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  Hadrian's Flight


   


  


  Hadrian Jin. Skyguard. Refugee.


  Twelve times a day, this sixteen-year-old proprietor of Luna City's best orn-suit shop fits the wings, and jumps out into the open air to soar with the grace of an eagle. For forty dollars an hour, he can teach any groundhog how to fly bird-fashion in the moon's low gravity. 


  But when the tramp of military boots on the road to his home forces him to flee, he finds himself adrift between planets, on the run from government agents, without hope of home. Out of his depth and thrust into danger for which he's ill-prepared, Hadrian must learn the true reason for his exile, and finally spread his own wings...


  ...before war comes crashing down around him.


  

  



  Dedication 



  

  For Miles, Graham, and Emerson

  Whose adventures are just beginning


  
    
  


  Chapter 1


  Skyguard


  


  



  


  FROM HIS VANTAGE atop the long thermal column at the bottom edge of the ag dome, Haddy Jin scoped the hundreds-meter depth below him through his blink-lenses. Flicks of his fingers tweaked the primaries on his wings, allowing him to cut a grand circle in his designated airspace, sandwiched between a hard ceiling at the entrance to the ag dome and the top level commercial space of the Gallery.


  Two fast blinks zoomed him in by a factor of ten. It made the image jittery, but it let him focus right down to the bottom of his zone where the Gallery shaft met the opening of Reservoir Cave.


  No trouble down there, either. Nobody straying too close to the caged tracks where the massive lifts—with their on-board refreshment shops—ran from the bottom to the top of the Gallery at all four corners.


  The fledgers—easy to spot with their wings marked by green stripes and blinking lights at their wing-tips—weren't allowed into the cave, where they had room to really get in trouble. They had to get the basics down first—the circling rise, the circling descent, the deliberate stall, the hard dive, the flattening recovery. The space in the Gallery wasn't exactly ideal for it—after training more fledgers than he could count, Haddy was of the firm opinion that the Gallery could stand being about four times its current size, in order to give the fledgers some horizontal latitude.


  But not letting them go too horizontal was the point, according to the skymaster. First they had to get used to having wings, to trusting that the wings would carry them, then they had to get used to dealing with the z-axis as if it was a normal thing. Height was safe—the higher you flew, the more time you had to recover from a problem. But, given the option, most fledgers would stick right near the ground, where they had no margin for error.


  Because, they thought that falling was something to be afraid of. Which, apparently, was “normal.”


  Haddy didn't believe it for a minute. “Normal” couldn't be that stupid, or humans wouldn't have ever made it out of that awful gravity well where they'd started off.


  Besides, Haddy knew it wasn't normal to be scared of heights—after all, he'd taken his share of tumbles, and broken a few bones, but not once since he could remember did he look over a ledge and get any kind of flutters other than the excited kind.


  Heights were for soaring on. And on Luna, terminal velocity was only thirty-three kph for a flat fall anyway. A hard fall wouldn't do more than bang you up a little bit, unless you were mush-brained enough to fall on your wing (and get stabbed by a broken strut) or on your head (and maybe break your neck even if you were wearing your helmet).


  Anyone who was that stupid kind of deserved to spend a month or two in the hospital getting themselves rebuilt.


  But, he had to admit, most people he'd trained over the years had been more than a little defective in the brain-meat. They did get woozy at heights, and they kept trying to do acrobatics before they knew how the gear worked.


  And then there were the wannabe dog fighters. They never waited until they were ready to go crazy.


  Not that there was anything in the world better than dogfighting. Snap your gaming goggles on, dive down to Reservoir Cave, and go at it team-on-team until everyone on the opposing team was dead—then go again. High-bank turns, hard flaps and peregrine dives and Herbsts and Cobras, enough to leave even Haddy's head spinning and his chest heaving for oxy.


  Haddy side-slipped out of the thermal and descended for a bit.  He didn't want to stray too high. If he broke the beam grate at the ceiling, well, that would mean a fine that would eat up half his bonus for skyguarding, and it would bump him down on the performance charts, too, and that would keep him out of a Reservoir Cave post.


  That's where the primo assignments were. Two solid klicks long, half a klick wide, plenty of room to fly, with ducts at both ends to keep the air moving. Two major waterfalls coming off the condensation towers to swing round. It was the best place on the colony to fly, except for the race course, but that wasn't open to fliers except during competition and practice. Down in the cave you weren't keeping an eye on fledgers, you were making sure the dog fighters and advanced fliers behaved themselves—especially that they didn't break the hard-deck.


  That was always a problem. More common than near-misses. When you were soaring up three hundred meters in the top of the cave by the condensation towers, and you saw all the naked people swimming around and laying out on the rock beaches and generally running around like ants, it was pretty hard to resist the urge to swoop down and spook them. You did that over the water and they all dove down to get clear. Do it over the land and they scattered like gazelles running from a lion. It wasn't very nice, but it never stopped being fun.


  But if the skyguard caught you, you'd get a big fine. Haddy'd gotten caught doing that enough times that it hurt his bank account just thinking about it. And if you got caught doing it too often, you'd get grounded, sometimes for months.


  That had been the worst six months of Haddy's life—manning the booth renting out the wings, never allowed to put them on himself, looking at all that glorious air just aching to get flown in, and not able to do anything about it.


