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      The game was called Rodek’s Revenge, and half the syndicate was addicted. It combined the acrobatic kung fu of Four Fists, No Fear with the brutality of zero-G cagefighting, all trapped inside a slowly rotating cubic arena. It was shamelessly gratuitous, cartoonishly violent, and biologically impossible. Roddy had outdone himself with the programming, to the point where it was getting in the way of organizational readiness. It sucked key personnel out of hangar bays, left hover-cruisers without pilots, and threatened sentry rotation schedules.

      Carl was dying to play. Sure it was an amateur product, nothing like Runelords of Athos, Kainan’s Sword, or even an old-fashioned Typhoon simulator, but it tickled a part of the brain just right. The low detail of the fighting arena and gaudy colors of the fighters’ uniforms left the focus where it belonged: on up to eight players trying to vicariously bash in each other’s skulls via little holographic avatars. Roddy’s key bit of brilliance was forgoing the typical input devices and using biometric scanners to let players control their fighters with hand gestures.

      Standing in the doorway of the briefing room, Carl watched the bout in progress. The match was a full eight-player free-for-all. By his quick count, he was short the services of a medical tech, three hangar crew, two gunners, a quartermaster, and a cook. Plus Roddy. The laaku watched from behind the players, pacing as he sucked down gulps from an oversized permatherm mug.

      Before Carl managed to tear his attention away from the melee, Dr. Akerman startled him by placing a hand on Carl’s shoulder. She whispered in his ear. “A word, sir?”

      Carl followed the doctor out of the briefing room and into an adjoining office. “What’s up? Who needs a hug this time?” Trisha Akerman had been a combat psychologist aboard the Odysseus, and she was filling a similar role in Carl’s new syndicate. But now instead of post-traumatic stress, she was dealing with crises of conscience, homesickness, and troubles acclimating back to modern life.

      “I hear you’re shipping out tomorrow,” Dr. Akerman replied. She handed him a datapad. “I’d like your signoff to ground one Rodek of Kethlet.”

      Carl handed the datapad right back. “I know he’s going through a rough patch, but Roddy’s a pro. Plus, he knows the Mobius better than anyone. I’ll bring a backup if that makes you feel any better, but Roddy’s on the team for this mission.”

      “It’s not the mission I’m worried about,” Dr. Akerman snapped before composing herself and resuming in a stern, measured tone. “That laaku’s blood is half coffee right now. He’s got himself immersed in a hobby. I’m counseling him daily. He’s got a support network in place here. Do you see any of the players in there with alcohol? And that’s a designated rec area. Rodek has been sober for almost a month. The last thing he needs is a ride on the party barge.”

      Carl smirked and stuffed his hands into his jacket pockets. “Well, that’s a new one. Heard the Mobius called a tub, a heap, a mule, a turtle…”

      “Ramsey, if you’re his friend, you’ll assign him to headquarters until he can handle that sort of environment without relapse.”

      Meekly accepting the datapad once again, Carl looked at the medical clearance form. It was an Earth Navy standard document. Main computers on the Odysseus were smashed to atoms in the crash, but someone had dredged up medical forms. Not juicy personal correspondence from senior officers that might still have blackmail value. Not classified intel. But the cogs of the bureaucratic machine were fine and dandy.

      “We’re not Earth Navy anymore,” Carl protested, but he couldn’t even convince himself.

      “He needs you to stop enabling his alcoholism and help him take back control. Put your damn thumbprint on this order. Show Roddy that you’re with him on this.”

      I don’t want to be with him on this. I want to relax on my own ship with my best buddy, throwing back beers and watching holovids. Hell, we got a huge haul of holovids from the Odysseus. Carl sighed and pressed his thumb to the box marked “commanding officer.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Dr. Akerman gave a curt, official nod and strode off. For some reason, it seemed that people got really polite and efficient once they’d browbeaten Carl into getting their way. Was the crew trying to train him or something? They were going to have to try harder if they thought a few salutes and sirs would get them on his good side.

      “Shit,” Carl muttered as he moped down the corridor in the opposite direction of the briefing room. The cheers of players and brutal fleshy noises from the game faded as he went. “Who am I gonna bring to replace him?”
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        * * *

      

      The briefing room looked different without the raucous gaming. That had been part of the plan. It wasn’t often that Carl felt the need for an official briefing, but it had been the best way to ensure the attention of all his underlings—or at least most of them. Not everyone in the Ramsey Syndicate needed to be involved in the planning phase of their next big job.

      Carl thumbed a button on the remote, and the holo-projector flared to life. A sector of space appeared in map form, with stars and orbiting planets scattered around in relative location, but horrifically out of scale. “Ladies and gentlemen, I present the Eyndar/ARGO Demilitarized Zone, which I’m now officially shortening to EADZ, for—ahem—EADZ of use. Anyway, welcome to our new stomping grounds. Out here, we’re technically closer to Eyndar space than ARGO, so we’re ideally positioned to access it from the Eyndar side. There are no stable governments, and ARGO forces are forbidden entry per terms of the treaty. Lucky for us, same goes for the Eyndar navy.”

      Jean Niang, former typhoon mechanic, former jungle work detail boss, and current leading candidate for Roddy’s replacement, raised a hand. “If there’s nobody there, what’s the job? We going for salvage, mining… what’s the game here?”

      Carl grinned. He couldn’t have planted a better question in the audience. Niang was kissing his ass for sure. “No one said this region was uninhabited. Plenty of real estate speculators got in while the war was still hot, hoping to turn a huge profit once their side won. Plus, some loners, freaks, and outlaws had been there long before that. There’re little colonies scattered all over. Some of them are just trying to scrape by. Others are turning a tidy little profit on mineral resources and black market transactions.”

      Amy shouted a question from the back. “So, we’re going into the black market business?” Now that question he had planted.

      “Nah, that’d be too much like honest work. You see… we’re going to rob the black market.”

      The briefing room lingered in quiet. This was the sort of bold, high-paying job that got the juices riled up in an outlaw crew. At least, that was the idea. They should have been cheering.

      Something must not have come across clearly enough. “You see, there’s a lot of contraband getting bought and sold, often for big money. Commerce is moving goods from point A to point B for an agreed-upon price. We’re going to be removing goods from point A-and-a-half, then making the people at point B think they got ripped off.”

      “What if they’re not idiots?” someone in the back of the room called out—someone who didn’t make himself easily identified.

      With a press of a button on the remote, the view zoomed in until a single system hung in mid-air in the middle of the briefing room. “Well, lucky for us, they are. This here is the RG386 system. Locals call the third planet Hawthorne’s Bazaar. It’s a low-cash environment. Most of their business is barter. There are a few scattered population centers, but for the most part, commerce is conducted elsewhere on the surface. Atmosphere is non-toxic, but low oxygen makes carrying your own a priority. We’ll be arranging a small number of transactions designed to put merchandise in the wrong hands and cause enough confusion for us to get away with our choice of contraband.”

      Another voice rose from the back of the room. “This all sounds great, but who’s going?” Carl was really going to have to learn the voices of his new underlings.

