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House of cards
 
 
“I don't care how much it costs, we're feeding the puppies,” Lydia said to the open air. She'd been pacing her dorm room for five minutes now, massaging the bridge of her nose. “That shelter's been open for two hundred years, the budget can't be that tight.”
“Ma'am, it is that tight, and you know quite well who's responsible for that.” The woman's voice did have an edge of accusation and condescension. “At a certain point you'll start losing something, puppies and kittens included. Your model requires far too much voluntary support.”
“My model plugs the holes when they open. Take another percent from beautification and plug it. I'll ask them to do another fund drive, no big deal. We'll get more press out of it, keeping the ball rolling.”
“Governor, this is not sustainable,” Genevieve said. The prize-winning economist was starting to get agitated again. Against her better judgment, Lydia had let the territory's Chief Financial Officer retain her job. She knew it was time to cut this conversation off before she really did fire the woman and send the north coast into an economic death spiral. It was bad enough when Lydia fired her COO and took the reins herself. To say things in British Columbia had become 'destabilized' would be an understatement.
“We'll be fine after the sale. Just hold on another week, ok? Lillian says it's still going in our direction. We can get Juneau by staying the course and keeping up appearances.”
“That's ridiculous and you know it. Your austerity is naive, and keeping an animal shelter open means nothing compared to the tax breaks Whitehorse is offering.”
“It means everything. Who would Juneau rather be owned by, some asshole bureaucrats or an arts territory that balances its budget and saves its puppies? They love us already. Trust me.”
There was a long pause, and it wasn't the comm-signal degrading, even though they were separated by an entire light year. Lydia knew that pause very well, and knew Genevieve was either a breath away from quitting, or crunching numbers, or eating a sandwich.
“When are you coming home?” the woman said.
Lydia's turn to pause. “I don't know.”
And the silence.
“You should consider resigning before the confidence vote,” Genevieve said, a soft plea entering her voice, “for the good of the nation. I think you made your point, but now your house of cards will destroy real lives, the people I know you care about the most. Don't betray them.”
Lydia sipped her beer, a craft brew from Australia, the ale getting more expensive every day as Anatali Station careened away from little Earth. She was governing her home territory as an expat, hosted by a nation she wasn't even a citizen of. Now, from a penthouse in Anatali Academy's dorms, she overlooked a shimmering city of silver and white. Around her, and in the pancake stack of districts below her, thirty-six million souls had left the Sol System, most never to return.
And Lydia didn't want to return either. So why was she continuing this farce, reforming her hometown, Vancouver, or her home nation, the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate? She could just let it all go, leaving it to the people actually living there. She had indeed made her point by committing enough voter fraud to cast a glaring spotlight on Canada's election laws. That reform was moving along, slowly, painfully.
As a governor, it had been a little rocky the last six months. Yet...
“Who resigns with a seventy-eight percent approval rating? If you want me to fire you to keep your university street-cred, just ask and we can work something out. Spin it however you like. But stop with this passive-aggressive bullshit whenever we run into puppies and parks. It's working, and you know it. We just have to be vigilant. It's called active governance. This isn't a fucking video game.”
 Lydia cut the conversation off, flat.
She felt the flush in her cheeks, but tried to shake it off with a deep breath.
“That was funny, Bonita,” Cassie said from the bed, engaged in some last minute cramming. “Why you keep that woman, I'll never know. It must be a crush.”
“It's politics, or something.” Lydia didn't really get it, herself. “She keeps the ports in check, in any case. I have to look a little legitimate.”
“Ha! This from the woman who fires half her public sector as if she was a Lunarian.”
“Hey now, none of them lost their jobs, they just got off our books. We had to try something new.”
“Yes, yes,” Cassie leaned back into their bed and stretched, arms high overhead. Her white, silky nightgown pulled tight over her chest. She knew exactly what that did to Lydia, and smirked at her fiancee shamelessly. “You become more corporate than your conglomerate. I do not know this Canadian territory anymore. Maybe you step too far?”
“Not you too.” She crawled up in bed, hands already running up the heiresses' legs. “And you're one to talk, you colonialist. How's Baja going?”
Cassie flung the nightgown off and scooted down on the mattress. “It is easy. They wanted to be wanted. Chile gives them an autonomy and they give us sugar.”
“Canada likes sugar too.” Lydia claimed her kiss and sent the conversation down a completely different path.
As far as classes went, there'd be no skipping today, but at least the women had an early start.
 
* * *
 
 Lydia deflected at least a dozen how-do-you-do's on the way down to the agriculture lecture hall. She sipped on her beer from a go-cup. It was mostly flat now, but there was no reason to waste perfectly good Australian ale. Her popularity in the Academy was the product of her very public trip to The Moon a year ago, her very attractive friends, her bland music career, and her own political 'situation'. Rather than it giving Lydia a big-head, it was more of a vehicle for her insecurities, that at any moment she'd be exposed for the fake she was.
She felt like her entire existence was a big game of Jenga, stacking blocks, the tower always one wiggle away from collapsing into a giant pile of fuck.
The tension made her good life quite a bit more stressful than she had hoped. But at least she wasn't hungry anymore.
“Cassie! Lyds!” Lillian shouted. The crowded corridor gave the platinum blonde a wide berth. To a person, the hall was filled with real adults, men and women, making the station's fifteen-year-old princess stand out on an extra level. The girl might have a fan club, but Lydia had never seen their best friend walk arm-in-arm with new buddies, with anyone. To this day she hadn't grown an inch, still four-feet-and-change, tiny. “We totally have to hang out tonight!”
Lydia accepted the hug with affection, but with zero intention on saying yes. “I'm sorry Lil, I'm not sure if you heard, but I'm having an issue—”
“The puppies? I don't know what you did, but your animal control surplus just hit six-figures. You're really good at this!” The girl brought up a news report and turned it outward. The free-floating holo-monitor showed a graphic (a tall spike in donations), and a headline, 'Stamos Refuses To Abandon Dartmouth Shelter, Record Level Response, New Budget Remains Balanced.'
Ok. Cool. Time to send resources back to clean-up the bay. She ended the year-long textile strike in Victoria weeks ago, and the inland farmers were growing at full efficiency after she cut the non-production subsidies, pissing-off Calgary, but Alberta was full of bigoted assholes. Make more melons, guys; we can sell that!
Governance, for her, was a big game of whack-a-mole, with beautification always being on the bottom, but always a constant. Some reports stated birth-rates and immigration were starting to tick up, which was very welcome news. All of Earth had been bleeding its populous for centuries. Population growth was rare, and humans were in high demand, no matter the nation or colony.
“Eighty-one percent approval rating?” Lillian walked with the couple. Heaven knows where she was going. Since this was finals week, it wouldn't be to their testing hall; she was an administration student. “Have you given any thought to my idea?”
“Eighty-one now?” Cassie grinned. “You are no longer Canada, this is proof. Secede already before they catch on. You can do this in a walk, all the votes.”
Lydia finished her beer, ready to take a bee-line back to their dorm, or better yet, to their home bar. This sort of chatter made her very uncomfortable, the topic being face-the-firing-squad treasonous and yet completely reasonable.
“I'm Canadian,” she said, coming to a complete stop. She met Cassie's eyes, then stared down Lillian Anatali, daughter of the system's most powerful nation. Her family's corporation owned Alaska (and a lot of other places), but were actively abandoning the Sol System. And while they wanted to keep Anchorage and Fairbanks, the jewel of the territory, Juneau, was suddenly in closed-door negotiation. “I'm trying to fix a nation, not start my own. This isn't a video game.”
The princess laughed. “It certainly doesn't look that way, and it's your responsibility. You're an elected leader, so do what's best for your people. If you want Juneau, we'll sell it to British Columbia, but only if you're not in the CCC. Otherwise we have to go Yukon. Think about it.” Well, that was a new wrinkle. The tiny girl stuck out her tongue, punched her arm, and strode up the hallway. “See you tonight, Lyds!”
With that on her mind, now she had to deal with Academy finals? If there was only a bribe that would take care of that. Lillian parted the sea of students, her mane of nearly-white hair swishing down to her butt. Lydia entered the testing hall. Her brain was a jumble of thoughts. She knew damn-well she better ace this exam going into a confidence vote, much less a high-profile acquisition, and maybe a secession vote.
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A giant pile of fuck
 
 
Corn. Corn, corn, corn. Corn. Nuts, or more specifically, pecans. More corn. Corn, corn, corn, corn, corn, corn. Wheat and hops. Oats! Corn. Melon-time, oh, so fleeting. She needed more melon-time. More corn, then five minutes about livestock. Done.
Instant test results: a solid 95.21 percent. Good enough. No, she didn't want a do-over. Yes, now she was hungry: corn. Lydia was thirsty too: hops.
And just like that, no more school for three weeks. It was quite a welcome break. Lydia considered dropping-out this term, maybe for good, maybe to come back to it later in her life. She already made more money performing music than she would as a farmer. It was a modest income, but the point had never been about money. She put herself through prep school for years so she could learn how to feed people, feed herself.
If there was one real nemesis in her previous life, it wasn't the alcoholism, and it wasn't the poverty, it was hunger. Oh, how she hated hunger. So despite however far she could go on stage, or whatever reforms she could make to feed the downtrodden, she believed she might be able to contribute to a higher goal. Lydia would give her life if she could find some tiny breakthrough to make it all cheaper, more efficient, more nutritious. She wasn't dropping out of that fight, not yet. 
As several hundred students exited the large lecture hall, she waited for Cassie, who looked to be enjoying small-talk with a handful of Hispanic guys at the opposite exit—she hadn't seen them enter and didn't recognize them—but it wasn't paranoia to say the Latina was lingering a little too long. Lydia tried not to get jealous, but oh, there it was, a flirty hand on an arm as her fiancee smiled and laughed. The governor pushed against the grain to break that shit up.
“Hey!” she shouted, tapping on her wrist. Cassie glanced over and nodded before turning her back and continuing the chat, all in Spanish. So it was going to be one of those kinds of days. Given her full-course plate of activities, Lydia's Spanish was still terrible. Another Cassie-laugh?
Hell. No.
Marching on, she grabbed the woman's arm and the conversation broke, the trio of men couldn't hide a reaction as Lydia shot them a glare as if she had nuclear eyeballs. Cassie chuckled and waved goodbye, see you later or whatever.
“So what was that?” Lydia hissed, already confused as her girl snuggled into the grip, super-close.
“You are forced to have a Genevieve. That was Alejandro.”
Alejandro. The name screamed douche.
“Secrets?” Her blood felt hot. Her girlfriend may be a cultural flirt, but Lydia felt just a little insecure these days, about how there was a growing distance, even though there was never any real distance (they lived together, and had since they met), and while they just had sex this morning, it'd been the first time in almost two weeks, and since Lydia had been Cassie's first 'anything' maybe the heiress was getting bored and wanted to see what penis was like, and ok, now she was angry. Fuck that guy. Or rather, don't.
“Please make a smile, Bonita. Please, important.” The heiress paused at the door, turning to hold hands, staring into her eyes. There was something new there, and it wasn't good. It was fear.
So that's what this was.
Lydia swallowed, forced the fakest smile ever and cast a glance to see the men still talking, but Alejandro, the tall, suave one, stared pointedly at them. He was just as handsome as Cassie was beautiful: dark hair, bronze skin, model-thin with cheekbones and all that. Lydia didn't hesitate, leaning in for the kind of kiss they only shared in private. Cassie pulled back—shit.
Lydia didn't want to have the talk. She would kill not to have this talk.
“That was dangerous,” the woman whispered. “Now, we must leave fast.”
Another wave to the men, and Cassie turned the corner, yanking Lydia into the river of adult students. Her grip was tight and fierce. The Latina's jaw hardened. When she looked behind, there were tears in her eyes. Lydia couldn't tell where in the Academy they were going, but it didn't seem like Cassie knew either. This was running away.
When they finally broke away from the main pack, it was to an emergency stairwell. Lydia was scared as hell now. She knew exactly what was coming. They'd had conversations leading up to this a dozen times, and she finally put it together.
“What do we do?”
Cassie dropped her hand and began to pace, a hand to her forehead, then face, then finally settling to her neck. She was breathing way too hard.
Lydia grabbed her by the shoulders and tried to lock eyes. “Hey, stay with me. We've got this.”
“I-I do not think we...They have come to remove me. I trick them to let me say goodbye.”
No. That's not going to happen. Not in a million years. Lydia would die or start a war first. Given her history, something that nihilistic, or that selfish was actually in-bounds. If these people wanted to play hard, they were dealing with the wrong woman. She hoped they were just as scared of her—Lydia's reputation was a bit 'unpredictable,' to put it mildly. That being said, she was trembling with sudden nerves. Still, gotta stay brave...
“Yeah, that's not going to happen. I don't care what you were born for. How long do we have?”
“Only hours. They waited for finals so my record is clean. From staying with you, I will either be exited to Santiago and transferred to a new university, or reconditioned. I will not know you afterwards. Either way, we are saying goodbye.”
“Ok, that sure as hell isn't going to happen. Who's Alejandro? Muscle?”
“My seven-nephew, descendent of my mother. He is not vicious or cruel, like her, but he is business...” Cassie hesitated, and given the complications of her family tree, the shorthand for her seven-times-great nephew, and the woman that raised her made sense. Her biological parents had died decades ago, long before she was born from a frozen egg. “I was once to marry him. Decided before they birthed me. I promise you I do not attracted to him, ever. I-I do not—”
“Hey!” Lydia shouted, dragging her into a hug. Cassie might appear supremely confident and composed to most people, but living with her a year, Lydia knew better. Her fiancee was a barely-managed ball of anxiety and depression under the most polished of veneers. The meds helped, but there were cracks—especially when it came to her family. No matter what Lydia did, it was very hard to wind her down once she got worked up. “If it's life and death, we can always just run away to The Moon, or get asylum with Lily, but it's not like that, so calm down and breathe with me. There's not a person we know that would let you get taken, much less reconditioned. I know you're scared of your niece, but we've got this, one hundred percent. We'll talk to Lillian and Marshall. They'll have some ideas. They always do.”
And yeah, even though the couple were in their mid-late twenties, representatives from two of Earth's top five economies, the best she could come up with was defaulting to the wisdom of teenagers. If there was one thing she'd learned in the last year, it was that if you needed to think out of the box, ask around. Ask a kid or an empty bottle if you needed to really get creative. Lydia was scared to death of these people. Their operatives already tried to kill her once, officially or not, and WALcos was one of the 'nice' nations in the system.
Cassie began to cry, clutching Lydia so hard she was starting to lose breath. It was another attack. She whispered about death and oblivion, going back and forth between languages. Lydia held her lover almost as tight, breathing deep, deliberate, stroking the back of her head and whispering how it was all going to be ok, just remember to breathe. When it came to reconditioning, it was the same as death in a real way; the person that came out was not the person that went in. Lydia was just as afraid for the love of her life. She wasn't letting go.
Lydia would die or start a war first.
 
* * *
 
Marshall was already waiting for them at the Sanctuary, a bar in the industrial city, District C. Lydia and Cassie had been regular patrons since their first visit over a year ago, and sometimes their young friends joined them. The city was still more-or-less silent, only at five percent productivity until the station paused in the Oort Cloud for resources on the way to the Paradise Lost Colony over Proxima Centauri. This pub had gathered some pretty good buzz though, and people from around the station often visited as tourists, soaking in the creepy ambiance of a 'church' in the middle of a dead metropolis. They shared space with worker-bee regulars who visited every day, between shifts and after. Tonight was on the busy side, but the owner, Melody, had reserved a table for them. Church-pew benches were stamped with fleur-de-lis and smokeless candles burned all around them. Already late afternoon, the orange stained glass windows were dim-to-dark. The decor was tasteful, made heavy use of negative space, and was completely gorgeous.
Lydia smiled to see that Marshall had company, old friends. Janice was a girl around Lillian's age. She attended some smarty-pants magnet school in District A and was likely doing homework on the pair of screens floating in front of her. She was spacer-pale like a lot of transfers from the Gloria colonies over Uranus. She and Marshall were shoveling fries like nobody's business. The guy was around eighteen, a young university graduate, and Lydia's lawyer. Hawkish nose, skeletal wrists, and a messy hair-cut, he had a heart of gold and she really hoped this was romance she was seeing. They were just so damn cute together, every time. Grow up and make weird, cute babies!
The third person at the table was a real heart-warmer. Clint Carpenter was like the world's most terrific uncle. He appeared close to fifty years old, spots of gray in his short blond hair, and small crow's feet around his copper-brown eyes. He was completely dashing, and if his younger brother, Leo, grew up to be half as charming, there would be double trouble with the Carpenter brothers, not that there wasn't a bit already. How the bachelor had stayed unmarried this long was anyone's guess. He worked as the foreman on several construction projects in District C.
Uncle Clint stood for hugs, which Lydia accepted with warmth, but it completely destroyed Cassie. The woman melted down in his arms. Marshall put a hand on Janice's arm, and the girl suddenly stopped typing as if she just noticed they arrived. She closed one screen but kept the other up, a steady scroll of text rolling over it. Melody rushed over from what seemed like thin air, piling in from behind.
Cassie nodded into Clint's shoulder before turning to hug their matron, face wrinkled in sobs. She never cried in public. The Sanctuary’s other regulars stared with sympathy. They didn't know what was happening, but they knew Melody, Clint, and Cassie, and there was an absolute guarantee that if Alejandro and some jerks busted into the pub right now, there'd be three-dozen working-class boots on the floor, standing in the way. The owner, elegant with salt-and-pepper hair cooed and whispered to the heiress. Lydia was sure she heard, “I won't let anything happen to you, love. I know people. You're safe.”
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Death wish
 
 
 “Can they track you?” Janice asked, studying what looked like a network feed.
 “Of course, but it is not like that.” Cassie stared at her hands, they were bunched up in her lap. A glass of her stand-by favorite pinot grigio remained untouched in front of her. That was a bad sign; she usually slammed them down when stressed, or when she was happy for that matter. “I am to meet them of my own power.”
 “So you're safe for the moment?” Marshall had his own holo-screen up, which from the back looked like a cascade of maps with dots all over it. Those were likely 'friends.' Vigilante friends that didn't mind using violence. Good friends to have in bad situations, but holy shit, Lydia couldn't believe they were a button-press away from a potentially deadly fight. Not this fast, anyway.
 “Fifty-four minutes.” Cassie quickly glanced up, a plea in her eyes, first at the lawyer, then to Lydia. “As much as I do not want this, I do not want another killing, ever. Not for me. These are my real family, my family. They are following orders. Please do not hurt them. Not them.”
 “God, this is going to be complicated.” And while her girl wasn't drinking, Lydia was, sipping a pint glass. Seeing Cassie this broken-down was heartbreaking and absolutely infuriating. Maybe it was time to start pressing buttons and get the first strike. It wasn't like WALcos could legally chase down a defector in sovereign territory. However, Cassie was a primary heir, maybe they'd negotiate her capture. Shit. Where the fuck was Lillian? She needed to know the current pulse of the politics.
 Shaking her head, Lydia hadn't forgot the most important question as she took her fiancee’s hand. “Cassie. What do you want? Whatever it is, whatever it is. Time doesn't matter. You're not going anywhere, and we'll all take it from there.”
 Eyes red, her gaze fluttered around the table. Her shaking hand reached for the wine and tipped it back, wetting her lips. “I want to be a good daughter to my mother. I want to marry Lydia Stamos. I want to be a CEO for WALcos, but not the forced-wife to a man, my nephew. None of these come together. I want to be free of him, but I care for my family, and my people.”
 There was a hard pause as her mouth opened and shut. She wouldn't look anyone in the eye.
 “My Lydia. My bonita. You are the reason for my smile. So I tried, even though I always knew this would be my fate. In my heart, I always knew. A final lie, my greatest sin. I cannot even honor you in leaving.” The tears continued to fall. “I am saying goodbye to friends and my love. I am happy for this time we shared. Please respect my choice. My freedom is death.”
 Lydia's eyes grew saucer-wide. Private, drunk, and sobbing, her girl had confessed two failed attempts as a teenager, a decade before they met. The redhead's voice caught in her throat, panicked, looking for some mechanism, a gun, a pill, some new threat Cassie might use to hurt herself in desperation. The Latina didn't move. She just cried, a blank stare forward, no light in those eyes.
 No. This wasn't what she wanted. Cassie wanted to be saved.
 “Hit that fucking button, Marshall, right now! All hands on deck. I'll deal with the fallout.”
 “We were already moving,” he said, nodding to Janice before tipping his head to Melody.
 “No, not that button. The other one.”
 “Um...no?” He shot a sideways glance as if Lydia just lost her mind. Fair. She had.
 “That's an order, lawyer. Hand it over and I'll do it. We don't have a lot of time to get this started. Forty-five minutes till they start sniffing around.”
 “We should wait for Lillian, wherever she is.”
 “What, she's not on your map?” Lydia said. “What kind of Knights are you? This is go-time!” Cassie squeezed her hand. A soft shake of her head said, 'no.'
 Janice spoke up, first asking Melody for coffee. Then, “If we're starting a war, can someone write me a note for school tomorrow? I'd just send in the homework, but there's a quiz...” The air around the girl filled with a dozen holo-screens, all of them small, all of them filled with a ridiculous amount of text. Dual keyboards materialized at her fingertips and it didn't take a second for her to start with the typing. “Channel access, open, at your leisure.”
 “We're not going there, Jan,” Marshall pushed away their empty plate of fries as Melody left to assemble a tray of coffee mugs and two piping-hot carafes. Lydia suddenly realized how deathly quiet the Sanctuary had become. The regulars, men and women, were watching with open interest. The tourists had picked up on the sudden mood-swing as well. All eyes turned to the owner who dropped off the tray, and walked to the middle of the floor. She raised her hands before clasping them over her lap.
 She spoke, loud and clear. “There's, um, something happening right now. I'd say its nobody's business, but I'm sure you know that's not what Lydia’s about. She likes transparency, so if you're here, you'll experience it anyway. I don't think we're looking at a fight, but if anyone is the nervous type, you should probably settle up and have an enjoyable evening. Come again! We're staying open.”
 The totally clueless tourists whispered to each other, then asked the working-class regulars before being educated about just who was sitting at that table. Some should be aware of the current political climate back on Earth, but just as many weren't: six trillion miles away from the Sol System left a lot of holes.
 Minutes later, still in conversation, no one moved to leave.
 A light year away from Earth was also a light year away from anything really interesting, especially if you had the chance to witness something...interesting. That was fine, as a musician and a politician, Lydia liked hype. Hype was what turned any normal event into a spectacle, and oh god, now she was getting cold feet. A glance at her fiancee erased that. Her mind and heart were being pulled in ten different ways, all in instants.
 She thought hard, then whispered to Cassie. “Before this night is over, you're going to smile again. And you really don't get to kiss me like that, then disappear. We're going to get through this together. On my life.”
 “I am not worth it,” the heiress said, nearly robotic. “You do not deserve this weight. Your people do not.”
 “You don't get to tell me what I deserve,” Lydia smiled and kissed her cheek in a hug. Cassie didn't return it. “And my people? We'll let them decide.”
 “We've got the dragnet, with description,” Marshall said, still working on his maps. “We can stick with plan-A and just capture them. They're not here legally, whoever they are. I really need you to think about this, Lydia. She'll be safe. Calm down.”
 The boy's naivety was often charming, and his logic was usually spot-on. But when it came to stuff like this, it took a little while to get him away from the X's and O's, and onto firing on all cylinders with real empathy. Lydia wanted their best friend here so bad she could almost taste it. Come on, Lillian. She was getting worked up as her mental clock hit something around the half-hour range. Clint had vanished a few minutes after their entrance. A member of that vigilante gang like a lot of their friends, he said he had some people to talk to and left it at that.
 “Well, no matter what, this isn't coming from left field. I want to make a statement. Janice, please go ahead and beacon the Board. Tell them I'll be broadcasting in twenty minutes.”
 “Encryption?” The girl said, fingers wiggling like crazy.
 The implications of that question were mind-boggling. She could very well let all of Canada and humanity watch the conversation if they chose to. However, that would court interference, and it was sort of none of their business what British Columbia chose to do. Sure, other territories would react, but they shouldn't get a voice in the discussion. Yet, the more transparent she was, the more support they got from other nations on Earth and off it. It had been this way for months, getting a one-up on the media spin-cycle, staying ahead of the game. Her opponents could never get traction other than debating on substance. Lydia had been winning those debates, often.
 “What do you think, Cassie?”
 The Chilean heiress blinked a bit at hearing her name and looked to Lydia. There were some marbles rolling around in her head, and devastating emotional issues aside, her fiancee was still her music manager, closest adviser, and very public First Lady of the Canadian territory, citizen or not. She'd had a very real effect on the developments of the last year, and while BC's own shareholders adored her, many from all over the country had called her a subversive outside influence with a dangerous agenda. To be fair, that was true, but only against the establishment Lydia was trying to reform.
 “Do not do this, my love.”
 “Well, I'm going to do something, I just thought it might be helpful if you told me which voice to use.”
 The Latina sighed and rested her head on the table, arms pulled against her ears, clutching into that curtain of silken hair. Lydia rubbed her back. Sorry, Cassie. But yeah, if Lydia was really alone in this, she may as well play it the same way she always had.
 “Zero encryption on the broadcast. Allow curation of the comments via upvotes,” Lydia said. The teen five-finger typed a bit while sipping her coffee. “Janice, I'll pay you when I can.”
 “Don't worry about that. If I pull this off, I'll be the youngest person in Anatali Academy next year. Take that, Princess. The channel is live.”

Fuck. Was this really happening? Lydia took a deep drink.
 “Great, um, set us on standby. Loop Canadian Capers and put up the Maple Leaf,” as long as she was committing fraud and open treason, she may as well make it fun, “the old Maple Leaf.”
 Marshall glared at them both. Cassie's face was still buried in the pine table.
 Within that twenty minutes, Melody was responding to a sudden influx of new customers, and these didn't look like regulars at all. Tourists? No...most were wearing buttons. From red-white-and-blue ones, to a familiar coat of arms, to Vancouver’s green with a red stripe. Wow, word gets around fast. They must have been tipped off after Melody's announcement. Most notably entered a party-girl in a torn T-shirt that stated, 'Beauty Without End.' Lydia recognized it as a slogan from the old British commonwealth, pretty darn obscure. The girl's own beauty and the feeling of presence around her were remarkable, like a real rock star had entered the bar. All of them acknowledged Lydia with at least a smile and a nod, others coming for handshakes or hugs, expressing gratitude or voicing concerns for the families they left behind. She assured them that all voices would be heard. The Sanctuary welcomed them all with fresh brews and new introductions.
 Lydia felt a little more nervous around a live audience.
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Board of Directors
 
 
 Fingers working the keys, Lydia didn't need sheet music for this classical composition, Bach, Jesu, Joy of Man's Desiring. It was a simple piece, and the softer you played it, and more emotion you put into it, it always felt like a spark of heaven was coming down, playing in a duet. In her case, it felt like she was playing with her mother. For Bach, the voice was always in the heart, not the fingers, and she played it with a smile, eyes closed.
 Not a peep from the nearly full barroom.
 The piano had been a gift from Lydia to Melody, albeit a selfish one. Piano bars made a lot more money, it was something of a trend on the infant star station. Since Lydia didn't have the space for one in their dorm room, sending one to their home bar was the next best thing, gratefully received. The lady was an ebony-finished upright Yamaha. Lydia had asked Melody to name her. Her friend decided on Esmeralda, or Esmy for short. Her tone was gorgeous in the Sanctuary, pure and strong, just like the owner.
 She closed off the song, fingers light.
 Lydia tried very hard not to do the scripted 'turn around, oh, hello there,' and she'd avoided that every time she performed for the Board. Usually Cassie was standing right beside her, helping with the lead-in and introduction, in case someone didn't know who this pianist was, or why she suddenly popped up on their network feed. Tonight, the Sanctuary helped her out with applause, to which she responded with a standing smile and bow before sitting backwards on the bench. Someone handed her a beer. Thanks.
 A tiny floating ball, the size wealthy terrestrials used to play golf, floated not so far away. Its mechanical lens expanded and contracted as it hovered. As high-definition as a private citizen would ever need, it would send the video and audio to Janice's relay, and onto a Faster Than Light Speed beacon, the FTLS signal reaching all of the Sol System without much delay. The broadcast wasn't cheap, so Lydia would be talking to the Board in bursts, the relay in Vancouver going back to standby as she went. Still, there was nothing weird or hacker-ish about opening a network stream, other than that being able to do it from interstellar space was a clear sign of privilege.
 The privilege wasn't represented in her clothing, a simple olive drab halter-style dress, and open-toed shoes. No jewelry other than an anklet and no make-up except for a bit on the eyes. Her long, light red waves were bound up in a pile, still hanging down around her neck. The price of her outfit? About twenty credits from a charity thrift store. At this point in her dual-careers, it was a statement, contributing to one of her first inter-Canadian fights on public media. She'd openly called-out Toronto's mayor for spending fifty thousand credits of public funding to buy a new wardrobe, and yes, Lydia called her a 'dumb cunt' on the air, mad as hell. That mayor was defeated last summer, and the new Reformation Party had been gaining traction ever since, winning as many positions as they had viable candidates. They weren't many, but they were noisy.
 Lydia steeled herself, glancing around to the receptive patrons of the Sanctuary before staring down the camera-ball.
 “Hello, British Columbia's Board of Directors. I hope the morning finds you well. Relative, I hear it's 8:32 AM there, and for the minutes, it is February 11, 4127, universal standard. It's early evening here, but I think we're in for a long day. I don't expect everyone to stay with me the entire time, but please check your news feed for the votes, if nothing else. This is one of those days we all must earn our citizenship.”
 The barroom parted as she walked towards her table. Lydia summoned the golfball along with a finger. She'd become a lot better at remote performance with practice, so her voice, hands, and smile were steady, despite her nerves. A real surprise, she'd discovered she was rather comfortable at public speaking; it was similar to stage performing. The trick to this was keeping the topics organized and to express how you felt in clear words.
 “I realize our numbers are always changing, so let me introduce everyone. I am Lydia Eelin Stamos.” There was rousing applause from the bar. “I am an expatriate attending the Academy on Exodus-Class Star Station Anatali. We are currently entering the Oort Cloud and will soon exit the Sol System. We are saying goodbye. I was born and raised in Vancouver, and last year, a bunch of rich people funneled enough money into legal Lunarian accounts for me to buy the governorship. I am the CEO of our home territory.” She was doing this mostly for the eavesdroppers on Earth, Mars, and outer-system moons, as well as the thousands of orbital colonies spotting open space. As famous as she might be in her home territory, she wanted the first words to be clear if this entire broadcast went viral and got recycled. Given the content, that was a reasonable expectation.
 “I didn't do it alone though. Many of you added your voices in this demonstration of corruption, as civil disobedience. From day one I accepted that as a mandate, a cause. We gutted the cabinet and enacted reforms, both financially and politically. Apparently, eighty-one percent of you approve of the direction BC is heading, and while that encourages me, it tells me a far harder truth about our nation as a whole. It tells me that this radical shift has been necessary, and we'll be addressing that today. I invite you, our Board, to weigh in on what it means to be British Columbian, and what it means to be Canadian.”
 When she reached the table, Cassie was standing, apparently understanding that crying into the pine wasn't going to be helpful. Lydia knew there was tons of fire left in her fiancee, she just needed to light the spark.
 “This is the woman I'm going to marry. Her name is Cassandra Fitzgerald.” Lydia felt so much pride just being able to say she actually knew her, much less them being engaged. “She is a legitimate, primary heir to the WALcos corporation and the governance of Chile. We live together, and yes, I share state business with her every day. Cassie's family likes me about as much as the CCC's establishment likes her. That's not a sympathy play, it's just a fact. Would you like to say anything, my love?”
 Cassie swallowed down what seemed to be a giant lump in her throat. “Hello. I know what this is meaning, and it is nothing to do with me, so...do not make decisions to spite me, or for me. I would have you be true to yourself. That is always what I wanted for humanity, and my sister Canada.”
 She bowed so deep no one could see her eyes. She was crying again. Anyone familiar with the woman from previous broadcasts was probably confused as hell at her reticence. She was always the vision of absolute charisma. Just as well, Lydia was proud of her strength, being able to speak despite casting a death sentence on herself less than an hour ago.
 “This is my broadcast engineer, Janice Weber, from Miranda.” The girl threw up a two-finger 'V' before returning to her coffee mug, and then the keyboard, directing traffic. “She'll be moderating questions, so don't send anything you wouldn't want a fourteen-year-old to read. We don't need a repeat of October.
 “And this is Marshall Cross, who many of you might remember from the Chetwynd Decision. He successfully argued for us to be able to have these conversations, expats and residents, all engaging in a dialogue about what's best for BC. He is a graduate of Anatali University Juneau, but has become quite a handful in Canadian constitutional law. I'm totally comfortable deferring to him on those topics, though I've learned a thing or two myself. His council is why I still haven't appointed an attorney general.”
 The man-child acknowledged the camera with a half-wave before returning to his screen.
 She wasn't sure what it looked like to her Board, much less the system, governing from a bar in deep space, a couple twenty-something women and teenagers starting the conversation. Humanity was getting old. Like really old, the median age climbing into the sixties. Many were far older, into the centuries. Their coastal territory was on the young side, median forties. Also against her, she was the only British Columbian in the bunch. This had been giving some Canadians fits, and Lydia understood why.
 A little distracted by her thoughts, she moved it along to: “Melody! Get out here!”
 The sea again parted for her and the floaty-ball as the woman wiped her hand on a towel, now behind the bar. She smiled, nervous. Lydia said, “Say hello to Canada, or, hey Janice, how many we got now?”
 “Twenty-three and climbing fast, probably triple that after the first break.”
 The owner relaxed and perked up. “Hello! We have a special on bratwurst!”
 “Twenty-three million,” Lydia said with a grimace. She whispered, “I still don't know your full name.”
 Deer-in-headlights, Melody stared into the camera. “Long live Gloria.” And then she ran away into the kitchen.
 Lydia turned back to the golfball, “Long live our good friends in Gloria. Melody's just a little shy. She's our host, and apparently there's a special on brats. Let's meet some members of the Board.” She picked out the one with the Vancouver button, who was watching with a cheesy grin. Lydia puffed up her chest. “Name and rank, young lady!”
 “Heather Barnes, twenty-five shares!” The woman raised a toast and tipped it back. Lydia moved onto the man she entered with.
 “Christian Higgens, eight.” Next.
 “Dan Poman, sixty-six shares.” His button was BC's red-white-and-blue flag. Next.
 “I'm Kim Pittus. I have two thousand shares, even.” This woman was in a navy pants-suit, and Lydia felt compelled to acknowledge her with a hand on her shoulder, something like comfort. Hang in there. There were completely normal people like Kim that played by the rules and accumulated this much influence, no corruption, not their fault. They were either born into it, or earned it outright. This was going to be tricky. It was just as much a statement about Canada that she felt obligated to touch this woman, when Dan's sixty-six shares were only worth a head-nod. Instant prejudice, so yeah, this culture was a mess.
 She approached the party-girl in the 'Beauty Without End' shirt. The girl didn't seem interested, still talking to a male friend, so Lydia moved on. Then, as she turned her back, the girl spoke:
 “Sandy Dunes. Zero shares.”
 Lydia froze.
 Ready for the gun to be pressed to her back, her skull, she tried to think of something helpful to say other than, 'No.'
 The comment wasn't lost on the room, there were some chair squeaks from nearby barstools.
 Sandy Dunes was a fictional name from an old song Lydia brought up when this little revolution began. Considering the metaphorical girl was brutally raped to death after thirteen verses of abuse, it wasn't the sort of moniker one chose lightly. Also, the only way you could have zero shares was if you committed a capital crime, often murder, erasing your citizenship. Hello, assassin, goodbye life. And Lydia had been so stupid she thought it either wouldn't come to this, or that they wouldn't have the balls to hit her, especially on camera.
 “Easy there!” She looked straight into Lydia's eyes, hands raised. Slight build, jet-black hair, light-brown skin, it was impossible to pin down an ethnicity other than another gray-race Earthling, just like Lydia. There was something familiar in her round, blue eyes when she stated, “Winnipeg says hello.”
 Lydia tried to remain composed. “Hello, Winnipeg. Can we get your name? I'm sure you'll understand if this feels like a BC party. The Board is probably curious what Manitoba is doing here.”
 The girl smirked and shrugged, “I came for the party. My name is Sandy and you sort of got my attention. Mind if I watch?”
 A trio of pen-light scanners shone a not-so-subtle light on her, but for that matter there was nothing saying anyone else in the bar wasn't a secret assassin. This was subversion from the start. Be quiet, Lydia, and be paranoid of everyone. That's one way to throw cold water on progress.
 British Columbia's Board of Directors were all twenty million of-age citizens in the territory, all of whom would be able to see this, as would everyone else in the system they'd left one light year behind.
 From across the barroom, Marshall glared at Lydia with an 'I told you so' that wasn't so much smug as it was angry and scared, like she just opened a giant can of dicks. Cassie's expression displayed honest fear.
 As if this would be the moment Lydia backed down.
 Time for more beer.
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Queen Lydia
 
 
 “Well, ok then,” Lydia said, getting some distance from Sandy and the bar, back to Esmy. “I guess we have lots of people interested in what we're doing. That can't be a bad thing when it comes to reform.” Winnipeg's back was turned, enjoying her drink. Lydia huffed a breath and took a seat back on the bench and crossed her legs. She sipped her beer.
 Keep it moving, girl. Get rattled, and they win. She was talking to her people, her friends. Let's paint it broad.
 “I realize I've been talking a lot about election reform, but we've run into a giant brick wall. Our entire nation has been operating from one-share-one-vote since 2964 A.D., but it wasn't always like that. It used to be one voice for every citizen, all of us equal. Now we have Heather with twenty-five votes, Dan with sixty-six, Kim with two thousand, and then, disgustingly, we have a random girl from Lowtown, Vancouver, with one hundred twenty-four thousand eight hundred and thirty-seven votes.”
 Melody had turned on the telecast, the sound off, and there was Lydia with a giant 124,837 over her head in a graphic. Janice was doing a fine job. There was a scrolling ticker of live comments across the bottom of the screen.
 “A year ago, I had thirteen votes, so the solution is obvious enough, take the money out of politics. And don't listen to the conspiracy theorists, I can't simultaneously be a hyper-liberal anarchist and a tyrant conservative-extremist coming for your shares. You earned them, that's your money. I didn't earn mine. All I'm asking for from well-off citizens like Kim, is to accept the equality of each voice, including mine, hers, and anyone out there with one share that has no interest in gambling their finances on the government. What started as a bond system—a nation of stakeholders—it's gone on so long, we've marginalized ninety-five percent of our voices. We live in humanity's largest plutocracy. Socialism, my ass.”
 Lydia had to wind it back a little. Sure, it was good to get fired up, it'd worked for her so far, but she was starting to lose her temper, and focus.
 “I should not exist as your governor beyond the one-citizen-one-vote ideal, which I didn't even win last year. We've made progress on the outside-money issue, but it's still not enough. It's time to change everything. We can't wait another day. The problem, however, is that all these laws are written into the national constitution, and Yukon, Ontario, Alberta, Nunavut, and Nova Scotia are not letting go. We can't pass a single national reform until there are five more like me, right there, and that's not going to happen. Twenty of the top twenty-five shareholders live in those territories, and they've made their opinion on reform deafeningly loud and clear. There's not enough shares, enough votes to replace them. Even if we pass reforms, they'll just veto them, and yes, I'm talking about you, Spinolo.”
 Wow, it was quiet in the Sanctuary. She'd just called out The Canadian Corporate Conglomerate's President and CEO, who had also been CEO of their neighboring territory, Yukon, for the better part of four hundred years. She might be a scary lady, or a nice one—she wouldn't know. In six months of Lydia's actual governance, President Spinolo had spoken to her exactly twice: once in a public 'congratulations'. The second time was to ask Lydia for money for some pork-smelling pet project in their borderlands. Lydia politely declined; she'd been in the process of butchering their budget.
 “I'm sending a series of referendums for your consideration today, one-person, one-vote. This has not been attempted in a Canadian territory in over a thousand years. In order to do that, in order to empower all the five-vote shareholders I grew up with, hopefully forever, I'm exploiting the rare opportunity I have with all my new, shiny permanent shares.”
 Yeah, it was time for a drink. Lydia paused and finished her glass, right on camera. She'd heard of the at-home drinking game: every time Lydia drinks, drink—if she chugs, chug. She really just wanted to turn around on the bench, have fun, and play music. Who knows what would happen after this. It might be her last night alive if another Sandy wandered close to the bar, this time with a fusion mine in her pocket. It's not like the CCC didn't have real plants, operatives on Anatali Station. She looked over to her table, seeing a little spark in Cassie's eye, something that hadn't been there ten minutes ago. Was it hope?
 “Janice, stream the process,” Lydia said. She sucked in a deep breath. “Marshall, pop the bomb.”
 He stared at her, shaking his head. Marshall then raised his arm, holding Lydia's scratched-up slate comm-unit. “Boom.”
 Lydia turned on the bench and 'pow' began to play Canadian Capers, quite possibly the funnest and brightest ragtime song she knew. She had adopted it as her political theme song, her way of being upbeat and irreverent in the face of very hard decisions.
 In moments, there was a loud 'Oooo,' behind her from the crowd. It had nothing to do with the song, they were watching Melody's screen. From various pockets she heard an 'oh my god,' and even more telling, a 'what the fuck?' Lydia kept playing, hands happy and loose, and eventually the laughing started. Yes, it was that ridiculous. There was a loud gasp, then a cheer. Several someones patted her on the back or shoulder. Smirking, Lydia played louder, keeping up with the crowd noise. A different voice shouted, “Is that legal?”
 Why yes, yes it was.
 Welcome to Canada.
 What they were watching was spreadsheet-hell, a financial script she, Marshall, and Janice had been working on since before she was elected. If everything went as planned, and by the sound of it, it had, her shares and private funds were dancing around dozens of private and public banks and markets, including the Sol Union Reserve, United Lunar Colonies, Titania, Callisto, British Columbia, and the CCC's own federal reserve. It was very much like a ragtime piano roll, the paper scrolls they used on auto-player uprights in nightclubs and saloons. This piano roll, however, made votes. All you had to do was a bunch of obscure gobbledygook: short-sell permanent shares into local emergency reserves, launder the hell out of it, bring it back to rebuy temporary shares and your own permanent shares, and repeat the process several thousand times in the span of a four-minute rag, and...
 The cheering suddenly stopped, so Lydia played a 'dun-da-da' and broke the song, turning to look at the screen.
 There was a canned picture of a winking Lydia, smiling with a thumbs-up. Total shares: 3,655,891. Were the sales approved by British Columbia's CEO? Well, sure they were.
 She continued her song.
 As the numbers climbed exponentially, the bar watched in relative silence, only murmurs as everyone started to understand the implications of what was taking place. Lydia went round and round on her Capers until she felt a tap on her shoulder. She lightened up, and heard Marshall's voice in her ear, oddly calm, probably resigned, “I think it's done.”
 “Did you suspend the market?” she said, still playing. Conversation in the pub had restarted in soft-tones and whispers.
 “Yeah, but that doesn't mean the coast isn't going apeshit. Genevieve keeps calling us.”
 “I think she saw this coming. I dropped enough hints, so don't worry about it. She knows how to contain the fallout. Ignore her.”
 And what had happened was indeed in need of containment. She wrapped up the rag and turned back to the screen. One permanent share. 171,098,628 temporary shares, the photo ever-grinning with the same thumbs-up. Those shouldn't even exist. It was a silly number, and at this point it was a lot like a national bank just printing money by the spool, driving up inflation instantly. If they didn't suspend the market, normal British Columbian shares would be completely devalued in an instant, sending them into a complete meltdown. As it stood though, this level of legal 'fraud' probably wouldn't hurt anyone, at least for a day.
 Long enough.
 When Lydia stood, she had the attention of the room.
 From the bar, glass of liquor raised, Sandy shouted, “The governor is dead. Long live the queen.”
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 “Well, isn't this a surprise?” Lydia hoped she didn't sound maniacal, or creepy. “Who would have guessed that our crazy loophole national constitution would enable such dramatic and obvious fraud? I, for one, am humbled and shocked to have more temporary shares than the rest of my fellow British Columbians combined. What did that get me in votes? That's fifty-one percent, isn't it, Marshall?”
 “Yeah. To a decimal,” the lawyer said, studying a screen. His hand shook when he reached for his coffee. “You've locked-down all the sales. There won't be a counter-strike. You could keep it via delays for months or years. We're still legal, no injunctions.”
 Lydia looked dead into a camera and shook her head, a total 'can you believe this' smirk on her face. 
 “I think it's time to check in with the Board.” She parted the room again, and stood next to Kim, the woman with the two thousand once-valuable shares. She did not look amused. “Hello, Kim.”
 “Hello.” The woman shifted on her bar stool. She tugged on her blue suit jacket, and smoothed a stray brown hair over her ear. Lydia wasn't picking on her specifically, but:
 “I hope you're as uncomfortable as I am.” Lydia laughed.
 “Yeah, a bit.” Kim cleared her throat. “What are you doing?”
 “Excellent question.” The redhead ignored the camera and spoke only to Kim, not as a person, but as a concept. It was completely unfair, but it was hard to unwrite the last decade of her life experience, much less the two thousand years leading up to this. “Nothing bad, but I think we should all be uncomfortable. As citizens, we should be asking ourselves how a twenty-seven-year-old barfly just gained sole possession of British Columbia, and unilateral authority over the territory's constitution, much less its military. It didn't take long, did it?”
 “No.” Kim was blinking a lot. Any attempts at smiles were fleeting.
 “Do you trust me?”
 The woman grimaced and raised her hand, finger-and-thumb spread in an open pinch. “It was a lot easier twenty minutes ago.”
 Lydia reached over and patted Kim's shoulder. “I know, right? It's like, wow, this stranger's decisions, her voice has a lot more weight than yours. Up close and personal like this, it's totally humbling, like she's more powerful than you. If you think about it long enough, like say, for a decade or a lifetime, it really murders your sense of self-worth. You start to believe you actually are inferior. It'd be awesome our voices were equal, wouldn't it?”
 Kim's eyes narrowed. And that was completely heavy-handed, but something new did enter her expression, a hardening of the jaw, a deep swallow. It's ok, Kim, that's just the feeling of your privilege crumbling away. The sad fact was, even that level of sarcasm might get lost on part of the population, especially the more conservative Canadians and viewers from other nations.
 Fake smile, Lydia called over, “How many do we have now, Janice? More?”
 “Yeah, the networks picked it up. We went viral during the stunt. Eighty-nine percent of the Board. System-wide, two-point-three billion.”
 “Oh, I didn't realize we were still that popular.” Lydia turned to the camera and bowed. It wasn't often you had this size of an audience. She was way more confident than she'd been the last time, and dipped into PSA-mode: “Thanks for joining us. If you find any element of this conversation useful, please discuss it in your own nations and colonies. Obviously, we still have the capacity for progress, and humans can cause change. Use your voices!”
 “I'm using mine to buy the queen a beer,” Sandy yelled, just a couple spots down the bar top.
 As creepy as her name and introduction was, Lydia was warming up to the girl. Maybe she just had weird idealist parents, and maybe the zero shares was a satirical joke. Maybe the whole persona was a lie, but Lydia was already playing with the hottest of fires, and she was willing to do anything to make a point while she had the podium. She offered Kim a sort of wrinkled-mouth 'apology,' squeezed her shoulder, and walked over to Winnipeg to collect her new drink. Yay, booze. If she ever started to get really hammered, there was always Sob-rite and quality bar food to sober her up. She was fine with meds keeping her standing on a night like tonight.
 A familiar scent caught Lydia. A hand grabbed her own, stopping her mid-stride.
 She couldn't hide the feeling that came over her: eyes closed, a deep sigh, then a huge grin. It was no 'welcome back,' but when she turned to see Cassie staring straight at her, Christ, was that a relief. Her fiancee looked a bit peevish—it suddenly occurred to her that she'd probably noticed Sandy's rock star charisma as well. Lydia didn't play games, she wasn't flirting with the new beauty. No hesitation, she wrapped her love in the warmest hug she could, who-the-fuck-cares who was watching.
 The bar was dead silent as they stayed like that for a long minute.
 Lydia whispered, “I'm not forcing you, but can you do this with me? I need you. Not even joking, I really need you tonight.” The hug got tighter. The camera floated away, backwards, out of earshot, but Janice didn't point it at a random wall. Lydia tried to be ok with that, but no one should be forced to be this exposed. She'd done it to herself, but this was the absolute worst moment in their relationship to be on a video broadcast to two-point-three billion strangers. “I'm sorry, Cassie. I'm really so sorry.”
 “If this is what you are doing,” her voice was trembling, as were her hands, crying into her shoulder, “and if we are to be erased by my family, I would make them tear me away.”
 Oh, fuck this.
 Lydia cut off the sob that was welling inside her, waved the camera away, and dragged Cassie towards the liquor closet. They were forced to march through the stuffed bar room, and she felt every eye on them, and if possible, every viewer across the system, judging them. Fifty-one percent of the shares, they'd just have to deal with it. That was power.
 Slamming the door shut behind them, they more or less collapsed together, completely overwhelmed. It was a horrible feeling, and yet Lydia needed this so bad. Obviously, so did Cassie. The relief bubbled up soon after. The redhead started laughing in hiccups, still crying, ugly and snotty. She tried to process just what would actually happen if this went south. Her girl held on so tight, as if she was afraid Lydia would evaporate at any moment, like her grip was the only thing grounding them both. She just let herself be held, rocking Cassie.
 “I'm so sorry.” She couldn't think of another way to say it. “I'll take care of you. Stay with me. I can't do this without you.”
 “I am so afraid,” Cassie said, weeping, shuddering in her arms. “I don't want to die. I don't want it.” Not to diminish it, but this wasn't even the fifth time they'd had this sort of mixed-up conversation, this raw. To Lydia, it was like they were experiencing two different realities: hers was a very present world with obvious threats; she was always scared of one thing after another that was coming to get her. Death was pain. For Cassie, the threat was non-existence itself; she was utterly terrified of something completely undefinable. She was scared of oblivion. The person Lydia loved and respected the most had become as small as a human being could ever get, this terror. Every time Lydia came near it, even in comfort, she had to steady herself before it lashed out and gripped her as well. Cassie's words had become a rocking-back-and-forth chant, “I don't want to die. I don't want to die. I don't want to die.”
 Just hearing that, Lydia had come back around. That spark in her soul, probably the redheaded one, flared into an absolute fucking inferno. Fuck her family. Fuck them so hard for doing this to the kindest, most beautiful soul she'd ever met. Fuck 'interplanetary geopolitics' for forcing her to be born under enough stress to crack a diamond. Lydia didn't care about 'fixing' Cassie, she just wanted to protect her.
 It didn't matter what the cost was. She had the power to do it now, and they should be afraid, just as afraid as this woman in her arms. She had nukes. She had the codes. Lydia could set up legal, automatic contingencies. You better be fucking afraid, Alejandro. Wow, was she the wrong person for this job, but at least no one would be sending operatives to provoke her now. Obsessed with immortality, you decrepit, debased WALcos psychopaths? Want to torture your own daughter with oblivion?
 Lydia had oblivion.
 Fuck you.
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 There was a knock on the liquor closet's door. Lydia said, “Sure,” and Melody entered, her face just a wreck of sympathy, but without an edge; she had to be having a legendary night for her bar. It said as much about their friendship that she just let all of this happen, despite the risks and the very real need to just run a business.
 Cassie was cuddled on Lydia's lap, asleep, but she was still clutching on, breathing steady. The redhead's back was against a spare spot on the wall, across the way.
 “How's it going out there?” Lydia asked. “They burning my effigy yet?”
 “Not exactly.” Melody activated a hovering tray, a circle of purple light supporting it as she loaded it with various wines and spirits. “Janice never went to stand-by. Just like your Sandy Dunes song, it's a barroom discussion. She's hamming it up, conducting interviews. You'll probably want to get back on the air. Thirty-eight percent are ok with the concept of Queen Lydia, and I don't think that's what you're going for. Those numbers are going up. People are wondering what the referendums are, or if you were just faking them out during a power-grab.”
 Lydia nodded down to the heiress. “That's fine, just send it in whenever. Sorry, I can't get up.”
 Melody smiled. “I love you both like family. A lot of people do. Take care of each other. We'll take care of the rest.”
 “Hey. Mel.”
 “Hmm?” The bar owner turned back, half in and out of the room. It might be Lydia's only chance to ask a real adult this question and get an honest answer.
 “I cried on camera after using fraud to claim a nuclear territory. Did I just set women back two thousand years?”
 Melody smirked. “No, I think that mayor from Toronto did that. Just be sincere. That's what we're responding to.” She turned away again.
 “Hey, Mel?” Now the woman turned around, a little impatient. Lydia had a brief moment of fun acting like the jerk teenage daughter. “I'll pay you back for this.” She lifted the random bottle of wine she grabbed from the shelf, mostly full. Yay, for twist-off caps.
 “On the house,” the bar owner said, “Tonight might pay off my mortgage.”
 A minute later, the golfball wafted into the room. The door closed behind it. Lydia, from the floor, waved hello. She didn't look up.
 “I apologize for running out on you all like that.” She wasn't actually sorry at all, but whatever. She spoke in low tones, trusting the mic to pick it up, even if it was a whisper. Cassie still snored peacefully on her lap, and while the heavens may push or pull, Lydia wasn't going anywhere. She took a moment, smoothing the woman's hair. Sitting still wasn't the hard part. Figuring out how to play the next few minutes with nuance was pretty much make-or-break. Without Lillian's insight, she was sort of shooting blind, which usually meant it was time to be passive-aggressive. Lydia shared half a smile, whispering down to Cassie:
 “It would be really nice if we had an effective human rights organization, or an international court, or a federal constitution that would keep someone like me from hijacking an entire territory. It's really sort of charming that with all the bureaucracy and libraries full of law books, here we are, in 4127, having this conversation on a live broadcast. I declare myself Queen, and I declare myself Nothing.”
 She let that hover, breathing in and out.
 “Our first referendum begins now, under standard majority shareholder vote. The motion is to suspend majority shareholder voting and replace it with a single-citizen vote for the remainder of this session—twenty-four hours, twenty-four weeks, whatever—starting now.”
 Lydia kissed two fingers and pressed them to Cassie's lips.
 She hadn't looked at the camera once. Still whispering, “Fifty-one percent collected, the motion passes.”
 Now she looked up, straight into the camera, fresh mist in her eyes and a smile on her lips. “See, that wasn't so bad. For now, all our voices are equal. Really think about how that feels. Look at each other. Talk to each other: friends, strangers, husbands, and wives. Six shares to six-thousand, we're all the same.
 “And now, here's we're you come in. Each and every one of you. I don't presume to enter the debate, but as your CEO, I present referendum two. In order to draft a constitution that ensures equal representation, we will hold a vote for independent statehood, relieving ourselves of the CCC's federal muzzle. If we can't be equal under their law, we should leave their law. If the motion passes, we'll hold the vote today.”
 Lydia let it hang there a minute. She held herself back from sipping on the bottle. If this was a video clip for the history books, being a multi-ethnic expat in a liquor closet with her non-national inter-cultural fiancee asleep on her lap was open-minded enough. No reason to rub the Conservative-Cockface-Conglomerate's nose in it with the blatant substance abuse.
 “We're holding a vote to see if we'll hold a vote. You can check out the details on what we'd be sending down the pipes this month: a fresh election for an interim congress, compensation for your shareholder finances, Sol Union membership or not, term limits, and the annexation of Juneau. We have a detailed plan for a peaceful, organized transition.” Lydia tried not to sound too defensive, but she expected just about every question under the sun. And, indeed, hosting a secession vote didn't mean the CCC would actually let them go. The name-drop of Juneau was likely an aftershock as big as the original earthquake. Not many nationals even knew it was in play, much less the international community—the perks of being best friends with a princess. “Arbitrary decision, I give it three hours. Talk it over.”
 She stared down at Cassie's sleeping face, and just for a moment there, she felt it. She felt everything lift away. Lydia said, mostly to herself, “If you know what love is, then you know what respect and equality are. It's something you want to defend, and something you want to express. You live for that voice, you'd die for it, and anything else is unacceptable. Tyranny is inequity. Tyranny is silence.”
 A rousing chorus of cheers swelled in the bar. Good news? It died down just as fast. Lydia ignored it, taking in breath after breath, the strands of her lover's hair, the shape of her ears, her pulse against her legs. She'd never seen anything so beautiful in her entire life. Quiet tears, happy tears, she sang a lullaby, an ancient one she'd learned from Lillian, Brahms:
 

Sleepyhead, close your eyes,

I'm right here beside you.

I'll protect you from harm,

You will wake in my arms.
 

...Guardian angels are near,

So sleep on, with no fear.
 
 The little ball floated on.
 
 * * *
 
 A hard knocking woke Lydia up. She was totally disoriented and it took a minute to recognize where she was: still in the liquor closet, the abdicate-queen of British Columbia, and she had no idea how much time had passed. She was rather excited in her haze that she wasn't on fire, shot, blown up, or ready to be dropped down some hastily-made gallows. Cassie was still in her lap, and it had to have been an hour or two past her removal time. Someone had been watching over them if the woman's creepy superpower family had been looking for their creepy incest-wedding.
 Blinking focus into her eyes, Lydia noticed her golfball sitting black and silent on a shelf, taking the place of an empty wine bottle. It was comforting to know she wasn't being peeped on by three billion people during her nap.
 She was confident the details about her grip on the nukes had been vetted. Lydia certainly wasn't trying to hide her queen-piece. British Columbia's CEO would retain the codes, duh, that wasn't on the agenda right now. Hopefully the media ran with it so Io, Triton, Antarctica, and especially WALcos knew not to fuck with her. Just as important, she wanted her own citizens to know she had their back if some crazy shit happened and someone made a run at them. Someone also included President Spinolo from their neighbor, ye ol' Yukon. No, you don't get it invade BC with CCC troops as 'election monitors.' That was the tough part about spreading around your weapons of mass-destruction, you sickos.
 Again, the knock.
 “Fifteen minutes,” she called to the door, “let us get up.”
 Lydia shuffled her legs until Cassie began to stir. G'morning, my love, Helen of Troy.
 “Want to place a bet on what's going on?”
 The heiress' eyes flew wide open, then shifted a bit until finding herself safe. Her gaze shot straight up at Lydia. Cassie was usually pretty alert after an attack, as if she just needed a time-out. “You have done it?”
 “Well, I did something. I might have bought us a nuclear holocaust, or a couple decades of deliberation, if you want to nitpick. More likely, you just became Martha Washington in your sleep, you lazy bum. What am I supposed to do with you?”
 Cassie's eye's narrowed. The Latina sat up. “You would be Martha. I am a George.”
 “Yeah...no. You don't know anything about the United States anyway. You told me Georgia was in Asia.”
 “Estupido, it was! But not the same one.”
 “How does that even make sense?” Lydia pointed with the neck of the wine bottle before taking a swig and passing it over. “And don't think I forgot about Idaho. 'oh, they're totally simpatico.' They've been in their bunkers for three months!”
 “You bad-translate me and send thirteen crates of dead rabbits. How are they supposed to accept this threat? You never listen well.” Cassie took a deep chug and passed the bottle back.
 “You never listen at all. And now you're all like, 'Look how clever I am, California loves me,' like that's ammunition. Bullshit hillbilly pandering to moonshiners and banjo-rapers.”
 “You must be clever to rape a banjo, Bonita.” She lowered her brow, the barest hint of a smirk lifting a cheek.
 Hell yes, there it was.
 “I wouldn't know. I wasn't born in buttfuck Castliono, Argentina trading bananas for coke.” Lydia was just talking out her ass at this point.
 “Ah, I see what you are doing now. So transparent. You are a villain for this, and you should feel bad.” Cassie removed the bottle from Lydia's hand, and drew closer.
 “Who's going to punish me? You?”
 “I said I knew. This is foreplay.”
 Very astute observation, detective. And oh god, this kiss. No distance or distraction there. It burned just as hot as it always should. It tasted like a memory, bringing everything together in her body, her heart. Just another moment of pure completion and absolute joy and relief, nothing special. Lydia simply melted, a puddle around her lover's hands and feet.
 Moments later, just to be sure, she tossed Cassie's blouse over the golfball.
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The Redhead
 
 
 Hand-in-hand, they appeared from the liquor closet, flushed, but otherwise presentable. No missing buttons or anything. They hit the bathroom before returning to the bar floor, turning heads. Yeah, they probably reeked of sex. At least Cassie had a good glow about her now, though she was sure there would be some live-reporting from a nosy patriot blogger, telling BC (and Canada) just what they'd been up to. Tattletales. Speaking of which, she was surprised Anatali Station's ravenous press hadn't tracked them down yet, whatever time it was.
 The Sanctuary was still packed, and the wall clock said it was just after ten. It hadn't been three hours on the vote yet, though it was approaching five since they entered the bar. It'd be time for some space station 'fresh air' soon, whether that was advisable or not.
 Now within sight of their table and the bar top, the applause started. A bit obnoxious and feeling way too much like a slow clap scene in a movie, they gratefully let her pass, not forcing her to accept undue praise. She might be a performer, but stuff like that was embarrassing. She liked her adulation to be routed through the musician’s call and response: 'I do stuff, you clap, thank you, I do more.' At her shows, she never came back out to bow at the curtain call, never played an unscripted encore. She did force a smile and wave, in case anyone was recording. Back straight, Cassie squeezed her hand and smiled warmly. There was that light, the charm. It wasn't just the veneer.

