a season while we’ve been chatting.”

“You’re splitting yourself to be out here?” Esper asked, incredulous. When did Mort start performing that
 little trick?

Mort shrugged and pulled a beer from a point in space that Esper imagined might be the right height for the ship’s refrigerator. “If Carl could manage it, why shouldn’t I? Not like I had anything to do besides practice. Now that I’ve got a convincing Mort Who Bowls Non-Stop, there’s little to keep me tethered inside your head.”

Esper flopped down on the bed and pulled the pillow tight around her ears. She loosed a muffled scream into the faux-feather stuffing. “Leave me alone. Go be dead somewhere else.”

“Gladly,” Mort replied. “But change that from ‘dead’ to ‘alive again,’ and we’ve got a deal.”

Esper cried. This wasn’t supposed to be this way. Mort was supposed to learn his lesson, repent, and move onward to the afterlife. She wasn’t going to stay sane if he was a constant apparition by her side.

When Esper finally ran short of breath and had to emerge from her pillowy refuge, Mort had taken his leave. She let out a shuddering sigh and wondered how long before the stir-crazy wizard grew resistant to her tears.

# # #

The engine hummed. A hammock rocked gently. A light froth of suds escaped the top of a can of Earth’s Preferred, and Roddy slurped it hastily before any was lost over the rim.

“Ah, the life,” the laaku muttered to himself.

They were on course for a rescue mission. Big whoop. On the seismograph of important missions in Roddy’s life, bailing out a lost wizard ranked somewhere between the bass from a nightclub band and an unbalanced load of wash. Cedric The Stuffy was an echo of a shout Roddy was happier not hearing.

It wasn’t that Roddy never missed Mort. It was more that Roddy’s life had grown so much easier without the wizard around. Keep the laws of physics intact a while, and the Mobius
 started functioning like a proper piece of machinery. There weren’t so many mysterious coolant failures, premature bulkhead cracks, and important items to be fished out of the waste reclaim since the old tyrannosaur had finally met his meteor.

Esper took a light hand on the ship’s magic. A mechanic could appreciate that.

The ship’s systems were all in tip-top shape. Things hadn’t been this nice even when Jean Niang was working on them with a full battleship repair bay at his disposal.

“Yup,” Roddy said before taking a long, satisfying swallow of beer. “I’m really something.”

With a decreased maintenance load came an increase in leisure time, which Roddy was enjoying at that very moment. It was nice having Shoni aboard, but sharing quarters came with downsides as well. He had to justify his actions around here. There was no amount of sitting in his underwear chugging beer that seemed to pass muster these days. At least, not in their quarters. Down in the engine room, if Roddy wanted to air out his fur a little and relax, it was his own business.

The comm buzzed to life, startling Roddy and almost making him snort beer through his nose.

“Rodek,” Shoni called out. “Are you almost done?”

Roddy coughed and managed to swallow his current mouthful of beer before hitting the comm panel to reply. “Why, what’s up?”

“You remember that hormonal supplement regimen I started?”

“Yeah…” Roddy replied cautiously, treading lightly on ground covered in ball bearings.

“Well, I’ve reached my peak ovulation window, and the effect is noticeable. I may have to reduce future dosages, but for now I’m growing rather uncomfortable. You have five minutes to get up to our quarters before I resort to electromechanical relief.”

“No!” Roddy shouted into the comm panel. “Don’t do that. Lemme just close up a couple access panels, and I’ll be right up.”

Making sure the comm was off, Roddy scrambled. He shoved his half-finished beer back into the makeshift refrigerator compartment next to a bare coolant line. It’d go flat, but he’d still finish it later.

There was a box buried at the bottom of his stash of booze. Roddy dug it out and retrieved a pill bottle. Taking a single glossy pink pill, Roddy tried to steady his nerves. The stimulant always made him a little edgy as it kicked in, but the effects were worth it.

After all, Roddy had a lady to keep happy.

# # #

Amy bent over the sink in the quarters she shared with Carl. One hand held her nest of braids in a fist. The other steadied her as her stomach convulsed.

Breakfast came back out the way it had gone in, possibly taking a little of dinner with it. Amy gasped for breath, still nauseous, wondering what might possibly be left to evacuate.

The door opened. Carl strode in.

Amy’s stomach muscles clenched and up came a mouthful of bile and stomach acid, burning and leaving an acrid sting in its wake.

“You all right?” Carl asked lightly. In his world, a little vomit was just a sign of a few drinks over the limit for an evening’s entertainment.

“I might live,” Amy said hoarsely, fighting back as her stomach continued to try to force out any fluids it could find. “Something I ate.”

Carl scratched the back of his neck. “Cereal? Must have been the milk, I guess. Man, I remember back in the day, you had a stomach like the lining of a garbage scow.”

Amy cupped a hand beneath the faucet and lifted a sip of water to her mouth. She swished and spat it into the sink.

“Remember that time the whole squad was on leave? We went to this sketchy clambake on Oceanus V. Every last one of us was in the med bay with food poisoning that night… except you.”

“Shellfish,” Amy replied weakly. “Remember?”

Carl gave a bemused chuckle. “Huh. Didn’t think of that. Why’d you come to a clambake, then? I mean, you wore a bikini and everything.”

“That’s me,” Amy replied. “Just one of the guys.”

Carl cracked the door open and looked ready to head back out. “Well, you don’t need me spectating. Feel better, sweetie.”

Amy stood and collapsed against the window, her back facing the astral nothingness as it sped by. “No. I’m OK now. Worst is passed. What were you coming in for?”

“You,” Carl replied, waggling his eyebrows.

Amy managed a weak chuckle. “I think I’m all set on that front for now.”

“Well, obviously,” Carl stated.

“I actually wanted to talk about something before I got… sidetracked,” Amy said. She took a slow breath, and nothing in her stomach threatened to come back up just yet. This storm might have passed. “Are you sure this is a good conflict to put ourselves in the middle of?”

“What do you mean?”

“Cedric. The Convocation. This is Mort’s deal all over again, isn’t it?”

Carl shrugged. “Maybe. No one seems to be able to tell me just what sort of trouble he’s in, but it sounds pretty serious.”

“So, what then?” Amy asked. “We take in another refugee Brown with a sparkly, glowing target on his back? What if this one can’t fight off his own pursuers?”

“It won’t be like that,” Carl assured her.

“You hear stories about stuff that happens to people who cross the Convocation. Mort was an exception, being on the run as long as he was. What if we end up getting turned to stone and left in some Convocation building’s courtyard? Or we might wind up trapped inside tiny gemstones, never aging and never able to escape.”

Carl stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. “I dunno. Most of them seemed pretty intent on incinerating people. Don’t see how it’s much different from all the nice people who try to put holes in us with blasters.”

“Because we don’t have someone to defend us against those bastards,” Amy snapped. Instantly, she regretted it and took a moment to steady her stomach. “Esper’s a sweet kid. Heart of gold. Does a nice job taking care of our wizarding. She even seemed to hold her own on Champlain VI. But she’s not a killer, not deep down the way Mort was. I don’t think his son is, either.”

“What? So we abandon family now because we’re scared of the consequences?”

Amy shook her head. “Mort was family. I get that. But family-by-choice doesn’t carry blood ties. Cedric’s not your problem. Not our
 problem.”

Carl sighed. He pushed the door open. “Well, we’re about to make him our problem. I heard stories about Cedric as far back as I can really remember. And if Mort were alive today, we wouldn’t hesitate to run to Cedric’s rescue, whatever the trouble he’s in. I won’t dishonor Mort’s memory by abandoning his son when he’s asking for help. Feel better, sweetie.”

The door closed behind him, and for the first time, Amy wondered if Carl was trying too hard to be the good guy.

# # #

The Mobius
 set down inside a Size B hangar bay at Mobile Excavating Station YF-77. This was the place that Cedric had told them to meet him. It hadn’t looked like much from the outside, just a habitation and docking ring surrounding an orbital mining laser and ore-processing facility. The planet below was, if possible, less interesting—just a drab brown rock floating around a pale sun. As the steel doors shut, sealing them in, an automated message came over the comm.


Welcome to Mobile Excavating Station YF-77, operated by the Maho Saigai Mining Concern. This station is set to make a planned repositioning maneuver in… thirty-two… minutes. Station repositioning is a normal part of planetary mining speculation and should be completed within six to eight hours. Station gravity will maintain guest and worker comfort during motion, but for safety purposes, all hangars will be locked down during the move. Thank you for your cooperation, and enjoy your stay
 .

“Great,” Carl muttered as he watched the hangar’s air level rise on the monitor beside the personnel door leading to the rest of the station. It was at 58 percent and rising. “We’re locked in unless we find Cedric before this place starts moving.”

Beside him in the pilot’s chair, Amy shrugged. “If he’s on the run, at least we won’t have to worry about anyone else coming aboard while the station heads for browner pastures.”

Carl sighed and shook his head. “A hundred quadrillion asteroid fields to choose from, and these guys still prefer mining the old fashioned way.”

“I think you’re confusing a fifty terrajoule mining laser with a pick axe,” Amy pointed out.

“I mean mining planets. Period. Some people just can’t stand knowing there are minerals somewhere and leaving them where they are. I bet you in a couple hundred years, this place is a tourist trap, terraformed and tidy, and they’ll be embarrassed by all the holes these lousy meatheads lasered into it.”

The air indicator continued to climb. At least the station had a top-notch environmental system by the look of things. Carl itched to be off this station, preferably before he became an unwilling passenger as a factory the size of a navy cruiser moved to a new orbit.

“You planning on being the crotchety old man on the crew now?” Amy teased.

Carl watched as the air indicator hit 100 percent and a green light flared to life on the panel. “I’ve just got a bad feeling about this place.”

# # #

Carl clapped his hands once to grab everyone’s attention. The cargo bay held the entire Mobius
 crew. All eyes turned in his direction.

“OK, people,” Carl announced. “We’ve got a missing wizard—wait, he is
 still missing, right?”

Esper gave a nod. “He hasn’t answered a comm since that distress message. And yes
 , I had Yomin check that I wasn’t doing it wrong.”

Yomin gave a supporting nod to Esper’s statement.

“Great,” Carl said. It wasn’t great, but it was just the way these pseudo-military pep talks went. “Everyone remembers what he looks like except Rai Kub.”

“Mort with fewer wrinkles,” Rai Kub repeated back from his earlier briefing.

“Right. Now… I think this is the time when I buck all common sense and say we just split up and look for him. This is a mobile mining outpost, too remote and corporate owned to be a major smuggling hub. Odds of us running into any crime bosses are minimal. We’ll be dealing with miners, techs, corporate data shepherds, and the odd assortment of peddlers and visitors.”

“What’s the cover story?” Roddy asked. “I mean, what business have we
 got being out here?”

Carl scratched the back of his neck. “This is gonna sound weird, but hear me out. We tell people we’re here looking for a friend. If they ask who, we describe Cedric and ask if they’ve seen him.”

Esper scrunched up her nose. “You mean… the truth?”

This was where Carl was on shaky ground.

“Well. Technically. Yeah. I mean, think about it. We’re not on the run from anyone in particular right now. This place is too far out to care about Earth Interstellar or Convocation business. If we catch any blowback from the Keesha Bell incident, it’s not likely to come from this place. We’re not here to kidnap any information brokers or rob anyone. We’re not pulling a job at all. I mean, unless Cedric The Brown has caught a case of Mortanian Incinerating Flu, we can just take him on board and leave.”

“In six to eight hours,” Amy added.

“We’ll get a better estimate from someone from the station crew,” Carl promised. “Until then, we go our separate ways, keep a comm handy, and first person to find Cedric, report in.”

Carl strode over and hit the button for the cargo ramp with the butt of his fist. The hydraulics kicked in, and the ramp lowered.

Nobody had any questions. The plan was so simple that there was nothing to ask.

# # #

As he ambled through the narrow pedestrian walkways of the station, Roddy wished he’d thought to ask a few questions before they’d all split up. Where was everyone else planning to look? What were Cedric’s likes and dislikes? Was he more the Buckaroo Grill sort or a Noodle-O-Rama guy? What was he last seen wearing? Now that he was on his own, Roddy could think of little else but questions he could have asked.

As he trekked through the station, Roddy’s attention was drawn to some of the technological amenities. An inner-ring window looked out over the central core of the station, where Roddy saw the distinctive shape of a massive star-drive. Not many space stations had those. Somewhere nearby was also probably the magical stone that was keeping up a pretty good imitation of Phabian Standard Gravity.

Roddy went to tip back his beer but remembered that he wasn’t carrying one. He hadn’t managed to smuggle one off the Mobius
 with him while Shoni was watching. Usually he ended up carrying a tool kit or a pack of supplies that had room for an emergency can or two. This time all he had were a couple pocket tools and a blaster strapped at his side.

“Well, we don’t have any better plans,” Roddy muttered to himself as he looked up at the sign over a door in the next concourse. It read: Dogger’s Shack, but Roddy knew the scent of beer on tap well enough to know a bar when he smelled it.

The place was a dive. Considering that for the most part the station had been in good repair, that vibe had to be intentional. Roddy scoped the place out, picked his way through a forest of human-sized tables and chairs, and found himself a small booth by a wall.

His table had console ordering. No judgmental human eyes narrowing at a laaku ordering booze at 2PM station time. Roddy browsed the menu with a gloved foot, wary of the filmy coating on the glass. The beer selection was shit, so that’s what he ordered.

A minute or so later, an overhead crane delivered Roddy a Titan Lager. The bottle had umlauts over every letter that could fit them, and the emblem on the label was a bull squatting in a weightlifting pose. Roddy just shook his head in disbelief and pressed his thumb to the digital currency reader to release the brew.

“Crazy humans,” he muttered, shaking his head.

Sooner or later, in Roddy’s experience, everyone came by a bar. Information, socializing, or even—like him—just for the booze. Cedric was a drinker, he knew. The only time they’d crossed paths with the younger Brown wizard, he’d ended up piss drunk.

A gray-stubbled human in station-logo coveralls sat down across from Roddy with a glass mug from the bar, frothing with something that was probably tastier than Roddy’s selection. “What brings you out to the old ‘77, stranger?” the man asked.

“Just meetin’ a friend,” Roddy replied noncommittally. “Nothing big.” With an expert twist of trigger guard of his blaster, Roddy popped off the cap of his beer and took a drink. If the safety hadn’t been engaged, it would have fired.

As the local backed up a step, Roddy noticed the insignia on his sleeve. This corporate outfit had their personnel ranked like the navy. This was a mining sergeant Roddy was trying to brush off.

“Name’s Fagin,” the miner said, edging back toward Roddy’s table. “Fancy trick there.”

Roddy shrugged. “Heard they weren’t allowing open carry of bottle openers on this station.”

Fagin chuckled until he wheezed. “C’mon. Let an old feller in on the fun. I’m not lookin’ for trouble. Just curious what brings a bounty hunter out to these parts.”

Roddy didn’t look at the bottle as he lifted it to his lips. Fagin looked the type to double as station security—thrusters aligned just off-kilter enough to avoid suspicion while he pumped the coolant lines of newcomers for information. Near as he could tell, the guy wasn’t armed. Not that that mattered; it was his station. Backup could have been right around the corner or just behind the bar.

But why would a nowhere station like YF-77 bother? The galaxy didn’t put random obstacles out there for unwary spacers to trip over. Sometimes, a bored miner on a space station was just a bored miner on a space station.

Having sized up his drinking companion, and with no sign of Cedric yet, Roddy leaned across the table conspiratorially.

“Can you keep a secret…?” Roddy began. Then he passed the afternoon making up a tall tale on the spot that would have shamed Carl to recount.

# # #

Esper walked briskly down the corridor of the habitat ring. The passage was just wide enough to walk two abreast, so long as neither pedestrian was especially plump. Still, Esper could reach out and touch both walls at once and nearly reach the ceiling if she stretched. The close quarters and smooth steel walls gave the impression of being down the gullet of a great steel beast.

Pushing the imagery from her mind, Esper stopped at the first door she came to. There was no name, just a designation: A-01.

She knocked.

The door was steel plate, painted over in a muted gray that might as well have been the bare metal. In the middle of the door, roughly face high, there was a tiny hole that gleamed with an inset glass lens.

“What?” came the curt reply from inside.

Esper imagined that whoever was inside could see her through the peephole. Stepping back, she held up a hand in front of her, fingers loose. In the space between her fingertips, she formed an illusion of the Convocation’s thunderstruck ‘C’ logo.

“Convocation business,” Esper replied crisply. “I have questions.”

The voice from inside turned more respectful but no more helpful. “Don’t want no wizard trouble.”

“Then answer truthfully,” Esper replied with a smoothness she didn’t know she had.

Crouched at her side, Mort gave two thumbs up. “That’s good. Nice gravitas. Aside from the pink hoodie, you’re the very image of wizardly dread.”

Esper ignored him and waited as the door slid open.

Changing the illusory image from the convocation symbol to the face of Cedric The Brown, Esper held it up for the room’s occupant to inspect. “I’m looking for this man.”

The man in the doorway wore nothing but a sleeveless undershirt and checkered boxers, neither of which appeared to be clean. He squinted at the image of Cedric, and when that didn’t appear to jog any memories, he squinted harder. “Nah. Never seen him.”

The door slid shut.

Esper moved to the next door and knocked on it.

This time, no one answered. She waited what felt like a proper amount of time and knocked again.

Quietly, Esper cleared her throat. “Want to make yourself useful?” she whispered, barely moving her lips and certainly not looking in Mort’s direction. “Slip inside and see if there’s anyone in there.”

Mort cackled. “I’m an hallucination, remember? I’m not actually standing here, ghost or not. Can’t see a bloody thing without you looking at it.”

Poo.

She’d hoped that for the first time since he’d begun appearing to her, Mort might actually prove to be more of a boon than a hindrance. And Esper didn’t have to worry that Mort was lying about being able to look through walls on her behalf. If anything, he was more motivated to find Cedric than she was.

The next door was opened by a bleary-eyed woman wearing pajama bottoms and carrying a steaming cup of fresh coffee. “Ugh. Can’t you people give it a rest? I haven’t seen the guy.”

“You people?” Esper echoed.

The woman slurped her coffee, wincing at the near-boiling liquid as it went down. “Your buddies already came by asking about that same fine slab of meat. If I’d seen him, I’d have his clothes on my bedroom floor. Now scram. I’ve got a shift in twenty minutes, and I need to shower.”

Esper didn’t object, and the door shushed closed between them.

“My boy isn’t meat,” Mort groused. “Least of all to a mining station harlot like her. If I ever caught wind of him lying with flotsam like that, I’d have willed myself into corporeal form just to slap some sense into him. Ceddie’s meant for a woman of keen mind and a firm…” Mort trailed off a moment. “Grasp of magical fundamentals.”

Casting the wizard a glare, Esper moved along.

All down the residential ring of the station, Esper knocked, and station personnel answered. Many of the apartments were unoccupied, or at least the residents weren’t home. The others offered responses that ranged from the unhelpful to the downright rude. Two were so forward and lewd that Esper considered hollowing out a skull and seeing if Mort would fit in it.

But today wasn’t the day to solve her Mort problem.

Despite her troubles, Esper pressed on, undeterred.

“Yeah, I think I saw him,” a short, squirrely mechanic replied. He’d answered the door with the sleeves of his coveralls rolled to the elbow and the aroma of fresh bread and garlic wafting from inside. “You mind? I’ve got a sauce to stir.”

The mechanic retreated into the apartment but left the door open. Esper leaned to peer inside. She didn’t set foot over the threshold.

“C’mon in. Just making a batch of my ex-mother-in-law’s lasagna and some rolls. Got a shipment in from back on Sol. Nothing says family like food from the factories back where you grew up. Am I right? Name’s Rico, by the way.”

Esper gingerly entered the tiny apartment and made her way to the kitchen. “I grew up on Mars, actually.”

Rico swirled a faux-wooden spoon in a saucepan of tomato, basil, and garlic. “So, I was on my way back from the Quadrant A thruster array after finishing up the pre-move preventative maintenance inspection, when I come across this guy—the one you showed me—huddled in the corner of a data storage relay. He was wearing fancy duds that’d seen better days and was wolfing down fried chickenoid nuggets from a Sal & Andy’s box.”

“Did he say anything to you?” Esper pressed.

“I asked if he was lost or anything,” Rico said. A timer chimed. “Excuse me.”

Esper stepped aside as Rico opened the oven and used a towel to pull out a baking tray dotted with fresh dinner rolls.

“Anyway,” Rico continued. “He gives me this look that shot reactor coolant right up my spine. Then he relaxes a little and says that he’s fine, that he’s just ‘biding his time until such time as he can abide no longer’ or some line. I gave him directions to the med depot, just in case, and left him alone. That was about four, four-and-a-half hours ago.”

Esper’s heart quickened. “Where was this, exactly?”

Tucking the towel under his arm, Rico retrieved a datapad from the kitchen table and tapped through a few menus. When he turned it to show Esper, there was a station map showing. Two locations were marked—where they were and where Cedric was.

“How long’s it take to get there?” Esper asked when it appeared that she might need transportation to make it to Cedric’s last known location.

Rico shrugged. “Visitor… maybe two hours on foot. Station badge might cut it to half an hour, taking the maintenance ducts. They don’t make it easy for visitors to get to the mineral processing ring.”

“Thanks,” Esper said with a smile.

“Take a roll. Just be careful. They’re hot.”

Esper picked one up and decided that it wouldn’t burn her fingers. “Thanks for the warning. But I’m a wizard, too, after all. Playing with fire is all in a day’s work.”

“Good luck finding your friend,” Rico called after her as Esper departed, munching on the warm bread.

# # #

Carl made his way to the dregs of the station. Every inhabited civilian community developed them at some point. Keep a place around long enough without a rigid hierarchy to hold everyone together, and eventually you’ll wind up with residents too poor or too lawless to live among the general population. On YF-77, they called that place the Core Apartments.

Carrying a blaster in that sort of place went without saying. As Carl entered the ducts and crawlways of the Core Apartments, he regretted not having sent Roddy.

“Me and my big ideas,” he muttered, ducking under a low-hanging power cable and shoving a ventilation hose aside.

Most of the equipment down here was obsolete. Scrappers had salvaged most of it from starships; at least most of it was junk Carl recognized from salvage yards and parts depots. In a way, he was proud to have provided stuff like this over the years, salvaged from shipwrecks and pilfered from scrapyards. Carl was the kind of guy who kept these dreg-dwellers in waste reclaim filters and environmental circulators.

“Howdy,” Carl called out amiably to the first person he saw. The guy was dressed in a pocket-trench, probably hauling every screwdriver and bottle opener he owned. His snarled beard and glassy stare told Carl not to linger for conversation.

Fortunately, old Snarl-Beard was huddling over a can of self-heating beans with a plastic fork, equally indifferent toward Carl so long as he kept a safe distance.

This was the sort of place for people who had gotten left by society. No one with a steady income or a good family ended up down here, which is why it was the perfect place to seek out Cedric The Brown.

It took a certain twist of gray matter to come around to a wizard’s way of thinking. As a Convocation man, Cedric would have been accustomed to the best accommodations credit could buy—whatever he wanted to eat, whenever he wanted to eat it—and access to transportation whenever he required it.

It wasn’t as if the Convocation put out a Most Wanted list the way Earth Interstellar did. If Cedric wanted to stay in posh hotels and snort caviar, the Convocation’s credit would still be good. That was the trap.

The guys the Convocation were bound to send after him, if Esper’s assertion that he was in Mort-style trouble proved out, would no doubt have access to the accounting records where Cedric had stayed, eaten, flown, and rented sex partners—if that was his thing. It would have been a trail of breadcrumbs right to him.

“Hey there,” Carl called out, waving to a greasy-looking couple with dark, haunted eyes. “Looking for a friend of mine. He’s gone off his pharma and thinks he’s a wizard. Either of you seen him?”

The woman sized him up. “Fifty.”

A shakedown. Carl could respect that. The Core Apartments were their
 dregs, after all.

Fishing out a few hardcoins, Carl kept them in a closed fist. “What’ve you got for me?”

Licking her lips as she ogled Carl’s hand, the woman answered. “Routh and Leto’s people took him in. They live in the warehouse by the gravity stone.”

When the woman reached for Carl’s hand, he snatched it back but didn’t put the coins away. “Where’s that?”

“Central shaft of the station. Above the mining laser emitter columnator. Six levels up.”

Carl blinked. “You some sort of tech?” he asked as he poured the loose handful of coins into the woman’s waiting hands.

She smiled, showing a mouth filled with rotted teeth. “Laser tech, third class. Gathrocite exposure cost me my livelihood. The settlement only lasted me and Fenny a couple months. We should have just bought a starliner ticket back to Sol.”

Carl made his apologies on behalf of an otherwise uncaring galaxy and headed off in search of the gravity stone. It was always nice hearing about homey touches like that, even though he knew there had to be one. Gravity stones reminded him of Mort. Maybe they reminded Cedric of his old man, too.

Along the way, Carl passed humans and the occasional laaku in various states of dishevelment. No one came to live in the empty gaps in a space station unless they’d had lost a few stabilizing thrusters somewhere in their life. He supposed that characterization included Cedric as well.

When maintenance signage indicated that Carl was in the right area—and that he should refrain from bringing highly sensitive technological devices beyond this point—Carl began asking around. Rather than inquiring about the wizard directly, he asked for Routh and Leto.

“Who they to you?” a flabby-faced, sweaty man with a cough asked. He was seated, leaning against a wall under a sign that read “Authorized Personnel Only.”

“Fenny sent me,” was all Carl gave in reply. There was a code to places like this. Who you knew meant everything. Carl hadn’t thought to get the woman’s name; likely she and Fenny were an item. One name ought to have been about as good as another.

“Lemme go see…” Flabby-Face said, putting a hand on the floor and levering himself agonizingly to his feet.

Some part of Carl wanted to go over and give the poor guy a hand getting up. A part he was less proud of didn’t want to risk touching him.

While Flabby-Face was gone, Carl considered the approach he would take. Thus far, sticking pretty close to the truth had been paying off, but the temptation to hit the throttle and spin a better story scratched at Carl’s skull from the inside.

Odds were, Cedric was staying down here either with the tacit approval of these dreg-dwellers or at least had cut some sort of deal. Smuggle some of the residents planetside, and shit-hole or no shit-hole, a terramancer like Cedric might provide them a breathable atmosphere in some cavern complex or artificial structure. They might be protective of him.

On the other hand, if Cedric had gone loco and was holding the dregs hostage, they might be eager for someone to take him off their hands.

Fiddling with his comm, Carl considered pulling it out and giving Amy a quick update on his situation. But comms had a weird effect on society’s outcasts. Most of them were wary of authority, and anyone checking in with a remote location had the stink of legitimacy on them, even if—as in Carl’s case—they were just checking in with their outlaw girlfriend.

The lights went out.

Carl’s hand went instantly for his blaster, instincts telling him that taking out the power was the prelude to an ambush. But in the darkness, there was no reassuring power indicator glowing like a beacon of ammo-based hope against the foe that approached.

Then Carl remembered the other common cause of power outages.

“So,” a familiar voice thundered. “You chased me to the ends of the galaxy and expected a meek sheep, prepared for the slaughter?”

Striding down the corridor that Flabby-Face had taken was a ghost, lit in ghastly contrast by twin balls of fire cupped in hand. It was Mordecai The Brown.

But the voice was off. Not gravelly enough. Not worn with years of carrying a hard edge and speaking words no mortal throat was meant to utter. The face was clean-shaven and smooth.

This wasn’t Mort.

Carl dropped the blaster and threw up his hands. “Whoa! You called us, remember?”

Cedric paused his stalking approach. The twin fires went out, and a gentle blue glow lit the steel warren of the Core Apartments. “Carl?” His shoulders slumped. “Merlin’s ghost, you had me thinking they’d found me.”

