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Carl Ramsey tipped his chair back and took a long swig of Mars-brewed ale. The drink seemed out of place among giant rhinoceros-like stuunji of New Garrelon—maybe vodka would have suited them better. But the Martian brew was the best the stuunji casino kept on tap, and Carl wasn’t keen on playing poker sober.

“I raise,” Carl announced. He slid a stack of palm-sized coins forward without counting them. The zuukas weren’t real
 money anyway, so it hardly mattered the exact amount of his bet. Besides, play long enough, and he was bound to lose them all anyway.

Stuunji after stuunji folded. Playing cards the size of placemats frisbeed into the discard pile from all around the table.

Then again, Carl might just clean out these poor stuunji saps because none of them dared call his bluffs. It would have been tantamount to calling him a liar. He should have been offended. He should have been proud. There was a strange mix of professional pride and wanting to take credit for being a reckless, devil-may-care gambler warring inside him.

But for now, Carl raked in chips and ordered another drink.

Drinks were on the house.

If Carl weren’t such a dedicated spacer, he could have seen himself settling down in a place like this. Aside from the smell. And the lack of human companionship. And the soul-crushing tedium.

The first few bars of Pink Floyd’s “Money” thrummed from Carl’s pocket. Tugging out a datapad in the middle of a poker game could get you shot in some parts of the galaxy, but the assembly of stuunji gamblers paused respectfully as Carl checked to see who was calling him.

Carl pushed back his chair. “Excuse me. I’ve gotta take this.”

Sliding his placemats to the discard pile, Carl slipped through the press of two-and-a-half-meter bodies and into the alleyway behind the casino.

“Yo, Ramsey here. Talk.”

The anonymous voice on the other end of the comm came through a scrambler. “I hear you move cargo, no questions asked.”

“Nah, I’m in the question-asking business these days,” Carl replied smoothly. “Just makes jobs run smoother. What am I hauling? Where do I pick it up? Who’m I delivering it to? How soon you need it there? And last but not least, why’s this going to be worth my while?”

Carl counted on his fingers, thinking he might have missed a question there somewhere, but couldn’t pinpoint where.

“Sorry, Ramsey. This is need-to-know. You’ve got a package to pick up on the 20th on Agos VI. Delivery instructions upon pickup. Standard half-and-half payment schedule. First payment of 150k will come from your contact.”

Three hundred thousand? Carl could bite into a figure like that and enjoy the flavor. But he had to check one thing. “I’m going to assume you’re talking terras. Been hearing a lot of rebel currency jobs lately.”

“This isn’t the EADZ, Ramsey. This job’s all ARGO.”

Carl raised an eyebrow, though without a video feed from his datapad, his contact on the other end of the comm would never see it. Whoever this was, he was keeping plugged in. Then again, Carl hadn’t exactly kept his Bradbury
 heist quiet. He supposed it shouldn’t have come as a surprise when potential employers knew where he’d been operating. That broadcast had sounded like a good idea at the time…

“What’s the cargo?” Carl asked. Now that the money was cleared up, all that was left was to hammer down the last few nails of this deal.

“Sorry, Ramsey. Like I said. Need to know.”

Carl cleared his throat. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me. I’m in the question-asking business. I’ve gotten saddled with sentient eggs, biotoxins, and weapons so hot that criminal syndicates wouldn’t take them off my hands. I’m through taking junk on my ship without knowing what I’m carrying. My crew is a bunch of pros. We don’t lose cargo. We don’t miss deliveries. We don’t get caught by ARGO, Phabian Investigative Services, or corporate security ships. You want that kind of protection for your cargo, I gotta know what’s in it.”

“You practice that in a mirror, Ramsey?” the voice asked snidely.

“No, I’m this good thinking on my feet. That’s part of the package deal.”

“Fine. It’s a cultural heritage piece. Artwork. You’re pulling courier duty on the back end of an art heist.”

Carl hmm’ed appreciatively. “I must be moving up in the galaxy. I’m getting calls for fancy thefts. I’ll pick up monocles for my crew, and we’ll fly there with our pinkie fingers extended.”

“Can the crap, Ramsey. It’s a religious knickknack. Nothing blue-blood.”

Carl cringed. He cast a baleful look at the casino back door. Just inside were a bunch of kindly—and rather heart-on-sleeve pious—rhinos. In that moment, all he could envision was the heartbreak they’d experience if someone defiled one of their temples.

Before he lost out on the best-paying job they’d stumbled into since landing on New Garrelon, Carl reached into his mental bag of tricks. He tried to concoct a Carl Who Doesn’t Give a Shit About Religious Kooks. Unfortunately, the best he could slap together on short notice was a Carl Who Actually Kinda Cares But Wishes He Didn’t.

That was too close a Carl to the original.

Breathing in a deep, steady breath, Carl unmuted his datapad. “Think I’m gonna take a pass on this one. Best of luck cursing your family for ten generations. Mobius
 out.”

“What? Since when did you turn into a religious—?”

Carl hit “End Comm” on his datapad before the mystery employer could finish insulting him. Somehow it had never been his style to just let someone verbally abuse him from a trillion kilometers away.

An odd tingle spread from the base of Carl’s spine. His soul wasn’t squeaky clean, but it had the fresh shine of an old ship that an ensign had been assigned to polish. There was that one spot the ensign would sit there rubbing at with a rag and cleaner until it shone like new. The entire ship could be rusted, moldy, or stained, but one fist-sized circle was—for the time being, at least—perfect.

With the satisfied sigh of a saint on a Sunday, Carl headed back into the casino to rob the locals while getting drunk.

# # #

Amy dumped out her shopping bag on the bed. There was a tiny plastic button built into the bag’s handle, and when she held it down, a molecular chain reaction turned the bag into a puff of smoke.

Coughing, Amy waved the fumes away, waiting for the air recirculators of the Mobius
 to suck up the particulate. She wished the novelty of the insta-recycling bags hadn’t tempted her to try the feature indoors.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here,” she said to herself.

Stuunji jewelry was a study in scale. A necklace for a stuunji woman would weigh down any human not jack-wired with chemicals or cybernetics. But what a stuunji might consider a delicate wrist chain fit around a human neck just fine. By the same transposition, rings could work as bangles, and an anklet was about the right size for a belt.

There was no place on a human woman for a stuunji horn-band.

Amy’s haul for the day had been bought and paid for in stuunji zuukas, which made them essentially free. It was akin to paying a shopkeeper with starline frequent traveler points or those paper tickets from the old-timey arcades.

Selecting a filigreed pinkie ring, Amy slipped it over her wrist and posed in the mirror. After a few poses, she rolled her eyes. “I look ridiculous.”

Removing the accessory, Amy sorted her purchases and tucked them away in the bottom of her footlocker. One of these days, the Mobius
 would get off New Garrelon long enough to do a little brokering. Stuunji handicrafts were getting popular in human space, ARGO or not, and because the stuunji weren’t officially trading with humans, that made anything from New Garrelon expensive.

Amy held up the last piece for the day, a wood-and-seashell necklace, and spoke to it. “Someday you’re going to make some stupid, frivolous girl very happy for a few minutes. Let’s just hope she pays top terra before finding a mirror.” Then she tucked it away with the rest and closed the footlocker.

Muffled voices sounded from the common room, and a familiar tone told Amy that it wasn’t just the holovid this time. Carl was back. Hopefully, he’d spent his shopping day productively as well.

Amy made herself snort at the notion. She looked to the ceiling, addressing God. “Thanks for sending him back in one piece. That’s all I really need.”

Moments later, the door to their shared quarters swung open, and Carl burst through, grinning. “Hey, how’s my girl? You have fun out on the town with Esper?”

“Better than you did with Rai Kub, apparently,” Amy replied with a lopsided grin. “He was here already when I got back. You two have an argument or something?”

Carl waved away the notion. “Nah. He’s just not much of a drinker or a gambler.” He wobbled over and flopped down on the bed.

“As a rule, neither are you,” Amy pointed out, flopping down beside him, then rolling onto her side.

“Yeah, but I enjoy
 both,” Carl replied, wagging a finger. “Key difference. Big guy just wanted to browse the food carts, and I wanted to try out the casino. Both got what we wanted.”

“Rai Kub wanted to spend the day with you.”

Carl blew a long sigh. “Yeah. But this place is safe as a daycare ward. I didn’t need a nanny. I needed a wingman.”

Amy sat up and looked out the window. “Well, Roddy’s got a right to perpetuate his own species. He can’t go out playing cards every—”

“I meant you,” Carl said slyly, wrapping his arms around Amy from behind.

Amy batted away Carl’s wandering hands. “Any prospects of getting us off this ball of hay?”

Carl slumped back down. “Nope. But on the bright side, I did turn down a job.”

“How’s that a bright side?” Amy asked, turning to study Carl for signs of the punch line she sensed coming. “Were they trying to charge us money to do a job?”

Carl snickered. “Ah, the old Tom Sawyer con. Nah, nothing like that. It just wasn’t our style.”

“You mean it was chump change,” Amy reasoned. There was something oddly wistful in Carl, bordering on the contemplative.

“Nah. Money was great. Would have topped any real payday we’ve seen in ages.”

Amy rubbed at her temples. “I give up. What’s the catch? Or are you just getting used to life on this farm world?”

“Hey, I’m ready to blow this pasture first reason we get. But I’m not smuggling sacred artifacts off an occupied world.”

For a second, Amy wasn’t sure what she’d just heard. “Say that again.”

Carl propped himself up on an elbow. “I told the guy to go screw himself. Find someone else to pillage primitive cultures for him.”

“And it was theoretically good money?” Amy asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Three hundred large,” Carl said with a shrug. “Doesn’t matter. Wasn’t taking it anyway.”

Within seconds, Amy had tackled Carl, pinning him to the bed. Even in a haze of slight tipsiness, Carl caught on quick enough and let her pull his shirt up over his head. She let him work on the buttons for her pants while she worked free from her own top.

One of the keys to positive reinforcement was immediate reward for good behavior.

Plus, Amy was surprised to discover, she had a “thing” for good boys.

# # #

Rai Kub sat on a blanket beside the couch. The human-sized furniture wouldn’t have held his weight anyway. Tapping at the buttons for the little remote that controlled the holo-projector, he paused the ballet mid-pirouette.

Such tiny creatures. Such grace and fluidity. It was as if the young humans were made of cotton fluff the way they floated.

But not all humans were creatures of grace and dignity. Carl stumbled out of his quarters with his shirt untucked, barefoot, and carrying the faint whiff of mating. Everyone else was either inured to the scent or too polite to say anything about it—Rai Kub steadfastly clung to the latter faction.

Amy followed Carl out, waiting a period she must have deemed decorous. “You guys are never going to guess what Carl did today?”

From her slouching seat at the end of the couch, Yomin chimed in. “No need to guess.” She was clearly not among the polite ones.

“I mean planetside,” Amy clarified. “That is, outdoors. I mean, I know we’re
 planetside. But I mean the planetside that isn’t aboard the ship.”

Roddy and Shoni’s door opened. The laaku mechanic stuck his head out. “Can you put the ballet back on? That saccharine melody was workin’ in here.”

Rai Kub kept his sigh soft and subtle. He didn’t want anyone to feel bad for him, but he envied the mated pairs on board. Carl and Amy, Roddy and Shoni… Rai Kub had even developed some interesting theories about Yomin and Archie that stretched the bounds of his cultural education.

But the stuunji was alone. A colony of sixteen million of his people lay just the other side of the ship’s hull, and he had no prospects for love.

Amy waved the laaku in. “Get in here. You’ll want to hear this.”

“Kid,” Roddy said. “Right now, you’re seriously misinterpreting my priorities.”

The door opened slightly wider, and Shoni squeezed out, wearing a bathrobe. “Oh, give it up, Rodek. You missed your orbital transfer window.”

Amy held out both hands. “Today… Carl turned down a job.”

Roddy snorted. “What, did it require a trip to Ithaca?”

“No,” Carl snapped.

“Nope,” Amy replied with a grin. “We actually rejected good-paying work because Carl here took a moral stand against cultural plundering. We aren’t going to be smuggling a religious artifact off Agos VI.”

Yomin’s nose wrinkled. “Who names these worlds?”

“It’s a tesud name,” Shoni piped up in her professor’s voice. Rai Kub enjoyed when she used it because he always seemed to learn something new. “The locals called it something difficult to pronounce, so the explorers who discovered it tesudized the name. The natives are evolved otters.”

Rai Kub brightened. “It’s an… an Earth-like?” he asked, remembering to use the human term. His own people’s term was cousin planet. The ARGO races always seemed to overestimate just how similar the worlds really were.

“The point is,” Amy continued. “We got a job offer for a good
 chunk of money to do something pretty despicable to some inoffensive species. And we’re not going to do it.”

Rai Kub scratched the side of his head. “That’s nice to know. But what became of the one who offered the job? Was he or she apprehended? Will you be testifying at his or her trial? I think seeing you on local holovid channels supporting the New Garrelon legal system would help weed the overgrown fields our peoples share.”

Carl blinked and patted a hand in the air. “Ease off the main thrusters there, buddy. It was a comm. It came in anonymously. I don’t know the name of the broker or who his client is. This is a ghost job.”

Stretching out on the couch, Yomin tapped at her datalens. “You know, Agos VI isn’t that
 far from here. How soon would we need to be there? I mean we’ve got a star-drive now. We can give Esper a sabbatical and just take care of a little business.”

“No,” Rai Kub insisted, letting a hint of exasperation betray him. He calmed himself before continuing. “We don’t want to harm the people of Agos. But if this person of Carl’s wants to steal something, won’t he or she just find another spaceship captain?”

“It’s a ‘he,’ so you can knock off with that business,” Carl said. “But you’re right. The guy’s gonna hire some other schmuck to do his dirty work. It just won’t be us. So what are the odds they even pull the job off? Know what I mean?”

Carl gave knowing looks to each of them in turn.

Was that supposed to reassure Rai Kub? Were other ships less likely to succeed?

“We should at least send a warning to Agos,” Rai Kub said. “Let them know a thief is coming.” When he looked around the common room for support, he found none. Where was Esper when he needed her? “Esper? Can you come help me argue this?”

From her quarters, Esper called out. “Carl, just send the warning message. I’m trying to meditate.”

“Fine,” Carl snapped. “You know, I was feeling a lot better about this whole business a minute ago.”

Yomin snickered. “And a few minutes before that, you were feelin’ a whole
 lot better.”

Carl headed for the cockpit but stopped and turned to look back at everyone before disappearing from sight. “Just so you know. Once, long ago, there was a saying: honor among thieves.”

Roddy cackled. “That’s
 what you’re falling back on? That was bullshit the first time it got said, and it’s bullshit today. That’s the everyman’s view of thieves. Billy-Joe Speed-Limit sees a bunch of crooks and thinks they’re all brothers in arms. Cops round up the gang, and it turns into a stool pigeon contest as to who can chirp first and loudest.”

“Fair point,” Carl acknowledged. “Only rat out the other guy when you’ve got something to gain by it. That does it. We’re keeping our yaps shut. This wasn’t our problem yesterday, and it’s not going to be our problem tomorrow. In fact, once this conversation comes to a close, we are officially out of the problem business.”

“Until our next job,” Amy added.

Rai Kub had a datapad of his very own. While everyone else was arguing, he made sure it was still there in his pocket. Maybe he could figure out on his own who to warn.

# # #

Something nagged at Roddy. It wasn’t annoyance at having a romantic evening ruined by crew bickering—that annoyance was right out in the open. It wasn’t that Carl blew off good money for a good cause, either. There was an unfinished feeling to the matter that left a sour aftertaste.

Shoni was busy in the kitchen, fiddling with the food processor in an effort to construct a palatable snack.

Yomin and Rai Kub were transfixed by a bunch of human twigs in tutus, tiptoeing around to stuffy music.

Everyone else had the good sense to be elsewhere, and the temptation to join them proved too much for Roddy to bear. Taking his half-empty beer, he ambled down the corridor to the cockpit.

“Yo,” Roddy greeted Carl as he plopped himself down in the copilot’s seat.

Carl looked accusingly at the beer in Roddy’s hand. “What? None for me?”

“You’re flying,” Roddy replied with a shrug.

“We’re parked planetside,” Carl argued. “I just came up here to think.”

“Yeah, I just escaped the Bolshoi black hole myself. It’s like watching an idle screen, but people take it seriously. But that’s not why I came here
 .”

Carl sighed and threw his feet up on the console. “Well, it wasn’t to bring me a beer, so what’s eating you?”

“That job you turned down,” Roddy replied. He tried not to slurp as he sipped his beer.

“Thinking I’m going soft?”

Roddy chuckled. “I know
 you’re going soft. Got no issue that way. But… well, what happened to working every angle? It’s one thing to get a little religion, even if it’s mostly the scent of it rubbing off from hanging around Esper and now Rai Kub. But you dropped that job like it was going to bite.”

On his face, Carl wore that perplexed expression that could have been caused by anything from working through a problem to a case of indigestion. “Where you going with this?”

“What’s the one glaringly obvious part of that job staring you in the face like a holovid beer advert?” Roddy asked, wincing as he remembered he shouldn’t keep mentioning beer when he hadn’t brought any.

“The fact the guy didn’t want to give details but caved the minute I got pushy about it? Doesn’t bode well for operational security.”

There was
 that. An employer who kept a job close to the vest was one who wasn’t going to blab the details over drinks to every girl he tries to pick up.

Roddy wagged a hand. “Nah. Bigger than that.”

“Um, that he was an exploitative fuck-weasel pillaging primitives?”

Roddy snorted. “Now you sound like some college-age planet-polisher. Think like a smuggler. Or, more importantly, like a thief.”

Carl’s eyes grew distant for a moment. His lips tightened.

Roddy let his friend’s engines perform a slow burn to reorient. Playing the hero was making Carl’s mind a little dull at the edges.

Carl snapped his fingers. “Hardcoin. Up front. We could have taken the job and given the artifact back.” With a wistful sigh, Carl slouched lower in his chair. In doing the right thing, he’d overlooked the quick profit taking the iffy middle road. “Too bad I hammered that guy’s offer back in his face so hard. But I can’t call him back now. Hell, I’d have to sic Yomin on it just to find the guy’s comm ID; he was using an obvious fake.”

This was the part Roddy had been waiting for—that elusive detail tugging on the sleeve of his mind like an annoying preschooler. “What if Yomin did
 backtrack the guy’s ID?”

“You thinking we fake being a different ship, take the job under fake IDs, and play it like I just said?”

“No,” Roddy replied. “I think we go find this bastard of yours in person and do a little negotiating. I mean, roll this one over in your mind: we act like the lawmen. We’ve all watched enough cops-and-robbers holo to know the ins and outs, plus we’ve got real-world experience on the other side. We can bust this smuggling ring, turn the enemies we’d make over to the authorities, return the religious tchotchke, and pocket the hardcoin.”

“That’s…” Carl visibly struggled for the word he wanted to follow. “Convoluted. Besides, everyone says that the stuff on the holo isn’t how real police work.”

“Right. They can’t tap people’s comms without a warrant, rough up suspects, or steal shit.”

That put things in a different light. Carl perked up instantly. “You’re right. Cops could get some serious shit done if they didn’t have to obey the law.”

“You up for getting some serious shit done?” Roddy asked.

“I think I could be persuaded for the getting done of some serious shit,” Carl said, nodding slowly. He fixed Roddy with a level glare. “If
 you go grab me a beer.”

“C’mon, Peachfuzz. Let’s go pitch this hero plan to the ballet audience.”

# # #

Esper squinted at the tiny brush at the end of the screw-on cap. A dab of pink paint on the end matched her favorite sweatshirt. Biting her lip in concentration, she gently swiped it down the length of one fingernail, leaving a trail of the color behind.

In the corner of the room, a scruffy wizard in a stained gray sweatshirt looked on, arms crossed. “My Cassie could do that when she was three,” Mort grumbled.

Esper ignored him.

The brush was an awkward tool, but she was getting the hang of it. Dipping the brush in its little glass jar, Esper applied a few more strokes of the nail polish, smoothing out the uneven texture and trying to get all the way to the edges without painting the surrounding skin in the process.

“Never paid much heed to how you always got yours all colored up,” Mort continued. “I assumed, since you went in for the feminine arts, that this was something you’d known all your life. Well, since the age of three or four anyway—which is a larger percentage of your life than mine, I suppose.”

“Go. Away,” Esper muttered without looking up.

“Not until you rethink this whole tightrope walk with Johnny-Lawman,” Mort replied. “We went years at a time without getting in trouble with the law. Sure, we got customs aboard now and then; you can fool those droop-eyed nincompoops well enough not to worry. But you don’t want the law enforcement profession investigating
 . It’s one thing pulling the cap over some poor workday slob’s eyes; he just wants to go home to dinner. But the investigators are single-minded alligators. Once they get a notion in their heads, there’s no prying their jaws loose.”

“You don’t get a vote,” Esper said softly, continuing the paint job on her nails.

“Why shouldn’t I?” Mort replied indignantly. “Just because I currently lack a corporeal form? Temporary inconvenience, I assure you.”

“That sounded like a good enough reason to me,” Esper countered, trying to keep her voice down. The last thing she needed was the rest of the crew knowing that not only was Mort semi-alive and sealed inside her head but that he could break free as a hallucination as well. “Your only concern is making peace with all those poor wizards you murdered and imprisoned.”

Mort cleared his throat. “One could argue that you are now guilty of the same offense. I’m cooped up in here against my will. I demand—that is, I’d very much appreciate—if you’d spend a little less time on your manicure and a little more on figuring out a way to get me a new body.”

Esper slid the brush into the jar and twisted the cap shut. Holding up both hands, she gently blew across the backs to speed the drying. Her insta-polisher had finally given out after surviving more magical run-ins than most personal grooming appliances ever had to suffer. Learning to paint her nails by hand felt somehow more personal and intimate.

There were just some little pleasures that a wizardess shouldn’t trust to a handheld device. This was just the latest of Esper’s technological habits to fall by the wayside.

“You think this is a game, don’t you?” Esper asked. She kept her fingers spread wide and waved them through the air. “Just biding your time before the triumphant return of Mordecai The Brown, Reader of Forbidden Books and Thumber of Noses at the Convocation.”

“Seems natural,” Mort said, raising his stubbly chin. “There’s been a certain narrative flow to my life that screams for a triumphant return, as you put it. It’s a little… well, awkward doesn’t quite put the fence around the pasture on this one. I killed everyone in here, and they all have rather vivid memories of the event.”

“Well, you can well imagine what it’s like having a head full of murderers and would-be murderers,” Esper countered. She set her hands on her knees to keep from brushing them against anything until the paint had finished hardening. “I’ve got one more than you ever had, and the extra murderer I’ve got to wrangle is a doozy.”

“I don’t need much,” Mort argued. “Hey. Maybe if this guy you’re after is young enough and in good health, we can take a crack at moving me over to his
 mind. I don’t think he’d put up much of a fight.”

Esper sighed. “Yes, probably not much of a wizard if he spends his days manipulating people into wrongdoing.”

“Doubt he’s a wizard at—hey, that was a low blow.”

This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. Mort was in purgatory. Esper was guarding him, keeping him from trouble and harm at the same time, forcing him to make amends. If Esper could have transferred him to another mind, she still wouldn’t have done it. Even having read the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts
 and absorbing its secrets, it was all she could do to hold in check the awesome power of Mordecai The Brown’s mind.

Esper squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her jaw. “Get. Back. Inside.”

“No.”

Tears welled in the corners of Esper’s eyes. She didn’t think Mort wanted to intentionally hurt her, but it was a constant struggle to smother his attempts to break free of his prison. In wiping away her tears, Esper discovered, to her relief, that her nails had dried. She hadn’t smudged the pink polish across her face.

As she unscrewed the cap, Esper brought her bare feet up on the bed and started to paint her toes to match.

“Oh, for the love of—who’s going to see your toenails?” Mort exclaimed. “It’s not like the common room floor’s been cleaned since Kubu left, and—”

“You’re free to stop watching whenever you like. But if this
 is bothering you, I’m sure I can find a lot more embarrassing personal things to do in front of you, Mordecai The Prude.”

It had been an uncomfortable adjustment period, having Mort living inside her head. But she’d learned more about the wizard in the short months of his residence than in the previous years she’d known him, even her time in Mortania.

“Fine,” More grumbled. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you about getting involved with the law.”

Then, thankfully, the wizard retreated, vanishing into thin air. If only Esper hadn’t known that he was still there, waiting, watching, never gone from the prison, her mind had become. The only question she had was: which of them was the inmate, and which the jailer?

# # #

Data spirited across the galaxy, drifting at syrupy speeds out of the New Garrelon relay sector and accelerating the instant it hit ARGO space and the Galactic Omni Services main trunk.

This was what Yomin signed on for. This was real data warfare. Carl had handed over his datapad and provided a target, one shrouded in mystery and cloaked in paranoia. Everything Yomin needed was contained inside the harmless-looking plastic housing, battered and scuffed from frequent use and haphazard care.

“Let’s do this,” Yomin said to herself.

From the other side of their shared quarters, Archie couldn’t help commenting. “I don’t approve.” His voice modulator was working, at least. Yomin no longer had to listen to the forced artificial warble that Harmony Bay had inflicted on him.

“Got it the first four times,” Yomin replied.

“Found myself in with vigilante sorts once,” Archie continued. “Ended up with a rap sheet as long as Merlin’s beard and an aversion to potato salad that haunts me to this day. Took my parents weeks to get the former sorted out and hours at a bathhouse to scrub away the latter.”

Yomin could have played racquetball with Archie all day on the issue. But he’d refused to help her track down Carl’s mystery job broker, and right now, that was all that mattered.

“How about you go watch the holo with Rai Kub and the laakus?” Yomin suggested. At the moment, his presence was just a distraction she didn’t need.

Data whirled in Yomin’s eyepiece. Most of it was for show, a little visual candy to go along with the boring waits as her algorithms crawled the omni. But nestled within were helpful updates and status notifications.

The eye that wasn’t absorbing data caught a glimpse of Archie leaving in a huff. With a sigh of relief, Yomin lost herself in the omni.

Data wasn’t a thing. It was a substance bereft of mass, but so multidimensional in form that it defied Euclidean geometry.

Yomin wasn’t the brute force sort who’d intercept a false-ID message like Carl’s and try to strip it to the quantum states, reverse engineer the encryption key, and put it back together. That was for university thesis work and for showing off how brilliant you were. This problem was a whodunnit mystery and that meant eliminating suspects.

There were, at present, nearly half a trillion suspects.

That was where clues came in handy. Yomin knew the point of delivery for Carl’s message: New Garrelon. That actually narrowed the search down far more than most techsters would have imagined. ARGO data traffic to the refugee world was limited, and few legitimate business or government interests were at stake.

