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      On the dark side of an asteroid, the interior of a crater glowed like a bowl of neon soup. Within the rim, atmosphere pooled, trapped by gravity and force fields. With a day lasting just five hours, the surface-dwellers chose to follow their own clock, and every building, road, and public space was lit around it. Deep within the rock’s interior, mining operations still persisted, but the rest of Birmingham Colony had grown up around the mines.

      Brad Ramsey plugged in his approach vector. Double-checking that the ship’s voice modulator was off, he lowered his voice and opened a comm. “Orbital Control, this is Chuckie Ramsey of the Radio City. Thanks for the landing clearance. See you on the ground.”

      Even though his voice had changed, he still didn’t sound like his father. Yet another way in which he was nothing like Dad.

      On approach, Brad marveled at the uniqueness of this particular brand of colonial idiot.

      All up and down the perimeter of the crater’s rim, and over the entire basin, buildings clung like barnacles to every surface. And below, a warren of old mine shafts honeycombed the asteroid, trailing behind more active and current excavations. Most of the residents lived down there in the tunnels. It seemed weird until Brad considered how much he’d hate living with the sun spinning past five times a day.

      But that got to the bigger point of why these colonists were so dumb. The mines didn’t make money. He’d looked it up at Mort’s suggestion that he educate himself about the galaxy he traveled. While they technically didn’t lose money, mineral extraction on Birmingham Colony was at best a break-even proposition. People continued living here because they always had. It was cheaper to scrape by here than start over elsewhere. If someone took up a collection, the whole place could have pitched in for interplanetary transit and all come out ahead in the long run.

      “Hey, we landing or what?” Dad asked as he wandered into the cockpit and loomed over Brad.

      “We’re eight minutes out. Gotta take it slow. Some kind of anti-splash regulation for the atmo barrier. Guess it’s not a hundred percent airtight. Shoddy colony.”

      Dad straightened his tie, using the blank comm panel as a mirror. “Well, just don’t say that planetside—”

      “Asteroidside.”

      “Colonists get prickly about spacers crapping on their homes.”

      “Sure, Dad. Never would have guessed.”

      Dad ruffled Brad’s hair before departing. “The sarcasm would work better if you walked the walk.”

      With a quick glance to ensure the ship would be fine unattended for a few seconds, Brad turned and called after him, “Maybe it’d be easier if you found work on a colony that didn’t suck.”

      That caught Dad’s attention and drew a hasty return. “Look here, Bucko. Galaxy hasn’t been in the mood for laughs lately, so I’m busting my ass to keep fuel in the engines and food on the table.”

      “Yeah,” Brad agreed with deadpan sincerity. “You’ve done everything but look for steady work.”

      Dad had learned not to trifle with Brad, but nonetheless, the old man had a point, and he wasn’t leaving without making it. “I may not be around much the next couple weeks. And while Mort’s a nice guy, you’re not technically his problem. So… if you could kindly knock off your usual shit just this once—”

      Brad had studiously resumed babysitting a steady entry vector, hands on the controls and eyes fixed forward. “Just to be zircon clear, what exactly do you consider my ‘usual shit’?”

      Dad reached a fist in front of Brad and flicked out counting fingers as he made a list. “Petty larceny, gambling, embezzlement, booze, gambling, identity theft, consorting with known syndicate agents, gambling, and playing grandfather roulette with that revolver of yours.”

      “I don’t get arrested for any of that stuff.” Frankly, the only times Brad ever had been arrested were the few times he was innocent. All the more incentive to actually enjoy himself and make money however he could.

      “Yeah? Well, maybe just consider how often that luck of yours is actually me behind the scenes.”

      Brad paused a moment, did, in fact, consider the chances, and dismissed them with a little grunt. “Fine. Best behavior.”

      His father returned a hauntingly similar grunt. “For whatever that’s worth.”

      Their atmospheric transit and landing at Yard Northwest 10 went off without a hitch. That span of a few minutes was precisely how long Brad’s promise lasted.
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        * * *

      

      Craterside, Birmingham Colony had an interesting view. The stars moved visibly in the night sky, albeit through a haze of light pollution. Other asteroids in the belt whizzed past now and then, carefully kept from intercepting the mining colony, according to local propaganda. But once Chuck’s trek took him into the Warrens, all that vanished.

      Kilometers and kilometers of old mines had been converted into city over the decades. Progressively. Relentlessly. Pointlessly, if Chuck were any judge. By all rights, this place should have been ten mechanics keeping a fleet of drones operational and maybe a junior supervisor. But some megacorp figured they could squeeze a few extra terras out of turning the place into a trade depot, and now… well…

      Chuck rode down escalators, along moving walkways, and down lifts. His destination was on sub-grade level nine. Downspout was everything he’d feared when setting up this gig. The interior was concrete—walls, floor, and ceiling—and a cluster of giant industrial pipes ran vertically through the dining area. One of the pipes had a placard: “HOT, DO NOT TOUCH.” Free heating for the place, he supposed. The stage was merely a raised section of concrete at the far end.

      A guy in a rumpled dress shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows came out to greet him. It was off-hours for the club, so it didn’t take a network of informants to know this was the guy looking for his gig. He led with a handshake and ushered Chuck through the mass of metal-wire tables and upturned chairs to an administrative hallway and his private office at the end. His name was Louis Dalrymple, and he booked for Downspout.

