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            TEMPUS FUGITIVE

          

          MISSION 1

        

      

    

    
      Jessie Ramsey was out of uniform. She had on her flight jacket with Earth Navy insignia, mainly so the Martian customs didn’t hassle her over the blaster in her luggage. The rest of her attire was strictly civilian, and she felt like a tourist wearing it. Checking her datapad for directions didn’t help.

      This was Jessie’s first time in New Shanghai, despite dozens of trips to Mars. It bustled like any core world city but had that distinctive “Earth but better” arrogance that bled into the signage, advertisements, and demeanor of the residents.

      No one hassled her, which was a welcome relief. Shore leave in Class Cs was one thing. Even the least patriotic ARGO citizens were unlikely to rough up an Earth Navy lieutenant. Or hit on one. Or blow off one who was just trying to sit down at a bar and drink until noon. The jacket was doing the job.

      A hover taxi could have shortened the trip, but Jessie needed to get her head in this game. This was a minefield she had no map to navigate, no scanners, no sensors, no tactical analyst on the bridge to give expert advice in real time.

      What topics did she need to avoid?

      Which topics needed addressing despite being awkward? There wouldn’t be room for the two of them if she didn’t chase out at least a few of the elephants first.

      What state of mind would she find him in?

      Jessie hadn’t answered any of her questions before Chateau Gateaux appeared in front of her. A full wall of glass panes shaped like large bricks allowed pedestrians to see inside, where a sea of tables showed patrons dining on desserts in the middle of the afternoon. Wooden double doors bound in iron stood open, allowing entry without having to lay siege to the faux castle.

      An employee in medieval livery tried to intercept her as she cut the line.

      “I’m meeting someone,” she informed the host.

      On cue, a waving hand caught her eye. The host deferred, and Jessie swerved her way to a table that sat four but only had one person sitting there waiting for her.

      Eric Ramsey grinned and got up to crush her in a hug. Well, “crush” might have been an exaggeration. He had a couple centimeters on her, but she could have snapped him in two. “I missed you, Jess.”

      “Missed you too.” Jessie patted him on the back, then they parted and sat on opposite sides of the table.

      “This is so great. I know your comms say you’re OK, but anyone could be sending those. Seeing you… man. Oh, Jess, it’s so nice having you here in the flesh.”

      She returned what appeared to be a permanent grin on her little brother’s face. “Hey, I’m fine. Navy takes good care of me. It’s you I worry about.”

      That melted his grin. “I’m OK. You don’t need to… I mean… I’m not in danger or anything.”

      “There’s more to being OK than not dying. How you holding up?” That seemed innocuous enough.

      “Would you feel better if I lied?”

      “I can always tell. Just hit me with it. That’s why I’m here.”

      “Imagine you couldn’t be a pilot anymore. What if you weren’t allowed on ships at all, and they wanted you to be a farmer?”

      Jessie swallowed hard. “That bad, huh? How are classes?”

      Her brother produced a datapad and slid it across the table. “I can still barely work this thing, but they want me to program them?”

      “Maybe you could get them to try you at something easier.”

      He scowled. “Easier isn’t the point. Once I get all this gizmology lodged in my brain, I won’t be dangerous anymore. I won’t be able to use magic. I’m like Socrates, drinking my own poison.”

      Jessie fought the urge to squirm in her seat. “How’d it happen?” Might as well rip the slap tape off the wound.

      “Got ratted out.”

      “Ouch.”

      “You know, you get drunk with your friends, you expect a certain degree of the Vegas Prime Credo to cover you. Except this time, it didn’t.”

      “But what did you do?”

      “I shouldn’t say.”

      “It’s all right,” a newcomer interjected. He was an older, dark-skinned fellow with pure white hair. He had a companion, a middle-aged woman with a kind face and hard eyes. “Go ahead and tell her. This is your sister, right?”

      Allowing his gaze to fall to the table surface, Eric made a halfhearted flourish toward the pair. “Jessie, allow me to introduce Wizard Jake Snow and Wizard Marissa Slater. Snow… Slater, meet Jessie Ramsey, my older sister.”

      “Charmed, we’re sure,” Slater deadpanned.

      “Have a seat. Might as well,” Eric informed them. The pair had the black-on-black trousers and dress shirt combo accessorized with two hallmarks of wizards: sleeves wide enough to tuck opposing hands into and a garish silver pendant showing a lightning bolt crashing through a letter C. C for ‘Convocation,’ the preeminent—and only legal—organization of wizards operating in ARGO space.

      The wizards dragged themselves into seats, alternating between Convocation lackeys and Ramseys.

      Not enjoying the awkward silence that threatened to descend, Jessie broke the ice. “So, how do you guys know each other?”

      “They’re my parole officers,” Eric replied glumly.

      “Oh.”

      “How are your classes going, Eric?” Snow asked in a condescending, paternal tone.

      “I’m attending.”

      “You’re not absorbing the material,” Slater scolded. “You think we like interrupting family reunions?”

      “I do get that impression.”

      Snow grunted. “Well, we don’t. Until you get yourself technologified, we’re going to be following you around like pocket lint.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense…” Eric whined.

      “Hey, lay off him!” Jessie snapped. “He’s trying, OK? Maybe he’s not cut out for computers.”

      “We can’t let him run around with magic in him. He’s a danger. Go on, Eric, tell her why.”

      Eric glanced up at Jessie without lifting his head. “Time magic.”

      “Chronomancy!” Snow snapped. “There are few more forbidden forms of magic. You’re only on demagicking parole due to the fact no one got hurt.”

      “Wait—you, like, time traveled or something?” Jessie wasn’t sure what went on at universities that offered classes in magic, but that wasn’t on the syllabus she imagined.

      “I didn’t!” Eric protested. “I was just doodling.”

      Slater shook her head. “It was more than doodling. I hear it was plausible.”

      “You hear?” Jessie echoed. “You haven’t even seen it?”

      “Above our pay grade,” Snow explained. “Senior librarians only.”

      “And four undergrads,” Slater added. “All of whom are under surveillance for signs that they might recall those glyphs of yours.”

      “What the hell, Eric?”

      “It was cocktail napkins. It’s crazy. There are three honest-to-Merlin cocktail napkins from Cosmic Drake’s Pub locked up in the Vault of the Plundered Tomes.”

      “They belong there, and you should be thankful you were just expelled. They got to you in time. Whoever informed the dean did you a huge favor.” Snow pushed back his chair and stood. “But we’re not here to share an overpriced cake. This fulfills your check-in for the week. I, uh, suppose you’ll be looking for us to pick up the tab?”

      Eric shook his head. “This is a family affair.”

      Jessie leaned forward and spoke through her teeth. “I hope you’re not expecting me to foot this if these clowns are offering.”

      But Eric was already waving goodbye, and the wizards disappeared into the crowd of patrons.

      For the first time, Jessie had a good look at the dishes the other tables were receiving. The cakes were sculptures, each a legitimate piece of artwork, all edible and delicious based on the reactions on all sides of them. At the table beside them, a conspicuously wealthy family of four cut up a chocolate cityscape on a ganache oceanside. To the other side, a couple on a date enjoyed a red velvet heart that stood upright, at least 25 centimeters tall. A waitress breezed past bearing a platter upon which two confectionary lovers entwined.

      “Quit worrying.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re paying.”

      Eric shook his head, his mischievous grin returning. “You really don’t keep in touch with the family, do you?”

      “Dad win the Solar Lottery or something?”

      “No, this is Aunt Michelle’s new restaurant.” He pointed. Jessie followed his finger and caught sight of Aunt Michelle when the swinging doors to the kitchen swung open. “She invited us over for drinks after closing.”

      “You drink now?”

      “Soda for me. But she was excited to hear you were coming.”

