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        You loved me once

        Laid your hands on me and broke my skin

        (I let you in)

        You peeled apart my metal doors

        (Thought I was yours)

        Shattered my plexiglass

        

        And when there was nothing left of me to fly

        (watch me try not to cry)

        You built yourself a brand-new miracle

        & sailed away into the sky

        I remember you.

      
        A spaceship never forgets

        “MEDITATIONS ON HEARTBREAK,” COLLECTED POEMS OF THE MUSKETEER ARAMIS, © SOLAR IMPERIAL 39835.PARIS
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            CHASING SPACESHIPS
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      This was not the first time that Athos had lost a spaceship he loved.

      It was not even the third time.

      He always promised himself he wouldn’t get attached. Avoiding intimacy was something he found easy when it came to people (most people), but spaceships had a way of getting under his skin.

      It didn’t help that he always refused to get a bland factory settings ship. Oh, no. He had to go hunting for one with personality.

      Here we go again.

      “Where old spaceships go to die,” he said aloud.

      This was the storage yard that time, space and Musketeers forgot. It was full of salvaged ship debris: a low-ceilinged treasure trove beneath the Musketeer space dock. Engies came here from time to time, rummaging for spare parts. Finding enough scrap to assemble a complete dart was a pipe dream.

      He still intended to try.

      “I can’t believe Treville made you come here for a replacement for the Parry-Riposte instead of printing you a new ship,” said Porthos from where she sat on the hull of a beautiful dart that had once been called the Saucy Nancy, but had been sliced into four separate pieces during a laser battle.

      Athos remembered that battle. The Musketeer who piloted her had ended up in three pieces.

      “I can,” said Aramis, poking at the rubble of a broken tail fin with her boot. “She threatened to, after he lost the Balestra last year.”

      “That was one time, and I found her again!” Athos protested.

      “I can’t see how that redeems you for literally losing a spaceship.”

      “At least when he blew her up, it was in service to the Crown,” Porthos teased.

      “I did not – I hate you all.”

      D’Artagnan’s laugh, loud and enthusiastic, rang above their bickering. It was her first visit to the land of broken spaceships, and she looked like a wide-eyed child at Joyeux. She always looked like a child to Athos.

      He had to keep reminding himself that she was twenty, not twelve, and that the three of them didn’t actually have to feel guilty that their friendship was going to corrupt her irretrievably.

      Well. Maybe they should feel a little guilty.

      “Why do they hang on to this stuff?” asked D’Artagnan, whose spacer mentality had trouble computing that so much yardage on a space station might be reserved for slabs of steel and spare parts, instead of dissolving it down to its atoms to be re-used as freshly printed ship.

      “You can’t print personality,” said Athos. “Who wants a ship without any scratches on the hull?”

      “Me, I do, my ship is perfect,” Porthos said, waving a hand as if she was volunteering in class. “You take too much pride in saving broken things.”

      Athos refused to respond. He didn’t want anyone to start assuming metaphors where none existed.

      Grimaud emerged from behind a stack of cables and hatchways, her usual headphones slung around her neck instead of clamped over her ears. “Treville offered him a new ship,” she said. “He refused to accept until he was sure there wasn’t something down here that could be salvaged.” With that betrayal, his engie stood there and smirked.

      Athos calmed himself by imagining several ways that he could kill her, silently, with no one ever suspecting him.

      Aramis and Porthos shot identical looks of delight at Athos.

      “You ROMANTIC,” Aramis howled.

      “I might swoon,” Porthos agreed.

      D’Artagnan grinned all over her baby face.

      Athos growled at them all.

      “Speaking of,” said Grimaud, and crooked her fingers. “Found something, boss.”

      He might be furious at her for ganging up on him with the other women, but he still trusted her implicitly when it came to spaceships. Athos followed Grimaud deeper into the yard, with the others trailing behind.

      “This one is a possibility,” said Grimaud, tapping a silver dart with most of its side attached. “Someone’s stripped out the internals, but the hull is sturdy enough to save.”

      “And?” Athos said patiently. He knew a red herring when he saw one.

      “And then there’s this fellow.” Grimaud stopped, and everyone else bumped into Athos, craning their necks to see.

      “Oh,” said Aramis in a baffled sort of voice.

      “Seriously?” said Porthos. “Is that even a dart?”

      D’Artagnan clambered around all of them, half-tripping over her own pet engineer, whose name Athos could never remember. Pigtails? Pigtails spotted what they were all looking at a few seconds before D’Artagnan and responded with a shrill sound and a clap of her hands.

      Athos did his best to ignore them all as he took in the sight. It was an old musket-class dart, practically an antique.

      “He’s even older than the Buttercup,” breathed D’Artagnan, which meant nothing to Athos.

      “He’s so ugly,” said Porthos, sounding giddy.

      He was old and bulbous and an odd greenish colour that Athos had never seen on any ship ever. He was so far from a modern dart that Athos wasn’t sure that the designation fit. He wasn’t streamlined and elegant like the Parry-Riposte had been.

      Athos was in love already.

      “It’s a classic, I suppose,” D’Artagnan said doubtfully, trying to be polite.

      “He’s amazing,” Pigtails said, punching Dana lightly on the arm. “I’d love to get my hands on him. So jealous, Madame Grimaud.”

      “Please,” said Aramis heavily. “Please tell me you’re not taking him home, Athos. He’s not a stray cat, he won’t benefit from a little food and attention…”

      Athos held his hand up to silence them all. “I’m being seduced,” he informed them. “Don’t spoil our moment.”

