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The air may have smelled oddly of ammonia and the sun in the sky shone brilliant blue, but with a cold beer in his hand and a lounge chair supporting his body, Carl imagined he was on a white sandy beach on some primitive Earth-like.

Roddy had jacked up the output on a datapad’s speakers and had it playing steel drum music. Amy, Yomin, and Esper were tossing around a hover disk. Archie had opted to stay on the Mobius
 and skip the fun. Cedric was off taking care of the business that made this little vacation possible.

Carl checked his own datapad, noting the time relative to Earth Standard. 11:58 PM. He scrambled upright in his chair. “Hey, two minutes to midnight.”

Yomin tucked the hover disk under one arm after catching Amy’s throw. “Really, this is just an excuse for you to switch up your booze for the night.”

“Hey, Earth girl like you oughta appreciate carbonated wine,” Roddy said with a snicker, popping their makeshift cooler and passing out bottles of the cheapest champagne Ruulon IV had on their last stop.

“As an Earth girl, I resent that. I’m from New Orleans, honey. We invented inventing reasons to drink.”

Bottles popped. Plastic corks flew. Sudsy fountains spurted.

“One minute,” Carl announced.

“Cedric, come on. Get over here,” Esper chided.

The younger Brown left the strange magical anomaly that was providing their breathable atmosphere unattended. “Very well. I must say, as a traditionalist, this is a paltry celebration.”

“Stow it, Oxford,” Yomin chided. “We ain’t got a fancy pub and a hundred tipsy undergrads.”

“Shoni!” Roddy called out. “You’re going to miss it!”

Shoni emerged from the Mobius
 with a stretch and a yawn. “There is no celestial confluence that differentiates the difference in year between—”

“Ten… nine… eight…” Carl counted at a shout, drowning out the killjoy laaku scientist. So what if her planet’s calendar didn’t line up.

“Three… two… one… Happy New Year!” Carl shouted to a chorus of cheers, some more enthusiastic than others. He tipped back his champagne bottle and chugged.

God, this stuff was awful. It was the chintziest, fakest, worst-tasting alcohol imaginable. It was the equivalent of eating a cheese wheel with the wax coating still on it. It was colored, bubbly toilet water. And this was coming from a guy who enjoyed Earth’s Preferred.

Esper burst into a rendition of “Auld Lang Syne” until she discovered she was singing alone. Most of the crew discovered more or less the same thing as Carl had about the flavor and switched back to their original beverages of choice.

Roddy, trying to act like he was tidying up, collected the discarded bottles.

“So,” Esper said. “It’s a new year. What’s everyone planning for their 2562 new year’s resolutions?”

“Guess my old standby of ‘get the fuck off this primitive moon’ gets the old checkbox and a retirement party,” Yomin said. “Maybe something in the range of a payday worth a six-month vacation to Titan. There’s a massage parlor there that I could happily die in.”

“A life outside the convocation,” Cedric grumbled.

“Same as every year,” Roddy said, pausing to tilt back a bottle. “Give up drinkin’. Will be next year, too.”

Carl didn’t want to answer. Anything he resolved always came back to bite him in the ass. Instead, he turned the question back on Esper. “How about you?”

Esper appeared distracted. Her eyes kept tracking something out of sight to the rest of them: Mort. Everyone knew now that he was there. Esper wasn’t as constantly badgered as before, but he still gave her fits now and then, especially when it had been a while since the last bowling night. She huffed a sigh. “Someone
 wants it to be known that he’ll find a way to reconstruct his old body this year. As for me, to stop Mort.”

There was a chorus of laughs at Mort’s expense. They’d all pay for it on league night at the Esperville bowling alley, but it was worth it.

Carl’s datapad chimed and not the kind that reminded him he was forgetting something fun.

“Aw, fer Chrissakes,” Roddy muttered. “Smother that thing.”

Carl shook his head. “Not this time.” His voice was somber. “It’s New Garrelon, trying to get a hold of Rai Kub. He wasn’t answering his line, so they contacted me.”

Esper nodded. “Fine. I’ll get him. This is something worth breaking a fast over.”

# # #

Rai Kub opened his eyes a squint. Maybe the knock had been his imagination. Everyone knew he was meditating. The beginning of a new year was an opportunity for renewal, for changing ways and mending fences, for reconnecting with the soul of the universe. It didn’t matter that the date had shifted when the humans had come to Garrelon so long ago. New Year’s Day wasn’t a celestial event; it was a metaphysical one.

The knock repeated.

Rai Kub squeezed his eyes shut. He had no wish to imbibe in the human tradition. They looked forward with reluctance and drank to erase the prior year. Rai Kub pitied them that empty philosophy—but only to a point. Their species had
 conquered his homeworld, after all.

The knocking grew louder. Carl’s voice carried through the door. “OK, big guy. I was trying
 to be polite about this—you praying or shit in there. But answer your damn comm. The bigger big guys on New Garrelon wanna talk to you in the worst way, and I don’t think it’s to wish their off-world citizens a happy new year.”

Floor groaning beneath his bulk, Rai Kub climbed to his feet and answered the door. “They do?”

Carl’s head tilted. “No. I just bruised my fucking hand knocking on your door as a prank. My new year’s resolution. Of course, they do. What I wanna know is what they want you for that they wouldn’t tell Savior Carl.”

“I… have no idea.”

Carl jabbed a finger that aimed at the datapad on the floor of Rai Kub’s quarters. “Then look!”

Rai Kub turned. From the corner of his eye, he saw Carl move to follow. A flick of his wrist sent the steel door slamming shut in the captain’s face. If Tuu Nau didn’t want Carl overhearing, neither did Rai Kub.

Messages, messages, messages.

The New Garrelon High Council had been trying to get in touch with him for over an hour. Everything sounded urgent. So many capital letters. So many exclamation points.


Urgent! NEED to speak NOW!!



YOUR people NEED YOU!!!



Answer IMMEDIATELY! DO NOT WAIT!


It went on and on with no explanation. Each had a contact comm ID that Rai Kub didn’t recognize. Steeling himself with a long breath, he punched it in and waited.

There was a response in seconds. “Rai Kub
 ?” It was Tuu Nau.

“Yes. I was meditating on the new year. Savior Carl alerted me.”

“We’ve been invaded!
 ”

Rai Kub’s brain shut off. Was he receiving a message from a past life? Was this a dream brought on my meditation? He could imagine such a message before he was born, broadcast to anyone who would listen, on the day that humans arrived on Old Garrelon.

“Do you hear me? We’ve been invaded!
 ”

“I don’t understand.”

“A fleet showed up. The
 Clapton was no match for them. They said we won’t be harmed, but the planet is under their control now.
 ”

“Are you all right? Where are you now? Are… are you looking for us to sneak in and rescue you?”

Rai Kub wracked his brain. This was a matter for the omni news feeds, not a secretive message to a smuggler ship. Planetary invasions—and their reversal—weren’t on Carl’s list of approved commercial ventures. They had a few guns and a small ship. Even the Clapton
 had only been taken through extensive planning and great loss. Anything that could chase that ship off was a matter for a galactic navy.

ARGO wouldn’t help the stuunji. They were the original oppressors. Perhaps with a mutual enemy, the Eyndar could be persuaded to intervene. Rai Kub was no political scientist, but the “enemy of my enemy” line sometimes worked out.

“No. I need you to convince Savior Carl to negotiate.
 ”

“But, you commed Carl and told him to find me. Why not address him directly?”

“Rai Kub, as the duly appointed representative of the New Garrelon Exiles Government, I hereby charge you with ensuring the cooperation of Savior Carl in what may well be a hopeless effort. Nonetheless, we have no choice.
 ”

Rai Kub cleared his throat. “I hesitate to even mention this, High Councilor. But… you are
 aware that Savior Carl is a criminal, not a diplomat. Why him?”

“We weren’t invaded by a government. We were invaded by pirates. These are
 his kind of people. We need someone who speaks their language. We need a con man.
 ”

# # #

Carl tried not to eavesdrop. For all of ten seconds, he followed his shiny new year’s resolution to play it straight with his crew and not deal behind their backs. Instead, as he heard the comm wrap up, Carl was scurrying back to the couch as quietly as he could.

Lucky for him, he already had a beer.

He was taking a sip as Rai Kub exited his quarters and made his way into the common room. “Carl. We need to talk.”

“The big horns back home have some kind of dire hay shortage we need to solve or something?” In truth, he’d missed bits and pieces from the New Garrelon side of the conversation. Rai Kub’s voice resonated through the ship’s hull like a torpedo hit. The tinny speakers on his datapad had trouble making it through the thick doors.

“We have lost New Garrelon.”

Carl Who Had No Idea What Was Coming choked on his beer. “What? How? We gave them a fucking cruiser. State of the art. Unless you mean some weird magic things happened and the planet is actually missing
 .”

“No. The former,” Rai Kub confirmed, hanging his head. “The Clapton
 withdrew in the face of hopeless odds.”

The crew filtered back into the Mobius
 .

“Hey. We missed you planetside,” Roddy said. He was carrying two of the champagne bottles. “You left in an awful hurry. Anything urgent?”

“The stuunji got conquered,” Carl explained.

Roddy shook his head. “Again? Have you people ever considered, you know, joining a military alliance or something?” He tipped back one of the bottles.

Rai Kub sighed. “We have not.”

The door opened, and Esper entered, Cedric following close behind. “Everything all right in here? Party started collapsing awfully quick.”

Roddy cleared his throat. “The esteemed stuunji government learned defensive military preparations from Carl’s love life.”

“Hey!” Carl snapped.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Esper asked.

Roddy chuckled. “Don’t learn from their mistakes. They got themselves conquered on their exile planet.”

“It’s not amusing,” Rai Kub pointed out sternly.

Champagne bottle flailing, Roddy waved a placating hand, still amused at his own joke. “I get it. I get it. But from this perspective—”

The cargo bay door opened. “What’s the gag? You guys move the party up here?”

Esper drew Yomin into a conciliatory hug. “No. Rai Kub’s planet got taken over.”

Yomin gave Esper a tentative pat on the back despite a puzzled frown. “But… how? It’s a demilitarized zone. The stuunji picked that planet because none of the major galactic powers are allowed to bring a force large enough to conquer anything.”

“It wasn’t a government,” Rai Kub said. “It was the Poet Fleet.”

Carl’s jaw dropped. Chuck Ramsey had delusions of grandeur that included having the kind of roving criminal empire those pirates had put together. But if Chuck had plans for taking over the EADZ and muscling out the lesser operators in the region, he had just gotten beaten to the punch.

“But why?” Carl asked. “That doesn’t make sense. No offense, big guy, but your planet’s farmland and wildlife preserves. Carousel was a mineral gold mine. Well, not actual
 gold. I think. Maybe there’s some of that, too. But mostly it’s mines and factories. Not pretty but lucrative.”

“They did
 seem like pirates who might appreciate natural beauty,” Esper suggested.

The door opened again. Amy and Shoni came in, hauling a cooler between them. “Thanks for leaving us to clean up out there. We crashing for the night already? Or did we just bring the party indoors?” Amy asked.

“The Poet Fleet conquered New Garrelon,” Yomin said.

Shoni glanced up at Amy, who merely shrugged. “The who?”

# # #

The crew gathered in the common room. As soon as Amy was back from setting their course to New Garrelon, Carl sat down and explained things for the newcomers’ benefit.

“It wasn’t too long ago, we ran into the Poet Fleet at Freeride,” Carl began, skipping over the minor detail of why.

“Feels like a lifetime ago,” Esper muttered.

“We got caught up in the middle of a political power struggle. An offshoot of the Rucker family was muscling in on the planet, and the Poet Fleet wanted them gone. They took Esper hostage, and—”

Yomin snorted. “Oh, that
 must have been fun.”

“I wasn’t really a wizard in those days,” Esper said with a soft sigh. “Or at least, not much of one.”

“Anyway,” Carl continued after the interruption. “We did some bargaining and some bartering, some finagling and a little—”

“We screwed over Tanny’s cousin, blamed the Poet Fleet for everything, and rescued Esper,” Roddy summarized.

Carl cast him a glare. “Anyone ever told you you’re a shitty storyteller?”

“Could ask you the same,” Roddy shot back. “The point here isn’t the glorious tale of how we hoodwinked a bunch of snooty, tea-sipping, Shakespeare-quoting scalawags. The moral of the story is that we stabbed these pirates in the back not all that long ago, and they’d have to be lobotomized to have forgotten about it by now.”

“What?” Carl said, spreading his hands. “So we made it look like the Poets went back on a deal. Some bankers back in Sol lost money on a deal. If anyone can take a joke, it’s a crew dressed in motley.”

“Great,” Roddy grumbled. “Now I’ll have Mötley Crüe stuck in my head all night.”

“Carl…” Esper said gently. “I’m not usually the one to point this out, but… have you considered that this might be a trap?”

Carl laughed out loud and tossed back the rest of his beer before answering. “You know… for a wizard, you can still be so damn naive at times. Kind of adorable in a ‘you’re mentally ten times my age’ sort of way. If the Poets wanted me dead, we’d be swatting at bounty hunters like mosquitoes at a Bayou picnic.”

Yomin cast Carl a glare. “Leave the Cajun metaphors to the natives, cher.”

Roddy ambled over and tossed his champagne bottle into the waste reclaim as he grabbed himself a beer. “Let’s just deal in the facts as we know ‘em. Poet Fleet’s occupying New Garrelon. Government is on lockdown planetside but not arrested or executed. Maybe if we work out a deal, this can be the security arrangement the stuunji need.”

Amy snorted. “Spoken like a laaku.”

“What’s that
 supposed to mean,” Shoni jumped in. “I never knew you were—”

Roddy jumped in. “Easy there. No one’s using the X word. We’re all friends here. I’m sure Amy just meant—”

“That the laaku caved the instant a human battleship showed up.”

Roddy deflated. “OK, maybe she is a little xenoist.”

Carl tipped his chair back and sipped his beer. “Facts are facts. The laaku people weren’t going to fight off Earth Navy when our people met. You guys cut a deal that worked out for everyone. The Poet Fleet is no Earth Navy, but to the stuunji they might as well be. I mean, Phabian had a hundred times the population and a lot more industry. You could
 have fought back.” He turned to Rai Kub. “What would your people think of an alliance, if I can hash that sort of thing out?”

“We could have done that the first time,” Rai Kub pointed out.

Roddy raised a finger. “I’d like to refer back to that whole ‘learning from their mistakes’ point I was making earlier. If you people don’t want to keep getting conquered, you’re going to need some firepower. I mean, it might be generations before it’s anything more than a protection racket, but over time… Well, let’s just say that I can see a future where some philosophically minded pirates follow those timeworn old stuunji traditions, and the stuunji become the galaxy’s pre-eminent mercenary soldiers.”

Rai Kub put a hand up to cover his mouth, aghast. “That would be awful.”

Roddy rolled his eyes. “Four hundred kilos of muscle, and you’d think I was suggesting ballet as his people’s salvation.”

The door to Archie and Yomin’s quarters opened. “I’m now fully charged. I can see by the astral space out the window that we are no longer on our little partially terraformed hideaway. What have I missed?”

Roddy took point on getting the robot up to speed. “New Garrelon got invaded by pirates. Rai Kub has been charged with breaking every bone in Carl’s body if he won’t help sort it out. Esper thinks it’s a trap. Amy’s a closet xenoist. Shoni is easily offended. Cedric is trying to blend into the paint job and avoiding comment. I’m the voice of reason who thinks that maybe the stuunji could use some pirates watching their backs.”

Carl raised a finger. “And I’m firmly in the camp of not getting every bone in my body broken.”

Archie looked around the common room, sparing a moment to fix his glowing robotic gaze on each of them in turn. “You’re all bonkers. Listen to the pink-hooded she-wizard. Dealing with pirates is bad business. Whether or not it’s a trap specifically for you, or whether it was intended as a trap at all, it’ll turn into one the instant you poke your noses where they don’t belong. Mark my words: there will be blood.”

The robot withdrew and the door clanged shut behind him.

Carl rubbed his hands together. “Well, now that we’ve got that
 settled, let’s call it a night.” He extended a hand to Amy.

“How is anything settled?” Amy demanded, folding her arms.

“When was the last time that robot was right about anything?” Carl asked. He looked around the room. No one was offering him evidence to the contrary. “He’s a pessimist. Probably a consequence of getting his mind trapped in a robotic body. Do we want to start 2562 off as pessimists, assuming the worst, not helping people in need, and getting all the bones in our bodies broken?”

Roddy had been raising his hand until the end, when it shot down suddenly.

“Didn’t think so.”

# # #

The door thudded shut, and Roddy breathed a sigh of relief. It had been a long day to cap a long year. He was beat. He gave his lady a sappy grin and headed for bed.

Shoni wasn’t changed into her night smock. She sat on the edge of the bed, arms and legs crossed. Her frown could have de-iced a coolant line.

“Hey, soft thing,” Roddy said disarmingly. “‘Bout ready to hit the hay? Cuz I’m in no shape to roll in it.”

“Rodek, we need to talk.”

It wasn’t fair. It had been a long day… a long year. Didn’t she get that? Roddy was beaten down, bone weary, and ready to conduct the snoring symphony.

“Can’t it wait till morning?”

He knew the answer. Asking was just for form’s sake. That was how these conversations had
 to go. If he didn’t make these ‘need to talk’ moments at least a little painful, they’d be having them daily.

“This isn’t what we discussed. You promised we were going to gracefully extract ourselves from the criminal lifestyle or at least the dangerous sort. What happened to opening a hangar and repairing smugglers’ ships?”

Roddy ran a hand over his scalp. Somewhere, there was a right amount of drunk to be discussing this crap. At the moment, he couldn’t tell whether he was too drunk or too sober, but he wasn’t at that happy theoretical medium—if it existed.

“Look. We were having a good time on Cedric’s little pet rock. Lemme ask you this: if we’d built up a nice little cottage on that world, maybe install a food synthesizer, drop a proper astral relay into orbit—you know, the works—would you have stayed?”

Shoni pursed her lips and frowned. “Potentially. We’d need starship access, though. I may be willing to live
 on a rock in the middle of nowhere, but I’m not willing to stay there the rest of my life. We’d need vacations, supply runs, visitors. And I’d probably also—”

“But you’re willing to consider it?” Roddy cut in before that moderately long answer became an essay.

“Given a manageable list of surrounding circumstances, yes.”

“Great, then let’s go to sleep.”

Without waiting for an answer or shutting off the lights, Roddy collapsed face-first onto the bed beside her.

# # #

Carl had gotten used to the view of New Garrelon from orbit. It was a blue, green, yellow orb a little larger than average for a habitable world. It wasn’t pretty. With all the vast grain farmland spread across the northern continent, it looked like the planet was sick.

Now, with a fleet of pirate vessels crowding its orbital space, for the first time Carl’s impression of the planet was accurate. It was infected.

“Time to cure that disease,” Carl muttered.

Amy looked up from the pilot’s chair. “Huh? What was that?”

“Nothing. I was just… never mind.”

They spread out like the blanket of satellites and orbital habitats around Earth. Carl hadn’t realized how many ships that band of pirates had at their command. What had made them decide to relocate from Carousel was anyone’s guess. Maybe the mines ran dry. Maybe there had been a disaster. Maybe some upstart Earth Navy captain had decided to make a name for himself ousting them.

The latter was a sobering thought. It meant that these pirates weren’t fools. Sure, a fleet that size could stomp even a Pandora-class battleship like the ENV Odysseus
 . Sure, it was worlds better than anything the pirates could dream of owning, but numbers would win out. Flip that around though, and the instant the Poet Fleet downed an Earth Navy battleship, the hammer of ARGO would fall on them.

“They’re hailing us,” Amy said, waving a hand toward the comm while leaning subtly away from it.

The ship was On the Pulse of Morning.
 The sender identified as Captain Angie-Lou Martigan. There was probably some clever poem thing about the ship name, but Carl wasn’t in the mood to look it up in the omni. Too much trouble talking to these guys if you played their game by their rules.

Carl accepted the hail.

“Mobius, stand down and prepare to be brought aboard
 ,” a gruff female voice ordered.

Keying the comm, Carl put on his friendliest conversational voice. “Hey there, Pulse of Morning
 . Nice to chat. We’re here at the request of the New Garrelon government. Go right on ahead and check with them. We’re expected.”

Amy jammed down the button to make sure the comm was off when Carl stopped broadcasting. “You know, for an ex-fighter pilot, is it weird that I hate
 when a ship is big enough to land us inside?”

“Yup.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, it’s the getting locked up inside a hostile vessel—period—that ought to be sizzling your synapses.”

“Not reassuring.”

Carl just shrugged. It wasn’t really meant to be.

A moment later, they received another comm. This time it was from a lieutenant, but the ship had changed. “Mobius, this is Lieutenant Masha Mallory, traffic control officer of the
 Look Upon My Works Ye Mighty and Despair. Please follow the guidance I am transmitting and land in hangar bay two. Admiral Chisholm will see you.
 ”

Carl grinned and shot Amy a wink. “See? We’re going places. Still inside a ship, mind you, but now we’re seeing the lady in charge.”

“This is the one you claimed was off her rocker,” Amy reminded him.

“Yeah, but in a useful way. She’s got a hang-up for ancient philosophy. You’ll hardly find a more well-versed expert in Free Love Era musical poetry that me.”

Amy arched an eyebrow. “So that’s what we’re calling your rock music fetish now?”

“Today it is. I’ll put Bob Dylan up against Shakespeare and Thoreau any day.”

The Look Upon My Works Ye Mighty and Despair
 was the longest-named vessel Carl had ever encountered. Outside of naval vessels, it was one of the longest he’d seen in person, too. The ship loomed ever closer, growing until hangar bay two engulfed them.

Carl thumped the shipwide comm with his fist. “Heyo, everyone. We will be landing aboard a pirate vessel any second now. I’d like everyone on some version of their best behavior. Archie, keep out of sight in case someone realizes you’re worth more than the ship. Yomin, I’d like you not
 to interface with any Poet Fleet vessels. They will
 have counter-hackers, and I’m not willing to risk getting caught. Cedric, you’re going to work zero magic unless they try to take the ship. Roddy, I want no broadcasts on the external speakers; I don’t care how funny it would be to taunt them with limericks.”

The laaku had suggested just such an amusing—and potentially diplomatically disastrous—prank on the journey from parts unknown.

“Repeat that back to me, fuzzball,” Carl ordered. The rest of them he trusted to follow directions.

“I’ll make sure
 ,” Shoni replied on Roddy’s behalf.

“So,” Carl said, looking down into Amy’s eyes. “You wanna hang here with the ship or come meet the crazy poetry nerds that just conquered Rai Kub’s planet?”

“Ship,” Amy replied. “Definitely the ship.”

# # #

Carl exited the Mobius
 via the cargo ramp, Esper and Rai Kub in tow. If any of the crew could keep themselves out of trouble in polite company, it was those two. The hangar wasn’t half bad as hangars went. It had somber lighting without seeming shadowy, and there was ornate etching and relief work on just about every surface, including the floor. Carl’s first step onto the Look Upon My Works Ye Mighty and Despair
 was onto the stylized face of an anthropomorphic lion.

The jumble of creatures that met the three Mobius
 delegates could have been an honor guard or just the regular kind. They had fancy-looking military style blaster rifles, but that was the closest any of them came to looking professional. Every color, every fabric, every style and cut of garment imaginable appeared to all combine in a mere six outfits, no two remotely alike. It was like being backstage at a holovid recording studio, walking among the extras from six different programs—all of which were a bit off in the head.

“Hi. I’m Carl Ramsey. You may have heard of me from the Silde Slims racing show I did last year. This is Esper Richelieu and Rai Kub, of Mars and New Garrelon, respectively.”

A woman in a blue-and-white checkered halter top and sequined hoop skirt stepped forward, slinging her rifle over one shoulder as she curtsied. Her face was hidden behind a domino half-mask and dusted with gold glitter where the skin showed. “I’m Cupid Lestrade. I’m originally from Mars, too.” She shot Esper a smile that showed metallic dots on each tooth—cosmetic retractors, usually for kids with crooked teeth. God these people would go to any length to stand out. “I’ll be taking you to see the admiral.”

The six escorts fell into a loose circle around Carl, Esper, and Rai Kub. Carl ended up behind a beast of a guy wearing nothing but a body paint mural of a mountain landscape, a tortoise shell codpiece, and platform cowboy boots. A woman dressed as a fairy tale Bo Peep with a spider tattoo on her face had taken Esper arm in arm—which Carl considered a brave move. The pair prodding Rai Kub along reluctantly were an Elizabethan nobleman in flatvid cloth and a lady in an outfit made primarily of coins and jangling chains.

Carl felt it best to make chitchat. He assigned the task to Carl Who Sees Weirdly Dressed People All the Time. “So, Cupid. What’s the lowdown on the new gig? You boys and girls get tired of breathing the stink on Carousel? Decide to do a little jumbo-scale manual farming? I heard Thoreau was into that sort of thing.”

He’d brushed up on major poets on the way and was eager to show off.

Cupid turned without breaking stride. “I’d sooner slit my wrists and lend my blood to the soil than sully my hands with peasant labor.” She glanced up at Rai Kub. “Some people just have different tastes. I suspect your friend would be equally unhappy with a life of wine and cultured debate.”

“I imbibe little,” Rai Kub answered without being addressed directly. “Well, for me. I suspect my occasional indulgences would qualify as a lethal case of alcohol poisoning for a frail little thing like you.”

Carl jutted his jaw and gave Rai Kub a quiet nod. Good for him. Nice to see the stuunji stand up for himself a little. When he considered that these were the people who’d conquered Rai Kub’s adopted homeworld, the insult to Cupid’s drinking prowess lost a litter luster.

“Does the pretty one talk?” Cupid asked, shifting subjects.

What was it about top-notch cosmo work that drew the creeps? Sure, Esper had that holo-star look, fake without looking implausibly
 fake. But she was bundled up in a pink sweatshirt that was getting a little careworn and wore a look that could have shamed a church statue. Maybe it was the fact that Carl knew she could twist the heads off of everyone present. Maybe it was that Esper’s mind housed the Mobius
 crew’s weekly bowling league. But somehow, he just couldn’t wrap his head around how she drew leering eyes like rotting meat drew flies.

“I sure do,” Carl cut in, diverting the question. “Some people wonder whether I ever shut up. But I can take a compliment when I hear one. You’re not so bad yourself.”

Thanks to the miracle of a segmentable mind, Carl not only pulled off the flirting with a straight face, he had Cupid tilting her head in consideration. “A reminder for after your meeting with the admiral: anything is allowed here between two consenting sentients. Anything…”

For a second, Carl plodded along in stunned silence. Then a brand new Carl Who Routinely Gets Scary Sexual Offers jumped in to save him. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

There was a lift ride and a hover-transport ride. Carl kept his mind off other rides that were on the table. When they arrived at a conference room, the doors opened and the six guards fanned out to block any direction but inside.

Within, there was a pair of attendants. Carl guessed they were assassin and wizard, respectively. But the woman in the harlequin uniform caught his attention and held it.

Admiral Emily Chisholm was younger than Carl imagined her. They hadn’t met face to face or on video comm last time. Only Esper had seen her, and the omni was a little spotty on images of major criminal underworld bosses. Carl spared Esper a “you never mentioned she was hot” look.

Esper replied with a weary eye roll that Carl struggled to parse.

“Captain Ramsey,” Chisholm greeted with a formal nod. “Good of you to come. I must say, I was surprised to discover that the New Garrelon Exile Government chose a human negotiator and doubly so to discover it was you.”

Carl chuckled. “Funny story. I was mentioning that to my mechanic, wondering why everyone wanted to see me for their underworld dealings. He pointed out that a few years back I took out an omni advert with just about that exact promise. Either it had something to do with the stuunji finding a four-year-old advert on the omni, or maybe they remembered the last time I helped them out, when I stole that starship you chased off.”

Chisholm listened to the diatribe with a patient, dignified smile, then addressed Rai Kub. “I assume you are the token representative of the pastoral stuunji people?”

“Yes,” Rai Kub replied. “It seemed right to have one of our people present. I do not intend to interfere in the negotiations.”

Without waiting for Rai Kub to finish, the pirate admiral swept over to Esper and kissed her on both cheeks in ancient European style. “Esper, my darling. You haunt my dreams. We simply must adjourn these proceedings until I’ve heard all about the life you chose over remaining with us. Refreshments for all. Ta-ta.”