“This a friend of yours?” Flabby-Face asked.

Cedric offered the man a weary nod. “Yes. My father trusted him. Now I do as well. It’s time for me to go. Thank you, Leto.”

Carl opened his mouth, then shut it. Dammit, why did he have to keep falling for the “lemme go get the muscle” routine when he met the guy he was looking for?

“This power failure… it gonna last long?” Leto asked.

Shaking his head, Cedric took a long breath. “It shouldn’t. I wish you well.”

“Thanks for the gravity,” Leto said, lifting a hand.

“Think nothing of it,” Cedric replied. “Each of us trade what we have in abundance. For me, my magic, for you, the comforts of your home.”

“Can we move it?” Carl asked, growing testy at the verbal hug-fest.

“Of course,” Cedric replied. “Do you know the way back out?”

Carl pulled out his data pad. “I will… just as soon as this thing’s working again.”

# # #

Without a working comm, datapad, or blaster, checking in with the Mobius
 wasn’t in the cards. With Cedric having an aversion to gambling, cards weren’t in the cards either. But since it was the middle of a shift change and the corridors bustled with the workers who’d be setting up a new drilling site in a few short hours, Cedric didn’t want to be out in the crush of traffic, either.

“Fine,” Carl relented, already sick of babysitting Mort’s kid. “Since we can’t take off, let’s at least find a bite to eat.”

They found the Vermillion Arrow Diner just off one of the concourses that dotted the station’s outer ring. It was still a hike around YF-77’s perimeter back to the ship, but at least they had access to coffee and food-flavored grease in the meantime.

“Coffee. Black,” Cedric ordered. Carl caught him by the wrist before he could raise a hand to show the Convocation sigil and put their meal on credit. “Right. Sorry,” he muttered aside to Carl.

The waiter was a wispy-bearded teenager who probably belonged to one of the station’s older workers. “What about you, buddy?”

“Leave the pot of black. And bring me bacon and eggs.” What was the point of visiting a diner if you ate lunch?

As the teenage waiter departed, Cedric leaned across the table. “Thank you for this. I assume Esper relayed my message.”

“The gist of it,” Carl replied. “Said there was some personal stuff that wasn’t meant for us. You two…?”

Cedric scowled. “Not that it’s your concern, but no. I must surmise, then, that you don’t know about my dilemma.”

“You’re on the you-know-what from the you-know-who,” Carl summarized, wary of the proximity of strangers’ ears all around. “I’ve always had a soft spot for people on the you-know-what.”

The lights in the diner flickered, and a coffee machine threw a noisy spray of sparks. A general grousing rose from the patrons and waitstaff.

“C’mon. Not the power again.”

“On it. Calling maintenance. Grill’s still up. Not to worry everyone.”

Cedric gave a sheepish wince. “Sorry. We can speak candidly now, at least. Yes, I’m on the run. That should be no secret to you. But the why of it is that I’m losing my grip. I should have been able to enact a simple voice-dampening effect without so much as jostling the local tech.”

Still wary of eavesdroppers, Carl checked over both shoulders. No one seemed to be paying them any special attention. “What? You’re coming unhinged? Is that why the you-know-who are after you?”

“No.” Cedric lowered his head and ran a hand over his face. “I’ve stumbled upon the family’s private road to ruin.”

“You ran off the job after violating a rule?” Carl guessed. “What? Did you create a nitrous oxide atmosphere or something? Maybe conjure up some alien plant life with aphrodisiac properties? What’s it take to get a terramancer fired?”

“Fired?” Cedric asked, scoffing aloud. “Fire is the problem, right down to the embers. Mordecai was of the Order of Prometheus. For all his claims to being a Merlin, his natural affinity was for the powers of destruction. The Prometheans are a small order but respected because of their role in maintaining the Convocation’s power base.”

“Politics aside, I got that general gist from Mort.”

Their coffees arrived, and the waiter left the pot per Carl’s request.

Cedric took a sip of his, heedless of the fact it was just shy of boiling. “Nominally, I am a member of the Order of Gaia.”

“Skip to the interesting part,” Carl advised. “Mort passed along the general theme to the Convocation’s orders. Greek gods and titans loosely associated with aspects of magic, yadda yadda yadda. When’s this orbit gonna slam into a moon?”

“I should have been Promethean,” Cedric stated solemnly. “But with my father in disgrace, I couldn’t very well follow those smoldering footsteps. I had to study twice as hard, but I passed the exams for the Order of Gaia instead.”

Carl sipped his coffee, taking in as much air as possible to cool the boiling stuff on its way in. He didn’t know what it was, maybe something in his manner, but people just loved telling him their life’s story. It probably had something to do with the fact that no matter their troubles, Carl usually had a worse experience to top it. People loved stepping on someone’s back to feel better about themselves, even if they didn’t realize it. Cedric wasn’t a bad guy, but if Carl had been a better one, he wouldn’t be getting the abbreviated version of some recent college grad’s memoirs.

“When Esper contacted me to meet my father, at first I was hesitant. I’d spent my youth running from that legacy. Had Mordecai mastered his curiosity and never read that accursed book, I might have become Guardian of the Plundered Tomes myself one day. My miserable, respectable, high-paying, lonely life was all thanks to Mordecai’s weakness of resolve.”

“Then the whole thing with Archie. I get it,” Carl said. The coffee was cooling to safer levels, and the caffeine was feeling good as it filtered into his bloodstream. “He’s still on board, you know. Not too pleased, either.”

“I apologize. I’ll make amends. I no longer have any right to judge. I’ve broken the Convocation’s rules far worse than Archimedes ever has. At least, if his tale is true, he found himself unwittingly trapped in that prison of metallic flesh. I read that book.”

Carl sipped. “What book?” he asked over the rim of his beige ceramic cup.

Cedric’s eyes widened. “She never told you…”

Shrugging and setting his coffee on the diner table, Carl stretched. “Yeah, I’ve gotten used to getting half the truth out of everyone. They’ve got secrets. I’ve got secrets. It’s made working with the scum of the galaxy easier over the years, so I don’t mind when my friends do it. So what book did
 you read?”

Despite his claims of their privacy being protected, Cedric nonetheless shoved his coffee aside and leaned across the table conspiratorially. “The Tome of Bleeding Thoughts
 .”

Carl blinked. “Back that one up, and swing it again. I thought Mort burned that thing.”

“Esper made a copy.”

Carl blinked again. His capacity for surprise was beginning to surprise even him. “How’d she make a copy of it? She would have needed to…”

Mortania. All those nights in Mort’s quarters, supposedly training in magic. Carl had always imagined that there was more to the sudden end to that little arrangement than either of them let on. He’d always assumed that, like many relationships, theirs had shifted back to professional—only after some sort of argument or a stretching of boundaries that weren’t mutually agreed upon.

“Wait,” Carl said after the pause Cedric allowed to linger. “But if Esper made a copy from something she’d seen in Mort’s mind, why couldn’t Mort have just made a copy himself and shipped it to the Convocation via Solar Express?”

Figurative fires blazed in Cedric’s eyes. “Aha! Had I asked that of myself, I might not have fallen into the same trap. Only after I read it for myself did I realize the answer: Mordecai never wanted that book in Convocation hands again. It’s too dangerous. The Plundered Tomes aren’t restricted merely for the sake of decorum.”

Carl patted Cedric on the arm and eased him back into his seat just in time for his bacon and eggs to arrive. He gave the teen waiter a thumbs up since he wasn’t sure whether Cedric’s spell would let the kid hear anything he tried to say in the way of thanks.

“So,” Carl said through a mouthful of spongy eggs. “We get you back to the Mobius
 , hang tight, and hit astral the second this place ends the docking lockout. Esper’ll get you fixed up, no problem. Convocation can’t dock while the station’s moving, and the instant we get clearance, we’re gone. You’re in the clear.”

Cedric’s mouth hung wide. His brow knit. “No. You don’t understand. They’re already here.”

# # #

Rai Kub always felt strange on all-human planets. All the furnishings were small. All the people were small. And the lone exceptions to the ubiquitous humanity—the occasional laaku worker—only heightened the impression.

While the travel corridors fit a stuunji, he blocked both directions of what was clearly meant to be a bi-directional flow of pedestrians. Thus, Rai Kub found himself in an open concourse with a view of the planet and decided to harvest where he stood rather than foraging the station as a nomad.

His environs included a Noodle-O-Rama, a Spacey Jim’s, an AllShop, and a carnal pleasure facility for humans with a tastefully euphemistic name. The shops and restaurants lined the edges of the concourse while the central area was scattered with tables, chairs, and flatvid advertising panels.

Positioning himself near the main flow of traffic, Rai Kub pulled out his datapad and gingerly tapped his way to a picture of Cedric The Brown. The resemblance to the departed Mordecai was striking, even when humans looked so similar to one another. The eye ridges and nasal horns matched remarkably well.

“Excuse me. I’m looking for this human,” Rai Kub said to a woman with yellow hair and a tool kit.

“Haven’t seen him,” she replied, barely glancing at the datapad.

Rai Kub leaned down to greet a smallish human with data glasses. “Pardon me. I am looking for someone. He’s a wizard. Have you seen him?”

“Wizards don’t do so good on space stations,” the smallish human replied. “I’d advise you get him out of here once the station finishes its move.”

“That is very much my intent,” Rai Kub replied, but the smallish human was already moving on.

Changing tactics, Rai Kub raised his voice while still trying to maintain a civil tone. “Excuse me,” he announced. “I’m missing a friend of mine. Has anyone seen a 1.9-meter tall human with hair the color of barley? He’s a wizard.”

Two humans dressed in black exited the Spacey Jim’s carrying take-away boxes. They approached Rai Kub and guided him to a quiet spot near the entrance to the washrooms. “This wizard a friend of yours?” the one with the black beard asked.

“A friend of a friend,” Rai Kub replied honestly. He’d never met Cedric before.

“Does he answer to the name Cedric The Brown?” the one with the graying beard asked.

Rai Kub’s eyes lit. “Yes! You know where I can find him?”

“What do you think, Chester?” the black-bearded one asked his colleague.

“He clearly doesn’t know,” Chester replied.

“Agreed. Sorry, friend. I don’t know where to find your wizard. But I have something that might help. Close you eyes and try to envision this wizard you’re looking for.”

“How will that help?” Rai Kub asked, genuinely curious. Human science had a great deal of insight into psychology, though not all of it applied to alien species.

“Don’t bother, Markov,” Chester said. “He won’t be able to do it. Just look at him.”

Rai Kub grew offended. “I can. Watch me.” With a deep breath that sucked in a lungful of sterile station air scented with the aromas of too many kinds of food, Rai Kub closed his eyes.

Without being instructed, he pictured Cedric, using the image from his datapad since it was the only way he knew to identify the wizard. In just moments, he began to feel a tingling sensation and assumed something was working.

High above, there was a snickering sound. Why would someone broadcast that across the overhead public address system?

A massive hand grabbed Rai Kub by the back of his shirt. The stuunji’s eyes snapped open. Looking up, he suddenly felt faint.

The whole world had grown around him. What had been a cozy little concourse was now a vast indoor cathedral of steel and glass. The two humans had turned into giants. Chester’s was the hand that had grabbed hold of Rai Kub, but it was only to pinch the back of his shirt between his fingers.

“Did anyone notice?” Chester asked in a whisper. He shielded Rai Kub’s view of the rest of the concourse with his body as he lifted the tiny stuunji into the air.

Rai Kub screamed.

“They will if you don’t shut it up,” Markov snapped.

“Stop it,” Chester scolded him. The giant human’s breath stank of meat and barbecue sauce. “I can do more than shrink you if you don’t behave. We’re only here for the rogue wizard. If you cooperate, we’ll return you to your natural state. But for now, you’re leverage.”

“Why are you doing this?” Rai Kub pleaded.

“We’re getting odd looks,” Markov reported.

Chester toted Rai Kub by the back of his shirt and brought him into the washroom. Premonitions of being flushed down the waste recycler pipes flashed in the stuunji’s thoughts.

“Please don’t flush me!”

“Quiet,” Chester snapped. “We’re not flushing you. You’re a bargaining chip. I can turn you into something without a mouth if you won’t shut yours; I’d just rather not draw the attention. Now, into the carton with you.”

Despite his fear, Rai Kub found himself puzzled by the phrase. His exposure to Savior Carl and the Mobius
 crew had done wonderful things for his vocabulary of human idioms. For the life of him, Rai Kub couldn’t figure out what this one meant.

Then he saw Chester set a bag down on the washroom counter in between a pair of sinks. He removed a plastic carton of chicken parts and emptied the contents into the waste chute.

Rai Kub descended into a prison lined with frying grease and scraps of crispy chicken flesh. “I’m an herbivore,” he protested at the top of his tiny lungs just before the lid snapped into place.

All Rai Kub could make out of his captors was a distorted image through the clear top.

A muffled voice hummed overhead. “For Blackstone’s sake, Chester, poke some air holes in it.”

Rai Kub covered his ears as a plastic fork jabbed through the roof of his prison. The tines bent and bowed but broke through, leaving a ragged hole through which he supposed there would be enough air to breathe.

By standing in the middle of the carton, Rai Kub could just manage to avoid touching the slimy grease that coated nearly every surface of the carton’s interior.

A rustling of thin plastic heralded the closing of the bag his prison rested inside. The handles closed together, hooked under a tree-trunk finger. Nearly all the light vanished save for a sliver peeking down from directly above.

Without warning, the whole carton lurched. Rai Kub slipped on the slick floor and crashed against the wall. The carton swayed back and forth with the gait of the giant human carrying it.

All Rai Kub could do was wedge himself in a corner of the greasy animal goo and hope someone would find him before the wizards either grew weary of him or forgot him and tossed him down a waste chute.

# # #

Radio silence sucked.

Why did Amy keep agreeing to sit on board the Mobius
 while everyone else went off searching the space station? Well, not everyone. Archie, Yomin, and Shoni were still on board. They were officially non-combatants. Amy had been an official combatant during her navy career. She was better with a blaster than Carl or Roddy. She was willing to use one, unlike Rai Kub.

Amy was halfway to hitting the comm before she slumped back in the pilot’s chair. She put a hand on her stomach to quell an uneasy feeling simmering inside her.

“I’m psychic,” she muttered. “Maybe I’m having a premonition. Maybe this is what it feels like sensing a disaster more than a split second in advance.”

She’d never stopped to think much about how her foresight felt. It came as a flash. Reactions came before thought formed. Then it was gone. Often times there was a residual shakiness afterward, but that seemed like a reaction to the scare that usually came along with sensing someone about to shoot you.

Rai Kub. She would check with Rai Kub. Nobody checked with him about operational security. He was unlikely to be in any sticky situations. Plus, he was just so damned polite all the time. He’d probably appreciate someone checking in on him.

“Mobius
 to Rai Kub,” Amy said briskly, as if nothing were amiss. “Come in Rai Kub.”

No response.

Amy tried again, the bile rising in her stomach. “Rai Kub, this Amy. Just looking to see how things are going. Let me know.” Maybe it was just the overly formal navy lingo making him freeze up.

Still no response.

Hand shaking, Amy quit fooling around and switched channels. “Carl? Routine check in. Rai Kub’s not responding to his comm. Please confirm signal.”

No response.

Amy’s grandmother had told her once that a loved one could feel you thinking about them. If Carl knew about Amy’s worries, he would comm back as soon as he was able. Maybe Carl was just in the washroom. Maybe he was shaking down thugs for information. Maybe he was in a noisy bar and couldn’t hear the comm alert.

Amy waited, checking the ship’s chrono and giving Carl five minutes to respond.

Five minutes passed. Switching channels again, Amy uttered a quick prayer. “Roddy, you there?”

“Yo, Peachfuzzette,” Roddy came back within seconds. “Technically this is called ‘radio loud,’ this thing you’re doing. We’re supposed to be radio silent.”

“I can’t reach Carl or Rai Kub,” Amy blurted, ignoring Roddy’s attempt to make light of her contacting him.

“Tech issue or user-related?” Roddy said. He was all business now. It was one thing to give Amy crap about mission protocols; it was another thing when their friends might be in trouble.

“Can’t say. I haven’t checked with Yomin or anything. If I hadn’t been able to get you either, that would have been my next stop.”

“What’s the call, boss-lady?” Roddy asked.

With Carl unavailable, Amy was in charge. “Esper was heading for the residential wing. Rendezvous with her and find out what happened to Carl and Rai Kub. If they’re not in deep shit, you are free to smack either or both of them upside the head.”

“Tell someone taller, lady,” Roddy replied. “But I’m on it.”

Roddy’s comm cut out, but it was just the normal end of a transmission.

Collapsing into her chair, Amy wondered why little things were bothering her so much. Carl had gone missing before, and it hadn’t bothered her like this.

“Psychic,” she muttered to herself, shaking her head.

# # #

Esper tried to keep up a positive attitude, but it was growing difficult. Aside from one tip that was hours too old to be any use, Esper hadn’t gotten anywhere in her search. The prospect of traipsing two hours into the bowels of the space station on the unlikely chance that Cedric had camped out with the castoff population filled her with unease.

Cedric was waiting for them. He knew the Mobius
 would come to his call. Esper had promised. Cedric wouldn’t have called her if he didn’t trust her word.

Plus, what if the next person she spoke to knew where he was staying? What if by leaving now, she was making a four-hour round trip that might delay the Mobius
 departing Space Place YF-whatever—scientific mumbo jumbo just wasn’t sticking to the folds of her brain the way they used to.

Esper knocked on yet another door. She’d lost count of which one this was. There was no answer.

“When are you going to get tired of this pointless exercise and do what needs to be done?” Mort griped.

That was part of the reason she didn’t want to leave the residential ring. It was needling Mort the longer she stayed. He was scouring the insides of her skull raw with his badgering, and the dirt, muck, and filth of her personality was crumbling loose from its prison of propriety and decorum.

Running to the station core might
 be the quickest way to find Cedric. It might not. But sooner or later, the exhaustive approach would find him, sure as the tides. With hours until the possibility of escaping the station, Esper was in no rush.

“Hey,” a familiar voice shouted, short of breath. Esper turned and saw Roddy stumbling toward her, one hand braced against the wall for support. “Change of plans. Got people missing.”

“Who now?” Esper asked in annoyance. Wasn’t one missing person enough?

“Carl. Rai Kub,” Roddy said between pants. “Fucking mining station is too big for its own good. Comms down. Not responding.”

“Maybe one of these days I’ll figure out how to turn translator earrings into magical comms.”

“Like hell you will,” Mort grumbled.

Roddy put a finger to the comm hooked over his ear. “Amy? Yeah. I’ve got her… still no word from… nope… no… well, fuck. Of course, they didn’t… Roger that. Roddy out.”

“Bad news?” Esper asked.

“No, just the regular sort,” Roddy groused. “Neither of our missing bozos had checked in before going comm dead. Radio silence was only supposed to be one-way in case we were in a delicate situation and sneaking around or negotiating with local gangs or crap like that.”

“Had you
 been checking in?” Esper asked, raising an eyebrow.

Roddy cleared his throat. “No time for that. We’ve got missing idiots to find.”

“Where have you already checked?” Esper asked. She could smell the answer on him before the laaku said a word. The ship’s alcohol supply was common knowledge, and the scents of various brews and distillations were as familiar as the scents of wood polish and incense in a church.

“I… uh… staked out one of the local social establishments,” Roddy said hesitantly. He looked up and down the halls of the residential ring where they were standing. “Looks like you’ve taken the more active approach. See? It’s like I’ve been fishing the wharf, and you’re out in the boat trolling. Same idea, just different techniques. Plus, I get a sore back being on my lower hands all day. You wouldn’t get it, still being young and fit and all.”

Esper crossed her arms. “You spent your search time drinking.”

“Mingling,” Roddy corrected. “It’s not like I wasn’t on the job. Like I said, different techniques. Mine was better suited to the middle-aged and sociable. You took the energetic and polite approach. Guy like me knocks on a million doors, I end up with more blaster holes than a target dummy.”

Esper brushed past the laaku. “We don’t have time for this nonsense. Where was your ‘wharf,’ so we can rule it out?”

“Concourse J.”

Esper tucked her hands into her sleeves and strode off back to the main traffic corridors. She made sure she was moving just fast enough to make Roddy regret a life of drinking and shirking exercise.

# # #

Carl felt like he was towing a live anti-matter bomb along behind him. Cedric had already tried two minor spells, accidentally shutting down a lift and an automated cleaning drone in the process. A nagging voice in Carl’s head, possibly Carl Who Had a Lick of Common Sense, kept telling him that bringing Cedric on board the Mobius
 in his current condition was going to get them all stranded in the Black Ocean.

“Hey, we’ve got two hours left on this station move,” Carl said. “Maybe we oughta wait for Esper someplace… not on my ship.”

“You’re worried I’ll destroy your sails,” Cedric replied with a solemn nod. “I understand. I was hoping that Esper might help counteract my instability. Without her, perhaps we are
 better off waiting to board your vessel.”

“C’mon,” Carl said with a beckoning gesture. “This place looks as good as any.

Of all the lies Carl told, that statement ranked among the most bald-faced and easily refuted. The bar Carl led them into had a flatvid sign with several panels on the blink. Its logo was a poorly drawn attempt at an English bulldog with an eye patch, scowling over a mug of ale. On the inside, if anything, things went sub-orbital.

Cedric followed Carl with the reluctance of a man set for the gallows. He made pained attempts not to touch the furnishings until they reached a corner table near the back. Every surface seemed coated in a thin, tacky residue of unknown origin. Carl guessed that Harmony Bay could come in with a pocketknife, scrape up a few samples, and clone most of the bar’s former patrons.

“Disrepute suits me, I suppose,” Cedric muttered.

Carl tapped in a drink order, preferring bottled off-world stuff to anything that might come from a tap in this place. He selected the best option he could find, a Titan Lager, and spread a hand over the terminal for Cedric to make his choice. “Nothing’s good. Pick your poison.”

But Cedric shied away, tucking his hands deeper in his sleeves. “I’d best not. Just pick anything. I’m not very thirsty.”

Carl chuckled and doubled down on the Titan Lager. “This isn’t the kind of place where you come for hydration. You look like someone who’s got too much on his mind for his own good. Drowning those troubles in a bottle is more what this sort of shithole is good for.”

It wasn’t long before the whirr of an overhead crane system delivered their beverages. Carl paid the crane and took his Titan Lager. Cedric looked at his skeptically.

Carl offered a bit of friendly advice. “It’s a twist top.” He demonstrated by opening his own bottle. The ridges around the edge of the top bit into his hand as he gripped it, but it was more macho than using the end of his shirt to protect his skin.

With the care of a surgeon, Cedric bit his lip and gingerly took the cap between two fingers. The light over their table flickered, and the cap popped off, bouncing away. “Used to be able to manage that without half a thought,” he muttered as he took a long pull from the bottle, wincing as the swill first his tongue but not stopping.

There were gruff mutters throughout the bar at the station’s shoddy power distribution of late.

“I’ll buy you a bottle opener if you promise not to do that again,” Carl offered.

Cedric stared off into space. Well, not into actual space since there were no outside windows in their little dive bar hideaway, but he at least stared nowhere in particular. “I used to have such control. I could summon elemental air from its home dimension without fouling the scanners of the terraforming techs. He could be standing just ten feet away and his fussy little gizmo wouldn’t so much as whimper.”

“Hey, Mort must have gotten it figured out,” Carl said before taking a casual sip. Objectively, it was better than Earth’s Preferred but not by a lot. Unfortunately, it wasn’t covered under the same grandfather clause with his taste buds.

Cedric tilted back his bottle and drank until tears welled in the corners of his eyes. “And look where it got him,” he said with a cough. “All my life, I thought I saw my father’s footsteps stretching out before me. I figured if I kept one eye on that path, I could avoid it. But the terrain of my life hit rocky ground, and before I knew it, my feet slipped into that rut; my shoes and my father’s matched perfectly down to the length of our stride.”

Dammit, wizards could get maudlin. He couldn’t even imagine enough of the booze had worked its way into Cedric’s bloodstream that he was even halfway drunk yet. Surreptitiously, Carl checked his chrono, but it was still on the fritz from his first meeting with the junior Brown.

When their beers were finished, Carl ordered up another pair. If he was going to have to listen to Cedric reciting the litany of hardships he had to put up with as an upper-class wizard with an unlimited line of credit, a cushy job, and the power to turn barren rocks into habitable worlds, he sure as hell wasn’t going to do it sober.

# # #

Eventually Esper had slowed down. It wasn’t that she’d started feeling a little bad about Roddy huffing and puffing to keep up with her—though that was true as well. It was mostly that the station was at once both a circle and a maze. There was no wizardly logic that explained how a habitat that amounted to a loop had any more complicated set of directions than “clockwise” and “counterclockwise.” And yet, at every turn, there seemed to be intersections, junctions, concourses, and lifts.

Roddy had a datapad with a map on it.

“Left up here,” Roddy said, pointing.

“Where’s that going to take us?” Esper asked. She knew better than to trust the laaku after how he’d started this mission.

“It’s past the… uh, spot… where I’d been watching for Cedric. Rai Kub and I had walked together for a while, and he kept on going that way.”

“Fine,” Esper said. She fell in behind as Roddy led the way.

Roddy put a finger to his earpiece. “Amy…? Yeah, we’re just heading for Rai Kub’s last known location now… No, no sign of him… Well, he didn’t tell me, either… This place isn’t exactly Carousel; know what I mean? He’s fine.” Roddy winced and pulled off the comm, shoving it into his coveralls. “Talk to the pocket,” he muttered.

“That’s not nice,” Esper replied, though as someone who’d stopped carrying a comm, she’d known the welcome feeling of wandering free without a voice nagging in her ear.

“Hey, you wanna find Peachfuzz and Hay-Breath?” Roddy asked snidely. He didn’t wait for the obvious response. “Well, so do I. But getting my ears cleaned with vinegar isn’t helping anyone. Let’s just get those two dopes rounded up, tell Amy they’re all right and get back to finding Mort’s kid.”

Esper sighed. It wasn’t as if it was a bad plan. It just seemed like there was too much chaos mixed into the batter of this cake. How were they supposed to find a missing wizard when they couldn’t even keep proper track of one another? Times like this were when she found herself missing Tanny and the military rigor that used to surround their missions.

The shift change had ended. Concourses and passageways that had bustled with work crews coming on or off duty had given way to a trickle of visitors and ancillary personnel. It ought to have made their search easier.

“How can anyone lose a stuunji?” Roddy groused as they passed a bar, giving it a longing look. “He ought to be a fucking monument around here. ‘Excuse me, seen a guy the size of a hover-cruiser around here? Nearly three meters tall with an embarrassed look on his face…’ ‘Why yes, you can see him from anywhere on the station.’ It oughta be that easy.”

“Well, something’s obviously happened. I think we should just—”

Roddy whirled. “No. No asking. You don’t get how this business works yet, and it’s been long enough that it’s probably never going
 to sink in. We aren’t a regular Jane Human and Tumek Laaku; we don’t get to play Revolver Roulette hoping we get directions instead of coming up against whoever’s responsible for him being missing.”

“Fine,” Esper said with a sigh. She scanned the restaurant windows, peering through as best she could when techno-lighting and greasy fingerprints made the viewing a challenge.

Roddy stopped again and grabbed Esper by the hand. He towed her into a side-hallway leading to the washrooms.

“What is it?” Esper whispered, leaning low.

Roddy pointed with his datapad, not relinquishing his grip on Esper. “Eleven o’clock. See ‘em?”

Esper followed his finger. “The couple with the Spacey Jim’s takeout?” She couldn’t make out rings, but they were dressed in coordinated outfits that didn’t appear sports-related, so she assumed they were more than friends.

“Convocation,” Roddy stated.

