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A pale blue sun hung in a black, star-speckled sky. It moved visibly as the tumbling planetoid rolled through its five-year orbit. A day there lasted just over two hours, short enough that there was never a thought of adapting to its rhythms. For no natural reason, the planetoid had gravity that felt just like Earth’s and an atmosphere that cleared the lungs. The perfect mixture of nitrogen, oxygen, argon, and carbon dioxide was also filled with the sound of guitar music.

Carl strummed the chords at half tempo—D-chord, A, G, D, A, E-minor. He tapped his foot in time with the chill beat. He was seated on a crate that had never been packed away inside the old mining headquarters a tenth of a kilometer away, which now belonged to him.

This wasn’t the asteroid belt he’d won playing poker in orbit of New Garrelon. That place had changed hands the next day as Carl ran through a series of celestial real estate transactions that divorced him completely from the events of that felt table. A man with Don Rucker’s connections might have a shot at tracking down the owner of this asteroid—and Carl had to admit, this was little more than a self-important asteroid amid a field of mined-out rocks—but no casually curious criminal would stand a chance.

He’d named it Pleasant Valley.

“Huh,” Roddy grunted as he ambled through grass just tall enough to cover his toes, making his way over to Carl’s perch. “Coulda sworn you were on playback at half speed. Don’t tell me you’re actually learning to play that thing.”

Carl stilled the ring of the nickel strings with his fretting hand. “If I sold this guitar, I could buy another island in the stars like this one. Seemed kind of disrespectful to play it without knowing how.” He bumped a datapad with his foot. Lying in the grass, screen lit, it was showing the proper playing technique. “Figured it was time I took some omni lessons. That was—”

“‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door,’” Roddy finished for him. “Yeah. Believe it or not, I could tell. Dylan’s not your usual speed.”

“Got stuck in my head at the poker game. Hard thinking up bullshit poetry when your life is summed up in rock. Dylan’s more poet than songwriter. Born a century earlier, he wouldn’t have bothered with music.”

“Well, you’re improving,” Roddy said, dragging over a crate and taking a seat beside Carl. “Back in my gig days, if I’d had you show up from a replacement service when my rhythm guy was sick, I wouldn’t have kicked you out of the place.”

With a grunt of feigned gratitude, Carl resumed his fretwork and picked up the song again.

“Kinda homey,” Roddy remarked as he listened companionably. “Kid woulda had a future at this.”

Indeed, Cedric had terraformed an old mining outpost into a country estate. There was no scientific reason for atmosphere to cling to a ball of rock this small, no reason for it to have more than a token amount of gravity. And yet, it behaved like a proper planet—one with a horizon that dropped like a cliff a couple kilometers out.

“Bet Mort couldn’t have done it,” Roddy added, punctuating the statement with the popping of a beer top.

“I’ll tell him you said that come bowling night,” Amy said as she approached from the main structure. “I’ll be sure to remind you.”

Carl would hardly have recognized Amy as Scarecrow. The cocky swagger of a fighter pilot had been replaced by the awkward gait of an expectant mother who hadn’t read the fine print to know what she was signing up for. Amy was barely showing but acted like she had gained two hundred kilos in the past month. Her features had softened. She’d let the mop of braids loose and trimmed it short for easier maintenance.

Carl gathered up his guitar and let her have his seat. “How’d you sleep?”

“Better, once you got up,” she said. Carl winced. “No. I don’t mean it like that. Um, Roddy, can you give us a minute?” Amy rested a hand on her stomach.

“On this boulder?” the laaku asked, scanning the horizon in all directions. “Maybe. I’ll see what I can do.” He ambled off, snickering as he chugged his breakfast beer.

Carl stole the seat Roddy had vacated. “You OK? Say the word, we’ll get you back to that med station. Esper can drop us deep; get us there in an hour.”

Amy closed her eyes and shook her head. “It’s not about the baby. Well, maybe. Indirectly. But that’s not why.”

“Why what?” Carl asked, struggling to stay afloat in the conversation.

“Do you want to get married? You know… do this whole thing right. I mean, not right right since we got things out of order. But traditional. Shotgun wedding, minus the shotguns.”

Carl shrugged. “Sure.”

“On Earth.”

Carl’s brain blinked. His eyes followed suit. “Clear the barrel on that one and fire it again? Did you say Earth?”

She smiled. “Yeah. You know, the Earth-like minus the ‘like.’”

Carl ran a hand through his hair. He wondered offhandedly how long it would be before having kids cost him his locks. Chuck still had a full mane, but that was less heredity than cheap cosmo. “Lemme get this straight. You want to get married.”

“Yes.”

“Great. I’m on board that shuttle. But you want to do it on Earth.”

“If by ‘do it’ you mean the ceremony and not just the wedding night, then yes.”

Carl rubbed his eyes with his fingers and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Earth. The one at the heart of the Sol system. The one with hair-trigger security. The one that’s home to Earth Interstellar and ARGO High Command? The one where the warrants for our arrest get approved? The one with the Convocation headquartered on it? That Earth?”

“Consider it a wedding present to me,” Amy said with a smile. “I mean, I’m marrying the galaxy’s top outlaw. I ought to get a little show of his prowess.” Then her face grew solemn. “Plus, my mom lives there, and she’s not fit to travel.”

Carl swallowed, then nodded. “Sure, babe. I don’t know how yet, but I’ll make it happen.”

# # #

Roddy sauntered into the old mining base with a whistled song on his lips. He had been the one to install the pedestrian entrance to a place built without a second thought to the asteroid ever having an atmosphere. Formerly, the auto-slid doors had belonged to a livestock freighter, but that only added to the charm. His open-air tune echoed off the bare steel corridors once he got inside.

It took him a moment’s pause to realize it was the same one Carl had been playing. That crazy old bastard was finally actually learning to play guitar right. In all the years Roddy had known him, Carl had never more than strummed away like a teenage wannabe rock star in his parents’ storage silo.

There had been times when Roddy had wanted to play but felt guilty showing the guy up. Carl had a sensitive disposition about a few things, and music was one of them. In his head, Carl probably heard the same distorted fuzz that came out of his rock heroes’ amps. But it was the notes that were fuzz, not the electronic distortion. If Carl were going to start taking his music seriously, maybe Roddy could drag out his old 12-string without getting into a pissing match.

When the door to his quarters slid open, he was confronted not with a peaceful hideaway and makeshift music studio. No, what he found was the best girl he’d ever known, with a scowl fit to cut through a bulkhead.

“Hey, slick-hair, what’s with the scanner?” Roddy asked cheerfully. But he knew from the fact that the device was aimed at Shoni and not some interesting technical problem that this was going to be one of those conversations.

“I think it’s time we discussed our unsuccessful attempts at conception,” Shoni said, turning the hand scanner and holding it out as if Roddy were supposed to be able to glean anything useful from a cursory glance.

If he played this right, maybe there would be time to break this wayward satellite out of its orbit without crashing it. “Hey now. I wouldn’t call them unsuccessful.” He sidled up and ran a finger down the fur of Shoni’s exposed neckline.

Shoni’s eyes shut halfway before she shook herself back into her ire. “Stop that. I could purchase a rather affordable implant that could stimulate my periaqueductal gray directly. I believe that the byproduct of sexual gratification is distracting from our goal of embryogenesis. I’ve been considering consulting a reproductive geneticist.”

Roddy blew out a breath that puffed his cheeks. “Well, when you put it that way…” There was something about the cellular genetics of the whole business that made sex seem pretty complicated. It wasn’t. Not that he was an expert at xenobiology or even had that wide a net cast over his own species’ practices. But he’d never seemed to have any trouble on the gratification end of things, and Shoni didn’t seem like the type to coddle a guy’s feelings. Humans had issues, but their dogged persistence saw them through it. “Maybe we just oughta… try more?”

The idea of his genes getting it on without him present gave Roddy a crawling feeling up his spine. It made him less a person and more a data crystal. The little fellas ought to get a proper send off and whatnot. Dropping them off at a lab seemed like starting the bad parenting early.

Shoni crossed her arms. “I might be willing to redouble our efforts if not for the looming doom over our heads at every hour. But considering the circumstances, the sooner we get the cellular division underway, the less chance that one of us isn’t around to provide the chromosomes.”

Holding up his hands and looking around their room, Roddy gaped at her. “We’ve never been safer.”

“Safe?” Shoni asked, voice raising an octave. “We’re outlaws hiding on an asteroid. The air we’re breathing has been conjured from the nether regions of magic’s trousers, and we’re a wizard’s sneeze from tumbling off this floating rock into the uncaring cosmos.”

Roddy stomped his foot. “Gravity’s fine. Same as any ship.”

“Which are fully enclosed.”

“That why you don’t go outside much?”

“I don’t trust the solar radiation, even if the scanners say it’s safe. Magic is subject to change at a whim.”

Roddy wiped a hand over his face. “OK. So stay indoors. But the outlaw thing… I mean, we’re barely outlaws anymore. I think we buried the hatchet with those pirates, after all. We’re on a net loss rate for enemies.”

Shoni frowned and didn’t budge.

“Carl’s about to be a dad. We’re flush with cash—by our standards, at least. When was the last time anyone even talked about pulling a job?”

Shoni’s glare deepened.

“Give it another month,” Roddy said, patting the air with his upper hands. “We don’t manage to mash some genes together by then, you can go ahead and see a pro. Wait. That didn’t come out right. I meant that—”

“Hey, everyone,” Carl’s voice blared over the old mining station’s intercom. Roddy really should have disabled it station-wide. “I’ve got a new job for us and an announcement to make. Both qualify as doozies.”

Shoni’s eyes didn’t falter, but they were joined by a smug grin that said, “I told you so” clearer than any words could have.

# # #

Carl clapped his hands sharply to draw everyone’s attention. The mining outpost’s cafeteria had been designed for a crew of eight, and they had crammed ten people into it. The overhead lighting was all new—residential grade instead of deep space industrial—and the chairs had been purchased from a custom shop on the omni that Yomin had found. But that kind of homey touch couldn’t make the space any larger.

“Thanks for squeezing in here, everyone. Sorry for the tight quarters,” Carl called out over the buzz of voices.

“We could have done this outside if the cartographer wasn’t agoraphobic,” Archie grumbled.

“Says the one who can’t believe in magic anymore,” Shoni shot back. “You should be on my side, wondering why we don’t all drift off.”

“The gravity is fine,” Cedric said through gritted teeth.

“Calm down, everybody,” Carl said loudly enough to drown out the sniping. “I just wanted you all to be tied for first to know that Amy has asked for my hand in marriage, and I’ve said yes.”

A halfhearted cheer went up. The gradient of enthusiasm peaked at Esper, who forced her way through the crowd to crush Amy in a squealing hug. It dipped at the frosty, eyebrow-raised glare of Keesha Bell, the unwitting refugee who’d been critical in the past of Carl’s life choices. But the sentiment cratered at Shoni’s feet, where pent-up jealousy bored into Roddy like mining lasers.

“Well, don’t that beat all,” Roddy said, doing his best to ignore his girlfriend’s reaction. It’s not like it was his fault Carl was getting married. The fact that he’d beaten the laaku to the punch was due to Amy’s initiative, not Carl’s. So it wasn’t like he could blame his captain. “Congratulations, Peach-fuzz.”

“I can officiate, I think,” Esper said. “I mean, I may not be official enough for general purposes, but—”

“We’re doing official,” Amy said before Esper’s offer could float to far down the river. “Carl’s agreed to figure out a way for us to get married on Earth.”

A pall fell over the room. Carl knew that pall. It was an echo of the one that had fallen across his own thoughts like a burial shroud.

“You mean, the one that looks like Phabian and is populated with thirty billion apes?” Roddy asked. “The one with security so bright green it shines backward in time?”

“The one in the system with half Earth Navy’s firepower?” Yomin asked.

“The one that’s home to the Convocation?” Cedric chimed in.

Carl raised a finger. “I pointed that one out already. Amy’s mom is planet-bound.”

Roddy snorted. “Cheaper and safer to find a med-assist shuttle to bring her somewhere neutral at least. Family’s great and all—not mine, of course, but the general concept. Don’t get me wrong. But this just seems a little… much for a wedding.”

“It’s my only one,” Amy countered with an edge of steel in her voice. It was a not-so subtle reminder that while Roddy had been to three previous weddings of Carl’s, Amy had never been married before.

Carl forced a big smile. “And it’s going to be on Earth.”

Whether we like it or not.

# # #

Halfway across the galaxy, on a moon few people even knew existed, a different relationship was coming unraveled with far greater privacy. Tania Rucker strode in from the jungle caked in sweat, dusted with grime, and shedding layers of protective clothing to allow the air recirculators of the temporary habitat to begin cooling her skin.

Enzio was there waiting.

The dashing, square-jawed sculpture of a wizard slouched in his plastisteel chair and glowered. “You rang?” he asked in a gravelly grunt that emanated from his belly.

He’d changed of late and not for the better. Things had been so free and easy on Carousel and before that. But Tanny wasn’t willing to let them rot on the vines of this jungle hell. “Processing plant is going fine. They can get by without me for an afternoon. I was thinking maybe I can shower and we can head to the falls the scouting team came across yesterday.”

“Why would we want to do that?” Enzio asked. He fluttered a hand in the general direction of the door. “Bugs and creatures. Nothing but heat and damp. It’s like bathing in melted ice cream.”

“Hence the shower,” Tanny pointed out. “We’ll take an enclosed hover-cruiser. The mist from the falls should—”

“Pass,” Enzio cut her off with an upraised hand.

Before New Garrelon, he’d known his place. Enzio had worked for her father for years. The toothsoap advert smile, the easy laugh, the gentle jesting—all that charm had carried over to Tanny’s tenure when he’d come along to Carousel. Now, in the span of a few short weeks, the man who could have sold gloves to the ssentuadi would barely look her in the eye.

“What’s gotten into you?” Tanny demanded. She’d tried everything she could think of. Not only had he seemingly lost any interest in sharing her bed, he was barely engaging in conversation anymore. “Ever since that fucking poker game, it’s like someone flipped a switch in you.”

“You were out of line,” Enzio said. “Getting called away from the table like a misbehaving child… how was I supposed to take it?”

This wasn’t a talk she expected to need. “I may not be Don, but I’m still boss around here. You might be able to light me up, but that doesn’t mean you’re—”

Enzio’s fist slammed down on the arm of his plastisteel chair. “I’m a wizard, goddammit! Don owns half the galaxy. He’s earned every bit of respect the galaxy shows him. But I’m a force of mystic power, and that power relies on maintaining a standing. Getting scolded by the boss’s daughter—my magic hasn’t been the same since.”

Tanny set her jaw. “I’m not the boss’s daughter. Here, I’m the boss.”

Crossing his arms, Enzio smirked. “You’re only here because your ex bamboozled us.”

God. Where did wizards dig up these verbal relics? Was there a class at their colleges that taught archaic lingo? “Carl came out with nothing but some half mined-out rocks.”

Enzio harrumphed. “He had nothing to start with. Bear in mind we’re only here because the older Ramsey didn’t want trouble with your father. We’re squatters here. Muscle, same as Carousel. We didn’t win anything. We got our chips stuffed in our pockets. Had us make change: two tens for a five, and he asked us to borrow the five.”

Misdirection. She’d been around wizards long enough to pick up on it. All those years flying with Mort, she’d heard a verbal twist or two in her time. “That’s not it. You’re not even looking at me the same way. This isn’t about respect. I don’t even catch you looking at my ass when you think I don’t notice.”

There was a knock at the interior door. One of the comm techs stuck his head in. “Excuse me, ma’am. There’s a comm.”

Her datapad hadn’t chimed. Had it gotten damaged out in the jungle? She pulled it out to check.

“For Enzio, ma’am.”

She glared at the wizard, but he looked just as surprised.

“I’ll… uh, be right there,” Enzio said, straightening in his seat to stand up.

Tanny leveled a finger at him. “This isn’t over. You owe me an explanation that doesn’t fall out of a bull’s anus.”

Enzio paused, cast Tanny a look from the corner of his eye, then harrumphed and headed off after the tech without a word.

# # #

As “Enzio” waited, the comm tech ran him through the operation of the console. If the level of abstraction were any indication, Enzio had been an even bigger ninny when it came to operating technology than Mort.

“When I leave the room, just tap your finger there—without any magic—and you’ll be speaking to the other party. Hit this one, and the comm will end. Don’t hit it until you’re done talking. I’ll be in the rec center if you need any help. Don’t try to fix anything yourself. I’m more than happy to sort out any troubles you might have.”

Mort harrumphed. Sure he’d be happy to. If Mort tried “fixing” any tech, a problem that might take this noodle-brained techster minutes to resolve might turn into hours, plus new parts. “I’ve got it. I’ve got it. Now shoo.”

When the door slid close behind the tech, Mort breathed a sigh of relief. Anything was better than walking that tightrope with Tanny. Time and again, he’d wondered if he should just steel himself with a few beers—Enzio’s was a pathetic drinker—and just let Tanny have her way beneath the sheets. But it was hard enough keeping up appearances as Enzio through normal conversation. Piloting an unfamiliar vessel through intimate waters was a recipe for running aground.

But for now, all Mort had to worry about was who might be on the comm. He had his suspicions, but at this point, even a Convocation bounty hunter would be a welcome change of pace.

He hit the button the tech had indicated.

VIDEO NOT AVAILABLE, the screen read. There was a sender listed as J. Carson, but the voice was as familiar as Mort knew. “Hey, Enzio old pal,” Carl said. “Been a long time since we had a chance to chat.”

It occurred to Mort for the first time that it was possible Carl had met Enzio while he worked for Don Rucker. But that thought was a chicken without its feathers. Mort replied, trying to maintain a token effort at playing his part. “Hey, Ramsey. No hard feelings over the poker game.”

“None. Couldn’t be happier. If things are clear on your end, this line is secure.”

Mort took a deep breath. “You sorry motherfucker. Do you have any idea the misery of this place? It’s like living in a zoo, and one of the animals keeps eyeing me with that ‘breeding in captivity’ look in her eye.”

“I promised you a ride out of Esperville. Never said it would be a smooth one. Just quit.”

“The Rucker Syndicate isn’t one of those ‘just quit’ organizations,” Mort pointed out. “And apparently, Enzio was less wizard around here than personal masseur for one Ms. Tania Rucker. I don’t know what this fellow could do to her, but for a woman who could shanghai any man in the syndicate for an evening, she’s being pretty persistent.”

“Ever consider just magicking her to think you—”

“Don’t even say that,” Mort snapped. “A man’s gotta draw the line somewhere.”

Carl snorted into his comm link. “I’m pretty sure this is exactly the opposite of taking advantage of a woman with magic.”

“Is there a reason you commed?” Mort asked. “Enzio doesn’t get comms. He’s a complete, blind idiot with tech. I just had a five-minute tutorial on hitting the start and end buttons. If I turn into Chatty Charlie all of a sudden, that’s just going to be one more thing for them to get suspicious of.”

“You’re invited to my wedding,” Carl said matter-of-factly. “We’re planning on Earth. February 9th. Vegas.”

“What? That’s a week from now. I didn’t even know you were engaged.”

“Happened this morning. We’re keeping things tight.”

“Which Vegas? Vegas IV? Neo-Vegas? Vegas Free Space? Vegas Omicron? New Neo-Vegas?”

“Vegas Prime.”

“Blast it,” Mort said, slapped a hand on the wall where he imagined the guts of the console to be. “This thing’s acting up. I swore I just heard you claim that you were planning on getting married on Earth.”

“Yup. And I’ve heard the litany of why we shouldn’t. Long story short, Amy’s mom lives on Earth and since she can’t travel—”

“You’re bringing the wedding to her,” Mort said with a groan. “Egad, boy. You’re taking this new ‘do the right thing’ mantra of yours a bit far, don’t you think?”

“How far would you have gone to make Nancy happy?” Carl asked.

Mort felt the knife twist in his heart. This was why he hated arguing with the boy. He’d have made a proper wizard if he didn’t have a mind like a colander and the self-control of a politician with an expense account. The universe would have rapidly wearied of bickering with him and given Carl nearly anything he asked.

“Fine,” Mort said. “I’ll find an excuse to take a leave. Enzio is still persona grata on Earth, so there shouldn’t be too much trouble.”

“Actually, bring Tanny with you. Anyone else who wants to come.”

“Why would you want to do a damn fool thing like inviting your ex to your wedding?” Mort asked as much to himself as to Carl.

Then Carl explained his plan.

# # #

It was a bright, sunshine-bathed day in Esperville, land of eternal early morning. Birds sang unseen in the nearby forest. Dewdrops tipped the untamed grasses. A crisp, fresh breeze blew in from the lake.

When Esper entered her own mind, the birds redoubled their efforts, and the lazy clouds puffed up proudly. The lady of the estate sucked in a lungful of delicious air and savored it before releasing it with the gasp of a connoisseur.

A wedding!

She knew she was too old to be bowled over by sappy, happily-ever-after dreams that white dresses and organ music conjured. But she was a wizard; Esper could let her mind take her anyplace she liked. And if she wanted to envision a world of Typhoon tales told by a fireplace to little Carls and Amys, that was her prerogative.

This was too fine a day, too fine an occasion to enjoy alone. “Mort!” Esper called out, voice carrying clear in the cool air. She filled her lungs and bellowed. “Mooo-ooort!”

The crotchety old wizard appeared before her in a blink. “What?” he griped. “I was in the middle of something.”

“Eating nachos doesn’t count as being in the middle of something,” Esper scolded mildly. “You must have seen. Did you see? Did you hear?”

“Yeah, the big dummy’s taking a fourth swing at marriage,” Mort said, shrugging with his hands concealed in the pocket of his sweatshirt. “I suppose the fact he’s trying with a different girl is an improvement, but if he thinks the last three failures were Tanny’s fault, he’s got a faulty mirror.”

Esper stuck out her tongue and made a rude noise. “You’re just jealous.”

“Why? Because I’m a disembodied shell of a man with a loving wife he abandoned to take up a life of theft and murder?”

Esper winced. That was a little too close to true despite not having meant it that way. “I mean, just having someone to love and to love you for the rest of your days. It’s just so… romantic.”

Mort harrumphed. “And yet, when faced with the prospect of that being Cedric for you, Ms. Fairytale Princess decides to take a holiday and play dueling tongue massages with a pirate.”

Even in Esperville, she could blush. “I forget that you can see. I had… uh… hoped that maybe embarrassment might have kept you from—”

“Nope.”

“I see.”

“So did I. Know a helluva lot more about my own boy than any father ever should. Morality really isn’t much of a chain when you realize how easily it snaps. Just a tug and it shatters. You always had it in you, but you were too afraid of breaking it. But it doesn’t seem to go back together so easily, huh?”

Esper huffed. “So. That’s what this is about. You’re going to poo on the parade route because you’re sad and wistful and oh so moral.”

Mort barked a single, mocking laugh. “Moral? Me? You’ve emptied out my soul like a Halloween pumpkin. Guts and goop all slopped out in their glory on the kitchen table. I’d gambled too often and too well, but even the best gambler has losing days. First I lost Nancy because I couldn’t abide the Convocation’s rules. Then I lost any chance of reinstatement by burning a few fine rental lawmen alive. Then I lost Cedric because you tempted him down the primrose path to getting his father back. Not long after, I lost my body to a duel I should have won if some sniveling excuse for a wizard hadn’t resorted to pulling a blaster on me. Now, look at me. I’m a remnant of my former self, sequestered in this saccharine purgatory until you’ve had your fill of tormenting me into your version of righteous.”

A tremulous breath shook Esper’s chest before she answered. “I was hoping you’d be happy for Carl and Amy.”

“Happy?” Mort scoffed. He lifted his arms to the azure sky above. “What possible happiness is there for me? I’m a prisoner without a body, trapped in a pastel shadow of a world I showed you how to create.”

This wasn’t the Mort she knew. Something was wrong. Esper had known him for three lifetimes at least. Mordecai The Brown was a wizard of indomitable will and unrelenting guile. It had been the greatest challenge of her lifetime just keeping him in check within her mind. Had she finally destroyed that will by keeping him too long a captive?

“Maybe I can have Keesha come in here and—”

“Never!” Mort thundered. “Let the damned world think me dead. Tom Sawyer got to enjoy his funeral because the jest was short-lived. I refuse to have to trample on the grief of every acquaintance who believed the story of my death. To them, I am dead.”

“But Keesha was more than a—”

“Never, I said!” Mort shouted her down. “If you thought I was trouble before, that was when you showed some signs of possible sympathy. If you insist on dragging in everyone I’ve ever known to see the once-mighty Mordecai The Brown as a hollow husk of the man they knew, I’ll find ways to make you regret the day you ran away from Mars.”

Esper licked lips gone suddenly dry. The mental onion peeling had worked both ways when she had spent her evenings in Mortania. The old wizard knew things she’d never told a soul before nor would again. Things her mother had called her. The pain of the cosmo surgeon’s sometimes weekly visitations. The ways she’d used the body her mother had forced upon her to enact petty, misguided vengeance…

Mort had long been a friend, but this warden relationship had strained that bond. She knew the cruelty he was capable of, the depths to which he would go in order to demolish a foe. So long as he was a passenger in her mind, Esper had always believed herself safe from the worst he might attempt.

But what if Mort didn’t care anymore? Had she pushed him so far that he might steer the vessel their minds shared into an asteroid field?

“Let’s drop this. I’ve got actual happy people I can commiserate with.”

# # #

Yomin’s room was possibly the most crowded on the Mobius. Despite the fact that her roommate didn’t need a bed, Archie enjoyed collecting technological devices of all sorts. Yomin’s all had a distinct purpose—not mere hoarding—but nonetheless her stash was the equal of the robot’s.

The two of them sat on the bed, and the shape of a plan to not get everyone killed slowly took shape. “First off, slipping past the security perimeter is a non-starter. I imagine with a deep enough astral drop we could get by, but the second we appear in the wrong place without credentials, we’re dusted.”

“Agreed,” Archie replied with a curt nod. “Earth has 102 percent effective ship detection scanners.”

“How’s that even possible?”

Archie hung his head. “It was supposed to be a joke. Hyperbole. Of course, they can’t have 102 percent effectiveness. That would mean a false positive rate of 2 percent over and above never missing an actual reading… or something. I don’t know. I used to be funny.”

With an apologetic shrug, Yomin replied, “Not that I’ve ever noticed.”

Archie flung a hand toward the room’s window, overlooking the abyss of stars visible from their parking spot on Pleasant Valley. “Before, I mean. Before I lost my fleshy existence to those meat-stealing soul shovelers at Harmony Bay. I could tell jokes. People laughed. And back in those days, it was a damn sight easier to tell a real laugh from a fake. I didn’t have to run a vocal profile to compare against known samples and detect artifacts of forced mirth. I used to just know the difference.”

“Well, the difference now is that if we show up in Earth orbital traffic space without a clearance from the border checkpoints, we’re done for.”

“It would be a quick way to go,” Archie pointed out.

“We’re gonna have to get scanned. No two ways about it. Maybe searched, too, since we’re not the squeaky clean sort that customs enforcement waves through with a polite nod.”

“From what Carl claims, Mort used to confuzzle the wits of scanner crews and inspection teams all the time,” Archie said. He picked up Yomin’s Earth Navy computer core, complete with top-secret decryption keys, and held it up as a visual aid. “These are the sorts of devices we can easily pass off as our legitimate property.”

“Forget the core,” Yomin said, leaning across and tapping a fingernail on Archie’s chassis. “You’re supernova hot. Not only are you Harmony Bay property, technically speaking, you’re also a violation of Convocation rules against AI. Government inspectors aren’t going to let shit like that slip by. You’d be shipped off to a secure military facility for deconstruction. Probably deletion, too, once the Convocation gets wind and makes a stink.”

“Oh, believe me,” Archie said. “I know the stink those old wizards can emit. Well, I remember knowing. Not sure I could actually relate to the sensation of smell anymore, frankly.”

“What we need is a stripped-down list of must-have tech. Anything hot, we need a plan for keeping secret.”

Archie shrugged. “We’ve got this asteroid. Why not just leave all the troublesome contraband behind? Travel clean for once.”

Yomin snorted. “Clean? This ship? Please. For one, I just got done explaining how you’re totally—”

“I’ll stay behind.”

Yomin blinked. “What?”

“I’ll stay here. Plenty of power for recharging. We can reach three different astral relays to keep in contact via the omni. Plus, I don’t imagine I’ll be the only conscientious objector. Earth isn’t for everyone.”

Yomin nodded soberly. The idea of going without Archie left a little hole inside her, but the robot was right. Earth was the safest place in the galaxy—for the right kind of people. They didn’t get that safe by taking chances with anyone who didn’t fit a psych profile and criminal history to their liking. Luna and Titan still had their dregs, but even Mars was too high-end for Earth’s castoffs these days.

“Problem is,” Yomin said. “If this trip is only solid citizens and legal tech, we’ll be shipping a vacuum-sealed box of nothing. And we’d have to buy the box new.”

# # #

The image on the mining station’s communications screen was grainy. Carl had to bite back a chuckle at how appropriate “grainy” was for a comm to New Garrelon, the EADZ’s leading exporter of grain. But the low-res version of Rai Kub on the other end of the connection was clear enough to show that he was smiling.

“Congratulations, Savior Carl,” Rai Kub said. “I am most pleased that your reproductive prowess has resulted in a return to traditional values.”

“Um… thanks,” Carl replied, scratching at the back of his neck. “Hadn’t really thought about it in those terms. Guess I’d really just been thinking that neither of us was as fucked up as we worried the other thought.”

“You don’t give yourself enough credit, Savior Carl,” Rai Kub said. “You are more desirable as a mate than you know. You own property. You have a starship. You fight for good causes, even if you don’t fight only for good causes.”

Carl had noticed something as the stuunji spoke. “You keep calling me savior. You’d given that up shortly after you got to know me. What gives? The New Garrelon propaganda machine got you buying in on the party line or something?” He smirked at the idea.

Rai Kub’s face fell. Stuunji facial expressions weren’t always the plainest to read, but to Carl he appeared aghast. “Of course, not! You stole back our homeworld from armed aggressors with no bloodshed. My greatest shame is that our security plan required us to deal with an enemy of yours who will not permit you to visit the people you rescued. You might not have been the savior I envisioned when you freed my sister and I from Gologlex, but you became much greater than I’d ever imagined. You are a man. I do not call you a prophet or incarnation or anything divine. You are not pious at all. But in the secular sense, you are indeed the savior of the stuunji people.”

Carl swallowed past a lump in his throat. “So… does that mean you’ll be able to attend?”