  He'd been flying since his arms had been strong enough to handle the weight-load of the orn-suits his family had designed and manufactured for the last forty years, ever since they'd immigrated. Not being allowed to fly was like not being allowed to walk. He'd have liked it better if they'd just shoved him in a closet for a few weeks—at least then, he wouldn't have spent all his time looking at the one thing he couldn't do.


  That had been the last time Haddy had ever even thought about swooping at the bathers.


  And now, since he'd just turned sixteen, he'd graduated from training tourists in how to fly to being a mobile air-traffic controller. Now he got to enforce the rules, instead of getting them enforced at him. Those hundred-or-so fliers working in the training space below him were depending on him to keep them safe.


  Once upon a time, there had been roads back on Earth where people operated their own high-speed rovers that weighed enough to mow a grown man down and not even notice it. Haddy had actually seen some in person in a museum display in a place called Reno, where his uncle Jorah had taken him for a suffocating high gravity vacation a couple years ago. They looked like retro-future sculptures to him—the kind of thing you might see hanging from the ceiling at the Juno—it had taken some convincing and a full documentary for him to believe they'd actually been designed to move people around.


  The documentary showed people moving around in them, though, with an amazing degree of order and a minimum of carnage. It was as if everyone had somehow agreed to drive one direction on one side of the road, and another direction on the other side, then gone on to make customs for sorting out whose turn it was to move at an intersection, and conventions for dealing with people who were foolish enough to go walking next to those hulking metal machines.


  He'd been quite gob smacked, at least until Jorah pointed out that the sky had the same kind of rules:


  You couldn't pass within two meters of another flier unless you were flying in formation.


  You had to stay four meters minimum from a wall, unless you were heading in for a perch or a landing.


  You circled counterclockwise to climb, clockwise to descend.


  In the Gallery, up and down right-of-ways were controlled less by rules than by air flow—the heat from the ag dome above, and from the climate-control radiators at the bottom of the shaft created a natural thermal that hugged the south face.


  A little red dot blinked in Haddy's blink-lens display. Five minutes left in his shift, and everyone had been depressingly well-behaved. He hadn't gotten to write a citation all week.


  What happens when you're enforcing rules that nobody's breaking?


  You get paid to mill around in big circles trying to look at girl's butts with the zoom on your blink-lenses—which never worked, because from the top, under the wing rigs, you could barely see anyone's butt, let alone figure out the sex of the person who was wearing it.


  Oh well. He needed to get in, scrub down, and put on his other suit so that he could pick up some training clients. His account was already almost all recovered from the coin he dropped buying Josie last semester—the faster he could bring it back up to parity, the sooner he'd be able to lay off the extra work and spend more time up on the surface, working on his novel. He'd built himself a cave out of loose stones a little ways north of the crater, where he'd stashed himself a private dictation setup.


  Haddy descended lazily, barely paying attention to what was going on around him, moving slowly, finding a groove in the tourist-clogged descent lane as if he were negotiating rush hour at the tram station.


  Then, without knowing why, he dipped his left wing. An automatic reflex.


  A soft gecko boot blasted just over the dipped wingtip, missing him by only a few centimeters. He barely had time to feel a blast of lemon-scented air on his face before his wings surged, pushed him up, and stalled hard.


  Haddy swore as he found himself in a sideways tumble. Falling slowly, then more quickly, as one level, then two, then four tumbled by him in an endless handful of seconds. He reflexively pulled his wings in, which increased his spin speed. He pulled his toes in toward his body and bent double into a jack-knife, canting his faux tail feathers down flat against his hamstrings, then straightened out again pointed straight down.


  He speared down like a peregrine falcon, spinning corkscrew-fashion with the angular tumble he'd picked up from the stumblebum tourist's wake. Then, once he was in a more-or-less stable dive, he pulled his toes in again, but this time he didn't bend at the waist. Instead, he pushed his wings out, crooked at the elbows, and curled his fists in.


  The wing-tips and tail-feathers bit the air, steadying his spin and pulling him into a swoop.


  An instant later he was climbing again, pushing straight up with his momentum, scanning every-which-way for the creep that had bum-rushed him.


  There. Almost at the top, flapping hard, zipping in and out of the lanes, trying to push up through the ceiling into the ag dome. He blinked twice, zoomed in, got a bead on the wings and the flyer. They were solid blue wings, with no fledger stripes. Whoever was doing that had been out at least once before, and should have known better.


  They were strapped to a girl, maybe sixteen or seventeen years old, who didn't seem to give a good goddamn who she knocked out of the sky.


  Well, she would soon. Nobody pulled that kind of stunt and got away with it. Not in his sky. Haddy burned with the righteous rage of his office. Oh, he was gonna get to throw the book at her. In five minutes, he'd make good and sure she was a lot poorer, and maybe grounded for a few weeks.


  But he had to get her before she busted the ceiling, or he'd get it right in the neck for letting her get up where she could interfere with the city's food supply. If she crashed in the triticale, or god-forbid the corn, she'd cause enough damage that the farmers would start agitating to get the fliers banned from the Gallery. It had happened before, and they'd always lost, but that didn't mean they'd lose next time—and if they did win, his whole family would be screwed.


  The thermal was clear for most of the way up. Haddy flapped hard, goosing his speed, banking into the thermal, using the rising column of air to help push him faster.


  He dodged out into dead air as he caught up to the soaring fledgers, then back into the thermal before he stalled out.


