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			WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE


			The Mackenzie Metals–Corta Helio war broke the powerful Corta family and scattered the survivors. Ariel Corta, paralysed from the waist down after an assassination attempt, escapes into anonymity in Meridian’s High City with her bodyguard and truest friend, Marina Calzaghe, until a summons from Jonathan Kayode, the Eagle of the Moon, to be his one true adviser among a host of enemies who would dethrone him, calls her back into lunar society. Wagner Corta, the wolf, ekes out an existence as a worker on Taiyang’s sun-belt – a girdle of solar panels around the moon’s equator. His life alternates between his work team and his wolf-pack until he becomes guardian and protector of Robson Corta, who had been held as a hostage by Bryce Mackenzie, Head of Finance of Mackenzie Metals. Now he must choose between his wolf-nature and caring for the vulnerable Robson. Lucasinho and Luna Corta are safe under the protection of the Asamoahs at Twé, though Lucasinho frets at his confinement. And Lucasinho’s father, Lucas, has taken the boldest step of all. The Moon believes him dead, but he escaped to VTO’s orbiter and over the course of a year, transformed himself into something felt to be impossible: a moon-born capable of surviving Earth’s gravity. Not for long – just enough for him to cement deals he has been making while looping between moon and Earth. He forms a consortium of terrestrial governments, corporations, capital funds and, with the Vorontsovs and their orbital mass-driver as a deadly space-based weapon, seeks to take back what was stolen from his family. He also brings back Alexia, the first Earth-born Corta in two generations to brave the glory and terror of the moon.


			To succeed, first Lucas must sow confusion. His mother Adriana, founder of Corta Helio, implanted attack code inside the control systems of Crucible, the Mackenzie’s immense foundry-train. A simple command – issued by Alexia after Lucas is almost killed by lift-off from Earth – destroys Crucible. Lives are lost, including Robert Mackenzie, CEO of Mackenzie Metals. His sons, Duncan and Bryce, battle for control of the company. Duncan controls the traditional refining industry, Bryce the helium-3 business taken from the Cortas. Their vicious civil war threatens to engulf the whole moon and destabilise the vital helium-3 market upon which Earth depends. Lucas has his opportunity and strikes. The moon is an industrial colony, not a nation state; it has no defences. Combat units drop from orbit to storm and occupy key infrastructure sites, VTO’s mass-driver threatens the whole nearside of the moon, the Dragons fight back but when Twé, the prime agriculture site for the whole moon, is besieged, there is no option but to surrender in the face of starvation.


			In the chaos, Lucasinho and Luna escape from besieged Twé but find themselves marooned on the surface with the only path to safety a perilous trek through the fringes of the invasion. When Luna’s suit is compromised, Lucasinho gives her his last breaths of air. She brings him to safety but can even a Moonrunner survive that long without oxygen?


			Terrestrial machines and mercenaries occupy Meridian. Jonathan Kayode is defenestrated and Lucas Corta, a shadow of his former self, physically ruined by the harshness of his visit to Earth, is installed as Eagle of the Moon with Alexia as his Iron Hand. His first job is to try to recruit Ariel to his side, but she refuses, though it puts her in great danger. Every one of the Four Dragons wants leverage and Cortas are hostages-of-choice. Bryce Mackenzie makes an attempt to capture Robson Corta but is foiled. Wagner and Robson escape to the comparative safety of Theophilus in the Sea of Tranquillity.


			Lucas Corta is triumphant. The moon is his: what will he do with it?
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			ONE


			Eight figures escort the casket across the Sea of Fecundity. Four to carry, one at each handle; four to guard the cardinal directions: north, south, east and west. They shuffle in heavy armoured shell-suits. Dust scuffs high from their boots. When carrying a casket, co-ordination is everything and the bearers have not yet learned the required rhythm. They lurch, they jolt, they leave smeared tracks, blurred footsteps on the regolith. They move like walkers unaccustomed to walking on the surface of the moon, to the suits they wear. Seven white shell-suits and one, the last, scarlet and gold. Each white suit bears an emblem out of time and place: a sword, an axe, a fan, a mirror, a bow, a crescent moon. The lead walks with the aid of a furled umbrella, silver tipped, the handle a human face, one half living, one half naked bone. The tip stitches precise holes in the regolith.


			It has never rained in the Sea of Fecundity.


			The casket has a porthole. This would be unseemly in a coffin; this is not a coffin. This is a medical life-support pod, designed to protect and preserve the injured on the surface of the moon. Behind the window is a young man’s face, brown-skinned, high strong cheekbones, thick black hair, full lips, closed eyes. This is Lucasinho Corta. He has been in a coma for ten days; ten days that have rung the moon to its core like a stone bell. Ten days in which Eagles fell and rose, a soft war was fought and lost on the stone oceans of Luna and the old order of the moon was swept away by the new order of Earth.


			These ungainly figures are the Sisters of the Lords of Now and they bear Lucasinho Corta to Meridian. Seven Sisters, plus one; the back-marker in incongruous scarlet and gold. Luna Corta.


			‘Is there word of the ship?’ Mãe de Santo Odunlade tsks in frustration and peers at the tags on her helmet display, trying to identify the questioner. The Sisterhood of the Lords of Now by doctrine eschews the network. Learning a shell-suit interface is a sharp curve. The Mãe de Santo finally identifies Madrinha Elis as the speaker.


			‘Soon,’ Mãe Odunlade says and raises the umbrella to point to the eastern horizon, where the ship from Meridian will touch down. The umbrella is the sigil of Oxala the Originator. With the sword, the axe, the mirror, the bow, the fan, the crescent, it is an instrument of the orixas. The Sisterhood bears not just the sleeping prince but the sacred emblems. All Santinhos understand the symbolism. João de Deus is no longer the city of the saints.


			Ship on approach, the Mãe’s suit says. In the same instant the horizon seems to leap into the sky. Rovers. Dozens of them. Fast, hard, bearing down. HUDs sparkle with hundreds of glowing red contacts.


			The Mackenzies are here.


			‘Firm, my sisters,’ Mãe Odunlade cries. The cortège marches forward towards the line of blazing headlights. The lights blind but she will not lift an arm to shade her eyes.


			Mãe, the ship has committed to landing, the suit says.


			A rover pulls out of the encirclement and swings in to confront Mãe Odunlade. She lifts the sacred umbrella high. The cortège halts. Seats descend, safety bars lift, figures in the green and white sasuits of Mackenzie Helium drop to the regolith. They reach for holsters across their backs and draw long objects. Rifles.


			‘This can’t be permitted, Mother.’


			Mãe Odunlade bridles at the familiarity. No respect, not even Portuguese. She locates the speaker on her HUD.


			‘Who are you?’


			‘I am Loysa Divinagracia,’ says the woman at the centre of the armed posse. ‘I am Head of Security for Mackenzie Helium, North-East Quartersphere.’


			‘This young man requires advanced medical attention.’


			‘Mackenzie Helium would be honoured to offer the services of our fully equipped company med centre.’


			Sixty seconds to touchdown, the suit says. The ship is the brightest, fastest star in the sky.


			‘I am taking him to his father.’ The Mãe de Santo steps forward.


			‘I can’t allow that.’ Loysa Divinagracia plants a hand on Mãe Odunlade’s breastplate. Mãe Odunlade smacks the woman’s hand away with the sacred umbrella, follows with a blow to the side of her helmet. Such insolence. Polymer cracks, atmosphere jets, then the suit heals and seals.


			Guns level.


			The Sisters of the Lords of Now close in around the life-support pod. The sword of Ogun is drawn, the axe of Xango, the bow, the razor-edged fan. How can the orixas be honoured, if their emblems are without practical use?


			Luna Corta lifts her cumbersome arms to shoulder height. Sheathes unlock, magnets engage: knives fly to her hands and dock. The light of Earth in its first quarter, low on the western rim of the world, glints from the edges of the meteoric iron blades: the battle-knives of the Cortas.


			We have protected them, Mãe de Santo Odunlade said, in the biolight-glow of the room where Lucasinho lay in the Mother House. Until a Corta comes who is bold, great-hearted, without avarice or cowardice, who will fight for the family and defend it bravely. A Corta who is worthy of these blades.


			Carlinhos had been the family fighter. He had owned these knives before her. He had shown her the moves once, with chopsticks for blades. He scared her; the speed, the way that he became something she did not know.


			Carlinhos had died on the edge of these knives.


			Madrinha Elis steps between Luna and the ring of rifles.


			‘Put the knives away, Luna.’


			‘I will not,’ Luna says. ‘I am a Corta and Cortas cut.’


			‘Do as your madrinha says, wilful child,’ Mãe de Santo Odunlade says. ‘It is only the suit makes you big.’


			Luna falls back with a sullen hiss but she does not reholster her beautiful knives.


			‘Let us through,’ Mãe Odunlade says on the common channel, and Luna hears the Mackenzie woman answer, Give us Lucasinho Corta and you are free to leave.


			‘No,’ Luna whispers and then she, the Sisters, the pod, the Mackenzie blades are drenched in blinding light. The dazzle breaks into hundreds of separate lights; rovers, dustbikes, the navigation lights of shell-suits and sasuits, all racing across the dark regolith. A vast plume of dust rises beyond them, casting moonbows in the diffracted Earth-light. They bear down on the Mackenzie encirclement. At the last minute blades and shooters flee as a wedge of rovers, dustbike outriders and a host of running dusters splits open the Mackenzie line.


			From aerials and masts, from rigging wires and struts, from rovers and suitpacks and shoulder mounts, stencilled on the helmets and chestplates of surface armour, spray-painted, fast-printed, graffitied in vacuum marker: the half-black, half-white mask of Our Lady of the Thousand Deaths, Dona Luna.


			João de Deus has risen.


			The wedge of dusters unfolds into a phalanx of pikes and spears. Dustbikers brace polearms against footpegs. Luna saw a thing in a story like that when she was a very small kid, a crazy bit of old Earth: metal men sitting on big metal animals, with long spears tucked under their arms. Knights-in-armour, Luna’s familiar tells her, remembering as she remembers. Knights with lances.