Still, there were too many senders of messages to New Garrelon for Yomin’s search to end there. She also knew the time of delivery on the message, which, with some variables thrown in for transit times, would narrow down the time the message was sent.

Since Carl kept the conversation going in real time, Yomin could use those same transmission delay rates to narrow down the maximum distance between Carl’s contact and New Garrelon at the time the negotiation took place.

Fascinating as the theory was, the implementation was boring. As she waited for the distance calculator to route its way through the Galactic Omni Services network, Yomin found some music.

Standing, stretching, and clearing a patch of space in the laundry scattered across the floor, Yomin shook and shimmied to the beat of La Guerre du Coeur, the latest hit band from Orion. By the time the search ran, Yomin was singing along.

“Tu me blesses
 ,” Yomin sang. “Tu me tues presque… avec ton coeur froid.
 ”

A chime broke the rhythm of the beat.

“Yo, little sis. What you got for me, girl?” Yomin asked the datalens.

What the datapad had was a map containing roughly 12% of ARGO space.

“Seriously?” Yomin asked incredulously. Galactic Omni Services had been improving their data rates, dropping deeper and deeper astral buoys for their relays. Six years ago, before her ill-fated tour on the Odysseus, she would have seen a latency map with those delays grab about 3% of ARGO space.

With a quiet snarl, Yomin started the next phase of her investigation. The messages had a size measurable in transmitted qubits. Carl’s datapad contained the raw messages. Even if someone on the other end had tinkered with the size of their comm files—which Yomin might have done, but most non-professionals wouldn’t have considered—she could still trace Carl’s responses.

Closing her non-datalens eye, Yomin lost herself in the comparative analysis as La Guerre du Coeur played on, exhausting their catalog and looping around for a second play-through.

Yomin swayed as she worked in a secondary file, modifying the parameters of her search and guiding and prioritizing the analysis based on personal information. This adjustment to the tap-foot-and-wait method was what set top data analysts apart.

“Where are you hiding, buddy-boy?” Yomin breathed.

Setlyk system? Black security rating. A few criminal interests. She kept it on the list.

Keller IX? Nothing there but a penal colony. There was an off chance that someone on staff did a little brokering on the side, but she bumped it down the priority list. Way down.

Feishfarnargan? Yomin couldn’t even pronounce it. It was the site of a cultural that had emigrated from various ARGO-aligned worlds to live together in communal—blah, blah, blah. Yomin stopped reading when she realized it was a Utopian post-scarcity colony. The odds of a criminal broker putting up with living there—even if it would have been a brilliant front—were too long to calculate.

Yomin kept on winnowing down her list, lightening the load on her computer core and speeding toward a single set of transmissions that matched the pattern of Carl’s conversation.

All in all, Yomin mused, she’d pored through more data than had been transmitted in the entire binary era.


Pwink!


A cheerful pop-up announced a match. With a grin, Yomin bounced across the room and hit the comm panel.

# # #

It felt good to have the flight yoke in hand again, not just as a reminder, but as an active, responsive part of the ship’s control system. Amy eased through orbital maneuvers, just enjoying the feel of the Mobius
 at her command. The freighter was still sluggish for her tastes, but it was a sort of sluggish she was growing fond of—a petting zoo horse, not a racer.

Stuunji-controlled space was pleasantly sparse. The colonies on the surface were mere dots in the landscape, like metal rivets holding civilization in place on the untamed world. Orbital traffic had a horse-and-buggy feel to it, just a scattering of ships operating on mutual collision avoidance. No defensive satellites, orbiting shipyards, or high-rent habitation encircled the planet as they did on most major population centers.

Amy eyed the cockpit console, wondering if she dared turn on a little music.

Music was a battlefield on the Mobius
 . Amy liked Carl’s old-timey rock music well enough, but it wasn’t her favorite. If she had the cockpit all to herself, she’d have preferred something a little more modern, maybe even something synthetically designed to level out mood and steady cerebrocortical balance. But if anyone else wandered in—and the cockpit practically needed a turnstile to count visitors—there would be trouble.

Mort had considered Amy’s music barbarous, an attempt at mind control. Esper had inherited that opinion, along with Mort’s job. Roddy claimed to be able to hear the artifice behind the programming. The mood-enhancers had no effect on Archie, but he and Rai Kub both agreed that the sounds themselves were grating.

Only Shoni seemed to share Amy’s taste in scientifically programmed music.

Oh, and Yomin was hopelessly artisto-modern.

While Amy had a touch of magic in her, it didn’t extend to summoning crew voices by thinking about them. So it was sheer coincidence when Yomin’s voice piped over the comm.

“Got him,” Yomin replied, voice chipper. “Our smuggler boss is on Faendral Rock. Think we can get to him in time?”

Time was a relative concept. Einstein didn’t believe in objective time. Amy was skeptical, having sat through navy briefings that went on for decades in the span of an hour. But nav computers could give a common reference that allowed everyone to speak the same language.

“I’ll know once we drop,” Amy replied to the comm panel. Then switching from Yomin’s quarters to addressing the common room, she gave the all-clear. “Esper, you’re up. Get us nice and deep. We’re playing catch-up here as it is.”

“Roger. Will do,” Esper replied.

Why was everyone on the ship so perky? And why did Esper try to pretend she knew military lingo when she clearly hadn’t a clue?

Just another mystery of the universe, Amy supposed.

Amy let her eyes half close as she brought the Mobius
 to a halt just outside orbit around New Garrelon. She licked her lips and steadied her breathing, preparing for the tendrils of fear that crept in whenever they delved into astral space.

Alone, Amy could indulge her worries about manual astral travel. Carl didn’t understand. He tried. It was just that growing up around Mort, Carl had taken more astral drops via wizardly handicrafts than he had with proper arcano-mechanical systems. How could Amy convey the sense of dread that someone had hand-woven a parachute just before jumping out of an atmospheric craft?

The stars faded.

Amy breathed in and held it for a five-count.

The stars vanished. The gray that remained in place of the Ocean’s black was like an overcast day planetside turned inside out. The gray deepened, flattened, and eventually became utterly uniform.

Amy exhaled.

The nav computers were in their accustomed state of panic, suddenly tossed in the deep end of the astral without proper warning. There was no convincing them
 that any of this was normal. For once, Amy agreed with the machines.

Carl ducked inside the cockpit and swung himself into the copilot’s chair. “How are we looking?”

“Give it a second,” Amy replied, eyes on the screen. Esper was getting to be nearly as good at this as Mort. The numbers stopped moving as the astral scanners found a common reference point and triangulated their location and depth. “Looks like she pulled us down to 9.44 astral units.”

Carl nodded appraisingly. “Not bad. Not bad at all. See? At six, we’d have never gotten to this scum in time to intercept his smuggler.”

“Still up for debate,” Amy said. She tapped the readout when it finished its calculation. “We can be there day after tomorrow.”

With an accusing squint at the display, Carl grunted. “Faendral Rock, huh? Who lets people get away with naming shit after themselves? Anyway, looks like we’ve got a ride ahead of ourselves.”

Without pausing to ask, Carl reached across and tapped in a music selection. Seconds later, the cockpit sound system was blaring “Low Rider.”

Amy smiled with pursed lips.

As the Mobius
 rocketed off toward Faendral Rock, fourth planet of the Maelorne System, Amy realized something. She hadn’t worried since Carl stepped into the cockpit. From his lazy courage to his corny, reassuringly ancient music, Carl was just a worry vortex.

And he was Amy’s
 worry vortex.

# # #

Carl had been on this world a hundred times. It had different names. It orbited different suns. But in the end, it was the same podunk, barely habitable ball of minerals pumped full of an oxygen-nitrogen mix until lowlife scum could set up shop.

Faendral Rock was just the name of the latest version of this planet, with a weak blue sun dangling in the sky overhead and orange mountains forming a ring of spikes around the colony’s perimeter. It wasn’t a mining outpost or a pleasure resort. As best the omni could tell, the story of this place was that some full-of-himself petty pirate named Chet Faendral had bought it from the galactic colonial authority as a castoff, then installed a half-billion terras in atmospheric rehab to turn it into a retirement paradise.

It had only half worked.

As Carl led the way through the streets of the colony’s only settlement, he marveled that it had hung on as anything but a failed experiment. Apparently, there was just this insatiable human desire not to see any planet go uninhabited.

“Two blocks ahead,” Yomin reported from the rear of the group.

Yomin was along for tech support. Carl was breaking her in easy on the planetside raids. This one, with an unsuspecting target and no local law enforcement worth mentioning, seemed like an ideal training ground. Even if Yomin blew it completely, he had Esper and Rai Kub along for the dirty work.

Their target’s name was Howie Carter. At least, that was the name he went by locally. His biography was a tangle of aliases and hacked-together fiction that read like a guy who wanted to grow up to be Al Capone but barely managed to be Kip Bladner.

“This is it,” Yomin reported, pointing to a run-down warehouse with a sign over the garage door entrance that read “Faendral Vehicular.” Beside the large door obviously meant for vehicles, there was a smaller, person-sized door—so long as that person wasn’t stuunji. “Place is scan-shielded, so we’re going in blind.”

Carl shook his head. “If I ever own my own planet, I’m ordering regular raids of anyplace that looks like a warehouse, is supposedly abandoned, or runs a scan scrambler when it’s got no imaginable need for one.”

“You did own your own planet,” Esper reminded him. “It turned out horribly.”

Holding up a finger, it was Carl’s turn to be pedantic. Without Mort around, he felt a duty to take on his old friend’s role. “That was a moon. Any we had a good run there for a little while.”

“I was stranded there six years,” Yomin reminded him in a growl.

Carl clapped his hands. “Business at hand. All right. Rai Kub, get that door open. Esper—”

There was a crash and squeal of metal as the door ripped from the surrounding wall. Rai Kub held it clenched in one fist, fingers crinkling the metal around them. Under his other arm, he held a wooden footlocker that he hadn’t bothered setting down to take care of the door.

“OK,” Rai Kub replied.

With a shrug, Esper slipped inside. Whatever her role was to have been, Carl no longer needed to explain.

The garage warehouse was a darkened mess of disassembled hover-cruisers, light transports, and personal recreational craft. How far the clutter went, it was impossible to tell by the washed-out blue star sunlight leaking in from the doorway.

“Hello?” Carl called out. “I heard you were the guy to talk to about moving goods into Sol space. Sorry about the door. My guy here doesn’t know his own strength.”

“But I—” Rai Kub started to object before Carl jerked a finger up to his lips. Then the stuunji caught on with a nod and mimicked the shush gesture.

Blaster drawn, Carl raised a fist, then extended a finger and swirled it around in the air.

“Huh?” Yomin asked in a whisper.

Rai Kub gave Esper a gentle nudge. “I think he wants you to fly up and look.”

“I can’t fly
 ,” Esper whispered back.

Rai Kub nodded. “Oh.”

Seething through his nose, Carl clarified. “It’s hand signs. Special ops stuff. It means spread out and search.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Yomin objected. “It meant hold up and rally, which made no sense at all.”

“Well…” Carl paused, unprepared for someone to have actually studied the naval field manuals. “Just spread out and search.”

Yomin and Esper crept off in different directions. Rai Kub hung close to Carl and cleared a path, whether he meant to or not. Stuunji just weren’t built for stealth of any sort. Rai Kub’s quietest whisper rivaled a coolant leak. He was physiologically incapable of tiptoeing. Plus, his oversized body couldn’t squeeze through tight areas without—

A crash echoed from the steel rafters of the warehouse as Rai Kub toppled a grav bike that had been precariously perched on its kickstand. As the stuunji stooped and picked it up, the bike’s chassis grated on the permacrete floor.

“Fuck it,” Carl muttered. He shouted to his team. “Someone find the lights. Howie Carter, if you can hear me, come out and make this easy on yourself. We’re not here to kill you or even rob you.”

Rai Kub looked back and fixed Carl with a cockeyed scowl. “We’re not?”

Carl shrugged.

A lot of how things played out from here depended on Howie Carter. Sure, a firefight might get the poor weasel killed, but that wasn’t why Carl was here. And, if the grimy, waste-reclaim output of a middleman handed over his personal data, there would be no reason to steal it.

The strike team scoured the warehouse. Ubiquitous clutter was as good as a scanner dampener sometimes, and Carter seemed to be playing this game with both on his side.

“Bolt hole!” Yomin shouted from the back of the warehouse, where an impromptu office had been slapped together from a desk and dummy terminal.

Esper, Carl, and Rai Kub rushed over, the latter toppling a tool rack and the door panel of a 2540’s Se Habla atmo cruiser.

“You gonna fit down there?” Yomin asked as they gathered around a trapdoor roughly a meter square.

Rai Kub turned to Esper. “Maybe you can magic me smaller?” he asked hopefully.

Carl clapped the stuunji on the shoulder. “You guard this exit. If he doubles back, sit on him until we get here.”

“Literally?” Rai Kub asked, widening one eye.

“If you have to, big guy,” Carl replied. “Just don’t let him get away. Esper, you—”

But Esper hardly needed prompting. She took a quick glance down and dropped through the trapdoor, ignoring the ladder that ran down one wall.

With a “ladies first” wave of his hand, Carl sent Yomin down next, then took up the rear.

The basement level of the warehouse was primarily gas, water, and power lines, crisscrossing the building and delivering various utilities to workstations as needed. The utility access corridors had no walls, per se; they consisted of passageways formed where the innumerable conduits gave way for room enough to allow mechanics access.

Yomin slipped out her SlyTek Sidekick. “Which way?”

Carl hated even saying the words. They rang the bells that foretold doom in the form of ambushes, unexpected monsters, and walking smack dab into clichés despite knowing better.

“Let’s split up and search.”

# # #

Howie Carter had experienced better days. Faendral Rock might have been a shithole, but he’d considered living there a small price to pay while he set up a cushy retirement somewhere closer to the core worlds. Sol might have been too straight-laced for his tastes, but maybe something in the Orion system might be a compromise between culture and price.

That was before Carl Fucking Ramsey showed up on his door cam. The grainy, low-res image used so little bandwidth that even halfway decent scanners failed to pick up on it, but the picture was clear enough. Plus, it wasn’t like Ramsey hadn’t starred on a holovid racing series. Half the galaxy knew him by sight.

“What are you doing out there…?” Carter muttered to himself as he squinted at the screen. Ramsey had two women with him and a xeno from a species that looked like a rhinoceros up on its hind legs.

Carter didn’t need to answer his own question. The rhino tore his front door right off the hinges. Whatever Ramsey wanted, it wasn’t friendly.

“Shit… shit… shit…” Carter repeated like a mantra as he powered down his computer and unplugged the core from his oversized display and interface console.

Fumbling in the desk drawer, Carter shunted aside documents and office clutter that he suddenly regretted accumulating over his time in residence on Faendral Rock. Then he found it.

A Thompson DK-9 Slingshot. Normally, Carter wasn’t in the blaster-toting business, but the heft of the weapon in his hand made the imminent breach of hostile forces seem a little less bleak.

It was still bleak enough, however, that Carter headed straight for the trapdoor down to the maintenance level.

“Hello?” Ramsey bellowed. “I heard you were the guy to talk to about moving goods into Sol space. Sorry about the door. My guy here doesn’t know his own strength.”

Like hell. That was an intimidation move, plain and simple. Only a fool would have answered back.

The oiled hinges of the trapdoor didn’t make a sound. For once, he didn’t feel like an idiot for keeping up maintenance on a bolt-hole he hadn’t used in the five years he’d lived there.

Climbing gingerly down the ladder with the computer core under one arm, the broker measured every breath.

After setting down the core, Carter climbed back up to conceal his escape route. Out in the garage, he overheard indistinct mutterings from Ramsey and his goons.

“Well…” Ramsey snapped. “Just spread out and search.”

That was Carter’s cue to make himself scarce. The ratty old rug that lay beneath his office chair was nearly see-through; that’s how threadbare it had become. But he had a choice between closing the trapdoor and leaving the top side of it exposed or leaving it open and dragging the rug over to hide everything.

Carter chose the latter.

Climbing back down, he retrieved the computer core with all his essential data and slipped into the maze of ductwork and pipes. Along the way, he prayed.

“Lord, if you spare a gutless, greedy sinner like me, I swear I’ll donate half my earnings from this job. I mean…” Carter paused to orient himself in the unfamiliar surroundings. He knew the schematic of these passages like the pillow he slept on. That didn’t mean much from the inside, where they looked nothing like the clean wire-frame view. “After all, it’s not like it’s your
 religion we’re robbing. If anything, ripping off some filthy xeno idolaters should be a boost to your business.”

Whether his prayer was persuasive or not, Carter didn’t know. Early results weren’t promising.

“Bolt hole!” a woman’s voice shouted. Well, give her a back rub and a box of chocolates for thinking to look under a damn rug.

Carter’s feet sped up without needing to be told. What was it about a basement level with no additional outlets that had seemed secure? Why was he worried about thieves sneaking in from below when he should have been worrying about pissed-off contractors barging in the front door?

Would it have killed him to have a secret exit instead of an innocuous bunker?

It might kill him not to.

Finding an obscure corner, Carter checked all his personal electronics and made sure nothing was transmitting, blinking, or emitting radiation. The heating pipe should have helped conceal him from thermal imagine.

Maybe Ramsey would give up and go away.

In the quiet spaces between breaths, Carter imagined that he could hear footsteps encircling him. He told himself that human hearing wasn’t good enough to pick out noises so subtle against the hissing and thrum of the building utilities.

“We know you’re in here, Carter,” Ramsey called out. “You make this easy on yourself, we don’t have to have an ugly incident down here.”

The hairs on the back of Carter’s neck stood on end. His skin crawled. Beams of light hunted him in the darkness. Hand lamps. It was only a matter of time, if Ramsey was thorough, before one of his people stumbled onto him.

Placing the computer core gently between his feet, Carter clutched his blaster in both hands and whispered the Lord’s Prayer.

Just as he said “amen,” a figure appeared at the end of the hall of pipes and shined a light on him.

Fool.

In the reflected light, he made out a curvaceous form and an empty hand. All this girl was carrying was the hand lamp. Whipping his blaster up and aiming it toward her center of mass, he confronted Ramsey’s female thug.

“Freeze, Sunshine,” Carter ordered. “Ramsey, show yourself. You’ve got until the count of ten before I put a hole between these giant tits on your girlfriend.”

The woman bent slowly, setting down the hand lamp and putting up her hands. The beam of light left Carter’s eyes, and he blinked in relief. Ramsey’s girl left herself clearly illuminated, and despite being dressed in a shabby pink sweatshirt, it was still quite the view.

But there was no sign of Ramsey.

“Ten… nine…”

Before he could put a voice to eight, an arm wrapped around his neck. Carter squeezed the trigger and a blast of plasma lanced out, cutting clean through the woman in the pink sweatshirt.

Angling the blaster behind him as his breath was cut short, Carter desperately tried to put a shot into the one who’d gotten him from behind before he lost consciousness.

A deft hand snatched away the blaster and tossed it away. The pressure on his neck redoubled, and Carter faded to black.

# # #

Carter awoke dizzy.

Waking up at all was a good sign. But after getting captured, it was usually one of those “going to get worse before it gets better” scenarios. Death was a nice, clean end. Captives usually didn’t get either nice or clean.

He was in his office chair. His hands weren’t bound. Neither were his feet.

Either Ramsey was an amateur…

As his head swam into focus, Carter’s gaze drifted up, up, up.

…Or he employed a creature the size of a troop transport to intimidate captives into behaving.

“He’s awake,” the rhinoceros announced in a voice that Carter felt in his ribcage more than his ears.

Ramsey slid across Carter’s desk and let his feet dangle. “Hey, there’s my man. Really sorry that job of yours wasn’t for us. Turns out, we had a change of heart.”

Carter brightened. “You want the job? It’s all yours. I’ll call the other guy back, and tell him no hard feelings. That work for you?” He punctuated the question with his best obsequious smile. Who cared about dignity and self-respect when broken bones—or worse—were on the table?

“How about your passcodes?” the dark-skinned woman asked in an Earthy accent.

So that was their game. “Nah. Not playin’ that. Instant you get access to those files, I’m just a witness. Am I right? Don’t answer that. You and I both know it’s true.”

“How long will it take you to break into it?” Ramsey asked the dark-skinned woman with the datalens. Clearly, that meant she was his tech helper.

“Maybe a day or two,” she replied, uncertainty clear in her voice. Amateur. “Won’t know till I hook it up and take a peek inside.”

Carter scoffed. Right now, all he could count on was being indispensable. “Good luck with that. What’re you gonna tell him a week from now, when you still can’t get in?”

“Want me to try?” a lilting voice asked.

Carter twisted in his seat and pissed his pants—just a few drops.

“You’re… I saw the blaster shot go right through you!” Carter protested.

There she was: the woman in the pink sweatshirt. Unless Ramsey had scrounged up a pair of twins, there was no mistaking that sculpted body taken like a full-flesh scan from a girlie holo.

The woman had her hands tucked in the front pocket of the sweatshirt. When she pulled one out, a glowing symbol sprang to life between her fingers. “I’m harder to kill than you might imagine.”

“Enough of the back-and-forth,” Ramsey snapped. “We’re on a timeline. If he’s not going to cooperate, we’re bringing him with us.”

“I’ve got people,” Carter countered. “They’ll come looking for me. I’ve got protection, even from the Convocation. You mess with me, there’ll be more people after you than you can count.”

“I’m shit at counting,” Ramsey said with a smirk. “I’ve been over that number for years. Rai Kub, box him up.”

Carter frowned. It was a slang term he hadn’t heard but didn’t like the sound of.

Suddenly, the broker was lifted bodily from the chair. The rhino had hands like hydraulic clamps. Beating against the beast’s arms didn’t even provoke a response. Reaching up to try to claw at its eyes only resulted in the rhino craning its neck until all Carter could reach was a neck made of tree bark.

It wasn’t a long trip. The “box” turned out to be some sort of crate or footlocker. The rhino set Carter down inside and pressed him flat as it closed the lid.

There were no air holes.

Beating against the inside of the box, Carter shouted in desperation. “Hey! I’ll suffocate in here.”

The lid popped open a crack. Applying a sudden burst of strength against the underside had no effect. The rhino must have been holding it down.

A face appeared—the woman wizard’s. Her teeth shone like a toothsoap model’s. “Sorry. Wear this around your neck.”

She shoved a glass-beaded necklace through the crack, and Carter did the only thing he could think of: he put it on.

Breathable air wafted from the device, and the lid closed again, shutting him in darkness. Not knowing how much longer his captors might remain within earshot, one question sprang to Carter’s mind, and he couldn’t help shouting it through the wooden crate.

“Why does this thing smell like horse sweat?”

# # #

Wispy, coughing dregs of atmosphere clung to the Mobius
 feebly, as if hoping for escape from their ramshackle planet. Orbital space, clean and empty, greeted them with an unspoken admonition to stop visiting such dreary destinations.

Carl sauntered up to the cockpit, feeling pretty good about their raid. No one got hurt. Nothing was lost, stolen, or damaged in the process. And last but not least, nobody had interfered with them. The only thing that could have made their foray any more successful would have been if Carter had sung like a canary.

Actually, Carl mused, pausing in the middle of a game of Omnithrust Racer taking place in the common room, it would have been better if Carter had sung like a parrot since those could speak English.

“Nice work, Peachfuzz,” Roddy greeted him from the couch, not looking away from the game.

Carl’s eyes narrowed. It wasn’t like Roddy to just throw a compliment out there. “Thanks.”

“While you’re standing there like a docking pylon, mind beering me?”

After tossing the laaku an Earth’s Preferred from the fridge, for which no further thanks were forthcoming, Carl finished his trek to the cockpit to find out how things were looking time-wise.

“Nice work, baby,” Amy greeted him from the pilot’s chair. This time, though, the congratulations were accompanied by a smile and a pair of bright, shining eyes. Her sincerity was… well, sincere.

“What’s that blip?” Carl asked as something appeared on their short-range radar. Faendral’s Rock wasn’t exactly a hub of orbital activity. Anyone that close was either oblivious or had a reason to be approaching them.

Amy looked over and saw for herself. She bit her lip as she punched in a query for the computer. It was like asking a toaster for tax advice, but occasionally the old sack of circuits came up with an answer. “They’re broadcasting an ID that claims they’re planetary security.”

“Um…”

“Yeah, exactly,” Amy confirmed without Carl having to say it. Since when did this planetoid have a militia?

Hopefully, that blinking light on the comm panel would clear things up. Amy accepted the incoming transmission.

“Vessel
 Mobius, we have reason to believe that you were involved in an incident at Faendral Vehicular. We would like to get a statement from your captain.
 ”

“A statement?” Carl scoffed, first checking to see that they weren’t broadcasting. “What do these guys think they are, a police force?” He waggled a finger for Amy to open the comm from their end.

Clearing his throat, Carl prepared his statement for the Faendral’s Rock authorities. “Sure thing. This should be brief. We were planetside for a bounty. We subdued and captured one male human suspect. There was minor property damage and no loss of life. We’re on our way to collect our payday for this scum. That good enough for you boys?”

“Roger that,
 Mobius. Have a safe journey
 .”

Amy closed the comm, shaking her head in disbelief.

Carl grinned. “This is why I love working border space. Those guys are playing cops and robbers. They were just fishing for an easy bribe, but they knew they weren’t squeezing a bounty hunter for a few terras. Most professional body-haulers would have opened fire before allowing an inspection team on board.”

“And us?” Amy asked. “What if they hadn’t bought it?”

Carl shrugged. “I assume we’d have stopped dead, and Esper could have pulled Mort’s old trick of dropping us deeper in astral than they could have followed.”

“She’s not Mort, you know.”

“Of course
 , I know that. Mort was a drop-dead gorgeous prude with a sanctimonious side the size of a cathedral. Esper’s just a scruffy old wizard with an obsession for sweatshirts and old war documentaries.”

Amy glared at him. Carl smirked with mischief in his eyes.

At the appointed location, the Mobius
 came to a halt, and without having to be told, Esper dropped them into the astral.

“She can pull off that trick, at least,” Carl noted.

“And the sweatshirt thing,” Amy concurred, and Carl heard a silent and that’s all you got right
 amended to the end.

# # #

The music was off. Yomin’s quarters were silent. At the end of the bed, Archie sat, hooked up to Carter’s computer core by as many cables as ran to Yomin’s own personal core. Carter’s rested on the bed between them.

“This is a little paranoid for a middleman,” Archie noted.

Yomin blew a rude noise at him. “I figured that out hours ago.”

The robot was right, of course. There was nothing they knew about Carter to justify the layers of encryption bolted over his computer like layers of armor. It wasn’t just a matter of security; from everything Yomin had uncovered, it would have been an arduous process of authentication and verification for Carter himself to get any use out of the system. It was set to badger him for verification at every step.