  “Hey!” he shouted. “You in the blue! Stop!”


  She kept right on soaring up like she hadn't even heard him. She was crossing into the skyguard's nest now. Another twenty meters, and she'd bust that ceiling like it wasn't even there.


  Haddy pulled against the air like a champion rower, pushing vertical faster than he'd been falling before his dive.


  He was gaining on her.


  He hauled and pushed. He had to resist the urge to kick his legs—if he did, his tail feathers would cant back and forth and drag him down, queer his vector, and lose him the chase.


  “You in the blue!” He shouted between panting, loud enough to make himself hoarse. “Up top! Can you hear me?”


  She looked down. He was close enough to see her head bend toward him. She made eye contact.


  She could hear him.


  “You're nicked!”


  “What?” She wasn't pushing against the air anymore, but she was still riding the thermal up.


  It wasn't a surrender, but it was enough. Haddy took the opportunity presented, exhausted himself completely fast-climbing the rest of the way up, closing the distance before she busted the ceiling.


  “Stop now! Don't climb any further!” he shouted. “You bust that ceiling and you're grounded for life.”


  “And who exactly do you think you are?”


  Of course she couldn't see the badge-patches on his wings from this angle. He was only five meters below her now, so he canted his wings horizontal, letting them catch the full force of the thermal. Soaring instead of flapping.


  Now she saw the badge-patches on his wings. He knew she did. Though he had to crane his neck to see it, she got that look. The one he'd given skyguards a dozen times before, the one where you roll your eyes and your face goes slack because you know you're completely, totally screwed.


  “S'crats,” she swore.


  “You're nicked,” he said. He wasn't sure she heard him—he was breathing so hard he could barely get his teeth around anything resembling a word. “Follow me down. No showboating.”


  She shook her head—not like she was saying “no,” but more like she was kicking herself for being stupid enough to get caught.


  Then she slid sideways out of the thermal and glided to the other side of the gallery, and started a deliberately-slow I'm-not-going-to-do-anything-more-you-can-cite-me-for descent.


  Haddy formed up above and behind her, and descended with her.


  “Head for the roost on the west wall, level eight.” The level numbers were painted in giant, unmistakable numbers on each wall, so that the fliers wouldn't get lost on the way home.


  The prisoner—okay, she wasn't really a prisoner, but thinking of her that way made him feel very official, and he liked that—behaved herself perfectly. Now that he'd caught her, he didn't have a good gust of anger blowing him forward for the stunt she'd pulled, and he was secretly hoping she'd do a few more things on the way down that he could cite her for.


  But she didn't.


  And that really pissed him off.


  Actually, come to think of it, she couldn't have done anything more calculated to annoy Haddy.


  Oh, she was gonna get it, for sure.


  Right in the middle of the gallery's seventeen main levels—which were sandwiched between the overlevels and the sublevels—a little neon orange platform stuck out about three meters from the marble-faced concrete half-wall. The tongue-launch for the first ever orn-suit flying operation in the whole history of the solar system: Bob and Ginny's Flying Lessons.


  Haddy's grandpa had started it. He said he'd gotten the idea from a story he'd read when he was seven or eight years old, and he named the shop after the guy that wrote the story.


  The oldest, and still the best. They'd even named the deck: Ginny's Perch. Haddy got a little sparkle of pride every time he set down on it. Now for the first time, he was using it in an official capacity, that sparkle was more like a private fireworks display.


  The girl swooped in for a fast landing, then pulled up vertical at the last possible moment, scooping the air with her wings, then flapping hard twice at exactly the right time, putting herself in a vertical stall, and dropped ten centimeters to the deck.


  Textbook perfect. And not an easy landing to do. It had taken Haddy until he was eight years old to pull that landing off, which was almost half his flying life.


  Okay, a third, but who was counting?


  Not to be outdone, Haddy swooped in low, then pulled back so he rocketed upward, and wrapped his wings around himself. He stalled out a full level-and-a-half above the deck—not bad since the levels were ten meters high once you factored in the thickness of the floors and ceilings, where all the wiring and ventilation ran—and let himself fall straight back down almost all the way to the deck.


  When he reckoned he had less than two meters to go, he spread his wings out and flapped once with all his strength, and his feet lightly touched the deck.


  He immediately found himself enveloped in a cloud of lemon perfume. It hadn't smelled half bad when he'd gotten a whiff of it blasting past him on the wing—up close, though, it smelled like whoever-she-was bathed in the stuff.


  Haddy tried to not-breathe as much as possible while he took the PPD from his belt and deployed the stylus.


  “All right,” he said as he turned to her, “you're no fledger, so just what do you think you were...”


  He ground to a halt as she turned to face him, and, for a moment, forgot what language he was supposed to be speaking—which was the least of his problems, considering that he also forgot what grammar was, the name he'd answered to since he was born, and how to supply his brain with oxygen.


  She had blue eyes. Real blue eyes. Not pale blue, but the kind that looked like someone had run lightning through the oceans on Earth, to give them an extra sizzle, and then popped the result into someone's head. He'd seen great eyes before, sure. Everyone had. He even knew a place where you could buy them. But you couldn't buy eyes like these, not before you were eighteen, and if you did you'd never put them in a face like that.


