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      Michelle’s knives were smaller now. Not appreciably. Not so as anyone would notice. Every time she sharpened them—which would be regularly, from now on—tiny bits of metal would scrape off, leaving a fresh, razor edge. The difference in using sharp knives, versus ones that had even been used for a week without sharpening, stood out among the chief lessons she’d gleaned from Julie Burrel’s Cooking Coliseum.

      Chef Julie had been great.

      The other Junior Chefs had all been great.

      The whole summer had been great.

      At least, the parts when she could forget that Brad, the one who’d given her this chance to learn to be a better cook, was out there in the galaxy somewhere, probably getting shot at.

      Blackjack.

      That’s what they called him. His comm hadn’t said it directly, since apparently Earth Navy inserted the word REDACTED like befuddled punctuation that just went wherever it pleased. Instead, he’d made it a puzzle.

      You play me with cards and you hit me or stand.

      That’s the name I go by till I come in to land.

      It wasn’t often that Brad got poetic. Considering he was off in a hellish death cult, maybe he had more time for reflection.

      Still, it was better than Michelle’s lot.

      “Hi, Sweetie!” Becky called out with a wave. “You have fun at kitchen camp?”

      Michelle smiled dutifully as she located her parents, waiting by a hovertaxi outside the camp. Of course, the whole notion of calling the place a “camp” was more marketing than reality. She’d stayed in a hotel suite with two other girls, Lisa and Obigail, with each having their own bedroom plus a shared washroom and common room. The coliseum itself was a holovid filming studio used for cooking shows. Michelle had eaten better, slept better, and been around more modern conveniences than in any stretch of her life.

      There was something to be said for Earth.

      “I most certainly did,” she replied succinctly. After a quick exchange of hugs, she, Chuck, and Becky all piled into their taxi, with the pilot shoving her luggage into the cargo compartment. “So, how was life as empty-nesters?”

      It was a new term she’d learned shortly before leaving. The idea of her parents as birds appealed to Michelle’s sense of irony. Mama birds were known for spending their whole lives dedicated to their young, finding food, bringing it home, even chewing it up for their babies. Yet flitting off everywhere and NOT doing any of that other stuff had been the hallmark of Ramsey childrearing… apparently dating back to Jamie’s time.

      If Chuck and Becky’s nest were ever empty, it was because they’d fucked off to who-knows-where, and the chicks had gone out foraging for themselves.

      Chuck grinned. “It was something else, lemme tell ya. We booked a two-week nebula cruise. Hit up this cozy little swingers colony that we hadn’t been back to since—”

      “We had a good time,” Becky cut in with a smile. She glared over at Chuck, sweetly, demanding that he correct himself. “But we missed you.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Missed you girls a ton.” His grin was so hammy, Michelle could have glazed it in brown sugar and served it with pineapple.

      Deciding not to make an issue of the fact that her parents preferred not having her around, Michelle settled in for what promised to be another ten months or so until next summer vacation. Brad had promised, in his latest comm, that this wouldn’t be the last getaway he arranged for her. “Before we leave Earth, can we stop by a couple places? I was hoping maybe to see the pyramids and—”

      “No can do, Squirt,” Chuck cut in. “Gotta go pick up Mort, then grab your sister before Gramma and Grampa try to keep her.”

      “School enrollment,” Becky explained as French countryside rocketed past beneath them. “They start looking like legal guardians, it might be a pain in the tuchus bringing her with us.”

      Oh, yes. By all means, don’t go to any trouble over Rhiannon. If ever Chuck and Becky realized that they could be rid of Rhiannon, it wouldn’t be long before they conspired to be free of her as well. There were, in theory, plenty of places worse to grow up than with her parents, her sister, and Mort.

      “Well, if I knew we were on a tight schedule, I’d have told you the camp was ending tomorrow and just gone on my own.”

      Mom gave her a smirk. “Baby, I know Earth is safe and all, but don’t talk like that. Galaxy ain’t as safe without someone around to look out for you.”

      Michelle ground her teeth and stared out the window as their taxi broke orbit.

      Her cheap-ass parents hadn’t even paid for planetside parking.
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        * * *

      

      Mort surveyed the landscape, charred and smoldering. A silk scarf wound twice around the lower half of his face, covering his nose and mouth. All around him, science folks in full body suits, helmets and all, played Sherlock Holmes with scanners. Bleeps and blips. Occasional muffled discussions hummed inside those helmets on comms Mort didn’t overhear clearly enough for eavesdropping.

      One of the scientists made an electrical popping sound and broadcast his voice aloud. “Zone five-one-seven showing all clear. Thanks for your help, Wizard Dave.”

      Mort smirked beneath his scarf. “I’ll take my thanks in hardcoin, if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Still plenty more work, if you change your mind. And… I know this ought to go without saying, but…”

      “I was never here,” Mort assured him. “You were never here. Ganook IV is still a forgotten, ecological mess. I know the drill.”

      The scientist—Patrice, if Mort was a judge of scrambled voices—shook his hand. “Pleasure working with you.”

      A quarter mile back to the tent camp, across ash and charcoal that was once disgusting alien plant life, gave Mort time to prepare himself mentally. He wasn’t certain he was ready to go back. But, of course, he’d made his vow, and if he was going to ditch Chuck and Becky a while longer, it would need to be something more interesting than Ganook IV.

      Illicit terraforming was a grab bag art form. Most of the cases he’d encountered previously had started out as lifeless rocks with enviable locations. But it was harder to start from scratch. Oddball planets with atmospheres and biomes and comfy spots in a star’s green belt were rarer, easier, and—not to put too fine a point on in—considerably more illegal.

      It was one thing performing terramancy without a license. That just risked giving the Order of Gaia a bad name, even if they had nothing to do with the job. A skilled scab, no one would know the difference in a few decades. But scientists got all prickly about native flora. Like they expected any random plant or spore to cure tonsillitis or make sturdier waste reclaims or whatever damned miracle they imagined. More likely, Mort had spent the past several weeks exterminating parasites, germs, and evil spirits that couldn’t even haunt in English.

      A proper spiritual infestation often involved ghosts threatening occupiers, be they enemy soldiers or innocent home buyers. What good were those threats when the hauntee was constantly squinting, attempting to read weirdly shaped lips, and shouting “Can you speak up? No. Go slower. Amou-uu sh’la’at? Honey, do we know any Amou Shlat? Didn’t you have an uncle…?”

      Mort was doing the galaxy a tiny favor cleaning up one of nature’s messes.

      The base camp resembled something out of an old Egyptology documentary. Pavilion tents. Tables laden with bric-a-brac. Holographic maps. Crates upon crates of supplies. Air generators. Air purifiers. Air retention shields. Know-it-all science sorts trampling around on someone else’s heritage.

