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      “You can have some, too, you know,” Tiffany said across the table of their booth at Peking Pizza. She waggled a slice of teriyaki salmon and black olive toward Esper.

      They sat on the far side of a full-wall glass window overlooking the Mactar V capital city of Perth Port. Towering buildings intermixed with abandoned factories, low-rise apartments, and little shops and restaurants like the one Tiffany had picked for dinner. The planet’s primary selling point had been a cheap deal on last-minute tickets off Earth.

      On the other side of the booth, Esper glared icicles at her young ward. She held a kappa maki roll between her chopsticks, poised halfway to her mouth. “It’s your birthday, not mine. I’ve put on two kilos because of these shackles.”

      From the side of the table with no seat to get in his way, Kubu snickered.

      “You think this is funny?” Esper asked. “Even before I learned magic, I hadn’t put on a gram in years. Something about all the warping of the universe kicked my metabolism back to human standard.”

      “It’s funny because I can get big or little now, and you can only get big,” Kubu pointed out.

      True. Since convincing the universe to let him adjust his own size, the megalodog had been tinkering with the exact size that suited him best for everyday interaction. He was currently slightly larger than Esper had made him, tall enough that even with his butt on the floor, he was comfortable eating from the table.

      Tiffany spoke with her mouth full. “After this, we’re going bowling, then chowing down at Matrimony and More.”

      Sighing, Esper popped the cucumber and rice sushi into her mouth. If the girl wanted by-the-slice wedding cake for her birthday, so be it. Just another tempting treat to watch with longing.

      The Shackles of Nethanti itched on her forearms. Psychosomatic. That didn’t make the sensation any less annoying. Every time she showered, Esper surreptitiously tried to pry them off. The lack of any sign that the shackles might someday relent merely compounded her frustration.

      “By the way,” Tiffany continued without looking up from her pizza. “Since it’s my birthday, and you can’t yell at me—”

      “I can yell at you on your birthday,” Esper cut in. “It doesn’t grant you diplomatic immunity.”

      “Since you shouldn’t yell at me on my birthday… here.” Tiffany slid her datapad across the table atop a napkin to prevent the table’s sticky film from getting on the device.

      “What’s this?” Esper asked rhetorically as she picked it up.

      “It’s a datapad!” Kubu said merrily. He’d already finished as much food as they were willing to buy him at full price. Later, he’d get one slice of birthday wedding cake, then as much dry dog kibble as he liked once they got home. Tiffany had to manually mark each twenty-kilo sack of the stuff to prepend “megalo” to the label, but he liked it well enough that he played along despite the transparent ruse. However, with no further pizza to occupy him, the canine had taken to comedy.

      When Tiffany didn’t supply a more helpful answer, Esper ignored them both and looked for herself.

      Tiffany’s text comm inbox was opened to a new entry, time-stamped earlier that afternoon. The subject line of the back-and-forth was “SIDEKICK NEEDED,” and Tiffany hadn’t been the one to originate it.

      “Explain this,” Esper said in her recently developed mom voice. She angled the screen so it faced Tiffany.

      The newly minted seventeen-year-old shrugged without meeting Esper’s eye. “Read it. Make seriously considering it a birthday present.” Even without magic powers, Esper could hear the trailing since you didn’t get me anything else.

      Fair enough. Esper had tried. But everything she could afford seemed cheap and tawdry. Everything she wanted to get for Tiffany would have required criminal activity to acquire. How could she be a role model for selective obedience to the rule of law when she flouted it at will?

      With a resigned sigh, Esper read the original message, which seemed to have been an omni advert.

      “Wanted: a sidekick for an urgent mission. Life-and-death stakes! Looking for a go-getter with a never-say-die attitude. Should have the spirit to prevail against impossible odds, the courage to laugh in the face of death, and good cardio. Medical insurance a plus. As previously stated, urgent! Will take first qualified applicant!”

      Esper glanced up. “They mention death in almost every sentence. And we don’t have medical insurance.”

      Returning her attention to the screen, she read Tiffany’s reply.

      “How important is the insurance thing? We pound the fuck out of the rest.”

      Remembering to avoid scolding Tiffany on her birthday, Esper declined to object to the use of language in business transactions.

      The final reply was: “No problemo. Contact me at this comm ID for an interview. Remember: urgent. Life and death.”

      “I don’t like this.”

      “All you gotta do is talk to the guy. Happy birthday, Tiffany. How hard is that?”

      “Can we sing?” Kubu asked.

      “Wait for the cake,” Tiffany advised.

      “I was still hoping to get you something nice,” Esper hedged. Good lord, she sounded lame.

      Outside, life on the streets of Perth Port flowed past. Productive, useful colonists on the edge of ARGO space. They could get their kids’ birthday presents without worrying they’d have to find a new apartment.

      “Just. Talk. To. Him. You want to get me something real for a present, get it once we’re filling hotel hot tubs with hardcoin.”
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        * * *

      

      It was telling that Esper, Tiffany, and Kubu managed to stumble in after midnight stone sober and with sore bowling muscles. By popular vote, they’d gone for cake first, and the bowling alley stopped charging them after their third string as the crowd petered out.

      Esper collapsed onto the inflatable vinyl couch. A flash of worry that she might pop it vanished as the cushioned air inside broke her fall. The plastic surface squeaked as she settled into a comfortable position to kick off her boots.

      Before she could completely relax, a spinning datapad sailed through the air, landing in her lap.

      “Hey!” she exclaimed. “These things aren’t free! Break it, and you’ll go without.”

      “Call him,” Tiffany ordered. “And no yelling on my birthday.”

      Esper double-checked the datapad’s chrono before holding it up. “That dubious rule expired seventeen minutes ago.”

      Nevertheless, Esper found the comm program and initiated a link.

      The connection was nearly instantaneous.

      “Hi.”

      The speaker was on video comm. His face was rugged, clean-shaven like he was fresh off a promotional holo, with a strong jawline and gleaming white teeth. Pale blue eyes squinted at her from the screen. By the lines on his face, Esper estimated he was in his forties despite the full head of dark hair.

      “Um, hi. We’re responding to the ad for—”

      “Could you turn a light on?” the man from the advert asked. Without having to be asked, Tiffany took care of it. Their shabby little apartment blinked into view. “Aaaand, angle your camera slightly. I’m seeing up your nose.” Esper hurriedly did so. He held his hands in front of his own camera, index fingers and thumbs forming an expandable rectangle through which he viewed her critically. “Great. And maybe just hold it a few centimeters farther back… aaaand… perfect. Hi, I’m Wesley Wesley, star of such holovids as Nightmare Squad and Rocko Goes to Puppy School. Maybe you’ve heard of me.”

      “Um… I’m sorry, but—”

      Wesley held up a hand. “Not your fault. I blame my agent. Look, I’m not here to promote my upcoming holo, The Loudest Predator. I’m not even here to talk about my charity work with Kids’ Federation. No, I’m looking for someone to help me track down a man by the name of Arturus Everest.”

      Finally. Business. “Mr. Wesley—”

      “Please, call me Wesley.”

      The self-discipline she’d learned as a wizard kept Esper from expressing the whole-body eye-roll she wanted to give. “Wesley, can you describe the circumstances where Mr. Everest went missing?”

      On the datapad screen, Wesley was bobbing his head along as Esper asked her question. “No.”

      “What? But you—”

      “Afraid he went missing without a trace somewhere on Nefertari. His last comm to me was on March ninth. Mentioned he was off to do some immersive character research there before our next holo started filming. He hasn’t replied to a comm since, and I’ve seen him use a charger before, so I know he knows how to refill a depleted battery. No… this isn’t a simple case of a man letting his datapad die and not having three terras to place a comm from a municipal terminal. I fear there’s been… foul play. I wish I could say more, but I don’t think it wise to give details over an unsecured channel.”