			Blue lights flicker high above the encamped armies: the attitude thrusters of a VTO moonship manoeuvring over the Mackenzie lines to a safe landing site. The main engine gives a final, brief burn as the ugly amalgam of fuel tanks, radiator panels and structural beams comes in for landing.


			Gauntlets and gloves tighten on spear shafts. Pikes brace. Fingers close on dustbike steering bars.


			‘Luna,’ Madrinha Elis says.


			‘I’m ready,’ Luna says. Luna’s suit is primed, the power reserves activated. Give the word, and it will run, run faster than her own legs could ever carry her. She knows the feats a standard-issue suit can achieve: she used them when she carried Lucasinho, anoxic, by any standard dead, to the refuge of Boa Vista. ‘I’ve done this before.’


			The dust from the moonship’s descent burn engulfs Santinhos and Mackenzies. Madrinha Elis shouts, Go, child.


			Run, she orders but the suit is already in motion.


			So are the Mackenzies. The moment of surprise is over; rovers peel off to outflank the Santinho dustbike cavalry and cut off the path to the ship. Santinho foot-soldiers charge to intercept the Mackenzie force and hold open the way.


			A body falls. A figure in a sasuit twists and goes down. A shell-suit splinters into flying shards. The Mackenzie guns have opened up. A helmet shatters. A head flies into bloody smash; the banners of Dona Luna fall, one by one. Now Luna sees the blood, the plugs of flesh, the body fluids gouting into vacuum.


			Sister Eloa of the Crescent of Iansa goes down at Luna’s side, tumbling and rolling. The top of her head has been ripped away. Slugs are flying unseen all around Luna but she can’t think of them, can’t think of anything but the moonship, settling on its landing gear, unfolding a ramp from its transport pod.


			‘Luna!’ Mãe Odunlade’s voice on the private channel. ‘Take the right side of the casket. The suit can handle it.’


			‘Mãe …’


			‘Elis will take the other side.’


			‘Mãe …’


			‘Don’t argue, child!’


			Her armoured hand locks on to one of the handles. The gyros stabilise the weight. She sees her madrinha lock on to the other handle.


			Santinhos engage Mackenzies. Two, ten, twenty, drop under withering fire but there are always more spears, more pikes. Hand-to-hand violence, close, intimate, passionate as sex. Spear points drive deep, punch through bodies from front to back, tear suit, skin, bone, shatter visors and stab down through faces, skulls, brains.


			‘What’s happening?’ she asks on Madrinha Elis’s private channel.


			‘They’re buying us time, anjinho.’


			The phalanx of spears reforms, links, locks, lunges in attack. The shooters break and retreat. In that instant, between the walls of pikes, Luna feels her suit tighten its grip on the handle of her cousin’s casket, lean forward and sprint for the ship. She hits the ramp at full speed, brakes hard to avoid the rear bulkhead of the transport pod. Crew in sasuits secure the pod. Luna feels the deck vibrate through her boot haptics.


			Main engine burn in ten nine eight …


			Luna’s final glance through the closing doors is of the remaining Sisters of the Lords of the Now, white suits back to back, the sigils of the orixas held high. Around them, a ring of pikes, and the bold banners of Our Lady of the Thousand Deaths. Beyond, the Mackenzies, numerous as stars. Then the engine fires and dust covers everything.


			


			Mãe de Santo Odunlade watches the moonship lift from the blinding dust on a diamond of rocket-light.


			Meridian will harbour them. Meridian will heal them. The Eagle of the Moon will take them under his wings.


			The Santinhos encircle the Sisters with pikes and lances. So many down, so many dead. This is a terrible place to die.


			Mãe Odunlade finds the icon for the common channel.


			‘The regolith has drunk enough blood,’ she calls to every duster and Santinho in the Sea of Fecundity, to every blade and mercenary, to Bryce Mackenzie, wherever he hides himself.


			The Mackenzie gunline stands firm.


			‘There is no need for anyone else to die out here.’


			Two rovers start from the rear of the encirclement, accelerating with startling speed in pursuit of the moonship, now a constellation of hazard lights, burning westwards. Mechanisms unfold from the backs of the rovers; things with multiple barrels, belts of ammunitions. Gods and spirits, those things are fast. Already they are on the horizon. Streamers of light arc up – seeking the lights of the VTO ship. Mãe de Santo Odunlade does not know what she is seeing but she understands what it means. If Bryce Mackenzie cannot have Lucasinho Corta, no one will. And she understands another truth. There will be no mercy here for anyone who lifted hand and blade in the name of the Cortas.


			‘In the name of Oxala, light of light, ever-living, ever-fearful, ever-sure!’ Mãe de Santo Odunlade raises the umbrella high above her head. Opens it. As one, the remaining Sisters lift high their sigils. The sword of Ogun, the fan of Yemanja, the bow of Oxossi, the axe of Xango.


			The shooting begins.


			


			Luna can’t unlock her fist from the medical pod. Lucasinho is free, Lucasinho is safe; she should let go of him now, but the suit reads a truth she can’t acknowledge and won’t release her. This suit: she feels she has been in it forever. This suit, it has protected her, guided her, helped her. Betrayed her, endangered her.


			A memory: Lucasinho wrapping tape around the joint seal where razor-edged moondust ate away the pleated fabric, step after step, kilometre after kilometre, until the joint blew out. She touches the knee joint, the glove haptics relay the rough imperfection of the binding. She had not noticed the patch when the Mãe de Santo had told her to come now, child, suit up, we are leaving.


			Where are we going, Mãe?


			Meridian. The Eagle has sent a ship for his son.


			She pulled on a suit-liner, stepped into the huge hulk, the haptic rig embraced her and the shell sealed and she was back in the lock at Lubbock BALTRAN station and Lucasinho was calling her to step forward. The suit does all the work.


			And even as she was clanking along the peripheral tunnel towards the lock she was back in the refuge at Boa Vista, under the green light and Lucasinho lying where she had laid him. The big suit could be so gentle. Lying, not moving. Not breathing.


			What do I do?


			The refuge showed her where to connect Lucasinho to the LSU, where to jack in the monitors, where to attach the refrigeration unit that would keep him in deep, saving cold.


			He is very sick, the machines told her. He requires critical medical attention.


			But all she could do was wait in the cold and the green light. As she waits now in the hold of a VTO moonship.


			Freefall in three, two, one …


			The launch burn ends. Luna’s boots put out bristles to hook her to the micro-loops woven into the decking. She is anchored but free; she remembers the dizzy, sick-in-the-pit feeling of freefall from the BALTRAN. She hated it then. She doesn’t like it any better when it is a VTO moonship on a sub-orbital trajectory to Meridian.


			A series of bangs rattles up through Luna’s boots. Centimetres from the heel of her left foot is a line of holes, precisely spaced. A clatter; another line of holes is stitched across the cargo hold bulkhead, bottom right to upper left. Earth-light streams through the perforations.


			A third set of impacts, then a sudden acceleration rips Luna from the floor, tears her fingers free from their grip on her cousin’s pod. Acceleration shifts, throws her towards Lucasinho’s coffin, then she is floating free, swimming in mid-air.


			We are under attack, the ship says. We have been penetrated by high velocity kinetic rounds. Hull integrity has been compromised. Number three tank was punctured and out-gassed, hence the unplanned acceleration which I have now stabilised.


			Luna grabs hold of the life-support lines and hauls herself towards the bulkhead. Another burst of impacts drives an arc of holes through the decking and out through the roof. Two heartbeats ago her head had been there. There are holes in the roof. There are holes everywhere.


			Luna turns and her boots once again anchor with the decking. She turns to look for Elis: there she is in a pile of white pressure plastic on the other side of the casket. She doesn’t move, doesn’t speak. Why is she down? Lady Luna, let there be no holes in her suit, no holes in her madrinha.


			A sighing groan on the private channel. The heap of surface armour shifts, becomes a person in a suit. Madrinha Elis struggles to her knees.


			Then the lights go out.


			‘What’s happening?’ Luna cries.


			The main power connector has been severed, the ship says. Auxiliary power will come online momentarily. I should inform you that my processing core has been severely damaged and my functionality is impaired.


			Emergency lights flash on, low and sickly yellow. Luna’s helmet HUD is a mosaic of red alarms: the crew, up in the command module, in trouble. One by one they turn white.


			White is the colour of death.


			‘Elis!’


			Her madrinha comes to her, opens her machine arms, embraces the monstrous, clumsy suit.


			‘Coraçao.’


			‘Are you all right?’


			‘The pod,’ Madrinha Elis says. ‘The pod.’


			‘Lucasinho!’


			Luna circles the casket, checking for holes, damage, the slightest graze. A near miss has drawn a valley across the bottom left corner of the pod. She presses her visor to the window. Everything seems to be working.


			There has been a change to the flightplan, the ship says. I shall be making an emergency landing at Twé. Standby for turnover in three … two … one …


			Micro-accelerations jostle Luna, then she is in freefall once more.


			Stand by for main engine de-orbit burn.


			Weight returns; many Luna piled on her shoulders. The suit braces, stiffens but Luna feels her teeth grind, her blood heavy like lead in her veins.


			Distress calls initiated, the ship says. Luna imagines fear in its calm, informative voice. My radiator panels have sustained catastrophic damage. I am unable to discharge excess heat.


			On her trek with Lucasinho across the south-eastern quartersphere, Luna learned the nature of vacuum. It was Lady Luna’s favoured weapon, but she has other, subtler ways of killing than just the deep, suffocating kiss. Vacuum is a very fine insulator – the finest. The only way for heat to escape is by radiation. Her own shell-suit could deploy vanes from its shoulders to radiate away the heat of the suit’s systems, and her own small body. A ship makes a lot more heat than a girl, most of all when firing its engines. Critical systems could overheat, fail, even melt down. To land safely at Twé the engine must fire hard and hot, heat that cannot be radiated away. Heat, adding to heat, building on heat.