      There had been ruins here. Human ruins. Decades old, not centuries. According to Patrice’s people, smugglers had once camped here. Their bones had been cremated among the other infested biological remnants of the place. The expedition’s ships parked on a patch of concrete the smugglers had installed.

      Right now, the Radio City waited there, engines still aglow.

      “Your payment, Wizard Dave,” Young Declan declared as he handed one of the flip-top cardboard boxes that housed Trent’s cigars. Idly, Mort wondered if a scattering of loose smokables lay somewhere for want of this box, whether Trent had puffed a few extras just to free up the space, or whether Declan had just collected it on contingency when one went empty. “Sorry to lose you.”

      “Not lost. Just moving on.”

      “Tell that to Wizard Idolishche. He’ll have us behind schedule if Patrice can’t find him a new partner.”

      Mort snickered and patted Declan on the shoulder as he strolled past. “Not my problem anymore.”

      No. Mort’s problem lay aboard yonder space boat. If he dawdled long enough, someone would venture out to collect him. Linger intentionally, and he could measure their desire to have him back. Given that his choice, should a consensus aboard the Radio City decide that summer had passed quite nicely without him, was to remain with the pirate terramancers, he quickened his pace.

      “Have a nice holiday?” Chuck inquired as the ramp closed behind Mort.

      The wizard paused to consider his answer. “I honestly thought that a summer burning things would be a lark. But hey, at least I scraped up a little pocket change. Care for a little bowling? Fair kind. No magic. Wizard’s honor.” Mort held up his oath-swearing hand. Considering the vows he already owed, the promise of a game without telekinesis seemed paltry.

      Chuck’s mood, already phony and forced, melted away. “Maybe on another planet. The less time I spend in New Cali, the better.”
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        * * *

      

      Becky enjoyed the nostalgia of a grumbling, rattling ground-roller. The exhaust smelled of childhood. Songs played over scratchy, hand-tuned radios evoked teenage trips to the submarine races. She’d learned to drive one but preferred to ride. Ideally, her driver would be a guy with his arm around her. She settled for a spot in the back seat of a taxi.

      Just the idea that this old Ford replica and that hover on Earth both claimed to be taxis boggled her mind. Nothing alike, other than delivering people to places.

      “Here we are, ma’am,” the cabbie told her as they pulled up outside Mom and Dad’s house.

      “Mind giving a quick honk-honk?” she asked, wondering for about the fiftieth time this summer whether she needed to see a cosmo about this whole ma’am problem that kept harshing her mellow.

      “Sure thing.” The cabbie obliged as Becky let herself out, waving at the house.

      Rhiannon appeared the instant Mom opened the door. The girl raced out, clad in a white blouse and black, pleated skirt. Simple sneakers slapped the walkway pavers as she pelted toward her mother, arms outstretched. “Mom! You’re back!”

      Becky absorbed the impact and lifted her daughter in a spinning hug. Her back was going to pay for this later. “Gramma and Grampa been feeding you rocks, babycakes?”

      At a slower pace, Mom and Dad came ambling down the walkway after their granddaughter.

      “You’re looking well, Rebecca,” Mom stated cautiously. “Taking care of yourself?” Despite the perpetually balmy New Cali weather, she wore a shawl.

      Becky deposited Rhi on the ground. “Something to be said for taking a little time for yourself.”

      Dad had lugged Rhi’s suitcase with him. It had grown a friend over the summer, one of local manufacturing and style. “We’ll take Rhiannon off your hands any time.”

      “She’s been a delight,” Mom agreed, maybe a little too readily.

      Dad hauled the two suitcases over to the taxi, where the cabbie had the trunk open and waiting. He peered into the back seat. “Where’s Charlie? Don’t tell me you lost him…” He made a joke of it, feigning melodramatic worry in front of Rhiannon.

      “Grampaaaaa,” the girl teased. “Don’t be silly. He’s probably just back on the ship. They don’t let ships fly around New Cali because back in the Good Old Days, spaceships were still make-believe.”

      They hugged and exchanged the bland little obligations that family demanded, then Becky packed her daughter into the car’s back seat.

      “So, now that it’s just us, how was the summer?” she asked.

      “I didn’t remember New Cali being so much fun last time! I got to try volleyball and skating.”

      Becky nodded along. Yep. Both kids’ sports as old as dirt. That all tracked. “Which did you like best?”

      Given that one was played at a beach under the sunshine, involved cute clothes, and could be passively appreciated by parents who were doing their own thing nearby, Becky had her preference clearly fixed in mind.

      “Figure skating!”

      Becky furrowed her brow, then quickly unfurrowed it before the excited kid noticed. “Oh. You’d just said skating before, and you’d done the regular sort already. New Cali’s got all kinds. Almost thought maybe you’d done taken to skateboarding.”

      “Mooom, no. That’s for boys.”

      Becky bit her tongue. Much as she appreciated Joan and Stu taking Rhi for the summer, this was the shit she feared. It was one thing considering New Cali to be a silly retrovert playground of old-fashioned hobbies and time-honored style, it also came with weird, ancient outlooks on boys, girls, and what each was allowed to or capable of doing.

      “Well, figure skating’s fine for anyone,” Becky declared. “Maybe even pairs.”

      Rhiannon rolled her eyes. “I’m not skating with any boys.” Then, as if rolling down a hill, she built narrative speed. “But I did meet a bunch of new friends. Virginia’s mom picked us up in her Studebaker every morning before breakfast so we could get to the rink to practice before the hockey boys took over. We skated for hours! Pirouettes. Figure eights. I can skate on one foot. ONE. FOOT! It’s hard and I wobble but if I keep practicing I can be an Ice Lady when I grow up.”

      Becky pursed her lips.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Y’all sound you had a great summer.”

      “Oh, and sleepovers! I stayed over at Ginny Smith’s house with Virginia and Madeline and we stayed up late and told ghost stories. And I had the best ghost stories because I remembered the ones Uncle Mort told us, and everyone was really afraid and screamed, but we all laughed and ate popcorn and learned new ways to braid each other’s hair.”

      This was the stuff Becky remembered fondly. The childish innocence that pervaded the whole sub-colony. Forcibly ignoring the unpleasant, the realistic, the practical in favor of a land of make-believe within a land of make-believe. It was a blast while you didn’t see the bars.

      She’d seen those bars.

      She’d rebelled.

      Rhiannon… it was too early to tell. Part of her wanted to keep sending Rhi back to Joan and Stu just to see if she’d raised the girl right. To think for herself. To dream big.

      How many times could big dreams pop like soap bubbles before a girl gave into the temptation of dreaming smaller so they’d all come true?

      Their taxi arrived before Becky even fully understood the question she was asking herself, let alone come up with an answer.

      “Where are we going next?” Rhiannon asked as Becky took the heavier of the two bags—the one she had no doubt contained a new pair of ice skates, if she knew her parents.