      “Chuck—you mind if I call you Chuck?”

      “Sure,” Chuck replied, taking a seat in the guest chair as Louis settled in at his desk. “Everyone else does. I’m sure my boy’s gonna pick it up before long.”

      “Chuck, lemme level with you. I think you’re making a mistake.”

      Well, that was a new tactic. “Lemme level right back at you, that’s a horrible way to start a negotiation.” He said it with a grin, but Louis seemed dead serious.

      “We don’t draw the kind of crowds to make for good exposure. Plus, most of our regulars come here for the music scene. You’re liable to get hecklers.”

      “Love hecklers. Best way to keep material from getting stale star system to star system.”

      Louis spoke with his hands as if they were visual aids for this presentation on dissuading Chuck from performing here. “It’s like this. We get, on average, maybe fifty tables on a good night. A weekend night. This being Sunday, we’re looking at more like fifteen, twenty. And Bobby said you weren’t looking for a cut of the door.”

      “At fifteen or twenty, I’d be a fool to try making that pay off.”

      “Hey, I’m not saying there aren’t acts that demand a cut and get it. But you’re not Gravy Kids or Freemo and Toonie.” Chuck had never heard of either act, but he suspected they fit the retro-futurist punk vibe of Downspout and hence their core audience. “But look, Bobby has final say. So if you’re looking to piss away two hundred terras a night, I can’t stop you.”

      “My mind’s made up.”

      Louis blew a bewildered sigh. His good deed done, he pulled up a terminal and angled the display for Chuck to see it. Then, he caught himself one last time. “Before I go over the tech specs for our sound and lighting guys, I gotta know. What’s the plan? What kind of business sense does this even make for you?”

      Chuck shrugged. “It’s all about exposure.”
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        * * *

      

      Two levels lower and half an hour after leaving Downspout, Chuck slipped into a booth at Cappy’s. Apparently, they had a local aquaculture industry somewhere within the asteroid, since the sign out front boasted of a Catch of the Day, with “Catch” in quotation marks. He ordered the tilapia with lemon sauce (the “lemon” also in quotes) and settled in to wait.

      The decor was grim. While they weren’t on the lowest inhabited level, they’d gotten below the point where everything had been tidied up. Chuck’s booth bordered a bare rock wall, pure asteroid landscape by the look of it. He couldn’t help wondering, as he ran a hand over the porous rock, just how much air the colony lost just to leakage. Poor bastards probably had to import replacement air on a regular schedule.

      Chuck had flown on some leaking ships. Hell, the Radio City was rated to lose about 2 cc of atmosphere a year. Microscopic cracks were impossible to completely avoid. But being on a cross between a rock and a space station that wasn’t even sealed gave him the heebie jeebies.

      He was just enjoying the odd mishmash of early spacefaring equipment adorning the walls, wondering at the choice to show most in disrepair or outright broken, when his contact arrived.

      Vernon Hardy slouched his way into Cappy’s, glancing over his shoulder as he came in the main door. The hostess pretended not to notice him, and he returned the favor. Hooknosed, dark haired, with a pucker that looked in want of a toothpick to fiddle with, he slithered through the tables and slid into the seat across from Chuck.

      “Mind if I stay for dessert?”

      It was a pre-arranged code. Chuck dispelled the pretense immediately. “Yeah. It’s me.”

      “Good. I’m not big on the cloak-and-dagger bull. You say you can help me with my problem?”

      Chuck tried to figure out whether the guy was packing a blaster. Not that he wasn’t certain the guy was armed, but he needed the practice for when he had doubts. The way Vernon’s wardrobe dangled from him, it was hard to tell. “That’s the idea.”

      “I don’t like your look.”

      Well, there was a clog in the hydrogen intake. “Not sure I can change my look. But if you’ve got a problem, I’ll get it taken care of.”

      The gangster cocked his head. “Get it taken care of? What are you, some kind of middleman?”

      He’d been practicing for this one. “Ahem. I am a buffer of plausible deniability between your employer and my client. Much like yourself.”

      With a subtle gesture, Vernon reached for the armpit of his jacket without actually putting a hand inside, suggesting that’s where he kept his piece holstered. “Gimme one good reason I shouldn’t take your datapad and contact this ‘client’ myself?”

      Chuck swallowed. “Well, for one, I don’t keep his contact information digitally.” Vernon slowly took his hand away from his jacket. “For another, this client is a friend of mine. And I don’t mean that as a euphemism. We go back years. He trusts me. Specifically, he trusts me to deal with the likes of you.”

      “Likes of me?” Vernon echoed with a hint of “explain that or I’ll shoot you.”

      Chuck leaned in, his necktie dangling perilously close to a puddle of lemon sauce. “Look. You and me, we come from different social circles. I’m showbiz. You’ve got your little syndicate. Both of us small-timers. But my guy was big time. Officially sanctioned. Between you and me, my guy… This is beneath him. Gotta start small to build up the private practice, so it’s your lucky day that I’m only looking for fifty large.”

      Now, he had Vernon’s attention. “Official? Like, some kind of spec-ops spook?”

      “Not military.”

      “One of those shadow senate ninjas?”

      Chuck almost laughed out loud and broke the mood. This guy must have had one hell of an omni history. “No. Convocation.”