      “Great question. As you know, I’ve been at this sort of thing for years, so I’ve got some specialists who’ll be vital to making this job run smoothly. First off, Amy Charlton, known to many of you as Scarecrow, will be doing the flying. This shouldn’t be a scramble-type job, but if things hit the waste reclaim, we’ll have one of the best pilots around to keep us in one piece until we make astral. Next up is Yomin Dranoel, formerly a cyber ops technician, second class. She’s been promoted to the A team for this one. Yomin is going to be faking our ship ID and intercepting encrypted transmissions between the would-be buyers and sellers at Hawthorne’s. You all know Mriy. She’ll be on the ground to keep the face-to-face portion of negotiations civil.”

      “She won’t, sir,” one of the techs reported. “Said she’s staying out with the hunting parties, and that you’ve got enough… well, she used a word I didn’t know, sir. But I think she meant you’ve got enough hands that can hold a blaster.”

      Carl nodded, accepting the information in stride. Not a hint showed on his face, but he was ready to string up the insubordinate azrin by the ears. “Probably right. She’s a better hunter than a soldier. I’ll check the duty roster for a replacement. Someone who’s been pulling a little extra weight on the sentry patrols deserves a shot at some offworld excitement. Anyhoo, our good buddy Roddy’s going to be sitting this one out, so Jean Niang will be taking time away from building Typhoons out of spare parts to keep the Mobius in one piece.”

      He could feel the eyes on him. Glancing at the back of the room, he saw Roddy glaring. Once they made eye contact, the laaku snorted and stomped out of the briefing room. But a thirty-kilo laaku could only stomp so heavily to back it up. Hardly anyone seemed to notice him go.

      Carl continued as if his pause had been for effect and not consternation. “And last but not least, our aces in the hole: Wizards Esper and Mort.”

      “Just me,” Esper called out from somewhere in the back.

      Why was this the first Carl was hearing of Mort bailing? Since when did that cantankerous old wizard pass up an opportunity to prove how goddamn irreplaceable he was? But this was a briefing, and half the syndicate was watching. He couldn’t look like someone was pulling a fast one on him. “Care to clarify that remark?”

      The attendees parted for Esper to come forward. It was weird in a way. The Mobius had picked her up as a stray, a priestess trying to save a boy who—it turned out—damn well didn’t need or want saving. Enthusiastic, well-meaning, and ever hoping to be helpful, she’d nonetheless been just the near side of useless. Now? Half the syndicate didn’t see a difference between her and Mort—looks aside. Both were wizards. Said and done.

      “He recorded a message,” Esper said. She held aloft a rock the size of her palm, with purposeful-looking facets at odd angles and all the edges smooth as driftwood.

      A familiar, crotchety voice emanated from the rock. “Now just hold it still and… what’s that? Stop waving your hands and spit it out… Oh, it’s already going? Ahem, well then… To our esteemed potentate Carl Ramsey, I send my regards and regrets. I will, unfortunately, be unable to join your expedition to parts barely known for profits barely earned. Things out here in the jungle demand my attention in ways that are—I must say—far more pressing than hoodwinking the rubes and doorknob lickers in contested space. Since I know you’ve gotten used to manual astral drops, I will, of course, have no objection to Esper tagging along to fill in for me. Oh, quit glaring at me like that… Um, that said, I’m sure that once I’ve pinned down Devraa’s lair and committed a bit of deicide, we can get back to business as usual. Ta-ta… that was the end. There isn’t a button. Just press your palm to one side and think it off. Right, there you—”

      Esper cleared her throat. “Sorry. Never used a rock to record voice messages before. Mort was a bit lax on explaining it before we started, and he didn’t want to re-record it.”

      Running his fingers through his hair, Carl seethed out a sigh. “So… nutshell: no Mort. Well, that just moves Esper up the list to ship’s wizard, and we’ve got an opening for an apprentice. Any volunteers?”

      One tentative hand rose from the middle of the room.

      “Ayers, are you serious about taking up magic or looking for an excuse to get to know Esper?”

      The hand beat a hasty retreat.

      Carl spread his hands. “No problem. We’ve got the personnel now to absorb these kinds of schedule conflicts. Mobius will be taking Amy, Niang, Yomin, Esper, and myself for this run. Um, I guess that’ll leave us one spare bunk. I’ll get back to you on who’s getting it. We’re hitting orbit at 1500 hours, which…” He searched the wall for a chronometer. “Looks like about three hours from now. Damn, no wonder I’m hungry. Let’s break for lunch, folks.”

      In the wake of a generally respectful silence that had prevailed throughout the briefing, a dozen conversations broke out. Syndicate personnel stood and separated into cliques as they filtered through the exits. When the rush abated, Carl was left alone with Amy, who had hung back.

      “Did that sound anything like the briefings we used to get from NAV-OPS?” Carl asked.

      Before she said a word, Amy kissed him, sapping the tension from his muscles and reminding him that someone around here was paying attention to him. “Nope. Not in the least. But hey, Roddy didn’t throw anything, and Mort’s always been kind of a flake. I’m sure the mood will improve once we don’t have a jungle full of marines serving an alien god.”

      She turned her back on Carl and strode out of the briefing room. He had three hours left on Ithaca and a million tasks to arrange for his absence. All of them were in the other direction, but he followed Amy out the briefing room anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Roddy hefted his guitar. The fact that it was located in Carl’s quarters was beside the point. It was the last of his personal belongings on board the Mobius. That felt… final. He’d never expected it to come to this. Carl had given him enough free passes that it seemed like he was vaccinated against consequences. But that bastard had finally done it; Roddy had been replaced. He slung the strap for the guitar over one shoulder and sighed.

      As he moped out the common room door and into the cargo bay, he caught Niang exiting the engine room. His replacement was carrying a tool kit in one hand and a coffee mug in the other. “Hey, Roddy. Nothin’ to worry about. I’ll take good care of her.”

      Him, Roddy corrected mentally. But this wasn’t the time to get into Carl’s philosophy on ship genders. “Yeah, whatever. Typhoon, Squall, Turtledove, Pandora… all the same shit, amirite? You’ll do fine, Jean.”

      Niang raised his coffee mug in salute. “Just remember, anything not offloaded by 1500 is coming with us for the ride.”

      The ride. Fuck the ride. The ride had never left without him before. “Sure thing. Just gotta… take care of a couple more things, then I’ll be out of your fur.”

      Niang headed for the cargo ramp, and Roddy ducked back inside the common room. He waited with the door cracked just enough to hear clearly. The footsteps faded. Roddy counted to ten, taking a sip of his coffee to still his nerves. It didn’t do the trick the way beer did.

      Scurrying down the stairs in the now-vacant ship, Roddy slipped into the engine room and shut the door behind him. So damn clean. Most of the new parts were scavenged and retrofit from maintenance stores on the Odysseus. Basic systems were fairly universal—close enough for a competent mechanic to cobble together, anyway. The place had been steam-cleaned, sterilized, and scrubbed. ARGO standard safety advisory stickers highlighted the various hazards present in the engine room—which was pretty much everything. Anyone who didn’t have a deep-seated understanding of that simple fact didn’t belong in a fucking engine room, and no sticker could fix that.