			The ship is shaking. She doesn’t remember it shaking like this on launch. The engine cuts – she falls free for an instant – then relights. And off – the engine stutters, firing, misfiring. She can hardly see through the rattling, shuddering braking burn.


			I am experiencing … critical systems failures, the ship says. I am dying.


			The shaking stops. Main engine cut out. Luna is falling towards the surface of the moon in a box, a shell, a hulk riddled with bullet holes.


			White spirits float in the vacuum inside the transport pod. No ghosts on the moon, everyone knows that. What are these wisps of spirit, coiling up from every cable and duct, every decking fibre and vacuum-marker scrawl?


			Then Luna notices her own temperature monitor. The decking beneath her feet registers one hundred and fifteen Celsius.


			Volatiles are boiling off from the polymers and organics, the suit AI tells her. I estimate we will hit melting point in three minutes.


			Her shell-suit is made of plastic. Strong plastic, tough plastic that can walk on the face of Lady Luna, good plastic doing everything it can to keep her cool, but she will bake to death inside her suit long before it runs out of air.


			I’m directing maximum available power to environment control, the suit says. Radiator panels deploying.


			Luna feels the click of fins unfurling from her back. Wings: magic wings like the Luna moth, her familiar.


			Bracing for impact, the suit says suddenly.


			Wha … Luna starts and then something hits her harder than she has ever been hit, so hard even the haptic rig cannot absorb the full weight of the impact. She slams hard against the floor and bulkheads of the transport pod. She hears wings snap, plastic crack. She is a tiny bean rattling inside a gourd.


			I have sustained integrity-threatening damage, the suit says. Luna tries to inhale; she can’t catch her breath.


			Madrinha Elis hauls herself to her feet.


			‘Anjinho, we have to get out. Open the door. I’ll get Lucasinho.’


			The hold is hazy with fumes; conduits sag, trunking buckles. The deck tilts; the transport door is upslope.


			The door will not open.


			Luna slaps the red button again. The door will not open.


			‘Where is the manual override?’ Luna asks her suit. The second rule of moonwalking: everything has a manual override. Her Uncle Carlinhos told her that. Big smiling Tio Carlinhos who came all too rarely to Boa Vista, but when he did he would scoop her up and throw her high up into the air so that her hair flew out and she would scream even though she knew he would always be there to catch her. The first rule of moonwalking: everything can kill you.


			Big, grinning Tio Carlinhos, back then when she had been a kid, before she took the knives and became the princess of Corta Hélio.


			The suit highlights a small hatch. Inside is a handle.


			‘There’s one on my side too,’ Madrinha Elis says. ‘Together.’


			Madrinha Elis counts down on her fingers. Three, two … Luna pulls the handle. The door drops on its struts. Luna looks down over the edge. She stands on the lip of a three-metre drop to the regolith. The ship has come down on the edge of a small crater. Beyond the close rim Luna can see the dishes and mirror masts of Twé. It is an easy jump down to the surface. She skids back down the sloping deck and brakes herself by catching one of the casket’s handles. Elis braces the head of the casket. Luna undogs the latches. The casket slides. Elis takes the strain, then Luna darts to the casket’s foot and pulling, pushing, they move the heavy medical pod up the deck on to the ramp. To the edge.


			There is no gentle way to do this.


			Together, they push Lucasinho over the edge. He falls under the slow lunar gravity, strikes feet first and tumbles forward to land porthole down. Two steps behind, Luna and Elis leap from the platform and land in eruptions of dust. They are the only survivors of VTO moonship Pustelga.


			Elis jabs a finger at the fallen coffin, mimes the act of lifting. The two shell-suits crouch and turn the casket over. The pod, the glass is intact. Lucasinho is slumped over on his side, still and unmoving. Luna can’t tell if he is alive or dead.


			‘Get him away from the ship,’ Elis says. Together they drag Lucasinho away from the wreck of the Pustelga. The ship lies like a crushed festival butterfly. Two sets of landing legs have failed, one folded by the off-centre landing, the other driven up through the hull. Every radiator panel has been shot out, empty wing-ribs outspread. The punctured fuel tank still jets vapour. One thruster group has been entirely torn away. The ship is pierced through and through with holes, stabbed a thousand times. Intersecting of fire stitched across the cargo module. Luna cannot believe they survived. The command module is riddled. There is nothing left intact, nothing left alive. Batteries explode; debris clatters off Luna’s shell-suit. Molten plastic drips from the bullet holes. As Luna watches, the ship collapses further. She can see a dull red glow from the engines. This ship is going to explode. The two women heft Lucasinho’s coffin and make best speed for the far rim of the crater. They slip-slide down the loose regolith towards the domes and tanks and aerials of Twé, capital of the Asamoahs. The sun-domes, that let light feed down to the mirror arrays, are being cleared of the piled regolith that the LMA invaders had bulldozed over them, smothering them, shutting out the light to the silo farms.


			Warnings blossom on Luna’s visor. Her suit is dying by degrees, critical systems failing. She has seen this before, walked this dying walk before, out on the glasslands of Boa Vista, when her suit failed and Lucasinho patched her up and gave her the last breath in his lungs.


			Twé must know. A damaged ship coming in, an emergency landing. Twé will send help. Twé has always been the friend of the Cortas.


			Two plumes of dust appear on the horizon. Within seconds they become two tracks cutting in from the east. Luna waves: Here! Look! Here we are.


			‘Why are the Asamoahs coming from that direction?’ Elis asks.


			Luna can see the rovers now. She’s seen them before; she’s seen the chain-guns on the roof before.


			‘Run,’ Luna yells


			The suit shows Luna the closest entry lock but the suits are low on power and the casket is heavy and they can never run as fast as a Mackenzie Helium rover.


			A dustbike cuts in front of Luna, a second, a third. A pack of dustbikes, each flying heraldic adinkra banners in the airless sky. Blackstars. The bikes encircle them. The rider directly ahead of her raises a hand. Stop. Luna and Elis stand still, the life-support casket slung between them. The riders on either side of the commander slip from their machines and run cables from bike to suits and casket.


			White panels switch to red: Luna’s visor fills with names, tags, identities, ranges, schematics.


			‘We have you,’ the blackstar leader says.


			‘Set the pod down,’ a voice says on the common channel. The Mackenzies have arrived. Luna shivers in rage at the Australian accent. She has had enough of these people, enough enough enough. She will not comply. She will not abandon Lucasinho. She switches her grip on the casket and turns to the uninvited voice.


			The two Mackenzie Helium rovers are parked a hundred metres upslope. The crews drop from their seats and form a line. One carries a rifle. The rover-mounted chain-guns swivel, level, lock.


			There is a blade in every blackstar hand.


			‘Enough!’


			Luna stamps her foot.


			‘I am Luna Ameyo Arena de Corta and I am a princess!’ she shouts. ‘Rafael Corta was my father, Lousika Yaa Dede Asamoah is my mother, Omahene of the Golden Stool of AKA. Touch me and you touch the whole Asamoah nation.’


			‘Luna,’ Madrinha Elis whispers on the private channel but Luna is angry now, more angry than she has ever been in her life. A hundred angers from a thousand injustices, distilled into a pure and righteous rage.


			‘Go away!’ Luna shouts.


			Not a word on the common channel, but the jackaroos break and return to their rovers. The blackstars hold their defensive wall. Then the chain-guns flick and swivel away from their acquired targets. The rovers turn in rings of dust. In a breath they are halfway to the horizon.


			‘Luna,’ Madrinha Elis says again, and on the common channel the blackstar leader says, ‘You’re safe now.’


			But Luna stands still and solid, hand locked to her cousin’s coffin. ‘Go away go away go away,’ she says. ‘Go away!’


			


			When the doors close, Finn Warne keeps his eyes firmly fixed on the lighted ceiling panel. The express elevator ascent of the western flank of Kingscourt takes twenty seconds but the speed is as much of the problem for him as the two-kilometre climb from the floor of Queen of the South to Bryce’s private suite. It isn’t professional for Mackenzie Helium’s Head of Security to suffer from acrophobia. This way, hands behind back, gazing into the light, it looks as if he is meditating, gathering his inner resources.


			Bryce could have done all this through the network. The modern businessperson does not need to personally instruct his First Blade. The nature of the oligarch is to have what you do not need.


			Neither does a modern businessperson need a personal receptionist in a pure white dress behind a pure white desk. Finn Warne has always prided himself on his grooming; nails manicured, nasal hair trimmed, hair brillantined and combed in the current 1940s fashion. But Krimsyn behind the desk always makes him feel coarse and lax, tie knotted a fraction too loosely, a line of grime under a fingernail, shave a shade too blue. And he knows she knows he’s scared of heights.


			Finn gives the rubric for security clearance on the highest possible level. Krimsyn tilts her head, the least recognition she can give.


			To ameliorate the disdain, Finn Warne imagines sex with Krimsyn. He likes to imagine that the perfect composure, the exquisite attention to detail extends to every part of her body and that, no matter how intense or rough or extended the sex, it would never break.


			A click. The door to Bryce Mackenzie’s sanctum is unlocked.


			‘Mr Warne.’


			Bryce lies on the surgical bed by the glass wall. He is naked; a landslide of flesh, a mass of fat that rolls and laps on to the white upholstery. White, grainy stretchmarks stain his skin. The machines attend him like devotees at prayer, two at his shoulders, two attending his belly, two at the hips. Their long arms carry the needles and the suction devices that will lick away his body fat.


			Finn approaches as close as he dares. The window overlook is monstrous: not the sheer drop – he has never dared look at that – but the panorama of the towers of Queen of the South; each spire, chopstick slim, a reminder of how high he is and how much more stands above him until it merges with the machinery in the roof of Queen’s lava chamber. Monstrous, but not as monstrous as the thing on the surgical bed.


			‘You didn’t get him,’ Bryce says.


			‘The rover squads were not contracted to engage the Asamoahs,’ Finn says.