      Tiffany pushed into the camera’s view. “But you just said—”

      Wesley cut her off with an upraised finger. “Don’t listen to what I said. Listen to the words inside the words. Better yet, meet me on Nefertari as soon as you can. I’m en route now. ETA, lunchtime day after tomorrow.”

      “But we haven’t agreed to terms of employment,” Esper protested. Heck, they hadn’t come close to agreeing to take the job at all.

      “Do it,” Tiffany mouthed silently. “Say. Yes.”

      What did they have to lose? They were slowly going broke, burning through their savings faster than the paltry odd jobs could backfill their accounts.

      “Terms are this: help me find Arturus Everest. I’ll pay you ten thousand terras up front, plus another ten thousand when the job’s finished. Fifteen, if he’s alive and well enough to start filming. We can discuss employment details on Nefertari, but I don’t want to—”

      “Discuss them on an unsecured channel,” Esper finished for him.

      With a wink, Wesley pointed a finger at the camera, making it look as if he were pointing right at Esper’s nose. “Exactamundo.”

      Tiffany had her hands clasped, pleading. Kubu shrugged.

      “See you on Nefertari, Wesley Wesley. You’ve got a team of sidekicks.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Their transport departed Mactar just before dawn. Half asleep, Esper barely felt the ship’s drop into astral. It was a numerically designated starliner, not even interesting enough to warrant a name. Their accommodations were the cheapest available with a destination of Nefertari. The only saving grace was that the Mactar V to Nefertari run wasn’t popular that day.

      Esper, Kubu, and Tiffany had a whole section to themselves. That meant their pick of narrow, uncomfortable seats and harnesses flimsy enough that Kubu could have broken them at will.

      And they needed the safety harnesses. TransGalactica Vessel 66019 didn’t have a gravity stone.

      Hair floating in a halo around her head, Esper wished she’d packed a headband somewhere she could access it. But their luggage—scant though it was—now rested in the cargo hold.

      “At least it’s a short hop,” Tiffany said brightly.

      “I don’t think dogs get to enjoy spaceships without gravity,” Kubu muttered. His canine harness kept him in the doggy version of a seated position, but he was too large for the seats. Esper had forbidden him changing his size while they were on a rickety starship. Not every vessel was built Mobius tough. Some might not recover from a magical incident in time to land.

      “I’m having second thoughts,” Esper admitted. The parenting stuff on the omni told her that a child needed a trustworthy authority figure, a stable gravity well of responsibility, knowledge, and moral certitude. But Tiffany was old enough to hear her legal guardian’s occasional self-doubts. “Without magic, what good am I going to be?”

      “This Arturus character needs help. Probably got mixed up with a gang or something. We’re old pros at that stuff,” Tiffany countered. “Besides, I’m learning!”

      Esper felt beneath her sleeves. Even through the fabric of her shirt, the cold, hard steel of the Shackles of Nethanti was ever-present, throwing a smothering pillow over the face of any magic Esper might hope to enact.

      “You can do impressions,” Esper replied sternly. Not that they weren’t uncanny impressions, but Tiffany had only internalized a few lessons before being parted from Keesha’s tutelage. “I don’t see that freeing hostages from ransom-demanding gangs if that’s what we’re up against.”

      “It could be,” Tiffany protested.

      Esper slouched in her seat as best she could without the familiar tug of gravity. For all the interstellar travel she’d done, she’d been spoiled by traveling on vessels that produced their own.

      The intercom blared overhead. “All passengers prepare for realspace.”

      Esper rolled her eyes. There were certain psychological conditions that made non-wizards susceptible to the effects of an astral drop. They were the same sorts who believed in vampires and claimed that aliens were living on human-only planets in disguise. The actual effects of the dimensional shift were harmless, and Vessel 66019 was only 2 Astral Units deep.

      It said so in the flight safety brochure.

      Kubu had the window seat in their section. He got the first view of Nefertari before Esper or Tiffany had an angle on it out the ship’s tiny viewports.

      Esper saw it when the ship began to slow its descent. Without artificial gravity, it had to slowly acclimate its passengers to the effects of Nefertari’s natural pull. No swooping into a starport with fire washing over the hull as they broke atmosphere.

      With a sick sensation in her stomach, Esper felt herself gradually pressed into her seat.

      Tiffany doubled over. Slapping frantically for a button tucked under her armrest, she released an overhead panel. A long tube with a flared end sprang down at roughly face height, whooshing with a vacuum flow of air. Just in time, Tiffany pulled the end to her mouth as she vomited.

      “At least we weren’t still in zero-G,” Esper commented mildly, rubbing Tiffany’s back as she emptied her stomach. “This is why I warned you not to eat a big breakfast.”

      Pulling the vacuum tube away from her mouth, Tiffany croaked, “But it was just a few pancakes.”

      “A slice of grapefruit would still be in your stomach. Kubu, how you holding up?” If Esper had to reach across and activate his space-sickness hose, she’d rather know with time to spare.

      “I’m fine. I had a little breakfast,” the megalodog replied. He’d had pancakes too—five times as many as Tiffany.

      As the full force of Nefertari’s gravity set in, Esper tried to relax. The worst is over, she told herself. But that was a comforting lie. Her own stomach hadn’t been too badly traumatized by the shifting gravity, unpleasant though it might have been. Her own light meal before departure kept its peace in her belly.

      I’m taking on unknown dangers, and I don’t have my magic to fall back on.

      The ship touched down with a jarring thud that sent a shockwave up Esper’s spine.

      At least they were planetside.

      On a despairing chance, she risked attempting to use her magic. If it worked despite the Convocation’s precaution, she was no longer a threat to the ship’s ramshackle science.

      Raising a fist to cover her mouth, she cleared her throat softly. Dear universe, I know we haven’t exactly been—

      NO… NO… NO…

      She felt the Shackles of Nethanti chanting like a stubborn toddler, drowning her out, shouting her down, imposing their oppressive will down on her.

      NO… NO… NO… it continued even after Esper stopped trying.

      “Quit that,” Tiffany whispered as she unbuckled from her safety harness and moved to help Kubu out of his. “I can barely hear myself think over that racket. I probably can’t work any magic right now either.”

      Esper figured it wasn’t the time to point out that the self-importance of a high-end datapad was enough to stop Tiffany’s magic. Her attempts reminded Esper of a newborn fawn trying to walk.

      Speaking of walking…

      “That zero-G travel is rough on the legs,” she commented as she stood. “My knees are wobbly.”

      “I figured it was blerking up five pancakes and a side of sausage, but I feel it too,” Tiffany commented, rising up on her toes a few times to check her hypothesis.

      “Gravity here is 20 percent more than standard,” Kubu said. “You should look up that sort of thing before going places.”

      “Twenty percent? FUCK me! That’s not even legal!” Tiffany practically shouted. Other passengers filing past cast her glares. One smirked.

      “This isn’t a sanctioned colony,” Esper said. She’d known that much, at least, prior to arrival. But gravity wasn’t the sort of thing she bothered looking up. All gravity felt like Mars to her when she just ignored it. It had been a function of ingrained belief and magical willpower.

      So much for that.

      As they joined the thin crowd exiting the transport, Esper felt her feet plodding. It was one thing to put on a kilo or two from poor dietary choices. It was another adding a sudden twelve just for touching down on an unfamiliar planet.

      “That’s it,” Tiffany stated firmly as they reached the end of the boarding ramp and set foot on the starport’s duracrete. “I’m buying one of those repulsor belts. I don’t care if I have to cash in half our advance. I can’t deal with this shitty gravity.”