Thank god. Welcome back, my love.
 She allowed herself a brief moment of optimism, at least until she saw who was seated at their table with Marshall and Janice. Lydia stopped dead, goosebumps rising on her skin.
 Next to Clint sat a ball of tight, fire-red curls. The hair was attached to a woman that looked nothing like Lydia, yet at one point they'd been confused as the same person. That person was a notorious vigilante from the Independent American Territories, The Redhead. Lydia wasn't sure how her bloodline had survived, but she looked like something out of a history book, full Irish with the white skin, freckles, ice-blue eyes, narrow nose, and thin lips. Those lips parted to reveal a smile far too natural for someone that had caused so much physical pain—sorry, justice—to humanity's worst kinds of people. In Lydia's society, they had a term for what this woman was: a serial killer. She murdered murderers, but sexual offenders got special treatment before they died. Clint and her husband, Trent, had kept the woman from butchering bad guys on the station, to which she expressed disappointment. Sometimes, there were still killings, but she'd paused on the torture. Mostly.
 “Hello, Sacha.” Lydia swallowed hard. They'd only met a few times, four or five. She avoided it when possible. Cassie, however, went in for a hug. Standing, the woman wore dark gray cargo pants, a wifebeater, sports bra, and a black-and-white keffiyeh scarf. She was the short side, but with a nimble frame and sinewed musculature that made Lydia feel like she was watching a stalking lioness. She didn't understand why, but her fiancee didn't seem scared of the beast underneath. It must have to do with their differing fears of mortality again, the specific threat versus the indescribable.
 “Cassandra, Lydia, it's good to be breathing!” Sacha's dialect was plain weird; it sure as hell wasn't Irish. No one knew where she was originally from, but Lillian gathered it was the south coast, (was it called Florgia now?) People down there didn't venture out much, so it was anyone's guess. The IAT made the isolationist Lunarians seem open and friendly, not that you could tell from Sacha's perky attitude. “It's such an exclating party. Conflagrations to Canadia.”
 “Thanks.” She tore her attention away from the monster; she was an ally that made Lydia uncomfortable, but she wasn't a threat. “What's the situation, Janice?” She asked the girl since shereckoned Marshall was still mad at her.
 “The vote went public after two minutes,” her lawyer said, concentrating on a screen. He seemed to be rolling with it now, so that was good. “Meaning the motion passed, easily, eighty-five percent in favor. BC wants to have this conversation at least. They're happy you asked, rather than shoving it down their throat. Your approval just hit eighty-three.”
 A pair of tiny arms wrapped Lydia's waist from behind. Since Cassie was still beside her: “Where have you been, young lady? I could have used the help.”
 “You had it covered,” Lillian said, giving her a sisterly squeeze before taking a seat beside Janice. The teen girls shared a glance, and it wasn't friendly. The rivals had been at it since Lydia met the. From what she could tell, it was all unspoken. No, Lillian did not have any friends her own age. “I was working on Juneau and the media, so no complaints from the queen, please.”
 “Yeah, about that. Where are they, outside?”
 “Well, there's some benefits to running a privately owned nation-state, you know.”
 True. Unlike the CCC and WALcos, the Anatali Corporation literally owned everything, and its citizens were more like customers with birth certificates. No government representation other than advocacy groups and where they chose to spend their credits. No taxation though, just fees. Not everyone was built to live in a benevolent dictatorship, so Anatali's free citizens were almost all people who've bought into the system, protected by the legalities of the Terms of Service, a social contract. Other than the lack of representation and media manipulation, Anatali's thousand-year human rights record was visionary and flawless.
 “With Melody's consent, we declared the Sanctuary a British Columbian embassy. There's an ASA security detail to deal with the lookie-loos and any political terrorists. Consider it a gift, and a handshake from my father. We're not having anything bad happen under our watch. That would look very bad.”
 That said, a new pair of customers entered to a chorus of cheers. Raised above the heads of the crowd, one carried the Maple Leaf flag, the old one with its red stripes. Holy shit, that was awesome. Lydia couldn't help it, she climbed on the church pew and raised a fist in a shout. Another sixty voices echoed her in literal screaming and hollering. Janice had her hands over her ears, but smiled, nodding along. The golfball was back in the air as well. The flagbearer marched a big circle around the bar, slowly, letting everyone touch the fabric. As it made its way around, people got quiet, then, in one moment, deathly quiet. Trying to see over people's heads, Lydia respected the silence until the flag stopped before her. Then she understood.
 Her breath caught in her throat.
 Sandy Dunes now carried it.
 The flag itself had dozens of dusty triangle creases in it. The stitching was intense, machined; the cotton was very heavy. This was a soldier's funeral flag. The bottom right corner had a small hole and splotches of dark against the red and white. She could believe this was an authentic relic, probably from Canada's massive civil war during the Second Dark Age. The winners had eventually become the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate.
 This was the losers' flag.
 This was a patriot's flag.
 Tears filled Lydia's eyes. Sandy just stared at her, calculating her reaction. The camera had been floating a full minute now, and she could see them locked-in on Melody's screen. She nodded and closed her eyes.
 She didn't start small, Lydia pulled it up from down deep. Before the first note ended, Sandy joined in; her pitch was higher, harmonizing. Maybe she really was a rock star. Her tone was beautiful, the style familiar, a lot like Lydia's. No one else joined in. The crowd probably didn't know the melody, much less the words. Her mom had taught it to her:
 

O Canada,

Our home and native land.

True patriot love in all thy sons command.

With glowing hearts we see thee rise,

The True North strong and free.
 
 Their secession vote was one level of protest, but not unheard of. Quebec held one every year, never passing. It was like a tradition there. These words, this imagery...this was the part that made the CCC's establishment uncomfortable. This was the part that could be argued as treason or sedition, a call to arms.
 

From far and wide,

O Canada, we stand on guard for thee.

God keep our land glorious and free.

O Canada, we stand on guard for thee,

O Canada, we stand on guard for thee.
 
 It sounded like a dirge. It felt uplifting. It cried like family.
 Lydia mouthed the words, 'thank you.'
 Sandy stared deep into her eyes, her jaw set.
 “Winnipeg says hello.”
 The girl reacted to the new look of recognition on Lydia's face.
 “Hello, Winnipeg.”
 Sandy smirked, hooted, then waved the flag high overhead, plenty of space for that in the Sanctuary. The bar cheered and raised their glasses, following Sandy and the Maple Leaf over to the piano. Her brother, her boyfriend, whoever he was, had set up a flag-stand, where Sandy placed the icon. She kissed it before throwing up one last fist and exiting the pub with her small entourage.
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Lillian Alaska
 
 
 Lydia played on Esmy again, this time quietly, reserved. She needed to sightread this time. The sheets on her comm-unit flipped pages for her. Bach again, keeping her mood, Suite no. 2. Just behind her stood Lillian, facing the floaty-ball, and holy shit, Lydia was getting nervous.
 This was turning into something far too big to control, and she felt it coming. Beautiful Helen of Troy watched from the table with their friends, enjoying a glass of red and typing a bit with one hand. Her family was probably outraged, and they did have legitimate beef, even if their daughter's defiance was more legitimate. They could petition Anatali to hand her over. She might be in an embassy at the moment, but it's not like she could spend the rest of her life here, unless she defected. That's not something passive, friendly nations like Anatali allowed for no reason. They could both run to the independent Moon, but The Moon didn't have a military—they were better equipped for asylum refugees, not high-profile political defectors.
 Some teen agent from Manitoba just declared solidarity with an ancient cause, Canadian liberty and patriotism. There were a lot of militias over there, trained fighters with guns, true extremists, and that wasn't the revolution Lydia was going for. British Columbia wasn't like that. If a single Canadian died over this, it would crush her. She didn't see eye-to-eye with them, or Saskatchewan, but she could now see the two territories, Newfoundland, and of course, Quebec, coming along for the ride if secession passed. They'd been pissed off for centuries, but the poorer territories hadn't the wealth to do anything about it. Maybe the answer really was national reform and asking Sandy to mind her own business. Lydia never asked them to get involved. She didn't want their blood on her hands.
 But it wasn't like she could change her mind now and cancel the vote; she'd already given up her authority—other than keeping the military and government running. She couldn't dominate the legislation until the session ended, and that required a majority popular vote.
 Fuck. Marshall was right. She'd opened a giant can of dicks.
 On top of it all, here was Lillian. The Anatali family's closest ally, Sol Union or not, was Canada. Obviously, national borders, like the one Alaska shared, meant a lot less in the FTLS age, but their third living heir should absolutely not be seen on screen during a rendition of O Canada, much less be standing next to a civil war era Maple Leaf flag. What the fuck were they doing?
 The princess had asked Lydia for the opportunity to speak. The answer was an obvious yes. Just then, a slight tick of doubt crossed her mind that instantly flared into brain-melting paranoia. This was her and Cassie's best friend, but they were all unarmed on a space station a light year from Earth surrounded by a regiment of security officers. She'd just thrown down the gauntlet and insulted said nation's oldest ally, an ally they needed, in front of a couple billion people. 
 Holy fuck, fuck, fuck, she was an idiot. Lydia stopped playing abruptly. She barely resisted her very healthy flight instinct. Grab Cassie and run. Now. Run. She stayed frozen like a rabbit. Lydia really was going to be seized, sent to Nova Scotia, and executed. She was surprisingly good at the domestic governing, but goddamn did she suck at strategy and the international side of all this.
 “Hello, British Columbia's Board of Directors. My name is Lillian Markova Anatali, second daughter of Alexander Vitaly Anatali, CEO of Anatali Corporation. I exist and speak for my nation with full authority and documentation.” Half the time she went into that introduction, the threat came right after. “I have just been made aware that for some of you, that flag and song have a special significance, so do not take my presence as an endorsement or opinion of the symbolism. I am not Canadian, or a historian, so I'm sure the nuance would be lost on me. Not my culture.”
 Ok...that was pretty vanilla. Lydia fiddled with the keys before flipping through her library on the holo-screen. The back of her head was on-camera—gotta look natural.
 “I'd like to congratulate you, and my personal friend, Governor Stamos, on your moderation when discussing such challenging topics. My family are enablers of peace, and as long as your discussion remains peaceful, the interplanetary community will have no cause for alarm. We realize that important, polarizing topics have entered your territory's, and your nation's dialogue, and we always hope for a productive consensus whether it comes from Mercury, our Moon, Titan, or our species' first extrasolar planet, Navarin. While we prefer not to comment, or interfere, in any nation's internal dialogue, this is obviously not the appropriate time to lay a long line of 'no comments.' That sort of passivity creates ambiguity and destabilization, so yes, I am making a statement, in full representation of Anatali Corporation and its subsidiaries.”
 Lydia kept up with the acting and found a song. She glanced over her shoulder. There it was. Lillian had a large holo-screen open under the hovering camera, a teleprompter. The pianist just read the next line. Whether the fifteen-year-old princess wrote it herself, or was being dictated to, she couldn't guess. With a wry smirk, Lydia put her fingers to ivory. Lillian seemed to be waiting on her. As much as she was in-effect talking to humanity, all the heads of states, all the media, the princess was very much talking only to British Columbia. Cool. Lydia began to play a spirited arrangement of 'Be Our Guest,' a nod to Lillian. She loved that stuff. Janice would be able to isolate the sound levels for the broadcast.
 “I'd first like to confirm that we no longer feel it is appropriate for Anatali Corporation to govern the Alaskan panhandle and its county seat, Juneau. Our polling, independently confirmed, has stated the majority its residents there are rather fond of British Columbia and they are confident, based on recent events, they would be well-managed under your authority as long as equal representation is offered to every non-felon of legal age.”
 Lydia's fingers bounced on the keys. She'd never heard it put that way before, and now it made total sense. The Jewel City, Juneau, might be more valuable and make more money as part of Yukon, but they'd trade tax breaks for true democracy, if democracy was available. They were a match made for marriage.
 “That's their words, not ours. We always respect the will of our citizens when land transfers occur, and while obviously there is competition between territories, independent or not, only a peaceful transition for our countrymen will be acceptable.”
 And just like that, her family dictated the terms. No civil war with Juneau as the prize. Lydia was more than a little envious of that much clout. She was just relieved it seemed to be moving in her direction.
 “When it comes to a vote for independent statehood, it has been said that you are minting a coin.” Eh? Who ever said that? “On one side is the will of the state to exist, be it private or public. The other side is the validation of your peers, other nations. That is legitimacy.”
 Crap. This was where she throws cold water on it all and the three-decade deliberation began. Lillian played it one hundred percent down the middle, zero liability, pure neutrality with a business deal thrown-in way down the line. All she had to say was 'time will tell.'
 “In understanding the spirit of my own neighbor, and reading the proposed mission of its government, there is no legal or ethical opposition we can lay against British Columbian independence. We invite you to join the interplanetary community as a sovereign nation.”
 Lydia's hands sort of mashed the keys before falling off. Swallowing, she turned on the bench to see the entire bar staring back at them, their expressions mostly confused. Invite? She caught a glimpse of Kim, eyebrows raised in total shock.
 “I appreciate the opportunity to address British Columbia's citizens, your Board of Directors, with friendship and our endorsement. I will, however, presume to suggest a short recess in this broadcast as your engineer is telling me Anatali Station's FTLS antenna is experiencing high volume feedback and this needs to be addressed.”
 Janice said nothing of the sort, but thanks for the catch, Princess. Putting her live on camera after that would have turned her into a stuttering mess. As it stood, Lillian bowed, Lydia smiled and held up a 'wait a minute' finger.
 The pub's monitor switched back to the Maple Leaf and Canadian Capers.
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Back in the closet
 
 
 There was no way to stop the democracy machine. When those three hours ended, the vote was validated and the secession vote went up automatically. Lydia would go back on in a few minutes, but she had some shit to sort out first, back in the liquor closet, no camera, staring down the pint sized catastrophe that was the platinum princess. Cassie inspected the wine racks, humming to herself.
 “That's Anatali's line? You could have warned me!”
 “I didn't know my line until that stuff with the flag. I had to write fast,” she said, grinning. There was something different in her expression, something the redhead hadn't seen before, and she'd seen a lot of Lillians.
 “You had to?”
 The girl squeezed her eyes in the smile, leaning forward for a secret, “I've been managing Alaska.” Lydia was sure she heard a 'tee hee' afterwards. It was the same as if she just confessed a crush on a boy, and he said yes. She was totally geeking-out. Maybe this was the 'real' Lillian. Even though all people had different facets and dimensions, she was like a disguise artist, putting on different masks as situations required, political or otherwise. It was hard to argue with the purity of her joy, except:
 “Since when?”
 “Six months!” She covered her mouth. Now it was like a prank. And no, Lydia wouldn't have guessed that. The Juneau sale had come out of nowhere though, and apparently those were the princess' fingerprints all along. “Since The Moon, I got really interested in Alaska, and all that stuff I said about the north coast. Then you got elected, and I kept bugging my dad about new alliances...”
 Lydia felt an aneurism coming—no, there it was, right over her left eye.
 “You pestered your dad until he got tired of hearing it, and he just handed you the birthplace of The New Age to shut you up?”
 “I know, right! But don't tell anyone. I'm not doing the reveal until Juneau goes through. I need the management credentials or people are going to totally freak!” She actually squeaked, fists against her chest. Now, finally, Lydia understood that Alex Anatali had given his daughter a car for her coming sweet sixteen. A car with tens of millions of passengers that were too poor to make it up on this exodus station. He'd given a fifteen-year-old a sovereign nation with over two thousand years of modern history.
 “Well, isn't that great?” Lydia hissed, incredulous. “Now all we need is to make Cassie CEO of WALcos and we'll have the whole fucking set!”
 “I know, right!” Ok. That settled it. This was the real Lillian. All her machinations, manipulations, and masks lead up to this: an ingenue princess playing international chess. Old-Lydia would have been completely disgusted at the games of the rich and powerful. It wasn't exactly a turn-on for governor-queen-activist-Lydia, but taking a deep breath, she was positive this was just raw enthusiasm, really raw, from the smartest person she'd ever met. Forget Marshall, forget Janice, forget Trent; Lillian was the pinnacle. As for her best friend's heart, well, she didn't want to piss her off, but even if she did, they'd make up later and no one would actually die.
 “And The Mission?” Lydia said, hand over her chest. Cassie was ignoring the conversation, nodding at a dusty blue bottle from the bottom shelf. She produced a wine-service from her clutch.
 “It's totally mine!”
 And now a little vomit crawled up Lydia's throat, but nothing she couldn't keep down. The floating mobile fortress had been created to end humanity's greatest war, but the war ended before it launched. The Mission currently kept vigil over the ruined city of Nome, but could be dispatched in hours to anywhere on Earth, or in a week, any body in the inner Sol System. To be fair, she trusted Lillian with the nation-killing doomsday weapon more than she trusted herself with nukes. Good for you, Lillian. Nice car.
 Cassie sat on the floor and took a drink, smiling, “Maravilloso,” she lifted it up to Lydia. The redhead sat and scooted close to her love. She'd picked out a cabernet, a quality one. Lillian joined them, reaching for the bottle to complete the round.
 “Sorry, Lily, you just surprised me is all. Congratulations, I mean it. I know you'll be a great manager. I haven't heard a single complaint from Fairbanks. Six months is really impressive, I would know. My people complain all the time.”
 “Eighty-three percent of them don't.” She stuck out her tongue. “Sorry to spring that invitation thing on you—I had to take an aggressive stance.” And that was a big problem. No leading nation invites someone else's 'property' to defect into independence, especially not their oldest ally. The language was just too strong, too soon, even Lydia knew that. That was war-talk. “I'm not worried about Whitehorse. I was sending a message to Santiago.”
 Cassie perked up, doing political head-math before looking at Lillian, jaw slightly agape. “It is decided that you are too good at this game. I am happy being on your side, my friend.” She reached over for a hug, a real one that went deep. She seemed grateful. Relieved. If British Columbia had Cassie's back, Anatali Corporation had theirs.
 Lydia could see Lillian's eyes close in true warmth, her own little moment of completion. Wow. It'd taken a year to get 'all of her,' but this was totally convincing, and utterly heartening. Sharing a big secret and being accepted, she was growing up right in front of them. You better believe Lydia wanted to be the best big sister ever. If only Lillian could make friends her own age to be a silly teenage girl with. Childhood didn't last long. Neither did adolescence. She didn't want her friend wasting those years with a bunch of moody drunks in a bar. There was enough time for that when she hit twenty.
 “It's getting late,” Lydia said, getting her own princess-hug. “I'm going to field some questions—I'd love it if you two joined me—but then I think we should get some sleep and do our big push in the morning. It's past Janice's bedtime anyway.”
 “Yes, Bonita.” God, she was beautiful. That smile. “You are wise to let the questions build, and answer in bursts. It keeps attention for boomba impact.” Cassie's hands exploded with her words. She talked with her hands a lot when trying to get her point across, in English or not. “You become good at this as well. I still think this happens easy, but we take nothing for granted.”
 “Cassie, what do you want us to do about your family?” Lillian asked, blunt. And by 'us' she either meant the Knights, ASA, or both. And by 'what do you want,' she meant literally everything was on the table, including detention, deportation, or 'disappeared.' Lydia was positive the princess was capable of signing off on death, she was simply too pragmatic not to. At this point, so was Lydia, she just had the pretense of fussing about it first.
 A bit of that terror crept up into the heiress as her neck tightened, but she tipped back the cabernet. “It is the same as it was. I cannot escape this man, even in violence. For him, that will not be the tactic he uses.” Lydia took her other hand. Cassie squeezed hard, her breath suddenly catching, then going ragged. “I cannot be trusted in his presence.”
 Goddamn it, not again. The Latina turned her head, it looked awkward, as if the muscles were super-tight. It looked painful. Heartbreaking, half of her face sagged in a frown. Her family doctor said she was fine. Lydia gripped harder, chest filled with sympathy and a crushing ache. She felt completely powerless, and furious, the same as every time this happened.
 “Do not let me alone with that man.” The words were a bit mumbled, slurred. “Promise on my life. Kill me first.”
 Ok. This asshole needed to die. This was torture and he wasn't even near her. They'd emotionally manipulated and abused her so much she couldn't even function at the thought of them.
 “What. The. Fuck.” Lillian said, mouth open, staring at Cassie in horror. Lydia had never heard the princess cuss, not once, no matter the mask.
 Suddenly afraid for her fiancee, she put her body between them, facing Cassie, protecting her like a child, from a child.“It's just panic attacks, Lily. Don't—”
 “Like hell it's panic attacks.” Lillian lurched forward, tearing the bottle out of her hand and pushing Lydia aside. Cassie choked on a sob, her body relaxing into what Lydia had seen a dozen times. She was usually ok in an hour or so, just like earlier. Lydia started to rub her lover's back.
 The princess gawked, looking to Lydia. She tried to ease the woman down. Her eyes shifted over Cassie's face, her neck, the way she held her arms. “She's been reconditioned. Badly. How long's this been going on?”
 “No, she hasn't been. That's what she's afraid of. She thinks that's why they're here.”
 Cassie's voice erupted into a wail. Her fists clenched over her eyes as she curled up on her side.
 “How many times!” Lillian shouted, no composure. She'd never seen her friend so frightened. “Stay with her!”
 Of course she would...Lydia was in a sudden shock, holding Cassie's balled fists. Lillian touched her hairclip, bringing up a holo-screen. She sprinted out of the liquor closet.
 All she could do was hold Cassie and whisper that lullaby, her prayer, totally terrified.
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The death of Cassandra Fitzgerald
 
 
 The EMT's arrived in under five minutes, service from Charity Seven, a hospital in District B. Melody had moved some bodies around, outside. Everyone watched in a dreadful silence as the sirens approached. The medics entered with a handful of rails and rods. The longest two framed her; shorter ones were slid under her neck, back, and knees in quick seconds. With a flare of blue, she floated up, completely supported as another man took her vitals with a net of pulsing, rapid, color-changing light. 
 Clint had Lydia in a bear hug from behind as she kicked in the air, screaming between sobs.
 Cassie was dying.
 They used other words for it, but that's what she heard before she lost all cognitive function, completely unable to process it, just like when she identified her father.
 They couldn't stabilize her; she was still moaning through the medication.
 They loaded her into the ambulance.
 It zipped straight up and away to the District's ceiling.
 She wasn't allowed to ride with. Too disruptive.
 They let Lillian ride with.
 Lots of people were watching.
 Melody was holding her and they were walking.
 They got into Clint's truck.
 They rose up in the elevator.
 Clint drove to Empyrean, the crown of the station. District A.
 It was a hospital. Charity One.
 The emergency room was busy. Lots of shouting. Lillian was waiting.
 Someone had cut her brain many times, they said, to make her behave.
 Lillian called The Moon.
 They were sending a special surgeon.
 They would be too slow.
 They asked for her consent.
 They let her sit beside the bed.
 She held her hand and cried.
 Everyone cried.
 She whispered, “I love you.”
 They stopped her brain.
 They stopped her breath.
 They stopped her heart.
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Pleiades
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Twelve
 
 
 After Lydia said goodbye, forever, she had been gently walked on shaking legs by Melody, Clint, and Lillian to a hospital consultation room.
 Seven years ago, she'd been forced to do the paperwork alone. They never tell you there's paperwork to fill out within minutes of losing the most important person in your life. It all happened so fast. She didn't get a chair last time. She'd had to do it in the same room, standing, looking just to the side to see the monitor on flatlines, a sheet over her father's face. They said his brain was dead and had asked for her consent. She had given it. After, there was silence, but it was broken by the laughter of nurses up the hall talking about their school children. Will you sign for this, Ma'am? Yes, I will sign anything you give me. There was a policeman last time that walked her home. She had been afraid of that man. He was kind.
 Here, there was a long boardroom table with a dozen chairs. By then, Trent, Sacha, and Marshall had arrived. They were talking to Lillian. They had tried to drive Janice home to bed, but the girl, outraged, insisted on coming and was on some kind of study drug to stay awake. She looked twitchy and red-eyed. Melody's husband, the cook, was closing the Sanctuary in place of the matron. The vote had been forgotten as completely insignificant. The vote was still going.
 Time was passing. Someone offered her a soda.
 They whispered to each other. Lydia drank the soda.
 The news had shocked and devastated Chile, Brazil, Peru, Colombia, Venezuela, the United Lunar Colonies, Anatali Station, and British Columbia. It represented a large chunk of human interest. A real princess had died. A very popular ambassador had died. Chilean Argentina, her birthplace, had united in a massive vigil. Lydia felt like she was eavesdropping. Lydia was comforted that Cassie was so loved.
 Speculations on the cause of the 'neurological incident' were running rampant on the network blogs and the mainstream media. People this young, wealthy, and politically visible didn't simply keel over, not ever. Most suggested the CCC had sent a warning. Fringe pundits blamed Lydia in god-knows-what convoluted logic: that she'd do anything for sympathy and her extremist agenda, even this. Sick. She wished she hadn't heard that. Lydia was too numb to respond.
 Janice, crying, forced herself to type into their network channel, 'it was not CCC 100% please do not nuke anyone. ffs need some time here at the fkin hospital -JW,' and that had been the only statement from their camp since this tragedy started two hours ago.
 Lydia didn't know anything medical about reconditioning other than the definition. It was personality or memory augmentation, just like it sounded. It was the death of the real, natural 'you,' personal oblivion, and it was universally considered a barbaric crime on par with 'torture via dismemberment or rape.' Execution was considered less insidious. It was still practiced widely in the shadows by Sol Union butchers and independent territories. Certain states used it liberally, but WALcos wasn't considered one of them. Horrifically, it appeared they'd do it to their own primary heirs.
 Lillian was talking now. Lydia had trouble hearing her and wished she would speak up.
 If Charity One released the autopsy, it would be utterly damning, a major international scandal. Chilean territories grew and distributed essential food to half the system. For now, WALcos made no claim to the remains, deferring legally to Lydia, and had no comment other than some bullshit press release about sudden grief and needing time to rally their family. Their caution actually legitimized Lydia's relationship to Cassie, something the family had always ignored. This week, there had been talk that they wouldn't recognize the wedding, even if performed in Chile.
 Waiting on a doctor, Lillian explained it in plain words, looking into Lydia's eyes. She listened, but didn't understand. Cassie's brain had failed; the stress she was under had aggravated tissue that probably never had time to heal completely from thousands of microscopic cuts. She had suffered inflammation, aneurisms, strokes, the works, followed by scarring and necrosis. When Lydia could actually form coherent sentences, she told everyone about her fiancee's mental health issues, and how they'd recently taken a turn for the worse. That confirmed it:
 Love had literally killed her.
 Lydia had killed her.
 That's not the words Lillian used. That's what she meant.
 There was no telling how many times Cassie had been reconditioned, but it sounded like they'd been forcing her to be a perfect daughter to her niece, and to respond to Alejandro, for a very long time. Cassie had no control over it, and every time she resisted, it caused 'events'. Some people were better suited for reconditioning than others. If she were only compliant, she'd likely be alive, albeit suicidally depressed like she was as a teen. And then Lydia accidentally entered her life a year ago. The resistance had grown even more intense. As fate tightened around Cassie's neck in recent weeks, so did the damage, compounding on itself, and now there had been multiple triggered events in one day. Overloaded, the circuit breaker flipped one final time; the master switch was off.
 Trent's well-groomed hand was on Sacha's shoulder; The Redhead seemed a breath away from flipping the fuck out. Fearing that they misunderstood, Lydia said something inappropriate, how Cassie hadn't been with a man when they met, so it wasn't like that with Alejandro, probably to the continued disappointment of her family. That was why this happened to her, why they cut into this beautiful, innocent woman's brain, over and over.
 That didn't help. Lydia started weeping again. Sacha's cheeks were cherry red, but she remained seated, almost vibrating. It seemed like she was waiting for something. Information?
 No. There we go. She picked up a chair and hurled it at the window before putting her fist through the drywall. The ground floor window cracked. There was a nice big hole in the wall. Lillian called off security and drew the curtains. Hands shaking, Sacha lit a cigarette, tears streaming down her freckled cheeks. Trent shook his head before leaning his wife in by the shoulder. Her tough expression completely collapsed, clutching his freshly pressed shirt.
 Yeah, that was Cassie's friend as well. Maybe the woman wasn't a psychopath who didn't feel human empathy. Maybe she was the polar opposite and felt a lot of everything. Lydia felt just as angry earlier, and just as crushed now, but at this moment she was drained, stunned, completely empty until the well of grief filled again. She wondered why they kept her here. Wasn't it a little soon to talk about politics and burial plans? This was taking too long. She wanted to be alone so bad she almost jumped through the cracked glass. She couldn't even stand. She was thirsty, but didn't have the words for it.
 Marshall was sitting beside her rather than another bastion of emotional support. She loved him, sure, but his expression was really cold, serious, and he was doing a pen-dance on his fingers, like he expected a lot of paper. People expressed things in different ways.
 The door finally opened and the first face that entered was half-a-surprise, orange-haired Alicia Humphries from Dome-Tycho on The Moon. Her jaw had been set, expression firm, but just seeing Lydia, her face wrinkled down to her razor-thin lips. Lydia found her legs. They collided. That well of grief was full again and running over. It didn't seem to take long.
 Behind her entered their old friend and Clint's younger brother, Leo. He looked the same after a year: short blond hair, spacer-pale, beautiful and modest and hands in his flight-crew pockets. Lillian shuffled in her seat before leaping out with arms outstretched, pitiful, human, in complete pain. He took the embrace warmly. Clint stood as well, not for a back-patting man-hug, but like real family would. Leo held Lydia and kissed her forehead. The kiss was kind of their thing. He handed her a silver flask that sloshed a little. He understood her. Thank you.
 Lydia recognized one of the last two to enter. The wonderful doctor was black-skinned man near middle age, Cassie's colleague and official ambassador from The Moon to her West American Alliance. All grouped together, Lydia understood. In a new partnership, pilot Leo was interning via his home nation to help The Moon with its nascent trade and tourism flights. Alicia was a personal friend, a sister. The doctor was a trusted voice and the obvious liaison to assist this visiting surgeon after a public tragedy.
 The last man was almost certainly the surgeon Lillian had called for, arriving over an hour too late. 6,000,000,000,000 miles in one hour. Most of that was probably gathering their staff, friends, and booting up the FTLS drive.
 Thanks for coming. Really.
 The surgeon was a massive man, almost seven feet tall and over three-hundred pounds, total gray-race, skin the color of nutmeg. His hand gently swallowed Lydia's. Stunning green eyes, an impossible shade of emerald. Mohammad Al-Rashid. Yeah, no clue. Oh, he was originally from Iapetus, an asylum citizen like a lot of their moon-friends. Great, he was an Artificial Lifeform.
 Time for that drink now. Even in her shame, no one cast her a sideways glace. Rum. She could smell it, but she couldn't taste it. Wow, she was all fucked up at the moment. She forgot why she was in this room. Oh, it's a hospital, that's right. Her dad just died, no wait, it was her wife that died. No wait, they weren't married, it just felt that way. Here was a giant, frightening bear of a man that had just traveled six trillion miles for nothing. Yes, thank you for coming, really.
 Twelve in the room. Eight were vigilante Knights. Three were independent Lunarians. One was an orphaned widow that would completely accept her own death in a moment. She didn't have the nerve to send any nukes anywhere, and never did.
 She would like to sign the papers now. Thank you.
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Blood Oath
 
 
 There was a buzz in Lydia's brain. She could feel it on her scalp, tickling hair just above her right ear. She knew you couldn't feel your brain, but it felt like it came from a bit deeper, inside. These people were talking, but the words didn't make any sense. Inside, however, she knew someone had said something important. Everyone was looking at her. They stopped talking. Now they were staring. Lydia looked at the polished boardroom table and moved her soda towards the edge of the table. Her hands were trembling. She wanted to throw up, but her stomach was too settled. She wanted to throw a chair, but she couldn't summon the rage.
 “Yes, I'm done with it. Thank you.”
 “Lydia,” Melody said, at her side. That was Melody's hand on hers. She was speaking slowly, “You are legally responsible for Cassie now. We can't make a decision without you.”
 “I-I don't know. We never talked about this.” Lydia's mouth was dry. People their age probably never thought much about burial or disposal. It was harder in space, not much for cemeteries. Cassie would probably want to be home. Would home be in Santiago, or Argentina? She didn't think Cassie would want a space burial, a coffin ejected into the black, too lonely. Cremation and scattered into the ocean was what Lydia had done for her father, but that's what Lydia wanted for herself. “We never talked about this. I-I think she'd want to be home, traditional.”
 And the well of grief was full. Half-a-moment's warning, she completely melted down, not remotely quiet, her voice adding a vocal wail to the tears. The table wasn't sturdy enough, she scooted back in her stupid rolling chair and became a full ball of pain. There were hands, and whispers, and soft voices, and suggestions she didn't understand.
 A voice, she couldn't tell if it was male or female, said, “Let me.”
 A pair of small hands gripped her wrists and tore her hands from her eyes. Through blobs, she saw a mane of white hair framing a tiny face. She stared Lydia straight into the eyes and shook her, shouting something that made no sense. It gave Lydia pause as she choked on her breath, her face a complete mess from eyes to nose, down to whatever was coming from her mouth.
 “We can get her back!” Lillian shouted, a full shout. “We can get her back, we just need consent,” the princess said softer, but the look in her eyes was a little wild, and completely honest, not someone playing a game.
 That still made zero sense to Lydia, but she reached out blindly for something for her face, going way down to clean herself up on her skirt, human and gross. Lillian handed her some tissues before she blew her nose. Good idea. She couldn't find a different word, “What?”
 “Listen, Lyds. Just listen to us. We can get her back. There's a chance.”
 It's not like reality came close to snapping into focus after the last two hours, but those words were a hard slap in the face, and they hurt just as much. Lydia wasn't sure she wanted them.
 “Please don't do this to me. I-I can't.”
 “That's why I called them, Lydia. We can.” Lillian looked into her eyes the way family would, with hope, and despair, and sadness, and something that felt sincere. “There's not a lot of time to start. We need you to listen, for Cassie.” 
 “That doesn't make any...She died,” Lydia said, staring at Lillian. “You told me she died.”
 The platinum princess got on her knees down in front of her, and held her hands. “I can't imagine what you're feeling right now, or what it was like suffering along with her the last year.” Lillian didn't look comfortable, not in her face, or the awkward way she was kneeling. Lydia moved to stand her up, but the girl pushed her back in her seat, a sort of desperation in her eyes. “If you couldn't hear me before, hear me now. We protected her.”
 Lydia just blinked, eyes shifting to everyone in her life. They watched with so many varied expressions it was meaningless.
 “Cassie was dying, Lydia. We asked you to let us try this. You said yes.”
 “Try what. Protection? I said yes?” And she was sure she agreed to anything anyone said, she just hoped they weren't going to butcher Cassie, not like those specimens they collected for research. They couldn't do that, making her into meat. She deserved better than that. The autopsy, she knew how they'd just lift up her beautiful head, saw off the skull and peel it away until all that remained of a human was a brain stem atop a neck, those soft shoulders, chest splayed open and guts in a bowl, the woman she loved more than anyone she'd ever met. Lydia squeezed her eyes. No, not her. “I take it back. Don't cut her anymore. Please don't. I-I know she'd want to help people, but I can't. Please—”
 “Lydia,” Lillian shook her knees again. “This is a special doctor. He can repair what they did to her. She's in a sort of stasis, almost like Ryan Shipley. The Lunarians know how to do this. You had to try.”
 “But he'll cut her.” Lydia looked over to the massive man, who was sitting beside the doctor, both men wearing far more sympathetic expressions than Lydia deserved. Somehow, that helped. That they weren't here to hurt Cassie. “They can bring her back?”
 Lillian stared into her eyes. There were tears in hers. “They can. They can try. We need your help though. Cassie needs your help.”

Ouch.
 Just like that, reality slammed back into her head with the force of a sledgehammer. Lydia's head might have jerked back a little. She certainly wasn't 'right in the head,' but her eyes focused, her ears heard things. She could feel these tiny hands gripping her own, and she remembered that Cassie existed, even though she didn't. It was a very weird feeling, and she didn't understand it.
 “She's dead,” she said, blinking.
 Lillian returned a sad smile. “Yes. The doctors stopped her brain and heart, and put her in passive stasis. They're feeding special blood through every vein, even though she's not breathing, her heart isn't beating, and most importantly—it's a good thing—they stopped her brain before there was no chance at all. Cassie has been dead for almost ninety minutes, but Doctor Al-Rashid can revive her.”
 “That's illegal. S-She wouldn't want that. I don't want that.”
 Resurrection was a capital crime in the Sol Union, mad-scientist stuff. They could indeed revive the dead, but those who came back were never the people who left. They were fucked up and violent. It was righteously outlawed three hundred years ago, and she wouldn't do that to a stranger, much less her own father, or fiancee.
 “I don't consent to that. No way.”
 Marshall nodded and beat his pen on the table twice, open, closed.
 The doctor whispered to the surgeon. It might have been paranoia, but Lillian stood and she could swear she heard, “She's back.” The other eight people in the room shifted in various states of tension and relief. That realization, as much as anything, told Lydia she was indeed 'back.' She had history or reason to trust everyone here implicitly, give or take a surgeon or serial killer.
 For Cassie, she would hear, or do anything, other than make her an experiment or a monster.
 Trying to demonstrate some understanding, she rose on shaking legs and hugged Lillian before gingerly sitting back in her chair. Marshall, nodding, handed her a glass of water. She said, “I'm sorry, can someone start from the top?”
 Trent popped up, as if he'd been waiting for the opportunity. He was an Anatali Corporation Research and Development Director, quite young in his field, Cassie's age. After a year of trying not to interact with him, she still understood his second profession would likely be 'professor,' since he seemed hell-bent on lecturing people, whether they wanted it or not. This was the rare case that Lydia invited the details. He would be talking to an audience of one.
 “I know you don't like me, Lydia, but you're going to have to trust me.” Trent squeezed his wife's shoulder before rounding the table.
 Never mind. Her filter was off. “Thanks for putting me on the defensive. What the hell?”
 Melody reached over and put a hand on her arm. “You'll want to hear it right. Hear it from him.”
 “I don't care about him. Lillian?”
 The princess raised a slow finger, pointed at Trent. His jaw was set, almost like his feelings were hurt. Lydia didn't care. She trusted Sacha more, and she was scared to death of her.
 The doctor stood up, waving Trent down. Yes, thank you. “When Ryan was shot, he died almost instantly. I prevented irreparable brain-death before you escaped The Moon. That was different, but similar.” Lydia remembered the moment well, though she hadn't understood he actually died-died. That's not what the news said. “Throughout history we've been blurring the line between life and death. Cryogenics and suspended animation don't work, but if you can catch a person before their body is gone, and prevent cellular death, they can come back.”
 “How is it different? Resurrection is wrong.”
 “Injury and death are on a spectrum,” the doctor said, now leaning into the table in front of her. He never broke eye-contact. “The resurrection you're talking about was the Yankee Experiment. They took a thousand people from the morgue, cold volunteers, warmed them up, and restarted their hearts.”
 Lydia knew that much. Chemistry could keep a heart going, or start them from scratch. The problem was—
 “There's no simple way to explain it, but when they rebooted brain-death, that was the problem. Not even half came back, and the ones who did were frightened, primal, and violent. They were animals on various levels of starting from scratch. They were not the people they were, and most could hardly be considered people.”
 Lydia was glad to be talking to him instead of Trent. She stared into his brown eyes. “Don't do that to her. Just don't.”
 “That was three hundred years ago when the Sol Union banned the exploration of this medicine.” The doctor didn't move. He stayed steady. “The Moon is not in the Sol Union. We never stopped.”
 Lydia's eyes shifted around the chamber. While no one hand their fists clenched in a go-go-go, apparently most of her friends, if not all, had bought into whatever this was about. She couldn't let go of the disgust eating away at the back of her mind. No, it wasn't disgust, it was fear. Disgust was based on fear.
 “Cassie was afraid of oblivion,” she said. “She was less afraid of death, she was scared of what they did to her, I guess, being transformed into something else, erasing the real her.” Lydia buckled down, forehead buried in her palms, but she tried to speak clearly, down to her lap. Melody had a hand on her back. “You just cut someone's brain and they're different. Bring them back from the dead and they're different. I knew a Cassie, and that's the Cassie I love. I know that sounds selfish.
 “I just want her to be alive, but if you bring her back, getting someone other than the Cassie I made that promise to would feel like I betrayed her. That's the Cassie I made the promise to. She's the one I want to protect.”
 Goddamn was this way too philosophical for her.
 “I can revive that Cassie, the one that passed, without the damage.”
 Lydia blinked down, looking at her legs before snapping her head up to Mohammed. Those were the first words he'd spoken beyond his name-only introduction.
 “That's a horrible thing to promise,” she said, because it wasn't true.
 “Life and death are on a spectrum,” Trent echoed, standing with force. He'd lost his cool. “That little boy died for The Moon and Mohammed brought him back, shattered spine, no heart, chest cavity completely emptied out. They protected him and brought him back...Alicia.”
 The sixteen-year-old looked very uncomfortable, especially since she didn't seem to understand the question. Lydia understood, and couldn't help but stare.
 “What's he like?” she said. “H-Have you seen him?”
 “He's Ryan,” Alicia gave an awkward smile, “I don't understand everything you said, I'm just happy to have my friend back. He's the same one that protected us. I mean, I'm not the same person I was a year ago, or when I woke up this morning, but I'm still me. Cassie is paused in time. Please let them bring her back.”
 She said that as if Lydia was the one standing in the way.
 And then it hit her, that she was the one standing in the way.
 Lydia was terrified of whatever this was. There were eleven other people in the room that just wanted her to say yes. Ask her yesterday if, 'the love of your life needs to be resurrected, is that ok?'
 They couldn't do that to Cassie. Lydia couldn't do that to Cassie.
 She was asking questions. Cassie would like that. She would try to use plain words.
 “I don't understand the hurry? If she's in some kind of stasis, I feel like I'm getting fast-talked and that makes me afraid for her. I won't do anything that would betray her, even this.” But yes, it had crept back into her mind that Cassie wasn't dead. She was just dead. How the fuck was she supposed to process that? This was too much. The hope in her soul would crush any doubt, except for the one that would make her lover a disturbed Frankenstein's Monster. She deserved better than the horrors that history and fiction offered to those who toyed with death. It was love that was holding her back. She'd keep it inside, but she found words:
 “It's love that's holding me back.” Her mouth was dry. She sipped some water. “I don't want her coming back as a monster that needs to be destroyed. Shit like this never ends well, and I can't do that to her. You all know this.”
 Trent's expression softened. So did Alicia's, Lillian's, Melody's, straight down the line.
 “Heart attack,” said a voice. It was Janice. She sounded uncommonly shy, the youngest in the room. Yeah, this was grown-up time, but Lydia easily considered the fourteen-year-old an adult, a peer. She'd earned it, more than once. “People sort-of die everyday, especially poor people like in our families, Lydia. My mom was dead ten minutes too long. They told us to quit. My dad made them keep going. We got her back, all of her. I think they're saying they made that ten minutes last a lot longer, like they can catch it. Like they did with Ryan. They can do it with Cassie.”
 “Is it true?” Lydia's eyes shifted between the doctor and the surgeon. She appreciated Mohammad’s patience. They'd all wore down her resistance, and her prejudice. Lydia's issue with Al-Rashid wasn't ethnic, it was biological. Artificial Lifeforms seriously sketched people out, uncanny valley territory. People quit producing them the moment they had been given equal rights to humans; this super-being had to be pushing four hundred years old. They were considered 'morally ambiguous,' but then again, that's what she'd heard about The Moon before she got to know them. She was willing to put all that aside if he was for real, AL or not.
 “It is true.” The big man remained seated, but leaned forward. “Would you like to know more?” His accent was Saturnian-Swiss like Alicia's, heavy on the 'E's, but a lot lighter, similar to her father's.
 Lydia nodded. She was ready to listen. She took another sip of rum. She could taste it this time.
 “This is both easier and harder than with Mister Shipley. Provided we can obtain her medical records detailing her reconditioning, Cassandra's prognosis is fair to excellent. I wouldn't give it a number, but I am confident, and that is no small thing.”
 “But that's going to be a huge problem, isn't it,” she said to the politically-minded faction of the group, Lillian, Trent, Marshall, and the doctor. And she knew more about WALcos than any of them. “The records.”
Something new bubbled up, and she a little surprised it had taken this long. No weeping this time, just tears. Her mouth opened and closed, but she had to say this out loud. She had to confess.
“They lied and I believed them. I let this happen to her. I saw she was sick and I let this happen. I didn't see the signs with my dad, but this time, I should have known better. It was obvious. It only took Lillian one glance, and I was with Cassie every day while she was suffering. I am so fucking naive, every time. I just believe what I want to. I believed she was ok because that's what they told her. Their doctors aren't going to help us. They won't give up the records—I-I should have—”
And there went her stomach. She swallowed down rum-flavored bile between coughs.
Bang, a loud clap startled Lydia. And again, bang!
It was Sacha, pointing at her with what could only be Trent's fancy shoe. 
She slapped the heel one more time on the table, making her jump. “You don't be petitioning this guilt, Starflower. It's no self-deceit to bear the love of your woman.” She dropped the shoe on the floor and flipped out a folding hunting knife, tick, a fat skinner with a wicked point. Lydia gasped as she promptly dug it into the meat of her own palm, jaw set. “This oath won't heal until the deceiver runs dry.”
Lydia stuttered, shocked and afraid, “She wouldn't want that. Stop.”
“It's too late to be saying. Her parturition was pure. The infidel who spoils the vestige will be judged by bayonet and fire, on my breath and blood.”
Holy fuck.
Lydia just gawked. Trent looked at peace, nodding solemnly before fully slicing his own hand with the same blade and mixing their blood, holding hands. They kissed in a sort of morbid tenderness that made the scene feel voyeuristic, nihilistic, and beautiful. She didn't understand these people at all, but she felt their energy. He hacked-off part of his fancy shirt for bandages, no hesitation.
 Meanwhile, Lillian had stood to accept a large folder of documents from a nurse at the door. It looked archaic, but the stack of digital paper would be distributed to dozens of departments as they were signed. Lawyer Marshall wasn't signing anything without spreading them out, reading thoroughly, and cross referencing them amongst each other, which he was already doing.
Lillian wrapped Lydia around the shoulders from behind. “I was there. That wasn't negligence, not a moment. That was the purest care, trust, and protection two people can share. We all understand that. Cassie understands that. You're not responsible for this, don't think that for a second. They did this to the both of you. And we're going to fix it, together.”
“Will you allow us the honor of bringing her home?” The doctor said.
 “They're not going to give us the records.” Lydia swallowed hard, all of this weighing way too heavy on her mind and heart. “What can we do without them?”
 “It's not an option,” The doctor folded his arms over his chest. “To isolate the problem locations, we need a baseline and the alterations. All we have is the aftermath. But if we start treatment now, the prognosis isn't on a curve, it's on a cliff. Rest tonight. It's less traumatic than with Ryan, we're fortunate to have time, but only days. Via political pressure, espionage, ransom, or underground dealings, her return depends on us. And it depends on you being rested, Lydia. I hear you're fond of lullabies. Keep singing them until she wakes up.”
 “You're implying consent,” Marshall said, eyeballing the room cautiously.
 Wow, she loved her lawyer.
 “Thank you,” Lydia said, rising to her feet. Melody, Clint, and Lillian half-stood, seeing if she needed support. She did, but she got hers with firm hands on shoulders, standing over Marshall and Janice. She kissed the girl on the cheek and whispered a 'thank you.' Her lawyer got one as well, completely chaste, no sideways glance from him or their network engineer. He did blush a little. She braced herself on princess Anatali and Leo before reaching a hand out to Sacha.
 The room shifted, nervous.
 Lydia now held that knife.
 She cut a firm line on her inner forearm, opening the scar she'd made a year ago with a bottlecap, a scar for Cassie. Lillian and Leo reacted; they'd been there the last time. She couldn't feel the pain. She extended her arm to The Redhead.
 Sacha stood and ripped off her bandage.
 There was a smile on her lips. They embraced, palm to forearm, mixing blood, the handshake soldiers used during The Dark Days, and a thousand years before that, pre-Renaissance. “We pledge no fealty to death, Starflower, Voice of Euterpe. We trade blood for anima. They will burn, and we will drink their ash in a cup of ruin.”
 “Here's hoping.” Lydia actually laughed, liking the look in Sacha's eyes. It was like she just earned acceptance as a peer. Shit, were they sudden sisters in her culture?
 It didn't take a moment for Lillian's clumsy hand to snatch the blade and prick her finger, just like a princess on a spinning-wheel. She poked her finger into them both, tap-tap, as if there was no exception. Ok. This wasn't the direction Lydia had wanted to take things, but she understood if Lillian wanted to affirm her commitment. This better not snowball or the room would be a bloody mess.
 Yeah...Fuck.
 Leo took the knife and it all went to crazyland. Janice was almost too eager. Clint smirked with a nod to his brother. Melody was quite casual about the nick on her shoulder. Alicia had her hands in her lap, incredibly demure before Leo turned the handle to her, far away, not as pressure, but as an invitation. The girl couldn't look any happier, pure joy, being included. And no, they weren't having Smearfest 4127, it was a given that the cut was enough as they hugged and smiled, caught up in the moment.
 The only three who abstained were the composed 'adults' in the room: the doctor, Mohammed, and Marshall.
 The doctor stood. Everyone fell quiet. “Please understand that I know what this means. And it means something dear to me. I would only do this for my own flesh, my wife and daughter.” The man, well-aware of what not to cut, lifted up his shirt and sliced just above his hip.
 Mohammad Al-Rashid had remained seated, watching, somewhere between serious and none-of-my-business. Now he stood, slow. His giant seven-foot frame seemed even larger, no matter how gentle his panda-bear demeanor. “In my culture, self-injury is a great crime. This doesn't matter if the injury is large or small.”
 Shit.
 Lydia had no idea what being an AL meant, culturally, other than her prejudice, scary stories about men ripping people in half with their bare hands. He gestured at Sacha. “In her culture it is obviously a great honor, a sacrifice to be shared. I have left my homeland. It would be my personal honor if you would allow me to be cut by your blade. But I cannot do it with my own hand. I will do my best for your wife, Lydia Stamos, as if she were my own blood.”
 “Thank you,” Lydia said, a small laugh, a tear shed, believing him to her core. And she understood what he was asking. She lifted the brutal skinning knife gently, no clenched fist, and approached him. He couldn't seem any larger, and as he offered his neck, he couldn't be any more vulnerable. She could see his pulse beat against his skin. 
 Lydia touched trembling fingers for aim and gave him a shaving cut, just below the chin. She drew the slightest bit of red blood, just like them. Lydia exhaled as if she'd just performed hours of neurosurgery on the love of her life. For what this solidarity represented, she just might have. Compelled, she lifted up her arm and pressed it to his neck, blood to blood, wrapping her other around in a hug. Not to dehumanize him, but it felt like hugging a sports mascot. She giggled when he hugged back, a brief lift. He chuckled in a deep bass. She liked Mohammed. He was human and heart.
 Marshall cleared his throat. Always on duty, he tapped his pen on the table, open closed, open closed.
“Yeah, I think we're good here,” Lydia said. Her spirit was soaring above the crushing fear and melancholy just below it. She was not alone, and neither was Cassie. “I consent.”
 Awkward, he reached out his hand and wriggled some fingers.
 Lydia handed him the knife. He pricked his thumb and smoothed some blood around with his finger.
 He pressed his thumb to a document. The entire array of electronic papers flared white before going blank.
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Everything burns
 
 
 Lydia woke on a hospital couch. Morning light filtered in through the frosted window. She hadn't asked what floor she was on. She could be on the ground floor, or way high up. She reached her arm over, same as she had every morning since they met, and touched her love. Sometimes it was on the hand, the leg, her lips, or childishly poking her perfect butt, but Lydia always touched something, just to make sure she was real. Lydia needed to know the best days of her life weren't an illusion or a drug-induced hallucination.
 Today was no exception. Today it meant more than anything.
 She touched warm fingers. She paid attention to one more than the others, one that wore an onyx engagement ring, set with a tiny pearl. Lydia wore a matching one. In a rush, she jumped off the couch. It wasn't graceful. She kissed her fiancee, hoping her eyes would flutter open like in a Lillian fairytale.
 Not a breath. Not a flicker.
Wherever the love of her life was, she wasn't in there.
That was ok. She would keep trying.
Lydia stopped weeping when the surgeon and Lillian had started to explain it. Sure, tears still fell after, but she hadn't wept since, and now, this morning, she would do whatever it took to bring her back.
Some nurse had given her a pamphlet on 'Physiotherapy for Comatose Patients.' Well, this wasn't exactly a coma, but Lydia studied the paper. Singing softly, she began with the hands.
 
* * *
 
Marshall had summoned her downstairs to the consultation room, full pot of hot coffee within reach. The cracked window let in the fake daylight. Janice was curled like a cat in the corner, blanket and pillow. Leo and Alicia were running around Empyrean together, happy gophers, taking care of clothing and food runs in loving humility, happy to help. Lydia couldn't be more grateful. They understood who this was for.
The doctor and Mohammed had been working through the night. Cassie was hooked up to two hoses and a helmet upstairs, where Lydia had been with her. Remotely, they had been stabilizing the hemorrhages and removing the blockages and scar tissue. They would go as far as they could without the records of her reconditioning, and they weren't holding back. Lydia was encouraged to talk to Cassie, sing to her, and help circulate her muscles. And to pray. Sometimes, people didn't seem to want to come back. If souls existed, maybe she was listening. Lydia was certain she was.
“Done yet?” Marshall said, back turned. His ears were red.
“Almost, can you zip me up?” It wasn't anything like a presidential suit, but it was a nice dress, blue, sleek, yet modest, knee-length and armless. It was one of the only things she bothered to keep on a hangar, rather than laying piled, wrinkled in the closet. There was a small grease stain (cheeseburger!) down towards the hem, but that wouldn't be on camera. Shame she didn't have shoes for it.
Marshall hawed a little bit. His hands were shaking as he fumbled with the tiny zipper; it started at the middle of her back.
“You got to pull the sides together. C'mon now, don't make me feel fatter than I am.”
“You're not fat at all. Stop that.” The zip went up. He patted between her shoulders. “You're stupid, sure, but not fat. Let me get a look at you.”
He stepped back, hands on his hips. Marshall was wearing an actual suit now, dark gray, cut well enough to flatter his slight frame. His eggshell blue tie had diagonal lines of silver. Rather dashing, and no, she wasn't getting any ideas. It was like pride in your little brother, 'get a girlfriend, please!' and he nodded at her in much the same way. “Mom's dress looks good on you. She'll be honored.”
“Remember to thank her again. And thanks.”
He did get awkward though.
“You sure you want to do this. With me?”
Lydia set her hands on his shoulders; they were the same height. “There's no one I trust more in the universe. You've always had my back. And it's my honor.”
“What are we going to say...about Cassie?”
“Low-yield fusion mine, Marshall.” Lydia straightened her dress and sat in a random chair. She took a deep drink out of a beer can, some shitty lager Leo always insisted on picking up. “We wouldn't be here without transparency, and we're not going to flip the script now. They deserve what they voted for, whatever the result. This was their choice, they're just going to have to live with it.”
“I love you,” Marshall shook his head, walking over to Janice. “To the end of the universe, Lydia. Let's set the whole thing on fire. It was all fucked anyway.”
“Wow, I love my lawyer.” She grinned and slammed down the rest of her beer. “Everything burns, no one dies.”
Janice started to stir, mumbling something about polyurethane and hardware conduits. Marshall had sent out the beacon. After Cassie, after the vote, after Juneau, he projected three billion viewers. Billion. Though they certainly low-balled last night's estimates.
He repeated, “Everything burns, no one dies.”
This was a storm.
She was not backing down.
For Cassie, she'd sail right into the hurricane, singing all the way.
Fuck you, universe, for even trying to take her away.
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Independence Day
 
 
Nearer my god, to thee. Nearer to thee.
Even though it's a cross that raises me, 

Still all my songs shall be nearer my god, to thee.
 
 Cassie could hear this. She was watching her every move, feeling every heartbeat. She'd never felt any closer to her love than since this morning. Whether Cassie remembered it or not, Lydia would feel just as close when she returned.
 
Or if on joyful wing, cleaving the sky, 

Sun, moon, and stars forgot, upwards I fly,
Still all my song shall be nearer my god, to thee.
 
