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“Many twins say that their dreams are in fact similar in content. Moreover many twins make a far stronger claim: They claim that they actually share the dreaming process between them!”

—Patrick McNamara, “Twin Brains and Twin Dreams” 




“Twins experience loss, whether by separation or death, profoundly. Losing a twin was more than the loss of another person, it reflected a loss of identity.”

—Alison M. Macdonald, “Bereavement in Twin Relationships”



Disclaimer: The above statements are quoted from reports of scientific investigations. This book is science fiction! Just in case you’re unsure of the difference. . .
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Two of them
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WE HAD BEEN SEARCHING all morning but hadn’t found much.

“Stop,” Clori demanded.

I looked at her. “What.” I was hot and grouchy. Kinich Ahau was high in the sky, but the too-bright plug that was Ah Puch, smaller and a whole lot badder than his big brother-star, had just nudged over the horizon. I knew we had to head for our homeshelter, and we had nothing much to show for our morning’s work.

“Stop right there. You’re about to step on it.”

I sucked in a breath. Just underfoot, the faint gleam of some long shape poked up from the sand of The Barrens. The light of Ah Puch, slanting in from the rugged line of hills in the far distance, glanced off the metal cladding. The sheen of it had caught Clori’s eye.

Clori and I knelt and began digging furiously to extract the object. Our paycheck. 

“The bad one’s rising,” I grunted.

“Come on, then. Don’t waste your breath.”

In the time we unearthed the slender piece of metal, Ah Puch had loomed higher in the sky, and we were already feeling the effects.

For such a splinter, the piece of salvage was remarkably heavy. Clori and I hefted it between us. We didn’t spend our reserves of energy exclaiming over it, just slogged as fast as we could with it to the edge of The Barrens, where the overhanging lip of the butte gave us a bit of shade. From there, we made our way rapidly to the path into the stunted trees. Around a bend underneath the trees was the entrance to our homeshelter. So close. But to us, it seemed as far away as the other side of Chactown.

We fell against the reinforced doors, both of us dizzy with heat.

“Hurry,” said my sister as I punched in the numbers with one hand, the other supporting my end of our find. The big metal doors gaped open, and we wrestled our precious piece of salvage into the cool tunnel leading to the mainroom. Clori pressed the close button, shutting out the killer heat, and we carefully laid our burden down. If any delicate tech remained, the last thing we wanted to do was damage it. But our hands were slippery with sweat and we were both pale and trembling.

As soon as we’d lowered our find safely to the floor, we stumbled to the cooling chamber and lay for a long time on the tiles, not speaking, pulling at the water pods we’d snatched on the way in. At last I hauled myself to a sitting position against the wall. “Cutting it close that time,” I croaked out. 

I saw the effort Clori was making to open her eyes. Her skin, which had reddened under the strong light of Ah Puch, had paled to dead white as the heat took us. But now that we’d recovered a little, the burn emerged redder than ever. “Smoke,” I swore. “Ah Puch bit you bad.”

“Not that bad. Don’t swear. We did it.”

Both of us busted out in big grins. As soon as we felt a little better, we crept out of the cooling room to get ourselves more pods of water and inspect our piece of salvage.

“The best one we’ve found all year, and I nearly stepped on it,” I said. “You have the eye, Clori.”

A smile of satisfaction curled her lips. “We can eat on this a couple of ninedays.”

“I’d say an entire moonscycle.” I turned the long silvery splinter over and examined its underside. A strip of undamaged tech ran along it. I figured the ship it broke from must’ve landed soft into a sand-drift and belly down. “We can get three, maybe four armlets for this.” But I looked at Clori with concern. 

She was already rummaging in the medical bin for salve. I helped her smooth it over her face and hands. We were taking turns wearing our only pair of gauntlets, and today had been my turn. I examined her hands, feeling guilty.

“Not too bad.” She shrugged.

“Smoke, Clori. You let your veils come loose again.”

“I’ll live.” She smiled big. “Wait til Mami sees!”

“Wait’ll she sees how red your face is,” I said.

“She’ll fuss.” Clori grinned. “She always does.”

Soon after Ah Puch set, we heard our mother outside, punching in her number. The big doors creaked aside. Her boots rang metallic on the ramp. Cool night air poured in after her, and the little night noises. By then, Kinich Ahau had set too. Six blissful measures of cool dark before he rose again.

“Anith? Clori?”

“In here, Mami,” we chorused.

The doors clanged together, and she came into the mainroom of the homeshelter, leaning her stave in a corner. Even in the dim glow from the walls, she could see something was wrong with Clori. She came over to us, put her hands on either side of Clori’s face, and turned it from side to side. “Girls.”

“We know, Mami,” said Clori. “It’s not bad. Doesn’t hurt much. I put on the salve already.”

And I was talking over her. “We promise we’ll be more careful.”

Mami was shaking her head and muttering to herself. I started helping her off with her heavy miner’s rig.

“But look, Mami.”

She stepped to the piece we’d found. By then, we’d worked over it some with our collection of little brushes. “A fine piece,” she said. “You did well today, girls.” But her eyes filled with tears.

We hugged her between us, easing her onto the bench. “We promise!” I was exclaiming. “No more taking chances.” And Clori was crouched down, wiggling the boots off Mami’s feet, unwinding the rags that gave them extra protection, massaging them.

I went over to the cooker to heat us up something to eat, and we all sat on the bench together with our bowls.

“Not much meat in it,” Mami said.

“But tomorrow we’ll go to Chactown and sell this. Then we’ll have meat for the entire moonscycle,” said Clori.