      “Wow. Just… good for her! About time she caught a big break like this.” Aunt Michelle had started five or six restaurants by now, none of which had caught fire—well, except one that had literally. But Chateau Gateaux seemed like it was thriving.

      Jessie glanced back, checking to see whether either of Eric’s parole officers had stuck around. “Tell me, was that whole spiel true? Or did you, like, fuck the dean’s wife or something?”

      “Ha. Ha.”

      “OK, fine. Sorry. But seriously, that sounds less unlikely than getting expelled for—what did he call it?—chronomancy?”

      A waitress showed up, dropped off a couple sodas, and departed. Jessie found that hers was cherry cola, and she grinned at Eric’s thoughtfulness—unless it had been Aunt Michelle who’d remembered.

      “It was all theoretical. Mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      “A minute. It was by myself. No witnesses. I was just trying to explain how it worked, and I was trying to work out how to go backward—which is way harder.”

      “And you got burned by one of your friends.”

      “Maybe the bartender,” Eric replied lamely. “I thought Doris was blasty, but maybe I wasn’t the best tipper. I wasn’t rich like most of the other students, so⁠—”

      “Eric, what are you planning to do now?” Jessie couldn’t help it. There were so many other topics, but a sisterly concern for her brother’s well-being just wouldn’t let her ignore the one she found most pressing. She couldn’t be like Mom and Dad and just let him roll along with whichever way the wind blew. He was a person, not a tumbleweed.

      “I was planning on a nice dinner with no nutritious value, then hanging out with Aunt Michelle and Uncle Damon, then heading back to my apartment to sleep on the couch while you take the bed.”

      “Big picture. You know what I mean. Where do you see yourself five years from now?”

      “Why so long?”

      “Because. Without a plan for the future, you’ll just get stuck living meal to meal, class to class, doing whatever someone else tells you?”

      “What do you think I should do?”

      “That’s a cop-out. You need to want something.”

      “I want to be a wizard.” It was Eric’s turn to glance around, paranoid. “I figure if I can pass some classes, get Snow and Slater off my back, maybe I can re-wrinkle the parts of my brain they want me to smooth out.”

      Jessie tried not to judge. She could only imagine the allure of not playing by the laws of physics, of treating gravity and momentum like starting points of a negotiation. But there wasn’t a place in society for wizards who didn’t play by the Convocation’s rules. The only options were playing by Sir Isaac Newton’s rules, the Convocation’s, or… “I don’t know if you’d make it living as an outlaw. No offense.”

      “None taken. That’s really kind of you to say.”

      Jessie squinted. It hadn’t been a compliment. “I just mean, you don’t really have that killer instinct, that cut-and-run or stay-and-fight trigger that Dad has. Or even Uncle Enzio.”

      “I know you don’t think much of me. But I’m not hopeless.”

      “I just think you sort of take life in stride. If Uncle Enzio hadn’t written that letter of recommendation, do you think you’d have gone to college at all?”

      Eric shrugged and didn’t look up. That was when she noticed that he was scribbling on the little napkin that came with their drinks. “I’ve always wanted you to be proud of me.”

      “Can you just play along? Think about it: what would you do to be where you want to be five years from now?”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” He continued his doodling. He’d always been one to get lost in his own little world. It was progress that he could keep up his half of a conversation.

      “Everything. Look, five years ago, I was a recruit. No college. Failed the Annapolis entry exams. But I graded out on the flight test, sharpshooting, survival, mechanics, tactics. I knew I wanted to work special ops⁠—”

      Eric glanced up suddenly. His eyes lit. “You’re a commando?”

      Well, technically, her role wasn’t top secret, even if every little thing she did might have been. Jessie nodded. “That’s why I don’t get a lot of leave. Always a mission. Or a certification. Or a training course.”

      “Mom must be so proud!”

      “I haven’t told them. I don’t want Mom to worry.”

      “Come on. They’d love to know.”

      “Point is, I had a five-year plan, and it only ended up taking me three. And if yours is to weasel out of Convocation parole… well, there’s a start.”

      “I have more of a one-second plan at the moment.”

      “Huh?”

      Eric turned his napkin 180 degrees and slid it across to her. “Voila.”

      “What’s this? No. Please don’t tell me it’s⁠—”

      “Yup.”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “One second. One measly second. People will do a double-take, but no one’s going to really notice.”

      Jessie shook her head emphatically. “Someone will see. Or have a camera out.”

      “No one sees magic on a camera. It’s the holovid paradox. Any time you see magic in a holo, you know it’s fake. If they showed a blur, you’d stop thinking the holovid was real, breaking your immersion.”

      “Look, if you don’t want to work on a five-year plan, we’ll drop it. Let’s just order some cake.”

      “Take my hand.”

      “Why?”

      “To prove to you I’m not just a screwup. You’re trying to fix the only thing that’s not broken about me. Unless a big, tough Earth Navy commando is scared…” He singsonged it like they were still kids.

      Jessie smirked at the transparent attempt at manipulation. Eric wasn’t like Dad. He was the kind of kid who’d get pulled over for a traffic violation and talk his way into additional fines—if he had a pilot’s license.

      Fine. What was one second going to hurt? More than likely, his spell would do nothing. After all, from the parole officers’ reaction, this was not-for-shitters magic, and Eric had been taking programming classes lately, even if he was failing them.

      She promised herself to be nice when he failed.

      Jessie took the offered hand.

      Eric placed his other hand over the napkin, closed his eyes. His lips moved as he muttered nonsense.

      Jessie felt a tingle. Just as she was about to pull her hand away in panic, purple flames crawled out from under Eric’s hand as the napkin burned away.

      Then there was a sensation of falling.
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        * * *

      

      “Oops.”

      The word escaped Eric’s lips involuntarily. It was one among his many failings as a young wizard. A good wizard kept his words caged like inmates, only paroling them when prudent. He was, as he had just demonstrated yet again, the other sort.

      “Ha. Ha,” Jessie deadpanned from across the table. She looked all around them, scanning the now-vacant restaurant. Tables and chairs were scattered about the dining area with no discernible pattern, some toppled or broken. The lights were dead; if not for gaps in the slap tape plastering the windows, the Ramsey siblings would have been in pitch darkness.

      “Sorry. I think I undersold this.” Eric cleared his throat. “Oh, shit.”

      “How’d you do it? Is this all an illusion?” Jessie reached out to her side, tentatively, as if expecting at any moment to collide with an unseen restaurant patron. “Did you mess with my head? You better not have messed with my head. That’s a felony, considering my clearance level.”

      Eric let his eyes do the searching of their surroundings, barely daring to budge. “This isn’t a joke.”

      His sister smirked. “It better be. If you really destroyed Aunt Michelle’s restaurant⁠—”

      “I didn’t. At least, not directly.”

      The smile vanished. “Eric, you’re starting to freak me out here. Come clean. This is just magic, right?”

      “Magic? Yes. Just? No. Right? Definitely not.”

      “Stop that!” Jessie snapped.

      “Stop what?”

      “The word thing. This is not the time for the word thing.”

      “I wasn’t doing the word thing. You asked a nuanced question and I answered thoroughly.”

      Jessie stood and bracketed her face with her hands. “Here’s a nice, simple, straightforward question: what the fuck did you do?”

      Multiple potential ways to answer her flashed through Eric’s mind in succession, each accompanied by preliminary hand gestures and an opening of the mouth but no actual sounds. Finally, he settled on, “I’m not quite sure.”

      The tension in his sister’s jaw reminded Eric of the old days growing up together. She was always the one who took charge, got stressed out, somehow pulled everything together.

      For the time being, he let her go with her instinct. She patrolled the dining area with a cursory sort of thoroughness, going behind the counter in case anyone might be hiding there, poking a head into the kitchen.