 Her song ended in silence. No accompaniment, no applause. It was hardly vanity that had her open these things with a song. All along, whether they liked her politics or not, the polling said over ninety percent enjoyed it as opposed to nothing. It got their attention, and kept it. It was British Columbian church, and when she went to the hymnals it very much was. When she went for bawdy drinking anthems, not so much. Not that it stopped her.
 It certainly set a tone, and if someone else wanted to usurp her voice, they were welcome to try. Something of a trend, other Canadian territories had hired vocalists in recent months for far more formal press conferences. The magic just wasn't there. Lydia was certainly popular with people's children, and that was always good for a politician. Why else would they kiss babies? She was never as contrived—no babies to kiss.
 Lydia opened her eyes and stared into the golfball. It wasn't sadness in her eyes, and it wasn't joy. It was just how she was feeling. It was peace. The funeral song helped.
 “In pride, joy, and grief, I say hello.
 “During my night, your day, February 11, 4127, we citizens of British Columbia cast single votes, as individuals, for the first time in over a thousand years. Seventy-six percent of us decided that we should be an independent, sovereign nation, that each voice deserves to be heard equally. We decided there wasn't time to spend reforming thirteen territories when we could just focus on our own. We accepted that some of our flags are ok with the way things are, and that it's not our place to force sweeping reform upon our countrymen. I accept whatever responsibility for this in leadership, but it was your voices that were heard. Even though a tragedy has fallen on us in this time of joy, I am committed to seeing us peacefully transition into whatever it is we, as a people, decide.”
 Lillian had arrived just before she went live. The teleprompter was up, but she and Marshall seemed to be having an editing war over the text. It was distracting as hell, so Lydia was riffing on it like a cue card. It helped her transition, but it certainly wasn't dictating to her.
 “In case anyone was curious, my original shares from last year uncounted, the shareholder vote would have passed at ninety-three percent. I consider that to be notable, and telling. And now, in reply within this hour, I received a missive from President Spinolo, CEO of the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate and governor of our neighboring territory, Yukon.”
 Lydia started to stutter, her voice catching in her throat. The teleprompter was verbatim now. She pitched up a little, but said, clear and steady, “The document, authentic and sealed, reads: To our Canadian brothers and sisters, sons and daughters, the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate congratulates British Columbia on its self-expression. We understand your territory has been moving in a direction that is not in line with the ideals of our union. While this has been accelerating, it's been this way for quite some time. We do not feel it is appropriate to force British Columbia to remain part of this national union beyond the will of its populous. The Canadian Corporate Conglomerate does not oppose this voice and wishes their Canadian brothers and sisters, sons and daughters, to continue in our shared history, and to go in peace and friendship.”
 Well fuck, when she it put like that, Lydia almost felt like an asshole. Almost.
 Lillian had the CCC completely paralyzed. Anatali rarely, if ever, used its muscle and combined political capital, but this was one of those rare days that came along once a century. The CCC certainly couldn't oppose a deafening popular vote and Anatali's endorsement over their least productive territory. Lydia's budget reforms had destroyed British Columbia's profit margin. She put the money back into the hands of the people, and still compensated those investors who kept the engine running. Given her popularity and instability, who knew what she would do next. The CCC had cut off the cancer before it could spread. She was curious what Winnipeg would have to say about that, but first thing's first.
 Lydia smiled into the camera.
 She was channeling her mother. “I do believe we are legally and spiritually compelled to accept their gracious withdrawal of sovereignty. Congratulations, British Columbia. For the just the second time in 2300 years, we are an independent sovereign nation. And you have no federation or queen. We are all equal, and beholden to none.”
 Lydia paused for an imaginary applause break. If there were people watching at the bars, in homes, she could just feel it was time. She just let the silence hang with a smile. She gave it a ten-count.
 “I know this new taste of democracy has left us all thirsty for more, but it has been a long and trying day. As agreed to in the referendum, my cabinet will continue to operate the government with all the care, transparency, and legal trust we've had until this point. In two weeks, we will hold a nationwide election for a representative interim congress. We will draft a constitution to be put to referendum, your vote. The territory's existing judiciary will oversee all processes in good faith. Any point of outstanding conflict will be put to referendum.”
 Thank you, Marshall, for that teleprompter segment. At least she understood the words.
 “I trust we will face growing pains, as do all new nations, but I believe we're all on the same page, even those who did not vote for independence. We all want to see British Columbia prosper, and for our children and borders to remain safe. We need to hear your voices as well, all of them, forever more. We invite the interplanetary community and our neighbors to hold us accountable, and up to the standards that humanity has achieved up to this point. I am confident, however, that we will soon be acting in leadership alongside the spirit of our reformation.
 “We've made one friend already, the Canadian Corporate Conglomerate. We value this friendship and look forward to spending our credits in Calgary and Whitehorse. Hopefully, they feel just as welcome spending theirs in Vancouver. As far as another voice, it is my pleasure to reintroduce our friend, and newly declared Manager of our neighbor, the nation-state of Alaska, Lillian Markova Anatali.”
 Rather than stepping behind the princess and creating a media frenzy about how Anatali just created a puppet state, she accepted a hug, a cheek-kiss, and stood beside the girl. The height difference was very noticeable. The princess's dress didn't help. Lillian was wearing what resembled a wedding dress, all white with gold trim, lace shoulders down to her flat chest and a floorlength hoop skirt. Yes, that was their formal wear. It made the platinum blonde look like a ghostly pile of frozen yogurt. Poor thing, though she didn't seem to mind.
 Lillian bowed low at the waist before flipping her hair back. That wasn't even fair. No one should be that cute. She had no idea what Alaska thought of their new Manager. She had received a parade when she visited Fairbanks three months ago.
 “I'd first like echo our neighbors in congratulating British Columbia for taking a brave step forward to an independent future. I also recognize your spirit and voice, and respect its independence, purity, and intention. Citizens of British Columbia, and all of Canada, rest assured Anatali Corporation will make no attempt to undermine or direct your progress. We are curious how the experiment of democracy on our continent will guide your lives and influence ours.
 “I'd also like to confirm the sale and transfer of the Alaskan Panhandle and the metropolis of Juneau. I've just returned from privately addressing them, and I believe I can say they are overjoyed at being welcomed into your new nation. Tonight, the streets of Juneau have united in celebration. I encourage you to talk to these new citizens of British Columbia, all four million of them.”
 Lillian paused for another applause break, clapping silently into the camera, and she probably wasn't wrong.
 “It's also my honor and privilege to speak with other representatives of interplanetary state at this rather busy time. Interim President Stamos has deferred to me the pleasure of reading a short list of recognized nations that have endorsed British Columbian independence. She has not been briefed on this, I just received it.” The princess produced a small piece of paper, waving it before opening it like an awards document. While Lydia hadn't heard the rundown yet, but she was certain it'd be a complete mess, half the nations more than happy to undermine the CCC's large economy, the other half legitimate friends or would-be trading partners.
 “Canadian Corporate Conglomerate.” Yeah, they knew that.
 “Anatali Corporation.” Derp, yes.
 “Idaho.” Rabbit-land was probably still too afraid to say no. Lydia would have to remember to tell them they didn't want to forcibly annex Seattle. The dead ruins smelled like a sewer filled with sewers with a swamp on top. Still, that was all their geographic neighbors, which was awesome.
 “Colombia.” Interesting...
 “Venezuela.” Ok. The nature-loving central American nations were in the same alliance as—
 “WALcos.” Oh, fuck you people. Lydia hoped the camera wasn't on her face. And she knew exactly why they'd been playing nice since last night. That was fine, she half-expected it.
 “RuCon.” Korea? She hadn't spoken to the 'Powerhouse Peninsula' once, and she couldn't recall any motive they might have in wanting to weaken the CCC.
 “Gloria Heavy Industries.” Never mind, that made sense. The outer system Gloria colonies had probably petitioned their old homeland. She loved Gloria. All their citizens rocked at least. 'Long Live Gloria,' indeed.
 “United Lunar Colonies,” Yay, little sister! That warmed her heart with a grin. Lydia would sing for The Moon whenever they wanted. Their economy was changing too, but they had still sent Mohammed even though their budget was tight. He'd volunteered, but the flight wasn't cheap.
 “Io.” Lillian said that one just as steady, but Lydia didn't think anyone would actually want their statehood recognized by them. The aggressive, independent nation was most certainly trolling, hoping that the destabilization of Earth and the Sol Union continued.
 The princess paused and exhaled. Lydia glanced over to see her looking back, with a smile.
 “Gratis.”
 The choked-out laugh that escaped her mouth was likely heard by the three billion watching. Screw it. Lydia hugged Lillian, having to hold herself back from lifting and spinning a princess. Marshall and Janice laughed into their hands. Humanity's largest alliance, the Martian-based federal government Anatali and the CCC belonged to, had just endorsed their statehood. She had no intention of joining the Sol Union, but it was clear for humanity to see:
 British Columbia's independence was legit, through and through, without a shot fired.
 She didn't care what the politics were. She was sure they'd be pulled in ten different ways before they even elected a congress, but she didn't owe a single one of those nations anything. They were pandering to BC. And yes, representative democracy was very out of style, but humanity had learned a lot in the last four thousand years. Maybe they could get it right this time. Or maybe these nations were hoping to temper them before the populist movement got out of hand.
 See this, Mom? See this, Cassie?
 We did it.
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Marshall Cross, Attorney General
 
 
 “Thank you, Manager of Alaska, Madam Anatali, for your words and messages. Thank you to these nations of humanity for your confidence in this process. We promise not to disappoint your trust.”
 Now Lydia had to force back a 'tee hee' on camera. They really did need to take over WALcos to complete the set and scare the shit out of the world. They just had to move the narrative along a couple decades. Got to resurrect the dead first.
 “Now, before I bid farewell to my countrymen so we can celebrate and plan our future, I need to reintroduce another friend, born son of Juneau, graduate of famed Anatali University, and new citizen of British Columbia, Marshall Cross.”
 The teen walked over to the camera, beside Lydia. Lillian took a step backwards, clapping softly, before her hands returned to a clasp over her dress. Marshall didn't look stiff, nor did he seem relaxed. He looked professional, like a courtroom lawyer. She wasn't sure if or how many times he'd been in one. He was an academic, a paper-lawyer, and a damn good one.
 “I have been blessed to call myself a colleague of Interim President Stamos for a year now. Her visionary commitment to reform has inspired many, including myself. It's been my honor to aid her in council since before she visited The Moon on that historic trip, and to be a close witness as she shares her voice with British Columbia, the north coast, and humanity.
 “Now that I may legally accept the responsibility as a naturalized citizen, she has offered me the position of Attorney General in her cabinet, which I wish to accept. I will perform these same duties on behalf of her leadership, the spirit of my home, Juneau, and the heart of British Columbia. We will be a constitutional nation of law, and will always protect the rights of our citizens in equality, the majority and the minority. We all agree on this.”
 He didn’t pause for an applause break, but he did simmer down a little in emotion. No tears, but it was like a sound escaped his mouth that he hadn't expected. An eighteen-year-old attorney general. Yeah. That was her Canada. She wouldn't humiliate him with a hand on his shoulder, but damn, she wanted to support him like that. He stood up straight and stared into the golfball.
 “Under Article D9-971J Section 14, I use this public forum to declare crimes against humanity, against Cassandra Fitzgerald, friend of British Columbia, soon-to-be First Lady of our territory, and now, our nation.”
 Marshall let it hang. There was a beat to these things, and it was time for him to talk again. He let it hang another beat. No. It didn't feel awkward, it felt painful. He waited, then went right back into it.
 “The new nation of British Columbia requests a formal, independent inquiry as to why a primary heir of the WALcos corporation, daughter of Santiago, Chile, birth-daughter of Castilono, Argentina, was subjected to numerous, horrifying reconditionings, a capital crime as defined by the international law of humanity.”
 The International Court may seem slow and toothless in the outer system, but even independents could express grievance, and with this many viewers, it might not even matter. He stopped short of implicating WALcos directly, and if they gave up the records, they could drop the claim when it fell off the front page.
 “We publicly offer her imaging autopsy as evidence, but will not offer the remains, and will not subject her to a physical autopsy, as she is under passive stasis via independent Lunarian medicine. We seek her personal medical records to expedite her treatment. Our multinational staff is confident she can be revived, in good health, when the damage is repaired, if these records are supplied.”
 And that probably raised a lot of eyebrows, and would create a lot of controversy. Marshall had explained that the legalities of resurrection have become very gray, most of it depending on language, and that people would be very curious about the specifics of the modern usage. No one talked about this in public, certainly not with this level of frankness. The doctor had tried not to project an ulterior motive in his coming, but if this high-profile resurrection succeeded, it could save thousands of lives in the future if the science was shared and decriminalized. Lydia was still worried. The jury was out on if she would come back, much less be the same.
 The camera's eye rotated back to her.
 “My fiancee is dead,” Lydia said, tears welling in her eyes. No, she wouldn't let them fall. She would be strong for Cassie now. “Lots of people die. My family is dead. But Cassie has the chance a lot us of wish we've had with our own parents, wives, husbands, brothers, sisters, sons, daughters, and friends. A crime was committed against a good woman with a pure heart. She is innocent in this. I just want her back while the window is open. This is not a privilege of the rich, it's the privilege of medicine and a friendship with our sister, The Moon. I want her back so I can marry her, and spend the rest of my life on her arm. She's the smart one. She's the pretty one. She's the strong one. I want her back.”
 One tear ran down, but she didn't choke up or turn away. Her entire chest expanded in singer-glory, deep breath. “We've done an amazing thing today, British Columbia. Let's not put the torch down. We'll show them the power, purity, dysfunction, and unity of a democratic nation. With pride, I say good night, and joy be with you all.”
 She bowed at the waist.
 “Full cut.” Janice said from the other side of the table.
 “Whew,” Lydia blew out a voiceless breath, shaking her hands loose, clenching and unclenching them. Marshall and Lillian enveloped her in a group hug. Their teenaged engineer crawled under the long table to make it a foursome. 
 “BC is safe,” Lillian whispered, talking into her boob, “no matter what, it was a good thing. You're safe. Your people are free and safe. Thanks for not nuking Chile.”
 Lillian and Marshall got kisses on the cheek. Janice got a slightly smooshed-together peck on the lips that the teen promptly wiped off. Lydia jumped around, a bit like a prize-fighter, trying to keep her nerve. She was scared. “They are so not going to release Cassie's medical records.”
 “They are absolutely not going to release her medical records,” Marshall said, grabbing them both a beer from the cardboard case in the corner. Janice and Lillian both reached for them. He grabbed two more. “Why didn't you really call them out?”
 “Because they played nice, and I love my lawyer.” Lydia hopped her butt on the table, legs crossed. She cracked open her beer, another deep exhale. “We needed to show the system we had pluck, teeth, and intelligence. If I just fired off like a crazy bitch, we couldn't generate support or pressure from anyone. You just put them on the defensive and isolated them. Now we play rope-a-dope with their reply, quietly, while the media goes apeshit.”
 “But they're not going to release the records, even in private. It'll confirm their crimes, and they know you'll release it public.”
 “I would release it in a second.”
 “So why then...”
 “Because I don't need the records. Mohammad does. They just need to release it to the ULC, an independent body with the system's strictest privacy laws. They were allies when we met them.”
 Marshall tipped back his beer, eyes narrowed. “You might have a future in politics.”
 “I'm almost positive it's just like romance: whoever gives less of a fuck wins.”
 “What's that mean for Cassie?”
 Lydia raised her slightly crusty arm and pointed at the oath. No, she wouldn't let them stitch the cut. “Here's all the fucks I give about the consequences. She wins. Compared to those over-thinking geopolitical hacks, we all win. I'll die to make sure Cassie wins. They understand that I'm crazy for her, and that makes me smile. We knew this wasn't going to finish it, but now the pressure is on. They know we're serious, but they also know we understand the game. Next up is Trent.”
 “Yeah, that might take a little while.”
 That was ok. Lydia could wait.
 “Who wants shots?”
 No one raised a hand. Lydia rolled her eyes.
 “I'm going upstairs and kissing my wife. I'm changing out of Marshall's mom's dress and putting on my favorite coastal one-piece. I'm calling Leo and he's driving me back to the Sanctuary for blueberry pancakes, and whiskey-coffee, and piano under the flag of my nation. Who's coming with the President of British Columbia?”
 Three hands were raised, with smiles.
 Everyone liked pancakes. That was part of her platform.
 Much better.



 
 
~ 17 ~
 
Trap
 
 
 “I think you just got into Anatali Academy, Janice.” Lydia sat on Esmy, playing something contemporary from Titania. She couldn't wrap her brain around the lyrics, some sort of suicide anthem. The melody was quite pretty though. The teen saluted with a slice of pancake before bumping elbows with her rival, the princess, who smiled. Leo and Alicia seemed fine, heavens knew when their jet lag would set in. Add Marshall, and Lydia was the only person older than twenty. She was proud of them, but how she collected so many young voices was beyond her. Thus comes progress.
 But there was Melody, with a kiss on the cheek and a shoulder hug. She'd arrived with her husband a short while ago, nine AM, to let them in. In love and sarcasm, Lydia welcomed them back into Anatali Station's British Columbian embassy. There was still an armed ASA unit outside. Their rifles looked like they could down a tank, serious business.
 As breakfast ended, so entered Clint, chatting, escorting Sandy. Lydia took one look at the girl and felt something click in her brain. She didn't know what to do with it. Sandy must have had trouble at the checkpoint. The girl wore the same getup, but seemed far more subdued. She nodded first to the flag, then Lydia, then took the same seat on the bar and asked for the news. Yeah, there was no way to get out of this, she was being stalked.
 The kids were teaching Alicia how to play quarters with a bottle of vodka. They had access to Sob-rite, same as anyone. Clint joined them, and schooled them. He was picking on Lillian. Everyone was laughing.
 Lydia played on, moving onto a rag, Joplin's Maple Leaf. Alicia hooted and rushed over. Lydia stopped, and they restarted together in a duet. The tipsy kids circled them and danced like a bunch of silly bastards, god bless them. Was that Lillian and Janice holding hands in swing-pulls and boogies? Yes. All of that.
 “C'mon, moon-girl, here we go,” Lydia whispered, mostly to herself. As the song hit the climax, her hands fell dead on the keys.
 Shuddering, a cry filled her throat. Fuck. Fuck your shitty beer, Leo.
 Alicia rocked her with her shoulder and played on, quiet. The song changing into some completely different version in tempo and tone. Impossibly, she blended it mellow, soft fingers. Lydia sensed the teen nod-away their audience, even the Manager of Alaska.
 She fingered a breakdown, a head-first dive into some sort of jazz-run Lydia had never heard before. When her head came up from the water, it was dripping with lounge—fancy-pants Callisto. Where the hell did she learn that? Alicia would be ten times the pianist she was. That was art. Stunning.
 “I've experienced so much since we met, Lydia.”
 “Yeah, I can hear it.” Like it was her fault. She might be the gun's powder, or the trigger, or the finger, but it's not like Lydia had done this all on her own, especially now. “Do you even know how happy I am you're here? You're one of the best people I know.”
 “Play a song, Lydia. No audience. I'll play it with you, key to key. You taught me how.”
 “I'm sorry. I need some fresh air.” Lydia glanced at the bar, feeling eyes on her back.
 It was time to get this over with.
 
 * * *
 
 Lydia sat on the fork of a random power-lifter, head in her hands. There was more than one. They were parked in a row like at a motorcycle bar. Even this was too much. 'Me voy para vino.' It seemed like everything was a memory of Cassie and the memories they shared. The fear was too much, that she might not come back, or would come back wrong.
 “She's proud of you, you know.”
 Lydia's eye's snapped up to the voice. It was Sandy holding a rocks-glass of morning liquor and a lit cigarette. No way to get out of this. The girl, eighteen or nineteen, lifted up the bottom of her shirt to her perfect torso and spun in place. No hidden guns in her torn-up skinny jeans. At distance, Clint watched with his back against the wall, a cowboy pose. Thank you.
 Lydia relaxed, and held out her hand. It wasn't for the glass. She inhaled her first taste of tobacco in weeks. Sometimes she stole a puff of Cassie's cigarillo, but just that. Singers don't smoke. She didn't give it back.
 Morning in District C was weird. All around them were squat, silent manufacturing buildings, corrugated steel walls, sleepy smokestacks that would one day spew out water vapor. District C could make clay brick, plastics, steel, and glass. Privately-owned factories were already producing high-end electronics and textiles. In certain spots there were buildings that now vibrated with terrifying power, fusion reactors transforming hydrogen into helium, into lithium, into carbon, into iron, and far down the table, alchemy factories, whatever you needed, on-demand. More commonly, District C converted human waste, biological or garbage, as reusable elements, a sustainable station of thirty-six million occupants.
 “I've been up here almost a year, since we saw you.” Sandy climbed into the power lifter like she did it every day. Lydia moved to jump off, but Sandy waved her down, first handing her the glass, then rotating a finger. Lydia cast a glance at Clint, who did something like nod. Lydia found a seat on the back of the tines.
 This was going to suck. Hello, Winnipeg.
 Sandy said, “My mom sent me up here.”
 “Alone?” Lydia felt anxious. Last night, she'd been be afraid of Sandy Dunes, but there was something in her voice that had given her pause. No. It was her eyes. And then the old Canadian anthem. This was screaming the obvious. She needed confirmation.
 “No one's alone. Here, Lydia, tie yourself in. We're taking the tour, C-style. I want to show you something.” From inside, the girl threw her some kind of belt. The heavy fabric and metal device was probably meant to hold thousands of pounds in place. Lydia didn't weight that much. Straddling the fork, she was soon ten feet in the air, high enough to feel tall, but close enough to hear Sandy.
 This kidnapping attempt was so childish as to be idiotic. “We're just going for a ride. That ok with your guy?” Lydia looked back to Clint. He waved two-fingers, 'Bye now.'
 Here we go.
 As they silently cruised onto a District C thoroughfare, Lydia shouted into the wind, “I know this is a weird time to say this, but I don't exactly have a secret service.”
 “I know. President of British Columbia, a mother of my Canada, I could ram you into wall right now. You die, Cassie stays dead, and your movement collapses. What were you thinking?”
 “You didn't give me that flag for that. Take me higher. I'm here for the ride.”
 Tied in, Lydia went thirty feet up, and it was pretty damn scary. She laughed and tightened the harness. She tossed the glass.
 Blazing down District C, she might be stupid, but she'd be blind if she didn't recognize her own sister. It had taken a clear head, but that was one reveal no one had to spell out for her. It wasn't like this was random. She'd only been on Canadian broadcasting every day for a year. She knew if Mom was out there, she'd make contact eventually. Lydia had a lot of questions, but she really needed to get Sandy's pulse, if just to make her go away.
 Was Lydia worth driving into a wall at fifty miles an hour? Sure. Was this going to be that moment? Probably not.
 
 * * *
 
 Odd place to stop, Sandy had driven them to a work elevator straight down to District D. There was no hull or wall in this district, only an energy field separating them from the frozen void, the star ocean outside moving just below light speed. The stars weren't in glorious streaks of light, they just wiggled a bit if you paid attention, more nauseating than anything.
 There had been one real opportunity for Lydia to be the victim of some 'I hate you!' teenaged angst. As the power-lifter rolled to a stop, that moment had passed. She huffed a breath of relief, for Sandy's sake.
 And it had been a fun ride.
 The fork lowered and Lydia undid her belt.
 There was a whisper, and Sandy jumped, yelping, falling off the loader. A tiny hole smouldered in one of the loader's rails. Lydia couldn't guess what it meant, not that fast. Were they in position already? She looked behind them and heard the same sound. Looking back, there was another glowing hole between Sandy's feet. The girl's blue eyes were as wide as little moons.
 “Sacha?” Lydia pointed to a random spot on the ground, away from them both. Another whisper and another hole. Lydia threw a thumbs-up into the air and lifted what she assumed was her sister, standing. “You got anyone out there? I think my guys are better.”
 “Y-Yeah.” Sandy cut across her her neck a couple times. “Can I call them off? We're unarmed. I wanted to talk to you alone. I-I'm sorry, we're sort of scared of you all.”
 “You should be. I'm scared of them too.” Lydia didn't have communications open, she was just talking into the air. A year around Lillian and the Knights, and governing a territory, giving orders was starting to feel natural. “Sacha, let them retreat. Keep on me, please. We're not going to hurt you, Sandy. I get it, ok. If anything, we'd be protecting you.” Lydia wrinkled her mouth. “Sorry about this. Clint's had people tracking you since last night. And I dunno, you really seem to be forcing the conversation, so let's have one. I have no idea what your angle is.”
 Lydia pulled Leo's flask from a dress pocket. Seven ounces of fresh whiskey. Sandy nodded, trembling, looking as if she was in way over her head. She took a sip and handed it back. Lydia did the same before hopping on a tine, inviting Sandy onto the other one.
 The redhead's mind was running a million miles a second and yet slow as hell. She could guess everything, yet couldn't put any of it together.
 “Let's start with your birth name.”
 “Sandra Dunes.” She swallowed. “My father's name was Stamos.”
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Sandy Dunes
 
 
 “I guess that makes you eighteen now,” Lydia said. The girl nodded, her confidence slowly returning. The hair-shake helped. It seemed like her default, like she couldn't shut it off. Lydia was nine years her senior, and Sandy looked a lot more like her parents than she, herself, did. Redheaded recessive genes. “Mom was full-term when she disappeared. Is she still alive?”
 Sandy nodded, yes.

Well, fuck.
 “Did you know about us?”
 Yes, yes she did.
 “Did she remarry?”
 No.
 “I don't understand.” And how could she. “If she ran away, how...how could she leave me with him?”
 “You know I never met him, but I think they were both fucked up, Lydia.” Sandy pointed at her head. “I mean, look what she named me after. I don't know what you went though, with him, but I'm sorry for it.”
 That was a knife in the gut, really blunt, but she jumped to his defense. “He needed help! He was just confused, going through something. He was just sick. I talked to people, I stayed at the shelter. I...She should have taken me with. With you.”
 “She had to disappear, Lydia. I can see that in her eyes every time it comes up. He would have hurt us all.”
 “So she did abandon me. Bait. She was scared of him and left her own daughter to distract him.” Lydia hopped off the tine. She tried to walk it off, a hand behind her neck. “Your mother is a fucking coward.”
 “I-I don't think she—”
 “I was nine years old, I remember! They were both drunks, he got interested in me, and she vanished. No note, nothing. I talked about it. He got help. He was better after that. He was always better after that. He just wanted Mom back...I just wanted my mom back.”
 “I don't think she could come back after that, Lydia, I really don't.”
 “And after he died?”
 “She didn't know he died. I didn't. We didn't know until you showed up on our video feed. She is so proud of you, you have to belie—”
 “Then why isn't she here? Not a single call? Eighteen years, I thought she was dead.”
 “Pretty sure it's shame that's holding her back, Lydia. You've said that much.”
 “Then why are you here? What's your angle? I don't have any money.”
 That was the most hurtful thing she could say, and oh yes, she was going there. He'd been dead six years while Lydia was suffering in shelter-level poverty and hunger. Couldn't afford underwear or shoes, much less a decent meal. It'd taken every resource just to afford escape without prostitution. She didn't have a dime for these people. Sandy flinched as if she just got punched.
 “C-Canada.”
 Lydia reached out and grabbed her stupid trendy shirt and glared into her mother's eyes. “I don't care about fucking Canada. That saint with her skull split open means a hundred times more to me than your story, your flag, or your creepy birthright. In my country we protect our own. Fuck your mother.”
 And Lydia shoved her back, walking away. She wasn't making a lot of sense, but her feelings didn't make sense. She'd lived at the shelter on and off, and volunteered there for years. She knew how hard it was for a battered wife to leave her husband, to disappear so he'd never find her; she'd seen good women try and fail every day. But how could she leave Lydia behind like that? She'd been a good girl, or tried to be. What had she done wrong?
 She thought she had her family issues resolved by now. Guess you're never to be old to be fucked up about your parents.
 “Lydia!” The shout was followed by a whisper. A tiny smoking dot set the distance as the redhead marched away.
 “Lydia!” She heard the whisper-shot twice more. “Soeur!”
 And she was more or less tackled around the waist, to the ground. The psychopath sniper had stayed her trigger-finger. Lydia was crying and fighting the girl away, squirming, not punching. Sandy gripped hard, wrestling. She wouldn't let her escape.
 “I can't do this,” Lydia said. “Not with you.”
 “You don't even know me,” Sandy cried, face buried into her back, both of them on the ground. “But I've known about you since I was old enough to know anything. You're mine. You're my big sister.”

Fuck.
 Lydia pressed her forehead to District D's polycarbon floor and waved into the air.
 This was a dream atop a nightmare atop a twenty-year fantasy.
 “What do you want from me?” she said, breathing into the ground.
 “This. I just wanted this.” Sandy climbed to a red-faced kneel. “I wanted to say hello. Last night, I just wanted you to notice me, to know I existed. I wasn't supposed to.”
 Lydia's brow was furrowed, head shaking. “Of course I noticed you. But why weren't you supposed to? And what's with the entourage? These games? Why wait?”
 “It really looked like you were on our side, but apparently you're not on any side. We didn't know.”
 “Being honest here, I'm missing something, Sandy, er Sandra.”
 “I'm Sandy. My name wasn't creepy until your press conference, thanks.”
 And Mom had done everything but teach it to Lydia. The Rape of Sandy Dunes wasn't the kind of ballad you sang to your child. It also wasn't the sort of song you named your second daughter after.
 “I know you're lying about Canada,” Sandy continued. “There's a revolution coming, and somehow you're a symptom of it, and managed to escape it. We could use the leadership, or an endorsement, like Lillian Anatali gave you.”
 “A revolution with weapons? Yeah, I just have lawyers and heiresses. Violence isn't my thing. I am not sending kids to die. Ever. I'm only interested in getting Cassie back, so you can tell your beret-wearing militia-types not to expect a gunshot from British Columbia or Alaska. These are two different things.”
 “What comes after Cassie? Don't lie. Singing with me, taking the governorship, that press conference a year ago, you believe in a nation. You're a patriot, just like me. Like Mom. I don't think secession was your first option, or your last one. You're just getting started, so don't lie about Canada.”
 “My priorities have changed. I can't compromise for her. I'd set me and you on fire right now if it would bring her back. I want protect her, especially after I get her back.”
 “Isn't that why you hijacked British Columbia? Do you really think that'll be enough? I'm sure you understand if we're a little confused.”
 “You're confused? This is the worst day of my life.” Lydia stared at her sister, just a stupid concept she'd only imagined until she walked into the Sanctuary half a day ago. And now she'd gone from an orphan to Pleiades in a calendar year: seven sisters, by love, oath, or blood. And her mother was alive? She was lucky she wasn't on the station; she was liable to be shot.
 Lydia had considered angst, and wouldn't you know it, she was the embodiment of it, taking it out on her eighteen-year-old blood-sister. Deep breaths. “I'm sorry, Sandy. It's just a lot to process, today. You're not a bad part of it. It's just a lot, you know.”
 “Yeah.” She stared at her feet. “I'm sorry about Cassie. Anything I can do, I will. I like her a lot. I'd like having two sisters, if you'd let me help.”
 Another 'something' clicked then. A chess-piece moved.
 “You mean that?”
 “Absolutely,” Sandy nodded, completely sincere.
 Lydia considered her options, and Cassie. This might actually be for the best. It was an awkward minute of head-math and considerations. She found words:
 “How would you like a new job? I'm hiring. It's probably dangerous, and the pay sucks, but I hear the coworkers are cool, once you get to know them.”
 Lydia wasn't taking this for granted, as if it sprang up out of nowhere. This was a very real product of a lifetime of events. This was also the least surprising-surprise that had happened all day. It was a weird morning where meeting your eighteen-year-old sister, the one your mom had in her belly she disappeared, the one you hoped was out there when you dared to fantasize...that meeting her was less surprising than becoming the interim president of newly independent British Columbia and signing a blood oath to resurrect your dead fiancee.
 It was just that kind of day.
 Sandy didn't think too hard about the job offer.
 “When do I start?”
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Sisters
 
 
 Lydia re-entered the Sanctuary, hand-in-hand with Sandy, just to demonstrate where they stood. Don't mess with Sandy, anyone. Clint and Sacha were right behind them.
 “Fast rebound there, Lyds.” Lillian was obviously drunk, playing cards with Leo, Janice, and Marshall.
 “Sister.” She pointed one finger over. Sandy had her rock star aura back, breaking off and shagging up her hair. 
 “Right...how many you need?” The princess glowered. Lydia might be mistaken, but, was this jealousy?
 Yeah, there was only one way to deal with this. The President of British Columbia crawled onto the church pew and gathered the Manager of Alaska's face in her hands. Smooshed cheeks. Mwah, one wet kiss. Mwah, the other side. And a heavy hug around the shoulders. The girl giggled, hugging back hard. She hiccupped. “I love you so much.”
 “Lil, you'll always be my best sister.”
 “I better be, you slut.”
 Want to play it that way? Fine.
 Lydia shoved the tiny girl's face into her armpit. She stood her up and walked her backwards to the bar. Time to get this one some Sob-rite. It wasn't even noon.
 The lunch-time crowd was light and chatty. The station's news was on, tuned into coverage of all things Alaskan and British Columbian. It would be pretty darn relevant to a lot of people on board, for the families they left behind, or simple national interest. The pundits weren't completely flattering. The fact Lydia was being rewarded for her exploitation of those loopholes had troubled many political scientists. It should.
 Lydia's defense had always been transparency and 'I know, right! This is really bad, stop it!' which usually deflected the worst criticisms about her. They could call her irresponsible, but never corrupt. Some old guy said she was the most effective and aggressive activist he could ever recall. Damn straight. And she may not say everything she had on her mind—she wasn't an ivory-tower intellectual that rattled off essays—but she did use music to fill the gaps. At least they knew her heart, even if they didn't always agree with her actions. Maybe Sandy was right, and this was just the beginning. As long as no shots were fired.
 Everything burns, no one dies.
 They stopped short of questioning Lillian's credibility as Alaska's Manager, but they did take issue with the timing. The girl's level of accountability and pool of advisers went a lot deeper than Lydia's, so no one was afraid she'd wreck the proud nation-state of Alaska. Many were hailing the move as proper grooming for bigger things to come. Anatali made so few splashy decisions, the sale of Juneau and its move behind BC had made a couple pundits positively giddy.
 And there was deep sympathy about Cassie. Candlelit demonstrations in Argentina were being broadcast. They wanted Santiago to release the medical records. WALcos had denied any responsibility for the reconditionings and had released nothing. The fact Cassie was a modified woman was common knowledge. They claimed that revealing her records would compromise the genetic propriety of their primary bloodline. That was to be expected, but not everyone was buying it.
 Confusion about the nature of the resurrection was running wild. She would remember to ask the doctor to make an official statement when he and Mohammed were done for the day. He probably wanted to spread the details anyway, in his own interest.
 Lillian sobered up fast. Lydia bought her another shot. Sob-rite was a mean bastard without a chaser, even if the nanobots didn't leave a hangover. An extra nip and it all evened out.
 Janice and Marshall seemed to be distracted, sharing a large holo-screen. A big eyebrow raiser was Leo and Alicia making lovey-eyes at each other over a small lunch, touching fingers above, and below the table. For all she knew, they were in a relationship. Leo had spent almost a full year near The Moon. Lydia cast a nervous glance to her side.
 Lillian wouldn't look behind her. She was hunched on the counter like some withered barfly pixie. Crap. As if the girl didn't have enough self-image issues, she didn't need unrequited love stacked upon it. Poor dear. Gotta grow up sometime.
 “You ok with them?” Lydia just came right out and asked.
 “Yeah,” she was drinking coffee now, “they look good together. It's age appropriate, class appropriate. It's totally appropriate.”
 “Have you ever told him?”
 “Nope.” She tried to recompose herself after her drunken antics. She smoothed her hair, and the Academy uniform she insisted on wearing even when school was out. She tightened up her thigh-highs. “I'm just a weird kid sister to him. I get that. I can be a dozen different people, and he doesn't see any one of them as a woman. It doesn't matter if I'm nice, or mean, or running a nation, or acting like a giggling drunk. I get it. Nothing works.”
 “He's just a cute slice of milquetoast, Lily. I don't see the chemistry. You can do way better. Something with a spark.” And she loved Leo, a lot, this was just talk for her friend.
 “At least you got to kiss him.” Lillian shifted on the stool, uncomfortable.
 “Melody. Can we get a round?” Yeah, it might take more than one dose of Sob-rite today. Lydia needed a beer. She ordered Lillian's favorite mead. The princess loved the smell. Lydia didn't view these moments as insignificant or distracting. Her friends deserved the same attention and support they'd been giving Lydia. It was love. Everyone in the Sanctuary gave them their space. Sandy was smoking a cigarette way down the bar top, watching the news feed.
 Drinks in front of them, Lydia said, “It was that night on The Moon, wasn't it?”
 “Yup.” Lillian huffed her drink, the way she normally did a few minutes before taking a sip. No smile this time, no pleasure. “I can't get his smell out of my head, Lydia. I feel gross.”
 Lydia did a little mental gymnastics, just to keep up.
 “Did he...”
 “Nope.” Now she took a drink, a deep one.
 Lydia couldn't help but exhale, a heavy sigh. “I didn't have a mom when I was your age. I had to learn it all from the network, lots of trial and error. Your mom, do you ever talk about stuff with her?”
 This was a very hands-off topic between them. Lydia never asked the princess about her family, and Lillian offered nothing. She always side-stepped when poked and just seemed uncomfortable when talking about home. Lydia could relate, she just hoped it wasn't in the same way.
 “Mother is in Fairbanks. She told me everything before I left. It really doesn't help until you live it.”
 “No. No it doesn't.” Lydia sipped her ale. “I'm not your mother though. I'm your sister. Anything you want to ask? I'm as honest as anyone.”
 Lillian cast a sideways glance. “Why does it have to hurt?”
 “Grand conspiracy, obviously.” She smiled. So did the blonde.
 “I mean, no, you don't have to worry about me, Lydia. I know I could call up some guys in the dorms and I know what they'd want to do, but there's something about not getting that guy. The one you want, you know?”
 “Oh, I know all about that. That was my whole life until I was twenty-six.”
 “Until you met Cassie.”
 “Yeah.” Lydia didn't get sad. She felt warm. “And believe it, I never thought it would happen. Not for real. But out of nowhere, it does happen. It was terrible before. You'd be so grossed out by my ex's.”
 “Correction, I am completely grossed out by your ex's. I read The Unauthorized Biography of Governor Stamos.” Lillian laughed.
 “Ew, I have a real biography?”
 “You'll probably get a statue too, Lyds. Wrap your brain around that.” Lillian went from chugging to sipping. Her mood was improving. Yay. “I don't know, maybe I'm into girls too.”
 Lydia raised an eyebrow. “You are so straight.”
 “No way, women are totally sexy.” And the princess did a curvy dance with her hands and body, lips pursed. Yes, sexuality was on a spectrum, but Lillian was pretty darn obvious, and that feigned interest was just sad.
 “So straight.” The redhead laughed. “But what about Marshall. He'd be a great boyfriend.”
 “You're trying to hook me up with Marshall?” she said a bit loud. The lawyer's head snapped up as if he'd been in another world. Lydia grimaced over her shoulder and waved. Janice glared death at them both.
 “Yeah, that won't work. What about Clint?”
 “Gross! Old!” Lillian looked horrified. And there it was, the laugh after.
 “Your, um, roommate?” And that did make Lydia a bit uncomfortable. She was fifteen now. For all she knew, Lillian and her Leo-aged roommate had a casual physical relationship. It's what she'd expect from raging-hormone teenagers living together a year. There were certainly enough rumors and gossip. Lydia just hoped he wasn't taking advantage of her. She had shelter-radar for abused kids, but she couldn't trust it totally—it was good to ask.
 Lillian shook her head. It was a different level of 'not on the table.' Lydia had met Trent's brother exactly once. He wasn't a mouth-breathing creeper, but he was reclusive. He had the vibe of a serial killer not named Sacha. Quiet intensity.
 “I think Calvin has PTSD from Nome or something. He's not present, if you get my meaning. Good guy, nice and quiet, but all he does is sleep and moon over his ex. It's like owning a cat.”
 “Cats, baggage, meh...” Lydia was halfway down her glass. “So, where are we going to find you a guy, Lily? I should write you a personal ad and broadcast it. There has to be one smart, sexy, single, non-creepy guy in three nations.” 
 Lillian dropped her tone to a whisper. “If you find him, let me know. I'm starting to stress over it. I don't know if it's hormones, but it makes me feel crazy. Just being in the same room with Leo makes me...anxious.” She squirmed on the stool again, blushing a deep red.
 “Yeah. That sounds about right.” Lydia would have big-sister time any day of the week. She looked away as if she was distracted. Casually, she dropped in, “It's ok to touch yourself, you know. Everyone does it; adults do.” She really wished she'd had someone in her life to help sort it out back then. Fuck being fifteen. Anything is better than being ashamed of your body. “It'll help. I didn't have a boyfriend until I was eighteen and I was anxious all the time. Still am. No big deal.”
 Lillian seemed a little embarrassed, but not mortified. At this rate, Lydia would be sending the princess an anonymous vibrator.
 She looked over her shoulder. Shit. Leo and Alicia were kissing. Not full-on making out, but goddamn. And they did look good together. It was tender. She was happy for her friends, but neither of them knew what it was doing to Lillian. The princess gets Alaska, a cold six trillion miles away. Alicia gets the guy, his lips warm on hers. Guess you can't have it all.
 “Let's get out of here.”
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Trial by fire
 
 
 “They don't need me,” Lillian pleaded. In most situations, she was the assertive one, but when it came to Cassie, it was given that Lydia had the last word. “You can't go there alone, she'll eat you alive.”
 “At least let me come with,” Marshall said. “Just to be your no-man. I don't want you making waves if I can take the heat instead.” And yeah, that was the good part about council. If the guy sitting beside you says no, you don't have to say it yourself. The politics stay nice.
 “No Knights,” Lydia said, firm. “If she sees one of you, there won't be a talk, much less a deal. And give me some credit, Lillian. I managed to free British Columbia from a thousand years of corporate ownership. And I won't be alone. I have my sister with me.” There was a little elbow and wink. Sandy didn't look comfortable at all. She was surrounded by Knights and while they didn't wear name tags, apparently she was aware of who they were, and how many more were out there. Membership fluctuated, but it was either four hundred or four thousand depending on who you asked. Maybe ten thousand. Other than the leadership core, it was nebulous and free-flowing.
 Just to run it down in her head, Lydia had access to British Columbia's self-defense forces including a trained air division, navy, a modest space fleet, and nearly a hundred nuclear delivery devices. Via friendship, she had access to Alaska's apocalypse-tier military and the fabled mobile fortress, The Mission. She had access to a volunteer army of hundreds of highly skilled vigilantes, be they technical, detective-types, or martial. They wouldn't give their lives for her or Cassie, but she wasn't asking for lives, not from anyone. She had access to the station's own security agency, and they were standing guard outside, looking bored. Lydia had access to Melody's family, who engaged with a crime syndicate that specialized in smuggling, but nothing involving sex or pharmaceuticals, they focused on arms, alcohol, and technology.
 With all of that, she felt rather comfortable on the station and her current plan. Bunch of worrywarts. It was also a little humiliating that after all of that muscle, she still had to go outside to ask for help. Sit back in an office and let the resurrection-machine run? That's not how things worked, not today. Cassie needed more options than press conferences and computer hackers.
 Sacha stepped forward and offered Lydia a small pistol. “It's for making blood, when it needs to be made.”
 Lydia looked at the thing and laughed, hands up, “I don't even know which end to point it. And trust me, I think being unarmed protects me a lot better than packing heat.” Also, she probably would have nowhere to put the thing in her next dress, no bra, no underwear. Lydia hadn't carried identification for months. Marshall had her comm unit. Cassie took care of her money.
 “Damn it, Lydia. Fine.” Lillian touched her hairclip and started to walk away. “Give me a minute to cut some red tape. New girl, how many you got?”
 Sandy's eyes widened. “F-Four, including me. Without Lydia.”
 “So, it's four?” Lillian asked, impatient, nodding for confirmation. Sandy mumbled a yeah. The princess rolled her eyes and walked out the door.
 “It's fine, Sandy, they just do this a lot.” She finished her beer and waited for Lillian to return.
 “I should be coming with.” Alicia looked confused. “My gun isn't good enough now?”
 “Listen, listen. This is about Cassie, remember, not me. I'm going off to chase a shadow, just for options. Our girl needs Marshall, Janice, and Lillian to help Trent with the network stuff he spent all night investigating. That's her best chance, and I'm sure the four of them could kill a mobile colony with just their fingers. They'll get it done, but they need your protection. It's too important in case some random shit happens. I can't take Knights with me, and they could use your gun, Alicia.”
 Lillian reentered the bar, arms crossed. He gaze flittered on Alicia and Leo; they were holding hands. In sudden recognition, Lydia wondered if this is how Leo felt when he first saw Cassie and her together; he'd smiled straight through it.
 “Chandy's harmless anyway, I just need some bodies so I look legit, or need some pressure. I hope that's ok Sandy, it's still important. This isn't combat duty. I wouldn't go if it was dangerous, much less take my sister. You'll find out I'm kind of a scaredy cat.”
 Lillian pulled her off to the side. “They don't need me.”
 “No. Cassie needs you. Do a shark-attack or something. We made you our Maid of Honor. Our wedding day depends on you. I don't need a babysitter for this. Do it for Cassie.”
 She tossed her mane of hair and tapped something onto her screen. To Sandy, “Collect your bodyguard permits at any Empyrean checkpoint. You'll be allowed to carry. Do you have guns?”
 Sandy looked to Lydia as if the question was a trap. Lydia shrugged.
 “Um, no. We came up here legal.”
 “Do you know how to use a gun?” Lillian walked up to the girl, staring up, hard eyes. “You know what they look like, right?”
 “Yeah, yes we do. We're trained. We just never thought we needed them up here.”
 That actually made Lydia feel better, the last part. Lillian too, apparently. She switched gears and walked her to The Redhead. “This woman here, is a cyclone of pure death. Isn't that so, Sacha?”
 Never mind. Lydia reached over the bar for the well of liquor, pouring herself a vodka-and-soda to sip on. This might take a minute.
 “No. No cyclones blow in Kansas, the mother of my adolescence. Our tornadoes rise from wild fires. I saw one rabbit in ten years. I killed it with a hammer and ate it raw.”
 “Do you keep a count of your human kills?” Lillian said, a completely disturbing question. Completely disturbing delivery.
 “No. I'm not ill-minded. The heavens never tally their judgment. The glory is a singularity of the souls I save. But if you reminded me, I could tell you their crimes.”
 “So you wouldn't count one more.”
 “Never. Blood is blood.” She waved a dismissive hand. “Though I would remember why.”
 Sandy's face was ghost-white. She'd completely missed the point. Lydia had given them a chance, but damn:
 “Stop scaring the girl, Jesus. She's my sister.”
 “I was just expressing how much we care about you and Cassie. Betrayal is nasty business. We don't want to see something like that happen, right Sacha?”
 “The last pool I swam in was sogged with the entrails of the fallen. I drank the waters to taste the cold.” How much of this theater was made up? None of it? Half of it?
 “I-I don't think we should do this, Lydia.” Sandy looked around at her audience, and it seemed like everyone but Lydia was glaring, judging. No tears, not even a mist, but the teen turned her back and started a long pace, clenching and unclenching her fists. It looked familiar.
 “Look what you did, Lily. You broke her.”
 “Sort of her specialty,” Alicia said from the side.
 “Are you satisfied she's not an assassin?” Lydia waved an arm.
 “We knew that. But we've lost too much already. If I hand you over to her, that's her responsibility if things turn sour. Alicia?”
 The Lunarian shook off her distaste and seemed to come around to the point. “Yes. In life or death, you must be willing to accept death. That's why I'm coming with, no exception. This is no time for amateurs. I'm not one of these Knights. I'll be your gun.”
 Sandy was completely rattled now. And for all the rhetoric, they really had talked Lydia out of it, even though this was supposed to be a completely safe, benign, jaunt into District H.
 “They're probably right. It was a stupid idea, I just didn't want to risk our heavy hitters and leave them unprotected over some bullshit. It's fine. I shouldn't have asked you San—”
 “I can do it.” Her voice became steady. Sandy exhaled, nodding to herself, and then the flag. “I like her fine, but I didn't come up here for Cassie. This is about my sister. It's about my country. I'd stare down a tornado for that.” She turned to Sacha. She didn't puff her chest, but her back was straight. Winnipeg was a good five inches taller. The Redhead stepped up, eyes shifting over Sandy's face, searching.
 “We good here?” Lillian walked over to stand beside Sandy.
 “Yes,” Sacha spread her arms out and wrapped her around the biceps, pinning Sandy's arms to the side. The girl froze. “I see Hell in her eyes. An earnesty to sorrow. The Erinyes will smile on this one, if needed.”
 Lillian smiled over to Lydia. “Your real cabinet approves. Enjoy the games, Lyds. Try not to start another war. And it's not a shark-attack, my new one's called the Kraken.” The teen pumped her fist. Giant sea monsters versus the WALcos government security network? Awesome. Grooming her new sister into a security veteran like Alicia? No, she didn't want that. She just needed the bodies.
 The Lunarian, however, wouldn't be denied. Alicia kissed Leo, whispered a 'be careful,' and laid a hand on his chest. She kissed him again, and stood with Lydia. Yeah, if the newbies got nervous, it was probably best to have a real squad leader. Still:
 She didn't expect any trouble.
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Dragons
 
 
 First order of business was heading back to Empyrean, Charity One, and spend a little more time with Cassie. If she wasn't in there, then she probably wasn't hanging out two feet above her own body playing a ukelele. She was probably wandering around infinity, in a dreamless sleep, or whatever it was like being dead. Still, Lydia spent another twenty minutes singing a song or two. She moved her joints and massaging everything she could without feeling creepy. By far, the hardest part was moving her head and neck, seeing her face move around. She cried a little, but tried to smile through it. It felt good to be with her. She just wanted her to breathe again, to see that chest rise and fall.
 It was a tough guilt to swallow, but there was a distance growing, every hour, a feeling that Cassie was indeed dead, gone, just like her dad. That acceptance was having a war with her one-thought focus of bringing her back. She couldn't lose Cassie—they'd already taken her away. Lydia really needed to stay connected, like this. She needed this physical contact as bad as Cassie's body did. Lydia felt the heat of her skin. Circulation.
 Cassie was elsewhere. Lydia needed it more.
 “You better be ready to wake up, Sleeping Beauty. Everyone is fighting for you. You better fight just as hard, hear me?”
 In the hospital lobby, she reconnected with Alicia and Sandy, the eighteen-year-old carrying a case of beer, as requested. Sandy's three friends, all male, were down in District B getting dressed and collecting pistols from a Knights safe house.
 The girls went to The Academy, a short distance away in Empyrean. It was a solid white egg, a hundred-stories-tall. Alicia had seen The Egg before, but still chuckled to herself. The ridiculous-looking mega-structure was nested in the district's floor. In a nightmare, Lydia had once escaped before it cracked open, releasing a giant interstellar mecha-chicken that ravaged the station.
 A thousand feet high in moments, they entered Lydia and Cassie's home, their dorm room. Large queen-sized bed, cream-brown desks and dressers, it had the feel of a hotel room rather than a student's domicile. A handful of posters advertising Lydia's larger gigs lined the walls. She defrosted the curved window with a command and called on the lights. It was a stunning view of a vibrant silver and white city. Breathtaking every time, or it would be. Lydia was busy.
 “Let's see. Alicia's more my size. Sandy is more Cassie's.” Appraising the orange-haired Lunarian's athletic physique, Lydia was forced to admit for once she wasn't as fat as she constantly complained. She was just softer, without the gun-show biceps or strong shoulders. Cassie and Sandy could be twins when it came to body-type: thin, average height, graceful, and confident. Nothing tailored would work, but they didn't own many outfits that fancy
 Alicia unzipped her jacket—she was a young officer now, no longer just a cadet—and began to unbuckle the harness of her hand-cannon. Given The Moon's long history of isolation, she wondered what sort of technology that monster used. It wasn't Sol Union issue, in any case.
 “Explanation?” Alicia asked. The girl was obviously on board, but she wasn't from here, even if she did spend a couple weeks in political asylum. It was a big station, eight super cities, thirty-six million residents and a lot of ground between them. They were currently atop the stack of mega-pancakes (the analogy always made her hungry).
 “Well, you know Empyrean right?” Lydia was going though her closet, including the pile of dresses on the floor. “All you see here are suits and uniforms. Well, if you took this neighborhood and flipped it upside down, on the bottom of the station you have a totally different culture of rich people, Angelica. They've got the ritzy clubs, malls, casinos, arenas, concert halls, all that resort-town stuff. An amusement park too, but I hear it's lame. It's no big deal, we just want a certain look.”
 Sandy seemed hesitant.
 “It's ok, Cassie won't mind. Pick something out, that's her stuff over there.” And Lydia was assuming too much that her sister didn't own a nice dress, but punk-rawk militants from Winnipeg probably didn't do much high-end shopping. This was also faster. “Check out the white one, I think it'd suit your complexion.”
 She handed Alicia a wad of fabric, thin, and waved her away into the bathroom.
 Lydia knew what she wanted to wear, she just couldn't find it. No, there was the blouse. Fuck you, mustard stain. That wouldn't work. Option number two smelled like a field hockey game, what the hell had she been doing in it? Number three was too wrinkled to even try.
 Sandy, head in the closet, looked over, “You know, most of this would fit you fine. Look with me.”
 “Huh?” Lydia hadn't realized it, but she'd been vocalizing her dismay the last five minutes. Alicia reappeared from the bathroom, face in a frown. “Wow.” Lydia vocalized that too.
 The gold one-piece was a bit tight on the chest and hips, but that made it even more flattering, modest cleavage, showing off those arms and shoulders, and bare legs that Lydia had never seen before. The light fabric tossed at the skirt's hem, both playful and classy. Lydia wasn't creeping on the teenager, but yes, beauty was beauty.
 “You are so keeping that.” Leo was going to have a heart attack.
 And then Alicia ruined the look by buckling into her harness. Fair enough. Lydia had at least one half-jacket that would go with it.
 “Here.” Sandy offered Lydia a hangar. It was a long black dress. Lydia knew that dress.
 “I'm not wearing black.”
 “Then this.” Her sister tried again, this one a very aggressive shade of red. Lydia raised an eyebrow, understanding now that Winnipeg knew nothing about fashion. There were certain rules, ones about redheads not wearing red. She may as well be pulling out things at random. However, Lydia didn't have a strong memory of Cassie in that one, and the color stirred something inside her.
 “We'll see.” Her turn in the bathroom, she pulled down the fabric. One of the reasons she and Cassie didn't share clothes was the pure fact that Lydia was a slob and ruined just about anything she wore. The other was her very present self-image issues. She couldn't deal with the humiliation of making something so beautiful, a dress Cassie completely owned with the grace of a movie star, and turning that into lipstick on a pig.
 No knock, the door opened behind her. It was Sandy, who nodded and promptly shoved Lydia out of the bathroom.
 “Little asshole,” she mumbled. Was this what one bathroom felt like with sisters? It sucked.
 Alicia gawked at her. The cherry dress was long and slinky, somewhere between lounge singer and red carpet. Bare shoulders and arms, but very low down the back, Lydia's hair was loose in waves down to the bottom arch. She almost never wore her hair down. She never cut it either.
 “What?” She felt the color in her cheeks. Time to change, now.
 “You don't look human.” Alicia winced at her own words. What the hell? “What I mean is you look like a dragon.”
 Lydia's jaw dropped. Seriously?
 “No, no, here.” Alicia handed her a beer. Ok, someone knew her too well.
 Lydia sized herself up in their body-mirror. She didn't have a tummy, but she never liked her butt, or her arms. Body dysmorphic disorder or something, she had no idea what she looked like to other people. In her brain, she was a bowl of oatmeal with lungs, lips, and a wig of red hair. It made shared intimacy pretty challenging, but she had accepted that Cassie liked oatmeal, at least.
 “Dragons. It's a story from The Moon. One we tell our children.”
 She could hear the shower running in the bathroom. Was Sandy freshening up? Shaving? Whatever. Lydia took a seat beside Alicia. On the bed, they drank together. Great, now she was oatmeal with scales. The image would be stuck in her head until she died. Alicia tapped her hand, getting eye contact. Her expression was kind.
 “Before humans ever made it to The Moon, there were four dragons living in the center. There was a white one, made of diamond, a blue one, made from water, a gold one, consumed by greed, and a red one, made from fire. When we arrived, they were sleeping, but one by one, they began to wake up.
 “The white dragon woke first, giving us travelers light, breath, and the word of God. She appears to us in dreams as a woman. She has platinum hair, like Lillian, but is tall, eight feet or more. Some people see her in their sleep. I haven't. Her name is Luna.
 “The blue dragon woke next and gave us law, science, and art. She appears as a woman with sapphire eyes as deep as the oceans. I have dreamed of her. Her name is Selena.”
 Lydia always liked mythology, she just didn't like where this was going.
 “The gold dragon woke last. She was angry that we dug so deep, close to her home. Her anger is what causes the rumblings in our crust, and why, traditionally, we don't grow food or spread beyond our domes. She is a harsh woman, skin the color of coins. A dream of her is considered bad luck. Her name is Tsukino.”
 “If she's the bad one,” Lydia said, “what's that make the red?”
 Alicia raised a finger.
 “The red dragon has not been awoken. No one knows her name, but when she wakes, she will speak her name and The Moon will burn in a great fire, being reclaimed by the voice of creation. For her, we grow the grapes, and salute her in harvest, trying to keep her sedated with drink. When our artists paint her, she looks a lot like,” and she drew a sweeping hand up and down. “It's just culture. I wasn't implying anything, Lydia. You look beautiful, and it breaks my heart.”
 “Good to know we've been terrorizing our children even after The New Age.”
 “It's a fairytale. We understand science fine, Lydia. It's very old, rationalizing to children why we make wine but don't grow much food. They do pageants and parties for the dragons every time Earth sees a blue moon.”
 Sandy appeared, and holy crap did she clean up well. Still with the rock star shaggy hair, her makeup was light and tasteful. The white dress took a completely different tone than it had on Cassie. On it's own, it shimmered but without being gaudy, it rode high above the thighs without being skanky. On her fiancee, it looked graceful and aristocratic, old-money, not in a bad way. On Sandy, it was just different, like a middle-finger to some establishment of wealthy gatekeepers, sleek and powerful, a flapper-girl.
 “This ok?” Not an ounce of insecurity.
 Lydia and Alicia nodded from the bed. How had they come from the same parents?
 “Cool. Ready.”
 That was good, but there was a distraction.
 Lydia's desktop computer had been going berserk, over and over, but the volume was on low. Marshall had her comm unit. Maybe he was trying to contact her, or maybe it was Lillian, or the hospital. Maybe they already got Cassie back. She touched-tapped a key-plate and the screen flared to life. Genevieve Guerrero, incoming call. Lydia didn't want to get yelled at. She ignored it. It rang again.
 He friends didn't seem to know what it was, other than, “If you need to take that, we can go,” said Alicia.
 Fuck. Lydia hit accept and blanked it out, no audio, no video.
 “It's my Chief Financial Officer. She hates me.”
 “Let me do it,” Sandy offered. “I'll tell her to fuck off. Means nothing to me.”
 Yes. This was the president of a nation allowing her little sister to screen her calls. She nodded and hid to the side.
 “Hello! How may I direct your call?”
 Genevieve popped up on the screen. From the side, Lydia sipped her beer. Her CFO looked mad. She wasn't sure she'd ever seen her mad. The economist was annoyed and breathless a lot, but she was rarely, if ever, angry.
 “Stamos? Get me Stamos, right now.”
 “This is Sandy Dunes, Ma'am. How may I—”
 The woman gawked at her, in something like horror.
 “You're the one from the...”
 “I am, Ma'am. My sister is not available at the moment, may I take a—”
 Interrupted for the second time, Genevieve actually looked side to side, as if she could see around the corners of the screen. “Can she hear me?”
 “No, Ma'am. She is attending to Cassandra, like you'd expect. Is there a problem?”
 “Tell her I'm having her and Cross impeached. They're required to accept the charges, in person, Monday.”
 Lydia's brow furrowed. Well, that didn't take long. On Valentine's Day, no less. Janice had given her an app that would record any communications, so at least she'd have something to pass along. She was sure this was bullshit but:
 “I will pass that along if or when I see her,” Sandy said. Lydia was waving her over. “One minute please.”
 There was a tense two minutes, no voices, with Lydia scribbling into her song journal. She was a junk song writer, but she did keep a notebook for ideas, interpretations, and set lists.
 “Ma'am, I was able to contact Lydia or her council through text. She or her legal representative wish to know what the charges are.”
 “Fraud and conspiracy.” Ok. That was fine, they couldn't go for treason.
 Sandy read out of the notebook, off camera. “What court has authority to hear this case?”
 “British Columbia's supreme judiciary.” The one Lydia left in power to legitimize their transition and constitution. Lydia had only appointed one member of the nine, the rest being holdovers from the old CCC establishment. That might be tough, but their revolution had been completely legal. This was meaningless. Genevieve had cooled off enough to just interact without shouting or denouncing the conversation as illegitimate. She was probably recording this as well.
 “Understood. Um, by what authority must Lydia Stamos appear in person? The Chetwynd Decision legitimized your private citizens' ability to participate as expats, as defined by law.”
 Yeah, she was reading in verbatim monotone; Sandy probably had no idea what any of that meant. 
 “That was a legislative decision, not a judicial one. Citizens must appear before court or be held in contempt. Marshall Cross will understand this, and abide by it, or be held to a confidence hearing as Attorney General.”
 Lydia was making dozens of slices across her neck before pointing down to her palm, sliding a finger down. She tapped again, last line. 
 “These words are accepted and will be relayed. Please send your documentation to Lydia Stamos' previous CCC network address.”
 “Accepted, and returned. Good day.” A little lock popped up on the side of the screen with a number seven over it. Genevieve said, “You there, Lydia?”
 Sandy betrayed nothing. Her eyebrow was raised. “I meant it, she's not here. What's your problem, lady? She started this before Cassie gets sick and now your pouncing on a power grab? You won't win the court, you're just posturing for the election. It's disgusting.”
 “Trash like you wouldn't understand. You're her sister? Was she hiding you under her bed, ashamed of you?”
 Lydia tried to stand, but Alicia held her down. Sandy hadn't reacted. There was a smile.
 “In Manitoba we'd call you racaille, and I know exactly what you're up to. Enjoy getting fifteen percent of the vote. All you're doing is stalling the inevitable.”
 “No one is going to vote for a drunk that won't be held accountable, in person, in her own nation. There's no reason she gets to govern a light year away like some sort of god-on-high, sending down the word. It's insulting, and if she doesn't come home, she'll lose.”
 “Drunk? She's the best thing that's ever happened to Canada. Watch your mouth.”
 “You called me scum.”
 “You called me trash, straight up, you stupid bitch. That better? Don't you have anything better to do? Sit there in your office and think about what's possible. Watch it happen without you, and enjoy your impotence. Stop wasting our time and get on board. We could use the help.”
 She shut off the feed with a finger, face flushed. She whispered, “Fuck you, what the hell.”
 “Where'd you find her?” Sandy continued to them, jerking a thumb. She'd done a fine job, worthy of a hug and a cheek-kiss.
 “Canada.” Lydia blew it up in her mind, knowing the impeachment had some bite, but that it was mostly down the road. Genevieve's biggest sticking point was that Lydia was a non-resident. The farther away she got from Earth, the bigger a problem that would be, FTLS or not. Being impeached by your own CFO hours after your independence was a nasty embarrassment, especially if she had to drag her ass back to BC to face the meaningless charges. There was no fraud or conspiracy against laws that didn't exist in a territory that no longer existed. She'd have Marshall submit some stalls and appeals. Lydia hoped eighty-three percent of her fellow citizens still had her back.
 Genevieve represented the old guard. If she made the case that it was time to stop playing the childish revolution and get serious, any member of the old cabinet, including their military general, might win the presidential election in a couple months. If enough of the old guard won congress seats based on experience in government, the newly independent British Columbian nation wouldn't be an Anatali puppet state, they'd become a CCC puppet state. Lydia wanted neither. It suddenly occurred to her that this was part of the reason Spinolo let them go without a fight. They could always rejoin, humbled, or be a handgun in the CCC's grip, doing all sorts of weird shit on their behalf.
 The revolution wasn't firm until there was a constitution, or even after. It wasn't firm by a long-shot.
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Deathmatch: Lipstick feminism vs. the patriarchy
(Or: Completely overthinking a dress)
 
 
 Feminism was a vexing concept for Lydia, as a human, as a woman. It wasn't like this back home. She could end the mental conversation in an instant by saying to herself, 'I dress the way I want, and act the way I want, and I'm attracted to the people I'm attracted to. Stop parsing the nuance, Lydia, and go do something constructive.'
 But she'd just taken a time-consuming detour to put her two teenaged bodyguards in fancy dresses, neither of whom were overtly the dress-wearing type. Sandy seemed like a torn-jeans and t-shirt gal who didn't just project empowered femininity, but projected it without thought: raw power and sensuality. The rock star was a rock star.
 Lydia had put her in a white dress that danced up her thighs.
 Alicia was a soldier, and the girl didn't seem to give a damn about a concept like gender. She didn't even seem aware of it, she just wore what people told her to. Alicia's first thought was probably 'where's my gun,' and right behind it 'can I shoot straight in this getup?' After her shift was over, it was 'yay piano.'
 Lydia had put her in a gold dress that danced at her knees.
 Herself, she just liked skirts, the way they felt, the way they swished. To her, a dress was a dress. They were pretty. She liked pretty. Lydia was also lazy. But she wasn't so naive that she didn't understand the politics of a dress in Angelica. They were disarming and socially-appropriate. She liked being underestimated and blending-in, especially here. It was her best weapon in the last year. It said something that a dress still implied vulnerability and irreverence, but put a female in pants, fancy or not, and there was a change in the tone.
 For Cassie, it didn't matter. This was Lydia's game of chess now. There was nothing bad about being a girly girl, Lydia rocked that shit with pride. But she was putting her friends in costumes, ones their host would either mildly appreciate or fawn over. Either was acceptable. District H liked it when their girls were soft, hairless, and made-up, and this was not a useful time to plant the flag and say, 'We don't conform to your antiquated patriarchy and rape culture! We wear combat fatigues, hippy skirts, and concert T's!'
 As if that would work. Angelica loved conventional beauty, loved it like an idol. That was one thing she never had to worry about in Vancouver, Empyrean, or the Sanctuary.
 The problem was that Lydia could be consumed by idealism, but it wouldn't positively affect the outcome. If putting her bodyguards in cute, playful dresses helped, even a little, Lydia would exploit all contrivances at her disposal to save her fiancee.
 Lydia could argue she was both being a good fiancee and a bad woman in the same moment. She was being subversive against a rather repugnant subculture, wealthy old people obsessed with beauty and youth, all in manipulation for the greater good. She could also argue she was a terrible woman doing wrong by her sex and her sisters, but that outrage seemed way more fabricated.
 Lydia shook her head, ending her reverie. It didn't matter.
 She was Cassie's fiancee first, a human second, a Canadian third, and a woman fourth (musician was a close fifth; role-model would be like eighth, ninth, or never). History would just have to deal with her priorities. 
 Slinky dragon dress, she exited the car to paparazzi cameras, making sure not to give them a free upskirt (she still wasn't wearing panties). Lillian may have been able to protect the embassy from the press, but they were way out of that jurisdiction. Can't shield them from an arena. They still couldn't get close, there were rails, but they were shouting god-knows-what, including snipes about Cassie and the impeachment. That was fast. Marshall would murder her in her sleep if she commented.
 Sandy popped out of the car, easy. Alicia took a little more time, seemingly not understanding how to move her legs and remain modest—the only dresses she wore on The Moon covered her ankles and had a bustle.
 Among all the yelling: “Argentina wants a comment!” shouted one reporter.
 Lydia held up a hand to the press and approached the man. A couple more of them started talking but she shot a hard 'are-you-serious' look, ready to walk away. Everyone shut up. She waited on him to show her where the camera was. Some were so tiny they were like flies on the shoulder, or dots on their ties. He pointed to a spot of empty space above his left shoulder, probably some kind of nano-swarm. The rest of the reporters remained quiet and Alicia was allowed to squirm out their taxi unharassed. Sandy's three friends exited the second car behind them. 
 “People of Argentina, I don't have words to express my heartache at what you must be feeling.” It was all just out of her brain, but she knew how to talk like this now, and be sincere in doing so. “I've known Cassandra one year, and I've loved her so much in that time. You've known her for twenty-six years, and have loved her all along. She is gone, but not lost. I am not here for sport. My CFO plays sport with me. WALcos plays sport with you. I have many goals. Standing beside Cassandra is the only one I care about today. British Columbia understands this. Please understand I am with you, blood to blood, as family. Like family should be.”
 Fuck. Did she just say 'blood to blood' out loud? Thanks a lot Sacha for the creepy earworms. The press corps erupted for clarification as Lydia turned a bit to the side and walked deeper into the arena.
 Marshall was going to go berserk. So much for not starting a war. She wasn't even in the building yet.
 
