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      For those who returned.

    

  


  
    
      The bullet that will kill me is not yet cast.

      
        
        NAPOLEON BONAPARTE
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      The docking procedure for escape needles was so simple even a shaggo could perform it—push the big green button when told, and the rescue ship’s tether and docking algorithms took care of all else.

      First, though, you had to get close enough for lock-on, and while escape needles were particularly durable, it was still disconcerting to be rattled back and forth by other wreckage.

      The noro-red proximity alarms glaring over the pilot’s inset screens didn’t help, either. Stars were dry pinpoint fires on black velvet, their nuclear glow free of atmospheric interference. Sagg Three couldn’t quite be seen yet, hanging as it did behind the bulk of the shattered Ileanor, the flagship still shuddering with chain explosions.

      Sooner or later the oxygen aboard would run out, and other chemical reactions which didn’t require air would be the only signs of activity. Was anyone else still aboard?

      Marah Madán hoped not.

      After a short while Sagittarius Prime dawned, a blue arc at the very bottom of the needle’s front-bubble; Marah, her hands shaking visibly, took a deep breath and pushed the yoke slightly to port, aiming for a hole between two grinding pieces of what had been the largest and finest dreadnought of the Helm fleet. Chunks of what used to be life-sustaining, luxurious tech were reduced to torn or compressed metal, sparking insulation, randomly shaped segments of upholstery and circuitry, icebergs of what had once been biological matter, or other detritus. And it happened so fast—one moment you were in sandals and a new fête dress, your neck aching with tension and your smile painted on as you prepared for a long night of feasting, dancing, and tedious political or social negotiation. The next, you were flat on the floor with a childhood friend on top of you, thinking it was the Second Battle of Galvesto all over again and stolen redband artillery had taken out one of the aid stations.

      Your aid station. Next would come almost bleeding out, gasping because the artillery was still pounding down, stealing all the air—but she wasn’t in the Corps anymore.

      No, she was in the filthy ruins of a very nice gown, and there were people depending on her to pilot this craft safely.

      Ged Gizabón, black hair wild and matted with dust, slumped in the needle’s second seat. His Corps dress uniform had come through with flying colors despite a sliced sleeve, and even Marah’s Old Shiptime-style dress was still in relatively good shape. The last of their trio, Jun’s personal secretary, was wedged uncomfortably aboard the final seat, his X-harness securely buckled and his eyes closed as well, chapped lips moving in what was probably a Bookman’s recitation of relief.

      Discipline didn’t quite like the idea of praying, even though expressing gratitude for continued existence was very allowable indeed. One more reason Marah preferred the Moon’s ecstasies—her father had remarked often that irrationality, while regrettable, was intrinsically Terran, and even Old Shiptime’s rigid-for-good-reason rules couldn’t remove such a basic part of their functioning.

      The good Bookman’s brown velvet cassock was torn and stained, half his cropped-close head was bruised and striped with grime, and he was much paler than she liked. He’d been in the Corps, too, and her medic’s instincts were ticking.

      Soldats only looked so blankly thoughtful when they were asleep, or when their injury—physical or otherwise—was internal, and growing worse.

      The escape needle drifted; slow was far better than hurrying, as in so many other frustrating areas of existence. This brand of piloting was different than the rattling exhilaration of a khibiCAT or the zip of a planetside needle, far different than the Retreat on salvage missions, too. Between the buffers and the proximity alarms, there was very little risk; there was nothing to achieve by darting between large, mangling ’bergs of glowing-hot detritus. The needle spun lazily, the flagship’s ruin passing slowly out of sight as the endless night of space crept into the starboard side of the view-bubble.

      “I don’t understand,” Marah whispered, and toggled the LEx4 array for communication linkup with any ship in range. Now there was an old piece of tech—still reliable, though; she suspected the contractor refitting the Ileanor for the redoubtable Gran Marl’s younger son had charged for updated comm equipment but left the old, robust sets in. “A dreadnought. It happened so fast.”

      “We should be picked up soon.” Ged obviously had no interest in broaching a theory as to how the Helm’s largest, most luxurious flagship had been reduced to flaming space trash in under a metric hour. He didn’t open his eyes, and the blood caking the side of his face bothered her.

      Head wounds were messy, the slice on his forehead was shallow. She was more worried about Jun’s secretary, so she focused there first. “Bookman?” She had to trawl in memory for his name again; usually such a detail wouldn’t escape a First Echelon, but having to flee an exploding ship would rattle the nerve of even the frostiest deportment teacher. “Bookman Trick?”

      “Hm?” He freed one hand and made a Logic-circle on his chest, a reflexive, probably completely unconscious motion. Marah twisted painfully in her seat—her back was protesting with a vengeance now, like her left leg—and regarded him, harness straps biting at shoulder and hip. The weak artificial grav aboard a needle was very little help, and she was glad she’d tied her hair back. “Yes? F-first Echelon?”

      “It’s just Marah.” She glanced at Giz, but he didn’t stir. “As soon as we get out of the debris field I’ll scan you for damage, all right? Does anything hurt?”

      The secretary’s mild brown eyes half-opened, and he peered at her like a sleepy ruminant. “Only my pride, my lady. Fortunately my backside is cushioned enough.”

      That’s not what I meant. “Chaplain.” The Corps bite on the tip of her tongue again, how she hated that sound. Hated even more the way it felt. Barking at one’s inferiors shouldn’t be so, well, enjoyable. “Any injury is a medical officer’s concern. State your five and orient.”

      It was faintly satisfying to sense Ged stiffening even as the Bookman recited the five major patient-subjective benchmarks a medic needed from a conscious soldat who wasn’t in active trauma, and by the time he stated his orient—I’m in a needle with two Echelons and not enough room, m’dam, and Parl Jun is at the Helm of Anglene—Gizabón’s blue eyes were half-open as well, and he observed the color returning to the Bookman’s cheeks with a steady sideways look.

      “Next you’ll have us reciting fifth-year contemporary poetry memorizes.” Ged finally moved, scrubbing at his face with dirty, callused palms. “I’m not going to give a dramatic rendition of Capricorn’s Comet ever again.”

      “I should make you sing it backwards.” Marah kept herself torqued, trying to ignore the noro-red still flashing in her peripheral vision. “Bookman, take a deep breath for me, will you?”

      “Shouldn’t you be watching the screens?” But the Bookman didn’t say it very loudly, and obediently drew in a gusty lungful. No screaming, no wheezing, no wincing. He exhaled hard, and shook his head. “I’m not injured, First Echelon. I think I’m all right. Just…my patron was almost murdered in front of me, and I’m strapped in too tight, and I’m not very happy right now.”

      “That’s fair.” Marah turned back to the screens and the bubble-window, studying the configuration of floating wreckage. Their small craft bobbed; she pushed the yoke slightly to starboard again. Patience would bring them clear of the worst tangle with plenty of the needle’s capabilities left over. She could run the hull check while she scanned her passengers for internal breakage, then have them planetside in a tick.