      “At least the air is nice,” Esper replied. It smelled of a nearby seaside, a refreshing breath of brine and solar radiation cream. There must have been a beach just outside the starport.

      “It’s fake,” Kubu said matter-of-factly, unbothered by the gravity as he pranced in front of them. “Sciencey smells from the vents along the wall.”

      Esper scowled. Was she that blind now that she couldn’t tell the difference between science and reality?

      “C’mon,” she said, rather than dwell on it. “Let’s go find our employer.”
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        * * *

      

      ON THE GROUND. WHERE TO?

      Tiffany was the designated text-commer for this mission. She sent the note shortly after Esper disabused her of the idea that they’d be shopping for repulsor belts to offset the planet’s unusually strong pull. Plenty of people on the streets near the starport wore them, but none of them were on a covert mission.

      As best Esper knew.

      It wasn’t long before Tiffany held out her datapad with the reply.

      “Meet at the Bessemer-Douglas tram station. Get on the intercity to Teddy’s Oasis, 37:15 departure. Rear car.”

      “How soon is that?” Esper asked as she handed back the datapad.

      Tiffany tapped and swiped at the datapad as they walked, following the crowd toward the streets. It was after dark, but the inclusion of numbers above 24 made any inference about the local time guesswork.

      “About twenty minutes from now,” Tiffany reported. “And the station’s 18 from here, according to PlanetMap’s estimate. Frankly, I’m surprised PlanetMap has this place in it.”

      “Let’s hustle,” Esper ordered. “We don’t want to miss the meet-up.”

      “Ugh,” Tiffany grunted. “I’m not sure I’m up to going as fast as this stupid app thinks we’re capable of. They should make allowances for planets with miserable gravity.”

      “Lean on me,” Kubu suggested. “Or… maybe you can ride me!”

      Kubu’s current size made the prospect less than ridiculous. Once atop his back, Tiffany’s feet wouldn’t touch the ground.

      “Please don’t,” Esper suggested. “Last thing we need is a horseplay injury on the way there. Just do your best. If we’re a couple minutes late, we’ll—”

      Tiffany held up a hand. “I’m moving. I’m moving…”

      Street traffic zipped past. Many of the vehicles were ground-based rather than spend the extra fuel bobbing in the oversaturated local gravity. In all directions, duracrete streets bore the weight of massive trucks and personal transports.

      “Maybe we can spring for a cab,” Esper suggested as she watched Tiffany struggling.

      Before Esper could change her mind, Tiffany was on her datapad, calling one to their location. Seconds later, a red-and-black checkered ground roller pulled up alongside them at the curb. “Where to?” the woman behind the control wheel asked.

      “Bessemer-Douglas,” Esper replied with a smile.

      “That’s less than a kilometer from here.”

      “We’re in a hurry.”

      The pilot of the ground cab turned her attention to the road. “Say no more. They’re your terras.”

      With a lurch, the cab roared forward. The vehicle’s suspension system treated them to an inexpert massage as every crack and bump in the surface beneath them transferred force to the passengers inside.

      Before the trip had even gotten underway, it was over. “Here you go. Thumb or hardcoin?”

      Esper leaned forward into the cockpit area, thumb extended. She noticed that they were being charged 18T for a ride that lasted under a minute. Biting back her complaint about getting gouged, Esper scanned her thumb to transfer the fare.

      They’d be getting paid again soon enough.

      Getting out of the cab was a chore after relaxing from her constant battle with Nefertari’s gravity. Kubu bounded out after her. On the far side of the back seat, Tiffany had her door open but hadn’t managed a standing position yet.

      “Hold on,” the girl snapped as she noticed everyone waiting for her. “Be right there.”

      She tried twice, finally levering herself out of the cab using the door as a handhold.

      The Bessemer-Douglas tram station was underground. A set of permacrete stairs disappeared beneath the city. Pedestrians streamed up and down, a few visibly struggling in the up direction.

      “Fair warning,” Tiffany said as the three of them stood there. “I go down there, I’m not making it back up unless there’s a lift.”

      “Come on,” Esper cajoled. “You’ll get used to it.”

      As they tromped down the stairs, stomping on every step, Tiffany kept up a commentary. “You remember that marine friend of yours? You still got connections to where she got her shit? I could really use some anabolics right about now.”

      Esper chose to assume the girl was joking. It got hard to tell at times, but she wasn’t planning on helping Tiffany find illicit Earth Marine-grade pharmaceutical enhancers.

      Following overhead signage once underground, they found the intercity tram destined for Teddy’s Oasis and paid the 2T fare per rider. It was crazy how a trip of 175 km could cost a mere third of their ride to the station.

      There was no tram present when they arrived. The platform wasn’t crowded, but a few dozen passengers waited with them. Esper peered around surreptitiously for signs of Wesley Wesley.

      With a rush of air and a rumble that shook the ground, the tram decelerated into the station. Esper raised her forearm to shield her eyes against the gale from standing too close to the cars as they sped past. She caught a glint of the Shackles of Nethanti peeking out from her sleeve, taunting her. A wizard wouldn’t have had to put up with stray wind bothering her.

      When the tram came to a halt, the doors opened. Passengers disembarked from every car down the length of the train.

      A tug at the hem of her jacket was Kubu trying to get her attention. He spoke once she looked his way, and he released the leather from his jaws. “He said the end car.”

      “Right.”

      Crossing the stream of traffic against the grain, they made their way to the rear of the tram. Passengers shouldered and shoved, but eventually, they pushed their way to the last car as a ding from overhead signaled the all-clear to board.

      There was just one problem. A burly maintenance worker was shooing passengers away from that car, not allowing anyone to board. He carried a tool bag in one hand, waving passengers away with the other. He wore coveralls with Nefertari Public Transit imprinted across the back and a short-brimmed cap.

      “Shit,” Tiffany muttered. “What now?”

      “Excuse me,” Esper said, approaching the maintenance tech from behind. “We were really hoping to board this car.”

      The worker gave a curt nod and hooked a thumb inside, stepping out of their way.

      “Thank you!” Esper said hurriedly as a second ding warned that the tram was about to depart. “Come on!” She beckoned Tiffany and Kubu aboard.

      Tiffany looked up and down the tram car once safely inside. “But… there’s no one here but us.”

      Kubu plopped onto the floor.

      The doors slid shut.

      But just before they closed, the maintenance worker hopped aboard. Grabbing his coveralls in two fists by the collar, he tore off the garment like a striptease performer. Flipping the tool bag inside out, he stuffed both the cap and the torn coveralls inside.

      What remained was a man the size of a small stuunji dressed in a tuxedo. His grinning face was familiar from the comm that had started this whole adventure. As the tram pulled away from the station, electromagnetic coils bucking as the vehicle got aloft over the tracks, Wesley Wesley slung himself into a seat across the aisle from Esper, Tiffany, and Kubu.

      “Hi. Glad you could make it.”
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        * * *

      

      As the Nefertari countryside whizzed by at speeds Esper couldn’t even estimate, Wesley Wesley pulled out a datapad and explained his dilemma.

      “His name is Arturus Everest. Height, 1.6 meters. Weight 75 kilos. Hair, a dignified salt and pepper. Eyes—”

      “We can see the flatpic,” Tiffany pointed out as Wesley wandered into a physical description of the smiling headshot on his datapad’s screen.

      “Right,” Wesley said matter-of-factly. “Anyhoo, Arturus was preparing for his role in our upcoming holo, Rise of the Cult of Shub-Niggurath. It’s a Lovecraftian tour de force in the making, sure to be 2563’s Last Stand of Fleet Omega. Ira says it’s going to be the holo that—”

      “Can we stick to your friend Arturus?” Esper asked.