With that, Admiral Chisholm placed a hand on Esper’s back and guided her out the far door of the conference room. Through it all, Esper didn’t remove her hands from the front pocket of her sweatshirt or alter her expression.

“That was… odd,” Rai Kub stated.

“You’re telling me.”

The assassin muttered something into a comm piece. Then he smiled with razor-pointed teeth. “Hors d’oeuvres will be here shortly.”

# # #

Emily Chisholm relinquished Esper’s arm upon reaching her quarters. Esper recognized them from the time she was kept prisoner there. It was a nice suite, not gaudy but showing off a certain flair for the expensive and exotic. The pirate admiral took a deep, cleansing breath upon the door closing behind them.

“My dear, the months have treated you ill,” Emily said with a spreading of her arms. “That soul inside you is shriveling like a plant kept from sunshine. You are a flower—a delicate rose, not some fungus to be cooped up in a tiny starship. You’ve clearly made the best decision of your life coming back here.”

“I’m here as a delegate of the stuunji,” Esper pointed out.

Emily wasn’t paying heed to her words, though Esper had no doubt she’d heard them clearly enough. The admiral tugged and teased until her braids came loose, hair hanging free with that telltale waviness from their recent contortions.

“There’s no rush. No rush at all. The stuunji people aren’t going anywhere, and your companions will be well looked after. And you’re as much a delegate as the big fellow. The stuunji council wanted that slick-talking used starship salesman negotiating for them. The heavy one is just the muscle to keep him from getting ideas of weaseling out on the deal. You
 are the bone Ramsey is throwing me
 .”

Esper opened her mouth to object, but Emily was there, placing a finger over her lips. The admiral’s skin was warm to the touch. Esper could smell a whiff of the hair cleanser that finger had picked up while unraveling braids.

“Hush dear. Think on it a moment. You’re an open book. Ramsey is a con man. Anyone so brazen as that would have more holes in him than a colander if he weren’t an expert on maneuvering people. You’ve been maneuvered into place. Lucky me.”

Esper took a step back. “Carl really was looking to get these negotiations going,” she said lamely.

Emily smiled. That red lip shader tone… Esper recognized it as Harlot Crimson. Not that she’d kept up on fashion since her teenage years. Some memories just clung tenaciously.

Like Esper’s last visit to the Look Upon My Works Ye Mighty and Despair
 .

Emily’s hands slid around Esper’s waist and under her sweatshirt. The undershirt beneath was damp. “But you’ve already begun negotiations. Half the art of bargaining is putting your adversary in the appropriate mood to compromise. And I’m certainly willing to play along. I’m feeling a little… compromised
 already. Aren’t you?”

Esper swallowed.

Admiral Emily Chisholm was a slip of a woman a centimeter or two shy of Esper’s height and without a sniff of magic or any sort of cybernetics. Esper could snap her like a twig or turn her to cinders with nary an effort. Instead, she stood transfixed, glancing away from those piercing eyes and soft lips for fear of giving in. This was how a woman kept an entire pirate fleet in her thrall—charisma.

Mort appeared from the depths of Esper’s psyche. “I’ve had about enough of this. I admit I was curious what you’d gotten up to last time these pirates had a hold of you. But now… well, I know things have been rough between you and Ceddie of late, but this is no way to deal with that.”

Esper tried her best to ignore him. She was getting better at it. “It’s. Um. A little warm in here.”

Inwardly, Esper cringed. Exactly the wrong tactic. That was for being at a party and wanting to get away to an outdoor area. This was a ship, there was no way Emily was relinquishing her, and…

Those hands beneath the hem of Esper’s sweatshirt slid up. Esper could have—should have
 —tucked her arms against her sides. Instead, she went along and lifted them overhead to let Emily take off her sweatshirt.

Twirling the garment, still warm with Esper’s body heat, Emily glided over to the wet bar and poured two glasses from a crystal flask. An amber liquid splashed into the bottoms, two fingers deep.

Esper accepted one of the glasses and took an experimental sniff.

“Don’t drink that!” Mort scolded. “Could be poison.”

Esper didn’t think so. Emily sipped from hers and wiped her lips with a fingertip. “It’s delicious. Faulkner swore by his whiskey, and they say this is an imitation of his preferred libation.” She daubed Esper’s lips with the finger.

Involuntarily, Esper licked her lips and tasted the faint bitter sting of the alcohol.

“Look that woman in the eye,” Mort commanded. “Break her. End this silly charade of pirates taking over pleasant little farming worlds.”

“I’m… not much of an aficionado,” Esper said with an apologetic shrug.

Emily cast a dramatic sigh. “Well, then. It also works in quick gulps.” And to make her point, the admiral threw back the contents of her glass.

Mort was right. Esper could turn that woman’s mind to raspberry jam—either literally or figuratively. Her choice.

“You’ve changed,” Emily said, slowly tilting her head to catch Esper from a different view. “Still wary but not so timid as you once were.”

“Damn right!” Mort said. “Last time you had her in your succubus clutches, my apprentice here was still thinking her magic was a sin. Oh, you bet your sweet, curvaceous ass she can work some doozies now.”

“A lot’s happened since then.”

There was a mission here. It had changed drastically since coming aboard. Carl had wanted her along for protection—or had he? This outcome, while not guaranteed, could certainly have been predicted. They’d all voiced suspicions about what had gone on aboard the Look Upon My Works Ye Mighty and Despair
 last time. Esper had been the most pampered prisoner any of them had heard of.

“Good gravy!” Mort bellowed. “I haven’t seen you moon over Cedric
 like this, and you… Oh, god… You’re not thinking…”

No. She wasn’t. Esper had spent too many nights in Esperville and Mortania wondering what might have been had she chosen a different path. This was the fork in that road that seemed the most likely. Reject magic. Never read the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts
 . Stay with Emily on board the Look Upon My Works Ye Mighty and Despair
 . She never would have become Mort’s apprentice, never gone to Mortania. She’d have been a normal twenty-six-year-old woman with a comfortable life of roughly equivalent moral flexibility.

Before she started thinking again, Esper grabbed Emily by the collar of her jacket. She could break this woman. Destroy her mind. Lay waste to her crew. Crash her starship into the planet below. Esper was in no danger here. She was
 the danger.

There was a mission.

The stuunji needed her.

Carl had brought her along for protection.

Emily’s lips tasted like strawberry.

# # #

Carl sat around eating little hot dogs. Rai Kub packed away cucumber sandwiches by the kilogram. Across the table was the guy painted like a mountain resort from a primitive Earth-like, popping beef Wellington into his mouth two at a time. His name was Leroy.

“So…” Carl said between bites. “Takin’ a while back there. You… uh, got any idea what those two might be talking about?”

Leroy shrugged, which ought to have caused a painted earthquake. “Oh, sure.” He didn’t elaborate. Carl began to suspect the man’s terseness—a rarity apparently, among the loquacious pirates—was his main criterion for pulling guard duty.

Rai Kub leaned down and whispered, “These are excellent. If the deal allows it, get them to include the recipe.”

There was no need for that. The recipe was cucumber plus cracker. Friendli Foods made a cracker that looked just like that, and they only cost three terras a pack on any civilized planet.

A piece of classical music chimed from the far side of the table. Leroy reached out of view below and pulled out a datapad. “Ahoy!” he answered. Then there was a long pause. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll let ‘em know.”

“Good news? Esper convinced the admiral to leave New Garrelon peaceably?” Carl ventured with forced optimism.

Leroy’s shoulder shook in a soundless chuckle. “Nah. Nothing like that.”

“Well?” Carl demanded, popping one last mini hotdog into his mouth before he lost the chance.

“Your pink shirt friend is staying as the admiral’s guest.”

Carl stood. “That wasn’t part of the deal. Actually, we hadn’t even started negotiating.”

Rai Kub stood as well. “Why have you taken Esper prisoner?”

Leroy’s teeth shone white as piano keys. “Who said anything about a prisoner? Your friend said you bowl 105. I take it that means something to you.”

It did.

Esper hosted the crew’s weekly bowling league in the imaginary town in her head. Weird as it sounded to describe, everyone had just gotten used to it being an extra room aboard the Mobius
 . Larger, better smelling, and a little on the quaint side for Carl’s taste, it had just become a part of the routine. There was no way in hell that Chisholm was prying mental details like that out of Esper’s head.

Esper was staying willingly. She wanted Carl to know that. Best of luck to her, then. Into the den of the lioness…

“Well, if the initial round of negotiating is over, we’ll head back to our ship.”

“Sho thing,” Leroy said, pushing back his chair and rising to escort them. “Lemme just get a ride to come pick us up.”

The ride on the indoor hovercar seemed to bother Rai Kub, but to an old pilot and racer like Carl, the blur of motion was second nature. The low moans of distress from the stuunji were his only real hints that here was something worth being bothered by at all.

“Relax, big guy. This is their ship. They know how to get around. You think they get away with piloting like this if they crash ‘em?”

Leroy’s grin wasn’t reassuring. “We got great medics.”

Rai Kub whined softly.

The stuunji’s fears aside, they reached the Mobius
 without incident. The pilot took Leroy back to whatever it was he normally did and left Carl and Rai Kub by the base of the cargo ramp.

Amy stood cross-armed at the top of the ramp. “Missing someone?”

Cedric pushed past her. “Where’s Esper?”

Carl looked over both shoulders, then made a show of checking behind Rai Kub. He feigned a look of surprise. “Oh shit! Where did we—? Oh, yeah. She’s working on a deal with Admiral Chisholm.”

The crew in the cargo bay parted as Carl wove his way through. It was
 his ship when you boiled away the bullshit little power struggles. As soon as Rai Kub was up the ramp, Carl raised it. No point getting too comfortable with the people most likely to remove that privilege of ownership.

“What kind of deal?” Cedric demanded. It suddenly occurred to Carl that Cedric wasn’t his father; nor was he Esper. Carl couldn’t count on empty bluster or an innate aversion to wanton violence to save him here. He wasn’t sure just how far the kid was willing to go to keep the other half of his bunk warm.

“Cool the hellfire, cowboy,” Carl said, patting the air with his hands. “Esper had a nice hostage situation last time she was here. All Stockholm Syndromey and shit. No one’s mentioned to these pirates that Esper could pull their spleens out their eye sockets. Far as they know, this is just a couple of friends catching up.”

Yomin leaned against the stair rail. “And if Esper can thaw an icy pirate heart, bonus points for you.”

Amy drew up tall. “Hey, that’s out of line. Carl didn’t—” But a realization must have dawned in that moment. “Wait. You didn’t. Did you?”

“Did what?” Cedric snapped.

Yomin came over and clapped a hand on the gawky wizard’s shoulder. “You don’t get to hear the girl talk for obvious reasons. But let’s just say she did some things she might not have been proud of last time she was here.”

Cedric cleared his throat and stepped out from under Yomin’s patronizing hand. “She told me.”

With a smirk, Yomin said without words that she hadn’t.

For his part, Carl had pieced the story together from gut instinct and scraps of hearsay. He was curious what everyone else thought went on, and he’d have put up a hundred-terra bounty for Mort’s opinion.

Confusion evident on his face, Cedric looked around at the crew. “What? She knocked some poor unsuspecting guard out while he was taking a bath and made it look as if he were fraternizing with the prisoner instead of doing his duty. She had specifically mentioned hoping not to run into that fellow this trip.”

Yomin’s smirk didn’t abate. “You’re sleeping in her quarters now. You ever check her wardrobe?”

Carl always enjoyed watching a wizard squirm. Mort was too cool a customer for entertainment purposes. Esper wasn’t as blushingly naive as she used to be—or used to pretend to be, he supposed. But seeing a guy who played with planets like a kid with a tub of colored clay turn red and fidgety warmed his heart.

“Not… as such. I mean… I allow Esper her privacy. It’s not as if I go pawing through her dresses like some pervert.”

“Aha,” Yomin said. “So you’ve seen the dresses.”

Cedric shrugged.

“Including that little black number that looks like it was plasticoated onto her?”

Cedric scratched the back of his neck and cleared his throat. “I’ve… never seen her wear it, but I believe I know the one.”

“She got that and a few other little presents from Admiral Emily.”

Cedric’s face turned bright red. Given that he was a wizard, that could have been a blush, rage, or some sort of demonic possession. Either way, Carl eased back behind Rai Kub.

“You just left her there?” Cedric snarled. He stormed around the stuunji to confront Carl, who circled the overgrown security officer.

“Hey,” Carl said, ducking out from cover. “It’s not like she’s in any danger. Wizard. Thunder, firestorms, gravity obeying her every whim. Ringing a bell?”

“No danger? Says you!”

Amy raised her voice over the bickering playground antics. “So, how’d the actual
 negotiation start?”

Carl coughed into his hand. “I’m letting Esper handle the preliminaries.”

“I knew it!” Cedric thundered.

Yomin caught the wizard from behind by the shoulders. “Relax. Esper knows how to handle herself.”

# # #

Tuu Nau had requested him on the comm. Rai Kub. Personally. It was still hard to tuck the corners of that into his mind, that the high councilor was interested in speaking with him on matters of planetary import.

“How may I be of service?” Rai Kub asked, keeping his voice low in an attempt to thwart the rampant eavesdropping that plagued the Mobius
 . He knew they lurked outside doors and that his bass voice carried better through those than other crew members’.

“I hope I am not catching you at a delicate time,” Tuu Nau replied.

Imagine that. A stuunji high councilor concerned for Rai Kub’s time.

“Of course not, High Councilor. I am ever at your beckon.”

“I just thought that perhaps, with the negotiations, that you might have a sensitive situation at hand.”

Rai Kub winced. Oh. Tuu Nau had no idea what was going on up in orbit. For all he knew, Carl and the pirate admiral could have been standing in a field, planting the seeds of bargain. But unless Rai Kub was badly mistaken about human biology, there was no seed planting at work aboard the pirate ship with the very long name.

With a sigh, Rai Kub explained the day’s bargaining session—if it could even be called that. Tuu Nau listened with patience until the end.

“What is planned next?” the high councilor asked. “I have a media department awaiting word for a press release.”

Rai Kub’s eyes went wide. Press release? There was going to be a broadcast of what was going on behind the pirates’ closed doors? “High Councilor, is a press release wise? Would it not anger our captors?”

“What choice do I have?” Tuu Nau replied in exasperation. “The whole populace is in a panic. Streets are empty. Crops are on autopilot drones. Interstellar trade has come to a halt. All they are looking for is an answer to when it will end. Surely, these pirates can understand the fear they’ve caused.”

Sadly, Rai Kub’s experience away from his people had taught him that lesson all too well. Of course, the pirates knew. They weren’t fools, despite their outlandish attire and quirky mannerisms. Fear forced people into poor choices. Intelligent creatures can become frightened animals the second their lives are threatened. Even those brave enough to risk their own lives often freeze up when faced with a threat to a loved one. This was the sharp end of the pirate fleet’s weapon, not the ships themselves. They would sooner have the planet intact and pliant than a smoking ruin in need of willing colonists.

It was all too much to convey on a simple comm chat. The stuunji people were too closely bonded to one another to employ such tactics within their own society. Let Tuu Nau fly with Savior Carl for a few months and see what his opinions of a savior become.

But Rai Kub had to tell the high councilor something. “Tell the people that negotiations have begun. Tell them that it is a process.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tuu Nau demanded.

Rai Kub paused broadcast for the duration of a weary sigh. Rai Kub felt a bit of “savior” rubbing off on him as well. “It doesn’t mean anything. It is an empty word meant to stall for time. People will ask the same question you did. Simply tell them when the next press release will be.”

“But they’re still going to want answers!”

“Yes.”

“And I won’t have any for them.”

“Yes.”

“That will just make things worse. They’ll think I’m holding out on them.”

This was the pitfall of an exile government established on the basis of freedom from humans and ARGO. They didn’t watch human holovids.

“No. Simply tell them that you’ll inform them as soon as there is news. It is… an elaborate lie of omission. You must not tell the people or the news reporters, of course, but as high councilor you must not tell anyone what’s really going on. It would sour negotiations if the pirates heard publicly what your positions are.”

“But… how?”

“There is an art to saying things devoid of meaning. My time with Savior Carl has exposed me to a great deal of it. Carl himself is a masterful practitioner. It is called a sound bite.”

“Sounds carnivorous,” Tuu Nau said skeptically.

“Only the human term for it. It is simply a phrase that sounds nice and fits in the ear without moving inward to the brain. I could ask Carl to write you some, but I fear they would sound human-written.”

There was a long pause. Clearly, Tuu Nau was weighing the option of letting Carl write his public relations statement. A nagging worry crept in at the prospect of his species taking on the habits and morals of Carl Ramsey. But then again, the stuunji’s lack of understanding of their oppressors just kept leading them in the festival circle dance of getting conquered repeatedly.

“You know Savior Carl as well as anyone,” Tuu Nau began.

“Well, as well as any of our people. I would say that is so.” Rai Kub wouldn’t claim to know Carl as well as Roddy or Esper, and especially not as well as Amy.

“You do it.”

“Of course, High Councilor,” Rai Kub replied, bowing even over a voice-only comm. “I’ll go see him directly.”

“No. I mean you write it.”

Rai Kub’s mind became a prairie. Wide. Flat. Featureless except for a light breeze and a swaying of tall grasses.

“Rai Kub,” Tuu Nau said into the conversational void. “I want you to write the sort of statement you just described. I will read it at the press conference. I trust you as our greatest human expert to deliver a message that will keep our people calm in this time of crisis.”

“I… I…”

“Consult Savior Carl all you like, but don’t let it sound
 like Savior Carl. He’s too well known on broadcasts. Too distinctly human. Be stuunji. Be proud. Serve the greater good of our people, and do so with honor and my blessings.”

“Um… blessings to you as well, High Councilor Tuu Nau.”

The comm ended.

Rai Kub stared. He tapped at his datapad to bring up a transcript, still not sure he had heard correctly and hoping to find where he might have been mistaken.

He was no orator, no politician. Nor was he a con man like Carl.

Rai Kub was going to need help.

# # #

Esper was down to a bra and a pair of workout shorts that passed for undergarments most days. After that, it would be time to put up or shut up. Her hand shook as she poured two glasses of wine.

Mort’s guerrilla badgering broke the mood often enough that Esper had thus far remained strong.


I am here on a mission
 .

Emily smiled languidly over the back of a couch. Without magic to hold her wits together against alcoholic incursions, the admiral had melted into an easy conversationalist with occasional lewd overtures mixed in. What Esper found her still wearing when she delivered the wine was guesswork she was trying to avoid. Already, Emily’s uniform jacket and slacks lay discarded on the carpet. A pair of heeled boots had been separated by meters from one another.

“Do you need help over there?” Emily asked in her genteel accent with a hint of amusement peppered in for flavor.

Esper jumped and nearly dropped the wine bottle. “No. I’m fine. Everything’s fine.”

“Listen,” Mort interjected. “If you need to go through with this farce, take it easy on your conscience and let me handle it. Believe it or not, I do know what I’m doing around a strong woman. My Nancy could have twisted this ship into a pretzel and—”

“Here we are,” Esper said, pointedly ignoring Mort. It was one thing distracting her from Emily’s more promising advances, but there was no way she was letting Mort take control. Even in dire circumstances, she’d held strong on her self pledge, and she certainly wasn’t going to break it for him to do Lord-only-knew what.

Esper carried the two wine glasses over and steeled herself for the state in which she’d find her lightly inebriated host. To her relief, the admiral was stripped down only as far as Esper, although her lingerie matched and looked a good deal fancier, all black and lacy. The admiral had her feet up on the cushions, legs tucked under her.

Had Emily been expecting this encounter when she dressed this morning?


I am here on a mission
 .

A delicate hand accepted the wine glass and guided it to those strawberry lips. Esper felt a warm tingle as she watched Emily’s throat gulping down a swallow. Emily gasped. “Ah. I will never regret taking the fleet to Jocain IV. Or raiding that winery. Or killing that fussy little man who said I couldn’t have it until it aged.”


I am here on a mission
 . It was easier to remember when the pirate spoke like one.

Emily waved a dismissive hand, fingers fluttering. “Oh, don’t worry. I aged it here, myself. We actually have an excellent wine cellar aboard. Fully shielded against impacts when we have our occasional scuffle.”

That was her opening. Esper slid onto the couch beside Emily and mimicked her posture. “Speaking of scuffles, there must be a marvelous tale behind the poets leaving Freeride.”

Emily rolled her eyes and let her head flop back over the far arm of the couch. “Oh, business. How pedestrian. How prosaic.”

“It is
 a prettier planet than Carousel. Rolling fields and pastures. Humble, non-preserved crops ideally suited to being consumed locally…”

“Out with it, Esper dear,” Emily drawled. “I’m inebriated, not drunk. You’re clearly fishing. Did I ever tell you that I fished? Once. I was a girl, and my parents took me. Aquatic world. Undersea corral. Couldn’t have missed catching anything. Still came up with an empty hook.”

“Um. No. You hadn’t.”

“Don’t fish,” Emily said, bringing her hands together as if in prayer. “It’s a pointless exercise.”

“What happened that soured you on Carousel?” Esper asked bluntly.

A sad smile came across the admiral’s face. “Ousted.” She stood and sauntered over to the bar to pour herself another glass of wine. “Bloody Rucker sent his goons and gave us an offer: leave or earn a price tag. We could have fought off the little convoy of ships Don Rucker sent. But what was the point. He could throw money at half the bounty hunters in the galaxy, start ferreting out our secret bank accounts, or even loose ARGO on our heels. The latter would have cost both sides the planet, but I’ve never been fond of Pyrrhic victories.”

She threw back the contents of the wine glass in one long gulp. With a satisfied gasp, she set down the empty glass and stalked over to Esper, wrapping her arms around Esper’s waist. “Are we about done with business?”

Esper licked her lips. She nodded. Wordlessly she allowed herself to be led to the admiral’s bed, which had a view of New Garrelon out the overhead window. The sight of the planet triggered a reminder.


I am here on a mission
 .

Busy hands worked around undefended garments. Lips explored. Legs entwined. Esper tried in vain to plan or scheme or anything else. Emily was tipsy; that was her excuse. Esper could only blame hot blood and a chilly bed back on the Mobius
 these last few weeks. Her conscience took a smoke out back and let her id run rampant.

How much time passed, Esper couldn’t say. Neither of them was carrying a chrono. Emily ended up atop her, hands pinning her shoulders to the bed, sweat-soaked hair dangling. “You are a treasure.”

In that tender moment of passion, Emily looked deep into Esper’s eyes. And in that moment, Esper remembered once again.


I am here on a mission
 .

Emily had looked into a wizard’s eyes without realizing her mistake. Esper could have crushed her personality, snuffed out the light of that beautiful, if twisted, soul. Instead, the pirate admiral’s eyes glassed over. Her lids drooped. Esper put up her hands to support Emily’s gentle fall onto the pillows.

Rolling Emily onto her back, Esper brushed aside the hair matting her face. On impulse, she kissed those slumbering lips. There was no point trying to convince herself that this had just been doing her part for the mission.

However she’d done it, Esper had gotten a key piece of information. Now she had to get that message back to the Mobius
 . The problem was, the pirates all still considered her a hostage.

With a sigh, Esper pulled on her sweatshirt and headed for the door. It opened at her touch, and a pair of guards outside stiffened to attention.

“Oh. It’s you,” one of the guards said, shoulders relaxing into a slouch. “Sorry. Admiral’s orders. You aren’t to leave without her accompanying you.”

“Look me in the eye and tell me that,” Esper challenged.

“Listen, I won’t raise a hand to you, but…” the man’s words trailed off as he took the bait. Unseeing pupils dilated.

“Hey, what are you doing to—”

The other guard slumped to the floor, and Esper caught him with telekinesis before he hurt himself.

The corridor lights flickered briefly.

“Now,” Esper said firmly to the one in her thrall. “I want you to go down to the hangar and deliver a message. If anyone stops you along the way, tell them you are acting on Admiral Chisholm’s orders.” Esper stopped herself just short of calling her Admiral Emily. “Here’s what I want you to say…”

# # #

The knocking persisted. Carl was still awake, browsing through the fridge for something worth eating before bed. But out in the cargo hold, there was this knock.

Exasperated, he picked a bacon cube out of the back of the food processor and ate it like a salty, fatty, candy bar. Then he headed down to see what was making that noise.

Carl paused at the landing. He paused at the base of the stairs. He paused and stopped chewing at the cargo ramp. Then he hit the button to lower the ramp.

Standing there, hammering at the landing gear with the butt of a blaster rifle, was one of Chisholm’s goons. This one was wearing a Victorian Englishman’s suit coat and top hat, with a monocle dangling from a chain that disappeared into his breast pocket.

“Ah, there you are,” the man called out jovially. “I am here to deliver a message.”

“Ooookay,” Carl said, peering to either side of the hangar and finding that the man was alone.

When next the man spoke, it was clear where the message had come from. Though the vocal chords were no doubt his own, the words were clearly Esper’s. “OK. Whoever gets this, let Carl know. I am staying voluntarily as a hostage. I’m not in any danger at all. The poets got booted out of Freeride by Don Rucker, and they aren’t happy about it. There may be some way we can work with that information. Just don’t let the admiral know I was the one who told you.”

The man stood there gawking when he finished. “Whadda you
 want?” he demanded, voice suddenly his own once more.

Carl held up his hands. “I was just seeing if we had clearance to head out for a while. You know, let these hot negotiations simmer down a bit.”

The Victorian guardsman cleared his throat. “Quite right. Yes. Of course, that’s what we were discussing. I don’t imagine you should have any troubles departing. We have a token of your goodwill. Happy travels.”

There was a sweet euphemism. Token of their goodwill, huh? These poets had a way with words. Almost made it seem like they’d left Esper there willingly.

“Thanks,” Carl called down through a smile he didn’t pretend wasn’t fake. As the cargo ramp rose once more, he headed for the cockpit. “This would be so much easier if Esper could just strangle that pirate admiral and be done with it.”

Morals. There was a time and a place for them. Usually the time was later, and the place was over there. Sure, there were lines that weren’t worth crossing. But occupying a sovereign star system and holding a planet hostage was one of those “gloss it over in the history books” sorts of offenses. Rebels, insurgents, revolutionaries, freedom fighters. Call them what you will, but the successful ones employed bloody tactics and good public relations teams.

With most of the crew asleep, a working star drive—which Carl was still struggling to get used to—and the rank of captain, there was nothing stopping Carl from piloting the Mobius
 off the Look Upon My Works Ye Mighty and Despair
 .

Except the pirates.

Settling into the pilot’s chair, Carl keyed the comm. “Hey, you fine people have our friend Esper as a guest. Mind us stepping out for a few days to do a little fact-finding for these negotiations?”

During the long pause that followed, Carl found a playlist and listened to The Guess Who. There was something about the sentiment of sharing the land that struck him as particularly topical, given the political situation on the planet below. Probably not anything he could use
 , but it put Carl in the mood to think about togetherness, peace, and everyone getting their guns out of each other’s business.

“Mobius, you are cleared for departure. You have seven days to return, or your crew member is forfeit
 .”

Carl frowned. That just wasn’t playing nice. Part of him was tempted to force Esper’s hand. She wouldn’t allow them to keep her permanently. Maybe if she were confronted with a life as a pirate slave girl, she’d think twice about rolling up her sleeves and getting biblical in the literal fire-and-brimstone sense.

The nav computer still had an old data set for the Freeride system. Carl had overridden the place’s real name—couldn’t even remember what it was. The point was, he had his leverage. The Poet Fleet had come to New Garrelon with their tails tucked between their legs because Don Rucker had flexed some muscle (and probably some cash) to drive them out.

Chisholm didn’t give a shit about the stuunji exiles’ adopted homeworld.

Time to go find out what really happened.

# # #

From orbit, Carousel didn’t look like much. Drab brown and murky, it resembled an Earth-like that someone had dropped into the waste reclaim and fished back out, hoping no one would notice. It could have been any of a thousand similar worlds scattered throughout the galaxy. Once the Mobius
 had landed and the cargo bay had opened, the smell made a clearer impression.

“Eugh,” Carl said with a feigned gag. “This is why we don’t come back to crapsack planets once we’re done with them.”

Ambling down the ramp behind him, Roddy snickered. “Could be worse. We could have gone back to Mirny.”

“That place suited me just fine,” Archie commented from the top of the ramp, where the rest of the crew bid Carl, Roddy, and Cedric good luck on their mission.