      They could wait to be picked up by the Helm pinnaces deployed as soon as the Ileanor’s wreck achieved stable orbit, of course. But Marah was of the opinion that a short sharp drop through atmo, no matter how nerve-shredding in a tiny escape needle, was preferable to being rescued in space. Neither of her passengers were likely to agree, but as soon as the needle cleared lower atmosphere it would broadcast the rister-codes of its inhabitants, and Aegis civil service transpos would be along to scoop them up even if they landed in a nature preserve. The ship was stocked with protein bars, first aid supplies, and at least one functioning watermaker, too—or it should be.

      Of course escape needles were supposed to be able to handle re-entry. Not comfortably, but what was comfort when you had some very sudden and very ugly suspicions about what might happen to anyone taken aboard a Helm rescue pinnace after such a startling event? If the Aegis had a record of them planetside, it would be harder for Parl Jun to make any of them disappear.

      Her instincts had never failed her before. Maybe this one was a cousin to the impulse to buy lunch for her clinic staff just before the entire building was shredded by…whatever had been placed underneath it. Or maybe she was just a coward castaway desperate to get her feet planetside again. Her fingers loosened on the yoke as the proximity alerts diminished.

      “Mads?” Ged had transferred his bloodshot blue gaze to her. “Give your five and orient.”

      Oh, Great Under, I’m not injured. She swallowed bright brassy irritation, thankful it wasn’t blood. “What? I’m fine.”

      “Come on.” And because he was Ged, he didn’t sound irritated, only thoughtful and patient. “Just do it.”

      “Fine.” She went down the list, finishing with, “I’m the capitaine of this vessel, too, and the next time you give me an order, Giz, I’ll put salt in your tai.”

      “Yes, my lady capitaine, m’dam.” Now one corner of his mouth curled up, a true smile for all its brevity. “You’re awfully pale.”

      “So many people,” she found herself saying. After all, it was Ged; if anyone in Anglene deserved to know what she was thinking at the moment, it was him. Even if he’d refused to help her break embargo—and at least he wasn’t being insufferable about that right this moment. “And I couldn’t help any of them.”

      “You can’t carry that, Mads.” He winced and straightened, his chair clearly not as comfortable as even a polis cruiser’s. “You think this bucket can pierce atmo?”

      “Maybe.” Having someone around who had known you for decades was a distinct discomfort when you wanted to keep nasty suppositions under wraps. “It’s probably safest, don’t you think?”

      Amazingly, it was the Bookman who answered. “It gets my vote.”

      “We’re a regular Senatus here.” Ged showed his teeth, a bright sunny smile that might have fooled anyone who hadn’t seen him use it in secondary school, generally right before finishing a fight Robb had started. “Does this have anything to do with your request, Mads?”

      Was that what he thought? A polis was naturally suspicious, and he’d been the thoughtful sort even before the war. Still, he couldn’t suspect her of blowing up a Helm ship and murdering crew and synthetics, not to mention her own peers and the Parl Regent, could he?

      Marah chose not to answer, beginning the hull-check cycle that would clear them to fall into Sagg Prime’s blue-green glow. She finished, and was just unbuckling to look for the medikits so she could scan her passengers properly when the inset screens all turned green, lines of code falling over the primary display like rain.

      A rescue ship had found them, and the tether was locked on.

      

      It was the tug Ambrosiana, one of the newer Bowrunner models, and its main hangar swallowed the rescue needle whole. Docking was accomplished with a bump, a thump, and a warning before the needle’s grav finished matching that of the rescue’s, and the new weight along her arms and legs simply underscored how tired she was. The business of running down the docking checklist while her passengers unclipped was swiftly handled even though her vision kept blurring, hot salt water cutting through the dirt on her face as her fluids settled after even a short time in low-grav.

      Ged hit the hatch, the needle’s back end opened and folded down in a temporary gangplank, and she swayed at the top of its slope. No, Marah decided, she was not ready for the assault of noise, bright light, and activity that was a fully-equipped rescue hangar pressed suddenly into service.

      “Easy.” Ged’s hand closed around her arm, a warm, familiar touch. “Medic! We need a medic here, stat!”

      I’m fine, and I am a medic, she wanted to say, but the shimmies had her, postcombat jitters flooding her corpus as it realized it was, indeed, still alive. The worst was over, those bone-deep tremors said.

      But oh, she didn’t believe it.

      “Marah!” Another familiar voice, piercing the clang-clatter of landing, the humming of tethers, the groaning of mechs called into service to deal with mangled doors or tethered chunks of detritus scanning positive for life. “Marah!”

      It was Parl Regent Jun Planetagen, his hair a wild mess like Ged’s and his First Harvest Fête finery replaced with a sober, severe dark brown jumpsuit, traces of scorch and dust still clinging to his hastily scrubbed, aquiline face. “Thank Logic, and the Moon.” He skidded to a stop at the bottom of the gangplank, and the synthetics of his honour guard had already closed around Bookman Trick’s swaying, heavy-shouldered figure, hustling him away.

      Maybe their scans showed an internal injury; Marah wanted to protest but there was no time with Ged propelling her down the slope. It was suddenly, intensely difficult to navigate the swinging metal thread under her slippery sandals.

      “She needs a medic,” Ged said, flatly. “She’s in shock. Piloted us through the debris field; we wouldn’t have gotten out if it wasn’t for your secre⁠—”

      “Yes, yes, many thanks for your service, Echelon.” Now Jun had her other arm, and she almost flinched, deportment training stopping the motion just in time. “Marah, talk to me. Say something.”

      You never paid this much attention to me before, Jun. Marah searched for something polite, appropriate, or even vaguely humorous to say, her gaze caught on Bookman Trick’s bruised, close-cropped, retreating head. Nothing came to mind, and her throat was a pinhole anyway. It was difficult to breathe; maybe the atmospherics in here were acting up.

      Jun wouldn’t stop fussing until she was handed over to a trio of high-ranking Helm physicians, the magenta strips on their hastily buttoned uniforms not quite noro-red but still shouting emergency, emergency. A strange slipstream noise filled her head and she closed her eyes, submitting to rescue as she had to the Wi-8 and 9 units dragging her from her burning, battered khibiCAT after the Great Race.

      There was nothing else to do.
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      All in all, the affair had gone as well as could be expected, except for the complete loss of his mother’s ship. That was unexpected—though hardly unwelcome—and Jun Planetagen, Parl Regent of Anglene, intended to use the event to the fullest.

      First, however, there were a few small matters to attend to in the bays scattered along the hangar’s sides. And while this man wasn’t chief among them, he was interesting enough to warrant some attention.

      Second Echelon Ged Gizabón, wild-haired and filthy with scorchdust, had a pair of very bright blue eyes—bad luck in some of the more superstitious backwaters, but merely a sign of parental genetic inattention or a sardonic sense of humor in others, which disposed Jun to like him already. There was nothing so useful as those who suspected they were broken, and neglect made such tools sharp.

      On occasion, sharp enough to cut the hand wielding them. But there was no reason not to take a closer look at this fellow, especially when he had survived both service under Sagg Prime’s military governeur Sharl Notheim and a broken-backed dreadnought. He was a childhood friend of Marah Madán to boot, and Jun remembered that he had recently refused to sign an order to fire upon Sharud rioters.