Esper snorted delicately. “I can hardly believe that anyone with Convocation credit is eating takeout from Spacey Jim’s.”

“It’s good chicken,” Roddy said in dead seriousness. “And I caught a flash of a silver chain under the collar of the older one.”

Esper looked again more closely.

“I really think they’re just a couple on holiday.”

“On a mining station?” Roddy asked. “In a remote corner of ARGO space? Eating Spacey Jim’s?”

Esper’s nostrils flared as she huffed out her frustration. She didn’t want
 the two take-out diners to be wizards. She wanted a nice, tidy universe where a pair of galactic travelers could enjoy a peaceable, inexpensive meal without having their motives questioned. Unfortunately, Roddy was right. Her story didn’t add up. “I suppose. They made a cute couple, though.”

“We can’t let ‘em spot us here. You scream wizard with that baggy sweatshirt of yours.”

It was possible that Roddy had a different view of wizards than the galaxy at large. Spending so much time around Mort, the slovenly, rumpled look was what Roddy had imprinted on, same as a baby bird raised at a zoo came to think of a sock-puppet with a human hand inside it as “mama.”

The thought of Mort hatched an idea in Esper’s head. Maybe she could make use of the annoying wizard’s help. He’d been scarce since Roddy had joined up with her. One more tidbit to add to her arsenal. Just as vampires hated garlic and the crucifix, Mort seemed to recoil from feminine personal care and laaku mechanics.

Still, if he were paying attention, Mort might be able to tell for sure whether the two wizards were Convocation or just a pair of lovers out for a bite to eat—and Esper clung to the notion that it could still be both.

Esper cleared her throat.

“What?” Mort asked, materializing behind Roddy and swinging his foot in a kick that passed clean through the laaku without him noticing.

Esper cleared her throat again and looked over at Roddy’s wizard suspects.

“Got something in your throat?” Roddy asked, turning to look up at her. “If we’re gonna hide in the washrooms, who’s gonna be lookout?”

“I’m still not convinced they’re wizards,” Esper said.

“What more’s it gonna take?” Roddy asked. “Want me to go ask to see their pendants? Take a pot shot at one and see if it veers?”

“Ah,” Mort said. “I see. Yeah, those two look Convocation to me. Twist their necks and find the nearest jumbo waste reclaim. Good-sized restaurant ought to have one big enough. Get the monkey to help with the heavy lifting if you don’t want to kerfuzzle anything conspicuous.”

“Never mind,” Esper replied to Roddy. “Let’s just backtrack and duck in someplace until they pass. I don’t fancy the idea of cowering in a washroom and losing track of them. We need someplace with a front window.”

Roddy grinned. “Come on. While those two are peeping inside the SushiGo, I know just the place for us…”

# # #

Cedric returned from the bar’s washroom, where washing was one service that the room had sorely lacked. Still, the beer was settling his nerves, and now his bladder was feeling the better as well. According to the clock behind the bartender, there were less than two hours until the station allowed ships to come and go.

“You OK there, Ceddie?” Carl asked jovially, far more at ease with a belly full of hops. “Was about ready to come in after you. You know, in case the you-know-who found a back door into the crapper.”

“Don’t call me that,” Cedric protested. “Only my mother calls me that.”

“Mort used to.”

An announcement came over the station public address. “As YF-77 maneuvers to a lower orbit, visitors are invited to direct their attention to the lower commercial ring. Thrust reverse burn will commence in approximately fifty-two minutes. Concourses N through W will have the best views of Karafuto IV, which will be sunlit during our adjustment to lower orbit
 .”

Cedric scowled in the direction of the unseen speakers. “Bloody fools. They ought to know better than to pillage worlds for ore.”

Carl reclined in his seat, either forgetting the state of uncleanliness or no longer caring. “Yeah, go run around yelling that. I’m sure you’ll be real popular.”

“There you are,” Esper scolded. Then the winds of her voice shifted, carrying warmth instead of cold. “You found him!”

Cedric looked toward the establishment’s entrance. His heart caught in his throat. Father’s apprentice was looking well. Clearing his throat and surreptitiously smoothing down his hair, he graced her with a smile. “Indeed. He has.”

“No biggie,” Carl bragged. “He was just camped out in the bowels of the station, surrounded by castoff workers with a hunger for human blood—I mean terras.” A smile spread on his indolent features.

“Ever consider turning your comm on?” Roddy snapped, following close behind Esper.

Cedric and Carl scooted aside to make room in the booth for their two companions.

The captain of the Mobius
 aimed an unsteady finger across the table. “Blame Abracadabra over here. My comm’s still shot.”

“Indeed, the fault is mine,” Cedric confirmed. While he didn’t feel drunk, Esper’s proximity was warming his blood and dizzying his thoughts in much the same way as the demon juice.

Roddy snapped his fingers in front of Carl’s face. “Hello? Ever heard of a public comm terminal?”

Carl appeared to stew over this observation.

“Forget it,” Esper said. “We’ve got bigger problems. There are two Convocation lackeys wandering outside, disguised as tourists.”

Carl chuckled. “That should have been a giveaway. Nobody comes this far out for this junky holiday. I mean, the stellar maps say ‘there be dragons’ just the other side of this place.”

The greasy windows stared at Cedric. Outside, blurry pedestrians strolled past. What would it take for two wizards who knew his likeness to identify him through a pane of glass that might as well have been a wine bottle’s bottom?

Leaning close to Esper, he whispered, “Can I have a word in private?”

There was time enough for explanations later, but this was his chance to unburden his soul and hide from his pursuers at the same time. It was neither brave nor chivalrous, but Cedric preferred the aid of his Titan Lager in making his confession.

Esper nodded and exited the booth, standing aside as Cedric led them into the men’s washroom. With no one else inside, he blocked the door simply by leaning back against it, heedless of the grime.

If she had any trepidations about their meeting locale, Esper didn’t betray them. So much braver than he. That was what he needed. More than that, he needed to learn the trick she used to achieve that unflinching calm.

“What is it?” Esper asked, meeting his eye with a look of pitying concern.

Where to begin? Cedric’s mouth opened, but words failed him. He ran a hand over his hair, noticing three days without a shower or bath in the slick feel. He tried again. “I read it.”

She didn’t need any further explanation to grasp the thread of Cedric’s unraveling life. Her eyes squeezed shut. Her jaw clenched. “That wasn’t the plan.”

“The plan?” Cedric scoffed. “Plan? What care did that book have for our plans? It had plans of its own. That thing had a mind and a malevolent soul. It made me read it. For years I had wondered how my father could have been so weak as to have given in to the temptation of words on a page. Now I wonder how he was not driven mad by what he read. I wonder how you could write it and hand it to me to deliver, as if such a tome could be passed along like a cookbook or a treatise on bird plumage.”

“Opening it was probably the mistake,” Esper said, her tone neither forgiving nor condemning. Couldn’t she stop understanding long enough to judge him?

“It would have driven me mad,” Cedric argued. “It promised that would be the consequence if I left so much as a single word unread. Now, it has its foul letters scorched across the folds of my mind. No washcloth can wipe that graffiti clean. No carpenter could sand those graven sigils smooth. It promised madness if I failed to read, and I fear it delivered that promise despite my compliance with its demands.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Esper said, putting a hand on Cedric’s upper arm. The warmth through the fabric of his shirt seeped into Cedric’s veins and trickled into his heart, providing some scant protection from the demons congregating therein. “You sought help. That’s a sign you’re not too far gone.”

“I’m losing control,” Cedric confessed. “I hear the gossip among the station’s residents. Power failures. System glitches. They blame gremlins inherent to technology, flawed designs, poor work by their mechanics. It’s me. I can hardly enact the simplest levitation without the universe mishearing me like some malevolent genie.”

Esper took him by the other arm as well, steadying him as if these revelations might have the power to topple him physically. Where did she get the strength to imagine she could stop him if he fell? Why was he so sure she possessed such power?

“Back up and start at the beginning.”

Cedric sighed. There was no time for the long version. In summary fashion, he explained the events that passed between him receiving the copied Tome of Bleeding Thoughts
 and his current circumstances. He recounted the return to his job, the days spent tinkering with the atmosphere of Halphus V and the nights spent awake, listening to the book’s incessant whispers. Cedric detailed his arguments with the inanimate thing and the many times he came close to burning it before it convinced him by threat and promise that its destruction would only prevent him from ever being able to end the torment. With difficulty, he recounted his struggles professionally and the increasingly frequent clashes with the project supervisor.

“That was the straw that broke this poor camel’s back,” Cedric said. He wiped a tear from his eye, less from grief than from guilt and shame. “We argued of nitrogen, as the scientists call it. Of all the stupid, sub-elemental distinctions. We argued over nitrogen and how I wasn’t using enough of it in the atmospheric mix. He claimed to know my job better than I did and threatened to do the work himself.”

Esper swallowed. She could see it coming. She had to. If Cedric stopped now, she would fill in the blank spaces with guesses well enough, but she would also think less of him for failing to admit his guilt.

“I killed him,” he said. It felt awful to think about but such a relief to say out loud. “If he knew better, I told him, then I ought to just steal that knowledge and end the argument over it. I… I put my hands to the sides of his head. He tried to stop me, but it was a clash of equals or close enough. The universe failed to take sides. That is, at least until my fingers… I mean… they just sort of—”

“Skip that part,” Esper said, cringing. “I’ve read the spell.”

Cedric cleared his throat. “Well, he’s in my head, you see? I made him a dark little corner in my mind. He screams in there. It grows louder when I try to work magic. It’s as if he hopes the universe will hear him while it’s listening to me and set him free.”

“What about the rest of the terraforming crew?” Esper asked. By her tone she had to have imagined he had murdered them all. He couldn’t let her think that of him.

“I fled,” Cedric said. “I’d murdered my supervisor. What more reason did I need to remove myself from that vicinity? I have no children to abandon; I had no reason to stay and bargain with justice for some small hope of leniency. For once, I understood my father’s cowardice.”

“You killed one man?” Esper asked.

Cedric nodded. “No more than that but also no less. Murderer is not a title earned by degree.”

Esper looked suddenly aside, focusing a hint of her attention away from him. The delicate muscles at the sides of her neck drew taut. When she faced him directly once more, he saw the reproach fade from her eyes. “Your father was a murderer, a liar, and good man all at once. I pray daily for his soul, and I don’t think it’s a lost cause. I can help you, too.”

She took Cedric by the arm. As they exited the washroom together, the sick, unclean feeling that no amount of washing might excise had begun to scrape away by the grace of Esper’s acceptance.

# # #

Carl handed the comm back to Roddy. His ear was sore from the haranguing he’d just received for going comm silent and letting Amy worry that he might be dead. She was getting so sensitive about that lately. You’d think he’d been dead more than just the once.

When Esper and Cedric arrived back at the table arm in arm, Carl glanced to Roddy with a raised eyebrow.

“Don’t gimme that,” Roddy shot back between chugs of his beer. “It’s your species. Procreating anywhere and everywhere is why there are so many of you. For an advanced race, you can’t manage population control without colonizing.”

“You two… all set?” Carl asked diplomatically.

“We should get Cedric back to the Mobius
 and go find Rai Kub,” Esper said.

Carl cringed. “Maybe we should have you hang around there with him, keeping his little ‘accidents’ from stranding us here.”

“Where did the bounty hunters go?” Cedric asked. “Are they still out there?”

“They poked their heads in, but the bartender wouldn’t let them in with outside food,” Roddy replied. He snickered. “Some meat packers they
 are, failing to scope out a place because they wouldn’t ditch some chicken poplets.”

“Come on,” Esper said, taking hold of Cedric’s arm again. “If we hustle, we can get to the ship without those two fast-foodies noticing us.”

Cedric shrugged her away. Not the move Carl would have made in his place, but the kid was a little screwed up right now. He could kick himself later.

“I couldn’t,” Cedric said, shaking his head. “Your comrade is out there in the station somewhere, looking for me. I’ve hidden from enough problems of late. There’s an hour and a half before we can depart. I’ll help in the search.”

“Um…” Carl said, raising a finger. “Is that the best idea?”

“Dock 746,” Roddy cut in. “If you can remember three digits in order, you can get directions to the Mobius
 . And we should split into pairs and keep a comm with each group.”

“Pairs?” Esper scoffed. “Why bother splitting up at all? This place is huge.”

“Comms,” Roddy replied, taking his off and dangling it as a visual aid. “Amy was about ready to skin Carl for getting his fried.”

Carl took his out and inspected it with drunken studiousness. “Hey, hey! Mine’s on the mend. Looks like we’ve got two working comms for two teams. I’ll take Sweetcakes; Roddy, you pair up with Mort-Minus-Thirty.”

“I’m going to pretend that was the beer,” Sweetcakes replied with an icy stare. “But I’ll go with Roddy.”

Carl blew a melodramatic sigh. “You know, outside a Typhoon, I get nothing but shot down. C’mon, Ceddie.” He pushed himself out of the booth and stood, more stable on his feet than he’d expected. He tilted back the last few drops of his beer before lobbing it into the waste disposal trough that lined the walls.

“Don’t call me that,” Cedric replied between gritted teeth.

“Okie dokie, Mort,” Carl said with a sloppy grin.

He could tell Cedric wanted to argue, but a drunk was an awful debate opponent. That was why Carl was playing it up. Inappropriately Drunk Carl was more fun than many of his alter egos.

“What does your friend look like?” Cedric asked, shifting the topic away from nicknames.

Roddy’s bottle arced through the air to shatter in the disposal trough alongside Carl’s. “Well, best I remember the conversion to archaic, wizardly units, he’s an eight-and-half-foot, three-quarter-ton rhino, last seen wearing an atmo-blue track suit.”

Carl headed for the door, clapping Cedric on the shoulder as he passed. “Shouldn’t be too hard to find, right?”

# # #

The bottom on the Spacey Jim’s takeout box was covered in animal fluids. Some of it had dripped from the chickens that had once been butchered and left inside. The rest came from Rai Kub’s stomach. The bouncing, swinging motion of his prison and the foul, carnivorous reek of every surface were more than his guts could bear.

“Please?” he shouted weakly. “Have mercy on me.”

There was no thought of bargaining. Well, maybe small, short-lived ones. Betraying Mort’s son wasn’t even within his powers. Certainly, he expected no fair treatment afterward from humans who would perform such an act on a living creature. He could only be grateful in retrospect that Mr. Gologlex couldn’t use magic of that sort to make his life as a zoo exhibit that much more humiliating.

The bag handles parted, letting in blurry light. Rai Kub imagined that he could see out through the overhead glass of the station’s concourses, barely about to make out the fuzzy outline of a planet, before a face appeared above him.

“Quiet,” the voice whispered, echoing weirdly through the plastic lid. “You’ve got one job, and that’s to shut up and wait to play your part in this.”

“I am badly ill,” Rai Kub complained.

“Get him something to drink,” the other voice grumbled.

The bag settled down and kept still. Bracing himself against the gummy sidewall of the carton, Rai Kub took a shallow breath to steady his nerves without upsetting his stomach too badly.

The lid popped open. If Rai Kub had been an athlete, he might have tried jumping up to grab the edge and haul himself over. Instead, he ran the three steps across to the far side of the carton and threw himself against the wall, hoping to topple it.

The carton tipped. It was overbalanced. As it fell onto its side, a gigantic hand caught it and set the carton upright.

“Stop that,” the first voice warned.

There was a hiss of released pressure. The end of a plastic bottle loomed overhead. Rai Kub shielded his head as a torrent of black, carbonated liquid poured in. It sizzled without heat. Bubbles the size of Rai Kub’s palm burst all around him. The sugary beverage got into his eyes, his ears, his mouth. Not that it tasted bad, but it was just inescapable.

The soda pop poured in until it was knee high with a foam that reached to his waist before settling back down.

“Drink up.”

“You’re monsters,” Rai Kub scolded them as the lid came down.

Before it sealed, the lid moved aside. The face looked away as if it were watching for anyone looking his way. “At least we’re
 human. Whatever you are, you speak English well enough, but you’re just a xeno. Xenos need to watch who they keep as friends. Cedric The Brown is the reason you’re in there, not us. We’re just doing our job. If you had a job like this one, you’d look for any edge you could find, too.”

“I’m a good person. I would never take a job that made me do this,” Rai Kub protested.

Then he remembered Howie Carter. Rai Kub had been the first one to stuff the poor human into a footlocker, then into the ship’s airlock. Carl had been giving the orders, but Rai Kub could have refused. Carter had just been a thief, or at least an employer of thieves. Rai Kub was helping a renegade wizard on the run.

Whose crime was worse?

“Can I ride in a pocket, at least?” Rai Kub asked. “I’m too small to get anywhere on my own. This carton might be the death of me.”

“Merlin’s sake, Chester. You don’t want to kill him.”

“Fine,” Chester grumbled. Rai Kub had a hard time keeping his two captors straight until they used names. “But I’m cleaning him up first.”

Moments later, Rai Kub was under the hand-dryer in one of the station’s washrooms after a cursory rinse under a faucet. While the cleaning process had involved more rough handling than he would have liked, for the drying he merely stood on Chester’s hand, twisting and rotating for the jet of arid wind to remove the worst of the moisture from his skin and clothes. While there was a stickiness that no amount of plain water would fix, at least he was drying out.

Then, without warning or preamble, Chester removed Rai Kub from beneath the dryer and deposited him in the breast pocket of his coat.

# # #

Outside the quaintly (but misleadingly) named Dogger’s Shack, Esper found herself in a gathering of five while the rest of her companions could only perceive four among their number.

“Just tell him,” Mort snapped. “You’re splitting up. Just an elbow to the ribs and a sly word on the side. Even if you won’t admit it to Abbot and Costello there, just let Cedric know his old man is all right.”

Esper needed a way to reply silently without losing consciousness. A quick nap and she could spend hours yelling at him in private. For now, she was stuck on the receiving end of a conversation she didn’t want to be having.

Roddy clapped his hands in imitation of Carl. “OK, people. Let’s have a plan this time.”

A knot of spacers in the travel corridor caused pedestrian traffic to flow around him.

“Time’s trickling down the hourglass road. Let him know I’m here,” Mort pleaded. He stood blocking Esper’s view of Roddy, practically intersecting Carl as he stood to one side.

“Carl, take twinkle-spells and check the boutique district,” Roddy said.

Their captain gave a tipsy nod and a thumbs up. “Wilco, buddy. If our rhino’s trying on diamond tiaras or floral bonnets, we’ll find him.”

“Esper’s got bodyguard duty on this one, because where I’m taking her, she’s going to be as much use as a turtle-neck sweater on ssentuadi,” Roddy said with a self-satisfied nod.

“Where’s that?” Esper asked.

“Who cares?” Mort asked. “Cedric. Right there. Tall, handsome fellow by your left elbow. Recently lost a father. If anything happens to either one of you, I want him to know he’s not the heir to the family legacy quite yet.”

“Station systems,” Roddy said. “I was thinking about it. Consider that every time we see someone do magic around here, the power cuts out or one of the station’s systems go haywire. Well, if Rai Kub’s too big to miss, and everyone’s missing him, maybe we aren’t looking in the right places. Maybe those Convo’ boys ran into trouble with him. We can check any places magic’s been used by the system error logs. Plus, if we keep in regular contact on comms, we can keep up on any instances of wizardry as they happen.”

“Well, we should get going,” Esper said quickly, looking away from Cedric. Her traitorous eyes lingered on him from her peripheral vision.

# # #

Roddy tottered along with a good buzz. The only part of him that didn’t feel great was a nagging voice that told him it wouldn’t last. He hadn’t brought a to-go drink from Dogger’s Shack, and Esper wasn’t likely to take kindly to the suggestion that she go fetch him one.

“Where are we headed?” she asked.

Roddy had already told her once, but maybe it was time to get a little more specific. He pulled out his datapad and checked for likely locations for a communications junction or terminal node. That wasn’t the sort of stuff a station published for public consumption on its welcome splash in the omni. However, as an experienced mechanic, Roddy knew from the general layout where that sort of thing would have to run. It was almost negative-space artistry, inferring where things had to be based on where the map said they weren’t.

“First spot we’re going to check is right here,” Roddy told her, tapping the back of one finger against the datapad as he turned it for her to see. It was a spot just off one of the main concourses, right by a bank of public computer terminals. If there wasn’t maintenance access on the far side of that wall, the station’s mechanics would have formed a picket line.

“OK,” Esper said with a shrug. She probably would have been fine if Roddy had told her it was a ten-minute walk and left it at that. “Hey, all this being around Cedric has me thinking about Mort. You got any embarrassing stories about him? You know, for old time’s sake?”

Roddy’s feet kept him on course, but his head swiveled back to look up at Esper. Was she playing a joke on him or something? Since when did she care about Mort stories? After that whole weird apprenticeship in Mort’s dreams, Roddy’d gotten the impression that she was sick to death of hearing about him.

Then again, maybe seeing the kid version was making her a little nostalgic. Human women were, if possible, harder to figure out than laaku.

With a shrug, Roddy ran a spoon around the inside of his memories, scraping the bottom for misadventures that Esper wouldn’t have already heard about. “OK. Let’s try this one. There was this one time where Mort vaporized one of our techs.”

“Vaporized?” Esper echoed incredulously. “You can’t mean literally.… What’s the punch line?”

Roddy pantomimed placing a hand on the Holy Bible. “Swear before He, Him, and the Other Guy. We’d picked up this crack data tech, maybe better than Yomin. He was a game programmer who got tired of corporate life and turned outlaw. Guy was a laugh riot to have around. Always ready with a practical joke. Well, you know that thermal scanner I’ve got?”

“The little pistol one?”

Roddy chuckled. “Funny you mention the shape. You see, Joshua thought so too, and when he borrowed it—supposedly to check the shower settings—he pointed it at Mort like an old highway bandit.”

Esper covered her hand with her mouth.

Roddy cackled. “Funniest thing was, he wouldn’t admit he did it. Blanked half the ship’s systems and tried to play it off like it was my
 fault the ship was on the fritz. Like we weren’t going to notice Josh was missing.”

Esper continued acting aghast. “What happened?”

“Whaddaya mean? We found him—Josh that is—under a rug in the cargo hold. Damned idiot wizard thought he could literally sweep a murder under the rug. Well, Carl couldn’t exactly kick Mort off the ship or nothing. We were ass-deep in the astral with no way back up without him. Carl cut off his share of the beer for two days until we needed him to get us to real space.”

“Don’t you have any stories about Mort that aren’t
 horrifying? I was really hoping for the sort of embarrassing tales you couldn’t tell when he was still with us.”

Roddy gave the matter some thought. Mort usually ended up killing someone
 when he was having a bad day. That was just how the mind of a renegade wizard was programmed. He snapped his fingers. “Got one. There was a time we were on Gethos Minor. It was shore leave for everyone, and there was a laaku holo festival in the same little artsy town that housed the local wizard conclave. Well, Mort and I were standing around the shuttle depot, looking to book passage back to our landing site. I pretended to head to the washroom while Mort figured out what shuttle we needed. Instead, I doubled back and watched for almost half an hour as he argued with a talking travel-assist kiosk.”

Esper and Roddy shared a laugh.

“Most restrained I’d ever seen him,” Roddy said. “If that thing had been human, Mort would have fried him where he stood. But he just refused
 to lose an argument with the thing. We missed our shuttle and had to take the next one. I think I saved a recording I took on my datapad.”

“Can I see?” Esper asked eagerly.

“Love to show ya,” Roddy replied. “But here we are.”

They ducked through an “authorized personnel only” door with a tiny helping of wizardly persuasion before Roddy cut Esper off. On the far side of that door, Esper turned into a liability for anything else he planned on doing.

“You just keep watch,” Roddy said. “Anyone comes by, stall them long enough for me to unplug and find a place to hide.”

“Can do,” Esper replied with a smug grin on her face.

Roddy settled in, hand itching to pop the top on a beer to speed the work. Instead, he popped access panels and bypassed the basic level of infrastructure security that the station had in place.

So far, so good.

That was as far as Roddy got. Upon plugging his datapad into the system interface, he was met with a rock wall of data protection. He couldn’t log in. He couldn’t bypass it. If it wouldn’t have set off alarms all across the station, Roddy would have cut the core out of the housing and dragged it back to the Mobius
 .

Instead, Roddy got on the comm. “Yomin. It’s Roddy. Callin’ in the big guns. I’ve got a data problem. I hear you know a thing or two about getting into systems.”

# # #

Yomin zipped up the jacket, obscuring Archie’s robotic exterior from view. He was kitted out from A to Z in bulky, form-blurring clothing. The robot stood passively, arms held slightly out to his sides in the manner of a tailor’s victim or a bride on the morning of her wedding day.

“Wouldn’t you rather just have me stay here on relay?” Archie asked sullenly. “I mean, all this trouble, and I’m going to end up standing out like a mule in a flock of birds.”

“You’re overestimating how much attention people pay strangers,” Yomin insisted. Her datalens scanned for exposed metallic parts. She tugged down one of Archie’s sleeves. “You’ll fit in just fine. Remember, we’re on the lookout for a nearly three-meter-tall rhinoceros with a voice that triggers seismographs. You’ll practically be a chameleon by comparison.”

“Maybe we should hook up my voice modulator, just in case,” Archie hedged. “What if someone talks to me?”

“You’ve got a non-quarantine-grade respiratory virus,” Yomin countered. “You’re wearing the EV helm for a custom viral filter.”

“That… actually sounds reasonable.” The robot sounded disappointed.

There was a knock at Yomin’s door, and Amy opened it before Yomin could invite her to enter. “How’s the prep? We almost good to go here?”

“You wanna play dress-up with Steely Man here?” Yomin asked, stepping aside with a flourish. “Be my guest.”

Amy crinkled her nose. “I never played with dolls. Especially not big, whiny, know-it-all dolls.”

“Well, most kids’ dolls these days are a lot more biologically sound than Archie,” Yomin countered. “This one won’t try to wet itself, at least.”

“Would that gain me a reprieve from this indignity?” Archie asked with a glimmer of hope.

“If you blow a coolant line on purpose, I’m letting you seize up,” Yomin warned.

“He looks good,” Amy said with a shrug.

Yomin grunted as she picked up the helmet to Carl’s EV suit. “Don’t go giving him a swelled head. I’ve still gotta fit this on him.”

“If Carl can fit an ego into that thing, anyone can get it on,” Amy shot back with a smirk.

Yomin finished up Archie’s attire by hooking up Carl’s EV helm to a miniature projector that would make it appear as if a human were inside the helm, instead of a robot, while still allowing Archie to see where he was going.

“Let’s make ions,” Yomin said, slinging a pack with her computer gear over one shoulder.

Archie fell in behind her as she headed for the cargo bay. “Doesn’t seem fair. You get to walk around showing yourself to every Ron, Chip, and Barry on this floating hot dog stand. I’m bundled up like a three-year-old playing in a snow park.”

“You know, I have a remote shut-off to that voice modulator of yours…”

Archie made a wordless grumbling noise that might have been a harrumph if he still had lungs.

The robot kept quiet as they made their way through the station holding hands. Passing as a couple kept off a lot of stray looks. It was one thing staring at the weirdo wearing an EV helm in an environmentally controlled space station. It was an entirely different matter gawking at a guy when his girlfriend was staring you down.

Yomin had the station map displaying real-time on her datalens. There were no impediments along their way to Roddy’s hack site. After briefly strolling by while a station security guard wandered past, she and Archie doubled back and ducked inside while no one was watching.

“Took you long enough,” Roddy muttered, scrambling aside.

Yomin crouched down and looked at the sorry excuse for a computer hooked up to the station terminal. “Get outta here with this toy.” She yanked out the data lines and tossed the datapad in the laaku’s direction.

In under a minute, she had Archie connected to the system.

