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            LIFE IS A CRIME WAVE

          

          MISSION 13

        

      

    

    
      Chuck had been to fancy restaurants out in the borderlands—mid-core, too, once in a great while. He’d also dined in some of the core’s more affordable options. The extremes, he’d largely avoided, mostly through his choice of lifestyle. But while he’d still never been reduced to eating at a boiler room hot dog stand on a derelict space station, tonight, he dined like Martian royalty.

      Jimmy Rucker shook hands with the maître d’ at Clara-Jacques as Chuck and Mort followed Earl right past the host’s lectern without pause. Red velvet decor and white tablecloths gave the place an Earthy look. Dinner guests dressed in evening gowns and tuxedos nagged at him with eyes that said he was vastly underdressed. Mort, who’d changed back into his sweatshirt at the ship, didn’t appear bothered.

      For all his bluster and projected confidence, Chuck hated that he felt small here.

      There was no table prepared and waiting for them in the dining area. Earl Rucker kept right on walking, clearing a path in front of him with the implicit threat that he wouldn’t stop for unobservant patrons who blundered into his path.

      One of the waiters held a door for them. His lack of reaction to their passing suggested he may have just been allowing for better ventilation between rooms. But the instant they were through, the antique double swinging door shut behind them.

      … and shut behind them… and shut behind them… before coming to a stop.

      A single table awaited the newcomers, set for four. Identical to the amenities outside, the two key differences between this and those were a degree of heightened exclusivity and the presence of a man with a strong family resemblance to Earl Rucker.

      This new Rucker drained his wine glass and stood, offering a handshake that Chuck knew better than to refuse.

      Earl made the introduction. “Chuck Ramsey, meet my older brother, Don.”

      “I hear things about you,” Don told them before releasing Chuck’s hand and lowering himself into a chair. He offered that same hand to Mort, but the wizard kept his arms jammed into the front pocket of his hoodie.

      “Likewise,” Mort retorted, taking his seat as the others settled in.

      Another waiter entered, and he looked like he was the ringer this place kept in reserve for special guests. Chuck had rarely met the type, but he knew instantly that this guy knew every vintage in the wine cellar and the names of every cow being served as steak. At the risk of pissing off a guy like Earl Rucker, he’d take their orders without writing down a thing and ensure that it all got cooked just as requested, including the nitpickiest substitutions and requirements.

      “Good evening, may I take your orders?”

      Something felt off. This wasn’t the usual spiel. Maybe this place wasn’t as fancy as appearances suggested. More likely, these Ruckers opted for an abbreviated song and dance for business meals.

      “Steak, rare,” Earl grumbled. “And a bottle of your ’32 Saint Michel for the table.”

      There were menus on the table, but Don didn’t lift one before stating his selection. “The New Orleans Prime shrimp.”

      When it came to his turn, Chuck put up a hand. “Just wine for me. I already ate.”

      “Eat again,” Earl commanded. “It’s worth it.”

      Jittery hands lifted a menu and quickly browsed. At a place like this, everything would be good. He picked at random. “Chicken curry.”

      A curt nod suggested that his choice was satisfactory.

      When their snooty waiter approached Mort, his perfect manners showed a hint of a crack. “And for you, sir?”

      “Alaskan crab, and a bottle of ’97 Chateau de Gault.”

      Their waiter looked a unique form of genteel and aghast. A glance to Don elicited a slight nod.

      Once he’d departed, Don smirked Mort’s way. “Trying to see if you can piss me off ordering the most expensive drink in the house?”

      Mort leaned a head toward Chuck. “A subtle reminder that you might be trying to blind us with luxury, but it’s only working on him. You help run a lucrative family extortion business here on Mars. My family businesses were creating habitable planets and running the goddamn Convocation. We’re not the same. Before I left Earth, I had very little idea what anything cost because no one had ever tried to charge me before.”

      A tense moment of silence ensued. Blasters could have come out at any second.

      “Hey, no need to get testy,” Chuck chimed in. “We’re all here for the same reason: mutual business interests. Right?” He had no idea what that might entail, but if Mort spoiled this whole thing at the outset, he’d never find out.

      “Who’s testy?” Don asked with a lazy shrug. “And we do have something in common: a kid by the name of Brad.”

      This was it. Murder. Chuck was going to murder that boy. Cold blood. Right in front of the whole family. How many times had he warned Brad to stay away from syndicates? Organized crime was only ever good for the ones doing the organizing. Everyone else was a disposable pawn in the quest for illicit money. For the little guys of the galaxy, crime was a hit-and-run maneuver because whenever anyone hit back, they’d be long gone.

      Syndicates like the Ruckers stayed put because they could weather those hits. Parts of the syndicate died to keep the whole intact, most notably the men in charge.

      “Look, Don—can I call you Don?”

      “Everyone calls him Don,” Earl clarified. “Lotta guys get nicknames. Not for everyone. But there ain’t no disrespect using a man’s government name.”

      “Don, I don’t know what my boy’s been up to, but I can assure you⁠—”

      “You don’t need to assure me of shit,” Don cut in. “Earl here’s been telling me your boy’s been standing up a little. Making a good impression.”

      Wonderful. Syndicate gangsters held Brad in esteem.

      One lost to Earth Navy.

      Now one to the syndicates?

      How was Michelle going to stab Chuck in the heart? Politics?

      “Always good to hear,” Chuck replied with a tight smile. “He never really was the school type. You, uh, take all the fathers of upstanding young kids out for dinner?”

      “I tell you this,” Don continued as if Chuck hadn’t said a word, “because I have a job for your wizard friend here. I wanted to make it quite clear that when Brad stays here on Mars, he’ll be well looked after. Same goes for Rebecca, Michael, and Rhiannon.”

      Maybe now wasn’t the time to bring up the name change, but it clearly meant that Don Rucker’s intel was coming from official sources—sources that he really kept meaning to update—rather than actual insiders. That meant, in particular, Brad wasn’t talking about the family to these guys.

      “What kind of job?” Chuck asked. It almost seemed impolite not to pose the question. There had been a clear setup for those exact words in that exact order.

      “The kind where I kill someone and you collect money,” Mort snapped. “See? You kill a few people here and there as a favor or because they were hassling you, fine. The instant you start charging money and advertising, they crawl out of the cupboards like starving rats.”

      Don turned to his brother. “Thought you said this one was on the market?”

      “He had been.”

      The wine arrived, and Mort took his bottle from the sommelier and poured it without popping the cork. Wine flowed straight into his glass as if the cork didn’t exist. He threw back a swallow of it and poured another. Chuck didn’t know the exact price, but that had to have been a couple hundred terras gone in a piqued gulp. Only once the wine steward had gone did he shoot back. “Look, I get that you probably have a whole Christmas list of corpses you want , but I’m not Father Christmas. Nor am I Father Groundhog Day, though we just missed that little cultural fiasco too.”

      “You’ll be amply compensated for this favor.”

      Mort burst out laughing. Whether it was the cliché of the whole thing or the implication that he was doing anyone a “favor,” Chuck couldn’t say.

      Their food came out. Servers quickly and efficiently filled the table with exquisite dishes, expertly prepared and elegantly presented.

      Just as Chuck lifted a fork to try his, Mort pushed back his chair and stood.

      Nonplussed, Earl gestured with a thumb. “Washrooms round back, by the kitchen.”