Rai Kub sighed. “Even if I were able to complete the tortuously difficult process of obtaining a xeno permit to visit Earth, my job here is never ending. Tuu Nau wasn’t speaking lightly when he said New Garrelon needs me. The more of me I give, the more it wants. I don’t mind the work, but it leaves room for little else.”

“Don’t go working yourself too hard, buddy,” Carl told him. “Gotta live a little in the cracks between massive culture-wide economic decisions and interplanetary trade negotiations.”

Rai Kub looked aside. “I… may have had some other time on my hands occupied.”

Carl grinned at the shy stuunji. “You sneaky bastard. You met a girl, didn’t you?”

The stuunji minister tugged at his collar. “My… um, position has seemed to make me more desirable to suitors. My sister reports that ten women a day approach her with sibling offerings to introduce them. Perhaps if things go well, I might invite you to New Garrelon on a special permit when it’s time for my wedding.”

“Don’t be a stranger. OK, Rai Kub? You invite me and Amy, and we’ll fly circles around the galaxy to get there.”

“Thank you. Rai Kub out.”

The comm went dark. Carl chuckled to himself. The offer was politeness both ways. Earth was probably never going to grant a visitation permit to an official from a rebel government, and New Garrelon wasn’t likely to have Carl as a guest while they were allied with a species he’d killed like shooting gallery ducks back in the war years.

“Good for you, big guy. Get a little rhino cutie of your own. You deserve to catch a break.”

# # #

The Mobius jetted through astral space. Their course would bring them to the Sol system within a few days if nothing changed. Not everyone had come along.

Archie had opted to stay behind. That wasn’t surprising, seeing how his mere existence in civilized society was illegal. There might be a few sympathetic tongue clucks from the One Life Party, but the OLP didn’t have many seats in Earth Parliament. The hardliners held sway back home, and even with anti-xeno sentiments running high, there would always be time to push the anti-AI agenda to the fore. The Convocation made sure of that.

As for Keesha Bell, staying behind made sense for a different reason. Earth Interstellar was after her. Heading to the planet with their headquarters, training center, and innumerable field offices would have been sheer, unvarnished hubris. Not that wizards were immune to that foible, but the Convocation was after her too. Hobson, of course, stayed with his boss.

But Cedric had surprised Carl by opting to remain behind as well.

At some level, all of them were fugitives of one sort or another. You simply didn’t commit the sorts of crimes they did without gaining notoriety in law enforcement circles. Carl could barely recall the last time they’d had their records digitally cleaned. For all her prowess with naval systems and slightly out-of-date civilian computers, she hadn’t gained the access needed to manually alter their records.

Cedric was only wanted by the Convocation, as best Carl knew. And the last place those stuffy, baggy-sleeved busybodies were liable to look was their own back garden. There was something more bothering Cedric, and Carl suspected it had to do with how Esper had been treated during her captivity by the Poet Fleet—which was to say: as the admiral’s mistress.

The ship had been cleaned out as well. Carl hardly recognized his ride. So many systems were chop-grade, out of spec, or downright illegal that he’d wondered if Roddy could make it both spaceworthy and star-lane legal without a complete overhaul. As it turned out, a little basic maintenance and clearing out Yomin’s quarters was all it took.

Amy interrupted Carl’s musings by easing into the co-pilot’s chair. She joined him watching the blank gray slip past at incalculable and imperceptible speeds.

“How you doing?” he asked casually. “Kid still keeping you up?”

“I miss being able to drink until sleep was easy,” Amy replied. “But no. Just jitters.”

“Second thoughts?” Carl could only hope.

Amy’s eyes twinkled as she replied. “You’re not getting off that easy.”

“Whoa. Not looking to pull the eject on the marriage part of things. But you say the word, we can get hitched out in Orion or Delos.”

“Earth,” Amy stated firmly. “I’m doing this right. My mom gave up hope of me ever settling down and having a semi-normal life. But she never gave up on me. I was hell on that woman. Didn’t mean to be, but I was. If I’d never been born—”

Carl shot a finger Amy’s way. “Hey! None of that. Your mother might have come apart at the seams, but that’s not your fault. You wanna get married with your mom there. I can’t relate, but I can understand that. Roddy’s idea of a med-assist flight might be worth looking into, though. It’d be easier to get her off Earth than sneak all of us in.”

Amy sighed and slouched in her chair, hands folded across her swelling stomach. “Don’t you think I know that? But I want mom happy. It’s closure. It might be our only time getting back to Earth in her lifetime. I’m a realist. I know if we pull this off it’s a one-time deal. I want to visit home again, get married with mom and a few family friends there, say a proper goodbye to everyone in person—”

“And prove to everyone that you turned out OK,” Carl added in his take on the real reason Amy wanted to get back to Earth. “I get that. I grew up with different expectations than you. Respectability was a crime in my family. It got my sister Jaime killed, playing soldier and enlisting. I joined the navy as much to piss off my dad as anything. My parents will come just to rub my nose in running me off Ithaca.”

Amy snorted. “You’re inviting Chuck and Becky? We never talked about it, but I’d just assumed you were snubbing them.”

The leather of the pilot’s chair creaked as Carl settled himself comfortably with his hands behind his head. “Yeah? Well, let’s just say rubbing noses goes both directions. I’ll comm mom as soon as I decide how to phrase the invite.”

# # #

The turntable blared Fleetwood Mac, and the Scotch was a double. Becky Ramsey wasn’t much of a singer, but she mouthed along to the words of a song she’d named a daughter after. The former navy ship had only started feeling like home the past few months, but now that she was used to living large, the roomy captain’s quarters were making her last apartment feel shabby by comparison.

The comm chimed. Rolling her eyes, Becky threw back the last of her Scotch and scooped up the bottle on her way to the comm panel. To her surprise, the comm was from Carl.

“Playback, pause,” she called out. Despite the turntable having a needle and playing authentic replica vinyl records, it still accepted voice commands. She tapped the screen to accept the video comm. “Hey, sweetie. Didn’t expect to hear from you after that business with Tanny.”

Carl looked healthy—for him, at least—despite a case of stubble and some dark rings under his eyes. Nothing bloodshot. Cheeks full. Hair greasy but not falling out. He was keeping the booze in check and staying off the hard stuff, it seemed.

“Hey, mom. Yeah. That was half a moon less than I should have lost. My mistake. But that’s not why I wanted to talk to you.”

“Really?” Becky asked, pouring another glass without looking away from the screen. The day she couldn’t fill a tumbler blind would be the day she stopped drinking. “Because your father seems to think you owe a little more than an apology.”

“I’m getting married, Mom.”

Scotch spilled over the edge of her glass. Getting surprised mid-pour didn’t count. “Again?”

“Yeah. Last time. I swear.”

“Is it the creole girl or the one with watermelons down her shirt?” After seeing him with a marine all those years, it was hard to get a read on Carl’s taste in women.

“Neither,” Carl replied. “I’m marrying Amy, the one who used to fly with me in the navy.”

“I thought she swung the other way.”

“Nope. Oh, and you’re going to be a grandmother.”

The tumbler fell from limp fingers, saved from shattering by the shag carpet.

“You all right?” Carl asked, peering down as if trying to see through the comm panel what had crashed like glass.

“A grandmother?” Becky echoed. “One of my little vagabonds is finally going to have a baby?”

“Technically, Amy is. But I had something to do with it.”

This was all too much. Rhiannon had seemed like the best bet. That one at least kept trying. She’d given up on Michelle and Carl. “You’re sure? I mean, she hasn’t been—”

“No, Mom. Baby’s mine. Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

Becky lifted the bottle to her lips and drank. She gasped and hoped her swimming head would clear. “Amy’s the one with the gap teeth and the corn rows, right?”

“They were braids, Mom. And she’s let her hair down since then. And her teeth are fine. Geez, I’m trying to invite you to a wedding here. Can you just say ‘yeah, what time?’ and be done with it?”

“When? Where? Tell me everything! I want details! I need to meet my granddaughter’s mother.”

“It’s a boy,” Carl said. “And you’ve met Amy. Multiple times. Maybe if you laid off the hard stuff, you could remember.”

Becky lifted the bottle of Scotch into clear view of the comm panel. “This? Aw, this is kids’ stuff. My mind’s clear as a bell. You tell me when and where, and we’ll be there. I… assume your father’s invited too?”

Carl let out a beleaguered sigh. “Yeah. Dad too. Anyone else from the syndicate who wants to come is welcome—not the fucking marines but the old navy crew and anyone I brought in after.”

“Chuck!” Becky shouted into the washroom. “Get out here! We’re going to be grandparents, and Carl’s getting married again.”

Chuck came out in all his glory, dripping wet and hairy all over except for the skin of his freshly shaved face. He wrapped a towel around his waist as he made his way over to the comm panel.

“Brad?” Chuck called out as he approached, squinting his aging eyes to make sure he saw what he imagined. “Damn, son. I knew the cojones didn’t fall far from the tree, but you’ve got a lot of nerve calling here after that stunt you pulled. What’s this about grandkids.”

“Amy’s pregnant. You’re invited to the wedding. It’s on Earth in six days. You can make it if you book a fast transport. I’d recommend flying with Tanny since I hear she’s got a wizard who can do Mort-style astral drops.”

“Slow your roll there, cowboy. What’s this about Earth?”

“He’s getting married on Earth for some fool reason,” Becky said. “But, hell with it. If he wants to knock up his lady, I’ll fly to a supernova to see the baby.”

“It’s six days, Mom. The baby’s not coming for a while. It’ll just be little old me and my expectant fiancée. You know, plus the other guests.”

“Why Earth?” Chuck asked. “Why not just have it here? You’re still brigands and swindlers.”

“No offense, Dad, but you’re a sore loser,” Carl said. “There’s—”

“That’s no way to talk to your father, he—”

“I can defend myself. I don’t need you to—”

“But he shouldn’t talk—”

“I’ve handled harder men than Brad without breaking a sweat over a few barbed-wire jabs. I can certainly—”

“He’s gone,” Becky said.

Chuck grunted. “Rude kid. Michelle’s the one who got the grace in the family.”

The comm panel had gone blank. Carl had cut off the transmission.

# # #

Sitting quietly just outside the view of the comm panel, Amy offered a forced smile. “That went well.”

Carl drew back his arm to throw a beer can but took a deep breath and lobbed it into the waste reclaim instead. “Should have just told them we were getting married in a black hole, and they could go fuck themselves.”

“It’s an olive branch. You just happen to be holding the jagged, broken end where someone tore it off the tree,” Amy said. She was proud of Carl for at least trying. It’s not as if Chuck and Becky Ramsey were the easiest people in the world to deal with. Not that Judith Charleton would be any better, but at least her mom was a disoriented sort of harmless. Chuck in particular had teeth.

“Am I that bad?” Carl asked, gesturing to the flat, glossy black panel on the wall of their quarters. “Is it even possible that Chuck Motherfucking Ramsey could pull his head out of his ass long enough to have a civil conversation?”

Amy ran her tongue under her upper lip. “Should I get that gap closed up? I mean, maybe I could—”

“No,” Carl cut her off. “Don’t even start that. Be you. That’s who I’m marrying. Becky’s a bitter old lady who’s drunk more often than sober. She’s leather-souled from being Chuck’s test audience for new material her whole married life. It’s left her with all the tact of a comedian’s B-list material. Maybe even C-list.”

“Even with an auto-braider, corn rows take too long,” Amy continued, running fingers through her hair. The lack of braids was already taking some getting used to. It was like she’d swapped linguine for vermicelli, and the texture was all wrong. She had to admit it was easier to wash now, and soon enough that would take precedence over style and feel.

“Just don’t listen to her,” Carl said. “You try living your life by Becky’s rules, you’ll end up safe and boring, reliving a life from five hundred years ago like paisley upholstered plastisteel. That’s not what I fell in love with.”

Amy cupped a hand to Carl’s cheek. “You may not be as grating as Chuck, but you got your way with words from him. Just stay sweet. Promise me?”

Carl snickered. “You might be the only person in the galaxy who both knows me and trusts me at my word. Yeah. I promise.”

Patting that cheek, she pointed back to the comm panel. “OK. Pep talk over. Time to call Tanny.”

# # #

Carl had gone and bitten his own personal bullets. Now it was Amy’s turn. After finishing up with the comm panel, he’d agreed to leave her the room to herself. The relaxation techniques from the omni had helped calm her nerves, but this was still the call she’d been dreading.

The comm connected, and a kindly face was looking into the screen from too close. “All right, Ms. Charleton. Judith is ready to speak with you.” Off camera, she could hear him speaking to someone outside view. “I’ll be here the whole time. If anything gets you upset, just let me know and we’ll go back to your room.”

A chair was wheeled into the frame, and Amy’s heart fluttered. It was her. Judith was a time-transposed version of Amy. Gray hair and wrinkles were a disguise for Amy’s future self. The cheekbones and nose matched perfectly. Even the eyes, unfocused and wandering, were like looking into a mirror. Those eyes suddenly caught the image appearing on Judith’s side of the comm and snapped into focus.

“Amy?”

Her heart swelled. The dice roll chance of her mother not recognizing her was what thwarted most of Amy’s calls home. It was better not knowing than having that knife twisted in her soul. “Yeah, Mom. It’s me.”

Judith reached up and rested her hand against the screen, blocking most of the image. “Amy? Come out of there, and give me a hug. It’s been weeks since you last visited. I miss you.”

It had been years. Several, in fact. She’d been on shore leave from the navy.

“I’m on a starship right now, Mom,” Amy explained. “A little too far for hugging. But I’m planning on coming to Earth soon.”

Judith narrowed her eyes and leaned in close to the screen. “Have you put on weight? Thought the navy was supposed to keep you fit and fiddling.”

“I’m pregnant, Mom. That’s why I called. I’m getting married.”

There. She’d said it. Now for the fireworks. Amy clenched her jaw and waited.

“Boy or a girl?” Judith asked, totally blowing past the whole extramarital childbearing that she’d harped on all through Amy’s teenage years.

“I’m, we’re having a boy,” Amy said.

But Judith wasn’t having any of it. She brushed a hand in the air. “Marrying a boy or a girl? You never showed much interest either way, so I’ve always wondered.”

“Boy,” Amy said, treading carefully on a conversational path that had suddenly turned to loose gravel beneath her feet. “His name is Carl. I met him in the navy, and we—”

“Navy man, huh? Well, I guess there was always something about men in uniform. Suppose it was inevitable. Don’t need the juicy details over a comm. You can tell me all about how good he is in bed when you come visit. I insist on a full run-down on where my grandchildren are coming from.”

Amy felt the flush warm her cheeks. The orderly who’d helped get her onto the comm was sitting just off camera. He was hearing all this. Since when had she gotten bashful? In her navy days, she told stories raunchier than any that Judith was imagining and in front of the whole squadron. She’d once drawn diagrams using a squirt bottle of mustard to illustrate her exploits, drawing hoots of laughter that hadn’t phased her one bit.

This was the onset of responsibility. This was caring what people thought of you. Also, this was her mom, which was an entirely different brand of embarrassment, practiced since grade school and honed into an art form.

“How about I just introduce you?” Amy offered. “Carl’s nice. You’ll like him. He owns his own planet.”

It was an exaggeration to the extreme, but it was an easy lie with that orderly listening in. He wouldn’t buy the boast for a minute, but he also wouldn’t hear about illicit asteroid laundering and rogue terraformers. Plus, if she ever wanted Judith to like a beau of hers—and despite her claims of ignorance, her mom had met boyfriends of hers before—making sure she knew he was successful was the key.

“Well, isn’t that something special,” Judith said with a warm smile. But her sudden frown held a warning. “But he’d better take good care of my grandson. And you, too, for that matter.” She held up a hand to shield her next words from the orderly. Pointlessly, since she didn’t lower her voice. “Just between you and me, your father was equipped like a fuel rod. I swore he could tickle my tonsils by just—”

“Cody,” Amy broke in, hoping she’d remembered the orderly’s name right. “Can you get my mom to the hotel by 2 PM on Tuesday the 9th?”

Cody leaned into the view. “Of course, ma’am. I’ll make sure she’s got something appropriate to wear for a wedding too.”

“Thanks,” Amy said with a weary smile. “Please just make sure she knows it’s my wedding day.”

# # #

Hard plastic balls collided with a cracking sound. The rec room of the Rucker Syndicate base on Ithaca didn’t have a bowling alley, but there was a perfectly serviceable billiard table for a wizard to practice his craft. Mort had heard rumors that scientists liked to shoot pool because they could predict the movement of the balls with math and physics. But Mort didn’t believe that hooey for an instant. It was a game meant for chaos, and the crash of a cue ball into a field of spherical toy asteroids was begging for magic to sort out where everything belonged.

Enzio didn’t have the muscle memory of a pool player. Nor did he have the callused spot on the back of his thumb where the cue slid with each shot. Mort meant to rectify that.

Not like there was much else worth doing around the wet, stinking sauna of a moon. At least back on the Odysseus there had been corridors to roam and a defunct old science system to belittle. Here, everything was in working order, the quarters were cramped, and until they built the permanent apartments down by the riverfront, there wasn’t much getting away from people.

Not that Mort planned to stay long.

Enzio was dancing on thin ice, and this jungle heat wasn’t meant for ice to begin with. Even maintaining the illusion of thin ice to dance on was straining Mort’s acting muscles. Sooner or later, he’d have to skedaddle. His major hang-up, presently, was finding a ride off this moon.

“There you are,” Tanny snapped as soon as the door opened.

Enzio’s hand never faltered as he lined up a shot. It took more than a sudden entrance or an angry syndicate heiress to make Mort flinch. He found his target and slammed the cue ball into a mass of multicolored orbs, scattering them into holes around the table.

He stood upright. “Here I am, indeed.”

“Can you believe it?” Tanny asked. “Can you believe the gall of that bastard? He actually expects me to show up at his wedding.”

Enzio shrugged. “You showed up at the last three.”

Tanny’s scowl redirected from unfocused ire to squarely in Enzio’s direction. “Not funny. I’ve got a million things to manage here, and that clown is off joyriding, pretending he didn’t just fleece us out of an asteroid belt at the cost of a moon he didn’t own.”

“Half a moon,” Mort pointed out. “And it was only Chuck Ramsey who lost anything in the end. Everyone else came out ahead, including us.”

Tanny fumed with her arms crossed and jaw locked shut. “Fine. Maybe. But that doesn’t mean I owe him anything.”

“’Course not,” Mort said, fishing in the pockets of the billiard table for all the balls he’d just sunk. “But you’re important. You’re a big deal. You don’t have to show up everyplace you’re invited, but you’ve got to keep up appearances. Bear in mind, that ex of yours is still in better graces with your father than you are. You should be living in fear of the day that bastard says ‘Yeah, Don. I’ll take that standing job offer.’ Because then you’ll not only have a rival in the syndicate, but Don might start getting funny ideas about adoption and who should carry on his legacy.”

“Carl was shit at running a syndicate,” Tanny said, pointing out the window in the vague direction of the Ramsey half of Ithaca, which by definition lay well beyond the horizon. “His own damn father ousted him. He’s not fit to run shady nightclub, let alone the Rucker Syndicate.”

“And if you can keep him at arm’s length, he’ll never learn how,” Mort said as he racked up a new game. “This isn’t heist work anymore. This is grand strategy. Be seen. Be visible. Be everyone’s best friend until they become an enemy. Your father is on the board of eleven charities. He gets invited to birthday parties for parliament ministers’ kids. He gets invited to weddings.”

“Oh, God,” Tanny said with a new dread in her voice. “You don’t think he’ll invite Don, do you?”

Enzio shrugged. Mort snickered inwardly. She really was a simple creature. Point her at a problem and she’d go after it like a bulldog. Make shadow puppets on the wall and she’d bark herself silly trying to scare them off. “Couldn’t say. Don’t know him that well. It’d be a smart play for him, even if Don doesn’t show. If he shows and you don’t, it might look like sour grapes.”

Tanny’s gaze wandered before fixing on Enzio. “When the hell did you turn into such a philosophical strategic adviser? You’ve never given me advice on anything more important than sexual positions before.”

Inwardly, Mort cringed, but Enzio’s knowing smile never faltered. “What can I say? You’re on a hostile moon with a guy who wants you gone. Your ex might be making a play for your spot in the Rucker Syndicate. I suppose I’m just a wartime consigliere.”

# # #

The coordinates were right. Carl double-checked since things were liable to get all question-filled and angry, and he didn’t want to have to do this twice. Easing back the throttle, he dropped the Mobius to a halt, then did the same with the star drive.

It was odd being able to control astral depth. A half billion pilots across the galaxy did it every day, but Carl had grown used to that being wizards’ work.

The stars resolved themselves into pinpricks of white set off against the Black Ocean. A yellow blip stood out among them, small and distant, but vastly closer than any other.

Sol.

The sun at the heart of it all, so the brochures claimed.

It didn’t look like much from outside the Kuiper Belt. Titan, Mars, Luna, and a dozen minor lunar colonies around Saturn and Jupiter were all prime galactic real estate. A thousand space stations orbited the sun at varying distances. But at the heart of it all was the crown jewel of ARGO: Earth.

But like any high-class establishment, Sol had security working the door.

“Vessel Mobius, this is Captain Jared Malcolm of the ENV Chesterfield. Captain Ramsey, I presume?”

Carl took a deep breath and hit the comm. “Yes, sir. That’s me. Transmitting docking protocol. Weapons and shields cold. Main thrusters powering down.”

Good as his word, Carl shut down the Mobius to prepare for boarding.

Roddy was the first to arrive in the cockpit. “What the fuck’s going on? They have some way to pull us out of astral?”

Yomin called over Roddy’s head. “What’s the plan?”

Amy’s sleepy voice called from the common room. “Carl…? What did you do?”

Unbuckling from the pilot’s chair and counting on the Chesterfield to figure out the docking without too much trouble, Carl threaded his way through the growing crowd at the front of the ship. “It’s all right, everyone. Nothing to worry about. I told you I’d come up with something before we got to Earth. I never promised I’d tell everyone in advance what I had in mind. It’s too late to bail on this plan now. I’ve got everything under control.”

“Magic says it’s never too late,” Esper pointed out, arms crossed, as Carl passed through the common room.

“Hold that thought in case this doesn’t go as planned,” Carl said, firing a finger-blaster in Esper’s direction. It was the most dangerous weapon he was bringing besides his silver tongue.

“In case what doesn’t go as planned?” Roddy demanded, trailing after him.

Carl paused, catching the doorway to the cargo hold just as he was passing through. “Oh. I’m handing myself over to Earth Navy. If I can bargain my way out of this, we’ll be all set.”

“Wait!” Yomin shouted as Carl’s boots clanged down the stairs toward the airlock. “Earth Navy doesn’t negotiate. That’s practically their motto.”

“It’s more of a policy than a motto,” Carl called back without looking. Hesitate and the crew might overtake him and restrain him until he explained himself. While that wasn’t the last thing Carl needed, it was far enough down the list that he didn’t want to chance it. “And policies can be flexible if the price is right.”

# # #

The Chesterfield was an Earth Navy destroyer, Pegasus class. They didn’t mess around in Sol space. The little customs skiffs that patrolled border space could have landed in this thing’s main hangar bay.

Airlock doors opened, and Carl’s hands shot up into classic robbery-victim pose in an instant. Four crewmen with blaster rifles were waiting for him. “I’m unarmed,” he assured them.

A second lieutenant stepped forward and forced Carl against the wall face first, wrenching his arms behind him and applying a pair of restraints. A forearm across his back crushed Carl flat and forced the breath from his lungs. “Bradley Carlin Ramsey, Lieutenant Commander, Earth Navy, retired, by the authority of Fleet Admiral Tamara Washington, you are hereby placed under arrest.”

“I got the idea from the cuffs,” Carl replied with the limited air his lungs were being allowed until the lieutenant eased up and let him breathe. “But I’m not here for the arrest. I’ve got business to discuss with your captain. And if you don’t mind, I’ve got a busy schedule.”

The wall rushed up to greet Carl as the lieutenant—who was heftier and more assertive than Carl remembered lieutenants being—shoved him again. “If the captain wants to see you, he’ll see you. That’s none of your business.”

“Oof. OK, Quasimodo. Fine. Just enough of the judo. I’m hardly a threat to anyone here.”

The lieutenant took him by the upper arm and towed Carl down the corridor as the rifle-toting mop-pushers fell into a defensive array around them. “From your rap sheet, we’d have been well within our rights to open fire the second you dropped out of astral. There’s a standing ‘do not engage’ order for deep space patrols out on you. Anything smaller than the Chesterfield would have been required to call for backup.”

Carl twisted to look his captor in the face. “Now, you see, that would have been handy to know before now. All the time I spent avoiding customs patrols, and it turns out I could have herded them like a sheepdog.”

With a rough jerk, the lieutenant forced Carl back facing forward. “I don’t know what your game is, Ramsey, but it’s not working on me. You don’t look half as tough as the warrants say you should be.”

“I always talked a better game than I delivered,” Carl replied without a hint of offense. “But I’m not hiding my game here. I’m planning to cut a deal with your captain. I’ll be walking off this ship without wrist restraints, record clear, and an apology from you.”

“Like hell. Captain Malcolm doesn’t cut deals with criminals.”

Carl shrugged. “I’d make you a bet on it, but you don’t strike me as the betting sort.”

The corridors of a destroyer were unfamiliar ground, and so Carl found himself lost in short order. He’d been aboard plenty of patrol ships and served aboard carriers and battleships. The middle ground of destroyers, frigates, and cruisers was of little concern to him professionally, and the mid-sized Earth Navy ships didn’t house Typhoon squadrons. If Carl was going to sneak off the Chesterfield, he was going to need a map.

Once they arrived at the brig, one of the riflemen popped the door controls. The lieutenant shoved Carl inside a cell.

“Aren’t you going to take off these cuffs?” Carl shouted as the door closed.

Apparently not.

Carl waited.

The cell was barren, just stainless steel everything with a styroplast mattress and pillow for the cot. With his hands locked behind his back, he couldn’t even undo his pants to take a piss. Which was unfortunate, because for what he had in mind, reeking of his own urine would have been a disadvantage.

Without a chrono, it was impossible to judge, but Carl guessed his wait was only ten or fifteen minutes. The door slid open, and the same lieutenant glowered through the opening. “Lucky day, Ramsey. Captain’s willing to see you.”

Carl let loose a sigh of relief. “Great.” He settled in on the edge of his cot and straightened into a semblance of military bearing.

“Up!” the lieutenant barked. “Captain doesn’t visit the brig. I’m escorting you to his state room.”

Carl got up and headed out the door. The lieutenant grabbed him, and Carl prepared for another rough handling along the way. Then with a click, the cuffs opened and the handling ceased. He turned with his head cocked.

“Captain’s orders,” the lieutenant grumbled. They were the last words spoken the rest of the way, though the junior officer kept casting suspicious glances over his shoulder the whole way.

Was he expecting Carl to choke him from behind, steal a blaster, and fight his way off the ship? They were already heading right where Carl needed to be.

The door to the stateroom bore a simple placard stating “Captain Jared Malcolm.” The lieutenant pressed the door alarm, and shortly after the chime, a stern voice called out, “Send him in.”

Carl walked into a modest commanding officer’s suite. Malcolm was a captain in Earth Navy, after all, even if it was only a destroyer he commanded.

Striding over to the captain’s office desk, Carl stood at attention and gave a proper naval salute.

Captain Malcolm brought up a slow hand and mirrored that salute before standing and coming around the desk. All the while, Carl stood stock still, keeping his salute in place.

“Fucking hell, Blackjack,” Malcolm said, shaking his head. “Don’t know how you fit those balls on that shitty little freighter of yours.” He stuck out a hand, and Carl shook it.

“Thanks for seeing me, sir,” Carl replied. “Not a lot of officers in Sol space I could turn to.”

“Damnedest thing watching you on that holovid racing series,” Malcolm said. “Almost enough to convince me to climb back into a Typhoon myself. Gotta say, you’d have kept yourself out of a helluva lot of trouble if you’d stuck with racing. Or stayed dead.”

“Never been happier,” Carl countered politely. “I was bound to flame out in the public eye sooner or later. Besides, if I’d stayed dead, I wouldn’t have caught up on old times with Scarecrow.”

A wry smile etched itself on Malcolm’s face as he circled back around to seat himself behind the desk. He motioned for Carl to pull up a chair. “Gotta say, I was surprised pulling up the dossier on your crew. That old squadron of yours turned into mercenaries and pirates in a damn hurry after you got swept out of the service. Didn’t expect Scarecrow to fall in with that sort of thing. She always seemed like a straight shooter, despite her psych profile.”

“We’re getting married.”

A blank expression met Carl’s revelation. Then Malcolm chuckled. “Don’t that beat all? Call signs and whatnot… easy to forget half the pilots are women beneath those flight suits. You two weren’t…?”

“Not until we were retired,” Carl clarified. “A few years later, it’s easier to forget about forgetting the woman part. But that’s why I’m here.”

Malcolm reached beneath his desk and pulled out a pair of glasses and a decanter. He filled both and slid one across to Carl. “You mentioned a deal. It’s really not policy to make deals. You’re only here because I wanted to know what became of the Blackjack Ramsey who used to terrorize the Eyndar and Zheen. Ever since that incident with the Bradbury, your ship’s had a fire-on-sight order for anything frigate and up.”

“Thanks for not killing me,” Carl replied, raising his glass. “I think I can make this worth your while.” He took a cursory look at the amber liquid he held and threw it back in a gulp. Brandy, he decided, as it burned its way down his throat.

“Like I said, I’m not here to make deals,” Malcolm said. “Think of this as a last meal sort of gentleman’s agreement. I’ll still have to take you in.”

“I can deliver you the Odysseus.”

Malcolm coughed and spluttered his glass of brandy. When he recovered the power of speech, he was incredulous. “The Odysseus was lost. Written off. A four-year investigation didn’t find it.”

“They didn’t want to,” Carl said. “That was a cover-up by a high command that didn’t want to look bad losing a trillion-terra battleship.”

“How did you find it?” Malcolm asked, leaning forward in his seat.

Carl smirked. “Not relevant. Point is, not even my crew knows what we found. I’ve blanked our computer records. I’m the sole source of this information.”

The chair creaked as Malcolm leaned back and drummed his fingers on the arm. “All right, Blackjack. What are you after? You’ve got my attention, so you’d better make this good.”

“Full pardons for my crew and a couple friends not with me at the moment.”

“No deal.”

Carl blinked. “What part of ‘trillion-terra battleship’ are you not processing?”

