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        History is a set of lies agreed upon.
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      Several generation ships left Old Terra in pairs, carrying many cultural influences. Anglene was settled by one of those pairs; the discerning Reader is invited to search for the provenance of several terms that, while scientific when the ships were sent, have long since passed into common usage.

      Readers are also invited to remember that the legends this particular story is built upon served many different purposes, from the personal to the social to the cultural. True legends are shapeshifting mirrors; we see in them what we wish.

      If this tale does not suit, you are more than free to write your own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART 1


          

          
            LANDFALL

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            HOME FRONT

          

        

      

    

    
      “Peacetime has different demands,” the general with yellowed teeth—definitely not implants—said through bloodless lips, every pore on his sagging face visible at the head of the transport’s long, dimly lit alley. Even if you didn’t have your earfillers in or your audio jacked you knew what he was yammering about, because the text-scroll at the bottom jumped out in flashing noro-red, the color they trained you to take seriously.

      The Corps joke was only corpses didn’t snap to attention when noro popped. Three-dimensional, the words throbbed like a bad tooth, a speech about transitioning to what every soldat longed for if they had any sense robbed of its enticement by the readipak appeals to patriotism.

      The only time they started talking about Greater Anglene was when they wanted some idiots to “volunteer” for shit duty. You learned that quick in the Corps, but some didn’t learn quick enough and ended up gutshot, whisped, choked by kanno-gassa, or pounded into rags of flesh by a barrage they could have avoided by simply staying home.

      “Gonna get laaaid,” the clipped-bald serjeant at the end of Hood’s row said for the fiftieth time since they jumped atmo. Hood’s stomach turned over, but he didn’t move. It was best to stay still when motion wasn’t absolutely required. “Oh, man,” the serjeant continued, “I am gonna get so laaaid.”

      “Good for you,” a caporal with new teeth-buds filling in her bottom jaw and the pink of reconstructive flesh on her cheeks barked across the aisle. “Shut up about it, some of us are tryna sleep.”

      The serje caressed his X-lock, staring straight ahead. Bare scalp gleamed under a thin screen of dark fuzz; he shut up, but Hood was sure it was a mercy of short duration. At least this wasn’t transpo to a combat drop; you could—technically—smack your X-lock and get up, fumble down the central aisle with boots grabbing tacfloor and every muscle fighting standard transport grav, and make it to the head.

      It wasn’t worth it; Corps transport grav was notoriously tricky, given to small bubbles. If you took a header on the metal grating made for grab-boots, you could land hard, flay uniform and flesh both, and get a bunch of assholes laughing at you in the bargain.

      So Hood lowered his eyelids another fraction, trying not to stare at flashing red text. Fighting the training meant to keep you alive was only acceptable in short doses and extraordinary situations; Logic take it all, Hood looked forward to being a civilian again.

      At least now the rebellion was over and civilian wasn’t just another word for casualty. Or even worse, insurgent—a redband wrapped up in rags, ready to thump a thermal ’nade or shoot a dumbass soldat just trying to do their job. Hood exhaled, slowly, passing the midpoint where the trigger should be squeezed.

      No targets in range. Except that stupid sex-starved serje, who inhaled like he was going to start in again.

      “Don’t,” someone muttered in the row behind them, a harsh throat-cut combat whisper. “Don’t do it, ya moonie logicfucker.”

      Maybe the serje heard, or maybe he just decided talking about it was no use when he could fantasize quietly. In any case, he shut up and Hood’s fingers fell away from the hilt tucked along his left hip. Slim, razor-edged, and entirely illegal, part of any old-timer’s kit, the whisp was a redband’s preferred assassination tool, easy to make and practically undetectable even on morascans. Get close in a crowd, slide the whisp between barely perceptible seams of wrap-armor, vanish into the confusion. More than one officer learned about the whisps too late, bled dry on dust-filthy streets between billets. Settlements crowded with sullen faces, readipak food and the chaos of combat drops, waiting in a filthy hide with only his own stink and the ryfl to keep him company—and all the while, not a single word from home.

      What a word. Home. As if all planets, all mining moons or asteroids, all settlements, all cities weren’t the fucking same. Interchangeable, like soldats on the firing line. Getting into long-range training just made you lonelier, it didn’t make you any less…what was the word?

      Marah would know. She’d used it once in primary school, for a history report. Fungible, that was it. Like a fungus, only not. Double meanings in the same sounds like a good hide, one you could use more than once. Variation kept you safe, but sometimes they wouldn’t expect you to strike again from the same spot.

      Hood took a deep breath. Sweat, oil, uniform cloth, the slight hot smell of primed ’nades and cryon. Boots worn so long the feet felt naked without them, uniforms clean and pressed as if you were on R&R, hair and faces freshly shaved since it was peacetime now and regulations that meant nothing in the field must be adhered to, so help you Logic and pray a polis-militaire didn’t show up.

      The tethered shimscreen at the head of the transport flickered. The general’s face vanished; a ripple of interest went through caged soldats. But it was only footage of another Victory Parade, this one on Capricorn Prime. Evanescent flutters filling the air, flymsytape that would disappear when the humidity rose, bright dots raining on an apathetic crowd watching dress-uniformed Corpsmen march in blue-clad lockstep. Black with blue stripe was for the polis, blue dress was for the Corps, noro-red for watch your shit, swabbie.