Mami allowed herself to smile then. “I’ll be paid in a nineday.” A shadow crossed her face. “Unless the company delays it again.” She looked over at our find. “Praise to Smoke,” she said quietly. “We’ll eat, anyway.” She turned to us. “As soon as Kinich Ahau rises, get to Chactown with this. Be back well before he reaches meridian, and stay inside the rest of the day. Promise?” 

We both did.

Clori gathered up the bowls and ran them through the sanitizer. Then we unrolled our sleeping mats and tried to catch a few measures of sleep before first light.

By the time I rolled off my mat, Mami was already in her miner’s rig again. “Remember,” she said. “No taking chances.”

I nudged Clori awake and nodded at Mami. “We promise,” I said.

She looked from one of us to the other, then squatted down beside us. “You’re old enough to understand now. You’ve both reached the threshold to womanhood. If we were a normal family. . .” She trailed off.

I knew what she was about to say. If we were all normal—she, a normal mother, Clori and I normal sisters, a father in the picture—she’d be taking us into Chactown to speak to the priest of Smoke. And he would dedicate our womanhood to the gods. 

But Clori and I were not normal. So that meant, neither was Mami.

Mami went on. “It’s high time I looked for husbands for you two.”

Clori and I glanced at each other. “Is that even possible?” I said.

“Yes,” Mami said, her voice firm. “Yes, it’s done, especially out here in the provinces. But we have to be strategic about it. And so you two must make sure to give yourselves every advantage. That means not burning yourselves to a crisp. The men favor a pale complexion. Both of you—” She reached out a hand to Clori and stroked her cheek; then to me. “You have what they favor.” Our pale skin, a legacy from the father we’d never known. And our gray eyes as well. “Men will take a chance on that.” Mami looked us both over carefully. “Not for some ugly Ah Puch bitten thing. So think before you act. Your future depends on it.”

“I don’t see how that will work,” I objected. “Finding us husbands.”

“I have a plan,” she said. Then she was gone, the outside doors clanging behind her. 

“You think it’s possible?” said Clori after a moment, looking over at me. “Really?”

I didn’t answer. I was fishing around on the shelf for the wrapping with the bread. I handed down a hunk for her and tore off one for myself. I started the water boiling on the cooker and threw herbs into the pot.

“I’ve dreamed about it,” she said. “A husband. I’ve always tried to keep myself from thinking about it. Since it’s impossible,” she added.

“I know you have. I’ve seen, remember? I haven’t dreamed about it. About a man. I don’t want a man,” I said, pouring the water over the herbs and handing her a cup of the tea. “I’m happy the way we are.”

“I’ve seen your dreams, too. But Anith. We won’t be able to stay this way forever.”

We both fell silent, thinking about the thing we never discussed. How a miner’s life wasn’t long. Accidents. Illness, with none to help. Overwork, turning the miners too early, too young, into useless wasted husks of their former selves. Then dismissed by the bosses with no way to keep themselves or their families. 

“What happens when Mami is no longer here?” Clori persisted. “No. Look. We need to talk about it. Mami is right. We’ve arrived at womanhood, and we need to think about the future, whatever it may hold.” 

I took a careful sip of my tea. It was weak as water. I was always too hasty. I set the cup aside to let the tea steep a bit longer. “We’ll just stay here and—”

“And what? Scavenging is a good supplement. But it won’t pay the rent on the homeshelter. We’d have to get jobs. And that’s as unlikely as—” 

“—as marriage,” I finished for her. I picked the cup up again and drank the weak brew. The packets of herbs for the tea were old and cheap, cut with chaff. No matter how long the tea steeped, it wasn’t getting much better. May as well drink it while it was hot. “Actually, though. We could do it.” 

“How?” Clori raised a skeptical eyebrow. 

“Same way we trade. Let them think there’s one of us. Then share.” 

Clori blushed. 

“Not marriage, neemit-head. A job.” 

“That won’t happen,” said Clori. “They test the job applicants. The double trait would show up. But anyway, Mami has a plan.” 

“Let’s go. We need to sell this salvage before Kinich Ahau comes to meridian, so we can get back here in time. And take care of our complexions.” I gave my sister a wry smile. My sister. My twin. 

It was a little tricky, selling in Chactown. By now, though, we were old hands. We got our piece of scavenged metal down the path to town, keeping our eyes and ears open, always, for other travelers. We only encountered one that morning, and it was easy to step off the path into the thick underbrush to wait til the man passed us. Some farmer with a sack of something, probably dawntubers, on his back. 

“I’m sick of dawntubers,” I said, standing when it was safe again. 

“Me too,” said Clori. We smiled at each other, both knowing we were thinking of the slabs of meat our salvage would buy us. Fatula, that was cheap. But with this find, we could get ourselves a nice cut of vold.

When we neared the airlock to Chactown, we headed into the brush again and crouched there. We never came on market day, even though we’d be able to get a better price that way. But the off-days were safer. Fewer travelers on the path. Fewer prying eyes. 

“My turn today,” said Clori. 

I helped her arrange our homemade harness around her body and secured the salvage to it. I parted the underbrush and peered out to the path. “All clear,” I said, pulling her to her feet. 

She staggered under the weight. “This one’s heavy.” 

“Can you manage?” I was just a bit bigger, just a bit stronger than Clori. Otherwise, only Mami could tell us apart. 

“Sure I can. Not much further to the airlock.”

“I’m working on our cart,” I told her. “That will really help us.” I nearly had it finished, with bits of salvage too damaged or useless to get much of a price. Then one of us would be able to transport the salvage to Chactown, and that one could go on market day. The risk of meeting someone who’d see two of us would be gone. The one of us doing the trading could get to Chactown faster. The risk of getting caught out in the open by Ah Puch, and burned, would be less. 

