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      Engines thundered, each growing higher and closer until the Doppler Effect inverted and they sped past. The Squall 2560 race crafts fired maneuvering thrusters as they hit the hairpin turn through the artificial asteroid field of the racecourse. It was the Silde Slims 250K, and it was live on holovid feed, pumped directly into the common room of the Mobius.

      All the sounds were artificial, of course, computer generated to give the old-race feel and rev up the engines of the viewers. But pure racing was hard to watch, just tiny, one-person ships flitting by at outrageous speeds. From a stationary vantage without studio effects, there was no telling who was winning or what was happening in the race.

      “My money’s on Tobago,” Carl said, leaning into the next turn as the racers poured through the course single file.

      Roddy snorted, the best laugh he could manage with a beer tilted back. “No it’s not. Your account’s on lockdown.”

      “Well, it would be, if I was betting on this race,” Carl replied. “Look at those lines. He’s holding tighter to the turns than the other guys out there.”

      “Half those guys are women,” Tanny noted. She was seated at the kitchen table, watching from the other side with the bored half-interest of someone who was only watching because it was too loud to ignore. If it wasn’t for the gentle chugging of the food processor and the sandwich it would spit out shortly, Carl didn’t think she’d have stuck around at all.

      The racers passed through a translucent checkerboard gate projected across the course like a sheet of holographic glass. It marked the lap, and the Squalls accelerated into a long straightaway, jockeying position. Strictly for the holovid viewers, pop-up logos and pilot names hovered near each vehicle. The announcer was probably yammering about where this driver went to school, or how that driver dreamed of becoming a racer since she was five years old, but Roddy had shut the announcer feed off halfway through Lap 1.

      The door to Mort’s quarters opened. “Is it entirely necessary to watch that science-mobile racing at tornado volume? I’m trying to read,” the wizard griped.

      “You looking up ways for how to change my hair back to normal?” Carl snapped. It had been two weeks since that azrin sword master—wizard was more like it—had cursed him, turning every hair on his body blue. Mort had deigned to undo all of it but the mop of blue hair on his head. Carl didn’t believe for a second that the wizard had any confusion on how to fix the rest.

      “No.”

      Carl grabbed the remote from Roddy and cranked the volume until it hurt his ears. He glared at Mort until the wizard retreated into his room. He was probably grumbling something profane, or old, or some Shakespearean combination of the two. But whatever he may have said was drowned out by the synthetic engine noise of sixteen Squall racing ships.

      “Do you mind?” Tanny shouted from the kitchen area.

      “Yes,” Carl shouted back.

      Roddy wrestled the remote from Carl’s hands after a brief struggle and turned the holoprojector down to a tolerable volume. “You can’t stay pissed at Mort forever.”

      “I can hold out until he changes my hair back,” Carl said.

      The door to Esper’s quarters opened. “Would you mind keeping it down? I’m reading.”

      “Two of a fucking kind,” Carl muttered.

      Esper looked over to Tanny. “He blow up at Mort again?”

      “Yup.”

      “It looks fine, you know,” Esper said. “Blue suits you.” The door shut, and she was gone.

      “You could probably get him to put it back if you apologize,” Roddy said quietly, barely audible over the race. “Wasn’t his fault you pissed off that azrin shaman or whateverthehell he was.”

      “Yeah, but it’s Mort’s job to take care of shit like this,” Carl replied. “Mriy doesn’t let guys rough us up for laughs. Tanny doesn’t land us in restricted space because she’s having a bad day. You don’t vent the waste recycler through the crew cabins as a joke.”

      Roddy perked up. “Hey, that would be funny.”

      “The point is, we have a wizard on board, and it would be nice if a wizard did his job,” Carl said, shouting the last words to make sure Mort heard him through the door.

      That door opened seconds later. “You want your damn hair back, smart guy?” Mort asked. “How about this? You know that ad that’s been blaring every half hour during that rotten race of yours?”

      “The one looking for unsigned racers to join the circuit?” Roddy asked.

      “That one,” Mort confirmed. “You’re always yapping about how you’re better than those flyboys who zip around with no one shooting at them. If you can prove it, I’ll turn your hair back to that dull hay color you’re pining for.”

      “Fuck that,” Carl replied. “I could pay a one-timer to some local wizard to get it fixed. Point is, I shouldn’t have to.”

      “If you don’t think you could win, I—”

      “Don’t pull that psychology shit on me,” Carl snapped. “I’m not in the mood.”

      Roddy scratched his chin with one prehensile foot. “Well, there is that quarter-million terra prize.”

      There was that. And it was true that none of the racers in the Silde Slims 250K had ever flown under fire. None of them had the kind of chops to match a navy pilot. Plus, Squalls were just a civilian model of Typhoon, stripped down for racing. There probably weren’t many active fighter pilots in Earth Navy that had as many hours logged in a Typhoon as Carl, never mind a bunch of racer wannabes.

      Carl glared sidelong at the wizard, then over to the holo-projector, then back again. “Prize money’s mine.”
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        * * *

      

      Alone, in the solitude of his quarters, Carl brought up a copy of the advert on his datapad. His wasn’t one of the fancy datapads that had a built-in holoprojector, but it could show him a flatvid version, and the info would be the same. That was all that mattered. The laaku narrator spoke perfect English with just enough of a native Edzu accent to sound sophisticated. Unlike the corny ad that got him into trouble on Meyang with the sword-fighting school, this production was silk smooth and polished chrome.

      “Think you have what it takes? Those racers aren’t doing anything you can’t do—and better. Admit it, you’ve always wanted to try. Well, pilots, now’s your chance. The Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge is looking for 16 pilots to compete in a series of grueling challenges to earn ONE spot in the Pan Galactic Race League. The winner will receive fame, glory, a place among the racing elite… and 250,000 terras.

      “So ask yourself: Are you the best undiscovered racer in the Galaxy? Are you as good as the pilots of the Pan Galactic Race League? Sign up today and find out.”

      If someone had drilled a hole and peeked into Carl’s brain, he couldn’t have conceived a pitch with a sharper hook or better bait for him. Fuck those laaku psychological martketeers. Carl hit the playback again.

      “…The winner will receive fame, glory, a place among the racing elite… and 250,000 terras.

      “So ask yourself: Are you the best undiscovered racer in the Galaxy? Are you as good as the pilots of the Pan Galactic Race League? Sign up today and find out.”

      … and again.

      “…Are you the best undiscovered racer in the Galaxy? Are you as good as the pilots of the Pan Galactic Race League?”

      “You bet your ass I am. Maybe better.”
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        * * *

      

      Phabian. It got called a lot of other things—Earth’s Little Sister, Laaku Prime, the Black Mirror. It was the latter that Carl found most appropriate. While Earth strove for the perfect mix of historical, modern, and natural, on Phabian they went completely modern. The planet devoured light, collected into millions of square kilometers of solar arrays. It was a mirror that didn’t reflect.

      But he was inside it now. There wasn’t really an “on” for Phabian. Nature preserves required special clearance and more hassle than anyone wanted to go through just to park outdoors. The laaku lived under domes, worked in grids, and traveled via tubes. The funny thing was, it felt more like outdoors than anyplace Carl had been in ages. Solar simulator lights reproduced the same wavelength as Sol. The air was filled with floral and arboreal scents matching those of Earth plants. Gentle breezes in the tubes carried spring crispness. Laaku scientists: tinkering with nature and doing it better. It would have made a nice motto. It was better than the official one: “Phabian: birthplace of the sentient mind.”