      Hood shut his eyes. As soon as they docked he’d be put on a smaller transport, one with actual seats instead of cradles and X-locks. He might even achieve a fitful sleep before landing on Sagittarius Prime. He’d be processed out, given a slap on the back, and as soon as his boots touched the street outside the rectangular black CPC in Sharud he would be plain old Robb Locke again. He could hire a khibi to take him out to Lamóre, and even if his father wouldn’t see him there would be the hay-fragrant loft to sleep in. Shit, he’d done it before when Father was mad. And if the barn was locked or he didn’t feel like it, he could hoof out to Madán, and there…

      Hood closed his eyes, and saw that clearing in the woods near Lamór Slee, the water turned to a trickle under fierce summer heat. The afternoon before he left, Marah’s arms crossed and the light on her long, curling blue-black hair. You don’t have to, Robb. Nobody will think any less of you, and who cares what your father says?

      Of course his progenitor hadn’t written. But even in his dreams, Hood wondered why she hadn’t.

      It didn’t matter. Once he got home, he’d pick up where he let off. That was the promise, right? Join Parl Jun, and do your duty! All the holos had adoring girls beaming at uniformed shapes, and everyone who came back from leave talked about getting laid by chieweed pretties.

      Well, he’d done everything that could be considered duty, maybe he’d even get something like a reward. Hood dropped into sleep with a soldat’s ease, and if his dreaming hands twitched, feeling the jolt of the ryfl, that was all right. At least dreams couldn’t hurt you.

      Or so he thought then.
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      In space, nobody could hear you curse when you skinned your knuckles.

      At least, so Marah Madán told herself, sucking on her knuckles and tasting blood. The warning light flicker-faded, and a steady row of blue and green was her reward for guesswork and hope, not to mention a generous helping of her own flesh left on unforgiving metal. “Try it again,” she yelled through the hatch, even though she knew they would hear her over the intercom, snugging herself into the standing cradle and X-harness near the door. “Yes, I’m clipped in.” She shoved the catch closed, hurriedly, since Will wouldn’t engage until he got the harness feedback.

      “Now you are clipped in. All Terrans are safely stowed.” Will’s disembodied, static-spike voice floated from at least three speakers. “Mistress, all readings are within acceptable limits. Standby for gravsat in three…two…”

      Marah braced herself. If this didn’t work, she was going to have to get creative.

      “One,” Will finished, and a deep, happy thrumming added itself to the rest of the engine noises. A familiar dragging along all her limbs settled into an ache on her bruised left hip as well as the smaller pain of her knuckles throbbing. The voice changed, spilled through the grating nearest her with far less interference. “Grav engaged at ninety-three percent standard. Terran vitals holding steady. Mistress, are you all right?”

      “Fine.” She ached all over, but that was usual after a few days collecting and stacking salvage. “Just had to hit it kind of hard. Jorah? How we doing?”

      “Ready to jump as soon as you’re on deck, boss lady.” Her pilot’s cheerful, deep baritone lost only a little of its warmth through the intercom’s electronic throat. “Will, start crunching gate numbers.”

      “The navsat has already begun,” Will replied, equably. After a while, you started inferring emotion onto skarls, an operational hazard. Even the latex-skinned Wi3+ series the Corps used for limited trauma support got names and imputed personalities. “Mistress, the closest first-aid cabinet is fully stocked. It is located⁠—”

      “—in the next chuteway, Will, yes, thank you.” Marah suppressed the urge to grind her teeth. Her head-cover had slipped, her Corps-shorn hair in the most awkward phase of growing-out. Too long to stay out of her way, too short to tie back, and enough to make her grimly swear she would never cut it again, Mother Moon witness her vow. A few minutes with a keratin spinner would solve it, but she preferred the old way. “I’m fine. Just some skinned knuckles. I’m a medic, not a mechanic.”

      “You have aptitude.” A little red eye across the under-engine bay blinked, right over the tiny fisheye lens Will was probably using to watch her right now. Of course, a synthetic could sync with just about any tech advanced or open enough; you’d have to have something low on the Erdmann Scale or military highgrade to keep them out. Their ethical programming was stringent enough to keep skarls from peering where they shouldn’t, but it always permitted safety checks while outside a planet’s gravwell.

      “Aptitude my ass,” Marah muttered. “Usually when a male says that, he wants something from me.”

      Jorah’s laugh crackled through the comm grating, cut off midway by Will’s reply, placid and undisturbed. “You must be careful, mistress. Infection can compromise a Terran system in very little time.”

      “Thanks, Will,” Jorah cut in. “Give the lady some privacy, huh?”

      The red light flickered off, but it was a safe bet Will was monitoring in other ways. Dad should have named him Spye like the HSS agent in the old flat-talkies. Unfortunately, First Echelon Aethelstan Rotherwood Madán had seen no need to give Will anything other than a utilitarian pun of a callsign, and by the time Marah was eight, she’d taken to calling him Will too. It was too late to change now.

      When Marah reached the bridge, the lean iron-haired skarl turned in the navigator’s seat and examined her. The retainer had a weathered face, almost parental in its changelessness; not a single line on it had moved since her childhood. Will’s consciousness resided in the Terran-looking frame as a matter of course, since you couldn’t expect a Wi11 retainer to let its Terran wander unprotected; his secondary consciousness often resided in Madán alcazar’s stone walls and seamless tech. When he retired to his upgrade cabinet, the two synced; degradation of the secondary would set in after a couple tendays without the catch-up.