Clori tested the harness, then staggered off to the path. I worried as she got herself to the airlock. But soon I saw her disappearing inside. Now I could relax and wait for her return. The cool inside the Chactown bubble, the oxygen-enriched air—all that would help her as she hauled our find to Trader Row. 

I settled back into the brush, glancing to the sky through a gap in the dense interlaced branches. Kinich Ahau was still pretty low in the sky. We had plenty of time. 

I must have dozed off, because I was startled awake by a feeling of alarm. I stood up fast, peering through the bushes. Nothing. My imagination. I prepared to crouch down again, but the feeling was too strong. Something was wrong. Something was wrong with Clori. 

Her low call got me to my feet again. “Anith, I’m back.” She sounded perfectly fine. Strangely, the feeling of alarm intensified. 

I put my hands to my head. It felt as if it were about to burst. 

Then all Smoke broke out. 

There was someone else. Someone just behind Clori, grabbing at her, and Clori was looking behind her, startled. She started thrashing around, and the someone else, a man, was yelling something. I rushed at him and clobbered him with my stave. 

He staggered back. But he had a gun. 

He trained it on us. 

I pulled Clori to me. She was sobbing. 

The man looked from one of us to the other. He put his hand to his mouth and wiped away blood, where I’d nailed him. “Smoke,” he breathed. “Two of you.” 

We cowered away from him into the brush. 

“Don’t move,” he said. “Listen, girl, I meant no harm. I wanted to ask you—Smoke.” He stopped and shook his head. “Two of them.” 

“We can pay,” said Clori. She held up her wrist. Four armlets. 

In spite of my fear, I felt impressed. Four! 

“Take them,” Clori said, stripping them off and holding them out. “Just please don’t tell anyone.” 

“Ah, girl. This is a crime you’re committing, you and—” He glanced to me. “—her.” 

“We can’t help the way we were born,” I said, low. 

“But your mother could. She should have done something.” His gaze roved back to Clori. “Girl, I won’t tell. Swear to Smoke. And I don’t want your cash. I won’t hurt you. I want—” 

While his attention was on Clori, I saw my chance. I struck out fast with my stave, aiming for his gun-arm, surprising him. The gun went off, but the charge sizzled past over our heads. I tripped him and grabbed Clori. “Run,” I said. 

We zigzagged through the underbrush to a disused miner’s path we knew about. We didn’t have to talk about it. We just knew. We knew each other’s minds about how to get away from this danger.

One of the man’s shots careened crazy overhead and zinged off the trunk of a bolong. We ran, our attacker blundering around behind us, twigs and branches snapping. Then silence. 

“We’ve lost him,” I said, holding the stitch in my side. Struck with a sudden fear, I looked over at Clori. “Smoke!” 

“I’m not completely useless, you know,” she said, holding up her arm. The four armlets were neatly stacked up her sleeve. “I didn’t lose them.” 

We sagged against each other, feeling shaky. 

“But now,” she said, “We’re pretty far away from the homeshelter. Let’s get going.” 

We both glanced to the sky and set off walking. 

Once we were safe inside the homeshelter, we could relax and laugh about the whole thing. 

“It’s no laughing matter,” said Clori after a moment, her smile fading. “Now someone knows about us.” 

“But not who we are or where we live.” 

Clori turned away from me without replying. 

“Clori? He doesn’t know who we are, right?” 

“He might,” she said in a small voice. 

“How?” I was astounded. 

“I was selling our piece of salvage to Old Nam, and this man kept staring at me.” 

“That man? The one who saw us?” 

“Yes,” she said. “That’s why I didn’t stop at the butcher’s stall. I got a little frightened. I told myself, nah, it’s nothing, you’re jumping at shadows. Guess I wasn’t. Guess he must have followed me.” 

“Doesn’t mean he knows who we are.” 

“But Nam does. I mean, he doesn’t know there are two of us, but if the man went back to talk to him, Nam could give him a name. The man could blab to Nam about there being two of us, and Nam could blab it to the Committee police, and—” 

She stopped and we stared at each other. We’d tried so hard to be careful. We had long ago decided to use Clori’s name for the one of us we told the traders we were. I couldn’t even remember why we decided on hers. Maybe because she was the first one of us to sell anything to Nam. So Clori’s name was the one Nam knew, and he never suspected that a lot of the time “Clori” was actually me. Now look. One stupid accident, and our caution meant nothing.

“Still and all,” I argued, “Nam doesn’t know where we live.” 

“He does approximately. Out by The Barrens.” 

“That covers a lot of ground,” I said. I was determined to think we were okay. “Even if Old Nam tells the man that, he’ll never find us.” I tried to shove aside the idea that the man might reveal we were twins. He said he wouldn’t. That didn’t mean he meant what he said. But I pushed the thought away from me. Things were already bad enough.

“We succeeded. You did,” I told Clori, trying to reassure her. “You came away with four armlets, Smoke!”

We sat looking down at our hands. “But now,” said Clori. “How will we ever trade them in? How will we get our meat? We can’t go back tomorrow to the butcher. They’ll be on the lookout for us.” 

Clori said “us.” She too disbelieved the man when he swore he wouldn’t tell anyone we were twins. I felt the fear coming off her in waves. I rushed out my own reassuring thoughts, even though I didn’t quite believe in them, and pulled them around her in a comforting cloak. Sensing my reassurances, she calmed a bit.

Without needing to talk about it, we glumly settled to the many undone small repairs around the homeshelter. Under the best of circumstances—the man not telling, no one being able to find out where we lived—we were well-snatted. Everything had gone to snat, and we both knew it. 

Don’t swear. Clori’s thoughts floated into my head.

We exchanged a grin. But I worried at her. Where would we sell our salvage now? And how would we buy any goods with our earnings? 