# # #

Esper wasn’t needed anymore, and the little alcove Roddy had discovered was cramped with four people. She was just in the way. Rather than remain useless, Esper decided to go hunting for Carl and Cedric.

“Carl can keep a secret good as anyone,” Mort advised along the way.

Now Esper remembered why cramped plus a laaku mechanic was preferable to solitude.

“No, he can’t,” Esper whispered back, drawing a curious glance from an off-duty shuttle pilot from TransStar Orbital as he passed her in the opposite direction. “Carl’s a bigger gossip than the Celebri-News hosts.”

“Not when it matters,” Mort replied. “Kept my secret right up until it bit us all in the eyeballs. Kept your ‘death’ under wraps, too, I might remind you. I think you can trust him in front of Cedric.”

“Maybe, just maybe
 , have you thought that I don’t need Carl scheming to find you a body to snatch?” Esper muttered, shielding her mouth as if from a fake yawn. She gave a nod to a pair of Noodle-O-Rama patrons sharing a bowl of pad thai outside the shop front as they looked her way.

Esper quickened her pace. She was never going to catch up if she meandered. Mort’s nagging was distracting her and slowing her down.

“I can teach you how to lock your mental prisoners away,” Mort offered.

Mid-stride, Esper stumbled. Checking for unwanted attention that might have been drawn to her slip, she ducked aside and sat down in a public omni terminal. “Say that again.”

“You let me out of here,” Mort offered. “And I’ll show you how to keep little inconveniences like me from ever happening again.”

“Mordecai,” Esper said formally. “I regret to inform you that as a member in iffy standing with the One Church, necromancy goes against everything I believe in. Death is a one-way door for mankind.”

“Worked out well for the last guy,” Mort pointed out. “Still gets a birthday party every year. By the by, that’s only a few weeks off. I wouldn’t mind a hale, hearty twenty-five-year-old hooligan. Maybe someone guilty of racketeering or beating a fellow to death with his bare hands. Might be that a visit to Mars could kill two birds with one stone. Or… a living bird in the hand is better than two in the bush that you can kill with the same stone?”

“You’re wandering.”

Mort cleared his throat. “Point being, I’m willing to make this worth your while. I know loads
 that I’ve never taught you. Some you weren’t ready for. Most was just a matter of a couple centuries being insufficient to pass along what I’ve learned in mental millennia.”

Esper didn’t grace Mort’s offer with a rejection. She was tired of the constant hammering. She understood the theory. If Mort could be a thorn in her side for long enough, eventually she’d have to relent for the sake of her sanity. It wasn’t a kindly gesture, but she understood Mort’s desperation. To his thinking, Esper’s mind wasn’t an escape pod; it was a prison barge.

The other option, the one Esper was counting on, was that over time she’d learn to simply ignore him. Despite her wizardly prowess, Esper had done some digging in the omni—painstaking though it was—and discovered a man in a similar plight to hers.

A twentieth-century mathematician named John Nash had learned to coexist with his mental prisoners. If Esper found the spare time, there was a flatvid biopic about the man that she very much wanted to show Mort.

“Listen,” Esper snapped. “If you can behave yourself until we get off this station, I’ll consider taking Cedric aside and letting him know what’s become of you. He’s read that awful book of yours. He’s even got someone trapped inside him. I suppose he’ll be able to understand now.”

“Yes…” Mort drawled. “I wonder how he got that
 little piece of literature.”

“You bloody well know
 how. I was trying
 to get you reinstated to the Convocation. He was going to help clear your name.”

“There they are,” Mort pointed out.

Cedric and Carl walked side by side. Cedric peered into restaurant windows and down access corridors. Carl’s gaze wandered the overhead supports, though Esper suspected he was watching the station’s move more than he expected to find Rai Kub floating among the rafters.

“Wait up,” Esper called after them.

“Yo, Cotton Candy,” Carl greeted her with a glassy-eyed grin.

Involuntarily, Esper glanced down at her sweatshirt, which wasn’t quite the right shade of pink for the comparison.

“What are you doing here?” Cedric asked. “What happened to staying with Rodek?”

“We called in backup,” Esper explained.

Carl raised a finger and tapped his comm. “Knew that.”

Cedric scowled. “Why didn’t you—?”

“No time for bickering,” Esper cut in before a drunken Carl pissed off an unstable wizard capable of murder. “Any sign of Rai Kub?”

“He is conspicuous in his absence,” Cedric confirmed.

Carl sighed and thrust his hands in his jacket pockets. One missed but made it in on a second attempt. “We’ve asked around a little bit. Me being kinda lit, most people think we’re pranking them. Not like that’s the worst thing they could think.”

Cedric harrumphed. “The worst they could think is that I’m responsible for you. No, we haven’t found Rai Kub, but I think I have a theory on what’s become of him.”

They walked three abreast. Esper kept to the middle to receive updates from both men.

“Ceddie thinks the Convo boys might have gotten to him. If they’ve got a ship, he might be locked up on board.”

Esper scrunched up her face. “Why would they… Never mind. I get it. Hostage. Flaming poo in a paper bag, why can’t people just play fair?”

“We don’t ever,” Carl pointed out. Even drunk, he still had a point.

Cedric grabbed Esper and pulled her to the side of the corridor. With the ring shape of the station, they all curved slightly, and he took her to the inside of the ring, shielding the sight down the long stretch of exposed view.

“What?” Esper whispered.

Carl ambled along, oblivious to the two of them stopping.

“Those two men up ahead. That’s them.”

Esper had been caught up in the conversation and hadn’t paid close attention. She leaned out and saw the two wizards Roddy had pointed out earlier. The wily, four-handed mechanic had been right.

“Should we warn Carl?” Esper asked.

“No. We can’t risk ourselves,” Cedric replied. “He’ll be fine; they’ll likely ignore him. Let’s just duck inside this—”

But the door to the adjacent hallucinogen fumatorium was locked. The establishment’s posted business hours were at odds with the current time. Esper considered magicking the door and breaking in, but with two wizards approaching, the odds of that act going unnoticed seemed slim.

“Kiss me,” Esper whispered. It was a ploy that worked in all the holovids.

Without further warning, Esper leaped into Cedric’s arms and wrapped her legs around his waist. Tall as she was, Cedric still loomed over her when standing by her side. With the added height, she was able to better block his face with her body.

Cedric fell back against the fumatorium’s door with a startled grunt. For a split second, Esper worried that he either wouldn’t be willing to play along with the ploy or wouldn’t make a good show of it.

Those concerns faded—along with most of Esper’s awareness of the world around her—when a pair of strong hands wrapped around her, pulling her close and holding her tight.

Esper’s hands mussed Cedric’s hair. Her lips covered his. For the sake of a tiny bit of privacy, she spared a second to pull up the hood of her sweatshirt.

She tasted the beer on his tongue. After an initial shock, she ceased to care. He was warm, greedy, powerful. What suggested as a distraction, Esper had offered as something more. What she had offered, Cedric took and sought to continue taking.

A pair of voices passed behind them. Esper was only dimly aware that the owners of those voices weren’t trying to kill, capture, or—more importantly—interrupt them.

Philosophers had long held that time was an illusion. Esper was familiar with how mutable it could be in Mortania and Esperville. But on Mobile Excavating Station YF-77, time wended its way past in standard fashion, simply ignored for the moment.

Carl cleared his throat.

Esper snapped back to reality. Cold water splashed on her dream. She opened her eyes and reluctantly released Cedric’s lips from between hers. Her chest was heaving, pressed against his. Cedric licked his lips as if to take in the last taste of hers.

Clearing his throat, Cedric’s hands moved to Esper’s waist and gently returned her to the station’s floor.

“They’re gone,” Carl observed.

Esper pulled back her hood and tugged her sweatshirt smooth. “Well. That’s good. Can’t be too safe. Right?” Her whole body was warm, inside and out. She was damp all over, mostly from sweat.

With a cautious glance down the corridor, Esper saw there were no wizards in view. She included Mort among the missing, for which she was grateful. Trapped in her head, Mort had shown himself to be aware of her actions whether she could see him or not, but she was happier not having to look him in the face just then.

“We should continue,” Cedric said as he smoothed his hair back into place.

“Nah,” Carl said, still lounging against the station wall with a bemused smirk. “We should probably chase down those two bozos hunting for you.”

“Why?” Cedric asked.

Carl took a deep breath. “Lemme preface this by promising that I’m not a 100 percent drunk here. But one of those two wizards were arguing with a very polite pocket with a stuunji accent.”

# # #

Roddy watched over Yomin’s shoulder. He wasn’t sure what was going on since nothing over her shoulder had an interface that was remotely useful. All her feedback on the system hack progress would be showing up in her datalens. All the real
 work was getting done in Archie’s processors.

That made Yomin one step short of useless, just a go-between for the robot and the station. Roddy, on the other hand, was supervising.

“What’ve you got so far?” Roddy asked eagerly in response to a ‘hmm’ noise from Archie.

“Well,” the robot replied. “We’ve got a station running eighteen-year-old software, and it’s two patches behind the latest factory recommended build. Maintenance requests are falling behind completions by a rate of roughly 1.2 per day, a trend that has been ongoing since the station’s initial service date. It makes me glad you don’t keep service logs for the Mobius
 .”

“I do
 keep logs,” Roddy replied. “I just keep ‘em buried where only I can access ‘em. Now how about power outages? Where’ve our wizard friends been lately?”

“Everywhere,” Yomin replied, eyes unfocused. “Unless these wizards have been here for months, they’re not causing them.”

“Not all
 of them, you mean,” Roddy clarified. There were times when it really took an effort of will not to strangle techs who didn’t get how wizards worked. All the more galling was that Archie used to be one.

“Fine,” Yomin conceded. “But I don’t know how to tell station failures from magic-induced ones.”

Roddy scratched his chin. “Comm Amy. Get the chat logs. Find out the time Rai Kub last checked in or had any activity on his comm.”

Muted through the maintenance door, the station’s public address speakers blared:


“As YF-77 maneuvers to a lower orbit, visitors are invited to direct their attention to the lower commercial ring. Thrust reverse burn will commence in approximately five minutes. Concourses N through W will have the best views of Karafuto IV, which will be sunlit during our adjustment to lower orbit
 .”

“And hurry,” Roddy added. Nobody said how long the orbital adjustment would take, but it couldn’t be that long. Five minutes plus adjustment time still wasn’t going to be much. If they could round up Rai Kub in the next few minutes, it would make for the perfect escape.

“I already have the comm logs,” Yomin said. “You just want to rule out anything before the big guy’s last comm?”

“Gimme a five- or ten-minute window after.”

“I’m the one doing the work,” Archie pointed out. “You can address me directly.”

Roddy looked the robot over, decked out like a refugee from a winter carnival and wearing an EV helm indoors. “In that getup? I can’t take you seriously.”

# # #

Esper led the way. Carl was taking up the rear, carrying her discarded sweatshirt. It wouldn’t do for the two wizards from the Convocation to connect her to the hooded, lovestruck girl they had seen only moments before. Plus, her undershirt left enough skin exposed for the station’s scienced-up air to cool her off.

Cedric hung back but kept pace.

The wizards were at the door of a holovid theater, peering through the glass of the off-hours establishment. Esper tried to ignore the fact that in a couple hours, the theater would be showing the new Mona and Glenn
 holo. She’d see it on some planet or another, preferably while they weren’t on the run or on the chase.

“Hey,” Esper called out, sending Cedric scrambling for cover as the wizards turned. “Excuse me, but I couldn’t help getting the impression you two are lost or maybe looking for someone.”

“We’re fine,” the one with the black beard replied curtly. “Thank you for your concern.”

Esper had heard thankfulness before, and this wasn’t what it sounded like. This was a brush off.

Changing tactics, Esper crossed her arms. “All right, boys. I’ll make you a deal. You share what you know; I’ll share what I do. If we bring him in, we split the reward fifty-fifty.”

“We don’t know what you’re talking about,” the gray-bearded one responded imperiously. “Now, if you’ve nothing else pressing, I invite you to be on your way.”

Esper held out a hand and conjured the Convocation’s thunderstruck C. “No holding out. Justice is more than a payday.”

The black-bearded man turned to the other. “I thought we had exclusivity.”

“I thought so, too,” his companion replied.

“I don’t like this,” Black Beard muttered. He reached for the door, and the science-motivated portal sizzled. With a thin trail of smoke oozing from the lock, it slid open. Both wizards darted inside.

“Help me!
 ” a tiny voice wailed from the direction of the wizards.

It might have been a trap. It might have been an ambush. Either way, Esper wasn’t leaving Rai Kub alone with those two magical thugs. If Cedric failed to back her up, fine. If he followed, all the better.

The wizards parted ways at the foyer. Esper strained her ears and could still hear that squeak of a stuunji voice pleading for help from Gray Beard’s coat. He was the one she followed.

Gray Beard ducked into the third theater of a four-theater complex. It wasn’t exactly a planetside facility, replete with space. Inside, Esper found a half dozen rows circling a central projector.

“Give him back,” Esper ordered as Gray Beard dodged around the holo-projector, looking for cover. “I’m faster than you. Return Rai Kub safely, and you won’t have any trouble from me.”

It wasn’t quite a lie. Additional pursuit of Cedric would trigger a whole new scenario under which Esper would be compelled to act. It wasn’t a lifetime guarantee of non-intervention. She would
 be willing to let them go on the stuunji-shrinking charge if only her friend was returned.

“Who are you?” Black Beard demanded from behind her.

Esper whirled to see that she was surrounded. They hadn’t split up so that one would escape, she realized. This was a tactical maneuver to box her in from both sides.

A calm fell over Esper. She measured her breathing, preparing to hold reality in place while she beat some sense into two out-of-shape bookworms, one of them middle aged. “My name is Esper, and I’m a friend of both the wizard you’re hunting and the kindly stuunji you’re holding prisoner.”

Black Beard turned to Gray Beard. “Mordecai’s illegal apprentice and lover. Of course!”

“He would turn to her for aid, wouldn’t he?” Gray Beard mused.

“Mort and I were just good friends,” Esper clarified.

Mort coalesced and stalked behind the wizard holding Rai Kub. “These are mere peacocks fluffing their feathers at you. Even one on two, you’ve got the upper hand.”

Esper agreed. But there was the complicating factor of Rai Kub’s safety. That was the primary benefit of taking hostages, after all. It made the hostage’s friends and would-be rescuers wary.

As the two Convocation bounty-wizards closed in, Esper backed toward the holo-projector. When she ran out of room, she hopped up onto the projection pedestal. She had to think of a way to safely defuse this conflict, or find a way to end it decisively without harming Rai Kub.

“Give the stuunji back to his crewmates, and I’ll turn myself over,” Cedric called out from the theater entrance.

“Cedric, no!” Esper shouted.

“Oh, ho!” Gray Beard called out. “So, the whelp of the Convocation’s greatest monster has a sliver of conscience in him.”

“That was uncalled for,” Mort objected. “Esper, bloody that man’s nose. My honor is at stake.”

“Set the stuunji down, and let this woman take custody of him,” Cedric said, strolling slowly into the room with his hands tucked in his sleeves. “Then I’m all yours.”

Black Beard dug into a pocket and pulled out a silver circlet that didn’t appear as if it should have fit inside in the first place. “Put this on. Then we’ll have no reason to retain the rhinoceros thing.”

Cedric caught the circlet when it was thrown his way.

“Don’t let him!” Mort shouted at her. “That’ll put him into a sleep that he won’t wake up from until he’s at trial on Earth. The decorative spittoon in my quarters was made from eight of those blasted things.”

For once, Esper was in complete agreement with Mort. “Cedric, I forbid you turning yourself over to these dark wizards who’d take an innocent prisoner.”

Gray Beard reached inside his jacket and pulled out Rai Kub. It was inconceivable seeing him small enough to lay across Esper’s palm without hanging over the ends. “Your call. Decide quickly, or I might just squeeze.”

“No!” Esper shouted.

Esper’s words were lost in a rumble as the mining station shook. The low lights in the otherwise vacant theater went out, leaving them in total blackness. Esper dropped to her hands and knees to keep from falling off the pedestal.

The next thing she saw was two wizards rising into the upper reaches of the theater, stiff and immobile, backs bent to the point where it looked like both might break from the strain. The light Esper saw them by came from a pair of fiery orbs cupped in Cedric’s hand. If Satan himself were a bowler—and Esper suspected he was—those are the balls the Prince of Darkness might have used.

“Don’t do it!” Esper warned him, seeing all too clearly what was coming.

“Do it!” Mort cheered. “A man’s never free who’s always on the run. They were going to take your life away. This is their justice coming home to roost.”

With a feral roar, Cedric unleashed the fiery bowling balls. All Esper could do was shield herself from the gore that splattered down in a hot rain.

In the darkness that followed, all Esper could hear was Cedric’s panting breath. Conjuring a light, she saw the younger Brown collapse against the theater wall, eyes wide in horror.

Mort clapped slowly. “Well done. Well done, my boy. Although I would say that you probably hurt this poor orbital blacksmith shop more than was probably healthy for flying away afterward.”

At least they had rescued Rai Kub from the…

“Rai Kub!” Esper screamed. Where was he? The wizard who had been holding onto him had been blasted to a red film that coated the theater seats and made the floor sticky. But had he even been clutched in Gray Beard’s hand after the lights came back on?

Esper searched the floor, hoping not to find a smear of scratchy gray skin among the human debris.

But on the far side of the holo-projector, she found not only Rai Kub but Carl as well. The captain of the Mobius
 lay sprawled on the floor, splattered in gore. In his upturned palm, Rai Kub stood fretting.

The tiny stuunji looked up at her. “All things considered. I think I could be in worse straits.”

Carl picked himself up from the floor, carefully keeping his hand level. “Told ya. Not a 100 percent drunk. Still got my piloting reflexes.”

“Let’s get back to the ship,” Esper said.

“All over it,” Carl agreed. “Yo, Amy… Dammit. Comm went dead.”

Mort snorted, though only Esper heard it. “Of course, Cedric just told the universe to go fuck itself and take Tweedledee and Tweedledum with it.”

They headed out of the theater by the magical glow from Esper’s hand.

Everything was dead.

No lights.

No whoosh of environmental controls.

No tech.

Anywhere.

Carl gazed up. This wasn’t one of the concourses listed as having a proper view of the station move, but the planet was visible overhead through the concourse’s glassteel ceiling.

Mobile Excavating Station YF-77 was tumbling in orbit.

# # #

Dembe Maroun was late for his shift. It wasn’t that the alarm on his chrono didn’t go off. He had just been sleeping in Jedda’s apartment instead of his own. For all he knew, the damn thing was still going off back at his place.

The lift ride was eight levels down, but at least the front was glassed in and had a sweet view of the planet as he rode. Most people didn’t think much of Karafuto IV, but he’d always found minerals fascinating. Karafuto IV was nothing but
 a bunch of minerals. There was something honest about a planet that didn’t need life forms crawling all over it.

He flipped open his datapad and tapped in Jedda’s ID.

She spoke the second they connected. “You make it on time
 ?”

“Nah,” he said, trying not to sound worried. They’d ding him on his annual review, but Dembe wasn’t in danger of getting fired. “I’m on the lift down now. Almost worth playing a little hooky to watch the move.”

“You are such a dork. It’s a mobile station. It moves. This is what, the fiftieth time since we’ve been dating
 ?” she asked.

“Forty-fourth,” Dembe answered.

Outside, he could see the ion glow as the station began reversing its descent toward the nadir of its orbit.

“Well, you just be sure to
 —”

The connection went dead. Dembe’s lift slammed to a halt as power-off emergency brakes kicked in. The sudden stop hit his shins like a hammer. Cursing, he dropped his datapad to the lift floor.

Outside, the ion trail flickered and winked out. The slow, careful maneuver of YF-77 turned into a pressurized hose without anyone holding onto the nozzle.

Dembe’s mouth gaped at the sight. He’d never seen anything quite like it. He’d never wanted to. As he pressed against the glass front of the lift car for a better view, he recoiled.

The glass had turned spongy. As he pulled his hand away, the surface clung, releasing a springiness reminiscent of gelatin.

“What the hell just happened?”

Dembe had never met a wizard before.

# # #

Marcy Dakota was working the kitchen at the Dancing Cricket, one of the few restaurants on YF-77 that served human-cooked food. They were too far out for authentic Sol ingredients, but the substitution of colony-grown, pasture-raised pork and chicken was good enough that few patrons ever noticed the difference.

A notification chimed, and she sidestepped to the deep fryer. A load of potato fries came out, and she hit the button for the grease recycler. The fryer drained with a gurgle and refilled seconds later; the same grease was now clean, and the shortfall from the cooking process had been topped off.

She checked a pan on the induction cooktop, flipped the breast for an order of Turbo Chicken, and turned down the heat.

This was all second nature. The chaos of the kitchen was comfortable for Marcy. The restaurant’s other chefs were her daily dance partners. They moved like a Victorian ballroom set ablaze with nary a dancer getting burned.

“Behind you,” Tobin said briskly.

Marcy held still for the split second it took him to pass by before taking her pan to check on her sauce. As she transferred the Turbo Chicken to a patron’s plate, Manheim took the empty pan and handed her a freshly filled sauce gun. Marcy squirted an intricate artistic pattern of chili and peanut oil across the meat’s surface.

“Phillipe,” Marcy called out to one of the waiters. “I’ve got—”

The lights in the kitchen went dark. In an instant, a ball dance became a burn ward as kitchen staff crashed into one another, spilling dishes, knocking into cooktops, and sending plates shattering to the floor.

There was cursing and shouting—a general cacophony of ill-mannered confusion. Marcy found herself on hands and knees, crawling through lemon pepper sauce and scattered shrimp.

The shrimp began to glow a pale blue. As she stared in disbelief, the glowing seafood rose from the floor as if gravity had washed its hands of shrimp. The kitchen hushed. The staff of the Dancing Cricket watched by shrimp-light as the tiny shellfish floated lazily into the air.

The kitchen door burst open. Karloff, the maître d’, shouted, “We’ve got guests complaining that their shrimp is blue and floating away.”

Marcy didn’t know what to tell him. She wasn’t even certain anymore that she was awake. So, she gave him the advice that came reflexively when a guest wasn’t happy with their meal. “Offer them free dessert.”

# # #

Ted McAllister had the most exciting dull job on the station. He was stationed in an observation bubble, visually monitoring the station’s ion thrusters during the move. Why? He had no idea. The YF-77 had a mass comparable to one of Earth Navy’s heavy cruisers, even if it was gangly and spread out by comparison. Far larger vessels managed to maneuver just fine without someone babysitting them.

That was the problem, really. Maho Saigai Mining Concern considered YF-77 to be a structure, not a vessel. To them, the station was a hover-bridge with a star-drive, which made for some indigestion among the board of directors any time it moved.

Popcorn crunched as Ted chewed. Despite the console of readouts and graphs, none of this required his attention. He snacked while he waited for the reverse burn to start. The plan was to continue snacking during the show, but his bag was already more than half empty and the move was a few minutes behind schedule.

The bubble auto-dimmed as the station’s Quadrant 4 thruster sprang to life. After a few milliseconds for adjustment, the bubble settled into a comfortable luminous range for the human eye.

“Yup,” Ted said with an artificial buttery sigh. “That’s an ion engine.”

He was ten meters from an ion stream that could vaporize him in a nanosecond. Any of a number of system failures could result in his death before he was even aware that something was wrong. The first few times had gotten his adrenaline pumping like a hydraulic hammer. By now, the reality of modern safety standards had settled in and sitting next to the ion engine as it blazed away felt safer than astral travel.

“Quadrant 1, reporting all systems normal
 .”

“Quadrant 2, same here.
 ”

“Quadrant 3, matching thrust. All systems nominal.
 ”

Ted swallowed quickly and wiped his hand on his pants before hitting the comm to report in. “Quadrant 4, clean burn. Clear sailing.”

Swiveling in his seat, Ted could make out the Quadrant 1 and Quadrant 3 thrusters firing happily along. His view of Quadrant 2 was obscured by the mining laser array at the central axis of YF-77.

Ted glanced at one of the graphs and watched the station’s orbital radius drop. They were still eight minutes from their target orbit. Then, after a grueling
 three-hour shift, he could get back to some real work.

The ion stream flickered like a candle flame, wavering wildly for a horrifying split second before puffing out in a wisp of blue smoke.

Ted choked on his popcorn. Coughing and gagging and taking a long swallow of cherry soda to clear his throat, Ted wondered what the hell had just happened. The initial panic of seeing the ion engine go haywire had flashed premonitions of a grisly death in front of his eyes. After that, he was left befuddled.

“What in all the cosmic blazes…?”

There was no reason in the galaxy that an ion engine should be emitting smoke. There was technically nothing burning. No oxygen was involved in the reaction. If one of the internal systems had failed, any smoke that filtered into the vacuum would have dissipated rapidly, not wafted away like a campfire’s plume on the wind. And even in the unlikely event that it did, there was no reason for it to be blue and even less for that blue to shimmer.

“Quadrant 4 here. We’re off line. Thruster control, please verify status.”

But the comm was dead. Ted’s words never left the bubble. The console was dark as well. Ted’s only light came from the sunlight reflected off Karafuto IV.

Even the chair retractor that would lower him from the bubble was offline.

Ted checked the popcorn left in his bag and wondered if he should start rationing.

# # #

Fujita Hiroko sat at her desk at the pinnacle of Mobile Excavating Station YF-77, reading reports. Production was down from last quarter, which had been stagnant from the quarter before that. Karafuto IV just wasn’t as bounteous as the geologists had predicted. Planets just weren’t made of solid molybdenum like they ought to have been.

She pressed the comm button on the arm of her chair. “Kendra, can you chase down Ferguson and find out why I haven’t gotten the final tally from Site 71 yet?”

They were nearly in position to set up a new borehole. The excavator captains were chomping at the bit to get down to the surface and bring up new loads of ore. The bonuses for Site 71 weren’t going to be worth much; those captains wanted their payday and the base salary of an ore hauler wasn’t anything to make a living at. They profited when Maho Saigai Mining Concern profited.

A readout in Hiroko’s desk console showed the graph of the station’s move. Behind schedule, as always.

Why couldn’t she have been assigned to YF-48 when the two mining platforms had come up with open positions at the same time? Surely her brother Shinzo wasn’t having the kind of troubles she was. YF-48 sucked hydrogen out of gas giants—if that could even properly be called mining. There was nothing to go wrong. Tankers showed up, the station filled them with pressurized gas, and they left.

Hiroko’s comm crackled. “Ferguson says that Smelter 7 was down for maintenance. They’re behind on finishing up the last loads of ore for the tally.
 ”

With a sigh, Hiroko added her own comm to the list of maintenance tasks but only gave it a priority C grade. She could live with Kendra’s voice gargling more than she could put up with faulty smelters.

Tapping the comm button, she had one more task for Kendra. “Follow up with corporate on the requisition for five more mechanics. If that can’t get at least one out of them, bump the request to eight.”

“Actually, corporate was planning on sending two. They were just scheduled to come in March
 .”

“Tell them that won’t do. I need them here…”

Everything had gone dark. Hiroko was enjoying dim LEDs and planetlight in her airy, glass-domed office, but the terminal in her desk was blank. The comm controls were off. She was talking to herself.

Pushing back from her desk was an effort with the power-assist offline. Hiroko stormed off to find out what had gone wrong with the power to her office.

“Kendra!” she shouted when the double doors wouldn’t open. “Get maintenance up here ASAP. I’m going to ship them to corporate in the next load of ore if there isn’t someone working on this in the next five minutes.”

There was a clatter from behind the doors. Then a metallic thump. “It’s not just your office, ma’am,” Kendra called through the door.

A grunt came muffled through the doors. Something scratched and grated on the steel from the far side. With an eloquent symphony of straining noises, a gap opened between the two steel panel slabs.