      “Don’t rightly know. Just going to be nice to have the whole family back together again.”

      Rhiannon brightened at the prospect. “Brad’s home?”

      Becky winced. “Naw, babygirl. He’s done with the likes of us for good, I reckon. But, c’mon. Michelle and Daddy are waiting for us.”
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        * * *

      

      Chuck found himself torn. Normally, a venue sending someone to pick you up at the starport was a sign that your career was in stable orbit. But this open-air, tracked monstrosity had been meant for industrial use. Its operator—Chuck could barely call the guy either a driver or pilot—threw levers and turned cranks to maneuver the beast. No gravity stone cushioned or dampened the jarring rattle of the trek from the landing yard to town.

      Not that the thing actually entered the town. Chuck’s chauffeur dropped him off at a loading dock on the outskirts. “Jeb and Phil can get you to Caleb’s Tavern.”

      Chuck stood there, dumbfounded, wondering what fresh hell he’d gotten himself into this time.

      He knew coming in that Calgon V produced and exported chemical products ranging from toothsoap to starship fuel rod precursors. When he booked the gig at Caleb’s, Caleb himself sounded like a perfectly civilized dude. Easygoing. Mellow. Friendly. Not the sort of guy at all who’d live someplace like this.

      The air smelled of sulphur, ammonia, and—disconcertingly—cookies. When no Phil or Jeb showed up in short order, Chuck ventured into town on his own. Towering chemical smokestacks loomed over quaint little main street style shops and restaurants. Grease-stained, grime-crusted factory workers dined al fresco, enjoying pastries and coffee, presumably fresh off an overnight shift.

      It took Chuck nearly an hour to make his way on foot to Caleb’s, though the surprisingly tasty coffee he’d picked up along the way took some of the edge off him.

      “Hey, you made it,” Caleb cheered as Chuck entered. “My boy Sebastian got me all worried. Said Phil would be bringing you by. But Sea-bass showed up here like, I dunno, forty-five minutes ago. I was thinking I might have to put out an all-points for you.”

      The proprietor didn’t fit the mental image Chuck had painted of the man. He couldn’t have been long out of college, sporting a long mop of blond hair, shorts, a Caleb’s Tavern t-shirt, and sandals. Tall and gawky, he strode with a forward lean and gave a handshake that was mostly knucklebones.

      “You sounded older on the comm.” That was what had thrown Chuck off the most.

      Caleb grinned. “Gotta put your best voice forward. Business 101, amigo. But no worries. This is a pro setup. Calgon V is going places. Fifty years from now, people gonna be calling it mid-core, and I’ll be sitting fat and happy on a throne of ladies.”

      Chuck nodded along. No point antagonizing the guy by disabusing him of the notion that Calgon V was anything more than a future detox site.

      “Great. I’ve got my family staying aboard my ship. I’ll be heading back after the show tonight, so I won’t need lodgings. But I would like to discuss that upfront payment.”

      Caleb mirrored Chuck’s bobbing head motion. “Yeah. About that. I’m going to be really upfront here. You’re going to get paid. Cover share plus tips.”

      “That’s not what you said on the comm. We talked about five hundred a night.”

      “Uh huh. Yeah. I hear you. I do. But… I ran some math, and I think this’ll work out better.”

      Chuck looked around the room. Where were the guys with blasters? Where was the officer waiting to arrest him? What was the “gotcha” here? “I’m not sure what’s happening. We had a deal. I already flew all the way out here.”

      The reply he received came alongside a double thumbs-up. “Right on, bro. We’re good to ride. I can even put it in a contract if you’ll feel better.”

      So, this was a bait-and-switch. Chuck could play hardball. “I’ll sign a contract for the original terms.”

      “Gotta live in the moment, amigo.” Caleb stared him down like an older brother giving worldly advice. “There are no ‘original terms.’ Everything is derivative. What’s available is the offer. And the offer’s good. You want to make it even better, get out in the colony. Talk up the show. Make people hungry to see it. Drive up those audience numbers. That’s where this pays off. Mutual interest. I just give you a flat rate, where’s your hustle come from?”

      “Professional pride?” Chuck suggested. “Work ethic? I bomb a show, it hurts my future prospects. I’m a creative. Can’t be bogging down on the retail side of the business with a show coming up.”

      “I’ve seen your bootlegs on the omni. You’re not that original.”

      Oh. We had one of these. Chuck couldn’t have foreseen this. He recognized the shakedown. “You can find someone else to entertain your patrons.”

      “You sure?” Caleb called after him as Chuck made for the door. “Fuel’s expensive around here. I was gonna have a couple of my guys hook you up with basic rate rods. Otherwise, the refuel job they’re working on now’s gonna run you primo.”

      With his back to the tavern keeper, Chuck shut his eyes, counted to ten, and kept his calm. He’d swindled Becky into letting a team refuel the Radio City without him around. She’d probably even thumb-scanned for the work. “Fine. You’ve got me. See you at six.”

      “Congrats, man. You won’t regret this.”

      Chuck already regretted it.

      All of it.

      Flying out to Calgon V without a signed contract in hand.

      Blowing through the family’s savings over the course of one delightful summer.

      That overpriced, overhyped summer of indulging all Becky’s whims for romance and adventure.

      Trying to keep Brad around by vaporizing so much of the money from the sale of their Luna condo.

      Trying to stop Brad from leaving; should have kicked that kid out at 16—that was legal in some parts of ARGO space.

      Of having kids in the first place.

      Jamie had been nothing but grief.

      Brad turned out just like her.

      Michelle was on the way there.

      Rhiannon held out some hope of one decent kid in the bunch, but was that worth 20+ years of headaches?

      He regretted every damn decision in his life that led him here. That dumped Chuck on Calgon V, letting some little shit-peddling college kid scam him into a cut of the cover charge for Chuck’s shows when this colony probably didn’t have the population or culture to sustain his line of work.

      Chuck sucked it up, though, because that was his only remaining option.
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        * * *

      

      Another year. Another Christmas.

      This one lacked for cheer.

      Sure, everyone watched the holovids and sang the songs. Michelle baked her usual cookies—two batches, with the first always falling victim to the “helpers” who decorated them. But the closer they’d gotten to the actual day itself, the harder it was to ignore the absence of Brad.

      He’d come and gone enough that Brad not being around at various meals and sleeping elsewhere weren’t cause for alarm. But he always came back. Maybe with a strange new girl or a suspicious amount of money, but he came home.

      Not this year.

      Michelle tried to muster a holiday spirit for Rhiannon’s sake. It wasn’t her fault Brad went off to war.

      All the same, racing into the living room in pajamas in her little sister’s wake seemed somehow less thrilling. Presents were just new stuff. She could get new stuff whenever she wanted with a little creative household accounting. Stuff wasn’t what was wrong with this family.

      The Ramseys leaked people.