      Outside the bridge’s bubble, stars glittered in hard blackness. Much closer, Sagg Prime glowed, a blue jewel with two habitable moons glittering sharply as well. The salvage belt past the uninhabited Sagg-Roque 4, stuffed with cruiser remains and cubes of compressed, unscreened rubbish that nevertheless might hold traces of minerals or tech worth stripping, moved with deceptive slowness. It took a light touch and one eye always on the scanners to avoid being caught between interlocking fields of trash. The further in you went, the better the pickings were—and the more dangerous it was when the thrusters decided they were going to stop taking overflow and demand most of the available power instead.

      Jorah stretched out his legs, his beefy paws steady and delicate as he tapped, got returns, ran them again. “How bad is it?”

      Normally she would have assumed he was talking about the grav shunted from the core, but he jabbed a meaty finger at her bandaged hand.

      “I’m fine,” Marah checked the line of tolerances on the secondary board—all green or yellow, safe enough. “I know how to apply antiseptic and skintape. What gate are we aiming for?” A tiny starsteal hop would get them across the empty space between the edge of the belt and home, and she was almost looking forward to real grav instead of the facsimile.

      Almost.

      “The usual. Sagg P, A-1.” Jorah shrugged, and his careful nonchalance was a sign of deep relief. The A-1 gate was busy enough to slip through without a search, not like either of the moon-gates. “If there’s anyone really on-spot around we’ll have to, you know, just fly casual.”

      “All our flymsywork’s in order.” Marah resettled her head-cover and glanced at Will before settling in the capitain’s cradle, running her gaze along the primary readouts. “Right?”

      “Yes, mistress.” Will’s murmur was barely audible, since he would suspect the question was rhetorical.

      “Uh-huh. Sure.” Jorah grinned. His left canine gleamed under a scarred lip, freshly budded in with his fraction of the last load’s sell-worth. After a couple days out, he lost the miserable look he had planetside, unbuttoning his violently patterned shirts and scratching luxuriously at a Corps surplus under while on night watch, singing old chieweed songs while the smears or pinpricks of stars went on their cold, impersonal way outside. He wasn’t really fat, just big, long thick heavyworlder bones, muscles used to hauling, a bushy gingerish head, and palms that Marah could use as a scalp-warmer if she was still fully Corps-cropped.

      “The gate is set, our queue order fixed,” Will recited. “Awaiting your mark, mistress.”

      For probably the thousandth time that day, Marah buckled in. She flicked a few toggles, glanced at Jorah, and watched the lights all turn green, a sweet sight indeed. “One-a-penny, two-a-penny,” she said, softly. Then, in her usual crisp capitain’s voice, “Hit it.”

      The stars turned to greasy, random-swirling streaks, and she exhaled.

      “We’ll make it.” Jorah hunched in the refitted pilot’s cradle. They’d had to cut part of the console away and rewire it, he was just so huge. “But I’m tellin’ you, Marah, we need servicing.”

      “I know.” She was lucky to have a good pilot who didn’t refuse to take an elderly transport out of atmo, really. The wrights would have a field day with the Retreat as soon as they touched down. “Soon as we hit the ground. I shouldn’t have pushed it.”

      “Well, I told you it was safe.” Jorah was unwilling to impute a bad call to a capitaine he respected; it was a pilot’s courtesy, and one she rather cherished.

      A jolt, the star-smears turning over, and she watched the countdown. The clinic could use everything she brought and more, since Madán’s liquidity was hedged with the trust fund restrictions to keep a First Echelon’s birthright from being frittered away.

      Well, where there was Discipline there was a way, as the saying went. They taught you triage in the Corps, allocating resources for maximum efficiency. The Wi3s could help and calculate, but the final decision was Terran; on that, the Triad Laws were quite clear. They taught you in school it was for the best; besides, synthetics couldn’t be sued or punished.

      A derelict or malicious medical worker could.

      So, they gave you triage drills all through your residency until you learned your limits. Fatigue was a brain-killer, rest strictly enjoined and enforced except under the worst combat conditions. It was dinned into medics over and over—you can’t help anyone if you’re dead on your feet. Burnout and fatigue aided the enemy.

      The best thing about being out of the Corps was the luxury of deciding what she was going to burn herself out on. A lot of people chose korprene or eating a white rail. Slow overdose on the one hand, a quick venting on the other; either road led you away into the black between stars.

      So much space, and only slivers of it habitable by Terrans. Fighting over those slices, ostensibly for living space or resources, was really just sheer madness. “Resources” as a concept lost all meaning when you were talking about infinity.

      Except there was the difference between those who wrested the resources free and those who profited. Even on the ships fleeing Old Terra, the division was sharp and uncrossable.

      Thinking about history put Marah in a bad mood, and she had other worries now.

      “Beginning gate countdown.” Will’s hatchet profile was serene, contemplative. Colored light flashed over his cheeks, and he turned his head slightly, glancing at her. The faint silvery sheen over his eyes gleamed, whites, iris, and pupil all refracting differently than a born Terran’s; he must be worried for it to show. “Mistress, there is official activity around the gate point.”

      “Great,” Jorah muttered. It was too late to change course now.

      Starstreaks spun counterclockwise, the bubble briefly darkening to shield Terran eyes from a possibly insanity-producing sight. Ivanhoe’s Retreat popped out of starseal much closer to Sagg Prime’s familiar bluegreen bulk. The planet filled the entire view, scanners fuzzing for a moment before untangling skeins of data. Much closer, a great suborbital transport ring glittered with a move-along pattern. The Aegis cruisers weren’t doing spot checks, but the Retreat’s tingler lit up a fraction of a second before Will spoke. “They are scanning, mistress.”