 * * *
 
 They were walking up a concrete tunnel, no press, just Lydia, Alicia, Sandy, and the trio of guys at their back. Their names may well be Jim, James, and Jamie; she'd get the formal introduction later.
 “Um, what did you do?” Sandy kept pace beside her. Lydia was walking slow, trying to think.
 “Something bad.”
 “How bad?” Winnipeg looked around as if she expected a rocket-strike.
 “Sort of bad.”
 “Should we go?” Alicia said, a lot more casual.
 “No. I mean, it won't affect Cassie's chances, or the hack. I just sort of maybe incited riots in Argentina and drew a line in the sand about my impeachment. I don't know how Chandy's going to receive us, but we're safer now than we've been all day. I just raised the profile another tier.”
 “Riots?” Sandy said. “There won't be riots. They're protesting with candles.”
 “It starts with the college kids. I just called their government liars. WALcos is going to confirm they had no hand in the reconditioning. It doesn't matter. All along, we weren't going to put a dent in Chile. At best, we'll get Alejandro and Cassie's niece, DeConte; we'll get justice. But there's a couple hundred more just like them. We'll never be able to roast the system that did this to her. There's no resolution even if I get a smoking gun and a head on a pike. Anatali might be quiet and manipulative, and the CCC might be plutocratic dicks, but WALcos is just two-faced, like really nasty under the surface.”
 “So what, the kids are frustrated?”
 “I don't know what they'll do with it, but I didn't help. I'm frustrated. Cassie talked about them all the time. Argentina wants independence about as bad as Manitoba does, and has just as little chance.
 Sandy reacted with a hard 'fuck you' look. Lydia raised a hand:
 “I'm sorry, I didn't mean it like that. I'm thinking too fast. I'm just afraid for them. They might have candles, but they also have a lot more guns in their country. Blood to Blood. Chile gobbled them up when their corporate statehood went bankrupt a long time ago. Sometimes WALcos lends the territory to Brazil for a couple decades. They don't like being passed around, and they hate Brazil. Another lease is in the works. Mix that all around and it's a complete mess.”
 “Then why make a statement?” Sandy stopped short of saying 'how could you' but Lydia could hear it in her voice. There was always something terribly romantic about teenagers with machine guns, their idealism. When it came down to it, Sandy seemed a bit nervous in her convictions.
 “Because I'll never lie. Not anymore. Not even to protect peace built on lies. It's none of my business, really, but through her, I do love them. Argentina deserves to know what's happening to their daughter, whether she's WALcos or not.”
 Sandy was about to speak again but Alicia spun in place, walking backwards, “I already dealt with this last year, Sandy. She turned my nation upside-down with a single song. She's either a spotlight or a bullhorn, but it's never malice. Look at her. It's her nature.”
 Lydia stopped in place. Her hand tightened around the beer she'd opened. While she didn't demand respect, you don't get to imply she's a buffoon and get a free pass. That's not how Lydia treated anyone. “I'm standing here, you know.”
 “It's just...she's scarier in person, in action,” Sandy said. And they were talking about her like she was a dog that didn't understand English, or a couch. “The Redhead was probably just talking riddles. Whether she knows what she's doing or not, Lydia doesn't even flinch, she just keeps going forward. She's the cyclone. Is this was Lillian and Sacha meant?”
 Lydia was almost certain she missed something. She seemed like that much of a loose cannon? That had to be good, right? How much clearer could she be about being non-violent? She guessed people heard what they wanted to. They heard their fears. Odd thing to reconcile with, the queen of paranoia, the persecution complex.
 Maybe Sandy was calling her a terrorist. If saying one honest statement to the press made her a terrorist, then the problem wasn't with her, it was with society.
 Feminism, idealism, terrorism. Society could keep their isms. Lydia was much more comfortable not labeling anything and just being a person. 
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Merchant Memorial Arena
 
 
 As Lydia led them out of the tunnel, she repeated a little prayer, “Please, not cricket. Please, not cricket.”
 Anything but cricket.
 Cresting the exit, her mouth formed an 'o' and then a smile. Today was not a day for cricket, lacrosse, rugby, or field hockey. Today was the best day.
 Robot dodecathlon.
 There was possibly nothing so intellectually inspiring, or humorous, than watching the lower weight divisions try and power-lift, swim, sprint, long jump, or best of all, the tire run. They could never do the tire run.
 Mainstream companies had obviously perfected bipedal robotics a long time ago. Pure androids once existed, indistinguishable from humanity, but the free market and humanism won over. Long before 4127, the tide had run dry on the shore, a two-hundred-year fad. The universe was a place for humans, not robots, androids, cyborgs, and transhumanists who downloaded their consciousness into the network. Biological humans made babies, made money, and were the main currency of nations and colonies. They voted. Do all your commerce with robots and watch your population dwindle to nothing, or worse, go into a full Luddite revolt under crushing unemployment and poverty. Watch your political and economic relevance dwindle with it.
 Mainstream companies had indeed perfected robotics, but they weren't allowed into events like these. Robotics clubs and independent enthusiasts were invited to put their work on display for the station to see; kits to homebrews, it didn't matter.
 Sports were a little weird on Anatali Station, the same as any colony; people were forced to entertain themselves on a different standard. Pick-up field games in the park attracted camera drones. A business's cricket club could join a semi-pro league. Amateur bowling might be broadcast to an audience of thousands if the commentators could sell it right. Sportscasters had perfected the art of inserting human drama into the most pedestrian of events, like a weekly barroom darts tournament in District G. 'Darts On Fire' had become an unlikely ratings bonanza due to the city's uncommonly high divorce rate. Shameless producers exploited all the broken-home drama that came from profiling the drunken competitors.
 Things hadn't sorted themselves out yet, but they were starting to, the station one year away from Earth. This lack of terrestrially-legitimate entertainment had been responsible for Lydia's music career as well. God bless the free market.
 So The Robotics Invitational Dodecathlon was a mainstay in the arena circuit. Over a hundred teams competed for prize money, many of the bots destroyed by competition's end. Lydia's personal robot, Samuel the Bear was an expensive kit, a specialized heirloom from her father, so she'd never enter him to undergo this amount of stress and danger. But with help from the Knights, she was slowly working on a team project with a handful of friends, including Lillian and Janice.
 It sounded easy, 'sure, make a robot,' but chatting with engineers, working from scratch with raw materials, tiny screwdrivers, programmers, and crystal core brains, it was a ridiculously involved project just to put one together. All that just to have it smash itself during a fifty pound squat. You'd never make your money back, or your time, but that wasn't what hobbyists cared about.
 At the arena's main guardrail, Lydia's eyes shifted from the field to the big screen. A hopping monoped was attempting the long jump. The cute little guy had a lot of torque on his big foot, and should have owned the event, but as it hopped forward from the starting line, a gyro must have failed. It sprang off to the side with an audible 'poing,' crashing and shattering into about twenty different pieces. The crowd cheered. The engineers shook their heads in disgust.
 Glory. That's why people love this stuff, the promise of catastrophic failure, bzzzt—foom, and it was the only sport Lydia could be bothered to watch in person.
 She was waiting for their own invitation. There were probably a dozen cameras on her, and would be the entire time she was here. Most of the spectators were dressed up, 'a day at the races' with silly hats. The air smelled like popcorn butter and hotdog water. People were giving them space, the five holstered pistols helped a lot with that. Lots of whispers and discreet pointing.
 “Miss Stamos,” said a hoity-toity usher.

That's President Stamos, bitch.
 Lydia still had a grudge from the first time they'd met. She acknowledged him but watched the next jump, this one was some sort of wheeled contraption. It tried to jump but the disc-shaped bot just sort of hopped and tumbled into the sand. The crowd groaned. That must have been one of the favorites. People liked to gamble on this as well. A lot. The obvious challenge was creating something that excelled at all twelve events. The circle-bot couldn't just default on the jumping event, it had to attempt the apparatus or be completely disqualified.
 Cool. Now she didn't seem too eager.
 Lydia nodded to her entourage and followed the usher up the stairs to the VIP boxes.
 
 * * *
 
 It wasn't even Lydia's tenth time here. It was more like fifty or sixty. The Frank Merchant Memorial Lounge was a shoebox, barely upscale much less ritzy. For all the wealthy bodies in the room, the space had the class of a spaceport bar. It completely lacked character other than the odd potted plant or reproduction painting. Ugly teal couches and red ottomans played harshly against the green rug—she always wondered how colorblind the hapless decorator had been. It felt like new money. It always felt like mafia.
 Still, she'd spent about three hours a week here since she boarded the station. It was usually as an employee, hired piano; she had impressed the most impressive woman in the room. For Lydia, fame and money had never intersected. She hadn't spent a credit from her corrupt moon-purchased shares. Most of her gigs came from this woman. It was her day job, or had been.
 Chandra Manali stood the moment the entourage entered, arms outstretched. In short heels, Lydia wobbled forward. The two had met during the pianist's first night on Anatali Station. The Ganymedian was ethnically Indian, cinnamon-skinned. Her straight black hair flowed loose over her shoulders. Other than her general form, and grace in her black dress, she looked inhuman.
 While she was well over three hundred years old, she still resembled Lydia's age, and she'd say you could see the age in her eyes, but hers had been replaced. Golden mechanical irises and pupils dilated and expanded. They didn't make a sound, but Lydia always felt she could hear them. If a person needed their eyes replaced there were lots of options from organ transplants to biosynthethic, but Chandra had went straight for cybernetics, and the attitude was apparent in places other than her face. Lydia had witnessed the transformation over time, and it was disturbing.
 In just the last year, she'd undergone numerous plastic surgeries, traditional cosmetic stuff, narrowing her nose, chin, cheekbones, expanding her eye-sockets and tipping her ears. Maybe it looked attractive in photographs. To Lydia, in motion and reality, she didn't look like an elf as much as some sort of goblin. She was holding out hope Chandra didn't file her teeth into points. Lydia was sure she had a 'chip' implant, the common name for cerebral networking, accessed by a plug at the back of your skull, and often wireless as well.
 She wore a wide black choker, hiding an ugly scar from her larynx implant. She liked to sing as Lydia played. The tone was beautiful, but with a digital flatness. Too pure. If she'd gotten the implant legit there'd be no scarring, but Chandra was a junkie, and it was obvious. Ages-old derangement studies had led to the outlawing of widescale cybernetics on an individual. She'd been getting hers in the dark. 
 “Lydia, my Lydia, I was so shocked to hear about Cassandra.” The hug was brief and fleeting, no sincerity. “What has been done?”
 “Not much. I can't do anything other than the political boot to the neck.” Lydia kept her cards face-down on the table. Sandy, Alicia, and the boys surveyed the room with varying degrees of suspicion. This wasn't that kind of meeting, guys. Stand down. “Thanks for the call, Chandy. I really need to grab that favor you owe me.”
 “Anything, Lydia, anything.” Chandra drew an arm to a sofa, then snapped fingers to the bar.
 “I'll be good, thank you.” She accepted the seat but not a drink, digging out a beer from a fancy leather backpack, designer name. It hadn't raised many eyebrows; it was just a purse. A weird, giant purse with two straps, but the fashion in Angelica was weird. Cassie laughingly called it the gubernatorial booze-tote (she often had Lydia smuggle wine in it).
 “Oh, the trust,” the woman feigned hurt feelings, fingertips to chest.
 “I trust you fine, Chandy, I just have the flavor on my lips. It's been a long night.” Lydia knew the woman was completely capable of drugging her. Not testing that. And from the backpack, she revealed a green wine bottle. She presented it like a treasure, label up. Cassie's private stock. Lydia didn't really know wine, but she knew enough.
 “An Imbrium 02'?” If the woman's plastic face could betray surprise and sincerity, it did. “I couldn't, not hers.”
 “A gift, from your friend. Cassie was going to send it to you after the wedding, but I think you deserve to know how she felt—how she feels about you.” And that wasn't bullshit. Cassie got along with pretty much everyone, no matter which way their moral compass pointed. Her fiancee was her music manager. She'd interacted with Chandra, one of the station's biggest event promoters, on a weekly basis.
 “Favors, gifts. You make this betrayal so hard. You really do.”
 Alicia reacted instantly, Sandra just a split-second slower, hands on their pistols. Jim, James, and Jamie didn't seem as convinced, hands slower. No one else in the lounge seemed armed. After a moment, no one burst through the door with machine-guns. Lydia looked behind to her sisters and offered a subtle frown-plus-headshake.
 “I'm still breaking them in.”
 “So I see.” Chandra stared, her eyes doing that thing. Lydia could swear she heard a camera lens. “I recognize the pretty one. She's a Lunarian, correct?”
 “Alicia Humphries. She was the squad leader with the package and Ryan Shipl—”
 “Ah, yes. The brave one. It's my honor.” Chandra stood for a two-handed handshake. Alicia accepted in a flush, completely disarmed. How often had she been referred to as 'the brave one?' That was always Ryan, even though she was the squad leader. And compared to a standard-stunner like Sandy, how often was she called 'the pretty one?' Lydia could commiserate, though Alicia was always pretty. It was just exotic, unconventional—she was an attractive match for Leo.
 “Your innocence will inspire millions of children to war, and for that you should be commended. There are too few these days willing to stand on integrity, willing to doom nations to slaughter. You are that fabled cavalry charge into certain death.” To effect, Chandra misted up a little.
 Alica looked horrified. Yeah, it was like that whenever you talked to Ganymede. The second largest military in humanity was a Sol Union stalwart and by far the most aggressive, keeping Io in check. Their version of a military exercise was direct provocation in contested space, tempting conflict. Chandra was retired from a long service in government, part of the ruling family that murdered their opposition, guillotine-style, five years ago. The dissidents were all members of their own matriarchal family, all dead. She had no political clout, but plenty of experience and voice. No one knew why Chandra was here, but no one ever asked.
 When Sacha waxed poetic on 'blood and death,' it meant one thing. When Lydia said it, it meant something else. Chandra had her own nihilistic voice, and it was by far the most soulless, no passion for love or a god.
 “And this beauty from last night, she's your sister,” she said towards Sandy. No, that wasn't public knowledge. Chandra's gaze danced between the girl and Lydia. “It's in the chin, ears, and mouth. Unmistakable. I assume you know by now, or this would be rather untimely. Such beautiful companions, Lydia. Lovely.”
 “I know how much you like meeting new people.” She tipped back her can. “So about that betrayal...”
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Positions of strength
 
 
 A metallic quadruped was attempting the tire run. That was always fun. They could be coached between events, programmed, and tweaked. After that, their AI was on their own. Long arms, ape-like, this one tripped on its toes and collapsed to the ground. It kept hopping along as if it hadn't noticed. In half-a-moment, it was buried inside a tire. The open tube jerked in place. The bot would likely survive, and it actually earned points for its progress. 
 “So, he's still on the station,” Lydia said, elbows on her knees, staying casual.
 “He was an hour ago, yes.” Chandra was watching as well, a smile on her lips. “I sold him my database.”
 Lydia nodded, eyes on the games. It was pointless to get angry. She'd already warned her friends. “I haven't checked. How many you up to now, fifty?”
 “Sixty-seven.” Chandra sipped some champagne. Lydia's friends and guards were near, but not hovering. It had to be a bit awkward for them, but she'd warned them this wasn't combat detail.
 Alejandro now knew the names of sixty-seven Knights. He could visit their families, he could kidnap their sons or daughters, maybe gather some hostages and trade them for Cassie's body. Lydia doubted DeConte Fitzgerald was interested in resurrection or any further reconditioning, she probably just wanted Cassie gone. A failed attempt at an heir; they could always grow another. Lydia couldn't guess what Alejandro wanted though.
 “What was he like?”
 “He's like the pretty one, committed.” Chandra tipped her head to Alicia. “He's like you as well, too smart for his own good. He's dangerous and flawed, all crippling vanity and sexually stunted, like most of their pathetic bloodline. Cassandra was from good stock, well-bred. The tree's other branches have become weak, I must say.” Three hundred years, no doubt she was good at reading people. No doubt she'd been interacting with WALcos far longer than she or Cassie had been alive.
 No, he hadn't come to Chandra in person. Lydia still didn't know what to make of it other than she was dealing with an arranged-marriage and sexual frustration against her own fiancee. That pretty much debased and minimized Alejandro's motivation, and yet made him completely batshit dangerous. He was some sort of promise-ring rapist that was just fine brainwashing people so he could lose his fucking v-card. He probably hated Lydia for stealing his destiny-girlfriend. It spun her eyes in circles.
 “So what's the deal?”
 “It's not so complicated.” Well, that would be a nice change. “I hate your friends, you know this. I love you and Cassandra, you know this. I'm not going to help you, but I'm going to help you.” And for all the insincerity of her tone, love or hate, the words were true in Lydia's mind. Chandra double-dealed her all the time. At least she never hid it.
 “He's worried about your best weapon, your scent-tracking robot. Against the Knights, it's a thousand against three.”
 “Still just three? And I haven't seen Sam in months. I kept him invisible and he went offline. He could be anywhere.”
 “Yes. That's the lie Alejandro doesn't believe,” Chandra said. “The man is hiding well from your Knights, is he not?”
 “Well enough. The cameras lost him after the Academy. I wasn't sure he was still on the station.” Lydia would hunt him down like a fox the moment she had a scent marker. That's half the reason she was here.
 “He wants the robot dead. He wants Cassandra. When the robot is destroyed, he'll feel comfortable setting up a chat. He's trying to neutralize your rather glaring advantage, you see. It's chess.”
 “I'm in.” Lydia had been playing her own chess. “Sam for Cassie. Will he trade her records for him?”
 “He implied many things, but no, he didn't set them on the table.”
 “Then what's the point?” Wow, Alejandro was bad at this. “He's not negotiating from any position of strength other than buying your database that I already own. Do you know how shot-to-death he'll be if he gets near a Knight? Does he?” Now she was angry.
 “Yes, I do. But negotiating with him is in Cassandra's best interest.”
 “Where is he?” Lydia hissed, standing up.
 “I already told you he was smart. I have no idea where he is, and no scent marker. If you want to negotiate, you'll play your robot in the games, so he can see it destroyed. No alternates or decoys.”
 “How does that help me at all?”
 “You said position of strength. If he has Cassandra's records, then he is the one with strength. I'm sorry to say it's a much stronger position than yours. You could ignore this and kill him, torture him, or let him run, but it won't bring your woman back. He left a carrot though. If your robot loses, he'll relay me an address.”
 “And if Sam wins?”
 “Depends on the damage. The outcome doesn't matter so much, he wants your robot disabled by competition's end. Alejandro won't allow himself to be captured.”
 “In what universe is that a position of strength? She's dead. I'd rather cry for the real angel on my shoulder than sell her out to be a reconditioned incest-doll to this sicko—she told me to kill her first.” And while Lydia could never hurt Cassie, she'd rather her love rest in peace than come back as some lobotomized zombie, making rape-babies for WALcos. “Are you kidding me? No deal. I know he's not going to send any address. Samuel is the one chance we have of finding him.”
 Lydia tried to shake off her sudden outrage and calm down a minute. Chandra was baiting her. Beer. Lydia squatted over her backpack and grabbed a fresh one. She crushed the last can and bounced it off the window. The other patrons in the bar had given them a very large amount of breathing room. Was this all on camera from the outside? It might be, but given Chandra's stance on privacy, it was more likely blanked-out from the outside.
 It wasn't like she hadn't fantasized about entering Samuel. She and Janice actually projected the progress once or twice. It was possible Samuel could win—it depended on the competition—he'd just be wrecked in the process. There had to be a way to guarantee a chat with the man. Cassie needed those records, and Lydia wasn't putting all her eggs in the hackers' basket.
 Sitting back down, she put her elbows on her knees, legs open. She was completely covered but the opposite of demure. Lydia chugged half her drink.
 “My people just pulled their guns. My sister fired two shots in the air. The pretty one's moon-cannon is pointed at your face.” Lydia glanced behind to her hesitating entourage. A brief shake of the head, no. They stood in wait, obviously confused.
 Chandra stayed seated, sipping her drink. Her eyebrow wasn't raised. She didn't smile.
 “You already knew I was going to go this far,” Lydia said, “so let's talk straight, without the theater.”
 “I am very frightened. These aggressive actions have intimidated me.” Chandra stared blandly to the arena's big-screen, to the sports field. “Under duress, I believe I am forced to reconsider the conditions of my previous arrangements.”
 That worked?
 It wasn't subtle, but that reaction was a first.
 “I'll perform whatever illusion you want.” Lydia leaned back and crossed her legs. She tipped her beer can for a sip, pinky raised. “I'll keep appearances, but I'm not leaving Angelica until I know where to find him. I have no threats to level against you, Chandy. That bottle is hers, and she wanted you to have it. I'll respect that sentiment, with love, forever. But there is no universe where anyone gives her body to WALcos. I'd set her on fire and hop on top first.”
 Those mechanical eyes considered Lydia's face for a long minute.
 “I was about to say I believed you, but you're definitely holding something back.” Chandra finished her champagne flute and summoned another. “What's the bloodline of your mother?”
 The weird question caught her off guard, especially since her mommy-issues had just exploded a few hours ago. “Korean and Honduran mostly.” Was she calling her a natural liar? A betrayer? Insane?
 “Nicaraguan,” Sandy whispered.
 “Nicaragua? Dad said Honduras.” Mix in his solid Finnish and Greek and whatever else they had in their veins and it was an ethnic bouillabaisse.
 “Never mind,” the woman interrupted. “What is it you don't want me to know? Tell me that and I might consider the quadruple-cross, since we already revealed the triple.”
 “I don't know. You're a clever woman, Chandy, use your imagination.” Lydia was losing her patience, and her issues with her employer weren't helping. “Nukes, Knights, revolutions, courts, interplanetary pressure, the press, you're not giving me much credit here. It's not like Cassie's records would be out of my reach without him. The only real problem I'm having is Alejandro skulking around, and I was hoping you'd help me with that. I don't need him dead, I just want him away from Cassie. What's the problem, money?”
 “Yes. Money,” Chandra said, dry. “I was paid to destroy your robot. Please accept the carrot and I'll arrange contact afterwards. For that favor, for Cassandra, I'll make sure it happens.”
 “What's he paying?” Lydia couldn't really do a bidding war, but maybe Chandra didn't know that.
 “He expected this from you. You won't be able to match him, Lydia. Your starting counter-offer would be six-figures, or one of your women.”
 “That's not happening,” Lydia waved behind her without looking, just letting them know. “So if I sacrifice Samuel to the games, you're making a deal with me that I'll get a conversation with him.”
 “On his terms, yes. I'll make him very uncomfortable if he tries to flee.” Mafia-shit, of course she would. Also, Chandra's word was worth a lot if you could get it in plain words. The quintuple-cross was unlikely. The woman had to know whose station she was on, and that Lydia had some bite as well.
 It was a weird, dangerous dance, and they were probably both aware of it. Despite Lydia's bluster, all of her methods to get the records would take way too long to be reliable. She was bluffing competence. If her hackers failed, this would be the only way, except for a miracle.
 “Deal. We're not too late to compete?”
 “No, no. I notified the event organizer before you arrived. My venue contract lets me do whatever I want. This power makes me wonder what these worms did before coming up here. I'm the commissioner without even having my name on it.”
 They were probably just happy to have an arena to compete in. Wait till they union-up.
 “I'm heading down to the field, ok?” She wasn't asking permission.
 “In person?” That was the first true words of shock she'd heard from Chandra the entire conversation. “Why? What will you say?”
 Yeah, it was going to be an odd time to be competing in robo-sports with Sandy Dunes and the Lunarian at her side. In the press, Lydia was certain the randomness of it would protect her somewhat in rampant speculation. She certainly wasn't doing this for fun. Chandra had probably expected she'd enter Samuel anonymously and watch from the lounge. That's not how Lydia operated.
 “I'm in it to win it. Disabled or destroyed, I need the prize money. He's going to need some advice, isn't that right, Samuel?”
 At Lydia's side, her robot popped into visibility, his skin a solid polar-bear white before fading to a translucent yellow. On his haunches, he was about eighteen inches tall, the bear was the size of a fat Pomeranian. At the moment, he was as motionless as a statue. He hadn't left her side for a full year, aside from the odd mission. He baby-ducked her in almost perfect invisibility. She often forgot he was there.
 Chandra's face betrayed the briefest flash of annoyance. Lydia wasn't surprised.
 Game on, Samuel. We're doing this for Cassie.
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 Fancy dress, barefoot, Lydia was holding a garden hose. She sprayed down Samuel at a modest distance, though she could feel little drops on her legs. Three events done, he was coated top to bottom in mud. Anyone interested could watch her and only her, stalkers, though there was a real event commentary being sent across to the station. Some wealthy fan might relay it FTLS back to the Sol System, but this wasn't exactly gripping drama here. It was a twenty-seven-year-old with a garden hose rinsing off a honey bear. And there, on the main screen, was that circle-bot from earlier making another pass in the 15k Time-trial, completely demolishing the time-splits. Lydia was half-rooting for it, and completely intimidated by it. Damn, was it fast.
 Circle-bot raced alone. The bots never competed head-to-head until the last event.
 She sprayed his flank wrong and got splattered. Blinking it away, interim-president of a new nation, there was nothing humiliating about taking care of your robot and getting mud on your face. It was as human as tripping on the sidewalk, pooping, or getting spaghetti in your hair. Cold water—hello nipples. They always did call her a populist. Lydia was actually having fun, in a pretty good mood, but it was impossible to project that given the audience. Instead, it probably just looked weird. Yeah, now there was mud on Cassie's dress, a confirmed reason why they didn't share clothes. Alicia handed her a towel.
 The first event Samuel entered was Targeting. Robot teams could compete in any order they chose, which was a big part of the sport's popularity. People endlessly debated the strategy, managing the wear-and-tear, strengths and weaknesses of builds and body-types. She hadn't run a diagnostic on him in months, and didn't have access to her comm unit. The device had a zillion controls affecting muscle strength and articulation rate. She used the event to calibrate him and see how he was doing.
 They plugged his head into a water balloon cannon. Lydia gave him no instruction, not a word. Pneumatic, a rush of air burst out the barrel. The first shot missed a paper target, wide right. The second shot pinged the frame of the next one. Wobbly, it broke the tissue. Good enough. He nailed the last three shots. Four for five.
 Samuel was agile, but his main asset was his intelligence. He was a Honeywell 509-BB, last model of a famous series, the 509 was made of leftover parts. His cerebrum and tracking sensors were never matched after the 500-series was discontinued, but his mechanics could get a bit iffy. Rather than freaking out about her lack of micro-management, Lydia trusted his AI and all the experience he'd had following her around. He understood human speech and nuance perfectly, and self-calibrated like a champ. It was a lot to trust for Cassie's life or death, but she wasn't pulling Marshall off hacker-duty just so she could nitpick Samuel's internal ballast. It had to be surprising to the public that Lydia owned an expensive bot like this, especially since she'd always espoused her poverty. The fact he was a kit, not a production model, saved him from entry-protests. The tracking bot wasn't made for this and was anything but a shoe-in.
 Sandy had talked to her friends and sent them away for hot dogs and beers just to move them around. Their presence had completed their one purpose, a projection of strength without drawing a weapon. The girls, well, Lydia just needed their support.
 The second event was the Climb. Now that Samuel could see straight, Lydia wanted him to limber up. There was no harness. Samuel began to scale the large plastic tree without cue, very steady, very sure, but a little slow. Slow was better than falling. The bots with wings always zipped straight up, dodging branches. There was no rule against that, but he did fine for a quadruped.
 Samuel didn't need to dominate. He just needed to complete things. The bots that overspecialized usually burned out, including the fliers, including ones like the circle bot.
 The third event supplied horizontal resistance, rather than vertical-gravity resistance. The Mudder Sprint was all about torque and it often wrecked the light-framed fliers. They usually attempted this one last since, in fairness, they were forced to maintain contact with the sticky surface if just for fluttering leaps and hops, making a mess. He muscled through it as if it wasn't there. Low to the ground, he actually posted the second-best time.
 Now Lydia handed her towel back to Alicia. The Lunarian whispered something, and the redhead asked her to repeat herself.
 “His back right leg is lagging. It's starting at his torso. Is that a screwdriver thing, or can he do it himself?”
 They were locked-in, there were only minutes between events, and she didn't have the tools to adjust him physically. Lydia squatted beside him, “Do some stutters first, and check your rear right quarter. You're not optimal.”
 Samuel had no mechanism to affirm understanding, only texting, which she had no access to without her comm unit. Lydia slapped Samuel on his tiny robot butt and trusted him to understand. He always understood. Thank you, Clamdriver, author of his OS.
 The fourth event was the infamous Tire Run.
 She chose this event next because Samuel was still fresh and calibrated, bum leg aside. He wasn't required to run the tires like a biped, but he and the fliers, the circle-bots, and the balls, all were required to touch the ground in every tire before dancing over to the diagonal. They didn't need to keep a rhythm, but speed was a huge bonus. Now Lydia began to coach, “Slow down, Sam.”
 And Samuel did it slow, hopping completely into and out of each tire: hop, hop, hop. It was arduous, and perfect. 
 There were no cheers, it was too early. She didn't know how he was pacing in points, most of the bots completing their last events before the finale.
 Fuck. Now he was visibly limping. It'd gotten worse. She'd signed him up for the Power Lift next. For him it was all about leg strength, a squat starting with the bot's bodyweight. It'd go up from there if you chose to continue. She was hoping to be aggressive and make up some ground. Just like with the mud, he had a lot of leverage. Other bots used pistons or gusts of air-power, if just to earn an attempt-and-fail.
 Five minutes to go, she worked it over in her mind, what she could say to sort it out.
 A deafening cheer crashed over the arena, snapping Lydia's head to the screen.
 It wasn't a robot.
 Lillian Anatali walked in from the competitor’s main gate. She was still dressed in her Academy uniform. The station's princess reacted to the cheers with a thin smile and a few waves, taking one spin before continuing her march...straight to Lydia.
 The anxiety in her chest was cutting off her breath. Janice followed Lillian about twenty paces behind in her own blue uniform. Yeah, she was skipping her Saturday classes. Her eyes were down, and the camera didn't spend much time on her, though Lydia imagined a totally different level of speculation on the broadcast. Their team was registered in the circuit, they had just never competed before. Lydia told the organizers she was 'Team Cassandra' today. They were registered as 'Belle's Beast.'
 But why were they here? 
 In mental-slow-motion, they came to her side, joining Sandy and Alicia. Janice had Lydia's comm unit. She said, “We'll talk in a minute. What's wrong with him?”
 Lydia couldn't speak. Alicia whispered something to the engineer, who whispered to Lillian. They debated over the holo-screen, Samuel's controls. Like a dog, the bot stood, stretching one rear flank, then the other straight behind. They had him walk in a circle around them, still limping. Janice poked his butt with a finger.
 Finally, Lydia found words. To Lillian, “You gave up?”
 The princess reached for her hand and gripped it hard. She sat on the field's real grass as Janice guided Samuel over to the fifth event, the Power Lift. Lydia sat with her. She glanced up, the main camera straight on them. Of course it was, the celebrity drama of competition and tragedy—wounded bot, wounded souls—for all the station to see.
 Samuel completed the first lift, a little wobbly, almost one-legged. His shoulders were under a metal bar on a set of rails. Janice asked for more weight. A young assistant obliged her. It didn't take a minute. He completed an extra twenty-five percent. He had three attempts total. Lydia was squeezing Lillian's hand so hard she thought her tiny bones might break. She wanted the big shot, two hundred percent of his body weight, for Cassie. Just snap him in half right now so they could negotiate with Alejandro. Janice asked for two hundred without consultation.
 Samuel's legs strained against the weight in a vibrating attempt. Now the screen was on a side-by-side view of the lift and the girls. The crowd was quiet. Most lightweight bots broke under fifty pounds, their nimble joints couldn't take it—a rare gamble. She heard a click. If Samuel's hips snapped, that was something she could repair later. Lillian squeezed back and leaned in for a hand-over-ear whisper.
 “We got it.”
 The crowd erupted in a cheer.
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 Lydia's face was buried in Lillian's shoulder, shuddering, completely disabled. Her friend cooed in her ear, “It's ok, Lyd's, we got it, just let it out. Stay with me. We got it.”
 Completely misunderstanding the meltdown, Alicia and Sandy were on their knees in the grass beside them, expressions dark and careful. Lydia wrapped her sister into it, whispering, “Don't let them know, don't let anyone know.”
 Samuel had worked out his hip dislocation and was currently running the track, round and round, just like the circle-bot had. He might be greyhound-fast in a sprint, just not as fast as bots that could fly, or ones that had wheels. It didn't matter so much. His brave lift had him paced equal in points with in the competition, an average of scores after five events. The 15k Run would take about twenty minutes.
 “We need privacy,” she said to Alicia, still crying. She got that towel back and covered her face. Lydia walked off the field, supported and guided by her sisters. The crowd was quiet.
 
 * * *
 
 There was nothing called Press-B-Gone, but Lillian did own a rather modest device that looked like an apple-sized hand grenade. In the center of the locker room, she pressed the top and let it be. A basic communications jammer, it made short work of tiny bugs and nanobot swarms. There might be a dozen microscopic clusters surrounding them collecting audio and video. They didn't track and chase very well, but in static locations there was a risk. No chance, guys.
 “You got it? Like for real?” Lydia blew her nose into the towel. “That fast?”
 “It wasn't fast.” Lillian sat down. Janice joined her, grinning. Alicia and Sandy looked confused, but with tentative smiles. “It took us five minutes after the attack started. Janice was a superhero. What was that program?”
 “Paigow.imm. It redirected any oversight into a rotation. I caught the system in a loop.”
 “Yay, jargon,” Lydia said. It seemed like the cyberwarriors shared a new camaraderie. Good for them, but, “What happened?”
 “Trent organized the attack.” Lillian asked for a beer. Great, Lydia was sending everyone she knew down the wrong path. Screw it, her best friend deserved a drink and the girl could make her own decisions. “I went in first. I pinged it to Triton and sent the Kraken to beat down the main gate, really obvious. WALcos pulled away, guarding their back.”
 “I did my thing,” Janice said, “lots of recursion on their monitors. They never saw Marshall. He got super close, but then I dropped the cloak. He got caught.”
 “Is it bad?” Lydia sipped her can, not understanding.
 “He suicide-bombed the defense network and we went silent,” the youngest continued. “Trent snuck in, disguised as a repair module. Brilliant research.”
 “The next part took the longest,” Lillian said. “WALcos had no reconditioning records for Cassie. Total dead end. Her medical records were completely pedestrian in their network, but he grabbed the baseline.”
 “No drama, come on now, there was nothing?”
 “Trent traced deleted correspondence back to Castliono, Argentina, her birth-lab.” Lillian did a little loop-de-loop with her finger. “He got the real stuff there.”
 “That's too easy. It's a decoy.”
 “It wasn't easy. It's not a decoy, and it has nothing to do with WALcos. Without Santiago, it could only be Brazil, Lunar, or Sancompares.”
 “Like I said, it's a trap.” Lydia took some time with her thoughts. She knew a lot about Cassie and her politics. It was a big deal to her. She'd been paying attention. “Any ties to Brazil are a total red herring, and The Moon wouldn't be so clumsy with the actual surgery, then offer to repair it. If we use those records, she'll come back as Satanic Cleopatra or something. Nice try guys, but you found what they wanted you to find.” 
 It broke her heart, but there was no way Sancompares Laboratory had access or motivation for multiple reconditionings of a WALcos heiress. To be very clear, Cassie was a daughter of Santiago, Chile, and had been for twenty-six years. Sancompares Lab in Castliono was where they had gestated her in a surrogate mother or a glass tube—Lydia couldn't guess how that worked—but WALcos never hid the fact they had went into the genetic vault to birth a new heir from the old bloodline. That dichotomy was what made her a child of two territories. She was a source of great pride for Argentina, who had few things to be proud of.
 “We're not stupid, Lydia,” Lillian held her hands and looked very deep in her eyes. She was holding back some hurt feelings, but the words weren't condescending. “We know how to sniff out traps. It's completely possible DeConte didn't know anything about this. She's only fifth in succession, and Alejandro, even in marriage would be what?”
 “He's can't be in succession,” Lydia said. Even if the man married Cassie, and she died, or if she became CEO and tried to abdicate it, he wasn't a legitimate heir. The bloodline was far too diluted; she couldn't even find him on the books. Their children on the other hand, “That's a conspiracy theory, what you're saying.”
 “It's Occam's razor,” Lillian brought up a screen, pointing. “If you're willing to exclude Brazil and The Moon, Sancompares is all that makes sense. And her family doctor probably had no reason to suspect reconditioning. Would anyone? I doubt they were trying to lie to her. And yet, since adolescence, she visited Sao Paulo's Santa Maria hospital nineteen times, Dome-Tycho thirty-seven times, and Sancompares Laboratories four times.”
 “Shit. Brazil and The Moon, that's all her Mortality Shock research. I'd bet my life the doctor would confirm that, and he's no butcher. But why would she go back to Sancompares? Are there any Fitzgerald names in the records, signing off? She didn't do this to herself.”
 “She didn't deserve this, but yes, it looks like she did.” Lillian was very steady with her voice. She'd been holding back. “This might be hard to hear, Lydia.”
 “I don't have that option.” That's all she could stay. Her mouth was completely dry. She didn't reach for a drink.
 Lillian blew out a small breath from pursed lips. She swallowed. “Cassie, she's made attempts on her own life.”
 “Yeah, she told me that. When she was younger, fifteen and eighteen. Pills.”
 “Ok,” Lillian's face relaxed a little, “both times, she was released, on her consent, to Sancompares for further observation. I'm guessing they panicked. They tried to ground her to things she knew. Her guardian, DeConte, and her betrothed, Alejandro; their names keep popping up. It was a medical decision. There was a third visit when she was twenty-three, and again at twenty-four.”
 It was too much.
 It was just too much. Lydia needed someone to blame, to take responsibility for this, and now all she had was a faceless medical panel, five labcoats with clipboards? Lydia wanted to cry, she wanted to break her fist against a locker. She did neither. “Did she consent to reconditioning? Treatment?”
 “She consented to anything and everything. There's, um, a letter. She just wanted to be well, to be happy.”
 “Let me read it.”
 Lillian nodded, of course, though she warned her it wasn't...good. Lydia's Spanish was terrible, but a text translation came up beside the hand-written document, automatic:
 

Your God is a terrible person. He allowed me to be born, an abomination. I am outside of time and out of time, no parents, no home, and no hope. You won't let me die. You keep me trapped in this lie, waiting for what, another day to suffer?
 
 Lydia could have written the same thing seven years ago. And it was horrible the way you could raise a cynical eyebrow and chalk it up to angst. She couldn't. These were the words of her love, someone who had just failed to take her own life. At the end of the letter:
 

If you won't let me die, then change me. Make me happy. Just do it. I don't care anymore.
 
 Lydia's hands fell into her lap. “This is her handwriting. A hundred percent.” Her voice cracked. “She never told me.”
 “It's quite possible she doesn't remember,” Lillian said. “But just as likely, she's just a good person in a lot of pain, and she remembers everything. That first surgery just didn't work out. You can't force someone to be happy, to be healthy. The other times didn't work either. Then she meets you, and the treatment kills her just when she's getting well. It's like she's being punished for the way she felt a decade ago. It seems like she kept it from everyone, even her family. I can't imagine how that must feel, for you or her.”
 Lillian could have used different words, but Lydia knew what she meant. The redhead was feeling so much of everything she could die, like she was taking in teenage-Cassie's pain, the shame, and self-loathing. Everything before and after. What if Lydia, herself, had the same options after Dad died? Cut me; make me happy.
 “Guys, I need to say this. Please understand me. I'm just having a lot of trouble with this.”
 They all stared, expressions solid, serious. She took a deep breath.
 “You might feel I'm overthinking this, but if Cassie was this unhappy, didn't she have the right to end it, or change herself? Do I have the right to 'fix her' and make her suffer again? What if all I'm doing is making her suffer because I'm too selfish to let her go. I mean, read that letter. She could have written that to me. She may as well have written it to us, today. We won't let her die, and Cassie would rather not exist, or become someone else, rather than live in...”
 Lydia choked up and broke down again. Sandy had been at her side, but scooted over. Now it was Alicia, a firm hand on Lydia's shoulder. The Lunarian spoke in her weird Swiss accent, and there was something new there, impatience. There was some light shaking until she got her attention.
 “Lydia, I first met Cassie five years ago. I may not know her best, but I have known her the longest. She is a friend to my family, and in thirty-six of those visits to Dome-Tycho, she ate at my kitchen table with my mother and father, my brother and myself. She slept in my bed thirty-six times as our guest. During your visit, when you all scolded me, her words were the ones that upset me. Lillian was just overkill. We may not be as close as sisters, but I know Cassie well.”
 Lydia had never really thought about that before. Alicia would have been around eleven when they met. Cassie, twenty-one.
 “I'd never seen anything but a forced-smile and broken spirit until you arrived with her a year ago. I don't care to discuss my faith, but we have a keen awareness to truth and sincerity.” Yeah, Lydia had picked up on that. It was like the girl was a human lie-detector. “The Cassie I met that day was a woman transformed, and it was the first time I saw her alive, fully so. It was like seeing someone become who they were meant to be. That's the woman who deserves a chance at life. You can delete that garbage letter for all it means to me. The Cassie sleeping without breath is the one that needs us, not this ghost from ten years ago.”
 Alicia swallowed hard. Impassioned, it looked like she was afraid she'd overstepped her bounds. She hadn't. That was exactly what Lydia needed to hear. She wrapped her young friend in a hard hug. Alicia, much stronger, held on just as tight.
 “Who knows about this?” Lydia said into carrot-shaded hair.
 “Just us.” Janice had been working on one of her screens. “It's your call if we give it to Mister Mohammed.”
 “Yes. Let's get her back. I think the Cassie I met, the one I love, she wants to live. She certainly didn't want to die. Not anymore.”
 Tap-tap on a screen, it was sent. Janice relayed that the men needed rest. Most of the damage had been repaired. Cassie was stable. Dead, but stable. It might be another day before they corrected the flaws in her reconditioning and could attempt her revival.
 It took some deep breathing, but the feeling had returned to her fingertips. Lydia almost smiled. She was too scared to smile.
 “I, um, could use a little more advice, Lily.” Samuel had to be completing the time-trial, if he hadn't already. She could yank him from competition now, but, “Earlier, I think I opened a giant can of dicks.”
 “Of course you did,” Lillian rubbed her back, smiling, “that's what you do.”
 “Thanks.”
 Sandy sniped in, “I know if I found a can of dicks, like an old one in the back of the pantry, I'd just give it to Lydia. She'd have that can right open.”
 “Hey now.”
 “Contents Under Pressure. Pop! Dicks everywhere.”
 Lydia pouted. She wasn't wrong.



 
 
~ 27 ~
 
Maze
 
 
 Samuel completed the Long Jump in classic fashion for a quadruped: full-sprint, a tiny leap, and yay, three feet into the sand pit, a rolling tumble. The fliers usually just got a 'cleared' rating, all tied with each other for full points. It was good he attempted and accomplished the jump even if the event dropped him down to eighth overall.
 Lillian yawned, her hands on her hips. Janice was driving the comm unit. Lydia was standing steady, arms-crossed, leg out.
 She wasn't satisfied with the WALcos situation, Alejandro included, and she was sort of locked-in with Chandra. This would only take another hour anyway. Lydia didn't have much competitive spirit. She wasn't set on winning for victory's sake. Lydia was going off her own mild temperament and paranoia, covering her ass.
 Hopefully if Cassie came back right (the only real thing on Lydia's mind) it would diffuse whatever shit she started with Argentina without need for comment. WALcos already legally 'gave' her Cassie, her legal care, so hopefully they'd leave it like that. Alejandro didn't know they had the records, so hopefully they could negotiate being unharassed forever. As far as Chandra went, well, Lillian already offered to kick her off the station, Ganymede be damned, but Lydia said that wasn't necessary. The woman was a freaky weirdo, but she'd never outright wronged her.
 When it came to the press, for explanation, Marshall had released confirmation that the president was flat broke after their stunt, and not accepting donations. Lydia had used all her permanent shares to buy one-hundred-seventy-million temporary shares that were currently worthless. It meant very little to Lydia, a Lowtown girl who had lived on twenty credits a week for food. It would, however, make living interesting for a while. Chandra paid her five hundred a week, which was wealthy for her, but these new developments sort of put her future into question. She didn't want to play piano for Chandra after this.
 While she knew no one would actually let her starve, Lydia couldn't accept another arts grant from Anatali. Unless she went home, Cassie was more than likely cut-off. Any compensation for Lydia's political position would be months away, and that was assuming she could beat real politicians in a fair election.
 Anyway, the prize money had real value, especially if Samuel could be repaired on the cheap.
 “Uh, Lydia,” Janice said. “You need to talk to Marshall now, ok?”
 The woman grimaced. It was only slightly less stressful than talking to Genevieve. Why did these people have to yell at her?
 “He can see you on video,” the girl whispered. “No hiding.”
 Goddamn it. She took the comm unit, killed the holo screen, and pressed it to her ear.
 “Hello?”
 “Lydia?” She heard the barely contained rage. He knew by now if he yelled she'd just turn it off and literally run away. She'd done it before. “We have a problem, Lydia.”
 “We always have a problem.” she covered her mouth. Everyone with a camera could lipread her via a basic program. “Tell that bitch we'll be on Earth once Cassie's better. I don't care if it's contempt of court or not.”
 Samuel splashed into the junior-sized pool for the Swim. Buoyant, he doggy-paddled well, a lot better than the circle-bots and fliers that had to do weird shit with their bodies to get across above or below the water. Immersion was a requirement. Most of them just crawled along the bottom.
 “It's your recording sales,” Marshall said. “Do you know how this looks?”
 “My what? I don't handle that, Cassie does.”
 One length, Samuel was out of the water. He posted the fourth best time, which was pretty awesome since the good swimmers were shitty climbers, bad runners, mediocre mudders, et cetera. Fifth place after eight events.
 Striking distance.
 “Cassie did it?”
 “Did what? I'm kind of busy here, Marshall. I have no idea what you're talking about, so spit it out.”
 There was a heavy sigh on the audio.
 “Then Cassie tagged a live recording of 'O Canada' with a license. The purveyor released all rights. You shouldn't have gone down to the field, Lydia. I was forced to make a statement. The song is moving with half of your back-catalog.”
 Samuel the bear was now stepping into a small glowing bowl. The AG-module floated into the air, a honey bear in a teacup spaceship. It was an aerial obstacle course, known simply as Flight. Even flying bots opted for the module since it was another brain-game. It had little to do with aerial agility, and more with three-dimensional perception and momentum control. It was usually adorable too.
 “Moving where? How is this a problem?”
 “Fuck it. I'm blaming you.”
 “What's that supposed to mean? I didn't do anything. What are you talking about?” Yeah, now her hand was off the receiver, just for a second.
 Samuel zipped through the course as if he'd been practicing for a month. There were rings and gates and rails, forty-eight objectives in all. He got his second cheer from the crowd. Lydia glanced up. He beat his closest competitor by fifteen seconds, no errors. These mental courses were his anchor events. He didn't get extra points, but he did get his first leading time in any event. Lydia felt pride.
 Way to go, little man. Way to go, Clamdriver. Way to go, Dad.
 “You have incoming royalties. I can't track how, but I'm blaming that local-fundraiser crap you got everyone into. BC heard you were broke. They bought-in, supporting you one credit at a time. Now your treason anthem is top on the national charts, not just ours, the CCC's. Grats on the platinum record, Lydia.” If tone could kill.
 “That's your dumbass fault!” And yes, they were totally arguing. This wasn't playful. “You should have asked before talking about my money. I would have just told them the truth, that I was gambling for Cassie.”
 “You never give me direction! You make me do all the work, and then you complain!”
 Meanwhile, Lillian and Janice were walking Samuel over to a small booth. The booth contained the largest and most time-consuming event in the contest, The Maze.
 “Hey, Sandy.” Lydia called over, her hand covering the receiver. Her sister, just hanging out in the grass, stood up. “O Canada went platinum. You get half. Talk to this asshole about it.”
 Sandy smiled, shrugged, and walked on over. It seemed like she'd talk to anyone.
 Speaking of new friends, Samuel had company at the booth. Other bots were in the Maze, a scorpion with paddle-legs—a fast swimmer—and a glider with colorful butterfly wings. They acknowledged each other; Samuel dipped his head, some sort of subroutine she wasn't aware of. Cute.
 It didn't take a moment for him to dive into the VR arena. He was represented in third-person, a honey bear, the camera just behind his shoulder. He was sitting stock-still in a hedge-corridor, green grass, infinitely tall walls. Lydia had never even run this event as a test. She hoped Samuel knew what to do. Lillian and Janice were chatting with each other. Lydia got closer:
 “You're supposed to give him chocolate,” Lillian said. “I think white chocolate at your age.”
 “What do you mean, my age? We're like, the same age.”
 Lydia took a hard step backwards. Big sister or not, this was not her thing. Her eyes were on the small-screen. Samuel sniffed in the air and panted.
 “What I mean is if you're trying to send a message, make sure he gets it. Boys are stupid.”
 Yes. Yes, they are.
 Samuel started at a walk until the first break in the hedgerow, then began a trot until the second.
 “What makes you so smart? You ever have a Valentine?” Damn it, Janice. Don't poke the bear.
 “I've had like twenty Valentines,” Lillian said, fumbling with a cord. “They all like chocolate.”
 The fourteen-year-old seemed skeptical. “White chocolate? All of them?”
 “Yeah, totally. Everyone knows that.”
 Samuel was running the maze at a full sprint, never hesitating.
 “Lydia!” Janice called her over. Oh, fuck no. Don't get the disaster girl into this.
 “We don't celebrate V-day in Canada, I have no idea,” she offered a bit too readily.
 “V-day?” Janice said.
 “Valentine's, and they totally celebrate it.” Lillian leaned closer to her petite friend. They both stared at Lydia as if she was holding out.
 “The hell. How old are you girls? Nine?”
 No, that didn't discourage them; the pair had her trapped. Lillian actually had Samuel's cable wrapped once around her hand. An empty threat, but...
 “Janice is going to confess to Marshall. But he's eighteen.” Lillian glanced over to the girl. Her engineer nodded, brave. “It's age appropriate in Gloria, but not in Juneau. She's willing to wait three weeks to kiss him. She'll be fifteen then.”
 Janice nodded again, her eyes lowering in a blush.

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, there was that aneurism coming again, right over her left eye. Brain explode.
 Samuel was crushing the maze. Unless he got twisted around, he'd have a great score. Keep it steady, buddy.
 Lydia knew that with or without her 'guidance,' these adolescent fumblings would still be moving along.
 Eh...Marshall just turned eighteen not too long ago, which was almost like being seventeen. Janice would be turning fifteen in a couple weeks, which was almost like a two-year age gap. People lived to be over six hundred. Two years was like two months. The numbers still said fourteen and eighteen though, but Lydia had been cheering for Janice and Marshall since she met them.
 Her caution was still projecting an awkward opinion, that every horny fifteen-year-old should be a virginal homunculus of Lydia. If they all had the same start, they could succeed where Lydia had failed in post-adolescence, where she had gone astray. There was still hope for them. But did she really want to say, 'Deny your feelings and stay pure to make old people feel better!' Lydia couldn't even invent a reason to stand in the way. For a girl's Valentine's kiss? Screw that. Marshall had a say in it too.
 Her first kiss came at the tender age of twenty-six, they way it worked in her mind. All the men and women and debauchery before that were lies and disappointments. The kiss with Cassie wouldn't have felt that way without all the miserable history leading up to it. But when it came to these girls...
 It was none of her business; it wasn't her life.
 “Guys just like attention, if they're interested. Same as anyone. You could set their car on fire with a big heart on it, and they'd love it.” The way they were nodding along made her want to dial back the hyperbole. “I just mean it doesn't matter how you express yourself. If you make it clear, you'll get an answer, up or down.”
 Lydia smirked to herself. That was a very responsible thing to say. Lydia gets a merit-badge for Big Sister-ing. No judgment, no endorsement. Janice deserved an answer, even if it was a heartbreak.
 The girl's brow was furrowed, “So what do I set on fire then? Or do I stay with the chocolate?”
 “She means you should just kiss him Monday, stupid. Don't wait.”
 Janice reared back. “You first, hypocrite!”
 “With Marshall?” Lillian said. Somewhere, in space and time, Lydia imagined his eyes snapping up as if his just heard his name on the wind.
 “With Leo,” the girl whispered. “Lily, he looks at you, too.”
 Ugh...
 That was the heartbreaking thing. Leo really didn't look at Lillian. Alicia was one thing, and it was good, but she could feel the heat of the torch he was carrying, because Lydia carried one too. It wasn't weird, or bad, or even vanity, it was an understanding between people not meant to be together. It was adult. Lydia and Leo were separated by a lifetime.
 Samuel made it to the center of the virtual maze. Almost record time. There were cheers. Other competitors were still stuck in the labyrinth. Samuel had one event to go before joining the others in the finale.
 Lydia would be with Cassie, forever. Leo could be with anyone he wanted.
 Lydia just played mental ping-pong, agonizing over a twenty-seven-month age difference between teenagers. She was eighty-eight months older than Leo, seven years plus change.
 Lydia was having inconvenient thoughts while her dead fiancee was being resurrected in a hospital bed. Everyone had inconvenient thoughts.
 Lydia felt almost as happy when Leo touched her as when Cassie did. This was not a new revelation. She'd made her choice.
 Lydia didn't want Leo, she just wanted him to be with an nonthreatening, virgin princess who had the carnal wisdom of, well, a couple nine-year-olds debating Valentine's chocolates.
 At the height of all this, she considered what actual reality would make her smile, right now.
 Lydia wanted to wake up tomorrow, touch Cassie's butt, and hear her squeak in fake-protest.

Bingo.
 Yeah, it was complicated being a human, love and sex, but it wasn't that complicated.
 If there was any trade-off in life, that was the easy one.
 Lydia just wanted to touch Cassie's butt.
 And while she could wave a giant flag of polyamory over their star-crossed triangle (Leo would have been thrilled), that wasn't what Cassie was into. If Cassie wasn't into it, then neither was Lydia.
 Cassie's butt was enough. Put that on a flag.
 Lydia finally realized she was drunk. It'd been a long twenty-four hours.



 
 
~ 28 ~
 
What is violence?
 
 
 Samuel was in a plastic hamster-ball, a large one. He slowly traversed a net of floating planks and rails, thirty feet in the air. This was his eleventh event, the last one before a long break and this evening's final event, the Battle Royal.
 Super Monkey Ball.

Go, Sam, go!
 Lydia's instruction was for him to take this very slow and just complete the course. Currently, he was in third place. If he got a basic completion he might get to second or first, no matter how slow. His leg was fine, his head was fine. If he could close this out in the top-five, the Battle Royal results would barely matter. The winner of the combined combat round was almost always some specialist buzzsaw-bot that was so far behind in points it didn't matter. He should be able to run and stay invisible long enough to get chopped up late in the match, lots of points.
 Lydia wasn't only drunk, she really, really, needed to pee.
 She'd been standing, but now she tried to sneak away from her friends. Sandy was still on the comm, smiling. Lillian and Janice were watching Samuel intently. Alicia caught her eye, but Lydia waved her away and scampered off the field.
 The crowd didn't notice other than a few 'atta girl's' from the stands as she entered the tunnel. Lydia remembered to smile. 
 The locker room was dead quiet, no colors, no home team—wait—she was in the away-room. No time to waste, she flung her backpack off her shoulder and hit the stalls. Lydia didn't know what all those royalties meant, but she was locked into this competition. She could decline to enter Samuel into the robot-slaughter, but she had a business deal with Chandra, and now it had nothing to do with money. She still needed Alejandro gone.
 Lydia sat on the toilet and let the fire hydrant go.
 Two breaths later, a deafening roar filled the bathroom.
 Just outside the stall, it rumbled through her whole body like a jet-engine taking off. It shook the doors with clanging violence and snapped the feeble lock. It rattled her teeth and scrambled her guts. Lydia tried to clamp it off, but the pee finished on its own, it probably would have kept going if she'd been wearing pants. It wasn't a gunshot. It sounded like a mountain just avalanched into the bathroom. It was gone just as fast. There was no smoke, no flash of light, nothing to go with it.
 Lydia was in a fight-or-flight panic, knees up to her chest. For once, breathless and stuck in a corner, her brain chose fight.
 Dress hiked up around her, she searched side to side.
 A plunger laid on the floor, between stalls. Lydia swallowed hard and reached for the stick.
 She heard a hiss, a human voice. It wasn't a hush-hush sound.
 A stream of red created an expanding circle under her door. Lydia crept onto the toilet, feet on the seat. She twisted the rubber cap off the stick. She set the cap to the floor and held it end over end, ready to punch with it like a spear. Christ, she was an idiot.
 “Hide.” There was a whisper as the blood-pool continued to expand, now reaching the toilet. That was a lot of blood. It steamed and even bubbled, unnatural. Via sound, motion, or shadow, she could sense either stall beside her occupied. Lydia was in no position to look over or under the walls. Her friends? She pressed her back to the tile, hoping that she'd get a chance to run if someone fired through.
 The main bathroom door kicked open and someone opened up with a machine gun. The noise was completely deafening, the loudest thing she'd ever heard in her life. Lydia tumbled straight to the bloody floor, fetal-position beside the toilet. Chunks of tile exploded over head. One bullet shattered the toilet beside her, bathing her in filthy water and chunks of porcelain. 
 That same avalanche-sound filled the room, combining with a yelp. A female voice shouted, “Stop!” The shooting had stopped just as fast.
 Through her ringing ears, Lydia now heard the accent, “Check it, now!”
 The bathroom door slammed again. She heard the hinge close. Lydia hid with her plunger. There was a gurgle, then a cry. A male voice spoke loudly in Spanish, a plea.
 “One death wasn't enough?” Sacha said. Something skittered under Lydia's stall, it was small. It was a human ear. She heard the cry again. “Take my sister alone?” A second wail; a second ear skittered in the blood.
 Lydia wanted her to stop, but she couldn't find the breath. She heard a gurgle, a choke.
 “Starflower, this one has something to say. Come out and hear him.”
 “N-No.” Her back was still on the tile. Lydia stared at the ears, her bare feet in the still-hot blood. She shuffled back into a squat.
 “Clear.” It was Alicia's voice, grim. “Should I call Lily?”
 “Not yet, Tsukino, let him decide his fate.” Sacha tipped the stall open with fingertips, not looking, waving Lydia over. She was kneeling hard into a man's chest, pressing, grinning into his eyes. He was dressed in a suit. Lydia couldn't be sure, but he looked like one of the men Alejandro had with him. His sub-machine gun was just out of his reach. He had no ears and was bleeding free from his face. The door swung a bit wider, and that had to be Alicia's handiwork: there was a steaming ball of flesh and bone, about two feet tall. It had no face, no body, no features, just a pile of gore. The Lunarian's cannon was still in her hand, whirring like a tiny turbine. She watched around the corner. There were two hemispherical indents in the concrete wall, as if they'd been carved out by gravity itself.
 Sacha didn't look like a redhead. Her hair had been chopped off to a straight, black, pixie cut. Skin-bronzer, her flesh was the same shade as Sandy's. Sacha was now wearing green capri's and a yellow hoodie. It was all splattered with blood.
 She held her skinning knife with pure conviction, tipped just under his nose. No hesitation, she sliced up—
 “Stop!” Lydia shouted, her bare feet slick in the blood. The man didn't have words, only cries and screams. The cut sliced through. He just lost his nose. “Fuck! Stop!”
 Sacha tossed it at Lydia. Fast, she punctured an eye and jammed the blade down his cheek, splitting his face, then ground the point into his teeth. “I will end this once you confess.”
 Alicia had left the room. Lydia sort of stumbled forward until the nose hit her in the belly. The wet tap hit like a cannonball. She couldn't do anything against the sudden horror.
 “You want to fuck my sister?” Sacha sliced a deep chunk of flesh up his jaw before sawing into his chin, into bone. “Your guns, you came to kill her!”
 She dropped the knife. Hands on his shoulders, she reared up and pounded the man's head into the floor, once, twice, a third time.
 “Stop it!” Lydia screamed, slipping on the blood.
 Sacha shoved her down like a child. She pressed her knees into his chest, suffocating him, and gripped his hair, slamming his head back down. “You came to kill my sister!”
 The man was coughing blood and choking, trying to fight her off.
 Sacha put her hands around his neck and squeezed. It wasn't just an attempt, her muscles strained, thumbs digging in hard. Lydia picked up her plunger stick and drove it into the woman's shoulder—Lydia could never go for the head, not after Cassie. Sacha shoved back, eyes wild, one hand still on his throat.
 “Too innocent, Starflower. His bullets were meant for your life.”
 The woman pinned him down by the neck and began punching, not just once, but over and over and over, into his ruined nose. The man shuddered and went flaccid. “You think you know what suffering is? Confess, and I'll end you better than you would her.”
 The man spat out some teeth, trying to talk. Sacha punched him in the face again, then dug her hand in his mouth for his tongue. He tried to bite, but she shoved in her fist. She got some leverage and jerked her hand down, snapping his jaw down to his neck, ripping his cheeks at the lips in a grotesque smile. She pushed on it before punching him again. 
 “We countdown now. Three.”
 Sacha stared at him and found her knife. He was gurgling, begging.
 “You come at me with a gun, happy to end my life. I'm a soldier of Savanna. I don't die so easy.”
 She stabbed his arm, twisted it, and sliced out, the exact opposite of surgical. Lydia couldn't watch, she couldn't intervene, she was in a corner, somewhere in the middle of sobs and vomit. The man cried out loudly, a full scream. She wasn't even giving him a breath to recover, much less speak. “You came for my sister, soul of Canadia. She is the glory.”
 He tried to vocalize something. A scream came out instead. She began to cut.
 Sacha dropped his tongue on the bathroom floor and reached over for his gun.
 “Kill my moon-sister? Shoot your gun at her? She is heaven's truth.”
 She pulled his remaining eyelid down and showed him his gun, sideways.
 She shot him in the face. There was no countdown, no Two or One.
 Sacha stood, gun pointed, and emptied the magazine from head to chest.
 Lydia hid her face into the wall.



