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        You are not mine

        But in your eyes I see a constellation,

        Each star a gleaming promise

        Braver than you or I

        

        These valiant stars draw us deeper

        Into a love-madness

        That would burn the steel walls

      
        of the world
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            REASONS TO HATE MOTHS
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      Dana D’Artagnan nosed her musket-class dart into the mechanic’s bay on Meung Station, in orbit around the planet of Valour. She hadn’t even glanced at the planet on her approach – planets held little interest for her. This station was the last (and cheapest) recharging stop before she reached her destination.

      Not for the first time, Dana wished that her Papa had chosen a colour other than bright yellow when he retooled Maman’s creaky old ship for her journey. Dana had a fat enough credit stud that she could pay to have the dart resprayed, but only if she didn’t worry too much about paying the rent for her first month in Paris.

      Paris was more important.

      Of course, the ship she landed next to in the bay had to be a brand-new Moth fighter, so sleek and silver that everything around him looked extra shitty. But Dana wasn’t going to let that bother her.

      She jumped down from the hatch and slid under the belly of her dart, releasing the power spheres one by one. All six of them needed recharging. As she carted the large spheres two by two to the charging console at the back of the bay, she heard boots ringing against the metal floor, and then laughter.

      “Oh, what is that thing?” said a woman. “Do spaceships even come in that colour? Would anyone seriously walk into a shipyard and say sure, I’ll have the canary yellow one.”

      A male voice spoke lower, in a similarly mocking tone. Dana couldn’t catch the words. Cheeks hot with embarrassment, she stalked back to her ship and climbed under to get the next two spheres.

      The bootsteps came closer. “A daffodil,” said the woman. “No… better. He’s a buttercup!”

      Dana counted silently to ten, then scooped up the power spheres and marched to the charging console again. The hatch of the Moth fighter closed as she passed, which meant at least that she didn’t have to face the owner of that mocking voice.

      As she returned for the final spheres, the hatch re-opened, and a woman leaned out of the Moth. She was at least a decade older than Dana, with long black hair that swung over her shoulder.

      Not a pilot, not with hair like that. She had to be a passenger. A wealthy, entitled, sarcastic passenger.

      “Nice ship,” said the woman. Almost immediately, her mouth twisted up into a smirk. It was then that Dana noticed her scar: a long, jagged line that started a little above the corner of her eye and slashed down her jawline. “What do you call that colour?”

      “Buttercup,” Dana said, and continued with her work.

      As the spheres hummed away in the charging console, the station report on Dana’s dart came through. The last leg of her journey hadn’t done too much damage to the hull, despite the meteor storm they had weathered near the Daughters of Peace, but it was going to take six hours for new software to upload into the navigation system, and for the spheres to fully charge.

      Time enough to have a drink or three, and maybe rent a room for a sleeping shift.

      Dana took a quick sonic shower, buzzed her black hair even shorter against her scalp, and changed into a fresh flight suit. She hesitated about the jacket. It looked smart, especially with the three platinum studs at the collar. But while it was the fashion to wear identity and credit studs publicly, she wasn’t sure if she should be so cavalier about the third, which contained her formal application to the Royal Space Fleet on Paris Satellite.

      Would it be any safer if she left it here on the ship?

      She straightened her jacket. It was blue with gold trim, and made her flight suit look more official, like she was already a Musketeer.

      After a moment’s thought, she popped the three studs off the collar of the jacket and pressed them one by one against the side of her neck. They burrowed in with a tingling sensation, glittering brighter against her brown skin than they had been against the jacket. Old fashioned to wear them this way, but if she lost the jacket, she would still have everything important to her. Her credit, her identity, and her future.

      She had a photo silk tucked into one of her pockets, an extravagant gift that Maman had pressed on her – it displayed images of Maman and her old pilot friends from the golden days, including a certain Treville who was now Amiral of the Musketeers.

      “That will put her in a good mood if nothing else,” Maman promised, before kissing Dana quickly and all but shoving her into the flight deck of the ‘Buttercup’. “She’s a hard nut, Treville, and I don’t imagine she’s softened with age. This might blur the edges a little.”

      Dana looked at the photo silk now, with its rotation of vintage images. Musketeers smiling, laughing, playing pranks on each other. A life so very different from the dull monotony of Gascon Station. It was everything she had always wanted.

      She kissed the edge of the silk and shoved it back in the pocket of her jacket, for safekeeping.
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        * * *

      

      The bar was crowded and noisy. Dana was glad she had her studs securely on her neck where it was harder for people to brush against them, and rather less glad for the formal jacket. She wouldn’t be able to stay in this stuffy bar for long, not without losing some layers.

      The beer helped. It was cold and fresh and real, unlike anything her ship’s food printer could make. The first one went down fast, and she ordered another.

      All the software in her head was jangling up a storm, not happy about the separation between pilot and ship. Dana wanted, needed to be flying again. Alcohol dulled those senses for a while, gave her half a chance of relaxing away from her metal shell. But it didn’t help with her general desire to kick and punch things.

      A couple of Mendaki pilots introduced her to a game of Pharaoh, and while their trailing tendrils meant they could spin the cards suspiciously fast, they were also generous about buying rounds of moonshine shots. Dana was basically wasted by the time the Milord walked into the bar.

      She would have known he was a New Aristocrat even without a closer look at his identity stud. Every inch of him was gene-modified and glowing with artificial health. White skin, silver hair and piercing eyes. It almost hurt to look at him.

      He did not belong in a grotty place like this, with the grease-stained engineers, gambling aliens and the handful of pilots lured in by the cheap price of moonshine.

      Which might explain why the Milord did not purchase a drink, but instead allowed himself to be guided into a back room.

      Dana lost her stake, and then another. Her fellow punters snickered at her, if that was what the shivery, mocking sound they made with their mouth-tubes meant. The dealer shuffled and dealt again. More drinks miraculously appeared on the table. The room became hotter.