      Michelle hadn’t realized what she’d lost in an older sister until it was too late to appreciate Jamie.

      She’d known exactly what Brad being gone meant to her, and it was a hole she couldn’t fill with presents.

      Chuck and Becky played it up like this whole holiday was their grand idea. She’d gotten up early to make pancakes. He played Father Christmas with a hat and fake beard.

      The presents were, of course, fine. While it wasn’t a curative, getting new things felt nice.

      Mort had managed to find her a pepper shaker that matched her magic salt dispenser.

      Chuck and Becky got her a new set of chef’s knives that were only a little bit worse than the ones she already owned.

      Rhiannon had written her a song, and it wasn’t even half bad.

      The looming lump in the back of her throat wouldn’t recede. She hadn’t gotten anything for Brad, since there was no Brad here to receive it. Michelle didn’t even know how to send gifts to mysterious Earth Navy ships on undisclosed missions, and that’s where Brad was right now.

      Christmas morning threatened to end on a letdown before Mort slunk back into his room and retrieved two more gifts.

      The wrapping was, to be generous, utilitarian. A couple of packing crates with handwritten identification, “To: Rhiannon, From: Brad,” and “To: Michelle, From: Brad.”

      Rhiannon opened hers instantly. Inside, she discovered a pair of ice skates. “Wow! These are way better than the ancient ones Gramma and Grampa got me! Can we find a planet with ice so I can try them out?”

      “Sure, Kiddo,” Chuck assured her. “Until I’ve got a gig set up somewhere, might as well set down someplace where they play hockey and curl.”

      Her own box perched in her lap. Michelle regarded it with some trepidation. Had Brad packaged up a new summer camp for her? A metaphor, perhaps?

      There were gifts for the adults as well, and while Michelle waffled, the others opened theirs.

      Mort showed off an Earth Navy Convocation sigil on a chain—with no explanation as to how Brad had gotten his hands on one.

      Becky received a bouquet of plastic flowers in a clear plastic vase.

      Chuck got a tie.

      Mustering her nerve, Michelle cracked open her case. Inside, to her surprise, she found a black leather jacket.

      “Oh,” Becky commented. “That’s… nice.”

      Chuck scowled as he leaned in for a better look. “Didn’t even pick one out new. Wonder who left this on the back of a briefing room chair one day.”

      “We can get you a nice one next planet,” Becky promised. “If that’s what you’d rather. You don’t have to feel obligated to wear that ratty old thing just because Brad sent it.”

      With the formal proceedings wrapped up, the family dispersed throughout the ship. Mort conjured a couple square meters of ice in the cargo hold for Rhiannon to try out her skates. Becky looked for anyplace to display 5T worth of rest-stop flowers.

      Michelle retired to her room to inspect her present in more detail.

      This… didn’t seem like Brad. There was more to this jacket, she was sure of it.

      As a first, and obvious, step, she tried the jacket on.

      Considering he was a guy, and shopping wasn’t his forte, Michelle didn’t blame him for it being too big. She was scrawny, but mostly grown. Dad still had several centimeters on her, but she was catching up fast. Only Mort seemed like he might be safe from looking her in the eye one day soon.

      As she wriggled around inside, Michelle heard a crinkle.

      Leather creaked and groaned and occasionally squeaked. The zippers and the odd decorative chain jangled. A crinkle warranted investigation.

      Michelle found a folded piece of parchment in the inside pocket. Not paper. Parchment. The kind Mort liked.

      With shaking hands, Michelle unfolded the mystery note.

      Blank.

      Her shoulders fell.

      Michelle flopped back on her bed, staring up at Rhiannon’s above her.

      Maybe it was just a ratty old leather jacket after all. Maybe Brad had just seen it on a clearance rack at a Cheapo Depot and thought she might somehow embrace his love of the style. After all, leather jackets were Brad’s look as much as he had one. Planet to planet, climate to climate, if there was a way that a leather jacket wouldn’t get someone dead of heat stroke or frostbite, he’d wear one.

      Brad might have been many things, but thoughtless never seemed to be one of them.

      No one gave a tie without sending a message. Those cheap plastic flowers were the perfect, perfunctory gift to sum up Becky, too; they weren’t just old-fashioned, but also a shabby imitation, all outward appearance with no substance and weird smell.

      And he’d done great on Rhi’s gift.

      Her comms had kept her brother in the loop on family hobbies and whatnot. That’s how he knew what she’d like.

      Why would Brad give her this jacket with a blank note in it? A blank note on parchment, no less. Had he merely rushed and sent the package before writing a message? Would this have all made more sense if he’d just taken a little more time? Well, Michelle could comm him and see if he could clear things up.

      She folded the parchment back up and tucked it into the pocket where it had been in transit.

      Parchment…

      Parchment…

      What was she missing?

      Mort might know.

      He was off playing zamboni in the cargo hold. She could bother him a little.

      “Lemme see that?” he demanded curtly in mock annoyance when she presented him with the note. He made a show of peering it over. Then he showed it to Rhiannon, who sat beside a rapidly evaporating puddle, removing her new skates. “What do you make of this?”

      “There’s nothing on it,” her sister confirmed.

      “Well, there you have it,” Mort declared.

      Rhiannon finished, then scampered back into the ship proper, skates in hand with the blades retracted for safety.

      Once she was gone, Michelle renewed her query. “What’s really on it?”

      Mort grinned wickedly. “Let’s find out. Cold for one girl. I think warm for the other.” A puffball of flame appeared over his finger, and he waggled it beneath the parchment sheet.

      “Careful!” Michelle scolded.

      Mort harrumphed. “Dear girl, I burn nothing with fire except by intent. Just watch.”

      As the flame warmed the page, letters faded into visibility.

      Michelle let out a gasp of delight.

      “Egad. Should never have let that lad run off to war without learning proper calligraphy first.”

      In darkened letters, standing out with the parchment back-lit by flame, Michelle read her gift’s note.

      MICHELLE,

      IT TOOK A WHILE TO GET MY HANDS ON EVERYTHING, BUT THIS USED TO BELONG TO JAMIE. SHE HAD IT SINCE BEFORE SHE ENLISTED. NOT TO WORRY YOU OR ANYTHING, BUT I JUST FELT LIKE IT WOULD BE SAFER WITH YOU. YOU’RE NOT KEEPING IT FOR ME. IT’S YOURS NOW.

      I KNOW IT’S NOT THE SAME AS BEING THERE. BUT CHRISTMAS IS ABOUT PEOPLE, NOT STUFF. THIS WAS THE BEST I COULD DO.

      MERRY CHRISTMAS

      -BLACKJACK

      Michelle sniffled. “That is a pretty smooth callsign they gave him.”

      She hugged the jacket while she still wore it.
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        * * *

      

      Colony life had worn a little thin.

      To the amazement of all who knew him, Chuck had managed to find steady work at a Doo-Wop nightclub that appreciated his comedic aesthetic.