      Wesley scowled thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t think so, not unless… unless they’ve slathered him in honey and left him out in the jungle to be eaten by fire ants. But wait! Nefertari has a temperate climate with no jungle to speak of.” He rubbed his cleft chin between thumb and forefinger. “No… I don’t think it’s likely at all that we can stick to him.”

      Esper stared at their new employer a moment without any idea what to say.

      Straightening in his seat, Wesley continued. “But that’s beside the point. Rather than dwelling on Arturus’s potential stickiness, we should talk about where he might have been taken.”

      This was at least a thread Esper could tug. “What makes you think he was taken?”

      Gesturing expansively with his hands, Wesley scoffed. “It’s as plain as a large dog in a small tram car.”

      “I’m not a dog,” Kubu pointed out. “I’m a megalodog.”

      “That’s great, Sport,” Wesley said, nonplussed by the talking canid. “But you see, Arturus is a pro’s pro. No, he’s a pro’s pro’s pro. Completely throws himself into any role you give him. Classically trained. Heck, I think he might not even really be British. And he sounds really British. That’s how pro he is.”

      “And that means…” Tiffany prompted. It seemed this would be a group effort keeping their client on track.

      “He’d never have missed a shoot. And I don’t mean his firing range bull’s-eyes are safe. I mean, he’d never have left a whole production crew stranded like that. Not a word. Not a comm. Not a severed finger couriered across the galaxy with a poorly worded threat. Nothing.”

      “And you think he was last seen in Teddy’s Oasis?” Esper prompted. Outside, the Nefertari scenery had shifted to scattered settlements. They’d be approaching their destination soon.

      “Not that I know of,” Wesley replied. Then with a sidelong look as if to check for eavesdroppers, he lowered his voice. “Why? What have you heard?”

      “Nothing,” Esper replied. “But you had us get on the tram heading there, so I assumed—”

      “There’s your problem,” Wesley said. “Never assume. I just needed a meeting site where we could be sure we were alone. My last info places him in Deltatown.”

      Tiffany pointed out the window. “So…”

      “We’re going to Teddy’s Oasis for no reason?” Esper asked. “We just came from Deltatown. That’s where the starport is.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, the four of them were standing on a tram platform. The station in Teddy’s Oasis was aboveground, and an unfamiliar configuration of stars framed a pair of half-moons, one red, one pale yellow.

      Kubu cleared his throat. “How much longer until—?”

      “Thirty-seven minutes,” Tiffany snapped. “Quit asking.”

      “This is time that could be better spent looking for your friend,” Esper pointed out mildly.

      Wesley nodded without taking his eyes off the night sky. “Tactical blunder. The kind of thing a good sidekick could have pointed out ahead of time. That’s why I need you. Just like a blind man needs the help of a loyal and trustworthy dog to keep his feet warm on a cold winter night, I need someone to keep me from taking shortcuts on the tightrope of heroic life.”

      Tiffany sat on the filthy permacrete. “That’s it. I’ve had it. My feet are fucking killing me.”

      Wesley nodded sagely. “Ah, Murderous Foot Syndrome, the silent killer. Take my advice and sit it off.”

      “I am sitting,” Tiffany pointed out testily.

      “Atta boy, little lady,” Wesley said with a wink.

      Kubu nudged Tiffany. “How much longer until—?”

      “Check your own fucking datapad!”

      Kubu whined and tucked his tail. “The battery ran out.”

      With a sigh, Tiffany checked hers. “Thirty-three minutes.”

      Truth be told, Esper wanted to sit down alongside her. Her own feet ached from the increased weight on them. But she didn’t want to look weak in front of Wesley, who seemed unbothered by being 20 percent heavier. If he was going to trust them and start listening to her advice, she needed to win his respect.

      And given that he was staring vacantly at a pair of alien moons, getting his attention in the first place might be tough.
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        * * *

      

      Back in Deltatown, Wesley relented and allowed the team to sleep. He even rented separate rooms for each of them as an apology for dragging them out to Teddy’s Oasis at what was the local equivalent of 2:00 in the morning.

      The Hotel Bachman was neither the best nor worst Esper had ever stayed in. It was clean, well maintained, and decorated like a physician’s waiting room. The shower she took in the morning was hot, had enough water pressure to rinse the generic hotel shampoo from her hair, and a drain that didn’t back up.

      That put it around the eightieth percentile of rented rooms Esper had occupied.

      More worrying was the prospect of both Kubu and Tiffany alone in their own private accommodations.

      When breakfast time came, Esper waited nervously at the complimentary buffet for everyone else to arrive. She piled her plate with a cobbled-together fruit salad of cubed apples, grapes, and strawberries with the leafy tops snipped off. It all tasted of a chemical preservative, but she suspected science in everything these days.

      Kubu arrived first, never one to let a meal linger out of reach. His fur was spiky and damp, shaken, not towel- or blow-dried. Esper shot him a warning look that retold a familiar parable at a glance: the story of the megalodog who made a scene at the all-you-can-eat buffet and got everyone thrown out before they’d all had a proper meal.

      After getting a dirty look from one of the kitchen staffers and a brief conversation resolving the issue, Kubu piled a plate with an entire warming tray of bacon and a lone blueberry muffin. A full-mouthed “good morning” was all Esper got out of him before Tiffany arrived.

      Like Kubu, she’d clearly come straight from the shower. Unlike Kubu, her dark hair was glossy and perfectly straight, two factors that pointed at the recent use of conditioner. She selected two chocolate chip muffins and ordered herself a coffee from the automated dispenser.

      “Where’s Mr. Big Shot?” Tiffany asked as she took a seat in the hotel restaurant’s dining area. “You think he’s one of those divas who preens for two hours before leaving the house?”

      “Haven’t seen him,” Esper admitted. “I considered knocking at his door before coming down, but frankly, I was worried about him answering the door naked without giving it a second thought.”

      “There you all are!” Wesley called out from the little lectern where a weary-eyed hotel employee was checking room numbers before letting anyone into the buffet. He was wearing a dark blue tracksuit and trainers. In his outstretched hands, he carried a pair of shader lenses and a short-brimmed sports cap in matching blue. “Hurry up! Time, tide, and kidnapping victims wait for no one.”

      Esper hurriedly stuffed two more grapes and a strawberry into her mouth. “Coming!” She stood, leaning down to take a sip of her ice water.

      Wesley patted the air. “No. Don’t abandon a healthy meal on my account. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

      Tiffany shoved muffin into her mouth like it might be her last chance at a meal all day. “But you just said—”

      “We won’t find Arturus if all of my sidekicks are passed out from hippo-glycemia while I valiantly carry you to the nearest Noodle-O-Rama for a curried ramen infusion. Hurry, but eat heartily. And drink. And we can be merry.” He wagged a finger.

      “For tomorrow we all may die?” Tiffany finished the thought for him, one eyebrow raised as she wolfed down her breakfast.

      Wesley scoffed loudly. “Hah! We could be so lucky! Let’s focus on living through today.”

      “All done!” Kubu announced, trotting over to Wesley’s side.

      Their employer offered a thumbs up. “Thumb skyward, little buddy! As for the rest of you, pack up and meet us out front AQAP.”

      “As queasy as possible?” Tiffany muttered between bites once the two male members of the team had exited the dining room. “This stuff is sitting like lead in my stomach. I took a bath in my room just for the buoyancy.”

      “Consider it exercise,” Esper advised. She’d felt the same about her meal, however. The food weighed so much more than its appearance hinted. “There are reasons the Convocation doesn’t terraform planets outside a certain range, though, and a different one why folks’ll colonize them anyway.”

      “This planet seems a little run down but not half bad.”

      “It’s the other half you need to watch for,” Esper advised. She dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “Come on. Let’s head out and dig our teeth into this mission.”

