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            THE GIRLS ARE BACK IN TOWN

          

          MISSION 13

        

      

    

    
      Sol beat down on the white sand as waves frothed soothingly all along the shores of Hellas Lake. Unlike the haphazard geography of Earth, Mars had built its natural wonders itself. The sand was manufactured, the water supplied by long-dead terramancers who’d pioneered the profession. By Don Rucker’s estimation, they’d done a bang-up job.

      The head of the Rucker Syndicate lounged in swim trunks and shader lenses, a tumbler of Rémy dangling in one hand. Between the rocky outcroppings that bracketed the sheltered stretch of beach, not a single soul in sight worked for anyone but him.

      Except Gladysson.

      Gladysson Rucker sported a floppy sun hat and oversized shader lenses. Her tiny red bikini displayed her swelling belly for all to see. There could be no mistaking, given her otherwise-slender figure, that the wife of Don Rucker carried his child. Her drink was a strawberry daiquiri made by laaku food-processing tech, stuffed with every nutrient she and the baby would need.

      Reports lately had been getting him down. Someone was gnawing at his criminal empire from within. Informants vanishing, moles going quiet, and most tellingly of all, no one would admit to knowing where his daughter was.

      Hellas Lake had become his refuge.

      “Another,” Gladysson called out, her voice lyrical in a way that it never was at home. She slurped the last of her drink, straw noisily echoing at the bottom of the glass. A waitress in a tank top and shorts swooped in to replace the beverage.

      The waitress’s name was Shoona, a pre-law student at Mars Southern University. In a few years, she’d be serving subpoenas instead of piña coladas. Don had already told her that she would work for the New Singapore District Attorney after she passed the bar. She was part of his feeder program that kept the courts stocked with familiar and friendly faces. Her education would be free and her investments mysteriously opaque and successful for the rest of her career—so long as she remained loyal.

      All around him, menial staff positions were filled by up-and-comers. Zin, working the sand groomer, was studying accounting, set to join the syndicate’s financial arm. The band, playing soft steel drum music from a nearby cabana, would be jazz metal pop stars within the decade, shaping impressionable minds. Even his personal servant for the trip, an eager kid by the name of Rooney with barely two brain cells to rub together, would rise up the ranks of the enforcement infrastructure if he kept his nose clean.

      The Rucker Syndicate had recruitment and grooming down to a science.

      And someone was kicking the supports out from the foundation of that whole structure. The fact that Tania was missing, and he hadn’t gotten a ransom demand, meant that she was either in on it or running it. Don hoped the latter. While his only child—so far—had a stubborn streak and toughness aplenty, she didn’t have the stomach or the guile to follow in his footsteps. Any coup she tried to launch—and this looked like nothing less than the first shots of a civil war—would be weak, predictable, and wasteful.

      That was what bothered him. It would be a waste of perfectly good loyalty, misdirected Tania’s way.

      The sound of shuffling feet approached. Don didn’t turn to see who it was. There were two pairs, and if his people were any good at their jobs, whoever it was had a damn good reason for interrupting his leisure.

      “Boss,” Jimmy said without preamble. “We’ve got a small problem.”

      The phrasing was simple politeness. Small problems didn’t bring Jimmy Rucker, who had taken over running Barnard’s Star for the syndicate, all the way back to Mars. Small problems didn’t bring a guy in ten-thousand-terra shoes walking out into the sand.

      Don set his tumbler down in the sand. “What kind of problem.”

      Jimmy handed him a datapad. “Eyes on Richelieu. Playa del Placer two days ago.”

      On the screen, a flatpic showed the exterior of a hotel. Through the glass wall of the lobby restaurant, two blurs faced one another across a small table. He knew better than to expect an image of a wizard to come through clearly.

      “Two of them? Who’s the other wizard? She meeting with the Convocation?”

      “I got people on that,” Jimmy replied. It was an admission he didn’t know without leaving the chance to accuse him of idleness. Good kid. Don had done the right thing elevating him to Tanny’s former position. Keep it up, and he might run the syndicate one day, depending how long Don wanted to remain in charge before retirement. A trustworthy nephew could be a good regent until his new son or daughter could take over.

      “And the azrin?”

      Jimmy shrugged. “She went into the hotel. No one saw her come out.”

      “Dead or traitor,” Don concluded. “I trust nobody found a body.”

      “It’s wizards, after all.”

      Jimmy was right. Wizards didn’t need disintegrator rifles or plasma furnaces to make a body disappear.

      “You find out who that second wizard is, and you keep me posted. Understand me?”

      Jimmy gave a casual salute, more affectionate than deferential. But the kid had earned that kind of leeway. Don didn’t mind in the least. “On it, boss.”

      The slurping of a daiquiri caught both men’s attention.

      “You thirsty, Aunt Gladysson?” Jimmy asked, addressing a woman ten years his junior with respect.

      Gladysson waggled the empty glass and held it out to him. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

      “No problem.” And so, on his way to investigate the aftermath of what appeared to be yet another botched assassination of Wizard Esper Richelieu, Jimmy Rucker set off to retrieve another drink.

      Good kid. Going places.
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      Esper held up a blouse and posed behind it in the mirror. Leaving it floating, she drifted it aside and beckoned a pink hooded sweatshirt into place instead. Then, she did the same with a tactical vest, a blazer, and a set of formal wizards’ robes.

      “What do you wear to a syndicate-busting meeting?” she asked her reflection, who shrugged in reply. But that doppelganger was nothing but a trick of light. The gesture was her own. Talking to herself in the privacy of her own quarters was no longer a conversation. She was her own persona again. Thus, she had no recourse but to decide for herself.

      Moments later, when she strode from her room to take on the day, the familiar comfort of her pink hoodie enveloped her. Black leggings. Sports shoes. If she was going to put on airs in front of a bunch of malcontent mobsters, she was already giving them too much credit.

      This was her ship.

      They’d come in need of her aid.

      And if Tanny and her ilk didn’t like how she dressed, they could find themselves another wizard.

      Despite her indecision that morning, Esper was the first to arrive for the meeting. She’d set an alarm in Esperville to ensure an early start. Now, she filled a mug from the coffee maker and awaited the arrival of her allies, new and old.

      At least the wait wasn’t long.

      Kubu, ever the early riser, entered reeking of bacon grease and licking his muzzle clean. Wesley followed soon after, carrying a tankard wafting steam and an aroma of espresso. Tanny and Mriy arrived together, the latter scanning the room with feline eyes and giving every impression of being a bodyguard, not an equal. No one else from Tanny’s retinue came with her.

      Last came Tiffany. She entered in her pajamas, cradling a bowl of cereal, her hair unkempt. “What are you all looking at?” she asked with a glower directed at the attention her arrival had drawn. “You’re the ones who wanted to meet at the crack of bullshit in the morning.”

      “It’s 9 a.m.,” Tanny observed dryly as she took her seat at the conference table. Mriy loomed behind her, choosing to remain standing.

      With a resigned huff, Esper took her spot at the opposite end of the table from Tanny. “Let’s get this started. Welcome, everyone, to the Overthrow the Rucker Syndicate Conspiracy.”

      Wesley raised his tankard. “Let me just start off by saying: I admire our moxie. Why take on brain-fried cultists and azrin rebels when we can knock skulls with an interstellar criminal syndicate with a hundred years of government entrenchment and law-enforcement backing in the heart of Sol?”

      “There’s no need for sarcasm,” Esper said sternly.