Yomin was about ready to hang the computer core from the ceiling and beat it like a piñata until the data leaked out. If only data security was ever so cathartic.

“Can you run a regression on all the biographical numbers we have on Carter?” Yomin asked.

Archie harrumphed. “Howie Carter, born May 11, 2520. And I’m not even sure that’s
 legitimate. This bug-brained job-juggler is as phony as my complexion. Want my guess?”

“Not really. Kinda busy here.”

“I think this fellow was some sort of mob tech watchdog. They have those, you know. Well, one day, this guy finds out something valuable, sells off the data, but has to go on the run. The money was good, but it wasn’t enough to last a lifetime. So he ends up broke, on the run, and with a reasonably lucrative skill set but no credentials to back it up.”

Yomin kept her eye focused on the datalens’ reports coming in of various attempts to crack the security lockouts. “That’s the plot of Data Familiaris
 .”

“Really? Bugger me, I knew I’d heard that somewhere.”

“You going to help or yak?” Yomin asked.

“I’m versatile.”

“Please don’t be.”

There was a knock at the door, and Carl opened it before either of them could reply.

“What if wasn’t dressed?” Yomin snapped.

Carl looked from Yomin to Archie, then back again. “I might settle a bet? How’s that core coming? We’re on a tight schedule here. If this job goes off before we get there, we might never track down the guy with the money.”

“It’s slow,” Yomin admitted. “We haven’t cracked the first layer of security yet. The good news there is that most data security is front-loaded to discourage hackers.”

“Sounds like it’s working,” Carl observed.

Yomin took hold of Carter’s computer core, wishing she had the strength to crush it between her hands. Rai Kub probably could have. She wondered how he kept from venting his frustration in destruction. The stuunji never lost his smooth.

“Actually, captain,” Archie said. The deference made Yomin instantly suspicious. “There’s a tool down in the monkey’s supply room that might speed things up oodles.”

“Sure. Want me to run down and grab it?” Carl asked. “Sooner we find out where we need to be, the sooner we can haul ions.”

Archie spread his hands in the manner of a bragging fisherman. “About yea long. About this big around.” Archie held his fingers in a circle. “Metallic. Hollow.”

“Uh, a conduit pipe?” Carl ventured.

“That’s not a tool,” Yomin added. Whatever joke Archie was making already wasn’t funny. Smashing the computer core was Yomin’s idea first.

Archie crossed his arms. “It is if you use it to beat the access codes out of that little weasel you’ve got crated up like a circus animal.”

With a sigh, Yomin unplugged from the core. “He may be right. I don’t know that we’ll get this cracked the new-fashioned way in time. Might be time to get all Cold War on our friend.”

Yomin pulled off her datalens and rubbed her eyes. Too much staring at the little screen wasn’t good for her vision. One of these days she’d need implantables. Without Mort around, the prospect didn’t seem so risky. Esper kept better hold on her magic.

“Not the way I was hoping to play this,” Carl said glumly. “But I’ll throw it to the audience to see what they can come up with. In the meantime, get a little rest.”

As Carl exited Yomin’s quarters, he cast Archie a sidelong look.

Once the door thudded closed, Archie leaned close and lowered his voice. “Why do I get the impression they think lewd things happen in here?”

“Do you record what happens in here while you’re shut down to recharge your fuel cells?”

Archie straightened indignantly. “Wonderful, now I
 can’t even be sure what goes on in here.”

# # #

The footlocker on the cargo bay floor looked a lot like a coffin. Or a sarcophagus? Why had ancient cultures been so obsessed with putting dead people in boxes?

That was a question for another time, Carl decided. For now, the body in this box was still alive.

He hoped.

With a nod to Rai Kub, Carl held his breath and hoped that they hadn’t accidentally murdered their only source of information on how to get into that data core.

Esper was on hand as well, just in case. Carter hadn’t shown any especially dangerous tendencies, at least not without a weapon in hand, but Carl was just used to having wizardly backup.

The lid popped open, and Carter sat up as if he were spring loaded. Fumbling the necklace off and discarding it at the bottom of the footlocker, he sucked in greedy breaths of air. “I never thought I’d yearn for starship air. Ramsey, you fucker, you have no idea the can of hurt you just opened.”

Carl was willing to let the guy punch himself to exhaustion before the interrogation started in earnest. “Enlighten me.”

“I’m a cog in so many machines it’d make your head spin off your neck like it was screwed on,” Carter ranted. “People are gonna notice me missing. Jobs will pile up. Payments won’t get transferred. Deliveries, drop-offs, rendezvous… all going to hell because I’m not there to plug A into B and make it all happen. I’m the guy who makes seamless happen for outfits that don’t like seams. Got it? They’re gonna track me down, and when they do, you’re going to be sorry.”

“I’m rarely sorry,” Carl observed, leaning casually against the railing to the stairs.

“It’s true,” Rai Kub confirmed in his deep bass. “He uses the word but rarely means it.”

“Hey!”

“It’s true,” Esper said with a sympathetic smile. “But that’s not why we’re here. You, Mr. Carter, have started something that we’d like to stop. There’s a planet with a religion of its own about to lose a priceless part of their spiritual heritage.”

“You gotta be shitting me,” Carter said, turning from Esper to Carl. “You’re… in this to stop some mud-puddle civilization from losing its ‘spiritual heritage’?”

Carl scratched the back of his neck. “What can I say? Times change. People change. One day a guy’s racing on the pro circuit, the next he’s running his own criminal syndicate on a hidden moon base, the day after that he’s all Indiana Jones.”

The criminal broker’s face screwed up in a frown. “Who?”

“Philistines,” Carl muttered to the cargo bay ceiling. “Henry Jones, a.k.a. Indiana, was a famous archaeologist who discovered the pyramids of Egypt and returned the mummies’ tombs to their rightful owners. Ark of the Covenant, too. All right back to the pharaohs. Oh, and the Holy Grail. Found that and gave it to King Arthur. I’m just following in the tradition of my ancestors.”

“I’m not following…” Carter admitted.

“Me either,” Esper muttered.

“Sometimes a little bit of hero in the DNA gets carried down through the generations. I just inherited some from my great-great-greatity-great grandfather Indiana, that’s all. Bound to happen sooner or later. Now, Carter old buddy, you gonna tell us who did
 take that job you offered us, or are we going to have to get all Mata Hari on your ass?”

Esper opened her mouth to object, but a quick glare from Carl shut her up. This was his rodeo, and the clowns were just there to keep the riders safe if they fell.

Not that Esper was a clown, Carl amended hastily. Bad metaphor. He could never be sure if she was ever reading his thoughts. Once in a while, Mort seemed to manage that trick, and Carl couldn’t be sure how much of that his apprentice might have picked up.

Carter shook his head and hunkered down in the box. “You ain’t getting word one out of me, Ramsey. My whole life’s in that core. I’d rather see it jettisoned into a pulsar than see a guy like you with his filthy hands in it.”

“Would it change your mind if I washed them first?” Carl asked. “I can be reasonable here.”

“Plug your dick into a waste reclaim, Ramsey,” Carter shot back.

Involuntarily, Carl’s legs closed together. One of the downsides of years spent with Mort was the development of a vivid imagination.

“Airlock,” Carl said with a sigh.

“What!” Carter exclaimed. The middleman scrambled to find cover, but getting out of the box with Rai Kub standing over him was next to impossible.

“Oh, shut your yap, ya big baby,” Carl admonished, strutting over to just outside arm’s reach. “We’re not flushing you out into astral space. Yet. It’s just a nicer prison cell than that box. Kudos for not shitting yourself in Rai Kub’s footlocker—”

“Yes, thank you,” Rai Kub snuck in.

“But it’s not a long-term solution. Airlock’s got light, a comm, and—if we decide you’re more trouble than your worth—yeah, it’s got that whole open-to-vacuum feature, too.”

“Ramsey, you can’t—”

Carter’s objection was cut off as he was hoisted under Rai Kub’s arm and carried across the cargo bay. The stuunji carefully aimed a giant finger for the proper door control and pressed the button.

Carter grunted as the stuunji set him none-too-gently back on his feet. But as Rai Kub lined up a forearm-sized digit to press the button again, Carter made his move.

Fear can lend speed, aggression, and strength. Carter shot past the startled security officer before the big lug could react. Where exactly Carter thought he was going was anyone’s guess, but his first destination appeared to be the stairs up to the common room.

He never reached them.

Faster than adrenaline was the stuff that Esper’s magic did to her body. Mongooses studied holovid of her technique and marveled. Those little rodents, known for their reflexes, were still bound by the laws of physics. Their little clawed feet would have scrambled for purchase on the steel cargo bay floor, whereas Esper shot across like a blaster bolt, snatching Carter by the back of his collar.

With a choked gasp, the broker for thieves and smugglers brought up his hands to his neckline to unblock the flow of air to his lungs.

Twisting the fabric to apply a light tourniquet effect, Esper towed the hapless prisoner back to the airlock and shoved him. Carter stumbled forward, sucking huge breaths with his hands on his knees.

“Give it some thought,” Carl called out as Esper hit the control to close the door.

A honking double-buzz sounded.

The door didn’t close.

Rai Kub cleared his throat and pointed at a different button. “It’s that one.”

Esper squinted. “You sure? That one has two arrows pointing together. I figured that meant it would crush him.”

“It closes the doors,” Rai Kub insisted.

Esper blew a sigh that fluttered a stray lock of hair. “Did you know that I passed a basic programming class at the seminary?” With a cringe as if she suspected it still might crush Carter, Esper pressed the button Rai Kub indicated.

Carter looked on warily but didn’t try to slip past as the door sealed him in.

“Ball’s back in Yomin’s court,” Carl grumbled.

# # #

Within the holo-projection field, energized photons carried out a pageant of Victorian class and culture. Lillian Graves was attending her first formal ball, hoping to gain the interest of the French ambassador’s eldest son, Claude. The scene was white marble tiles and frilly, petticoat dresses.

Yomin’s teeth hurt just watching it.

While there was nothing wrong with a bit of holovid romance, the chances of those dresses coming off in this stuffy production were next to nil. This was Esper’s idea of courtship, not hers. Yomin’s years stranded in the jungles of Ithaca had worn down the leathery callus of her taste in holos, but she still would have preferred something showing some intermingling of flesh and sweat.

Yomin watched Esper from the corner of her eye. For once, it appeared the ship’s wizard wasn’t enjoying the dry-cracker romantics. Esper fidgeted and scowled. Her eyes darted from the holovid frequently.

There had been times when Yomin caught inklings that Esper might be in need of a little company. While they were undercover on the Bradbury
 , the two of them had shared a bed, despite Esper putting up a great deal of resistance to the ruse. Yomin daydreamed of whether her reluctance had been genuine or if those stuffy One Church morals were still responsible for the cobwebs between her thighs.

Carl burst through the door from the cargo bay. His first stop was the fridge. “What is this crap?” he asked loudly enough for both women in the common room to hear.

Esper cleared her throat. “The Education of Miss Lillian’s Heart
 .”

“No,” Carl snapped, pulling a pop-top bottle from the fridge and holding it up. “This.”

Yomin recognized it at once. “That’s mine. Cactus Moon. It’s a fruity peyote mixer. Looks like that one’s peach.”

“Ooh,” Esper piped up. “I love peach.”

“Clear it out of here,” Carl snarled. “No hallucinogens in the common fridge.”

“But it’s better cold,” Yomin protested. She’d tried them warm, and it was hard to get over the syrupy stickiness when it hadn’t been refrigerated properly.

“Bargain with Roddy for a spot near his coolant lines, then,” Carl retorted. “Or get a fridge of your own. We can’t risk someone looking to try off-brand booze and ending up out of their skull. What if Amy had brought one of these to the cockpit with her?”

Yomin offered a little smile and tried to lighten the mood. “We could end up someplace magical and fun?”

“I would never!” Esper exclaimed.

Carl rolled his eyes. “No shit, kid. We get it. But you.” Carl pointed his finger like a blaster at Yomin. “Keep that shit out of you when we’re working a job, and get it the hell out of my fridge.”

“Yes, sir,” Yomin replied. “I… I only do it when I need to get out of the tech for a while or see it a little different.”

“How about you get back
 in the tech and get working on Carter’s computer core?”

Yomin couldn’t recall seeing Carl this pissed off, at least not at any of the crew. The last time had been his standoff with Hatchet, and that had ended with Hatchet dead.

She tread carefully around her reply. “Y’see, I’ve got the brute force cracker running right now. It doesn’t need me babysitting it. It was cooling those happy little Moons off, so maybe I could see the solution from another angle.”

“How about you do a little of that babysitting, just in case,” Carl admonished. He pulled three more of the Cactus Moons out and delivered them into Yomin’s reluctant arms.

“Want me to pause?” Esper asked, holding up the voice-activated remote Yomin had procured for her. She cleared her throat. “Please pause The Education of Miss Lillian’s Heart
 so we can watch it later.”

The holovid froze. Esper grinned.

Carl pressed his lips together to hold back a smirk.

Yomin sighed and shut her eyes to keep from rolling them. “Thanks, but you go ahead. I’m thinking my theory on Lillian ending up with Samantha isn’t going to pan out.”

Esper cocked her head. “She’s going to marry Claude. That’s just how these holos work. Samantha’s just the rival for Claude’s love.”

Yomin couldn’t resist a parting shot. “Well, I guarantee you this. If Lillian just wants a bunch of ambassador grandbabies, Claude’s the man for the job. If she wants a lover who knows what goes where and can get her out of that straitjacket dress in under a minute… Well, let’s just say Claude’s probably better packaged the way he is, and Samantha would only get better with a little unwrapping.”

“I’m inclined to agree,” Carl said, studying the frozen image. “Assuming the one in the blue is Samantha.”

“That’s Lady Chesterfield,” Esper corrected.

“Also a better suitor than Claude,” Yomin added.

Esper scowled and glanced away. “Not funny.”

Carl clapped his hands sharply. “Hey, enough of the Jefferson and Torvald routine. Less holo critique; more figuring out this job before it runs off with our money.”

Yomin jerked a quick nod. “Aye aye, captain.”

Juggling her peyote mixers, Yomin opened the door to her quarters and headed back to work.

# # #

“Don’t keep it paused on my account,” Carl said, sticking his head back in the fridge. “The omni’s filled with better-looking women wearing a lot less overbearing clothing.”

Esper sighed at the remote in her hand. The little fellow understood her without making her poke and prod at buttons. Restarting the holo would have been as simple as asking it. But it wasn’t a companion, and watching holovids alone was the province of the lonely and desperate.

“We could watch something else,” Esper suggested. “It could even have carnal sinning and explosions.” After all, she could avert her eyes for the juicy parts if she wanted to be good.

“How about Waterloo?” Mort suggested, leaning against the glass separator between the kitchen and the rest of the common room. “Something we can all
 appreciate.”

Esper clenched her jaw and continued to ignore the wizard. Carl had a mild magical sensitivity. So did Amy. But neither of them had shown any inkling of awareness regarding Mort’s presence.

She hoped to keep it that way.

“Love to but can’t,” Carl replied. “I’m taking a turn watching the cockpit, and I don’t wanna risk losing a rotation. Just need to find a couple beers worth drinking.”

“Or…” Esper said. “You could try not
 drinking while flying us around.”

“It’s astral space, kid,” Carl replied. “Not like I can hit anything. This isn’t that shit Yomin had.”

“Best steer clear of that cactus excrement,” Mort advised. “Stick to beer. Takes a good six or eight before the universe starts thickening up and getting obstinate.”

“More like two,” Esper muttered, hoping only Mort heard her.

She still wasn’t sure just how real Mort was in this context. Was he standing a couple meters away, watching and interacting as if he were real just for Esper? Or was Mort merely residing somewhere in Esper’s mind, manipulating this illusion as a puppeteer?

“What’s that?” Carl asked, peeking over the fridge door.

“Nothing,” Esper replied.

Stomping over to the common room comm panel, Carl mashed one of the buttons. “Roddy, we’ve got an emergency up here?”

“What’s up
 ?” the laaku replied from the engine room. Esper could only guess, actually, but it seemed a safe bet.

“We’re out of beer up here,” Carl replied. “And I won’t drink that hops-flavored tea of Rai Kub’s.”

“Oh, gettin’ picky now, huh
 ?”

“Just grab me a six-pack from the hidden cache you think I don’t know about, and I’ll get you back next time we’re planetside.”

Esper stewed, watching as Mort poked his head in the fridge and had a look around.

“Sorry state,” the wizard reported. “This is what you get, letting techsters overrun the ship. Weird, peyote concoctions taking up valuable beer space and criminal varmints plugging up the airlock.”

With Carl standing, arms crossed, waiting by the door for Roddy to arrive with beer, Esper couldn’t very well respond aloud. Instead, she spread her hands.

“Oh, tongue-tied? Afraid Captain Oblivious over there might notice that I’m not dead?” Mort taunted.

Esper gave a quick shake of her head. Mort was
 dead. He existed as dust in a sample jar, safely tucked at the bottom of Esper’s footlocker, awaiting a diplomatic time to ship it to his family back on Earth.

“This ship barely has
 a wizard anymore,” Mort groused. Esper tried not to take it personally since he was intentionally digging at her for a reaction, but it still hurt to hear. “If you were half the wizard you were pretending to be, you’d march down into that cargo hold, fuzzle open the airlock, and scare that sorry department-store clerk of a criminal until the bullshit came out both ends.”

This merely served to illustrate in plain black and white just how much Esper and Mort differed. The notion of torturing him into submission—which is what the dead wizard’s suggestion amounted to—curdled her stomach.

Roddy slipped through the cargo bay door with a plastic-bound rack of beer cans and pressed it into Carl’s hands. He was out of breath. A seventh can, already open, headed for the laaku’s mouth.

“Thanks,” Carl said curtly. He pulled a can free and tucked the rest under his arm, and he popped it open.

Roddy eyed their captain. “What crawled up your
 ass? That Carter guy gettin’ under your skin?”

Carl chugged.

And chugged.

When the can was empty, he let out a gasp and a belch like an alphorn. “Under my skin? That guy could crawl under a tattoo. I spent half an hour having an argument through an airlock door. At the touch of a button, I could have spaced that asshole and heard that split-second shriek. But no, he just throws it in my face that the stuff in that computer core is a volcano that erupts gold, and that I’ll never get the access code out of him.”

Roddy shrugged. “Yomin’ll get in there.”

“Maybe not in time,” Carl pointed out.

“See?” Mort said. “You don’t deserve that sweatshirt if you can’t do better than Fly-Boy and the Computer-Eye-Girl, the galaxy’s two most useless superheroes.”

After Carl and Roddy had parted to their various duties or recreation—Esper could never be sure which was more likely—she turned her attention to the remote for the holo-projector.

“You can start up the holo again, please.”

In the projection field, dancers frozen in time began to whirl with the music. Their whorls and intricate patterns mirrored the machinations in Esper’s mind—her part, not the squatters’ colony of vacuumed-up minds.

Carl, for once, was trying hard to do the right thing. Even if he saw the pot of terras at the end of this, their captain was going to save heartache for a culture about to lose a piece of its spiritual identity. Esper had a chance to be a part of something good and noble.

“Stop the holo,” Esper told the remote. “I want to get off.”

# # #

Moments later, Esper was alone outside the airlock.

She hadn’t announced herself, so if she had any second thoughts, no one would ever know what she had considered doing. Except for Mort, maybe. These days Mort counted for a little more than he had any right to, but it still wasn’t much.

Out of politeness, Esper knocked. “Hello? Mr. Carter?”

The voice from within dripped sarcasm. “Am I in here
 ?” Carter mocked. “Of fucking course, I am. You psychopaths haven’t even left me a bucket to piss in.”

Esper cleared her throat, looked to the ceiling, and offered a quick prayer in the hopes that she wasn’t about to do something horrible. Even for a good cause, sins were sins. This was going to be a borderline case, and without a proper priest to ask for advice, Esper was on her own.

“I was hoping we might have a little time together,” Esper said, hoping her voice didn’t waver.

“Huh?” Carter grunted. “You can do whatever the fuck you want. I. Can’t. Get. OUT OF HERE.”

Studying the door panel, Esper struggled to find the right patterns of buttons to press. They weren’t planetside anymore. A wrong command wouldn’t drop Carter two meters onto the permacrete of a public starport. He’d die in seconds out in the vacuum.

It occurred to her that Yomin or Roddy might approve of her plan. They’d help with the buttons. But if things went badly, Esper would rather not have the I-told-you-so witnesses around. She’d never cared for being the butt of jokes. Crude comments about her looks she’d learned to ignore. Questions about her moral compass cut a little too deeply for Esper to take the chance of ruining her reputation among the crew.

“That’s just what I was hoping you’d say,” Esper called through the door. Unless the little pictographs were crazy, she knew the combination to press.

First button. The airlock door unlocked.

Second button. Re-enable controls inside.

Third button. The door opened.

A shocked Howie Carter stared as Esper hopped inside the airlock with him. Before he could react, she hit the button to close them in together and blocked the panel with her body.

Esper licked her lips. “Hi.”

In the uncomfortably close quarters, with their bodies pressed together, Esper could tell exactly what Carter was thinking. She was counting on that.

“What… ahem. What’s the idea?” Carter asked, voice suddenly dry.

With a small act of contortion, Esper grabbed the hem of her sweatshirt and pulled it over her head in one smooth motion. She let it fall to the floor at their feet. The thin undershirt Esper wore beneath was damp with sweat that had just broken out as she considered what she was doing.

“Like I said. I was hoping we could spend some time together.”

Carter’s mind had gone a very male form of blank. He was actually a hair shorter than Esper, and all she saw of his head was the bald spot on top.

The broker’s hands slid around Esper’s waist, surprisingly gentle. If he weren’t a lowlife and a smarmy weasel, he might have had a serious shot here.

Good Lord. How far gone was
 Esper that this human poop even registered in that part of Esper’s brain?

Esper licked her lips. Now or never. “You know… I heard if you can look a girl in the eye for four minutes, she’ll fall in love with you.”

Carter swallowed. The hands against the small of Esper’s back pulled her tight against him. He didn’t look up right away, mesmerized by Esper’s t-shirt and what lay beneath.

Taking matters into her own hands, Esper grabbed Carter by a handful of greasy hair and slipped the other under his chin.

“Do you want me or not?” Esper asked.

Then he looked. Carter opened those milky brown eyes of his and stared straight into Esper’s.

Then she had him.

# # #

One minute, the hot stuff babe in Ramsey’s crew was putting the full-body press on him. The next, Howie Carter was standing in a grassy field on some sunny little planet who-knows-where.

Instantly, Carter felt the relief of no longer being cooped up in that cramped, stinking airlock on Ramsey’s ship. The next instant, he was regretting not having a chance to stay stuck in there a little longer. Even half an hour could’ve been nice.

“Where am I?” Carter asked aloud. Whatever that temptress had drugged him with, it had erased his memory of how he’d gotten off the Mobius
 . He was standing upright, and there was no one around helping him, so he’d gotten here on his own.

“It’s called Esperville.”

Carter whirled at the voice, the same one from the airlock. Standing behind him was the woman from the airlock. The broker’s next word’s caught in his throat.

If she’d looked stunning in a sweatshirt and a damp t-shirt, that was just a warm-up. Though he was far from an expert in antique women’s fashions, the wizard from Ramsey’s crew was decked out in some ancient Earth getup like she expected a prince to stop by and ask for a dance. Her ball gown was pink and lacy, umbrella-shaped from the waist down and clamped around her middle like it wanted to squeeze her out through the neckline.

The wizard stalked toward him, twirling a pink parasol that rested over one shoulder. Hair that fell in ringlets bounced with each step, brushing the tops of her exposed breasts.

Carter should have run.

There was open grass in every direction. To one side, there was a leafy green forest that promised cover and possible escape. To the other, a placid lake shimmered in the afternoon sun with a dock. Probably too slow an escape, but it was another option. Anything was what Carter actually did.

Which was nothing.

“How did I get here?” Carter asked, managing to retreat just a single step during the wizard’s advance.

“Magic,” she replied as if it were the most natural answer in the world. “None of it’s real, you know. The grass is imaginary. The lake is a dream. The row of cottages is empty storage space in my mind. Because that’s where you are. This is my domain.”

“You’re… we’re… I’m dreaming?” Carter asked, trying to piece the woman’s story together.

“No. I am,” the wizard replied. “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced, though the name of this place might have been a clue. I am wizardess Esper Theresa Richelieu, apprentice of Mordecai The Brown. You are my prisoner now, and I can do anything I want with you.”

“Anything?” Carter ventured cautiously. He still remembered the feel of her body pressing against his. If she wanted to make him her plaything, there were worse fates for a man in his position. Getting flushed out an airlock was at the top of that list.

“Anything,” Esper confirmed cheerily.

The grassy landscape vanished.

Carter experienced an instant of terror as the universe around him ceased existing, only to find himself on solid ground again before he could draw breath to scream. But where he found himself, he screamed anyway.

The terrain around them was dull gray except where it was split by the orange glow of lava fissures. Boulders and outcroppings of rock made the area feel claustrophobic and threatening like the planet was preparing to crush Carter in its grip.

And yet, there was Esper, strolling around in that petticoat dress with her parasol like nothing was wrong.

“Where—?”

“Still my mind,” Esper said with a tight smile. “Don’t like it?”

Carter shook his head. Despite the wizard’s contention that this place was all in her imagination, he couldn’t trust her on that. The broker covered his nose and mouth with the sleeve of his shirt in case the air was toxic.

“We can fix that,” Esper said.

Again, the world around them disappeared. This time, no planet came back. Instead, Carter found himself in a metal pod with a single window. The stars outside tumbled by at a dizzying rate.

As the bile in his stomach began to rise, Carter saw an asteroid flash past. Then another.

Esper had thrown him into an asteroid field.

“Get me out of here!” Carter shouted, his voice muffled in the confined space. There wasn’t even room to extend his arms overhead.

A speaker panel in the wall blared with the wizard’s voice. “I’m willing to send you back to the real world if you tell me how to get into that computer of yours.”

Carter snarled at the speaker. “So that’s your game, is it? Ramsey sent you here to play games with my mind? Well, tell your captain that I’m not going to break. No matter what you do to me. No matter what you threaten me with.”

There was a rapping at the window. Carter tore his attention from berating the speaker to see Esper floating outside his escape pod, starscape still whizzing past behind her.

“Really?” she asked. “That’s a shame. I guess I’m just not scary enough.”

The escape pod vanished.

Carter found himself weak-kneed but standing once again. Esper sidled up beside him, taking Carter by the arm and hoisting him upright.