      Tiffany followed Esper out of the hotel, mumbling beneath her breath. As long as they weren’t words to an argument with the universe about her relationship with local gravity, Esper didn’t care what foul language was at work.

      The sun was up. The sky was clear. The two moons they’d seen the night before were still faintly visible in the sky, though farther apart than before.

      Wesley intercepted them instantly. He clapped his hands once like a motivational speaker. “Alrighty! Let’s get down to business!”

      Tiffany hooked a thumb back toward their hotel. “Aren’t you even going to grab breakfast before we go? Or do you people not… you know… eat food?”

      Esper cast the girl a scowl that went unnoticed. If Wesley took offense, he didn’t show it in the slightest.

      “I ordered up room service hours ago,” he replied, pinching his fingers lightly together. “Six soft-boiled eggs, three apple, ham, and brie crepes, and a hearty bottle of EnerJuice Pro Alpha. I’m ready for anything.”

      “Including telling us where we’re going?” Tiffany asked. She spared Esper a beleaguered glance, but Esper had no cure for eccentricity.

      “Right!” Wesley said. “Here’s the plan. We’re going to head down to the Old Bermuda Market. Start asking questions. Maybe even get a few answers. Artie loves antiques, the phonier the better. He’ll take a laaku-made reprint of the Mona Lisa over the real thing, and Old Bermuda looks like just the place he’d go.”

      “I thought you wanted to search Deltatown,” Esper said with a huff. “How far is it to Old Bermuda?”

      “It’s a neighborhood, not a city,” Wesley said. He held out his datapad showing a map of Deltatown. “As the crow flies, maybe two klicks. As the cab flies, also about two klicks. On foot, still two klicks, but we’ll have to follow about two and a half klicks worth of streets to get there. I say we go on foot.”

      Of course, he would say that. Even Esper had been quietly hoping he’d spring for a cab. A day scouring a high-G planet on foot was already going to be murder. At least they might have started off easy.

      “Are you two lovers or something?” Tiffany asked. “I mean, you know Arturus Everest’s antiquing habits.”

      Wesley shrugged. “Can’t speak for Artie, but I am, on occasion.”

      “No, I mean each other,” Tiffany clarified.

      “I love Arturus Everest the way I love a good cigar or fine vintage of beer. I love him the way I love a summer sunset or that giddy feeling after a stuntman clobbers you in the head by mistake during a fight scene. I love him—”

      “I got it,” Tiffany said. “Just friends.”

      “Co-workers, actually,” Wesley amended. “We don’t associate off set.” He backed away slowly, heading in the direction of the Old Bermuda Marketplace. “Well, are you coming or not?”

      Tiffany looked Esper’s way with a pleading look that apologized for ever suggesting they meet Wesley Wesley. But that was a quitter’s look. Even if Esper could have afforded to refuse the job, not only would she have been setting a poor example for an extremely impressionable teenager, they’d also have been stranded on a planet with miserable gravity until they found other work.

      “We’re coming. Just getting used to the gravity is all.”
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        * * *

      

      Wesley set a punishing pace. He was wearing what amounted to jogging attire, and with his long stride and indefatigable lungs, the others struggled to keep up.

      Well, Esper and Tiffany struggled. Kubu trotted at Wesley’s side like a puppy fresh from obedience school. Occasionally the megalodog twisted around to check that his companions weren’t lagging too far behind, showing no sign of the gravity tiring him.

      Luckily, once they got to the marketplace, Wesley set right to business. They entered the first shop along the street after the street-spanning overhead sign announcing their arrival at “Nefertari’s Premier Shopping Destination.” The curio dealer busily tended a shelf of clay pots, scanning them with a handheld device as the four investigators entered.

      “Have you seen this man?” Wesley asked in the disarming baritone of a newsreader. He showed the shopkeeper a flatpic of Arturus smiling amiably, probably a headshot pulled from his omni bio. Holding a hand flat at armpit height, Wesley launched into a more thorough description of his costar. “He’s about yea high, voice like a sea captain in the English Armada.”

      “I’m a pottery dealer, not a directions kiosk,” the shopkeeper replied after a glance at the datapad. “If you’re not here for twenty-third-century crockery or Early Data Era commemorative plates, I’d ask that you not break anything on your way out.”

      “We could make it worth your while,” Esper suggested. It always paid to bargain for information when the payoff outweighed the bribe. When a life was on the line, her conscience wouldn’t allow her to ignore the chance that the antiques dealer might be stonewalling them.

      The shopkeeper lowered his scanner, fixing Esper with a withering glare. “I don’t know what holovids you’ve been watching, but—”

      “Oh, I don’t watch holovids,” Wesley cut in. “I make them. I’m Wesley Wesley, star of—”

      Tiffany already had him by the arm, towing the overgrown action hero out of the store. “Come on. He’s already not a fan.”

      Wesley repeated the same routine in a place that sold refurbished twenty-second-century beanbag chairs, a dealer in trading card games and their associated plastic toys, and purveyor of obsolete cooking equipment.

      Each ended in a ham-handed attempt at a “do you know who I am” routine from their client.

      Esper decided to take matters into her own hands. “We’re not getting anywhere fast. Are you sure you don’t have anything with Arturus’s scent?”

      “I wash thoroughly,” Wesley replied, regarding the hand he used for shaking.

      “All right, then. Tiffany, you and Kubu circulate the streets with that flatpic. Wesley, you—”

      “Whoa! Hold on there. I’ll take a sidekick’s suggestions in the spirit in which they’re given, but this platoon is too small for a two-tiered command structure. Now, if you—”

      “I’m fine taking charge,” Esper interrupted. “Listen. We have experience at this sort of thing.”

      “I was a kidnappee once,” Tiffany supplied helpfully.

      “Me twice!” Kubu exclaimed.

      Wesley stroked his chin. “You make a good point. But I think there’s a cleaner way to settle this…”
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        * * *

      

      Esper popped in her mouth guard. It tasted strongly of plastic, fresh from the techno doodad that had taken a scan of her teeth and fabricated it on the spot. The dojo’s safety protocols seemed thorough. She was padded at the fists, knees, elbows, and feet, with a helmet designed to cushion against concussion.

      Standing across three meters of synthetic fiber mat from her, Wesley appeared ridiculous in a similar getup. The pads all appeared too small for him. The helmet’s fuzzy-grip fabric barely met in the back to keep it on his head.

      “I don’t see how this is a good use of our time,” Esper reiterated, mumbling around the mouth guard. “Arturus is out there somewhere.”

      “Indeed,” Wesley replied. “But we need a clear chain of command, and this is the most noble and honorable way of settling it aside from me firing you. Best three out of five knockdowns.” With that, he put in his own mouth guard and took up a fighting pose.

      If nothing else, Tanny had given Esper a grounding in the martial arts basics. She might not have been able to pull off any tip-kie-mahl maneuvers without magic, but she had training in krav maga, jiujutsu, and wing chun kung fu.

      While she might not have much chance of hurting a guy Wesley’s size in a fistfight, she ought to be able to knock down an over-juiced actor a few times.

      Her opponent kept his balance on the balls of his feet, fists up, bracketing his face. Someone had coached him, at least, in the art of looking like a fighter.

      A tentative punch came well short of Esper. A sweeping kick toward her midsection gave her time to hop clear of its path. After taking her measure of Wesley’s speed and range, she timed one of the kicks and stepped inside it. Slipping a foot behind Wesley’s plant foot, she easily overbalanced him, toppling the behemoth to the padded floor.

      Wesley rolled to his feet, chuckling. He pulled out his mouth guard momentarily. “One to nothing. At least now I don’t have to worry about a shutout.”