      How easily everything went together when there was a parts fabricator in the maintenance bay. How tidy and neat things looked when a ship just sat still and waited until you were done fixing it. You could put a bow on the bypass relays the wires were routed so pretty. Wouldn’t be so easy if those labeled tags were wrong. If someone crossed the wires and swapped the corresponding labels, the Mobius would be in deep space before anyone noticed… not until they needed power to the shields.

      And what about all those coolant and fluid lines? Roddy grabbed the waste processing return line and shook it. There was little give. Too rigid. Loosen a few couplings and it would be more flexible if this ship took a hit—ship-to-ship collision, meteorite, plasma blast, you name it. A limber ship didn’t have half its plumbing crack in the middle of combat.

      The engine diagnostics were screwy, too. Fuel intake ratio was off. Too rich for the type of hotdog flying that Amy and Carl preferred. He had half a mind to leave everything just as it was. What Roddy should have done was drop the mix ratio and recalibrate the fuel-monitoring sensor to match. That way it would look fine during pre-flight checks, and the Mobius would mysteriously handle the way it always did. Underappreciated. That’s what Roddy was. It took a lot of finagling to keep things looking and feeling the same from the pilot’s chair as the guts of the ship evolved from one overhaul to the next.

      With a snort, Roddy turned and stomped out of the engine room and out the cargo bay. As he was setting foot onto the hangar bay floor of the Odysseus, Carl and Amy approached, carrying a footlocker between them. “We out of grav sleds?” he asked as he stepped aside to let them pass.

      “Less trouble carrying it,” Amy replied. “It’s not that heavy.”

      Carl shrugged, abdicating any opinion of his own.

      Roddy rolled his eyes but didn’t comment. He’d gotten used to the vibe between Carl and Tanny. They were always either at each other’s throats or up each other’s plumbing. Not a lot of middle ground. Watching him with Amy, he could hardly reconcile it as a relationship in Carlish terms. Amy shot pool, played computer games, gambled, and appreciated the artistic merit of a holovid that was all action and no plot. If Roddy hadn’t taken human anatomy in primary school, he would have sworn she was one of the guys. Aside from an occasional hint of mate attraction behavior, that’s how the two of them interacted.

      He was still standing dumbfounded when Carl called back to him. “Hey, take it easy, OK? Make some use of that guitar you’re stealing back. Your job will still be here when this mission’s over. And maybe see a med scanner about that limp.”

      Limp? Roddy took a few tentative steps down the corridor, paying attention to an activity that was normally handled by one of the most autonomous regions of the laaku brain. What he found wasn’t a hip or leg pain causing him to favor one side, but rather something held surreptitiously in the palm of his foot. Passing the offending item to a hand closer to his eyes, Roddy found that he’d been carrying his multi-tool.

      It was the most versatile weapon in the modern mechanic’s arsenal. With a few twists or flips, it could be used to loosen or tighten bolts, cut, solder, or weld small parts, pry, tap, poke holes, or even diagnose low-power electrical issues. He never went anywhere without it, but it typically resided in a pocket of his coveralls. What was he doing with it out? What was he doing hiding it from Carl?
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        * * *

      

      Esper sighed as she sat down on the foot of her bunk aboard the Mobius. Her quarters on the Odysseus were lavish by comparison, formerly occupied by an Earth Navy lieutenant commander. But this felt strangely more like home. It wasn’t Mars, where she’d been born and raised, or Bentus VIII where she’d spent years teaching in service of the One Church. But in the relatively short time she’d spent aboard the Mobius, it had found a special place in her heart.

      Easing off her telekinesis spell, a crate that had followed her aboard like a puppy settled to the floor. Popping the lid, Esper browsed through the cache of foodstuffs she’d packed for the trip. Provisions had always been hit-or-miss for Carl and his crew, and Esper wasn’t looking forward to switching to a diet of stale sandwich bread and expired cold cuts halfway through the mission. The few supply runs by the Ithaca syndicate had yielded honest-to-goodness edible food. Esper had brought along self-cooling yogurt packs, a month’s supply of Snakki Bars, and three different brands of coffee, all of which had been grown from plants rather than being synthesized in a lab. Lord preserve her if she had to resort to Reddi Brew for another trip. Of course, the coincidence wasn’t lost on her that Reddi Brew was made by Friendli Foods Intergalactic, the same company that produced her beloved Snakki Bars.

      Carl’s voice piped up over the ship-wide comm. “Need anything planetside? Speak now or forever hold your peace. Takeoff in under two.”

      Home. It wasn’t a planetside sort of thing anymore. It was a cozy place where people knew who she was, liked her, and wanted her around. On Mars, she had always tried to be someone else. On Bentus VIII, she was more tolerated than liked. Even on Ithaca, most of the syndicate considered her vaguely dangerous. Mort prowled the jungles with Mriy and a search party of Odysseus crewmen. The lost marines who’d joined Devraa fled before him. When he found their cities and their ancient places of power, he tore them to the ground. Mort was a wizard. Esper was a wizard. It was hard to be liked by people who feared you.

      Esper found the comm panel on the wall of her quarters and opened a channel to the cockpit. “All set down here.”

      Home was more than a place, though. It was people. And there had been a lot of changes aboard the Mobius. Esper had gone from being the new girl to being the lone holdover so quickly she still couldn’t quite wrap her head around it. Over on the far side of the common room was an empty bunk. Despite Carl’s last-minute efforts to recruit one more member for the mission, no one wanted Mort’s sleeping quarters. Moreover, no one wanted to be the one to remove the wizard’s belongings.

      Then it occurred to her. She wasn’t a passenger this time. Esper was the astral drive. Sometime in the next five or ten minutes, the Mobius would exit orbital space around Ithaca and come to a dead stop. Usually, that was the point where Mort took over, convincing the universe to nudge the ship sideways relative to all three dimensions of scientific space and into the astral.

      Outside the window of her quarters, the hangar moved. It first sank away, then rushed past horizontally. Thanks to the wonders of Mort’s gravity enchantment, there was no physical sensation of motion—yet another aspect of the job that was beyond her understanding. She continued watching as mountains and trees rushed past below, then a bank of clouds briefly obscured her view. After that, it was a short while until the Mobius climbed free of the moon’s atmosphere.

      In one corner of her quarters, a wooden staff loitered against the wall as if waiting for her. It was Earthwood, older than the planet-wide ban on logging, and it belonged to Mort. When he had sneaked aboard and placed it there was anyone’s guess. Obviously, he’d realized well in advance that the next trip for the Mobius would be without him. Taking a long, slow breath, Esper stood, claimed the staff, and carried it out to the ship’s common room. She had a job to do.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Akerman wasn’t bad looking, by human standards. Nothing too angular in the face. Not freakishly tall. And unlike so many humans who went one extreme or another on the color spectrum, she had a nice soft brown tone that he could almost imagine as fur. It was about that point when Roddy knew he was getting desperate for female companionship. But that wasn’t why he was in Trisha Akerman’s office.