      “You’re telling me your guy is some kind of rogue inquisitor?” He sounded impressed yet skeptical.

      It was time for Chuck to close the deal.

      “No. I’ve got you a librarian.”
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        * * *

      

      Another planet. This one a runt. Atmosphere didn’t even go all the way around it. A puddle, really. A puddle with a twisted set of drainpipes where all the scientists and technologists spiraled down to the sentient sewers.

      To say Mort was not a fan of their decision to stop on Birmingham Colony was a study in understatement.

      Brad landed the ship light as a feather. Liable to be the highlight of the trip.

      No sooner had they touched down than Chuck hurricaned through the ship in his best schmoozing suit. Some of the gibberish exiting his trap at high velocity bore a resemblance to the English language. Goodbyes. Excuses. Promises more fragile than a sparrow’s egg.

      The Ramseys’ financial straits these past months had been no real secret. Chuck had fallen into a dry spell of work in much the same way that the Sahara was a dry stretch of land. Apparently, Chuck had a bead on a job here of all places. Mort would have preferred digging into his private stash of coinage to keep the family solvent but thought better of it.

      The Radio City was out of books. He’d read everything in his collection—memorized, even, and copied into the libraries of Mortania—and the holo-projector’s fare held finite appeal. He wasn’t going to spend their time on a celestial body, no matter how humble, with his eyes glued to science phantasms.

      Soon after Chuck departed, Mort followed suit. He had no destination. Birmingham Colony was devoid of proper destinations. But he set himself two goals, both somewhat aspirational.

      First, he was going to find a bookstore. This place was just big enough that the very notion wasn’t laughable. Only took a few resident wizards before bespectacled capitalists tried to start peddling literature.

      Second, and more urgently, he wanted a decent meal.

      Becky was a lousy cook. Chuck could barely work the food machine. Mort had never picked up the knack for it. Brad couldn’t be trusted with anything edible. Rhiannon was too young. Only Michelle actually made passable food, and Mort would be damned before he wheedled a child into being his personal chef. He ate what she made, when she offered it. Michelle’s tastes ran sweet and vegetarian for his preferences, but it was still the best he got shipboard.

      Mort wanted steak.

      Cooked with fire.

      Seasoned with something an Earthling would recognize by smell alone.

      Was that too much to ask? It remained to be seen.

      It was nighttime in the above-ground portion of the colony. Garish pastels radiated from signage. Refugees from the ultraviolet portion of the spectrum bled into visual range. Logos blinked and wiggled and wobbled in imitation of a stupor, begging for attention.

      Out of habit, Mort checked over his shoulder when he glanced in shop windows or took turns at intersections. He watched reflections in glass for anyone suspicious.

      Azrael had promised that their deal was merely on pause and that he wouldn’t sanction a resumption of the hunt for the great Mordecai The Brown. For the first time, Mort was starting to believe that maybe the stuffy little weasel might have kept his word. But, of course, thinking that was just the sort of trap that got an incautious wizard killed. Dying of old age was the province of the paranoid.

      Hours of searching on foot, without asking directions, referencing maps, or consulting technology of any sort, ultimately led Mort to Rigger’s Bar and Grill. Real meat. It said so on the sign. The smell wafting out the open door even met his expectations.

      It was never a great omen for a colony when restaurants demanded payment up front, but Mort didn’t quibble. Tipping a hardcoin five for refills kept his beer full throughout the meal. Dining alone, he drew a few curious looks. Especially given that he was showing a steady supply of cash. That all ended the first time Mort looked back.

      By this point in his exile from Earth, Mort had encountered more than his fair share of would-be tough guys. They posed and postured and bluffed. When one of those sorts shot a glare, it was a defensive measure, asserting dominance over whatever sphere they claimed influence within. They picked on the weak, the new, the different. The looks in their eyes asked a simple question: “Yer not going to fight back, are ya?”

      Mort spoke a more eloquent form of dirty look. It asked, quite simply: “Are you going to make me kill you?” Everyone in Rigger’s Bar and Grill who gave Mort more than a casual glance heard that question loud and clear without Mort having to make a sound.

      In the end, a basic porterhouse with a mesquite dry rub did the bare minimum to clear the hurdle of “decent” against Mort’s stated goal.

      He tipped a tenner for a waitress whose hair reminded him of Cassie.

      Back out in the Birmingham night, Mort watched a sunrise that came on like a tram in the night. At first, a hint in the distance, then, before you knew it, full glare of daylight. He could almost feel his life slipping away as time rocketed past.

      What was he anymore?
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        * * *

      

      Dad had laid ions before the Radio City’s engines finished spinning down. Mort grumbled something under his breath shortly thereafter and departed without any hint of being worth sneaking after. By Brad’s reckoning, it was only a matter of time before he got saddled with some sort of domestic bullshit so Mom didn’t have to do it.

      Darting through the ship, he slung on his leather jacket, tucked his blaster into the back of his pants, and escaped the Radio City without being assigned chores, errands, or duties of any sort.

      Birmingham Colony was where it’s at! Tucked away on an asteroid in a belt that spawned its own trade lane, it could have died out when the big megacorps stopped sponsoring ore extraction. But it hung on, dug in, turned to commerce and trade over grit and grime. Its story was the story of Earth writ small. Unlike humanity’s cradle, the colony only existed because old-timey wizards had upped the gravity to nearly 90 percent of standard and science imported and trapped enough air for everyone to breathe. Essentially, this was a space station made out of rock.