“The part where I can hand you over to Earth Interstellar and have them get the intel out of you. Or your ship. Or your deleted files. They have ways of reconstructing computer damage.”

In addition to being a friendly face along Sol’s border security perimeter, Jared Malcolm had been the executive officer who’d signed the transfer paperwork approving Squadron 333’s transfer to the ENV Odysseus. He was among the few who knew the project had even existed.

Stretching across the desk, Carl helped himself to another glass of brandy. He used the time to silently fume and compose a backup offer. “OK. Play hardball. Here’s what I need. I’m getting married, like I said. Scarecrow—Amy, that is—insists on Earth. We’ve got a little chapel in Vegas Prime reserved, a rabbi lined up, and a maternity-friendly dress being delivered.”

“Scarecrow is pregnant?” Malcolm asked as if the notion baffled him.

“Amy is,” Carl stated. “My first child. So this is a little fucking important to me. Her mother lives on Earth in an assisted-care facility outside Phoenix. Can’t travel off world. Even Vegas is a hike. But for this one day, I’m giving the woman I love the only thing she’s asking for: a wedding with her mom there. Find a way to get me, say… a 72-hour reprieve to visit Earth, and I’ll get you the coordinates of your trillion-terra top-secret missing battleship.”

“I’ll have to make a few comms,” Malcolm hedged.

Carl’s solemn nod hid the giddy glee he felt beneath the surface. Let Malcolm run this up the chain of command. Turnover at the top of Earth Navy high command meant that the ass-protecting circle had broken. The potential for a high-value jump in weapons tech was worth letting a billion Carl Ramseys visit Earth. What Malcolm had on the table was crumbs.

They just happened to be the only crumbs Carl needed.

# # #

Esper rapped the holo-projector remote against the pedestal for the device. “I hereby call to order the fifteenth meeting of the ‘Let’s Rescue Carl Club.’ Since we don’t keep minutes, we’ll skip straight to new business. First item on today’s agenda: Carl turned himself over to Earth Navy, and he’s been gone too long.”

“Point of order,” Yomin said, raising a hand. “It’s only been an hour. How long was twinkle-tongue expecting his verbal contortionist act to take?”

Esper pursed her lips and looked to Amy. “Did he say anything? Anything at all that might help?”

Seated on the couch and cradling her tummy as if it were carrying a full-term fetus instead of barely swelling, Amy gave a shrug. “You know Carl. He figured we’d worry, so he didn’t tell us how crazy his plan was until it was too late to stop him.”

“Point of order,” Roddy said, raising a foot. “You’re all such fucking wind-up toys.”

Esper pointed to Roddy with a tapping motion, as if knighting him. “The chair requests clarification on that remark.”

Roddy pitched an empty beer can. It clattered off the edge of the waste reclaim without going in. “Carl’s antics wind you up, and you play out the predictable dance of preparing in case he needs saving. Over and over. You don’t learn.”

“We’ve needed plenty of rescue missions,” Esper pointed out.

“But never Carl.”

“No… that’s not true,” Esper said with a furrowed brow. “There was the time…”

“Yeah…?” Roddy prompted. “Tell me more…” He ambled over to the fridge while he waited for a response.

Esper frowned harder. There had to be a time. “We rescued him from the Silde Slims race,” she said finally.

“Exactly according to plan,” Roddy pointed out as he fished for a fresh beer. “Don’t beat yourself up, kid. I’ve been thinking about it this whole hour. That bastard can get kidnapped, arrested, or held hostage, but he never needs busting out. Even when everyone got sucked into that creepy wizard’s head, Carl was working on the outside. Guy’s slicker than anti-grav nanotech.”

Shoni shuddered. “That’s one adventure I’m glad to have missed.”

“Me too,” Amy admitted. “But I’m still worried about him.”

Roddy pointed at her with a beer can. “That’s your job. Mort’s personal chauffeur here should know better. She’s needed rescuing.”

Esper opened her mouth to object, but she couldn’t. Even if the Poet Fleet had held a snake by the tail this most recent time, her original kidnapping by them was legitimate. They’d also had to circle back for her at the Gologlex Menagerie.

Then it came to her. “Peractorum! We rescued Carl from a police station.”

“Wasn’t us,” Roddy replied with a shrug. “Mort and Mriy did it, and I’m not sure he wouldn’t have weaseled his way out if they hadn’t. But Mort’s a figment of your imagination now, and Mriy works for Tanny. Any Carl-saving expertise has flown the coop.”

“I have him in my head,” Esper reminded everyone. This wasn’t the crowd where there were still uninitiated ears to worry about. Keesha Bell and Hobson were safely ignorant on Pleasant Valley. “We can ask for advice if you think it’ll help.”

Roddy slammed down his beer can. “He doesn’t need help. That’s what I’m trying to say. He’s going to come marching back onto this ship with a shit-eating grin on his face and be all ‘What? Was someone worried about me?’ and we’ll look like assholes.”

“To be fair,” Shoni pointed out. “That’s not usually a concern.”

“What are you saying we should do, then?” Amy asked nervously.

Roddy gestured for the remote, and Esper tossed it to him. The laaku held it up for everyone to get a good look. “We are currently on the outskirts on Sol. While it may be the military heart of ARGO and the largest population center in the galaxy, it is also the entertainment capital of the Milky Way. There are broadcasts on the low-priority bands of the omni that’ll take days or weeks to get out as far as our little hell away from home. I say we scope out the latest holovid offerings, and my vote is we start with either Last Stand of Fleet Omega or Honorable Kick Champion Tournament. There are also zero-G cage fights, Silver and Gold Leagues, remote drone swarm battles, and that drooly romance pap you girls like.”

A knot formed in Esper’s stomach. “I don’t know if I feel right about watching holovids while Carl’s over there risking his life.”

“One fewer vote for weepy, emotionally crippled humans trying to formulate a reproductive strategy,” Shoni said.

Roddy toasted his paramour with his Earth’s Preferred can.

Amy sighed. “I vote for Last Stand of Fleet Omega.”

Yomin crossed her arms at the doorway to her quarters. “Better that than silly laaku martial arts flicks or human cockfighting. Make that two.”

Roddy looked around. “I think that shorthanded as we are, my vote makes it official. Last Stand it is.”

And with that, the meeting of the Let’s Rescue Carl Club drew to an ignoble close.

# # #

When the airlock cycled, the Mobius crew scrambled down to the cargo bay. Despite being possibly the most motivated to see Carl return unharmed, Amy was the last to make it to the stairs. Worry and a lingering case of morning sickness conspired to leave her queasy and not quite up for sudden runs.

Carl stepped through the airlock door and spread his arms like a politician taking the stage at a rally. “Hey, look who’s back!” he said without actually opening his mouth or uttering a sound.

“Oh, it’s just you,” Roddy said, sapping the mood from the cargo bay.

It stung Amy to hear it, but Carl occasionally needed a little jab to deflate that swollen ego of his. It wasn’t like he didn’t patch the holes as fast as his friends, family, and the universe at large could poke them.

“Just me?” Carl scoffed. “Just the guy who booked us passage to Earth with the might of the galaxy’s finest navy looking right at us? The guy who just brokered a deal that might end up getting all our criminal records scrubbed with bleach?”

“What are you talking about?” Amy asked. “I figured you were going to pull the ‘it wasn’t us, we’ve got a doppelganger ship out there making us look bad’ card.”

Esper shot Amy a scowl. “You said you didn’t know what he was planning.”

“Apparently I didn’t.”

“I never said,” Carl pointed out, wagging a finger on each hand. “I just said I’d have a plan before we got to Earth. This one didn’t involve dropping out of astral under the Pacific Ocean.” He shot a glare at Esper.

“That was Mort’s idea,” she replied.

“It didn’t involve faking every ID and transponder code in existence,” Carl continued. Yomin cast her eyes downward. “And it didn’t involve cashing in all my goodwill with Don Rucker to pull political strings.”

Roddy shrugged. “Still probably our best bet.”

“So what deal did you make?” Amy asked. She hoped it wasn’t a 24-hour reprieve only to serve out the rest of his life in jail. Romantic as that might have been, she wanted a life with Carl, not just a wedding night and a lifetime of raising their child by herself.

“I told them where the Odysseus crashed.”

Amy’s mouth hung open. The silence in the cargo bay echoed.

“What?” Carl said, looking from one face to the next. “We wanted a wedding on Earth. For a band of outlaws, that’s a tall order. I needed to cash in the only I.O.U. that could cover it.”

“But you just gave half of it to Tanny,” Esper protested. “And Mriy and Kubu will be there with her.”

“Your parents are there,” Yomin added.

Roddy shook his head. “Cold as ice, Peach-fuzz. Kudos. Not sure I could’ve pulled the trigger on that one.”

“But it was the right thing to do,” Carl protested. “We knew all along that we were sitting on Earth Navy property. We knew it was wrong.”

Amy nodded along, then added, “And now your ex, several of your friends, and your own parents are going to pay for it.”

In the face of his friends’ ire, Carl just smiled. “That’s the beauty of it. I invited them all to the wedding. Anyone who gives a shit about us is on the way to Earth right now. Hell, the planet’s pretty much deserted now. Sure, it’ll be a setback for Tanny, but it’ll put my parents out of the criminal business for good. For fuck’s sake, if I have to, I’ll get Cedric to terraform one of my other asteroids for them. It’s not like there aren’t a hundred thousand of them in that depleted mining belt.”

“Wait…” Amy said slowly. “So those olive branches you extended…”

“Bait for the mousetraps,” Carl said with a grin. “C’mon. Don’t look so stunned, everyone. You can tell me about all the crazy plans you hatched to rescue me while we make our way to Earth.”

# # #

Carl didn’t have much experience with the shallow astral. Between a wizard-staffed ship and a general desire to outrun adversaries, the deeper end had always been his style. But the public astral gates of Sol kept traffic so shallow that realspace was still visible in ghostly silhouettes.

“No, seriously,” he said to Amy. “You really weren’t planning a rescue?”

“Yeah. We took a vote and everything,” Amy replied with a reassuring smile. “Roddy convinced us all to trust you.”

“Roddy, huh?” Carl said with a grunt as the Mobius passed by Jupiter as if it were a roadside diner. “Does that rodent know he’s not on the registration for this ship?”

“Technically, Tanny still is,” Amy pointed out.

Carl winced. “Yeah, well, after tomorrow that won’t matter.”

“Should still get her off the listing as next of kin.” She paused to watch a formation of patrol ships zoom past, letting all the intrasystem traffic know that Earth Navy was watching over them. “You could have mentioned it was Malcolm in command. At least that way I would have known what you were up to.”

What was he supposed to say? Sorry for not trusting you to trust me to handle getting to Earth? Yeah, funny joke, letting you think I was marching off to get thrown in prison? “Yeah. Probably should have.”

Even in the astral, Titan gleamed as they approached Saturn. It caught Sol’s light and sucked in its fair share, but too much of the surface was metal and glass. In all Sol space, it was the closest thing to Phabian, fully enclosed habitats and transport tubes making up for a climate that many still considered unpleasant.

Mars was on the wrong side of Sol at the moment for a flyby. Carl was just as glad of that. The last thing he needed right now was an impromptu run-in with Rucker goons tipped off by Tanny that the Mobius would be visiting Sol. Sure, Don was practically still family, but that didn’t mean Tanny might not have her own loyalists. If she decided to screw with him, that would have been the opportunity.

In the co-pilot’s seat, Amy fidgeted.

Carl leaned back and held a hand out to the flight yoke. “You wanna do the flying?” he asked.

It wasn’t as if they weren’t locked in on autopilot anyway. The view ahead of them had been the ass end of a bulk freighter. The bulky, utilitarian slug was either a Mutak IV or one of the Ogens—something laaku-made for sure. Thanks to the miracle of strict traffic regulation in the astral lanes, they’d kept 200m behind it since the gate.

“No. I just…” Amy struggled visibly for the words to express what she felt. Carl had seen the look on her and many others but just couldn’t relate. “It’s just jitters. I mean, why make us take the slow gate?”

“Probably to give themselves time to reconsider the deal I just cut before we actually arrive at Earth,” Carl mused. “Or maybe Malcolm didn’t like getting bent over a barrel and is messing with us. Who the hell knows? I, for one, was just happy I pulled that miraculous little rabbit out of his hat.”

Amy pointed. “There it is!” She was positively giddy.

Carl didn’t see the appeal. Legally, he was born on Earth, but in a bit of poetry crossed with predictive fate, he was actually born aboard a starship on the way in. Any kid born during an orbital descent was destined to fly. The ball of rock beneath the glitz and congestion had never made much of an impression, never taken hold of his heart.

But there it was. A blue and silver ball resolved into full color once they exited the astral gate into realspace. The laaku freighter and the ships ahead of it broke off. Carl kept on course to let Amy soak in the view.

It looked like Phabian, Meyang, Old Garrelon, and every other Earth-like out there in the Black Ocean. Whoever had made them that way probably didn’t play favorites, but Earth had been one of, if not the most, successful of its kind. Ships of all varieties swarmed it like flies on a rotting corpse. Manmade habitats larger than battleships lazed in high orbit, gazing down on a planet armored in cities that hardly began or ended but flowed from one to the next across entire continents and spilled into the seas.

It was busy, crowded, noisy, overregulated, sterile, expensive, pretentious, and home to at least a dozen organizations that hated Carl with professional dispassion—and maybe one or two that took things personally. By Carl’s reckoning, sheer weight of numbers, compounded by the aforementioned pretentiousness, made it the galaxy’s greatest concentration of assholes.

“Home,” Amy said with a wistful sigh.

Carl kept facing forward but cast her a sidelong look. Hormones. He could blame it on the hormones if Amy was a little over-attached to the ball of corporate greed and boot-stomping law and order ahead of them.

Traffic control pinged them, demanding approach vectors, landing clearance codes, and a numeric visitation category for their purpose on Earth.

“I’ll handle this,” Amy said, scooting up from her slouch and taking the comm. “Traffic control, this is Mobius, Earth registry 066129-AN-9821. We have a temporary landing permit and are on approach to Vegas Prime docking garage Teller 589.”

“Vessel 066129-AN-9821, please state your official reason for visitation,” a bored traffic controller droned.

“I’m getting married!” Amy said with a squeal that evoked a high school cheerleader who’d just made the squad.

“That’s nice, ma’am,” traffic control replied. “Do you have a marriage permit to verify your claim?”

Carl felt an instant of panic. This whole marriage was doomed because they hadn’t pre-applied for a permit? Bullshit!

But Amy was nonplussed. Her fingers were already flying over the console. “Transmitting now.”

“When did we—?”

“In transit,” Amy said without looking away from the controls. “I looked up everything on the omni that might snag us. I mean everything. Religious excommunication, local construction, worker strikes, conferences, government holidays, double-booking of the band or the rabbi, genetics screenings…”

“Genetics screening?” Carl asked.

Amy waved the notion away. “I sent the samples months ago. It’s not like you don’t leave DNA lying around everywhere. Did you know we share a common ancestor sixteen generations back?”

“Does that make us…?”

“Nope,” Amy said. “Unrelated, legally. Still, it’s sweet to know. A family reunion that went back to common ancestors would include over sixty thousand people.”

“Oh. OK, then.”

“I’m actually more closely related to Yomin than you,” Amy continued. “Thirteen generations back. Us Earth kids… right?” She beamed, still giddy from the proximity of her wedding day sinking in.

“Vessel 066129-AN-9821, you are cleared to approach. Welcome to Earth.”

Carl indicated the flight yoke again. “You sure you don’t want to fly us in?”

This time, the result of that question was a scramble to switch seats and a punching of the throttle once Amy was in control. “Let’s do this!”

# # #

Vegas Prime looked like nearly every other square meter of Earth—glitzy, polished, and modern. Certain historical districts had that old world look that got retroverts all weepy-eyed, but Vegas Prime had never been classy or respectable. Aside from possibly New Orleans Prime or Bangkok Prime, it was as close to a lawless den of debauchery as Earth still had.

And yet the Mobius still found itself in a queue waiting to park.

The public docking garage was a beehive design, thirty stories of flat honeycombs lined up just far enough apart to squeeze in the typical light freighter or mid-sized passenger shuttle. Carl and Amy watched as the docking arm from Slot 6 latched onto an old Muskrat Pacer-5 and dragged it down to the next available hex in the wall.

From Slot 4, a late model Edison-K12 came up, clamped in another docking arm. Its engines flared, and the arm released it like a toy starship to flit about the living room—except this was a full-sized vessel.

“Hate these things,” Carl grumbled. “Always scratch up the paint and the garage never pays for the damage.”

“We get shitty paint from an unlicensed manufacturer,” Amy pointed out. “You could always just pay for a proper job.”

“Or just not park on overcrowded planets.”

“Wedding tomorrow,” Amy singsonged.

Despite the parking hassle, Carl’s mouth curled in a smile. “Yeah. Guess this isn’t that big a deal, considering.”

“066129-AN-9821, hold position,” an automated voice ordered over the comm.

Amy pulled her hands off the yoke. “Haven’t moved in ten minutes,” she muttered, even though the machine wasn’t waiting for a response.

The docking arm reached up from below, just visible from the forward window. Carl winced as the claw closed around them, hearing the scrape as it fucked up another paint job.

Still, it wasn’t as if the Mobius entered beauty contests or Carl was looking to sell him.

Without fuss or pomp, the claw arm stuffed the Mobius into hex K-11 like a fuel rod into an engine core. This was it. They were on Earth.

# # #

Carl clapped his hands together to get everyone’s attention in the cargo bay. “All right. Listen up. This is the big show. Earth. I know most of you weren’t around for my little pep talk on Phabian.”

“It was nice,” Esper said, looking around the gathering. “Very thorough and paranoid.”

“But,” Carl continued. “This is Earth. Phabian may be high security, but Earth law enforcement doesn’t wear padded gloves. No crime of any sort. Pay for what you want to eat or wear or take home with you. Keep your fingers out of other people’s computers. Physical violence of any sort is off limits, as is magic… period. Now, I think except maybe for our two laaku crewmen, we’ve all been to Earth before but—”

Esper’s hand shot up. “I haven’t. This is very exciting.”

Amy grinned. “I know. Isn’t it?”

Carl slapped his forehead. “I keep forgetting since you grew up pissing distance from here. Simple stuff: on Mars, flashing hardcoin makes you look like someone important; here it makes you look shady. If you get the feeling that you’re being watched, go with it. You probably are. Security cameras outnumber people ten to one. If you ever don’t feel like you’re being watched, worry. Everything’s going to be stupidly expensive, like a planet-sized tourist trap. No one’s trying to gouge you; that’s just the cost of living here. Laaku are A-OK on Earth. We don’t even have Rai Kub along to make people uneasy. It’s… honestly a little weird to be down to an all primate crew. Can’t hardly remember the last time that happened.”

“Day before we hired Mriy,” Roddy said.

“Anyway, I think that about sums it up. Ceremony is 4:15 tomorrow afternoon at a Gillespie Club function room. Reception right afterward. Anyone who wants to bail on the reception will be forgiven. Earth’s big and shiny and has lots of places to visit. Anyone who misses the ceremony can find their own ride back to Pleasant Valley.”

The crew—small as it had grown for this trip—dispersed, heading down the lift to the local mass transit system below. Esper lingered just long enough for a hug with Amy that elicited squeals of excitement from both.

Carl didn’t get it.

He was looking forward to the wedding. There was just something that made the universe feel like a comfortable old jacket having a woman at his side under the premise of “till death do us part.” But the two grown women acting like schoolgirls over it baffled him. Amy had flown hundreds of combat missions, an adrenaline spike Carl had never experienced anywhere else. Esper commanded the forces of the cosmos like a painter with a set of brushes. And yet, confronted with the prospect of flower arrangements and a white dress, they both melted into adolescents.

Amy took hold of his hand when they were alone at last. “This is it. It hardly feels real.”

Carl shrugged. “It’s Earth. The last real stuff around here is locked up in museums or owned by the Convocation.”

She squeezed harder. “You know what I mean.”

“Yeah.” Carl’s eyes strayed down, pausing only briefly over Amy’s growing bosoms. He could envision their son tearing down the corridors of the Mobius, running across the grasses of Pleasant Valley, and always pretending to be flying a starship until the day he finally could. “Hard to believe.”

With a tug, Amy towed Carl away from the ship.

They headed into Vegas Prime and window-shopped. Carl had to force himself not to plan heists everywhere he looked, even if he’d never seriously consider carrying them out.

Along the way, they had lunch at a cafe where sandwiches ended up setting them back over eighty terras apiece. Carl bit back a snide comment about what he expected from a sandwich for those kinds of prices and remembered to pay with digital currency.

The one errand they couldn’t avoid took them to a jewelry store. Since their official engagement had been Amy’s asking and within the past week, they agreed that she should have been the one to offer a ring. Carl graciously declined, citing how diamonds clashed with his blaster. But they still needed wedding bands. Simple gold rings shouldn’t have cost as much as a month’s fuel for a starship, but that was about the size of the price tag. Carl didn’t even look when presented the final total.

“Just take it,” Carl said, pressing his thumb to the currency reader. “If my account doesn’t kick back an error, we’re good.”

“Thank you,” the jeweler replied with a smile. “I wish you all the happiest memories and a joyous life together.”

Amy laid a hand on her stomach. “We’re working on it.”

After that, evening set in. Vegas Prime merely shifted color schemes from bright and cheery to brighter and garish. Boutiques and bakeries mixed seamlessly with nude bars and brothels both electronic and live-partner. Cosmo doctors advertised with before and after images atop their storefronts. Gambling of all sorts was legal here by ancient tradition. Chemical euphoria was offered with closer medical supervision. Body modification studios resculpted flesh and genes, grafted bio and tech together, and tried to make the process look sexy instead of creepy as hell.

Vegas Prime was the pressure valve on planetary morality. A good 80 percent of what happened legally there was outlawed on the rest of Earth.

Amy pointed past a xeno-pet store to a tower lit in gold faux neon. “There’s our hotel.”

Carl patted his pocket for the tenth time, making sure no one had pickpocketed their wedding rings. “Looks cozy.”

The sign at the top read Babylon VI.

A few changes of clothes had been delivered ahead of time, ordered over the omni by Amy. One of the bellhops escorted them up to their room. Carl reached for a terra fiver to tip the guy before remembering he’d left all his hardcoin back on the Mobius. As Amy wandered in to explore their accommodations, Carl pressed his thumb to the bellhop’s currency reader and agreed to whatever extortion the guy suggested for walking with them from the lift to their door and pressing the button for them.

Still fuming about the cost of everything on Earth, Carl caught up with Amy on the hotel room’s balcony, looking out over the city of Vegas Prime. Their room wasn’t as tall as the tallest buildings in the city—they were only on the ninety-fifth floor, after all, but they could see down to the multiple pedestrian layers, all latticed together like a bird’s nest when viewed from above.

“Incredible, isn’t it?” Amy asked without looking back. “So easy to forget what real civilization is like, living out in border space.”

And that was just the view outside. The hotel room was posh. Full wall flatvid headboard. Hot tub with a holo-projector on the ceiling hanging down above it. Stocked wet bar. Carpet that was like a massage just to walk on barefoot. And yet, by Earth standards, this was a regular room, nothing noteworthy.

Carl walked onto the balcony and wrapped his arms around Amy from behind, careful of her stomach. She moaned and leaned back to nuzzle against Carl’s cheek as her breasts rested atop his forearms, her own arms pinned to her sides. “You thinking maybe we settle down here?”

Amy snorted daintily. “Of course, not. This is the prettiest cage in the galaxy, but it’s still a cage. We’d go stir crazy here, the both of us. Besides, even if I could live like this, I wouldn’t marry you just to chain you to a rock. No… this is just a wonderful place to visit.”

“You just say the word, and—”

“Stop,” Amy ordered gently. “The word is ‘stop.’ Marriage isn’t about me. It’s about us. Stop trying to do everything I want and enjoy what we’ve got. I asked for one thing: a marriage on Earth with my mom there.”

“I’ll never stop doing things for you that make you happy,” Carl protested, kissing the side of her neck.

“Traditionally, the bride and groom sleep separately the night before the wedding,” Amy said. “But fuck that. I want you to hold me all night, just the way you are now.”

“I can do that,” Carl said.

They fell asleep that night in their hotel room, curled up together in maternity pajamas and boxer shorts respectively.

# # #

Esper paused to look over the railing on Las Vegas Boulevard, Level 4. It certainly was a long way down. Somehow, she mused, technology would try to save her if she fell or jumped over the edge. Knowing Earth, the system would work flawlessly. But would her own innate magical instincts confound the technological savior? Would she splatter to the plasticized steel of the Level 1 thoroughfare because her magic and the local science argued too long on the way down?

With a sudden wave of vertigo, she stopped looking down. Magic wasn’t magic here. Deep down, she knew she could force a thing or two through, but this was a land where science held sway. The home of Galileo, Newton, Volta, Tesla, Einstein, and Hawking carried the weighty opinion of those grand ghosts of scientific enlightenment. This was the planet where the fabled apple had fallen, where the atom bomb had been tested, where the first humans had taken flight.

At least it was pretty.

There was no natural beauty to Vegas Prime. Nothing natural was visible at all except for the sky above. But after spending the night aboard the Mobius rather than paying the extortionate rates the local hotels were charging, she wanted to see some of the city.

Starting with the boutiques.

There was something special about shopping on Earth. Back home on Mars, she’d kept up with local trends, but those were usually a month or two behind Earth. Earth was first in everything. A frail, wayward memory buried deep inside remembered shopping trips with school friends.

Every time a member of Esper’s clique came back from the cosmo surgeon, it was an excuse for them all to go shopping. New eye color? Accessorize to match. Bigger breasts? Narrower waistline? New wardrobe. Dental replacement, vocal reshaping, or skeletal restructuring? Sympathy shopping.

While Esper did her best to force back the tides of those lifetimes-old memories, she had become painfully aware how out of place her pink sweatshirt looked among the slick and stylish Earthers.

A digital bell tinkled as she entered Au Contraire. While she had plenty of nice dresses courtesy of Emily’s pirates, she wanted something special for the wedding that afternoon.

She was greeted by a condescending woman with teal lipstick and a dress that looked sprayed onto her skin. “Can I help you?” she asked in a phony old French accent. By the hand resting on her stuck-out hip, the woman expected that question to end Esper’s visit.

“I need a dress for a wedding this afternoon. It’s an impromptu affair, but I just found out on the way here that not only is there a wedding, but I’m maid of honor.”

A look of world-weary ennui blanked the woman’s snooty outrage at a sweatshirt-clad trollop barging into her store. “Try Caroline Carre, two blocks over. She might do… your kind of work.”

Esper held up a hand. Curled within her palm, the crest of the Convocation appeared. “Do you take unlimited credit?” she asked. Carl had admonished her not to use magic, but this hardly counted. Nothing in the boutique flickered or fizzled. And it could take weeks for the Convocation’s paper-based bookkeepers to sort out that an unauthorized wizard had used their credit.

The shopkeeper’s eyes blazed with sudden avarice. “Let’s take your measurements.”

# # #

Roddy and Shoni sat at a human-sized counter atop red vinyl-upholstered stools with their legs dangling halfway to the floor. If any of the human patrons around them thought anything amusing about the laaku pair, they kept it to themselves.

Shoni put down the menu placard and gave her companion a stern look. Leaning close, she whispered, “I’m not seeing anything that looks conducive to reproductive health here.”

“Relax,” Roddy said. “One day of Earth food won’t turn you sterile. This is Carl’s homeworld. I figure, while we’re here, we ought to get at the core of the human experience.”

Leaning in close again, Shoni whispered, “So what? We should conquer a small star system while we’re here? Irradiate some of our own people?”

“No,” Roddy said, setting down his menu. “But we should stuff our faces full of food that’s barely fit to—”

“May I take your order?” a young human in a white apron asked. “Our special today is the fried chicken a la Joey. We also have the district’s best flapjacks. Can I maybe start you two off with a beverage?”

“Beer for me,” Roddy said, taking the waiter aback. To the kid’s credit, he was one of those “customer is always right” sorts and didn’t pitch a fit about it.

“Distilled water,” Shoni said with a polite smile. It was an insult on Phabian to ask for something that could only be described as scientifically grade clean. It implied that you didn’t trust their beverage choices.

“Comin’ right up,” the lad said cheerfully.

“You don’t have to go nuts,” Roddy said once the waiter was out of earshot. “If you get anything Friendli Foods, it’ll come out of the same package as if you ordered it back home.”

“I’ll go with you as far as sampling an authentic human delicacy, but I’m limiting my experimentation to one variable at a time. I’m still not sure I’ll survive the day.”

“Wedding caterer is kosher,” Roddy said. “I can pass on the religious side of it, but it’s a cut above the regular human slop as far as knowing where it came from. But what I’ve got in mind ain’t halfway kosher.”

Sliding her menu away, Shoni just closed her eyes.

When the waiter returned bearing both their drinks, Roddy suspected that the “distilled” water was just from the regular public circulation system. He hoped that Shoni wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.

“You two ready to order?” the waiter asked with a bright smile.

Eyes still closed, Shoni muttered in Atik, “Please don’t kill us both.”

“Sure thing,” Roddy said, ignoring her antics. “Two chili dogs, please.”

# # #

Yomin took the tram halfway across the continent. Well, maybe not halfway but a good third at least. Thanks to modern electromagnetics and ancient gravity stones, the trip to Baton Rouge only took half an hour, including a stop at New Orleans to switch lines.

“Gotta love the old county,” she muttered as she left the tram station.

The walk to downtown was warm and breezy. The whole heart of the city had been engineered to carry the winds and keep the whole area smelling fresh from the air sanitizers.

It had been years, even before the crash of the Odysseus, since she’d been down here. Despite the names changing on many of the shops and restaurants, the city still had the same feel as the last time she’d come to visit Laramie.

The Magazen Taso hadn’t changed. It was a bluesy bar and grill with live music every night and a license to farm fish in underground vats beneath the restaurant, ensuring the day’s catch was always fresh.

Yomin snaked through the crowd, feeling naked without her datalens. But there were just some things a woman needed to keep separate in her life. For her, they were family and crime.

“Who’s that I see?” a bass voice boomed over the crowd. “I got a comm from a dead woman and look who walks in. The ghost herself.”

Laramie’s patrons ducked aside as the heavyset restaurateur crossed the taproom with his beefy arms spread wide. Yomin grinned as she was crushed in a bear hug. He kissed her on top of the head.

“Everyone, listen up!” Laramie bellowed. “Next round’s on the house, to celebrate my own sister come back from the dead.”