      Wesley aborted a chug of his espresso on the way to his lips. He lowered the tankard. “Who was being sarcastic? I love a good suicide mission. Surviving ’em pisses people off something fierce.”

      Rolling her eyes, Esper decided to let him bluster. “How about we start with introductions. Tanny, this is⁠—”

      “Major Cassius Bricker, Earth Marine Corps, commander of Omicron Squad.”

      Esper blinked her surprise. “Wow. OK. That Rucker intel is a little scary.”

      Wesley shrugged as he finished a swallow. He gasped in appreciation of the beverage. “We’ve met.”

      “I was his pilot for a mission on Sovitro.”

      “Also a suicide mission,” Wesley added.

      “I heard you had this sack of useless muscle working for you,” Tanny continued. “He’s had a little cosmo work, but the second I heard him, there was no mistaking him. You can dress him up like a phony action holo hero, but this crazy fucker is a stone-eyed killer.”

      Wesley wagged a finger. “Flattery might get you an autograph.”

      “No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to himself, and another to the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be the true.” It was a quote from The Scarlet Letter, and it came from a mouth filled with cereal.

      Esper gawked at Tiffany, who’d never shown any propensity for ancient literature. It seemed she’d discovered more in Keesha Bell’s cache than one plundered tome. Idly, she wondered if there was now a first edition Nathaniel Hawthorne novel out on the black market.

      Gathering her wits, Esper resolved to deal with the changes in Tiffany some other time. “Maybe it would be quicker to go over who doesn’t know everyone.”

      “The soldier and the girl are unknown to me personally,” Mriy stated, arms folded.

      “I’m Tiffany, not ‘the girl,’” Tiffany replied. “And I’m Esper’s apprentice, not some flunky.”

      “Mriy’s not a flunky,” Esper pointed out mildly. The last thing she needed in an alliance was infighting at the inception.

      “And I’m not a soldier,” Wesley chimed in. “Never was. I’m a marine. Retired. But still a marine. And don’t think those claws and fangs make you tough.”

      “Enough,” Tanny barked. “No jockeying for position. I get enough of that shit in the syndicate. Now, I’ve been digging at the roots of my father’s organization. Learning the underpinnings, the cogs in the wheels that wrap Mars around Don’s little finger. Slowly, I’ve been winning over support⁠—”

      “And killing the ones that don’t fall into line,” Tiffany sniped from the sidelines.

      Tanny turned her ire on Esper. “Keep the kid in line or kick her out of this meeting.”

      Before Esper could intervene, an empty cereal bowl rose above the table. It flashed past Tanny’s head like a bolt of lightning, shattering against the far wall. Caught off guard, Esper’s last-second attempt to quiet all magic in the room wasn’t enough to halt the display.

      Tiffany rose to her feet. She nodded to Mriy. “Nice to meet you.” Then, on her way to the door, she turned and addressed a stunned Tanny. “Esper’s my teacher, not my master. And I’ve learned a few tricks on my own. If you’re really hoping to stop Don Rucker, maybe you need to learn who your allies really are.”
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      Tanny poured herself a glass of brandy from the private label she’d stocked her new quarters with. Her accommodations were an odd mix of military and abandoned warehouse, with an odd, lingering whiff of incense that permeated everything.

      But around the Errand of Mercy, this was what passed for high class. It would be a low priority, but Tanny promised herself to fix the place up when they got their feet beneath them.

      She threw back the contents of her glass and refilled it as the burn chased its way down her throat.

      That meeting had been painful. She’d expected a certain degree of awkwardness. Esper couldn’t help making everyone around her feel flawed and compromised. Major Bricker of all people being on board compounded that aura of superiority by reminding her of her pedestrian service in the corps. Then that little shit of an apprentice wizard upstaged her and walked out.

      But the worst was Kubu not even making eye contact with her. Whenever she looked at him, he glanced away, wagging just the tip of his tail in a sure giveaway of nerves. Who knew what lies they’d been feeding the poor little guy? She hoped they were better than the truth. Either way, it chewed at her heart seeing him shy from her.

      Tanny finished her second drink and pulled out a comm. “Get in here.”

      It was the private channel she’d set up with her inner circle. The trusted few on this diplomatic mission were beyond reproach.

      The door chime came less than a minute later.

      Tanny opened it without a word. Standing on the other side were Gunner, Bosch, and Steez. Gunner was a burly sack of muscle, nearly the size of Esper’s pet marine and ex-Omicron Squad commander. Bosch was her moneyman, the one who had sunk his claws into as much digital cash as he could before they risked open warfare with Don. Steez was a general-purpose sort, a thin everyman with a nondescript face and indeterminate ancestry; he could lose himself in the populace of a hundred worlds and pass for local. These three were her core, her incorruptible inner circle. They had no baggage, no family, nothing for Don to hold over them to put them on his leash.

      These were Tanny’s loyalists.

      “Get in here,” Tanny said, poking her head out the door after they’d entered and checking up and down the corridor before sealing them all inside. “What’s the word?”

      Bosch shrugged. “Can’t conduct secure commerce from down here. Have to use the slapped-up comm rig these amateurs use for omni access at this depth. Won’t trust them not to have it tapped.”

      “Omni works though,” Gunner assured her, cracking his knuckles. She didn’t take the tic as any kind of threat. Gunner needed something to do with his hands. Normally, it wasn’t a problem finding him an outlet. For now, he’d have to muster his patience.

      Steez jerked a head toward his burly companion. “Gold League fights. Grr-Tik versus Klatzko beamed in the overnight, ship time.”

      Despite herself, Tanny couldn’t help asking. “Who won?”

      Gunner grinned lopsidedly. “There ain’t no Grr-Tik no more.”

      Good. Among her sordid legitimate and semi-legitimate business interests, she’d invested in Klaztko’s career. Zheen immigrants to ARGO were rare enough; she didn’t need to be losing them in non-title bouts.

      “Who’ve we heard from?” she asked, directing the inquiry to Bosch. If he couldn’t access their finances from here, he’d better have found some productive use for his time.

      “Viridian checked in. Tough extraction on the Rosen kid. Prep school’s got top-notch security. Saffron had to put a hole in that crooked probate judge on Ganymede; he’s off-scanners for the foreseeable future.”

      “And Scarlet?” The operative who went by the code name Agent Red to the outside world had been her most effective to date—and her most troublesome.

      “Hotshot won’t take a comm from anyone but you, boss. I’ve got her cooling on an idle comm.”

      Tanny smirked. “Come back in five,” she told them. There needed to be a chain of command, and not every chain would fit personally into her hand. At the same time, the one operative who’d yet to have so much as a hiccup on any assignment had earned a tiny bit of leeway.

      Once the door closed, Tanny went to the wall-mounted comm panel and composed herself. The naval interface was familiar, if dated. But before she could navigate to the list of idling comms to find Agent Scarlet, the door chimed.

      Storming over, she slapped the control panel. “What is it?” she demanded even as the door slid aside.

      But instead of one of her underlings slinking back for a last-minute clarification of some damn fool assignment that had him flummoxed, it was Esper. “Did I come at a bad time?” Esper asked, nonplussed. She had her hands tucked into the front pocket of that sweatshirt, just like Mort used to do.

      Tanny calmed her features. “No. Sorry. Just… I thought you were someone else.”

      “Glad I’m me, then. Mind if I come in?”

      Tanny stepped aside. “It’s your ship.”