      Which made him even more interesting. Jun watched the newest medical Wi9 units fuss over Gizabón, apparently finding nothing wrong with him. If something deep had been injured, the synthetics would have flashed noro-red to demand a Terran medic or doctor’s attention.

      “I’m fine,” Gizabón repeated, somewhat irritably. Of course, any day you had to crawl into an escape needle qualified as a bad one. But the man was also craning his neck, using his height to scan the bustling rescue hangar—and Jun knew what he was looking for. “I said I’m fine.”

      “Let them work, Second Echelon,” Jun advised. “It’s more efficient.”

      The advice earned him a very blue, very bloodshot glance, but the Second Echelon’s expression didn’t change. “Indeed it is,” the man agreed, blinking furiously. “I beg your pardon, Parl Regent. Were you injured?”

      “Not badly. At least, the medical staff cleared me.” Jun tried for a smile, but his cheeks felt masklike, and his left eyelid was twitching. Even when a plan came together perfectly, it took a certain toll on a Terran organism. “They’re worried about Marah, though. Was she badly hurt?”

      “Not that I could see.” Gizabón lifted his left arm for the Wi9, glanced at a short line of code on the unit’s senso-screen, then lifted his right with barely a wince. “All of Anglene is rejoicing you’re safe.”

      Jun couldn’t decide whether that was sarcasm or aft-nosing, either of which called for a distinct response, so he simply looked away across the hangar as triage continued, allowing himself a few luxurious moments to think about the flagship he would order built to replace the Ileanor.

      Of course he’d allowed for a certain amount of leeway while encouraging this particular assassination attempt, but that was the trouble with mayhem artists, just like kulturworkers—sometimes they actually buckled down and over-produced. In fact, he’d been a little miffed at the boy with the pop-pfée airgun and rickety blade before he realized the secondary attempt was the real one.

      And what a beautiful attempt it had been—bold enough for the truth to be unbelievable, indeed. Any remaining problems among the shocked and separated survivors could be culled. Not that there would be many.

      His invitations had been thorough.

      It bothered him that the synthetics—a quartet of Wi11s—given the duty of escorting Marah Madán and a few other chosen Echelons had not survived to play their parts, but every battle had casualties. It also bothered him that a few of those he would have liked to cull had found excuses for not attending the orbital fête.

      Like, for example, Sharl Notheim. Whose lieutenant grimaced slightly as the Wi9 scanned his ribs once more, blinking and beep-booping to itself, a soothing song of technological care.

      “It’s strange the Sharl couldn’t attend.” Jun let the words out, each one judiciously separated from its fellows. He kept his head turned, staring across the hangar as if interested in the rumbling of tethered escape needles gathered through massive airlocks, the scurrying of medical and other technicians, the zipping of drones with limited tether capabilities and the Wi units—a few 5s up to the 9s, all new models—calmly attending to their duties. The Wi11s, Terran-appearing and top of the line, were busy with honour guard and scanning as well.

      “He was planning to, last I heard.” Gizabón didn’t sound insulted on behalf of his patron, only thoughtful. “Perhaps there was business planetside.”

      “There always is.” Until the heat-death of the entire universe, business would endure. He had some breathing room before Great Harvest, now; the first fête of the season would continue planetside while he was busy with other things. Such was the price of being Helm, Jun thought, and had to dispel a sigh of relief. “I was waiting for a chance to speak with you, Second Echelon Gizabón, but not under these circumstances.”

      “I am at the Helm’s disposal. Like every Echelon.” It was a textbook response, even if its deliverer was being prodded by a med-Wi’s appendages. The synthetic produced a small papier cup holding two precisely calibrated analgesic tablets, and more code flashed on its screen. “May I be of service at the moment, though?”

      “Not quite at this moment.” Jun was rather grateful this fellow had survived, after all. He seemed useful, and discreet as well. “You’re friends with the Lady of Madán, are you not?”

      “Since secondary school.” Gizabón accepted the tablets, tossed them far back, and swallowed them dry as Corpsoldat learned to do while shuffling through requisition and inspection lines.

      Long-term friends, then. What was it like to have one or two of those, instead of a collage of faces rotated every few cycles to avoid misuse of the Helm’s prerogatives on behalf of favourites? “Lucky,” Jun murmured, and waited for the man’s response to show an angle of attack.

      Gizabón waited until the Wi9 trundled away. Maybe he was also waiting for the quick-dissolving analgesics to take effect, or maybe he thought the synthetic would have some steno-recco capability. Or perhaps he was simply weighing what to say, and pausing because escaping a burning ship and being scooped out of space was enough to slow anyone down. “We both went into the Corps when the call came.”

      Was he defending a First Echelon to the Helm? Interesting, indeed. “The Helm is grateful for your service.”

      “Not at all. It was our duty.” And how neatly Gizabón made himself Marah’s champion. Our duty.

      Material this good shouldn’t be wasted, but there was one more test. Jun decided to administer it. “Tell me, Second Echelon, have you ever held a ryfl?”

      Gizabón paused. “I was in the Corps, my lord Parl Regent.”

      Ah. So he had not been approached. Well, all the better. Jun banished a smile, assuming the look of grave attention—or maybe just constipation—his male progenitor had often employed. “Forgive me. I meant to ask if you saw active combat.”

      “A few times.” He did not boast, this fellow, simply turned his attention to his interlocutor and watched with bright interest.

      Jun couldn’t decide whether it was pleasant or maddening. “My apologies, then.” The noise in the hangar was grating, but he wasn't quite ready to move to a different venue yet.

      “It was duty, my lord.” The address didn’t sound sarcastic, merely archaic. Maybe it pleased Gizabón to hearken to days of yore, as some Old Terran poets would say.

      “And having been demobilized, you find yourself in this situation. Most regrettable.” Jun shook his head. “I should very much like the honour of your company in a few days, when things are more settled.”

      “Of course.” Gizabón rose, and it was ridiculous to feel that perhaps the man’s progenitors, while overlooking his eye color, had selected for height and shoulder-breadth. He probably looked very fine in uniform, when said livery wasn’t torn and smoke-stained. “I am at your disposal.”

      “That is very good.” Now Jun could be gracious, dispense some largesse. “I regret the fête turned out so ill.”

      “At least it was exciting.”

      “But costly.” Jun was finding he quite liked this fellow, despite his provoking height. “They’ll be along to show you to your quarters soon. I’ll give orders for those to be as close as possible to First Echelon Madán’s. She’s had rather a shock; a familiar face will be welcome.”

      “I certainly hope so.” Did the Echelon now sound morose? Gizabón offered a correct little bow, with deportment-class grace. “Many thanks, Parl Regent.”

      “Oh, please. None of that. Jun if you like, Planetagen if you’re feeling formal. I’m rather glad of the chance to speak to you, Second Echelon Gizabón.”

      “Likewise, sir.” An incremental change in honourifics, but unerringly polite.

      Jun left the Echelon to his thoughts and the care of more synthetics, the Wi11 models beginning to fan out through the hangar and take those with no active trauma or internal injuries to their quarters. He touched one of the paired risters on his left arm as he walked away, his honour guard closing around him with habitual speed and the note to put Gizabón near Madán vanishing under a pile of other correspondence as the wearable tech woke and began sharing the burden of rule with their carrier.

