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        The best way to keep one's word is not to give it.
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      Readers are presumed to have read Season One of this serial.

      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 look up 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.
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            CIVILIAN RESPONSE

          

        

      

    

    
      The ancient, tethered liqui-screens in Bell’s Wood Pub at lunchtime usually showed a slide game or the gabbling of the Free Network Anglene, techbrushed chieweeds reading canned jokes and painful puns between giving the Aegis-approved “news.” Robb Locke wouldn’t have allowed his attention to fixate, but he’d scored a nicely shadowed booth for choking down his loader’s platter of what claimed to be pasty. It was really just a congealed lump of roast shaggo, some kind of gravy with grain-chunks masquerading as dumplings, anonymous solanaceae chunks, and a “crust” that had been slapped together with oleo and run past a candle once or twice before being charred in a too-hot oven.

      At least it was better than tasteless Corps protein mash. For one thing, it had actual texture, both half-raw solanaceae bits and the charcoal crust providing tooth-resistance. For another, he could eat as swiftly or slowly as he pleased; Kursk the loader bosun at the Archon shipyard on Via Liora didn’t care when you came back as long as your cargos got stacked before midafternoon fleet-rise. No finished stacks equaled no daily pay, clear-cut and simple.

      Just how Hood liked it, and Robb was safe inside Hood’s skin.

      When the noro-red flashed in a broad band down both sides of the screens he stiffened, and several fellow veterans in the audience—already visible because of their posture while eating and their habit of picking defensible seats—quit talking or chewing; their sudden stillness rippled out to the civilians.

      Both screens flowered with oversaturated newsdrone footage.

      Hood’s first reflex was to snake his arm around his plate and hunch, shoveling in the food as fast as possible. If they were called back to base—but that was ridiculous, he was a civilian now, the Corps wasn’t going to be calling him for shit. Still, something bothered him.

      The terrain looked awfully familiar, like drone footage of a mining moon they had to retake from goddamn redbands who didn’t have the sense to know they were beaten. Text scrolled willy-nilly, then someone got their wits about them and a stationary chyron bloomed: ATTACK IN THE SAUR.

      Was that what passed for news now that the war was over? Sharud’s entire slum quadrant was an assault on nose, life, and dignity all at the same time. The Lockes had clawed their way out of noncitizen status and into an estate, and now Robb was back where they’d started.

      Trash knows its place, boy, his father snarled inside his head, and Hood glanced at his loader’s platter. Almost done, he should keep eating.

      The screen shifted to a drone-shot hovering above a dust-choked crowd, emergency lights flashing on polis and medtech needles, buslike ambulances, and a crater. That last bit looked wrong—not like accidental demolition, not quite like an artillery hole either. Water foamed and sprayed from broken pipes, optic cables sparked and smoked, other exposed infrastructure arteries sputtered and steamed. Hood stared, chewing reflexively, and his stomach began a slow roll.

      He ignored it, kept shoveling. You needed fuel to fight, and noro-red meant get ready. The fact that plenty of soldats would spew their cargo during a combat drop was beside the point; the ballast was there to be shifted or purged.

      Then Hood realized what his gut was trying to tell him, and his spur-spoon clattered to the tabletop.

      That’s Via Kadinat. He might not have have recognized it if he hadn’t been there a few tendays ago—on Awakening Night, in fact. Not to mention before, and since. Nothing special, he just swung through every once in a while; not to see her, just to keep the terrain mapped.

      Or so he told himself each time.

      Stay still, Hood told himself, too. You can’t do anything now. That’s what the emergency lights meant—civilian and Aegis response instead of the drab blue or camouflage dun of the Corps moving into shell-pocked lunar landscapes. The shooting was over.

      Just as he thought it, there was a burst of static and the drone dropped a little to focus on victims and emergency personnel. It was interesting to see disaster from above, this was probably how bomber pilots felt. Just press a button and watch little puffs far below, none of the shit, screaming, or ear damage. Just slide in, poof, evade matterbeam flak, glide home and sit in a Corps-approved bar until the next job. The flygirls had it easy, and they drank to prove it.

      It’s not. It can’t be.

      But knowledge was pitiless. Robb Locke, safe inside Hood’s set face and sealed-up Corpsoldat jacket, stared at the tethered screens, a pair of lidless eyes holding the same impossibility. The one on the right lagged a fraction of a second, a headache-breeding double-whammy. Somewhere in the depths of a Kultur Station a trained ’caster was being prepped by synthetic makeup artists to go on-air and report with appropriate gravity.

      An attack near Sharud, even in the Saur, was news. And if a First Echelon was involved…

      There it was. A publicity still of Marah Madán Mizar performing a ribbon-cutting at the new clinic, the reworked building clearly visible in the background. It must have been in the very first standard of the war; her hair was still a long rippling glory trapped in a braided crown even though she wore a new set of Corps medic’s dress blues. Even in that image full of digital fuzz he could see the tightness to her lips that meant she wasn’t enjoying herself, though precious few would guess from her smile and the light in her dark, dark eyes.

      He didn’t know whether to laugh or swear, so Hood kept eating, mechanically, while Robb Locke writhed inside him. Stop stuffing your face, you idiot.

      He couldn’t do a damn thing. If Marah had been in the blast…

      Logic take it, he didn’t know her schedule. Was she at work today? What day was it? He longed to check his plain, functional Corps-issue but civilian-graded rister, but Hood kept shoveling in calories until there were no more and his stomach was a drum-round with a hidden fuse. Then he realized he was looking right at the date on the screens, and cursed himself for losing focus.