			Bryce inhales sharply as the machines flex their arms and drive the needles into his flesh.


			‘Your job was to bring me Lucasinho Corta.’


			‘We issued hasty contracts. We had to move the instant the boy did,’ Finn says. He can see the cannulas moving under Bryce’s skin, tunnelling through fat.


			‘Excuses, Mr Warne?’


			Finn Warne suppresses the clench of fear.


			‘And now Lucasinho Corta is at Twé, under the protection of the Asamoahs once again. We had two rovers armed with chain-guns. Remind me, how were the blackstars armed?’


			‘Dustbikes and blades.’


			‘Dustbikes and blades. Against chain-guns.’


			‘Our mercenaries’ legal systems advised against provocative action.’


			Bryce is pinned like a specimen, unable to move. He rolls his eyes to regard Finn Warne.


			‘Chain-guns that brought down a VTO moonship.’


			‘Legal services has received a claim for compensation from St Olga.’


			A twitch, a grunt from the stainless table.


			‘Contest it. And contest the completion payment with the gun crews. Fucking mercenaries.’


			‘They had no authority to start a war with AKA.’


			Yellow fat flows down the tubes to translucent sacks under the bed.


			‘Any survivors at João de Deus?’


			‘None.’


			‘That’s something. Our own losses?’


			The needles pull out. Thin lines of blood leak from the wounds, then subtler robot hands go in to swab, sterilise, seal. The needles seek new targets and go in. Bryce gives another small gasp. It sounds sexual to Finn. The skin of his balls prickles.


			‘We weren’t expecting a fight.’


			‘Show me the figures.’


			A flicker of data, familiar to familiar.


			‘Mostly our own jackaroos,’ Bryce comments. ‘Good. Mercenaries are expensive. Standard compensation plus ten per cent. As you say, they weren’t expecting a fight. So here we are, with no hostage, João de Deus hating me even more than they did before, and Yevgeny Vorontsov wanting me to spring him a new moonship. Bit of a fucking cock-up, isn’t it, Mr Warne?’


			‘What are your instructions, Mr Mackenzie?’


			‘Mines, Mr Warne. Explosive ones. Take an engineer team and mine Lucas Corta’s fucking precious city. I want everything to blow. Keep it quiet. You can do that, can’t you? And have someone in technical services code a routine into my familiar. If anything happens to me, I want João de Deus a crater. He took my home; I take his.’


			The cannulas pull out with an unctuous suck and search for fresh fat to sip.


		




		

			TWO


			There, again, shrill and high and piercing through the humming roar of the Orion Quadra morning: the call. Short, stabbing needles of sound, rounded by a trill.


			Alexia pauses in her morning dress, fingers frozen on the button of her tight-waisted jacket. The slightest movement, the least rustle of fabric will obliterate the song. And it’s gone. Alexia moves on stockinged feet to her balcony. She holds herself icy still, listening for the piping note through the chords of a hundred different electric engines, the throb of water in the pipes, the hush of the artificial winds, the chorus of human voices that are the loudest ingredient in Meridian’s music. She focuses her concentration into a sharp arrow of listening. Even her heartbeat, the brush of her breath, is too loud.


			There: staccato pin-pricks of sound far off down the quadra. Something strange, something alive, something not human. Green gold, a fleck of red, blurs across her vision. She follows the movement. A bird.


			‘What is that?’ Alexia has learned to accept the icons in her eye that represent the Four Elementals. The Iron Hand of the Eagle of the Moon will never know the choking fear of oxygen debt, of borrowing breaths from family, from friends; of weaving water from the exhalations of the moon’s million and a half citizens. But their lights never go out and Alexia can never forget that in this world everything is priced and accounted. Her familiar is still unfamiliar. Alexia has given it a name, as is the custom – Maninho – and skinned it as a cartoon kid in baggy T-shirt, shorts and too-big shoes to make it non-threatening, but she still hesitates to speak to it out loud. At home, AIs know their place.


			At home.


			A red-rumped parakeet, Maninho says silently in her implanted bud. Alexia gasps as the colours dart towards her and then perch on the railing of her neighbour’s balcony: a bird.


			‘Oh look at you,’ Alexia Corta breathes. She squats down, twitters and hisses at the bird, finger held out; the universal invocation of small creatures and babies. ‘Aren’t you handsome?’ The parakeet cocks its head to regard her first with the right eye, then the left. Its plumage morphs from turquoise-green on the crown across emerald wings to a yellow belly. Its rump is a splash of hot brick-red.


			Apart from fish and crustaceans in hotshop tanks and pet ferrets on leads, it is the only non-human living thing Alexia has since seen leaving Earth.


			What is it doing here? Alexia tightens her jaw muscles and subvocalises into the implanted microphone, a trick that every moon-kid knows before they can walk and which she has still not mastered.


			From its behaviour, I would surmise that it is trying to solicit food from you, Maninho says.


			I didn’t mean, Alexia says … She may have skinned her familiar like a beach-bunny goofball but it has the personality of a priest instructing catechism. I mean, why are they here at all?


			Feral colonies have been established in Queen of the South for twenty years, Maninho says. Meridian’s population is around five hundred birds. They have proved resistant to eradication. Biological infestation is a persistent problem in urban centres.


			What do they eat?


			Grains, fruit, nuts and seeds, Maninho says. Food surplus. They are entirely dependent on humans.


			‘Don’t fly away passarinho,’ Alexia says. She backs away slowly into her living room. The old apartment on Ocean Tower had been cramped, but this was a jail cell. Where’s my penthouse view? she had complained. Her assistants frowned, baffled. This was high status accommodation suitable for the personal assistant to the Eagle of the Moon. Her staff explained how deep radiation penetrated from the surface into the regolith. The higher your status, the lower your station. And where’s the kitchen? Perplexed, the civil servants had flipped up the sink, pulled out the waste disposal, slid the refrigerator out from the wall. Where do I store things? Where do I cook? Again, raised eyebrows. You want to cook? You eat out. You pick a hotshop, you get to know the regulars, you get to know your chef, you build a little community. Apartment kitchens are for making cocktails and brewing mint tea, if you absolutely categorically cannot get to a tea-house.


			Nuts. She has some cashews in the fridge. Cashews, cashew juice, are the taste of home. They are the only things in the fridge. Birds like nuts, don’t they?


			Message from Lucas, Maninho says.


			‘Shit.’


			It’s not even a voice call. A message, an instruction. Change of plan. Meet me at the Pavilion of the New Moon. Dress for a plenary session.


			She throws a handful of nuts on to the balcony and, as she turns away, Alexia sees a flutter of green in her peripheral vision.


			


			The man ducks into the elevator as close behind Alexia as her shadow. His stench catches in Alexia’s craw. Alexia’s sense of smell was the first to be assaulted by the moon, and the first to acclimatise. When she stepped out of the moonloop capsule into Meridian Hub, the reek had almost floored her. The gagging catch of sewage, the taint of rebreathed air and the bodies that had breathed it, the crackle of ozone and electricity, the greasy, sweet perfume of new-printed plastics. Bodies, sweats, bacteria and moulds. Cooking smells, decaying vegetation, stagnant water. Over all, before all, the spicy, burned-out-firework smell of moondust. Then one morning she woke in her tiny bedroom and was no longer greeted by the chasm of stench. It was part of her now. Fused to her skin, her throat, the linings of her tubes and lungs.


			The entire elevator notices this man.


			He is tall, gaunt, white, unshaven. He wears the default mooniform of hoodie and leggings but his clothes are dirty: unthinkable in a society that wears, discards, reprints daily. He is naked: no familiar hovers over his left shoulder. The man catches Alexia’s glance and locks looks.


			Alexia Corta has never been the first to look away.


			The passengers thin out as the elevator climbs. By the time it reaches the level of the LMA Council offices suspended symbolically between Earth and the deep-down lunar elite, only Alexia and stinking man remain.


			The elevator slows, stops.


			‘Give me some air,’ he gasps as the door opens. He steps into the doorway to prevent it closing.


			‘Excuse me.’ Alexia pushes past and his hand snags her wrist. She pulls free with enough force to communicate that she could snap his arm with a thought, but pauses to face the affront. This is what poverty looks like, Alexia realises. She had grown up believing that everyone was rich on the moon. She had sat on the parapet of Ocean Tower and looked up at a tiny, distant ball of billionaires.


			‘Please. A breath. Of. Air.’ She hears the strain in every word. Every syllable is a cost. This man is fighting for breath. His chest barely moves, the sinews of his neck are tight as cables, every muscle is focused on the act of respiration. He can’t breathe.


			‘I’m sorry, I’m new, I don’t know how to do that,’ Alexia stammers, stepping away from the slowly asphyxiating man.


			‘Fucking LMA,’ he whispers after her. He cannot afford a shout. ‘Not. Even. Worth. Air. We. Breathe.’


			Alexia turns.


			‘What do you mean?’


			The door has closed.


			‘What do you mean?’ Alexia shouts. The elevator ascends at express speed towards the high city where the poor people live.


			Alexia, Maninho says, you are two minutes and twenty-three seconds late. Lucas is waiting.


			


			With folded hands, Lady Sun awaits the Lunar Mandate Authority. The honourable delegates will be irked: made to travel from Meridian to Queen of the South, then to the Palace of Eternal Light, finally the humiliating walk across the polished stone floor of the Great Hall of Taiyang to the small door where Lady Sun waits with her entourage. Let them be irked. The Dowager of Shackleton is not summoned like an infant.


			They move like frightened hens, these Earthmen, in picky, parsimonious steps, huddled together as if the floor might swallow them. Earthmen. Such loathsome suits. Narrow ties, mean shoes. The uniform of apparatchiks and corporate ideologues. Their familiars are identical steel-grey crescents, as if they were mere digital assistants and not external AI souls. Her entourage – tall, handsome, well tailored – looks down on the terrestrials.


			‘Sun Cixi.’


			She waits.


			She can wait until the sun turns cold.


			‘Lady Sun.’


