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      A pinprick of crimson light flashed along the cabin wall. Just above it, the glassteel window looked out into a swirling vortex of purple. Neither of the cabin’s occupants paid the galactic wonder outside the least bit of attention. With a scrabbling of claws, a four-kilo feline raced in pursuit of his nemesis.

      The red point of light reached a corner and veered onto the adjacent wall, then swerved upward. Hot on its afterimage, the cat leapt atop the bed to give it chase. Quicker than the feline could react, the dot changed directions.

      A clatter from across the bedchamber startled the cat and sent it skidding for cover in the open closet.

      “Sorry!” Kubu said quickly as he scooped up the infrared thermometer he’d fumbled. The targeting dot had been great fun for both of them, but it wasn’t suited to megalodog anatomy—even shrunken megalodog anatomy.

      When his apology didn’t result in the game resuming, he padded gently over to the closet and lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “It’s OK, Mr. Kitty. It was just a big noise. It wasn’t the ship blowing up again or blasty people in the halls or magic duels or anything like that. Come on out.”

      Kubu lay down by the closet door and rolled onto his back. Old pharaoh clothes rose from a bar near the floor while sandals clung to the ceiling. Mr. Kitty was hiding well, but Kubu could sniff him out so easily. Finding him wasn’t the problem; getting him un-scared was.

      Closing his eyes, Kubu held perfectly still. Only the rise and fall of his chest and a twitching wag of his tail betrayed that he wasn’t a lifelike Kubu statue. Yet every slow, steady inhale brought a fresh ping on his nasal scanners. And every movement the cat made came loud and clear to Kubu’s ears despite the background whooshes and hums of a working starship.

      Mr. Kitty wasn’t as quiet as he liked to pretend.

      Patience paid dividends when the cat slunk out from his hiding place and sniffed at Kubu’s nose. A brush of fur against fur was Mr. Kitty rubbing against his flank. Soft little paws probed higher up along Kubu’s ribs.

      Suddenly, a tiny weight pressed down on Kubu’s belly. Mr. Kitty kneaded the surface with his little clawed feet. Kubu fought to keep from laughing at the tickle. Soon, Mr. Kitty had curled into a circle and settled in for a nap.

      Kubu held so still for so long that eventually he joined the cat in slumber.

      Without bothering to check chronos, Kubu awoke with no idea how long had passed. The weather outside was still swirly purple without any suns to rise or set.

      He whispered, “Mr. Kitty, are you hungry? I am. Want to come find something to eat?”

      Feeding someone else was a novelty. He’d known humans to get picky from time to time over flavors, textures, and degrees of bacterial decay in their foods. Mr. Kitty had taken pickiness to a whole new galaxy. There were only three things Mr. Kitty seemed to like, and the ship was running out of all but tuna.

      The cat, of course, did not respond in words, not even words that the translator earring had to fix for him. Kubu’s first hints of squirming to his feet elicited a grumpy meow.

      Yet, when Kubu made his painstakingly slow roll onto his feet, Mr. Kitty climbed to remain atop him. As Kubu exited his new quarters, Mr. Kitty rode atop his back like an azrin cowboy—albeit one who seemed less inclined to hunt for his own food or offer opinions on their destination.

      It had become routine.

      Both agreed.

      Kitchen.

      Designed to feed a crew of hundreds, the old Earth Navy medical frigate had both simple food processors and manual cooking stations. Luckily, all Kubu needed to learn how to use was the defroster. Raw meat worked just fine for both him and his new pet.

      As Mr. Kitty picked daintily at 170 g of carefully weighed tuna fish, Kubu wolfed down a quick snack consisting of ten kilos of miscellaneous meats in order of predicted expiration date.

      From behind them, Tiffany entered. Kubu had been so preoccupied making sure Mr. Kitty was eating enough that he didn’t notice her coming.

      “There you are. Should have known. Come on. Esper’s got another meeting.”

      Kubu sighed. “Names again?”

      “Bingo. Briefing room. Esper promised snacks.”

      Kubu smiled back. Tiffany knew that a meal was no reason not to follow up with a snack.

      “Can Mr. Kitty come?”

      Tiffany was already departing down the hall, message delivered. “Whatever. I gotta make my rounds. Can’t even get a working intercom on this barge.”
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        * * *

      

      Tiffany stood outside Ilsa’s door, fist poised to knock.

      Her breath quickened.

      This is stupid. It’s a fucking door.

      With Esper’s girlfriend behind it. The only solace Tiffany took in that knowledge was that Esper was setting up in the briefing room. She was most decidedly not in there getting it on.

      Part of Tiffany was happy for them. The ship was big and empty, parked in even bigger and emptier astral space. She’d spent her share of lonely nights awake in bed listening to the ominous creaks of the hull. If there were a guy her own age around, she probably wouldn’t have been picky. Fuck, even Kubu had company in the form of that stupid cat.

      Tiffany was technically too young to become a crazy cat lady but supposed that wizards might get a waiver on the age requirement.

      Why hadn’t she knocked?

      Ilsa was, as people kept pointing out, closer to her age than Esper’s. They should be friends. If Esper could overlook the technophilia, why couldn’t Tiffany? Sure, maybe they couldn’t talk shop without boring the shit out of one another, but there were plenty of other grounds to tread together. Their tastes in music weren’t far off. That was a start. Fashion, celebrity gossip, galactic politics, boys…

      Fuck.

      It wasn’t like Tiffany hadn’t kicked around the sexual merits of her own gender with friends from the other side of the preferential spectrum. It was the fact that Ilsa’s dirty little kiss-and-tell stories would feature Esper.

      Biological relation or not, Tiffany didn’t like the idea of knowing shit like that about her mom.

      We don’t have to be friends. I’m just here to deliver a message.

      Tiffany pounded on the door.

      “Yo!” came the muffled response.

      “It’s me,” Tiffany called through the barrier of steel. “Esper’s holding a—”

      “One sec.”

      The door slid open.

      “More like it,” Ilsa continued. “C’mon in. What’s up?”

      Tiffany took the single step through the doorway that satisfied the invitation. Ilsa’s quarters looked like someone had slashed open a giant robot’s belly and spilled its entrails all over her floor. Power cables and glass fiber interspersed with circuit cards, plastic and metal casings, and various A-tech tools.

      All of that was currently being ignored in favor of a paused holo-projector. In the 3-D field was a pair of human faces, mouths contorted mid-sentence as both talked at once.

      “What are you watching?” Tiffany asked, scowling at the holograph.

      Raising an eyebrow behind her datagoggles, Ilsa snorted and unpaused the vid.

      “I don’t know what you expect me to do about—”

      “I expect you to answer comms. I was getting—”

      “I have responsibilities! You have no idea the pressure I’m—”

      The argument paused. Ilsa swept out a hand toward the field. “Meet Roy and Brenna. They’re the stars of a reality holovid I’ve been assembling out of personal data scraped from the ship’s computers. Without an omni connection, it’s been the best entertainment I could find. Roy’s been cheating on Brenna with a junior priestess who looks utterly inferno without a toga, but he’s still trying to keep his fiancée on the side so he can get her here to meet his friends-and-family recruitment quota. I don’t have access to Brenna’s other comms to get all of her side but—”

      “Wait. You’re reading other people’s comms?”

      “Yeah.”

      “For fun?”

      “Yep.”

      Tiffany paused slightly. “Is it? Fun, I mean? You’re not just going spacey in here, right? This is legit juicy sugar you’ve got?”

      Ilsa grinned and pushed up her datagoggles. She really had to learn to stop looking wizards in the eye. “I’ve come across comms so sugary I can’t legally show them to you.”

      Tiffany looked left and right. “Says who? We’re fucking outlaws.”

      Ilsa shot her a skeptical look. “Maybe we can stick to the tamer stuff. Still plenty of sugar there. After all, I don’t want to mangle Esper’s sainthood application. Lemme just finish up with Roy and Brenna, then we can—”

      “Actually, I came down here with a message. Esper’s gathering another brainstorming session.”