      Grimaud gave him one of her rare, dazzling smiles. “Guess what he’s called?”

      “I can’t even,” said Athos, slowly circling the hull. This marvel was even ugly from behind. He had never seen such an awkward-looking ship.

      “The Pistachio.”

      “I am not going to be seen in public with you in that ship, war or no war,” Porthos threatened.

      It was too late. Grimaud smiled, and Athos twitched his mouth back at her. Pigtails was already begging them both to let her help with the restoration.

      “Some battles, you have to let yourself lose,” D’Artagnan told Porthos, patting her on the shoulder.

      “He’s hideous,” Porthos whispered back, as if the ship was physically hurting her with his unfashionably retro appearance.

      “On the bright side,” Aramis said, blowing Athos a kiss. “Our boy will probably crash or explode him within a few months.”

      “That is no consolation!” Porthos wailed.

      “How much work does he need?” Athos asked Grimaud.

      “All the work,” she said with a wry smile. “Give me four days, and I’ll make you a miracle.”
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        * * *

      

      The Great Restoration took over everyone’s lives. Dana suspected that Planchet was hiding her return to Paris from Madame Su so that the other engies wouldn’t get to have all the fun. The Pistachio challenge had swallowed all the engies – not only Grimaud and Planchet, but Bonnie and Bazin too.

      This period, between the declaration of war and the shipping out date, was what Musketeers called ‘the chase after outfits.’ Each of them had to get their helm and harness (AKA their entire equipment for war) in good order. While most were lucky enough to have an intact ship, there were still weapons systems to install or upgrade, repairs to be made, and so on.

      Dana had none of this to worry about, which left her far too much time to worry. Not only about her friends who would be seeing direct action in the battles to come, but also about the disaster back on Gascon Station. Messages from her family were few and far between, and she had only managed to speak to her Papa for a couple of minutes, in between his burn treatments.

      The news cycle was all Gascon Station all the time, because the images were more constructive and dynamic than the silent, unmoving siege of alien ships around the orbital cities of Truth that occasionally punctuated the media feeds.

      Waiting was a quiet agony that was never openly discussed.

      Today, Dana found Athos in the storage yard. He lounged in a low-slung deck chair sipping the largest cup of coffee she had ever seen, as he ‘supervised’ the work of the engineers. He wore over-sized safety goggles and had his feet up on an antique computer bank.

      Dana pulled up a jettisoned slab of air ducting and perched beside him. “What’s the pink line about?”

      It was drawn in chalk, a wide shape around the work-in-progress that was the Pistachio. A second chalk line encircled Athos and his deck chair.

      “Grimaud and I have come to an agreement,” he said, taking a slurp of his coffee.

      “Are you not allowed to cross the chalk lines?” Dana realised. “Not at all? I mean, I understand her not wanting you poking your nose into the ship…”

      “Thank you very much.”

      “But why aren’t you allowed to leave the yard, either?” Surely Grimaud would prefer Athos to be anywhere but here.

      “We needed some new parts – the harness in particular, but other bits and pieces that we couldn’t reclaim from the yard.”

      Dana didn’t like the cagy tone in Athos’ voice. “And?”

      “And the budget that Treville gave me for a replacement ship shrunk somewhat when she found out about the expenses from The Gilded Lily back on Valour.” He winced. “There was shouting.”

      Not undeserved, Dana thought, but did not say aloud. “How did you get the parts?”

      “I played for them against a bunch of Mendaki smugglers.”

      Dana blinked several times. “I thought Porthos was the problem gambler.”

      “We don’t all keep our vices in separate boxes, D’Artagnan,” he said sharply. “Sometimes Aramis drinks too much. Sometimes I fuck people I shouldn’t…”

      “Okay, I get the picture. Did you win the parts?”

      “Eventually.”

      “So —”

      “Grimaud found out that I used her as a stake in the betting,” he grumbled. “She’s taking it personally.”

      “You are the worst,” Dana said, smacking him in the chest.

      “She’s the most valuable resource I have. Everyone wants her as their engie.”

      “That’s not a good excuse for putting her up as a stake, Athos. That is the complete opposite of a good excuse!”

      He lifted his safety goggles so she could see the swelling black eye he was sporting. “Grimaud agrees with you.”

      “I’m not even slightly sympathetic,” Dana told him sternly.

      They fell into a long silence together, Athos sipping from his coffee. “I owe you an apology,” he said after a moment.

      Dana almost fell off her temporary seat. “You what now?”

      “The business in the cellar,” he said, waving a hand vaguely. “I said more than I should have. My past is not something with which I want to burden others.”

      “What’s said on Valour stays on Valour,” Dana said lightly. “There was a lot of wine. I hardly remember what you told me.”

      Athos gave her a narrow look. “You’re lying.”

      “You can’t prove it.”

      “Hmm.” He was unimpressed by her attempt at tact. “Anyway. I’m sure my vast wealth of miserable experience will serve as some form of useful life tutorial for you.”

      “Don’t trust pretty men who talk sweetly about politics?” Dana suggested, thinking of her own recent adventures.

      Athos’ mouth twitched. “Damn straight.”

      Bonnie and Planchet went past, carrying lengths of cables and tubing. Planchet gave Dana a wave, delighted to be working on an actual musket-class dart. Athos stood for a moment, his feet brushing the very edge of the chalk circle that Grimaud had drawn around him. “Not the b-clips!” he called after them. “I don’t care if it adds to the authenticity of the model, I want silver connections in the harness.”