      “I tell you, I was wide awake. I had my guitar and a half-full mug of Reddi Brew. I was upright—eyes open. I’d just said a quick goodbye to my replacement, Jean Niang. All I could think was to take a last look at my engine room before it left without me. That’s when it happened. I had this vivid daydream, like I was walking through an ultra hi-res holo-projector field. I saw all the shit they’d changed. You’d probably think it was minor stuff—real technical minutiae—but I practically lived down there for years. Spent more time in that engine room than in my quarters. Hell, I hid beer down there.”

      Dr. Akerman nodded. “And how did you know this was a hallucination?”

      Roddy leaned his head back over the arm of the easy chair he was sprawled across. He gave the human psychologist his best condescending glare. “Well, I clearly wasn’t just standing in my own engine room gawking if the next thing I know I was in a hallway, getting out of the way of Carl and Amy coming through with a polymer steel footlocker. If I’d had my head any farther up my own ass, I’d have gotten bulldozed into the deck plates. Those two sure as hell don’t have their heads on straight these days.”

      “And you can’t recall how you got from the engine room to the hallway?”

      Roddy opened each of his hands in a poof gesture. “Nothing. Zip. Tuuzo.”

      “Do you have any idea how long you were unaware of your surroundings?”

      It was a fair question. Roddy blew a breath that flapped his lips noisily. “No idea. I wasn’t checking chronos. I knew I had plenty of time to get in and out before Carl took off. I mean, really, what was going to go wrong? Don’t get out in time, I get to go along for the ride. Get there late and my guitar ends up playing off-key for a few weeks in Fiddle Fingers’ hands. Not exactly a galactic cataclysm.”

      She nodded and tapped something into her datapad. “So during this daydream, what were you doing?”

      Roddy wasn’t sure how much of this he wanted on the record. Technically, they were a criminal organization. Bribery and favor trading should have been common currency. But this Dr. Akerman was an Earth Navy ensign, with all the baggage that carried. Being listed as Killed In Action didn’t mean she was any less inclined toward proper recordkeeping and reporting suspicious behavior.

      Of course, as a scientific mind-reader—even an inexperienced one who specialized in combat fatigue—Dr. Akerman picked up on his hesitation. “This session is confidential. You can tell me anything.”

      Roddy closed his eyes and sighed. There was something both laudable and hopelessly naive in that statement. Sure, she might mean every word. That didn’t mean a snake charmer like Carl couldn’t worm it out of her. It didn’t mean she’d keep her yap shut if Mriy flashed those claws of hers, or if Mort glared at her crossways. Still, if Roddy was going bonkers, he wanted a second opinion before admitting it. “I was thinking of all the ways Niang and his pals fucked up my engine room and all the ways I could tweak it back to the way I like it. Might’ve involved a multi-tool. I was carrying one in my lower left foot when I snapped out of it.”

      “You hadn’t mentioned that detail previously. Did you just remember it?”

      “Nah. It just didn’t seem all that urgent.”

      “Do you often carry objects in your lower hands while you walk?”

      Roddy snorted. Typical human. “No. I leave shit lying around when I fill up two hands… of course I carry stuff in my walking hands. Have you ever even met a laaku besides me?”

      The glare from Dr. Akerman transmitted at a stay-on-topic wavelength. Ethylene glycol in this one’s veins. Even trying, he couldn’t rile her. “Is there a reason you’d have a multi-tool in hand, instead of, say, in a pocket or tool kit?”

      “I wasn’t using it to open beer bottles if that’s what you’re asking. I was church sober the whole time.”

      “And you’ve been to the med bay and had a blood scan?”

      “Listen, doc. The world’s got all these colors with hard edges on ‘em. Harsh. Grating. Oversaturated. If it were a holo-projection, I’d have the emitter adjusted. When I’ve got a buzz going, it feathers the edges. Smooths things out so everything’s easier to look at. I don’t need a scanner to tell my liver it’s on empty.”

      She tapped a few more buttons and set the datapad aside. “Rodek. I’m going to ask you a serious question, and I’d appreciate a completely candid answer.”

      “I’ve got my soul inside out here already…”

      “How certain are you that you did not, in fact, actually carry out the—well, let’s not mince words here—sabotage of the Mobius’s engine room?”

      A knot of nausea curdled in Roddy’s stomach. He’d already worked through convincing himself that it had all taken place inside his own skull. After all, it seemed less real than the crazy world that Lloyd Arnold had sucked them all into. And that was someone else’s head. It only stood to reason that his own delusion was shabbier than an expert wizard’s.

      “Roddy…?” Dr. Akerman’s voice had an edge to it. The question wasn’t going away.

      “I dunno. 70%? Maybe 60?”

      “Rodek! You’re telling me that there’s a significant chance that you’ve just let the Mobius leave Ithaca with compromised shipboard systems. And you’ve said… nothing?”

      “I came to see you, didn’t I? Besides, ‘compromised shipboard systems’ is about the nicest thing anyone’s ever said about that flying scrap heap. It’s flown like that for years.”

      Dr. Akerman stood. Her chest was heaving. If Roddy had an amateur’s understanding of human psychophysiology, she was on the verge of a panic attack. “We’ve got to send a message to the Mobius to warn them.”

      Roddy snorted. “Easy there, doc. Confidentiality, remember? Besides, the new astral relay won’t be up and running for three days. We can’t even get a signal outside the system until then. At least, not one they’d get this century. Plus, like I said… 70% sure everything’s fine. Hey, if it makes you feel better, let’s call it 80.”
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        * * *

      

      Mordecai The Brown was a scholar even by wizards’ standards. He held a degree from Oxford University on Earth. He was also a man of esteemed breeding, able to trace his ancestry back to Atlantis. He was not, either by inclination or adaptation, an outdoorsman. The outdoors was a place that cavemen had relegated to recreational status forty-thousand years ago. Plants and animals lived out there, not sentient creatures that had learned to fashion walls and roofs. Needless to say, Mort was no admirer of Ithaca’s wildlife.

      By and large, Mort kept this opinion to himself. His companions on this murder safari seemed to hold a diametrically opposed viewpoint. Mriy made clear her disdain for the heat and humidity, but she relished hunting for both food and sport. Kubu was in his element, an avid devourer of all things fauna and a devotee of open spaces to maraud. His two human escorts, Parker and Doherty, had acquainted themselves intimately with a portion of the jungle that the expedition had long since left in their wake. But both seemed bright-eyed and eager to get to know the rest of the moon’s terrain.

      Mort slogged through the underbrush, daring the creeping vines and thorny brambles to have a go at him. But the flora cowered from him, drooping out of his path as best as their roots allowed. Stripped to the waist like a savage, he gleamed with a fine coating of sweat. Undignified, that’s what it was. He’d tried insisting to the universe that it was a cool, crisp day, suitable for a sweatshirt and denims, but he just couldn’t keep it convinced for long enough to make it worth his while. Ithaca was awfully damn smug about its climate for a podunk moon in the middle of nowhere.

      “Well, lookie that,” Doherty said, pointing to the sky.

      Mort followed the line of that finger to a bank of clouds off in the distance. It was the direction everyone had taken to calling east, but it didn’t feel easterly in Mort’s gut. “What am I lookieing at?”