Yomin grunted as Laramie hefted her off her feet before releasing her. “Laramie, it’s not even noon yet.”

“First come, first serve. Can’t help it if some stuffy old prudes wait until dinnertime,” Laramie replied at full volume to a chorus of cheers from around the room.

Yomin grinned. This wasn’t home, but it was close. Laramie had moved up from New Orleans years ago. The restaurant was the spitting image of Mom and Dad’s old place on the waterfront. The dark stained imported wood, the gleaming brass of the taps along the bar, the cargo netting hung from the rafters… all down to a tee.

“Hey, Lare, mind if we take ours out back?” Yomin asked quietly once the ruckus died down.

“Sure, Yo,” her brother replied. “Love to hear all about your—”

Yomin put a hand over Laramie’s mouth. “Not out here.”

He nodded and led the way through the kitchens and up a flight of old-world wooden stairs to the office above. There were modern amenities like a computer console and air recirculator vents, but the decor was as old as the building looked.

Laramie parked in his office chair. “What’s the hush job about? My baby sister comes back from dyin’ out in the Black Ocean. No word from no one official like. What’s a fella supposed to think?”

“He’s not supposed to think at all,” Yomin replied. “He’s just supposed to thank his lucky stars for a miracle and wait to see if the news feeds pick up on the story or whether the navy squashes it.”

“That bad, huh?” Laramie asked.

Yomin shrugged and sat on the edge of his desk. “You look good, Lare. Restaurant looks good. You don’t need to worry about me. I’m out there looking after myself just fine.”

“Then what are you doing back?” Laramie asked. “Is it money? Because—”

“Oh, God, no,” Yomin replied. “Look, things run hot and cold out there, same as anywhere, but I’m all right. I’m just back for a friend’s wedding. Probably not a good idea any of us hang around long, but while I was here I wanted to see you. Maybe we don’t stick together as much as we used to—”

“Hard with you being in the navy or dead all these years,” Laramie commented dryly. Damn, she’d missed that wry humor.

“But we’re all each other’s got left.”

“How come you just tellin’ me now then you’re still alive?”

“Not the kind of thing you can transmit,” Yomin explained. It sounded lame, and it was lame. She could have told him as soon as the tech came back online at Ithaca. “You never were much with tech. Data Security 101: the bereaved are the easiest targets of identity fraud. Anyone could have dummied up a phony ID and done some research on me, hit you up for cash. Even a couple hundred terras woulda been worth the effort for a hacker.”

“I’d have paid it,” Laramie said with conviction. “Piss off half a night’s net on the maybe that you are out there. Alive. Needin’ me. Now come on. No time for moping. I got me a baby sister again. We gone celebrate.”

“I’ve got a wedding to be at in five hours!” Yomin shouted after her brother as she chased him down the wooden stairs.

“Then we celebrate quick like,” he said without turning back.

There was no band in the morning hours, but enough of the patrons knew how to play that Laramie rounded up a group. He played bass. A retro-volcanic ska stylist took lead guitar while an elderly laaku played drums. Rhythm guitar, sax, and most of all lead singer got rotated as the impromptu ensemble played a motley medley of everything from old gospel to last week’s pop hits.

By the time she said her goodbyes and stumbled toward the tram station, Yomin’s voice was raw and her heart was light. She was even mostly sober.

# # #

The little anteroom the wedding party had borrowed was a spare office that the restaurant wasn’t using. Piles of cloth and cosmetic accoutrements lay strewn across a battered metal desk. Yomin had been in and out on minor errands, but Esper and Amy were the constant occupants.

Amy sat fidgeting on a barstool as Esper brushed through the tangles of her hair. Esper had never been a bridesmaid, she claimed, but this was Amy’s first ever wedding. She’d attended them before. Oddly, Amy had attended one of Carl’s, back when the whole remaining roster of the Half-Devils made the guest list.

The odd jealousy she’d felt of Tanny that day held a different context now. At the time, she’d felt like she was losing her old commanding officer to some interloping marine. She’d been blind to the more basic reason.

“Doing this without magic brings back memories,” Esper said wistfully as the brush cleared through snarls with each pass.

“You’ve been a wizard for what, a year or two?” Amy asked, wondering just how nostalgic a woman could get for a task she’d done within the current registration period of the ship she lived aboard.

“You know how bowling night lasts three weeks?” Esper asked. Amy twitched her nod lest she pull her own hair. “Well, Mort’s version is a year a night. Do the math on that. While my body is still—good gracious, how old am I, even? Twenty-six? My brain thinks I’m hundreds.”

Amy swallowed. Entire lifetimes in the head of one wizard or another. She was just looking forward to the one. Her, Carl, one or more kids, that would be plenty for her. Amy didn’t need magical make-believe worlds or a crazy lifespan. One good life, that was all she asked.

“Give me sixty more good years,” Amy said. “I won’t even get greedy and go for Methuselah Corp’s 150 plan.”

“Bet you could afford it by then,” Esper said lightly. “If Carl put his mind to making and saving money instead of having fun with dangerous heists, you two could make a fortune.”

Amy smiled. “That wouldn’t be my Carl.”

“No. Probably not.”

There was a knock at the door. “No peeking,” Amy replied, assuming it was Carl’s fourth attempt to gain entry.

“We have a visitor who wanted to stop by,” a familiar but recently learned voice replied through the door. It was Cody, from the care home. That could only mean…

Amy leapt from her seat clad only in a lacy slip. The hairbrush tugged at a few strands of hair as Esper quickly pulled it clear. “Mom!” Amy called out as she opened the door.

There she was, like a high-res holovid. Judith Charleton was hunched and leaning on Cody’s arm but let go to reach out for her daughter with both arms. She was thin and frail, with arms like chicken bones and a ribcage like a sparrow’s. But her hug was warm, and she planted kisses on both Amy’s cheeks. Her eyes were misted.

“My baby,” Judith said.

Amy escorted her into the little preparatory hideaway, gently guiding her by the arm.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Charleton,” Esper said with a smile, holding out a hand.

Judith shook it with a limp grip. “Are you my new daughter-in-law?”

“Carl, Mom,” Amy said. “I’m not gay. Pregnant. Old-fashioned way. Marrying the father.”

Judith reached up and caressed Amy’s cheek. “That’s right. That’s right. You said that, didn’t you? You could do worse than this one, though.” She said, hooking a bony thumb at Esper. “Get knocked up together. Two mothers. Women treat each other right.”

“Carl’s going to be a fine father and husband,” Esper assured Judith. Was she blushing? From the stories floating around the ship, there wasn’t a lot that should make the wizardess blush.

“Thanks,” Amy said for the vote of confidence. “Can you give me a few minutes with my mom?”

Esper tapped her wrist where an imaginary chrono would have rested if she wore one. “Forty-five minutes to show time. Don’t take too long.”

Judith corralled Esper on her way by, kissed her on the cheek, and whispered something into her ear that sounded suspiciously like a backup plan in case Carl didn’t work out. Esper giggled softly just before exiting.

“You’re looking good, Mom,” Amy said. All things relative, she did. Her last memories of her mother in person weren’t pretty. Paranoia, delusion, and mania had been her daily routine. It had been a relief when Amy’s application for admission to a care home had been approved.

Amy helped Judith onto the stool that was the room’s only seat.

“You’re a dear girl,” Judith said, voice tremulous with infirmity despite being around the same age as Chuck and Becky Ramsey. Worry had wrung the life out of her prematurely. “But you’re a liar. You’re radiant, and I’m a burnt candle.”

“You can relight candles,” Amy said hopefully.

Judith waved away the notion. “Wick’s burnt down to the nub. But who wants to talk about me? Tell me all about this woman of yours.”

“Guy,” Amy reiterated. “Carl.”

“Carl, then,” Judith said to Amy’s relief. “Well, then. Tell me all about this Carl I’m gaining as a son-in-law.”

Amy smiled. Where to begin? Forty-five hours might not be enough. She only had forty-five minutes until she married him.

She cleared her throat for the abridged version. “Well, it all started when I was nearly kicked out of the navy…”

# # #

At the back of the wedding venue’s kitchen, the tops of two beer bottles clinked together. The drinking pair wore matching tuxedos—all tuxedos matched, really. One was human, the other laaku. They formed an island in the sea of organized chaos all around. The scent of Beef Wellington and the clatter of cookware surrounded them. Steam rose and vents hummed. Cooks crowded past one another as wait staff bustled in and out. But the two drinkers in the back stayed out of the fray.

Carl sucked down a swallow of the local homebrew. Not bad stuff. Maybe a little lightweight for his taste. “Déjà vu,” he muttered.

Roddy shook his head, expertly tracking the movement with his own bottle. “Nah. Déjà vu is the erroneous feeling you’ve done something before. This is your fourth time at this rodeo. Nothing erroneous about the recursive flashbacks.”

“This isn’t like the other times,” Carl observed.

With a single snort of derision, Roddy destroyed that entire argument. “Only because this is the first time it’s not Tanny you’re marrying. Only so many times you can try to force a gorilla-shaped peg into a human-sized hole.”

“Hey!” Carl snapped. “She wasn’t a gorilla. She was fucked up but so are all of us. At least we were willing to try. Besides… it’s not like that with Amy.”

“You can say that again. I keep hearing these old stories about people thinking she was cross-wired upstairs, but she’s got it together better than you do.”

“Thanks,” Carl muttered, unsure how much it was a vote of confidence in his soon-to-be bride verses an indictment of his own mental faculties. Tilting his bottle all the way back without result, he concluded that he was out of beer. “Hey, where’d you grab these? I’m dry.”

“Might be about time to switch you over to kiddie drinks,” Roddy said with a scolding wag of his own beverage. “Save the suds for the after party.”

Carl sighed wistfully, glancing up at the wall chrono as the kitchen staff bustled beneath preparing handmade meals for the reception. The laaku was right. Beer made the time pass quicker, but Carl wanted to remember this day. If the reception got a little blurry, that was forgivable, but he wanted to remember Amy, radiant in white, even if she never opted to wear a dress again in her life.

“Hey, best man,” Carl said. “You’re my wrangler for another thirty-five minutes. Go wrangle me up a coffee. Black.”

Roddy glared as he left to search the kitchen but seemed in better spirits when he returned with Carl’s coffee—and another beer for himself.

# # #

The function hall was packed. The band played a wedding march on guitar. When it first started, Esper had assumed it was one of Carl’s old songs—and at the outset, perhaps it was—but then the familiar, time-honored melody emerged and everything went onward from there.

Carl was barely recognizable in a tuxedo and a fresh shave, hair glistening with something to keep its normal unruliness in check. He stood at near military attention, scanning the crowd with a big smile on his face, waving when he made eye contact with someone.

Roddy looked like someone had shrunk Carl into laaku size. Their attire was practically identical—from the same quick-rent formal wear service, no doubt. There wasn’t even a sign of alcohol concealed in his jacket or pants pockets.

The guest list was more impressive than Esper had imagined on short notice. Many of them were people Esper had never met, a reminder that everyone had had lives before the Mobius and before she had joined the crew.

Juggler and Vixen were there with no evidence of their children around. They must have flown in and dropped them at an hourly care center for kids. A few shady-looking characters too comfortable in their expensive suits hinted that perhaps portions of the Rucker Syndicate had been invited. Samurai lurked at the back of the function hall wearing a formal kimono and carrying his sword. There were more guests in Earth Navy dress uniforms than Esper would have imagined still on speaking terms with Carl.

But the crown jewel of the guest list and the reason for everyone’s presence on Earth was a wizened old version of Amy in a frumpy pink dress, carrying a handbag. She sat front and center, just off the aisle, close enough to reach out and touch Amy as she walked by.

As the music played, Amy appeared at the end of the hall, door held for her by one of the restaurant staff. She marched alone. There was no one to give this bride away. Before being nominated maid of honor, Esper had offered. But Amy was Amy. There was one concession she’d made to tradition that she had every right to buck. But instead of a navy lieutenant’s Class A uniform, she, like Carl, chose to go for old fashioned.

Amy’s dress was pure white. It covered from floor to neckline with sleeves that blended seamlessly with long gloves. Her ever-expanding figure had been artfully accommodated by expandofab cloth cleverly concealed beneath elaborate lacework. Her bouquet, like the circlet about her head and all the centerpieces at the reception, was made of synthetic white roses that felt and smelled like the real thing.

Amy’s smile could have landed a starship.

Keeping her eyes straight ahead, Amy set a slow pace, allowing the guests to gawk and snap pictures on their datapads. She practically glowed.

Esper’s eyes misted, but she kept glancing to the back of the crowd for signs of latecomers. For all the numbers this wedding had drawn, there were notable absences. Carl could blow off an unpleasant truth as well as anyone alive, but he had to have noticed. It had to have hurt. Tanny refusing the invitation hadn’t been much of a surprise. Good sportsmanship only extended so far, after all. But Carl’s parents hadn’t come.

Blotting that unpleasant undertone from her mind, Esper watched as a rabbi guided Carl and Amy through a tradition older than the English language. Times changed, but even the modern ceremony had remained largely the same for over three hundred years. Churches and synagogues held a much different definition of modern than the salesmen of datapads and holo-projectors.

When it came time to exchange rings, Esper was probably one of the few attendees with a view that allowed her to spot Carl’s sleight of hand. With an alcoholic for a best man, even Carl knew better than to entrust him with the rings for long. He handed them to the laaku in the same gesture with which he accepted them back.

“I now pronounce you man and wife,” the rabbi intoned.

Carl didn’t need to be told that it was time to kiss the bride.

The newly married couple walked arm in arm back down the aisle. Roddy eschewed the custom of doing likewise with the maid of honor. Esper wasn’t offended.

In fact, if there was one overwhelming sensation that had cast a pall over the ceremony, it had been the unfilled expectation that something had to go wrong.

What crew was this? Since when did things go as planned, especially when those plans were as haphazard and last minute as this wedding?

# # #

Carl had etched the ceremony into his mind in laser-engraved permacrete. That taken care of, he endeavored to turn the reception into a joyous haze of beer-soaked celebration.

The band was a bunch of pros. They could play everything, and they took requests. Most guys with a Pan-Amp don’t know what to do with it, but the sound tech set up to mimic everything from country twang to the Early Data synth of Rush and The Who and everything in between. Vocals aside, they could have been a tribute band to half the groups they covered. Where Amy had found them, Carl couldn’t say, but they were phenomenal. The only rule for the reception was a strict limit on the time period from 1965 through 1989.

Carl took the first dance with Amy. It was slow and sweet, and the only exception to the date range the whole night. After that, the party cut loose.

Tuxedos lost their bow ties. Suit coats lay discarded over the backs of chairs. Uncomfortable dress shoes gave way to socks and stockings.

The food was just appetizer platters, but the bar was open, so nobody noticed. At first, Carl’s bank account winced with each drink served, but after the first couple of his own, he stopped caring.

There wasn’t a chrono anywhere in the reception hall. Time wasn’t welcome. Carl and Amy danced and laughed, caught up on old times with people they hadn’t seen since the service or had parted with on bittersweet terms.

Amy introduced him to a few of her friends from flight school and one of her high school teachers. Carl made a few introductions to old navy buddies from before Squadron 333 formed and downplayed the careers of Earl and Jimmy Rucker in front of the navy guys when they met her.

“Smartest thing you ever did, dummy,” Juggler congratulated Carl, offering a drunken hug before rejoining the dancing.

“You be good to her, Blackjack,” Vixen warned. “She’s still one of us.”

“I heard about New Garrelon,” Samurai said to Carl in a quiet moment. “Commendable. You showed great wisdom and restraint.”

Carl could have debated that, but six beers suggested a hug and an offer to rejoin the crew. Samurai politely declined, but there wasn’t the judgmental undertone of their last meeting.

Rhiannon and Michelle found Carl after he finished dancing to “Twist and Shout.” “Hey, glad you two could make it!” he shouted over the music.

The two younger Ramseys crowded close. “My brother getting married and not to the same psychopath?” Rhiannon asked. “How could I resist.”

Michelle crushed him in a hug. “I’m proud of you, big bro. Me and Rhi had a running bet whether our first niece or nephew would have a dad.”

“Oh, thanks a lot!” Carl griped good-naturedly. In truth, he was probably only 90 percent sure he hadn’t left some girl out there with one of his kids and never known. His younger days had been chaotic, and his mental file server held a lot of beer-corrupted sectors.

“Hey, I was the one on your side,” Michelle said. Rhiannon shrugged, acknowledging her guilt. “I knew you were like dad at heart, a gigaton of bluster over a family man’s heart.”

But Chuck hadn’t been enough of a family man to show up to his own son’s wedding. Granted, it was his fourth, but they were still a bigger deal than the thirty-three birthdays, and Carl often at least got a comm for those. Becky was supposed to have sorted him out and gotten the stubborn old mule to play nice for a day.

“Excuse me,” Carl said to his sisters. He needed to get his mind off Ramseys just then. There was only one Ramsey he wanted on his mind, and that was the one who hadn’t even decided yet whether or not she was changing her name.

Carl took the stage, and the music tapered off. He borrowed a weapon from the lead guitarist and took an experimental strum. Eyes around the room turned their attention toward him.

He turned to the band. “I heard you boys are good.” There were a series of humble assurances in reply. “Follow my lead and cover up any mistakes along the way.” Walking up to the mic, he tapped to make sure it was live. “Hey, everyone. Thank you all for coming out. This has been one helluva night, but it’s just a warm-up to what life’s got in store. But none of it would be possible without the galaxy’s greatest woman. This one is for you, Amy.”

Carl pursed his lips and fought through the opening notes of “In My Life” before the band caught on and joined in. By the time he began singing, revisionist history had kicked in, and, like prophets, The Beatles had written the whole song about Amy, 564 years before she was born.

# # #

Esper tried to enjoy the reception. She drank just a little, so as not to drunkenly perform any magic by accident. There was no shortage of partners looking to take the maid of honor out for a spin on the dance floor. She was propositioned no fewer than four times, politely turning down advances that ranged from the oblique to the lurid. Every time a new appetizer platter went by, she tried at least one sample. None of them were especially tasty, but the experience was worth the effort.

But unlike every other guest in attendance, Esper had a little wet blanket dripping all over the inside of her mind, trying to ruin the whole evening.

“Look at him,” Mort said, voice echoing insistently in her mind during the ceremony. “Like a puppy chasing its tail. Doesn’t realize it’s out of reach. Can’t conceive of it. Just thinks if he keeps trying, one day he’ll catch that tail, then the world will all be beer and chips. But, if by miracle, Carl were to ever catch that tail, he’d bite down so hard he’d yelp and lose it again.”

Then, when the music had started for the reception, “When was the last time anything good came of Carl’s music? That fuzz-strumming garble-tongued nonsense will rot your brain. Get us out of here post haste!”

When Esper started accepting dance offers. “Remember, most of these are Carl’s friends. Military sorts. All they’re thinking is invasion plans for that dress of yours. Personally, I’d be much obliged if you dusted off the words of that old vow of celibacy you keep in the attic.”

Finally, after the third mid-dance snarky comment from the wizard within her head, Esper had to excuse herself to the washroom.

“What?” she demanded. “What is your problem?”

“It’s like watching a tram derailment, except you’re the only one not happy to be aboard,” Mort groused. “Doe-eyes and drunk-livered, drumming up euphoria that they’ll never be able to live up to. Nancy and I burned slow. Dated for years before making things official. Made damn sure she was the one for me and I was the one for her. The only one. I wasn’t the blindfolded birthday kid, swinging away at the piñata like Carl, hoping candy rains down in the next swing and smashing myself in the face with the recoil.”

“This isn’t about Carl…” Esper mused aloud.

The door opened behind her, and Esper froze. She pretended to be preening in the mirror, then disappeared into one of the stalls.

“Dear lord,” Mort grumbled. “Not this again.”

But Esper was merely there to use the privacy. Safe for a moment to leave her body asleep, she climbed inside her own head.

“What is your issue?” Esper snapped. They were in the grassy fields of Esperville. She was still wearing the dress from the wedding reception—though clean of a small champagne stain she’d acquired in the physical world and had resisted cleaning magically at great mental strain. “Are you jealous?”

“Jealous?” Mort replied with a scoff. “Me? Of that pig-headed buffoon? Please.”

“You are!”

“Damn right I am!”

Mort was ever one to play his cards close to his chest. He was a blowhard of the highest order, the consummate magical paragon, and a grizzled old rapscallion. But he was also a long way from life. It had been months now. He’d experienced them as years. Esper had known the peg-legged gait of walking in two time lines, real and internal. How would she have viewed those same months if she weren’t regularly grounded in the real world? What would a wedding reception be like that lasted three solid days instead of an evening?

A notion cooked in Esper’s head, still too raw to serve. She dared not think it too explicitly with Mort standing right in front of her lest she give it away. “Look. I’ve got an idea about something. You promise to let me enjoy Amy and Carl’s big day, and I’ll make it worth your while.”

The Esperville apparition of Mort crossed his arms and jutted his jaw. “Fine. But it better be good.”

Esper sighed. She perked up in the washroom at the sound of a flush from an adjacent stall. Oh, she had something in mind for Mort. And it was a treat she could only get him on Earth.

# # #

Carl was grateful that the door to the honeymoon suite was thumbprint locked and didn’t require inserting a keycard or punching in a code. Mashing his thumb against a scanner pad was within his current skill set. The others, maybe not.

Amy giggled as he stooped to pick her up and carry her across the threshold. She batted away his grabbing hands. “Yeah. No. I don’t think so.”

Carl let out a beer-scented breath. “You know what? Probably a good idea.” He chased her through the door instead, catching buttons on the back of her dress with fumbling fingers, managing to unhook two before the door slid closed behind them.

Amy was stone sober. Her high was all natural, all adrenaline, and beginning to wear off. She slumped onto the sofa with a sigh and turned to let Carl unbutton her wedding dress at leisure. She stared at the ring on her finger as Carl worked. “Married…”

“That was the plan,” Carl replied without missing a beat.

“Since when do our plans ever work out?”

A dedicated drinker, Carl wasn’t nearly as clumsy as he’d let on. With a stationary target, buttons popped loose one by one. “Since we planned something wholesome and legal.”

Amy twisted to look back at him. “We’re planning on wholesome?”

Carl shrugged. “We can hardly do anything unwholesome anymore. Married couples operate in a shifted moral paradigm from those single saps out there.”

Buttons down the back all loose, the fabric fell away, spilling over Amy’s belly while her hands clutched the dress to it. “This… is this part a good idea? I mean, I know medically it’s fine but…”

Carl stopped. He wrapped his arms around her. “Hey, it’s not like we haven’t studied up for the exam. The whole wedding night tradition is half celebration, half getting on the heir-creation. It all dates back to the dark ages and stuck around because it’s fun.”

Still clutching the wedding dress to her front, Amy slid off the couch and faced Carl. One-handed, she began undoing his tuxedo pants. Carl caught her gently by the wrist.

“No reason you can’t enjoy this,” she replied, letting the dress fall as she used the other hand to continue pulling down Carl’s pants. “If I look weird and bloated, just close your eyes and picture what I looked like before.”

“Whoa,” Carl said, catching Amy by the other wrist and standing, making sure she stood along with him. “First off, this is a two-way street or none at all. Second, you’re more beautiful than ever. Third, if you’re not feeling like some rowdy wedding sex, how about we just slip into the hot tub and find something romantic on the holo.”

“You don’t have to—”

Whatever Amy’s objection might have been, it was lost in a kiss.

Carl had done the wedding night circus sex extravaganza before. Drunken newlyweds had a way to find energy even after a night of carousing that was simply unfathomable under other circumstances. But in the end, it hadn’t done a thing to make the marriage last.

This time, Carl wanted it to last. He was willing to try the right thing instead of what felt best at the time. This time, he was more concerned with Amy than himself.

They both fell asleep in the hot tub in the early morning hours.

# # #

The next morning Esper picked a dress that was the conservative middle ground between her everyday sweatshirt and the maid-of-honor’s dress she wore the night before. Packing up a day bag, she set out for the tram station, leaving the Mobius behind in its honeycomb berth.

“Hey!” Yomin called after her, clutching her head in a sure sign of a hangover. “We’re off world the minute Carl and Amy get back. No time for side trips today.”

“They’ll sleep in,” Esper assured her. “I’ll be back in plenty of time.”

If there was one night feature of Earth that Esper had discovered, it was the overweening affection the citizenry seemed to have for wizards. Flash a Convocation crest and some kindly store clerk or restaurant manager shifted her cheque or bill to the esteemed organization’s impeccable credit. That little illusory symbol bought her a crepe breakfast and an EnerJuice to counteract the prior night’s festivities. Then it gained her a personal transport instead of taking public transit.

The cab driver took one look at the symbol, heard a hint of Esper’s faint Martian accent, and said, “Lemme guess…?”

“Yup,” Esper replied. “Boston, please.”

Inside her head, Mort perked up as if an alarm had sounded. “Wait! No! Not that!”

He protested the whole way there, but with the extended flight time of nearly an hour, Esper was free to crawl into her own thoughts and shoo Mort away. Peace and quiet reigned until they arrived at their destination.

When they arrived in Boston, the cabbie wanted to know where to let her off. “Back Bay. Plot 27. I don’t plan to be long. I’ll cover the waiting rate for a ride back.”

“Hey, it’s your money,” the cabbie said sarcastically since it plainly wasn’t.

Esper got out at a neatly manicured lawn, the first privately owned greenery she’d seen since setting foot on Earth. Two young ash trees flanked the flagstone path like palace guards. It smelled like springtime. Earth didn’t deal in seasons anymore; wizards of a terraforming bent were even less likely to tolerate such nonsense at home.

As she took the stone steps to the doorway of a Victorian home, a church bell sounded. Well, at first she had assumed so. As it turned out, the bell was an old-fashioned door alarm triggered by magic.

The door opened of its own accord as Esper reached the doormat. A woman recognizable from her Mortanian doppelganger answered. “Yes? I don’t know you, but you’re a wizard.”

Nancy Brown was older than her conjured counterpart, face softened and cheeks drooping slightly, hair shot through with streaks of gray, and less imposing in bearing. But there was something authentic in the real version.

Esper refrained from clearing her throat. She felt as if the mere slight of being unprepared to speak would have brought retribution. Suddenly, Esper connected the impression with Mother Superior at the Bentus VIII monastery. Mort hadn’t guessed correctly in keeping up with how Nancy would have really looked. She was eternally youthful in his memories. But the genuine article was a One Church school marm at heart.

“Mrs. Brown,” Esper said, plunging into the conversation before she stood there gaping like an imbecile. “I wanted to let you know that I’ve seen your son recently.”

Nancy’s forehead crinkled. “How’s that now? You know my Ceddie?” She looked both ways as if there might have been observers keeping watch on her front door. “Come inside.”

Esper followed Mort’s wife into the house, feeling the luxury of wood flooring and trim settle in around her. This was casual wealth, the sort that offworlders complained about on Earth. This wasn’t merely expensive imported wood from arboreal colonies, this was architecture preserved from an era before lumbering on Earth had been banned. This was like decorating a child’s bedroom with the Mona Lisa or hosting grade-school soccer games at the Colosseum. She tried to walk without touching the floor, with limited success.

As soon as Nancy Brown noticed the inkling of magic, she whirled with a scowl, and Esper’s full weight sank onto the floor. “What’s this about seeing my Cedric? He’s in a good lot of trouble if the reports are true.”

Esper couldn’t get a read on Nancy. Based on a century of knowing her in Mortania, she had internalized Mort’s memory of her. What Esper hadn’t been prepared for was twenty plus years of divergence between the mother of two small children and the widow of a murderous fugitive and now mother to another accused killer. It was impossible to say whether Nancy was hoping to hear that Cedric was alive and well or that he’d been killed by gangs out in disputed space.

“He’s out there, ma’am. Last I saw him was on a distant world he’d terraformed for himself. He… knows he’s made mistakes.”

“Mistakes?” Nancy scoffed. “Mistakes don’t burn a man to ash when your job is welcoming fresh air into a newborn world. Mistakes aren’t running from the investigators and the rest of the Gaia team. If you’re in contact with him, tell him to turn himself in.”

“I’m—”

“Don’t do it!” Mort shouted in Esper’s head.

“I’m not,” Esper said. “But if I were to find a way to get him a message, wouldn’t you maybe want something more… personal?”

Nancy narrowed her eyes, and Esper fought against the urge to take a step backward. She worried about backing into some priceless heirloom that belonged in a museum rather than a residence.

“I see where this is going,” Nancy said, taking a step closer. She was nearly Mort’s height. Esper’s eyes came to her mouth, and she avoided looking up into the elder wizard’s eyes. “You’re some lesser wizard sniffing around my Cedric now that he’s damaged his reputation sufficiently. Disgusting. If you’re looking for my approval, you may not have it.”

“I… uh…”

“You’ll only antagonize her,” Mort warned. “I could have told you this was a bad idea if you’d been willing to listen. She’s not some flopsy trollop to be slobber-talked into some weeping wreck of gratitude at hearing her son is safe.”

A flash of inspiration struck. Esper could raise her eyes and take on this middling wizard, widow of her teacher. Mort had ever implied that Nancy had been a capable wizard but nothing on par with his mastery. Esper was the elder of the two in the only manner that counted: years of the mind. Her experience was vast. Her command of the adjunct powers hidden in the pages of the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts would be enough.

She could force Nancy into her mind to meet Mordecai The Brown for the first time since her husband had run off as a fugitive.

But as soon as that flash passed, she knew it was a mistake.

“Please don’t,” Mort moaned. “Let her remember me. Don’t show her what I’ve become.”

“I’m sorry to have wasted your time,” Esper blurted before turning to beat a hasty retreat from the Brown house. The door opened in advance of her approach.

“And you leave my boy alone,” Nancy shouted after her. Only being on Earth made Esper feel even the slightest bit safe from the wrath of an angry, bitter mother and wife of murderous dark wizards.

Tears wet Esper’s face as the truth struck her. That wasn’t just Nancy’s erroneous impression of Mort and Cedric; that was how the galaxy at large saw them. They weren’t flawed, dangerous men who’d performed regrettable acts in pursuit of life on their own terms. They were murderers, outlaws, and traitors to their profession.

Esper opened the cab door as it floated on the curbside waiting for her. The thud of it closing behind her offered a raw form of closure.

“Didn’t go well?” the cabbie asked. Idle curiosity outweighed sympathy in his voice.

“Just fly. Back to Vegas Prime.”

“We just call it Vegas around here, Missy.”

“I don’t care what you call it,” Esper said, slamming her head back against the seat cushion. “Just get me out of here.”

