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      A pale blue sun hung in a black, star-speckled sky. It moved visibly as the tumbling planetoid rolled through its five-year orbit. A day there lasted just over two hours, short enough that there was never a thought of adapting to its rhythms. For no natural reason, the planetoid had gravity that felt just like Earth’s and an atmosphere that cleared the lungs. The perfect mixture of nitrogen, oxygen, argon, and carbon dioxide was also filled with the sound of guitar music.

      Carl strummed the chords at half tempo—D-chord, A, G, D, A, E-minor. He tapped his foot in time with the chill beat. He was seated on a crate that had never been packed away inside the old mining headquarters a tenth of a kilometer away, which now belonged to him.

      This wasn’t the asteroid belt he’d won playing poker in orbit of New Garrelon. That place had changed hands the next day as Carl ran through a series of celestial real estate transactions that divorced him completely from the events of that felt table. A man with Don Rucker’s connections might have a shot at tracking down the owner of this asteroid—and Carl had to admit, this was little more than a self-important asteroid amid a field of mined-out rocks—but no casually curious criminal would stand a chance.

      He’d named it Pleasant Valley.

      “Huh,” Roddy grunted as he ambled through grass just tall enough to cover his toes, making his way over to Carl’s perch. “Coulda sworn you were on playback at half speed. Don’t tell me you’re actually learning to play that thing.”

      Carl stilled the ring of the nickel strings with his fretting hand. “If I sold this guitar, I could buy another island in the stars like this one. Seemed kind of disrespectful to play it without knowing how.” He bumped a datapad with his foot. Lying in the grass, screen lit, it was showing the proper playing technique. “Figured it was time I took some omni lessons. That was—”

      “‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door,’” Roddy finished for him. “Yeah. Believe it or not, I could tell. Dylan’s not your usual speed.”

      “Got stuck in my head at the poker game. Hard thinking up bullshit poetry when your life is summed up in rock. Dylan’s more poet than songwriter. Born a century earlier, he wouldn’t have bothered with music.”

      “Well, you’re improving,” Roddy said, dragging over a crate and taking a seat beside Carl. “Back in my gig days, if I’d had you show up from a replacement service when my rhythm guy was sick, I wouldn’t have kicked you out of the place.”

      With a grunt of feigned gratitude, Carl resumed his fretwork and picked up the song again.

      “Kinda homey,” Roddy remarked as he listened companionably. “Kid woulda had a future at this.”

      Indeed, Cedric had terraformed an old mining outpost into a country estate. There was no scientific reason for atmosphere to cling to a ball of rock this small, no reason for it to have more than a token amount of gravity. And yet, it behaved like a proper planet—one with a horizon that dropped like a cliff a couple kilometers out.

      “Bet Mort couldn’t have done it,” Roddy added, punctuating the statement with the popping of a beer top.

      “I’ll tell him you said that come bowling night,” Amy said as she approached from the main structure. “I’ll be sure to remind you.”

      Carl would hardly have recognized Amy as Scarecrow. The cocky swagger of a fighter pilot had been replaced by the awkward gait of an expectant mother who hadn’t read the fine print to know what she was signing up for. Amy was barely showing but acted like she had gained two hundred kilos in the past month. Her features had softened. She’d let the mop of braids loose and trimmed it short for easier maintenance.

      Carl gathered up his guitar and let her have his seat. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Better, once you got up,” she said. Carl winced. “No. I don’t mean it like that. Um, Roddy, can you give us a minute?” Amy rested a hand on her stomach.

      “On this boulder?” the laaku asked, scanning the horizon in all directions. “Maybe. I’ll see what I can do.” He ambled off, snickering as he chugged his breakfast beer.

      Carl stole the seat Roddy had vacated. “You OK? Say the word, we’ll get you back to that med station. Esper can drop us deep; get us there in an hour.”

      Amy closed her eyes and shook her head. “It’s not about the baby. Well, maybe. Indirectly. But that’s not why.”

      “Why what?” Carl asked, struggling to stay afloat in the conversation.

      “Do you want to get married? You know… do this whole thing right. I mean, not right right since we got things out of order. But traditional. Shotgun wedding, minus the shotguns.”

      Carl shrugged. “Sure.”

      “On Earth.”

      Carl’s brain blinked. His eyes followed suit. “Clear the barrel on that one and fire it again? Did you say Earth?”

      She smiled. “Yeah. You know, the Earth-like minus the ‘like.’”

      Carl ran a hand through his hair. He wondered offhandedly how long it would be before having kids cost him his locks. Chuck still had a full mane, but that was less heredity than cheap cosmo. “Lemme get this straight. You want to get married.”

      “Yes.”

      “Great. I’m on board that shuttle. But you want to do it on Earth.”

      “If by ‘do it’ you mean the ceremony and not just the wedding night, then yes.”

      Carl rubbed his eyes with his fingers and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Earth. The one at the heart of the Sol system. The one with hair-trigger security. The one that’s home to Earth Interstellar and ARGO High Command? The one where the warrants for our arrest get approved? The one with the Convocation headquartered on it? That Earth?”

      “Consider it a wedding present to me,” Amy said with a smile. “I mean, I’m marrying the galaxy’s top outlaw. I ought to get a little show of his prowess.” Then her face grew solemn. “Plus, my mom lives there, and she’s not fit to travel.”

      Carl swallowed, then nodded. “Sure, babe. I don’t know how yet, but I’ll make it happen.”
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        * * *

      

      Roddy sauntered into the old mining base with a whistled song on his lips. He had been the one to install the pedestrian entrance to a place built without a second thought to the asteroid ever having an atmosphere. Formerly, the auto-slid doors had belonged to a livestock freighter, but that only added to the charm. His open-air tune echoed off the bare steel corridors once he got inside.

      It took him a moment’s pause to realize it was the same one Carl had been playing. That crazy old bastard was finally actually learning to play guitar right. In all the years Roddy had known him, Carl had never more than strummed away like a teenage wannabe rock star in his parents’ storage silo.

      There had been times when Roddy had wanted to play but felt guilty showing the guy up. Carl had a sensitive disposition about a few things, and music was one of them. In his head, Carl probably heard the same distorted fuzz that came out of his rock heroes’ amps. But it was the notes that were fuzz, not the electronic distortion. If Carl were going to start taking his music seriously, maybe Roddy could drag out his old 12-string without getting into a pissing match.