      “That’s fine,” she murmured. Jorah brought the ship around, clearing their landing quadrant, and began muttering his usual song of nerves.

      Will would make sure their scans didn’t show anything…unusual. Offmarket mods on a retainer weren’t quite legal, but Marah was First Echelon, and would only get a fine.

      Or so she hoped.

      Comms lit up, a watch-me pattern in blue. “It’s official,” Jorah said. “Ugh.”

      “Shh.” Marah touched the proper dial, leaned forward, and the hailer dropped from overhead. She caught it, wincing a little when her palm smacked against metal—grav was at half while syncing with Sagg Prime’s well and setting up their landing angle, and it made her proprioception slightly off. “This is Marah Madán of House Madán Mizar, capitaine of the Ivanhoe’s Retreat. Our registration is in order and our cargo secure. What is your query?”

      A familiar voice drifted through the comms. “Another mission of mercy, Mads?”

      “Hi, Giz.” She didn’t have to work to sound tired. Still, a thin thread of warmth curled through the bottom of her chest; she quashed it sternly. “What are you doing out of the well?”

      “Orders.” Which was all he ever said; you could drop a secret into Ged Gizabón and never even hear it hit the water. Even in secondary he’d been like that, let alone tertiary school. “What are you bringing in, dare I ask?”

      “Medical supplies and salvage.” Marah restrained the urge to add more. Unnecessary details were a dead giveaway. “As usual, and as our transmitted manifest says.”

      “I suppose if we came and looked, that’s exactly what we’d find?” There was even a note of amusement in his voice, but that didn’t mean anything.

      “You want to?” Marah closed her eyes; she wasn’t a Discipline or even a fullblown Lunacer, but a little prayer never hurt. “I’ll make you a cup of tai. Instant, but still hot.” That was the joke in tertiary; even Echelons were on tiny stipends during higher schooling.

      Giz laughed, the acid bark he’d come back from the war with. “No fraternizing on duty, they tell me. Pass by, Lady of Madán.” Lights turned blue on the cronkboard, and Jorah nudged the ship forward, not waiting for Marah’s glance. “I’ll take that tai later, when I’m off-shift.”

      “Certainly.” And I’ll pick that time to be very, very busy. Or maybe she wouldn’t, but she had to ration the attention she gave any man, Echelon or peasant. It was an old, familiar calculation, comforting like any threadbare habit. “Over and out.” She hit the toggle and exhaled, hard.

      “He knows,” Jorah muttered, darkly, his broad face flushing.

      “Not necessarily.” She rubbed at her temples; her right hand stung with antibiotic and skintape around her abraded knuckles. “He just acts like he does and watches for people getting nervous.”

      “Huh.” Jorah considered this, popped the grav-tuner, and oriented them for entry, waiting for the navsat to clear a route. “He makes me nervous.”

      Well, they didn’t call Ged Gizabón Noth’s Ryfl for nothing, she supposed. “He does that to a lot of people.”

      “But not you?” Jorah very deliberately didn’t sneak a glance at her, but he obviously wanted to.

      It was hard to be nervous when you remembered a scab-kneed transfer kid with a shy smile, a high-prowed nose, bright blue bad-luck eyes, and a shock of dark hair. Or when you had stopped, mouth ajar in shock, at a young soldat’s cot in a trauma tent, artillery shaking the earth into liquefaction less than three miles away away, and snapped get the fuck away with that, he’s fine.

      “Not me.” Her side-screen lit, showing the starboard buffers were heating up before they touched more than a fringe of atmo. “But the buffers do make me a little concerned. Will, route that overflow.”

      “Yes, mistress,” Will said, and from there it was like every other landing.

      They were almost home.
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      “You just let them through?” Capitain Parmecy was an oiled, black-haired weasel with a seamed scar down the left side of his face—it looked like a corefrag, and his left eye was a standard issue ocular implant instead of a bud—and affected astonishment. His new black-and-blue thermaseal polis uniform, creased precisely at every regulation fold, probably still smelled of distribution center moth-repellant, or maybe it was just his expression that made it seem that way. “It’s a hunk of junk, it’s barely spaceworthy. That’s a smuggler’s ship.”

      “That’s our Lady of Madán,” Ged Gizabón replied, calmly. His gloved hands, fingertips pressing together, didn’t move; the sleek console in front of him already had the next five ships in line shimmering in the holo field, scan-symbols popping under each glowing 3D representation. “She’s First Echelon, she can fly what she wants, and the Sharl will be displeased if she’s interfered with.” It wasn’t quite a lie; Noth knew Marah dabbled in quasi-legal salvage to keep the clinic open, but moving against a First Echelon, even one whose lone representative was a single female, was unprofitable.

      Especially since after the old lord’s death, Marah had been a ward of Parl Riccar himself. Besides, she charmed even grasping, flat-eyed Noth. She flat-out charmed everyone.

      Or maybe that was just Giz’s personal opinion. Noth really wouldn’t give two shits if she was interfered with, but Giz himself would, and that was good enough. He was endlessly glad this was his last stint on gate duty.

      “Oh.” Parmecy’s thin, scraped-clean cheek jumped, a tiny tic. Next he’d look for someone else to blame for his faux pas. “Sounded pretty chummy.”