It was supposed to have been a time for Mort to reminisce. Instead, she had picked away the scab from an old wound that would never heal. Buried inside her mind, Mort was despondent. She’d made things worse than ever.

The entire trip back, Esper spent consoling him in Esperville.

# # #

Carl helped Amy out of the cab. Both were back in civilian clothes with their fancy duds returned and resold respectively. Carl had offered Amy to keep her wedding dress, but in her words, “It’ll fit for a couple weeks each pregnancy. Not like we can play dress-up and have fun with it in between.” Carl had been willing to have it around as a keepsake since they had a whole asteroid now, but he understood the sentiment.

The Mobius looked so out of place among the sleek new neighbors in every direction parked at the honeycomb garage. Sure, there were some older models mixed in. Carl saw a Ganlan J-20 and a Preston that looked to be either a 2645 or 2646 model. However, none were as old or hard-flown as the Mobius.

For a fraction of a second, Carl wondered if their next job would be finding a new ship to work with. Logic said that someday Roddy’s patch jobs would add up to less than a full, working vessel. You couldn’t keep a ship going forever without eventually replacing every bit and piece of it. At that point, where was the sentiment? If it wasn’t the same ship anymore, what was the point of hanging onto an old, awkward bucket that, frankly, had garnered something of a reputation all its own.

But then the next second ticked by digitally, and the slower, more thoughtful part of Carl’s brain answered his own question: because it was home.

Pleasant Valley was a rest stop, half attic, half vacation house. Nice to have a spot with free parking—which the honeycomb reminded him was also a precious commodity—but ultimately not where Carl planned to live out his days.

“Wanna take another crack at that threshold carry?” Carl asked with a playful grin as he and Amy approached the lowered cargo ramp.

“My back’s a little sore from yesterday’s dancing,” Amy replied. “I can’t imagine you’re too much better off. We’re not kids anymore. How about you just take my arm.”

There was no arguing with that logic. He was fairly confident he could lift her, but Amy wasn’t so much smaller than him. Thinner? Sure, most of the time. But the navy liked their pilots to fall comfortably into the mean range of build for Typhoon ergonomics, and carrying a developing child evened the score with Carl’s growing beer gut. Safer to just let her walk.

He hit the button to raise the cargo ramp behind them.

The Mobius closed them in, and a tension he had barely realized seeped away.

They’d done it.

No. Too soon. Let them get out of Sol space entirely before he dared call this trip to the cradle of totalitarian authority a success. All the humans on board had been born in this star system, but Sol wasn’t home anymore. They were pirates and smugglers of the Black Ocean, meant to keep shallow roots anywhere they set down.

“Welcome back,” Yomin said with a grin as they entered the common room, still arm in arm. “Hope you kids had some fun, because I’m itching to get off this old blue marble.”

“Ship’s ready to go,” Roddy reported. “I think they fueled us on solid gold, based on what those wallet vampires charged us. But we had a Department of Starship Operation inspection team come by for a routine inspection. Get this: we passed.”


“Nice deal,” Carl said. He looked around. Shoni was on the couch, nose aimed at a datapad. She waved briefly when she caught Carl staring. Carl ran a quick inventory, trying to account for recent crew rotations. “We missing someone?”

“Nah,” Roddy replied. “Esper’s sulking in her quarters. Kid went to see Mort’s old lady. I guess delivering bad news in person didn’t go like the fairy princess imagined.”

Carl cringed. How could it? Even a gifted liar like him wouldn’t have known where to begin chipping away at the hardened heart of a woman run out on by a mass murderer with a son set on the first steps of that same path. Sure, knowing the guys, there were good, reasonable explanations for all the murders, but to someone on the home front, that shit had to come with some serious baggage. No one wants a perky little ray of sunshine stopping by to tell them twenty years of heartache and shame is OK. The last thing Nancy Brown would have wanted to hear is that Mort lived a happy life without her.

There was only one way Esper could have made things worse than merely offering condolences. “She didn’t tell Mort’s wife that he’s alive in her head, did she?”

Roddy ambled over to the couch with a fresh beer. “She was crying. I make it a rule not to get involved with crying humans. But between you and me, I’m betting that if she told one of them bossy-britches Convocation types that she’s collecting brains, she wouldn’t be back here.”

“Amy, would you mind—?”

“Already on it,” Amy said, disentangling from Carl’s arm and heading for the cockpit. That left Carl to carry in their luggage, but the sooner they got off Earth, the safer he’d feel. It was like swimming in shark-infested waters. No matter how much the dive instructor insisted that the sharks had just been fed, they were still sharks. Who was the dive instructor to say whether they’d had their fill? All it would have taken was for Jared Malcolm’s tentative deal for safe passage to fall apart, and they’d be scrambling for their lives.

“So,” Yomin said. “I imagine we head back to pick up Archie and the wizards. But where to from there?”

“Dunno,” Carl said, jamming his fists into the pockets of his battered jacket. How many times had he tried that same gesture yesterday, only to be reminded that his tux didn’t have real pockets? “Let’s just see if Amy gets us out of Earth orbit before making any plans about a future beyond today.”

The Mobius shuddered. Out the overhead dome, they could all see the claw arm clamped down around them, feelers extended to form a custom-sized envelope hugging their ship. As clear blue sky clogged with lines of aerial traffic extended overhead, the ship thrummed as the engines fired up.

Carl’s heart picked up its pace. This was it. They were going to get away with it.

The docking arm released. The Mobius shot forward. Amy angled their nose up and soon the sky gave way to a black void filled with the pinprick light of stars that appeared stationary and a million starship engines that danced to a traffic computer’s fiddle.

They chatted and joked and passed the few minutes in relieved tension as Amy got them locked in on autopilot to the outer public astral gates.

“Well, that’s that,” Amy said. “We’re on a one-way trip back to everywhere else.”

“Yeah,” Roddy said. “But is it just me, or did this trip basically clean us out?”

“Worth it,” Carl said quickly.

“Suuure, family man,” Roddy said. “Nice you got your life plotted on a mapped vector again, but we gotta eat. We need fuel. Upkeep on that asteroid’s nothing like the fucking syndicate fiasco, but it’s still not free.”

Carl scratched the back of his neck. “Speaking of fiascoes, I should probably call Chuck and Becky to make sure they’re—”

“They’re assholes,” Amy said. “Not so much your mom, but they could have at least said they weren’t coming.”

Carl shrugged. “That’s my point. That’s mom. She’d have gone behind Chuck’s back to send me a little ‘Hi, sorry your dad’s being a fuckwad. Have a nice life.’ Makes me wonder if something’s up.”

“Ithaca’s a long ways out there,” Amy pointed out. “Maybe they’re in transit.”

Showing up late—even by days—would have been just like them. Then it would be Carl’s fault for not staying on Earth long enough to wait for them.

“Come on,” Roddy said, patting the couch cushion on the far side of him from Shoni. “Let’s take advantage of the best omni connection in the galaxy while it lasts.”

The crew, minus Esper, settled in around the holo-projector. Carl perched on the side of the couch with an arm around his wife. Shoni relaxed and lay across Roddy’s lap. Yomin said nothing but dragged over a chair from the kitchen table, looking possibly a tad wistful.

Carl resisted the urge to try to pair her off with Esper to complete the picture of couples’ bliss.

# # #

Halfway across the galaxy, Enzio sat watching the holo-projector in the newly refurbished Rucker Syndicate common hall. The science-fabbed everything had been given a homey touch by some blue-skinned body-mod freak shipped in as a design consultant. Still, trendy Martian decor was better than looking at bare science walls with nails and rivets and what-have-you poking out like undergarments.

He was in the middle of season five of Because the Wind Says when Tanny barged in. Now, technically speaking, the barging was entirely copacetic. This was, at some level, all her personal property. Enzio was merely a feudal vassal, leeching off his lord’s larder. But at a more technical level, this moon belonged to Mordecai The Brown, same as this chiseled body.

But, as with the body, Mort had to maintain appearances.

“Hi,” he said in the face of her blatant ire, barely glancing away from the action in the holo-field.

“Is that all you have to say? ‘Hi’?” She had her arms crossed, same way she used to dress down Carl. Mort wondered if that move had ever worked in her life.

Maybe on the original Enzio.

“If you’re looking for something more along the lines of a conversation, I’ll need a bit of guidance. Halfway through watching the battle of—”

“Holo, off,” Tanny commanded, and the dratted traitor of a holo-projector went blank mid-viewing.

“Fine way to greet someone,” he said with a bit of warning gravel in the voice. Unfortunately, Enzio’s throat wasn’t designed for grit and growl. He was a smooth talker all the way down to his tonsils. Every word Mort said came out buttery slick.

“Greet? What happened to the days when you greeted me by pulling my shirt over my head? What happened to coming home from a long day of getting bullshit from everyone and you making me forget all about it? What happened to falling asleep covered in your sweat with every last damn thing on my mind drained away? What happened to you? I’m done with the sad wizard routine. Moping around, drinking, and watching holovids while ignoring me is getting tired.”

Enzio stood and faced his boss without flinching in the face of her tirade. “All right. You’ve got my attention.”

“Attention? That’s it? Let’s have it out, right here, right now. We had a fight. Your feelings got hurt. Fine. Whatever the hell I did, I’m sorry. Now will you quit sulking around and make up already? I’ve been traipsing around this godforsaken jungle in my top-drawer lingerie for weeks now on the off chance you decided to break out of your doldrums and act like my lover again.”

“Your whore, you mean,” Mort replied. It was always unsavory getting peeks into someone else’s sex life. Esper’s had taken on an odd roller coaster of tongue-clucking chastity and leaping over the guardrails to swim with the alligators. He’d seen more than he cared to of that. He’d left as much as he possibly could of those memories with the shard who’d stayed behind. But Enzio and Tanny had a tawdry dynamic that made Esper look like the priestess she used to be. “Drop my lips, tongue, and manhood in a purse and you could take all that you needed from me on vacation with a single ticket.”

“Is that what this is about?” Tanny asked, eyes wide and jaw dropping loose. “You think I’m using you for your body?” Then something must have dawned on her. Mort could watch the realization of the truth behind his words creep across her face like the sunrise shadows across a field. “All right. So what if I am? You climbed out of my father’s pocket riding my ass. There was something in it for both of us. We had a good thing going. We still can. But right now, I’ve had a shit day, I’m tired, and I want my lights blown out before I crash. I want you to stick whatever you need wherever I need it to get that done. Consider it part of your job around here.”

Well, when she put it that way, how could a fine upstanding wizard resist? To be fair to Tanny, Mort gave the proposition its due consideration. He could take a sweating, grime-coated, foul-mouthed, entitled marine grunt to her bedroom. In her current state, he wagered she’d let him do anything he liked to her. There was something raw, starved, and feral about her blunt order. But it held all the appeal of a gourmet meal prepared from spoiled ingredients.

“Pass,” Mort said. He turned to search for the holo-projector remote.

“What?” Tanny shrieked. “What the fucking hell has come over you?”

There were times when Mort exercised the patience of a saint—and not George or Joan or any of the other military saints. The effort to refrain from crunching Tanny into a disrespectful, bloviating ball of meat the size of a pumpkin was more than most wizards could muster. He thanked the wider universe on her behalf that he had the strength to play along and spare her.

“Come over me?” Mort asked. He spread Enzio’s arms. “Let me tell you something. On the Clapton, I saw real wizards. Those two that Ramsey brought with him had a depth to them that humbled a paltry soul like mine. They stood there, still as statues, holding a clamp on the room’s magic unlike anything I’d ever felt before.”

“Please,” Tanny said, her ire still up, but the preposterousness of that assertion had lured her into conversation. “Esper’s barely a wizard. She was Mort’s lapdog and occasional sex toy. Come to think of it, she was his you.”

Enzio raised an eyebrow. He wanted to protest that he hadn’t laid a hand on Esper in either the real world or his imagined fortress kingdom. But that would have broken character. He needed to be Enzio right then. “Says the woman with no magic whatsoever. If she’s your idea of a lapdog, that Mort of yours must have been a right terror to behold. The pirate bitch brought along her backup wizard, too, but that woman was my equal. Had the two of us combined our powers and attempted to alter the course of that poker game, the laws of the universe wouldn’t have budged one iota. That was real power. That is what I could have been if I’d stuck to the straight and narrow instead of running after easy money working for your father. I prostituted my magic to the syndicate. Whatever they needed, I did. The money made up for the hit to my ego. But seeing them, I realized I’d not only given up my magical training but my literal body to you. Inside and out—all of Enzio, all yours. It made me sick to realize. You don’t love me. What we had was never about love. Ecstasy was just one more little magic to work for your money.”

Tanny was trembling in rage. Her face was flushed cranberry red. The only thing stopping her from lashing out in physical violence was probably the fact that Enzio was bigger than her and his magic would have more than made up for any skill Tanny possessed in hand-to-hand combat.

“Get. Out,” she said through gritted teeth. “I want you gone. You’re fired. If you weren’t a wizard, I’d have your head delivered in a bucket to your next of kin.”

“They wouldn’t appreciate that,” Mort observed dryly.

Tanny pressed on, not taking the bait Mort dangled. “By morning, I want your stuff out of here. I don’t want to see you again. Ever. If I catch word of you spreading rumors or badmouthing me, my father, or the syndicate, you’ll find out how far my resources reach. There are wizards out there who take contracts for other wizards.”

“I’m aware,” Mort said with a smirk. “Give me one of your worker bees to help with the tech end, and that’ll be it. I’ll be off Ithaca first transport that comes.”

# # #

Carl was on watch. The novelty of sitting in the pilot’s seat of his own starship never wore off. It was a former crew that had banned him from flying, headed by the woman who’d alternately been the light of his stars and the crushing gravity of a black hole. Nowadays, Roddy was the only holdover, and the laaku had never cared enough to put up a stink about his flying. Not for real, at least.

Plus, one of the perks of the night watch in a barren stretch of astral space was that Carl had the ship to himself. If he kept the volume down, he could watch anything he liked on the holo. He could drink and eat without snide commentary or snarky jabs about sharing.

He could use the comm and no one would know any different.

Amy hadn’t wanted Carl to contact Chuck and Becky. It was fine to keep a “fuck you” attitude toward someone else’s parents—even if they were now in-laws. But Carl still had to check in to find out whether the two cantankerous old retroverts were OK.

“Now… where did we bury those comm IDs?” Carl muttered as he browsed the recesses of the Mobius computers. Getting boarded and inspected was routine on Earth. This time it had been a simple safety inspection, but if someone besides Captain Malcolm had come sniffing around to see what other classified intel Carl might be hiding, it was best to keep certain data out of sight.

Carl hadn’t been the one to do the hiding. It was a matter of finding everything again without waking Yomin or Roddy—it was a coin flip’s chance which of them had scrambled the sensitive files.

“Aha!” Carl cheered quietly, still mindful of waking the crew.

One album stood out in the earliest reaches of the Early Data Era rock catalog. The entry for “Rockin’ at the Hops” had been mislabeled and attributed to Chuck Becky instead of Chuck Berry. Carl was just about to play the file when the comm panel flashed with an incoming message.

Enzio Stiles.

Mort.

Carl practically dove for the button. “Hey, pal. How’s life in Ruckerland?” he asked noncommittally, aware that Mort probably had someone on hand to help him make the comm. There was even the possibility that Mort had moved on from that particular guise and this really was that slimy weasel Enzio calling.

“Need transport off,” Enzio replied. “Had a falling out with the little lady, and it appears I’m no longer welcome.”

“Sing me a tune I haven’t heard before,” Carl said with a grin. It amazed him that Mort had held out this long—and he was now clearly certain that this was indeed Mort. The odds that Enzio would turn to him for transportation after pissing off Tanny were nanoparticles.

“How about: what the bloody hell were scientists thinking making comms so fucking complicated?” Enzio snapped. “I could have built a pyramid sooner than untangle that nest of beepy-boopy nonsense on my own. Chased the poor bugger out as it was meandering toward you. Ought to get him something nice for his troubles; maybe like not being planetside when the shit gets shoveled into the thrusters.”

Carl chuckled, enjoying the bluster as an art form and ignoring the thrust of the wizard’s complaints. Even with the phony, borrowed voice, it was good to hear those old Mort tirades. “You’ve sung that one enough I could play it,” Carl said. “But you’re going to—wait. You’re still planetside?”

“That’s why I’m comming you,” Enzio explained condescendingly. “I’m stuck here. I’ve worn out my welcome and need a ride.”

Somehow, in all the planning and preparation, the wedding had blotted all the machinations regarding Ithaca from his mind. The wedding snubs hadn’t been mere social gaffes (or intentional slights), but failed evacuations.

“You’ve got to get out of there,” Carl said urgently.

Enzio’s growl almost sounded like the old wizard himself. “How many times have I got to tell you: that’s what I’m asking. Come. Get. Me.”

“Earth Navy is coming,” Carl said. “I don’t know how long or what they’ll bring, but I traded that moon’s location for two days free and clear on Earth.”

“You what, now?” Enzio asked. There was a banging sound that made Carl cringe and block his ears momentarily. “I could have sworn you just said you sold us out for a bag of magic beans.”

“I did,” Carl said. “I figured anyone who cared would be at the wedding. Transit time. Logistics. It all should have worked out.”

“And yet…” Enzio said.

“Yeah. No kidding,” Carl said. “Listen. Is Tanny still on Ithaca too?”

“If she weren’t, I might have considered staying.”

“Mriy? Kubu?”

“Indeed.”

“Fuck.”

“Indeed,” Enzio repeated somberly.

“All right. Here’s what you do. Get to Chuck and Becky. Let them know what’s what. Mriy and Kubu probably won’t ditch Tanny. You arrange transport off world with my folks—take anyone you can convince—and give Tanny a last-minute heads up before you break orbit.”

“Bah,” Enzio replied. “Let them get herded into prison ships. This lot deserves it. And if Chuck and your mom didn’t even bother coming to your wedding, maybe they need a little cooling off in a cold, dry cell—anything’s better than this blasted moon.”

“You’d be stuck there too,” Carl pointed out.

“Goldarnit!” Enzio snapped. “Can’t a man be spiteful without resorting to a Pyrrhic victory? Wake up little miss tickle-skirt, and tell her to go as deep in the astral as she can. Get your ass here and get me off this rock.”

“Someday I’m going to want a better accounting of what you saw riding around in that girl’s head. You just hang tight. I’ll get us there as soon as I can.”

The comm ended. Chuck’s comm ID on Ithaca blinked at him from the music archive.

Carl hit close.

# # #

Esper hated being awakened. Noisy crewmates, alarms of both the mechanical and digital persuasions, gentle nudges followed by affectionately wandering hands—you name it. If it woke her up, it earned her ire.

“What?” she snapped in the direction of her door, whence the pounding originated. Summoned unbidden from Esperville, she was still in the mode of a minor goddess surveying her domain, content and in control. The idea that someone could break the pleasant monotony without her say-so rankled her.

“Ithaca’s in trouble,” Carl’s voice boomed through the door, muffled but clear in its desperation. “Nobody left. They’re all in the path of an Earth Navy Intelligence sweep.”

Esper rubbed her eyes. In the bleary afterglow of a wondrous day in Esperville, the Mobius was drab and dreary. Its troubles seemed surreal, detached from her, possibly even someone else’s. “Their own fault,” she muttered. “Should have come to the wedding.”

The wedding.

That sparked memories. Recent festivities. Teary hugs. The bridges to her own life reconnected one by one. Tanny was on Ithaca now. So were Mriy and Kubu, Carl’s parents, and any number of acquaintances from Carl’s feeble attempt at becoming a big-name crime lord.

Carl pounded anew. “This isn’t a joke. We need astral, and we need it deep.”

“That’s what she said,” Esper murmured, hoping Carl hadn’t overheard and flushing with embarrassment. She raised her voice. “Just a minute.”

“We haven’t got a minute!”

That seemed implausible. The variability in astral travel made such precise declarations moot. However deep Esper could put them, they’d likely arrive with hours to spare or be days too late to make a difference. This wasn’t a holovid, where the nick of time was a razor-thin margin as wide as it needed to be—usually as wide as the edge of a seat.

When Esper emerged, she brought Mort’s old Earthwood staff with her. “Clear out, everyone,” she warned, glaring around the room to chase onlookers back to their quarters. “You want deep? This is going to take some serious magic.”

“Don’t mind me,” Mort said with a sulking tone, still refusing to appear before her but never letting her forget his presence. “I just invented this maneuver.”

He hadn’t, and he damn well knew it. Wizards were once the motive force of space travel. The star-drive didn’t come for decades later and wasn’t the ubiquitous means of propulsion it was in modern times until a century later. Nowadays, wizards had grown timid, afraid of their own powers. Starship captains wanted safe, reliable machines capable of making routine travel predictable.

“Low as you can go,” Carl said. “I don’t care what color it turns. Yomin’s pirated nav software is supposed to be able to deal with theoretical depths.”

“The technological underpinnings don’t concern me,” Esper said. “The less I hear about physics right now, the better.”

“Atta girl,” Mort said halfheartedly. “Defend magic. Poo on the science. Grow a beard and they’ll forget all about me.”

Part of her wanted to twist inward to chase Mort off with a horde of pitchfork-wielding Esperlings, but she knew that once the real magic started, Mort was smart enough to shut up.

With the common room cleared, Esper began to chant. She skipped the song and dance routine Mort used to impress the non-magic folks aboard. Skipping straight to the demonic tongue of the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts, she slashed at the universe with claws made of words and backed it into a corner. It had two choices: either obey her or face her wrath.

Esper felt the ship move. Relative to realspace, they remained motionless, but in that mathematical axis perpendicular to reality, the Mobius plummeted. Down, down they went, and Esper felt the vertigo sensation of her stomach rising weightless despite the lack of a physical sensation to accompany the feeling.

Though she’d closed her eyes, something told Esper to look out the overhead dome. The plummeting freefall hadn’t ceased, and the dread purple deepened around them as the borderlands of astral space swallowed them.

This was enough. Stop. Whoa, universe.

She barked the commands in the underworld language and felt the Mobius slowing but not by enough.

Not by nearly enough.

The purple deepened from amethyst to violet to indigo and onward into colors that defied the visual light spectrum. She saw colors that were psychic impressions, colors made of nothing but raw temporal energy, hues that existed as a probability field and nothing more.

Then, without warning, all sensation of movement stopped. Stars appeared in the dome above. They were in realspace again.

But not in the universe that they had just left.

# # #

Enzio stalked the narrow corridors of the Rucker Syndicate prefab compound. There would be no sticking around to see the permanent structures erected—not for him, not for anyone else. The only difference was he knew Earth Navy was coming.

Checking over his shoulder at every turn, Enzio was looking for someone. The particulars of that someone were flexible. It could have been practically anyone willing to fly a non-space-faring vessel across Ithaca on short notice in exchange for not getting turned to ash.

As he threaded his way through the base on his search, Enzio bumped into perhaps the least likely candidate for a pilot. A six-and-a-half-foot-tall tabby cat drew herself up to her full height to loom over Enzio when he pulled up short upon noticing her. They’d nearly collided, though with azrin senses, Mriy must have smelled him coming.

This was no accident.

“I hear you’re not welcome,” Mriy said with a hiss and bared fangs. It briefly occurred to Mort that Enzio ought to be wary of the azrin warrior. Even a hardened wizard ought to have been, and Enzio had been anything but.

Unfortunately for Mriy, Mort was in no mood for childish, predator-instinct bullying just then. She fell through the nearest wall with a feline yelp halfway between a meow and a roar. The hallway lights flickered. As Mort strode onward, the only clue that there had been a blustering, self-important azrin barring his path was the angry pounding from the wall of the locked supply room.

“Bloody cat,” Mort grumbled to himself with a sardonic smile. “Who does she think I am?”

Enzio opened doors, locked or not, no longer caring about mild magical damage to the local gizmos. For all that the place was prefab and temporary, Tanny hadn’t cut corners on the budget. The stupid place was too big for its own good—and Mort’s.

At last he found who he was looking for. A scruffy, bearded fellow with data lenses that might as well have been permanently glued onto his face was poring over a computer screen when Enzio barged in.

“You,” he barked, unwilling to strain his brain working out the man’s name. One techster was as good as another. “Hover-cruiser. Now.”

“Huh?” the bearded techster grunted, looking up from his work with blinking eyes hypnotized by the siren’s lullaby of science. “What’s up, Enzio?”

“I need a pilot,” Mort clarified, taking pity on the man’s addled intellect. His own experiences deep in scientific devices often left him confused and irritable as well. “That’s you. And it’s important, so we’re leaving now.” With Enzio’s hand, he patted the day bag slung casually over one shoulder. “Chop chop. Time’s a wastin.’”

“I… uh… I can fly. Don’t get me wrong,” the techster said. “But wouldn’t you rather have—”

“Nope,” Mort cut him off. “You. Now get a move on before I turn that console of yours into a plate of spaghetti. You can play with it later.”

Reluctantly, and with a look of wide-eyed alarm at the peril his tech doodads faced, the techster rose and followed Enzio toward the parking zone. “Where we going?”

“I’ll tell you on the way.”

“Don’t I need to know which direction I’m heading, at least?”

Leading the way, Mort counted on the poor techster not noticing his smirk. It didn’t much matter what way he picked. Halfway around the planet worked for any heading.

# # #

Carl sat in horror, watching from the pilot’s chair as the Black Ocean vanished first into the familiar astral gray, then beyond into the worrisome red and purple spectrum, finally panicking when colors he could no longer identify assaulted his eyeballs.

This was too much. He’d asked the genie for a wish and been granted more than he’d bargained for. This wasn’t astral travel. This was something beyond, something a lowly spacer wasn’t meant to see.

The stars resolved themselves once more, and Carl’s panting breath began to slow. He was sweating. Releasing a grip that had left imprints in the arms of his chair, he ran for the common room.

“What happened?” he shouted, heedless of who he awoke. Anyone who’d slept through that chaos had to have been made of stone.

“I… I don’t know,” Esper said meekly. “I’m sorry.” She hid Mort’s old staff behind her back as if it were at fault.

The door to the laaku’s quarters opened, and Roddy burst out. “What the ever-loving fuck was that? Did we just fall back out of the astral or something?”

“What’s going on?” Amy asked as she emerged in pajamas from their room. “I had this feeling like I fell out of bed—but I hadn’t—and now everyone’s shouting.”

“Esper, this is your ballgame,” Carl said. “Explain what the fuck just happened. Did we fail to get into astral space?”

“I’m not 100 percent sure,” Esper said.

Yomin’s door swung open, and she emerged with a handheld computer. “We’re getting some weird, weird signals.”

Roddy picked up the remote and activated the holo-projector. The ship’s library came up, but there was nothing showing available on the omni.

“That can’t be right,” Amy said as she squinted over the listings of available holos. “Even if we had a slow connection, it should be enough to get something. We’re halfway between Sol and Phabian. The omni should be bursting at the seams.” She headed toward the cockpit.

“I’m still waiting for a good explanation,” Carl said, glaring at Esper. “Get Mort. He ought to know.”

Esper hung her head. “He has a theory. You’re not going to like it. I know, because I don’t like it.”

“What? You teleport us to another galaxy or something?” Roddy asked with a nervous snicker.

“Universe, actually,” Esper replied.

“Listen to this,” Yomin said. She fiddled with the controls on her computer. It played a series of sounds that were too uniform to be mere background noise, too chaotic to be melody, and repeated every few seconds.

“OK,” Carl said slowly. “Anyone want to guess what zee-oowip-oowip-da-da-shuu-mah means?” He tapped his earring, similar to what the others all wore. If his wasn’t translating this gibberish, he couldn’t imagine theirs having any more luck.

“Guys!” Amy called from the cockpit. “These aren’t our stars. Nav computer is caught in a reboot loop trying to make sense of it. Can’t even get a basic calibration.”

“That’s it,” Carl said. “No more. Esper, I don’t care what you did. Undo it.”

She nodded spasmodically. “Yeah. On it.”

“Everyone, give her room,” Carl ordered, and to his mild surprise, the common room cleared. When the two of them were alone, he lowered his voice and leveled a finger Esper’s way. “Don’t you kill us all. I just got this life on track. I don’t need to find out what happens in the next one.”

She nodded soberly.

Carl headed up to the cockpit to sit with Amy.

“Helluva way to wake up,” she said with a tenuous smile. “Married life sure is a lot like being single.”

The words echoed.

Tanny had said something similar days after their first marriage. They had just blasted their way out of a docking bay, fighting off pirates whose cargo they had just boosted. The thought that he was repeating old mistakes he thought he had learned from tasted like sour beer in his mouth.

“Yeah. Well, maybe we need to reconsider that,” Carl said as much to himself as to Amy. A regular guy wasn’t supposed to end up in alternate universes because his ship’s wizard fucked up. A regular guy didn’t have to worry whether his parents were going to be picked up by an Earth Navy Intel sweep because they blew off his wedding. Carl had never considered himself a regular guy, but he was starting to see the appeal. Regular guys often lived long enough to see their kids grow up.

The chanting from the common room hurt his ears. Amy was already covering hers. He mouthed a “sorry” to her as he covered up his own. She mouthed back “it’s OK.”

The process reversed. The astral sky grew strange colors again. One color tasted like mint, another felt like petting a dog’s fur the wrong way. Eventually those gave way to psychedelic hues that at least bordered on describable before settling into deep purple and staying put.

A wooden staff’s clomp accompanied Esper’s weary trudge to the cockpit. She leaned heavily on the magical artifact for support. “I think we’re deep enough to go fast and shallow enough that we’re in our own universe.”

Amy checked the nav computer. It spun its digital wheels for a while, then spat out a location and a bearing for Ithaca.

“Sleep it off,” Carl said to the wizard. “But don’t get too comfortable. Says we’ll be there in three hours.”

# # #

Esper stormed into her own mind. With the Mobius slicing across the galaxy like—well, she couldn’t think of anything as fast as they were going right now—she felt more confident. While she had been the one to bring the crew to the brink of disaster, she’d also pulled them back. It hardly counted as a crisis; more like tripping on the stairs and catching the handrail.

When she found Mort, he was at the Esperville bowling alley, ordering a beer from the snack bar. Just as he was lifting the pint glass to his lips, the beverage vanished. An instant later, so did the snack bar, the cashier, and then the bowling alley entirely. The few captive souls who weren’t figments of Mort or Esper’s imagination beat a hasty retreat.

“Explain that to me,” Esper said. “And I want more than just: ‘some other universe—maybe.’”

Mort sighed. “Almost certainly some other universe.”