      Eric followed at a distance that suggested he didn’t want to get in her way but supported her efforts.

      “What the fuck?” she muttered.

      Then Jessie headed for the main doors. They didn’t open at her approach. Since the rest of the science in the building didn’t appear to be functioning, that wasn’t so surprising. Her attempt to get her fingers into the seam between doors ended in nothing but frustrated grunting and half-voiced swearing.

      “Do you mind?” She stepped aside and swept a hand at the doors.

      Eric flashed a close-lipped smile. With a flick of the fingers on both hands, the restaurant doors burst open.

      Streetlights flooded in. Hovers raced past. It was the dead of night, and New Shanghai was hopping.

      Jessie backpedaled away from the door. When Eric lingered, she dragged him back with her.

      “WHAT DID YOU DO?”

      “I opened the doors. Wasn’t that what you⁠—?”

      “Before. The big ‘oops.’ What the fuck is going on here?”

      Eric swallowed. “What day is it?”

      Jessie ducked out of sight and grabbed Eric to drag him with her. They leaned back against the wall. Eric found a bench seat meant for patrons awaiting a table and slumped onto it.

      His sister joined him. “It’s February 10th, 2586. I know because I had to punch it in on my leave request. Today, being the first day of my first vacation in God-knows-how-long, it stuck.”

      “Can you… double-check that?”

      Jessie fixed him with a laser-beam scowl but dug out her datapad nonetheless. She looked at the blank screen. Then poked and prodded the device. “It’s dead. You fuzzled it.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Why do you think I might be wrong about the date?” Her words carried a mom-like threat of repercussions for an errant answer.

      “I just want to check before I venture any guesses.”

      “You have a theory. I can tell. You’re a paper book.”

      “Open book,” Eric corrected.

      “Books don’t open unless they’re paper. Now, spit it out.”

      “I was aiming for a one-second little blip.”

      “Yeah. Clearly, something went wrong. We were out for hours.”

      “I didn’t lose consciousness,” Eric assured her. “I don’t think you did, either.”

      “There’s no way to be certain. By the look of it, you zapped us for maybe… I dunno, five, six hours?” She frowned as if she’d started listening to her own words. “But if we were unconscious in the middle of a restaurant, they’d have rushed us to a hospital, not evacuated and left us. Unless something else happened, too. Did you, I don’t know, summon a demon to watchdog for us?”

      “I don’t know any demons.”

      “Right. Demons aren’t real. Shit. What the hell happened in those six hours?”

      Eric barred his lips with a finger. The gesture ought to have appeared thoughtful, but it was more a reminder to give this matter its full pondering before voicing his theory.

      “What was the last thing you said to me before the spell?” Apparently, Eric was fully capable of speaking past a finger.

      “Why?” she replied after a brief pause for contemplation.

      “Just humor me.”

      “No, that’s what I said: ‘Why?’”

      “Yeah. Right. Sorry. Before that?”

      Jessie stewed a moment. “I said if you don’t want to talk about it, let’s just order some cake.”

      “Talk about what?”

      “Coming up with a five-year plan. Really, is this going somewhere?”

      Eric tapped the fingertips of each hand against those of the other. “That’s the thing. I think maybe that five-year plan might have been on my mind.”

      “Eriiiiiiic…”

      “It’s a theory!” He scooted away, taking advantage of the bench’s length, meant for allowing whole families to loiter for want of a reservation.

      “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      Eric pointed to the open door. “Down the street. Ad board. The Marcie Mason holo.”

      Without asking for clarification, Jessie got up and edged over to the doorway. Gingerly, Eric followed.

      At first, when she peeked around the corner, Jessie said nothing. Eric watched her face. He spotted the instant it sank in, the instant she spotted the release date for Marcie Mason’s latest holovid. Eric peeked around beside his sister and double-checked for himself.

      CLEO VS. ATTILA, starring MARCIE MASON, OPENING TOMORROW: FEB 11, 2591.
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        * * *

      

      “OK. Things could be worse.”

      Eric spoke these words with two fistfuls of his shirt in his sister’s firm possession. His back was jammed against the restaurant wall, and he was up on tiptoe to spare her the strain of supporting his entire weight.

      “Explain to me how this could be worse.”

      Eric cleared his throat, always ready for a challenge. “Well, Marcie Mason’s career seems to have bounced back from Month With No Name.” He gestured toward the ad board, barely able to reach the open door with his wrist.

      Jessie gritted her teeth. “This. Is. SERIOUS! If you magicked us five years into the future⁠—”

      “For argument’s sake, let’s not call that one an ‘if.’”

      “Then we are in a galaxy of shit!”

      “Well, I might be. You should be fine. After all, you’re not on probation and forbidden from having magic used on you. I, for one, am in line to be fitted for a bonfire.”

      Jessie cocked her head. “You don’t get it, do you? I’m on leave. Or I was. And why was it hard for me to find time for leave? Because I’m in a high-profile unit.”

      “Which you can’t even name.”

      “Within Earth Navy, dorkface. And thanks to you, I’m AWOL.”

      Eric scowled at this. “If you don’t quit shoving, it’s me who’s going to be part of a wall.”

      With a final push that both admitted he was right and refused to admit it aloud, Jessie released her brother. “Absent without leave. Deserted. Right up there with treason and piracy, it’s the only way to get yourself spaced by a navy captain.”

      “You didn’t desert. I can explain everything.”

      “Sure. Right. Time magic. The only ones who’d believe that would skin you alive for doing it.”

      Eric’s scowl only deepened. “Well, that’s no good. I’m just going to have to find a way to undo this mess.” He pushed up his sleeves.

      Reacting quicker than he’d have expected, Jessie grabbed those sleeves and yanked them back down. “No. I don’t know what the fuck you did to get us here⁠—”

      “Overexuberant chronomancy.”

      “We’re finding an expert to fix it.”

      Eric blinked. She was looking him right in the eye, a level of trust a sister shouldn’t have in a wizard brother. He was the one who shied away. “It’s possible that…” He hesitated. Putting words to his notion might ruin everything, might solidify a horrifying truth into crystalline reality.

      “Possible what? That this was a giant illusion that fooled us both? That we’ll snap back to our own time if we hang in there? That the Convocation’s got a temporal rescue squad in their back pocket? What?”

      “… that I am the expert.”
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        * * *

      

      They couldn’t stay at the restaurant. Any potential to discover clues within the abandoned building balanced poorly against the chance that authorities would show up to investigate. While Jessie was vaguely worried that some nosy wizard would have noticed whatever-the-fuck Eric had done, the fact that they’d opened the doors of a vacant building and potentially been spotted by regular old everyday busybodies meant that they were already on someone’s scanners.

      Mars, which moments ago had felt so glittering and civilized, now pressed around her with a sinister presence. The hairs at the back of Jessie’s neck prickled. She tucked her hands in the pockets of her jacket and kept her head down. Eyes seemed to follow them wherever she glanced.

      “Wow, half a decade really overhauled this place,” Eric commented, gawking like a tourist in a city that had been his home for months.

      “Don’t draw attention to yourself,” she warned.

      “Looking like you don’t want people to look at you is making them look at you.”

      “I’m minding my own business. Mind yours.”

      Ignoring her utterly, Eric waved to a group of youths who stared openly in their direction. “Hi, guys. Nice night in good old New Shanghai. Am I right?”

      “Would you quit it?”

      He lowered his voice. “It’s a friendly city. Safe. Lots of security. In fact, way more than yesterday.”

