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      The hot tub frothed with soap bubbles, and the ice-cold beer was locally brewed. Carl ducked below the water, holding his breath for a few heartbeats before breaking the surface once again with a gasp.

      With a telltale crack that soothed the soul, he popped open his next beer.

      After about four beers, give or take a miscounting of scattered cans on the floor, he climbed out of the hot tub and staggered to the balcony. Wet tile floors. A weakened constitution. Bare feet. For an old barfly like Carl Ramsey, this was a piece of cake. Even in July, the night air of Boston Prime chilled his wet skin.

      Spread below him, the ancient city and current seat of Earth Empire glittered. Modern and expensive as fuck. Ancient and soaked with bloody history. He had a clear view of Boston Harbor, where for a thousand years and more, humans had boated and fished and dumped sewage. There was even a wooden sailing ship from the ages of antiquity, still floating as a museum.

      None of this held his attention.

      Eyes to the skies, where billions of stars washed out before the more proximate lights of starships, satellites, and space stations, Carl raised a middle finger that may or may not have been pointed at the Eyndar Empire.

      “Fucking missed me again, assholes!” he shouted into the night.

      Oh, that felt good. Better than the beer. Better than the shower. Better than the hot tub. Almost as good as the steak. Filet mignon had been a compromise between quality and putting too much food into a stomach that had been too many days without a proper meal. He’d be on porterhouses within the week.

      A knock on the door back inside the suite preceded an entrance before waiting for an answer.

      “Mr. Ramsey, per your request, the jacket is being restored. The remainder of your attire has been disposed of with, as you also requested, ‘prejudice.’ I’ve taken the liberty of acquiring a small wardrobe for your use during your stay.”

      The concierge was a younger fellow. Proper. A real “checks the work schedule before booking a dinner date” guy. If he were a paying customer at a Squadron 33 1/3 show, Carl would work in some Moody Blues for him.

      “Thanks, Roosevelt. What about that other thing?” As he ambled back in—sauntering was still somewhat rough on his hips after sleeping on a slab in an eyndar prison—Carl scanned the floor for unopened beers.

      “I have passed along your request.”

      “Kinda sounds like a ‘no.’”

      Roosevelt smiled. “If there’s anything I can do to make you more comfortable in the meantime…”

      “Wouldn’t mind just taking a hover for a spin. Nothing fancy. Just a little joyride, maybe back and forth across the Atlantic.”

      The smile didn’t falter. “I’m afraid that may be too ambitious. However, if you’d like a dessert or something piped in on the holo-projector?”

      “I wouldn’t mind access to the remote.”

      “The suite’s holo-projector isn’t controlled locally, Mr. Ramsey. If you’d prefer interactive entertainment, however, companionship can be provided.”

      So, no leaving. No access to tech. All the bread and circuses he wanted. “What bush are you beating around? Emperor Khosrau got a guest harem or something?”

      “Not in such terms, but I believe you understand the gist.”

      Carl scooped a beer from the floor before pointing back out toward the balcony. “And if I ran out there screaming that I’m being held prisoner?”

      “I’d have already been fielding complaints about your state of undress if the privacy system hadn’t adequately sequestered you from outside view.”

      A bobbing nod and a swig of beer gave him a break to think this over.

      “Yeah. All good, Roosevelt, my man. Just checking the walls, if you know what I mean.”

      “Thank you for your understanding.”

      He’d swung for the fences and whiffed. Time to slap out a few easy singles. “Here’s what I’m really looking for: two slices of cheesecake with raspberry drizzle, a bottle of something at least 80 proof and old enough for a pilot’s license, and a masseur with hands like anvils to get these knots out of my back before I try to sleep.”

      “And for the morning?” Roosevelt inquired. “I could have a steak-and-eggs breakfast delivered, as well as a barber for a fresh shave.”

      Carl scratched at his shaggy stubble. “Breakfast, yes. Barber, no. I think it’s about time I grew the beard back out. Feeling too much like a productive member of society without it. You know?”

      Roosevelt’s subtle glance up and down Carl’s naked, dripping, flabby body, with even his beer gut a deflated balloon from lack of food these past weeks, gave the concierge’s opinion.

      “Of course, sir. Anything to make your stay more pleasant.”

      When Roosevelt was gone, Carl dried off and found the last beer from the six-pack he’d requested earlier. If he was going to be kept here whether he liked it or not, he resolved to like it.
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        * * *

      

      Stars glinted against a backdrop of blackest night. Unseen planets twirled and twisted and rotated and spun about them. All of it took place at ferocious speeds, yet from a distance, it all appeared still and serene. Much like the mind of the wizard who stood gazing at those far-off suns.

      Sparta would be back soon, Mort imagined. What would he say to her?

      But more importantly, what was he going to say to that little shit Khosrau?

      He replayed the conversation in his head.

      “I have Carl Ramsey in my custody,” that upstart emperor had told him.

      Mort hadn’t liked the wording of that supposed reassurance. It hinted at extortion. “What could you possibly want for him? I’ve given you everything in the galaxy.”

      “Have you? I’ll gladly give you back your only true friend in this galaxy. But I have a price…”

      “I gathered that. Spit it out.”

      “Mars. I want Mars back for my empire.”

      “What makes you think I could accomplish that? I didn’t when I was in that body.”

      And that bastard had known. He’d known the secret. “Yes, but you’d been tied to a chair, more metaphorically than physically, of course. You couldn’t gallivant off and just clean house on another planet, no matter how proximate. The eyndar imperial capital may not be as formidable as Earth, but I imagine that Mars won’t pose much greater a challenge.”

      “And if I could?”

      “What reason would I have to go back on my word? A bargain is a bargain. Take some time to think it over.”

      And so, here Mort was, doing just as instructed.

      That galled him.

      The door slid open behind him.

      Mort didn’t turn. He could feel who it was.

      “Ah, you’re lost in thought.”

      “Not lost,” Mort assured Sparta as her sandaled footsteps came up behind him. “Wandered farther afield than usual, perhaps, but not lost.”

      “He’s going to turn up, you know.”

      “Already has.”

      A jangle of jewelry told Mort that she’d cocked her head in lieu of putting a voice to her mild surprise.

      “Got a yell-a-gram from Earth. Khosrau has him. Didn’t say how, but I’ve got ideas.”

      “You don’t look like you consider that good news.”

      “It’s not. He’s holding Carl prisoner.”

      “Did His Majesty offer proof?” She made the formal title sound trite and phony. As if someone had handed him the job and a costume to wear. Which was exactly the case.

      Mort harrumphed softly. “Could be lying, but I doubt it. Boy knows better than to try to swindle me.”

