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      Esper tiptoed through a clutter of unconscious bodies across the floor of the Drowning Camel Tavern. One fluorescent bar lamp over a pool table coughed and sputtered light into the room. The rest of the tavern was dark, thankfully hiding the tacky neon and chrome decor but not the reek of spilled beer. Quiet, muffled sobs originated at the back of the establishment. That was Esper’s destination.

      Her foot clipped someone’s forehead, eliciting a groan. “Sorry,” she whispered. It was one thing to crack a few heads in the heat of a brawl, but that didn’t mean Esper meant her adversaries any harm.

      She made it to the washroom by the flickering pool table light without any further mishaps. The door was an old-fashioned swinging sort with a knob handle and a hinge on the opposite side, set to open inward. Though the knob twisted in Esper’s hand, the door didn’t budge. From inside, the sobs turned into a terrified squeal.

      “Go away!” a girl shouted through the door. Esper’s target was sixteen, and the voice supported her guess at the occupant.

      “Tiffany St. Cloud, my name is Esper Richfield,” she replied calmly through the door, carefully raising her voice just enough to be heard over the girl’s continued weeping. “Your mother hired me to rescue you.”

      “Just leave me alone!”

      Had she been a brute, bashing down the door might have been warranted at this point. The brawl had been loud but brief, and the Shetland Colony Sheriff’s Department ought to be here any minute. Haste was essential. Since she wasn’t the sort of brute to kick down doors, Esper fell back on the skill that served her best.

      Magic.

      Laying a palm on the door, Esper spoke within her own head. All those little molecules whizzing around, not actually touching. Makes you wonder why any of this door stays together.

      As an inanimate object, the door didn’t offer any argument to the contrary. In such cases, as it so often did, the universe sided with the wizard. The door blocking Esper’s path to her quarry fell away as a pile of dust.

      On the tile floor of the washroom beyond, a waste bin had been toppled over and wedged between the wall and the path the door swung. Just to the side of it, between the single toilet and the sink, a young woman sat hugging her knees to her chest.

      “It’s all right,” Esper assured her, extending an open hand but not coming any closer. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      The girl looked up, and Esper’s heart froze in her chest. The mother had supplied a flatvid image along with all she knew about the girl’s whereabouts. While the tangle of dark brunette hair that had obscured her face was the right hue, when she looked up, the illusion shattered. “You’re not Tiffany St. Cloud.”

      Raising hands to shield her face, the non-Tiffany squeaked, “Don’t hurt me.”

      Esper paused to consider what this girl saw. By the flickering light behind her, she glanced at the mirror above the sink. Good lord! Flecks of blood stood out against pale skin. By reflex, she wiped them away immediately, scrubbing with the back of her fingerless gloves. Her outfit had been purchased over multiple shopping sprees spread across military surplus outlets and boutiques of questionable moral intent. The result was Esper looking like someone had dressed up a Susie Sunshine doll as a member of Omicron Squad.

      If she were hiding from a bar brawl in the ladies’ washroom of a seedy pub, Esper would have been afraid of herself too. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m just looking for a girl about your size, same hair, green eyes, sixteen. Answers to the name Tiffany.”

      The washroom girl cowered on the floor, trembling and staring up at Esper like the Grim Reaper himself had come to collect eighty years early.

      “Seriously. Not going to hurt you.”

      “I heard you. You killed them all.”

      “Nobody’s dead. Lot of concussions. A bunch of broken arms and knees. Nothing the local med station can’t fix in a jiffy.”

      Despite her obvious terror, the girl cracked a smile. “Jiffy? Who even says that?”

      “Please,” Esper said, clasping her hands. “Tiffany’s father had her kidnapped. I’ve been tracking her down for weeks. Her mother’s worried sick. Have you seen her?”

      Taking a shuddering breath, the girl nodded. “She slipped me fifty terras to stand in for her. Tiffany—or whoever she is—slipped out the back.”

      “Hardcoin?” Esper demanded, perhaps harsher in her eagerness for a clue than she’d needed to be.

      Digging frantically in her pocket, the young woman shoved a handful of hard plastic coinage in Esper’s direction. “Take it. I didn’t shake her down. I swear! Just don’t hurt me.”

      Esper pulled out a ten-terra coin from her own pocket and exchanged it for one of the girl’s. “Five gets you ten. I don’t need the money. I just need a scent. My partner can work with this.”

      With that, Esper quickly picked her way through the mass of would-be brawlers for the back exit of the Drowning Camel. Her instincts screamed for her to stay behind and make sure the girl—whose name she never asked—didn’t get into any trouble with the colonial sheriff’s office. That she got home OK. That she wasn’t accosted by anyone waking up on the barroom floor and demanding answers. But Esper knew that she could only deal with one problem at a time, and while the mystery decoy in the washroom might need her, Tiffany St. Cloud most certainly did. Desperately so.

      Esper burst onto the streets beneath the darkened skies of Alpha Centauri. The chase was on.
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      As soon as Esper exited the bar, a black mass of fur and muscle bounded toward her. Though he appeared to be something of a mix between a pit bull and a rottweiler, standing waist high at the shoulder and black as the void between stars, Kubu was a sentient creature native to a far-distant planet. Today, his exuberance was limited to the length of the tether anchored to his collar.

      “Did you find her?” Kubu asked, his deep voice rumbling from his belly. “Can you untie me now?”

      “Sorry about that,” Esper said quickly. Kubu was a good sport, playing along with local ordinances that applied to his canine cousins from Earth. Had he wanted to, the powerful canid could have snapped the leash like a piece of licorice. She undid the simple knot holding the leash to an external water pipe running into the bar. “I’ve got a coin that Tiffany handled. Think you can get a scent from it?”

      Esper held out the coin, and Kubu’s nostrils went into overdrive. “Lots of people scents.”

      “Do you smell any that might have sprinted out of the Drowning Camel a few minutes ago?”

      Kubu’s jaws parted, tongue lolling. “That’s a funny name for a bar. It’s funny because camels come from deserts. They wouldn’t know how to⁠—”

      “The scent, Kubu. Focus.”

      The ground was wet thanks to an intermittent rainfall throughout the day. The Alpha Centauri colonies strictly regulated tinkering with the fragile, terraformed biospheres and let rainstorms come and go as they pleased. Esper didn’t know a lot about tracking, but she knew enough that the soaked streets gave her pause for concern.

      “Oh. Yeah. No problem,” Kubu said. “This way.” With that, he took off down the alley. “Faster with no leash.”

      Esper kept hold of the end of the leash. “You want to spend a night in a pet control lockup?”

      “I’m not a dog,” Kubu reminded her for the millionth time, turning his head to look back at her as he jogged.

      “And it might take hours to convince some local of that,” Esper replied. When had she started considering “local” to be a derogatory term? She hadn’t grown up that way. But years among spacers had dimmed her view of the myopic, parochial creatures who lived their entire lives where they were born, believing the same as all their friends and neighbors.

      “Why’d you use magic?” Kubu asked, catching Esper off guard. He was a kid by the standards of his species. They’d ballparked his age at six or seven, never knowing his date of birth. That put him in early adolescence. It also meant that he was beginning to develop an understanding of how the galaxy worked. “I saw the street lights go blinky. That was you. Right?”