“Mami will have to do the buying,” I said at last, out loud. 

I could see we both hated it, that our mistake would add to her burdens. By our unspoken agreement, we stopped talking about our predicament then, and even tried to stop thinking about it—much good that did. We both dreaded Mami’s homecoming that evening, and what we’d have to tell her. 

She was late coming home. We sat silently worrying. At last we heard her punching in her numbers.

“Home, girls. But something happened,” Mami called to us from the door. Then let out a scream.

We rushed to her; a man had her and was shoving her stumbling ahead of him into the homeshelter, a gun to her head. A man.

That man.

And this time, I’d gotten no alarm.
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THE MAN STOOD WAVING the gun around. Mami, Clori, and I scuttled to the far corner of the mainroom and cowered there.

The man pointed the gun at Mami, then at me and Clori, moving it from one of us to the other to the other as if he were deciding which one of us to shoot first.

“Don’t shoot. Please don’t,” said Mami.

“I won’t,” he said. “Not if you cooperate.”

“What do you want.” Mami’s mouth had drawn into a grim line. I could see what she was thinking. I was thinking it myself. I don’t think Clori was, thank Smoke. That this man wanted us in that way men did. Would rape us. I didn’t even know what that meant, not really. Just that it was bad, and it was the reason no mother would allow a daughter alone with a man, ever.

“My name is Marten,” the intruder stammered.

We glanced at each other, surprised.

“Marten Hyland,” he continued. “I’m looking for a bride. I saw your daughter. That one.” He pointed at Clori. “Or maybe.” A puzzled frown wrinkled his brow. “Maybe that one.” He pointed at me.

“A bride,” said Mami carefully.

“Yes.”

“And you came here with a gun, and pushed yourself in here, to tell me that.”

This man, Marten Hyland, actually blushed. “I didn’t plan to, no. It just happened.”

“It just happened,” said Mami flatly.

“I was following. . .” He paused, looking in confusion from Clori to me. “Her,” he said, pointing at Clori. “Her cheeks are redder. It was her.”

Clori bit her lip.

“She was at Trader Nam’s. I saw her,” the man went on. Marten Hyland. “I wanted to speak to her, but when I followed her out of the airlock, she started to run. So I ran after her.” He looked at Mami apologetically. “I didn’t want to shoot her. I just wanted her to stop. And then.” He shifted his gaze to me. “Then there was her.”

“I see,” said Mami. She turned to me and Clori. “Is this true, girls?” She deliberately turned her back on Marten Hyland. Showing him she wasn’t afraid of him and his gun. But she was. I could see her hands trembling.

“Yes,” I said. Clori echoed me at almost the same time.

“He frightened us,” I said. “You and your gun.” Past Mami, I fixed Marten Hyland with a look.

“I just wanted to talk to you,” he mumbled.

“Well.” Mami turned back to him. “That explains your encounter with my daughter. But it doesn’t explain what you just did to me. Attacking me on the very apron of my homeshelter. Threatening me with your gun.”

“I was worried you wouldn’t let me in.”

“And you’d be right. A stranger. A strange man. In the dark. Smoke protect us,” said Mami. “How did you even know to follow me.”

“Trader Nam, he knows a lot. He knew the girl he traded with was your daughter. He didn’t know there were two. I didn’t tell him, either, but I found out which mine you work, and I waited for you at the end of your shift. Then I followed you.”

Mami grunted.

“If I put away my gun, can we talk?” said the man.

Mami seated herself carefully cross-legged. She still had her stave, and now she laid it across her knees. “Talk,” she said. “You can’t shoot all three of us at once. Not with that popper. So if you shoot me, one of the girls will be on you with this.” She indicated the stave with a tilt of her head. “And they both know how to use it. But if you shoot one of them, Smoke protect you. Your head’s insides will be smeared all over that wall behind you before you can say Ro Lo Toh.”

Marten Hyland stuck the gun into his belt. “Although,” he said. “If I was to shoot one of the girls, that would solve your entire problem nicely.”

“And with that remark, you” Mami fixed him with what we called her Death Look, “are heading straight to suck-sand. Which is where I’ll throw your worthless body if you threaten my daughters again.” She was still in her miner’s rig, with the steel-toed boots and the heavy gauntlets and the padded tunic and trousers, and she looked like she could break him in two if she’d a mind to do it, gun or no gun.

He seemed to think so too. “I didn’t mean nothing,” he said.

She stared at him.

“You better talk, mister, and then you better get out of here quick,” I told him. 

He glanced at me nervously. “I want a bride. You have a daughter,” he said to Mami.

“And do you have the bride-price? And what is it?” said Mami.

Now a crafty look stole over his pudding features. “Two and ten,” he said.

“That’s ridiculous, and you know it. Did you come here to shoot us, or insult us? Both, looks like.”

“But listen, ma’am,” he said. “How are you going to unload both them girls? You can’t. People would come to know. You can only rid yourself of the one, and then you’ll have to get far from here to get rid of the other. And I’m guessing—” He looked around the homeshelter. “I’m guessing you don’t have the means to do that. Miner, are you? Guessing you don’t have the means or the time. The bosses will fire you if you take off traveling, and you can’t afford that, I’m guessing.”

Mami’s nod was grudging. “But I still have a daughter for some lucky man, and look at her. Look at her skin, her eyes, her hair. Everything. And I’ve brought her up well. She’s due a good bride price. Let me worry about the other one.”

“I’d never be able to afford a bride as fine as this one,” he said, nodding his agreement, beginning to smile. He was staring at Clori, not me. With a surge of guilt, I realized I felt glad. I was glad I’d spoken saucily to him. He’d want Clori, not me, even though she was bit by Ah Puch. He could probably see that was a temporary thing.