      “But not better than to hold your friend hostage?”

      The grumble under Mort’s breath would have shaken the ship’s hull if he’d raised his voice.

      “What do you plan to do?”

      It wasn’t often that the old wizard was at a loss for words. It was even less often that he was at a loss for actions. “I don’t… know yet.”

      A slender arm snaked around Mort’s shoulders and pulled him into a hug. “That’s not like you.”

      “A college dropout with the might of a thousand planets at his disposal has Carl gripped in a fist he could squeeze by accident or design at any moment.”

      “You should at least tell Jessie.”

      “I should.”

      “Are you not going to?”

      “At present, no. She’ll go off half-cocked—maybe even as little as quarter- or eighth-cocked—if I tell her without including a plan. No, I need advice.”

      “I’ve never heard you suggest the idea before. I have to presume you’re not referring to me.”

      “No offense.”

      Sparta huffed. “None taken. What do I know about prisoners, rescues, and galactic politics? For that matter, what does anyone around here know, really?”

      A few steps, and Mort opened a drawer containing pajamas. “You’re right, naturally. But you’ve permitted me my secrets to be doled out over the course of an interesting lifetime or three together, and it’s time you learned a new one.”

      “Ooh,” Sparta cooed, clearly trying to express enthusiasm without detracting from the gravity of the moment. “What dark new fact of Mordecai The Brown will I discover this time?”

      He shoved a nightgown into her hands, a clear signal that bedtime would be for sleeping tonight. “It’s time you met the Council of Ghosts.”
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        * * *

      

      Jessie arrived in the Briefing Room at 0905 hours after a sleepless night without the solace of booze or sex to distract her. She couldn’t remember the colony name offhand, but there was a mid-core planet with an artsy shopping center, where an ornate glasswork fountain of tubes and spirals pumped colored waters into a basin at the top to filter down and arc out at shopping level for patrons to enjoy. Jessie had been like that all night, but with coffee. She pumped it in constant supply up top and filtered it out again to no observable gain.

      She hadn’t showered. Hadn’t changed. Hadn’t so much as spat a mouthful of antiseptic wash to cleanse her breath.

      “Call to order,” she warned the assembled officers as she made her way to the head of the table.

      When Captain Jessica Ramsey was the last one to arrive, it was never a good sign. The table hushed in an instant.

      “As of 0855, no credible source has claimed responsibility for the disappearance of retired Earth Navy Lieutenant Commander Bradley Carlin Ramsey,” she stated as an opener, as if referring to Dad by his rank and full ID-crystal name could distance him from the lovable dope she’d grown up embarrassed to share a last name with.

      Taking the opening, Lt. Cmdr. Schultz stepped in. “Eyndar Empire’s all up in arms, but mainly on account of their emperor getting offed in the chaos. Might be it was the heir’s faction, might have been radicals, democracy activists, anarchists, or factional infighting. None of them doggos got clue one what’s going on round those parts. Prob’ly gonna see a purge soon of them what ain’t supportive of the new bloke fast enough. Lotta evidence be going up in plasma soon.”

      Like accepting a baton, Commander Webber took the handoff. “If we were to throw lifelines to prominent and well-connected dissidents, we might accept answers as payment. However, given that we are—to put it bluntly—us, I find it unlikely that we might find willing participants in such a trade.”

      “I’m willing to entertain the idea of unwilling participants,” Jessie stated for the record.

      Grosstet gave a brief toot for attention. As if he needed help garnering eyeballs and ears. “IF IT IS STILL POSSIBLE TO INVADE THE EYNDAR HOMEWORLD FOR ANOTHER ATTEMPT, I VOLUNTEER.”

      “Duly noted.” Jessie seethed a sigh. “But until we have better answers, that place is radioactive with political violence. Maybe we can make use of the chaos, but we’re in no position until we understand it.”

      Harmony raised a finger and, at a nod from Jessie, spoke up. “I hate to be the one to bring up the unpleasant possibility. But it is a distinct chance that either the eyndar never had your father in the first place or that he was killed before being swapped for an impostor.”

      A darkness swept through Jessie’s soul. “You think I didn’t consider that? You think I stayed up all night because of the peace of mind I had knowing that Carl was out there somewhere having a good laugh at the mess he left his would-be captors in?”

      A shake of her head was the only response the doctor offered.

      Mindy cleared her throat. “Cap’n? Up to better news, Earth Navy and Mars both ain’t any better in the know than us.”

      “What about the League?” The omission sounded intentional, it was so obvious.

      Daphne stepped in. “Since the last time we broke into their comm traffic, Phabian has upgraded their security protocols. It’ll be a few hours before the Arete computers break the new encryption. But Phabian gains nothing from interfering, so while we’ll follow up, there’s no reason to expect they’ll be involved.”

      Jessie hated that answer, but she couldn’t help agreeing. Phabian had been the only sympathetic major government since Jessie had gone on the run, and they cooperated in ongoing efforts to resettle the refugees from Ghenlar Par’Mol on New Garrelon.

      Instead of focusing on what they could prove, Jessie shifted the subject. “Motives. Who gains from Carl’s disappearance from that execution festival?”

      “Us?” Trebla suggested. “I mean, Uncle Carl had no way to know we were planning a rescue. If we hadn’t snatched some eyndar corpse off that miserable rock of a planet, we’d be thanking various gods and bookies that someone else did it for us.”

      The door opened, but Jessie was already set on replying. “There’s not evidence one way or the other that Carl was ever even on the eyndar homeworld. All we have are⁠—”

      Hadrian, who’d been the one to enter through that open door, interrupted. “He was. He isn’t. And I can explain how and why.”

      Jessie resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Lurking just inside the doorway as the wizard entered was his consort, girlfriend, or keeper, depending on what passed between the two of them behind closed doors. If he’d had a revelation, Jessie could only guess that it was either some crazy Uncle Enzio–grade theory or the magical machinations of that worthless seer of his.

      Folding her arms, Jessie promised herself she’d listen to anything at this point, no matter how far-fetched.
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        * * *

      

      Mort waited until he had the attention of every set of eyes in the room. He confirmed every pair but Sparta’s, confident that not only was she paying attention, but she already knew what he was planning to say. She might not have been able to see his future, but she could damn well hear it just fine when he told her on the way here.

      “Carl is alive.”

      “This better not be one of those ‘if he were dead, I’d know it’ shticks.” Jessie was forgetting herself. Or at the very least, she was forgetting him.

      “No. I have an announcement to make.” Mort paused for dramatic effect. “I have been contacted by Emperor Khosrau. He has Carl. He’s willing to barter for his safe release.”