      Which, Brad was forced to admit, was pretty badass.

      Plus, Birmingham was light on law. So long as he didn’t point it at anyone, packing a blaster wasn’t an issue for anyone aside from Mom and Dad. At barely sixteen, he could drink, gamble, own property, and get married without parental permission. From what he’d looked up on the omni as they headed here, the local brothels didn’t even check IDs on customers. But Brad had no plans to visit those, and not just because he noticed the conspicuous absence of assurances that they checked IDs on the workers, too.

      Part of Dad having a shit run of luck finding gigs was a lack of downtime on populated planets. Cooped up on a tiny starship with a grumpy old roommate provided pretty much no stress relief. Paying some overworked rental girlfriend wasn’t his idea of letting loose.

      Brad nearly walked into an advert board for a datapad repair place, inconveniently left in the middle of a sidewalk, as his eyes followed one of those brothels while his feet passed it by. Still, that was just eye candy. He’d just as soon pay strangers to throw him a birthday party for all the satisfaction he’d take out of it.

      To actually enjoy himself, Brad needed to meet some girls near his own age. Considering that among Birmingham’s few downfalls was an effective education system and robust array of community-approved extracurricular activities, that meant finding where the delinquents hung out. Because Brad had tried too many times to intermix with the “good” kids. Unless he was stuck with them via truancy enforcement, he’d give them a hard pass.

      Holovid theater was no place to find the fun crowd. If they’d gotten in, they’d done it by not being found out.

      A public park turned up no sign of teenage loiterers; the place seemed to attract an older demographic.

      He lurked outside a casino a while, but the vibe of the place was siphoning away pension money.

      There were a couple promising shopping malls, but they had low-rent security goons keeping rabble away—Brad learned this as he was being escorted off the premises.

      Unused space was at a premium for obvious reasons. Confined to one crater of an asteroid that wasn’t all that big to begin with, buildings got crammed between buildings which had been crammed between earlier buildings. Roads were a mix of officially mandated travel zones and the spaces where another structure simply wouldn’t fit. But that didn’t mean all of the structures were in current use. Poking around the warehouse district near the freight starport confirmed that much.

      Brad wondered how many guys would have known the sound, but he followed it inside a warehouse with a door rusted beyond the point of sliding closed any longer. Plink-clank, plink, plink-clank. Someone was shooting cans. Not only that, the someone was using a compressed-air slug-thrower rather than a blaster.

      “Yeah! Two outta three. Top is, Keeli!”

      “Gimme. Ambo, set me up.”

      Brad approached slowly, knowing that the owners of those voices were armed, albeit with a questionably lethal weapon. None of the voices had any bass. One sounded clearly female. He had to imagine that if it were just a mixed pair, they’d have found something more interesting to do alone in an abandoned warehouse, so he assumed a small group.

      Peeking around a corner, he found his suspicion confirmed. Three guys, two girls. Colonial look to them. Low rent. Grime was practically cosmo. Teenage, but with tattoos and piercings that suggested limited parental oversight. Cast-off clothing leaning heavy on black hues.

      “Hey!” one of them shouted, drawing attention to him.

      The one with the air pistol swung the weapon around and aimed it at Brad.

      He was faster. “I wouldn’t if I were you,” he warned, sighting down his arm at the kid’s shoulder. “Mine’s real.” He gestured with the barrel for the air pistolier to lower his weapon.

      “Fuck off, meat! This place is ours.”

      Once he was no longer at gunpoint, Brad put up his hands, then tucked away his own weapon. “We got off to a bad start. Just heard someone shooting cans and came to see if it was a private club.”

      “Well, it is,” one of the others snapped.

      Keeping his movements slow, Brad reached into his jacket pocket. Since he’d already pulled a blaster on them, he didn’t expect this would spook them. “Got a peace offering, if you’re open to new members.” He produced one of Mom’s hand-rolled cigarettes. He was a good twenty meters from the group, but it didn’t take a high school education to figure out what the tiny stick of paper with the twisted ends represented. He held it out as he strolled toward them, eyebrows raised as he waited for an answer.

      Ten minutes later, they were well into Brad’s pocket stash.
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        * * *

      

      She’d been napping with Rhiannon when the ship had apparently landed at Birmingham Colony. It wasn’t often that Becky Ramsey made appointments, but she was about to be late for one. Chuck was long gone, as usual. Brad and Mort’s door was shut, which meant that Brad was in there doing God-only-knew what, and Mort was off ship doing his own thing.

      It’d been months, months since she’d gotten any proper Becky-time. If she missed this chance, there would be hell to pay.

      Chuck hadn’t been much of a husband lately. Sure, he did his thing in bed, but as for helping with the kids or actually being available, he had been a ghost. Not that she wasn’t sympathetic to his career struggles, but they weren’t exactly breaking new ground, either. He’d just gotten too comfortable and lazy and let his bookings slip after too good a run for too long.

      All fine and dandy, but Becky wasn’t going to sit here and mope about it. She’d prepaid to get this appointment.

      “C’mon, babycakes. Rub away that sleepy-dust and put some outside clothes on.”