      Ilsa’s face soured. “Do I have to? I mean, I’ll hack the galactic stock exchange for that girl, but she’s impossible when it comes to naming this ship.”

      “She specifically requested you.”

      The holovid blinked out of existence. With a sigh, Ilsa extracted herself from her techno junk pile and followed Tiffany out into the hall, not even bothering to put on shoes. Her socks muffled her footsteps.

      “What about The Vessel Formerly Known as the Eye of Ra?” Ilsa suggested. Tiffany didn’t dignify it with a reply. “I know… Esper’s Giant Purple Space Depot.”

      “Probably not.”

      “Oh, how about Astral Hell?”

      Tiffany kept walking, quickening her pace just a hair. “I’ll let her shoot that one down herself.”
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        * * *

      

      The briefing room aboard the yet-to-be-renamed frigate had a layout straight from a holovid. Somber lighting allowed for the giant, round holo-projector table to dominate the room. A dozen chairs encircled the tactical table, which today was laden with bowls of hummus and pita chips, along with bottles of Nile Beverage Company water.

      Esper munched, pacing behind the table whose chamber had no window to gaze through idly as she waited.

      Her crew entered as a group as if they’d waited outside to assail her in force.

      Or not to be caught alone with her.

      Can you blame them?

      “Welcome, everyone,” Esper said cheerily, ignoring the verbal jab from her dark side. “Hopefully, today won’t be too painful. The hummus is actually pretty good.”

      This is getting sad. Just pick something. It’s not actually that important.

      Esper couldn’t agree. Names mattered. The difference between vigilante and terrorist largely came down to verbiage. So did the differences between prophet and heretic, between visionary and crackpot, between role model and ringleader.

      Wesley waggled a datapad in the air as he plunked himself down into one of the chairs. Built military-grade, it didn’t protest at his bulk. “I started a list, capturing my every stray thought on the matter.”

      Kubu hopped onto a chair beside him. “I’ve been thinking of names for Mr. Kitty. Any of the ones I don’t use can maybe be a ship name.”

      Esper smiled. “Let’s just go around the room. Um, computer, filter for name suggestions and display visually.” She crossed her fingers and hoped she remembered that correctly. “Tiffany, let’s start with you.”

      Tiffany balked. “Me?”

      Esper nodded, forced smile fixed in place.

      You do know that you can fly this overgrown med kit anywhere in the galaxy and do anything you like with it. Conquer backwater colonies, blast pirate outposts, even set it up as a roving casino if you feel like it. All without actually having an official name.

      Tiffany’s cheeks puffed as she sighed. “How about Cult Kicker?”

      The suggestion resolved itself into three-dimensional block letters to hang over the table.

      CULT KICKER

      “Ilsa…” Esper prompted.

      “If I’d known we were going clockwise, I’d have sat on the other side,” Ilsa groused. When that bit of half-hearted levity didn’t crack Esper’s stare, she relented. “Astral Diver.”

      ASTRAL DIVER, the holo-table displayed, tucking it right beneath Tiffany’s suggestion.

      “Boon of the Huddled Masses,” Wesley said without missing a beat. His entry joined the growing list.

      Kubu was ready on the trigger as well. “King O-Tabs. That’s short for orange tabby.” Even without a view of his backside, Esper knew his full-body wiggle to indicate a furiously wagging tail.

      “Pharaoh Fucker,” Tiffany added, slouched in her chair, staring up at the ceiling.

      “Me again?” Ilsa asked. She gave a disgusted sigh. Datagoggles flashing, she tapped at her temple for several seconds. “Lost in Space.”

      It popped onto the list without anyone commenting.

      Wesley wasn’t to be outdone. “Justicemobile!”

      “Fuzzy-Pants,” Kubu added cheerfully.

      Crunching dry pita chips, Tiffany didn’t even look at the list. “Virgin Sacrifice.”

      Esper wasn’t about to let that one sneak past. “You used that one yesterday.”

      That got Tiffany to twist upright in her chair. “Well, maybe if you didn’t drag us in here every day to come up with stupid names for this stupid ship I wouldn’t run out of ideas. How about this for a ship name: The Whatever the Fuck Esper Feels Like. Because that’s what it’s getting named eventually, anyway.”

      As if it possessed a sense of humor, the holo-projector table added Tiffany’s flippant suggestion to the list.

      “The choice of a ship name is important,” Esper explained. “It can—”

      “Respectfully disagree, Captain,” Wesley cut in smoothly. “There’s a long tradition of questionable naval ship names dating back to the water era. From the HMS Buttercup to the ENV Influenza, navies haven’t let being out of good names stop them from naming a ship. And it’s not just official navy vessels either. I’ve either seen or traveled aboard ships named Dormant Pimple, Asteroid Bait, Abernathy’s Little Friend, Space Shed, Who Cares, and Sue. That doesn’t even get into the atrocities of poetic necromancy those pirate friends of yours manage.”

      Esper had her arms crossed as she waited for Wesley to run himself out of breath. “Your point?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Wesley replied. “Name it after your great-grandmother or your favorite action holo. Just need something everyone can call it so we know what ship we’re talking about.”

      “How about Purr Factory?” Kubu suggested.

      “I had a cat once,” Ilsa added.

      “This isn’t about cats!” Tiffany snapped.

      Ilsa plowed onward. “My mom wouldn’t let us name her until we got a feel for her personality. You wouldn’t want a lazy lap-warmer named Mouse Hunter or a feral outdoor-loving cat named Cuddles.”

      Kubu gaped. “I have a forever name for Mr. Kitty! I’ll call him Cuddles!”

      “Super,” Tiffany grumbled, then raised her voice. “All in favor of deferring these meetings until we’ve used this ship for something useful?”

      Everyone but Esper cried out AYE in unison.

      Wanna pull rank? Ships are notoriously non-democratic.

      It was growing harder and harder to tell when Dark Esper was teasing versus playing reverse psychological tricks on her. The longer the two coexisted, the less obvious her manipulation became.

      “Fine. We’ll let the ship remain between names for the time being. I don’t like the idea of bringing us up to a detectable astral depth, but I suppose if we want to find a situation that needs us, we’ll have to—”

      “Actually,” Wesley broke in. “I have an idea about that…”
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        * * *

      

      The Drone Bay was a little-used section of the ship. Despite a vague awareness of its existence, Ilsa hadn’t ever found a reason to come down and check it out until now. Her two companions for the expedition were Sudo and Wesley—though for all the latter knew, it was just the two of them.

      “Cozy,” Ilsa commented. They were packed in with little room to maneuver, Wesley being the sort who took up more than his fair share of space. Emergency-grade lighting revealed a row of squat, blocky cylinders reminiscent of public waste reclaims.

      Emergency buoys.

      “C’mon,” Wesley chided her. “It’s not that bad in here. I even showered with that frankincense soap the cultists left behind.”

      “Not my top complaint,” Ilsa muttered.

      Wesley took a side panel off one of the buoys, the one closest to the ejection system. He stared inside like a man trying to decide between leftovers in the fridge.

      “Do you have any clue what you’re doing in there?” she asked pointedly.

      Good, Sudo coaxed. Don’t leave any ambiguity for this ham-brained thespian to misconstrue.

      “Several. Haven’t you ever been shooting in a remote corner of the galaxy, out of contact with your agent while a major three-vid deal is brewing?”

      “Oh, all the time,” Ilsa replied.

      “Then you’ll know how distracting it is not knowing. It’s like an itch in the back of your brain that the doctors insist you stop trying to scratch. Because nothing tells the camera ‘I’m not actually invading this make-believe planet’ like taking off your helmet in the middle of the scene to rake your fingernails across the back of your skull. Especially not when the scene is supposed to be taking place without atmosphere.”

      I’m not finding his quirkily recounted incompetence the least bit reassuring.