      “Chuck already said he ate. Same for me,” Mort replied. “We’re leaving.”

      Eyes wide, Chuck turned a pleading gaze to the wizard to just play nice. These weren’t people to antagonize. He ought to know that. But the quick glance told him that Mort wasn’t staying even if he were to contradict his friend. Rather than make things worse, Chuck rose as well. “Thank you for a lovely meal. We’ll consider your offer.”

      “Consider fast,” Don warned. “This matter is time sensitive. I’ll have an answer from you in the morning, and there’s only one good one.”

      Message received, Chuck nodded fervently.

      Already making for the exit, Mort froze and turned. “One good answer? Do you even hear yourself? Clearly, you’ve done some homework. Maybe stop cribbing off the smart kid and learn for yourself. The people who get to threaten me would shit in your hat and make you wear it. If I agree to this job, it’ll be because this terra-eyed comedian here has had a full-blown affair with the Blarney Stone. And if I refuse, you’re going to accept that decision as final.

      “Yes, I’ve gotten paid for a smattering of murders. Many more I killed because it was my job, one way or another, to remove them from this galaxy. However, an ever-growing percentage are merely people who fucked with me, threatened Chuck and his family, or just plain rubbed me the wrong way.”

      No one knew how to respond to that. Chuck suspected that these two Rucker guys hadn’t been spoken to like that in their lives.

      Mort returned to the table, picked up the half-full bottle of ’97 Chateau de Gault, and rejoined Chuck. “I’m taking this with me.”

      No one stopped them as they left.
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      Interview Room 4 had become Healy Nevins’s private accommodation. While it was possible that they snuck in other informants and prisoners in the meantime, whenever they brought him here, it was the same bland, depressing room with one table, four chairs, and recording equipment.

      The clothes they gave him weren’t half bad. But they weren’t half good, either. Long sleeve turtlenecks. Slacks. Tenner-store loafers. These were people who bought off the rack because they didn’t know no other way to buy. As a spacer, Nevins could give them that much. But as a Rucker associate, he’d known a better life any time he was planetside, Mars or otherwise.

      Special Agent Rupert Ghent and his partner, Agent Willamina Stoneson, took the chairs opposite him. The table’s built-in mag cuffs hadn’t been employed today, nor did Nevins expect that to change.

      He was here willingly.

      Sort of.

      They’d caught him dirty, hauling goods the last leg of a trek out from Ursa Epsilon. It wasn’t like the bombed-out planet was any fit place for priceless artwork. He was doing human culture (and at least two pieces of tesud culture) a favor. Not that Earth Interstellar was inclined to see it that way.

      If it hadn’t been him, Atomic Frank or Smellway would have gotten the deal. He just made a play and turned first. Better that than the full treatment in the interrogation chair. Whether Earth Navy Customs was allowed to use that shit in court or not, it was intimidating as fuck. Nevins wasn’t too proud to admit that. These fuckers traded in bullying guys just like him, and they were good at the job. But as the captain of the Snide Remark, he’d known all the details, all the connections and contacts. He was the one who’d unravel it all in exchange for a new life and a new ID somewhere off the scanners of even the Rucker Syndicate.

      The Ruckers had a long reach, but not as long as Earth Interstellar’s.

      Nevins watched as the two agents adjusted settings and referenced their notes for this special session.

      He’d never thought he’d become a snitch. They’d seemed like the lowest of the low. But that had been different. That had been when he’d been the one at risk. Facing the possibility of spending the rest of his life in a little plasticized steel box and getting his meals through a slot, never seeing a sun again, never breathing fresh air… his perspective had changed.

      This was the smart play. The only play.

      Nevins wiped sweaty palms on his pants when a court employee entered and offered a handshake. His lawyer, Alvin Carcetti, took a seat beside him and exchanged a few pleasantries. Asking about his treatment, whether the food was OK, all that lame shit that didn’t matter. He’d already warned Healy against saying anything important without privacy.

      The court guy held out a book and had Nevins rest one hand on it. “Healy Alphonso Nevins, do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”

      Holding up his other hand, Nevins nodded. “I do.”

      It felt like getting married to his status as a snitch.

      The guy with the paper book leaned against the wall at the back of the room, out of view of the camera as Ghent turned it on. A red light blinked. “We are now recording. This is deposition 2055-02-06-A105, Healy Alphonso Nevins. Mr. Nevins, have you received any consideration for this testimony you’re about to give?”

      “Yeah. Full immunity, on account of I don’t lie. I got the message. I lie, I go right in the SOCCS pile with the rest of everyone.”

      Ghent and Stoneson didn’t look too pleased with the commentary, but Alvin gave him a nod that he’d done fine.

      “Excellent,” Ghent continued. “Now, are you a member of the Rucker Syndicate?”

      “Up until I got arrested, sure. Might not be now, if you’re getting technical.”

      “And who did you report to?”

      Nevins’s words caught in his throat. It was easy being flippant in the abstract. About himself. About being on the outs with the family. But this? This was naming a name. On holocam. They’d play this in court. Theo would see this. Everyone he’d worked to build up a relationship, everyone who’d had his back, everyone who’d called him a friend the past decade, they’d all see him do this.

      “Mr. Nevins, your deal requires full cooperation,” Ghent reminded him. “Who did you report to?”

      “Don Rucker.”

      That was it. If he recanted now, if he changed his mind or developed regrets, there was no taking it back. They had him on holo. He’d done it.

      Healy Nevins was now, officially, a snitch.
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      Walking onto the streets with a half-empty bottle of ’97 Chateau de Gault with the cork still in it made Mort a bit self-conscious. Even the worst street-strolling drunkards knew enough to keep the bottle in a bag for form’s sake. Rather than continue lugging it all the way back to the Radio City with him, he deposited it in the nearest waste reclaim, making sure the fragile glass shattered on the way in lest anyone attempt to fish it out.

      “Nice,” Chuck commented snidely.

      “What? Not like it was that good, anyway. Just spent months getting free beer. My palate hasn’t even acclimated to wine again.”

      “Not that. Them?”

      Rolling his eyes, Mort clapped a hand on Chuck’s shoulder. One of the perks of accompanying the comedian on foot was the long strides; Mort didn’t have to mince steps to keep down with him. “Don’t give them another thought. A politely worded refusal in the morning, and they won’t trouble us anymore. That rabble can raff their own riff as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Really?” Chuck scoffed. “Those were the left- and right-hand guys for Theo Rucker. Newsfeed, Mort. Those guys own Mars. This is their air we’re breathing. You talked a good game in there, but once they come to their senses and realize they don’t need to talk to you face to face, we’re going to need eyes in the back of our heads for the rest of our lives.”

      Mort leaned around, peering at Chuck’s skull with an artisan’s appraising eye. “I can put some back there for you if you want. Not my cup of chamomile, but if it’d make you feel better, I can⁠—”

      “Knock it off with the aloof wizard act. Would ya?”

      “Not an act. I don’t give a burrito shit about those syndicate technocrats. They act all high and mighty until they realize someone can shut off those blasters and that muscle means very little without gravity.”

      They crossed a street with the pedestrian signal, ignoring their fellow sentients as the late-night traffic allowed them to pass. A backlog of repulsor trucks waited impatiently at the designated stopping line.

      “Look, I get it. You can wander the galaxy with nary a worry.”

      “I worry plenty,” Mort protested.