 
 
~ 29 ~
 
Naked
 
 
 “I think we're done with public appearances.” Alicia walked Lydia to the showers. “You ok?”
 Lydia shook her head, a total no. She was bathed in blood and her own toilet filth, head-to-toe.
 “You understand that was an assassination attempt on you, Lydia Stamos, Interim President of British Columbia, fiancee of Cassandra Fitzgerald? You thought WALcos would back off. They didn't.”
 Lydia nodded. There had been machine gun bullets bouncing all around until her sisters took care of it in the most graphic, horrifying way possible. Alicia didn't get a fluffy-puppy 'good-guy' pass. Her gun had turned a living, adult human into a volcano of meat with one trigger-pull. The fact there wasn't torture behind it didn't make it better, it made it more detached. Sacha and Alicia were both butchers, soldiers, in different ways. They were both her saviors. Thank goodness Sandy hadn't been there. 
 Alicia started the water. She ran her fingers under the flow. There were a dozen shower heads in the communal chamber.
 “Take your dress off. I'll find you something.”
 Lydia was that bad off; the parts around her knees were starting to get sticky. She wasn't shy, she dropped the ruined dragon dress and tried to get some of the gore off her.
 “We have to call the police, or evacuate,” Lydia's said, voice shaking, getting warm under the water. The blood hit the tile in a wave, all to a central drain.
 “We did.” Alicia was still in earshot. “Lillian called a special squad from Empyrean. Leo and Marshall are on their way.”
 “But they'll find out what Sacha did...”
 “I shot the other body,” she said, cold. Obstruction of justice. Great.
 The Lunarian reappeared with a stack of towels. She turned her back and started a second shower. “I don't understand what happened in her head, I just know that wasn't my call.”
 Yeah, Cassie's gold dress was ruined too. In the brain-stew Lydia was feeling, all the horror and guilt went from mundane to deep. Whatever she just saw, she hadn't processed it. It would probably come back in the quiet, at night or in her sleep. 
 “You told Trent not to kill anyone,” Lydia said, “that there were other ways. How do you rationalize that?” Alicia dropped her dress. “What do your eyes tell you about her?”
 “She's not human, not like you would understand it. But you're not either.” She rinsed herself off, watching the blood run down the drain. Lydia grabbed the shampoo, shaking her head. “The universe is not The Moon, or Hyperion, I've learned that much.”
 “The oath.”
 “Yes, I swore an oath. Sacha wants Alejandro. You were just told that he wasn't responsible for Cassie's death. Two of his men are puddles on the floor because they tried to kill you anyway. What are you trying to ask me?”
 Lydia didn't need Sob-rite, the last hour was doing just fine on its own. Her red river was redder than Alicia's. “Plain words, I think he's just wants to make babies with my wife. He feels entitled to her because he's been betrothed since birth or something.”
 Alicia walked over and snatched the shampoo. They didn't make eye contact.
 “As a teen Cassie got messed up, and the doctors reaffirmed their commitment. I don't know if he's been strung along. He probably thinks she really loves him and that I stole her. Maybe he thinks I reconditioned her. Cassie said she didn't want her family hurt.”
 “Then they shouldn't have tried to kill you,” Alicia said. “Sacha will do the same to Alejandro, and I will let her. Like I was saying, you and her aren't human. You're forces of nature, as defined by my faith. That part is not a Lunar fairytale for the children. From Hyperion, we recognize it when we see it. My people don't invite violence, but we accept lethal force to protect what's important: the innocent, and the agents of their will. I understand these things.” The vegan with the grav-gun, sure.
 Sacha entered the shower, completely nude, and ran some water, not waiting for it to warm up. She knelt below it and put her hands on her thighs. Lines of black dye ran down her back, but her hair retained it's color. Some bronzer too, but her tan stayed the same, evening out. The rest of the water was red, by far the most blood. Lydia had expected her to whistle, or sing like a psychopath. She remained motionless, even as the water got steaming hot.
 Lydia couldn't take it, she walked over and twisted a dial, making it mild.
 The soldier, the hippy-girl, and the vagrant, there wasn't much self-conscious modesty in the communal shower. Lydia barely noticed the nudity other than the fact Sacha wasn't cleaning herself up. Large splotches of soggy gore stuck to her back, neck, and arms. She decided The Redhead wasn't lying about anything. She really was a cyclone of death.
 “I'm afraid of you,” Lydia came right out with it.
 Sacha's eyes were still closed. “Well, that's to be expected, Starflower. You have a gentle heart.”
 Something about that annoyed her. Lydia pinged the woman between twenty and twenty-four. Lydia had a couple years on her, and while she didn't grow up eating raw rabbits in the American wilderness, she no woman of privilege. Her Lowtown life, her family—shelters, street-violence, and starvation—it was probably just as fraught, just as dangerous. No one had the right to talk down to her.
 “I'm not sure who you think I am—”
 “You assume just as much about me. You think I'm ill. I see the judgment in your eyes. Do you imagine Cassandra would accept my company if she believed I was ill?”
 Almost like a bit of food on someone's face, it was too much. Lydia soaked a washcloth, knelt, and began a gentle scrub of the woman's back. Sacha had only saved her life, and there was something not sitting right with her disgust and paranoia. The woman's demeanor broke a little; she leaned into it, as if it was a back rub. Unrestrained torture leaves you a bit tight on the shoulders apparently.
 “No, she wouldn't do that. But humans aren't meat to be butchered.”
 “No. Everything is meat,” she said, no more riddle-talk. “And you know I would never harm you, or any good soul. My father's judgment is not a thing of pleasure, it is fierce and glorious. Your killer's blood is on your fingers, running down that drain.”
 “Thanks for the reminder.”
 Alicia had come over to sit on the floor, kneeling on clean tile.
 “In my home, we would take many more hours purging his sins. It was too fast; I don't think he was saved. For that, I am guilty, and I will face judgment for this sin. I don't understand your culture in these stars, but I'm doing my best.”
 She honestly sounded upset by it.
 “In my culture,” Lydia swallowed, she had to say it out loud, “that was a capital crime. That was torture. That was execution without a trial. Then you had Alicia turn him into a ball of goo to cover it up. You didn't have to kill him after you disarmed him. You didn't have to do any of that. I do think you're ill.”
 Sacha reached a hand over her shoulder to stop Lydia. She stared into her eyes with those icy sapphires. “These are the things I don't understand. I don't think I ever will.” She turned her head back into the water.
 The conversation should have ended there. A long couple of moments later:
 “What do you feel about a man, when you cut him like that?” Lydia had wiped most of it off. Hands shaking, she wrung the towel and finished up.
 “I hear his heart, and how it's in pain for his sins. It causes me pain by hearing it. To release such a pain, a person must cry out in their final moments, a cry to the heavens. A confession. Every time you people stop me, that is another soul lost, doomed to roam eternity as a wraith. It's forever.” The butcher paused, then hesitated. “Sometimes I believe I shouldn't have come here.”
 Sacha wiped at her eyes with her hand, and shook her pixie cut away from the shower. She climbed to her feet.
 She continued, “There are women and children who suffer at the hands of men. They are saved because their cries sound the loudest. In pain, we are all purged in that final cry. It will be the same for me in my last breath.”
 No, Lydia didn't understand it, but those words stirred something in her heart and her memory. She sang about old soldiers, history's heroes. She researched classic literature. Sacha's words sounded a lot like those soldiers, all the poetry and pain. She was outside of time, purging the wicked for the glory of faith. Sacha was a woman at war, a crusader.
 Lydia was afraid of her, but she was beginning to understand why. It wasn't what she expected, and it shook her to the core.
 She saw herself in The Redhead. Sacha was the rage Lydia wished she could embrace, punishing those who'd hurt a woman, a child, starve the innocent, wrongfully imprison the just. She was judgment. She was vengeance without law. Seeing it in action was far too horrible. It was totally inhumane. But was it evil?
 Lydia had never been a hero. She would also never have that capacity for violence, or the physical strength to express it. And for that, she felt envy. Sacha was a weapon that didn't apologize.
 “I think I understand you both better now.” Lydia still couldn't accept it, but she would do her best to pick a side. “Thank you both for saving my life. And thank you for being honest...sister.”
 The woman smiled, a modest smile.
 Alicia made for the towels and said, “There's no breath to give than an honest one. Let's get this over with.”
 This was the wrong day for Lydia's moral compass to spin.



 
 
~ 30 ~
 
God bless this mess
 
 
 The cops had arrived before they were out of the shower. Lack of modesty aside, none of them seemed eager to meet strange men while wearing bath-towels. That was different.
 Lillian, Janice, and Sandy must have still been on the field, keeping up appearances. Alejandro had to know by now his men had failed. There really wasn't guessing how many he had, even though Chandra said there were only the three of them—he'd be alone now. Chandra was just about the least trustworthy person Lydia knew, especially now.
 She told both her friends to let her do all the talking, a life or death promise. Lydia was no lawyer, but she knew how to stall until Marshall arrived.
 Sadly, they did engage the security force in towels. They seemed to 'get it,' not pressing for a debriefing. A nice man called outside for blankets. The blankets soon arrived, piping hot. He introduced himself as Andrey, a full-fledged police commissioner for ASA. He was a tall, platinum-blond vision of handsome elegance, likely related to Lillian's family. She couldn't guess an age, and his uniform was spotless black and red. Lydia felt comfortable confirming she'd been attacked while urinating, and that Alicia had defended her, thus the machine gun holes and two piles of human goo. It didn't take a detective to sort that out.
 Andrey whispered that gravity-guns were highly-illegal in all Sol Union nations, as bad as nukes (they could chew through a colony's hull). Alicia's lunar contingent had totally bypassed customs. He suggested they follow his lead on the formalities. Well, that was helpful.
 “What horror's find us today?” said a cheerful voice. Into the locker room strode a man in a black suit, black tie, and long gold-blond hair bound in a low-ponytail. Hello, aristocrat. The security team reacted with more annoyance than respect. There were no salutes, though all of them straightened their backs. Chandra was at his side, her inhuman face set in a scowl.
 Lydia scrunched her shoulders into her cozy blanket and turned to her friends, giving them both very pointed looks. In her head, 'don't you dare say a word.'
 Sacha coughed and turned her back, sitting on a bench. Alicia cast a glance to her clothes, her gun holster buried under her bloody dress.
 “President Stamos, it's my honor,” the new man bowed low, very low, turning a leg under it. “James Carmichael, Sol Union Investigations Department.”

Fuuuuck.
 Both Alicia and Sacha were from independent nations, and yet both of them twitched at the introduction. Lydia had to remember she was now from an independent nation as well.
 “How is your day?” Carmichael's smile might be charming if it wasn't one hundred percent fake.
 “My day is complicated. Someone just tried to kill me. I already made my statement.”
 “Kill you? Are you sure it wasn't a kidnapping attempt?”
 Eh...fuck this guy. He was fishing, and Lydia had no idea how wide his net was. He probably didn't know anything.
 “I already made my statement. My lawyer is on the way.” She stood a bit more firm, trying to hold off the shakes. Her two friends could kill people, but Lydia was the oldest, and the one with all the responsibility. She had to keep Alicia and Sacha safe. This wasn't a simple cop. He was like an ambassador-special-agent-super-cop with the clout to arrest whoever he wanted, independent nation or not. He was an empowered representative of the federation and the international court. No, they didn't play nice. “I got shot at, shoot-to-kill.”
 “Lawyer? Ma'am what do you need a lawyer for?” He walked deeper into the room, rounding her before sizing up Alicia, then Sacha. The Redhead glanced up before lowering her eyes, shivering. Another cough. He stood right next to Alicia's dress, never once looking at it.
 “You're a SID. I'm a head of state. I always have a lawyer. This isn't weird.”
 “Ah. True, but regrettable.” Carmichael sat beside Sacha, almost touching legs. On his other side was the illegal gravity-gun. Lydia risked a glance at Chandra, who seemed to be grinding her teeth, biting her tongue, chomping at the bit, and fifteen other ways to express impatience. He didn't touch anyone. The SID did wave a hand in front of Sacha's face and pointed at his own nose. They locked gazes. He smiled.
 “So rare.” He pointed at her. His other hand patted Alicia's crumpled dress and her not-so-hidden gun holster. He laid his hand flat upon it. “What's your name, Miss?”

Don't answer that...
 Sacha slowly signed a name with her hands.
 “Come again?” Carmichael said, eyebrow raised.
 She repeated the same signs again, following up with quick movements. It didn't seem random, it looked practiced. It certainly wasn't ESL.
 He waved his hand. “On paper.” A holo-screen blew up between them. A brief flare of frustration crossed her face. She glanced to Lydia and signed again, a short burst.
 “She's illiterate,” Lydia said. “Kansas. I just hired her.”
 “But what's her name?”
 “Just Kansas. That's her name and where she's from. I needed a handmaid. She was starving in B.”
 The fact Chandra didn't seem to recognize her from behind was a giant bonus. Sacha was number two in the woman's Knight database. Trent was number one.
 Carmichael actually squeezed Alicia's gun before standing up, rolling his eyes. He shrugged at Chandra. “This is a waste of my time.”
 The woman had trouble forming words, but she was furious. Yeah, that bridge was burned. Chandra probably facilitated that assassination attempt. Now she was running to the Sol Union for mop up. As usual, Lydia couldn't even be angry about it. Chandra should hope Sacha never found her in a dark alley. Fuck you too, worst boss ever.
 Lydia had no idea what the Sol Union's angle was, but Gratis wasn't the type to offer an endorsement for independent statehood in one hand, and arrest her with its other. She expected a private call in the near future for favors.
 Carmichael bowed again, deep, “President Stamos, I am comfortable the local authorities can unravel this conspiracy on your life. If you need anything, anything, here is my card.” He handed her a slip of paper and winked. It wasn't sexual. He nodded to Alicia and cast another long stare at Sacha before turning on a heel and exiting.
 Andrey and the rest of the cops visibly relaxed. Chandra didn't follow him. She seemed to count down the footsteps until he was out of earshot. Fuming, she marched straight at Lydia and snatched her elbow, trying to drag her off. Temper, temper.
 The sounds that followed were so disparate, she had no chance of keeping track. It was like an eye-blink of sound and motion.
 Ok, Lydia, blink.
 Andrey and his squad of six all had standard-issue pistols raised at Chandra Manali, the station's most successful quasi-mob-boss. Alicia clutched her towel against her chest with one hand, and held her gravity-gun pointed to the floor. The weapon whirred in anger—it must have been primed for a full ten-bodies-in-one-coffin blast.
 Sacha's crusty knife was against the woman's throat. Buck naked, grinning, she said, “Salutations, Chandy.”
 And she cut. Goddamn it. One slice and the three-hundred-year-old Ganymede mastermind was on the floor, undone by a nude zealot with a three-inch blade. Sacha didn't go for the torture, she didn't go for salvation, she snatched Lydia's hand and dragged her away.
 The singer was shaking again. That was a very extreme response to being grabbed...no, that was a reasonable reply to being sold out and inviting two men to end her life.
 “Stamos,” Andrey called out. Chandra clutched her neck with an inverted palm, bleeding out. Sacha's cut had been right along the scar of her voice implant, her choker split right in half. There was some digital squawking from the woman, and another expanding pool of blood. She tried to climb to her feet. No one was helping her.

Not in my Canada.
 Lydia nodded at the man, waving him on with both hands. The fact these people kept deferring choices of life and death on her wasn't giving the Lowtown girl a God-complex, it was disturbing as hell. She was a person that feared law. She embraced law. Her most trusted colleague was a lawyer. Her greatest fears were of being held outside the law in secret jails or bad-bureaucracy—real persecution. Lydia would never be a lawless person, she didn't want a lawless nation, yet when it came down to it, she wasn't a slave to some books on a shelf.
 “What a terrible situation you got yourself into, Chandy.” That was an undertone mumble. It wasn't smug. The woman couldn't even hear it as she pressed to the floor, bleeding, gasping for air, suffocating on her own rot and poison. There had been medics nearby for the last killing-event, lucky for her. The bitch had pulled off the quintuple-cross, quite capable of killing Lydia, her friends, and making her dead fiancee a widow when she woke up. As if the assassination wasn't enough, she tried to get Lydia or her friends locked up or face public charges, undermining everything from Cassie to the secession. If Chandra died, she'd spit on her grave.
 Lydia wouldn't kill her though. That was the difference between her and 'the blade of judgment' or whatever Sacha fancied herself as. Lydia had no interest in death. She believed in justice by laws.
 She squeezed Sacha's hand, and reached for Alicia's. Her back was turned, she was still dressed in only a towel and a blanket. The American had re-covered herself. “It's what Cassie would want.” The Imbrium '02 was an exclamation point there.
 “She has more reason to die than most,” Sacha said. Alicia seemed supportive, but uninvested. “Starflower, you enjoy looking over your shoulder more than anyone I've met.”
 “I don't enjoy it at all.” Lydia looked over to the woman, receiving first aid, being lifted on a hovering stretcher, just like Cassie. “But that's not how I want to end up.”
 The women stared at her, a little confused, as if they'd personally fail her. No, that wasn't it.
 “I mean, I understand the whole 'don't bring yourself down to their level' is bullshit, but really, look at her. Do I want to end up the kind of person whose neck you'd slice in judgment? Do I want to take advantage of good people for money? Do I want to be so insecure I cut my face and let a computer tell me how to sing?”
 She looked at her friends in earnest.
 “You've both got your culture, your codes, or whatever, but they're not mine. They'll never be mine. And if there's an afterlife where these assholes get to suffer because they didn't scream loud enough, well fuck it, let them burn.”
 Sacha returned the look warily, as if Lydia was the one poking eyeballs and slicing off ears, noses, and tongues. Apparently, eternal damnation was too hardcore for the butcher.
 No, they wouldn't be seeing eye to eye anytime soon.



 
 
~ 31 ~
 
Family
 
 
 Marshall and Leo soon arrived with clothes: random comfort sweatpants, hoodies, socks and slippers. Sandy entered right after from the arena, eyes wide at Chandra's blood-pool. She seemed horrified, almost in tears.
 “They wouldn't let me follow, I'm so sorry.”
 “I'm glad you weren't here.” Lydia hugged her, whispering, “They kept me safe. You did the right thing. We trust each other like that.” She pulled back and met her sister's eyes. She let a little smirk lift her lip. “What the hell are they doing out there?”
 “Sam's in first place after the ball-thing.” She hadn't recovered, but spilled the news as if it was her job. “Lillian wants him to compete in the last event. Janice is saying no.”
 Well, the deal with Chandra was obviously off, and that had been a betrayal to begin with. They had Cassie's records, but Alejandro didn't know that. If he wanted to talk now that his men were dead, he'd have to find some other way to contact her, like, let's say a standard comm call. If her populous had just bailed her out of new poverty by buying her shitty music, then she didn't need the prize money either.
 She was yanking Samuel from the competition. There was no point to injuring him, not a one.
 Just then, a flash of inspiration filled her head. The coroner hadn't arrived yet. Andrey was chatting with Marshall in low tones. Lydia approached them both and waited. The Commissioner said, “Yes, Madam President?”
 “I'd like to collect a sample of the deceased's clothing so I can use my tracking robot to find Alejandro Fitzgerald, the man who came for my life.”
 Marshall's jaw dropped, “Sir, what she means is—”
 “Fitzgerald? Go right ahead, Madam.” He gave a short bow. “We can't touch WALcos. We have alliances.”
 Lydia nodded, “Does anyone have some gloves and an evidence bag?”
 “Yes,” Andrey waved over a colleague. “We can—”
 “No, thank you. I know how much to take.”
 Lydia pulled on the gloves and went for her backpack. She chugged a full beer. Sacha, Sandy, and Alicia offered to help. No, thank you. It was just meat. It wasn't a human anymore. Lydia took one glance inside the bathroom and her head spun, her stomach flipped end over end.
 “Sacha, yes, please.” Lydia handed The Redhead the evidence bag. The gloves weren't there for purity, they were because this was gross. Samuel could exclude interfering scents easily. She held up a finger square, six by six inches.
 Sacha unzipped her new hoodie. She was wearing an I 'heart' Angelica T-shirt. There were little angel wings and a halo around the heart. Without pause, she jammed her arm into the pile of smashed viscera and yanked out a sopping-wet suit-coat with a slurp. The pile collapsed sideways. She skipped away, not a drop on her pants. Using her knife she carved out a square. She handed the bag to Lydia and wandered off to the trough sinks. Now, the American was singing to herself.
 “Someone get Lillian in here, please?” Lydia dropped the sample off by her backpack. She had another beer open, sipping. Sandy helped herself to another.
 The coroner arrived with a small team wearing haz-mat suits. They carried plastic drums and shovels. At least they'd been briefed.
 Lillian and Janice eventually arrived, chatting. Now the locker room was getting a bit full. The princess reacted with a wrinkled nose and curled lip. Janice gasped, put a blinding hand beside her eyes, and ran for Marshall. He held her shoulders and leaned in to whisper. She nodded a lot as the lawyer wrapped an arm around and walked her to the opposite exit. Leo was out there with Alicia, talking.
 Why had Lillian brought their youngest? Sometimes the princess was too strong for her own good. Not everyone was meant to see a real-life blood-pool at fourteen years old. At least the bathroom door was closed.
 “What happened?” Lillian whispered, a loud one, watching Janice leave. Oh. No one told them about Chandra. They had been stuck in game-land, taking care of their job. They all needed to work on their communication, apparently.
 “It's fine,” Andrey said to the princess. “Carmichael showed up. He wasn't interested.”
 Lillian nodded. Sacha arrived from the sinks, wiping off her hands with a towel. The teen gawked at her new look, then laughed. “Nice!”
 “Inspired.” The Redhead nodded at Sandy. They couldn't be sisters, but it was a convincing disguise, random party girl. “Tonight I hunt the oath, and he will not know me.”
 “We can find him without the Games?”
 “We can now,” Lydia pointed at the bloody bag. “I know I'm asking for a lot, but can you guys actually enforce Districts D and E for a couple hours? He's probably going to run.” The shipping and receiving districts didn't have walls, just passive energy fields. It was completely possible for Alejandro to float out of the station in a small shuttle, send an FTLS beacon, and get collected by WALcos in dead-space. Smugglers had all sorts of tricks, and it seemed like ASA and Immigration barely cared.
 “Not me,” Lillian said, looking up at the tall platinum-blond. “Andy?” It was one of the only times Lydia had ever seen the princess plea, as if she had zero power or influence. She didn't treat Lydia, Cassie, or any of the Knights that way, but these Anatali employees were hers, her 'subjects.'
 “There's blood on my shoes,” Lillian tugged at his sleeve. Were those puppy-dog eyes? Something soft welled up in her throat. “This is no way to run your station.”
 His station?
 Andrey squeezed his eyes, grimacing, then shook his head. “Lily, it'll make the news.”
 “I'll tell them it's an exercise, come on.” Now it was a whine. Lydia raised an eyebrow. In her imagination, she totally imagined a half-sized version of Lillian riding his shoulders in some sunny field in Fairbanks, a small dog yapping at his heels. If this was her brother, he had to be Anatali Corporation's first heir. All she'd ever heard was that the eldest was in the military. Lillian's older sister was living on Mars. Lillian was the public face of their lineage, at least to non-nationals. “Andy,” she tugged.
 “You were made in hell,” he mumbled. Lydia now imagined him carrying little-Lily against his chest, asleep on his shoulder.
 “Sir, I take it back,” Lydia said, waving to both of them. “I value the support of your family so incredibly much. You've assisted Cassie and myself enough. We'll take care of our own business, god-willing. I was getting greedy, and I'm sorry.”
 “It's not that,” Andrey said. “My sister here has done a lot of damage to the faith WALcos and the CCC have in us. We expected a little turbulence, but nothing like what you two are doing.”
 “Young turks are scary. I never expected a word of support.” Lydia swallowed. “No offense, but I merely expected your family to remain as passive as you've always been. I feel like I've received too much, with little to return. I'm sorry.”
 Lillian seemed to back off a bit, and it was a little awkward. Lydia was standing beside a blood-pool in a locker-room wearing sweats, debating interplanetary policy. Without Marshall. It was a lot to say, off the cuff.
 Andrey shook his head as if Lydia still didn't get it. “You apologize too much.” Yes, she did. “And Lily has done nothing wrong. Growth and change are uncomfortable.” The princess perked up a little. “I'm jealous of you two. I'm just playing my hand.”
 “You don't have to be jealous,” Lillian said. “Father listens to you.”
 “Forgive my words, but I can't be as reckless. I can't be that honest.”
 Of course he couldn't. They were dictators. They didn't trust the will of their people. They had to predict and manipulate it, no matter how noble the sentiment behind it.
 Fuck it.
 “Being a leader has nothing to do with the status quo.” Lydia was saying this as if it were her place, talking to the first heir of humanity's most powerful nation. He might be two hundred years old. Yet, Lydia had been given a voice. Well, she'd always had a voice, she just hadn't realized it until a year ago. “Your culture is different than mine. I expect my people to hold me accountable, day to day, choice by choice. I'm helping to create a nation where that's the law. Your family expects your people's trust because you don't let them down. I think that's backwards. You should trust them, and do their will, not what you personally think is appropriate.”
 It's not like she blew his mind, but Andrey looked to Lillian, cautious.
 Lydia continued. “If you're happy with your alliances to black ops butchers, currency manipulators, and a millennium of boated bureaucracy, that's your business. I can tell you right now that humanity is crying out for real leadership, for someone to hear their voices, and it won't be little British Columbia, it won't be our baby sister, The Moon. It won't be Manitoba, Argentina, or any other occupied territory that wants to live on its own terms. I'm not sure you realize this, but we're not the problem. WALcos, the CCC, and the Sol Union aren't the problem. You are. Your silence and compliance has enslaved billions to the status quo, and all of humanity will suffer in silence until you step up.”
 Lydia's face felt a bit red. If they wanted her opinions, she could give them again. That sort of rant was one she'd given in a dozen bars, a hundred different times. Lillian looked at her and then to Andrey, mouth wrinkled.
 “You realize we've been keeping you safe, Lydia,” he said. That was a break in protocol, using her first name. He seemed hesitant. “I just felt it. You really might be the most dangerous person alive.”
 Lydia snorted. Of course a politician would say that. The most dangerous person alive was wearing an I 'heart' Angelica shirt and cleaning her knife. Sacha, in this very small window, could kill Lydia, Lillian, and Andrey in less than a minute if she felt like it was God's will. Those kills would have a far greater impact than the trite words of a lowlife. They had very different definitions of dangerous.
 “If that's all it takes, you might want to reevaluate your politics, good sir. Thank you for your care.” She bowed, collected her bags, and exited for the back, towards Marshall, Leo, and the girls.
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Fox hunt
 
 
 After dinner, Lydia arrived at the door in her pajamas. She hefted a backpack that contained two bottles of wine, some boozy Irish cream, and a fifth of true Bourbon smuggled in by Melody's syndicate. In one hand she carried a thirty-pack case of beer. At Lydia's best (or worst) she could do twelve. She probably wouldn't get that far. In her other hand was a jug of liquored margarita-mix, just add ice. Complete overkill, but she didn't do this often, and she liked options.
 She pressed the red doorbell with a knuckle.
 Lillian's door swished open. The princess was on a thin floor-futon with Janice, like real friends. Holy shit. Lydia smiled, her mood improving in an instant. She half-lifted her arms with a 'wooo!'
 The pajama-clad girls cheered; they relieved her of the cargo and set it all to the side. The doctor and Mohammed had Cassie moved to Charity One's surgery ward, basic preparation for tomorrow. Lydia could sit all night in a waiting room, but she wasn't allowed near her love. It would take longer than a day, even at a fast estimate. Lillian insisted she spend the night with her. After one last bout of physiotherapy and songs, Lydia complied. It was heartbreaking and wonderful to see Cassie again. It was horrible leaving her, but within a day this would be the big moment.
 Come on home, girl.
 The princess's Academy dorm room was different than hers and Cassie's. It was smaller, no windows, and the beds were a top-over-bottom bunk. There was still a set of desks, workstations to one wall, a food-machine compiler, and a private bathroom and shower. Lillian's roommate, Calvin, had his eyes closed on the bottom bunk. He wore brown plaid pajama pants and an olive T-shirt. He was Caucasian like his brother, Trent, but not as clean-cut, a bit scruffy with shaggy brown hair. He laid back, eyes closed, full headphones over his ears. Lydia wasn't sure why, but she expected him not to be there. Yet, Lillian lived with him every day and she said he was docile, like a sleepy cat.
 The girls had been playing the card-game 'war.' Who was winning? Janice was.
 After the bathroom, Lydia suggested margaritas. Calvin looked asleep except for his breathing. She could faintly hear the music; it was metal. The girls laughed. Lillian went for the glasses, Janice for the ice.
 Then she noticed the wall. There were lots of rock band posters, a mix of new and ancient. Lydia noticed one of hers, signed and glass-framed from her first headline gig in District H, a Chandra gig. Lydia had never signed anything for Lillian, though she would, if only she asked.
 “What's that?” she pointed.
 “What's what? It's yours.” Lillian went back to the booze.
 “But why? When?”
 “Why are you surprised?” Calvin said. “You've been her favorite since she met you.” He had one headphone off, then replaced it.
 “I have a poster too,” Janice frowned, fussing with the ice. The cubes hadn't come out right, she was trying to break them up.
 Well, shit. They felt that way about her music in private, even when she couldn't see it? They weren't just acting? Lydia could be moved to tears, but held it down.
 The operation was about to start.
 As three glasses were poured, Lydia felt awkward and gross about the underage drinking and blood-hunt. This was not the correct night to abstain from boozing, and yet, it was bad form not bring enough for everyone. It was weird. She took it out on the boy, poking his arm from the bedside. Post traumatic people didn't like unexpected noises or being touched, Lydia knew that from the shelter. It wasn't like poking a bear, it was like flipping open a pressure valve. It wasn't fair to be scared of them, but you still had to be careful. She felt even more gross treating him like he wasn't normal. Lydia was two feet away when one of his eyes opened. She smiled, closed mouth, pointing at her still-full drink. Calvin nodded.
 He dropped the headphones around his neck and turned his bare feet over the edge of the bed, sitting up. “Lydia, right?” He had a nice voice, not unlike his brother, but softer toned.
 “I'm Lydia,” she said, handing him her drink. “Lillian says you're a good guy.”
 He took it, sipped it, and handed it back, nodding for the beers. “Obliged. But I'm not a Knight.” Calvin put his headphones back on and sat against the wall in his bunk, eyes closed. Not knowing what to think, Lydia opened a beer, put it in his hand and laid another beside him. Calvin wasn't magazine-beautiful the way Leo was, but he had a sort of raw masculinity in his jaw. With his politeness and cool-dude aloofness, she had trouble believing Lillian didn't notice him, at least for a second. Then again, people that lived together knew a lot about each other. Maybe he saw her as a child, or simply didn't care. She certainly didn't want Calvin preying on her fifteen-year-old friend, but the lack of drama between them seemed a little weird, thus the Academy gossip.
 It occurred to Lydia that this was a weird hang-up of hers. Why did she care if Janice and Marshall hooked up, Alicia and Leo, and Lillian and Calvin? She was totally projecting, shipping her friends. She just wanted her girls to be safe, happy, and experience better teen-romances than she had. Completely unreasonable. Changing gears:
 “So what, is there a feed?” Lydia said to the girls. “I'm having second thoughts. I can't sit here in my pajamas with a margarita and hunt a man down with horses and bugles.”
 “Janice, pull up the spread, ok?” Lillian sipped her drink, she didn't sniff it.
 Eight screens popped up in open space. Each one was a district. There were dozens and dozens of Knight-dots. There was one yellow dot for Samuel, in District H. The shipping districts were surrounded by two red rings. The bear had abstained from the optional Battle Royal and had barely lost to the circle-bot on points—it had competed and had been destroyed. No one cared except for the gamblers who put money down. Winner-take-all, her entire afternoon had been a complete waste of time, other than clarifying the stakes and players.
 “Lydia?” The princess said, cross-legged on the floor. She reached out a hand.
 “Yeah?” No reason to get dramatic here, she was looking at the same screens. “What's the big deal? Sam finds Alejandro and Sacha dismembers him. That's what you all want. Murder and blood. I can't stop you.”
 Calvin cleared his throat. Lydia looked over to see his eyes still closed, sipping his beer.
 Lillian wiggled her fingers. The singer took her hand, sitting beside her. The teen pointed at the screen. “Those are ASA squads. Full squads.” Lydia looked at the girl, brow furrowed. “Sacha is having dinner with Trent. You convinced my brother this was the better way. They'll bring Alejandro in, unharmed, just like Cassie wanted.”
 The laugh caught in her throat. She looked to Lillian with her eyebrows raised, disbelieving. The princess nodded. Janice rocked her shoulder with an arm. Lydia leapt to hug the princess, “Thank you. Thank you, so much.”
 Lillian seemed surprised before hugging back. “Yeah, it's ok. We'll get him.” After a moment. “No one's going to hurt him. We'll get him.”
 “I love you. Thank you,” she cried into her friend's shoulder. “It shouldn't be that way. It should be like this.”
 “Yeah, Lyds, I know. I feel the same way. We'll get him.”
 Lydia looked up to see Janice nodding, and Calvin had his headphones off, eyes still closed, sipping his beer.
 
 * * *
 
 Thankfully, the slumber-party wasn't just hunting and booze. They'd moved onto rummy. Rummy and cookies. Lydia dealt the first hand, Janice kept score. The cookies were oatmeal chocolate chip, and mind-blowingly yummy, crumbs all over the futon.
 “These didn't come from the compiler, did they?” Lydia eyeballed the plate. There were almost two dozen left. She had to keep herself from eating them like they were a meal, not a snack.
 “Nope, handmade.” Lillian cut into hers with a fork, like a slice of pie. “Not me though.”
 “Calvin?” Lydia whispered, glancing to the bunk. His music was getting kind of noisy, but the princess had a playlist of ancient music coming from her workstation, soundtrack to Hercules, or something, 'I Won't Say I'm In Love.' The girl's roommate was indeed a sleepy cat; he'd scooted over to the bunk's corner. Now he was napping, upright, mouth slightly open.
 “Sacha McDaniels,” Lillian smiled after another bite.
 The singer hesitated a moment, but took another nibble. They were awesome. Janice was shuffling, her turn to deal. “She bakes?”
 “Oh yeah, totally.” The princess nodded. “I think her family is pretty traditional, either that or it's just something she enjoys. She's an apron-wearing homemaker when she's not patrolling—great with a knife.” Lydia choked on a bit of cookie.
 She cleared her throat with some margarita. “Kids?”
 “No, not yet. She says the station isn't ready for children yet.”
 “She said it needs to be cleansed first,” Janice whispered, dealing a new hand. She was crushing them both on points. “I think she might be staying natural. Do you think so, Lil?”
 “Yeah, but it makes me wonder what Trent's going to do.”
 “You mean longevity treatments?” Lydia said, sorting her cards. The ex-governor had received her first telomere repair three months ago. Her aging was now paused, and as long as she could afford it. She and Cassie could stay the same 'age' for at least six hundred years. Immortality for cash. It wasn't uncommon, though it felt weird for the Lowtown girl.
 It might seem like a no-brainer, but some people, especially religious ones, allowed themselves to live a normal lifespan even if they could afford it, cures for cancer and heart disease notwithstanding. They let themselves get old and die, on whatever timescale. Poor people didn't have that option. It was still something you could pause later in life, like Clint had (he couldn't afford it until he neared fifty), but age wasn't something you could wind back. Sacha wouldn't need to make up her mind until she was twenty-six, but...
 “Yeah, that sounds like her.”
 They took turns, playing out their hands.



 
 
~ 33 ~
 
The psychopath test
 
 
 “Question One: Glib and superficial charm.” Lillian's legs were folded with a giant paper book in her lap. They were playing a different game now. It was some sort of psychology manual from ye ol' times. The conversation had started with their murderous baker, but screw it, Lydia wanted to play too.
 Twenty questions. You could either earn zero-points for a no, one-point for a sorta, or two-points for a total-yes. You get enough points, you were declared a clinical psychopath. And this pigtails-and-cookies slumber party was the least scientific way to pass judgment on a woman's mental health, but it was all in good fun. Sort of. Might as well get the twelve who took Cassie's oath in on it. Janice kept score.
 Within a question, Calvin woke up. His music was off. Now the soundtrack to Hansel and Gretel wafted from Lillian's playlist. Lots of woodwinds.
 “No, we don't know anyone like that. That Carmichael guy and Chandra maybe.” Lydia nodded to the girls for consensus. They agreed. Maybe one of the princess's masks could score one point, but that was just acting, and she always spoke in-turn. Polite. Lillian wasn't so slick and often became shy in private.
 “Grandios self-worth.” No. They were all self-conscious neurotic weirdos, and while Sacha might be a blade of heaven, or whatever, Lydia didn't believe Sacha considered herself superior; they were all meat, including her. She was just a weapon, not the 'chosen one.'
 “Three: Need of stimulation, or proneness to boredom.” Lillian had to clarify that one, since that seemed to describe every human Lydia had ever met. “It's like for risk-takers and adrenaline junkies. They do crazy stuff just to do it, can't hold down a job, or fail at everyday tasks because they see normal life as beneath them.”
 “That doesn't sound like a student, doctor, or a homemaker. No points.”
 “Next is Pathological lying.”
 Well, that was a tough one. It was hard to judge how much people lied, since all humans lied everyday to their friends, partners, employers, teachers, on down the line. Did Sacha really drink water sogged with the entrails of the fallen? Hopefully not; she had been making theater. Lillian played a lot of games, but that was called politics. Every time Lydia lied, it was out of fear, rather than to manipulate or get one-up on someone. Zero points across the board.
 “Conning and manipulativeness.” Like a con-man with no regard for the victim? No.
 “Six: Lack of remorse or guilt.” The girls looked to each other, awkward. That might fit The Redhead. Calvin shook his head, no. Was he playing too?
 “What's your score at, Cal?” Lydia asked, nodding for Janice to set up another column. “Come have a psycho-cookie.” She hoped that sounded playful.
 “Two points.” He scooted to the end of his bunk. He accepted a cookie and another beer. “For the boredom question. I have a lot of trouble staying invested in,” he looked around, “all this. I have a lot of guilt though. No points there.”
 Lydia offered a weak smile. She had no idea what it was like in Nome, she couldn't even imagine. But she was starting to understand that even her quirkier friends weren't dangerous or even unstable. They just needed people to listen to them, including Cassie, including Lillian, Sacha, and maybe Calvin too.
 “You know Sacha well?”
 “Yeah,” he nodded. “I know her well. She'd never hurt anyone that didn't have it coming. She has no remorse for the ones that do. I did see her cry for an hour over a deer in California. We were really hungry. I don't know how to score that. She's a good woman.”
 “That's a zero,” Lydia said to Janice. That question seemed like a two-point layup earlier in the day.
 “Shallow effect.” Apparently that meant a lack of emotional depth in relationships, even if you appeared outgoing. Not a single one of them was a dead-soul. They were all way too moody with too many bonds for that one. One point for Calvin? He didn't think so.
 They were nearing halfway though. Was someone going to come from behind and top the charts? It didn't seem that way. Lydia hadn't affirmed one point for her or Cassie, though there was plenty of time to make up ground. There had to be something. This was a complete disappointment.
 “Question Eight: Lack of empathy.” Sacha had put her fist through a wall and cut off a man's nose because of empathy. The rest of them had sure cried enough, or signed a blood-oath for Cassie. Lydia glanced at Calvin, he again shook his head. No, he didn't have that vibe.
 “Nine is a Parasitic lifestyle.”
 That one actually was trouble. “Does government assistance count?”
 “It can,” Lillian said, “but not for you, or Janice. You have to not give a care and just mooch off your parents or the system, offering nothing in return. Sacha's a good homemaker and the station's best non-cop. She doesn't count either. As for us, a student's job is to be a student, I don't think we fit. The next one is fun though...
 “Poor behavior controls.” She smiled.
 “Oh fuck, that's great!” Lydia raised her margarita and cheered. Everyone raised their drink, laughing. Even Calvin smiled. “I don't care what it actually means, just give everyone two points, except for Marshall.”
 “No, not Marshall,” Janice said.
 “Eleven: Promiscuous Sexual Behavior.”

Huh.
 “Why are you looking at me?” And both girls seemed shy about it.
 “You seem really, um, experienced, Lydia.” Janice said towards the mattress. “Like, maybe in the past?”
 Lillian nodded. “And Sandy?”
 “Sandy is my sister.”
 “Your real sister? You were serious about that? When the hell did you get a sister?”
 “Yes, I was serious. You read that shitty biography, right?” Lydia prompted. Lillian nodded, eyes wide. “My pregnant mother ditched me, changed her name to Dunes, and now she lives in Winnipeg. I think.” Yeah, that sounded right. “And I might have had some nasty boyfriends and girlfriends in my day, but how many one-night stands did you read about. Did anyone come forward?”
 Lillian shook her head, no. Of course they didn't, because they didn't exist. Two hook-ups that didn't know her name didn't make her a psycho-slut, thanks.
 Lydia resented the sex-negative implication of the question anyway, but she reckoned it was aimed at the sex-addicts who cheated on their spouses with impunity or had major intimacy issues. And while they could never know or judge about anyone's private life—the doctor might be a philanderer for all they knew—zeroes again, down the line.
 “Number Twelve: Early behavior problems.” Lillian shrugged. It was based around 'deviant' behavior like sexuality, theft, and substance abuse before you were thirteen. Who knew? But that stuff wasn't exactly common. Moving on...
 “Lack of realistic or long-term goals.”
 Lydia asked for clarification, but there really wasn't any. To her, that sounded like being twenty-five or younger, big deal. Calvin asked for two points. Lydia never had the option to be like that. She was forced to make plans or starve. Even now, her plans were all about Cassie and Canada.
 “Impulsivity.”
 “You mean like singing Amazing Grace during a Moon parade with nine billion people watching? Hijacking British Columbia?”
 “Yeah, like that,” Lillian smiled. Yay, another two points for her and Sacha. “Fifteen is Irresponsibility. That's all zero, even for my sleepy cat here.” Calvin returned a small smile. “Failure to accept responsibility for your own actions is sixteen.”
 The man's hand raised a little fast, hesitating, then massaging near his temple. He looked very uncomfortable.
 “All zeroes,” Lydia said.
 “The next one too: Many short-term marital relationships. Most of us are too young, the rest have been in a few trial tuns. The doctor and Melody are both happy, I think.”
 “Yeah, so what's that, three to go?”
 “Yup. Eighteen isn't as damning as it sounds. Juvenal delinquency.”
 “Ouch. Two points everyone?” Lydia cast her eyes around to the assorted booze, and knew damn well she was contributing to their delinquency. She always felt weird about it, but had a hard time accepting the full-mantel of 'enabler,' even though she had seen people descend into full-blown alcoholism and substance-dependency in her home town. It was really naive to think these smart girls were any better chemically equipped to deal with a random weakness, but it was just a weird day. She hadn't been dragging them out to the Sanctuary every night for the last year. Maybe five or six times total, just for birthday parties and midterms.
 “It's for violent crime and con-artists again, being ruthless—or torturing animals and sexual assault.”
 “Oh. I don't know anyone like that, even back home. Not even close.”
 “Nineteen is skipping parole, or ignoring court, whatever,” Lillian said. That was assuming Lydia could be bothered to attend her own impeachment in two days. “Twenty is the last whammy, Criminal versatility.”
 “Just like it sounds?” Lydia looked at the hackers first. They knew how to break open electric locks or hijack broadcast feeds. Calvin was a big 'who knows,' but Lydia was always under the impression his was more of a fighter, like Sacha. Lydia was a total zero. She hated violence and was scared of crime. “One point for ya'll?”
 Lillian and Janice shared nods. “That sounds fair, sure. Though it really has to be manipulative or take advantage of someone. We're really zeroes.”
 The princess closed the giant book and slid it under her desk. It looked like she used it as a footrest so her feet wouldn't spin in her chair.
 “Should I drumroll?” Lydia smiled.
 Janice flipped the screen with the scores.
 “Well, that's just sad.”
 Even at their most frivolous and aggressive scoring, no one scored a ten. You needed twenty points to be borderline. No psychopaths here. Not Sacha, not Calvin, Lydia, not anyone. Lillian explained that every one of them could be a real zero because they did have empathy and care, and even in their worst moments, they were never manipulative, or negligent, or acted in violence to take advantage of anyone. Sometimes people were just scared, or needed help, or were trying to do something good. That wasn't the behavior of a psychopath. When given the right choice, they would at least try, or feel guilt if someone got hurt.
 It really did amuse her in one way, and made her feel a bit better in another. Lydia would remember what Calvin said about his sister-in-law, The Redhead, 'She's a good woman.'
 Lydia started to believe that was possible.



 
 
~ 34 ~
 
Pigtails
 
 
 “Calvin!” Lydia shouted, a bit buzzed. His eyes snapped open, startled. “I need a partner, get down here.”
 Marshall was the man-child. Calvin was more like a slow-moving man-cow—he had the body type of a swimmer, tall, long-limbed, broad shoulders. He lumbered off the bed, leaving his headphones behind and joined them on the floor, cross-legged. The females were still crushing the margaritas. They just wanted to play Euchre.
 “Where the hell are you from, anyway?” Now her shelter time was catching up with her. Treat him like a human.
 “Anchorage.”
 “Pervert rich kids come from Anchorage.” Lydia shuffled the cards. She didn't elaborate, even though Lillian and Janice shot her looks. Lydia offered a card-cut to Lillian, who waved it off. “How many clubs have you been to?”
 “Most of them,” he said. “Warehouses too.” Yes, thank you. Engage with us.
 “You know you'd be a lightweight in my town. A total sissy.”
 Her years at the bar were catching up as well.
 She dealt out her two-cards, three-cards, round and round, until everyone got five.
 “Vancouver, right?” he said, meeting her eyes. She nodded. “Every time your slush washes up on our shore we sweep it back out to sea. It's all condoms, diapers, and needles.”
 They already lost one hand. Lillian dealt the next.
 “You're gross. At least we have culture. All you have are binge-drinking frat boys and date rape.”
 He wasn't keeping with the beat of the banter, and he was flat-out terrible at cards. A long pause later:
 “Spare me the misandry, Madam President. You're barking up the wrong tree.”
 “Am I? What kind of man shacks up with a fourteen-year-old girl, clerical error or not.”
 “Guys, can we just play?” Janice said, frowning. Oops, that fourteen-year-old comment was clumsy.
 “I meant stranger, Jan. Obviously.”
 Lillian seemed completely uninvested, content to just shred them in tricks. The kids had won every hand, four to nothing. He hadn't answered her. Maybe this wasn't the best idea, but she trusted her instincts well enough to fire one more shot.
 “The best part about Anchorage is having Juneau between us, you yuppie fuck.”
 The room went silent.
 “Fuck you, Red.” Calvin smiled. That was the first real smile she'd ever seen from the guy. It had a bit of smirk and a sudden flash of personality.
 “Why've you been hiding this guy?” Lydia said to Lillian. “He's probably a lot of fun.”
 “He'll be spent in twenty minutes. Kitty needs a sleepy.”
 Calvin yawned. The flash was gone as soon as it'd come.
 Something was up with this guy, and it wasn't PTSD. Whatever. They proceeded to get euchred twice and ended the game at zero points to ten. It was pretty difficult to get beat that bad. He'd made about a dozen mistakes, but all of them within the rules.
 “Do you even know how to play, Calvin?”
 “He plays poker,” Lillian shuffled for another game. The poor girl had the motor-coordination of a puppy, all thumbs, cards constantly falling out. “I railed him once at Dubai in Angelica. You know it?”
 Casinos? No, Lydia didn't do casinos. Cassie had a grudge against gambling and Lydia was rubbish at it anyway. She had piano-played the high-roller's lounge once in Abu Dhabi, which went over well, but Chandra paid better and asked a lot less in time.
 “Is that why you're so tired all the time?” she said. “Cards are your day job?”
 “Nah, just a tournament now and then.” He blinked back some water now in his yawns. Lillian sent him to bed. The second game hadn't even started. He didn't protest, reaching over for handshakes with Lydia and Janice, nice to meet you, and all that.
 Count to thirty and he was rolled over and snoring softly.
 “You've got an interesting way with people, Lyds.” The princess poured the last round of the margaritas. Janice was looking drowsy too. Their youngest had a poor constitution so this last day had probably taken a lot out of her. She was still being a brave soldier for them, staying up late, sleeping on floors, skipping school, diving into security networks, and managing their network broadcasts. Lydia felt grateful. It's not like you could just force someone with a health-condition to give a hundred and fifty percent. You ran the risk of breaking them.
 “I like people,” Lydia said, a late reply.
 They were obviously settling down for quiet-time, if not sleep-time. The hunt was going nowhere, Samuel just running around, really fast. Lydia began to braid Janice's hair. There wasn't a lot of it, straight black, just above shoulder length, so she started at an ear and began to work over the top. Fancy stuff. Dextrous piano fingers, she was good at braiding. Wasn't this like a requirement for slumber parties? Lydia used to do it at the shelter, especially if the younger kids were upset.
 Lillian knee-walked over from behind and started on Lydia. The redhead suppressed a laugh. If the blonde braided hair like she shuffled cards, this was going to be a hoot.
 “You ever wonder where we're going?” asked the princess, combing.
 Sure. As a culture, a species, a space-station, a nation, a group of friends, a gender. Lydia thought about that every day.
 “Yup.”
 “I think the fourth protocol will be a big step up,” Janice said, “I mean, the FTLS interface works well enough, but the browsers aren't used to the dissonance yet. There shouldn't be any lag or delay.”
 What were they talking about again?
 Lillian said, “I mean, if we can revive the recently deceased, or cure mortality shock, do we even need babies? Women are only fertile so long, what happens when everyone is four hundred, then eight hundred? We're going to lose reproductive potential with every generation.”
 “Can't build a nation like that.” Lydia said, tucking away the end of Janice's braid. She looked cute and royal, one line from ear-to-ear, over the crown. “Guess we'll simulate eggs then and go back to the AL days. Raise them like pets.” They had the blueprints, stem-cells, and all the fixings. This was coming from a woman who had never wanted kids, not after her childhood. The princess was giving her pigtails, twin braids right down her back. Hello, seventh grade.
 “What do you think you're doing right in British Columbia?” Lillian said, working out a bit of a tangle. Ouch.
 “You can see I don't have a plan.” Great, she was having her brain picked by her best friend. The nation-state of Alaska had been decimated by a rather large exodus, meaning most of the people on this station. She'd just lost another four million in a land sale. Lillian was looking for a baby-boom. There hadn't been one anywhere in centuries. The fact BC’s young-ish population was getting preggers was weird enough.
 “I don't know, Lily, I'm not a social scientist. Liberty implies some insecurity and happy people have more sex? Our daycare in BC rocks, maybe that's why. What do your stats say?”
 “Same as everyone else's. 1.8 children. Population decline, decline, decline.” Now it sounded like the margaritas were catching up with her. Janice was watching them from the futon. Actual incentive programs were only marginally effective, and expensive when compared to the life-time tax you'd get back from citizens who just as easily migrated to other territories and colonies. Junk economics. There was almost no incentive to settle down that worked on a large enough scale to sustain a nation. Even without war, humanity was cannibalizing itself, and the interplanetary economy was fading with it.
 “Well, The Moon has had steady growth for centuries, and so has Titania.” Lydia just gave two polar opposites, the hyper-isolationists and the tourism capital of the system. “So, I don't know, become a bit of both? British Columbia will always be like Titania, but we're trying to be more Lunar. Just because your population is made of financial stakeholders doesn't mean they've invested in the community. You want more babies? Make Alaska the kind of place you want to raise a baby. Invite them to invest with spirit, not money.”
 It sounded stupid, but it went far beyond healthcare, security, and zoos. It meant stable jobs, upward mobility, remaining peaceful, beautification, and free education. A voice in the government would be nice, but that was asking a lot from the Anatali family. Juneau had been all too happy to jump ship for democracy. Her sensibilities weren't preachy, and they weren't easy. Making a productive, educated populous want to reproduce was the hardest trick in the system.
 Lillian tied off her second pigtail.
 “I don't get it,” the princess said, flat.
 “No one does.”
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From day to night
 
 
 A light buzzing and rumbling woke Lydia up. She had her comm-unit on low, but definitely wanted to be informed if anything happened to Cassie, British Columbia, or the hunt for Alejandro. Janice was passed out in a cute ball beside her. Lillian and Calvin's bunks both exuded soft breathing. All four of them were liquored up by lights out. Lydia grabbed a beer, let it vibrate, and stepped into the hall.
 “Yes, hello?” she whispered, audio only. The corridor was dark, barely illuminated by running lights towards the floor.
 “Lydia Stamos?” said a lightly accented voice, female.
 Ugh. Another reporter from Argentina, how did they get her address?
 “I'm sorry, lady, but it's two AM. I'll do a press conference in the morning, I promise.” She cracked open her beer.
 “I apologize for waking you, but this is important. This is DeConte Fitzgerald.” And her voice sort of cut, as if she lost her words. 
 “Hello.” Lydia's brain locked up as well. “Um, can I put you on hold? I'm with friends, and everyone's asleep. We should talk in private.” Her heart began beating about a hundred miles an hour. Pure adrenaline and fear and confusion. Lydia had never expected to speak with the monster, not now.
 “Of course, but please hurry.”
 Lydia cat-burgled her way through the room, scribbled a 'going on a walk' note, and stuffed some cans into her backpack. It really didn't take two minutes to find a hyperlift and rise to the top of Anatali Academy. She could have just taken the stairs up one flight, but her head was a mess.
 She exited the lift and climbed a short spiral staircase up to ground level. Lydia stood on real grass. Small gardens dotted the flat park, cobblestone walkways, benches, and a handful of poplar trees. It was only four acres or so, and it was dead quiet tonight. She didn't see a soul, save for one distant security guard who acknowledged her before continuing his stare skyward.
 The top of the egg was transparent from the inside, a dome within District A's dome, and while the Academy had larger parks and campus-commons inside its shell, this was the only one with full sky. Out there in the ocean of wiggly stars, she could pick it out easy. The bright one, that was Sol. That was home, getting dimmer by the day.
 And now someone a light year away was waiting to be taken off of hold. FTLS call, level seven encryption. Lydia found a tree, one with candles burning near its base. She sat in the grass. She hit video.
 “I'm sorry about that, Madam Fitzgerald. You were saying?”
 When the feed picked back up, Lydia hoped the surprise didn't register on her face. This was the viscous, cruel, evil-niece that had raised Cassie, arranged marriages, forbid her to date, and 'polished' the heiress with a taskmaster's whip?
 She looked Cassie's age, maybe younger, same bronze complexion, dark brown hair, deep brown eyes, same cheekbones and mouth. They could pass as sisters, if not twins. From what Lydia understood, this was also the oldest person she had ever spoken to, 610 years old, give or take a decade. President Spinolo and Lillian's father were centuries younger (though Lydia had never met Father). The woman's outfit was about as appropriate as Lydia's penguin pajamas and pigtail braids. DeConte wore a see-through summer shawl over a white bikini top. Her backdrop was the blue ocean in the afternoon. Wave after wave rolled onto black sands. There was nothing on the horizon, not even a cloud.
 They had never spoken once, nor had she formally acknowledged Lydia's existence before her 'daughter' died twenty-four hours ago. The singer didn't need to be crazy-careful. DeConte wasn't a head of state, more like a senator in her family. Lydia couldn't guess what this call was about, if this would be a trap to get Cassie's body. She still didn't want Lillian or Marshall here for this. They'd just discourage her and moderate the discussion.
 DeConte leaned forward.
 “I have the records,” she cast an eye to the side, then pulled away as if she was watching her back. “Please accept the file.”
 Ok...Lydia wasn't about to reveal they'd already used espionage to get them, but she was still confused. Why now?
 “You don't want anything for them?”
 The matriarch should at least be bargaining for Alejandro's escape.
 “Like what?” The briefest flash of disgust flashed across her face. “Of course not. If you can help Cassandra, please start now.”
 Crap. DeConte was reacting to Lydia's lack of reaction. Lydia should be the one begging, jumping over the moon, or sobbing in gratitude. She was not awake enough for this. She was also still a little buzzed from the margaritas. She tried to play it off and rub her eyes. A fat, giant document just landed in her mailbox. She relayed it to Marshall, texting him to check it's authenticity, then have the doctor and Mohammed compare them before doing anything this morning. She thought it was possible either or both were fake. Different roadmaps to an 'ideal' Cassie, a puppet. Conspiracy. Even if they matched up, maybe this was just reinforcing a lie—it was hard for her to grasp just how hard her paranoia was rocking.
 Deep breath.
 With the file accepted, she might as well lay down a few cards.
 “I just want you to know, there's some very bad blood here. This isn't water under the bridge. Still, I know Cassie wouldn't want him hurt, so we're not going to kill Alejandro, but he sure as hell isn't getting near her again. Just tell him to surrender. We're not going to execute him, or anything.”
 The woman blinked at her a couple times. “Who's Alejandro?”
 Lydia stared at the woman.
 That feeling Cassie got when her neck seized up and she couldn't breath. The lack of blood to the brain, dizziness, shortness of breath, and the feeling that all the life had drained from her shoulders and arms, until all that was left was a tingling in the fingertips? An anxiety attack. Yeah, Lydia had a couple in twenty-seven years. It felt like this. She could see Cassie's niece reading her face.
 Deep breaths.
 DeConte stood and picked something up, her comm-unit? She was walking fast up the beach, the camera still on her upper body. “Tell me everything.” That wasn't bitchy-voice. That was momma-bear-voice. She shouted behind her in Spanish. Two men that could pass as butlers with sunglasses began to shadow her from far behind.
 “Cassie's betrothed sent two of your men to kill me like ten hours ago. They're dead. We're tracking them back to Alejandro.” 
 “Alejandro, Alejandro, I don't know this name,” her accent slipped before she caught it. “He isn't ours. We don't have anyone on your station and Cassandra has never been 'betrothed.'”
 This was starting to not sound like a lie.
 “She knows him. Your six-times grandson. The butchers used him to ground her when they cut her brain. He's why you don't want us to get married, her being an heir.” She completely understood the ridiculousness of explaining all this to DeConte, but the woman seemed to have no idea what this narrative was, like they'd been living in different universes. The Latina stopped walking. Now she looked like an angry momma-bear too—some expressions transcended apparent age. She seemed to choose her words.
 “Silence is not opposition, Lydia. It's not encouragement either. If you are the one Cassandra chooses, that's her choice. Yes, she must earn of her birthright, but that isn't a breaking point for us. She's my daughter, no matter what. Who's been telling you these lies? My only legal descendent on that scale is eighteen, performing Cassandra's duties on The Moon. His name is Lucero.”
 Jesus. Really?
 “Well...Cassie told me all this. Alejandro just showed up yesterday. I'd never heard of his name before. He's Lucero? Are they the same person in her mind?”
 “I understand your hesitation now.” DeConte massaged the bridge of her nose. “You already have her medical records.”
 “I can't say how I got them, but yes, today, the hour I was attacked. Sancompares Laboratories. I get the feeling mine are different. His name is in our documents, since she was fifteen. What's happening?”
 There was a long pause, with the woman thinking, looking pained.
 “I spent a full day pressuring them with every tool I had. They finally released everything to me. I must have a doctored version, all concerning her depression, no 'grounding' with names. If yours are different, now I can guess the truth. It wasn't just reconditioning, her memories were augmented.”
 “Doesn't memory go with the whole brain-cutting thing? I mean, they can fix that, right? Help her see through the fake parts?” Fuck. Here came the headache again.
 Now DeConte met her eyes. “Lydia. You love my daughter, correct?”
 “Of course. I mean British Columbia was ready for it, obviously, but I sort of put my foot on the independence pedal just so you people would back off, and that was before I knew she got cut. We thought it was just panic attacks, what your doctors told her. Now it's like a hundred times don't-fuck-with-her.” Lydia swallowed. “Sorry. I don't mean to cuss.”
 There was a long moment. DeConte's mouth opened and closed, a Cassie mannerism. The moment hung in the silence.
 “If I understand what has happened to her, I am devastated to say that she is lost.” Her eyes filled with a profound sadness, as if she had centuries of love and loss behind the words. “She will never be made whole, and this is truth.”
 “No,” the voice welled up inside Lydia, from down deep. “Fuck, no! You're lying right now, like if you can't have her, no one can!” No apology for that.
 DeConte didn't react; she looked bereaved. “If the augmentation started when she first became ill, then she has been living that lie, that reality, her entire adult life. There aren't enough knives to sever that many memories, or sutures to mend that many cuts. Maybe our Lunarian allies can make her breathe again, but the truth will drive her insane. Even if her brain is healed, she will always suffer, she will always break down. Living two lives, two loves, acting against her own character, she will never be at peace.” Now tears filled her eyes, but she didn't cry. “She will always suffer. We can't do that.”
 That suicide letter Cassie wrote: 'You won't let me die.'
 These candles by the tree; these were for her love, placed by fellow students.
 They were here for the Cassie that died.
 Just let the girl be at peace, Lydia.
 Just let her go.
 Let her go.
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Mothers
 