      “That still doesn’t explain how you’re qualified to tinker with the broadcast settings on an Earth Navy buoy.”

      Wesley looked up and shot her that holovid grin. “That’s where you and your magic toy come in.”

      Ilsa bristled. “It’s not magic.” Enough stuff on this ship was that she didn’t want her smooth-ass tech getting lumped in.

      “Sure, it’s not, girlfriend,” Wesley replied flippantly. “But to this ham-brained actor, it might as well be.”

      Ilsa’s breath caught in her throat. He couldn’t have heard that. Everyone must call him ham-brained. He was a ham-brain, after all.

      “Fine,” she said, forcing herself past her irrational embarrassment. “What do you need me to do?”

      “First things first, override the anti-tampering protocol so it doesn’t blank itself.”

      Ilsa tapped the request into her datagoggles for Sudo to take care of that detail.

      Done, the AI reported.

      “Done,” Ilsa echoed as if it were her own doing.

      “Second things second, we need to do a little simple reprogramming so this baby acts as a relay instead of a beacon,” Wesley said, then cracked his knuckles. “My GUMPA is pretty rusty but—”

      “There’s no fucking way a military emergency buoy is programmed in GUMPA.”

      “It will be when I’m done with it,” the actor boasted.

      “It’s a kids’ programming language. It doesn’t handle relay protocols, let alone standard encryption. Even if you blanked this unit and rebuilt the OS from scratch, GUMPA wouldn’t let you broadcast DAH-DIT code.”

      Beneath his breath, Wesley rattled off a series of dits and dahs.

      Shouldering the far larger man aside, Ilsa got in front of the open access panel and studied the buoy’s innards. The amount of circuitry packed into the cramped interior was daunting.

      Meanwhile, Wesley continued his verbal beeping.

      Ilsa blocked him out, murmuring to herself. “All right… where to start?”

      He’s actually communicating in DAH-DIT code. He’s claiming that you’re too stupid to figure out how to program the buoy in something more advanced than GUMPA.

      “HEY!” Ilsa snapped. “You think you can do any better? Stick those meat mittens in there and try it!”

      Wesley grinned. “Fun fact. It’s quiet enough in here that I can eavesdrop on your little AI friend.”

      Ilsa blanched. “I… it’s… I mean…”

      Wesley leaned uncomfortably close. His nose just centimeters from hers. “What’s her name?”

      Sudo, the AI replied on her own behalf.

      Wesley presented one of those giant, meaty hands in front of Ilsa’s datagoggles and pantomimed a handshake. “Nice to meet you. Any friend of Esper’s girlfriend is a friend of my girlfriend. Wait… that didn’t come out right.”

      “She’s harmless!” Ilsa insisted. “Don’t believe the propaganda.”

      “I never do.”

      “I programmed her a few years ago. She’s a friend. I just—”

      “Do you plan on taking over the galaxy?” Wesley asked, clearly intending to address Sudo directly.

      I most certainly do NOT. I’m lucky if I can get this one to focus on anything besides the endorphin-releasing aspects of our employer.

      “Well, then,” Wesley said, standing up hunched over and dusting off his pants. “I’ll head outside to stretch my legs and leave you ladies to your programming. Give a holler when you’re ready to button her back up and launch.”
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        * * *

      

      The frigate’s rec room had two pool tables, foosball, air hockey, Ping-Pong, and darts, not to mention a real wood-topped bar with seating for twenty plus additional tables scattered around. But the focus of Esper’s crew was the lounge chairs surrounding the four-meter holo-projector. It was just shy of what a major holovid theater would run and had seating for fifty.

      Tiffany had found the popcorn.

      Esper just hoped their plan worked.

      Ilsa tapped furiously at her datagoggles.

      “Is this going to happen today or not?” Tiffany demanded, crunching as she chewed. “Our popcorn supply is way short-stacked.”

      “Three things can happen here,” Ilsa reported, eyes hidden behind a wall of data on her lenses. “We can get ourselves a nigh-untraceable connection to the omni. Or we could lose the signal for trying to stretch too deep; there’s only so far a signal can travel astrally.”

      “What’s the third one?” Kubu asked excitedly. “Is it—”

      “Nothing,” Ilsa snapped before Kubu could venture a guess. “The third option is I wasted all day yesterday reprogramming that buoy, and it just flat out coughs up a hairball.”

      Kubu nodded sagely. “Just like Cuddles.”

      Wesley wandered over from the bar with a full pitcher from the tap. “This fig beer isn’t so bad once you get over the fig in it. So, how’s about we jam in some launch codes and watch the blastoff?”

      “I’m. Working. On. It,” Ilsa said through clenched teeth. Everyone watched in silence. Then, a moment later, she pronounced, “There. Launched.”

      Tiffany munched away at her popcorn. “Anyone thinking that maybe we should have, you know, found a room with a window for this?”

      “Wouldn’t see much,” Wesley replied, plopping down beside her and reaching for the popcorn, which Tiffany deftly moved aside in the nick of time. “The probe is heading astral seconds after launch.”

      “Buoy,” Ilsa corrected.

      “Probe,” Wesley replied, holding firm. “It stopped being a buoy when we reprogrammed it into a relay.”

      “Who cares what it’s called?” Tiffany snapped. “How long until we know whether it worked?”

      Ilsa tapped at her datagoggles. “It’s making a slow rise up the astral. Poor fucker’s probably confused as hell way down here.”

      “It’s a machine,” Tiffany replied wearily. “It doesn’t have feelings.”

      “A few do,” Esper corrected.

      “Good news is that we haven’t lost the signal yet. Second launch is coming any second, and between the two of them, hopefully, we can daisy-chain an omni connection. If the chain breaks, we go back and program a third.”

      Esper heard the dread in that pronouncement. Ilsa had spent all of yesterday getting the first pair working. While a connection to the omni held obvious benefits in finding a worthwhile cause to champion, Esper didn’t relish the idea of taking the frigate any closer to realspace to facilitate one.

      Ilsa could do this…

      “Got it!” Ilsa cheered. “Two buoys—”

      Wesley coughed into his hand. “Probes.”

      “And we’ve got access to the galaxy’s data again! Who’s up for streaming whatever the fuck EnterVision is broadcasting right now?”

      “Pass,” Wesley said offhandedly. “We should all check our datapads for comms, then find a news channel.”

      Ilsa rolled her eyes, accentuating the gesture with a head-roll in case anyone missed the eyes behind those goggles.

      Esper missed those eyes. Ilsa hadn’t been herself since getting stranded here in the deep astral. She was such a creature of technology. Esper knew the pain of being cut off from magic and imagined the parallel.

      You could have made her forget all that.

      Esper pointedly ignored her dark half’s implication.

      She’d get used to Esperville if you pushed her a little.

      “What sounds the most promising?” she asked aloud. “Solar News of Today, Free Uncensored News Network, Phabian Informed Selection Service, or Chronicle Relay Action Post.”

      “So… Solarist propaganda, pirate attack du jour, the latest updates on nanoprocessor production, or lost pet stories?” Ilsa summed it up for everyone.

      “There are less… biased sources,” Wesley said cryptically. “If you’re willing to hook up that new toy of yours to certain—”

      “Nope,” Esper said. “We’re not tapping into secure military channels just to browse for hot spots.”

      “What about mid-core news?” Tiffany asked. “It’s what Candace and I always watched. I mean, Bitch Mom. Anyway, it wasn’t super tilted Earthways or complete fiction like some of the borderland beams.”

      The holo-projector lit. With no one in possession of a remote, it had to have been Ilsa’s doing. A listing of news sources clogged the field. In swaths, Ilsa cleared them away.

      “How about Orion News In Only Nanoseconds? It blasts headlines, and you hop off if you want more detail.”

      “Sure,” Esper said. “Anything’s better than debating forever.”

      Tiffany held aloft her popcorn bowl. “Anything, so long as it’s popcorn-worthy.”