      When the door to his quarters slid open, he was confronted not with a peaceful hideaway and makeshift music studio. No, what he found was the best girl he’d ever known, with a scowl fit to cut through a bulkhead.

      “Hey, slick-hair, what’s with the scanner?” Roddy asked cheerfully. But he knew from the fact that the device was aimed at Shoni and not some interesting technical problem that this was going to be one of those conversations.

      “I think it’s time we discussed our unsuccessful attempts at conception,” Shoni said, turning the hand scanner and holding it out as if Roddy were supposed to be able to glean anything useful from a cursory glance.

      If he played this right, maybe there would be time to break this wayward satellite out of its orbit without crashing it. “Hey now. I wouldn’t call them unsuccessful.” He sidled up and ran a finger down the fur of Shoni’s exposed neckline.

      Shoni’s eyes shut halfway before she shook herself back into her ire. “Stop that. I could purchase a rather affordable implant that could stimulate my periaqueductal gray directly. I believe that the byproduct of sexual gratification is distracting from our goal of embryogenesis. I’ve been considering consulting a reproductive geneticist.”

      Roddy blew out a breath that puffed his cheeks. “Well, when you put it that way…” There was something about the cellular genetics of the whole business that made sex seem pretty complicated. It wasn’t. Not that he was an expert at xenobiology or even had that wide a net cast over his own species’ practices. But he’d never seemed to have any trouble on the gratification end of things, and Shoni didn’t seem like the type to coddle a guy’s feelings. Humans had issues, but their dogged persistence saw them through it. “Maybe we just oughta… try more?”

      The idea of his genes getting it on without him present gave Roddy a crawling feeling up his spine. It made him less a person and more a data crystal. The little fellas ought to get a proper send off and whatnot. Dropping them off at a lab seemed like starting the bad parenting early.

      Shoni crossed her arms. “I might be willing to redouble our efforts if not for the looming doom over our heads at every hour. But considering the circumstances, the sooner we get the cellular division underway, the less chance that one of us isn’t around to provide the chromosomes.”

      Holding up his hands and looking around their room, Roddy gaped at her. “We’ve never been safer.”

      “Safe?” Shoni asked, voice raising an octave. “We’re outlaws hiding on an asteroid. The air we’re breathing has been conjured from the nether regions of magic’s trousers, and we’re a wizard’s sneeze from tumbling off this floating rock into the uncaring cosmos.”

      Roddy stomped his foot. “Gravity’s fine. Same as any ship.”

      “Which are fully enclosed.”

      “That why you don’t go outside much?”

      “I don’t trust the solar radiation, even if the scanners say it’s safe. Magic is subject to change at a whim.”

      Roddy wiped a hand over his face. “OK. So stay indoors. But the outlaw thing… I mean, we’re barely outlaws anymore. I think we buried the hatchet with those pirates, after all. We’re on a net loss rate for enemies.”

      Shoni frowned and didn’t budge.

      “Carl’s about to be a dad. We’re flush with cash—by our standards, at least. When was the last time anyone even talked about pulling a job?”

      Shoni’s glare deepened.

      “Give it another month,” Roddy said, patting the air with his upper hands. “We don’t manage to mash some genes together by then, you can go ahead and see a pro. Wait. That didn’t come out right. I meant that—”

      “Hey, everyone,” Carl’s voice blared over the old mining station’s intercom. Roddy really should have disabled it station-wide. “I’ve got a new job for us and an announcement to make. Both qualify as doozies.”

      Shoni’s eyes didn’t falter, but they were joined by a smug grin that said, “I told you so” clearer than any words could have.
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        * * *

      

      Carl clapped his hands sharply to draw everyone’s attention. The mining outpost’s cafeteria had been designed for a crew of eight, and they had crammed ten people into it. The overhead lighting was all new—residential grade instead of deep space industrial—and the chairs had been purchased from a custom shop on the omni that Yomin had found. But that kind of homey touch couldn’t make the space any larger.

      “Thanks for squeezing in here, everyone. Sorry for the tight quarters,” Carl called out over the buzz of voices.

      “We could have done this outside if the cartographer wasn’t agoraphobic,” Archie grumbled.

      “Says the one who can’t believe in magic anymore,” Shoni shot back. “You should be on my side, wondering why we don’t all drift off.”

      “The gravity is fine,” Cedric said through gritted teeth.

      “Calm down, everybody,” Carl said loudly enough to drown out the sniping. “I just wanted you all to be tied for first to know that Amy has asked for my hand in marriage, and I’ve said yes.”

      A halfhearted cheer went up. The gradient of enthusiasm peaked at Esper, who forced her way through the crowd to crush Amy in a squealing hug. It dipped at the frosty, eyebrow-raised glare of Keesha Bell, the unwitting refugee who’d been critical in the past of Carl’s life choices. But the sentiment cratered at Shoni’s feet, where pent-up jealousy bored into Roddy like mining lasers.

      “Well, don’t that beat all,” Roddy said, doing his best to ignore his girlfriend’s reaction. It’s not like it was his fault Carl was getting married. The fact that he’d beaten the laaku to the punch was due to Amy’s initiative, not Carl’s. So it wasn’t like he could blame his captain. “Congratulations, Peach-fuzz.”

      “I can officiate, I think,” Esper said. “I mean, I may not be official enough for general purposes, but—”

      “We’re doing official,” Amy said before Esper’s offer could float to far down the river. “Carl’s agreed to figure out a way for us to get married on Earth.”

      A pall fell over the room. Carl knew that pall. It was an echo of the one that had fallen across his own thoughts like a burial shroud.

      “You mean, the one that looks like Phabian and is populated with thirty billion apes?” Roddy asked. “The one with security so bright green it shines backward in time?”

      “The one in the system with half Earth Navy’s firepower?” Yomin asked.

      “The one that’s home to the Convocation?” Cedric chimed in.

      Carl raised a finger. “I pointed that one out already. Amy’s mom is planet-bound.”

      Roddy snorted. “Cheaper and safer to find a med-assist shuttle to bring her somewhere neutral at least. Family’s great and all—not mine, of course, but the general concept. Don’t get me wrong. But this just seems a little… much for a wedding.”

      “It’s my only one,” Amy countered with an edge of steel in her voice. It was a not-so subtle reminder that while Roddy had been to three previous weddings of Carl’s, Amy had never been married before.

      Carl forced a big smile. “And it’s going to be on Earth.”