“Right,” Roddy called up the ramp as he backpedaled down. “That’s because you don’t have a sense of smell. If you can remember back that far, envision one of those open flame cookouts you humans enjoy so much.”

Archie tilted his head and gave a robotic smile that came just short of holding genuine warmth. “Sounds idyllic.”

“Now snuff the fires and snort the ashes. That’s this place.”

“C’mon,” Carl said with a jerk of his head in the direction they were heading. “I’ve got enough colorful images of this place up my nose without you adding the laaku perspective. Let’s get this over with.”

The cargo ramp lifted, and Carl led Roddy and Cedric toward the exit of the public starport. It looked the same as he remembered. The change of ownership from pirate to syndicate hadn’t done anything for the industrial mining decor or the dim view of orbital space. A moon hung in the evening sky that Carl hadn’t remembered noticing on their prior visit, but it wasn’t enough to make up for the rest. The scarred red moon showed its own signs of mining operations, visible even from the planet’s surface.

Carl stopped their procession at the security checkpoint on the way out. This was non-sec space. Unless they were on the local law enforcement radar—which would have been code for the Rucker Syndicate’s radar—no one cared who came and went. Sure, Yomin had dummied up fake credentials for the Mobius
 to land under, but that was just standard operating procedure these days.

“Hey, buddy,” Carl addressed a uniformed grunt who was staring down at his terminal inside the security kiosk. It looked all official and shit, but the guy was probably watching a flatvid brothel sampler or playing games. “Can I get directions someplace?”

“Fuck off,” the guard said. “What do I look like, the omni?”

Carl stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. He shoved his snarky commentary in there with them. This wasn’t the time to antagonize the guy. “Nah. Just figured that you wouldn’t have your boss’s home address listed or anything. I know the deal. Carousel has a government and all that jazz. But I know the Ruckers are running the show these days. I’m in the—”

The slouching guard bolted upright in his seat. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

“Carl Ramsey,” he replied calmly.

The guard’s eyes went wide. Not looking away from Carl, he reached down and tapped a button out of view. “Hey, Mick. I’ve got a guy down here at Pad 94 claiming to be Carl Ramsey. Requesting instructions.”

The guard wore an earpiece, and Carl’s hearing wasn’t anything close to good enough to eavesdrop. But the guard nodded along with the response he was receiving. Then the guy held up a datapad in Carl’s direction, tapped something, and set it back down.

“No. I just took that right now… All right... Yeah… Consider it done.”

“We good?” Carl asked with a forced smile.

A steel curtain unrolled from the security booth’s roof, blocking view of the guard. Muffled through the barrier came the response. “You’re not my problem anymore.”

Cedric gestured toward the security crash gate. For a moment, Carl considered letting him magic it back up. But there was no point. This was a nobody. Let him bow out gracefully.

“Why’ve I got a bad feeling about this?” Roddy asked no one in particular.

“Because we dropped in unannounced on a criminal syndicate. But it’ll be fine. Me and Don are still tight. None of his underbosses would risk pissing him off by dusting us.”

“I may not be my father,” Cedric said quietly. “But I will not allow ruffians to end our lives.”

“Reassuring as fuck,” Roddy groused.

A hover-cruiser came around the corner at the distant intersection outside the landing zone. It kicked up a cloud of dust that approached like an Ancient West stampede.

Carl raised a hand to wave. “That’ll be our ride.”

The hover-cruiser just missed clipping the three of them as it jerked to a halt, nose-diving toward the permacrete as the thrust reversers fired. A pair of Rucker goons stepped out, then a familiar face exited the vehicle to join them.

It was Don Rucker’s younger cousin, Rico. He was a bowling ball of a human with no discernible neck. Last Carl had heard, Rico was planetside on Mars, working in combat sports.

“Ramsey?” Rico asked, pulling a pair of shader lenses down his nose to peer over them. “Shit. That is
 you. What the hell you doing on this hunk of charcoal?”

Carl and Rico approached with arms extended and hugged briefly. “I heard this hunk of charcoal was under new management, and I wanted to stop by and see for myself.”

“Ain’t much to look at. Turns terras around though, so what can you do?” Rico shrugged.

“Last I heard, you were fixing Gold League fights. How’d you end up out in this tropical paradise?”

There were a lot of ways to get on the wrong side of a mobster. Outing his criminal activities in public was usually a good start. But Carl was an old family friend, and this was their planet. They might as well have been in the private lounge of a nightclub or the vault of a casino.

“Don figured that last time wasn’t gonna happen again. Wanted a little muscle out here that was missing before. Know what I mean?”

Carl nodded. “Yeah. I know what you mean.”

Rico waved Cedric and Roddy over. “C’mon, fellas. Ms. Rucker don’t like waiting, and you know how she gets.”

Carl’s suspicion had just been confirmed. It was Janice Rucker’s revenge tour. The poets had ousted her from Carousel once. Now, she’d just returned the favor. “Yeah, me and Ms. Rucker have butted heads before when she was in a bad mood.”

Rico snorted.

Of course, last time Carl had spoken with Janice Rucker, he hadn’t just played her against the Poet Fleet to get Esper back. Hopefully, she didn’t take that sort of thing personally.

# # #

The ride to the Rucker hotel and casino was smooth as a hover usually was, with a gentle bobbing motion from state-of-the-art compensators that hadn’t been maintained quite to factory standards. The scenery was as dull as Carl remembered from his last trip. To be honest with himself, he was having a hard time justifying why this place was even worth fighting over. Sure, it made money, but so did millions of commercial and industrial enterprises across the galaxy including ones that weren’t complete toilets.

Vengeance.

Janice Rucker had never been one for personal slights. She’d gotten a foothold here once before, and Carl had song-and-danced it away from her. Sure, Janice had probably turned a nice profit in the process, but knowing that psycho, it still probably felt like losing.

Carl hoped that he wasn’t the exact wrong person for this mission. After all, even smart animals learn not to fall for the same trick after a while. He had to give Janice at least that
 much credit.

“So, how’s life been treating you?” Rico asked over his shoulder from the pilot’s seat. “You still based out of that sweat sock of a jungle moon?”

“Yep,” Carl replied, leaning back with his fingers laced behind his head. “My dad’s taking care of the day-to-day shit. Keep myself in space as much as I can. Can’t keep a spacer planetside. Does funny things to the blood, I hear.”

Roddy shot Carl one of those “I hope you aren’t just lying for fun” looks. Carl rolled his eyes behind closed lids. It wasn’t as if this was his first rodeo. Losing Ithaca to Chuck made Carl look bad. Bad businessman. Bad crime boss. Bad son. None of that was going to improve his standing with the Ruckers. They weren’t the audience for “my dad screwed me over” sob stories. Don Rucker was everyone’s dad. Bitching about Chuck would send up uncomfortable comparisons to them bitching about Don, and that just wasn’t a done thing in the syndicate.

“If you’re looking for work, Ramsey, we can probably find something for ya,” Rico assured him. “We’ve always got more jobs lined up than people to pull ‘em. You don’t harvest those money trees, the terras die up in the branches.”

Carl gazed out the window of the hover-cruiser. Drab, utilitarian buildings sped past. “Maybe,” he said noncommittally. “I got something I’m kinda in the middle of. Depending how it goes, I might take you up on that.”

Roddy elbowed Carl in the ribs, eliciting a pained grunt.

Rico pretended not to notice, but Carl knew the guy was sharp. Don Rucker didn’t keep fools around long, family or not. Janice would be back on Mars, making her way up the ranks, if she had even the impulse control of an arsonist.

The hover-cruiser pulled up to the Rucker building. It had undergone remodeling since the last time the Mobius
 was in the city of Calliope, Carousel’s de facto capital. Someone had grit-blasted the glitz and tawdry color away and replaced it with understated class. Chrome trim instead of gold plating. Marble facade instead of flatvid boards.

As Carl, Cedric, and Roddy followed Rico inside, they entered not a cheap show of wealth without taste but a testament to what paying an interior designer can get you.

Heeled shoes clacked, drawing Carl’s eyes like a laser range finder to determine the source.

It was Janice Rucker.

She swept into the foyer to greet them without a smile. Despite wearing heels, the rest of her attire was more function than style. Janice had on one of those skirts that was like two billowing pant legs. She had a buttoned black shirt that covered her to the neck and an open jacket that just showed a shoulder holster and the butt of a blaster peeking out with each step.

“The fuck
 you think you’re doing here, Ramsey?” Janice asked, voice echoing under the three-story ceilings.

Carl spread his hands. He could feel the I-told-you-so glares from Roddy and Cedric boring into the back of his head. “Hey, since when’s a guy gotta call ahead to offer congratulations?”

“Cut the bullshit,” Janice snapped. “On second thought, just shut up completely. You, four-hands, tell me what your boss is here for.”

Roddy sheepishly popped the top of a beer he’d smuggled in and took a quick sip. “Really, Carl being the boss has always been a bit overstated.”

Janice’s attention snapped to Cedric. “You, then. Tell me what the three of you think you’re doing here?”

“Parlay,” Cedric explained. To his credit, either the wizard had gravity stones in his boxers or was too stupid to be afraid of a Rucker scion with a temper like nitroglycerin. He didn’t flinch.

Janice arched a painted eyebrow at the wizard, then turned to Carl. “New meat? I like him.”

“I… think he’s spoken for,” Carl ventured. There were concessions he was willing to make for the sake of a mission. Esper staying on the Look Upon My Works Ye Mighty and Despair
 was her call. If she was willing to have a pillow fight or two with Admiral Chisholm, all the better. But if Janice pushed Mr. Stodgy a little too far, this whole building might come down around their ears.

Janice sneered. “Pity.” Spinning on one heel, she headed for the lift. “Well, come on. Boss is waiting to see you.”

Carl blinked. Then he hurried to catch up. “Wait… I thought…”

“What?” Janice asked with a sardonic chuckle. “That I was running this outfit? Please.”

They all piled into the lift, and Janice hit the console, indicating the floor below the penthouse. The lift rose with a lurch.

“But if you’re not…? Then who?” Carl asked. The flowers of a budding plan wilted before his eyes. Carl’s mind raced, trying to think of Ruckers that Don might have assigned to reign in the ever-troublesome Janice. His head cycled through mental wedding albums and family reunions. He rejected name after name before it finally clicked.

No.

It couldn’t be.

The lift doors opened, revealing an executive boardroom. A long, polished black table spread before them, chairs lining both sides. At the head of the table sat a woman Carl could see with his eyes closed. At her side, looming with a predator’s hungry glare, was an azrin bodyguard in tactical armor.

Tania Rucker.

And Mriy.

“Hey, Carl,” Tanny called out in dry sarcasm. “So good of you to drop by.”

# # #

Her hair had grown out, and her cheeks had hollowed, but it was her. Tanny was dressed much like Janice, except that on her, the gear looked military. Plus, sitting at the table, Carl couldn’t see her legs or feet. He’d have bet the Mobius
 she wasn’t wearing heels.

It didn’t take long for an uncomfortable silence to fall. Everyone was waiting for Carl to say something. He cleared his throat. “Well, fancy seeing you here.”

Rico turned a shoulder into Carl’s back that sent him stumbling forward into the boardroom. Everyone else poured out of the elevator behind him. Janice skirted around the rest and joined Tanny at the head of the table, standing opposite Mriy.

“You really had no idea, did you?” Tanny asked with a smirk. “Still the same fucking idiot.”

Carl stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets and shrugged. “Hey, what can I say? I’m consistent. But for what it’s worth, you look good off the junk.”

Tanny’s eyes narrowed. “You can tell?”

“Baby, when you marry a girl three times, you learn what she looks like. You’re not eleven kilos of muscle in skin sized for ten anymore. I probably couldn’t arm wrestle you or anything, but I don’t think I’d get my arm broken trying.”

Tanny crossed her arms. “If you’re trying to sweet talk me, you haven’t learned a thing.”

A puzzlement fuzzed Carl’s mind until he remembered that the lack of current events keeping worked both ways. “Oh. Right. No. Nothing like that. I’m seeing someone. You made things pretty clear on Ithaca. Your way. My way. Two different directions.”

“This wasn’t about you,” Tanny countered.

“It never was.” Much as it hurt to admit it, Carl had always been the enabler, the shepherd, the shoulder to cry on about withdrawal symptoms until they could find another fix. Hot times between the sheets were just the work she put in keeping her hook-up around. Before he got maudlin, Carl smiled over at Mriy. “Syndicate life looks good on you.”

“Better pay,” Mriy replied, showing teeth in an azrin expression that bordered between friendly and threatening. “Better food. Bigger bed.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t bring Mort down with you, not knowing who was boss,” Tanny commented.

A pall fell over the Mobius
 crew members. Carl looked down at his boots.

“What?” Tanny asked. An incredulous laugh bubbled up from her belly. “Don’t even try
 to pretend that…” She trailed off when no one broke ranks with the supposed joke. “You’re serious. Aren’t you?”

“Mission went bad,” Carl said. “Mort got himself into a duel with some high-paid ship’s wizard and took a blaster bolt. Imagine that, huh? A wizards’ duel ended in a tech fight.”

“He must have died mortified.” Tanny cringed and slapped her forehead. “God, I’m sorry. That was horrible. I… I just meant that he hated tech his whole life and to go out like that…”

“I appreciate your condolences,” Cedric said with iron in his tone.

Tanny perked up. “That voice. You didn’t…?”

Carl shook his head. “Nothing like that. Tanny, Mriy… meet Cedric The Brown.”

“Oh.” Tanny glanced sidelong at Janice, who replied with a curt nod and disappeared into the back of the room, talking into her wrist. “I suppose I see the resemblance.”

Carl sauntered forward. “Neither here nor there right now. Cedric’s filling in on the team. Up to him for how long. Today, though, I’ve got business I wanted to talk about.”

Roddy and Cedric followed behind Carl, but Rico headed Cedric off.

“Sorry,” Tanny said. “But I’ve learned a lot about wizards over the years. Yours doesn’t get any closer until mine gets here.”

“Yours…?” Carl echoed.

Tanny’s smile was mirthless. “How many times did we cheat death because the grim reaper himself was riding with us? Guys like Mort don’t grow on trees, but I knew I wanted someone who could bend a few laws that weren’t part of the ARGO Code of Justice.”

Carl jerked his head at Cedric. “Kid’s Order of Gaia. On the outs with the Convo cuz of his dad, not from being dangerous himself. You want fresh air on this ashtray of a planet? He’s your man. But he’s more use to me preventing violence than starting it.”

Tanny chuckled. Mriy joined in. “Carl, the next time I take your word for something, I’ve given orders that my own people relieve me of duty. I don’t care if Mort’s kid can’t pull a card trick; he’s not moving until my wizard gets here.”

The wait wasn’t long.

With a ding, the lift doors opened, and a gentleman stepped out. He was square jawed and dimple chinned, with hair that flowed in waves like a shampoo model. Tanny’s wizard wore a black blazer over a white turtleneck, slacks with creases down the fronts of each leg, and a pair of glossy black wing tips. He flashed a porcelain white smile and stepped around the Mobius’s
 backup wizard as he made his way to the spot Janice had vacated at Tanny’s side.

“Carl, this is Enzio Stiles. Enzio, this is the lyingest sonovabitch the galaxy has ever spawned.”

“To be fair, I inherited my silver tongue from my dad,” Carl clarified, giving credit where credit was due.

“I’ve heard so much about you.” Considering his name, Enzio didn’t have a charming Old Earth accent. He sounded more like a news reader for one of the major omni outlets, polished so smooth you could have skied down it.

Enzio accepted a handshake from Carl before taking a seat at the table. Mriy left her seat empty, preferring to loom behind it.

Carl wondered whether the azrin had any residual loyalty, or whether she was now just a merc on the Rucker payroll. He hated coin flip chances (unless they were rigged), and this sure felt like one. Without knowing what good Enzio was in a fight, Carl didn’t want to risk Cedric being his only defense against Mriy. He was going to have to exert his best behavior to keep his throat away from those claws.

“So,” Carl said once he’d settled in. “How’d you boot the pirates off this rock?”

Enzio held up a hand before Tanny had a chance to speak. “You don’t have to answer that.”

Carl was gobsmacked. It was a trick he’d learned from Mort, years ago, and never had much chance to use. Before then, he’d never been more than flabbergasted. “This guy your lawyer or something?”

“Or something,” Tanny said with a wry smile.

Enzio inclined his head in a seated bow. “Yale Law, class of ‘49.”

Carl drummed his fingers on the table as he scowled at the interloper. “Thought you said this guy was a wizard.”

“He’s multi-talented,” Tanny replied. “Multi
 -talented. Sort of the way you can talk out your ass and move your mouth at the same time, except Enzio’s talents are useful.”

Inside him somewhere, there was Diplomatic Carl, who knew better than to take bait resting on the trigger plate of a bear trap. Right now, though, Ex-Husband Carl was in charge. “Who knew that under all that chemical haze you had such a sharp wit?” Roddy tugged urgently on Carl’s jacket with one of his feet. “I mean, if I had the choice between a muscled thug in the crew and a devious, planet-stealing gangster, I’d obviously
 have gone with the useful one.”

“Carl!” Roddy whispered urgently.

“Although,” Carl continued, ignoring the laaku’s pleading. “I actually ended up clearing space in my life for a—oof.”

Roddy may have been smaller than a human, but the laaku’s knowledge of human anatomy guided a lower fist right into Carl’s kidney. “Don’t mind him. He’s just a sore loser.”

Mriy’s eyes narrowed. Her nose twitched. “I smell the answer on him anyway. He mates with the stray who found Ithaca.”

“Scarecrow?” Tanny said. “Jesus, Carl. That’s like taking advantage of a psychiatric patient.”

Carl pushed back from the table. “We’re done here. C’mon guys. Let’s go.”

Roddy was only too eager to comply. He was on his feet before Carl finished sliding his chair. Cedric stood solemnly, never taking his eyes from Enzio.

As he headed for the lift, Tanny called after him. “Why’d you even bother coming here, anyway? Mobius
 so hard up for work that you’d come crawling to the Rucker Syndicate for handouts?”

Carl took a deep breath. Right. He had
 come here for a reason. The procession stopped as he turned to face his ex-wife. “No. I came to find out why you guys ousted the Poet Fleet. They ended up deciding to occupy the stuunji homeworld. I want them out.”

“Why would you even care? Have you got some scam running there that the poets shit on?” Tanny asked.

“Remember those two stuunji we rescued from the Gologlex Menagerie?” Carl asked.

Tanny shrugged and exchanged a glance with Mriy. “Yeah.”

“One of them is my new security officer.”

Mriy snarled. “They’re pacifists. Half the galaxy knows it.”

Roddy snickered. “You hand one a vehicle-mounted blaster for a hand gun, and they’re willing to second-guess that.”

“Besides,” Carl put in. “Rai Kub’s taken blaster fire for me. We’re more defensive-minded now. He intimidates just fine if he keeps his mouth shut, and unlike some
 bodyguards I’ve had, he takes his job seriously.”

Mriy bared her fangs but said nothing.

“So it’s charity work, huh?” Tanny asked. “You’re all noble and shit, rescuing these docile herbivores from the prissiest pirate band ever? And you came here for what? Help kicking them off the stuunji planet, too? Looking for tips?”

“We helped them out a while back. Feel kinda responsible,” Carl said. “I wasn’t coming here looking for help. I was looking to see how I could convince you fine folks to give the pirates this shithole back so the stuunji could get back to farming and praying—which is all they seem to really care about in the end.”

Tanny glared blaster bolts. “Not gonna happen.”

Carl shrugged. “I see that now. Anyway, before we head out, any chance Kubu’s around? Wouldn’t mind saying hi to the big dope before we take off.”

“Yeah. He’s here.”

The way she said it didn’t leave Carl feeling all warm and homey.

# # #

Kubu paced the playroom. Before Mommy had brought him to Carousel, this had been a ballroom, big and open with a slick glossy floor and nothing to do. He’d seen it. It had been very boring.

Now, the floor was fake plastic grass with spongy padding under it. The emptiness had been replaced by ramps and obstacles, a play fort, and swimming pool. Toys lay scattered everywhere, many too heavy for his occasional human playmates to even budge.

“There’s nothing to be nervous about,” Bill assured him, clapping Kubu on the flank amiably.

Bill was Kubu’s teacher. Kubu had other teachers before Bill, but Bill was the best. Bill knew all kinds of things, but most of all Bill knew how to explain what he knew. Bill didn’t use words Kubu didn’t understand unless it was to teach Kubu those words. He didn’t yell or scold. He always seemed to know the right thing to say.

“But I haven’t seen Carl or Roddy in a long time,” Kubu replied. “What if they don’t remember me?”

Though he was ashamed to admit it, he had trouble remembering what Carl looked like. Kubu had an impression of Carl, nothing more. Roddy would be easier to recognize since he was fuzzy and had four hands. Mostly, Kubu wished that Esper had come with them.

Bill smiled. Unlike many people, Bill didn’t make fake smiles around Kubu. Knowing that, Kubu relaxed a little. “Don’t be silly. No one could forget you.”

Kubu wasn’t as sure. There were so many people in the galaxy. Mommy had introduced him to more people than he could ever hope to remember. Names, faces, and smells got all mixed up, and if he met the same person a second time, he rarely put a name to a smell. Carl and Roddy were both older; they must have met lots of people since Kubu had last seen them.

The lift doors opened, and Kubu bounded off as if he were spring loaded.

“Carl! Carl! Carl!” Kubu shouted as he went.

Carl exited the lift and threw up his arms to protect himself. “Holy shit, Kubu! You’re the size of an elephant!”

Kubu resisted the urge to lick him feet to face and instead sat down and spread his front paws. Carl stepped forward cautiously and accepted Kubu’s hug.

Carl shouldn’t have worried. Kubu was good at hugging. He got lots of practice. Humans were little and fragile, but all it took was a little squeeze to make a hug work.

Roddy, on the other hand, was too
 small. When had Roddy gotten so little? Without pausing to think, Kubu scooped up the little laaku and cradled him against his chest. “I am so glad to see you!”

“Your English is improving,” Carl said. “How’s life been treating you? You getting enough to eat?”

Roddy squirmed loose, and Kubu returned him to the floor.

“Yes. I eat lots of good food now. Mommy buys yummy animals, and I get ice cream every other day if I’m good.”

Bill caught up with the gathering, having walked the length of the ballroom. “He’s always good. Don’t let his modesty fool you.” He reached up and ruffled the fur on Kubu’s neck.

“Good thing,” Roddy said. “Because he could swallow me whole.”

Kubu shrank back. What an awful thing to say. “Kubu would never eat a person!”

“That’s something of a relief,” a new person said. He was skinny and taller than most people, though still little.

Kubu gave a sniff and realized that he recognized the smell. “Mort?”

“No,” the new person said. “Mort was my father. I’m Cedric.”

“Hello,” Kubu said, extending a paw to shake hands. Cedric took one of Kubu’s fingers in hand and shook. Kubu turned to Roddy. “Can I ask you something?”

“Um, sure, big guy,” Roddy replied.

“You have four hands. I have four feet. But humans have two and two. Do I have fingers? Do you have toes? Did Cedric shake a finger or a toe of mine?”

Roddy chuckled. “Wow. You have
 come a long way. That’s downright philosophical. Lemme let you in on a little secret: it doesn’t matter. If the glove fits, wear it. If you get a chance to talk to one of your own kind, ask them, but for dealing with humans, just muddle through it. Toss in an ‘upper’ or ‘lower’ to clarify when you gotta, and the rest works itself out. Don’t get hung up trying to relate physiology.”

Bill shrugged. “I stand corrected.”

“Bill said I had feet and toes. But I have a thumb,” Kubu said, wiggling the aforementioned digit. “Feet don’t have thumbs.”

“Depends who you ask,” Roddy replied, rocking back on his heels so he could wiggle four thumbs at once. “Like I said, you can argue with humans all day and night, and you’ll never convince them all. Just go with what’s easiest.”

Carl snorted. “Path of least resistance. There’s
 a road less traveled for us. Speaking of… how’d you guys end up coming to this remote planet?”

Kubu cocked his head. It wasn’t a question he got asked. “Mommy and Grampa got mad. We had to leave Mars or they would have got madder.”

“Gotten,” Bill reminded him gently.

“Gotten madder,” Kubu corrected himself. “So we came here and told the pirates to move. Auntie Janice was happy until Mommy wanted to stay instead of giving it to her.”

Carl reached up and scratched Kubu below the ear. Kubu lowered his head until he could scratch behind instead, where it was harder to reach. While Mommy didn’t make him wear shoes or anything, it was still rude to use his back feet for itches.

“You’re a good boy, Kubu. Wish we could stay longer, but I’ve got business to take care of.”

They said their goodbyes, and Carl left with his friends.

Alone with Bill, Kubu sighed.

“You know what time it is, right?” Bill asked.

Kubu nodded reluctantly. “Math time.”

Bill nodded. “Right. Now… if you started with twenty bunnies, and you ate sixteen bunnies, how many bunnies…”

# # #

Carl usually went to a meeting armed. In his line of work, a blaster was a simple precaution. Barring that, on the occasions where he was searched and disarmed prior to negotiations, he always had the slickest lies in the galaxy as a sidearm.

Unfortunately, Tanny was better defended than anyone against his bullshit.

The fact that she’d agreed to a private meeting at all was something of a saving grace. He still had enough mystique to snag her curiosity. The fact that she’d brought Carl to her gym was a show of contempt combined with showing off.

Carl wasn’t important enough to cancel a workout over, and Tanny still worked out.

The facility looked as if someone had purchased a Muscle Barn franchise and never opened it to the public. There were one or two copies of every modern exercise device fit for human physiology, plus a few that looked azrin made. Traditional punching bags and martial arts dummies mixed fluidly among neuromuscular stimulators, holographic sparring partners, and sonic massage stations. She had machines that simulated weights with adjustable gravity stones, treadmills that could also simulate terrain, and an exoskeleton that allowed for virtual rock climbing. Near as Carl could figure, if there was a muscle in the human body, this room had a machine to wear it out; he was even fairly certain that one of them was meant to strengthen lady parts, but he didn’t venture to guess aloud.

“Nice digs,” Carl commented as Rico left him at the door.

Draped across a bench press machine, Mriy watched lazily. Otherwise, the two of them were alone.

Tanny was dressed in a sports bra and track pants, harassing a heavy bag with a mixture of punches and kicks. She was dripping sweat. “Just because I went off the pharma doesn’t mean I’m willing to let myself go.”

Carl glanced down at his spacers’ paunch and knew the “letting myself go” crack was a commentary on it. “Well, wouldn’t want to interrupt your routine, so just keep on at it.” He watched as the bag shook with each impact.

She didn’t have the power she used to. Unless that was a hundred-kilo bag instead of the typical fifty, she probably wasn’t much stronger than Carl anymore. Sure, she could run him ragged, dodge his punches, and knock the crap out of him, but she wasn’t the physical presence she used to be. The old Tanny wouldn’t have bothered keeping Mriy around for protection.

“You wanted the private meeting. Talk. You know I’ve got no patience for your snake oil pitch.”

“I want the Poet Fleet off New Garrelon,” Carl said. “I’m willing to make a deal.”

Tanny unloaded a five-punch combination that ended in a kick. “You think I’ve got any interest in dealing with you? You’ve never made a straight deal in your life.”

“I don’t mind coming out on the short end of this one,” he assured her.

“Right. I’m supposed to believe you about that. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me for the thousandth time, shame on me.” She set her feet and let loose a hellacious punch that still barely rocked the bag. Tanny must have shed fifteen kilos of muscle since he’d last seen her.

Inspiration struck. Mriy’s head lifted at the sudden motion as Carl removed his jacket and hung it from one of the rock climbing simulator’s many protrusions. She relaxed again once he pulled off his shirt and realized he was merely disrobing.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Tanny asked, pausing her routine.

Carl sat back onto a machine with a gravity stone–weighted bar and took a deep breath. Wondering whether he’d lost his mind, he lifted the bar out of its cradle and pushed it overhead.

God, it must have weighed ten thousand kilos.

“You’re going to hurt yourself,” Tanny warned him.

Carl grunted as he extended his arms, then lowered the weighted bar toward his collarbone. “Nah. I’m fine,” he gasped out. He pushed the weight up again.

He could imagine the Earth Navy fitness coach from the academy berating him for his sloppy technique. Fifteen-year-old memories rose to the surface after a long thaw in deep ice.