			‘Delegate Wang.’


			‘We are concerned for the well-being of Delegate James F Cockburn. He was assigned as LMA liaison with Taiyang, with particular portfolio for the equatorial solar array,’ says Delegate Wang, a cool and calculating woman from Beijing. Party apparatchik.


			‘We want to know if Delegate Cockburn has met with an accident.’ Lady Sun’s familiar identifies the speaker as Anselmo Reyes, from the Davenant venture capital group. The LMA has sent its highest-ranking officers.


			‘I regret that Delegate Cockburn met with a fatal accident during an inspection of the North Grimaldi sector of the Sun-ring,’ Lady Sun says. ‘Surface suits, even shell-suits, require skill and experience.’


			‘We were not immediately informed?’ Delegate Wang says.


			‘The network is still recovering from the invasion,’ says Demeter Sun from the Taiyang entourage, as rehearsed.


			‘The rationalisation, you mean,’ Delegate Wang corrects. Demeter Sun dips his head.


			‘Taiyang will conduct a full accident investigation,’ Sun Guoxi says. ‘You will be provided with the report, and any compensation claims will be satisfied.’


			‘Please accept this from the Board of Taiyang,’ Lady Sun says. She lifts a finger and Sun Xiulan steps forward with the box. Small, intricate, lunar titanium, laser-cut. Exquisite. Wang Yongqing lifts out a calligraphic scroll.


			‘Carbon, fifty-eight thousand five hundred and twenty-three point two five grams, sixteen thousand six hundred and sixty-four point three seven grams oxygen,’ Delegate Wang says. ‘Explain, please.’


			‘The chemical constituents of James F Cockburn, by mass,’ says Lady Sun. ‘Surprisingly high counts in lead, mercury, cadmium and gold nanoparticles. Isn’t the calligraphy exquisite? Sun Xuilan has an enviable hand.’


			A tall young man dips his head.


			‘The elements have already been added to the general organics pool,’ Lady Sun says. ‘The zabbaleen are most accurate in their end-of-life audits. I find such precision reassuring.’


			Sun Xiulan has an enviable hand with the calligrapher’s brush but the finest touch is Jiang Ying Yue’s with the knife. She is Taiyang’s Corporate Conflict Resolution Officer, a perfumed title for what more direct clans, like the Mackenzies, would have called First Blade. The Three August Ones had foreseen the coming of an agent of the People’s Republic; simple checks had identified James F Cockburn as that agent to seventy-five per cent certainty. Odds short enough for the Board, in the shadows and glare of the Palace of the Eternal Light, to order a termination. Jiang Ying Yue was tasked, armed and dispatched. She personally escorted Delegate Cockburn on the private railcar. While the car was still in the Shackleton crater wall tunnel, Jiang Ying Yue slipped the bone blade from the holster inside her suit and drove it up through the soft flesh of James F Cockburn’s jaw into his brain. Zabbaleen were waiting at the siding at the BALTRAN terminal. They removed the body, the knife and every stain and trace of DNA. Stains are blood, blood is carbon and carbon belongs to the moon.


			‘This is …’ Monique Bertin stammers, the third executive officer of the LMA, representing the interests of the European Union.


			‘Our way, Madame Bertin,’ Lady Sun says. The crook of a finger is the sign to her entourage that the meeting is over. ‘Please enjoy the hospitality of the Palace of Eternal Light.’ Lady Sun’s young women and men close in around her as she takes her leave. Excellent boys and girls.


			‘Did you notice?’ Lady Sun says as they step into the tram capsule that will take her to private suites.


			‘All defer to Madam Wang,’ her Corporate Conflict Resolution Officer says.


			‘The People’s Republic has not forgotten,’ Lady Sun says. ‘They have waited sixty years, but they have grown greedy and lax. They have made an error. They have shown us how deeply they control the LMA. And we can use that against them.’


			The capsule slips across tunnels and slows into Lady Sun’s private station.


			Madam, Darius Mackenzie has arrived, Lady Sun’s familiar announces.


			‘Darius Sun,’ Lady Sun corrects. ‘Ying Yue, please call my granddaughter Amanda. I wish to see her in my apartment.’


			The lift of a hand dismisses Jiang Ying Yue at the capsule door. Lady Sun pauses to observe her great-nephew. Five days ago she left him under the tutelage of the School of Seven Bells. Already he looks leaner, sharper, tighter. Disciplined. And he has stopped vaping.


			We make weapons here, Mariano Gabriel Demaria had said.


			Lady Sun has sent many of her family to learn the way of the knife but the weapon she forges here is something subtler and greater. A weapon borne in plain sight, like a sword on a wall, that after years still carries a lethal edge. A weapon that might only be drawn after she is dead.


			‘Darius.’


			‘Taihou.’ The honorific is not precisely correct but Mariano Gabriel Demaria has put manners on him, after the unseemly informalities of Kingscourt. When did the Mackenzies become soft and decadent? In the great days the Suns and Mackenzies forged this world. Hammered steel, the Mackenzies; and she had been as hard, diamond to their metal. Lady Luna was harsh then; every breath, every tear wrestled from her. So few now: Robert Mackenzie dead; Yevgeny Vorontsov doting, prodded along by his grandchildren like a pig to market. Even Adriana Corta, last of the Dragons, first to die. She had the iron in the bone. It is the children who disappoint. Workboots to workboots in three generations. The first generation makes it, the second generation spends it, the third generation loses it. Lucas Corta, there is a son to his mother. Travelling to Earth, that was a thing the old Dragons would have admired. It’s impossible, so do it anyway.


			She had intended that the Cortas and Mackenzies destroy each other. There is work yet to be done.


			‘I trust Mariano is taxing you?’ Lady Sun asks. She moves to her windows, slits of blazing light cut deep into the rim-rock of Shackleton Crater. Toughened glass, six centimetres thick, yet the unrelenting sunlight of the South Pole chips away at atomic bonds, day by day, lune by lune. One day, one lune, they will fail. Lady Sun finds a comfort in imagining that. It is bracing, strengthening to know the end. Blades of brilliant, dusty light slash the room. Lady Sun’s apartment is spacious and simply furnished; her luxury is the fabrics and weaves clothing her walls. The shafts of sunlight, never varying in height at this extreme latitude, have bleached long lines across her brocades and tapestries. It is a matter of indifference to Lady Sun. She enjoys her textiles for their tactile properties; creative weaves can change in a stroke from fur-soft to the little tearings of cat tongues.


			‘If that means, is it intense, then intense,’ Darius Sun-Mackenzie says. ‘He’s teaching me to sense. Before fighting there is moving, before moving there is sensing.’


			‘The maze,’ Lady Sun says. The whole moon knows the legend of the dark maze, where true fighters are trained, strung with seven bells hanging in blackness. When you can walk the maze without sounding a single chime you have learned all the School of Seven Bells can teach you. ‘Show me what you’ve learned.’


			Lady Sun lifts a walking stick from a glass pot. Unthinking guests and children give her sticks as gifts. She brings it down with all her force on Darius’s head. He isn’t there. He’s a step away, balanced and ready. Lady Sun lays into Darius with the cane like a widow beating off housebreakers. Darius steps, swerves, bends around the blows; the least possible movement so that the strike misses him by millimetres.


			Grace and elegance, Lady Sun thinks as she advances on Darius, her cane a flurry of slashes and stabs. He does not trust eyesight alone; he hears the movement of the cane, my breathing, my footsteps; he feels the displacement of the air.


			‘Delightful,’ Lady Sun says. ‘Now imagine you intend to kill me.’ She lofts the stick. Darius catches it without looking. He feels it, his hand is there, open. He comes at Lady Sun; the edge of the cane glides past her throat, the soft spot behind her ear, her armpit. Close, controlled, the least distance between intent and impact.


			The cane brushes her forearm, her groin, her neck. The finale, the three gracious cuts.


			The first cut takes away the blade.


			The second cut takes away the fight.


			The third cut takes away the life.


			Lady Sun beckons and Darius surrenders the cane.


			‘You’ve been working ahead of your tuition.’


			‘At Crucible I learned knife-fighting basics with Denny Mackenzie.’


			‘A fine blade, Denny Mackenzie. Mean and honourable. I wonder how he’s enduring exile.’


			Familiars announce the arrival of Amanda Sun in the lobby. Darius excuses himself.


			‘Stay,’ Lady Sun says. ‘There are other ways to fight.’


			Amanda Sun betrays anger in the set of her shoulders, the lay of her belly, the tightness in her hands. I read you like a children’s story, Lady Sun thinks. Small wonder Lucas Corta bested you.


			‘Your son is in Twé,’ Lady Sun says at length.


			‘He is still under the protection of the Asamoahs.’


			‘And yet you are here,’ Lady Sun says. On the edge of her vision – still wide, still sharp – she sees Darius shift uncomfortably. ‘Lucas Corta is on his way to Twé as we speak. He intends to take his son back to Meridian. We need leverage with the Eagle of the Moon. The whole Nearside is scrambling to get its hands on a Corta. A valuable Corta.’


			‘I’ll leave immediately.’


			‘Too late for that. Tamsin has prepared a claim in your name for parental custody of Lucasinho Corta.’


			Darius leans forward, draws in muscles and sinews and breath; his new-born fighting instincts woken.


			‘You are to file suit with the Court of Clavius. You will personally conduct the case. It will inevitably mean close liaison with Lucas Corta.’


			‘You vile, withered sack of bile,’ Amanda Sun says.


			‘What mother would not sacrifice for her child?’


			‘I am a board member, I have a right to be consulted.’


			‘Motherhood is not a thing of rights. It is a thing of responsibilities,’ Lady Sun says. ‘A private railcar is waiting.’


			Lady Sun folds her hands. Amanda Sun composes herself, turns, strides from the apartment.


			‘She lied to me,’ Lady Sun says to Darius. ‘She told me that she had killed Lucas Corta, when Corta Hélio fell. Understand, Darius: people will say business is business, nothing personal. A great lie. Everything is personal.’