      Esper sauntered past with a casual sway in her hips that Tanny couldn’t recall seeing from her. The Esper she’d known had been strung so tight she’d have twanged a note if plucked. This Esper had a calm self-assurance and confidence that might prove much more useful in the fight ahead. “It’s surprising how few people remember that. But I came to apologize about Tiffany.”

      The meeting had proceeded after the girl’s departure, but the tone had chilled. Tanny didn’t have anything concrete to offer the alliance yet. Esper had just wanted to hear plans. But with one of her own clearly not on board, Tanny had withheld certain details—just in case.

      “I know the deal,” Tanny assured her. “The Convocation trial. Mort’s death. You’ve got a ward, and you’re doing what you can to turn her into a wizard.”

      “Her choice.”

      “Whatever. But until she grows up—and I mean matures into something more than that spoiled brat we just saw—I don’t want her getting mixed up in this. She’s a security risk.”

      Esper rolled her eyes. “You’re being melodramatic.”

      “I’m trying to destroy the Rucker Syndicate!” Tanny thundered, surprising herself seemingly more than Esper, who stood impassive in the face of her sudden fury. “We don’t have the luxury of loose cannons.”

      “I worry more about Kubu than her,” Esper admitted. “Tiffany’s a wizard now. Apprentice in name only. The Convocation’s not going to approve her on my say-so, but she’d pass any test they gave her. That willfulness you saw? That’s a strength.”

      Tanny put up her hands. “I know better than to argue with a wizard.” It would never stop feeling odd thinking of Esper like that. The wisp of a thing that couldn’t throw a punch or wrap her mouth around a curse word could now snap her like a toothpick using a language spoken by demons—at least according to the public records from her Convocation trial.

      Esper pointed past her. “If I’m not mistaken, you’re getting a comm.”

      Shit. Tanny kept the word off her lips, but she knew she flinched. Twisting to look back at the comm panel, she saw that Agent Scarlet was attempting to contact her directly. “I should take this.”

      “By all means,” Esper replied, not budging a millimeter. “We’re all in this together, right?”

      It was her first probing challenge to the transparency of their alliance. Fine. This one could slide. After all, it wasn’t like Esper had never met Scarlet before.

      Tanny watched her partner as she crossed to the wall and accepted the video comm.

      Esper’s face lit with a bemused smile when she saw who Tanny had hired.
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      Four decks below the crew quarters and briefing rooms, the Errand of Mercy took on the appearance of a deep-space wreck. The lights worked, but not all of them, spares having been scavenged to refit the more inhabited sections of the ship. The hull was intact, but likewise, panels and even whole doors had been pillaged to complete other zones. But the same eerie ambiance that kept the bowels of Earth Navy’s former medical frigate vacant also gave Tiffany space to contemplate her thoughts.

      Tech was impermanent. The Errand of Mercy was a lizard unable to shed its skin. Esper’s crew had kept it on the verge of death, feeding it scraps. Its heart barely beat. Deep astral kept it in a torpor, unable to resupply properly, to escape under its own power, to communicate without crazy scientific hodgepodges.

      The mental realm was different, somehow. Mortania was an eternal plaything for Mort. Tiffany couldn’t even fathom how old he might have been in relative terms, but he was competing with geographical features, not ancient monuments.

      As she wandered aimlessly, Tiffany brushed her fingers along an intact stretch of wall. How long before it rusted away to nothingness?

      “This galaxy isn’t big enough…” she mused.

      Answers lay in her mind. She’d spent the last several nights catching up with old friends in the village, not daring to tinker with the creation Mort had gifted her as a sort of bizarre graduation present. But soon she’d begin to reshape the landscape, build new cities, new continents, even entire new planets. But… baby steps.

      A galloping gait warned her of the approach of a heavy, four-legged visitor long before Kubu came within view. Tiffany paused with a sigh and waited for him to reach her.

      “Tiffany! There you are!”

      “Yeah. Here I am. I knew that already.”

      Kubu skidded to a halt a meter away. “It was time for dinner, and Wesley was there and Esper was there and Mommy was there and… well, you weren’t there.”

      “How nice. They noticed.” If they could plan a multi-planetary syndicate coup without her input, she’d figured they didn’t need her help eating a meal.

      “Yes. I said ‘but Tiffany isn’t here,’ and Esper said, ‘let her have her space,’ and Wesley said, ‘we should split up and form search parties,’ and Mriy didn’t say anything, and⁠—”

      “Hold up,” Tiffany said with a raised palm. “Did you skip dinner to come looking for me?” Given the megalodog’s prodigious love of food, that was a heartwarming notion.

      Kubu hung his head, tail drooping. “No. But I did eat very fast.”

      “Fast enough to be rude?”

      He nodded vigorously. “Oh, yes. Very rude. And I ran off without helping to clean up after.”

      Tiffany smirked. Oh, the sacrifices… “Well, thanks for checking in on me. I’m fine.” She could tell just by looking since Kubu wasn’t wearing clothes or holding anything, but she asked anyway. “You didn’t happen to bring me anything, did you?”

      Kubu hunkered down yet again. “No. I didn’t think to bring dinner.”

      All for the best, she supposed. He’d likely have eaten it on the way. She resumed her aimless trek. “That’s fine. Whatever. I know where to find like… ten places on the ship with food.”

      “Really?” Kubu asked, falling into step beside her. “Ten?”

      She’d made the number up, but between the kitchen, rec room fridge, cargo hold storage, and personal stashes in people’s quarters, it had sounded plausible when she’d said it. “Yeah. No big deal. And eating with pirates is just another Christmas dinner to me.”

      “They’re not pirates.”

      “Same difference.”

      “They’re not!” Kubu insisted. “Bert is nice and makes pizzas with sprinkles on the crust. Gunner knows how to make funny voices. I don’t know Armond, but he seems nice. And Jillian has a pet parrot that knows how to sing the numbers song. And⁠—”

      “Those are Tanny’s goons. They’re nice around you to suck up to her.”

      “Nuh-uh!”

      “Ya-huh. I got dollies and jewelry as presents from guys who’re in prison for butchering starliner passengers and freighter pilots. My babysitter is serving time for child prostitution—dodged a blaster bolt there, thank God. But then again, that’s the whole point. Those fuckers are especially nice, unnaturally nice to you, and you specifically because of Tanny. To the rest of the galaxy outside their little clique, they’re monsters.”

      Ears back, Kubu gazed up at her with baleful eyes. “But Bert’s pizza is really good.”

      Tiffany huffed. “Probably is. And it’s probably laced with narcotol to knock out anyone who eats it. Face it, Kubu, some people are just too rotten to be redeemed.”

      There, she’d said it out loud, even if Esper was the one who needed to hear it. These Ruckers weren’t worth saving. The Esper Syndicate—better name pending—needed to use them and double-cross them before this was all over.
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      Cargo Hold 7 had been converted to Wesley’s private gymnasium. Standard Earth Navy fitness equipment had been hauled away long before the Cult of Ra had taken over, and nothing remotely resembling Earth Marine Corps’ exercise kit had been located to backfill. But Wesley had made do with what he could scavenge or cobble.

      Today, he was giving a tour of the facility to a pair of newcomers. “And this bench machine is rated to 1200 kilos.”

      “The fuck for?” Gunner asked, scratching an itch at the back of his head that was probably a sign of new neurons firing for the first time. “You lot bringing along a stuunji or something?”