      A hand that must be Grimaud’s emerged from the hatch of the Pistachio, gave him a rude gesture and disappeared again.

      “Grimaud says she knows what she’s doing,” translated Planchet with an apologetic smile.

      Athos scowled and dropped back into his chair. “What about you, D’Artagnan? I presume Commandant Essart requires you to outfit yourself for war? Hope that metal monster of yours is in decent condition.”

      “I’m not with the mecha squad anymore,” Dana admitted.

      Athos tore his goggles off to stare at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Amiral Treville seconded me,” she said, trying not to grin too obviously. “Not as a Musketeer – supplies transport. But I’ll be in the middle of it all, not stuck back here on defensive detail, so…”

      There was something unfamiliar in his expression. Athos looked at her for a long moment, then shrugged. “If you really want to make sure you see action, there’s always the Cardinal’s Sabres, I hear they’re recruiting...”

      “Shut up,” Dana said gruffly, poking him in the knee with her boot. “I have some self-respect.”

      Athos clapped his hands. “Speaking of self-respect, dinner tonight at Hotel Coquenard. Prepare to witness awkward mating rituals.”

      “I – don’t even know how to reply to that sentence,” said Dana, dizzied by the rapid switch in tone. “Isn’t that a fancy hotel over in Gilles Section? How can we afford it?”

      “It’s who you know,” said Athos. He looked smug, which in retrospect Dana should have taken as a big neon warning sign.
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        * * *

      

      Dana was so out of her depth that she was practically floating in space. She had allowed Aramis to raid the suitcase of frocks borrowed from the Duchess of Buckingham, which seemed a reasonable way to get rid of the bloody things, but somehow this turned into them both playing dress-up. An hour later, here was Dana in a formal gown, including long lace gloves and uncomfortable shoes.

      This was not the plan. She hadn’t realised that there needed to be a plan, but if there had been a plan, it would have been everything that wasn’t this.

      Aramis wore Buck’s clothes as if she were a Duchess. She had re-inked her henna tattoos since their return to Paris, with an extra loop of stars and leaves painted on to the back of her neck, dipping down below the sweep of the gold satin of the dress she poured over her willowy body.

      Dana, shorter and more muscular than Aramis, and with a much flatter chest, had never attempted to wear that particular gown, as she was sure it would look indecent on her body. On Aramis, it was the graceful, awesome kind of indecent that she could totally rock.

      Aramis had forced Dana into a simple but devastating black cocktail dress that went past her knees. She insisted that Dana wear the Prince Regence’s opal on her cheekbone instead of hidden away near her elbow.

      The appearance of Porthos swept away any concern that Dana might be overdressed. Porthos was squeezed into a purple corset and layered tulle skirt, with a fierce collection of garnet and pearl jewellery wrapped around her neck, wrists and fingers. Her wig was high, as dark red as the jewels, and her face glowed with professional warpaint.

      “I’m missing something, aren’t I,” Dana said in a low voice to Aramis as they followed their friend into the fiercely expensive lobby of the hotel and made their way to a restaurant that belonged in a Palace. “Where’s Athos?”

      “Athos was never going to turn up,” said Aramis as they were escorted to a table for three. “He hates these scenes.”

      Dana tried not to freak out about this, but it was difficult. “I also hate scenes,” she said in a desperate whisper. “Why did no one warn me there was going to be scenes?”

      Porthos gave her a lipsticked smile as the waiter fussed around them. “Because revenge is best served cold, possibly with a nice soup and salad to start,” she said, not bothering to keep her own voice down.

      “Porthos is here to make a point to one of her gentlemen friends,” said Aramis, perusing the menu. “You and I are here for damage control, in case things get out of hand.”

      Dana decided right in that second that Athos had to die. Slowly, by fork.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE HOTEL COQUENARD DELUXE BATHROOM EXPERIENCE
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      Fancy restaurants in super fancy hotels were desperately uncomfortable for Dana. She was going to roast Athos in a pie for dropping her into this without warning, and without back up. He knew she would hate it. The bastard probably thought it was funny.

      Aramis and Porthos were both enjoying themselves amongst all the wealth and glamour. Dana was also going to roast them in the aforementioned pie.

      “Captain Porthos, how lovely,” said a voice that was both chilly and welcoming. It was an impressive feat. An older woman in a designer suit bore down upon them with a smile that did not reach her eyes. “Always a pleasure to see the Royal Musketeers here at Hotel Coquenard.”

      “Madame, it’s been too long,” Porthos replied graciously. They kissed each other’s cheeks as if they were the best of friends.

      Creepy.

      “You remember Captain Aramis, and this is our friend, Arms-Sergeant D’Artagnan. My friends, this is Madame Coquenard, our host.”

      Dana blinked several times before remembering that indeed, her new position came with a new rank. Why was the name Coquenard familiar?

      “Delighted,” purred the evidently-not-delighted Madame Coquenard. “I shall send Remy out to discuss the menu with you.”

      “If it’s not too much trouble,” agreed Porthos with a gleam in her eye.

      As the manager moved on to another table, Dana leaned in to her friends. “What the hell have you dragged me into here?”

      “No idea what you’re talking about,” Porthos said, widening her eyes so much that her long lashes got tangled in her ruby-red wig.

      “It’s all going to be fine, and we get a nice meal out of it,” said Aramis, though it was obvious that her attention was elsewhere.

      Dana followed her gaze and saw a familiar figure sitting at a table at the far end of the restaurant. Captain Tracy Dubois, with what looked like several elderly relatives, and not a husband in sight. Their eyes met and they shared a long, slow smile across the length of the room.