      Kubu perked up, tearing his attention away from the stalk of a grass-like tree he had just watered. “Flying house made the whooshy noise in the sky.” The giant canine was eye level with the wizard now, and his vocabulary was threatening to crest the summit of usefulness.

      Doherty nodded. “Can’t say I heard it, but I caught sight of the Mobius from the corner of my eye. Look close, and you can see the hole where they punched through the clouds.”

      “Guess that means Kwon’s in charge,” Parker said offhandedly. “I mean, Ramsey left Niang as second in command every other time he’s gone offworld. Since Niang’s taking over Roddy’s spot an engineer—”

      “What now?” Mort snapped. “First I’m hearing of the monkey getting marooned here.”

      “You never talk to the resupply pilots.”

      Mort scowled at the mere mention of them. “Daft prats, the both of them.”

      Parker smirked. “My point exactly. They think the same about you.”

      Straightening himself and harrumphing, Mort glared off in the direction of the distant starship that served as syndicate headquarters. “Well, that Kwon girl isn’t in change of me, that’s for bloody damn sure. The scientification of criminal life would be one too many straws for this camel’s back. Fellow’s got to be able to look himself in the mirror, and my reflection wouldn’t stand for me taking orders from some math-besotted handmaiden of Einstein.”

      “She’s a biologist,” Parker pointed out.

      Mort frowned, unaccustomed to the rank and file giving him lip about his metaphoric comparisons. They must be getting over their unease in his presence. “What’s the difference, honestly? One slave of the universe’s pique is as good as another. But if Carl’s run off and not designated a second in command—which, between you, me, and the trees, I’d be shocked if he hadn’t—that leaves me in charge. And since I’m not around either, it’s up to me to appoint a regent.”

      Parker and Doherty exchanged a worried look.

      “My recording stone is back at the mountain. Find me a suitable replacement.”

      Kubu cocked his head, an involuntary yet polite response to having no idea what Mort was talking about. Doherty just shrugged.

      Parker cleared his throat. “What the hell’s a suitable replacement?”

      “Rock, stone, crystal, gem… oh, about yea big.” Mort spread a finger and thumb with a rough estimate. “Doesn’t need to be anything fancy. I’m no amateur at this business. I could make mountains out of molehills, if I had to.”

      “This is loose soil. There’s no bedrock for God-only-knows how far down. We’re a good ten, maybe twelve klicks from the nearest rocky terrain.”

      Mort grumbled. “Fine. Just find me the closest thing you’ve got that’ll fit in one hand and hold a shape.”

      After a few minutes of searching their belongings and the surrounding jungle, Parker came back with what looked like a miniature bowling ball. “What is it?” Mort asked, narrowing a suspicious look at the object.

      “Knock-knock fruit,” Parker said, handing it over. “Something like a crossbreed of a coconut and a blueberry. Meat’s sweet inside, but they’re a pain in the ass to crack open.

      Mort gave the fruit an experimental squeeze and held it up to his eye. It wasn’t black, as he’d first assumed, but a deep purple. Unbidden, notes of a song by one of Carl’s musical groups wormed its way into his mind, conjuring images of smoke and fire. Forcing the melody aside, Mort had a brief, pointed conversation with the knock-knock fruit. When he had convinced it to hold a message for him, he began to speak into it like a microphone. The fruit began to glow.

      “To the people of the Ramsey Syndicate, this is Mordecai The Brown. Since our esteemed pooh-bah has seen fit to deprive us of his presence, it occurred to me that I am left in the position of highest authority. And, given that my current, self-imposed assignment will keep me away from our little ship-in-a-mountain-shaped-bottle, I ought to appoint someone to command in my stead. To that end, I appoint Rodek of Kethlet as acting syndicate director. Obey him as you would me. Or at the very least, the way you would Carl. Anyone who has a problem with this can take it up with me personally. Anyone who would rather avoid confrontation and undermine Roddy indirectly will rue my return. Capisce?”

      As the glow faded from the knock-knock fruit, Mort handed it to Kubu. The canid cradled it awkwardly in one upturned paw. “Now put this in your saddlebag and run it back to the mountain. When you get a bunch of important people to listen to it, bite it good. Crush it. Just don’t swallow it until it’s done talking. Got it?”

      Kubu nodded.

      “Good boy.”

      Kubu rolled onto his side and squirmed until he managed to tuck the fruit into one of his packs. Then he rolled to his feet and shot off into the jungle like a loosed arrow.

      Mere seconds later, Mriy pushed her way through the underbrush. “What was Kubu running off for in such a hurry?”

      Doherty scratched at the back of his neck. “Well, Mort got it up his craw that Kwon was going to be running things while Ramsey’s offworld. He recorded a message into a piece of knock-knock fruit saying that Roddy’s in charge and sent Kubu to deliver it.”

      One of Mriy’s ears twitched. She stared at Mort. The same ear twitched again. “If I thought for a minute that Kubu could get back to main camp without eating that fruit, I’d chase him down and eat it myself. What are you thinking, putting Roddy in charge? He is on a quest of purification.”

      “All the better,” Mort countered. “What’s the worst he’s going to do? That lazy chimp doesn’t have the ambition to cause any serious harm. They’ll probably halt work to play computer games, maybe allow drinking on the job. It’d be a shame if he fell off the sobriety shuttle, but he’s not going to do anything.”
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        * * *

      

      Carl reclined with his feet on the console of his own ship. There was a spot just above the long-range scanner display where resting them didn’t hurt anything. And for once, he wasn’t getting any crap about it. For twice, he didn’t have to hold his tongue about the quality of the flying going on next door in the pilot’s seat. Amy Charlton had been a 99.99th percentile pilot in Earth Navy. If Carl had been 99.995th, the years since they both left the service had dulled any minute differences. He couldn’t honestly claim to be any better suited, and that suited him just fine.

      The gray of astral space surrounded the Mobius like a bank of fog. Esper lacked the pomp and gravitas that Mort brought to the star-drive business, but she’d gotten them 8.4 standard astral units deep, which was still better than most civilian ships could manage. Amy was finishing course calculations based on their freshly measured depth. The navigational computer was the closest to true A-tech the ship carried, despite being fifty years from modern.

      Amy swung the ship onto a new course and powered the thrusters. “Not too shabby. We’re only three days out. I can get used to traveling like this. Makes the galaxy a smaller place.”

      “Well, for security purposes, being in the ass-crack of charted space has its advantages. But fuck me if I’m going to put up with month-long runs to the nearest trade route. Wizards all the way. Wish I had ten more of them.”

      “I’m just glad Esper got us deep enough to make the trip worthwhile. Time is money. Speaking of which, I know operations security is nice an all, but when are you going to tell us the job?”

      Carl shrugged. “It’s not operational security if I haven’t worked that part out yet. A lot of this business is reactive. I can’t plan a job worth shit until I have a target locked in. For starters though, we’re going to fence some illegal pharmaceuticals. We need a credible reason to be in contested space, and a little contraband dump to the black market’s as good a reason as any.”

      Amy gave him a sidelong look that flounced her mop of tiny braids. “You raided the med bay on the Odysseus before we left?”

      Carl held up his hands. “Come on. They’re my people. I’m not robbing our own med supplies.”

      “So what’ve you got?”