  It was the kind of face he'd seen in the bas reliefs in the Capital Dome down in Petra at the heart of Luna City. Round eyes, high cheeks, light bones as if she'd been built by a Gothic architect.


  And that skin. Toasty brown. Indian, almost. But not quite. And no pimples either, and no freckles, and no makeup, and girls her age always had one of the three.


  He figured her for about seventeen. Maybe nineteen. No older than that. And blonde. And stuck up, too, judging by the way she looked at him as if she wanted to laugh at the way he couldn't remember how speech worked.


  And oh, boy, he'd better start talking before he looked like a complete derp.


  “Is there a problem, officer?” She said “officer,” but the way she said it made it sound an awful lot like “jerk off”.


  Okay, too late to avoid looking like a derp. But he could still throw the book at her.


  “Hold still please.” He tapped the “Citation” button on the PPD screen, and got an instruction in his blink-lenses that said “Facial Identification Required.”


  Right. He had to look her in the face again. This was official business, though. He could do this.


  Haddy looked up, and focused his blink-lenses on her face. This time it didn't feel like she was looking at him—more like he was looking through a camera at her. Which was, in fact, what he was doing.


  “What's the idea buzzing people like that? That's a proximity violation, and then there was a traffic pattern violation, and you almost busted the ceiling.”


  “Oh, tosh, I didn't even get close to hitting you. A girl tries to have a little fun...”


  He tapped the PPD screen again, so the system would record her face. “Fun's fine. Endangering other peoples lives, especially fledgers, is not.” Haddy recited, almost verbatim. “How long have you been flying?”


  She shrugged. “I don't know. A few years, I guess.”


  “Then, I'm sorry,” the PPD pinged. It had identified her, so he could assign the citation. He looked down as he continued his sentence, “but I'm going to have to recommend you be suspended. With that much experience there's no excuse for...what the hell?”


  The ID field on the screen leapt out at him.


  Charis Jin.


  He looked up at her again. 


  “You're...”


  She smiled like she'd just won some kind of prize.


  “Hi cuz,” she said. “Long time no see.”


  Chapter 2


  Hard News


  


  



  


  CHARIS JIN. HIS cousin, who he hadn't seen since he was about five. Oh, she could fly all right.


  She'd taught him how to fly.


  She'd also moved away with her parents ten years ago, and he'd been too busy to even see a picture of her in three or four years.


  If he'd known she looked like that now, and could still fly like that? He'd have kept in touch for sure. She might have a friend she could introduce him to. It occurred to him he ought to be nice to her.


  But that was personal. He had a job to do. Just because she'd taught him to fly didn't mean he couldn't cite her anyway, so he did.


  “You're kidding me, right. You're gonna write me a ticket?”


  “Already did.” Haddy sent the citation. “And, that's my shift done.”


  “So...?” She was giving him the big eyes. He tried looking away while still looking at her, but that didn't work very well. Every time he did, he was reminded that she was as much girl as she was cousin.


  “So what?” 


  “So did you request a grounding?”


  “No. Not this time.” Haddy was feeling pretty good about this one. He was all prickles and he was pretty sure he was blushing up to his ear-tips, but he'd kept his voice steady and official.


  To add a nice flourish and end his citation in style, he smartly slid the stylus back into its docking port on the PPD.


  At least, that's what he intended to do.


  He discovered that he hadn't, in fact, been successful in finding the port when the stylus shot forward past Charis and into the open air of the Gallery.


  So much for throwing the book at her.


  “Um. You'll get your fine in your inbox...”


  “Yeah,” she said. “I know how it works.”


  “What are you doing here anyway?” He'd meant it to sound friendly, but it came out of his mouth sounding a lot more like Who do you think you are coming to my city like this than it did I'm so happy to see you again. 


  Charis noticed.


  “My life just wasn't complete without a chance to ruin yours.” She rolled her eyes. “Why do you think I got dragged here?”


  Haddy put a knowing expression on his face, because the last thing he wanted to look was clueless. “Oh, right. Of course. Well, uh, look, I've gotta get out of the official gear and get back to work...”


  “When do you get off?”


  “I don't know. Whenever the traffic dies down. Nineteen or Twenty-hundred maybe?”


  “Have you been out there?”


  “Where?”


  Charis waggled a wing-tip in the direction of the Gallery Bazaar, the large open-plan shopping district filled with artisans who made everything from hand-knit shrugs to custom cannabis strains to snow cones. It stretched along level 8 and then sloped down into the spaceport about half-klick to the south.


  “I do live here, you know.” 


  “There's enough people crammed in there to keep you busy till the next Solstice,” she said.


  She did have a point. The Bazaar was always crowded, but it had its rhythm—by zero hour, most of the day's rush had died down, and what merchants stayed open through the slack shift would keep themselves busy cleaning out their booths, dealing with stock shipments, and training new employees.


  Haddy's family didn't bother to keep someone in their booth for the slack shift. They stayed open during the hours when people were most likely to fly, and spent the rest of the time on the “family” side of “family business.” Which, in Haddy's case, meant a lot of school work, an annoying little brother, and late dinners with everybody home and around the same table, to facilitate “family togetherness.”


  Which seemed screwy to him, but he never could find excuses good enough to get out of them.


  And Dad was a good enough cook that Haddy didn't usually try very hard. Even if he did have to eat at the same table with The Monster Brat.