      Wesley chuckled and clapped a hand each to the backs of Gunner and Steez, nearly toppling the smaller of the pair. “Nah. Just like a nice warm-up before breakfast to get the blood flowing. How about you boys? Care to give it a whirl?”

      Steez extracted himself from beneath Wesley’s oversized paw and ambled over to the punching bag. “Wouldn’t mind a little work on my jab.”

      “Set it to 250,” Gunner said, not taking his glare off the homemade weightlifting rig.

      “No problemo,” Wesley replied, deigning to ignore the petty challenge in the goon’s voice. Goons weren’t known for their subtlety. It fell to the trained actor and ops specialist to carry the load in maintaining civility.

      Gunner pulled his shirt off and tossed it to Steez over by the heavy bag. He eased himself down, spat on his hands, and rubbed them together. Then, he hoisted the 250 kilos with a red-faced grunt and pumped it for five reps. At the end of the set, Wesley helped him guide the captive weight bar back into the safety locks.

      “There. Top that.”

      Wesley had to take a moment to process the implied duel. “I wasn’t trying to make this a competition.”

      “Tanny says you’re some hot shit ex-marine.”

      “She’d better not,” Wesley warned. “Once a marine; always a marine.”

      “Whatever,” Steez cut in. “She said you don’t take them drugs no more. Me and Gunner got a bet going.”

      Wesley smirked. “Don’t suppose a guy would bet against himself. Aren’t you afraid I’d throw the match to skew the results?”

      “If you’re a real marine?” Gunner asked. “Nah. But I think you’re fucking delusional. Hollyworld bullshit stuffed in a rented uniform. I’m Tanny’s chief of security. And if push comes to shove, I’m in charge of all the safety stuff.”

      Wesley rubbed his chin. He’d have been happy enough letting the blowhard go on thinking he was the alpha dog in this pack. He was secure enough in his own manhood, after all. But between denying the very personal admission about his own true identity and the implication that this hooligan might end up outranking him pissed on the embers of that fire.

      “Step aside,” Wesley ordered. He was already adjusting the weight before Gunner could scramble off the bench. When the bar was loaded with the max weight, he slid into position and hoisted it with minimal effort. The bench groaned beneath the combined weight of man and payload. Arms chugging like pistons, Wesley fired off twenty reps before returning the bar to its cradle and sitting up, not even short of breath. “There. Happy?”

      Steez circled the rig, eying it in disbelief.

      Gunner was less hesitant in his critique. “Phony bullshit. You sorry sack of⁠—”

      His next words choked off as Wesley closed a hand around his throat. Despite the two of them being nearly the same size, Wesley hoisted Gunner aloft with the barest hint of effort. The brawny gangster dangled at arm’s length, feet flailing.

      “Hey!” Steez protested. “Put him down.”

      Gunner clawed at Wesley’s arm and swung with wild punches to land a blow on his chin. His reach wasn’t long enough. He kicked ineffectually. He gasped for air.

      “With no overriding mission or orders to the contrary, I have a duty and an obligation to defend the honor of the Corps as well as my personal honor. I’ve broken more tiny men in oversized bodies than you’re likely to ever meet, even in your odious line of work. I’ve stopped counting, so you won’t even get the consolation of being a number in my memoirs. So, as you thugs say… capisce?”

      “Put him down, NOW!” Steez’s order came accompanied by the telltale whine of a blaster powering up. Wesley would have sworn the guy must have powered it down in advance just so it could deliver that threatening, rising note. Why else would a syndicate soldier not want his weapon hot at all times?

      With a quick sideward glance, Wesley took in all the info he needed about the weapon aimed at his head. “That’s a Monsoon Defender III. Good for civilian use. But with the molybdenum mono-fibers in my bones, that thing won’t penetrate my skull. If you were to pull that trigger, theoretically speaking, you’d both be dead within seconds. However…”

      Wesley loosened his grip and allowed Gunner to slip to the cargo hold floor.

      “Since we’re all clear on where we stand now, I don’t see any reason we can’t continue forward as colleagues.” He headed for the door. “And I don’t expect any salutes… but if you do salute, it’ll be returned.”
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      Don Rucker slung the two halves of a bathrobe closed and tied it at the waist. The silk felt good against his bare skin. It would have felt better without the sweat making it cling. He swatted the call girl’s backside as she passed him on the way out of the bedroom. It was one of his regulars, Chamela, who was working her way up to being madam of her own place if she kept it up.

      Chamela breezed through Don’s suite with a curt exchange of nods with Gladysson as Don’s pregnant wife lazed with a fruity drink in her hand.

      As soon as they were alone, Gladysson rose with some difficulty from her chaise. Don suspected she was exaggerating her troubles for effect, but he hurried over and gave her a hand.

      “Lucky bitch,” Gladysson remarked acidly toward the door.

      Don shrugged. “Hey, I gave you a chance to go out and see that play with your girlfriends.” He couldn’t remember the title and didn’t feel like guessing.

      “And what? Let you fuck some other woman behind my back?”

      “You’d be less upset right now,” Don pointed out.

      Gladysson threw back her drink as if it had so much as a drop of alcohol in it. “I got an imagination. Worse than knowing if you can believe it.” She stared down the door. “I’m comming Dr. Rosen, making sure that whore’s still sterile.”

      “Whatever you want, babe,” Don promised.

      Gladysson raised an eyebrow.

      Don grinned and rubbed her swollen stomach. “Anything but that.”

      Exhaling with a huff, Gladysson swayed her hips as she made her way to the liquor cart. One crystal decanter contained a health mix prescribed by her doctors, chockfull of vitamins and other nonsense she and the baby needed. But Mrs. Rucker treated the contents as if they were a fine whiskey. Taking a pair of tongs, she dropped two ice cubes into a tumbler and poured the milky brown maternity beverage over them.

      She swirled the ice cubes with a clatter and peered at Don over the tumbler. “Soon as I get the all-clear, you’re all mine again.”

      The door chime sounded.

      No one with half a brain would ring without a damn good reason. Even if he wasn’t expecting anyone, nobody was getting past the door guards without proper clearance. “C’mon in.”

      With a shush, the door slid open to allow a grinning Jimmy Rucker to enter.

      “Good news?” Don asked.

      “Tiffany Bell,” Jimmy said, well aware that Don didn’t tolerate suspense when it was just close family. There was no show to be put on here. “Formerly known as Tiffany St. Cloud and current protégé of one Ms. Esper Theresa Richelieu.”

      “That kid she took in’s a wizard?” Don asked skeptically. Not that he questioned the words, but Jimmy might have gotten bad intel from his sources.

      “Enough of a wizard to garble cameras on her own,” Jimmy assured him. “We got eyes on the starport. Security footage confirms scrambled images nowhere near Esper’s location at the time. Kid’s not the dead weight we’d been figuring on.”

      Don’s mind flared to life. To a lesser man, this could have been shitty news. Two wizards were a tougher problem than one. That was just basic math. But to a man whose whole empire revolved around knowing who to lean on and how to motivate a man to betray his ideals, this represented an unprecedented opportunity.

      However, despite studying up on Richelieu, he couldn’t recall the granular details of the urchin she’d taken in. “Kid have family?”

      Jimmy widened his grin. “Two living parents and her maternal grandmother.”

      From the side of the room, Gladysson snorted. “No kids? Shame.”

      Don was about to protest that the kid was underage before remembering his new wife was less than a full year older. Keeping his big yap shut seemed more politic. “Round ’em up. If we can turn the kid, this gets a lot easier.”