      Jessie’s mouth had gone dry. She didn’t know this place like Eric, but she’d suspected the same thing. This wasn’t a normal look for a core world, let alone Mars. Businesses had uniformed nobodies stationed at their doors as bouncers with stun blasters. She’d noticed civilians with blasters strapped at their sides. Though she hadn’t spotted one yet herself, the way people kept sneaking glances toward the sky suggested aerial surveillance drones.

      A security guard in front of one of the local pastry shops lifted a middle finger. If there was any question of where his gesture was aimed, he made it clear when he slowly tracked Jessie and Eric’s progress down the sidewalk.

      “Yeah, well, we’re on the street with no place we belong. New Shanghai looks like it’s had an underhaul. I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t like being out on the streets unarmed.”

      “We’re not unarmed.”

      “I didn’t even bring a sidearm on this trip. I’m not a magic suitcase full of guns, like in the holos.” Of course, if she had access to her hotel room from five years ago, there was a blaster there. She just hadn’t planned to need her luggage to meet Eric for dessert.

      “I’m a you-know-what, after all.”

      “Idiot?” Jessie snarked out of reflex. She wouldn’t have said it to anyone but a fresh recruit while in uniform, but Eric was her kid brother. He occupied a unique niche in her life.

      Eric cleared his throat. “Rhymes with a bad snowstorm?”

      Jessie’s mind wandered two directions at once. She couldn’t concentrate on her brother’s nonsense—not fully, at any rate—while they were adrift in an alternate timeline. New Shanghai felt hostile, and she trusted her instincts enough to heed that sensation of animosity that pressed from all sides. “Mad glow dorm?”

      “Excellent penmanship. Monastic fashion sensibilities.”

      Two guys in a parked hover watched, following them with their eyes, heads slowly turning in unison.

      “Try to keep focused. We could be in real danger here.”

      On an upper floor of a building across the street, a silhouetted figure ducked out of sight. Then the window went dark.

      “Better-than-average bowler.”

      Jessie pulled up short. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I can protect us. Relax. Maybe the time stream will snap us right back to where we belong. At least make sure you get home with a story to tell.”

      “Eric. I love you. But you flunked out of college.”

      A mother and her two young children were approaching them down the sidewalk. When she spotted them in return, she shepherded her kids to the nearest crossing and switched sides of the road.

      “Expulsion isn’t a failing grade,” Eric countered.

      Jessie kept the mother in the corner of her view until doing so would have required her to turn her head. What the hell was up with these people?

      “It’s not a ringing endorsement either.”

      A hover swooped down from the overhead traffic, pulling up to the curb alongside them. It was a Kroger LeTour that had to have been fifteen—make that twenty—years old and looked every day of it by the wear and tear. Reverb units on the ion exhaust set Jessie’s back teeth on edge as it rumbled to an idle.

      Windows slid open on the side. College-age kids leaned out, one shirtless, one wearing a New Shanghai Knights jersey, another in a sweat-stained tank top.

      “Mars first! Mars forever!”

      “WooooOOOOooooOOO!”

      “Run, little kitties! Mars belongs to the dogs!”

      The hover jetted back into the sky before Jessie could shout after them, asking what the hell drugs they were on.

      “Kitties?” She asked Eric. He was a new resident, but he had to have been more up on Martian slang than her.

      “New one to me. But I think it was you they were yelling at.”

      “Guys that age, they’d have made it sexual if they were hollering my way.”

      “I’m that age.”

      “You’re an odd duck. Strike that; you’re an odd platypus.”

      Jessie led them into a public park. If nothing else, it was semi-restricted airspace, limiting the options for yahoos to buzz them without getting doinked by New Shanghai traffic cops.

      She turned the words over in her head. It was the “Mars first” bit that stood out. Slipping out her datapad, she checked it again. The device had yet to recover from its time-traveling adventure.

      “No luck?” Eric asked, peering nosily over her shoulder.

      “Think you might have dusted it.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Well, something’s going on here on Mars. Maybe just New Shanghai. Either way, I need the omni to figure out what’s up, and I don’t have data access.”

      Eric pointed to a knot of people huddled under a gazebo. They looked rough, but it was hard to tell. Maybe fashion had drifted that direction in five years.

      As they passed a small building that housed public washrooms, Jessie spotted a guy heading inside.

      Something in her tactical brain catalogued a trio of traits that marked this poor random dude as a target.

      First, he was packing. Martians had overcome their longstanding shyness about open carry of blasters on city streets, and that had extended to their parks as well. She couldn’t ID the model, but the bulge at the back of his belt was unmistakable beneath his jacket.

      Second, the guy was throwing clear civilian vibes. Casual, lackadaisical, entitled, presuming a level of safety just for being a taxpayer.

      Third, and this could not be discounted in her calculus, he was wearing a leather jacket that looked about her size.

      “Hang here a minute,” Jessie instructed her brother.

      The not-quite-wizard blinked free of whatever reverie had kept him quiet these past few minutes. He registered the washroom shack, and understanding dawned. “Now that you mention it, I could⁠—”

      “No. Just wait here.”

      “But it’s a pee-for-all. We could both just⁠—”

      “Wait. Here. I’ll be back fast.”

      Eric gave her a concerned scowl, but she’d endured worse from better emotional manipulators. Jessie made a beeline for the washrooms before she lost her window of opportunity.

      Moments later, she emerged.

      “What happened to your jacket?” Eric asked.

      “I traded it.”

      “And where’d you get that datapad?” he followed up, nodding at the new device in her hands.

      She didn’t look up as it connected to an omni news service she trusted. “Part of the same trade.”

      “You’re not fooling anyone,” Eric pressed. He fell in step as she started off, not wanting to be anywhere nearby when aftermaths and consequences came looking. “Is he okay?”

      The jacket’s former owner was head first in a toilet sniffing antibacterial fumes in his sleep. Her former datapad was in the washroom waste reclaim with a few plasma holes through the data core. The jacket with the Earth Navy patches on it had been stuffed down after it. Only one of the three was liable to complain about their treatment.

      “He’s fine. Shit. But I think we might not be.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Glad I ditched the jacket,” Jessie replied as she angled the datapad for Eric to see. He might not have been much for using a datapad, but reading text on a screen meshed well with a wizard’s specialties.

      Via the Orion News Network, the headline read: Earth and Mars Clashes Expand in Borderlands as Civil War Enters Fourth Year.

      “Apparently, we’re the enemy.”
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        * * *

      

      “Who’s we?” Eric demanded haughtily. “I’m a resident.”

      “Doubt that’ll count for much if someone with a pointy hat comes looking.”

      The park had taken on a sinister aspect now that Jessie understood the scope of their dilemma. What the hell had happened in the five missing years? Clearly, some of the shit that bubbled under the surface of ARGO life had erupted with sufficient force to sunder not only the interspecies alliance but Solar unity as well.

      Right now, none of that mattered.

      “We need to get off the streets.”

      “This is a public park. We’re on a paved walkway within sight of honest-to-Artemis ducks.” Eric pointed, and lo and behold, there indeed was a gaggle of ducks floating on an artificial pond. The water couldn’t have been more than a couple hectares, and the odds of those ducks surviving in the wild were slim. But Eric’s point stood; they weren’t exactly standing in traffic.

      “Consider it a term of art. We’re in public. We’re being seen without seeing by who.”

      “Whom.”

      “We need a safe house. We need intel on the situation. Ninety percent chance we need passage off Mars.”

      “To where?”

      Jessie took a turn and guided them deeper into the interior of the park. It wasn’t getting them off the streets, but the towering, manicured trees offered a modicum of concealment from distant surveillance.

      “Doesn’t matter. Secondary problem. Better question, do you have any money?”

      Eric shrugged. “Enough to feed those ducks if Mr. Stennek is still around here selling croutons.” He peered around with a sweeping glance.

      “Knock it off with the ducks.”