      A false breath of cool air flooded the bar as a new pair of rogues swaggered in. One was the woman from the Moth, her shining sweep of hair pinned back with decorative combs, to show off the scar that cut through half her face. She had a lad in locs at her side, wearing coveralls. He must be an engineer – no self-respecting pilot would venture out in such scruffy gear even in a crap-hole like this. The engie stayed at the bar and ordered himself a beer while the woman headed past the Pharaoh table to the back of the bar.

      Dana pulled her gaze away, but not fast enough. The woman saw her and raised a hand in a mocking salute. “Ho there, Buttercup.”

      Rage blistered behind Dana’s eyes. She turned back to the game, just in time to hear the dealer sing “Bank!” Every player leaned in to have their credit stud scanned, to update the wins and the losses.

      She had lost too much. With her debt settled, she pushed away from the table. Time to piss, and get back to the ship to sleep off the drink. No comfortable room for her now.

      Paris. Think about Paris.

      The bar blurred around her as she took a few steps. Damn it. At this rate, she’d have to take a dose of Sobriety from the vending slot at the door, and that only meant she had wasted more money on this stupid night.

      Dana staggered out the back of the bar and made her way along a small grey corridor until she reached the convenience stalls. Someone had charmingly painted the words ‘Sea of Tranquility’ over the door. Safe in a stall, she leaned her head against the cool surface of the wall and peed every drop of liquid out of her body. It took some time.

      Doors banged, nearby.

      “This is classy, sweetness,” said a mocking voice. Male. Fancy accent. The Milord, perhaps? Or another like him.

      “Last place anyone would expect to find you,” said a voice, female. Sarcastic enough to be the woman from the Moth, but Dana would not be prepared to testify to that. For all she knew, the voices came from inside her own skull.

      “Break the news to me gently,” said the Milord with something like a laugh. “I’m so close to Valour, I could kiss it, so it’s too much to hope that’s where you’re sending me. Some other planet – the dregs of Freedom? God, don’t make it be Freedom, I haven’t a thing to wear for the arse end of the solar system.”

      “Truth.”

      “I hate getting my feet wet.”

      “With the amount the Cardinal is paying you, I think you can buy new boots. It won’t be for long, gumdrop. You’re to integrate yourself into the minister’s staff, and make sure you’re with her when she leaves for Valour – that will put you in a perfect position to plant a suggestion where it can do the most good —” A soft sound, which could have been a kiss, or an information stud burrowing into skin. “Think you can handle that?”

      “I live to serve, Ro, my darling.”

      “You’d better. Don’t fret, you can go back to your Valour project as soon as this wraps up. Wouldn’t want to keep you from that respectable family of yours.”

      Doors banged again as more noisy drunken customers came in. The voices of the conspirators were drowned out.

      Dana stood. Still drunk, but able to walk. She tidied herself, washed her hands in the sonic spray, and finally headed out to the bar.

      Her Mendaki pals waved their tendrils at her as she passed, but she gave a rueful smile and shook her head. No more of that.

      At the door, she hesitated by the vending slot. Sobriety felt like giving up, and besides, she was nearer pleasantly drunk than she had been. Surely she could make it back to her ship in one piece without deleting tonight’s consumption. On the other hand, a capsule of Hydrate would not be a bad idea.

      Someone shoved her from behind, and she banged her forehead on the vending slot.

      “Sorry, sailor,” said a cheerful voice, and when Dana turned, she saw the woman from the Moth, far from apologetic. “All a bit much for you, is it?” she smirked, with a nod to the vending slot. “No shame in that, Buttercup.”

      Dana breathed faster. She felt her hands tightening into fists.

      The woman noticed, and her smile widened. “Oh, please,” she said. “Try.”

      Dana hit her. That was her first mistake. The woman from the Moth leaned away from the blow so fast it barely tapped her jaw, and then with one thudding motion had Dana on the floor, an elbow jabbed hard into the soft skin of her bared throat.

      The floor hurt. Everything hurt. Dana stared up at the woman and wondered if it counted as cheating if you threw up on someone during a fight. At this angle, she was more likely to throw up on herself. Best keep it down.

      “Now then, citizens, take this outside, shall we?” declared a burly bartender, marching over to them. “Or upstairs, if you’d prefer, no questions asked,” he added in a lower voice, where it could only be heard by Dana, her opponent, and the engie in locs who was there now too, tugging at his boss’s arm.

      “Ro, don’t,” he said in a pleading voice. “That’s enough.”

      “Well, Buttercup?” the woman from the Moth asked, still smiling as she pressed her elbow more forcefully against Dana’s collarbone. “Fancy a duel? I don’t make this offer to just anyone.”

      The engie swore quietly, and walked away, washing his hands of her.

      Dana blinked up into the face of her enemy. “Yes,” she said. “Yeah. Bring it on.”
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        * * *

      

      Before Dana D’Artagnan left home, her Papa had some advice for her. As he ran Maman’s old ship through that last coat of (ugh) colour and polish for the journey, he said: “Fight as much as you can, lovey, it sharpens your reflexes. The best pilots are demons with their fists. Just look at your mother. She was a menace in every bar fight, and there was no one faster than her at the helm of a dart. Everyone knew it.”

      “That was why I crashed so many,” laughed her Maman. “Fight if you must, Dana. Pilots are all half crazy, thanks to all that shit they wire into our heads. If you want them to take you seriously, you have to embrace the crazy. Let go a little. Kick some heads in on your day off. But for fuck’s sake, don’t duel.”

      Here she was, in a room above a seedy bar, with the metallic taste of the psychic drug still sharp in her mouth.

      Drug-duels were illegal, which was why the bartender had kept his offer quiet. Still, they had gathered quite an audience. The Mendaki card-sharks were exchanging bets, and pilots and engies alike were happy to scan their credit studs again in such a splendid cause.

      Dana sat on a straight-backed chair, with the woman from the Moth opposite her. Between them glowed the static of the game.

      Her enemy looked older in this light. Ro. No last name. She had to have more than a decade on Dana, though she held herself like a younger woman. Like she knew how hot she was. And oh, the bitch would not stop smiling.

      “Red,” said Ro. “Have you duelled before, Buttercup?”