      Esper cocked her head, wary of her own hubris but unable to overlook that a shutout most certainly remained a possibility.

      When Wesley approached for their next go-round, he kept his center of balance lower, his fists open. He pawed at Esper, attempting to measure her reach but unable to get her to commit.

      One move.

      By refusing to flinch for his every feint, Esper forced them both to rely on estimates of their opponent. When she saw her next opening, Esper reacted. Wesley made a sloppy punch, and she grabbed his wrist.

      Unfortunately, her hands weren’t large enough to get a solid grip. Wesley turned the punch into an elbow, crashing against Esper’s shoulder and sending her sprawling but not to the mat.

      The blow had come so quickly that she’d lacked the time to reset her feet. Wesley allowed her to regain her footing, then came on strong. Instead of probing blows, he sent combinations with lightning speed. Esper lacked the quickness and the threat of counterattack to blunt the assault.

      Esper blocked, ducked, twisted. She kicked at Wesley’s midsection to knock the wind from him, but he had abs like duracrete. Accepting the blow, he caught hold of her ankle. With his other monstrously long arm, he took hold of her plant foot and lifted. With neither foot on the ground, Esper hit the mat flat on her back. With Nefertari’s added gravity, the impact left her gasping for air.

      “One to one,” he said, straightening and stretching with a crackle of joints.

      “C’mon, Esper,” Tiffany cheered from the sidelines, where she waited alongside Kubu and the dojo attendant on duty. “The bigger they come, the harder they fall!”

      Once she caught her breath, Esper got to her feet and reevaluated her strategy.

      Wesley was larger, heavier, and apparently just as fast as her. Once he stopped testing to see whether she was a worthy opponent, he’d demonstrated skill in a style that Esper couldn’t recognize despite thousands of hours of combat training and practice. He used a grab bag of techniques from combat sports, ancient Asian martial arts, and military self-defense training.

      And at the same time, his fighting was highly stylized.

      Then enlightenment dawned: he was holovid fighting her.

      Of course, he knew a dozen different fighting styles. He probably played a variety of roles in his career, each requiring different training to portray believably. Action holo fans were usually oblivious, but a sizable subset was fanatics for realism.

      But how could that help her in the here and now?

      Esper tried to bait Wesley into another kick, hoping that maybe she could steal the match by sneaking in the same trick twice more. With over a hundred kilos on her and feet like starship landing gear, it was her most realistic chance of knocking him off his feet.

      And so, she brawled.

      Esper punched and kicked, losing herself in reactions gone long dormant as Tanny’s training gave way to the fanciful combat of laaku wizards and their holovid counterparts.

      Then a voice whispered in her head.

      These shackles are practically indestructible. You won’t really hurt him.

      Ever since she’d donned the magic-suppressing bracers, Esper hadn’t been visited by the dark impulses from the Tome of Bleeding Thoughts. Any upside to losing her magic began and ended with the loss of that nagging voice.

      The voice was her own.

      Esper blocked a closed-fist punch on the forearm. Though she still felt the impact, the Shackles of Nethanti stole most of the force. With the bracer on the other arm, she threw a forearm shiver to Wesley’s neck.

      She spat out her mouth guard. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to—”

      But Esper was flying. Taking her by the shoulders, Wesley pitched her over his knee.

      “Two to one,” Wesley said with a cheesy grin, showing his own mouth guard.

      That whispering little voice had hinted that she couldn’t hurt him badly. Esper revised that estimate to potentially not being able to hurt him at all. Impossible though it seemed, Esper could only imagine that the corded tendons in Wesley’s neck had absorbed the blow from the magic bracers, protecting his windpipe.

      Esper scooped up her mouth guard but declined to put it back in.

      “I concede,” she said somberly. “I don’t want to think what I might have to do to win at this point.”

      “Magic,” Tiffany muttered from the sidelines.

      Kubu raced over and offered Esper support standing back up as she struggled to her feet. Despite the padding, the mat felt hard as frozen turf given the additional force every time she hit it.

      Stripped out of his padding, Wesley offered a handshake. “Well played… sidekick.”
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        * * *

      

      Kubu tagged along at Wesley Wesley’s side. The two of them would be searching the one side of the markets together while Esper and Tiffany searched the other. He hadn’t done much with a partner besides Esper, and the excitement of this opportunity made him wag his tail the whole while.

      Everyone had complained about the gravity since arriving on Nefertari. Frankly, Kubu had grown tired of listening to the complaints. He felt it but didn’t find that reason to mention it every few minutes the way Tiffany did or every time he lifted or climbed like Esper.

      Wesley Wesley hadn’t complained once. He was not only big and strong for a human but also had a funny name that was fun to say, even inside Kubu’s head.

      Wesley Wesley. Wesley Wesley. Kubu snickered softly.

      “Something tickle your funny bone?” Wesley Wesley asked.

      “You have two names the same.”

      “And you have just one name. Ever think of doubling it?”

      Kubu blinked. No, he, in fact, had not. “I could be Kubu Kubu?”

      “Sure, sport. Why not? Ira says it’s easier for fans to remember.”

      “I don’t have fans.”

      Wesley stopped in his tracks and looked off in a seemingly random direction. “Everyone has fans. They just haven’t met them yet.”

      Kubu promised himself to remember that sage advice but had a sub-mission from Esper to bear in mind. “What other things do you know about Mr. Everest? What does he like to eat?”

      Passing by a taco shop made him think of it. The scents of fresh tortillas and chili peppers caught him by the nose and turned his head as he walked alongside his new companion.

      Wesley hmmed, chin jutting. “I do believe that Arturus Everest is a hoagie man.”

      “Hoagie?” Kubu echoed. “I haven’t heard of that.”

      “Gyro, po’ boy, grinder, sub… it’s all the same thing,” Wesley explained.

      “I know subs!” Kubu exclaimed.

      “They also call them hero sandwiches, but don’t let the name fool you. There’s no hero in them. Can you use that nose of yours to find us the nearest one?”

      Kubu wanted to point out that the ingredients were universal enough that they didn’t smell distinct from a deli or even certain bar and grills with a wide menu. And while it might have been quicker to either pull out a datapad and perform a quick search on the local omni or ask a pedestrian for directions, he took the request as a personal challenge.

      “Yes, sir!” Kubu replied. Raising his nose, he tasted the air. The Old Bermuda Marketplace had a noisy smellscape. Nefertari allowed all manner of aliens in addition to a wide variety of humans. Ground vehicles kicked up dust and rubber and grime. From the shops came innumerable plastic and sciencey chemical odors.

      And through all of that, Kubu picked out the pleasant aromas of foods. Ginger beef, fresh bread, chocolate chip cookies, fried rice, chili tacos, fish both raw and fried, plus a dozen others.

      Direction mattered. The marketplace had a northerly wind but not strong enough to keep smells from wafting against the current. Down one street, Kubu picked out garlic, olive oil, basil… an Italian eatery. Farther down the same street, the beefy yumminess of a barbecue grill. In the opposite direction, chickpeas, fennel, and mint. That wasn’t it either.

      Then, ahead on the same road Kubu and Wesley patrolled, he caught the aromas of roast beef, prosciutto, ham, and a variety of cheeses alongside the distinctive smell of fresh bread.

      “Ahead on the left,” Kubu stated firmly. A quarter kilometer ahead, they came across Blimey’s Subs. “This is easier on planets where the restaurant chains operate. One Noodle-O-Rama or Sushi-to-Go smells like another. But these one places only smell like themselves.”

      “Never mind all that. Good work, sport.” He patted Kubu on the head with one of his big hands. It was a firmer, wider-spread pat than Esper or Tiffany used.

      Passing through the doorway of Blimey’s Subs, a little bell jingled hello.