      Whether we like it or not.
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        * * *

      

      Halfway across the galaxy, on a moon few people even knew existed, a different relationship was coming unraveled with far greater privacy. Tania Rucker strode in from the jungle caked in sweat, dusted with grime, and shedding layers of protective clothing to allow the air recirculators of the temporary habitat to begin cooling her skin.

      Enzio was there waiting.

      The dashing, square-jawed sculpture of a wizard slouched in his plastisteel chair and glowered. “You rang?” he asked in a gravelly grunt that emanated from his belly.

      He’d changed of late and not for the better. Things had been so free and easy on Carousel and before that. But Tanny wasn’t willing to let them rot on the vines of this jungle hell. “Processing plant is going fine. They can get by without me for an afternoon. I was thinking maybe I can shower and we can head to the falls the scouting team came across yesterday.”

      “Why would we want to do that?” Enzio asked. He fluttered a hand in the general direction of the door. “Bugs and creatures. Nothing but heat and damp. It’s like bathing in melted ice cream.”

      “Hence the shower,” Tanny pointed out. “We’ll take an enclosed hover-cruiser. The mist from the falls should—”

      “Pass,” Enzio cut her off with an upraised hand.

      Before New Garrelon, he’d known his place. Enzio had worked for her father for years. The toothsoap advert smile, the easy laugh, the gentle jesting—all that charm had carried over to Tanny’s tenure when he’d come along to Carousel. Now, in the span of a few short weeks, the man who could have sold gloves to the ssentuadi would barely look her in the eye.

      “What’s gotten into you?” Tanny demanded. She’d tried everything she could think of. Not only had he seemingly lost any interest in sharing her bed, he was barely engaging in conversation anymore. “Ever since that fucking poker game, it’s like someone flipped a switch in you.”

      “You were out of line,” Enzio said. “Getting called away from the table like a misbehaving child… how was I supposed to take it?”

      This wasn’t a talk she expected to need. “I may not be Don, but I’m still boss around here. You might be able to light me up, but that doesn’t mean you’re—”

      Enzio’s fist slammed down on the arm of his plastisteel chair. “I’m a wizard, goddammit! Don owns half the galaxy. He’s earned every bit of respect the galaxy shows him. But I’m a force of mystic power, and that power relies on maintaining a standing. Getting scolded by the boss’s daughter—my magic hasn’t been the same since.”

      Tanny set her jaw. “I’m not the boss’s daughter. Here, I’m the boss.”

      Crossing his arms, Enzio smirked. “You’re only here because your ex bamboozled us.”

      God. Where did wizards dig up these verbal relics? Was there a class at their colleges that taught archaic lingo? “Carl came out with nothing but some half mined-out rocks.”

      Enzio harrumphed. “He had nothing to start with. Bear in mind we’re only here because the older Ramsey didn’t want trouble with your father. We’re squatters here. Muscle, same as Carousel. We didn’t win anything. We got our chips stuffed in our pockets. Had us make change: two tens for a five, and he asked us to borrow the five.”

      Misdirection. She’d been around wizards long enough to pick up on it. All those years flying with Mort, she’d heard a verbal twist or two in her time. “That’s not it. You’re not even looking at me the same way. This isn’t about respect. I don’t even catch you looking at my ass when you think I don’t notice.”

      There was a knock at the interior door. One of the comm techs stuck his head in. “Excuse me, ma’am. There’s a comm.”

      Her datapad hadn’t chimed. Had it gotten damaged out in the jungle? She pulled it out to check.

      “For Enzio, ma’am.”

      She glared at the wizard, but he looked just as surprised.

      “I’ll… uh, be right there,” Enzio said, straightening in his seat to stand up.

      Tanny leveled a finger at him. “This isn’t over. You owe me an explanation that doesn’t fall out of a bull’s anus.”

      Enzio paused, cast Tanny a look from the corner of his eye, then harrumphed and headed off after the tech without a word.
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        * * *

      

      As “Enzio” waited, the comm tech ran him through the operation of the console. If the level of abstraction were any indication, Enzio had been an even bigger ninny when it came to operating technology than Mort.

      “When I leave the room, just tap your finger there—without any magic—and you’ll be speaking to the other party. Hit this one, and the comm will end. Don’t hit it until you’re done talking. I’ll be in the rec center if you need any help. Don’t try to fix anything yourself. I’m more than happy to sort out any troubles you might have.”

      Mort harrumphed. Sure he’d be happy to. If Mort tried “fixing” any tech, a problem that might take this noodle-brained techster minutes to resolve might turn into hours, plus new parts. “I’ve got it. I’ve got it. Now shoo.”

      When the door slid close behind the tech, Mort breathed a sigh of relief. Anything was better than walking that tightrope with Tanny. Time and again, he’d wondered if he should just steel himself with a few beers—Enzio’s was a pathetic drinker—and just let Tanny have her way beneath the sheets. But it was hard enough keeping up appearances as Enzio through normal conversation. Piloting an unfamiliar vessel through intimate waters was a recipe for running aground.

      But for now, all Mort had to worry about was who might be on the comm. He had his suspicions, but at this point, even a Convocation bounty hunter would be a welcome change of pace.

      He hit the button the tech had indicated.

      VIDEO NOT AVAILABLE, the screen read. There was a sender listed as J. Carson, but the voice was as familiar as Mort knew. “Hey, Enzio old pal,” Carl said. “Been a long time since we had a chance to chat.”

      It occurred to Mort for the first time that it was possible Carl had met Enzio while he worked for Don Rucker. But that thought was a chicken without its feathers. Mort replied, trying to maintain a token effort at playing his part. “Hey, Ramsey. No hard feelings over the poker game.”

      “None. Couldn’t be happier. If things are clear on your end, this line is secure.”

      Mort took a deep breath. “You sorry motherfucker. Do you have any idea the misery of this place? It’s like living in a zoo, and one of the animals keeps eyeing me with that ‘breeding in captivity’ look in her eye.”

      “I promised you a ride out of Esperville. Never said it would be a smooth one. Just quit.”

      “The Rucker Syndicate isn’t one of those ‘just quit’ organizations,” Mort pointed out. “And apparently, Enzio was less wizard around here than personal masseur for one Ms. Tania Rucker. I don’t know what this fellow could do to her, but for a woman who could shanghai any man in the syndicate for an evening, she’s being pretty persistent.”