      Jimmy saluted and turned to leave.

      “Why not just take Esper Richelieu’s family?” Gladysson demanded. “Skip this whole betrayal nonsense.”

      Jimmy froze. He turned and clasped his hands in front of him. This was Don’s question to field, and Jimmy knew it.

      “Because her family’s under my protection,” Don explained calmly. Gladysson knew the game well enough to understand what that meant, but he felt the need to expound a little. She was getting perhaps a little too comfortable with her role as Mrs. Rucker. “Her two brothers have been working for me a good long time. Loyal. That gets rewarded, no matter what their sister does. She coulda been protected too if she kept her nose outta our business. But none of that changes the fact that anyone else related to her is also related to two upstanding Rucker soldiers. And ain’t nobody gonna hear about Don Rucker turning on his own people. Capisce?”

      With a sigh and an eye-roll, Gladysson took a sip of her health drink. She tried unsuccessfully to hide a wince at the flavor. “You could have just mentioned that at the start.”

      Don ambled over and wrapped his arms around his wife. When he looked down and met her gaze, his eyes were diamond hard. “Love ya, baby. But this business… it’s my business. Now, Jimmy, go take care of my business for me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Esper’s words echoed in Tiffany’s head.

      “Maybe you made a mistake. Maybe you’ll wake up in the middle of some night with a hole in your soul because of what you did.”

      They wouldn’t go away. Even in her new haven of Tiffsylvania, the persistent worry that there was now a piece of her permanently missing gnawed at the back of her brain.

      Her private village still stood, virtually unchanged from the way she’d received it. A stretch of farmland surrounded the village on all sides. Excised from Mortania, it used to simply peter out into a suspicious nothingness at the edges. The forest had been her first addition.

      Tiffany would never have called herself a fan of forests, but the idea of a mysterious forest isolating the village struck a chord in her soul. The trees populated a maze of shallow gullies and hillocks that made travel arduous. A thick canopy cast even the daylight hours into gloom, rendering solar navigation impossible. What none of the imaginary residents could conceive was that the whole of it spread over the outside of a tiny moon of rock. Were anyone to manage straight-line travel over the broken terrain, they’d emerge on the far side of the village.

      It was a setup that Tiffany figured allowed for future expansion. Grow the moon, add isolated settlements, repeat. She could try out enclaves of Roman decadence or azrin hunting grounds or recreations of exotic resort colonies, each surrounded by the impenetrable mystery forest.

      Tonight, Tiffany strolled the forest’s edge, watching a tableau of stars that struck her as possessing all the artistic credibility of a finger painting. Primitive constellations jumped out as over-explained. Between the celestial connect-the-dots drawings, the filler stars stood clearly as afterthoughts. The full moon looking down at Tiffsylvania was a mere flatpic in the sky.

      “Someday,” she promised. This would all improve with time and attention. For now, she needed Tiffsylvania more than it needed her.

      Her world outside this refuge was populated by Ruckers.

      Esper somehow drew a distinction between Tanny and Don. Tiffany still considered them a pair of factions mismatched by power, not righteousness. And for the time being, she was part of Esper’s coterie, bound by threads of love and obligation that would keep them side by side until stronger tugs than a syndicate turf war pulled them in opposite directions.

      If she could have, Tiffany would have remained in Tiffsylvania for years.

      “I know why you stay so long,” she said to an absent Mort. “There’s an undeniable comfort in complete control.” She spied a pair of villager children watching her from a nearby wheat field. They giggled once discovered and scurried toward the hearth fires of their homes. “Even if there are mild surprises from time to time.”

      Tiffany, however, was neither Mort nor Esper. Time stretched for her like the leather of a new glove. Esper could pull and twist like taffy. Mort… it was as if he could dilute a night’s drop of time into an ocean. Even without looking at a chrono, Tiffany could sense that morning had come. Her alarm would frighten the villagers—the shrieking voice of Shanice LeTroy bellowing from the heavens as she sang Wake Up, Sleepy Bitch.

      Taking one last look at the plastic cutout moon, Tiffany shut her eyes. When she opened them again, they were gummy and bleary. As she rubbed away the crustiness in her eyelashes, she pawed for the datapad at her bedside until she’d disabled the alarm.

      Yawning as she threw aside the sheets, she noticed there was an urgent message on her datapad.

      “Tanny?” she asked the device, blinking to make sure she wasn’t misreading the sender.

      The message was curt to the point of rudeness.

      Wake up. Get to the briefing room. Important.

      “If it was really urgent, Esper would have sent it.”

      Tossing the datapad on the bed, she brewed a cup of coffee and brought it to the shower with her. One of the advantages of her newfound subtlety with magic was the ability to levitate a mug above the stream of water. It was like waking up on turbo.

      Two cups, a long pee, and a change of clothes later, Tiffany carried her third coffee of the morning with her as she finally headed to the briefing room.

      “There you are!” Esper scolded when the door opened.

      Everyone was there already waiting. Even Kubu. Even the random goons whose names she hadn’t bothered learning. Wesley had a sad-dog look on his face, sadder than even Kubu’s downcast ears conveyed.

      Tiffany shrugged. “Hey. What’s up?”

      Tanny flicked a finger across her datapad. Candace and Roger appeared on the tactical holo. “This is what’s up.”

      Cocking her head and closing one eye, she measured the contents of her mug. “Sorry. Haven’t had enough of this stuff to play guessing games. What’s up with the horror show?”

      “They found your parents,” Esper blurted. She got up from the conference table and moved in for a hug.

      Tiffany, who’d just stepped into the briefing room, backpedaled, holding her coffee up in front of her as a shield. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. What’s with the intervention? So, what? They found Candace and Roger. They weren’t exactly hiding.”

      “They know who you are, sweetie,” Esper said in her most condescending mom voice yet.

      “It’s called leverage,” Tanny said flatly, arms crossed. “It won’t be long before they contact you with an ultimatum. My people found out early, so⁠—”

      “Gonna stop you right there,” Tiffany said smoothly. “I don’t care. Candace and Roger are nothing to me. No. They’re less than nothing. I get weepy over holovids when pets die—and that’s literally over nothing. If your dad offs my DNA donors, good riddance.”

      Esper’s face fell. “You can’t mean that.”

      “You met them. Tell me either one deserves better.”

      “Nobody deserves what they’ve got coming,” Tanny warned. “This isn’t a bluff, and it’s not a mysterious disappearance. If you don’t at least pretend to play along, there’s going to be blood on your hands too.”

      “Nope,” Tiffany replied without missing a beat. “All on Don. Not falling for that relativistic moral transfer crap. And I expect that things are going to happen to them that I’ve wished on them for a long time. Thanks, Don. You’re doing me a solid. Cheers.”

      Raising her coffee in a toast, Tiffany turned on her heel and left the briefing.

      Any part of her that cared a sliver about those two monsters had died in a fire within an imaginary shopping mall.
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      It felt strange being in the field again. Esper couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt like this, absent both the anointed self-righteousness and ruthless aggression that had each made her feel invincible in their own ways. But the cool night air on the shores of Lake Marsember added a chill to the shiver already worming around inside her.

      The Martian constellations looked so familiar. Taurus, Gemini, Canis Major… Orion. A wistful sigh escaped her as she gazed at the pinprick of Rigel in the foot of that stellar hunter.

      Blinking, Esper returned her attention to the task at hand. Windows glowed at the waterfront, outlining the convention center against the backdrop of the night. Few places on Mars got this dark after sundown. Wealth and privilege bought elbowroom for the planet’s elite.