      “Oh you have got to be kidding me,” Dana moaned.

      She was going to kill Athos so hard. He wasn’t even worthy of a pie.

      Chef Coquenard was a large, handsome man who approached their table with great trepidation, as if he expected to be greeted by his very own personalised Death By Pie. He greeted them, and managed to explain the more complex and artistic quirks of the menu in between a whispered argument with Porthos about why exactly he had failed to come to her aid back on Chantilly, while she was wounded and stuck for funds.

      Other bullet points of the argument included the inappropriate nature of tonight’s confrontation, under the eye of Madame Coquenard who preferred to keep up the illusion that they were still married to each other, for business reasons. Yes, of course dinner was on the house, because Porthos was on the verge of causing the most spectacular Scene of Righteous Fury, and Chef Coquenard agreed that he mostly deserved it.

      Also, the beetroot foam was not to be missed.

      Dana could have lived without being asked to weigh in with opinions about the preferred sauce to be smeared alongside sashimi escargot, and how she felt about vintages from the islands of Truth.

      Aramis was so busy flirting with her girlfriend across the restaurant that she did not participate in the debate about Paris Gateaux versus Crème d’Honour.

      “I feel better now,” said Porthos as her lover returned to the kitchen to start their appetisers. “Good to resolve relationship issues before they fester.”

      “I’m so glad for you,” said Dana, viciously stabbing her bread roll.

      Madame Coquenard returned to pour their wine with a politeness that made it clear she disapproved thoroughly of Porthos but was never going to publicly admit it. Dana made for the ladies room as fast as she could in stupid frock and stupid heels.

      As she swung around the grand staircase, she saw a table concealed in a far alcove and almost stopped breathing for a moment as she recognised one of the occupants.

      Milord Vaniel de Winter. How was it that he kept crossing her path? Paris Satellite was a big place. Perhaps the universe was trying to tell her something – like she was running out of time if she wanted to rescue Conrad Su before she was sent off to war.

      She crept closer, keeping an ornamental shrub in a gilt-lined pot between herself and Milord. Perhaps she might overhear something of use.

      As she moved in, Dana realised that she recognised his dinner companion. Milord had finally won the attention of the Marquise de Wardes, that political candidate from Valour who had captivated his attention back on the train.

      Well, now she was practically obliged to eavesdrop on their conversation.
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        * * *

      

      The Marquise de Wardes was as effortlessly beautiful in person as in all the newscasts. She was a similar height, colour and build to Dana herself – her deep brown shoulders were surprisingly muscular for a woman who was famous as a fashion plate, not a kickboxer.

      Speaking of her fashion choices, the Marquise was all in silver for the fancy restaurant; poured into a sheath dress that looked like it had been welded from sheet metal. Her hair fell in black twists with silver beads that must have taken hours to set in place.

      Milord de Winter had gone to some trouble as well. His suit was grey, with a shirt embroidered with silver threads. Had he called ahead to make sure their outfits matched? That was disturbing. But if he really wanted to match colour schemes with the Marquise, why wasn’t he wearing his silver secret agent hair?

      Dana shifted closer, but couldn’t hear what they were saying to each other. The mood had shifted from politely flirtatious to something tense – Milord spoke too fast, leaning in. The Marquise tilted her whole body back, as if to make extra space between them.

      Finally, the Marquise de Wardes rose, speaking loud enough that Dana could hear her from her hiding spot. “Don’t think I’m not grateful for your interest, Milord de Winter, but I have so many political advisors already. I’m not sure you are making as strong a case as you think you are.”

      “Please, give me a little longer to convince you,” pressed Milord. “And accept this token of my professional esteem.” He pushed a small, pretty object at her. It looked like a retro powder compact, decorated with a gleaming mother-of-pearl surface.

      The Marquise sighed, but accepted the gift. “I need a spot of fresh air,” she said coldly. She swept off in the direction of the bathroom. De Winter, left behind, looked like the popular boy in school receiving his first ever rejection, and not sure how to handle it.

      Dana hesitated for a moment before realising that as a woman, she could follow the Marquise without raising anyone’s suspicion.

      Aramis and Porthos gave her confused looks as she moved past their table and kept going, doing a lap of the restaurant.
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        * * *

      

      The ladies bathroom of Hotel Coquenard was a gleaming treasure. It was like stepping inside a jewellery cabinet, or a hover-chandelier. Every reflective surface sparkled and gleamed.

      There was no hiding in here – Dana found her face staring back at her from a dozen different angles.

      At the enormous central mirror, the Marquise de Wardes touched up her makeup, swiping lipgloss across her mouth and turning a dial on her wrist to adjust the colour. “Honestly,” she sighed, meeting Dana’s eyes as if they were peers. “I think I preferred it when men were after me for my looks rather than my political value.”

      It occurred to Dana that the practiced charms of her alter ego Lexie Charlemagne might be of use here. “I noticed your gentleman friend,” she said lightly, joining the Marquise at the mirror. “If you think he’s not interested how you look, you haven’t been paying attention. He couldn’t take his eyes off you.”

      The Marquise made an unimpressed huffing sound. “You say that, my dear, but believe me, he’s only thinking about my potential career in public office – and what he can get out of an alliance. He turns on the charm when he wants to, but everything beneath the surface is cold as ice.”

      Dana readjusted her neckline, since she had no more than half a centimetre of hair to primp. “I know what I saw.”