      Fiveday. So she’s not at the estate. Was that good or bad? He didn’t know how she spent her time anymore.

      Hood didn’t care, right? He wasn’t supposed to know what the hell she did, he had a whole afternoon’s worth of loading with a shuddering mech to look forward to, sweating and empty-skulled except for the next sequence and the bosun’s flashers telling him where to put that particular stack of containers.

      He certainly wasn’t thinking of his ibow, or of redbands bursting into Marah’s clinic, or of a bomb planted by someone she trusted—who? They were everywhere, the fucking two-faced insurrectionist bâtards, and she went around without wrapping up.

      Great Under, Robb, there’s nothing you can do. Besides, she wouldn’t want to see you. Go back to work.

      Hood slid out of his seat, leaving only scraps of lumpen gravy on his prepaid trencher, and strode for the door. Everyone else stared at the tethered screens, slackjaw with attention to noro-red, and he was outside in the sweat-gasping summer heat before he quite realized he was moving, yanking his jacket’s hood over his filthy but still-too-bright blond hair.

      Thunder rolled over the mountains, Sharud cowered under a pall of thunderous overcast, and Hood was on the hunt.
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      “Marah!” A cracked, raving yell from a dry throat, a flicker of his rister to get him through the Aegis cordon, and Ged Gizabón plunged past hastily erected barriers into a purposeful flurry of civil emergency personnel, several giving the appearance of a man in blue-and-black polis thermaseal shocked glances but having no time or energy to take him to task. It didn’t matter, nothing mattered but rounding the corner of a blunt-nosed silver ambulance with its sides striped noro-red and catching sight of a familiar, tangled mass of dark curls. “Marah!”

      Right next to her, the synthetic Will Skarl, lean and iron-haired, passed a medi-wand a few inches from the torso of a white-lipped elderly woman in a torn, pale-patterned Lunacer’s caftan, her turban knocked slightly askew and a tendril of grey hair peeking out. The Lunacer already had her arm in a sling; her dark eyes were narrow with pain and she blinked furiously as the synthetic scanned her ribs on the opposite side as well.

      Of course Marah would insist her skarl help with the wounded, and of course Marah, her hands tightly clasped, was submitting to a blue-jacketed Aegis MedInfirm’s scan. The Lady of Madán was deadly pale, a thin thread of bright red blood traced down her temple, and Ged had no memory of the intervening space, only that he arrived in front of her, elbowed the MedInfirm aside, and grabbed Marah’s shoulders.

      “Marah.” The afternoon had turned dark here on Via Kadinat, overcast and flying particles closing the sun’s bright eye. Flying dust all but choked him; they’d already set up tethers and construction gliders to stabilize the sides of the gaping hole. The ground quivered under Ged’s boots like the back of a restless equine—or maybe it was just the weakness in his knees when Marah blinked at him and he realized the blood on her temple was already drying, its source swabbed clean and skintaped.

      “Ged?” She blinked again, dark eyes reddened from flying particulates and her curls frosted with vaporised grit as well. “Oh. Hello.”

      “Excuse me.” The MedIn, a round-hipped, no-nonsense woman with a striped blue headscarf and gentle but raw-knuckled hands, attempted to shoulder Giz aside. “We’re not quite done yet, polis; you can question her when she’s been thoroughly scanned.”

      “I’m not questioning her.” Giz held Marah at arm’s length, examined her from top to toe. The strange unsteadiness in his gut almost demanded he shake answers free, but he quelled the urge just in time. “Are you all right? Are you?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to find out,” the MedIn snapped, and Giz let her shove him to one side. He didn’t like it, of course—he would have liked to separate the swabbie from her spleen for jostling him, but that would rob Marah and the other victims of care.

      Still…he was tempted. Giz let go and stepped back, knowing he was scowling like a primary-school boy and hating every moment of it until the MedIn glanced nervously at him. Her visible shock upon recognizing Noth’s Ryfl was almost a balm to his pride, but Marah laid her fingertips on the woman’s forearm, a First Echelon’s careful touch.

      “Thank you,” she said, softly. Of course she would be utterly polite. “I’m a medic too. Can I help?”

      “No, you can sit down, let the glucose work, and not go into shock, thank you.” The MedIn’s nametag said Kita Chandlah; she gathered her implements, glanced at Will administering an analgesic patch to the white-lipped, muttering Lunacer—probably praying with relief at her escape from the blast zone—and climbed into the open back of the ambulance with the unconscious grace of someone used to tight spaces crammed with life-saving tech.

      One would think a barge that size would have more room.

      Ged wasted no time, stepping close to Marah and fastening his fingers on her arms again, a battleship taking its most prized pinnace under tether with yet another scan from stem to stern to make sure she was whole. A thin silver spacca-couvrir was tucked around her slim shoulders despite the heat; it crackled as he pulled her into his chest, rested his chin on her dust-gritty hair, and closed his eyes.

      “Thank Logic you’re all right,” he muttered. It was a fine time to wish he was a Lunacer and had a proper prayer of praise. “I came as soon as I heard. What happened?”