She wasn’t wearing the dress anymore, which had been the lone highlight of this psychedelic trip. Instead, she wore plain slacks and a button-down pink shirt with a logo on the back that read “Holy Bowly,” accompanied by a picture of a bowling ball scattering pins.

“What is this place?” Carter asked, putting the pieces together even before Esper replied.

The lighting was a disquieting fluorescent. The floors slick and polished wood. Long alleys of an even glossier wood were bordered by gutters and ended in stands of bowling pins.

“It’s a bowling alley,” Esper replied.

They weren’t alone. Half the lanes were occupied by groups gathered at the near end as competitors took turns rolling balls down the lane at their targets. Carter had never been to a bowling alley, but he’d seen them in holovids set in Early Data Era Earth.

“What are we doing here?” Carter asked as he allowed Esper to tow him along. It seemed safer than defying her. There was room to breathe here, at least, even if the air had a curious odor of floor polish and antiseptic spray.

His steps slid, and Carter looked down to notice that he was wearing shoes striped an ugly tri-tone of red, orange, and blue, all faded to barely recognizable. The soles had worn smooth as he imagined the wizard’s skin beneath those clothes of hers.

“We’re here to meet someone,” Esper replied. “Him.”

As she pointed, a scruffy older fellow looked up and gave them a cockeyed scowl. He was dressed like Esper in a bowling shirt and slacks, with a similar pair of shoes to the ones Carter discovered on his own feet.

“What’s that one doing here?” the scruffy bowler demanded. Something gruff and harsh in that voice set the hair on Carter’s neck rising.

“Howie Carter, I’d like you to meet Mordecai The Brown,” Esper said as they approached.

Carter had his hand extended as Esper began the introduction but shied away as he discovered whose hand he was about to shake.

Mort looked down at his hand. “What? I don’t even need to piss in this place. Not like I didn’t wash up afterward.”

Carter tried to back away, but Esper blocked his path. Throwing her arms around him, the prettier wizard pressed him forward until he was within arm’s reach of the deadly renegade.

“I… I heard you were dead,” Carter replied with a meek smile. “Nice to see I was mistaken.”

“Oh, you’re not,” Esper insisted. “He’s a dust pile in my quarters. This is a copy left over in my mind.”

“Am not,” Mort retorted indignantly. “And why in blazes did you bring him down here? I’m just getting in a little practice before tonight’s tourney.”

“Well, you seemed to think it would be simple to get answers out of him,” Esper said, shoving Carter forward toward the lion’s maw. “Take your best shot.”

“What’ve you tried so far?” Mort asked. “I imagine you’ve already tried setting him on fire.”

“Nope,” Esper replied lightly.

Despite Mort’s insistence that he didn’t need to piss in this place, something warm and wet trickled down Carter’s pant leg.

“Disemboweling?”

Carter clutched at his suddenly churning guts.

“Nope,” Esper replied.

Mort scratched at the stubbly beard on his face. “What about a giant rolling pin, cracking bones one by one, from toes to collarbone? That’d get him to talk.”

Carter felt faint.

“Ew and no,” Esper shot back. “Why would I even think of something so horrible?”

Mort shrugged. “Gotta get him to talk somehow. Leave him with me a few years, and I’ll get him to incriminate his own wife and kids.”

“I’m… I’m… I’m…” Carter stammered. “Not married.”

“Shame,” Mort said with a sigh. “Going to have to work extra hard on this one then.”

Carter had heard enough. With no other option presenting itself, he ran.

The polished floor and tractionless shoes had led to a few slippery steps before the broker got up a head of steam. Patrons of the imaginary bowling alley cursed and jostled him as he forced his way through the gatherings at the end of each alley.

There was a counter with a bored-looking lady standing before a warren of shoes for rent and a miniature flatvid arcade. Carter flew past, not pausing at the soft drink vending machine or the hardcoin claw game for fishing stuffed animals.

Carter had only one goal in his sights—a pair of double doors with old-timey push bars just ahead. The sign above them read “Exit” in backlit red letters.

Hitting the push bar with both hands as he ran full speed, Carter burst through to freedom.

# # #

The world shattered. Literally.

All around Carter, pieces of the illusionary dream world rained like broken glass until nothing remained but a featureless void.

Carter woke with a gasp. Esper had one hand snarled in his hair and the other lifting his chin. The wizard’s staring eyes were vacant.

As Carter tore himself free of her grasp, Esper groaned and clutched a hand to the side of her head.

Now was his chance.

Howie Carter didn’t think of himself as the sort of guy to hit a lady. In addition to his distaste for personally involving himself in violence, it just seemed unsportsmanlike. But this Esper woman, for all her softness and curves, was a wizard. She hardly counted as a lady anymore.

Carter’s fist came up and connected with Esper’s jaw. There was a clack as her teeth closed with the impact, and her head snapped back. The wizard slouched against the wall, and as she slid down to the floor, the interior console for the airlock was accessible—and no longer locked out.

Esper slumped limply out of the airlock as the door opened. Flexing a hand that felt practically broken from the impact, he admired his handiwork. He’d never knocked anyone out with one punch before.

“Would been fun if you’d’ve played it straight, the way you came in,” he muttered to her limp form.

With a sudden pang of conscience, he knelt and put a pair of fingers to the side of her throat. From down close, he noticed the blood on her lips. Either she bit her cheek or her tongue from the impact. Couldn’t say which. But there was a pulse.

Esper was surprisingly lightweight. He rolled her onto her side to bleed onto the deckplates. Better than her drowning in her own blood—though, with a twinge of common sense, he wondered why he cared. After all, he was the prisoner. She got what she had coming.

But there wasn’t much time. Sooner or later, someone would come down here, either to check on him, to look for her, or just because this was still the cargo bay of a cargo ship.

“Weapon… weapon… weapon,” he murmured to himself as he scoured the cargo bay.

The door above opened, and Carter ducked beneath the stairs. The metal, grated stair treads offered no cover and scant protection. But who looks down through the stairs they walk every day of their life?

“Esper?” a woman’s voice called out. It was one of the raiders who kidnapped him. “Esper? Oh, my God!”

The dark-skinned techie with the datalens hammered down the stairs, steel ringing with each step. She rushed to Esper’s side.

That was when Carter saw it. As the techie bent over Esper’s limp body, the back of her shirt lifted, revealing a pocket-sized blaster pistol tucked into the waistband of her pants.

Tiptoeing forward, Carter managed to come up behind the female crewman unawares. In one quick motion, he drew the blaster pistol and pressed it against the techie’s back.

“What the—?”

In a panic at the thought that she might scream for help, Carter fired. The woman’s spine muffled the muzzle report. The next words from her came out as a pained gasp. Jamming the pistol against the base of her skull, Carter looked away and fired again.

He had to move.

Ramsey wasn’t going to have any mercy now. If Carter got captured again, he was going for a swim out that airlock.

Mindful of the noisy stairs, Carter crept up toward the main compartments of the ship.

The crew lounge was quiet. There was a mini kitchen and holovid theater—cushy digs for a freighter. But no one was around. One of the side doors to the lounge was open, and Carter ducked inside for a look.

Cables and electronics ran everywhere. This must have been the techie’s quarters. Chained to the bed by data cables like some sort of computerized pleasure slave was Carter’s entire professional life.

“Come to papa,” he cooed to the computer core.

Tucking the blaster pistol into the back of his own pants—and noting the guilty warmth of the muzzle—he began unplugging the cables running into every port.

With the computer under one arm and the blaster in hand again, Carter headed for the cockpit.

“What the hell!” Ramsey exclaimed as he rose from the pilot’s seat. The brigand pilot reached for his blaster, a clunky but well-worn personal protection weapon.

Carter had to admire both the quick reflexes and the instinct to fight. But the wisdom of the man rumored to be one of the greatest liars in the galaxy? Not so impressed.

Even a desk pilot like Carter could squeeze a trigger before the fastest bio-enhanced gunslinger could draw his weapon and bring it to bear. Fast as Ramsey was, he wasn’t that
 fast.

The captain of the Mobius
 collapsed mutely into his own co-pilot’s chair.

“Expected better out of you, Ramsey,” Carter muttered to the body.

It only took a few taps to get the ship’s crew roster. Aside from the unconscious wizard, there was only that overstuffed rhino to deal with—it was something called a stuunji.

Carter pried the higher-powered blaster from Ramsey’s hand and turned the power output to max. It’d blow its power cell in just a few shots now, but that’d be enough to punch a few holes in the vital organs of that rhino. As a bonus, that massive thing would never sneak up on him.

Looking for long-range comms, all Carter could find were open-channel systems. “What the hell, Ramsey? How’d you stay in business this long, broadcasting in the open?”

It wasn’t as if it took long to set up proper encryption. It was just that this Stone Age pile of bolts wasn’t trustworthy. Carter entered the DNA-keyed access code for his computer core, having entered it so many times that it was more muscle reflex than conscious memory.

As the system came online, he started connecting cables to the ship’s systems. Suddenly, a wave of dizziness washed over the broker.

“What’s… happening… to me?”

# # #

Carter awoke again, back in the airlock.

He blinked away the spinning sensation and brought up a hand to remove something heavy from his throat.

The broker’s vision came into focus, and Esper was there, centimeters away. The obstruction to his breathing was her forearm pressed under his chin, forcing him against the airlock wall.

Carter gasped for breath to beg, to apologize, to explain. All that came out was a croak.

With a shove that nearly collapsed his windpipe, the wizard in the sweaty t-shirt pushed herself back and out of the airlock. As Carter coughed and tried to catch his breath, she retrieved her pink sweatshirt from the airlock floor.

None of this was making sense. The techie’s body was gone from the cargo bay floor. There was no blood on Esper’s lips or any puddle of it on the floor beside where he’d killed the techie.

“I don’t,” Carter said between gasps. “Understand.”

“Thanks for the access code,” Esper said coldly. “I almost went easy on you after you were such a gentleman about knocking me out. After that… well, let’s just say if we didn’t need your DNA for that access code, I might be tempted to press the wrong button on purpose
 .”

Esper scanned the rows of buttons. When she hit the one with the two arrows that pointed together, some part of her wished that it was
 the button to crush the contents of the airlock.

Instead, the door closed, sealing Howie Carter inside.

# # #

Esper knocked.

Yomin’s door had been closed since Carl chased her in there. As best Esper knew, Archie was inside with her—he only left to watch holovids, as far as she could tell.

“Busy,” came the reply to Esper’s knock.

“Too busy to input an access code?” Esper asked through the door.

Seconds later, the heavy steel door swung out. “What did you say?” Yomin demanded.

“I was wondering if you were enjoying your gizmo adventure, or whether you’d rather just have the answer.”

Mort stood aside, watching with arms crossed. He gave Esper a grunt and a satisfied nod.

“You’re not messing with me?” Yomin asked, narrowing the eye that wasn’t obscured behind a datalens. “This legit? How’d you get him to tell you?”

Yomin looked Esper up and down, possibly searching for evidence of clothes donned in haste, or maybe for signs of blood. Either way, Esper felt the blush in her cheeks.

“Probably some kind of magic,” Esper replied with feigned haughtiness.

Yomin backed away a step. “You… took the access code out of his mind?”

Esper bit her lip. “No… I don’t think that’s the right way to put it. I tricked him into thinking he was free and watched him poke it into the computer.”

“Poke it?” Yomin asked, glancing side to side before leaning close. “Poke it how?”

“With his finger
 ,” Esper said, gracing Yomin with a scowl. “Do you want to know it or not?”

“Anything to get Captain Grumpy off my ass,” Yomin replied, stepping aside to let Esper into her quarters.

Archie raised a hand and fluttered his fingers in a wave as Esper entered. “She’s been insufferable, you know. Her and Carl—it’s like the pot calling the kettle Tin-Face.”

“Who’s ever heard of a tin pot?” Yomin snapped. “You drag out these archaic phrases that no one’s said since Shakespeare.”

Archie shrugged as if Yomin had made his point for him.

“He mentioned a DNA lock,” Esper warned. “Not sure if he has to put his finger on the reader directly, or—”

“I’d cut off that weasel’s hand if I had to,” Yomin cut in. “But we’ve already collected a blood sample while he was out cold. Skip to the access code.”

“Get ready,” Esper said, taking a deep breath.

Yomin nodded and held Carter’s computer core at the ready.

In a tiny office inside Esperville, a prim and proper young lady in a frilly pink crinoline dress waited with parchment in hand. By the light of the morning sun over the lake, she read off the list of letters, numbers, and bizarre characters that she’d watched the dream-world Carter input.

Esper merely repeated what the dream Esper spoke in her head.

Yomin kept up, hesitating when Esper described non-standard characters that she suspected weren’t quick to find. But that was technology—not her problem.

At the end of the list, Yomin deflated. “Phew. What kind of paranoid bastard requires a 128-key cipher from the unlimited character set just to open his text comms? I’d swallow my SlyTek by the third day working with this thing.”

“He’s down in the airlock,” Esper said. “You can go say ‘hi’ to him after.”

It would serve Carter right, seeing the ghost of the woman he believed himself to have killed in cold blood. All Esper wanted was to be on hand when that airlock door opened with Yomin standing there unharmed.

The computer core beeped. It was the most noise Esper had heard the device make since they’d stolen it.

“Does that mean it worked?” Esper asked on speculation.

The transparent green of Yomin’s datalens was blotted out by dizzying flashes of data whizzing past. Esper had to avert her eyes.

“Fuck, yeah!” Yomin shouted. “We’re in!”

Esper backed away. “I’d probably better leave. You know… wizards… tech. I might accidentally fuzzle it in my… excitement.”

Mort clapped slowly. “Atta girl. Show those sterile techsters who’s boss. Don’t loiter around while they pick through the untidy leavings of their comrade-in-software down in the airlock. Just scoot—with dignity, mind you—and get yourself a little reward.”

Once the door closed behind her, Esper was alone with the ghostly wizard. “How dare you!” she snapped in a harsh whisper. “Do you want them to think I’m crazy?”

Mort just chuckled in the face of her ire. “By all their
 definitions, wizards are crazy. Period. End of story. You see things that aren’t there. You believe in things that don’t exist in order to make them exist. All the physics and chemistry they like to think of as fixed an immutable, you smudge out with a bit of spit and the side of your thumb and rewrite however you like.”

Esper sighed heavily.

“Face it,” Mort concluded. “It’s part of your daily life now, getting looked at like a madman—er, madwoman.”

Looking around to make sure no one was emerging from their quarters or coming up from either the cargo bay or the cockpit, Esper continued their argument en route to her quarters. “You can’t keep doing this. I’ll find a way to stop you.”

The wizard trailed along beside her, craning forward to look up at Esper as she strode through the common room. “Or… maybe you could just admit you’ve got me in here, and we can put a few more noggins on the problem of how to get me back out.”

A door thudded shut. Esper was back in her quarters, which used to be Mort’s old quarters. Since no one else was comfortable setting foot in the room, she’s taken up residence on a long-term basis.

On the floor, there was a footlocker. Esper popped the lid manually, eschewing magic for this task.

“What’re you looking for?” Mort asked warily. He knew as well as she did what was in there.

Under piles of odds and ends ranging from souvenirs to her EV suit, Esper found it. The jar was large enough to pour in a six-pack of beer. Roddy had suggested as much at the funeral—a tribute, he’d called it. But Esper had ruled it out and taken custody of the medical specimen jar that held the Earthly remains of one Mordecai The Brown, wizard, deceased.

“Remember this?” Esper asked. She held out the jar at the apparition as if it were garlic and Mort a vampire.

The wizard recoiled all the same. “Get that thing out of my face. That’s not me.”

“No,” Esper replied. “It’s not you. It’s a bunch of dust that used to shave and belch and drink beer and have arguments with the comm panels. It’s the body of Mort. My best theological explanation for you
 is that you’re Mort’s immortal soul. And while you’re out here, being a bother, you’re getting no closer to the grace you need to find eternal reward in heaven. Every second you waste bothering me about putting you back in a body, making you a body, stealing you a body, or somehow restoring this bucket of ash into your
 body, you’re risking something happening to me that gets you damned for eternity for the horrible things you’ve yet to repent of.”

Esper shook the jar in Mort’s direction.

“Fine,” Mort groused. The wizard vanished from view.

Esper knew he was still there, lurking, waiting, watching. But for now, at least, she could get a little peace and quiet.

# # #

Astral space drifted by without any sense of time or distance. New Garrelon was long gone. Their course was a vague “back toward ARGO space” pending something more specific to aim for.

Amy had her feet up on the cockpit console, slouching low in the pilot’s seat. She mouthed along with the lyrics to “Love Between the Stars” as she browsed the omni on her datapad.

The nice thing about the omni, as the name implied, was that it had everything. The same data network that kept top-secret documents for Earth Navy also had baking recipes and flatvids of pets doing adorable tricks. The same omni that held the bank accounts of the Rucker Syndicate and the Poet Fleet also served as a storefront for wedding dresses and colonist-made baby clothes. Everyone had the omni. Everyone needed the omni. Everything was on
 the omni.

Just then, Amy was browsing old personal photos from her navy days, the kind of shore-leave shots that Naval Intelligence hadn’t bothered walling off behind security barriers when Squadron 333 was disbanded.

She hardly recognized herself.

Oh, Amy could pick herself out of the crowd just fine. There was a photo of the squad taking leave on Aquos IX, partying on the beach and practically taking over a tiny resort. Amy was in the middle, just left of center, sandwiched between Vixen and Athena, all of them in bikinis. Scarecrow was the one with the tight smile, clutching her strawberry daiquiri in both hands and wishing the miniature umbrella were big enough to hide behind. Amy could remember being there, but she couldn’t remember being Scarecrow.

Carl was there. Blackjack Ramsey had never met an image-capturing technology he didn’t like. He was front and center in the back row, bare-chested and glistening, reddened with sunburn, and hoisting the mixing pitcher for the margaritas. His other hand had rested on Scarecrow’s shoulder.

Amy had never noticed that detail before. Or if she had, she’d written it off as just a brotherly sort of affection. Scarecrow was Blackjack’s wingman, after all. He looked out for her planetside and shipboard, and she kept Eyndar and Zheen from dusting him in the Black Ocean.

Footsteps came pounding down the corridor, approaching the cockpit rapidly.

Amy juggled the datapad in her lap and pulled her feet from the console. Hastily she switched off the display of the old photos. Now wasn’t the time to get into a discussion on the merits of nostalgia.

“I got it,” Yomin reported, panting as she handed over a datapad. “Carter’s job. It’s on Agos VI. Where’s Carl?”

“Sleeping,” Amy reported with a languid stretch. She was proud of herself on that account. He’d come into their quarters in such an agitated state. That always ended up giving him a little extra energy she could redirect.

“Really? Wow,” Yomin replied, stunned. “After the dress-down he gave me about getting this core decrypted, I’m surprised he could… Oh, never mind. You go, girl.”

“Thaaaaank you,” Amy replied playfully, examining the datapad. “Now let’s see about plotting a course. I think we can safely say our illustrious captain would approve of our new course, seeing how much of a fit he was pitching over how to get at that data. How’d you manage it? Brute force finally punch the right number?”

“Esper,” Yomin admitted.

Amy blinked. “Was there some spell that just fucked up the encryption and didn’t kill all the data?”

“No. She apparently tricked him into entering it. Details got kind of vague.”

Amy cleared her throat. “You don’t think she—?”

“No.” Yomin shook her head. “Neither one.”

There were two brutally effective ways to get a man to give up his secrets. One, Amy had just used on Carl. The other usually resulted in a lot of screaming and often blood. Neither really seemed to be Esper’s M.O.

“Then how—?”

“Magic,” Yomin replied before Amy could finish asking. The tech nodded as if to herself. “Claims it was magic. What I wanna know is: what magic did that girl use that didn’t blink the lights but got Carter to give up the goodies like it was Halloween in the old country?”

“Is that the old candy extortion holiday?”

“You mean tradition,” Yomin corrected her. “Baton Rouge still celebrates All Hallows Day every year.”

“Still doesn’t account for Esper’s claim of using magic,” Amy said, steering back to the matter at hand. “You thinking she lied?”

“She has
 been acting a little weird of late. Maybe she got a little itch that needed scratching, killed two birds with one stone.”

Amy wrinkled her nose. “Of all the…”

“I know… I know…” Yomin said, shaking her head. “But you can’t fault a girl gettin’ her needs how she needs ‘em.”

Amy shook her head emphatically. “No. Not buying it. Esper could walk into any dive bar on any planet or space station and do better than Howie Carter.”

“I know
 ,” Yomin said emphatically. “But the heart wants what it wants, and sometimes the heart just knows to get out of the way for a few minutes to get some business done.”

Amy rubbed her eyes. “I think I’d almost rather believe she can bore into a guy’s skull and not even dim the lights as she rips his deepest secrets out the hole.”

“Believe what you want,” Yomin replied, tapping the datapad in Amy’s hands. “But this is legit. We’ve got our man. We know his ship. We know his target. And since that sweet thing in the pink sweatshirt can drop us a million lightyears deep in the astral, we can get there first.”

Amy started punching their destination into the nav computer. “Let’s go be heroes.”

# # #

Carl was asleep.

When he told people he dreamed of riches and adventure, it was all a bunch of bullshit. That night Carl Ramsey dreamed of a jazz club in orbit around Luna that served beer-flavored fondue and played techno-polka on a loop. He was wandering the tables, begging for money for the ice cream truck parked on the street outside. When a pair of swordfish finally spotted him a billion terras (all in one heavy coin), he ran outside to find the truck pulling away from the station and driving onto a long road heading straight for Earth.

Carl gave chase.

“Wake up, babe
 ,” Amy cooed from a trillion kilometers away. Her voice echoed with the music of the heavens—which was still techno-polka. “We’re here. Time to get up
 .”

Blinking and rubbing the gumminess from his eyes, Carl rolled over only to find Amy absent from their bed.

Had he dreamed her, too? Carl was naked under the sheets, so he surmised that she’d been there when he fell asleep. Out in the Black Ocean, only sex and showering warranted nudity, and showering wasn’t an everyday sort of thing on recycled water.

Pawing around the bed, Carl found pants. That was a start.

A brief, barefoot exploration of the room didn’t turn up any clues as to where Amy might have gone, but his attention was drawn inexorably to the outside window.

“The fuck is that?” he asked himself.

The Mobius
 appeared to be in orbit around Earth. Or more precisely, it appeared like Meyang, an Earth-like that had never been completely civilized.

“Carl, for the love of God, get your ass out of that bed. We’re here.
 ”

It was the comm panel. Carl ambled over and hit the button to reply. “I’m up. I’m up.” He yawned. “Where the hell are we?”

“Agos VI. We got into Carter’s computer core and found out this is where the theft is going down
 .”

“Great work,” Carl replied with a grin. “See? Crack the whip a little; things get done around here.”

“Yup. Great work, dear. Now get out here so we can brief you on the mission
 .”

Carl cleared his throat with the comm button depressed. “Um, don’t I usually handle the mission planning and briefings?”

“We’re on a tight schedule, babe. You can plan the next one. Promise
 .”

Two minutes later, Carl shambled out into the common room wearing a full set of clothes, minus a few buttons being done up properly. He headed straight for the coffee maker.

Overhead, the Earth-like glowed, half-lit by the system’s sun. The local equivalent of Europe basked in the light while Asia fell into slumber. It was weird seeing the planetary surface without a sea of artificial illumination fighting back against the night.

“Nice of you to join us,” Roddy sneered. “I was almost
 thinking we were set up for a quick, smooth operation down there. Glad to have you awake to put our custom stamp on this job.”

“Wouldn’t want to ruin our reputation,” Carl replied, playing along rather than taking the bait to argue with the laaku while half asleep. He poured himself a cup of coffee and plotted his revenge for when he was fully awake.

“Our target is a smuggler named Jonus Brewster,” Amy announced, bringing up an image on the holo-projector. Brewster had an everyman look, with short-cropped hair and a blank oval face. He was the sort that a planetside customs inspector saw twenty versions of a day and that biometric scanners got bored of looking at.

“If he really brews, maybe we can cut a deal,” Roddy suggested with a chuckle, waggling a beer can.

Amy ignored him and continued. She described his ship and some of his known associates, but Carl spent most of the briefing checking Amy out. He pieced back together the fuzzy pre-sleep era from just before he passed out. Maybe there would be time for a reenactment once this briefing ended.

“All right,” Amy concluded. “We’re on the ground in about fifteen minutes. Your tour of the temple complex is at local dawn, which is about an hour away.”

“Wait. What?” Carl sputtered, spilling half a mouthful of coffee down his shirt. “I just woke up. It’s not remotely dawn.”

“Yeah,” Roddy replied. “Way to keep up. Earth Standard it over yonder.” He pointed up at Europe as it drifted lazily past. “We’re heading to Alaska.”

Carl’s eyes widened. “Tell me Alaska is tropical on this world.”

Yomin tapped at her datalens. “Current temperature at the vish kinah holy site is currently minus four.”

Straightening up and ignoring the coffee stain on his shirt, Carl took command. “All right. Our strike team is me, Rai Kub, and Roddy. We hit the starport and grab this… what was his name, Brewer?”

“Brewster,” Amy replied, arms crossed.

Carl continued along. “We grab this Brewster punk workin’ our job, take his hardcoin, and hand him and Carter’s computer core over to the Earth Navy garrison.”

“Right…” Amy said. “Except that the Tal Geru hasn’t been stolen yet. The plan is that you, Rai Kub, Esper, and Yomin visit the Temple of the Half-Year Sun. You’re going to be on hand when the Tal Geru is stolen. You’re going to grab the thief, get the details of the handoff, and intercept Brewster then. This is tesud jurisdiction, so we’ll have a pretty good case to make for keeping the payment as a bounty for turning over Brewster to them. The Tal Geru never leaves the planet, and everyone lives however-they-would-have-anyway ever after.”

Carl raised a finger. “Or that.”

Roddy kicked him in the shin. “Thanks for making the rest of us listen to it twice.”

“Any questions?” Amy asked.

Esper pulled a hand out of her sweatshirt pocket and raised it like a grade-school student. “What’s it look like? The Tal Geru that is.”

Amy tapped a button on her TeleJack, and the image in the holo-field shifted.

“It’s a miniature version of the temple itself, carved from ice and preserved by a miracle over five hundred years ago. It never melts, even in direct sunlight.”

“Pretty,” Yomin said admiringly. “Do they take requests? I’d love a neck pillow made from that stuff.”

“It’s a holy relic,” Amy continued. “The native priests won’t say what it does, but they’ve made it clear they value it over the temple itself.”

Carl clenched a fist. Once this was over, he could just taste
 a bonus payment from a bunch of grateful priests. This was ARGO space, if not the civilized part of it. Those priests would cough up terras from every orifice out of gratitude.