      Standing up straight and wriggling her shoulders to straighten her suit coat, Esper headed for the Knights of Victoria Awards Banquet.

      The grounds of the conference center were patrolled by security drones. As Esper strolled casually beneath them, she subtly reminded them that she wasn’t there at all. There was no need to display even a blurry image of her. Carry on as if she wasn’t there.

      Paved walking paths wended their way through a quaint terrestrial garden, offering attendees of various events the opportunity to stretch their legs, enjoy Mars’s take on fresh air, and admire a cultivated selection of botanical wonders. Holo placards identified flowers and succulents by Latin genus and species as well as common name. Frequent benches provided ample opportunity to pause for a refresher or conduct business away from the function room.

      Shrubs and trees offered enough cover that chance meetings in the garden were more an expectation than a surprise.

      “Can I help you?” A black-suited security guard asked politely. “The banquet is underway.” His eyes were hidden behind shader lenses.

      Esper plied the man with a conspiratorial smile. “I always preferred the party after the stuffy part. If only the party part and the stuffy stuff could be parted. I’d like to be part of that party.”

      “Huh?” The guard slid the shaders down his nose to peer over them, as if the hint of dimness added to the night’s umber was the barrier to understanding her twisted words.

      “Hello,” she said as their eyes met. With an iron gaze, she took control. “I want an escort to the function room and a guest pass. Any will do. If we run into any of your colleagues, cover for me.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the guard replied as if half asleep.

      “Bup-bup-bup,” Esper scolded. “Professional and enthusiastic. Try again.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he repeated brusquely.

      “Better.”

      The security guard guided her to a side entrance, fished out a spare guest pass from a no-show attendee, and provided distractions for two more of his fellow guards while Esper took control of their minds. Easier to add a few patrolling minions to the grounds than worry about a card house of lies falling apart at the slightest breeze.

      Really, the temporary control of a few civil servants was about as far as she was willing to go. It was the compromise between light and dark. A few moments’ loss of autonomy was a cheap price compared to what it might otherwise cost them getting in the way of her mission. And it was a far cry from hollowing out their minds to use as puppets.

      Just before entering the banquet hall under the borrowed guest pass of Kimantha Collins, she pulled out her datapad.

      NO NEW MESSAGES.

      Poo. It was still early. Even a precision operation stretched across Sol had to expect delays. No plan worth executing came off without a hitch. But it was twelve after the hour, and she’d been promised a text comm at 9 o’clock sharp.

      Scooping a champagne glass from a tray as a waiter buzzed by, Esper decided to mingle and scout. She sipped and slithered through the crowd just as the dinner adjourned. White-cloth table coverings lay scattered with the aftermath of a posh dinner spread while the surrounding chairs sat empty. The guests now crowded the spaces between as conference center staffers bustled about their cleanup efforts.

      Amid the business suits, evening gowns, and the occasional tuxedo, Esper could feel three presences. None was her target tonight. But this awards banquet had three wizards in attendance—proper wizards, not simpletons with a star-drive repair license. This event had been high profile enough to attract Convocation interest.

      Guests. They had to be. If the Knights of Victoria had paid for magical security, there would have been a similar presence felt out in the gardens. But why pay for security when you could invite it instead?

      There!

      Esper spotted her contact.

      Stiff-backed and with a raised chin, Judge Raquel Yost stood amid a cluster of hangers-on. She had smooth skin and steel-gray hair, the sort that came from a salon and took the salt-and-pepper of early middle age toward the more dignified salty end of the spectrum. She wore a pantsuit with a red corsage. Her only apparent jewelry was a pair of earrings depicting the scales of justice in gold.

      Judge Yost was the very picture of dignity and impartiality, both above and keenly aware of the fray.

      Few would have guessed she was on the payroll of the Rucker Syndicate.

      Skirting the edges of the room, Esper kept an eye on the judge and the other on her datapad.

      Finally, at 9:37 p.m., the message came through. Disguised as a mass-spew advert for skin soap, the brand name Coastal Clear was the phrase she was waiting for.

      Depositing her empty champagne glass on the tray of the nearest waiter, Esper plowed through the crowd until she found herself at the outer fringe of a clique.

      “I say it’s all the better if the Martian delegation abstains,” one of the suited men said. “Why put a stamp of approval on our own marginalization?”

      “The ‘no’ votes matter,” another put in. “We need to continue showing that the opposition hasn’t given up.”

      “I don’t see the problem,” yet a third suggested. “Law is local. I wouldn’t want some Earthling coming up here and legislating Indo-Australian values from the bench. No core world is small enough for the natural citizen clause to matter.”

      “It is if you ever wanted to serve on the bench off Mars,” Judge Yost chimed in. Esper found herself curious about the woman’s politics, a sort of last-second surveillance for a mission that had provided little of the sort. “This is just a ploy to nudge ambitious Martian jurists to the colonies if they want to advance.”

      “Who’d want to sit a bench on Earth, anyway?” one of the first speakers asked.

      The glares the man received in return was all the answer anyone needed.

      Esper knew all too well. Blue-star gazers, they’d called them, the ones who believed that Earth was the pinnacle of human civilization. It didn’t matter that Mars was the second most influential planet in the galaxy. So long as number one was visible in the sky on a clear night, Earth would retain its primacy.

      Political gossip grew old quickly. Esper decided to give the conversation a nudge.

      Getting warm in here. Too many people. Body heat radiating from all sides. That humidity you feel is human sweat.

      Judge Yost tugged at her collar. She licked her lips. Swallowed. Her face slowly reddened.

      “Pardon me. Just going to grab some fresh air.”

      With that, Judge Yost slipped off to the gardens. Her peers closed ranks and continued their petty debates without so much as a farewell.

      Esper fell in behind the judge.

      Out in the gardens, the air was indeed fresher and cooler. That much hadn’t taken an act of magic on Esper’s part. She passed two of her thralls along the way. Each offered the barest hint of a nod to signal that they were still hers.

      Not worried about losing her quarry, Esper let the judge get ahead of her and disappear into the botanical garden. She caught up moments later, finding the judge stargazing from a seat on one of the stone benches.

      “May I?” Esper asked.

      Judge Yost waved a hand and scooted aside to make the sharing of space less intimate.

      “Judge Raquel Yost…”

      “Yes? Do I know you?”

      “Please remain calm. All is well. Complicated but well.”

      The judge scowled. And there must have been a layer of schooling between law school and the bench that taught scowling, because Judge Yost had the steely glare of a wizard. “What is this all about?”

      “Some associates and I are alleviating a troubling business arrangement you’re involved with.”

      “I’m not involved in any⁠—”

      “You receive regular payments from Don Rucker.”

      The judge looked as if she’d been slapped. “How dare you insinuate⁠—!”

      “It’s just us here,” Esper cut in quickly. “You don’t have to keep up the pretense.”

      Judge Yost sprang to her feet. “I don’t know who you are—” she paused to read Esper’s badge, “Kimantha Collins, but you’d best keep your mouth shut if you know what’s good for you.”

      Esper shook her head. “I’ve never known what’s good for me. It’s you I’m looking out for. As of tonight, Don Rucker loses his grip on you.”

      Looking about frantically, Judge Yost must have concluded they were truly alone. She took Esper by the shoulders and dropped her voice to a fierce whisper. “You don’t know what you’re getting involved with.”