 
 “When I was a little girl, it had to be around eight or nine, my mom took me out of school one day. She showed right up at the classroom and waited by the door. I was really excited because my mom was definitely my hero, through and through. I was so proud that everyone could see her, and that she was there for me. I don't know what the excuse was—doctor, dentist—but I grabbed my lunch box and we were gone.”
 Lydia's hands were linked in front of her legs, back to the tree. She was staring at Sol. If she only had the eyes, maybe she could zero in six trillion miles and see her mom, outside hanging laundry or fixing a gutter. Maybe she could watch her sing, even if she couldn't hear it. Maybe she looked seventeen-years older. Maybe she looked the same as she remembered. They'd be about the same age now.
 She sipped her beer. DeConte sat beside her, side-to-side, same pose in the black sands, her toes in the surf. Their screens were open to each other as if there was a window in space and time. All you had to do was look over, tempted to reach through. DeConte looked like Cassie so much it hurt.
 “Vancouver is a dirty town. I don't know if you've ever been there, but there's almost a green fog over it, from the bay to the harbor. Even when it's sunny, it looks and smells like a cesspool belched up its best shot. Sorry to be crude, but that's how I always felt about the place.
 “Anyway, we weren't in Vancouver anymore, we were on a shiny silver train, and wow it was fast. I didn't know anything could move that fast. My kid-brain really didn't get it, it was just an adventure. The air was so clean, the waters were clear, it was like washing your windows for the first time in a decade. I can't express how safe I felt, sort of curled up against her, eating my bologna sandwich. That memory sticks out the most. Mom had my thermos open, and we both sipped my chicken soup.
 “When I asked her where we were going, she just smiled at me. It didn't seem sad at the time. She did hug me a little too hard, and she said we were going to see my uncle. Even I knew Uncle Bae was dead—it had been my first and only funeral until then.
 “Well, we visited the grave and stayed in a motel. Day after day, it was a tour of Juneau: museums, parks, the beach, the woods, anything you could do for free. I never asked where Dad was. I didn't want to know. It didn't seem like she had a plan.
 “He found us though. It might have been four days. He hugged me just as hard as Mom did. He had flowers for her and a new bear for me. We went back home. It was good again for a couple months. Her belly got bigger. That's when they told me I'd be getting a baby sister.
 “The next time she disappeared, it wasn't Juneau. She just vanished. No one could find her, not even the cops. She didn't take me with, so I knew she was dead. If she was alive, she wouldn't have left me...”
 She'd never told that story to anyone, ever. Not at the shelter, not to Cassie.
 “I just learned today that she's still alive.”
 DeConte didn't react once. Her gaze was fixed on the ocean. The quiet was all waves and gulls.
 “I've had eleven children from my womb,” she began outside of a beat. It had taken a minute. “Ten births were over eighty years, but I loved each one just as much as the last. Well, certain ones I liked more than others, but all the same. A parent understands this. I loved them one-by-one, seven girls, three boys—it's always lucky to have more daughters. They had children as well. Their children had children, and so on. I've lost track of the names and numbers. Most are not in our family. It's just a list to me.”
 Lydia listened to the sounds of the ocean, the rustle of the waters. Another sip of beer.
 “My children have all passed on. Some when they were young. Some as adolescents. Some, I can't remember their faces. I remember all their names. Life was tougher back then. But even surviving all that, I lost my last son fifty years ago, by his own hand.”
 Lydia swallowed, nodding. She'd reach a hand through if she could. That's how Dad died. Lydia believed that was her fault too.
 “But twenty-six years ago, I was given a gift, and bless my children's souls, I think they were there for it. I carried a baby girl to term, and after five hundred years with no child in my belly, I think that's when I finally understood the magic and connection. I always felt a spark of it before, but after all that time, all that living and death, this time it was different.
 “I named her Cassandra, my right as the surrogate. And she was the worst-behaved baby of the lot, my own grandchildren included.”
 Lydia laughed, a tear in her eye imagining baby-Cassie. She hadn't seen a single picture. She actually asked.
 “Of course,” DeConte said, fiddling with something off-screen. A four-by-five photo-album popped up in the corner, independently flippable. Lydia slid it down and choked a giggle: naked brown baby in white sand with this incredible mop of black hair. “It had been five centuries, so my memory might be off, but compared, she was the loudest, fussiest, strongest—so spirited—she was a kicker...”
 Messy birthday cake shots, first crawl, all the standards, Lydia started to watch her grow up. In nearly every scene, if not every picture, DeConte was right beside her. She cheesed smiles like a young mother. Next were her first steps, a video clip of her first attempts at sentences. Toddling, there was one photo of Cassie crying, sitting in the mud, a Sunday dress soiled—DeConte was behind her, laughing with her hands under the child's arms, lifting her up. Lydia glanced through the screen to see the matriarch's face in her palms; she could see the same images. Lydia tapped a corner. She saved the album—stole their memories. The photos continued in a slide-show. Another, her first day of school.
 The mother didn't look up. Her voice was shaking. “Do it. Please. I can't tell you to do it, but find a way...bring her back.”
 Lydia sat against the tree, nodding. Odds were, she was going to anyway. That girl from yesterday was still the one that wanted to live. Lydia would never abandon anyone, much less the love of her life.
 “But with what files, and what about this Alejandro jerk?”
 “Do you trust your source?” DeConte wiped her eyes with her shawl.
 “Sancompares never saw us coming, if that's what you mean.”
 “Then be brave. They aren't so clever. One of their men, or an Argentine separatist connected to them, that's your Alejandro. He might be sick with lust, but it's more likely this was a political crime of opportunity. They took advantage of her illness back then, and what, you said this man arrived yesterday?”
 “Yeah. She's scared of him. They came to take her away. She was terrified of being reconditioned, of oblivion.” Lydia bit her lip. “And she's been afraid of you since we met.”
 There was a picture of grade-school Cassie hugging DeConte's hips. She wore a child-sized wetsuit and clutched a tiny surfing trophy. Huge smiles. The pride on the mother's face was so pure, Lydia teared up again.
 It looked like love.
 “I'm so sorry,” Lydia said, “I didn't know. I believed it.”
 “I could have been a better mother,” she said softly. A dance recital. Ballet. No, it didn't look that way. “When she pulled away and became ill, the therapist told me it was because I was smothering her, that I wasn't allowing her to grow up as a young woman...It never felt like that.”
 They watched a couple more photos together. She was a teenager now. Smiling on the beach, Janice's age, completely confident in a bikini. She waved the camera with as big of a smile as Lydia had ever seen. Her purple board laid nearby in the background. Cassie never once told her she was a beach-girl—a dancer, yes, but not a surfer. 
 “I feel this was the last year I knew my daughter. We haven't spoken much since she became ill. When she does speak, she's cold, polite, as if we were strangers. I wanted to know more about the woman she's become, but I thought she hated me. I didn't know she was afraid. This is making more sense.” DeConte shook her head. “Everything is making more sense.”
 “D-Do you want to see the records? The ones we have?” It wasn't like Lydia hadn't been manipulated in the last day. Chandra, now that was a psychopath—she might score a forty. But while Lydia always had suspicions about her employer from Ganymede, she trusted this, these pictures, and how a six-hundred-year-old didn't get cold. This woman was sentimental. Old people were often sentimental.
 “The only thing you know about me is Cassandra's fear.” DeConte looked back out to the ocean. “You would trust me?”
 Did she have a choice? Yes, she did. But in her heart, not at all.
 “I already trust you, because I trust this girl.” Lydia had it paused on a Lillian-aged Cassie. It looked like a homecoming dance. An awkward-looking tuxedo-boy stood to the side while a poofy-dressed young woman hugged DeConte tight around the arms. The Matriarch's tongue flagged out the side of her mouth, eyes wide. Completely silly. Completely honest. “I sort of wish you were my mom.” Lydia laughed, smiling at the rest of homecoming night. The redhead had only been to one formal dance before The Moon's Electoral Gala last year—a teenage disaster.
 “Marry Cassandra, and then I will be, for however many years I have left.”
 “You'd recognize the wedding?” Lydia said, suddenly wary. That wasn't the narrative on the news, and this was all starting to feel too good to be true.
 “It's always lucky to have more daughters.” She smiled weakly. “You realize I had misconceptions about you as well, Lydia Stamos. It seems we've all been duped by the same conspiracy. I always took your choice not to contact me as a blood-insult, like you were smug. I imagined you twirling your hair, that you were going to marry up, Cassandra's family be damned...forgive the crass sentiment.”
 “No. That's what it was. Cassie always said you'd forbid it, so there was some chest-beating going on, that we weren't going to let your family interfere.”
 DeConte shook her head and laid it on her knees. “It's absurd. She's living in a very dark myth. I just can't imagine a way to pull her out of it, even if we do get her back.” A heavy sigh into her legs.
 Lydia cracked open another beer and sat flat against the tree, scooting down a bit.
 “It's already oblivion, then.” She was out of tears. The Cassie pictures had filled her with too much light. Her chest still felt tight, anxious. Sad.
 “Oblivion. You repeat yourself. Is this your word?”
 “No. Cassie used it when she'd get scared, like during an attack.” Lydia tried to find a blank spot of space to stare at, but it seemed like the night sky was completely filled. This was eternity, the exact opposite. “She would say she was scared of oblivion, and then start chanting how she didn't want to die. She'd take a nap sometimes, then she'd be ok again.” Now the pain was becoming heavy.
 “Do you know much Spanish?” DeConte's voice perked up.
 “No.” She felt like an idiot. “I mean, I want to, but it's been a busy year.”
 “A clue maybe...” There was a soft splash. The woman had stretched out, legs in the water, sitting up by her hands and arms. She looked like a catalog photo, but her expression was intense, thoughtful. “Was this a trigger?”
 “No, I mean whenever anyone brought up her family, you, or Alejandro, she'd get really tense. She could shake it off most of the time, until recently. When she got overwhelmed, that's when the oblivion and chanting started.”
 “It's translation.” DeConte nodded to Lydia. “We have Spanish words for death, and the void, and non-existence. Oblivion is olvido, and it is the state of being forgotten, to forget, to not exist in that way. Does that make any sense?”
 “Sure. So that's what's happening, right, her brain is having a tug-of-war with the reconditioning and memory augmentation, I guess. We knew that. That's how she died.” Lydia was trying not to get impatient, she just didn't understand the relevance.
 “You misunderstand. She is remembering reality beside the lies, as a real Cassandra, my daughter, and then she forgets it all again, via the reconditioning. Oblivion is not the trigger, but the manifestation. Over and over, it attacks her mind. I accept she is who she is now, the one you love, and the one who is afraid of me, but that word is what must be forgotten. It's the sound of a door closing, the windows shuttering. This is what's preventing her from feeling safe, from knowing this photo-album, and understanding that this Alejandro and Lucero are not the same person. She doesn't know that she is not in danger or betrothed. She knows she was reconditioned, but she does not remember it. Olvido.”
 “The trigger that's tied to it; that's the keystone,” Lydia said.
 DeConte clapped once and splashed her hands in the water.
 “But if we pull that rock, is the whole thing going to collapse? Her sanity?” Lydia didn't know how to be hopeful, not now. This was way over her head. How do you define a soul or identity? This had been impossible to grasp from the moment she died, though Cassie had been living with it a hell of a lot longer. Maybe they just had to give her the chance to fight it out.
 “Well, that's the risk, isn't it? Talk to your neurosurgeons.”
 “Can I call you about it?”
 DeConte raised an eyebrow. “I should hope you would, Lydia. And I understand our trust is new, but I'd accommodate anything for Cassandra, at whatever cost.”
 Lydia nodded, trying to work out a to-do list in her head. She'd need a pen and paper. There was one thing bothering her, however, and it wasn't how to deal with Alejandro.
 “Um, not judging, but where are you? It looks like you're on vacation.”
 “This is Maui.” She stood from the water and summoned a towel from one of her secret service combat butlers. “I sort of own it. Sometimes I go years without proper dress at my family estate. Please take no offense, there may be prying eyes.”
 “Not a problem,” Lydia tugged on a pigtail. “I'll be in touch.”
 Well, okie dokie then. Video cut.
 Her last boyfriend's dad lived in a very nice trailer with a wooden deck and an overground pool.
 She'd once thought that was marrying up.
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Hi.
 
 
 Lydia really needed to go back to bed, if just for a nap, but there was way too much shit going on that none of her friends knew about. She went down two levels to her dorm-room and started typing. One of those bottles of wine were open, but just for sipping.
 It seemed like Marshall was passed out or indisposed; he wasn't picking up. Poor Samuel had been taken for a ride. He was running a miles-long loop from district to district. Either the scent went nowhere, or Alejandro had found some way to confuse him. Maybe the bot would sort it out. She let him run. Cassie's surgeons were asleep, and she didn't want to disturb them; they'd all have a chat in the morning.
 That left her last option, and she sneered at the thought.
 On her desktop, the comm signal went out, ring-ring...ring-ring. It picked up.
 Oh, goodie, Trent Winslow in a white bedsheet, face completely flushed.
 “Lydia, what's wrong?” It came out rough.
 There was a naked butt to the side of the screen. Lydia recognized that butt from earlier.
 She cut the video. “For fuck's sake.”
 “Sorry, I hit the wrong button. What's wrong?” he repeated. Lydia heard Sacha whisper something in low tones, and what sounded like kissing. A soft moan.
 Lydia ended the call.
 God, she hated these people.
 She texted him, 'Ten minutes. I'm taking a shower.' She ignored the call-back.
 The time-out had nothing to do with getting riled up. She checked the medicine chest for something, anything: amphetamines, caffeine drops, KRZ, Cassie's weirder anxiety-meds—sob-rite wasn't going to cut it, she was exhausted.
 Lydia heaved a deep sigh and took the march of shame back upstairs, to Lillian's room.
 In the quiet, grumbles and snores, she checked Janice's purse. It was a normal purse, a girl's purse. It was impossible to find anything in it. Janice mumbled something. Lydia froze. Eh, fuck it.
 “Janice, hey Jan.” Lydia shook her in a whisper.
 “Yeah?” Asleep.
 “You have any of those study pills left?”
 The girl sat up a little, one eye closed. Lydia presented the purse. “Pills?”
 “Side pocket.” Janice collapsed back on the futon.
 There were three side pockets and two internal side pockets, but Lydia found a lip-stick bottle and shook out two. Yay, for illicits. She hadn't taken her favorite opiate since she left Earth, but it's not like she was scared of the specter of substance-abuse. Maybe she should be, she didn't know. She just needed a boost for a few hours. All things being equal, she collected her remaining beer, most of a case.
 Right out the door, Lydia swallowed the pills dry.
 Ten steps up the hall, she heard the door swish open again.
 Her shoulders deflated, expecting a drunk princess with an accusing glare. Instead, she got another shirtless Winslow brother carrying a backpack and a jacket. The door closed behind him. Yes, he was six-foot-and-abs, all toned and shit. No, she didn't care, even a little.
 “Go back to bed, Calvin.”
 Out loud, her own voice woke her up.
 Wow, that was fast. It wasn't manic, but her brain just popped wide-open. This stuff was good.
 “Nah, I'm up.” He almost looked like a different person awake. “What's going on? You didn't come back for homework.”
 “I sort of did. It's just network mail. I don't need an escort, thanks.” She shook some of the fuzz out of her head and made for the lift. Lydia stopped in stride, calling back. “You do this a lot, don't you, sleepy cat?”
 Black shirt and jacket, he walked past her with a finger over his lips. “Lily's like a clock.”
 She watched him check a revolver and tuck it behind his belt. He was off and going.
 “Not a Knight, eh?”
 Into the stairwell, he paused, then smiled. “I scored a twenty-six, and I've never conned, killed, or tortured anyone. That test is bullshit.” He wiggled some fingers. “Happy hunting, Red!”
 Yes, DeConte, things were starting to make a lot more sense.
 Lydia bobbed her stupid head back and forth a minute before rushing the stairs. “Wait up!”
 
 * * *
 
 No, he didn't seem like a psychopath, but he also wasn't like Sacha, and seeing him this animated was plain weird. At the moment, Calvin sat at the corner of her bed, hands planted between his legs, sipping on a can. Lydia was still working on the wine. It tasted great. Best wine ever. Thank you heightened sensory sensitivity. It smelled like a full orchard blooming under her nose. The colors of the clothes on the floor were distracting the hell out of her. Thank god he hadn't touched her.
 But the reason she called Calvin back was to help for a minute—to help with this guy.
 “Hi,” she said, mouth dry.
 “Hello,” said Trent. His voice sounded like cannon-fire in the mountains. She lowered the volume with a twitch.
 It was hard to track why they never got along, but it wasn't from a conspiracy of lies like with DeConte, and it wasn't a deep misunderstanding of motivations like with Sacha. This was completely superficial, and yet so culturally deep she couldn't fathom it. It wasn't love-hate with witty banter. It wasn't something 'getting to know each other' could fix. It just felt wrong. He was a frat-boy intellectual with a huge chip on his shoulder. His very essence screamed privilege and entitlement, without apologies. Besides that, she just flat-out didn't like him. She wished he would put a shirt on.
 “Hey, little buddy.” The older brother said to Calvin. “You're up early.”
 The young twenty-something pointed at Lydia. “Her drug-run woke me up. Been a heavy night. She got the kids drunk and everything. I took a test that said I have 'criminal tendencies'.”
 “You don't say.” Trent laughed.
 Lydia rolled her eyes. In a moment, black-haired Sacha hopped on their bed, waving to Lydia (she waved back). The woman ran one hand through the back of Trent's hair, and set the other on his shoulder. In Lydia's lateral state of mind, she wondered how he was able to function after what she'd probably been doing to him. They didn't have the candles and rose petals vibe. The intimate visual felt as potent as graphic porn.
 Lydia's boobs felt sensitive.
 And then it suddenly occurred to her:
 She had taken the wrong drug.
 She'd taken a double dose of it.

Shit, shit, shit.
 Fuck you, Janice.
 “So we going to get Alejandro now?” Trent said, looking around the floor, hopefully for a shirt—oh, there it was.
 Lydia's eyes did get wide at the name-drop. “But Samuel...”
 “That sample was trash, you know that. He's not going to find anything, but the traffic probably has the fucker pinned down. Come on, I have a lead. We'll meet you two at Mindy's.”
 The feed cut out.
 She just wanted to tell him about DeConte and the oblivion-thing.
 Calvin smiled at her. “Wakey-wakey, Starflower. Time to play with the big kids. Get dressed.” He poked her shoulder with a finger and it almost felt like he poked her with something else. She shuddered.
 Big kids? More like the serial killer crew: two survivors of Nome, and the 'Soldier of Savanna.'
 Calvin left her dorm room.
 Completely distracted, she marched straight into the bathroom and slid a hand down into her pajama pants. No choice. A bitten lip and a lot of fast circles, she was already halfway to heaven. It had little to do with the boys. Her back against the wall, it didn't take long. Like a whistle on a steamboat, thank Jesus, she choked off a cry and slid down to her butt, breathing heavy. How long would this stuff last?
 It helped. She steadied her breath.
 Lydia took a minute staring at the crimson bath mats, watching them bleed. She washed her face. The water felt like ribbons of ice and explosions of silk.
 She closed her eyes, put her hands over her ears, and held her breath. Ten seconds.
 That worked pretty well to snap it all together.
 Focusing, her brain worked fine if she concentrated. It actually seemed to work a little better. The first thing Lydia did was make sure her correspondence to Marshall had been sent. She forwarded it to Lillian and Janice. Maybe they'd be able to make sense of the oblivion-trigger even if Lydia fell down a manhole and died. She also sent the package they'd stolen from Sancompares to DeConte, as promised. There was zero downside to that trust, other than possibly getting busted for espionage, but who cared.
 Now she had to consider what she had to wear for a trip outside. No, she wouldn't be involved in a gunfight (she'd run away at the very suggestion), but her brain sorted though about a hundred ensembles before the slot-machine rollers decided on a dress. With underwear. Special occasions got underwear and shoes.
 And where was that hat?
 Lydia shimmied into a white sundress with blue print, little orchids, still no bra, but white boy-shorts were a go. Socks and sneakers didn't ruin it, they just made her a hipster, and that was ok. The hair was fine—awesome pigtails—but she added a blue wide-brimmed sun hat. Yeah, that was appropriate for three AM. But what about self-defense? She did feel naked without Samuel at her side.
 Despite her chat with Sacha about not knowing how to use a gun, Lydia wasn't an idiot or a complete coward. She was a Lowtown girl. She'd pepper-sprayed grown men in the face before. Lydia slid out a shoebox from under Cassie's side of the bed. She got distracted a minute over the feel of the cardboard. The sensations were getting more intense, but she was trying to adjust. There was a smaller box inside it made of plastic, six-by-six inches. There were two metal canisters tossed inside, rolling around. This dress had pockets. She put one against either hip, rapists beware! She forgot what they did, but it wasn't pleasant.
 Now she was ready to talk to Trent about the fact she wasn't coming with, though she guessed she'd probably be going somewhere. Lydia wasn't an idiot. She was just really high.
 Rather—staring at her shoes for another two minutes—she was tripping balls.
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Wave rider
 
 
 Calvin seemed to know enough not to touch her, though Lydia did need one or two finger-snaps to keep her on course. It was after three now, and District A was silent. Dollhouse silent. It was all tiny figurines in convenience store windows, none of them moving, all of them breathing. No one noticed them, and yet they all were staring. Lydia checked her dress to see if there were spots. Her orchids were spinning like teacup flowers.
 “Cal, I'm going back upstairs, ok?”
 Lydia twirled on her heel and just like that, she was lost. She could be on Venus for all she knew. “Um. Help.”
 “Hey, it's ok,” said the prettiest voice ever. Now that was Bach. Bach didn't live in a piano, he lived in this boy's mouth. She began to paw at his face, seeing if she could coax him out.
 “Hellooo.” She jammed two fingers in and stared inside. “Take me home, good sir.”
 Calvin stepped back and said, “Yeah, that might be for the best. What'd you take?”
 “I. Don't. Know.” Lydia giggled, then sort of blinked it back. “No. I'm fine. You just need to be my honey bear. Where are we going again?”
 “You're going to bed. We're going to collect that WALcos guy. Trent says that your Alejandro dude contacted Chandra Manali in the hospital, and she sent Trent a network address for five o'clock. He wants to negotiate.”
 “Dude.” Lydia leaned into him and traced her fingers across his lips. Wow, she liked lips. Cassie had the best lips. Leo had the prettiest lips. Alicia had the funnest lips. Calvin's lips felt like they were made of cotton candy. She wondered if they tasted like candy, but the sounds they were making was more like a chug-chug-chug petrol engine. “Toot-toot!” she said, laughing.
 He grabbed her elbow and began the march.
 “You'll die if you get too close.” It came out as a song. That wasn't funny. She tried to compose herself. “It's a trap. I have informationals-in-mationals-mation...guts. Lots of guts in plastic barrels. I just learned he's a very bad man.”
 Lydia pushed him away and ran. If Calvin couldn't find her, they wouldn't get blown up.
 Solid plan.
 Five steps, she was raised in the air in a hug. It felt like a dozen blankets on a roller coaster. “Wooo!”
 “Lydia, I can't carry you in the street. Let's just get inside where it's safe, ok? You like safe, right?” She heard him cuss to himself. Twenty-six points a psychopath, this was not the correct bodyguard.
 “I want Sacha now. You're a bad guy too.”
 But hey, her feet were moving. She watched her feet move. Lydia was walking on water, each step creating ripples in the pavement. She sank into it a little, but the ground pushed back when she stepped off, like a moonwalk. She jumped.
 That didn't go so well. She fell down.
 And there was a police car. The headlights were on.
 Lydia sat up and smiled. Was she bleeding?
 Calvin had a gun behind his back. Uh oh!
 He raised his hands, but before they even got out of the car, he was talking to them through their window. The driver tipped his head over to Lydia. She waved, still on her knees, and tried to stand. She brushed meteorites off her orchids, but they wouldn't come off. They sort of melted into the dress like snowballs, so she started wiping, but they just sort of mashed around.
 Oh, her feet were moving again.
 Lydia got into the moonwalking thing and hummed a song, keeping the rhythm. Bach's voice hummed along, step by step, in stride. Yeah, that felt good. She liked the way her hat flopped with every stride.
 And it did get worse before it got better. Lydia understood this in the future because she was living in a present past. It wasn't just the street that was melting, time itself was decomposing and being reborn. In a complete instant, she was in five different moments. She was on this street, in a bloody locker room, in a convenience store, in her bathroom masturbating, and curled in her momma's lap on a train.
 Oh, look, a convenience store. No, she hadn't entered it yet. She already remembered what she had already purchased.
 Lydia felt in her pocket for the ceramic dog figurine she would grab off the shelf. Her finger was on a button. Don't press the rape-button, Lydia. You might explode.
 She fell to the sidewalk and started to cry.
 Calvin asked her what was wrong, maybe. He sounded like color.
 Lydia asked for an ambulance.
 He lifted her up. She slung her arms around his neck and breathed into his chest.
 Lydia held on really tight as he carried her, her stupid hat falling to the street.

Oh no.
 Something was happening, and she couldn't turn it off.
 She squeezed her eyes shut, and clamped her thighs closed. That only made it worse.
 Every footstep sent a vibration through his body and into hers. The first step caressed her neck and her breasts. He only shifted her slightly, and it was a curious hand on her stomach, sliding to her waist. The next step's vibration went underneath, tracing a finger around her butt and finding a spot between her thighs. Lydia whined, but couldn't hold back the moan. He asked her what was wrong. She buried her head into his chest and inhaled his scent. The musk filled her head and lungs and expanded all the way through, joining the vibration in a rhythm. Her skin was breathing, taking him in. The heat from his body sent every cell ablaze.

Don't stop.
 With the next step, Lydia dug her short nails into his neck as her body went rigid. Eternity exploded. She started bucking in his arms. Her cry filled the night before she muzzled her voice on his shirt, biting down on the fabric, screaming. He stumbled a little, almost dropping her. He hopped her up and reset his grip, still carrying her like a bride. All she could hear was a roar in her ears, all she could smell was sex, and all she could feel was the strongest head-to-toe orgasm she'd ever experienced in her life.
 She was shuddering. She might have been crying.
 Calvin took another step. It was like an aftershock of the same thing. Another step, over and over, she came again, and came hard. She heard him curse. He picked up the pace to a brisk march.
 Now she was crying for sure.
 Lydia eventually blacked out.
 
 * * *
 
 She laid in a coffin, and Lydia could feel her body expand as if she were outside any boundaries. She couldn't find Cassie though, and she was searching.
 Her only sensations were a tight comfort around her arms and legs, against her back, and the incredibly strong smell of lavender.
 She reached inside with her mind and tried to find Cassie-shaped memories, but all she got was a kaleidoscope. Ok, now she knew this feeling. This was the spins.
 The fear followed as she tried to move her arms, completely paralyzed.
 There was new pressure on her shoulders. Through whispers and bubbles, and she heard her name.
 “Lydia! Lyds, you're fine! Wake up!”
 Her eyes snapped open.
 Her first sight was a ceiling, and it wasn't melting. Just after were four faces: Sacha, Trent, Calvin, and a little old lady. Lydia didn't see many elderly people these days, so she did make an impression: wrinkled, brown, leathery in a uniquely appealing way.
 She still couldn't move her arms or legs. It set off her claustrophobia in a full panic.
 “Let me go! Please!”
 “Yeah, we got you,” Calvin said, a gentle hand on her chest. There were buckles clinking.
 Lydia gasped a breath and looked down. She was in a full-up swaddle, like a mummy. White linen, it all folded at the middle, bound with straps. At either side of her head were incense pots with smoke rising up. When it was all undone, she just took a moment, on her back, breathing, staring at the ceiling.
 Christ, what day was it now?
 “Where?” she whispered.
 “It's just Mindy's, the back room,” Trent said, his tone patient. “You're fine. It just got a little intense. It's been about thirty minutes. You feeling clear?”
 “Half an hour?” Lydia sat up. Her hand wiped her sweaty forehead. All of that felt like it should have been about five hours with a week in recuperation. “Cassie?”
 “It's still night, Lydia. It's not even four yet.”
 Deep exhale.
 She wanted to stay just like this a while longer. She didn't trust her ears yet, let alone her nose, feet, or eyes. The old woman exited through a door out to the grocery. Looking satisfied she was ok, Calvin and Sacha followed granny, all of them chatting in some sort of weird French—it wasn't Canadian.
 Trent watched them leave before looking back to her.
 “Sorry, Lydia. I had no idea you were on a wave.”
 “Is that what that was?” That was a way harder drug than her body-buzz opiates and booze. What was Janice doing with it? Shit. It was better not to debate their vices. “I didn't mean to. Is it over?” 
 “Yeah,” Trent handed her a glass of water, “just take it easy for a couple minutes. It's a fast ride if you break the cycle, otherwise you might have been stuck for hours.”
 Her breath was slowing down. She couldn't feel her pulse anymore, which was a good thing. All she could smell was lavender, it sort of overwhelmed everything else. At least she wasn't tired anymore.
 Lydia set the glass down and covered herself with a fold of that swaddle. She tried to keep her emotion down. It wasn't violation she felt. It was a different shame, and right below it was fear and a lot of anger. “What am I going to tell her?” She hid her face.
 “About what?”
 She briefly caught his eye and whispered, hissing, “I just had sex with your brother.” As if her day wasn't traumatic enough. Her panties were sticky and uncomfortable. She'd be ditching them ASAP.
 Trent swallowed hard. She could see him use about twenty muscles trying to stop from smiling. No, he tipped his head back and laughed right at her. Asshole. “It's completely chemical, Lyds. You could have been alone in that cocoon and you still would have got there. Every wave ends the same way. You don't need to say anything to Cassie.”
 He composed himself, clearing his throat. She curled her lip. Locking eyes with her, Trent declared, “Calvin did not cause your orgasms. No one did. You were still going after you got here. The drug did that because that's what it's made for. No cheater guilt. I promise.” He crossed his heart with a finger—childish, but sincere. “I swear to god.”
 “Easy for you to say,” Lydia mumbled, blushing. He got to see her like that? Now she felt exposed, and a bit violated. She still appreciated the plain words.
 He poked her arm. She glared at him.
 “That do anything?”
 Well, no. No, it didn't.
 “See, you're all better. And that was as intimate as you got with Calvin. Don't sweat it. It was all in your head. Your synapses were going kerplowie.” He did a 'head-boom' with is hand.
 Lydia stared at him, cautious. “You're not just rationalizing it?”
 “No, you weirdo. It's basic neuroscience. Now go clean yourself up. You smell like a brothel.”
 Jerk.
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 Lydia hoped she got the smell off her. Classy girl, she took a prostitute-bath in the restroom, lots of wet paper towels and a waste of a good pair of boy shorts, abandoned in the trash. Cassie liked her in them—she'd have to pick up more. A niggling echo of the drug started to well up inside her as she saw her eyes change ten different colors. She went back out to the lavender and flopped back on the cot.
 If The Sanctuary was her and Cassie's headquarters, Lydia was willing to assume that Mindy's Shop-Shop was HQ for this hardcore Knight cell, if not the whole gang. Trent and Sacha were the official-unofficial leaders of the movement, the core of the core members. They seemed to have the same run of the shop that Lydia enjoyed with Melody.
 Just outside of Empyrean, the grocery-deli-pharmacy was the ground-floor storefront for the highrise building Trent and Sacha lived in. Back in what likely served as the break room, Sacha and Calvin were enjoying soup. There were other cups for Trent and Lydia. Their deli was probably weird as hell: vegan, organic, hormone-free chicken that had never been alive, but was indeed 'chicken meat' in every real way.
 On her back, Lydia took a deep breath, sucking in some incense. It helped. This all had to be sensory deprivation treatment or something. She was grateful.
 “Alejandro has no connection to WALcos,” Lydia said to the ceiling. “He's completely Sancompares, or Argentine. Cassie doesn't know he's a fake.”
 Keep staring at the ceiling, Lydia.
 “That's a game-change. You sure?” Trent said.
 “Yeah, I'm sure. Now I don't know what to do with him. What possible hand does he or Chandy have to play? Sacha slits a Manali's throat in front of Anatali's first heir, and ten hours later she calls you from the hospital? Sounds desperate, right? If she didn't hate you before, that takes real motivation to call you now...”
 “I thought he was just giving himself up, like 'good game, you win, get me out of here.'”
 “Well, DeConte's never heard of him. I think it's up to me if he dies.” Lydia sat up again. That felt ok. She reached for her soup.
 “Is she allowing this because we'd be destroying the evidence?”
 Lydia considered the super-conspiracy for about half a second. “Nope. I'm pretty sure she's as pissed as a person can get after six centuries. I already worked through the paranoia. But what do we do with him? Cassie only wanted him safe because they augmented him into her memories.”
 “Capturing him would be nice,” Trent said. Now that Lydia was better, both Calvin and Sacha had completely relaxed. They were barely paying attention at all. It looked completely familial. “But all we have is this network address Chandy gave me, which will probably lead to a bomb or twenty black-ops soldiers if we do a live meeting. It does feel like a trap.”
 “Radical idea here,” Lydia sipped her soup, some sort of creamy garlic bisque. Totally yummy. “How about we ignore him?”
 Trent raised his palm, the one with the slice in it. “Not going to happen.”
 “The oath was for Cassie—”
 “Yours was.” He didn't sigh, fidget, or waver. “No one shoots a machine gun at my wife and gets a free pass just because we're lazy. Sins have consequence. Some sins more than others. Maybe he doesn't get sliced apart like the animal he is, but he will see justice in this lifetime.”
 “It has nothing to do with lazy, you jerk. His group, or whatever, has been cutting her brain and torturing the best person I've ever met for over a decade. She hasn't even been living in our reality. So, all that means is that when I get her back, I need to protect her. He might just be the iceberg's tip for all we know. Killing him might not help at all. If we can get them to abandon their fucked-up project completely, that's what's going to keep Cassie safe. That's my oath.”
 Trent wrinkled his lips. “Anyone tell you that you're pretty persuasive?”
 “It's all voice and magic, blah, blah.” That was the closest he'd ever come to giving her a compliment. “You know the concept of a rope-a-dope, right?”
 “Sure. Appear weak and let them beat themselves to death trying to finish you off.” Her stared at her as she did a twirly thing with her soup spoon.
 “I mean, it looks lazy,” Lydia said, “but I'm a one-trick pony, and I'd quit doing it, if it quit working. Just today: the CCC, my sister, Chandra, Alejandro, DeConte, I mean, people keep playing their cards while I just wander around looking like an idiot. No wonder Anatali is so passive. It's like compulsive with you people.”
 “What do you mean, you people?” He sounded more like a reporter or a therapist than insulted. Yay, she was being judged. That was fine. Lydia was transparent as hell and they still compromised themselves trying to manipulate her. Trent continued, “I'm just a cartoon to you. What do you think I am?”
 Calvin and Sacha whispered something in their French and some money changed hands. They were watching now. Lydia was not having this discussion.
 “Fuck, Lyds, just say it. I'm not asking to be your friend, but just fucking say it.”
 “Fine. You're an attractive male from humanity's most powerful nation. You work for their government, living a stone's-throw from Empyrean. You're oh-so smart and wealthy, and if you were any more privileged you wouldn't just be a cartoon, you'd be impossible. Thank you so much for taking pity on us poor people. I'm sure it's a rewarding hobby.”
 Shit. She really said that. Trent actually sneered.
 “Yeah...we're not getting into a liberal arts monkey-shit-fight about who's lived the harder life, if that's ok. That's demeaning as hell, as if there could be a winner. I read your biography,” Jesus, who hadn't, other than her, “but Sacha here has no education, no money, no record of birth, and she's the strongest, most capable person I've ever met. She didn't marry me because I pitied her.”
 The Redhead leaned over to kiss his cheek and whisper some loving words.
 “Calvin was in and out of juvie since he was seven. He started with arson.”
 “It was a death-trap barn that fell over,” the younger brother said, disgusted. “He always makes it sound like I burned down an orphanage for fun.”
 “Anyway, our oh-so rich parents had his back, and I'm glad they did. I think he's saved about two-dozen people—girls, boys, women, men—since we escaped Nome. Saved literal lives on the street. This is my family; they're the real Knights. Men and women, we're all in the fight together.” Trent chewed his lip a little. “Sorry I was born with a penis.”
 That's what Lydia got for playing the cartoon game.
 “It's not misandry. I don't hate men.” Well, she hated her ex-men, but no, she liked the male gender, “You're just such a smug know-it-all, I have to pin it on your culture just to make sense of it. I mean, if it's not frat-boy-Anchorage, then what the hell is wrong with you? Why are you such an asshole?”
 Yeah. It looked like his feelings got hurt, for real. Goddamn it, Lydia, why are you being such a bitch? You can't just sincerely tell someone, 'I don't like you. Sorry, I just don't.' Wasn't he entitled to some gratitude for Cassie? And maybe that's what pissed her off so much, the entitlement.
 And now Sacha was looking between them with some concern. The singer didn't feel threatened, but she knew this was a line in the sand, how Sacha felt about her husband—she'd always have his back.
 Plain words, Lydia, come on:
 “Ok, so I'm not jealous of what you have, or however you were raised. I mean, look at Cassie and Lillian. They're real princesses, born and raised, and god bless them, they have their own issues.” Lydia glanced to Calvin on instinct. He offered a thin-lipped nod. “I'm sure you have yours. No one makes it to twenty, much less through a warzone without baggage. I get it.
 “Anyway,” she bit her lip and looked at scary-Sacha for permission.
 Lydia offered her hand to Trent. He took it. Lydia pressed her other palm over it. It was a 'thank you' for keeping her safe while she was on the wave. It was also a thank you for the oath, and thinking of Cassie the last day. “—Anyway, I'm afraid of you, I think.”
 He stared back, his brow furrowed.
 “The rich pity the poor, 'oh here's some spare change, sorry about your luck.' We're beneath you—victims that need saving when you can be bothered. Sometimes you shower us with charity. Sometimes it's your day off. I don't trust you, Mr. Vigilante, because I have no idea when your next day off is. Maybe Cassie and I are valuable for whatever your goal is, but what happens next week when we're in deep shit and you have different damsels to fluff your messiah complex? It's not like this with Lily. We're real friends. We're not charity to her. It just seems pointless with you. You feel like charity, or worse, manipulation.”
 His expression didn't change much. He was wearing a very profound 'huh?'
 “When you brought up the rope-a-dope I was about to call you a genius. You're just an idiot.” She probably deserved that. He didn't move his hand. Fine, Trent, go on. “How can you be so self-conscious and not self-aware? You understand it all on instinct, but I don't think you actually get what you're doing, how important you are—who you represent.”
 That sounded familiar, patronizing, and annoying.
 He continued, “Government. You want power to be transparent, fair, and balanced. You want accountability. You want equal voice. Cool. We're on the same side, dumbass. We're not saving random damsels, we're trying to change culture. That's our voice, and we're supporting yours. We're all in the game with the same goal, just playing different positions. Let's just play ball.”
 Oh, the sports analogy.
 Sacha reached out and put both hands over theirs. “Lydia, my sister, I didn't name you Starflower because I believe you delicate. They grow in the mountains where it's hard to live. And while they're as easy to kill as anything, their survival makes them the strongest. Maybe the most meaningful. I want you to keep blooming, and we will bask in the beauty. We've been watching when you needed to be watched.” Oh, so it was like a codename. Guess she really did had a secret service. It was just secret. “You need watching. You are reckless, like a badger.”
 “Hey now.” Her eyes narrowed. In the last day she'd been called a cyclone, dragon, force of nature, starflower, now a badger, and all this on top of being a bowl of oatmeal. Oddly, she got a visual from that. She honestly didn't know if her problem with Trent was legitimate or daddy-issues, but Lydia heaved a sigh. She decided he'd earned better treatment. It wasn't entitled.

Lydia, don't be a shitty asshole whenever he tries to help, ok?
 “I'm sorry.” She found the right tone for it. “Thank you.”
 No tears from Lydia. Everyone nodded. There were honest smiles, all shared.
 Sacha collected a bit of money from Calvin. Guess she won the bet.
 Time for more soup.
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 Four o'clock AM. Lydia had actually left and came back (with Calvin's escort) for her beer bag. It was a very short walk. It felt a lot longer an hour ago. The man didn't seem awkward, though she had came in his arms about a dozen times and he had the scratches on his neck to prove it. Apparently this wasn't all that rare in Anchorage. If that was sex, it was the most intense sex in her life. After all she done in her life, it really had to be chemical, because nothing 'real' could ever be that pure, yet shallow. Lydia believed it was completely drug-induced. A stiff breeze would have set her off. She suffered his presence because she didn't want to feel awkward—it was just drugs, man. He obviously didn't understand the scope of what happened to her in the last hour.
 Now, returning to Mindy's, she asked if she should make an earnest effort to contact Marshall. He lived in his office, a junky bachelor pad in District B. Trent said it'd be better to let him sleep. This wasn't exactly lawyer time. It was time for him, Sacha, and Calvin to show off. 
 This was Knight-time.
 But whose knights were they, much less the three-thousand other volunteers?
 They were everyone's knights. But tonight, they were Cassie's.
 Lydia liked that answer.
 Trent was logged into that network address: 4:58 AM.
 They told her to stay off screen. They were going fishing, and if Alejandro saw Lydia, it would change the tone of the negotiation, weakening their hand. She agreed, it would. She opened a beer. It just tasted like beer, not carbonated sunbeams, thank god.
 They still didn't know what to do with him.
 A face popped up on Trent's screen. Lydia had only seen the man once from across a lecture hall. When she'd got closer, they had locked eyes.
 Those were his eyes. This was that man.
 Lydia, enraged, snapped to stand. Her bodyguard, Calvin, was at her back. With firm pressure, he kept her seated. No shushing, but he tapped her, 'calm down.'
 Now he didn't look like Cassandra or DeConte at all. In her brain, the family resemblance had become grotesque. All his model beauty and similar features were some sort of manipulation. She guessed plastic surgery. It was close, but it wasn't 'they all look the same' ethnic blindness. He looked fake. Her knowledge informed that judgment—now she could see it.
 Alejandro was seated against a white wall. He wore a suit jacket and undone dress shirt, no tie.
 He opened in Spanish, a chirpy greeting.
 “En ingles, por favor. No habla.” Trent's reply was dry.
 Sacha had her arms around him from behind, looking a little wild-eyed, staring into the camera. She spoke in that weird French and licked her husband's neck, just a little. Alejandro blinked, not in comprehension, but hesitation.
 “You have Cassandra.” His smile had fallen. The accent was thick as hell. “You give me her and let me to shuttle and I no kill civilians.”
 Sacha giggled and slid around Trent. She sat on his lap.
 “What civilians? Chandra said you wanted to negotiate.”
 Alejandro shrugged. He was distracted, eyes shifting to Sacha—the singer hadn't checked Chandra's database in a while, but The Redhead's dossier had to be brutal. He remained composed. “My starting offer. This is negotiate. Cassandra belongs to me.” Calvin's hands pressed hard on Lydia's shoulders. No, she didn't need a gag. “I have four mines near your hospitals. Which ones, I don't know to tell you. Children hospital. Elder hospital. Cassandra hospital. Poor hospital. It could be any or all.”
 By mines, he meant fusion mines, miniature nuclear weapons. It wouldn't be the first time she'd seen one pop. They could damage the hull or annihilate a city block.
 “Send Cassandra to shuttle and no one dies.”
 Sacha laughed as if she'd been ignoring the whole conversation and bit Trent's ear, grinding into his lap. Trent pecked her on the lips, and replaced it with a finger. He looked back to the screen.
 “My hospitals? Who do you think you're talking to? We're here for blood.”

Tick.
 Sacha's knife flipped open.
 “Your blood.”
 The Redhead bit her lip, drawing a line from his hairline, in front of his ear, down to his jaw. Trent exhaled in pleasure. She licked it. Lydia grimaced, trying not to look away. This might be theater, but it didn't look like acting. Sacha waved her hand showing the oath. It'd be meaningless to Alejandro, but she jammed the knife right back in, slicing down. She blew out a withering exhale, whispering in that French. Was it Cajun?
 “You could be in one of eight districts, or off the station. But since you're asking for a shuttle, you're still here.” Trent was dribbling down his neck. Sacha cooed as if he was wasting it, and lapped it up, her tongue red. “Your not in A, you're not in H.” There was a melody to it, he was singing it. “You're not in D, you're not in E.”
 Alejandro's poker face was trash. His eyes had widened a little. Lydia saw him swallow.
 “You're not in C, F, or B. You must be in District G.”
 Alejandro dipped his face off-screen and whispered harshly, really fast. She couldn't catch it.
 Sacha planted her bloody hand on his cut and kissed him deep, making out. She giggled like sex and ran her hand down his neck up to the other side. It was a red mess, dribbling on their clothes. She still had the knife. With an 'oops' and a giggle, she nicked his ear, leaning far around for another touch of her tongue. Trent chuckled and shook her off.
 “Do, Re, Mi, Fa, La, Ti...”
 Alejandro hadn't returned to the broadcast yet, but in that very moment the volume auto-muted. In unison, two, five, a dozen gunshots burst wherever he was, filling the screen in shattered wood and brick. It stopped just as fast.
 “Oh, guess I missed one.”
 Lydia looked to Calvin, afraid. The boy shrugged, shaking his head.
 “Sol,” Trent named the subdistrict. In G, they were all named after stellar bodies, Proxima, Castor, Betelgeuse and such. The screen was filled with dust. “You realize we don't need you alive, or need you at all. We can resurrect your dead, or leave you dead.”
 Alejandro's face, wild-eyed, came back up into the frame. “T-The bombs—”
 Another wave of gunfire forced him back down.
 “Bombs?” Sacha kicked her legs on Trent's lap. Sing-song: “Pretty little violets blooming in the grass. I wish you would tell me death, but you speak lies instead.”
 “The records, don't you want records?”
 There was another shot and a female voice cried out. Lydia wrestled to her feet. Calvin lurched out but lost his grip on her shoulders. Still bleeding, Trent tried to shove her back, but it was too late.
 “They're fucking crazy!” she shouted at Alejandro before being tackled off-camera. “They don't care!”
 Calvin's hand was over her mouth. She didn't bite, but she couldn't watch murder, not again. Fuck this. She shoved him off, and aimed towards the grocery. Time to call the cops. What the hell was with the games? They should just finish him off. He should surrender his men. It didn't need to be like this. Calvin caught her arm and yanked her back, rough. It hurt her shoulder.
 “No you don't.” Lydia reached into her pocket for one of her canisters.
 Her pocket was empty.
 Trent watched her get dragged behind him, off-screen. Calvin whispered to her, “Shit, calm down. You've done enough.”
 “Hold your fucking fire!” she screamed.
 “Get her out of here,” Trent said, cold.
 “We're not meat! You're just as bad!”
 Calvin wrestled her to the cot and glared at her, not with a threat, but a plea. He had a finger over his lips before he stomped off and kicked a wall, then a door. He shrugged his shoulders and put a finger-gun to his head like she was stupid.
 Well, fuck you too, sir. You're murdering people. And she did feel intimidated, like she was about to get a rope around her mouth, gagging her. Five feet to her left, the window to slaughter continued.

Not in my Canada.
 It all hinged on the next word.
 “Chandra has been executed in her bed. Cassandra came back wrong and is now in a urn. No one can smuggle you out because the shipping districts are on lock-down. You can either tell us who you work for, or you can die. We have people here,” there was a gunshot, pinging the roof, “here,” again, into a window. And he continued over and over, just saying 'here' again and again as puffs of dust or ringing booms hit the walls.
 After about the twelfth shot, another man shouted. He was hit. The thirteenth, another. The fourteenth, another.
 Lydia wanted to call out, but this was starting to feel like torture, not execution. Yay, torture? What an asshole, letting his people bleed, for what? Alejandro stared back from the chair. His demeanor had calmed. To what, the inevitable? 
 Fifteen hits, they pinged his room with two shots. He braced himself, but held it together. Ok, this wasn't pride, or vanity, this was fanaticism. It wasn't natural.
 Lydia could tell Trent was getting frustrated, and was coming really close to the real deal. She saw Alejandro close his eyes and whisper. His body became still.
 She didn't have the time for an aneurism, a headache, or a hand to her forehead. Her crazy allies would slice their own faces just to get this jerk to cough up some information, or stand down. The whole thing was gross. But she finally understood.
 Lydia put a soft hand on Calvin's arm. He didn't stop her. She stepped out. She walked over to Trent and Sacha, dead in front of the camera, and said, quite clear, “He can't stop.”
 Trent's eyebrows raised. He looked around her to a young man who suddenly seemed quite comfortable accepting not only his death, but those of his squad. This was suicide. This wasn't the choice of a captain, or a soldier.
 “Send the medics and ASA,” Lydia said. “He can't stop. He's been cut.”
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 The Knights had the one-level home surrounded. Alejandro's team didn't try to escape. ASA arrived with ambulances and gassed the building. Trent said that they'd been camping Districts B and G on an honest hunch, just waiting on a network signal to track. They were able to establish a position as more bodies arrived in support. The foreign squad hadn't been sloppy, but they hadn't been that careful either. Trent said they didn't seem like a professional outfit, not like the black ops one that had captured Sacha a year ago.
 The bodycount was at zero, other than the ones Alicia and Sacha had killed.
 Lydia was talking to DeConte. The woman was off the beach now, in a fancy-pants office. Very clean, very wealthy, from real wood molding to the sophisticated Polynesian rug. The matriarch asked Lydia's permission to contact Anatali's State Department on the matter, maybe for extradition. Lydia doubted the space station wanted to hold eight non-nationals for an extended investigation, especially since this all seemed to be the business of Chile and Argentina. There'd be little upside for the corporation to remain involved. Lydia could petition for custody to have them tried in British Columbia, but it was a pretty far-stretch to claim any jurisdiction. She'd settle for being the plaintiff, or a witness.
 “We have troops en route to capture Sancompares,” DeConte leaned against her desk in a green sarong with her bikini underneath. “I sincerely doubt we'll find anything. Their staff rotates so oddly, I can't find any doctors in the records you sent me, only her consent. Their own files seem muddled. Empty paper trails. You really believe this Alejandro isn't responsible for his actions?”
 “He's completely responsible for his actions, he's just not responsible for Cassie. He would have died for her, and I don't think that was his choice. Some of his gun-hands have already died for this bullshit mission, and that rings false. We need to know where he came from. Hell, his full name would be nice start. You really think it was separatists?”
 “Centuries pass faster than one imagines in their youth. These machinations were ambitious and patient. In fifty years, a short time, a foreign power might have controlled WALcos by controlling Cassandra. Alejandro's role, I can't even guess, a political marriage, children? It depends on his lineage, but we are not related, no matter how many generations. New and old—I checked.”
 “This isn't wrapped up with a neat little bow.”
 “No, Lydia. It's not. What's the condition of my daughter?”
 “Unchanged. They were going to start the new procedure at dawn, but they need to be briefed, obviously. I'm not sure when the revival starts.”
 “May I join you?”
 The question sent a spike down Lydia's spine. There were about five ways that could go bad. Her fears of conspiracy weren't that high on the list. She was more afraid that just seeing DeConte might shock Cassie and cause damage.
 “You read the records.” Lydia felt shitty, but hopefully the mother understood. “Do you think it's safe?”
 “She doesn't need to see me.” Her eyes welled with tears. “I just...will you let me come?”
 “Yes, of course.” She was no monster, Lydia was just afraid. What else was new. “When can you be here?”
 “Three hours?” DeConte was already moving, circling around to a desktop computer.
 “I'll have to tell Lillian Anatali, ok? There's probably going to be press.”
 The matriarch waved it all off. “I have sent for my orbital. Thank you, Lydia. I'll be there in time.”
 The video closed.
 Yeah. It was time to wake the princess.
 Sacha drew a small line of foam on Trent's face from a small squeeze tube. She laughed as he squirmed, saying it stung. “Such a baby.” She flicked his ear, the one with the cut. He cursed and shut her up with another kiss. However long they'd been together, they still acted like newlyweds. Lydia swallowed back a little jealousy, hoping she'd be able to share something like it later today.
 It was hard not to be afraid, or discouraged. Resurrecting the dead, healing that much psychological trauma, it was asking a lot in trust. It all weighed heavy on her mind and spirit. She wished she could just take a pill, fall asleep, and wake up with everything the way it was supposed to be. She missed Cassie like a missing limb, a complete hole in her heart. She'd felt this way twice before, and Lydia didn't have the endurance to just take it on the chin. Experiencing loss hadn't protected her, it made it even harder.
 “Six o'clock, we'll wake everyone up, Ok?”
 The married couple nodded. Calvin handed back her canisters, no comment, no apology.
 “I think I'm going to get a real shower this time. DeConte's coming. I couldn't say no. There's going to be media.”
 “You realize how obvious this is, right?” Trent stared in a sort of confusion.
 “Sure. There's two names in the records, we captured one of them, and the other is on the way. You said I understood things on instinct, right? Well, I think Mom is clean. Other than Sancompares, all the twists have been untwisted.”
 “You're willing to gamble on Cassie for that?”
 Seriously? Wow.
 “And this is why we'll never be friends, Trent.” Lydia kept her tone even. “You go and do all the right things, get yourself cut up just taking a chance, and then you say stuff like that. It's emotionally manipulative daddy-knows-best bullshit from a twenty-six year old. It's not constructive, it just hurts.”
 He scratched his cheek. Sacha slapped his hand, “No.”
 “I just don't get you," Trent said, “that's all. How can you be so gun-shy and headstrong at the same time? It comes across like you're not thinking it though. You're too sentimental. To use plain words like you: it makes me afraid, for you and Cassie.”
 The condescension of using 'sentimental' was pretty much the definition of misogyny. Implying that his decisions would be best for them was the definition of chauvinism. Thanks, Trent, for educating me with your sophisticated man-brain, I hadn't thought of any of that. Then she remembered she was trying to turn over a new leaf with this guy. Sacha and Calvin were pretty ok as well, even though they seemed to just follow his lead.
 There was no easy way to express the vibe she got from DeConte's grief and her pleas. It was all rumbling beneath the woman's centuries-built structure of good manners and politics, but it was plain as day. Lydia could just be projecting her mommy-issues on the lady. This was what she wished her mom had done, just a year ago when Sunny and little-sister had seen her on a broadcast. Lydia had wanted to be rescued every night since Dad died: two-thousand days of unanswered prayers. Instead, her mom was still hiding, sending Sandy to make introductions and mend fences, and only when it was politically advantageous. Mom was probably a nutjob anarchist at this point. Lydia meant nothing to her.
 Accepting DeConte, a real mom, now that was easy.
 “Trust the me that trusts her.” Lydia hoped that candy-wrapper philosophy would be good enough. Trent seemed skeptical.
 At the site of the incident, Clint called and said the bad guys had all been loaded up into either ambulances or police cars and were off to Anatali Station's only prison, in District E. It had its own hospital ward for the wounded. The sprawling mega-complex tripled as ASA headquarters and Anatali military intelligence. They were secured. Any prisoner transfer to WALcos would need to be formal. Good enough.
 When it was time to break off, Calvin walked her back to the Academy. Lydia could handle that bit of chivalry. He'd earned a sincere hug (no fireworks there) before he left for his own dorm to wake the girls.
 
 * * *
 
 Lydia ran a bath. She took her time with it. The Strauss was perfect, wafting out of her comm unit. Vienna Blood Waltz. Gorgeous, she splashed in the water, imagining another dance on The Moon with Cassie in those Victorian dresses. They'd actually gotten those back about ten months ago after all the turmoil in the United Lunar Colonies had settled down. The doctor had brought them when he came to collect Alicia. The dresses themselves cost fifteen-hundred credits; you better believe she wanted hers back.
 Her choice, Lydia went crazy with it. She washed. She exfoliated. She shaved everything. She oiled, shampooed, conditioned, plucked, lotioned, perfumed, brushed, and flossed. The manicure needed help, but that's what science was for, pianist-short nails with just some sheen, no color. She looked like a clown with makeup, including foundation, especially lipstick, so Lydia ignored that and kept it as light as usual. Her pigtails were combed out, but the mood was still there. Carefully, using mirrors, she gave herself a crown that started towards the low-right, went around the top, then all came together in a long off-center braid down her left side. The red rope landed just around her ribs.
 Not bad, Lyds.
 She didn't feel like oatmeal now. It wasn't the hygiene or maintenance, she just felt pretty. Even Lydia had days where she felt pretty. She wanted to be beautiful for Cassie, and for her almost mother-in-law. If Cassie had any trouble remembering her, Lydia wanted to remind her, or maybe make her fall in love all over again.
 She didn't want to overdress, but she did want to impress DeConte. Sure, the woman had probably seen her a dozen times on broadcasts wearing her thrift-store stuff, but meeting her in person, she definitely wanted Mom to say, 'This woman cleans up well. You are acceptable. Please marry my daughter.'
 But for all Lydia knew, the matriarch would show up in a bikini and a raincoat.
 Don't overdress.
 Um...she had a knee-length, armless dress, sprite green, but not garish, slim-cut and professional. Solid. Lydia added a completely pointless black belt. That was better yet. Shoes? Her shoes were junk. She picked out some random patent leather flats that went with the belt. Her only jewelery was their onyx engagement ring. Eh, not done yet. Add a wristwatch, a black leather band with a square face. She picked it up at a yard sale in District B. Classy!
 Sizing herself up, she couldn't even invent a criticism against herself. Usually, she just hated how she looked, ignored it, and powered right on through. Were there going to be snickers from the audience, whoever they were?
 Lydia was all out of fucks to give.
 6:36 AM, there was a knock on her door.
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Angels in the Park
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Press-less conference
 
 
 “Hi, uh, everyone.” Lydia felt like Snow White as Lillian, Janice, Calvin, Trent, Sacha, Leo, and Alicia entered in a long procession, most of them with coffees, all of them chatting in pockets. Great. Now all they needed was—no, here they were—Clint, Sandy, Melody, and Marshall.
 She flipped on the air conditioner on manual, she wasn't about to wait for it to catch on. The Strauss was still being pumped out the bathroom, but her lawyer hit the chamber, closing the door without comment.

Make yourselves at home.
 There was another buzz at the door as everyone found a desktop or edge of the bed to sit on.
 Lydia rubbed her eye before giving Mohammed and the doctor hugs. Screw Snow White, she was Bilbo Baggins, lots of dwarves in her little hobbit hole. The hospital was only five blocks away, what the hell?
 “Wow, Lyds, you look great!” Lillian said, eyes popping open, huffing her brew. 
 Pajama-Janice had fallen back asleep in the center of their queen-sized bed.
 “Thanks.” Who knew what information, and how much did they know? Her entire contact with DeConte, from introduction to invitation, had happened in the dead of night, and Alejandro had barely been in custody an hour. She focused her attention on the most important people in the room.
 Massive Mohammed didn't seem to mind the ridiculous quarters, he sat on a nightstand, sipping chai. The doctor had another tea, but he was sitting on the damn floor in front of the bear-man. Cassie would be aghast at the hospitality, and so was Lydia. She panicked a bit, trying to coax Sandy out of a computer chair. Her sister was half-drunk. Lydia wasn't judging, she just needed that chair. 
 “Lydia, it's fine,” the doctor waved, shaking his head. Sandy was standing now, awkward, as if she didn't have a friend in the room. Alicia patted the bed beside her and made Leo scoot closer to the wall. Sandy got a seat, a shoulder-to-shoulder hug, and a smile. The doctor got a chair.
 Crisis averted.
 Lydia turned to Trent, who she assumed was by far the most awake, if not the information-hub. It was a loud whisper, “Why are we here?”
 Marshall was still in the bathroom. The fan started running.
 “Pretty profound question for six in the morning, Lydia. To enrich the mind of God?”

Asshole.
 The lawyer eventually appeared, not sheepish at all. Marshall split the crowd to lay beside his receptionist. No spooning, he sort of rolled her out of the way so he could lay on his back, hands over his eyes. Morning people, apparently.
 “We're on seven different songs, Starflower.” Sacha traced a wide lasso with her finger. “Some of us don't know about a Sandy,” the nod they shared had some respect, “much less a Chandy, a friendly mother, or what's become of the deceiver.” Melody seemed to have no idea what was going on. “You know these all songs. Tell us so we can sing together.”
 Marshall groaned and shimmied up to the headboard. He nudged Janice awake with his leg. Lydia saw him swallow as she snuggled her head on his thigh, staring at her with sleepy, bloodshot eyes. He laid a hand on her shoulder.
 She stared at her friends, Cassie's oath of eleven, add an actual sister, plus a non-psychopath brother.
 “That's the problem, isn't it, Sacha?” Lydia looked at Marshall and she couldn't hide a smirk.His eyes got wide, shaking his head in a slow 'no.' Lydia found her backpack. She grabbed her golfball.Janice moved a little to sit up, but Lydia patted her hand down. You keep that moment, sweetie.
 In less than a minute it was floating. Trent looked at her as if she was batshit, as if his judgment on sanity was credible. Thirteen viewers, “Let's start from the top.”
 