      My name is D’Artagnan, Dana wanted to shout, but the last thing she should do was give this crowd her name. “Blue,” she said. Anything but yellow.

      She didn’t care what history her parents had with that bloody buttercup-coloured ship, she was selling it the second she got to Paris Satellite. The fleet would provide her with a new dart when she was accepted into their ranks. Musket-class, all the way, state of the art. She would never have to hear the word ‘buttercup’ ever again.

      The static dissipated, leaving a holographic starscape hanging in the air between the two players. Two tiny spaceships sparked into life: a blue sabre-class dart, and a red Moth fighter.

      The bartender, who had set them up for this and taken a fee from each of the players because the bribe-hungry officials here on Meung Station would demand a cut of tonight’s illicit proceeds, now darkened the room so all that could be seen were the two ships and the faces of their players.

      Dana had taken pilot drugs before. They were a necessary part of training, placing you inside the navigational computer of your ship, helping you to build the necessary reflexes to fly as fast and as sharp as you needed to. Blending the synapses of your actual brain with new software programmed into your head through a series of implants. When you flew, your hands and head were both directly plugged into the helm.

      Eventually, you learned to fly with the implants but no drugs to connect you. Dana preferred that, the streamlined flight. As soon as she was able, she had stopped using pilot drugs altogether. Sure, they were supposed to make you a more ‘perfect’ pilot, but there was something creepy and mechanical about the process. She loved the helm at her hands, and the stars inside her head. She hated the sensation of not being able to tell where one began and the other ended.

      It had been a surprise to no one when the tools of the pilot trade were turned into illegal gambling drugs. In Maman and Papa’s day it hadn’t even been illegal, not until the first back-alley deaths rolled in and Something Had To Be Done.

      “You might as well stick each other with metal blades,” her Maman had muttered, when she first told Dana about friends she had served with in her youth, Musketeers who spent too much down-time on Duel until there was nothing left of their brains but mush. The warning was clear. Only idiots let pride and honour get in the way of actual brain function.

      Dana inhaled now, and the blue dart in the scape quivered. There it was. Almost like a real ship, she could feel its controls and its computer, blossoming inside her thoughts. She could direct it, up and down, back and forth.

      If that ship was damaged or destroyed, it was going to hurt like hell.

      “Game on,” said the bartender.

      Thirty seconds into the duel, it became evident that Dana had been very, very wrong about the woman from the Moth. Long hair be damned; she was a pilot. An exceptional one.

      It was fun at first, like any other game. Dana and the Moth dodged and swooped around each other, shooting laser cannons through the false starscape, hiding and refuelling behind asteroids and occasionally (quite by accident) blowing up whole planets.

      The first time that the Moth caught a glancing strike across Dana’s bow, she felt a flashburn in the back of her skull, and almost couldn’t see for a few precious seconds. That part was true, then.

      The reason that pilot drugs were used in training and long-haul interstellar voyages but never in combat was because any damage to the ship rebounded to the pilot. It wasn’t always fatal, but it was no lover’s kiss.

      The Moth closed in, chasing Dana’s dart from asteroid to asteroid. Ro was good, and she was practiced, and more than that, she knew exactly how to shoot Dana’s avatar so as to hurt her, to send just enough flashburn or sharp electric shocks through her brain. Enough to sting, to shock, but never quite enough to finish the game.

      She was toying with Dana, and that made Dana angry. She was good at being angry. Nine times out of ten, being angry made her better at whatever she was doing.

      She saw how to do it now, and next time the Moth flitted between two safe spots, Dana slipped in from an unexpected side. This time it was her laser cannon blasting hard across the Moth’s wing.

      Ro rocked back, gritting her teeth against the pain. Dana did exactly what the Moth had not been doing, closed in for the kill.

      But no, the Moth was fast, too damned fast, and his pilot knew the layout of this game far better than Dana. They spiralled together out of the asteroid belt and into blank, empty space. Dana whirled her dart around to fire, but the Moth was there first, facing her dead on, and the laser cannons flashed bright.

      Her vision was red, all red, and she could not feel the dart in her brain any more. Dana coughed and choked on her own spit, not knowing why until someone turned her roughly over and she realised, floor, I’m lying on the floor again, fuck, I never even made it to Paris.

      Everything hurt, and she could not see.

      Then it stopped hurting.
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            PARIS, AT LAST
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      Dana awoke, and wished she had not. Every stubbled hair on her scalp felt like a needle pressing directly into her skull.

      She coughed, and tasted blood, then vomit, and finally an odd metallic tang. Duel.

      If her mother was right, and all pilots were crazy, Dana had just proved… something. She was not sure what, except that next time she saw that woman from the Moth, she was going to break her nose.

      She could tell even without opening her eyes that she was lying in her old bunk on the musket-class dart that her parents had been so proud of providing for her to make her way in the world. There was a comfortable hum in her head that she only felt when she and the ship were this close to each other.

      Buttercup.

      “He’s a good ship,” Maman had told her. “A lucky ship. Not as new as some, but he served me well and he will serve my daughter well.”

      “The only one she never crashed,” Papa laughed in reply.

      “Name him yourself,” Maman said firmly. “When you’ve flown together a little way. Never mind what he was called before – he’s your ship now.”

      For one horrible, weak moment, Dana wanted to be back with them, to have never tried to leave Gascon Station.

      It could be worse. At least the bastards who had set her up for that duel had been civic-minded enough to dump her back on her ship in safety. Dana struggled off the bunk and into the sonic shower, peeling off her clothes as she went. The jacket, at least, was undamaged. She’d need that in Paris.

      The sonic wave stung her neck, and she shut it off quickly, leaning in to check herself in the mirror.

      Three small, red holes marked the place on her neck where her credit stud, identity stud and finally her application to the Space Agency had all been ripped off her skin. All three had been stolen while she was unconscious.

      Anger poured through her, and she swore every foul name she could think of about that bitch, the arsehole from the perfect brand-new Moth. Alone in the shower, Dana punched and kicked the walls until her knuckles hurt worse than her head. She couldn’t swear anymore, couldn’t even think the words she wanted or needed.