      Yes, right on time. The only thing worse than arrogance was predictability. “She runs a Free Clinic for non-cits in the Saur. Goes out picking up salvage to buy supplies.” Ged strung out the words one by one. “She’s also a decorated Corps veteran.”

      “What, a pink star?” Parmecy decided to laugh, but the sound died halfway as Ged stared at him, bad-luck blue eyes cold as an arctic moon. The bridge was dead silent, every shipman, mate, or officer bending to their duties. They knew, even if this transfer fuckwad didn’t, who could be stopped and who could not; the asshole wasn’t making any friends by insisting on by-the-book or assuming Marah had been rear-echelon comfort staff.

      “Valor, at the Battle of Galvesto. Combat medic.” Ged watched the color leave Parmecy’s face, turning the weasel the exact shade of Corps-ration fromage gris. He glanced at the outgoing capitain, Simur Haldane, who shook his head fractionally. Haldane’s crisp white cap glowed under bridge lighting, and his big rangy frame filled the capitain’s chair comfortably. He looked like he was enjoying this, or maybe he was just constipated. Hard to tell with good old Grab-’em Haldane. “Decorated four times, as a matter of fact. The big G was only her third.”

      “Galvesto.” Haldane made a slight tsking sound, shaking his head. “That was a bad show, wasn’t it, Giz?”

      That was one way of putting it. The stink, the shaking, the noise, the filth, the screaming…a pitched battle, one of the bigger ones, and a near thing. The redbands had won that one, but victory had ripped their guts out, and the second phase of the rebellion had been well and truly finished.

      You couldn’t tell that until later, though. Or if you could, the word didn’t reach the soldats or the insurgents on the ground for a long while.

      “The worst,” Giz muttered, as he tapped an actual smuggler’s ship an Aegis civil security detail was going to have to board and search. Thinking of Galvesto was never pleasant, even if the memory included Marah’s pale face hovering like a gift over his blood-damp cot.

      She’d stopped the other medic from loading Giz’s veins with oblivion to ease his passing. At the time, writhing in pain, he’d been ready for anything to take the agony away. But later, when they fished the bits out of his belly, back, and legs to find out he was miraculously uninfected, clear of nerve agent, and not paralyzed either, plain old Third Echelon Ged Gizabón of Tabor—not yet a Second—knew what he owed, and where.

      It was the only debt in his life Ged actually liked paying on.

      “Decorated you for that one too,” Haldane said. He was enjoying this; his retirement was starting out with twitting a rearward rank-climber, always one of his favourite things.

      “And gave you a silver for Belheim, Simur.” Another bad show, that one. Giz didn’t glance at Parmecy, but the message was clear. Being in a supply depot when a redband infiltrated tossing grenades and getting sent home after the explosion was not at all like meritorious frontline service. “A couple of old warhorses, that’s us.”

      “Ah.” Parmecy cleared his throat. “I apologize, Capitain Gizabón.” Staggering over the accent syllable that meant Echelon, just a little, just enough to make it an insult. Apparently he hadn’t known Giz was a decorated vet, either. What the fuck had he been doing with his first two tendays planetside, if not finding out who the players actually were? The man was an idiot, but Noth was sure he’d be a useful one on gate duty, and Giz didn’t necessarily disagree.

      He was just unwilling to let said idiot put his filthy mouth on Marah’s name.

      “Good.” Giz also did not quite accept the apology. The temperature of the bridge dropped a few degrees, and icy politeness settled in every corner. “There’s traffic to clear, Parmecy. Let’s get to it.”

      By the time the expected military transport came, a big black blot in the orbital ring like a chokfish caught in a net, Parmecy’s uniform armpits were suspiciously dark. Getting a plum appointment like Transport Commissioner Capitain for the jewel of Anglene was a step up for him, but now he’d insulted a Second Echelon—even if just a newly minted one yanked up from Third for meritorious service—who just happened to be Shar Notheim’s intelligence head.

      Giz let Parmecy anticipate the worst, personally clearing the military transport to bring yet another load of Sagittarius Prime’s sons and daughters fully home from pacification duty. Then he smiled, that sharklike grin he reserved for those on the thinnest of puddle-ice, and left the bridge for his own jump back to planetside.

      “Parmecy,” he heard Capitain Haldane say, genially, “you done fucked up, son.” The door to the bridgelift whisked shut, cutting off the rest of the conversation, and Giz let out a soft, unamused laugh.

      He wouldn’t tell Marah she caused trouble everywhere. And he wouldn’t tell Noth that she was going out more regularly on smuggling runs. There was only so much trouble Sharl Notheim would let even a First Echelon cause, after all.

      Now that the war was over, Noth’s feathered nest was about to become a little less comfortable. Ged watched the stripes of light on either side of the door, horizontal bands passing through in rapid succession—another psychological ploy, to give a Terran a sensation of relative movement even in near-low grav so they didn’t go sprawling or vomiting when the hatch opened.

      At least Parl Regnant Riccar Planetegan was still on his exploratory crusade. If Hinri and Ileanor’s eldest son himself ever wandered home, who could tell what he’d think of the Redband Rebellion or his little brother’s handling of it? Parl Regent Jun had a lock on any means of communicating with his wandering elder star, and the rebellion’s slow, bloody death was sure proof Riccar hadn’t bothered to leave other, less official intel routes in place.