“But,” he continued. “Now I know something. I know something, ma’am. I could go to the authorities, and then where would you be? They’d be dead, both them girls. Probably you too for flouting the law. In prison a good long while, at the very least, and you know what they’d do to you in there. I’d pick execution, myself. You see it, and I see it. Two and ten. I won’t tell, and I’ll take that one.” He pointed at Clori.

Mami knew when she was defeated. She turned to Clori. “I won’t agree unless my daughter does.”

“She doesn’t have a choice,” Marten Hyland pointed out in a reasonable tone.

Nor did she.

“I accept,” said Clori. 

I wanted to scream. I wanted to weep. But it was odd. I saw Clori meant what she said. I saw she wanted it. To go off with this man. I felt it. So I tried to stifle my own feelings, but I couldn’t help myself. Deep inside, I sent a wail in her direction. I saw her flinch.

Mami sighed. “Done,” she said.

Marten Hyland pulled a small sack out of the pocket of his coat and stepped forward, hesitating. He tipped the contents of his sack half-out so Mami could see he wasn’t lying about the cash. 

Mami met him in the middle of the room, her hands tightening on her stave.

Marten Hyland pulled two of the big plated armbands out of the sack, and ten of the armlets, strung together. He reached them out toward her.

Mami shifted her grip, never taking her eyes off his, and scooped the cashbands off him, stringing them deftly onto her belt. She motioned behind her. “Clori.”

Clori came to the middle of the room to join her.

“Clori,” I groaned, low, but out loud this time. I was digging my nails into my palms so hard I thought I must be piercing the skin.

In an instant she was beside me, gathering me into her arms. “I have to go,” she whispered into my ear. “I have to do it.”

“I know,” I whispered back. She was right. She did. But my heart broke in two as she followed Marten Hyland out of the homeshelter into the night.
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Just how he’d do it
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“HAVE ANOTHER CUP,” Marten Hyland’s friend Kace urged.

“Don’t mind if I do.” Marten knew he shouldn’t. He was already a little drunk. But Smoke, it was his wedding night, wasn’t it? Cause for celebration. (Inside a little part of him, something was telling him different. Cause for a massive case of nerves, is what it was cause for.)

Smoke knows, he’d done everything perfectly properly. When he’d taken his bride away from her homeshelter, he had shown her every courtesy, unpacking a cloak he had brought specially and furling it around her to keep off the night chill. Taking her hand and leading her close beside him through the dark lane onto the main road, vigilant against wild beasts. Then, on the main road with the torches glittering and crackling at the ends of their lightpoles, he had stopped to admire her beauty. Her eyes were enormous. Enormous and scared.

“Don’t be scared of me,” he told her. “You know my name. Marten Hyland. And yours?”

“Clori Aleyne,” she had whispered, such a faint sound he had had to bend low to hear her. 

“Clori,” he tried. “Beautiful. Like its bearer.”

That had coaxed a smile from her.

He hadn’t laid a hand on her in lust, in spite of his intentions when he’d first seen and followed her. But a bride. A wife. His wife. That was a different matter. Now she was his bride, bought and paid for. 

After he had taken her into Chactown bubble, he’d gotten her straight to the temple, hadn’t he? All completely proper. The priest led her into the women’s quarters. The next day he arrived with the temple offering and a new garment, which she put on. 

When she came to the altar dressed in the robe, simple as it was, his heart stopped. He knew when he had seen her at Trader Nam’s that she was lovely, but she had been swathed in her veils against the suns. And in the homeshelter, he had seen her unveiled, but the light was dim, and she was frightened. Bit some by Ah Puch, too.

Now she came to the altar proudly. The priestwives had salved her and anointed her. Marten saw her beauty. He was heartened. In buying her for himself, he’d done the right thing, even though his first impulse had been sinful.

The priest took Marten’s offering and pronounced them wed. Marten Hyland and Clori Hylandwife. 

After, they returned to his small dwelling, hardly larger than her homeshelter. But his own dwelling was within the bubble, with the purified air, the purified water, all the conveniences. He was proud. And now he had a new possession to be proud of. Clori.

She had prepared the feast for him and his friends, and had stood watching while they ate. He found to his gratification that she was a good cook, too.

Now, at the tavern, he burst out to his friends, in a flood of good and tender feelings, “My Clori, she is a find! She is beautiful, and—and she cooks!”

His friends chuckled indulgently, and Kace, his best friend in all Ixchel, clapped him on the shoulder. “Now you’re about to find out just how beautiful,” he said.

All the friends drank to that, and Marten found himself downing another cup of the strong wedding wine. 

“The dawntuber crop must have been good this year,” said one of the friends.

“I got her cheap,” said Marten, laying a finger aside his nose and looking around solemnly. “I drove a good bargain. The best bargain.”

They all drank to his canny dealings.

Kace leaned in. “Best slow it down, eh, Marten? Considering what’s waiting for you in your bed.”

Marten let out a peal of laughter and stood. Then sat down abruptly, the tavern room spinning. 

“Fellows, I’m helping Marten back to his house. See you in the morning. Then we’ll hear all about it, eh, Marten?” said Kace, lending Marten his arm.

Marten wobbled to his feet and grinned at all his friends, who let out a cheer.

“Come on, Marten.” Kace led him out of the tavern into the street, and along the side street to his house. “And Marten, no need to lie to me. We’ve been friends a long time. A beauty like that, you must have spent all your savings.”

Marten tottered against Kace and fell down onto the pavement. Kace hauled him up again. “No,” said Marten and laughed so hard he almost fell down again. “I tell you, got her cheap.”