“Mind giving a hand, ma’am?” Kendra asked through the gap.

Seething a sigh, Hiroko rolled up her sleeves and picked the side opposite the one Kendra hooked her fingers on. Between the two of them, a minute’s effort slid the door wide enough to squeeze her through.

“What’s going on?” Hiroko demanded.

“Can’t say for sure, ma’am,” Kendra replied, brushing a stray lock of hair from her eyes. “But have a look out there.”

Hiroko followed her assistant’s pointed finger and gasped. The station was tumbling end over end.

“Find someone from operations. Get me answers. Ancestors protect us; what has just happened here?”

# # #

Roddy paced. There wasn’t room for a human to pace, but he was making do with laaku-sized footsteps. His species was optimized for close-quarters pacing. Today, he needed it.

Here wasn’t the place to be.

Yomin was busy, or at least she was doing her best to pretend she was. She was mostly into long-range operations, the kind where nothing plugged into anything else. She did her best work running algorithms and sitting back to watch the results. By contrast, Roddy did his best work on systems that were all hardware, no software.

Archie was the man for this job.

“I know I can split my attentions between your incessant questioning and the task at hand,” Archie groused. “But this whole endeavor would pass in a pleasant silence if the two of you could just shut up.”

“I didn’t say anything,” Roddy protested. “I would have kept saying nothing if you didn’t accuse me of saying things.” Without beer, arguing with a robot wasn’t something Roddy was equipped for.

“Slap, slap, slap with those gloved feet of yours. Back and forth. Forth and back. Give it a rest,” Archie snapped.

It was never a good sign when a hacker got rattled. Breaking into layer after layer of the stations systems had gotten them access to passenger manifests. If they were to be believed, there were wizards on this floating rock-collector besides the one they’d brought and the one they were looking for. As far as pinning down a location for any of them, Archie was coming up dry.

“Just let him vent,” Yomin advised. She looked at Roddy with one eye covered by streams of backward data that faced only her direction.

Roddy turned and threw his upper hands in the air. “Fine. Just find Rai Kub so we can get off this death trap.”

There was something about seeing the maintenance logs of a place in as grave disrepair as YF-77 that gave Roddy the willies. He was certain that he could construct a whole, smaller space station out of this one’s malfunctioning systems.

“Just give me a moment,” Archie scolded. “Once I get the maintenance requests matched to the station’s automated error reporting system, I’ll—”

The access room suddenly went dark.

Yomin’s datalens turned blank.

Archie slumped forward and crashed into the exposed guts of the terminal.

“Archie!” Yomin shouted, heedless of the fact that they were hiding from station personnel.

“Bullshit,” Roddy muttered. He dug into a pocket and lit a glow-rod that he kept around for Mort’s antics. Months after the wizard’s demise, Roddy had been starting to wonder if there might be space for something more useful in that pocket.

Instead, Roddy’s preparation for wizardly shenanigans paid dividends. He ambled to the door Esper had overloaded for them and peeked outside.

“Whole station is dark,” he reported.

Yomin didn’t acknowledge him. “Archie? Archie! Answer me!”

Roddy swallowed past a lump in his throat. Something dark and wizardly had transpired. He had more experience than just about anyone when it came to magic mucking up tech.

Yomin had pulled off Archie’s borrowed EV helm and ripped open the front of his jacket. She pulled off his ventral access panel and peered inside.

Roddy wasn’t one to pry. He didn’t look away when Yomin was working on Archie in the common room, but neither did he make it his business to gawk. Still, he remembered their being a lot more lights and a faint whirr of motors when he was opened up.

“Archie? This is no time for joking around. Wake up.”

Roddy put a hand on Yomin’s shoulder. She looked haggard by the pale green of the glow rod. “Easy kid. It’s magic. Archie’s probably the most advanced thing on this rust heap. ‘Course he took it bad.”

“What do you mean, magic?” Yomin asked. “None of them were anywhere near here.”

“Yeah,” Roddy said with a slow, grim nod. “I think finding Rai Kub just dropped down our list of priorities. We might not have a working ship anymore. We’ve gotta head back.”

Yomin grabbed him by the back of his collar as Roddy tried to leave. “We can’t abandon him here,” she protested.

Roddy wanted to tell her that Archie was a lost cause. Magic like that didn’t stampede past without leaving scars. Mort had killed holo-projectors and food processors with magic that wouldn’t have hit a whole space station.

“We can come back for him,” Roddy promised.

“What if someone else finds him?” Yomin demanded. The look in her eye told Roddy he wasn’t winning this argument.

“He’s heavy…” Roddy whined.

“Find a maintenance locker with some EZ-Lube. We’ll grease him up.”

Roddy hung his head. He could have lied and said that the sprayer wouldn’t work with the tech all gummed up by magic. But if simple compressed gas wasn’t functioning, the odds of anyone surviving the station’s tech outage were slim.

As it was, Roddy was pretty sure they were screwed anyway.

# # #

Esper lived out her nights in a dream world of her own making, where every meal could taste like chocolate and the weather was always sunny with little puffy clouds dotting the sky. And yet, as she stared through the transparent dome high above, watching a planet drift past every ten seconds or so, alternating with the system’s sun, she could hardly believe it was real.

Carl snapped his fingers. “Yo, doomed space station to Esper. Come in, Esper.”

Esper blinked. “Sorry. Just not something I expected to see today. I really ought to have adjusted my expectations by now, but the galaxy continues to find ways to surprise me.”

From his perch on Esper’s upturned hand, a tiny Rai Kub chimed in. “Agreed. Wholeheartedly.”

Esper shook her mind from its torpor. “Right. Sorry. First things first, let’s get you back to normal size.”

“No!” Cedric shouted. He was leaning against the wall beside the door to the holovid theater, struggling to collect himself. “I’ve caused enough havoc with magic already. This steel moon relies on science. It makes the air, the light, the stable orbit. We’ve got gravity and some unknown bit of luck holding the air in. Let us hope that those last until the station recovers from its ordeal.”

Carl skeptically looked up, watching the planet circle them. “You fucked us good. Is it my imagination, or is that planet getting bigger every time it comes around?”

“Don’t worry,” Esper told Rai Kub, ignoring Carl’s doomsaying. “We’ll get you back to normal, then worry about getting out of here. I’m far more subtle in my magic than him.”

The miniature stuunji held up both hands. “Wait! Wizard Cedric has a point but maybe not the one he intended. If this station isn’t making air to breathe, I’ll just be using up a larger share if you restore me. I’m willing to wait out this disaster in my current state.”

Esper lifted the little stuunji up to her cheek and hugged him. “Aw. That’s so sweet. Don’t worry. As soon as things are back to normal, you will be, too.”

Cedric pushed himself away from the wall and stood straight. Only his head was bowed. “I cannot apologize enough.”

“Nope,” Carl agreed. “So, I’d just skip it and help us get the hell out of here.”

Esper looked into Cedric’s eyes, shadowed in the dim planetlight when it passed briskly overhead. There was a haunted look there that made Esper’s heart ache in sympathy. She knew the pain of accidental misuse of her powers. Even before she’d ever read the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts
 , she’d killed a man in panic.

This was just a space station. It might even survive. But if he had killed it, YF-77 was just a thing. The lives he’d taken in the holo theater would weigh more heavily on his conscience one day, when there was time aplenty and no immediate threat. For now, they had to find shelter and wait out the loss of science.

Donning her sweatshirt, she let Rai Kub ride hammock-style in the front pocket. “Let’s move.”

“Anyone remember where we parked?” Carl asked. As the rest of them turned to glare at him in the intermittent light, he held up his hands. “Just kidding. Lighten up. It’s this way… right?”

# # #

In Roddy’s professional estimation, Archie’s limp robotic form weighed somewhere between one and two fucktons. Without a scanner or a scale, he couldn’t say any more precisely that that. Even with the application of some door-slide lube, dragging Archie across the station was a chore. He trailed a slick smear wherever they went.

“I get dizzy every time I look up,” Yomin complained, grunting with exertion. “What the hell happened to this place?”

“Well, either an unprecedented series of coincidental system failures lined up like the tumblers of some cosmic lock, or I’m blaming the wizards,” Roddy replied. This wasn’t the time to get cute and overlook the obvious. Tech died. Wizards are around. Blame the wizards.

Part of him wanted to just leave the damn robot where he lay. He was heavy, awkward, and probably dead. The rest of Roddy hoped he was OK.

Booted feet approached. After the initial panic, everyone had gotten out of the main corridors. Whether they had all returned to their homes and ships or there had been some sort of civil emergency procedure he hadn’t been briefed on, Roddy couldn’t say. But now they had company.

“Ditch him,” Roddy whispered, letting go of one limp leg and beckoning for Yomin to hurry after him.

“We can’t,” she objected.

“No time,” Roddy said. “If it’s looters, we’re boned.”

“The station’s been dark for ten minutes, tops. There hasn’t been time for roving bands of looters to get organized.”

“You’d be surprised how little organization a roving mob takes to get up a head of steam,” Roddy countered. He could only hope that his extensive experience on the wrong side of the law carried enough weight to buy Yomin letting go of Archie’s other leg.

Yomin looked down. The muscles in her neck tensed. “Fine,” she snapped. “We’re coming back for him, though.”

They dragged Archie behind a waste bin and skedaddled away from the looters.

A voice boomed from down the corridor. It wasn’t technologically amplified; they’d just found someone with a leather bellows for lungs.

“Per station Chief Fujita Hiroko, anyone on board this station with experience or expertise in engineering, computers, or system maintenance is hereby ordered to report for emergency repair crews.”

“Shit,” Yomin muttered as they ducked for cover behind a station map kiosk. “Press gangs.”

Roddy, however, brightened. As he stood to show himself, Yomin yanked him back by the collar. He made a quick mental note to purchase some shirts with closer-fitting necklines.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Yomin snapped in a whisper.

“Whaddaya mean, ‘what’? They’re looking for help fixing the station. I’ve got more experience coaxing wizard-muddled tech back into working order than anyone in the galaxy, I’m guessing. I might not be able to do much on my own, but I sure as hell bet I can with half the station’s mechanics on my side.”

“You’re crazy,” Yomin insisted. “Stick to the plan. Let’s lay low, get Archie back to the ship, get the Mobius
 up and running, and get out of here before anyone’s the wiser. If we split up, we won’t be able to leave.”

Roddy supposed she was right about that. All of that, in fact. Carl wouldn’t ditch anyone. But there was a lot of supposes between Roddy’s plan and Yomin’s. The main point that stuck in Roddy’s craw was that this mess was a coin flip as to whose fault it was. More than likely, it was one of their wizards who’d done this to the station in the first place. That meant that by cutting and running, anything that happened on the station was their fault. Medical shortcomings, unsent distress calls, faulty safety measures, insufficient life support. Lives were on the line, and it wasn’t like they could play dumb about where to lay the blame.

“Right,” Roddy said, pretending to agree with Yomin until he felt safe from another collar-grab. As soon as he judged a window, he burst into the middle of the walkway, arms waving overhead. “Hey! Over here. I’m a starship mechanic. Twenty years experience on all sorts of obsolete and run-down systems.”

One of the gaggle of humans separated himself from the group. “Laaku, huh? ‘Bout time we caught a lucky break.”

“Luckier than lucky,” Roddy said. “This smells like a magic accident. I’m guessing you’ve got some wizards on board who couldn’t keep their hands in their sleeves.”

It was hard to tell when the light shifted by the second as sun and planet switched positions overhead in a constant rotation, but it looked to Roddy as if the human scowled at him. “What do you know about that?”

Suddenly on the accusing end of knowing what might have happened to the station, Roddy kept his hands in clear view and ducked just a little lower. “Hey, I spent years as a wizard’s personal ferryman. Wasn’t my ship or nothing, but I was the one who had to put it back together after a tantrum. He passed away not long back, so I know it can’t be him. Ornery old coot that he was, he can’t work magic from beyond the grave. Lucky for you
 boys, I happen to know a thing or three about how to caress a complex system back into working order. Just give me as many men as you can spare, and I’ll get this straightened out.”

“Hah! That’s the spirit,” the leader said. “Pinchot, escort our fine, four-handed friend to the engine core and give him to Mr. Kane.”

“Yes, sir,” a gangly human barked, snapping a military salute that looked like it came from watching too many marine holos. He turned to Roddy and beckoned with a wave of his hand. “Follow me.”

Pinchot headed off at a brisk pace.

Roddy cleared his throat before departing. “My shy friend over there is ex-navy. Former data pusher. Great with computers. Don’t know how much help she’ll be, but you’re welcome to her.”

Two of the mechanic press gang recruiters dragged Yomin out from her hiding place, glaring lasers at Roddy. As Roddy headed off to catch up with Pinchot, he was glad that any lasers on YF-77 were out of commission.

# # #

Amy sat at the top of the cargo ramp and worried.

A rescued pile of Snakki Bars sat beside her on one side. Shoni sat quietly on the other. Whether Shoni was worrying or not, Amy couldn’t tell. Neither of them was talking. Every once in a while, they caught each other looking the other’s way.

Amy stood. “I should go look for them.”

“Sit,” Shoni ordered. “If this is magic, it’ll come back on its own. If they still have tech, they’ll come back when they notice their comms don’t work. Forcing open doors and wandering around without a working comm is just going to cause trouble and get you lost.”

With a sigh, Amy sat. Shoni’s logic was sound. But right then Amy didn’t want to be logical. She wanted to know what was going on, that Carl and the others were safe, and that everything was going to be all right.

The door to their hangar bay shrieked in protest as someone manually forced it open.

“There. You see? They’re back,” Shoni said with a wave of her hand toward the door. The emergency phosphorescents in the cargo bay weren’t enough to cast light that far. The door was obscured in the gloom of the dead hangar.

“Hello in there?” an unfamiliar voice called out.

“Hello yourself,” Amy shouted back. “What’s going on in this crazy place?”

The door opened and bioluminescent lamps shone inside, illuminating little but at least providing silhouettes of the station personnel who entered. Four of them came into the hangar bay where the quiet Mobius
 brooded.

“Stationwide blackout,” the rough-cut guy in the Maho Saigai Mining uniform said brusquely. “We’re rounding up any mechanics, techs, or engineers available for emergency duty. We’ve lost life support, so it’s all hands on deck until we get the air recyclers and main power back on.”

Amy shrugged. It was magic after all; nothing else would explain the station and
 the ship losing power. She wasn’t getting dragged into a work detail. “Sorry. Just the captain’s girl. He lets me fly it sometimes, but space me if I know how the innards fit together.”

“How ‘bout you?” the recruiter asked Shoni. “Laaku are all good with tech.”

“Too good,” Shoni replied. “I’m an astral cartographer. I don’t deal in physical labors.”

The station lackeys looked at one another before the lead recruiter fixed Shoni with a hard look. “Listen, lady. I’ve gotten every excuse in the book in the short time I’ve been rounding up mechanics. From spinal injuries to a failure to understand English, I’ve heard some far out lies. So if you’re not an astral cartographer, fess up right now.”

“Phabian Academy of Physical Sciences, Class of 2545,” Shoni replied, holding her chin high.

Amy wasn’t sure if the light-furred laaku scientist could read between the lines to figure out that these fine fellows seemed ready to recruit her on the basis of her scientific background. It was possible that she was. If so, it meant that her professional and academic pride was getting in the way of following her own advice to keep the crew together.

“Come with us,” the recruiter said. “Chief Fujita will want to talk to you.”

“Who?” Shoni asked.

“Her name was on the welcome broadcast,” Amy pointed out. “She’s the station manager.”

“Well,” Shoni said, standing and brushing off her pants. “Let’s go see what this is all about, then.”

Amy opened her mouth to object but realized that anything she said to dissuade the laaku was more likely to get herself dragged along than Shoni to stay behind. And one of them, at least, needed to stay with the ship. Rescue missions were the crew’s stock in trade. Someone always seemed to need rescuing. But someone needed to keep track of who needed what rescue and where.

“Good luck,” Amy called after Shoni as she left the hangar with her escorts.

“I am a scientist,” Shoni retorted. “Luck is the residue of imperfect understanding. I leave as little as I can.”

# # #

Carl led the way to the Mobius
 . At least, he led Cedric and Esper, plus Rai Kub by extension, in the direction that he best remembered the Mobius
 being.

In most modern cities, day and night were a matter of lighting changes and aerial scenery. Once you got to some of the rougher colonies toward the edge of ARGO space, night would settle over some like an assassin’s cloak, turning a friendly, backwater civilization into the feral wilds of the criminal underworld.

Normally, space stations were immune to the cycle of day and night, or kept some artificial means of providing a subdued difference for the sake of the residents’ circadian rhythms.

With the absence of power, YF-77 had taken on a sinister aspect. Footsteps echoed with no thrum of engines and bustle of humanity to drown them out. The grills and auto-pots of the Noodle-O-Rama lay idle. Moving walkways refused to budge, insisting on making long stretches of corridors even longer.

“Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Esper whispered. It seemed that whispering was the only way for their voices not to echo from the upper reaches of the station.

“Yeah,” Carl lied. “Sure I am.”

“OK…” Esper drawled skeptically.

They kept on following the contours of the station, finding their way under the slow strobe of sun and planetlight.

“You three. Halt.”

The voices came just as Carl heard the footsteps approaching from behind them. He gritted his teeth and swore beneath his breath. He’d been hoping to get the wizards back to the Mobius
 before anyone noticed them.

“Leave this to me,” he whispered.

“Hey,” Carl called out, raising a friendly hand in a wave. “We’re lost. Can you lend three idiots a hand finding their ship?”

“Station facilities are off limits,” one of the station security officers informed them as he drew within less-than-shouting distance. “All non-emergency personnel and all station visitors are confined to quarters or the vessels they arrived on until power is restored. If any of you are mechanics, techs, or engineers, Station Chief Fujita has ordered you to report for emergency repair duty.”

Carl chuckled. “I tried joining the navy, but failed out of flight school for the mechanics’ test.”

Esper pulled a necklace from inside her sweatshirt. Carl cringed, expecting it to be the Convocation’s pendant. Instead, it was a silver circle amulet, stylized to look like Earth with arrows pointing out in all directions. “We seek the one true word of God,” she said with a sideways nod to Cedric.

Cedric caught on quickly, clearing his throat. “I studied ancient history. If you have an aqueduct or a windmill in need of repair, I might lend my expertise. But I’ve only recently purchased a datapad; I only use it to keep in touch with friends in other systems.”

“Fine. Whatever,” the security officer grumbled with a dismissive wave. “Just clear the corridors for official use.”

Carl raised a finger. “Point of order: I prefaced this conversation by mentioning that we were looking
 for our ship.”

“Ha!” Esper shouted. “I knew
 you were lost.”

Spreading his arms sheepishly, Carl offered a paltry smile. “I had a solid idea before downing a few beers and lights going nutso on us. But these fine gentlemen can no doubt direct us to hangar bay D-12. Am I right, or am I right?”

The security officers grumbled, but Carl had them backed into a logical corner. If they wanted Carl, Esper, and Cedric off the main travel paths through the station, they had to be ready to tell them how to get where they were going. A minute later, they were under way.

As soon as the station flunkies were out of earshot, Carl shot Esper a scowl. “Never get caught where you don’t belong unless you’re willing to act lost and really sell it.”

“You sold me,” Esper said.

“Me too,” Cedric agreed.

“Hey, what’s that over in the corner?” Carl asked, pointing to a greasy smear that looked suspicious.

“A mess. And don’t change the subject,” Esper replied.

Carl shook his head. Something didn’t look right. The smear had a direction to it. It had been wiped up, but someone had gotten sloppy—or rushed. He followed it behind an overturned table and discovered a hastily disposed body.

It was wearing his EV helm.

“What’s Archie—?” Esper asked before clapping a hand over her mouth. “Oh, no!”

“Tech is tech, even if he’s mostly a person,” Carl said. He turned to Cedric. “Looks like you might have gotten your wish.”

The lanky, dark-haired younger version of Mort broke the illusion of being his father when he came up short of words. Cedric shook his head in denial. “That wasn’t my intention.”

“Yeah, nothing around here was your intention,” Carl muttered. “Esper, get him back to the ship. Keep him there. Don’t let him out of your sight or use any more magic than that little trick of yours with the pendant?”

“This thing?” Esper asked, tugging it free of her sweatshirt once more. “I picked this up on Agos VI. They’re quite pro-Seeker despite having a firm hold of the word of God as they received it. This thing’s perfectly real.”

“Well, get Cedric out of here and don’t take your eyes off him. As soon as we get everyone to the ship and get it working—assuming someone hasn’t already—we’re off this orbiting merry-go-round.”

“What about you?” Cedric asked.

Carl sighed. “I’m gonna see if I can drag this poor bastard back to the ship. Hopefully, Archie was enough of a wizard that this didn’t do him in for good.”

“I wish I could help you,” a tiny voice squeaked from the front pocket of Esper’s sweatshirt.

“Maybe I could just—” Esper began, but Cedric laid a hand on her shoulder.

“Don’t compound my error.”

Right about then, Carl was willing to risk Esper just levitating the damn robot the whole way to the Mobius
 . But this was the worst Carl had seen magic screw with tech. Well, Ithaca was technically worse, but that was a purposeful thing, enforced by mystical obelisks or some bullshit. Cedric had gone and pitched the laws of science into a plasma recycler. Who could even tell how bad the damage had been and what might set it off anew.

“Get outta here,” Carl ordered. “I’ve got this.”

The two wizards wished him well and headed off for the ship. By the guards’ estimate, it was only about half a kilometer to their hangar.

Picking up an ankle in each hand, Carl shuffled along, pulling Archie behind him like a rickshaw. “Where to, pal? Mobius
 , you say? That’ll be twelve hundred terras, half up front. And no, I don’t take Convocation credit.”

# # #

Shoni was winded by the time she reached the top of the stairs. It wasn’t fair to ask her to climb eight stories up emergency access shafts when the steps weren’t built for laaku accommodation. The human-friendly spacing between treads had been murder on her back and her cardiovascular system.

“Who’s this?” a human woman asked when the guard—whose name was Samar—led Shoni out of the access shafts and into the station proper once more.

“This here is Dr. Shoni of Ikuzu, Miss Saunders,” Samar replied respectfully. “Chief said she wanted an astrophysicist if we came across one.”

“Stellar cartographer, specifically,” Shoni added.

“Seriously?” Miss Saunders asked, raising her eyebrow fur. It was hard to tell by lamplight, but she appeared pale and thin to nearly the point of gaunt. “We had a stellar cartographer on board.”

“Yep,” Samar replied.

“Come right this way.”

Shoni shrugged and followed Miss Saunders into the adjoining office. The human woman had to turn to fit through, but Shoni merely angled her shoulders to avoid soiling her shirt on the disreputable-looking door.

“Ma’am, we have someone here claiming to be a stellar cartographer,” Miss Saunders reported to another human woman, this one wearing a business suit of human styling.

“This isn’t the time for joking,” the station chief said icily.

Shoni marched across the space between the outer office and the chief’s desk. “I am Dr. Shoni of Ikuzu. I can only infer from the views I’ve seen through the station’s exterior windows and overhead at the moment that your need of my professional assistance isn’t trivial. Please skip the incredulity and give me as much detail as you can.”

“Details?” Chief Fujita scoffed. She slapped a hand down on her desk with a meaty thwack. “Every system is off line. My station is tumbling in orbit. Karafuto IV has three moons, and we could be on a collision course with any of them. I have no computers to tell me where we’re heading. I need someone to find out how long we’ve got before one of those moons crosses our path.”

Chief Fujita’s office had an observation deck, a luxury on most occasions. Now it was Shoni’s best vantage point to view the surrounding planetary system. The station chief followed Shoni up.

“What can you tell?” Chief Fujita asked after allowing Shoni a moment of quiet observation.

“Well, without a computer, and with the station’s angular velocity, it’s hard to say. I will venture that it does not appear that the orbits of the three moons will be a problem for us.”

“How can you be certain without a computer?” Chief Fujita asked, trying to follow Shoni’s skyward gaze but having obvious struggles with vertigo.

Shoni sighed and climbed back down the steep, human-sized steps to the main level of the office. “Of course, I’ll need something low-tech to make hand calculations, as well as anything you can scrounge up. You are correct, of course. Without running detailed computer simulations, there is an uncomfortable margin of error involved here. Hopefully, once I can at least manage some better measurements than visual estimation and run those numbers through hand-scribbled equations, I can reduce that to an actionable degree of accuracy.”

“How long will it take?” Miss Saunders asked nervously.

Chief Fujita whirled on the woman. “What are you still doing here, Kendra? Start gathering anything that can be written on, written with, or used to make close-range celestial observations.”

Miss Saunders stiffened. “Yes, ma’am.”

Shoni shook her head as the chief’s assistant departed. “I’ve got to get me one of those. I haven’t had grad students in over a decade.”

“If there was anything you were holding back in front of her, speak now,” Chief Fujita stated coldly.

Shoni fixed the human with a puzzled look. Why would she hold back the very scientific observations she had been summoned to make? “I didn’t hold anything back.”

“Without calculations, why would you presume to state that the moons won’t be an issue, then?” Chief Fujita demanded.

Shoni drew herself up as tall as her laaku stature would allow. “Admittedly, this is only based on preliminary estimates and organic observation, but we will hit the atmosphere long before any of the moons will cross our path.”

# # #

“Oh my God!”

Those were Amy’s first words to them as Esper and Cedric squeezed through the partially opened door to the hangar where the Mobius
 docked. Out in the travel ways, the overhead glass let in light from both the planet and sun. In the enclosed hangar, there was neither.

Esper rushed forward to hug Amy but drew up short. She put a hand out in front of her toward the ship’s pilot. “Hold on.” Reaching into her pocket, Esper withdrew Rai Kub and set him down on the cargo ramp.

Amy screamed.

Rai Kub ducked, covering his ears.

Esper cringed. “Easy. It’s just Rai Kub.”

“That’s not Rai Kub,” Amy protested, pointing down at the normally huge security officer of the Mobius
 . “That’s like 1 percent of a Rai Kub.”

“I was turned small,” Rai Kub explained.

“Oh,” Amy said with incredulous sarcasm. “Is that all? Well, I’m sorry for not expecting to find someone pulling the largest sentient creature I’ve ever flown from her pocket.”

For some reason, the mention of size flashed an image of Kubu in Esper’s mind. He hadn’t been quite as large as Rai Kub, but the comparison was apt. By now, of course, Kubu was probably much larger.

“We’ll fix him up as soon as things get back to normal,” Esper explained. “For now, we’re hoping science decides it’s safe to come out of hiding soon.”

“What happened out there, anyway? Where’s Carl? Where’s the rest of the crew?” Amy asked rapid fire without a pause for Esper to get a word in edgewise.

“I am no longer being hunted at present,” Cedric explained.

“Oh,” Amy said.

Esper stood up from her spot by Rai Kub. Now that the stuunji seemed safe from the panic he’d inadvertently caused, Esper felt it was safe to take the hug Amy had been offering. “It’s going to be all right. Carl’s out there bringing Archie back. We found him lying inert in one of the food courts. Someone had hidden him away.”

“I should go and—”

“Stay,” Esper said. “He’s fine out there. Station people are rounding up mechanics. If they find you, you might get rounded up for free labor.”

“They’ve already come and gone,” Amy explained. “They took Shoni when they found out she’s a stellar cartographer. Not sure why, though.”

“Probably because the station is spinning like a festival singer,” a tiny Rai Kub shouted up helpfully. “We could be heading for anything.”

Amy shot an accusing look at Cedric. “What did you do to this place? We came here to give you a ride, not lay waste to a corporate mining outfit.”

“Take it easy on him,” Esper encouraged softly.

“No. She’s correct,” Cedric said. “I’m a hazard. Esper will need to remain close by to harden the universe against my fits of magical mayhem.”