      Carl’s defensive posture faded into a grin. He’d grown so used to being second-guessed that he’d read too much into Amy’s question. “I’ve got Tanny’s stash of marine enhancement drugs.”

      Amy raised an eyebrow. “That stuff’s worth the trip?”

      “You’d be surprised. Tanny didn’t blow her take on booze and magic swords, like some of us. She was always teetering on broke because she had to maintain her supply. Most of the stuff in there is solid terras, but the Recitol’s worth the trip by itself.”

      “The stuff you said was a knock-off…”

      “That’s the beauty of it. We bought that batch knowing it was a high-grade imitation. We don’t have to sell it that way. Let the next poor fool figure out it’s only 80% effective. The packaging and the markings on the pills are dead on. I think they might have even stolen the packaging equipment from one of Zammos Biochemical’s suppliers. But it means we laid out about three hundred terras a pill for it, and we’re going to sell them for five thousand apiece. A marine wants to keep a level high on the stuff, but the tweakers who buy most of the aftermarket stuff are looking for an edge when they’re about to pull something dangerous and potentially fatal. Piracy. Jailbreaks. Mercenary work. That sort of shit.”

      “So we’re going to piss on the leg of someone looking to kill people. Leaving a trail of enemies in your wake is kind of your shtick, isn’t it?”

      Carl shrugged as he climbed to his feet. “Can’t change who you are. But hey, you’ve locked us on course. Let’s go grab something to eat.”
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        * * *

      

      Esper sat on the couch, quietly munching on a strawberry and chocolate Snakki Bar. Her new crewmates were watching a marathon of Nebula Falls on the holo-projector. As inconspicuously as she could, Esper was watching them. In her head, she thought of them as Roddy II, Mriy II, and Chip II. Even though she’d never met Chip, he was the last computer tech the Mobius had employed. Plus, she’d officiated his funeral, so that was almost like meeting him.

      Roddy II was Jean Niang. He was sun-drenched from years of outdoor work on Ithaca and had only recently started letting his hair grow. His square jaw and muscled chest gave him the look of a laborer, which in a certain sense, he was. Just because Roddy took the job of mechanic and made it into an equal mixture of tinkering and shortcuts didn’t mean it couldn’t be hard, honest work when done right.

      Yomin Dranoel was a mousy, dark-skinned Martian girl who talked too fast for her own good. Even off duty, she wore a tech headset with an eyepiece just like the ones in modern military holovids. Similarities of age and planet of origin ought to have made her Esper’s best chance to make a friend among the newcomers. But Yomin was all tech, all the time. Any time she noticed Esper looking her way, Yomin would avert her eyes.

      The last of the newcomers was Reebo St. Jardin. He was Mriy’s replacement as security officer. If Esper hadn’t known better, she’d have suspected him of being a spy for the followers of Devraa. He looked more like a marine than a sailor, towering over the rest of the crew. But he had a wife and an adorable two-year-old daughter back on Ithaca, so Esper couldn’t imagine him betraying them. The partially disassembled blaster rifle in his lap was a cleaning project for idle hands as he watched the holo. No risk of devilry in that one.

      “Hey, what’s that you’re watching?” Carl called out as he entered the common room.

      Amy followed close behind. “It’s Nebula Falls. Looks like episode 6 of the third season, where Landry sets up Dawson to look like he’s guilty of Azu’s murder.”

      Groans from around the room greeted her reveal of the spoiler. Esper didn’t mind. It wasn’t the sort of entertainment that interested her—just a tangle of lies and betrayals from one episode to the next. There was no one to root for because everyone had a slimy, sinful secret that tainted even the most outwardly kindhearted moments. Azu and Dawson’s romantic gestures were overshadowed by the fact they were both cheating on their spouses. Archibald Corver agreed to let the colonists stay on Fellion IV because his miners went on strike and he needed the labor. Elsabeth only adopted the orphaned Setrina because she knew the girl’s DNA would scan out at the time of her true mother’s death and make her heir to a fortune. The whole series was spoiled from the inside out.

      “So, where we headed, boss?” Niang asked.

      “A place called the Capstone Colony. We’re going to unload a crate of Tanny’s old marine drugs to establish ourselves as players in the local market. Then we’re going to dip our toes on the omni and see what we can dig up for a pair of deals to cross-wire.”

      Reebo didn’t look up from the trigger assembly he was wiping clean. “How’s that work, exactly?”

      “We’re going to set up a three-way deal. Normally, when you work something like that out, A gives to B, B gives to C, and C gives to A. We’re going to make B and C both thinking that they’re paying us and receiving from one another. We just need to find the right schmucks to be B and C for us.”

      “So,” Amy said with a wry smile. “We’re going schmuck-hunting?”

      “Something like that.”

      It was so strange, seeing them together. Amy wasn’t quite new, but in many ways she was Tanny II. The flirtatious glances, the shared jokes that no one else seemed to be in on, and the ease of their interactions all seemed out of place. The distinctive lack of a looming threat of physical violence sapped Esper’s worry over Carl’s safety. But it had sparked something else. She had prayed about it, and had sat inside her own head in Esperville to puzzle through it. But there was only one conclusion she could draw.

      Esper was jealous.
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        * * *

      

      Kubu munched quietly—for him—on the knock-knock fruit as everyone sat in disbelief. Eight of them had gathered to humor Kubu and his mysterious talking coconut. Sephiera Kwon was among them, having accepted listening to the canid as part of her duties as acting commanding officer. As a semi-official member of Ramsey’s original crew, ignoring a message he carried would have been impolitic. She wasn’t sure what she had expected. Perhaps a funny noise when bitten. Perhaps just a joke. The creature had a childish sense of humor, after all, amused by boorishness and simple wordplay. But a message from Mordecai The Brown elevating the rehabilitating laaku above her in rank had been unexpected.

      Fortunately Rodek of Kethlet hadn’t been present for the airing of the message, and its vessel was even now settling into the furnace that passed for the canid’s digestive tract.

      An ensign named Braubeck was the first to find words. “What now? Should we go find Roddy?”

      “And what?” Kwon crossed her arms. “Tell a barely functioning alcohol rehabilitation patient that he’s C.O.?”

      Skip Farnsworth scratched Kubu behind the ears. “What’s the harm? Not like we can’t carry on same as ever. Roddy won’t give a wet shit what we do. Rather let him play captain for a couple weeks while Ramsey’s away than tell Wizard Mort to go screw himself.”

      That was the real question, wasn’t it? What to do about Mordecai. Kwon had known a wizard or two in her time. The otherworldliness had made them seem exotic, dangerous, exciting. But she’d never said more than a passing hello to the Convocation’s delegates aboard capital ships, the ones who were there in case a ship should come under magical attack. By all accounts, those were lap dogs in comparison to this renegade who acted as Ramsey’s wild card. If Kwon hadn’t realized her options for legal living were painfully limited, she wouldn’t have consorted with anyone like him. Ramsey and the others tiptoed around the issue. They said he was on the run and had defended himself from capture. What she heard was that he murdered anyone who stepped into his path.

      “Lieutenant?” Braubeck prompted.