      Becky didn’t mind changing in front of the girl. After all, the Radio City didn’t have a bathtub and she wasn’t taking the kiddos into the shower with all her clothes on. Rhiannon groggily and dutifully rubbed her eyes and climbed out of her parents’ bed. Maybe six was too old for regular naps, but Becky was too old for keeping up with her all day, every day.

      Once dressed, Becky raced into the littles’ bedroom to find Rhiannon still in her pajamas, poring over a clothes chest full of perfectly acceptable and clean options. She pulled out the components of a full outfit and helped Rhi change.

      “I’m thirsty.”

      Becky grabbed a squeezy box from the fridge on their way to the cargo ramp without even checking the flavor. Rhi wasn’t the picky one.

      Just as she was about to put the Radio City behind her, she remembered Michelle. Turning, she raised her voice and shouted back, loud enough that he’d hear her even through his closed bedroom door, “Brad, you’re looking after Michelle today!”

      Time was, she’d leave him detailed instructions. Where to find food. Ideas for places to go. Sometimes she’d even leave a little spending cash for him. But he never paid Becky any heed. Did as he pleased. The money never seemed to be an issue, on account of he stole whatever he wanted from her whenever he felt like anyway. Now, she only handed out instructions when it was something important like school or a doctor’s visit. Boy had enough sense not to slack off that bad.

      Rhiannon was a load and a half, but Becky hefted her anyway, balancing her on a hip as the girl gamely hung on to make it easier. Wouldn’t be long before she got too big for this, same as the others. Might as well enjoy it while it lasted, even if it was hell on Becky’s spine.

      Once clear of the starport, Becky hailed a hover-taxi.

      “We’re getting a taxi?” Rhi asked, eyes aglow.

      Becky set her daughter down and shooed her in the door. “Yeah. On account of your mama done goofed and slept in.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I was about to ask the same question,” the cabbie quipped. “Where to?”

      Becky pulled the door shut, walling off the din of a busy colony. “Pips and Squeaks Daycare.”

      “Awww,” Rhi whined. “Do I have to?”

      “Yep. Mama’s got some adult stuff to take care of today. Bore you to tears if you came along. Doing you a favor. Ain’t never been before, but looks plenty fun from the omni drop.”

      Rhiannon folded her arms and pouted. “Nothing’s like it is on the omni.” Dang. Six years old, and already a cynic.

      It was a short hop. Twelve terras was twelve terras more than her budget for planetside transport, but Becky paid it. “You need me to wait?” the cabbie asked.

      “Naw. Ain’t far. Gonna hoof it.” Fair play to the guy for eavesdropping enough to know this wasn’t Becky’s final destination.

      To her surprise, Pips and Squeaks looked pretty legitimate once they got inside. There was a front desk area which passed for anti-kidnapping security and a huge, colorful play space just beyond it. Nobody looked mopey or sick or poorly cared for. The staff all wore sweaters with their names stitched on the fronts in big, bold letters. LOU-ANN read the sweater of the woman who greeted them.

      “Hi! You must be Becky and Rhiannon!”

      “Don’t get a lot of new faces, I take it?” Becky inquired.

      Rhiannon was in awe. There were more toys than she’d seen in one place outside of a store.

      “You’re our only new playmate today,” Lou-Ann replied with a smile that looked permanently installed on her face. She knelt down and addressed her new charge. “So, are you more of a Pip or a Squeak?” She pointed to the logo behind the front desk, first indicating a cartoon parakeet in an orange smock, then a cartoon bunny in a green smock.

      “I’m a Squeak,” Rhiannon declared confidently.

      “Alrighty, then!” Lou-Ann grabbed a green smock from behind the counter and presented it to Becky, who helped her daughter into it and fastened the snaps up the back. Without being given clearance, Rhi shot into the play area, heading straight to the plastic musical instruments. Lou-Ann addressed Becky. “They still end up messy, but the smocks limit the damage to their clothes.”

      “We all good, then?”

      “Yuppers! Standard pickup is six p.m. local. Check the chronos since daylight takes getting used to around here. Extended pickup runs through nine p.m. for an extra fee. Meals included. You’ll find the comm ID for the check-in channel in your welcome package.”

      “Right on.”

      “Enjoy your day, Mrs. Ramsey!” She’d have liked to argue, but it was hard not being a Mrs. when Rhi’s other guardian was listed as a Mr. Charles Ramsey.

      As soon as she stepped out of the daycare center, Becky Ramsey felt like a free woman.
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        * * *

      

      Keedeley-Boppers played through headphones borrowed from Brad. Michelle sat on her brother’s bed cross-legged, mouthing along to the words. She’d have sung along, but her singing voice was grating on everyone’s ears, and she didn’t want to bother anyone. Their best song, Zip-a-Pip was a fun string of gibberish words that meant absolutely nothing but just made happiness well up out of nowhere.

      When the song ended, Milo the Dog started up, but Michelle quickly backed up and started it on Zip-a-Pip once again. She’d never get tired of this song as long as she lived.

      A tummy grumble brought a reminder that music didn’t feed the body, just the heart.

      Pausing playback and removing the headphones, Michelle got up to see about some lunch.