      Will murmured at the elderly Lunacer, who thanked him in a quavering voice and moved to bless him. He let her, his head bowed in a polite facsimile of reverence, then led her to a temporary bench holding similar dazed survivors in various bandages and patches, several with singed hair-ends. The more heavily wounded were being treated on the other side of Via Lucet; Kadinat was choked with overflow traffic. Drones both Aegis and newsfeed hovered in a figure-eight overhead, slowly moving fanwise as more needles and ambulances arrived to disgorge helpmeets and aid workers.

      “Happened?” Marah turned her head slightly, resting her cheek on his thermasealed coat, and he had the irrational urge to unseal it and wrap it around them both like a tentshare on a frigid mining moon. “I went to the sandwich khibi. Everyone had an order.” She stopped to gulp in a breath, and a river of post-combat shakes ran through her, infecting him as well. “I thought it was artillery.”

      It took him right back to Second Galvesto, the pounding of the big guns, the counterattack and Marah’s face, a Lunacer angel’s, hovering over his cot. Get away from him. Finding out he’d been snatched from death and was still ambulatory was a gift he had never deserved, and this was another. “Shape of the crater’s wrong.” He exhaled harshly. Under the grit and copper tang of blood there was a hint of perfume, a light floral breath edged with tai-spice. “Logic be thanked, you weren’t inside.”

      “Sibby,” she said. “Tam. Quin. Pann.” The shaking intensified, her arms around him just like in some of his better dreams. Glucose, the MedIn had said, had they also dosed her with proxidrol to avoid shock? It was a fine time to wish he had more than simple battlefield first-aid training. Yellowgreen stormlight turned the scene into a ghastly tetherscreen horr-vid, and late summer thunder rolled over on its faraway mountain-bed, an angry, sleepy mutter. Marah choked on a cough and shivered again. “Mother…Mother Moon…”

      “It’s all right.” And it was, now that he was beginning to believe she was alive. Now that he had her, well and whole, in his arms. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      “The clinic.” Of course Marah had an immediate remonstrance. It would take more than an explosion to deaden her sense of obligation, indeed. She stiffened, but didn’t quite pull away yet. “There’s papierwork, and survivors⁠—”

      “There’s nothing more you can do here.” The words were too sharp, almost curt. His throat ached with others that longed to follow. Stop worrying about everyone else and take care of yourself for once, Marah, please.

      Thankfully, none of them escaped and she didn’t take offense. “I can’t go, Giz.” Her soft teacher’s tone was ragged at the edges. “They…. I need to identify them.”

      “Marah…” He could have told her there would be nothing left to identify. Seen from the air, it was a classic Tingstad crater with the sides neatly sheared; its subsequent raggedness was due to different strata and infrastructure settling according to pre-blast density around sudden absence. Someone had probably mixed demolition charges incorrectly; the only question was what the hell that particular chemical cocktail was doing under the Free Clinic. There was no mistaking it, the crater was, as Robb’s father would have said, smauqq-dab. “Really, there’s nothing you can do.”

      “I know.” Her head moved slightly, as if she longed to lift her chin or toss her hair from her eyes. “But I have to. They’re my patients. My clients.” Another series of shudders tore through her, a body realizing it was, after all, alive. “It was a light d-day.” The last word broke, and she pushed her cheek even harder against Ged’s chest.

      “Mistress?” Will hovered uncertainly, his eyes turned silver from lid to lid. Of course he wouldn’t like Giz within arm’s length of his charge, and the jolt had probably dismayed him too, if a synthetic could ever be so Terran as to be dismayed. “We are cleared to depart, and should return to Madán.”

      “I have to identify them, Will.” Her tone wavered between brittle patience and almost-anger.

      Will was having none of it—at least, as far as a skarl could. “Mistress, they are aggregating survivor and witness information, but the blast zone may be unsta⁠—”

      “Shut up.” Marah’s arms tightened around Ged’s middle. She was clinging for reassurance, for once, and he didn’t mind a bit. “Just shut up.”

      He’s right, Mads. But that might count as a lecture, and Ged knew how she felt about those. What else was there, in this situation? Nothing but his usual patience, with a heavy helping of anticipating which battle she’d toss herself into next.

      He dropped his chin to her tangled curls. She was going to have to rinse the dust out with a vengeance.

      It was all right, everything was fine, because she was alive. Breathing right on him, in fact, deep hitching gasps. Was she crying? Great Under.

      “We can stay,” he said, holding Will’s strange silver gaze. The synthetic’s distress must be pronounced indeed. “If you want, we can stay for just a little bit to make absolutely sure there’s nothing to be done. I think some nice sweet tai and maybe a flat space will do. Find us both, Will? Marah, if you collapse from shock you won’t be able to help anyone.”

      She kept shaking, taking those shuddering breaths, and it was official: he was as selfish a bâtard as Robb Locke, because under his own aching at her pain was the soft nasty satisfaction that it was him holding her.

      Finally, Gizabón’s patience had won one. It was about damn time.

      Will visibly weighed the situation. “It appears you are correct, Second Echelon Gizabón,” he said, somewhat formally. At least the synthetic wasn’t calling him Ged of Tabor like a swabbie anymore. “Mistress, shall I find you tai and a safe place to recline?”

      “Yes, Will.” He nose was full and her voice cracked again, halfway through the synthetic’s name. “Please do.”

      Will turned on his heel and stalked through the swiftly organizing bustle of emergency and civil authority personnel. Wounded were few since a Tingstad had a limited blast range, witnesses would be shaken and probably useless; wrap-up would take a comparatively short time. Ged’s rister was buzzing, but anything Noth wanted could wait.