      “Orion news it is, then,” Ilsa said, then selected the feed from the remaining list items.

      In an instant, the feed sprang to life in the rec room’s giant holographic field. Esper couldn’t tell if it was luck or a polite bit of technology at work, but they didn’t catch up midway through a headline.

      “Market News: Galvator Heavy Weapons stock is up 25T after it won the contract to build Earth Navy’s new generation of single-pilot fighters.”

      With less than a second to react, the headlines moved on.

      “Earth Parliament passed the Gorbest-Bradshaw Act, promising greater oversight of xenomigration to mid-core worlds.”

      “Assholes…” Tiffany muttered.

      “Protests on New Venice over Earth Navy’s so-called Plague Embargo of Meyang.”

      “HOLD IT!” Esper shouted, leaping from her seat. “Go into that one.”

      The next headline had already begun. “Sporting News: The Silver League bout between—”

      “On it,” Ilsa reported. The headline feed backed up and derailed to a full news story.

      “Protests on New Venice over Earth Navy’s so-called Plague Embargo of Meyang. Local sentient-rights provocateurs are up in arms over Earth Navy High Command’s decision to blockade the Earth-like over the yet-unnamed plague unleashed in the equatorial region.”

      The accompanying image showed a chanting crowd, muted in the feed, holding signs with slogans: “LIFE IS LIFE,” “SAVE MEYANG,” and “EMBARGO = MURDER” among countless others less easily readable farther in the background of the throng. There had to have been thousands in the streets of Caesar’s Villa.

      An Earth Navy Admiral appeared. The caption under his image was: ADM. NATRON JAMES, CHIEF OF XENO SUPPRESSION. “These protests are counterproductive to the lesson at work here. These azrin have engineered a bioweapon of unknown effectiveness and lethality. I’ve got a duty to ensure the safety of the good people of ARGO. That includes misguided aid workers who’d put valuable human and tesud lives on the line for the sake of a few terrorists and at the potential cost of a galactic outbreak.”

      The feed cut to a familiar face.

      Saliza.

      Her caption read: SALIZA CORTEZ, XENO RIGHTS ACTIVIST. “Earth Navy has not only jumped to conclusions in blaming the azrin for this plague, they’ve blocked any hope of developing an effective cure. I’d like the admiralty to brush up on the EADZ Convention Treaty. Because, as a military-occupied territory, they’re committing a war crime on Meyang.”

      “I know her…” Esper muttered, transfixed as the coverage moved on to other activists, researchers, and government apologists.

      “Who, the xeno-pharmacologist?” Ilsa asked, squinting at the woman who next appeared in the coverage, yammering about suppositions Earth Navy had made on the virus in question.

      “No. The activist,” Esper said. “Can you back it up?”

      Ilsa managed without any fuss. The image paused with Saliza’s name captioned below her face, frozen mid-rant.

      “We kept her out of the newsfeeds at the time, but she helped me infiltrate the Dark Star Club. If she’s involved, I trust that this is legit.”

      Wesley paused mid-sip of his beer. His voice echoed in the pitcher. “Legit how?” He lowered the beverage. “It’s on a major newsfeed. Whether you agree with the politics behind it or not, it’s real.”

      Ilsa snorted. “Not saying this one is or isn’t. But you can’t possibly believe everything you see on the newsfeeds is real. Not at your age.”

      “My age has nothing to do with it,” Wesley replied indignantly. “I was just raised with a healthy respect for right and wrong. And the newsfeeds were a sacred trust.”

      “And you knit your own socks and drank your morning milk straight from the cow,” Ilsa snarked back.

      “Stop it,” Esper ordered. Wesley and Ilsa instantly straightened in their seats. “This is serious. If there’s a plague on Meyang…”

      “I think we’re all willing to give the newsfeeds the benefit of the doubt on that one,” Tiffany interjected.

      “And Earth Navy is actively blockading the area and preventing aid…”

      “Sure sounds like your friend believes that,” Ilsa put in.

      “Then I think we’ve got our next mission,” Esper concluded.

      Wesley cleared his throat. “I was right there with you up to that last part. What good would we be to a bunch of diseased azrin?”

      “Infected,” Esper clarified. “And if it’s a quarantine zone, most of the ones inside probably haven’t contracted anything. You heard the protesters. We need to get those azrin treatment, whether that means sneaking doctors in…” She looked all around her, imagining she could see the entirety of the vessel. “Or getting plague victims to a medical facility off Meyang.”

      “You can’t mean…” Ilsa began tentatively.

      “Yes. We’re going to rescue those azrin.”
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        * * *

      

      Tiffany spat out a mouthful of popcorn. “You can’t be serious!” She’d heard a lot of crazy ideas from Esper—and provided plenty of her own. But this was crossing a line.

      “How could I be joking about something this serious?” Esper countered.

      Tiffany had to admit she had a point. But that didn’t make her conclusion any less suicidal. “I can count two big problems with this plan. Earth Navy and an unknown bioweaponized plague.”

      “Also, azrin aren’t generally friendly to humans,” Wesley added. He got up and headed back toward the bar with his empty pitcher, raising his voice to remain in the conversation. “How about we keep browsing the newsfeeds to see what else pops up? Maybe we’ll catch a lucky break and hear about a transport full of orphans stranded in the deepest parts of the commonly-traveled astral. Or we could hear about a pirate-punching contest.”

      “Oh, I’d want in on that,” Tiffany muttered. With any luck, Roger might be one of the pirates available for the punching. She’d always wanted a good, clean shot at her old man.

      “No.”

      Silence reigned in the aftermath of Esper’s pronouncement. She looked around for signs of mutiny. Tiffany wondered what would happen if this got ugly. Would Esper overrule them all if they banded together to oppose her madwoman plan? She couldn’t operate the ship without their help. Not even Tiffany felt confident about her chances of getting them back to realspace from this far down.

      A stalemate, if they chose to butt heads.

      “Fine,” Ilsa said. “I trust you’ve got some sort of plan?”

      “Wesley, head up to the bridge. Plot us a course for Meyang. And no. I don’t have a plan. I have a goal: save those plague victims on Meyang. The plan is the part that comes next.”

      “Not sure this plan is possible,” Wesley hedged as he filled his pitcher with more of that fig beer. “I mean, as you keep pointing out, this isn’t a holovid anymore.”

      Esper scowled. Tiffany knew that scowl. She got more than her fair share of it. At least turned on Wesley, she didn’t feel her skin crawling. “I don’t believe the impossible is impossible.”
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        * * *

      

      The briefing room holo-projector table sprang to life. A brilliant blue-green ball surrounded by wisps of clouds hung over Esper and her crew, rotating ever so slowly. The arrangement of continents was so ingrained in the minds of citizens across ARGO space that even a Martian knew it in an instant.

      Earth-like.

      In this case, Meyang.

      “Here’s our target,” Esper said with a nod to Ilsa, thanking her for bringing up the image. “ARGO protectorate world. Home planet of the azrin people. Currently under naval and planetside blockade by Earth Navy and Earth Marine garrison forces.”

      On cue, Ilsa added a tactical layer to the map. Tiny specks resolved into existence in orbit of the planet. Wireframe lines pulled out exploded views zoomed in close enough to make out half a dozen naval vessels in orbit, as well as a geosynchronous security station. On the planet itself, a hazy red patch with a darker outline showed the quarantine region, a zone covering what, on Earth, would have been a swath between the Black and Caspian Seas.

      “The quarantine isn’t planetwide. That doesn’t mean we can land wherever we want.”

      Tiffany raised a hand but spoke without being called upon. “Not that we want to land anywhere on Death World.”

      Esper ignored the snide commentary. “These people have lived their lives under ARGO’s unwelcome protection. Many of them buy passage offworld as soon as they can afford it. Most never manage. The ones who do often end up in debt to mercenary outfits or shady criminal underworlds for the cost of the ride. The remaining azrin are poorer and less comfortable around outsiders than the ones you may have met in the galaxy.”