      The Marquise gave her a thoughtful look, trying to work Dana out. “What a darling gown you’re wearing,” she said after a moment. “I am sure I saw the Duchess of Buckingham wearing one like it last month.”

      “She’s a trendsetter, all right,” Dana said with a smile. If she was going to keep up this espionage thing, she might have to invest in frocks that weren’t Buck’s hand-me-downs. What a horrendous thought.

      “Well, I hope you’re having a better evening than I am,” said the Marquise, making for the door.

      Dana spotted the compact clamshell, where the Marquise had abandoned it near the sink. “You forgot this.”

      “Keep it,” said the darling of the fashion broadcasts with an airy wave. “And if that handsome, silver-tongued date of mine asks anyone if they’ve seen me, please don’t volunteer that I slipped out through the kitchens to avoid him.”

      The bathroom door swung closed behind her. Dana reached down and picked up the compact clamshell. It was unlikely that Milord would have put any evidence of Conrad Su’s latest kidnapping on this thing before presenting it to the Marquise de Wardes, but she could not afford to discard any possible clue.

      It occurred to her that if the Marquise de Wardes could escape this bloody hotel through the kitchens, then Dana could do exactly the same thing. She felt a brief prick of guilt about ditching Aramis and Porthos, but not for long.

      Dana put the clamshell in the tiny evening bag that Aramis had pressed on her because the stupid dress she was wearing was apparently too fancy to include pockets, and made a break for it.
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        * * *

      

      The hotel didn’t have a back entrance so much as a giant blank wall, but Dana managed to double back and leave the hotel by the main lobby without being spotted by either her friends or Milord de Winter.

      That didn’t mean that she made it out scot-free. A few steps from the hotel entrance, a strong pair of hands grabbed her around the shoulders and dragged her into the alleyway around the side.

      Dana was prepared to fight, but when she saw her assailant, she lowered her fists.

      “Hello, Lexie,” said the no-longer-friendly voice of Bianca “Bee” de Winter, the Countess of Clarick. “How perfectly lovely to see you again.”

      “Hello, Bee,” said Dana warily.

      “Or should I call you D’Artagnan?”

      Cover blown, then. Dana wrenched away from Bee’s grip, straightening her dress to give herself a moment to collect her thoughts. “It wasn’t personal, Bee,” she said calmly. “I was working. With a brother like yours, you should understand what that means.”

      Bee de Winter wore loose clothes, as if she had come here straight from a yoga class – or fencing training, Dana considered. Bee looked lethal here in the alleyway, a sword and gloves hanging on one side of her belt and an arc-ray on the other.

      Perhaps Dana wasn’t the only one who had been playing a role on that train.

      “Nothing personal,” repeated Bee. “And next you’re going to insist that you’re not stalking my brother-in-law.”

      Dana spluttered at that. “Are you serious right now?”

      “Vaniel has a lot of enemies,” Bee said. “I was hoping you weren’t one of them.”

      Dana saw red. The old familiar buzz of anger burned through her. “I serve the Crown,” she snapped, shoving Bee further away from her. “If that makes me Vaniel’s enemy, that’s his choice, not mine. I wasn’t even here because of him tonight. My friends tricked me into a stupidly fancy dinner I didn’t even get to eat, so —”

      “What is going on here?” broke in a sharp, beautiful voice. Milord de Winter stood at the mouth of the alley in his silver suit and brown hair, either exasperated or amused. Possibly both.

      “Vaniel, darling,” said Bee without taking her eyes off Dana. “Did you know that our friend from the train was actually a Musketeer spy called D’Artagnan?”

      Milord went very still. “I did not know that,” he said calmly. “How enterprising of her.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” Bee demanded.

      “I’m not going to start a scuffle outside a five-star hotel, sweetness. I’ll see you back at the ship later. Unless you’d rather walk with me now?”

      Bee looked confused. “I’m meeting friends,” she said.

      “I will bid you good night then, Bee. Good night, Dana.”

      “Good night, Vaniel,” said Dana. Apparently they were on first name terms now.

      Then it was just Dana and Bee, staring awkwardly at each other.

      “So what?” Dana said impatiently after a moment. “Are we going to fight, or are we going to make out against the wall for a while? Even better, we could go back to reading trashy magazines and painting each other’s nails, because that was a super good time.”

      “My family is everything to me,” Bee hissed. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but I’m going to make sure you stay well away from us.”

      “Good luck with that,” Dana snapped back. “I’ve been trying to avoid your family all week but here I am getting hauled back in.”

      Bee’s eyes went dark, and then she pulled the padded gloves out of her belt and slapped Dana in the face.

      It kind of hurt, but Dana barely noticed because she was recovering from the fact that she had been hit with a pair of gloves, like something out of a vid drama. “Are you challenging me to a duel, or do you just like hitting people?”

      “Name the place and time,” Bee said in a steady, angry voice.

      Dana opened her mouth, but was interrupted by a chorus of aristocratic voices.

      “Bee, honey, there you are!”

      “Yo, Clarick!”

      Two men and a woman, all athletic and wearing the same kind of designer sports gear as Bee, crowded into the mouth of the alley.

      “We only have the practice rooms till 2200, what’s going on with you, love?”

      “I was busy,” Bee said between gritted teeth.

      Dana would now have to shove her way past three more people in order to get out of this damned alley. She hated it when there wasn’t a clear exit. “0600 behind the Luxembourg,” she said, keeping her gaze steady on Bee. “If you’re so keen to address your issues with me.”

      “Done,” snapped Bee.