      Everything could wait.

      “Thank the Moon you’re here,” Marah said, softly, through hitching gasps. “He won’t l-listen to m-me.”

      “You ask instead of commanding.” That was just one reason, Ged suspected. The synthetic probably wanted to save Marah from herself, but that was a losing battle. Much better—and more efficient—to arrange the shipyard before Marah had a chance to plan her takeoff angle.

      And now Ged had to think about insulating her from unfriendly questions. In particular, Noth’s unfriendly questions, because this couldn’t be ameliorated or papier-covered. It was a thumb right in the eye of the polis, and the exact type of thing a military governeur lost his seat over, especially if a First Echelon was wounded.

      Or, Logic forbid, killed.

      “P-personal p-preference.” A thin, forlorn laugh juddered out of her, turning into something very like a sob.

      Ged held on all the way through, hands spread against her back, his right thumb moving in a soft, instinctive arc on the blanket’s thin, crackling silver. “Yeah, I know. Stay with me, Mads.”

      “I’m g-glad you’re here.”

      “Me too.” You don’t know how glad. He kept his tone easy, quiet, neutral. “I saw it on the polis-stream and came as soon as I could.” And hadn’t that been cold metal in his guts? Garbled transmissions of an explosion near the Madán Clinic, each wartime casualty he’d ever seen dancing in front of him while he sat and fumed in a polis needle’s cradle, the autodrive engaged to bring him safely through layers of security, each fraction of time slipping away a further spur to a maddened beast.

      “I thought as m-much.” Her trembling was going down, but not nearly enough.

      “Here.” He didn’t want to, but he freed a hand enough to dig in a pocket, his fingertips touching coarse-woven mouchoir under plastik, and dragged out an anemic fylmpak of tissues. An Echelon man didn’t leave the house without at least one cloth mouch and a pak of flymsys; anyone who wanted to ape the manners of their betters could afford to in that respect. “Your nose.”

      “Always prepared.” She managed to take it without leaving his grasp, which was good. He didn’t know if he could let go. “Thanks, Ged.”

      “Anything for you, Marah.”

      She tilted her head back, blinking mournfully at him. “Do you really mean that?” Then she shook her head, dust-stiffened curls barely bouncing. Her eyes were not just reddened but bloodshot, dried blood clung to her cheek, but she stole his breath and propulsion both, leaving him spinning. “Never mind, it’s not the Ball, you don’t owe an answer⁠—”

      “Of course I mean it,” he said, steadily. “I’ve meant it for years.” You didn’t know? Of course he couldn’t say that, though. Knowing and being able to act upon intelligence were two very different things.

      He understood that better than anyone.

      Marah blew her nose, plundered the fylmpak again, and wiped at her streaming eyes. Salt-hot overflow cut channels through the dust on her cheeks, and for Giz the entire world went away.

      She was alive; he could find out who had dared to do this and administer a sharp lesson to the bâtard later. Now, he studied her cheek, her mouth, the bruise at her temple with the shallow slice at its top edge, her tangled hair, her bloodshot eyes. Memorizing her, again and again, adding the pictures to his private, internal stock of dreams.

      You could take everything away from a man and charge him double for a fractional return, but at least remembering was free.

      “Anything, huh?” She was trying for a light tone, but the dazed look wouldn’t go away. Her pupils were too large, but it was hard to see as much with her irises so dark.

      Ged’s throat was too dry, and his eyes smarted from the particulates as well. Logic knew there were probably carcinogens in the dust, system flushes administered to rid her of risk. Sharl Notheim was undoubtedly beside himself, and wouldn’t forgive Giz’s absence easily.

      Who cared?

      “Anything at all.” Ged slid his arm back where it belonged and held her, aiming for the balance between leaving her free to decide and reeling her in. Marah chose to settle against him again, her fist full of damp flymsy and her trembling no longer so wild or uncontrollable.

      “That’s nice,” she murmured, and closed her eyes once more.

      Ged Gizabón, helpless to stop himself, pressed a kiss on her hairline, papillon-light, right over the skintaped slice that was her only visible injury. The others—bruise, trauma, grief—would show themselves soon enough, and he’d be on deck to help her.

      As always, and at last.

      

      The roof of the Urtabo warehouse on Via Lucet wasn’t crowded with vantage drones, and nobody ever thought to look up. Especially since the structure held a huge defunct adboard, its gantrylike frame providing good but only incidental cover. A figure in a hooded, tight-sealed Corps jacket watched the bustle of emergency activity below, alternating between staring at the crater and at a particular silver ambulance, beside which a tall figure in polis black hunched his shoulders protectively, holding a slighter, shorter shape with tangled, dust-choked hair.

      So. She was all right, taken care of. It burned, but so did everything else, and besides…well, he was better for her than Hood would ever be.

      Still, the watcher’s dark eyes gleamed in the imperfect shade, and he had to move quickly or he’d be captured on drone arc footage and possibly sought as that old castanea, a person of interest.

      The blast had taken out the entire clinic far too thoroughly and neatly. Looked like a Tingstad, not an artillery bubble. And there, dangling dangerously over the slope, was the back of the vault for the nearby credit cooperative.

      Huh. A few moments later, the roof was empty. There was loading to get done this afternoon, if he wanted his day’s pay. There was also nothing he could fight or kill on Via Kadinat at the moment.

      The battle—such as it was—was taking a breather. But Hood had a lot to think about.