      There were backups, of course there were backups. That was how the galaxy worked: everything was data, and everything could be printed anew. The information on her credit studs was backed up here in the ship she would always now think of as the Buttercup. Her money, her identity files and pilot records, even her application, they were all backed up.

      Except, of course, that someone had brought her home.

      Slowly, Dana stepped out of the sonic shower and made her way along the narrow ship to the flight deck. She sat naked at the computer, ignoring the voice in her head as the helm tried to coax her into flight.

      Let’s go, space space, come and fly, come and fly.

      Sometimes, having a spaceship in your head was a lot like having a large, nagging pet who couldn’t think beyond the next walkie.

      Dana called up her information quickly. She wasn’t angry anymore, had no rage left in her veins. But oh, her credit account had been hacked, of course it had. No number left but zeroes.

      An odd numbness spread across the back of her skull. Hopefully this was shock rather than actual Duel-induced brain damage. Dana printed new studs for herself, one for her ID and another for her Paris application. A third for her empty credit account. A fourth, to clone and back up every iota of personal information in the ship’s archives.

      She could go to the station’s militia and report this theft. As long as she didn’t mind sharing the story of the illegal Duel racket they had going on here on Meung.

      Or she could cut her losses and find out what price the Buttercup (damn it) would make at one of the vendors here. She could get a seat on a commercial venturer or the solarcrawler and still make it to Paris. That was the sensible thing to do. Maman and Papa might not even learn she’d done it, not until later when she had a job and a new ship to crow about.

      There were many benefits to this plan, up to and including never again having to wince with embarrassment when someone made up a cute pet name for her bright yellow spaceship. At least now she wouldn’t have to brazen it out when everyone assumed the paint job was her idea.

      Still, when Dana entered the commands to detach her consciousness from the Buttercup’s controls, she felt like a traitor. Right up until the end, she heard a tiny litany inside her head: Don’t leave, let’s go flying, space space space, let’s see the stars!

      Ro, that was the pilot’s name. Dana memorised it along with her dark eyes, her scarred cheek and her long sweep of hair. She would recognise her again, if she saw her, and she would get her revenge.

      It wasn’t until Dana was in her seat on the venturer Sun Wukong bound for Honour, Luna Palais and Paris Satellite, that she realised she had lost something else. The photo silk of her mother’s youthful adventures was no longer tucked safely inside her jacket pocket.

      Had her thief taken that too, or had she somehow left it behind on the Buttercup? Dana did not know, but it was enough to make her angry at the Moth pilot all over again.

      So much for softening Amiral Treville’s hard edges with a spot of family nostalgia.
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        * * *

      

      Paris Satellite was the biggest space station that Dana had ever seen. There was none of the grimy elbows-in mentality she knew from Gascon Station, where she had grown up. Even the orbiting cities around Truth, the furthest she had previously travelled across the solar system, had a tendency towards economy of materials and space.

      Paris was all gleaming steel, plexi-glass, and wide-open spaces. As Dana disembarked from the venturer with the rest of the passengers, shaking off the headache she got every time she flew as a passenger, she spotted genuine trees growing up out of paving stones in the main avenue, for all the sky as if this was a dirtside city.

      This was where her parents had lived, worked, fallen in love. Paris, the satellite of dreams, in orbit around Luna Palais, Honour’s only moon.

      You could practically smell the red dirt of Honour on the boots of the locals. Not that Dana had any interest in planets, or moons for that matter. She only had eyes for the pilots who hurried this way and that, their flight suits a rainbow of colours that told you exactly who they flew for. Pigeon grey for the satellite’s general service pilots, red and gold for the Cardinal’s Sabres, and blue and white for the Musketeers. The occasional black flight suit marked out a Raven, members of the independent Courier Corps.

      Button pushers, as Maman always referred to them with a sneer. In a galaxy where most communications were instant, and anyone (with enough credit points) could send the data for an item of choice to be printed on any planet they chose, the Ravens represented an antique profession.

      It had been Dana’s private dread that they would be the only ones who offered her employment. Boring ships, boring trade routes, boring co-workers. Everything that the Musketeers were not.

      Dana fingered her collar studs nervously. Plain black plastic, instead of the platinum she had set out with. Nothing to strut about. Perhaps she was an idiot for thinking such things mattered. But oh, she could do with an injection of confidence right now.

      The important thing was that the commander of the Musketeers had been born on Gascon Station too, and knew what it was like to try to forge a career from the provinces. Surely the name D’Artagnan coupled with Dana’s excellent training record would be enough to impress Amiral Treville.

      The photo silk niggled at her, though. It would have been a nice touch: something to make this meeting personal, and to show that Dana was more than just another recruit.

      Possibly it would have also been helpful to make an appointment.
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        * * *

      

      Amiral Treville was a mountainous figure, with dark slab-like arms and a barrel body, enveloped in the bright blue and white uniform of the Musketeers. Her black hair was buzzed pilot-short. She showed no sign of having anything but hard edges, and every inch of her presence made it clear she still thought of herself as a pilot first, an administrator second.

      This did not in any way prevent her from giving the pilots under her command one hell of a hard time.

      As the morning dragged on, Dana waited in a plexi-glass walled corridor, above the maze of docks and airlocks that housed the ships of the Royal Space Fleet. She sat there, invisible in the crowd. Behind and around her, pilots sprawled across tables in their cafeteria, sharing food and conversation. There were more women than men, which matched the numbers she remembered from training – the Royal Fleet was at about 75% women which was lower than her mother’s day when it had been closer to 90% thanks to the previous Regence’s belief that women made the best pilots.

      Dana’s belated attempt at an appointment had been met with rolled eyes from the assistant at the front desk, but she was given a number in today’s queue, with no guarantee that Treville would find time for her.

      The number was 78.

      So, Dana waited. There were view screens all around, running curated feeds – plenty of gossip, expensive shopping options and occasional injections of local politics, along with hourly five-minute episodes of Love and Asteroids, the latest hit soap.