“Now how did you do that, Marten. I know you are a canny fellow, but—”

Marten about split himself laughing. He kept trying to explain, but all he got out between bellows of laughter was “twins” and “got her cheap” and “scared the Smoke out of the mother.”

“Here you go,” said Kace, depositing Marten at his own front door.

It opened; there stood the beautiful Clori.

“You’re beautiful, Clori. And you’re cheap,” burbled Marten.

Clori stood in the doorway, a look of dismay turning her mouth down.

“Now you’re sad. There is a sad, sad mouth. Let me kiss it happy,” said Marten, lurching at her. He missed and went stumbling past. Kace and Clori between them got him inside and eased down onto the bed.

“Hmm,” said Kace, looking down at Marten, then over at Clori.

“Wha’s matter, Kace?” Marten mumbled.

The last thing Marten heard was Clori thanking Kace for bringing him home. What an angel! Marten felt he was the luckiest man in Chactown. Smoke, not only Chactown. In the whole of Ixchel! He swam into a bleary sleep.
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“HMM,” SAID KACE TO himself, pulling Marten’s door closed, leaving his bride Clori looking distinctly wilted and downhearted at Marten’s bedside. Marten was already snoring.

Kace knew what he’d hear in the morning. Or whenever Marten was able to sleep off his drink and get back together with his friends. A lot of boasting about how the night had gone. 

Kace laughed to himself. He and Marten had been friends since childhood. He knew Marten very well.

Kace was making his way back to the tavern, but he stopped and leaned against a wall in the darkened bubble of Chactown. Cheap. What did that mean, exactly. How, in the name of Smoke? Good bones like that didn’t come cheap. That skin. That hair. The gray of those eyes. Kace found he was getting aroused.

Then he thought of what Marten had said between fits of giggles. Something about twins. Something about the mother being terrified. 

Kace blinked, startled. His dick wilted. Surely not. Surely his friend hadn’t shaken down some poor woman and stolen himself a bride. He knew Marten wasn’t exactly the sharpest hook in the tuber shed, but he’d never known Marten to do anything outright dangerous. Outright illegal.

“But now he has,” Kace whispered to himself. Every man has his price. Kace knew that to be true. And the price you paid, if you wanted to take charge of Marten Hyland, as Kace knew very well, happened to be the coinage of beautiful objects like Clori. Prices, though. Bride-prices. Clori was someone Marten would never be able to afford. Unless he found a way to cut a corner.

Kace couldn’t figure out why Marten had even bothered thinking of Clori. She was that far above his weight-class. Marten had told all of them how he had spotted Clori at Trader Nam’s, had followed her home, had pressed his suit with her mother, had driven a shrewd, hard bargain, and had won himself the prize.

But one look at her back at Trader Nam’s booth, and surely Marten would have seen right away—too expensive for his pocketbook. Why follow her?

Kace thought again about Marten’s weaknesses. Using those weaknesses, Kace had played Marten more than once, and the biggest of all Marten’s weaknesses? Women. 

He was always staring at their bodies. Always keen for them, hanging around them like a hungry fatula around the snack-shed. He wasn’t too lucky with them. Didn’t have the face for it, or the body, or the manner. He’d only had a few, the whores he sometimes splurged on. But one time, he had cornered a servant-girl, a slave in all but name, slavery being illegal on Ixchel. Didn’t matter. Not for the likes of this girl.

Kace had been there too and helped Marten grab her. No one was around. Some alley behind some tavern, if Kace recalled. Marten had grabbed the girl, a skinny little thing, and threatened her until she had promised not to talk. Then he and Kace had shared her. Let her go, afterward, squeaking like a girron. 

They’d taken a risk, but not much of one. They knew she wouldn’t tell her master. He’d have her beaten. There was only the risk of some Committee officer happening by, so Kace stood watch while Marten took the girl, and then it was Marten’s turn to stand watch. Afterward, they’d agreed to go hunting together more often. What with one thing and another, they never had.

Suppose. . . Kace thought about it. A girl hauling salvage to a trader’s. And to a low-class bottom feeder like Trader Nam.  Clearly any girl going alone to trade at a booth like that would be a poor girl. And Marten had followed her out of the bubble. Intended to get her alone outside, no one to call to for help. Kace saw it now. Intended to do what he wanted with the girl. Marten was that desperate.

Kace had seen it coming. Marten had nagged him about it, more than once in recent ninedays. If Kace had only had the time, he would have proposed another hunt, but Kace’s boss was keeping him too busy these days. 

Much too busy. Kace decided to make more of an effort to find another job, a job not so demanding. He knew a few people he could talk to about that.

Yeah, Marten’s need must have been building up inside him for a while, Kace thought. Marten must have been lurking around places like Trader Nam’s, looking for a chance just like this one, to satisfy that need. And then, a few days ago, when he’d found his chance, something must have gone wrong with Marten’s plan to waylay some poor girl with no chaperone, once she set foot outside the jurisdiction of the bubble. 

Marten was pretty dim. He could have gotten caught. Fined. Even scored himself some jail time. Nah, probably not that, not over some poor girl. Not outside the bubble. A big fine, though, Kace didn’t doubt.

But something had happened. Somehow, Marten had gotten to the girl’s homeshelter without tripping over his own two feet. Somehow, he’d brought himself back a bride. Somehow succeeded beyond his wildest imaginings.

That’s it, Kace told himself, suddenly understanding. Twins, Marten had said. And scared the Smoke out of the mother. Marten had stumbled upon an illegal nest of the double trait. And he’d plucked a rare jewel out of that foul place for himself. He’d gotten himself a prize. Pure dumb luck, because Marten would never have been able to figure that out for himself. He didn’t have the brains for it.

