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            VIVA, LAS VEGA IX
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      “Class, we have a new student starting today. This is Bradley Ramsey, a spacer who’s going to be with us for the rest of the semester. Say hello, everyone.”

      “Hi, Bradley,” a ragged and listless chorus of twenty-three teenagers replied with downtrodden obedience.

      “Just Brad, actually,” Brad corrected with a self-conscious smile and a tentative wave.

      The instructor was Mrs. Braeburn, a forty-something brunette with an accent that the vice principal described as Kiwi—and warned that it wasn’t to be made fun of. Brad was certain there was a story behind that warning, one he secretly hoped would be worth an expulsion if he ever needed one.

      For now, he was stuck.

      Truancy laws on Vega IX kicked in for children of spacers after a month planetside. Brad had dodged formal schooling for nearly six weeks before Henderson School Board officials caught up with him and gave the Ramsey family a choice: public school, correctional school, or depart the system. Brad liked to think that Dad would have pulled up stakes before he let his eldest son get sent to a youth prison over skipping out on standardized education.

      “I’m afraid you’re registered as Bradley, Mr. Ramsey,” Mrs. Braeburn replied primly, prompting a few titters from his new classmates. “We have a formalized system of respect and adherence to protocols. You are to address me as Mrs. Braeburn, and I, in turn, address you as either Bradley or Mr. Ramsey. Understood?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Braeburn,” Brad replied, able to keep his expression politely attentive as he added you snooty bitch in his head.

      “Who’d like to make room for Bradley up front?” Mrs. Braeburn asked. She swept a sickly sweet smile across the students closest to the vid board at the head of the room.

      Brad’s eyes shot wide. Ever since arriving in his first-period class, he’d been eyeing the empty desks at the back of the room.

      “I don’t know what you might have heard about spacers, but I have excellent vision,” Brad blurted.

      “I’m sure you do. But I do have some experience with itinerant children who’ve spent too few years in formal schooling. I think I’d like to keep a close eye on you.” She took her vulture-eyed attention off Brad for a moment. “No takers? First one to volunteer can skip Monday’s quiz.”

      Hands shot up as if spring-loaded.

      Mrs. Braeburn shook her head. “Sad, really. Alas, we’re here to learn civics, not ethics. But I caution you each to look inward at how cheaply you can be bought.” She tapped a finger to indicate a boy in the second row. “Alton was the first with his hand up.”

      One quiet cheer and a symphony of disappointed “awws” greeted the pronouncement. Alton gathered his school supplies and made a hasty and triumphant retreat to the rear of the classroom.

      Brad slunk into his designated seat, disturbingly still warm with the residual heat of some other guy’s ass. Just as he was settling in, he caught a glance from next door. His neighbor on the left was smiling at him.

      With Mrs. Braeburn turning back to yammer about Vega IX’s local parliamentary system, Brad turned to smile back.

      She had hair so red it had to be one of those temporary gene treatments. Vega IX was a core world, after all. Shit like that got sold at shops same as booze and hormone regulators. Same went for the striking emerald eyes unless those were simple contact lenses. Brad promised himself some deep gazing into those eyes to determine for himself. Everyone in the class wore identical white dress shirts, slacks, and ties, but some students filled theirs out better than others. This girl counted among those who made Core World Bland look good.

      “Hi,” she mouthed with a coy smile.

      “Hi,” Brad replied in kind.

      “Bradley, eyes up front. Same for you, Amelia.”

      Brad snapped his attention forward, mouth agape. He caught himself before voicing a self-incriminating question.

      This teacher was no fool. She didn’t need any help indicting Brad. “The screen is mildly reflective. That’s how. Now, who can tell me the minimum age to run for District Legislature…?”

      It was Brad’s first day in the class, and Mrs. Braeburn wasn’t enough of a hardass to pick on him, knowing he had no clue about local politics. Comfortably slouching into his desk chair, Brad’s mind departed the premises.

      Amelia. Her name is Amelia.

      Maybe this cockamamie school business wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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        * * *

      

      A merry little bell tinkled as Mort entered the store. If only the bell knew the business that brought him to Bellagio & Sons, it would have tolled a dirge instead.

      The wizard took a deep breath, savoring the heady scent of honest-to-Gutenberg literature. Plastic books had a reek to them, chemicals cooked up by science-knew-what, not fit for discerning noses. Datapads could get themselves covered in words arranged in the text of iconic works but could never rightly be considered books. No, only books properly smelled like books.

      Bellagio & Sons was Mort’s kind of place.

      On a core world, it was all too easy to get overwhelmed by the ubiquitous technology, from science-stacked towers of steel and glass to continent-spanning floaty-trains to pedestrians laden like so many pack mules with gadgets they could hardly think straight. Earth did the decent thing and carved out sizable enclaves where wizards could feel like wizards. Not many other core worlds were so accommodating.

      “Can I help you?” a genteel voice inquired, laced with a hint of phony Italian affectation.

      Mort meandered among the shelves, admiring embossed titles and spines filigreed with gold leaf. He didn’t seek out the speaker to address him face to face. “Doubtful. I’m more perspicacious than your typical patron.”

      “That might be the case for a typical purveyor of authentic paper books, but I assure you that—”

      “Ever been to Earth?” Mort asked. He ambled over to the sales counter, where a hefty ledger sat beside a quill and ink to record transactions, and rested a forearm on the authentic wood surface.

      The salesman was your average sort, almost a requirement when operating such a time-honored business. He wore a dress shirt starched within an inch of its life and white enough to suck the color out of Chardonnay. The gold chain of a pocket watch disappeared into a tiny pocket in the sleek black vest, worn like a uniform. A pair of wire-rimmed spectacles had lenses so petite and perched so far down the man’s nose that they’d have been useless for any purpose but needlepoint.

      Mort’s question caused the bookseller to lift his chin with pride. “I daresay I have.”

      “Seen the Convocation library?”

      “Indeed. Finest collection of magical literature in the galaxy. I’d be remiss as a merchant of rare and exotic—”

      “And the Plundered Tomes?”

      The man sneered. “Oh. Bugger all. It is you.”

      Mort snickered. “You don’t have to like it, but our mutual friend isn’t allowed on Vega.”

      The bookseller lifted a hinged section of the counter to allow Mort into the back room as he retreated deeper into his sanctum. “Since we’re apparently spies, I ought to have you call me Charlemagne.” The suggestion was liberally doused in sarcasm.

      “How’s about I call you Bellagio, since it’s on your damn sign?”

      “Point taken. But you’re excising what little fun might have been available in this dreary arrangement.”

      Dreary would have been the last descriptor Mort might have used to describe his exploits of the past year. Ever since twisting Azrael’s arm into taking over as Guardian of the Plundered Tomes, Mort had received privileged intel on a series of dark wizards and a blind eye toward the method he chose to employ in their demise. Aside from the gloom-and-funeral solemnity with which his handler, Anubis, delivered the damned to their fates, the rest was a hoot-and-a-half.

      “Who’ve we got this time?” Mort had been to three cities on Vega IX, met with three local contacts, and killed three unspectacular practitioners of the not-for-polite-society magic. But, like any good trooper, Mort always managed to make his own fun.

      “You’re awfully flippant about this.”

      What was there to say to that? Mort shrugged. “Some people collect coins or paintings. I collect bounties. Everyone needs a hobby. Mine just happens to also be my job.”

      Bellagio sniffed. “Well, in that, at least, we agree. The sooner I can discharge my duty in this matter, the sooner I can return to the company of my silent companions.” He swept an arm to encompass the lines of shelves.