      And he didn’t like where those thoughts were tacking at all.
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      Two days later, deep in the Waymerit shipyard, the Ivanhoe’s Retreat was being loaded. Jorah Smahl, his hands stuffed deep in his coverall pockets, stood in the belly of the Retreat and watched the work.

      The crates were relatively light; Alladal’s loaders didn’t need mechs to pile them in the hold.  They knew their business and didn’t dally, but he was already itching to be gone. The sooner he pierced atmo, the sooner he could think about all this without emotional noise getting in the way.

      A tall slim shadow among the loaders was Alladal, her head shaved bare and also innocent of any turban. It was strange to see her without a bleached platinum mop or a headwrap; the dark fuzz on her scalp held a few swirled cowlick patterns that would be stubborn waves later. Heavy midafternoon overcast muffled tether-vibration and the shaking rattle of ships lifting off from bedrock dishes deeper in the port; the loaders barely paused to mop their streaming faces. A tai-khibi nosed past outside, its traditional recorded call rising and falling through shipnoise.

      Jorah stood, shoulders hunched, and listened for thunder. And, despite wanting to wait until he had a ship’s silence free of the gravwell, he thought about things.

      You couldn’t help it. A planet’s gravwell was full of compressed detritus swirling around, cluttering your orbit, robbing you of processing capacity. On a ship, every article had its proper place, and the rules were simple—do your job, or the vacuum outside would turn your entire crew and the hull sheltering them to salvage.

      Simple, though not easy. It still gave you time to think.

      There was a small commotion at the end of the loading ramp. Maybe someone was running for the tai-khibi.

      Alladal paced, a long-limbed feline prowl, pointing at various locations for the loaders. Normally a wright with the proper certification would be in charge of loading, but the songbird had a stacker’s license so it was fine; it would get redone without pilot cost, as well as said license dinged, if preflight checks returned more than marginal imbalance. Too many dings and she’d have to pass practicals again, and that was an irritation most stackers had no time or funds for.

      Do it right the first time was a stacker proverb taken to the Corps, or so ship-loaders said.

      “Good morning.” The commotion turned out to be the stackers noticing Marah Madán, pale and drawn, in the too-big, manky woolen coat she wore while filling a capitaine’s chair planetside. Heavy dark crescents lingered under her eyes like a Lunacer’s solstice-festival makeup, and her curly hair was ruthlessly scraped back into a skimpy, dispirited tail. Her baggy, patched trousers were dirty at the knees and along her left calf, just where she would steady herself while working half-in the engine space of that busted-down khibiCAT racer she was always hammering at lately. “You found a cargo.”

      “That I did. Light, which means I can stack salvage on the way out and the way back.” Jorah eyed her sidelong. “You coming along?” I thought you had other things to do lingered on the tip of his tongue, but that was an asshole thing to say, considering.

      Of course he’d seen the news. The crater where her clinic used to be was big enough to park a barge in, and there was nothing else for chieweeds or the Free Network to chew on since the Race wasn’t for a few tendays and no other peacetime disasters had struck the Sagittarius system.

      None the Aegis or polis would let the public hear about, that was. Rumors were flying about the likely response to a terrorist attack in the Saur. It was an open challenge to the polis, not to mention Sharl Notheim, and those never went well.

      “Just here to check preflights.” Marah’s dark gaze rested on Alladal. It was only natural, Jorah told himself. After all, hadn’t Al been the one to tell him the Lady of Madán was a soft touch and recommended he go there, cap in hand, to get a pilot’s job? His wife’s cousin had some nebulous business connection to Marah anyway, probably moving the salvage they came back with so a First Echelon wouldn’t be sullied by such things. “Besides, I wanted to get out of the alcazar. It might rain tonight.”

      I don’t blame you. She probably wanted to pierce atmo and be gone. A terrorist attack vaporizing the Free Clinic, a publicity still of Marah in the top left corner as drone footage of the crater played on ’cast loop everywhere—juicy stuff, especially with a First Echelon was involved. The chieweeds were all over it with speculation, interest, a song or two; the next time Marah opened Madán’s gates to attend to her magistracy duties gawkers would crowd around her fountain and join the line.

      Fucking chieweeds. Jorah cleared his throat, picked at a small blemish on his cheek with blunt fingertips. “Back on Old Terra we’d have to stay in port.” It was a good thing the heavy afternoon rains wouldn’t move in for at least three or four tendays; it was bad luck when they did before the Race. “Meteorological interference.”

      “I didn’t know you studied history.” Marah’s chin set. “Alladal’s got a stacker license now?”

      “Guess so.” At least that was a question he could answer. And it answered his own wonderings; Marah and his wife’s cousin were more than acquainted. “It scanned.”

      “Busy lady.” Marah didn’t look suspicious, so Jorah could feel good about that much, at least.

      One or two of the loaders recognized the First Echelon, and a murmur ran through the hold. Some of the containers were noro-sealed, Alladal was seeding those through the hold in standard diamond pattern. The songbird turned, saw Marah with no sign of startlement, and barked sharply at a broad-shouldered loader in Corps grab-boots to mind those edges, pay attention to the hold!

      “Looks like she’s doing just fine,” Marah continued. “I’ll go up and start preflight for you, then.”

      Everything was done, but Jorah thought she’d probably want to be out of sight for a while. The murmur in the hold was turning into an outright mutter, and it was only a matter of time before they started pointing or someone approached to speak.