      Wesley strode up to the counter, ignoring a line of customers waiting to order. “Excuse me.”

      “Line’s back here,” one of those customers pointed out.

      Wesley ignored the objection and leaned across the counter to get the employees’ attention. “Excuse me, have any of you fine people seen this man?” He dangled Arturus’s flatpic on his datapad.

      A skinny man in a grease-stained apron came from the kitchen. “You a cop?”

      “Not since Blue Firing Line,” Wesley replied smoothly. “I’m here as a concerned private citizen. I’m looking for this man.” He handed over the datapad.

      The kitchen manager squinted at the screen, bringing it closer and farther from his face. Then those eyes widened. “Oh, him.” He beckoned Wesley close, and the two leaned together conspiratorially. Kubu strained his ears to make out the conversation. “He was asking a lot of questions about the Cult of Ra.”

      “Uncooked food worshipers?” Wesley asked in a whisper.

      “No,” came the incredulous reply.

      “Cheerleaders?”

      “The sun god,” the manager snapped. “And keep it to yourself. I only saw this fella the once, and if he asked too many questions about the Cult of Ra, I don’t expect anyone’ll be seeing him again.”

      Wesley stroked his chin. “Invisibility…”

      Kubu slunk over and pawed at Wesley’s arm to get his attention. “He means dead.”

      “Oh. That. Not on my watch!” He took back his datapad and shook the manager’s hand. “Thank you for your help, citizen.”

      As the big man turned and left the sub shop, Kubu snuck an abandoned steak and cheese sandwich off a tray before anyone could come dispose of it. Then Kubu quickly fled in Wesley’s wake.

      Kubu didn’t talk with his mouth full. The sub was gone before he crossed the threshold. “Where to now?”

      “Now? Now we ask a lot of questions about this Cult of Ra.”
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        * * *

      

      Esper and Tiffany toured the streets, eating ice cream cones first thing in the morning. Seated on a municipal bench outside Super Scooper, they took the gravity’s load off their feet.

      “OK, you’re earning mom points for this,” Tiffany said. “Keesha didn’t allow desserts before dinner, let alone before lunch.”

      “I figure we’re burning 20 percent more joules just walking,” Esper replied. “This isn’t an every-planet sort of thing.”

      Tiffany took a long lick of her topmost scoop of chocolate. “We’re moving here.”

      “We might not even be staying here this whole job. Nefertari is just a starting point. Wesley could even be wrong that Arturus’s been here. But we won’t know unless we find a lead—or go long enough without finding one.”

      “Where to, boss-mom?” Tiffany replied as she focused her attention on her ice cream.

      Esper took in the marketplace. It was essentially a multi-street outdoor mall with apartments extending several stories above each bank of stores. The scope of the place was daunting. Even knowing for certain that Arturus Everest had been through here, the odds of one human standing out in this cosmopolitan crowd including laaku, tesuds, azrin, and at least half a dozen less-familiar races seemed slim.

      “What do we know about our quarry?” Esper asked, hoping to start a brainstorming session—and prolong their rest without seeming lazy.

      “Well, we’ve got a picture of him, he’s an actor, and he sounds convincingly British. Oh, and he enjoys antiquing and might prefer big, hunky guys—but we can’t be sure on that one because our client is a doofus.”

      “So, maybe ask around if anyone’s seen a middle-aged thespian,” Esper suggested with a shrug.

      “That’s a girl who likes girls,” Tiffany corrected. “You of all people ought to—”

      “Thespian,” Esper emphasized, making sure her ice cream-numbed lips were enunciating properly. “Snooty stage actor. Plays, not holovids.”

      “But Wesley said they were in a holovid.”

      “Right, but maybe he’s not the sort who prefers that career. You don’t go out of your way to point out how British an action holovid star sounds. But if you sound like you belong in King Lear, people might take note.”

      Tiffany crunched the top of her cone, well ahead of Esper’s ice cream pace. “Well, where would a guy like that shop? I mean, Wesley squared is hitting the antique stores.”

      Esper thought a moment. “Get on that datapad of yours. Find the nearest place that serves Darjeeling tea.”

      “Tea snob? Isn’t that maybe a bit too British?” Nevertheless, Tiffany took out her datapad and balanced it in her lap, operating the screen one-handed.

      Esper used the distraction to catch up and finish her marshmallow peanut almond, cone and all. “Anything?”

      “Five places near here,” Tiffany reported. “How about we give it another half hour and see if the boys turn up anything before we kill our feet looking.”

      Esper used her mom glare, which she’d come to realize merely mimicked her old teacher glare. It had roughly the same effect—which was to say, not a lot.

      But not zero.

      “Fine,” Tiffany relented. “Nearest one is the other side of this block. We can either go around or cut through Planetary Outfitters.” By her shift in tone, Tiffany subtly conveyed her preference to window shop on the way.

      Reflexively, Esper wanted to snuff out any hope of turning this kidnapping investigation into a shopping excursion. However, the prospect of cutting out a good half of the walking distance swayed her. “Through. But we’re not buying anything.”

      “Yeah. Figured.”

      “Or trying anything on,” Esper added when Tiffany seemed nonplussed by the restriction.

      “Aw, come on!”

      “Life-and-death ring a bell?”

      “Seriously? You think Wesley Wesley Wesley has enough firing neurons in his head to be right about this whole kidnapping business? The guy probably walked off set over having to work with 150 kilos of gorgeous muscle that can’t put together two cogent sentences in a row. Our buddy there is probably murder to work with.”

      Esper stood and offered Tiffany a hand to help her up. “We’re going. We’re either going to find Arturus Everest or find hard evidence he doesn’t want to be found.”

      She didn’t care that Tiffany rolled her eyes. The day that rolled eyes caused any meaningful change in the galaxy, teenagers would conquer planets. Until then, the expression of ennui was merely a signal that she was getting compliance without enthusiasm.

      The whole trip through Planetary Outfitters, Esper kept herself between Tiffany and the most tempting of the displays. Of course, it didn’t help that Esper wouldn’t have minded a casual outfit for exploring Nefertari, something lighter than her tactical gear. She might have even considered some more supportive bras if they were going to be planetside long.

      But not now.

      Exiting onto the street on the far side of the clothier, Tiffany pointed. “Over there.”

      Across the way, they saw The Chuffed Dobber Teahouse. Esper immediately set off, picking her way gingerly through the slow-moving ground traffic clogged with terrestrial vehicles.

      The doorway acted as an airlock for a smell so thick it could be chewed. Esper resisted the urge to cover her nose and mouth, fearful of offending the very people she was there to question.

      “We’re looking for a friend of ours,” Esper said to the first tea pourer she found. At a gesture, Tiffany handed over her datapad already displaying the flatpic.

      “Don’t ring a bell, ma’am,” the pourer replied. He bustled off with a tray bearing a steaming kettle.

      Esper pestered the staff one by one as she made her way through the tearoom.

      “Can’t say I’ve seen ’im.”

      “Looks a bit of a ponce. You sure you want him?”

      “Who’s he? Some toff who owes you a mint?”

      After enough of that, Esper took the hint. A minute later, they were back on the street. “Where next?” she asked.

      Tiffany consulted her datapad. “Going by rating, we’ve got one a couple streets north and a block west.”

      Sighing at the prospect of even so short a walk, Esper relented. “No time like the present,” she said with a lame attempt at a teahouse-friendly accent.

      Their next destination was The Gentleman Sausage. The sign over the door sported a whimsically tuxedoed breakfast link with a monocle, doffing a top hat. The overpowering smell inside was the same as the previous teahouse.

      “Excuse me. Have you seen this man?” Esper repeated the chorus to the day’s dreary song.