      Mort would have denied the existence of anything resembling aesthetics in the funnyman’s act. But his comedy had the stubbornness of Rasputin.

      Between the late nights out drinking and the late mornings sleeping off hangovers, Chuck had been an abysmal companion of late.

      More and more, Mort found himself venturing across the colony solo. Not that Janus XII had much to look at. While he’d engaged in a bit of rogue terramancy on Ganook IV, here it was the terramancy itself that had run amok. Plenty of biomes became self-sustaining over time. On Janus XII, through either brilliance or sheer dumb luck, a fifty-year-old colony had the full, thriving ecology of a pre-industrial Earth-like.

      Imagine Earth, but the geography was all novel, all the species were invasive, and no more than a dozen proper cities existed, connected by interminable trams.

      Mort had ridden every line of those trams these past months. Mostly just to see what’s what. Partly because, back in the Ramsey home base of Lemuria, he’d done everything worth doing.

      Back once more, Mort counted the days until Chuck’s engagement contract ended.

      Late upon the evening of his return, after everyone else had gone to bed, yet before Chuck had come back from his carousing, Mort found himself on the couch, watching a queue of holos Becky had helped him arrange before turning in. A soft creak of a bedroom door heralded the arrival of a bed-sneak, someone who ought to have been slumbering on a school night.

      “Mort?” Michelle whispered. She slunk around the projector so as not to obstruct his viewing and took the far seat of the couch. “Can I ask a favor?”

      “You know how stingy I am when it comes to favors.”

      The girl smirked since he was, quite clearly, no such thing. “It’s a big one.”

      “I’ll never agree to anything if you don’t try asking.”

      “I have a parent conference after school tomorrow, and I was hoping you could impersonate Chuck.” She smiled as big as anyone could with their eyes bulging wide and their lips pressed firmly together.

      Mort arched one eyebrow, slowly, checking Michelle’s resolve on the matter.

      That tentative, pleading smile held firm. She laced her fingers together as if in prayer. “Pleeeeease?”

      With a sigh, Mort relented. “Fine. Are you in trouble?”

      “Don’t know. I spotted the alert on Chuck’s datapad, sent a confirmation, and deleted it before I got a good look. It was his own fault leaving it lying around while he used the washroom.” She added the latter as a very Ramsey-esque prevarication.

      Mort studied the girl a moment. How many times had Brad pulled shit like this on him? Not this exact scam but ones like it. A hundred? A thousand? And with Michelle, it was practically never. If, by chance, the young spaceship duelist had put her up to this as a prank via remote correspondence, well, then Mort was willing to accept the embarrassment for giving her the benefit of the doubt.

      “All right. I’ll be there.”

      The next day, Mort waited until he had the ship to himself, then dressed in his blandest technologist costume. Wrist-suffocating sleeves. Hard-soled shoes. Buttons galore.

      At the appointed post-scholastic hour, he arrived at the school and wended his way via detailed directions to Michelle’s classroom.

      “Ah, Mr. Ramsey, so nice to finally meet you,” Mrs. Peters greeted him with a delicate handshake. She then sat behind her teaching desk, and Mort joined a sullen Michelle in a kid-sized chair on the far side.

      “How can I help you, Mrs. Peters?” Mort smiled like a docile technologist, trying to play the dutiful father rather than impersonate Chuck.

      The teacher kept a pleasant tone, lacing her fingers atop the desk and fixing a fractional smile upon her features as she spoke. “I’d like to discuss options for outside assistance with Michelle’s academic progress. She’s already a year older than her academic peers.”

      Debate training in Mort parsed that as: She’s a year behind her age peers academically. This was, of course, true, but Mrs. Peters was choosing to express it in the least confrontational terms.

      “I try!” Michelle protested.

      “What do you propose?” Mort asked in his best, most accommodating Chuck voice.

      Mrs. Peters picked up a datapad.

      Mort froze.

      She started explaining a detailed plan of action, flipping through a presentation faster than Mort’s tech-slow eyes could keep up. Graphs. Charts. Michelle was a dot, apparently. Then she was a zigzagging line, the odd color both times among her fellow dots and zigzags. As best Mort was able to follow the breakneck edutechno babble, Michelle was too high a dot and too low a zigzag, and entirely the wrong color, which sounded xenoist, somehow.

      At the end of the bewildering presentation, Michelle leaned forward, glanced up at him, perhaps checking to see whether Mort had remained in his corporeal body or fled to planes of existence where the rules made a lick of sense.

      Mr. Nice Dad was over. It was time to be Chuck Ramsey. “Can you put that all in a nutshell for me?”

      Mrs. Peters’s smile couldn’t overcome a look in her eyes that said: I can see where she gets it. “I’m recommending an outside tutoring service that will help her fill in some glaring gaps in her academic toolkit.”

      “Isn’t that your job?” Mort countered. Much as schoolteachers had a noble reputation, this one in particular was starting to sound like a scammer, double-charging for a service she was contractually obligated to provide.

      “I teach fifth grade math. Michelle’s shortcomings fall under a combination of third and fourth-grade curricula. I’ve been doing my best to work around these gaps, but I have student performance milestones for an entire class, and I can’t hold back the rest waiting for her to catch up in a race she’s barely started.”

      Sulking in the seat beside him, Michelle wouldn’t look up.

      Ire rose from Mort’s belly. “Look here! Your job is to teach children, not to berate them for expectations set outside their control. I won’t have you haranguing Michelle over the dissonance between her intermittent schooling and your hidebound scholastic presumptions.”

      “Mr. Ramsey, there’s no need to get upset.”

      “Of course, you think so. You’re the one causing the upset. I know this girl. I may not be her father, but I daresay I know she’s neither a quitter nor a slacker. And she—”

      “You’re not her father?”

      Michelle glared up at him, lips twisted in a frustrated scowl.

      Knowing he’d botched this, Mort knew he had to make it right. He deflated. “Sorry. I’m going to have to level with you. No. I’m not Chuck Ramsey.”

      Mrs. Peters already wasn’t listening. Her eyelids hung drooping, propped up, unable to either fully open or blink.

      “You whammied her, didn’t you?” Michelle asked.

      “Afraid so. I’ll be smudging this memory a bit to cover for that indelicate admission. There’s a chance you might have to come back with your actual father and do this over.”

      Michelle huffed. “Can’t you just”—she twiddled her fingers—“make her fix my grades so I get completion credit for fifth grade? She was winding up to try holding me back. I should be in seventh grade at any colony we land on next fall, not sixth, and definitely not fifth again.”

      What Mort didn’t know about children could have filled this whole school. But he recognized that Michelle, for better or worse, was taller than many adults. She’d have been among the largest of students her own age, let alone a year younger.