# # #

Rai Kub had never been to the Great Ice Teeth. That’s what this region was called on Old Garrelon. His people had never settled it. The stuunji were hardy people, but they disliked the cold. They’d never overpopulated their world, so it had never become necessary to inhabit the cold, bleak north beyond the line of the sun’s horizon.

At least it was pretty.

The vish kinah had a city on the waterfront. The ocean was a harsh, unforgiving expanse of blue that would have frozen Rai Kub to the gristle if he fell in. The city itself wasn’t modern but had modern touches that had been added by the occupiers. Stone and wood buildings intermixed with glass and steel tram depots, starports, and off-world restaurant chains.

Having grown up on offworld food, Rai Kub knew most of them by reputation, even if he didn’t dine there. There was a Freddy’s InstaFish, a Burger Barn, a Latte-Speed, and a Noodle-O-Rama. A few others were imports he didn’t recognize, and some were local establishments done in offworld style.

Rai Kub took all this in on the tromp from the starport to the vish kinah holy site. The Temple of the Half-Year Sun was up in the mountains that loomed over the port town. Their immediate destination was an enclosed tram line that ran to the temple from a depot at the outskirts of town. Carl led the way, as usual, with Esper and Yomin trailing behind. Rai Kub’s position was at the rear, where he could keep an eye on everyone.

“You’d think someone would climate-control these primitive Earth-likes,” Carl grumbled.

“The locals like it this way,” Esper replied.

Carl spread his gloved hands. “In the great wide history of the galaxy, since when have locals ever known what’s good for them?”

Rai Kub liked the locals. The vish kinah people were cute little things, with fuzzy faces and button-nosed snouts. Their tiny round ears and long facial whiskers twitched when they spoke. They came right up to Rai Kub’s waist—the perfect height for petting. The stuunji had to restrain himself from stroking the soft-looking fur every time they passed one on the streets.

“Think they’ve got a Sushi-to-Go at this temple?” Carl asked. “I mean, these guys are otters. You’d think they’d be all over seafood.”

Yomin tapped at her datalens. “We missed one back near the starport. There are sixteen of them planetside, but that was the closest one.”

“Well, what do our other food options look like?” Carl asked. “I’m starving.”

Esper pulled a Snakki Bar from her pocket. “Blueberry kumquat. Best offer you’re going to get all day.” She was the only one of the group not bundled up against the cold.

“You’re telling me they have a planetary-grade tourist trap, and there isn’t so much as a Taco Hut for the customers?”

“It’s a religious experience, not a sports arena,” Esper snapped, shoving the unwanted Snakki Bar back in her pocket.

Rai Kub looked after the treat longingly. Unfortunately, despite enjoying the flavors of the fruit-and-grain wafers, they did nothing to sate stuunji hunger. He could stuff a dozen in his mouth at once. If he wanted to make a meal of them, it would have taken close to a hundred.

The tram depot was fully modern. Signs were posted in English, as well as two languages Rai Kub could only assume were tesud and the local vish kinah.

A mild-looking tesud sat at the information booth. The gray, leathery reptile smiled as they entered. “Welcome. Are you here to visit the Temple of the Half-Year Sun?” Each word was spoken individually, not run together in human fashion. It made the tesud unusually easy to comprehend.

“Yeah, when’s the next tram?” Carl asked.

The tesud drifted out from behind the desk of his booth. The tortoise-like creature was standing on a miniature hover-cruiser, just big enough for both feet, and with a long pole bringing a set of handlebar controls up to stomach level. At least, Rai Kub assumed that there was a stomach under the tesud’s shell about halfway up.

“Right now,” the tesud replied with a broadening of his placid smile. With the touch of a button on a console that appeared to be nothing more than a blank section of wall, the wall itself opened. Just beyond, a tram car waited with open doors inviting entry.

“Now there’s some service,” Yomin marveled, following Carl who’d already stepped inside.

Rai Kub bowed to their host. “Thank you. We will honor you to the Half-Year Sun.”

The tesud waved away the blessing, hand drifting as if underwater. “Think nothing of it. I am no priest. I’m just the cultural attaché that minds this station on the day shift. The vish kinah run their own affairs at the temple.”

“Oh,” Rai Kub muttered. “Sorry.” And he ducked inside the car, bringing up the rear of the group.

One side of the car was sized for vish kinah bodies. The seats were low, narrow, and closely packed. On the other side, the seats were wider, taller, and had armrests separating them. Carl, Yomin, and Esper spread out in the spacious car.

Rai Kub huddled in the aisle since none of the seats was anything close to adequate.

“Yo, big guy,” Carl called out. He pointed to a zone on the floor marked with dotted yellow lines. “Cargo and luggage. Probably your best bet for the ride.”

“I’m not cargo,” Rai Kub objected.

“In a galaxy that wasn’t designed around two-and-a-half meter herbivore bodies, I think you take what you can get.”

Carl had a point. With a sigh, Rai Kub ducked his way over to the cargo zone and parked his bottom on the floor. At least with his layers of winter clothing, the steel surface didn’t chill his skin.

“At least there aren’t many visitors today,” Rai Kub pointed out.

Esper watched out the window as the tram car lurched and they rocketed toward the mountains. “A shame, really. You can feel the peace and tranquility, even from afar.”

“No,” Rai Kub said. “Few is good. Easier to find our thief.”

Carl raised a finger. “Smuggler.”

“Why not catch both?” Yomin asked.

Carl gave the Carlest answer Rai Kub had ever heard. “Because the smuggler’s the one who got paid half up front.”

The trip wasn’t long. The tram was tesud-made, using the latest tech. There was just enough gravity protection that the passengers could still feel a sensation of motion but not enough to make anyone uncomfortable. They wound a scenic trip into the mountains and then wound their way halfway up the peak of one.

The tram stopped at an open-air depot with a duracrete pad for new arrivals. Rai Kub was the first one out, eager to stand up full height again. His breath made clouds of steam.

“Wow,” Yomin commented. “Hell of a building for a bunch of primitives.”

There was a small city of ancient design carved into the side of the mountain. Their island of duracrete was the only sign of modern life before the landscape gave way to hand-carved streets and buildings, all part of the native rock. But the temple was simply breathtaking.

Formed into the side of the mountain itself, the temple faced south to catch the sun at its highest point each day. According to the flatvid plaques at the edge of the duracrete pad, the temple and the mountain peak acted as a sundial during the six months a year when the sun never set below the horizon.

It was the sort of amazing little detail that made Rai Kub glad he’d learned to read English.

“What’s the plan?” Yomin asked. “We scout around or head inside?”

“Inside,” Carl replied without hesitation, the word coming out with a puff of steam. The captain hugged his arms close to his body despite being bundled against the weather.

They made their way down carved stone streets. The buildings all throughout were walled off behind plastiglass. None of them was still in use as either dwelling or business.

Here and there along the streets, they caught sight of an adorable vish kinah tour guide walking a gaggle of tourists around. Most were human or tesud, but there was one pack of even tinier vish kinah that appeared to be on a school trip.

As they drew near the temple, it grew and grew. Rai Kub appreciated scale. It was so hard to find that scope out in the Black Ocean, where ships and space stations made by smaller races conserved space with obstinate efficiency.

Fine for them. Rough on a stuunji.

At the temple gate, a vish kinah in a wrap of maroon robes tied with a gold belt approached the group. The dignified little munchkin carried a tote tray with the lid open. “Tech please.”

“Huh?” Carl asked.

Yomin took a step back.

“Your tech. You may bring nothing of technology inside with you.”

“What if I just turn my datalens off?” Yomin asked warily.

The vish kinah priest shook his little head. “I am sorry. There are no exceptions.”

Carl looked at Yomin with a question in his eyes. Yomin shook her head emphatically.

“How about this?” Carl asked. “My friend here would probably have an aneurysm if she went an hour without her junk. How about she stays behind, and she hangs onto all our A-tech.”

The otter raised a tiny little finger. “P-tech as well. Advanced or primitive, we make no distinction.”

“But my jacket has—” Carl started to object, then deflated. “Fine.” Unbuttoning his coat, Carl shivered in the open air. The leather jacket he had on underneath lacked the auto-heating elements of his winter wear.

Yomin gathered their comms, Carl’s blaster, and a few personal items ranging from datapads to a spare holovid remote.

The priest regarded Esper with a skeptical cock of the head. “And you?”

Esper spread her fingers, and the Convocation insignia appeared in the palm of her hand. “Convocation. I don’t make a habit of carrying tech around.”

“Ohhhhhh,” the priest cooed. He laced his fingers together and bowed. “It is an honor to meet one of God’s mortal angels.”

Even the cold had failed to redden Esper’s cheeks, but the priest’s declaration made her blush.

“I’m… I don’t look at myself as an angel,” Esper stammered.

“Of course you wouldn’t,” the priest agreed. “Humility becomes the Lord’s servants. But come. Your friend will freeze out here. The temple is chilly, but as roaring flame compared to the mountain winds.”

Following the priest’s lead, Carl, Esper, and Rai Kub entered the Temple of the Half-Year Sun.

# # #

Carl shivered his way through the first half of the tour. The temple wasn’t half so cold as the guy outside made it out to be, but it wasn’t a warm, crackling fire, either.

The entire building was carved from the native rock—not brought back in piece by piece from nearby quarries—by simply removing rock from the mountain itself. Every bit of the architecture was original to the mountain. This and many other educational topics came up during the interminable tour of the Temple of the Half-Year Sun.

If Carl had wanted education, he would have gone to college instead of joining the navy.

They’d been assigned a guide. His name was Pavel. Carl was pretty sure that was an Earthification of his native name because none of the other otters had names that rolled off the tongue. Pavel was the kindly, smiley sort, which didn’t work quite as well for species with predators’ teeth, but the roly-poly fella pulled it off.

Carl had already seen the Grand Cathedral, gawked at the five-story Sculpted Wall, and climbed down the Stairs of Reflection. While it was nice hearing the translated names thanks to his earring, he almost wished that he only got the gibberish version in otterese—that would make it easier to forget the minute they left this rock.

Esper and Rai Kub, of course, seemed to be forgetting their mission in favor of enjoying the tour.

“And here we have the Well of Very Deepness,” Pavel said grandly, spreading a hand to the fountain in the middle of the next chamber. “For centuries, the priests have gathered their daily water here. All the blessed water in the gift shop comes directly from this magical spring.”

Rai Kub raised a hand. “Magical like wizards, or magical like a miracle?”

“They are often one in the same,” Pavel replied without taking any hint of offense. Carl gave the guy credit. Most entertainers didn’t take kindly to questions about how their tricks worked. Most priests got even more bent out of shape. “In this case, it was the work of Ginvap Too-Blessed-For-Words. He dug the hole himself, climbing down a rope each day and carrying up the rocks in a basket made from reeds. When he struck water, the other priests scoffed at the depth of the well. It would be easier to carry it up the mountainside than haul buckets so far. But Ginvap Too-Blessed-For-Words cast a mighty spell, and the water bore him up to the floor of the very chamber we stand in now. Runoff from the fountain feeds an aqueduct to the town below.”

“Very impressive,” Esper said solemnly. Carl couldn’t be sure if she was buying this circus act or just playing along.

“If you’ll follow me,” Pavel said, backing into the next chamber.

They passed a set of stairs that wound down deeper into the temple. Pavel continued into a room lit by torches.

Carl stopped short. “Hey, what’s down this way?” He hooked a thumb down the stairs, in case Pavel decided to play dumb.

Instead, the guide-priest hung his head. “A regrettable incident. That is the resting place of the Tal Geru. We have unfortunately lost it.”

Carl’s gut clenched. “Lost it? Lost it how?”

Pavel waved away the question. “Unimportant. The tesud peacekeepers will recover it soon enough. We still have many wonders to view.”

“We came to see the Tal Geru,” Carl shouted, his voice echoing impiously from the cavernous ceiling. He lowered his voice to something less likely to bring security running. “How long’s it been missing?”

“Please, do not concern yourself,” Pavel said, wincing. “Even discussing its loss wounds my heart.”

“How. Long?”

With a sigh, their guide relented. “Late last night. We have never had a theft before. That someone would remove the Tal Geru from its most sanctified lair…” Pavel just shook his head, rather than finish the thought.

Carl was already running.

Esper and Rai Kub fell in behind, though as usual, the stuunji lagged.

Reaching for his comm served to remind Carl that he didn’t have it with him. Yomin had it, and they’d left her at the tram depot. He could only trust that someone on the crew had the sense to watch for this kind of trouble.

The smuggler could slip through their fingers any time now.

# # #

Jonus Brewster’s ship was parked just three berths away, at the same starport the Mobius
 was using. The only ships between were a tour-operated orbital craft and a two-man personal shuttle. Amy could see Brewster’s ship, Harpoon Gale
 , from the Mobius
 cockpit.

Yomin had reported in that she was waiting outside the temple, and that she had custody of the team’s tech gear. In a way, it made sense. Who wants their communion with God interrupted by a datapad alert or someone using a datalens to scan their holy relics? And blasters weren’t looked on fondly by most religious sects.

But the fact that Carl was in the temple scouting with no way to report in was fucking inconvenient.

A tingling feeling at the base of Amy’s spine wasn’t from parking her ass in the pilot’s chair too long. The chair was comfy, among the best spots to relax on the whole ship. No, that tingle was the creeping dread that something awful was about to happen, and it had worked its way halfway up her spine before the pilot of the Mobius
 decided to do something about it.

“No,” Amy told herself, sitting back down before she’d even stood fully upright. “I’m just paranoid. Carl’s fine. We have this one boxed up and crated for delivery.”

She flipped on her datapad and started reading a news piece about the potential for an ARGO civil war. It sounded like fiction. People were always boiled up over some nonsense or other, and ARGO had held together.

ARGO had a better track record of keeping their act together than the Mobius
 , and Carl in particular.

“I’m going up there,” Amy said aloud to herself, standing from the pilot’s chair. “I’m going up there, and I’m going to find out what’s going on. If they try to stop me, I’ll just tell them it’s an emergency.”

She stopped at the doorway. “That won’t change anything. If Brewster takes off and I’m not here, we’re screwed.”

Amy flopped back down in the pilot’s seat.

Glancing over, the Harpoon Gale
 waited in its berth. “You’re a big boy for a lone smuggler, aren’t you?” The ship was nearly the size of the Mobius
 , and by all accounts, Jonus Brewster operated by himself.

Or did he?

With half the crew off taking a guided tour, hoping to scope out their quarry’s target, Amy didn’t have a lot of manpower to spare. Actually, these days they had Carl, and that was it. Mort, Hatchet, Samurai, Juggler… all gone. What Amy had at her disposal was a taciturn robot, two laaku, and one uncooperative prisoner in the airlock chamber.

The ship just sat there, taunting Amy with its stubborn refusal to do anything that would force her to react.

Sweat beaded on the pilot’s brow. She only noticed when her sleeve came away damp after wiping it across her forehead.

“Why can’t we have a job where everything goes smoothly, and we’re in comm range the whole way? Dr. Akerman talked about our communication issues, but this isn’t what she meant. What we need maybe is some sort of psychic hookup, like with magic hats we all wear or something. I wonder if Esper can work out something along those lines.”

Amy frowned. “Why am I talking to myself? If I say it in my head, I still hear it. Is it more real if I say it out loud? They say only geniuses and madwomen talk to themselves. I’ve seen my own psych profile; its opinion on the matter is pretty blunt.”

Beer.

For Carl and Roddy, beer could fix almost anything. Amy’s drinking had always tended toward the socially or romantically oriented. There were better drugs out there to shove worries back where they came from. Then again, none of those drugs were in the fridge just twenty or so meters away, totally unguarded and free for the taking.

Glancing down the corridor to make sure no one was looking, Amy slunk from the cockpit and headed for the common room fridge.

Opening the door let loose a blast of cool air and a scent that was best described by the last ten or so meals that had been left to rot inside it. Holding her breath, Amy scanned the contents.

“What am I doing?” she asked herself.

Closing the door, she headed back to the cockpit.

The lingering odor from the fridge clung to her nostrils accusingly. The smell knew what she’d been planning and wouldn’t let her forget. Rubbing a finger under her nose to try to scrub away the scent did nothing.

Out the window, Brewster’s ship looked back at her. She expected it to lift off at any second. Yomin hadn’t patched into the traffic control system because Agos VI wasn’t run by idiots. It was run by tesuds. The odds of them running a basic system with loopholes and data voids was a whole lot lower than the odds they were prepared with back-calculating countermeasures against hacking. The Harpoon Gale
 could depart without any warning to the Mobius
 .

Amy blinked. That was it. She reached for the comm panel to the laakus’ shared quarters. “Roddy. Hey, you got a sec? Come up to the cockpit. There’s something I wanna go over with you.”

# # #

Yomin ate her Pad Thai with chopsticks. It wasn’t the best she’d ever had. If ranking Thai food was the sort of thing she did, the data warfare specialist doubted it would have cracked the top hundred. But it was food, and she was hungry. The Noodle-O-Rama also fit her criteria of having an uninterrupted sight line to the tram station.

The tram had been to the mountain and back half a dozen times while she waited and ate. Thanks to the zoom on her datalens, she was not only certain that none of her crewmates had returned, but that Jonus Brewster hadn’t tried to slip by, either.

The patrons around Yomin were mainly offworlders like herself. Growing up on Earth and serving in Earth Navy, she hadn’t been outnumbered by tesuds before. By the quick count of her datalens, it was eighteen humans, twenty-five tesuds, a laaku, and six vish kinah. She’d been surprised to see the little carnivores in a noodle bar, but then she noticed the custom entry on the local menu: squid noodles.

To each species, their own.

Yomin slurped her soda through a straw and wondered if she had time before the next tram to hit the washroom. In the illustrious history of the Mobius
 , Yomin could envision the stories that would be told of the day Yomin let a hundred-fifty thousand terras sneak past while she was tinkling.

The tram schedule seemed to be “whenever we’ve got passengers,” but it still took a finite amount of time to make the journey up and back to the Temple of the Half-Year Sun. It had last departed eighteen minutes ago, according to Yomin’s datalens. With a six-minute scenic ride, it could be back any second.

To kill some time, she decided to report in. “Amy, you there?” Yomin asked, raising the Mobius
 cockpit on the comm.

“Roger that
 ,” Amy replied in clipped military tones.

“Cut the brass-polishing,” Yomin replied. “Just wanted to check in. Everything kosher back on the boat?”

“More or less. Radio silence is bugging the shit out of me, though
 ,” Amy reported.

Yomin sighed. “Know what you mean. I’m parked in the Noodle-O-Rama, watching the tram station for them to come back.”

“Any sign of Brewster
 ?”

“Girl, you think I’d be bitching about being bored if I’d seen that lowlife?”

“I share quarters with Carl. He’d do anything to set up a good punch line. He could be sitting on Brewster’s smoking corpse and ask me to record a live feed from some comedy show on the omni. It warps the way you approach a conversation
 .”

“Well,” Yomin replied, wishing now that she’d headed for the washroom instead of biding her time on the comm. “Nice to know I’ve gotten lumped in with the galaxy’s least repentant liar.”

“And…
 ?”

Yomin clenched her jaw. “And I haven’t seen Brewster, Carl, Esper, or Rai Kub since I’ve been sitting here. I’m crawling out of my skull.”

“Better bored than worried
 ,” Amy said with a nervous chuckle.

Oh. Well, that made a little more sense, at least. “He’s got Rai Kub and Esper with him. If the stuunji doesn’t convince anyone not to give him trouble, Esper will make them regret their choice. Carl’s fine.”

There was a pause, and Amy’s voice came back quieter. “I know
 .”

“Damn right, you know. Carl’s a lotta things, but he’s smooth under pressure. He’s got things under control up there.”

# # #

Carl’s breath dragged a cheese grater over his lungs with every inhale and exhale. One of these days, he swore, he’d get back in fighting shape. No more of this wheezing and gasping for breath every time he had to run more than a few meters.

The Temple of the Half-Year Sun was too fucking big. Stupid, grandiose, sun-worshipping otters. Why couldn’t they build their holy temple on a nice flat beach, starport adjacent and somewhere tropical?

“Want me to run ahead?” Esper asked, jogging along beside Carl.

He would have loved to pretend that she was magically easing her stride and buoying herself so she was as light as cotton candy. But the fact of the matter was that she was ten years younger than him and occasionally exercised.

“Yeah,” Carl agreed, more nodding than enunciating the word.

“Don’t wait for me,” Rai Kub called from the back. “Return for me when you finish. I’m just slowing you all down.”

The stuunji wasn’t winded; he was just slow.

“Wouldn’t. Dream. Of it,” Carl gasped out.

A brilliant idea struck the Mobius
 captain. Stopping and propping a hand on his knee for support, he waved Rai Kub over and waited a few seconds for the stuunji to catch up.

“Carry. Me,” Carl ordered. At least, he hoped he ordered. If the big lug thought he was joking, it would have been poor timing.

But the ship’s security officer apparently knew an order when he heard one. “Oh, of course.”

In one smooth motion, the stuunji scooped Carl up and threw him over a shoulder.

Had they been in a more civilized part of the galaxy, this was the sort of scene that could have ruined a reputation. Carl Ramsey, war hero, racing star, notorious outlaw, was being carried like a disaster victim on the shoulder of a bipedal rhinoceros. There would be looping video of the incident. Users on Vid-Blast would rate him, and the text comments would roast his dignity on a spit.

But this was Agos VI, tesuds were mostly inoffensive people, and Carl doubted that most of the otters even had an account to access the omni.

When they arrived at the tram station, Esper was arguing with the conductor. It actually took a great deal of effort to argue with a tesud in a service-industry job, but Esper had managed to engage one in a heated—for Esper at least—debate.

“I know you have other passengers waiting,” Esper said. “And I know that they have places to be, too. But here come my friends now. Just give them thirty seconds, and we can be underway.”

A few human tourists grumbled at the sight of the stuunji. More snickered at the sight of Carl being carried like a rag doll.

By now, Carl was starting to catch his breath. With a couple firm slaps on the back to catch Rai Kub’s attention, he decided it was time to end the free ride. “I’m good. Set me down.”

Gently as can be, the stuunji returned Carl to his feet. This way, Carl could hold his head high as he boarded the tram car, possibly even pretend that he hadn’t received any such assistance and that it was preposterous to imply otherwise. He even started fashioning a Carl Who Walked Here By Himself Like a Big Boy.

Then Carl realized that when Rai Kub set him down, it was directly into
 the tram car.

# # #

Scenery was for people with more time than a pressing need to be somewhere. As the tram wended its way down the mountainside, all Carl could think of was What’s-his-name Brew-Guy flying off with his payday and
 the trinket the otters were so sad about losing.

In fairness, Carl was more worked up over the loss of the payday, but that guy Pavel was just so pitiful
 about the whole theft that the grizzled old outlaw felt bad for him.

How many trams had been back to the port between the theft and now? Five? Fifty? A hundred or more?

But Jono The Relic Thief still had his ship parked planetside. If the knickknack got stolen overnight, there must have been other considerations before he could make orbit.

Was the guy waiting for the heat to die down? Sounded like a bad play. The tesuds weren’t bumbling administrators. They’d be liable to scan any ship leaving the planet, maybe even board them.

Maybe Jojo Brewski had a second ship or booked private transport offworld? That would have been a bold move. That ship of his was worth more than the payday for the job. But if he’d sold it while he was planetside…

None of this mattered. Carl was just guessing, and he didn’t even know enough to make a good guess. This was all just true-crime fan fiction until someone started figuring out exactly what had gone wrong.

He wished there wasn’t a crowd in the tram car. Kicking some ideas around would have made Carl feel better, even if it was with perhaps the two least guileful members of the crew—with only Shoni giving either of them a run for their money.

The tram pulled into the station, and Carl was the first one out. Yomin hadn’t been waiting for them at the temple end of the line; he expected that she would have been right there. Carl’s ear itched to hook on his personal comm. His thigh felt naked without the weight of his old blaster bouncing by his side.

“Dammit!” Carl swore, looking all around for signs of Yomin and their gear. “Where is she?”

There were times when the captain of the Mobius
 was able to push aside the long and sordid history of techs aboard his ship. But times like this, he had visions of Lucas, Martin, and every other small-time tech wrangler who’d either bailed on them, robbed them, or stabbed them in the back.

“Here she comes,” Esper said, pointing back toward the pocket of restaurants and stores that sold cheap local junk.

Yomin trotted along, carrying their gear, including Carl’s winter coat. In his anger and worry, Carl had managed to ignore the cold without even having to imagine up a Carl Who’s Not Worried About Hypothermia. But just seeing the garment in Yomin’s hands was enough to blow arctic winds straight through to his bones.

Of course, the actual arctic winds weren’t helping, either.

“Where were you?” Carl snapped, grabbing the coat away from Yomin the instant she was within arm’s reach.

“Grabbing lunch,” Yomin replied. “Or breakfast. Who the hell can tell this far north?”

“We need a comm,” Esper said. She waved a finger from Yomin’s pile of gadgetry toward Carl. “Give him a comm.”

“Something wrong?” Yomin asked, seemingly nonplussed.

After sealing up his coat and activating the mini-reactor inside, Carl allowed a few seconds of bliss as the heating fluid coursed through the liner and chased away the chill from his bones with torches and pitchforks. Then he ransacked the tangled mess of gear in Yomin’s unresisting hands until he found his comm link.

“Amy? Amy, are you there? Johnny Brutal already got the trinket.”

“So good hearing from you
 ,” Amy replied. “Engines powering up. We’ll be ready to go the instant you get here.
 ”

“Come on,” Yomin said, strolling off in the direction of the starport.

Carl wanted to run, but his leg muscles still burned from his last attempt. “Why aren’t you in more of a rush? Did you not hear what I just told Amy?”

“Oh, I heard just fine,” Yomin said. “And if you want to run like headless chickens, by all means, do. But it won’t matter now. The Harpoon Gale
 left atmosphere fifteen minutes ago.”

# # #

Carl stumbled through the cargo bay at what he had left of a run. His legs told him that there would be hell to pay for this later, but Carl could live with that. What he couldn’t live with was a hundred and fifty thousand terras, in untraceable hardcoin, flitting away into the Black Ocean, never to be seen again.

Roddy was waiting by the cargo bay door. The laaku gave a sloppy salute as Carl flew past. He raised the ramp behind the temple task force as their captain brought up the rear.

The grated metal stairs rang like gongs under Carl’s feet. The single flight was more a mountain to climb than the whole rotten otter temple. His arms did as much work to carry him up, using the handrails as a climber’s rope.

In the common room, the holo-projector was paused, frozen as a 20th-century gangster aimed a gun at some poor sap’s head. Right then, Carl felt a pang of sympathy for the sap; he was at the mercy of some gangster who’d gotten the drop on him, too.