      Carl wasn’t sure just how many sentient minds stood with him in the line for the Silde Slims tryout. There were hundreds of bodies, but probably a good half of them were brain-dead slobs out to make fools of themselves. The competition had brought out the crazies. Challenge a guy to a bar fight, odds are he’d blow you off or yap something back at you. Put money on the line, and Scrawny Joe Beerstain will climb into the ring with the champ. The fools didn’t care that the odds were astronomical, and that it was a skill competition, not a lottery. Humanity had thrived on being too dumb to back down from a challenge, and unsurprisingly, most of the Beerstains in attendance were human.

      At least the line kept moving. Interviews were taking a couple minutes apiece, and there was a split at the head of the line, where applicants were being taken to one of three rooms. As Carl watched, he looked for some pattern, any clue as to whether the Silde Slims officials that patrolled the line were doing triage and sending real applicants through one door and wheel chocks into the others. No such luck. It didn’t help that there were only a few that struck him as serious potential candidates.

      A guy in a flight club jacket and a buzz haircut had the look of a serious applicant. He didn’t gawk at the races playing on the holos and flat panels scattered around the queue, and he had that straight-backed posture of someone who’d served aboard ship. Toward the head of the line was a sitharn—Carl couldn’t tell the gender—which was enough to make him a contender. Squalls were built by humans and had a ready-made conversion for laaku pilots. For a reptilian sitharn to be hanging out in a contest designed for primates meant he had something to prove. Just a few places ahead of Carl in line, a pubescent boy appeared out of place, at least physically. He was scrawny and gawky, with hunched shoulders that meant he was embarrassed, intimidated, or just awkward at that in-between age where he didn’t like attention.

      With hours to wait and feet growing sorer by the minute, Carl tired of the exercise. The pilots didn’t matter. They might have been AI, simulator drones, or Zheen for all the difference it made. They were just hurdles and ankle-high ones at that. Carl turned his attention to checking out the women.

      By a quick estimate, and leaving out the laaku and a scattering of more exotic xenos, a little over half the applicants were women. It made sense, in a way. The naval flight corps was nearly half women, and there was that longstanding bias toward testosterone-fueled aggression poured into the military’s foundation. Take away the preference for killer instinct, and you were left with pilots who were lighter on average and better able to handle high-G maneuvers. Packed into a crowded tube with lithe, daredevil women who spoke fluent pilot? There were worse ways to spend an afternoon.

      “Hey, so what brings you out for this little raffle?” Carl asked the woman two places ahead of him, talking over the head of the laaku between them.

      The woman turned. She had striking violet eyes, with hair and lips tinted to match. “I was waiting to meet you. Is that what you want to hear?”

      Carl put up his hands in defense. “Just makin’ small talk. Can’t blame a guy for gettin’ bored out of his skull waiting for the herd to move. Figured I might as well get to know someone who was going to make it.” He hadn’t picked this woman out as any sort of exception to the general blasé of the candidates, but she didn’t need to know that.

      “Sure,” she replied. “You got my flight credentials by staring at my ass and the back of my head.”

      “Carl Ramsey,” he said, sticking out a hand. “Expert evaluator of pilots and asses. I’m both myself.”

      She snorted, but the corner of her lip curled in an escaping smile. “July Monroe.” July shook Carl’s hand.

      “Excuse me!” the laaku between them protested. The flirtatious exchange took place right over his head.

      “Sorry, buddy,” Carl muttered. “Have her place in line.” Still holding onto July’s hand, he guided her around the indignant laaku.

      “What made you think I didn’t mind you giving away my place?” July asked. She sounded more inquisitive than angry.

      Carl shrugged. “There’s a hundred people to go. We can stand here, bored and quiet, we could piss off some poor guy stuck between us, or this. And you never answered my question.”

      “I’ve been racing my whole life,” July replied. “Atmospheric stuff as a kid, then on to orbital and deep space. I got stuck in the small time, though. Easy money. No risk. It always seemed better to eat than to take a shot at the big time and burn all my fuel. This is all expenses paid. All it costs me is transport here and back. You?”

      “I was yelling at the holovid, and my crew told me to put up or shut up.”

      “You have a ship?” July asked. “Must be nice flying something you actually own.”

      They stepped forward as the line advanced.

      “Oh, I don’t fly it. At least, not much. It’s a shuttle that I converted into a light freighter, but I still fly it like a Typhoon, and the crew doesn’t like feeling G’s.”

      “So you’re ex-military,” July concluded. She rolled her eyes. “I can’t tell you the number of former navy fighter jockeys I’ve ion-trailed. Squalls and Typhoons handle nothing alike. It’s all about manual control of the maneuvering thrusters in the turns, not just lining up a crosshair and firing.”

      Carl stopped himself short. He had been able to snap back that he’d raced in his Typhoon for fun with his squadron, to keep them all sharp. There wasn’t a member of the Half-Devils of Squadron 333 that he wouldn’t pick over the field at this cattle drive. But then he took a quick glance at just how many of those cattle were left to go ahead of him. He did a high-orbit estimate of how long it would be before he was done waiting. He predicted that such a reply would probably end his conversation with July on a sour note, with her still stuck a half meter away for the next couple hours.

      “Hey, what’s a guy gonna do?” Carl asked with a shrug. “Just climbing into a fighter again, even if it’s stripped down to a racing hull—well, it’s been a long time, I guess.”

      She narrowed those violet eyes at him. “So you’re just here angling for a joyride?”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Carl said. “If I blunder into a win, I’m smooth with that, too.” He winked at her. “I like the eyes, by the way. Suits you.”

      “I like the hair,” July replied. “Flashy for a veteran.”

      Carl ran a self-conscious hand through his blue locks. He’d forgotten how he must look. “Funny story about that…” There were two hours or so until they were called in for their interviews, and Carl used that time to regale July with stories and wheedle out bits of her background. Some of the things he told her were even true.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you think he’s doing right now?” Esper asked. She sat on the couch with a mug of cocoa, two tiny marshmallows melting away.

      “Making a damn fool of himself,” Mort replied from beside her. They were alone on the Mobius, parked in a hanger on the outskirts of Kethlet, Roddy’s hometown. Of course “outskirts” and “town” didn’t do justice to the sprawling, planet-wide metropolis that Kethlet was just one portion of. “It’s your turn to pick.”

      Esper took up the holovid remote with a sigh and sipped her cocoa. “Is this all we’re going to do while we’re on Phabian?” She flipped through menu after submenu, hoping something caught her eye.

      “We are in the den of science, on one of the most populated worlds in the known galaxy,” Mort replied. “If you wander around out there, some bit of science is going to identify you and cough up a hairball because you’re supposed to be dead.”

      “And you’re wanted by the Convocation,” Esper replied. “I know. I’ve heard it all before. But there are like fifty billion people on Phabian. You’d think a few could slip through the cracks. Maybe I should just go find someone official and see if I can get the record of my death squared away. I mean, it’s not like anyone will care, right?”