      “Yeah, but not about the same stuff. I worry about Brad and Becky and the littles.”

      “Rhi’s almost seven,” Mort countered, knowing that he was cheating by changing the subject. “Reminds me of Cassie. Cedric’s growing up without me. You think it doesn’t cross my mind just about daily? I could sneak back to Earth any time I like. I realize that now. But to what end? Antagonize Nancy? Have a row with her over being gone years with hardly a day’s notice? You’ve got a teaspoon of problems that aren’t of your own making. Why are you trying to add this to the pile? Are you a dragon, not of coin but of bad decisions?”

      “The bad decision isn’t taking this job. It’s making an enemy that could chase us all over the galaxy. If not you, they could easily get to me or the kids. Hell, they might try getting to yours…”

      Mort paused at the entrance of a public park as they were about to cut through. “They wouldn’t dare.”

      Chuck cocked his head and raised his eyebrows.

      “No.” Mort refused to believe it. There were suicidal individuals out there, sure. There were others who were merely reckless. Mordecai The Brown was a fugitive, a renegade, a colossal embarrassment to the Convocation Grand Council and several Grand Councilors personally. He was fair game. Cedric and Cassandra were innocents. Harm them, and not only would the finest oracles in the Convocation figure out exactly whom to blame, but the Convocation would toss the entire Rucker Syndicate on a pyre with Earth Interstellar’s tacit blessing. Alastair The Brown might have been a sniveling politician of a terramancer, but the murder of his grandkids would coin new words for retribution.

      “That there,” Chuck commented. “That pause where you got to take a second to consider before realizing that Theo Rucker couldn’t possibly be that stupid? I’m stuck there. Can’t get out of it. Because going after my kids is completely in the playbook for these people.”

      They passed through the far side of some park or another that tried to imitate Old Earth, like so much of Mars, and didn’t pause to appreciate any of it. Not the fresh-cut lawns. Not the duck ponds lit by manmade lamps and the reflection off Phobos.

      “You’re really that worried about them?”

      “YES!”

      Mort huffed. “Fine. If it means that much to you, we’ll hear them out. What’s your tipping point?”

      Chuck barely paused. “Anything short of a colonial governor.”

      Mort ticked off additional restrictions on his fingers. “No wizards I’m still friends with. No blood relations. Bit ticklish on snuffing military officers during wartime.”

      “No kids,” Chuck added. “And we’re not taking less than six figures no matter the target.”

      Mort smirked. “Oh, Chuckie, Chuckie, Chuckie. Such a small fish in this big new pond. I may not have known the price of a cup of coffee before we met, but there are unofficial prices for a lot of things in the Convocation. Brothers and Sisters of the Order of Prometheus don’t consider taking a job for less than eight figures.”

      Chuck let out a whistle. “Ten million terras?”

      “Chuck, that is the bare minimum qualifier for an eighth figure. Do you consider me to be a bare minimum sort of service provider?” The comedian shook his head. “We just got stiffed on a charity job for a trillionaire. Nice enough guy. Could have charged him a billion, and he’d never have missed it. For these syndicate fucks, don’t take under fifty for whatever they ask.”

      “Fifty?”

      “Fifty.”

      “OK. Fine. Fifty. Hey, we stay on the same page, I can see if maybe we can get out of this without falling down a lift shaft.”

      “Like to see them try it,” Mort muttered. The day the wizard fell to his death was the day he quit the magic business.

      “OK. I have a better question,” Chuck said, pausing at the far gate of the greenway. He raised his hands to the sky. “It was a ten-minute hover ride to get here. Why are we trying to walk back?”
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      Brad tried not to yawn. He didn’t want to be rude, neither to the entertainment nor to his companions. This place was better than he’d ever frequented. Hell, it was better than he’d snuck into on any other planet. The club’s interior was dimly lit, with a black and dark blue checkerboard floor, and red velvet booths raised on low steps to see out over the patrons who only got tables. Patrons of the other booths occasionally had to set their centerpiece lamps to flicker to attract the attention of the servers, but not Brad’s booth. They got service at the slightest hint of an empty glass or a glance out to see if they could flag someone down.

      This was Brad’s first real taste of the life of a syndicate gangster.

      He wore an unbuttoned suit with the tie loosened. He’d tied back his longish hair. His blaster was tucked into a proper holster at his shoulder. The guys had warned him not to carry heat if he wasn’t prepared to use it. That had been good for a laugh.

      “Hah,” C-man had responded to Brad’s claim. “Jimmy cried the first night after he shot someone.”

      Timmy Bagels shrugged with equanimity. “Hey, takes some getting used to.”

      “For me, first time was on stun,” Brad explained.

      Whistles shook his head. “Nah. Stun don’t even count.”

      “I wasn’t. Just figuring how the trigger-squeezing part is easier with practice. Before I put down an eyndar trying to rough me up—this was pre-war, he was an acquaintance—I was already a beer can mass murderer. By the time I needed to put hot plasma through someone, I’d already fired with a live target down range.”

      C-man nodded along. “Makes a lotta sense. Maybe we oughtta try that with new meat.”

      A pianist played, accompanied by a sax and a standing bass. Jazz. Not Brad’s normal speed, but he appreciated it atmospherically. He was also appreciating the singer. With a sequined red gown and matching heels, she belted out sultry solos with incredible range—and a plunging neckline.

      “I wouldn’t try it,” Jimmy advised as he slipped into the booth, receiving a gin and tonic instantly from a waitress ready to pounce.

      Brad caught the other guys watching him check out the singer and snickering at Jimmy’s teasing. “What? You think she’s out of my league or something?”

      “You don’t got a league yet, kid,” C-man informed him.

      He wagged a finger tipsily toward the stage. “It may not have her in it, but I’ve got a league. She… she’s not my type though. I like some rough edges. Girl should be able to fire a blaster like she means it. Her? Nah. Don’t see it.”

      “Sure, kid,” C-man commented. “Jimmy. I think we kept this one out past his bedtime.”

      Brad held up his tumbler with two half-melted ice cubes in it. “My bedtime is about four of these… after a few beers.”

      “How many is that?” Jimmy asked.

      “Wasn’t counting,” Whistles admitted.

      A waitress in a skimpy black dress deposited another as she lifted Brad’s from his unresisting hand. “Seven,” she declared as she set down the glass.

      “Then cut him some slack. Scotty woulda been under the table at five.” He snapped his fingers, and the waitress who had just served them circled right back. “Grab a room upstairs and get Brad here settled in. Just show him up there. Drinks are one thing, but we don’t need any extra trouble from vice around here. Kid’s still a fucking truant.”

      Brad threw back his whiskey in one gulp, then spat out the ice. “Guilty as charged.” He held out his wrists to the waitress as if she had mag cuffs for him. The guys had a laugh over that.

      Instead, she playfully took him by the necktie and towed him out of the booth.

      On the lift ride up to the hotel above, she relaxed. “Jimmy’s a good guy. Better than most of the family.”

      “You know many Ruckers?” Brad asked.

      “They own the place. Everyone but Theo comes around here pretty often.”

      Brad couldn’t help looking. He was too drunk to pull off subtlety. “What’s your name? I’m Brad.”

      “I know. Jimmy just told me. I’m Penelope.”

      “For real, or just here?”

      She eyed him sidelong as the lift doors opened. “Helen. You’re sharp. I can see why he took on a kid.”