      Kwon sighed. With a beckoning gesture that brought Kubu loping to her side, she headed for the door. “Might as well get this over with. When I graduated the naval academy, I never thought I’d end up taking orders from wizards and laaku.”
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        * * *

      

      It was called a swap station. Three berths, equally spaced around a central hub, connected to one another by cargo transport conduits. Each berth was enclosed in a defensive shield, preventing both quick escape and firing on the other ships at the station. The idea was simple: if you needed a secure three-way trade, a swap station would provide that security for a reasonable price. They popped up in areas of space where law was scarce and a little security was worth paying extra for. This nameless specimen of the breed was located in intersystem space, along the edge of Eyndar territory. Carl had bargained for its location with the woman who’d bought Tanny’s drug stash.

      “Mobius, this is station control. All vessels are secure. Transmit the all-clear when you’ve got your merchandise. Shields go down once I get the all-clear from three ships.”

      The voice on the comm had a lazy drawl heavy with boredom. He already had Carl’s money—whoever he was. Three thousand terras it had cost Carl for his share of the fee. The captains of the other two ships had likewise transferred their shares; otherwise, Mr. Personality wouldn’t have raised the shields to commence the deal.

      “Everyone clear on the plan?” Carl asked. He’d lost track of how many times they’d gone over it, but with a green crew, it never hurt to ask again.

      Reebo scowled. “Both ships send us their cargo. We send nothing. Yomin overrides the shields, and we high-tail it before the other two ships get loose.”

      Niang and Esper nodded.

      Yomin raised a finger as a point of order. “I also have to convince the station that there’s cargo going in all directions, otherwise they’ll rat us out.”

      Carl clapped his hands. “Well, let’s get to it!”
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        * * *

      

      Esper waited in the cargo hold as Niang and Reebo pulled in shipments from the two trader vessels that shared the little pirate space station with them. There wasn’t much else for her to do but wait. Her part wouldn’t come until everything was stowed, Yomin had tricked everyone’s computers, and it was time to make their escape. Esper should have been worried that so much was riding on her. She wasn’t.

      The trips through the astral were simple. Trying it without Mort around as a safety valve had taken getting used to, but the universe was listening to her like one of those nice old ladies who’d talk to you for hours so long as you minded your manners. And Esper always minded her manners. Hearing Mort harangue God’s creations into doing his bidding had begun making her uncomfortable. The better she understood the bargaining for power, the less she appreciated his approach. It was inarguable that he dwarfed her power, but it just came across as unseemly the way he bullied creation.

      But Mort wasn’t here, and Esper’s way was getting the job done just fine. When the time came, Carl would signal for her, and she’d nudge the Mobius astrally.

      “Careful with that, buddy,” Niang shouted as Reebo slid a steel crate off the grav sled. It slammed to the cargo bay floor with an echoing thud. “That’s raw data crystal. All the trouble we gone through to steal it, I don’t need a big ox cracking ‘em all.”

      “Ease off,” Reebo replied. “You’re not in charge anymore. This is Ramsey’s ship, not your jungle.”

      “Wasn’t my jungle.”

      “Yours, Kwon’s… who cares? But you don’t get to boss me around out here. You’re not even an ensign anymore.”

      Esper idly wondered whether she ought to intervene. The old Esper would have. That Esper hated conflict—avoided it whenever possible and when she couldn’t, she pretended it didn’t exist.

      “Think you’re a big man, Reebo? Got picked for the big heist with Ramsey, so you’re in. That it? Lemme shine a light up that ass of yours so you can see what’s what. You’re only here because Mriy’s busy hunting marines. Six years in the jungle and you don’t get tapped for that detail.”

      “Fucking azrin are animals. How am I supposed to—”

      “Hey!” Esper snapped.

      Niang backhanded Reebo in the shoulder. “Mind your language around the lady.”

      Reebo hung his head and wouldn’t look at her. “Sorry, ma’am.”

      “Don’t give me that ‘sorry’ bullshit,” Esper said with a venom in her voice that surprised even her. “Mriy is a friend of mine. She’s a friend of Carl’s, too. Bear that in mind.”

      Reebo cleared his throat. “You won’t… you’re not gonna tell Mriy, are you?” He still wouldn’t look up.

      Esper smirked. “I’m no murderer. Now get back to work. The sooner everything’s accounted for, the sooner we can cheat these nice people and go home.”
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        * * *

      

      Carl sat in the co-pilot’s seat, staring out the forward window. The Mobius had never been blessed with the greatest viewing angle from the cockpit, and from his vantage, Carl couldn’t see either of their two trading partners. One was a Singapore-class freighter that frequented disputed space under the command of a guy named Wilhelm Schrodinger. The other was a civilian Eyndar trader, the first of his species that Carl had ever done business with.

      “Doesn’t sit right with me, either,” Amy said. Carl looked over and got that I’m-reading-your-mind look from her. Amy had a bit of innate precognition, enough to give her unnaturally quick reflexes, but she was no wizard. Any mind reading was the strictly feminine sort. And she was right.

      “Hey, it’s not like we’re trading with them, right? I mean, sticking it to a few of those dog-faced bastards ought to do the Odysseus crew some good.”

      Amy ran a hand over the throttle. She couldn’t wait to slam it wide open and blow this little bubble bazaar. Even the stars were muddy pinpricks beyond the energy shield, which was as much a trap as it was a protection from their trading partners. The fact that they weren’t free to go didn’t sit right with her. Carl could read Amy’s mind, too, when she was this obvious.

      “You do this shit for a living, Blackjack—sorry—Carl?”

      Carl snorted and kicked his feet back, trying to feign casual disinterest. He even created a quick Carl Who Doesn’t Care About Getting Caught for the occasion. “This is small-time, to be honest. Wanted to see what a tech-based job was like, since we’ve got Yomin along.”

      “Is this the sort of thing to try with an amateur?”

      Lacing his fingers behind his neck, Carl gave an indifferent shrug. “Shields are in the best shape I’ve ever seen ‘em. Neither of our trader friends has got the guns to do too much damage, even with the station helping. All Yomin’s got to do is fool a decrepit old station’s cargo sensors and override the shields. This mission’s got the flight assist locked in.”

      “I’ve heard stories about your past jobs…”

      “Mostly from me. You think I don’t know how they turn out? Trust me, this one won’t go half as bad as most of the slap-tape jobs I’ve thrown together over the years.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Amy asked with a wry grin.

      Slipping from the co-pilot’s seat, Carl gave her a quick kiss as he headed out of the cockpit. “No. But I’ll go check how Yomin is doing. You know, captainy stuff.” He caught a glimpse of a good-natured eye roll as he departed.

      Carl found himself pausing when he reached Esper’s quarters, hand poised to knock at the door. But while Yomin might have inherited Chip’s old position as computer wrangler, she hadn’t inherited Chip’s old quarters. Doing a little mental mapping of the ship, he remembered that he’d assigned her to Tanny’s old bunk. Crossing the common room, he knocked on the proper door.

      “Busy,” came the brusque reply, muffled through the door.

      “Captain,” Carl replied, raising his voice to be heard.

      “Shit! Sorry! Come on in.”