      “You brought them up. That’s why we came this way. You made me want to see ducks.”

      “I didn’t even know there were waterfowl in this park when I…” She trailed off. “I’m leading the way, right?”

      Eric nodded, maybe just a little too quickly. “Definitely.”

      This wasn’t the time to argue. Either Eric was a fuckup who’d gotten booted out of school or a mastermind altering Jessie’s thoughts without her noticing. Accidentally punting them five years into the future strongly hinted at a lack of control.

      “First things first, we need to get the lay of the land—politically,” she amended quickly. “Last thing I need is a geography lesson.”

      “Geography’s bunk anyway. Geonomy’s the good stuff.”

      “Where can we find a safe place to eat, sleep, and shower?” she blurted before her aether-headed brother hauled them into yet another pointless debate of minutiae.

      “What about Auntie Michelle’s place?”

      “It was dead. Remember?”

      “You can’t live in a restaurant. She and Damon have a nice little apartment.”

      OK. Finally. A solid plan. Whatever shit might be going down, Aunt Michelle was a Ramsey by blood, and Ramseys stuck together. Well, other than that thing between Dad and Grampa Chuck.

      “Fine. Where’s their apartment?”

      Eric pointed over his shoulder. “Back the way we came. Actually, it was only a couple blocks from the restaurant.”
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        * * *

      

      Eric led the way with a certainty that he hoped convinced Jessie (and anyone who might be spying on them) that he was a bona fide resident of New Shanghai. And while it was the middle of the night, science glows lit the way with usual technological efficiency.

      “Huh. Right over there, where you see that Mexican pizza place, used to be this great little Italian place that made the best breadsticks. I wonder if the war had anything to do with them closing or if they just gave away too many breadsticks to all-you-can-eat wizards. Or… maybe it was a lack of hungry wizards that⁠—”

      “Watch where we’re going,” Jessie snapped, grabbing him by the sleeve.

      Eric returned his attention forward and saw a gaggle of men who were either economically disadvantaged or dressed the part out of some new fashion trend. They blocked the sidewalk, laughing amongst themselves and sharing a scarce supply of liquor that they passed back and forth.

      “What? They’re happy. I don’t see a problem.” He kept going. Realizing that Jessie was a worrier, he lowered his voice and tried to keep his lips from moving. “Just don’t spook them.”

      “We should find another route.”

      “But this is the shortest—” A jerk on the sleeve his sister still held diverted him forcibly from his course.

      “We’re going around.”

      Eric raised a wave. “Sorry, guys. Just showing my sister around.”

      “What the fuck?” Jessie demanded. “Are you looking to get us killed?”

      Eric didn’t back down. “You were being rude. Eduardo and Van are good guys.”

      “You know those guys?”

      “Not all of them. Van cooks at a ramen bar I go to on Tuesdays. Eduardo is a life counselor at the college.”

      “A life counselor…”

      Eric rolled his eyes. “It’s not my business what he does in his off hours. The New Shanghai Basic Skills Empowerment Academy isn’t exactly full of students who’ve made great life choices.”

      Jessie released his sleeve and stopped trying to steer him like a hover-cart.

      “You could have said something sooner,” Jessie grumbled. She pretended it was beneath her breath, but Eric knew he was meant to hear. “Still, being ID’ed on the street is bad news.”

      “No better or worse than running into an old friend in the park while you were trading in the washroom.”

      Jessie’s eyes shot wide. Then she saw Eric’s smirk.

      She backhanded him in the chest. “Don’t do that!”

      “You’re really tense. We’re on an adventure. Look. It’s not what either of us expected to be doing today—or even expected today to be happening so soon—and I’m sorry about that. But let’s make the best of it. Auntie Michelle can catch us up on the news. I’ll check in with my parole wizards; you’ll write a nice comm to Earth Navy about why you disappeared. Everything will work itself out.”

      They crossed a pedestrian bridge over Jinsan Avenue, sandwiched between ground and aerial traffic. Jessie couldn’t wait to be indoors and free from public observation.

      “Literally none of that is true.”

      “You are tense.”

      “I am a measured and situationally appropriate degree of alert.”

      Eric pointed. “That’s her place, up ahead.”

      The vantage from the bridge afforded a view of a balconied apartment tower overlooking a civic reservoir.

      “Not bad.”

      “It’s pretty great. Auntie Michelle’s got a professional kitchen and a special case that cools bottles of wine to just the right temperature. And the couch folds out into a pretty comfortable bed.”

      “You stayed with her?”

      “Them. Uncle Damon lives there, too. And it was only for a few weeks before I got settled and my student housing stipend started coming in.”

      They descended to street level on the far side of the bridge, destination in sight just a couple blocks away.

      “Why didn’t you just hit up Mom and Dad?”

      How could he even start? From the I-told-you-sos from Mom and the oblique job offers from Dad to rope him into a life of crime, the subtle condescension of Roddy, or the aspirational voyeurism of Yomin inquiring about his nonexistent love life, there were a million reasons Jessie wouldn’t understand.

      Luckily, growing up a Ramsey meant having a convenient excuse at hand, especially one that wasn’t a lie while, at the same time, not exactly being the truth, either. “I’m not supposed to be associating with wizards,” he replied after a thoughtful pause.

      Jessie snorted. “Uncle Enzio barely qualifies. I bet you they’d have given you special dispensation if⁠—”

      Eric stopped short. “They wouldn’t have. Uncle Enzio may just be a cranky old beer-summoner to you, but he was my mentor. My pre-collegiate teacher of Convocation record. I am a blood mark on his career. If he even wants to talk to me anymore, I’d be hurting his reputation just by being seen with him.”

      Jessie had turned away halfway through his rant.

      “Sorry. I’ve never been able to wrap my head around that whole student/mentor thing. Didn’t mean to pick at a fresh scab.”

      Eric huffed and started back off toward Auntie Michelle’s house.

      “It’s not fresh. It’s been over five years.”
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        * * *

      

      Eric knocked at the door.

      Jessie shouldered her way in front of him to press the chime.

      Her brother huffed a passive-aggressive little sigh. “The knock told her it was me.”

      Jessie kept her voice down. “And make her suspicious as fuck when her dead nephew shows up.”

      “That’s a conversation we’re going to get no matter what. Five years is longer than Dad’s fake-your-death buffer.”

      Jessie cast him an immediate scowl. “How’d you know about that? It was a secret between him and me.”

      “Dad has that ‘secret’ with everyone. I’m almost surprised he included you.”

      Jessie laughed. “Really? Me? I’m more surprised that⁠—”

      The door slid open.

      “Oh. Hello,” Eric greeted the person who answered—a person who was neither Aunt Michelle nor Uncle Damon.

      The older woman at the door glowered at them, stern, stout, and sturdy, wearing rumpled pajamas and an overnight hairdo helmet. “Who’re you with?”

      “Um, I’m looking for Michelle Carlito. About yea tall, long curly hair, usually smells of pastry flour.” Eric still held his hand out from his estimate of Aunt Michelle’s height.

      “Never heard of her.”

      “Owner of the Chateau Gateaux,” Eric persisted. The woman at the door didn’t show a flinch of understanding. If this had been an Earth Navy interrogation, Jessie would have admired her resolve in withholding information. “Owned a Pekingese with a pink mohawk.”

      A slight frown darkened the pajama-clad woman’s features. “Go sober up. Take those Earth accents and scram. You got the wrong place.”

      “I’m perfectly—erp.”

      Jessie yanked her brother clear of the door, flashing a perfunctory smile. “Sorry to bother you, ma’am. We must have gotten the wrong address.”

      It felt weird manhandling her brother, now that Eric was about her size. If any of his matching bulk had been muscle, he might have put up a struggle.