      “Where’s Will?” Jorah didn’t really like the skarl—synthetics were fine, but the higher-level ones gave him a strange atavistic sensation perception-scientists would call a version of the old valley fever—but he was good to have around in case of emergency. “I didn’t think you were coming; I have a copilot on the way.” That was partly a lie, Al’s friend Muchson might copilot if he could clear work before Jorah lifted off during tomorrow’s scheduled midmorning gatecrash. Otherwise, Jorah was going to have to take an accredited stranger or two from the port boards. The Retreat wasn’t truly supposed to fly with less than three crew, it would cut into his share, but…well, he wanted to get out of the well.

      He needed to.

      “Just behind me.” Marah hesitated, her slim shoulders coming up as if something heavy lay across them. “Don’t cancel; I can’t go and the more hands you have for salvage, the better.”

      “Lady Madán?” A loader stepped close, her hood pulled high and cinched around her round, coppery face to serve as a head-covering. A Lunacer, then; Marah was known to have some sympathies in that direction even though she’d joined the Corps like a good Echelon. “Begging your pardon, lady.”

      Marah’s public-service smile was instant, a warm ledbar light flicked on with a fingertip. Her nose was a little pink and her eyelids faintly swollen, but that could be from late summer allergies. “Greetings, and fair winds…?” The last word tilted upward, an invitation for introduction.

      “It is you.” The loader’s smile in return was tentative, but warming quickly. “We heard about the clinic, lady. We’re awful sorry.”

      Was that a Helm’s we, or a redband’s, plural and conspiratorial? Or was it purely, singularly polite? Jorah’s hands in his pockets had turned to fists, his palms slippery. “Shove off,” he said, harshly. “This is our capitaine, swabbie.”

      “It’s all right.” Marah held out her hands, a smear of engine grease across the pad below her left thumb. It was almost shocking; she’d never shown up for preflight dirty before.

      That was Jorah’s job, and he wasn’t sure he liked being displaced. The Lady of Madán should stay in her damn alcazar; the cargo hold wasn’t the place for this, whatever it was.

      “Was it redbands?” the loader whispered, clasping Marah’s hands gently with her own hard-gloved paws. “Was it?”

      “The forensic reports haven’t come back yet.” Marah held contact for a few moments, an Echelon’s traditional grasp giving luck and rest to steerage. “Thank you…?” Another lilt upward, patiently questioning.

      “Pinder.” The loader didn’t even look at Jorah despite his barking. “Jolie Pinder.”

      “A beauty of a name.” Marah broke contact, again graceful, and her smile remained ironclad. Echelons had mnemonics practice almost as soon as they started talking and were trained to remember names; this woman would probably show up again to get some sort of easement on Madán’s next open day. “Thank you again, Pinder. I’ve got to start preflights, excuse me.”

      Marah climbed to the gantry and ducked through the hatch to the Retreat’s upper levels, followed by furtive gazes. Alladal quit yelling, probably because it was doing absolutely nothing, and stalked through the loaders.

      “Almost done,” Al snapped, and Pinder disappeared into the stream of muscled shapes hauling containers. “Capitaine aboard, huh?” Her tone dropped, and she stuffed her own long graceful hands into her unsealed canvas jacket’s pockets. “Was that in the plan?”

      “Nope.” Jorah folded his arms over his chest and stared down at Al. He hoped she found his size forbidding, let alone his glare. Another khibi, probably a loader’s rig, rattled by outside, filling the hold with a brief whine. “Better hope she isn’t curious.”

      “Heard about the clinic.” Al’s dark gaze was bright, her interest no doubt predatory to some degree. With her shorn hair and big eyes, she looked far younger than he knew she was, and Jorah’s unease sharpened.

      “Everyone has.” He didn’t have to work to sound gruff or dismissive. And he didn’t want to give Alladal any more purchase on Marah’s soft heart than she already had. “She probably wants to escape.”

      “Lucky, if that’s an option.” Al glanced over her shoulder, corded muscles on her throat standing out in sharp relief. She’d lost some weight lately, but he knew better than to think it was conscience keeping her up at night or turning her digestion sour. “We’re almost loaded. Don’t worry, you won’t get in trouble. Everything’s manifested.”

      “Better be.” They were getting out the straps now. It wasn’t even a full hold, but Marah wouldn’t mind and in any case, he’d already given a plausible explanation—more room for salvage, which meant a shorter return trip if he got lucky going out. There were one or two things he wanted to see about picking up for her. “This is the last time, Al.”

      “You always say that.”

      This time I mean it. Jorah caught sight of Will Skarl’s iron-grey head coming up the ramp amid a stream of loaders and exhaled sharply. The synthetic was a far greater danger than trusting, oblivious Marah. If the Lady of Madán found out they were carrying something not-quite-legal without her consent, they’d see just how far her storied forgiveness stretched.

      “Gonna check all the straps,” Al sang out and moved away; the loaders took up strap-cadence and began to chant. Maybe it would give Marah some comfort; their voices would throb through the ship all the way up to the helm. Was she checking his work on preflights or just sitting in the copilot’s cradle, wishing to be gone like Jorah always did?

      Will Skarl saw Jorah and waved, a brief smile lighting his synthetic face. Jorah waved in return, then tucked his hand back into his elbow-crook and glowered at Alladal.

      Yes, this was the last time. He didn’t like the studied casualness Al was displaying as her tall frame moved fluidly around the hold, not one bit. Sana would have wanted her cousin taken care of, yes.