  But things in the Gallery had gone strange in the last few weeks. People weren't going home for slack shift. A lot of new—and illegal—booths had gone up, and the Security Service didn't seem to care, which annoyed Dad and the other regular merchants to no end. They were always talking about it when the customers were out of earshot, and around the dinner table, enough that Haddy had begun to wonder if he shouldn't worry—except that he didn't know what he might worry about.


  And it wasn't just the booths. There had been a string of attacks over the last year, and no one knew who to blame. The news said it was Loonie radicals, the Loonies said it was the government back on Earth. And everyone was seriously riled up. There were stages in the Bazaar, now, all the way down near the entrance to the spaceport, where people stood with bullhorns and screamed about revolution, and fighting-for-our-rights.


  Haddy didn't pretend to understand any of it. He wasn't a politically-minded guy. One of the advantages of living out on the frontier is that you didn't have to be political the way people on Earth were. You could just do what you want, and nobody got in your way unless you got in theirs first.


  But things were changing.


  And Charis was right—that crowd wasn't going to shrink during slack-shift.


  “How 'bout this,” Haddy said, “If it doesn't let up, I'll quit at twenty-two thirty. Where do I meet you?”


  “Meet me at your place.”


  “My place?” Haddy's family didn't even live in the same district they did when Charis had last been around.


  “We're staying there.”


  “We?” The family apartment was barely enough for the four-people-plus-Josie who lived there. How many more were cramming in?


  “Me and Dad and Pop and Arn.”


  Four?


  That meant they were gonna make him share his room with someone. Or several someones. Haddy clenched his jaw, and did his best to maintain composure.


  “All of you but...where's your mom?”


  A shadow crossed Charis's face. “Long story.”


  She shrugged, then pushed past him and leapt off the end of the deck, probably headed down to Reservoir Cave.


  Haddy stared after her and worked himself up into a real lather. One thing was for sure, he wasn't about to share his room with anyone without being asked first. That went way beyond rude.


  



  But that wasn't the way his father saw things.


  Haddy collared him after he'd shucked his skyguard wings, and was as reasonable as anyone could ask. He explained carefully how it wasn't right to make him accept a bunkmate without even asking his permission. The Constitution said you can't quarter troops without the permission of the property owner, and surely that basic principle extended to this situation. There were people out in the streets screaming because their rights weren't being respected, and Haddy wasn't even raising his voice. He ought to get credit for that.


  “When you're paying the rent around here, young man, you can decide who comes and goes.” His father said in the kind of tone that said talk back at your peril. “Until then, you can be polite, or you can work slack-shift. Your choice.”


  Haddy bit back a snarl. Most of the time, Dad would lean in to a good fight, and sometime he'd even concede when it wasn't possible to escape the tentacles of logic. But there was a look in his eyes that said not this time.


  And, like all the strangeness in the Bazaar, Haddy didn't like it a bit. He had that feeling, like something awful was about to come at him from his port-side aft, and he wouldn't see it until it was too late to dodge, and it knocked him out of the sky.


  



  Haddy left work after that—it was half an hour earlier than he'd planned to, but if he was going to have to share his room with Charis's snoring brother—or worse, her fathers—he was going to get some time to himself.


  The smells of the Bazaar crowded around him like the people clogging the hallways. The sweet-caramel smell of garlic'd ostrich meat, the sweaty gym-socks whiff of goat skewers, flowers from greenhouses all over the city, the metallic coconut smell of body paint, the musky yeasty funk of sweaty unshowered naked people—there were always naked people in Luna City, but the ones haunting the Bazaar had given up even trying to smell like they wanted to be sociable—and, like anywhere in the city at peak times, the skunky uriney undercurrent of hash oil and blunts.


  Perfumes, soaps, bare feet, dirty hair, linens and silks and oils of all kinds. A veritable cornucopia of nauseating nasal-numbing noxiousness.


  Any of the smells on their own, even any twelve of them together, probably would have been okay. They were all smells he liked, more or less. And in spite of what people on the nets said back on Earth, Luna City didn't smell like a locker room. It had good, clean, very efficient air scrubbers. No smells of any kind hung around for long, except the faint whiff of ozone from the air cleaners.


  It was just that, having it all in one place made it blend together in one place made his nose feel like it was swimming in brown sludge from the back-end of some failed genetics experiment.  If Haddy hadn't already been seething it would have turned his stomach inside out.


  Nor did the foods on display, or the flesh, or the handicrafts hold his attention. He looked at them all because it was polite to do so, and because it gave him time (in between nodding and making the correct “ooh” and “ah” sounds) to try to sort things out.


  Try to figure out why he felt like the world was about to take a left turn. He felt it as much here in the crowd as he had back talking to his father—maybe even more. It was as if some primitive part of his brain was screaming Danger! Danger! Tiger attack imminent! but the rest of him didn't understand the language it was speaking.


  And that scared him. Really frightened him in a way he'd never been frightened before. It wasn't the heady rush of fear he got from careening headlong toward a wall after having a close shave during competition, and it wasn't the flush of humiliation he got when he was on the verge of losing an argument. This felt more like the domes that kept the air in might crack and explode at any time, and there wasn't a thing he could do about it except wait around to die.


  Haddy dawdled as much as he thought he could get away with—even tried do get down to the Terminal to hop a tram to the lock where he kept his pressure suit, and go out to that cave he'd built. Some time alone to think would be just the thing.