      “Like Mriy!” Kubu shouted excitedly.

      Esper didn’t have a great answer there. “Yes. Mriy is one of the friendlier azrin you’re liable to meet. But just because they might not welcome us with open arms—”

      “And bared claws,” Wesley added.

      “Doesn’t mean we don’t have an obligation to render aid.”

      Tiffany raised her hand again, this time waiting for a nod from Esper to speak. “Question: Does the ship itself have the obligation as a flying hospital, or do we have some sort of ancient curse where galactic-scale problems fall to us?”

      “The latter,” Esper said with a straight face. “This ‘problem’ as you call it is a sentient rights catastrophe. Earth Navy is counting on this blockade as a deterrent to future azrin actions to strike back at occupation forces.”

      “As the occupation forces, you can see why they don’t want that,” Wesley said.

      “Put the comm through,” Esper said to Ilsa.

      Ilsa gave a nod and worked whatever technomagic it took to get her datagoggles to comply. She looked so different with them off.

      The more off, the better, Dark Esper agreed.

      Esper had meant that she looked so techie with the goggles on. But her darker half knew that.

      Seconds later, the image of Meyang vanished, replaced by a flatpic image of Saliza floating in the middle of the holo field.

      “Wow,” Saliza remarked, her voice coming through a series of speakers scattered around the briefing room. “Do I even want to know how you ended up with this place?”

      “Probably not,” Esper replied with a smile. “Saliza, I want you to meet my crew. Kubu, Tiffany, Wesley… and Ilsa’s the one you’ve been comming to set up this meeting.”

      “Hi,” Tiffany called out with a wave.

      The others made their perfunctory greetings.

      “I gotta say,” Saliza continued, clearly impressed. “I thought that after the Dark Star, you’d go off-grid and never come up for air again. But I have a crawler for your name in the news, and you just keep popping up over and over again.”

      “It’s a bad habit,” Tiffany agreed.

      “We’re looking to help your cause,” Esper explained.

      “You mean you’ve got some ridiculous object—or ship—to fence and launder through the Save Meyang Fund?” Saliza asked slyly. Without her body mods, she looked so professional when she wasn’t being snide.

      Esper sighed. “No. We’re planning to be more direct than that. We’re in the Meyang system, way in the basement of the astral, waiting aboard a retired navy medical frigate. We’re planning on running the blockade to aid those plague victims.”

      Saliza blinked giant eyes in the image. “Say… what?”

      “My reaction, too, for the record,” Tiffany said.

      “I… I mean how… I don’t even know where to start.”

      “How about telling us what you know of the situation on the ground,” Esper suggested.

      “A navy medical ship?” Saliza echoed, still not catching up to Esper’s earlier speech.

      “Frigate,” Wesley clarified. “Vessels don’t like it when you lump them all together.”

      “Presumably stolen from the cult, or at least squirreled away from any Earth Interstellar team searching the astral…”

      “Hijacked or commandeered would probably describe its provenance better,” Esper admitted. “It was already in some wrong hands. It’s just been repurposed into some righter ones. Can you give us the lowdown on Meyang so we can put it to good use?”

      Saliza shook her head. “I don’t know about this. We’re trying to fight this the right way. Build public pressure to force Earth Navy High Command or Earth Parliament to act. To do the right thing and allow biowarfare specialists in to treat the afflicted. Even if the azrin did this to themselves, only a handful are responsible. I’m fine with the authorities arresting and prosecuting the perpetrators. But this…”

      “While you wait and hope, we can act,” Esper said. She looked around the briefing room. Her crew was skeptical to begin with. If she couldn’t win over Saliza…

      “A lot of people could get hurt.”

      “Risking our lives for a chance to save theirs,” Esper said. “Unless you’re worried about Earth Marine Corps’ ground forces or the crews of the ships in orbit. We don’t really have a plan yet as to how to get to those people in the quarantine zone.”

      “You don’t want to go in there,” Saliza replied instantly. “It’s guarded by marines on the ground and orbital security from above. They’ve turned away multiple aid ships and arrested at least one crew for trying to run the blockade.”

      “We’re not most crews,” Esper said. “There has to be a way.” It might have been a stretch to think that Saliza knew what it was, but she had to at least try. Plus, it was nice seeing that she was well and the Ruckers hadn’t been able to connect anything back to her.

      “If you want to get onto Meyang, you’re going to need to touch down in the green-sec part of the planet with a legitimate ride,” Saliza stated firmly. “If you can find a way to smuggle a doctor in, that might be your best option.”

      “Do you know anyone on the ground?” Esper asked. “Someone who might be able to give us the lay of the land?”

      Saliza scowled thoughtfully. “No one I can admit to publicly. But for you…” She smiled. “Just promise me you won’t get them turned over to the garrison commander.”

      “I never reveal my sources,” Esper replied with a conspiratorial smile. “You get me a contact on Meyang, and I’ll do whatever I can to save those plague victims.”

      “Hold on. I’ll transmit you contact info.”

      The comm ended. Meyang sprang back into the holo field.

      Tiffany looked around. “Who else was hoping she couldn’t help us?”
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        * * *

      

      Ilsa crouched in the cockpit of a stolen water delivery vehicle, wondering where her life had gone off course. She had half the innards of the computer system splayed across the pilot’s and copilot’s chairs, all still completely functional and connected. The crypto-cracker Yomin had donated to the cause had been added to the system temporarily, performing a little digital brainwashing.

      “I could have graduated in the top 2 percent of my class,” she said aloud.

      As the decoding proceeded, Ilsa merely waited.

      “I would have had jobs lined up from Sol to Phabian. My choice of careers. I could have worked in gene sequencing. I could have been a game designer.” She raised her voice slightly. “I could have done holovid effects.”

      Wesley chimed in on cue. “Ah, the old Steve-erino. Can’t have too many Steves in Hollyworld. One Ira’s about the galaxy’s limit, but other galaxies can ship over Steves by the freighter.”

      The muscle-bound actor was outside the delivery transport, working on the hull with a tint sprayer. By the infrequency of the blasts of pressurized chromatic tinting agent, he was either an artiste or utterly in over his head. Ilsa half expected to exit the craft only to find the exterior painted in cheesy flames.

      Nothing in his background files suggested he’d taken art classes. In fact, his whole bio suggested a blank canvas, so bland it made sweet chili look like habanero by comparison. He attended school on Earth, had the requisite number of yearbook flatpics and sports accolades, got a degree in athletic physiology. Then he spent two decades as a personal fitness trainer at a now-defunct agency that nudged him into the world of shitty action holos.

      “Ever think of going back to it?” Ilsa asked at a shout. Vacuum-rated hulls were shit for holding a conversation. Only the open rear hatch allowed them any meaningful communication without the use of comms.

      Well, in theory, there could be meaningful communication. It was still incumbent on Wesley to make some effort on his side of things.

      “All the time,” Wesley replied cheerily. “Just as soon as the galaxy’s a safe place for all my legions of fans.”

      Ilsa snorted. There were times when his self-effacing humor snuck up on her.

      An indicator in her datagoggles blinked. A secure prompt was asking her for a name and ID for this vessel.

      “Jackpot!”

      “Horrible name for a ship,” Wesley replied. “Flew on a Jackpot once. Some pirates decided to hit the Jackpot while I was on board.”

      “Real or fake?”

      After a long pause, he came back with a tentative reply. “Now that you mention it, I think that was a scene out of Pirates Hit the Jackpot. Now that I think about it, the entire holo might have been to set up that one pun. Huh…”

      Ilsa wasn’t about to take naming advice from a guy who sounded better suited to be pitching one-liners for Hollyworld execs to turn into F-rated holovids.

      She entered a new name for the ship.

      UNCROWDED CRUISES 4

      The ship’s registry accepted the new encoded moniker, then prompted for a registration number.