      But Sana would also have liked Marah, and disliked taking advantage of her. If Jorah couldn’t stop drinking, at least he could stop running Alladal’s dirty cargos under his capitaine’s—and patron’s, might as well call the relationship what it was—nose.

      Yes, Jorah brooded, his cheeks itching from shave-burn and the rest of him longing to be free of grav and atmo both, staying planetside was a bad idea. He didn’t like Al’s expression when she talked about the Free Clinic explosion, not one bit.

      He also didn’t like the way the news kept calling it a terrorist incident. There were all sorts of strange suspicions floating around inside Jorah Smahl’s head, and he wanted to be gone from Sagg Prime long enough for them to settle.

      And—useless to deny it—long enough for his own cargo of uncomfortable conscience to quiet down a bit.
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      Preliminary rains came that night, breaking over Sharud from the Preserve to the Saur and out into the Flats besides. Fat drops smoked on dry pavement, streaked through air heavy with dust; puddles scintillated with oil as they spread. Lightning glared between clouds, thunder rolling like a crippled Corps battle-cruiser into a gravwell, and Milar Muchson hunched his shoulders, lengthening his stride as he hurried through a tangle of nameless streets. Tomorrow he would be in space, but tonight his ears were full of bufferwhine even though he’d picked the shunt-stuffers out and stowed them; he’d wormed his way into an extra shift bouncing for the usual Eightday comic burlesque at the Camyron, and the sound system there was as loud as Discipline.

      Which was only moderately loud when you were used to artillery, but still, Much didn’t intend to be deaf at thirty cycles like some people he knew. Bad enough that the Corps had filled his head with stress-reflexes, even though it also gave enough of a pension to keep his family afloat and a purchase for dragging them all out of the Saur.

      Theirs was a bad neighborhood but he was known, and he kept to the safe side of whichever street he was currently on—Boot, Merry, or the new gang coalescing in the wasteland between the first two, changing names every tenday. It wasn’t until he passed the two illegal bodegas frowning at each other across a hillocked, slippery passage barely wide enough for a khibiCAT that his chin jerked up, the ringing in his ears parting to allow a single thread of silver sound.

      He faded into a convenient alley and muscled up a slippery, protesting fire ladder to the slick-gleaming roof of a cartel charterhouse, wincing slightly as the ladder’s bolts groaned. Hauling himself over the edge, he hunched and ran, bent almost double as if back in the trenches, keeping to cover between a jungle of clotheslines, climate hoods, and temporary hydroponic stacks zipped up if their owners were wise, or with their slat-sides ribboning in the wind if they weren’t.

      Better safe than sorry, you could never tell when the rains would hit at the end of a Sagittarius summer—but some folks just never learned.

      There were even columbidae and lapin hutches, soft feathered or furred inhabitants huddling as madness walked the sky above. Nobody was sleeping on the roof tonight, which was the first bad sign—or the second, if you counted what Milar heard, a high-pitched piping cry riding a stray breeze to an anxious older brother’s ear.

      Black polis needles with full flashers on appeared through the rain, their undersides shimmering blue as they hovered, swords of searchlight-white jabbing down through falling water. Milar dove for cover, glad he was in Corps boots and tough canvas half-duster. His dungarees weren’t as robust, but at least they were giving his bouncer black-and-whites some protection.

      Buying a new set of those would be a pain.

      Drones zipped overhead, sticking close to the bulk of the needles as the downpour intensified. It was a full raid, polis on the roof and clustering every known or mapped exit; Milar just barely escaped being caught in the cordon by sliding down another fire ladder and landing behind a mound of refuse so malodorous even salvage-pickers hadn’t bothered with it. That high silvery voice was lost in the storm-sound and a crackle of loudspeakers, a droning recording telling inhabitants remain calm and present ident for scans and administrative census.

      They just had to do it at a rainy bedtime before he shipped out to earn some flight time for a pilot’s license to lift his entire family out of noncitizen poverty. Of course. Milar caught sight of a familiar shape with a bleached turban. It was his mother, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders and her hazel eyes wide; his younger brother Paulus clutched at her hip, both of them wet clear through. Looked like the raid was just getting started, and the long, twisting street of small homes behind this shelf of apartment houses had been caught in it as well.

      “Mil!” A hissing whisper from his left. “Don’t just stand there, come on!” It was Sylar in dungarees and their father’s old far-too-big duster, her dark eyes wide and her long dripping hair tumbled.

      Milar didn’t hesitate, plunging after her. She didn’t run like a Corps grunt, too upright, just asking for a redband sniper to ryfl-pop. Still, she was fleet, nimble, and heading in the right direction. Milar lunged, trying to catch her long scarf of dark hair, but his fingertips only skated her shoulder and she darted across the main avenue like a frightened lapin.

      The world turned over, a bright glare of stunshock, and that high crystalline voice came back. Milar had enough time to think why is Paulo crying before he lost consciousness for a few heavy, soupy moments.

      He came back to himself face-down in a puddle, and might have drowned if an impersonal, gauntleted hand hadn’t reached down, slipping in his own short, soaked hair, and yanked him up.

      It was the polis, and a few yards from Milar Muchson was a crumpled, familiar body. Sylar gasped, chokfish-flopping from the stun grenade, and one black-jacketed polis sank a boot into her midsection.