      Exiting Brad and Mort’s room, the ship was peculiarly quiet. They were parked. That much was clear by the lack of engine noise and the semi-fresh air breezing in from the cargo bay. But there were also no people noises. The Radio City was hardly like a courtroom, where being quiet was normal. It was more like a busy police station, where bunches of people were doing their own thing, making their own noises, all ignoring one another.

      No noises meant no people.

      “Mom? Mort? Anyone?”

      Michelle performed a full ship check, making extra sure to look in all Rhiannon’s best hiding places. She could forgive herself if she missed Brad sleeping in the shower or someplace stupid like that. Brad was big enough to take care of himself. And if one of the adults was hiding somewhere, that was on them.

      A trip to the fridge yielded nothing appealing. Sure, it was edible, and if Mom was around, Michelle would have gone ahead and just eaten the leftover baloney sandwich or the sliced cucumber wheels that had developed a weird, slimy film. But there were no brownie points for being good when no one was around.

      Brad had taught her that one, and she’d yet to see that rule of thumb fail.

      Instead, Michelle pillaged Dad’s coffee-pot stash for thirty terras and headed out.

      Ice cream sounded like a much better lunch than anything the ship offered.

      By all accounts, they’d been heading to a proper colony. Nothing big, but not one of the dusty cowboy planets Dad seemed to like. And, with any proper colony, there would be more criminals than people stopping them. That meant that three ten-terra coins tucked snugly into the top of her oversized, clompy, hand-me-down boots. She didn’t wear anything too nice or any of her jewelry, and she didn’t carry a purse. So Michelle started exploring Birmingham Colony in ballet tights under a homemade gingham dress. She hadn’t braided her hair in a few days, so she kept it from her eyes with a headband topped with a pair of googly frog eyes.

      The starport was easy enough to find her way through. Big signs. Lots of arrows. No one gave her a second look because she didn’t look lost. That was the key. No matter how lost you get, never look it. People get nosy when someone’s lost, and most of the nosiest aren’t nice. But past the starport, that tip was harder to put into practice.

      Michelle set off into a colony spread over the inside of a giant rock bowl. As she began a descent into the lower regions in search of ice cream, she glanced back to make sure she knew what the starport would look like from a distance. Navigating by landmark should have been easy here, given how her destination was high up the crater wall.

      Things to look for, she reminded herself as she marched ever onward…

      People eating ice cream. They’d be the ones coming the opposite direction from where it was sold.

      Police. They’d be the ones most likely to busybody over an eight-year-old on her own.

      Tram stops. She didn’t know whether Birmingham had a tram system, but most colonies did; they were good for crossing long distances quickly if she got tired and needed to get back to the ship.

      Criminals. Birmingham seemed like they let people just carry blasters around—plenty did so openly. Few people shot kids, so they weren’t the big worry. She wasn’t rich either, so muggers weren’t much of a concern. What she had to watch for were what Brad described as “creepy fuckers.” Spotting them was more art than science, but Brad said she was a natural at it.

      Easy for him to say.

      Michelle looked with her eyeballs, not her whole head. Her chin pointed where her feet were going. That’s how you looked like you belonged somewhere. Her sidelong glances took in the pet store, the mannequins in shop windows wearing pretty dresses, the cafe with fresh-baked cookie smell blasting out its air vents.

      The latter almost broke her. After all, she’d promised herself ice cream, but if she broke that promise, no one would have known. But she somehow felt like keeping the promise to herself was just as important as keeping promises to others. Maybe more so.

      When she finally found a Frosty Moo, Michelle didn’t head straight in. Instead, she ducked into an alley to retrieve a single tenner from her boot.

      The cashier hadn’t hassled her about being on her own. She’d even complimented Michelle’s headband. All in all, coming out of the Frosty Moo with a double-scoop, mint chocolate chip and salted caramel, in a waffle cone, Michelle felt like she’d nailed this day.

      With no destination in mind, she wandered, giving the two scoops the attention they deserved. Later, she figured, once the treat was gone, she’d find a private spot to transfer her four terras’ change from her dress pocket to her boot for safekeeping.

      Eyes.

      It was the eyes that gave them away. Michelle hurried her steps when she noticed a security guard—not a policeman—give her one of those looks. There was plenty she didn’t know about Birmingham Colony. Whether private security was official or informal. Whether she was trespassing. Whether there were gang zones or corporate turf wars.

      It was certainly possible that kids on this colony had connections, affiliations, even formal roles in the local gangs. Maybe she looked like a spy. Or a scout. Or a scab. More likely, however, that Bad News Look was more sinister, and Michelle didn’t want to find out exactly what flavor of evil he was.

      She kept eating the ice cream, but its secondary use as a thrown distraction bobbed to the forefront of its utility.

      “Hey, kid!” the security guard called out. “You lost?”

      Michelle didn’t look back. She maintained her swift pace, ears perked for signs that the guy was closing in.

      That was the first on Brad’s list of evasive plans: keep going.

      Next up, she scanned for escape routes. She didn’t have enough of a lead to potentially hail a hover-taxi and spend the rest of her terras on a ride. Most of her exits seemed like narrow alleys, plentiful but mysterious. She’d be going in blind on someone else’s home turf. Not ideal.

      But that played into Brad’s next mandate: break contact. Get around a corner, through a door, inside a vehicle or a container while a pursuer couldn’t see you.

      It certainly did sound like the security guard was closing in.