“You trying to prove a point?” Tanny demanded, abandoning her workout to watch him struggle from a meter away. “What? You think you’re tougher than me now?”

“Nope,” Carl forced out between held breaths as he performed another rep.

Tanny practically straddled him as she came over and confiscated the bar, lowering it back safely into its cradle. “How the hell can’t the galaxy tell how full of shit you are? You’re completely transparent.”

Carl flashed a grateful smile and attempted to reach for his shirt. His arms weren’t ready to retrieve anything above shoulder height just yet. “Most of them are awed by my innate charms.” He sat there dripping sweat down his bare, flabby chest.

“You can’t have come up here with a plan this bad. Just cut to the chase and tell me what you’re proposing. You looking for muscle? This a metaphor? You want Don to rattle some sabers at this fleet admiral? You’d have better luck with him than me, I think.”

“I want to give them back Freeride,” Carl said.

Tanny gave a single, mirthless chuckle. “Fat chance. We let them muscle Janice out of here once, we—”

“We did more than let
 them,” Carl pointed out. With just Mriy here, there was no secret that they’d been working on behalf of the poets back then. Even if it had only been to get Esper back.

“They had leverage,” Tanny replied, walking over to retrieve a towel and a can of EnerJuice.

“We still picked Esper over Janice.”

“And I would again,” Tanny said with a shrug. “Wouldn’t mind seeing her again. I’d guarantee safety for everyone on the Mobius
 if she stopped by for a visit. Presumably, she’s standing guard since you got Mort killed.”

Carl wanted to punch her for that remark. Right now, one of his rubber-armed punches wouldn’t even be considered assault.

“Esper’s not on the Mobius
 right now,” Carl said.

Tanny’s eyes narrowed. Mriy sat up.

“Wait!” Carl blurted. “She’s not on Carousel at all. This isn’t one of our ‘let Esper pretend she’s a secret agent’ plans. We tried negotiating with the Poet Fleet and Chisholm took her hostage.”

Tanny crossed her arms. “Seriously? Did you learn nothing
 from our run-in with them?”

Carl shrugged. At least his shoulders were working.

“Listen. I might be willing to help you get Esper released, but they won’t want anything to do with me. Have they offered a ransom demand? I hate even putting this on the table, but if I can have one of my own guys courier the money, maybe we could—”

“They haven’t,” Carl said. “I’m gonna just have to work on the assumption that once we come to an agreement, Esper will be part of the bargain.”

Tanny shook her head warily. “That’s not a great assumption. You know, Carl, you’d do better in this business if you did more contingency planning. Things have never gone so smooth since I took charge of my own business. Planning’s a major part of that.”

With effort, Carl held up his hands. “What can I say. If I could plan like that, I wouldn’t have needed to come here.”

Grimacing and trying to hide it, Carl got up and struggled into both his shirt and jacket.

“If you hear anything, let me know, OK?” Tanny said. “I mean, no hard feelings.”

Carl nodded and headed for the lift. “Yeah. Of course. Forgot how tight you two had been.”

Even after the lift doors closed, Carl Who Was Worried About Esper kept up a front. That girl was in as much danger as Tanny was, even surrounded by pirates instead of loyal thugs. And Carl hadn’t come close to forgetting how cozy Tanny and Esper had been, back in the day.

A plan was beginning to come together in Carl’s mind. That plan was counting
 on Tanny’s bond with Esper.

# # #

Mommy arrived at the playroom, and Kubu immediately discarded his oak log toy, giving it one final shake before bounding off to greet her. She was wet and smelled of sweat. That meant she had been exercising, just like Kubu. The only difference was that Mommy was little, and her exercises made her a lot more tired than Kubu’s made him.

“Hi, Mommy!” he shouted as he approached. His outdoors voice echoed from the high ceiling.

Mommy wiped her face with a towel. “Hey, Kubu. How’s my boy? You been paying attention to Bill?”

Kubu nodded. “Today we learned mul-ti-pli-cay-shun.” He sounded out the overly long word carefully. “Which is a funny word. It’s long because someone mul-ti-plied the letters.” Kubu giggled at his own joke.

Wandering past him, Mommy looked around the playroom. “Did Carl say anything to you while he was down here?”

Kubu nodded. “Yes. He asked about us coming here.”

“And?”

This was still a point of confusion for Kubu. What did she mean? His sentence wasn’t made to put an “and” at the end, but she wanted one. “And… then he said I was a good boy and he had to go. Carl didn’t stay long. I did
 get to ask Roddy the hands question.” He grinned, tongue lolling.

Mommy rolled her eyes. “What’s the verdict? Have you got hands or feet?”

“Roddy says it doesn’t matter. We’re not humans, so we can call them anything. I think he meant just hands or feet, not flippers or wings or—”

“I get it,” Mommy said before Kubu could list off all the things his feet—or possibly hands—weren’t. “Did Carl, Roddy, or Cedric talk about pirates at all, or Esper, or a different planet?”

“We talked about Mars a little.”

Mommy nodded.

“Who is Cedric? Wait, I know. That was the one who smells like Mort.”

“You’re sure that he’s not actually
 Mort?” Mommy asked.

Kubu cocked his head. That was a very
 good question. Usually, Mommy’s sense of smell wasn’t good enough for her to even think of asking a question like that. “Well, he didn’t look
 like Mort. But I thought he was Mort. When he said Mort was his daddy, I thought to myself ‘oh, that makes sense now.’ Because he didn’t smell just
 like Mort, only mostly like Mort. Mort smells more like mustard.”

“And beer,” Mommy muttered.

“Oh, he smelled like beer, too,” Kubu said.

“So… you’re sure it wasn’t Mort?” Mommy asked. Kubu couldn’t tell whether this was supposed to be a trick, because he’d already answered that question. Sometimes Bill did things like that, but Mommy usually didn’t.

“Yes. I’m sure. It wasn’t Mort playing a trick.”

Mommy breathed a sigh of relief. “Maybe I’m just getting paranoid. One of these days, Carl’s going to pull some stupid crap, and I’m going to get sucked into it. I just want to see it coming.”

# # #

Carl sat with the flight yoke of the Mobius
 clutched in his hands. Astral space wended its way past with that ineffable stillness that never seemed to change. Autopilot did the flying. The course was locked in for New Garrelon. They’d be there too soon for his liking. He didn’t have a plan yet.

Not all of one, anyway.

“Thought I’d find you up here,” Amy said, easing into the co-pilot’s chair. “Still trying to come up with a solution to a military and political crisis using nothing but three cups, a marble, and quick talking?”

Carl slumped back. “Something like that. No one’s happy with this whole arrangement. You can feel it. Chuck might be an asshole, but he taught me that if there’s one thing you can count on, it’s that until everyone’s happy, there’s always a deal out there somewhere that you can pull.”

“You make
 deals,” Amy pointed out. “You pull
 con jobs.”

“Potato, shmatato,” Carl replied with a flutter of his hand. “Point is, the pirates don’t want
 New Garrelon. For them, it’s a runner-up prize. Tanny doesn’t want to be running a mining and money-laundering op on Carousel. But she’s on the outs with her old man, and this is her way of showing him she knows what she’s doing. The pirates won’t give up the easy catch unless they can put their manpower to better use on something more lucrative. Tanny can’t afford to look weak to her father.”

“You could offer her a job,” Amy suggested.

Carl’s head snapped up. Then he saw her smirk and relaxed. It had just been a joke. “Gimme a heart attack, why don’t ya? Nah. Things have been great around here. Not like the old days but great in their own way. Used to be, we were digging through the waste reclaim for hardcoin terras, but no one messed with us. Nowadays, seems like everyone’s in our business, but we’re making it work. Plus, we’re not killing people every five minutes. Tanny might claim that she was the planner, but us all collaborating seems to wind up with lower body counts and more cash.”

“Be nice to just buy ‘em both out, shove ‘em back where they came from, and walk away dusting our hands, wouldn’t it?” Amy asked.

There was something romantic, even Ancient Western in that notion. Two sides come to blows. A lone stranger wanders in, knocks some heads, and makes everyone see reason. They’d have to throw in some gunfights and maybe a love interest, but that had the makings of a cheap holovid.

“Maybe I just needed to steal those stuunji a bigger ship,” Carl griped.

“I did some digging into Tanny’s story,” Amy said. “Looks like Don Rucker may have pulled some strings to get an Earth Navy carrier group to perform fleet maneuvers in the Freeride system. The Poet Fleet had no choice but to bug out. They might pack impressive firepower for the dark side of the law, but they’ve got nothing on ARGO’s finest.”

Carl whistled. “Didn’t know Donnie-boy had that kinda pull. Wonder what admiral got recorded fucking below his pay grade and got blackmailed.”

“Her
 pay grade,” Amy said. “That’s Admiral Candice Griswold’s outfit. And if you’re right, that’s damned impressive. She’s sixty-two. Hell, if she’s been performing docking maneuvers with the ensigns, more power to her. If she lost her job over it, I’d register to vote just to put her in parliament.”

Carl had never met Admiral Griswold, but he’d met a Captain Griswold years ago that sounded familiar. Fishing out his datapad, he ran a quick search. Her image was public omni access, so it was easy to find. Griswold was fit for her age, with tight skin save for some wrinkles at the eyes, jawline like a spade, brow knit in a permanent scowl, eyes and hair both steel gray.

“A looker.”

Amy snaked a hand across and closed the image. “That’s not the point. If Don Rucker got dirt on her, just think about it. Maybe we can use that to get her to come to New Garrelon. Use the same trick to drive the pirates out.”

“They’d be idiots to fall for it twice,” Carl said as he tucked his datapad away.

“It’s not like a carrier escort group counts as a trick or the Eyndar have been falling for it for years.”

Carl raised a finger. “And there’s the catch. The Eyndar ARGO Demilitarized Zone.”

“I thought it was Disputed Zone,” Amy argued.

“Whatever. Point is, ARGO ships just can’t sashay in there and pretend nothing’s going on. The Eyndar will have puppies over it. There would be another shooting war, and the way I hear it back in Sol, we haven’t even got our own house that clean. No, the Poet Fleet wasn’t
 stupid enough to fall for the same trap. They went where Earth Navy can’t follow them. Sure, it’s the sticks, but for now, that’s where they can afford to operate.”

Amy sighed and absently laid a hand over her stomach. “Nothing we can do, then.”

“Never said that,” Carl replied. “Still got loose pieces in my head. If I can get them to connect, we still have a shot at this.”

“What kind of pieces?”

“Ill-fitting ones, for now. Maybe we need to come at this from the stuunji side. Do we have a private comm ID for that friend of Rai Kub’s?”

“You mean the stuunji head of state?” Amy asked.

Carl snapped his fingers. “Yeah. That guy. The one who’s always at the parties in my honor.”

Amy raised an eyebrow.

“Our honor.”

Within minutes, Carl was on the line with Tuu Nau. The head of the stuunji exile government sounded haggard. “How might I be of service, Savior?”

“Kinda hit a black hole checking out Carousel. These Poets lost their gig, and they’ve latched onto you to keep from getting ousted by Earth Navy again.”

A grunt that stood in for a stuunji sigh reverberated over the cockpit speakers. “I wonder if they realize that they are refugees of common cause with us? Perhaps we could find a way to work out an arrangement with them.”

Carl looked to Amy and winced. These good-natured rhinos just didn’t get it. “There’s a difference between being driven off your homeworld by an uncaring enemy and inviting in the dregs of their society to live with you. Imagine there’s a moral continuum, and you nice people are on the righteous side of them.”

“As you wish, Savior. I am envisioning.”

He’d been prepared by months of dealing with Rai Kub for the high councilor to take his nuance at face value. “All right, now on the opposite side, place ARGO and Earth Navy together. Picture it as the two sides of a balance, one of those old mass-measurement thingies you see in old Earth holos.”

“I… I can picture it,” Tuu Nau confirmed.

“Now, imagine there’s something as far past ARGO as ARGO is from you, on the same side of the balance with them. That’s
 the Poet Fleet. They talk all sophisticated because that gets people to pay attention. They think they’re better than common criminals because they’re educated and genteel. But what they really are is unrepentant killers. They will not
 deal fairly with you. You brought me in on this crisis because you needed someone who can stoop to their level, and I’m stooping my ass off here. But I need a favor from you.”

“Anything in my power, Savior Carl,” Tuu Nau said at once.

“Don’t cut my legs out at the bargaining table. If the pirates try to negotiate with you, tell them to bring their offers to me. If they try to impose anything—taxes, tariffs, tolls, or anything like laws—tell them that hasn’t been negotiated yet. Can you do that for me?”

“I… um… Savior Carl, they have our families.”

A sick lump formed in Carl’s stomach.

He should have seen this coming. It was standard operating procedure for the pirates. Of course they’d take political prisoners, same as they’d taken Esper. Except Tuu Nau couldn’t trust that his family and those of his fellow officials could take care of themselves.

“You just do what you can, Councilor,” Carl told him. “Let me take care of everything else.” He signed off.

“That’s awful,” Amy said, face contorted into a prolonged cringe. “How can we deal with people like this? Are you sure Esper is OK over there?”

Carl took a steadying breath. “Yeah. Well, more or less. I imagine if she’d killed half the crew and taken over, she’d have commed us by now. Still, I oughta at least try getting in touch.”

“She doesn’t carry a datapad.”

“I’ll just call Chisholm and get her to put Esper on.”

The look Amy shot him made Carl believe she didn’t think he was serious.

Then she watched as Carl looked up the admiral’s last known comm ID and punched it in.

# # #

Esper lounged with her feet up on the arm of Emily’s sofa. Her bare feet dangled, polished toenails drying in the recirculated airflow. One by one, she popped jelly-filled chocolates into her mouth, tossing them a meter into the air and catching them on her tongue. Emily had hinted that they were expensive, imported from Luna and stored for special occasions.

If the pirate admiral didn’t want her chocolates devoured, she shouldn’t have kept hostages bored in her quarters all day.

The door slid open. Without having to look over, Esper heard the clack of Emily’s boots as she entered. The door slid shut behind her.

Esper popped another chocolate in the air, and a hand snatched it away at the zenith of its flight. Emily leaned over, looming above Esper with a view down the front of her borrowed nightgown. She was bustier than Emily, and the silk strained under its unaccustomed load.

The admiral bit the chocolate in half, exposing a core of what appeared to be blackberry jelly. “I see you’ve found my private stores.”

“Booze, too,” Esper confirmed, pointing with a freshly painted toe at the table where a bottle of Santa Cuervo lay empty on its side.

Emily looked first to the empty bottle, then to the ravaged package of chocolates, then again down at Esper. “How are you not a hundred kilos?”

Esper craned her head to look up into Emily’s eyes. She stretched elaborately. “Active lifestyle? Don’t get me wrong; I don’t normally indulge like this. Like… any of this. I figured if I’m going to be a hostage, I might as well make a holiday of it.”

“Get dressed,” Emily ordered. “Not
 the dreadful attire you wore. You’ll be attending dinner with my officers. I want to show you off a bit. The red number will do.”

Esper had inspected the new batch of dresses they’d tailored for her. They ranged from scandalous to indecent. Emily was making it clear this time that Esper was a new toy of hers.

“No,” she replied.

“What was that?” Emily asked. This was one of those questions that was not a mishearing but rather a chance to restate an erroneous opinion.

Esper tossed another chocolate. “No.” She caught it in her mouth.

Emily was still in uniform. She still had that air of sober, commanding authority that hung around her like another layer to be discarded at the end of the day. “I believe someone might need a refresher on manners as relates to prisoners—especially ones who so clearly enjoy the gilding of their cages.”

With a sigh, Esper pushed aside the box of expensive chocolates. “You’re sweet when you want to be. But I’m not a prize to show off. We haven’t discussed lines or sand or anything like that. I just wanted to let you know that I’m not crossing that one.”

Emily snorted. “And to think, I was considering letting you speak to your friends. They contacted me not so long ago and asked me to put you on the comm. The nerve of that Ramsey fellow! Who does he think he is?”

“What did they want?” Esper asked, unable to hide her need to know. She looked up at the admiral with doe eyes.

“Oh, now you decide to play the game?” Emily asked. She took Esper by the wrist and pulled her to her feet. Esper played along as Emily towed her to the bed and flung her down. “I’ve had a long day, and you’ve got some work ahead of you to smooth down the sharp edges it’s left.”

Clothing fell to the floor in a slow rain. Esper remained lying down, staring over her own chest as it rose and fell more rapidly by the second, watching Admiral Chisholm dissolve into Emily. Last to go were the glasses, neatly folded and placed on the bedside table.

“They had a message?” Esper asked. “I want to know.”

Emily crawled onto the bed, stalking like a predatory cat. “I want you to forget your friends. Until this sordid business is over and I return you—if I decide to give you up—you’re mine. You have no part in this but remaining here aboard my flagship. Your current circumstances are a gift. You
 are a gift. To me. And you ought to start behaving like one.”

Eyes closed, Esper felt hands sliding along her body, over the fabric of her nightgown, stopping at her wrists and pinning her to the bed. Lips kissed along her collarbone.

Esper’s whole body was on fire. She had to consciously dismiss the thought lest her magic ignite the sheets. The lips worked their way up the side of her neck to her earlobe. Emily’s leg parted Espers’.

One night wouldn’t have been too long to wait.

But Esper was on a mission.

This wasn’t about her. The stuunji people—Rai Kub’s people—needed her.

With titanic willpower and the faintest of magical effort, Esper turned the tables. She rolled and twisted her wrists, and in no time at all, pinned Emily down, fingers intertwined.

Emily moaned in pleasure. “That’s more like it. Take me.”

Esper let out a shuddering sigh. “Another time. Right now, I need to contact the Mobius
 and find out what they want.”

The furious scowl etched across Emily’s face. Her fingers clenched, trying to exert dominance even though she was the one pinned down. “How dare you! I could have the guards in here in an instant and have you in chains.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you,” Esper said with a sad smile. “I was having fun, but you had to ruin it by reminding me what a horrible person you are outside these walls.”

The admiral thrashed in Esper’s grip. “You’re my
 prisoner!”

“You’ve been mine since the moment I arrived,” Esper said. “I’ve learned a lot since I was last on board this ship. I’m a wizard now. Stronger than you can imagine. I’m not the least bit afraid of that whatshisname of yours. If I see him, you’ll be looking for a new wizard. Do we have an understanding?”

“Atta girl!” Mort cheered, standing at the foot of Emily’s bed. “Give her what for!”

“We have nothing of the sort. Guards!” Emily shouted.

The door to the admiral’s quarters opened. Two poets ran in, blasters and stun batons at the ready.

The lights went out.

When they came back on a moment later, the guards were gone.

“What… happened?” Emily asked, now with a tremor in her voice.

“I’ve… removed them,” Esper replied as coldly as she could manage. It wouldn’t take long for the ruse to come up that she’d deposited them asleep in the corridor outside. In the meantime, let Emily think they’d been disintegrated or thrown through the hull and into an unprotected vacuum. “Now. Since my friends are going to ask, what’s it going to take to convince you poets to leave New Garrelon alone?”

Esper had never been one for interrogations. She hoped in the remote reaches of her mind that this one hadn’t spoiled the whole evening.

# # #

Carl checked his datapad, rubbed his eyes, and checked it again. Outside, through the window of his quarters, astral space stared blankly over his shoulder. The text comm was from Admiral Chisholm.

“I agree to all your silly schemes and hereby submit to your superior intellect.
 ”

“Babe,” Carl said, rocking Amy by the shoulder. A sharp intake of breath interrupted muted snoring.

“Huh?” Amy rolled and rubbed her eyes. She fumbled for a chrono on the bedside table. “The fuck you getting me up for?” she mumbled.

Carl stuck the datapad in front of her face. Blinking and craning her neck back to a more comfortable reading distance, she took the device and scowled.

“How’s that for results?” Carl said, jutting his chin.

Amy whacked him on the shoulder with the datapad. “It’s from Esper, you dolt. Send something back to let her know it’s all clear.”

Carl’s furrowed brow preceded a defeated sigh. “Yeah. I guess that was too much to ask for.”

He tapped in a message.

ALL CLEAR. WHAT’S THE SITUATION?

“Admiral is compromised. There’s—
 ”

The message cut off abruptly. Carl felt a shot of adrenaline as he imagined a pirate’s blaster bolt frying the datapad in Esper’s hands.

ESPER?! YOU ALL RIGHT? PLZ REPLY.

“Poo. Who puts a send button next to a… never mind. I have Emily prisoner for the moment, but I don’t know what to do with her.
 ”

Carl angled the datapad so Amy could look. She just shrugged. “This is your ballgame. I don’t have anywhere near the experience with kidnappings.”

The snarky instinct told Carl to ask Yomin for advice. She seemed to play both sides of the field. Carl’s style had always leaned toward psychological warfare or letting Mort handle the grisly side of interrogations. Seduction had always been recreational.

Before he could come up with an answer, the datapad chimed.

“Rule number one: no hurting anyone.
 ”

With a sigh, Carl realized he ought to have included that one from the start. It was still Esper over there, after all, even if she didn’t quite act like herself around Admiral Emily.

ESPERVILLE? MAYBE LET MORT TAKE A CRACK AT HER.

“Maybe on the former. No way in heck on the latter. Rather not reveal E-ville if I don’t have to. She’s willing to deal but wants Freeride back as a starting point.
 ”

Again, Amy read over Carl’s shoulder. “What could even out a straight-up trade?”

Carl ran his fingers through his hair. “Yeah, but what does that gain us? Take the fleet out of orbit and replace it with hands-on syndicate administrators on the ground? These pirates are a skimming bunch. They’ll leech off the planet but probably leave the stuunji alone if they play ball. And that’s
 not acceptable. The Ruckers will burrow in like earwigs. They’ll sift out the stuunji with violent sides and turn them into enforcers. They’ll own businesses. Might even spruce the place up with a little class, but it’d be at a steep price. The stuunji would live in fear of crossing them. No. We need something that gets both
 sides out of this.”

Amy planted a kiss on Carl’s cheek. “I love how you can take a pirate fleet and add a crime syndicate to a mess just like that.” She snapped her fingers. “Takes a pro.”

The temptation to tear his hair out made Carl wonder what percentage of diplomats had regrown mops. “Hey, you don’t pull ‘em out by the roots, weeds grow back.”

“What do you know about gardening?” Amy challenged.

“I just know weeds.”

WHAT’S YOUR GIRLFRIEND WANT AS A BACKUP PLAN?

The response came back quickly and poorly spelled. “Teh admirl is NOT my gf. We are having a secret mison togther is all. ALL. 100 pct busness!!!
 ”

Amy giggled. “If it weren’t for the stuunjis’ problem, I’d be all for letting her take a leave of absence over there.”

Carl’s sidelong glance came with a mischievous grin as he tapped again.

IF YOU TWO AREN’T SLEEPING TOGETHER, HOW ABOUT JUST CLIMBING INTO HER MIND AND MAKING HER AGREE?

“Mort would probably approve,” Amy said. “Hope he’s reading these comms.”

“She tunes him out. You think Mort wouldn’t have his foot planted on the helm of that flagship like a big game hunter’s kill if it were him in charge?”

“No mind shenanigans. Emily is… resting comfortably right now. That’s as far as I’m willing to go unless they start hurting stuunji on the planet.
 ”

Amy slugged Carl in the shoulder.

“Ow! What was that for?”

Amy glared at him. “I know you. It flashed through your mind that a little propaganda of phony pirate atrocities could get Esper to put some fire and brimstone to these poets.”

Rubbing at his shoulder, Carl sighed. “Fine. Guilty. But this whole diplomacy gig is just a string of lies and misdirection until you get to an agreement that neither side can back out on.”

Carl paused, letting the datapad drop to his lap as he stared out the window at the astral gray. It was a blank slate. There was no preconceived notion of what lay where or who owned what. Those considerations were for realspace. Carl was a creature of the astral, always living in that gray reality where everything was possible and no one could say for certain what’s what.

“What is it?” Amy asked. “You’ve got that epiphany look. I want in.”

“We don’t have anything the two sides value enough to make them budge,” Carl said absently, talking as much to hear the thoughts aloud as to share them with Amy. “Even if we rounded up the Bradbury
 , it wouldn’t be enough.”

“The Clapton
 ,” Amy reminded him. “You named it yourself.”

Carl brushed aside the technicality with a wave of his hand. “Forget that. Not important. What we need is something shiny and expensive to take their eyes off an agrarian backwater and an industrial dump.”

“Well, even assuming we could
 get the Clapton
 into the pirates’ hands—”

“The Ruckers’ hands,” Carl interjected. “Carousel’s the shittier planet, but the more valuable commodity. It actually has a working economy that isn’t based around hay and handicrafts.”

“Fine, but if the Clapton
 can’t balance the scales, what can we come up with that will?”

“Ithaca.”

Amy’s face went blank.

“What?”

She took a long, weary breath. “You don’t own
 Ithaca. Not anymore at least.”

“Sure I do.”

“No, Chuck does.”

“50 percent is rightfully mine.”

Amy grabbed a handful of Carl’s shirt collar and looked him in the eye from a centimeter away. “He. Will. Notice! You can’t trade away a moon without the current occupants noticing that a pirate fleet or a criminal syndicate show up to take possession.”

“I said dangle, not trade.”

Amy wiped both hands over her face. “I… I don’t even know where to start.”

Carl tapped a message into the datapad.

HOW LONG CAN YOU KEEP ADMIRAL BUSY-HANDS TIED UP?

“She’s not tied up,
 ” Esper commed back. “She’s sleeping peacefully
 .”

LIKE A LITTLE ANGEL?

This time, Esper didn’t rise to the bait. “They’re not expecting her back on duty for another seven hours. And she’s known for taking late mornings. You have plenty of time to do what you need to do.
 ”

YOU TOO.

Amy slugged him in the shoulder again, then took away the datapad. “Are you going to explain what’s going on in that head of yours? How the ever-loving fuck are you going to—”

Carl put a finger to her lips. “I’ll explain it all. But I don’t want to have this argument twice. Let’s get the crew up and hash this out.”

# # #

“A poker game,” Carl announced.

The common room lay silent in the echoes of his proclamation. Looking around, he saw stares ranging from blank to dumbfounded. It was, to put it mildly, a less enthusiastic response than he’d hoped for.

“How’s a poker game gonna fix anything?” Roddy asked over an early breakfast beer.

“It’s a human tradition,” Shoni stated authoritatively. She sat tall in her seat at the kitchen table, showing no signs of being worse for getting up pre-dawn ship time. “Poker originated as a gambling game wherein the stakes were whatever the participants could agree upon. Often played among outlaws in free-land expansionist times, parcels of land were often included in higher stakes games including claims to mineral deposits.”

Amy pulled Carl aside. “You woke everyone up for this
 ?”

Carl didn’t let her sidetrack him from the bigger picture. “OK. You’re skeptics. I can respect that. But the problem with negotiations is that we can’t offer anything valuable enough to get the players to switch up planets. We need the Poet Fleet away from New Garrelon. They need the Ruckers off Carousel. But that leaves three factions, including the stuunji, and just two planets.”

“Maybe musical chairs would be the game to play, then,” Yomin suggested. From behind drooping eyelids, her voice oozed skepticism.

Archie digitally cleared his throat. “There is no established tradition of wagering on musical chairs. The rule system is kludgy, and control of the music is too subject to tampering.”

Yomin bonked the robot atop the head with her coffee mug.

“All right,” Roddy said, indulging Carl for the moment. “Say we do
 get Tanny and this pirate admiral to agree to a game. What happens when one of them wins? They own both planets. That doesn’t get us anywhere.”

“We could have a stuunji play on behalf of our planet,” Rai Kub suggested. “My people have developed a number of excellent players since adopting the game.”

Carl wiped a hand over his face to hide his grin at the notion. “No offense, big guy, but this game is gonna require a buy-in. I don’t think the pirates are going to let you bet your own planet since they’ve already got it.”

“That’s what I was assuming you
 have planned,” Yomin argued. “This had a ‘selling water to the fish’ vibe to it from the get go.”

This was it. He’d been waiting for this setup. Carl stuffed his hands in his jacket and looked as smug as he could. “Nah. I’m gonna put up Ithaca as my stake.”

The room erupted.

“The hell you thinking?” Amy asked.

“Chuck stole Ithaca from us,” Yomin added.

“Why would you inform yet more people where the Odysseus
 is located?” Shoni asked.

Rai Kub sounded eager. “Would the pirates or Ruckers accept?”

“This seems an unwise course, even by our meager standards,” Archie commented.