      “Hang on,” said one of her friends. He was a head taller than Dana and his shoulders were crazy wide like he had been built out of lamb shanks and robot parts. His meaty hand slammed down on Dana’s shoulder. “A duel, Clarick? And you’re leaving us out of it?”

      “Take your hand off my shoulder,” said Dana calmly.

      The idiot ignored her, leaning more heavily as he continued speaking to Bee. “You know it’s been on our bucket list since we arrived here. Paris isn’t Paris without an illegal duel…”

      “Move your hand right now,” breathed Dana. “Or I’m going to make you move it.”

      “Doncaster,” Bee said, sounding exhausted and pissed off. “If you can’t find your own damned duel, I don’t see why I should share mine.”

      Dana stepped aside from the enormous New Aristocrat who had been using her as furniture, swung around neatly and punched him in the face. Pain shot through her hand all the way up to her elbow, but it was worth it.

      “0600 behind the Luxembourg, everyone’s welcome,” she announced, glaring at the other two New Aristocrats until they stepped quickly aside to let her out of the alley. “I have three friends, you have three friends, let’s have a party.”  Dana gave Bee a lazy salute as she made her exit. “For future reference, if you want to fight duels over your brother-in-law’s honour, check he has some first.”
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      Athos answered the door with a drink in his hand. His eyes went to Dana’s knuckles, which were swollen and grazed. Without a word, he stepped back to allow her into the apartment.

      She sat at his kitchen bar and poured herself a glass of brandy from the open bottle while Athos raided his medical supplies.

      “The service at Hotel Coquenard isn’t what it used to be,” he ventured, as he cleaned her sore hands with a sonic wand.

      Dana winced at his touch. “The fight happened after I left the hotel.”

      Athos’ eyes sparkled with something like humour. “How was dinner?”

      “Excruciating. I am never again going to trust any of you to take me anywhere that requires a dress, or prior knowledge of Porthos’ love life.”

      “Seems fair.”

      Dana’s right hand was tingling and sensitive as Athos slapped a medipatch across the back of it. “Ow.”

      “Fists,” he muttered. “You have a pilot’s slice and a pearl stunner, but you go straight for the fists.”

      “I’m good with my fists.”

      “You’re good with a sword.”

      Dana gave him a wary look. “I am?”

      “You are a promising pupil,” he admitted.

      Dana felt warm all over. “You’ve never said that before.”

      Athos rolled his eyes. “If you keep up this kind of mindless thuggery, one of these days that brain of yours will get so bruised you will never pilot another ship. And then what would we do?” He looked embarrassed to have said so much. Dana flung herself at him for a hug, and he bore it manfully for at least five seconds before shrugging her off. “That’s enough of that.”

      Dana grinned. “You’ll be pleased to know that I ended the fight by challenging them all to a duel.”

      His eyebrow twitched. “Goodness, how many were there?”

      “Four.”

      “The perfect number.”

      “I told them I had friends to even things up…” she added, almost shyly.

      Athos leaned back, pleased now. “Make my day,” he purred. “Tell me they were Red Hammers. I haven’t had a decent skirmish in weeks.”

      “Oh, better than that,” she assured him. “Tourists.”

      An odd light came into Athos’ eyes. “Tourists?”

      “New Aristocrats off the boat from Valour.”

      He hummed with delight. “Is it my birthday, D’Artagnan?”

      “I thought you’d like that,” she smirked back at him. “The Luxembourg, 0600.”

      “Ah,” Athos said, pushing the bottle away from them both. “We’ll need an early start. Should we warn Aramis and Porthos now, or surprise them with it in the morning?”

      Dana, who was not above a little petty revenge on her friends, pretended to think about it for a moment or so. “I like surprises,” she said finally. “Surprises are good.”
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        * * *

      

      Neither Porthos nor Aramis were delighted to be dragged out of bed early enough to make it to the Luxembourg for a 0600 duel. Porthos, at least, got into the spirit once she arrived, doing warm-up stretches and lunges.

      Aramis was far less amenable. “I only got to bed three hours ago,” she scowled, her hands wrapped around her second cup of coffee.

      “Poetry again?” Athos said unsympathetically. “It’s bad for your health.” He turned to Porthos. “How went your siege of Chef Coquenard?”

      “Mixed results,” said Porthos.

      “Ha!” said Aramis. “Like she didn’t take him home with her last night.”

      “He wasn’t there when I woke up,” Porthos shot at her. “He chose bread-baking and sous prep over me. But at least mine doesn’t require me to write poetry.”

      “You have no romance in your soul.”

      “I’m confused about why you’re putting so much effort into Dubois when she’s the one who broke it off — shouldn’t she be courting you?”

      Aramis smiled to herself. “I write better poetry.”

      “So you’re trying to win at relationship.”

      “It passes the time.”

      “Will you all shut up about your love lives?” complained Dana, sick of them both.

      Athos gave her an amused look. “That’s my line.”

      “Yes, darling,” said Aramis. “We all know D’Artagnan is your favourite. Will you shut up and let me finish this stanza before our playmates arrive?”

      The New Aristocrats were late, and made a swaggering entrance. Porthos and Dana matched their swagger with their own, while Aramis perched on the nearby Artifice rocks, scribbling notes in her poetry book. Athos hung back, looking bored, though Dana knew better.

      She saw his shoulders relax, as he took in each of their faces. Perhaps he had worried that they might recognise him from his own New Aristocrat days on Valour?