      Flicking to a side-by-side display, Ilsa unfocused her eyes with practiced ease. One settled on the ship’s registry input. The other refocused on the new display of Ilsa’s rundown of existing ARGO registrations.

      Finding the stolen ship name she’d picked out, she transferred it to the delivery shuttle’s computer.

      The newly anointed Uncrowded Cruises 4 chirped appreciatively from the floor where Ilsa had laid its onboard speaker.

      “We’re all good!” Ilsa announced.

      Nice job. You could have almost done that without me.

      Ilsa scowled but didn’t dare answer Sudo aloud with Wesley just around the corner. She tapped her response into the datagoggles directly.

      STOW IT. I HAD EVERYTHING UNDER CONTROL. I CAN DO ANYTHING YOU CAN DO, EVEN IF I’M SLOWER.

      At times, the AI didn’t seem to recall that she was programmed at all. Or, especially, who had programmed her.

      “Want any help shoveling those techno-intestines back into the old access panels?”

      “Well, when you put it that way… FUCK no!” Ilsa was already piecing the delicate components back into place in the reverse order of their removal. “On a scale of one to crashing this shuttle into an asteroid, you’d be about a seven.”

      “I’m hurt! I don’t think I’d be any higher than a five…”

      Ilsa finished up and closed the final access panel.

      “Here goes nothing.” She breathed the words, then pressed the power button.

      The ship’s computers came up. Prominently displayed at the top of the comm panel was the ship’s ID and registered name: Uncrowded Cruises 4.

      Pumping a fist, she danced a little shimmy before strutting out to check on Wesley’s progress with the tint job.

      “Whaddaya think?” Wesley asked, crossing his arms while still clutching the tint sprayer by the handle, finger thankfully off the trigger. “Be brutally honest. I can’t grow as an artist if you spare my feelings one iota.”

      Ilsa took in the sight of the ship and blinked. She’d expected to find a row of plain black letters matching the standard array of military letter stencils. Instead, she found the equivalent of a mural.

      “You did all this?”

      “Is it that bad?”

      “In like two hours?”

      “You hate it, don’t you?”

      Ilsa couldn’t believe it. “This looks like a legit small-time corporate logo. I mean, I would expect TransGalactica to go to whimsical. But for the boutique operation we’re pretending to be, this is perfect!”

      “That’s at least five iotas of feelings sparing,” Wesley scolded. “It can’t be that perfect. Wesley Wesley isn’t a one-take sort of guy. At least aside from expensive stunts. Anything with crying or dialogue, I’m rolling up my sleeves for a good ten takes, minimum.”

      Ilsa paused to consider. “Well… the orange and sky blue wouldn’t have been my preferred color choices…”

      Wesley nodded along. “Fair… fair…”

      “But the white lettering in negative space between works.”

      Wesley gave her a thumb skyward.

      “Oh, and the designation has the numeral 4, not the word ‘four,’ but I don’t think—”

      The sprayer clattered to the floor with an uncontrolled cough of tint. Wesley threw up his arms and walked off, shouting to the hangar ceiling. “I can’t work with this woman!”

      “Anyone will mind,” Ilsa finished quietly.

      Wesley stopped in his tracks. “Oh. Super. Let’s go report on our wild successes, girlfriend.”
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        * * *

      

      Esper studied her reflection in the full-length mirror of her quarters. They’d belonged to one of the cult wizards and had needed a thorough cleansing before she took up residence. Before that, presumably, they’d belonged to one of the Earth Navy officers stationed on the medical ship—presumably a doctor.

      Cult wizards and doctors made the place sound like a prime candidate for a haunting or at least a role in some creepy horror holo.

      The smiling face in the mirror behind her chased those apparitions away.

      “You look fab,” Ilsa assured her.

      The ensemble of a cultist tunic hemmed to make a blouse and baggy pants disappearing into combat boots felt off somehow. Ilsa came up behind her and hung a leather jacket on her shoulders.

      It helped.

      “I wasn’t going for fab. I was looking for incognito.”

      Ilsa snatched back the jacket and slid her arms through the sleeves. “Then leave it with me.” She looked silly wearing it over a nightgown. “But Meyang is chilly from what I’ve heard.”

      “Only where we’re meeting our contact,” Esper replied, running her hands over Ilsa’s collarbones and sliding them beneath the jacket and down her arms to remove it. She distracted the target of her thievery with a kiss.

      Oh, what a mistake that was.

      Next thing she knew, Esper was falling. The two of them tumbled to the bed in a tangle of sheets and limbs and kisses. Hot breath and soft lips touched everywhere.

      Boots fell to the floor with heavy clomps.

      Half an hour or so later, Ilsa collapsed atop Esper, pulling the bed sheets over their heads and nestling against her neck.

      “I don’t want you to go,” she whispered.

      “I know.”

      “I don’t want you to ever go. I want you to curl up next to me forever. I want to grow old in this bed with you.”

      Esper had suggested Esperville for extended trysts before. Ilsa had only tried it once before begging for reality. Her mind was too scienced-up to accept the fantasy. So instead of trying to grant that wish with magic, Esper pulled Ilsa tighter against her.

      Time lazed past.

      Esper verged on napping. She couldn’t tell whether Ilsa had fallen asleep or not, but the young techster was dead weight atop her.

      A heavy knock on the door startled them both from their torpor. Wesley’s voice came muffled through the door. “0900 was 0015 ago. This mission still a go?”

      Esper turned so she wasn’t shouting into Ilsa’s ear. “Wardrobe issue. Meet me at the hangar.”

      “No rush. I mean, there are theoretically azrin dying out there, but we don’t have a tight schedule personally.”

      “It’s fine,” Ilsa shouted back. She scrambled out of bed and began the process of locating and donning the clothes she’d worn on the way to Esper’s quarters. Despite the commonplace sharing of a bed most nights, Ilsa still had her own room on the far side of the ship, her personal tech safely stored away from the ship’s wizardly contingent. “We’ll be down in a few.”

      “Okie dokie,” Wesley replied. From the extra-heavy footsteps heard through the door, he’d stomped away to let them know he wasn’t lingering outside.

      Esper chuckled nervously. “Sorry about that.”

      “About what?” Ilsa asked as she looked up from pulling on a pair of leggings.

      “Work.”

      “We work together now. Technically, you’re my boss.” She grinned. “And we don’t have any corporate policies forbidding fraternizing with underlings.”

      Esper shot back a smile as she buckled her boots. “Right. Sometimes… it just feels like a crusade that I’m dragging everyone else on.”

      “If we ever seem less than enthusiastic, it’s because this shit is daunting. Like, on a scale of one to running into a burning building, we seem hell-bent on operating at 12.”

      “I prefer ‘heaven-bent,’ but I get it.”

      The two of them raced back into their clothes. Esper checked and found an only slightly more disheveled version of the reflection she saw earlier. Using the fingers of both hands as combs, she made one pass through and her hair untangled.

      “I’ve got to learn that one,” Ilsa marveled.

      “Your doodads work almost as well,” Esper replied with a smirk.

      Ilsa was already dressed. She sashayed over and hung the leather jacket around Esper’s shoulders. Tugging the collar with both hands, she pulled Esper into a kiss.

      Feeling herself on the verge of melting again, Esper pulled away first. “Mission.” She wriggled her arms into the sleeves.

      As Esper studied her reflection for any last-minute fixes she might need, Ilsa rested a chin on her shoulder. “Heroes get the best rewards,” she whispered. “Do I get a sneak preview?”

      Esper held firm. “Everyone finds out at once.” She wanted to lie and spout one of Wesley’s lines about operational security, but really she just wanted to drop the mission in the middle of the floor and walk off with her portion. It had worked on Nossew.

      “Meyang’s not going to know what hit—err, saved—them.”
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        * * *

      

      Esper and Ilsa arrived together in the hangar bay, greeted by the smell of pancakes.