      Without fail after every episode of Love and Asteroids (which was packed with scandalous tales of adultery, swordfights, military coups and bar brawls), some sort of morality vid would play, to balance things out. As one shift ended and another began, Dana saw the Regence’s famous inauguration speech about the sanctity of marriage contracts three times, and the Cardinal’s equally famous ‘all gods followed us to the stars’ sound byte eight times, if you didn’t count the parody version which was used to sell cola shots.

      On the whole, the interior of Amiral Treville’s office was far more interesting than anything the holo-channels had to offer.

      From where she sat, Dana’s eyes kept being drawn back to Treville as she strode back and forth in her office, usually barking at the comm channels or tapping at a panel on her standing work station. Every pilot that docked their ship had to cross this corridor to reach the rest of Paris Satellite including their sleeping quarters.

      The Amiral missed nothing.

      Several times, Treville lunged forward to fill her doorway, bellowing out into the corridor, usually at a pilot who was attempting to sneak past her without reporting in. The unfortunate in question would be dragged into her office and berated behind the soundproof plexi-glass.

      No wonder this was a popular cafeteria for all the pilots, not just those wearing the blue and white of the Musketeers. The food printers were standard enough, but they came with the entertainment option of watching your peers being publicly roasted.

      Amiral Treville, Dana decided, was terrifying.

      When Dana’s number was finally called, her mother’s former colleague managed something like a welcoming smile. It looked more like a tired grimace, but Dana appreciated the effort.

      They sat opposite each other at a low desk on the far side of the office, perhaps the first time Dana had seen the Amiral off her feet all day.

      “Dana D’Artagnan,” said Treville, rolling the name thoughtfully around in her mouth. “Your father was one of the best engies in Paris back in the day. And your mother…” For a moment, the smile did not seem forced. “No one flew like Alix D’Artagnan.”

      “She’s still the best,” Dana admitted.

      Treville shrugged. “Can’t imagine there’s much skilled work flying to be done out on Gascon Station these days. I grew up there myself, you know. Apart from the Mendaki invasion three generations ago, nothing has ever happened there.”

      It was true. In the most recent intergalactic war, which had ended eight years ago, the shape-changing aliens known as the Sun-kissed had famously invaded every planet in the solar system except Freedom. Even if Dana hadn’t always known that her station orbited a world at the arse-end of the solar system, every chancer who ever blew through Gascon Station made sure to let her know just how far from ‘civilisation’ they were.

      Amiral Treville tapped the plastic application stud that Dana placed on her desk between them. A screen flickered up, displaying Dana’s training transcript. “We don’t get many applicants from remote training, but you’ve acquitted yourself well here. With these kinds of marks and hours logged, I’m surprised you didn’t take this stud two levels up, directly to the Cardinal’s Own. Most new-qualified pilots try there first. The salary is almost twice what we have to offer.”

      “I don’t want to be a Sabre,” Dana said indignantly. “I want to be a Musketeer!” The thought of what her mother would say if she came home in red and gold livery made her want to throw up.

      Twice the salary. She knew that the Sabres were still coasting on the glory that came from saving the solar system at the end of the War of the Sun-kissed, but Dana had never guessed that it would have such ramifications.

      Amiral Treville almost laughed, but stopped herself in time. “You’re sweet, kid. I wish half of my gals had that attitude. But being a Musketeer… it doesn’t mean what it used to. If not for the Regence’s nostalgia for the world before the war, we would have disappeared into the Cardinal’s filing cabinet years ago. A historical footnote, rather than an item in the Royal Budget spreadsheet that gets smaller every year.”

      Dana knew which way this conversation was going, and she was desperate to say something, anything to change that look of mild pity on Amiral Treville’s face. As she racked her brain, though, she saw the amiral’s eyes flick away, already distracted by something more important in that plexi-glass corridor of hers. “Excuse me, Dana. Some business that can’t wait.”

      Treville leaped to her feet and marched to the door, flinging it open. In an enormous voice using every inch of her impressive lungs, she bellowed: “ATHOS, PORTHOS, ARAMIS! Get in here, you bastards!”
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      Dana had hoped for so much of this meeting with Amiral Treville. Had she been an idiot to think that her skills would be instantly recognised, that Treville would be interested in meeting the daughter of an old colleague?

      Instead, Treville’s attention was drawn to two pilots who entered the office with guilty expressions. Two, when she had called for three.

      These pilots in bright blue and white jackets over well-worn flight suits; they had what Dana wanted. They were Musketeers. They didn’t look especially happy about it, though. From their stance, it was not the first time these two had been called in to experience the rough end of Treville’s managerial style.

      Ignored at the desk, Dana observed them both.

      One was tall and elegant, with dark hair scraped up into a tight topknot – the second most common hairstyle for pilots after the buzz cut. She was casually beautiful in that femme manner that Dana could never manage – all legs and cheekbones and effortless grace. A pearl pin fastened her hair in place – it looked genuine vintage rather than something printed to fit in with retro fashions. An elaborate henna tattoo ran down her neck and collarbone, then emerged again at the wrist of her left hand, flowering in lacework all the way to her light brown fingertips.

      The shorter Musketeer was round in all dimensions, including a bosom that must surely get in the way of her helm controls. She had a cheeky, pleasant face beneath a head shaved almost as closely as Treville’s. She also wore a version of the Musketeer uniform that Dana had never seen before – a long blue-and-white coat cut to flatter her size, in expensive cloth rather than the more common artificial blends. She wore the coat with a wide, bedazzled belt that glittered with a small fortune in pearl studs.

      As if all that wasn’t enough swish and vanity, this shorter Musketeer had the blue and white fleur-de-lis mark of the service painted in exquisite miniature upon each of her manicured fingernails.

      “I can count, you know,” said Amiral Treville dryly, scanning the corridor once again. “Where’s your third partner in crime?”

      “Athos? Oh… sick,” said the elegant one, which would have been more convincing if the short one hadn’t come in with “Still on patrol,” during her friend’s hesitation.

      Treville loomed at them both, looking thunderous. “Sick?” she repeated. “Are you sure you don’t mean drunk?”