      Esper was breathing hard. Kubu had placed her at a conversational disadvantage with the pace he was setting. “Things got rough. In a hurry. Almost had her.”

      “But the Convocation might notice.”

      This was what they’d come to. She was getting lectures now. Unfortunately, she deserved this one. “Sorry. Just reacted.”

      “They’re gonna find you,” Kubu warned.

      “Can we have this discussion later? Find Tiffany,” Esper said.

      They wedged their way through crowds of late-night shoppers and soggy-brained revelers as they exited shops and drinking holes, respectively. They paused briefly at an intersection as a tram shot past. Esper could have used magic to dull her burning muscles and refill her aching lungs, but with vehicles all around and personal tech devices on every pedestrian’s person, altering the laws of physics would have been an act of anarchy. Falling hovercars, comms cut off mid-sentence, potentially any number of medical cybernetics deactivated.

      Esper didn’t want to think about it.

      Kubu veered suddenly, taking them down an alley between a coffee shop and a boutique specializing in exotic hats.

      “What’s up? You find her?” Esper asked.

      “Shh,” Kubu hissed, then switched to a low voice. “She’s right here.”

      The alley was narrow to begin with, turning claustrophobic with a clutter of plastic shipping crates stacked along one plastisteel wall. The labels and brand logos ranged from Kwik-Chug Instant to Ganymede Gardens, suggesting that they belonged to the coffee shop. If anyone suspected that a bloodhound was following them, they could do worse than hiding among the overpowering aromas of a variety of coffees and teas.

      Kubu lifted a paw and pointed out a crate of Old Columbia brand coffee flavor additive. Esper dropped her end of the leash and used both hands to pop the lid.

      Inside, the crate had been emptied of its original contents and was now filled entirely with a teenage brunette in a private school sweater and pleated skirt. Despite a quaver in her voice, the girl put up a blustering front. “Keep moving, blondie. Go find your own box to sleep in.”

      “Tiffany St. Cloud?” Esper asked. She didn’t pause for confirmation. The girl’s flinch at the name was evidence enough. “Your mother hired me to escort you home safely.”

      Curled in the crate, Tiffany went limp, staring into the wispy clouds and partly obscured stars above. “Fuck’s sake, ma! You had to sic a fucking merc squad on me?”

      “I’m not a squad,” Esper replied calmly, offering a hand to help the girl out of her hiding spot. “It’s just me and Kubu.”

      As the girl reluctantly accepted Esper’s aid climbing out of the Old Columbia crate, she looked up and down the alley. “You and who?”

      “Me,” Kubu said.

      “Holy fuckballs!” Tiffany exclaimed. “Your dog talks!”

      “Kubu’s not a dog,” Esper explained before Kubu could offer his own offended version. “He’s incognito.”

      “Who the fuck goes around disguised as a dog?”

      Esper sighed and pursed her lips. There were varying degrees of truth to offer, but in the interest of expediency, she chose the hammer of bluntness. “An eight-ton eating machine who wouldn’t fit in my starship or be welcome in most cities full-sized. Now c’mon. Let’s get a meal in you, then figure out the best way to get you home.”
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      Odin Masterson forced open the jammed autodoor to the Drowning Camel Tavern. Inside, it looked like a military-grade stun grenade had detonated. The dive bar was littered with lowlifes, but unlike most establishments of its sort, the Camel’s barflies were scattered across the floor in a scene out of a cheap action holo, between takes, where the director yells cut, and all the dead no-names get up and reposition to try again. This time, the extras were having a little trouble getting up because some sharp operator had done them like a rack of bowling pins.

      The comm had been simple. Hey Odin, we’ve got her. Drowning Camel. Make it snappy. She’s a handful.

      Twenty minutes it had been since that comm. Twenty. Fucking. Minutes. If he didn’t know better, Odin would have suspected that Tiffany had magical charms to convince a bar full of drunks and spacers to fight over her. Unfortunately, he knew Tiffany St. Cloud well enough to know better. The girl had the charm of a construction foreman and a body that had years left before it’d be worth fighting over.

      As he maneuvered through the treacherous terrain of limp bodies, spilled beverages, and broken glass, Odin formed a picture of his competition. Someone had been here. That much was obvious. Been and gone. There was no sign of the girl, and fights like this one didn’t end with everyone incapacitated. Too neat and tidy. Just didn’t happen that way. Tiffany might have been enough of a little shit to put a blaster hole in someone with their back turned, but she wasn’t built to rough up grown men.

      Odin began a profile.

      There had to have been two dozen guys scattered across the floor of the Drowning Camel. Assuming most were intoxicated, possibly even the boss’s own crew of four, a determined squad of four or five might have been responsible for putting them there. But a crew of even four would have had a hard time maneuvering the floor with the number of bodies. They’d have kept an area clear around them. This didn’t look like the handiwork of a bunch of guys fighting as a unit.

      Odin considered the possibility of a single, elite bounty hunter. Two meters tall. Marine training. Still on the chem regimen. Maybe a cybernetic mod or two. Definitely not a standard-issue human.

      One of the patrons had made it to his hands and knees. Odin put a booted foot to the man’s ribcage and toppled him onto his back. “Who did this?” he demanded. “I want a name. Description.”

      The groggy barfly with two black eyes and a dislocated nose didn’t try to look up. “Didn’t see nothing.”

      Odin leaned in close. “I’m not the cops, you stupid prick. I want answers, and if you like to piss standing up, you’re gonna give ’em. Who did this? Where’s the girl?” He drew his blaster and jammed it in the unfortunate fellow’s crotch.

      “Weren’t nobody. It was a demon. I swear. Din’t move like any human. Punched like an ion thruster.”

      Odin revised his profile. Some alien, then. Xenos walked freely in the Alpha Centauri system. Put one in an environmental suit, and many could pass for human until they started tossing poor slobs around like rag dolls. Zheen would never leave so many alive. Azrin… maybe? Convince one to keep its claws sheathed, and one of those oversized housecats could wreak havoc on this scale. But could Candace St. Cloud afford to hire one? Xeno mercs notoriously cost extra.

      A groan a few tables over drew Odin’s attention. He silenced the slobbering idiot at his feet with the butt of his blaster and picked his way over to find one of his boss’s minions coming around.

      Grabbing the man by the collar, Odin lifted him until his head lolled back. “Vinnie, it’s me. Where the hell did Tiffany end up? Who’s got her?”

      Groggy though he was, Vinnie had the sense to start covering his own ass. “We had her. I swear. She was right there, third seat from the end of the bar. We were filling her up with virgin daiquiris while we waited when this pushy bitch busts in and demands we hand her over.”

      Finally. Someone who could ID the interloper. “How many’d she have with her? What’d they look like?”

      “Just one. Blonde. 1.7 meters, maybe. Pink shirt. Black leather jacket and tac pants. Combat boots. Fingerless gloves. She had a pair of data goggles pushed up on her head. Blaster she never drew.”

      “I see you only got a passing glance at her. Eyes bigger than your memory?”

      Despite his obvious pain, Vinnie grinned weakly. “Body like one of those pleasure pod drones. Face like an angel. Don’t fall for it, Odin. That hot piece of tail’s gotta be 90 percent cyborg, the way she went through us.”

      Odin gritted his teeth. New profiles flooded his mind, more accurate than his earlier guesswork. Retired military experiment. Youth-treated old-timer reinvesting a lifetime’s bounties into a rejuvenated career. There were even rumors of some of the megacorps being on the verge of sentient androids.