      Either that or he just didn’t care. Still, Riccar should come back if Anglene’s ship was drifting, right? The Helm and First Echelon families had awakened periodically to steer the great generations ships while other echelons and steerage slept in serried ranks of ova-sperm cryo, drifting through space to bring Terra’s children to safe harbor.

      The Firsts’ duty was to guide, even planetside.

      But apparently Discipline had spoken and the Parl Regnant was searching for new worlds. As if Anglene wasn’t enough for anyone to handle.

      Well, Parl Jun was the ruler in practice, and Sharl Noth, with his squeezing of maximum cryon for the war effort—and maximum profit for other items as well—was in very good odor with his royal Helm patron. Which meant Ged Gizabón was too, since favour, like shit, flowed downhill. Even in space, trash found the nearest well and circled it, incrementally closer and closer until it fell in.

      It was enough to give anyone vertigo, Ged decided, and the lift made a soft sound as it delivered him to the giant echoing cavern of a transport bay, busy with shuttles, pinnaces, and coracles to be deployed about a fleet’s business. There were more pleasant things to think about, to be sure. He couldn’t wait to get planetside again.

      Marah had agreed to tai.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            SOMEWHERE TO GO

          

        

      

    

    
      It was an article of soldat faith that any transport taking you on leave went half the speed of one hauling you to the front, and Hood had expected demobilization to be no different. But after scrubdown and vaccinations, exit flymsywork and papierwork, issuance of this, that, and the other, standing in line though thankfully not at attention, civilian ID issued, rechecked, verified, Corpsoldat ID processed into demob, and before he knew it he was outside the front door of the rectangular black Corpsoldat Processing Centre, blinking in a golden Sagittarius sunset, his dit-bag on his shoulder and no ryfl in easy reach. He was plain old Robbhan Locke of House Lamóre again, a proud Second Echelon boy home from the war.

      He could spend the night in the centre, but he wanted to go…home? Was that really the word? His Corps-issued lunch had even included fruit, and it had been metric months since he’d tasted small green Sagg Prime pitfruit.

      Outside of a readipak, that was.

      Newly demobbed soldats milled around, and the better pickpockets were probably having a fine day. Civvie fleecers kept their distance from the guards at the wide silica doors. The career-stripers on guard gazed jealously and pitilessly at the soldats-now-veterans, and Robb’s heart lodged in his throat like the idiot chunk of meat it was. He couldn’t swallow to get it into its proper place, and his entire skin itched at being out in the open without a ryfl or wrap-armor. Most of the demobbed had chosen dress blues to walk out in, but he’d opted for broken-in fatigues and the grab-boots that had seen him through the last eight metric months, glove-soft and familiar. Probably still with desert dust worked into the grabbers, despite a zipher bath to shake off any contamination.

      Go home, the red-nosed colonel said at the end of the final exit interview. Try to forget everything.

      Easy for him to say.

      “Move it, soldat,” someone barked behind him, and his hand itched for a whisp-hilt. “Keep the stairs clear.”

      Hood sank his boots into the stairs as the swabbie who wanted the steps clear just barely avoided a collision. It was a squat heavyworlder who had a mouthful of new teeth from buds, an ocular bud covered with the regulation blue and white dressing-eyepatch, and a dark blue, ill-fitting civvie suit with a placket, two pockets, and a mech driver’s loop on either side of the knees. He looked about to say something else, too, but one of the polis-militaires yelled something from the top of the flight and the heavyworlder visibly decided it wasn’t worth getting into a scuffle during his first few moments of demob.

      “Lot of blues.” A tall, rangy fellow caporal halted next to Hood, his long nose twitching. He wasn’t in dress blues either, but in fatigues that showed just as much hard wear as Hood’s own. “They should just put a few bars across the street and let us sort it out that way.”

      “Yeah,” Hood managed—no, he was Locke now, plain old Robbhan again—through dry lips. A jolt of something alcoholic would go down really well at the moment. Lipwalking wasn’t good in the field, but back at base, what else was there to do?

      “You got somewhere to go?” The caporal didn’t look concerned, but he still eyed Robb sideways with burning dark eyes, much like Ged Gizabón’s despite the color. This guy looked vaguely familiar, too, though his hair was dirty sand instead of Giz’s shock of unruly red-black. “I mean, uh, you from Sagg Prime? Of course you are, but⁠—”

      “I’m from Lamóre. Out near the Forest Preserve.” Robb examined the caporal’s nametag. Oh. So that’s who you are, but you’re not Robard. “Muchson? As in, Robard Muchson?”

      “His little brother.” A tentative smile bloomed on his coppery face, youth peeping out through a soldat’s detached, calculating gaze. “Milar. You’re…?”

      Hood. But there was no need for callsign or company name here. “Locke. Robb Locke.” He offered his hand; they were demobilized now. No salutes, no more surrenders, and he was just a plain old fellow whose father had bought a Second Echelon estate and hated the son who was supposed to inherit it and claw even further up the ladder.

      “Hey, I remember him talking about you.” Milar’s grasp was firm, warm, and callused as his own. “You went to primary and secondary together, right?” The caporal grinned, an easy expression, but a shadow darkened his bloodshot gaze.

      Now Robb remembered little Milar, knob-kneed and with a perpetual scab on his nose. Big dark-haired Robard had tormented his younger siblings mercilessly, not to mention anyone else unlucky enough to be smaller or weaker whenever he could get away with it. “Yeah, we got into a lot of trouble together. You were five standards behind, right? Damn, time flies.” A few shakes later—at least he wasn’t a squeezer like his bâtard brother—they were acquaintances. “Robard demobbed too?”