“Then why did it listen?” Esper demanded, towering over Mort, who stood exactly as tall as she felt he needed to and no taller. That moment, in Esperville, he was barely larger than Roddy. “We argue with the universe for our power. Why would another universe give me the power to get us back? Our own barely had it in its head to go along.”

With a hangdog look, Mort shrugged and kicked the dirt that had just a moment ago been polished wood. “Dunno. Maybe it had an extragalactic invader and decided to boot you out the quickest way it could.”

“I thought you said it was another universe and not another galaxy?”

“Semantics? At a time like this?”

“Semantics, always.”

What had gotten into Mort? He was the one who’d hammer into her that semantic argument was the foundation of all wizardly power. What you couldn’t wheedle or threaten to achieve, you had to trick the universe into giving you. Logic puzzles, conundrums, and paradoxes were the stock-in-trade of any wizard, even if neither she nor Mort treated it as a specialty.

“Fine,” Mort said, if possible, deflating further. “Extrauniversal. Shitty word but so be it. Or maybe we don’t argue with a single universe. Maybe they’re all one big infinity-headed monster. Or maybe the universes gossip. Maybe, that new universe saw us and panicked, asked our regular universe for advice, and it told the new guy to play along and send us back. Maybe our home universe wanted us back and demanded our return. You want the truth, though? I’ve never been to another universe. So fuck off with the interrogation. You got us back. Congratulations. Go find some random stranger to have a romp with to celebrate.”

Esper swallowed back her ire. Mort may or may not have been telling her the truth. It was growing increasingly difficult to tell. Every tidbit she learned about him, he learned ten about her. She could feel him browsing her memories while she wasn’t actively inside Esperville. Less so of late, but that could have been because he’d finally cataloged her entire life. That crack about her celebratory rituals dated back to her school days. It might have also been an oblique reference to Emily, but double meaning was a wizard’s tool if ever there was one.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately,” Esper said. “But this isn’t the last time we’ll discuss it.”

“It’s not what’s gotten into me,” Mort shot back bitterly. “It’s what’s gotten into you.”

Yet another couched double entendre. Esper had entirely too many passengers in her head. So long as they played nice, it was almost like having pets. But the back-mind driving and constant badgering were wearing increasingly thin.

Next time Esper saw Keesha Bell, she was getting some Mort advice, whether the irascible old coot liked it or not.

Strike that. Especially because he wouldn’t like it.

# # #

The jungles of Ithaca swept past the hover-cruiser in a blur. The tips of the tree-sized blades of grass were close enough that Enzio could have reached over the edge to brush them with his fingertips. He didn’t, because that would have been sheer idiocy—a good way for a fellow to lose a hand. Those damned trees were solid.

… or grass.

… or whatever the hell this planet was made of.

Mort wouldn’t miss this place. Enzio had been a means to an end, but he’d always needed an end game. The former occupant had made his deal with the devil in combat boots, and it was Mort’s job to renege. That he hadn’t found a good opportunity before getting dragged to this forsaken moon was his own fault. Time to make some omelets out of those cracked eggs.

“We’re getting close to Ramsey territory,” the pilot warned, raising his voice over the rush of wind. His name, as it turned out, had been Potter. Mort jotted that information in chalk on the walls of his brain since in a few hours it was unlikely to matter. “Want me to let you off when we hit the sentry line?”

“I haven’t the slightest desire of that,” Mort countered. “We’re heading for the Odysseus. Accept no substitutes.”

“They’ll shoot us down,” Potter said.

“Tell them you’re bringing a delegate from the Ruckers.”

Potter shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “They’ll figure out quick that you’re not.”

Mort caught himself just before calling Potter ‘kid’ or ‘son’ as if Enzio and Potter weren’t of similar age. “Buddy, you and me work in a world where lies are just convenient, temporary truths. All I need is a foot in the door. Then I’ll deal with Ramsey.”

Maybe he’d put too fine a point on the term “deal.” He hadn’t meant to make it sound like a threat, but it seemed that’s how Potter took it.

“You’re going to kill him?” Potter asked, voice rising in pitch. “Oh, God. I’m going with you to kill him. I’m not a wizard. There’s no way I’m walking out of this alive.”

“Calm your bile, techie,” Mort snapped. “No one’s killing anyone. By deal, I mean a deal to get off Ithaca. Maybe the scuttlebutt didn’t get to you before I did, but I’m no longer welcome back there. You’re taking out the proverbial garbage, which is why nobody’s calling to insist you turn around and bring me back.”

The dashboard comm squawked. “Hey, you’re entering Ramsey Syndicate territory. You got no invite. Beat it.” The voice was hard as granite—probably one of the former marines who now worked for Chuck.

It was, in Mort’s opinion, a fairly polite response to the violation of a tense truce between nominally friendly factions. Chuck didn’t like that Tanny had muscled in, and Tanny didn’t trust Chuck to honor the agreement Carl had brokered. The fact that Tanny had lost Carousel wasn’t lost on Chuck. He knew Carl had swindled her. That both sides knew it was just another layer to the cake of animosity. Carl had played both sides against one another, and now it was either coexist or fight for the whole of Ithaca.

So long as neither side was willing to pull the trigger on a backwater crime war, Mort was reasonably assured of his safety.

“Tell them to bugger off,” Mort said. “But be polite about it. We’re coming to meet with Chuck. Once you drop me off, you’re free to head back.”

Potter cast Enzio an uneasy look. Mort jabbed a finger at the comm. He couldn’t work the bloody thing worth a damn, but he sure as piss knew what it looked like when someone wasn’t using it.

Poking so few buttons Mort at first believed him to be faking, Potter called the Ramseys back. “Got a dealmaker on the way. Hoping to sort out some details your boss might appreciate. Let Mr. Ramsey know we’re hoping to meet with him.”

It was a shabby welcome, but the Ramsey Syndicate allowed the hover-cruiser into their territory. A pair of their own planetside vessels flanked Enzio and Potter as they sped toward the Odysseus. Upon arrival, Potter turned back.

The marine who escorted Enzio inside grunted. “Think we’re bunking you for the night, big shot? Jungle’s not a fun place to spend the night.” The brute had another of those chalked-on names that Mort had long since washed clear of his mental walls. It wasn’t even worth the trouble of asking.

Enzio made no real reply, just some bland platitudes. If Chuck was watching on some techno screen somewhere, he didn’t want to give anything away. Poker fresh on his mind, Mort guarded his cards carefully.

Chuck was waiting for him at the ship’s bar. The place had been redone since the elder Ramsey had taken over in earnest. The harsh, military feel had been redecorated with imitation wood polished to a gloss, plush barstools, and wall art with a distinctly southern Earth-Asian flair.

The man himself was lounging with one arm on the bar, holding a martini glass with a lonely olive sunk to the bottom. “So, Enzio was it? Favor to Don, I’m not running your ass out of here. You got something to offer? Let’s hear it.”

“Your son turned us in,” Mort said. “It’s not a deal; it’s a warning.”

“Could’ve just commed,” Chuck observed wryly over the rim of his martini glass.

“You wouldn’t have believed us,” Mort said. “Man like yourself needs to size up the source of his info. You’re no longer on a remote moon that Earth Navy doesn’t care about. You’re on the album cover on Earth Interstellar’s Greatest Hits.”

Chuck just smirked. “Is that so?”

The smug ignoramus wasn’t believing him even in person. Bollocks on this new body. If Enzio looked like Mordecai The Brown, Chuck wouldn’t have doubted his word for a mouse’s heartbeat. But unraveling the tale of death, disembodiment, and Enzio-hijacking would have been a long trip upstream against a whitewater current. Enzio was simply going to have to do.

“That wedding that you, your missus, and the she-bear with the science withdrawal skipped was a polite request to evacuate before the big ships moseyed in and started rounding up evidence—techno and people alike.”

“Quite a tale,” Chunk said, not taking his eye off Enzio as he refilled. The rotten lush always had an ear for the splash of liquor. Never overfilled. Never spilled. Never shortchanged himself.

“Word came straight from Carl Ramsey,” Mort insisted. “He admitted the whole thing.”

“And he told Tanny but not me or his mom?” Chuck asked. He shook his head. “Lemme lay it on you like it is. There’s a reason he bounced this off six different patsies: because I taught Brad this trick. You see, there’s no way to force a man out of an entrenched position if he’s really dug in. The principle is the same for starships—like that Bradbury heist of his—or getting a real estate developer to sell you a parcel of colony land with gold ore beneath the surface. You can’t get a guy out who doesn’t want to go. The trick? Make him decide to leave.”

Mort fumed inside his impotent, unconvincing Enzio disguise. This was the chicken coming home to roost. This was the wolf that cried boy who cried wolf. Chuck wasn’t seeing through Carl’s ruse, he was pointing the blaster at his own head, convinced it was a toy.

“You see?” Chuck continued. “Brad wants Ithaca. He wants it too badly to give it away to Earth Navy. He wouldn’t sell us out just out of spite.”

“He did it to get passage on and off Earth for his wedding,” Mort said, snagging at any loose thread in Chuck’s elaborately constructed plot.

Chuck snorted into his martini. “Please. Brad’s not an idiot. That’s as good as pissing it out the airlock in deep astral.”

Mort considered for a moment. Chuck was right. Carl had gotten diddly squat for this moon’s location. After the trouble of mind-tinkering with everyone who defected from the Odysseus crew to keep the secret, it should have taken so much more to pry the coordinates from Carl’s labyrinthine brain.

No.

Carl was an idiot. He was a lovesick, sappy, sentimental idiot. And Mort was an idiot for coming here to try to rescue his old friend from the clutches of his own hubris and the man he’d turned his son into. If Carl was a magpie’s nest of schemes and double-dealing, it all circled back to growing up in Chuck’s shadow. Now, Chuck was standing in the path of the tram, right on the steel line where science told everyone it would travel.

That left Mort two choices. One, he could overpower Chuck and Becky, throw them in some starship lying around, and wring some poor pilot’s neck to fly them off Ithaca. There would be the unfortunate side-effects of kidnapping the head of a crime syndicate from a moon that had planetary-grade shooting irons defending it, and they’d probably all get blasted to dust trying to abscond.

Two, Mort could bid his friend a fond adieu and get himself someplace with a comm to let Carl know where he was.

“Best of luck, then,” Mort said, sticking out a hand. Ever the showman, Chuck gave it a shake without a moment’s hesitation. “Hope you’re right.”

“Hey, no hard feelings,” Chuck said with an easy smile. “To be honest, I think you believe your story. Kudos for trying to warn me. But you’re not the first guy to get duped by my boy Brad, and I doubt you’ll be the last.”

# # #

Astral space dropped away, and the Mobius was in high orbit around Ithaca. Between Yomin’s astral navigation software and having a bona fide cartographer aboard, they’d struck a bull’s-eye from halfway across the galaxy.

Carl breathed a sigh of relief that there were no Earth Navy ships in orbit. They’d made it in time.

“We’ve still got that special magic,” he said with a smile to his bride, seated beside him in the co-pilot’s chair. “Now all we’ve got to do is—”

“Left!” Amy shouted suddenly.

Carl knew not to question her. Instantly, he jerked the steering yoke into a bank to port. A bolt of plasma from the surface whizzed past.

“Back!” Amy barked. “Your father’s firing on us!”

Carl pulled back on the yoke and another salvo from the surface went wide of the mark. He would have liked to protest that it could have been either faction trying to kill them, but the calculations for their precision arrival had included knowing which way the moon would be turned when they dropped into realspace above it.

The Ramsey Syndicate was planning to cut down the number of Ramseys in the galaxy.

“Really would be a good time to—”

“Right!” Amy snapped.

“…switch places,” Carl finished.

The intraship from the engine room came in. “You see the readings on those guns?” Roddy asked in horror. “That’s the Odysseus firing on us.”

Amy shrugged. “Good thing those capital ship guns are so—LEFT—slow.”

One hand ready on the steering yoke, Carl keyed the comm to talk some sense into lunar-based fire control. “Hey, dickwads, this is the Mobius up here. You wanna knock off the blasting? Otherwise, this rescue is on hiatus.”

The simple fact that there were still people on the ground to fire at them meant that Mort’s warnings had gone unheeded. Carl continued to dodge ground fire with Amy’s prescient guidance. There wasn’t a break long enough for them to swap seats and let her handle the evasions and foresight at the same time.

Finally, there was a respite. “Hey, sport,” Chuck said over the comm. “Fancy seeing you here.”

“You’ve gotta get off that moon,” Carl said. “Earth Navy’s gonna show up. Maybe five minutes from now; maybe next week. But soon, and anyone not on a starship by then’s going to spend the rest of his life in top-secret custody.”

“Or maybe you were hoping to come back and find your secret base of operations free for the taking,” Chuck replied. “Nice try, kid. But you just used it to steal a corporate cruiser. Can’t expect me to fall for that gag. Plus, I invented that ploy.”

That last bit wasn’t the least shred of true. Chuck had taught Carl the con by watching an old flatvid movie with him, one about pre-space-flight submarines. And even then, it was just the old Trojan Horse ruse turned on its head.

But Chuck didn’t need a history lesson. He needed someone to slap some sense into him.

“You dumb fuck,” Carl shouted into the comm, forcing Amy to cover her ears in the enclosed space. “You and mom are going to live out your golden years in a sealed plasticized steel cell getting brain scanned and interviewed by naval intelligence until you’re drooling vegetables.”

Chuck snickered. “Naval intelligence… there’s an oxymoron for you.”

“You’re the moron!” Carl retorted. “Get on a ship, and get mom out of there. Take anything not bolted down. Fuck… take my Squall if you need seed money to start over.”

“Your Squall?” Chuck joked. “Could’ve sworn everything on this half-moon was mine. Besides, your old buddy Niang took it joyriding to bring your patsy back home.”

“My patsy?” Carl asked with a look to Amy.

“Don’t play coy with me, Brad. That wizard who won this place at the poker table stopped by to warn us. Nice bait. Try another hook.”

Carl swallowed. Niang had taken Enzio back to the Ruckers.

“Listen. You want half the moon back? I’ll take you as a neighbor over Tanny’s happy murder squad. Don’s got class, but he didn’t pass it on. It’s like a band of pirates over on that side. Push your ploy on those saps and you can have their half.”

“Yeah,” Carl replied halfheartedly. “I’ll do that.” He keyed the comm off.

“You warned that slimeball Enzio?” Amy asked, incredulous.

Carl shrugged. “I’ve always been a good judge of character. And any guy who’s put up with Tanny deserves a second chance at life.” Carl unbuckled from the pilot’s chair and left it for Amy to fly. Where, they hadn’t decided yet, but Carl didn’t want to be caught unawares when the call he was expecting came in.

# # #

Carl was waiting, datapad in hand, sitting on the edge of his and Amy’s bed. Every few seconds, he caught himself glancing out the window, expecting one of these times to see a battle fleet drop out of astral and demand their surrender—along with the surrender of every sentient being in the star system.

“C’mon… c’mon…” he muttered to the datapad.

When the alert finally popped up, it was IDed as Jean Niang. Carl accepted instantly.

“Got a Rucker wizard here says you sold us out,” Niang said cautiously. “Any truth in that, boss?”

Boss. Niang was on his side, here. It was subtle. Could have been passed off as old habit or a simple mark of respect if anyone listening in made him answer for it. But Carl chose to believe the guy was looking for a lifeline.

“Yeah,” Carl replied. “Everyone needs to pack up their shit and get off that wet ball of compost.”

“Relaying coordinates,” Niang said. “A Squall enough to buy me a ticket?”

Carl grinned. “Yeah. That’ll do it.”

“This Rucker wizard says that Mort missed one of the obelisks when he cleared out the moon. That’s where we’ll be. If Earth Navy comes looking, we’ll be hard to find.”

Missed one? Mort? That seemed as likely as Mort programming his own recipes in the food processor or taking a crack at flying the Mobius. One of those obelisks was for emergencies, a secret Mort was ill-inclined to share until he had to.

“Roger that,” Carl replied without commenting on Mort’s duplicity. Everyone had their secrets. Carl kept more than his share too. That longstanding policy was coming back with interest once again. “See you there.”

Carl ended the comm and headed back to the cockpit. “We’ve got a location. We’re picking up Jean Niang and that Rucker wizard. They’ve got my Squall.”

“Nice,” Amy said deadpan. “We come looking to rescue my new in-laws and wind up taking in a race ship and a refugee gigolo. I’m fine snagging Niang.”

“Hey, we warned them,” Carl said. “I warned both sides. The shit storm coming isn’t my fault anymore.”

“You mean aside from selling the info to Earth Navy for a two-day trip to Vegas Prime?”

“Wasn’t my idea to have the ceremony on Earth, but I wasn’t going to blame you.”

Amy snorted. “Until the option was to blame yourself.”

Carl held up a finger on either hand. “Right now, I’m considering Earth Navy to be sort of like an act of god. No one’s to blame.”

“Attention: This system is under quarantine. No vessels may enter or leave under the authority of Admiral Vijay Pusan of Earth Navy Intelligence. All broadcasts are being monitored and recorded and may be used in criminal proceedings.”

Amy and Carl exchanged a wide-eyed look. Carl glanced upward. “I didn’t mean it, God. You can send them back.”

But there they were on the tactical screen. Three destroyers, a corvette, two science ships, and the battleship ENV Dunkirk.

Amy raised an eyebrow with a glance back toward the common room. It was a question: do they cut and run now? Esper could get them deeper than hell itself in the astral, but they’d be leaving Meyang and anyone having second thoughts behind.

“Rendezvous,” Carl said. “Conscience is going to have a rough enough day as it is.”

He expected an argument. Their unborn son didn’t care about Carl’s conscience—or Amy’s for that matter. But he had a lot of being born to do and a lot of living thereafter, none of which would happen if they got dusted poking the captain of the ENV Dunkirk in the eye.

But she didn’t protest.

Amy altered their heading per the coordinates in Carl’s datapad. They dove into the atmosphere, switching to aerodynamic shields to keep nimble in case someone decided an atmospheric target would be easier to hit.

It was only a matter of minutes before they touched down in the jungle. Earth Navy didn’t care to impede them. Anything anyone did on Ithaca was fine so long as they all stayed put to get arrested.

Niang waved to them from the open cockpit of the Squall, parked at the jungle’s edge where it met the stonework of Devraa’s last intact city. A taciturn Enzio stood against the arch of the city’s main entrance.

“Took you long enough,” Enzio barked when the cargo ramp opened. The dashing sonovabitch Mort was riding around inside stormed up the ramp with curt nods to the crew.

Carl resisted the urge to hug him.

Niang had the cockpit open as he maneuvered the Squall inside to berth it. “You know how to make an entrance, Ramsey.”

“You guys catch the PA announcement?” Carl asked, peering out into the jungle. His eyes strayed upward, searching the skies for signs of the battle group. The Dunkirk, at least, would be large enough to spot from the ground, even in daylight.

“Who could miss it?” Niang replied.

A crash of underbrush had everyone reaching for blasters or taking cover inside the cargo bay. There was little on the moon that was friendly, even the other humans who shared it with them. Whatever was coming was bound to be dangerous.

“Carl!” a voice like an avalanche boomed. Kubu bounded like a puppy out from the forest of ten-meter-tall grass, knocking blades over along his path. “It’s you! Flying house smells the same as I remember!”

“Kubu?” Esper asked, venturing out of the ship and approaching the behemoth. “Good gracious you’ve gotten big.”

“I eat a lot,” Kubu said by way of explanation.

“How’d you find us?” Carl asked. “Does Tanny know we’re here?”

Roddy slapped Carl in the arm. “Hey, if we wanna get off those Class-A military scanners before they locate us, we better get into the city.”

Carl rubbed a hand over his face. Hunker down. Hide. Hope Earth Navy left before they ran out of food or had to turn into jungle savages like the marines who’d once tried living in one of these cities. None of that sounded like a plan he wanted to be part of. Leaving the Mobius also left Earth Navy Intelligence a clue that might lead right to them.

“I’ve got a plan,” Carl announced. “Kubu, can you give us a hand?”

“Sure,” Kubu said agreeably. His language skills had increased as much as his physical size. “What do you need?”

Carl looked from the canid creature to the starship and back again. It was just crazy enough that it might work. “Kubu. Think you can drag this ship into the city?”

Kubu gave a wheezing noise that passed for a laugh. “Of course. The flying house isn’t that big anymore.”

# # #

Tanny was sweating again. Two minutes after getting into the Ithaca heat, she was drenched in sweat. It made her question the use of ever showering anymore. Even clothes—cloying, sticking, heat-trapping garments all—were seeming more a hindrance than a hallmark of civilized life.

Harvesting operations were underway. A series of base camps scattered throughout the southern hemisphere were hubs for giant-wheeled ground vehicles that uprooted and collected all the plant life they came across. The raw materials would be ground up, sampled, and returned to Rucker Syndicate headquarters where an ex-Georgetown xenobiologist would evaluate them for commercial applications.

It was all bullshit. If this weren’t a stolen, squatter moon, this would be legitimate business.

Don Rucker’s number one rule of a business empire was: “You don’t make money on the legit side of the ledger.” A cover enterprise just needed to make enough money to justify its existence. Anything that made real money was best left to real businessmen.

Nothing paid like crime.

Tanny was hoping to do better. This moon was a biologist’s gold mine. The creatures were armor-plated. The poisons were insanely lethal. And the life forms that could survive that environment had to possess invaluable genetic secrets.

“Boss,” the comm squawked. “Miss Rucker.”

“What?” Tanny snapped as she activated her mic. “Can’t you tell I’m in the middle of—”

“You gotta listen to this.” For one of her grunts to cut her off mid-sentence, it had to be life or death. Tanny waited. “Attention: This system is under quarantine. No vessels may enter or leave under the authority of Admiral Vijay Pusan of Earth Navy Intelligence. All broadcasts are being monitored and recorded and may be used in criminal proceedings.”

Tanny’s blood ran cold, and a shiver came over her despite the jungle’s sweltering air. Once the initial panic subsided, her mind kicked into overdrive. Marine training spurred her to action rather than dwelling on the coming storm. “Pack it up! Bug out! Off world! This is not a drill.”

Mriy was by her side in seconds. “What’s happened?”

“Earth Navy showed up,” Tanny explained tersely. “This is it. Where’s Enzio?”

“Gone,” Mriy said. “You chased him off and good riddance.”

“Wait… Enzio… Earth Navy… You don’t think he turned on us, do you?” Tanny asked.

Mriy shook her head. “He’s no fool. Don Rucker would eat him alive.”

Don wouldn’t. Not literally, at least. But the point was valid.

“We’ve got to get off Ithaca like yesterday,” Tanny said. “Let’s just find Kubu and—”

“No time,” Mriy repeated, echoing Tanny’s own words.

“There’s time for Kubu,” Tanny argued. “He’s family.”

“He’s more a creature of this jungle than anything here. He’ll be fine. We’ll come back for him another time.”

Tanny couldn’t believe what she was hearing. While Tanny might have been a mother figure to Kubu, Mriy was his best friend. How could she even think of abandoning him here all alone?

“Never!” Tanny barked. “I’m not going to—”

But her next word was lost. If she’d still been on her marine enhancement drug regimen, Tanny would have had the reflexes to bring up an arm to defend herself. If she’d been jacked up on Recitol, she’d have had the strength in her neck muscles to shrug off the blow.

Instead, Mriy’s paw cuffed Tanny in the side of the head with a measured blow that left her reeling. When her head cleared, she was sitting in the back of a passenger shuttle with Mriy buckling the crash harness.

“We can’t,” Tanny muttered.

“We did,” Mriy replied.

# # #

Chuck sipped at his martini as he considered the message. Earth Navy. In orbit of his moon. The door to the lounge slid open, and Becky rushed to him, wrapping her arms around him with tears in her eyes and sobs in her voice.

“We’ve got to get out of this place,” she wailed.

Throwing back the last of his martini in a gulp and setting down the glass, he wrapped his arms around his wife. “There, there, baby. Don’t worry. It’ll be all right. Everything’s gonna be all right.”

“They found us, and we’re on their top-secret goddamn battleship,” Becky pointed out. “We’ve gotta leave. Now. Beat feet. Vamoose. Amscray. Why aren’t you moving yet?”

He chuckled. “Can’t believe that glorious little bastard brat of ours did it. How’d he fly a Typhoon with cojones that size? Of all the cheap, punk moves, he turned in his own pop.”

“Which is a great reason for us to depart, post-haste. Exit stage left. Ride off into the sunset. We can write Carl out of the will later.”

Chuck smoothed Becky’s hair and held her close a moment before kissing her. “Listen, baby. We can’t run. We’d never make it. This is my bed. I made it. I gotta lie on it. Speaking of which, I really need to up my game here, because I’m gonna be lyin’ my ever-lovin’ ass off when those jack-booted nimrods get planetside.”

“They’re going to arrest us!”

“Like hell they are!” Chuck said with a grin he hoped was reassuring.

Pieces of a plan floated in his head like debris from a derelict ship. All he needed to do was put enough of them together to build an escape pod.

“We look more than a little guilty, you know, living in their top-secret super weapon. We installed shag carpet for god’s sake!”

“Like hell we did,” Chuck said slyly. “No… I’m seeing it now. We’re the aggrieved parties here. Brad kept us against our will. My word against his, and Brad’s probably long gone by now. No… this is gonna be juuuuust fine.”

“I’m not liking this plan,” Becky said warily. “A lot of people have been calling you boss for months.”

“You’ve never liked any of my best plans,” Chuck said with an easy grin. “Trust me. Old Chuck Ramsey can talk his way out of anything.”

# # #

Yomin sat on a low stonewall that was serving as a bench for her, Niang, and a basic scanner. This was the nearest point outside the effective range of the tech-suppressing obelisk. The Mobius was parked a hundred meters toward the stone middle finger sticking up from the city.

Niang worked at his personal datapad. “The Sagat and the Famicom are out of range. Just picking up the Kancamagus coming up on the horizon.”

“Based on their earlier trajectory, I’m guessing the Dunkirk’s going to park over the Odysseus and stay there.”

Niang nodded with her assessment.

Why the hell hadn’t they cut and run back into the astral? It sounded horrible even in her own head. But what had they gained? Niang was a good guy, but he wasn’t worth everyone’s life.

Was he?

It was a complicated idea. Niang had been a part of the crew but only as a Roddy substitute during an ill-fated attempt at sobriety. He hadn’t wanted to come along on the adventures of the Mobius and Carl’s squabbling band of misfits. Maybe that was it. Niang wasn’t misfit enough. He was a good mechanic and a nice guy but ultimately just one face on a ship that had housed thousands.

“Damn glad you folks came back,” Niang said, not taking his eyes from the scanner. “Hell, I might not have come back for me just to keep Enzio away.”

“Carl seems to think Enzio’s a victim in all this,” Yomin said with a sigh. “But if I’m sizing this up without the rose-colored glasses, I’m betting he came back for the Squall.”

“Seed money for a new gig,” Niang said, nodding slowly. “Hey. As long as it buys me a ride somewhere nice and non-extraditiony, I’m all for it.”

Booted footsteps on stone caused both their heads to turn and see who it was that approached.

Carl held up a hand in curt wave. “How’s the traffic report?”

“Clogged,” Yomin replied. “We’re hedged in.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” Niang suggested. “We’re seeing patterns. There could be a window. All we need is to catch a break.”

Yomin snorted. “Yeah. Because Earth Navy is all about making mistakes.”

“They crashed the most expensive battleship in the fleet on a remote moon and lost it for six years,” Carl pointed out. “The higher up the chain of command you get, the more you get to see that it’s all just a clown show, one officer shuffling the blame to the next, decisions pulled out of ever-higher-ranked asses, and firepower-based decision making.”

“I’ve had my fill of this moon,” Niang said with conviction. “Playing outlaw is fun when you’re nowhere near the front lines. All the scratch I’d made working for Chuck Ramsey is tied up in assets I can’t liquefy. I just want a fresh start; don’t much care where. If my options are live in this Stone Age city, get caught by Earth Interstellar Enhanced Investigative Org, or take what’s behind the mystery curtain, I’m pulling back that curtain.”

“Even if it’s a battle fleet with orders to fire on anything that moves?” Yomin asked.

Niang shrugged. “Guns that size, we wouldn’t even feel it.”

Yomin’s mouth went dry.

Niang looked down at his datapad and his eyes lit. “Wait! This is it!”

“What’s it?” Carl asked.

Yomin didn’t care. Any news that provoked a reaction like that was good news to her.

“The Ruckers are bugging out. They’re attempting to run the blockade. They must have fifty ships.”

“Saddle up!” Carl bellowed the order for all to hear. “We’ve got our window. Time to blow this hot dog stand and never look back.”

# # #

Carl took a head count, remembering he had two more than he’d left with. As everyone came aboard, it was time for a final request and a final offer.

“Kubu, can you pull us back out to the jungle?” Carl asked.

The huge canid nodded, sending slobber spattering. “Oh yeah. Easy.”

Carl rode the Mobius like a dog sled, trying not to imagine the damage being done to the landing gear as they scraped along a second time. But damage that didn’t affect spaceworthiness wasn’t a problem right now. They could deal with that some other time.

Like when they weren’t running from Earth Navy.

Carl watched the screen of his datapad to track their progress. When the screen flickered reluctantly to life, he shouted out the partially open cargo bay door. “That’s far enough!”

The ship stopped moving, and Carl lowered the cargo ramp. Leaning against the wall, lost in shallow thought that grew deeper by the moment, he waited. Kubu loped around and stood at the bottom of the ramp.

“You’re going to leave now, aren’t you?” Kubu asked.

Carl tried to picture him as the Doberman-sized puppy they’d rescued from the Gologlex Menagerie. That psychopath who’d run the place had planned for creatures the size of dinosaurs, so Kubu hadn’t been so daunting a challenge to keep. Aboard a light freighter with passenger room for eight or ten humans, tops, Kubu exceeded the Mobius’s capacity by weight if not by number.

Looking over his shoulder, Carl stared at the Squall. He’d won a racing contest just to put himself in positions to steal it. He’d fooled billions of people, become a minor celebrity, and faked his own death just to walk away the owner of as smooth a toy as a guy could ask for.

Carl sighed from the bottoms of his toes. “C’mon, Kubu. Help me drag this little ship out of here. It’ll be tight quarters, but you’ll fit. We’ll drop you off someplace safe and comm Tanny to come find you.”

“Mobius to Carl,” Roddy’s voice came over the earpiece to Carl’s comm. “Our emergency escape plan was counting on us hauling ass. Why’s the cargo bay still open?”

“We’re taking on one last passenger,” Carl replied.

Kubu backed up a step. He shook his head. “Too small.”