      “It’s not the wrong address,” Eric insisted once the door closed and they were safe from eavesdropping. “She hasn’t even changed the doormat. There’s Pekingese fur trampled into the pile.”

      “Right place, wrong time. Clearly, Auntie Michelle’s business troubles spilled over into personal finances. They probably had to move somewhere cheaper.”

      Eric blinked. “Is it expensive here?”

      “Yah. How can you not tell?”

      “The Convocation pays my rent and tuition so I don’t try to earn money doing magic.” He jangled a chain that disappeared beneath his shirt. “I only ever pay for food.”

      “Well, we still have the problem of finding shelter without accessing digital funds.”

      They emerged back onto the city streets, lost in time, if not location. Eric’s intel on New Shanghai was like old milk, usable but maybe too dangerous to trust. What they needed was someone, whether it was Auntie Michelle or not, who could give them the break they needed to catch their breath.

      “What about Mom and Dad?” Eric suggested. His constipated expression conveyed his reluctance to admit the shitstorm they’d gotten into.

      Not that Jessie relished the verbal beatdown that would follow. On the one hand, fair was fair. Mom, Dad, and Ozzy deserved to know the two of them were alive. Alive and well would have been a lie, though, and without even knowing what sector they might be in, any forthcoming help would be marginal at best.

      Ozzy. Wow. Their little brother wouldn’t be so much littler anymore. He’d be what… nineteen? For the first time in his life, they might be able to relate on equal terms—not that Jessie suspected him of turning into a time-traveling commando behind enemy lines during the five-year gap.

      Then again, they might have a current address for Auntie Michelle.

      A moment later, it dawned on her.

      “We do know someone else on Mars. Someone who probably hasn’t crashed into a financial asteroid and had to hit the escape pods.”

      “Oh. Right. Duh.”

      Jessie felt a spring in her step with a renewed sense of purpose. “If Aunt Esper can’t help us out, no one can.”

      They strode off into the Martian night.
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        * * *

      

      Jessie loitered across the street from the Ya Ya Gou nightclub, whose funny name always gave Eric a chuckle. If he paused to consider, he was loitering too. A legalistic view might reduce the charge to accessory to loitering, since he was only here keeping an eye on his sister, but realistically, few law enforcement sorts seemed likely to split that hair with him.

      Every time the door to the club opened or closed, corny old music spilled forth, along with the amateur vocal stylings of karaoke singers. Of course, this being late in the clubbing evening, patrons exited that same door, in groups or—most frequently—in pairs.

      Though he’d never been inside, this wasn’t the first time Eric had lingered within view of the entrance, watching the colorful parade. Because, unlike many similar establishments, Ya Ya Gou was a costume ball every night. The dress code was animal mascot, but beyond that guideline, creativity reigned.

      A blue-furred wolf exited arm in arm with a clearly inebriated unicorn. A gorilla ambled out, affecting a bow-legged gait. A pink-and-black-striped tiger bowed to a human-looking valet as he accepted help with the door to his hover.

      “Wipe that dumb grin off your face,” Jessie ordered.

      Was he smiling? A quick check confirmed that, yes, he indeed was. “Sorry. It’s just… Look at them all. The wonder of it…”

      “You’re literally a wizard. That’s fabric and plastic.”

      “… the smiles…”

      “The masks are smiling. Or helmets. Or whatever-the-fuck you call them.”

      “… you can tell they’re happy by the body language.”

      “That’s inebriation. Those human-sized pets are wasted.”

      Eric shook his head. She didn’t understand. “I come down here when I need to see humanity overcoming its inherent sadness.”

      Jessie pointed to a person in a chimp suit, dangling his arms and scratching his pits. “And most of those costumes are more than a little xenoist.”

      With a little sigh, Eric gave ground. “Fine. Some of them. A little.” He swept a hand before Jessie pulled it back down. “You can’t be wildly inclusionary without letting in some bad eggs.”

      “Well, tonight, we’re going to be a couple of those bad eggs.”

      “Aww.”

      “What? Are they friends of yours?”

      “I don’t know; they’re all in disguise.”

      Jessie backed around the corner of the chess cafe whose streetlamp shadows they’d been lingering within. Eric followed into the little alleyway used by employees and waste-reclaim drones.

      All the best illicit plans took place aboard disreputable little starships. Lived experience confirmed that. But the Hollyworld vision of clandestine plotting in the gaps between city buildings held up as a reasonable second place. Besides, they were short precisely one ship to make the other method work.

      “What’s your plan?” Eric asked with resignation.

      “Step one is drop the attitude.”

      “I can see where this is going. You’re about to involve innocent people.”

      “No one’s going to get hurt.”

      “Unless they object to getting their hover stolen. Or they’re angry drunks. Or one’s an off-duty peace officer. Or something—Merlin forbid—doesn’t go exactly according to plan.”

      Jessie pressed him against the wall with her forearm, staring him down from a nose-length away. Eric glanced aside for her own protection. “Look. We’re in a bind here. If we don’t get sheltered soon—or, better yet, out of Sol entirely—we’re in for a galaxy of shit.”

      “We seem fine so far. Maybe they didn’t notice.” That seemed like a stretch. Unless all Martian wizards had packed up and left, plenty of people would have noticed that kind of arcane disruption.

      “That’s because we’re getting zero intel,” Jessie countered, still pinning him in place like that was the only way she’d have his full attention. “But we’re leaking fuel. It started when we dropped into this timeline, and we’ve been dripping the whole way from there to here. Eyes on Aunt Michelle’s bakery when we opened the door. Your noodle-slinging friend. The woman who lives in Michelle and Damon’s old place. Someone’s going to investigate, find the start of our trail, and light it on fire. Quicker than you can imagine, that trail’s going to burn right up until it engulfs us.”

      “I have a pretty good imagination.”

      Jessie leaned back, releasing Eric. “You’d better, because we need costumes.”

      Unbidden, a smile came to his face. “Really? I never pictured you as the type to⁠—”

      “For the mission,” she assured him. “The plan is simple. We poke in for a bit; come back out. Loiter a little. Then we latch onto someone coming out for the valet.”

      “Who?”

      “I’ll do the picking. I know what to look for. I just need you to make us look like them.” She pointed back at the agglomeration of animal-costumed revelers.

      “I thought about buying a costume at one point, but money’s a little tight, and you’d be surprised how much one of those⁠—”

      “Magic. Just use illusions.”

      “I can’t. They have rules against—oh. Wait. I guess if we’re not obeying laws, why would we bother with rules? I guess I could. Illusions aren’t my specialty.”

      “Just like when we were kids. Simple stuff, right?”

      Eric watched the comings and goings at the club, mind already wandering to the images he might conjure. “You know… someday, I’d like to meet the version of me that lives in your head.” Then, the answer clicked. More precisely, it pinged, like the sound of a fork tapping the side of a drinking glass. “OK. I think I’ve got it. Any last-minute requests?”

      With the shuddering breath of a person not looking forward to being magicked, Jessie steeled herself. “I honestly don’t give a shit. Just something that’s not too big to fit into a civilian hover. Oh, and I definitely need to be able to steer.”

      Eric shut his eyes for the duration of a finger snap, picturing in full detail what he wanted. When he opened his eyes, Jessie was no longer the sister he’d grown up with.

      “Whoa.”

      “You like?”

      Jessie twisted and flexed, getting as good a look at her new appearance as she could without the aid of a mirror. “What am I wearing?”

      “For you, I went with a teal-furred fox in a vintage school uniform. I call the look ‘kitsune kawaii.’”

      Jessie tilted her vulpine face to look down the bridge of her elongated nose at him. “For how quick that was, you sound like you put a lot of thought into this.” Then, she took a good look at him. “And what’s with you?”