      Dana had a momentary impulse to hide beneath the desk.

      “Space pox,” said the round one, with some authority. “He can hardly walk. You know what Athos is like, Amiral, he catches everything going.”

      “So, he sent you ahead,” said Treville, her voice eerily calm. “To explain why three of the Royal Space Fleet, the Regence’s Own Musketeers, were arrested for duelling?”

      “That’s a lie!” said the elegant one, convincingly outraged. “We weren’t duelling, Amiral. Just fighting. My body is a temple.”

      “Six of the Cardinal’s Sabres were there too,” put in the other. “That’s mitigating circumstances. They might have drawn weapons first.”

      “They did draw weapons first,” hissed her elegant friend.

      “That is exactly what I said, Aramis. I’m glad you agree. They drew weapons first. Which is why we didn’t duel with them.” The round Musketeer hesitated, and then smiled in a friendly way as if she hadn’t at all lost track of their version of events. “Clearly, a misunderstanding. For which I am sure the Sabres are every bit as sorry as we are.”

      Treville slowly breathed out, her whole massive body trembling. “I don’t care about the Cardinal’s Sabres, Captain Porthos. I’m not responsible for their antics. As it happens, I know the Sabres were there, because they’re the ones who arrested you! I’ve spent an hour this morning trying to convince the Regence not to hand the entire Royal Fleet over to the Cardinal and take early retirement. Is that what you want for me? Gardening leave on the third Daughter of Peace? Anyone got a straw hat I can borrow?”

      Dana drew her gaze away, not wanting to witness this humiliating scene. For this reason, she was the first to see the man hovering at the glass door.

      He wore a blue-and-white jacket over a flight suit like the others, but he could not possibly be a pilot. His hair was too ridiculous.

      You thought that about the Moth pilot at Meung Station, she reminded herself sternly, remembering the scarred pilot’s rebellious sweep of black hair that had caused Dana to underestimate her.

      This Musketeer, if such he was, had taken rebellious fashion to extremes. He had fair skin, and gratuitous ginger-gold hair that fell straight to his shoulders – a safety hazard if ever Dana had seen one. He also had a beard and drooping moustache that was like nothing she had ever seen before.

      Perhaps it was some kind of practical joke.

      The man was pale and sweaty beneath his gratuitous facial hair, looking distinctly unwell. If this was the missing Athos, perhaps he had the space pox after all.

      For a moment, he caught Dana’s eye, and grinned at the disapproval he saw on her face. Then he rapped hard on the plexi-glass door, interrupting Treville in the middle of her tirade about how her best and brightest were turning her into a galactic laughing stock.

      “And here he is,” Treville drawled with great sarcasm as Athos let himself into the office. “Finally ready to grace us with your presence, Milord? Enjoyed your cup of tea and cucumber sandwiches before you sauntered over to pay your respects, did you?”

      “You know I only live to serve you, boss,” said Athos in a deep, respectful voice. As he spoke, Dana realised why Treville had mocked him with that word ‘milord’ (which she had heard recently on Meung Station, applied to an entirely different gentleman). Athos had the cut-glass accent of a New Aristocrat, and the exaggerated manners of one too. What on earth was such a fashionable fool doing in the Royal Space Fleet?

      “You live to make trouble,” Treville grumbled. “Your fellow Musketeers here assure me there was no Duel consumed during your run in with the Sabres. Is that true?”

      “Not a drop, dear Amiral,” Athos confirmed. “We simply engaged in an old-fashioned brawl. You know the sort of thing. Fisticuffs.” He mimicked a gentle boxing match, as if to convince her of his innocence. “It was very noble and historically authentic.”

      Treville rolled her eyes. “How quaint.”

      Dana could not help noticing that Athos had a calming effect on Treville. There was something about his presence that apparently made street fighting and the Regence’s displeasure a little more forgivable.

      “I have led my friends astray,” said Athos, with a formal bow. “And I take the entire blame for it – oh, bollocks.” His face drained of what little colour it had, and he lost his balance.

      Both Aramis and Porthos dove for him, but Treville was there first, helping the man to lie back on the floor, pale and shaking as he was. “Athos,” she demanded, unbuttoning his jacket. “Are you actually bleeding on my floor right now, you fucking liability?”

      “Bandage seals must have broken,” he gasped, playing up the wound for all it was worth. “Don’t mind me, I’ll just lie here for a moment and then I’ll be fine.”

      “Why did you not get him to a medibay?” Treville barked at Aramis and Porthos.

      “Well,” said Porthos with an apologetic smile. “To be fair, Amiral, we were on our way to fetch medical assistance when, uh, you called us in here.”

      “We thought we’d better hop back here to get him patched up,” said Aramis helpfully. She patted Athos on the head as if he were a beloved pet, and smiled a sweet, charming smile.

      There was a red stain, a small one, on Athos’ chest. Dana stared at it from a distance as Treville called for medics. They arrived in short order and began patching him up rather more effectively than he and his colleagues had managed.

      Only when Athos had been taken away on a stretcher did Treville, the last of her anger worn away, stare down his two partners in crime. “Blades, then,” she said in a heavy voice. “You’ve been fighting with actual blades, you utter…” but her words trailed away before she could locate a harsh enough noun.

      “But not with Duel,” said Aramis gravely. “For you have expressly forbidden…”

      “Get out of here,” Treville growled. “Keep an eye on that boy of yours. I want him back in the sky in three days.”

      The two Musketeers slid out, not bothering to hide how relieved they were to escape with their skins intact. Treville slammed the door behind them.

      “As you can see, Dana,” she said without ceremony, sitting back behind her desk. “None of the useless pricks I currently have serving under me have gotten themselves killed lately. You might think it would be worth betting on Athos, but he has the luck of the devil and can even turn being stabbed into some kind of poetic statement. The Musketeers are in the shit with the Regence, our funding is at an all-time low, and there are no new ships on our horizon. I’m probably going to have to lay off a dozen gals this year. There’s no position for a newcomer to step into, no matter her family history.”