      “The One Church preaches a lot more forgiveness than it practices,” Mort warned. “I wouldn’t kneel before that juggernaut, if I were you.”

      “Aren’t you being a little dramatic?” Esper asked. “I mean, what are they going to do to me? It’s not like I broke any laws.”

      Mort seemed about to say something, but closed his mouth and just stared at her. His tilted head and furrowed brow displayed more perplexity than she had ever seen on his face before.

      “That they know about,” Esper amended. “I mean, as far as they know, I’m a runaway schoolteacher, right?”

      “You kidnapped Adam.”

      “Who was a scientist who’d stuffed his mind into a cloned body. I’m sure that’s all been cleared up by now.”

      “Are you daft, girl?” Mort asked.

      Esper tossed the holovid remote onto the unoccupied cushion of the couch. “No, but I’m just getting tired of feeling trapped behind death’s door. I thought that whole ‘faking my death’ thing was clever at the time, but I wasn’t thinking just how little a dead person is allowed to do.”

      Mort scratched his chin and squinted one eye at Esper. “All right. Let’s work around the system. We’re going sightseeing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      July was gone, whisked off into one of the interview rooms. Carl’s solo wait wasn’t long before he was brought into a different one. The place was Phabian glitz at its finest. Top level city view, looking out at the interconnected high rises, tubes, clouds, and sub-orbital floating residences. Every surface of the walls, floor, and the desk were display-quality flat panels. Carl’s two interviewers were a laaku man and a human woman. He had light brown fur and wore a dark suit and display-panel glasses; she had the middle-aged all-cosmo look—with all the wrinkles smoothed too flat—and sported a Silde Slims branded flight jacket. The laaku had his prehensile feet up on the desk.

      “Bradley Carlin Ramsey,” an overhead speaker announced him.

      The laaku glanced down at a datapad. “Sit. We don’t have all day.”

      Green footprints appeared on the floor, marking a path from Carl to a chair on the opposite side of the desk. He took two steps before he realized the footprints were the same size as his boots, and matched his gait perfectly. He broke stride to avoid them and took five clumsy steps to the chair as he and the floor tried to outguess one another.

      “Creepy-ass floor,” he muttered, glaring down at it as he sat.

      “So, Bradley—or can I call you Brad?” the human woman asked.

      “I go by Carl, actually,” Carl replied.

      “Well, Carl, I’m Stacy Kain, and this is Torim of Daihan. We’ll try to keep this brief, since we still have a lot of applicants.” Her eyes were sunken. Carl couldn’t blame her with all the slobs she must have dealt with today.

      “Take all the time you need,” Carl replied. “I’m worth the wait.”

      “Says here you’re Earth Navy, retired,” Torim said. “But all I can access is your rank and service dates, plus a couple certifications.”

      Carl scratched behind his ear. “Yeah, that’s about all that’s not classified. But you do the math. I made Lt. Commander inside five years, and I was a combat flight instructor for the Typhoon class fighter.”

      “Ever flown a Squall?” Stacy asked.

      “No, but I’ve raced Typhoons for training purposes and never had a student beat me,” Carl replied.

      “There are some key differences between the two ships,” Stacy said with a condescending smile. “The power-to-weight ratio, for starters, not to mention the lack of shields. There are also—”

      “They stripped out the quick-shock gravity stabilizers for ones that take higher G-turns,” Carl said. “Makes sense because you’re not taking fire. As for the handling, a Squall’s going to be a moonlit stroll. No one learns to dance in combat boots who can’t do it in sneakers. Sure, I’ll have to get the feel for it, same as I’ve had to get the feel for losing my port-side maneuvering thrusters in a dogfight. I just hope I can keep motivated without target lock alarms blaring in my helmet. If I don’t get lulled to sleep, I think I’ll manage.”

      “There’s more to this contest than just piloting,” Torim said, taking advantage of Carl needing to catch his breath after that diatribe. “This is a show. We need an angle. So maybe you’re a hot shit pilot, maybe you’re not. Why are slack-jaws going to want to watch you fly? What’ve you got that’s interesting about you?”

      “You mean aside from having a classified military record?” Carl asked. When blank looks answered him, he shrugged and continued. “Well, my hair is blue because I was cursed by an azrin sword master, I play a little guitar, and I’m currently single. Depending how things go after dinner tonight, I may be dating a fellow contestant from London Prime by the name of July Monroe.”

      Stacy looked to Torim, not showing the slightest reaction to Carl’s spiel. “I’m a little concerned about his age.”

      “It is worth—”

      “Bullshit,” Carl snapped. “If this was kiddie time, you should have said so in the ads. If these glider munchkins can’t claim as much simulator time as I’ve logged in combat, fuck ‘em. Let ‘em come back again in ten years when they’ve learned how to fly. You won’t catch me taking it easy on any of this sorry lot. I spent years tormenting pilots their age.”

      Torim turned to Stacy and lifted his dark glasses. They exchanged a glance. “You’re in.”
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        * * *

      

      “I feel out of place,” Mriy said softly. “Like a giant.”

      “Get used to it,” Roddy replied. They strolled through a public concourse in the heart of Kethlet. Without a human in sight, Mriy was a half-meter taller than anyone around, even in her habitual slouch. In laaku-heavy areas, she wasn’t going to see many creatures her own size.

      Mriy cocked her head. “Why are you speaking Jiara?”

      “You finally noticed?” Roddy asked. “You’re getting too used to that earring’s translations. I’ve been speaking your language since we got off the ship.”

      “But I would have thought—”

      “That I’d speak Jiara like you speak English?” Roddy asked. Mriy’s idioms grew childlike in simplicity when she tried them at all in English, and her vocabulary shrank by a factor of 100. It was a dead giveaway as to whether she was speaking translated Jiara or plain English. “Sorry, sister. Your brain’s wired for hunting; mine’s made for learning. Nothing personal; just genetics.”

      Mriy’s hackles rose, and Roddy chuckled. “What? Tell me you couldn’t eat half the laaku in this plaza like popcorn before someone stopped you. You’re getting pissy over speaking a few xeno languages like a native?”

      “You’re insulting my intelligence,” Mriy replied. “My people aren’t savages.”

      Roddy gave a gentle slap to the back of Mriy’s hand. “Show me those claws and say that again.” Rebels among her own azrin people had declawed her and pulled her teeth. Anything sharp about her now was thanks to laaku medicine and replacement implants.

      “I’m still not a dumb brute.”

      Roddy shrugged. “It’s all relative. Laaku wizards are shit compared to humans. Just look at Mort; we got no one like that. No laaku could fight an azrin without our thousand-year advantage in tech. We don’t live as long as tesuds—err, sorry if that’s a sore subject.” Laaku had a similar lifespan to humans, but azrins lived only half as long. Roddy had only thought of the tortoise-like race because one had just exited a spa ahead of them. “Point is, brains and unity are what made us. Can’t blame us for being best at what we evolved to be.”

      “You’re lucky this is a green-sec planet, or I’d tear your arms out by the roots,” Mriy grumbled.

      “We’re two minutes from a Class 1 med facility. You could tear my head off, and they’d fuse it back on,” Roddy replied. “Civilization. Gotta love it.”