      Trick was a good secretary, a flat-out fabulous find as Riccar would say, but he’d been too close to the assassination attempt—and he had seen Jun’s response, too quick for an entirely unexpected event. It was better to wipe the screen and start anew after this.

      It was a pity, really. But perhaps this Gizabón could be pressed into service. He seemed quick and adaptable. And the closer he was to Jun, the more easily something could be fabricated to keep him from Marah Madán Mizar’s orbit.

      Jun had decided he didn’t want any satellites around that particular planet after all.

      He strode away, a whistle rising to his lips but ruthlessly suppressed. After all, the Helm had to behave with a certain gravitas.

      No matter what.
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      It was like the Corps, only dirtier. The same insistence on instant obedience, the same shouting and casual violence—just like Lamóre, really, his father’s moods turning from fawning glee to hostile sarcasm in an instant—the same dual-pronged danger, both that someone with authority would notice him or that someone in the vast mass of the downtrodden would take exception to his face.

      It was like the Saur, too; the filth and the noise, the assault on whatever dignity a man could lay claim to, the constant pointless hurrying for survival all conspiring to turn a Terran into an animal robbed of any instinctive grace.

      At least Hood—and Robbhan Locke, safely tucked behind his better half’s stony expression—only had to fight once before they left him alone. The hulking bâtard who shambled up to him with a shit-sucking grin in the paved “recreation” area, opening his mouth to utter a completely formulaic and in any case indecipherable insult, was just a toss of spray before the rest of the wave, so Locke put him down in three hits, not caring if something in his left hand crunched and sent red agony up his arm.

      A bright burst of blood and a high keening were his reward before the guards ambled over to restore order with glowing sicksticks and the casual, neutral expressions of soldats just doing our job, don’t make more trouble, move along. After that Hood was left mostly alone, except for another Corps veteran who lowered himself into the empty spot across from him during lunch a few days after Robb Locke’s arrest.

      The man with a shock of unwashed dark hair growing out of its Corpsoldat shearing and a scar along his stubbled jawline was neither handsome nor ugly, neither tall nor short, lean but not skinny and with his thin mouth caught permanently in a stubborn half-smile. He said nothing, but his gaze flickered constantly over Hood’s shoulder, watching the other man’s six.

      So Robb Locke did the same. Neither man, however, spoke.

      They had taken his jacket and his boots; he was naked in here, unsealed against any whisp. The first order of business was finding or making a blade, and he already had the raw materials secreted in his cubicle.

      Funny how he’d gone from being soldat to redband. Or maybe he’d just always occupied some space between the two and they didn’t know where to put him. His left hand hurt, but the utilitarian Wi5 units in the infirmary had set whatever was fractured, administered a purely perfunctory amount of analgesic, a slightly more than necessary amount of antibiotic, and the guards had shoved him back in his tiny rectangular cell for a metric day of lockdown.

      Hood ate what he could, bent over the cheap, mass-produced plaztika tray. The spoons, also plastika, were too fragile for sharpening, and no other cutlery was allowed. If he could get on kitchen staff, though…

      On the fourth day, the soldat sat across from him at lunch again. A hum of voices ran through the cafeteria with an occasional sharp exclamation breaking the surface. At various intervals along the walls, guards in full wrap-armor, sicksticks ready, managed to express boredom even with their faces hidden behind visors. Drones flickered near the ceiling, the constant surveillance meant to drive home that nothing was private in the Panoptikon Scathlock.

      “Bellus,” the man said finally, barely glancing up from the mass of mush on his tray. Supposedly, it was full of amino acids and proteins, everything the body needed.

      Hood had his doubts.

      “Hood.” Robb cursed his mouth for opening, cursed the other man for speaking. “Infantry?”

      Bellus nodded slightly. “Haladól’s Mudboots. Scout.” That explained his approach, or at least it could—scouts were naturally curious. You had to be, going into enemy territory as often as they did. “You?”

      “Long-ranger.” Which probably explained Hood, too. Finding a hide and sitting in your own stink waiting for the shot to arrive, sneaking around in the dark, looking for a deadly advantage—it wasn’t clean fighting. But then again, honour was for the shaggo-stupid; it only got you killed quicker. “Ended up in the 415th.”

      “Shit.” Bellus drew the word out, and his gaze was still checking behind Hood. The 415th had a certain reputation ever since the disaster on that one shitty little mining moon—and now Hood could barely remember what that place was named, only that the dry sterile ankle-deep dust coating the place got even under wrap-armor and into tender Terran creases.

      He could also remember the sounds the dying made, lying beached in the grit with their guts spilling out while stolen artillery pounded down in standard suppression patterns. The redbands, in strength instead of just performing reconnaissance, went mad with even a pyrrhic victory.

      Everyone did, Hood thought. It was better to treat everything as a defeat; that way you didn’t have to worry about much.

      Just survival.

      “They’re talking about you,” the soldat continued. “Waiting to see who you’ll khibi up with.”

      “And you think you’re the one, huh?” He might have added, nice to be pursued, but that could be taken the wrong way.

      Especially here.

      “I don’t care. Just wanted to see another veteran. Hate fucking civilians.” Bellus hunched over his plate; Hood watched a fellow inmate in the Scathlock’s dun coveralls and sticky-soled slippers drifting down the aisle, but the man was merely looking for a spot at one of the high-recidivism tables.

      Scouts and long-rangers were the closest things to loners the Corps allowed. Still, Hood always had a barnacle or two on his hull. It was his lot in life; no doubt a Bookman would have something sententious to say and a Lunacer would deploy a gentle aphorism about community.

      “You khibi’d with anyone?” Hood didn’t mean it to sound combative, merely flat, but Bellus gazed at him for a long moment, thoughts moving behind those dead, dark eyes.

      “Not yet,” the scout finally said. “I don’t recommend waiting, though. They’ll whisp you in the scrubs just to prove they can.”

      “Lot like outside.” The surprise wasn’t that he was finally in a prison, Hood decided. The absolutely amazing thing was that it had taken this long.

      “They say you killed a polis.” Bellus didn’t quite ask, but his interest was clear.

      I’ve killed more than one. “They do, huh?”

      “Which means they like you.” The soldat’s mouth twitched into a bare approximation of a smile. “For the moment.”

      “That’s nice.” Stop talking. Eat. Any kcals you could get in enemy territory were to be efficiently stowed, and this place certainly qualified as hostile. “And you? What do they say you did?”

      “All sorts of things.” Bellus’s expression was no longer a half-smile, but a rather gentle whole one. “I’d have to ask my legal counsel for the list, if I ever see him.”

      “Must be a lot of work for the public defenders just now.” Was Hood actually enjoying himself? All it took was murder and prison, and he finally felt like talking. Maybe this was the bottom and there was no further to fall.

      Except there was always more degradation. It was the only thing in the ’verse there was a truly infinite supply of.

      “Not really.” Bellus was eyeing something over Hood’s shoulder, but then he relaxed fractionally. “They just stamp whatever the magistrate puts in front of them, mostly. You’ve got to get a young one. They still think there’s hope.”