      Dana felt the ceiling slowly press down around her. This was it, then. She was being dismissed. “Would it have made a difference if I brought my own ship?” she asked, hating herself for saying it, but she would always wonder if she had lost her chance because of that Duel back on Meung Station, and the sale of the Buttercup.

      “I’m afraid not,” said Treville, handing back the application stud with a sympathetic pat of her hand over Dana’s. “They still let me print ships, thank God, it’s all the other budget lines that have disappeared. I’ve nothing to offer you, kid. My pilots are even providing their own uniforms these days, which is how Porthos gets away with that gaudy belt of hers. If it makes you feel better – very few applicants get into the Fleet on their first application. Try again in a year or two, if we’re still here. In the meantime, you’ve got more than enough flight hours to put in for the Pigeons or the Ravens. They’re always hiring, and it’s good basic experience to flesh out your CV.”

      Pigeon or Raven. A grunt, or a courier. Neither of them was the job that Dana wanted. “Thanks anyway,” she said, trying to keep her chin up.

      “I’m sorry,” said Treville, meeting her gaze. “We’re not what you imagined, are we?”

      “No,” said Dana, more sharply than politeness allowed. “You’re really not.”

      Dana left Amiral Treville’s office with two copies of a letter of introduction added to her application chip – one for the Pigeons and one for the Ravens. She had not yet decided which to try for.

      The thought of being a courier made her want to pack up and go home. She was here to be a Musketeer like her mother before her, to defend the Regence’s peace and protect the innocent, not to ferry messages back and forth.

      As a Pigeon she would at least be guarding the safety of Royal Space, even if she might spend half her time on her feet instead of in a flight deck. Palace duty did not pay so well as the airy life of the Ravens, but it would keep her closer to here, to Paris and Luna Palais, where she might someday earn enough merit to be considered for the next empty helm of a musket-class dart.

      And… sure, she wouldn’t have a ship of her own, but she might get a mecha out of the deal. That could be fun.

      From what Treville had said, it would not have made a difference if Dana had arrived in her own antique yellow-sprayed dart, with a gleaming stainless stud at her cuff and a photo silk full of nostalgia in her pocket, but oh, she was still seething about what had happened back at Meung Station. Everything had gone wrong from there. If Dana saw that thieving bitch from the Moth again, she was going to…

      But there she was.

      Dana stood at the plexi-glass doors that opened from Treville’s observation deck. From here, she could see across Marie Antoinette Esplanade, one of the main shopping hubs of Paris Satellite. The immense plaza was busy with people, many of them in the colour-coded uniforms of the Fleet – Red, Gold, Blue, White, Grey, Black.

      Right there amongst so many short and shaven and tightly-braided heads was a woman walking quickly, her long sweep of black hair streaming out behind a violet flight suit.

      Dana could still hear the voice of the pilot from the Moth drawling in her ear, the snide ‘Buttercup.’

      The thief, who had taunted her into an illegal game and stolen her very identity.

      Blazing hatred flashed through Dana’s body, and she flung herself at the nearest escalator, running several steps at a time to get to the foot of it, dodging shoppers and customers and her fellow pilots to reach her prey.

      “Hey, stop!” she yelled, but the pilot from Meung Station did not even glance up.
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      So far, Dana’s day had been a colossal waste of time. After years of working, she had finally reached the space station of her dreams, only to have those dreams squashed by reality.

      The Musketeers weren’t taking new pilots.

      Even if they were, she wouldn’t be top of their list.

      She had travelled all this way from the other end of the solar system, sold the ship her Papa had restored with such pride and joy, failed to live up to her Maman’s reputation… it was all such a mess.

      Dana could not let herself be angry at Amiral Treville, or even those scruffbag Musketeers who had the best job in the galaxy and wasted their time pissing about like naughty schoolgirls.

      But as she stood on the gantry, looking down across the beautiful ornamental plaza and the pilot in the bright violet flight-suit, she knew who she could be angry at.

      That viper with the long, beautiful sweep of hair, who had tricked Dana into thinking she wasn’t a pilot, then beaten her painfully in a game of Duel, and robbed her blind. The one who called her embarrassing ship a buttercup. Ro, if that was really her name.

      Oh yes, Dana could be angry. As if there was even a choice.

      She all but flew down the escalator, dodging people this way and that as she ran across the plaza. She circled around into what looked like a clear area, and nearly collided with a transport cart bringing cryo-tubes in through a large door marked Medibay.

      Impatient, Dana waited until they were clear and then bolted forward, only to crash into a man as he stepped out of the medibay doors. He cried in pain at the impact, and Dana bounced off his chest, landing heavily on the ground.

      “Sorry,” she said breathlessly. “I’m after this villainous cow of a— Oh!”

      She knew this man. It was Athos the Musketeer, still sporting his frivolous golden beard, a freshly-bandaged shoulder, and apparently bleeding once again from the chest.

      Possibly that last part was her fault.

      “Shouldn’t you still be in the medibay?” she blurted out.

      He growled at her, clutching his wound. There was no charming twinkle as he had shown back in the office of Amiral Treville. “With an accent like yours, kid, shouldn’t you have better manners?”

      “I didn’t mean to bump you,” Dana said impatiently, scrambling to her feet. “And I said I was sorry. But I must catch her —”

      Athos reached out and grabbed her with his good arm, squeezing her shoulder painfully. “If you’re in a hurry now, sweetness, when will you be in less of a hurry? We have a code of conduct on Paris Satellite, and it sounds like you need a lesson in manners.”

      Damn it all, that was fighting language. Dana felt sick to the stomach at the thought of taking Duel again so soon after the last time, but she was anxious to get after that pilot before she lost her.

      “I’m new on station,” she said, shaking his hand from her arm. “Where are such things usually done?”

      “Level 5, Alpha square behind the Luxembourg,” suggested Athos. “1500 hours.”

      “Done! Fine. Whatever.”

      Dana spun away from him, picking up speed again as she tore on through the plaza, desperately hoping that she had not lost her prey.

      There was the violet flight suit, disappearing into a narrow walkway. Dana ducked and weaved around the crowd, closing the distance between them.