      Carl opened the door and poked his head inside. “Didn’t mean to disrupt your waveform. Just wanted to check in.”

      Yomin sat cross-legged on the bed, a computer core perched in her lap. Wires and fiber cables ran from that core to Yomin’s headset and several other pieces of equipment scattered around the room, as well as one of the wall access panels. She didn’t look up from her work. “I’m hooked to the ship’s comm, you know. I’ve got a laser feed direct to the hub’s computers. I’m on a maintenance frequency using manufacturer bypass codes. Lucky for us, ARGO mandates access to every legit manufacturer’s systems, and all my gear is scavenged from the Odysseus.”

      “These idiots have a fifty-year-old transfer station and they haven’t wiped the factory presets? Even legit spacers do that as a matter of course.”

      Yomin grinned, still not looking in Carl’s direction. “Well, let’s just say that there are certain hardware configs that make access easier for us. If these guys knew how to tear a system down to the quanta, they wouldn’t buy ancient shit. They don’t even realize there’s no cargo going to any ship but ours.”

      “What about the shields?”

      “I’m monitoring them, but once I access, it’ll alert the station. I won’t make the connection until we’re ready to go.”

      Carl nodded. “Keep me posted.”

      The door shut with a hollow clang. He couldn’t believe what was happening. Things were going according to plan.
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        * * *

      

      The last crate settled onto the cargo bay floor. Niang hit the controls to close the bay door while Reebo began securing the crates for over-G maneuvering. When the door sealed shut, Niang hit the comm panel. “All stowed and accounted for. Time to do your thing.”

      It was almost time for Esper’s “thing” as well. Without a word she left the two new crewmen to their tasks and headed up the metal grate stairs to the common room. Through the glassed-in dome overhead, she could see the translucent blue haze of the station’s shields enveloping them. It was an ugly, sciencey film that obscured God’s cosmos. The sooner they were away from it, the better.

      Unlike Mort, Esper didn’t bide her time with beer or holovids as she awaited the call from the cockpit that it was time to drop into astral. Clasping her hands behind her back, she stood watching through the ceiling and waiting for signs that the ship had begun to move. Esper slowed her breathing to a calming rhythm, blocking distractions that might cloud her communion with the universe. In the silence around her, noises seeped from the cockpit—Carl’s voice, by timbre and cadence. It grew agitated, until finally intelligible words spilled forth.

      “Get those fucking shields down!” Carl shouted.

      Yomin burst from her quarters and blew past Esper en route to the cockpit. With a sigh, Esper followed, albeit at a more leisurely pace. She suspected that her role in the escape might just have expanded or was about to.

      Esper was close enough to eavesdrop by the time Yomin delivered the news. “They’ve got the shields on manual override! Both the other two ships are reporting technical malfunctions with the transfer.”

      Carl’s voice was artificially smooth, the tone he used over the comm. “This is the Mobius. What’s the hold up? We’re still waiting on our cargo. You having tech troubles over there?” A heartbeat later, his voice came over the intra-ship comm. “Battle stations, people. Man the turret. We’re taking out that shield the old-fashioned way.”

      Esper retreated to the center of the common room and waited as Carl jogged to meet her. “Any chance you can drop us to astral right here? We’re stationary.”

      Reebo burst in from the cargo bay and hit the control panel that dropped the turret chair into the common room. “I ran simulations against the specs on this place. It’ll take about thirty seconds of continuous fire to overpower their shield.” He climbed into the seat and quickly harnessed himself in just a meter from where Carl and Esper stood. Thumbing a switch on the arm of his chair, Reebo was pulled up into the turret. “That’s if they don’t divert power from the other two docking bays.”

      “Do what you can,” Carl called up to him. Then he leveled an urgent gaze that locked with Esper’s. He was one man who didn’t give a hoot about looking a wizard in the eye. “How far down can you take us?”

      “How far into the astral do these shields reach?”

      Carl spread his hands. “How would I know? Do I look like an astral theoretician to you? All I know is energy spans astral depths; otherwise astral relays and scanners wouldn’t work. Put us deep enough, and we can go around.”

      There were complications that Carl was glossing over. Reebo firing plasma bursts while she tried to move them astrally wasn’t going to go over well with the universe. On top of that, there was the matter of a space station that they didn’t want to drag along with them, which meant getting rather specific about the confines of what was moving and what was staying. But most of all, Carl was overlooking the fact that Esper’s heart rate had just shot up to an alarming level.

      Of course, Carl wouldn’t want to hear any of that. “I’ll do what I can.”

      Carl clapped her on the shoulder as he strode past on his way to the cargo bay.

      Overhead, lances of plasma shot from the ship’s turret. Mechanical creaks and whirs accompanied the turret’s adjustments.

      Esper picked up Mort’s staff from where she’d left it on the couch. It was taller than her, smooth, and warm to the touch, not unpleasantly so, but enough to give the impression of being more than a mere object. It had come from a living tree, and some hint of that life essence lingered even centuries later. She ran a hand along the surface, allowing the comforting presence of its irascible old owner into the ship.

      A tremor ran through the ship, but Esper tried to put curiosity from her mind as to its source.

      Excuse me. I know this is sudden, but the Mobius needs to be in the astral plane quite urgently. I’ll try to give you fairer warning next time, but I believe that if you don’t humor us here, there might not be a next time. That would be a real shame, now wouldn’t—

      “FUCK!” Carl shouted, slamming the cargo bay door. “I can’t believe this is fucking happening. Esper, why aren’t we astral yet?”

      Esper didn’t open her eyes. “You’re not helping.”

      I meant no disrespect. I just need a little understanding here.

      When she didn’t feel more than a drifting sensation toward the astral plane, she switched up her tactics. Mort had given her a chant in the language of creation, one that he said never failed to produce results. It was long, and Esper didn’t understand the words as anything more than just sounds. She hoped the universe didn’t mind that she’d memorized it to the tune of “Row, Row, Row Your Boat.”

      “The hell?” Carl asked. He was within arm’s reach; she could tell without looking. Esper ignored him.

      A sensation akin to vertigo came over her, and the ship swung violently into astral space. Esper stumbled and used Mort’s staff for support to keep from falling. But the Mobius had nothing to catch itself against. The ship continued to plunge deeper into the astral. Through the domed ceiling, the blue haze of the station’s energy shield vanished, leaving a clear view of the flat, astral gray. Time passed weirdly, slowed to a syrupy mush in Esper’s brain. Tinges of purple swirled in what should have been a uniform monochrome. The last time this had happened, Mort had been the one holding the staff, and Esper hadn’t felt the headlong slide down a slope in a dimension she couldn’t properly describe. The purple hue deepened by the second—if that’s how quickly seconds were passing at the moment.

      What had Mort done when the Black Ocean turned purple? Esper had no idea. But she was certain of one thing he hadn’t.

      Excuse me! We’ve gone a bit too far. Stopping now would be much appreciated.

      Whatever she’d said in Mort’s age-worn syllables, she wanted to take back. He’d talked her around in circles when she asked for a translation. Esper made a point to broach the subject again once they were back on Ithaca—if they survived to make the return trip. As the sky outside darkened in the violet spectrum, those prospects looked speculative at best.
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