      “I’m a meerkat,” Eric proclaimed. He shuffled in a circle to let her get a good look at him. “And, with the kaffiyeh and robe, I’m an emir meerkat.”

      Jessie rolled her oversized eyes at him. “Fine. Let’s go. We look ridiculous.”

      “We fit in.”

      “Whatever. I gotta say, this costume’s got better field of vision than I expected.”

      Eric fought back a smirk. “What can I say? Magic’s pretty good stuff.”

      He followed his sister across the street. They met no resistance at the door.

      Inside, fur-clad partygoers frolicked and sang along to creaky old Earth tunes. Some danced on the central floor. Others lounged on couches or crowded into booths. Usually, in a crowd, people instinctively avoided bodily contact. Here, as soon as they were inside, Jessie and Eric were rubbed against and petted on all sides.

      They didn’t linger. Eric sang along with two karaoke favorites. Jessie swiped a shot glass and downed its contents with its owner none the wiser. Then, with a nudge and an insistent jerk of her furry head, Jessie directed them back out.

      “Got a scan?” a young valet asked when they didn’t depart the area out front.

      “Waiting for some friends,” Jessie answered back.

      Groups left the club as the entertainment died down for the night. Time and again, Eric tried to prod his sister to action. Time and again, she stubbornly resisted.

      He was beginning to think she was enjoying the spectacle of it all. Eric certainly was, though his wonderment dulled each time he remembered why they were here.

      “There you guys are,” Jessie called out, waving a teal paw at a couple that clung to one another to avoid falling down. One was a pink tigress in a bikini top, the other a yellow bear with a lolling tongue.

      “Hey… hey you…” the bear replied with a wave.

      “Scan?” the valet asked them. The tigress removed a glove just long enough to provide a thumbprint.

      “Missed you. Thought you might have left without us.”

      “Naw… couldn’t. Couldn’t do that.”

      It wasn’t long before the valet was back with a compact hover—a recent model of Sesso Deluxe. He popped the door and hustled out of the way.

      “Better let me pilot,” Jessie said with a wink to the valet. “You’re in no condition.”

      The valet gave a thumbs-up and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      “Is… it’s a two-seat.”

      “There’s room in the back,” Jessie assured the vehicle’s owner. “Pile on in. Get cozy.” She helped push and squeeze and managed to get both tigress and bear into the cramped back area that irresponsible parents occasionally stuffed their kids into.

      Eric pointed at the jumbled mass of fur as he got in via the passenger door Jessie opened for him. “Are they going to be⁠—?”

      “Everything’s fine,” she added hurriedly.

      Not quite convinced, Eric settled himself into the non-piloting seat.

      When the door didn’t close on its own, he gave it a look of mild annoyance. “How do the doors work on this thing?”

      Jessie reached across him, but the compact didn’t exactly allow convenient access. She gave up, slammed her own door shut, and announced, “Hold on!”

      Gunning the engines, Jessie flew them off the ground. The door mouse-trapped shut, prompting Eric to pull his hand close to his body in self-defense.

      “Where’s your place?” Jessie asked.

      No reply came from the rear seating area.

      Eric noticed that his chair was getting bumped from behind. Again. Again. Again. It was like the pendulum of a grandfather clock for regularity. Turning as best he could in his seat, he looked back to see what might be the problem.

      “Oh. Sorry. Carry on. They’re a little busy back there.”

      Jessie swooped through traffic but spared a glance back of her own. “For fuck’s sake,” she muttered. “Never mind. I got this.” She tapped a few times on the center console screen, fumbling with the massive fingers of her costume. Eventually, she pulled up a map. A blinky thing moved toward the center, slowly. “Be back at your place in no time at all.”

      Eric spared another quick look behind him. “Don’t think they’re in a hurry.”

      Ten minutes later, Eric sat by as Jessie hauled the lovers out of the back of their own hover.

      “You two comin’?” the tigress inquired.

      “Sure. Just gonna pop out and grab some wine,” Jessie replied without hesitation. This must have been part of her plan.

      “We’ve got wine.”

      Jessie waved off the idea. “Some stuff you gotta try. We’ll be back in under an hour.”

      “An hour?” the bear asked. Clearly, he was already starting to sober up.

      “Yup.” Jessie didn’t leave room for a prolonged argument. She slung herself into the pilot’s seat and they took off. “Phew. All right. Settle in. It’s smaller than Earth, but Mars is still pretty big. High atmo, we’ll still be a couple hours in the air getting to New Singapore.”

      She scratched at her wrist.

      Eric watched from the corner of his eye.

      “The hell?”

      Eric looked out the side window, ignoring her.

      “What’s the deal? We’re done with the costumes. Either tell me how to take it off or let the magic run out or whatever.”

      “I didn’t know how the costumes fit. So I just made us into animal-people.”

      “WHAT?” She pawed at her face. She pulled fur. “Ow! What the hell, Eric!” They drifted out of the traffic flow. Buildings rose up toward them.

      “It’s undoable. But the hover might not like it.”

      “Oh, if you weren’t my little brother…” she threatened.

      Eric giggled.

      “You think this is funny?”

      He nodded, unable to get words out past his giggles.

      After a moment, the infectious nature of laughter kicked in, and Jessie joined him. “Fuck you. Goddammit, Eric. If I land, can you put us back?”

      “Sure thing.”

      The hover angled downward. Jessie parked them in a warehouse loading zone that wasn’t open this time of night. Taking long strides, Eric counted out thirty paces and deemed that a safe distance.

      With another snap of his fingers, they were back to their old selves.

      “That wasn’t funny.” Jessie’s smirk belied her point.

      “Very much not,” Eric agreed, grinning as he headed back to the hover with her.

      Jessie pushed the door shut behind him, then circled around to her side and got in. “C’mon. No more silly shit. We need Esper to help get out of this mess.”

      Eric nodded his agreement, but he disagreed with her unspoken assertion that she hadn’t needed a little levity right then.
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        * * *

      

      Martian airspace grew more dense with traffic the lighter it got outside. Part of circling the red globe was dealing with time zones along the way. Each time the hour rolled back, Eric giggled.

      “Quit it. Act like you’ve been offworld before.”

      “But being onworld, I get to see time travel,” he countered, pointing to the dashboard chrono. “Even scientists believe time can go backwards.”

      Jessie covered a yawn with the back of her hand. “If time were really backing up, I’d be getting less tired.”

      “You should have napped.”

      “I’m flying.”

      “Autopilot. That’s a thing, right? I’m not making that up?”

      If only it were that easy. “Yeah, it’s a thing. And if this were a social visit, that might cut it. But we’re fugitives. I don’t get the luxury of letting autopilot protect us.”

      Cityscape zoomed past beneath them, closer beneath them than it had been twenty minutes ago. Some pilots liked to stay barely suborbital on long hauls, then corkscrew down when they were above their destination. Jessie preferred the more common cruising lanes, offering a gentler descent and more traffic to disappear amongst.

      “Should we comm ahead?”

      Jessie muttered under her breath.

      “Huh? Didn’t catch that.”

      “I said I would if I remembered her ID.”

      “Oh.” Eric appeared sullen, then perked up. “What if we contact the Rucker Initiative? They must know her comm ID.”

      If Jessie were Esper, she’d have fired anyone who dared give out her personal comm ID. Anyone who needed it should have already had it. Contingency plans shouldn’t have needed to go as deep as “I was time traveling and had to core out my datapad to prevent it being used as evidence against me.”

      “They probably don’t.” They’d gotten close enough now for Jessie to steer them out of the long-haul lanes and merge into local traffic patterns for New Singapore. Lucky for her, the city hadn’t changed much from the last time she’d been here. Of course, the last time she’d been to Mars, she hadn’t been old enough for a pilot’s license.