      “Why don’t you just move back here, if it’s such a plentiful hunting ground?”

      “No booze for the locals.”

      Mriy stopped, and Roddy paused and looked back. The azrin had a wicked grin, showing off her newly implanted teeth. They looked just like the old ones, thick and long and sharp enough to puncture a smart-mouthed laaku mechanic to the bone. “What?”

      “Maybe I should tell the local sheriff you’re a drunk,” Mriy said. “How would your mighty brain like that?”

      “Knock it off,” Roddy said through clenched teeth. He grabbed Mriy by the wrist and tugged her along. Despite a difference in mass that could have let her stand her ground like a mooring clamp, she followed, shaking loose after two paces. “That’s not funny. We’re gonna get a little local flavor, then head back to the Mobius. I’m dry enough right now as it is. Sorry if… I’m a little stretched out right now. I don’t mean it.”

      Mriy nodded a guarded acceptance of his apology. “Was the food a lie? They can really make any food taste like any other? I might like to try ice cream meat.”

      “Ice cream that tastes like beef. Bacon that tastes like mocha chocolate swirl. We reconstitute raw nutrients with the best modern flavor and texture science in the galaxy. I’ve been trying for years to get Carl to let me install a laaku food reconstituter instead of that old processor. I figure I could use another voice on my side.”

      “Why won’t he let you?” Mriy asked.

      “Ah, here we are,” Roddy said. The sign identified the establishment as General Food Station: Kethlet 0013. A steady stream of laaku diners trickled in and out to the surrounding concourse. The glass and polished metal exterior had all the charm of a postal depot, but most importantly it was in a district where Roddy didn’t know anyone.

      “What’s Carl got against laaku food?” Mriy persisted.

      “Give it a try first,” Roddy said. “I don’t want to bias you.” He stepped inside, and Mriy followed.
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        * * *

      

      Esper stood at the bottom of the cargo ramp, lacing and unlacing her fingers for want of something productive to do with them. Standing beside a bedraggled deep-space freighter, she felt out of place. Mort had said to dress up, and thanks to the nice pirates of the Poet Fleet, she had the means to comply. It wasn’t often she had cause to wear heels, but they went well with the black, elaborately embroidered dress. Her leather jacket was mostly a pair of sleeves and wouldn’t have closed in the front without considerable discomfort, but it added a bit of modesty to the rather revealing garment, and matched better than she’d anticipated. Some faux-diamond jewelry and an up-do rounded out the ensemble. But she didn’t feel like she and the Mobius belonged within sight of one another.

      Footsteps from the cargo bay caught her attention. “You look like you robbed a boutique,” Mort chided her. “Relax. No, don’t slouch, just take a deep breath and tell yourself you do this sort of thing all the time.”

      Esper nodded and breathed deeply. Unclasping her hands, she stretched her arms to her sides and looked out through the domed glass of the hangar. It was a bright blue sunny afternoon, with wisps of cloud drifting overhead. Phabian’s weather was legendary, even tamer than Earth’s and just as artificial. But it was still gorgeous.

      “That’s better,” Mort replied. His footsteps clanged down the cargo ramp as Esper watched the sky. “Let me have a look at you. Nice. Very nice. I’m no fashionista, but you’ll turn heads for sure.”

      Esper felt her face flush. “Maybe I should change. I—”

      She noticed Mort. The cargo hold had been dark against the brightness in the hangar, so Esper hadn’t gotten a good look until he stepped around to look her up and down. He was dressed in a suit, all black from collar to shoes. It wasn’t the standard business suit identified as humanity’s cultural attire in xeno-produced holovids. He wore a flat, short-collared, hip-length coat with a single row of thumbnail-size buttons, with slacks to match. It was all cut to fit like his silhouette. She could see a distorted reflection in his shoes.

      But more than his clothes, it was the Mort inside that startled Esper and made her think a stray improper thought or two about the wizard. He was clean shaven, with a whiff of aftershave musk lingering on him, a heady scent from a half meter away. There wasn’t a trace of gray in his hair, and the tangled mess was combed straight back and slicked down, glistening in the sunlight. He looked more like a planetary official than the grumpy, foul-mouthed wizard she’d grown accustomed to.

      “You what?” Mort asked. As Esper struggled to decide what words came next, he waved a dismissive hand. “Forget it. You look perfect. We’re not trying to blend in with the local drones today. You were getting space fever—odd thing, planetside—so we’re having a day out. Tanny’s not around to warn you against the impractical and the frivolous, so we’re going to have an impractical, frivolous day.”

      Esper swallowed. “But I… it’s just…”

      Mort closed his eyes and sighed. When he opened them, he hooked a gentle finger beneath Esper’s chin and guided her eyes to meet his own. “You’re flushed like a schoolgirl. God only knows what you had to bottle up in that convent, but it’s spilling out through your pores. No apprentice of mine is going to comport herself like that. I’ve got children a few years older than you. Chew on that if it helps.”

      “I wasn’t! I mean, I’m not. Your apprentice, that is.” Mort was being awfully presumptuous. He cleaned up better than she imagined; that’s all.

      “No, but you need a cover story,” Mort said. He held up a hand in front of Esper’s face. A tingling sensation spread over her skin, better than any of her fancy soaps or facial ointments could manage.

      “Was that a disguise?”

      “No, a spell to fuzz up the science cameras,” Mort replied. “Common enough for wizards in scientific lands like this. As a rule, we don’t appreciate being tracked and cataloged wherever we go. Won’t raise an eyebrow, neither laaku nor human. Now, let me have a look at those hands.”

      Mort didn’t wait for them to be offered, but grabbed Esper’s hands and scanned them, fronts and backs. “Good enough. No grease or nicks from Roddy’s spare parts. No conspicuous calluses. Good wizarding hands.”

      “You can thank a shower, sturdy gloves, and Île de Plaisir hand lotion,” Esper replied, snatching her hands away from the wizard’s grasp. “Can we get going now?”

      “You can walk arm in arm with me, or a pace behind me on my right,” Mort said. “Don’t argue with me in public—bitch at me later all you want, but save it up. If anyone asks a question you don’t want to answer, just look to me. I’m no Carl, but—”

      “Or we’d have left already,” Esper snapped. She pressed her lips tight and felt the warmth spreading across her face again.

      “…but I can talk our way past any troubles we should meet,” Mort finished. “You’re pent up and boiling over. Fine. We’ll leave. Just bear in mind that Carl’s way causes more troubles than it solves.” Mort gave a meaningful glance down the front of Esper’s dress. “And he’s not half the gentleman I am.”

      As they set out into Kethlet, Esper stayed a pace behind Mort, at his right hand. There were more humans mixed among the laaku than she had expected. Though she never asked, Mort had likely chosen their route to keep them among as many of their own kind as possible. And while she had been self-conscious about her attire at the outset, Esper found that she was conservatively dressed by comparison to the women she saw. Dazzling colors were the least of her competition. Chromaglow fabrics and wrap-around flatvid displays drew the eye from one woman to the next. A few outfits appeared to be entirely holo-projected onto the wearer. She was feeling like a priestess again by the time they’d been gone an hour.