      “I do,” Esper replied without flinching. “I just got word. Broderick and Annielle are safe.”

      “What!”

      “They’ve been safely extracted from Grant Academy, where four Rucker agents on staff kept them in constant peril.”

      “Extracted? What’s that supposed to mean?” Judge Yost demanded.

      Esper sighed. “Legally speaking, Your Honor, it was kidnapping. But if you come with me, I’ll bring you to them. We can set you up with an equivalent to WISP that the Ruckers haven’t infiltrated.”

      “The Witness Identity Safeguard Protocol is compromised?”

      Esper nodded. Tanny hadn’t provided much evidence, but she wasn’t going to get into an evidentiary chain of custody argument with a judge. “And when the kidnapping is investigated, your finances will come under invasive scrutiny.”

      “I never wanted the money.”

      “I understand,” Esper assured the judge. “Accepting it ties you to the syndicate. It’s how they protect themselves.”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “Someone bothering you, judge?” a bass voice called out.

      Esper was about to chastise her security detail for laxity when she realized that she’d allowed the heaviest of the magical presences to come up behind her while she was preoccupied.

      The wizard wore Convocation formal robes. At his breast was the crest of the Order of Morpheus, a wizard of the mind. If this heavyset, balding man with thunder lurking behind his eyes wasn’t invited to the banquet as security, he was certainly at least incidentally pulling double duty.

      “Um…” For a woman in her position, being caught speechless must have come as a shock to Judge Yost.

      “This is a private conversation,” Esper said with lead in her voice.

      Mr. Morpheus didn’t buy that. He bullied his way into the mix, blocking the path back to the conference center with his bulk and towering half a head taller than Esper. Most people probably found him impressively intimidating. “I get a whiff of arcana off you, pup. And I don’t recognize you.”

      The disdain in his voice told Esper that this man expected to know everyone or at least everyone with magical prowess at the party. By calling her “pup,” he’d tipped his hand that he underestimated her.

      Or did he?

      Wizards were notoriously crafty to the point of paranoia. He might very well be baiting her. If that were the case, this gentleman who dined with politicians and judges and bore the mark of Morpheus held utter confidence in his power.

      This wasn’t some backwater colony. This was Mars. And the wizard’s accent even had a touch of Old Earth to it, a reminder that the heart of the Convocation was visible from here in the night sky.

      “Back off. This doesn’t concern you.”

      Then, Esper made a bold mistake, the kind that would have been unforgivable for most wizards when facing down a member of the Order of Morpheus. She met his gaze.

      There was no hesitation on the elder wizard’s part. This ought to have been his playground. She’d entered the dragon’s lair barehanded.

      Seconds later, the wizard of Morpheus cleared his throat. “Well, then. My apologies. Ladies…” He tipped an imaginary hat and took his leave.

      “Who ARE you?” Judge Yost demanded when they were once again alone.

      “My name is Esper Richelieu. I’m part of a movement to take down the entire Rucker Syndicate. You have two choices. If you come with me, you can start a new life with your kids once this all blows over. Or you can choose to stay here and deal with the fallout of the kidnapping and likely the discovery of your involvement with the Ruckers.”

      “What happens to Broderick and Annielle if I stay?”

      “We look after them until they turn 18, then give them a choice of remaining in hiding. But I think they’d rather have their mother.” Esper extended a hand. “Please. Come with me.”

      Judge Yost took her hand, and the two fled to a waiting shuttle.
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      Tiffany waited in the hangar, arms folded. A faint blue shimmer from the airlock force field looked into a purple void of deep astral space. The empty space where a deployed shuttle would park loomed large in her thoughts. Esper couldn’t get back soon enough.

      Who had appointed her babysitter?

      Tiffany got stuck holding baby Jessie on board the Mobius. That was… odd. She didn’t know how else to put it. In Mort’s version of what was now Tiffsylvania, she’d grown somewhat accustomed to handling small children as the villagers sought blessings from their spiritual guru. But none of them had ever—ever—asked her to look after two teenagers.

      Technically, Annielle was only twelve but close enough. Broderick, at fifteen, was close enough to her age that she had no business telling him what to do.

      Aside from being close to a hundred years old in the mental realm.

      And a wizard.

      And not being saddled with one of those idiocy-inducing Y chromosomes.

      “I’m gonna join the Colonial Marines,” Annielle proclaimed proudly. “And defend the galaxy from the eyndar.”

      “I’m going to be rich,” Broderick shot back. “I’ll start a business selling terraformed asteroids and buy my own moon.”

      The argument took place behind Tiffany’s back. So long as the contest of who’d make the most of their border colony exile didn’t escalate to physical violence, the two siblings could do as they pleased.

      “How long until Mom gets here?” Annielle asked.

      It took a few seconds before Tiffany registered that the question was directed at her. “How would I know?”

      “I mean, you’re supposed to know stuff,” Annielle insisted.

      Not to be outdone, Broderick chimed in. “I mean, even if you don’t know, I bet you have a pretty good guess. You’re super smart.”

      That entire supposition was based on Tiffany knowing a few quotes from Immanuel Kant, compounded by a raging case of teenage hormones. Even if Tiffany was as amazing as he implied, it was a coincidence. The kid had no way of knowing.

      Kid…

      In a normal universe, no one would have batted an eye at a seventeen-year-old dating a fifteen-year-old. Yet from Tiffany’s perspective, he could have been her grandson. The haze over her memories of that lifetime she’d lived lifted at bedtime each night. In turn, these days aboard starships and touring distant worlds seemed fanciful and impossible.

      How did Esper—and especially Mort—learn to deal with it? Neither had told her the secret.

      “She’ll get here when she gets here,” Tiffany replied, intentionally unhelpful. She wondered how much fortune-cookie wisdom was merely some weary guru’s way of blowing off questions from idiot novices.

      The Yost kids chattered and bickered while they waited. Tiffany tried to remain above the fray.

      Even in the real world, time could pass weirdly. In the ten years they waited, none of them aged more than half an hour. Then, at long last, the Redeemer arrived.

      Upon reaching the force field, the blue shimmer parted and formed around the shape of the Redeemer’s hull. It settled with a gentle thud, no doubt thanks to the autopilot rather than the wizard at the helm.

      “Wait here!” Tiffany cautioned as the two young Yosts tore toward the boarding ramp the instant the airlock seal hissed.

      Neither heeded.

      Fortunately, nor was either an idiot. They pulled up a meter short of the unfolding ramp.

      A gray-haired woman of stern bearing and regal deportment appeared at the opening. That cold, hard visage shattered before the onrush of filial love.

      “Mom!” Broderick and Annielle cried out in unison as they pounded up the metal ramp to crush her in dual hugs.

      Judge Raquel Yost squeezed tears from her eyes as she gathered her children to her and clung as if she might never let go again.

      Tiffany stood back, detached, wondering what it must have been like to love a woman so much simply for giving birth. But of course, she knew, there was more to it than that. This woman had, whatever the kids’ current exile to boarding school portended, played a role in shaping their young lives—for the better, by all indications.

      Esper trotted down the ramp, dodging the reunion casually, grinning ear to ear. But before she could greet the waiting Tiffany, Judge Yost extracted herself from the embrace of her children to collect Esper for a handshake.

      “I can’t thank you enough.”

      Cynically, Tiffany wondered just how much of the grand plan this Martian judge actually knew. Aside from what Don Rucker had twisted her arm into doing, she looked like a straight shooter. Would she be happy knowing that the release of her family was merely in service to a changing of the guards? That the Rucker Syndicate would carry on under new management?