      “So… who? Where? What can you tell me about today’s miscreant? If you’re so all-bloody-fired-up to be rid of me, spit it out.”

      Bellagio extracted a scrap of parchment from his vest pocket and unfolded it more times than would have appeared possible. When laid flat on the counter between the wizards, it bore no hint of a crease. The document faced Mort, not the bookseller, so Mort simply read the dossier for himself.

      
        
        Attn: Mordred

      

      

      There ended the familiar letters of Mort’s native tongue. The rest he was forced to read in excellently penned Sanskrit.

      
        
        An esteemed colleague, Thaddius Bluth, has fallen from the proper way. He has been found guilty in absentia of experimentation on technologists involving ritual dismemberment, research goals unknown. He was last seen in the Centennial Park District of Paradise Province on the ninth planet of the Vega system. He is not to be left alive under any circumstances. If the method of his demise is horrific, certain well-placed personages would be obliged to his killer.

      

        
      
        No. It would not result in a restoration of previous positions. You would do best not to consider that possible.

      

      

      The letter went on to list Thaddius Bluth’s academic qualifications and professional accomplishments leading up to his disappearance from public Convocation life five years ago. It was the resume of a man lined up for tenure, not a criminal. Mort genuinely wondered what had sent this promising career off orbit.

      Crimes be damned, this fellow sounded more a candidate for a friendship than a duel to the death. They were both Oxford alumni, former debaters, avid bowlers.

      It didn’t bother Mort that Bluth had been on the lam during his watch as Guardian of the Plundered Tomes. He wasn’t a missing persons service, after all. If someone else found a dark wizard, that was one thing. But he didn’t devote library resources to looking. Once one turned up, if they were of an authorial bent, Mort or his agents would collect the books. If not, Wenling generally had more wizardly thugs at her disposal to clean up run-of-the-mill cads—the sort who bullied non-magical colonists or used their powers to commit sexual indiscretions.

      Mort blinked at the page and reread it.

      There was no mention of what written materials or research he might be expected to collect from Thaddius Bluth.

      Sure, every once in a while, some paranoid or arrogant wizard would keep his notes in his head. But generally, it was the aspect of document retrieval that determined whether the Library of the Plundered Tomes got involved.

      “You read Sanskrit?” Mort asked.

      Bellagio had turned his shoulders, allowing Mort to peruse without anyone gawking. “Not well enough that I’d inadvertently spy on a confidential missive. Especially not upside down. If I might inquire…?”

      “Yeah, they told me to burn it.” It was the last scribbled annotation at the end. Same as every other written communication he’d received from Earth.

      “If you must, please do so once you have exited the—”

      Mort halted him with a raised palm. “Not to worry. I know better than to light fires where I don’t want everything in cinders.” He passed a hand over the page, swirling it in circles without ever touching the paper.

      At first, nothing happened. Then, the ink blurred, ran, and seeped to the surface of the letter. Slowly, deliberately, Mort lifted his hands, pinching his fingers together as if plucking a scrap of silk from the counter.

      The ink oozed up into a glob, levitating until Bellagio took a hint and snatched up the inkpot beside his ledger.

      Mort deposited the ink with a curt nod. “Waste not, want not. Hate to ruin good paper.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Hourglass was Chuck’s kind of place. White tablecloths. Martinis. Three-piece live jazz band that played in the background and between sets. The waiters wore tuxedos and carried drinks on silver trays. It was the kind of place that could afford to pay top-notch talent to top-notch clientele.

      Chuck wasn’t about to let on that he didn’t qualify.

      “You don’t gotta hang around here two hours before showtime,” Curtis mentioned in passing as he bustled, parting ways with the head chef as they crossed paths in the dining area.

      “I like soaking in the ambiance,” Chuck replied nonchalantly. He lounged with his arms out wide, along the back of the leather-upholstered, semi-circular booth as if ready to encircle a pair of attractive young ladies who would join him at any minute.

      Curtis Mancuso oozed core world. Every tooth in his wide smile gleamed gold. Not a strand of hair grew anywhere on the glossy-smooth skin of his head. His faux vintage horn-rimmed glasses concealed discreet datagoggles, and his suit fit him like a computer had scanned and printed it right onto his body.

      For the past months, and hopefully the next few, he was Chuck’s boss.

      “Naw, man. You got a ruminating look about you. And you wouldn’t be here—in the part of the day I don’t pay you for—if it weren’t something to do with me.”

      Chuck snickered. “Guilty as charged.”

      Curtis slipped into the far side of the booth, well out of reach of the comedian’s sprawl. “So… what you got on your mind?” He crossed his legs and tented his fingers, fixing Chuck with undivided attention.

      Who knew what those datagoggles might be showing just then? Chuck had caught fleeting peeks from behind his boss, and the lenses were devilishly designed to only show data from the user side.

      “Thinking of changing up the act…”

      “Say what now?”

      Chuck put up his hands in mock surrender. This wasn’t meant to be a radical suggestion. He wasn’t plotting a course for zheen space on this one. “Nothing jarring. Same audience demographic. It’s just… a different mix of material. The set I’ve been performing doesn’t hit any Dangerfield or Rickles. I think the Sunrise City crowd might really take a shine to—”

      “Naw, naw, naaaaw… You got a good thing going here. A good thing. Don’t be messing with no good thing. You take this horse; you ride it. I got hard up for an act when Bristol passed unexpectedly—rest his soul. Agency hooks me up with this spacer with jokes older than asteroids. But it works. It works. Didn’t expect nothing but a couple filler nights till I could hire me a bona fide comic, but it works. And you don’t see me talking about shaking things up, trying something new.”

      “I hear you. I hear you,” Chuck said. “But I was just thinking—”

      “Thinking’s good. I like a thinking man. But a smart man is in how he does his thinking. Is he thinking long term: money, reputation, legacy? Or is he thinking short term: booze, tits, sitting on his ass in front of the holo? They both thinking. They ain’t nothing the same, neither. Which kind you is?” Curtis pushed his dataglasses down his nose and peered over them.

      Chuck didn’t hesitate. “I’m my own kind of thinker. Long term. Short term. It’s all life, my man. Neglect half, the whole suffers. Holistic. That’s the word. Everything connects to everything else. Gotta keep a wide perspective.”

      As the comedian rambled, Curtis nodded along. “A’ight, man. You deep. I feel that. Do your thinking. Just don’t be thinking nothing about changing that act. They billions of paying customers on this planet. Ain’t a fraction heard of you. You just keep dogging them same ancient jokes, grinning that same laughing-at-my-own-self smile. You a fortunate motherfucker even having a job on Nine. Don’t go blowing it chasing creative fulfillment or some buuull shit.”

      With that, the owner of The Hourglass walked away, shaking his head.

      Chuck didn’t argue. The power dynamic here was all askew. Curtis Mancuso ran the club as a hobby—the guy was made of money and could operate at a loss for the rest of his life. Chuck ran his hobbies as a business and needed every terra he could squeeze out of Vega IX. Unlike Earth, the gig-to-cost-of-living ratio was putting him ahead of the game, possibly for the first time in his career.

      All he had to do was coast. The terras would build up. He could save, invest, put aside a little money in case he and Becky ever hoped to retire.

      Unfortunately, Chuck was getting bored.

      If Curtis wasn’t going to let him change up the act, Chuck’s idle thoughts would invariably turn to creative means of earning extra terras on the side.