      They visited an art museum with works native to the Kethlet region. Iron sculptures coated in orange oxidation had been untouched for centuries. An entire wing held mechanical artwork that moved under its own power. Strangest to Esper’s eye were the simple wooden blocks, carved in geometric shapes. They were displayed in careful arrangements, with flatvid placards that told the significance of the configuration. No matter how hard she tried, Esper couldn’t look at eight cubes, a sphere, and a triangular pyramid, and see ‘harmonious inclusion.’

      Mort brought her to a live theater production of a traditional laaku stage play. Though the actors all spoke in one of their native languages, Esper’s charmed earring provided the translation of a beautiful story of love, loss, and hope amid an ancient plague. Hardly any humans were in attendance, and she made an impression on a few laaku who wanted to discuss the play with her and Mort during intermissions.

      By dinnertime, she had taken to walking arm in arm with Mort, discussing the wonders they had shared while exploring the city. Neither of them ever checked a datapad or public terminal. When they wanted to find a place, they stopped one of the locals and asked for directions or advice.

      “Where can we find a nice dinner?” Mort asked an elderly couple of laaku, holding hands as they strolled. Their clothes looked expensive, but so did practically everyone’s. Mort had clued her in early on, that when asking questions, you needed to seek the proper source for the answer you wanted. “Laaku cuisine, but not a food terminal. Someplace with atmosphere.”

      “Bengan’s,” the old woman replied. “Not as fussy as the human-food places in the Mogwel District, mind you, but they’ll treat you like doctors.”

      “Thank you,” Mort replied with a low bow. She knew from Roddy that lowering yourself to near-laaku height was a sign of respect.

      As they parted ways with the elderly couple, Esper leaned in and asked. “Like doctors?”

      Mort shrugged as best he could with Esper holding one of his arms. “Laaku haven’t had any lords or kings since humans were living in caves. They value learned professions, though they’re a bit poke-and-wobble on how that applies to wizards. Scientific bias is a burden we must endure.”

      Bengan’s, it turned out, was fancier than Esper had taken from the old couple’s description. It was a tower that jutted from the interconnected cityscape, with stacked rings of dining areas that rotated throughout the meal, giving a view of the planetary surface. As she gawked at the spire through the overhead glass, a human host stopped them at the door.

      “Your reservation?” the host asked. It was the perfect double-edged question. One edge was feather-soft and deferential, eager to please. The other carried the hard, sharp assurance that without such a reservation, there was no place inside Bengan’s for them.

      As he had at every other stop along their journey, Mort held up the palm of his hand. His fingers spread loose, as if he held something soft and delicate. Within the span of his fingers, an image appeared, like a holo with no projector. It was a ‘C’ with a bolt of lightning through it, the mark of the Convocation. “We’d like something on the highest level available.”

      The host nodded. “Of course, sir.” But then his attention turned to Esper, watching her with eyebrows raised.

      Mort gave her a nudge with his elbow. “Go on. Show him yours.”

      “But, I—”

      “Oh, at least try,” Mort said. “Sorry, but my apprentice still struggles with the sign. She can manage levitation and fire, but try to get her to cast a glamour…”

      Esper held up her hand in imitation of the gesture Mort had used all afternoon and evening. The spacing, the curl of the fingers, the angle of the palm. There were no words to go with the gesture. Of course Mort didn’t need them. He was a wizard. Esper was just pretending for the day to keep free of security cameras and unwanted prying. Being a wizard had kept shopkeepers and ticket agents at bay, wizard or laaku, but that didn’t mean she had earned her privacy on her own merits. She tried to imagine the same Convocation symbol Mort had displayed, to envision it there in her hand.

      To her surprise, a flickering, faltering C-and-lightning-bolt appeared within her slackened grasp. A sharp intake of breath broke her concentration, and the image vanished.

      “Well done, sorceress,” the obsequious host congratulated her, offering a toothy smile.

      Mort pushed Esper’s hand down. “Don’t go making her cocky. That was barely acceptable. Come on, Apprentice. Let’s sample some local fare.”

      Dinner was a wonder and a marvel. Mort ate steak and bacon. Esper tried a dished called Every Chocolate that came close to being the literal truth. It was all completely artificial, utterly delectable, and healthier than anything she’d ever eaten. They made up for the latter point by accompanying their meal with an authentic, non-synthetic wine imported from Titan.

      They talked about the day. Mort answered a variety of questions, but brushed aside anything that might seem out of character. Esper filed these away for later discussion. The view of Phabian was ultra-modern. There wasn’t a bit of sea or land as far as the horizon, just an infinitely varied lattice of sentient-made structures, gleaming in the setting sun. They must have stayed three hours, occupying one of the restaurant’s best tables for longer than any reasonable patron ought to have been allowed. But they were wizards—at least one of them real—and no one hurried along a wizard’s meal or politely mentioned the bill. In fact, there was no mention of a bill at all.

      All too soon, they were headed back to the Mobius. The day’s adventure did not include lodgings in the city. Esper wasn’t sure how Mort would have handled the sleeping arrangements if they had. She wasn’t sure how she’d have wanted him to. There had been boyfriends and crushes in her days before the priesthood, but none of them had been a thing like Mort. He was confident, educated, wise, and witty. After his bluntness prior to their departure, he hadn’t behaved like anything less than a perfect gentleman.

      The cargo ramp was still down when they arrived. “Looks like we’re the first ones back,” Mort said. It was true, despite Phabian being virtually devoid of crime, no one else would have left a welcoming entrance to the ship with all their belongings aboard.

      Esper made sure to raise the ramp behind them after they came aboard, since Mort showed no sign of caring whether it stayed open or not. Then they each disappeared into their quarters to change. As underdressed as Esper had felt upon venturing into the upscale part of Kethlet, she felt just as overdressed for the Mobius.

      Back in her quarters, she swapped the evening gown for one of her simpler dresses—she still wasn’t ready to go back to coveralls just yet. She let her hair fall loose and took off her jewelry. After a day in heels, she decided to go barefoot. The ship’s floors hadn’t been nearly so sticky since Kubu had been aboard.

      Mort was already changed and parked back in front of the holovid when she returned to the common room. Jeans, sneakers, stained hooded sweatshirt. If it weren’t for the combed hair and fresh shave, she wouldn’t have known him for the same man.

      “Have fun today?” he asked, popping the top on a beer. He narrowed an eye at her. “You’ve got questions, don’t you?”

      Esper noticed a second beer on the couch by the wizard’s side. She cracked it open and took a sip, then nodded.

      “What would have happened if you’d been recognized?” That question had squirmed to the surface of her thoughts sporadically throughout the day.

      “I’d have had to kill a few people,” Mort replied. “Maybe more than a few. Then I’d have gone to ground, fouled the trail, and laid low until I found a way off world. Wouldn’t be the first time, but it would be the first time in a long while.”

      “Just like that?” Esper asked. Mort’s casual willingness to kill put a sour aftertaste to a sweet day.

      “Any precautions I take are for convenience and concern for others’ safety—and for today, for yours. I don’t worry much about my own wellbeing. How about you? Did you enjoy being a wizard for a day?”

      Esper pursed her lips and gave the idea some thought. “I enjoyed the day, but I didn’t feel much like a wizard. I didn’t do any magic except for that magic badge you showed everyone.”