Roddy cleared his throat and pounded his beer can as a gavel to get everyone’s attention. “Is anyone going to mention that Carl’s shit at poker?”

Carl scrunched up his face. There was
 that. “It’s not that I’m bad at poker. I’m just… unmotivated. I think with a planet on the line I can get my act together. After all, I’m hoping to get Tanny and this pirate admiral at the table. If nothing else, Tanny’s worse at poker than me. You can read her face like a datapad.”

“And if this Chisholm character is an ace?” Amy asked, crossing her arms. “What do we do if she cleans both of you out and walks away with everything?”

Carl shrugged. “Then we prevail on her better nature—and the fact that three planets would be spreading herself dangerously thin—and ask nicely for New Garrelon back. Hell, we might even go in on a scam from the outset to arrange it.”

Roddy coughed mid-sip. “Yeah, cuz pirates would never double-cross us.”

“Double-, triple-, quadruple-cross… who cares?” Carl said. “Leave that math to me.”

“Speaking of math,” Shoni said. “Maybe I can give you a tutorial on the probabilities involved.”

For a moment, the idea of sending Shoni into the game crossed Carl’s mind. But she was a one-plan laaku. She’d either win or lose. When the losing stared her in the face, she wouldn’t have the library of cheats, cons, and misdirections to fall back on like Carl had.

“I’ll think about it. But fundamentally, poker is a people game, not a card game.” In the pause that followed, Carl added, “And you know me. I’m a people person.”

# # #

Though she rarely used it, Tanny had an office. All alone, with the lights turned down, she posed in front of the comm terminal and examined the preview image. The woman staring back at her was a stranger.

Had she really changed so much? Carl seemed to think so.

Black hair fell to her shoulders, limp and slick. Eyes sank beneath her brow. Her whole face had lost muscle definition, displaying cheekbones that had previously been lost beneath flesh.

Still, for the first time since she could recall, she was healthy. One injection a day of a neurochemical blocker to combat withdrawal yearnings and she was fine. Heart, lungs, liver, pancreas, all new, expensive, and functioning perfectly.

Money couldn’t buy happiness, but it could buy health.

To anyone who didn’t know her, Tanny would appear menacing and powerful. Anyone who didn’t know better. At least, that’s what she hoped.

The comm ID was already keyed in. Taking a breath to steel jittery nerves, Tanny reminded herself that she was the one with the leverage.

She connected the comm.

A face appeared, recognized though far from familiar. Emily Chisholm was perhaps five or ten years Tanny’s elder but kept herself in remarkable shape. High cheekbones, smooth skin, hair pulled back into an unseen braid behind her. Narrow eyes bored into the screen through a pair of delicate wire-rimmed glasses.

“I presume you are calling because we received the same message from Ramsey,” Chisholm said without preamble.

“Were you even remotely considering it?” Tanny asked. She couldn’t say how seriously she had. Carl was a puzzle, even after all the years she’d known him. The only thread she clung to in weighing the benefits of the ludicrous proposal was that Carl’s plans went so easily to shit.

“I consider everything,” Chisholm replied with that snooty, feigned accent. Not one human grew up speaking that way in a thousand years. Like everything else about the Poet Fleet, it was an affectation.

Tanny hated phonies.

“I had hoped,” Chisholm added. “That you might lend insight into the veracity of his claims.”

“Fifty percent of Ithaca sounds like something he’d cut a deal with his dad over,” Tanny admitted. “Carl’s never been big on staying in one place, but Chuck Ramsey’s past the age where he should be gallivanting around the galaxy. Giving up half the moon in return for not having to run it sounds like Carl’s M.O.”

“And the rest?” Chisholm pressed. “Am I to believe this data—without verifiable coordinates—is all true?”

“When would he have had time to cook it all up?” Tanny asked. “You only parked in orbit of New Garrelon a few days ago. Data like that would take months to gather and just as long to fake.”

“You must realize my biggest concern.”

Tanny scoffed. “Carl and I are barely
 on speaking terms. He kept me on pharma for years, even after I divorced him, so I wouldn’t leave him. We have mutual friends, and my father still likes him for some fucking reason. Other than that, I’d have nothing to do with him.”

“Do you buy his argument that Ithaca is worth more than Carousel or New Garrelon?” Chisholm asked.

“What do I look like, a real estate lawyer?” Tanny said. “Hire your own assessor.”

“That’s precisely why I suspect the data to have been invented. The value of even half of Ithaca is astronomical. Of course, it’s the other
 half that Ramsey owns.”


They’re both Ramsey, you dim bitch.
 “Minerals, exotic plant and animal life, alien architecture. Place has a lot going for it if you’re willing to invest in the infrastructure. The biggest factor, though, is that ARGO doesn’t know it’s there.”

“But you do.”

Tanny glowered. She wanted to sigh, roll her eyes, or make some juvenile, dramatic gesture. But her father had coached her before allowing her off on her own. It was different being the boss than being a partner or an underling. Lashing out at petty sniping like Chisholm’s was beneath her.

“Yeah. I do. I wouldn’t put too much planning into the place, though. Either this cockamamie scheme of Ramsey’s comes to nothing, or I end up walking away with half of Ithaca. I really don’t see how you could win.”

Chisholm’s red painted lip curled at the corner. “I fancy myself something of a card player. What sort of pirate would I be, otherwise?”

Tanny forced her eyes not to roll. If it weren’t for their ships and the amount of killing they did, the Poet Fleet would have been a bunch of costumed wannabe pirates. But they did
 attack ships for plunder, and they did
 kill people. That just made them annoying pirates. It would have been like Tanny walking around in her marine dress uniform seven years after mustering out.

“Poker is a family tradition,” Tanny said with a forced smile. “I’d put up anyone on my payroll against anyone on yours. It’d be nice to get New Garrelon in the deal, even if I don’t care much about exile planets in the EADZ. It’d be just one more thing to take away from you.”

Chisholm’s eyebrows raised. “Oh? Now that you mention things being taken away, I believe I am in possession of an old friend of yours.”

This is business. This is not personal. Esper was a friend. Now she works for a rival. If Esper had wanted to come aboard the Rucker Syndicate, all she needed to do was say the word. She chose her side. She chose to stay with Carl. That was her call. Tanny couldn’t afford to let Chisholm rile her.

“You lay a hand on her, I put a contract out on you that’ll get even Convocation exterminators interested.”

“Oh, my!” Chisholm replied without a hint of fear. “I wouldn’t dream of harming dear little Esper. But it’s far too late not to lay hands upon her. I’ve laid just about everything upon her. Lips, tongue, fingers, why… I haven’t the time to list everything. Your young friend is quite energetic.”

Tanny smirked. “Overplayed that one a bit. Esper was a priestess. Never met a girl with more starch in her panties. She’d blush watching The Sarah Brown Affair
 .” It was true. Tanny had caught her blushing when Sarah and her beau touched hands during the nighttime beach walk scene.

Chisholm’s lips pursed. Her uniformed shoulders jiggled with suppressed laughter. “Your Seeker friend seems a bit looser than when you knew her. Seekers, if they are devout, will try nearly anything once. And if they like it, they’re welcome to try it again, and again, and—”

Tanny shut off the terminal.

She’d gotten what she needed from that comm. Admiral Chisholm was just toying with her now. Breaking the comm early was a sign of weakness, but she’d have looked weaker still if she’d let loose an outburst she’d felt brewing inside.

What business was it of hers if Esper decided to hop the fence? Even Tanny had to admit that the admiral was an attractive woman. That was merely being objective. No. It rankled her that Chisholm had
 Esper, not that the two of them had fooled around—even if it were true in the first place, which Tanny still doubted.

Carl’s plan of a high-stakes poker game was idiotic. But maybe Tanny could make use of it to get Esper away from that woman and add another planet to her burgeoning empire at the same time. Maybe even add two.

# # #

In the finest quarters of the finest ship in the finest pirate fleet this side of ARGO space, two women sat in a standoff. One wore the snug, prim, tidy uniform of a self-styled admiral. The other wore a pink sweatshirt with her hands tucked into the front pocket. The former stood by the inert comm panel she’d just turned off. The latter watched from the couch.

“I did my part and stayed out of it,” Esper said.

Emily unbuttoned the collar of her uniform but left the garment on. She plucked one of the few remaining chocolates to have survived Esper’s massacre and popped it into her mouth, speaking as she chewed. “This whole business puts me off. I feel I’m being fed to the green-eyed monster even as it mocks me.”

Esper smiled. “You’re more eloquent with your clothes on.”

Emily’s expression soured. “We play the roles we’re given, and the costume makes the role. Still, it stands that I am betwixt two lovers. One baits the trap, the other set to spring it.”

“Oh, those two are way
 past their lovers’ way. Trust me,” Esper said, reaching for a bonbon of her own.

There was no way to adequately convey the enmity between those two. It was more inexplicable than what had drawn them together in the first place. At least hot blood could excuse some aspects of that ill-fated romance. Opposites attracted, but Carl and Tanny were less opposite than offset by a perpendicular angle.

“Trust you? Really? Those words fell from your mouth with not a hint of irony or self-awareness. What do you even see when you look in a mirror?”

Esper looked up into the overhead canopy. It reminded her of the Mobius
 common room, except nicer. The brown and blue bale of hay in the cosmos spun syrupy slow above them.

“What do you see?” Esper asked in reply. “A woman of education and breeding? A temptress and keeper of private whores? A bloodthirsty conqueror of less advanced worlds?”

Emily snorted. “Those stuunji had a stolen cruiser more advanced than anything I possess. Had they not fled, I’d have considered rechristening it my flagship. Smaller, certainly, but I imagine that Harmony Bay built in quite the amenities.”

“Nah, this place is a lot nicer,” Esper said. “I was there on board when we took it. That was us, if you don’t recall. Carl made a broadcast and everything. It’s fancy but in a sciencey way.”

“I suppose that since you’re a wizard
 now, you find science distasteful.” Emily didn’t even try to hide the bitterness of that revelation.

“I have a new appreciation of the old. You really shouldn’t take it so hard. You might have gotten outplayed by Tanny and then me, but you sure put one over on those poor stuunji up there.” She pointed through the overhead glass.

“I’ve no desire to be a tyrant,” Emily argued. “We’ll take our due from these stuunji, but they’ll have protection as well. They could have done worse than come under our control.”

“Like their own?” Esper ventured.

“Hah! Love might conquer all, but those rhinos will get conquered by every stray faction looking for a place to hide from ARGO. It’s a miracle they stayed independent so long.”

“But you’d take a better offer if it came up?”

Emily regarded her, the light catching the lenses of her glasses and giving her an inhuman appearance. Esper couldn’t look her in the eye. “You’re still angling for me to engage in that charade of a card game.”

“Carl’s going to lose,” Esper said.

“What’s that?”

“He’s going in knowing he’ll lose. You said yourself, even half of Ithaca is worth more to you than New Garrelon. Carl doesn’t need to win. He just needs to shift ownership of New Garrelon back to the stuunji.”

“Why not trade it, then?” Emily asked with a shrewd gleam as she peered over the top of her glasses. “Why the carnival?”

Esper closed her eyes and sighed. “Do you see a person wise in their own eyes? There is more hope for the fool than for them. Sorry, I don’t know a lot of poems. Just Proverbs.”

“You think he’s making a mistake,” Emily concluded. “You think he’s risking losing everything in the hope of coming out ahead.”

“Our last time on Carousel, we were going to upgrade the Mobius
 , but Carl lost the upgrade fund playing poker. We wouldn’t have gotten off the planet if he hadn’t paid the fuel guy in advance.”

Emily tapped a painted fingernail against her lips and paced.

“You’re not going to get the Ruckers off Carousel on your own,” Esper added. “Ithaca’s a step up financially, maybe, but you’d still have to deal with only owning half of it. Chuck Ramsey has the other half, and he’s tighter with Don Rucker than Tanny is.”

“So… you’re advising me to take my chances on the hope that Carl Ramsey either loses as much as he expects or more?” Emily asked, folding her arms and casting a condescending look.

Why did it have to be like this? They were pirates, and Emily was just another version with perfect skin and lips that tasted like strawberries. Why couldn’t they have been smelly, slovenly, gun-waving psychopaths? Why did she have to make it so damned hard
 to hate them?

And Emily… why wouldn’t she just play along and let Carl scheme her into a better situation without all this hassle? Suspicion, suspicion, suspicion. Motives, motives, motives. And the betrayals and backstabbing. Couldn’t forget the double-crosses.

“No,” Esper said through gritted teeth. “I’m advising you to play the fun game where you might win a planet or two instead of the one neither of us will enjoy that involves me hollowing out your brain like a Halloween pumpkin.”

For a silent moment, Emily stood glaring in Esper’s direction. Her chest rose and fell, rose and fell. It was almost hypnotic. There was a distant chuckle that sounded suspiciously like Mort.

“I daresay I liked you better before I knew you were a wizard,” Emily said stiffly.

“I could make you forget the last half hour ever happened,” Esper promised, deadpan. It was sorely tempting. She could go in and try erasing little bits and pieces, crawling through Emily’s mind like a mechanic looking for misfit parts.

Mechanics did that sort of thing.

But she couldn’t have brought herself to. The look of stifled horror in Emily’s eyes, hidden behind a mask of anger and annoyance, told Esper what she would be if that was the sort of way she liked her bedmates.

A monster.

It was such an easy path. Out here, with innocent victims in short supply, Esper could even have justified most of her actions. But this was a war she would wage for the rest of her days. Her moral code had shifted and flowed, evolving as she discovered more of the wide universe she inhabited. But it was still a moral
 code. Sexual mores and chemical experimentation came nowhere near the sort of murderous, mentally cannibalistic impulses that tempted her from the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts
 .


Please, Emily. Don’t make me force your hand
 .

Perhaps there was something in Esper’s manner. Maybe her words had carried more heft and eloquence than they’d sounded spilling from her lips. But Emily broke.

“Very well. I’ll hear him out. But I’ll be on my guard for deceit. Do what you will to me, but I’ll not be made a laughingstock. I have as my solace the very limits of my imagination that I cannot conceive what you might be able to inflict upon my most precious possession—my mind. But I would fain never know that answer and tempt not the capriciousness of your ire.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

# # #

Rai Kub stared at his datapad. It stared back, blank face accusing, camera waiting for his command to begin transmitting his image.

They’d left him alone in his quarters. Privacy. That was the term they’d used for his imprisonment. The implication had been clear: Rai Kub wasn’t to emerge without having made the comm.

He cleared his throat.

Rai Kub set the datapad down and looked away. Lives were on the line. Savior Carl was an idiot. This whole plan was going to get a lot of people killed. Criminals didn’t play by rules. Someone wouldn’t like the result, and there would be bloodshed. It was inevitable. There was no way this plan could work. The more he thought about it, the more he became convinced that this was the rumble of the coming stampede.

Three-fingered hands rubbed together, fretting for lack of any productive purpose to apply them. Rai Kub picked up the datapad for something to hold onto. Squeezing shut his eyes, he pretended it wasn’t there in his grasp.

The datapad chimed. Startled, Rai Kub dropped it to the floor. He scooted away from it as if it were rabid.

He was being childish. The datapad didn’t know who he was planning to comm. There was no way it could have anticipated.

Reaching a trembling hand down, he flipped the datapad over. There was a message waiting for him.

“Just make the damn comm
 .”

It was from Carl.

The comm had traveled light-years to the nearest astral relay and bounced back, traveling a net distance of just the few meters to the common room. Rai Kub cast baleful eyes at the door, as if it would take pity on him and keep him safe from his friends.

It was too big a responsibility. Even if Carl took credit for the plan, it was still Rai Kub making the request.

But if the plan failed, could things get any worse for his people? What if it worked after all? Didn’t he owe the stuunji exiles the chance?

He should have quashed the poker idea the moment it came up. Caught up in the moment. That’s what he’d been. Herd insanity. That might stand up in court. Rai Kub cast his eyes downward in shame.

On the left hand, he had the safe and pliant path. Let the pirates win. Leave New Garrelon subject to their mercy and pray that they were more benevolent masters than Earth Navy had proved.

On the right hand, the poker game. Carl’s ludicrous plan reduced New Garrelon to a prize to be won over cards. Or lost. That was important. The Poet Fleet already had New Garrelon, and if the stuunji were to get it back, they needed the pirates to lose it. Driving them out, even if by miracle the stuunji had the means by which to do it, would involve untold bloodshed.

The right hand of the scale tipped low, and Rai Kub knew he had talked himself into a decision. Tapping slowly, he entered the comm ID for Wen Luu.

A minute later, it connected. “Ah, Rai Kub. Good news, I pray
 ?”

The voice of Captain Wen Luu was high by stuunji reckoning. He was a tiny man, barely larger than some humans. But for all his lack of stature, he was one of the few stuunji with real fight in him. For centuries, the best and most successful among his people had been priests and community-builders, not warriors. When Carl had sold the Harmony Bay ship to his people, they had needed a captain with that kind of spirit.

That had been Wen Luu.

Now, it was Rai Kub’s turn to show some fraction of that determination, that willingness to risk the safety of his people to secure their liberty. “I need to ask a favor.”

“We’re not in a strong position here, my friend
 ,” Wen Luu said with a slow shake of his head. “I wish it were otherwise. However, I will hear your request, and if it is in my power, I will lend what meager aid I can
 .”

“Savior Carl has a risky plan to secure the liberation of New Garrelon,” Rai Kub said, hoping that his nerves didn’t come through in his voice.

“Savior Carl has gathered a fleet to retake the homeworld? My ship is yours!
 ”

Rai Kub cringed, only remembering belatedly that it was a video comm. “I’m sorry, Captain Wen Luu. That’s not how I meant it. Savior Carl’s plan calls for no bloodshed.”

Wen Luu tugged at his uniform collar. “We all are familiar with Savior Carl’s background. I know how my ship was obtained. If Savior Carl expects us to be of aid, we’ll do what we can, but my skills aren’t
 —”

“No! Not that either,” Rai Kub blurted. He was sweating just having this conversation. “Savior Carl needs your ship for a neutral site. He intends to gamble for the fate of New Garrelon.”

“How are we a neutral site? We’re clearly aligned with New Garrelon and with Savior Carl
 .”

Rai Kub had been sketchy on that detail as well. He had already asked that very same question of Carl and gotten an answer he would not stoop to conveying to the stuunji exiles’ greatest living hero.

“It was through that verbal trickery that I imagine none of our kind will ever understand. Savior Carl knows the human mind all too well and convinced both sides. He has a stake in another planet that he will offer up on our behalf. We risk nothing but the safety of the Clapton
 by this gesture. New Garrelon has already been taken from us. We have just one last bastion of hope left between us and complete domination once again.”

“Us.
 ”

“Yes, Wen Luu. You. Savior Carl’s record of results is impressive, but this plan sounds foolhardy to me. I would understand if you refused his request.”

“Never!
 ”

Rai Kub recoiled. He hadn’t expected such a vociferous response.

“I would sooner die in the attempt than to walk away and allow the blockade of New Garrelon to persist. The high council put their faith in Carl Ramsey, and he has sent you to request my aid. You shall have it. I consider this to be a request on behalf of all the stuunji exiles. If Savior Carl has twisted the logic of these pirates to accept the
 Clapton as a neutral site, I couldn’t live with myself knowing that effort on our behalf had gone unharvested in the fields. Just send coordinates and a time for a rendezvous, and the
 Clapton will be there.
 ”

The comm ended.

Rai Kub breathed a sigh of relief. He should have thought of it earlier, shuffling responsibility off on Wen Luu. He was responsible for the safety of his ship and crew, not Rai Kub. It was the captain’s call to make.

He was just glad that he hadn’t been forced to tell Wen Luu that he’d been deemed a neutral site because neither the poets nor the Ruckers considered them a threat.

# # #

Carl cracked his knuckles. This was his domain. He was the boss here. No one was going to push him around or get the better of him.

He looked over his shoulder. He was alone in his quarters.

Amy was up in the cockpit, watching the countdown tick away until realspace. It was still hours away, but it was never a good idea to leave the cockpit unattended when the destination was hostile territory.

Carl propped up his datapad and joined the two waiting participants in the virtual meeting room.

“Good evening, ladies,” Carl said graciously, sketching an abbreviated bow.

Tanny was seated in a darkened room with no hint to where she might have been. It could have been a cabin on a battleship or an underground bunker on Carousel for all he knew. She was still rocking that all black hard-ass businesswoman look, and if he could forget the Tanny he knew
 , it even worked.

Chisholm sat in a high-backed chair with hints of activity in the background. Clearly, she was on the bridge of her flagship, the Too Many Words to Remember for Carl’s Liking
 . He wasn’t going to memorize poems just to keep a damn ship’s name in his head. The pirate admiral glared lasers through a pair of antique glasses that made her look older than she really was.

“So. We’re really going to do this?” Tanny asked. Looking left and right just slightly indicating where Carl and Chisholm resided relative to her screen.

“So it would seem,” Chisholm replied with an arched eyebrow.

“I’ve secured the Clapton
 for the venue,” Carl said. “Stuunji waitstaff will take care of all the refreshments. If you have any dietary requirements, just forward—”

“Drop it out of astral, Carl,” Tanny snapped. “I’ve got actual issues I want to hammer out here.”

“As do I,” Chisholm added.

“This is a three-way game, right?” Tanny asked. “Well, I want to be able to appoint a player from my organization to represent me.”

Carl chuckled. “Aww. What’s the matter? Afraid to get your planet yanked out from under you playing your own cards? Geez. You’d think the pharma was helping
 your cognitive skills.”

He could see
 the blood vessels heating beneath her skin. With a tentative agreement already in place, Tanny couldn’t afford to back out now. Carl could needle her all he liked without her walking away.

“I’ll make you eat those words,” Tanny promised.

Chisholm sniffed in imitation of a chuckle. “‘If you want to sacrifice the admiration of many men for the criticism of one, go ahead, get married.’ Katherine Hepburn.”

“Whatever,” Carl said, not wanting to get into a philosophical debate at the moment. “Bring whatever ringer you want. Both of you.”

“Oh, I intend to play my own hand,” Chisholm replied. “I wouldn’t ask another to command my fleet, nor would I shirk my duty to my crew and captains by delegating such an important task to a lesser player. A captain must go down with his ship; so must an admiral go down with her cards.”

“Well, then. I’m going to put forth Amy as my champion,” Carl said with a smirk.

Tanny’s face fell. “No.”

“Huh?” Carl replied.

“You did just appear to condone proxies,” Chisholm agreed.

In her darkened room, Tanny leaned in toward her camera. Her face grew on screen. “No. Carl plays, or this deal is off. This is his bullshit scheme. I want to watch him implode and give away his stake in Ithaca.”

Chisholm held up a delicate finger. “Point of order, that was one item I wished to verify. We need to confirm Captain Ramsey’s stake in this clandestine venture.”

Tanny threw her head back and scoffed. “This oughta be good. Me too. I want to hear it straight from Chuck that you’re good for half his planet.”

Carl shrugged, making sure to raise his shoulders high enough for the camera to catch the gesture. “Sure. I’ll get you ladies patched through to him once we’re done here.”

# # #

Roddy was flipping through the holovid library when Carl burst into the common room. Their esteemed captain was panting for breath.

“I just got off the comm with Tanny and that poet admiral,” Carl gasped out with hardly a pause between words. “I need some tech help, NOW.”

Passing his beer off to Shoni, Roddy put up his upper hands. “OK. Slow down. What the hell did you just promise them?”

This was classic Carl, except usually it wasn’t a panic job while they were still in astral. Usually, someone had to start shooting at them first. Then again, the Mobius
 crew’s crisis threshold was almost always outside of their comfort zone.

“They want to check with Chuck that I actually have a claim on half of Ithaca.”

Roddy’s shoulders shook. He turned to Shoni. “See? Told ya they’d want evidence.”

Shoni nodded sadly.

Carl’s mouth hung open. “You told her
 ? What about telling me
 ? I could have used some time to, you know, prepare.”

Roddy slid off the couch. “You did your part, peach-fuzz. I’ve got this under control.” He ambled over and pounded on Yomin’s door. “You in the middle of anyone?”

An irate Yomin shouted back through the door. “Not funny, little man. You and I are gonna have a long
 talk after this about omni relay protocols.”

Roddy leaned against the wall beside her door. “Wouldn’t be a security system if the book solution worked on it. All the pieces mesh.”

“What’s going on?” Carl asked. His furrowed ape brow showed that realization was dawning on him. The rest of the crew hadn’t been sitting idly by, hoping that he would have everything under control. The next time Carl pulled off a mission all on his own would be the first. The captain of the Mobius
 didn’t know one tenth what went on aboard his ship.

“Remember that astral relay we set up for the syndicate?” Roddy asked, leading Carl down a path to where he should have been able to see the final answer for himself.

“You gonna threaten to blow it up unless Chuck plays along?” Carl guessed.

Roddy covered his face with a palm. “Why is your species so successful?”

“Forward the logs to ARGO?”

Roddy’s lower feet clenched.

“Steal it?”

“We’re going to intercept comm traffic on it and impersonate Chuck!” Roddy shouted. “Holy. Bloody. Hell. You’re dense enough to stop alpha radiation.”

Carl cringed. “I can do
 a decent Chuck, I guess. Can you guys rig it up to get the voice on—”

“Way ahead of you,” Roddy assured him. “Actually, we’ve lapped you and passed you a second time.” He banged a fist on Yomin’s door. “C’mon. Hurry up in there. Sanitizing a jump relay can only take so long. They’ll get suspicious soon.” Roddy paused. “Suspicious-er. Dealing with Carl and knowing his history, they’re plenty suspicious to start with.”

The door opened. “Just finishing up,” Yomin said. She looked over to Carl. “Gimme your datapad.”

Carl handed it over. The look of bewilderment changed, but the result was just a different, equally puzzled, expression. This was all clearly going right through his air circulator without catching in the filter.

Yomin tapped away, plugging the device into her datalens briefly before unplugging it and handing it back.

“What’d you just do?” Carl asked.

“No time to get into it. Just call your playmates back and give them the IDs listed there for the comm relay and Chuck’s personal account. Let them know we’ve disguised it so they can’t trace Ithaca’s location from the relay.”

“Did you?” Carl asked.

Roddy kicked him in the shin. “Just go! The longer you wait the less likely they are to buy it.”

Yomin disappeared back into her quarters as Carl headed for his. Figuring he’d rather be where the action was, Roddy chose to follow Yomin.

Inside, Archie sat there, fiber cables dangling out of his torso, ready for action. Roddy pulled out his own datapad and tapped into a non-broadcast link only available aboard the Mobius
 .

“Hey there, little lady
 ,” Archie said in Chuck’s melodious baritone. He was answering a comm from Tanny. “How can I be of service
 ?” Alongside the voice broadcast was an out-of-sync video feed of the sort that cheap or distant astral relays were prone to. It showed digitally generated footage of the senior Ramsey that looked plenty convincing to Roddy.

“What’s the real estate situation on Ithaca
 ?” Tanny asked. Roddy bobbed his head approvingly. She wasn’t going to ask leading questions and give Chuck the ammo to play along in case Carl hadn’t forewarned him. Smart. Basic, but smart. Typical Tanny.

But fake Chuck had to act like the real thing. There was no such thing as a straight answer, especially not if he sniffed out a motive. He flashed that used starship salesman grin of his. “We’re a burgeoning market. Haight-Ashbury, Notting Hill, Zott Ridge, Back Bay, then Ithaca Southern Hemisphere. I think we’ll overtake Luna as a tourist spot by next fall. I might be able to cut you a deal on some prime ancient ruins if you’re looking to buy in. You know, favor for a family friend, if not a daughter-in-law.
 ”

“What if I wanted to buy from Carl instead
 ?” Tanny asked.

“Nah,
 ” Chuck replied without missing a beat. “I’ll give you a better deal than he would. Couple of his cities took heavy damage in Mort’s purge—God rest his crusty old soul. I can guarantee you one with nothing leveled but that magic-killing tower. I’ll throw in a few hundred square kilometers of jungle for modern development—you know, star port, restaurants, and such.
 ”

Before Tanny’s reply, a second comm routed through the relay. This time it was Admiral Chisholm.

“Brush her off,” Roddy whispered, even though neither of the conversations was taking place over an open line. “Tell her you’ll get back to her once you conclude other business.”

Archie held up a hand. One glowing eye blinked off in a robotic wink. He replied in his own voice. “I’ve got this under control. My mind isn’t single-threaded or as slow as yours.”