      Vega IX wasn’t Earth in another clear, distinct, and essential aspect. Becky hadn’t forbidden him running cons and shady deals on this particular core world.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s do another!”

      Becky smiled as inwardly she groaned. This had already been their third episode of “Lady Petunia’s Magical Tea Party.” Her teacup-pinching fingers were getting cramps. Yet neither the holovid hostess nor Rhiannon seemed the least bit exhausted by the ordeal.

      It wasn’t Rhiannon’s fault. She was at that age. Becky couldn’t even say for certain what invasive media conduit had injected the idea of tea parties into her daughter’s veins. But it had gotten her.

      “Please, mummy? Just one more.” Where Rhiannon had picked up the faint Old Britannia accent was less a mystery than an imitation of the holographic gentlewoman in the formal pink dress who sat life-sized in their living room, attending and guiding the events of the fictional party.

      The faint huff of the Radio City’s hydraulics signaled the arrival of someone returning from their day’s events out in the wider world of Vega IX.

      Becky tried to hide her excitement at the prospect. “Who is it?” she called out singsong.

      The pelting of feet on the deck plates in the cargo hold was an answer all its own.

      Mike burst into the living room seconds later, schoolbag dangling by one strap from his hand. He wore a brand-new uniform, basically a miniature business suit with short pants. The expression on his face was wide-eyed wonderment and uncontained enthusiasm.

      “Mom-you’ll-never-guess-what-we-did-today-they-had-a-fish-tank-except-it-had-no-water-in-it-guess-what-it-had-instead-it-had-a-frog-and-they-took-the-frog-out-and-I-got-to-hold-it.”

      “We’re playing Lady Petunia’s Magical Tea Party,” Rhiannon proclaimed, equally proud of her accomplishments for the day.

      The schoolbag slumped to the floor, forgotten. “Can I play?”

      “Sure,” Rhiannon declared, scooting over to make room.

      There were enough plastic teacups to go around. Not all of them matched, but Lord knew there had been enough tea parties in the history of the Radio City for the Ramseys to have a healthy stockpile.

      Becky grunted as she rose to her feet, untangling legs that had been crisscross applesauce for a few too many go-rounds with Lady Petunia. Getting old sucked. Staying twenty-five forever had been such a great plan, but she’d totally blown past it and was closing in on forty.

      A tiny hand caught her by the sleeve. “No, Mom! You can’t!” The make-believe accent was gone in a rush to prevent Becky’s escape. “Mike just got here. Now we can have a proper tea party with four.”

      “Proper,” Mike agreed with a sage nod. Both children pronounced the word with a non-rhotic ending.

      In a last-ditch effort to change the subject, Becky cornered her youngest son. “Hey. Where’s Brad? Wasn’t he supposed to walk you home from school?”

      It was only five blocks from the school to the residential garage for long-term starship parking, but that was five blocks farther than she wanted a six-year-old traveling solo.

      “He said it was a core world and I’d be fine.”

      Becky scowled. “Now, I told him to…” Wait just a minute. What had she told that boy? What had been her exact words? It took her a moment to puzzle and stew until she came up with what she was sure she must have said at the time.

      Make sure your brother gets home safe.

      She hadn’t explicitly told him to wait for Mike outside the elementary school and walk him the whole way personally. She’d meant that but never came out and said it.

      “Fuck.”

      Rhiannon’s accusing finger shot toward her mother. “Mommy said a bad word.”

      Inspiration struck. Becky pouted. “You’re right. Mommy did say a bad word. You know what that means?”

      “It’s how babies are made,” Mike said in all seriousness.

      “No. I mean… well, yes. But it still means I should be punished. I’ll be going to my room until dinnertime.”

      Two sets of eyes stared in disbelief.

      “You get punished?” Rhiannon asked, eyes agape.

      Mike wasn’t buying so readily. “What if you don’t? Who’s gonna make you?”

      Becky heaved an exaggerated sigh. “That’s part of being a grown-up. It’s my job to make sure I take my punishment. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a couple hours until dinner and no holos or games for me.”

      “You should check your datapad before your punishment starts,” Mike advised, handing her the device. “Brad said he was comming you.”

      “He did?”

      Becky checked, and her datapad was on silent. When had Rhiannon figured out that trick? Becky had assumed she’d missed the predetermined alert she’d set up to keep “Infinite Tea Afternoon” from black-holing her whole day. But no, she’d instead missed all the save-me timers, along with messages from both the men in her life.

      Chuck’s comm was brief and to the point: Won’t be home for dinner. Don’t wait up.

      Brad was getting more like his dad by the day: Gonna hang with some new friends. Grabbing dinner on the run. Be home before Dad.

      All Becky could do was roll her eyes.

      When the door slid shut behind her, muffling the sounds of yet another holo-guided tea party in the living room, all Becky could think was: If I leave them be, will Mike make a dinner?
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        * * *

      

      Brad gave a dramatic, final tap and slipped the datapad back into his pocket. “There,” he declared. “I’m all clear.”

      “Wow, that was quick,” Ricardo commented, jutting his jaw. “You spacers got it figured out, huh?”

      Ivan grunted. “My mom grilled me for a good ten minutes… which is why I got started on her before Astronomy let out.”

      “Mine wanted me to comm her the second we decide where we’re going, then again when we get there,” Brenda chimed in. “As. If. She’ll get one comm, maybe while we’re waiting for our food.”

      Tina giggled. “At least you don’t have to use that silly tracker program.” She took out her datapad, waggled it pinched between two fingers as if it stank or was diseased, then slipped it back in her purse with a snicker.

      Brad surveyed his escorts for this night on the town. They were standard-issue high schoolers out of any sitcom or melodrama. Pampered. Shallow. Self-absorbed. Their concept of spacer life fit into the same bucket as colonial farmers, poor people, and xenos from planets undiscovered by ARGO: wow, glad that’s not me.

      Ricardo was the alpha male, probably just along to make sure Brad wasn’t a threat to his hunting lands. Taller, broader, and with a voice that had distinctly finished puberty, he was the prototypical “catch” that girls cooed over.

      Ivan fit the very definition of a sidekick. He was Ricardo’s right-hand man, the kind who’d play wingman or quietly bow out when there was only one female target of affection around.

      Brenda was Ivan’s girlfriend, though Brad couldn’t be sure either of them called it that. They didn’t hold hands, he hadn’t seen them kiss, and no one had introduced them as such. But there was a crackle between them, and if they didn’t act on it, Brad was going to have to clue them in one of these days.

      Not tonight, though. Brad was just getting to know them.

      Tina was the catch. While Ricardo was the football and basketball star of Shakur Memorial High School, Tina was captain of the varsity rugby team and a district wrestling champion. None of those accolades were any trouble for Brad, as a newcomer, to glean on the first day. The two practically presented resumes when introducing themselves.

      And, of course, Ricardo and Tina were a couple.

      Considering either of them could have snapped Brad in half, he knew better than to step in the way of raging, irrational young love.

      “It was easy,” Brad said with a shrug. “She didn’t answer realtime, so I left a message saying I wasn’t coming home.”

      Brad started to walk off, departing school grounds in the only available direction, when Ricardo pressed a hand to his chest, blocking him. “Whoa. Hold up. If she didn’t get that comm, then for all she knows, you could be anywhere.”

      For a second, Brad thought the kid was joking. Then he caught sight of the faces of Ivan, Brenda, and Tina. He snickered. “Seriously? This is a core world. What could happen?”