“Get. Ground control. Clearance,” Carl panted out as he stumbled into the cockpit.

Through the forward window, he could see that they were already off the ground.

“Already ahead of you, captain,” Amy reported with a smart salute.

Carl scowled. What was with all the saluting? Two was more than he’d gotten in a month since they left Ithaca.

Collapsing onto the back of the co-pilot’s headrest, Carl took a few slow breaths to steady his burning lungs. “What. Happened?”

“You were up in the mountains, sightseeing, when Jonus Brewster punched his ticket for orbit,” Amy replied.

Carl snapped his fingers. “Brewster. I knew it was something beer related. Why didn’t you try to get him picked up by planetary security? A finder’s fee was probably our best bet to turn this job into terras.”

Amy shrugged. “You weren’t on comm, so I had to make an executive decision.”

Not what he’d hoped to hear. Carl squeezed his eyes shut. There were times when Amy seemed like the perfect partner in crime. She had a calibrated moral compass, but she didn’t give a waste reclaim cartridge about the law. Right and Wrong crossed Legal and Illegal on an entirely different axis.

But her instincts still needed work.

Carl lurched over and kissed her atop the head. “It’s OK, sweetie. We’ll let Yomin dig deeper into that computer core. We must have something in there we can cash out.”

“You think it might have the transmitter frequency for the tracker on the Harpoon Gale
 ?” Amy asked innocently.

It was about then that Carl began to suspect a ruse. “What tracker? Did we know all along that Carter had bugged Beerman’s ship?”

“Carter didn’t,” Amy clarified, then slowly turned to fix Carl with a mischievous grin, taking her eyes from the sparse orbital traffic as they left atmosphere. “We did.”

Carl cocked an eyebrow.

“I got to thinking what might happen if Brewster left Agos VI while you were radio silent,” Amy explained. “There wasn’t a whole lot we could
 do. We’d look suspicious as hell tailing him into astral. And even if planetary security didn’t intercept us in the process, it still would have meant leaving the four of you behind.”

“With ya so far.”

“So,” Amy continued. “I think I interrupted some sort of ‘interlude,’ but I convinced Roddy to sneak over to the Harpoon Gale’s
 berth and plant a tracking device on it.”

Heedless of the implications to navigational safety, Carl threw himself into Amy’s lap and kissed her.

# # #

Life was better with a goal. Amy had spent six years hunting for the elusive ENV Odysseus
 after leaving Earth Navy, and the years had disappeared in a blink.

Months of drifting and languorous colony vacationing had left her antsy. Even the Faendral Rock and Agos VI raids had mostly involved her sitting with the engines hot, ready to hit orbit the second the job was done.

This… this was what got Scarecrow to emerge from hiding deep in the recesses of Amy’s psyche. Steering yoke in hand. Intercept course plotted. Ambush point selected. This was a mission for her.

Roddy’s tracker—or Archie’s, if you wanted to go back to the original owner—was reporting the Harpoon Gale
 on a direct course for a nowhere space station. Orion Space Station Echo Nine was a galactic-grade dive. Lax security, frequent changes in management, and limited access to ARGO battle groups made it a viable site for a showdown, a shakedown, and a throw down.

Yet, that was still more than the Mobius
 was hoping to find on the far end of this deal.

Thanks to Esper’s astral skills, the Mobius
 was drifting lazily at half engine power, 9.39 astral units deep. They were nonetheless rocketing past the smuggler with his illegally modified 7.5 AU star-drive like he was standing still.

“How much run-up you thinking of giving him?” Carl asked.

Amy jumped. She’d been so focused on adjusting their course to match the trajectory of the tracker that she hadn’t heard him come up behind her. “I want to put us within ten meters of his path, with about six seconds to react. That ought to catch his attention?”

“What if he’s not at the controls?” Carl asked.

That was a contingency she’d already planned for. Amy scowled, wondering if this was a test. “Then we fall in behind him, line up an easy shot, and knock out his engines.”

“Gonna have to put someone else in the turret if that’s the case,” Carl pointed out.

“Archie’s a failsafe. We can actuate the guns without any risk of them firing. Gives our threat a little more teeth without any ‘accidents.’”

Carl chuckled. “I’ve found that our turret accident rate fell through a wormhole after Mriy left.”

“You guys were a lot more militant. I blame her and Tanny.”

“Drugs and predatory instincts. In fairness, though, Mort did most of our killing.”

Amy’s eyes misted at the mention of the wizard’s name. “Yeah, but him
 , I miss.”

Carl threw an arm around his girlfriend and pulled her close but only for a few seconds. “Hey, I miss him too. Better dad than Chuck ever was. But eyes on the prize. We’re ahead of this punk now. Don’t want to overshoot and have to wait for hours.”

With a few blinks and a sleeve across her eyes, Amy turned her attention back to the computers. With a few final adjustments, she maneuvered them into place and brought the Mobius
 to a full stop.

“Esper!” Amy shouted back to the common room. “Ease us back to 7.5.”

“Don’t number me,” Esper shouted back. “I’ll find us the other ship by his wake in the astral, not some goofy science yardstick I can’t even read.”

“She’s letting this Mort thing go to her head,” Carl muttered. “Wonder if this happens to every wizard over time.”

“Who else do you know who’s a wizard?” Amy asked.

“You,” Carl replied without missing a beat.

Amy just snorted. “That little precog trick of mine doesn’t make me a wizard any more than your split personality makes you one.”

Carl drew himself up haughtily. “I am a sane and mighty wizard. I come from a proud tradition.”

“There he is,” Amy exclaimed, pointing a finger through the glassteel window. The Harpoon Gale
 was headed right for them.

Carl’s finger dug into Amy’s shoulder. “You’re… sure you calculated this, right?”

“Yup,” Amy replied, hiding her nervous swallow as best she could. The computers on the Mobius
 were shit, but they weren’t stupid.

As the smuggler’s ship grew and grew, Carl’s hand continued to tighten until Amy shrugged out from under it. Proximity alarms lit the console like wildfire.

Just as Amy and Carl both ducked, the Harpoon Gale
 veered, clearing their ship by more than the scant ten meters Amy had allowed.

Carl dove for the comm panel. “Harpoon Gale
 , this is a stickup. Hand over the Tal Geru and the money, and you can keep your ship in one piece.” As soon as the transmission ended, Carl turned to Amy. “We tracking him with the guns?”

“Affirmative. Archie’s got him in his sights. No hint of a response. Aaaaand it looks like Mr. Brewster is diverting auxiliary power to engines.”

Carl drew himself upright and tugged the hem of his jacket. “Miss Charlton, bring us about. Full sail, match course and raise the Jolly Roger. It’s time for a bit of piracy.”

# # #

Rai Kub paced the common room floor, which creaked a little with every step. He’d long since given up worrying that his weight would send him crashing down into the engine room below. But everything else to worry about was still fair game.

The sky in the domed ceiling above was blank gray. Astral space was like that. But through the rear quarter of the dome, Rai Kub watched the ship’s turret swivel to track the vessel they were chasing.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.

“It’s going to be fine,” Esper reassured him from the couch. There wasn’t any rule against watching holovids during chases, but the ship’s wizard ignored the holo-projector.

“Can we watch cartoons?” Rai Kub asked. “Something small and fluffy, with no violence, maybe?”

Carl bounded into the common room and headed for the spot where the turret chair descended from the ceiling. “Hey,” he called up to the robot manning the guns. “Break time. My turn to scare the bad guys.”

The chair descended, and Archie was unbuckled from the harness before it reached the bottom. “I choose to believe you. If you start shooting, none of that is my fault.”

“Shooting?” Rai Kub asked. “Why would there be shooting? No one said there would be shooting. We were supposed to convince Mr. Jonus Brewster to give back the relic he stole.”

Carl finished buckling in. “Convincing takes different shapes sometimes.” Then with the push of a button, their captain ascended into the gunnery turret.

“Esper, make him stop,” Rai Kub pleaded.

“Relax,” Esper told him. “You can’t make eggs without cracking a few shells.” She paused. “Unless you hard-boil them, but you still have to crack them afterward. That would be more like what we did with Howie Carter.”

“Why didn’t we turn him over at Agos VI?” Rai Kub asked. “We could have. They’d have gladly taken him.”

“We are balancing a tightrope between law, justice, and profit. I suppose the tightrope analogy would have worked better with just two things, but our methods would probably work better if we picked two and stuck with them. Law and justice, we would have handed over the info on Carter instead of raiding his place ourselves. Law and profit, we might have tried to collect a bounty. Justice and profit… well, that’s about the closest we’re getting right now. That’s what’ll happen if neither of these fine, upstanding citizens survives to get handed over to the authorities.”

The pieces made sense. The words were clear enough. But the big picture eluded Rai Kub. “How are we any better than they? I’ve heard the stories of your old missions.”

Esper smiled placidly. “It’s a sound philosophical question. At some point, you have to decide whether we aspire to better ourselves or merely justify our actions. Are we penitents on the trail to redemption or hypocrites on the slow road to damnation?”

“I need a walk,” Rai Kub replied, hanging his head. He couldn’t watch as blasts of plasma flashed overhead. One of those blasts might result in a murder in which Rai Kub wanted no part.

Esper watched through the domed ceiling as Rai Kub exited, heading for the cargo bay.

There was one person on board who had probably the same view as Rai Kub on the conflict in progress, and the stuunji needed to speak to him. There was no sneaking through the cargo bay—he realized that his bulk and the ship’s flimsy construction conspired to report his location as a series of creaks and groans wherever he went. Instead, Rai Kub relied on the preoccupation of the crew to reach the airlock unnoticed.

Rapping lightly on the airlock door, Rai Kub called through the steel to the chamber’s occupant. “Hello? Am I bothering you?”

“You’d be the first to care,” came the terse reply from inside.

“I’m very sorry about your treatment,” Rai Kub said.

Carter’s muffled voice came through the door lacking quite the ire that he’d displayed at every turn. “Listen, pal. You got a guilty conscience there. I get that. Your friends are hardened criminals, but I can tell you’re different from them. You’ve got morals. You’ve got standards. You don’t belong on a ship with the likes of them.”

“Hmm,” Rai Kub rumbled.

“Yeah,” Carter pressed on, making his case. “Think about it. What’s to keep them from doing the same to you if you cross Ramsey?”

“I don’t fit in the airlock,” Rai Kub pointed out.

Carter chuckled. Even to Rai Kub’s stuunji-trained ears, the human sounded like he was forcing it. “Smart guy. I like that. Yeah, they wouldn’t put you in the airlock. But maybe they stuff you in an EV suit and lash you outside the hull. Ever think of that?”

“I hadn’t,” Rai Kub admitted.

“Well, Ramsey’s a crafty devil. That’s why I tried to hire him in the first place. Mind like Lucifer himself. He’s done stuff tons
 worse than the job I offered. He’s off his orbit if he thinks I was crossing a line suggesting it to him.”

The stuunji scratched his head. “What sort of jobs?”

“Oh, he raped a whole village full of orphans once on a bet. He murdered women and children on Plouph. He got his ex addicted to stim so he could keep her in line. I even hear he used to run slaves to unsanctioned xeno zoos.”

Rai Kub’s left hand balled into a fist. “I was rescued from one of those zoos.” The main finger of his right hand hovered over the door control.

“Then you can understand the sort of horrible guy Ramsey is underneath that sprayed-on smile. Why don’t you open that door, and we can figure out a way both of us can get off this outlaw ship.”

The stuunji considered for a moment then pulled his right hand into a fist as well. “Mr. Carter, if I open this door, I fear I’ll hurt you quite badly. Savior Carl rescued my sister and me from that zoo, along with every other captive. He even gave one of the young sentients a home on his ship for many months. Carl Ramsey has his flaws, but he is my friend, and I owe him more than to stand here listening to your lies. I hope you enjoyed the companionship of this brief conversation. I will not visit you again socially.”

# # #

The Mobius
 handled like an overweight ballerina. It knew all the moves. It had the flexibility and the grace. There was just something sluggish about a freighter that would never match the deadly agility of a Typhoon.

Amy caught up to the Harpoon Gale
 by taking minimal evasive action against its return fire. Meanwhile, Jonus Brewster had to veer to avoid the continuous volleys from Carl in the Mobius
 turret. Every time Brewster took a wider angle to his turn than the Mobius
 , Amy ate up the gap and closed in.

An impact shook the ship.

“Mind not getting hit?
 ” Roddy called over the comm from the engine room. “I just put that shield generator back in alignment last week.
 ”

“Kinda busy,” Amy replied during the comm’s auto-open delay. “All complaints not related to our immediate safety should be deferred until the post-battle briefing.”

“You’re no fun
 ,” Roddy groused. Amy heard the pop of the comm closing abruptly.

She was cutting things too close. There was no rush.

Amy and Carl had plotted out a desolate stretch between systems where a ship cruising at 7.5 astral units wouldn’t find any allies, authorities, or realspace obstacles to flee from.

They had the Harpoon Gale
 outgunned, out-shielded, and—if Amy had to say so herself—out-piloted. Slow, steady gains were enough. Eventually, they’d close the ground to the point where Brewster’s evasive piloting couldn’t stay ahead of Carl’s gunnery, and they’d have him.

“Hey, what gives
 ?” Carl came over the comm from the turret. “I’m no fisherman, but I always thought when you had a fish hooked, you reeled it in
 .”

“If I don’t cut it so close, we won’t get clipped like last time. I’ve already had Roddy complaining from the engine room that—”

“Roddy will complain if you maneuver too hard or overtax the waste reclaim after Taco Night. Let’s catch up to this fucker and end this chase. I need to piss.
 ”

For a second there, Amy had been on board. Yes, Roddy had a habit of complaining about anything that was going to produce extra work for him. But how was Carl any better when he was more concerned about hitting the head than he was about the ship’s shields?

Fortunately, the two of them had worked out the boundaries of their professional and private relationship. Carl was in charge on the professional side. He was the captain and the on-file owner of the Mobius
 . Amy was going to content herself with being in charge the rest of the time.

For now, that meant a change in tactics.

All battle, the throttle on the engines had been wide open. Now, Amy just angled for the Harpoon Gale
 and kept it open, only maneuvering to close distance.

She cringed as shot after shot rebounded from the Mobius’s
 shields.

But while the return fire they took was considerable, Jonus Brewster wasn’t as well armed, and he wasn’t as good a shot as Carl. With a steady ship to fire from, the Mobius’s
 main guns took out the engines of the Harpoon Gale.
 First the main thrusters, then as the Mobius
 closed in, several follow-up shots disabled even the maneuvering thrusters.

A few quick blasts to render the guns of the smuggler ship non-functional, and it was ripe for plucking.

“Nice shooting,” Amy congratulated over the comm. She let her voice turn gravelly. “I am so
 turned on by a guy who can handle a pair of big guns like that. Just you wait until this is all over…”

“Thanks for the offer
 ,” Roddy replied. “But I’m spoken for. Plus, you’ve got the wrong comm channel
 .”

“Actually
 ,” Carl cut in smoothly. “That was the shipwide. On the upside, I’ve got witnesses. But business before pleasure. Time to crack the egg and return some holy omelets to their planet of origin. Oh, and to grab the money
 .”

Amy could feel her pulse in the warmth of her cheeks. Carefully reaching over to shut down the comm, she sat back in her chair to collect herself before beginning the docking maneuvers.

But to her surprise, Amy found herself grinning.

# # #

Esper stood in the cargo bay alone, facing the ramp. Her hands were tucked in the front pocket of her pink sweatshirt as she waited.

The whole idea of a boarding party signified more than one person. Wasn’t that part of the definition of the word “party”? No one had a party with just one person. That was pathetic. That was called being lonely and friendless.

Esper supposed that she should have been flattered. They trusted her on her own.

The klaxon blared, quacking at the top of its lungs like a boastful goose. None of the geese of Esperville were half so loud or so rude.

“I know. I know,” she muttered. “You’re pumping away the air. I got it after the first dozen honks.”

The red strobe light flashed, jarringly off beat from the klaxon like two dancers stepping on each other’s toes. But as the klaxon quieted, the strobe continued on. Light traveled through nothingness, whereas sound gave up and sulked in the loudspeaker.

The Kilimanjaro necklace of Mort’s was working just fine. It provided breathable stinky air scented with the sweat and dung of the African savanna. Esper had to imagine that there were other smells as well, nice ones that carried Earthy aromas of clay and tall grasses. Mort had probably pissed off a gift shop employee and gotten stuck with the one that smelled of grimy wildlife.

They hadn’t given her a comm. In a way, Esper was being given a moment’s freedom from the modern din of technology.

Without any sound to warn her, the cargo bay door opened. It was mildly disconcerting that the noisy gizmo opened in utter silence, though Esper felt the rumble of the machine guts through the floor beneath her feet.

When the door was opened, Esper saw a starship adrift against the backdrop of the gray astral. Everyone else said they saw it as blank, flat, featureless. Esper didn’t correct them. After all, how would she describe the shimmer of the ocean to a blind woman?

Let Carl and Amy and Roddy think the astral was a void like realspace. She could perceive the texture, the currents and ripples, the thick and thin parts and the spots where real objects lay just on the other side. She needed Amy’s numeric guidance to this craft’s astral depth as much as a painter needed a chronograph to choose his watercolors.

“Here goes,” Esper said for her own benefit.

With a running start, she leapt from the end of the cargo ramp. The gravity stone of the Mobius
 lost its grip on Esper as she tumbled through the astral expanse between vessels.

Everyone said the void was colder than a wizard’s glare. Esper simply chose not to notice. And besides, this wasn’t a void.

In under a minute, she landed feet-first on the outside of the hull.

Walking around the outside, she was reminded of a children’s story her mother read to her as a little girl. It was about a prince who lived on an asteroid the size of a house. Esper made a full circuit of the vessel’s exterior before settling on a hatch that looked like it probably led inside.


If they’d meant for it to stay shut, they wouldn’t have put a handle on the outside
 , Esper argued. And when she pulled, the handle gave way easily.

Instantly, Esper leaped back as a waste rod ejected. She instinctively brought up a hand to cover her mouth. But of course, there was no smell. Smell wafted in the air, and unless the rod came within the halo of air that surrounded her, Esper wouldn’t smell a thing.

Of course, since the necklace already churned out air with more than a faint whiff of poop to begin with, how much worse could it have been?

Ignoring the ejected waste rod sticking out of the side of the Harpoon Gale
 like a slice of freshly toasted bread, she continued her search.

“Aha! Thought you could hide from me,” she scolded a personnel door. It was clearly meant for planetside use, but Esper convinced the universe that if there was someone waiting outside a door, it ought to be amenable to opening.

With a heave, the young wizardess ripped the door free of its latch.

A gust of air burst forth, throwing Esper outstretched like a windsock. If not for her grip on the door handle, she’d have been blown clear off the ship.

“Get back inside this instant!” Esper snapped.

Reluctantly, with its freedom spread before it, the runaway air sulked and slithered back into the Harpoon Gale
 .

Once inside, local gravity took over, and a wave of dizziness crashed on the rocky shores of Esper’s inner ear.

A blaster fired.

Blinking away the effects of the momentary disorientation, Esper watched the bolt of plasma sizzle and spatter against the hull.

Aiming a weapon in her direction was the man from the holo picture Amy had shown at the briefing. Jonus Brewster was a scruffy little man, unkempt compared to the clean image in the holo. His hair was plastered to his head with sweat. A week’s worth of stubble shaded his face. Under his eyes, the puffy dark smudges suggested a lack of sleep.

“I have a cream that would help cover up those bags under your eyes,” Esper said cheerily.

“You need to work on your threats,” Mort snarled.

Esper whirled. “What are you
 doing here?”

“Mentoring,” the dead wizard replied. “This was, after all, sort of my forte.”

“I don’t need any help,” Esper snapped. “I was trying to lull him into a sense of security.”

Another blast of plasma splattered the floor near Esper’s feet.

“It’s supposed to be a false sense of security, not a real one,” Mort countered. “Boil that thermometer in this techster’s hand and threaten to do the same to his family jewels if he doesn’t tell you where he’s keeping his cargo and his payment.”

“I have this under control,” Esper snapped.

“You’ve got a coupler misaligned in that head of yours, lady,” Brewster taunted, taking careful aim at Esper’s midsection only to watch in frustrated disbelief as the shot swerved mid-flight to miss her entirely.

“Your blaster isn’t broken,” Esper warned him. “I’m a wizard. If you’d like, I can make a painful demonstration that you’ll regret long after I’m gone from your life. As an alternative, you could put that thing down and give me what I’m here for.”

“You think I’m gonna trust you?” Brewster said, ducking behind a stack of crates in his own cargo bay.

“Let me put this another way. I’ve got a voice in my head trying really hard to convince me to melt that blaster of yours, then burn your boy-bits beyond recognition if you don’t help me recover what I’m after. I’m personally inclined to argue against it, but you’re helping him make a convincing argument.”

With a wave of Esper’s hand, the crates shielding Brewster from view rose three meters to bump against the cargo bay ceiling.

Brewster stared at them, and then her, in disbelief.

“You’re just doing a job,” Esper said, trying to be the understanding voice of reason in Brewster’s life. “I get that. But you’re hurting a lot of very pious and family-loving people back on Agos VI. We’re going to take back the Tal Geru and return it to its rightful place in the Temple of the Half-Year Sun.”

“You’re… you’re Samaritans?” Brewster scoffed.

Esper crossed her arms. “I am instructed to tell you that we will be taking your cut for the job, too. Not all of my shipmates are altruists.”

With a quick shake of his head, Brewster brought the blaster to bear once again. But his hand was shaking. “No. I give up my cargo, I got nothing left to keep you from killing me.”

Esper closed her eyes and sighed. “Fine. Hard way it is.”

The blaster turned to molten goo in a flash. Jonus Brewster yelped and snatched his hand away. Luckily for him, he was wearing gloves, and he tore off the smoldering garment.

“Please! Please! Don’t,” Brewster pleaded, cupping both hands over his genitals.

Esper rolled her eyes. “I really don’t relish the idea of discussing your personal grooming area with the universe today. I’m not here to kill you, to take everything you own, or to commandeer your ship. I want the Tal Geru, one hundred fifty thousand terras in hardcoin, and a little bit less arguing. Got it?”

“Not terrible,” Mort observed, stroking the stubble of a beard that never seemed to either shave clean or grow any longer. “Would’ve hurt him at least a little to prod him along.”

However, even without the physical harm Mort advised, Brewster was quick to retrieve both items Esper wanted. She popped the case and admired the crystalline beauty of the Tal Geru. Brewster opened another and displayed row upon row of tightly packed hardcoin currency, good at any planet in ARGO space and most of the ones nearby.

“Thanks,” Esper said with a smile. “Now let’s fuzzle up this ship of yours a little, so you don’t go anywhere before the ENV Nottingham
 shows up to collect you.”

“But… we had a deal!” Brewster protested.

“No,” Esper observed. “We had an ultimatum. Now, show me where your life support is, and I’ll see about leaving it intact while I magic the rest to gibbering idiocy.”

# # #

Carl watched through the common room door to the cargo bay. The klaxon’s repeated honking was loud enough that the air had to be breathable by now. But if it were done re-pressurizing, the klaxon and the strobe would have ended.

Roddy jostled him from behind.

“Hey, watch it,” Carl warned.

“Quit hogging the window,” Roddy shot back.

“My ship; my window,” Carl retorted.

Amy dragged Carl from in front of the door. “Play nice, boys.”

“Ooh, foreplay,” Roddy sing-songed. “I never get tired of watching you humans rile each other up before a little sport.”

Amy flushed, and Carl put an arm around her before she slunk away. “Hey, I don’t need any pre-riling. I come riled, right out of the gate.”

The klaxon stopped, and someone grabbed the door in the mad rush to get down to the cargo bay. The whole crew was there, with only Rai Kub hanging back, probably out of concern that he might flatten them all if he won the race.

“Did you get it?” Carl shouted to Esper as she set down a pair of cases.

“She’s got something,” Yomin added.

“Two somethings, if you want to get technical,” Archie chimed in.

“Can we let her catch her breath?” Shoni asked.

“She’s got Mort’s widget. She’s been breathing this whole time,” Roddy replied, dodging around the pack as they reached the bottom of the stairs and dropping to all fours to get there first.

The laaku mechanic grabbed the case on the right, but Esper scooped it from his hands. “Wrong one.”

Without pause, Roddy took the case on the left and set it down. Popping the catch, he lifted the lid and started giggling. “Real terras! We can eat food on a planet with a nutrient mixer! Hell, we can install
 a nutrient mixer.”

“I still refuse to have that shit on my ship,” Carl snapped. But the laaku’s joke could sour his mood. It was more money in hardcoin than they’d seen since he couldn’t remember when.

Nine ways that was only sixteen large apiece, plus some loose change. But it was money they could spend and maybe even sock a little away for a solar flare.

Carl paused as fifty-terra coins waterfalled through his fingers.

Had he just mentally decided to save money as a contingency fund? In the history of the Mobius
 , there had never been a contingency fund, just money that hadn’t had a chance to be spent yet. Terras fled the Mobius
 like air from a breached hull.

“Excuse me,” Rai Kub’s melodic bass carried through the scrum for hardcoin. “We have a matter to attend to.” He pointed to the airlock.

With the smuggler’s ship disabled, the Mobius
 had been able to safely dock. That meant it was time for a parting of ways.

Carl sauntered to the airlock door and put a finger to his lips, silencing the crew. The rest of them gathered close enough to hear Carter from inside.

“Hey, Carter. We just undid your job.”

“Screw you, Ramsey,” Carter replied. “You’ve got no idea who you’re messing with. When that gift-shop reject doesn’t show up at its destination, there’s gonna be a fuckstorm of trouble.”

“A whole storm of ‘em?” Carl asked flippantly. “Who needs an umbrella on fuckstorm day? But seriously, you wanna tell us who signed you up for this job? You are
 a middleman, after all. Cutting us in on that action might be enough to bargain for a ride up front with us.”

“You’ve got a horse’s ass down your throat because everything you puke out is bullshit.”

Carl tapped a finger to his lips as he thought that one through. There seemed to be a farm animal error somewhere in the middle of that insult, but this wasn’t the time for distractions.

“Well, we’ve got what we came for anyway. Earth Interstellar can sift through the rest of your computer core. For you, it’s the airlock. Can’t say it’s been fun.”

Fists pounded on the inside of the airlock. “Wait! Ramsey, don’t you dare! Ramseeeeeeeeeeey…”

The crew laughed as Carl cycled the airlock and flushed the annoying broker across to the Harpoon Gale
 .

Esper harrumphed. “Those two deserve one another.”

Without having met Jonie Brewcakes, Carl couldn’t be sure of that.