		




		

			THREE


			Twé seduces Alexia’s every sense. Here are colours, shapes, shadows and movements she never sees in Meridian. A dozen musics, a hundred voices – children! Birds! – a thousand dins and hubbubs and commotions: the thunder and slosh of water pipes, the call and chorus of warm, humid winds through the ventilation ducts, the petulant shriek of electric engines – what’s that? Two kids on a powerboard? Twé smears Alexia’s skin with fifty musks and pheromones; it’s sour and sweet, savoury and salty on her tongue; it’s a sense of warmth in every cell her body, of a higher air pressure, of humidity and is the gravity ever so slightly out of kilter? Meridian is a magnificent panorama of meshing canyons; cliffs higher than imagination, immense perspectives dwindling to distant, luminous vanishing points, but it is stone, dead stone. Twé is the life-root, twining, digging, questing deep into the cold heart of the moon for the vital stuffs to make more of itself.


			Motos slide through the mill of people crowding from the station. Lucas, Alexia and Nelson Medeiros, the Eagle’s Head of Security at the centre of a knot of escoltas. Alexia grabs a handle as sudden acceleration sends her reeling. She emits a small cry as the moto plunges into an unlit tunnel. Twists, turns, inclines pull her balance this way, that way. At one point the bottom drops out of her belly. Then she is in pink light so intense it feels like sunburn and something snatches the moto up so fast it knocks the speech from her. She is on an elevator platform, riding up the side of a vast shaft between tier after tier of growing things. Every balcony and rooftop in Barra had been an urban farm – she had designed drip irrigation systems for crops from salad to bespoke coca -but the sheer scale of this hydroponic tube makes her breath tremble. Here are potatoes, there yams. Can those be beans; pods the length of Alexia’s arm? The moto ascends through a forest of corn; slender leaves like spears, stalks like tree trunks. Plants grow tall in lunar gravity and the warm, bright, nutrient rich ecology of Twé.


			‘This is like a theme-park ride!’ Alexia shouts over the play of air and the shush of foliage and the voices of unseen birds.


			‘Cortas and Asamoahs have always understood each other,’ Lucas says. ‘Mackenzies, Suns, Vorontsovs, they brought their wealth from Earth. Cortas and Asamoahs, we came with nothing. We used what we found. So: let’s go over this again. The Omahene …’


			‘Is the CEO of AKA. The position rotate every two years.’


			‘Currently?’


			‘Lousika Asamoah.’


			‘Who is?’


			‘Luna Corta’s mother. She was the second wife to Rafa Corta.’


			‘Not second wife. That implies serial monogamy. And the word oko is not gendered. Keji-oko. Parallel spouse. Her connection with Lucasinho?’


			‘He saved some … kid?’


			‘Kojo Asamoah. On the Moonrun.’


			‘I researched that bit. That’s insane.’


			‘As entertainment I recommend it only to the most jaded. Continue.’


			‘Kojo Asamoah being Lousika Asamoah’s … nephew? Anyway, he earned the protection of the Asamoahs, which he claimed when he ran out on Denny Mackenzie at the altar. Have to say, your marriage customs fry my head.’ Alexia is aware that Nelson Medeiros is trying not to laugh.


			‘Amories, rings, polygamies of any number, monogamies of any shape and duration, group marriages, line marriages, walking marriages, ghost marriages, self-marriages … My sister could explain them all to you,’ Lucas says. ‘But the principle is the same. Love is negotiation. Every moment of every day. Love is like a child. It must be guided, nurtured, grown. Our system of agreements and contracts and nikahs seems unromantic. I say good. Romance is a foolishness, a sickness. Love is a living thing. Love is what survives. Our system has no time for romance but gives whole worlds for love to grow in. My nikah with Amanda Sun was well designed. We were both glad there was no requirement for sex or intimacy. Love was never in the contract. It allowed us to look outward for love.’


			‘Amanda Sun, who tried to asphyxiate you at the Fecunditatis BALTRAN terminal,’ Alexia says. ‘Who’s romanticising now?’


			‘At which she singularly failed,’ Lucas says. ‘And we were taught that the Suns were thorough.’


			‘Their board seemed pretty thorough to me,’ Alexia says. Taiyang had been the first of the dragons to pay respects to the new Eagle in Meridian’s Eyrie. She had socially cut Lady Sun, a mistake for which Alexia knew there would be payment. ‘I think the old lady has already planned a dozen ways to get me dead.’


			‘Lady Sun is a worthy adversary,’ Lucas says. ‘Pray you outlive her. Even then, watch your back. The Suns play the long game.’


			Alexia settles into her seat imagining knives, needles, insect assassins all around.


			‘What’s it like, open vacuum?’ The obverse of Alexia’s claustrophobia nightmares, of being wedged into a stone tube so narrow she can’t move her arms, her fingers; are the dreams of waking suddenly naked on the surface, the air evacuating her lungs in a silent shriek, nothing between her skin and the edge of the observable universe.


			‘Terrible. Sublime. The life shouts out into nothing. Every cell is tested to its limit. Lucasinho is a moonrunner. I didn’t understand why anyone should want this insanity. I understand now. You live completely in those moments. Have you been to the surface? You should. Every ten, eleven year-old is taught to use a suit, walk on the surface and look at the earth. That’s a wise custom.’


			The car draws up outside an interior lock. Lucas waits for Nelson Medeiros to assemble the escort. ‘The full theatre show,’ Lucas says as the outer lock opens. ‘The Golden Stool intends to impress. So must we.’


			‘I don’t understand,’ Alexia says.


			The inner lock opens.


			Alexia can’t contain the gasp of wonder.


			The dome is a kilometre-wide hemisphere hacked from a lava bubble blown four billion years in the eruptions that flooded the Sea of Tranquillity, but it is the tree that takes Alexia’s breath away. It fills the dome, raft upon raft of boughs and branches, twigs and leaves. The main trunk, half a kilometre distant, is wider and taller than Ocean Tower. Alexia looks up into the branches. Each would be the trunk of any other tree, each twig is a branch. Each leaf the size of size of her torso. Mirror-shards of sunlight dazzle through the leaf canopy; the dome is lined with AKA mirror-magic; panels turning and seeking, bouncing light from mirror to mirror to mirror to feed the leaves of the Great Tree of Twé. The leaves are in constant, gentle motion, moving against each other to fill the dome with a vast murmuring. A leaf sifts down through the branches, touching, catching, turning, tumbling slowly like a swimmer in water. A bot scurries from shadows. Stepping delicately over the web of irrigation channels cut into the polished stone floor, it catches the leaf before it touches the surface. The floor of the dome is pell-mell with darting scavenger bots. The channels must be kept clear; the carbon must be recycled.


			Alexia tries to calculate the mass of carbon and water in this ecosystem. A city-worth, thousands of lives incarnate in wood and leaf. The tonnage of invested life-stuff testifies to the power of the Asamoahs. They hold life at the heart of a dead moon.


			The Kotoko waits in the deep leaf-gloaming, arrayed on each side of a set of low, wide steps. Men, woman draped in bright kente, one arm clothed, the other bare. Over each clad shoulder hovers a familiar, each bare hand clasps a staff topped with a representation of their abusua: crows, leopards, dogs, vultures, all eight of the soul-creatures of the maternities. Maninho gives Alexia names and positions. AKA’s social and political structures baffle her. She suspects they baffle anyone who is not an Asamoah.


			Where the two wings meet sits Lousika Asamoah, Omahene of AKA. The Golden Stool is a simple pi of pale wood carved from the Great Tree itself; more precious than any gold. The Omahene’s hair is a sculpture – an architecture – of rods and quills and lacquered sticks, all hung with glossy black baubles like miniature paper lanterns. Animals emerge from the shadow beneath the Golden Stool: a bright-plumaged parrot, a dwarfed raccoon, a slow-stepping spider the size of Alexia’s hand. A dark cloud materialises for a moment behind Lousika Asamoah’s head, disperses like smoke. A swarm. Alexia remembers the touch of an Asamoah-designed assassin insect; poison crawling across her skin, hardly daring to breathe. She had thought she was smart, sharp, irresistible when she conned her way into Lucas Corta’s hotel suite on the Copacabana.


			She knew nothing then.


			Every one of those animals will possess some subtle surveillance sense, and some fast and lethal means of killing.


			The raccoon licks its asshole.


			‘Yaa Doku Nana,’ Lucas Corta says. The formal address of the Omahene.


			‘Bem-vindo ao Twé, Lucas Corta,’ Lousika Asamoah says.


			Alexia’s breath catches at the Portuguese.


			‘Lucasinho,’ Lucas says.


			‘Is safe. Stabilised. We’ll talk, Lucas. Councillors.’ The Kotoko dip their heads and lift their staffs. Leaf-light dapples their patterned robes. Nelson Madeiros leads the escoltas from the chamber. As arranged, Alexia remains.


			Lousika Asamoah turns a cold stare on Alexia.


			‘My Iron Hand stays with me,’ Lucas Corta says.


			‘Lucasinho is secure and stable,’ Lousika Asamoah says. ‘But he was anoxic for ten minutes. There has been brain damage.’


			Lucas’s hand tighten on the knurl of his cane.


			‘Tell me, Lousika.’


			‘Terrible damage Lucas.’


			Lucas Corta folds visibly; joints, muscles weak in shock. Alexia moves to take his arm. He does not push her away.


			‘Take me to him. Please.’


			‘Of course.’


			Lousika lays a hand on Lucas’s arm, a blessing. The animal entourage flows after her. The spider rides on the ornate hair arrangement. There are doors to this chamber Alexia neither noticed nor suspected. Waiting in the corridor are AKA employee to lift and store the Omahene’s head-piece. The spider jumps to Lousika Asamoah’s shoulder. Alexia flinches.


			The corridors have been cleared.


			‘The Sisterhood did their best but they’re not a medical centre,’ Lousika says. ‘The life support pod was damaged in the escape from João de Deus.’