Carl took two steps to close the gap, fighting upwind against the hot, heavy stink of the oversized puppy’s breath. “It’ll be fine. You’ll only need to be in there a few hours. Maybe a day.”

“Carl? You can’t be thinking of stuffing Kubu back there,” Roddy said. “The navy ships don’t know we’re here. They’re all in pursuit of the Ruckers. We’ve got to get while the gettin’s possible.”

“Mommy?” Kubu said, cocking his head. “Mommy left?”

Carl clenched his fists and pursed his lips. The giant mutt had ears like spy drones. “Yeah. Tanny’s gone. It’s just gonna be you and a bunch of unfriendly types left here if you don’t get in.”

Kubu shook his head. “I’ll wait. Mommy will come back. You don’t have lots of food. The flying house got too little. I missed the jungle. It’s nice here.”

“But—”

“I’ll wait,” Kubu insisted.

Taking a deep breath, Carl nodded. He tried to tell himself that it was for the best, but he couldn’t believe that. Whatever else he considered, however, there was no force he could use to get Kubu into that cargo hold without his compliance. Anything Esper did with magic would render them unable to fly.

Carl stuck out a hand. “Good luck, Kubu. I hope she comes back soon.”

Gingerly, Kubu reached out a paw of his own. The awkward, semi-opposable thumb made gripping for a proper handshake tough, but there was never a hope of a traditional grip when one party’s hand was ten times the size of the other.

“Bye, Carl. Don’t get shot by navy people.”

Carl curled his lips in a smirk. If only more people were that direct. “Thanks. I’ll try.” He climbed up the cargo ramp and hit the button to raise it. As the ramp rose, he offered Kubu a salute.

# # #

Amy got them up through the atmosphere but directed Carl to take over the flying once he arrived in the cockpit.

“You sure?” he asked. “I might be the better shot, but you’ve always been the one with the golden evasive maneuvering.”

Amy nodded quickly. “Yeah. You’ve got this.” She buckled into the passenger seat and folded her hands across her stomach. He wondered how many husbands debated how to divide the dogfighting duties with their pregnant wives.

Now that he thought about it, probably Juggler and Vixen.

As they approached orbital space, the comm erupted. “Vessel Daggerstrike, you are in violation of an Earth Navy quarantine notice. Please return to the surface and await further instructions.”

Carl perked up. “That was downright friendly. I had really expected—”

“Any failure to comply will result in the destruction of your vessel.”

He smiled. The galaxy had returned to normal. “Now that’s the Earth Navy I remember.”

The intraship comm opened. Yomin’s voice carried from her quarters. “Head us toward the gas giant. The Ruckers are heading for the edge of the system, using a shelter formation to get the lead ships into astral first.”

Carl shook his head. That was the best loyalty money could buy. The men and women on those screening ships would die letting a few escape into the deep astral. Their families would never have to worry about money. For getting his little girl out of this mess alive and not in Earth Navy custody, Don Rucker would make sure that their dependents had roofs over their heads, food on the table, and the best educations.

And as a bonus, they demanded concentrated fire from the battle fleet to try to stop the screen from working. Captains and admirals hated getting outmaneuvered, even if it was just a bunch of syndicate strongmen laying down their lives to get their boss to freedom.

“Roger that,” Carl said. “Keep the channel clear unless the situation changes. Oh, and Daggerstrike… I like the false ID you came up with.”

“Got it from an old book,” Yomin replied.

“What did I just say about keeping the channel clear?” Carl asked.

Amy reached across and slugged him in the shoulder. Her accompanying scowl made the placement of blame clear.

Rather than take his chastisement lying down, Carl punched the comm. “I was just popping by to pick up some non-navy equipment that had been left behind. Nothing to worry about. Carry on chasing those thieves and murders.”

“There’s no way they’re buying that,” Amy said.

Carl shrugged. “Every second whoever sent that message spent chatting with us is less breath to spare ordering us dusted.”

“Vessel Daggerstrike, this is your final warning. Reduce thrust to minimum, return to the surface, and—”

“No can do,” Carl cut in. “My crew voted, and no one likes it down there. We’re heading to the super duper secret base hidden in that gas giant. I’ll relay the coordinates once we land. You’ll be really happy to find out what’s there.”

“There’s nothing there but another moon that Mort crashed,” Amy said. “What are you thinking?”

“Mostly that scanning through a soup of hydrogen, helium, and methane will be a lot harder than tracking us through vacuum.”

“Yeah, but we can’t survive it for long,” Amy protested. “What’s the plan for after that?”

A flash on the radar brought back old memories. “Typhoons,” he said in a hollow voice. “They must have scrambled from the Dunkirk the instant we were spotted.”

“Make the call,” Amy said. “You want the gun turret or the pilot’s chair?” The implication was clear that she would take the other.

Indecision gripped Carl’s heart. What had Chuck warned him of as a kid? Don’t get in the way of the dominoes you topple? This was all Carl’s doing. Ithaca would have been hidden and safe if he hadn’t ratted them out. There could have been other ways to have a wedding on Earth, but Carl stuck it to Chuck and Tanny at the same time in the process. Now, Typhoon pilots were going to die because he decided to come back and rescue Mort from the shit avalanche he’d set off.

“Stay put,” Carl said. “We’re not killing pilots today.”

“We’re not?” Amy asked, gaze drawn to the radar as the Mobius closed in on Ithaca’s gas giant parent. “Because those fuckers are closing in fast.”

Carl measured the angle to the gas giant against their velocity. Numbers flew past on the computer screen, all red. “Roddy!” he shouted into the comm. “Any power not going to the engines, give to the shields. All forward!”

“Last thing to hit that planet killed a civilization,” Roddy shot back. But as Carl watched the dashboard consoles, he saw that the laaku had done as ordered.

“Not dying today…” Carl muttered stubbornly.

The Typhoons continued to close. It wouldn’t be long before they were in range to fire. With the Mobius’s shields all facing front, it wouldn’t take much to destroy them.

Carl flipped a switch and enabled aerodynamic mode. The shields formed into a knife edge to carve a hole for them in the gas giant’s upper atmosphere.

The ship lurched as they struck. Fire washed over the shields.

“The Typhoons are barely slowing,” Amy reported, able to keep a closer eye on the radar.

Carl angled their nose down. There was no longer anything to see. The atmosphere was muddy once they delved deep enough. “I have a plan.”

Amy released a sigh. “Good. Because I was starting to think we were screwed.”

“I need you to deliver a message to Esper.”

# # #

Esper waited on the common room couch. She could hear the shouts from the cockpit, but the more muted conversations were drowned out by the holo-projector. It was making pseudo-ocean noises and displaying a flowing, surrealistic sculpture rendered in tones of blue and teal. The idea was to relax her before what was promising to be a harrowing escape into the astral plane.

But shouted words like “Typhoon,” “closing,” and “shields full” were making it hard to relax.

Amy’s boots clomped down from the front of the ship. Esper immediately rose to offer up her seat despite being the only one camped out in the common room. “Message from the captain,” she said brusquely. “He respectfully requests an astral drop.”

“How soon can he stop?” Esper asked, watching the miasma of ignited gas flowing by them.

Amy took in a deep breath. “He won’t be.”

“Oh.”

“That a problem?” Amy asked.

The door to Rai Kub’s old quarters opened and the Rucker wizard, Enzio, popped his head out. “What’s this I hear about someone trying a drop on the move?”

“If we stop, those Typhoons are going to sniff us out and dust us,” Amy said. “I’m trying to keep calm here, but the longer you wait, the closer they’re getting. Whatever you need to do to get prepared, do it.”

Esper reached for Mort’s old staff. The wood always felt warm in her hand, more like living flesh than dead oak. It was almost like having Mort here with her and not the mere echo of his soul in her mind.

She waited for a hint of helpful advice, some sign that the despondent wizard was willing to help secure his own survival—and everyone else’s.

“You look unsure,” Enzio said, extending a hand toward the staff. “If you’ll allow me…”

Esper snatched it close to her body in both hands. “This is mine. It belonged to an old friend and mentor.” She shook her head, reminding herself that everyone was relying on her, and if she didn’t try, they were going to let this upstart hooligan make the attempt. “I’ve got this. Shoo. All of you. Go.”

“You sure?” Enzio asked, looking right at her. Esper avoided making eye contact. Whether he was a fool or spoiling for a test of wills for the staff, she didn’t have time for it.

“It’s poetic, in a way,” Esper said. “The Odysseus traveling between astral and realspace on the move is what started this whole business. Now it’s our only chance out. Now GO!”

This was it. Her against the universe with everyone’s life on the line. The rules of wizardry said not to go into astral while moving. Literal motionlessness was impossible, but they mostly meant to stop the silly ship before trying it. A little drifting was just mathematical error—nothing to worry over.

But perhaps the most important rule of wizardry was that wizards were rule breakers. The universe didn’t work to their liking, and when the laws of physics tried to say no, a wizard replied, “why not?” Now it was time to take one of magic’s major warnings and chuck it in the waste reclaim.

“Mort,” Esper whispered. “If you’re paying any attention at all, keep quiet unless I really start botching things up. Then, yell like crazy to get my attention.”

It was a paltry provision. If Esper failed, it was going to be too late for a recovery. One didn’t juggle the forces of the cosmos like eggs and ask someone to help once they hit the floor.

Using the dark language she’d once swore never to utter, Esper chanted.

The Mobius shook, and she pushed it from her mind.

The universe bucked like that mechanical bull the azrin used for amusement. Esper held tight.

Reality twisted in her grasp, snakelike, poisonous, but she refused to let go.

Ancient whispers from travelers long dead, lost in the astral while trying this very feat, attempted to dissuade her.

Esper ignored them.

And thus, the universe relented.

The astral gray appeared, and the navy ships were nowhere to be found. Here in the astral, Esper would have felt them.

Esper allowed them to drift a little deeper before she felt safe reporting to Carl. When the first tinges of purple appeared in the overhead dome, Esper stumbled to the cockpit. “Don’t make me do that again.”

# # #

Things had cooled down in the cockpit and the common room of the Mobius, but elsewhere on the ship tensions boiled. Roddy paced the cramped space of the engine room, digging deep into his stash of Earth’s Preferred, waiting for his captain to arrive.

When the door creaked open, Roddy threw back the last of his current can and tossed the empty over his shoulder to clatter into a corner. Then he drew himself up as tall as his laaku stature allowed and prepared for a confrontation.

“What’s the problem?” Carl asked. “And don’t tell me it’s anything mechanical. The next time you ask for my help with a systems problem will be the first. Especially with Niang aboard.”

Carl crossed his arms and leaned against a coolant pipe that sagged under his weight.

Roddy cringed, trying to force from his mind the work he’d have ahead if Carl ruptured that line. “It’s this whole misfit recruitment thing you’re fixated on. You’ve taken it too far this time.”

“Thought you and Niang were buds,” Carl said as if the notion perplexed him.

Roddy picked up a spanner and slammed it against the wall. The clang snapped Carl from his stupor to cover his ears. “Not him, you dimwit. Enzio. That Rucker double agent you picked up. The one trading fluids with your ex. You can’t possibly believe that a zillion Rucker ships left Ithaca, but this guy needed a ride with us.”

“He’s a defector.”

“On his own say-so! That’s just what a double agent would say.”

Carl sighed. “Listen. Do you trust me or not?”

“Trust is a corner table with your back to the wall,” Roddy countered. “Plus, you’ve got a spotty record on judging character.”

“Only on techs,” Carl pointed out. “Wizards I’ve got a feel for.”

Roddy bunched his fingers in the fur above his ears. “You don’t get it! Wizards and ships don’t mix. Everyone else uses star-drive mechanics so they get their shit fixed with minimal risk to the rest of the systems. If this boat wasn’t reinforced against astral magic—and don’t even get me started on how that all works—we could have been a toaster floating through space instead of a starship. We don’t need more wizards. We’ve got ‘em stacked like poker chips around here. Once we make it back to Pleasant Valley, we’ll be up to four. Six, if you count the stupid little tricks you and Amy can pull.”

Carl’s face became sober as a job applicant on test day. “You might be counting high.”

Roddy ambled over to his stash and pulled out two cans. He lobbed one to Carl and opened the other all the while keeping a narrow gaze on the con man he called captain. “What are you not telling me?”

“It’s just a hunch. Tea leaf reading. That sort of shit. But I think we might be running low soon.”

“Wait. What?” Roddy asked, sipping tentatively as his beer lest he spray it at Carl’s dangling bombshell. “You think Cedric’s gonna split over that pirate lady?”

“I’m not gonna make any predictions,” Carl said. “But my gut tells me we’re in for a shakeup. Felt the same before the Half-Devils split on us, but I didn’t want to admit it.”

“It’s not the same.”

“Never is.” Carl popped the top on his beer and lifted it in a toast. “To being wrong.”

“May you never get tired of it,” Roddy replied, and they both tipped back their beers.

# # #

Amy snorted when Carl plopped down on the bed beside her.

“You come back from an urgent call to the engine room and there’s beer on your breath,” she observed.

“The engines practically run on beer,” Carl countered. “Keeps the mechanic running.”

Amy let out a sigh that seemed to empty her completely. She lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. “Somehow, I expected things to change.”

“Like, change how?” Carl asked. “I mean, the whole kid thing’s gonna shift the dynamic around here, but other than that, what were you thinking?”

“I dunno,” Amy replied. “Maybe rethinking our priorities? Playing it a little safer.”

“Sure. We’ll play it safer.”

“Safer how?” Amy asked. “We just tried an experimental magical solution to running a naval blockade while being chased by a squadron of Typhoons. If they match your voice patter or descramble Yomin’s fake ship ID, we’re right back to being wanted criminals with warrants across ARGO space.”

Carl sighed. “Maybe I need to update those vows I made to you.”

“They’re kind of traditional,” Amy said. “It’s a standard package.”

“Yeah, but we aren’t. So here’s the deal,” Carl said, looking Amy in the eye and seeing the love in hers. “I promise to love, honor, and all that stuff I already said. Plus, I promise not to lie to you except for surprises and things I think you’d be happier not knowing. I promise to keep you, the baby, and any potential future kids out of harm’s way to the best of my ability. I also promise to find some way to keep a breathable atmosphere around us, food on the table, and a fridge full of beer. I promise to find some way to make ends meet without being in constant danger, whether or not it’s legal. And I promise not to get mad if you point out how I’m fucking up any of it. I want to get this right, and I want to find out about it before it goes into unstable orbit.”

Amy smiled lopsidedly. “That’s the sweetest thing I think you’ve ever said.”

# # #

Roddy crept into his own quarters, knowing that the place was too small to hide. The meticulously maintained hinge didn’t make a peep, but the heavy steel door was impossible to silence. Shoni looked up from her computer console the instant he entered.

“Rodek,” she said formally with an incline of her head.

“Hey there, slick fur,” he replied cautiously.

“You have a choice to make,” she said, slipping away from the computer and settling onto their bunk with a conspicuously Roddy-sized space beside her.

Roddy eyed her like a coiled snake as he took the offered seat. “What kind of choice?”

“I realize that life on the honest side of the law offers a laaku in my position few options,” Shoni said. “The only skills for which I am formally trained I have been barred from practicing. However, that doesn’t mean I can subsist indefinitely on a diet flavored heavily by my own adrenal glands. I don’t mind cruising the dark side of the law, but as I learned in my time working for Don Rucker, there are safe places in the underworld. I’d like to live in one of them.”

“I didn’t hear a choice in there,” Roddy pointed out.

“The choice is whether you want to come live there with me.”

“Oh.”

Shoni raised a brow.

Roddy began to sweat. This was what he’d been dreading for months. He knew that one day he’d be called on to make a choice. It was Shoni or Carl. His best friend or the woman he loved. Neither was perfect. Arguably, both were trouble.

His hesitation lasted too long. Shoni grabbed one of the pillows off the bed and shoved it at him. “You can sleep in the engine room until you make up your mind.”

And so Roddy found himself wandering through the common room in a daze, clutching a pillow to his chest. Yomin, Esper, and Niang were sitting around watching some garbage on the holo—some romantic crap. It was bullshit, top to bottom. Romance…

What had romance ever done for anyone outside a holo-projection field?

There were times when the walls between quarters were too thin, but Shoni hadn’t once raised her voice. Nevertheless, everyone seemed to know not to bother the laaku mechanic as he sleepwalked his way down to the engine room.

He had some hard thinking ahead, and he didn’t plan on doing it sober.

# # #

The trip back to the safety and tranquility of Pleasant Valley had been mere days. Everyone who’d been left behind there was fine. The passengers aboard the Mobius had been tense, but the tension slowly eased for everyone aboard.

With one exception: Mort.

The huddled, occasionally weeping figure in Esper’s brain bore a resemblance to the Mort she’d known, but he wasn’t the same man. The familiar voice was laced with bitterness. The once-proud bearing was now a pair of hunched shoulders and a chin that spent most of its time resting on a collarbone.

Even Mort’s bowling was halfhearted these past days.

It was time Esper worked on fixing him.

As the rest of the crew offloaded personal effects to their asteroid-base accommodations, Esper sought out Keesha Bell. There was always an odd presence that wizards had, a sort of lump in the local laws of physics. Even at rest, a wizard exerted a pressure. There were two such lumps in Pleasant Valley—not counting her or Enzio. One was Cedric, and his was easy to account for since he came to meet the Mobius upon landing. Esper paid him little heed; she wasn’t in the mood for his mooning.

Keesha Bell was the other distortion in the laws of nature. Thanks to the peculiarities of asteroid geography, Esper felt the woman down below ground but knew it meant she was around the far side of the celestial rock.

Esper hiked. On foot, it was kilometers, but she had a purpose in her stride. Her resolve kept the journey from feeling its length. It was under an hour before she came within shouting distance of the distinguished old wizardess taking a picnic in the newborn grasses.

“Well, fancy seeing you here,” Keesha called out. Her manservant Hobson bowed gracefully at Esper’s arrival. “Won’t you join us?”

“I need to talk to you about something,” Esper said, eschewing propriety and manners in favor of maintaining her composure.

“Hey now!” Mort snapped in her head, suddenly figuring out her intent. “Don’t you dare. Don’t. You. DARE!”

“I declare. Is something bothering you, my dear?” Keesha asked, standing and brushing off her dress.

“Do you trust me enough to look me in the eye?” Esper asked. “I have… a certain ability that I learned from Mort.”

Keesha narrowed her eyes, then nodded, catching on quickly. She fluttered a hand toward Hobson. “Take the hover-cruiser. We can walk back.”

“Madam,” Hobson said with a bow before taking his leave.

As the echoes of the vehicles engines faded, Keesha looked into Esper’s eye. “Be warned. I’m no pushover.”

“Don’t worry,” Esper assured her before plunging them both into Esperville.

Within the confines of her own mind, Esper was in charge. She shunted Mort off to his own domain and locked the door behind him. When Keesha arrived a fraction of a second later, there was no sign of Mort.

“How quaint,” Keesha said, looking all around and strolling through the fields of grass not so different from Pleasant Valley. “So what’s this all about?”

“Mort’s not dead,” Esper blurted. The secret had clung too hard to be removed from her soul gently. She pulled it off like an adhesive bandage, quickly, to get the pain over with.

Keesha’s eyes flared. “That no-good, rotten—”

Esper put up her hands. “His body DID die,” she clarified. “I… I only saved his soul.”

Before she knew it, Keesha wrapped her arms around Esper. She felt the older woman’s sobs as her chest shook. “You did save him. Oh, Lord almighty, how I hoped you had. But you never said boo. Can’t just ask a girl if she’s a mind-stealing murderer, but I’d hoped. I prayed to the devil himself that you’d done it.”

“It was a split-second decision,” Esper said. “I wasn’t sure how much Mort ever told you.”

“I knew everything about that man,” Keesha said. “Closer than lovers, and I loved him all the more because he kept his word to Nancy despite having every reason not to.” She pushed away and dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. Funny, but Esper didn’t recall creating this version of Keesha with one. Must have been a function of her time spent in Mortania. “So where is he?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Esper said. “He hasn’t been himself lately. I don’t know if it’s cabin fever or existential dread or what, but he’s just moping around and making cruel comments at every opportunity.”

“I’d hoped to help him move on,” Keesha said, shaking her head slowly.

“So had I,” Esper replied. “But I—wait a minute. How had you planned to do that? I brought him in here and tried to polish up his soul with a cloth made of repentance and amends. But he’s stubborn as a mule.”

“I’d planned to use the vish kinah artifact to facilitate his passaging. My God, why else would anyone want the thing? It’s a primitive religious icon. Worthless to anyone who doesn’t believe in it.”

Esper’s jaw hung low. “Wait. You’re saying that you were stealing a ticket to heaven for Mort?”

Keesha rolled her eyes. “That’s melodramatic, now, isn’t it? And from what I’d read, it was more like tunneling in from beneath those fluffy white clouds than being let in the gilded gates. The Tal Geru is said to cleanse the soul of any who passes through it. Since it’s a brick of white quartz, I presume they meant a soul that passes through it.”

“You… know how to work it?”

Keesha blew a frustrated sigh. “Of course. I wouldn’t have hired someone to steal it if I didn’t. Trampling on the religious rights of primitives isn’t something I take lightly.”

“Why not just ask them to use it?” Esper asked, incredulous. “After all, when we visited, the vish kinah seemed really kind and pious.”

Keesha drew back. “If it worked, it was too valuable to leave where it was. Good insurance policy against my own misdeeds following me into the next life.”

“You’re unbelievable!” Esper said. “I should… I should…” Her breath came in heaving gasps. She didn’t know what came next, but she knew to tread lightly. “You’re going to help me send Mort’s soul along. And you’re lucky we got the Tal Geru back to the vish kinah before it got damaged or lost.”

Keesha looked abashed. “All this time, I thought I’d failed him. Love does strange things to us all. Even Platonic love.”

Esper swallowed. Who was she to criticize? She’d barely sorted the love from the lust. Certainly with Cedric the line had become clearer the more time they spent together. He wasn’t Mort. He wasn’t even the parts of Mort Esper had most admired. Cedric had been, quite simply, a man who’d been attainable and resembled an age-appropriate version of someone who hadn’t been.

With a steadying breath, Esper snuffed the embers of anger at what Keesha had tried to do. “Fine. We send Mort on his way, then?”

“If any soul would need cleansing in its passage beyond, it’s that one,” Keesha agreed.

# # #

The next morning, Esper called for a gathering of all the residents of Pleasant Valley, both temporary and nominally permanent. They came together in the stretch of lawn between the Mobius and the main entrance that had been converted into an outdoor dining room.

Esper climbed atop one of the steel trestle tables and addressed them. “Thank you all for taking the time to hear what I have to say. This may be hard for some of you to hear, but it needs to be said. Mordecai The Brown is dead.”

There was an uncomfortable silence as Esper paused.

No one dared say anything because not everyone was privy to the knowledge of Mort’s present circumstances.

“Having spoken with Keesha Bell, I’ve discovered that the religious icon known as the Tal Geru was meant to aid in the passing of the soul from this life to the next. It is my intent to travel to Agos VI and visit the Temple of the Half-Year Sun. There, Keesha and I intend to bid farewell to Mort’s eternal soul, ushering it on its way to a better place than I fear it might otherwise alight.”

Carl held his hands apart. “You’re… sending Mort to heaven? With a crystal statue? At a temple run by otters?”

“The vish kinah were kind to us,” Esper replied. “I’m sure they’d allow us access to complete the ritual—after tour hours, of course. None of you need to be there. Drop us at a planet or space station and we can pay for passage.”

Roddy shrugged. “This is Mort, right? I mean, who else should be there but us?”

Roddy had hated Mort. The two of them were oil and water.

“We’re not going to be stealing anything, are we?” Shoni asked. “Shooting our way in? Kidnapping anyone?”

“No…” Esper said cautiously. “We’re going to arrive, contact the priests, and get permission. Considering they threw a feast last time we were there, I can’t imagine them having a problem with us coming for religious purposes.”

“Very well, then,” Shoni said. “If Roddy wants to go, I’m all for it.”

“Hardly have to ask,” Carl said. “Mort’s pretty much my all-time favorite curmudgeon.”

“I’ll fly,” Amy said. “No point making you all take public transport.”

“A dear colleague,” Archie said. “I could be persuaded to attend the ceremony should we be able to make some small accommodation for sneaking me in.”

“Actually,” Esper said, taking a deep breath. “I’ve been reading up on Keesha’s research on the Tal Geru. We might be able to do the same for you.”

“The same?” Archie asked. “As in, shuffle my soul along on its voyage?”

“Something like that, yes.”

“To sharpen a blunt point,” Archie said. “You want to kill me.”

Esper felt the heat rising from the collar of her sweatshirt. The environment on this asteroid wasn’t that warm. “No. I mean, maybe. You see, if it worked, it would mean that for spiritual purposes you aren’t currently alive.”

“Pull the string and let that one talk again,” Archie said irritably. “Tell me one more time that I’m not alive.” He took a menacing step forward.

“Theologically!” Esper protested quickly. “If you’re really alive, nothing would happen at all. You don’t have to decide now. You’re welcome to come along and not try to go with Mort.”

All through the litany of protests and well-wishes, Esper kept expecting to hear commentary from Mort. But the wayward soul trapped inside her kept his peace. It was the clearest sign that she was making the right decision here. Mort wasn’t clinging to this disembodied existence with the ferocity she’d feared. Holovid portrayals of exorcisms had haunted her worries since coming up with this plan.

In the end, everyone who’d known Mort volunteered to attend the ritual at the Temple of the Half-Year Sun. But the surprise was the one who hadn’t known him at all.

“If none of you mind,” Enzio said. “I wouldn’t mind paying my final respects to an infamous colleague. Never met Mordecai The Brown, but I hear he was one helluva wizard.”

Enzio came up and shook Esper’s hand after the speech. He kept looking her in the eye, perhaps unused to dealing with fellow wizards after years of employ with the Ruckers.

He’d have to learn to be more careful, or some less-scrupulous wizard might end up doing him real harm.

# # #

It was days later when the Mobius arrived at Agos VI. By mutual agreement, they’d used the star-drive to get there, bypassing their wizardly shortcut around the laws of physics and using good old-fashioned magical technology to violate them instead.

Carl had never been a big fan of the planet. While Agos VI was Earth-like, the native vish kinah held an unusual fondness for the colder climates. The Temple of the Half-Year Sun was built above the Arctic Circle, in an area that humans called Alaska back home. Or maybe the Northwest Territories. Carl was shit with geography, and the otter-like vish kinah didn’t label their local maps with Earth-equivalent boundary lines.

The crew had packed a tram car, oddly quiet and subdued, on the ride up the mountainside. Along the way, Carl kept trying to catch Enzio’s attention, but the Rucker wizard impersonator was too distracted to take notice.

Well, that was understandable since Esper was planning an attempt to banish his soul to the afterlife. Carl honestly didn’t know what to expect, and he imagined that Mort didn’t, either.

At the tram station, one of the vish kinah priests met them as soon as the doors opened. “Ah, the angel Esper,” Pavel said with a bow. “What a pleasure to be of service.”

Esper swallowed in a vain attempt at humility. That girl couldn’t get enough of people fawning over her righteousness instead of her looks. Tell her “wow, that dress looks great on you,” and she’d give a guy a look fit to curdle milk. But mention that “boy, your soul’s looking awfully full of itself today,” and she’d glow.

“Thank you for taking us in after hours,” Esper said with a bow.

“Yeah,” Carl added as he stepped into the sub-freezing atmosphere. “Be a shame if we had to wait until morning.” Of course, with the “Half-Year Sun” tagline being literal, it would be months before the sun peeked above the horizon here.

Their guide chose to ignore Carl’s sarcasm and chatted with Esper on the frigid walk to the temple. Without the usual clutter of orbital and sub-orbital traffic, the stars shone clear in the Black Ocean above. Carl wished he were back up among them, seeing the galaxy the way it was meant to be seen: from the inside of a climate-controlled starship.

Lagging at the back of the group, Carl pulled Enzio aside. He couldn’t risk them being overheard. Archie had radar ears, and who knew how good that otter priest could hear.

Carl titled his head, eyes wide. A question.

Enzio twisted up his mouth and shrugged. That needed no translation.

Carl spread his hands. What did Enzio mean by that?

Enzio waved a hand forward for them to catch up with the group. He was willing to wait and see what happened.

Over the years, Carl had grown accustomed to keeping his mind a shattered mess, the pieces swept up and kept in a plastipaper box in his mental attic. But aside from a brief stint battling Lloyd Arnold, he’d been careful to keep all the pieces together. Having one of them cut off, trapped behind enemy lines under an assumed identity, would have driven him nuts.

Having that mental spy slated for execution would have been cause for real alarm. Carl could only hope that Mort had a rescue plan ready. Did funerals have a similar clause as weddings: if anyone objects to this laying to rest, speak now or forever have a chunk of your essence consigned to the afterlife.

Archie was another matter. The robot had been usually subdued during the trip. What this represented to him, Carl could hardly imagine. Frankly, he could hardly imagine the life of a regular wizard, seeing past the technological to the circuits and mechanics of the universe below the access panels of reality. Living a wizard’s life from inside a computerized brain was weirder than weird. Maybe the cranky old pile of circuits had finally found the emergency eject to an eternity as an appliance.

If they were lucky, Esper might zorch Archie and let Mort off the hook.

Carl’s boots crunched and squeaked in new fallen snow. The sky was clear now, but not long before, there had been a snowstorm. Either that, or there hadn’t been many visitors of late and the priests didn’t bother clearing it. It wasn’t until the steps of the Temple of the Half-Year Sun itself that the footing was clear and dry.

Pavel didn’t bother wiping his feet, tracking snow into the temple. Of the other guests, only Esper made an effort to clean hers.

Inside the temple, it was marginally warmer, if only because the wind was held at bay by the mountain itself. Carl pushed back the hood of his parka, wishing the damn retrovert priests allowed thermal circuits or any other quality-of-life tech in their temple. He shivered as quietly as he could, still trying to maintain an air of authority in a place where he was about as low down the chain of command as it got.

“You warm enough?” he asked Amy as he caught up to her.

“Not willing to give up an extra parka while it was tit-freezing cold?” she joked. Carl winced at the implication, but she quickly put a gloved hand on his arm. “It’s all right. I’m fine.”

“I promised safe,” Carl said with a wink. “Not warm.”

Pavel guided the group through the temple to a place they’d never been before. The altar of the Tal Geru. It looked different now as the centerpiece of a cathedral dedicated to honoring it. Certainly it looked grander than it had perched on the kitchen table of the Mobius or slung under Carl’s arm as he carried it back to the priests.