# # #

Beer flowed, and popcorn popped. The crew gathered in the common room to celebrate a job well done. They watched My Week on Mars
 on the holo-projector and played cards. They congratulated one another on a job having gone right for once.

Amy was the last to arrive because she still had work to do. The Mobius
 wasn’t in a rush, but they had a destination: Agos VI. Recovering the Tal Geru wasn’t the end of their journey. If they were going to snip the split ends off this job, that relic needed to get home in one piece. Passing it off to the ENV Nottingham
 along with the smugglers and Carter’s computer core would end up with the relic tagged as evidence, maybe never to return.

With the Mobius
 on course and there being no need to leave the 7.5 AU depth that Jonus Brewster had drawn them to, Amy’s work as pilot was done. She locked in the autopilot and slumped back.

Just one final task. Keying the text comm, she fired off a message to the ENV Nottingham
 .


Nottingham, please be advised. Howie Carter and Jonus Brewster are the only life forms aboard the derelict
 Harpoon Gale. Computer core with all relevant evidence is decrypted and floating approx. 2km off the port side of the vessel. Exact coordinates to follow
 .

Amy punched in the location of the Harpoon Gale
 and sent the comm.

She felt drained. The mission hadn’t been like a naval sortie or any of Carl’s previous “jobs.” This was good, honest vigilante work. All those exceptional skills spread among the crew had been put to honorable, if not legal, use. No one had gotten killed. Two criminals who weren’t
 members of the crew were about to get arrested. Plus, they’d made a tidy profit.

The pilot of the Mobius
 rose from her seat and headed for the party to fill back up. There was nothing quite like a couple beers and some nacho-flavored popcorn to fortify the constitution.

Roddy pressed a beer into Amy’s hand the second she entered the common room. She popped the top absently and crinkled her nose at the first sip. Earth’s Preferred always had that effect on her; it went away by the end of the first can, but those first few mouthfuls were brutal.

“Hey, babe,” Carl greeted her as he swept over, picking Amy up and swinging her a full spin around him while he kissed her.

Gasping for breath at the end, Amy grinned at her boyfriend. “We’ve gotta have successful missions more often.”

Carl grinned right back. “I’ve been telling these loafers for years, but they never listen.”

An empty beer can clanged off Carl’s head, followed by simian commentary. “Care to dig into why our jobs go into meltdown, Peachfuzz? My bet for the leading cause of disasters is a certain know-it-all ex-pilot who thinks he can out-clever the laws of probability.”

“Hey,” Amy cautioned. “No time to be bringing math into this. Speaking of math… where’s our retired math teacher?”

Roddy scratched at his scalp. “Huh. Woulda sworn she was here a minute ago. The little human’s room, maybe? She’s a lightweight; beers go right through or come back up.”

“She was asking whether Daisy and Chet were going to couple up just a minute ago,” Yomin commented, glancing away from her cards at the kitchen poker game. The techster looked relaxed, and without her datalens on, a lot more human.

“I thought she got up for a snack,” Shoni reported from the couch.

Archie laid down his cards. “Miss Richelieu retired to her quarters eleven minutes ago.”

“She say why?” Amy asked. Esper was the only relatable one on the ship that she wasn’t already sleeping with. It wasn’t like she needed a girl-to-girl talk right at the moment, but Amy enjoyed Esper’s company.

Rai Kub cleared his throat. “I believe she may have been in a contemplative mood ill-suited to the noise and merriment out here.”

Carl’s brow wrinkled. “Weird.”

Amy didn’t think it particularly weird. Esper was a wizard, and wizards just had different things going on in their heads than everyone else.

# # #

Whether it was artwork or artifice, Esper couldn’t contain her fascination with the Tal Geru. The little holovids on the omni and the accompanying descriptions didn’t give the little miracle the credit it deserved.

Carved from white quartz, the Tal Geru was the size of a bowling ball but much lighter. In fact, it was so unnaturally light in Esper’s cupped hands that she wondered whether it would even fall if she were to let go of it.

But Esper didn’t want to let go.

There was a warmth to the vish kinah relic that was more than temperature. Esper wanted to shrink herself down until she could climb the tiny steps, slip through the pinhole door, and curl up inside forever. It warmed the soul itself.

“Miserable little brick,” Mort griped from the foot of the bed, scowling down as Esper admired the relic. “Primitive workmanship, that’s what it is. Some otter, thousands of years ago, must have whittled it with his teeth.”

Esper didn’t look up. “The vish kinah are otters as much as we’re apes. Whoever made this had his hands guided by God’s design.”

Mort leaned close and squinted as if he had physical eyes. “God needs some lessons in architecture, then. This spud is a muddle of styles.”

Turning the relic in her hands, Esper could see Mort’s point but did not share his conclusions. “You can see elements of Mayan and Greek styles. But, if anything, that just highlights its magnificence. This craftsman heard the same cosmic voice as the ancient civil engineers of Earth. Doesn’t that just send a shiver down your spine?”

“No,” Mort observed. “But as you’re so keen to point out, I don’t have a body. So, at the moment, I’m suffering an acute spinal deficiency. If only there were some cure for that…”

“Mort, this is no time for your sarcasm,” Esper scolded. “This is one of the galaxy’s true spiritual wonders.”

“That’s what wizards call something when they forget how it works,” Mort grumbled. “Fella forgets the keys to his horseless carriage… Presto! Instant modern art. Rescue a heretic and squirrel him away without food or water for a few days? Incinerate him and let the dust blow in the desert wind. Bam! Instant miracle. These otter-evolved mountain goats probably don’t even know what this Tal Geru of theirs does. Way you’re fixated on it, my guess is that it’s an early precursor to the holovid.”

“Are you quite done?”

Mort shrugged.

Esper set the Tal Geru back in its case with the reluctance of a mother sending her firstborn off to college. “This miniature crystalline temple is filled with the light of God’s love. You can’t even imagine the inner peace just holding it brings.”

“I could if you just let me—”

“No!” Esper snapped. She cringed, hoping no one heard her over the din in the common room. Lowering her voice, she continued. “No, you’re not getting control. And as soon as I figure out how, I’m putting an end to these little field trips of yours. You’re not a figment of my imagination, but you are
 a resident. You’re there for a reason.”

“You keep me a prisoner,” Mort said with a shrug. “I’d stay out all the time if it wasn’t so much work. Nothing for me in there but an angry mob wishing I had a real head to chop off.”

“And your grandfather,” Esper pointed out. “If you need a respite from reconciling with your murder victims, spend some time with him.”

“Nebuchadnezzar and I don’t see eye-to-eye on the subject of Grandma.”

A slimy sensation crawled over Esper’s brain at the thought of what went on while she wasn’t supervising. “Well, just leave him be then.”

Mort snorted. “I would, but he keeps trying to convince me to recreate Nancy there.”

“Please don’t,” Esper said quickly. She cleared her throat. “Um, maybe you can make amends with one of your lady victims?”

Mort shot Esper a warning scowl, then vanished.

She let out a sigh of relief. One more item in her arsenal to use against the ornery dead wizard.

# # #

The priest Pavel bowed at the waist and cupped his hands to receive the Tal Geru. Despite Esper’s objections, Carl was the one to hand over the priceless artifact.

As the otter took custody of the relic, Carl shot the former priestess a smug grin. It was as if she’d expected him to drop it or to demand a reward before relinquishing it.

The gathered priests and local dignitaries chittered, puffing their cheeks rapidly in the otter equivalent of applause. Carl raised a hand in the gesture of acknowledgment used by guys in parades who didn’t quite know how else to respond to a crowd continuing to focus attention on them.

“We cannot begin to thank you,” Pavel said reverently. “Despite our faith that the Tal Geru would be returned, we could not have hoped that it would be so soon and without the suffering that many had predicted. The souls of Agos will rest easy once more.”

Carl opened his mouth, but before he could get a word out, Esper launched into a reply.

“We are honored to restore the Tal Geru to its rightful place in the Temple of the Half-Year Sun,” the former priestess said, sounding more like a current priestess than usual. “Even in my brief time as caretaker of the Tal Geru, I was filled with reverence for it.”

Carl scowled. If this were a normal mission, this would be the point where they realized that Esper was being controlled or possessed by the relic. There would be a fight or maybe a betrayal once they were in the deep end of the astral. It would take everyone to restrain her, then they’d have to launch some long, expensive, dangerous expedition to free her from the relic’s influence, which in the end would end up resulting in a net loss on the job.

Carl really hoped he was wrong. Times like this were why he didn’t mind being wrong so often. It meant that his instincts for how badly a job was likely to botch didn’t play out the way he feared.

“You are all welcome guests of the Temple of the Half-Year Sun and of the vish kinah people,” Pavel announced to more chittering.

The crew shuffled self-consciously behind Carl. The presence of so many of the pint-sized otters was beginning to make Carl a little uneasy as well. So, he concocted a Carl Who Gets Honored by Religious Xenos All the Time.

Carl stepped forward and offered Pavel his hand. The priest passed the Tal Geru over to one of his attendants and shook it. More chittering ensued.

There was a humble feast—heavy on the seafood—to follow, cooked by the priests. Pavel and his brethren made speeches and offered toasts. A few planetary occupation officials attended as well, and the tesuds seemed both remarkably versed in vish kinah traditions and totally nonplussed by dining with outlaws.

Something had to go wrong, but it never did. Oh, there was the minor matter of the poverty-stricken clergy not offering a wet terra for bringing back the Tal Geru, but Carl and his people had gotten their money. He’d gone in expecting to get paid in blessings and little trinkets and left without even the trinkets.

Still, it wasn’t a bad evening. As the crew filtered out of the party and back to the ship in ones and twos, Carl found himself alone in the freezing cold with Amy, en route to the tram station.

“You’re taking this better than I imagined,” she said, the words coming out with puffs of steam. “The not getting paid, that is.”

“Priests,” Carl said with a shrug. “What can you do? They’re hard-wired to thinking that doing the right thing is its own reward. Besides, those priests can cook a mean salmon. The crab cakes were the best I’ve had outside of Earth.”

Amy chuckled. “Well, I steered clear of the crab, but the salmon was perfect. You should have tried the kelp.”

“I barely like terrestrial veggies,” Carl replied.

Amy grabbed Carl and turned him. “I’m just so proud of you.”

Her eyes glistened in the moonlight. If it weren’t twenty degrees below freezing, he’d have kissed her right then and there. As Amy’s lips parted, Carl realized she wasn’t thinking things through.

Carl leaned away. “We’ll freeze together. Romantic but painful.”

Amy ran the tip of her tongue along her upper lip. “There was this arctic lip gloss at the gift shop. Anti-chapping, plus a few other benefits.”

Before Carl could react, she pounced. Amy took his collar in both hands and pulled him to her. In the biting cold, a point of warmth entered Carl’s mouth. He let out a grunt, and she moaned in response.

Reaching around her, Carl lifted Amy, still locked together mid-kiss, and toted her for the tram station. He would pay for it later, but a little delayed backache was a small price for getting them somewhere warm.

The sooner Carl got Amy back to their bunk, the less chance of him waking up and finding out this mission had all been a dream.

# # #

It was Carl’s turn on watch. He could have begged off, gotten Archie to sit and watch the cockpit’s consoles and indicators, and slipped back into bed beside Amy.

Sometimes, though, there was too much of a good thing. Carl felt as if he were holding the key to eternal happiness in the palm of his hand, and the path before him was strewn with marbles. For his own good, he wasn’t going to plow forward recklessly, no matter how close he appeared to finding the lock that key would fit.

Beatles music crooned from the cockpit speakers. Listening to “Strawberry Fields Forever” reminded him of the flavor of Amy’s lip gloss. That cheap, gift-shop-grade goo had done Carl a favor that night, and he wasn’t willing to let that memory fade into a haze of hops quite yet.

Life was good.

With the take from the heist, they could be picky about their next job. And even if they weren’t, there was now a second world that would take them in as vagabond guests, no questions asked. Agos VI was even in ARGO space, with human-owned chain restaurants and civilized connection speeds to the omni.

Carl considered using the astral drive to drag them back into realspace just to admire the stars. It was his ship, his cockpit, his turn on watch. Not having to ask Mort was a welcome bit of freedom Carl had forgotten long ago. If the Mobius
 could drop below 4 AU on its own, he might have considered it.

They weren’t in any rush, now. This was the calm between storms. There was no heist about to go down that they needed to stop. No one was kidnapped or stranded. The Mobius
 wasn’t even wanted on any current warrants, as of the last purge of their criminal records.

Had it been Mort all along, gumming up the works?

Carl hated even thinking it. Mort had bailed them out of more jams than he could count. But it was hard to ignore the coincidence that this was their first job without the lovable old coot, and the first one that had gone off with only minor hiccups since before Esper had joined the crew.

A brief mental struggle ensued as Carl tried to think back to the last time they’d walked away with their crew uninjured, the Mobius
 undamaged, the money secured, and nobody trying to arrest, kill, or otherwise make their lives shorter and less pleasant.

The comm panel lit with an incoming message. The funny, squiggly markings preceding the sender ID belonged to Yomin’s marker, indicating that this comm had filtered through her anonymizing routine. That meant that it wasn’t from anyone who knew who they were.


On behalf of Earth Interstellar Enhanced Investigative Org, thank you for your assistance in the capture and prosecution of Howard D. Carter and Jonus K. Brewster on charges of antiquities smuggling and violation of the Primitive Worship Act. Your recovery of Mr. Carter’s data core has led to many other avenues of prosecution for these two and many of their associates. Most importantly, we have all the information we need to bring a Convocation rogue to justice. We’ve spent years trying to build a case for antiquities smuggling and cultural plunder, but this is the first time we’ll have probable cause to raid the reclusive wizardess’s fortress compound.



My personal thanks, loyal citizen,



Captain Montague P. Snead, Earth Interstellar Enhanced Investigative Organization


Carl read it twice.

There was just enough there for the familiar feeling of dread to set in. This was the other shoe he’d been expecting to drop. This was the news that threatened to ruin the good mood this job had put them all in.

Punching in the coordinates for Champlain VI, Carl waited for the nav computer to spit out a new course. In the meantime, he got on the shipwide comm, not caring who he woke from a sound sleep.

“We fucked up, guys. That core we gave Earth Interstellar didn’t just nail Carter and Brewster for this job. Earth Interstellar tracked down the buyer on this job, and they’re heading to arrest her. We may have just ratted out Keesha Bell.”

# # #

Esper sat at the foot of her bed, a set of headphones covering her ears. Through the technology tucked away inside, she could hear the voice of Mindy Mun trapped in the amber of digital purgatory. Memory alone told her that wasn’t really the case, but the logical portion of Esper’s brain told her that for Mindy Mun’s voice to be in her headphones, the singer herself must be missing it.

Meditation was never easy. Just the sideways notion of where the voice existed had thrown Esper from her state of utter concentration.

The headphones helped. Being made of technology, they forced Esper to keep herself within the boundaries of objective reality. The muffs blocked out most of the ship’s extraneous noises. The songs themselves were as familiar as her mother’s face; she’d grown up with both as part of her daily existence.

Swaying gently in time with the beat, Esper sank back into the welcoming blankness and willed away the inside world.

The outside world was keeping to itself well enough these days. The rest of the Mobius
 crew seemed happy. Extramarital copulation was way up, but she held out hope that some of that would sort itself into proper familial bonds one day or another. The gloom following Mort’s supposed death was even on the wane.

It was Esperville and its orbiting moons that were her present dilemma. Mort was tearing through Esper’s mental barricades with increasing ease. The former priestess had taken on the role of jailer and rehabilitator, but Mort was staging the first-ever jailbreak via siege.

Esper woke from her trance with a start when one earphone pulled away from her head.

“I said, I need your help,” Carl shouted. He was standing in her room, the door flung open behind him.

Esper snatched the earphones away, and the comforting voice of Mindy Mun faded to a tinny, distant warble dangling from her hand. “What are you doing in here?”

“Snapping you out of la-la-land to do your job,” Carl barked, pointing to the common room.

Blinking and rubbing her eyes, Esper struggled to piece together what she was missing from this scenario. “I thought you were happy being at the depth we found the Harpoon Gale
 .”

“Got a comm from our buddies at Earth Interstellar,” Carl explained, chest heaving but voice slowing to sub-avalanche speeds. “It was supposed to just be an atta-boy for tossing them Carter and Brewster hog-tied and ready to prosecute. But the investigator threw in a little detail at the end.”

He tossed Esper a datapad. She flipped it around until the letters were right-side up and read the message.

“Oh.”

“‘Oh’? Is that all you’ve got?” Carl asked, grabbing the datapad out of Esper’s hand. “They’re obviously going after Keesha Bell, and it’s our fault.”

Esper pursed her lips a moment and gave a thoughtful frown. “Why? It sounds like Keesha hired these people herself. I mean, Earth Interstellar is investigating a crime she committed, not taking the fall for some job of ours.”

Mort stormed into existence beside Carl. “Oh, no you don’t!” the wizard thundered. “You’re her apprentice. She stood before the Convocation and swore up and down that you were her student. Got you admitted. Took your oath. You can’t just let Carl limp there at techno-speed and arrive a day late and a lifetime short. Convocation justice isn’t pretty. Bloody me, don’t I know it.”

But Carl wasn’t idle during Mort’s soliloquy. Paying more attention to the angry wizard hallucinating in front of her, Esper caught snippets of convoluted Carl-logic about how if they hadn’t interfered, Keesha Bell would never have fallen into Earth Interstellar’s sights.

For diplomatic purposes, Esper nodded along. At the end, she threw in a non-committal “uh, huh.”

“Well?” Carl asked, his voice coming in loud and clear now that Mort had shut up.

“Well, what?” Esper asked innocently.

Carl jabbed a finger even more emphatically out at the common room. “Get out there. We’ll have Amy stop the ship, and you drop us as deep as you can without getting us lost forever.”

“Risk it,” Mort said. “Lost forever is better than damned as a traitor.”

“Are you sure about this?” Esper asked, twisting her lips up to give Carl her rusty Teacher’s Glare. But it worked poorly on ten-year-olds, and by all indications was a net loss when used on outlaw starship captains.

“MOVE!” Carl ordered.

Esper blinked. She wasn’t accustomed to being ordered. Carl usually wheedled. No one else dared. Even Mort’s rantings were just hot air.

“So help me, young lady,” Mort warned. “If you don’t get this ship to Keesha’s planet the quickest way you know how, I swear by Lucifer’s hairy ass-crack that I will find a way to make you regret it.”

Esper flung the headphones across the room to smack into the wall with a plasticky crack. “Fine,” she snapped, looking Mort in the eye as she stomped out of the room. “You want deep, you’ve got it. Amy!” she bellowed. “Stop us dead.”

There was a quiet yawn from the direction of the cockpit. “OK. Gimme a sec,” Amy shouted back, yawn still lingering in her voice.

Esper covered her mouth with the back of her hand—even at this distance, the yawn was contagious.

“Full stop. Let ‘er rip,” Amy called out. She leaned from the pilot’s chair with a thumbs up, and Esper could see that she was dressed in pajamas.

Carl edged around the outskirts of the room, keeping out of Esper’s way as she chanted to demand that the universe deliver them to the border of the gray and purple astrals. It was one thing when Mort had gotten them there by accident. Now that Esper knew of the place, she could be more specific about their destination.

As she finished her chant, Esper wiped at her mouth and came away with a trickle of blood on the back of her hand. The demonic language she’d learned from the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts
 was the eldest language Esper knew, but it was hell itself on the throat and soft tissues of the mouth.

She heard Carl in the cockpit.

“Where are we?” the captain asked.

Amy said something too soft to hear in reply.

Carl came back to the common room, shaking his head.

“How’d I do?” Esper asked.

“Could hardly have done better myself,” Mort cut in.

At the same time, Carl was answering. “Nav computer is running numbers, but we’re over sixteen deep. Ballpark, I’m thinking five or six hours.”

The ire had drained from Esper with the working of the fell magic of the book. Nothing in it related to astral travel, but the language it taught was nothing if not versatile. Still, it had taken more of a toll on her physically than an hour working out in the cargo hold with Tanny’s martial arts dummy.

“Good,” she replied. “I think I need a nap.”

# # #

Carl lay on the couch, fingers laced behind his head. Through the domed ceiling, he watched the astral gray flow past, imagining the minor whorls of purple were landmarks, same as stars.

It was quiet in the common room with no holovid on and no one else around. The refrigerator hummed. The ship thrummed. From the cockpit, he could faintly hear the sounds of Amy working.

In that quiet, it would have been near impossible for Amy to sneak up on him. He heard her bare feet on the steel floors as she approached. The couch sagged near Carl’s feet.

“Whatcha thinkin’?” Amy asked casually.

Carl shrugged.

“Come on,” Amy cajoled gently. “No one stares into the astral without something on their mind. Well, wizards, maybe, but they see more out there, I think.”

“Nothing,” Carl replied.

“Don’t give me that,” she scolded. Carl felt a hand on his stomach, then Amy’s face loomed over his. “I want a real answer. Save the bullshit for everyone else.”

Carl chuckled. “I’ve got enough to spare, don’t I? But I mean, I’m trying to stop thinking. Nothing’s the goal, not the blow-off it usually comes across as.”

“OK. That’s at least plausible. But why?”

Carl tried to sit up, to put himself on equal ground, but Amy kept him pinned to the couch. If her plan was to get him distracted, she might pull it off. All he
 could think of pulling off was that thin flannel pajama top she wore, held together in the middle by three oversized buttons.

“I don’t know if we’re cut out for this,” Carl admitted, slumping back in defeat. “I mean, we pulled off the perfect crime. We’d robbed a couple guys guilty of worse stuff than us, and let the authorities clean up the mess. Dust hands. Walk into sunset. Roll credits. Start shooting the sequel. Right?”

Amy craned her neck down for a quick kiss. “Sounds wonderful.”

This time Carl mustered the strength and willpower to sit up, taking Amy right along with him. “But there’s a problem. We just fucked over Keesha Bell in the process. She’s never done us any wrong. Sure, maybe a job she brokered once went sideways, and we damaged some stuff and only got half a payday once. But, I mean, that’s business. This
 business. That’s how it goes, especially for us.”

Amy sighed. “Usually.”

“This time, we tried to do a little good and pad our mattress bank accounts at the same time. And look what it got us.”

“And you’re going to put it right,” Amy said. She sounded so sure of herself that Carl almost believed her. Unfortunately, a liar can’t be fooled by confidence and hearing what he wants to hear.

“How, exactly?” Carl asked. “All I can think of is beating Earth Interstellar to Champlain VI and getting her offworld.”

“Want me to try comming her again?”

Carl pinched the bridge of his nose. “No. If they’re jamming at her end, there’s no point. Even Yomin can’t break through plain old interference. Earth Interstellar has her boxed up. All I can hope is that they don’t have a Convocation strike team close by. If I learned anything from decades of hiding Mort, it’s that the Convocation takes care of its own messes. Best case, we swoop in and whisk her away before the angry wizards show up to blast their way into her compound.”

“What’s the backup plan?” Amy asked, throwing her arms around Carl’s neck.

How could he disappoint her? Then again, how could he not? It wasn’t as if Carl wanted
 to be out of options.

“We don’t have Mort anymore. With him around, maybe we could take her back by force. But this is the post-Mort era now. We don’t have an ace up our sleeve. Esper’s solid. Better than solid. But she’s not Vlad the Impaler in a mustard-stained sweatshirt and sneakers.”

“Ever think that maybe accounting for Mort’s way as your backup plan is why things went wrong so often? You didn’t need a great plan because even a shit plan wasn’t going to get you killed.”

Carl scowled. There were times when he wondered whether that precog business was the only magic talent Amy really had. “Yeah. I’ve considered it.”

“Maybe instead of moping here, you should come up with a few brilliant plans.”

Carl tapped a finger on the tip of Amy’s nose. “Or maybe we just don’t have it in our DNA to be the good guys.”

Her reply was a lopsided grin and a giggle.

“What?” Carl demanded.

“I’m just laughing at the fact that I live in a galaxy where two counts of kidnapping, assault, piracy, theft, breaking and entering, and whatever the hell Esper did to Carter to get him to give up those access codes… that it all still makes us the good guys.”

Carl cleared his throat. “I, uh, also may have mistaken a sacred spring for a urinal at that banquet in our honor.”

Amy pulled up one of the couch cushions and slugged Carl in the face with it. Sending up a cloud of stale starship dust. “You did not
 !”

Carl laughed helplessly as she continued to pummel him with the cushion. “No. One of the priests gave me directions. But I could have
 .”

As Amy discarded the cushion, she fell atop him, face flushed and grinning to the ears. This was why he loved her. She’d chased away his doubts and fears and made him laugh. All he could think about now was the distance from the common room couch to their bed.

He could feel the heat of Amy’s body through her pajamas. Carl didn’t want to make her cross the cold steel barefoot again. This was his
 ship, after all. The common room was as much his as the bunk the two of them shared.

As Carl’s fingers undid the buttons down her front, Amy pulled Carl’s shirt over his head.

# # #

The chair was comfortable—its wood culled from Rai Kub’s adopted homeworld of New Garrelon. Unlike every other piece of furniture aboard the Mobius
 , it was just his size, suited to a stuunji’s larger posterior and more substantial mass.

As the stuunji stared out the window of his quarters, the blankness of the astral stared back. The words of his grandfather echoed in his ears from when Rai Kub was just a boy. People are good or bad not because of what they do, but also because of what they don’t do
 .

Lately, it seemed, Rai Kub was getting the two lists confused.

Returning a stolen relic from an occupied people spoke to his heart. That much was true to the path he wanted to tread. Every other step along the way seemed wrong.

Absently, Rai Kub munched on a bale of wheat dusted with cinnamon. It was part of a supply from New Garrelon that he knew wouldn’t last. Despite their welcome there, he understood that the crew of the Mobius
 didn’t fit in there. Just as he didn’t fit in here.

Looking after the vish kinah people, that was noble and right. That was the Savior Carl that Rai Kub had always imagined. Perhaps men were never meant to meet their heroes. The deeds and tales will always be larger than the hero himself. No man can be expected to match in daily life the heroism of his finest hour.

Two criminals packed up and sent for justice. That much Rai Kub agreed with, even if the methods of their capture amounted to kidnapping and piracy. Those were the acts of a man who placed justice above law.

“Why are we rescuing the mastermind?” he asked himself aloud, as if by putting the words on the breeze—as his grandfather would have said—he could hear them the way the mountains heard. Of course, the only breeze was the gentle current from the life-support vents; the nearest mountain was on a planet lightyears away.

With no answer returning on the wind, Rai Kub was forced to come up with his own. “Because Keesha Bell is their friend.”