Amy leaned close to Esper. “Is he safe to have on board?”

“I’ll make sure he is,” Esper assured her. She raised her voice. “Come on. Let’s get inside.”

“Most of the ship’s dark,” Amy reported. “Half the ship’s phosphorescents aren’t even working right, so watch your step in the common room. And don’t open the fridge.”

Esper scowled, noting the pile of Snakki Bar wrappers on the cargo ramp. “Why not?”

“The beer is making a shrill, whining sound.”

Esper tried not to shoot Cedric a disapproving scowl but failed. “Anything else we need to worry about?”

“Crashing into moons?” Rai Kub suggested. “This planet we circle has moons. They were quite large if you could catch sight of them as we spin.”

“Everything’s looking large to you right now,” Amy snarked.

“Sooner we get you stationed somewhere safe, the better,” Esper told Cedric, finally getting him to follow her into the ship.

Esper felt her way to the stairs, dodging crates and discarded engine parts. Most of it was stuff that had been kicking around the hold for months, so Esper knew what to expect. She took Cedric by the hand, arm, and shoulder by turns to maneuver him through the obstacle course.

Following him up the stairs, Esper tried not to stare at Cedric’s backside. From three steps below him, however, it was hard not to.

“I can see you, you know,” Mort snarled. Despite the murky lighting, Mort appeared as if light by those special lights holo-recording people use to chase away shadows without glare. “You need to keep that boy’s magic under control until you get him someplace nice and safe, with breathable air fresh from a tree and not a box in the wall. Focus.”

Focus. Esper could do that.

Cedric stopped at the common room door. Esper squeezed past, possibly not taking the widest route around the handsome young wizard. After tripping on an overturned chair and blundering into the glass wall separating the kitchen from the rest of the common room, Esper gave up and collapsed onto the couch, dragging Cedric down beside her.

“What now?” he asked.

“We wait,” Esper replied. “Sooner or later, we’ll either get science back, in which case once everyone gets here, we leave. Or this space station smashes against a moon and we’re dead before we know it.”

“That wasn’t comforting.”

“You didn’t ask to be comforted,” Esper replied. “You asked what came next. I’ve spent a lot of my short life hiding from uncomfortable truths. I’m finding it’s better, if not easier, to confront them head on.”

In the dark, all she could see was Mort, incongruously lit by her imagination. Her last comment was addressed squarely at him.

“Good a time as any to tell him,” Mort said. “No one else around. Nothing going on. Plus, we’re liable to all be going down the Lucifer-chute any moment, thanks to this techno-Titanic.”

“So quiet,” Cedric remarked. “I wonder if this is how our ancient ancestors felt, cowering in their caves from a winter storm. All they could do was huddle for warmth and hope that the storm would pass before it buried the cave entrance too deeply to dig out.”

“Can you say something to this maudlin offspring of mine, please?” Mort demanded, pacing the common room. “This isn’t a fitting way for a man to meet his end.”

“Ever thought about how you’d die?” Esper asked. Why pander to Mort’s wishes when the man beside her was flesh and blood, and she knew far less about him.

Cedric gave a mirthless snort. “When I was a boy, the thought never crossed my mind. I was the hero of every imagined story. I was the pirate captain, the king, the mighty heir to Merlin slaying dragons. But sometime while I was at university, I started having nightmares about it.”

“What kind of nightmares?” Esper asked. She’d known enough men in her life to know that cracking the shell on one was rare. This unguarded moment couldn’t be allowed to pass by.

“That my father came back,” Cedric replied. She could hear the bitterness in his voice and hoped that Mort could hear it just as clearly. “It was right after I’d declared for the Order of Gaia. Father came to my lecture hall and called me out in front of all the prospective terramancers of my year. I was a disgrace, shunning the Order of Prometheus. Which was bollocks, and I knew that when I was awake. The Order of Gaia was the Brown family legacy. It was Father who was the disgrace, not me. But that didn’t stop me from waking up screaming three nights or more a week after he burned me alive.”

Mort came over and crouched at Cedric’s knee. “Ceddie. I never knew. I never would have hurt you.”

Esper’s eyes misted over. She heard the stuffiness in her voice when she next spoke. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I gave you the book. I was only trying to help Mort. None of this would have happened if not for me.”

“I need you, Esper,” Cedric said. “I don’t know how, but you’ve resisted. You’re still in control. I need to learn how to master the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts
 before I kill again. Next time it could be someone I care for. Possibly Carl or Amy, maybe one of the laaku. Even… you.”

Esper drew him close, and Cedric wept on her shoulder.

“Good Lord, boy,” Mort scolded, drawing himself to his feet. “Pull yourself together. Universe is watching. It’s a slippery slope down to Irrelevantsville. You’ve got to grab this business by the cojones and keep punching until the universe won’t dare look crossways at you.”

Esper glared at Mort over Cedric’s shoulder, then closed her eyes and just held the one member of the Brown family who was still flesh and blood.

# # #

Dembe Maroun sat in his glass-walled prison cell of a lift car and watched Karafuto IV pass by over and over. Without the auto-darkening feature of the station’s exterior windows functioning, the glare from the system’s star stung his eyes. Still, shielding the glare with a hand was better than staring at the dead lift-control console.

Clanging from above drew Dembe’s attention to the roof of the lift car. As the noises drew closer, he stood and waited. When booted feet thumped against the roof of the car, he knew that help had arrived.

The emergency hatch in the lift car’s roof popped open. “Hey, need a hand in there?”

“Thanks, just enjoying the scenery,” Dembe called up to Yonson. “Nah, forget that exhaust; I want outta this thing.”

Yonson extended a hand down and pulled Dembe up. There was grunting and manly noises aplenty as each struggled in a minor show of who was putting more effort into the rescue. Dembe figured as long as he gave a good showing, he didn’t mind if Yonson held this one over his head a while.

Some things were more important than pride. Getting the hell off that lift was one of them.

Of course, there was still the matter of climbing up to a level with a working door, but Yonson had to have thought of that before coming down after him.

“What’s up with the power failures?” Dembe asked. “Someone finally put the main reactor out of its misery.”

“Don’t joke about that,” Yonson warned him gravely. “Hits a little too close to home. Some people are saying we had wizards on board. One of them fucked us all good. Everything’s
 down. My wrist chono, sitting beside the washroom sink in my apartment mind you, got wiped clean.”

“What’s the repair estimate?” Dembe asked as he climbed, following Yonson up the shaft.

“Repair? We’ve got crews working on it, but the real question is the crash estimate. Chief’s got some stellar cartographer working with her, figured out we got about six-and-a-half hours until this thing clips the atmosphere. After that, we turn into a meteorite.”

“How long we got left of that six and a half?” Dembe asked, a sick feeling rising in his stomach, completely unrelated to the station’s dizzying spin.

Yonson stopped, craning his neck to look down into Dembe’s eyes. “Now what did I just tell you about my chrono?” He resumed his climb, muttering about damn fool questions.

# # #

Marcy Dakota sat on the floor of the kitchen, eating glowing, floating shrimp because no one else seemed brave enough to try them. They didn’t light the kitchen enough to see by, anyway, and they tasted fine. The texture was exactly what she could have expected from lukewarm shrimp. The only real surprised was that as she swallowed, they fought back just a bit, trying to rise back up her throat.

She washed them down with wine.

Whenever the power came back, the Dancing Cricket was going to find itself running low on alcohol. Once rumors had spread of the station’s impending demise unless repairs came quick and widespread, patron and staff alike raided the restaurant’s stores.

Bert, the new waiter, stumbled over by light of a pocket glow-rod and sat beside her. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Marcy replied.

“You, uh…”

“Not interested,” Marcy replied. It wasn’t as if he was the first to suggest pairing off before the station crashed. How anyone could get in the mood with doom creeping up behind them was beyond her.

Without another word, Bert scurried off to find someone more gullible, desperate, or lonely than her.

Marcy continued to drink straight from a bottle of Villa Catalina 2549. It was a good year. It deserved a rare fillet of Martian Angus to pair with. But, like Marcy, it was going to meet its end without a partner.

She had considered going home. Her apartment was a half-hour’s walk away, but that was with the moving floors running. She didn’t even want to consider how long it would take under nothing but leg power. Too long. She didn’t want to die tired. She didn’t want to die at all. But if she had to go, drunk seemed the best way.

Why worry away your last moments?

Pawing around the edge of her plate to find her fork, Marcy skewered another of the mysteriously glowing shrimp and popped it into her mouth. Tilting back her head, she drained the last of the Villa Catalina and let the bottle roll away.

# # #

Ted McAllister had run out of popcorn. Even closing his eyes, he couldn’t escape the stroboscopic effect of the sun passing his field of vision every few seconds. He wished to death that the station’s thrusters had all failed simultaneously.

No one was coming for him. He had no way to know whether anyone else on the station had survived whatever catastrophe had caused the thrusters to go offline.

It had been hours.

Shouldn’t there have been a rescue crew by now? Someone with a battery backup could have tethered his chair to an umbilical to lower him down. Weren’t these chairs supposed to lower automatically in the event of a power failure?

Just one more faulty system on FY-77.

If Ted survived this ordeal, he was tendering his resignation, suing Maho Saigai for dangerous working conditions, and living out his days on a Class A colony with an atmosphere completely supplied by flora.

The thought of atmosphere made Ted start wondering how much air he had left. He tried to keep calm, but the eerie silence when there should have been a faint, ever-present rush of pumped air made his heart race and his greedy lungs suck in wasteful amounts of the stuff.

Ted’s stomach growled.

The popcorn had been a snack. Supervising a station move was supposed to have been a couple hours babysitting, not a life sentence. It hadn’t even been good popcorn if he had to be honest about it. It was the stuff available in the public dispensary. A factory on Ganymede churned it out and shipped it across the galaxy. For Sol-made, it was pretty low-end stuff.

As final meals went, popcorn wasn’t the sort of thing Ted would have preferred. Something from the Dancing Cricket would have been nice. He couldn’t afford to dine there more than once or twice a year. Usually there was a woman involved.

Ted opened his eyes. The lids twitched at the alternating light, dark, bright, dark of the planet and sun juxtaposing in his field of vision.

“Should have called in sick…”

# # #

The station chief’s desk was covered in grease pen calculations. The glossy surface now resembled a university professor’s vidboard. But Shoni hadn’t been demonstrating mathematical proofs or using the desk as a visual aid for a lecture. This was the mathematics of life and death.

“Any different this time?” Chief Fujita asked, staring over Shoni’s shoulder at the calculations. “I can’t read laaku mathematical notation.”

Shoni suppressed a haughty scoff, as if the unfamiliar symbols were to blame for the human woman’s lack of mathematical understanding. Not one laaku in a million had the technical background to grasp the underpinnings of her calculations. Probably fewer than one in ten million humans would catch on. If there was another living creature on board this derelict station who could interpret her calculations as written, she’d eat this grease pen.

If it weren’t for the utter fiction of many of her assumptions and the primitive measurements she’d had to rely on, Shoni could have published this desk in a scientific journal.

“More precise, perhaps,” Shoni allowed. “But the results are consistent. We are now just five hours away from impact with the planet’s atmosphere. Bear in mind that even once all station systems are back online, there will be some time required to neutralize our uncontrolled rotation and counteract the momentum we have toward the planet. I’m not an expert at this station’s operation. How long will that take?”

“Much of that will depend on the state of the systems we get up and running,” Chief Fujita replied. She kept her hands clasped behind her back and no fear evident in her voice. She was taking this whole disaster like a calm, rational leader, not like a human at all. “At full power and computer control, half an hour, perhaps. This isn’t a starship. We don’t have the structural support for rapid maneuvering.”

“What if we disabled thrust overrides and risked hull breaches?” Shoni asked.

Chief Fujita raised her eyebrow fur. “I thought you said you weren’t an expert.”

“Few systems run at full capability due to safety concerns,” Shoni replied. She painstakingly began drawing out another series of calculations for the chief’s benefit. Though the math was simplified, forcing herself to convert to human notation was arduous. “You see? If we can get even 10 percent more thruster output, if your thirty-minute estimate for full computer control is accurate, we could make the same maneuver in just twenty-three minutes.”

Chief Fujita paced. “I hope to God that we’re not cutting this to within seven minutes of destruction.”

“I would have hoped to keep it to greater than five hours,” Shoni said with a sigh. “But we live in the galaxy we have, not the one we’d build from scratch.” Shoni cleared her throat. “If you don’t mind… the calculations aren’t changing, and I’m not especially useful at fixing mechanical systems. Would you mind if I went to see my friends now? I… appreciate your company, but…”

“I understand,” Chief Fujita said quietly. “Go.”

Shoni gave a nod and hastened to exit the station chief’s office. If she was going to meet her end, it wasn’t going to be with a human woman she’d just met. There was only one person she needed to see, and she didn’t even know where he was.

Just as she cleared the outer office and reached the emergency stairs, Shoni heard Chief Fujita’s voice rise. “Kendra, can you come in here?” There was something plaintive in that call. Perhaps the station chief knew who she wanted to spend her final hours with as well.

# # #

Carl had come back with Archie, and Esper and Cedric retired to her quarters. Sharing the darkness and solitude of the slumbering vessel had been eerie but intimate. Sharing that same darkness in the company of a robot’s dead shell crossed the line into macabre.

Several of Mort’s old belongings cast faint glows when active or merely allowed out of their little boxes and cases. The small bedchamber was lit with the eldritch equivalent of candlelight.

“Is there enough air?” Cedric asked, eyeing the closed door. He tugged at his collar. “It’s a little… warm in here.”

Esper dug in her footlocker and found a necklace of glass beads.

“Never thought that thing would come in handy,” Mort muttered at the sight of the charm.

“This can make air,” Esper explained. “It came from Earth. I think I can fool it into thinking it’s being worn without actually having to wear it.”

“What’s wrong with wearing it?” Cedric asked.

Esper muttered a mild charm, thinking that if such a minuscule magic tipped the station over the edge, they were goners already. She wrinkled her nose as the necklace activated, then hung it from a hook in her closet. “It smells like wet buffalo and dung.”

Cedric chuckled. “The lesser evil, I suppose.”

Esper sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled Cedric close. “Life is filled with suboptimal choices. Sometimes knowing which is the best of your bad options is the key to wisdom, if not happiness.”

Cedric’s arms were surprisingly strong for a wizard. She supposed it was working outdoors, even if the work itself wasn’t manual labor.

Esper pushed herself gently away so as not to seem as if she were shunning him. With deliberate slowness, she reached down and pulled her sweatshirt up over her head. “You were right though. It’s still warm in here.” She leaned back in and curled against him.

Though the thin fabric of her undershirt was damp with sweat, Cedric didn’t shy from wrapping her in his arms again. “I’ll stand in judgment for this. I mean… not this
 but rather this whole affair.”

“A man who can feel guilt is not beyond redemption,” Esper murmured. “One who feels the pain of his actions has only to choose whether to seek it or to take the downhill slope.” She nuzzled against Cedric’s neck. His scent was manly—and preferable to the growing aroma of African safari.

Mort cleared his throat. “Not that I mind you offering Ceddie a shoulder to cry on, but this is taking things a wee bit far.”

Esper ignored him.

“Is this the church’s teachings?” Cedric asked, squirming just a little.

“Not mine,” Esper admitted. “It’s a tesud idea that comes from the single commandment God gave them: in all actions, seek to lessen suffering. They don’t neglect the suffering of self, either.”

“You’re young to be so wise,” Cedric noted. “When did you ever find the time?”

“You’re asking whether I tried time extension,” Esper replied. She kissed the exposed skin between Cedric’s beard and his collarbone. “I have. I’m twenty-five, but I’ve lived three lifetimes.”

She felt Cedric swallow. “There’s… a way for two people to join in their dreams.”

“I know.”

“We could—”

Esper pulled Cedric down and covered his mouth in a kiss. There was no diversion, no ulterior motive this time. When she finally released Cedric to let him catch his breath, she managed the first words. “If these are destined to be our last moments, I don’t want to spend them in a fantasy world. What have we got left to fear?”

“Angry wizards who can see you despoiling a good, wholesome boy!” Mort shouted.

Esper ignored him. This wasn’t about Mort.

“I’ve got some rip-roaring ideas about how magic can save this iron tomb when science fails to wake up,” Mort persisted.

Esper slid her hands under Cedric’s shirt and worked the garment over his head. She lay back and was pleased to find he had the sense to do the same for her.

Breath came quick. Despite wearing less clothing by the moment, the room only seemed to grow warmer. Esper’s briefly held concerns that Cedric might not have known what to do with a woman were put to rest quickly. His bookish and gentlemanly manner melted away once the obstacles of propriety and mutual interest were cleared aside.

Mort spluttered helplessly in the corner but soon vanished.

Time vanished.

The space station vanished.

The scent of wildebeest vanished.

All that remained were two wizards admitting to something that had seemed obvious from their first encounter.

Esper had sworn to keep Cedric close and stop him from performing any magic. As she drifted into helpless ecstasy, Esper could only hope that Cedric was too distracted to try anything else.

# # #

Roddy had a Maho Saigai tool kit, same as everyone else on the emergency crew. It was a ragtag lot, to say the least. Of their eight-mechanic platoon, only two actually worked on the station. Two others were mechanics on a grocery freighter, then there was a woman who owned and operated her own courier service where she did everything from flying to bookkeeping, an ex-navy ordinance handler who’d retired into a life of fixing up hover-cruisers, and a kid barely out of college who claimed to be a whiz with engines.

Then there was Roddy. He was the only laaku.

“All right,” Henshaw bellowed. His voice rang in the discordant silence of the station’s main reactor chamber. He was the station’s lead mechanic. If nothing else, Roddy had at least gotten assigned to the A team. “Our fuel supply has crystallized. We need to warm up the fuel rods, get them back to their natural state, and force a restart of the power systems. I’m looking for ideas on how to generate enough heat with all our other systems down, too.”

“How about we fixture a rod up in one of the lathes in the parts shop?” the ex-navy guy suggested. “Kill the gearbox, wrap the main shaft with chains, spin it up manually. We can use friction to warm the rod.”

Roddy could only hope that there was enough respiratory protection on the stations to filter out the particulate that method would kick into the air.

“Not a bad idea,” Henshaw allowed. “Take the laaku with you. He ought to be able to see inside the guts of a lathe better than one of us.”

Roddy raised a hand. “Actually, I’ve got a lot of experience restarting wizard-fouled systems. Kicking the main reactor into reboot’s not gonna happen with so many minor systems down.”

“The rest of the systems are down because the main reactor’s offline,” one of the grocery-freighter mechanics objected.

“Agreed,” Henshaw stated. “Once we get main power up and running, the thruster team and the air recycler team will have it a ton easier. Hard to make repairs without power for diagnostics.”

“But that’s not how it works with magic,” Roddy protested. “It’s not the reactors or the systems that’s broken here; it’s the laws of physics they run on. There’s probably some damage too since nothing got shut down properly, but that’s secondary. We need to coax science back into believing in itself again.”

Roddy couldn’t believe that he was standing here explaining how magic worked to a bunch of mechanics. Judas must have felt much the same at the Last Supper, except Roddy wasn’t getting a meal out of this betrayal.

Henshaw was already shaking his head. “We can’t get this station running on hocus pocus. I’m not playing psychologist to a bunch of machinery. I’ve taken apart just about every piece of equipment on this whole station, and let me assure you that none of it had a will of its own. It will
 go back together, and it will
 work once we get everything repaired. You just head down and help warm up fuel rods.”

“Actually,” the ex-navy man spoke up. “Can I get someone besides the laaku? Not sure he’s the right man for the job.”

Henshaw scowled but began to nod. He pointed to the courier woman. “Yeah. You, go with him and work on refitting the parts shop’s lathe.”

Just when Roddy thought he might get assigned to something that might actually help, Henshaw dug into one of the specialized bags of tools and handed Roddy a wire brush. “Laaku, you get into the injection ports and scrub ‘em clean. I want everything sliding smooth and easy when those fuel rods are ready to go.”

Roddy took the brush and looked at it like a corn dog with hair coming through the breading. “You gotta be shitting me.”

“Too big a man to clean out an injection port?” Henshaw challenged.

There were chuckles from the other mechanics as they dispersed to their assigned tasks.

“Naw,” Roddy said. No point arguing with the idiot. “I can hack it. Gotten starships back up and running from more wizard mishaps than the rest of you lords and ladies combined, but I’m a team player.”

Roddy just wasn’t playing on Team YF-77.

The instant he was alone with the injection ports, Roddy bolted.

Finding his way through the darkened station was half intuition, half guesswork, and half blind luck. Henshaw didn’t need clean injection ports, and crystallized fuel rods would sort themselves out in time. What this floating factory needed was a little boost of confidence.

“Mort,” Roddy muttered. “If you’re looking up at this mess, I hope you’re getting a good I-told-you-so. I wouldn’t know a tenth what I do about working tech around magic if it wasn’t for you.”

There was little glory in nursing a piece of technology back into working order after a run-in with magic, but there was certainly a degree of satisfaction with reclaiming a lost bit of science back from the jaws of superstition.

Roddy set out to find the most primitive of P-tech systems that had gone offline. He was looking for a washroom.

# # #

Shoni wandered the promenade of the space station, shielding her eyes from directly viewing the catastrophe of celestial lighting that plagued the glassed public areas. She imagined that she could feel the dilation and contraction of her pupils despite knowing that there were no nerve endings to perceive such a physiological response.

“Rodek?” she called out. “Has anyone seen a missing laaku?”

The station felt deserted, though she knew from Chief Fujita that the population was in lockdown, hiding in their quarters or pressed into repair service. Roddy most certainly would have been among those recruited—assuming he hadn’t weaseled out of helping the station repair crews.

A patrol of station security guards rounded the arc of the station, headed her way. “Excuse me? Have any of you seen a laaku? Two centimeters taller than me. Tawny fur. Prominent brow ridge. Answers to Roddy.”

“This area is restricted to emergency personnel,” one of the guards barked. “Return to your ship.” Somehow he seemed to have puzzled out that Shoni wasn’t one of the locals.

“I’m looking for someone, and I shall return to my ship once I’ve located him,” Shoni replied. “He’s likely been assigned to a repair crew, but I have no status on repair team locations. I’m resorting to social engineering now since high-volume linguistics aren’t producing results.”

“Listen, ma’am
 . This station’s heading sub-orbital. Last thing we need is civilians messing with the repair crews.”

Shoni clenched her jaw. “Yes. I know the station is on an atmospheric course. Chief Fujita conscripted my services to make the calculation that told me just how much time I have left before my life ends and I never see my Roddy again. Despite the fact that there are four of you and I lead an admittedly sedentary lifestyle, certain anatomical advantages of my species mean that I can almost certainly outrun you. If you like, you can spend a portion of your remaining time in the temporal dimension chasing me until I lose you in a crawlspace or section of ductwork too small for you to follow, or you can find a more spiritually and socially rewarding manner in which to spend your final moments. Go pray to whatever gods may listen. Spend time with your families. If you have notions that your continued patrol of these vacant corridors will impact the fate of this facility, disabuse yourselves of them immediately and consider what you ought to be doing with the final three hours or so you have remaining. I know I am.”

Shoni marched past the guards and resumed calling out for Roddy. She wished there were a station map functioning so she could identify the likely locations for his repair work. But one thing she did
 know, thanks to his constant complaints about how magic had disrupted the Mobius
 over the years, was that the main reactor would be last on his list of places to work on.

# # #

Yomin slid a computer core into the processing array. It snugged into place comfortably but gave no indication that power was connected. That wasn’t surprising since she was working by the light of a glow rod thanks to the station being entirely powerless.

When the extent of the catastrophe had sunk in, Yomin had premonitions of suffocating. Then someone had brightened her day by pointing out that she’d freeze to death first. Still, by all accounts, those were peaceful ways to die. Not that Yomin had any degree of willingness to pass beyond the realm of chocolate and electronics, but if that’s where she was heading, the lack of major suffering along the way was the tiniest of comforts.

Then news had come that they were going to burn up in the atmosphere. Boiling alive sounded pretty horrific.

As Yomin pulled the next core in the array and swapped it with another from her pile of spares, she wiped tears from her eyes. How could she be grieving for Archie when she was going to follow him in a matter of a few short hours? He’d gone quickly. There hadn’t been the dread and fear of seeing doom coming and being helpless to stop it. He’d been talking one second, gone the next.

Yomin pulled the data crystals out of the core she’d removed and tucked them in a pocket. As best she could tell, this was the station’s archival computing center. Other techs had been pressed into service at other computer stations. She was alone.

Stealing the data crystals was a small act of rebellion against her fate. The only possible benefit would come if the station was saved. The data they contained might be useless, but it also might contain corporate secrets with some monetary value on certain secondary markets. It was a long shot to ever pay off, but so long as Yomin was stealing the crystals, she was thinking like an outlaw. She was thinking like someone who had a future with tomorrow’s date included.

The data crystals felt wet to the touch but solid. It was a bizarre sensation. She blamed it on the magic that had pervaded the station from top to bottom. It was evidence that things weren’t heading for normal at any sort of promising rate. Wet or not, they rattled in her pocket and reminded her that she had plans for tomorrow.

Yomin sniffed, remembering that those plans had included Archie.

# # #

Esper couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so exhausted of body and spirit at once. It felt peaceful, reaching the far side of denial and abstinence with a curious lack of guilt. She lay with her head pillowed on Cedric’s chest, rising and falling with each breath, hearing his heartbeat in the lull between snores.

A thin layer of sweat cooled between the two wizards, binding them loosely together in a sticky embrace. It discouraged Esper from shifting positions. She didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to ruin this moment. She didn’t want to risk that Cedric didn’t feel the same sense of relief.

Esper wanted to wake Cedric. She wanted to climb atop him and arouse him anew. She wanted that moment of bliss back before it faded. She wanted the helpless feeling of being trapped on a dying space station to fade into the helpless joy of experiencing the pinnacle of human connection as a woman, not as a headstrong and rebellious teen as she had been when she’d last committed carnal sin.

In the end, however, the beating heart beneath her ear lulled an exhausted wizard into the warm—slightly tacky—embrace of slumber.

# # #

Esper awoke again immediately. Her mind was trained not to fall into the haphazard kaleidoscope of imagery that most people experienced in dreams. The kitchen table of her cottage in Esperville was as familiar a sight as anyplace in the real world. She entered the realm of her own mind, greeted by the refreshing scent of a hot cup of mint tea.

Taking a sip, she wondered if it might be safe waking up just a little to drag Cedric in here with her. She ruled the thought out immediately. He’d know at once that Esper had more than merely read the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts
 . She’d been living in her own mind far too long for Esperville to look like a lark or a shoddy bit of trial and error.

“What in the blazes are you doing here?” Mort demanded, bursting through the door of her cottage.

“Sleeping,” Esper replied evenly. It felt nice to speak to the wizard without worrying who might overhear. “And, unless I miss my guess, at some point in the next few weeks, this place will wink out of existence. I think I might go horseback riding.”

“What?” Mort bellowed. He stormed back and forth in Esper’s tiny kitchen. “How can you sit there? You’re the worst apprentice the galaxy’s ever seen! First, you don’t supervise an unhinged wizard on the brink of losing control of his powers. Now, you don’t even try to remedy the problem you allowed in the first place? What sort of wizard are you?”

“The kind not making things worse than they already are,” Esper replied. “I don’t know any spell that’s going to whisk us away from whatever this planet is named. I can’t magic the tech back on—I tried, and the universe looked at me like I was speaking pig Latin. My hope is that the station comes to its senses in time. Anything I do to try to help is just going to make things worse. I’m keeping Cedric out of trouble, and that’s my contribution.”

Esper raised an eyebrow, challenging Mort to say anything. He’d studiously avoided the events that had led to him fleeing back to the safe confines of her mind. Had she finally discovered an activity that would get him to stop surveilling her life from behind her eyes?