      Cries from all around the table expressed confusion, disbelief, relief, and yet more confusion.

      “How’s it the emperor’s got a comm ID for you?”

      “Why would Emperor Khosrau care about Carl Ramsey one way or another?”

      “THIS IS EXCELLENT NEWS, CORRECT? A GREAT RELIEF TO KNOW YOUR FATHER IS SAFE.”

      “Color me skeptical. Sounds like someone around here pulled a cruel prank.”

      “In what galaxy’s the bloody emperor ringing up a wizard with the ink on his sheepskin still wet to do business?”

      “Hey, don’t look a gift father in the mouth, am I right?”

      Jessie maintained a blade’s-edge focus on him the whole while. “Just what is he looking to barter? I can’t hand over the ship.”

      “Luckily, that prospect never came up,” Mort replied.

      “Good. Well… what does the bastard want?”

      “Mars.”

      “WHAT?!” Though Jessie was among the protesting throng, she was far from the only one shocked at the price.

      “Uncle Carl’s a good guy, but I think we can probably haggle the emperor down to a border colony,” Trebla suggested.

      “Bollocks, he might as well tell us to sod off as ask us to conquer a bloody planet. Shittin’ in the eyndar’s boots is one thing. If we could go knockin’ round a planet the size of Mars, don’t they think we’d have bloodied their noses by now, leastwise?”

      Mindy had a fair point, but she wasn’t fully informed.

      Neither was Harmony. “I have a hard time believing Emperor Khosrau is delusional enough to think Hadrian was in any position to deal for Mars.”

      “Oh. I am,” Mort assured them. Even as the conversation had shifted to half a dozen side discussions of the prospect of getting Carl back by freewheeling trade, deception, force, or stealth, the wizard made himself the center of attention once again.

      “Seriously?” Jessie asked, eyes open as wide as they went. She was asking a different question than the one the others heard, and Mort gave a tiny nod in reply.

      “I have a confession to make. Cat’s been scratching up the insides of this bag far too long. Time to let the poor thing out. I am Mordecai The Brown.”

      “Who?” Mindy asked before the stunned silence had time to linger.

      “That’s not funny,” Harmony informed him.

      Trebla forced a chuckle. “Yeah. Um. From a certain point of view, maybe it is?”

      “Though I’ve done a lot of soul-searching as a result, bear in mind that I manhandled Hadrian even before upgrading my physiology,” Harmony pointed out.

      “I wasn’t using this form at the time,” Mort replied evenly. “That was Hadrian, my grandson.”

      “What… uh… happened to Hadrian?” Daphne inquired, meek as a mouse.

      Mort’s scowl had several attendees leaning back in their seats to be just a teensy bit farther from him. “He’s holding Carl captive on Earth.”

      “Wait, what?” “How?” “Does that mean—?” “But then—?” “I don’t understand what’s going on here!”

      Mort let the questions fly, circle around a while, and land before explaining. But just before he launched a soul-cleansing admission, Mindy once more beat him to the punch.

      “Just who even is Mordecai The Brown? Haddy’s grandad, right? But other than that, should I have heard of the bloke?”

      “He was notorious a long time ago,” Harmony declared.

      “The notoriousest.”

      Charlotte jumped in with, “And an old family friend of the Ramseys, I’ve come to understand.”

      “The oldest.”

      “One of my father’s old cronies,” Jessie chimed in.

      “The croniest.”

      Daphne pointed past him to Sparta. “Did she know?” The question sounded more like an accusation.

      And Mort wasn’t the one who answered. “He told me before we moved in together at school. I consider myself the primary beneficiary of his youthful physique. Anyone who’s ever dated a boy of academic age can relate to the feeling that all that vigor, libido, and visual appeal are wasted as a mask for insecurity, ignorance, and pleas for external validation. Instead, I get history’s most dangerous wizard looking like this.”

      Mort suffered the presentation of himself as some kind of object of desire. Frankly, Sparta appeared to be the only one holding that opinion of Hadrian’s appearance, and that included the fellow in the mirror staring back. Sure, he wasn’t a wrinkly, liver-spotted human leather sack of bones, but she clearly saw him as something he wasn’t.

      “History’s?” Mindy echoed incredulously. “If’n he’s such a big deal, you’d’a thunk we’d’a heard of him in non-magic circles, eh?”

      “Oh…” Charlotte spoke with a thespian’s knack for the melodramatic. “The Convocation can be quite keen on sweeping embarrassments under the flying rugs. But what I’d like to know is… how long has Eric known?” She left a lingering note of menace, as if, in some alternate version of reality, she posed any kind of threat to him, even obliquely.

      “You’ve picked up your mother’s flair for the villainous. I’ll grant you that much. And maybe, just maybe, you could have bullied Hadrian into spilling his guts. But if you want to know when Eric’s mind sorted out a puzzle for which he possessed far more pieces than you, you’ll have to ask him yourself. Just know that while he hates keeping secrets, he’s damnably good at it, and it wasn’t his secret to reveal.”

      “So, what?” Jessie demanded, yanking the conversation back to the practical. “You admit you’re Mordecai The Brown, formerly the galaxy’s most wanted magical criminal. Great. How does that get Carl back?”

      “I’m still not even sure I believe him,” Harmony admitted. “It’s a con man’s trick. For all we know, Hadrian got himself stronger by convincing other wizards to think he was Mordecai The Brown, and now he’s trying to leech gravitas off the rest of us.”

      Mort was prepared for the skepticism. “I taught your mother magic. Well, the rest after the pittance she’d picked up from her school friends. I know her better than you do.” Harmony scoffed, but Mort continued. He aimed a finger at Trebla. “Your father figured me out when I was Enzio Stiles. Best technologist friend a wizard could ever ask for, and if you tell him that, I’ll deny every word.” He pointed that same finger Jessie’s way, more for the benefit of the others than her directly. “As for you, I’ve known your father since before he was legally allowed to do a great many things he did anyway. I know secrets about him that I’ll take to the grave and vice versa. But if any of you needs proof that I’m Mordecai The Brown, the carnage in the eyndar capital ought to be proof enough.”

      “I mean, who’s to say what’s magic and what’s them eyndar at each other’s throats?” Lisa suggested. “Hovers and patrol ships shootin’ each other down. Explosives detonating. Place was a fucking war zone.”

      “I was angry.”

      “You was angry?” the ship’s acting security chief echoed.

      Mort shrugged. “At the time, we were waiting for Jess to summon the shuttle to get us back with the body of my best friend, desperate enough to let Victoria Frankenstein over there take a crack at reanimating him. I crashed those airborne contraptions. I melted the prison. I turned their imperial palace into a barbecue smoker. Me.”