      “And you didn’t even work that,” Mort said. “That restaurant lackey was being a prat. Technically I can’t put a non-member’s meal on the Convocation’s credit. Usually they don’t make everyone prove it once someone vouches for them. I had to step in and make a plausible fumbling attempt on your behalf.”

      “So I didn’t do any wizarding today…”

      “I didn’t show you magic, if that’s what you mean,” Mort replied. “But you got to see what being a wizard is like. Regular folks don’t like magic around. It does weird things and messes up their datapads and guns and what-have-you. Being a wizard out in a crowded city is about how people treat you and how you treat them. We didn’t spend a terra today, but we got to see the sights, cut the lines, and get dinner without a reservation. We didn’t cheat anyone; they’ll just bill the Convocation, and some accountant will handle it all.”

      “What about the Convocation? Didn’t we sort of rob them?”

      “Lousy fuckers,” Mort replied, punctuating his statement with a hearty swallow of Earth’s Preferred. “They’ll pay for food, lodging, transport, or entertainment—anything intangible that you don’t keep. If I could charge starships to their account, I’d purchase a battle fleet and fly it into a sun.”
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        * * *

      

      Who the hell knew how thick the glass was, or exactly what it was made of? Whatever the stuff was, it was thick enough for skittish laaku zoologists to trust it as the lone barrier between them and creatures that could devour them in a single bite. At the moment, several of those creatures were playing with huge, durable ‘intellectual development’ toys, mostly by chewing on them or batting them around.

      “He going to be all right in there?” Tanny asked. Kubu might have been a brute as puppies go, but he was gentle at heart and didn’t have much experience with animals.

      “Yes, of course,” Meeram of Tonroo replied. She was chief zoologist at the Center for Extinct and XenoNative Species in the Phabian city of Jaarnu. “There are emergency stun applicators, fully automated and programmed to tell the difference between playful and malicious behavior. As soon as one of the residents attempts to harm another, they get stunned. But that’s rare. Species are intermixed based on behavioral compatibility, and in pack-dominant species we make sure the animal knows that the staff members are alphas.”

      “Kubu gets to play in there?” Kubu asked. He stood on his hind legs, with his front paws and face pressed against the glass.

      “Looks that way,” Tanny replied.

      “You can really understand him?” Meeram asked. She approached Kubu with no hint of fear despite the fact that on his hind legs he towered over her.

      Tanny flicked her charmed earring. “It’s a bit of magic I bought years ago. Translates anything sentient.”

      Meeram nodded. “I admit, we don’t get many sentients around here besides guests and staff.”

      “Well, just keep that in mind when dealing with him,” Tanny said. She unbuckled the collar that Kubu wore while traveling on the shuttle and through the tubes of Jaarnu, posing as a dog. “Ask him yes or no questions, and he can nod and shake his head. He understands you just fine.”

      “Kubu wants to meet those people in there,” Kubu said, tail wagging as he tried to get the attention of a tiger-like creature with fangs the size of tent stakes.

      “They’re not people,” Tanny replied. “They’re animals—creatures that can’t talk.”

      “Maybe Mommy needs different through-the-ear magic,” Kubu replied.

      Tanny chuckled.

      “He jokes?” Meeram asked.

      “Not intentionally,” Tanny said. “He doesn’t have much experience with non-sentients. Should be interesting for everyone.”

      “Well, we’re looking forward to the opportunity to study him,” Meeram replied.

      “No tests,” Tanny warned. She aimed a finger down at Meeram like the barrel of a blaster.

      Meeram held up two hands and one prehensile foot. “Of course not. This is a behavioral research center, not a xenobiology lab. Oh, before I forget. Since he’s sentient, has he developed taste preferences that deviate from the documented dietary listings for canis ultra poltidae? The literature on his species doesn’t narrow things down much.”

      Tanny furrowed her brow and considered the matter. “He liked the arctic hare he caught once. But if I had to pick a favorite for him, it would be ‘lots.’”

      “How much is ‘lots?’” Meeram asked.

      “However much you give him, plus more.”

      “Kubu likes lots,” Kubu added. “Kubu hungry now. Mommy talks about too much food.”

      “You be good for Meeram and the other caretakers here,” Tanny said. “I’ll be back for you in a few days. Listen to the nice lady. Have fun at Animal Camp.”
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        * * *

      

      When Carl said he’d take July out for dinner, he had intended for it to be a two-person affair. Instead, they were two in a crowd of budding racers corralled for a welcome dinner by the Silde Slims race sponsors. Sixty-four. Of those, just sixteen would advance to the contest itself. Adding in the promoters, race officials, public relations people, and various lackeys, there were a hundred or so people crammed into Club Xanadu. Despite dozens of conversations vying to drown out one another and the four-piece jazz band playing on stage, Carl managed to secure a table for two and what scant privacy that offered.

      “I’m surprised you survived,” July said at a half shout. “Figured an old buzzard like you would have keeled over on the run.”

      “Fuck that,” Carl replied at similar volume. “Who the hell thinks running five kilos has anything to do with flying? If I’d had any breath left by the end, I’d have beaten that tech to death with his own datapad. The navy didn’t even care if I could run five kilos. It was thirty steps from the pilots’ quarters to the flight deck. The scramble was all the running I ever needed to do.”

      “I heard you’re the old man of the group,” July replied. “Oldest of the humans anyway. I didn’t hear about the laaku or that xeno who made it in.”

      “They must have gone easy on you in the psych tests if you got through and still think age has anything to do with flying,” Carl said. He flagged down a server and grabbed two beers from a tray filled with them. He offered one to July even as he tilted back the other.

      July took the tall glass mug and eyed it appraisingly.

      “We Earthmen call that ‘beer,’” Carl said as a proclamation. “It’s the traditional celebratory drink of my people. Best way is to chug it.”

      “Classy,” July replied. She rolled her eyes but couldn’t keep from smiling. “We’ve got simulator time trials in the morning. I need to stay sharp.” She set the mug down.

      Carl cocked his head and lifted an eyebrow. Seriously? He didn’t even need to say it aloud.

      “Fine,” July replied. “One won’t hurt, I guess.” She took a swallow—a nice compromise between a sip and a hearty chug.

      Carl finished his and summoned a server for another. “This...” He gestured to the club around them. “Is a party. Parties come in all sorts, but this one is for getting drunk.”

      “Getting drunk is for after you win, not for getting in the door,” July said. She took another genteel swallow of beer. “This isn’t a bad brew, whatever they’ve tapped.”

      “I won when I passed the fucking physical,” Carl said. “Guys can ask me all the psych questions they want; my mind’s rock solid. I can fall out of bed and lap the field in a simulator. The end of that fifth goddamn kilometer was my finish line.”

      Just then, one of the other competitors came by and stopped at their table. “You that Ramsey guy?”

      “Yo,” Carl replied, hoisting his beer.

      “I heard you flew with the Admiral Haverhill, back in the Zheen War.”

      In Mort terms, the man had not asked a question. Being a polite, well-mannered human, Carl decided to answer the implied question, even if he couldn’t offer a good answer. “If I confirmed or denied that, they’d round us up and kill the both of us.”