      “Ever consider just magicking her to think you—”

      “Don’t even say that,” Mort snapped. “A man’s gotta draw the line somewhere.”

      Carl snorted into his comm link. “I’m pretty sure this is exactly the opposite of taking advantage of a woman with magic.”

      “Is there a reason you commed?” Mort asked. “Enzio doesn’t get comms. He’s a complete, blind idiot with tech. I just had a five-minute tutorial on hitting the start and end buttons. If I turn into Chatty Charlie all of a sudden, that’s just going to be one more thing for them to get suspicious of.”

      “You’re invited to my wedding,” Carl said matter-of-factly. “We’re planning on Earth. February 9th. Vegas.”

      “What? That’s a week from now. I didn’t even know you were engaged.”

      “Happened this morning. We’re keeping things tight.”

      “Which Vegas? Vegas IV? Neo-Vegas? Vegas Free Space? Vegas Omicron? New Neo-Vegas?”

      “Vegas Prime.”

      “Blast it,” Mort said, slapped a hand on the wall where he imagined the guts of the console to be. “This thing’s acting up. I swore I just heard you claim that you were planning on getting married on Earth.”

      “Yup. And I’ve heard the litany of why we shouldn’t. Long story short, Amy’s mom lives on Earth and since she can’t travel—”

      “You’re bringing the wedding to her,” Mort said with a groan. “Egad, boy. You’re taking this new ‘do the right thing’ mantra of yours a bit far, don’t you think?”

      “How far would you have gone to make Nancy happy?” Carl asked.

      Mort felt the knife twist in his heart. This was why he hated arguing with the boy. He’d have made a proper wizard if he didn’t have a mind like a colander and the self-control of a politician with an expense account. The universe would have rapidly wearied of bickering with him and given Carl nearly anything he asked.

      “Fine,” Mort said. “I’ll find an excuse to take a leave. Enzio is still persona grata on Earth, so there shouldn’t be too much trouble.”

      “Actually, bring Tanny with you. Anyone else who wants to come.”

      “Why would you want to do a damn fool thing like inviting your ex to your wedding?” Mort asked as much to himself as to Carl.

      Then Carl explained his plan.
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        * * *

      

      It was a bright, sunshine-bathed day in Esperville, land of eternal early morning. Birds sang unseen in the nearby forest. Dewdrops tipped the untamed grasses. A crisp, fresh breeze blew in from the lake.

      When Esper entered her own mind, the birds redoubled their efforts, and the lazy clouds puffed up proudly. The lady of the estate sucked in a lungful of delicious air and savored it before releasing it with the gasp of a connoisseur.

      A wedding!

      She knew she was too old to be bowled over by sappy, happily-ever-after dreams that white dresses and organ music conjured. But she was a wizard; Esper could let her mind take her anyplace she liked. And if she wanted to envision a world of Typhoon tales told by a fireplace to little Carls and Amys, that was her prerogative.

      This was too fine a day, too fine an occasion to enjoy alone. “Mort!” Esper called out, voice carrying clear in the cool air. She filled her lungs and bellowed. “Mooo-ooort!”

      The crotchety old wizard appeared before her in a blink. “What?” he griped. “I was in the middle of something.”

      “Eating nachos doesn’t count as being in the middle of something,” Esper scolded mildly. “You must have seen. Did you see? Did you hear?”

      “Yeah, the big dummy’s taking a fourth swing at marriage,” Mort said, shrugging with his hands concealed in the pocket of his sweatshirt. “I suppose the fact he’s trying with a different girl is an improvement, but if he thinks the last three failures were Tanny’s fault, he’s got a faulty mirror.”

      Esper stuck out her tongue and made a rude noise. “You’re just jealous.”

      “Why? Because I’m a disembodied shell of a man with a loving wife he abandoned to take up a life of theft and murder?”

      Esper winced. That was a little too close to true despite not having meant it that way. “I mean, just having someone to love and to love you for the rest of your days. It’s just so… romantic.”

      Mort harrumphed. “And yet, when faced with the prospect of that being Cedric for you, Ms. Fairytale Princess decides to take a holiday and play dueling tongue massages with a pirate.”

      Even in Esperville, she could blush. “I forget that you can see. I had… uh… hoped that maybe embarrassment might have kept you from—”

      “Nope.”

      “I see.”

      “So did I. Know a helluva lot more about my own boy than any father ever should. Morality really isn’t much of a chain when you realize how easily it snaps. Just a tug and it shatters. You always had it in you, but you were too afraid of breaking it. But it doesn’t seem to go back together so easily, huh?”

      Esper huffed. “So. That’s what this is about. You’re going to poo on the parade route because you’re sad and wistful and oh so moral.”

      Mort barked a single, mocking laugh. “Moral? Me? You’ve emptied out my soul like a Halloween pumpkin. Guts and goop all slopped out in their glory on the kitchen table. I’d gambled too often and too well, but even the best gambler has losing days. First I lost Nancy because I couldn’t abide the Convocation’s rules. Then I lost any chance of reinstatement by burning a few fine rental lawmen alive. Then I lost Cedric because you tempted him down the primrose path to getting his father back. Not long after, I lost my body to a duel I should have won if some sniveling excuse for a wizard hadn’t resorted to pulling a blaster on me. Now, look at me. I’m a remnant of my former self, sequestered in this saccharine purgatory until you’ve had your fill of tormenting me into your version of righteous.”

      A tremulous breath shook Esper’s chest before she answered. “I was hoping you’d be happy for Carl and Amy.”

      “Happy?” Mort scoffed. He lifted his arms to the azure sky above. “What possible happiness is there for me? I’m a prisoner without a body, trapped in a pastel shadow of a world I showed you how to create.”

      This wasn’t the Mort she knew. Something was wrong. Esper had known him for three lifetimes at least. Mordecai The Brown was a wizard of indomitable will and unrelenting guile. It had been the greatest challenge of her lifetime just keeping him in check within her mind. Had she finally destroyed that will by keeping him too long a captive?

      “Maybe I can have Keesha come in here and—”

      “Never!” Mort thundered. “Let the damned world think me dead. Tom Sawyer got to enjoy his funeral because the jest was short-lived. I refuse to have to trample on the grief of every acquaintance who believed the story of my death. To them, I am dead.”