      “Lot of them was prolly innocent people,” Mindy protested. “Just doin’ jobs. Followin’ orders. Mindin’ their own.”

      “On whose authority do soldiers kill?” Mort countered.

      “Officers. Chain of command and all that.”

      “On whose authority are convicts executed?”

      “Judges. Courts. Them shites as got appointed the job.”

      “And what gives them the right?”

      “I… uh… they’s got a mandate. A mandate. That’s it. Orders from the top. Laws. All that rot.”

      “I’ve been at the top. It’s all excuses up and down. If someone wants to kill, they kill. If someone’s too afraid of the fallout, then they don’t want it that badly. All orders and laws do is give a clear path to people already willing or eager to kill who might otherwise worry about getting punished for it. I don’t worry about punishment. The Convocation’s wanted me dead since before anyone around here but Uom’pe and Grosstet were born. And they stopped trying before they thought someone had done the job for them, simply because they worried about the consequences of any more trying.”

      Trebla looked to the senior officers while hooking a lower thumb at the wizard. “If he’s not Mordecai The Brown, I’m willing to let Hadrian get himself killed trying to pretend.”

      “Fine. Say we believe you,” Harmony granted him. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means he believes that I could destabilize the Martian Military Government.”

      “How?” Lisa asked. “If’n it was so easy, why not do it before now?”

      “By killing most, if not all, of the top officials. I’ve been busy. First, I was running an empire with vipers in every closet and knives behind every back. When I got a hapless dupe to take the job, I finished up his senior year of college so I’d at least be able to call myself a wizard.

      “It’s been a busy year.”
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        * * *

      

      “Eric, I think we need a chat.”

      The young chronomancer stared at the ceiling, fingers laced at the back of his neck as he lay atop the otherwise neatly made bed. He could tell by Charlotte’s tone of voice that something was wrong, and given the events of the last few thousand copies of yesterday, he could well imagine some of the options.

      Rather than commit himself down the wrong conversational waterslide, he gave a noncommittal answer. “I’m available for chatting.”

      “Don’t start with me,” Charlotte warned, her heeled boots clacking on the floor on her way over to him. The mattress bounced and sagged him toward her as she perched beside him and looked down into his eyes. “How long have you known he was Mordecai The Brown?”

      “That one’s a little complicated.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of assimilating complexities. Enlighten me.”

      Eric blew a long sigh. “I can’t say exactly when I first put it together. When I was a kid, just learning magic, I realized that Enzio Stiles was a phony ID. But that was just a suspicion. When I got up the courage to ask, he admitted it. I kept that secret for… I don’t know, ever since. Trying to measure time just feels increasingly pointless and arbitrary. It was a secret. I kept it.”

      “Even from your parents? Even from Jessie?”

      Supine shrugs didn’t seem to carry the same degree of equanimity as standing shrugs, but he offered one nonetheless. “Mom didn’t need that weird thought in her head. I never talked to them about it, but once I knew, I could kind of pick up vibes that Dad and Uncle Roddy both knew, too.”

      “Well, now the whole crew knows. Or, at any rate, they all will once Makket blabs it to everyone in Logistics. But what about the intermediate step? You knew he wasn’t Hadrian when he came back.”

      “Hard to pinpoint, but there’s just a Mordecainess. It’s like watching an animated holo and recognizing one of the voices from something else. You go in letting the holo fool you, letting it convince you the cartoon bears can really talk. Then, all of a sudden, one of them laughs and a little candle lights in your brain. You know that laugh. In that instant, you realize… Bertram Birdie from Birdie’s Treehouse. Now, you’re looking at a bear and hearing a bird and the spell is broken. That’s how it is with Mort. I’ve known him for centuries. My memories from Mortania—his littler version of the Village of Eternity—stick better in my head.”

      Charlotte brushed a few stray strands of hair from Eric’s face. “And him being Emperor Khosrau Blackstone?”

      “I never met the emperor in person. It was just a guess.”

      “No one would guess that. No one would think to guess that.”

      “I blurted it to Jessie when it first came to me. Not Mort, mind you, since she didn’t know about that part, but Uncle Enzio. She didn’t believe me, which was lucky. I guess? In any event, it feels good not having to pretend I don’t know anymore. Sorry I couldn’t tell you.”

      “A secret such as that one… I don’t know that I could have trusted you with my own if I knew you could divulge something so private and dangerous for mere love.”

      Mere?

      The hurt must have shown in his eyes, because the next thing Eric knew, Charlotte had bent down and rested her forehead against his, eyes closed.

      “Eric, love is precious and priceless, but it isn’t a balm for all the galaxy’s ills. Love doesn’t conquer all. It isn’t all one needs, despite that insipid song. So much tragedy and so much stupidity are the result of love run amok. It is possible to love so deeply you lose all reason and sense of self, and that is something twisted and ugly, not beautiful. A sentient creature needs convictions, ideals, integrity. To be all outward spewing love is to become unlovable. I don’t want a faucet spewing adulation my way. I like having a curious little treasure chest that lets me peek inside when I ask nicely.”

      “So… you’re not mad?”

      “I’ve attempted being angry with you over this whole affair, but I can’t find fault in your actions. I’ve been left in the dark because the light you were given was for your eyes alone.”

      “I take it that this isn’t a ‘no more secrets’ talk?”

      “We’re not caricatures in some romantic holovid. You’ve seen the dusty, disreputable corners of my psyche, but I still have nooks and cubbies you may never delve. I daresay you have whole worlds swirling in that imagination of yours to which I’m not privy. Let’s keep some mystery and trust one another’s judgment over what to share.”

      Taking him by the hand, Charlotte hoisted Eric into a seated position for a good long hug.

      As he clung to her, Eric decided that the time loop wasn’t a topic he needed to share.
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        * * *

      

      Harmony’s morning had been a parade of frustrations. Mindy had shown up for a checkup deficient in molybdenum due to a three-day deviation from her assigned diet. She’d had to replace half the blood in one of the Logistics workers after a workplace accident resulting from a violation of the safe stowage protocols Chinochin had implemented. Newsfeeds had reported that one of her executive assistants had been executed for collaboration with Harmony Bay offices on Earth. And to top it off, her neurochemical balancing subroutine had kicked up an error for excess cortisol buildup.

      It had all started with that damned meeting.

      Mordecai The Brown…

      While, deep down, Harmony knew that but for a wild confluence of implausible events, her own life would have turned out vastly different from its present course, she couldn’t overlook the demolition laser that wizard had taken to her family.

      Namely Mom.