      They moved as a pack, carrying on the conversation as a gaggle. Brad had little experience gaggling; it felt strange. His new friends showed no sign of discomfort at the roving discussion as they herded Brad into an unfamiliar section of Henderson City.

      “You could get robbed,” Ivan suggested.

      “Or raped,” Brenda added.

      Tina wasn’t one to sit this topic out, though Brad almost felt sorry for anyone who tried to cross this brawny goddess. “Or someone could sneak up and jab you with some kind of chem, get you hooked on a lifetime of illegals.”

      “This isn’t Sol, spacer. We got real rough areas. Probably as rough as any you’ve seen,” Ricardo proclaimed condescendingly.

      “Oh, sure,” Brad agreed readily. “I mean, what’s there in space? Nothing. It’s kinda right there in the name. To get into real trouble, you need a planet full of people. Am I right?”

      Ricardo nodded warily. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s right. We’re gonna show you around a little. Show you the real Vega IX.”

      Brad doubted that very much. He doubted any of these core world locals had ventured outside their protected little bubble except to visit yet another curated, gatekept, police-surveilled pocket of mass civilization. Nevertheless, he clapped his hands together as if eager to be shown the ropes. “Nebulous. So, what’re we seeing first?”

      “Nebulous” was local slang Brad was planning to ditch the second he got off this phony-baloney core world. But when in Rome Prime, do as the Prime Romans do.

      A quick exchange of glances among the kids who already knew one another hinted at a secret conversation being held too high-pitched for Brad’s ears. Whether it was good clean fun or a power play to exclude him from the decision-making, he couldn’t say with certainty. In the end, it was Brenda who announced the decision.

      “We’re gonna head down to Lake Mohave and watch the sailboats. There’s a mac ’n’ cheese place that does a smoked fontina with a pane acido topping. You won’t get any better offworld.”

      Brad blinked.

      “What?” Tina demanded. “It’s oodles of yum.”

      “Do they not have mac ’n’ cheese in space?” Ricardo asked.

      “Kiddie food and flightless ships? That’s the best Vega IX has to offer?”

      Brenda pinched her fingers delicately. “It’s fancy mac. Not kids’ stuff.”

      “And the boats are… cultured,” Ivan added lamely. “Like, that’s a thing you do if you’ve got money.”

      “I’m saving up to buy one next summer,” Ricardo boasted. “I’m like halfway there. A small one, anyway.”

      Brad cast a disapproving stare and swept it over each of them in turn. “Have you guys ever had fun?”

      Ricardo scoffed. This was the power play. He hadn’t been sure before, but now Brad saw through the facade. Whether it was to drag him out of his comfort zone or simply an attempt to show off their superior culture, these guys weren’t playing nice.

      “Oh yeah? You got a better idea? Think you know Vega IX better than a bunch of native Niners?”

      A sly grin spread across Brad’s face. Oh, he had an idea. Challenge accepted.

      “Yeah. Follow me, and let me do the talking.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With a practiced flick of the wrist, Chuck sent a short stack of chips spilling in an aesthetically pleasing line in front of him. “I call. What’ve you got?”

      The only other player at the table with still-active cards turned over a pair of nines, giving him three of a kind when using the common cards. A smirk hinted that he’d caught Chuck playing fast and loose, not believing he had a great hand. “Read ’em and weep.”

      However, Chuck didn’t weep at the sight. Pausing only for a condescending snicker, he flipped over a five and a six, both diamonds. They matched the ace, seven, and nine of diamonds already on the table. The jack of spades and two of clubs didn’t factor into either player’s plan.

      “Made my flush.”

      “But—but—” the guy with three nines protested. “I bet the pot, and you had nothing.”

      “Nothing but an inside straight flush draw,” Chuck corrected. “Maybe you shouldn’t have bet when I hit it.”

      “You shouldn’t have had any better than two pair!”

      Chuck reached out and raked home his chips. They clacked and clattered in a joyous chorus of pecuniary homecoming. “Hey, they don’t call it gambling for nothing.”

      “I’m out,” the sore loser replied as the dealer collected the cards from the prior hand. “I’m gonna find a card room where they respect how the game is played.”

      “Funny,” Chuck remarked without looking up as he stacked chips just as good as hardcoin terras. “You’d think such a skilled and smooth operator would want to surround himself with freewheeling lucksters like myself. Arrivederci.”

      Chuck didn’t care if he lost a fish. There were plenty more in the Black Ocean—or more specifically, the Orologio Casino.

      The other players chatted, some about the weather, others about local commodities markets, a couple commented on poor sportsmanship in card games. One empty seat lasted for all of a single hand before a newcomer sat down with a fresh pile of casino terras.

      It was the eyes of the other players that were Chuck’s first hint someone was coming up behind him.

      “Mr. Ramsey, we’re gonna hafta ask you to leave.” The voice boomed while being barely above a whisper, with more bass than a Deep Purple tribute band.

      Chuck turned to find one of the Orologio security guys looming. “What? I’m winning here.”

      “Mr. Mancuso specifically told you not to gamble on the property.”

      It wasn’t fair that one guy owned the whole complex. There were other casinos on Vega IX, to be sure, but most of them would have involved paying for transport and wasting a chunk of his evening traveling to and from. Not to mention that much of the staff knew him by name at the Orologio.

      “Curtis doesn’t own me. And that was more of a suggestion than a mandate. He was worried about me losing all my money and begging him for a raise. Look. I’m doing just fine.”

      One of Curtis’s pit bosses emerged from behind the wall of security goon to intervene. “Chuck… We reserve the right to remove patrons for any reason. You know that.”

      It only took a moment for Chuck to recall the guy’s actual name. “Lewie, no one’s getting hurt here. I’m just blowing off a little steam before tonight’s show. And it’s not gambling. It’s poker. A game of skill. Am I right, or am I right?”

      He looked around the table for support. But instead of the head-bobbing mutterings of degenerate gamblers, he found eye-averted silence. Nobody wanted to stick their neck out when the dude who kicked people out of casinos was on the hunt. They all knew nothing was going to change Lewie’s mind. He was just following orders.

      With a sigh, Chuck pasted a grin onto his face. “Cash me out?”

      Lewie hooked a thumb toward the teller’s cage. “Go ahead. Cash him out,” he ordered the security guy—whose name Chuck was certain he’d never gotten.

      The comedian, hiding his dejection, followed Lewie toward the service exit.

      “He’s not worried about you,” Lewie confided in a hushed voice. “It’s an image thing.”

      Chuck tugged the lapels of his suit. “Hey. I’m plenty presentable.”

      “Not that cheap rag you’re wearing. The idea of you fleecing the customers.”

      “Lewie… these guys are at a poker table in a casino. I think they know what they’re in for.”

      “Not from an act. They’re here to play cards. Win. Lose. Free drinks. Whatever their deal. You—” Lewie paused for effect and to thump a finger into Chuck’s sternum. “Are here to tell jokes and make people laugh. Not to lounge around the table games. Sure as hell not to be felting hotel guests and insulting them.”

      “If this is about that guy with the pocket nines…”

      “So long as you’re workin’ here, the only time you show your face is with a spotlight on it. You got me?”

      “Is this direct from Curtis?”

      “It doesn’t need to be. I got the authority myself. But yeah. You’re persona non grata anywhere but The Hourglass. Now, I wanna hear it back. Where’s the only place you’re gonna be on property?”

      Chuck deflated. “The Hourglass.”

      Lewie clapped him twice on the shoulder. “Atta boy. Now, to show there’s no hard feelings, you feel free to hit the buffets, too.”