      “But Keesha was more than a—”

      “Never, I said!” Mort shouted her down. “If you thought I was trouble before, that was when you showed some signs of possible sympathy. If you insist on dragging in everyone I’ve ever known to see the once-mighty Mordecai The Brown as a hollow husk of the man they knew, I’ll find ways to make you regret the day you ran away from Mars.”

      Esper licked lips gone suddenly dry. The mental onion peeling had worked both ways when she had spent her evenings in Mortania. The old wizard knew things she’d never told a soul before nor would again. Things her mother had called her. The pain of the cosmo surgeon’s sometimes weekly visitations. The ways she’d used the body her mother had forced upon her to enact petty, misguided vengeance…

      Mort had long been a friend, but this warden relationship had strained that bond. She knew the cruelty he was capable of, the depths to which he would go in order to demolish a foe. So long as he was a passenger in her mind, Esper had always believed herself safe from the worst he might attempt.

      But what if Mort didn’t care anymore? Had she pushed him so far that he might steer the vessel their minds shared into an asteroid field?

      “Let’s drop this. I’ve got actual happy people I can commiserate with.”
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        * * *

      

      Yomin’s room was possibly the most crowded on the Mobius. Despite the fact that her roommate didn’t need a bed, Archie enjoyed collecting technological devices of all sorts. Yomin’s all had a distinct purpose—not mere hoarding—but nonetheless her stash was the equal of the robot’s.

      The two of them sat on the bed, and the shape of a plan to not get everyone killed slowly took shape. “First off, slipping past the security perimeter is a non-starter. I imagine with a deep enough astral drop we could get by, but the second we appear in the wrong place without credentials, we’re dusted.”

      “Agreed,” Archie replied with a curt nod. “Earth has 102 percent effective ship detection scanners.”

      “How’s that even possible?”

      Archie hung his head. “It was supposed to be a joke. Hyperbole. Of course, they can’t have 102 percent effectiveness. That would mean a false positive rate of 2 percent over and above never missing an actual reading… or something. I don’t know. I used to be funny.”

      With an apologetic shrug, Yomin replied, “Not that I’ve ever noticed.”

      Archie flung a hand toward the room’s window, overlooking the abyss of stars visible from their parking spot on Pleasant Valley. “Before, I mean. Before I lost my fleshy existence to those meat-stealing soul shovelers at Harmony Bay. I could tell jokes. People laughed. And back in those days, it was a damn sight easier to tell a real laugh from a fake. I didn’t have to run a vocal profile to compare against known samples and detect artifacts of forced mirth. I used to just know the difference.”

      “Well, the difference now is that if we show up in Earth orbital traffic space without a clearance from the border checkpoints, we’re done for.”

      “It would be a quick way to go,” Archie pointed out.

      “We’re gonna have to get scanned. No two ways about it. Maybe searched, too, since we’re not the squeaky clean sort that customs enforcement waves through with a polite nod.”

      “From what Carl claims, Mort used to confuzzle the wits of scanner crews and inspection teams all the time,” Archie said. He picked up Yomin’s Earth Navy computer core, complete with top-secret decryption keys, and held it up as a visual aid. “These are the sorts of devices we can easily pass off as our legitimate property.”

      “Forget the core,” Yomin said, leaning across and tapping a fingernail on Archie’s chassis. “You’re supernova hot. Not only are you Harmony Bay property, technically speaking, you’re also a violation of Convocation rules against AI. Government inspectors aren’t going to let shit like that slip by. You’d be shipped off to a secure military facility for deconstruction. Probably deletion, too, once the Convocation gets wind and makes a stink.”

      “Oh, believe me,” Archie said. “I know the stink those old wizards can emit. Well, I remember knowing. Not sure I could actually relate to the sensation of smell anymore, frankly.”

      “What we need is a stripped-down list of must-have tech. Anything hot, we need a plan for keeping secret.”

      Archie shrugged. “We’ve got this asteroid. Why not just leave all the troublesome contraband behind? Travel clean for once.”

      Yomin snorted. “Clean? This ship? Please. For one, I just got done explaining how you’re totally—”

      “I’ll stay behind.”

      Yomin blinked. “What?”

      “I’ll stay here. Plenty of power for recharging. We can reach three different astral relays to keep in contact via the omni. Plus, I don’t imagine I’ll be the only conscientious objector. Earth isn’t for everyone.”

      Yomin nodded soberly. The idea of going without Archie left a little hole inside her, but the robot was right. Earth was the safest place in the galaxy—for the right kind of people. They didn’t get that safe by taking chances with anyone who didn’t fit a psych profile and criminal history to their liking. Luna and Titan still had their dregs, but even Mars was too high-end for Earth’s castoffs these days.

      “Problem is,” Yomin said. “If this trip is only solid citizens and legal tech, we’ll be shipping a vacuum-sealed box of nothing. And we’d have to buy the box new.”
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        * * *

      

      The image on the mining station’s communications screen was grainy. Carl had to bite back a chuckle at how appropriate “grainy” was for a comm to New Garrelon, the EADZ’s leading exporter of grain. But the low-res version of Rai Kub on the other end of the connection was clear enough to show that he was smiling.

      “Congratulations, Savior Carl,” Rai Kub said. “I am most pleased that your reproductive prowess has resulted in a return to traditional values.”

      “Um… thanks,” Carl replied, scratching at the back of his neck. “Hadn’t really thought about it in those terms. Guess I’d really just been thinking that neither of us was as fucked up as we worried the other thought.”

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit, Savior Carl,” Rai Kub said. “You are more desirable as a mate than you know. You own property. You have a starship. You fight for good causes, even if you don’t fight only for good causes.”

      Carl had noticed something as the stuunji spoke. “You keep calling me savior. You’d given that up shortly after you got to know me. What gives? The New Garrelon propaganda machine got you buying in on the party line or something?” He smirked at the idea.

      Rai Kub’s face fell. Stuunji facial expressions weren’t always the plainest to read, but to Carl he appeared aghast. “Of course, not! You stole back our homeworld from armed aggressors with no bloodshed. My greatest shame is that our security plan required us to deal with an enemy of yours who will not permit you to visit the people you rescued. You might not have been the savior I envisioned when you freed my sister and I from Gologlex, but you became much greater than I’d ever imagined. You are a man. I do not call you a prophet or incarnation or anything divine. You are not pious at all. But in the secular sense, you are indeed the savior of the stuunji people.”

      Carl swallowed past a lump in his throat. “So… does that mean you’ll be able to attend?”