      Milar, restored to full, furious life, screamed and surged upward, his fist crunching into the polis’s blank faceshield. Corps training flashed his free hand forward, smacking the short crowd-control ryfl’s barrel up. A few moments had it stripped from the bâtard, and Milar almost sent a round into the black-helmed idiot.

      His only hesitation was his sister; he whirled—and found himself looking down the barrel of a regular ryfl while Sylar choked, curled into a ball on wet pavement, rain drumming all around her. The polis who had kicked her was also sprawling, and the shape holding the ryfl was tall, broad-shouldered, and had a glitter of blue eyes—bad luck, either a genetic throwback or bad judgment when they were selecting heir-characteristics.

      “Don’t do it,” the weird-eyed bâtard said, his tone oddly soft though the words sliced the thunder. He was high-ranked, that much was for sure, and even though he’d knocked over the bâtard kicking Sylar, bright hate still poured out of Milar’s eyes and onto him. “Stand down, Corpsoldat. Stand down.”

      Milar hesitated, and afterward he wondered if perhaps he should have tried it. But behind the black-coat fucker with the ryfl held level were another two squads of polis, their faceshields gleaming and their thermaseal uniforms slick-wet. Paulo’s cries faded, or maybe Milar hadn’t been hearing them at all, just the high oscillations of buffering as more black and blue needles dropped from the heavens.

      Under the blue-eyed officer’s steady glare they didn’t kick Milar around, and two of the assholes even helped Sylar up with a minimum of force. Clipped into restraints and loaded into the back of a lumbering van, at least they were out of the rain, and they were the first chokfish netted that night.

      Sylar’s ribs heaved, a nasty dark bruise swelling up the side of her face. “Mil,” she whispered, leaning against him as hard as she could. “Mil…”

      “It’s fine,” he answered, his mouth not moving. It was the same as passing news down the line while standing at attention, either in lockup or in the Corps. Funny how much similarity the two had. “They’ll check our ident and let us go. Or you, at least. Probably put me in stockade for⁠—”

      “Milar,” she interrupted, frantically. “They’re going to kill us, they’re going to⁠—”

      “Don’t start.” But a nasty suspicion bloomed behind Milar’s breastbone as her tone penetrated. She never sounded like this unless she had something to hide. Good thing the van was empty so far. “Sy? What the fuck have you done?”

      “Nothing. I just…I was holding it for Al, you know. Since she gave you a job. I was only holding it, Mil, honest.” Sylar began to writhe, fruitlessly rubbing her wrists inside the restraints. “They’re gonna find it. They’re searching houses. Mama doesn’t know.”

      Oh, for the sake of Logic. “Shut up,” he hissed. There were probably steno-reccos turned on in here, ready to catch any inadvisable word for replay in front of a bored Aegis magistrate. The doors banged open; more sullen, soaked Saur inhabitants were lifted or flung in and Milar rested the back of his head against the side of the van.

      Sylar swallowed hard. Despite the duster, one foot was bare and filthy with mud; the other held a forlorn, familiar, battered pink slipper with flopping-cute lapin ears. She leaned close, her lips brushing his ear as she kept repeating that she didn’t know, she hadn’t known, and Milar had the deep, very unbrotherly urge to smack her.

      Robard would have, but then again, Robard was dead. All that scholarship work gone to waste, but at least the Corps paid Mom the pension for one fallen child; she got nothing for Mieke’s “accidental” death. Would they continue payment if one of her other children got involved with Alladal’s other work? And Paulo’s school, who would pay for that if Milar got himself thrown into deep brig?

      “It’s just a crate, I don’t know what’s in it, but when they find out…” Sy gulped, deadly pale and broadcasting guilt. Nobody else who had the misfortune to be clipped and thrown in said a word, but plenty of them were watching. “Milar, they’re gonna kill us.”

      “No, they’re not,” he lied, and decided cursing at his stupid, silly sister for agreeing to any shaggoshit was a waste of energy. He worked at the restraints, testing both flexseal and clips, and found out he was once more lucky as a long-tailed feline.

      One of the clips was loose.

      “Be quiet,” he said, softly, and closed his eyes, his hands contorting painfully, fingertips just brushing the tong adjusters. “Don’t say another Logic-be-damned word, Sy. I mean it.”

      She couldn’t help herself. “What about Paulo? What about his school?”

      “Shut up, Sylar.” Paulo was a minor, whatever Alladal had asked Sylar to hold wouldn’t affect him. Or maybe it would; was this how a redband felt during a Corps roundup? Whole families herded into enclosures or vans, small children wailing, parents grim, older kids and teens peeled away to question separately⁠—

      The clip loosened, and Milar breathed out, slowly. What would Robb Locke do? That big blond bâtard had some brains hidden behind his Corps-issued stony expression. Milar’s portion of the take from the big job was safely hidden thanks to one of Locke’s lazy remarks. There was a way out of this, and if he was calm and smart enough, he’d find it.

      Sylar subsided into hitching breaths and sharp exhales next to him, not quite weeping. Little sisters were a pain, it was the one thing he’d ever agreed with Peter about—but they were your pain, and a man took care of his own.

      Maybe if Dad hadn’t had the accident he would have taught Robard as much, or Mieke might have. Surely it was wicked of Milar to think it was a blessing Robard wasn’t coming back to Echelon it over the entire Muchson family unit.

      “All right,” Milar murmured. “All right. It’s gonna be okay, Sy.” The first thing was to calm his sister down. At the same time, he could work the clip free.

      Then they’d see.
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