      None of that mattered. He knew who he was looking for, even if he didn’t understand what she was. “Tiffany. Where’s Tiffany? Did this combat goddess run off with her? Did she bolt in the confusion? Did she say anything about where she might go?”

      “I was out like the lights.”

      “The lights went out?”

      Wincing, Vinnie nodded. “Yeah, soon as the hottie started moving like a whirlwind and throwing guys twice her size across tables, the lights went dead. Didn’t see much even before that. Pretty quick, I tried to grab her, but everything went blank.”

      The profile snapped into place. The lights going out was the clue he needed. This wasn’t an android or a chem-fueled mercenary chasing down Tiffany.

      Odin let Vinnie slump back to the bar floor and pulled out his datapad. Opening a comm, he waited a few seconds for it to connect, then got a prompt to leave a message. “Roger, I’m in Shetland on Alpha Centauri III. The crew of the Snickersnack briefly acquired Tiffany before a third party intervened and extracted her. Someone counted their chickens before they roosted. Don’t worry. I’m on it. From the descriptions I’ve gathered, your ex-wife has hired a wizard.”
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      The Breakfast Clock Diner was a cozy little place just a couple streets over from the alley where Esper and Kubu had tracked down Tiffany. It had the pervasive aroma of bacon and coffee and faux retro chrome and imitation red vinyl upholstery common to diners throughout the known planets. The former masked the fact that Tiffany reeked of artificial coffee flavoring.

      “Some shithole,” Tiffany remarked casually as they took their seats, loudly enough that one of the waitresses shot the pair a dirty look over her shoulder. “Chrono’s even broken.”

      The clock above the kitchen was indeed non-functional. It was an old-fashioned hands-and-numbers disc, minus the hands. Esper rolled her eyes as she slipped into a window-side booth across from her ornery charge. “That’s the joke. Breakfast Clock. No hands telling you it’s past breakfast time. They serve it round the clock. Don’t they teach critical thinking at Templeton Girls’ Academy?” She gestured toward the embroidered logo over the breast of Tiffany’s sweater.

      Tiffany sighed melodramatically and let her head thump against the backrest of her seat. “You got carb blockers on you? If I’m going home, cheerleading tryouts are in two weeks. I don’t want to miss the weight cutoff because you stuffed me full of pancakes.”

      “No. And if you’re worried, you could eat fewer pancakes. Or order something else. Anything on the menu. My treat.”

      Tiffany snorted. “Big spender. And it’s a fucking diner. I’m gonna eat some goddamn pancakes. Not like I’ll get anything edible once I’m back on Nephthys IV.” She swiped at the table’s built-in screen, perusing her menu options.

      “Your mom doesn’t cook?” Esper smiled, hoping to relate to the girl she’d be spending at least the next week or so with, assuming their transportation went smoothly.

      Without looking up from the menu, Tiffany blew a disgusted breath that fluttered a stray lock of hair dangling in her face. “Candace? Cook? Please. We’ve got a laaku food processor in the house, and it’s locked out so it won’t even make anything that tastes like it has meat in it. I hacked it once to make chicken tenders—all out of veggie proteins, remember—and she pitched a screamy.”

      Uncomfortable with the turn of the conversation, Esper peered through the retro-style slatted blinds to the well-lit street outside. Kubu sat on the roadside, dutifully tethered to a civic pet station alongside a terrier a tenth his size that was trying to sniff his backside.

      “What’s the deal with that dog of yours?”

      Esper tore her attention from the guilt at leaving Kubu outside. Tiffany’s side of the table glowed softly. Esper hastily hit the button in the corner for manual ordering, snatching her finger away quickly lest she foul the technology inadvertently. “He’s not a dog. Same as tesuds aren’t giant tortoises and laaku aren’t chimps. Kubu’s got paperwork to prove he’s a sentient creature with full rights and Martian citizenship.”

      “Then why did you tie him up outdoors? Isn’t that pretty fucking hypocritical?”

      Esper sighed. Had she come to the point in her life where she needed moral advice from a sixteen-year-old? “We’re all playing roles here. Trying to fit in. Kubu. Me. I bet you’re not half as tough as you’re acting right now.”

      A waitress came up, datapad in hand and a look of put-upon weariness plastered across her features. “Can I help you, ladies?”

      Tiffany held up her palms. “Don’t look at me. I used the menu.”

      Ignoring the implied slight, Esper smiled pleasantly at their server—Krissy, according to her name tag. “I’d like two Belgian waffles with strawberries and whipped cream, maple syrup, a side of hash browns, and a café au lait with cinnamon sprinkled on top.”

      The waitress raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. That was Tiffany’s job. In her first sign of tact, the girl at least waited until Krissy was out of earshot.

      “Sure you’re not packing carb blockers? What are you, gene-modded so all the fat goes straight to your boobs?”

      Esper knew all the signs. She wasn’t going to rise to the bait. “Nope. Just get a lot of exercise. As for Kubu… oh, poo! Krissy! Can you come back here a minute?” She waited as the waitress reversed course.

      “What?” Tiffany cut in. “You forget to order a sundae to go with it?”

      Esper carefully avoided eye contact with the girl. “Can you add three kilos of slightly cooked bacon to my order?”

      “Three kilos?” Krissy echoed, twisting a finger in her ear as if it might not have been working properly.

      Esper poked a finger through the blinds, her nail tapping against the glass. “For him. The grease in it’s good for his coat.”

      Krissy put a hand on one hip. “Gonna have to ask you to pay upfront, miss.”

      Without missing a beat, Esper deposited a stack of hardcoin on the table. “That cover it?”

      Krissy scooped up the payment, gave it a quick count, and departed with a shrug that said, “It’s your money; we just cook here.”

      Tiffany leaned across the table. “You’re seriously going to feed your dog semi-raw bacon?”

      Esper had seen Kubu swallow a porcupine whole. She’d seen him chase down a deer and eat it, antlers and all. He ate rabbits the way a child gobbled up jellybeans. “It’s a treat. A reminder that I can afford to feed him yummier food when he’s small.”

      “Lady… that dog ain’t small.”

      Esper didn’t have time to get into the details of Kubu’s natural physiology. The girl wasn’t liable to believe her, and Shetland was no place to show off by offering proof of how monstrously huge he normally was. “Did you know those men at the Drowning Camel?”

      Tiffany shrugged and looked away. “Maybe a couple. They work for my dad’s shipping business. Marcus, Nate, Vinnie… I think Coleman was there. They were handing me off to someone who’d bring me straight to my dad.”

      Esper swallowed. “There’s someone coming for you?”

      Tiffany rolled her eyes. “Probably.”

      This wasn’t a matter to brush off easily. She took Tiffany’s hands in her own. “Do you know who your father sent?”

      Please don’t let it be a wizard. Please don’t let it be a wizard.

      “Dunno. Odin, probably. My father’s got a lot of fuckups on his payroll. Odin’s like the token non-fuckup of the group. Bet he gets a cut rate on his insurance having at least one fucker working for him who isn’t a stim-freak or a plasma-brain.”

      Not good. Wizards were more prone than most to giving grandiose or archaic names to their children. “This Odin… what’s he do for your father, normally?”