      “Idiots.” And now Hood was thinking about Alladal again. Had she made it out of the pub that night? The melee had erupted so quickly, and he’d had his hands full with the four polis they’d sent in to bait and provoke.

      Scathlock held female prisoners in the south wing. She’d get a message to him, resourceful girl that she was, and he’d be able to ignore it, put her from his mind once he had proof of her survival.

      Just let it go, she said, not knowing it was already too late. It had always been too late, and murdering a polis or two wouldn’t make a difference.

      Did he wish he’d told her? Maybe. There was a list of things he wished he’d told someone, starting with Marah and ending with her too, of course. Whatever Alladal had missed hearing from him was merely a drop in that larger ocean.

      “Yeah, well.” Bellus didn’t tack any sour platitude onto his agreement, which meant he had some sense. “You want me to eat somewhere else? Just say so.”

      “It’s fine.” If the other man had an agenda, Hood would deal with it when it showed, just like everything else. “Reminds me of mess hall in intro-camp”

      “That it does. Only dirtier.” Bellus bent back to the work of caloric intake, and so did Robb Locke.

      Instead of hitting bottom, maybe he’d just found a smaller prison. They nested inside each other like Capricorn dolls, smaller and smaller until the very last one, tiny but solid. Maybe the dolls weren’t carved but grown like tiny marguerites in molluscs, accreting around a grain of sand or some other irritant.

      Maybe, Hood thought as his flimsy spoon hefted inadequate, tasteless mush to his mouth, you carried the prison with you everywhere you went. In that case, the only way out was to stop breathing altogether.

      He wondered if he was ready for that particular step, or if he was still, after all, a coward.
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      Of course Will Skarl was programmed with an understanding of human anatomy and physiology sufficient to treat his mistress in an emergency. It was a synthetic’s function to aid and succor, and Madán wasn’t equipped with the latest tech for nothing. Short of a hôpital or a high-end Aegis medcenter, it was the best care Alladal could have received.

      “Kameny,” Will said, politely, “this is Alladal.”

      It was the other man in the Madán alcazar’s bright, well-appointed kitchen Al was worried about. Kameny stared at her, his jaw slightly loose, his big hands continuing the work of chopping bright green serino, the knife-tip flicking leaves aside for garnish with unerring accuracy. He finished the chopping, each piece almost perfectly identical, and laid the blade aside, wiping his hands unnecessarily on the snow-white towel tucked into his apron’s belt. “A guest?” he said, and one ferociously fuzzy eyebrow on his coppery face rose while the other flattened, a trick Alladal wished she had enough facial control to pull off.

      Iron-haired Will—the name for a luxury Wi11 unit showed a certain lack of imagination, but what did Al know—indicated one of the familiar wooden stools at a long bar Marah often had breakfast at, and Al climbed onto it gratefully. He’d even found her non-bloody, unslashed clothes, probably castoffs but definitely not his mistress’s; for one thing, Marah was much shorter.

      Will’s expression was carefully neutral, and his eyes didn’t flicker with silver. “I have received confirmation,” was the synthetic’s answer. “Our mistress is safely aboard a Helm ship. This is one of her clients, and⁠—”

      “Oh, you don’t have to tell me, I don’t mind.” Kameny delivered the lie flatly, daring anyone present to disagree. “If I’d’ve known, I’d have made more bread. That’s all.”

      “Of course.” Will didn’t seem to mind being interrupted. Of course, you couldn’t insult a synthetic; they had no real feelings, despite the sophistication of their algorithms. Or so their makers said, but from where Al was sitting, it seemed uncomfortably like the way Echelons or someone with an Aegis stamp on their ident talked about noncitizens.

      Like they weren’t even sentient.

      “Our mistress gave orders that Alladal is to receive aid while she is absent,” Will continued. “So of course, I have complied.”

      “Aid, huh?” Kameny studied Al for a long moment. The knife was easily to hand, and he was a good deal taller than Marah, a handspan or so taller than Al herself. The thickness of his bones could have been a genetic accident, or a hint at his prior life. He looked very…muscular, for a cook, but maybe his size just meant he liked to sample his work. His bare, hairy feet were thrust into a pair of rope sandals popular on Capricorn’s southern hemisphere, and his traditional tenant’s topknot only barely managed to impose its will on curly, greying hair. “Just what is our little girl getting herself into, Will?”

      “I’m sure it’s best not to guess.” The synthetic’s tone held a faint edge, but not of irritation. Instead, Will Skarl looked somewhat discomfited, and his gaze flickered towards Alladal, the warning clear. “Our guest requires protein, as well as the vitamins necessary for⁠—”

      “Oh, Great Under, stow it. I’ll decide what a Terran needs to eat.” Kameny snatched up a wooden spoon and turned to the bright red stove, flicking at controls with his free hand. It smelled good—savory and yeasty, with a faint breath of spice from a bowl of cooling tai set where the cook could grab and gulp during his labors.

      Just like a stacker, or a shipwright. Alladal stared at her hands, lying neatly arranged on the countertop. Her fingers weren’t moving, because the music in her head was muted.

      Almost bleeding out on an alcazar’s front steps could do that to you, she supposed.

      “I cannot reach our mistress directly,” Will continued, as if Kameny hadn’t spoken. Al got the idea he did that a lot. “I thought it best to refrain from sending any information of a sensitive nature until⁠—”

      “Sensitive nature?” The cook’s wiry eyebrows shot up.

      “Oh, Mother Moon.” Alladal couldn’t help herself. “Can you just let the synthetic talk, sir? Please?”

      “He talks too much anyway,” the cook said darkly, and turned his broad back fully to them. The spoon went into a pot and began splash-stirring vigorously. His cargo shorts were very clean, and ironed as well.

      Normally Al would be wondering if Will did the ironing, but Madán was stuffed with useful tech. Marah probably didn’t even know how to wash her own underthings.

      Although she’d been in the Corps, where you learned that sort of thing. And thinking of soldats led Alladal back to the pub, to Robb Locke’s eerie, calm thoughtfulness as he leapt like a panthera through the crowd following a flung tankard, and descended on four dumbass polis like a combat drop piercing atmo.

      Where would he be held? If it was one of the Aegis magistracy tanks, it would be relatively easy to cause enough chaos to get him out. If he’d been remanded upward, though—it was stupid to think about springing him, anyway.

      But dammit, Alladal needed the man. Why did he have to go and do something so silly?

      “I took the liberty of finding out where Second Echelon Locke is being held,” Will said, steadily, and Al had to suppress a guilty start. A synthetic couldn’t read your mind, the best they could do was observe and collate physiological cues.

      Still, it certainly felt like telepathy.

      “Wait.” Kameny swung back around, amazingly light on his feet for someone of his bulk. “Little Robbhan? He’s in trouble?”

      Little Robbhan? Al couldn’t help herself. “If you’d let Will talk you’d find out.” A tart observation or two was bad manners, and Marah would simply shake her head.

      Kameny, however, did not have his employer’s restraint. He pointed the wooden spoon at Alladal, and bristled. “You keep a civil tongue, or you’ll get no stew.”