Mort threw up his hands. “Being a wizard means never running out of options. It means that no matter how bleak things get, you’ve always got the next crazier thing to try. If you let me, I can get us out of this mess in a jiffy.”

Esper slammed her teacup down on its saucer. “No. I’m done turning my life over to you. I’m not your puppet. I’m not your slave. I’m not your anything but jailer. I used to think you were my friend, but since I rescued you from the pit of hell against my better judgment, you’ve gone out of your way to prove otherwise.”

“But, I—”

Esper swept a hand in Mort’s direction. “Begone!”

Mort vanished, shunted back to Mortania where he would remain for as long as Esper stayed in Esperville. Possibly forever. It wasn’t the way she’d intended things to end between them, but neither would she spend her final moments of life being badgered by the old wizard.

Looking out her window, Esper stared at the forest grove where she’d hidden away the portal that connected her realm to Mort’s. She drew the curtain and took another sip of her tea. Even in a reality of her own making, her hand was shaking.

“If only I could exert the same power over him while awake,” she muttered into her teacup.

# # #

Roddy had the housing pulled off the hand-dryer in the first washroom he’d come across. In the pale green light of his phosphorescent glow rod, it looked sinister. The blades of the blower had a vicious angle. There was a coating of rust that didn’t strike him as particularly sanitary. Still, it was the simplest device he could find that was offline.

“C’mon, baby,” he said, giving the blower a twist with a screwdriver as he depressed the activating button. “You can do this.” He spun and pressed, spun and pressed. Button clicked. Bladed spun. Blades stopped. On the tenth try, the device whirred to life.

“Hah!” Roddy cheered. “Still got it!”

Seconds later, the dryer slowed to a halt. That was fine. The machine was working; it just lacked power. He’s gotten it running on its own stored capacitive charge, which had just run out.

In his head, Roddy ran some calculations. Next in his food chain of technological advancement was probably the auto-flusher. If he could turn this washroom into an outpost of scientific example, he could use it to coax some of the more important systems back online. But it had taken him half an hour to get to this place and another twenty minutes or so to get a damned hand dryer working.

The number of intermediary systems he’d have to bring online before even thinking about restarting the station’s main reactor meant that he was going to run out of time.

“Sorry, space station,” Roddy said as he packed up the tool kit he’d been assigned. “I tried. But I’ve got a starship that might need me more than you do.”

By the same logic as he’d used on the hand dryer, Roddy still had time to potentially get the Mobius
 back into working order. All the systems were packed close together, limiting his travel time. Everything had been through this restart and recovery sequence more times than he cared to count. It would be remedial science, not the laborious tutoring he’d just given the dryer.

Roddy could either spend the time he had available on a hopeless effort to save everyone or take his last solid shot at saving everyone he cared about.

It wasn’t even a choice.

# # #

Amy found Carl in the cockpit after waking from a brief nap. He was sitting with his feet up, staring out the forward windows into a darkened hangar.

“Hey,” she said, coming up behind him and running her hands down his shirt.

“You OK?” Carl asked. He twisted to look up at her.

Something in those eyes, shadowed in the faint glow of the emergency phosphorescents, triggered a desperate need in the depths of Amy’s soul. She bent and kissed him.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Carl said afterward.

“I’m invoking the end-of-the-world sex clause,” Amy stated, voice wavering.

“Pass.”

Amy blinked. Given a choice between sex and getting a blaster wound treated, Carl would have picked sex nine times out of ten. “What?”

“World’s not ending,” Carl replied deadpan. He laced his fingers behind his head. “And I’m not just talking about that worthless ball of rock we’re aimed at. Gut tells me this is all gonna work out. Mobius
 is one tough bastard. Even if this whole station crashes and burns, I’m laying odds we’ll pull through.” He lifted a heel and tapped it on the console. “This baby’s bound to snap back to its senses any minute.”

“So… you’re not worried at all?” Amy asked.

“We’ve got time. We’ve got options—with wizards around, there are always options. Worried? Maybe. I’m not a damn fool. But I’m not that
 worried.”

Amy took a deep breath and felt the tension ease from her shoulders. Carl was right. They weren’t doomed. If YF-77 was headed for the planet with no way to avert atmospheric contact, she should be getting precognitive flashes. Unless the same magic had overwhelmed her sense of the inevitable.

“You’re sure?” Amy asked. “You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?”

“Nah,” Carl said with a smirk. “But if you’re looking to feel better, I’m up for that. Just don’t hang a sign on our door that says ‘Do Not Disturb—End of World Sex In Progress.’”

In that moment, Amy couldn’t be certain whether Carl had just twisted her back around to her original proposition just to make her feel better in the process. After all, at the end of the conversation, nothing else would have changed. But if Carl weren’t really that confident that they would get control of the ship back in time, did she really want to know?

Amy hauled Carl out of the pilot’s chair and towed him to their quarters by the front of his shirt.

No, she didn’t want to know.

# # #

Carl stalked out into the darkened common room like a king surveying his castle. He felt invigorated and had a refreshed perspective on their situation.

“Hey, can I get everybody in here?” he called out.

A tiny voice squeaked up from the couch. “I’m right here. Please don’t let anyone sit on me.”

There was a delay from Esper’s quarters. Carl gave the two lovebirds time to rouse themselves from whatever tangle they’d gotten into.

Archie sat on the couch, Carl knew, because if the robot had the power to get up and move around, he surely would have heard him by now. Barring that, Archie would have remained right where Carl had left him.

Amy crept out of their quarters, tucking in her shirt. “What’s gotten into you all of a sudden?”

Carl gave her a knowing smirk that it was probably too dark to make out properly, but she’d have filled in the blanks from her imagination, he knew.

“I’ve got some ideas,” he whispered.

Amy’s eyeroll was audible in her voice. “Great, now I’m worried again.”

Esper’s door opened. She emerged carrying a candle whose flame burned with unearthly blue fire. It wasn’t much, but it acted as a beacon in the darkened common room. Cedric followed her out, and Carl gave him a sly thumbs up.

“What’s going on?” Esper asked.

“I’ve had an epiphany,” Carl said, holding up his hands.

“You need to be baptized?” Esper asked dryly.

Carl snorted. “Not exactly. But I think tech’s maybe had its chance to come back on its own. Time to take matters into our own hands. I lost track of time a little, but we’ve got to be running low by now.”

“Roddy’s not back,” Esper pointed out. “If you want the Mobius
 fixed first, we’ll need him.”

Carl strode over and flicked the necklace Esper wore. Glass beads wafted an agrarian-world stink into the common room, but that was a fair trade for breathable air. “We’ve got magic life support. We can drag the cargo ramp closed on manual. I say we magic the hangar doors open and vent ourselves off this barge.”

“We’ll still be heading for the planet,” Amy pointed out.

Carl raised a finger. “Aha! Mort always said it was dangerous dropping to astral on the move, but we’d hardly be moving, and it still sounds less
 dangerous than staying on board a station that’s heading planetside. We hang out in the astral, breathing cattle-scented air freshener until Roddy gets the ship back up and running.”

He looked around for support. Amy looked like she was on board. Archie didn’t object. Rai Kub’s action-figure-sized features were too small to get a read on him.

“No,” Esper said. “Using that much magic would make the station’s plight even worse. We’d be holding them underwater to avoid drowning. I won’t do it.”

Carl pointed two index fingers Cedric’s way. “Well, Ceddie-boy, time to step into the ring and put on your dad’s gloves. You owe us one for getting us into this mess. Time to pay the piper. Astral drop duty falls to you.”

The look of guilt that etched itself on Cedric’s features was a sure sign that Carl had hooked him with that line. But before the weight of that burden could squeeze a ‘yes’ out of him, Esper stepped between Carl and Cedric.

“I refuse to let him,” Esper said. “While there’s still hope for the people of this station, I’m not letting us sacrifice them so we can survive.”

Carl seethed through flared nostrils. “This isn’t the time for moral mathematics. The needs of the ‘us’ outweigh the survival of the ‘them.’ Cedric here just needs to man up, accept that he did something horrible, and make it right some other day. For now, if you won’t get us safely into astral, Cedric’s gonna have to.

“No.”

“I would also not like to abandon everyone,” Rai Kub squeaked.

There were times when Carl found adversaries that wouldn’t yield to logic, cajoling, lying, or threats. Usually those sort of problems got sorted out with a blaster or by sicking Mort on them. But Carl discovered for once that there was nothing he could do here. If Esper and Cedric stuck firmly together, he couldn’t make either one of them do a damn thing.

He reached into his pockets and felt a terra coin. Was he really desperate enough to offer Esper a coin flip’s chance?

# # #

Carl pulled out a five-terra coin and held it up.

Esper looked at the thing in disbelief. Could Carl seriously be thinking of offering her a double-or-nothing chance on a matter this grave?

“Heads you help us,” Carl said, turning the coin to show both sides. “Tails we hang around and do what we can for the station.”

Mort stood at Esper’s side, shaking his head. “There are times I wonder what’s wrong with that boy.”

Reaching out and snatching the coin from Carl’s hand, Esper threw it into the dim recessed of the common room. It pinged and clattered, then rolled to a wobbly stop.

“So, when faced with zero chance of getting your way, you offer me fifty-fifty odds of acting against my conscience?” Esper accused. “Which one of us taught elementary school mathematics?”

Carl scowled. “Oh, yeah.”

“Forget Carl,” Mort advised.

Esper was with him that far.

“Time for some real magic,” Mort continued.

That was where the dead wizard lost her.

“Excuse me a moment,” Esper told everyone. “I need to compose myself.”

Without waiting for Cedric to pursue, she closed herself inside her quarters.

“No,” she whispered.

“Science takes time,” Mort reasoned. “You let it give the old college try, but this rusty flying bathtub won’t pull itself together before it’s too late.”

“We are not consigning every living person on this station to their deaths,” Esper said, struggling to keep from raising her voice when the wizard made no pretense of lowering his own. “End of story.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Mort said, leaning against her door and crossing his arms. “Grand feats of magic are what keep the peasants in awe of us. Save this station and every man, woman, and child aboard will remember you to their dying day as a savior.”

Esper offered an incredulous glare. There was nothing her
 magic could do that would affect a station this size.

“What?” Mort asked haughtily. “Crisis of confidence? I’ve got two
 plans, either of which would save this little flying ark until the storm seas of errant magic calm, and science can put its dinghies on the water once again.”

“There’s no way I’m letting you take control of me again,” Esper warned. “You barely let go last time. And even if I do, what damage will you do in the meantime?”

“It was a nice body to try out,” Mort said by way of oblique apology. “Not my style. Wouldn’t want to keep it. But still, it felt good filling real lungs with air.”

“Get out,” Esper said. “Get out right now, or I’m conjuring a false Cedric in my head and rolling in the lawns of Mortania Castle with him while you’re tied to a chair.”

Mort opened his mouth, aghast. The wizard scowled, but one sudden move toward him by Esper and he was gone.

# # #

Roddy slunk along the corridors of the visitors’ ring. He could only read the non-digital signage in flashes and was using welding goggles to shield his eyes from the solar glare. Rather than alternately getting blinded and cast into darkness, he could see nearly half the time and was completely blind the rest.

He had to get back to the Mobius
 and start work on the repairs. It wouldn’t be long before the ship would pass the same point of no return as the doomed station.

In his head, he ran through the resuscitation sequence.

Waste recycler.

Comms.

Main engines—the Mobius
 was spry old bugger, not needing as much coaxing to turn main power back on as the station would.

Guns.

Maneuvering thrusters.

It wouldn’t be a pretty escape, but the Mobius
 had the firepower to carve itself a hole and use that as an exit. If Roddy had the time, he’d bring the shields up, too, in case the fit wasn’t clean.

After that, he had plenty of time to get life support and navigation up and running before anything too horrible happened to them. He had to hope that everyone would have the common sense to get themselves back to the ship in time to abandon the station.

“You there!”

It was one of the guard patrols. Roddy had been lucky so far to have avoided them. The station was huge and gangly. There were only so many stray personnel to enforce the station-wide curfew.

Not in any mood for talking, Roddy ran.

The guards broke into a run of their own.

If it was to be a chase, Roddy didn’t like his odds. He was beat from a long day’s work already. He’d never been big on athletics in general. The tool kit he’d pilfered was pretty handy and would make a nice addition to his workshop on the Mobius
 , so he hesitated to ditch it. Plus, these guys knew the station light-years better than he did.

Dropping into a partial all-fours stance, with one hand still clutching the tool kit, Roddy took off down a maintenance shaft.

“Rogue mechanic!” one of the guards announced, possibly decrypting the file that had a laaku and a tool kit in the same directory.

Roddy didn’t have time to form an elaborate plan. He dropped the tools in front of an access panel to the ventilation system. Digging out one of the station mechanics’ custom interlocked security wrenches, he popped the bolts and slid the panel aside.

He didn’t have long before the guards arrived at the end of the shaft to see what he was up to.

Hustling to one of the panels across the way, Roddy left the tool kit behind and only took the custom wrench. Popping just the lower bolts, he managed to pull it open wide enough to squeeze inside, taking the wrench and loose bolts with him.

Roddy covered his mouth with a hand to muffle his panting.

The guard’s footsteps arrived just outside the panel. “He’s gone into the ductwork. Jones, get to Concourse L. McMannis, trace the other end and see where it comes out.”

“Distributor center by the core, I think,” someone who was presumably McMannis answered.

“You won’t get away with deserting your post!” the first guard shouted.

The footsteps broke up and separated in two directions.

Roddy waited a minute and squeezed back out into the maintenance shaft.

Taking up his stolen tools, he headed off again in search of the Mobius
 .

# # #

Roddy was out of breath by the time he found the Mobius
 in its hangar. Somehow, in all the sunken chaos aboard YF-77, a tiny voice in his head told him that maybe it wasn’t going to be. But there it was, cargo ramp down and everything, just the way he’d last seen it.

No one was there waiting for him, and the nagging voice changed tactics, suggesting that everyone had split up to search the station or some fool notion along those lines.

“Hello?” he called from the cargo bay, picking his way by the light of a glow rod through a mess he was largely responsible for creating.

The common room door opened, and a faint blue light spilled out. “There you are!” Carl shouted down. “You ready to get this bird airborne?”

“That’s the idea,” Roddy replied. “This station’s toast. Figure if we can get the guns and at least a couple engines online, we can make our own less-than-graceful exit.”

“I was thinking of Esper forcing the doors, but we’ll try your way first,” Carl confirmed. He clanged down the stairs toward Roddy.

“Am I the last one back?” Roddy asked.

Amy appeared in the doorway above. “Not quite. We’ve still got Yomin and Shoni out there.”

Thrust reversers fired in the planning portion of the laaku mechanic’s brain. “Shoni’s out there?”

“Don’t worry,” Amy replied. “It was the station chief who wanted to see her. She didn’t get pressed into grunt work.”

Spare parts welded themselves into a piece of industrial artwork in Roddy’s mind. “Wait a minute. With no computers, they needed someone to figure out whether we were going to hit atmo at all, didn’t they?”

“That’s my guess as to who put the timer on this crash,” Amy confirmed.

Roddy turned to exit down the cargo ramp. A human hand caught him by the arm. “Not so fast, Romeo,” Carl warned. “We’ve got a ship to coddle into behaving. Finding Shoni doesn’t do any of us any good if we can’t get her off here.”

“We can’t just hope
 she decides to come back in time,” Roddy protested. He would have tried to break free of Carl’s grasp if he hadn’t remembered needing a beer supply for the search. “You’d do the same for Amy.”

“Yeah, but I’m an idiot,” Carl shot back. “It’d be the wrong play, I’d know it, and it’d be someone else’s job to make sure I didn’t do it. Lucky for you, I’m here. I’ve got your back.”

“I’ll do it.”

They both turned to look up at Amy in unison.

“Remember that part about me being an idiot?” Carl asked.

“I know how long we’ve got,” Amy countered. “And I’m not planning on taking shit from anyone along the way. Shoni’s not a fool. Once she knows the plan, I’ll be the one racing to catch up to her. I’ll track down Yomin while I’m out there, too.”

“Yomin’ll be at one of the computation nodes,” Roddy said. “We got split up once they realized our specialties.”

“Lemme grab a blaster,” Amy said, retreating for the door.

“What good’ll that do?” Roddy shouted after her. “Everyone knows
 tech is down. Even if yours works, no one’s gonna believe it until you fire.”

Amy ducked her head back through the door. Back lit in already paltry light, it was impossible to read her expression. “Right. Good point.”

“Then where are you going?” Carl shouted as she disappeared again.

“Crazy ones are more fun, right?” Roddy asked, elbowing Carl in the ribs.

In truth, much as he’d have wanted to find Shoni himself, he felt better about Amy going than Carl taking on the search himself. She was competent and not easily distracted. Hers wouldn’t be a haphazard search by the skin of her teeth—the way Carl would have done it.

“All set,” Amy called down. She was wearing Carl’s sword buckled at her belt. She carried a backpack that clattered with the telltale song of hardcoin terras.

Carl gave the sword a meaningful glare. “You don’t even know how to use that thing.”

“Never stopped you
 from carrying it around,” Amy argued. “And no one’s going to wonder whether it’ll work. Like I said, this girl’s not taking shit from anyone today. That includes you, sweetie.” She planted a kiss on Carl’s lips before shouldering past him.

“Um. Good luck,” Carl called after her.

Roddy watched her go. Silent prayers to that ancient God of hers seemed like the least he could offer to aid her search.

Carl shook his head. “Never can predict what she’s gonna do.”

“Funny how life works. I’m a smart enough guy, but Shoni makes me look like an acting school reject. You’re one of the craziest fuckers in the galaxy, and…” He swept a hand toward the path Amy had just carved on her way out of the Mobius
 .

Carl clapped Roddy on the shoulder. “Wistful Time is over. Grab whatever-the-hell you need and play tech psychologist.”

Roddy nodded. “Aye, captain!”

He headed off to the engine room. First stop: the strategic beer reserves.

# # #

Amy was getting vertigo. The spin of the station made it impossible to look up without getting pulses of light blinding her every few seconds. If anyone had mentioned the effect, they’d downplayed it to the point where it hadn’t registered in Amy’s head as an obstacle to account for. She had some shader lenses back in her quarters that would have gone a long way right about now.

“Shoni!” Amy shouted. “Yomin!”

There was no point keeping her search secret. This wasn’t time for playing nice and sneaking around. This was the time for getting the hell off this doomed station before they became permanent residents of the planet below.

“You there!”

Amy stopped and rolled her eyes beneath closed lids. Just what she needed. Station security was guarding the cookie jars aboard the ENV Titanic
 .

“What?” she snapped. “I’m looking for two of my crew mates.”

“Travel is restricted,” one of the guards barked like a boot-camp drill instructor. Navy grads never had stories as awful as the ones the marines told, but the vocal inflection was always the same. “Return to your vessel until the station curfew is listed.”

“Listen here,” Amy said, drawing Carl’s sword and squinting against the intermittent glare at the four patrolling officers. “I’m finding a human and a laaku. I’m escorting them back to my ship. We’re not planning on setting foot on this station again. Either we leave out an open hangar door or we crash together with this station. But lemme tell you this: I’m willing to kill the four of you if you try to stop me.”

“Ma’am, drop the weapon and get down on the ground,” the lead guard ordered.

They carried stun batons. Without tech, each was just a thin metal rod with some decorative electronics stuffed inside. As weapons, they’d be as effective as broken pool cues—something Amy had faced once or twice on shore leave during her navy days.

Still hoping to avert a conflict, Amy jabbed the tip of Carl’s sword into the floor at her feet. “This thing’s sharp enough to cut steel. Picked it up on Rigel IX from a wizard blacksmith. Never got much cause to use it—prefer blasters myself—but it’ll cut you boys in half. If you wanna bring me up on charges once your stun batons are working, fine. But unless those anti-plasma vests you’re wearing under those uniforms are protected against magic swords, get the fuck out of my way.”

The guards scattered but fell in behind Amy from a safe distance, keeping up surveillance.

“Shoni!” Amy shouted, doing her best to ignore them. “Yomin!”

“Amy?” Shoni called back. The laaku scientist raced down from one of the maintenance tunnels. “I’m looking for Roddy. Have you seen him?”

“He’s back on the ship,” Amy replied, almost stumbling and using the name of the Mobius
 with the guards within earshot. Last thing she needed was them causing trouble at the hangar. “Just need to find Yomin, and we can all head back there.”

Shoni caught Amy glancing back at the guards. “Trouble?”

“There’s a curfew I’m violating,” Amy explained. “I may also have threatened them with a medieval-tech bisection if they tried to take me in.”

“You four,” Shoni shouted. “Get over here this instant.”

The guards approached warily. “Hey. That’s you. The laaku working for Chief Fujita.”

Shoni neither confirmed nor denied the claim. “Names and employee ID numbers,” she demanded.

The guards stammered.

“Now!” Shoni snapped. “We’re forty minutes from repair completion. I’ve been given dispensation to return to my ship, and you’re interfering with my escort. I’m going to make sure the favor the chief promised me is you four getting fired.”

There were muttered apologies and promises that Shoni allowed to hang in limbo as the guards retreated and left their sight.

“This place is almost fixed?” Amy asked quietly once she was confident they were out of earshot as well.

“Not in this universe,” Shoni muttered. “Let’s find Yomin and get off this accursed station. I’ve had my fill of this adventure.”

# # #

Mort cackled.

Esper sat alone at the head of her bed, legs tucked under her in a meditative pose that wasn’t working.

“You’re all screwed,” Mort taunted. “Monkey said so himself. He might not know a cantrip from a candle, but he has a gut feel for putting his tech back into marching formation after an ‘incident.’ Knows his math, too. Sixteen hours are more than two, and that means this whole imitation moon is going planetward.”

“Something you know intimately,” Esper mumbled. It didn’t matter how quietly or indistinctly she spoke. Putting any voice to the words at all seemed to allow Mort to understand her perfectly.

“Well, mine was on purpose. It was a real moon, and it was glorious,” Mort allowed. “But what if I told you that I could work the same trick in reverse?”

“Dragging up the rubble of a moon from the cloudy skies of a gas giant, restoring the lives of the millions of residents—”

“More like thousands.”

“—and placing it back in its proper orbit?”

“Mostly the last part.”

Esper blinked. “Wait a minute…”

Mort nodded. He stomped an incorporeal foot on the bedroom floor. “Might be overridden in here, but this whole place still has gravity. Ever stop to think why?”

“Science can’t create gravity,” Esper whispered to herself. “There’s a gravity stone here somewhere.”

“Jolly good-sized one unless I’m mistaken. This ant farm is as gangly as a spider—one of the spindly ones, too, not the chubby, fuzzy kinds. Any gravity stone that can cover the whole thing must have a gravity stone sized to match.”

“I wouldn’t have the strength to move this whole station… would I?” Esper asked.

Mort nodded with resignation. “Probably not.” He allowed that pessimism to linger for a few breaths. “But I do.”

Esper shook her head. “No. I can’t. I’m not letting you have free rein again. Not after last time. You have no idea how horrible it felt, waking up from a nightmare to find it was all real.”

“I live that nightmare,” Mort replied.

Esper swallowed.

“You consider yourself so high and mighty,” Mort continued. “But you’ve gotten callous. I’m not even alive in the traditional sense at the moment, but I’ve got compassion for those poor souls trapped and living a hellish life on a desolate space station. What are there, a few thousand people living in this tin can? Maybe about the same population as Ithaca’s Little Brother? You’re following in my footsteps quite nicely.”

“You did that,” Esper said. “I’m just helpless to stop this. There’s a difference.”

“Not to the impending dead.”

“I won’t let you twist me into thinking of the two acts as equivalent.”

Mort harrumphed and walked to the door as if to open it for Esper. “I don’t. You’re already doing that for yourself. You’re not willing to make the tiniest of sacrifices to save all these people. Pride—to value your own inconvenience over all those lives. Sloth—sitting here and waiting for Carl and the monkey to save you. Lust—seducing my boy when there’s work to be done. Don’t pretend you didn’t do it half from hedonistic greed and half from wrath, just to spite me. You’re treading a path befitting an old sinner like me, frankly, except I’m a married man, and I’ve kept my oath to Nancy despite thousands of Mort-years alone.”

“You’re not the better man here,” Esper protested in a whisper. “You’re trying every rhetorical trick to get me to give in.”

“Someone’s got to talk some sense into you,” Mort argued. “I’m just the only one you can’t shut away when he says what you don’t want to hear.”

Esper bolted from the bed. She couldn’t take this any longer. Too much of what Mort said was true. But that didn’t mean that his conclusion was the correct one.

“Atta girl!” Mort cheered as Esper flung open her door.

# # #

“I’m going to save this station,” Esper announced.

The common room’s few occupants looked cockeyed at her, as if she’d just announced her candidacy for Prime Citizen or vowed to cure the common hangover.

“I’m serious,” Esper stated. “This station has its own gravity stone. Anyone who’s been out there knows that it’s working fine. It has to be huge to keep a place this size stable. Mort once used a gravity stone to crash a moon. I’m going to use this one to prevent that same tragedy.”

Carl scratched at the back of his neck. “How many people you willing to kill along the way? Folks out there are scared. They know this is wizardry causing their problems. If they get a whiff of a wizard out there trying to work magic, even trying to save them, they might lynch you. Or try, anyway, hence the question.”

“None,” Esper said. “No one’s dying out there. If I fail, we all go down with them, but short of that, I’m not allowing anyone to pay for the troubles we’ve brought this place.”

“It was mostly him,” Carl pointed out. “I’m assuming we’ll keep Dr. Blackout here for safekeeping?”

Cedric rose and stood by Esper’s side. “I’ll ensure her safety in what will no doubt be an effort that will require all her focus.”

“Hey!” a voice shouted from the cargo bay. “We’re back.”

Carl rushed to the door and flung it open. With a grin barely visible in Esper’s mystical candlelight, he turned to regard Esper. “Looks like the gang’s all here. Forget the station. We’ll let Roddy power up the engines and blow this ice-cream stand.”

Esper shook her head. “No. I’m glad everyone’s together, but this isn’t something we can run away from. Once the station is safe, I’m fine with fleeing the legal consequences.” She sighed. It wasn’t a proud admission, but she had to face the fact that she’d grown accustomed to skirting the legal system and any authority higher than her conscience. “But until then, this is one ship that won’t have wizards.”

Before she lost her nerve, Esper stormed down to the cargo bay with Cedric on her heels. She exchanged perfunctory greetings with Amy, Yomin, and Shoni, accompanied by hugs, but left off any mention of her mission. Let Carl explain it once it was too late for anyone to change her mind.

# # #

Roddy was hip-deep in disconnected power cables when Shoni climbed into the engine room to join him. Unlike the humans in the crew, she had little trouble navigating the tight spaces of the construction site that was supposed to be a starship.

“Roddy?” she called out.

Roddy hastily slid his beer can under a condenser and lifted his head. “Hey, smooth-fur. Heard you went and got yourself all important. Had me worried half to death. If I’d known you were out in the station, I’d have never headed back here. Carl managed to convince me the best way of saving you was to fix up our ride so we can ditch this recreation of the TransOrion disaster.”

“I’m fine. I’m just glad to be back here. How… how’s the coaxing proceeding?” She sounded nervous. One of her lower feet was tugging at the hem of her pant leg.

“It’s going. If your estimate was good, I think I’ve got this. This ship can already make coffee and light these lights. I’ll have main power in ten or fifteen minutes maybe.”

Shoni swallowed, then shook her head. “I shouldn’t be bothering you now. I’ll leave.” She turned to leave the engine room.

Roddy sprang upright. “Whoa, don’t run off. I missed you like hell. I can spare the time. What’s wrong? We’re gonna get out of this just fine. Trust me.”