      “Security consultant. Bodyguard. I dunno. Kind of a Mr. Get-It-Done. Odin is sort of the multi-tool in Roger’s pocket.”

      “Would you describe him as more… military? Law enforcement? Data tech?” Esper cleared her throat. “Wizard?”

      “Wizard? Odin? No one tells me shit, but I think he used to belong to some little syndicate that got broken up a while back. He’s a gangster at heart, even if the story’s bullshit.”

      Esper breathed a sigh of relief. A wizard would have meant exposure to Convocation justice. Even coming across one another on an unrelated matter, any wizard worth his oath would have called in backup from the nearest enclave. But if this Odin character was just a gangster… well, Esper could handle that.

      Tiffany held up a palm and glanced away. “Look. You don’t need to get in the middle of this divorce crap between my parents and me. I can look after myself.”

      Their food arrived, and Tiffany dug directly into hers as if her comment had been about the weather or a local sports team.

      Esper picked up her fork and knife, stomach growling at the scents of waffle and strawberry wafting from her plate, but she couldn’t stuff food into her mouth yet. “I ran away from home when I was around your age.”

      Even with a mouth filled with chocolate chip pancakes, Tiffany didn’t let Esper build narrative momentum. “Poor you. Kickass bounty hunter with a perfect body and a talking dog. You must cry yourself to sleep every night after fucking the hottest guys in the galaxy. Oh yeah. And you’re a wizard. Life must be rough where you grew up.”

      There was no reasoning with a spoiled teenage girl. Esper knew this from experience. She’d been Tiffany ten years ago, give or take. There were moments when all she wanted was a chance to go back in time and slap some sense into her younger self. But facing Tiffany across the diner table, Esper could only pity her.

      “We’ll finish eating, head back to the room I’ve rented, then in the morning, we’re heading for the starport. I’ve got us booked on the Sassy Starling, scheduled to leave at 8:30 a.m.”

      “You pre-booked our trip outbound? I didn’t see you with a datapad since you found me. Ballsy.”

      Esper didn’t allow the girl to sidetrack her. “If we get separated for any reason, the Sassy Starling is picking up at the Lucius January Memorial Starport, berth 22A. Your ticket is pre-paid. If you get there without me, they’ll let you on board. If you can’t get to the starport, contact me at this comm ID. I hate datapads, but if you get lost, I’ll be glued to it waiting to hear from you.” She slid a slip of paper across the table.

      Fork and knife clattered to the plate as Tiffany regarded the note as if it were an alien artifact. “What’s this? Paper? What century are you from?”

      “Just keep it safe,” Esper instructed. “That comm ID could save your life.”

      Tiffany rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Sure it will.” Nevertheless, she tucked it into the pocket of her skirt.

      Esper’s mother had once wished a curse upon her, that she’d have a daughter who was just like her. While Esper had never become a mother, she felt like she was getting her first taste of that curse.
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      The Shetland streets stank of ozone fumes and cheap sausages that came from portable carts. A hint of wet permacrete and the sweat from bodies basting inside rain slickers didn’t improve the olfactory tableau. The tawdry exhaust of the human machine eventually made every colony smell about the same. On an overcast night like this one, a guy could be forgiven for forgetting what world he was on. To Odin Masterson, all that mattered was that this ball of rock had Tiffany St. Cloud on it somewhere.

      Turning his collar up against the intermittent drizzle, Odin kept his head down and his eyes scanning side to side. Shetland wasn’t the only city on Alpha Centauri III, but he had to assume until he heard otherwise that Tiffany hadn’t jumped an atmospheric to anywhere else. As it was, there was plenty of Shetland to check before he ran out of leads.

      Nearly 10.8 million poor suckers called this place home. The inner colonies were a wretched half-measure between the glitter of Sol and the loose-weave freedom of the border planets. All the crowds, all the corruption, none of the payoffs.

      Pedestrians got out of Odin’s way as he strode swiftly through the flow of foot traffic. Your average colonist didn’t have anyplace to be, and the purposeful movement of an offworlder on a mission might as well have been a flashing siren yelling to get out of the way.

      The people out and about didn’t matter. They were doing something. Their eyes were for their own menial, meaningless lives. Odin caught sight of a pair of salt-and-pepper gawkers loitering under the awning of a patisserie that had closed for the evening and knew he had a pair who viewed the streets as their own personal holovid.

      Odin reached into his pocket, pulling out a datapad and thumbing it on. “Either of you two bums seen this girl?” The flat image showed Tiffany from her school bio. It was the most recent likeness Roger had of his daughter. It was a couple years old, but by that age, kids didn’t change too fast. The girl was smiling, showing the silvery studs of magnetodontic retractors. They must have been off her teeth by now, but he doubted these two were the sort who checked out a girl by her smile.

      The stockier of the two shrugged. “I ain’t seen nothing.”

      The slim one with the digital atomizer dangling from his lips inclined his head. “What’s it worth to you if I have?”

      Odin gritted his teeth. He hated the selective memories of the common street lowlife. “I’m not a cop.”

      “Girl work for you or something?”

      “I work for her father.”

      Both men leaned away. A man with a financial agenda could be bargained with, bribed, maybe conned a little if he wasn’t too tough a mark. Odin hated the idea that they might think he was new enough to this planet’s gravity that he’d take easy bait. But once this became a family issue, these two wanted no part of him.

      The smoker puffed an acrid cloud in the space between him and Odin. “Ain’t seen her, pal.”

      “Best ’o luck,” his chum added.

      Odin didn’t bother teaching the two deadbeats manners. There was more at stake here than his pride.

      Tucking away the datapad, Odin swept onward with his search.

      He hadn’t gone a block before he pulled out Tiffany’s picture again. God dammit. When the hell had little Tiffany grown up? The picture wasn’t even as old as she’d looked when Odin caught up with her, and yet she was the spitting image of Candace. Last he’d seen the girl, she’d been playing sprite-league football and wearing Rainbow Sparkle earrings.

      “You!” Odin said, catching a somber-clad figure retreating into the shadows of an alley, out of the cone of a street lamp’s glow. “Hold up a minute!”

      The guy scurried, and Odin wasn’t having any of that. Not tonight. With a limp and a hacking cough, the bastard didn’t make it five steps before Odin caught him by the collar of his trench coat and spun him around.

      Mr. Alley Rat put up both hands, trembling. Pulling him into the light, he had a face like a meteor-pocked asteroid. “I’ve got hardcoin, buddy. No buyers tonight. It’s the rain.”

      Odin tore open the man’s trenchcoat and fished in the pockets. He found a plasti-bag stuffed with stim packets. “You a dealer?”

      “Me?” the man asked incredulously. “Fuck, no! I got a prescription! I’m a medical case. See?” He held out a quivering hand.

      Odin threw the bag to the puddle-spattered alley pavement. “I don’t give a shit how you earn. You been out here. Scoping out customers. Eagle eyes on the prize. Seen this one?” He held the flatpic in the stim dealer’s face.

      The dealer blinked and craned his head back. Farsighted. Uncorrected. If this was any indication, the stim business in Shetland wasn’t paying well enough. “Cute thing. Sure. I seen her. Thought about making a barter deal with that pimp of hers. Figured two packs might get me a song or two on the flute. But that dog gave me the willies, and I⁠—”

      Whatever tawdry thoughts came next, they lacked the words to put unwanted images into Odin’s head. Odin’s forearm was across the dealer’s throat. The dealer’s head slammed against the wall of the retail church next door. “You’re talking about my boss’s little girl. She’s like a niece to me. You’re gonna tell me which way she was headed, and you’re gonna forget you ever saw her. Keep those filthy urges of yours someplace else. Got it?”