      A table beside the freshly painted Uncrowded Cruises 4 had been set with a full breakfast spread. The aforementioned pancakes, plus sausages, orange juice, coffee, and syrup completed the setting.

      “Who made all this?” Esper asked, dreading the answer. Kubu tried so hard, but while his food often came out close to right, there was always something horribly wrong with it.

      “Me!” Wesley proclaimed proudly. “Never reconnoiter on an empty stomach, I always say.” He cast a challenging glare over his shoulder at Tiffany, who kept silent.

      “I hadn’t planned on a meal before we headed down. Rikk Pa has restaurants, and we’re meeting our contact at one of them.”

      Esper nevertheless circled the buffet and picked up a pair of pancakes to eat as hand food, washing them down with orange juice.

      “Covert ops and good nutrition don’t mix,” Wesley assured her. “But this is an old family flapjack recipe, straight out of my granddad’s food processor.”

      Tiffany tapped her foot.

      “Fine,” Esper said just before swallowing her final mouthful and washing it down with the last of her orange juice. “Wesley and I are going down to meet with Saliza’s activist friend.”

      “Lemme guess,” Tiffany said. “Comms.”

      “No. We aren’t planning anything crazy right off.”

      Wesley raised a finger. “Though we haven’t ruled it out, either.”

      Esper kept on talking. “We’ll be getting a detailed plan together, mustering resources, and making preparations for either getting a bunch of doctors and researchers into the quarantine zone or a lot of azrin out. That could take days, maybe even weeks.”

      “So, boredom,” Tiffany concluded.

      “Boredom with an omni connection,” Ilsa added hopefully.

      “Not that, either,” Esper said, heading for the back ramp of the open shuttle. Wesley took his cue and headed inside to power up the engines. “I need you three to go secure us the services of a doctor.”

      “Like… kidnapping?” Tiffany asked hesitantly. “I mean, I don’t want to be the one to bring it up, but we might not have the best sales pitch for coming along willingly. ‘Hey, we’ve got some illegally evacuated, plague-ridden killing machines. Wanna come risk a variety of horrible deaths to try to cure them?’”

      Kubu whined. “Azrin are nice.”

      Wesley called out from the cockpit. “Minority opinion there, sport!”

      “Oolie,” Esper said.

      “Grow-you-new-arms Oolie, or is that like a common tesud name for doctor in their language?” Tiffany asked.

      “The one on Lodestone. According to Saliza, they’re pretty sure it’s a mammalian virus. A reptile ought to be safe.”

      “And if this Oolie character doesn’t want to come?” Ilsa asked warily.

      “You can be as charming as it takes,” Esper replied cryptically. She disappeared up the ramp and hit the button to close it behind her.

      Nothing happened.

      “What does that mean: As charming as it takes?” Tiffany asked.

      Esper tried the button again. Still, the ramp didn’t budge. “You’ll figure something out.”

      “Like, can we hire tesud prostitutes?” Tiffany persisted. “If so, do we use them as bait, or take pictures for blackmail? If we can’t, what exactly is the line we can’t cross?”

      Esper hit the button repeatedly to no effect. “Try not to do anything unethical. We want his help willingly.”

      Wesley called back from the cockpit. “Is there a reason you’re flicking the lights in the cargo hold?”

      Esper looked back. She hit the button again. The lights went out. The hangar lighting brightened everything to the point where the little interior lights barely made a difference. “Which one is the ramp?”

      “Opposite side of the doorway.”

      Esper flashed an apologetic smile. “Just do your best.” Then she crossed the loading ramp, hit the correct button, and sealed the ship behind her.

      Nerves on edge, Esper headed to the cockpit and strapped in.

      Wesley lifted off before she had fully settled into her seat. “They’ll do fine.”

      “It’s just Oolie,” Esper said. “With any luck, we’ll find our own medical team planetside. But they need something to do, and a backup plan’s better than letting them get bored and creative.”

      The comm crackled before they exited the hangar’s airlock force field. “Um, which one of us is in command while you’re gone?” Tiffany asked. “And if you say Kubu, we’re mutinying.”

      “Ilsa,” Esper replied instantly.

      “Awww.”

      “You heard her,” Ilsa said.

      “No abusing authority!”

      “Awww.” This time it was Ilsa, mimicking Tiffany’s earlier displeasure.

      The shuttle passed through the faint blue translucent barrier that kept the frigate’s atmosphere from leaking into the astral. “We’re going to need a bigger crew for that ship one of these days,” Esper warned. “Don’t make me look for middle management.”

      She jammed the button to close the comm.

      A gentle whoosh of air washed over the pair of them, scented lightly with pine.

      Wesley hit the button a second time, shutting off the blower, then pressed another. “Maybe just leave the controls to me, boss-wizard.”
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        * * *

      

      Tiffany and Ilsa exchanged a look as the shuttle disappeared from view against the backdrop of weird astral purple.

      Ilsa flinched first. “What?”

      “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “You’re seventeen. I’d hope to hell not!”

      “And I’m not into girls.”

      Ilsa drew back. “Whoa. Where’s that even coming from? Also: seventeen. Fuck’s sake, I’m not cheating on my girlfriend with her underage foster daughter.”

      “Just so we’re clear.”

      “Acrylic. I think Esper just wanted someone with… you know… a valid voting ID to make the command decisions.”

      Kubu trotted back over from the airlock force field, where he’d watched until the last possible second before the shuttle was truly out of view. “Why are you fighting?”

      “This isn’t fighting,” Tiffany explained patiently. She showed him the backs of her hands. “When there’s fighting, my knuckles get bruised. Esper and I are working on that… on nights when she’s not otherwise occupied.”

      Ilsa pointed. “Aha! I knew it. You don’t like me being with Esper.”

      “What could have given you that idea?” Tiffany replied with blank-faced sarcasm. “The fact that you’re a techno-drone functionally serving as a walking, talking pleasure pod for my wizard mentor hasn’t detracted the least from me getting a proper education.”

      Ilsa crossed her arms. “I could drop you off at a boarding school in Rigel.”

      “You and what star-drive?” Tiffany countered.

      “I’m pretty sure this is fighting,” Kubu observed sagely.

      “Look,” Ilsa said. “Me and Esper is between me and Esper. You and Kubu she feels responsible for. She loves you both, but you’re needy. What do either of you do for her?”

      “I sing!” Kubu replied proudly.

      Tiffany spread her arms to the hangar surrounding them. “Duh. I got her a starship for her birthday.”

      “Leaving aside that she’d have ended up with it either way, since when does a grand gesture make everything else OK?” Ilsa asked. She cocked an eyebrow, feeling extra emotive without Sudo parked in front of her face. “This isn’t some sappy holovid. Fill a girl’s apartment with roses and you make her happy until they start to wilt. I’m not saying it’s your job to make Esper happy—it’s not. But I do. I don’t want anything from her. I don’t need anything from her. I admire her, and we enjoy one another’s company—take that however you like—but I’m not taking from her. When we’re together, she gets to let her guard down and think about herself.”

      “Shit…” Tiffany muttered. “I forgot what I was going to say. Oh, yeah! It’s a nice fucking starship. And she’s wanted one for a while now. You saw the bucket we bummed a ride in to get this baby. Plus, I’m not afraid to see her the way she really is.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Ilsa demanded. If Esper was hiding a side of herself from one of them, she didn’t expect it was her.

      Kubu slunk away. “I’m going to eat all the food in the kitchen.”

      “Whatever. Have fun,” Tiffany snapped offhandedly before returning her full attention to her argument with Ilsa. “You know damn well what I mean. You’re afraid of Esperville. If you weren’t, we could share her.”

      “Ew?”

      “Not like that! But in Esperville, she can be in two places at once. I could be learning magic out in the meadows or at the bowling alley while you’re off satisfying various urges up in the cottage.”

      Ilsa scowled the girl up and down. “You’d seriously be OK with that?”