      Rai Kub sighed. “Even if I were able to complete the tortuously difficult process of obtaining a xeno permit to visit Earth, my job here is never ending. Tuu Nau wasn’t speaking lightly when he said New Garrelon needs me. The more of me I give, the more it wants. I don’t mind the work, but it leaves room for little else.”

      “Don’t go working yourself too hard, buddy,” Carl told him. “Gotta live a little in the cracks between massive culture-wide economic decisions and interplanetary trade negotiations.”

      Rai Kub looked aside. “I… may have had some other time on my hands occupied.”

      Carl grinned at the shy stuunji. “You sneaky bastard. You met a girl, didn’t you?”

      The stuunji minister tugged at his collar. “My… um, position has seemed to make me more desirable to suitors. My sister reports that ten women a day approach her with sibling offerings to introduce them. Perhaps if things go well, I might invite you to New Garrelon on a special permit when it’s time for my wedding.”

      “Don’t be a stranger. OK, Rai Kub? You invite me and Amy, and we’ll fly circles around the galaxy to get there.”

      “Thank you. Rai Kub out.”

      The comm went dark. Carl chuckled to himself. The offer was politeness both ways. Earth was probably never going to grant a visitation permit to an official from a rebel government, and New Garrelon wasn’t likely to have Carl as a guest while they were allied with a species he’d killed like shooting gallery ducks back in the war years.

      “Good for you, big guy. Get a little rhino cutie of your own. You deserve to catch a break.”
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        * * *

      

      The Mobius jetted through astral space. Their course would bring them to the Sol system within a few days if nothing changed. Not everyone had come along.

      Archie had opted to stay behind. That wasn’t surprising, seeing how his mere existence in civilized society was illegal. There might be a few sympathetic tongue clucks from the One Life Party, but the OLP didn’t have many seats in Earth Parliament. The hardliners held sway back home, and even with anti-xeno sentiments running high, there would always be time to push the anti-AI agenda to the fore. The Convocation made sure of that.

      As for Keesha Bell, staying behind made sense for a different reason. Earth Interstellar was after her. Heading to the planet with their headquarters, training center, and innumerable field offices would have been sheer, unvarnished hubris. Not that wizards were immune to that foible, but the Convocation was after her too. Hobson, of course, stayed with his boss.

      But Cedric had surprised Carl by opting to remain behind as well.

      At some level, all of them were fugitives of one sort or another. You simply didn’t commit the sorts of crimes they did without gaining notoriety in law enforcement circles. Carl could barely recall the last time they’d had their records digitally cleaned. For all her prowess with naval systems and slightly out-of-date civilian computers, she hadn’t gained the access needed to manually alter their records.

      Cedric was only wanted by the Convocation, as best Carl knew. And the last place those stuffy, baggy-sleeved busybodies were liable to look was their own back garden. There was something more bothering Cedric, and Carl suspected it had to do with how Esper had been treated during her captivity by the Poet Fleet—which was to say: as the admiral’s mistress.

      The ship had been cleaned out as well. Carl hardly recognized his ride. So many systems were chop-grade, out of spec, or downright illegal that he’d wondered if Roddy could make it both spaceworthy and star-lane legal without a complete overhaul. As it turned out, a little basic maintenance and clearing out Yomin’s quarters was all it took.

      Amy interrupted Carl’s musings by easing into the co-pilot’s chair. She joined him watching the blank gray slip past at incalculable and imperceptible speeds.

      “How you doing?” he asked casually. “Kid still keeping you up?”

      “I miss being able to drink until sleep was easy,” Amy replied. “But no. Just jitters.”

      “Second thoughts?” Carl could only hope.

      Amy’s eyes twinkled as she replied. “You’re not getting off that easy.”

      “Whoa. Not looking to pull the eject on the marriage part of things. But you say the word, we can get hitched out in Orion or Delos.”

      “Earth,” Amy stated firmly. “I’m doing this right. My mom gave up hope of me ever settling down and having a semi-normal life. But she never gave up on me. I was hell on that woman. Didn’t mean to be, but I was. If I’d never been born—”

      Carl shot a finger Amy’s way. “Hey! None of that. Your mother might have come apart at the seams, but that’s not your fault. You wanna get married with your mom there. I can’t relate, but I can understand that. Roddy’s idea of a med-assist flight might be worth looking into, though. It’d be easier to get her off Earth than sneak all of us in.”

      Amy sighed and slouched in her chair, hands folded across her swelling stomach. “Don’t you think I know that? But I want mom happy. It’s closure. It might be our only time getting back to Earth in her lifetime. I’m a realist. I know if we pull this off it’s a one-time deal. I want to visit home again, get married with mom and a few family friends there, say a proper goodbye to everyone in person—”

      “And prove to everyone that you turned out OK,” Carl added in his take on the real reason Amy wanted to get back to Earth. “I get that. I grew up with different expectations than you. Respectability was a crime in my family. It got my sister Jaime killed, playing soldier and enlisting. I joined the navy as much to piss off my dad as anything. My parents will come just to rub my nose in running me off Ithaca.”

      Amy snorted. “You’re inviting Chuck and Becky? We never talked about it, but I’d just assumed you were snubbing them.”

      The leather of the pilot’s chair creaked as Carl settled himself comfortably with his hands behind his head. “Yeah? Well, let’s just say rubbing noses goes both directions. I’ll comm mom as soon as I decide how to phrase the invite.”
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        * * *

      

      The turntable blared Fleetwood Mac, and the Scotch was a double. Becky Ramsey wasn’t much of a singer, but she mouthed along to the words of a song she’d named a daughter after. The former navy ship had only started feeling like home the past few months, but now that she was used to living large, the roomy captain’s quarters were making her last apartment feel shabby by comparison.

      The comm chimed. Rolling her eyes, Becky threw back the last of her Scotch and scooped up the bottle on her way to the comm panel. To her surprise, the comm was from Carl.

      “Playback, pause,” she called out. Despite the turntable having a needle and playing authentic replica vinyl records, it still accepted voice commands. She tapped the screen to accept the video comm. “Hey, sweetie. Didn’t expect to hear from you after that business with Tanny.”

      Carl looked healthy—for him, at least—despite a case of stubble and some dark rings under his eyes. Nothing bloodshot. Cheeks full. Hair greasy but not falling out. He was keeping the booze in check and staying off the hard stuff, it seemed.