      Milar shook his finely modeled head. Short, sandy-wooly curls held his hair very close to the scalp. “Nope, he got sent home in a case. Chiron, one of the moons. Long-ranger got him.”

      Now that was news. “Shit, I’m sorry.” But not overly so. Robard had been an asshole, and war was unlikely to change that.

      Still, you mourned every soldat, because replacements were bad for unit cohesiveness and tended to get their asses, not to mention someone else’s, shot off at the slightest provocation. You wanted a tight group of buddies, and you wanted them to stay alive first and foremost, but you also wanted them to stay put instead of being transferred to some other meatgrinder.

      “Yeah, well.” A moment of silence, under heavy golden afternoon light. Milar glanced away, rolled his shoulders once, an easy movement, bracing himself for the rest of the day. “You got somewhere to go, Locke?”

      “Out to the old homestead, I guess.” Thank Discipline his name didn’t bear one of those telltale accents; Lamóre wasn’t a hereditary estate. Robb had been expected to turn administrator and get a commission to stay in control of what Father considered his due. “But maybe not right away.”

      That earned another grin from Milar Muchson’s ready store. Looked like the kid was easygoing, but you couldn’t really tell until the firing started. “You want to catch a drink?”

      It was both a relief and a fresh terror to be free of the Corp’s control. When all you had to do was wait for orders, you didn’t have to choose. Now, a dizzying array of options threatened to drown them both.

      Robb Locke’s cheeks felt strange, because they had bunched up. He was, of all things, smiling. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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      In a large, very comfortable study on a planet in the Capricorn system, upon a heavy, almost antique wooden desk scattered with permasheaves, temporary sheaves, and quite a few notes scrawled on loose flymsy, the encrypto-dish glowed. Between its paired flat circles, one invisibly tethered atop a column of unsteady air, light and sound was distorted to provide a rendering of a man with dark hair and honey highlights, his cheeks shaven clean but still shadowed—the Parl Regnant stubbled earlier than most.

      He did everything earlier, faster, better.

      “Well, little brother, that finishes all the business.” The holograph smiled, a familiar, easy expression captured in false 3D. Spackles and noise ran through the image before it firmed, transmission across the gulf of space fraying the edges of every word. “It was good to get your fittles, all of them. I was beginning to think you’d forgotten all about me.” A short pause, expressions flittering over Parl Regnant Riccar’s handsome coppery face. Probably wondering whether to say that was a joke, Jun. “We just cleared the edge of the Ring. They’re programming the starsteal now, soon we’ll know if this crazy idea will work or not. Just imagine, coming out without a gate. We’ll either be famous or dead.” A quick grin, familiar from coinage and credit flymsy notes as if the ruler of Great Anglene could be anything other than famous. “The succession package is really clear, you shouldn’t have any trouble.”

      It was, Parl Regent Jun thought a trifle bitterly, just like the jackass to mention it. Whenever he felt a twinge of conscience, getting out this old recording and playing it provided a salutary sting.

      Had Riccar really, honestly thought about what he was doing? Or had his own mortality just become apparent to him halfway through his little venture?

      It would become even more so before long, Jun knew. Everything was almost, almost ready.

      “You might not hear from us for a while,” Riccar said. Another thin thread of silvery static ran from the top of the image to the bottom, fractional data-loss instantly bridged by Terran eyes and brain working simultaneously, erasing gaps in what it was coded to recognize as another human face. “If that while ends up being forever, well…I love you, little brother.”

      “Liar,” Parl Jun muttered, the corners of his generous, mobile mouth drawing down. Even the double sisters and tech-heavy but finger-thin fillet meant to clasp a Parl’s head and shout his status had been laid aside for the moment, and he was in a shabby brown jumpsuit with padding at mechanic-necessary places, comfortable and completely un-royal. For at least a quarter-standard he could be completely alone, and he was wasting it listening to this drek.

      Again.

      The holograph was almost as expressive as Riccar in person, but not nearly as suffocating. Raw charisma didn’t leak out of its every pixel, and there was no feeling dwarfed by a tall broad-shouldered man whose laugh filled an entire Star Chamber. Jun settled in the chair behind the desk, his grab-boot’s soles pointed at the Great Helmsman.

      It was unexpectedly satisfying.

      “Well.” Riccar stared intently at whatever bead was capturing this message to be fittle-beamed like a ryfl bolt for Anglene—the entire galaxy must have been a dim thread of light from the bridge of Riccar’s great exploratory armada. It was a gamble—the three old Ark-class ships available hadn’t had starsteal yet, the great advance in interstellar travel only a theoretical skeleton in great sheaves of painstaking data by the scientists who loaded Terra’s chosen-frozen few onto the paired, massive quasi-sentient ships and consigned them to the Helm and First Echelon families to lead and guide.

      Chapter and verse, historical worsts. A few other Arks might have reached their intended target galaxies; there was no way of knowing even with fittle and starsteal. More genships could be built, really—they had the blueprints, the tech was right there, but why bother with such a resource-intensive gamble? Plenty of room on Anglene’s planets and moons, especially since the terraforming had gone better than even the ancient best-case projections even if the fleet had been pared down to half-size. The only problem nowadays was a great mass of transplanted Terrans refusing to uphold their end of the social bargain.