      Esper Richelieu could have slunk back to the One Church, done a freighter-load of penance, and been forgiven her trespasses. She could have taken her rescue from the Mobius and Jessie’s family and hopped off after realizing she wasn’t cut out for a life of crime. She had a college degree and a pretty face, and much as it hurt to admit, that combination could buy a lot of second chances.

      But Mordecai The Brown had turned her into a wizard.

      Harmony’s knuckles whitened as she gripped her datapad just considering that such a malevolent, manipulative, dangerous bastard was aboard the Arete, where Grosstet had done such an admirable job instilling a sense of herd to this rabble.

      From behind her, large, strong hands slipped the datagoggles off her face.

      Harmony spun her chair around. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Britney aimed a spare finger at the monitors, where Harmony’s own vital signs were on display. “Intervention, Doctor. Exam Room 2, stat.”

      “Excuse me? I have work. As you can no doubt see for yourself, my neurochemical imbalance is in no state for foolishness.”

      “Yup. And you can program an H-tech fix for it later. Right now, we’re going to fix those readings manually.”

      “Manually?” Harmony echoed as she reluctantly went along with being towed from her chair and down the short stretch of hallway separating her office from the examination room in question.

      When the pair arrived, Harmony instantly saw the configuration of the table and knew what was in store for her. “I don’t have time for a massage.”

      “You had two more appointments before lunch. Neither urgent. I rescheduled them for you.”

      “Where do you get off⁠—?”

      “You look after the crew. I look after you. That was the deal. I don’t care if you can spend the morning tinkering with your brain chemistry from your datapad. Right now, you’re irritable and I’m putting in a fix.”

      Before sniping back and proving her assistant’s point, Harmony examined her recent words and actions. The actions didn’t have a chat log, but she could bring up a listing from her datagoggles of everything that had been said in the past few minutes.

      It wasn’t a good look.

      “Fine,” she relented. With the door closed and only Britney with her, Harmony pulled off her top and lay face down on the table, placing her chin, cheeks, and forehead against the padding of the support cutout and pawing around underneath for the armrests.

      She heard the wheezy squoosh of a plastic bottle and a pair of hands rubbing together. Then, those hands dug into the flesh of her exposed back, and Harmony felt the inert tension in every muscle from splenius capitis to external oblique stubbornly resisting.

      There was no massage oil in Med Bay’s inventory. Whatever Britney was using had notes of apricot and coconut and warmed her muscles more than the lubrication-reduced friction alone could have produced.

      Attempts to organize her afternoon in her head faded amid waves of relief as the coiled, overwrought muscles relaxed.

      “Lemme know if I’m going too hard on you,” Britney warned. “We’re both of us made of more than regular muscle these days.”

      “’Sfine,” Harmony mumbled.

      “Well, you feel anything you don’t like, just say the word.”

      “Kay.”

      How could Harmony object? She couldn’t remember feeling this good. Emotionally, sure. Xrista’s first day of life flooded her with a joy she could only hope to match with the emergence from incubation of a second daughter. But physically?

      “Hips up, unless you’re ready to be done?” Britney suggested with a mix of order and inquiry.

      Groggy and relaxed, Harmony played along. An unclasping. A quick zip. Her pants slid down past feet that had, at some point she’d failed to notice, lost their shoes.

      Thighs. Calves. Every square centimeter of her feet. Those roving, firm, impossibly warm and soothing hands ventured everywhere, leaving bliss in their wake.

      How long the attention lasted, Harmony could only guess until she retrieved her tech. But it was over all too soon.

      Deft hands tugged, and she felt the cinching of her bra strap, followed by a playful slap on the lower back.

      “Up and at ’em, Doctor. All done.”

      Blinking as her circulatory system resumed normal function, Harmony pushed herself up to a seated position and accepted her neatly folded uniform. “You sure we couldn’t go a while longer?”

      “Back’s all done. Front and insides are extra,” Britney joked with a wink as she washed up. “You’re sounding a lot better, at least.”

      “That’s the best thing I’ve ever felt in my life.”

      The water in the examination room sink stopped. “Ever? Like, ever ever? You’re grading on a curve or trying to fluff my ego, right?”

      Harmony shook her head. “Nope.”

      Her assistant passed her hands under the evaporative dryer. “You know there’s other things that are supposed to… you know… be a lot better than that, right?”

      By this point, Harmony had given up on an extension of the massage and begun dressing again. She rolled her eyes as she stepped into her pants. “Of course. And I’ve experienced a variety sampling. Gave up on it long before Xrista came along.”

      Britney cleared her throat. “Not to step out of line, but… are you certain you were doing it right?”

      Harmony huffed as she slipped her shoes on. “I will allow that I did not conduct any kind of scientific inquiry into the matter. Monitoring my own neurochemical levels pre-, post-, and mid-coitus might have suggested advantageous improvements in methodology, but the equipment wasn’t freely available to do so during medical school, and I doubt permission would have been forthcoming. Plus, I already had a dresser drawer full of—you know what? I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. I’m probably loopy from an influx of endorphins, and now I most certainly can look up a real-time view of my brain chemistry if I can just⁠—”

      But Britney snatched up Harmony’s datapad, holding it aloft and out of reach. Her datagoggles were on the counter on the far side of her much larger assistant. “You need to stop managing your brain like it’s a machine and just let yourself feel.”

      From tiptoe, Harmony couldn’t reach past Britney’s elbow to get at the datapad, but that didn’t stop her from trying. She hooked an arm around a shoulder for leverage. Another arm, not her own, wrapped around to halt her climb. “If you’d just let me⁠—”

      Eyes met.

      Eyes closed.

      Lips met.

      Harmony felt as if she were floating, but her feet really were off the ground. She pointed her toes upward, daring Britney to let go and drop her a full meter right onto her knees. But Britney clung to her.

      When Harmony gasped for breath, the two pairs of eyes met again. Britney leaned, a prelude to setting her boss gently back on the floor.

      Impulse struck. Harmony threw her legs around Britney’s hips and hung on. The slight boost in height lifted her just taller than her assistant. She laced her fingers at the back of Britney’s neck and kissed her once again.

      Time passed weirdly, measured in brief intervals of heavy breathing. But something had been unleashed inside her, and Harmony didn’t know that she dared try to cram it back in its cage in this state.

      “How long until that rescheduled appointment?”

      Britney’s shrug jostled her. “Couple hours. Ish. I could check a chrono if you⁠—”

      “You have until then to do whatever you want with me. Anything. Don’t even ask. Just do. And that includes sending a comm straight to the captain reporting me for a mental breakdown or harassment. I just… I can’t… I mean… I’ve never…”

      “You sure?” Britney asked calmly, eyes locked with her boss’s.