      Brad followed down the hallway, watching the pattern in the carpet to keep from tripping over it. “Someone said to me once: You either grow up, or someone grows you up.”

      “Bleak. Here. This will be yours when you’re crashing here. Anything you leave in the white bag will be clean by morning. Don’t steal the bathrobes. Breakfast is 5:30 to 10:00 a.m. Don’t pay for anything; Jimmy made sure everyone knows you’re with him. I’ve seen it before; this is a trial period. Seeing if you can handle the lifestyle. Guys like Whistles come through just fine. Others… well, I try not to remember a lot of names.”

      “Thanks,” Brad told her as he checked out his digs for the night. The place wasn’t massive, but it was swanky. Latest modern everything. View of New Singapore, glittering in the early post-midnight hours. Hot tub. Wet bar—not that he’d need another drink for a while. The bed looked big enough to play tennis on.

      Just as Penelope was about to leave, he caught her attention. “Hey, any other tips for a new guy?”

      “Enjoy it while it lasts. Cuz it doesn’t.”

      He’d been thinking more along the lines of the best times to catch a hovertaxi or staffers he should get to know by name. Instead, he found himself pondering life and what he wanted out of it.

      They were treating him with kid gloves, since even in an organization devoted to breaking laws, legally, he was still a kid. That might mean he was a perfect candidate to do a little soft time if he got tabbed on the wrong charge. But the Ruckers also had this weird, twisted honor system he hadn’t quite wrapped his head around yet.

      But as he collapsed onto the massive, pillowy bed sheathed in black silk, his last waking thought was:

      I could get used to this.
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      What hours Theo Rucker even slept anymore, Don couldn’t say. Normally, old people tended to be early to bed, early to rise sorts. But the old buzzard had money and doctors and pills, and his body did whatever the hell he wanted it to. And if that meant that he was wide awake at three in the morning and wanting answers, Don and Earl showed up to give them.

      New Singapore glowed from outside. A lone desk lamp fought back against the intrusion of darkness from within.

      “What’s your backup plan?” Theo demanded.

      Don didn’t know who at Clara-Jacques had snooped on their conversation, but he had to trust that only Theo was getting that info. No one was going to be stupid enough to do an end run around him, not in a restaurant he owned. Not Theo. Not Earl. Clara-Jacques was his place.

      Relenting, Don forgot about the how and just answered. “Backup plan isn’t great. If we can’t get the wizard to take the job⁠—”

      “If you can’t get him to take it,” Theo corrected. “This is your mess. It’s on you. I don’t want to hear your plan for the wizard not taking the job; I want to hear what you plan to do if he fails.”

      Don stood firm. “Getting him’s the problem. I don’t think this guy knows how to fail.”

      “A fugitive from Convocation inquisitors? He’s fucked up somewhere.”

      That was a fair point, but it didn’t seem to capture the dilemma. “That’s politics. This is murder. I can tell you, this is one impolitic motherfucker. Pop, you can look at a guy and tell if he’s got it in him, right?”

      “Of course.”

      Earl nodded silent agreement.

      “His buddy, Ramsey, the older Ramsey, he ain’t got it. Coward. Brave enough with his bodyguard around, but no threat. This Mordecai character… he’s different.”

      “A killer’s a killer.”

      “Got three kinds,” Don quoted back his father’s lessons from childhood. “The ones who’ll kill to protect. The ones who’ll kill for gain. The ones who kill because they like it.”

      “Yup,” Earl concurred. “This guy’s a four.”

      “A four?” Theo echoed, scrunching his wrinkled face.

      Don put up his hands, surrendering ahead of an explanation. “Hey, I didn’t know how else to put it. Earl came up with the ‘four’ thing. But this Mordecai’s got a casual thing with killing.”

      “Sounds like you two had dinner with a hobo and shit yourselves,” Theo concluded. “This wizard talked a good game, and now you’re here betting this family’s empire on him putting a hole through this snitch, Nevins.”

      “You wanna meet him? See for yourself?” Don asked.

      “FUCK NO!” Theo insisted. “I don’t like being around our wizards. Untrustworthy lot. Can’t take a blaster and count on your own muscle. No, I just want you to think this all the way through and have a full plan, not just a hope of some psycho Convocation renegade solving all your problems.”

      Don sighed. “If we can’t get him, or if he fucks up somehow, plan’s the same. We get to his lawyer, make sure a message gets to Nevins that he’s never going to get past our reach, that no place can hide him, yadda yadda.”

      There was a knock at the door, light and smart.

      “Come in,” Theo called out.

      The door opened. In walked Fiona. Don and Earl stiffened. Barely older than Jimmy and Tania, neither of Theo’s boys would call her mother, despite being their father’s fifth wife. He’d plucked her fresh from some nursing program. The only saving grace of her being in their father’s bed each night was having emergency care on standby. “You said not to let you forget to sleep. This is your reminder.”

      Theo grunted and stood. He was wearing a full three-piece suit and tie despite the hour. Fiona had on nothing but sheer lingerie. “You two, I’m putting this entirely on your shoulders. If you can’t get rid of that witness, it’ll be James running the family before you know it—because we’ll all be in prison.”

      “We got this, Pop,” Don assured Theo as the old man headed out the door.

      Left in their father’s office, the brothers turned to one another. Earl didn’t worry easily, but Don could tell his nerves were ragged.

      “We gonna fix this, ya think?” Earl inquired.

      A quick list of names flashed through Don’s mind.

      Tony.

      Mikey.

      Joey.

      Dominic.

      Vinny.

      Angelo.

      There had been brothers once, when he was just a baby. All were dead now. The late-life fatherhood that resulted in Don and Earl had been a backup plan. Theo loved backup plans. Now, in a nearby bedroom, Fiona was the promise that another generation could come up behind and replace the two of them, too.

      “We’d better.”
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      Coffee alone kept Chuck’s eyelids apart. Once they closed for longer than a blink, he worried they might never open again. Up all night, he hadn’t been able to take his mind off the coming meeting. Would sleep have helped? Yeah, no shit, a good night’s sleep would have been aces. But Chuck just had a pair of nines. Between his backup options of passing out drunk and spending those sleepless hours scouring the omni for clues as to whom the Rucker brothers might want killed, he’d at least gone with the productive choice.

      Bank Street Cafe felt so… mundane compared to their dinner at Clara-Jacques last night. The kid bringing drinks barely looked at the table as he deposited two ceramic mugs, contents sloshing up the sides. Patrons consisted mostly of working stiffs, some in uniform, others just barely out of pajamas. Prices couldn’t be more reasonable—at least on Mars.

      “Have I mentioned you look like hell?” Mort asked after a sip of his boiling-hot black dark roast.

      “Probably,” Chuck muttered into his. “Probably six or eight times by now. And I know. But I also think I have a plan.”

      “Is this a plan plan or a ‘I didn’t get any sleep and this Johnny Carson impression strikes me as utterly hilarious’ plan?”

      Customers filed in and out of the cafe with such regularity that it became impossible to track them all. Chuck knew better than to discuss his ideas about the Ruckers openly and in public, but he’d also known better than to mention them in front of Becky or on the streets. Mort was just going to have to…

      “Trust me on this one.”

      Mort reclined in his seat. “Lemme give you a little advice. Don’t overthink this. We listen to their offer, hem and haw a little, and give them our price.”

      “You sure about that?”