Weird, thinking this techo-human was once a wizard. Guess being made
 of tech can dry out a lot of soggy old arguments against it.

“Am I speaking to Charles Chaplin Ramsey
 ?” Chisholm asked in that prissy, phony accent of hers.

“One and the same
 ,” Archie replied on Chisholm’s comm line.

“What if I were already in possession of Carl’s share
 ?” Tanny asked.

“I’d like to inquire as to the asking price of one half share of Ithaca
 ,” Chisholm said, inclining her head to peer down her nose at the screen.

Chuck’s digital avatar cocked his head aside before bursting out in a good-natured chuckle. “Did you sell him a bag of magic beans, or did he get that ship of his impounded
 ?” Chuck replied to Tanny. Then to Chisholm, “This isn’t a wedding cake. I already split this place once. I’m not looking to divest.
 ”

“What if I offered a whole planet in return
 ?” Chisholm asked, raising an eyebrow.

Roddy shot Yomin a look of surprise. “That bitch is already spending her winnings.”

Yomin shook her head. “Maybe. I think she’s just probing. Seeing if Chuck’s only got a half left to sell.”

“We smooth if you have me for a neighbor instead of Carl
 ?” Tanny asked, avoiding the false Chuck’s conversational roadblocks.

“Depends on the planet
 ,” Archie replied first to Chisholm before switching feeds to Tanny. “Depends. Would you be off-world as much as Brad? I might hardly notice the difference.
 ”

Roddy applauded silently. The damn robot even remembered to use Carl’s given name.

“I just wanted to make sure Carl had a claim to what he said he did
 ,” Tanny replied, finally just coming out and saying what she wanted. “You know how Carl can get.
 ”

“We’re just looking for a preliminary assessment
 ,” Chisholm said. “I may be soon to acquire the rights to the half you don’t possess. I would prefer an entire planet
 .”

“Oh, I get it. You want to play a little hard ball,
 ” Fake Chuck said to Tanny. Then to Chisholm, “He’s a chip off the old block.
 ”

Roddy’s hands all clenched at once. His jaw clenched. His ass clenched. “Idiot!” he whispered. “You got them backward!”

Archie glanced from Yomin to Roddy and back again.

“Don’t look at me
 !” Yomin said, leaning away from the shipwreck in progress. “You fix it!”

“Huh
 ?” Tanny said.

“I don’t quite follow
 ,” Chisholm replied.

As Roddy watched and eavesdropped, Archie synced up the video of the two comms. Chuck was like drunken double vision coming into focus. The audio feeds harmonized as well until he was addressing two outgoing parties with a single comm feed. The false Chuck Ramsey looked off camera. “See what you made me do, Becky. Dancing in the door buck naked… I’ve gone and made an ass of myself. Go put some… wait. What am I saying?
 ” Chuck looked back at the camera. “Sorry. Hate to chat and run. But some things are more important than business. Ciao.
 ”

The comm cut off just after Archie’s rendition of Chuck cast a lewd wink at the camera.

Heart palpitating, Roddy lifted his can of Earth’s Preferred for solace.

“That could have gone better,” Yomin said wryly.

Roddy shrugged. “Told him to push off Chisholm.”

“They wouldn’t keep to the same order of responses. They were practically talking over one another,” Archie protested.

“Well, since you didn’t tell them they were on a party line, that was kinda inevitable, wasn’t it?” Roddy asked.

Yomin cast a glance over at the door. “Let’s just all agree to tell Carl it went off without a hitch.”

Roddy’s reply was to toast with his beer can.

# # #

Amy slouched in the pilot’s seat, hands clasped over her stomach. Astral space looked the same at ten thousand kilometers per second as it did at a dead stop. The sensors claimed it was the latter.

Carl sauntered in and plopped himself into the co-pilot’s seat. “Hey. What’s the deal? Why’re we stopped?”

“What do you know about parallax transmissions?” Amy asked.

There was a telling pause before Carl shrugged. “Plenty.”

Since it was clear he wasn’t picking up on the concept, Amy explained. “Yomin and Roddy can’t change our distance to Ithaca’s astral beacon. The nanoseconds of difference in relay time would show up to someone who knew what they were looking for—Yomin, for instance. If either the pirates or Ruckers were on their game with techsters, they’d know Chuck was transmitting from a ship, not a planet or a moon.

“Moons move.”

Amy rolled her eyes. “Not like a ship in astral.”

Carl waved his datapad. “Wouldn’t they pick up on the fact that I
 wasn’t moving when I spoke to them just now?”

Well, at least he was getting a little quicker on the uptake. “Yeah, except that Yomin programmed in a progressive delay to your comm program. It simulated the minute delay of us being in transit and drifting farther from Carousel and closer to New Garrelon. It started with no delay to Tanny and a long one to Chisholm, lengthening one and shortening the other the whole time.”

“Guess it’s a good thing the comm didn’t last longer than the delay we built in,” Carl said with a lopsided grin.

Leaning over, Amy cupped Carl’s cheek in her hand. “Sugar, there’s only so long anyone wants to stay on a comm with you.”

Carl hung his head, and Amy felt a pang of remorse. That hadn’t come out as playfully teasing as she’d hoped. Her regret was forgotten in an instant when she caught Carl peeking from the corner of his eye, watching the hand that still rested over Amy’s stomach.

Quickly, Amy snatched the hand away, reaching for the shield display panel as if she’s just remembered some critical task.

While no other ships were around.

While they were stationary in astral space.

While Carl watched.

She stared out the window. The jig was up. “How long have you suspected?”

By the sound of rustling leather, she could tell he was settling in. “Well, since probably a week or two after you started acting out of sorts. The puking was probably the dead giveaway. Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Didn’t know what to say.”

“Had you considered, ‘Hey, I’m pregnant’?”

Amy turned to fix a condescending glare at her co-pilot. “Even you deserve more tact than that.”

She turned to look away again, not wanting to face that overwhelming earnestness she saw. Carl caught her by the arm. “Hey. I agreed to play straight with you. I’d have told you as soon as I found out if it was me who’d gotten pregnant.”

Amy snorted laughter. “Yeah. ‘Get me to an ARGO med facility! Now!’”

Carl chuckled along with her. When it died out, he had a sobering statement. “You haven’t decided what to do about it.”

She blinked. “Huh? Of course, I have. I’m pregnant. I’m having a kid. Oy, it’s the 26th century, not the 16th. If I wasn’t up for this, I’d never have let it happen.”

With a creak of protesting upholstery, Carl leaned over the arm of his chair. “And… if I wasn’t on board?”

That had been the real sticking point. She hadn’t asked. They hadn’t talked about it, one way or the other. Laissez faire sex was the stock and trade of their relationship. Carl climbed aboard the daddy train practically every night, counting on Amy to have the brakes in working order.

“I was going to tell you. I swear. I just didn’t know how.”

Carl slouched, crossing his arms. “You were worried I’d be upset.”

“You look upset.”

The look of self-aware perplexity on his face almost broke the tension. “OK. Maybe I am. But not the fatherhood thing. You’d been so on edge about turning into your mother that I didn’t dare bring it up.”

“I get left on the ship a lot. I know. I know. I’m essentially the getaway driver for our heists. But it gives me a lot of time to think. Too much. I’m not good being left alone with my thoughts. We don’t get along. Well, one thing led to another, and one mission I flushed my hormone regulator. Figured I’d let God decide.”

“Kind of a cop-out,” Carl pointed out.

A throbbing was developing at her temples. “I know that. You think I don’t know that? ‘Be fruitful and multiply.’ God wasn’t big on family planning.”

Carl ran a hand through his hair. That was never a good sign. She liked the confident Carl, not the sheepish version. “Listen. If you want, we can make a stop on the way to New Garrelon. This whole thing… it might get ugly if the cards fall wrong. You know, somewhere safe. It’s just that… well, pirates and mobsters don’t have a reputation for losing gracefully. Maybe something anonymous. Yomin can set you up an ID. If I don’t make it back, at least—”

“You’ll make it back. You always do.”

Carl rolled his eyes. “You can say that to anyone still alive. Talk to Mort if you want to hear the end of that story.”

“Bowling’s not till Thursday,” Amy pointed out.

Carl raised his voice just a little. “My point
 is… This is a low-manpower job. Esper on the inside. Me on the outside. Roddy, Yomin, and Archie on tech support just in case those yahoos want to talk to Chuck again for some reason. Rai Kub’s got skin in this game. Maybe you and Shoni can hang out, get to know one another a little better.”

“I know her just fine.”

This wasn’t how she’d pictured this conversation. She’d had two versions, the happy and the yelling version. The overprotective one hadn’t entered her thoughts.

“Then a vacation. A little pre-partum shindig. A girls’ week out. Pamper yourself.”

Amy felt her cheeks growing warm. “I was in Earth Navy, same as you. I don’t need coddling.”

“That was easier to remember before I knew you were carrying our child.”

“Son.” It wasn’t as if a basic scanner couldn’t tell. Even the one for detecting engine-casing cracks was detailed enough.

Carl swallowed. “Fine. Our son.”

The gap between the cockpit chairs was kilometers. Amy took a deep breath and looked Carl square in the eye. “Look. If you want out, just say so. I’ll get off at any planet with a real starport. No hard feelings. I did this on my own—well, you know what I mean. I’d understand.”

“I don’t want out. Never. I’m in.”

“Then that’s the last I want to hear about dropping me off somewhere safe. You want me safe? Fine. You’re coming with me.”

He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I… can’t. This is bigger than me.”

“Then we’re in this to the end.”

Roddy chose that moment to pop his head into the cockpit. “Messages all relayed. We’re good for travel again. Oh. And congrats.”

They both watched down the corridor to the common room as the laaku departed. “Guess we don’t need to tell the crew,” Carl said.

Amy didn’t have the heart to tell him that everyone else had figured it out by now.

# # #

The Mobius
 fit snugly into the hangar bay of the Clapton
 . Amy had no trouble fitting into the tight space without doing so at full speed. Carl admired the job nonetheless.

He kissed Amy goodbye on the cargo bay ramp.

“Good luck,” she said with a tight smile. He had the impression that she wasn’t expecting him back.

“Well, it’s a poker game, so I guess that applies but lighten up,” Carl replied. “It’s all a game. I’m better at this than everyone thinks.”

Cedric and Rai Kub came with him. Wen Luu met them personally in the hangar. The diminutive stuunji still towered a head taller than Carl. Dressed in his starched brown uniform with gold trim, he cut an imposing figure.

“Welcome aboard the Clapton
 , Savior Carl,” Wen Luu said with a stiff bow. “I’d offer you the same tour I gave the other players, but you already know your way around.”

Carl grinned. Wen Luu was aware how he’d gotten the former Bradbury
 . The Mobius
 gang had chased off the crew and taken her over the old-fashioned way. They weren’t much for piracy, but that had been one instance where being the bad guys had felt damn good.

“Ruckers have any trouble getting in?” Carl asked. He’d expected the rendezvous to be a point of contention, something requiring a deep space, deep astral meet-up with no one around to cause trouble. But Tanny had arrived with the Rucker name as her only armor, walking right into the den of the Poet Fleet. It forced Carl to remember that not all the galaxy looked on Don Rucker as a beloved son-in-law would.

“None,” Wen Luu reported. “The three Rucker representatives are in the officers’ cafeteria. The admiral and her attendants are awaiting you in the game room.”

Carl knew that the Bradbury
 hadn’t been outfitted with a poker room. The stuunji had ferried up equipment and furniture from the planet for the occasion. Scuttlebutt on the local section of the omni was that there would be a legion of citizens watching the updates on the action in orbit above. None of the sides had consented to the game being broadcast, but that wouldn’t stop waiters, bartenders, and whoever else might help with logistics from peeking in on the game and feeding news to the planet.

“Who’d they bring?” Carl asked. He knew Tanny’s move. It was Admiral Chisholm’s backup that worried him.

“Admiral Emily Chisholm was accompanied by a human woman called Indira Jackson and lizard creature named Hazz Shi,” Wen Luu said. “When we told her that there were only three from the Ruckers, she seemed to agree to limit her own contingent. However, Miss Esper was with her and is waiting in the game room as well.”

“Good,” Cedric grumbled. “Too long away.”

“There is one other,” Wen Luu said. “I didn’t know quite what to do with him.”

“The accountant?” Carl asked.

“Yes. He is called Gordon Gale. I gave him quarters. He was… burdened.”

Carl clapped Wen Luu on the back. “Great job. Leave everything to me from here.”

The stuunji captain escorted the Mobius
 contingent—champions of the stuunji people—to a conference room that had been repurposed as a private backroom casino. The table was covered in green cloth. The chairs were hand-carved stuunji wood but sized for human asses. There were refreshments around the room’s perimeter ranging from cheeses and fruits to hard liquor.

Admiral Chisholm was standing at a bank of windows, gazing out at the planet whose fate the game would decide, hands clasped behind her back.

Esper was there too, along with the other pair Wen Luu had mentioned. She was wearing her pink sweatshirt, though it looked a might cleaner than last he’d seen it. Figures these pirates kept a laundry service on board. When Carl entered, she offered a tight smile and a self-conscious wave.

“Ah, Ramsey,” Chisholm said, turning around. “It is a profitable thing, if one is wise, to seem foolish.”

Carl shrugged. “Got you here, didn’t I?”

Chisholm glowered at Esper. “Indeed.”

The door to the game room slid open. This time it was the Rucker contingent arriving. Mriy entered first and bared her fangs at Rai Kub. “This is the one who you got to replace me?” She hissed at the stuunji, who shied from the azrin. “Bad deal.”

“Let’s get the ground rules in place,” Tanny said as she swept in like a storm. “This is Enzio. He’s going to be representing the Rucker Syndicate, Freeride branch. Win or lose, I’m taking financial responsibility. That clear?”

Enzio came in behind her, smiling that plastic, cosmo-perfect smile. In his hands, he carried a box and set it down at the center of the table.

“This,” Tanny said, removing the top and sides of the box as a single unit. “Is the best magic detector currently on the market. I know a certain smart-ass former Typhoon pilot who has a nice track record of cozying up to the best wizards he can find. This
 will ensure that there is no magical bullshit during the game.” Her challenging look told Carl that she suspected Esper or Cedric of being his more-or-less-literal ace in the hole.

Let her.

“Sounds good,” Carl replied.

The door opened again. A stuffy-looking middle-aged man in a cheap-looking expensive suit waddled in carrying a briefcase. Without a word, he set it down on the table with a thump. Carl knew what lay inside, and his mouth watered as he waited for the lid to pop open.

The gentleman cleared his throat and addressed the room. With the possible exception of Mriy, he had everyone’s undivided attention. “Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Gordon Gale of the firm Lowe, Kaplan, and Kuma. I have assessed the extrasolar properties and assets you have all presented.” He paused to cast a glare at Carl, whose holdings had probably been a bitch and a half to assess. “The chips you are all about to receive are imprinted with individual fractions of those holdings, with each chip being of equal value to the best of our firm’s ability.”

Gale held up one of the chips. Everyone pressed in close to get a better look. On one side, it had the accounting firm’s logo with an integrated anti-tampering chip. The other side said “Carousel, Parcel 001” followed by a listing of surveying coordinates outlining the boundaries.

Carl hooked his thumbs in his pockets and nodded, impressed. These accountant types knew their shit and worked quick. They’d only given a couple days’ notice to get this all put together.

“Any questions?” Gale asked, scanning the room.

Carl raised a hand. “I got one. How much is each of those chips worth?”

Gale narrowed one eye in Carl’s direction. “I believe you are the owner and operator of a 2520s vintage Turtledove-class diplomatic shuttle with multiple aftermarket alterations.”

Blinking his surprise, Carl figured if the guy knew that much already, there was no point denying it. “Yeah.”

“Well, each of these chips is worth roughly thirty of those. So don’t think about trying to buy more chips once the game commences.”

Gale deftly removed the chips from the case and assigned them to piles in front of three chairs. The red chips represented the holdings of the Poet Fleet. They’d ponied up New Garrelon and a variety of small mining asteroid belts to avoid being the smallest stack at the table. The blue chips represented Carousel and a few of the uninhabited planets in the Freeride system, along with a secure exchange station that Carl guessed was superfluous to the Rucker operation.

Carl’s chips were green. Green like the jungles of Ithaca. Green like the fabled dollars of old Earth. When Steve Miller sang “Take the Money and Run,” that was the color of the money he meant.

There were two decks of poker cards in the case as well, one with a stylized red design on the back, the other identical except in blue. Gale removed his suit coat and hung it on the back of the fourth chair. “Now, unless we have any more questions, the game is Texas Hold‘em, per mutual agreement of all parties. The blinds are one and two chips. By random drawing prior to entering the room, I have selected Admiral Chisholm as first to take the dealer’s position.”

The two other players seated themselves and settled in. Carl raised a finger. “Before we start, I’d like a word with my ship’s wizard.”

“No,” Tanny said. “Esper’s fine over there.”

“Piss off,” Carl said. “You’ve got your little toy. I’m checking that Esper’s OK.” He patted the glass dome of the magic detector. It could take a little jostle without throwing a fit, but the slightest telekinesis would set it off.

At the back of the room, Carl drew Esper aside. She came along willingly and silently, though she had a skeptical look on her face.

“What?” she asked. “I’m fine. I can look after myself.”

“Let’s talk in private,” Carl whispered right into her ear. Then he looked that wizard square in the eyes.

A look of dawning realization spread across Esper’s face. She didn’t nod or grin or any other amateur hour crap. Instead, she opened those eyes wide enough to swallow Carl whole.

# # #

It was warm and sunny in that eternal morning of Esperville. The dew never burned off the grasses, and the birds never got tired of singing. Carl breathed in the sickly sweet air and sighed. At least here no one was going to try to double-cross him.

He was pretty sure, at least.

Esper swept out of the cottage house in a Victorian ball gown that hung just above the tips of the grass without ever touching. It was pink, but that’s where the similarity to her real-world sweatshirt ended.

“So, what’s so important you risked me setting off the bell jar to discuss?” Esper demanded.

Carl ambled over toward the dock. He’d never cared for the ambiance of Esperville, but at least the dock felt manmade, even if it was primitive. “I’m looking for insights on this Chisholm playmate of yours. I know
 you’ve learned a lot more about her than I’ll ever know. Tanny’s wizard buddy is a blank canvas. Gimme something I can use on Chisholm at least.”

Dazzling pale skin shone in the sunlight as Esper spread her arms. “What do I know about poker? I fool around with the cards when the crew plays, but I’m not some savant who can get inside people’s heads and know what cards they’re holding by the way they scratch their nose.”

Carl stalked off, kicking the dew off the grass with his last step before his boots clomped onto the wooden pier. “It’s not like that. Poker is about knowing what makes a person tick. What makes them nervous or angry. What quickens their heart and sends blood rushing to their cheeks. Is your opponent a bully or a trap-setter, a bluffer or a mathematician? The only read I can get on Chisholm is that her whole persona is as phony as Phabian whiskey. I need you to spill everything you know about her. Anything at all that you’ve got. If it might help me pry New Garrelon out of her hands, I’m willing to hear every tawdry detail.”

Esper folded her arms, which was a lot more interesting a gesture in a ball gown than a sweatshirt, Carl was noticing. “You’re just looking for a cheap thrill before the game starts. You probably know everything you need already, and you just want me to spill all sorts of juicy secrets you think I’m keeping.”

Carl held up a hand. “With God as my witness, I am not here to get off on your personal pillow-time with the conqueror of New Garrelon.”

Esper crinkled her nose and puckered her lips as she considered. “Fine. But I’ll have to make it quick. Time’s passing slow enough out there, but it’s still moving.”

“Right,” Carl said. “But don’t leave anything out.”

# # #

Elsewhere in Esperville, a different incarnation of Carl slipped into a bowling alley. As the door clicked shut behind him, he breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. That’ll buy me a few minutes anyway.”

Pins crashed. Setters reset them. Bowlers buffed balls and rolled them. The whole place was in full swing even without Esper around to supervise. With a snap of his fingers, Carl was wearing a bowling shirt and shoes like he belonged there.

His destination was Lane 6.

Mort was lining up a ball when Carl approached him from behind. “Boo!”

The wizard didn’t so much as flinch, turning with an icy stare to cow Carl into behaving himself until he’d bowled. Three steps and a release. Mort’s ball rumbled down the lane, curling with its spin as it approached the triangular arrangement of pins.

With an avalanche clatter, ten pins went down.

“Now, what’re you doing here?” Mort demanded. “It’s not bowling night for the living.”

“I don’t have much time. Esper doesn’t know I’m here,” Carl said hurriedly.

“How did you get—”

“There’s two of me,” Carl said. “The other guy’s letting her yak his ear off about playing patty-cake with Admiral Chisholm.”

Mort’s lip curled in a sneer. “Sleazy trollop. My Cedric’s a sensitive lad. She—”

Carl snapped his fingers, but this time it was merely to break the wizard’s momentum before he went onto a full-blown tirade. “You want out of here?”

Mort’s eyes lit with a fire unlike Carl had remembered ever seeing. “Have a care what you say, boy,” he warned. “It’s a dangerous thing to get a wizard’s hopes up in vain.”

“Here’s the deal. You’re familiar with what’s going on out there?”

Mort huffed. “Vaguely. Some card game or something. Getting the rhino his planet back. Didn’t get much of the details.”

“Three players. One’s a wizard. There’s a doohickey on the table that’ll go bonkers if it gets a sniff of magic.”

“I’m familiar with the devices,” Mort said with disdain.

“You know me. I’m not that
 good at poker,” Carl admitted.

Mort threw back his head and laughed like a madman. “That’s like saying that goats aren’t terribly good on ice skates, or that azrin aren’t particularly
 good swimmers. Boy, you’ve lost more money at poker than some honest men see in a lifetime.”

“That’s why I need to cheat.”

Mort kicked dirt over the fires of his mirth. “OK… I’m starting to see where this is going.”

“Esper can’t beat that gizmo on the table,” Carl said. “I’m no street magician to play sleight of hand when some mob accountant is doing all the dealing. I need magic—real, expert magic—to win this game. You sick of Little Miss Morals keeping you cooped up in here? Once we figure out an exit strategy for you, I’ll let you back into whatever body we can find you.”

“Since when are you willing to—?”

“It’s a whole fucking planet, Mort,” Carl snapped. “Those poor, naive fools practically worship me. They got conquered by fucking pirates, and they turned to me, to me
 , for help. I’m willing to let some poor bastard donate you a body to help them. We’ll make sure it’s someone who at least kinda deserves it, but I’m willing to let the math shake out here. One life for you, a few million for the stuunji people.”

Mort rubbed a thumb against his chin. “Won’t Esper try to do something if I fly the coop?”

“Can you do that trick you taught me?” Carl asked. “The one I’m doing right now?”

The sour face Mort made was already an answer. “Your mind is a porcelain vase I pieced back together with spit and kiddie clay. Mine’s a granite tower that stretches into the clouds. It’s not like I can just flake pieces off and—”

“Just a fragment. One Mort to take a blaster bolt for the team.”

The wizard stewed.

Back on the pier, the other Carl was sifting through a shockingly graphic recounting of Esper’s time aboard the pirate flagship. It was almost enough to convince Carl to throw the poker game and let himself get captured.

“All right,” Mort said, sticking out a hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

Carl shook the wizard’s hand and stepped in close. Then, he opened his eyes wide and let Mort climb aboard the escape pod he offered.

# # #

“You done checking her for cataracts? We’ve got a game to play,” Tanny barked.

Carl blinked. So did Esper. He had no idea how long had actually passed. Long enough for it to be awkward watching the two of them, certainly. “Sorry if I don’t have Mort around to check if these pirates have been tampering with her brain. The eyes are the window to the soul, but damn if they aren’t sort of greasy and hard to see through.” He hooked a thumb at Esper as he made his way back to his seat. “Plus, hers are made of stained glass.”

This was his element. Bald-faced lies in front of a crowd of skeptics. He didn’t even need a persona to pull this one off. The cover story rolled off his tongue like the day’s weather—the bland native language of the planetsider.

Once he settled into his stuunji-made chair, however, he was tied to his own schoolyard whipping post.

Carl loved poker. But it was an abusive relationship. The game didn’t love him back. It accepted his adulation with indifference, occasionally offering up complimentary beverages as an impersonal token to keep him interested. It promised thrills and gave heartbreak instead. It hinted at riches while suckling at his bank account like a tick.

Lady Luck had ever been Carl’s mistress. She looked out for him, gave him a little lovin’ when he needed it most. She’d been trying for years to convince him to stop playing poker, sabotaging him and undermining him with cards that fell just short of brilliant in the worst possible ways. He’d lose his bankroll and crawl back to her, and she’d protect him from blaster fire and backstabbing data techs.

Around the table, the others all stared at him. He was the latecomer who’d held up the sermon, the guy who’d taken a comm during a wedding, the mid-level executive who’d gone for a piss during a board meeting.

Enzio had two chips on the table in front of him. Carl owed the table one of his own. Eyes of players and spectators alike boring into him, he picked through his stack of real-estate. Ithaca 007 sounded like a chip that would serve him well. Pressing a finger down on his chosen parcel of land he didn’t own, he slid it into a betting position.

Blinds in place, Gale held the cards at the ready. “Before I deal, a quick reminder of the rules lest anyone find later cause to dispute them. We are playing Texas Hold ‘em per Galactic Poker Federation 2555 rules conference. There will be no rebuys, no outside money, and no cash-outs. Play will continue until mutually agreed by all players, with a minimum of two hundred hands played. The minimum will be waived for any player or players who have busted. There will be no use of technology or magic to communicate during an active hand. Any player may request between hands that the equipment be validated for trustworthiness. If at any time a player is found to have violated the sanctity of these rules, their remaining chips will be forfeited to the next pot, and they will be removed from the proceedings.

“Any questions?” Gale concluded.

“Yeah,” Carl said, pointing to the magic detector acting as the table’s centerpiece. “How do we know this thing works?”

Enzio sighed. “Forgive me.” He waved a hand over the device, and it let out a shriek like someone had put a marching band in a blender.

All around the room, spectators covered their ears. Mriy in particular seemed off-put by the racket. Carl winced and tried to tough it out, but he covered his as well. The only one who failed to succumb to the noise was Cedric. He stood stoic, face a mask of studied endurance.

After ten or twelve years—possibly seconds—the damn thing shut up.

“Hope you’re happy,” Tanny said. “Next time someone sets it off, they’re getting a blaster bolt in the gut.”

“No,” Gale stated. “Rules for this contest were set out by all parties en route. There are to be no weapons in the room. If you are currently armed, I would ask that you relinquish your weapon or weapons to me for safekeeping.”

Tanny snorted. “Yeah, right.” She flagged the stuunji waiter who delivered Carl’s beer. “You, rhino. You’ll be working for me soon enough. Make a good impression, and take care of this for me.” She pulled a blaster from her jacket and handed it over.

Carl hid his smirk. Beneath the white suit coat, he could make out the rank insignia on the stuunji’s uniform. The shoulder pips raised lumps in the fabric enough that someone familiar with stuunji culture could tell Tanny was belittling a lieutenant commander in the stuunji navy.

Then again, Carl realized, a lieutenant commander in the stuunji navy wasn’t terribly impressive outside of New Garrelon.

“Now, are we ready?” Chisholm asked in that weary drawl of hers.

Carl shrugged. “I’m good.”

Enzio gave a nod to the dealer. “Proceed.”

Gale flicked cards around the table with a practiced hand.

Carl looked down at the cards he received and kept his grimace off his face. This wasn’t going to be a hand won by cards.

# # #

The inside of Carl’s head wasn’t some grand medieval kingdom or a quaint lakeside town. It didn’t have a cutesy name. There was merely a riot of Carls crowded together like passengers at the starport just before the holidays.

Weaving his way through the crowd, the main Carl found a gruff and put-upon Mordecai The Brown holding court with several Carls badgering him with questions.

“No, I’m not a ghost. For the tenth time, I’m a mental construct!” Mort boomed.

Carl chased away the pestering gaggle. Though just incarnations of Carl, they knew which of them had real business and what the stakes were.

“You ready to spin straw into gold?” Carl asked.

Mort licked his lips and raised an eyebrow. “You’re really going to let me pilot that paunchy carcass of yours?”

“Well, yeah.”

“You’re not worried about what I’ll do?”

“I’m hoping you’ll cheat at cards.”