      Chuck cracked a smile. “Thanks, Lewie.”

      The smile faded as soon as Chuck was alone on the street outside the Orologio. Could he have gone for some buffet chow? Lewie had said nothing about comping him a meal, so the answer was a resounding ‘no.’

      But with fresh terras in his digital account, he was noticing that he was hungry. Almost as an afterthought, he fired off a quick comm to Becky.

      She didn’t respond.

      Figured. She was probably off with some new friends, finding out what Vega IX’s party scene looked like. Probably stuck Brad with babysitting Mike and Rhi.

      Heaving a wistful sigh, he wondered whether it would be worth keeping his datapad on in case some of Becky’s new friends were open-minded and she called for a little impromptu party of a more private nature.

      Instead, Chuck shut off his datapad and hailed a hovercab.

      “Where to, pal?” the driver asked once Chuck settled aboard.

      “Get me to the nearest casino not owned by Curtis Mancuso. Someplace with a steak house.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sky barked tram schedules. Arrivals. Departures. Line numbers. Signs that pointed the way to various accommodations and services glowed with a sickly scientific light. Mort clutched a flimsy plastic card in hand, feeling like a fool. It contained all the information one would need to complete the journey he’d paid hardcoin to take.

      Centennial Park.

      Line 7A.

      Depart: 6:05PM

      Arrive: 6:25PM

      32T Fare.

      The dates on the arrivals and departure were the same—October 27, 2541. A whole lot of fuss for what amounted to a bus ride between oversized neighboring cities.

      Mort clutched a precious piece of plastic paper in his hand. It served as both proof of purchase and his itinerary. Lose it, or spoil the self-updating printing, and his voyage would be ruined. Being so dependent on physical technology was what got Mort’s goat. If he could have just flashed a sigil, some young lackey or another would have escorted him personally to his conveyance.

      Soft.

      Mort had allowed Convocation life to soften him, make him reliant on others for his mundane needs. Working in and around Sunrise City had been a warmup. Vega IX apparently had several dark wizards in need of exterminating—probably far more than Mort would ever know about—and they hadn’t seen fit to congregate within walking distance of one another.

      Would have been uncharacteristically nice of them, the more Mort considered it.

      Mort’s feet carried him from sign to overhead sign, following digital breadcrumbs to his tram. Public clocks kept constantly reminding him of his impending departure.

      5:47

      5:52

      6:01

      Yes, yes. Line 7A. Line 7A. The signs kept pointing the way to line 7A, yet never hinting how close he might be getting. He’d taken a left when 7A-7F split from 7G-7M. He’d kept going straight when 7D-7F veered off to a rightward branch. All the while, a merry herd of imbeciles wandered to and fro across his path, each staring at the signs instead of aiming their feet.

      Had Mort been dressed as a wizard, he’d have warranted a two-yard clear path to either side. No one wanted to be within arm’s reach of a wizard striding with purpose, let alone daring to brush shoulders with him for failure to properly gauge one’s own width in a crowd.

      Incognito.

      Mort’s sweatshirt and jeans were folded up inside the briefcase he carried as part of his disguise. Vega IX wasn’t the kind of planet where colonial sports fans blended in. Instead, he’d donned a core world cut business suit of middling expense, the kind expected of a cheap lawyer or a middle manager at a government office. It was an off-the-rack fit, close enough for public life but would have been the subject of snickers if he wore it anywhere upscale.

      Aha!

      Mort spotted the 7A tram for Centennial Park. A turnstile at the entrance to the loading area ate tickets fed to it by each passenger. At 6:03, he’d made it with time to spare.

      As a last-second pang of responsibility, he caught the arm of a young man hoisting a travel bag as he prepared to head into the city after a recent arrival. “Excuse me. Can I buy a favor?”

      It was an Earthling phrase, though not one common among wizards. Too cheap and commercial for the likes of a Brown. At least that’s what Mort hoped it sounded like. It marked him as core-to-the-core (as Earthlings considered themselves) and hinted at payment.

      “Howzit?” the youngster asked. By the clarion voice and the ever-evolving understanding of slang he was developing, Mort pegged the lad as collegiate material, fence-sitting his twentieth year or so. Bright eyes told of a passable intellect.

      “Friend of mine’s got her comms off. Mind delivering a message? There’s a centurion in it for you.”

      That perked the kid’s ears in a hurry. 100T was nothing to brush aside. Especially if the young man truly was a student. “Sure, chief. I can hustle it.”

      “Sunrise City Civic Hangar Fifteen. Just tell ’em Marty had a work thing come up. Overnight trip outta town. Can you do that?” Mort presented a single hardcoin hundred in the palm of his hand.

      “Kein problemo, dude,” the newly anointed messenger replied with a salute before snatching the coin.

      Mort scowled after the lad, wondering whether the butchered multi-heritage phrase was his own devising or yet another torment inflicted on Shakespeare’s English by the latest generation.

      “Line 7A to Centennial Park now departing. Stand clear of the doors.”

      Shit.

      Mort had taken too long. With no time to indulge the ticket-eating gatekeeper, Mort slapped his proof of passage atop the device and quietly garbled its internal alarm for fare-skippers and hustled to the tram.

      Just as he imagined he might have to perform a similar sabotage on the doors, Mort closed the distance and slipped aboard.

      In an instant, the tram pulled away from the station. A faint hint of acceleration soured Mort’s expression—shoddy grav-stone work. Sure, it was planetside, and strictly a matter of comfort, but that was no excuse not to keep up with regular maintenance of a gravity field.

      As the last arrival, Mort’s choices for seating were limited. Like an intracity tram, there were, of course, overhead bars and dangling straps to accommodate standing passengers. But based on the published schedule, Mort was in for about a quarter hour of transit.

      Other passengers were already making use of the hanging loops of imitation leather. Mort had no intention of joining them.

      Especially not when one entitled fuck was taking up three seats all on his own, slouching, legs sprawled, arms dangling over the armrests to either side of him. Never one to shy from confrontation, Mort marched right up to the offending passenger.

      “You mind?”

      For a fleeting moment, it seemed that the inconsiderate bastard might yap back at him. Mort would have almost admired such unmitigated gall, on par with reaching into a pot of boiling water to check whether a lobster was done yet. Fortunately for all parties, the man had the self-preservation to instead sit up straight in his seat and reel in his wayward arms.

      Mort kept staring. He raised one eyebrow.

      Clearing his throat and muttering an apology, the man slunk out of the seat and wove his way to the far end of the tram car. Standing passengers broke the line of sight between them.

      Mort slumped into the middle of the vacated seats and set down his briefcase in the one to his right. A long breath allowed him to relax after a hectic adventure to get aboard this tram.

      “Is anyone sitting here?” a young woman asked. She was perhaps the same age as Mort’s improvised messenger, blonde double-ponytail and sonic earmuffs marking her as modern, while the V.T.U. emblazoned sweatshirt suggested a trip back to the Vega Technological University campus. She carried a floppy duffel bag that couldn’t have been more than half full.

      Mort took a careful scan of the vacant seat beside him. “No.”

      She smiled and parked herself at Mort’s left, standing the duffel between her feet as best its lack of structure allowed. “I’m Chartreuse. But my friends all call me Shar.”

      Several comments sprang to mind, each tinged with Chuck’s snappy, sarcastic delivery. A denial of the name as an accurate descriptor of her skin tone, suggestions that she was named after the liquor her parents were drunk on at the time of her conception, general denigration of the naming conventions popular outside of Earth’s gravity well.