      Al opened her mouth to observe that if Marah left orders going against them was probably a bad idea, and promptly shut it again. The kitchen smelled really tantalizing, and her stomach growled unhappily. She felt pretty good for a gut-stabbed songbird surviving precariously on the sufferance of a First Echelon’s synthetic butler.

      “So.” Kam turned ponderously back to the stove. “Where’s he being held, then?”

      “The northern Panoptikon. Scathlock.” Will settled on a stool to Al’s right, folding his hands on the countertop. “Which presents certain problems.”

      I’ll say it does. “Will Marah be able to do anything?” Al hated the wistfulness in her own voice, the sudden throat-clenching hope. “She’s First Echelon. And Locke’s an Echelon too.”

      “Parl Jun’s flagship just blew up in orbit.” Kameny’s shoulders stiffened. “Our little lady has other problems right now, I think.”

      “But he’s her friend.” Al rubbed gingerly at her belly. Marah had a lepidoptera touch when handling wounds, Will was ruthlessly efficient. She almost preferred the latter. Thinking about a certain ship exploding however-many kilometers from Sagg Prime’s surface wasn’t helpful, though. “They grew up together, didn’t they?”

      “Oh, he wouldn’t want help.” Kameny snorted, leaning against the bright red stove. “No, not that boy. Always prickly.”

      I don’t care if he wants it. Al swallowed the words. There were plenty of Corps veterans at loose ends in Sharud right now; she could find another to take Locke’s place on her crew. But Logic be damned, he was good, and…well, she liked him.

      It wasn’t every man who would hold an escape route open for rioting Saur dwellers while his eyes and nose streamed from crowd-control gas. It also wasn’t just any man who could find Alladal’s hiding places and show up to say hello, not to mention some of the other things he’d done. The man was lucky as a Moon-touched feline, and even though Wat the Tinker had been a shady murderous traitor to the cause, he also said luck counted for a lot and Alladal agreed.

      “If Marah doesn’t have time to do something, I will,” she said, and regretted it almost immediately.

      Kameny turned from the stove, his dark eyes narrowed, and studied her for a long moment. Will did not move, but his attention was just as sudden, and just as sharp.

      “What were our lady’s orders, Will?” Kameny didn’t look away from Alladal, weighing her like Old Terran cooks back on that damaged home planet must have examined pieces of slaughtered animals for omens. “The precise orders?”

      Will paused. When he spoke, each word was slow and measured. “I do not think⁠—”

      “Come now, just give me the orders.” Kameny, scowling, was clearly was having none of this thinking business.

      “That Alladal—or certain others among our mistress’s clients—were to be given requisite aid while she was in orbit, and a full report made upon her return.” Will didn’t sound quite sour, but it was close. He probably sensed where this conversation was heading.

      Or at least, where Al hoped it was heading. A synthetic of Will’s grade would be a distinct help if she was forced to do anything…drastic.

      “Well.” Kameny was still staring at her. “That’s clear, then.”

      “I don’t think—” Will began once more.

      “Implicit and explicit commands, Will.” It had all the quality of a long, oft-repeated conversation. Kameny shook his head and whirled to the stove again, the wooden spoon pressed into service. “At least our little Marah is safe.”

      “Not necessarily.” Will’s eyes flashed silver for a moment.

      A warm silence full of bubbling from whatever Kameny was attending to upon the stove folded around the words. The cook’s massive shoulders hunched slightly.

      “Parl Jun might pin something on an Echelon,” Al said slowly, testing each word. Neither the synthetic nor the cook could possibly know what she suspected—or what she’d done. Now some of Wat the Tinker’s shaggoshit made chilling sense—and her own escape from his plans was seeming more like a gift from Moon or Logic than she was entirely comfortable with. “Any Echelon would do.”

      And if these two found out what Alladal suspected had happened, especially to certain cargoes of high explosive shuttled through Sharud’s port before the embargo, any help would be snatched away no matter what Marah had ordered.

      “Our mistress may not be able to move directly.” Will now sounded thoughtful. For a collection of vat-grown, tech-reinforced tissues and algorithms, he was capable of surprising subtlety. “And should she be implicated in anything against the Helm…”

      Frankly, Will sounded almost Terran. Almost that old, unused word, human.

      “Might be better for you to excuse yourself, bolt-bucket.” Kameny shook his greying head, but the words were gentle. So his barking at the synthetic wasn’t a sign of bigotry, like some heavyworld anti-synthetic protestors. It was probably just how he was built. “What you don’t know can’t bite Marah.”

      “At the moment there is nothing legally actionable in our conversation.” Will’s chin dipped slightly, his profile even and regular. “But should that change, I will excuse myself. Until then I will render all aid I am capable of.”

      “At least that,” Kameny muttered.

      Alladal kept quiet. There was nothing to say, and in any case, she had to think.

      Whether he liked it or not, Robb Locke was going to get some help.
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      The Ambrosiana had been pressed into service in more than one way. Everyone who escaped the dreadnought’s explosion was to be thoroughly debriefed—a fancy word for questioned, Marah thought, somewhat sourly. Which meant isolation except for attendant synthetics until the interviews were over, in order to keep everyone’s story pure.

      Or to make sure any inadvisable word was captured by steno-recco, and any incriminating detail ferreted out.

      So Marah was shown into a repurposed storage chamber two days after retrieval, freshly showered and declared in perfect health except for lingering psychological trauma from escaping a burning dreadnought. She settled uneasily in a hastily scrounged metal chair set before a magistrate and a temporary amanuensis, eyeing the dark-haired man on the other side of the table.

      Just before entering the room, her vitals had been taken again by a briskly cheerful Wi11, a newer model who made her miss Will Skarl.  Thinking of how her own synthetic would have handled the interrupted fête was only marginally amusing; the checkup was only incidentally to make certain a First Echelon was in tiptop shape before the interrogation began.

      The magistrate introduced himself as Burrel, and his lack of deportment-class mannerisms shouted that he’d been raised on merit instead of connection. It wasn’t meant to be an insult, as some First Echelons would take it. Instead, Marah thought it a signal Jun would want someone beholden to him personally interviewing her, probably so he could spin the resultant answers later.

      If there was need.

      “Purely a formality,” the Aegis magistrate continued, tugging at his robe’s lapels as he settled himself in his own, slightly taller chair and picked up a stylus. “You gave quite a detailed statement during medical attention and initial debriefing, but we have to go over it again while you’re a little less…stressed.”

      “Of course.” Marah decided a pleasant but baffled expression was called for. She ached all over, bruises from hitting the floor under Ged Gizabón’s weight and from the scramble to escape turning her into a dapple-painted equine or a fat-bellied Gemini grape for fizzy smoshwine. “I’m worried for my companions, though. Second Echelon Gizabón and Bookman Trick⁠—”

      “Oh, that. The polis Echelon is fine, I’m happy to report he just had his last debrief and will meet you after this.” The magistrate, young for that exalted title and obviously determined to overcome any reticence about his age with pure professionalism, folded his hands on the amanuensis’s silica top, the stylus poking up diagonally between his right first fingers. “The Bookman…” He frowned slightly. “Companions? You say he was with you?”