“Has it crossed your mind that I might kill all the pirates and a few of Tanny’s goons and solve your troubles without resorting to card tricks?”

What was this, twenty questions? “Do you want out or not?” Carl demanded. “Because I can take a few wild swings and see if I can luck my way through this if you’re not happy about it. I can return you to Esper’s head on bowling night.”

Mort put up his hands in surrender. “No. Don’t be hasty. Just getting a feel for the situation. Esper’s… a might more cautious.”

Carl snorted. “Everyone’s more cautious than me. I’ve just gotten used to having my old pal Mort there to bail me out when the shit gets sucked into the ion intake.” He clapped Mort companionably on the shoulder. “And I’m not going to hold it against him that he’s a ghost now.”

Mort shrugged off the hand. “I’m not dead, confound it!”

“Sure you are.”

“I’m not!”

“Want to argue about it or do something about it? I’m not Esper. You deliver the goods; I’ll look the other way while you find a host body to rejoin the land of the living.”

“Not worried it’ll be you?”

Carl threw back his head and laughed. Several eavesdropping Carls in the vicinity joined in. “Esper can worry about that. If you try to take up residence, you’ll have an army of Carls storming the gates. Maybe you think you can hold us off forever, but have you ever walked on a beach wearing shoes?”

Mort’s eyes narrowed. “Probably…”

“Well, you never get all the sand out again. That’s me. I’m a beach full of little grains of Carl. You’re not going to take over my body permanently. It’d be the worst place in the galaxy to live.”

“Fine. Fair point. But don’t look the other way. I’ll need you looking someone in the eye. I might be able to do it while I’m in charge, but it’ll be easier from in here, not having to vacate one consciousness before leaping to another. It’ll make the—”

“Blah, blah, blah,” Carl mocked with a flapping hand that mimicked a mouth. “Save the magi-babble, and go play some poker.”

# # #

“You gonna stare at your cards all night, Ramsey?” Enzio asked.

Mort peeled up the edges of the two cards in front of him and saw a four and six of mismatched suits.

“They haven’t changed since last time,” Enzio pointed out.

“Fold,” Mort said and slid his cards into the middle.

“What
 ?” Carl demanded from behind Mort’s eyes. “You’re supposed to turn them into aces or something
 .”

Mort ignored him since Carl was an idiot. If he were to change the cards now, chances were good that one of the other players would be holding the twin. For all he knew, the fop and the lady pirate had all four aces between them. Six on a table was a recipe for blasters.

Enzio raked in Mort’s lone chip, and the game moved on.

Next it was Mort’s turn as “dealer,” though Gale still distributed the cards. That meant Mort got his for free without having to pitch in any chips beforehand.

Eight.

Two.

Free or not, the cards were worthless. Mort mucked them.

“This is the part where you magic up the cards you need
 .”

The pestering pilot wouldn’t rattle a steady hand like Mort. Patience. Caution. There were hundreds of chips in Mort’s pile and similar quantities around the table. Taking a feel of the game before springing a trap was perfectly reasonable.

Plus, Mort didn’t get out much. Even if Carl kept his word, it might be weeks or months before they found a suitable vessel for a wizard of Mort’s magnificence. Despite more lower back pain than Carl ever let on about, it was nice to be breathing air and feeling a chair beneath his ass. Esper’s body, svelte and limber though it might have been, was too foreign. It was the hotel that was too nice to sit on the furniture, and everything looked staged.

“You know, Ramsey,” Chisholm said, sliding in a second chip to join her first and remaining in the hand. “For all your bluster and what everyone says about you, I’d expected a freewheeler.”

Enzio pushed six more chips in, adding to the two he’d been forced to start out with. “Raise. And yes, I’ve heard so
 much about you. This timidity doesn’t fit at all. Nor does your silence. Game a little too big for your boots?”

Mort swallowed. Right. He was Carl. With a grin, he spread his hands. “What can I say? When life gives you lemons, you make lemon meringue pie. When a dog shits in your garden, you just let the fertilizer do its work.” He waved in the direction of his discarded hand.

“No, no, NO!
 ” Carl chided him. “That’s not me at all. You’ve got to sound like Carl Ramsey, not one of those auto-generated philosophy spewers on the omni
 .”

“How droll,” Chisholm commented as she matched Enzio’s bet.

Mort studied his opponents as they dueled with one another and momentarily forgot his presence. This
 is what poker was all about, and this was why Carl was such shit at it. The boy couldn’t pry his face out of a mirror long enough to realize that the game was only half about his own cards. The other players were individual puzzles to solve. Carl knew
 that, but he never acted on it. Couldn’t deliver on it. Couldn’t wrap his head around playing a game where what you did mattered less than the attention to every detail about your enemies.

They were polar opposites, hot and cold. Chisholm played like a duchess, as if she sullied her hands each time she touched the cards or chips. Her face was calm disdain. Enzio, on the other hand, was a cacophony of facial contortions. He grinned and winked and made elaborate scowls at his cards whenever he looked at them. Those facial expressions didn’t merely cry wolf, they wrote a song about wolves and played it at a busy tram station.

Enzio won the hand, along with a small chunk of the planet they were orbiting. Odd abstraction, that. To see a whole planet broken down into stacks of plastic coins and parceled off like groceries.

The game wore on, and Mort settled into a groove, winning sure hands and giving up on the rest. Carl stewed but remained largely silent.

Until the cocky spacer could remain silent no longer. “They’re running over you because you’re passive. Keep this up and even cheating won’t get us anywhere.
 ”

Mort tossed away another iffy hand boasting modestly of a jack and six. Then he marched down into his borrowed mind to give Carl a piece of it.

“Where do you get off complaining about my poker savvy?” Mort thundered, safely insulated against the other players hearing them. “The first winning night of poker you play will be the first. There are monkeys—and I don’t mean laaku—better suited to cards than you.”

A mental image of Carl threw up his hands. “Well, they’d be able to play your one move: throw it away, throw it away, throw it away.”

“Better than pissing away all your chips on a hunch,” Mort countered. “You’re so proud of the fact that no one can unravel this knotted brain of yours that you don’t even pause to think what someone else might be planning.”

There was a silence. Carl looked at the environs of his cramped, featureless mind. “Well, in fairness, I doubt anyone would guess what’s going on in here right now.” Then a motion caught Carl’s eye, out in the real world. “You just did it again! A queen nine has straight potential. Let Gale flip some cards and see what happens.”

Mort crossed his arms and harrumphed. “You know, this isn’t going to work out, us fighting like this. We need a plan.”

“How about you let me
 lose for a while. If we’re going to blow chips early on, it might as well be with style. You can hop in when we need a hand.”

Mort gave a nod.

When Carl took his next breath, it was with real lungs. “I call. These cards are shit, but I’m getting a little bored of folding. Let’s see what our buddy Gale here can turn over.” He peeked to see what his hand actually contained, having missed the last deal during his negotiations with Mort.

The nines of spades and clubs peeked back. Carl’s expression remained neutral, but that wasn’t half bad.

All three players were in the pot, and the cards came jack, jack, ten.

He was probably still winning. After all, who kept a jack ten?

“Five planet pieces,” Carl announced. Five chips lay down in front of him, stacked tidily.

Enzio folded. He even tossed away his cards like an asshole. It was the gesture of a guy who tipped waiters by throwing hardcoin terras on the floor.

“Raise,” Chisholm said calmly. She moved stacks of chips. Carl’s quick math was confirmed when Gale stated that there were fifteen there.

Was Chisholm the type to play loose with jacks? Carl smirked internally. Nah, she seemed more inclined toward queens.

“Fold
 ,” Mort screamed in his head. “Fold, you blundering ignoramus. Doesn’t matter if she’s got the jack or not. You don’t
 .”

“Call,” Carl said, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively at Chisholm. “I always call.”

“Oh, please.”

Gale turned over an eight.

Carl now had an open-ended straight draw. “Check.”

“First smart move today. Bow out gracefully.
 ”

“Forty,” Chisholm said after a pause.

“The math’s bad. Bloody hell. Let me back up there. I’ll fold it for you.
 ”

Carl fiddled with a stack of chips. He counted out five, stacked another five next to them, set one atop the other, then made three little towers just like it. Thirty Mobiuses
 each, huh…?

“Fuck it. I call.” Chisholm wasn’t going to push him around. He moved the little high-rise apartment complex of chips forward.

The final card was a seven. Though his face betrayed nothing, internally, Carl smirked. Mort, being internal, got to see that smug look firsthand.

“I bet everything,” Chisholm said with a flick of her hand.

Ice water. Carl had to give her credit. Unfortunately for her, he’d made his straight. He reached for his chips.

Or tried.

Jaw clenched, fingers clawing the table, Carl could do nothing but resist the incursion of a stodgy old wizardly ghost who couldn’t abide the idea that a pirate admiral would bluff with the stakes this high.

“Move aside. This is for your own good
 .”

Sweat beaded at Carl’s forehead. His instinct was to remove his jacket, play it off as if he were merely warm. But he couldn’t move. All he could do was attempt to stop Mort from doing the moving. He tried to call verbally, but the wizard had a choke hold on his vocal chords.

“I tried to be sporting about this…
 ”

In an instant, Carl was standing inside his own mind again, watching as Mort took command of his body.

Piloting Carl’s body now, Mort flipped over just one of Carl’s nines. He flipped it face down once again and tossed it away. “Show me that pair of jacks.”

Chisholm mucked her hand, landing them in the mix with Mort’s and Enzio’s discards to forestall curious, cheating card flippers. “I don’t know what you could mean.” She reached and raked in all the errant chips Carl had bet.

“She was bluffing! Bluh. Fing. The odds of her having four jacks are like a million to one. We practically had her covered. We could have traded a few scraps of Ithaca for the rest.
 ”

Mort harrumphed softly. It didn’t feel the same with Carl’s lungs doing it, but it felt good to move a little air for once.

Let Carl rant and rave. This was his show, now. There would be no more boondoggle bets or planet-losing bluff calls that turned out to be unbeatable hands.

This was poker. It was a kids’ game at heart. He’d be thrice damned if he let an amateur like Carl ruin a whole species’ way of life over it.

# # #

Inside the front pocket of her sweatshirt, Esper’s hands clasped furiously. There was nothing she could do. She didn’t even have that good a view of the cards. It didn’t help that most of the time the players didn’t even flip them right side up. Carl was frittering away chips, and there were people living on those chips.

Well, not Carl’s so much. But Tanny and Emily were playing with people’s homes, schools, and churches. The tiny plastic playing pieces made it all seem so trite, but there was so much on the line.

And to top it off, Carl was bowing under the pressure. Usually, he had a dozen lives or fewer on the line. On that space station, he’d been more concerned with saving the Mobius
 crew than the station personnel. The last time he’d rescued even a fraction of this many people, it had been at the Gologlex Menagerie, and even that had been an afterthought to a smuggling mission.

He was acting so odd.

The other spectators were muttering amongst themselves. Esper had thus far remained quiet and attentive, but she needed to talk to someone. Keeping her eyes on the felt table, she made her way over to Cedric. The younger Brown wizard was munching on stuunji-made waffle crackers.

“Not going well,” she whispered.

Cedric guarded his silence. He took another cracker and stuffed it into his mouth.

“Does Carl seem more stressed than usual to you?” Esper asked, leaning close enough to brush against Cedric’s shoulder.

At the table, Carl lifted his chin to scratch at his neck. “What the hell. I call.”

Was he trying to send signals? Was he acting erratic to throw off his opponents? That seemed to be Enzio’s style, but whereas Tanny’s champion made it look effortless and stylish, Carl was hamming it up like a grade-school play.

Emily and Enzio folded. Carl pulled in a small number of chips, pieces of New Garrelon and Carousel respectively. It was something, but his pile seemed to be shrinking by the hour.

“Do you think someone might be sneaking magic past the detector?” Esper asked, lips close enough to Cedric’s ear that he must have felt her breath. He was so tall that she had to stand on tiptoe.

Mouth still full of crackers, Cedric harrumphed. “Not on my watch. I’ve got this room clamped down like a marine occupation force.”

Standing behind her commanding officer, Emily’s security chief, Indira, oversaw the game at the center of the room. Esper had never been impressed with the woman. She was a wizard, sure, but that didn’t mean she could sneak past a hypersensitive detector and a room full of observant players.

She could feel the tension emanating from Cedric. “It’ll be nice to get back aboard the Mobius
 .”

“Yes. You look utterly haggard.”

Esper bit her lip. She looked nothing of the sort, and Cedric knew it. Was it Esper’s fault that the Poet Fleet—and Emily in particular—insisted on pampered prisoners? Well, maybe a little.

Play continued at the table. Most hands never got played as someone collected a pittance of chips from before the common cards even came out. It was like listening to the rehearsal of an amateur orchestra, the same few beginning notes, followed by a reset to try again from the start.

Emily and Carl got into a betting hand, and Carl made a bet of ten chips. “I raise to fifty,” Emily announced. She has such a presence about her. Even rooting for Carl and the stuunji people, it was hard to deny the gravity Emily projected throughout the room.

Everyone had to feel it.

Didn’t they?

Glancing sidelong at Cedric, he looked less than impressed.

At the table, Carl drummed his fingers a moment before snarling and throwing away his cards. “Blazes, woman. Lucifer himself wouldn’t draw so many flushes.”

Eyebrow cocked skeptically, Esper wondered whether she had heard that correctly? For a second there—voice aside—Carl had sounded a lot like Mort.

It made sense, she supposed. Carl probably wanted a blustering, crotchety demeanor to throw off his opponents. He knew Mort better than anyone, after all. Why wouldn’t he be able to do a good impression?

Still, if Carl was pulling out impressions and intimidation tricks, it might help if they improved his pile of chips. Ithaca was slipping away, hand by hand.

# # #

Mort folded.

Then, the next hand, he folded again.

The hand after, he was on the big blind and got to see the common cards before folding to the first bet by Enzio.

There was time. Plenty of chips remained. This little tournament wasn’t meant to be won in a single hand or a single hour. It was a test of endurance, of restraint, of judgment over an extended period of time.

It was a game designed to break Carl Ramsey.

Every time he folded, Mort watched his opponents. Unlike Carl, who only saw two, Mort was aware—keenly aware—of the third and most dangerous adversary he faced.

The device.

Magic detectors came in all shapes and sizes, but the most common looked like the one on the table before him. It was a bell jar with a contraption inside that ran on every sort of science known to man. An abomination of circuitry and wires, levers, springs, and fluid-filled tubes, it existed in an uneasy equilibrium of opposed forces. The slightest alteration to the local laws of physics would set it wailing like a banshee on karaoke night.

Also, Cedric seemed intent on squelching magic in the area. Nice lad. Good idea, if it were just Carl at the table with a dilettante wizard and a pirate whose pet sorceress lurked in the shadows behind her. Nothing Mort couldn’t overcome, but it made the delicate balancing act of exerting magical will all the more taxing.

It was like trying to swat a fly that had landed on a glass-topped table. There was a way to crush the fly in a swift blow without damaging the table, but it wasn’t an undertaking without risk or the necessity of forethought.

“Five places,” Mort said, sliding in his bet on a hand with an ace and a queen of diamonds. Best starting hand he’d seen in an hour. Still, he wanted people to join in the hand with him rather than merely relinquish the paltry three chips pre-bet per game rules.

“Call.”

“Call.”

Bugger. One was good news. Two was too many chances for randomness to sneak up and kick him in the nethers.

King.

Ten.

Ten.

Not a diamond to be had. Mort was tempted to take a look at the next few cards and see if there was a jack coming up.

“Yes
 ,” Carl shouted, picking up on Mort’s thoughts as they echoed aloud in their shared brain. “Do it. For fuck’s sake. Either do it or let me in there to play some poker. You’re a sieve, an hourglass running out of sand.
 ”

Mort focused on the table and let Carl’s yammering recede into the background of his own thoughts.

“Fifteen parcels,” Enzio said, counting out his bet with languorous care. The showboat had nothing, most likely. But the board was a crystal soul trap for anyone who didn’t have a ten.

Chisholm was already reaching for her chips before he finished. “Fifty.”

Mort caught himself reaching for his cards to throw them away. A jack short of a straight was no place to be betting a third of his remaining chips. His opponents could be packing half a load of nothing apiece, and he still couldn’t risk calling. But this was a prime opportunity to be Carl. Since he couldn’t trust the real McCoy at the table, he needed to make sure they knew who they were dealing with.

“Hey, Enzio. Tanny ever tell you about the time I got so drunk my mechanic ran off with my starship?” Mort asked amiably.

“No.”

“Well, we were on… ah, shit, I can’t even remember the planet name. But there was this bar with a live laaku blues band, and—”

“Just play,” Enzio snapped. Mort couldn’t tell if he was an excellent actor or not acting at all. “Tanny doesn’t say much about you but to complain what a shit you were and how much better I please her.”

“Oh, let me at him
 ,” Carl shouted. “He does
 not get to make cracks like that to my face when I’m not even in it. That’s just cowardly.
 ”

“Probably just the drugs wearing off. Sobriety can be a real aphrodisiac, I hear. Bulk her back up like a she-ape, and see if you can still handle her. Bet ya you can’t,” Mort said, peering over his beer bottle at Enzio as he took a sip.

“Um. OK. I take it back. Have at him, Mort.
 ”

“Your action,” Gale pointed out.

Mort glanced down. “Ah. These rags?” He flung them away.

“OK. That was fun and all, but we need some poker here. And by poker, I mean magic. And by magic, I mean get off your ass and use some. Just make the whole next hand come out the way you want. Illusion up the cards, or brain-wipe Gale into dealing them however you want. I don’t care. Just don’t sit there tossing out killer insults while you lose the game
 .”

Enzio folded as well, and Chisholm raked in her chips.

“I’d like a time out,” Tanny announced.

Gale thumped the deck of cards on the table upside down and spread the fifty-two cards out for everyone to see. Then, he held up his hands and pushed away from the table.

Enzio got up and met with Tanny at the back of the room. Mort strained Carl’s ears, but couldn’t make out anything. By the body language, a certain former she-ape wasn’t going to be very frisky later.

“Hey, back at the buffet. Did I just see Esper slip her hand inside Cedric’s pants
 ?”

Mort blinked. Without pausing to think, he whirled around and looked for himself. That two-timing trollop apprentice of his. How dare she…

But as Mort saw Esper and Cedric standing side by side, each with their hands tucked in sleeves or sweatshirt, he realized that he was looking out from a spectator’s view.

Carl had taken charge of his body while Mort was distracted.

He cracked his knuckles and drained the rest of his beer in a single gulp. Waggling the bottle, he summoned a stuunji waiter. “Kel Mau, be a good fellow and beer me, would ya?”

Mort’s poker wasn’t getting them anywhere.

Sober poker wasn’t doing Carl any favors, either.

His best and worst hands of cards had all come with a beer by his side. Time to get a buzz on and loosen up his game. Mort had thrown Enzio off his mojo, and it only took one stack of chips to win him back a planet.

“Hey, pool boy,” Carl called over to Enzio. “Park your ass while you can still sit on it. Take your medicine later. Just don’t let her
 pick it out.”

“I did study your philosophers, you know,” Chisholm said as Enzio made his way back to the table. “Startlingly insightful into your lifestyle. I did some extracurricular listening beyond your suggestions. A particular crooner philosopher named Kenny Rogers comes to mind.”

Carl snorted. “I already know when to fold ‘em. I’m thinking it’s time for no guts, no glory.”

Straightening in her seat, Chisholm sniffed. “By all means, hasten your demise. Your company is not so engrossing as to make me wish to prolong it. It is far better to be alone than to be in bad company.”

“Just deal the cards,” Carl said to Gale.

The next hand saw Carl with a pair of queens. “Raise,” he said when the bet came around to him. “Twenty little pieces of paradise.”

“Make it fifty,” Enzio raised.

Carl’s heart quickened.

“There are two hands that throttle queens like a chicken on market day. Do. Not. Call. He’s got either the kings or the aces to beat you. That’s why he raised
 .”

No. That wasn’t why Enzio raised. He was raising because Carl—or Mort, technically—had gotten him chewed out by his woman. As a guy who’d been on the receiving end of those tirades, Carl knew what it was like. Unnerving. For him, it had been the real threat of physical violence. But for Enzio, it was the prospect of a sizable chunk of the Rucker Syndicate being at Tanny’s disposal.

That was enough to put any player on tilt.

“I raise,” Carl said. He glanced at the diminished stack Mort had left him. “I’m all in.”

# # #

Meanwhile, back aboard the Mobius
 , the remainder of the crew watched the proceedings on the holovid. Or at least, some spectacle resembling a poker game played out there.

Around the holographic table sat stiff, barely animate representations of the three players and the dealer. The action, such as it was, took place in spurts. The only information leaking out of the game room came via the waitstaff, and details like chip counts and how the hands played out were often sketchy.

“I raise
 ,” the holographic Carl announced. “I’m all in
 .”

Yomin had adapted a nice rendition of Carl’s voice—no surprise after the number of times they’d had to impersonate him—but Roddy could still hardly believe his ears.

“I don’t care if that nuts-for-brains pilot has aces up his sleeve,” Roddy groused. “That’s a planet with real people down there. He oughta keep that in mind when he’s throwing moon around the table.”

“Aces are 81 percent against a lower pair,” Yomin said, watching the holo feed through her datalens. It was her program adapting the stuunji text feed to holo format, and Roddy had no doubt that she was running an odds calculator as well. “Damn sight better than the odds the stuunji are getting right now.”

“Yeah,” Roddy replied. “But they’re not trying to win the Freeride System. They want New Garrelon. Carl should be working on getting the pirate’s chips.”

“That crack about Tanny was
 pretty low,” Amy said with a sad smile. “He might have just goaded the guy into taking a bath.”

Roddy popped another beer, shaking his head. “Mistranslation. No way Carl’s that slick. He’s a fast thinker, but his insults don’t pack that kinda punch. He’s a rope-a-dope verbal boxer, not a counter-puncher.”

Yomin muted the feed. “Since when do you know the first thing about boxing?”

“Honey, I know a lot of things you wouldn’t expect. I was playing blues and fixing smugglers’ wrecks before you were born.”

“Be nice if you could figure out a way to help Carl,” Amy said thoughtfully.

Roddy perked up. This was the first he’d heard of anyone willing to play loose with these pirates and syndicate types. “Thought this was a Carl solo special.”

“Carl always has a plan,” Amy pointed out. “He just doesn’t always tell us in advance.”

Roddy hopped down from the couch and stepped up to the holo-projector. He held out a hand that brushed the feet of Carl’s image. “This fine gentleman is the worst planner in the history of not getting dusted on every heist. He gets grandiose ideas all the time. This is about the furthest we’ve let him talk us before putting the kibosh on it.”

“What about stealing the very ship we’re now parked inside?” Shoni asked with both arms and legs crossed. “Hmm?”

“There was also that racing league where you people stole a Squall while billions of people watched live,” Yomin added.

“Mort and Mort,” Roddy said. “It was his magic that bailed us out. Carl doesn’t have that anymore. We might have to come up with a contingency for him losing.”

“Wrong,” Shoni snapped. “Right now, the stuunji are being occupied by the Poet Fleet. If Carl loses, nothing changes.”

“Yeah, that’s not what we’re hoping for,” Roddy pointed out.

Amy sighed. “Yeah, but we’d be in one piece, at least until the new owner or owners find out that Chuck Ramsey isn’t expecting company.”

“Well, that animosity might cause sufficient unrest for the stuunji to enact their own rebellion,” Shoni said.

“Unmute it,” Roddy said. “Tanny’s plumber friend is ready to make his play.”

# # #

Enzio stared.

Under the pressure of knowing he had the guy beat and the fate of New Garrelon was in good hands—trading Carousel to the pirates for it seemed like a point-blank shot—Carl was feeling pretty good. He didn’t dare bring in a backup Carl to play it cool, on the off chance that Mort took the opening to slip into the pilot’s seat.

Enzio continued staring.

Without taking his eyes off his opponent, Carl raised his voice to address the room at large. “What should I do here if he offers me a drink or slips me his hotel room code? I’m fuzzy on man-whore etiquette.”

The room remained abuzz in silence, and Enzio kept studying him.

“No one laughed because it wasn’t funny
 ,” Mort said. “They’ll get their laughs when he calls.
 ”

Carl disengaged the public portion of his brain just long enough to snipe back. “He’s not going to call. Mr. Tanny Rucker here just wants to make sure his sugar-mamma sees him put up a good fight. He
 can’t call here. When you’ve got a bully in your face, you’ve gotta slap him down
 .”

“I call,” Enzio said and flipped over a pair of kings.

Carl stared in mute disbelief. In a daze, he turned over his queens.

Rai Kub let out a groan, as did one of the waiters, who lingered near the table with a tray of empty glasses he was supposed to be busing.

“Stand aside, pea-brain
 ,” Mort demanded. “You’ve caused enough trouble for one hand. I might start a war in the criminal underground, but I can’t let you lose this one.
 ”

“Right
 ,” Carl muttered from within his own skull, already receding from control. If there was one place he didn’t want to be right now, it was in his own shoes.

Mort shrugged. “Hey, there are still five cards coming. I’ve got a chance here.”

He felt the increased pressure as Cedric bore down, not allowing Enzio or the pirate’s security wizard to interfere. It made what Mort intended to do all the more finicky. For the time being, he waited.

Gale turned over the first three of the common cards.

Ace.

Ace.

Four.

No help to either of them, but Enzio didn’t need help. The common cards doing absolutely nothing was just fine and dandy for the fine dandy. Mort gently eased the probabilities of a queen being next, but backed away as he felt the tiniest wobble from the magic detector. He was still enough of a technician that he could sense it about to go off without triggering it.

Mort backed down. There was still time to alter the outcome. Worst case, maybe he could blot everyone’s memory of the magic detector blaring like orchestra fire and just magic the chips into his pile.

The next card turned over.

It was a queen.

Mort blinked, then he let out a whoop. “Haha! Suck an egg, pretty-boy. Us working stiffs can get lucky once in a while, too!”

“That didn’t come out quite right
 ,” Carl observed.

Still grinning from his turn of luck, Mort was pretty sure that it had.

With Cedric’s relief at the shifting winds of fortune, Mort changed the face of the next card Gale flipped. It was a two. Nothing that a two could do for anyone. His only risk was that it might have been one of the cards Chisholm had thrown away earlier in the hand, but she might be willing to second-guess the suit she’d had in the heat of the moment.

Licking his lips, Mort gathered in a chunk of Enzio’s war chest that doubled Carl’s stack. “Come to pappy. See kids? Shove a horseshoe far enough up your ass and good things can happen.”

“Any man can make mistakes, but only an idiot persists in his error,” Chisholm said coldly. She must have been feeling the glove on her throat as she saw her prize being swallowed in vast chunks by the wrong opponent. But to pull out a tired old Cicero bromide… for shame.

“Diligence is the mother of good luck,” Mort quoted back at her. Hmm, Ben Franklin wasn’t really Carl’s speed. Mort needed to lay down some smoke lest anyone suspect the switcheroo. “Bob Dylan.”

“What song is that in
 ?” Carl wondered aloud in his own head. Mort wanted to give up control just to gain an avatar form in there so he could kick a few Carls in the ass.

Enzio took a break from triage over the ruins of his holdings to kibitz. “Tanny told me about your pathetic fetish for ancient music. It’s not even Classical Era. I could see jazz, maybe, or some fusion origins, but that Early Data Era noise rots your brain.”

Mort harrumphed softly. Far be it from him to agree with a Yalie, but he had much the same opinion of Carl’s music. It was fine for drowning out the noise of failing tech all around—it could be downright comforting when the monkey was hard at work getting them all killed—but the ill-tuned instruments and enunciation-free lyrics could be nothing but harmful to the intellect.

Flying cards made a circuit of the table once more, and Mort knew what each of them was before it landed. He’d told them. No more half-baked fiascoes and crossed fingers that someone had peeked at cards Mort might have to replicate. No. This was going to be a professional job of card-sharping the likes of which no sleight-of-hand artist could hope to top.

Cedric had relaxed some. This was going to be easy.

Mort gave a perfunctory peek at a ten and nine of clubs, just to keep up appearances.

He called a bet.

Gale turned over three cards.

Ten.

Nine.

Eight.

Enzio was holding a pair of sevens. Chisholm had an ace and a jack. One bet. The other raised. Mort called.

Jack.

Chisholm made a pair with it. Enzio had his straight. Chisholm made a small bet, and both Enzio and Mort called it.

Ten.