      The hands who would not obey a capitain’s order were mutinous deadweight, and should be set adrift. It was only proper.

      “They’re calling for me,” Riccar continued, as if he hadn’t reached the end of any subject that could conceivably be about him and gotten bored of reciting platitudes. “I do love you, little brother. I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye, but out here, well, things like that get small. Hopefully I’ll see you again someday. For family, brother, and for Anglene.”

      “For Anglene,” Jun murmured reflexively, and watched the holograph fold itself down. Had Riccar been drunk? Not on anything alcoholic, but maybe on his vision of himself as the Great Helmsman swinging into the Deeps? Even complete control over a clutch of inhabited star-systems wasn’t enough for his brother’s pride.

      No, Riccar wanted more, and set out to grab it from the cold reaches of space. History, both Old Terran and Anglene, was full of men like him.

      Jun made himself even more comfortable, eyeing the encrypted fittle player’s flat, hovering black topdisc as if it would light up with a hurried postscript. Of course Riccar’s transmissions could be replayed in entirety before an adoring crowd, even the recital of coordinates and governmental folderol each started with. Playing to the captures, both Free Network and chieweed, was a Planetagen family duty.

      One of the many.

      Outside the great wraparound window, Capricorn Tertius glowed in the dusk. Most of the planet was a preserve held in common by the First Echelon of Anglene, but significant tracts were reserved for House Planetagen, a prerogative of the Helm for summering or resource management. Tropical greenery, mostly blue-tinted in the lowlands but shading purple-to-blush in higher elevations, moved gently under seasonable winds. Jun wouldn’t have another planetside vacation in a while, even a working on; the rest of his plans required being in orbit.

      Still, he was going through Riccar’s old messages one by one. Perhaps he was even saying farewell, in his own way.

      This was, after all, the alcazar they had both largely grown up in, watched over by tech and by hand as their parents governed the galaxy. Jun had taken refuge in this room more than once, fleeing the rough camaraderie of Jun’s loud, broad-shouldered, hunt-crazed friends.

      Now, it was converted to a Parl Regent’s private study.

      Very few of the Three Echelons had bothered with Jun, especially since Mother’s partiality was fixed at an early age. She was probably watching from one of Logic’s many hells, if the Discipline was right, or was a restless ghost on the dark side of some cold satellite if the Moon was. And how Gran Marl Ileanor would be gnashing her teeth to find Riccar on a wild chase and Jun with the wheel in his hands.

      It wasn’t quite that she had disdained her younger son. It was just that everything, to Mother, had its use, and she intended to see that use embarked upon posthaste. Enter the Discipline, Jun. It’s what you’re fit for.

      Well, he hadn’t taken orders but the Discipline’s seminary schools had taught him plenty. Most importantly, how to wait. How to revisit this very room periodically, closing his eyes and hearing the laughter, the brittle snap of a bone breaking, his own sniveling cries, and Riccar’s fury.

      How dare you touch a Planetagen!

      Parl Regent Jun rubbed at his left arm, a slow, meditative movement he indulged in nowhere but here. No scan would show the break, of course. Setting and re-matrix was even fairly noninvasive, as modern medical tech went. Still, sometimes it ached, for no other reason than his father Hinri’s cold, remembered glare.

      Stop whining, Jun. You are Planetagen.

      Father was no doubt in one of Logic’s heavens, being firmly Discipline. He was probably fuming over anything being left in Jun’s hands at all, much less the entire galaxy. At least their neglect had been benign instead of malevolent. Once they had what they wanted—and what parent would have wanted more than Riccar, indeed—they were disposed to be absent but relatively kind.

      Jun smiled, a rather sweet expression on a long-nosed, drowsy-eyed face. He thumbed the encrypto-dish off and stood, crossing to the large window and gazing unseeing on fleshy leaves, giant trunks, hanging vines, the vivid splashes of bird-flickers in the canopy, steam rising from the forest floor in lazy curls as the day’s heat released itself from Capricorn loam. The entire system was a heat-trap. His chair spun lazily, borrowed movement imparting a simulacrum of life.

      Well, the redband rebellion was finished. The Planetagen name and primacy was even more firmly assured. Even the ghosts of his cursed family would have to admit as much.

      When he was finished contemplating the seethe outside, he turned on his heel and strode for the double doors, snapping the double rosters on both left and right arms, settling the fillet upon his brow and feeling the slight tingle as it scanned for biometrics and alerted the security net that the alcazar’s sole important inhabitant was on the move. It was time to wash off sweat from épfée practice and allow the chamber presence to dress him, then the smaller Star Chamber would activate when he stepped inside, holograms crowding him. Clients, Aegis bureaucrats, Corps officers, and ministers were waiting for direction, the hive of Anglene needing its brooding intelligence stirred, massaged, and sometimes stung in order to move in any direction—least of all forward.

      Now that he had practiced his stinging, Parl Regent Jun was certain he could do everything else. Especially since Riccar had thoughtfully removed his big brainless self from the entire game. After a decent interval, it would be Parl Regnant Jun instead of merely Regent, and the sound of it suited him—though he would refuse the Senatus Prime the first time it brought such a title to him.

      It wouldn’t do to seem too eager.

      Really, all Jun hoped for was a maintenance of the new status quo. A galaxy at rest, with his hands upon the rudder.

      He was even, he found as he approached the doors, smiling without sarcasm.

      For once.
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