      After a number of evasive and unhelpful answers, one of the customers butted in. “Missy, you ain’t getting any help from this lot. Ever since the tourist boom, anyone nosing around about the Cult of Ra winds up vanishing. Guessing that’s what’s happened to your friend.”

      “The Cult of Ra?” Esper asked. “Where can we find them?”

      The old-timer paused with a half-filled teacup before his lips. “My advice: make a new friend.” He slurped his tea, seemingly oblivious to his own rudeness.

      “Yo, what’s that about?” Tiffany asked. She fished out a pair of hardcoin fives. “Ten small says you know where these cultists operate.” She rubbed the plastic alloy coins together, producing an undeniably enticing sound disproportionate to their value.

      Snatching away the coins, the old-timer pocketed them. “No skin off my body. It’s that damned theme park—Pharaoh’s Paradise.”

      “Where can we find it?” Esper asked.

      The old-timer snorted. “Wait till night. Look up. It’s the yellow one.”

      Tiffany clasped her hands together and looked to the ceiling. “Thank fucking God. It’s on a moon.”

      Esper towed her out of the teahouse before she made an even bigger scene. “That’s not the way to keep a low profile,” she said in a hard whisper once they were outside. “Let’s duck into an alley and make contact with Wesley.”

      “I hope it’s like Luna,” Tiffany said dreamily, seemingly oblivious aside from the telling fact that she followed Esper around the nearest corner. “Floaty. Bouncy. Not feeling every gram of fat on my body trying to drip down to my ankles. It’ll be divine.”

      The alley was grimy and appeared disused. Traffic on foot and in vehicles continued on just a few meters away, but the distance should have been enough to afford them privacy for a covert comm.

      “Either patch us through to Wesley or hand me your datapad.”

      “You should have copied his comm ID. I offered,” Tiffany shot back, handing over the device.

      “We’ll take that,” a voice said.

      Esper whirled.

      Two men stood at the entrance to the alley. They were carrying stun batons. Without pausing to think, Esper thrust Tiffany behind her. “Who are you?”

      “Keep quiet, and no one gets hurt.”

      Esper wouldn’t buy that with a money-back guarantee. “I’ve heard that one too many times.”

      An urgent tug at the hem of her jacket brought Esper’s attention away from the two men blocking the alley. “This is a blind alley. Nice fucking job,” Tiffany whispered.

      Seeing that they weren’t getting Esper to hand over her datapad or come quietly, she frantically tapped a message to Wesley.

      TRAPPED IN ALEY NEAR GENTLE SAUSGE TEA—

      She lost her hold on the datapad as one of the attackers lunged at her, stun baton leading. The other pressed in close behind. The alley was barely big enough for both of them to fit abreast, let alone have room to fight side by side.

      Esper made use of that advantage.

      She blocked a thrust with the Shackles of Nethanti. Despite being metallic, they didn’t conduct the stunning jolt. In return, she planted a front kick in the lead attacker. The force of the blow sent the man stumbling into his companion. Rather than the domino effect seen in many action holos, the second man kept his compatriot on his feet and pushed him back toward Esper.

      The pause gave Esper time to take in their attackers. Both were lean, tan, and appeared to be wearing heavy eye makeup. Their clothes blended in with the locals of Nefertari, but with a flash of insight, she could envision that eyeliner going with a fancy striped headdress and gold circlet.

      Egyptian cultists on a remote planet? The story had sounded unlikely from a teahouse seat-warmer, but she could see it now.

      “You’re them, aren’t you?” Esper challenged, taking a flier in the hopes of buying time. The datapad lay on the ground between the two sides, message far enough along that even just hitting send might bring aid. “You’re Ra-worshipers.”

      The lead attacker smiled wickedly. “Almighty Ra looks down not from one sun but from all!”

      “Busy guy,” Tiffany snarked from safety behind Esper. “Now beat it before you get hurt!”

      “Where is Arturus Everest?” Esper demanded, taking a step back as the cultists advanced.

      “We cannot have heretics wandering among the cattle,” the foremost cultist told her. He jabbed with the stun baton.

      Esper hopped back, jostling Tiffany, who tripped and fell to the alley floor.

      “Ow! Dammit!”

      Turning to check whether she was all right turned out to be a tactical blunder. Even that momentary distraction gave the first cultist an opening to send a nerve-frazzling shock into Esper’s leg.

      She collapsed hard to the ground beside Tiffany, muscles spasming.

      A blaster fired. Three times in rapid succession.

      “Yeah! You better run!” Tiffany shouted at the fleeing cultists. She rolled Esper onto her back with her head in the girl’s lap. “You all right? I don’t know if they might bring backup.”

      Esper slurred something that was meant to be, “Give me a minute,” but Tiffany was forced to infer that from context.

      Struggling to prop her against a wall, Tiffany retrieved the datapad. From Esper’s vantage, it was hard to be sure, but it appeared that she deleted the hastily half-written message and sent one of her own.

      “Our backup should be here soon.”
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        * * *

      

      The comm had come back with a cryptic message: MEET AT THE WATER’S NEAREST EDGE.

      Fortunately, Wesley’s reply to Tiffany’s request for a rendezvous was accompanied by precise latitude and longitude coordinates. The destination was just a block from their alleyway. The Duke of Slumber hotel had a decorative fountain in its lobby.

      Esper and Tiffany made their way there double-time or at least tried in the miserable high gravity.

      “I haven’t forgotten about the blaster,” Esper said under her breath. “Where did you even get that?”

      “Picked it up last night. Couldn’t sleep. Had my own room and thumb scan to get back in. Bought it off some nozzle I found on the omni. Good thing I did.”

      “If you got arrested—”

      “I’d still be alive. Not sure what would’ve happened if those fuckbrains had stunned us unconscious.”

      Esper bit back her reply.

      This was her job. Her job. She wasn’t cut out to keep Tiffany safe the way a teenager’s life should be. If Keesha had wanted that, there were plenty of others out there who could have looked after her for fourteen months until she turned eighteen. But Keesha couldn’t have counted on Esper losing her magic as part of parole.

      As a wizard, Esper could have saved people and protected Tiffany at the same time. She’d known it was a dangerous lifestyle she’d be leading Tiffany into, but she’d felt more than up to the task of being both role model and protector. Now…

      Esper felt the nagging temptation to call Galactic Child Services herself.

      “Hand it over,” Esper ordered, holding out a palm.

      Tiffany continued walking. “You won’t even fire it.”

      “I’m pitching it in the nearest waste reclaim before we get caught with it.”

      “But—”

      “Our next stop is going to be a theme park on a nearby moon. That means a shuttle trip and park security. Someone’s bound to search us.”

      Reluctantly, Tiffany handed over the tiny weapon. Esper didn’t recognize the model. It had probably been produced by some cheap, off-brand manufacturer. For all anyone knew, it might be a safety hazard just carrying it. She couldn’t understand the science at work, but the little power pack clicked into the grip somehow contained all the destructive power before somehow squirting it out the barrel. If it leaked, or burst, or whatever power packs did when they failed, it could prove more dangerous than two wild-eyed thugs with stun batons.

      The Duke of Slumber rose before them, eight stories of rental rooms well out of Esper’s price range. The fountain bubbled weirdly as a parabolic arc sketched a different curve for the waters on Nefertari, seen clearly through the glassed front doors and wall of the ground level.

      Entry came via a quaint revolving door, and once inside, faint piano music played overhead. Marble floors echoed booted footsteps and squeaked with Tiffany’s sneakers. Scanning the hotel guests around the lobby, Esper spotted Wesley in an alcove by the lifts.

      The brawny actor beckoned to her, eyes hidden behind shader lenses as if it altered his disguise in any meaningful way.
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