      “I just⁠—”

      Odin leaned in again, choking the dealer. “I don’t want to hear anything but where she went!”

      The stim dealer raised a feeble hand and aimed it toward a side road by a pizza shop, still aglow from within and open at this late hour. “Turned there. Now let me be. I won’t even think about those sweet⁠—”

      Growling through gritted teeth, Odin drove his weight behind the thrust of his forearm. There was a crack, and he recoiled instantly. The stim dealer fell to the puddles, working his mouth like a fish on shore with no sound but a stifled sucking. His windpipe had been crushed.

      Heart pounding, Odin took out his blaster and squeezed the trigger. It was set to stun, but at least the poor fucker wouldn’t be awake while he suffocated.

      Probably better than the bastard deserved.

      On the word of a dying man, Odin headed for the corner and took a turn. When he saw the diner with a huge dog tied up outside, he suspected he’d tracked down Tiffany’s kidnapper.

      Turning back in the direction of the alley, he raised two fingers to his eyebrow in salute. “Thanks, asshole.”
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      Over the clatter of tableware and muted chatter that pervaded the Breakfast Clock Diner, a single dog’s bark sounded from outside. While she’d been wishing for a subject that would break the tension of conversation burgeoning with teenage angst—Esper had been subjected to everything from fashion nightmares to the latest chemical dietary fads—the signal bark wasn’t how she’d wanted to divert the girl’s attention from her own navel-gazing.

      “That was Kubu,” Esper said, cutting Tiffany off mid-sentence in outlaying her opinions on Candace St. Cloud’s choices of men.

      “Whatever. Probably barking at some other dog.” Tiffany took another bite of her breakfast pizza.

      Esper parted the blinds with a finger and peered into the night. The sky had clouded over again, and the puddles rang with raindrops. But the street lamps cast enough glow to make out the approach of a stranger, standing out from the trickle of local pedestrians by the purpose in his pace.

      Not to mention the fact that he was crossing the intersection diagonally through traffic on a homing pigeon course for the very diner where she and Tiffany sat.

      “Look out there,” Esper ordered. “Do you recognize that man?”

      Tiffany rolled her eyes. “Lemme guess. Is he walking some freshly groomed poodle wearing a diamond-studded collar?”

      “Kubu’s not like that,” Esper scolded. “And I’m serious. Someone’s coming right for us.”

      “Duh. It’s a restaurant. You’re acting paranoid. There’s like fifty people here already. What are the odds that⁠—”

      Esper didn’t raise her voice but added a hard edge that she’d been practicing since taking up mercenary work. “Just look!”

      With a sigh that informed Esper that this was mostly to avoid further hassle on the subject, Tiffany tugged down one of the blinds with a finger and peered through the gap. Instantly, she pulled her finger back. “Shit! That’s Odin Masterson.”

      “You recognize him?”

      “No. I fucking forgot the guy completely. He came to my birthday parties when I was a kid. He’s Roger’s pocket man.”

      Esper cleared her throat quietly. “His… what?”

      “Pocket man. Lives in my dad’s pocket? He must have been the one those dick-wits at the bar were waiting for.”

      Esper slammed a handful of extra terras on the table as a tip without counting them. She trusted by feel that there was enough there to cover both their meals plus a tidy tip for the trouble of a manual order.

      As she exited the booth, Esper took Tiffany by the wrist. “Let’s go.”

      “He’ll see us. We should hide out in the ladies’ room.”

      Esper wasn’t heading for the ladies’ room. She stepped aside and drew Tiffany out of the path of a server as he exited the kitchen. Then she towed her charge through the swinging door. “Where’s your back exit? There’s a guy stalking my niece here, and we don’t want any trouble with him.”

      One of the cooks wiped her hands on a towel and pointed past the rows of cooktops and stainless-steel shelves stacked with plates, coffee mugs, and silverware pre-wrapped in napkins. “Back left. Past the walk-in cryo. Mind the loose step.”

      “Thanks,” Esper replied without stopping her trek through the diner’s kitchen.

      Tiffany came along without trouble, but Esper maintained a hold on her wrist. There was just something in the girl’s manner that warned of the possibility that even in the midst of a life-or-death flight, she might wander off or become distracted. The two of them slid sideways through the narrow workspace. Cooks and servers dodged readily aside to allow safe passage. A few offered well-wishes along the way.

      When the back door shut behind them, there was a short flight of rickety steel mesh stairs down to street level. Esper tested her weight on each before advancing. It was the middle step that was loose, though less of a hazard than the cook’s warning might have indicated. Tiffany didn’t even get to the bottom before opening her mouth.

      “That was stellar! You magicked the shit out of them, didn’t you?” The gleam in those green eyes spoke of envy and admiration, not the horror that most would have voiced at such a prospect—if they dared mention such a thing aloud to the one accused of mind control.

      Esper headed off in a direction picked mostly for avoiding being seen from the front of the diner. “Actually, I asked nicely for help and got it. Two women on the run—and I’m aware of our appearances—we’re a sympathy case. If I’d tried to pay them off or we’d crashed through like a stampede of buffalo, they might have helped your friend Odin.”

      “Where are we going?” Tiffany asked, pulling back against Esper’s continued grip on her wrist. “And what about your dog?”

      It was a welcome reminder. Esper raised her voice a tad. “Kubu can meet us at the Lucius January Memorial Starport.”

      “And can you let go of me? I’m not a kid.”

      Esper wanted to pretend she didn’t hear the request, but given Tiffany’s nature, she knew that the repetition would come loudly and with a few extra words sprinkled in for color. “I could let go of your wrist, but I’m opting not to. I promised your mother I’d get you home safe, and this is the best way I know how.”

      “I’m telling my mother why my wrist is bruised.”

      Esper led onward, choosing a side street at random and heading down it. “If there’s a bruise, I’ll heal it before we get you halfway home.”

      If there was a rejoinder lined up to follow Tiffany’s latest argument, it de-orbited at the prospect of magical healing. “You can do that?”

      “Yeah. And maybe if you don’t cause me too much trouble, I’ll teach you how. I was about your age when I learned.”

      Tiffany snorted as she stumbled along, trying to keep up with Esper’s frantic pace. “I’m no wizard.”

      “At your age, neither was I.”
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      The city smelled like people, food, yucky chemicals, food, old rain, and food. Kubu couldn’t help but keep noticing the latter since he was parked outside a diner and had the aftertaste of bacon clinging to the back of his throat. The diner person had been nice to come out and leave the bacon on a plate but had taken the dish away before Kubu had a chance to lick it clean. It almost seemed as if the nice diner person was afraid, but Kubu had been very polite—despite remembering not to talk in front of strangers. All he’d done was eat the mouthful of bacon Esper had sent him.

      Kubu sighed.

      The rain was starting up again. He didn’t mind the wet. Rain was just lonely. There was no explaining why.