Starflower, starflower, petals in the air,
Starflower, starflower, pollen in your hair,
In the sun, in the light, you're always in my heart,

In the dark, in the night, we will never part.
 
 The nursery rhyme had three verses. She'd never even heard it before the last day. She'd found it for Cassie, inspired by Sacha. She'd sang it to Sleeping Beauty twice. It was American and very old. By the time she was done, the black-haired soldier had been singing along, barely audible. There was a memory in her eye. Lydia felt a little silly, but everyone indulged her the first verse. And then it was talky-time.
 “Full-disclosure isn't as easy as I thought. When I was just some Vancouver orphan, I didn't have anyone to protect. Now, I have real friends. I'm forever indebted to each of you because of today, and hell, every day since we met.”
 “It's not like that,” Melody said, another mom.
 “I know. So we'll just call it mutual care. But transparency in death isn't any easier. In the last day, three humans died in the same room as me. One was the love of my life, our Cassie. Two were sent to kill me. I should be telling the truth, to everyone, like some sort of mindless beacon of accountability at any cost. Our cause is just. The people will understand.”
 Lydia was already getting tripped up. Sancompares and Alejandro were one thing, but even among her own friends, she didn't want to confess Sacha's torture or Alicia's grav-gun. She hummed to herself, hesitating. She'd say nothing about it to the press. Lies of omission. Media manipulation. Spin. Business as usual for every corrupt nation in humanity. Both women looked at peace. Lydia could flip the broadcast switch and out everything, blowing up the lives of everyone who cared about Cassie, and herself.
 Vigilantes, guns, smuggling syndicates, illicit drugs, espionage, militia groups, sedition, obstruction of justice, currency manipulation, fraud, torture, and execution—the surgeons' medicine was outlawed ages ago, a crime against humanity—Leo was the only clean one in the bunch, and he wore it like a pair of blue jeans. He stared at her, blank-face, holding hands with Alicia, his underaged girlfriend. Oh, well, there was that. Sixteen might be legal in Gloria or The Moon, but...yeah, that was a pretty weak 'gotcha.'
 She was a woman who feared law. She respected law.
 Lydia locked eyes with the moon-girl. Ethical purity-plus-flexibility is what originally got her this gig, all from Earth's moon. Only a true idiot takes blind ideology over progress and good intentions. She wasn't a fanatic. Lydia smiled at the girl and nodded.
 The singer plucked the golfball out of the air and tossed it to her backpack. Marshall and Trent exhaled, almost in unison.
 Lillian walked over in her pajamas and twin ponytails. She handed Lydia a coffee. She could smell the booze. The princess smiled, kissed her cheek, then backed off. It was completely unfair for a human to be that cute. There was that Irish cream. 
 “The thing I regret the most today is that anyone had to learn about Cassie's health issues. The rest of it I can take, but that's her business. She is not, nor has ever been crazy. She's wonderful. I also understand that talking about it is the only reason we've come this far. But still, personal transparency is bullshit. It's painful, and lazy. Seems like it works a bit like that for governments too.”
 Lillian sort of smirked before clearing her throat. Yeah, yeah, welcome to reality, Lydia.
 “Anyway, this is my full blood-sister, Sandy.” The girl had been nodding off, but she sort of waved to the room. Half the oath did a double-take. Only the slumber party, Alicia, and Sacha seemed unsurprised. Apparently the overuse of the word 'sister' in the last day had convinced everyone Lydia had always meant Canadian.
 “You'll have to read the next biography or ask her about it. I'm not going there. Frankly, it's no one's business, but yes, it's relevant.”
 Sandy reached over, grabbed a spare pillow, and put it against Marshall's feet. The two had only spoke over the comm. She laid back and closed her eyes.
 “In the past day, I have five more stories just like it.” Lydia sipped her coffee. “So let's start with exams.”
 It didn't even take twenty minutes. She began with Alejandro and evil-niece DeConte, to the hijack of a territory and birth of a nation. Cassie died. They could bring her back, but they had to fix what was wrong, the brain-cut disease that had killed her. Her brief tangent on Sandy, Winnipeg, British Columbia, and Earth's growing unrest made a lot more sense in context, especially when she got around to Argentina, and how their citizens felt about Brazil, WALcos, and Cassie, their pride and joy.
 Chandra Manali was a well-connected private citizen. Alejandro, or the people controlling him, had bought the woman. She hated the Knights, and from Ganymede, she seemed tight with the Sol Union's federal government. After the attempt on Lydia's life, she did try to get the feds involved, but Carmichael seemed more interested in Sacha than the crime itself. Whatever, Chandra had told Alejandro where Lydia could be hit, peeing in a empty locker room.
 Two plastic drums filled with sloppy gore. Lydia just called them 'remains' and didn't bring up chopped-off ears or soul-saving confessional screams. But they had gotten a broken scent sample, and Anatali Corporation's first heir agreed to check it out. The scent was a dead end. Samuel had returned home, scratching on her door, just after Lydia's morning bath.
 Just prior to all this bloodshed, her friends had successfully infiltrated the WALcos security network. WALcos only had the baseline medical records. Trent traced a breadcrumb trail to Sancompares Laboratory in Argentina, the lab responsible for the frozen egg that became Cassandra Fitzgerald—the egg grown into a baby girl by a surrogate mother.
 Lydia told Lillian she'd gotten a call after midnight, from DeConte Fitzgerald. The princess nodded, she'd read her mail. The matriarch had obtained a conflicting set of medical records from Sancompares Laboratory. She'd never heard of Alejandro. They had shared a moment. Lydia said there were photos. She showed them all the muddy-dress picture, the surfing-trophy picture, and the homecoming picture. Love. Even Trent's expression puzzled at that. She had recorded the entire conversation with DeConte. She wasn't sharing that. That was private.
 After addressing Lillian, she spoke to the surgeons. Lydia began to explain a Cassandra-panic-attack in detail, something she hadn't thought was relevant, or rather, it had been too painful to discuss. The men asked questions. She could take it now.
 It wasn't the mention of her family per se that caused her anxiety. It was the mention of her responsibilities, and specifically, her niece-mother DeConte, sex and marriage, and this weekend, Alejandro. A year ago, it wasn't so bad, she'd just shuffle in her seat, frown, or hesitate in tone. Cassie bounced back with a brave smile and all was well.
 But even before their first moment of romance, Cassie had said it wasn't allowed, with a woman or a man, and Lydia learned she was a virgin on all accounts. DeConte said that had nothing to do with her upbringing, even though Cassie was convinced that her mother was a cruel woman. Cassie wanted to please her for fealty, and eventually, her own survival. It was fear. In recent months, things had begun to deteriorate.
 Cassie's voice would stutter. She would lose time, weep, or curl in terror, all against an oblivion. She was scared that by defying DeConte, she would be taken away, or reconditioned, or even executed as a failed heir. This word, oblivion or olvido, seemed like a clue, a reaction to a trigger. She elaborated on DeConte's theory, that there was a roadblock causing her fainting spells after her attacks, bringing her back to what they made her. Cassie didn't know her mom wasn't cruel, that she was never betrothed, or in danger from her family. She didn't know Alejandro wasn't Lucero, the actual WALcos representative to The Moon (the surgeons had both met him; they said he was a polite young man).
 Alejandro showed up the other morning, and she recognized him, and the final spiral had begun.
 Lydia didn't bring up the sex-drug, or Calvin's midnight cat-prowling. She did say she contacted Trent, who'd been contacted by Chandra, who'd been contacted by Alejandro. That man was out of his mind with devotion to recovering Cassie. In Lydia's opinion, they were all being manipulated, and now they were in custody. DeConte was on her way.
 And that was the story.
 The stuffed room was silent. Sandy was lying back, but she wasn't asleep. She stared at the ceiling. Janice was wide awake, but she hadn't moved from Marshall's lap. Melody's face expressed complete recognition; the smart lady looked like she understood the full nuance, something the younger ones still seemed to be sorting out.
 “I'm glad you're dressed for it, Lydia,” she said with a growing smile. “I think you've got it. Cassie's coming home.”
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I'm crazy? You're crazy. I'm your crazy.
 
 
 Mohammed and his colleague were chatting fiercely in jargon, often disagreeing, often agreeing. The doctor was more than an ambassador; he seemed to know his medical pathology—Lydia had met him as a organ harvester. He knew what to look for when it came to diseases of the heart, liver, and brain, that was sort of his thing. Mohammed wasn't pushy, but he was far more the assertive one. His decisions ended topics.
 Trent was eavesdropping, but it didn't seem like he could keep up. No hesitation, he climbed over the bed, over Sandy, who was on top of Marshall's feet, who was under Janice's head, and entered the conversation from a completely different angle, a political one.
 Lydia shouted with her singing lungs. It hurt her own ears.
 “Show and tell guys!”
 No one seemed all that physically comfortable in the room, but no one was leaving. 
 The fuck?
 Sacha opened the window. Lydia didn't know the windows even opened. She pressed two buttons on the top corners and slid it down. Block Two of the Academy egg, they were on something like the hundredth floor of the super-structure. Oh, never mind, Lillian was laughing with her comm unit, some kind of maintenance security override. It had Sandy's attention, who lit a cigarette and sat by the void. There was no wind on the station, but the fresh air was quite welcome.
 Sacha took the girl's smoke and hung her legs over the edge. Sandy lit another. They elbow-bumped.
 Melody had taken the closest corner to the men, and it seemed like here's where the adults would be breaking it down. She said something, softly, and the doctor nodded.
 Just when Lydia was starting to get really impatient, the matron said, “This DeConte woman. She provided something important. This is legit.”
 “What is?”
 “The fake she gave you.” The doctor laughed, bringing up a cross-section on a small window. That was a slice of Cassie's brain. “And this is where she is. And here's baseline from WALcos.” Another two slices, it all looked the same to Lydia. “And here's the one Trent fished-out from Sancompares.” Same thing with a tiny red glow on separate locations.
 Then Lydia noticed some flickering in the four images. There was a number in the corners. It was ticking up, either twelve or fifteen digits long, trillion or quadrillion, tiny text. She didn't notice any change in the images, but she was sure on a time-lapse she would.
 “It's good?”
 “It'll save us about eighteen hours, and elevates the prognosis to a near guarantee, provided she wakes up.” Mohammed was working a holographic keyboard. “Once processed, we'll have a full map. A good map.”
 “But not before?” Lydia said to anyone, brows down.
 “What do you think they gave DeConte?” Melody pointed at the first window, the fake.
 “It's junk, probably keeping her the same, or making it worse. I don't know.”
 “What parts would keep her the same, or make it worse?” the woman lead on.
 “Oh, it can't be that easy. A simple cross reference and exclusions, and what, it's go-time?”
 That got their attention. The doctor raised an eyebrow. “What part of this has ever seemed easy, or simple? You almost died, Lydia. This has taken eight times longer than a normal procedure.”
 Alicia popped up from behind and half-dragged Lydia away. “Let them do their work for Cassie. This is Lunar medicine. No, it's not easy. You can't recognize this because of your nature.”
 “My nature?” Lydia was starting to understand this was Hyperion code for 'ignorant.' She pulled away and turned back to the bedside squad, feeling some color in her cheeks. “I'm scared for Cassie because the queen bee gave me this thing from Sancompares. I relayed it for like, reference, and you guys are eating it up!” She completely mocked a professor-voice, “Oh, very good, this data is superb. And you have the audacity to push me aside?”
 Alicia's hands were up, her eyes were down. She apologized and backed off fast. The miniature confrontation had the attention of the room. Sometimes it was hard for Lydia to accept she could be even a little intimidating. She really did have trouble remembering she had some years on most of these people, then add her political clout, and maybe she even had some power via her own voice. All that and Lydia had still never, ever felt like an adult. No one took her seriously, so she had to get loud just to be heard at all. She felt like a bitch, yelling at her teenage moon-sister.
 “Sorry, that was the wrong word. I love you Ali. Thank you, I'm sorry.” Audacity? Had she really said that out loud? The girl was nodding, heading back to Leo. “I just—”
 “No, you don't,” Trent said with a scowl. ”You tell us to trust DeConte, then you invent some wet blanket of doubt? The hell is going on in your head? It's not just flip-floppy, it's baffling.”
 Lydia glared at Sacha, to see if she could do something about her husband. Nope. She did dip her head and smile. She was enjoying her cigarette, swinging her legs, a thousand feet between her boots and the ground. Deep breath, and rather sober, Lydia said:
 “How the fuck do you people not understand fear? Am I fucking disabled or something?”
 “More like crazy,” Trent mumbled.
 She heard that. Half the room winced.
 Lydia tossed her coffee cup—there wasn't much in it—splash, on the floor. She held up a stay-back finger to all of her friends, especially her constellation of sisters, grabbed her backpack, and marched out the room.
 
 * * *
 
 Jesus Christ. What the hell was she doing? Everyone thought she was either a lunatic or an asshole. All she wanted was what was best for Cassie, hadn't she made that clear? Of course there was confusion and fear. This shit was complicated. Paranoia and seeing multiple angles wasn't just her nature, or instinct, it was common sense. On the cusp of fulfilling that oath, she felt completely alienated thanks to the Lunarians and Trent, the very people she owed for all this progress.
 Entering the hyperlift, she resented that Leo hadn't chased after her. He had no obligation to. It still hurt her feelings. He should have stuck up for her. Lydia had never seen Lillian go up against Trent and Sacha, but she knew the princess would in an instant. It was just different when it came to Leo. She wanted him to be a better man than that. She knew she was projecting.
 But no, they were apparently going to let her walk it off, cry it out, whatever. Maybe Leo had stood to follow, but the rest of the crew convinced him not to.
 Lydia didn't want to be scared, or crazy. She just wanted her real fiancee back, and no one could convince her this was safe or anything more than a gamble. Cassie's mother even called it a risk, breaking down before begging them to try. It didn't feel like a sure thing. It felt like the Lunarians were number-crunching and would 'give it their best shot.'

Oops! She's going to have constant psychotic episodes and will murder you in your sleep!

Ack! We brought her back as a catatonic vegetable and now we have to wait eighty years for her to die naturally!

Oh no! This Cassie likes boys. Sure, she's alive again, except for the complete rewriting of all her memories, emotions, her sexual-orientation, and by-the-way, the engagement is off. She's going home with DeConte and is going to be a professional surfer. But at least some entity is driving her body. That's almost the same as if she hadn't died, right?
 Then there was the real kicker swimming just below the waves.

Sorry, Lydia. She doesn't want to come back at all. She experienced a better heaven. Be happy for her. She's in a better place. Why are you trying to take heaven away from her? Hasn't she suffered enough?
 And they called Lydia crazy with all of that stuff running around in her head. Was she really the only person in the room worried about what could go wrong? How do you just brush that aside with a 'close enough?' You can't just gamble with someone's entire existence. She'd been talked into it how many times?
 No one understood her. It wasn't self-pity. Hell, half those people probably didn't even like her.
 Lydia was crying as she stepped back into the sky park at the crown of the egg. Now it was in morning's light. The security guard was gone. The grass was a perfect green. The lilies and tulips were in perpetual bloom. Squat azalea shrubs sat centered between rows of ground-cover hostas with their green and white leaves. The landscaping was designed by the students, and was always a bit muddled, unorganized.
 She found her poplar tree, the one with the small candle-shrine to Cassie. The candles burned on. There was a frame with her lover's photograph, smiling. That was just murder. Lydia sat beside it and buried her face in her hands. She prayed. She prayed as much for guidance, for strength, as she did for Cassie's safe return.
 Eyes closed, her body felt heavy.
 There was a bark. A dog's bark.
 It was once, twice, then as a staccato, yap-yap-yap.
 Lydia froze on instinct.
 From across the few acres of grass, a small snow-white blob lightly trotted towards her. Lydia tried to blink the tears out her eyes and focus on not getting bitten.
 The American Eskimo sniffed at the candles, then paced around the tree before sniffing Lydia.
 “Uh, good doggie. Stay.”
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Angels in the park
 
 
 “Ayla!” A woman shouted, just like you'd yell at a child. Following the dog's path, a figure approached from the exact opposite end of the park, a march, not a jog. The dog didn't run back, didn't sit, she panted a smile and looked up into Lydia's eyes. The girl (Ayla sounded like a girl) was a knee-high wolf-looking critter, long snout with a bushy tail curled over her back. She didn't have the dopiness of larger-breeds or the frenetic vibe of small dogs. Lydia's brain could only characterize the size and build as a 'biter,' but she would have thought the same of any dog.
 “Ayla, come here,” the woman said again, exasperated. She looked like any random Academy student: a blonde ponytail, tallish around five-eight, physique of a field-sport athlete. Pretty blue eyes, an even Caucasian complexion, she wore black jogging pants and a red V-neck sports top that hung loose around the waist. Maybe Sacha's age, she didn't look armed, or seem like another assassin. Not that Lydia felt safe. Academy dorm students weren't allowed to keep pets. Ayla finally broke off her sniffing and pranced a small circle around the woman.
 “Sorry, about her. She's a brat.” The girl smiled.
 Lydia experienced a weird feeling, likely another after effect of her stress or the party-drug. When she first saw Sandy at the bar Friday night, that was a real feeling of presence, like her sister had rock-star gravity. This was the complete opposite. It was confusing and a little distracting, as if the girl was about to shimmer away like a mirage. Like she wasn't there. Out of the corner of her eye, Lydia could swear she saw a shift in a shadow, one of the other poplars. Just as quick, she had trouble remembering what she'd seen.
 The girl's face took on a bit of concern, looking from Lydia's tear-streaked face to the shrine, “Sorry to bother you.” She turned her back, ponytail bouncing. Ayla wasn't following. The dog raised her nose, sniffing at Lydia.
 The redhead's varied phobias were on a spectrum of intensity from just being startled by something, to being consistently uncomfortable, to full-out running away in panic. She was scared of dogs, guns, human corpses, and tight spaces (including tight crowds). Cops made her tremble, even when she controlled their budgets. Her deepest-darkest secret was an absolute terror of light bulbs, the kind with a string you'd find in a closet or basement. That one wasn't fun at all—instant trigger.
 Dogs, they were ranked consistently uncomfortable, which she could trace back to Lowtown Vancouver. They could smell fear, which got them agitated, which always got Lydia agitated, and yeah, it was a feedback loop of agitation.
 “Ayla!” The woman turned around again, bending down to pick the dog up. “She gets excited with new smells. It's just her nature.” Ayla ran a few steps away and yapped. Now the woman paused and raised an eyebrow, glancing at Lydia. The redhead was in a half-ball, pressed against the tree-trunk. 
 “Bad timing,” Lydia said, as if that explained everything. She wished one of her friends were here to chase the dog off. She wished this woman had a leash for her pet. The dog was now nipping and sniffing open air. Lydia knew exactly what Ayla had found. “Sam, just come out and standby, you're confusing her.”
 Her honey bear did his polar-bear-flare before fading into his normal yellow. He sat on his haunches. Ayla sniffed him nose-to-nose before completely ignoring the robot. The woman's raised eyebrow went to incredulous, “Uh, yeah. Really sorry to bother you. She just needed to piddle.”
 “You're not here for us, are you?” And that was a real question, not a conclusion.
 The girl glanced around the park as if she expected someone else sitting on a bench, or smelling a rose. “I'm sorry for interrupting this,” she gestured at the shrine, confused, but all too polite. “I don't know who 'us' is. I mean, I'm sorry about your classmate, I'm just looking for someone is all.”
 Huh. Three billion viewers yesterday morning had her feeling like the center of the universe. Yay for a new psychological complex to shuffle into the rest.
 “The real security shift starts in an hour. You'll probably want to get the doggie moving by then.” Lydia didn't know what compelled that bit of advice, but just because she was scared of dogs didn't mean she didn't like animals. She had, after all, saved the puppies a day ago. Lydia forgot the girl's name—wait, had she even asked it? “I'm sorry, who are you?”
 The blonde said a name, and honest to god, Lydia forgot it as soon as she said it. The fuck, how stoned was she? She should be fine. She was embarrassing herself. It was like the weirdest part of being drunk, when things got dissociative, experiencing reality without ever being present inside it.
 She introduced herself as Lydia, just Lydia. There wasn't even a hint of recognition on the girl's face.
 “Me and Ayla'll be fine.” She squatted down, eye-level. “Do you want to talk about it?”
 Lydia looked back to the picture. Her breath got short as her head filled with all those fears again. 'Damn it, we missed command line 8245B! Cassie's completely healthy, we just sort of erased the last year. Now you have to fall in love all over again, even though she only liked you because she was a depressed reconditioned virgin when you two met. Happy-Cassie doesn't need you anymore, Lydia. Oh well, at least she's happy, right?'
 “I've had classmates who've died. I know it can be complicated. Was this a friend of yours?”
 “M-My,” she had to clear her throat, “she's my wife. Or she would have been.” Lydia raised her onyx engagement ring. Should she break off the engagement now while Cassie was still gone, and let the woman make up her mind with no obligation? Even if Cassie came back right, having her mother back and Alejandro gone would take some time to process. She would never be the same. “Her name is Cassandra Fitzgerald.”
 The girl briefly shook her head; the name meant nothing to her.
 Her eyes shifted over Lydia's shoulder and settled in a hard, blank stare. The redhead followed her gaze, but nothing was there. When she looked back, the blonde was smiling at Lydia quizzically—had she imagined it? This was a little too trippy. The woman now folded her legs under her, as if she was centering herself for yoga or about to stretch for a run. Ayla was off yapping at something else now. There were no insects, birds, or squirrels on the station, much less in an Academy park.
 “She died yesterday night. We're, um, bringing her back.” Lydia expected disgust or outrage from the stranger. She only said it because she felt guilty. She wanted to feel judgment, if just to give her something to react against. Lydia couldn't protect herself from her own thoughts, but this was like a compulsion. She was baiting.
 “Good. I'm sure Cassandra wants to come back.” The smile was easy, natural, as if Lydia had been talking about summer camp. “So why do you look so sad?”
 “I...I'm afraid she'll come back wrong, will come back different, or won't come back at all.”
 “Oh. Souls don't work like that.” A casual statement, off the cuff.
 “Yeah, ok.” So she was a practicing Christian or something. Fine, but the concept of persistent, eternal souls still had no basis in science, even if Lydia sort-of believed in them, and God. “But this has to do with like neuroscience, and brains, and memories. The soul needs a house, after all.”
 “Altered states of the same being? Drunk or sleepy is a lot like being dead, sometimes. That thing there,” she pointed at Lydia's forehead, “is a complete mess, everyone's is. Yet, your soul would exist even if you got like seven concussions and went crazy. Souls speak to each other without thoughts or words.”
 “Well, that's sort of the problem,” Lydia said. “I mean I love the real her, whoever that is, but if she comes back seven-concussions-suicidal, she'd be better off resting in peace. And I made a promise to bring my Cassie back, not some someone that kinda sorta acts like her and wears her body. She was afraid of that most of all.”
 Holy shit. Someone was actually engaging her on this topic and not just offering optimism and platitudes. And wow, a bit of the disorientation from earlier was fading. Reality settled back around her like falling leaves, gentle and building. “I'm sorry, I can't remember your name. Distracted.”
 “Jessica. Jessica Hall.” Her expression fluttered again, probably at being asked her name three times in ten minutes. She reached out for a handshake, the grip was solid, but a bit clammy, runner sweat. “Mind if I smoke?”
 “Mind if I drink?”
 In moments, the substance abuse picnic had begun. They shared. Lydia checked her comm unit, no messages. She knew they were going right on with or without her consent—Marshall already put a thumbprint on that document.
 “Who are you looking for?” Lydia tipped back a can. “Maybe I know them. There's like two hundred thousand of us, but I might.”
 “I know where he lives, he's just never home, or never alone.” Jessica pulled her knees up. Ayla had returned and laid beside her. Lydia wasn't really scared of the dog anymore, it had just been a bit sudden. Now there was distance.
 “Boyfriend, I gather?” Fun with stalkers, yay.
 “A boy, not quite an ex.” Jessica gave her the crazy-eyes before smirking and huffing a small laugh. Yeah, that wasn't scary.
 “Closure?”
 “Something like that. It's been two years.”
 “Tracked him down?”
 “Tracked him down. It took a while to get the nerve.”
 Lydia couldn't judge. She'd been keeping tabs on her last boyfriend, Ethan, all year, just making sure he was alive. Making sure he wasn't completely making shit up about his ex, the governor-interim-president of British Columbia. Ethan was a jerk, and while drunk, they'd gotten physical more than a couple times. There had been bruises, blood, and broken plates. However, he had an artist's heart, a human soul, and to her knowledge he'd told every reporter and biographer to 'fuck off' when it came to Lydia. She didn't shit-talk him or Cameron either.
 “Think he'll be happy to see you?”
 The blonde shook her head, no. “I'm the last person in this entire universe he'd ever want to see, for a lot of reasons.”
 “Then why? I'm sorry, I have no idea what the story is, but isn't that a little selfish?” Lydia cursed herself. Her word-speak came on its own sometimes. More beer. She was done with her second cigarette of the last three months.
 “Well, if a person's not looking for an apology, they're looking to...”
 Lydia nodded. She had plenty to apologize for, she just had never done something that profoundly bad to hunt down an ex over. That would feel like picking scabs, opening wounds. Maybe Jessica was in an alcoholism program or something. No, she tipped back the can without hesitation.
 “And sometimes an apology is good enough for both people, I think.”
 “Yeah,” Lydia said. “But if souls are these pure, timeless, omniscient things, then why bother? After all this time, wouldn't you just trust his soul to understand?”
 “Putting all kinds of holes in my worldview, aren't you, Lydia?” She smiled, it was a light tease. Jessica sighed, and said a bit softer, “I'm better with the dead.”
 “The dead?” Jesus, it was like their were no normal people in the universe. Even the random jogger in the park was some kind of stalker religious-goth-chick. Lydia was done here, thanks. Then she saw the blonde's expression. Her arms were raised like a t-rex, eyes crossed, mouth open—a zombie. Never mind, Lydia laughed again.
 And she looked at herself. Nice dress, and as polished and groomed as she could get. Jessica didn't know her at all. Lydia had a private invisible robot. She was sitting at the crown of Anatali Academy in District A, Empyrean—arguably, the pinnacle of human civilization. She looked like privilege. She sounded uptight. It suddenly skeezed her out, especially when she was judging someone who had been nothing but nice, just making sure she was ok.
 “Shit. I'm sorry. I'm just having the worst weekend ever. This is the best I've been, and I'm still messed up. Everyone thinks I'm a bitch now.”
 “If you can believe it, I know the feeling, Lydia. It's fine.” Jessica climbed to her feet, brushing off her butt. “I'm going to go find my guy. We're never going to meet again, so I might as well tell you the truth of it.”
 Lydia stared up at her from the ground. The girl's pose, hands on her hips, wasn't intimidating, and she still had that aura of not being completely there, almost dreamlike. The handshake earlier was real enough, the cigarettes and beer too, as was her voice:
 “You're worried about brains and memories. Memories aren't that reliable even when you're healthy. You lose them. They change with perspective.” She nodded at the picture. “I think the real Cassandra wants you to have faith in her. She's probably fighting and crying just as hard to get back to you. And when she comes back, believe in her, even if it takes a little time. No one comes back exactly the same, I'll tell you that, but they always come back as themselves. Maybe you should be brave and have faith in your wife.”
 “But I'm scared.” Lydia just took it all in, really confused about who this girl was.
 “Faith is fear. It sort of sounds like this is deeper than life and death. All that stuff you said about coming back wrong, or different. You're just afraid of losing her. You were probably afraid a week ago. Maybe you've always been afraid.” The blonde squatted back down. She offered another cigarette—no, thanks. Lydia gave her another can.
 Shit, was this what therapy was like? It'd taken the stranger a simple conversation to read her to the core. “I'm sorry, what's your name again?”
 The girl spoke it, and Lydia had the feeling she knew it, but she instantly forgot.
 “You can wake every single day of your life and be afraid of losing those you love. You might lose them anyway. You might never lose them in a thousand years.” Ayla ran off towards that shadow by the other tree. The girl was backpedaling away. “Faith that there is a tomorrow is the only peace and happiness we get until the end. And even the end isn't the end. It was nice to meet you. Good luck.”
 “Thanks. Good luck with your day.” Lydia waved as the blonde ponytail bounced away. The girl slapped her thigh until Ayla followed in a heel. The redhead looked back at Cassie's photograph, a smile on her lips.
 What a nice young woman, whatever her name was. Lydia hoped she had good luck doing whatever it was she was doing—the information sort of fell out of her head, like the name of a restaurant your friend told you about. Standing up, Lydia couldn't remember what she looked like. She remembered the words though.

Faith.
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Ellipses
 
 
 Lydia swallowed back her social anxiety, cursing as her door opened. She'd misjudged how close she needed to be. At least she had a beer or two in her, and hell, most of these people were used to her flare-ups and antics.
 The Lunarians, Leo, Marshall, and Janice were gone. At least there was some breathing room now. She was glad her lawyer had Cassie's back, making sure they didn't go outside their arrangement, making sure they'd wait on Lydia for the revival.
 The rest of them still enjoyed the open window, and it looked like Sandy had made some friends, Melody and Lillian.
 Oh. They were talking about her. Two steps in, the princess kept going, laughing:
 “—So then she straddles the missile and starts singing 'Chloe's Revenge,' My world was never good enough to be your world.” She sang the melody from another cartoon. Sandy and her shared a hearty laugh.
 Melody rose for Lydia's hands, soft, warm. “Good walk?”
 “Yeah. I think I met an angel. It was cool.”
 “I like angels.” The matron helped her with her backpack. Lydia wasn't wobbly, but the support was welcome. Melody asked, ”White wings?”
 “Nah, she had a white dog.”
 Trent dropped his bottle.
 “Easy there, drinky.” Lydia laughed.
 “What was her name?” he said, fumbling for his bottle. It was foaming all over her floor.
 “She didn't have one. What's up?”
 Calvin was glancing back and forth.
 Memory was a little weird, just like the girl said. Through the fog, she pulled it out like a pistol. Lydia liked the angel. “I think I'm still tripping. Sorry. Her name was Ayla?”
 Trent snapped up and stepped closer to her, aggressive.
 Just like the Chandra eye-blink, there was sound and motion. Sacha had a hand on his chest, Calvin was standing. Lillian had been between them, but she caught an elbow, square in the mouth.
 “Hey!” It was Sandy, shoving him back with a palm square on his face. Sacha caught her fist. Lillian was on the floor, eyes wide. Her lip was split. She clenched bloody teeth.
 What the fuck just happened?
 Reality turned into a giant bubble-zone, and in a moment she was straddling Trent. Twenty-seconds had went by in fast-forward.
 It felt good. It felt angry.
 “You don't hit fucking Lillian!”
 Lydia gripped his collar the same way Sacha did to the last guy. Trent looked up in fear. She liked the look in his eye. The black-haired Redhead jumped in, but inexplicably bounced away. 
 “Want to fuck my sister?” Lydia's knees were on his chest. She crushed the air from his lungs. “You came to kill her!”
 She slammed him to the floor. Sacha tried again to hop aboard, but was tossed sideways. Yay, violence. Is this what it felt like? It felt liberating. Joyous. There had to be a knife somewhere, but she only had hands and teeth.
 Trent looked up at her, unfocused. Oh, how she hated his rich-boy-know-it-all-I'm-the-one-with-the-answers bullshit. He was the reason Cassie got hurt. He was the reason everyone thought she was crazy, or stupid. His insidious nature would kill Cassie, kill Lydia, and end the line of modern history before it even started. All of Canada and humanity needed Trent Winslow dead.
 Lydia was a vampire now. Hiss. She bared her teeth and lunged for his neck.
 She ripped his throat out in one bite and the room exploded in a burst of shattered viscera. Lillian, Sandy, Melody, Clint, Calvin, and Sacha all collapsed to uniform two-foot piles of gore.
 

...
 
 Melody took Lydia's hands as she entered the room. “Good walk?”
 “No.” Lydia said, looking straight at the brothers. “You touch Lily and I'll fucking kill you.”
 Shit. She didn't have her vamp-teeth, or nukes, or anything. They all looked at her as if she was nuts, including Lillian.
 Fast-forward time again, and the princess was in her arms, facing the crowd. Lydia had the skinning blade in her hand. “Back away!” She tried to draw a little blood to let them know she was serious.
 She cut way too deep.
 Lillian fell limp to the floor. The princess' eyes bugged out of her head. Beneath plastic skin, it was all circuits, motors, and gears. Sparks sizzled into a pool of white fluid.
 

...
 
 Calvin was kneeling on Lydia's chest, thumbs tight around her throat. Just like with the drug, his scent soaked into her skin. She was about to climax. He lifted the knife and jammed it in her eye.
 She came.
 Melody was standing over her. She shouted to the air, “Get some fucking help, now!”
 
 ...
 
 She was in bed with Cassie. There was something in her lover's tummy that needed to get out.
 “You are the only one who can slice so nice, Bonita. Cut deeper.”
 

...
 
 And she saw Lillian, under her knees, trying to escape. And there was Trent. Sacha too. All of them were pinned up against the wall like the Gravitron at the fair, screaming as if it was a torture-carnival. Melody wasn't making enough noise. 
 Lydia spread her hand, and squeezed open air.
 Squish. She felt Melody between her fingers, like raw hamburger.
 

...
 
 With a flick of her wrist, she tossed Sandy out the open window.

Little bitch. You stole my mother.

You stole my life.
 

...
 
 Lydia was lying on her back in a stretcher. So this is what it was like.
 All seven of them were gnawing at her arms and legs, their hands inside her torso. Red mouth and chin, Sandy smiled for tea time and fed Lydia some of her own liver.
 It tasted great.
 

Fifty thousand murders later...
 
 The only face she saw was Cassie's, a perfectly sculpted vision of dark hair, olive skin, thin lips, pert nose, V-jawline, high cheekbones, deep brown eyes, slender neck, slight shoulders, toned arms, thin wrists, inviting bust, flat stomach, and the rest was worth noting as well. Lydia made a game of it as her love floated away, inventing ever more elaborate qualifiers for her every detail. The dancer took an arabesque pose, arm far ahead, leg far behind, her toe on point. Ballet.
 There was supposed to be a murder there—Lydia was a telekinetic vampire that could set fires with her eyes—but she sort of forgot, just watching Cassie pirouette away into the darkness. She was a point of light, becoming just as dim as Sol until she eventually faded out of sight.
 
Starflower, starflower, petals in the air...
 
 Everything stayed dark for a decade or three before Lydia set fire to Laindire Shelter, hands on her hips, roaring with laughter as small children burned to death—every one had been a burden on her conscience. Janice ran towards her, begging for help. Lydia made Samuel attack, chewing out her neck his needle-sharp teeth. The teenager bled out, fish-flopping. You had to take care of the little weeds before they grew too big. The roots were the problem, not the blooms.
 
Starflower, starflower, pollen in your hair...
 
 “Bonita, is this good?”
 The voice was Cassie, but the body was Sandy. They were together in a department store changing room. Her sister was perfect in the purple bikini, disturbingly sexual as her body morphed back into Cassie, then DeConte.
 Lydia remembered the moment.
 She waited as the transformation rotated. Lydia timed it like a video game and jumped forward, kissing Cassie.
 The body kept changing in her arms.
 Lydia didn't stop kissing, even when she plunged the knife into the woman's stomach. She gutted the body and shoved her hand inside.
 Lillian laid on floor again, unbreathing. Lydia held a stone fetus, a figurine like a doll. It was a doll now. Sacha whispered into her ear, from behind.
 “We all die, Starflower. You saved her.”
 
In the sun, in the light, you're always in my heart...
 
 The wave of darkness was so crushing, so absolute, you could call it oblivion, except that Lydia felt consciousness within it. She was experiencing it, and it was quiet. It was unrestrained. She could lift her non-existent arms. She could breathe the breathless air. 
 In those moments, Lydia felt something deeper than herself.
 

In the dark, in the night, we will never part...
 
 Well, this was all horrifying and cute, instantaneous, and spanning millenia, but she was pretty sure she was missing out on something. It might be an acceptable time to wake the fuck up. The problem was, every time became 'aware,' every time she tried, her arms were rigid, and she suffocated on having no breath. It all fell back to darkness. Then she got distracted and...
 Lydia stared her moon-sister in the eyes before taking an ancient tree-saw to her—Alicia was strung up, hanging from a maple tree by her arms. Lillian had the other side. Back and forth, they pushed and pulled on the saw. The carrot-topped soldier whined about how much it tickled, especially at the spine.
 Her legs and hips fell to the grass in a crush of red.
 “She's bleeding too much,” Lillian said.
 The legs stood and walked away. Alicia's face was dead, glassy-eyed, tongue loose out her mouth. The legs jumped and did a heel-kick before running away in a sprint, off to Leo. He probably liked her bottom-half.
 Lydia scolded the princess, “You never bind the ankles...”



 
 
 
 
 
Arc 6
 

Altered States
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Resurrection
 
 
 Lydia woke in an unfamiliar room. It wasn't her dorm. It wasn't some dingy apartment in the lower districts. It was clean, with a chair and a couch beside the bed, like a hospital, but not as soulless, not as sanitary. Pretty muted-gold wallpaper. Green carpet. 
 There was a vase of slightly wilted flowers beside her. She reached over. Her joints and muscles felt limber, but weak. She checked for a card. Beneath some baby's breath and yellow carnations she found it: 'Come back soon. Love, Laindire Shelter.'
 The fancy pendulum clock said it was just after eight AM. She was wearing an empty-back hospital gown and pants. She had an external catheter. There were no IV's or other machines around her. She finally noticed the 'call nurse' button. Not knowing what she was doing, she found a switch and the catheter released without sensation (other than relief.) Lydia held onto the cup part, embarrassed—she didn't want anyone to touch it before she threw it away.
 Lydia swung her legs off the side of the bed. It was the type that elevated at the back. Shaking, she put some weight on her ankles and knees. She wasn't sore, just fragile. How long had she been out? Was this an after effect of drugs?
 Her breath caught in her throat as flashes of her dreams caught up with her. Had she hurt someone? Was she in jail? If she tried to hurt Lillian she'd accept it willingly, but Lydia was still terrified. She didn't want to be locked up. She looked for cameras. She couldn't see any.
 Step by step, she used the bed and wall for support. Lydia found a small waste-bin for her gross catheter. And then she was at the large faux-wood door with its lever-action handle. She pressed on it. The lever went all the way down. She pulled on it a little. The door moved.
 Lydia exhaled and searched the room a bit more. She started with the window. The motorized mini-blinds hummed as they raised. She gasped. Mountains. She knew this range. Vancouver. She was on the second floor of a building, but she couldn't orient what part of town she was in. Uptown? Kelpland's Knoll? She was nowhere near the prison or the main jail.
 In a brief moment of panic, she raised the arm of her gown. The scar was there. It was longer than the bottle cap. The oath had healed. She still wore her engagement ring. The last year hadn't been a hallucination. She existed in a similar reality at least. Lydia tried to go over some basics in her head, starting with her name, Cassie, British Columbia, and everything else up until meeting that angel and her dog. After that...
 Lydia opened some drawers, empty. She checked the bathroom and found a robe. Running some water, she washed her hands, then her face. She looked tired, but that vision in the mirror was her face, the same age, the same gray-blue eyes. It hadn't been forty years, unless they'd been giving her longevity treatments. She wrapped the robe around her, covering her mane of red hair. It looked the same length, but she never cut it and it only grew so long.
 Barefoot, she gently opened the door and peeked out. No orderlies, no nurse station, just a long row of similar doors. Room 223. That was her old apartment number. She smiled. Neat. She wanted to choose whichever direction would avoid the staff, at least until she got her bearings.
 A blind guess, she went right. She heard some broadcasts coming from other rooms, and once, a door opened. Lydia kept her eyes low. The pants-suited woman glanced her way but paid her no mind, heading the opposite direction.
 Lydia hit the fire escape. Her legs had become painfully fatigued, so she made heavy use of rails on the way down. It was only one flight, but it took almost five minutes, two feet on each step. At the bottom, her face lit up in a smile. Two doors. One went to the ground floor, the other went outside. No alarm.
 Lydia put her weight into the panic-bar and pushed the heavy steel door outward.
 The sun hit her face like a wave of heaven and triumph. It was the first time she'd felt it in a year, or forty, depending on how long she'd been out. She shielded her eyes but grinned ear to ear as her toes felt sun-warmed grass, slightly moist. It must have been a morning rain. Oh, how she'd missed rain. Puffy gray clouds raced a bit fast overhead, some of them dipping down to kiss the mountains. She felt the ocean wind on her cheeks.
 God, why had she ever gone on that stupid space station? This was home. It smelled like home, it felt like home. There was a picnic table with a coffee can nearby for cigarette butts. Someone had left a open pack, drops of water still on the cellophane. Lydia checked inside and found a clear blue lighter. One of the remaining four was dry. Lydia sat on the pine and sparked it. It tasted like life. She thanked God for letting her wake from whatever that nightmare was.
 Distant eyes, she looked out over the harbor. It was spring, or early summer. Now she could pick out her location, and no wonder there'd been trouble. This was Lynn Valley, where the rich people lived. She couldn't even see Lowtown from here, a dozen miles away.
 What to do, what to do.
 If her impeachment went bad, that meant she'd been found guilty of a crime. You can't exploit the law to change the law, or some bullshit. If BC had been rudderless for long enough, maybe they'd all been gobbled back up by the CCC. Maybe Lydia was to be executed for treason when it was humane to do so—like now. She wished she knew what year it was.
 Another puff and she set the other three cigarettes to dry in the air and sun. They were barely moist. If it was morning now, that meant at least twelve hours had passed on Anatali Station, or thirty-six hours, or sixty hours for the day after, etc...
 They didn't have time to waste for Cassie. The surgeons had already made their attempt.
 Another exhale and she watched the gulls. Nasty scavengers, flying rats. She even missed the gulls. They hung in the wind, hovering, looking for beach carrion or litter to pick at. Lydia never felt so envious in her life.
 It was a clean day in Vancouver. That green stench had lifted a bit. The harbor looked almost blueish. Yeah, she wished she still had a voice to keep that going. It meant a lot more to see it with her own eyes. One light-year away, it had just been a concept, an ideal. Looking at it now, her hometown looked rather pretty.

Well. How's about a walk, Lydia? Legs doing ok?

Legs feel good, Lydia. Let's see what they're up to in Lynn Valley.
 She pocketed her stolen cigarettes and walked across the lawn, down towards the harbor. She didn't scamper, hide, or run, she did it like it was normal. A quarter-mile out, no one yelled at her or shouted at her to stop. She risked looking behind, but couldn't find a name for the building. It didn't look like anything really. Not a hotel, not an asylum, maybe some kind of assisted living center.
 Cool pavement under her heels felt comforting, a little bit of District C, a little bit of Lowtown, but there was no broken glass in this clean neighborhood. She saw her first civilian, a young man walking his terrier. Lydia swallowed some fear but forced a smile. He did a double-take, but she already lowered her head. Yeah, she might not be famous enough for angels to recognize her, but she'd be inviting confrontation in this town. She took the time to roll up her hospital legs. Looking under-dressed beneath her robe was better than looking like she escaped the local clinic. For all they knew she was out of toilet paper, off to a corner store.
 And her legs did feel stronger, but she was a little short of breath. How long of a walk was she taking? Well, she was aiming downhill, of course. She found Lynn River and a paved jogging path. Now she felt safe. There was more foot-traffic and cyclists here, but they were huffing through their own morning routines. She was completely ignored. Lydia passed more than one emergency comm-station—that was nice, when did they install these? She was a button-press away from the police, government, or medical assistance. She considered stopping a power-walker to ask what year it was, but that would just get her busted.
 It must have been forty minutes or so, but the path became an underpass. There was a major highway above, one leading to a bridge, to greater Vancouver. Maybe she could negotiate with a bus driver. She'd done it before. Lydia needed to rest her legs. The climb up the stairs set her thighs on fire. At the bus stop overhead, she kept her eyes to herself while some business-class folks chatted about business-class things. She almost panhandled them for spare change.
 Actually, head down, “I'm sorry to interrupt. Um, I-I had a really bad date. I wouldn't stay with him and I've been walking all night. Do any of you have a couple credits? I need to get to the Bay.”
 Two points on the psychopath test for being a con-artist? Well, the emotion was real, but the words were different. In any case, the truth was worse. She'd murdered everyone she loved about a thousand times in every graphic way possible. Thank god the memories were hazy, fading. Lies for bus fare were the least of her spiritual and ethical worries.
 Having her hair in her face worked with the story. She scored a full ten credits from a nice woman who congratulated Lydia on standing up for herself. “Take this bus, hail a cab, and run a nice hot bath. That'll set you right up, young lady, and do not ever go back to that man. Those are the worst kinds. I would know forty years ago.” The business-folks laughed for levity.
 “Thank you so much.” And she really appreciated it. “No. I won't be going back.”
 The bus stopped and Lydia crossed the harbor.
 She was going home.
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Homecoming
 
 
 A sudden giddiness filled her heart, and she could feel it on her cheeks and in her eyes. God, she missed this shithole. It wasn't some discovery that every city was just a different type of shithole, so you should appreciate your shithole for being uniquely shitty. No, it was pure nostalgia and seeing a small transformation come out of it. Lowtown looked a bit cleaner, less rape-y, less green, and she was now standing on the very street she'd walked her mom's piano up before she escaped. Marvin had floated up this street before she donated him to Laindire Shelter.
 She only had a few stops to make, but the first was the most functional. It had to be ten o'clock now, at least, so she hit the Saving Grace thrift store. It was open. At least it wasn't Saturday or Sunday. Her bathrobe didn't catch a second glance, thank you, Vancouver. Racks and stacks of donated shorts, pants, skirts, blouses, and dresses, all she needed was one strip of cloth. Disguises were bunk now. She didn't come here to hide.
 Yellow, yellow, she wanted yellow.
 And she found it, thicker fabric than usual, and the dress's hem was around the knee, lots of leg, but not revealing. Her leg-fuzz hadn't grown back, and she couldn't guess what that suggested. The halter-tie around the neck was heavy. It looked like she could get some work done in this canary. Four credits for the bus, five credits for the dress, she had one left. No shoes, thanks, no underwear. Was she going to pawn her ring later? No, that was unthinkable, and wouldn't be necessary.
 The young man stuttered as he took her money, eyes saucer-wide. She insisted, asking him to dispose of her hospital trash and donate the robe. Yes, thank you, sir. Now she was actively avoiding asking about the date and year, her political status, and Cassie. Lydia had always been a coward like that, and always would be. She caught him texting the moment she turned her back. Whoo. Let's see how far she could get before the military sent a transorbitial starfighter to pick her up.
 It wasn't a death-march, but the fifteen minute hike to her home bar was agony. She was spending way too much time on her feet. Close to eleven, she hoped Yontz had arrived by now, open or not.
 Vancouver was the music capital of the north coast. One could argue it was the cultural capital, but the city was far from highbrow. All the best jazz clubs, blues hollows, country bars, and folk pubs on Earth were somewhere in this town. Lydia's home bar had a cringe-worthy name and a horrifying sign. The barmaid painted on The Silent Woman's marquee had no head. Lydia always appreciated it with irony, as did many of the patrons, though most were ruffians who appreciated a good misogynistic joke. They never complained when she busted their balls either. It had been her dad's home bar. A year after he died, she crawled into the place at legal age, looking for a connection and acceptance. It took a few weeks because her dad had been a complicated fellow, but they loved her like a daughter, pure security, nothing creepy. She sang for them and usually drank for free.
 She wanted one of those drinks right now. And some answers too.
 The closed sign was flipped. Yontz's black boss-hog motorcycle was parked outside.
 Another heavy exhale, Lydia smoothed her new five credit dress and rang the back door.
 She waited and counted off twenty before another short ring. There was some mumbled cursing, but at least he'd heard her. The door swung out revealing a stout, chubby man of advancing years. He looked older. Why did he look older? Lydia clenched a fist in panic, the blood draining out of her face. Don't faint, don't faint.
 His fair complexion went white. Great, a double-faint.
 “L-Lydia?”
 “I ain't a ghost.” She didn't think so, anyway. The smile came on its own, that he recognized her, that she was real. “Yeah, Yontz, it's me. It's Lydia.”
 He wrapped her in a hug, hard. She wasn't strong enough for it. The crown of his head pressed into her nose. “Ah, sweet girl! You're back. Thank heavens, you're back.”
 “I'm sick, please,” she managed to say, trying to squeeze back like a Chinese finger-trap to release the pressure.
 “I'm sorry. Inside, fast, before you're seen.” Hand on her upper back, Yontz closed the door behind her and locked it.
 He guided her through the familiar back hall, the office on one side, main liquor closet on the other. The Silent Woman's main floor looked exactly the same: billiard table, Dorothy the baby-grand piano, an upright jukebox, and a modest bar top. Wood paneling, painted bar-mirrors, it was as bare-bones as you could get. The soul of the establishment was its patrons. The men here had informed Lydia's politics as much as her mother—their voices, their disenfranchisement—all wishing for a better Canada.
 She smiled at Yontz. It was mixed with concern at his appearance, but that was no way to start a conversation. He was a natural; maybe this is what aging looked like and she'd just forgot. She slapped one credit, paper money, on the bar top. “It's been a long oblivion. What's this buy me?”
 He handed her a magic marker. “Sign it, and it buys you a full keg, a case of wine, and a bottle of Bourbon. Pull up a chair, your majesty.”
 Lydia left her autograph as asked, feeling more settled by the moment. Paper money was plastered all around the bar area with clear packing tape, some notes more prominent than others, lots with funny messages, famous quotes, pictures, and poetry.
 Yontz poured two ales, two shots, and set a pressure syringe of Sob-rite on the pine, easy access.
 “Shot first,” she grinned, toasting with her friend. Bottoms-up. Holy shit, that burned. Slam the glass down and make that funny whiskey face. No chaser for a minute—she wasn't some debutante from Lynn Valley. “Thanks so much,” she rasped. Now she sipped the ale.
 “Anything I can do. Easy.”
 Lydia gritted her teeth like in an apology. This was a lot to lay on someone, especially someone important to her. “Am I a fugitive? I literally just woke up, walked away from the nursing home, then came here like a lost dog or something.”
 “Oh.” Yontz went into his head. His eyebrows bushed together as he seemed to consider his words. “I don't know how to say this, but it's been three hundred years.”
 Lydia's eyes went wide, but then a smile lifted her cheek. She made two guns with her hands, one behind the other. The bar owner had no poker face. He completely broke down, roaring with laughter. He tapped her arm and rounded the bar. “It's May now. Let's get a song.”
 “May?” It had been three months. What the fuck happened to her? To Cassie? To Canada?
 “Everything's fine, I just missed you so much. Give me a song and relax a while.”
 Lydia grabbed her beer and joined him at Dorothy.
 He took the bass clef and the lead vocal. He had sausage fingers, but knew all the notes. He always let Lydia take the melody, and she harmonized whenever she could figure out the pronunciation. No intro, they picked up roughly where they left off in The Kalevala. The epic Finnish ballad had over twenty thousand verses. Lydia only knew a couple dozen by memory, and they always used printed lyrics. It was sort of their unspoken project to make it all the way through before they died. The tone today was bright and peppy. This current passage all about blood-vengeance and magical metamorphoses. All of Lydia's spoken Finnish had this dated tone, which was always amusing when she communicated with native speakers. Much less on the 'Good day, sir!' and closer to, 'Harken unto ye, man of true parentage!'
 And they completed their page. Good enough? Lydia hugged him and sipped her beer. Yes, she was still avoiding everything. He kept playing after, some lounge standard from Callisto. She lit another cigarette. He raised an eyebrow and cleared his throat.
 Fine, fine. She snuffed it out in the overfilled ashtray. No smoking for Lydia.
 “So, I'm not a fugitive?”
 “You're definitely a fugitive.” Yontz lit her discarded smoke. No fair. She burned another. Former heads of state that woke up from a three-month coma get a free-day. That's like a law. He shook his head, “I always warned you something like this would happen.”
 “This is what happens when you give women books,” Lydia mocked, blowing smoke in his general direction. She joined him on the treble clef, improvising.
 “No, you just never think anything through, Lydia. Like it's—”
 “Yeah, yeah, instinct, force of nature.” She played the keys through the chat, both of them dropping a hand now and then for their drinks, or to ash. They were just messing around. It felt nice to play. Her hands weren't getting tired at all. “What happened to me?”
 “I don't know. They never said for sure.”
 That wasn't a big surprise, but she didn't know who 'they' were. The Lunarians, Anatali's Charity One staff? How much time passed before they shipped her off to British Columbia? Did she legally belong to Cassie the same way her fiancee had been under Lydia's authority? If Cassie came back weird, had she let them cut on the redhead's brain to try and fix her? Was Lydia even real now, or had she been reconditioned too?
 Fuck. More beer. No panic attacks, not yet. Marshall and Lillian would never allow that—within the law or outside it—she could rely on them. That's if they were real people and not figments of her altered memories.

Fun!
 Yontz wasn't very news-conscious or political. He was retired police and just kept his ear to the scanner, listening for squad runs.
 “I mean, it was undiagnosed. The video showed you falling asleep in a park. That's where they found you. You wouldn't wake up.”
 The park? Her relief bubbled over into tears. She threw her arms around him. Now she had some strength as the barkeep protested, trying to breathe. Thank god, she hadn't hurt anyone. All the horrors, the violence, it was all a dream. She was just crazy, or mentally incapable. It was a big comfort, sort of.
 There was another ring at the back door. The man looked more than a little confused and hit the bar. From underneath, he lifted a sawed-off double barrel shotgun, just like in a western. He carried it far more casually, just being safe or something.
 “I didn't think I was in danger,” she called in a loud whisper. It was an apology. Lydia was equally worried that she'd somehow got one of her many surrogate parents in trouble.
 Yontz put a finger to his lips.
 Anxious, she puffed on her cigarette and finished her beer. If it was the cops, she'd be taking a short trip to her final destination, wherever that was. She'd known the old fuddy-duddy didn't have a modern comm unit, but she was a little disappointed at how out of the loop he actually was.
 She heard the heavy door close. No shotgun blasts.
 Yontz reappeared.
 Oh, it was pretty blonde Cameron.
 Great, it was beanpole Ethan.
 Super day.
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The not so silent woman
 
 
 Lydia sat on Dorothy's piano bench and considered her ex-lovers, both of them. Cameron's real crazy-eyes put the angel's to shame. And she didn't look like a random white girl, she had the presence of displaced royalty: raw, unapologetic assertiveness she wielded like a weapon, forever digging at Lydia's flaws and insecurities. She had worked as a waitress here, and maybe still did. She'd been in year two of medical school when Lydia abandoned-ship. She was wearing a dress, a floaty one Lydia might have borrowed, and that was weird—not her style.
 Ethan was just a do-nothing painter who could never afford paint. He was the embodiment of frustration and substance abuse. He was the one that got her into the narcotic, Opal. He did odd jobs around town, all under the table. Cameron always picked the fights, crossed her arms and watched as Lydia and Ethan finished them. He was wearing khaki slacks and a clean, plain T-shirt.
 Lydia already accomplished more in her life than the pair of them would combined. She wanted to frame it that cruel and shallow to give herself courage. It didn't really work that way. She shrank from them the moment they walked into the room.

Please don't yell at me.

Yontz, don't let them yell at me.
 In a whimper, her internal voice chirped up, ordering her to claim the high ground. Maybe they would recognize all she'd done.
 “Sup.” Yeah, that's all she had.
 Then something weird happened. They both smiled, cheers escaping their throats. Lydia was completely aghast as they rushed her, standing her up for a group hug. Bizarro-world, now she was sure she had slid into a nearby dimension where everyone was the same, but slightly different, including the slightly older Yontz.

Awkward.
 Lydia wanted to say 'I don't have rent,' but she shut her trap. Maybe Ethan knew what the hell was going on.
 “Do you know how worried we were about you?” Cameron said. This chick had to be a thirty on the psychopath test. No, please tell me how worried you were.
 “I-I'm ok now, I guess. What are you guys doing here?”
 “Dave sent me a text from Grace” Ethan's voice sounded sober, which was nice. “He caught you shopping. Figured we'd check here first.” The clerk at the thrift store. Lydia nodded.
 Yontz was on his police scanner, but had poured some drinks for the new arrivals and a refill for Lydia.
 “What areyou doing here?” Cameron said, eyes narrowed in something that looked like concern. Lydia couldn't be sure, she didn't recognize it on the blonde's face.
 “I don't know, really. I'm wigging-out a little, so I was going to find some way to bypass the doctors and just talk to Lily. Lillian Anatali, do you guys know who that is?”
 Slow nods, even Yontz. Good. Yes, there was a bit of name-dropping there, just in case they were going to sell her out to CFO-Genevieve, her agents, or the media. She almost told them she knew three serial killers. Lydia didn't need a military.
 “Please don't fuck me, guys. It's out of my hands, but it'd be very bad for you.” Shit, her exes came with hugs and smiles, and Lydia offered them skepticism and threats. That settled it. Lydia was ruined for life. “I'm just really scared. You all know me. Just understand, ok?”
 All that running around in space, violence, and memory for three months got her to the exact same place.
 “Hey,” Ethan touched her. She recoiled as if he was made of sparks. “You won, Lyds. Settle down. You won.”
 She blinked at her ex, really dumb. “What'd I win?”
 “I think you should sit down for this,” he said. She was already sitting on the piano bench. Ethan actually stood her up to set her down on the floor. He handed her a fresh beer (she had been dry). He had Cameron light her yet another cigarette.
 “Things got weird,” he continued, squatting in front of her. She looked over to Yontz. He was avoiding eye contact. He looked guilty, like a lying dad. Oh, he'd been stalling earlier, trying to keep her off the street? Ethan reached for her hands; he stared her in the eyes. Lydia glanced up to Cameron. She didn't look jealous at all. “British Columbia is a monarchy.”
 Lydia shook her head. It didn't matter who the monarch was.
 “You're our queen.”
 She inhaled enough smoke to make her breathless. Lydia didn't cough. “Come again?”
 “Genevieve Guerrero overplayed her hand.” It wasn't a smirk on his face, but it was smooth. “Marshall Cross kept snapping referendums, popular votes, until our old CCC court was abolished. You're like a placeholder until we can sort it out.”
 Deep chug, she didn't get far. “How long is my term?”
 “You don't have a term,” Cameron said, sitting in front of her, stealing a drag. “We have a broken constitution. You're the Queen, since April.”
 Lydia glanced around The Silent Woman. “But I'm crazy. And this isn't real.”
 “You're not crazy,” Ethan said. Cameron nodded. “We're really happy you're alive.”
 Lydia inhaled a deep puff. She finally got it.
 “No one expected me to wake up.”
 “No, Lyds. You checked out for good. You were brain-dead.”
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Mi corazon
 
 
 “Where's Cassie?” It was the first question she wished she could have asked.
 They didn't know. Lydia had to remind herself she was talking to townies, not soldiers, representatives of nations, and vigilante hackers, her normal social group. The last time they saw Cassie was on a broadcast in March, but yes, she was walking around, alive. Marshall was the one with Lydia's legal trust, not the WALcos heiress.
 Lydia wanted Cassie. Now.
 “I'm going to send a beacon to my wife,” she said. “Apparently, not even death can stop me, so don't even try.”
 And Lydia still remembered everything. Was that what being dead was like? Eternal violence with a lot of quiet interludes? Had she gone to hell?
 Lydia calmly stood and smoothed her canary dress. She was going to walk to the shelter, to Marvin-the-piano, and play a song on the street. That would get everyone's attention. If that angel was right and no one came back exactly the same, Lydia still had her fear, her paranoia, but she also felt a certain sense of peace and authority. Somehow she'd already died, like Cassie. It was pretty bad. She didn't want to go back to hell. However, she could handle the risk.