“Check,” Chisholm stated in genteel monotone. She’d made her play and knew enough that her opponents had something. There was too much out there that had her jacks beat.

Enzio pushed in some chips. “Fifteen.” By Mort’s count, that was a mere third of the fifty-two chips crowded around the magical detector at the table’s center.

“Just to be clear,” Mort said. “When you fold, I’m not going to show you my cards. You’re going to have to live with that. Because I know that you don’t have a strong enough hand to get up and walk back to that woman behind you and explain how you lost to a dumb spacer with the luck of a lottery conscript. I’m all in.”

It took an effort of will for his brush-it-forward hand gesture not to move all his chips telekinetically. Even allowing for the fact that it would give away his use of magic, Carl shouldn’t be able to do it.

Enzio stewed. He fidgeted. Mort had broken that pretty poker face and made the Yale wizard grit those pearly teeth he loved showing off.

Remembering he was supposed to be Carl, Mort laced his fingers behind his back and tipped his chair back.

But Mort wasn’t Carl. He didn’t tip chairs as a matter of course. And the stuunji-made chairs, while sturdy as a Yale coed, weren’t intended for tipping. He overbalanced.

Anyone who has ever tipped a chair past its toppling point knew that weightless feeling of free fall. It was like an amusement park ride without the safety bar. There was no escaping, even with foreknowledge, that helpless rising gorge of fear and the spike of wake-up juice from the glands.

Mort used his magic to steady his fall.

On the table, the detector declared war and trumpeted a battle charge—along with a crash of dishes, a marching band collision, and a rat running through the ladies’ dressing room at the opera.

At the same time, Mort’s knee bumped the underside of the table, halting him before he would have fallen over backward.

“Cheat!” Tanny shouted, pointing to the detector at the expense of protecting her ears.

Gale leaped to his feet. “Hand is nullified. Everyone stand away from the table.” He collected the cards, wincing against the onslaught of audio torment from a foot away as he leaned across.

“Gimme!
 ” Carl shouted, tugging for control. “You fuck-up. Complain about
 me botching things? Lemme in there to fix this
 .”

Abashed, Mort slunk back inside.

The din of mechanical noise died down only to be replaced with shouts and recriminations from all sides.

In control once more, Carl sprang into action. “Hey! I bumped the table. You think I wanted to set the fucking thing off? I had that hand won!”

“Physical jarring won’t set off the machine,” Gale said as he began sorting the cards by number and suit.

“He won’t find anything
 ,” Mort assured Carl. “I cleaned up the second he flipped them face down
 .”

“Why should we believe that?” Carl asked. He jumped back inside his head and forced Mort to the fore. “Bump the table again and set off the thing at the same time
 .”

Mort obliged, slamming a hand down on the table hard enough to jostle chip stacks. Simultaneously, he goosed the machine, making damn sure it wasn’t able to ignore him.

Again, the machine threw a fit.

This time Tanny covered her ears. “You said it was shock resistant!” she shouted.

Gale appeared to have had his fill of the machine’s racket as well. “It was certified,” he shouted back in a lame excuse for a defense.

“I shan’t be rid of this ringing sensation this coming month,” Chisholm complained at the top of her lungs.

When the machine relented, Mort huffed a breath in put-upon exasperation. “Re-deal the hand. Fuck. Damn it, I was winning…”

At the back of the room, a quiet Rai Kub made his way to the exit, muttering about stress and the need to urinate.

# # #

Once free of the pit trap of angry humans, Rai Kub quickened his feet. He couldn’t run without half the ship shaking—even high-quality human ship-building didn’t account for stuunji mass—but he hustled to the kitchen.

Stuunji naval personnel allowed him entry. Inside, food preparation continued for the players and observers’ comfort. But there was a pantry that needed his attention.

“What is it?” Wen Luu demanded, his breath coming with a puff of fog in the frigid interior. He and five stuunji in officers’ uniforms were donning blaster-resistant armor and checking blasters large enough to tear holes in the hull.

“Please wait,” Rai Kub pleaded. “Give Savior Carl a chance.”

Wen Luu reached up and thumped one of his little hands on Rai Kub’s shoulder. “I will always appreciate what Carl Ramsey has done for our people, but you and I both know he’s no savior. He is a human with a very particular set of skills that makes him a thorn in the side of his own people. But he’s not the solution to all our problems.”

“He’s not,” Rai Kub agreed. “But he’s going to make this work. It won’t solve all our problems. The exiles will be vulnerable to the next major military threat to come our way. But today we can still win.”

Wen Luu rumbled in the back of his throat. “They set off the alarm. Carl is cheating, and they caught him.”

“They haven’t,” Rai Kub insisted. “He convinced them their machine also detects sudden physical jolts.”

Wen Luu’s nostrils flared. He was ready for battle. So small, yet so brave. Rai Kub wished he were like the Clapton’s
 captain.

The kidnapping plan was taking the knife from New Garrelon’s throat by grabbing the blade and attempting to yank it free of the pirates’ grasp. Wen Luu would overpower the players’ escorts and take both Tania Rucker and Emily Chisholm captive. There would be bloodshed. Stuunji were conditioned from childhood to respect their fellow creatures. They had evolved from angry beasts into calm cooperators.

A few, like Wen Luu, had reversed that civilizing influence. He had crewed a ship of stuunji like that. Planetside, they might be prone to criminal behavior. But give them an enemy, and they would fight for the stuunji people to their deaths.

With two hostile wizards in the game room, there was little doubt someone would pay the fertilizer price for the mission’s success.

“Fine,” Wen Luu snapped. “But if the game breaks up, I need you to get your human friends to help subdue the pirates and mobsters.”

Rai Kub nodded hurriedly. “I’m sure they’ll help.”

Of course, Rai Kub didn’t mention that Cedric’s help might wreck the Clapton
 . He counted on events not coming to that.

# # #

Gale cleared the room. The only ones allowed to remain were Chisholm, Enzio, Carl, and Tanny—who refused to be shut out of a game where she had so much at stake.

“…and waitstaff will be allowed to enter only during hourly breaks,” Gale concluded. “Is that acceptable to all players?”

“It is,” Chisholm said, resuming her seat.

Enzio shared a long look with Tanny. “Yeah. But you’re on thin ice, Gale,” Tanny said. “Lowe, Kaplan, and Kuma might not get a lot of business on Mars if this game goes to shit.”

Gale’s jaw stiffened. Carl, in control of his own body for the moment, knew what was going on in the guy’s head. Reflexes urged him to defend his firm. He probably had retainers and contracts kilometers long keeping him in gold-plated toilets and caviar toothsoap. But one grim pronouncement from Don Rucker could end all of that—and Gordon Gale—in mere moments.

“C’mon,” Carl said. “It’s a game. Let’s have some fun with it. Who likes playing with wild cards?”

“No wild cards,” Tanny snapped from the spot she chose to lean against the wall.

“You’re having fun because you’re winning. Nothing more,” Chisholm said.

Carl shrugged. “It’s all fun and games until someone loses a planet.”

Gale dealt the cards once more. Blinds were anted. The game slowly fell into a rhythm once again.

A stack of real estate chips changed colors with a purpose. Carl bet only green chips whenever possible, and he hoarded the red chips that represented New Garrelon. No one seemed surprised. He’d made it clear as far back as his proposal for the game that he was willing to stake his claim in Ithaca to get the stuunji their planet back.

As Carl watched a small stack of chips head into Enzio’s pile, he decided to let Mort back in to uneven the playing field.

“Go get ‘em
 ,” he said to Mort once the wizard was back in charge. “None of this namby pamby crap of losing two-thirds of the hands. Don’t make it obvious, but let’s wring these two for all they’re worth
 .”

And so Mort did.

He won the next three hands, then decided to make a noisy but tiny loss. The cards were all down, and he had two pair. There were thirty or so chips in the middle, and Chisholm glared at him like a statue of one of those ancient smiting gods.

“The bet is twenty to you, Mr. Ramsey,” Gale reminded him.

Mort could have called and won. He’d given her a high pair, but he had her beat. This was merely a matter of whether to keep rubbing the puppy’s nose in the shit or let her run off with his slippers.

Pointing to one of the chips in the pile of green he was about to lose, Mort made a sneer. “That one’s got poisonous vines. You can have it.” He pushed his cards toward Gale.

After that, Mort pushed and bullied, using the threat of his larger stack of chips as a headsman’s axe held high. He bet when he sensed weakness, always prepared with a winning hand unless it was a hand he chose in advance to lose.

“I don’t remember you being this good,” Tanny said with menace from the back of the room.

Mort reached out a hand as if to slam it down on the table. “Want me to set off the tattletale again? Maybe you want to scan me. I might consent to a strip search, but I’m afraid I’d have to ask you to leave the room first. You know I’m spoken for now.”

“She could stay
 ,” Carl said. “Let her know what she’s missing. I’ve been getting a good workout lately
 .”

Mort issued perhaps the softest harrumph of his harrumphing career, trying to direct the effect to his mental passenger. Like hell Carl was in any kind of enviable shape. Who did he think he was fooling? Someone who wasn’t piloting his body at the moment, certainly. No man with an ass that itched as much as Carl’s had any business displaying himself au naturel.

Gale cleared his throat. “The bet, Mr. Ramsey.”

“Oh, that. I fold.”

Tanny was glaring at him. Did she suspect collusion? Certainly she couldn’t imagine what was truly taking place.

# # #

The Carl in the holovid field slapped his hand down on the table. Chips jumped. Spectators around the room covered their ears in eerie unison as the magic detector shrieked.

Roddy hit mute.

“Now we can’t hear what they’re saying,” Archie complained. “This thing isn’t accurate enough to read lips from.”

Roddy pressed another button on the remote, and floating bubbles appeared over speakers’ heads.

In the dealer’s speech bubble, the words appeared. “Hand is nullified. Everyone stand away from the table
 .”

As Gale swept up the cards in play and began inventorying them, Carl spoke up. Even in text, Roddy could envision the wheedling tone Carl’s voice must have taken on. “Hey! I bumped the table. You think I wanted to set the fucking thing off? I had that hand won
 !”

“Physical jarring won’t set off the machine
 ,” Gale said via overhead bubble.

“Unmute it,” Yomin said. “The thing shut up. Everyone’s got their hands off their ears.”

“It gains something without the simulated voices,” Shoni said next to Roddy on the couch. “Without appropriate inflection, the meaning is muddied. More natural to treat it as text, the way the stuunji are reporting it.”

Roddy reversed both the captions and muting.

“Why should we believe that
 ?” Carl asked in a monotone. He slammed a hand down on the table. The whole table shook, and the machine went wild.

Instantly pained by the horrible sound, Roddy muted the feed again.

“That’s it. I’m done with the audio unless you filter that shit out,” he said to Yomin. “This news feed interpreter is annoying.”

On holo, Tanny covered her ears. “You said it was shock resistant
 ,” her speech bubble read.

Gale replied, “It was certified
 .”

Amy shook her head. “This isn’t good. I’m going to do a pre-flight check. We might be leaving here in a hurry.”

“With a whole fleet out there?” Yomin asked.

“Hey, we’ve got wizards. They’ll get here at a dead run. I’ll use the Clapton
 as cover. We drop to the purple end of the astral and vamoose. Not like that plan hasn’t been in our back pocket since the Mort days.”

Amy disappeared up the corridor to the cockpit.

With a sigh, Roddy drained his beer. “I’ll run a check on the engines. And the shields.”

He glanced back at Shoni before he headed into the cargo bay. “I’ll be all right, kid. I’ll get you someplace safe once we’re done here.”

Shoni took custody of the remote for the holo-projector but said nothing.

# # #

The pile in front of Mort was growing fat. Though none of the three worlds in question was entirely within his control, he had the dragon’s share of the chips from each, as well as a number of tidbits the other two had thrown in to help balance out the perceived value of Ithaca—even at half a share.

“I raise,” Mort said languorously. He didn’t even count the chips he shoved forward to topple over toward the center of the table.

“Fold,” Enzio and Chisholm said in quick succession.

“Um, Mort
 ,” Carl said. “I think I’m picking up on a problem here. Come inside a minute. We need to talk
 .”

Carl Who Is Just Biding His Time took over the poker game while the original and Mort met in the crowded confines of Carl’s mind.

“What?” Mort snapped. “I’m bowling them over like a pin sweeper. We’ll be rich as sultans by the end of the evening.”

“No, we won’t,” Carl said firmly. “Look at them. Look
 at those eyes. Tanny and Chisholm aren’t thinking how to win a poker game anymore. They’re plotting ways to eliminate us and still walk away with their shares intact.”

Mort scratched his chin. In this imaginary space, it didn’t itch, but the scratching helped him think. “I suppose we aren’t exactly at a regulated casino…”

“We need to lose some chips back or your get-out-of-purgatory-free card is going to expire in a cloud of dust.”

The crowd of Carls nodded their heads in agreement.

“Isn’t this about the time you start coming up with wacky plans to get us out of this?” Mort asked. “My way could still work, but we’d have to leave a lot
 of bodies to cover this up.”

It was. That was how Carl had made his living. It was his bread and butter. It was his beer and nachos. It was the starport docking clamp keeping him from being a success.

“No. We’re up by twenty pins and facing a split. We don’t need to get cute and fuck up trying for the spare. Let’s just knock over a couple pins and walk away.”

“We could walk away right now,” Mort said, pointing out the enormous windows of Carl’s eyes. “That Gale fellow’s been tracking the hands. We’re at 195. Five more hands and we can call it a day.”

“And take a blaster to the gut,” Carl said, drawing an involuntary cringe from the wizard.

“That’s just a low blow.”

“Whatever gets the job done. Let me handle the losing.”

Mort shook his head. “Never you mind about that. I’ve got a job to finish here. I’ll make sure we lose and that we look good losing.”

It was a wry grin that made it onto Carl’s face. “How could you not? You look like me.”

With a parting snort, Mort wrested control from Carl Who Is Just Biding His Time. “I fold.”

“But you raised,” Enzio said. “You can’t take that back.”

Mort eyed the chips before him. “Well, fine. But don’t expect much out of me this hand. I don’t know what I was thinking raising with this dangling pair of bull ornaments. Well, other than thinking I still had the cards from last
 hand.”

At the next opportunity, Mort folded.

Then he won a hand that no one seemed interested in. Then he folded again. In and out. In and out. Mort entered hand after hand with probing bets that he backed away from at the first sign of resistance.

Unlike how Carl might have done it, Mort carefully invested blue chips when facing off against Chisholm and green against Enzio. He made sure the piles mixed a little so that it wasn’t blatant, fiddling with his stacks constantly, but he kept the overall flow.

When red chips came up for grabs, Mort made sure to win.

From the time Carl Who Is Just Biding His Time departed onward, there wasn’t an honest hand played. Poker had ceased being a game and turned into a charade of wealth redistribution. The closest things ever came to an actual game were the hands Chisholm and Enzio played against one another, and even then Mort guided the green and blue chips to their preferred destinations.

By his count, Mort had all but five red chips remaining in the game, and those belonged to Chisholm—her last bulwark of defense against being ousted from New Garrelon entirely.

Around the time hand 223 was swept up by the dealer, Mort concluded things had gone on long enough. “I’d like to cash out. And by cash, I mean land.”

“None of you has exclusive claim to any but the minor holdings at stake,” Gale announced formally. “Per the stated rules, there can now be negotiations for parcels of land that would render sole ownership.”

Internally, Carl cleared his throat.

Mort declined to step aside.

“How much you want for those last chips?” Mort asked, crooking a finger at Chisholm’s last reds.

“This is what you wanted all along, isn’t it?” she asked with a twisted smile. “You tried to win all three planets, but now that it’s slipping away, you want to free these silly stuunji from their servile bonds? You’re just going to give it back to them.”

“At least tell her you plan to take the money and run
 ,” Carl implored. “She’s expecting something poetic from me
 .”

“I have my money,” Mort said with a spread of his hands. “Might as well run while I still have enough left.”

“Very well,” Chisholm agreed. “You own two planets in the Freeride system. I want them in exchange.”

Mort sorted through his piles and identified the chips in question. There were eight in total that met her demand. It was a lopsided deal, but it included everything he wanted.

“No!
 ” Carl shouted. “Get that Galek System mining operation thrown in. Don’t be a pushover. It’s only two chips. She’ll still be coming out ahead.
 ”

Mort wasn’t big on this sort of mercantile claptrap, so he followed Carl’s advice. “Looks a little uneven. How about you throw in that asteroid mine in Galek, and we call it close enough.”

Chisholm located the two chips in question, weighed her total of seven against Mort’s eight. “Deal.”

The chips exchanged hands.

It was done. New Garrelon belonged to the stuunji once again. Or at least, it would once the pirates got their interloping keesters back to Carousel where they belonged.

But matters weren’t closed yet. Tanny and Enzio pored over their chips, inventorying the largest of the piles leaving the table.

“You’re missing these,” Mort said, sequestering four green chips from among his stack.

“I’ll take what I’ve got,” Tanny said. “We’re not negotiating with you. I kind of like the idea of you on Ithaca with a doormat-sized piece of jungle to call your own while I own 48 percent of it.”

Mort smiled sadly. “I’ve kept the city where you lived under Devraa’s power. You were happy there, I think, until Mort tore a moon from the very firmament of the heavens and flung it to its doom.”

“Nice. Good for you,” Tanny said brusquely.

Mort slid the tiny pile toward Enzio, who had kept his seat while Tanny loomed behind him. “A peace offering. No hard feelings. I got what I came for. Me and Chuck were never meant to be on the same planet together. Too alike. Neither of us likes to be reminded.”

“Because we’re
 not!
 ” Carl protested. “Chuck’s a greasy-smiled grifter who pretends to be everyone’s best friend. He can’t fly a ship worth a damn, won’t get his hands dirty in a fight, and can’t play guitar to save his life
 .”

Enzio reached across for the chips, but Mort drew them back. He stuck out a hand to shake. “No hard feelings?”

When Enzio hesitated, Mort opened his hand and turned it this way and that, demonstrating no concealed gizmos or gobs of spit.

The rapscallion had a firm handshake. Mort had to give him credit for that. And he was willing to look a man in the eye when he shook his hand. For a wizard, it was a show of trust letting him look you in the eye. The Carl impostor was letting down his guard before a man he knew to have not only been a wizard but a Yale wizard.

Those Ivy League sorts were so notoriously dangerous.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Carl said, pushing back from the table. “I have some good news to deliver. News teams are already on board. How’s my hair?”

# # #

The revelry lasted long into the night. Carl had been sitting at a poker table for so much of the day that his ass couldn’t take much more sitting. Even the relatively comfortable stuunji-made chairs couldn’t make up for the kink in his back.

Of course, with Amy going light on the booze—that is to say, having none—Carl kept himself moderately sober throughout the night. If there had been any residual buzz from his earlier imbibing, it boiled away.

In the middle of a throng of stuunji well-wishers down on the planet, a path opened up. Tuu Nau made his way through and bowed to Carl, who returned the gesture. “Savior Carl, could we have a word in private?”

Rai Kub was following the leader of his people like a puppy. He, in turn, was pursued by a number of stuunji women—which Carl could honestly only tell apart from the men by their propensity for wearing rings around their nose horns. If that wasn’t a gender-specific fashion trend, Carl was bound to get himself in trouble one day over it.

“Sure thing, boss-man,” Carl replied. He turned to Amy with a kiss. “You hang here. Have ‘em find me if you need me.”

The trio retired to a nearby office building. Carl was surprised to find Keesha Bell and her butler, Hobson, there waiting. Something was off here. Had these two done something wrong? Was he going to have to straighten them out?

“Thank you for all you have done, Savior Carl,” Tuu Nau said, taking a seat behind a stuunji-sized desk that came as high as Carl’s shoulders.

“You know me. Anything for the stuunji people,” he replied with a polite smile.

“This whole incident has cast a grim light across our planet, like an eclipse from a dead moon,” Tuu Nau said gravely. “Though the eclipse has now passed, we know it’s only a matter of time until the cosmos aligns against us once more.”

Carl held up his hands. “Whoa, there, High Councilor. That’s a bit of a downer for a celebration. I can go back for my guitar and—”

“No need,” Tuu Nau said quickly. “One small performance was more than enough.”

Damn right it had been enough. He’d brought the house down. Drunk stuunji may have been an easy audience, but they’d loved his Data Era rock medley.

“What’s the deal, then?” Carl asked. “And why are these two here. No offense. Hi, Ms. Bell, Hobson. Nice to see you’re doing well.”

“They’re evicting us,” Keesha said with bottled-up indignation.

Tuu Nau’s hands clenched. “And I am so,
 so sorry. But it was part of the terms of our arrangement.”

“What arrangement?” Carl demanded. “We dropped them off here as asylum seekers. You granted asylum. Dust hands. Walk into sunset. The end.”

“Our deal with the Eyndar,” Rai Kub said in a low voice.

Carl must have misheard him. “The who now?”

“The Eyndar,” Tuu Nau restated. “The Clapton
 is a fine ship, but it can’t protect a planet with this large a population. We are too large a target, too delicious a meal, too soft an underbelly to resist.”

“And you’re feeding yourselves to the dogs!”

Tuu Nau patted the air with his hands. “Please try to remember. The Eyndar are your enemies, not ours. As victims of human expansion, we were a sympathetic case. Just minutes ago, the high council came to terms on a trade agreement that includes military support if human or other ARGO aggressors try to take over.”

How was that for thanks? Carl lost years of his life to fighting the Eyndar. The EADZ was a no-man’s land for both them and ARGO. Sure, both sides were lax about regular trade and a little colonial action, so long as nothing official or military took place. But to think that the stuunji would turn to them
 for help…

“What’s that got to do with these two?” he asked, hooking a thumb at the wizardess and servant.

“Part of the arrangement,” Rai Kub said. “We open ourselves to the Eyndar and close to humans.”

“You were already pretty fucking closed to humans,” Carl pointed out.

“It’s you.” Tuu Nau’s words hung suspended in air as if a thick fog carried them.

“Me?” Carl echoed.

“You make little effort to disguise your identity,” Rai Kub said. “And all the crew had heard the stories about you fighting the Eyndar when you were in Earth Navy. They are aware as well. They’re not going to hold it against us, but you aren’t going to be allowed on the planet during the treaty’s duration. No humans will be. No exceptions.”

No even for Savior Carl, it seemed. No, especially not for Carl. He’d never given much thought to his reputation on the other side of the war. He didn’t know much about any particular Eyndar, and he’d always assumed that the ambivalence worked both ways. Then again, if one of them was a pilot who’d dusted hundreds of humans, maybe he’d have bothered to learn the guy’s name.

“Yeah. They can ride with us. Things are a little cramped these days, but we’ll—”

“They can have my quarters,” Rai Kub said.

Carl blinked. “You plan on sleeping in the cargo bay or something?”

Tuu Nau held out a hand, and Rai Kub stepped closer. The high councilor’s hand settled on Rai Kub’s shoulder. “Rai Kub has been elevated to the council. His experience in the wider world has made him an ideal fit for the post of Minister of Galactic Affairs. He was instrumental in putting together this defensive and trade pact in record time.”

“I learned from a master,” Rai Kub said, hanging his head humbly. When Tuu Nau wasn’t looking, he shot Carl a glare that said not to contradict him on this point. Since losing his security officer now looked like a done deal, he didn’t spoil Rai Kub’s parade by telling Tuu Nau what a naive optimist his new minister really was.

On-the-job training would do the big fella some good.

He stepped around the high councilor’s desk to offer an awkward hug. “Well, Rai Kub. It’s a shame to lose you, but I can’t offer the kind of life you’ve earned down here. Best of luck, and if the Eyndar ever decide to bail on you, lemme know.”

“Go with our blessings, Savior Carl. The treaty doesn’t take effect until morning. Enjoy the rest of the celebration.”

# # #

It was weeks later. Carousel had been packed up with everything the Rucker Syndicate could uproot. A fleet of cargo ships and personnel transports was set to make astral. The orbital space around Carousel was littered with the ships of both the Rucker Syndicate and Poet Fleet during the transition of ownership.

Tanny took the incoming comm in her quarters.

Admiral Chisholm’s face appeared. “I trust you’ll be leaving orbit shortly,” she said in that phony voice that tried to imitate a refined childhood.

Tanny had seen the syndicate’s files on Chisholm. Her father had been a pirate. Her grandmother had been a pirate. The woman had been around sleazy, blasters-first ship plunderers her whole life. She’d been born in space, never attended school, and any refinement she’d acquired had been taught the same as grammar and arithmetic—not absorbed culturally as part of her upbringing.

“Yeah. We’re heading off for greener pastures. Won’t claim I’ll miss that ball of soot you won.”

“Far better to reek of soot and stink of filthy hardcoin than to while away the days separating coins from wheat chaff,” Chisholm replied. The conversation reminded Tanny how much she wished she could punch someone through a comm feed. The longer she spoke with the pirate, the greater the urge to peel that fake, condescending smile off her face and cram it up her ass.

“We’re under way within the hour. I don’t expect to speak with you again,” Tanny said with as much steel as she could put to her words. There was just something about being a 150 kilos with a bass voice that her father had and she’d never duplicate.

“Agreed,” Chisholm said. “Should our paths cross once more, it shall be an unhappy day—for both of us.”

Tanny flicked off the comm, fuming silently at the blank screen. She needed to break the sharp edges off her mood. The cargo hold was where she needed to be.

Of all the ships in the Rucker convoy, this was the emptiest. And of all the cargo ships, it was the only one acting as a transport. While the main cargo hold was scattered around the periphery with pre-fab building components, crates of food, furniture, and equipment, the central area was spread with artificial grass.

“Mommy!” Kubu shouted as Tanny entered. “Are we going soon? Will we be back on the jungle moon soon? How soon can Kubu eat those hunting things from the big ship?”

Kubu towered over her, dripping slobber just centimeters from her feet. His rough fur brushed her face in a nuzzle that was just barely safe considering how excited he was.

“Calm down, Kubu,” Tanny told him. “It’s going to be a couple weeks getting there. Ithaca’s a long way off, and we need to keep the convoy together in case there’s trouble.”

“Will we see Carl there?” Kubu asked. “And Esper? And Mr. Roddy and Mort?”

Tanny shook her head. “They don’t live there anymore. There are still people, but you won’t know most of them.” Seeing his ears droop, she felt the need to cheer him up. “But all the yummy animals are still there. They might even be able to keep up their population despite you eating them. It’s a big moon.”

“Oh boy! I can’t wait!”

The door to the main corridor of the ship opened, and Enzio strode in. “Aha! Thought I might find you down here. Kubu, can I have a word with Tanny? Alone?”

Kubu nodded. “OK.” He bounded off.

Tanny watched him go. Making Ithaca pay off on the promise of those rich profits would be a lot more work than sitting back in the Freeride system and taking a cut of the local commerce. But knowing how happy Kubu would be made the coming efforts all seem worthwhile.

“What do you want?” Tanny asked. Things hadn’t been the same between them since New Garrelon. Under the stress of the planetary stakes, neither had shown their finest colors. But Tanny would be damned if she apologized before he did. There were plenty of men in the syndicate who could warm half a bed and weren’t nearly the trouble Enzio could be.

“We’re heading out soon.”

“Yeah.”

“We should warn Chuck Ramsey that we’re coming,” Enzio said.

Tanny shook her head. “My father advised against it. They might be friends, but he knows Chuck’s an astral gate salesman. With advanced warning, who knows what he might pull to keep us from taking possession?”

“Ramsey might have told him already,” Enzio said. “We’d look neighborly instead of like thieves skulking in under cover of darkness.”

“Carl wouldn’t have told him. They don’t talk.”

“Let me make the call,” Enzio said.

Tanny barked a laugh. “Chuck would twist you up in knots. No offense, but there’s a reason Carl’s a compulsive liar—it’s genetic.”

Enzio harrumphed. “You think so, huh? Listen, maybe you think I’m just a spell peddler your father bought for twice the Convocation’s going rate, but I argue with the universe on a daily basis. You let me handle the likes of Charles Chaplin Ramsey.” He spun on his heel to depart.

“Why do you know his full name?” Tanny asked.

“Huh?” Enzio replied.

“You study up on him or something?” Tanny asked, head cocked. “Usually anything that requires the omni is too much effort for you.”

“Just hold up,” Enzio said. “That whole ‘let me handle it’ spiel was my walking-out line. You can’t go messing with a man’s walking-out line, not when he’s got a reputation to maintain with the universe at large…”
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