      “Gotcha,” the man said with a wink and cluck of his tongue. A brief side conversation ensued, during which they each took a shot of some peppermint-flavored liquor. Carl tried to nudge across the idea that he was more interested in the lady’s time than talking to a guy whose parents had kept him from joining Earth Navy so he could race.

      At length, the guy took the hint. “If I ever get that annoying, shoot me,” Carl muttered, though he had to raise his voice for July to hear it.

      “Sorry, they didn’t allow me to take a piece planetside,” she replied.

      Carl grinned over the lip of his beer. “You came to Phabian armed?”

      “Girl’s gotta look after herself out in border space,” July said. “Black Ocean’s no place for targets.”

      “You get sexier every time I hear something new about you.”

      “It’s the beer. And you’re going to crash and burn in the time trials tomorrow.”

      Carl shrugged and drank anyway. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Sim’s a sim.”

      “You ever flown a Squall, even in a simulator?” she asked.

      “No,” Carl replied. He leaned across the table, prompting July to lean in and meet him halfway. “But you want to know a secret? They reused the base programs from the Typhoon line to make the Squall sims.”

      “I’ve got a better secret,” July replied. She leaned so close that her breath tickled Carl’s ear. So close she could whisper and still be heard over the band and all the din of conversation. “Silde Slim programs their own.”

      Carl stopped. The party continued on around him, but that one thought stuck in his head like a wheel chock. There was no going forward or backward from it.

      July pulled away, just enough to be able to look Carl in the eye. The striking violet color blotted out any stray thought that was trying to break through the barrier she had just dumped in his brain. “Looks like you’ve got plenty to think about tonight, if you’re sober enough to think at all. Me? I’m off to get some rest so I’m fresh in the morning. I know all sorts of useful secrets, and I hear I talk in my sleep. But that’s not going to help you at all. Enjoy your last night in the contest. I hope the beer was worth the prize money to you.”

      As she slipped out of the booth and out of the club, Carl looked down into his mug. It was good beer. He drained the contents and decided to mingle with the contestants, picking up refills as he found them. As it turned out, most of the young, eager pilots liked a good war story. A few had heard rumors about the old pilot with the classified military record, and they plied him with drinks until he filled in a few choice details—all made up on the spot.

      How he got into a bed in a communal barracks later that night was a mystery. All he could guess was that the race officials had made arrangements for the transport of inebriated contestants. Many of his fellow aspiring racers were snorers. All Carl could think to do after waking in the middle of the night, was to take a piss, settle back in, and return fire with snoring of his own.
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        * * *

      

      Inevitably, morning came, and with it the hangover. The contestants’ barracks was empty, just a cluster of bunk beds with rumpled sheets strewn with unwashed laundry. Carl looked down at his own clothes and found, to no surprise, that he’d collapsed fully dressed, including boots and his battered leather jacket. A chrono on the wall said it was 11:35AM. He blinked, but the chrono refused to alter its opinion of the time.

      “Shit,” Carl muttered. Time trials had started hours ago. There was no chance they’d held up the works just for him. That meant getting down to the simulator room, pronto—once he figured out where that was. But first he had a more pressing concern—namely caffeine enough to be fit for flying.

      It was nearly twenty minutes later that Carl arrived at the Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge. At least, that’s what the signs were calling it, and there were plenty of signs, banners, and other promotional schlock scattered around the halls and worn by staffers. He pushed his way through the crowd with the aid of a contestant’s badge he’d discovered in one of the pockets of his jacket. Staffers made way for him.

      In one hand, he carried a cup of coffee, fresh from the cafeteria, wafting steam and the pleasant aroma that promised relief from splitting headaches. In the other, he carried a second cup, still sealed tight and warm even through the insulating plastic. He drained the first cup on his way through the door to the simulator room and foisted the empty cup onto a laaku staffer who didn’t seem to be doing anything at the moment.

      “Ramsey!” July shouted upon spotting him. She was standing at the back of a crowd pressed around the leader board and public display of the live time trials. Someone was wending his way through an asteroid-strewn course that looked familiar from the holovid feed of the last race he’d seen. “You’re late. They’ve been docking you—you’re down 2.25 seconds already.”

      Carl peeled the protective lid off his second coffee and took a tentative sip—still scalding. “Well, wouldn’t want to take it easy on you boys and girls. Guess I’ll take my turn when… Yalsim? …when Yalsim here is done.” He probably didn’t sound as confident as he would have liked. It was hard to project an air of invincibility when your eyes were trying to escape through the back of your skull. Doubly hard was doing it while half the contestants were trying to keep from laughing because they were the ones who got you drunk.

      A few of the contestants made salutary remarks. One or two snuck in a barb about his age, state of drunkenness the prior night, or some mixture of the two that implied someone his age shouldn’t try to match drink for drink with pilots ten years younger.

      Stacy from Silde Slims pulled him aside. She wasn’t dressed up in the promotional shirts that the lackeys were wearing, which meant she was actually higher up the food chain than Carl had credited her. “Ramsey!” she hissed. “You pull a stunt like that again, you’re out. If this were a field of 32 instead of 64, we’d have packed up and left by now. And look at you. There are cameras here, for God’s sake!”

      “Lucky for you, I guess,” Carl said. “You’d hate to miss out on me. As for the rest… I don’t clean up so good. Maybe you’re not seeing me at the top of my game, but my top ain’t much better. This is a flying contest, not a fashion show.”

      “It’s supposed to be a little of both,” Stacy replied.

      But Carl’s attention was drifting away. He squinted against the light and the pounding in his head to make out the times on the leader board. Most hovered around the 3:00 mark, but the top scores were closer to 2:55. Beside each name, there was a portrait of the contestant; he looked for July. She was third at 2:56.0381. With only three pilots to go, she was already qualified to move on to the top 32. He didn’t have to feel bad if 2.25 seconds weren’t enough to keep him behind her.

      Yalsim finished a run good enough to secure a spot of his own. The blond-furred laaku pilot came in at 2:57.3824, drawing a chorus of cheers and a single, pained moan—presumably the poor slob whose spot in the top 32 just got bumped.

      “Ramsey, you’re up,” a laaku official with a datapad shouted.

      Carl took a steadying breath and a gulp of coffee still too hot to be gulped, focusing on the burn down his throat and into his belly. He kept the stagger out of his gait as best he could as he made his way to the simulator cockpit.

      The race official wore a name tag that read “Silde Slims ground crew: Gabrin.” “Quick rundown,” Gabrin said in a lower voice as Carl reached the steps up to the simulator. “Simulated gravity is enabled. G-canceling in this model is good to about 5G, after that you’ll feel everything. This isn’t arcade sim; this is a full live cockpit. Only time this won’t seem 100% real is if you’d be killed, at which point the safeties cut in and the simulator ends. Got it?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Carl replied. “Let’s get this over with.” He threw a leg over the edge of the simulator and into the foot well.

      Gabrin reached for Carl’s coffee. “Let me just hang onto—”

      “Nah, I still need it,” Carl said, grabbing the canopy handle with his free hand and pulling it down behind him as he swung his other leg inside. The motion was so reflexive it was easier than walking, just then.