Wait.
 She was brain-dead? It caught up with Lydia through the shock. How did that work? She only knew what she'd read about Cassie, but he probably meant vegetative, or something.
 There was another bell-ring at the back door. She gritted her teeth. Yontz cursed. Had they sent out a fucking bulletin? 'We heard the dead queen was awake, would you like to buy some cookies? Maybe a magazine?'
 Shotgun in-hand again, Yontz went to the back.
 What. The. Fuck was going on...
 Cameron stood her up and put her back flat-against Lydia's chest, walking her into a retreat. The woman's scent triggered a hundred memories—none of them good. She was holding a metal canister. That wasn't a rape counter-measure, that was an actual grenade. Ethan had a hand raised backwards to them both, leading them into a corner. He produced a small pistol from his slacks. It was small, but she knew the make. The four-shooter was pawn-shop stuff. Ethan hated guns as much as she did.
 This was the cleanest, most peaceful Lowtown that Lydia had ever seen. This was not a dystopia or a military state. She must have slid into an alternate reality, confirmed. Where was Trent with one of his lectures?
 “It's fine,” Yontz called out.
 He walked into the room holding his gun by the barrels. He set it gently on the bar top. He wiped his brow—he was always a bit sweaty—and shot Lydia a look. He looked nervous. It made Lydia nervous.
 A woman stepped into the room behind him. Lydia blinked her eyes, but they were already filling with water. Was it the mother, or the daughter? She'd cut her hair, like dark angel wings framing her face just below her chin. She was dressed in a white knee-length skirt and suit-coat.
 Cassie's face was twisted in a frown. She marched straight across the room as Ethan and Cameron got the hell out of the way. It was more of a tackle than a hug, Cassie pinned her over the shoulders and took Lydia to the wall in a sob.
 “Estupido, why did you run away?”
 Lydia couldn't comprehend it, much less express it. It was like having your first breath, first kiss, and marriage vows all in unison, a complete confirmation of life and love, in spirit and totality. This wasn't just a human being in her arms, it went way deeper than that. Humans, well she'd been touched by a few in the last few minutes, she'd shared a bed with two of them. Just hearing Cassie's voice, feeling her heat through the clothes, and the very touch of her skin against her cheek, Lydia could die again this very moment and consider the resurrection worth it. It wasn't trite. It wasn't poetry. This was everything.
 “Holy fuck,” Lydia said with the combined eloquence of five thousand years of modern speech. She collapsed to the floor, on her knees. She shuddered as Cassie sank with her.
 “I was so afraid for you.” Cassie smoothed Lydia's hair. “Afraid you'd get lost.”
 “I didn't know.” And Lydia completely melted down in a wail. She put her voice into it. It felt like a birth cry.
 Cassie pressed the singer's stupid red head against her chest, soothing, holding on so hard, both of them on their knees. God, please don't kill either of us right now.
 It seemed like heaven had a plan, and that plan involved death. Christ, it was good enough right now. Her fear faded into gratitude, just for this moment. She smelled like Cassie, woodsmoke and jasmine. That was almost enough for another hundred thousand murders.
 Lydia's breath shuddered until she finally found words:
 “How'd you find me?” Lydia said, head smashed against her love. Shit. In a weird sort of panic, she reared back, pushing. Cassie set her hands on Lydia's shoulders, startled. There it was. She was still wearing the engagement ring. Three months with a comatose-dead fiancee, she was still wearing it. Like an idiot, Lydia half-raised hers, touching it with her thumb. She had to look like a complete mess. Cassie looked like a goddess, pedestal quality worship.
 “Sitting with you, I read your biography twice.” Not again. “I was in a fright. I chase you first to here, or then your shelter.”
 “Y-You sat with me?” The guilt crashed over her in a wave. “They said I was dead.” She tossed a glance back at the trio who were giving them an arena full of space, now huddled, whispering near the bar.
 “Of course I sat. I am your nurse. I come every day for therapy and your cleaning, just to see your face. There was a 'call nurse' for you to press. But no, my bonita is stupid and must run around.” She cast an arm around the bar. “You can be in danger. Never do this to me again. I am scared to wits.” There were tears running down her face, but she remained composed. “You send me back to another grave.”
 Lydia took the scolding, but it didn't answer any questions.
 She didn't care. She looked into Cassie's eyes carefully and leaned in. Lydia heard a short laugh; her eyes were already closed. She only went in halfway, terrified of being shot down.
 The kiss pressed on her lips. It didn't take top-scale hallucinogens, this felt like a symphony and tasted like maraschino, the color, not the cherry flavor. Lydia felt her heart stutter a little, but the kiss shot straight through and went deeper. She was testing. Cassie returned it with a sudden intensity. Ok, this was going to work.
 “Please, Bonita,” God, she was holding her close, “please be my wife.”
 The tears were still falling. This was a perfectly acceptable moment to say she wasn't worthy, or that both had come back from the dead and they should take some time. Lydia spoke into her shoulder. “Yeah. Let's do that. Now.”
 Lydia heaved some deep breaths, ready to pass out, but she didn't imagine they had that luxury. She leaned back and looked at Cassie.
 My god, this was Cassie. Her eyes were open. She was smiling. She was back.
 “Are you ok?” No other way for Lydia to phrase it.
 “I am now.”
 “Just stay, alright?” She had her hands over Cassie's.
 “You say this to me, and you're the one gone three months. For me, two days. You stay, I'm begging.”
 “I don't get it. What's going on here?” More whispers and glances from the bar.
 “You wake up in a social disorder. You are the legal sovereign of The Canadian Republic of British Columbia.”
 “Queen, republic, yeah that sounds legit.” Why were they whispering? Cameron was ready to pop a flash-bang grenade for some reason. This was too weird. Maybe she was still dead. This could easily be her mind's best attempt at reforming a reality. “Cassie. I'm really scared. I'm schizing-out here. I just want this to be real so bad—”
 No hug this time, she got a hard, searching, stare in the eyes. “I understand how it feels waking up from this. Come away to Maui with me. We will fix this from the outside. You can fix it by being awake.”
 Lydia stared back. Was this what Alicia saw when she lie-detector'd people, the honesty of a soul? She saw it.
 “I love you.”
 There was a Cassie-smirk, and a kiss. “I love you.”
 Still on the floor, Lydia leaned in for her ear, “I need to find out why they're armed, ok? I can't leave yet. They aren't like Knights at all, none of them.”
 Reading her face, Cassie returned a whisper, “I know why. Your police are wicked again, but not like you told me. You need to be away from here. If they recognize you here, loose, you might disappear.”
 Really, Vancouver?
 Lydia used her outside voice. “So should I call the press conference now and roast these fuckers or what? Not in my Canada.”
 That got the attention of the bar.
 Cameron said, “It's a little more complicated than that.”
 Of course it was.
 “It's not your fault.” Yontz kept his eyes averted, ear to the police bulletins.
 “Why would it be my fault?” more whispers to Cassie.
 “They become privatized. Mercenaries now, paid by municipalities. Some precincts are staffed by other territories in secret. Old factions begin to use old money to disappear your patriot voices.”
 “In three months?” She didn't mean to shout at Cassie, or the room, but she never once intended to sell the rights to law enforcement. Sure, she sold contracts for the firefighters and EMT's, but the pricing was better, and so was the quality of service—it wasn't as bad as it sounded. The government bloat to their first responders was really bad, compared to any modern nation. But still, not the cops or prisons, they needed straight-up accountability.
 “There is no formal, central government. No oversight with courts.” Cassie glanced over for confirmation. “You now do this republic thing where everyone votes on everything, twenty-four million congressmen. It is exhausting and participation lags as voting windows narrow. Nothing is accomplished and it's all contradictory.”
 “That sounds like a giant ball of stupid. What the hell's the plan? If I'm dead, there has to be an endgame.”
 “Too soon,” Ethan said, turning towards them. “There's no plan at all. We only blocked CCC re-assimilation three days ago. There's local factions, old county lines and cities, but no consensus.”
 “Well, who does the military belong to?”
 “There is no military,” Cassie said. “No one is paying them for service, just a stipend so they don't starve. However, you quit collecting taxes, so this money runs out. Lillian keeps your country presentable. The Mission hovers off the coast, loaned in your name. The opposition says she plans to invade. Yukon vows not to let that happen, a false-support.”
 “Jesus Christ, BC, get it together. Is there a timeline? A deadline I need to know about?”
 “No, Bonita. It is only anarchy. Peaceful, citizen-sanctioned anarchy. You are outside of time. A future doesn't exist, only the now.”
 Lydia thought for a moment, then her lips lifted in a smile. She leaned in for a kiss, and then a snuggle. There were two redheads at the moment, and one of them was shooting off fireworks and undressing her lover in her brain. She squeaked, completely girlish, shameless. Cassie laughed as Lydia laid across the Latina's lap and made herself into a curly bug around her waist.
 “Hey,” Ethan whispered, likely to Cassie. “Is she all ri—?”
 “Yes. My love is always like this. This is Lydia.”

Yeah, dumbass. You'd know that if you ever once bothered to support her or allowed her to feel safe. Oh well. She already had it all worked out, the chess. She was ten moves ahead. She could enjoy this for the moment. Pill-bug Lydia had Cassie completely wrapped, indulging in a giggle-fit as her lover's hand patted her butt.
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Oh Canada
 
 
 Lydia stood on the streetside with a lit cigar, a full-on stogie. Her hand cradled a glass of real Cognac. She sniffed, then tasted it. Yeah, this is why rich people did this shit. It was wonderful.
 A growing shadow darkened the sky of Vancouver, wafting over Lowtown without a sound. A sizable crowd had gathered near The Silent Woman. The police were on the scene, arms out, keeping civilians away. A pick-up truck full of rickety saw-horse barricades had arrived. The media had come first, but they weren't any closer.

Can't 'disappear' me on camera.
 The edge of The Mission crested over the building. The top half was pure spaceship fortress, knobs for gun turrets, outlets for fighters, bombers, or drop-ships. It looked like a cake left on the table for three weeks. It wasn't uniform, or elegant. It was all bulbs and lumps, especially when it met the bottom, a hanging garden of upside down trees, ivy, shrubs, and flowers, longer tendrils almost scraping the rooftops. The circular fortress was an entire mile wide. The manner of war it was meant to end had long-passed. It didn't have a super-gun that she knew of, it simply existed as humanity's largest delivery device for ground troops, and massive aircraft carrier, combined with a devastating 360-degree battery of local shelling and cruise missiles. No space carrier rivaled the arsenal, and the nukes it carried were beside the point. The AG units that kept it hovering for 842 years had never once failed, and the fusion core was considered the pinnacle of the science. Pure intimidation. Completely viable as a nation-killing weapon. More threatening than leveling a town with nuclear ICBM's, The Mission could occupy your capital city in less than a day. It remained humanity's most efficient advance force.
 It had never left Alaska. It had never entered another nation's airspace.
 Lydia puffed on her stogie, waving to her audience. Yes, she just invited a doomsday weapon into her nation's capital city. Yes, she was awake. The Mission was just here for some decoration, no worries.
 She offered no statement. The network probably just exploded.
 A drop-ship landed in the street. Lydia laughed, liking the air pressure as it tossed her skirt. Gull-wing doors flipped open. It wasn't military soldiers, just an octet of eight-foot-tall robots. They all had tank-tread bases, with fat, blue, water-balloon bellies. There were nests of curled tentacles at the shoulders. Their conical-helmets had blue visors in 360-optics. Anatali firebots were cute. Some scooted off to form a perimeter around the bar. They were stronger than cops and safer than machine guns. Everyone liked firefighters. The tone was set.
 We come in peace. Sort of.
 No Lillian, no Knights, they were one-point-three light years away. No Leo, no Lunarians, this was British Columbia's business. No Marshall, no Janice, it was the middle of the night there. Thank you, lawyer and broadcast representative, you've done enough.
 As The Mission settled overhead, Lydia smiled, waved, and reentered the bar. She took a childish joy, messing with everyone's heads.
 The door closed behind her. The Silent Woman was completely closed. Cassie stared at her, elbows back on the bar top. “Was that satisfying?”
 Ethan and Cameron were huddled around a shared comm unit. She'd learned he had become a local representative. He was a trustee for Lowtown, elected by his peers. He was a potential target. Way to go, buddy; she was proud of him.
 “Yeah. I can die again, happy. At least we have some space. I mean, I could chop my hair off and dye my skin, but that's not really the message I want to send. I might need a few hours now.”
 No one objected to that.
 Lydia asked Yontz if she could borrow Dorothy, like outside. He complied with everything, and she was starting to understand him on a deeper level. There was nothing about one's parents, or people older than you, that was to be taken for granted. Age did not equate to morality, intelligence, or courage. She loved this man, and he would oblige her anything, and stand up for her, but he didn't have the strength to stand up for himself. Even back in the day when Lydia drank here, he just surrounded himself with men that would speak up for him, all to defy the payoffs and extortion by the local police.
 Yontz was no more a father than her own, and no more of an adult than Lydia was. He was just an honest, frightened man that loved Lydia, but didn't want his business destroyed. She wouldn't take advantage of him or betray that trust.
 “Yontz,” she called over, standing.
 “Yeah?” His reaction seemed a little small with a mobile fortress centered over his bar and who-knows how many people collected outside.
 “Canada thanks you.” With a smile, she hugged him. “I thank you. You were the first person I came to. You can still say no.”
 He took the embrace, firm. “If I was to die, you'd be the last face I'd want to see. Make Dorothy sing, for your father.” Lydia rolled all that ambiguity around in her head and settled on a pacifying shoulder pat, no problem.
 She could go outside now and try to figure stuff out in a grand public question-and-answer, but she remembered what Cassie said just before she passed away, 'collect questions for boomba impact.' Lydia did have a deadline now. She already revealed herself and British Columbia was probably getting hyped up and anxious. She also wanted to do this before Lillian or Marshall arrived in person, arguing her out of it. She wanted to do this before any opposition could mount a political attack (or a military one).
 “I'm going to need a lot of help, right now. Don't think I'm being rude, I just have a lot of questions, ok?”
 Cassie brought up her comm unit with two satellite windows. The main window was on a compiled timeline of everything that had happened the last fifteen months, since The Moon. Various threads compacted into sub-articles, all organized and linked to primary documents or private notes. It looked as if it took a couple hundred hours, or a small community to build. At base, it was a detailed primer. Upon inspection, it was the archive-level work of a trained historian.
 “I thought this would be helpful, when my queen woke up.”
 “But when did you...how would I wake up?” The amount of trust and detail was baffling. Cassie should have abandoned ship and become a professional surfer. She would have had a great story, entering the pro-circuit, revived from the dead with her coma-fiancee as inspiration.
 “Because I know you.” Cassie pointed at the screen. There was a short line about their horrible vacation in that Angelica spa. “With so many days to pass, this was my job for your mind as much as your body. You sing songs of soldiers and sailors with such emotion. Songs about the patience of the women left behind. It means so much to you, so I know this, that you would come back to me one day. I would make sure you had knowledge and health.”
 She was priceless. Lydia hugged her tight and tried not to cry, She tried to stay focused. Her love nodded into her shoulder and broke it off, pointing back to the timeline. 
 The day she checked-out and Cassie was revived was a giant spiderweb on the screen, and Lydia began to sort through it all, reading slow, puffing on her stogie. There were smaller lines, just bits about her friends in recent months, nothing intrusive. Cassie was now a dual-citizen and lived in Lynn Valley. Leo and Alicia had moved in together in Dome-Tycho. Deep, transparent investigations on Alejandro and Sancompares had been dead ends.
 There was a massive thread popping up within a week of Cassie's silent weekend. Truths about the Nome Incident in Alaska had been leaked to the public, confirmed. Anatali Corporation had since seceded from the Sol Union. The federation couldn't let them go so easily. WALcos and Gloria were considering the same path. Argentina reacted well to Cassie's revival and the promise they wouldn't be loaned to Brazil. The CCC stayed in the union, firm. War had not touched the station, Alaska, Mars, or Venus yet, but at this very day, the slow-motion saber-rattling was deafening. Anatali might form an alliance with Io to keep Ganymede at bay? The info-dump was mind boggling, and it would take a week for Lydia to sort out. British Columbia wasn't involved, other than greater Canada wanting its wayward child back.
 “You're a genius.” Lydia sipped her Cognac. While interplanetary politics were completely relevant, there were far more intimate things on her mind. A little more browsing, and she began to type on a satellite window. “Does anyone know what happened to me? It's not in here. I never blacked out like that before. I might have been a little twitchy that day, but it's not like I'd have a real aneurysm.”
 “Defined as a stress-stupor, then your eyes closed. You slept, dreamless. No cerebral activity. The Lunarians found no reason, no injury.”
 “So it was psychological. I'm crazy.”
 “You're not crazy,” Ethan called over. He was stuck in the bar; they couldn't leave without being mobbed by the press.
 Lydia then read something that made her recoil. “They gave me bloodline rights? Why?” The spit sort of filled her mouth. She couldn't put it on the floor, so she took a short walk to a trash can. Anatali and WALcos operated like that, but they were family-owned companies, not republics. “I really don't like this.”
 Ethan explained that in April, two months after she was declared incapacitated, after Anatali's federal secession, the real fun had started. British Columbia needed a head of state to fulfill the original mandate. All the old CCC cabinet members had been rejected. The old guard formally petitioned to peacefully unwrite the secession—no-questions-asked—as if the independence vote was just a moment of high-spirits, a public hysteria evoked by a silver-tongued populist: Lydia.
 If there was going to be a system-wide war, BC had no choice but to rejoin the rest of Canada. A sixty-percent majority rejected this. They voted for a stand-in head of state. Their fake-leader couldn't be a statue or a dog; they imbued a twenty-eight-year-old coma-patient with the full legal weight of a nation, trusting that even if she woke up, she'd just pass it back. That assumption was a firm part of the argument. Lydia flipped pages of relevant media and legal papers.
 Someone cleared their throat, interrupting her train of thought. Lydia shot a glare at Yontz, her host.
 “I'm doing math here!” Yeah, a little busy fixing a nation with the magic of a pure voice.
 “I'm sorry,” he said, ear pressed to his radio. “They'll be sending tanks, right up the street. You should evacuate.”
 “Who's sending tanks, and why on Earth do I care?” In a Cassie-window, she started typing to The Mission that there was incoming, and to please ignore them. The fortress could likely disable them with laser beams, microwaves, or transmission hacks, but tanks were expensive. She wasn't about to provoke a street-fight anyway. 
 “They think my queen is a pacifist,” Cassie said, a hand on her leg.
 “I am a pacifist.” Not even a million memories of a million deaths had changed that. If anything, it set her harder against violence, just the tone of it. 
 “Yes. So they test you, to negotiate.”
 Lydia checked a sub-thread, a very long trail about the status of their military and why The Mission was here in the first place. Well, that was interesting.
 “Negotiate what, my surrender? My abdication? This is the worst coup ever, if that's the case. I've only been awake four hours.”
 “They want you to look incapable, or weak.” Ethan pointed up through the ceiling. “Your only strength is borrowed power, and let me tell you, that thing sketches me out too. No one wants Anatali occupation, even to keep a peace, or our sovereignty. They want us to re-enter Canada.”
 Lydia could react differently, combative (whose puppet would you rather be?), but she dropped the holographic windows and asked Ethan, Cameron, and Yontz what they did want. Not only on specifics, but broadly as well. She settled into a lager. They replied, all about security, commerce, autonomy, and democracy. Lydia nodded along and asked more questions. She read the eyes of the people who actually lived here, the people who had wounded her and helped her in the past, all the same.
 She took her time, half an hour. All along, she didn't argue, she didn't press. Lydia listened.
 At the tail end she stood and poked her head out the bar. “Mister or Miss firefighter, I seek conference,” she just shouted aloud, certain that made the news feed. Lydia left the double doors open. A mobile tank entered without trouble.
 “Hello, Your Majesty,” the voice was feminine and adult. All modern firebot AI was gendered, but there were no markings to distinguish it. That always made introductions troublesome. She gathered they were used to it. “May we be of assistance? Your audience seems friendly, but we are aware for the need of vigilance.”
 “Um, your name, Ma'am?”
 “Holly, Your Majesty.” The bot leaned forward against her filled belly, an awkward bow. She was more than a bit scratched-up; this lady had seen a lot of action.
 “Thank you, Holly, for your care of me and my fellow citizens. I know you're following orders, but you have my gratitude.” Lydia didn't know if tactile contact meant anything to them the way it would a human, but she rested a hand on one of those coiled tentacles on the bot's shoulders. In any case, she meant every word. Humanity had created artificial sentience time and again in the last thousand years. Holly's service and risk meant just as much as anyone's. She wouldn't ask any more of them than she would a human. If they needed shock troops, or disposable pawns, she would have called down the real robots. That being said:
 “In all respect, would I offend you if I asked for something trivial?”
 “No, Your Majesty. We understand our role. I am a personal friend of Miss Lillian, and would do anything in her stead. Is it a plumbing issue? Electrical?”
 “No, no,” Lydia laughed. They could take care of their own business. In all humor, “The 'royal piano' needs moving, but it has to be delicate so I don't have to retune it.”
 “Well, this is easy. I feared you'd ask us to distract the incoming tanks.”
 “Oh, no. You can just let them get as close as possible.”
 “Really?” Holly wasn't just questioning, she sounded surprised.
 “Yeah, um, if there's anything you can think of that would work on the crowd in the meantime, so no one does anything crazy like try and die for me, that would be swell. No one gets hurt, ok?”
 “No.” Holly repeated, “No one gets hurt, on my word. We share this spirit. I'm happy to see it represented within you, Your Majesty.”
 The bot did her weird bow again and clicked forward on her tank treads, rounding Dorothy. A second firefighter soon entered. They didn't hoist or drag the piano by the legs, six tentacles on each bot, three on a shoulder, they weaved a nest underneath Dorothy and in a moment, she gently floated in the air, carried with no real effort. The new bot rolled backward in seamless unison as Holly followed.
 “Just put it 'on stage,' if you know what I mean.”
 “Oh, we certainly get it, and will likely enjoy this, Your Majesty.”
 There was nothing majestic about Lydia today, or any day, but she knew better than to argue with formal diplomacy.
 As the Canadian tanks glided forward, all the weapons were in place.
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 There were no stats, no assumptions about the number of viewers. That wasn't important.
 There was no hesitation, no shyness towards the dozens of cameras on her and thousands of real life eyes.
 There was no anger at the six modern tanks with their plasma cannons pointed straight at her. They might as well be a child's toy construction-set.
 There was no doubt what Lydia was doing.
 It always sounded corny when you brought up kids. What will my children think? Won't anyone think of the children? But Lydia found her purest voice when she opened it up to them, not singing naughty anthems or dropping f-bombs on a broadcast—any dumbass could do that. And from all her time at the shelter on-and-off since she was nine, later as a volunteer, she knew you didn't have to dumb down emotion, or content, for kids. They experienced the same horrors. They were involved in the conversation. This was not a day for Sandy Dunes, the song; she already had the adults' attention.
 She'd heard what Ethan, Cameron, and Yontz wanted from their country. For Lydia, she wanted a nation where a child didn't feel hunger, witness another beating, a marital rape, or experience abuse in the laundry room. Lydia wanted a nation where a mother's best defense for her nine-month unborn daughter wasn't abandoning her nine-year-old living daughter. She couldn't forgive her mother, but she thought she understood her.
 Poverty, desperation, political impotence, mental illness, how do you break the cycle of abuse?
 From voters to Gross Domestic Product, children were the lifeblood of a nation, and while many nations were feeling the population pinch, they didn't quite understand the grand equation. Humanity had tried robots, artificial lifeforms, and pregnancy incentives rivaling the greatest acts of social engineering. But how do you make babies in happy families? How do you build a nation?
 At twenty-eight years old, Lydia was starting to think maybe she would like a kid, but only if it was like those pictures DeConte showed her. She knew it wasn't that easy. Maybe a population of twenty-eight million 'children' would be enough (seventy-percent of which were older than her).
 Lydia sat on a piano bench in the street. Dorothy looked beautiful but worn. The closest tank was only thirty feet away, halfway into the intersection. Frame it right, you could get both in the same shot. It was poised to blow up an unarmed redhead in a yellow dress sitting at a musical instrument. The backdrop was a headless barmaid and a red and white sign, 'The Silent Woman.'
 Thank you, Canada.
 What Canada got was Lydia playing a very long improv piece of slow jazz. No opiates required. Cassie stood at her side. The rest elected to stay inside. She'd learned every note from Lowtown, from Vancouver, and from her mother. It was self expression until she slowed it down. She played a few more bars and fluttered off.
 Lydia began O Canada, the first few chords, just like church.
 Her mouth opened, but within a word, she clamped it off and simply played. The massive crowd of Lowtown natives picked it up, every phrase, every nuance, every beat as she paused in emotion. They kept going. They forced her to keep up with them. It became deafening.
 Tears filled her eyes, spilling down with no desire to hold them back. Most of these people had probably never heard the song until three months ago. It had been buried beneath those sands of time—beneath those war-ravaged sandy dunes. The final lines resounded like a battle cry, 'We stand on guard for thee.' The firebots were doing a very gentle job of keeping the near-mob from climbing the tanks.
 The chorus of cheers came so loud it was painful. Lydia would have used ear-plugs in advance, like at a stage concert, but no, she hadn't thought that part through. Dozens of bouquets and individual flowers were tossed over the barricades, all of them red. Roses, daises, carnations.
 Lydia smiled though blurred vision, stood, and hobbled over. She picked up the nearest arrangement, a child's knot of hydrangea. She swallowed her fear and marched up to the tank. The crowd died down. Hello, tank turret. Lydia set the bouquet inside the cannon, just sticking out of the lip. All darkness and shadow around, it didn't come close to a plug. The crowd erupted. Lydia turned her back, the damn thing still aimed at her head. Heart pounding, she walked back to Dorothy and Cassie.
 “I greet The Canadian Republic of British Columbia,” Cassie said. As expected, they probably had a massive nano-swarm around them. The audio was picked up and amplified through hundreds off comm-units in the crowd and though PA speakers atop media vans. “This is a happy day, and no day for tanks. Our Lydia is awake. She again agrees to marry me, but maybe that is important just to me.”
 There were rowdy cheers and applause from the crowd. The world's most dangerous street festival.
 “But what does this mean to our nation,” she pointed up to the sky, to The Mission, “and why does so many sing a song defending this Canada, then we have these cannons pointed as if this was your will? Why, Lydia, my love, is this fortress over our capital city, and nuisance tanks blocking midday traffic?”
 Lydia was fingering along on some modern piano runs, nothing topical. Her legs were wrecked. She could barely stand for that flower-stunt. If she could keep it casual, she wouldn't look weak or insulting, she'd just look like Lydia. She was getting a little paranoid she'd have another mental episode with The Mission overhead, tanks in her face, and a crap-ton of viewers, but that's probably what Genevieve and the CCC remnants were betting on.
 The queen stared at the sky, at the hanging gardens all cast in shadow. It betrayed the truth just above: a vehicle of death that was keeping her safe. Just like lovely Sacha and Alicia. Her hands fell silent.
 “This isn't the kind of nation I want to live in.” There were murmurs in the crowd. Lydia took a moment to center herself. She straddled the bench and gestured towards the tanks. “This isn't who I am, and this isn't who we are. Does this look weird and ugly to anyone else?”
 There were a couple shouts, scattered affirmations.
 Screw it.
 She gingerly stood again to her feet, using Dorothy and the bench for support. Cassie rushed over, but Lydia waved her off. “My legs are a little tired. I feel like I haven't slept in months.”
 The laughter was warm, and there were a few call backs, 'Take it easy!' Random, someone shouted, 'We love you!' That was better. She was a barroom hack, a lounge singer, and a stage performer. You didn't just talk at an audience, you built a rapport with them. You engaged them. This audience knew her pretty damn well.
 “People that love their country can change their country. This is just as true now as it was in February.”
 Deep breath.
 “First, I'd like to thank our partners and allies,” she pointed up, “for helping to keep us secure and independent during such uncertain times. This is not an occupation. This is what you voted for. They didn't enter our airspace until I requested it. I did not request the mobilization of our military, and neither did you, our congress, all twenty-four million of you. It makes a person wonder who did, and why?”
 The Mission was legal, but the tanks were in direct violation of any and all laws, especially since they had no paid personnel to operate them. She'd climb up and comically interview the driver, but she didn't have the physical strength. These hyper-aggressive jerks were way too easy to bait.
 “Want me to appear weak? Well, I am weak. I can barely move. Want to show me depending on foreign support? Well, I called this leviathan, stained with the blood of Nome, Alaska—fifty-two thousand of our neighbors—to ask a question. No nation in humanity can touch us at this moment, but does this make you feel safe? Safe for your children? Safe for your future?”
 A chorus of 'no.' Ethan and Cameron had appeared in the open doorway, his arm around her, holding her close. Lydia smiled at that. She swept a hand.
 “Tanks in your streets? Carrying weapons to protect you from your own police? Jesus, Vancouver, I take a little nap and wake up in Winnipeg.” There was a smile in the delivery, met with chuckles. Yeah, you could always pick on Manitoba's government. She'd be talking to their citizens soon enough.
 “Now, I've been trying to catch up, thanks in part to friends and a certain fiancee I can't seem to get rid of.” Hoots from the crowd with a big 'woo' when Cassie came over for a kiss and a poke to her tummy. She stayed at her side. “But apparently, in all your wisdom as a free republic, you voted to install a sovereign, a comatose one, as your head of state.” Lydia wasn't holding back on the sarcasm anymore. She let it drip. Pockets of laughter; they got the joke. She wasn't talking to humanity today, or Canada, she was talking to her fellow countrymen.
 “So, I don't get it. We're starting from scratch. An incredibly passionate, knowledgeable, progressive, advanced state of scratch. I hear you guys have been doing a great job looking after each other, but wow, we can do so much better than that. You've declared loud and clear that British Columbia is a free nation, and wishes to be a peaceful one, but I've been reading press. People say we have war on the horizon? A civil war within these borders? A war with our Canadian brothers and sisters? A war with either the neighbors or federation that endorsed us?”
 Lydia was hinting at fear with her rhetoric, just like the media did, just like her opponents. The difference was: “Yeah, somehow, that all seems unlikely.” She'd call it ridiculous, or crazy, but she knew far better than to insult a person's fears. Lots of experience there.
 Cassie touched her arm. With a slide, the Latina sat on the piano bench and slowly began a rendition of Canadian Capers. Lydia stared at her as if she had just landed down on an alien spaceship. She'd picked up piano? It wasn't polished at all, but with a bitten-lip, Cassie played on.
 “In the face of this pressure, you got creative. I appreciate the spirit of this decision. You made me queen to affirm our self-rule, knowing I might never come back. And if I did, no harm, no foul.” Ok, time for the big breath. Time to exhale. “The only problem is that I'm not handing it back. Not again.” There was a audible gasp followed by a very low, 'Ooo.' Lydia let it hang for impact.
 Yes. Now she was nervous. She knew the citizens of British Columbia had nerves of steel, developed over a year of Lydia's relevance and reform, but she was asking a lot in trust. Those nerves were likely frazzled by all these months of uncertainty. The old factions kept pushing for annexation because fear had been gaining traction, especially in recent weeks. The north coast was in a tizzy, from Baja over to Vancouver, Juneau, Anchorage, and the ruins of Nome. A single boo from her hometown might become a scatter, and then it could go viral through the crowd. Never lose the crowd. Her eyes found Cassie's. Her love nodded, playing along.
 The crowd was dead silent.
 “I want to pick up where I left off, because someone needs to be held accountable, and it should be me. I accept responsibility for how this all went down. I accept responsibility for leaving you. Vote me out and I'll accept it. Execute me, and I'll go back to sleep. Queen, president, CEO, I don't care what the label is—someone definitely needs to do something about whatever all this is.” Lydia nodded up to the fortress and waved a dismissive hand at the tanks. This would take about five minutes.

Just watch me.
 Cassie began another round of the song, it might be the only song she knew. Her right hand was getting tired, missing notes. Lydia smiled and sat back down on the bench. The Latina shook her hands loose, smiling. She whispered, “I was always so jealous for this. Play with me?”
 Lydia pecked her cheek and counted it off, the same slow tempo her fiancee had been playing. Looking relieved, Cassie played the bass clef, bada-bum-bum. One-handed, easy keys, she played it fine. Lydia danced over the top, soft, holding back on the fancy. It was hard to get chemistry in a duet. It took practice, cues, or really strong talent. With Cassie, it sort of came out of nowhere. The notes weren't 'great' but it the synergy and rhythm was spot on. God, that was hot.
 Game on.
 Lydia spoke loud and clear:
 “We're not at war. Not with anyone. God willing, we never will be. That sort of talk is all bluster and fear-mongering, manipulations over trade rights and the interplanetary price of cantaloupes. Thanks for loaning us your car, Lillian, but the time for guardian angels is over. It's time for this republic to unite. It's time for us to start moving forward.” There was a cheer rising in the crowd. They played a few more measures. Just when the cheer was about to crest: “For starters, I reinstitute January's tax policy, you bunch of slackers.”
 The shout rose up in a chorus of groans, boo's, and laughter. She grinned and held up her free hand.
 “We're paying our bills, no question. We're also paying our teachers. We're paying our doctors and nurses. We are definitely paying our patriots, for Christ's sake. Soldiers, report for duty once you sober up.” The scattered hoots and applause were accented by a song that sounded like a field-hockey-chant. “I read the law-enforcement contract. By rights, I revoke it. Nationals, you're still on duty. Non-nationals, collect your pay and leave British Columbia in peace. I think we have some citizens that would like their jobs back.”
 That cheer went up like a fireball. Lydia would save her threats about their political prisoners. She already had invisible drones from The Mission monitoring the jails and prisons, making sure no one was kidnapped out of BC's borders—discretion in transparency. All the cops held their ground, smiling at each other. Yeah, these were locals, but no one she recognized.

Dun-dun, Lydia nodded to Cassie and closed off the song. That felt great on about ten different levels. She never once thought she'd get to share that with Cassie. If Lydia could only learn to ride a surfboard—she'd settle for drinking under a beach umbrella. The mob erupted at full volume. Feeling a little silly, she took Cassie's hand, presented herself in front of Dorothy, and bowed to the massive cannon barrel aimed at them. Her girl blew some kisses and helped her stand. Lydia felt grateful.
 She waved an arm, 'quiet now.' It took half a minute, but Lowtown simmered down. 
 “We are a nation of law. We are a nation of peace. A nation of farmers, we are also a nation of art. None of that makes us weak. We will find a way to feed ourselves, prosper, to become more beautiful than we've ever seen. This is the most beautiful I've ever seen our capital, today. It makes me feel greedy. I want more mornings like this. Let the heavens shake, but let me help.”
 Cassie whispered to her. It was lost in the applause. Lydia held a finger up to everyone. There were laughs as they cooperated. The tanks began clicking rapidly, all six of the turrets and their AG-buffered wheels. What the hell did that mean?
 More whispers and glances to the war machines. Her blood ran cold, then hot, then she laughed.
 “My lovely Vancouver, fellow citizens of—” it took another whisper, “I love the name. Fellow citizens of The Canadian Republic of British Columbia, I offer myself as a vehicle of your will to enact your will. Let's get a little weird before Marshall Cross or Genevieve Guerrero can talk us out of it. Let's look forward. I present all these actions in referendum, your vote. I also offer myself to a yes-no vote if you'd like to keep me around a while longer. We'll do this a lot. Let's pick up where we left off. We'll do it together. We can figure this out as long as we respect each other and have the freedom to express ourselves. This is a day for unity.”
 There was loud cheering, but those closest were more reserved, golf-clapping, side-eying the tanks. They were still clicking.
 Lydia had considered something so naive as abolishing the military, 'pacifists forever,' but peace was never a one-sided concept, and BC was already quite tiny on the locked-and-loaded hierarchy of global nations. For all the budget it required, she'd governed long enough to know a national self-defense force still equated to legitimacy—otherwise you were Kansas. Otherwise, someone could buy your police contract and 'disappear' you with no countermeasure of force.
 Lydia finally scooted away from the turret, herding Cassie, and waving at her exes to get the hell away. Cameron called inside until Yontz ran out, red-faced, terrified. “Holly?”
 “Yes, Your Majesty?” The bot rolled forward. “It wasn't us.”
 It was all audible to the crowd, who seemed concerned, not knowing how to react. “Anyone in danger?”
 “No. They are powering down.”
 A short puff of blue gas blew out the lead cannon, knocking the hydrangea bouquet to the ground. All six tanks settled to the ground. Their AG cores went silent.
 “Disabled,” Holly whispered. Lydia huffed a breath. She looking to the bot, smiling, and pointed up. In moments, she was gently raised by three tentacles, and Cassie by another three. They side-saddled the turret, the Latina behind the redhead.
 They raised their fists.
 The crowd roared, just as deafening as O Canada. The queen blew a kiss, and waved-off Holly. Like a full riot, the climbing began. All the firebots rotated aside and began assisting children. The cops abandoned their posts, walking away to laugh and chat with each other. The manhole lids of the tanks popped open, a complete breakdown of protocol. The first soldier that appeared raised a refrigerator magnet, the old Maple Leaf flag. The mob went nuts, shouting just as loud as The Mission hovered back out to sea, gone in moments, leaves and flower petals falling down in its wake.
 Jesus, people, was that so hard?
 Lydia was assaulted with fingertips on her feet and gentle pats on her legs.
 Adorably, the vote was open for four minutes and eighteen seconds before they hit fifty-one percent affirmed on every referendum, quickly climbing into the seventies or more. Lydia understood damn-well this had little to do with her, and everything to do with British Columbia. She took special care as Cassie helped her stand atop of the lead tank.
 It was covered in red flowers.
 Reckless, like a badger, she hugged an armed soldier.
 The soldier hugged back.
 Yeah, that probably made the news feed.
 To a man, woman, and child, they all cheered like heroes.
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 “You must stop this idea. My mother and Lillian will murder us.”
 “I just want to elope before someone blows us up.”
 “I say these names, and you think they would allow little Lowtown to be struck? You mention unity. Let there be a unity. All ceremony is healthy for the morale of friends, and nations. You would also snub our sister-Moon that cared for us both so many times?”
 “Buzzkill with your logic, my queen.” Lydia stuck out her tongue. They sat in an armored limousine, something Ethan had called up (the ex-mayor's). They had the window-tint on night-black.
 “The wife of my queen would be a princess. How are you a monarch with no knowledge?”
 “Well, excuse me, Princess. That wasn't in your brochure.”
 “There is no brochure, this is common sense. I'm the smart one. You are the pretty one.”
 “That's stupid. You're the smart one and the pretty one.”
 “So untruths.” There was a flush in Cassie's cheeks. She didn't look over. “You make me so fierce with romance I would steal you to a bunker and keep you locked away.” Lydia raised an eyebrow. Cassie swallowed; there was some thinness in her lips as if she'd crossed a line.
 “Is there ice cream in the sex-bunker?”
 “Yes, Bonita, all the ice cream, and piano. Language books, and a Canada flag too.”
 “Why are we not in the sex-bunker?”
 “I have not built it yet. Can we get away with a hotel?”
 “Well, sure, they have to let us pee, or sleep.”
 Lydia pressed the intercom button to the front. Yes, hello, good sir.
 “I think I'm going to die again. Please find me a room.” She whispered to Cassie, “I hope I still have money.”
 “You have 2.4 million credits, my love.” Well, she didn't need that much.
 Donate two million of that to food services, now, please.
 Cassie squeezed her hand, dragging it over to her thigh. Never mind. Soon enough.
 Lydia was pretty sure she was trembling and most of the color had drained from her face.
 The motorcade began rolling forward, surrounded by firebots.
 Lydia whispered the dirtiest words she knew in Spanish. She knew those phrases. Cassie shook her new, sexy haircut into her face and pounced. They didn't make it to the hotel before the first time.
 Yeah, that was as good as drugs, except she was even more ramped up. Skirts hiked, they were both still dressed as the car slowed to stop. Outside the car were Holly's bots, the press, and fans. Lydia did not want anyone or anything touching her other than Cassie. Hair in her face, she exited the limo on her lover's arm, looking disheveled.
 She heard whispers about how brave she was, what strength.
 Ninety seconds later, they were in a ground-floor hotel room, and Lydia ripped off Cassie’s jacket and pinned her to the wall. The arms were stuck at the elbows, binding her. “You're bad. You'd do that in a car?”
 Cassie lunged forward for a kiss, but Lydia backed away, stiff-armed on the jacket.
 “You do this,” the Latina laughed, a breathy huff, “you don't have the strength. Let me take you to bed, Bonita.”
 “Nurse Cassie?” Lydia twisted the sleeves, making sure she couldn't get away, though Cassie did play back. The redhead leaned in for a kiss, but teased away. Cassie put her weight forward, but all she got was a back full of wall. Lydia's arms were fine. Her legs were straddled outside-inside of Cassie's. Her lover lifted up with a knee, rising up, thigh-to-thigh. A soft moan escaped the redhead's lips.
 Lydia tried to act tough, but she didn't have a chance. She feebly twisted the sleeves again but Cassie just shook her arms out and peeled it off. “Not this time, Lydia.”
 It was completely aggressive, but it wasn't rough. She was on her back with her skirt over her face. Lydia writhed up, tearing off her dress before doing the same to Cassie's blouse. Her lover's hand was already between her legs again. She was still wet from the car. Her mouth crushed on Lydia's neck and didn't relent, small bites, long floating licks and whispers.
 She wanted to indulge, just lie back, but that wasn't their play. Anytime Cassie started, Lydia wrestled her over because damn it, Cassie comes first.
 The Latina laughed at the effort and pressed Lydia down at the chest with an arm, nothing scary—until she went for her belt. She whispered a 'shhh' as she unbuckled her skirt and threaded out the strip of white leather. “You move around so much.” She wrapped Lydia's wrists together, cooing and licking her ear. This was new, completely new. Five loops and she tucked the remainder between her palms.
 Cassie whispered in Spanish, and she knew these words too, 'You think I'm dangerous?'
 “Si.” That was all Lydia could say as her wrists were guided over Cassie's pretty brunette head, behind her neck, hold onto me. Cassie began to grind her leg between her thighs. Lydia pressed down with her arms, her leather-bound hands. Cassie backed off, even lifting Lydia a little. Her eyes were alight with passion, love, lust, whatever you want to call it. Her leg was in the same spot, massaging, teasing.
 In Spanish again, 'You want me? Only me?' She grinded in, setting Lydia's entire body on fire.
 Screw this. In English, “Of course! Jesus, fuck, christ what are you doing?”
 She rolled Lydia over, positioning the redhead on her hands and knees. With a hand, she grabbed her wrists and dragged them under, between her thighs. Ass in the air, the queen's face was pressed to the carpet. Cassie used her tongue, she used her fingers, but in building moments Lydia hit the climax and went right on over, bucking her rear into her lover's face. She screamed, howled, and was a bit angry about it. It was nothing like the drug, so much more complete.
 Gasping for a breath, there was a light spank on her butt. “Hey!”
 Cassie hit again, twice as hard. “Shhh.”
 Lydia had never been so turned on in her entire life. She'd been played with before, but by Cassie? In their bedroom, Lydia was the top, and her lover's tastes were pretty vanilla. “Get this belt off me!”
 Cassie pressed her bare breasts over her back. It felt like heaven. She nibbled her ear, then whispered, “Say 'mission', ok?”
 Lydia nodded into the floor.
 Cassie slapped her ass hard. The pain was blinding, going straight to her brain and right back down between her legs, holy shit.
 “Will you fucking stop that!”
 Cassie spanked again in the same spot, giggling before she kissed it. No, that wasn't the safe word. Lydia was a breath away from coming again. “Fuck you, Cassie.”
 She yanked on the binding again, pressing Lydia down, “You be quiet!” Her flesh was already tender as Cassie punished her. She wasn't gentle. The redhead cried out, biting back a curse. Cassie licked from behind and didn't stop. Lydia squeezed her eyes so tight, just melting, vibrating from every tongue-flick and touch from the most beautiful woman she'd ever seen.
 The sound rising in her chest wasn't even human and when it escaped, Lydia was sure she never heard that sound before, that raw, that powerful. Her body was a tornado of ecstasy, twisting, writhing. A half-minute in, she finally found a word, “Mission! For fuck's sake, mission!”
 Cassie was laughing. She seemed to have trouble stopping with a hand on Lydia's butt, and another on her shoulder. Settling Lydia on her side, she wiped her chin, kissed her cheek, then found her mouth. They made out for five minutes, Lydia still bound up, Cassie's hand between her legs. She couldn't return the touch. Cassie knew how much Lydia wanted to return the touch.

You evil bitch.
 Finally released, Lydia looked straight into Cassie's eyes, growling, before tying her up with the same trick, wrists-in-front. Just that moment of hesitation in the Latina's eye was enough. You thought that was fun? You're mine now.
 She had her lover completely undressed. No, this wouldn't work on the floor; they hadn't even made it to the bed yet.
 “Get up.”
 “My queen, I do not know how.” Submissive, as if she believed that now.
 Lydia was the one with the ex-partners and experience, but their first time together on The Moon, virgin-Cassie had wanted to experiment, to take control. Maybe it was part of her personality buried under the anxiety she'd been battling. She hadn't liked toys, much less stuff like this—a shy lover, despite the constant seduction. Now she seemed to be enjoying it, natural, confident, playful. And through her surprise, that was the hardest Lydia had ever came from her fiancee. She still hadn't caught her breath. After a year, it felt like they were rediscovering each other.
 Lydia glanced out the window to the midday light. How much time did they have before the hangers-on descended?
 Completely nude, Lydia sat on her haunches in front of her naked Chilean heiress-model-surfer-goddess she had in minor bondage. This was brain-destroyingly absurd. Cassie knew exactly what she was doing, arching her back and spreading her legs. She shook her hair with the kind of smile that could send a thousand starships to war.
 Lydia attacked, loosening the belt. It didn't stop the redhead from taking the reins. When the love of your life devotes a year, then three months to you, this was her moment to show Cassie how she felt. She almost resented her lover for getting the first shot. That made her try even harder. And Lydia knew the buttons. She's been exploring for a year, with detail and memory. She thought she knew everything. It was time to explore what else had changed.
 Lydia had heaven. Time to share.



 
 
~ 53 ~
 
The end of days
 
 
 “There is nothing that has been better than this, in like, the history of history.” Lydia laid naked, the front of a Cassie-spoon. “No one is this lucky.”
 “Fate, Lydia. Not so long ago I was just a sad woman, and you were just a sad woman. Then fate met us at that spaceport bar with your bear. It always makes me wonder. Your own songs, your fear that events that could challenge love or progress. Maybe if you sang them, they would go away in sharing.”
 “They're just songs.” She snuggled back.
 “My Lydia plays songs, she makes them up on her piano, out of her head, but she never sings the words she writes. I'm asking without criticizing, why express your fingers, but sing someone else's words?” Cassie was her music manager, and always had been. She took that job seriously. She also had open access to Lydia's music diary, no breach of trust there.
 Lydia smirked and turned her head, she got a kiss. Well, that side-tracked things. She took another, and again. “I really don't care, Cassie. I really don't.”
 Her love laughed and kissed again. “This is how I knew you would come back. You are hopeless for me.”
 “So says my nurse who did everything. My gross body...” She got icked-out thinking about ninety-some days of bodily functions and weird smells.
 “You understand this is a love that many share. Every infant so much adored, wounded soldiers, every elder so much honored. You would do it for me?”
 “In a heartbeat, but let's never again.”
 “Then no embarrassment, my starflower—”
 “Oh, they told you about that?”
 Cassie cuddled. “Told me what?”
 “Starflower. Sacha and the Knights, it was their word. You know it in Spanish?”
 “No, no. I heard English songs during my death. I thought the pretty word was yours.”
 Lydia paused in the conversation, pressing into Cassie. She had been dead-dead, but still had memories of the nursery rhyme. Despite no cerebral thoughts or activity, Lydia had memories too. What did that mean?
 “My death was pretty bad,” the redhead said.
 “Mine made me understand things.”
 Lydia's anxiety wasn't all that better, and she really didn't want to trigger Cassie by bringing up her reconditioning and family. She didn't even know what reality her love was living in other than she seemed just as caring, competent, and 'Cassie' as when they met. The sex was a big 'wow,' but for three months the Latina had been living, studying, adjusting, and changing without her. No worries, Lydia completely accepted this Cassie as the real one—she'd just been afraid of losing her, like that angel said.
 “I want to marry you, Bonita, and spend my life doing these things with you.”
 This was insane. Lydia scooted around in the spoon until she could see Cassie's face. That was exactly her, saying things she would exactly say. Lydia made a 'squee' sound and pill-bugged her fiancee again, sitting her up and wrestling her until she was trapped.
 “But Lydia-bug, my love, before we wed, or you inauguration, answer me about the songs. It makes no difference to these ends. My heart is just in support.”
 “Liar.” That came with a poke to Cassie's back. “You've read it. You know it's all crap.”
 “No lies. I read. I hear you when you think I'm not listening. So I ask. Why do you not sing your own beautiful songs? You have so many perfect words that express fears, and courage, love, pain, and even nations. I am proud of these words, your own voice. You don't even use your full voice. It is like magic to me, to people. You change hearts.”
 “No, not really. I know I suck. No one really likes me. Everyone just humors me.” Yeah, she knew how that sounded. She braced for another spanking or a tongue-whipping.
 “Yes, Lydia Eelin Stamos, first daughter of loving, imperfect, parents, you earn two-point-four million credits, an Academy scholarship, friends who take blood for you, the votes of an adoring nation, and a nurse-wife who stays with you in sickness and health because we all just humor you.” 
 Shit. Lydia knew this tone. Cassie continued, “Thousands of children, women, and men buy posters of your beauty, to represent your face and music voice. Bumper stickers, my word, the stickers sell so well just for your name. All this love in private is just to humor you. You are as beautiful like these Callisto models. You are as smart as a Lillian or my mother. You have the virtue of heavens with a courage to give voice to millions, good or bad, at risk of your life. But after all of this, you still understand nothing. Nothing! You still say words like ugly, or stupid, or bad person about yourself. I hear these words and become so frustrated I could scream!”
 Cassie huffed a sigh. “So it is ok. You make one word right. I do not apologize for this, it is no abuse. You are an idiot.”
 “I know it, ok! I fucking know it!” She tried to wrestle away, but she didn't have the strength. Cassie had her pinned.
 “Stop, Bonita. Stop!” The Latina griped hard. Lydia didn't want to move. “I am still scared and anxious. This has not changed. I am so thankful to have my life, my mother, and you with no false distraction. I found the sand and surf again, and I want to share that with you, but you need to trust me. To know I love you.”
 “Yes, I know you love me, but I don't!”
 Cassie backed off a couple inches and eyed her. The moment hung an extra beat. “Then I will spend my life to teach you how. Estupido.”
 She knew that word was a trigger, especially with that tone.
 “Don't do this, I'm exhausted.”
 “Estupido,” Cassie smirked and poked Lydia's butt.
 “God, I love you.” Lydia started to cry, with half a laugh.
 “Estupido, estupido,” and her brain never knew what to do with it. Cassie pushed away like a taunting child. Lydia jumped her.
 
 * * *
 
 “You can get dressed, my love. You no need to fear.” Cassie kissed her cheek. She was dressed in blue nurse scrubs and was following a doctor out of the testing room. The sunlight was fading outside, the same long day.
 Sure, no fear, but Lydia was scared of hospitals too. Oh, she forgot to list that one earlier when her brain was inactive. The whole thing was getting a little too confusing. Her violent nightmares felt every bit as disorienting and faded as dreams. Despite the quasi-drunk feeling she got when thinking about the angel-girl, that experience in the park was a real memory, even though there was no record of the conversation, or girl, or dog, on camera. Lydia had watched the actual footage. She had closed her eyes against that tree and simply never woke back up.
 Had the video been altered, hacked? Was Lydia crazy? Were they hiding something from her?
 Instant results, they said her condition was cerebrally-normative, she was perfectly fine for an alcoholic. Clean bill of health and zero answers. This doctor said this wasn't unheard of with thirty billion humans alive, spacefarers living under stresses their neurology was never equipped to deal with—especially the stress Lydia had been under.
 There had to be more to it than that.
 He recommended a short-list of therapists, explaining there was no stigma against it even in the old CCC establishment. Lydia didn't want therapy (though she probably needed it), she just didn't want to randomly fall into another coma. Great, now she was going to be the one with the panic attacks every time she got tired, a complete phobia of sleep. She asked for a script or two, the kind of medications Cassie had, just in case she started freaking-out. At the very least, some diazepam. Her lover looked sad, but nodded.
 That doctor told them a relapse was unlikely, just as unlikely as the first event. He reaffirmed there was no shame in talking to someone about it, so please do that. He signed off on something. Cassie kissed her, and they left.
 Lydia donned her canary dress and waited.
 And waited.
 And she waited.
 She felt warm. Her body felt heavy.
 Lydia curled on the gurney and snuggled in.
 Yeah, that was a pretty good day.
 She was happy she came back.
 Hopefully, she'd get to do it again sometime.
 She exhaled and closed her eyes.
 In a dream, she heard a barking dog.



 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue
 

Bells For You



 
 
Procession
 
 
 Cassie stood at the front, tears spilling down her cheeks. She was dressed in black. Black crown, black veil. Her mother was there. Leo stood behind her. Lillian was there, as was Alicia, Marshall, Janice, Calvin, Sacha, everyone. A hot breeze blew in from the Bay, tossing torchlight. Thousands of citizens of Lowtown, of Vancouver, of British Columbia, Alaska, The Moon, Miranda, and Chile lined the walk as Lydia was presented.
 No one spoke. The sound of waves crashing on the rocky shore was the only music. It seemed like the ocean itself was riled up tonight.
 The doctor brought her forth. In her life, Lydia had known many men. He was barely a friend. He wasn't a father. He did represent something important in her transformation from a child, to an adult, to a queen. Cassie and her friends thought it was appropriate. 
 Step by step, the music did start, 'Jesu, Joy of Man's Desiring,' the Bach she had played when she was a governor, the song she played when she stole a nation and gave its voice back to its citizens. The song was patient. It was reverent.
 People wept openly.
 At the end of this midnight-green carpet, the ashes would be spilled into the ocean.
 Lydia couldn't see everything. It was like blurry tunnel vision.
 Cassie was a goddess. A short pencil-skirt just above the knees. Her black suit-coat went lower around the sides, the tails falling down the back into a short train. Her white blouse had no buttons, no collar, no tie, just an intricate hand-stitched inlay of purple leaves. She might be the most beautiful human who ever lived, ever. Lydia decided that she was.
 Behind her was their Best Man, Leo. He and the men standing with him wore sharp uniform tuxedos. The gendered aspect of this was completely traditional. This was a Chilean ceremony, sort of.
 Their Maid of Honor, Lillian, wore her harvest gold Victorian dress with bustle and bronze ivy inlay, the same one from eighteen months ago at the moon parade. Alicia, Sacha, and Janice all wore copper versions of the same cut. The combined expense and visibility would probably buy the dress-maker, Olivia, her own store outside the mall she operated from. They tried to contact Sandy, but her sister didn't exist, no birth-certificate, zero shares, completely off the grid, as was her mother, Sunny.
 Lydia took another step forward, in rhythm, in time.
 The murmurs in the crowd began.
 Her crimson dress was new. Shoulderless and with a corset, this was the most boobs she'd ever have in her life. And while her bridesmaids wore shimmering taffeta, she was all red matte-silk with white lace accents. This dress came from Victoria, just across the way. Her skirt covered her shoes and the train floated behind a literal twenty feet. It felt weightless. And unlike Cassie's black-steel tiara, Lydia's black crown was made of stone. The onyx circlet was an artisan's commission from the belly of the Rocky Mountains, mined and synthetically-molded into shape. Her white veil tickled her lashes, watering her eyes.
 Beyond that, she started to cry, but the doctor patted her arm. He wore a brown old-timey suit, traditional Lunarian. This one was completely bespoke, maybe six thousand credits, maybe twelve. His name was in the program. Thank you, Dr. Gentry Bartholomew Hollingsworth.
 DeConte stood in front of the rock altar. It was a boulder with lichen and a confused starfish trying to figure out where the hell it was, waiting for another tide. They were framed by solid brass torches, red flowers, and the gray sands of English Bay. The pianist, Yontz, let his hands fade away in light tones. Dorothy was slightly cockeyed, sinking into the beach, but only the wedding party could tell from this angle. The doctor bowed, no de-veiling, no kisses, no further presentation. He retreated to the front row, sitting beside his cabbie wife, his daughter, Ryan Shipley, Mohammed, Melody, and her family.
 Under a starless full-moon, Lydia met eyes with Cassie. Veil-to-veil. She couldn't take it as a sound escaped her throat. This moment was far more powerful, more beautiful than she ever expected. Her meltdown during the inauguration had been a joke compared to this very breath.
 The slow-clap started somewhere far back in the procession. Others joined in the applause. DeConte smiled and raised her palms. Shouts broke out in the crowd. The wedding party applauded as well. Across the aisle, Leo raised a fist and yelled. The entire audience erupted, shattering the peace of the beach in a cheer that probably frightened away every fish in a hundred miles. They all saw the dolphin poke its head out the water, chortling before diving back down.
 DeConte grinned, then waved her arms down. That didn't work.
 The supremely well-dressed, completely unarmed crowd went batshit, screaming as if it was an arena rock concert.
 Their minister laughed and let it ride. Hands full, Lydia had to turn away. Lillian hugged her, chuckling, keeping the queen from jumping the aisle. The sixteen-year-old princess was four inches taller now, and even a little higher in her heels. She was finally developing. She might hit five-feet tall at this rate. She looked beautiful, a young woman. Eventually, Lydia composed herself and turned back. In a row, red, gold, and copper, the bridal party looked like fire. Their hair colors only helped.
 “Family, friends,” DeConte said in English, “the light of Sol shines on us all differently, but it never discriminates. We are from many nations, many worlds. On Earth we see this light every day. At night, we see it in reflection.” She pointed up. “On our Moon, they see it just as directly, or reflected off our Earth. To the edges of our system and far beyond, we all see the light of our home star directly, or in reflection.”
 DeConte wasn't dressed in a robe or a suit, she wore a slim purple dress, banded with gold inlay. A red sash crossed her body, shoulder to hip like a general. She held out her hands.
 Lydia presented the urn. It was fat at the top and slim towards the bottom, an upside-down vase, once a solid block of obsidian. Small white and black pearls inlaid the lid, the lip, and the base—a relic from Santiago's museum. 
 DeConte set it behind her on the boulder. It looked like it might tumble off sideways, but the matriarch didn't look concerned. She turned to her daughter, Cassie, and lifted her black veil. They shared cheek-kisses. Water filled the mother's eyes. She whispered in her daughter's ear. 
 The crowd was funeral-silent. No one could hear a word.
 They squeezed hands, smiling, then breaking as DeConte turned to Lydia. The queen was frozen to the spot. Her veil lifted. The tunnel-vision ended with it: hello, reality.
 Lydia got a kiss, and a whisper, “In my eyes, in my heart, you were born for each other. She is as powerful as she looks, but no human can be that strong. And you won't be either. You need to stand together, just as you always have.”
 She stared at her soon-to-be mother, locked-in, nodding. Lydia tossed a glance back to Sacha, her shadow-half. If that's what it took...
 She wasn't supposed to talk.
 DeConte placed Lydia's hand into Cassie's. The very touch of her skin set her on fire, split in nine different directions. Lydia settled on a deep sigh of relief.
 “By Sol's reflection, by moonlight, we unite these reflections, women, families, and cultures. I could not be more proud, but this isn't mine, and it isn't yours. This reflection is theirs: each a sun, each a moon.
 Cassie's gaze shifted to her mother. She swallowed hard before stepping into the aisle, taking Lydia's other hand. The redhead was trying not to cry, but she couldn't help it. God please keep her from blubbering. Please, God.
 “My bonita, my life, you have given me everything, including the breath I draw, and the family I love.” She smiled, misty eyes steady on Lydia. “I will spend every moment for the rest of my existence, alive or dead, making sure you live in happiness and peace. I will protect you, I will respect you, honor you, obey you, and adore you until there is no more thought in this form. I promise you love beyond death, because I know what this is like.”
 Lydia was rendered speechless. Yes, they wrote their own vows, but Cassie's were stunning.
 Her tears froze in the panic. The silence was like a deafening roar. All she could think was 'me too.'
 “Cassandra Cadenza Santiago Francesca Garcia La Serena Fitzgerald,” she'd already lost her composure. “I could be queen of the cosmos and I still wouldn't deserve you. You are the most serenely complete person that was ever born in a hundred thousand years. I would give my last breath, every drop of blood, every memory I ever experienced just to see you wake another day. You are my Sol. You are my life. And you're the only thing that really matters to me in this universe. I pledge myself to you, forever, beyond death.”
 The air had completely vacated the beach. It was like they all got ejected into deep space.
 DeConte found breath, “Cassandra, under the eyes of heaven, do you take Lydia to be your wife, with fidelity through trials, temptations, and tempests both divine and wrought by mankind?”
 “I declare this.” She took the ring from Leo and slid the obsidian band on Lydia's shaking finger.
 The redhead was hyperventilating. 
 “Lydia,” DeConte smiled at her, “under the eyes of heaven, do you take Cassandra to be your wife, with fidelity through trials, temptations, and tempests both divine and wrought by mankind?”

Omigod, omigod.
 She nodded, then nodded again. “Yes, yes. I do.”
 Trembling, Lydia cupped her palms to Lillian who smirked, staring her straight in the eyes. She presented the black glass ring between thumb and forefinger.
 The queen took it with a weak smile and slid it onto Cassie's finger. It clinked gently onto her onyx engagement ring.
 They met eyes again, Lydia feeling a little wild. They shared their hands, and looked to DeConte.
 The mother smiled to them both, then spoke aloud to the crowd, “By the vision of truth we share in the Holy Trinity and legality of NorWAL, I declare our daughters to be wed. Please bless the ocean with our joy.”
 DeConte stepped forward, breaking their hand-holding. This was a uniquely Chilean part of the ceremony, a land of volcanoes and ash. Cassie gripped the bottom of the urn. Lydia set her hand on the top. Her breaths came short and shallow. They walked together out of the torchlight, to the surf. The waves soaked their feet, their fancy shoes, for Lydia, her entire bottom hem. This moment was completely private.
 “I'll never let anything happen to you, Cassie. Ever.”
 “Me either, my love. But we did not allow this year and events happened anyway.” She could see the torchlight in her eye. “We could live in this fear, of being taken from each other, but I was told to have faith in a tomorrow.”
 Lydia lifted the top off the urn, head slightly tilted. “Faith. I heard the same thing.”
 Cassie nodded, then shouted in Spanish, throwing her arm, tossing all the ashes to the sea. It was more of a cloud. A breeze caught it and sent it out in a swirl.
 They collided under the moonlight, a kiss.
 Their wedding kiss.
 Married by law. Married by God.
 There had been a pyre three days ago. A branch from Vancouver. A branch from Santiago. A branch from Sancompares. A branch from Maui. A branch from that poplar on top of Anatali Academy.
 It wasn't just a couple nations that sent branches. Hundreds of municipalities did from all over Canada, the north coast, Earth, Venus, The Moon, Callisto, Io, Titan, Iapetus, Miranda, Titania, Sedna, and beyond. Navarin sent a branch from the first tree planted on an extra-solar planet, a famous young maple. On a Lowtown beach, Lydia and Cassie ignited the pyre. It burned and smouldered for two days. They mixed and swept the ashes together and filled the urn.
 That urn was gently abandoned on the shore. Hand-in-hand, they returned to the light.
 If this was the most special moment of Lydia's entire existence, at least this time it felt like it. She wouldn't pill-bug her wife, she would simple marvel at the fact she got to legitimately use the word 'wife.' It wasn’t just a claim or a sentiment. Just like a 'nation,' this time it was recognized.
 “You married me.” Lydia looked at Cassie in pure wonder. How was this even possible?
 “You must be ready to dance, Bonita.” She wouldn't let go of her hand, even when her mom and their friends piled in. The audience threw everything they had into the air. Every bell in Vancouver rang out, the second time in a month. “This is when the real fun starts.”
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