      A guy in a business suit the next table over twisted around. “Friend, if you’re lost trying to negotiate a contract, I can help. I’ve been handling client contracts for over fifteen years, with major companies like TransGalactica, Sumbo, Tailfeathers, and many, many others.”

      “Done a lot of contract killings?” Chuck asked sharply.

      Whether the guy believed him or not, both sides shut up about contracts. When the pushy business networker left, Chuck just ordered another coffee, this one to go.

      Martian air was fresher than on most core worlds. Or he’d just gotten so used to the brewery aroma of New Milwaukee that anything else just smelled all the better in comparison. An early-morning crispness contrasted with the piping-hot espresso in his hand and further aided in clearing the senses.

      They weren’t on the street long before a black hover limo pulled up. One of the passenger doors flung itself open.

      “Get in,” Don Rucker ordered.

      Chuck took another chug of his coffee and brought it with him. Mort stood outside and made a show of downing the last of his, then incinerating the ceramic mug he’d walked out of the cafe carrying.

      Inside, the upholstery was black leather and silver appointments. Light blind from the sunlight glare vanishing, it took Chuck several seconds to confirm that Don and Earl were their only companions. Then again, when it came to muscle, that was five dudes’ worth right there. Chuck and Mort took the rear-facing bench seat, while the Rucker brothers sat opposite, pointed forward.

      “Since you decided to join us here, I take it you’re going to accept the job,” Don told them.

      Mars whisked past outside, through the dark tint of the windows. Chuck blinked a few times so as not to get mesmerized. “I’d like to hear the details, but pending anything suicidal, I think we can work together on something.”

      “Got a witness. In protective,” Earl explained. “Earth Interstellar’s holding him.”

      Shit. It really was that oblique news story out of Barnard’s Star, the one Solar media hadn’t picked up on any major feed. Time to play the savvy insider. “Heard about that one. Guess those unrelated murders of the other two freighter crewmen were connected after all.”

      Don graced him with the slightest nod. “Yeah. That’s right. Guy’s name is Healy Nevins. Used to be one of mine but forgot what loyalty means. Half a million for him not breathing long enough to testify.”

      “Fifty million,” Mort replied instantly.

      Don and Earl both laughed.

      “Seriously?” the elder Rucker asked. “You got some nerve. Neither of you seen fifty million terras in your lifetimes.”

      “Only for lack of needing to,” Mort countered. “I lived in Boston Prime. My bedroom was worth that fifty million just in real estate. If that Nevins fellow were seated between the pair of you, I’d kill him for half a million. This putz has been underselling me behind my back. But that ends. You wouldn’t miss fifty million. You’ll miss a whole lot more, I’m guessing, if this witness of yours gets in front of a jury.”

      “You’re in a hurry,” Chuck reminded the Ruckers. “And he picked the number. I don’t know if either of you has haggled with a wizard before, but I’d advise against it.”

      The muscles in Don’s neck stood out as he exchanged a silent look with his brother.

      Mort didn’t let them confer long. “Look. I can get by just fine without the money. This is about an understanding between you and us. This is what my time and efforts are worth.”

      “Not to mention the great personal dangers he’s going to⁠—”

      “Nah,” Mort cut in, chopping the legs out from under Chuck’s tactic. “I won’t be in danger. This price is about respect. You’re not hiring some down-on-his-luck nobody. I’ve gotten used to wandering the galaxy, doing as I please. You’re interrupting that. And the incident that got me exiled? Let’s just say I read something. Call it… an instruction manual to the human mind, written by creatures you don’t believe exist. Before that, I was the Guardian of the Plundered Tomes, the guy that mopped up after the blood sacrifices and banished summoned demons back to hell. They didn’t know what to do about me then. Now? Now I’m listening to a pair of Martian hoodlums ask if I can get past a few technologists with blasters and maybe a few acolytes from the Side Order of Onion Rings.

      “This isn’t about hazard pay. This is about no one else offering the certitude of death I do.”

      “Fifty million,” Chuck reiterated, feeling the need to circle the narrative back to simple money. “Take it or leave it.”

      The limo landed, and for a moment, Chuck thought that the Rucker boys were going to decline. But when the door opened, they were at a private starport, and an interstellar shuttle waited, boarding ramp just a few meters away.

      “Deal,” Don said. “But nothing up front. You get paid when the job’s done.”

      “No funny business,” Chuck warned. He gave Mort a friendly nudge as the wizard passed him, just to show the kind of terms the pair were on. “I may be conflict averse, but⁠—”

      “I’m not,” Mort finished for him. “I’m bullshit averse. Let’s get this murder moving.”

      “Our people on Barnard’s Star will pick you up in New Venice. Anything you need for this job, they’ll get you.” Don Rucker stuck out his hand. It might as well have been a contract written in blood.

      Chuck signed with a handshake.
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      Luggage carts rumbled. Half the contents were freshly store-bought. The rest had been pillaged from the Radio City. Becky trailed behind the bellhops—or whatever you were supposed to call the equivalent for an apartment building—holding Rhi by the hand as Michelle followed at her heels.

      “Mommy, are we going to live here now?” Rhi asked.

      “For a bit, yeah,” Becky replied. “Just long enough that it’s worth it having some things along from the ship.”

      It hadn’t seemed like Chuck, but the comm said he’d be gone a while. And the follow-up, from a different comm ID, had revealed the location of a stash of hardcoin hidden in the shower with a suggestion to rent a nice apartment near good schools.

      The bellhops stopped at Apartment 907.

      Butterflies flew laps from Becky’s belly to backside. A real apartment. She hadn’t lived anywhere with Chuck but on starships. Sure, there’d been hotels and campgrounds and crashing at other people’s pads. But this was hers. HERS. At least for as long as Chuck’s stash could shell out the 12,000T a month.

      A thumb scan from Michelle opened the door. The girl grinned up at her mother at the novelty. Actually, calling that direction UP was overselling it. Kid was growing like a bamboo, taller every time Becky turned her back. Practically seeing eye to eye with her mama these days.

      Inside, paradise awaited.

      Gleaming white tile floors and poofy, luxuriant furniture beckoned. Becky shuffled inside in a daze, barely able to believe it was real. But she was as sober as a schoolteacher. She barely noticed Rhiannon slipping free of her grip to rush off in exploration.

      Michelle gave the living room a satisfied nod, arms folded as if she’d been the real estate agent who’d rented out the place. “I like it.”

      “We’ll leave you the carts, Mrs. Ramsey,” the lead bellhop informed her. “Just comm the concierge desk whenever you’re done unpacking.”

      The building employees left, and it was just the three Ramsey girls, on their own.

      “I’ve got my own room?” Rhiannon shouted from, presumably, the room that was now hers. She tore out of it, little sneakers squeaking on the shiny floor. “Mom, come see! I have a window, and you can see a pond and trees and everything is so little it’s like flying but there’s no engines.”

      Becky followed her daughter back into the kid’s bedroom, and the view was, as advertised, spectacular. The room’s whole wall was glassteel, and the city of New Singapore spread out to the west as a late afternoon sun glared in at them. It was gonna be hell putting them kiddos to bed on time if the sun came in that bright. But hell, what couldn’t these kids get used to?

      Rhiannon pointed out sights, including the city park where, indeed, both water and trees could be seen. Both were more colors than anything distinct from this high up, and there was plenty of aerial traffic interrupting the view, though the main travel lanes appeared to be well below. Among the taller towers, larger hovers and hybrid atmo/space vessels roamed.