      Instead, Mort focused on the twinkle in her eyes, the coyness of her smile, the flirty cock of her head. “Hi. I’m twice your age, married, and preoccupied with business.”

      “I was just being friendly.”

      Mort slouched in his seat and closed his eyes. He had an all-nighter ahead of him, possibly culminating with a to-the-death struggle with Thaddius Bluth. A rest would do him some good, even if he was too alert to nap.

      “Well, I was only shooting for civil.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner had been these weird sushi taco hybrids, which seemed to be all the rage on Vega IX. Once they discovered Brad had never tried one, his four new friends insisted on eating at Slow Your Roll. Brad still had the warring flavors of cilantro and wasabi coating his tongue when they arrived at the Orologio Casino.

      Brad hadn’t mentioned that his dad worked there at one of the clubs. That was his escape pod. If he got into too much trouble, he could drop the name Chuck Ramsey and offload some of it up the familial food chain.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Ivan asked quietly as Brad led the pack. He gave a stifled grunt as someone hit him.

      “Shut it,” Brenda whispered. “Just play along.”

      At least someone had confidence in him.

      Brad sauntered toward the doors, wide open to the public but flanked by a pair of besuited polar bears disguised as human bouncers.

      “Hey, eighteen plus. Let’s see some ID.”

      Brad paused as if this was the last thing he expected—talking polar bears. “What?”

      “ID,” the bouncer repeated.

      He pointed to Ricardo, placing the brawny teen at the center of attention. “Do you know who his father is?”

      “No.”

      Brad scoffed. “Well, you should.”

      With that, Brad started forward again, marching into the casino like Ricardo’s dad owned the place. The bouncer didn’t try to stop him.

      The others followed in his wake. Brad didn’t look back—it would have been out of character—but he pictured their reactions. Ivan cracked a nervous smile. Brenda and Tina giggled silently. Ricardo, if he had a gram of sense between his ears, inclined his head in acknowledgment that the bouncer made the right call.

      He didn’t pause to gather his flock until they’d reached the outskirts of a food court. With the bustle of patrons waffling between cheap-and-greasy or slow-and-pricey, snagging a quiet spot was all relative. No one cared about the five of them. They weren’t casino staff. None of them was dressed provocatively. They were neither buying nor selling any good or service.

      Tina broke the ice with a stage whisper. “That. Was. Greased. I almost thought Ric’s dad was somebody, and his mom is single.”

      “Hey, my dad could be someone.”

      Ivan snickered. “I don’t think the bouncer knowing that would have gotten us in. How’d you know that would work?”

      Brad shrugged off the question. “It always works. It’s the attitude.”

      “What now?” Brenda asked, making the obligatory comment her contribution to the group.

      “Enjoy the casino. Craps, blackjack… I’m more a poker man myself. Remember that drinks are free if you’re sitting at a table, but you gotta tip in hardcoin. You all have hardcoin, right?”

      By the glances from one student to the next, none of them did.

      Brad had counted on that.

      “It’s OK. I carry enough to float you guys.”

      “You what?” Ricardo demanded.

      Brad scoffed. “It’s a nice planet. Core world. What’s the harm keeping hardcoin in your pocket? Besides, you practically need it in a casino. The chip cashier will hook you up, but servers like hardcoin better than chips.”

      Ivan furrowed his brow. “Why would they—”

      “Taxes,” Brenda cut in. “They don’t report the hardcoin, but if they got tipped in chips, they’d leave a digital trail when they cashed in.”

      Brad nodded as he smirked. Oh, Brenda was going to flip on Ivan sooner rather than later. “I should have enough to change you guys up for fifty apiece. That ought to cover you.”

      “Fifty?” Tina echoed.

      “Whatever,” Brad replied flippantly. “Toss a fiver or a ten when you get a drink or food delivered to your table. No one’s gonna toss a good tipper for looking a little retrograde of eighteen.”

      Finding a spot out of the flow of foot traffic, Brad pulled out a stack of hardcoin tens from his pocket. He parceled them into fives, then whipped out a thumb scanner.

      “You always carry one of those?” Ivan asked.

      “Spacers. Am I right?” Brad replied evasively. “Gotta be prepared in case commerce happens. This time, it’s just a nice, neutral transaction. Nobody’s gonna owe anybody tonight.”

      He took care of the ladies first. Five hardcoin tens, and Brad input fifty point zero zero terras into the scanner. Had he been the creepy and technically inclined sort, Brad could have used the thumb Brenda scanned to look up basic financial info like her full name and legal address. On a core world, it probably included a holo scan of her face the day she opened the account.

      Brad repeated the process first with Tina, then Ivan.

      By the time it was Ricardo’s turn, the process had been perfected to the point where, when Brad tapped in the terras, he didn’t even bother with the decimal. Without so much as double-checking the readout, Ricardo scanned away five thousand terras into Brad’s account.

      A pittance compared to how much sailboats cost on a core world.

      “Great. Let’s hit the tables!”
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        * * *

      

      Despite its general appearance, the tram was not a ground conveyance. The linked cars flew at low altitude just above a rail that it followed as if tethered by a length of stout rope. Mort didn’t know how the information helped him, but it passed the time as a dreary techno-hellscape whizzed past his window. As he watched the unending scene passing before him, one question nagged him.

      Why…?

      Why did planet after planet clutter their surface with monolithic gizmo-towers and technophile warrens? Why did they build colossal steel veins to pump water and air and electricity and twelve names for elemental fire all to every home? It made every infected planet a blight. Too few pushed back against the encroachment to carve out havens for the magically proficient, for the tech-independent, for the clear thinkers who didn’t need their lives force-fed to them via tubes.

      Unanswerable.

      Society writ large had been making that same error for centuries without the self-awareness to even question their actions, let alone begin working toward a solution. Mort resigned himself; he was doomed to witness the folly anew with each colony he visited.

      The tram lurched, forcing Mort’s personal opinion of gravity to keep him upright as all the passengers around him swayed in unison toward the front of the car.

      “Arriving at Centennial Park. Stand clear of the doors.”

      “My stop,” Mort muttered to his travel companion without attempting to make eye contact.

      Chartreuse huffed. “Whatever will I do to keep myself amused.”

      They hadn’t spoken a word since Mort’s curt dismissal of her attempts at banal small talk and misguided flirting.

      A scattering of other passengers shared Mort’s destination. However, as last one onto the tram, his seat had been near the exit. In no hurry and with only a briefcase for luggage, he made it onto the station platform before any of the rest had a chance to get ahead of him.

      Mort sucked in a deep breath, seeking to fill his lungs with air that hadn’t been inhaled, exhaled, and shared around the tram car like a beach ball at an outdoor concert for the past fifteen minutes.

      A mistake.

      The Centennial Park air might not have been recently expelled by a commuter from Sunrise City, but it was anything but fresh. It stank of chemicals that, far from nameless, suffered from gibberish nomenclature of the long-winded variety. They wailed a horror story of robotic manufacturing, electronic alchemy, and the congealment of goo both edible and inedible with little actual distinction between the two.

      “Blech,” he commented to no one in particular.

      “Home sweet home,” an eavesdropping local replied with a grin in his voice. “You get used to it.” The scent-addled colonist didn’t attempt to make anything more of the conversation and went on his way. Eight fewer words, and Mort would have considered the conversation perfect.

      Mort was, however, becoming an expert at getting used to things. Not adapting, or appreciating, or even grudgingly accepting them. Just getting used to them. Planets sucked. People sucked. It was the same anywhere and everywhere, and exceptions existed on a limited, case-by-case basis.