      How could he allow a clever girl, one whose only crime was nomadic parenting, to be subjected to the fickle whims of scientific education standards that shifted beneath a student’s feet?

      “Fine.”

      “And can you get her to make Kennedy to stop teasing me?”

      “Who’s Kennedy?”

      Michelle pointed to her teacher. “She’ll know.”

      Mort sighed. This was the slippery slope the logicians warned of. He was sliding now and didn’t have the heart to change the laws of friction on the way down. “Anything else?”

      After a thoughtful pause, Michelle asked, “Yeah. Can you maybe whammy me into actually knowing all the stuff I’m supposed to know?”

      Oh, the can of worms she was asking to open contained Jörmungandr itself. Yet, without knowing what exactly her request entailed, Michelle accidentally made a solid point. Mortania had no formal education system, but several of the minds imprisoned therein embodied the very definition of erudite.

      And it wasn’t as if Michelle needed help dissecting resonant matrices, disentangling sympathetic isotopes, or harmonizing her photons.

      Egad, it was long division giving her fits.

      Mort pilfered the teacher’s datapad and flicked and fiddled until he gleaned the roots of Michelle’s academic shortcomings.

      “Fine. But not here. Whammying up some grades and anti-bullying protocols is quick and easy. Whammying up a math curriculum could take hours.”

      Michelle instantly brightened. She threw a hug around him. “Thank you!”

      With a snap of Mort’s fingers, Mrs. Peters blinked and came to her senses. Without conditioning of any sort required, she shook Mort’s hand by reflex. “Thank you so much for seeing us. Have a nice day.”

      “You too, Mr. Ramsey,” the teacher replied. She still blinked too often, and her brow knit in the faintest of furrows.

      Mort and Michelle headed out, free from academic fetters.
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        * * *

      

      It was Don Rucker’s tenth interview today. For what little variety this one offered, it was his first double. To be fair, Earl was doing a bang-up job so far, finding him guys fit for doing their share of banging up.

      The pair across the desk from Don, standing awkwardly in cheap suits bought off the rack for guys who the rack didn’t quite know what to do with, were brothers. Built from the same mold, one kept his hair long and tied back, while the other left his a messy mop. Don hadn’t inquired as to which was which, and he didn’t want to feel like an idiot for not knowing.

      “Earl tells me the two of you been doing a little muscle work.”

      Ponytail put up meaty hands in surrender. “We checked. Weren’t nothing to step on toes. Bodyguard work. Personal security.”

      Mophead nodded agreement. “I did a couple broken noses. Friends and family stuff.”

      In this business, a broken nose was a euphemism for any non-lethal assault. Don had read up. At least that answered which of the brothers was which. It was Napoleon Richelieu who’d hospitalized two factory workers in an incident involving a girlfriend, a paternity test, and a two-meter-long section of waste reclaim piping.

      Ponytail, who by process of elimination had to be Samson Richelieu, provided his own resume. “I had a steady over at Exotique before it closed down. Door meat. Nothing fancy.”

      “And neither of you have a problem taking care of jobs that need finishing?” Don asked.

      Two empty craniums rattled a negative in unison.

      “How much you two know about your old man?”

      Napoleon shrugged. “He didn’t talk much. Said he piloted a bus.”

      “We know that weren’t true,” Samson added.

      From the corner of the room, Earl spoke up. Don’s brother was one of the few in the Rucker Syndicate who wouldn’t go flying off a seesaw if one of these boys sat on the other end. “He was my private pilot for a while. Stood up for a couple years on a bogus. Didn’t want back in on the far side.”

      The Richelieu brothers nodded. Neither seemed surprised by the revelation.

      “I’m going to give you boys a trial period. Separate crews. Collections work. Your crew boss will give you all the details. Take orders. Do your jobs. Soon enough, you won’t be showing up in my study looking like someone dressed you up as accountants for Halloween.” The brothers both glanced self-consciously at their suits. This pair was a fucking comedy routine. Be good to see if they could operate without one another around. “Now scram. You done fine, but I got a busy schedule.”

      The Richelieus didn’t need to be told twice.

      Once they were gone, Earl ambled over. “What do you think?”

      “Wouldn’t mind seeing a light in those eyes, but can’t argue with the physique or the pedigree.”

      “The father was good people. Things go the wrong way, I think they’ll know how to handle prison.”

      Don nodded. That alone was worth giving them a chance over. Not the willingness to serve prison time but Earl’s confidence in them. Not every recruit could be lieutenant material. Not every recruit needed to be.

      Earl was a tower and a wall of muscle. Don had personally witnessed his brother strangle a grown man with one hand while holding him off the ground. But Earl was a thinker. His eyes were shrewd. His plans, methodical. He had patience and calm, with that phenomenal strength to back it up.

      But the Rucker Syndicate needed soldiers.

      Mars was a war zone.

      Behind the daily lives of hapless, law-abiding Martians who’d never know any better, blood was being spilled daily. And wars needed lives to fuel them. Don was both president and general of the syndicate. Earl was his war council. Bart sent people when he could. Tony hadn’t made it. It was everything Don could do just to keep an influx of new blood for his enemies to try spilling.

      All because one spoiled, rebellious teenager couldn’t put on a ring and spread her legs for the good of the family.
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        * * *

      

      The sun sat high amid the lonely clouds. In the distance, surf crashed silently against sandy shores. Hoofbeats ran counterpoint to a melody, an amateur two-part harmony by mother and daughter.

      It had been ages since Becky had ridden a proper horse and a year and change since she’d been on that little laaku ranch pony. She’d all but forgotten about all these dusty little mountain trails. Not that Mount Pasadena had any business calling itself a mountain. After camping near the base of Mons Olympus, it was hard to consider anything where you could see the top from the bottom a mountain, let alone this glorified hill.

      Hiking and riding trails crisscrossed Mount Pasadena, nothing that would even wind a seasoned outdoorswoman. Dry scrub brush and wildflowers grew intermixed with mundane weeds. Mice and squirrels and rabbits lived around these parts; varmints, one might call them, based on the attire.

      Becky had rented some cowgirl boots for the ride, knowing all too well the varied perils of riding in sandals. A floral bucket hat fit the colony well enough, even if it leaned counterculture. Rhiannon, by contrast, had gone full-on rodeo princess. She had a frilly, tasseled shirt and vest combo in pink and white, neckerchief, over-sized belt and buckle, chaps with leather fringe, and rhinestone cowgirl boots. Braided pigtails, tied with ribbons, dangled out from under a glorious ten-gallon hat.

      The holster at her side held a cap-gun, which she’d fired—to Becky’s horror—before revealing its true nature.

      The skates that had been her pride and joy last year were already jammed in a suitcase, forgotten as they awaited transport back to the Radio City.

      Rhiannon had also learned a ton of new songs over the course of a summer here in New Cali. And by new, Becky definitely meant new to her daughter, since them dusty cowboy tunes predated starships, electricity, and modes of transportation that didn’t eat hay.