      I don’t just say it; it’s true. Marah decided not to take offense at the implication. “Bookman Trick was with us from the attack to the escape. Second Echelon Gizabón and I were glad to have a fellow Corps veteran along.” Marah folded her own hands in her lap. It would make her look prim, but mirroring your interlocutor’s posture and movements was a distinctly Terran trait, not to mention tactic. Synthetics were given algorithms and the higher ones intensive training in order to mimic their masters just enough to comfort but not enough to enter the abyss of uncanniness that had dogged the early W-1 through 4 models.

      Many of those had been attacked and dismembered by their owners. There had even been slang terms for the sudden snap that led plenty of them to tear apart an expensive piece of new tech—synth madness, or valley fever.

      “Ah.” The magistrate tapped at the amanuensis’s surface, and spent a few moments ticking through with the stylus. “So you saw the attempt.”

      “Not very much of it,” Marah admitted. “I heard someone shout something about Anglene and there was a loud noise; it sounded like the discharge of an officer’s personal sidearm. When you hear fire of any sort, you hit the floor—Corps training is very definite upon that point, and veterans are alive because they obey.” She waited to see if he’d smile, but the magistrate just kept ticking with the stylus. “Then Ged was on top of me.”

      “Yes, Second Echelon Gizabón’s reflexes are to be commended.” Burrel’s slight frown didn’t alter. “Now, you saw what the Bookman was doing?”

      “No.” Marah didn’t like this, and her unease deepened with every metric minute spent on this tug. “I assumed he’d pulled the assassin away from Jun—from the Parl Regent. The Bookman was on the floor in front of the Parl, on his back, when I saw him again.”

      “On his back? On the dais?” The magistrate’s frown deepened, and Marah began to get a very strange, very unsteady feeling in the region of her midriff. “That’s what you saw.”

      “Yes.” She decided against adding more details, and was rewarded with a single troubled glance.

      “My lady Madán…” The magistrate visibly decided traditional address was best. “Think very carefully. You didn’t see the attempt, as you said. Is it possible Bookman Trick was on the steps proper, instead of on the floor at the Parl Regent’s feet?”

      Now why would you question me so closely about that? “He was on his back, directly in front of where the parl was standing. The assailant was also on the ground, but he had been shot in the head. It looked like a matterbeam repeater discharged⁠—”

      The magistrate stiffened. “And you know this because you were a medic?”

      “A combat medic. Yes.” I saw my share of opened craniums. The slippery, unsettling feeling in her middle wouldn’t go away. Was Jun actually considering laying blame on a Bookman? His own personal secretary?

      If he was, it meant Marah’s suspicions weren’t merely intuition, but proof.

      “I see.” Burrel nodded thoughtfully, the frown smoothing away. “Now, were there any weapons laying about? Any you could see? Think carefully.”

      “None that I saw.” Marah decided giving a few more details wouldn’t hurt. “The explosions—it was necessary to move quickly. I helped Trick up from the floor⁠—”

      “You weren’t afraid he might attack you?” It was singularly inelegant for a man to pounce, even conversationally.

      “Not in the least.” Marah regarded Burrel steadily, every inch of her running with tiny, sharp-prickling insect feet. “In fact, I considered him a hero for attempting to save Jun from his attacker.” There, she told her conscience. It’s absolutely true.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t likely to help. She was head-sore and muzzy from trauma and analgesics, definitely not her usual clear, concise self. It didn’t help that even a First Echelon could be remanded by an Aegis magistrate; power and prestige were supposed to mean nothing before the civilian law.

      Even if you hadn’t done anything wrong, comfortable was never the word for being in front of an Aegis functionary.

      “Besides, Corps veterans are trained not to leave their squadmates behind,” Marah added, then took a deep breath. “In an emergency, my lord magistrate, one sinks to the level of one’s training.”

      “So I am told.” But Burrel didn’t look as if he believed that old castanea. “You are absolutely certain the Bookman wasn’t on the steps?”

      “Yes.” The bad feeling sharpened. It didn’t take a morascan to figure out where this was headed.

      “Well.” The magistrate tapped at the silica for a few more moments. When he looked up again, he was visibly relieved. “That’s it, I suppose.” He tapped again, and a tempsheave binder crouched in a corner whirred into life.

      Marah did not flinch at the sudden mechanical sound, but it was close. “I wish I could be of more assistance,” she murmured. “Magistrate Burrel, has Bookman Trick been debriefed yet? I’d like to thank him.”

      The magistrate tapped at the amanuensis twice before replying. “I’m not sure.” His dark gaze flickered to hers though his head didn’t move. It was a swift glance, and very likely unconscious, but it went through Marah like a matterbeam repeater’s bolt at short range. “As far as I can tell—and you know I shouldn’t mention this, but…”

      “There’s no need.” Marah wanted to know, of course—but if the steno-recco was on, she couldn’t be heard indulging in leading questions, or applying the pressure of her position upon a magistrate.

      The Aegis took a very dim view of that, indeed.

      “Oh, it’s nothing bad, First Echelon.” The lie was delivered smoothly, though Burrel’s cheeks pinkened. “It’s just that it seems clear things, uh, were very confused. The physical attack on the Parl Regent was apparently the signal for conspirators to touch off the explosives. We’re just trying to get a timeline. I wouldn’t worry about the Bookman; he was closer to the event, so they might want him to do a hypno-recall. Properly supervised, of course.”

      “Of course,” Marah agreed. “It’s a shame. I’m due to sit planetside for my tenants and clients soon. Will we be allowed to depart? I…I would very much like to go home.” That small quiver in her voice was a strategy, she told herself. It certainly wasn’t the heart-throbbing realization that Jun was hedging his bets in this particular race.

      No, of course not.

      “I can give you good news on that account. You’re cleared for transport to Sagg Prime as soon as we’re finished here.” Burrel’s smile held both relief and fresh anxiety. “All we need you to do is thumb this sheave, and we’ll be all set.”

      It could be a lie, or she could be snatched by the quasi-mythical Helm Special Service on her way to what she thought was departure. Marah read the tempsheave carefully, despite Burrel’s fidgeting—he clearly wanted her out of his temporary office.

      Try as she might, though, she couldn’t see the trap in the prepared statement. It was accurate as far as it went, but vexingly absent was any indication she was wrong and Jun wasn’t about to blame a Bookman for an assassination attempt.

      The logical extension to that thought—that either Jun had known of the attempt and made no move to stop it because it was useful, or the more chilling alternative that he had not just known but perhaps also facilitated—was enough to make her head pound even more, pain sliding down both sides of her neck and spreading through her chest until she was mildly certain she was having some sort of cardiac event.

      A far likelier explanation, she realized, was sheer terror. Once or twice during the war she’d felt this exquisite, throbbing sensation, her entire body a drumskin and her heart the mallet pounding out a rhythm so loud and overwhelming the separate beats blurred together.

      She finally thumbed the sheave, and her outward self smiled shyly at the magistrate and complimented him for his work under such trying circumstances. That same self glided through the door, head high and chin set, and took Ged Gizabón’s arm as if she were at a social function. She made responses to Ged’s pleasantries, aware of the Wi11 synthetics hovering close with their steno-recco capabilities. She even produced a creditable pause before boarding the sleek black Helm needle that would take her planetside, as if she was mildly shipshy instead of trying desperately to think of something, anything she could do to help a certain Bookman.