      “Can we live here forever?” Rhi asked.

      “Ain’t no place anybody lives forever,” she replied, trying to sound all sagacious and shit. “Just gotta take it a day at a time. Enjoy what you got when you got it.”

      Becky left her littlest to take a tour of the rest of the place. Michelle was checking out the fancy schmancy kitchen setup, so she let her be.

      As she poked her head in the other rooms, she found a spare washroom and a total of three bedrooms. “Babycakes, I don’t think we got enough bedrooms for you girls to have your own each.”

      “Sure we do,” Michelle called out. “I don’t think Brad’s going to be living with us.”
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      Their shuttle had a corporate feel. Chuck couldn’t think of the last time he’d flown corporate anywhere, let alone high-end corporate. His impression of the Cyanide was of sitting outside an executive’s office, waiting to deliver a presentation about beer marketing. Maybe that was a little specific, but with his recent venture into megacorp life, he felt like long-range transportation had been a gap in his employment experience.

      It was lunchtime, near as he figured, or at least a nice late brunch. They had one of the laaku things aboard that made anything out of everything, and no other in-flight options. With a grimace, he ordered up a Monte Cristo and silently prayed that all it was made of was bug and algae.

      Once Mort had taught him to pay attention to it, Chuck had learned to at least notice the sensation of astral drops. It was like the downswing on a roller coaster most of the time, albeit a low-speed version.

      “The hell was that?” Mort demanded. He sprang from “resting his eyes” in one of the reclining bucket seats to marching up to the cockpit.

      Knowing the potential for trouble with Mort and ship captains, Chuck stopped watching his lunch being printed and rushed after his wizard friend.

      Mort was already haranguing the pilot when Chuck arrived. “What the blazes is going on up here?”

      “We just dropped to a cruising astral of 4 AU. Nothing to be concerned about, sir.”

      “Sir?” Mort scoffed. “Did you just call me ‘sir’? I’ll have you know that I’m neither a knight nor a soldier. I’m a wizard, you dolt. Why are we limping to Barnard’s Star at 4 AU? Isn’t that… I mean… it’ll take months to get us there!”

      “Nine hours, actually,” the pilot corrected him.

      “Quicker to walk,” Mort grumbled. Then, he raised his voice. “Full stop.”

      “You’d better do it,” Chuck advised. “He’s prickly.”

      Casting a wary look as if to accuse Chuck of inflicting this crazy on him, the pilot complied. The Cyanide braked to a halt, reverse thrusters canceling out the momentum they’d built.

      Then, Chuck and the pilot and the whole Cyanide crested the starting drop on one of those crazy daredevil coasters that amusement parks boast about, but then everyone just opts to go on the nice safe kiddie rides instead. This time, however, the bottom dropped out.

      Their pilot screamed.

      When the sensation passed, the ship was dark inside. The engines quiet. Outside, the faint ambient color of astral was violet swirled with deep crimson.

      “What’d you do?” the pilot wailed.

      “Don’t fret,” Mort advised. “Your doodads will redoodadinate themselves soon enough. And when they do, I’m sure you’ll find that we’re far closer than forty-nine hours from Barnard’s Star.” As an aside, Mort leaned over to Chuck. “Did you know, kids in Boston Prime called it Barnyard Star? On account of it being a backwater world out in the galactic countryside?”

      Despite the circumstances, Chuck couldn’t help asking, “Wasn’t that, like, the fourth or fifth colonized world? It’s almost as core as Mars.”

      “Privileges of being a snooty Earthling. Core is just another word for colony.”

      After a few minutes, the systems came back online.

      “Should be good whenever,” Chuck informed the pilot, in case he had the yips about powering up a ship that just had a closer personal encounter with magic.

      “Nav computer’s still on the fritz. It’s reporting us at 13.77 AU.”

      Chuck checked out the window. His personal system for comparing astral depth to the hand-drawn reference he’d put together using Wax-i-Rod colors wouldn’t help here. But he had a decent feel for it by eye. “Yeah. I believe it.”

      “But… we’re only twenty minutes out of Barnard’s Star.”

      “The only way to travel,” Mort informed him.

      “OK. Yeah. Sure. But. Like. Now we’re all at your mercy to get us back to realspace.”

      Mort chuckled. “My dear ship-steersman, my mercy is the only reason anyone breathes. I’m quite merciful. Just carry on getting us to our destination.”

      The laaku machine dinged.

      Chuck decided he could wait the twenty-plus minutes to find someplace planetside where they served real food.
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      After testing out a few models, Brad finally decided on a Coleman 10mm for his everyday blaster. As he got accustomed to the custom holster and the new weight, Jimmy suggested taking it to the firing range.

      “Where’s a good firing range around these parts?”

      That drew a chuckle from the rest of the crew.

      “What? What’d I miss? You guys just sit outside a police station firing at cops for target practice or something?”

      Jimmy shook his head. “Nah. We got blue pockets, but not that deep. It’s just that we don’t go public with stuff like that. Our guys not shooting straight, or even just not shooting as good as some range rat… don’t look so good. You know?”

      C-man shook hands with the blaster shop owner, letting the guy know they were done with him. Once he’d retreated to the back room as the rest of the crew idly browsed weaponry, Jimmy elaborated, “Couple spots. Don’s got the best setup. My old man doesn’t have one, but he’s got the better gym. Just don’t let him catch you working out there if you’re gonna slack.”

      Brad followed as Jimmy led the crew outside. “What’s Earl count as slacking?”

      Jimmy made a show of looking Brad up and down. “Anything you’d do. C’mon. Let’s lay ions.”

      Whose open-air hover it was, legally speaking, Brad had no idea. C-man piloted. Jimmy took the passenger’s seat. Brad got the middle seat in the back row, where he’d be all but doomed in a firefight. But that was the thing; he might not be able to draw his blaster, but he wasn’t going to need to. As a probationary grunt or not, he was with the Ruckers right now. No one just casually took a shot at them. Not here. Not unless they were damaged between the ears.

      The various homes of the upper-level guys were starting to become familiar to him. He knew Don Rucker’s palatial estate before C-man veered out of the traffic lanes toward it. The sprawling, multistory abode had lavish green space and several outbuildings as well as an impressive security perimeter. He didn’t know how a civilian got authorization for defensive turrets, but even the innocuous models on display at multiple points along the outer walls stood out in a modern core city.

      Once on the ground, the crew hopped out. Brad was finally able to draw a full breath again after being compressed from both sides the whole ride. He wasn’t going to complain.

      He’d ask questions and answer them. He’d take orders and follow them as best he could. But he’d be damned before he’d complain about shit until he knew he was in.

      That might be years. That might be never. But this was the golden ticket to a life of getting anything he wanted, whenever he wanted it. He’d be able to make sure Michelle and Rhiannon were safe, not just while Chuck was around or while Becky was on her best “maybe Galactic Child Services is watching” behavior.

      Jimmy led the way. It was funny, but whenever they were somewhere controlled by the family, he was out front and center. Anyplace else, C-man took point.

      It was one of the outbuildings where they found a dedicated firing range. A dozen lanes. Holographic targets. Computerized scoring. He had to imagine that this was just like Earth Marine Corps might use for training.

      One lane was in use when they arrived.