      “Hey, mom. Yeah. That was half a moon less than I should have lost. My mistake. But that’s not why I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Really?” Becky asked, pouring another glass without looking away from the screen. The day she couldn’t fill a tumbler blind would be the day she stopped drinking. “Because your father seems to think you owe a little more than an apology.”

      “I’m getting married, Mom.”

      Scotch spilled over the edge of her glass. Getting surprised mid-pour didn’t count. “Again?”

      “Yeah. Last time. I swear.”

      “Is it the creole girl or the one with watermelons down her shirt?” After seeing him with a marine all those years, it was hard to get a read on Carl’s taste in women.

      “Neither,” Carl replied. “I’m marrying Amy, the one who used to fly with me in the navy.”

      “I thought she swung the other way.”

      “Nope. Oh, and you’re going to be a grandmother.”

      The tumbler fell from limp fingers, saved from shattering by the shag carpet.

      “You all right?” Carl asked, peering down as if trying to see through the comm panel what had crashed like glass.

      “A grandmother?” Becky echoed. “One of my little vagabonds is finally going to have a baby?”

      “Technically, Amy is. But I had something to do with it.”

      This was all too much. Rhiannon had seemed like the best bet. That one at least kept trying. She’d given up on Michelle and Carl. “You’re sure? I mean, she hasn’t been—”

      “No, Mom. Baby’s mine. Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      Becky lifted the bottle to her lips and drank. She gasped and hoped her swimming head would clear. “Amy’s the one with the gap teeth and the corn rows, right?”

      “They were braids, Mom. And she’s let her hair down since then. And her teeth are fine. Geez, I’m trying to invite you to a wedding here. Can you just say ‘yeah, what time?’ and be done with it?”

      “When? Where? Tell me everything! I want details! I need to meet my granddaughter’s mother.”

      “It’s a boy,” Carl said. “And you’ve met Amy. Multiple times. Maybe if you laid off the hard stuff, you could remember.”

      Becky lifted the bottle of Scotch into clear view of the comm panel. “This? Aw, this is kids’ stuff. My mind’s clear as a bell. You tell me when and where, and we’ll be there. I… assume your father’s invited too?”

      Carl let out a beleaguered sigh. “Yeah. Dad too. Anyone else from the syndicate who wants to come is welcome—not the fucking marines but the old navy crew and anyone I brought in after.”

      “Chuck!” Becky shouted into the washroom. “Get out here! We’re going to be grandparents, and Carl’s getting married again.”

      Chuck came out in all his glory, dripping wet and hairy all over except for the skin of his freshly shaved face. He wrapped a towel around his waist as he made his way over to the comm panel.

      “Brad?” Chuck called out as he approached, squinting his aging eyes to make sure he saw what he imagined. “Damn, son. I knew the cojones didn’t fall far from the tree, but you’ve got a lot of nerve calling here after that stunt you pulled. What’s this about grandkids.”

      “Amy’s pregnant. You’re invited to the wedding. It’s on Earth in six days. You can make it if you book a fast transport. I’d recommend flying with Tanny since I hear she’s got a wizard who can do Mort-style astral drops.”

      “Slow your roll there, cowboy. What’s this about Earth?”

      “He’s getting married on Earth for some fool reason,” Becky said. “But, hell with it. If he wants to knock up his lady, I’ll fly to a supernova to see the baby.”

      “It’s six days, Mom. The baby’s not coming for a while. It’ll just be little old me and my expectant fiancée. You know, plus the other guests.”

      “Why Earth?” Chuck asked. “Why not just have it here? You’re still brigands and swindlers.”

      “No offense, Dad, but you’re a sore loser,” Carl said. “There’s—”

      “That’s no way to talk to your father, he—”

      “I can defend myself. I don’t need you to—”

      “But he shouldn’t talk—”

      “I’ve handled harder men than Brad without breaking a sweat over a few barbed-wire jabs. I can certainly—”

      “He’s gone,” Becky said.

      Chuck grunted. “Rude kid. Michelle’s the one who got the grace in the family.”

      The comm panel had gone blank. Carl had cut off the transmission.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting quietly just outside the view of the comm panel, Amy offered a forced smile. “That went well.”

      Carl drew back his arm to throw a beer can but took a deep breath and lobbed it into the waste reclaim instead. “Should have just told them we were getting married in a black hole, and they could go fuck themselves.”

      “It’s an olive branch. You just happen to be holding the jagged, broken end where someone tore it off the tree,” Amy said. She was proud of Carl for at least trying. It’s not as if Chuck and Becky Ramsey were the easiest people in the world to deal with. Not that Judith Charleton would be any better, but at least her mom was a disoriented sort of harmless. Chuck in particular had teeth.

      “Am I that bad?” Carl asked, gesturing to the flat, glossy black panel on the wall of their quarters. “Is it even possible that Chuck Motherfucking Ramsey could pull his head out of his ass long enough to have a civil conversation?”

      Amy ran her tongue under her upper lip. “Should I get that gap closed up? I mean, maybe I could—”

      “No,” Carl cut her off. “Don’t even start that. Be you. That’s who I’m marrying. Becky’s a bitter old lady who’s drunk more often than sober. She’s leather-souled from being Chuck’s test audience for new material her whole married life. It’s left her with all the tact of a comedian’s B-list material. Maybe even C-list.”

      “Even with an auto-braider, corn rows take too long,” Amy continued, running fingers through her hair. The lack of braids was already taking some getting used to. It was like she’d swapped linguine for vermicelli, and the texture was all wrong. She had to admit it was easier to wash now, and soon enough that would take precedence over style and feel.

      “Just don’t listen to her,” Carl said. “You try living your life by Becky’s rules, you’ll end up safe and boring, reliving a life from five hundred years ago like paisley upholstered plastisteel. That’s not what I fell in love with.”

      Amy cupped a hand to Carl’s cheek. “You may not be as grating as Chuck, but you got your way with words from him. Just stay sweet. Promise me?”

      Carl snickered. “You might be the only person in the galaxy who both knows me and trusts me at my word. Yeah. I promise.”

      Patting that cheek, she pointed back to the comm panel. “OK. Pep talk over. Time to call Tanny.”
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        * * *

      

      Carl had gone and bitten his own personal bullets. Now it was Amy’s turn. After finishing up with the comm panel, he’d agreed to leave her the room to herself. The relaxation techniques from the omni had helped calm her nerves, but this was still the call she’d been dreading.