      “You know what you’re doing, I assume?”

      Britney nodded.

      “Then do it. Whatever it is, just do it.”

      Stumbling around the examination room, the pair bumped into the table, where Harmony found herself deposited. Barely taking breaks for air, they resumed the process of clothing removal, this time for both of them.
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        * * *

      

      Uom’pe and Aubrey had delivered all the plates and platters, the serving bowls and pitchers of Grosstet’s beer. Everything for a formally informal dinner in the captain’s quarters looked so out of place in Jessie’s spacious squalor. In all her time aboard, she’d never prioritized taking seriously her job as the figurehead of the crew. All business. A little pleasure. No pomp beyond what her uniform lent her.

      But once the guests arrived, the implication that this would be a stilted, formal meal vanished.

      Eric arrived with Charlotte, both wearing matching fuzzy pink slippers for reasons that Jessie promised herself not to investigate. A hug from each, and they took their seats.

      Not long thereafter, Hadrian and Sparta showed up. Jessie’s brain still hadn’t fully acclimated to the fact that she’d known this person longer than Eric had been alive. He’d told her bedtime stories, covered her ears when Squadron 33 1/3 concerts grew too loud for her, and ensured that the Tooth Fairy paid out on time. The fact that cranky old Uncle Enzio, Dad’s drunk wizard buddy and family tagalong, had been both Mordecai The Brown and Emperor Khosrau and now joined her dinner table in Hadrian’s trade-up body was a jigsaw puzzle where all the pieces were round. Nothing fit, and nothing looked liable to fit anytime soon.

      “Thank you for having us,” Sparta told her. This one was the mystery. If Hadrian was a puzzle, she was an enigma. She purported to know all these secrets about Hadrian—or should Jessie really start referring to him as Mort?—and yet acted like it was perfectly natural. A nasty little corner of Jessie’s brain speculated that she had enough trouble finding men taller than her that she wasn’t about to be picky about murder and body-snatching.

      Eric burst forth with words before Jessie could think of a gracious response. “It’s nice to be able to have a big family dinner. Dad never really liked performative eating, as he called it—calls it. And Jessie doesn’t like eating with just me because I slurp soup and hold my fork the wrong way and⁠—”

      A raised hand cut off the growing tirade. “Yeah, yeah. I get it. I complain.”

      “You’d think chow hall with the marines would have inoculated you against crudities of all manner,” Hadrian pointed out as they all surrounded a table set with food that all of them had yet to touch.

      “They weren’t marines,” Jessie reminded him through gritted teeth. If he was doing this just to prove he’d been Enzio Stiles, it was working. “I was in Earth Navy Special Forces.”

      “Potato, potahto,” Hadrian countered.

      Charlotte snorted. “A combined thirteen years of Oxford education, and the lot of you choose wrongly.”

      The door slid open once again. Trebla hustled in, followed by a reluctant Jasmine. They both wore fresh uniforms and Jasmine’s hair glistened with the dampness of a recent shower and skipping the omni-dry.

      “Sorry we’re late,” Trebla announced.

      “Wouldn’t be a family dinner without you,” Eric called out with a big grin.

      The pair took the last two places around a table set for seven. The three couples only reminded Jessie that she’d chased away anyone who’d have made for an even eight.

      “Dig in, everyone,” she told them. While the Arete was a heavily herbivorous vessel, Uom’pe’s kitchen served some really nicely prepared roast beef when it was available. Jessie had always relished the job of carving meat and had a good deal of experience with blades of all sorts. She passed out thin slices of rare beef as the others heaped piles of mashed potatoes, grilled asparagus, and fresh-from-the-oven dinner rolls on their plates.

      Small talk broke out amid the passing of side dishes and apologies for reaching arms. Half her guests, Jessie knew all too well. Their partners were less familiar, initiates into the oddity of Ramsey family relations. None of the couples was married. The only legal or biological bond tying any of them together was between Eric and Jessie, brother and sister. The others were indistinctly related, adjunct family that was no less real.

      Was Trebla a cousin? Not by any genealogist’s or biologist’s definition.

      Was Hadrian an uncle? Not by three hermit crab moves between bodies and a lack of even a marriage to tie him to the family before that.

      But Jessie wouldn’t have hesitated when asked if they were family. Of course, they were. Even if Hadrian’s whole deal was more than she could wrap her mind around.

      Before everyone had arrived, Jessie hadn’t known how she’d try to steer the conversation. But if she’d worried at all that the meal would turn awkwardly silent, she’d have worried for nothing.

      Wizards only kept their mouths shut when they wanted to appear mysterious and enigmatic. Trebla couldn’t help sniping with little comments that each attempted to prove his wit and humor.

      And Hadrian reminded everyone repeatedly that he was Mordecai The Brown and had known Carl Ramsey since he was a boy.

      “And then, get this. We find him in the rec room, scooping up loose terras that the other pirates had been playing poker over. I swear, if we hadn’t shown up to rescue Carl and his pal Drew, the two of them would have been running that pirate outfit before they were old enough to drink legally on a core world.”

      “How many of your stories about Dad involve pirates?” Jessie asked.

      Charlotte paused just before taking a sip of beer. “Fewer than my mother’s, I daresay.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t put a number on them,” Mort countered. “Boy or grown man, Carl attracted pirates like a lodestone. Why, when I heard you were using this bucket to hunt pirates, my first thought was that if you tied your father to a fishhook and dangled him in the Black Ocean, you’d catch your fill of the bastards lickety-split.”

      “Uncle Carl being a starfighter pilot was already a stretch for me,” Trebla commented, mouth full. “Him being a pirate and a syndicate lieutenant and a war hero just won’t stay between my ears.” He washed down a swallow from a pitcher of water that had become his to share with his date; they were the only ones not drinking beer.

      Jessie took note of Jasmine’s silence throughout the meal. As captain, certain aspects of therapy weren’t sealed to her. Charlotte had to keep her apprised of at least a basic level of mental well-being. The fewer people the young engineer was around, the easier it was on her. Jessie had hoped that seven would have been few enough, but a boisterous, confident, and historically murderous guest list had stuffed her back into her shell.

      But Charlotte was the one who tried to bring her into the conversation. “We’ve all of us had our preconceptions of the elder Ramsey. As someone who hadn’t been forewarned of his nature, what was your impression when you met him?”

      Jasmine froze. Only her eyes and jaw moved as she chewed and swallowed before answering. “Honest opinion?”

      “Oh, do tell,” Sparta coaxed. “Anything that requires precaution is worth revealing in close company.”

      Jessie gave a nod. Eric looked expectantly. Mort feigned indifference as he gorged his young body on delicious fare.