      Eric didn’t comment. He had his face pressed to the window. Jessie swore he’d have put his head right outside like a dog if the windows opened at this speed. What was the big deal about a core world city anyway? With rare exception, they all looked alike.

      Jessie did a flyby of the mansion, not overhead, given a keep-out zone showing on the hover’s map, but close enough for a visual. The city had encroached on what had once been an isolated compound set off from the congestion and skyscrapers. It seemed that Esper hadn’t been able to resist cashing in on the lucrative hunger of real estate developers.

      “Hey! That was it!”

      “Glad you’re paying attention. But we can’t just land a stolen hover on Aunt Esper’s lawn.”

      “She could buy it. Then it wouldn’t be stolen.”

      Jessie shook her head as she searched for a parking zone with space for them. It was coming up on lunchtime in the city, and soon workers on their meal breaks would be clogging the streets. An angry growl in her stomach reminded her that the last thing she’d given it was hard liquor.

      There would be time for that later.

      Street parking was first come, first serve. Jessie jetted down Weisan Avenue when a gray Infinisky Z lifted off from outside a karate studio. The pilot of a Pontifex XL had noticed as well and was flying the right direction to get there first.

      Jessie slammed open the throttle, briefly overcoming the hover’s gravity stabilizer. She was pinned back against her seat. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Eric hadn’t been. There was no time to get pissy about wizards ignoring the laws of physics. Quick as she’d accelerated, she braked just as hard, jamming the little hover’s poor maneuvering thrusters to max.

      The hover fishtailed and swung around, sliding into the space mere meters ahead of the Pontifex. But that victory didn’t mean the other pilot was ready to let things go. He pulled up alongside Jessie’s stolen Sesso, screaming through two windows and still not able to do better than hand gestures to get his anger across.

      Jessie stepped out.

      She pounded on the Pontifex pilot’s passenger window with the butt of her fist. “Keep moving, capo. Don’t try me today.”

      “Temper.”

      She turned to spot Eric behind her with his scoldy face on, learned right from Mom. With a flipped finger, she sent the Pontifex on its way.

      “Right. Sorry. I’m a little thin right now.”

      “I found a couple weird Martian coins; let’s get you an ice cream.”

      She didn’t bother asking what “found” meant in this context. “Need more than ice cream.”

      They settled on hot dogs. Jessie wolfed hers down as they made their way to Aunt Esper’s place. Eric treated his like a proper meal, going so far as to tuck a napkin into his collar in case of spilled condiments.

      “Hope the chef isn’t offended that we ate street food before coming over,” Eric observed as the gates to the property came into view.

      “Least of our problems right now.” Security had stepped up in the past five years. Well, the past ten or twelve, however long it had been since she’d last been by here. “Looks like Esper’s worried about the state of this planet, too. Let me do the talking.”

      Guards at the gate were nothing new. Esper had protected her family with private security since taking over the Rucker Initiative. But this was a new level. Even outside the gatehouse, there were black-armored pricks with blaster rifles. Worse, there was a middle-aged man in a skullcap and baggy sleeves. He openly wore a silver pendant, but rather than the C with a bolt of lightning through it, there was an M encircled by a serpent biting its own tail.

      “Keep moving,” one of the pricks warned.

      “Here to see Esper Richelieu.”

      “Keep moving,” the guy repeated, adding a twirling finger gesture in case Jessie couldn’t understand the very English she’d spoken back to him.

      “She knows us. Put me on camera. It’ll take two seconds.”

      “Candidate Richelieu isn’t seeing visitors.” This time it was the wizard who spoke.

      “Is Auntie Karen home, at least?” Eric interjected, apparently taking the intervention of their wizard as his clue to disobey orders and join the discussion.

      “Auntie?” the wizard asked with an arched brow.

      “Unofficial,” Jessie assured the wizard, who clearly outranked the glorified blaster racks. “Old family friends. Please. We’re not scrubs looking for table scraps.”

      The wizard turned to the gatehouse. “Check them out. Bring them to the guest house.”

      Armed guards surrounded them. “Don’t make any sudden moves,” one warned, apparently oblivious to the fact that they were about to gain VIP status and potentially get them fired soon.

      “Seriously, I know Esper. She doesn’t need protection. This is overkill.”

      When they reached the guest house, Jessie was shocked to find it far from a deserted set of spare rooms for when out-of-town guests stayed over. First off, there were people everywhere. They wore suits and ties, headsets, datagoggles, carried datapads, and talked constantly.

      A blonde woman in a gray pantsuit met them at the door. “Volunteers? Ship them over to Watney Arena and get them hats.”

      At the mention of hats, Jessie spotted a few people wearing reddish-orange ball caps with Esper’s name on it. Or rather, the word was Espère with the accent and final E a different hue.

      “They’re not volunteers.”

      The blonde woman sized them up. “Lemme guess. Long-lost relatives?”

      The guard nodded.

      “Family friends,” Jessie clarified. “And we’re not looking for a handout; we just need to see⁠—”

      “She’s not here. We’re very busy. It’s a big day for us. If you can sit quietly in a corner, we’ll see about someone helping you after the speech.”

      “Speech?” Jessie echoed, slow to catch up. She was putting together pieces but didn’t have enough of them yet to see the picture. Apparently, Esper was running for office. As a prominent businesswoman and philanthropist, it wasn’t the craziest notion in the galaxy.

      Someone shouted above the general din of voices, “It’s starting!”

      A giant holo-projector flickered on, and the conversations ended. Everyone turned to look. There was Esper, three meters tall in holographic form, towering over the viewers in the guest house foyer. She stood behind a lectern bearing a logo that had once been associated with the Mars First movement.

      Five years ago, Mars First had been considered terrorists.
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        * * *

      

      Esper looked the same as ever, statuesque and bright-eyed. She wore her hair in a side flip, held in place by magic or high-tech styling tricks and showing off diamond earrings and matching necklace. If she was campaigning as a working-class candidate, she was missing on tone. Even on holograph, her suit looked expensive. But as soon as she spoke, all thoughts about superficial issues faded.

      
        
        “My fellow Martians, we stand at the fulcrum of galactic history. Every one of us can trace our roots back to Earth. But long ago, that tree shed its fruit, and the seeds have grown. We stand now as tall and strong as Earth—but healthier. We are healthier because we have cast off the rot that pervades that decrepit third rock orbiting Sol. We are not bound to that corruption any longer, no matter what force the Earthlings may employ to keep us under their boot.

        “None will ever forget the bravery and sacrifice of our armed forces. The Admirals’ Council saved us at a time when quick action and moral certitude were necessary for the survival of the Martian way of life. We owe them a debt that can never be fully repaid.

        “But they were also never elected to lead us. They were not trained to handle civilian administration or set policy for a prosperous future. It’s unfair to their heroism that we judge them by these standards. We’ve known from the beginning that our current situation would be temporary. I say that now is the time. Now is when we demonstrate that we are more than a moment, more than a refusal to bow to Earth’s tyranny. We will return to civilian governance. We will allow the military to resume their vital function of defending the democracy we enjoy.

        “Thus, it is with gratitude and humility that I announce my candidacy for the first president of a free, independent Martian Alliance of Represented Systems.

        “Thank you.”

      

      

      The political staffers and volunteers cheered and applauded, giving a standing ovation for a woman who wasn’t even present to appreciate it. While obviously the rest of them had their own agenda, Jessie had been piecing together information to try to explain the current state of Mars.

      Some rogue faction, presumably within Earth Navy, had broken Mars away from ARGO and declared martial law. OK. That meant that maybe there would be a sympathetic faction for an Earth Navy deserter out there.

      Also, Esper was getting political. Not surprising. As an accomplished wizard, she’d have been ruled out for office
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