      Since Becky knew all the songs New Cali could teach, the pair ran their repertoire as dry as their throats. Hoarse and horse-sore, Becky saw the stable come out from around the trail’s final bend with a silent prayer of gratitude. One of these days, trying to pretend she was still young enough to do any old physical activity without a lick of warmup or practice in ages was going to kill her.

      “You have fun, darling?” Mom asked as she helped Rhiannon out of the saddle. One of the stablehands, a twenty-something woman in more practical cowgirl attire, took custody of the animal and led it away.

      Grimacing, Becky swung herself out of the position her legs had hardened into over the course of two hours’ riding. She took her father aside as Mom doted on her soon-to-depart granddaughter. “Y’all got any idea how much it’s gonna cost if she wants to ride a horse on every damn planet that has ’em?”

      Dad just shrugged. “It’s not that expensive here. If she gets a hankering, swing on by.”

      Becky gave her father a shrewd look. If she didn’t know any better—and she did—she might suspect that her parents were deliberately encouraging hobbies that Rhiannon might find difficult or expensive to indulge in more modern portions of the galaxy.

      “We’ll keep that in mind,” she told him warily. Then, calling out ahead of her arrival, she addressed her daughter. “C’mon, Rhi. Daddy’s waiting to take us to pick up your sister!”
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        * * *

      

      Michelle wore a full chef’s uniform, minus the toque that neither she nor any of the other competitors had earned the right to don. Chuck watched from a safe distance, in the middle of the studio audience, with Rhiannon wedged between him and Becky. Initially, there had been some confusion at the door as to whom the third ticket had been set aside for, since there had been three adult tickets and no kids’ admission. Mort had graciously stepped aside and allowed Rhiannon to get in under the adult ticket.

      It wasn’t every day that her sister was going to be on the Great Orionese Pastry Challenge.

      They’d be filming these twice weekly, then stretching the broadcasts out over the fall. Michelle had the decency to make it to round three of the competition so her family could be there to support her.

      These kids were adorable. For a twelve-and-under contest, they all pretended to be so grown up in their outfits, standing at attention beside their finished concoctions, waiting for Snooty McStuffyFace to come along and pronounce them good or bad.

      For this contest, everyone had to make something that looked chocolate without using chocolate of any kind.

      One kid did whoopie pies.

      Another made non-chocolate chip cookies.

      The youngest contestant made a layer cake with three different chocolate fakeouts, impressing the judges.

      Each had to give a little song and dance. Each then waited nervously as the judges then publicly consumed their treat and gave their impressions.

      Michelle gave an awkward smile when her turn came.

      The Chief Potentate of Points led the procession to her station. With scripted formality, he asked, “Michelle, what have you got for us today?”

      “Chef, I’ve made for you a chocolate cheesecake using a hazelnut butter. The frosting flowers are a coffee buttercream. For a crust, I used crushed graham crackers and brown sugar.”

      The judges each took one of the pre-cut slices she’d set out on little plates for them.

      Chuck squinted to see the reactions, since there was no jumbotron to get a zoomed-in vantage.

      “Very sweet,” the head judge declared.

      Another nodded. “I love that you took such a traditional chocolate dish to modify, but I’d have liked to see you think farther outside the box than just going with hazelnut.”

      Michelle took the criticism with a respectful nod.

      “I liked it,” the third judge declared. Not the most rousing support, but neither was she complaining.

      At the end of the round, the little girl with the triple-substitute chocolate got a free pass as the best non-chocolate dish of the day. The others were called out, one by one, and given their respective reprieves.

      In the end, two kids were brought forward for extra scrutiny: Michelle and a boy named Duke.

      The head judge presided over a trial. “Michelle, your cake was tasty but oversweetened. I would have liked to taste a little sour or salty to offset the overpowering flavor profile. Duke, your ‘chocky road’ ice cream came out gritty. But the coffee flavoring was delightful.”

      An ominous pause left both contestants sweating under the scrutiny of the whole audience. Chuck knew the pain of standing in that spotlight at times. Wondering if they liked you. Waiting for applause or boos. He’d never had to wait this long. The show’s background music added a layer of cruelty to the melodrama playing out.

      “Michelle, I’m afraid you’ll be going home today.”

      Michelle bowed. “Thank you, judge.” She strode briskly off the stage.

      “And that means that Duke, you move on to the quarter finals!”

      Chuck had already stopped paying attention. Becky had scooted down the row, towing Rhiannon behind her. He followed the girls, hoping to intercept Michelle before the waterworks required civil engineering to dam.

      They caught up with her backstage, but one of the producers held them back with an arm across their path and a finger to his lips.

      They had a backdrop and a holocamera setup. One of the show’s on-field interviewers was getting a final reaction from the latest failed contestant.

      “Are you disappointed with how things turned out today?”

      Michelle shrugged. “No, I didn’t find it as sweet as the judges apparently did. Admittedly, I have a sweet tooth. I might have avoided the taste issue if I hadn’t realized a few minutes in that white chocolate wasn’t going to count as actual chocolate for purposes of the challenge. After I had to ditch my idea to mix the white chocolate and coffee grounds to make my non-chocolate chocolate, I had to resort to Plan D, and you saw the results for yourself.”

      “Thank you, Michelle.”

      The girl nodded and shook the interviewer’s hand. Then she spotted her family and waved.

      “Oh! You did so good, babycakes!” Becky cooed as she hugged their oldest daughter.

      Michelle hugged back. “Sorry I didn’t win. But it was fun. I still don’t know how Brad got me on this show in the first place. I’m amazed I got out of the first round, let alone round two. These other kids are crazy good chefs.”

      “No harm, no foul,” Chuck chimed in. “Hey, that cheesecake of yours looked fine to me. Any chance we could sneak a taste?”

      Michelle glanced back in the direction of the studio. “Probably not. But I can make it on the ship. None of the ingredients are hard to find. Where’s Mort?”

      Becky grimaced. “Aw. He couldn’t come. We only got three tickets, and he volunteered his so Rhi could get in.”

      “Oh. Well. Maybe he can see it when the holovid broadcasts. I can check. I think it’s going to be in October or November.”

      “Sure.” Chuck nodded along with the idea. He didn’t need to get weather all over her parade, not after the day she’d had.

      Like Mort cared about cooking shows.

      Chuck’s real question was one Michelle had brushed off. How had Brad pulled this off? Best he’d been able to gather, Earth Navy starfighter pilots earned a middling salary. With limited overhead thanks to free room and board, it wasn’t implausible for Brad to save up his money and blow it all on his sisters every Christmas, birthday, and summer vacation.

      But it was suspicious.

      Was there a pirate’s trove of digital terras buried somewhere in the omni where Brad kept his plunder? Every time the boy blasted out some huge, showy gift that put his and Becky’s to shame, Chuck kept assuming: Well, there went the last of Brad’s Rucker money.