      “I kind of got the impression he was hitting on me. Except I couldn’t say for certain.”

      “Oh, that sums up Dad,” Jessie assured her. “I didn’t pick up on it until puberty, but I swear the guy patted himself on the back every day for how many women he didn’t cheat on Mom with.”

      Mort grunted with his mouth full.

      Jessie didn’t follow up. Odds were, if any of her own preconceptions, inferences, or deductions about her father were off base, she imagined the wizard knew certainties.

      They stuffed their faces and swapped stories and scratched at the layers of veneer the newcomers still sported. Stick around the Ramseys long enough, and the facade would all be chipped away in time. But it would take more than a single meal.

      A sly comm to Logistics got them a cheesecake delivered. Another got freshly brewed Ganymede coffee for afterward.

      And it was only as the coffee was wrapping up that someone finally cracked open the lid on the topic that might end the meal abruptly.

      “So, Mort…” Trebla tried out the name, still feeling his way around it. “Are you really considering overthrowing the Martian Military Government to get Uncle Carl back? Not gonna lie; it almost felt like all those stories… we were mourning him a little.”

      “Mourning?” Mort balked. “Ha! That scofflaw has a hall pass from the Grim Reaper with Rasputin’s name scribbled out and his own penned in place of it. But no, I don’t see that a Martian coup would convince that rotten grandson of mine to return Carl.”

      A hand that had been clenched around Jessie’s heart released. Until that moment of melancholy relief, she hadn’t even felt its presence. This was permission to stop believing. To stop hoping for miracles and accept her father’s fate.

      Mort dabbed the corners of his mouth with a starched white napkin that had spent the meal in his lap. “No. I don’t think that would work out at all. We’re just going to have to topple the damned empire and take him back by force.”
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        * * *

      

      Morning came, and Sparta had made herself scarce at Mort’s request. He’d shaved and showered and dressed but not eaten. Sex for breakfast was her idea originally, and while skeptical at first, Mort had come around on it. While it didn’t quell the nagging of an empty belly, it certainly sated one hunger, at least.

      Moderately hungry but not debasing himself by complaining, Mort waited as Trebla fiddled with the comm panel in the wall, hands tucked into his sleeves.

      “Gimme just a sec…”

      Mort had no intention of interfering.

      “OK, so I just⁠—”

      An explanation ensued, but the verbiage had the pidgin ring of science about it and made so little sense that Mort’s ears refused entry to the words.

      “All right. You’re set. I’ve input the comm ID you gave me, and⁠—”

      “Good. If you’re done, go have yourself a beer.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “I don’t care. You finished the job; quit fishing for approval. A job can be done perfectly and no one knows about it but you, and it doesn’t change the fact that you performed superlatively. The praise of one technologically illiterate layman ought not to concern you.”

      Trebla looked up. He’d hung his head as he’d been harangued, but there was a new light in his eyes. “You used to tell me that.”

      “And you never listened.”

      “It didn’t used to make sense. I think… maybe now I get it.”

      Mort harrumphed. “That shrinking violet of yours.”

      “Jas?”

      “Yes, Jasmine. She works for you.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      Mort waved away the implication that he objected to the relationship on workplace grounds or any other. “Point is, she toils in the intestines of this great tin can of a whale, right?”

      “Sure. Mostly backbone stuff. Keeps out of sight.”

      “And if I told her she was a real crackerjack at her job? She’d take that as high praise?”

      Trebla smirked. “Doubt it. A wizard commenting on engineering work?”

      “Same goes for you. I’m not going to tell you you’ve done a good job. How the hell would I know? You just make sure that little girlfriend of yours knows you appreciate her work, same as I remark on Sparta’s successes.”

      “Or Eric’s?” Trebla joked.

      Mort couldn’t help wiping a hand over his face. “Soon as that one does something right, he’ll be the first I’ll tell. Now, shoo.”

      Trebla saluted, whapped the screen, and scurried out the door. By the time it had shut behind him, a little swirly pattern had sprung to life, hinting that the tech might be working properly…

      … if Mort had wanted to talk to a swirling vortex of primary colors.

      PLEASE WAIT

      “What else do you expect me to do?”

      PLEASE WAIT

      “If I wasn’t planning to wait, I wouldn’t still be standing here, would I?”

      PLEASE WAIT

      Mort grumbled under his breath.

      Before he did something he’d need to call Trebla back to fix, the panel connected him to Emperor Khosrau.

      “So, you’ve made your decision?” the screen asked, and it might as well have been a mirror. Mort had worn that face long enough that he’d grown accustomed to it mimicking his every twitch and scowl.

      But this was Emperor Khosrau Blackstone, the third incarnation—assuming the real Hadrian hadn’t been fool enough to extract the nails from that book.

      “I have.”

      “And your associates?”

      “They’ll play ball. No one likes the Martian color guard playing politics. And more than a passing few of them like Carl well enough to stick their neck out for him. We’re in.”

      The smile that reflected back from the screen wasn’t one Mort had used often—at least, not while he was gazing into a mirror. “Pardon me if I don’t take you at your word.”

      “So pardoned.”

      “I’ll need an oath.”

      “You’d be a fool not to want one.”

      “And you’ll swear?”

      “Depends on the wording.”

      “Naturally,” the emperor replied. “You will kill General Bob Randall. You will also kill all the members of his inner circle, his assistants, his descendants, and the military government line of succession present on Mars. That will leave nominal leadership of the government in the hands of an Admiral Colleen Sherwin, currently in command of a fleet from her battleship, the MNV Augustus. She has two granddaughters and a niece in custody on Earth. Her, we can deal with to arrange a surrender.”

      “Not really hearing an oath in there.”

      “Your oath will be to carry out this plan without undue delay, deviation, or deception. You will be candid with me in all aspects of mutual intelligence sharing. You will not seek to seize power for yourself. In return, I guarantee the safety and comfort of Carl Ramsey in the interim and his release upon fulfillment of your oath.”

      Mort rubbed his smooth chin. “And your people will give us the support we need to make this happen? I can’t just knock on a few doors and incinerate whoever answers. Well, I could, I suppose, but that wouldn’t get the job done in this case.”

      “Yes. I’ll be providing any information you’ll need. This will be a top priority.”

      “Fine, then. I’ll swear it.”

      “It’s just the two of us. Use your true identity.”

      Part of full cooperation would probably entail revealing that Mort had informed the Arete crew already. This was less a deep, dark secret than Emperor Khosrau might have liked to think.