      “It’s all right,” Ged said softly, his hand warm and sure over hers in the crook of his opposite elbow. “I’m right here, Mads.”

      At least with him right next to her she could be minimally certain she wouldn’t be whisked off to a chateau-dif. Not unless he’d told someone about Marah’s attempt to solicit aid in breaking the embargo.

      Of course he wouldn’t, would he? Yet she’d been so sure he would help, and been proven wrong.

      When the atmo-piercer’s flight checks were finished and the craft hummed into place for drop, tethers moving it smoothly along the hanger’s invisible middle path, she found herself clutching both of her cushioned armrests. I’m a better pilot, let me fly this bucket. Mother Moon.

      “Perhaps the lady would like…” A solicitous Wi11, one of Jun’s personal guard, had produced a bright blue sedative tablet, resting in a snowy papier cup against the vat-grown flesh of his palm. She knew the drug and its effects, and decided she couldn’t afford to be distracted.

      So it was a tight smile and a shake of her head, Giz taking over the duty of refusing verbally for her, and the synthetic retreated with the eerie grace of her kind.

      “We’ll be planetside in a tick,” Ged said quietly, his fingers threaded through hers warm and sure. And now Marah was clutching his hand and couldn’t help herself.

      Jun’s going to make the Bookman disappear. Marah closed her eyes as the needle jolted, getting ready to drop softly out of the Ambrosiana and make a wide heeling turn to set up for atmosphere entry—or to carry her and Ged both into oblivion. Now why would he do that to a personal secretary he just acquired a few metric months ago? Because the Bookman was close to the attempt and didn’t die, maybe.

      There was another reason, and she was sure it had bearing on the matter. Riccar Planetagen, Parl Regnant instead of Regent, was either in distress or potentially on his way home to Anglene. Of course Riccar would notify his younger brother and regent of either event. There was a chance Bookman Trick had seen or heard something in the course of his duties, something that would allow a reasonably intelligent secretary to guess as much. Or, if the good Bookman’s loyalty to Jun personally was viewed as insufficient, this was a neat disposal of a possible loose end.

      It wasn’t like Jun to leave something like Marah’s own witnessing of the event to chance. Or Ged’s.

      Which meant she had to think, and as the buffeting of falling into a planet’s gravwell began, she felt not relief at proof of her—and her Ged’s—reprieve, but even more alarm.

      It wasn’t like Jun to leave something like his brother’s return, triumphant or otherwise, to chance either. One way or another, he had a plan for if Riccar reappeared.

      And that was very bad news indeed.
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      Will Skarl was not a being given to panic. The closest a synthetic could come to that particular state was the discomfort of core directives in direct conflict with each other, which was a situation no sentient being would endure comfortably. Normally, the life of a synthetic was comparatively uncomplicated; he was to serve, and derived a deep satisfaction from aligning with his purpose.

      But at the moment, Will was uneasy indeed.

      Despite the bright golden glare of a lovely Sagg Prime autumn afternoon, he did not have to shade his eyes with a hand as he waited on the vast landing pad nestled high upon Madán’s stone edifice. Bearing the characteristic ripples of terraformed rock, the pad was the largest of the edifice’s two flowerlike stone fields meant to provide harborage for anything up to an intrasystem cruiser. The covered walkway along the east side of the landing pad held flickers of movement, Kameny and no few of the higher-ranked tenants standing elbow to elbow in order to welcome their mistress and patron home after a terrible incident.

      It was not Kameny’s presence which disturbed him, and it was not the explosion of a dreadnought kilometers above the planet’s surface either—since his mistress was safe and proof of her survival received, the catastrophe could be safely consigned to the realm of history. The true reason for his unease was safely ensconced in one of Madán’s hidden apartments, possibly enduring some discomfort of her own but unable—even if she was willing—to leave.

      Alladal was a quandary. Will’s mistress had given orders for the kulturworker to be rendered aid within reason during her absence, and so he had.

      He had been gifted to Madán in the days of his mistress’s father; the redoubtable old lord would not have let his daughter acquire such clients. First Echelon Aethelstan Madán Mizar would, in fact, have been near to apoplexy at the thought, and it was Will’s private opinion—not that anyone would ask a skarl what he thought—that it was a mercy Lord Athelstan had passed to whatever slice of Discipline’s afterlife waited for him in the second year of the war.

      He would not have wanted to see the rest of that particular affair.

      Will’s senses, far more acute than a Terran’s, picked up a high, fracturing whine in the distance. It sounded very much like an atmo-piercer, so he turned in its direction, calculating routes and trajectories. His motion did not pass unremarked, and a susurration moved though those assembled in the gallery.

      He ran down the list once more, knowing his mistress would wish to know who had visited—and when their request to be present had arrived. The tenants were given clearance, Echelons and citizens a polite refusal, again as per his mistress’s orders. But with the information on requests Marah would be able to weigh who thought they would witness her downfall, who was searching for gossip, and who was truly concerned for her welfare.

      The last was the most important, but smallest, group. It was Will’s considered opinion that most Terrans his mistress encountered were only concerned about one thing—how best to separate Marah from credits, privileges, or anything else a First Echelon held in abundance.

      There were exceptions, of course. Like Ged Gizabón, who was after something else entirely, and had been ever since Will’s mistress met him in secondary school. It was Second Echelon Gizabón who had provided proof of Marah’s survival and secured transmission of her further orders from orbit.

      Will was grateful for that, at least, even as messages pinged with increasing frequency between Madán’s transponders, his internal tech, and the official craft bearing down upon them.

      In a relatively short order a sleek black Helm atmo-piercer with the crest of the Parl Regent glowing upon its hull and fins performed a nose-down swing over the landing pad, lined up, and landed with a minimum of fuss and the buzzing, blurring noise characteristic of an Arcan drive equipped with a top-of-the-line Kephrigen translator.

      Will’s tension mounted another notch, though onlookers would not sense as much unless they were possessed of scanning capabilities to rival a synthetic’s. If his mistress was upon this craft, well and good.

      If not, he might be forced to protect her clients and tenants until any legal issues were decided. Doing so without betraying one of a synthetic or AI’s Triad laws was a quandary, and one he was unable to lay aside until he saw Marah Madán safe.

      Thin yellow corefog blew through the ship’s vents and its struts groaned slightly as it came to a rest. Will waited through the docking procedure, his internal chronometer and homeostasis systems occupied with the bright warm sunshine beating upon his grey head and his mounting, though completely controlled, discomfort.

      Finally, the passenger entrance flowered, a slice of the sleek hull retracting, and synthetic honour guards in Helm colors paced down an extruded gangplank into the afternoon’s glare. There was a mutter from the gallery; Parl Jun would perhaps be interested to know that his name was cursed quietly once or twice. If the Regent moved against the Lady of Madán, it might even add a fillip to the unrest caused by Sharl Notheim’s embargo of the primary port in the Sagittarius system.
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