      Michelle made a decision and broke into a run. She’d never been athletic. On various occasions, her running gait had been described as cartoonish, jerky, or the way a lizard runs on two legs. But it increased her speed, and she wasn’t looking to be a holovid star right now. It didn’t matter how she looked.

      She darted down a narrow passage between a tax lawyer’s office and a pawn shop. Ten meters down, the passage hit a T intersection.

      Michelle took a left. Then, she turned and tossed her ice cream the other direction to splat on the ground.

      Distraction and false trails. If you couldn’t break contact for long—and Michelle had no idea how long she had—Brad advised deception. It was, she knew from years with him as her brother, Brad’s specialty.

      Phony clue placed, Michelle hustled down the passage, wishing she’d worn quieter shoes.

      “Psst!” a voice whispered from the shadows. Michelle spotted the source. A small face in a doorway. It was a kid about her age. “In here. Quick.” Since she was now sandwiched between this strange kid and the security guard coming up fast, she made a snap decision.

      Michelle raced through the door, which someone slammed shut behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Back at surface level, Chuck took the circumferential tram to what the crater-dwellers had deemed the southern stop. Without magnetic poles, who was to argue with them? He made his way to a hotel called Silk Ribbon and checked into a room he’d prepaid for over the omni before arrival.

      The room was appropriately tacky, with pink and red and lace and silk and hopefully a top-notch housekeeping staff. He’d arrived just before 3 p.m. local time, and precisely at three, there was a knock at the door. Two raps, a pause, then three more raps.

      Chuck grinned. He just ate this cloak-and-dagger shit up.

      When he opened the door, he found a smooth-faced twenty-something with manicured eyebrows and hair so perfect it looked fake. “C’mon in,” he beckoned, checking the hallway as he allowed his guest inside.

      Winston Calloway took in the room with a look of appraising dismay. “Glad this is just business. This is just business, am I right?”

      “Definitely,” Chuck assured him. “Sorry about all the spycraft stuff, but my friend’s a tough cookie. Real observant. If you’re not up for the role, he’ll see right through you.”

      He was baiting the guy. Chuck had watched promo clips on Winston’s press site. All amateur productions, but that was fine since the guy was still finishing drama school. Whether he made the big time or not, Winston had acting chops.

      “I’ve done this once before,” Winston replied. Chuck seriously doubted that, but this wasn’t the time to go poking holes in the guy’s confidence.

      “Well, then you get the idea. This is semi-improv. Here’s your script and guidelines, plus the prop for the performance.” He handed over a datapad and a manila envelope tied shut with a string. While it felt wasteful giving the guy a brand new—if low-end—datapad in the bargain, it had actually been less expensive than getting that package printed on honest-to-God paper.

      Winston opened the script file and browsed through it. “So, is this Mordecai actually a wizard, or is he playing a role too?”

      “Barely graduated, but yeah. Always wanted to be a big shot, so he’s getting his chance. He doesn’t have the details, but he’s cranked to full volume about this. Don’t try to get him to break character. Got it?”

      Winston nodded. “Can do.”

      “Remember, you’re playing a low-level go-between. You don’t want to know what’s in the package, and you don’t know more than you’re telling him. You wish him well, but his whole deal is above your pay grade, got it?”

      “You betcha. Who you got playing the target, if you don’t mind me asking? Anyone I might know?”

      “Unlikely. It’s an old friend. You gonna be able to get this committed to memory by tonight?”

      “Not a problem. I have a special technique where I—”

      Chuck waved him off. “I don’t need the details. I trust your word. Just don’t overdo it. Just make sure he gets the dossier and gets started on his mission.”

      Winston headed for the door, positively beaming. “This looks like fuuuuun. I wish I had friends like you. Best birthday present I ever got was—”

      “Don’t mention it’s a birthday present. Technically, it’s not his birthday for weeks. Mordecai’s a hell of a guy to shop for.”
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        * * *

      

      Chuck had gotten in the habit of inviting Mort to opening night of a new gig to the point where he’d forgotten it all started with Mort asking to come to them. The Downspout was a step down from the normal dives he played. Clearly, even this rebound job wasn’t on par with the work Azrael had been arranging for him.

      Dim lighting was a favor. Grim ancient technology dangled from the walls like the spoils of cannibal engineers. Pipes clogged the middle of the dining area and blocked the views of several tables. Mort was tempted to request one of those, but instead he insisted on a booth in the back, mostly out of habit and so Chuck didn’t pick up on his change of preference.

      Chuck was a little too keen for his own good at times. No reason for him to ever suspect his career had been propped up by the Convocation.

      The warmup act was one of those shrieking guitar ensembles that raised the hairs in Mort’s ears. This specimen of the species was all garish makeup and metal studs on leather. It fit the caterwauling but did nothing for the overall experience.

      Mort was halfway through his beer, wondering whether it was worth stepping outside to wait out the opener rather than endure it, when a young man slipped into his booth from the far side. “Hi, there.”

      “I’m not looking for company.” Whether this fussy young man in the black suit was interested in him romantically, socially, or merely wished to avail himself of available seating, Mort didn’t care. But to his credit, the kid weathered a glare with aplomb.

      “What about something better than company, Mordred?” the young man inquired mysteriously. He pulled a manila envelope from inside his suit jacket and slid it across the table.