      The comm connected, and a kindly face was looking into the screen from too close. “All right, Ms. Charleton. Judith is ready to speak with you.” Off camera, she could hear him speaking to someone outside view. “I’ll be here the whole time. If anything gets you upset, just let me know and we’ll go back to your room.”

      A chair was wheeled into the frame, and Amy’s heart fluttered. It was her. Judith was a time-transposed version of Amy. Gray hair and wrinkles were a disguise for Amy’s future self. The cheekbones and nose matched perfectly. Even the eyes, unfocused and wandering, were like looking into a mirror. Those eyes suddenly caught the image appearing on Judith’s side of the comm and snapped into focus.

      “Amy?”

      Her heart swelled. The dice roll chance of her mother not recognizing her was what thwarted most of Amy’s calls home. It was better not knowing than having that knife twisted in her soul. “Yeah, Mom. It’s me.”

      Judith reached up and rested her hand against the screen, blocking most of the image. “Amy? Come out of there, and give me a hug. It’s been weeks since you last visited. I miss you.”

      It had been years. Several, in fact. She’d been on shore leave from the navy.

      “I’m on a starship right now, Mom,” Amy explained. “A little too far for hugging. But I’m planning on coming to Earth soon.”

      Judith narrowed her eyes and leaned in close to the screen. “Have you put on weight? Thought the navy was supposed to keep you fit and fiddling.”

      “I’m pregnant, Mom. That’s why I called. I’m getting married.”

      There. She’d said it. Now for the fireworks. Amy clenched her jaw and waited.

      “Boy or a girl?” Judith asked, totally blowing past the whole extramarital childbearing that she’d harped on all through Amy’s teenage years.

      “I’m, we’re having a boy,” Amy said.

      But Judith wasn’t having any of it. She brushed a hand in the air. “Marrying a boy or a girl? You never showed much interest either way, so I’ve always wondered.”

      “Boy,” Amy said, treading carefully on a conversational path that had suddenly turned to loose gravel beneath her feet. “His name is Carl. I met him in the navy, and we—”

      “Navy man, huh? Well, I guess there was always something about men in uniform. Suppose it was inevitable. Don’t need the juicy details over a comm. You can tell me all about how good he is in bed when you come visit. I insist on a full run-down on where my grandchildren are coming from.”

      Amy felt the flush warm her cheeks. The orderly who’d helped get her onto the comm was sitting just off camera. He was hearing all this. Since when had she gotten bashful? In her navy days, she told stories raunchier than any that Judith was imagining and in front of the whole squadron. She’d once drawn diagrams using a squirt bottle of mustard to illustrate her exploits, drawing hoots of laughter that hadn’t phased her one bit.

      This was the onset of responsibility. This was caring what people thought of you. Also, this was her mom, which was an entirely different brand of embarrassment, practiced since grade school and honed into an art form.

      “How about I just introduce you?” Amy offered. “Carl’s nice. You’ll like him. He owns his own planet.”

      It was an exaggeration to the extreme, but it was an easy lie with that orderly listening in. He wouldn’t buy the boast for a minute, but he also wouldn’t hear about illicit asteroid laundering and rogue terraformers. Plus, if she ever wanted Judith to like a beau of hers—and despite her claims of ignorance, her mom had met boyfriends of hers before—making sure she knew he was successful was the key.

      “Well, isn’t that something special,” Judith said with a warm smile. But her sudden frown held a warning. “But he’d better take good care of my grandson. And you, too, for that matter.” She held up a hand to shield her next words from the orderly. Pointlessly, since she didn’t lower her voice. “Just between you and me, your father was equipped like a fuel rod. I swore he could tickle my tonsils by just—”

      “Cody,” Amy broke in, hoping she’d remembered the orderly’s name right. “Can you get my mom to the hotel by 2 PM on Tuesday the 9th?”

      Cody leaned into the view. “Of course, ma’am. I’ll make sure she’s got something appropriate to wear for a wedding too.”

      “Thanks,” Amy said with a weary smile. “Please just make sure she knows it’s my wedding day.”
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        * * *

      

      Hard plastic balls collided with a cracking sound. The rec room of the Rucker Syndicate base on Ithaca didn’t have a bowling alley, but there was a perfectly serviceable billiard table for a wizard to practice his craft. Mort had heard rumors that scientists liked to shoot pool because they could predict the movement of the balls with math and physics. But Mort didn’t believe that hooey for an instant. It was a game meant for chaos, and the crash of a cue ball into a field of spherical toy asteroids was begging for magic to sort out where everything belonged.

      Enzio didn’t have the muscle memory of a pool player. Nor did he have the callused spot on the back of his thumb where the cue slid with each shot. Mort meant to rectify that.

      Not like there was much else worth doing around the wet, stinking sauna of a moon. At least back on the Odysseus there had been corridors to roam and a defunct old science system to belittle. Here, everything was in working order, the quarters were cramped, and until they built the permanent apartments down by the riverfront, there wasn’t much getting away from people.

      Not that Mort planned to stay long.

      Enzio was dancing on thin ice, and this jungle heat wasn’t meant for ice to begin with. Even maintaining the illusion of thin ice to dance on was straining Mort’s acting muscles. Sooner or later, he’d have to skedaddle. His major hang-up, presently, was finding a ride off this moon.

      “There you are,” Tanny snapped as soon as the door opened.

      Enzio’s hand never faltered as he lined up a shot. It took more than a sudden entrance or an angry syndicate heiress to make Mort flinch. He found his target and slammed the cue ball into a mass of multicolored orbs, scattering them into holes around the table.

      He stood upright. “Here I am, indeed.”

      “Can you believe it?” Tanny asked. “Can you believe the gall of that bastard? He actually expects me to show up at his wedding.”

      Enzio shrugged. “You showed up at the last three.”

      Tanny’s scowl redirected from unfocused ire to squarely in Enzio’s direction. “Not funny. I’ve got a million things to manage here, and that clown is off joyriding, pretending he didn’t just fleece us out of an asteroid belt at the cost of a moon he didn’t own.”

      “Half a moon,” Mort pointed out. “And it was only Chuck Ramsey who lost anything in the end. Everyone else came out ahead, including us.”

      Tanny fumed with her arms crossed and jaw locked shut. “Fine. Maybe. But that doesn’t mean I owe him anything.”






OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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