      Tiffany shrugged. “Why not? It’s really not any different from you being next door on the ship doing the same thing.”

      “Doesn’t it weird you out not being in… you know… the real world?”

      “Nope. Not after that first time when it took some getting used to. It’s kind of like a kick-ass video game. Plus, I’m practically your age, thanks to the time dilation. Think about that one. Esper’s like hundreds of years old in her head.”

      Ilsa wagged a finger in the air. “That one’s tough to swallow.”

      She could see Tiffany holding back a snide comment. Just that iota of restraint was progress. “Whatever. So long as you’re hogging all her nighttime hours and half her waking ones, I’ve got a beef. You’re fucking up my education.”

      Ilsa folded her arms. Had it really been so bad in the dream world? Sudo wasn’t here to advise her on the deleterious effects of prolonged exposure to magic. Could she spend days at a time in a fairytale land of make-believe where her lover was all-powerful? For a wizard and her apprentice, that sounded smooth enough. But for romance, that seemed twisted all outside of balanced power dynamics.

      Her Psychology of Sentient Self-Actualization professor would have a field day with that one.

      But… it was Esper.

      If ever there was anyone qualified to wield godlike power in a tiny community without abusing it, that woman was Esper Richelieu.

      “How about a deal?” Ilsa offered. “Esper gets back, we try the Esperville time-share idea. If she bites, I’ll give it a one-week trial.”

      “I wouldn’t know if she…” Tiffany began but noticed Ilsa’s stone-faced reaction. “Right. But what happens after the week is up?”

      “We figure it out from there. If it’s as sugary as promised, we go with it. If I end up in a psych rehab colony, it’s on your conscience.”

      Tiffany stuck out a hand. “Deal.”

      They shook on it.

      An awkward silence followed.

      Ilsa cleared her throat. “I… guess I’ll head up to the bridge and get us over to that tesud doctor’s planet.”

      “Oh, he’s not a doctor,” Tiffany pointed out. “He’s a veterinarian.” Then a cloud passed over her features. “Oh. Shit. You go get us moving. I’ve got to get to the kitchens in case Kubu wasn’t bluffing!”
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        * * *

      

      The shuttle drifted through astral space with no sense of motion. A cheapie gravity stone that begged for a little wizardly TLC managed to keep either of the passengers from experiencing inertial effects. The swirling miasma of astral phlogiston didn’t provide enough landmarks to judge their progress. Gibberish numbers on the console meant nothing to Esper but seemed to satisfy Wesley of their headway.

      Esper fidgeted in her seat.

      “Sorry about back there,” Esper said softly.

      “No problemo,” Wesley replied cheerily. “Never met a wizard who could tell a light-brightener from a ramp-raiser.”

      “I mean about being late in the first place. It was unprofessional.”

      “Technically, no one pays us for this hero work, so a little amateurism is fine by yours truly.”

      “It shouldn’t be.” There. She’d said it. Let him chastise her so she’d have the willpower to resist next time.

      “Aw, don’t twist yourself into knots,” Wesley said. He grinned without either trying to hide it or aiming it in Esper’s direction. “You’ve got someone to do that for you now.”

      “It’s not funny. And… it’s not right. I should be the responsible one.”

      Wesley let out a dramatic sigh. “Listen. Far be it from me to interrupt the B plot.”

      Esper was more perplexed than offended. “B plot?”

      “You know, the romance angle,” Wesley explained. “The side trip down Tonsillectomy Lane between blowing up space stations and tearing the arms off mutated alien terrorists. Gives the audience the sense that there’s more at stake here than mere millions of lives and the future of a species. There’s also… love… at stake.”

      Esper sulked down into her chair. “Well, it feels like maybe that B plot ought to be the A plot, if you know what I mean. Love should take precedence. Maybe I shouldn’t be talking about this, but Ilsa begged me to stay. To never leave our bed and just grow old with her.”

      “You’d certainly both starve to death first.”

      “Metaphorically!” Esper snapped. She was trying to have a moment here, gosh darn it. “Look, maybe marriage is light-years off for us, but just thinking about it… it was one thing when it was just me and Kubu out to do some good. Even that felt exploitative at times. Kubu’s kind of a kid, even if his developmental timetable seems out of whack compared to a human or laaku. Taking him out on dangerous missions seemed… OK somehow. He’s tougher than he looks, and he looks pretty tough. And then with Tiffany along and no magic, it seemed like missing persons cases would be fine…”

      Wesley let out a single bellowing guffaw at how that supposition turned out.

      “And, no offense, but you don’t seem like you need a lot of looking after.”

      “I’m not even sure how I could take offense to that.”

      “But Ilsa… she’s never going to be the wizard that Tiffany’s turning into or the whatever the heck you are. She’s not a nine-ton carnivore.”

      “I never discuss a lady’s mass or diet.”

      “Should I have told her no?”

      “Consent between two adult parties is none of my business.”

      “I mean about being outlaw do-gooders.”

      Wesley rubbed his chin. “Where’s Little Miss Datagoggles right now?”

      Esper scowled. “Hopefully, she’s on her way to Lodestone with the ship.”

      “A billion kilometers deep in the astral,” Wesley reasoned.

      “It’s not even a matter of kilometers here, but sure. Whatever.”

      “Any monsters down here?” Wesley asked with mustache-twirling theatrics, making a mockery of the question in presupposition of the answer. “Anyone liable to run into her?”

      “No to both, and you sure as sunshine know it. I get it. She’s safe—for now. But this whole lifestyle. She wouldn’t be—”

      “She wouldn’t be attracted to you if you weren’t the hero type,” Wesley cut her off. “Look, you’re pretty. Not trying to douse you in unwarranted humility, but pretty women are a fiver a transport-load. Walk around a Hollyworld set. Hang around a casino. You can rent them by the day or the hour, hire them to smile in front of beer displays, or announce zero-G cage fights. They mint them at cosmo factories if the gene pool doesn’t wash enough ashore.”

      Esper squirmed at the last mention. It hit a little too close to home.

      “I make a habit of ignoring pretty women. Ira says it helps maintain my unattainable image. Plus, it keeps my wife from—”

      “You’re married?”

      Wesley shrugged. “It’s complicated and beside the point. If you wrap Ilsa in a bubble, she’ll resent you—unless, of course, that’s what she’s into. Not one to judge. And if you stop doing brave, stupid things to help complete strangers, she’ll stop having a reason to see you differently than every other pretty face walking around the galaxy.”

      “Wow.” Esper had never in her life imagined that she’d be taking relationship advice from a Z-list Hollyworld action star. “Married.”

      “Glad to see you gleaned the salient points from my gushing of wisdom. Now, how about you drop us to a respectable travel depth and we mosey into Meyang like we spent weeks getting here.”

      Esper unbuckled from her harness. The console didn’t tell her anything of use. Astral space looked the same here as anywhere else this far down. But if Wesley was satisfied they were far enough out from the Earth-like and its military garrison not to draw unwelcome attention, that was good enough for her.

      Heading as far from the controls as possible, Esper prepared their astral maneuvering to a paltry two-ish AU.
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        * * *

      

      Tiffany strutted over to the Squall as if she had a legit pilot’s license instead of an expired learner’s permit. Ilsa trailed after her.

      “I know Esper said we could figure out our own way to get this done, but I think she was expecting you to nurse the star-drive up to realspace and for me to take one of the frigate’s shuttles down.”

      “Nope,” Tiffany replied succinctly. The butterflies in her stomach hadn’t even stopped being caterpillars yet. Last thing she needed was more doubt.

      Ilsa caught her by the arm and swung her around. “LISTEN to me! This isn’t a game! I can’t let you go through this crazy astral space alone and onto a colony that’s half outlaws to talk some xenoveterinarian into coming back with you.”

      “When you put it that way, of course not,” Tiffany said. She shrugged free of Ilsa’s grip. “First off, Esper would
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