  But the trams weren't running. Too many people on the tracks. It would take him an hour just to push through the crowds and get to the lock, let alone the time he'd spend walking to and from his rock-hut.


  Haddy elbowed his way through the press of people for an hour, and never found the end of it. He eventually remembered the PPD he wore on his hip—his personal one this time, as he'd left the skyguarding one in his locker at the office.


  He waded into the fountain that marked the entrance to the main concourse  between terminals B and C. There were a dozen or so people of all ages and sexes sitting in it, enjoying the water and the break from the crowd. One woman who was old enough to look like a leather satchel with nipples was actually soaping herself down, the rest of the bathers were sitting around, talking with each other, except for a boy and a girl the age of the Monster Brat chasing each other around, splashing and squealing.


  It was an everyday sight for Luna City, although it was more common to find skinny dippers further up in the city, or in Reservoir Cave, rather in the spaceport where it might frighten the tourists. Tourism was the big cash industry up here.


  Haddy had been living and breathing tourists since he could learn to walk. He lived right on the border between “Loonie” and “Tourist,” so he had a diplomat's finely-honed sense of decorum. He never called the Terrans “Groundhogs” (even though they were), and he never insulted them to their face (no matter how richly they deserved it). His job, whether he was at work or not, was to make the newcomers feel comfortable enough to stay a while, learn to fly, and go back home to tell their friends.


  It came as naturally to him as breathing.


  After a few taps, the screen on his PPD displayed the Grissom Space Port Information Page. He tapped on the flashing red bar at the top.


  Travel advisories:


  1400 hrs.


  Be advised that due to citizen activity in terminals B and C, all traffic is currently being re-routed through Terminals A and D. Shuttles from Ring Alpha are being directed toward the outer pad and serviced by mobile terminals. Expect travel delays of up to five hours on some inbound and all outbound flights.


  So much for getting anywhere useful. And now he was too turned around to get home without finding another way to navigate.


  He looked up at the ceiling. He knew that the spaceport hugged the base of the cliff at the north end of Mare Tranquilitatis, which meant it ran basically east-to-west. The booth was around five or six hundred meters north and up, and then around a couple small corners. The passage leading to the booth was a few dozen meters wide, stretching all the way between two enormous ribbing struts in the spaceport ceiling.


  They were easy to remember, because they both hosted art installations that changed from time to time.


  If he could find one of those struts, follow it to the corner, and then make his way back up either of the walls, he could duck into a side passage and get home without having to wade all the way back to the main gallery and take a shop-lift.


  



  & Tonic was stenciled proudly across the deep green door to the Jin household. Haddy had stenciled it there as a joke when they'd moved in five years ago, and his Mom had insisted it stay as “A testament to the drunken insanity that obtains within.”


  When the door slid aside, the noise that blasted him in the face made him think, not for the first time, that she'd been on to something.


  The door opened in to a fairly spacious living room, as Lunar apartments went. In a city built underground, the private spaces were pretty cozy unless you lived in a unit with a window. Otherwise, the cloistered feeling drove most people outside. Home was a place you came back to for privacy, not a place where you spent all your time.


  The eighty square meters of exposed granite that made up the Jin homestead managed to cram in a living area large enough to seat nine people comfortably around a small active surface coffee table. It was a good space for games or study or reading, and it doubled as a dining room with the open kitchen built in along a wall at the back of the space.


  Four modest bedrooms led off at even spacing down each side wall—one for his parents, one for the business office, and one each for himself and The Monster Brat. These were each barely big enough for a queen bed, but the family needed nothing more, and Vin—Haddy's father—had long proved immune to his son's pleas to move to a more fashionable district.


  “Dad, we've got the money to live anywhere we want,” Haddy had said (over and over).


  “And if we spend it on something we don't need, we won't have it any more, will we?”


  Because of this conversation and many others like it with both his parents, Haddy had developed the conviction that parenthood caused brain damage, rendering its victims unable to see plain sense or have any care whatsoever for their social standing.


  If Haddy ever got the itch to become a scientist, he could make a good name for himself finding the cure.


  The small space was filled to bursting. Haddy's mother Nita stood at stove against the back wall, stirring something in the wok that depended heavily on a ginger-soy glaze—Haddy could tell because the smell hit him along with the wall of noise rushing out through the open door. She wasn't normally the one that cooked—she didn't enjoy it like Vin did, nor did she have the flair for it. But ginger glaze was her specialty, and a treat Haddy didn't get often enough.


  The black ostrich-leather sofas were occupied by everyone else in the galaxy. Charis was sitting on one of the two matching armchairs—the one with its back to him. His uncles were on the sofa to the left. Charis's little brother Arn, about eleven years old, sat with Haddy's father and The Monster Brat—his little brother Ulmar—were on the sectional built into the right wall that separated the sitting area from the cooking space. They were all shouting at a holographic display rising up out of the coffee table. Resnikopf's Reach. Haddy recognized the game—last year's big obsession. He'd lost a fair amount lot of coin to the betting pool before he'd written it off as not-his-thing.


  The only occupant of the household who appeared to notice him was Josie, who'd been laying just-at-the-border between the living space and the kitchen, hoping to demonstrate that she was a good dog and really did deserve a scrap of the chicken (or whatever) that was swishing around in the wok.