      He’d been a nobody. One of Jimmy Rucker’s street thugs. Nothing Chuck had seen could account for a guy like that having the money Brad was spewing around the galaxy.

      It was all in service of making Chuck look bad.

      Nothing that boy could spend it on would have done that job better than spoiling his sisters.

      Two could play at that game.

      That evening, back aboard the Radio City, after dinner and cheesecake and everyone else turning in for the night, Chuck searched the omni, discovered a name, and hired a private investigator to track down where Brad was hiding his ill-gotten gains.
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        * * *

      

      Across the whole of Orion, tiny little wizard enclaves abounded.

      Of those, Mort identified five with bookshops that might carry truly rare volumes. Given the interminable transit times around a planet that was too big for its own good, he figured he could patronize two a day.

      On the assumption that Michelle’s baking career could withstand public scrutiny, he’d be fine scouring the place for what he was looking for prior to the Ramsey family moving on.

      Everyone needed a hobby, Mort had eventually decided.

      Murder, by and large, was not considered a healthy one.

      Since he and Chuck weren’t going to be collaborating professionally, using Mort’s primary job skill, that left the wizard in want of a pastime.

      Books.

      There were worse hobbies. His own example of murder proved that much. This endeavor held the twofold promise of forcing Mort to delve into wizard-populated areas, where the ambiance alone could salve raw moods, and him ending up with new books.

      Mortania’s libraries grew, even as he traded old books away to clear room for fresh acquisitions.

      His stopover to the Arcane Town in Pittsburgh Gamma led him past antique lampposts to the wooden signage proclaiming one establishment to be “Incantrix’s Curiosities.”

      Instantly, the odor inside put Mort on edge.

      Lavender and peppermint had little use in proper magic. Yet a vibration in the very air within told him that his conjecture had not been far off. Basic wards hummed. Sigils sang just outside the audible range. Gritting his teeth, Mort could sense the firm but insistent pressure of a shopkeeper defending their wares from careless magic.

      “Can I help you?” a woman asked. In keeping with the “please don’t mistake us for anything but wizards” motif of any good Arcane Town, she dressed in a flamboyantly embroidered dress with sleeves so wide she could have hidden sleeping cats inside. Her jewelry sparkled with inner light. Flowing gray hair coiled and braided in elaborate fashion all around her head, held in place with pins and chains and a diadem.

      “Do you have a book section?”

      One brow rose. “Anything in particular you’re looking for?”

      “Rare. Magical. Exotic. I have the means, if you’re worried I might be browsing for my health rather than my collection.”

      “Oh. A collector. You must be new on Orion IV.”

      She was fishing for a name. As part of a new personal policy, he gave it. “Mordecai The Brown, at your service. I’ve a bit of experience with the prickly sorts of books. Don’t hold the best stock out on me, now.”

      A tinkling laughter answered him. “Truly a morbid jest. If you wish to remain anonymous, I’ll cast no aspersions. As for dangerous tomes, I’m afraid I can’t help you. If you have other interests, however…”

      “Of course,” Mort agreed readily. He was never going to turn down a chance at new reading material, at least of the paper variety.

      In the end, he picked up a pair of storybooks. The shop had little else of value to him.

      Two hours’ tram ride from there, he popped into a basement curio shop in Arizona Bay, run by a delightfully thought-provoking tesud.

      “I’m looking for a book,” Mort informed the tortoisian wizard.

      With a painstaking adjustment of his spectacles, the tesud looked Mort up and down. “Interesting. Few. Truly. Are.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Most. Merely. Want. Information. The. Book. Is. Incidental. But. When. You. Say. So. I. Believe. You.”

      Drat. An oracle. Still, even by oracle standards, this one showed keen perception. Best to be wary. “Mind if I browse your selection?”

      “A. Conundrum. I. Could. Save. You. Trouble. By. Saying. No. You. Will. Not. Find. What. You. Seek. Here. However. My. Refusal. Would. Ensure. You. Will. Demand. To. Check. But. I. Would. Be. Remiss. If. I. Didn’t. Forewarn. You.”

      Oh, this one was far, FAR too clever for his own sake—and Mort’s. “What do you know of what I’m looking for?”

      “Only. That. I. Don’t. Have. It.”

      “Explain!”

      “You. Are. On. A. Mission. I. Do. Not. Sell. The. Kind. Of. Books. That. Would. Complete. A. Quest. Nor. Do. I. Withhold. Them. Since. I. See. You. Would. Mince. My. Words. Go. Ahead. Satisfy. Your. Compulsion. I. Will. Not. Interfere. If. You. Wish. To. Purchase. As. Simple. Support. For. My. Shop. I. Would. Not. Prevent. It.

      “But. You. Will. Not. Find. YOUR. Book. Here.”

      Mort was out the door and onto a tram back to the Radio City within minutes.

      His greeting upon his return was equally terse. “Good. You’re back. We’re leaving,” Chuck informed him.

      “What happened with the cooking?” Mort asked, pro forma. Clearly, given the setup of the competition, Michelle had lost. Otherwise, there would be another week or two on Orion.

      “There’s some for you in the fridge. It’s too sweet. Enjoy.” Chuck then marched himself off to the cockpit. With the rest of the ship asleep, Mort felt the old familiar rumble as their starship returned to its natural habitat.

      Mort did indeed try the sample of cheesecake left for him.

      For once, he didn’t mind the sweetness.
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        * * *

      

      It had been far too long. Michelle felt bad that she hadn’t so much as thought of Brad in a couple days, so writing him a comm felt doubly important. Months were turning into years, and she wasn’t cherishing them the way she ought. Someone needed to keep Brad in the family, the way he’d tried with Jamie. As Rhiannon strummed twangy melodies from the bunk above, Michelle tapped out her missive to their brother.

      Hi Brad,

      Sorry it’s been so long. I DID end up looking into shipping methods, per your request. But I couldn’t figure out a way to get you a slice of my losing cheesecake with the authentic flavor intact. I’d rather wait until I see you in person—I promise not to lose the recipe—and make you a fresh one.

      Things have been fine here. I won’t lie, they could be better.

      Sometimes I wish Rhiannon could pick a quieter hobby. Or at least that she’d TRY to get better instead of just playing the same stuff badly and thinking it was great.

      Sometimes I wish Becky would drink more. I know that’s horrible. But she’s so ANNOYING when she’s always getting in the middle of things. Lucky for me, she mostly butts in on Rhiannon’s stuff.

      Sometimes I wish Chuck would just take a nice job somewhere and stop trying to be a comedian. He worked a real job when we were on Mars, didn’t he?

      Sometimes I wish Mort would admit he’s in love and stay behind at that castle of his near New Cali with that “friend” he’s spending the summer with.
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