      Through the glass of the diner’s big front windows, he listened to Esper talking with Tiffany. Esper always said nice things about Kubu, even when she didn’t know Kubu could hear her. Tiffany didn’t say many nice things at all. Someone’s mommy wasn’t teaching her right from wrong. That was Kubu’s assessment.

      He wished he had a datapad. A funny little flatvid would be a great way to pass the time while the slow eaters had a late dinner and Esper explained everything Tiffany needed to know to get saved properly. But Kubu had a job to do. He wasn’t just outside because dogs weren’t allowed into the diner—and while Kubu certainly wasn’t a dog, he was currently disguised as one. He was on guard duty.

      Kubu’s ears perked up at the sound of a blaster. It was faint, just a sizzling hum muffled by buildings and the falling rain. He sniffed the air and waited. Blasters had a scent all their own, similar to the exhaust from a vehicle’s ion engines but sharper and quieter. English lacked good words for the shape of smells, but Kubu understood the difference better than he could ever explain it. When he caught a whiff of blaster discharge on the night breeze, he turned to face the direction it had come from.

      At no surprise to Kubu, the sound and smell had come from the same direction. Between the echoes from buildings and the currents of the air, he had a pretty good idea where to look.

      Kubu stared.

      Humans blinked a lot. They got distracted. Kubu could get distracted, too, but not when he had something that demanded his attention like the man who rounded the corner in the direction where the blaster had fired. There had been several other people walking around that same corner, mostly human except for a laaku couple holding upper hands. None of them had fired the blaster. None of them walked mean.

      Kubu barely remembered his early life. Flashes of forest. A rumbling of lullabies. He’d been raised among humans. He knew the gait of a woman scurrying to get indoors before the rain resumed in earnest, the hunch of a man with a long way yet to walk girding himself against the storm, the weary shuffle of someone with no place to be. This man had somewhere to be, and he was heading right for it.

      Compared to other humans, this man wasn’t remarkable. On the big side but not too big. No fur on his face. Most of his shape was obscured by a dark gray trench coat. What little hair peeked out from under the brim of his hat was dark. The muscles at his jaw clenched. The two pockets of his coat didn’t bulge the same. One probably just had a hand in it; the other, a hand plus a blaster.

      Kubu liked when he made smart guesses like that.

      As the man started across the street, headed right for him, Kubu remembered that he wasn’t just out here to make smart guesses. He barked once, the off-key holler of his cousin species echoing back from the buildings across the way. One of these days, he should find someone who knew more about dogs and learn a proper bark. Hopefully, the man with the blaster in his pocket wasn’t the kind of dog connoisseur to hear the difference.

      Inside the diner, Esper heard Kubu’s signal. Good. She was going to get Tiffany out of the diner through a back door. When they entered the diner’s kitchen, Kubu could no longer hear what they were saying.

      That was fine. Kubu had a job to do.

      The blaster man in the trench coat and hat was almost to the diner. Kubu wandered into the man’s path. He issued a low growl.

      Blaster Man shot him a glare. “Beat it, mutt.”

      Kubu knew better than to reply in English. He deepened his growl and showed off his front teeth. He tried hard not to like scaring people, but he had to admit it was funny seeing the man flinch and break stride to get out of Kubu’s reach. The sweat under that heavy coat tinged with fear.

      However, Blaster Man seemed to understand how leashes worked. He skirted around Kubu just far enough that the leash wouldn’t allow Kubu to bite or scratch him.

      Kubu heard a door. A clatter of feet on metal stairs. Two pairs. The sounds came from the back of the diner. Faint. Indirect. They’d gotten out. Kubu just had to delay Blaster Man long enough for Esper and Tiffany to find a new place to hide.

      Jerking forward, the collar tugged at Kubu’s neck. Stiffening the rock-like muscle beneath his fur and leaning his weight into the motion, the leash snapped.

      “Holy fuckin’…” Blaster Man stumbled backward in his haste to put distance between him and Kubu.

      Now, there was no path to the diner door that Kubu couldn’t block.

      It was when Blaster Man pulled out his blaster that Kubu realized the error in his plan. A dog on a leash was an obstacle. A dog off a leash was a threat.

      With a blaster aimed his way, Kubu didn’t react in reasoned, well-thought fashion. There was no time. Instinct kicked in. While many humans are trained to fight, their natural inclination is to flee danger. Kubu’s species—canis ultra poltidae, with no common name—was predatory, territorial, and dominant. Without conscious thought, Kubu lunged, teeth bared in a snarl, front feet aimed for Blaster Man’s chest to bowl him off his feet.

      The first stun blast made every muscle in Kubu’s face tingly. He flopped to the ground, unaware of how he missed Blaster Man. Shaking his head to clear the fuzzy thoughts floating through it, he looked around for where the trench coat-clad human had gone.

      He was standing over Kubu, blaster aimed down. “Sturdy fucker, aren’t ya?”

      Kubu didn’t hear the trigger. He just felt his whole body get a case of the prickles, same as when his foot fell asleep. As he struggled to his feet, his body suddenly buzzed like that time he’d picked up a power cell in his mouth.

      Then everything went black.

      A hand patted his face. “You OK, boy?”

      Kubu blinked. Rain was falling on his face, in his eyes. A person was over him, acting like an umbrella but not doing a very good job. After a few more blinks, he recognized the waitress who’d delivered his bacon. “I think so. Where is Esper?”

      The woman blinked.

      Oops.

      Kubu hadn’t been supposed to talk. Too late to untalk, he pressed onward. “Did you see where she went?” He strained his ears, but there was a high-pitched whine dulling his distance hearing. He snorted a splash of puddle water to clear his nose.

      The waitress swallowed. Kubu smelled the sudden fear in her, too, and felt bad about it. “She… uh, they… they left out the back.”

      Kubu knew that much already, but he’d scared the poor waitress enough. Wobbling to his feet, he shook to clear the worst of the water his fur had absorbed, apologized for getting the waitress wet, and bounded off.

      He might have lost track of Esper, but he’d never forget her smell.
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      City streets flew past in a blur. Esper was barely navigating anymore. This was more about distance than direction. However far they got from this Odin Masterson character, they could reconnoiter the starport with time to spare before their ship’s morning departure. For now, all that mattered was putting distance between them and the man trying to re-kidnap Tiffany.

      “Isn’t the starport the other way?” Tiffany asked with a shout. With traffic picking up toward the heart of Shetland even in the dead of night, the noise from hovercars and the city tram system threatened to swallow her words.

      Esper slowed and looked all around. Tiffany caught up, panting for breath. The girl was right. They’d been turned around over the course of multiple direction changes. The idea of randomizing their flight held a warm place in Esper’s strategic mind, but in practice, she’d thwarted herself just as much as Odin.

      “We still have plenty of time to catch our transport,” Esper insisted. Her jacket was holding in heat, wafting a chimney effect from the collar of her shirt. “If we miss it, we’ll catch another.”

      When Esper released the girl’s wrist, the teenage fugitive bent over with her hands on her knees. “Can’t we just take a cab?”

      In theory, they could have. Esper was running low on hardcoin, but she probably had enough for a ride to the starport. “Kubu wouldn’t be able to track us. I’m not leaving without him.”

      “Nice to know where I fit in your priorities. Second fiddle to a dog.”