      As she watched the teary family gather for the first time in who-knew-how-long, Tiffany began to suspect not. Priorities. Family came before duty, before honor, before laws.

      Once Esper was able to free herself, she headed straight for Tiffany. “How’d it go while I was—oof?”

      Tiffany latched on in a desperate hug.

      “Happy to see you too,” Esper said without being able to expand her lungs.

      “Don’t ever lose sight of what’s really important… mom.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They claimed the asteroid held two months of food. Automated systems pumped nutritious goo through a hose sticking out of the cell wall. Some days it tasted of ham; other times it was nearly clam chowder. None of it would have qualified as food in any civilized port.

      Twice a day, a jet of cold water sprayed from the ceiling, directly over the grating in the floor. It could be used to shower, fill the plastic jug for drinking later, rinse the residue of shit and piss that crusted the grating, or any combination of the three.

      Day and night were settings in the overhead glow panels. There was no way to tell whether they were attuned to Earth Standard Time, Martian Time, or if they were even tracking full 24-hour cycles.

      The plasticized steel walls were thick, but at a shout, conversations could be held between neighboring prisoners. No guards came to squelch such noisome chatter. No guards lived on this miserable rock as it tumbled through the vast empty expanse between Mars and Jupiter. Roger St. Cloud could while away his sentence with small talk if he pleased.

      Who had the strength for that?

      Roger sat naked at the edge of his gleaming cold slab of a bed. He scratched at the tangle of beard that he had no way to trim or shave. He plotted his escape.

      The futility of his machinations was not lost on him. His asteroid prison had no atmosphere. No ships docked idle in waiting to make a daring break for freedom. When the resupply ships arrived, no one so much as opened his cell door. An automated announcement bellowed from the steel heavens that the facility was once more fully stocked. That was it.

      One wall of Roger’s cell housed the only exit. Had he not etched its location in his mind, it would have been easy to mistake the door for just another panel of the wall. Indeed, some mornings, upon waking, he couldn’t immediately recall which panel it was that opened.

      Suicide was a constant fantasy.

      However, the makers of this hell had blocked off that escape as well. Roger had watched the orientation vid. While there were no ships, if he was to injure himself, a rescue vessel would rush to the scene.

      And there were worse places than this.

      The notion of serving out his life sentence in medically induced paralysis, lying in a dark drawer little different from a morgue, terrified him beyond reason.

      So, for hours on end, every day, with no other amusement to distract him, Roger St. Cloud plotted ever-more fanciful flights from this wretched oubliette.

      “Hey,” the muffled voice of Mitzy came through the wall. “Someone’s here! It don’t sound like no guards.”

      If this was another of Mitzy’s practical jokes, Roger wasn’t playing along. Lacking the ability to throttle the little weasel—and Roger had only his imagination to paint a picture of the prisoner who shared a wall with him—meant additional wariness was needed.

      But soon Roger heard the thumping too. Footsteps. Not automated drones. Not even the regimented march of the marine grunts who’d dragged him here in the first place.

      The wall buckled. No. It was the door separating itself from the surrounding panels to slip aside.

      Without a remaining shred of modesty, Roger leapt to his feet. The men outside wore neither the dull gray of the ARGO Penal Enforcement Service nor the dark blue of Earth Marine Corps. Sharp black suits and thousand-terra ties marked them as syndicate men, and not the usual hired goons that kept the lieutenants’ hands clean.

      “Who are you?” Roger demanded, his voice hoarse from infrequent use.

      “Ugh,” the lead slick-suit grunted, putting up a forearm to shield his eyes. “Throw him the blanket.”

      A silvery bundle of cloth hit Roger in the chest, prompting him to catch it by reflex. “What’s going on?”

      “C’mon, Tarzan. Let’s get out of here. And show a little consideration and wrap up that flabby carcass.”

      Suddenly registering that he stood naked in front of five well-dressed gangsters—who blocked the only egress—Roger hastily wrapped the silver blanket around his shoulders and pulled it closed like a cloak. “Where are we going?”

      If this wasn’t a jailbreak, Roger St. Cloud had never been a pirate. Still, he knew that there were few out in the galaxy likely to spring him out of any sense of friendship or compassion least of all this hard-eyed crew. They wanted something from him. Information, connections, a unique skill unobtainable elsewhere… he could think up myriad theories if he ever again had an infinity of time stretching before him.

      “Off this miserable fucking rock,” the top dog replied with disdain.

      Giving a nod, Roger resolved to let fate wash him along its current, like a stain of shit down the drain of his cell. On shaky legs, he allowed the syndicate goons to march him to a waiting ship.

      The non-answer was good enough for him. Anywhere was better than here.
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      The hour was late. Crickets chirped in the nearby park. Strings of bistro lights crisscrossed the balcony, making their own constellations for the diners at Kabul Kebab. Candace St. Cloud downed the last gulp of her rosé and hunted her evening’s prey from across the white linen tablecloth.

      “Can’t remember the last time I had better palaw,” she commented idly, licking the aftertaste of wine from her lower lip.

      “This is my first time,” her companion replied. He was half her age, smooth skinned, with a body sculpted by Cardi-o-Matic machines and dumbbells. Christophe wasn’t her personal trainer, but she’d hooked him as she trolled the FitFab gym where he worked. An hour of sweat on the hiking simulator was on the verge of a payoff.

      Candace half-shut her eyes and smiled with a touch more drunkenness than she truly felt. “I can open your world to so many new experiences.”

      The holo-star grin her comment elicited suggested that her would-be suitor thought he was winning a battle here. Instead, he was plotting a victory parade from a POW camp.

      Surreptitiously, Candace tapped at her datapad.

      RideSwap showed her pilot was five minutes out. If Christophe didn’t take a hint soon, she was going to have to club him over the head and drag him to the taxi.

      “I’ve had a wonderful evening.”

      Past tense? This blithering hunk of muscle didn’t realize that his evening had barely begun. She’d already dosed his drink with a time-delay aphrodisiac. If he wasted too much time here, he wouldn’t be able to stand up from his chair.

      “Mind seeing a lady safely home?”

      Christophe furrowed his brow. “I know I’m new on Nephthys IV, but I’m pretty sure the colony is perfectly⁠—”

      “Humor me?” Candace cut in, batting her eyes.

      Rubbing the back of his neck, the dim cardio coach averted his eyes. “I dunno. I have to work out before clients show up tomorrow. I can’t keep my SHBG levels up just spotting into-shapers on the min-rep bar.”

      Candace tried to pretend she knew what any of that fitness jargon meant. The only term that rang true was “into-shaper,” because that’s what the sales rep had called her as a prospective new member at FitFab. Presumably, he needed more of a workout than he got secondhand teaching the neophytes.

      Sparing a glance at the RideSwap ETA, she knew it was now or never. And she wasn’t going to let this one off so easily. That one dose of Granite Spike had cost twice what this meal was setting her back. It was one thing finding a boy fit and dumb enough to do whatever he was told. It was another to find one too dumb to know what was good for him.

      “Well, I promise you, if you see me all the way to my big, empty house tonight, I’ll promise to provide a thorough workout before you have to see another soul.”

      A flicker of understanding kindled in Christophe’s eyes. A dopey smile spread over his face.

      “You’ve got a home gym!”

      “Sure do, sugar. And tonight, it’s all yours.” Candace was past
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