A pious stuunji wasn’t supposed to judge. However, that judgment was already in play. The humans known as Carter and Brewster, despicable little creatures that they were, had already faced the judgment of Carl and the rest of them.

Rai Kub squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed them with one hand while the other stuffed another bite of hay into his mouth. As he chewed, he tried to find some rationale for going along with Carl’s plan to subvert the falling gavel of justice and steal away the perpetrator of the mother crime that birthed the lesser criminals already in custody.

It sounded like eating dessert while the main course rotted.

“She’s a criminal,” Rai Kub said softly, lest anyone outside the door hear him talking to himself. Such keen little ears his shipmates wore.

“But we’re all criminals,” he countered.

Humans were clannish animals. Being sentient, they were able to look beyond simple biology and heredity and form clans of like minds and similar ideals. They formed bonds even outside their own species—some of them at least, not monsters like Gologlex.

“She is part of Carl’s clan.” That much there was no arguing against. “Maybe I can…” he had no idea what he was going to say to finish that sentence.

With a deep sigh, Rai Kub stood, robbing himself of the comfort of home and the old, straightforward thinking that he could rely on there. Strolling to the window, he placed one hand against the steely glass.

“Keesha Bell may be a criminal, but she is their friend. If we don’t look after our friends, what is the point in trying to be the good guys?”

Rai Kub took a mouthful of hay, forcing the rest of the treat into his mouth when two bites might have been more prudent. As he chewed the oversized morsel, he admitted to himself that the logic was strained.

But for now, he could understand. They had to help a friend.

# # #

The Mobius
 was stopped dead. As Amy watched with her hands ready on the flight yoke, the astral faded to black, and the stars ripped tiny holes in the Black Ocean. Just ahead, Champlain VI loomed in the forward window.

Amy punched the throttle, adjusting course for Keesha Bell’s sanctuary on the surface. An indicator on the comm warned that orbital traffic control was trying to contact them, but this wasn’t the time for a debate with the local authorities.

Carl hovered in the doorway to the cockpit. “Anyone here?”

The tactical readout was a mass of shipping traffic and intersystem transit. “Got one potential bogey. ENV Trajan
 . Corvette. Fast-response unit. On a task force with Earth Interstellar. Yeah, these must be our guys.”

Carl punched the ceiling panel. “Fuck. Can we beat them to the surface?”

“They’re not heading down,” Amy reported. “Stable orbit. Shit, that means they’ve sent down a drop ship.”

Carl slipped into the co-pilot’s chair and took custody of the comm panel. “Keesha? Keesha Bell, can you read me?”

Amy glanced over at the comm display. “Anything?”

“Still jammed.” Carl switched channels to something internal that Amy was too preoccupied to discern. “Yomin, can you find a way to punch through that interference?”

“Not my area of expertise,” came Yomin’s reply, seconds later. “This is a science problem, not data.”

Carl switched channels. “Shoni, any chance you can get a message through this jamming?”

“I apologize, captain,” Shoni replied in prim and proper tones. “We simply don’t have the sort of equipment to even begin development of such a technology, let alone the time and staff.”

“Fuck,” Carl grumbled to no one in particular.

The planet grew in the forward window. Amy checked the calculation to atmosphere. “Buckle up, sweetie,” she cautioned. “We’re going to hit atmo in twenty seconds. Last chance to change our minds.”

“Head for her compound,” Carl insisted. “No time to waste. If we have to take on Earth Interstellar at the front gate, so be it. Hopefully, that shield of hers is strong enough to keep the riffraff out.”

“The non-riffraff, you mean,” Amy added with a smile.

Carl leaned across and kissed her quickly. “Yeah. Exactly.”

They slammed into the atmosphere like a bullet hitting the water. Carl was already in the corridor and caught himself on the handle to Rai Kub’s quarters.

Amy turned her attention back to piloting once she was assured he hadn’t gotten hurt. He was off to rescue an old friend of an old friend. She couldn’t have been prouder of him.

# # #

The strike team gathered at the cargo ramp. A constant roar from outside the ship told of wind rushing over the hull.

Carl walked the line of his troops, ready to fight their way in to rescue Keesha Bell and take her away from the forces they inadvertently aimed in her direction.

“All right, people,” Carl announced as if he were addressing a squad of seventy-two rather than three. “This is a simple extraction mission. Keesha Bell lives in a shielded estate several kilometers outside the nearest settlement. There are only her and a couple servants living there; those are our targets, with a priority on Keesha herself.”

“Fuck the grunts. Get the girl,” Roddy summarized. “Got it.”

Esper cuffed the laaku in the shoulder, saving Carl the trouble of chastising him.

“We can’t get word to Keesha to let her know we’re there for a rescue, so we may have to fight our way past the competition.”

“The lawmen,” Rai Kub clarified.

Esper hung her head. “They won’t send soldiers or police after Keesha Bell, at least not alone.”

“Right,” Carl echoed. “Wizards. Be ready for your tech to go useless. Distracting fire only. We don’t need more blood on our hands here. This is a delay-and-depart mission. Sooner we get offworld, the better. Esper, we’re counting on you
 to make sure our tech can function long enough to hit orbit and get the fuck away from this place.”

“Understood,” Esper replied glumly.

“Hey,” Carl snapped. He strode over and was about to lift Esper’s chin to make her look him in the eye when suddenly he remembered she could break him in half. Ducking down, he looked up into her eyes. “This is no time for doubting, self-loathing, or reminiscing. Whatever’s going on in that pretty little noggin of yours, wrap it up quick. This isn’t a drill. People will
 be shooting at us.”

“Remind me again why this is our problem?” Roddy asked. “I mean, she was Mort’s friend, not really ours.”

Carl aimed a finger at Esper. “On file, she’s Esper’s teacher.”

“Lame,” the laaku crooned. “That was a sham and—again—a favor for Mort. Taking on Earth Interstellar, our reputation’s gone like good beer straight out the pisser.”

“Listen, buddy,” Carl said, not the least bit sarcastic in his use of the term. “Around here, if there’s a choice between doing the right thing and doing right by our friends, we go with our friends. Every. Time. Got it? All of you?”

“Yes, sir,” came the ragged chorus of replies.

# # #

The Mobius
 reached the surface but didn’t attempt a landing. Amy kept them half a kilometer up as they approached Keesha Bell’s estate.

Champlain VI was semi-arid, neither barren nor lush, with scattered herds of cattle grazing the scrublands. At least in the vicinity of the Bell Estate; Amy wasn’t interested in planetary ecology just then.

Parked at the front entrance of the compound was a pair of smaller starcraft—shuttles or dropships. The distinction was trivial at the moment. If she had to be honest with herself right then, Amy would have preferred to see marine landing craft than a comfortable, old-fashioned orbital cruise shuttle.

Wizards would never have allowed themselves to be packed like sardines into a troop transport.

Before the Mobius
 got too close, Amy veered. No point getting within range of magic or any military-grade blasters the invading forces of law and justice might have brought along.

There was a new comm from a different ID. It was voice-only.

Gritting her teeth and cringing, Amy’s curiosity got the better of her. Without looking directly at the comm panel, she accepted the connection.

“Unauthorized vessel. You are interfering with official operations of Earth Interstellar Enhanced Investigative Org. Identify yourselves, power down, and make planetfall at the nearest starport.
 ”

Options flashed through Amy’s mind, none of them involving compliance with Earth Interstellar’s orders.

Her first instinct was to Carl it up. She could get on the comm and talk the guy in circles until they were breaking orbit with Keesha Bell aboard. But that seemed like a tall order even for Carl, and Carl was playing soldier down in the cargo bay.

Another option was to open the comm, spout a cathartic string of Yiddish curses, then abruptly cut off the connection. At best, the officer on the other end might mistake it for a xeno language and assume there was a cultural misunderstanding at work. Unlikely, but screaming at the guy held a certain appeal.

Then Amy realized: there’s a frequency open.

Earth Interstellar was jamming a massive spectrum, but they had to open up the frequency they were using to hail the Mobius
 . Amy quickly changed tactics and tried to raise Keesha Bell on that same frequency.

“Keesha? Keesha Bell, can you hear me? Let us in, and we’ll get you out of here.”

“Unidentified vessel. Power down immediately. Surrender your ship, or you will be fired upon. You are hereby charged with interfering with an official operation, in accordance with ARGO Criminal Code section 231.66.1.1.5, subsection twelve.
 ”

So much for slipping one past Earth Interstellar.

Carl’s plan called for her to set them down at the compound’s gate and to fight their way past whoever was there. Amy just couldn’t do it. It was suicide. Their best case was getting arrested at that point.

She needed
 to get a message through that interference and through that impenetrable energy shield that protected Keesha Bell’s compound.

Amy’s eyes snapped wide.

Messages didn’t have to be over the comm.

Switching the comm over to Yomin’s quarters, the words poured from Amy’s lips in a geyser. “Archie, are you there? Get to the turret immediately.”

“I can’t do anything—”

“GO!” Amy shouted. “I’ll explain while you strap in.”

The seconds passed like an eternity while Amy anticipated fire from the ENV Trajan
 any second.

“Reporting in,” Archie replied, then chuckled. “Always wanted to say that.”

“I need you to fire at that shield,” Amy spouted.

A weary sigh came through the turret comm. “You know
 I can’t harm anyone, even through conscious negligence.”

“You won’t,” Amy assured him. “That shield could take a reactor explosion. All I need is for you to knock on the door.”

“I don’t imagine that anyone’s going to open a shield when someone shoots it,” Archie replied petulantly.

“It’s not the shooting. It’s the pattern. Do you know Barclay Code?”

“No,” Archie replied.

“Morse?”

“No.”

“Letter-tap?”

“What in Merlin’s snarled beard is that?” Archie demanded. “Sounds like a librarian’s attempt at beer.”

“We need a message. Something Keesha and her people will understand. Download something from the omni if you have to.”

“Jamming is system-wide,” Archie reminded her. “No connection.”

“You’re a wizard!” Amy shouted. “She’s one of your people. You should know a message they’ll understand down there. Just do something
 .”

Amy continued evasive maneuvers, swooping around the shielded compound in unpredictable patterns.

“Hmm. I think I may have something…”

Amy waited, but Archie didn’t elaborate. Instead, the guns of the Mobius
 opened fire in an irregular staccato. Dah. Daddah-dah dah. Dah dah.

The cadence tickled the part of Amy’s brain that stored Carl’s schlocky old flatvids like a teenager’s closet. Dah. Daddah-dah dah. Dah dah.

Amy mouthed it aloud. “Shave and a haircut. Two bits.”

The shields dropped. Amy ducked the Mobius
 inside. Just as they cleared, the shields sprang back up just in time for the sky to redden. A massive blast of plasma dissipated just overhead.

They were inside.

# # #

The cargo bay door was halfway open before the Mobius
 ever touched down. Carl rode the ramp as it descended the rest of the way and led the charge across the short stretch of manicured lawn that separated their landing site from the rear terrace of Keesha Bell’s palatial home.

Amy had dropped them off around the rear of the building, providing cover from oncoming fire in case ground forces breached the gates while they were still on the ground.

Overhead, the sky was a shimmering blue. Not that the sky was ever that particular shade, but the day could have been overcast or night in full dominion and the crisp, crackling color of the energy shield would have shown clear.

Carl tried not to trip as he admired the view.

Taking the short flight of marble steps two at a time, Carl reached the terrace first. There to greet him, blaster rifle at odds with his tuxedo, was Keesha Bell’s butler, Hobson.

The butler held the weapon in both hands, angled downward and finger near the trigger but not on it. It was the same way Tanny carried one between firefights. “Good of you to come, Captain Ramsey. Ms. Bell is in the parlor.”

Carl followed Hobson as the butler headed inside. Roddy, Rai Kub, and Esper fell in behind.

What an assault force they looked like. Carl was an old fighter jockey, out of shape and carrying a blaster pistol better suited to a back-alley mugging than a combat operation. And yet, he looked the most military of the bunch.

Roddy had a proper blaster, but it was a lightweight model trimmed down for laaku use. Plus, few people took laaku seriously as soldiers.

Rai Kub carried the largest stun weapon Carl had ever seen, adapted from a police anti-riot atmospheric assault craft. Without knowing
 it was only set for stun, it should have made him look like one hell of a badass. But the stuunji carried it away from his body in both hands, pinched between thumbs and forefingers as if it were contaminated.

Esper strode confidently along, but dressed in a pink hooded sweatshirt, she looked like a university student on holiday break more than a wizard.

Carl tried to get a word in edgewise, but the butler was in full bustle mode.

“The front gate fell two minutes ago,” Hobson reported. “Proximity sensors are tracking the invading force. We don’t have long.”

“Split up,” Carl ordered. “Search the house. Round up all the servants and get them to the Mobius
 .” To Hobson, he asked. “You and Keesha on board with an unplanned vacation?”

“Ms. Bell detests travel,” Hobson replied. “But given the circumstances, I believe it best if we convince her.”

They found Keesha missing from the parlor but tracked her down in the exhibit hall. She was levitating pieces of artwork onto a wheeled hover-cart.

“Keesha, what are you doing?” Carl demanded, lowering his blaster pistol to his side. “We’ve got to get out of this place.”

Keesha snorted and continued the lyric Carl had begun. “If it’s the last thing we ever do. Your father taught me that one, years ago. But I spent a lifetime gathering this collection. I can’t let it all
 fall into the hands of those Philistines.”

“It’s not the Philistines I’m worried about,” Carl snapped. “It’s Earth Interstellar and whatever wizards they rounded up for this posse. You’re not a low-value target to get picked up by Billy-club Benny and the jaywalking police. Take what you can carry and still run, and let’s MOVE
 !”

Keesha Bell snapped her fingers and pointed to the wheel-cart. “Hobson, bring this along.”

Dutifully, the butler slung his rifle over one shoulder and grabbed the cart’s push bar. The wheels turned, but the cart barely budged. Small surprise since it was piled with a grand piano, two suits of armor, a sarcophagus that looked like it might be solid gold, and more bric-a-brac than Carl had seen in one place since they cleaned the conference room.

“Quit dawdling,” Keesha ordered. She fluttered her fingers at the cart. “Make it do its lifty thing.”

God. He’d forgotten how much a wizard she was. Keesha wasn’t as far gone as Mort, but she wasn’t far off.

“Ma’am, you’ve disoriented the cart’s repulsors. It cannot levitate.”

Carl had put up with just about enough of this. “Rai Kub!”

Fortunately, the stuunji was close by. He poked his head into the exhibit hall room and couldn’t help gawking at the array of wonders. The place was probably worth more than New Garrelon, prior to them acquiring a corporate custom warship for protection.

“Yes, captain?” Rai Kub asked, remembering himself. “What do you—?”

“Get over here and move this cart. Bring it to the ship,” Carl ordered.

The stuunji bounded over, shaking the room with each step.

“Oh… oh…” Keesha squealed. “I know this one. He’s a… a stuunji
 ! How marvelous. Will he be traveling with us?”

“Ma’am,” Hobson droned wearily. “Allow me to lead the way to the waiting starship. Time grows perilously short.”

“Keesha Bell, where is your mind these days?” the wizard asked herself. “Of course. Time for pleasantries while I’m on the run for the rest of my life. Stuunji, please have a care with those priceless works of art. I fear I’ll need to be selling them off to fund this adventure.”

A chorus of footsteps thundered toward the exhibit hall.

Carl took cover behind an authentic 1850s London carriage with replica horse and tack. Hobson ducked behind an ornate chest that looked suspiciously like the Ark of the Covenant but probably wasn’t.

The lead officer from Earth Interstellar burst into the room. By the rank insignia on his shoulder, he was a lieutenant. “Keesha Bell. You are under arrest. Come quietly, or we will be forced to—”

The lieutenant’s command was cut short as the man ducked for cover himself. Hobson laid down effective cover fire, allowing Rai Kub and Keesha to head for the far exit.

Carl peeked over the driver’s seat of the carriage and squeezed off a shot of his own. The plasma bolt corkscrewed before swerving into an expensive-looking vase and shattering it.

“Shit,” Carl muttered. He knew what that meant even before the robed figures marched in.

The wizards of the Convocation didn’t hide their affiliation. Black silk and the silver thunderstruck ‘C’ insignia on a chain—there could have been no doubt.

“I am Herman Chopra, Order of Prometheus. Surrender the wizardess Keesha Bell, and you will be spared.”

That was certainly a switch from the usual order of threats Carl received. Most of the lawmen he’d dealt with at least implied that killing him was a last resort, not the default option.

“Let’s talk this out like gentlemen,” Carl called back. “I’m sure no one wants anyone getting hurt here.”

Of course, Carl was sure of no such thing. In fact, he was pretty sure he heard a bit of glee in old Herman’s voice when the wizard posed his threat.

Sneakers squeaked on the polished hardwood of Keesha Bell’s floors. The only wizard Carl had ever known to wear sneakers had been Mort. Risking a peek, he remembered one other: Esper.

Clad in her pink sweatshirt, she strolled in from a side entrance with her hands tucked away in their pockets. He could see the muscles taut along her jawline, the tuck of her shoulders to make herself appear smaller. But nonetheless, she was stepping right into the line of fire.

Carl heard the ship’s wizard’s voice in his head. Run. I’ll hold them off.


The chivalrous thing would have been to object. The captainly act would have been to organize a careful withdrawal that included Esper. As a friend, he should have reminded Esper that she wasn’t Mort.

Instead, Carl stayed low, waved for Hobson to follow him, and slunk out the back door.

# # #

Esper sized up the four wizards standing at the far end of the exhibit hall and didn’t appreciate what she saw. The one who called himself Herman had the air of someone spoiling for a bloody battle. The three who followed him didn’t look inclined to act as the voice of reason.

Priceless antiquities adorned every square meter of the room, like the better cultural history museums back home on Mars. A responsible, civic-minded part of Esper mourned for the lost history already.

“Who are you?” Herman demanded. “Are you the mysterious apprentice Keesha Bell took on?”

Esper spoke, but no sound came out. She cleared her throat and tried again. “I am.”

“Clear the way,” Herman ordered. “Stay out of trouble, and you may avoid the fate of your master.”

“Don’t let him get past,” Mort demanded, standing just to the side of Esper’s direct line of sight to Herman.

Esper took a step back as Herman advanced, with his three lackeys in tow.

“Grow a spine!” Mort shouted.

“Stay back,” Esper warned, voice wavering.

It had been one thing taking Bellamy Blackstone unawares. She’d been half mad with grief and didn’t register what she’d done until it was over. Esper could already feel the oppressive presence of the elder wizard bearing down on her version of reality.

Herman Chopra scoffed. “Stand aside or be counted among the bodies.”

“I can’t,” Esper whispered.

“You can’t?” Herman echoed with a forced laugh. “Oh, this one’s full of herself, isn’t she?” His companions chuckled at their superior’s jest.

But Esper’s words weren’t meant for Herman. It was Mort she addressed.

“I can,” Mort said softly. “Let me.”

“I shouldn’t,” Esper said, wiping the tears welling in her eyes.

“Leave it all to me,” Mort said. “Just a quick ride. You won’t have to watch.”

“I don’t have time for this sniveling,” Herman said with a sneer.

The Convocation wizard raised his hand to strike Esper aside with a backhanded blow.

But that blow never landed.

Mordecai The Brown harrumphed as Herman Chopra sailed across the exhibit hall with a startled scream. “About bloody time,” he griped. The voice sounded strange in his ears, but that was the least of his concerns.

As the crotchety old wizard stalked forward in Esper’s borrowed body, Esper’s consciousness tumbled away.

She never saw Herman land or what became of the three wizards. Seconds after ceding control of her body, Esper found herself in Esperville at the little cafe she frequented nightly.

With a nervous glance at the sky, seen through the cafe’s front window, Esper picked up her chamomile tea and took a sip.

All she could do was wait.

# # #

“I’m not accustomed to this,” Keesha Bell wailed as Rai Kub cradled her in one arm like a newborn.

Blaster shots sizzled down the mansion’s halls, striking artwork and taking chunks out of masterfully crafted architecture. The wheeled cart squeaked and protested but followed along as Rai Kub towed it in his free hand.

“I would be surprised if anyone was,” Rai Kub observed placidly. It wasn’t as if most normal people ever got shot at, and the ones who did were most often trained to fire back, not get carried from the fray.

“Set me down, and I’ll give them something to convince them of the error they are making here,” Keesha said. She tried to make it sound like an order, but Rai Kub had decided that she wasn’t his boss here; she was the one being protected.

As blaster shots thumped against the armor plating Rai Kub wore beneath his clothes, he bemoaned the shopping trips it would take to replace his wardrobe.

“Please don’t work magic,” Rai Kub pleaded. “We’re getting close to the ship. Amy said before we left that we couldn’t let anyone do magic near the ship. We need it to science-fly us away.”

The building shook, and there was a horrendous crash from somewhere back the way they came.

“Well, that’s sensible, I suppose,” Keesha replied more somberly. “But who in tarnation is Amy?”

Rai Kub hadn’t expected the question. “Um. She and Carl are mates in training. Amy flies the Mobius
 .”

“Carl got himself engaged?” Keesha asked.

It amazed Rai Kub at times how humanity survived despite being so easily distracted. Despite repeated blaster fire, including a few shots that stung his unprotected legs, he answered her question.

“Not that the crew is aware. They do, however, practice frequently.”

“Ugh,” Keesha replied. “More information than I strictly required. That sort of debauchery is best kept behind closed doors for the sake of decorum.”

“Then I wouldn’t sit on the couch, if I were you,” Rai Kub cautioned.

That, it seemed, was enough to deter further questions and commentary from Keesha Bell for the duration of their escape.

# # #

Esper staggered onto the terrace of Keesha Bell’s estate.

Not that she did so often, but the muddled and disoriented effect was like waking up after passing out drunk the night before. How she arrived on the terrace was a blank spot in her mind.

Taking stock, she felt physically fine, aside from some dizziness that was likely psychosomatic. Her clothes were covered in dust.

What had happened?

Clearly, Mort had at least gotten her away from the battle. The Mobius
 was just a short distance ahead, waiting for her with the cargo ramp open.

“Come on!” Carl shouted over the whine of the engines. He waved her on with sweeping hand gestures. “We’re not leaving you.”

Maybe they should have.

Esper didn’t know
 what Mort had done while in possession of her body. But that didn’t mean she hadn’t given over control without a fair guess as to what he’d planned. Part of her wanted to turn around and check to see what the aftermath in the house looked like.

But Carl wasn’t bluffing. They weren’t going to leave without their ship’s wizard—and their old ship’s wizard as well, unbeknownst to them. Satisfying her curiosity could get them all captured or killed. Convincing them that she was too dangerous to stay around wasn’t going to be quick, either.

“What are you waiting for?” Mort cajoled, appearing at the bottom of the terrace’s wide steps. “Skedaddle. We won. Time to mosey off into the nearest sunset.”

“What did you do?” Esper asked softly.

Mort crossed his arms. “Exactly what needed to be done. No more. No less.”

“Don’t ever do that again,” she warned. “Go back. Stay inside. Never… never
 try to convince me to let you take control again. This was a one-time mistake.”

“No one died. Everyone gets away—assuming you hurry,” Mort said. “I’m available upon request to roll up my pretty pink sleeves and do what you don’t have the stomach for. Just remember that. Ta-ta.”

With that, Mort poofed.

Esper shook her head to clear it and headed for the Mobius
 at a jog.

# # #

Keesha Bell walked down the cargo ramp of the Mobius
 like it was a pirate ship’s gangplank, pausing before setting one genuine leather boot on the soil of New Garrelon.

“We’re going to be the only humans on this planet?” Keesha asked warily. Her gaggle of servants waited for her to lead the way.

“Yup,” Carl confirmed. “Worked it all out. You get sanctuary here on my personal voucher for your behavior. We’ll hang around a couple days to see you get settled, then you won’t have to see us again.”

It had become clear over the past week of travel that Keesha Bell was going to hold at least a small grudge over costing her a home and a collection of valuable artifacts worth an estimated twenty billion terras.

That was fair.

But at the same time, Keesha’s criminal dealings were already on Earth Interstellar’s scanners. It was only a matter of time before they caught her on some charge or other. Carl getting there in time to whisk her to safety was a lucky break for her in the long run.

“Forgiveness is a long and winding road,” Keesha said with an arched eyebrow. Then she turned and stomped off the ship, met by a delegation of stuunji diplomats who’d been warned about her temper.

The cargo bay ramp closed once the last of Keesha Bell’s servants had disembarked, along with all the priceless junk she’d managed to drag along.

As the crew filtered throughout the ship, goodbyes said, Roddy ambled over to Carl with a telltale case in hand. This wasn’t one of the ubiquitous silver metal carry-alls that could contain anything from primordial goo to millions in hardcoin.

Roddy brought over a guitar case.

“What’s this?” Carl asked. The obvious answer was so rarely the right one that when Roddy popped the latches, Carl was shocked to see an actual guitar.

Not just any guitar. This was a classic. Ancient.

“It’s one of Les Paul’s personal guitars,” Roddy explained. “This bitch is older than most of your music.”

Carl was almost afraid to touch it. Almost. Taking the instrument from Roddy with appropriate reverence, he admired the weight and feel of it. It was impeccably preserved, all original except for the modern strings and the faint runes carved into the back of the body.

“Probably how Keesha kept it in such good condition,” Carl remarked absently. He brushed a finger along the strings, holding down an A chord. Despite not being amplified, the notes rang clear and pure—just quiet. It was in perfect tune. He looked up at Roddy with a grin. “Lemme guess, you stole this from Keesha’s place just so you’d stop having to share your twelve-string?”

Keesha had probably just wanted to act gruff and belligerent to feel better about getting displaced from her home. After all, Carl saved her life. Someone was going to get to her sooner or later, and with inside knowledge of the operation, Carl was in a unique position to facilitate her getaway. This was the thanks after a week of griping, nasty looks, and—oddly, even for a wizard—thinly veiled disparagement of the common room couch.

“Yeah,” Roddy said. “I was coming through the destruction zone after Esper threw down with those Convocation thugs, and I just saw it sitting there. I mean, I doubt she
 plays. And I really prefer the extra options the twelve-string gives you. It’s win-win-win. Keesha doesn’t know we took it. I get my twelve back. You get to play a guitar worth ten times more than the Mobius
 .”

“Just don’t tell anyone it’s that expensive,” Carl warned.

Roddy winked. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Carl’s first real foray into do-goodery hadn’t gone according to plan. But at the end of the day, they’d pocketed a fair payday, locked up a couple lowlife scum, saved a religious relic, and relocated a notorious smuggling racketeer to a world with no extradition treaty.

As Roddy went and retrieved his own instrument, Carl got to plug into an amplifier and play a little Led Zeppelin on a guitar as old as that long-dead band.
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