  She bounded down the narrow aisle behind the left sofa and the carved-in shelves as if she meant to knock him over, but at the last moment she stopped, sat, and lifted her right paw.


  It had taken Haddy four months to teach her that greeting. It hadn't been easy for her, not with the kind of energy she had, not before she'd even turned a year old. Four months well spent—she'd learned the house rules and avoided the fate of previous dogs that had failed to live up to his father's standards of “civilized behavior for members of this household” which he held to regardless of species.


  Haddy squatted down and deliberately took her paw in his hand, gave it a firm shake, and smiled.


  “Good girl,” he said, then scruffed her back and forth up her black-brindled sides until he'd come to the point of her Dutch Shepherd ears. “Yes, yes, I'm home. Yes, it's good to see you too.” His fingers found a fresh scratch behind her left ear. It was swelling a little, he'd have to keep an eye on it to see that it didn't develop an infection. “Another one, girl? Really? What happened? You been chasing cats again? You gotta be careful, girl, they'll take your eyes out.”


  Josie laid her ears back and turned in a whirlwind-tight circle between his two outstretched arms, whining just a little, then sat with her back to him, her tail thumping the floor as if she were trying to alert everyone on the lower levels to the fact that he'd finally come home again and all was right with the world.


  She was the best thing about coming home. The best coin block—a full six hundred LOX—he'd ever dropped on anything.


  Josie let out two sharp barks to announce his homecoming.


  Normally this would have drawn a “Bad dog” or similar from his father, or a shush from his mother, or an “uh-oh, you're gonna get it from” Ulmar.


  Tonight, Josie's bark shut everyone up, as if she'd bumped the light switch. As a unit, every head in the place turned to look at Haddy.


  They were all looking at him as if he'd died, and hadn't noticed it, and was shambling around with half his head missing or something.


  Haddy looked back. And for three hundred years of the most uncomfortable two-and-a-half seconds he'd ever experienced, he didn't say anything either.


  “What?” He meant to just say it, but it sounded like a shout when it bounced back to him off the polished granite walls, as if the acoustical panels hadn't even been mounted yet.


  Viv sighed. “You'd better come in, Hadrian.”


  S'crats. Dad only calls me Hadrian when I'm really in trouble.


  Haddy couldn't fathom what had everyone looking so grim. It wasn't like he'd offended a client today—every one he'd taught had given him a good tip, and they never did that if they intended to complain. And he hadn't made anyone pregnant—he was sure about that one because he'd hadn't even ever kissed a girl yet, but he wasn't going to use that as a defense unless he absolutely had to.


  Come to think of it, there was nothing he could call to mind that he'd done to merit the full witch-trial treatment, at least not that he knew of. Not in the last six weeks, anyway. And especially not that they could have found out about.


  Haddy cautiously slunk forward a couple steps, then remembered that the best way not to get into trouble was not to look guilty. He squared off his shoulders, looked down at Josie, and said “Josie, couch,” then pointed to the wide chair where he intended to sit.


  To Josie, there were only two kinds of furniture: “couch” and “bed.”


  Josie bounded before him, hopped on the chair, sat down and waited for Haddy as he made his way with a confident posture through the narrow spaces between relative-legs and table until he could sit down opposite Charis. He tried to make as if he were a sultan on a throne, sharing it with his loyal tame wolf, holding court over supplicants whose dour expressions were due entirely to their fear of his awesome power.


  It didn't work, and not just because his thin grasp of Terran history hid from him the implausibility of his imagined scene.


  Vin, seated on the long couch to Haddy's left, rubbed his hands together as if he were rolling a pencil between them. Then he interlaced his fingers, leaned forward, propped his elbows on his knees, and pressed the bridge of his nose to his tented index fingers.


  “Ulmar,” Vin said to the Monster Brat, “Take Arn and go to your room please. I'll call you for dinner.”


  “Aww, Daaaad...”


  “NOW!” Vin snapped like Haddy had only heard him snap a handful of times in his entire life.


  Ulmar's face went from toasted-rice to bleached basmati, then flushed red. He stood up on the couch, leapt over the table and the opposing couch in one bound, and ducked into his room. The door slammed behind him.


  Arn followed more carefully, avoiding eye contact with Haddy or anyone else, and slipped through the door silently.


  “Dad, what the hell is going...”


  “Shut up.” Vin's voice was sharp. He closed his eyes, and continued with a softer voice. “Just...hold your horses, son. This...this gets complicated.”


  “What gets complicated?”


  “You've seen what's going on down in the Bazaar.”


  “Yeah,” Haddy shrugged. “It's like a party got out of control.”


  “It's not a party. It's a protest.”


  “Okay...” Living on the moon as he did, Haddy had heard of protests—when studying history to pass his CORE exams. But as a practical matter, the concept was meaningless to him. Nobody on Earth cared what happened on the moon. Nobody in Washington ever paid them the slightest attention, and that's the way everybody liked it. “So, what, is that a bad thing?”


  “Normally, no. But there isn't anything normal about this. Has it occurred to you to wonder where your Aunt Min is?”


  Charis's mother. Vin's sister. She was usually the scout leading the exploration party around the solar system. The whole family had abandoned the moon when Haddy was five. Min had sold off her share of the flying business to Vin and packed her whole family into a second-hand freighter and gone off to see the solar system. Her husbands Mike (the one Charis called “Dad”) and Amit (the one Charis called “Pop”) were big-deal habitat designers, so there was always a new station to consult on or a new ship concept to evaluate. It kept the family on the move.