      “He’s not a—” She shook her head. It wasn’t worth the trouble. Instead, Esper reoriented herself based on what she remembered from studying the Shetland tram system prior to making planetfall. The two of them were just a few dozen meters from a junction station where passengers from the north-south high line could transfer to the east-west low line. There were five high lines in the city; the westernmost would bring them straight to their starport. “C’mon. This way.”

      Tiffany accepted Esper’s hand this time. The girl’s skin was slippery with sweat and smooth with youth and the type of pampering that any teenager with money at home indulged in. There was fear in her grip to keep Esper from worrying that Tiffany might slip away in the crowd. She followed Esper’s lead, angling down the line of pillars that supported the magnetic tram.

      Her young charge kept looking back.

      “He won’t notice you if you don’t show him your face,” Esper warned.

      “But he’s not fifty meters back from us,” Tiffany said breathlessly. “He’s coming.”

      “Poo!” Esper said with a huff. She drew to a halt and let go of Tiffany’s hand. “I may have to deal with him. Stay behind that pillar, and if he tries to come at you, use it to keep him at bay.”

      Tiffany glanced at the blaster Esper kept strapped to her right thigh. “Jesus! You’re gonna dust him right here in the streets?” She retreated behind the pillar nonetheless.

      Esper followed the girl’s glance. Then she twisted to hide the blaster from Tiffany’s view. The last thing she needed was the girl getting ideas. “Just let me handle this.”

      Odin approached like Tiffany had him on a winch. He sliced through the crowd as if the people around him were mere furniture. His eyes were barely visible beneath the brim of his hat.

      Just as he came within conversational range, Esper dodged into his path. “That’s far enough. She’s not going anywhere with you.”

      At the sound of running footsteps, Esper turned. Tiffany bolted, running off into the Shetland night. Poo! How was she supposed to keep the girl safe if she couldn’t keep her close?

      Just as Odin moved to shove past her, Esper blocked his way yet again. One problem at a time.

      “Move it, lady,” Odin said, his voice like a sack of rocks. He was taller in person than he’d appeared at a distance. Esper would have looked him square in the throat had she kept her gaze forward.

      Instead, she grabbed him by the coat lapels and hauled him down to her own eye level. “Incoming communication: buzz off. I know you’ve probably got a job to do. Figure out how bad failing it will look on your resume compared to what I’ll do if you get in my way. Tiffany’s going home. End of comm.”

      Odin slapped her hands away, and Esper chose letting go of the coat over tearing the fabric in her grip. “You don’t want to land in this zone, kid. Miss St. Cloud’s going to stay with her father, and Candace can listen to the business end of a blaster for all anyone cares.”

      “I’ve been hired to bring Tiffany home safely. Money might make the worlds go ’round, but this isn’t a run for my money; it’s the right thing to do. Maybe you should consider a line of work that doesn’t involve working for a man like Roger St. Cloud.”

      Odin stepped back and wagged a finger in Esper’s face. “Oh, no. You don’t get to pull that high-and-mighty bullshit on me. Candace is a crazy bitch, filling that kid’s head with her stupid shit. And you’re a crazy bitch buying anything she sells. Take your half payment and walk away.”

      “I didn’t take half upfront,” Esper replied softly.

      Odin barked out laughing. “What fucking amateur shit-show you running here? Get off my planet and find a real job. Maybe teach kindi-garden or something.” Again, he tried to push his way past.

      Despite her appearance and relative slimness, Esper put her shoulder into Odin’s chest and held her ground. She whispered in his ear, “This ends one of two ways: you walking away, or you getting carried away.”

      “You think I’m scared of a little witch?” Odin replied, breath hot in Esper’s ear. “Have a look at those poor sons of bitches trying to read the tram schedule. Bet you they’re looking for a rogue wizard who tore up a local bar.”

      Esper desperately wanted not to look. The hey, look over there ruse was older than the printed word. But it worked because, once in a while, there really was something over there that demanded more immediate attention.

      The glance lasted a split second.

      Two men, mid-thirties by the look of them, in wizards’ traveling garb. Black waistcoats with baggy sleeves. Black skull caps. Silver pendants. Either it was Halloween in early July, or someone had called a local outreach center for the Convocation and complained about a wizard running amok.

      “I’ll take my chances with them if I have to.”

      “Pyrrhic victory?” Odin asked incredulously. “Again, it’s amateur hour.”

      “More like martyrdom if it means Tiffany gets away.”

      Odin flinched. He slipped a hand into his coat. A weapon, no doubt.

      Esper had a fraction of a second to react. Magic could speed her reflexes. It would be subtle magically, probably not enough to even foul the science of the blaster or whatever Odin was packing. By the same token, it might slip the notice of the two wizards as they argued with the public transport kiosk. But it would make a more traditional ruckus, what with the sound of snapping bone and Odin’s inevitable scream.

      She could freeze Odin in place, leaving him standing dumbly as she set off to catch up with Tiffany and make for the starport. That would catch the wizards’ attention though. Affecting another living creature—with its own fervent and inherent belief in its ordinary existence—always created a larger disruption in the universe.

      A dog’s bark shattered her decision-making process. The bark was deep and throaty, but the texture of the sound was all wrong. It was just shy of someone yelling “bark, bark-bark” at the top of his lungs for being out of place. There was only one person she knew who wasn’t a dog yet came so close to passing for one.

      Kubu approached from down the east-west lower tram line, running alongside a parked train of cars as they unloaded, bowling his way through the crowds trying to board and disembark.

      By the scuff of feet, she realized she’d taken her attention off Odin. The scoundrel working for Roger St. Cloud had run off while she was focused on Kubu’s approach. Either he’d taken it as an opportunity to escape, or Kubu’s arrival was the reason he felt a need to get away. Either way, he’d bolted in the direction opposite Tiffany’s getaway.

      In this line of work, choices were everything.

      Esper could go after this Odin character. There was little doubt that he’d keep coming after Tiffany. If she could erase him from the picture—without hurting him too badly—that might smooth things out for the rest of this job. Alternately, she could go after Tiffany immediately. There were a billion things that could happen to a sixteen-year-old girl alone on an unfamiliar mid-system planet, and fewer than a dozen were good.

      That settled it. There was only one thing to do.
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      Kubu skidded to a halt a meter from Esper, panting for breath. He was smart enough to switch to a language that he’d learned on his home world and had hardly spoken since he was smaller than his disguise made him look. To an untrained ear—or one not pierced with a magical translator earring—it would sound like little more than whines and snarls. “Sorry. Where is girl?”

      There were limits to the language’s subtlety.

      Esper scanned the night streets, wiping a trickle of rainwater from her eyes. “Lost track of her dealing with that guy from outside the diner. There’s a couple Convo spooks nosing around. If Odin plays dirty, he might point them my way.”

      “Blaster Man plays very dirty,” Kubu confirmed in English, looking around to see if anyone was paying attention to him. “He shot me with a buzzy gun.”

      Stun blaster. “Well, thank your lucky stars it wasn’t on a lethal setting. Come on. Use that nose and find us our friend.”

      Kubu hung his head. “I broke the leash.”

      Esper pursed her lips and sighed. There was no fixing it. The other half was presumably still tied to the post outside the diner. Going back seemed like a lot of wasted time. “I taught you how to unhook it. Do we need to go over it again?”

      “He was going to shoot me.”