      “I, Mordecai The Brown, do solemnly swear, upon my power, that I will abide by the terms of my agreement with Emperor Khosrau Blackstone, otherwise known as Hadrian The Brown. I will eliminate the Martian Military Government’s top officials, leaving some inconsequential nobody of an admiral in charge. And if Carl Ramsey is not released unharmed, unhindered, and unencumbered from his imprisonment, or if I have found him to be unduly mistreated during his captivity, I swear by the blood in my veins that I will avenge him.

      “That good enough for you?”

      It was so damnably impossible to read the nonsense going on with that face, that face he knew all too well, but which appeared now so alien to him. But it seemed that Khosrau found that blunt, no-nonsense oath something of a surprise.

      “Indeed. I will put the appropriate people in contact with you to begin the preparation for this endeavor. I need not tell you that this matter demands the utmost secrecy. Tell no one you can’t trust with that oath of yours.”

      “If you didn’t need to tell me, you shouldn’t have. Now, fuck off. I’ve got thinking to do.”

      The screen bulged and wrinkled and went blank as Mort clenched a fist. There was probably some proper, technological way to end the connection, but he didn’t care to wait for help with it.

      Heaving a sigh, Mort stared down at the inscribed circle on the floor around him, confirmed by the little chimp to be out of view of the camera. An angry purple glow faded as its protections against swearing oaths subsided.

      It would be a cold day in the guild hall of the Order of Prometheus before someone pulled a fast one on Mordecai The Brown.
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        * * *

      

      Far from the Arete and several hours offset from their chronos, another dinner assembled. This one, far more exclusive than Captain Ramsey’s, was a mere singular guest accompanied by the bare minimum of servants.

      Emperor Khosrau Blackstone was not a man known for his exotic or refined palate. Hadrian hadn’t needed to accustom himself to caviar and pate. And while, as emperor, he could have ordered the most expertly prepared fugu, he’d never found the idea of poisonous fish appealing in the first place.

      Luckily, Khosrau’s lone dinner companion was of even a less pretentious mien than his former life.

      Carl Ramsey took huge bites of his Earth-raised steak burger, dolloped with ketchup, slathered with aerosol cheese, and stacked with bacon—nearly raw, at his request—and chatted as he chewed. “You might wanna consider something stronger than beer. Your hands are still shaking.”

      The damned spacer was a chameleon. Not a spy in Khosrau’s employ wouldn’t benefit from a few weeks under this one’s tutelage and taking copious notes. Bartender. Folk musician. Doting father. He was all of these without so much as a hiccup. Starfighter pilot. Smuggler. War criminal. These all fit him as well—the latter convincingly portrayed by the eyndar spectacle, even if few within Earth Navy agreed with the characterization.

      Tonight, among his many ancillary roles, Carl was playing the amiable prisoner.

      There was a dissonance Khosrau had to keep in mind, every breath he took and every bite he chewed, that this affable dolt would turn him into a decorative fountain spouting his own blood if the opportunity arose for an escape.

      Every word. Every action. Every unspoken thought, the man needed to be considered in that light. He’d do what it took, no matter what that entailed, in order to secure his own survival.

      “A muscular tremor. Nothing more.”

      “Hey, at least those ‘tremors’ are only in your hands. Plenty of guys lose bladder control after a chat with Mort.” He made casual small talk of bargaining with an elite assassin. That same intonation could just as easily have been used between two old men discussing their preferred dietary fiber supplement.

      “You know him as well as anyone, I imagine. Do you suspect he’ll find some loophole to worm his way out of our deal?”

      “Nah. He doesn’t need to. Plus, I doubt Mort really cares for those Martians in the first place. After all, when he had the job, they were a pain in his ass, too. Plus, it’s a classic tale.”

      Khosrau paused in lifting a Nevrokopi potato chip to his lips. “Explain. Classic how?”

      “A comeback story. Old heavyweight champ. Forced into retirement by age. Still feels like he’s got something left in the old fuel rods. Some Faustian bargain gives him a fresh new body and a crack at an old rival he couldn’t take down in his heyday. Story practically writes itself.”

      The chip crunched as Khosrau bit down, releasing a wave of flavors from imported peanut oil, Cornish sea salt, and the Nevrokopi potatoes themselves. “So, you think he’ll do this gladly?”

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong, you’re pissing him off to hell and back. You can drag a kid out for ice cream, but if you’re dragging them, there’s no amount of ice cream that’ll stop them being pissed at you.”

      “I wonder if your experience in parenting was colored by raising Jessica as your eldest.”

      The spacer’s laugh sounded so genuine that Khosrau almost believed they were having an amiable conversation. “Maybe. You hear about parents wishing that their kids have to raise a little copy of themselves someday. My old man was the galaxy’s biggest asshole, but even he never wished that on me. Happens anyway, though.”

      “You do understand that the more you can help me manage him, the smoother this whole prisoner release will run. Don’t you?”

      “Emperor, old buddy, old pal o’ mine. I just spent the longest week of my life getting shit on figuratively and pissed on literally by a bunch of speech-impaired pack hunters without a brain cell to share among them. Yet here I am, sitting with the emperor of the cosmos, eating one of the five or ten best burgers of my life and drinking a top-50 beer. What’ve I got to complain about?”

      Oh, was that ever a loaded question. Being taken hostage. The implicit threat of death or torture if Mordecai The Brown didn’t cooperate. The repeated deflections when Carl had hinted that he could entertain a few of the more neglected members of the ever-growing imperial harem, and if Khosrau made a threat of it, his wife couldn’t get mad at him.

      “You’re right, of course. Care for dessert?”
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        * * *

      

      Her duffel fuffed onto the bed, mussing a bedspread that probably cost more than many humans earned in a year. The chandelier swayed like a hangman’s noose, high above. Probably wouldn’t snap loose and crash down onto her in her sleep. Probably. Tiffany sighed and slipped out of her shoes, chastising herself for paranoia.

      Plush rugs felt wonderful beneath bare feet. Chipped nail tint was an excuse to treat herself to a pedicure. Padding over to the window, savoring each step, she drew back the curtain and stared into the boundless Caledonian Ocean. Lit by external floodlights, a coral reef lazed past, teeming with colorful little fish.

      “Bullshit assignment.”

      They’d taken away her ship. Something about necessary repairs, replacing permanently damaged parts that had seen too much astral travel, and valuing her personal safety. It had taken days to get here to her next job.

      And they hadn’t even told her what it would be.

      Somewhere aboard the Neptune’s Reverie was a contact who’d fill her in on the details. Whatever it was, the target had better be on the ship, too. Otherwise, there would be a two-week delay as Tiffany was cooped up with a bunch of rich, bored socialites, ne’er-do-wells, and retirees.
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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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