Pavel held a hushed conversation with Esper and stepped aside, allowing her to access the relic unimpeded.

Esper took off her gloves and held a conversation with the hunk of crystal. Keesha stood by her side. Everyone else crowded together a couple meters back, trying in vain to listen in.

None of them had come in knowing what to expect. Esper had been vague on details. Keesha had been more forthcoming but no more helpful. The vish kinah, it seemed, weren’t in the habit of keeping walking, talking souls around to consult on the process. They had faith that it worked as they claimed but no hard evidence to back it up. Pray, bid farewell, pray a little more, then go have a nice meal to celebrate what they’d done.

Enzio caught Carl’s eye, and Carl could see the tension.

Suddenly, Esper sucked in a huge breath and arched her back. She turned slowly to face the crew, eyes wide and wet with tears. “It worked. It was… beautiful.”

Pavel came up and clasped Esper’s hands in his own. “I am truly humbled. You have performed a great service today for your departed friend. It is traditional to speak to the ascended.”

The telltale popping of a beer can echoed. “Here’s to you, old pal,” Roddy said, hoisting a can of Earth’s Preferred. “Couldn’t have asked for a better wizard.”

Cedric stepped forward. “Father, I never knew you as well as I wished. I hope that in the next life, I will.”

Keesha dabbed at the corners of her eyes. “Till death do us part has been paid in full. I expect to have my fair chance with you in the next life, Mordecai.”

One by one, the rest of the crew took their turns. Even a misty-eyed Enzio, who gave a rousing yet generic eulogy. At the very end, Esper gave Carl a stern look.

Oh. Yeah. His turn.

He cleared his throat. “Chuck Ramsey was and always has been an asshole. I’ve known it most of my life. Mort, you were the father I chose, not the one who got lucky with my mom. I know you’re out there, somewhere—could be pretty much anywhere—watching us. So I just wanted you to know this. We’d all have been dead a long time ago if you hadn’t been there for us.”

Archie stepped forward. “What was it like? I mean, for him.”

“You know Mort,” Esper said. “Grumpy, cantankerous, irritable. I don’t think I’d ever seen him weeping in joy until just now.”

Archie nodded. “Try me. Please.”

Carl was taken aback. Sure, he expected the robotic former wizard to be curious. But if Carl had been a betting man—and somewhere deep down that he wasn’t supposed to talk about, he still was—he’d have bet the title on the Mobius that Archie would have chickened out.

Everyone shuffled back into their spectating semi-circle. Esper took Archie by the arm and guided him to the Tal Geru.

She repeated the same ritual, and again Carl couldn’t make out the words. It was as if the universe was swaddling those gentle syllables in silk. No amount of eavesdropping could interfere with what Carl imagined was a laser comm straight to God.

Tension grew among the crew as the ritual went on for longer than it had seemed the first time. Fists clenched. Weight shifted from foot to foot. Amy took Carl’s hand and squeezed tight enough to impede blood flow.

At last, Esper slumped forward. So did Archie.

“No!” Yomin shouted. “It shouldn’t have worked.” She caught the inert robot before he toppled over.

They repeated the ritual of farewells with Yomin weeping the whole time.

# # #

The mood aboard the Mobius was somber. The only one who truly looked upbeat was Esper. Of course, she was the one who’d experienced the religious orgasm of talking to God directly and getting results. Also, she was the only one who’d just stopped being haunted by the ghost of a wizard she’d kind of killed.

Keesha and Hobson didn’t rejoin them. Agos VI was a friendly, low law-enforcement world. Wherever they were headed next, Keesha wouldn’t say, but they’d be able to book passage off world without getting arrested.

Probably.

Enzio looked as if he wanted to say something to her. That had been his chance. As far as anyone else knew, he wasn’t Mort. He could have chased after Keesha, confessed quietly on the side, maybe lived out another hundred lifetimes together with her in Mortania.

That didn’t sound like the Mort Carl knew.

“Can I have a word with you, captain?” Enzio asked softly in an aside as everyone got settled.

“Sure.”

The two of them adjourned to the stateroom that had been Rai Kub’s—and more recently, Keesha’s. Enzio waved his fingers at the door, and Carl imagined they were able to speak freely.

“What’s up?” Carl asked. “Freaked out a little?” He tried to soften the question with a lopsided grin, but it didn’t seem to be helping.

“More than a little,” Enzio replied. He gave a whole-body shudder. “Gives me the willies to think I’m in pieces, shipped off to God-knows-where while the rest of me is standing right here.”

“Kinda surprised it worked,” Carl said.

“Me too,” Enzio admitted. “I put all my regret and self-reproach into that wispy little shard—can’t get rid of all of it, mind you. But I didn’t think the blasted, weepy little fool would go through with it.”

“No,” Carl said. “I mean I’m surprised they let you in. You’re practically the ad campaign for the competition. Dark magic, no consequences. Sign up today for a body-stealing afterlife right here in realspace.”

Enzio scowled, using that pretty-boy face like a mask over the Mort Carl knew and loved. “Listen here, boy. Might be that I stomp those fractured minds of yours to powder and only leave the Carl Who Thinks Mort’s Really Dead.”

It was an idle threat, but Carl held up his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, no one’s hearing it from me. I kept that book secret longer than anyone’s been on the crew. Far as I know, you’re just a fellow refugee from Tanny’s bedroom.”

Mort shuddered again, and this time it didn’t look forced. “Egads, boy. She’s softened up around the lady curves, and I still wouldn’t climb into that bed.”

“Really?” Carl asked. “You didn’t even try? I mean, that body’s essentially a rental. What did you have to lose?”

Enzio’s face grew red. “My pride! She thought of me as a hunk of desirable meat who happened to be useful as a wizard.”

Carl’s chuckle came from his belly. “Yeah. I used to be that hunk of meat back when she was fun.”

“And if you had a few weeks now to impersonate her boyfriend without her knowing?” Mort prompted.

Now Carl’s lip curled. “Rather she be after me personally, as Carl, and I’d enjoy turning her down. But if I was stuck in that body…” he said, nodding toward Enzio. He pursed his lips, indecision causing palpable discomfort. “Curiosity’d probably get the better of me.”

“You’re incorrigible. After all that woman put you through? Three divorces. Three! You’d think you’d have run out of curiosity by now.”

“Well, she’s off those marine drugs. I might even get a chance to—”

Enzio held up a hand, cutting Carl off. “Don’t want to hear it.”

Suddenly, Carl’s eyes went wide. “You can’t tell Amy any of this. I mean, it’s all hypothetical. I wouldn’t go behind her back, even if I was in a borrowed body.”

Enzio smirked. “You’re not the only one who can keep a secret. So… this crew got room for another wizard?”

# # #

It was bound to happen sooner or later. Cedric was the first to go. He had repaid his debt for the Mobius crew saving him from the disaster he caused on Mobile Excavating Station YF-77. They dropped him off on New Ganymede with a share of the terras they’d earned doing odd jobs since his arrival.

But it was Esper who came as a surprise. She spoke up at dinner one night on Pleasant Valley, right after everyone had stuffed themselves on spaghetti and meatballs.

“I can’t stay here,” she said.

“What?” Amy said. “You can’t go. You’re family.”

Esper gave a sad smile. “Family’s split up. None of us here stayed with our families before, did they? And besides, Kubu was family too.”

Carl swallowed and shrank in his seat.

“I haven’t forgotten that,” Esper said, pointedly looking his way. “I told you to leave that Squall and take Kubu. I didn’t tell you to let him decide. He’s still just a kid inside that huge body. He’s not responsible for big decisions like that.”

“He wouldn’t have fit,” Carl protested. The giant canid had to have been twelve tons. He couldn’t have stretched out in the cargo bay with the ramp up. “He made a convincing case that we didn’t have the food to sustain him, either.”

“You let a five-year-old sway you?” Esper said. “Savior Carl, who the entire stuunji government trusted to deal with Ruckers and Poets. That’s the guy who got outwitted by someone who eats rabbits whole and doesn’t like to wear pants? I could have shrunken him just like those Convocation wizards did to Rai Kub. Except instead of taking him captive, we could have rescued him.”

Shoni cleared her throat. “Magicking people against their will is wrong.”

“I’ve seen so much,” Esper continued. “We’ve been to another universe. I caught a glimpse of the afterlife. There are so many answers out there that I barely know the questions to ask. You’re all getting older. You’re settling down. I hear the whispers. Family. Safety. Getting by instead of getting rich. Frankly, it’s about time some of you grew up. But I can’t be content ferrying cargo and eking out a living on the trade markets.”

Carl felt hollow inside. He knew it wasn’t personal, per se, but it still felt like rejection. Someone was choosing another life besides the one he wanted. But would a twenty-six-year-old Carl Ramsey have wanted to fly with the expectant father version of himself?

Probably not.

“Where will you go?” Enzio asked. Everyone was getting accustomed to having him around. He was one of the guys, drinking shitty beer and laughing at stupid holovids. He had earned points with the crew when he got teary eyed at Mort’s most recent funeral.

“First things first, I’m going to rescue Kubu from Ithaca,” Esper said.

“You and what army?” Carl countered. “That place must be swarming with Earth Navy Intelligence by now. How will you even get there?”

Esper smiled. It wasn’t warm or sad, but as if Carl had played into her hand. “I’m taking your Squall.”

Carl stood from the table. “What?” After all he’d been through to get it. Even if he didn’t have cause to fly it, it seemed unfair to lose the craft after just getting it back.

“I told you to leave it on Ithaca and take Kubu,” Esper said. “You abandoned him there because you had a convenient excuse to save your toy instead.”

“But you can’t even fly it!” Carl protested. “Wizards and tech don’t mix.”

“Poo on that,” Esper said. “I’ve been practicing in Esperville. It’s not like I don’t have a pilot’s license. It’s just that none of it makes a lick of sense anymore. But I can go through the motions and get everything to work. I’ve even been writing myself an instruction book on real paper. I’m going to find a way onto Ithaca, shrink Kubu to the size of a lapdog, and get him out of there.”

Roddy pointed out the obvious. “But that Squall doesn’t even have a—”

Esper raised an eyebrow.

“…star-drive,” Roddy finished meekly. “Right. You. Forget I said anything. I’ll just be in the kitchen. Anyone need a beer?”

Enzio, Niang, and Yomin all placed orders.

“You’re set on this, aren’t you?” Carl said.

“You owe me,” Esper said firmly. “I’ve never asked for anything, and I’m not asking now. I am going to rescue Kubu.”

There were tears and hugs and heartfelt goodbyes all around. Esper packed up as much of her belongings as she could fit in the back of the Squall and climbed aboard.

Somehow, Carl expected none of it to work, right up to the point where the Squall vanished into astral space a few hundred meters from Pleasant Valley.

Everyone left on the asteroid stood watching the spot. “And to think,” Carl said. “I was hoping we could convince her to learn the drums in our band.”

“Band?” Amy and Shoni said in unison.

Carl ignored them and turned to Niang. “What do you think? Old rock music, maybe some R&B to appease our singer. You could learn on the job.”

“Singer?” Niang asked.

“Me,” Yomin said. “I only agreed if they let me update their catalog a little. Five-piece band, so I’d get a 20 percent share of the song selection. Imagine you’d get the same.”

Amy shook her head. “A band? You realize you’re turning into your father, don’t you?”

Carl cocked his head. “I grew up on tour, and I turned out just fine. Space is a great place to raise kids. Besides, Chuck was a comedian. I’m planning on being a musician. We’re nothing alike.”

# # #

Don Rucker drummed his fingers on his desk.

Tania Rucker stood her ground, trying to ignore the knot tightening up her stomach. She was seven years old again and had just broken a statue that had dated back to pre-space-flight Earth. Except this time, she’d broken a fleet of ships and cost hundreds of lives.

She wouldn’t speak first.

Don couldn’t sit there stewing forever.

Those thick, strong fingers continued to drum, marking the time. Those heavy, hard eyes battered at Tanny’s resolve. She’d been in the room for this sort of meeting before, but she’d never been on this side of the table. Even that incident twenty-six years past that had left itself indelibly etched on her psyche had taken place in her bedroom, not her father’s office.

What was he going to do to her? Was this the final straw? It wouldn’t be the first time a family member had become a liability. Mriy, waiting outside for her, wouldn’t be able to do a thing if Don wanted her “taken care of.” This was Mars, and Don Rucker owned Mars.

The fingers drummed, each staccato thump a fist pounded against Tanny’s conscience.

“I can explain,” Tanny blurted. She hadn’t meant to say anything, but the waiting was killing her.

The drumming fingers stilled.

“You can?” Don asked calmly. “Oh. That’s good. Because for a while there, I was worried you weren’t going to have an explanation of how you lost 836 lives and over half a billion terras in equipment.”

Now that he put it in those terms, Tanny was no longer sure her excuse stood up to the light of day. “Carl turned us in. Enzio said he got a comm from him and—”

“Stop right there,” Don said. Tanny clamped her mouth shut instantly. “Before you go making yourself look like an even bigger idiot than you already are, lemme explain to you where you went wrong. First off, you had a nice cushy racket set up on Carousel. Freeride’s been lawless for decades. One quick ARGO sweep, and it was yours for as long as you wanted it. That was fine. Then, you get an offer that’s too good to be true from someone you’ve got no reason to trust.”

“It was Carl. It was poker. He’s a born loser at gambling,” Tanny protested.

Don held up a warning finger before she gained any momentum. “You and Carl… you’re nothing. He was good to you, and you got rid of him. And you knew, you knew, that Carl Ramsey is a Class-A con man, best in the business. You walk into a rigged poker game and—”

“It wasn’t rigged,” Tanny insisted. “We took precautions.”

“I assure you,” Don said. “That game was rigged. Ramsey got everything he was looking for. He gave up half a moon he didn’t own.”

“We checked with Chuck directly!”

“You got bamboozled,” Don insisted. “I don’t pretend to know how he did it, but you ain’t tellin’ me Ramsey walked into that room without a plan better than the one you did. Guy was playing for charity and you thought he was willing to lose? He won that game the second you and the pirate broad showed up. End of story.”

Tanny fumed in silence. She’d been on so many of Carl’s heists that she thought she could out-swindle him. How could Don understand how slapdash Carl’s plans always were, how close to utter disaster he tiptoed. It should have been child’s play to get the better of him.

“And then,” Don continued. “You take your cozy gig on Carousel and pack up for greener pastures. Except now, you’re not on a lawless planet that ARGO doesn’t care about. Now you’re on a hidden moon that’s only valuable as long as no one finds out about it. Nice place to mooch off of. Bad business to set it down. You wanna know what I think? I think the writing was on the wall before that poker game ever came down. Ramsey didn’t make his own stake in that moon, and he knew that the whole house of cards was coming down.”

“You’re giving him too much credit,” Tanny said, trying to keep a respectful tone. Don didn’t keep a bodyguard in his office for his meeting with her, but she was long past the point of being a physical threat to her father.

“You’re not giving him enough,” Don said, stabbing the air between them with a finger. “I’d have died a happy man knowing the two of you were carrying on my legacy. Maybe live to see some chubby-cheeked little rascals lookin’ like me. Now what’ve I got? A daughter who’s looking to run her inheritance into the ground before she even collects on it. An ex-son-in-law who just remarried—and who I still might leave this whole business to, if for no other reason than to think my life’s work will be in good hands.”

“He tried running a syndicate, and it—”

“Not like this one,” Don insisted. “He had a bunch of spit-and-polish types. Not enough good men and women. But enough about Ramsey. What’m I gonna do with you?”

Tanny held her breath.

“First off, you’ve got a few comms to make,” Don said. “Usually, I handle all condolences personally. Lets my people know I care. But this is the time for you to put on a suit coat, plop yourself in a room, and personally comm the families of every last associate you got killed out there.”

“But that could take weeks,” Tanny said, wincing even as the words came out. She knew that wasn’t what needed to be said there.

“Then you’d better get on it. Suit coat not optional. You will look professional, courteous, and contrite on screen. And once you’re finished with that, I want you to talk to your uncle Earl.”

Tanny nodded. “About what in particular?”

“About how you’re swapping places with Jimmy. Kid’s earned a shot running his own racket. You need a few years learning what it means to be a Rucker.”

# # #

Chuck Ramsey didn’t pace. Let other prisoners pace. The cell was too small anyway, and he had long legs. Two paces in either direction were just enough to drive a man stir-crazy—but only if he tried.

Instead, Chuck lounged. His data-fabric attire kept scrawling the word “PRISONER” across his body in various directions and at multiple angles. It was almost hypnotic. It’s not like the sixty-year-old man was liable to crash down magnetically sealed doors and storm out of a secure Earth Navy Intelligence facility.

The door slid open without warning, but Chuck didn’t flinch. Flinching was for suckers. The guards liked to see a guy jump. It unnerved them when someone kept his cool.

“Commander Nguyen wants to see you,” the guard informed him.

“Thanks, Sgt. Morris,” Chuck said to the marine. It was always his policy to learn names, and in this case, Justine Morris preferred not to be addressed by first name. He fixed the woman with a smile and stepped out of the cell. Spreading a hand in front of him, Chuck told her, “Lead on.”

They traversed a short section of military black corridor, brightly lit but at the same time more uninviting than pitch darkness. Chuck sauntered along, confident that the lack of restraints meant he was getting somewhere with his protestations.

The door to one of the interview rooms came and went. Chuck had spent hours in there that must have added up to days. But Sgt. Morris kept on going. “Change of venue today?” he asked amiably.

“Commander’s office,” Sgt. Morris informed him.

That certainly was a step up. Several turns later and past a mess hall, rec room, and locker facilities, they arrived at an unassuming door. The name plaque read simply:

Commander Thuan Nguyen

Chuck would have knocked first, but Sgt. Morris just pressed the door release and ushered him through. The office was by-the-book Earth Navy, right down to the framed still-pic of Fleet Admiral Tamara Washington on the wall behind the lone occupant’s chair.

“Mr. Ramsey,” Nguyen said, indicating the chair across from him. “Have a seat.”

Chuck slipped into the chair as the door slid closed behind them. “Nice place you’ve got here. Gotta say, I like what you’ve done with the—”

“Can the flattery, Ramsey,” Nguyen said. He slid a datapad across the desk and spun it to face Chuck. “This is your non-disclosure statement. Read it. Put your thumbprint on it. Then get the hell out of my office.”

So, this wasn’t a social call. “This mean I’ve been vindicated?”

“Ramsey, I don’t know how to tell you this. Off the record, I think you’re guilty as hell. But your story checks out—as much as we can verify. Your son discovered the ENV Odysseus, kept the knowledge to himself, and attempted to set up a criminal empire using it as a base of operations. Now… mind you, I can’t prove any of this, but I think that after that, there was a power play and you came out on top. You ousted Lieutenant Commander Ramsey from his own criminal outfit and set yourself up as potentate of some shit-hole backwater moon.”

“It’s all right there in my statement,” Chuck said. In that statement, repeated ad nauseam over the course of uncountable interrogations, he’d argued that Brad brought him in to keep competitors from using him or Becky as leverage, keeping them prisoner in comfortable luxury but denying them the right to leave or contact the outside galaxy. “Don’t know what else to tell you.”

Chuck only browsed the agreement. It was boilerplate. Not signing meant he stayed in custody. Signing meant freedom. Whatever else he did afterward, his thumbprint was going onto that datapad.

“Oh, I don’t expect a man like you to break, Ramsey,” Nguyen said with menace. “But I want you to know that for the rest of your natural life, we’ll be watching you. When you take a piss, Earth Navy is going to know if you wash your hands.”

“Always wash ‘em,” Chuck replied. “I’m in a handshake sort of business. Got a reputation to maintain.” He pressed his thumb to the datapad until it beeped at him.

“Finally,” Nguyen muttered as he reclaimed the datapad. “Sgt. Morris will bring you to a changing room where your civilian clothes will be returned. This ends our tenure together.”

“Mind telling me where I can find my wife?” Chuck asked.

“Rebecca Ramsey was released on psychiatric advise eight days ago.” The way Nguyen said it, Chuck almost believed he didn’t think Becky was crazy. But apparently she’d played her part to perfection. “Just another one of your little misdirections, eh, Ramsey?”

Chuck shrugged. “Couldn’t say. Always figured she was a little nuts. Married me, after all. Anyhoo, I’ll be on my way. Hope Earth Navy’s got some popcorn, because when I see Becky for the first time in a month, we’ll be putting on a show.”

# # #

Mordecai The Brown had run from his problems for most of his adult life. When the quickest of those problems caught up with him, the result had been murder. Cedric swore that despite the dark path he’d started down, he wouldn’t repeat any of his father’s subsequent mistakes.

As he stood in line to exit the passenger transport, Cedric felt like a stranger in his own skin. Of course, from the skin inward he was completely himself. He had never made Esper’s mistake of succumbing to practicing the rituals contained within the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts. But by his attire, one would never have mistaken him for a wizard.

Cedric’s outfit felt like a costume. The leather jacket with the outside zippered pockets looked better fit to a hooligan in an alley. Baggy black pants bunched up where they tucked into shin-high combat boots, the soles of which added a good two inches to his already impressive height. The data goggles he wore were secondhand and didn’t function even before they came into a wizard’s possession. The bandanna around his head was made from a jolly roger flag.

Every reflective surface he passed told Cedric he looked foolish.

Of course, so long as he didn’t look like Cedric The Brown, he could live with the rest. A reputation for dressing foolishly was the least of his troubles. The reputation he’d earned under his own name was far worse.

The customs inspector at Mobile Excavating Station YF-77 took Cedric’s thumbprint. He held his breath, carefully avoiding the least bit of magic use that might foul the handheld device.

The scanner bleeped, and Cedric let out a silent sigh.

“So, Mr. Black,” the inspector said without looking up from his scanner. “What brings you to this station?”

“Personal business,” Cedric said. At that, the inspector did look up, not because the answer was unusual but more likely because it’d been spoken in crisp, perfect English. Cedric had never learned acting. Perhaps that ought to be something to practice. Hiding his Oxford education beneath poor diction and gutter slang only occurred to him at that precise moment. Until that point, he’d been more worried about being mistaken for the person he was pretending to be.

Calvin Black hadn’t grown up on Earth, let alone attended university there. He was from a poverty-stricken colony and had only miraculously avoided a criminal record. That was the identity Yomin had cooked up for him. It would stand scrutiny out here on the periphery of ARGO space—so long as he avoided using words like “periphery” aloud.

“There a problem, bud?” Cedric asked, parroting a young scamp he’d heard on the bargain-bin transport trip here.

The inspector double-checked Cedric’s ID on the scanner. “No. You’re clean. Enjoy your stay.”

Cedric grunted a thanks but had no intention of enjoying this trip. Part of penance was righting the wrongs one had created. The magical disaster that had nearly crashed this space station months earlier had been entirely his fault.

What one wizard might do to fix a derelict space station that had problems long before magic compounded them, he had no idea.

But Cedric intended to find out.

# # #

Carl plucked the strings of his Les Paul one by one and adjusted the tuning by ear. Or at least he made it look that way. In fact, he had a frequency analyzer palmed in his fretting hand, ready to be slipped into his pocket before the show started. Even though it was only a sound check, there were people in the lounge watching the band.

Squadron 33 1/3 wasn’t in great demand. They played little venues like this 120-seat nightclub located on a lunar colony in the Braaph system. They made back their fuel money to get there plus enough to keep everyone fed.

“Everyone got tonight’s set list?” Yomin asked as she took the stage in a tie-dyed shirt and ripped jeans, with earrings that dangled to her shoulders. The rest of the band dressed like scrubs, but she was the centerpiece, a cultural throwback to the era of music they represented—give or take an anachronism or two.

“Thought we were playing last night’s,” Roddy replied as he ran through chords on both necks of his twelve-string. “When did that change?”

“Last night,” Niang answered. His electronic drum kit needed no tuning. It was part of the band’s sound system to begin with. Jean Niang was many things, but a competent drummer wasn’t one of them. He practiced on off nights, but when it was show time, he manned the machine beat and adjusted it on the fly. “I think it was somewhere between beers eight and eleven.”

Roddy bristled. “Since when did I—?”

“Overruled,” Carl said. “The rest of us got it. You know the songs. Deal with it.”

The evening crowd settled in, and they started to play. Nothing was original. That wasn’t even part of the show’s billing. This was straight up cultural heritage, brought to life for the twenty-sixth century with electric guitars and a slightly modern vocalist.

Crowds ate it up.

Even though it was a club that served hard liquor, there were exceptions to the drinking age for the kids of the band members. Out in the sea of tables, Carl caught sight of Enzio and Amy. They were watching little Eric and Jessie, plus Toket, Fashti, and Gallep—Roddy and Shoni’s brood. It made for a packed house back on the Mobius, but the kids all got along like siblings and shared the large stateroom that had once belonged first to Kubu then Rai Kub. The kids were nowhere in sight, but that didn’t mean they weren’t underfoot, under tables, or in trouble somewhere.

The kids always turned up at the end of a show. Without fail.

Yomin’s revised set list was just a different mix of the same. She’d run data analytics based on the clubs ticket pre-purchases, cross-referencing omni histories and buying habits. She concocted a custom brew to win over casual customers—hopefully as fans that would follow them on tour.

But for tonight, for Carl, it was just a bunch of songs to play.

They started with AC/DC and moved into a medley including Jefferson Airplane and The Who, some Steve Miller Band, and Stephen Stills. There was an interlude of some of Yomin’s picks including Marvin Gaye and Aretha Franklin. Then, when the rock crowd started getting a little antsy, they switched into back-to-back Led Zeppelin, finishing off with The Rolling Stones’ “You Can’t Always Get What You Want.”

By the end of the night, Carl was sweating under the stage lights. He’d grown out his hair and kept a short beard, and both contributed to the heat of performing.

“Thank you all for coming out!” Yomin said, waving to the crowd amid scattered applause as they exited backstage.

Carl slung off his guitar and set it down in a portable stand. Roddy beered him instantly, having the timing down pat. As they cooled down on the nightclub’s tab, Amy and Enzio arrived backstage. Jessie was holding Amy’s hand and toddling along with her. Eric rode atop Enzio’s shoulders.

“Y’see,” Enzio explained to the boy. “The song is about Viking immigrants to the North American continent, bringing their culture and adapting to a new land.”

“Great set,” Amy said.

Jessie disengaged from her mother’s hand, and Carl scooped her into a hug. “What’d you think?” he asked the girl. “You want to grow up to play music like me?”

Jessie shook her head. “I wanna be a pilot like mommy.”

Behind his beard, Carl smirked. He kissed his daughter on the head and handed her back to Amy. She’d grown up in a world where her father was a journeyman musician and her mother was the only pilot in the family. Eric talked about being a wizard when he grew up.

There was a tug on Carl’s shirt. At first he was ready to blame one of the kids; he already had a scold on his lips when he realized that all his were accounted for and Roddy’s couldn’t reach the hem of his shirt.

“Can I have a word with you?” Roddy asked.

Carl excused himself, and the two of them adjourned to a nearby dressing room.

“I know. I know,” Carl said. “Sloppy chord work on “Won’t Be Fooled Again.” I’ll work on it before tomorrow night’s show.”

Roddy waved the notion away. “Not that. Although, yeah. Practice that shit. But no. I want to talk to you about Enzio.”

Carl took a sip of his beer to hide any potential change in his expression. “Oh?”

“I’m getting the weirdest vibe from him lately,” Roddy continued. He chugged from his own beer and paced the cramped space. “I’ve been watching him, looking for signs. And I think I’m ready to go out on a limb here and say it.”

“Say what?” Carl asked cautiously.

“Enzio is Mort,” Roddy said with a dramatic pause for Carl to look aghast or shocked. Instead, Carl covered his lips with a beer can. “No, really. The timing works out. Esper was going to snuff Mort out of existence, but here’s this new guy Enzio. Nobody gives a shit about Enzio except maybe Niang, considering he saved the guy’s life.”

“What a weird theory,” Carl replied.

Roddy’s eyes narrowed. “Wait… you knew. You fucking knew, didn’t you?”“Me? Keep a secret like that?” Carl asked. He met the laaku’s eye, letting him know that under no circumstances was the information to leave this room. “No. Mort’s dead. Enzio is Enzio and always has been. Would I lie to you?”
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Read about the Mad Tinker Chronicles and discover where to buy at: twinbornchronicles.com

Robot Geneticists

Robot Geneticists brings genetic engineering into a post-apocalytic Earth, 1000 years aliens obliterated all life.

 

These days, even the humans are built by robots.

 

Charlie7 is the oldest robot alive. He’s seen everything from the fall of mankind at the hands of alien invaders to the rebuilding of a living world from the algae up. But what he hasn’t seen in over a thousand years is a healthy, intelligent human. When Eve stumbles into his life, the old robot finally has something worth coming out of retirement for: someone to protect.

 

Read about all of the Robot Geneticists books and discover where to buy at: robotgeneticists.com

 

Sins of Angels

Co-written with author Matt Larkin, Sins of Angels is an epic space opera series set 3000 years after the fall of Earth. With the scope of Dune and the adventurous spirit of Indiana Jones, it delivers a conflict that spans galaxies and rests on the spirit of brave researcher Professor Rachel Jordan. Follow the complete saga, and watch as the fate of our species hangs in the balance.

 

Read about Sins of Angels and discover where to buy at: sinsofangelsbooks.com

 

Shadowblood Heir

Shadowblood Heir explores what would happen if the writer of your favorite epic fantasy TV show died before the show ended—and the show was responsible. If you wonder what it would be like if an epic fantasy world  invaded our world, this urban fantasy story might give you that glimpse.

 

Read about Shadowblood Heir and discover where to buy at: shadowbloodheir.com


About the Author

I am a creator of worlds and a destroyer of words. As a fantasy writer, my works range from traditional epics to futuristic fantasy with starships. I have worked as an unpaid Little League pitcher, a cashier, a student library aide, a factory grunt, a cubicle drone, and an engineer—there is some overlap in the last two.

Through it all, though, I was always a storyteller. Eventually I started writing books based on the stray stories in my head, and people kept telling me to write more of them. Now, that’s all I do for a living.

I enjoy strategy, worldbuilding, and the fantasy author’s privilege to make up words. I am a gamer, a joker, and a thinker of sideways thoughts. But I don’t dance, can’t sing, and my best artistic efforts fall short of your average notebook doodle. When you read my books, you are seeing me at my best.

My ultimate goal is to be both clever and right at the same time. I have it on good authority that I have yet to achieve it.

 

Connect with me online

On my blog at jsmorin.com

On Facebook at facebook.com/authorjsmorin

On Twitter at twitter.com/authorjsmorin
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