      With the dividers between shooting stations, Brad couldn’t see who was putting live plasma downrange. But they were doing a reactive drill, firing at human-looking targets that materialized in the field. Some were hostile, others meant to represent non-combatants. Some were armed and threatening to return fire. Some hid behind partial cover. Some tried to dodge.

      Whoever it was, most of the shots were lethal. The grade that popped up for all to see was a 91. The guy standing behind the lane clapped softly. “Great work. No civilian deaths today.”

      The girl who came out of the shooting station wore protective goggles that she removed and hung on a peg. Her blaster had already been returned to her own shoulder holster. “Shut the fuck up,” she told her coach. “Can’t you see we’ve got an audience?”

      Tania Rucker sauntered past, her form-fitting pink workout gear stained with sweat.

      C-man stepped aside with a respectful nod. “Miss Tania.”

      “Miss Tania.”

      “Miss Tania.”

      Brad heard himself echo and repeat the nod in turn.

      “Hey, Tanny. Nice set.” Jimmy leaned against the door frame, only stepping aside once his cousin had been forced to stop.

      “Fuck off,” she told him.

      None of the crew said another word until Tania and her shooting coach were gone.

      “Nice save,” Jimmy told him. “Don’t piss off the princesses. Don’t know what rule number that is, but it’s way up there.”

      “Why’s she a princess if you two are cousins? Why do you work for a living?”

      Jimmy chuckled as he programmed up a set for himself. “I’m working my way up. Tania and Janice? They’re third and fifth in line to take over this joint. But they’ll just get that handed to them if it comes to it. Theo doesn’t let women work as muscle, enforcement, or shit like that. Those two get to go to college and run the business end of things. Boring shit. Cut my dick off before you see me hustling data.”

      The crew chuckled. Then they watched as Jimmy put up a 93.

      “Nice,” Brad commented.

      “Yeah. I heard that,” Jimmy joked back. “Three points better than my baby cousin, right? Here’s a secret: she was on Trainee. Me and my guys all practice on Veteran. Need to see how your shooting is. Killing someone at point blank range takes guts, not skill.”

      C-man, Whistles, and Timmy Bagels each took a stall, leaving the one between Jimmy and the rest of them available.

      Brad took the hint.

      His Coleman 10mm was so new that the trigger stuck a little. He switched on the safety and squeezed it repeatedly just to loosen the actuation. Meanwhile, plasma rained down at moving holographic targets in all the other lanes.

      “Any time, kid,” Jimmy taunted amiably.

      Scores popped up from the others.

      A 92 for C-man.

      Whistles logged an 88.

      Timmy matched Jimmy’s 93 for this go-around.

      Brad finally got the trigger responding acceptably, switched back to live fire, and launched his lane.

      After a harrowing thirty seconds, his score came back: 85.

      “Watch it, Whistles,” C-man teased. “Kid’s coming for second-to-last place.”

      All of them ran again, and with the rest of them waiting for Brad to record a score, they’d all lined up their times.

      The scores came in rapid succession.

      Jimmy won the round with a 95. C-man and Timmy tied at 94. Whistles improved to a 91. Brad took last place with 89.

      “Kid talks a good game,” Jimmy announced. “But he’s got a long way to go.”

      C-man leaned back and called down from his lane. “Maybe as his boss, you oughtta teach him.”

      “Should we make the next round interesting?” Brad asked innocently.

      Jimmy laughed. “Kid, if you’re fucking sandbagging me…”

      “I was giving my all,” Brad promised. “But I did put my lane on SpecOps.”

      “Naw,” C-man shot back. “No fucking way. Lemme see that.” The older gangster came around and checked Brad’s station. “Fuck me.”

      “OK, smart guy. Put it on Veteran. Let’s see how you stack up.”

      Brad switched the selector. He started the simulation.

      Humanoid targets popped up. Plasma flew through them.

      Guy with a blaster rifle: right through the neck.

      Azrin leaping at him: two shots, center of mass.

      Kid with a box of candies: finger tightened on the trigger, but no shot fired.

      Cop using his hover as cover: head shot.

      Old woman with a blaster: no hesitation.

      Over the course of thirty seconds, Brad didn’t miss a shot he took.

      99.

      “Dammit,” Brad griped. “I didn’t get credit for a lethal shot on the azrin.”

      “Keep shooting like that,” Jimmy told him, “and you’re gonna find yourself getting some primo work.”
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      Chuck had never liked Barnard’s Star, or any other planet bathed by a red sun. As an aficionado of all things twentieth century—at least culturally—he’d always associated the red skies with the apocalypse. The locals all looked damned to him. Gift shops in every major starport and most tourist traps sold glasses that corrected the look to a yellow-, white-, or blue-sun color gradient, but nothing made a guy stand out in a crowd like trying to deny the sun overhead. So, Chuck just settled for quietly hating the place.

      The pilot of the Cyanide didn’t linger. Once a hover showed up to collect them, he was vapor.

      Inside the back of the hover, three Rucker operatives greeted them.

      “Which one of you is Ramsey?” the eldest of the trio inquired.

      “That’d be me,” Chuck informed the guy alongside a handshake. “This here is Mort.”

      “Bart Dyson,” came the introduction in reply. He had slick black hair that silvered at the temples and a grip like a dockworker. “I’m handling business on this end. Don said to give you what you need to pull this off, and it’s a trick I wanna see for myself.”

      “You want someone dead. He’s going to die,” Mort stated flatly. “Tricks are for getting away with it without stirring up new trouble.”

      Bart nodded sagely. “Good. Sounds like our worst case is a new mess, then. We’ll clean that up if it happens. Just don’t like the idea of a snitch breathing. This here is my nephew, Georgie. I got other shit to juggle here in New Venice, so Georgie’s going to be your point man. You need anything, talk to him. You need to get in touch with me, go through him.”

      “A pleasure,” Georgie deadpanned.

      “And this is Lisa Quaid, our top in-house attorney. She’s our eyes and ears in the New Venice court system.”

      Ms. Quaid’s handshake was soft yet firm, and she met Chuck’s eye with a gaze of steel. “I’ve lost two clients in this matter already. Healy Nevins opted for a colonial attorney. It’s a public defender named Alvin Carcetti who needs to lose this one.”

      “Dumb question,” Chuck preambled. “Why can’t we just get this Carcetti character to off him? It’s gotta be the best way to access Nevins.”

      Bart leaned back in the hover’s rear-facing bench seat as New Venice breezed beneath them. This was a critical, time-sensitive job, sure, but it wasn’t a panic. They had a ticking time bomb counting down in weeks, not hours. “Look. Maybe we can twist the guy into trying, but it’s no dice. They’ve got magical and standard security screenings. I’ve met Healy Nevins and seen pics of the lawyer. Nothing we can sneak in with him’s gonna even the odds. We get caught counting cards, they shuffle the boot.”

      Mort watched out the window, not paying obvious attention to their conversation, but his question made it clear he’d been listening the whole time. “What’s the tolerance for disasters around here?”

      “No disasters,” Bart insisted. “Things gotta go smooth. No links back to us. Everyone can figure it out, sure, but no evidence. No sloppiness. No⁠—”

      “I mean actual disasters,” Mort clarified. “Like a starship crash or a fissure opening under the building or the like?”

      “The like?” Chuck echoed incredulously. “You’re talking about engineering a manmade comet strike or cracking open hell to swallow him up. What’s like that?”