  “Well, I mean yeah. I asked Charis about it earlier and she didn't give me a straight answer.”


  “I'll give you one,” Uncle Mike said. “She's been disappeared.”


  “What, like a magician?”


  “Not vanished,” Vin said. “She's 'been disappeared.'”


  “I don't get it,” Haddy said.


  “It's a term for when a government or a corporation kidnaps someone and takes them off the grid. Away from any surveillance. Away from anyone who could identify them or communicate them. And they...question them. Roughly. Usually they don't come back.”


  “Wait, wait, you're saying she just vanished, and you think it's cause someone wanted to torture and kill her? What possible reason would anyone have to do that?”


  “Pick one,” Uncle Mike snorted.


  “What's that supposed to mean?”


  “It means,” Vin said, “that there are a lot of people that might have wanted a look inside her head.”


  “Or use her as leverage,” Uncle Amit graveled.


  Before Haddy could ask why, Vin cut in again.


  “Don't ask why. The less you know the better.”


  “The day before she...disappeared, we were at Sidon,” Charis said. “And she was up in the docking ring, and she saw Marines.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because,” Vin said, “They're coming to suppress the rebellion.”


  Haddy's head was spinning. He didn't know what to make of anything he was hearing. Was Aunt Min dead? Why was the government sending Marines to break up a party in the Gallery? And what the hell did any of this have to do with him?


  A hand touched Haddy's shoulder. Haddy looked up to see his mother's sharp green eyes, rimmed red and raw and bloodshot like she'd been hot-boxing bad hash, staring down into him.


  “I'm afraid you're going to have to grow up quicker than any of us would like,” she said.


  Uncle Amit nodded, his big brown Indian eyes studying Haddy with concern.


  “Don't worry, Had,” he graveled. A touch of his family's Punjabi accent still flavored the edges of his speech. “We'll get you out of harm's way.”


  Haddy reeled again. “Me? What do I have to do with any of this?”


  “You're sixteen years old, and male, and in a city that's about to go to war. You're going to get drafted,” his mother said.


  “Drafted?” That was a word Haddy had only ever heard in a sports-related context before.


  “Forced to fight, whether you want to or not,” she said.


  “This will blow over in a year,” Vin said. “Maybe less. But until then, we have to get you out of the line of fire.”


  “Dad...” Haddy's lungs were trembling. The dread he'd been flirting with earlier had bloomed into full-blown terror. But he'd be damned if he backed down from a fight. It was an old, primitive urge that ran deeper and older than humanity itself: the imperative to protect one's home and family from the enemy. “If people are coming to attack us, and I can do something...”


  “You're not going to get that chance, son. I'm not going to lose you to some damn fool skirmish. These things happen from time to time, and the people who die are mostly the people too stupid to keep their own heads down.” Vin took a big breath, and made a face as if he was searching for the right words. “For now, you need to follow your uncles.”


  “Where?”


  Charis smiled at him, just a little bit. “Nineveh. You're going to love it.”


  Chapter 3


  A Bumpy Embarkation


  



  


  


  “NINEVEH?” NINEVEH WAS a transfer station that orbited the sun between Earth and Mars. “Dad, nobody lives out there. Nobody that matters. I'll be on the far side of the sun for, like...” Haddy tried to remember his orbital positioning calendar, “The next four years. Or longer.”


  “You'll fly back long before that. Like I said, these things have a way of settling themselves if you have enough sense to stay out of them.”


  “What about you, and Mom, and the Monst...um...Ulmar?”


  “We have to stay here and run the shop,” his mother said. “Don't worry, we're not going to be in any danger. None of us are political, Ulmar's too young to be of any use to anybody...”


  Well there's the understatement of the month.


  “...and he still will be when this is all done.”


  “War imposes its burden on young males,” Vin said. “Everyone else is exempt, unless they want to volunteer.”


  “I am not going to puss out on...”


  “We're saving your life, son. And we'll be okay. You would be too if you were five years younger or ten years older. It's just bad luck.”


  Haddy swallowed hard. His cheeks were wet. His sight was blurring. He didn't want to go to the ass-end of nowhere and hide on some spinning tin can while his home got smashed up by military thugs.


  Josie, who'd done a champion's job sitting quietly through all the excitement, laid her head on his lap and looked up at him with infinitely sad yellow-brown eyes, as if she could tell that Haddy's whole world was spinning out of control and headed straight for the cavern wall.


  “It's okay, girl,” Haddy mumbled. “We're gonna be okay. It's just a little trip, is all. Like here, but with smaller halls. We'll find somewhere for you to run, I promise.”


  Uncle Mike coughed. Haddy looked up to see strain lines carving canyons into his father's neck and jaw. His eyes were leaking.


  “Hadrian,” he croaked. “You'll all be shipping out on the Buchman. She's an IPX ship.”


  Haddy blinked. The IPX was the Interplanetary Express, spacer slang for the gravitational grooves in the solar system that didn't require thrust to travel. You nudged into the groove, then floated for years.


  “You said I'd be back in a year.”


  “She doesn't spend the whole time on the IPX,” Uncle Amit said. “But she's a smaller ship. She doesn't carry enough fuel to torch the whole way.”
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