			 Alexia hears the rebuke in Lousika’s voice: you left your son helpless in your enemy’s stronghold. But you did the same with your own daughter, Alexia thinks. You left her among enemies. She remembers the call when school security found Caio in the river. She had threatened drivers, terrified pedestrians, smashed every rule the road, bribed, extorted, paid and slept on the floor of the emergency room until she knew her brother was safe. She would have torn the moon in two to get to him.


			Eagle, Omahene, Dragons: what is power if you don’t use it for your own?  


			‘I’ll give you some time with him,’ Lousika Asamoah says at the entrance to the med centre. ‘Luna will be here soon.’


			Alexia hesitates at the door but Lucas’s touch asks her to be with him. He can’t be alone with Lucasinho. He dare not; he is afraid that alone, the disciplines and necessities that bind him together might unravel and he would collapse into a thousand shards. Then she sees the boy on the bed, in the cocoon of medical light, surrounded by a halo of machine arms.


			Alexia sees thick black hair, full lips, high and angled cheekbones, the fold of the closed eyes, the Brazilian width to the nose and colour of the skin. He is a prince from a fairytale, trapped in an enchantment. Her segundo primo.


			Lucas Corta stands at the bedside, looking down in to the still, holy face. He strokes Lucasinho cheek. Alexia’s heart turns over. The touch is so gentle, so ruined. Then Alexia has another vision of Lucasinho Corta, a childhood memory of religious terror. Against sense, opinion and budget, Tio Rubens and Tia Sabrina had insisted on marrying in the old Jesuit mission, a long, narrow, haunted vault of horrors. Chief of horrors had been the mummified body of a five-hundred-year-dead Father Provincial preserved in a glass case beneath the altar. Rubens and Sabrina kneeled, prayed, vowed but nine-year-old Alexia had been unable to look away from the tent of leather-wrapped bone.


			Lucasinho Corta is the terror in the glass tank.


			


			‘What are you doing, anjinho?’


			Madrinha Elis chose the room with care. She draped it with Luna’s favourite fabric prints; flowers and animals. She laid out five copies of Luna’s beloved red dress, in which she ran free and feral through the gardens of Boa Vista. She arranged its furniture to create crannies and crevices and crawlspaces, like the ones she had grown up exploring in Boa Vista. Everything is designed to delight, but Luna sits cross-legged in the middle of the floor, her back to the door, dressed in the same pink suit-liner she wore on the flight from Boa Vista.


			‘I’m working on my face, Madrinha.’


			Over her head hovers a sphere the size of a clenched fist, one half black, one half silver. Luna’s familiar was always the creature that shares her name, the life-green Luna moth.


			On the floor before her is a tray of face-paints.


			‘Luna?’


			She turns. Madrinha Elis cannot contain the cry, the flight of the hand to the mouth. One half of Luna’s face is a white, leering skull.


			‘Get that stuff off your face before your mother sees it.’


			‘Mamãe is here?’


			Luna leaps to her feet.


			‘She arrived ten minutes ago.’


			‘Why hasn’t she come to see me?’


			‘She has people to meet, then she will see you.’


			‘People like Lucasinho,’ Luna says.


			‘Your Tio Lucas is here to take him to Meridian.’


			‘I want to go to Mamãe,’ Luna declares. The half-death’s-head unnerves Madrinha Elis.


			‘I will take you,’ Madrinha Elis says. Never lie, never talk down. ‘After you clean that off your face and put on your lovely red dress.’


			‘I will not.’ Luna takes a step forward; against all her experience and duty, Madrinha Elis takes an involuntary step backwards. She has known Luna petulant, defiant, sulky, racked with tantrums. She has never see a cold determination like this, a titanium light in the dark eye of her skull-face. A thing she does not know was conjured from the reflecting black mirrors of the sun-belt, heated and forged in the meltdown of the Pustelga.


			‘Anjinho.’


			‘Take me to Mamãe!’


			‘I will if you clean up and dress nice.’


			‘Then I’ll go on my own,’ Luna declares and is in the corridor before Madrinha Elis can turn old bones to stop her.


			Gods but the girl is fast. Elis catches up with her at the elevator. The platform drops through the surging foliage of Aidoo agrarium, the mass of leaves black in the pink shine of the grow-lights. AKA tech teams are still debugging the hacked moondozers from the siege and slowly pushing back the berms of regolith from the caps of the tube-farms. It will take lunes for Twé’s abused ecosystems to return to full burgeoning health. Under that same light Luna’s suit-liner almost fluoresces. The girl has already summoned a moto: it closes around the two women like a flower and opens again outside the medcentre.


			Lousika Asamoah’s bestiary precedes her: the swarm, the bright-plumed bird, the cunning spider as big as Luna’s hand. Luna claps her hands in delight. She has not seen her mother’s guardians before. A creature Luna does not know, rotund but agile, banded tail, clever paws, sits up to regard Luna with masked eyes. Luna crouches to return the gaze.


			‘Oh what are you?’


			‘A raccoon. But what are you?’Lousika Asamoah asks. ‘Lady Luna now?’


			The animals remain obediently at the door to the intensive care unit.


			Luna sees the arms first. Arms in half-light. The slender, many-jointed arms of medical bots, their long fingers driven into Lucasinho’s own arms and throat. Sensor arms outstretched around his head, as if blessing. Her uncle’s arm, dark against the medical lights, then his hand resting lightly on Lucasinho’s chest, lifting and falling gently in time to the breathing.


			‘Get her out of here,’ Lucas says without looking up.


			‘Lucas …’ Lousika says.


			He turns to Luna.


			‘He gave his last breath to you,’ Lucas says. ‘For you.’


			Behind her fierce mask, Luna feels tears. Not here, not in front of him. Never for him.


			‘You do not speak to my daughter like that!’ Lousika Asamoah explodes, then Luna feels Madrinha Elis’s hand on her shoulder turn her and guide her into the corridor. The door closes on voices shouting; like she used to hear when she hid in the service tunnels of Boa Vista, that only she knew, when her mãe and pãe used to fight when they thought that only machines could hear them.


			‘It’s all right, coraçao,’ Madrinha Elis says. She hugs Luna to her, strokes her hair.


			‘It’s not all right,’ Luna hisses into her madrinha’s belly. Every muscle in her jaw, her throat is tight. Her face burns with the humiliation. Her ears are filled with a high-pitched singing that is the noise of not-crying. The raccoon waddles over to investigate. Luna turns her moon-face to it, bares her teeth. It leaps away in distress.


			‘I’m not taking it off,’ Luna says to the masked raccoon. ‘Not until everything is right. It’s my face now.’


			She squats and reaches a hand towards the suspicious raccoon. It cocks its head to one side. Luna clicks a finger, beckons, tsish-tsishes, which Elis told her is the sound for ferrets. It sidles towards her, lingers at the limit of her reach.


			‘Come on,’ she says and takes a half-step forward. The raccoon shies, then sniffs her fingers. ‘I’m sorry I scared you.’ Mask regards mask.


			


			Pink light floods the room; glancing up he sees machines sweeping swatches of moondust from the endcap.


			Lousika Asamoah brings two martinis from the discreet bar. The suite is mere steps from the trauma centre, but a world away from the quiet, hissing machines and their watchful loving grace. Lousika Asamoah has shed the glamour of the Golden Stool but she wears its power like a scent. Lucas takes the offered glass softly.


			‘Apologise,’ Lousika says.


			‘I should not have spoken to Luna like that,’ Lucas says.


			‘She carried him three kilometres to Boa Vista.’


			‘I’m sorry.’


			‘To her.’


			‘I will.’ Lucas tastes the martini. A good martini should be like the surface of the moon. Cold, dry, uncompromising, dangerous. Austere and beautiful.


			‘Make him well,’ Lucas Corta says.


			‘We can’t.’


			‘Help him.’


			‘Lucas, the damage is catastrophic. We’ve repaired his autonomic nervous system and gross motor skills, but he’ll have to learn to walk, to talk, to feed himself. Everything he was is gone. He’s a child again – an infant. To be Lucasinho Corta, he’ll have to relearn everything. And we don’t know how to do that.’


			Lucas’s hand shakes. He sets the barely tasted glass down.


			‘You’re AKA. You break DNA and make it obey you. You draw life from the heart of the moon.’


			‘What he needs is beyond us, beyond anyone. On this side of the moon.’


			‘The university has something?’


			Power stands strongest on three legs, Adriana Corta taught her children. The Lunar Development Corporation and the Five Dragons were two pillars of the lunar order; but there was a third, the oldest and subtlest, almost forgotten. The University of Farside. As Robert Mackenzie’s robots sifted and smelted the regolith of the Ocean of Storms for rare earths, on the other side of the moon machines of a consortium of universities from Caltech to Shanghai were weaving ribbons of dipole-embedded plastic across Daedalus crater. As the directors of Taiyang fled China to join their robots excavating ice and fossil cometary carbon from the South Polar Basin, on the other side of the moon Caltech and MIT were digging the tunnels and habitats for a permanent research settlement, free from the interference of terrestrial states and ideologues. As VTO maglev lines embraced the poles and reached around Farside, the new university agreed a construction and launch deal with the Vorontsovs for deep space missions even as it constructed and launched a lawsuit against the violence VTO’s rail operations did to the delicate listenings of the Daedalus observatory. The Court of Clavius was founded, and with it the university’s law faculty.


			Two workers from Accra founded AKA and built an empire of light, life and water; on the other side of the moon secure pathogen laboratories were dug deep under Poincaré, lock upon lock, seal upon seal. Adriana Corta watched Brasil dwindle behind her on the OTV screens; on the other side of the moon moonloop tethers sent capsules down to the repositories under Mare Orientale where Earth’s genetic wealth was stored, safe and far from the planet’s ravaged biosphere.