I do. Kace smiled to himself in the dark. He has his prize. And I’ll get myself a prize, too. A double prize, because information like this, found once, can be sold twice. Women? Kace didn’t need women. He could have women, whenever his own need came on him. He’d found himself feeling bad that he hadn’t helped Marten out a little, gone hunting with him. But now look. It had turned out great for Marten. It was about to turn out even better for Kace. Kace was thinking of a different prize altogether.

All that remained now was to wheedle out of Marten the location of the girl’s homeshelter. The location of this twin, this criminal mother.

Marten would never know. He had his bride. His cheap bride. That’s all he was thinking about, right now. Or would, as soon as he sobered up.

Kace would go on his own kind of hunt. He’d have something better. Information to sell. A lot of cash. Bands and bands of it. Cash from the spies for The Committee. Cash from the spies for the Rebellion. He didn’t care which set of them got to the nest of crime first. He’d have the cashbands from both, the big plated ones, a lot of them, enough to disappear for a while until it all blew over. 

I mean, sure, he admitted to himself. The whole thing could come back on Marten, and on that girl he married. She must be a carrier. As long as Marten kept it quiet, as long as she never gave birth to twins herself, no one would ever know. 

Was Marten capable of keeping something like his grand stroke of luck quiet? Smoke, no. Hadn’t he just spewed it out all over Kace? Kace told himself he’d have a stern talk with his friend about staying safe. 

Not until he’d gotten the information he needed out of Marten. Then he’d make his move. Kace knew he’d have to go to the capital to find his contacts, make his sales. He’d be able to lose himself there, and for as long as he needed to. Maybe, if things looked to be heating up, even get himself off-world.

It would be fine. He wouldn’t have to give up Marten and his bride Clori to the authorities, betray a friend. Kace thought about that, a little uneasy. But no, only the other two would get slammed, the mother and the sister. Strangers. Criminals who had it coming. Easy to arrange. Kace knew just how he’d do it.
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Snatched away
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“WELL, GIRL,” SAID MAMI with a sigh, after she had come in from another day in the mines and I’d helped her off with her boots and gauntlets. “What shall you and I do now?”

“Go on as we always have?” Ever since Clori’s departure, I’d felt about equal parts guilty and hopeful. Hopeful, that I wouldn’t have to be given to any man as his bride, not now this misfortune had come upon us. And guilty, because I was glad that if one of us got given away, it wasn’t me. 

But thinking such a thing meant ill-wishing my sister. My twin. Half my life. I missed her terribly. I could almost feel a ragged edge on me, where she’d been torn away. Each night since her departure, I’d had bad dreams. It was the first time in our lives we’d ever been separated. So. Understandable. At least I knew she was happy. Content, anyway.

Not that first night or two. They were bad. I could feel her misery, vibrating across our connection, and it matched my own. Lately, though, it was as if a different feeling radiated from her. A satisfaction. That eased the pain of losing her even while it made me feel lonelier.

A good thing, too, because I was feeling another type of horrible guilt. I had exposed my sister. If I had played it smarter, maybe she would never have gotten caught out as a twin. The debacle seemed to have ended well. Clori seemed to be safe. But what if she wasn’t? What if she didn’t stay safe?

Mami fixed me with a look. “Do you really believe that man will stay quiet about us?”

“Won’t he have to? With Clori as his bride, he’ll have to keep our secret or get in trouble himself. He could go to prison.” So could Clori, or worse, I realized with a shiver. Something inside assured me: Worse.

“Yes,” Mami admitted. “You’re right. I keep worrying, though. Suppose he sees us as a threat? Suppose he finds a way to get rid of us. You and me. Some secret way.”

I saw what she was driving at. We were isolated, out here. Easy for some accident to befall us. “What shall we do, then?”

“I can think of only one course of action, and it will be good for you, too.”

I waited, wondering. 

“We need to leave this place. Get ourselves to some community on the other side of Ixchel. Leave and not tell anyone where we’re going. Make it look like some accident really has befallen us, so that man, that Marten Hyland, won’t think to come looking for us.”

“But Mami. That means.” I couldn’t finish my sentence. I choked up.

She put a hand on my knee. “I know.”

It meant we could never see Clori in secret. I was already planning how I’d do it. I bet Mami had been thinking the same, and it would be easier for her to do it, as Clori’s mother. Hard for me, as a person not supposed to exist. Not allowed to exist.

“Leaving will be safer for us.” She searched my eyes. “But also safer for Clori.”

I could see she’d had the same terrible thoughts about Clori as I had.

“If only—” I began, thinking of how I’d showed myself in the bushes and attacked Marten Hyland. Suppose instead I had swiftly hidden myself and let him think there was only one girl. I remembered the dreadful feeling of alarm, just before Marten Hyland crashed through the bushes and saw me. Suppose the feeling was a warning from Clori to stay hidden? We could have fled separately. He might have never known. 

But no. As I thought about it, I realized that as he had pursued Clori, Marten Hyland kept close behind her. Even if that had been her plan, to send out a warning to me as she ran, it wouldn’t have worked. I did have warning. Not from her. She hadn’t even known he was right behind her. Where had the warning come from? Some deep-seated sense we shared. But anyway, it didn’t matter. Marten Hyland had spotted me. And if not for me, he would have grabbed her and done something bad to her. Two bad things.

“Child. You did what you had to do. This Marten, chasing our Clori. I wonder what he actually intended.”

I stared at Mami. What I’d been thinking when Marten showed up in our homeshelter, Mami had been thinking it too. “Not to find a bride,” I said slowly. “To find a way of grabbing something he wanted, without paying the price at all.”