      Mort shrugged. “Comet was good enough for the dinosaurs. I’m mostly interested in finding out just how badly we want this chap dead. Give me a number, I’ll try to keep the collateral damage under it.”

      “On an ideal planet, just Nevins,” Bart replied after a moment of looking like he wished he’d chosen another profession. “If it comes to it, local cops are fair game if they gotta go. Lawyers, too, on both sides. Anyone Assistant District Attorney and up, kinda maybe try to leave them alive. Avoid ventilating any Earth Interstellar badges. And as a point of family policy, we don’t fuck with Earth Navy, Earth Marine Corps, or the Convocation.”

      Mort harrumphed. “You’re making an exception on that last one. I don’t make a habit of killing wizards needlessly—professional courtesy, mostly—but you’re fucking around with the Convocation just talking to me.”

      “Easy does it,” Chuck assured everyone as Mort appeared ready to start a head-butting contest as the only one who’d come wearing a horned viking helmet. “Let’s get settled in at the hotel, start looking into some details, and figure out a way to just end the life of one poor, miserable snitch.”

      New Venice skyline rushed past, glinting in the red afternoon sunshine.

      So long as Chuck never had to meet Healy Nevins, he was pretty sure he could continue not identifying with the poor fucker. Because if the roles were reversed, he could pretty much guarantee he’d be cutting a deal, too.
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      New Singapore was hopping at night. Brad hated himself for even thinking of that descriptor and blamed the shit out of his closet retrovert parents. But other than regretting a life cooped up in a tiny starship with assholes, there was nothing but upside. Wind blew in his face as C-man piloted Jimmy’s drop-top hover through the city. Dazzling lights and glittering skyscrapers gave the place an almost Vegas Prime look.

      They parked out in front of Club Jam, a dance club whose thunderous electro beats spilled out the front door and past the line of people waiting to get in. A pair of bouncers built like Bronze League fighters guarded the door from the underage, the unsmooth, and the underdressed.

      Brad fit the first, and possibly the second, of those criteria, but Jimmy had made sure he looked the part. None of the Rucker people so much as paused to give the bouncers a nod. They walked on past like the guys didn’t exist, and the bouncers returned the favor.

      “Follow his lead,” C-man advised, raising his voice to the exact volume required for Brad to hear the instructions over the din. “Don’t say nothing. Don’t react. Things get oily, don’t pull unless you see me pull. Don’t fire unless one of us does. Got it?”

      Brad gave a single, curt nod.

      A crazy laser light show bathed the dance floor in a kaleidoscope of colors, muted by the shaders that Jimmy and his crew all kept on indoor. They parted the crowd ahead of them, mostly just by being themselves, partly with Timmy Bagels shoving brain-fried idiots out of their path, like Jimmy’s personal cowcatcher.

      The door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY didn’t stop them.

      A waitress pressed against the wall to get out of their way in the corridor beyond.

      Jimmy marched up to the office door labeled MANAGER and stood in front of it while Whistles pounded a fist.

      The door slid open.

      Inside, a meager office at odds with the glitz and fantastical ambiance of the club outside greeted the five of them. Jimmy went in first, and the rest of them clogged the doorway, preventing any hope of escape.

      “Jimmy,” the guy behind the desk called out with a nervous grin and parted hands. He stood and came around in front of his desk. “You didn’t have to make a special trip just to see me.”

      “You didn’t make your payment, Nolan.” Jimmy put a hand on the man’s shoulder, and it looked like the weight of it would crush the man despite Jimmy’s beanpole physique.

      “My daughter had a thing. I got your money. No worries. You’d have had it first thing tomorrow.”

      Jimmy gave a glance. C-man returned a slight nod.

      Quiet reigned in the office aside from their conversation. Only a faint, distant beat in the floor hinted at the revelry out in the club. C-man whispered into Brad’s ear. “Move slow. Get up in Nolan’s face. Then hit him in the gut, hard as you can.”

      Brad’s heart pounded. On the street, in an abandoned warehouse, in basically any setting where he found himself alone with a guy Nolan’s size—which, to be clear, wasn’t exactly either huge or imposing—Brad never would have chosen a physical confrontation. Blasters? Sure. Words? The guy would have been fertilizer. Brad’s personal history with fisticuffs included more of his own blood than other people’s.

      Trying to act smooth, he drifted forward in a type of walk he’d never practiced and couldn’t name. It was neither saunter nor swagger nor shuffle. If he came across as the least bit smooth, it was a coincidence.

      Nolan’s eyes widened at his approach despite being half a head taller and built with a protective layer of fat over Brad’s target. He watched the sweat bead on the club manager’s forehead and wondered which of them was more scared.

      Clenching every muscle in his body, Brad drove a fist into Nolan’s belly.

      “Oof.”

      “Letting you off easy, Nolan,” Jimmy told the guy, who had lost half a breath over his transgression and may have gotten sweat from Brad’s knuckles dampening his shirt. Whistles rifled through Nolan’s desk and confiscated a bundle that presumably contained the payment in question. “Next time I have someone rough you up who can lift more than a six-pack.”

      The gang all had their laugh at Brad’s expense. Even Nolan joined in self-consciously.

      Jimmy patted Nolan on the cheek paternalistically. “Don’t go letting there be a next time.”

      No one had disturbed their hover despite it being illegally parked. The crew all hopped back in like nothing had happened.

      As they took off, Jimmy twisted in the passenger’s seat. “We’re slumming a little tonight. I pulled in some overdues from the underbosses. We’ll kick ’em back once you show me a guy bent in half and regretting getting hit. This is gonna be our Saturday nights until you get this shit learned.”

      “Don’t sweat it,” Whistles advised. “We don’t take it personal or nothing, us losing out on kicking back and enjoying a nice Saturday relaxing, doing our own thing.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Timmy countered. “Here’s the thing, other than hitting the gym and turning those noodles of yours into pneumatic hammers, you gotta cheat.”

      “Cheat how?” Brad asked. “Are there rules?”

      The pair flanking him both chuckled. Timmy nodded his approval. “Exactly. There ain’t. Get a guy off guard, he won’t have his gut tightened. That’s your best shot. Nolan got a fucking video comm telling him you were coming. Jimmy won’t tip off the rest tonight—I think.”

      “Kid, you’re not muscle,” Whistles added. “But until you learn how, you’re muscle. Got it?”

      Brad nodded. These guys saw something in him. He could go places. But until he was ready to show them he could learn this business from the ground up, the only places he was going—that any of them were going—were to a series of back rooms where guys needed a reminder of the price for crossing Theo Rucker.
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      Just after three in the afternoon was no time to be having dinner. Don Rucker knew this. Earl seemed sensible enough to agree. Only Theo didn’t get the idea, and his word was law. So, if Don had to sit down to a four-course meal when he still hadn’t finished digesting his lunch, that was just what had to happen.

      Most of the table went unused. Thirty people could have easily dined with them out of earshot of the important conversation taking place at the head of the table and the two place settings that flanked it.

      Don had picked the olives and croutons out of his salad, sipped at his miso soup, and finally ate heartily once the wagyu steak had arrived.

      Earl didn’t understand the basic concept of leftover food and had been finishing Theo’s meals for him, just like he had since his teenage years.

      “I appreciate that you’ve got the wizard on the job,” Theo stated once he
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