			It never had an official name. The University of Farside is a nickname, though, like the best apelidos, an accurate one. Its tunnels and tramways, hyperloops and cablecars cover fifty per cent of the far side of the moon. By one measure it is the largest city in the two worlds, by another, the mother of all suburbs. It reaches around the moon in its colloquiums and study groups and micro-colleges but its heart, its home, is Earth-blind, looking out at the universe. Fiercely protective of its wealth and independence, it is the worlds’ foremost science and technology research facility. It is the third power, the hidden blade. Eagle and Dragons learned long ago not to test the university.


			‘There is a new development in 3D printing protein chips,’ Lousika says. ‘Artificial neurons, programmable nanomaterials.’


			‘They could repair the damage?’


			‘They could, but they would need access to his memories.’


			‘But if the damage is as you say …’


			‘They would recreate them from his external memory. His familiar, his network presence; and people. His friends, family.’


			Lucas Corta looks out through the open slot of the window into the lush pink of the Yeboah tube-farm. He can feel the humid heat thick on his skin. Earth was like this, dense and damp, every breath stolen from heat and gravity. He tastes the fecundity, the thrust of leaf and life. João de Deus and Boa Vista lie under the Mare Fecunditatis, the Sea of Fecundity. How much more appropriate a site that would be for Twé. Seas of Fecundity, Tranquillity, Serenity. Nectar, Vapour, Rains. Seas of lies; selenological and emotional. Sea of Cold, Sea of Crises, Ocean of Storms: seas of truth.


			Lucas Corta sees very clearly the danger. Will he recognise the son who comes back from Farside? What will Lucasinho know of him?


			‘I wanted to take him with me to Meridian,’ Lucas says.


			‘That can’t be.’


			‘It’s for them. Can you understand that? Everything I’ve done is for them. I want us all back.’


			‘I understand that, Lucas.’


			‘Do you? Take me to him, I need to see him again.’


			‘Of course.’


			


			On the third slushy spoonful, Luna Corta decides that matcha, cardamom and strawberry granita isn’t as nice as her idea of it.


			‘Matcha, cardamom and strawberry,’ the proprietor of the Kafe Kwae says, trying not to stare at Luna’s Lady Luna face.


			‘Matcha, cardamom and strawberry.’


			Matcha, cardamom and strawberry doesn’t work at all but she’s not going to let the owner see that so she diligently spoons down towards the bottom. At the two-centimetre mark she notices that there is no one left in Kafe Kwae except the owner and Madrinha Elis.


			Two spoons on and now even the owner is gone.


			Insects swarm into Kafe Kwae, circulate around the low ceiling like smoke then coalesce into a buzzing ball over the water dispenser. Then the parrot flies in and perches on the edge of the counter, and after it the clever-pawed raccoon and after them, her mother with her anansi-spider riding on her shoulder.


			‘Was that good?’ Lousika Asamoah looks at the granita glass and the melted dreg in the apex that the spoon can never reach.


			‘Do you want to try it?’ Luna dips the end of the spoon into the cone of pink liquid. Lousika tastes the ice-melt.


			‘I’m getting strawberry, and cardamom … is that matcha?’


			‘Do you like it?’


			‘Honest?’


			‘Honest.’


			‘Individually it should work …’


			‘But all together it doesn’t.’


			A look from Lousika Asamoah and Madrinha Elis gets up and leaves.


			‘Can I touch your spider?’ Luna asks. ‘Is it a trickster like Anansi?’


			‘She’s not a trickster but she has special powers. Luna, Lucasinho is hurt much worse than we thought.’


			‘He’ll live, won’t he?’


			‘He’ll live. But he’s lost everything. He can’t walk, he can’t feed himself or speak. Anjinho, if he saw you, he wouldn’t know who you were. We can’t help him here. He has to leave Twé.’


			‘Where’s he going?’


			‘Farside.’


			Luna has heard of the other side of the moon, where the Earth never rises and the sky is full of nothing but stars, but it is as far from the stone seas and mountain ranges and crater fields of her side as the bottom of a mooncake is from its top. She knows the world is round, and that VTO’s rail lines go around it two ways, but it doesn’t feel like that; it feels flat, a disc, and for someone to go to the other side is a magical journey through the moon, millions of metres or maybe millimetres. Opposite sides of the same thing but more distant than blue Earth.


			‘Will they make him better on Farside?’


			‘They’ll try. They can’t promise anything.’


			Luna pushes her granita glass away from her and lays her hands flat on the table.


			‘I’m going with him.’


			‘Luna.’


			‘He took me from Lubbock BALTRAN station to Boa Vista. There were bots after us, and Mackenzies, and we got lost on the glass and I got the leak and he gave me his air and he stayed with me all the way. I’m not going to leave him.’


			‘Anjinho.’


			‘That’s my pãe’s word,’ Luna says. ‘That’s a Corta word. I didn’t want to go to Twé.’


			‘I don’t understand, my love.’


			Luna leans forward.


			‘That time after the party in Boa Vista. The Moonrun party, when they tried to attack pãe. You took me to Twé. I didn’t want to go. Boa Vista is my home.’


			‘Baa, it wasn’t safe at Boa Vista.’


			‘It’s home.’


			‘Baa, there is no Boa Vista. You know that. You saw that.’


			‘Boa Vista is my home and Rafa Corta is my pãe. I have Tio Carlinho’s blades. You are an Asamoah but I am a Corta.’


			All the animals are watching her. Even the swarm, which Luna catches in the corner of her vision, and which seems to have taken the form of an eye.


			‘Luna …’


			Luna fixes her mother with a stare of ice and steel.


			‘Am I a Corta?’


			‘Yes, you are.’


			‘I am the true heir of Corta Hélio,’ Luna declares.


			‘Luna, don’t say that.’


			‘But I am. That’s why I’m wearing this face. This is my Corta face. That’s why I have to go with Lucasinho. I have to take care of him. I have to take care of the Cortas. I have to go to Farside.’


			Lousika Asamoah sighs and looks away and as her eyes slip, so her animal guardians break their stare.


			‘Go with him, then. There’s a but.’


			‘What is it?’


			‘Elis goes with you,’ Lousika says.


			‘Deal,’ Luna says. She expected that. The Omahene does not surrender. The Omahene negotiates.


			The swarm flows towards the door. The bird leaps into the air and the raccoon scratches and ambles away. The trickster spider stays clinging to Lousika Asamoah’s shoulder. She smiles.


			‘You are a Corta, but you will always be an Asamoah,’ Lousika says. ‘The Golden Stool will watch over you.’


			


			The casket will be transported by rail. The party forms up on the executive platform of Twé station. Alexia counts twenty: the Eagle and his escoltas; the Omahene and her entourage, blackstar and animal; Luna Corta, carefully carrying a wooden box, with her madrinha; and the boy in the life-support pod. The university railcar arrives out of the tunnel, crosses the points and pulls beyond armoured glass partitions and airlocks. Locks mesh and open.


			A tall woman steps on to the platform, of early middle age, skin light caramel, crinkly hair tied back and tamed beneath a jaunty fedora. Alexia’s familiar gives her every detail: her sharp suit is Zuckerman and Kraus; pockets edged with striped trim, oversize buttons, broad-shouldered, pinch-waisted. Her bag is a 1949 cylindrical Josef and her shoes are three-centimetre-heel Oxfords, ribbon ties. Her lip-gloss is killer red, the seams on her stockings genuine. Her familiar is skinned in the white and blue intersecting circles: the Earth rising behind the moon, a vista only seen from the far side. Every detail, except what she is.


			‘I am Dakota Kaur Mackenzie, ghazi of the University of Farside, Faculty of Biocybernetics, School of Neurotechnology.’


			An intake of breath, a shifting of position among Lucas Corta’s escoltas and the AKA blackstars. One of Alexia’s questions is answered. A Mackenzie.


			‘Dr Mackenzie,’ Lucas Corta says. Alexia Corta glances at him. She heard the sharp edge of enmity in his words. So did the ghazi.


			‘Is there a problem, Senhor Corta?’


			‘I would have preferred …’


			‘Someone else?’ the woman says. Whatever a ghazi is, it holds enough charisma and authority to make every other person on the platform look gauche. Iron Hand, Eagle of the Moon, even Golden Stool: titles children give themselves playing superheroes.


			‘Yes,’ Lucas says


			‘You are aware that every ghazi of the university is bound by solemn vows,’ the woman says. ‘Independence, impartiality, dedication, discipline.’


			‘I am aware of that, Dr Mackenzie.’


			‘Questioning my loyalty, Senhor Corta?’


			Every escolta and blackstar stiffens. Hands move to concealed holsters. Lousika Asamoah’s animals stir.


			Maninho, give me everything on ghazis, Alexia mutters silently to her familiar.


			A ghazi is a scholar-knight of the University of Farside, Maninho whispers in Alexia’s ear. Each is attached to a faculty as its agent and is authorised to take any action they deem necessary to protect the independence and integrity of their faculty. Dr Mackenzie is quite capable of killing every human and animal present.


			In that suit? Alexia subvocalises.


			That suit comes right off, Maninho says. And she can read what you are saying to me from the micro-movements of your jaw muscles.


			‘You must realise he is my son,’ Lucas Corta says.


			‘He will receive the very best of our research and skill,’ Dakota Kaur Mackenzie says. ‘Don’t doubt it, Lucas.’


			Maninho has filled Alexia’s lens with articles on the ghazis of Farside: ninja-academics licensed to kill, intellectual superheroes, but what interests her more is what she reads in Lucas Corta’s buttressed emotions. He buries them as deep and protected as lunar cities but from a dozen tells Alexia reads mistrust, helplessness, hope, ancient anger. He is in the hands of this Mackenzie.


			‘Make him whole again. Send him back to me.’


			‘I will, Lucas.’


			Tensions break, held breaths exhale, hands drop from knife-readiness. The raccoon sits and licks, the bird fluffs and preens.


			‘Thank you.’


			Lousika Asamoah’s blackstars manoeuvre the capsule into the railcar.


			‘I’m coming too,’ Luna Corta says and pushes past the ghazi. Lousika Asamoah’s composure breaks and she rushes forward to scoop up her daughter.
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