      Mort glanced down, then refocused his attention on the newcomer. “What’s this?”

      “You know what it is. Azrael says you can’t collect books for a while, but you can keep your friend afloat with some inquisitory work.”

      Bile instantly rose in Mort’s throat. A demotion? Extortion? Or was Azrael just looking to keep a leash on him for when the time came to resume proper library work? “So, this was your doing?” He gestured toward the stage, where Chuck had yet to make an appearance.

      “I’m not privy to all the details of your arrangement. I’m just the messenger. Everything you need is in the package.”

      “Does that mean you’re my new handler?”

      The liaison—since that was clearly what this fellow was—forced a smile. “No. Your previous handler’s experience has led to you being a one-contact individual. Your reputation is… a lot.”

      Mort harrumphed. He’d have marched back to Earth and scorched Azrael to his chair before harming a tech liaison. But he had to admit, they endured more of his ire than they deserved.

      “Inquisitors’ work, you say?” Mort asked rhetorically, taking custody of the envelope.

      The liaison pursed his lips and gave a tight nod. “Everything you need is in the package.”

      “Fine.” Mort began to unwind the string, aghast that the inquisitors hadn’t even warded the dossier. He supposed that their targets were lower priority for a reason.

      The liaison stood abruptly. “Pardon me. I can’t know what’s inside.”

      Wow. These colonial liaisons were bumpkins. He could go through the whole thing in front of the guy for all the difference it made or all the cares anyone would show over it. But, maybe either the sector’s inquisitors or this kid’s boss were hard-asses. “You did your bit. Go.”

      With that, the liaison beat a hasty retreat.

      “And now, let’s welcome, straight from the core and the twentieth century, the retro stylings of comedian Chuck Ramsey. Give it up for him!”

      Chuck strolled onto the stage with a stick mic in hand, grinning his phony showbiz grin. “Good evening, Birmingham! I just flew in from Sol, and boy are my arms tired…”

      Mort joined the polite applause, set the dossier on the seat of the booth out of sight, and watched the show in good spirits.

      He was back!
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        * * *

      

      The stage was set low. One of the spotlights was getting him right in the eye. And the acoustics were definitely better suited to the neo-punk ska act that had preceded him. But when Chuck spotted Winston leaving Mort’s table and Mort surreptitiously hiding the envelope—just as he had with actual missions from Azrael—it made the lousy gig worth the price of admission.

      That elation didn’t translate to the act, however.

      Chuck trotted out his Seven Things You Can’t Say On Mars bit to yawns. Too far from Sol for the Martian-bashing to hit home. Fine.

      Without missing a beat, he transitioned to his standbys.

      Starliner food—not a bunch of interstellar travelers.

      Childrearing mishaps and wife issues—both suffered from a largely single and unencumbered crowd.

      Quirky wizards—most of these patrons had probably never knowingly met a wizard in their life.

      For the first time in ages, Chuck was dying out there. His show for plouph pirates had gone over better than this.

      “Get off the stage!” someone shouted.

      Instinct kicked in. Heckler mode engaged. This wasn’t exactly a classy establishment, either, so all bets were off. Without setting his portable down in the holder, Chuck began running a closed hand up and down the mic stand. Then he leaned over toward the heckler and shielded his mouth with the back of his hand while still speaking directly into the mic. “It’s not working. Can you come up and show me how?”

      That got a few chuckles at the heckler’s expense, but turning the remainder of the set into Rickles material didn’t fare a whole lot better than his standard repertoire.

      Getting backstage after was a breath of fresh air.

      “Told ya,” Louis said to him, arms folded as he stepped out of the way to let Chuck pass on the way to his dressing room.

      “Just getting a feel for it,” Chuck promised, accepting a bottled water from a stagehand. “Not my usual crowd. But if you don’t grow as an artist, you die on the vine.”

      “You looked ready to mulch out there.”

      Oof. But fair. “Hey, if you’re trying to get me to change my mind about the rest of my run—”

      “No refunds,” Louis stressed, following Chuck into the sparse dressing room.

      “I’ve been heckled before. Hell, I’ve performed at blasterpoint. Got a better sense of your crowd. I’ll come back tomorrow night with a set better tuned for the audience.”

      Louis glowered at him. “You’d better. If this turns into a running shit show, Bobby’s going to yank that mic out of your hands himself.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve been doing this a long, long time.”

      Louis cast him a stink-eye but shut the door behind him as he left. He’d done his part in delivering a message from the big guy. Chuck hadn’t met this mysterious “Bobby,” and he didn’t feel a pressing need to. There was no chance in hell he was going to blow this gig. Not after Mort took his bait like a good little killer. There was too much riding on keeping up appearances.

      As Chuck sat alone in the dressing room, tie loosened, feet up, he caught the next musical act’s set pounding its way through the walls. He also heard the crowd’s cheers.

      Not his usual speed, but it gave a great insight into the people he’d be performing for.

      Digging out a datapad, Chuck began to brainstorm.
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        * * *

      

      Vertical real estate was at a premium on Birmingham Colony. Not just anyone could afford to live at the bottom of the crater, where actual skyscrapers could rise. Fewer still managed to live high enough to see over the edge of the crater from their dinner parties.

      Not that Salvatore Roth’s dinner gathering rose to such a lofty descriptor.
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