      Esper mussed the fur at the back of Kubu’s head. Dog or not, he responded to the same stimuli. “It’s OK. Just be on your best behavior. If anyone official stops us, we’ll tell them the truth—it broke, and we’ll get a new one soon. Got it?”

      They started following the scent trail. Kubu glanced up. “Got it. What about Blasty Man?”

      “His name’s Odin,” Esper replied without taking her eyes off the crowds around the tram terminal. “And leave him out of it.”

      They trailed Tiffany for the better part of five minutes before Kubu stopped in his tracks at the edge of a walkway where it met the hovercar lane.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Scent stopped.”

      “How can a scent just stop? It carries on the wind, doesn’t it?”

      Kubu looked up. Traffic was light, especially once they’d gotten clear of the public tram lines. But there were still cars in the sky.

      Squeezing shut both her eyes and her fists, Esper issued a little growl of her own. “She took a cab? What would she do that for? I told her we’d come find her.”

      Putting her thumb and ring finger to her lips, Esper’s whistle pierced the night air. Kubu winced. “Sorry,” she said as a cab circled down to street level to pick them up.

      A door popped open. The cabbie leaned over the seat to make eye contact. “Where to?”

      Esper ushered Kubu into the back seat and followed him inside. “Lucius January Memorial Starport. Main terminal.”

      The door automatically shut behind them. A thumbprint scanner nestled between the backs of the two front seats blinked expectantly.

      Panic rose inside Esper. She could bargain with the cabbie, offer him twice his fare in hardcoin. That might raise suspicion on a civilized planet like Alpha Centauri III. No. She couldn’t risk that.

      Hi, Universe? It’s me, Esper again. Mind just relaxing a little? Going with the flow? Let science be science a while. It can read my thumbprint if it wants to.

      Clenching her jaw, she mashed her right thumb against the reader. The ID scanner popped up “Esper T. Richfield,” along with a balance of 43,113T, from which the cab company deducted fifteen terras. The fare was extortionate, but on the scale of crimes, it ranked below identity fraud. Every time she used a payment scanner, she expected it to pop up as “Esper T. Richelieu” of Mars. Odds seemed to favor one of the little buggers being smart enough to know who she really was. But all the devices seemed to gossip, and they’d all been taken in by the shenanigans of an old friend who was good with computers.

      With a lurch, the car lifted off.

      The vehicle had no gravity stone to keep everything feeling like firm ground. Every turn and change in altitude came through to the occupants like a carnival thrill ride—albeit a lame and overpriced one. Esper clung to the door handle, trying second by second to convince herself that the science-powered contraption wasn’t going to fall out of the sky.

      If she questioned its ability to fly too strongly, it would become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

      “Relax, lady,” the cabbie said, adjusting the reverse-angle mirror. “Everything’s gonna be fine.”

      The temptation to telekinetically alter the angle of that mirror rose, but Esper fought it back. She clung on for dear life and trusted that if these cabs fell from the sky as often as it seemed like they should, no one would be legally allowed to operate them.

      Out the window, Esper watched the city flash past. They weren’t flying half as high as the tallest buildings in Shetland. The streets on the ground below marked the bottoms of canyons for hovercars like this one.

      When they landed, the thumbprint scanner blinked. Above the glowing box where it wanted Esper to press a thumb was a single word: “Tip?” The cabbie waited a moment before releasing the door.

      Esper fished in her pocket for a hard five and slapped it atop the scanner. “Tell them I stiffed you if you want.”

      The cabbie smiled as he pocketed the coin. “Have a nice day.” The door hydraulics hummed as they opened.

      Back outdoors, the rain had stopped once more for the moment. Esper led Kubu inside to the check-in station for Pronto Starways. Navigating past the rows of self-service kiosks, Esper found the woman on duty for problem cases.

      “Passenger Esper Richfield. I’m on the 0830 on the Sassy Starling tomorrow morning. I got separated from my traveling companion. Can you look up whether she’s checked in yet?”

      The slack-faced, droopy-eyed attendant hadn’t changed expression during Esper’s entire spiel. “Early check-in for the Sassy Starling just started half an hour ago. Nobody’s been here.”

      Esper put on her most endearing, non-seductive smile. “Yes, but maybe she’s been in the terminal. Couple centimeters shorter than me. Dark hair. I’ve got a picture here if⁠—”

      The starport attendant held up a hand. “Lady, I get it. You’re missing someone. But I haven’t seen her. Nobody’s been here. It’s the overnight. Early birds won’t start showing up for another four hours. We’d be lucky to see ten passengers showing up for an 8:30 departure before 4:00.”

      Esper looked up and down the terminal.

      A cleaning drone whooshed slowly across the floor, leaving a shiny, polished swath in its wake. A lone Cuppa Joe employee tidied beneath a single overhead light in the cafe. In the grid of seats in the passenger lounge, a guy in a cheap business suit slept, head back, mouth agape, suitcase in his lap.

      She ducked into the women’s washroom, but there was no sign of Tiffany hiding in there. Esper even stuck her head into the men’s washroom, just in case, worrying more for Tiffany’s safety than her own reputation.

      Nothing.

      “I don’t smell her,” Kubu said in a whisper.

      Esper sighed. “Of course, you don’t. She’s not here. She wasn’t coming here.”

      “Maybe Tiffany doesn’t want to go home.”

      If only it were that easy. Esper had run away around Tiffany’s age, but it hadn’t been to disappear into the slums of a city like Shetland, far from home. She’d sought religious refuge, taken asylum at Our Lady of Mercy and lived among the priests and priestesses of the One Church until she was old enough to go to the seminary.

      All of it sounded trite and stupid in retrospect, a life course set by thinking first of safety, then of indebtedness. But it was a fair sight better than Tiffany’s no-plan-at-all.

      “C’mon. We need to regroup.”

      A cab ride later and they were at a nearby motel that offered both hourly and nightly rates. Even though it cost considerably more, Esper paid for a full night. Though the room came with a bed, holoprojector, and shower, Esper was only interested in the connection to the omni.

      Esper owned a datapad. Given some cajoling, it could even help out once in a while. But like a battered ex-athlete, it had taken too much punishment to be reliable in its old age. It was fine for making an occasional comm or letting Kubu play Stack-O-Blocks, but to perform a missing persons investigation, she needed something that would work.

      The wall terminal accepted her thumbprint scan, falling for the same dupe as the rest of the galaxy’s payment processors. Eight terras lighter in the digital account, she had four hours’ access to all the information in the galaxy—in theory, at least.

      In truth, the omni was a mess of barely compatible systems all yammering at once. It was an archipelago connected by rickety bridges, ferries, and marked swimming lanes, and the waters were shark infested. The fact that it connected computers from Sol to border space boggled Esper’s mind—and a wizard’s mind didn’t boggle easily.

      Biting her lower lip, Esper tried to think what questions she could ask it that could lead her to Tiffany.

      WOMEN’S SHELTERS > ENTER

      A map view of Shetland appeared on-screen. Two blinking red dots highlighted women’s shelters in the area.

      IS TIFFANY ST. CLOUD AT EITHER OF THOSE SHELTERS? > ENTER

      The map made a rude and unhelpful response, pretending it didn’t understand English all of a sudden. All its streets and buildings, the map legend, all of it was in English, so Esper wasn’t buying that bag of beans.

      LIST WOMEN AT THE SHELTERS > ENTER

      “Confidential?” Esper replied aloud
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