      The tourists wore formal fencing attire, each of them displaying the flag of Valour somewhere on their person. Athos rolled his eyes so hard they nearly rattled.

      Bee wore grey and white, matching her chilly expression. Even she was embarrassed when her large friend, the Earl of Doncaster, pronounced the Artifice field appropriate for an ‘authentic Parisian duel.’

      “Sightseers,” Aramis sighed.

      “They should put us in the guide book,” Porthos said, undaunted. “Can I have the big one? He looks fun. I bet he makes a loud noise when he hits the ground.”

      “Housekeeping before we begin,” said Athos, whose New Aristocrat accent was particularly pronounced today. He held out a tablet. “Your signatures, if you please.”

      Bee’s eyebrows almost hit her perfectly coiffed hairline. “A contract for an illegal duel? That sounds like the definition of a terrible idea.”

      “As you say, illegal,” said Athos. “And extremely dangerous. Amateurs —” and he let a beautiful sneer curl around the word “—have been known to get hurt in bouts such as these. By putting our names to the release, we free each other from liability should any of us be wounded.”

      Dana stepped closer to Porthos. “Why have I never heard of these releases before?”

      “We don’t bother against Hammers or Sabres,” Porthos whispered back. “They’re bastards all, but honourable duellists. Dirtsider tourists, you can’t trust as far as you can throw. We’ve lost good Musketeers to the service because some arsehole decided to sue over a scratched finger or a severed artery.”

      “All the more despicable, because duels between peers aren’t even illegal on Valour,” Aramis added. She laid her notebook and stylus aside, and stood shoulder to shoulder with Porthos.

      Athos collected the thumbprints and assent of Lady Moire of Normandie and the Earl of Doncaster, as well as Bianca, Countess of Clarick. The last of their party took one look at the tablet and scoffed. “These aren’t real names. Most of you haven’t put down more than one. What does ‘Aramis’ or ‘Porthos’ even mean?”

      “Sheffield,” said Doncaster. “You’re ruining the duel for everyone. Stop being a prick and put your thumb on the tablet.”

      Sheffield — Dana was starting to revisit the idea that he was friends with the other New Aristocrats, as they all looked thoroughly sick of him — thrust the tablet rudely back at Athos. “I am a gentleman and I have standards,” he announced. “If you can’t produce an opponent worthy of the name Baron Sheffield, I shall not participate.”

      “I actually want to kill you right now,” said Bee between gritted teeth.

      “If he’s not playing, I volunteer to sit out,” said Aramis quickly. “On account of this poem that I would really prefer to be working on…”

      “I can solve this,” said Athos.

      Dana saw the look that Aramis and Porthos exchanged, and oh crap, she knew that look. It meant Athos was about to do something stupid and take the rest of them down with him. She lunged forward to grab the tablet from him, but it was too late.

      Athos stepped into Sheffield’s personal space, crowding him with a dangerous smile. “I have another name,” he said, making his accent very, very obvious. Posh oozed from his veins. “I believe you will find it worthy of you, second son of a Baron that you are. Not quite in line for the title, not with all those pesky nieces and nephews your older sister keeps popping out, but I see why you feel the need to flash the title around since you’re far from home with hardly anyone to call you on your deception.”

      Sheffield looked at him, confused and angry but not moving away. “I say —”

      “Let’s play a game,” said Athos. “I’ll tell you my real name, and you can decide if I’m worthy of crossing swords with you.”

      “Athos,” warned Aramis.

      “But if I tell you,” Athos continued. “You understand, it’s not something I want known in general circles, since I am believed by most to be dead. So I’m going to do my damnedest to kill you. How does that sound?”

      “It sounds bloody stupid,” said Bee with a huff.

      Dana silently agreed. Why couldn’t they get it over with? They could all be having a post-duel breakfast by now.

      Sheffield examined Athos from top to toe. It was obvious that he loved the idea of knowing something that should not be known, courting death at the hands of a Musketeer. “Tell me,” he breathed.

      Athos leaned in, his beard grazing the other man’s ear, and whispered for a moment. “Does that suffice?” he said finally, rocking back on his heels.

      Sheffield was flushed across the top of his cheeks. He looked as if he had been hit over the head. “Y-yes,” he said, stumbling over the words. “Perfectly acceptable.”

      “I’d like to make it clear that I don’t give a fuck who I fight as long as it happens sometime this century!” said Doncaster loudly.

      “What he said,” Porthos moaned.

      “Begin, then,” said Athos with a small smile on his face as if he was very much planning to enjoy this duel. “En garde.”
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        * * *

      

      Fencing Bee was no chore. This was enough to make Dana wish they had got in a few fencing bouts on that train back on Valour, instead of gossiping about clothes and boys. Bee was a competent, measured duellist, and the anger of their previous night’s encounter had bled out of both of them by the time they saluted and began.

      Dana won the first bout with a scratch to the side of Bee’s neck, and a ribbon reclaimed from her hair. Bee won the second, slicing a button from Dana’s sleeve, which was going to be annoying to hunt for in the Artifice grass.

      “I could say I’m sorry I lied to you and your brother, and we could call it a draw,” Dana offered.

      Bee gave her a confused look. “After all this?”

      Dana shrugged one shoulder. “Doncaster got his duel, at least. We Parisians like tourists to come away with the full experience.”

      They sat on the grass together for a while, watching the others fight. Aramis worked quickly, her mind on that poem of hers instead of the fight, and she finished off her second bout with Lady Moire with the same breathtaking efficiency she had used for the first; having won both, Aramis retired from the field and picked up her stylus again, though not before kissing Moire’s hand and (Dana could not help but notice) collecting her comm code.