      “Hey, you can’t bring drinks into the… hey!” Gabrin shouted through the canopy as it sealed. It wasn’t soundproof, so Carl heard the last shouted bit. “You’re cleaning up anything you spill in there! You hear me?”
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        * * *

      

      The crew of the Mobius—all but its captain and mascot—sat around the holovid, watching and waiting. They refreshed themselves with beer and popcorn, chocolate soda and Snakki Bars, beer and burgers, beer and leg of goat, and one combination of beer and beer and beer. But the mood was not so festive as it ought to have been. The Silde Slims Cadet Racer Challenge wasn’t going according to plan.

      “This isn’t good,” Esper said as the penalty counter for Carl was increased to 2.25 seconds. “What do you think happened to him?”

      “Probably ran his mouth and someone offed him to clear up a spot in the field,” Tanny said through a mouthful of popcorn. She seemed to be the only one enjoying Carl’s impending comeuppance.

      Mriy turned to Roddy. “You told me there was no crime on Phabian.”

      “There isn’t,” Roddy replied. “No way someone dusted him on-world. It’d be all over the news if anyone even tried. I’m guessing he’s just sandbagging. He’s only gotta come in the top half of the field to get on to the next round. There’s a six-second spread from the leader to the cut. He’ll let it get to three or four seconds maybe, then waltz in and blow them away.”

      “Or he got drunk off his ass and overslept,” Mort said.

      “Nah,” Roddy said. “They’re all sleeping in a communal bunk. Someone would’ve woken him up. Pure sandbagging. Trust me.”

      Esper leapt from her seat, pointing. “There he is!”

      “He looks like hell,” Tanny said.

      “Hell don’t look that bad,” Roddy said, shaking his head. He glanced over to Mort. “Looks like you win.”

      “How’s he going to fly if he’s hung over?” Esper asked. She had only been half watching the other competitors, but most of them looked pretty awake and aware. And though she was no connoisseur of pilot sports, they all appeared to handle themselves rather well.

      “Look, he’s got a coffee with him,” Roddy said. “That oughtta wake him up.”

      “Doesn’t it take two hands to fly?” Esper asked.

      Tanny lifted a lazy hand in surrender. “I could never figure out how he flies in the first place. He should be dead a hundred times over, way I figure it.”

      The holovid feed cut away from Carl sealing himself into the simulator cockpit and went to a visual from inside the program. Carl’s imaginary Squall sat at idle in the asteroid field as disembodied numbers floated in space, counting down.

      “Next up,” the commentator announced. “Carl Ramsey. Ramsey is a former Earth Navy Lieutenant Commander with extensive experience in the Typhoon class assault fighter. For those unfamiliar with the Typhoon, it’s the military model that modern racing Squalls evolved from. Let’s see how he handles a civilian craft with more thrust per kilo than he’s used to.”

      “That’s the big question now, isn’t it?” Roddy asked. “Give ‘em hell, Carl!”

      The countdown hit zero and the Squall lurched forward. The first lap was always a warm-up, but all the other racers had treated it like it was timed. Carl’s Squall meandered down the opening straightaway, drifting from one side of the lane carved through the asteroid field to the other.

      “It would appear that Ramsey is a little skittish,” the commentator said with an amiable chuckle. “I guess the Squall’s more ship than he’s used to handling.”

      “Or he’s hung over and fumbling with the controls to dim the interior lights,” Tanny said. “Is it any wonder why I fly the Mobius instead of him?”

      “He’s probably still working on his coffee,” Roddy said. “Look, you can’t expect him to risk spilling his drink on the practice lap.”

      “It doesn’t look like he’s trying,” Esper said.

      “Into the first turn, and… he’s shut down his main thrusters. He’s going through on maneuvering jets.”

      Carl’s ship drifted through the turn, nose waggling as he over-corrected first one way, then the other. He had time for all that maneuvering because he was taking the turn at 1/4 the speed of the other contestants. As he completed the turn, he fired the main thrusters in a quick burst before letting them go dark again.

      “Maybe he doesn’t know this is being broadcast,” Esper said.

      “When he returns, we’ll rename both the ship and Carl,” Mriy said. “We don’t need to carry this shame to every port in the galaxy.”

      “I’m not sure what Ramsey is doing here, but his lack of flight time in a Squall is showing through.”

      Apparently the race sponsors were concerned as well. “Ramsey, are you having technical problems in there?” a new voice asked.

      “Ground control, can you shut the fuck up and let me fly?” Carl replied. “I’ve only got one lap to get a feel for this bird. You’ll get your show on the two that count. Ramsey out.”

      Carl’s Squall did a corkscrew spin before straightening out and lazing its way through the next turn. The turn after, he took backward, using the braking thrusters for propulsion. It was like watching a weird starfighter ballet, or those ascetic monks doing martial arts exercises in slow motion. Carl’s piloting was as far from racing as it could be.

      “This is embarrassing to watch,” Mriy grumbled.

      Tanny sighed. “No, it makes sense. He’s never flown this ship before. Close as it is to a Typhoon, it’s not a Typhoon.”

      “If these were Typhoons, I’d have put money on this contest,” Roddy said.

      As Carl made it through the final turn—waggling the back end of his Squall the whole way—the whole demeanor of his ship changed. The main thrusters blazed to life, and the Squall shot down the straightaway toward the start/finish line.

      “As Ramsey approaches the timed run, he’s accelerating to racing speeds. He’s… he’s not slowing down for the first turn.”

      The other contestants had measured off a balanced speed before decelerating to take the first turn. Carl kept up the thrusters longer than any of them had dared. Faster. Faster. Dangerously faster.

      Roddy grinned. “That’s my boy!”

      As the turn approached ever faster, the ship twisted in a flat spin until it was traveling with thrusters forward. The main thrusters roared, slowing the Squall with bone-crushing force.

      “That turn measured 12G,” the commentator said. “That means Ramsey felt 7 of that in the cockpit over what the gravity compensators can handle.”

      Esper stared at the holovid field. “Isn’t that bad?”

      “Nope,” Tanny replied. She took a swig of beer. “You’d black out from hypoxia, but Carl’s a pilot. They train for shit like that.”

      It wasn’t the only such maneuver Carl pulled. He took the course at breakneck speed, hammering down the accelerator until after what should have been the last possible second. Then he flipped his ship around and angled the main thrusters to overcome the ship’s inertia and force it around the turn.

      “Why weren’t the other pilots doing that?” Esper asked. As Carl passed the lap marker and started his second full-speed run, the race feed showed the lap time. He was four seconds ahead of the day’s best lap.

      “I… I’m somewhat at a loss for words right now, race fans,” the announcer said, the snarky boisterousness had vanished from his voice. “Or maybe I’ve got one: wow.”

      Carl’s second lap was, if possible, more reckless than the first. Twice he scraped the nose of his Squall on asteroids as he hugged turns rating more than 13G. Even though they were virtual sparks from a make-believe ship in a simulator program, Esper’s heart pounded in her chest just watching it.

      The run ended with a finish time of 2:44.8831 seconds, after applying Carl’s 2.25-second penalty for tardiness.

      “How much is Carl going to be winning?” Esper asked.
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      The 250,000 terras were as good as in his hands. Carl opened up the canopy and scanned the stunned faces of the onlookers. He tossed the empty coffee cup to Gabrin. “Did you know that at 7G’s interior, you can sit a cup of coffee on your chest and
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