      Public transit was yet another unwelcome accustoming the fugitive wizard had endured. Chuck kept the worst of it from affecting him, providing bespoke transportation to destinations of professional import. Other than the Radio City, Mort was stuck with trams, transports, and…

      Mort waved the hovercab down. Luckily, he knew the time-honored manner of summoning intracity ferrymen. Earthlings had their gizmos that claimed to be better and more efficient, but wizards had imprinted upon the wider populace that lifting off with a hand-waving passenger aboard sometimes came with self-awarded, seldom-audited tipping privileges.

      “Where may I?” the pilot asked with a weirdly nonchalant cadence to his speech that suggested it was a local half-saying.

      Mort didn’t care for the slang; it hurt his brain in the spot where he kept his grammar. But he could make use of this extreme specimen of local to his advantage. “Don’t have a place to stay the night. Find me something with decent rooms but won’t bankrupt me.” He hoped that sounded neutral and tech enough to disguise the fact he was a wizard.

      “Quickie trip? Not even a slingy for your duds?”

      Mort gritted his teeth against a harrumph and narrowed his eyes to keep from rolling them. “Yeah. Work shipped me off on short notice. Planning to shop in the morning. Now… where might I be sleeping between now and tomorrow?”

      The hover lifted off and immediately banked. A sturdy little onboard gravity stone kept Mort from feeling the motion at all. “Be fretless, compadre. I’ll get you bunked up all smooth and fluffy before you can sing Ten Little Laaku.” That wouldn’t be a surprise, since Mort had never heard of the song. He didn’t travel in the kind of circles that sang xenoist ditties—though the content of the song’s lyrics was, at best, a guess at this point. “So, whatchadu?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Whatchadu for a livelihood? That’s what I’m saying. Not from around here, that’s plump as pomegranates. Got an echo of a galactic newsfeed.” The pilot removed one hand from the controls to snap his fingers. “Ahoy! That’s that. You’re an Earthling. All the face-yaks on galactic news are either Earthlings or pose like they are. You sound just like ’em. Wait-wait-wait, can you do Broderick Mattison?” The pilot cleared his throat and affected a terrible Earth accent. “Good evening, fellow beings. You’re watching the Solar Newsfeed, all the propaganda that’s heliocentric.” He chuckled at his own joke. “So. What’s work? Whatchadu?”

      It wasn’t once in a pass of Halley’s Comet that Mort agreed, but this was the first time he could recall that Chuck’s advice on lying seemed appropriate.

      “I’m one of those wizards that hunts other wizards when they go bad. Work shipped me off to box up a baker’s dozen in little ash caskets and send them back to Earth.”

      The pilot exaggerated a laugh that sounded as if it contained a nugget of the genuine article. Mort wasn’t familiar with the customs on Vega IX, but he suspected that tipping still existed this close to Sol. Kissing up to the passengers was part of the stage act. All that was missing was a dilapidated hat to collect hardcoin charity at the end of the show.

      “Gotcha-gotcha, friend-o. It’s your vay-cay. You can be anybody, amirite? Even if it’s a corporate put-up job, can’t keep you from throwing yourself a party. Have at it. Be the wiz-snuffing super-spy of your dreams. And ya know what?” The hover veered suddenly, altering its course and diving among the lower reaches of the sky-scraping towers of Centennial Park. “I got a rent-a-bed even better than the joint I was flying you to before. Trust me.”

      Great Hades’s mustache, what had Mort gone and done? This yokel was going to deliver him to some playacting camp for wannabe wizards if he wasn’t careful.

      “No, no. The first place will do just fine.”

      “Don’t you brain it, amigo mio. We got you covered.”

      “Really. I don’t want anything fancy or exotic or in any way altered because of an offhanded jest.”

      “Offhanded? Really?”

      “Really.”

      “You don’t want a chance to snooze like a wiz on a sleep-slab stuffed with bird feathers and all the walls are square rock stuck together with permacrete glue?”

      Mort struggled mightily as his mind pieced together concepts and idiom like an archaeologist with a pile of clay fragments that might or might not have once been all the same vase. The image snapped into focus all at once.

      A Convocation-owned hotel.

      Mort knew of them. Boston Prime had several. In fact, Earth was lousy with them. No major city went without proper accommodations for a man who preferred his lifts to rise without dangerous technological forces and his foods prepared by adepts in command of the elements, not drones poking buttons on a contraption. Non-wizards were welcome, of course; terras were terras. But the clientele skewed heavily in favor of baggy sleeves and expensive jewelry.

      It sounded perfect.

      It sounded like a night where he could forget that he was on the run, his days of bunking on a run-down starship little more than a temporary setback on an otherwise stellar rise to Convocation greatness.

      It sounded like a mistake.

      Criminals had, throughout history and literature, been undone by one of two key flaws: hubris or laziness. Mort couldn’t in good conscience allow himself to be lulled into walking into a den of would-be enemies on the promise of a comfy night’s sleep and familiar surroundings.

      “Regular hotel. I’m a good tipper; let’s not ruin a good thing.”

      Without a drop of magic, Mort had used the magic word. “Your tenner, chief.”

      Mort hoped that implied a ten-terra tip was in order. Had the pilot not mentioned a sum—even obliquely, and possibly in error due to cultural misunderstanding—Mort would have tossed him a cool hundred without a second thought.

      Moments later, Mort disembarked at a nondescript corporate boarding house of factory-made mien and the plebeian moniker: Vacation Suites Inn. The pilot charged him twenty-nine for the ride, and Mort passed along the promised “tenner” for good service. On many of the colonies the Radio City had visited over the last year, that amount would have covered not only delivery to such a lodging but also paid for the night’s stay and a couple meals at the in-house eatery.

      A charming, uniformed “Byron” behind the reception desk charged Mort ninety-five for a single night. He declined his offer of a reduced rate for an extended stay—Mort couldn’t be done in this reeking cesspit of modernity soon enough. He did, however, realize that he had an opportunity here.

      Centennial Park was huge. Bellagio hadn’t given him much to go on. He needed a plan on how to find Thaddius Bluth.

      What most technophiles seemed to overlook in the tale of Hansel and Gretel, from Mort’s observation and talking to several who’d brought up the concept themselves, is that a trail of breadcrumbs is a horrible method of finding your way anywhere. When you left traces like that to follow, they were destined to be snatched up by malevolent forces.

      Mort was looking for malevolent forces.

      He flashed the Convocation sigil, the first magic he’d used all day. It felt good letting out even such a tiny force into the world. “Charge it to my people. Throw in a three-course dinner delivered in an hour and schedule a wake-up call for dawn. I’ll be turning in early and have a busy day ahead of me tomorrow.”

      Byron’s demeanor shifted from a caffeinated sort of helpful to an almost military efficiency with a suddenness that had Mort questioning which was the real concierge. “Of course, sir. I’ll see to all of it personally.”

      Mort accepted the help of a porter, tipping yet another ten-terra hardcoin when the lad unlocked the tech on the door for him. It was nice being a wizard, even if it was just showing off for the unwashed masses.

      Once the door sealed behind him, Mort began his scheming.

      Right after he finished his dinner—dumplings, sesame chicken, and crab rangoon from a bag clearly labeled with the logo of a Rockin’ Wok he’d passed on the way over—Mort dummied up the bed to appear as if a wizard slumbered there in a nightcap, oblivious to his surroundings.

      A yawn snuck up and opened Mort’s mouth without permission. Damn, it had been a long day. It would be an even longer night.