      Doncaster and Porthos had fun. He had the reach on her, being taller and wider; she pulled out all her favourite fancy tricks and he matched them with some of his own. The two of them smirked at each other every time they added a different sword flourish or piece of fancy footwork. They could be at this for hours.

      Athos and Sheffield had an entirely different kind of duel. Athos fenced with as much calm and method as if he were teaching a class — indeed, he exhibited far more cool restraint than he ever had when training Dana.

      Sheffield was sweating, despite the regulated temperature of the field. It was clear he could see his own death spelled out with every stroke of Athos’ sword.

      “Is he going to kill him?” Bee asked.

      “He said he would,” said Dana. She shivered at the blank expression Athos wore. It was nothing like the usual manic energy he displayed when fighting with Sabres and Hammers.

      This was work, not play.

      “Tell me why you have been following us,” said Bee, as they watched Athos school Sheffield on fencing technique. “What is your interest in Vaniel? It might have been a coincidence that you were at the hotel,” she added. “But you were definitely watching him — and I saw you follow the Marquise de Wardes in the restaurant. You’re up to something.”

      It was not Bee’s skill with a sword that made her dangerous, Dana reminded herself. She was aligned with Milord, and he had Conrad’s life in his hands.

      Time for Lexie Charlemagne to save the day. For once, Dana was not going to try to punch her way out of a problem. She was going to be smart about it.

      “It’s embarrassing,” Dana said, biting her lip to look younger and less threatening. “But it’s not a professional interest. I met you for the first time when I was working under another name, and I’m sorry about that, because it’s ruined everything, but —” She gave Bee a helpless look.

      Bee looked doubtful. “You’re not…”

      Dana summoned up all those odd feelings she had glimpsed on the train, when she realised how much she enjoyed Vaniel’s company. “I was watching him in the restaurant because I like him,” she sighed. “That’s it, no mystery. You can laugh at me now.”

      Bee did laugh, a delightful sound ringing out across the Artifice meadow. “Oh no,” she gasped.

      “I know nothing will come of it,” said Dana, avoiding Bee’s gaze for oh so many reasons. It sold the idea rather well. “I can’t help myself.”

      “Does this mean I challenged you to a duel over his love life?” Bee laughed. “Air and fire, he’ll never let me hear the end of it.”

      Dana gave her a stricken look. “You mustn’t tell him.” The thought of Milord de Winter’s sister-in-law telling him that Dana D’Artagnan fancied him was genuinely excruciating. She didn’t have to fake her reaction at all.

      “You’d rather nurse your crush in secret and let him continue to throw himself uselessly at the Marquise de Wardes?” Bee challenged.

      Dana sighed. Athos had managed to slash both sleeves off his opponent. He drove him steadily closer and closer to the church, proving with every step that he was the stronger duellist.

      “Vaniel would make a terrible boyfriend,” Bee continued. “Really, he talks about politics all the time, and his work is everything to him. I love him dearly, but he was a dreadful husband to my sister.”

      “You care about him, don’t you?” said Dana. It was a mystery to her that Bee — who seemed like a genuine and open person — was so convinced that Milord was worth caring about.

      “Family stick together,” said Bee staunchly.

      “I like hearing him talk about politics,” Dana confessed, and managed a small laugh that she hoped came across as girlish and romantic. “It doesn’t matter. I know he’d never be interested in me.”

      “Give me your comm code,” said Bee in a thoughtful sort of voice.

      “You’re going to help me?” Dana said in surprise.

      “We’ll see.”

      Only after they had exchanged codes did Dana look up, to see Athos bearing his opponent roughly on to the grass, sword-first. “Oh, fuck, he has killed him,” she exclaimed, forgetting to be ‘Alix Charlemagne slightly embarrassed in love’ for a moment. She leapt to her feet and ran full pelt for the other Musketeers.

      “Let’s get out of here!” Bee shouted to her other friends. They fled the scene, skirting around the Luxembourg and away.

      Sheffield lay on the grass with a sword in his chest and a sucking sound coming out of his mouth.

      Aramis cast her notebook aside and approached the fallen man with a grim expression and a medikit. “Athos, I hate when you do this.”

      “I know,” said Athos, breathing hard from his duel. “But how could anyone be expected to meet a man like that and not put a sword in his chest?”

      “One of these days I’d like you to invest in some anger management techniques that don’t involve collapsing someone’s lung,” Aramis said primly. “Porthos, lift!”

      Porthos reached over and yanked the sword out of Sheffield’s chest. He yelled in pain and flapped his mouth uselessly for air as blood soaked the fine linen of his fencing jacket.

      Aramis ripped the jacket open and slapped a medipatch over the wound on Sheffield’s chest. He gasped, and then fell unconscious.

      “The thing about a collapsed lung,” said Athos, sounding almost cheerful. “It’s traumatic enough that the healing process keeps them comatose for hours, and you can almost guarantee twenty to forty minutes of memory loss.”

      Dana stared at him. “He won’t remember the duel.”

      “Or any words that might have been exchanged shortly before the duel. That’s right.” Athos bounced lightly on the balls of his feet. “Anyone fancy breakfast?”

      “I’m going to punch you now,” Dana informed him.

      “Give me a minute to finish this off and I’ll hold him down for you,” said Aramis. “Porthos, kindly drop Athos’ victim off at the nearest medibay before you all go for a victory breakfast, and leave me alone to finish my fucking poem.”
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