She nodded. “I agree with you that must have been his thinking at first. But then, when he followed me here, by then he’d seen the two of you. By then, he’d worked out his scheme to grab himself a bride.”

“Cheap,” I said, wishing I had another shot at Marten Hyland’s face. I’d smash those smug pudding features of his.

“Anyhow.” Mami sighed again. “We knew from the outset that you two out in the world was a risky thing.”

I thought guiltily at how hard we had argued, Clori too but me especially, that we could help out with the expenses by taking salvage to Chactown, if we were only careful enough. Mami wanted to keep us safe at the homeshelter. Now look what I’d done.

Mami was already putting that decision behind her. What’s done is done. Those were words she lived by. “I’ve been thinking how we’ll do it.”

I looked at her, bewildered.

“Leave this place,” she reminded.

“Oh.”

“We’ll have to stage an accident. I’ve already figured out how. I’ll smuggle explosives out of the mine. We’ll set them off in here. Everyone will assume we’ve died in the explosion.”

“That could work. But then what?”

“We’ll have to arrange the explosion and get out of here the moment I arrive home from work. We’ll need plenty of time to walk to Tuuch if we expect to get there by the time Ah Puch rises.”

I had never been as far as Tuuch. “Then what?” I said. “They won’t let us stay there.”

“They’ll let us stay the day at the local Traveler’s Shelter. We’ll have at least until Ah Puch has set before we have to have anything figured out. That entire day, I’ll work on making some contacts. If you’re poor enough, you can always find other poor people who will help you out. Find news of some cave where we can shelter during daylight hours. News of a job I might be able to fill, even if it’s a bad job and temporary. Even if it only gets us enough cash for beds in a bunker. I have a little cash.” Now her eyes had turned hard.

I knew she was bitter. She had been relying on a good bride-price for one of us. Then she really could have figured out how to marry off the other of us at a settlement far enough away that Clori and I would never come face to face. Or our husbands travel there and spot—Great Smoke!—another one! With a good bride-price, we could have moved from our homeshelter to another, far enough away to keep ourselves safe. 

I realized then the plan had always been how to separate us, me and Clori. That this day, one way or another, had always been coming at us. Now it had happened. Not in a very promising way, though. Not the way Mami had worked for.

“But we won’t be able to stay at Tuuch, not for long. We won’t be able to find you a husband there. It’s too close to Chactown. Wonder where we should aim ourselves.” She had risen now and had gone to our cabinet. She fished around in there and was just drawing out our map when we heard pounding on the outer doors.

We looked at each other, wild.

“Anith. Go to the cooling chamber. Hide.”

The pounding intensified. It sounded like whoever was outside might be using some heavy object. They meant to come in, and they did not mean us well.

I hid myself in the niche behind the cooler’s big panel, and as I did, I heard the heavy ka-chunk of low-level explosives, a crash, shouting. I nearly started from my shelter, to help Mami. But I cowered back. The only chance we had was for Mami to convince the intruders she was alone. 

These intruders. Marauders? No, they had to be the authorities. Just as Mami had feared, Marten Hyland must have found a way to get us in trouble without betraying himself and Clori. How he’d done it that fast—

I couldn’t think about that, because Mami screamed. Then I did spring from my hiding place. I wasn’t going to hide there while anyone hurt her. 

I charged into the mainroom.

“There,” a big man yelled. By his uniform, I saw he was Committee police. Three others turned toward me, while one held Mami. “The other one. Take her.”

The three came at me, but past them, Mami twisted from the grasp of the one holding her. “Run!” she yelled at me. She lurched to the control panel, and the homeshelter plunged into darkness. “Run!” she yelled again.

I hesitated. I felt the big bodies blundering around in the dark, heard their shouts of confusion. 

I don’t want to leave you! I cried out inside. But I had to. I dodged around the bodies as they lunged and grabbed. I headed for the dim rectangle that was the opening to the outside from the homeshelter, its doors blown out of their gasket. I leaped for the underbrush to one side of the homeshelter, just ahead of my pursuers.

And straight into the arms of another one, who clamped a hand over my mouth and bore me down to earth, smothering my flailing limbs.

“Quiet,” he murmured just at my ear. “Or they’ll take you.”

I lay still beneath his weight. Some rescuer. How that could be—but I didn’t care. I was out. And this one, the man who had me, wasn’t one of the authorities. He was somebody else, and he wasn’t letting the others get at me.

We lay there, listening to the intruders, the crashing and cursing of the Committee police, searching for us in the dark.

In the dark, my rescuer’s big hand smoothed down my hair, cradled me to him, soothing me.

“Some light over here!” I heard one of the Committee police call out, and then the narrow beam of his glowtorch, casting around.

Under cover of all their commotion, the man who had me eased back further, one hand on me, and I followed him as noiselessly as I could. 

He practically threw me into the bay of a hopter. 

“Go!” he barked out, climbing in after me as the hopter lurched into the air.

Behind and underneath us, I heard the sizzle of shots fired, and saw their bright traces through the shielding of reinforced silica.

“Are we hit?” the man who’d snatched me called out, steadying me. 

The shock of what had happened walloped me then. I clung to him, gasping.

“Nossir, maybe a ding, but we’ll fly,” an answer came back to us.

I raised my head. At the front of the hopter, in the control seat, I could make out the back of some man’s head.

“You’re safe now, little one,” said the man who held me. 

“Mami,” I whimpered.

“Your mother, now.” I felt more than saw his head shake no in the darkness. “Can’t do anything about that. They’ve taken her. Lucky we’re the ones who got you, not them.”

Who are you? I wondered. That wasn’t the thought foremost in my mind. “What will they do to her?” 

“You know what you two have done. You three. It’s a crime. You know the penalty.”
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