      Fiddling with the knobs eventually got water to run from the mini-kitchen tap. He considered a consultation with Laurent in Mortania to get the coffee maker set up, but decided against it. He couldn’t be relying on advice from technologists for every little thing. It was just one night. The lone packet of mint tea and a touch of wizardly heat to boil water was all he needed.

      The lurking wizard perched on the closed lid of the toilet, peering out from the suite’s washroom to keep a vigil on the Mordecai That Wasn’t.

      If no one showed up to kill him, Mort was going to feel like an idiot.
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        * * *

      

      A good casino whirled with motion. Roulette wheels, dice, cards, waitstaff, dealers, pit bosses, and most of all gamblers, gamblers, gamblers. There were certainly sullen betting parlors where glassy-eyed degenerates parked at digital slot machines or watched scrolling scores of sporting events from across ARGO space. But the Orologio Casino thumped with energy. Whether it was from the undertone of modern arctic fusion beats or the slightly oxygen-rich mix pumped in from the life-support system, Brad felt the life of the place.

      As tour guide to this novel experience for his friends, he felt a duty to expose them to a well-rounded night of casino debauchery.

      The five of them crowded the players at a craps table, jockeying for a view of the dice. But while throwing the dice had always been a lark, Brad couldn’t wrap his head around the finer points of the odds system. Plus, like virtually every game of chance available to the public, the house had rigged the games to always come out ahead in the long run.

      Key word: long run.

      Short term, any asshole could get lucky.

      That said, the excitement of the table games was undeniable. The shooter at their spectated craps table was on a hot streak, and everyone seemed to be winning. Temptation to toss down a bet on the Pass line grew by the roll.

      “Eleven, and another winner!” the croupier called out. Casino chips and a scattering of regular old hardcoin slid around the table.

      Ricardo had muscled his way to the front by now and placed a five-terra wager. Without a view of the felt, he couldn’t see how his companion had bet. The dice flew seconds later. Brad stood on tiptoe to see how they landed but couldn’t get a vantage.

      “Snake-eyes!” the croupier announced as a series of groans rose from the players.

      “Aw, c’mon,” Ricardo complained. “I just got here.”

      “Next shooter.”

      With a crook, the croupier slid the dice to Ricardo, who hastily placed another bet and picked them up.

      While the kid didn’t seem to notice the subtle salesmanship at work, Brad caught on instantly. This guy was good. A fresh-faced kid, borderline too young to even be here, might have walked away discouraged. But who could resist a chance to shoot? To throw the dice with the illusion of fate and fortune in your own hands?

      Ricardo made a four, followed by a ten, a nine, then craps. It was an exciting couple minutes, wondering if he’d win himself a whole five terras to come out even. Alas, he did not.

      A waiter in a tight-fitting Orologio t-shirt wandered past with a tray of drinks. Dividers carved the tray into four regions, each bearing a different selection. Brad identified it as a quick-service drink buffet and inclined his head to catch the guy’s attention.

      “What you got?”

      The waiter gave Brad a cursory glance that hinted he might not buy Brad being eighteen yet and just as quickly dismissed the idea as someone else’s problem. “I’ve got vermouth, gin, vodka, and beer.”

      “What brand?” Brad asked, knowing that kids didn’t generally get picky about booze. “Just the beer. I’m here to have a good time, not get divorced on my honeymoon.”

      “Hobart Pale.”

      Brad cringed. “Martian? Fine. I’ll take one.” He pulled out a hard five and left it on the server’s platter as he accepted his drink. As the server departed, likely considering him an asshole more than a kid who snuck in underage, Brad waved over his school companions. “C’mon. I spotted a real game.”

      Off in a corner of the Orologio, there were a dozen race-track-shaped tables, felted in green and surrounded by idiots. They were the smartest idiots in the casino though; they were gambling against one another instead of the house. He pointed with his tumbler of beer in grasp.

      “Poker?” Ivan asked dubiously as the group congregated in the midst of the pedestrian aisle between craps tables. They became an island around which a river flowed. “Isn’t that… advanced?”

      Brad laughed him off. “Everyone knows the rules. Just watch how the other players handle their chips and antes and that shit. The rest is gambling.”

      Dad would have killed Brad for saying that if he thought for a second his son believed that. Poker had an element of chance to it, but it was a game of skill. It was card-counting for guys who didn’t want to get kicked off a blackjack table, psychology for the medically inept, and an arena for budding sociopaths to practice the art of deception with a safety net made of terras.

      The path to the poker section, while clogged with foot traffic, bore no hard obstacle to stop the advance of the crew. One occupant at the tables, however, caught Brad dead in his tracks.

      Shit, what’s Dad doing here?

      While Dad could play smooth on a number of subjects, Brad had a few too many boxes checked on his “your mom better not find out” list. Drinking, gambling, swindling classmates, visiting the casino where Dad was working in the attached nightclub, lying to Mom about his evening plans. Dad could be expected to cover the occasional indiscretion, but Brad was closing in on stuff even Chuck Ramsey might deem across the line.

      “One sec,” Brad declared as his friends shuffled into him in the close quarters. “We should hit the washrooms before sitting down.”

      “But I don’t need to—” Ivan attempted to object.

      “You think you don’t. But you do. If you’re holding it, you make bad decisions. And with free drinks…”

      “You’re pretty smart,” Tina commented.

      Reversing course pissed off a few roving gamblers inconvenienced by their lumbering maneuvers, but the crew made it to the nearest public washrooms. At the last second, once everyone else had gone inside, Brad doubled back.

      He needed a plan.

      Finding a seat outside Dad’s field of view might work, but it was risky. Plus, the five of them, still in uniforms, stood out. All it would take was someone with a better view to make a crack about the underage gamblers and Dad would have to look over.

      Instead, Brad played a card he kept tucked up his sleeve.

      Floor bosses stood out if you knew how to spot them. They were sharp-eyed, sober, always looked like they had a million things on their mind but were juggling them. Middlemen extraordinaire, they enforced rules with a suppressed glee and tyrannical selectiveness. But some they could only ignore so far.

      “Hey, is that Chuck Ramsey?” Brad inquired after catching the attention of one.

      “Who?”

      Brad inclined his head toward his father. “The guy in the tux with the untied bowtie. Thought he worked for the casino. Saw him the other night.”

      “So what?” This guy was a hard case. Brad would have sworn he’d heard Dad say he wasn’t going to gamble because the casino suits wouldn’t let him. He could never be certain, especially when Dad was talking to Mom at the time, but it sounded legit. Maybe Dad had been lying.

      “Not a good look, don’t ya think?” Brad asked. “I don’t think I’d play cards with a guy getting his terras the same place as the dealers.”

      “’Scuse me.” The pit boss didn’t confirm anything, but he headed over and conferred with a couple of the muscular chaps who worked security at the Orologio. Moments later, Dad lost an argument and left the casino under his own power.

      “All set. Plenty of room for beer,” Ricardo declared as he led the procession out of the washrooms.

      “Great. Let’s grab some seats and play some cards.”

      The sudden surge of players created a critical mass that triggered the casino to open up a new table. Brad picked his favorite spot, directly across from the dealer, and plunked down a couple hundred in hardcoin as his stake. His friends sprinkled themselves in among other card players eager to get another table going.

      “Don’t you have homework you could be doing?” the dealer asked, dripping sarcasm.

      Brad could sense the unease wash over his companions. It was his job to head off the inquisition. Luckily, this was the perfect
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