Shoni paused and hung her head. “Rodek, I’m not cut out for this life. You, Carl, Amy, Esper… you’re all accustomed to a degree of danger pervading your lives. This is a sub-par day at the office for all of you. For me, it’s a catastrophe. I thought my worse day was being reduced to providing scientific advice to a gangster, but time and again, I’m proven wrong.”

“It’s never as bad as it seems,” Roddy cautioned.

“Your friend Mort might disagree.”

Roddy sighed. She’d only been around for Mort. He remembered Chip, Davie, Joshua, and the rest. “Everyone’s ticket gets punched for the next gig sooner or later. Some of us just frontload our living a little harder than the rest.”

“I’d like mine rationed out sensibly over the next six or eight decades,” Shoni countered. “This lifestyle suits the impulsive and the rash. It suits someone who can’t see their demise around every corner, either through willful ignorance or the standard sort. There are 3,452 people on board this station right now, according to the station chief. I was the one who told them all just how long they had left to live. My curse is seeing the artifice behind the majesty of the galaxy’s workings. Each life is a statistical blip; I want to work my way to the thin end of the probability distribution.”

“We can settle down,” Roddy said. “We’ll find a nice colony somewhere with plenty of good schools and a great connection to the omni. Maybe we can start a family if you’re interested.” Roddy couldn’t be sure where these words were coming from. He wasn’t drunk. He hadn’t planned anything out. It all spurted from some domestic coolant line in his brain that had blown a pressure regulator.

“Rodek, I’m baring my innermost feelings here,” Shoni scolded. “I didn’t ask to patronized.”

“I… I’m not sure that I am.”

Shoni crossed her arms. “You’d seriously give up playing guns and starships with your human friends to settle into a life of domestication and safety?”

Roddy scowled in reply. “Not when you put it that
 way. But some less grim version of that, sure. Can’t grow old running on the edge of the law. All the best pirate stories end with a lavish retirement. We’re not exactly pirates, so we shouldn’t get to retire like kings. I figure maybe I end up working on the near side of the law, maybe doing off-the-books starship mods and patching up smugglers’ rigs. It’d be cozy work with plenty of deniability. I’ve got enough reputation out there that I’d get clients.”

A mischievous smirk crept into the corners of Roddy’s lips. “Or… maybe we could head back to Kethlet. You know, patch things up.”

Shoni scoffed. “My professional credentials have been permanently revoked. If Chief Fujita had access to the omni to verify my certifications, I’d have gotten airlocked.”

Roddy had never gotten the full story of how Shoni had been driven from academic life. Near as he could figure, it was scandalous, salacious, and by outlaw standards, dull. Still, if he played his cards right, he had the rest of his life to find out.

“Hey, there’s plenty of time to plan out our whole lives when we’ve got lives to plan out. I’ve still gotta get the Mobius
 ship-shape.”

Shoni nodded, backing toward the engine room door. “Right. And once we’re space-borne, we can have our talk.”

“Later. Yeah.”

How much later, Roddy wouldn’t commit to. He wasn’t sure what he’d just signed up for, but he was positive that it was more than he’d meant to when Shoni walked through that door.

Picking up his beer, Roddy drained the contents. “OK, engine. You and me got some startup sequences to go over…”

# # #

Carl sat in the cockpit because if he kept himself in the same room with Amy, he wouldn’t be ready when the time came to blast their way off YF-77 once and for all. The indicator lights were on, but there was nothing to indicate. The only working system he had access to was the music player, and without access to the ship’s database, he had nothing to pump through the speakers.

He strummed the strings of his Les Paul guitar—the one Roddy had stolen for him before Keesha Bell’s illegal collection had been impounded. The strings felt good under his fingers after a stint with a tacky sensation to them shortly after Cedric had twisted the local scientific laws into a pretzel. Without consciously choosing, he found himself playing the chorus to “Hotel California.” Without an amp, it was just a really quiet acoustic.

As soon as he realized what he was doing, he stopped. Carl chuckled at himself. “We can leave any time now. Aaaaany time now.”

“Carl?
 ”

His hand slapped down over the fret board, silencing the ringing strings of his final chord. That had been the comm. Roddy’s voice was coming through loud and clear from the engine room using honest-to-Newton science
 .

Carl hit the button to patch him through to the engine room. “Cockpit. This is Carl. What’s our status?”

“Diagnostics are still down, so you won’t see it yet, but the engines are in startup. We’ll be powered any minute.
 ”

Carl let out a whoop. “Rodek, you are the man
 . Beers are on me next place we stop.”

Through the surrounding gloom, Carl could now make out the hangar doors by the running lights of the Mobius
 . There was still no sign that the station was coming back online. But now there were chronos working. He should check with Shoni and get an updated estimate plugged into the computers—when they came back online.

Apparently the computers were slow learners.

In his head, Carl plotted out target points for the turret-mounted guns. If the shields came back up soon enough, they’d just need to perforate the steel clam-shell style doors and ram their way through. If shields weren’t an option, they’d have to blast complete cuts around the outside or bulldoze with the hull, possibly doing severe damage to the ship.

Anything was better than being trapped inside when Karafuto IV took its revenge on YF-77 for all the minor injuries its mining had caused.

Carl wasn’t normally one to anthropomorphize a planet, but this one seemed to be in the mood to eat space stations, so it got special treatment.

The itch to flee burned in Carl’s fingers. The flight yoke beckoned. The guns sang him taunting lullabies. They were so close to escaping this sinking coffin that the legendary wizard Harry Houdini would applaud them from beyond the grave.

Carl’s hand punched the shipwide comm. “Shoni, report to the cockpit for stellar cartography duty.”

It was time to get that revised estimate.

Carl couldn’t bring himself to abandon Esper and Cedric while there was still time for them to get back to the Mobius
 . But by the same token, staying behind to die with them wasn’t part of the plan. Carl had noble ideas now and then, but any plan that got Amy killed when he had the power to save her was off the table.

# # #

Esper swept through the mining station trying to steel herself for the task ahead. It was too late to turn back now, but she wished she had brought along Mort’s old staff—the one made from Earthwood that always felt old beneath her touch.

Cedric kept up easily, his long stride taking three steps for every four of Esper’s. “You know where we’re going?”

“The gravity stone,” Esper replied, not so much as slowing. “Can’t you feel it? It isn’t perfectly formed. You can sense the ripples and angles to the force holding us prisoner to the floor.”

“I can’t.”

Esper didn’t pause, but the comment got her to divert her attention behind her momentarily. “I figured a terramancer would be especially sensitive.”

“On a good day, possibly. It’s been so long since my presence felt welcome in the universe that I’ve forgotten the sense of my surroundings.”

“Don’t worry,” Esper assured him as she diverted down one of the maintenance shafts that headed toward the core of the station. “Once everyone is safe, we’ll work on getting your powers under control. In the meantime, try to act more menacing than actually being
 menacing.”

“I was never much good at intimidation.”

Esper snorted. “It’s in your blood.”

They were accosted twice on their way to the central hub of the station. The first time they merely quickened their pace and ignored the shouted protests that faded behind them. The second time, Esper had used magic to freeze a pair of mechanics in place.

It was long past the time when adding magic to an already overwrought station was going to make a difference.

When Esper and Cedric reached the chamber that housed the gravity stone, they entered to find a work crew tinkering with the star-drive in an adjacent alcove.

“You can’t be in here,” the lead mechanic bellowed. “This is a restricted area.”

Mort appeared, raising a finger to gain Esper’s attention. “Be imperious. This is the time to get the attention of the universe.”

“Begone!” Esper boomed, allowing a touch of magic to shake the chamber. “Science has had its chance.”

“Call them cogs of the machine god,” Mort suggested.

Esper was never much good at bullying people, so she took the advice of an expert source. “You cogs of the machine god have failed to rescue this doomed station from the clutches of this planet’s gravity. Time for someone to right this foundering ship before it sinks to the fiery depths of atmospheric re-entry.”

“Not bad,” Mort commented. “Now, it’s your call whether you’d like to add a threat to get them to skedaddle, or let me take over first and handle it myself. I’d recommend something questioning their devotion to the scientific arts.”

“Vacate this area, you cultists of the scientific heresy. I cannot guarantee your safety.” Esper lowered her voice to Cedric. “Keep them away if they attempt to interfere.”

Taking a steadying breath, Esper approached the gravity stone. It was clamped in a steel framework and surrounded by a safety fence that came waist-high, running the circumference of the stone. It was suspended at the midpoint at floor level, extending both above and below. Esper found a clear spot where the framework would allow both her hands to rest comfortably.

“Any time now,” Mort prodded. “Best not try to get things started on your own.”

“Hey!” one of the lingering mechanics shouted down. “Our only chance of surviving a station crash is that stone. I can’t let you—”

“Silence!” Cedric shouted. “Disturb her at your peril. The thread of our lifespan hangs aside the blade of this woman’s concentration. Do not jostle or distract the hand that holds that blade.”

Mort snorted. “Should have just incinerated the bastard before we started messing with moon-sized gravitational forces. Now, quit filibustering and relax. I’ll take over from here.”

Esper inhaled as she caressed the stone beneath her fingers. “You had one job to do,” she told the stone. “It’s time for you to learn another. I know you have it in you.”

“That candy floss you’re peddling isn’t going to get this job done nearly fast enough. Just step aside and let an expert handle this.”

Esper released the tension from her shoulders, her back, her legs. The one part of her that she refused to relinquish was her mind. “I know you can do it, but this is my burden.” She spoke softly, addressing Mort rather than the stone. “You can either help or quit distracting me. Your only hope is that I succeed.”

“Blast it all, girl. This is no time to grow a spine!”

Esper measured her breathing, all but falling asleep standing up and drifting into that mental state where anything seems possible. She continued to cajole the stone into pushing back against the planet.

“I can’t even hear you, now!” Mort protested. “And for the record, your efforts are doing piss-all here. Pushing a space-station isn’t the sort of genteel conversation to have over tea with pinkie fingers extended. Grab this station by the nose-ring and yank it back into a safe orbit.”

Esper continued to remain calm. She had one final ploy to try. “Fine,” she whispered. “Then tell me what to say, and I’ll say it.”

Keeping up her placid demeanor proved impossible. As Esper parroted the words Mort fed her, the bile rose in her stomach. Her tongue felt ready to catch fire. The syllables were barbed wire pulled from her throat. Anger kindled like the embers of a blacksmith’s forge, and Mort worked the bellows.

The gravity stone thrummed with power.

# # #

Carl sat in the gunnery chair. The actuators had come online a few minutes ago, and he’d climbed right in. His hands closed over the grips for the turret controls; his fingers rested lightly on the triggers. Visions of plasma bolts slamming into the confining hangar doors played out in his imagination.

His heart didn’t race, but Carl felt his breath coming deeper and quicker than usual. This was that same old feeling he used to get before a naval mission. After too long confined aboard a carrier, every fiber of him itched to launch his Typhoon.

Now, being trapped aboard Mobile Excavating Station YF-77 by technical failure, rather than orders, he felt that same pent-up yearning to be free.

“Come on, old boy,” he cajoled the ship softly. “You know it’s time to go.”

A nagging worry plagued him. Esper was too stubborn for her own good. He believed every word of it when she’d claimed to be willing to die trying to save everyone aboard the mining station. That was where Carl got off the ferry. Daring escapes relied heavily on there being an escape. Captains didn’t go down with the ship when they had the option of saving the ship.

Carl didn’t want to leave Esper or Cedric behind, but he wasn’t going to die with them if the Mobius
 could break free and escape.

The gunnery chair buzzed. He could feel it in the pedals that controlled the turret’s axial rotation. It was subtle, but to an old spacer like him, the presence of that gentle vibration was the restoration of something long missing.

Thus, Carl was unsurprised to hear Roddy’s voice on the comm within seconds. “Engine’s online! Science reigns once again!
 ”

“How long to weapons?” Carl asked.

“End of the ramp up to full power, you’re good to go hot on the guns. I’m gonna give the hydraulics a quick once over and get the cargo ramp up.
 ”

“Do your check, but leave it down.”

“Didn’t quite copy that, captain
 .”

“You heard me just fine,” Carl snapped. “I expect two wizards back any minute at a dead run. We’ll raise it when they’re aboard.”

Carl drummed his fingers on the gunnery control sticks. He wanted
 to fire. He wanted to blast the station doors and vent the hangar to vacuum. But the second he did so, that would be the end of any chance for last-minute passengers.

“Let ‘em ride up twosies in the airlock? You’ll get that sealed faster than the ramp
 .”

“Fine,” Carl relented. “Just don’t do anything to keep Esper and Cedric from getting back aboard in time. This might get tight.”

“I’ll call Shoni back in. She’s out in the corridor watching the atmosphere get closer.
 ”

Carl swallowed. He hated the thought of what was going on outside those hangar doors. The station was spinning, and as soon as the Mobius
 broke free of its gravity stone, the hangar opening would turn into a spinning saw blade for them to clear before the next tooth swung around and chopped them in half.

He glanced at the chrono in one of the turret’s consoles. They had eighteen minutes left until YF-77 entered the atmosphere of Karafuto IV. Carl made an executive decision that at the five-minute mark, he’d start firing.

# # #

The gravity stone strained against its shackles. Beneath Esper’s palms, the granite sphere shook. In its fear, it could not escape the words of Esper’s spell.

…Of Mort’s spell, that is.

Mort recited. Esper mimicked. If the universe was in on her secret, it offered no hint. All her life, Esper had angels and devils whispering in her ears; this was the first time in a long while that she listened without hesitation to the devil.

It was working.

Though she squeezed shut her eyes, Esper could feel
 the station’s place in the cosmos. Their spin slowed. Their angle of descent toward the lifeless rock of a planet shifted. The gravity stone protested but obeyed.

Esper was sweating. They weren’t safe yet. She knew she was only buying time, not enacting a miracle. That was the way of demonic bargains. Dark power came with a heavy price to the soul and never delivered on all that it promised—except perhaps in the most literal and legalistic of manners.

“Can’t…” Esper panted between refrains. “Can’t keep this up.”

“You’ve done enough,” Mort judged. “Get back to the ship. These poor bastards have a fighting chance of their station sorting its buttons and bells into the right piles before they splatter. It’s more than they had before.”

Esper’s heightened consciousness could foresee what that would look like. No longer minutes from disaster, they were now safe for a day or two at best. They would brush gently against the upper atmosphere at first. Then the station would heat up and lose speed. It would fall faster toward the planet’s surface as the interior became an oven, baking the trapped inhabitants until finally slamming mercifully into the surface to end their suffering.

“No.”

Esper pressed her hands firmly against the protesting gravity stone and renewed the chant that Mort had taught her. She didn’t need him to repeat it. The syllables were carved into the flesh of her throat—she hoped not literally. They would come by an act of willpower, not memory.

The floor shook.

A horrible creak of tormented steel split the air.

A voice called from light-years distant.

“Esper… we have to get out of here…” It was Cedric’s voice.

“Must finish.”

She took up the chant again. Esper began to feel lightheaded.

The space station fluttered. It wobbled from upright to tipped the opposite direction and back again. Soon it was oriented upright and stable.

They might be safe a week or longer.

Strong hands wrapped around Esper. Without looking back, she shoved Cedric roughly away.

Once more, she recited.

This time, without pausing to worry about the spin of the station confusing her sense of direction—or the gravity stone’s—she pushed firmly against the planet, yanking the station into higher orbit.

Now, when her vision saw the station’s future, it would be months before its orbit clipped one of the circling moons. There would be no dipping into the gaseous quicksand of the planet’s deadly atmosphere. Surely the station would regain its self-control long before the moon threatened them.

That was good, because Esper was spent. As the floor of the gravity stone chamber rushed up to grab her, those same strong hands closed around her. Esper floated atop a pair of thin but surprisingly firm arms. Her head lay limp against Cedric’s chest.

“You’ve done something amazing.”

Esper didn’t have breath to respond. The best she could manage was a weary smile.

# # #

Carl was still watching through the canopy of the turret when he heard the commotion. Indistinct shouting carried through the cargo bay doors and meandered up to his seat above the back wall of the common room.

This wasn’t one of those moments where Carl had to take a wait-and-see attitude. His finger stabbed the comm button to the cargo bay. “What’s going on down there?”

It was Shoni’s voice that came out of the panel. “They did it! They did it! I can hardly believe it, but they did it
 .”

“That’s nice,” Carl replied calmly. Despite the smooth in his voice, his spirits were bobbing to the surface of an icy pond, cracking through the frozen surface for a glimpse of sunlight. “Who did what, exactly?”

“The station moved. We’re not in a death spiral any longer
 .”

“Great! Is Roddy there with you?”

“Um, yeah
 .” The mechanic’s voice sounded choked off and strained. “We’re all happy down here. We can wait out the station coming back online
 .”

“Whoa, there, cowboy,” Carl replied, patting his hands in the air though no one could see him. “Let’s not get behind ourselves. We’re still largely responsible for this mess. There’s going to be investigations and all that jazz. If there’s one thing I don’t want to be around for, it’s investigative jazz.”

“Broaden your horizons a little
 ,” Roddy replied. Carl could hear the smile in his friend’s voice, though. “That million-terra guitar can play more than Chuck Berry and Van Halen
 .”

Carl snorted. He wished
 his guitar could play Van Halen.

“Just make sure we’re ready when the kids get home. Plan stands; we’re just fleeing a comatose station instead of a dying one.”

“Roger that
 .”

Switching channels, Carl opened the comm to the cockpit. “Day saved. Outlaw Escape Plan Bravo in effect.”

“There’s no money to take before we run
 ,” Amy pointed out.

Carl shrugged. “Hey, no plan ever goes by the book—or the song. Plan A is always having our cake and eating it too. Plan B is tucking tail and running with whatever we can stuff in our pockets. But I was right.”

“About what?
 ” Amy’s voice was wary. She must have sensed that this was one of Carl’s little verbal traps.

“About everything working out just fine. See? There was nothing to worry about after all. Just trust old Carl, and you’ll be fine. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“You had, if possible, less than nothing to do with this
 .”

Carl made sure his end of the comm was open as he laughed. “Sure. But that’s part of the beauty of it. The worse things get, the more I know to stick with what I’m good at. I can’t fix a starship or do whatever the fuck Esper just did to move an entire goddamn space station in its orbit. But I sure as hell knew to keep out of everyone’s way while they did.”

Before Amy could reply, he keyed the comm again quickly. “Oh, and I was the one who found Rai Kub. So there’s that.”

“My hero.
 ”

Carl couldn’t tell whether she was being sarcastic or not. Carl Who Believed Everything Amy Said grinned like a schoolboy.

“Just get those engines fired up and run any diagnostic that’s still running. The instant our wizards get on board, we’re venting this hangar and laying an ion trail.”

“Um, please remember to have someone seal the station door, sweetie. Don’t want to vent the
 entire station
 .”

Good point. Carl would call Roddy the instant Amy switched off their comm.

# # #

Esper stumbled up the cargo ramp of the Mobius
 as Roddy hurried past them to close and lock up the door to the rest of the station. Cedric stooped at her side so that Esper could lay an arm across his shoulders for support. Her strength was returning, albeit slowly.

“That
 was real wizardry,” Mort said. “You might have announced yourself grandly at the outset. As it is, there’s a great feat of mystical mastery that’s going to be attributed to ‘that woman in the sweatshirt’ rather than Esper the Terrible.”

“Not calling myself that,” Esper mouthed.

Mort cupped a hand to his ear. “What’s that?”

In the faintest whisper, Esper repeated herself. “I’m not
 calling myself that.”

“Oh, you wouldn’t have to. They’d come up with a nickname for you. Esper the Orbital; Esper, Goddess of Gravity; Esper the Enchantress. It doesn’t matter. You’d dine for free on it for decades, Convocation credit be damned.”

At the cargo bay’s metal-grated stairs, Cedric extracted himself and allowed Esper to plod up. He followed close behind in case she slipped or fainted.

Esper entered the common room to an impromptu cheer.

“Hooray!”

“Way to go, Esper!”

“That’s why the galaxy needs wizards!”

It was, for a moment, just a little too much for her. Instead of her initial plan to get to the couch before collapsing, Esper slumped into one of the kitchen chairs with a sappy grin on her face. “Thanks, everyone.”

Behind her, Cedric cleared his throat to garner the crew’s attention. “If I might have a moment?”

Standing at the foot of the gunnery chair, waiting to go back up, Carl shook his head. “It better wait until we’re out of here.”

“Please, this will be brief, and I fear my nerve might later fail me,” Cedric pressed. Carl just shrugged. What else could he do when the saviors of the day came back in one piece with a simple request? “I am grateful for your help. I believe, however, that Esper has something she would like to confess.”

A jolt of cold fear shot through Esper’s veins. “What?”

“I’ve read the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts
 . I heard your mutterings more than once. So many people claim that wizards are no fools, yet for all our failings in technology, they often treat us as such. I know now what became of my father.”

Carl scratched his head. “Huh? We heard the story. Esper’s not a good enough liar to have murdered him and convinced us otherwise. No offense,” he added quickly in Esper’s direction.

There was no denying it, now. Cedric was, as he claimed, too knowledgeable to overlook the fit of the pieces he had gathered. Esper closed her eyes and sighed. “In a sense.”

Everyone talked at once. They wanted to know what she meant. They demanded clarification. Only Cedric—and Archie—remained silent.

Esper waited until they played themselves out with their badgering. “Mort was dying. Bellamy Blackstone had silenced magic and used tech, just as I said. But there’s a secret in that awful book Mort read long ago that I learned while I apprenticed in Mortania.”

Carl gasped. “Mort? Is that you?”

Standing beside the captain of the Mobius
 , Mort scowled. “Merlin’s manhood, boy. You can be daft as a bag of squirrels sometimes. Shut up and let her explain.”

“Mort… collected a lot of the bounty hunters who came after them. He imprisoned them in his mind as both a punishment for chasing him and a source of intel, both magical and operationally. That’s part of his success, staying ahead of the Convocation all this time.”

“He didn’t just use the mental realm, then?” Cedric asked. “He used the Eight-Finger Siphon?”

Esper nodded.

“Wait, so Mortania… that place we were in that was full of made-up people… those were all real?” Carl asked.

“No,” Esper clarified. “Those were figments, just as Mort advertised. The real people he kept locked up in the dungeon depths of his mind—except for his grandfather, who lived in a secluded grove.”

“Great Grampy Nebuchadnezzar?” Cedric asked. “He died when I was…”

Realization dawned in the younger wizard’s eyes. The time line of Mort’s disgrace and flight from justice.

“He killed Great Grampy?”

“They both claim it was Nebuchadnezzar’s idea. He was dying, and Mort offered immortality. In fact, that was the whole reason Mort read the book—he claims. When Mort was dying, that’s what he confessed to me, and he begged me to do him the same favor.”

“That’s horrible,” Amy breathed.

Roddy cringed. “It’s like you stirred his ashes into a cake mix.”

“What’s it like having a secondary intellect within your own?” Shoni asked.

“Annoying,” Esper answered. “Mort pesters me regularly to tell you all. But what was I going to say? Look at the way you’re all reacting now. I would have spared you the weirdness of this all and allowed you your grief.”

“But… he’s kinda not dead. Right?” Carl asked carefully.

“There, we go!” Mort cheered, pantomiming clapping Carl on the back. “Not as dumb as a frozen fish after all!”

“He insists he’s not,” Esper said. “I’m supervising his penance, hoping when he slips away he will make his way to heaven.”

Roddy crinkled his nose. “I was about to ask if we could do that Mort trick and hang out for a while with the old relic. But not if your brain is a cathedral dungeon.”

“More of a lakeside resort with a bowling alley,” Esper admitted. “Mort plays in a league with everyone he murdered.”

Carl burst out laughing, breaking the tension of the room. “Oh, you’ve got a mean streak. How about this: let’s get the fuck off this limping space station and then see what we can do about Mort.”

# # #

Pins crashed. Balls rumbled. Shoes slipped and slid.

Carl tilted back a beer that tasted just like Martian Stout. The label was Esperville Brewery, but that didn’t matter. For a non-devout drinker, the girl had done a pretty damn good job mimicking the flavor. He imagined that in her pre-pious days, this was what she and her friends must have drunk.

“You’re up,” Roddy called out to him, dusting off his hands after yet another strike. Built low to the ground and with a head for spatial relationships, the laaku was proving to be an annoyingly good bowler.

“Get ‘em, kid,” Mort encouraged him.

As the only non-wizard on Team Brown, Carl felt it was his duty to represent the best of his mundane peers. He’d have felt more at ease in a pool hall, but being around Mort made the choice of game irrelevant.

“Remember where you’re sleeping tonight,” Amy taunted from the other side of the seating area, where she sat with Esper, Roddy, and a dead wizard by the name of Julian.

Carl took his ball and held it like everyone else did. He measured off his three steps up to the line and took a steadying breath.

He sucked at this game.

Then he remembered that this was Esperville. It wasn’t like Mortania in a lot of ways, but there were certain aspects he imagined were common to both. If he played by the laws of physics, those pins might as well have been welded to the lane’s polished wood surface.

Taking three quick steps, Carl released his ball skyward with a twist. The ball sliced an arc through the air, its spin causing it to swerve in mid-air. The ball landed in the middle of the pins, knocking over six of them amid an ear-splitting crash.

On an overhead projection of the score sheet, Carl saw Esper’s hand mark the six in grease pencil next to his name.

Roddy sniggered. “Even trying to cheat, you suck.”

Carl threw his second ball along the floor, knocking over a single one of the remaining pins before retreating to his beer.

“Hey. It’s a game, right?” Carl asked nonchalantly.

“Maybe we can invite these nice folks to join a league,” Nebuchadnezzar suggested, clapping a hand on Carl’s back mid-swig.

Esper perked up. “I’d never thought of that. What would everyone think?”

Roddy lowered his mug. “Wait a minute. You mean, coming in here on a regular basis, getting drunk for free, and living three weeks a night?”

Mort harrumphed. “I
 used to be able to manage over a year a night. She’s an amateur.”

Cedric looked at his father with wistfulness in his eyes. “But none of it would be real.”

Mort hugged his son. “Boy, nothing’s real. Everything is. Philosophers debate that claptrap, but it doesn’t make a sniff of difference in the universe. Plus, it would be nice having a variety of company in here.”

Esper smirked. “Plus, he could use the extra arm on his bowling team.”

Carl watched with curious detachment. It could be a nice little life here on the side. Maybe he and Amy could give a quiet, planetside life a test run. As Shoni ambled up to the lane with her bowling ball, he imagined he could see similar musings in Roddy’s eyes.

This place was no substitute for the real world, but it was better than any computer game he’d ever tried.

When Carl’s turn came up, he passed his mug to Mort. “Hold my beer. I’ve got something I want to try.”

# # #

Yomin laced her fingers with Archie’s. The robot sat inert on the couch as Yomin watched Days of the Last Continent
 on the holo-projector. The Mobius
 was deep in the astral, drifting along with no particular destination in mind.

Around the kitchen table, the human and laaku crew linked together in a circle of hands, all fast asleep. They looked like the “after” picture of one of those suicide cults.

She gave Archie’s hand a squeeze. Supposedly, all the wizards agreed that the best thing they could do for the robot was to give him time and refrain from using magic. He would either awaken again, or he wouldn’t. No one was willing to put a number on how long they would wait.

Yomin was feeling the effects of all the beer she’d drunk and decided to head to her quarters to relieve herself. The clutching hand in hers tightened and didn’t let her leave.

“—have a better idea where our stuunji friend might be.” Archie looked all around. “What’s going on? When did we get back to the Mobius
 ? Why is everyone slumped over the table like a litter of puppies?”

On the couch cushion beside him, a miniature Rai Kub spoke up in a squeaky voice. “You lost power. But everything is fine now.”
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