      She saw another Musketeer pilot from Treville’s office, the curvy and cheerful woman called Porthos, still wearing that splendid custom-made coat and bedazzled belt. It was matched now with a jewelled turban to conceal her pilot’s buzz cut. What a peacock! Dana could not imagine why people bothered with such fashionable fripperies when there were ships to fly. Porthos stood out from her group of friends, laughing and making expansive gestures as she shared a joke.

      Dana measured the distance with her eye between Porthos and the narrow walkway and judged that she could just dart in behind the Musketeer and not lose even a second’s running time in her pursuit.

      As she scampered past, though, Porthos swung her arm up and around and accidentally smacked Dana in the face. Dana’s arm whirled around automatically to slap her away, and the two became tangled in Porthos’ coat.

      For the second time in only a few minutes, Dana hit the ground of the plaza, hard enough to knock the wind out of her. As she tried to scramble up and keep going, she heard a horrible ripping sound and was smacked back down.

      Her face grazed on something against the cool artificial tiles, and she lifted her head to find that several pearl studs had detached themselves from Porthos’ belt and were now embedded in her cheek and neck, burrowing themselves happily into their new home.

      “Thief!” thundered Porthos, lunging at Dana. It was alarming to see quite so much cleavage bearing down upon her, and the last thing she wanted was another fight.

      “Ow!” Dana replied. “Take them back, I don’t want them!” That was it, then. The pilot in the violet flight suit was long gone, and Dana wasn’t sure she even had enough anger left to confront her, not after this. Maybe Paris Satellite was trying to tell her to stay out of fights.

      Paris Satellite was not subtle.

      “What do you want to go thundering around like that for?” grumbled Porthos, wrenching the studs back with far more force than necessary. They made a popping sound as they came free of Dana’s skin. “What are you, twelve?”

      “You hit me first,” Dana protested, and one of Porthos’ friends laughed.

      “She has a point, Pol,” noted another.

      Porthos leaned her heaving bosom even more threateningly towards Dana, who wondered if it had been registered as a deadly weapon. “Want a chance to hit me back, sunshine? Since you’re so keen on making friends.”

      Ah, so what Paris was actually telling her was that she needed to get into more fights. Without subtlety. Wonderful.

      “1600 hours, behind the Luxembourg,” Dana said with a sigh.

      Porthos smiled, straightening her turban. When she relaxed, she looked like a satisfied cat. “The very thing, pet,” she said, as if they were arranging a coffee date with shoes and gossip, or whatever it was that girlfriends did together.

      “Wear your second-best coat,” Dana suggested and took off before the Musketeer could swipe at her. A burst of laughter followed her as she ran off up the walkway, and she was certain it wasn’t ‘Pol’ Porthos they were laughing at.

      This place made her feel like a twelve-year-old, all scraped knees and awkward elbows. She was starting to hate Paris.

      It was no use running. The walkway was empty, and Dana trudged along it, keeping her eye out for her prey despite having little hope left. Other walkways branched off every twenty metres or so, and the pilot from Meung could have vanished along any of those branches.

      Dana stopped walking altogether and let the moving floor beneath her feet hum her forward, through the echoing tunnel. Signs suggested that this was a good direction to go in order to find lodgings, though she had no idea which hotels or boarding levels were any good, and which were likely to suck up her credit under false pretences.

      She had been an idiot. A double idiot. Not only was she jobless and homeless, but now she was expected to fight two of the Royal Musketeers. Bare knuckles were too much to hope for – and she wasn’t convinced she could take either of them – no, it had to have been Duel they hinted at.

      Duel, the pilot’s drug of choice. That had gone so well for her last time.

      Dana’s dreams of the life she would build on Paris Satellite had been royally fucked over. At this rate, she’d be on a shuttle home with her brain bleeding out her ears by supper time.

      The walkway hummed directly into another brightly lit plaza, smaller than the other, though with just as many people hanging around. Lots of pilots here too, though there was a higher percentage of civilians as they got further from the space dock. This was a recreation hub, with all manner of virtual sports and games being played out in the open.

      In the centre of the plaza, a sonic fountain burst forth with light and sound. Dana felt a ping in the visitor’s stud she had been issued, and her senses flooded with options. She could play reality tennis, conduct an imaginary orchestra, or throw herself into an anti-grav well to practice her swimming strokes. Oh, look, Prince Alek’s Zero-G TeamJoust exhibition match was going to be televised live shortly, and she could hire an implant to insert herself virtually into the body of his team’s android opponents.

      Everything cost credit points, and the money left over from the sale of the Buttercup wasn’t going to magically increase any time soon. She had to find lodgings, not screw about here.

      Still, if the Duel burned out enough of her synapses, Dana would either be dead or in need of hospitalisation by the end of the day shift. In that case, her lack of pre-paid lodgings would be a feature, not a bug.

      A cluster of Musketeers in their bright blue-and-whites lounged near the sonic fountain with a couple of fellows in Pigeon grey, laughing and chatting together. Dana felt a tug on her heart. That should be her. It was all she had ever wanted, since she was old enough to understand her mother’s madcap stories.

      One for all and all for one, and all that bullshit. Everything she’d ever believed about Musketeer camaraderie was here, illustrated in blue and white.

      Aramis, another of the pilots from Treville’s office, stood head and shoulders above her friends, conversing with ease. She was so graceful and clever-looking, exactly the kind of Musketeer that Dana longed to be. Unlike Porthos, Aramis had not succumbed to vanity away from her ship – her hair still remained tightly pinned on top of her head, as if she was ready to launch at a moment’s notice.

      Athos was obviously a ruffian with pretensions to aristocracy – or an aristocrat with pretensions to ruffianity, Dana wasn’t sure which – and that Porthos woman was a complete preening egotist. But Aramis was the sensible one, by the looks of it. Sensible enough to broker peace between her friends and the idiot Gascon who had an appointment to duel with them in a few hours?

      Dana made up her mind to try. She was no coward, but the last thing she wanted was to get in a pissing contest over her pride.

      The pilot from Meung had taught her that.
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